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The Tyger (from Songs of Experience)

By William Blake

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright
In the forests of the night,
What immortal hand or eye
Could frame thy fearful symmetry?

In what distant deeps or skies
Burnt the fire of thine eyes?
On what wings dare he aspire?
What the hand dare seize the fire?

And what shoulder, & what art,
Could twist the sinews of thy heart?
And when thy heart began to beat,
What dread hand? & what dread feet?

What the hammer? what the chain?
In what furnace was thy brain?
What the anvil? what dread grasp
Dare its deadly terrors clasp?

When the stars threw down their spears,
And watered heaven with their tears,
Did he smile his work to see?
Did he who made the Lamb make thee?

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright
In the forests of the night,
What immortal hand or eye
Dare frame thy fearful symmetry?

1794 
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Prologue

The neckerchief whips around Isaac’s throat with a jangle of 
coins. It slaps into the waiting palm behind his left ear, then 
tightens like a noose. A knee in the small of his back sends a 
jolt up his spine and the garrote tightens under his chin.

He drops his beer can and digs his fingers into his neck, 
scratching to get under the cloth to pull it away from his wind-
pipe. Fighting to draw another breath. He struggles and kicks, 
drives his weight backward into Bryce who grunts in his ear 
when he hits the cinderblock wall, but keeps the grip on the 
scarf.

Tyler rushes him. He throws his arms around Isaac’s legs 
and pins them.

Isaac tries to scream, to warn Janie to run. But of course, 
he has no air. Janie has no chance here. Petite Janie is no 
match for these thugs.

He thinks of her, writhing as he does, fearing for her life 
more than his own. It’s not that he loves her. Well, maybe he 
does. But not as lover—more as friend, or a daughter. He’d 
known her only four days and yet he feels as protective toward 
her as any member of his own family. Four days, such a short 
time. Short time.

The first time he’d seen her, she’d been sitting in the back 
pew of the mixed denominational chapel beside the Crazy-J 
truck stop in Wendover, Nevada. Besides the two of them, 
there had been three other drivers there that day; two he’d 
never seen before, one he’d met in the same chapel half a year 
earlier who’d greeted him like an old friend.

“Hey Texas. Going west or east?”
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“South actually,” Isaac had said. “Phoenix through Ely.”
“God be with you.”
Isaac wasn’t religious, but there was little else to do on a 

Sunday morning in Wendover if he didn’t want to give money 
to a casino. He couldn’t legally drive again for three hours and 
was in no hurry since dispatch had told him to drive slowly 
after a shipper’s check bounced.

Wendover is a border town half in Nevada, half in Utah. 
I-80 runs through it like a wire. To the east lay salt flats and 
nothingness until Salt Lake City. West was also nothing, but 
with less salt. It wasn’t a pretty town. It stank of desperation 
and roadside vomit. The only beautiful thing Isaac had ever 
seen there was Janie.

She sat apart from everyone—not unfriendly, just wanting 
to be left alone.

Isaac had stolen a glance and taken in her faded Levi jacket, 
jeans, and leather boots made for walking not for show. When 
she caught Isaac looking at her, she offered him a warm smile 
that made him like her immediately.

“Welcome everyone,” began the preacher, a cragged-faced, 
long gray-haired man in a flannel work shirt. He had on new 
blue jeans with a big silver belt buckle that matched the tips of 
his cowboy boots.

“God loves the traveler,” he said. “He watches over you in 
all you do, wherever you go. He loves that you carry Him in 
your heart when you cross the land, His lands, His blessed 
lands.”

It was a bland, inspirational talk, meant to be uplifting and 
inoffensive. Something to take the sting out of being so far 
from home. Around election times, Isaac couldn’t come near 
a trucker chapel for all the politicking and gun-talk. At other 
times though, he could find his way into one after a hot shower 
for a little inner warmth. The thought of the Divine made his 
day a little better, his load a little lighter, and his outlook a 
little brighter. He’d never be a regular in any church, but he 
liked thinking that God looked out for him.

Janie lingered after the service, taking advantage of the 
free coffee and donuts. 
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The other truckers all looked at their watches, stretched, 
and headed for the road, confident that their sacrifice of time 
and a communion of weak coffee and pastry would grant them 
safe journeying.

“Just here for the donuts?” Isaac said and instantly felt like 
an idiot. “No, I didn’t mean that. I don’t mean I think you’re…” 
He took a deep breath and started again. “I’m trying to say 
hello.”

“Hello,” she said.
“Hello,” he said and shook her offered hand. It was sticky 

with sugar. “You here for the service?” He could have slapped 
himself for such an inane comment and nearly did.

“Well, I wouldn’t be here for the coffee,” she said. “I’m 
Janie.”

“I’m Isaac. Isaac Lowe. From Appaloosa, Texas.”
Her tan hair was short, combed and clean, her face bright 

as a new nickel. Her eyes looked at him as if she could see the 
future and liked it.

“Nice to meet you Isaac,” she said and smiled.
“So you believe all this?” He looked to make sure the 

preacher had gone.
“Don’t you?”
“Not all of it. I’m a cafeteria Christian. I pick out the parts 

I like and try to ignore the others.”
“I liked what was said today,” she said. “That God is with 

travelers. My God is, I know it.”
“Yeah, mine too.” He smiled but didn’t get the same reac-

tion from her. “You traveling?”
“Always.”
“You mean you’re homeless?”
He’d caught her with her mouth full. She chewed on a day-

old glazed donut, no doubt a leftover from the Crazy J conve-
nience store. Isaac looked at her clothes. They were fashion-
able and neat, not the kind of thing a homeless person would 
wear. Not the clothes of a hobo or a bum, but not something 
that was just picked out of a dresser either. Her clothes were 
more rugged. Traveling clothes. Road clothes like his, only 
prettier.
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“I have a home, but I don’t go there much. I work on the 
road,” she said.

“What do you do?”
“Whatever I have to.”
“You’re a bum?” He felt his face flush. “No, I didn’t—”
“You can’t keep your size elevens out of your mouth, can 

you?”
“No, I guess not,” he said relieved she’d smiled when she 

said it. “How’d you know I wore elevens?”
“I’m good at sizing people up.”
“What do I look like to you?”
“Still working on that,” she said. “I assume you’re a driver. 

You have the callouses of a trucker there on your fingers. You 
smell of diesel and free shampoo, but I guess I do too. I’ve 
never been to Appaloosa, but I bet it’s sunny all the time. 
That’s where you got the tan. It’s too even to come just from 
driving. You’re a desert-dweller. The way your wedding ring 
cuts into your finger, I figure you got married at least ten years 
and twenty pounds ago.”

“Not bad,” he said. “You should do a show.”
“Sometimes I do.”
“Vegas?”
“Yeah, once. Off the strip. Private parties mostly. Camp 

fires especially. For my friends.”
“Independently wealthy?”
“Dirt poor, but I get by.”
“You don’t look poor.”
“Poor in money, not in other things.”
“You need a ride?”
“I thought you’d never ask.”
It was against company policy to give rides, but everyone 

did it. If the company were smarter they’d arrange for people 
to ride with the long-haul truckers instead of forbidding them. 
There’d be fewer accidents that way, fewer drugs and happier 
employees. Instead, the company turned a blind eye toward 
the practice and would use it to their advantage if something 
happened. If a driver got in a fender bender or was pulled over 
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for a ticket, was late or early, they could use a passenger as an 
excuse to dock a driver’s pay or worse. Isaac wasn’t worried 
about that though. He’d been driving most his life. He knew 
how to play it.

“I get rides all the time,” she said. “Not all are as nice as 
you’re going to be, right?”

“What? Me? Of course, I’m nice. I’m married. Two kids 
and a dog named Denver. Guess where I got him.”

“Uhm, Colorado?”
“Boston. But if you name a dog Boston in Appaloosa, Texas 

you’re going to have a bad time.” 
He grinned at the story and she smiled back. Damn, but 

she had a smile that made him feel good.
“So, you’re heading to Ely?” Isaac asked.
“Closer to Phoenix. Can you take me that far?”
“I have a load to pick up in Ely and don’t need to be that 

far south for nearly a week. They don’t want me crossing into 
Arizona for a while. If you were expecting a direct ride, this 
ain’t it.”

“It’ll be fine,” she said. “Easy is the way I like it.”
She was easy to talk to. Isaac felt like he could tell her any-

thing. She was entertaining and lively, a breeze of fresh air in 
the muggy truck cab. Funny, but with a wisdom that belied 
her years. And she was patient. She didn’t complain a breath 
when the trip, already sluggish, became all delays and wait-
ing after a sudden reroute to Reno when the Ely load wasn’t 
ready. When he told her the news, he was sure he’d lose her 
then and she’d find another ride south, but she went with him 
to Reno just to keep him company. It was there in Reno, on 
the third day—yesterday, they’d met Tyler and Bryce.

He feels his tongue push out between his teeth in a silent 
scream, an empty gasp. “Run Janie,” he would shout if he 
could. His vision darkens at the edges, the closing irises of 
consciousness.

Then he sees her. He renews his fight, trying to warn her—
to show her the horror he’s facing so she might escape it. He 
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tears at the cloth. It is slippery from the blood he himself 
clawed out of his neck. It’s a furious last attempt at action—
the depletion of his last reserves, but he has to try.

Janie is a silhouette in the darkness, black against black. 
She stops and turns. She sees what’s happening to him.

Isaac knows it’s too late for him. The cracking tells him it’s 
over. Before his windpipe is crushed he could have hoped to 
survive the attack, but after the pop he knows he is dead. In 
the echo chamber of his own skull, the sound is a blast of doom 
defining his disaster, a signal of his death. He is murdered.

Janie’s eyes flash wild in the starlight, her teeth shine a 
ravenous smile. She raises her arms above her head and like a 
ballerina, she pirouettes and dances while he dies.
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PART ONE

The stars are blotted out,
Clouds are covering clouds,
It is darkness, vibrant, sonant.
In the roaring whirling wind
Are the souls of a million lunatics,
But loosed from the prison house,
Wrenching trees by the roots,
Sweeping all from the path.
The sea has joined the fray,
And swirls up mountain-waves,
To reach the pitchy sky.

Scattering plagues and sorrows,
Dancing mad with joy,
Come, Mother, Come!
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Chapter One

Michael Oswald’s car smells of cigarettes and unwashed 
clothes. The backseat could be mistaken for a shanty and the 
front seat of the classic Mercedes looks like a wall for a firing 
squad, pockmarked with cigarette burns and torn upholstery.

He puts the camera down on the seat beside him and 
strikes up an L&M Red to fill his lungs with heat. He holds it 
until he gets a rush and then exhales in a long slow stream. 
The rush isn’t what it used to be. It’s never been what he was 
looking for, but it’s closer than most. And a pack a day gives 
him something to do. Today though, it’s come up particularly 
short. He takes the cigarette out of his mouth and pinches the 
filter off and takes another drag. The burn catches him off-
guard and he coughs once, but only once.

Ron Anderson looks out from behind his drapes and 
Michael knows it’s time. He ejects the memory card from the 
camera and slides it into his computer. Another set of drapes 
move and he catches sight of Mrs. Anderson. He uploads the 
new footage and drops ashes on his keyboard. He blows them 
off without taking his cigarette from his lips. The aluminum 
computer is stained rust from the toxins from his fingers and 
air. He doesn’t mind.

When the upload is done, he removes the card and stubs 
out his cigarette. He gets out and stretches, looks up the lane 
for traffic and crosses the street to the Andersons’ lawn.

The house is original to the subdivision which means it’s 
five years old. The trees have taken hold, but not prospered in 
the heat of southern Utah. Why anyone under the age of sixty 
not addicted to golf and heatstroke would want to live in St. 
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George is beyond Michael, but here are the Andersons in their 
air-conditioned McMansion and Ron out of work.

Two sets of eyes follow him across the road and up the 
sidewalk to the door. Michael presses the button and hears 
the chime inside. He wants another cigarette, but shifts the 
computer to his other hand instead of lighting one. He rings 
the bell again.

“Who’s there?” comes a woman’s voice.
“My name is Michael Oswald. I need to talk to Ron. And 

you too, Paula.”
“What is this about?”
“Prison,” he says.
“Ron’s not here.”
A lie. An obvious lie. Michael watched him carry grocer-

ies into the house not five minutes ago. He has film of it. He 
can see him in the room behind the curtain backlit from the 
kitchen. It’s the lies that get to him, that drag him down and 
drain him out. They’re all liars, and they’re never very good at 
it. What’s the use? 

“You know what?” Michael says reaching for a cigarette. 
“Okay. We’ll play it your way. It’s been a while since we’ve run 
anyone into the ground. You’ll make a fine example. See you 
in court, dipshits.”

He wishes they’d let him go. He doesn’t want to face them. 
The company’s lawyers would take his footage and bury the 
Andersons without him ever having to actually speak to them. 
He’d prefer that. It’s not that he’s upset by what they’ve done. 
He puts no moral judgment on it or them. They just did it 
badly. They’re unimaginative and sloppy. They’re dipshits.

“Wait,” Paula Anderson says from behind the door.
Michael turns and lights his cigarette. He sees shadows 

behind the peep hole, hears noise, whispers, and scraping 
chairs. The door opens. A wide-eyed woman stares out under 
a chain. 

“I’m sure—”
“Cut it,” Michael says. “I’ve got something to show you. 

Open up.”
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She glances to the living room and then unlatches the 
chain and opens the door. She doesn’t invite him in. 

He walks in anyway.
“Don’t get up Ron,” Michael says.
“I couldn’t if I wanted to.”
Lies. To his face. Lies.
He ashes his cigarette on the floor as he steps deeper into 

the house.
The inside is neat and clean, decorated in sunset orange. 

He wonders if it was the show unit during construction of 
the neighborhood. The Southwestern theme is too complete 
and calculated. Showroom quality. Nothing old or hand-me-
down. No keepsake that couldn’t be replaced from a catalog 
and shipped overnight.

Ron Anderson sits on the sofa, a pair of aluminum crutches 
next to him. Pill bottles lay scattered on the side table beside a 
plastic hospital pitcher and vomit basin.

“Souvenirs?” says Michael. “From Mercy? Mercy Hospital?”
“We don’t allow smoking in the house,” says Mrs. Anderson.
He throws her a contemptuous glance. “Then I won’t look 

for an ashtray.” He sits down on the ottoman in front of Ron.
“Looky here, sport.” He opens the computer on his lap and 

presses play. A high-definition video of Ron Anderson picking 
up a sack of lawn fertilizer plays in a loop.

“This is just “the best of,”” Michael says. “I have plenty of 
filler for the slow spots. Like here where you get out of your 
car without as much as a cane.”

“Who are you?” says Ron.
“The name’s Oswald, I’ve been hired to save American 

Casualty some money from a fraudulent insurance claim.”
Paula comes behind the couch and puts her arms on her 

husband’s shoulders.
Michael sees the fear in her face, the flush of blood in her 

cheeks, over-blinking eyes and a little lip bite. “Yeah, so the 
disability payments aren’t going to happen,” he says. “And the 
hospital bills, they’re on you too. Oh, and the car? You can 
stick that right up your ass while you’re at it.”
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“Wait a minute,” Ron says. “Maybe I exaggerated my inju-
ries a bit, but I did get hit. The car’s totaled. It wasn’t my fault.”

“What are you doing driving a sixty-thousand-dollar car, 
Ron? This is a nice house, but that car was a little out of your 
price range, wasn’t it? Smells like a scam. Smells like you got 
into the car and couldn’t get out. Totaled would get you out 
from under it and a disability claim would help cover this 
mortgage. I know you lost your job.”

“Because of the accident.”
“Liar,” he says coolly.
“It was a hit-and-run,” says Mrs. Anderson. “They never 

found the other car.”
“No, they didn’t,” says Michael hating these people, “But 

I did.”
He waits for the news to sink in. 
“Here’s where you’re supposed to act surprised and say 

something like, ‘Where was it? Who was it? Did you call the 
police?’ Oh my!’” He stares at their blank faces and shakes his 
head.

“Otto’s wrecking,” he says. “You owned the car that hit 
your other car. What a coincidence, right? I can prove it if I 
have to. And no, I haven’t called the cops. Yet.”

He looks at Ron’s flushed face and Paula’s trembling chin 
and tosses his cigarette into a glass of ice water beside the pill 
bottles. He snaps his computer closed and stands up.

“So long,” he says. “Tell your lawyer to withdraw every-
thing by tomorrow or the next sound you hear will be the 
Marshals.”

“Uhm…” sputters Mrs. Anderson.
“Listen,” says Michael. “I’m not here to judge. Normally, 

I wouldn’t give a rat’s ass about an insurance company, but 
they’re paying me now, so I have to.”

“We’ll pay you,” says Ron.
“To forget all this?”
He nods.
“And get in bed with you? Not a chance, Ron. You’re bad 

at this.”
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“Please,” says Mrs. Anderson. “We’ll be ruined if we don’t 
get the money.”

“Poverty isn’t so bad,” Michael says. “It’s better than jail.”
“No it’s not,” she says.
Michael takes in the custom slate tile floor in the foyer 

before turning back to the couple.
“I know poor, and I know jail,” he says. “Poor is better. 

But if you don’t believe me, be my guest. Try your hand. I’ve 
shown you mine. All aces.”

They stare.
Michael goes on. “You’re done. Either way, you’re done. 

I’m doing you a favor. Plus, I save the company some legal fees, 
and the state some cell space. It’s a win-win-win. Whoopie for 
me.”

Mrs. Anderson starts to cry. 
Ron ignores her. 
Michael sees his eyes flash to a desk by the door. A desk 

with drawers. Drawers with surprises.
“You haven’t got it in you,” Michael says. 
Ron’s jaw drops open in surprise.
“Remember what I said,” says Michael at the door. “And, 

you’re welcome.”
He wants to be mad at the Andersons for being so stupid, 

and he wants to admire them for the guts to try what they did, 
but once outside walking to his car, he feels nothing for them 
or their situation.

He doesn’t know if he is doing them a favor or not. They 
might benefit from the trauma of a trial and jail. It might 
make them better people. Smarter, maybe. More interesting 
at least. But even if he cared enough to burn them, for their 
own good or otherwise, he knows the company would never 
push it that far. Everything would end in a back room long 
before any judge read a word of legalese about it. Neater that 
way. Neater still to have him settle the whole thing for them 
on a Saturday morning.

At his car, he sees an old woman shuffling from her door to 
her mailbox, her daily exercise, fifteen feet from door to curb 
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and back again. The houses are new but they are graves. Even 
with the Anderson’s youthful early thirties, the average age of 
the residents has to be approaching seventy if not eighty-years 
old. The ancient woman waves at him. 

His phone rings.
“Hi Maggie,” he says.
“That bad huh?”
“No actually I just wrapped up the Anderson thing.”
“Which thing?”
“St. George. American Casualty. Tell them it’s over.”
“What about the Timberline Fire?”
“That’s Idaho.”
“And?”
“And I’m practically in Arizona.”
“You asked for it,” Maggie reminds him. “You said you 

needed the payday.”
Michael digs a finger into a new hole in the seat, feeling for 

the hot cigarette ember that made it, but of course, it was long 
dead, only the hole was left.

“I do. I need something to do. Something interesting. I’m 
in a rut.”

“Roy has noticed. You’ve got to go to Idaho.”
“Is that Spencer break-in still open? You know the one 

outside of Cedar City. That’s in Utah.”
“Yeah. But Idaho—”
“What does the Cedar City thing pay?”
“Ten percent of recovered. But you’re the investigator of 

record for the Timberline thing.”
“How much was taken?”
Maggie sighs. “The Spencer thing? One fifty.”
“So fifteen thousand for, what was it? Coins?”
“Doubloons. Private collection.”
“Maybe I’ll drop by on the way to Idaho. Idaho. 

Goddammit.”
He looks up and smells heat, ashes, and decay. 
The old woman is gone. Where she stood there is another. 

A black woman, bare chested and wild-eyed. She raises her 
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arms above her head, her palms together, fingers to heaven. 
She pauses and then opens her arms, waving them in a broad 
circle that tricks his eyes to see echoes of her arms before her 
hands clasp again below her waist.

“By the hook you will know the family,” she says. “By the 
throat you will have the sign.”

Michael’s breath catches.
He coughs and gasps. His eyes sting and he rubs them. In 

the retinal flashes, he sees the stripes of burning tigers. Five 
of them. He imagines them in a small house, their shrieks 
humanlike and cut short. Flames, orange as divine fur, hot as 
hell’s own breath. One is a tigress with two cubs in her belly. 
All are dead in a moment of breathless burning suffocation 
and heat. Distant tigers flee in all directions. One remains and 
watches too long. He is noticed. His stripes are counted, and 
his tail is marked.

Michael opens his eyes and blinks. She is gone. Where the 
woman had been there is only a spindly tree by the curb, yet 
her image burns in his mind as an afterglow. He stares past 
where she’d been, through the houses, into the mountains and 
beyond.

“Oswald. You still there?”
Tigers.
“Oswald?” comes the voice from his phone. “Oswald, are 

you there?”
“West,” he says. “What’s west?”
“West? You want to go west?” Maggie sighs. “Okay, uhm, 

here’s one. Assurity put a bounty out for a missing truck in 
Nevada—Vegas. That’s west and south of you. I guess.”

“What is it?”
“Ten on a million dollars; for recovery or no-claim.”
“What was taken?”
“Cargo, plus a new seventy-five thousand dollar Peterbilt 

with an air-conditioned trailer.”
“The whole truck?”
“Yeah, driver’s gone too. There’s a five-hundred-dollar 

reward for information about him. His family wants him 
back.”
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“Tell me about the cargo.”
“Let me see… Yeah, uhm. Looks like a mishmash. He was 

a regular courier service that run, but the prize was a medical 
laser that was going to Phoenix.”

“Send me the file.”
“It’s in the opposite direction from where you need to be.”
“I’ll be quick,” he says.
“Oswald, don’t you already have enough to do. Roy says 

you’re overworked.”
“How the hell would he know what I am?”
“From results?”
“I just finished up this American Casualty thing, remem-

ber? The Andersons are pulling their claim.”
“You weren’t even assigned to that.”
“What were they paying?”
“If I remember, a flat ten.”
“Well that’s ten thousand results, isn’t it? Send half my 

check to Carla and deposit the rest for me, will you? And tell 
Roy to stay off my back.”

“I’ll try,” she sighs.
They hang up. He takes a deep breath and stares at the 

tree, small and struggling. It’s some kind of maple with the 
starry leaves; no kind of tree for the desert. He notices the 
smell of ashes is gone, the waft of death passed away.

He thinks of Idaho and Roy. Then he starts his car and 
makes a choice. He turns southwest, but he’ll be damned if he 
can say why.
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Chapter Two

Michael lives out of his car. His address is a post office box in 
Draper, Utah and a Gmail account in cyberspace, but in Vegas 
he’ll splurge for a cheap motel with a hot shower, clean sheets, 
and a night’s sleep where he can stretch his legs—a luxury the 
backseat of his car doesn’t afford him.

He was not referring to his current situation when he told 
the Andersons he knew poverty. It is his choice now that he 
lives the way he does. He could live better, if only a little, if 
he chose to. No, what he meant was when he used to live on 
government hand-outs, buying food with stamps instead of 
money, wearing used shoes and bearing the constant con-
tempt of people who lived better.

He has memories from that time. A couple anyway. Flashes, 
like summer lightning, distant and without clear sound. He 
sees himself with a stranger, his newest foster mom, dressed in 
thrift store twice-hand-me-downs, arguing to buy beer on the 
government dole. It was before the Dormitory. He was about 
seven years-old. He was so angry that day. That’s the core of 
that flashing memory—anger. He can still see the indignant 
grocer humiliating his foster mother for trying to buy a six-
pack of pain relief. He sees it still in red choking fury.

Then his memory lapses and he’s eight and in the 
Dormitory, then nine and ten. And then a family who doesn’t 
need the government stipend collects him at the gate: The 
Oswalds. He was a different person then, and that was the 
beginning of the life he has now.

The desert highway promises shimmering lakes ahead, cool 
ponds and puddles, moist relief just a few more miles ahead. 
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Always just a few miles ahead. Cars blow by him on the right 
and he’s flying—nearly ninety miles-per-hour, but he might as 
well be parked when a red blur, possibly a Ferrari, shoots by 
and disappears into the mirage just a few miles ahead.

He rests the air conditioner and rolls down the windows. 
Burger wrappers whirl in cigarette ash cyclones and blow out 
the window like demons fleeing hell. The air is too hot to be 
considered fresh, but it’s better than the stale chemical gusts 
his condenser blows at him. He slows down to seventy-five—
the minimum that won’t draw fingers from his fellow travel-
ers—and sets it to cruise. He’s in no hurry. Nothing waits for 
him

And he leaves nothing behind.
His last fixed residence was a condo in Salt Lake City, a 

split level in the middle of town where the winter smog pooled 
and painted the snow yellow-black in the inversions. He’d 
had furniture then, things left him after the divorce, and new 
things too, most assembled from Swedish kits. He’d had a TV 
to watch football when he cared about such things. It didn’t 
take long for that TV to become just a piece of light absorbing 
modern art, unwatched and unwanted. TV was a window into 
the “giant circle-jerk of pretended meaning” that was his soci-
ety. He could phrase it that way then, when he cared enough 
to name it. When he was still there.

After the divorce, his condo was new and hopeful, a little 
sad perhaps at night when the shadows fell on the empty side 
of the bed, but not the tomb it became later when Carla and 
Warren took the kids and moved to Colorado.

She’d taken most of his things, and at the time he had 
things to take. She liked things. The accumulation of things 
made her happy, if only for a little while. When she had 
everything, she set about improving the things she had with 
upgrades, remodels, and trade-ins. First her clothes, then her 
hair, and her shoes. Then the house and car. And finally, inev-
itably, her husband.

Considering his start, Michael was a goddamn Horatio 
Alger success story, but it hadn’t been enough for her. She 
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started middle-class and needed more. He wonders again if 
there had been something early in her life that had spooked 
her, some vision of poverty or deprivation that had touched 
her, scarred her, and festered inside. Maybe it was an African 
relief commercial. Maybe it was a relative. Maybe it was just 
in her, born and bred into her psyche, the American disease 
of consumption. But whatever the reason, it haunted her. And 
cost him.

He hadn’t understood it at the time. Five years after the 
divorce, on a road like this, after the bank had taken his condo 
and he was glad of it going, he came to an understanding 
about Carla. It was a class thing. It was a fear thing. Enough 
was never enough. How could it be? Enough was temporary. 
She needed excess. It filled a vacuum in her soul, at least for a 
while. And that was something. 

It had been years since Michael had found anything to fill 
the hole in himself for longer than a night. Always temporary 
relief. A deception he believed until the next morning when 
the hangover put it to the lie.

He’s glad that Carla has something. 
He has this desert and this car and a hole that is all that is 

left of a life he never got used to.
The desert flies by, lonely cactus and tawny sand, a cloud of 

buzzards rising on invisible thermals—distant circling specks, 
black against a turquoise sky. The roaring wind through the 
window, deafening and hot, drives him to long neglected 
places in his mind.

Twenty-seven months in a juvenile dormitory—don’t call 
it jail—had shaped him to become the man that Carla thought 
would take her where she wanted to go. 

He remembers little of what he was before that, not the 
faces of his previous families, absolutely not the faces of his 
real one. But he thinks they might be there in his memory 
somewhere, locked and forgotten. Strange he hasn’t gone 
looking before.

Consecutive memory begins somewhere in the Dormitory 
when he worked in the garden and had money and used it to 
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buy a pair of shoes. They would not let him spend his money 
on candy, which is where he wanted to put it. So he had bought 
shoes instead, and stolen the candy.

When he left the Dormitory, he was raised by his longest 
and last foster family. After a year, they adopted him. He’d 
been only “Michael” before then, but at twelve years-old, he 
became Michael Oswald. From troubled youth to honor stu-
dent in thirteen months.

Gale and Adam Oswald got the son they never had. Gloria 
Oswald got the little brother she never wanted.

Michael’s grades quickly put him on the honor roll, a 
strange award given to the rare breed of student who actually 
did his homework. He tried out for the high school baseball 
team and got center field. His adopted parents were prouder 
of him than their own daughter. Gloria began to struggle in 
school and one day she just ran away with Bobby Chandler. 
A few years later she and Bobby were killed in a Pasadena 
Quick-In Motel during a botched drug deal. Michael was in 
college then, married to Carla, Peter still in diapers. His par-
ents were devastated. Mercifully, both died shortly thereafter 
in a car accident. 

When he got the promotion to sales, Michael quit school 
and spent two weeks of every month on the road, selling 
insurance and making the kind of money Carla liked, and he 
wanted to give her. Between Peter and Tiffany’s birth, Carla 
made a splash in marketing, selling attack ads during an elec-
tion cycle that made national headlines. It paid well and intro-
duced her to Warren Burke, Michael’s later replacement. 

“We married too young,” she rationalized.
The kids seem happy with their new father and Michael 

is glad of that, or at least as glad of it as he can bring him-
self to be. Unlike most of his generation, he didn’t relish being 
a father. Once they could walk, read and reason, he wanted 
them to be independent and felt no need to direct their lives 
or their thinking one way or another. Whenever he did, when-
ever he disciplined them for stealing or acting out, lying or 
subterfuge, he felt misplaced. Another reason perhaps that 
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Carla left him, but he can’t bring himself to worry about that. 
His kids, once they were no longer kids, were their own people 
and who was he to intervene? Who was he to champion one 
thing and not another when he himself was not convinced? 
There comes a moment when children become adults and the 
best any parent can do is to leave them on their own. Michael 
has his hands full with his own ever-depleting life. No rea-
son to poison their outlook with the stark empty realities he’s 
encountered. But Carla—she has other ideas.

Motivated by guilt she has no reason to feel, at least not 
for his sake, Carla “keeps him in the loop” with regular phone 
calls about his erstwhile family. He liked the calls at first, eight 
years ago when they divorced, but now he resents them. She 
was right: they married too young. Peter was in utero at their 
wedding. Tiffany came three years later, and Carla’s affair with 
Warren began six years after that. Three years later, Michael 
gets a condo. Six again and he’s living out of his car.

He thinks of death in the desert. And he senses, not for 
the first time, that it is near. He knows he’s diminishing. He’s 
not suicidal, but if death were to come for him it would not 
be unwelcome. There should be a reason to keep going, but 
he doesn’t have one. It is habit, the waking and driving and 
working. The breathing. It is all just habit. Where once this 
life of his had its own momentum, it is stalled now and rolling 
backwards.

The dark woman he imagined in St. George crosses his 
mind unbidden, not for the first time. He tries to place the 
face, see it again, assign it to someone in his past. He thinks 
he knows her. Was one of his foster families black? Asian? 
Indian? He feels an affection for the apparition, which is 
strange because the image was terrible. 

He leans his head out the window and feels the blast of 
seventy-five mile-per-hundred-degree-hour air shoot into his 
lungs. 

He thinks he hasn’t been laid in a while. He’s horny. The 
woman was a fantasy. But when he pulls his head back inside, 
his eyes weeping with wind-burned tears, he sees there was 
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nothing erotic about the woman. That in itself is curious.
He slides his car over to the right and slows to take the rest 

stop exit. He pulls into the parking lot and turns off the car. 
He’s not tired. He doesn’t need a cigarette break. He doesn’t 
know why he stopped.

He gets out and looks around. Two overflowing garbage 
cans stand like sentinels guarding the path to a cinderblock 
bathroom. The path passes a brittle board festooned with 
tacks and staples. A sun-faded map sits behind scratched 
Plexiglass in the center. He sips from a drinking fountain. It 
tastes of warm stale sand. He spits it out.

“Traveling, Jack?” comes a voice behind him.
He turns to see a young man about as old as his son. 

Eighteen, maybe twenty. He’s got a duffel bag over his shoul-
der and a light jacket for shade. He strokes the beard stubble 
under his chin and watches Michael.

“Aren’t we all?” says Michael.
“Going south?”
“Aren’t we all?”
The man smiles and drops his hand from his chin. 
Michael looks around. A blue van accelerates out of the 

parking lot to rejoin traffic. Only his car remains. They’re 
alone.

“Do I know you?” the man asks.
“No Jack,” Michael says. “You don’t.”
The man smiles at that, a broad toothy grin. A Cheshire 

cat.
“You looking for a ride?” asks Michael.
“If it’s the right one.”
“How will you know?”
“Years of training.”
Michael waits for him to say more, but he doesn’t so he 

says, “So are you stranded or what?”
“No. This is where I want to be,” says the man.
“Well, good for you.” Michael allows a little impatience 

into his voice. He still doesn’t know why he stopped. He looks 
at the fountain and leans toward it before remembering the 
taste. “You have any water?” he asks.
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“I have some sugar,” the man says and winks. “I think I 
know you, Jack.”

“My name’s not Jack.”
“I didn’t think it was.”
“So how do you know me?”
“Something about you,” he says. “Something familiar.”
Michael studies him. The duffel is new, bright and stiff. 

He stands in comfortable walking shoes, dark, clean, rugged 
pants. His face is tanned and needs a shave. A red bandana is 
tucked into his collar to draw the sweat from his neck. He has 
sharp features, handsome and familiar in a forgettable kind 
of way, a face in a crowd but nothing Michael can place or 
recognize.

“No, Jack,” Michael says. “I don’t know you.”
The man smiles again and says, “You looking for someone?”
“Yeah. A topless black woman.”
The man shows teeth again. “I know what you mean,” he 

says.
“Glad one of us does. So you want a ride?”
The man rubs his neck and shakes his head. “No thanks 

brother.”
“Suit yourself,” Michael says and heads into the bathroom 

for something to do.
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Chapter Three

From the email records between Assurity Insurance and Ross 
Shipping, Michael sees that Isaac Lowe, the driver, is the 
prime suspect for the missing truck and cargo. No one comes 
right out and says it, but both sides circle around the possibil-
ity like vultures around a corpse.

He reads the background information Maggie sent him 
and sips his coffee in the air-conditioned MGM casino. He has 
Wi-Fi here and gets the early-bird special meant to bring the 
locals in for lunch. The cheeseburger has won awards, accord-
ing to the menu, but Michael doesn’t think it’s anything spe-
cial; just a pineapple ring under the bun to keep with the trop-
ical theme of the restaurant.

Three years ago, Isaac Lowe was involved in a hijacking in 
Laredo. His rig was stolen at gunpoint by a gang of six men 
in black ski-masks. They must have been sweating like sprin-
klers in that south Texas heat. Isaac couldn’t offer a better 
description than balaclavas and guns. His entire load of com-
puters was taken. The truck was found intact and unmolested 
two days later. Forty thousand dollars of computer equipment 
gone but the thieves left an eighty-thousand-dollar truck and 
trailer parked neatly behind a Safeway. It was practically 
washed and waxed. Nothing had come of the investigation 
and Lowe returned to work, backed by his union. It’s a won-
der Ross Shipping had let him have such a nice vehicle as the 
one that was missing now. Maybe they thought that if they 
kept him away from the border, he’d be all right. Maybe the 
union was looking over their shoulder. Maybe the shipper was 
pulling a scam and Isaac was the fall guy.

Assurity had had their in-house investigator collect basic 
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information, coordinate with police, make phone calls, cull 
computer records—all the usual grunt work that usually solves 
a crime. But here nothing came of it. Faced with a seven-fig-
ure loss, they’d put out a bounty. It was not uncommon when 
companies faced big losses like this. It’s a shot in the dark, 
a grasping at straws. If you get enough eyes on a problem, 
sweeten it with money, miracles have been known to happen.

This means if Michael chooses to poke around the Lowe 
thing, he’ll have competition. And he is late to the game. The 
bounty has been out for a week and the truck missing for 
three. He won’t be able to just file a report at the end of a 
month with recommendations and findings and expect to get 
paid. He’ll have to provide proof of a scam or recover the mer-
chandise. Confirmation that the truck is lost or stolen would 
get him nothing. That was the bounty: get Assurity out from 
under a million claim and he’ll get a hundred grand, less fif-
teen percent to Roy, his “boss” at Becker Investigations in 
Utah. If he uncovers something other than that, like proof it 
really was jacked, or the smoldering wreck at the bottom of a 
ravine, he can submit his hours and hope to get something for 
his time, but he’d be better off putting his last twenty dollars 
on the double-naught at the roulette wheel. Worse, if he finds 
the smoldering wreck fifteen minutes after someone else does, 
they won’t even look at his paperwork.

Michael pours steak sauce over his fries and stabs them 
with a fork. He is contracted to go to Idaho, see about the 
Timberline Resort fire and report back. It’s a shit job. It’s pok-
ing around ashes, talking to the fire marshal, prodding him, 
begging him to say something that might, under a lawyer’s 
twisting manipulation, be taken to suggest arson and so get 
another insurance company out from under a claim. The resort 
owner would be ruined, betrayed by a system that promised to 
protect him but will do everything in its power not to. Michael 
is supposed to investigate Timberline’s finances, the board 
of directors, past employees—find someone who might gain 
from a burned down boathouse. Collect ammo for a smear 
campaign if need be.

Michael knows that Roy gave him the contract because it 
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was shit work. He’s “lost a step.” His “enthusiasm isn’t up to 
par,” as Roy said in his last evaluation. Michael doesn’t get the 
big cases. Not anymore. He gets the grunt work, the stuff new-
hires cut their teeth on. If Roy thought there was an actual 
crime at Timberline, he wouldn’t have given it to Michael.

The St. George case was an aberration. He was in the neigh-
borhood when no one else wanted to drive that far. Michael 
was always far away. Rather than drive to Idaho, he spent a 
couple of days with a telephoto lens staking Ron Anderson. 
His efforts will keep him employed for another month or two 
unless he screws up the Timberline job and gives Roy reason 
to fire him. Well, more reason.

Whatever.
Roy is right. His enthusiasm for the job is gone. Hell, his 

enthusiasm for everything is gone. Why should his dirty job of 
digging through lies be exempt?

He looks at the Cedar City coin bounty and shakes his 
head. The coins are gone. It might be a scam—probably is, but 
it will take months of research, hours in desperate grimy pawn 
shops and overrated coin shows to get anywhere. Roy would 
fire him long before anything came of that one.

He looks at the photo of Lowe’s new red Peterbilt and 
the missing medical laser and spears a French fry. He craves 
sweets.

The sound of an orgasming slot machine erupts from the 
floor. The restaurant’s ambiance is shattered by shrieks of 
delight and a cacophony of bells and rattles. When someone 
isn’t robbed here, it’s cause for celebration.

There are hundreds of victims being looted by machine. 
He wishes he could be as eager as they, but he knows the odds. 
They might go home broke and bankrupt, or they might never 
go home at all, rolled in a parking lot for a hundred dollar 
poker chip, but now, for a moment, they’re distracted and 
happy. They share a common purpose of robbing from the 
robbers. Odds be damned, someone could do it. Someone has 
done it. The bells say so.

He sees the shrieking woman behind him on the left. The 
flashing lights make it easy to find her, the siren impossible 
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to ignore her. She’s jumping up and down and waving her 
arms like she’s been chosen to “come on down” at the Price 
is Right. With interest Michael sees her dark skin. She is thin. 
Too thin. Emaciated. But she has full breasts. Her tank top 
bounces wildly in her delight. No bra. Her arms flail and wave 
and he’s mesmerized by the movement. The shouting and the 
noise flow together into a single unintelligible roar. His eyes 
unfocus and he imagines her bare-chested. No. Not bare. A 
pearlescent white necklace undulating with her body. Her 
eyes wild and lustful. Her arms a fan of shadow, cartwheels 
of multiple images. A cheap special effect—one image over 
another and another in time, in accordion motion, in brilliant 
color. Her arms become multiple and then blur into wings, 
like a snow angle, only darker. Darker. The noise is music; her 
movement a dance. Her purpose complete.

He’s not breathing.
He breaks out of the trance and draws air. His eyes are dry 

from staring, his head pounds from oxygen deprivation. He 
has an erection.

The woman is not what he imagined. She is not dark 
skinned. She is not emaciated. She isn’t even thin. She’s a 
middle-aged, middle-class, white housewife with a plaid col-
lared shirt. The shadows played tricks on him.

He studies her now, remembering to breathe. He aches for 
candy. Two casino men arrive and lead her away in triumph 
through the adoring, circling throng toward the payout cages.

“Five-hundred dollars!” shouts a man in a burgundy 
blazer. The onlookers applaud for the lucky woman, but it is 
tempered with envy. Michael can feel it in the restaurant like 
hunger for meat. 

They reset the machine and guards make a path for the 
woman through the crowd as if they’re escorting a visiting 
princess. As they pass, Michael sees the gray roots of her hair, 
the heavy eyeliner now streaked with tears and sweat, and the 
thick foundation of flesh-colored base that interacts with the 
casino lights to make her look blue or black under the fluores-
cents. Her bra is padded. Her heels too tall. She is a walking 
lie.



What Immortal Hand

34

Everything is deceit. 
He opens a sugar packet and pours it onto his tongue.
“You want another coffee, Sweety?” asks the waitress. Her 

smile is broad and almost convincing. Her top is too tight and 
her cleavage the product of a French lingerie engineer. She’s 
friendly. She acts like she cares if he wants more coffee. But 
it’s a lie. She wants something. A nice tip, no doubt. Or maybe 
she’s being watched and is performing for her boss.

“Every word is a lie,” he says.
“What’s that, Sugar?”
“Nothing. Yes, more coffee.”
“How’s the burger? Isn’t it great?”
Follow the leader. Mental manipulation at its most base, 

most meaningless. All lies and deceit.
“It’s great,” he says and the answer seems to please her as 

if she’d come up with the recipe herself.
She pours his coffee and shuffles off to another table. 

More smiles. The table is all men and she pushes her already 
exploding breasts out a little farther and laughs coquettishly 
at a low come-on from one of the patrons. Flirting. Harmless 
flirting. Lies.

But lies aren’t what they used to be.
She flirts well, the waitress, even laughing off an ass-slap 

from an older guy who really should know better. It’s a put-on 
but she does it well. And that matters. She takes the insult and 
turns it to her advantage. An expert deceiver. He likes her.

“Jimmy?” 
She is standing over his table.
He doesn’t know the woman, or rather girl. She’s twen-

ty-five at most. Possibly twenty. Maybe younger. No, twen-
ty-one at least; this is a casino and she’s holding a handful of 
black poker chips.

“No, I’m not Jimmy,” he says. “How old are you?”
“That’s pretty forward,” she says. “I’m twenty-three.”
“For real?”
“For real.”
“You don’t look it.”
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“That’s your problem,” she says in an easy way that makes 
him relax. “You’re no clay man.”

“I wasn’t Jack this morning. Now I’m not Jimmy. I’m not 
even a clay man. Not my day.”

“There’s still some dirt on you,” she says. “Someone called 
you Jack today?” With her right hand, she plays with a chain 
around her neck, gold and thin as floss, a filigree trident at the 
end of it. She holds her left arm tightly around her small purse 
in prudent precaution, its hand full of casino money.

“Yeah. But my name is Michael. What’s yours?”
“Jessica,” she says. “For real. Jessica.” And she smiles.
“What’s so funny?”
She shrugs. “You look familiar.”
“That’s your problem,” he says. “Who do I look like?”
“No one in particular.”
“Maybe I look like someone you want to know,” he says.
“You are forward.”
“What’s a clay man?”
“You don’t know?” she says.
“I’ve heard it before. It’s a religious thing right? We’re all 

made from clay or something? God the potter. Are you some 
kind of religious nut?”

“Aren’t you a sweet talker,” she says. “I’m no Bible-
thumper. Clay-man is a slang term my friends and I use.”

“How should I know about a slang term you use with your 
friends?”

“Aren’t you my friend?” she teases.
Michael shakes his head and stirs sugar in his coffee. “This 

is a weird day,” he says. “You fit right into it.”
“Are you traveling?”
“Aren’t we all?”
She smiles. “Mind if I sit down?”
He stands up and gestures dramatically to a chair. 
She sits.
“How’s the burger?”
“Over-rated,” he says.
“That’s not what you told the waitress.”
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“You heard that?” He wonders how he hadn’t seen her 
before. “Yeah, well, I didn’t want to upset her.”

“Why not?”
“Why should I?”
She helps herself to one his fries, one without steak sauce.
“What did you think of that jackpot?” she says.
“Obnoxious. A big show to get others believing they can 

beat the house.”
“Did you see how they treated her?” she says. “Like she 

was sudden royalty.”
“So?”
“So, isn’t the class distinction interesting? She won 

five-hundred dollars. That’s nothing. Do you think they put 
on that kind of show for a five-hundred dollar swing at the 
poker table?”

“Different game,” he says.
“But surely the psychology is the same for the rich as the 

poor. What do they do for the rich man who cleans up?”
“Comp him a room and hope he loses it the next day.”
“Yes. They want that money back, but he’s not paraded 

as an example to the other rich people as enticement to keep 
playing. That class is treated differently.”

“There are more than two classes,” says Michael. “What 
about the middle class?”

“Everyone’s middle class,” she says. “At least we perceive 
it that way. There are those doing better than us, the rich; and 
those doing worse than us, the poor.”

“This is not the conversation I expected.”
She shrugs. “You know how the rich got rich?”
“All of them?”
“Yes, all of them.” She takes another fry.
“I sense a Marxist tirade coming on,” he says. “Let me 

guess: they got rich by exploiting the working class?”
“They stole it.”
“Stole it?”
“Yes. It’s all stolen.”
“Who’s the rightful owner?”
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“Probably no one,” she says. “But anyone who is rich stole 
to get there.”

“So criminals, since stealing is against the law.”
“Man’s law.”
“No, I think there’s something about it in the Bible.”
She rolls her eyes. “Ever see a raccoon? The little shits will 

come through your dog door and steal the silverware out of 
your drawer.”

“What does that prove?”
“There are laws and there are laws,” she says. “Don’t spit 

on the sidewalk is one kind. Don’t go faster than the speed of 
light the other. Which one do you think God had a hand in? 
Stealing is as natural to this planet as sex and violence. There 
is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so.”

“That’s a good line.”
“I stole it,” she says.
“You’re a strange girl, Jessica.”
“Woman,” she says. “Don’t be sexist. I want to like you, 

Michael.”
“Why do you want to like me?”
“You look like someone I should know,” she says taking 

another French fry.
“Okay, so everything’s stolen. Where does that get us?”
“It gets us some perspective. Once you realize that every-

thing is stolen, once you come to terms with the idea that you 
have also stolen everything you have, the world is a far clearer 
place.”

“Some people would claim that they work for the things 
they have.”

“Sure, they work hard. They work hard at being better 
thieves. We have nothing of our own. It’s all stolen. Or, if you’d 
rather, borrowed. If you think of everything as borrowed, it’s 
clearer still. You can’t get attached to anything if you think it’s 
borrowed. Well, not as much.”

“What about our lives?”
“What about them?” He sees a sparkle in her eye.
“Are not our lives our own?”
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“How can anything be truly ours if someone else can take 
it away?”

“I see your point.”
“It’s all part of the big picture,” she says. 
“Yeah,” he says. “So who’d you steal the chips from and 

how long do you have to hide?”
She laughs.
“Am I right?”
“Yes,” she said. “No one you know and just a few more 

minutes.”
She takes another fry. He sips his sugary coffee.
“When you bought that burger, who came out ahead?” she 

asks.
“More economic theory?”
She shrugs, glances behind him, then shifts slightly down 

in her chair.
“I haven’t paid for it yet,” he said.
“Are you going to steal it? Dine and dash?” Her smile feeds 

the light in her eyes.
“I hadn’t thought of it,” he says. “No, probably not. Not 

worth the hassle if I get caught.”
“Good. You know your limits.”
“You are strange,” he says. “But back to your question, I 

think the restaurant came out ahead. This food isn’t worth 
what they’re asking.”

“Maybe. But if you were hungry, you’d be ahead.”
“I could buy a better burger elsewhere for less.”
“If you were starving and bought that burger, for what ten 

dollars? You’d be way ahead.”
“It’s fifteen.”
“If it were a thousand, you’d be ahead. You’d be alive, 

they’d have some money. You’d be so far ahead in the deal 
you might as well have robbed them.”

“What would they benefit from my dying?”
“Good question, Michael,” she says and gets up. “All clear. 

There’re my people. I have to go.”
He looks into the casino in the direction she gestured and 

scans the crowd. He sees no one special.
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“The rich steal better than the poor,” she says. “That’s why 
they’re rich and others are poor. That’s economics.”

“That’s greed.”
“That’s their problem. Having more than you need is just 

inspiration for someone to rob you.”
“How much is more than one needs?”
“Anything more than I have,” she says and walks away.
She melts into the crowd amid the jangling sounds and 

seductive lights of wholesale robbery. A small figure, distinct 
but disguised. Weaving through the banks of slot machines 
and crap tables, she disappears among the thieves and vic-
tims. He has little doubt as to which group Jessica belongs.
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Chapter Four

Michael spends the night with a fifth of Wild Turkey and wakes 
up late. He’s uneasy. His dreams were dark; the liquor did not 
numb him the way he’d expected. He calls for more towels.

“When are you checking out?”
“I want a late check-out,” he says seeing it’s past noon.
“So you’re leaving today?”
“I said one night when I checked in.”
“You’ve been here for three days,” the manager tells him.
“What?”
“So you are checking out today? We need the room.”
“Yeah, I’m leaving today. Bring me some towels.”
He hadn’t drunk enough for this kind of black out. He 

looks at the bottle of whisky, still two fingers at the bottom. 
He looks at his phone. The battery is dead. He plugs it in and 
after a moment, it lights up, warning him that the battery is 
still hours from full recharge. He checks the date. It has been 
three days.

He puts the phone down and feels his neck. He feels three 
days of beard growth under his chin. His fingers linger on his 
throat.

He shakes his head, showers and packs.
An hour later, with a roll of quarters and a coffee, he pays 

an overdue visit to a laundromat to change his grays back to 
whites. The crowd is a mix of poor and traveler. Wary all. His 
phone rings.

“Hello Maggie,” he says.
“Where have you been?”
“Sick,” he says. “I think someone slipped me a mickey. I’ve 

been out for days.”
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“They take anything?”
“Only the time.”
“So where are you?”
“Still in Vegas.”
“Oswald…” She says it like a disappointed mother.
“What? I told you what happened.”
“You were supposed to be in Idaho a week ago.”
“I’m looking into the Assurity bounty,” he says.
“After Idaho.”
“No. I’m down here. I’ll do it now.”
“What’s the hurry? It’s already three weeks old.”
“It’s a bounty.”
“How do you know it hasn’t already been claimed?”
“Has it?”
“No, but how do you know?”
“I have a feeling about this one. A hunch.”
“Oh god,” she says.
“The money’s really good.”
“Since when are you about money?”
“Who isn’t about money?”
“What do you need the money for? Thinking of starting 

your own agency?”
“Would you work for me?”
“No.”
“I have a hunch,” he says. “I’m checking it out.”
Two men enter the laundromat and scan the room. They’re 

looking at people, not machines. Their eyes fall on Michael. 
He cannot see their faces. They are backlit against the win-
dowed wall but he knows they are looking at him. 

“So what about Timberline?” asks Maggie.
“It’ll wait.”
“Go to Idaho.”
One of the strangers makes a gesture to his face, but the 

shadows hide what he’s doing and he doesn’t know how to 
react. Michael waits, expecting them to move on him, prepar-
ing to be mugged.

Maggie from far away, “Michael, are you there?”
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“Yes. Is there anything new about the Assurity bounty?” he 
says also from far away.

“Do your own homework. I shouldn’t have even mentioned 
it to you until you’d done Timberline.”

“Maggie, I don’t feel good.”
She sighs. He hears the clatter of keyboard typing. “The 

police added an official “ongoing investigation” post. That’s 
all. Get to Idaho.”

The connection is cut on Maggie’s side. 
Slowly, Michael lowers the phone from his ear and blinks 

to clear his vision. The light makes tracers around the figures, 
auras, and shades. He smells ashes.

“‘Sup Jay?” one of them calls.
“Nothing, Slick,” Michael calls back. The other patrons 

stop and watch, feeling the tension, bracing for violence.
“I’m not Slick,” he says.
“I’m not Jay,” says Michael.
“Another time.”
They leave.
There’s something familiar about all this, about the ten-

sion, the gesture, the names. 
He shakes cobwebs from his head and returns to the call. 

Maggie is right. He doesn’t want the money, at least not like 
that. The days when money was an object unto itself are long 
gone. He needs only enough to get by. A little extra will get 
him by longer, but he is under no delusion that money will 
bring him purpose or happiness. He knows first-hand the cli-
ché about that. Like the whiskey that blunted his senses for 
a few hours, wealth is a distraction from the despair of exis-
tence. It is a medicine that treats a symptom not the disease.

He still sends money to Carla. He does this not because 
she needs it, or even wants it any more–Warren’s law firm is 
doing great. No, Michael keeps paying because it is going on 
with going on, and at times, when the void in his chest dark-
ens and congeals, going on is the only thing keeping him from 
falling in.

There might be some people who were genuinely satisfied 
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with money. He imagines a void in everyone’s soul, a hole 
they are put on the earth to fill. Surely everyone has a differ-
ent shaped hole. One size does not fit all. One man’s poison 
is another’s meat. He likes to think that Carla can be content 
with her chase of status and possessions, but he’s doubtful.

He’d had arguments with Carla about the relationship 
of money to happiness. It began with the usual platitudes 
but evolved into the very obvious proof that money could at 
least stave off most of the things that brought unhappiness. 
That was the fear talking, and Michael had called it that. She 
wouldn’t be moved. Money was a legitimate goal unto itself, 
she said.

“Even if you have to do something you hate to get it?” he 
said.

“We all do things we don’t like sometimes,” she replied. 
“Maybe we don’t like brushing our teeth but the results are 
worth the sacrifice.”

It was a dig at him for forgetting to brush that day. He’d 
been in a hurry for an appointment.

“But brushing takes seconds. A job you hate can be a 
lifetime.”

“If it’s a good job, with good rewards, you should learn to 
love it.”

“What about doing what we want? You know, the Joseph 
Campbell thing about following your bliss and the money will 
come?”

“That’s mystical bullshit.”
After Carla left him, he sat down and tried to figure out 

what his bliss was, promising himself to follow it now that he 
was “free.” In eight years, he hadn’t been able to find it.

The GPS on Lowe’s truck had been deactivated in Las 
Vegas. Using his computer Michael figures out the coordi-
nates and finds the last location of the signal. He memorizes 
the route and stuffs his whites into a torn suitcase before going 
to his car. He scans the parking lot for the men who’d come in 
earlier, but they’re gone.
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It’s an easy drive through town, the heat keeps people 
inside. He arrives at a suburban gas station far from The Strip 
and the hotel he’d stayed the night before, or rather, the three 
previous nights. He still can’t wrap his mind around the lost 
time.

He pulls his Mercedes up to the pump and refills the tank. 
It’s the worst time to put gas in a vehicle, high afternoon, hot-
test part of the day. He knows he’s buying fumes, but he fig-
ures it’ll look better when he starts asking questions if he’s 
bought something.

He needn’t have bothered. The bubblegum-popping clerk 
behind the counter has no stake in the family-owned gas sta-
tion beyond her minimum wage paycheck.

“I don’t know nothing about no missing truck,” she says 
and the vacancy in her eyes confirms her story.

“Is the owner here?”
“Yes.”
“Can I talk to him?”
“I dunno,” she chortles. “Can you?”
She’s pleased with her joke and Michael smirks back, a 

fake smile, a gesture quite the opposite to what he wants to do.
“Is he here?”
“I dunno. Is he?” She laughs like she just zinged him again. 

“I’m not allowed to leave my post,” she explains looking up 
the two digit extension on a cheat sheet beside the phone. “It’s 
a rule.”

“How dutiful of you,” he says.
She raises an eyebrow and he knows she’s wondering if 

“dutiful” is a real word or not.
“Mr. Abi,” she says. “There’s a guy here who wants to see 

you… No, I didn’t do anything wrong. He wants to talk to you… 
No. Not a salesman… Okay. Bye.” She hangs up the phone. 
“He’s busy,” she says.

“Where is the office?” he asks.
She points down a hallway past the toilets. 
He heads that way and finds a door marked Employees 

Only and goes through it. The clerk doesn’t say a word.
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“Mr. Abi?” he calls.
He sees a narrow hallway stacked high with boxes of soft 

drink syrup and beer cases. He moves through it sideways. He 
passes a door leading behind the refrigerated racks, then the 
space opens a little. Beside a coat rack and a time clock, he 
sees a single office door.

“Mr. Abi?” he says opening the door. 
A dark-skinned man sitting at a desk wheels around to 

face him, wide eyed and startled. Michael notices white bod-
ies with pink recesses on the computer screen before Mr. Abi 
clicks the monitor off.

“Who are you? What do you want?” He speaks with an 
Indian accent. His mustache is straight from a travel brochure, 
thick and curled at the ends. He has dark eyes and black hair 
and skin is the color of smooth coffee.

“Mr. Abi, I’m Michael Oswald. I’m working for Assurity 
Insurance. I’m investigating a missing truck.”

“You cannot barge in like this,” he says.
“Don’t look so frightened. I’m an investigator not a 

murderer.”
Mr. Abi’s eyes stay wide while Michael squeezes inside the 

little room. 
“You say you’re not a murderer?”
“No, I’m not.”
“You could be lying.”
“I could be,” he says, sliding a cigarette into his mouth. 

“But really, I’m here about the truck.”
“I am tired of this truck,” he says, his eyes still nervous but 

calming down. “I told everyone. I know nothing about it.”
“Who’ve you told?” Michael lights the cigarette. As he 

fans the match out he catches sight of a four-armed ele-
phant-headed statue on its own shelf in the corner. He smells 
sweet exotic incense and notices the ends of joss sticks planted 
before the icon. He takes a drag from his cigarette.

“I’ve told everyone. Police. FBI. People from the company 
and dozens of men like you who are looking for it.”

“Dozens like me?”
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“Dozens saying they work for Assurity Insurance, but all 
are private hunters.”

“Yeah, it’s a bounty. A reward for turning up the truck. We 
are all working for the company but only one of us gets paid. 
Get it?”

“Yes.”
“Dozens eh?”
“Maybe fifty people, in person and by phone. Maybe fifty. 

Maybe more. It’s been going on for weeks.”
“And what have you been telling these people?”
“Nothing. I have nothing to tell them. The day the truck 

was here, I was working but I remember nothing.”
“Do you have surveillance tape?”
“Inside the store.”
“Can I see the tape?”
“No. It’s on a two day cycle. That tape was erased before 

anyone came looking for it.”
“Erased?”
“Overwritten. It’s all digital.”
“Dozens of people looking, huh?” he murmurs.
“Fifty,” he says. “Maybe more.”
Michael nods and ashes his cigarette in a rubber trash can.
“Who’s the elephant man?”
“Ganesha,” says Mr. Abi.
“Why so many arms?”
“Indian gods often have many arms. It’s how they give out 

so much bounty. Ganesh helps the merchant and the scholar.”
“Working out for you?”
“Yes.”
“Yeah, okay,” Michael says. “Thanks for your time. Sorry I 

interrupted you.”
Mr. Abi locks the door as soon as Michael leaves.
Michael walks around the gas station and finds the likely 

place for the work to have been done. There’s a broad gravel 
drive behind the building that offers concealment from the 
road. There is a single spotlight over a blue paint-cracked 
door and a dumpster beside that. No windows. The door has 
no handle on this side, only a silver deadbolt-keyed lock.
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Before he can reach his car his phone rings.
“Oswald.” It’s Maggie. “Are you still in Vegas?”
“I’ll get to fucking Idaho when I get to fucking Idaho,” he 

says.
“Are you in Vegas?”
“Yes.”
“Go to the Luxor and pick up Craig McCallister.”
“Who’s Craig McCallister?”
“Roy’s brother-in-law.”
“Tell him to call a cab.”
“Roy hired him, sent him down there to work on the 

Assurity thing. When he found out you were down there he 
thought you two should work together.”

“What?”
“He wants you to work with him. Show him the ropes. 

Teach him. Mentor. Whatever. Just do it.”
“Dozens,” Michael grumbles after he hangs up his phone. 

“Maybe fifty.”
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Chapter Five

“I can’t thank you enough for picking me up, Oswald. Roy says 
you used to be the best. Said I could learn a lot from you.” 
Craig McCallister hasn’t shut up since Michael found him out-
side the treasure ride in the Luxor. “He said I could learn a lot 
from you,” he repeats.

Michael navigates the awakening Strip northward, picking 
an onramp. He’s had enough of Las Vegas. The neon lights in 
the dawn show false and the casino veneers in sunshine are 
poor replicas of the dreams they promise by night. He meant 
to stay one night here but somehow, he’s been here for days.

“You ever ride that treasure ride at the Luxor? It’s a trip. I 
rode it like six times for free.” Craig adjusts his seat and rolls 
down the window. “Man, do you have to smoke? I’m sensitive.”

Roy’s brother-in-law does not look sensitive. His biceps 
bulge with unnatural girth, evidence of too much time at the 
gym. His face is round and firm, strong-chinned with confi-
dent piercing eyes under full brows. He has no hair on top 
of his head. It’s shaved off. His skull a bronze tan like his 
arms. His most striking feature, the thing that Michael keeps 
focusing on when he looks at his new passenger, is the man’s 
enormous neck. His head doesn’t so much stand on top of his 
neck as it is the rounded peak of a pyramid growing out of his 
shoulders. His neck is thick and strong, tendons run through 
it like canyons. He could be a battering ram.

“Do you play football?” Michael asks.
“Used to,” says Craig. “I nearly made the roster for Arizona, 

but I blew a knee.”
“So how long have you been working for Roy?”
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“A week. He says to watch what you do and then when you 
retire, I can take over.”

Michael blows smoke out his nose.
“Hey, what’d I say about smoking?” says Craig.
“My car, Bluto. You want to walk?”
“Alright,” he says. “No need to be nasty. Who’s Bluto?”
Michael floors the Mercedes up the onramp. He grunts 

and nods and Craig doesn’t notice he’s not paying attention to 
him. It’s clear that Roy intends to move him out and put this 
lug in his place, but he can’t be mad at his boss. He doesn’t 
care enough about Roy or the job to worry about it.

This should bother him. He thinks this should set him off, 
since relatively speaking, his job is a big deal. He doesn’t have 
much in his life. His job is really all he has; the reason he gets 
up in the morning, when he gets up in the morning. But he 
doesn’t care. It’s not like he learned some kind of Zen that 
moves him across stressful moments of looming unemploy-
ment. He has nothing. Does that mean he is nothing?

He feels it inside him—a void growing by the hour, an emp-
tying of who he was. Hollow and vacuous, it is absence only. It 
is hunger with no idea what to eat; desire for purpose without 
inclination or motivation. He feels adrift, a ship without cargo 
or course. Purposeless and lost.

He wonders if he ever had purpose. He’s had goals. Hasn’t 
he? He’s had positions at least, and they carried with them a 
purpose. When he was a kid, his purpose was to grow up. Easy 
enough under the circumstances. When he was a student, 
his purpose was to learn. As a husband, his purpose became 
Carla. As a father, his kids. As a salesman, the sale and now, 
as an investigator, his purpose is to get another sleazy insur-
ance company out from under its obligations. He’s never been 
under the assumption that his job was to uncover the truth. It 
isn’t. He works for corporations who need boots on the ground 
to find cracks to exploit in expensive cases. It’s not much of a 
purpose, but it’s all he has right now and he feels it melting 
away, like this, his second-to-last cigarette. He flicks the butt 
out the window.
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“Hey, don’t do that,” says Craig. “That’s littering.”
“And don’t forget the fire hazard,” Michael adds.
“Hey get off here. Just down and to the left is the Double-A 

Gas where the GPS was turned off in the Ross truck.”
“Already been there,” Michael says.
“What’d you find?”
“Nothing.”
“When did you talk to him?”
“Just before I picked your sorry ass up from the Luxor.”
“Yeah? Roy said you might be surly. Are you drinking?”
He fishes out his last cigarette but thinks better of it. It’s 

his last and he has hours to go. He’s not in the mood to stop.
“So where are we going?”
“Ely.”
“It’s getting dark. Why not stay in Vegas?”
“Sick of Vegas. Ely.”
“Okay. You’re the boss.”
They drive in silence for a couple hours which suits Michael 

fine. The yellow sun sinks to his left and turns orange then 
crimson. The sky darkens and Michael likes that too. He likes 
the dark and the desert in the dark. It’s welcoming to him. 
Uncomplicated. The world becomes what he can see and what 
he can’t. He wishes he could turn off the headlights and drive 
by starlight—a limited palette of colors, minimal inputs, blues 
and muddy grays, wind and cold, slither and silence. Honesty 
in simplicity, ragged and raw.

Uninterested in the stranger beside him, he falls into 
quiet reverie. He’s close to some understanding he thinks. 
Something important. The pieces are falling into place, like 
the chords of a half-forgotten song. Time, and he’ll figure it 
out.

“Mind if I turn on the radio?” says Craig. He’s rolled up his 
window. The desert cools quickly when the sun is down.

“If you want.”
Craig toys with the knob for a while and finds a Christian 

channel.
“You’re religious?” asks Michael.
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“Aren’t we all?”
“I’m not.”
“Sure you are. You just don’t know it. God knows you are. 

You’re in His service. He has a plan for you. When you’re 
ready, He’ll tell you all about it.”

“Bully for me,” says Michael. “Keep the radio down. I’m 
trying to think.”

“About what?”
“About the Assurity bounty,” he lies.
“You mean the missing truck?”
“Yeah.”
“I have all the info here on my laptop. What do you want 

to know?”
Craig reaches into the backseat, fetches a computer from 

his bag and opens it. Instantly he is bathed in a sickly pale 
light. He squints against it.

“I didn’t get a chance to fix all the GPS signals,” said 
Michael. “I got Ely and North Vegas but not how he got there.”

“I got a map right here with his whole route marked on it,” 
says Craig. He turns the computer screen to show Michael. 
The glare wrecks his night vision but after a blink or two he 
sees a neat red line down I-93 between Ely and Vegas. Also a 
blue line between Ely and Reno and a green one between Ely 
and Wendover.

“All roads lead to Ely,” he says. “What are those other col-
ors about?”

“I’m not sure. I’ll look it up.”
“Where did you get that? Program it yourself?”
“No. Maggie gave it to me when I came down. It’s from the 

insurance company.”
“I didn’t get that map. I just got the GPS coordinates. 

Longitude and latitude numbers.”
“You like it old school,” Craig teased.
“I’m thirty-eight,” he says.
“You look fifty.”
“Thanks.”
“I mean you look wise.”
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“What do the colors mean?”
While Craig looks through his notes, Michael traces the 

missing information back to Roy. Maybe it was an oversight, 
but he senses Roy trying to sabotage him, his reason clear 
with this twenty-something brother-in-law replacement. It’s 
a common horror in America to know the sack is coming and 
have to train your replacement.

“It means what he drove on Sunday. That’s the green. 
Tuesday and Wednesday is the blue, and the red is Thursday. 
He drove at night a lot. I wonder why.”

“Some truckers like driving at night. Less traffic.”
“Oh. That makes sense.”
“Glad I could teach you something.”
“Maybe I can teach you something.”
“Like what?”
“Like Jesus.”
“You can teach Jesus?”
“Open your heart.”
“I’ll think about it.”
“Hey, up here is Crystal Springs. That’s where he bunked 

down the night before he went AWOL.”
“You mean he stayed there?”
“Yeah. He took nine hours from driving and parked there.” 

He reads from his computer screen. “He arrived around ten 
fifteen on Wednesday and left seven thirty Thursday morning. 
The GPS cut out a couple hours later.

“What did his logs say?”
“Logs?”
“Was he required to stop? Those are prime driving hours. 

Did he have to take a rest or could he have pressed on?”
Craig searches the files while Michael slows down to take 

the exit to the rest stop. He cruises up the pot-holed road and 
parks the car.

It is a dark and deserted crossroads. A single buzzing 
moth-bothered light illuminates a corridor between two 
restroom doors. A locked iron gate keeps a bank of vending 
machines safe from theft but not graffiti. In his headlights, 
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under the canopy of struggling shade trees, are a scattering 
of concrete picnic tables, each with its own little blackened 
barbecue grill on a cement post. He switches off the lights and 
shuts off the car. He gets out leaving Craig to the false light of 
his computer screen.

The asphalt radiates heat like a hot plate, but a step off 
the road onto the verdant watered earth and the atmosphere 
becomes soothing and cool. Michael walks between the tables, 
drawing his fingers lightly over their surfaces as he passes. 

He stops to listen. Silence descends like a shroud. The 
wind hesitates, the crickets pause. His breathing slows and 
stops. When he exhales he does not hear it, the silence is too 
thick. But he sees.

He looks south across the highway, to a grove of trees and 
thinks he sees movement there. Still as a stone, he watches the 
undulating dance of wind in the branches and imagines the 
black woman he’d seen before, twirling and dancing in those 
shadows. She high-steps and twirls, her necklace a garland of 
ivory, her waistband a flutter of fingers. He imagines steel and 
blood, rope and bone. The wind brings to him the smell of 
ashes and he finds the perfume fitting and right.

Like a rolling earthquake, a pair of semis barrel past 
behind him heading north to Ely and break his reverie. He 
blinks and sees only the treetops in the headlights of night 
traffic. He goes back to the rest stop craving candy.

He’s surprised when he runs into Craig coming out of a 
bathroom.

“Sorry I took so long,” says Craig. “Mexican food you know. 
I’m not used to it so hot.”

Michael looks at the car where he’d left Craig a moment 
before and half expects to see his doppelgänger still sitting in 
the front seat staring into the computer screen. How long did 
he lose this time?

There’s no candy. Only soda. Craig buys an energy drink 
and three bottles of water. Michael buys a thick citrus soda 
and drinks it all in one pull. He buys another and drinks it too.

“You really should lay off the sugary drinks,” says Craig 
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back in the car. “Have a water. It’s much better for you.”
“Old habit,” he says. “I’ve been craving sweets a lot lately.”
“Like newborn babies crave pure spiritual milk,” says 

Craig, “so that by it you may grow up in your salvation.”
“What?”
“It’s from the Bible. It means seek salvation.”
“I’m talking about a sweet-tooth, not salvation. I used to 

have a problem with candy. I got fat as a kid I ate so much. It’s 
just weird I’m craving it now.”

“You need to replace your candy craving with God craving.”
“What are you talking about?”
Craig blushes. “Sorry,” he says. “Did you find any clues?”
“Are you going to interject gospel at every turn?”
“No,” he says. “I’m not sure why I did just then. Free-

association, I guess. You said craving and I recalled that quote. 
I do that sometimes. Especially when I’m nervous.”

“You’re nervous of me?”
“No,” he says. “This place is a little creepy and you stand-

ing out there staring into the trees for so long, that might have 
put a spook in me.”

Michael wants to ask him how long he was out there, but 
doesn’t. “No, I didn’t find anything,” he says. “Too dark.”

“At least you tried.”
“What did you find out about the log?” Michael points the 

car back to the highway and rejoins traffic.
“I guess you didn’t hear me,” he says.
“No. I guess not.”
“I don’t know how you didn’t. I was right there.”
“Will you just tell me again?”
“Well of course we don’t have the driver’s own logs, but 

according to Ross, the truck had maybe four hours on it before 
the stop here. He’d overnighted at a rest stop the night before.”

“That’s strange.”
“Maybe not,” said Craig. “Did you see the stuff about him 

being told to take his time? His company was peeved about a 
bounced check and so told him to go slow. He’d been throttled 
since he left Boise.”
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“It’s less than two hours from Crystal Springs to Vegas. 
Who’d want to park in the middle of nowhere? He could have 
gone on to Vegas.”

“You didn’t want to stay in Vegas,” Craig says.
Michael doesn’t say anything.
“Besides,” says Craig. “He was headed to Phoenix, not Las 

Vegas.” He twiddles with the radio dial. “Still, I see what you 
mean. This is a terrible place. Vegas is much better.”

“God requires sacrifice,” comes the voice from the radio. 
“Romans 12:1 Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in 
view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, 
holy and pleasing to God – this is true worship.” That is what 
God wants, children. He wants us. Our living bodies. It is that 
we must sacrifice to the Ever-living God.”
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Chapter Six

Ely Stereo Exchange could only survive with the internet 
where location didn’t matter. God knows there weren’t enough 
customers in the little dust-blown whistle-stop town to justify 
any level of specialty technology like they offered. The concern 
was kept alive by cheap shipping on trucks passing though on 
their way to other places.

“Can we talk to you for a minute?” says Michael seeing the 
answer in the man’s eyes.

“About the truck? Right?”
“Yeah.”
“Old news. We’re busy. Get out of here.”
“What time did—”
“I said get outta here.” The foreman rises from his desk 

and flexes his chest in some primitive display of manhood and 
aggression that is comical in the surroundings. “We’ve told 
this story a hundred times already. You’re wasting my time.”

“What if we bought you lunch?” says Craig. “We could talk 
over a pizza.”

The foreman shifts his eyes behind Michael. “For the whole 
crew?”

“Sure,” says Craig, winking at Michael.
Michael lets Craig pay for the food—eight large pizzas and 

drinks, one for every man on the shift, with wings and bread-
sticks—as a way to educate his young apprentice. The lesson 
is wasted however, when he produces a Becker Investigation 
credit card, the kind of thing Michael has been asking Roy 
about for years and has never got. He has to submit expense 
reports which often go missing or are outright refused.
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“It was a pissing contest,” the foreman says though a 
mouthful of buffalo wings. “First the transport company says 
they’re not coming and then they get here and we tell the 
driver to wait, the shipment’s not ready.”

“Ross Shipping says that your boss bounced a check,” 
Craig says.

“It was a check,” he explains. “It’s not supposed to be 
cashed the instant you get it. The funds were a couple of hours 
behind and Ross got its panties all balled up and benched the 
driver. You know what kind of a pickle that put us in?”

“Not much, if when he gets here you can send him off for a 
couple of days,” says Michael.

“Well, he finally shows up on Sunday. Sunday night. Ain’t 
nobody here then. We’re a God-fearing community. We don’t 
work on the Sabbath. He had to just cool his heels.”

The foreman isn’t trying to hide anything, he is just sick 
of retelling the same story. Like Mr. Abi, in the three weeks 
since Isaac Lowe went missing he’s talked to countless police, 
company officials, insurance agents and finally greedy bounty 
hunters like he and Craig. His patience is exhausted. Michael 
feels like a beggar looking for grain on a picked-over field.

For the first ten minutes of their thirty-minute timed inter-
view, the foremen recount the legion of others who’d gone 
before them looking for the missing truck. “Damn,” he says. 
“If I ever go missing, I hope to God I have a million-dollar 
laser so people will actually come looking for me.”

Craig works from a form, asking the foreman’s name and 
occupation, address and phone number. While he fills in the 
blanks, Michael chews on the foreman’s words. He’s right. 
They were not looking for the missing man, but the missing 
treasure. The laser is what the insurance company is after. 
They are out seven figures for a thing. The man who’d gone 
missing with it isn’t even mentioned on the bounty. Ross 
Shipping wants their truck back, and Ely Stereo Exchange 
would like to know what happened to their amps, but as for 
Isaac Lowe, his welfare doesn’t come up beyond a mention 
that his family hasn’t seen or heard from him in weeks and are 
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worried about him. Wait. No, there had been something about 
a reward for his whereabouts. Five-hundred dollars for the life 
of a man offered by his family in Texas. The same amount he 
saw bestowed on a lucky MGM casino visitor by a screaming 
slot machine.

“So what happened Monday?” asks Craig, aiming his ball-
point at the bottom of the form.

“He shows up and says he’s here to pick up the amps, but 
we tell him they ain’t ready yet. The amps he was supposed to 
take down south, we already moved. We’d have another batch 
ready straight away, but not yet. See?”

“Did his company know this?” asks Craig acting like a TV 
detective.

“He phoned and told them. What could he do? It was their 
fault.”

“How did he seem to you?” asks Michael. ”Isaac Lowe, the 
driver. How did he seem?”

Michael watches one of the workers slide to a far corner of 
the warehouse. There are lockers there, hanging coats. There’s 
something about him that draws Michael’s attention. His pos-
ture perhaps. A feeling.

“You mean was he put out with having to wait on us?”
“Sure.”
The man in the corner glances furtively and bends to tie a 

tied shoe.
“Nah, he’s a working stiff like us,” says the foreman. “I’m 

sure he got paid either way. He was fine with it. He left us 
a cell number and took off. No problem. Probably went to a 
movie or got drunk or something. Easy money when the boss 
is paying for it.”

“Was he nervous? Ask what everything was worth?”
With everyone concentrating on the pizza and the lit-

tle interview, Michael watches the man slip a hand into the 
pocket of a hanging jacket and remove a brown wallet.

“You think he jacked his own load?” asks the foreman.
“It’s one theory,” says Michael.
“He seemed fine. On Wednesday too, he seemed fine. 
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Didn’t ask any questions he shouldn’t have. Didn’t seem ner-
vous. Normal.”

“Normal? You knew him from before?” says Craig as if he’s 
discovered a flaw in his story.

“No, but he seemed alright.” He tears a breadstick in his 
teeth. “You guys are pulling at straws, trying to drag me in it.”

The man in the corner hunches a moment, his back to 
Michael, his attention on his hands. A moment later, another 
pass and the wallet—short a few bills no doubt—is returned to 
the coat.

“Did you see the medical laser in the truck?” asks Michael 
glancing to see if anyone else has noticed the thief among 
them.

“Yeah, it was in there. Of course we didn’t know what it 
was, but one fellow described the crate, and that is what was 
in there.”

“Can you describe the crate you saw?” asks Craig. His 
cadence makes Michael smirk.

“Big box. Spring board on the bottom. Marked Handle 
with Care. It was in the trailer.”

“Cinched down?” Craig asks.
“Sure.”
“Did it appear to have been opened?”
“Come on, Buddy, get real. We piled amps in front of it. We 

were working, not sight-seeing.”
The man in the corner sees Michael watching him and 

freezes.
Michael instinctively scratches his neck.
The man nods and moves away.
To the foreman, Michael says, “Can you tell us anything 

important? Did you tell any of the other guys anything you 
haven’t told us?”

He chews on a slice of pizza and squints at Michael, his 
hand still on his throat. His eyes grow large and he recoils a 
little. 

Craig looks at the foreman and back at Michael. “What?” 
he says.
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“Nothing,” says the foreman but averts his eyes from 
Michael. Talking directly to Craig he says, “I got nothing else 
to say. We appreciate the pizza, but I got nothin’ more to tell 
you about that missing truck.”

Back in the car, Craig says, “He’s hiding something.”
“I don’t think so,” says Michael.
“So what do you think?”
“That this trail is damn cold.”
“But Roy said it’s big money. If we solve it, we split the 

reward with him.”
Michael laughs.
“What’s so funny?”
“It’s usually an eighty-twenty split.”
“So what? He’s my brother-in-law. He’s being generous. 

You look after your own.”
“Eighty for the boots,” he says and then seeing the blank 

look in Craig’s eyes adds, “The investigator gets eighty per-
cent, the office twenty. Sometimes fifteen. At worse twen-
ty-five. I give fifteen.”

“Well,” he says a little sheepishly, “It’s all still good. You’re 
old. This is my first case.”

“You have any others?”
“I’m supposed to go to Idaho. Write up a report on some 

fire.”
Michael smirks. “But your car broke down.”
“Yeah, threw a rod. When do you think we’ll be back in 

Vegas? I’d like to get it.”
“You don’t like hanging out with me?”
For an answer, Craig rolls down his window and lets the 

cigarette smoke flow out.

At the motel room, Michael gets Craig’s complete files and 
goes over the Ross Shipping GPS more carefully. 

Craig watches TV and complains. “This is a crap motel. 
There’s gotta be a better place we can stay.”

“I’m sure there is,” Michael says pouring three fingers of 
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whiskey over ice. “Welcome to my world.”
“I’m going to find a gym.” Craig turns off the TV. “You 

wanna come?”
Michael raises his drink to his lips and drains the glass. 

“I’m good,” he says and pours another.
Craig grabs a room key and leaves. 
Michael reads the files and soon finds what he is looking 

for; Isaac Lowe’s employment contract.
It’s typical, no surprises, which is the surprise. Isaac Lowe 

was a truck driver. He got paid by the mile. He got nothing, 
not even a tiny lunch stipend to wait around. Isaac Lowe was 
either a Zen spirit of acceptance, or something else was hap-
pening. Michael’s experience with truckers made him wonder 
at the foreman’s description of him as “normal” under the cir-
cumstances. Isaac was hung out to dry, spending half a week 
on his ass while shipper and transport company bickered over 
a three-hundred-dollar check.

He finds an email message from Lowe’s cell phone com-
pany. The phone’s last signal came about the same time as 
the last GPS check and from a tower in North Las Vegas. 
The phone had either run out of juice then, had its sim card 
removed, or was otherwise destroyed. Those were the only 
options to shut it down completely.

Another two fingers of bourbon and an L&M and he’s star-
ing out the window. He stares into the afternoon streets look-
ing for dancing women with plum skin and raging eyes. The 
hole in his chest is calling and he drinks it closed in sips.

“Hey, Mike. We’re not going to blow the whole day, are 
we?”

Michael rolls over and blinks. Craig McCallister is dressed 
in fresh clothes and sitting on the edge of his bed.

“What time is it?”
“Ten,” he says.
“It’ll wait until tomorrow.”
“Ten in the morning.”
No one slipped him a Mickey this time. But still his time 

slipped away. He tries to recall his dreams but tastes only 
ashes on his tongue.
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“Sorry. Yeah. Right. I’ll get ready. Get me some coffee.”

In an hour, the two are eating pancakes in a diner in down-
town Ely.

“You gotta quit your drinking,” says Craig.
“Really? You’re going to start that?”
“Clean living. How can you feel good living like you do?”
“I don’t have a ’roid contact, McCallister. I deal with what 

I have.”
“I don’t take steroids.”
“And I don’t drink.”
Craig stares at him, hurt in his eyes. 
Michael sips his third cup of over-sweet coffee and con-

templates the virtues of maple versus blueberry syrup.
“So he absolutely didn’t have to pull over at that rest stop,” 

Craig says, pulling himself together. “He came close to his max 
on the trip to Reno and back for the laser, but he had to stay 
overnight in Ely at a truck stop while those guys got their act 
together. He could probably have driven straight to Phoenix if 
he wanted to.”

Michael’s phone rings. He digs it out of his pocket and sees 
Carla’s number on the screen. He looks at his dining compan-
ion and weighs the two conversations before taking the call.

“Hi Carla,” he says.
Craig shovels an egg into his mouth.
“Michael I can’t deal with Tiffany.”
“I’m fine. Thanks for asking.”
“She’s like you.”
“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”
“It’s a terrible thing. She won’t listen to me. She does what-

ever she wants regardless of the consequences.”
Michael doesn’t think that description fits him at all, but 

he doesn’t feel obliged to argue.
“What’s happening, Carla?”
“She’s not going to school. She’s failing her classes. She’s 

hanging out with the wrong people and making a mess of her 
life.” 

“Like me?” He can’t help himself.
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“Like you,” she says without hesitation. 
Michael has noticed that the more time and distance 

between his ex-wife and himself, the more Carla places the 
fault with him for their divorce, never missing an opportunity 
to cast him as the villain when it was she who left him for 
greener pastures. 

“Tiffany has no respect for me or herself,” Carla tells him.
“How’s Peter?”
“Peter’s great. He’s zipping ahead in pre-law. He’ll intern 

for Warren next year. He takes after me. Tiffany, that’s the 
problem.”

“Did you get the money I sent you?”
“What? Oh that. Yeah, I got it. Don’t change the subject. 

Tiffany is a terror.”
“How’s the new house?”
“Can you please pay attention? God, you’re as bad as she 

is.”
“What do you want me to do?”
“I want you to talk to her.”
Michael laughs.
“What so funny?”
“You think I have any sway over Tiffany? Who do you think 

I am?”
“I think you’re her goddam father, that’s who. Tell her to 

mind me.”
“And you think that’ll do it?”
“She is hanging around bad people. I think she’s doing 

drugs. I know she’s failing school and she dresses like a 
prostitute.”

“Every teenage girl dresses like a prostitute,” Michael says. 
“It’s a requirement.”

“With leather and spikes?”
“Yeah, why not?”
“You’re worthless.” The line goes dead. Michael puts his 

phone back in his pocket and goes for blueberry.
McCallister stares into his plate of eggs like he’s scrying 

the future in their yolks.
“Sorry about that,” Michael says.
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“Sounds like you got family trouble.”
“Ex-family.”
“Divorced?”
“Yeah.”
“Sorry man. Family is important.”
“If you say so.”
“You don’t think it is?”
“I did my part.”
“Your kids are raised?”
“I passed on my DNA.”
Craig’s cheeks pinch up like he’s going to spit. 
Michael ignores him and eats his pancakes wondering how 

good they’d taste if he quit smoking.
Craig says, “Kids need a father.”
“If it’s the right kind of father, maybe. The best thing I can 

do for them is leave them alone. They don’t need my prob-
lems. They’ll get their own.”

“Then you could have benefited from them.”
Michael tries the maple syrup next, with more butter. He 

rolls the concoction around his tongue, against his teeth and 
palate, savoring the sweetness.

Craig waves his fork and says, “It’s about belonging to 
something greater than yourself. It’s a comfort knowing some-
one’s there for you.”

“Like someone has my back?”
“Exactly.”
“You make it sound like a gang.”
Craig scratches his tan bald head and nods. “Yeah, sure. 

Why not? I read somewhere that kids join gangs to replace 
families they lost. You leaving your kids could send them the 
wrong way. By the sound of it, Tiffany is already headed there. 
Did I hear something about drugs?”

Michael narrows his eyes. Craig has overstepped the line 
by using his daughter’s name. Michael’s cold stare should 
make this clear, but he doesn’t get his point across.

Craig, says, “I had a friend who did a lot of drugs in high 
school—pot, mushrooms, LSD. Stuff like that. Years later he’s 
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still having flashbacks—hallucinations and terrors he planted 
in his brain twenty years before.”

“It’s not about drugs,” Michael says. “My ex wants me to 
intervene with our daughter to get her to connect more with  
her.”

“So intervene. Family is where it’s at. It’s about people, 
see? Groups. Churches are like families. They look out for each 
other and together do the Good Work. Together. That’s the 
key. Being part of a group is being part of something bigger 
than yourself. The whole is greater than the sum of its parts. 
And if you’re doing God’s will, it’s a thousand-fold blessings.”

Michael peels back the foil on a single serving strawberry 
jam tub and scrapes it out with a butter knife. He spreads it 
on a pancake and tastes it approvingly. He considers Craig 
McCallister: all pith and no substance. He would laugh at him 
for lecturing him about losing family if the sweet pancake 
wasn’t so good.

“You need family,” says Craig. “You need something. You 
need to belong. Find your tribe. Make peace with God. Until 
you do, you’re a lost man.”
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Chapter Seven

“Isaac Lowe has a wife and a daughter in Appaloosa, Texas—
closer to Albuquerque than Austin. He’s been married eight 
years to a middle-school secretary named Maria. Their daugh-
ter is seven and named Gabriela.” Craig reads the names like 
they hold secret significance. 

Michael brings the car up to eighty-five miles-per-hour 
and switches on the cruise control.

They’re on their way to Reno.
“I think there’s a good chance that Mr. Lowe is in on the 

theft,” says Craig. “There was some funny business a while 
back.”

Craig describes the previous hijacking in enthusiastic 
detail.

Michael tunes him out and lets his mind wander across the 
stark, lifeless landscape.

He thinks of his daughter and remembers her as a baby 
and a toddler. He’d been out of her life so long, seen her so 
infrequently in the last eight years, that the girl his ex-wife 
describes to him might as well have been that girl in Alturas.

He flinches at the recollection. 
Alturas, California. It’s been years since he’s thought about 

that night. He’s driven it from his memory like a beast from 
the door. Even now as the image returns he sees himself in the 
third person, a character in a distant drama.

Her name was Esmerelda. Why does he remember that 
now? She was in that low-rent beer bar on Spruce Street. 
Wrong side of the freeway. The town on the wrong side of 
civilization. He knew what she was by the way she clung to 
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him, complimented him, flashed him her bra when her third 
button miraculously came undone. Dark eyes. Pupils lost in 
the irises in the dim light of the bar. Workmen rolled in like 
tumbleweeds stinking of sweat and drinking beer from cans. 
Esmerelda took him to her table and he bought her a beer in a 
glass and she was thrilled.

They didn’t stay there long. They weren’t noticed. It was 
that kind of bar.

He’d meant to sleep in his car that night and hadn’t 
arranged a room, but of course she had. The Shady Day Inn, 
Alturas, California. The name is still in his memory.

“The thing of it was. They didn’t take the truck. They didn’t 
strip it or anything. Not even the stereo was messed with,” 
says Craig. “Now, maybe the guys who snatched it didn’t know 
what to do with the truck but then again, maybe they did.”

The Shady Day Inn. Hourly rates. Room 115. He remem-
bers the room number.

The Mercedes’ old air conditioning catches on his sweat 
and sends a chill across his skin.

It was frenzied and clumsy. He wasn’t in practice and a 
little drunk. Maybe she’d slipped something into his drink, 
speed or a hallucinogen. That, or he was in a place where real-
ity automatically receded, fueled by hormones, loneliness, 
and desire.

He hadn’t seen the needle marks up her arms the first go 
round. He’d barely noticed her face, so eager was he to con-
summate. In the afterglow, he remembered making her prom-
ises to go again in a little while, to give her an orgasm. He 
could do it, he said. Promises to a whore. She cooed and curled 
up with him in the pillows until sleep slipped over them both.

He tried again later. He started slower and lasted longer. 
He recalls his inept attempt at tenderness, kissing her neck 
and breasts, seeing the tracks then. The line of bruised freck-
les up and down her arms looked like bloody footsteps on an 
alpine trail.

How old had she been? Twenty-one? Old enough to drink? 
Or sixteen, old enough to fake it? As old as his daughter is 
now?
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Her breasts were small, youthful and firm. She had a scar 
at her waist that she tried to hide, a fresh red slash from child-
birth that he never asked about.

The desert flies past his window. He feels faint. He isn’t 
breathing. He’s traveling over a mile a minute and he’s forgot-
ten to breathe. He inhales and glances at Craig.

“He wouldn’t be the first guy to rob his own truck,” Craig 
says out the window.

Michael makes himself breathe. 
When he’d climaxed again and poured out apologies to her 

for again failing to meet her needs, she’d laughed and told him 
not to worry. He was sweet, she’d said. She liked it, she said. It 
was hard for her to get off. She had a monkey on her back and 
that was where the fun was. Did he mind if she went ahead 
and shot up? Of course he didn’t. It relieved him of respon-
sibility. Already the sordid scene was sour, the excitement of 
the one night stand become sleazy and untoward in the greasy 
afterglow of failed coitus.

He watched her heat the spoon over a Zippo, and in the 
flame, he saw dancing angels, bright and terrible. She drew 
the fluid up the needle and then stabbed it into her arm.

“Can you lend me a couple of bucks?” she asked him as the 
dream came over her. “A girl’s gotta keep on getting on.”

“Of course,” he said.
“You want some?”
“No thanks,” he said.
She fell backward on the bed. Naked and splayed, the tour-

niquet hanging limply around her bicep, her eyes rolled up in 
her head. He smelled the sex and touched her scar and then 
her breasts and then her slender neck. He felt her heart throb-
bing beneath his fingers, felt it pulsate, stutter, and stop.

He watched her chest and waited for her next breath to fill 
it. It did not come.

“Could have been a bunch of kids looking for parts to build 
knock off X-Boxes. I read about that somewhere,” said Craig. 
“They buy cases from Tijuana and then put minimum parts in 
and sell them on eBay under false names.”
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Michael gasps. He’s dizzy. He’s not breathing again. He 
straightens the car. He forces himself to inhale, hold, and 
exhale. To breathe.

Craig runs with his theory like he is solving a four-year-old 
cold case. 

Michael can’t escape Alturas.
Room 115 of the Shady Day Inn fell into horrible silence. 

Michael watched Esmerelda on the bed and with each moment 
in the silent room, a clamor rose in his head.

He grabbed his clothes and pulled his pants on. He caught 
himself in his fly. He bled. The pain was excruciating, but he 
held the scream.

“I’ll go get help,” he said to no one from the door. He 
remembers looking at her then, one foot outside on the side-
walk, the other on the dingy carpet. Caught in limbo. He stared 
at her chest, willing it to move, to draw air back into her still 
body. He tells himself now, as he did then, that he saw it rise, 
shallow but distinct. She was alive when he left her. This is 
something he tells himself, but he knows he is lying.

He did not go to the manager’s room for help. He did not 
call an ambulance, the police, or a priest. He got in his car and 
drove away.

Ninety miles east of Alturas, somewhere in the Nevada 
desert, he pulled to the side of the road and leaned his seat 
back to sleep. In the bundle of clothes, he’d grabbed from the 
room, wrapped in his shirt, he found Esmerelda’s panties.

He held them for a while, turning them over in his fingers, 
staring at them. In the lightless car, the pink cloth was ren-
dered gray, the red hearts black as pitch. The lavender per-
fume, once intoxicating, was lifeless and funereal.

He carried her panties into the desert a half dozen paces 
from the car. With his bare hands, he dug a grave in the packed 
sand and dropped the last of her inside it. He covered the hole, 
stamped it flat, and swept it with brush. Only then, when the 
grave was filled and hidden, did he return to his car and sleep.

“Smart money is still on the driver, but it’s good to have 
alternative theories. Nothing was ever proved before, and 
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there were some smart people looking at it then. You have to 
think outside of the box.”

“Is it killing someone if you don’t save them?” Michael 
says, his inner monologue spilling out his mouth.

They’re the first words Michael’s spoken in over an hour 
and Craig is visibly surprised. To his credit, he doesn’t ask him 
to repeat the question. 

“A God-fearing Christian would say yes,” says Craig. 
“God asked Cain about Abel and Cain said Am I my brother’s 
keeper? The correct answer to that rather impertinent ques-
tion was yes. Yes, every man is his brother’s keeper. That’s the 
impetus behind missionary work, saving the lost.”

“And the damned?”
“Well, I wouldn’t go that far. Our God is a merciful loving 

God. Everyone’s got some good in them.”
Michael thinks he sees faces in the distant mountains. 

They stare at him with dark lifeless eyes. He does not see for-
giveness in those eyes, or judgment. What he sees when he 
looks, is the recognition of terrible reality. Craig would say he 
was the worst kind of sinner for not helping Esmerelda, but he 
sees now the cowardice was not in her death, but in his trying 
to forget her. It was all she had, and he’d left it. He’d watched 
her die and in remembering it now, he recalls the excitement 
of being there. There was a thrill, a joy—an essential energy 
in that moment. That is why he ran. Not that he was afraid of 
death, but because he loved it.

Reno Medical Technology is housed in a modern build-
ing of glass and steel. It exudes competence, modernity and 
wealth. The office manager admits she’s talked to dozens of 
investigators about the missing machine, but she seems not 
to be put out to do it again. Michael suspects talking to them 
is better than what she’d be doing otherwise. He imagines 
her sitting at a lonely desk in a small, private, modular office 
staring into the depths of a computer monitor where, if she’s 
diligent and lucky, she might make the figures line up in a 
way that pleases her superiors who will reward her months 
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of tedium with a “dress-down Friday” and catered donuts. 
Showing them the facilities gets her away from that.

“You build the lasers here?” asks Craig.
“Oh no. We house them for shipment. They’re built over-

seas, but we assemble enough of it here to get a Made in the 
USA label.”

The lasers are big; about the size of a refrigerator on its 
side. The shipping crate is bigger, nearly twice the size with 
padding.

“Tell me more about the reward,” she says.”
Michael winces. He wishes Craig hadn’t mentioned that. 

The look he gives his new junior partner makes the point.
“It’s not a reward,” Craig says. “More like a bonus.” He’s 

not good at lying.
Michael says, “You contacted Ross Shipping on the Monday 

before the pick-up, right?”
“Yes. Pretty late in the afternoon. We usually go through 

another shipper but they couldn’t come for nearly a week. 
It was just luck that Ross had a truck in the area. Mr. Lowe 
picked it up the next day; Tuesday.”

“Did he seem nervous?” asks Craig.
“No. He seemed happy to get a job. He said he’d been wait-

ing around for days.”
“Did he know how much the machine was worth?” asks 

Michael.
“He knew it was insured.”
“Did he know what the laser was used for?”
“No. Not at all. I tried to tell him a little about it, but he 

really didn’t care. He was more interested in finding a dark, 
Italian restaurant.”

“A what?” asks Craig.
“A dark, Italian restaurant,” repeats the manager.
“Did he find one?” asks Michael.
“I told him about Fig’s—Figaro’s, on Tenth Street.”
“Good food?” asks Michael. “Cheap?”
“Inexpensive,” she says to stress the distinction. “I really 

like it. Try the Alfredo. It’s the best in the city.”
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“Sounds good. I could use a bite. What do you say, Craig?”
Craig smirks like he understands, but Michael is sure he 

doesn’t. He’s proven right in the car.
“Mafia,” Craig says. “It’s clear. Lowe was in the mob.”
“You are too much, McCallister,” Michael says. “You’ve 

watched too many movies.”
“It’s a well-known fact that gambling in Nevada is con-

trolled by organized crime. It makes sense.”
“Once upon a time the mob may have run the casinos, but 

it’s all corporations now. Robbing on a whole new level.”
“Think outside the box,” he says.
“You and boxes.” 
Figaro is far enough from the Reno strip to make it a locals’ 

hangout. The prices are reasonable and seating comfortable. 
The lights are dim. Michael would consider it the kind of place 
a man would take his mistress to avoid being caught.

“So why are we here?” says Craig after they’re seated. He’s 
sulking. It’s a strange attitude on the muscle-bound physique.

“I’m hungry.”
“These prices aren’t bad, but aren’t they still outside your 

price range?”
“So you’re paying.”
Michael orders the Alfredo and Craig quizzes the waitress 

for a low-carb plate and has to settle on a Caesar salad with 
everything on the side. His fussiness doesn’t allow Michael a 
chance to question the waitress until she brings a plate of cal-
amari appetizers.

“Do you remember a trucker in here about a month ago?” 
Michael produces a picture from his pocket he got from Craig’s 
file, but before he can show it to her, she shakes her head.

“I’ve only been here a week,” she says. “I don’t even recog-
nize the regulars yet.”

“How about your supervisor?”
“I’ll ask her,” she says. “Wine would go well with the 

calamari.”
“Okay,” Michael says. 
Craig shakes his head sullenly. 
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“One glass.”
“What gives?” Craig says when she’s out of earshot. “You’re 

taking advantage of my Christian kindness.”
“Would Jesus refuse me wine? I don’t think so. I believe 

there’s precedent.”
Craig stares at him.
“I’m playing a hunch,” Michael says. “Another woman.”
“Isaac Lowe is a married man. A loving father. A Christian.”
“Seriously? Christian fathers don’t have libidos?”
“I’ve read this guy’s file.”
“His file? You have a description from three co-workers 

who see him every other month, and a wife who’s scared out 
of her mind with worry. You have no file. One minute you’re 
accusing him of grand theft, the next he’s a monk. Men can 
stray. The road can be a lonely place.”

“This coming from experience?”
“You bet,” he says.
“Why does everything have to be about sex?”
“Did I hit a nerve?”
“You didn’t.”
Michael doesn’t believe him.
“Lowe had dinner here,” he says. “Let’s find out if he was 

alone.”
“Everything isn’t always about sex,” Craig mutters.
“Sex isn’t even always about sex.”
The waitress brings a glass of red wine and waits for 

Michael to taste it. 
“Bene!” he says with flourish.
“Eat some squid,” Michael tells Craig. “You’ll feel better.”
“Hog anuses,” he says. “Really. It was in the paper. Calamari 

is hard to get so people have been selling hog anuses as a fake 
replacement. People can’t tell the difference.”

“Remind me to buy you a hot-dog.” Michael drops his fork 
and sips his wine instead.

Craig smiles and chases a croûton across his plate.
When they’re nearly finished, the waitress’s supervisor 

visits them. Michael offers her Isaac Lowe’s photo.
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“This taken from a driver’s license?” she asks.
“Yes. He was a commercial truck driver. I know it’s a long 

shot, but we think he had dinner here about a month ago. He 
might not have been alone.”

“He wasn’t alone.”
“You remember him?”
“Uh-uh.”
“Was he with a woman?”
“He came in with a woman but they met up with a couple 

of guys half way through. They turned into a foursome.”
“This was over a month ago,” says Craig. “Are you sure?”
The supervisor looks at Craig’s salad plate and then briefly 

at him before turning back to Michael. “These two guys 
were drinking pretty hard,” she said. “They’d won big at the 
Peppermill. They sent a bottle of wine to every table.”

“This wine?”
“No, the cheaper house wine.”
“You have a cheaper house wine?” says Craig. 
“And you saw this man?” Michael points to the photo.
“Uh-huh. He was with a girl. I don’t think it was a date.”
“A girl or a woman?”
She thinks for a moment. “Woman, but young. Old enough 

to drink.”
“Why not a date?”
“Didn’t seem that way. More like friends. Father-daughter 

maybe except they looked nothing alike.”
“And these two guys bought them a bottle?”
“Yeah. They got to talking and then they sat together.”
“Were the two guys a couple?” asks Michael. 
Craig looks scandalized.
“Queer? No.”
“Just following leads.”
“So you’re cops?”
“We didn’t say that.”
“Well, all I can tell you is he ate here with some friends.”
“Okay,” Michael says. “Good Alfredo.”
“Best in Reno and that’s saying something with all the 

Italians here.”
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“Mob?” says Craig.
“Oh yes,” she says and touches the side of her nose 

knowingly. 
Craig smirks.
“Did the guys pay with check or credit card?”
“Cash,” she says. “Good tip.”
“Don’t suppose you remember any names? Or have video?”
She shakes her head.
“Did they all leave together?”
“At the same time, but not together. The two guys were 

going back to the Peppermill. The guy in the picture said he 
had to get back to Ely. The girl said she’d sleep on the way.”

“Wait. She was traveling with him?”
“Sounded like it.”
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Chapter Eight

“They have a casino, nightclub, restaurants and acts. Sorry, 
Craig. No rides.”

The Peppermill is awash in people. There’s a convention 
going on; a multi-level marketing greed-fest thick with moti-
vational speakers, strawberry snack trays and free coffee. A 
late meeting breaks up and Michael slips into a conference 
room and helps himself to coffee and berries. The berries are 
sweet. He takes a handful.

“Lowe didn’t come here,” Craig says taking a strawberry 
and looking very guilty when he does. “What do we expect to 
find? We can’t watch video. We don’t know what those two 
guys look like. Or the girl. Are you just looking for more free 
food?”

Craig isn’t over having to pay for dinner. The wine cost as 
much as his meal and he hadn’t even tasted it. Michael doesn’t 
care. Craig has money. More than I have, he thinks remem-
bering the girl from the MGM. Jessica. He knows he’s crazy to 
think it, but when he visualizes the girl seen with Isaac Lowe, 
she looks like her. He has no reason to make this connection. 
The restaurant manager’s description was vague and unhelp-
ful. She had eyes for the men with money, not the woman. The 
men she could describe down to their sports coats and loafers, 
the truck driver had blond hair, lighter than Michael’s. But the 
girl, all she could say was that she looked young enough to get 
carded.

The supervisor said too that the men offered to get Isaac 
and the woman rooms at the Peppermill, promising they’d be 
comped, so great were their winnings. They’d refused, saying 
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they had an appointment in the morning. Michael doesn’t 
know what to make of the supervisor’s opinion that the men 
were just being friendly. Even after her description of their 
generosity—no, especially after her description, Michael sus-
pects ulterior motives. 

“What are we looking for Oswald?” Craig asks.
“That.” Michael points to a directory of casino amenities.
“What? You need a spa treatment?” He laughs at his own 

joke.
“Look at that list of restaurants. There’re a bunch. Two 

Italian. That one, Ramanza, has won awards and I don’t mean 
“voted best Alfredo by people too poor to eat at the casinos” in 
the local free weekly. If those two guys were up enough to get 
comped rooms, they’d have gotten a meal.”

“So they were lying?”
“Everyone lies.”
“Give me a straight answer once in a while, will you?”
“There’s something fishy about it. If this place had been a 

dive, I’d think differently.”
“And the girl? You still think that was about sex?”
“I don’t know.”
“So what now?”
“Let’s get a room.”
“Another crap motel? Seriously Oswald, the places you like 

to stay aren’t much better than the back seat of your car.”
Michael can’t credit his protégé with an abundance of 

observational acumen. Michael spends most nights in the back 
seat of his car. It’s his home. Motels are the exception. And 
even when he can afford them, he doesn’t like them. At first 
he thought he was frugal, but then he realized he liked being 
on the road. Even though it cramped his legs and twisted his 
back and was often cold, he liked waking up inside a vehicle, 
ready to move on.

“You want to stay somewhere else?” says Michael. “Do it. 
I’ll pick you up in the morning.”

“No, don’t be like that. We’re partners,” says Craig. 
“How about this place?” says Michael. “Would this be 

okay?”
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“I’m not paying for it.”
“My treat. Stay here. I’ll be back.”
Michael chews a strawberry and slides back into the room 

where he got them. He finds a brochure dropped on the floor 
with an inserted schedule. He reads over the list of presenters 
and sees two cancellations. He puts the names to memory. On 
his way out, he takes more strawberries and a packet of sugar. 
He eats them all before he arrives at the desk.

“Mr. Clayton,” he says. “I have a reservation with New 
Life.”

The woman behind the counter clatters on a keyboard.
“We show a cancel.”
“No, that was for Dorsey. I’m here. Clayton.”
She looks pained. He lets her.
“We don’t have your suite. There’s been some mix-up.”
“What do you have?” he says coolly, putting an edge in his 

voice.
“A deluxe king?”
He rolls his eyes. “A double queen?”
“Yes,” she says and types away.
“Do you still have the credit card on file?”
“New Life?”
“Yeah, that’s the one.”
“Yes.”
“Well then it’s all okay.”
“Sorry about the mix up.”
“Not your fault.” He smiles at her and she smiles back.
“I’m really beat. Can I have my key?”
She slides over an envelope with two keycards and asks if 

he has luggage.
“I’ll manage,” he says.
He’s done the canceled guest ploy twice before. The first 

time in an Indian Casino in Temecula and was nearly arrested. 
The second time, in Lincoln City, he’d been comped a room, 
dinner and a comedy show. The first time had been a dare with 
Carla. The second had been a test of himself after Carla left 
him. He hadn’t given himself wholly to the lie the first time, 
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Carla snickering and blushing in the lobby. The second time, 
he went all-in. He’d kept to his story in the face of emailed 
verification of the cancellation and a misspelled and mispro-
nounced name. It’s human nature to want to believe. Brazen 
dishonesty short-circuits the mind.

The room trick is the kind of petty larceny he was supposed 
to have grown out of in the Dormitory. He’d been put there 
for shoplifting. What was it? Candy of some kind. No. Sugar. 
He remembers a bag of Hawaiian sugar, his fingers sticky and 
sweet in his mouth. He’d locked himself in the bathroom to 
eat it while his foster parents screamed at him through the 
door. Then the Dormitory. No. Wait. There’s something miss-
ing. There was more to it than that, but he can’t remember 
what.

Riding up the elevator with Craig, Michael wonders why he 
tried the trick again. A Navajo hotel in the middle of nowhere 
was one thing, but in Reno he was risking real trouble. Why’d 
he do it? To impress Craig? To shut him up? He wishes that 
was why but he knows he did it because he enjoyed the deceit. 
He got a rush out of it, like the sugar in his veins. He’d craved 
it.

“This is more like it,” says Craig throwing open the drapes 
to survey the city’s neon. “The city that never sleeps.”

Michael doesn’t feel like correcting his city slogan mix-up. 
“I’m beat,” he says. “I’m not feeling myself. I’m turning in.”

“Yeah, lots of driving.”
Michael is in bed first, but Craig is first asleep. Hours go 

by and Michael stares at the ceiling weaving shadows into 
thoughts.

It was the sweet strawberry that made him steal this room. 
It’d been a big one, plump and juicy, red as blood. He bit it and 
poured two packets of sugar into its recesses and ate it like 
communion. The sweetness was divine, made doubly sweet in 
the knowledge that it was stolen.

He’d stolen that fateful bag of sugar from a convenience 
store thirty years ago. Maybe longer. He can put no date to it, 
only the knowledge that it occurred before the Dormitory, and 
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that it was the cause of the Dormitory. And the Dormitory is 
where his clear memories begin.

The Dormitory had had its share of shadows on the ceil-
ing. He remembers them confusing him then as they do now. 
He recalls what it was that finally quieted them. It was when 
he started to behave as he was expected to, when his “moral 
compass” was set and “properly aligned.” Only then did the 
shadows no longer menace him and he was allowed to rejoin 
the other children.

Michael does not like this hotel room. It has one door. One 
escape. The window won’t open and if it did, it’s eleven floors 
down to the street. He is trapped. He fidgets and sweats, and 
worries his clean sheets into a taught, knotted cord.

Craig sleeps. 
Michael listens to him breathe, measures his heavy con-

tented intake of breath and the later steady release. It is a 
soothing rhythm and Michael concentrates on the sound. 
Soon his tired mind relaxes. The shadows fold and fade. He 
closes his eyes and listens. The tempo becomes a lullaby and 
Michael slides off to sleep. The last thing he remembers before 
fading away is imagining what the breathing would sound like 
if it were suddenly to stop.

In the morning, Craig wakes him and he feels like he hasn’t 
slept at all. His body is tense, his sheets damp with perspira-
tion. His head is a piston. Light chases away the nightmare 
images from his dreams; demons, and a sea of blood, fangs 
and severed limbs, headless bodies. Dead all around.

“Who’s Clayton?” asks Craig.
Michael rubs his eyes into fireworks. “Name’s familiar,” he 

says.
“There’s a letter slipped under the door for him.”
“Oh? Let me see it.”
Craig is showered and dressed. His gym shoes are by the 

door, a used pool towel beside them. He’s been up for hours; 
already got his workout in. Michael takes the envelope and 
tears it open. He blinks it into focus and reads the altered 
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convention schedule with Clayton’s talk to immediately follow 
lunch in the Reno Room.

“What time is it?” asks Michael.
“Ten. In the morning,” says Craig.
“We should hit the road.”
“Where to? My car’s not done.”
“Ely.”
“Why? That place is nothing.”
Michael wonders if he were as slow as Craig at recognizing 

leads when he started this job. No. He was never this dense. 
“The truck stop he stayed at after Reno,” he explains. “You said 
he overnighted at one. He picked up the amps from the stereo 
company late in the afternoon. He was there for a while.”

“The rest stop? They were interviewed. They have record 
of him. Video even, but so what?”

“I’d like to know if he was alone. No one knew to look for 
a girl with him.”

“It would have come up.”
“I’m sure they were playing it coy. Lowe isn’t allowed pas-

sengers. Wait. There’s a tape? I want to see it. We should talk 
to some folks. It’s something to do. You have a better idea?”

“Stake out his family,” Craig says. “Wait for him to contact 
them.”

“We don’t have that kind of time or resources. Plus, they’re 
in Texas. We’re supposed to be in Idaho.”

“Okay. Let’s go to Idaho. We should do that.”
“I have to see the girl,” he says perhaps a bit too forcefully. 

“Ely’s on the way.”
“Ely isn’t on the way to anywhere.”
“Wrong. Ely may not be a destination, but it’s definitely on 

the way to places.”
“By the way, how are we going to divvy up the reward?”
“Aren’t you an optimist? That’s the spirit.”
Michael staggers into the bathroom and stares at himself 

in the mirror. He has patriotic eyes; red white and blue. He’s 
had binge hangovers that left him feeling better than this.

“Did I drink last night?”
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“Not with me. So what? Sixty-forty? That’s good money.”
“Try eighty-twenty out of my eighty-five. But don’t get your 

hopes up. It’s a long-shot anyone will ever claim it.”
Craig mumbles something about Roy, but it’s drowned out 

in the rush of the water from the shower. Michael closes the 
door and bathes.

“So who’s Clayton?” Craig asks when he comes out. He’s 
holding the letter.

“My alias.”
“You teach Affirmative Thinking and Goal Management?”
“Oh, yeah. My specialty. Pack up. We gotta go.”
Craig stares at him coolly. 
Michael ignores him and dresses. When he’s zipping up 

his bag, Craig says, “Where do you live? When not on the road, 
where’s your house?”

“Houses are overrated.” Michael opens the door and looks 
down the corridor both ways. “I’m leaving. And I’m taking the 
car. If you want to stay and pretend to be Mr. Clayton, more 
power to you. Good luck with the seminar. Remember to men-
tion God.”

“Don’t you blaspheme.”
Michael laughs. “You’re too much.”
“You stole this room, didn’t you?”
“Not just me.”
Craig’s eyes grow large.
“I’ll give it back,” Michael says. “Hell, I’m trying to. Come 

on already. Or do you want to pay four-hundred dollars for 
the use of their elliptical?”

Craig hesitates. 
Michael gives up and heads down the hall without another 

word.
As the elevator doors are closing, Craig rushes in. He plays 

up being out of breath from the sprint to the elevator, snorting 
and sighing to give vent to his disapproval and frustration. 

In the lobby, Craig doesn’t object when Michael takes a 
detour around the convention hallways and keeps far from the 
reception desk. 
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Their walk to the car is circuitous and long. When they get 
there, Michael flops into the front seat and opens the door for 
Craig. 

He gets in and slams it shut. He doesn’t look at Michael, 
but stares straight ahead. 

Michael has made a criminal of Craig McCallister and they 
both know it.
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Chapter Nine

“How can you mean homes are overrated?” Craig asks.
They were two hours out of Reno and these were the first 

words spoken between them since they left the Peppermill. 
They’d stopped once for gas at the city limits. Michael had 
filled the car, bought a coffee and a box of donuts. He put the 
box on the seat between them. It was the closest thing Craig 
would get to an apology.

“You want that last donut?” Michael says in reply.
“Go ahead,” Craig says.
Michael does. 
“So why no home?”
“They’re not for everyone, you know.”
“Was your divorce that bad?”
“No.” The last donut is as good as the first. Sweet and 

soft. Michael smiles as he chews and speaks through luscious 
crumbs, “My dislike of home was a cause, not an effect of my 
divorce.”

“Did you have a bad home growing up? Is that it?”
“I had a good one. And some bad ones. I’m a product of 

Child Services. I went through foster families and even a 
stint in state custody. The last family I stayed with was great 
though.”

“That explains it.”
“No, Craig, it doesn’t. You’re coming from the belief that 

the way you see the world is the right one. Or at least the way 
it should be for everyone. I’m one of those different strokes 
guys. One man’s poison and all that.” 

Craig watches him with a pained sympathetic expression. 
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It’s a look Michael’s seen before, this is a scene he’s played 
before. Confessing. Exposing. Telling enough of one thing, so 
he doesn’t say something else. 

“Not everyone is cut out to stay in the same place,” he says, 
“let alone make a home. I know I’m in the minority, especially 
in this culture, but I think sitting put in the same place, seeing 
the same people, the same walls, rooms, and roads is crazy. I 
can’t believe anyone would want it.”

“You can’t believe anyone would want security and 
stability?”

“You can have those things without planting yourself.”
Craig thinks about it for moment and says, “How? 

Traveling salesman? Five-state investigator like you? I don’t 
see how you can make a good life for yourself doing that.”

“Now you’re insulting me.”
“I don’t mean to,” he says. “But really, tell me how, in 

America, you can make a life—a good life—a long-term secure 
life, on the road? You can’t. You need connections and net-
works to survive. You need neighbors and banks, family and 
friends. You need infrastructure.”

The landscape flies by as if mocking Craig’s theory.
He went on nonetheless. “You need to be part of the place 

and if you have no base, nowhere to, say, pay taxes from, 
you’re a bum. A hobo. You’re not part of anything. Every per-
son you meet is temporary. There’s no future in that. There’s 
a reason towns were invented.”

“What about nomadic peoples?”
“Do they live long lives? Do they have such success that 

they can pass an inheritance down to their kids?”
“They say every human being on the planet has some DNA 

from Genghis Khan. How’s that?”
“That’s just stupid. You’re comparing modern America to 

a bunch of nomadic goat riders.”
“Why not?”
“They were poor.”
“They didn’t think so.”
“Then they were wrong. They were the kind of people who 
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left the old and infirm on the steppes for tigers to eat. Is that 
what you want?”

“I don’t think there are tigers in Mongolia.”
“Burma then.”
“Everyone dies.”
“So your life goal is to move to Mongolia? You’ll have to. I 

don’t see any caravans around here, no nomadic bands of rein-
deer herders, tiger hunters, or Huns of any make or model. 
Man, you’re too much.”

“Tigers wouldn’t be so bad.”
“Oswald, this is the most you’ve said to me since I met you. 

I think I know why you’ve been so quiet. You’re nuts.”
“I’d love to die by tigers. Wouldn’t you?”
“Hell no. I’ll die surrounded by my loved ones at a ripe old 

age. And thanks to modern medicine, I can. Good luck finding 
tigers.”

“If you loved tigers, it would be the same.”
“You are truly lost, Oswald.”
He shrugs. “I need to keep my mouth shut.”
“I guess this explains your contempt of the law. Boy, are 

you in the wrong line of work.”
“Are you referring to the hotel?”
“You know I am. I ought to turn you in for theft.”
“Really? You’d turn in your partner?”
“Well. No. I didn’t. I said I ought to.”
“Relax, Craig. You got a good night’s sleep, a workout and 

a tale to tell. You’re welcome.”
Craig huffs once and goes back to sulking. Michael lights a 

cigarette and contemplates tigers. In the shapes of the passing 
landscape he imagines hot orange stripes and musk-lathered 
breath of free hunting cats following piquant pheromones of 
fearful prey.

Poulson’s Truck Stop covers two full acres off northbound 
93. It has thirty-four covered pumps for gasoline and six-
teen for diesel, with enough driveway spacing to use them 
all. Michael can’t believe they’d ever been needed all at once. 
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Highway 93 is important in its own out-of-the-way way, but 
it’s no freeway. Still, the convenience of a full-service truck 
stop makes it an attractive detour for long-haul truckers who 
appreciate good cheap food, easy gassing and space to park 
and sleep, with the promise of a shower the next morning. 
Michael has spent many nights in such places.

Craig is the first out of the car. He arches his back like a 
bow and Michael hears his vertebrae crack like popcorn. He 
grabs his head with both hands and twists his neck. The pop-
ping is louder than his back. 

Michael catches his breath.
The sun is low on the horizon. It blinded Michael in his 

mirrors for the last hour of the drive so badly that he finally 
turned them away. Nothing to see behind him anyway.

“There’s a managing director named Robert Poulson we 
need to talk to,” Craig says pushing against a wall to stretch 
his calves. “He’s the name on the report.”

“His name is Robert Poulson,” Michael repeats.
“Yeah. That’s what I said.”
They enter the convenience store part of the building, 

the part few tourists see beyond. The bathrooms—guaran-
teed clean—are to the right. To the left are four yellow tables 
and a Subway sandwich shop. A bored teenager wipes the 
counter and ducks behind the sneeze guard to avoid eye con-
tact with the newcomers. A hallway marked Trucker’s Lounge 
is blocked off by wooden swinging doors that wouldn’t have 
been amiss on the set of a 50s western.

Michael admires the supplies of medicines and machine 
parts, good deals on motor oil and GPS systems for a place so 
far from competition. After a while he approaches the large 
register island. He snakes past a rack of Nevada shot glasses, 
collectible thimbles, commemorative spoons, and the sud-
denly popular barrel of polished rocks he’s seen in every cow-
boy tourist piss-stop between Helena and Barstow. They have 
a stand of baseball caps, green air fresheners by the gross, and 
a wall of audio books, thrillers mostly.

When he emerges from the racks, he sees a black man 
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eyeing him wearily from behind the counter. His dark skin has 
a timeless quality of tanned leather. His short-cropped hair is 
gray at the temples. His eyes are red and tired. Michael can’t 
guess at his age. 

He looks hard at Michael as he walks up as if measuring 
him against the furniture.

“How can I help you, Jim?” he asks rubbing his chin.
“Hello,” he says. “I’m Michael. Michael Oswald. I’m inves-

tigating a missing truck and driver who passed through here a 
month or so ago. Are you Robert Poulson?”

“I am,” he says.
Michael smells smoke. “Then you’ve already been talked 

to about this?”
“About the trucker? Lowe was his name?”
“Yeah, that’s him.”
“That’s old news now ain’t it?”
The arrival of two state troopers is announced by an elec-

tric door chime. 
Michael sees two squad cars parked on either side of his 

Merc. 
Craig melts into the beef jerky aisle.
“He hasn’t been found yet,” Michael says.
“So nobody got the bounty?”
“You know about that, do you?”
He smiles and nods but watches the police.
“Do you still have surveillance tape of when he was here? I 

can get the date if you don’t remember what it was.”
“I kept it.” He pulls a pack of gum from a display, opens it 

and takes a piece. He doesn’t offer Michael one.
“May I see it?”
“You gonna buy something?”
“You got beds here?”
“Bunks.”
“Two?”
“I can do that.”
“I’m going to buy something.”
Michael feels more than he sees the policeman sidle up 
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behind him. Craig is nowhere to be found. He turns slowly to 
face them.

“Perez, this is Michael. Michael Oswald,” says Poulson to 
the trooper. “He’s checking into that missing truck.”

“Still?”
“Yeah.”
The other trooper comes over with a cup of coffee and a 

chocolate donut. His name tag says, Sergeant Galloway. 
“Hey Poulson,” says Galloway lifting his cup. “Some road 

fuel today.”
“It’s on the house,” Poulson says. 
The senior cop doesn’t look surprised, nor especially 

grateful.
“93 is the most dangerous highway in the country,” Perez 

says. “You’re not going to find that truck.”
“What do you think happened to him?”
“Bermuda Triangle,” says Poulson.
“Maybe,” says Galloway. “There’re aliens and such in 

Nevada. We’re not far from Area 51.” The sergeant takes a big 
gulp of his coffee and then heads back to the pot for a refill.

“Isn’t the Extraterrestrial Highway 375?” says Michael. 
“South and west.”

“Yes. It connects to 93 at Crystal Springs.”
“I’m going on the assumption that it was hijacked,” Michael 

says but the mention of Crystal Springs distracts him. His for-
gets to blink. His eyes dry and Perez blurs at the edges.

“The other investigators thought the driver did it,” says 
Perez. “Figured he was long gone to Mexico.”

“What? Yeah. You talk to lots of other investigators?” 
Michael asks. Back to business.

A tick of a grin perks the corner of Poulson’s mouth. He 
answers for the cop. “At first there were a bunch. We had least 
two or three a day it seemed. Then it trailed off. You’re the first 
in a week. Is it that big a deal?”

“A man’s life—”
“Doesn’t get this kind of attention,” Perez completes 

Michael’s sentence.
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“No,” says Michael. “It’s the cargo. That’s what it’s about. 
The company posted a bounty.”

“Can’t get regular work, eh?” Perez smiles.
“Who wants it?”
“We’re not kidding about 93,” says Galloway returning 

with fresh unpaid-for coffee. “Really. Look it up. More deaths 
and accidents on this road than any other in the country. By 
whatever metric you use, length, popularity, speed—whatever, 
Highway 93 is the most dangerous. We’re pulling bodies out 
of wrecks all the time. People go missing like there’ve driven 
off the end of the world. If the population knew how danger-
ous this highway was, they’d shut it down.”

“You should write for the tourist board,” Michael says.
“Don’t get smart,” says Galloway.
“Where you coming from?” asks Perez.
Michael blinks to clear his vision and to see the trooper 

plainly. “My office is in Utah. I’m just back from Reno now. 
I’m retracing the route Lowe took before he went missing.”

“That’s the wrong way around isn’t it?” says Galloway 
blowing over his cup. “Shouldn’t you start where the trail 
ended? In Vegas?”

“Been there. I’m playing a hunch. As you mentioned, the 
ground has been pretty picked over.”

“By better detectives than you,” Galloway says.
“Yeah,” says Michael. Then turning to Poulson, “Can I see 

that tape?”
“It’s not much. We don’t have cameras in the back, only 

the front and the store.”
“He comes in,” says Perez, “Buys a couple of sandwiches 

and goes out. Next morning he comes back, showers and 
buys a couple of breakfast burritos. That’s all you’ll see. I’ve 
watched it a dozen times.”

“Still, can I see it?”
“I got no problem with that. You’ll be paying cash or credit 

for the bunks?”
“Craig,” he calls. “Bring your plastic up here.”
Craig skulks out from behind a DVD display. He watches 

the floor as if it’s mined. If he could look guiltier, Michael 
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doesn’t know how. 
Galloway is already halfway to the door however, another 

unpaid-for donut in his mouth. 
Perez lingers at the counter studying the scratch and win 

lottery tickets beneath the glass. “Jake or Jan been around?” 
he asks Poulson.

“Ain’t seen ’em.”
“Let ’em know.”
Craig slides his company credit card over the glass.
Perez leaves, but not before helping himself to a candy bar.

In the cramped office behind the Subway, Poulson uploads 
the file to a ten-inch video monitor. 

Craig has regained his composure but Michael thinks 
there is some part of him that wishes the police had hauled 
him away for his crimes against the Peppermill, such is the 
nature of the Christian God.

“Here’s your man,” says Poulson.
The image is bad. The video was digitally recorded so the 

problem is not there. It’s the camera lens. From the angle and 
the blurry grease stains Michael fixes the camera above the 
hot-dog broiler. The wide angle takes in the door, counter and 
over half the store.

“You have another camera?”
“Busted.”
Michael watches Isaac Lowe come through the door and 

head out of frame toward the sandwich shop. The frames are 
jumpy. It is not so much a movie as a slide show of still photos 
taken in succession.

“Really wish I could see what he ordered,” Michael says.
“What? Why?”
“Hunch. Can you cross check the register receipt with the 

time stamp?”
“I could but I’m not gunna,” says Poulson. “Ain’t got time 

for that.”
“It looks like two sandwiches and some chips,” Craig says. 
“Okay,” says Michael. “I see what I need.”
“What do you see?” Poulson says.
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“Two sandwiches.”
“The man was hungry.”
Michael shrugs. “Let me watch the rest of the tape.”
“I’ll show you where he comes in the next morning.” 

Poulson reaches for the fast forward key, but Michael stops 
him.

“No, I’ll watch it from here.”
“That’ll take some time.”
“Do you mind?”
Poulson looks from Michael to Craig and then shrugs. “I 

ain’t sitting here,” he says and gets up. “Nothing better be 
missing when you’re done.”

There’s not much space in the little room. Michael has the 
only chair, Craig leans against a wall.

“You looking for the girl?” he asks.
“Yep.”
The screen might as well be a still life. Only the time stamp 

changes as the night video creeps on past midnight, one, and 
two.

“Oswald this is a dead case,” Craig says. “Did Maggie text 
you? The Idaho thing is blowing up. We should head north 
tomorrow or Roy’ll be pissed.”

“He already is.”
“Yes. I believe that’s true.”
“There,” Michael says. “There. Look.”
Craig bends over Michael’s shoulder to stare into the 

machine.
“It’s a girl, but you can’t even see her face.”
“But you know it’s a girl,” Michael says and his mouth 

goes dry. He tastes ashes. He assumes it’s from his cigarettes. 
“She’s small. Check her height there against the door meter.” 
Michael rewinds a few frames to where she entered at 2:35 
a.m. According to the stripes on the door jamb, she’s five foot 
two. Petite.

“So what?” Craig says. “A girl came in to buy a soda that 
night. I don’t see Lowe.”

“Wait,” he says and rewinds the recorder ten minutes to 
2:24.
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Two men enter the store and disappear out of frame. 
Michael lets the video catch up to where the girl enters. She 
disappears in the same direction.

“Bathrooms,” Craig says.
2:46 a.m. the two men leave. The girl doesn’t appear again 

until 3:10. Her hair is wet. She’s in different clothes.
Michael fast forwards the recording from there. Poulson is 

sweeping the floor, stocking the shelves and making coffee. At 
6:00 a.m. his relief appears. At 8:00 a.m., Lowe appears and 
buys a coffee before leaving the frame for half an hour. When 
he reappears to walk out, he’s showered and carrying food. 
Michael taps on the screen.

“What?” says Craig. 
“Two coffees,” he says. “He still has a passenger.”
“So?”
“The two men met the girl in the middle of the night.”
“Or, two men used the bathroom while some woman 

showered in another part of the store,” Craig says. “I’ll buy 
the passenger—maybe, but you’re making a hell of a leap for a 
conspiracy based on that tape.”

“You don’t think it’s worth pursuing?”
“Who cares? What does it get us? Make up the biggest tall-

tale you can, and then tell me where the truck is? I don’t care 
if Lowe was throwing orgies in his cab and trafficking in sto-
len Mayan treasure—if it doesn’t lead us to the cargo, it’s use-
less.” Craig cracks his knuckles and shakes his head in frustra-
tion. “I know I’m new at this, but we’ve driven across Nevada 
twice and I don’t see how we’re any closer. We’re spinning our 
wheels. The truck went missing in Vegas, not Ely. Remember? 
If this is how you work, I can see why Roy’s going to fire you.”

“He said that?”
“No,” he stammers. “Well. Kind of. Sure. He said he might. 

You need to know that. He said he needs to see something out 
of you. We tried on this laser bounty thing. Now, let’s get to 
Idaho and make Roy happy. Forget this one.”

“Looking out for me, huh?”
“Actually, Oswald. I am.”
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Chapter Ten

“This place smells like feet,” says Craig flopping onto his bed, 
bouncing on the springs. “Cheap mattress too; and no privacy 
at all.”

“It’s a bunkhouse, a place to sleep, not a suite to entertain 
in,” says Michael.

“I can’t believe you like this kind of place.”
The room is neat but has a lingering smell. It’s an honest 

perfume of working men, honest sweat and road dust. There 
might be little privacy, but dormitory spaces like these are 
safer, he thinks. Behind concealing walls, anything can hap-
pen. Here, when surrounded by people, the chances of real 
danger are diminished. There might be a petty theft perhaps, 
but no murder, not unless everyone else in the room was in 
on it.

It’s irrelevant though since only he and Craig are there that 
night.

Michael sat through a movie with him, a computer-gener-
ated explosion fest that left him with a headache. Craig tried 
to talk about the plot holes after the film, but Michael hadn’t 
noticed a plot. Craig took his inattention as a personal insult 
and Michael let him, wondering if he had ever cared so much 
about such trivial things as movie plots and football drafts as 
Craig does.

The movie did him some good. It was hypnotic, in the 
frenetic way modern Hollywood films can be—bright colors, 
orange and blues, rapid cuts and seizure-inducing strobes. 
His eyes had remained on the screen, but his mind turned 
in on itself, piecing together fleeting memories and moods, 
imaginings and clues.
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A story forms in his mind. He knows what happened to 
Isaac Lowe. He isn’t sure how he knows, but he knows. He 
knows the girl lured him to her accomplices and they killed 
him. It’s as familiar as a childhood lullaby, a remembered line 
of poetry from a kindergarten play. He knows it like he read it 
in a book. He knows it like memory.

Craig stirs in his cot, tossing deliberately and heavily, let-
ting Michael know he does not like the accommodations. 

Michael ignores him. This is not about him. He is a passen-
ger, a fly in his car, a buzzing in the back seat darting across 
his field of vision. Distracting him. 

Michael senses something beneath the surface of his life, or 
perhaps the surface of all reality, and it relates to Isaac Lowe. 
The patterns are there, the notes, the songs—it’s there if he 
can only comprehend it all at once. It is not about the bounty. 
It has never been about the bounty. It has never been about a 
job, or money, or obligation to Roy and Maggie, Craig in the 
room, or Carla in Denver. It is him. It is about him. His song, 
his dance, his relationship to the missing man from Texas.

Craig begins to snore and Michael glances at his watch. 
For an hour, he’s stared at the shadows looking for edges and 
patterns, places he can line up and fit together. There is only 
darkness and that is what he sees. Darkness is what is there. 
Darkness.

The black woman comes into his mind. 
He sees a night without stars. The stillness of a calm spring. 

A memory. A yearning. A place.
The woman beckons him. 
He knows her. He’s known her for a long time. He feels a 

door in the back of his mind open, and instead of light, shad-
ows pour out of it.

“Craig,” he says. “Craig, wake up.”
“God, Oswald. I just fell asleep.”
“I’m leaving. I’m taking the car. If I’m not here when you 

wake up, just wait for me.”
“Where are you going?”
“South. To that rest stop.”
“Which one?”
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“The one where Lowe stopped overnight. I’m going there.”
“Now?”
“Now.”
Craig rubs his eyes and blinks. “You think of something?”
Michael doesn’t answer him, but pulls his pants on. He 

kneels down and digs for his shoes under the bunk.
“Wait, I’ll come with you.”
“No need.”
“That’s half way to Vegas,” Craig says. “I’m coming.”

Robert Poulson is back on duty when they come into the 
store.

“Can’t sleep, Jim?” he asks rubbing his neck.
“You’re still up, huh? Don’t you sleep?” Michael replies 

drawing his own hand to his chin.
“Nah,” he says. “You leaving?”
“Places to be.”
“No refunds.”
“Didn’t expect one.”
“That’s right,” he says. “Be seeing you.”

It’s half past midnight when they put Ely behind them and 
point south into the desert. Craig wedges himself against the 
door, his coat propped up as a pillow and falls asleep.

Michael spends the time banishing his thoughts and suspi-
cions. It is enough he is going to Crystal Springs, enough that 
he will soon see what he knows is there. If he knows. 

The darkness is beautiful. The sky is clear and the stars 
bright. There will be a moon later, a waning quarter or less. He 
senses the glow on the eastern horizon, and on the straight-
aways, he turns his headlights off and steers by gloom.

There is no light without darkness; no truth without lies. 
His heart races with these thoughts. He knows he is closing 
in on something important, something he knows, something 
he’s forgotten. Something dark and wonderful.

He sees the blackness as a curtain around him, a shroud 
separating what he knows from what he’s lost, his youth from 
his adulthood; life from death.
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An oncoming car makes him switch his lights back on. 
He’s rewarded with angry honks and flashing high-beams as 
if he were trying to kill people. Fool.

The Crystal Springs crossroads rest stop is deserted. 
There had been hardly any traffic driving down, but of course, 
Michael took the longer, more dangerous route of Highway 93 
which added nearly an hour to an already two-hour drive, a 
delay most people were unwilling to take and so used 375. But 
even 375 isn’t busy and when Michael stops the car, he sees 
nary a headlight for ten minutes. He lets the car settle and his 
ideas coalesce.

To his left, on the other side of the highway, is a grove of 
trees outlined in the dim moonlight. Behind them, between 
the trunks, wisps of steam rise from warm water into cool air. 
Beyond the springs, on the far side of the grove, it is desert 
again.

A Mack truck hauling hay bales plows past him and shakes 
him out of his trance. He gets out of the car. 

Craig stirs but settles back again. 
Michael Oswald crosses the street and goes into the glade.
It is sandy but verdant. There is grass and low bushes. He 

recognizes purple tamarisk, but it is all blue-gray in the gloom. 
The air is cool and moist. The trees are cottonwoods, sparse 
and narrow, new growth of less than a century. Water softly 
gurgles over rocks to his left where a river takes the spring 
away.

He walks to the water. He kneels down on the bank and 
stares into it as if scrying into a glass. Crystal Springs is not a 
fiery geyser pool like he knows from Yellowstone. Though the 
water is warm, it is calm, clear and clean. Michael sees to the 
bottom. Fish and algae, mosses and snails cluster by the foun-
tainhead where the water is warmest and richest. 

He touches his fingers to the surface like a penitent draw-
ing salvation from a holy font. He touches his wet fingers to 
his forehead instinctively, either in mimicry or memory. It is 
the place where the third eye is said to be.
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Ripples spread over the dark plane like a promise. When 
the water is still again, he lowers his face to the pool. He hov-
ers there for a moment, near but not touching, only a breath 
above the water. 

He studies his reflection in the surface. His face is in shade; 
his features are hidden. He is but a silhouette in the watery 
mirror; heaven’s light above him seen reflecting from below. 
But he is shadow. 

He feels the heat rise to touch his flesh from below and the 
cool sky behind him chilling him from above. It is an irony 
and he smiles. Then he closes his eyes and like a gentle lover, 
he touches his lips to the water.

It is warm and earthy, hot to drink. He draws in a mouth-
ful and holds it on his tongue. He thinks of tea without leaves 
poured from a copper kettle. He swallows slowly, tracing the 
heat from the back of his mouth through his throat, down his 
neck, and pooling in his stomach until it becomes a part of 
him.

He stands up and walks through the glade, past the river, 
beyond the canal cut to take the water to enduring home-
steads, green fields stretching south and away. He goes to 
where the spring no longer nourishes the earth, where the 
weeds crackle and snap beneath his shoes. He finds the place 
by rote. It is dry and sandy and he stands there looking at the 
ground between his feet for a long time. He listens, expecting 
to hear something, a song or a scream perhaps. He is not sure. 

After a time, he hears the sound of heavy plodding foot-
steps in the undergrowth. He turns and sees the waving flash-
light beam and hears also for the first time, the sound of Craig 
calling him.

In the distance, on the other side of the thicket, a truck 
passes, and then another. And then a pair of cars speed the 
other away toward Ely, lines of distant lights, white and red. 

“Oswald, what are you doing over there? Didn’t you hear 
me? Where you been all this time?”

It is as if Michael was dreaming and Craig woke him up. 
Suddenly he feels cold; his legs cramped, his eyes dry. The 



Johnny Worthen

99

glade is not mysterious. It is only a second-rate tourist attrac-
tion. The desert where he stands is bare and useless, a bad 
parking lot at best. He hasn’t slept since Reno, and then not 
much. He’s sleep deprived and hallucinating.

“I’ve been here,” he says to Craig. “It hasn’t been that long.”
“I’ve been looking for you for over an hour.”
Michael looks at the moon and notes its position. It was 

behind the car when he parked, now it well past its apex fall-
ing to the west.

He looks at the ground, but he is no longer sure.
“Craig. There’s a shovel in the trunk. Go get it, will you?”
Craig shines the light over the ground. “Why? What did 

you find?”
“Something in my craw,” he says. He scans the ground, 

notes the brush and grasses, the stones and stillness. 
“Nevermind. Let’s get out of here,” he says. “You drive.”

Craig kneels down and shines the light low horizontally 
over the dirt. “I think I know what you’re up to,” he says. “It’s 
a good idea.”

“No, it’s not. I’m making shit up. I’m sorry. I haven’t been 
myself lately.”

“I’ll have to take your word for that.”
He wonders if Carla would recognize him now, if she’d 

sense the change that’s come over him. No. No, she wouldn’t. 
She’s too busy with her own life to see the fractures in his. 
She’s told him he isn’t the man she married, but he’d always 
thought that was just an excuse. Now he wonders if she hadn’t 
sensed something then that he is only now experiencing.

“It’s a good idea,” Craig says. “It makes sense. In a real 
creepy way, it makes sense. It does. Besides from the sound of 
things, every other avenue has been gone over with a comb by 
more and better than us.”

Michael lights a cigarette and walks back to the car.
“This looks recent,” Craig says. 
Michael stops. 
Craig stands over a bush. “See how this shrub is dying? 

Looks like it was replanted. This ground looks done over.”
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Michael’s heart leaps, but he says nothing. He sucks on his 
cigarette and waits.

“You might have something, Oswald,” Craig says. “Go 
bring the car around.”

“No. You do it,” Michael says sitting down. “I’m spent.”
Craig takes the offered keys peevishly and trots back the 

way he came.
Michael kneels on the ground and sweeps away the fallen 

leaves. He examines the dried root of the sagebrush in the 
moonlight. He pushes his fingers into the sand and digs out a 
handful. He lets it pour out between his fingers. He stands up 
and slaps his palms on his pants.

The spell is broken, but he can still feel its effect like an 
electric hangover. He paces the ground measuring himself 
against the mountains and the pool, wondering why it feels 
so goddamn familiar, why he thinks he’ll find horrors here 
tonight. Many horrors.

After moving the car, Craig arrives with the shovel. He 
offers it to Michael, who takes instead the flashlight and shines 
it on the spot to dig. Craig gives him a dirty look.

“Lucky for you I didn’t get a workout in today,” he says.
“Lucky,” Michael says.
Craig takes off his shirt and spits in his palms for effect. He 

bends down and starts digging. He works in rhythm—regular 
stabs, hauls, and tosses with controlled breathing. He’s work-
ing his upper body.

“I like to exercise at night,” he pants. “And outside too. 
This is a great night out here. So clean and clear. You can see 
so many stars.”

Michael looks up to watch the stars until Craig complains.
“Hey, keep the light. Ah never mind. I can see fine.”
Michael switches off the lamp. He’s glad of it going. The 

night has its own light, its own atmosphere and purpose.
“Oh God,” cries Craig and falls backward. 
Michael doesn’t need to look. The smell is enough to tell 

him he was right.
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Chapter Eleven

They pull bodies out of the ground all day. 
Michael is not allowed to sleep. He’s beginning to hal-

lucinate again, but not the dark swirling things he’d seen 
before. Now he’s seeing crocodiles and dripping faces. He’s 
exhausted. His new melting awareness erases the certainty he 
held last night. Now as he answers the same questions for the 
fifteenth time, it doesn’t even cross his mind to mention a pre-
vious familiarity with the place, real or otherwise.

“Grabbing at straws,” he says. The coffee cup shakes in 
his hand so he puts it down on the flimsy folding table. The 
tent offers shade, but it is still hot. He’s sweating fatigue and 
nicotine like a crushed sponge. Even Sergeant Galloway is 
sweating.

“So, in the middle of the night, you got up from your comfy 
bunk at Poulson’s and booked it down here—in the middle of 
the night—because you were grabbing at straws?”

State Trooper Perez watches from the doorway. He at least 
gets to feel the breeze in the door.

Michael wonders if Galloway regrets closing the flaps for 
this new interview.

“I couldn’t sleep. McCallister wanted to go to Vegas. 
Driving at night isn’t a crime. Hell, in the desert, it’s a good 
idea.”

Craig had called 911 and they’d dispatched Galloway. 
He took one look in the hole and radioed for help from Las 

Vegas.
Perez showed up after dawn, about the same time as the 

trucks and tents from Sin City. Galloway demanded to lead 
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the crime scene, but Michael knows that someone from Vegas, 
a detective, is on their way. In fact, he’s late. Galloway is try-
ing one last time to crack the non-existent case before he’s 
relieved.

“Makes no sense,” he says. “How’d you know to dig there?”
“Craig found it. The plant was dead. The shrub. The sage, 

acacia, whatever the hell it was. It was dead. He noticed it. I 
just drove down here and wandered into the vacant lot. Talk 
to him.”

“We have,” he says. “He said that you had a hunch. He says 
you think that that missing trucker was hijacked and killed 
and buried here. How’d you know about the others?”

“I didn’t,” he lies. He’s so tired. “We only found the one. 
Isaac Lowe.”

“How do you know it’s Lowe?”
“Isn’t it?”
“We don’t know yet.”
“Sergeant,” says Perez from the door. “They found another.”
“What? Is that six now?”
“Eight,” he says.
“You have some explaining to do Oswald.”
“Whatever,” he says and puts his head down on the table.
Galloway leaves the tent. 
The heat is stifling, a mummy’s shroud of baking bandages 

and sweat pressing in on him, holding him in air too hot to 
breathe. He sucks it inside him in gasps. His insides are cook-
ing. He knows his head is. He hears songs that can’t be there, 
smells sandalwood that’s not in the air, sees faces he might or 
might not know, but definitely aren’t in the room with him. 

He’s left alone to wait for hours. He might doze, he might 
pass out, he might skirt the plains of reality, in and out of con-
sciousness, across layers of time and sanity, but he does not 
rest. When the noise of the newcomer rouses him from his fit, 
he is no less tired than before.

“You found the body?”
“Who are you?” Michael says. His eyes burn for lack of 

sleep. His mouth is clammy and thick. His breath toxic.
The man before him is in a suit. His blue striped tie is 
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loosened and the top button undone. From his haircut and his 
shoes, his suit and swagger, Michael figures him for FBI.

“The name’s Hall,” he says. “Agent Hall.”
“Thought so.”
“Oh?” he says. “You had a premonition about me too?”
Michael can’t blink his eyes enough to put out the fires in 

them so keeps them shut.
“You look like a G-Man.”
“G-Man? How quaint. Tell me how you knew there’d be 

bodies here.”
Michael opens his eyes and tries to take a measure of the 

man, see if he’d let him rest if he asked him to. He sees no 
mercy in him.

“I told Galloway everything. Didn’t he tell you?”
“Tell me again,” he says and sits down across the card table 

from him.
Michael tells him the same story he told Galloway. He 

makes it about hunches, and not being able to sleep, knowing 
that he looks like he could sleep on a bed of nails. Hall listens, 
makes some notes on a yellow legal pad, and then shakes his 
head.

“Why’d you call Galloway?”
“I didn’t call anyone. Craig called 911. They sent Galloway.”
“He’s ruined the crime scene.”
“Sorry to hear it.”
“Don’t get smart,” he says.
“Agent Hall,” says Perez from the doorway. “Call for you.”
“Take a message, cadet.”
The slight is not wasted on Perez. He raises an eyebrow. 

“It’s the governor.” 
“What?”
Perez nods. “Galloway has the phone.”
Hall storms out of the tent. 
Michael blinks. 
Everything is a blur.
“How you holding up Jarrad?” asks Perez. “You need 

anything?”
“What? Who?”
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“I’ll get you some water, brother,” he says. “Don’t let them 
rattle you. Mother won’t like that.”

Blink, Perez isn’t in the door flap. Michael is alone, but 
a water bottle has appeared in his hands, cold and sweating 
wet. He twists off the lid and drinks. It is bland and plain but 
washes the coffee from his teeth and soothes his tired throat.

Blink, Perez is back. He has his hand on his shoulder. He’s 
kneeling beside the table looking into Michael’s face. The pose 
is familiar and natural, but it strikes Michael as more mean-
ingful than just a friendly gesture.

“Mother knows why you did this, but I want to know who 
you are,” he says.

Michael looks into Perez’s face, but his eyes won’t focus. 
It’s as if he’s looking through a desert mirage in shadow. The 
afterimages are burned in his retinas and he blinks against the 
inky halo surrounding the trooper’s face.

Perez takes his hand off Michael’s shoulder and reaches 
into his back pocket. He whips out a long blue bandana, shakes 
it open with a snap, and uses it to wipe sweat from his neck. 
Michael hears the sound of change rattling and instinctively 
reaches for his pocket to catch spilling coins.

“What?” says Michael trying to remember if he’d been 
asked a question. “What do you mean?”

But he’s alone. 
He rubs stinging sweat out of his already burning eyes 

and searches the room for another soul. There is none. His 
mouth is dry as ashes. He goes to drink from the new water 
bottle, but it is empty. He can’t remember drinking it, neither 
it or the two empties at his feet beside a nest of crushed coffee 
cups. He’s suddenly not sure the trooper was ever here at all. 
It might have been Hall or Craig. It might have been no one.

“Cordon off everything. No one talks to the press but me. 
Nobody.” Hall’s voice carries into the tent, but the agent 
doesn’t appear.

The heat is unbearable. Michael feels his brain boiling out 
his ears. He gets up, goes to the door. No one is there. He steps 
out and sees the sun low on the horizon. He glances at his 
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watch. It’s early evening. Time slipped again, but this time at 
least, he has an excuse.

The clearing is not as he remembers it. It is crowded with 
cars, vans, tents, trucks and earth-moving equipment, but all 
these are still. It is the people who are animated, thirty or forty 
at least, some in suits, many in uniforms, most with masks 
over their faces and blue gloves on their hands. One group 
leads a dog on a long leash. The dog trots forward and back, 
stops, smells the ground, digs a little and then barks in alarm. 
One of his handlers drags him away while another pulls a 
twelve-inch wire marker flag out of a sack and plants in the 
spot. The plain is littered with such flags.

The scene reminds him of an archaeological dig he saw 
on television, except where stakes are tied together to mark 
a digging site, they are bound with yellow police tape instead 
of string.

A truck loaded with chain-link fencing arrives. Men unload 
the segments and assemble them around the clearing. As each 
section is put down, a green tarp is attached to it to keep curi-
ous eyes away. 

The fencing chore draws diggers away from a shallow hole 
near a blue honey bucket. They gladly drop their shovels to 
help make the wall. 

No one pays any mind to Michael. He can’t see Hall, or the 
troopers, or Craig, but there are more tents, some with fans 
and open flaps. There’s even an RV with air conditioning and 
a flushing toilet. He assumes everyone’s in there. 

He walks north toward the spring, hoping to find quiet and 
shade, wanting to be on the other side of the fence before it’s 
assembled. Before he gets there, however, he notices the rows 
of bodies laid out under a portable awning. 

Two people in green plastic suits shuffle around them with 
clipboards and tongs. 

Michael approaches them counting sixteen black open 
body bags and room for more.

“Female, late fifties. Caucasian. Overweight. Brunette 
wig. No identification. Six months to one year. Best guess: 
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strangled.” The man speaking into the tape recorder is so 
bundled up in a hood, goggles and gloves, plastic bags around 
his shoes, that if Michael hadn’t heard him speak, he couldn’t 
have guessed his sex.

“Skeletal remains,” he says moving to another bag. “Brown 
hair. Bridge work. Clothes suggest male. Maybe six feet. Two 
years at least. Best guess, also strangled.”

The bodies are all in different stages of decay. Some are 
bare skeletons, a pile of bones piled under a central skull. 
Others have flesh, dried or rotted. Three are grouped together 
and in the same condition, half jelly and cloth.

He recognizes the blue shirt Craig unearthed the night 
before and bends over it for a closer look. From the shirt, work 
boots, and jeans Michael guesses it was a man but he has a 
hard time putting a gender to what he’s looking at. He sees 
a thing—a wet husk—stinking leather pulled over a knobby 
form, melting in places to black ichor and pollution. The one 
eye that stares out at him in a half-squint is lifeless and cold; 
the other an obscene cavity.

The man could have been Isaac Lowe but he can’t be sure. 
He doesn’t look anything like the man in the photo. He doesn’t 
look anything like a man at all. He is however, the “freshest” 
of the cadavers he sees. His skin wriggles from the move-
ment of feasting beetles and larvae. His head has been tilted 
upward and Michael sees a deep indentation on his throat. 
His esophagus is crushed. He thinks he might be looking at 
friction marks around the neck, but he can’t be sure. It might 
be scarring from rodents, a fishing injury, or his own delirious 
fancies.

An idea stirs inside Michael’s burning mind, a dreadful, 
ghastly idea—a pattern. A memory.

No one is looking.
He kneels beside the corpse and unbuttons the shirt. The 

smell makes him turn away. Pungent tears run down his face. 
He plunges his fingers into the mushy flesh searching for but-
ton holes in the rotting clothing. His stomach heaves but he 
resists the urge to vomit.
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With the shirt unfastened, he peels it open. The cloth sticks 
to the skin and pulls up layers of fetid flesh. Michael’s fingers 
are black with the rotten goo and he’s getting dizzy from hold-
ing his breath. He imagines himself fainting, toppling forward 
into the sludgy rotten corpse and makes himself focus. He 
takes a gulp of air through his mouth so as not to smell the 
corruption knowing he’ll be tasting it later.

He bends down and studies the discolored, decompos-
ing flesh and sees them. They are right where they should be, 
right where he thought they would be. Right where he would 
have put them. They are a series of five stab wounds in the 
abdomen and another two in the chest between the ribs into 
the lungs.

The sight of the wounds, more than the sight of the body, 
more than the stench of decay, drives Michael away. 

He runs.
“Hey! Wait. Who are you? Stop!”
Michael ignores the coroner. He wants to throw himself 

into the spring, wash away the smell, the sight, the filth in his 
mind.

“Whoa, hold up there, Oswald.”
Craig grabs his arm and swings him around. “You get some 

shut eye?” 
“No,” says Michael.
“You look terrible.”
“Is it the driver? Is it Isaac Lowe?”
“They don’t know yet. Somebody told me it might be days, 

maybe weeks or longer before all the bodies are identified. 
There’re pulling up old ones. I heard Agent Hall say some-
thing about this being an old Mormon Trail cemetery.”

“So that’s the story they’re going with.” Michael throws up 
all the water, coffee, and sugar from his stomach.

“Whoa, not on the shoes.” Craig lets him go.
Wracked by convulsions, staggering for balance, Michael’s 

fevered mind shows him the devil.
She stands on the plain before him, a towering black 

woman, wild eyed and malevolent. She howls in delight, 
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striking down both men and monsters with gore-splattered 
weapons; sword and spear, rope, claw, and fang. She howls a 
tiger’s roar that shakes the world with terror.

Michael screams once and falls to his knees. He vomits dry 
until black bile drips down his chin and his breath is crushed 
out of him by his own muscles.

The woman is beautiful and terrible. She stands towering 
above him, her dreadful eyes fixed on him. 

He’s paralyzed. 
She scoops him up in a bowl of gore and draws him to her 

bare chest. 
He smells rot and blood, decay and ashes. Death. 
She engulfs him in her many arms—a suffocating embrace, 

sticky and cold. 
He makes to speak—to cry, to scream—but he has no breath 

to make it. Grasping his throat, gasping for air, Michael col-
lapses lifeless to the ground.



PART TWO

For Terror is thy name,
Death is in Thy breath.
And every shaking step
Destroys a world for e’er.
Thou “Time” the All-Destroyer

Then come, O Mother, Come!
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Chapter Twelve

Consciousness returns in false starts. 
There is stillness, then noise. Nothing, then something. 

Darkness, then pale cream florescent bulbs overhead. He 
stares up at them for a long time, not moving. He absorbs the 
light. There is no heat, but he is not cold. He is not sore. He 
feels nothing, and that is how he knows he’s alive.

After a while, he lets himself remember how he got here. 
He recalls the dead at Crystal Springs, remembers the spongy 
slime of the corpse with the stab wounds. The smells. Water, 
rot, corruption, ashes. He remembers vomiting. Airless. Dead. 
And the woman.

Remembering her makes his heart beat faster. He’s fright-
ened, not that she will return terrible and awful, but that she 
won’t. He longs for her, and this is new. He senses a stirring in 
the hole he’d felt growing inside him for years.

“You’re awake.”
A man in a lab coat over a blue shirt and matching tie 

shines a penlight into his eyes. His nails are manicured, his 
hair molded to casual perfection, his manner practiced, his 
body mass index ideal. He has to be the doctor.

Michael tries to speak but can’t. There’s a tube down his 
throat and another down his nose.

“Don’t try to talk,” the doctor says. “You’ve been very sick. 
Do you remember coming here?”

Michael shakes his head. The movement is a strain.
“That’s normal,” the doctors says.
Michael tries to raise his arm but can’t. At first he thinks 

he’s too weak for the effort, then he feels the straps around his 
wrists and grows alarmed.
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“Don’t try to move,” says the doctor. “You’re restrained.”
Michael grunts angrily shaking at the shackles.
“Hold on there. Don’t struggle or we’ll have to tie you down 

harder.” He says this with a friendly smile that is at once reas-
suring and maddening. “You just relax for a while. Let’s give it 
some time. If you behave, we’ll see about the straps. How does 
that sound?”

Michael can only stare at the man and his sanctimonious 
smile. Rage floods his veins. If he were let free just then, he’d 
strike the doctor, strangle him for his condescension. He tells 
himself to be calm. He remembers that stealth and precision 
are the way of it, not rage. The tiger is not angry when he 
hunts and that is why he is a great killer. And he must pick his 
targets wisely.

Michael lies back. His anger leeches away as quickly as 
it arrived. He wonders at it. He’s irritable. He’s not usually 
irritable. Even under the leaden fog of a twelve-hour binge, 
he’d not been this way before. When he looks into the doctor’s 
understanding face, he doesn’t see an agent of healing and 
compassion, but a smug elitist, inferior to him both morally 
and spiritually, lording over him by virtue of cash and caste.

Nicotine withdrawal?
“Now don’t answer me with words,” the man says. “Just 

nod or shake your head. Do you understand?”
Michael nods.
“Do you know your name?”
Yes.
“Is your name Sally by the Sea Shore?”
Michael arches and eyebrow and shakes his head.
“Are you Michael Oswald?”
He nods.
“Good. Are you in pain?”
No. No physical pain.
“Are we in a church?”
No.
“Are we in a hospital?”
He shrugs and nods. The ceiling looks like a hospital. What 
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little he’s been able to smell and hear suggests hospital, but it 
could be a trick question. He could be in jail.

“Do you know how long you’ve been here?”
He shakes his head.
“Would you like to?”
Michael is sick of the games. His temper rises and he’s 

afraid it’s showing. He tells himself that he won’t do himself 
any favors by being belligerent. That was the lesson of the 
Dormitory. He contents himself with a furrowed brow and a 
slow nod in answer.

“You’ve been here three weeks, closing in on four,” he says. 
“Do you know why you’re restrained?”

Head shake.
“Violent episodes. Combative,” he explains, concerned 

chastisement oozing from his vowels.
“You had a bad go of it. But you’re coming along fine now. 

Your fever is one for the books. Thought we lost you. Some 
say we did. You stopped breathing three times. Just stopped 
breathing.” He clicks his tongue as if chastising a naughty 
child. “The EMT guys declared you dead on the way here. 
They charted it and everything, but then you came back.” He 
says this like it was all a fun prank, an interesting anecdote for 
him to share with friends later on, and not Michael’s perpetual 
oblivion. “You tried to stop breathing here too, but we saved 
you. Your fever was a real stinker though. Yes, a real stinker.”

Michael manages to read the badge hanging on a lan-
yard around the man’s neck: Dr. Kevin Hancock, PhD. MD, 
Intensivist, Summerline Hospital, Las Vegas, Nevada. 

“I’ll check back on you later,” says Hancock. “Glad to see 
you awake.” His warm smile lasts almost to the door, but not 
quite.

Michael is acutely aware that he’s restrained and plugged 
into machines. He hears beeps and mechanical diaphragms. 
He feels like he’s choking; there’s something big and hard in 
his throat, but he can breathe.

He stares at the false light and accepts his fate. He’s here 
for a while. He’s been here for a while. Where’s his patience? 
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Three weeks. Nearly four. It’s not nicotine addiction that’s 
putting him in this mood. He’s long over that. Hell, he’s a 
non-smoker now. Longest he’s gone without tobacco since he 
picked it up.

He was dead. Three times. Dead.
Michael closes his eyes and waits.
To pass the time, and there is a lot of time to pass, he tries 

to remember when he was last so angry at anyone as he’d been 
at Dr. Hancock. He and Carla had had their share of argu-
ments, but he’d never imagined hurting her. He didn’t get 
along with his boss Roy, but he was an irritant at most. He has 
to cast back thirty years before he lands upon the face of Ken 
Hilchen.

The name hasn’t crossed his mind in decades. An older 
boy. Ken Hilchen had the room on the main floor. Michael’s 
room was in the basement. He was in foster care. It was before 
the Dormitory. It’s what led to the Dormitory.

It had to do with that damn bag of sugar. 
Ken took it from him. They fought. Ken was bigger but 

Michael was meaner and he knew how to fight. No. He didn’t 
know how to fight. He knew how to finish fights.

Ken had beaten him and taken his sugar. Michael couldn’t 
complain. He’d stolen it. He remembers stealing a lot, then 
and before. Mostly pocket-sized candy. The sugar had been a 
coup.

Ken found his stash of candy and helped himself to it all, 
threatening to turn him in to his foster parents and maybe the 
police. Ken didn’t want the bag of sugar. What would he do with 
it? But he took it anyway because he saw that Michael wanted 
it. Needed it. Michael couldn’t let it go. He was desperate. 

He’d struck Ken first, a weak roundhouse landing on his 
arm. A pathetic initiation. Ken had punched him hard in the 
stomach in return and took the wind from him. Thinking the 
fight was over, Ken left with the shoe box of sweets and sugar. 
Michael grabbed him at the stairs. He missed his attack and 
only pushed Ken forward. Ken dropped the box, swung around 
and bloodied Michael’s nose. Michael remembers Ken’s smug 
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face as he picked up the treasure and walked away.
“Dr. Hancock said you were awake.” It’s a woman and 

though her cheerfulness is less plastic, it’s still saccharine and 
tired.

Michael manages a grunt of hello laced as thickly as pos-
sible with plaintive begging to be released from his tubes and 
restraints.

She’s a heavy-set women with bobbed hair. She casts a 
shadow on his face. He rolls his eyes and grinds his jaw to try 
and get his point across.

“Sorry about those tubes,” she says. “I know they’re both-
ersome, but the last time we took them out, we had to put them 
right back in. We gotta leave those in for a while. Another day 
at least. Do you understand?’’

He rattles his wrist restraints and jiggles the ones at his 
ankles.

“Hurmmm,” she grunts. “You in your right mind?”
He nods.
“Maybe you are,” she says, “But the doctor didn’t leave 

orders.”
He begs with his eyes.
She looks at him appraisingly. “If I gotta sedate you, I’m 

going to break a needle in your ass to teach you a lesson. You 
good with that?”

He nods.
“You won’t go pulling on those tubes? That’s not allowed. 

It can hurt you bad.”
He shakes his head.
“You gotta go the bathroom?”
He nods. He doesn’t need to go, but he senses the excuse.
“We are sick of cleaning your bedpans.” She glances over 

her shoulder. “Melanie, I’m releasing Mr. Oswald. He needs 
to use the privy.”

“Use a chair,” comes the response.
“I know,” she fires back.
She looks one more time at Michael and he tries to smile. 

She shrugs and releases him from his restraints.
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“You lie there and don’t try to move. I’ll get a chair. You 
may think you can walk, but you’ve been on your back for 
nearly a month.”

She leaves and Michael examines his wrists. They are red 
and sore, scabby, ulcerated. He rubs them and then touches 
the hose in his mouth.

“Now what did I say?” The woman is back with a wheelchair. 
She removes a catheter and helps him to swing his legs 

around and off the bed. She helps him slide into the chair. 
She was right. He is weak. He wouldn’t have made it to the 
toilet. She pulls machines behind her as she steers the chair 
to the toilet. She locks the brake in place and then helps him 
sit down.

“Don’t be bashful,” she says.
He isn’t. After a moment, he’s done. He washes his hands 

and looks longingly at the faucet. He gestures to it and to his 
mouth.

“Sorry,” she says wheeling him back to bed. “Not while 
you’re intubated.”

Back on the bed, he sits up and studies the room. He’s in 
an upper floor, somewhere between four and eight. He’s not 
close enough to the window to be sure. The room is single. 
All the machines are marked ICU and there’s a glass window 
looking out into the hall where people pass by with some fre-
quency. His wallet, watch and keys are in a vomit basin on a 
side table beside his bed. Beside it is a cactus with a ribbon 
around it and a couple cards.

He reads the first: “Get well soon. Your car is in B lot space 
12,” signed Craig McCallister.

“Praying you have a speedy recovery,” From Maggie at 
work.

He finds his termination letter from Roy. There’s a 
five-hundred dollar check in the envelope. It doesn’t say what 
it’s for, but Michael knows it’s for guilt.

There’s a business card from Agent Edgar Hall, FBI with 
a phone number circled in ballpoint. Michael’s not done 
answering questions apparently. He doesn’t know what to 
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make of the three other business cards. There’s one from a 
Homeland Security agent, one from a Deputy Investigator 
from the Department of Transportation and Commerce, and 
one from the office of the Governor of Nevada.

There’s a florist’s card that looks to have accompanied a 
flower arrangement, but he sees nothing but the small cactus. 
In what is surely the florist’s handwriting, it reads only: From 
Carla and the Kids.

He examines the cactus. It’s a round golf ball-size thing in 
a terra cotta pot. There’s a price tag on the bottom: $9.99 from 
the Summerline Hospital Gift Shop, First Floor. A red ribbon 
is wrapped around the pot. A folded card is attached to that 
by a white string. He opens the tiny card and reads: Mother 
watches over you. It is signed only with a single letter J.
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Chapter Thirteen

“You called for your mother a lot,” says the nurse. “I take it 
she’s dead.”

“Why would you think that?” asks Michael.
“She didn’t visit you.”
“Oh. Yeah, she’s dead.”
“The flowers were really nice. Shame they didn’t last long 

enough for you to see them.”
“The ones that came with this card?” he holds up Carla’s 

note.
“Yes. It was a nice arrangement.”
“From the gift shop?”
“I don’t think so,” she says, “They were nice.”
They’d made him wait an entire day before they removed 

the tube from his mouth that fed his lungs and the one down 
his nose that dripped nutrients into his stomach like a leak-
ing faucet. Before they did, he had to demonstrate that he 
wouldn’t embarrass them and go and die again.

Dr. Hancock had visited during his rounds and left orders 
to release him from the machines if he behaved himself after 
lunch. He wasn’t pleased to see him out of restraints, but he 
pretended, poorly, not to notice.

He’s been tube-free for a week. He’s visited the physical 
therapist every day and today he can talk again without need-
ing a sedative, albeit in raspy scratching tones.

“The cactus survived at least,” Michael says to the nurse. 
He has a cup of ice water and is sipping it slowly to numb his 
neck where the tubes rubbed him raw.

“I tell you a secret,” she says. “I’ve seen them re-use those 
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cactuses. If someone checks out and forgets one, someone’ll 
take it downstairs and re-sell it.”

“Smart,” he says. “Reduce, reuse and all that.”
“Unethical,” she says. “What if it’s got AIDS on it or 

something?”
“I can see that.”
“Another glass of water? You’re going to pee all night.”
“My throat’s sore,” he says. “And my wrists.”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
He shrugs. He wasn’t asking for medication. He was just 

talking.
“So tomorrow?” he asks. “I’ll be released tomorrow?”
“You are something,” she says. “The physical therapist told 

me last week you’d be here for a month getting your muscles 
back. But she says you’re one for the books. You didn’t decay 
the way most do in comas.”

“So tomorrow then?” He’s heard enough of his “miracu-
lously slow-atrophying muscles.” If someone had bothered to 
talk to the night orderlies, they’d understand differently. One 
of them came in the night before while Michael chased shad-
ows on the walls and told him what happened. 

During his month in a coma, Michael would wake up in the 
darkest hours of the night and thrash in his bed. He’d struggle 
against his restraints and wear the flesh off his limbs. He’d 
gotten more exercise in his hospital fever-coma than he ever 
did in his everyday life. Not much of a coma. He is ready to 
leave.

“That’s what I hear,” she says.
“But you don’t agree?” he says reacting to something in her 

voice.
“Twenty-six days unconscious, flat-lined twice—”
“Three times,” he corrects her.
“Three times. No, you should be observed longer.” She 

bends in close. “If you ask, they’ll have to let you stay. No mat-
ter what your insurance says.”

“Thanks,” he says.
She smiles, puffs his pillow and leaves him to sip ice water.
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He had a quick visit from the hospital’s billing department 
a couple days before and the nurse must have heard some of 
it. Roy’s insurance, what little there was of it, is refusing to 
cover any of his stay. Roy’s letter of termination is dated for 
the day before the “accident” and that makes this his problem. 
The billing person was nice about it and gave him the phone 
number of a good lawyer to go after Roy and the insurance 
company. She was hopeful that they’d come around to paying 
it. Michael listened attentively, unwilling to speak at the time, 
his neck still swollen and scraped. He wore his best face of 
concerned interest but he really didn’t care. Pay or not pay. He 
was beyond credit scores and dunners now. He’d been dead. 
What power did anyone hold over him now?

Dr. Hancock visits him that night, he’s staring into shad-
ows. “Hope I’m not interrupting you,” he says cheerfully and 
turns on the light.

“Keep the light off,” Michael says. “Hello doctor.”
The lights go out. “Are your eyes hurting you? How’re you 

feeling?”
“My eyes are fine,” he says. “I’ve seen everything in this 

room. I’m ready to go.”
“Well,” he says pulling up a chair. “You do know that we 

never actually determined what was wrong with you. There’re 
still a lot of questions.”

“Always are.”
“There’s an epidemiologist from the CDC who wants to see 

you. She’ll be here tomorrow if you’ll see her.”
“I’m anxious to get going,” Michael says looking back at 

the shadows. “Whatever I had, you fixed it. I’m a satisfied cus-
tomer. A+ Would buy again.”

“Your symptoms are unique. A bit like cholera, but no 
bacteria. The respiratory element is a little like SARS, but no 
virus. It’s curious.”

“You’re dropping a lot of scary names, but I don’t think so. 
I want to leave.”

“The CDC will pay for your continued stay. You don’t need 
to worry about the bill.”
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“I’m not worrying about the bill.”
“She wants to ask you questions. Maybe take some 

samples.”
“I’d like to leave.”
“You’re weak. Actually, you should stay,” he says. “In fact, 

I’m going to say you need to stay another day or two at least. 
You were in a long coma. It’s not good to release you so soon.”

“Then I’ll leave AMA,” Michael says to the shadows. 
“Against Medical Advice—right? That’s what it stands for?”

“I wouldn’t recommend you leaving.”
“That’s why it’s called that I suppose.”
“Mr. Oswald. I know the billing department was up here 

and talked to you about finances. I’m sorry about that. You 
are not being kicked out, regardless of what you might think.”

“I want to leave,” he says. “I’ve got work to do.”
“Weren’t you fired?”
“You know about that?”
“It came up,” he says.
“I’ve got things to do. I’m leaving tomorrow. Feel free to 

take blood or stool or piss, or whatever else you need now. 
Tomorrow I’m a memory.”

When the doctor leaves, Michael skries the gloom. He 
plumbs his past for clues to his present. 

He has but fragments of his life before the Dormitory. It’s 
as if everything he was before eight years old was erased. He 
visualizes it as a glass-plate negative photo, shattered and 
reversed. He’s never bothered to notice the glass before, but 
now he has to collect the shards and reassemble it. It will cut 
him, of that he is sure, but he has to. It’s all he has to do.

The night nurse enters his room.
“Do you remember your childhood before eight?” he asks 

her.
The nurse jumps at his voice. “You frightened me,” she 

says.
“What’s your earliest memory?”
“What? Oh, I have one of my mom at a lake when I was 

two.”
“When can you build a timeline of your life?”
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“I don’t know. It’s all jumbled. I have photo albums that 
help me keep it all straight.”

“I have a good timeline from nine or so, but before that, it’s 
all a black hole.”

“Doesn’t matter,” she says. “The past is behind you. Best 
to keep looking forward. Whatever happened to you back then 
all worked out fine. You’re here now, aren’t you? It did its job.”

“I feel like I started something and didn’t finish it,” he says 
and wonders why he’s telling this nurse something so per-
sonal. He feels that his whole being is teetering on this idea. 
He never said anything as raw as this to anyone before, not to 
his foster parents, not even to Carla.

“You mean as a kid?”
“Yeah.”
“Always follow your dreams,” she says.
But his dreams are dark.
“Did I get any visitors while I was out?”
“There was the muscular fellow the first day or two.”
“No one else?”
“You feeling sorry for yourself? Your people are all out of 

town and you were in a coma. Don’t get your feelings hurt.”
“The cactus,” he says pointing to it. “Who gave me this?”
“Isn’t there a card?”
He hands it to her and the nurse reads it.
“Was it a nurse?” asks Michael.
“I wasn’t me, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“It’s important to me,” he says. “Can you ask around? 

Maybe one of the other nurses remembers a visitor. The cac-
tus came from the gift shop. It wasn’t phoned in like the flow-
ers that didn’t survive.”

“I’ll ask around. You still leaving tomorrow?”
“Oh yes.”

Michael takes his rest in short uneasy naps. When he 
wakes from each, there’s a terrible moment of disorientation. 
When he settles again he tries to remember the dreams that’d 
just frightened him awake and cannot. He’s left only with a 
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feeling, an emotional residue, like a grease stain on a kitchen 
hood. It upsets him that he can’t remember—not the days 
before the Dormitory, not the dreams of minutes before. He 
has only an afterglow of troubled fantasies and yearnings. It is 
like homesickness but he doesn’t have a home.

Dr. Hancock doesn’t try to stop Michael the next day, 
though he does take blood, hair and urine samples.

“What no bone marrow?” Michael asks.
“Would you allow that?”
“No.”
The hospital cleaned his clothes. They smell of industrial 

detergent, the same smell as his pillowcase and sheets, but at 
least the smell of corpses is gone. The battery on his phone is 
long dead.

He gets dressed and feels weakness in every muscle 
he moves, but he has to leave. He’s not trying to avoid the 
CDC woman. If she’d have shown up before today, he’d have 
been happy to talk to her, but he’s fed up with the hospital. 
Disregarding his time in a coma, the week of conscious resi-
dence in the sterile ICU is more than enough. He has to get on 
with it.

“What happened to the other bodies?” he asks the nurse as 
she writes out his final paperwork.

“What other bodies?”
“The ones from Crystal Springs. Did they bring them here?”
“What about Crystal Springs?”
“They dug up a bunch of bodies.”
“Oh,” she says. “The old Mormon cemetery. Yeah, they 

found a few old bodies from the wagon train days. I’m sure they 
were taken to a university someplace to study. Sacramento 
has a good archeology department.”

“What about the recent bodies? Were they identified?”
“Didn’t hear anything about recent bodies,” she says. “Just 

old bones, but I don’t follow that kind of thing. I’m a baseball 
nut. You like the Yankees or the Red Sox?”

“I don’t follow sports.”
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“Too bad. The Sox are going all the way this year.”
Something isn’t right. He saw greasy modern-era bod-

ies laid out under an awning. There were some bones, but 
they’d had fillings in their teeth. He’d seen them. Or at least 
he thought he’d seen them. He’s seen other things that cannot 
be real.

“Oh. Hey Melanie, come in here.”
“What is it Kathy?”
“Tell Mr. Oswald about the cactus.”
“Your sister dropped it off,” Melanie says picking it up. 

“Yeah, here’s the card. See? She mentions your mother. I take 
is she’s dead. It’s comforting to know spirits watch over you. 
You never go anywhere alone when you have faith.”

Michael does not understand. “My sister? When was she 
here?”

“She came in last week. She’s a little thing.”
“Did she say she was my sister or was that inferred?”
“She acted like she knew you,” she said. “Held your hand, 

spoke to you, stayed for hours. And the card. I glanced at it 
when I took out the dead flowers.”

“What did she say to me?”
“Wasn’t she your sister?”
“I don’t think so. Maybe a half-sister. Maybe.”
“Well, I didn’t hear what she whispered to you. I just saw 

her talking. She was concerned for you. That was clear.”
“What did she look like?”
“Small. I remember that,” she says. “Darker hair than 

yours. I think. You know, I don’t remember much else. We get 
a lot of people visiting and it was a while ago. Faces all blend 
together.”

“Okay,” he says. “Thanks.”
Melanie hustles out toward a buzzer down the hall.
“Girlfriend?” Kathy asks.
“I have no friends.”
“You have me.” She forces a smile into her eyes.
He considers this for a moment, but only a moment. He’ll 

be forgotten the second he’s out of the hospital. He’s only a 



Johnny Worthen

125

passing patient, another face in the crowd, like his “sister”—
transient, forgettable, invisible. He smiles at her in thanks, 
however, offering her the accustomed response to a polite lie, 
confident he’ll forget her just as quickly.

A green clad orderly arrives with a wheelchair and his final 
discharge papers. He smells of bleach, which he knows is a 
cover for worse things.

“Good luck, Mr. Oswald,” says the nurse.
“I can walk out,” Michael tells the orderly.
“I can’t let you do that,” he says. “I have to wheel you out. 

It’s a rule. We don’t want you suing us if you fall down the 
stairs or something.”

“Whatever,” he says and climbs in. He hands back the 
signed paperwork.

“You heading south?” asks the orderly making small-talk.
“Don’t know where I’m headed,” Michael says. He’s anx-

ious to be alone, get behind the wheel of his car and drive 
across a desert, falling into that hypnotic reverie long, lonely 
drives always provide.

“Too early for the south,” the orderly says in the lobby. The 
space is big, clean, orange, and bright. It speaks of professional 
decorating and Feng Shui, but the illusion of competence and 
happy endings is challenged by a group of weeping people in 
a corner surrounding a fidgeting doctor trying to find some-
thing to do with his hands

Outside is the smell of heat, dry and ashes.
“That’s in the fall,” continues the orderly. “Lots of good 

hunting still. Well here you go.”
“Thanks,” Michael says standing up and fishing his keys 

out of his pocket.
“Good luck, Josh,” says the orderly before disappearing 

back inside.
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Chapter Fourteen

His phone isn’t just dead, it’s been shut off. After a charge from 
his car’s lighter, he reads his last messages, three about the 
imminent disconnection of his phone and a last one providing 
24-hour notice before termination. All are two weeks old.

It doesn’t bother him. Who does he have to call? Carla? 
That ship is long gone. Roy? Fuck him and his job. His kids? 
Ships on their own courses. His social worker? Now there’s a 
possibility.

He points his car up I-15 aiming back to the Salt Lake val-
ley with a purpose of finding someone who might know what 
he’s forgotten.

I-15 and 93 share certain characteristics, lanes and lines, 
traffic north and south, but they are as different as a wed-
ding is to a wake. There are no long stretches where he sees 
no other car, no quiet out of the way rest stops, deserted and 
lonely like on the highways he’s been traversing all summer. 
Luckily for him, most of the traffic is heading south, toward 
Vegas and the weekend. 

He falls behind a row of a dozen semis roaring northward. 
It is a modern caravan, or the closest thing to it in this day 
and age. Because of speed, it’s short-lived compared to its 
ancient counterparts. The momentary fellowship of the road 
is discarded when a passing lane appears and each jockeys 
to lead the pack probably because, like the old Iditarod say-
ing goes, if you’re not the lead dog, the view never changes. 
However, for a little while at least, they travel together with a 
shared purpose and wind stream. That is enough to join them 
today, but it was not always the case. From somewhere deep 
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in his childhood, Michael remembers stories of grand cara-
vans with camels and treasure traveling the ancient highways, 
the silk roads between oases of water and safety. Then, peo-
ple grouped together for security and defense more than for 
fellowship. Danger lurked around every corner, animals and 
hungry beggars, highwaymen and thieves. These threats don’t 
exist in the same way today where commerce rolls at eighty-
five miles per hour. 

The American road system is safe. Everyone knows it. 
Everyone except those who know better, like Michael, who 
saw bodies pulled from the ground.

He thinks of Isaac Lowe. No one’s confirmed to him that it 
was his body found in a grave at Crystal Springs, but he knows 
it was. As surely as he’d known the body would be there and 
other bodies besides. He knows also, generally speaking, how 
Isaac Lowe got to be planted in the ground there. He had low-
ered his guard to a friendly face that lead to a chance meeting 
where, deceived again and lured to a secret place, he was ruth-
lessly killed for his cargo.

A clean, simple kill. A good kill. A righteous kill. His was a 
good death.

He thinks these things calmly and with eerie pride, and 
that bothers him. Where, he wonders, are his middle-class 
sensibilities? This is not how he was raised.

He switches on the radio for distraction, to erase the mor-
bid visions and sympathies polluting his mind.

“We are all born of clay,” says the radio. “God made us all 
in His image from the earth of Eden. We are all His children, 
but only the blessed are truly of God.”

The radio is still tuned to the religious channel Craig left 
it on. The sound is strong even this far out in the desert, the 
AM signal breaking to static only occasionally. The speaker 
has a deep voice twanged with a southern drawl common a 
thousand miles east and south of here but alien to Michael’s 
Midwestern ears.

“This is at the root of the sacrament of baptism,” the man 
says. “But baptism is only an invitation to the Lord. You must 
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accept God into your heart, open yourself to the spirit, be born 
again unto Him to be truly of God. Once you have done this, 
once you have accepted God as your God, you are forever held 
to a higher purpose.”

The light makes its illusions of water on the road, lies of 
cool comfort on the desert plain. He lets the radio play and 
watches the water disappear when approached.

“Though you may stray and shun the ways of the Lord in 
later years when the spirit does not burn as brightly in your 
bosom as it did that glorious day when you gave yourself 
wholly unto the Him, do not be deceived. Should you trespass 
against the Lord, ignore the sacred rites and ways and righ-
teousness, you will be judged more harshly than those not of 
God. For in your heart, you know better. You are not of the 
common man. Though made of earth like the rest, you have 
the breath of God within you. You are chosen and beloved of 
God forever. Amen.”

He doesn’t know how long the cruiser has been following 
him, nor how long its lights have been on. It’s only when the 
siren blares that Michael takes notice and sees the squad car 
practically parked on his bumper.

He checks his speed. Eighty. Five miles over the limit but 
still slower than the traffic around him. He pulls to the side of 
the road.

He’s in Utah now, north of St. George, but the car is Clark 
County Sheriff from Las Vegas. They are well out of their 
jurisdiction. 

Michael watches the police car through his side window 
mirror and waits. He knows his registration is current but 
double-checks it anyway as he gets it out of the glove box. His 
license is worn from traveling in his wallet but it’s still good 
for another three months. Michael rolls down his window pre-
paring to hand over the documents, but the cop doesn’t get 
out his car.

Michael waits five minutes and is about to get out and 
approach the cop when a white sedan pulls up behind it. 
Only then does the cop get out. He’s met by a black man, a 
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bureaucrat. Michael knows the type by his wide-striped poly-
ester tie and cheap suit. They shake hands, and then it all 
comes into focus. They’re joined from the passenger side of 
the white sedan by Agent Hall of the FBI.

The uniformed policeman finally walks up to Michael’s 
window. 

Michael drops his license and registration on the seat. He 
knows he won’t need them.

“Will you step out of the car please?” asks the cop through 
the window. He’s standing behind the driver’s door, just peek-
ing into the window, ready and braced should Michael kick 
the door open or come out shooting. He moves back a step 
when Michael opens the door and gets out. 

Michael notices the cop’s hand resting on the butt of his 
pistol while he follows him to the waiting white sedan.

“You left Vegas pretty quick,” says agent Hall.
Michael doesn’t say anything. 
Two fiberglass RVs speed past three feet from them going 

ninety miles-per-hour and burning their brakes at the sudden 
sight of a police car.

“What?” says Hall.
Michael shakes his head.
“Let’s talk over there,” says the other one, the one in the 

cheap suit. He walks down the gravelly berm below the lip of 
the highway, leaving the Nevada cop to wait in his car.

Away from the road, Michael says, “Who’re you?”
“He’s agent Blake from Homeland Security,” says Hall. 

Hall’s suit is better, but the FBI didn’t get the memo about 
striped ties either.

“You didn’t call,” says Blake.
“Was I supposed to?”
“Did you get our cards?”
Michael shrugs.
“We have to talk to you about Crystal Springs,” Blake 

explains.
“I told Hall here everything I know. I told him five or six 

times if I remember correctly. I told him enough times to 



What Immortal Hand

130

make me sick. I told him enough times to put me in a fucking 
coma for a month. Why do I need to tell it again? Am I under 
arrest? Under terrorist suspicion?”

“You don’t have to talk, Oswald,” says Hall. “How about 
you listen?”

A semi pulling cattle blows by in a cloud of earthy stench. 
Even fifteen feet from the highway, three feet below the road, 
the smell causes them all to cover their faces.

“I’ve been out of the loop.” Michael is the first to speak. 
He’s used to the smell of bullshit. He knows there’s more com-
ing. “Was it Isaac Lowe you pulled out of the desert?”

Hall answers through the cloth of his tie held over his nose. 
“Yes, it was Lowe.”

“Who were the others?”
“Mormon pioneers from 1850,” says Blake. “Oh, and some 

Indians.”
“Native-Americans,” Michael says. “You should be more 

sensitive.”
“Mormons and Indians,” he says. “From cowboy days.”
“1850?”
“There about.”
“They had bell bottoms in 1850? Pacemakers? Nike run-

ning shoes?”
“That’s what we’re here to talk about,” says Hall.
“It’s what we’re here to tell ya’,” says Blake. The cattle 

smell lingers.
“We found bodies from an 1850 wagon train. We did. Three 

of the bodies were from 1850. The Ind—Native Americans 
were from even earlier.”

“How many weren’t from the good ol’ cowboy days?”
“There was Mr. Lowe, of course.”
“How many?”
Hall glances at Blake who shrugs.
“We pulled eighty-seven bodies out of the ground before 

we gave up,” Hall says.
“Before you gave up? You mean you could have kept 

going?”
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“Did ya’ get a visit from the governor’s office, Mr. Oswald?” 
asks Blake.

“I saw a card with the others. I assumed it was a get-well 
note. Like yours.”

“I’ll play straight with you Oswald,” says Hall. “I told you 
how many bodies we dug up. That number isn’t widely known. 
The official story is “at least four.” That’s how we’re going to 
keep it. That’s how we like it. The governor—”

Blake interrupts. “The Governor and Federal Agencies don’t 
want what happened—what was found at Crystal Springs—to 
spread panic or undermine the security of the nation.”

“So it is a big deal?” Michael says. “The nurses at the hos-
pital had barely heard of it.”

“That means counter-psy-ops is working,” says Blake.
“You’re too much,” says Michael. “I feel like I’ve walked 

into a Bond film.”
“Oswald, Mr. Blake and his people are serious. Do you 

understand what we’re asking? What we’re telling you? You 
better, because if you don’t we’ll have to take you someplace 
where we can better explain it.”

“Gitmo?” Michael says it as a joke, but nobody even blinks.
“It’s not any of your business any more, is it?” asks Blake. 

“You’re unemployed.”
“You had something to do with that?”
“No,” says Hall. “Take off your tin-foil hat. We heard about 

it from your partner, Craig McCallister.”
“Ya’ can’t talk about it,” says Blake making it clear.
“By “it” I assume you mean the biggest modern mass grave 

ever discovered in the United States.”
“It’s not that.”
“There’ve been bigger?”
Blake looks away.
“What? These things are common? You just hush them 

up?”
“Oswald, why did I know you’d be a problem? Everyone 

else involved in this understands. It’s not good for the coun-
try. It’s not good for travel, or the economy, or for anybody to 



What Immortal Hand

132

go around thinking they can be killed at any time.”
“But they can. We all can.”
“That’s true,” says Blake with menace.
“Yes,” says Hall, keeping up his good cop as best he can. 

“But we don’t need to be reminded of it. This kind of thing, the 
scale of it is… is…”

“Unsettling,” supplies Blake.
“Do I have to sign something?” says Michael.
“No, your word is good enough.”
“Who would I tell anyway?”
“The press,” says Hall. “The internet. Your wife, Carla.”
“Was that a threat?” Michael says. “I thought Blake was 

playing bad cop. Get your roles straight.”
“Oswald, we’ve come a long way to talk to ya’ in person.” 

His tie flutters in the traffic’s breeze. “We’re tired and a little 
impatient. The officer will escort you to a jail cell if ya’ need 
time to think about what a help you’d be to your country and 
neighbors if ya’ supported law enforcement.”

“Eighty-seven bodies and no one’s supposed to notice?”
“There’s been some notice. There’s even a man-hunt for 

the suspects you flushed out with McCallister at the truck 
stop.”

“What? I don’t have proof anyone did anything,” he says. 
“It was a hunch.”

“Your hunch led to Crystal Springs,” Hall says. From the 
tone in his voice Michael senses that the FBI agent would be 
happier if he hadn’t found the graves.

“They’re wanted for questioning,” Blake says. “Persons of 
interest.”

“Do you have a name?”
“No. Only the grainy video you saw in Ely.”
“You’ve been looking for them for four weeks?”
Hall nods.
“And nothing?
“Nothing,” he says. “It’ll die down soon.”
“Did you tell Mrs. Lowe about her husband? Assurity 

Insurance? Ross Shipping?”
“Of course,” Blake says.
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“The bounty is still up, by the way,” says Hall.
“Figured.” Michael rubs his eyes. It’s too bright. “It was 

never about the driver.”
“No.”
“So the other eighty-six? You just going to pretend they 

don’t exist?”
“Are ya’ getting indignant, Oswald?” asks Blake.
“Mister Oswald,” Michael says. “And no, I’m not. They’re 

dead. Not much you can do for them. I’m just curious.”
“You’re pretty cynical.”
“We’re making identifications,” Hall says. “We have peo-

ple on this. Families will be notified, missing person sheets 
updated. This is a major crime scene. It won’t be ignored at 
the right levels. Everything will fall into place.”

“Just not all at once. Or publicly.”
“Right. Now ya’ get it.”
The smell of dung remains in the air, but Michael can tol-

erate it. He has his whole life.
“Thanks for your cooperation, Mr. Oswald,” says Blake. 

“You’re a patriot.” He turns and heads back toward the road. 
Hall offers Michael another one of his business cards.
“Were they all strangled?” asks Michael.
The question stops Blake mid-step up the berm and 

he stumbles. He catches himself but doesn’t look back. He 
reaches the crest and goes over.

“Come on, Hall. I’m curious.”
“Oswald, did you not—”
“I heard you. Don’t worry. I’m a patriot. But I’m a curious 

fucking patriot.”
Hall looks back up the hill and back to Michael.
“We haven’t finished all the body work yet.”
“Makes sense. It must take a long time to do eighty-seven 

postmortems by candlelight in an undisclosed location.”
“Right,” he says turning to go.
“So you don’t know all the causes of death, but you know 

some?”
Hall turns around. “Yeah, so far, they were all strangled. Is 

your curiosity sated?”
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“When did it start?” Michael asks. “You got the first pio-
neer bones from the 1850’s, but when did the modern stuff 
start?”

Hall takes a deep breath and looks at him hard. Michael 
raises his hands in surrender.

Hall huffs. “Continuous,” he says. “It never stopped.”
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Chapter Fifteen

Michael waits for an hour in the foyer. He should have known 
that state workers get longer than normal lunches and planned 
to arrive after two or before ten. But it doesn’t matter. He 
enjoys time alone with his thoughts. It’s his new favorite pas-
time: thinking, not thinking, letting his mind wander to dark 
and terrible places to return exhilarated and alive.

He slept a couple hours on the side of the road outside of 
Cedar City. When he woke up, he pissed in a ditch and drove 
straight to Salt Lake. He raced the sunrise, pushing his car 
above a hundred just to sense the wheels rise above the road, 
death threatening from a pebble. He rolled down his win-
dows and howled into the wind. On a lonely straight-away he 
switched off his lights, took his hands off the wheel and closed 
his eyes. He pushed the pedal to the floor with both feet and 
listened to the roar of air until his courage faltered.

He’d ordered a triple-sweet maple latte and borrowed 
Wi-Fi from a coffee shop. He researched the names he could 
remember. He had one he was sure of: Calum Lane. He can’t 
remember any of the other social workers from his past. He 
knows he had a lot of them but they are but vague recollec-
tions, flashes and scenes, no faces and no names of the string 
of public bureaucrats who shuffled him across his childhood.

This is what he needs to know. How has he forgotten? Even 
more than “what” has he forgotten, the “how” troubles him 
more. He senses a deceit. There are lies here, lies so strong 
and so deep that they dam up the first ten years of his life.

It’s not surprising that he can’t remember much of his 
childhood, most people can’t. He doesn’t have a scrapbook for 
reference or an oral history. 
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He doesn’t even have an imagined past before the 
Dormitory, something he made up for security. It’s bother-
ing him now, but how has it never bothered him before? Has 
this forgetting been recent? Did he ever talk to Carla about his 
past? He doesn’t think so. 

There are no threads there for him to pull on or connect 
further back than the Dormitory. Only recently, since he first 
saw the woman in St. George has any of this started to return 
or even mean anything to him. It is vexing. No. It’s more than 
vexing. It’s enraging. It’s maddening. He feels his grasp on 
reality slip away with each dig at the mental wall, but he can’t 
stop. There is something behind it and he has to get to it. He 
has to get to the child sealed away because that child knows 
the truth.

He recognizes Calum Lane when he comes in. He’s put on 
ten pounds and twenty years. His brown hair is thinning but 
Michael thinks the color is still his own. 

Calum doesn’t glance at Michael as he swipes his mag-
netic keycard to gain access to the inner offices. He has that 
beaten-down, thousand-yard stare so many social workers get 
after years of seeing family tragedy on a daily basis.

The receptionist who knows that Michael is waiting acts 
like she didn’t see Lane come in. She might not have noticed 
it, so enthralled is she in her solitaire game. He gives her the 
benefit of the doubt as he waits for her to pick up the exten-
sion or god forbid, actually walk back there and tell Lane he 
has a visitor. Michael makes up little lies that allow him not 
to despise this woman. Maybe she is so used to the sound of 
the buzzing magnetic lock that she doesn’t notice it anymore. 
Maybe her peripheral vision was damaged in a childhood 
injury. Maybe she is deliberately letting her co-worker set-
tle in to give Michael the most favorable interview possible. 
Lies. All lies. He notes them each, checks them off in turn, and 
listens to the clicking mouse behind the glass partition. He 
smiles as he realizes he’s suffering the brunt of a power-trip. 
He’s the victim of a little person with a little power getting her 
little rocks off by inconveniencing a stranger. He sees himself 
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behind the glass then, creeping up behind her, his hand coiled 
around a rope.

A woman with a screaming toddler bursts through the 
door. In her arms are two more babes, squalling like there are 
pins in them. 

The woman behind the counter has to look up then.
Michael catches her eye and holds it for a moment. He 

seethes with malice. 
She picks up the phone and turns her back on Michael to 

make the call.
“I gotta get outta’ my house,” shrieks the mother to the 

woman on the phone. “This time. He’s gone too far!”
“Who’s your social worker?”
“Calum.”
“I’m next,” says Michael standing up.
“Surely, you’ll let Mrs. Grant go ahead of you,” says the 

receptionist.
“Surely, I won’t.”
“This is an emergency,” yells the mother over the crying 

children.
“Your bad choices are not my emergencies,” Michael says 

to her. To the receptionist he says, “If you’d called Calum and 
told him I was waiting when he got back, I’d be gone and Mrs. 
Grant’s domestic tragedy could have center stage. But you 
didn’t do that. I’ve sat here over an hour, plus the fifteen min-
utes you sat on your fat ass before making the call.”

“He gunna’ kill me!” screams Mrs. Grant.
“You’d be that lucky,” says Michael.
“What did you say your business was with Mr. Lane?”
“I didn’t,” says Michael. “Red eight on the black nine.”
The receptionist flushes and gives Michael a cold stare 

before buzzing open the door.
“Second door on the right,” she says. “Mrs. Grant, have a 

drink of water. There are some toys in the corner for Connor.”
Calum Lane’s door is closed. 
Michael knocks once and goes in. “Hello Calum.”
The social worker looks up from a file and goes wide-eyed.
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“You look like someone just walked over your grave,” 
Michael says.

“Who are you?”
“You don’t remember me? I’m Michael Oswald.” He sits 

down in front of the desk. “Calm down. I’m saving you from 
Mrs. Grant. She’s a mess.”

“She always is. Michael Oswald. Michael! How are you?”
The smile seems genuine. Calum takes in his old ward, 

examining the clothes, haircut, skin—probably gauging his 
success as a social worker by the fact that Michael isn’t in rags 
and tattoos, marred with meth scabs and knife scars. “How’ve 
you been?” he says.

“Married and divorced,” says Michael taking some of the 
steam out of him. “But I’m doing alright.”

“You working?”
“I got laid off last month,” he says. “But it wasn’t much of a 

job. I was an insurance thug. Sleazy stuff. Glad to be out of it.”
“What brings you to my door?”
“I need to ask you who I am.”
He laughs. “An existentialist.”
“I can’t remember my youth,” he says. “It’s bothering me.”
Calum stops chuckling and purses his lips. After a moment, 

he nods. “That’s not uncommon,” he says. “It’s your mind’s 
way of coping.”

“Coping with what?” Michael’s tone is sharp.
“A troubled past.”
“What? Specifically.”
“Specifically? I don’t know. I met you when you were at 

Salt Lake Juvenile Detention.”
“I thought we weren’t supposed to call it that. I thought it 

was “The Dormitory.””
“Now it’s “Juvie.” It’s more jail now than home. Actually, 

it’s all jail now. You were there when it worked. I’d like to get 
some information about you for my records. I could use a suc-
cess story.”

“So what about the Dorm—Juvie?”
“Well,” he says. “What was it? Twenty-five years? Yeah? 

About that. I don’t remember why you were there, but if you 
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were there you did something wrong.”
“I was a foster kid,” Michael says. “That much I know. 

Before I was at the Dormitory, I was with a foster family. The 
Hilchens I think. They had a boy named Ken. Before that, 
I remember very little. I think there was a very poor family 
evicted from a lousy apartment. There might have been a 
homeless shelter. I remember situations, but I can recall none 
of the names.”

The social worker shakes his head helplessly.
“Calum,” says Michael. “I don’t even know why I was a fos-

ter kid in the first place.”
“What can I do?”
“Can you get the file? Look me up on the computer or 

something?”
“You were a minor,” he says. “The records are sealed.”
“Even from me? They’re mine.”
“What are you looking for?”
“You said it. An existential journey.”
“Michael, you’re doing so well. Why go dredge up a mucky 

past?”
“How do you know it’s mucky?”
“Because you were in Juvie. Because you were in foster 

care. That’s mucky. Put it aside. Move on.”
“You think I’m doing well?”
“Oh yeah. Compared to the dregs of humanity I see every 

day, you are one for the text books.”
He’s hearing that a lot.
“You’re saying that because I came out of foster care?”
“Do you have all your teeth?”
“Yes.”
“Success.” He beams.
Mrs. Grant’s toddler howls like someone stabbed him with 

a pitchfork. The door does little to muffle the screams. Calum 
cringes.

“Please,” Michael says. “Can you look at your files? Surely 
you have some notes. Something.”

“It was a long time ago.”
“Please,” he says. “It’s important.”
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“What happened?” Calum says. “Why now? What brought 
this on?”

“Isn’t it enough I want to know?”
“Was it your divorce?”
“Partly.”
“You have kids?”
“Two. One’s starting college. The other lives with her mom. 

She’s sixteen. They’re good.”
“You’ve done well, Michael,” he says. “How long you been 

divorced?”
“Years,” he says.
“So what happened recently? A death?”
Michael recalls the imaginary woman, thinks about the 

bodies laid out like railroad ties at Crystal Springs. He was well 
on his way to Calum’s office then, but it gives him an excuse.

“I was in a coma for a while,” he says. “They don’t know 
what it was. I could have died.”

“Feeling your own mortality, huh?” he says.
Actually, Michael thinks, he’s feeling others,’ but he nods. 

“Please Calum. I’m a solid upright citizen. A grownup. A suc-
cess. I just have amnesia. I think I lost my memory from the 
coma.” The lie comes easy, and he presents it well.

“Okay, Michael. I’ll see what I can find. Where can I get 
ahold of you?”

“Right here.”
“What?”
“I’ll wait. I’m at a dead end. I have nowhere to go until you 

give me something. I’ll go get a snack and come back after you 
deal with Mrs. Grant.”

“Ugh, Mrs. Grant,” he says wearily. “There’s a hard case. 
When she’s not high, he’s hitting her. The kids are doomed.”

“Why don’t you take the kids out of the house?”
“We probably will eventually. These things crawl like 

drunk caterpillars unless something really bad happens.”
“I’ll still wait,” says Michael.
“Okay,” Calum says. “Give me to the end of the day. Meet 

me at closing time. Five.”
“Thanks.”
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“I haven’t done anything yet.”
“But you’re trying.”
Michael leaves his old social worker in his cluttered office 

and lets himself out through the locked door beside the surly 
receptionist. He considers waiting in the foyer again but 
changes his mind when he sees Mrs. Grant changing a diaper 
on the only comfortable chair in the room. The look she gives 
him seals the deal and he leaves to find a restaurant. 

He’s jittery from too much coffee and not enough food. He 
didn’t like the way he sounded with Calum. Too needy and 
desperate. It was too close to the truth. He has other options 
than Calum. He can go the Dormitory and demand to see his 
records. He could try that. He could hire an attorney. He could 
get another job to pay for that attorney.

He wanders to an ubiquitous Salt Lake convenience store 
and finds himself not pointing to cigarette boxes, but filling his 
hands with candy; Sweet-Tarts and red licorice, jaw-breakers 
and Pixy Stix. Sweet. Always sweet. He craves it like he used 
to crave cigarettes, but unlike the nicotine he’d get from his 
L&M’s, the candy never satisfies his needs. It’s not what he’s 
really looking for, but it’s close. It is the closest thing he can 
find. It’s like humming a tune from a concert, full of memory, 
nostalgia and meaning, but still just an echo of the real expe-
rience he seeks.

An hour later he’s back in the foyer of the Social Services 
branch office rolling a jawbreaker in his cheek. The reception-
ist glares at him, but he ignores her. She’s content to let him 
sit there, never asking what he wants, never informing Calum 
Lane that he’s back. She’s moved from solitaire to Facebook 
with an occasional telephone interruption.

At five, Calum comes out of his office and sees Michael in 
the waiting room.

“Come back Michael,” he says. 
The receptionist doesn’t stir.
Back in his office, Calum looks glum. 
Michael, still in the silent reverie he’d been in since three, 

waits patiently for him to begin.
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“There is something weird here,” Calum says. “You’re not 
from Utah. You were transferred to our center from one in 
California.”

“Why would they do that?”
“Well, you were in trouble. Your foster family released 

you. That’s a nice way of saying they didn’t want you anymore. 
They gave you back. My files mention that you and your foster 
brother didn’t get along. There was an altercation and you, 
uhm, hurt him.”

“Hurt?”
“Actually you nearly killed him. You broke his trachea. He 

was in the hospital for months.”
Michael’s tries to imagine the scene, tries to use it to tease 

out a memory. It’s not forthcoming.
“What’s strange here,” Calum says clearing his throat, “is 

that California cared enough about you to give you another 
chance.”

Calum steeples his fingers and pinches his face up in a 
pained expression. “It’s hard enough to find homes for kids 
who, uhm, are uhm…”

“Who won’t kill the other kids?”
“Yeah. So it was pretty weird how much trouble they went 

through for you. They moved you to Salt Lake at a time when 
Juvie wasn’t a warehouse for child criminals but a reputable 
rehabilitation center.”

“Why would they do that?”
“I don’t know,” he says. “We had to make room for you too. 

We moved one boy out to the jail so you could get a bed.”
“Is that unusual?”
“Yes,” he said. “For a violent kid. Very rare.”
“But I’m not violent,” he says. “I barely get in arguments. I 

don’t even comment on the internet.”
“I guess you learned that at the Dormitory. Have you talked 

to Karen Stewart? She had more to do with you during your 
Dorm stay. She was your psychologist.”

“I remember her,” says Michael, her face appearing in his 
mind as if from a mist. A haggard woman, always late, hair 
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never set. Broken brown eyes.
“I came in late,” Calum explains. “I didn’t meet you until 

you were ready for another family. I coordinated the transi-
tion to the Oswalds. She was there from at least your arrival in 
the state, two years earlier.”

“Do you know where she is?”
“She retired years ago.” He turns to his computer and rat-

tles the keys, shifts the mouse and rattles some more. “She’s 
dead,” he says. “Died five years ago. She was pretty old.”

“Would there be records?”
“That’s a stretch,” he says. “She wasn’t the type to keep 

anything.”
“How about the Dormitory?”
He shakes his head. “You wouldn’t be part of the electronic 

records. If you were lucky you might find your name and birth 
date on a piece of rat-bitten microfiche.”

“Give me something, Calum.”
“How about a warning?”
“How about a name.”
He sighs. “There’s a contact in California. Rebecca 

Brennan. Case manager. Just a mention in a footnote.”
“What’s the warning?”
“I’ve come up with a couple.”
“Go.”
“One. Stay away from the Hilchens. You can do no good 

there.”
“Wasn’t planning on it. What’re the others?”
“Leave this alone, Michael. The boy I knew and the man I 

see here bear no resemblance to the eight-year old who stran-
gled a teenager. Bury that boy. He’s gone. Forget the past. If 
you’re feeling existential, re-invent yourself into something 
good and great.”

“I appreciate your help, Calum,” Michael says offering his 
hand.

“Good luck, Michael,” he says, taking it.
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Chapter Sixteen

Michael had had weekly sessions with Karen Stewart during 
his first year at the Dormitory. She wore too much perfume 
and spent the first ten minutes of their half-hour session ask-
ing him how he was doing in a dozen different ways. When he 
said fine, she’d exhort the wonders of Mormonism and he’d 
tune out. 

He thinks now that his sessions with Stewart were train-
ing seminars to what he became. He’s no Mormon, but as he 
recalls that time, he sees how he put on a facade to appease 
her. He let her believe whatever she needed to believe to let 
him alone. That was his time at the Dormitory in a nutshell; 
he learned how to fit in by creating a mask. By lying. Only 
somehow, along the way, he forgot what the truth was.

Calum had always done right by him, but to be honest, 
Calum had only met him after he’d donned the mask. It was 
easy to do right by someone who was no threat, was not in 
danger, and didn’t cause anyone any trouble. Still, he liked 
Calum Lane and trusts him now as he trusted him then, not 
wholeheartedly, but more than most. 

Calum had warned him to ignore his past and Michael 
knows there’s wisdom in that, but he also knows he can’t. It 
has him now, this drive, this feeling spreading through his 
body like the living death of cancer. He has to know. 

The mask is worn and cracking, and worse, he knows now 
it is a mask. His face is a reflection, an imitation of what he 
really is. How close it is to the truth, he cannot know until he 
reassembles his past.

He spends the night in his car parked behind a strip mall. 
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He dreams of battle, great and glorious, a battle for the world, 
and the world is losing.

When dawn comes he’s hungry. Lemon drops aren’t 
enough. He craves meat. Rare, bloody, red meat. 

He splurges for steak and eggs minus the eggs. He savors 
the rare meat and chases it with syrupy soft drinks and cherry 
pie. He can’t remember a more satisfying meal.

After breakfast, he finds a library and settles in to get his 
bearings.

It’s not hard to find stories about Crystal Springs. Mass 
Grave Found by Rest Stop was the first headline. The story 
was mostly speculation that first day, just rumors from anon-
ymous sources “close to the investigation.” 

As more bodies were dug up and laid in the row, the media 
coverage went two directions. The mainstream networks 
began downplaying the find toward a unified theme summed 
up on CNN’s website: Homicide Victim Leads to Discovery 
of Nineteenth Century Graveyard. Meanwhile bloggers and 
independent sources speculated on a cover-up and noted sud-
den and complete lack of access to the site and the presence of 
federal agencies. 

Michael finds grainy photos taken from a quarter mile 
away showing vans and trailers, black cars and armed guards.

After a week, the only story coming out of Crystal Springs 
was that traffic was detoured around the newly discovered 
archaeological site on the Mormon trail.

By the third week, even the bloggers had moved on and 
Crystal Springs found its way onto a few conspiracy web-
sites. Michael found a mention of a new dedication to the lost 
Mormon cemetery. The LDS Church volunteered to build a 
monument and the state of Nevada was considering the pro-
posal. A single travel notice, two days before Michael woke 
up, stated that roads around Crystal Springs were reopened, 
traffic was as it was, and a new blacktop parking lot for visitors 
had been created over the lot south of the springs.

Eighty-seven bodies recovered before they stopped look-
ing. Corpses stretching back at least two hundred unbroken 
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years and they make it a parking lot. What would Joni Mitchell 
think of that?

It was a slick cover-up. Impressive, chilling in its effective-
ness and scope. Michael wonders at the need for it. The coun-
try is not any more jumpy than usual. This isn’t an election 
year. What are they so afraid of? The rabid media would have 
fed on this for months. 

Politically, it would have been excellent cover to pass a 
gun-ban, health care reform, or pork soaked appropriations 
bill without anyone taking notice. There was political muscle 
behind the cover up, that much he was sure. The reporters 
were salivating in those first days, sure they were on a huge 
story. They were. How much pressure at how many levels had 
to be applied to bury it?

Eighty-seven bodies.
He counts twenty people in the library; kids, scholars, a 

homeless man. He imagines each one four times and dead. 
Who’d notice?

How lucky for them they found some with old Mormon 
handcarts. Of course, they were on the wrong side of the 
Rockies, wrong side of Salt Lake City, but no bother. If they 
hadn’t found the carts, they’d have invented something else. 
For all he knows, they had invented the Mormon trail ceme-
tery from whole cloth. They might have. All he can be sure of 
is that on that first day at least, bodies were coming out like 
the ground was a grotesque clown car.

A librarian hovers behind him, looking over his shoulder 
clandestinely. He looks at her, sees her plain unpainted face 
go white and panicked, her eyes dart around his head and 
shoulders as if he’s beset by spirits. She quickly turns and dis-
appears among the shelves of philosophy and religion. 

What did she see?
His screen is a grainy telescopic picture of Crystal Springs 

taken from some distance away. Black body bags lie like 
parked cars on the yet to be poured lot.

He tries to assemble the players in the deceit. There’d been 
state and local officials the first day. The FBI showed up that 
first afternoon. When had Homeland Security shown up and 
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who knew the Department of Transportation and Commerce 
had an investigative arm? It was a web of cover-up, deceit, 
and lies. It went straight to the federal level with a nice long 
stay over with at the Nevada Governor’s mansion.

It’s not that Michael wants to go public. He doesn’t. Nor 
does he feel an obligation to warn anyone and spill the beans, 
go all Woodward and Bernstein, or embarrass interstate com-
merce. It doesn’t matter.

Truth is only a lie believed.
He regrets one thing, however. He wishes Hall didn’t know 

about the girl and her two accomplices. Hall had only a grainy 
picture of them and the cold leads from Reno, but that might 
be enough to find them.

Clenching his eyelids Michael shakes his head like there 
were spiders on it. It’s like there are two people in his head. 
One he knows, Michael Oswald. The other one, the stranger 
who’s trespassed since St. George, is someone alien, someone 
who knows where bodies are buried and thinks murderers 
should go free.

He becomes aware of other patrons looking at him. His 
head shake was too violent, his sigh too loud for a library.

He stares each one down in turn until they go back to their 
books and computers, then he searches the name: Rebecca 
Brennan, California. About 3,710,000 results in 0.34 seconds.  
Well, isn’t that swell? He plays with his keywords: foster care, 
child services, mental health, and juvenile detention. He starts 
a Boolean string to search for age groups and spends an hour 
going through California online records.

He finds a likely match in the Alameda County archives. 
Oakland. Across the bay from San Francisco.

His phone rings in his pocket.
He waits for it to ring again. It does. He puts his hand on it 

and feels for vibration. It obliges. 
Librarians cast scornful looks at him as he pulls his phone 

out and places it on the desk in front of him. 
They stare at him, waiting for him to silence it or answer 

it at least. He does neither. He stares at it like it’s a reani-
mated monster. His phone service is cut off. This should not 
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be happening. The call finally rolls to message.
After the message waiting beep, he looks at the phone and 

sees full bars. He goes to the message expecting to hear the 
phone company issuing threats for outstanding unpaid bal-
ances. Instead he hears a man’s shaking voice.

“Mr. Oswald. My name is Oliver Tagget. I need to talk to 
you. It’s very important. Please call me back at this number 
right away. I went ahead and paid your phone bill for the rest 
of the year. For that, you could at least call me back.”

A guilt trip from a stranger. That’s a new one.
He plays it back several times and notes the number. The 

area code is Connecticut. He’s never been east of Denver. The 
accent was blue blood, as was the tone. He could tell just from 
the few words that the man at the other end expected Michael 
to do as he was told because he was used to people doing as 
he told them.

He checks his phone billing status. He’s paid up through 
the end of the year with unlimited data. Now there’s a new 
way to make a bribe.

Michael plugs the name Oliver Tagget into his search 
engine and gets him on the first hit. He sees the professionally 
posed head shot of a distinguished silver-haired retired CEO 
of several holding companies. He has a secretary and a publi-
cist. He can be booked for speaking engagements.

The voice on the message fits easily to the face on the com-
puter screen. He stares at his phone, his thumb hovering over 
the call back button. He doesn’t press it. Instead he slides it 
into his pocket and turns his computer toward Oakland.

Rebecca Brennan is retired. She has no social media. 
Michael makes a list of possible residences and phone 

numbers as a voice comes out of the ceiling: “The library will 
be closing in fifteen minutes.”

Michael collects his things and follows the exiting proces-
sion into the parking lot. His eyes are spent. The computer 
LED’s have etched tracers on his retinas. He sees halos and 
auras as if he’s had too much caffeine. He blinks them away as 
best he can but in the dim light of a Utah sunset he can’t find 
anything true to focus on.
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A group of eager children nearly trip him, their arms over-
flowing with picture books, falling over each other to scramble 
into a van. A group of high school students he noticed inside 
collecting information on The Reconstruction, pass him on 
the sidewalk arguing dinner plans—pizza or burgers. Each 
bright face draws tracers in the orange light and he rubs his 
eyes harder.

He turns to his car and sees shadows rush under it. He 
smells ashes. Not fire. Not smoke. Ashes.

The shadows shimmer and move, surge and coalesce. 
There are dozens of them around him, stepping out of the 
air as if formed there by gas. Hands spring from the ends 
of spindly arms that slither like serpent tongues from their 
sides. Their faces are human but cruel and alike. Three eyes 
each, angry and hateful, stare at him, the superfluous third set 
square in their foreheads. They are congealing smoke except 
the eyes which glow certain and steady with intense ferocity, 
vengeful for ancient wrongs.

All at once they stop, and to a one, fix their gaze upon 
Michael. 

Adrenal floods his veins and spins his head. Fight or flight, 
but nowhere and no how. Paralyzed and electric, he stumbles 
backward onto a concrete bench and sits.

They advance and Michael tries to rise but he cannot. He 
is frozen. Everyone is frozen mid-stride as if time itself is 
arrested and only his eyes and these demons are immune to 
the stoppage.

The demons step into the open, sooty thin monkeys, rat-
tailed and broken-fanged, scabby beneath matted and mangy 
fur. A drum beat, low and resonant coincides with their step. 
Then another, and again. It is a dance. They move to the drum, 
hiss and struggle like animals performing under a whip, but 
they obey. In front of Michael is a choreographed scene of 
shadows converging on a grass parking strip, green and moist, 
bathed in a sickly mixture of halogen street light and sky-re-
flected sunset.

The shadow things cackle and spit at Michael. The sound 
becomes a drone, a soft rain upon leaves, but a chorus 
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nonetheless. The demons move like mist now, black and inky 
pools, shifting and swaying, slaves to the melody that has lost 
all semblance to human music.

The ground beneath them fades away as do the people 
around him. Then the darkness and time. 

Michael finds himself alone with his cruel companions in 
a shifting background of colors and shapes, the memory of 
smoke. A love of ashes.

They are transported to an ancient city. Cobblestone 
streets crammed with camels and donkeys, dust robed mer-
chants tired beneath their failing mustaches, servants, mas-
ters, soldier and prince. Beggars, dark and caste-born scrape 
brass cups along the stones for alms, watching warily. 

The demons don flesh and clothes and different faces. 
Costumes. They are human now, green-veiled women and 
upright men, farmers, craftsmen, sons and neighbors, trav-
elers all. 

Michael sits on a rug. He smells the smoke of sandalwood 
and the sweat of man and animal mixed in the air. The sky 
burns in a crimson twilight, scarlet clouds aglow against and 
deepening azure sky. The wind settles and rests. Stars prepare 
to shine, waiting only for their moment.

Before him are stretched two white sheets. They glow from 
backlight. The air erupts with the sound of laughter. He sits 
among a crowd of children watching a shadow puppet show. 
There are two stages—two scrims, showing the same shad-
ow-play in synchronized stereo.

“The boat has sailed,” says the narrator describing a ship, 
an ancient trireme moving over an undulating shadow sea on 
both screens. “There is nowhere to run. Death to everyone if 
any dare step off now.”

“It is too late!” chant the children. “Sail on! Sail on!”
The boats sail on upon undulating fabric.
A drum, a tambourine, a horn. The narrator cries, “The 

tigers are let loose upon the rich merchants!”
“The tigers!” scream the crowd. “The tigers! The tigers!”
Tigers chasing men, men falling under tigers. Shadow 

blood portrayed by red silks pulled from puppets. The rapt 
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audience watches and hears screams, clashes of steel, roars 
and trumpets and the demonic drumbeat from before.

Michael senses a difference in the two plays. At first a dif-
ferent timing, then wholly different action. The one on the 
right shows the tigers winning, on the left, they are losing.

The play is over. He’d blinked and missed it. 
The crowd wanders away, the demons in flesh glare at him 

behind their human eyes and hate him. The lights behind the 
scrims fade. Before the last of it is gone, he sees on one screen 
a new dawn with a majestic tiger, the gods raining blessings 
down. On the other, another dawn, gods again raining bless-
ings, but no tiger.

Michael is smothered. 
It is a miasma of smoke, the ashes of a pyre, burning his 

lungs, locking them out. Suffocating him. He spits and kicks 
and fights for air.

“Hold it buddy,” someone says. “It’s okay. You passed out. 
You weren’t breathing.”

Black and orange—flame, smoke—fur. The visions of his 
strangled brain.

He is between times and places.
And he is falling between.
He lands with a jerk of spasming muscles and summer air 

fills his chest. There is ground beneath him.
He’s on the sidewalk in front of the library. A ring of peo-

ple gawk at him as if he lies in a grave, their faces concerned 
and friendly. A little afraid. He searches their eyes looking for 
the three-eyed demons. He does not see them, but he knows 
they are there.

Someone helps him sit up.
“Did you hit your head?” someone asks.
“Should I call an ambulance?” says someone else.
He is helped onto the concrete bench.
“I’m okay,” he lies. “No need for an ambulance. I stood up 

too quick. I’ll be fine. Happens all the time. I’m fine.”
He wants these people to leave him alone. He knows what 

they are, even if they don’t. Their kindness is misplaced. He is 
not one of them. 



What Immortal Hand

152

Slowly, they filter away, get into their cars, drive off, and 
put the little tragedy behind them. 

The man who helped Michael up remains behind pretend-
ing to text on his phone but watching him.

Michael takes out his phone and pretends to make a call.
“Hey hon,” he says to the dead line. “I’m still at the library. 

It’s a beautiful night. I might chill here for a while. Get some 
inspiration for that chapter I’ve been stuck on. Eh-huh. Love 
you too. Bye.”

He stretches his arms wide over the bench, closes his eyes 
and inhales the warm summer air. He hears the man get in his 
car and finally leave. He watches his taillights disappear down 
the lane and then something catches his eye.

Beyond the library, across the street, standing under a dark 
streetlight he sees a single figure watching him. The figure is 
far away and he cannot be sure in silhouette if it is a man or 
a woman, tall or short, dark or light. His eyes are drawn to it 
for one reason: the blue-black electric aura his lying eyes show 
him flashing around the figure. If Tesla had worked in coal 
dust and fog, this is what he might have done—a living shroud 
of ultramarine flowing around the solitary figure.

Michael’s eyes, his tired eyes, his burned-out, over-caffein-
ated, deceitful, tired eyes are lying to him, so he closes them 
and waits. When he opens them again, he is alone in the park-
ing lot and the figure he thought he saw is gone.

A streetlight clicks and flickers on. Crickets in the grass 
chirp for lovers and a bird swoops to snatch a moth. He follows 
it against the sunset-lit clouds, happy it isn’t trailing afterim-
ages. The shadows are only darkened places now, uninhabited 
and nonthreatening. 

Michael stands up but finds his knees shaking and his legs 
uncertain. He’s in no hurry. He sits back down and waits for 
the shaking to pass.

He waits long past dark.
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Chapter Seventeen

“They told me you were fine. They said not to worry. So I 
didn’t.”

“Well that’s good,” Michael says but he knows Carla is 
lying. Hospitals don’t give out that kind of information to 
anyone who isn’t a proven family member. One vase of flow-
ers which died before he woke up hardly counts as proof of 
relation.

“Don’t get your feelings hurt,” she says. “We’re busy. We 
knew you’d be alright.”

She’s changing her story; subtle and guilty. Closer to the 
truth though.

His feelings had been a little hurt, at first, but it didn’t last. 
By the time he woke up in Cedar City and went to see Calum 
Lane, Carla’s inattention and disinterest were curious foot-
notes to his life and nothing more.

“I tried to call you but your phone was dead,” she says 
defensively. “Why didn’t you call me? Hm? Why didn’t you 
call us when you got out of the hospital?”

He smiles at the indignity in her voice, the sudden guilt 
and worry that grew more exaggerated by the syllable. Michael 
does not know the woman on the other end of the phone. She 
is not the same woman he married. Or maybe she is, and he 
never really knew her. A bit of all that, he decides. You can 
never step into the same river twice. The current pushes him 
ever onward.

“I lost my job,” he says. “My phone was turned off when I 
didn’t pay the bill.”

“What? That’s awful,” she says. “Don’t you have savings? 
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Why didn’t you pay it?”
“I was in a coma.”
“You should have planned better. Automatic payments 

are the smart way. If your phone had been working we’d have 
called you. Or left you message, anyway, you being in a coma.”

“It’s okay, Carla.”
“So what was wrong with you?”
“I don’t know. They didn’t know. They wanted me to stay 

until they found out.”
“Why didn’t you?”
“I have things to do.”
“What do you have to do? You’re unemployed. I have to tell 

you, Michael, that I’m not surprised you lost your job. You lost 
a step. I hear it in your voice. I’ve seen this coming for years. 
You’re distracted. Are you going through a midlife crisis?”

“Maybe,” he says.
“You need to find a girl who understands you.”
“Like you do?”
“Don’t be a smart-ass,” she says. “So when were you 

released?”
“I left the hospital Thursday.”
“Four days? And you didn’t call me?”
“My phone was dead.”
“Michael—”
“I’m in Connecticut,” he says. “That’s the noise you hear 

in the background. I’m in New Haven now. At Tweed Airport. 
It’s nice.”

“What are you doing there?”
“A job offer.”
“Good,” she says. “Take it. Whatever it is. Take it. Don’t act 

too desperate. Be confident, play hard to get, but take it. You 
need a job.”

“You mean you want me to have a job so I can take Tiffany.”
“You can’t ignore your paternal responsibilities,” she says. 

“You need a job. It gives purpose and meaning. Besides a 
change of scenery is just what you want.”

“What’s Tiffany done now?”



Johnny Worthen

155

“I’d like to know. She hasn’t been home in two nights.”
“Is she missing?”
“No. She texted me.”
“What did the text say?”
“She said she was with friends.”
“Do you doubt it?”
“She needs to come home. She’s sixteen. She’s 

uncontrollable.”
“School’s out isn’t it? What’s the harm?”
“For God’s sake, Michael? Tell me you’re not that dense.”
“Do you know where she is? Physically? Do you know 

which friends she’s with?”
“Yes. I figured it out. She’s with Tami. I talked to her 

mother before I called you.”
“What did Tami’s mother say?”
“They’re hippies. I didn’t have a very good conversation 

with her at all. She said that the girls were just “hanging out.” 
If that isn’t a euphemism for getting high I don’t know what 
is.”

“Carla…”
“I’m not kidding. Tami’s parents have police records. They 

smoke pot. Everyone knows it.”
“To me, it sounds like Tiffany’s trying to get away from 

you.”
“Of course she is.” Carla shouts into the phone. “She is not 

minding me. She’s avoiding me because I won’t let her behave 
this way. I have standards.”

“I’m in Connecticut,” Michael says. “I can’t help you.”
“You’re worthless, Michael Oswald.”
“My ride’s here. Thanks for the chat.” He ends the call and 

puts it on silent. Tagget’s gift of telephone service is not all 
good.

The car isn’t for him but it is a good excuse to get away 
from Carla. He can’t help her. She used to go on about how 
girls mature faster than boys. Tiffany’s independent streak 
should not be surprising. Carla is smothering and Tiffany is 
growing up. It’ll settle out. Or it won’t.
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He looks up the approach for the promised car but sees 
nothing encouraging. It’s a sunny summer day and the airport 
is lax and calm. It’s littered with well-dressed but casual folks 
carrying tennis rackets and golf bags waiting for cabs. The air-
port is tiny compared to Salt Lake International. Compared 
to JFK where he landed earlier that morning, Tweed in New 
Haven is barely better than a crash site. 

He’d called Oliver Tagget back Sunday morning. His call 
had been answered by the man himself. Michael had expected 
to go through a secretary.

“Mr. Tagget, this is Michael Oswald. You called me 
yesterday.”

“Mr. Oswald,” he said. “Thank you for calling back. I need 
your help.”

“I think you have the wrong man, Mr. Tagget. I don’t know 
who you think I am, but I doubt I can do anything to help you.”

“No, you’re the right man,” he said. “I have a real problem. 
An important problem. An impossible problem.”

“What is it?”
“I’d like to show you.”
“Mr. Tagget, I appreciate you paying for my phone, that 

was very kind—”
“I didn’t know how else to get ahold of you.”
“You’re going to have to tell me more here.”
“Come to Connecticut.”
“Why?”
“So I can show you.”
“I couldn’t if I wanted to,” Michael said. “I lost my job.”
“I know.”
“How do you know that? How do you know me? What 

makes you think I can help you?”
“I’ll tell you everything if you come see me. It’s personal. 

Please, Mr. Oswald. Please.”
“I’m in the middle of something.”
“I’ll give you two thousand dollars just to come plus all 

expenses. I won’t have peace in my house until this is done.”
Michael stirred another sugar into his coffee.
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“Mr. Tagget, you have the wrong man.”
“I’ve got the right man.”
“What makes you think so?”
“Crystal Springs.”
Those two words hooked him and his long pause tele-

graphed his intention to comply. He was unable to elicit 
another detail from Tagget except promises, thanks, and a 
flight number leaving that night for the east coast.

He’d left his car in long term parking and picked up his 
waiting ticket at the counter for a red-eye to JFK and a puddle 
jumper to Connecticut. He has little luggage. 

The morning is cool. He can smell the ocean. He’d seen it 
from the plane. He is right on the edge of the country. From 
the front of the terminal he can see neighborhoods of small 
white houses and residential lanes. Nothing gaudy or big. 
They’re old and cozy, close to the noise of an airport so not 
pricey.

A limousine finally appears and pulls to the curb in front 
of him. A capped and uniformed chauffeur steps out of it. “Are 
you Mr. Oswald?” he asks, his north-east accent catching in 
the vowels.

“Yeah,” says Michael. “Don’t worry about bags. I have just 
this one.”

The driver opens the door for Michael and he climbs in.
He expects to see Oliver Tagget waiting for him in the car, 

cloak and dagger and tinted windows, but there is no one.
There are two rows of seats, one facing front, the other 

back. Between them is a bar and a television with a console 
of buttons. It’s a limousine, but a modest one—no neon run-
ning light or rhinestones ceilings. A hired car with alterations. 
Michael pushes the button that lowers the smoked glass 
between his seats and the driver’s.

“Where are you taking me?”
“Mr. Tagget is at the coast. He’s expecting you for brunch. 

It won’t take long to get there. Less than an hour depending 
on traffic.”
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“New Haven gets traffic?”
“Everywhere gets traffic. We’ll run into some. It’s not only 

in Fall that New England is swamped by tourists. Just sit back 
and relax. Open the sunroof if you want.”

Michael closes the window and watches the residential 
areas disappear into commercial, industrial, and then rural 
settings in short order. He leans back and closes his eyes hop-
ing to take another nap.

He needs to watch his rest. He was tired at the library and 
that’s what messed with his brain. He was tired and wired and 
hungry. He’s been playing hell with his blood sugar levels. 
He’s probably diabetic now for all the sugar he’s poured into 
his body. He has to watch that. He has to rest. He has to keep 
his wits about him. He can’t go insane now. Not now.

They slow to pass an accident in the right lane. A sedan 
rear-ended a bus and wedged itself underneath it. Angry bus 
passengers mill around waiting for a tow-truck to pull the 
dead-filled wreckage away. Without meaning to, Michael 
studies the scene, squints his eyes, searching recesses and 
shadows for three-eyed demons and roiling blue-black halos.

Past the accident, the car speeds away and Michael lets his 
mind go blank, sits quietly and does nothing.

“Mr. Oswald. We’re here.”
Michael blinks and orients himself by the smell of summer 

blossoms and salt. He’s had a little break of time again and the 
realization of it makes his hands shake.

Outside his window there are manicured lawns, distant 
white fences, and from out the other window, a three-story 
colonial-faced mansion, regal and foreign to his suburban 
sensibilities. 

He exits the limo, the chauffeur holding the door for him, 
and he feels like a pretender. He is out of his class. Literally. 
This spread is not the product of recent wealth. No nouveau 
riche-ness here. This is old money, blue blood, the kind of 
thing never seen by his class because the wealthy don’t want 
them to see it.
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The driveway is crushed white marble gravel. It crunches 
beneath his shoes. A man in a casual suit better than the for-
mal one he’d worn at his wedding welcomes him without a 
handshake.

“Mr. Oswald,” he says. “Mr. Tagget will be with you pres-
ently. He asked that you wait for him.”

The limousine pulls away, not down the road toward civili-
zation, but around the house, he assumes, for storage.

“Well,” says Michael. “My ride just left. I guess I can wait.”
The man looks Michael up and down, taking in his scuffed 

shoes, wrinkled clothes, and tired eyes before turning sharply 
and dismissively toward the house. “Won’t you come in?” he 
says. 

Michael instantly dislikes him.
“Hey, Jeeves,” he says. “Where is Tagget anyway? This is 

his shindig.”
“Mister Tagget,” he says emphasizing the honorarium, 

“will attend you directly.”
Their shoes echo loudly off the marble floor and then again, 

more quietly, off the hard wood in the hall as Tagget’s man 
leads Michael to a library in the corner of the ground floor. 
He opens the double doors with a flourish and steps aside for 
Michael to enter and gawk.

Michael walks past him like he’s a greeter at Walmart.
“You got any soda?” he asks. “Something sugary?”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
The man pulls the doors shut and his footfalls recede into 

the house.
The room smells of wood polish, old leather, and brittle 

paper, but not dust. Sturdy, aged-wood bookshelves reach 
from the floor to the ceiling twenty feet above him. There’s a 
balcony high in one corner accessed via a wrought-iron spi-
ral staircase from this floor, or from a carved oak door on 
the upper. There are three podiums with large tomes upon 
each; a dictionary, a Bible, and something in Italian. The desk 
has a blotter and pens carefully arranged in a museum-wor-
thy tableau. The many books are mostly antiques, probably 
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worth more than the house. They’re stale and lifeless. Cared 
for, but unloved. They’re investments, appreciating assets like 
the Monet he passed in the hallway. There isn’t a paperback 
in the place. Not a magazine, computer or ballpoint pen. The 
carpet deadens sound and is so thick it’s like walking on moss. 
He feels each footstep sink and settle.

He crosses to the back window behind the desk and sees 
acres of mowed fields, a stable, several identical outbuilding 
large enough to hold a fleet of limousines. Far off toward the 
south-east there is forest and then nothing but he knows the 
sea lies beyond, waves and boats. Sailors, merchants, and…

From the bay window, he can see a white gravel road disap-
pearing into the trees where he assumes there’s a boathouse, 
yacht, and guard post. He opens the window and smells the 
ocean.

He thinks of a Polanski movie, the one with Johnny Depp 
about a book written by the devil. This could have been a set 
from there, except it’s too neat and on the wrong continent.

The doors open. The man from before carries in a tray with 
a crystal tumbler, crystal ice bucket and three flavors of soft 
drinks in sweating cans. He places the tray on a table beside a 
high-backed chair near the window. After placing the tray, he 
glances at Michael and leaves without saying a word.

The chair is old but comfortable, full of stuffing and 
springs. The ice is clear as glass. The glass is cut crystal and 
heavy as a handgun. He drinks his three cans of soda and is 
thinking about a restroom when footsteps tap in the hall. They 
are heavy and loud, not the soft servile footfalls of the man 
who let him in. Without a shuffle in the step or a hesitation 
in the stride, the doors burst open and Oliver Tagget is in the 
doorway.

“Hello Mr. Oswald,” he says. “Sorry to keep you waiting.”
He’s lying. The forty minutes he’s sat there has been no 

accident. Tagget is posturing. Michael sees it as clearly as a 
bed-time tantrum. After the needy and desperate phone call 
that brought him here, Tagget needs to show Michael who is in 
charge. The limo, the house, the book museum, and definitely 
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the waiting here and at the airport, were all to show Tagget’s 
importance and wealth in an effort to re-establish his domi-
nance over a lowly unemployed investigator from the western 
fly-over states.

“Thank you for coming,” Tagget says closing the doors. “I 
suppose you want to see the money?”

Michael sees this as another intentional slight, peanuts to 
a monkey, a declaration of the great man’s understanding of 
the lower-class psyche.

“You carry money?” asks Michael.
“No, not usually” he says. “But I had a check drawn up.”
“I’d prefer cash,” he says. “Cash would be better.”
“Yes, of course.”
If he is offended at Michael not rising from the stuffed chair, 

he doesn’t show it. He opens the door and speaks through the 
crack. Muffled footsteps retreat into the house.

“It’ll be just a moment,” he says. The facade is melting on 
the old man. He’s nervous and anxious, eager to get going. 

“Sit down Mr. Tagget,” Michael says. He points to another 
chair inviting him to sit as if this were his library, his home. 
“I’d like to hear why I came.”
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Chapter Eighteen

“I am a powerful man, Mr. Oswald,” Tagget begins. “I am not 
used to asking favors.”

“You’re going to ask me a favor?”
“I already have,” he says. “I asked you to come.”
“You offered me money,” Michael says.
“Is that why you came?”
“No.”
“Why did you?’
“Because you knew I was involved in that thing in Nevada. 

That means you’re plugged in. That means you know more 
about what happened than most people ever will. I’d like to 
know more about it myself.”

He nods.
“Oh, and the money. That too,” says Michael. “I don’t have 

enough. You seem to have too much.”
That makes Tagget smile.
“It’s not my connections that unearthed your involvement 

in Crystal Springs, Mr. Oswald. It was my wife’s. I find the 
whole business disgusting. And as for what little good you 
might do here, the best I can hope is that you will bring some 
temporary peace to my house by satisfying her demands to 
talk to you.”

“Your confidence in me is reassuring.”
“Don’t be insulted Mr. Oswald.”
“Don’t insult me,” says Michael.
“Have I insulted you?
“Have you left me waiting half a day?”
Tagget shifts in his chair but keeps his eyes on Michael. 
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Michael absorbs his stare like heat and sucks on an ice 
cube.

Tagget’s posture shifts, changes, as if some unseen trans-
mission is thrown into another gear. “I just can’t imagine how 
you can bring anything new to the problem,” Tagget says, pos-
turing over. For now. “You found a graveyard. Well that’s nice. 
A stroke of luck from what I hear. Random chance. Desperate 
intuition while chasing a bounty on a missing truck.”

“You’re doing it again.”
“Maybe it’s your suit.”
“And the hat-trick,” Michael says getting up. “Bring me to 

your wife and get me my money.”
Tagget looks at him coolly from his chair. 
Michael stares back. He’s supposed to quiver beneath the 

piercing gaze of the old plutocrat, but all he sees is a fragile 
old man. He’s in fantastic shape for someone his age, probably 
plays tennis daily and swims for hours with a personal trainer, 
but he’s still breakable. He’s like an exquisite ceramic vase 
teetering on the edge of a table, resisting a breeze that will 
eventually, inevitably, push him to ruin. He likes the image of 
the ceramic vase. Clay. A “clay-man.”

Tagget coughs. A shadow passes over his face coinciding 
with Michael’s memory of that curious phrase. Tagget stands 
up and goes to the door.

“I’ll see if she’s ready to receive you,” he says not looking at 
Michael. He flees the room, careful to close the doors behind 
him.

Michael doesn’t wait long this time. He hears the muffled 
footsteps of the servant’s approach before he can get another 
ice cube to chew on. The door opens and the man is standing 
there with an envelope. “Follow me,” he says.

Michael holds out his hand and with a contemptuous 
smirk, the man gives him his money.

Michael puts the packet in his coat pocket and follows 
him back the way they came. By the door, they turn right and 
ascend a wide curving staircase. They exit to a landing on the 
second floor but the stairs continue up.

They travel through a maze of windowless halls to a back 
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room, far from the steps and the front of the house. The sound 
of exotic music grows louder as they approach a single door. 
The man knocks.

“Come in.” It’s a woman’s voice.
The man opens the door and but stays in the hallway. He 

doesn’t even glance inside. He averts his eyes deliberately. 
Michael goes in. 
The man closes the door behind him.
Coming from the antiques of the library, the room shocks 

him. It is a mess of papers. The walls are festooned with 
printed reports, handwritten notes and maps. Green, yellow 
and red yarn connect pages to others with bright plastic push 
pins in a web of string making the whole room like a spider’s 
lair. There’re two white boards on wheels and filing cabinet in 
the middle of the room. A large desk sits in front of the win-
dow, upon it rests a large computer, a color laser printer, sev-
eral half-buried coffee mugs, statues and books and, of course, 
more paper.

“Mr. Oswald. Don’t be alarmed.”
Michael is sure the room is the product of a disturbed mind 

but also a testimony of chaos in organization. From out of the 
mess, he finds the source of the voice. The woman addressing 
him emerges from behind a filing cabinet. She is as neat and 
made-up as a wedding guest. She wears white slacks and a silk 
blouse. Her bright emerald earrings set off her eyes and a fine 
gold chain suspends a locket at her throat. Her expression is 
not manic as would befit the surroundings, but eager; a refined 
aspect of that former emotion, controlled and effective.

“What is all this?” Michael says for hello.
“My hobby,” she says with a nervous chuckle. “My obses-

sion. My life.”
Michael traces the many lines of string to a photograph 

on the wall. It is a professional sitting, a family in a Fall New 
England forest. Four people sit together beaming at the cam-
era. A toddler sits on his mother’s lap, his face caught mid-
laugh. Beside the father stands a young teenage girl, her smile 
warm and endearing. She shares her mother’s green eyes. The 
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woman staring at Michael, in the paper clutter beside him, 
has the same green eyes.

“Those were my children,” she says.
“How can I help Mrs. Tagget?”
“Call me Heidi.” She pushes papers off a folding chair. “Sit 

down. I wanted you to see this.” She gestures to the walls. “I 
wanted you to know how much effort I’ve put into this.”

“What?”
She unfolds another chair and after making room for it on 

the floor sits down next to him. She looks into his face ear-
nestly and puts her hand on Michael’s knee.

“My husband thinks I’m crazy,” she says. “I may be.”
She watches him as if waiting for her words to take root in 

his mind.
“I don’t know “crazy,”” he says. “Or maybe it’s all I know. 

You should have asked me last year. Then I could have told 
you.”

She nods as if he’d just given her the passcode.
“My daughter, Marie, married a nice man from Boston, 

Bruce White,” she begins. “He was a scholar, something of a 
liberal. They were very happy. They didn’t have to work, but 
they did. He taught classes at junior colleges. She started an 
art studio in Boston. They had two kids. Annebelle and Trent.”

She pauses to collect her thoughts or perhaps she’s waiting 
for Michael to comment. He suspects that if he was up on soci-
ety news he’d already know all this, but of course, it’s all new 
to him, not his class.

“Fifteen years ago, the spring after that picture was taken,” 
she says pointing to the wall but not looking at it, “Bruce 
decided to take a trip across country. It had something to 
do with a book he was writing, a road trip version of A Walk 
Across America.” She holds up a yellowed paperback to show 
him. 

Michael nods.
“He got time off, took the kids out of school and planned 

an odyssey to see the country. I remember Marie singing that 
Simon and Garfunkel song as they drove off, I’ve gone to look 
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for America! It was so romantic. Ollie thought it was stupid. 
He said it was “slumming.” For all his talk, he doesn’t think 
much of the common man.”

“I’m shocked,” Michael says before he can stop himself. He 
knows he should be embarrassed, but isn’t. She doesn’t seem 
to notice one way or the other.

“They started south. They went to Disney World and 
through Florida, Georgia, Alabama, Tennessee. They stayed 
off the freeways and stopped at every roadside attraction 
they could find; lumberjack statues, big balls of twine, moon-
shine museums, that kind of thing. They were having a great 
time. They’d linger in a place if they found it interesting, rush 
through it if it didn’t feel right.” She pulls a thread of yarn 
from one map to another, bridging the room as she does. 

“Marie told me about meeting people on the road, vaga-
bonds, gypsy types who knew all the interesting places. Bruce 
bought a trailer camper and they started camping and avoid-
ing hotels. Marie said they’d found a whole secret invisible 
community right under everyone’s noses. She was so excited.”

Heidi’s voice breaks a little and she swallows hard.
“They disappeared somewhere in Missouri,” she says. 

“Marie didn’t call one day. I didn’t think anything of it. Then it 
was several days and I couldn’t get through to anyone. Then a 
week. Then two. Then even Ollie knew something was wrong. 
We got the police looking, the FBI, even the Secret Service, 
but nothing. Nothing. They just disappeared. Gone. Poof. 
Nothing. No call. No car. Nothing. Just gone.”

She pauses to take in air as if breathing for her is no longer 
reflexive.

“Oliver went on with his life. Hardly a hiccup. He’s not a 
bad man, just a little old-fashioned. He has Mark, our oldest, 
his favorite. His son. The heir to the throne. I settled into a 
new hobby, Mr. Oswald, and here on the walls you can see 
where I am.”

Michael glances at the strings for effect. His own family is 
broken but not like this one. Does that matter? Is his better or 
worse for not having graves? Room for improvement; room 
for decline.
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He does not enjoy being compared to the likes of Oliver 
Tagget, even by himself. Especially by himself. If Tiffany or 
Peter were to go missing, how devastated would that make 
him? Not much, he decides. He does not define himself by his 
children as others do, nor by his ex-wife. If the level of con-
cern exhibited by them when he was comatose is any indica-
tion, they don’t define themselves much by him either. But 
Heidi Tagget is another creature. Even though her daughter 
moved out, married, had a family of her own, they shared a 
connection Michael never knew. Even when he was married 
and happy with Carla, he didn’t call her every other day with 
details of his life. When he did reach out to her on the road, 
it was all business, domestic collaboration about bills and 
appointments, child rearing on occasion, and her life. It was 
shallow and hollow and he doesn’t miss it.

“It was horrible,” she says to the air. “Not knowing.”
“I’ve heard that,” says Michael.
“Then four years ago, a utility company was laying fiber 

optic cable in Kansas for a new call-center in the middle of 
nowhere. They dug up a body. Then they dug up another. 
When they had eight, the FBI showed up and found fifty-nine 
more.”

She draws a deep breath, it is a labor to bring air into her 
body. 

“Three of them were mine,” she says. “Dental records pos-
itively identified Bruce, Marie and Annebelle. But no sign of 
Trent.”

“Did they stop looking like at Crystal Springs?”
“What do you mean, did they stop looking?”
“After finding eighty-seven in Nevada, they poured asphalt 

over the lot and called it done.”
“There could have been more?”
“That’s how I understood it.”
“My God,” she whispers. “Why doesn’t this surprise me? 

They kept digging at the Woodston site. Woodston is the name 
of the closest town. Ever hear of it?

“No.”
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“Don’t feel bad. No one has. It’s closer to Nebraska than 
Missouri. Much closer.”

He shakes his head.
“They covered it up,” she says, her eyes flashing bright. 

“That’s what got me going. It was so slick. I realized that there 
was already a plan on how to handle it before it happened. 
Like it was anticipated. Like it’d happened before.”

“Yeah. I got that too.”
“I kept looking,” she says. “We are not a family without 

means. I called in favors, hired investigators. I paid bribes. I 
went from trying to find out where my kids were to what hap-
pened to them. I needed to know.” She searches the air as if 
looking for answers, landing on taped-up pictures, lists, and 
string, his face and shadow.

“What did you find?”
“Five other burial-grounds discovered before Woodston—

one after—yours.”
“Mine?”
“Crystal Springs. The one you found,” she says. “The earli-

est discovery was in 1803 in Virginia. They didn’t know how to 
date the remains like they do today, but there was indication 
that the bodies had been put there from the 1690’s.”

“How do you know it was the same thing? Maybe it was 
just a cemetery or a mass grave. Smallpox maybe.”

“Here are my criteria,” she says.
She bolts to the desk as if going for a gun. She throws open 

a drawer and Michael cringes back. She comes up with only a 
creased piece of yellow legal paper. 

“The grave sites have to be large; twenty bodies or more,” 
she says, reading. “The site has to be unknown to neighbors. 
It has to have been used consistently for a long time. I set the 
parameters at thirty years, but the ones I found are at least 
fifty, most longer. Finally, everyone buried had to have died 
violently.”

“Died violently or murdered?”
“Murdered,” she says. “There behind you.”
She goes to a banker’s box by the wall. Michael follows 

her, looking over her shoulder as she thumbs through copied 
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police files, photos, lab reports, forensic diagrams. 
“Broken necks and strangulation are the norm when cause 

of death could be determined,” she says. “Later, I added 
another one: the bodies also had to be similarly mutilated.”

“Mutilated? How?”
“Post-mortem stab wounds,” she says heavily. “It appears 

to be ritualistic.”
His heart races to color his face and ears in crimson. He 

wipes his forehead to buy a moment. “Penetration of the 
abdomen to keep the body from bloating and revealing the 
grave,” he says.

“Yes.” Her voice quivers.
“I saw it at Crystal Springs.” His head is light and bobs on 

his shoulders, a cork on an ocean of fear.
“That’s what it was for? To help hide the bodies? I hadn’t 

thought of that.”
He knows that’s what the wounds are for. He knows also 

that the killer would not make the wounds himself. The grave-
diggers would in accordance with ancient custom.

“I’m guessing,” he lies.
“It’s systematic. It’s interstate. It’s multi-generational.”
“What is it?”
“A cult? Organized crime? Terrorists? Crazy-inbred hill-

billy family? I don’t know.”
“What do you think?”
“It’s evil,” she says.
“Evil?”
“Evil.” Her eyes glaze over with the word. “I have dark 

dreams,” she tells him. “Evil has a face.”
Michael shifts his weight uncomfortably. “What’s the offi-

cial line?”
“There isn’t one,” she says. “It’s an oddity. Seven mass 

graves in five-hundred years of white American history is a 
curiosity not a conspiracy. The government knows how to 
keep disturbing news out of the press when it has to, when 
it’ll harm trade, but they don’t have much to go on. They’re 
old crimes.”

“Is that why you brought me here?” asks Michael. “To raise 
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a stink, embarrass somebody so they have to investigate?”
“No,” she says taking up both of Michael’s hands and 

squeezing. “I brought you here to find Trent and save him 
from this evil.”

The word was meant to rouse him, but Michael found it 
merely quaint.

“Every gravesite I mentioned was discovered by accident, 
by the encroachment of civilization. Every one, except yours: 
Crystal Springs. According to the reports I read, reports that 
were not easy to get, you claim to have had a “hunch” that 
there were bodies there.”

“Body,” Michael says. “We were looking for a missing truck 
driver.”

“Still, how did you know?”
“We were just grabbing at straws,” he says.
“There’s no we about it,” she says. “Your partner, Craig, 

said it was all you. He said you woke up in the middle of the 
night and “knew where to dig.” That’s what he said in his 
sworn affidavit.”

“He exaggerates.”
“Did you dream of the black woman? The one with the 

skulls?”
Michael’s breath catches in his throat.
“You did,” she says, tears forming in her eyes. “I knew it. 

What do you know?”
“Heidi—” 
“What do you know!”
Someone stirs outside the door. Mrs. Tagget turns to it and 

tenses. Her hands rise in claws and she steps back a pace. Her 
eyes are wet and wild.

“I know less than you,” Michael says. “I didn’t know about 
any of the others. I was told to pretend it didn’t happen and 
your husband offered me money to come talk to you. That’s 
why I’m here.”

She turns her face back to Michael, but doesn’t lower her 
hands. “You know the Evil,” she says. “I can tell you do.”

“I don’t know evil.”
“The Devil.” She glances at the door before lowering her 
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voice. “A pitchfork. Limbs and blood. Vicious eyes. A black 
woman feasting on the dead. This is the Devil and I have seen 
her. I know she has Trent.”

“How do you know that?”
“A hunch.”
“Mrs. Tagget, I don’t know how I can help you.”
“Okay you don’t have to believe me,” she says. “Put it off to 

an old woman who doesn’t know what happened to her grand-
child. Trent wasn’t in the grave with his parents and sister. He 
was gone. He was—he might have been taken by the killers. 
Or he was killed and buried someplace else. I’d like to know 
what happened. If he’s dead, I’d like to know where he is, so I 
might bring him home. If he’s alive, I’d like to know he’s safe.” 
She retrieves a stuffed bear out of basket of toys. Its fur is sun-
faded, its plush sagging. She offers it to Michael like a clue, or 
a bribe. An offering.

Michael shakes his head and she drops it to the floor as if 
forgetting she held it.

He’s never seen a more broken person in his life. He senses 
that she’s holding on by tension alone, a cold breeze could 
bring her down like a house of cards.

“You’ve hired people to do this before, I assume?”
She nods.
“And they found nothing? Nothing to give you hope?”
She shakes her head.
“But you think I can find him after fifteen years because I 

had a hunch?”
“You walk with the Devil, Mr. Oswald. In my dream. When 

I knew who you were, I dreamed you walked with her. She 
knows where my grandson is. You can ask her.” She sobs and 
her words crackle out of her in choked gasps. “It’s so dark 
there, so bad. Evil. Such evil. He cannot be part of this. God 
will never forgive him. You can save him. Please Mr. Oswald. 
I’ll give you anything you want. Anything.”

She falls apart completely then, sobbing uncontrollably, 
howling in despair.

“You walk with Her!” she screams.
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Chapter Nineteen

The screaming goes on.
“You walk with Her! With Her. You walk with Her!”
The door opens and a woman quickly enters with soft 

steps. She puts her arms around Mrs. Tagget and leads her 
out of the room. 

Michael listens to Heidi’s cries as they’re put behind 
another door. They are quieted, but not stopped.

Tagget’s man is in the hall. He does not enter but stands 
quietly outside watching and waiting for Michael to come out.

Before leaving, Michael examines the walls. He follows a 
knot of yarn to a piece of torn yellow legal pad, a single word 
written in black sharpie: Kaleekah.

He shapes the word with his lips, then says it out loud as 
a whisper. He listens to it echo in his mind like a drop falling 
into a bowl of blood on a still and blackening night.

“Mr. Oswald,” says the man. “You should leave now. The 
car’s waiting.”

Michael traces other yarn lines through photographs of 
glades, deserted roads, missing persons reports, and family 
snapshots. He finds his own picture, the one currently on his 
driver’s license, tacked up beside a map of central Nevada. 
He traces a red line from his shoulder to a picture of a multi-
armed demon and his skin bristles with goosebumps.

“Mr. Oswald?” The man in the hall taps his watch. 
Michael pauses in front of the photo of Heidi’s lost family 

as much to irritate the man as to take a closer look. The baby 
boy is three, maybe four-years old. That would put him about 
nineteen now, give or take. The man in the picture draws 
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his attention. There is something familiar about him. He 
thought so when he first saw it but ignored it. He’d just met 
Oliver Tagget and assumed the likeness was from that. It’s 
not. Heidi’s son-in-law has sharper and darker features, soft 
brown eyes and the start of a widow’s peak. He’s handsome 
and fit in the picture, American aristocracy like the Taggets, 
but he’s not a Tagget. And yet he’s familiar to Michael.

“Mr. Oswald?” More impatience in the man’s voice.
He cannot differentiate the dreams he has suffered from 

the memories he has made.
With one last look at the photo he leaves Mrs. Tagget’s web 

of worry and goes downstairs.
The limousine he came in waits for him on the road in 

front of the house pointing the other direction. His bag’s in 
the back. The driver opens the door for him.

“Mr. Oswald.” Oliver Tagget stops him from behind. “Were 
you able to help her?”

“I doubt it.”
“Yes. Well, thanks for coming.” He doesn’t offer him a 

handshake. He allows Michael to turn toward the open door 
and then says, “One more thing, Mr. Oswald. What happened 
here today is confidential. If a word of this leaks out, if my 
wife’s condition is mentioned, if my name appears somewhere 
or somehow I don’t approve, I will not be happy.”

“How’d you make your money?” Michael asks. “Not you, 
of course. You were born into it. How’d your family make it to 
give to you?’

“I can trace my family’s fortune to Roman times.”
“And they stole it.”
“What’s your point, Mr. Oswald.”
“Just thinking about class.”
“What about it?”
“Certain things are best done behind closed doors. Certain 

people don’t like the sunshine.”
“Spare me.”
“You live in the shadows, Mr. Tagget.”
“Privacy is not a sin.”
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“Shadows.”
“Good-bye, Mr. Oswald.” He turns his back and takes a 

step into the house before Michael stops him.
“Oh, Mr. Tagget.”
“Yes?”
“How would I get in touch with Mrs. Tagget if I can help 

her?”
“You have my number.”
“Oh, right.”
“Don’t call unless it’s important.”
“Or you won’t be happy?”
For an answer, Tagget curls up one side of his mouth and 

goes into the house.

Once off the estate and headed back toward New Haven, 
Michael rolls down the window to talk to the driver.

“Where are we going?” he asks.
“The airport. Mr. Tagget said I’m to buy you a ticket to 

anywhere you want to go.”
“Give me a quarter and drop me off at the bus stop?”
“What’s that?”
“Nothing. You’re taking me to that Tweed airport?”
“Yes.”
“That’s bullshit. Take me to New York. To JFK airport. 

I’m not sitting around this burg waiting for a connection to 
civilization.”

“I’ll have to call Mr. Tagget.”
“Do what you have to.”
He rolls up the window and helps himself to a glass of over-

rated aged scotch from a cabinet beneath the seat. He drinks it 
warm wishing it were sweet rum.

The traffic slows heading into New York and Michael 
kicks off his shoes. His mind has so much to process. He had 
a glimpse into another world today. He’d spent an afternoon 
surrounded by the trappings and manners of the ruling class. 
It was more than money that set those people apart from lowly 
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orphaned boys like himself. It was a pedigree. They were born 
into it. It was a caste. Revolutionary slogans aside, the ancient 
castes are still alive and well, fully populated and thriving 
in America. They may be less obvious than their European 
counterparts—don’t wear ermine to government functions—
but their circles are the same. The blood that runs through 
Tagget’s veins is but a cousin distant from beheaded kings and 
murdered czars. This is why they hide in the shadows now, 
and prefer to be the power behind the throne. The age of god-
kings has passed but not their expected birthright.

Strange musings for Michael. He’s not political. He must 
still be stinging from his altercation with Oliver Tagget. No 
matter how good he gave, Tagget would always win. No sharp-
tongue comment, no working-class guilt trip, no matter how 
witty and true, would ever trump the simple and poignant 
gesture of Oliver Tagget turning his back on him and walking 
into the mansion.

He is not incensed at the injustice. He only notes it as 
a fact, a detail of the natural order of the world he lives in. 
It’s good information to have, vital to remember. Justice is 
a human construct. Nature is strong and weak, predator and 
prey. Sacrifice and power. Only in death is everyone equal.

“Which terminal?” the driver says over an intercom.
They’re in Queens. An hour has slipped away.
“Which one will take me to the bay? Directly to San 

Francisco. To Oakland?”
“I thought they found you in Utah?”
“If you had a ticket to anywhere would you go to Utah?”
“I see your point,” he says. “Hold on.”
He pulls the limousine behind a row of waiting taxis and 

gets on his phone. People walking by try to peek in through 
the tinted glass to see who’s in back, but Michael is concealed.

“I got you business class to Oakland. Plane doesn’t leave 
for a couple hours though. It’s a six hour flight. It’ll play hell 
with your system; you just got here. You want me to try to get 
you a room for tonight instead? Leave in the morning?”

“Mr. Tagget seemed like he wanted to get rid of me fast.”
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“Yeah, but Mrs. Tagget wouldn’t want you mistreated. She 
was really anxious to see you.”

“Surprised I didn’t get invited to stay at the manor. Wasn’t 
I supposed to get brunch?”

“You were going to,” the driver says. “Before Mrs. Tagget’s 
episode.”

“Word travels fast.”
“Everybody was hoping you’d put her right somehow. Are 

you a doctor or what?”
“Just a guy,” he says. “It didn’t look like an episode to me. 

She just broke down.”
“When she loses it like that, she goes down for days now,” 

he says. “She’s been messing with her brain.”
“What does that mean? Shock therapy?”
“Drugs, man. Drugs,” he says. “I’m only talking to you 

because she’s had it bad and if you can help her, we’d like 
that.”

“Who’s we?”
“We. Us. The others.”
“Servants?”
“We work for the Taggets, but it’s more than that. We’re 

like family.”
Michael looks at the driver’s tan Mediterranean features, 

notes the accent in his voice, the dirt under his fingernails, 
and marvels at the carefully crafted deceit that engenders such 
loyalty from servants to master. “Like family,” he murmurs.

“They’re good people. If you can help them, if you can help 
Mrs. Tagget, I suggest you do.”

“I doubt I can. But I’ll keep your suggestion in mind. That’s 
too bad about the drugs,” he said. “Pills? Coke?”

“Nah, man. Something worse than those. Something real 
bad. Illegal stuff. Hunter Thompson shit.”

“Sorry to hear it.”
“So are you going to help her?”
“You know what’s wrong with her?”
“She lost people.”
“People lose things all the time.”



Johnny Worthen

177

“Not things. People,” he corrects him.
Outside the limousine a uniformed policeman directs traf-

fic to keep moving past the terminal. Explicit instructions 
under the official seal of the TSA and Homeland Security 
prohibit stopping or standing for longer than three minutes. 
They’ve been there nearly fifteen. The policeman cusses out a 
taxi-driver in a turban who’s taking too long unloading a plaid 
suitcase. He cuffs the driver once on the back of his head, 
sending him scampering back to his cab to drive away. The 
cop doesn’t give the limousine a second glance.

“Thanks for the offer of the room,” Michael says letting 
himself out of the car. “But I think I should leave.”

The free hotel room would have probably been a three 
room suite with Jacuzzi, thousand thread-count duvet, and 
a terrycloth robe he could wear skiing. Instead, he waits two 
hours on a plastic chair before being loaded on a plane where 
he sits for another two hours while they trace down a mechan-
ical fault with the plane’s air conditioning. It’s sweltering 
inside the cabin but the front of the plane is better than the 
back where the drinks aren’t free and the ice is rationed so 
those in business class don’t run out.

When the plane finally takes off, he feels every minute of 
the delays. Muscles he’s never felt before are cramped and 
angry, still weak from the hospital. No amount of stretching 
or standing seems to help. He wants to run, needs to move, 
but all he can do is sit. 

Exhausted though he is, he doesn’t sleep. He tries to relax 
with a movie. He finds the comedy inane, the romance bor-
ing, the action untruthful. He switches it off and stares out the 
window at the stars. Heidi Tagget’s words echo in his mind: 
“You walk with Her.”

She’d seen her. She’d called her the devil. That was as good 
a description as anything. If he had to give her a name, that 
would be one. If he had to give her a name, Mother would be 
another.

And he walks with her.
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Heidi was a not a well woman. He shouldn’t put any cre-
dence into anything she said. Her visions were the ramblings 
of a distraught psychotic woman, drug addled and grieving, 
plagued by nightmares and memory. Like him.

And he walks with her.
He allows himself to believe that it is all connected, that 

his trip to Connecticut like his vision at the gravesite, is part 
of a greater plan, a path to destiny and discovery. An odyssey. 
A purpose. This does not comfort him, but it does not need to. 
It is interesting only, a recognition of pattern. Light against 
the dark. Dark.

Within the course of a waking day, he’s seen two oceans—
both sides of his country. The Pacific rises out the window as 
the plane banks for approach. The sun penetrates the windows 
at a low and blinding angle and he shuts the shade against it.

His VIP treatment is over once he leaves the plane. Tagget’s 
influence and money ends at the gate. He could have used his 
connections to track down Rebecca Brennan. He’s got a list 
of names, addresses, and phone numbers he’s been too dis-
tracted to pursue. Tagget had only to make a phone call and he 
could have brought Brennan to Connecticut on a silver platter. 
No matter. This is his quest, his destiny, and he is confident he 
will find her, and if not her, he is sure he will eventually find 
what he needs.

He staggers into the terminal, where it is crowded and 
loud. He’s assaulted by the smells of rose perfume and vomit, 
fried food and coffee. Blank stares look through him, cast from 
thousands of weary travelers, local and foreign, every skin 
tone and accent detectable here. Crossroads of the coast, a 
hub of the world. It is a hoard ignored by the impatient clerks 
doling out seat assignments, but he is watched by suspicious 
cops who hold their hands on their guns as he passes.

What is it they see?
“Look who’s here?” she says. “Hello Jack.”
Strangely not surprised he says, “Made it out of Vegas, I 

see.’
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“Hello.” She’s standing at the doors leading to the curb. 
It’s the same woman he met in Reno. The one who spoke in 
riddles.

“What are you doing here?” he says.
“Business.”
“What do you do again?”
“Whatever I have to.” She smiles and it is warm and 

refreshing like a morning desert breeze.
“I’ve been thinking about you,” he says.
“Good things, I hope.”
“I got into a little trouble in Nevada. There was a uhm… I 

mean to say, I saw a tape at a gas station.”
“Are you trying to make sense, Michael Oswald?”
“You remember my name,” he says. “Why did you call me 

Jack before?”
“So we would know each other.” Her eyes glisten and her 

smile is contagious.
A man steps through the doors just far enough and long 

enough to say, “Come on already,” to Jessica.
Michael tries to match his features with one of the men he 

saw in the tape in Ely or the description from the Reno wait-
ress. It’s impossible. The video was bad, the descriptions were 
worse. It is only his imagination and the thinnest of likeness 
that connects this girl with the infectious smile to a stranger 
on a blurry security tape.

“I’ve got to go,” she says. “We’re heading to Tahoe after 
this. Maybe I’ll see you there.”

“Maybe.” 
As she disappears through the door, Michael’s tired mind 

folds and falters. His vision blurs and darkens and she appears 
covered in black and sooty smoke. He smells ashes and tastes 
blood.
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Chapter Twenty

His phone is blinking messages and the date announces he’s 
been in an Alameda Super 8 Motel for three days. He has no 
recollection of anything since he opened the door, staggered 
in and fell on the bed after leaving the airport.

He’s famished and weak. He can barely peel off his clothes 
before tumbling into the tub. The water is cold and makes him 
shriek. He endures it until it warms and then burns his skin. 
He washes off the smell of days of nothingness from his flesh, 
the stink of airports and planes, cheap coffee, overpriced 
liquor, peanuts and nightmares.

He’s down to one clean set of clothes. More than enough. 
He stuffs everything he has into his bag and pays the room 
charge in crisp hundred dollars bills from Tagget’s envelope.

He breakfasts at a Denny’s and stuffs himself with pan-
cakes and syrup, sausage and eggs until his shrunken stomach 
threatens to burst. A stab, or five, just there and there in his 
gut would alleviate the bloating.

He breaks another crisp hundred-dollar bill and pays for 
breakfast. He slings his bag over his shoulder and walks out 
into the California sunshine thinking he needs a car. Phone 
calls will not do, and it’s too far to walk. There’s one Rebecca 
Brennan in Berkeley and one farther north in Richmond. He 
needs wheels.

His mind is full of riddles, lost time, the woman at the 
airport, his quest and his past. He’s not paying attention to 
the basic rules of the street. He’s reminded of this when an 
Hispanic man in a black and white plaid shirt two sizes too 
big, steps out from behind a car. “Hey buddy. You looking to 
score?”
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“No,” says Michael.
“Can you lend me a buck?”
“No.”
“How about a hundred?”
Michael can’t be sure, but he might have seen him at the 

Denny’s. He moves to walk past him wondering about buses 
and California cab fare.

The man lifts his shirt and shows a silver gun in his 
waistband. 

Michael steps back toward a house. There’s a driveway 
behind him, two cars nose to nose, and a bank of trashcans 
smelling of rot in front of a chain link fence.

“Give it up,” the man says following him. “Bet you got a 
computer in that bag. Can I have it?”

Esmerelda in Alturas flashes into his mind. The needle 
marks on her arms, the promises unkept. Her glazed eyes. Her 
dying breath.

The man is barely a man. Nineteen or twenty years old. 
Muscular, tattooed and menacing. There is death here. 
Michael feels her watching. He turns and runs.

One step. Two. Three.
He’s at the fence. 
He’s held. The man has his bag. He’s pulling him down by 

the strap around his shoulder.
The bag contains his things. They are his things. He hasn’t 

many but he’ll damned if he’ll let them go to a punk like this.
He lets go of the fence and topples back. Together they 

tumble to the ground. 
The man slams a heavy elbow into Michael’s chest causing 

him to gasp, but he keeps his wind. He makes to get on top of 
Michael, to pin him down. 

Michael twists and writhes, and finally kicks himself over 
and gets to his knees. The man holds him by the shoulders 
and tries to twist him back around. 

Struggling against each other, they gain their feet. Michael 
feels a slackening on his shoulder and fans his arm upward 
and around and breaks the man’s hold on him. 
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The man goes for his gun.
Michael snatches his wrist and twists. 
He spins around, pulling his arm free but losing his feet. 

He falls to one knee and Michael hears the clatter of the heavy 
weapon tumbling over the concrete. He can’t see where the 
gun went but when the man drops to all fours and crawls 
toward the car, he knows it must be there.

Michael’s on his feet. His bag’s shoulder strap is broken. 
He’s not hurt, nothing was taken. He could run. He has a clear 
path either back to the road or over the fence to disappear 
behind the house. He has a moment to decide and another to 
act, but he wastes them both watching the man retrieve the 
gun.

Michael steps forward. He hears metal slide on cement 
and sees the flex in the arm. He has the pistol. He scoots back-
ward, his right arm trailing under the car.

Michael drops onto the punk’s back and whips his left arm 
around his tattooed neck. His right arm presses from behind 
and he grabs it with his left hand. The hold is complete and 
clean. It is a pincer. It is a vice. It squeezes the mugger’s wind-
pipe and crushes his larynx. Michael hears the pop of cartilage, 
the cracking of bone, the gasps and hiss of arrested breathing.

The man kicks and struggles, squirms and fights. 
Michael holds the headlock easily, comfortably. Naturally. 

He waits and squeezes, and sucks air into his own lungs like it 
is sweetened perfume and sacred incense. A lover’s kiss.

The man flexes and spasms, tenses, then quivers before 
going limp. How long Michael holds him in the strangled 
embrace before he comes back to himself, he cannot tell. It 
might have been a moment, a minute or an hour. Time slips 
again. He breathes and waits. He does not let go. He knows not 
to let go, even though the body is still and lifeless, a stringless 
marionette. He holds, and breathes, and counts in his head to 
catch up time.

Eight, nine, ten, eleven.
He held Ken this same way. Then he’d been angry, now he 

is calm. He remembers his foster brother struggling to pull 
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his arms away from his neck. He recalls the smell of cheap 
shampoo from the back of his head, his uncombed brown hair 
tickling his nose. Then he went still and Michael counted.

Eighteen, nineteen.
Let go now and there’s still hope. Ken made it to twenty 

and didn’t die.
Twenty-six, twenty-seven, twenty-eight, twenty-nine, 

thirty.
He’d sensed death but thought it was his own. He may 

have turned the table, but he hadn’t cheated death. He holds 
the offering in his hands.

Forty. Forty-one. Forty-two.
He breathes deep and steady and his head lightens from 

the oxygen rich euphoria.
Fifty-six. Fifty-seven.
Woozy. Full-on dizzy.
Sixty-eight. Sixty-nine.
The air is a drug. He revels in the taste of it, the feel of it, 

the rhythm of if filling is lungs, feeding his body, his mind, 
his soul. Breathing. It is all that matters. The simple constant 
beat of being. In and out. It is the most basic necessity of life. 
Breathing. You can do without food for weeks, water for days, 
but air only seconds.

Eighty-nine. Ninety. Ninety-one.
It is the natural order. Predator and prey. The man mis-

took the roles and so Michael took his breath so he might keep 
his own.

One-hundred. One-hundred one. One-hundred two.
But it was not required. He’d had a moment where he 

could have run, but he did not. He waited and watched the 
man get his pistol. He gave him a chance.

One-hundred ten.
He could have stopped him. Kicked him, subdued him. 

Disarmed him. But he waited. When he was armed, when 
he was deadly, only then did Michael strike. He gave him a 
chance, as Michael had had one to run. If the man had been a 
better mugger, a better thief—a better killer, it wouldn’t have 
ended this way.
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One-hundred fifteen. One-hundred sixteen.
He could have given up the crisp hundred dollar bills and 

the five-year-old laptop and let this man keep his breath. He 
would be but little worse for it. But why should he? These are 
his things, and he hasn’t many. And if he were a better thief 
he’d have had them.

One-hundred eighteen, one-hundred nineteen.
The man is still and lifeless but Michael does not release 

him. He sees the black and terrible face of the woman from his 
nightmares. Her eager eyes and grinning mouth show she is 
pleased with his work.

At one-hundred twenty, Michael flexes his arms and pulls 
as hard as he can. He feels the shattered and splintered pieces 
of the man’s neck shift and stab and come to rest flattened 
beneath his forearm.

He counts ten more before relaxing his hold. And ten more 
before he drops the dead body onto the driveway.

He stands over the corpse, straddling it, looking at it unbe-
lieving. His arms tingle from the strain. They feel artificial and 
wrong, like prosthetics. Someone else’s limbs. Not his own. 
Not Michael Oswald’s. Someone else’s.

His balance is compromised from the heavy breathing and 
he staggers back a step and then lowers himself to the ground. 
He sits and stares at the body. He draws his knees up to his 
chest and wraps his arms around them staring at the mass in 
the black and white shirt.

He slows his breathing with one long steady exhale. He 
wants to sit and think about what happened, quiz himself on 
how he knew to grasp him in that way to crush his larynx and 
strangle him so easily, so naturally, but he doesn’t dare.

He is not ashamed of what he’s done, nor is he afraid of 
the police except insofar as they will delay his quest and waste 
his time. This was self-defense. A white middle-class tourist 
attacked by an Hispanic gang-banger. But he doesn’t want to 
be bothered with the paperwork.

He stands up and straightens his shirt, pulls up his pants, 
and rifles through the dead man’s pockets. He finds a roll of 
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bills and slides them into his own pocket. He pulls at a gold 
ring on his left hand, but his fingers are swollen and it won’t 
come. In his other hand, the gun dangles from a bloated trig-
ger finger. It is a silver .45, pearl handle grips. A pimp’s gun. 
The safety is still set which explains why it didn’t go off when 
Michael murdered the man.

He opens the lid on the stinking dumpster to a cloud of 
flies bearing the stench of decayed vegetables, rotten meat, 
yesterday’s papers. The body is heavy. Michael grunts to lift it, 
but he manages, holding it under the arms in a lock he didn’t 
know he knew. He folds him over the plastic lip and tips him 
in, ring, gun and all. He closes the lid, looks up and down the 
driveway and then casually returns to the street looking for a 
place to rent a car.

Three blocks up he finds a bus stop and sits down. He 
doesn’t wait long. He boards the first bus that appears. He 
finds a seat in the back and stares out the window. Two blocks 
on, his hands start to shake. Three blocks more and his breath-
ing catches and his eyes fill with tears. Four more and he can’t 
stop crying.

“You alright, hun?” asks a woman in the next seat. Her 
hair is in pink curlers, she wears a green house-coat and blue 
plastic sandals. Her purse is as big as his carry-on.

He shakes his head at her, turns back to the window and 
lets tears run freely down his face.

To her credit, the woman doesn’t say anything more. When 
her stop comes, she quietly drops a packet of tissues on the 
seat beside him and disappears from his life.
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Chapter Twenty-One

The bus lumbers away in a cloud of gray diesel exhaust leaving 
Michael on a street not much different from where he’s just 
killed a man.

He is composed. He’d gotten hold of himself before the 
second bus transfer. By the third and final one, he’d been fine, 
eager to continue his quest, annoyed at the distractions.

He compares the scribbled words on the back of his board-
ing pass to the street signs and starts counting numbers on 
mailboxes. 

Three blocks on and he stands in front of a knee-high, 
chain-link fence surrounding a modest one-story house that 
looks to have been built in the forties during the war years.

He knows this is the right house. He knows also that she is 
home though there is no sign of occupancy. What he doesn’t 
know is if he’ll go to the door. He knows that if he goes to the 
door he will find answers he’s looking for. He will find out who 
that man is who killed today, that other man inside him.

Strangely after so many days of obsessive movement 
toward this gate, he can pause and consider his choices. It’s 
as if someone’s been marching him forward at the point of a 
sword, driving him to this place, only to leave him here now to 
take the final steps alone. He must make the choice willingly 
or not at all.

He is not blind to what lies ahead. He does not know the 
details, does not know the why, but he’s been shown the what. 
There is a Michael Oswald that he knows, that Carla married, 
that his children grew up with, and then there is this other man. 
He cannot call him Michael Oswald. He must have a different 
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name because he is such a different being than the other. He is 
a being that dreams in nightmares and kills strangers with the 
deftness of a commando and finds secret graves in the dark. 

If he passes this gate and goes to that door and confronts 
the woman waiting inside, he will come face to face with that 
other being and he is not sure he wants to. He has forgotten 
that other person and he knows there was a reason for the 
forgetting.

He tells himself it is but a step. It is not the conclusion. 
How can knowledge be a bad thing? Lying is coming easier to 
him.

He pushes open the gate and goes to the door. The bell 
rings with a long, complicated chime, Bach, Beethoven or 
Deadmau5, he’s not sure.

“Hello? Who’s there?” comes a voice behind the door.
“Mrs. Brennan? Rebecca?” he says. “My name is Michael 

Oswald. I need to talk to you. It’s about my time as a foster 
child.”

“I don’t know a Michael Oswald,” she says.
“I’m sure that’s not my real name,” he says. “I was with the 

Hilchens for a while.”
There’s a long pause while he waits. It’s telling that she 

doesn’t answer him.
“Please,” he says. “I’ve come a long way.”
He hears shuffling inside and then the sound of locks 

unfastening, chains being removed. The door opens.
“Baby Michael,” she says. “Hello. I’ve been expecting you.”
“How? Why?”
“I got a call from Calum Lane. He said you were poking 

around in your past. He apologized to me for giving you my 
name.”

“Why?”
“Because he figured out who you were after you left him.”
“Who am I?”
“Come in,” she says.
She’s in her late sixties. Her hair is long and completely 

gray. It’s pulled into a ponytail with a black elastic. She wears 
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no makeup which fits well with the hippy aesthetic the house 
is decorated in. Grateful Dead posters hang on the walls, 
ticket stubs wedged into the frames. Next to the psychedelic 
images are diplomas and degrees, awards of achievement from 
assorted California institutes concerning at-risk children. 
She has books in piles leaning against walls and tucked into 
corners, paperbacks mostly, dog eared, read, and loved. The 
house smells of sandalwood incense and curry. A cat watches 
them as she leads Michael into a bright room at the back of 
the house where hanging plants absorb sunlight from a wall 
of glass windows. Outside, he sees a neat and tended garden, 
herbs, vegetables and roses. She gestures to an antique chair 
with embroidered pillows and he sits down laying his broken 
bag on the floor beside him.

“Would you like tea?”
“Sure,” he says. “If you’re having some.”
She disappears through a doorway and he hears water 

running and china rustling. In a moment, she returns carrying 
a cardboard banker’s box. Michael gets up to help her but she 
brushes him away.

“Sit down, Michael,” she says. “So you’re Oswald now?”
“Yes Oswald. They fostered me, but I’m afraid they’re all 

dead.”
A shadow crosses her face. “How?”
“Car accident for my folks,” he says. “My sister died badly, 

though. Drugs.”
The answer pleases her and she relaxes.
“So who was I before Oswald?” he asks.
“It’s not that simple,” she says with a sigh.
“Why isn’t it?”
“You just want a name?”
“That would be a good start.”
“Michael before I tell you more, you should know that you 

are a survivor. Calum told me how well you’ve done. You have 
a good job, a family. You’re stable.”

“I’m none of those things,” he says. “I’m divorced and I 
lost my job. Doesn’t the fact that I’m sitting in your house 
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right now in a cold sweat tell you that I’m not stable? I’m not 
stable at all.”

She looks at him with appraising eyes. “What I’m trying to 
say, is that you’re doing well. You are a success story. I’m sure 
people would like to write papers about you. I’m surprised 
they haven’t. No. Actually, I’m not. That would jeopardize 
everything, the same way you’re jeopardizing it now.”

“What is it?” Michael is losing his patience, he’s getting 
sick of this dancing around a straight answer.

“Your success, Michael. You are a survivor.”
“You act like I had polio or something. What does that 

mean? I’m special because I managed to get through foster 
care? That’s what makes me neat? Paper-worthy? A kid who 
went through the system and didn’t turn to crime?” He almost 
said murder.

“No. It’s a technical term, actually,” she says calmly. “What 
you went through most people do not recover from. Ever. 
Regardless of age or support or anything. Most don’t make it.”

“Rebecca, I can sense you’re a good woman. I remember 
you, a little,” he lies. “I know you’re trying to look out for me, 
but I’m an adult. I want to know. I want to remember. And I 
want to know why I can’t remember.”

“You can’t remember because…” She takes a deep breath 
and pauses as if weighing a great moral decision before say-
ing, “because Michael, you were taught to forget. You were 
deprogrammed.”

“What?”
“Bad things happened to you,” she said. “You saw things. 

Bad things, very bad things. For your own health, we taught 
you to block that out. Like a bandage over a hemorrhaging 
wound. Please don’t ask me to pull that off. These kinds of 
wounds never heal. Nothing good can come of this. Let me 
give you tea and hear about your life. Tell me about your kids. 
How’d you lose your job? Have you been to the beach?”

“No. Tell me. I need to know. You need to trust that I’m 
strong enough to know the truth. I deserve it.”

She slowly shakes her head.
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“It’s like it happened to another person” he says. “What 
little I remember about the Hilchens and the early days of the 
Dormitory are like stories I read long ago. I don’t associate 
them with me as an actualized adult. Any wound is scarred 
over. I just want to know why the flesh is dead there. Please.”

A low note rises from the kitchen, a hum to a howling 
whistle.

“I’ll get the tea,” she says.
Michael eyes the box she brought in. He doesn’t know 

what’s in it, but he takes it as a good sign that she’s ready to tell 
him, perhaps even eager to tell him. He has only to convince 
her that he’s safe to tell. He thinks he can. Lying is become 
easier.

The mugs look to have been hand-thrown and are the size 
of breakfast cereal bowls. He takes one and smells fruit.

“Do you have any sugar?” he asks.
She raises and eyebrow.
“You’re right,” he says quickly. “I should try it first.” He 

does. “Raspberry?”
“Strawberry,” she says. “Artificial flavor, but still good.”
“Yes it is.”
“Still want sugar?”
“No. It doesn’t need it,” he lies. He drinks more for effect.
She sips and looks hard at him as if trying to read an 

answer on his face.
“I’m here for a reason,” he says hoping he doesn’t sound 

fateful. “Please.”
“Your original name, the one you were born with, is 

Michael Hammond.”
“I’ve never heard that one before.”
She nods. “You were born in a suburb of Chicago. You 

had a sister named Sarah who was six years older than you. 
Your father was Gabriel, your mother was Pam. Your father 
was in the financial sector and did pretty well. Your mother 
was a stay-at-home mom. By all reports, you had a happy 
childhood.”

“Chicago? Do I have family there?”
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“Dammit,” she says. “This is wrong. I shouldn’t. I can’t.”
“Can’t what? Tell me?”
“Michael…” She trails the name into the air like a sigh, 

steeples her fingers to her lips and closes her eyes.
“Finding your Zen place?”
“Wrestling with demons,” she says.
Michael digs his fingers into armrests but releases them in 

time, before she sees it.
“I’ve come a long way,” he says, “in more ways than one.”
“There might be a law against this,” she says.
“You’ve already begun.”
“I’m conflicted. I should never have—”
“You’re conflicted?” Something in his voice snaps her to 

attention and a shadow crosses her face. He’s been too stern. 
He’s frightened her. He softens his voice, calms himself. Puts 
on the mask. Lies. “I wouldn’t want you to do anything wrong, 
but we’re talking the past, not the present. There is only the 
present. I know that.” It’s hippie speak and he hopes will 
sways her.

“What are they going to do to me?” she says with a forced 
grin.

“Whoever they are, right?”
“Okay,” she says and settles back into her chair. “When 

you were seven, when you were recovered, the closest living 
relative you had was a second cousin in New Jersey who was 
barely making it.”

“I’m listening,” he says. He drinks a deep gulp of the tea. 
It’s hot and burns his mouth, leaving it tingling. He likes that. 
A little pain for punctuation.

“When you were three years old, on a rainy June morn-
ing, your father packed the family car for a vacation. You were 
going to visit Mount Rushmore, Yellowstone Park, drive the 
Coast Highway and end in Disneyland for five days at the 
Disney hotel. Your father arranged for the neighbors to feed 
your dog and watch your house. He handed over the keys and 
waved goodbye to them at ten o’clock in the morning. Your 
mother complained about the late start. The neighbors were 
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the last people to ever see your family alive.”
She pauses, looking for a reaction in Michael. He shows 

none. There is truth in his story about all this being so long 
ago, happening to somebody else. He nods only for her to 
continue.

“There wasn’t much of a search. The neighbors alerted the 
police when your father failed to call. The police in Chicago 
did a little work. You had reservations in Custer South Dakota 
that you never made. Of course nothing in Yellowstone, 
Oregon or California. The FBI was called in and the Highway 
Patrol. People were on the lookout for you, but not looking for 
you. They couldn’t really. Too much space to cover.”

“That’s understandable,” he says.
“Nine months later, in Iowa, a farmer tills up soil on an 

access lot. He had no business dropping a blade there. Officials 
believed he was looking to plant something illegal.”

“How many were in that grave?” asks Michael.
She’s surprised. “Yes it was a grave,” she says. “They found 

your family buried there.”
“Anyone else?”
“No.”
“How’d they know it was my family?”
“The FBI did the dental thing. The news got wind of it and 

the tragedy was splashed across televisions and newspapers 
for weeks. The hook was “Baby Michael.” “Whatever hap-
pened to Baby Michael.” They made a big deal about it, you not 
being in the grave. It was ugly. It lasted a news cycle. A boxcar 
exploded in Nebraska to kick you off the front page, but for a 
while, you were a celebrity in absentia. Baby Michael.”

The name is remembered but not familiar. She says it with 
such gravity that it cannot be a term of endearment. It is a 
title. An epithet.

“Skip ahead four years.” She laughs nervously. “God. That’s 
what we were trying to do with you—skip those four years.”

“That’s when I was recovered?”
“Yes. Barstow California. A traffic stop gone wrong. Ten-

hour standoff. Seven dead. Baby Michael recovered.”
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She opens the box and hands Michael a yellowing newspa-
per in a plastic bag. On the cover is a small house surrounded 
by police and SWAT commandos.

“The name on the “father’s” driver’s license was Greg 
Kalson, but that’s most likely a false name,” she says. “The 
“mother” of the group went by the name Leslie. They had an 
older boy, not their own, called Christopher, about eighteen, 
and a girl of sixteen, also not their own, called Lynette. They 
called you Michael. You were the youngest.”

Michael shakes his head. None of this means anything to 
him. The reaction pleases his host and she goes on.

“Officer Day pulled Greg Kalson’s van over after he failed 
to come to a complete stop at a stop sign at two in the morning 
in mid-July. The most trivial, rinky-dink, bullshit traffic stop 
in the playbook. He ran the tag and found it was supposed 
to be attached to a Lincoln town car in Carson City, Nevada. 
A stolen license plate. He radioed it in. It being a slow night, 
backup was available.

“When it arrived, officer Day was lying next to his car. He’d 
been strangled to death with a piece of leather cord. Not shot. 
Not stabbed. Strangled. His gun was still in his holster. The 
van was gone.”

She hands Michael another yellowed newspaper clipping 
in a sealed plastic bag.

“It didn’t take long to find though. The next morning it was 
seen in a carport. That’s it there in the picture with a different 
license plate. That one belongs to a neighbor up the street.”

She takes a deep breath and a slow sip of tea. She leans 
back in her chair and swallows hard.

“Three policeman charged into the house that morning. 
Two went in the back. One the side. A fourth cop waited out-
side with a rifle and managed to get two shots off at Lynette at 
the side door before she pulled a twelve-year veteran sergeant 
down with a handkerchief. Who killed the other two officers 
was never established, but they were found later in the house.”

“That’s four,” Michael says, keeping score.
“SWAT shows up and the siege begins,” she goes on. “It 
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lasts for a day and half. No one from the house will answer the 
phone or talk to anyone. Since the family now has three police 
issued automatic assault rifles, no one will go up to the door.”

“What broke it?”
“You did.”
Michael stares at the photo in the paper. He does not know 

the house, but he may recognize the door. It has a window 
instead of a peephole, a little hinged door on the inside look-
ing out through a metal grate.

“You opened the door,” says Rebecca. “You walked outside 
into the sunlight and said everyone was dead.”

“Was I crying?”
“What an odd question,” she says.
“Was I?”
“No. Not at all. Reports said you were “calm beyond your 

years.” You escorted the police into the house and pointed to 
the row of bodies hanging from a support beam. Greg, Leslie, 
Christopher, and Lynette had hanged themselves an hour 
before you opened the door.”

“Is that what I survived?”
“Not just that.” She sighs. “In the house, they found things 

to tie the family to the deaths of over a hundred other people. 
Watches and rings, wallets and keepsakes. They found rope, 
cord and wire—all scabbed in blood. They found drugs and 
pagan idols. In your pocket, they found a Cub Scout necker-
chief knotted into a garrote. Blood stains on it. It was when 
they took that away from you that you finally cried.”

“What kind of idols?”
“I don’t know,” she says.
“All of them hanged themselves?”
“Yes. Mass suicide. No signs of force. Hands weren’t tied.”
“Who were they?”
“We think the other kids were like you, kidnapped and 

brought up in the family. We never identified who they were, 
only that they weren’t biologically related to anyone else in the 
group.”

“How bad was I when they found me?”
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“Physically, you were fine. There was no sign of physical 
abuse. You were healthy and strong. They’d educated you. You 
could read very well, and knew math. You could even drive a 
car. You were ahead of your grade a long ways. But you were 
not well. You were emotionally abused. You refused to coop-
erate with the police. You wouldn’t tell them anything about 
the family, where they went, what they did. You attacked a 
policeman. Several actually. And you stole things, but that’s 
minor.”

“I attacked policemen?” He laughs. “I was seven.”
“Yes. You nearly killed one. You broke his voice box, put 

him in the hospital. You could take on any one of them, maybe 
two. They dealt with you in threes. You were kept in solitary 
for weeks while we tried to figure out what to do with you.”

“How was I then?”
“Spooky,” she says. “You kept talking about your mother, 

how she looked out for you, how she would always look after 
you. How she would hold you in her many arms and kiss you 
with a mouthful of ashes.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two

“There was every indication that you’d witnessed many 
killings.”

“That’s terrible,” he says, knowing he needs to sound 
shocked, hoping he does.

“There were also indications, like your scarf, that you may 
have even participated in some. That was the real horror of it.”

“I don’t remember any of this.”
“That’s good,” she says. “That means we were successful.”
Rebecca Brennan relaxes, happy to be moving away from 

the disease and to the cure.
“Since the sixties we’ve had psychologists and doctors on 

staff to help victims of cults. You were brought to them.”
“Cult? I thought it was a single family.”
“The manner of the abuse, the religious overtones, amoral 

behavior and violence merited the attention of the best we 
had. You were brainwashed,” she says.

From what she said before, he thought he’d been educated. 
Hadn’t these “cultists” taught him how read and reason, drive 
a car, and defend himself? One man’s education is another 
man’s brainwashing.

“You were in intensive therapy for a while. Then we tried 
to place you with the Dipesto family. Your sessions continued 
but you didn’t mesh well with that family.”

“My fault or theirs?”
“Both.”
“What did I do?”
“You stole things,” she says. “Candy mostly. Sugar. You fix-

ated on sugar, but you also took toys, money and jewelry too.”
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“Oh,” he says.
“You also lied a lot.”
“I was probably ashamed.” He thinks that’s what she wants 

to hear.
“It was more than that. You lied for the sake of lying. It 

was a kind of game to you. You concocted such fanciful sto-
ries. Some of them were very clever, very good. You had one 
neighbor kid convinced you were Chinese and had undergone 
eyelid surgery.”

“That’s funny.”
“Some were cute and silly, but you also told hateful things. 

You told the counselors at the school that your foster family 
was beating you.”

“Were they?”
She looks scandalized. “No. Of course not.”
“Looking for attention?”
“Probably, but you didn’t get the kind you needed. You lied 

to an old woman down the street, told her some tale about you 
needing a place to sleep while your parents fought. You took 
two thousand-dollars worth of jewelry from her.”

Michael can’t wholly conceal a smile. “I wish I could 
remember some of this,” he says.

“After the Dipesto’s, we brought you back for a while, then 
we tried the Taylors. By then you were doing pretty well. The 
doctors said you were fit to be adopted.”

“What did I do to them?”
“Actually, that time it wasn’t your fault. I think that family 

really liked you. They hated to see you go.”
“Then what happened?”
“They’d lied on their foster agreement. They couldn’t 

afford you. Even with the stipend they lost their apartment. 
The mother got arrested. A physical altercation at a grocery 
store. You were involved.”

“I remember a little of that,” Michael says.
“They were petty criminals too,” Rebecca says. “Not a good 

situation.”
“Then the Hilchens?”
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She refers to her box and nods. “Yes, they were your last 
family in California. That lasted about eight months. You 
stole candy from a 7-Eleven, and when the older boy told the 
parents, you attacked him and hurt him badly. They pressed 
charges.”

That isn’t how he remembers it, but he likes that story bet-
ter than his right now.

She continues, “You were no longer a celebrity then. Budget 
cuts had gutted the cult-survivor program. People forgot who 
you were and what you went through. They saw only a violent 
troubled youth like so many others in California. Foster care 
was over. You were going into the penal system.”

“For stealing candy?”
“For attempted murder.”
“Oh.”
“Your public defender called me. The best I could do for you 

was to get you out of California to a better detention center.”
“The Dormitory in Utah.”
“Yes.”
“It saved my life.”
“I lost track of you,” she says.” When you were ten, I con-

tacted Utah to see what happened to you. Your life may have 
been saved there in Utah, but you did it yourself.”

She hands him a faxed letter.
He reads: “You’ll be happy to know Miss Brennan, that 

Michael has made a complete turnaround in attitude and 
discipline. When Michael first came here, he was wild and 
dangerous. Half his first year was spent in solitary as much 
for the safety of the other kids as his own. We were all sure 
that he would be institutionalized permanently, but that is 
not the case.

“I wish I could claim credit for it, but it was all Michael’s 
doing. From one day to the next, after his first year, he chose 
to cooperate and settled in. He became a model student (we 
don’t call them inmates) and though he kept to himself, he 
also kept himself out of trouble. Now, after a year of consis-
tently excellent behavior, we are ready to look again for a 
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foster family and return him to society.
“Thank you so much for your interest. I’m happy to report 

real progress with your old ward.”
It was signed Principal Young. They didn’t call him 

warden.
Michael hands the paper back.
“How was I deprogrammed? Shock therapy? Drugs?”
“Oh no.” She is scandalized. “This isn’t the dark ages. 

Counselors. Love. Talking. Exercises. The most radical thing 
we might have tried would have been hypnosis, but that was 
already out of vogue then.”

“I don’t remember any of this.”
“That was one thing they did. I remember the exercise. It 

was to remember the things you want to forget, look at them 
once, and then put them in a hole where they can’t hurt you 
anymore.”

“Really? Michael laughs. It’s the stupidest thing he’s ever 
heard.

“It seems to have worked,” she says. “It’s just a mental 
exercise to insulate you from danger. We all do it naturally. 
It’s for survival.”

“Sounds like I was taught to repress things.”
“Forget them,” she corrects. “We all learn to repress cer-

tain behavior, certain acts and even thoughts to be part of 
society. It is part of our socialization. We learn to conform and 
be part of the group.”

“I thought we are all supposed to be individuals.” Too late 
Michael tries to make it sound like a joke.

“Within a narrow band of acceptable behavior and atti-
tude, that’s true,” she says. “Considering the possibilities, it’s 
actually a pretty narrow band. Anyone outside it is a criminal 
or a madman—threats to society. I’m not going to argue good 
or evil, right and wrong. I’m talking only about practical adap-
tation, pragmatic functioning that allows a single living being 
to interact successfully with other single living beings who’ve 
all formed together into a society.”

“You sound like a text book.”
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“I wrote one,” she says.
“That explains it.”
“Michael, the goal of a social worker is to help someone 

who is having a hard time adapting to be part of society. The 
goal of a jailer is to keep those who can’t be part of society 
away from it. It’s the natural order of things.”

“That makes sense,” he says.
“There were those who thought you should never be allowed 

back,” she says with some remembered gravity. “There were 
even those at the Barstow house who thought it would have 
been a blessing for you to have died there with the others.”

“God, was I that bad?”
“No,” she says. “You were quiet and calculating. You were 

spooky. Psychologists were lining up to get baselines, doing 
dissertations, and calculating your future failures based on 
actuarial morbidity charts or some such bullshit. You were 
Baby Michael, the remains of the beautiful innocent little 
child who asked for none and deserved none of the evil that 
fell on you. You’re damn right we taught you to repress what 
happened. We wanted to save you. It was either that, a jail 
cell, a straitjacket, or a coffin.” She wipes her eyes. They’re 
wild and righteous, full of accusation and denial.

“It’s okay, Rebecca. I’m fine.”
“Which is a miracle,” she says. “To be honest, nobody 

thought it worked. When you were shipped off to Utah, you 
were still a creepy little boy. And dangerous.”

“The sugar lobby has some answering to do, right?” he says 
trying to defuse the tension.

“We couldn’t tell with you. We thought several times you 
were coming around, but then the Dipestos and the Hilchens. 
We knew, or rather we thought, it was hopeless. Little did we 
know it would just take more time.”

“I grew up,” he says.
“That might have been it. I’d like to know how it worked. 

Many people would.”
“Should I go on a talk show circuit?”
“No,” she says, putting on a smile. “You’ve opened the box, 
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you’ve looked inside. Now bury it again. Live a happy, stable 
life. You are a success.”

“I don’t know about that. I lost my job.”
“Be thankful that these are the kinds of problems you 

have,” she said. “Focus on the positive.”
Michael sits back holding his tepid tea, trying to mesh 

the story he just heard with his own life. Knowing what hap-
pened, seeing what lay on the other side of the dam is one 
thing, breaking down the barrier and letting it flood over you 
is something else.

“Now tell me about your life. Your kids. Don’t worry about 
losing your job. Things like that always happen for a reason. 
It frees you up to do what you should be doing. That’s what I 
think.”

“I’ll tell you another time, Rebecca. I’m feeling a little over-
whelmed right now.”

“That’s understandable.” She puts her hand on his knee 
and squeezes it affectionately.

“Thanks for talking to me,” he says.
“Has any of this helped?”
“Not as much as I thought it would.”
“What were you hoping for?”
“I don’t know,” he says. “I was convinced that once I knew 

where I came from, I’d be different.”
“If you’d have told me that at the beginning, I’d never have 

talked to you,” she says.
“No harm then. None of this sounds real. Nothing you’ve 

said has anything to do with me. Just a ghost story in sunny 
California.” He puts his cup down. “I should go,” he says.

“You are a survivor, Michael.”
“Now what?”
“What do you mean?”
“Have you ever feel adrift, like a ship without course or 

purpose?”
“I used to,” she says. “Then I found happiness in service. 

Being part of something bigger than yourself will give you 
what you’re looking for. Connect with people. You’ve been 
given great gifts. Give back.”
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“What great gifts have I been given?”
She shakes her head. “Think positively, Michael. You’ve 

been given life and a second chance. You have a family, bro-
ken and imperfect, but still yours. You have your health and 
your mind. A good soul. Someone’s looking out for you.”
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Chapter Twenty-Three

He stands in front of Rebecca Brennan’s house and admits to 
himself he was wrong. The house looks sad and lonely now—a 
disappointment, not the promise keeper it had before. He’d 
built it all up in his mind believing that something life-chang-
ing would happen when he came to know his past. But it 
hasn’t. Just a little while ago, he’d stood at this spot fright-
ened out of his mind that some malevolent force had brought 
him here. He’d been convinced that some invisible hand had 
steered him along, knowing that what he would find would 
transform him forever into something whole and true.

But he is the same. It was a lie.
He looks at the house, sees Rebecca watching him from 

her window, waves and walks away.
It’s a midlife crisis. He’s divorced without a girlfriend. 

This started when he was dissatisfied with his job and his life, 
when he was homeless by design. He’d been yearning for a 
change, hoping for adventure, needing to believe that he was 
special. It’s low-level madness to think the universe is talking 
to you. He found a grave in what now seems to him to be an 
obvious place. The other detectives were lazy and too eager 
to blame the driver instead of a hijacking. There was nothing 
special about that or his discovery. Just luck, a return to form. 
He used to be good at this kind of thing. Why should he now 
blame a momentary return to competency on some divine 
plan? Madness. Egotism. Couple that with a fever, Ebola or 
cholera or whatever it was that dropped in that day and filled 
his mind with hallucinated demons, blood bowls, and fetishes. 
A virus, not virtue; disease, not destiny. Brain damage that 
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effects his vision, sees auras and misfires to interpret light and 
shadows as monsters. He’s sick and instead of looking for a 
cure, instead of returning to the hospital, seeking a specialist, 
he goes to Connecticut for a bedlam convention with another 
crazy.

The visit with Brennan did change his life. It saved it. He 
was out in the deep end, drowning in delusion; sleepwalking 
into trains. It was a wakeup call.

He finds a bus bench and sits. A young mother with a 
stroller scoots as far away from him as possible. Natural order. 
Safety first.

He’s been Hammond, Kalson, Dipesto, Taylor, Hilchen 
and Oswald. Knowing these names tells him nothing. Who 
is he? What does it matter who he was? It’s who he is that’s 
important. He needs to get his shit together. Get a real job. A 
house. He needs to get laid.

His phone rings, Marimba with accompanying vibrations. 
Reality in his pocket.

“Hello,” he answers with cheer in his voice, forced but 
present.

“Oswald, this is Craig McCallister. Didn’t you get my 
message?”

“Sorry, I’ve been sick. I slept for days. Just now on my feet 
again.”

“Same crap you had before? Where are you? I know you 
checked yourself out of the hospital.”

“I’m in beautiful downtown Berkeley watching a sunset on 
a bus bench.”

“What are you doing there?”
“Getting real,” he says.
“You sound good. You sound friendly. Not at all like 

yourself.”
“Thanks.”
“Sorry. But you sound good.”
“I was in a weird place. Midlife crap, then I got sick and all 

that.”
“Yeah, what was that all about?”
“They never found out.”
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“Well, I’m glad you’re doing better. I went up to Idaho and 
did that fire thing. I didn’t know what the hell I was supposed 
to do. I wrote down some notes and sent in a report, and now 
Roy’s all pissed with me.”

“Let me guess, you concluded it was an accident?”
“From everything I saw, yeah, I did.”
“Live and learn.”
“So I’m calling because I got Roy to give you your job back. 

I shamed him pretty hard for dumping you like he did, with 
you in the hospital and all.”

“He was going to fire me anyway.”
“Maybe not. You found Isaac Lowe. That’s something.”
“Didn’t get paid, and messed up the Idaho thing.”
“I messed that up.”
“Because I wasn’t there.”
“I’m not sure I’m cut out for this,” Craig says. “You should 

come back so Roy isn’t short-handed.”
“You’re too honest.”
“Yeah. And I don’t like traveling much.”
“Well,” Michael says, “Maybe I will come back. I need a 

job. You think I can get something with less driving? I’d like 
to settle down myself.”

“If I leave, he’ll be pretty desperate,” Craig says. “He’ll 
need someone on the road, but I bet you could negotiate 
something.”

“What are you going to do?”
“Stay here until you come back and then maybe coach 

football or something.”
“Sounds good,” he says.
“Well, I’m glad you’re feeling better. Can I tell Roy you’re 

coming back?”
“Why doesn’t he ask me?”
“Well, you know.”
“Let me get out of California and I’ll call him. I don’t know 

my schedule. I’ve been pretty moment-to-moment lately, but 
that’s going to change.”

“Good to hear you so positive,” he says. “Maybe you can 
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convince me to stick around. We were a pretty good team. I’ve 
got a run up to Tahoe, but when I get back, let’s get a steak.”

“Good talking to you, Craig.”
“God Bless.”
A bus pulls up and disgorges people. There’s an Oakland 

A’s advertisement on the side of it. Baseball. Simple elegant 
baseball. What’s not to like about baseball? A man could 
become obsessed with the sport and have a good and produc-
tive life.

He liked baseball once, and football. And tennis. He could 
sit all day Saturday and watch games. He taught Peter the 
infield fly rule and the two-point conversion. He played catch 
in the yard. His life was rich and complete. He’d had purpose 
then, good wholesome human purpose. For however he felt 
about his parenting responsibilities now, he had to admit that 
he did well enough with his kids. Peter’s going to be a success-
ful lawyer with the skills and intelligence he developed while 
still with his real dad. Tiffany is a free-thinker. She has acting 
talent. School might not be for her, but she’s no fool. She’ll do 
fine. She’ll find herself and do just fine.

Living is enough. Carpe Diem. The sunset, the cool breeze 
off the bay, the street full of people—these are enough for him. 
He admires the eager-faced college students carrying books 
big enough to anchor a boat, children of the flower children, 
alive and living. This is all there needs to be. All there ever was. 
Brennan was so right. People are what it’s about. He’d been in 
a funk, fallen into depression and isolation. If there was some-
thing looking out for him, that something sent him Craig and 
Rebecca, not a hellish she-devil and a mad aristocrat.

He calls Carla.
“Hey Babe. How’s it going?”
“Now you’re getting around to calling me?”
“I got sick again,” he says. “I’m just getting up and about 

now. How are you? Are you happy?”
“What’s wrong with you?”
“Why do you say that?”
“Are you drunk? You sound drunk.”
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“No, Carla, I’m just having a good day and thought I’d say 
hello.”

“Hello,” she says. “And no I’m not happy. Tiffany finally 
deigned to come home. She cut her hair and dyed it. It’s black 
now. Pitch coal black. Ugly as sin. It’s just at her ears. She’s 
wearing too much eyeliner now too. She looks like a punk 
vampire.”

“That’s kind of the look now,” he says. “I’m in Berkeley and 
I see people just like that. Is she wearing torn jeans too?”

“This isn’t freak-out Berkeley. This is Colorado. She looks 
completely stupid. I’m pulling my hair out.”

“Don’t worry—”
“Don’t tell me not to worry. You’re not here. You don’t see 

the stress she’s putting on the family. It’s unbearable.”
“I’m looking to settle down soon. Maybe she can visit for 

weekends or something.”
“That would be awfully responsible of you, Michael. About 

time you started acting like a father.”
“Hey, can you lay off me a little bit? I called to say hello to 

an old friend.”
She’s quiet for a moment. “Has something happened 

Michael?”
“Why would you say that? Can’t I be friendly?”
“This is concern, not accusation. I’m glad you called. I’m 

actually doing okay. Tiffany is driving me crazy, but Warren is 
planning a surprise cruise to Italy. I stumbled on his email.”

“That sounds like fun.”
“It’ll be in the fall. Do you think you’ll have a new place by 

then? Do you think Tiffany could stay with you for a couple 
weeks?”

“Sure.”
“That’ll be good,” she says.
“Yes, it will.”
“You need anything?”
“I just wanted to hear your voice.”
“Take care, Michael.”
“Love you.”
“Love you too.”
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He ends the call and leans back. 
The woman fusses with her child a few inches away on the 

edge of the bench.
He feels like an oppressive weight has been lifted off his 

shoulders. He can breathe again.
It’s all clear. He’ll go back to Roy and get a paycheck and 

if he won’t let him have a desk, he’ll be all right while he looks 
for another job, something where can stay put, have hours, 
develop a normal routine. He’ll rejoin the population. He’ll 
watch baseball, have barbecues, 401ks, Christmas lights, sit-
coms, grandchildren, and sunsets. He’ll stop worrying and let 
himself fall into the natural order of things.

It wasn’t a wasted pilgrimage, his odyssey to this bench. 
Rebecca Brennan connected some dots for him. He is a survi-
vor of a sick bunch of fuckers who killed people. Maybe they’d 
used Crystal Springs in their crimes. That’s probably how he 
knows it. It all makes sense. His midlife crises eroded some 
barriers and he’d received glimpses into a bygone time. That 
does not mean that that is who he is, only that that is what he 
experienced. That’s how he knew about the graves. This is why 
he knew how to kill the mugger in the black checkered shirt.

The thought straightens his back and draws a groan from 
his suddenly tight throat. The mother flinches from the sud-
den movement.

He takes three quick breaths and holds the fourth. 
Regardless of what Michael Kalson was, Michael Oswald is, in 
fact, a murderer.

His mind is wrong. His thinking addled and dangerous. 
How can it be that his terrible crime does not consume him? 
How could he have put it aside for a nice visit with Rebecca? 
What kind of monster is he that he could dipshits, take his 
money like pay, toss his corpse into a dumpster and then sit 
down for tea?

This is not who he is. This is not how he was raised. The 
Oswalds were good people. He is a good person. He is a sur-
vivor. He’s going to have a house and baseball. He is not the 
kind of monster that kills people and buries them in the des-
ert. He does not have his pick anymore.
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He screams at the memory. The woman leaves the bench 
and moves away.

It was eighteen inches long. The handle was wood, cherry 
he thinks. Handmade for him. The head was steel, a pick on 
one end, a shovel blade angled like a hoe at the other. It could 
be disassembled. He kept it wrapped in a piece of canvas and 
stowed beneath his seat. It was a perfect tool for the job. With 
it he could dig a man’s grave three feet deep in under an hour 
if the ground was soft. He recalls the labor. He remembers 
the blisters. Christopher teaching him how to scoop the dirt 
in cadence with The Digging Song sung low in panting whis-
pers usually in the dark, under moonlight. In hidden places. 
How proud his family was of him when he dug his first one 
all alone. They gave him the knife then and let him pierce the 
body, just there along the abdomen, and one plunge each into 
the lungs to let the gasses out. They sang for him and he bur-
ied the man and dared the world to find that body again. He’d 
been so happy.

“I am Michael Oswald!” he yells.
The mother doesn’t say a word or even look at him. She col-

lects her things and pushes her baby up the sidewalk toward 
another bus stop on the next block.

“Oswald,” Michael says to himself, tears rolling down 
his cheeks. He looks at his palms expecting to see blisters or 
someone’s blood.

His breathing grows rapid. His head grows light. He’s 
adrift in his own reality. He stands up and barely keeps his 
feet. He forces his breathing to slow, his head to clear. He’s 
losing his mooring in reality. There is only one thing he can do 
if he’s to save himself: he has to turn himself in.

He boards the next bus. He collapses in a seat and closes 
his eyes. His whole body shakes, his hands worst of all. He 
balls them into fists but it’s not enough. He pulls the broken 
strap off his bag and wraps it around his hands like fighter’s 
tape. The tension gives him focus, pushes his thoughts to his 
hands.

He holds the strap like a garrote.
Then She is there.
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Her skin is burned black, scabbed and peeling. She holds 
a sword in one hand, a severed head in another, and in a third 
hand a trident, and in a fourth a golden bowl that catches the 
blood that leaks from the severed head. He knows that bowl. 
She scooped him up in it, and he died there.

She smiles for him and he is not afraid. It is a fond, proud, 
compassionate smile. A mother to a son. She lifts the bowl and 
drinks from it, and he knows it is sweet and thick. He craves it. 
With his watering eyes, he pleads for a taste. 

Her face grows wild, her teeth sharpen into fangs. Her 
tongue flitters and strikes like a cobra’s. Bloodlust and mad-
ness burn in her eyes. She could strike down every soul in the 
bus, and he would help her if she were but to ask. 

The smell of ashes and blood, dry and metallic, fills his 
nostrils. He draws in deep and his throat shuts. He’s choking. 
He’s dying. He cannot breathe.

Mother watches him with keen interest, excitement. Joy. 
He feels his sex stir and harden. He cannot breathe.

“Michael,” She says to him.
He gasps and steals a single breath. He is not so happy for 

the air. Death delayed.
“Michael,” Mother says.
He is transported outside the bus. He sees his body dimin-

ishing below him. He flies to impossible heights while She 
merely displays her true titanic stature.

Her breath is rot and smoke. Her hair matted in gore. 
Blood, not her own, drips from Her naked breasts. He gazes 
into Her wild eyes, red and angry, vicious and merciless, and 
he despairs. More arms erupt from Her sides, fanning out like 
peacock feathers. Beneath Her skirt of woven bloody arms, 
a forest of legs reaches down to earth to bear Her. Her face 
reflects upon itself ten times. For one terrible mind-break-
ing instant, Michael glimpses in those many eyes the eternal 
darkness that birthed the light and must kill it.

She reaches out with her many arms to embrace his frail 
and trembling body.

“My tiger,” She coos. “I love you.”
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Part Three

Who can misery love,
Dance in destruction’s dance,
And hug the form of Death,

To him the Mother comes.
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Chapter Twenty-Four

He is insane.
He accepts that he is insane. It doesn’t matter. It is his 

mind. He’ll do with it as he wants. It is his time, his flesh, his 
life; he’ll spend it as he will. It is his soul. He’ll give it to whom 
he pleases.

He stole the car because he needed one. He took it without 
fear and without malice. He did it as an offering to the Mother, 
and he knows She approved.

He didn’t choose just any car. He chose one that would 
test him, one that was owned by a weaker being but with more 
power and money than he. A fitting target, a proper offering.

He’d gotten off the bus before it left Berkeley. His vision 
and ecstasy, the Divine embrace, lasted only a moment and he 
was back among the clay-men. He was off the bus two stops 
from where he got on. The driver and the passengers were 
glad to see him go. He’d been noticed and made a mental note 
to work on that.

He stepped into the parking lot of a health food store and 
saw the green Range Rover parked diagonally across two 
spaces. It was way in the back so it wasn’t inconveniencing 
anyone but it still irked him. The man getting out of the car 
was well dressed, upscale casual, early thirties; too young for 
the kind of money he displayed like a dot on his forehead.

Michael bumped into him sideways and was so contrite 
and submissive that the man was apologizing to him before 
they parted. He walked into the store to buy his overpriced 
bottled water and steroid-free beef thinking he’d just met one 
of the good guys. Michael watched him disappear inside and 
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then, with the man’s keys, opened the SUV and drove it onto 
the freeway.

He has a car still in Salt Lake City, waiting where he left it 
in an airport parking lot. He has other things too left behind; 
people, family, relationships he doesn’t need. It is a continua-
tion of his years-long program of simplification. Lose his fam-
ily. Then his home, his job, now his car. All willingly sacrificed 
to get him here. Their loss is no loss. They are not needed. 
They were and are and always have been crutches. Borrowed 
bits of matter to prop him up when he was too weak to stand 
on his own. They are lies, and he knows it, for he is a deceiver 
himself and to be one, to have that purpose and that potential, 
he must be able to see through the lies.

He’s given up everything before, keeping only himself and 
hiding the rest. He’d buried his precious things—his gifts, his 
loves, his trade, so well and so deep in the grave of his mind, 
that even he couldn’t find them for thirty years.

He recalls the room with the policemen. He knew they 
were police even though the woman was in a nice dress and 
the man in a casual shirt. They asked him questions about his 
family—what they did, where they’d been, why they thought 
they had to kill themselves. They’d given him toys to play 
with, papers and crayons, and encouraged him to draw for 
them what he would not say. He drew sunsets and mountains, 
lakes and a deer eating grass. They’d asked him what the lake 
meant. Was the deer himself or someone else? Did they hurt 
him? What can he remember?

He told them nothing. When he felt himself weakening, 
when they’d worn him down and he almost said something 
he ought not to, he’d cry. They’d leave him alone then and 
the woman would cradle him like a mother. But he was not 
deceived. He knew his mother, and she was not Her.

When the crying no longer worked, he’d say only that 
he couldn’t remember, and to be sure his words carried the 
weight they needed, he forgot. Even alone, asleep, or pretend-
ing to sleep, he’d drive away the memories that if spoken, if 
hinted at, would break faith with the family.
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These things he remembers now. He remembers how he 
lied, but not what he concealed. So complete was his work that 
three decades later, he has only begun to suspect what he’s 
buried.

He pulls over outside of Fairfield for gas and to unplug the 
GPS satellite system that could be used to track the vehicle. 
He tosses it into the trash after topping off the tank. 

Inside, he fills a bag with candy and donuts, some beef 
jerky and soda. He pays for it all with bills peeled off the roll 
he earned in Oakland. 

He swaps the Rover’s license plates with a set purloined 
from a black Saab in need of new paint. He does it deftly and 
in the dark.

He’s feeling good. He knows he’s mad. Insane. Completely 
lost, but he doesn’t care. He is euphoric. He has nothing to 
lose, and that is freedom. He is divorced from laws and mor-
als, the need to blend into society for the sake of society. He 
steps outside the limits of Rebecca’s narrow band and Craig’s 
hypothetical box. He takes back what God Herself gave him, 
what he was forced to give up to blend in: freedom. He rec-
ognizes he is of a different caste, a mutated species. A special 
animal. He lets himself be wild. There will be consequences, 
he’s sure of that, but when they come, let them come. He will 
welcome them as fair justice for what he has done. It’s the 
natural order.

He passes rows of cars filled with people, their flat faces 
illuminated in dash lights and oncoming traffic. They are still 
and lifeless. Like statues. Like clay.

He’s close, but he has not gone back far enough. Rebecca 
Brennan told him where he came from, explained to him 
how he’d forgotten, why he’d forgotten, but he hasn’t broken 
through yet.

He’s sees it. He remembers who he was in the Dormitory.
He had to survive. That was his mission: to survive and 

rejoin the Mother one day. That was what he’d promised his 
family before they left him, because he alone could escape 
the siege. He’d tried to remain true to them, the ideal, and to 
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Mother, but it had driven him deeper into incarceration. He 
was not a good enough deceiver, he could not hide what he 
really was: a tiger. 

He’d been told in the Dormitory that first year when he’d 
been shut into the little room with the mattress on the floor 
and the light that never went out, that he’d better get used to 
such places because that is all he’d ever see if he didn’t change 
his attitude. He’d had to change his attitude. He’d buried who 
he was and hid the body like he’d been taught to do. He hid it 
so well he’d forgotten where it was and who it was.

But Mother knew. 
She knows where all her children are, be they alive and 

hunting, or dead and offered. She’d been there the whole time, 
letting him blend and be forgotten, but watching and waiting.

She leads him out of lies.
He is not home yet. He does not remember enough, but 

he knows now to hammer at the wall he built decades ago and 
exhume the bodies behind it.

It is not only a memory he strives after. Memory marks 
but a moment. He strives to be again what he was, a tiger. 
He knows the word. The more he says it to himself the more 
loaded it becomes. It means more than he knows. Meaning 
under meaning; purpose under masks. His place in the natu-
ral order.

He’s so eager for it that it hurts like hunger. He laughs and 
cries and screams and sings a gibberish song to a melody he’s 
sure is his own invention. The night is dark but the freeway 
well lit and crowded. He is in a hurry, but he knows not to 
speed. He mustn’t draw attention to himself. Let the darkness 
conceal him. Whatever he goes to is waiting for him. This he 
knows, but he cannot say why.

“No!” he cries out loud. This cannot be him. This will not 
be him. He thinks of Peter and Tiffany, Craig and Roy. Carla, 
Maggie at the office. Real people, tangible forces he can know 
and love. Real beings not the psychotic imaginings of his 
fever-scarred mind. He’s insane. He must remember that. It’s 
his only lifeline. He can pull himself out of this. He can get 
help. Medication. Help.
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“I walk with Her,” he whispers. Then after a moment, he 
screams it.

He’s riding a wave of undulating reality, crests and troughs, 
madness and sanity. He has clarity in both directions and that 
itself is terrifying. 

There’s a way through this. He’s done bad things, but nec-
essary things. Self defense. A harmless joy ride. Nothing he 
can’t forgive himself for. Nothing he has to confess. Nothing 
he has to suffer unduly for. He can live with this. He can pay 
penance by living a meaningful life, finding purpose in helping 
others. Joining a group—maybe a church, a calm family-ori-
ented church. Judeo-Christian, common, accepted and stale. 
No visitations of devils or gods within the last two millen-
nium. He could foster a child, give him the home the Oswalds 
gave him. Love and security, three squares a day, Christmas 
presents and Halloween candy. Love and community.

In Sacramento he turns south away from Tahoe. Which 
side of him made him take the exit, he does not know. He rolls 
down the windows and lets the wind and traffic lull him into 
numbness.

He has a vague idea where he’s going, but it can change. It 
doesn’t matter. Moving is enough. The darkened freeways and 
warm summer air is all he needs, and all he takes. Eventually 
he’ll turn toward Vegas because, in a long round-about way, 
it’s on the way home.

At dawn, he’s in Barstow. The sun rises over the Mojave 
Desert. I-15 glistens away into the distance, mirages already 
twinkling. It’s going to be a hot day. He imagines the road 
across Nevada, into Vegas and then over the state line up 
through St. George, Cedar City and Provo and finally to Salt 
Lake. His car is at the airport. A life waits for him in long term 
parking.

He’s driven for hours and exhaustion is creeping in. His 
eyes are blurry and wind-burned. His legs cramped. His mind 
is as blank as he can keep it.

The moment in Barstow is not without significance. He 
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cannot but notice the irony as he floors the stolen car through 
the little town, putting it behind him like a curse, returning as 
fast as he can to the Salt Lake valley. He does not have mem-
ory of Barstow, only images implanted in his imagination by 
Rebecca Brennan. He is fleeing a ghost story, no more real to 
him than a camp fire yarn or a black and white newsreel. But 
he dares not even stop for gas in that place, afraid something 
will draw him to a rented house with a ghastly history and 
he’ll lose his resolve to go on. 

Ahead of him, another nine or ten hours, is home. He has 
only to keep moving and he’ll get back there. He’ll stop at 
that new Radisson Hotel by the airport and sleep. He’ll wake 
refreshed and on familiar ground. He’ll walk the city and buy 
an ice cream. He’ll fetch his car and get an apartment. He’ll 
call Roy and get his job back. He’ll be ordinary and sane. He’ll 
watch baseball. He has only to put Barstow behind him and 
get home.

His hands shake as he switches on the radio for distrac-
tion. He’s on a sugar buzz and caffeine high. He hasn’t slept in 
over a day because he slept for three before it. God, is this still 
the same day? Is this still the same day he met Rebecca? Stole 
this car? Killed a man.

It is a new day but not for him. The sun that blinds him 
through the dirty windshield is not the same sun as yesterday. 
It’s been reborn. It died, like him, in a swamp with a fever, and 
rose again to new possibilities. It is a new day, but not for him. 
He needs rest. He needs to sleep. He needs to put a few more 
sunrises behind him to be clean and pure again.

He cannot help it. He’s out of gas and has to stop in Vegas. 
He doesn’t want to stop. Not now, not ever. If he fell asleep at 
the wheel at ninety and never woke up, it would be a fitting 
end to him, a joyful happy conclusion, he thinks. But the car 
starves and he won’t make it past the city limits if he doesn’t 
stop. He could use a bathroom too.

Before he realizes where he is, he pulls the stolen Range 
Rover into the same gas station where Isaac Lowe’s GPS was 
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disabled. He won’t use his credit card and goes inside to drop 
a C-note to start the pump.

“Is Mr. Abi in?” he asks the same bubblegum-popping 
clerk he remembered from last time. She doesn’t make eye 
contact with him, but picks up the phone.

“Who should I say wants him?”
“I’ll just go back,” he says and heads down the hallway past 

the bathrooms before the girl can alert her boss.
“Mr. Abi.” Michael knocks on the door. 
It occurs to him to just burst in, frighten the man and beat 

what he wants out of him. Normally he’d laugh at such tele-
vision detective tactics, wondering how anyone could ever 
believe such things were effective or ever happened outside of 
Hollywood, but not this time. This time, he feels he could do 
it. This time he doesn’t trust himself. His censor is untrust-
worthy. He has to consciously guide his behavior toward civil-
ity. He has to.

“Who is it?”
“Mr. Abi, it’s Michael Oswald. We talked last month about 

a missing truck. I’m an investigator.”
There’s a pause behind the door then he says, “Yes, I 

remember you.”
“I’d like to talk to you again.”
“I’d think that case was long over.”
“It’s not about that case,” he says. “It’s about Ganesh.”
“Ganesh?”
“The statue in your office. The elephant-headed guy with 

the arms. I want to ask you about that.”
The door opens. Mr. Abi is dressed in a starched white 

shirt and black slacks. A fan that wasn’t there before blows 
furiously from beneath his desk. There is an aroma of incense 
under the smell of fried food. The statue of the elephant god 
watches him from the corner cubby.

“What do you want to know?” says Mr. Abi.
“I was in the neighborhood,” Michael says. “I just wanted 

to ask you about Hinduism.”
Michael tries to put the shop owner at ease with a smile, 
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but he feels the man’s tension like a chill in the hot window-
less room. When the man doesn’t respond Michael asks, “Do 
I scare you?”

“Yes,” he says. “You do.”
“Why?”
“There’s something about you,” he says. “Something 

unsettling.”
“You’re a sensitive man,” Michael says. “I am unsettled. 

Mid-life crisis or something.”
“And you seek answers in Hinduism? It’s not the kind of 

religion you can just pick up.”
“Not Hinduism, per se,” he says. “Just a part of it.”
“What part of it?”
“The arms,” he says. “Ganesh there, has four arms. 

Remember I asked you about them? You told me it was to 
hand out blessings.”

“Yes, I remember.”
“Are there others with many arms? Other gods, or maybe 

demons with many arms?”
“It is a common trope,” he says.
“Is there one in particular,” Michael asks. “A woman? A 

terrifying woman with a sword and a bowl and at least four 
arms? Black maybe blue in color. Skulls–”

“Around her neck,” says Mr. Abi.
“Yes.”
His hand goes to his throat reflexively. “You speak of Kali,” 

he says.
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Chapter Twenty-Five

“I am not an expert,” Mr. Abi says. “My family practices out 
of tradition, some might say stubbornness. My mother gave 
me this statue of Ganesh when I opened this store. I think it’s 
brought me luck. I am not a particularly superstitious man, 
but it makes me feel better to light incense and say a prayer 
once in a while.”

“But you know Kali?”
“Yes,” he says. “To the West, Hinduism is not a religion so 

much as a mythology. Kali is the consort of Lord Shiva. At the 
top of Hindu hierarchy sit three primary deities: Brahma the 
creator, Vishnu the preserver, and Shiva the destroyer.”

“So she’s the wife of the devil?”
“You must divorce yourself of this type of thinking to 

understand Hinduism.”
“What kind of thinking?”
“Binary,” he says pleased with the word. “The western 

world likes things in black and white and in straight lines. 
Not so in India. Not so in Hinduism. There is no devil as you 
understand it from Christianity. The three forces of creation, 
preservation, and destruction are a cycle, each part necessary 
for the other. To remove any one part is to destroy the balance 
and thereby destroy the universe. We may not like it, but this 
is the way.”

“Are there no demons in Hinduism?”
“Oh yes, but they are not the devil. Hinduism has its ghosts 

and vampires, spirits and giants. It’s a mythology. There are 
many stories,” he says and then adds with a playful smile 
“There are more things in heaven and earth than dreamed of 
in your philosophy.”
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“Do people worship Kali?”
“She is very popular in times of war. She is the goddess of 

war. When soldiers seek to harden their hearts, there is no one 
more merciless than Kali. She is a popular goddess all around 
actually. Very complicated. She’s a goddess of motherhood 
and sex as well as blood and violence. She’s the deity of death 
and of time.” He makes a circle in the air. Michael thinks it 
might be for a clock, but then realizes it not so complicated. It 
is a circle.

Mr. Abi continues, “The cremation ground where bodies 
are burned by the river, is holy to Kali. I remember being told 
to stay away from her as a merchant. Ganesh will provide 
riches, but Kali will take them all away to teach the lessons of 
death. Kali is first and foremost, the goddess of death.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing, but you said that it’s all 
part of the cycle and Hindus understand it.”

“Only a fool or a saint does not fear death, Mr. Oswald. The 
mention of Kali is enough to scare people. The Thuggee used 
that to generate fear.”

“Thuggee?” The name reverberates across time and catches 
in his throat.

“The cult of Kali, also called The Faithful Tigers. You do 
not know them?”

Michael shakes his head. His hands are shaking too, but he 
folds them in his lap to conceal it.

“There is no education in this country,” laments Mr. Abi. 
“But why should Americans know about the Thugs when even 
the English have forgotten them? But India has not.”

“What about them?” Michael says maybe a little too 
forcefully.

“You know the word thug? It has become part of the English 
language. Its origin is Indian, from Thuggee. Thuggee means 
“deceiver,” in general, but in the nineteenth century it came 
to mean a specific cult of dacoits. These bandits preyed upon 
travelers for centuries before the English discovered them 
and wiped them out. They were bandits who as a terror tactic 
claimed to worship Kali. This helped keep the superstitious 
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tribal peoples silent about their crimes for centuries.”
“You’re saying they claimed to worship Kali, but they 

didn’t?”
“Some might have, but surely not all. William Henry 

Sleeman was the British Officer most associated with the 
destruction of the Thugs. He suggested a great conspiracy of 
criminals operating under the religious fervor of Kali. Using 
this as an excuse, he led a crusade against low castes and 
criminals that killed and displaced thousands of people. In 
fact, it led to a new designation in India of a criminal caste. It 
is a dark mark in Indian history. Imagine, you could be born 
a criminal. That law was only removed after independence.”

“A crusade?” says Michael. “Like a religious crusade? 
Anglican versus Hindu?”

“Not quite. It was more of a witch hunt. I’m sure there was 
something like 9/11, a dramatic robbery, a killing or some-
thing that set it all in motion. But once started, fear and suspi-
cion snowballed into what it became. Bandits have existed in 
India forever. There didn’t need to be a cult to waylay a cara-
van, kill the guards, and make off with treasure. There didn’t 
need to be a conspiracy of blood sacraments for an official to 
take a bribe to let a group of bandits escape. It was the natural 
order of things. But the British could not wrap their minds 
around it. They couldn’t imagine poverty driving whole vil-
lages to the road as raiders, or fathers teaching sons the best 
places to ambush tax collectors. No. Such evil could not exist 
without supernatural guidance, they thought.” 

Michael is dizzy. It could be he has forgotten to breathe 
again. It could be his fever coming back. It could be his mem-
ories are.

“The British made it into a religious war. In their western 
binary thinking, they saw the devil in this. They saw Kali, black 
and alien, already carrying a pitchfork—a perfect bogeyman. 
And the Thuggee, the al-Qaeda of its time. The British used 
rumors of conspiracy as a rallying cry to arrest, transplant, 
and execute people on hearsay.”

“The witch hunt?”
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“Yes. Someone would be captured, accused of being Thug 
and he’d turn “approver,” a state’s witness. He’d claim his 
neighbor had killed hundreds of people on the road to Delhi 
and the neighbor would be hanged on the spot. A neighbor 
would make a false accusation to remove a rival or take their 
land. Beggars accused policemen of secretly being Thugs and 
the policemen would be hanged on the word of that beggar. 
Doubtless many villains were dispatched, but make no mis-
take, many innocent people were also killed during Sleeman’s 
campaign. I think I read that if all the confessions of the 
approvers were to be believed, there’re more than five million 
graves between Delhi and Bombay.” 

“So there was no truth to the Kali rumors?” Michael asks.
“There’s always truth somewhere in stories like this,” he 

says. “My great-grandfather told me that the true Thuggee 
were the ones who did not turn approver. There are stories 
of whole gangs of men dancing and singing the day before 
their execution and then running up the gallows with a smile, 
tying the rope around their own necks and jumping off to 
hang themselves. Those, my grandfather said, were the real 
Thuggee. They did not fear death.”

“Fools or saints,” murmurs Michael.
“The Thugs preferred being hanged,” he says. “The stories 

said they killed their victims by strangulation. They did not 
spill blood.”

“With a scarf?”
“Yes,” he says. “The rumal. It’s part of the Indian costume. 

Everyone carries one. Very handy.”
“What was that about tigers?”
“They called themselves The Faithful Tigers. I do not know 

why. I suspect they had their reasons. I have seen paintings of 
Kali wearing tiger skins. Maybe that is why.”

The fan blows cold on Michael’s legs. Air swirls around the 
little room, its angles and vectors changing with each shift on 
a chair or gesture of a hand. Papers rustle on the desk, a jacket 
on the door, the ash in the incense burner rises in a sooty col-
umn. It carries to Michael who smells the sweet ash of spent 
fire and grows dizzier.
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“Could the cult still be around?” he says.
“No. The last I heard of them, Indiana Jones fought them 

in a movie,” says Mr. Abi. “They’re fiction and history now. 
Their most important contribution to western civilization, 
outside of Hollywood villainy, has to be the trenching tool. 
Supposedly the Thuggee invented a special shovel they used 
to dig roadside graves. It had a short handle and a removable 
head with a pick-spike on one side and a hoe on the other. 
An English officer copied the design, and that’s what dug the 
English trenches in World War One.”

“Kali would be proud,” says Michael.
“Yes, I suppose she would be. Many died in that war. Those 

trenches became graves for many men.”
Michael rubs his temples. A real headache is forming. He’s 

crashing from the junk he’s poured into his body and the sleep 
he hasn’t had. He’s in a fog of information and needs time to 
process it, and maybe also, the will to forget it.

“I should go,” says Michael. “My car is blocking your 
pumps.”

“Did I help you find your way?”
“My way?”
“I can tell you are lost.”
“I just need a change of clothes,” Michael says standing up. 

“I’m tired and I’ve been on the road forever.”
“We’re all travelers on a road, Mr. Oswald,” Mr. Abi says. 

“The road you see before you does not have to be the road you 
walk tomorrow.”

“You get that from a fortune cookie?”
“What I’m trying to say, Mr. Oswald, is that what makes 

most people unhappy is finding themselves in a situation they 
can change but haven’t the courage to.”

“I’m in a rut?”
“Perhaps that,” he says. “Do you like what you do?”
“I don’t know,” he says, his head throbbing.
“If you do not know, then find out. Every man has a des-

tiny, but not every man reaches it.”
“Now you’re a guru? I thought you were just a gas station 

attendant.”
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“Owner,” he says.
“Sorry,” Michael says. “You’re right. I got a lot to figure 

out.”
“I didn’t mean to preach, it’s all this talk of religion.”

He leaves Mr. Abi’s gas station with a head full of pain. The 
sunlight hurts his eyes. 

It’s still the same day, the same awful, terrifying, pivotal 
day. 

He’s done. He’s tired. He’s spent. He’s two hours from St. 
George and he doesn’t think he has it in him. He can make the 
rest stop. That’ll do. It’s so hot. Was there a tree there? Any 
kind of shade? He can’t remember. It doesn’t matter. He’ll get 
there and be so tired, he’d be able to sleep in fire.

He finds a pair of prescription sunglasses tucked between 
the seats and drives on. The blur with them is nothing com-
pared to the glare without them. They let him keep the vehicle 
between the lines while the cruise control keeps him moving. 
Blessed technology.

He can’t have the windows open. The dry desert air is too 
hot. Even a little crack turns the cabin into a blast furnace. He 
runs the air conditioning until he is chill and shivering.

His mind will not shut off as he wants it to. In an hour he’ll 
pull over and sleep, he has only to silence the clamor in his 
head that long and he’ll be alright. But his mind won’t switch 
off. He could close his eyes, let the cool air and gentle sway of 
the road lull him to an ultimate, permanent and sudden sleep, 
and for a moment he tries to do just that.

But he cannot.
One of him fights for more air. He tells himself that it is 

Michael Oswald and not Michael Kalson that is carrying the 
day. It is the mature adjusted citizen that knows to keep his 
wits about him, his hands on the wheel, his speed below 
ninety, and his guts inside his ribcage.

More ghost stories.
He tries to lie to himself. It is a movie he’s remember-

ing, a documentary perhaps. Characters in a story. A fiction. 
Harrison Ford or Pierce Brosnan heroically battling the bad 
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guys who worship Death Herself. But this is a lie. A deceit. 
He laughs out loud, and it makes his head throb.
Thuggee, Thug, Thugs, Deceivers. Bandits and dacoits. 

Killers. Killers all. Murderers like him.
Salt Lake is less than six hours away. The Radisson with 

clean towels. A shoe shine and newspaper. Croissant and good 
coffee after a night on clean sheets. He can have all that and be 
Michael Oswald again. It’s less than six hours away.

Carla needs him. Why else would she call him so much? A 
tenuous strand, but real nonetheless. Peter is going through a 
phase. In a year or so, he’ll want to know his father again. His 
real father. Michael will tell him these terrible stories maybe 
and Peter will forgive him for any neglect with compassionate 
understanding. The two will be friends like they haven’t been 
since Peter was a child.

And Tiffany, lost Tiffany, going down dark roads. He 
should be there for her. That’s what fate is telling him. She’s 
like him. She has some dark places. He could be there to show 
her how to be a survivor. That’s his purpose. That’s his des-
tiny. He’s still a father. 

He’s had a bad time lately. He’s been sick. But he’s better 
now. He doesn’t need to look to fairy tales and distant cults to 
understand why he is the way he is. He’s a survivor. He was 
traumatized. He sees it. He’ll get to counseling and put it away 
again. Get some sleep and be there for Tiffany in less than six 
hours.

He pushes radio buttons, but gets static, screeching, music 
that doesn’t speak to him. He switches it off and rolls down a 
window. Desert air fills the cab of the stolen car like perfume 
and he finds himself smiling despite his fatigue.

He is so tired. He needs to sleep. He should pull over now 
but he fears the first patrol car passing by will check on him 
and he’ll be arrested. He’ll have no options then.

But would that be so bad? Clean white-walled prison cell 
and cafeteria eating? A return to the Dormitory—don’t call it 
prison. It would be an easy solution, less evil than a head-on 
collision with a vacationing family from Montana.

But then he won’t be there for Tiffany. 
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Penance is what he needs, not punishment. He knows he’s 
done wrong. No need to lock him up. Let him fix things by 
being the best man he can be, improving the universe because 
of it. Purpose in penance, like St. Augustine. Let him be a saint 
and not a fool.

By the hook, you will know the family. By the throat, you 
will have the sign. 

The words enter his mind unbidden like a killer in the 
night. He knows them like a mantra, like his own heartbeat. 
They tell him what he needs to know, but it’s gibberish. All is 
horror, but in thinking them he remembers the promise.

He must survive.
He alone could weather what was upon them then. He 

must continue, and when the time is right, he must return to 
Mother and rejoin the hunt.

Michael says the words out loud. “By the hook you will 
know the family. By the throat you will have the sign.” 

It is an incantation, and it fells walls to his past.
He remembers their strangled faces hanging from the ceil-

ing. He sees them in his mind as clearly as the day it happened. 
His mother’s beautiful lips which kissed him goodbye are blue 
and grotesque. His father’s strong arms that hugged him hard 
and long before leaving him forever, hang limply at his sides. 
Even in death his brother Christopher wears a smirk on his 
face, a final teasing for his little brother. And tall, beautiful 
Lynette, her eyes closed as if asleep, her last words echoing in 
his mind. “You are the strongest of us, Michael.”

“How can I be?”
“Do you remember Macbeth?”
“I didn’t understand it all,” he admitted. “But I thought it 

was cool.”
“Remember this,” she told him. “To beguile the time, 

Look like the time; bear welcome in your eye, your hand, 
your tongue: look like the innocent flower, but be the serpent 
under it. ”



Johnny Worthen

229

A lifetime later, the road passes beneath Michael in a blur. 
His eyes are useless. Tears blind him. The glasses err his 

vision. The sun is cruel and mocking. He will sleep and he will 
be better once this day is behind him. 

He turns off the freeway. Rest stops are where normal peo-
ple rest. He’ll sleep there anyway.
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Chapter Twenty-Six

The dam is leaking but does not collapse all at once. Trickles 
of memory slip out of the cracks slowly so as not to drown 
him in the deluge of a forgotten lifetime. Events and images, 
feelings and emotions, seep silently back into his mind while 
he sleeps, taking their places in the dark recesses of repressed 
time. They do not shout or torment him. They do not demand 
to be addressed or upset his rest. They want only their rightful 
place in the narrative of his life.

Michael wakes like he did in the hospital after Crystal 
Springs, confused and fevered. It takes him a few minutes 
to piece things together, identify the rest stop, the car, his 
destination.

He stumbles out onto the parking lot. The sun is going 
down. He assumes it’s the evening of the day he pulled in here, 
but he can’t be sure. Time is not what it used to be.

He goes to the rest room to clean up as best he can. He 
dunks his head under the faucet and when he stands up, he 
lets the water run down his shirt, sending the cold down his 
back. He towels off with a wad of toilet paper that could sand 
oak, and after running his fingers through his hair, he goes 
back outside to continue his journey.

“Hey Jack. Good to see you again.”
The sun is down but the sky is bright. It is magic hour as 

the filmmakers call it. The man talking to him is familiar. It 
is the place. He belongs here. He’d seen him here before or 
somewhere like, but there’s something more than even that. 
Something more recent even than that. An echo and a bear. 
Michael blinks a couple of times and scratches his unshaved 
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neck in imitation of the man’s gesture. Half of it comes back 
to him as he remembers seeing this man at this same rest stop 
weeks before.

“You again,” says Michael. “What are the chances?”
“It’s a god thing,” he says. “Meant to be.”
Michael rolls his head on his shoulders stretching out the 

cramps. The pops from his decompressing vertebrae sound 
like cracking knuckles.

“You’re a sound sleeper,” the young man says. “I see you 
got a new car too. Upgraded.”

The light is soft and warm, the air more so. Michael traces 
the sharp features of the man’s face and places his age around 
twenty. He could be younger, but he wears it like wisdom and 
seems much older.

“I borrowed it,” Michael says.
“I need a ride,” says the man. “Can you give me a ride, 

Jack?”
“Where are you headed?”
“Tahoe.”
Michael cannot conceal his shock. His mouth falls open.
“Whoa. You alright?” says the stranger. “You look like 

you’re going to be sick.”
“Why Tahoe?
“I’ve got business there.”
“Why do you think I’m going that way?”
“Aren’t you?”
“That’s not an answer.”
“I thought maybe you were,” he says.
“Are you lying?”
“What kind of question is that?” The man laughs. “If I was 

lying I wouldn’t tell you.”
It is an asinine question. Michael laughs at himself. 

“Actually,” he says. “I was thinking about going that way. 
What’s your name, Jack?”

“You can call me Jack if you want.”
“Don’t you want to know my name?”
“It’s Michael Oswald,” he says. “Right?”
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“How do you know that?”
“Jessica told me.”
“Jessica?”
“Yes. She’s why we’re going to Tahoe.”
Gooseflesh shivers up his legs and down his arms. The light 

is playing tricks on him. His retinas register swirling afterim-
ages around the man, trails of smoke like black fatty-fire soot 
tinged with electric blue.

“What’s your real name?” says Michael.
“Trent,” he says.
He has mother’s chin but his father’s eyes. He recognizes 

the boy from the picture with his parents hanging on the wall 
of a New Haven mansion in Heidi Tagget’s mad room.

He feels like he’s been punched in the gut. He stumbles 
backward, gasping for air, reaching out to catch himself, grav-
ity pulling him down. Trent catches him and leads him to the 
curb.

“You need some medicine or something?” says Trent. 
“Should I get you to a hospital?”

“Tell me about Jessica,” he gasps, his head growing light.
“You need a bag to breathe in.”
“Tell me about Jessica.”
“She’s a girl I know. She told me about you. Told me she 

saw you in the hospital. Told me to keep an eye out for you. 
That’s all. She’s like us—rovers. Gypsies. Homeless and trav-
eling. She’s a friend.”

“She was at the hospital.”
“She said she was. She said you were really sick.”
“Why’d she visit me in the hospital?”
“I don’t know. Why don’t you ask her?”
“In Tahoe?”
“Yeah, in Tahoe,” he says. “Where we’re going.”
Six hours from Salt Lake – six hours from rebuilding his 

life his equilibrium fails. His body crumples over on its side 
and his senses shut down in surrender.

He wakes to the smell of French fries and ketchup. There’s 
light in the sky. It’s been only a moment. Trent holds a white 
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paper sack over Michael’s face. They’re still on the curb.
“You fainted,” Trent says. “What the hell’s up with that? 

You diabetic or something?”
“Something,” says Michael, pushing the bag away. “It’s 

like I forget how to breathe sometimes.”
“Breath is everything,” Trent says. “Breath is life.”
“Thanks, Obi Wan. Where’d you get the bag?”
Trent points to an overturned trash can.
“You pushed garbage into my face?”
“I was trying to help you,” he says. “You might have choked 

on your tongue.”
“How does smashing fry sauce up my nose keep me from 

choking on my tongue?”
“Hyperventilation, you know? You need to recycle some 

of your own breath or you faint. I saw it in a movie,” he says. 
“You’re welcome.”

“Thanks.”
The rest stop is deserted. It’s poorly placed; too close to 

real towns for much use. 
“How long you been at this rest stop?” Michael says.
“I saw you pull in this morning.”
“I didn’t see you.”
He shrugs.
“Anyone else come by?”
“In the ten hours you slept? Yeah. Plenty.”
“Anyone special?” Michael asks.
“Like an ice-cream guy?”
“Yeah, like an ice-cream guy.”
“Two cops,” Trent says helping Michael to his feet. “They 

were going to wake you, but I chased them away.”
“Why?”
“You looked like you needed rest.”
“Thanks.”
“Don’t mention it. They were content hassling me. Gave 

them something to do, a way to work off the doughnuts.”
Michael clenches his hands and walks in a circle to restart 

his circulation. He needs to get the blood back to his head. He 
needs to focus. Dissect. Discern.
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“What’d the cops do?”
“The usual posturing. They demanded I.D. and my life’s 

story. They made a few suggestions as to my sexual preference 
and finally left me alone.”

“Did they ask you why and how you got here.”
“Of course.”
“What did you tell them?”
“Lies,” he says. “I told them I was hitchhiking to Mexico.”
“Did they believe you?”
“I’m a good liar.”
“I believe you.”
“There, you see?” he says with a grin. “So, shall we head 

out? I don’t want to wait around here another night.”
“What were you really doing here?”
“Waiting for a ride to Tahoe, Jack,” he says.
“I believe you. Climb in.”
From behind the restroom, Trent collects a duffel bag 

Michael remembers him carrying before. He throws it in the 
back seat and jumps in the passenger side.

“Nice ride. How’s the mileage?”
“Crap.”
“Do you need gas?”
“No, we’re good. How do we get there?”
“Head up 168 past Moapa. The exit’s just that way a little 

bit.” He points. “That’s the road. Lonely and quiet. It connects 
to 93 at Coyote Springs. You know 93?”

“I do,” says Michael.
“Then take 93 north and 375 past Crystal Springs.”
“I know it.”
“Yeah,” Trent says leaning his seat back, “I know you do. If 

I’m still sleeping, look for Highway 6 after that. I can’t imag-
ine I’ll sleep that long, but you never know. You got all that?”

“168 to 93, past Crystal Springs then on to 6.”
“Lonely roads the whole way,” says Trent. “Wake me if you 

get tired.”
“Aren’t you afraid I’ll drive you out in the desert and kill 

you?”
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“No brother,” he says. “I’m not. Are you?”
“No,” says Michael. “I kind of wish I was.”
“Why?”
“Wouldn’t that be the sensible thing to think? Wouldn’t it 

be normal for me to worry about the motivations of a stranger 
I just met at a deserted rest stop?”

“Sanity is over-rated. It’s just a word for conformity. If 
you see the world the way most people see it, you’re sane and 
normal. See something unusual, feel something strange, and 
you’re suspect. Society will forgive small transgressions, like 
being drunk and falling in love, but not for long. Don’t let soci-
ety dictate your mind, Jack. Don’t let them tell you your soul 
is wrong. You know what you’re doing. You know you. If not 
you, who?” He chuckles at his rhyme.

“You seem to know a lot about me,” Michael says.
“You’re trying to be sane again,” says Trent. “You just don’t 

understand. A friend of Jessica’s is a friend of mine.”
“Are you sane?”
“I am clear.”
“You’re a Scientologist?”
Trent laughs suddenly and loudly.
“No, Michael. I’m not a Scientologist. No Dianetics. No 

Thetans. I’m not Tom Cruise’s secret love child.”
“What are you?”
“We’re the same,” he says. “That’s why I came to get you.”
“I thought I was giving you the ride?”
“Think that if you want,” he says. “But I’m tired. Wake me 

up if you get lost. You got eight or nine hours in you?”
“Yes. Are you going to sleep that long?”
“If I’m lucky.”
And just like that Trent rolls over on his side and sleeps.

The last of the twilight fades and Michael drives the nar-
row two-lane highway northwest across some of loneliest 
places in America, but Michael does not feel lonely. Not in this 
open space, not with a rising moon and stars twinkling. Not 
with a stranger in the seat beside him. He felt more alone in 
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Oakland. Much more alone. Deserted places are good. Deserts 
are better. Did not all the great religions come from the des-
ert? Prophets find God is in the desert.

Michael keeps expecting to see ghosts and spirits running 
alongside the car, or pools of blood flooding the road ahead 
like heat mirages, but he sees none of this. The rest did him 
good. He no longer feels untethered. He feels like himself. He 
has new information, new experiences to process. He recog-
nizes he is not Michael Oswald, but neither is he a stranger.

He remembers Oakland and the long day that started after 
a three-day blackout and ended at a rest stop. He tries to ratio-
nalize. He’s killed a man, but he’d nearly been killed himself. 
He had to protect himself. He had to survive. But strange he 
doesn’t mourn the man he murdered. He tells himself it was 
bound to happen to that thug eventually.

Thug.
The word catches him for a moment, but only a moment. 

His mind is sharp. He’s rested. He doesn’t fear the story and 
he can even acknowledge a relationship between himself and 
the Indian folktale. He does not remember it all, but he’s sure 
that the kidnappers who killed his parents, and later killed 
themselves, had taught him about them. They were a crazy 
family, a mad murderous group, and he’s lucky to have sur-
vived them. They could have strung him up beside themselves 
that day. Thank god for small miracles.

The desert is awash in merciless sunlight, beaten and 
tawny. Few things move and those that do move mostly look-
ing for those that shouldn’t have. Vultures circling between 
the road and the mountains, sage and starving trees, cactus 
and rock.

He has a past, and it’s not pretty. History seldom is. Look 
at India and centuries of killers, Britain with Pogrom against 
whole classes of people, zealotry and fear. In time it’ll all be 
smoothed over, forgotten if not forgiven and he, like nations, 
will continue to function.

Now he’s headed to Tahoe with a stranger he suspects 
may be a survivor like himself and feels fine about it. It seems 
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natural and appropriate to be going there with him. Salt Lake 
can wait. The new life he planned to begin can wait until he 
sees what is in Tahoe. 

His mother, his last foster mother, Gale Oswald, the 
woman he remembers most as his mother, once told that 
him “God does not close a door without opening a window.” 
He thinks of her now and that phrase. He is in limbo at the 
moment, and whether it’s God or something else directing 
him to new opportunities, he doesn’t know, but he recognizes 
an open window.

His mother’s phrase is hopeful and pragmatic but he pre-
fers his father’s line, “Whatever doesn’t kill you makes you 
stronger.” Christopher had his own version of it: “Whatever 
doesn’t kill me, better run faster than me.”

He’s mixing his families. Christopher didn’t exist in his 
thinking two days ago, now he’s vying for attention with the 
people—the good people, who raised him. He’ll have to recon-
cile all this. He has to. “God never gives you more than you can 
carry,” was another thing his mother said. He’ll get through 
this. One way or another he will. Or he won’t because as his 
father once told, “Mother kills her children.”

He’s confident he will come to accept everything, if not 
understand it. He’ll go to Tahoe alert and aware that he is 
probably being played. He is not in possession of all the 
facts. Trent knows more than he’s saying. How does he know 
Jessica? Who is Jessica? Was it dumb luck they met at the 
roadside this time or before? How long had he been there? 

He thinks to wake Trent and demand answers, but doesn’t. 
He’s a confessed liar. Michael can’t be sure that anything he 
tells him is true. Nevertheless, he’d still like to hear what he 
has to say. But he’s sleeping. No need to wake him. It’ll wait. 
Like his return to Salt Lake City and that other life he was only 
six hours away from, it’ll wait.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

Michael drives over the crossroads at Crystal Springs in the 
dark without slowing down the car. 

Hours later, he stops for coffee, more fuel, and a rest room 
break outside of Tonopah and doesn’t wake Trent. It’s the 
Last Chance for Gas Snak-Mart and Fuel Stop. The sign was 
colorful once, but it’s a weathered white memory of its former 
glory.

Michael gets a coffee and pays for it without uttering a 
word. The clerk behind the counter, a not unattractive woman, 
worn old by the same elements that blasted the color off the 
sign, lets the silence alone and gives him his change with a 
nod.

Outside, sipping his coffee, stretching his legs, Michael 
studies his passenger through the car window. His memory 
is suspect on so many levels, but even in light of everything 
else that has happened to him, he thinks he is looking at Trent 
Tagget, missing son of the Connecticut upper class. He has the 
same striking features as the man in the photograph, the man 
long dead. He has the coloring of the woman in the photo-
graph, the woman long dead, the daughter Heidi Tagget pines 
for. The picture of the little boy, the missing one, the vacancy 
in the grave was of a child. This youth in his stolen car could 
be him. Should be him. Is him.

The coffee isn’t working. He needs something else. He 
hasn’t had a cigarette in weeks but he doesn’t miss them. What 
he craves, what he can never get enough of now, is sweets. 
He returns to the station and fills a bag with every flavor of 
candy it offers. He’ll taste each one searching for a flavor, an 
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effect. A memory. In the aisle, he closes his eyes and savors 
a lemon drop feeling remembered emotions stir around his 
tongue. Sweet and sour are the closest he has come, but it not 
what he’s looking for. There is a taboo exhilaration each time 
he eats a candy looking for that one flavor. An exciting for-
bideness, not unlike the feeling he had when he snuck into the 
girl’s shower in high school. There’s a sexual component to 
the flavor he’s searching for.

“I thought you left,” says the cashier.
“Sweet tooth,” he says.
“You buying out the whole store?” She’s pleased with her 

teasing.
“Just about.”
“Where’re ya’ headin’?”
“Tahoe.”
“Hunting?”
“Why do you say that?”
“Folks came by earlier today. They said they were going up 

there to hunt.”
“Hunt what?”
“Didn’t say.”
The total appears on the register with a snap and chime. 

Michael looks at it and digs in his pocket. “You lonely out 
here?” he asks her. In the daylight, on a busier road, in a big-
ger place, such a question would be impertinent. But here, on 
the “dark desert highway,” it’s not. There’s an innate intimacy 
among the night owls and the lost.

“Gets that way sometimes,” she says, turning her head in 
bashfulness.

He hadn’t meant it that way, but he thinks why not?
“I’m Michael,” he says.
“I’m Terri. Who’s in the truck?”
“Hitchhiker.”
“You like to live dangerously.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Lots of folks go missing on these roads. It’s dangerous to 

pick up strangers.”
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He smiles. “You got someone?”
“Why ya’ asking?”
He likes her demureness. She’s embarrassed and flattered. 

Twenty years ago she must have been the girl of the county, 
but time has taken the superficial parts away from her and left 
her a better woman.

“Would you like to make love to me?” he asks her.
Her eyes go large and she looks around the vacant store. 

She’s not flattered anymore. She’s scandalized. “I don’t know 
what you think I am—” 

“I think you’re an attractive woman who’s old enough to 
do as she pleases with whom she pleases.”

“I don’t please with you,” she says.
“Okay.” He puts money on the counter.
She punches keys on the register and the drawer flies open. 

She collects his change. 
He shakes his head. 
She drops it in a charity jar for a Scout troop trying to get 

to Virginia for some reason.
She watches him uncertainly. Michael senses he’s scared 

her a little, but aroused her too. 
“We’re God-fearing folks around here,” she says, stopping 

him at the door.
“Which God?”
“I’m Lutheran, but there’s some Baptists and Mormons 

too.”
“Oh, that God,” he says.
A newspaper by the door catches his attention. The head-

line reads: Donnie Do Signs Tipp-Z to Three Record Deal on 
his New Label.

“We only get the national one on Sunday,” says Terri. 
“That’s yesterday’s.” Her voice is softer than before. “The 
local paper will be here in a couple of hours,” she says. “If you 
wanna wait.”

Michael reads the story. It’s a short fluff piece. The whole 
paper is a fluff piece. Tipp-Z is an underground Bay Area rap 
group that earned some fame on the internet. If you go online, 
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the paper has links to their videos on YouTube. Donnie Do, 
also known as Ron Dully, is the son of a Silicon Valley bil-
lionaire, Micah Dully of Dully Computer Security Solutions. 
Donnie Do’s label “Do the Music” was on death watch a year 
ago but turned around thanks to new investors. None of this 
would interest Michael in the least except he recognizes the 
face staring off the newspaper in a backwards baseball cap. 
Donnie Do was the man Jessica drove away with in Oakland.

“I don’t know if I should call the police on you,” Terri says.
“For propositioning an attractive woman?” He doesn’t say 

beautiful. She’s not.
“Why shouldn’t I?”
“Call the police or sleep with me?”
“Both,” she says. “Neither.” She’s flustered.
Michael puts the paper down and goes to the counter. 

“Terri, are you happy?” he asks her.
“Nobody is.”
“Good answer.” He sucks another candy, a medley of sweet 

fruit. “We’re all marching to death. Each step we take is a step 
closer, each breath we take, one less in the kitty.”

“What’s that got to do with this?”
“Take a little comfort where you can.” He’s confused her. 

He didn’t mean to. His thinking has gone a little off the rails. 
He surprises himself with his own words.

“It’s sinful,” she says.
“Come here.” He leans over the counter. He pulls her chin 

to his mouth and kisses her softly on the lips. He remembers 
Alturas, The Shady Day Inn, hourly rates, room 115. 

Esmerelda. 
He kisses Terri and pours into the moment an apology to 

the woman who died with him. He caresses her lips, tastes her 
sweet tongue, and hopes to be forgiven, not for her death, but 
for his disrespect of it.

Time slips and spins and stretches. He has no idea how 
long he kisses the woman at the Last Chance For Gas Snak-
Mart and Fuel Stop, but it is long enough. 

The picture in the paper is another nudge, another puzzle 
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waiting for his attention further up the road. He could bed 
Terri now. He knows it. He could finish his apology, give her a 
night to remember, and seek an atonement long overdue, but 
he holds back. He’d like to think he’s respecting her propriety 
and vulnerability, but he knows he’s afraid he’ll kill her.

They break apart, panting and thirsty.
“I’ve got to go, Terri,” he says. “Thanks for the kiss.”
He steps out into the cool desert air and looks back toward 

Tonopah’s lights. His road is the other way, into the darkness.
Just then he remembers something his sister told him. 

He’s not sure if was Lynette Kalson or Gloria Oswald, but he 
giggles when he remembers it and pokes his head back into 
the store.

“Terri,” he says.
“Yes?” Rejection and hope are writ clear on her face.
“If God gives you lemons,” he says. “Get yourself another 

god!”
She looks like he’s insulted her. He hadn’t meant to. He 

thought it was funny and appropriate. He can’t leave her like 
that, so he says, “I’ll probably be back this way.”

“Be careful out there,” she says. “The roads aren’t always 
safe.”

They share a smile and he withdraws to the car.

Twenty miles on he’s still thinking of Terri and the nat-
ural yearning of two lonely people to spend a brief intimate 
moment together. Esmerelda and Terri, years apart but not 
so far.

He’s back in the wasteland. In the moonlight he can see 
far off mountains on either side of the road, distant and for-
bidding. Pale sandy dunes stretch across the unmeasurable 
expanse to lap at the bases of the craggy mountains like a fro-
zen sea. Struggling bushes and cactus dot the surfaces like 
drowning sailors.

He doesn’t pass a car for an hour, not a paved side road or 
mileage marker, then like the side of a freight car he passes 
a billboard and reads: For God so loved the world, that he 



Johnny Worthen

243

gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him 
should not perish, but have everlasting life. John 3:16.

There’s not a human structure beside the road as far as he 
can see. Outside his car, there’s not a man-made light from 
horizon to horizon. But here is God. Here is religion, right in 
his face in the middle of the night. In the desert. God is in the 
desert.

The quote is well known to him, the billboard identical to 
countless others he’s seen from Arizona to Idaho. He mulls it 
over as he drives. His passenger sleeps soundly.

It is the main tenet of Christianity, and this night, on this 
road, he finds it ridiculous. It is complete self-deception. 
Where in nature is there the like? Where in this world an 
example of that philosophy? What pattern in nature suggests 
that there is everlasting life in any form regardless of affilia-
tion or aspirations?

Life leads to death. That is what every person sees. That is 
the natural order of the world. It is reality, but it is so terrible 
that people make mental gymnastics and sacrifice—murder 
and mayhem to deny it. Would not God teach His lessons in 
every leaf and season? Would not the laws of the universe be 
whispered on every dying breath? The Christian promise is a 
lie. Give him a god like Kali who promises death, who puts it in 
your face, makes you see it, absorb it, understand it. Respect 
it and love it. Kali, the god of deceivers who alone speaks the 
truth.

Prophets find God in the desert.

Hours later, he approaches the Sierra Nevadas. He passes 
the occasional farm hidden behind hills, their whereabouts 
betrayed by dirt roads with gates breaking up the infinite 
barbed wire barriers beside mailboxes and palms. There’re 
increasing signs of water, life, and civilization.

The sun threatens to rise behind him, and he feels the eight 
hours of driving like a weight on his hips.

“Trent get up,” he says. “We’re nearly there.”
The youth blinks his eyes. “Wow,” he says. “Already? Time 

slips by doesn’t it?”
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“Oh yeah.”
“Where are we?”
“Just passed the turn off for Topaz Lake.”
“Pull over. I gotta piss.”
“You want to drive?” says Michael. “I don’t know where to 

go once we hit the city.”
“Neither do I.”
“What? This is your soirée. How’re we supposed to find 

Jessica?”
“She’ll be around. We’ll keep our eyes open. We won’t be 

the only ones.”
“What?” says Michael, but an answer must wait. Trent is 

out of the car pissing in a ditch before the car comes to a com-
plete stop.

Traffic blows by honking at the pissing boy either in dis-
gust or teasing. Michael never knows which it is when they 
honk at him.

“That car has a smooth ride,” Trent says zipping his fly.
“I think it cost seventy thousand new,” says Michael. “It 

better have a good ride.”
Michael tosses him the keys and gets in the passenger side.
“What now?” Michael says.
“To Tahoe. Hook up with the family.”
“By the hook you will know the family,” Michael says to 

himself. “By the throat you will have the sign.”
Trent draws his hand to his neck, a simple subtle gesture, 

but the same one Michael has seen a half dozen people make 
to him in the last month. The sign.

“Do you remember now, Jack?” says Trent.
“Jack!” Michael exclaims. “Joe, Jesse, Jack. The J. The 

hook.”
Trent nods slowly and slides the car into gear. “Welcome 

back, Baby Michael.”
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

“How do you know that name?”Michael says
“You’re a legend.”
“Where are you taking me?”
“I’m bringing you in,” says Trent.
“What’s all this about?”
“Michael,” he says easily, holding the wheel with his wrist, 

taking the vehicle over eighty. “I’m bringing you back.”
“Why you?”
“I found you first,” he says.
“Goddammit I want some answers. Stop evading me. No 

more riddles. What the hell is going on?”
“I was hoping to avoid this part,” he says. “Jessica’s the 

one who should do this, debrief you and all that. Can you wait 
that long?”

“But we don’t know where she is.”
“That is true. But we’ll find her. If she’s not busy.”
“Is she like the queen or something?”
He laughs. “No. No no no no. She’s good at calming people 

down, that’s all. She’s really good at putting people at ease. A 
place you need to be. She’s a good talker.”

“I can’t wait,” Michael says. “I’m going mad. Tell me what’s 
happening. Who am I?”

“We’ll be there soon.”
“Tell me what you can,” Michael says, careful to put calm-

ness into his voice. His clear thinking is eroding, but he has 
enough left to soften his tone.

Trent glances at the speedometer and the early morning 
road. He sighs. “You’re a wizard, Harry,” he says.
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“What?”
Trent laughs hard and long, tears in his eyes before he 

calms down enough to speak. “Sorry,” he says. “I’ve been 
practicing that for days. Seemed appropriate.”

“I’m not laughing,” Michael says. “I’m going insane.”
“You are the boy who lived,” Trent says. “See the parallel?”
“Trent, if you don’t start giving me straight answers, I’m 

going to kill you.”
The laughing stops. Trent’s eyes harden and hold. After a 

minute, he says, “Baby Michael survived the Barstow suicides. 
The family thinks you were left alive and left to the care of clay 
men because you were too young to be prosecuted.”

“The family?”
“Children of the Mother, Michael,” Trent says. “Don’t act 

stupid.”
“Kali.”
“Yes. Mother’s Hunters. The Faithful Tigers.”
“How big is the family?”
“A couple hundred. Small enough to keep track of, big 

enough to cover the territory.”
“How’d you find me?”
“She had a hand in it,” he says.
“Jessica?”
“Kali, stupid,” he says. “Keep up will you?”
“Okay. I’m listening.”
“The story goes that you were looking for candy. While 

your streak was on a hunt, you found the sacrament and 
helped yourself.”

“What? My streak?”
“That’s what a group of tigers is called. Lions are a pride, 

fish have schools. Tigers have streaks.”
“You’re confusing me.”
“Jessica can explain it better,” he says. “You want to wait?”
The sun creeps up, blinding Michael in the rear-view 

window. 
“No. My streak was hunting, and I was looking for candy,” 

he says. “Go on.”
“Candy. Sugar. That’s the sacrament. You found the 
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streak’s jaggery and helped yourself. It could have killed you. 
It could have driven you insane, but instead The Mother loved 
you that day, and you joined the family.”

“Family, not streak?”
“Streak is a hunting party. In some cases they’re family 

units. Mother, father, kids and all that. Like you had. Other 
streaks are groups of people who work well together. Some 
work alone. Like me. I’m a solo hunter. I do my own digging.”

“Jessica?”
“She’s in a streak of three this year. Last year she had five, 

I think.”
“So the streaks break up?”
“Sometimes. Not usually the families though.”
“But they weren’t my family,” he says. “I was born Michael 

Hammond.”
“You were loot, my brother. Like me. You were stolen. Kali 

loves the stolen.”
“Are all members of the Family stolen?”
“Oh no. I can think of like, five of us. Six with you back. Are 

you back?”
Now Michael laughs. “I’ll tell you after I’ve been to 

Hogwarts.”
The sand is behind them. They’re in the high mountains 

now; winding roads, pine trees and cabins.
“I have a question for you,” Trent says. “How is it you don’t 

remember any of this?”
“I forgot,” he says. “I lied to get by. I lied to survive. I lied 

long, and I lied well, so well that I think I forgot what the truth 
was. Does that make sense?”

“Actually, it does.”
“Lynette told me to beguile the time, look like the time.”
“MacBeth,” says Trent. “Who’s Lynette?”
“My sister. She died in Barstow.”
“Oh.”
“Not I’m sorry?” says Michael.
“Nope,” Trent says.
They pass a motorhome across a double line up a hill. The 

engine complains but performs.
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“Nice ride,” he says. “We’ll have to lose it in Tahoe though. 
They’ll be looking for this.”

“The family are Thugs?” Michael says. “Thuggee. 
Deceivers.”

“Yeah.”
“The hunt. That’s killing people on the road.”
“Yes,” he says. “Keeping the streets clear of valuable pos-

sessions and fools.”
“Is there a head of the family?”
“Older folks, custodians of wealth, but no king,” he says. 

“Or queen. We have a place in Arizona called Kaleekah and an 
investment company to help launder money and things.”

“How’d you find me?” 
“Kali told us to look for you.”
“How?”
“Visions.”
“Everyone?”
“No,” he says. “It was Jessica. She’ll tell you about it. Her 

streak, too. They all knew the laser would bring you back.”
Michael’s head is spinning. The walls of reality, already 

crumbling, are falling fast in this conversation. He tries to tell 
himself that he’s talking to a liar. Do not believe him. He is a 
deceiver. 

Michael forces his mind to stay objective. These things may 
be true but they may not be. He might be insane and none of 
this is happening. He could still be sleeping at the rest stop 
before St. George. His companion could be an amalgama-
tion of recent events and terrors. Or he could be a Deceiver, a 
Faithful Tiger, sent by a blood-thirsty god to bring him back.

He acts the tiger. Michael can sense a playfulness in his 
manner, not unlike a cat toying with a mouse. He is easy and 
light, forthcoming and friendly but with a hint of unseen dan-
ger. Trent is easy to like, easy to trust. It is like talking to an 
old friend or a practiced conman.

“Laser,” Michael says. 
“Do you know about that? There was some big medical 

laser Jessica’s streak caught. That was the thing—that’s what 
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I heard. Shame to lose the ground, though. Crystal Spring had 
history, and it’s hard to find good ground like that, you know? 
Good places you can bury your kills. But what can you do, eh?”

“Isaac Lowe,” says Michael.
“What? Who’s he?”
“The truck driver who was killed. The one who had the 

laser.”
“A friend of yours?”
“No. I was investigating the case for an insurance company.”
“Are you sad he died?”
“He had a family. A wife and a little girl,” says Michael.
“I’m not sure you answered the question.”
“Theoretically, yes. Yes it does bother me.”
“He beat his wife,” Trent says. “He was a racist hooligan. 

He killed a Mexican kid two years ago in a drive-by in New 
Mexico. Just for kicks. Are you still sad?”

“I didn’t know any of that,” says Michael. “That changes 
things. I guess he had it coming.”

“A public service.”
“Yeah,” says Michael remembering that Trent didn’t know 

the man’s name before he told him.
“That laser was a good catch,” Trent says. “Jessica’s having 

a hell of a year. If this goes off, we might cut the season short.”
“If what goes off?”
He points through the windshield. 
They drive out of the forest and into a town. On his right, 

there’s a manicured golf course, a train of white golf carts 
scurrying toward a flag. To his left are low wooded mountains 
behind grassy lots for sale. Prime Development Land prom-
ises the sign. Before them is a cluster of buildings, hotels, and 
casinos.

“Tahoe,” says Trent. “Jessica’s streak needs help bringing 
down something big here. She’s hunting whales.”

“How do you know this? How did you know to come here? 
Kali?”

“Cell phones,” he laughs. “Duh.”
The mundane explanation confuses Michael. He’s slipping 
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into a fluid reality where gods and technologies merge to 
upturn morality, laws, and lives. It all can make sense, some-
how, he thinks. It might have once, before the Dormitory, 
when he was in his “streak.” It must all have made sense then.

He presses his hands to his temples and closes his eyes. 
He’s feverish. He feels the heat seep into his palms from his 
head.

“When you first met me last month, did you know who I 
was?” he asks Trent.

“I did not,” he said. “But I saw the smoke.”
“Smoke?”
“Kind of a black halo around people,” he says. “It comes 

and goes, like an acid flashback. A side-effect of the Jaggery 
Sacrament. When you didn’t give the hook or the sign, I was 
puzzled. But sometimes there are people who have the smoke 
but aren’t part of the Family. They’re touched by Kali, but not 
Tigers, you know? We leave those guys alone. I figured you 
were one of them.”

“Who are those guys?”
“I knew a guy who had smoke in LA once. Not a Tiger. No 

connection to The Mother at all. But, he was great fence. See, 
I had these bonds that were pretty hot. I had to move them 
right away, or they’d be worthless. A biker I knew, not of the 
Family but in the same profession, introduced me to this guy. 
When I saw the smoke, I knew I could trust him. It’s rare to 
see smoke outside of a feast or a festival when the sacrament 
is shared. I took it as a good sign. Maybe some of the old folks 
could tell you more about it. I’m not that versed in it all.”

“Where are they? The old Thuggee home?”
He laughs. “When they’re too old to hunt and too old to 

help, we send them on.”
“That’s cold.”
“Nope. Without purpose,” he says thinking for a second, 

“what’s the purpose?”
The pun is so stupid it draws a laugh from Michael. “I’m 

hungry,” he says.
“I hear that,” says Trent. “I know a place.”
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They cruise over the state line into California.
“We gotta ditch this ride,” says Trent. He pulls into under-

ground parking below the Pine-Palm Desert Inn. 
“Get your stuff out,” he says. 
“Why?”
“Someone’s going to be looking for this car,” says Trent. 

“Time to get rid of it.”
“Are we just going to leave it?”
“Hell no. I’ll have it picked up. Good day’s work, this Range 

Rover.”
“You’re taking it?”
“Do you mind?”
“Will I need it?”
“No.”
“Then I guess I don’t mind.”
Michael has less than Trent; a single bag with a broken 

strap compared to his companion’s bright duffel bag. He 
finally rips the shoulder strap off and carries it by the handle. 

The garage is littered with cars wearing California and 
Nevada licenses plates in equal measure, but they are the only 
people there. Their steps echo off the concrete walls and ceil-
ing as they snake their way between cars and cement pylons 
to an elevator.

“I hope they have a buffet here,” Michael says.
“Hey Michael,” Trent says pushing the elevator button. 

“Do you know what an approver is?”
“It’s a turn-coat, right? A deceiver who rats out the gang?”
“Yeah,” says Trent. “With all I told you, you’d make a pretty 

good approver now.”
“Who’d I tell? Who’d believe me? I’m not even sure I 

believe it.”
“Oh there are lots of folks,” he says.
“Everyone’s telling me to keep secrets,” says Michael.
“Who else?”
“There was a cop. An FBI agent and a Homeland Security 

goon. They told me to keep quiet about Crystal Springs.”
“Did they?”
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“Yeah.”
“You’ve been gone a long time,” Trent says impatiently 

pressing the call button again. “It’s good to have you back, but 
you’ve gotta imagine there are those of us who don’t know you 
the way I do, who might not trust you. Some may think you 
turned approver after Barstow and think you might be a plant 
to flush the tigers out into the open.”

“That’s poetic, but pretty farfetched.”
“What can you do? People are naturally suspicious,” he 

says. “It takes effort to win their trust.”
“I thought my coming was foretold by prophesy.”
“Visions can be interpreted differently. Jessica said you 

were coming back. Here you are. What now?”
“We do Jessica’s thing.” Michael steps forward and tries 

his luck pushing the button.
“We gotta be sure, Jim,” he says. “You already cost the 

Family a ground. It’s nothing personal.”
The elevator finally dings and the doors open.
“What’s not personal?” asks Michael.
“This.”
Two men step out of the car and rush upon Michael. He’s 

suddenly aware of two other men behind him. He’d not seen 
them, not heard them approach. 

He throws his bag at the two coming out of the elevator but 
it’s deflected easily. One grabs his legs, one each his arms, and 
one, with a flick of his wrist, whips a scarf around his throat. 
Michael hears the clatter of coins and feels them slap against 
his neck. He can’t get out a scream. He drew a final breath in 
surprise and that final breath is trapped in his lungs. He falls 
back against a concrete post and then is pulled down like prey 
beset by a pack of wolves, or rather, a streak of tigers.

They hold him still; the melee settles and the counting 
begins.

His eyes darken and sting, his tongue is forced out his 
mouth. His last breath turns to acid in his chest. His strug-
gling muscles are on fire, burning from the poison of unre-
leased carbon dioxide.
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It is a fair kill, he thinks. He had every clue to sense the 
hunters, every reason to be wary, every chance to escape. 
The decoy was engaging and put him at ease. His timing was 
impeccable. The takedown was a choreographed ballet; the 
cast of the strangling scarf a master stroke. He can accept this 
death. It is a good one.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

He’d think he would dream, but he doesn’t. When he comes 
to consciousness, his head contains no images, only pain; no 
inspiration, only confusion. He is not dead, and he’s not sure 
how he feels about that.

“He’s waking up,” someone says.
Michael opens his eyes. They’re dried and painful. He 

knows they must look red as ripe strawberries. They ache, and 
it is by their aching he knows he’s alive. 

He’s on his side; the world is tilted ninety degrees. He’s 
on a couch. He blinks and takes in a large room. A couple of 
couches on thick beige carpet. Bright curtained windows, a 
lake visible in the distance. He tries to get up but cannot. His 
hands are bound behind him. His ankles tied together. Hands 
grasp his shoulders, and with their assistance he is lifted and 
sat upright.

“How you doin’ Jim?” Trent asks him, using the hook. 
Michael follows the voice to a row of steel barstools across 

the expansive room. Trent sits on one, two others are occu-
pied by men he does not recognize beside a woman he’d have 
remembered seeing. Besides Trent they are all strangers. 

One man stands behind the bar. Michael thinks he may be 
the one who threw the scarf—the rumal, around his neck. He 
looks dispassionately at Michael and shakes a sweating silver 
drink shaker over a sink before cracking it open pouring three 
martinis.

“I’ve been better, Jeff,” says Michael. His throat is raw and 
sore. It hurts him to speak. “Who’re your friends?”

“Family,” Trent says sipping a martini.
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“I’d give the sign,” he says, “but, you know.”
The woman beside Trent is a healthy fifty-something. She 

could pass for early forties except her hands give her away. 
Her hair is pulled back in a bun, but not severely. Her face 
is accentuated with expertly applied makeup and her dress 
could get her admitted to an Oscar party. Her cold blue eyes 
are menacingly fixed on Michael.

“Hello,” he says to her.
She looks away and huffs in disgust. The expression is 

shared by the others to a greater or lesser extent. Trent alone 
looks friendly, but Michael knows better.

“Why are you toying with me?” Michael rasps. “Do it and 
be done.”

“The words of the prophet,” says a voice behind him. 
Michael shifts to see more people: four more men and two 

women.
He coughs in surprise when he recognizes Robert Poulson 

from the truck stop in Ely. The black store owner wiggles his 
fingers in greeting, but his expression is cold and unreadable.

Michael should not be so surprised to see standing beside 
him the state trooper Perez. He’s out of uniform, but Michael 
recognizes him instantly. He’d forgotten the strange dialog 
they’d had at Crystal Springs. He’d assumed it’d all been a 
hallucination. Seeing him here now, with Poulson, Trent, and 
these others, Michael cannot be sure he is not dreaming now.

“Don’t let them rattle you, Jarrad,” Perez says with a wink.
He’s in a hotel suite. A big one; multiple bedrooms, office, 

full bar, plenty of seating. The woman in the cocktail dress 
looks like she could afford a room like this. One of the men 
behind Michael is in a business suit and could be a banker. 
One of the woman looks like a secretary by trade, while the 
other could be a mother come straight from her daughter’s 
soccer game. Michael thinks he recognizes the orderly who 
pushed him out of the Vegas hospital, but he’s not sure. He 
didn’t pay enough attention. He counts eleven people in the 
room. Eleven killers. Twelve, including him.

“Seriously,” says the woman at the bar. “Screw this wait-
ing. Kill the approver.”
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“Fuck that!” says Michael. The outburst tears his throat 
and he swallows hard to stop the pain. Strange the insult 
would bother him so much.

“Shut up,” says a man next to Trent at the bar, a thin 
ex-marine type with a shaved head and a thick diving watch.

“He’s afraid to die,” says the bartender as if that settled 
some argument.

Michael shakes his head. “Wrong again,” he says. “And 
I’m not an approver.” The last syllable catches in his injured 
esophagus. It feels like glass coming up.

“Get him something to drink,” says the other man at the 
bar. He’s a muscular black man in his late thirties, tan slacks, 
tight polo shirt. He casts a deferential glance at the woman 
who rolls her eyes.

The bartender fills a highball glass with tap water and 
hands it to Trent who carries it to the couch.

“They don’t believe you, Jack,” he says pouring the tepid 
water into his mouth. Swallowing hurts, but the water soothes 
the swelling. Michael knows he’s deceiving himself, but he 
tells himself that Trent is on his side, that he can trust him. 
He used the hook when addressing him, as did Perez, and he 
takes that as a friendly gesture among this gang of thugs.

There’s a knock on the door and the black man from the 
bar goes to attend it. In a moment, he’s back with a uniformed 
member of the hotel staff helping to guide a large rolling table 
into the room. Michael looks to the concierge, expecting a 
reaction to the scene of a bound and strangled man held cap-
tured on the couch, but he barely glances at him.

“Any sign of Jessica?” asks the woman.
“I saw Tyler in the lobby,” says the concierge. “No sign of 

her.”
“So send him up,” she says. “He’ll do.”
“We’ve got to wait,” says the man in the suit. “Mother’s 

taken an interest in this. We should move slowly.”
“He gave up Crystal Springs,” says the marine at the bar. 

“My great-grandfather used that ground.”
“Eh,” says Perez, “It was doomed. The Mormons were 
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buying it up for a handcart exhibit or something. It wouldn’t 
have lasted another season.”

“But it wasn’t the Mormons that shut it down, was it? It 
was Baby Michael here. Approver.”

“Fuck that!” Michael yells again, the volume tears his 
throat.

“What else do you call it?” the marine says. “You showed 
them the ground.”

“She showed it to me,” Michael croaks.
His neck feels like torn sandpaper so he doesn’t know how 

he managed the inflection to communicate who “She” was but 
they understand, and the room falls silent.

After a moment, the concierge starts handing out sand-
wiches, tall clubs with pickles and chips; a room-service sta-
ple. They eat in silence, the discussion put on hold.

Trent administers another glass of water to Michael before 
taking his own lunch.

When they are nearly finished, Trent’s cell phone rings.
“The natives are restless,” he says for a hello. He listens for 

a moment, then says, “Hurry” before hanging up.
“Jessica’s in the elevator,” he says.
The bartender shakes another round of martinis.
Michael studies the people, looking for a friendly face 

and thinks some may have softened toward him. The drinks 
are poured and sipped in silence. The stillness is surreal and 
Michael considers again the possibility that all this is only 
happening in his head. It could all be part of a fevered dream 
of guilt and poison killing him in a Las Vegas hospital room, 
or maybe the last nightmare flash of narration before he dies, 
strangled in a Tahoe parking garage.

There’s a knock on the door and Jessica enters with two 
men Michael thinks he’s seen before. They might be the men 
he saw on the video in Ely. One of them is dressed casually in 
jeans and a windbreaker, the other is in a suit only half a step 
down from a tuxedo. Michael studies them for a moment and 
then realizes he’s seen both men before in a Las Vegas laun-
dromat a lifetime ago.



What Immortal Hand

258

Jessica is in a bikini, her bottom half concealed beneath a 
floral sarong. She moves into the room like a breeze.

“About fucking time,” says the woman at the bar. “You 
have six streaks here and you make us wait around staring at 
this shit excuse for a clay-man? Who do you think you are?”

“Fuck you,” says Michael to the woman, another insult too 
great to ignore.

The woman looks around at the others holding her hands 
up in wonder that nothing is being done to kill Michael right 
then.

“Settle down, Barb,” says a mustached man by the win-
dow. “Have another drink.”

Jessica kneels down in front of Michael. She smells of soft 
floral perfume, feminine and intoxicating.

“Heya, Joe, whatcha’ know?” she says and salutes with the 
sign, hand over her throat, deliberate and unmistakable as 
Trent had shown him that morning. 

“Less than you, Jessica,” he says.
“You talked to Trent?”
He nods rather than speaks.
Jessica stands up and collects a martini. She takes a slow 

sip nodding appreciatively to the bartender.
“Michael said that Mother showed him the ground,” Trent 

says to Jessica.
“That’s what I saw,” says the man in the suit Jessica arrived 

with. “Tyler you agree?”
The other newcomer nods, “I saw him dying there though,” 

he says. “Mother took him. That’s what I saw.”
“So they don’t agree,” says the bartender. “Bryce saw one 

thing, Tyler something else, Jessica a third thing. Mother’s 
playing with us. Give thanks she gave us the approver. I claim 
the right to finish what I began.”

“Don’t be so hasty,” says the man in the business suit. 
“Four visions,” he says.

“Three, and they contradict,” says Barb.
“Four,” says the man, “Michael says he had one.”
“He could be lying,” says the marine.
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Michael chuckles and draws malevolent stares. Then Trent 
chortles, then Perez and then the others see the irony.

“No contradiction,” says Jessica. “He had a fever. He died. 
Actually, he died a couple of times.”

“Not enough,” says Barb.
“Howard was pretty enthusiastic downstairs,” adds Trent 

glaring at the bartender. “Add another one to that.”
“I died?” says Michael. “Again?”
“If at first you don’t succeed,” says Barb.
“If Mother had wanted him dead, she’d have taken him 

after Crystal Springs,” says Jessica. “He had a fever, Barb. A 
fever. Not a bullet, not a car. A fever.”

“But is wasn’t cholera,” she says.
“Wake up and smell the ashes,” says Tyler with a grin. “Are 

you denying this?”
Barb looks around the room for support. Michael follows 

her gaze. 
This group is so different, varied by age, shape, and col-

oring, no two look to be linked by genetics, and yet he feels 
he’s in the middle of a family reunion. His place among them 
is unclear. He’s not sure if he’s a cousin, a date, or the main 
course.

“So what does it mean?” asks the soccer mom.
“I don’t know,” says Jessica.
“So it could mean, ‘here my Faithful Tigers. Have an 

approver, bury him deep,’” suggests Barb.
“It could,” agrees Bryce.
“What do you think it means, Michael?” says Jessica. “Why 

do you think you’re here?”
He shakes his head not because he does not have an 

answer, but because he doesn’t want to give it. 
Poulson speaks for him. “He’s one of us,” he says. “I saw 

the smoke from across the road and I haven’t had jaggery 
since Festival.”

“I saw it in Vegas,” says Tyler.
“Same here,” said Perez. “Like a beacon. You should have 

seen him at Crystal Springs, man. He was on fire. I couldn’t 
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believe no one else was seeing it. Hell, you know what? I could 
even smell it.”

“At the hospital,” says Jessica. “I smelled it.”
“Thanks for the cactus, by the way,” says Michael. Jessica 

smiles, and it warms him to see it.
“How often do you see smoke without the jaggery?” asks 

Perez. “I never have.”
“I did once,” says Trent, then pointing to Michael, “twice.”
“He’s the first,” says Tyler. Bryce nods.
“Makes sense,” says Poulson, “If the stories about his eat-

ing the Jaggery are true.”
“We can’t let him go,” says Trent. “In case anyone was 

thinking about that. I laid it all out and we have people from 
every streak in the region in this room. We gotta’ kill him if we 
come up with nothing else.”

“Bury him deep,” says Barb.
“Is this messing up the hunt?” asks the woman who could 

be a secretary.
“No,” Jessica says. “We’re on schedule.”
“You know,” says the man in the banker’s suit. “Barring 

Festival, this is the biggest assembly of active streaks I can 
remember. How does that play into this Michael thing?”

“It puts us in serious danger,” says the bartender.
“What’d you tell the cops?” Trent asks Michael.
“Would you believe me?”
“Don’t know. Try us.”
“You’d know if I’d said anything after Barstow.”
“Because you don’t remember?” says Trent.
“That, and you’d have seen the results.”
“Keep talking,” says the marine.
“What about Crystal Springs?” asks Tyler.
“Same thing. I didn’t know. I still don’t know.”
“You knew enough,” says Bryce.
“I’m an investigator by trade,” he says. “I investigated. 

There were lots of guys looking for you, or rather, the laser. I 
just got lucky. I didn’t know I was jeopardizing anything until 
after the hospital.”
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“What’d you do then?”
“Me? Nothing. But my partner told them about three pos-

sible hijackers from Reno and sent them to Poulson’s for a 
tape.” 

Bryce and Tyler exchange looks.
“Can I have some more water?” says Michael. “Cold this 

time?”
The bartender sets up another drink. Jessica brings it to 

him and pours it in his mouth. No one makes a move to untie 
him.

“Thanks,” he says. “When I found out that they were on to 
you, I felt sick. I didn’t know why, but I see it now.”

“What do you see?”
“I’m a part of this. I’m not to betray… us.”
“He’s bargaining now,” says the bartender.
“Give him a break,” says the soccer mom. “He’s one of us.”
“Was one of us.”
“Robert, what happened with the tape?” asks the marine.
“Nothing,” he says. “After the ground was discovered, I 

erased ’em. I had one that I had to keep, but you couldn’t see 
anything. I made sure of that.”

“Why do you keep tapes?” says Bryce. “Really?”
“Insurance,” he says. “I gotta’ have ’em or no insurance. 

I can’t get gas without it. It’s fine. Nothing happened. Feds 
came by, saw the tape they’d seen before. They didn’t even 
take it. It got stopped.”

Bryce flicks his thumb at Michael and says, “Will he be 
missed?”

“Will you be missed Michael?” asks Jessica.
“Estranged family for a while,” he says and shakes his 

head. “I live out of my car.” 
“You’re making it easy to kill you,” says Trent. 
“I don’t think I want to die,” he says.
“What do you want?” 
Michael remembers the vision of Kali, the black woman 

drinking blood from a severed head, gore dripping from her 
chin, her arms waving cruel steel of destruction. He remembers 
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also the pale mother with ten arms that held the universe in 
Her eyes. They are one, the black and the blue, the mother 
who loves but kills her children, the teller of lies who alone 
shows him the truth. He has seen the infinite, it is terrible and 
black but it is true. It will die. It is finite, as he is finite. 

He may not have been born to Her, but he was bred to Her, 
and these creatures around him, these plain men and women 
who hold his life in their murdering hands are his brothers 
and sisters. He loves them and wishes to know them all as well 
as he can, for as long as he can, before Mother cuts him down 
and absorbs him back into time. 

He tastes blood and smells ashes, and feels his face flush 
with heat. He gasps, suddenly aware that he has neglected to 
breathe. “I want to come home,” he says in a cracking voice.

“We can’t let you go, Jim,” says Trent. “You know that.”
“I didn’t say I wanted to go home,” he says, tears rolling 

down his cheeks. “I said I want to come home.”
“Mother sent him,” says the banker.
“Mother kills her children,” says the marine.
“The stupid ones for sure,” says Tyler. “Did you hear about 

that streak in Arkansas? Got blown up in a meth lab fire. Five 
of them. Catching a shoe box of cash and two clays when 
someone kicks over a Bunsen burner and kaboom. All kinds 
of heat on them now. The whole Dixie clan is shut down for a 
season at least.”

“Who told you that?” asks Barb.
“Fletcher,” he says. “You met him. Red headed kid, freck-

les. Redneck type. He came to Festival a couple years ago.”
“Kid with the ears,” says the man the bar. 
Barb nods. “I remember him now.”
“He’ll be here soon,” says Tyler.
“From Dixie?”
“They need work. We need help,” says Tyler.
“How many streaks do you have coming in on this?” asks 

the concierge.
“Eight,” says Jessica. “Our seven here and Fletcher’s.”
“How big’s the take?”.
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“Five million dollars,” says Jessica. “Maybe more. It’s in 
cash. No fence. No cuts. A box of money.”

Perez whistles and says, “High stakes.”
“And here sits… this guy,” says Barb.
“And seven streaks. Over thirty tigers,” says the marine.
“What are the signs?” Michael hears himself say. His 

father talked about the signs. He remembers walking with 
Christopher and Lynette, listening for birds, watching for cats, 
returning with their sightings. He remembers doing that. He 
remembers it was important before they set out. His question 
is met by this group with admiring looks of surprise.

“You mean what are our chances?” says Bryce.
He shakes his head. “What are the signs?”
“Old school,” says Poulson. “I like that.”
“Unclear,” says Jessica answering Michael.
“Abort,” says the marine. “Not worth the chance. Baby 

Michael is an omen. Abort.”
“What do you think, Michael?” says Trent. “Are you an 

omen? Should we abort?”
“How should I know? I just got here.”
“Five million dollars,” says the Hispanic man with a mus-

tache. “What did you get for that laser?”
“Two hundred,” says Bryce.
“Plus twenty for the truck,” adds Tyler.
“That little?” says Michael.
“How much you make last month?” asks Bryce.
“This is less exposure than the laser,” says Tyler. “No insur-

ance investigator will come looking here.”
“We’ll kill the whole party,” says Jessica. “Should be a 

clean hunt.”
“Can we not outline the entire plan in front of the possible 

approver?” asks Barb.
The room falls silent.
“I’ve been hunting my entire life, fifty-two years,” says the 

Hispanic man slowly. “It’s a job. It’s how things are. It’s how 
I feed the family—my family, not The Family. I go to Festival, 
I hunt for a couple months, I go back home and all’s good. I 
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don’t think of Kali except at the moment, you know when you 
have to, when you can’t not think of her. I don’t think She 
ever thinks of me. I don’t expect Her to. But I think She thinks 
about this man, and we should tread carefully. Mother is not 
merciful and only fools and saints welcome death.”

“You don’t talk much Carlos, but when you do…” says 
Perez.

“Was there a woman in the five?” says Michael.
“What?”
“Tyler,” he rasps. “In Arkansas, was one of them a woman? 

Was she pregnant with twins?”
“How the hell would you know that?” says Tyler.
“I had a dream of burning tigers. One was pregnant.” 

Staring into a St. George cul-de-sac, seeing Kali on a subur-
ban street, he’d seen also the tigers dying but not known what 
it meant. He still doesn’t.

“A dream?”
“A waking dream.”
“Ah shit,” says Perez. “I haven’t had this much religion 

since Festival. Hell, not even then.”
“Damn, son,” says Poulson. “You got a hotline to the other 

side?”
“So was there a pregnant girl?” asks the soccer mom.
“Yes,” says Tyler. “Fletcher’s sister.”
“Mother’s hand is in this,” says the banker.
“Is there a boat in your plan?” says Michael turning to 

Jessica.
She spits her drink. “Holy shit,” she says.
“I saw…” Michael splutters. How can he tell them about 

the strange vision he had at the library? How can he interpret 
what it means? A shadow-play of ships and tigers. He’d nearly 
written it off as a sick flashback from Life of Pi.

“My father told me to ask for God’s blessing before doing 
anything great or important,” says Michael. “You should do 
that.”

“What’s he talking about?”
“Old school,” says Poulson with a grin.
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“He’s right,” says the soccer mom. “There are so many of 
us here, if we ignore the forms, Mother might be displeased.”

“This hunt is turning into a prayer meeting,” says Barb.
“What’s your point?” says Trent.
She shrugs.
“It’s good advice,” says Jessica. “I can push it off a day. 

That’ll give Fletcher’s streak a chance to settle in and us a 
chance to recover from a feast.”

Michael is pleased to contribute something positive to the 
meeting, something that doesn’t necessitate his immediate 
death. He’ll die eventually, but like any thinking creature, he’d 
rather it was later than sooner. He does not tell them that the 
bromide he offered them did not come from his Kali worship-
ing father, Greg Kalson, but from his twice a year Christian 
father Adam Oswald. It is only when Jessica speaks again that 
he realizes an important distinction between the two faiths.

“Let’s go all out for a feast,” she says. “Someone get us a 
kill.”
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Chapter Thirty

In a wave of recall, Michael remembers a Festival in flashes 
of images and sensory recollection. He remembers jugglers 
and music, songs and games, tables of food, playmates and 
friends. Smells, sounds, sights and laughter the likes of which 
he has not seen again. It was a party that went on for days.

A feast is a mini-festival and could happen any time; is 
a mobile holiday, a prayer to Kali, and he loved them like 
Christmas. They usually happened after a hunt as an offering 
to the Goddess, when the kill was still fresh. But sometimes 
they could happen before the streak went out, when a special 
blessing was needed and the way was not clear. One feast he 
remembers now clearly as if a veil had slid away.

Christopher and Lynette were there. And his parents. 
They’d set up camp at Yellowstone. He remembers a white 
aluminum camper, an awning outstretched over a picnic table. 
He recalls the trip, the smell of sulfur in the air, the long wait 
for a geyser, and his mother warning him to keep the food 
locked away for fear of bears.

They were in good spirits. They sang songs by firelight and 
then mother laid out a table of steaks and coal baked potatoes, 
corn on the cob, and fresh bread with butter. He remembers 
the meal. After dessert, they sang to Kali and danced around 
the fire holding hands. It was bliss.

The night settled in on them. The fire died to embers. 
The stars were so bright Michael could read under them. The 
moment came like a breeze and everyone knew it was time. 

“Time for bed little tiger,” his mother told him.
“You’re going without me again?”
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“When you’re older,” his father said.
Christopher had stuck his tongue out to tease him. Lynette 

elbowed the older brother in the ribs and came to help tuck 
Michael in.

The night was cool and he had a quilted blanket. His par-
ents kissed him good-night and busied themselves until they 
thought he’d fallen asleep.

Michael could see them through the little window above the 
cab. He watched mother fetch the jaggery from the camper, a 
lump of orange-brown sugar in a modest earthen bowl. Father 
retrieved the offering from the cooler.

It was a simple thing, gray in the starlight, but he knew it 
was pinkish brown in the plastic Ziplock bag.

“It is the life-force,” Lynette had told him once. “It comes 
from the chakra here.” She touched his solar plexus. “It is yel-
low and shines.”

It is flesh. Michael saw the blood on it as father took it into 
his hands and squeezed the gland over the sugar like a ripe 
fruit.

Mother kneaded the sugar with the offering. She rolled it 
in a pan and added water and spices from a kit she kept under 
her seat. The fragrance was warm and gentle. It wafted through 
his little window. In an iron skillet over the dying embers, the 
spices crackled and popped. Mother used water to cool the 
pan. After a time, during which she sang an ancient song, it 
was done. She returned it to the wooden bowl and kneaded it 
a final time, fashioning four bite-sized morsels from the mix-
ture. She took one before passing the bowl to father who took 
one himself before passing it on to Christopher and finally 
Lynette.

“One day Michael,” his father had promised him. “One day 
soon you will take the jaggery too. When you are older. Now, 
it is too dangerous. It could kill you.”

And after a final prayer to Kali, they ate the sugar.
Michael watched their faces as they chewed. He loved jag-

gery. Mother would give him tastes of it before it was made 
sacred with the flesh. She’d let him pour it on his cereal, lick 
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it from a spoon, but never after it was consecrated, not after it 
was Holy with the life force of an enemy’s chakra.

“Yet do I fear thy nature. It is too full o’ the milk of human 
kindness,” Lynette said before her eyes rolled up into her head 
and she fell softly back onto a bed of pine needles. She was 
always saying things like that.

“Lightweight,” quipped Christopher and then followed her 
down.

“Sing us a song, Kali,” mother said before she too fell back 
into the dream.

His father said nothing but stared across the fire into the 
blackness of the cold Wyoming night until he sighed deeply 
and lay beside the foundlings which were his family.

When they were all down and dreaming, Michael stole out 
of the camper and covered them in blankets. He stoked the 
fire back to flame, and waited for them to wake, eager to hear 
of the places they had gone, the marvels they had seen, the 
love of Kali.

The bowl lay on the ground. The jaggery was not all gone.
How could he resist it? He drew a moistened finger across 

the bowl and sucked the sacred sugar into his mouth, like a 
babe on a tit. He licked the bowl. So sweet. So wonderful. So 
deadly.

“You can keep him in my room at the Thunderbird,” says 
the secretary.

The wave of recall recedes. Michael is still in the hotel, 
bound and thirsty, surrounded by killers and strangers who 
are his family.

“Who’s going to watch him? I’m not going to miss a feast.”
“Bring him of course,” says Jessica.
“Duh,” adds Trent. 
Michael likes him.
“You don’t need to guard me,” says Michael. 
“Sorry, Jeff,” says the marine. “That’s not going to happen.”
“I’m hungry and tired and need a lozenge.”
“I’ll take Howard and Ericka,” says Trent. “We’ll take him 
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to the T-Bird and see what’s available for the feast.”
“Don’t grab just any crackhead,” says the banker. “Let’s do 

this right. Not just clay. It should be an enemy.”
“Bad idea,” says the concierge. “An unnecessary risk. We’ll 

expose ourselves. Our quarry can still flee and we can get 
caught. I live here. You guys are passing through.”

“We’ll be careful,” says the secretary. 
Michael suspects she’s the Ericka that Trent mentioned.
“This hunt can set up the family for years. Decades maybe,” 

says Bryce. “I’d hate to have Mother fuck it up for us because 
we dissed her.”

“It’s worse now,” says Perez. “It’s not like it didn’t cross 
our minds. If we don’t follow the forms now, it’ll be turning 
our backs on Her.”

“For crying out loud,” says Barb. “It’s a hunt. It’s a job. It’s 
a deal. The rest is decoration.”

“Kali is decoration?” says the banker.
“She doesn’t care about us,” Barb says.
“She does,” says Michael. “She loves us. She loves me, any-

way. She told me.”
“She told you?”
“Yes.”
“That’s it,” says the banker throwing his hands up. “Either 

we do this right or I’m out of here.”
Perez nods, Poulson grins. Ericka and the soccer mom 

exchange looks but agree as well. The marine shrugs and 
gives one dip of his chin. All eyes fall on Barb. She looks at the 
concierge.

“We’re in your backyard,” she says to him. “You going 
along with Baby Michael here?”

“What the hell,” he says.
“Whatever.” Barb drains her martini.
Jessica regards Michael appraisingly. He knows that a 

word from her would be his instant death. Not once since 
he’s woken has there not been someone within striking dis-
tance of him. He does not see the cables or the rods, scarves 
and rumals, but he knows they are there nonetheless. He has 



What Immortal Hand

270

not sensed an overall leader in the group, no single voice of 
authority. The whole congregation is strangely egalitarian, 
but he senses it is Jessica’s hunt and he her prisoner, and they 
will do as she asks.

“Take him to the Thunderbird,” she says.
“Come on,” Trent says gesturing to the big man on Barb’s 

left. Together they lift Michael off the couch.
“So who’s Howard?” says Michael.
“I am,” says the bartender. “Did we forget the introduc-

tions? How rude of us.”
“I thought we were friends now.” 
“We’ll let you know.”
“Here’s how it’s gotta be, Jack,” Trent says. “We’re going 

to untie you and we’re all going to walk out of this room and 
take the elevator downstairs. We’re going to get a cab and go. 
You’re going to behave so we don’t regret untying you. Sound 
good?”

Michael nods.
Ericka produces a knife as if out of the air, and with a flick 

of her wrist, his hands are free. Another flick and his legs are 
too.

Ericka leads the way, then Trent, Michael, and Howard at 
the rear. They march down the wide hall in single file.

“This is how we’ll go the whole way,” says Howard. “If you 
get any ideas, I got this.” He shows a small stun gun concealed 
in his palm. “It’ll break all your teeth and look like a heart 
attack.”

“Where would I go?” Michael says.
The elevator door opens and Ericka steps in to make sure 

it’s empty. She pushes the lobby button, they get in, and the 
doors close.

“Why not the parking garage?” Michael asks.
“This hotel doesn’t have one,” Trent says. “We’re in Nevada 

now. Can’t you smell the sin?”
“Cheap booze and vomit?”
“That’s it.”
Ericka says, “You know there are people who think your 
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family were a bunch of cowards for letting you live.”
“Jesus Christ, Ericka. It wasn’t Masada,” says Trent. 
“He was captured,” says Howard.
“Captured? You mean arrested,” says Trent. “How many 

times have you been arrested Ericka?”
She shrugs.
“Howard, you spent eighteen months in a Dakota jail if I 

remember right. Why didn’t you off yourself? You could have 
hanged yourself in a cell. Why didn’t you?”

“It’s okay,” says Michael. “They don’t trust me. No reason 
they should.”

The door opens and they step out in same order as before, 
but a little less clumped up. Less conspicuous.

They’re on the casino floor. The air is a clatter of bells, craps 
callers, and barmaid banter. It’s a maze to get out. The exit 
sign nearest them is marked Emergency Only. For a moment, 
a brief tick of sane time, Michael thinks he can make it, knock 
Trent into Ericka when they round a corner where Howard 
will be a step behind, and dash for it. An alarm would sound 
pulling all eyes to them, and in the time it would take the tigers 
to recover, he could rejoin the world. The other world. 

His legs tense in the moment of indecision and he stum-
bles a step. Then Howard is behind him. The moment is gone.

He follows Trent between banks of slot machines, past the 
twenty-one tables and two bars. It’s a casino like before in 
Vegas, vibrant, loud and full of robbery, but even that kitschy 
allure is lost on Michael. He sees only paths between barri-
ers, crossroads between blinking destinations, smells des-
peration, smoke, yesterday’s perfume. Ericka stops to watch 
a craps roll, pausing long enough to cluster the group again, 
closing up the gaps that had formed since the elevator.

“Oswald!”
The word strikes like a stray bullet. To their credit the 

tigers keep their reactions hidden. Ericka speeds her pace and 
the others fall naturally in step.

“Oswald!” comes the call again. Nearer.
Michael resists the urge to look over his shoulder to 
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acknowledge his name. He feels the plastic in his back and 
knows Howard will not hesitate to use the stun gun if he 
falters.

The voice is familiar, masculine. It reaches out to him like 
a rope lowered down a dark crevasse.

Another voice, male, with more authority, calls him, “Yeah 
Michael Oswald. Hold it, FBI.”

Michael finally turns to look. 
Ericka is three steps ahead and disappears into the crowd. 
Howard drops something and when he straightens up, 

he’s behind two conventioneers with stickered name badges 
on their breasts. 

Trent remains close.
“Didn’t you hear me?” The FBI declaration was not a boast. 

It’s Hall, the agent who’d sweated him in Crystal Springs. 
Beside him is Craig McCallister his thick neck pushing out his 
collar.

Trent looks concerned, curious, and friendly. Disarmingly 
mild. His hands are in his pockets, his shoulders a little 
hunched. He looks like everyone’s wide-eyed nephew. His 
shirt and baggy pants conceals taut muscles. He’s ready to 
move, to act, to run and surely, if expedient, to kill. Even in 
this crowded room Michael is sure Trent would kill if that’s 
what was needed.

“I heard you,” Michael says. “What do you want?”
Hall’s been drinking. He stinks of it. It’s two in the after-

noon and the cop has a buzz going. McCallister has a soft 
drink in his hand, watery and flat. Room temperature prop, 
Michael is sure.

Hall is a functioning drunk. Michael can tell. He’s seen 
hundreds of them. It’s a description he’s self-applied many 
times, to Carla and Maggie, Roy, and maybe even Craig. That 
life seems like another existence, a story from a book, an ancil-
lary character in the background of a movie. He’s forgetting it 
with each new breath he takes.

“I wanted to say sorry,” Hall says. “I was an asshole.”
“Was?”
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“Let me make it up to you,” he says. “Who’s your friend?”
“Agent Edgar Hall of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, 

let me introduce you to Trent Tagget, kidnapped millionaire 
foundling originally from Connecticut.”

“He’s joking,” says Trent extending his hand. “I’m Dean.”
They shake hands.
“I’m Craig McCallister.” Craig offers his hand too. “Oswald 

and I worked together.”
“Let me buy you a drink,” Hall says, “Oswald. I owe you 

one.”
“Sure,” says Michael. “Why not?”
“You sure you want to do that?” asks Trent. “We have 

plans.”
“They’ll wait,” he says. “I’m owed a drink.”
A look of cold disappointment crosses Trent’s face as 

Michael follows agent Hall into the sports lounge.
“Maybe I’ll join you,” Trent says. “If that’s okay?”
Michael senses a test in the question. But like when he 

passed the door, sensing an escape, he hesitates.
“Who are you?” says Hall.
“He’s my guide,” Michael says. “I’m here looking for a new 

job. He’s showing me around.”
“Sorry sport. Just us. Cop-talk.”
“I’ll catch up,” says Michael.
Hall gestures for Michael to lead the way. Craig puts his 

arm around his shoulder like they’re old army buddies. 
“I thought you were going back to Roy?” says Craig.
“I’m looking at options,” says Michael
As they turn into the bar, Michael catches a glimpse of 

Howard among the conventioneers to his right. Ericka is on 
the left, a cell phone pressed to her ear. Both are watching 
Trent. Before stepping away Trent reaches up and rubs his 
eyes, as if wiping the fatigue out them. Michael recognizes it 
as the signal to wait and watch. Remembering it makes him 
smile. He rubs his sore neck inadvertently giving the sign of 
Kali: By the throat you will have the sign.

Trent scowls, probably misconstruing it as a taunt.
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They sit at the bar. It’s not unlike the one he’d left in the 
suite, same curve to it, similar theme, but the stools here are 
bolted to the ground. Probably to curtail western-style saloon 
fights.

“What’ll you have?” says Craig. “Hall’s paying.”
“I got an expense account,” Hall says with a wink.
“Beer for me,” says Michael. “Tall and cold.”
“Are you still sick? You sound awful,” says Craig.
He shrugs. The drinks appear immediately. The bartender 

is not busy this time of day, not that anyone would know what 
time it was. There are no clocks in casinos. No windows either. 
Time is plastic and casino owners know to manipulate it; the 
better to steal. Kali likes such places.

“I’m glad for the beer,” Michael says drinking it slowly, 
happy for the calories and the cold on his vocal chords.

“I came up here to check out a condo break-in,” says Craig, 
“And guess who I run into.”

“Like old times,” says Hall clinking his highball to Michael’s 
beer glass.

“Not so old,” says Michael.
“No, not so much,” says Craig. Lowering his voice, he 

says, “Hall told me that nothing new has come out the Crystal 
Springs thing. Dead ends.”

Michael is glad to hear it. “I thought we weren’t supposed 
to talk about that,” he says.

“We were there,” says Craig. “We’re on the same side.”
Michael wonders.
“I feel bad about being so rough with you,” says Hall, 

drinker’s maudlin entering his voice. 
“You were doing your job,” Michael says sensing the streak 

moving silently behind him. “We were adversaries then. 
Enemies.” The word sticks in his throat.

“Yes, there you see? That’s it exactly. We were not ene-
mies. We’re on the same side.”

In the mirror above the bottles, between the shelves of 
hanging wine glasses, Michael sees Trent take a table beneath 
the Reds game. Trent passes the sign and Michael watches it, 
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feeling time slip and slow, morph and shiver like it’s a bubble 
floating between them. It’s as if the universe holds its breath, 
waiting for Michael to decide. Which world Michael? Which 
family? Time to pick a side.

Adam and Gale Oswald, sister Gloria. Wife Carla, children 
Peter and Tiffany. Each face in turn flashes into his mind like 
shadow puppets on a scrim. There are homes there, and for-
ests not full of graves. Order, Edgar Hall, and the rule of law. 
Friendship and faith, Craig McCallister. It is a shared reality 
of television and mortgages, nine-to-fives and Saturday bar-
becues. He could be a part of the greater whole that is the soci-
ety he was born into.

And in the mirror watching him with hungry eyes, is a 
Deceiver. A foundling like himself, kidnapped and brain-
washed. Taught to kill. Taught to like it. A parasite. Disease. 
The fever that kills the weak. A scrim of shadows, a tiger 
bowing before a foreign god. Kali, the Mother who kills her 
children, who laps blood and smells of burned bodies and 
graveyards.

He has only to stay with these friends to get away. Only to 
say a word to thwart whatever scheme he has stumbled onto.

“They found that truck, you know,” Craig says pulling 
Michael out of his reverie.

“What truck?”
“The truck with the laser. Lowe’s truck.”
“In New Mexico,” says Hall. “At a chop shop.”
“Good work,” says Michael.
“Not really. It was a tip from an informant,” he says. “That’s 

always the way.”
“No bounty though,” says Craig sipping his soda.
“What are you doing here?” Michael says to Hall.
“Remember that guy from Homeland Security? I’m work-

ing with him again. I’m a liaison. Some international thing is 
supposed to be happening.”

“From an informant?”
“Same one.”
“Who?”
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“I don’t know. A voice on the phone maybe. I’m not that 
close to it,” he says. He drains his drink and requests another 
with a finger. 

“Criminals got it made,” Craig says. “If they get caught, 
they can point to someone higher up to roll over on.”

“That’s how the DEA works—when it works,” says Hall.
“What are you talking about?” says Michael.
“A bunch of things at once,” says Hall. “The system’s 

fucked. No one knows what’s going on with anything. This or 
anything else. But at least I get an expense account in Tahoe.”

“You should slow down,” says Craig.
“I’m good. Nothing’s going to happen until tomorrow at 

the soonest,” Hall says. He looks at Michael with friendly 
sympathetic eyes. He is not a good liar; they’re honest. 

“I’m sorry to hear you’re out of a job,” Hall says. “I’ve been 
thinking I could pull a few strings for you. Not that you’ll ever 
see it, but I spoke highly of you in my report. You found the 
Crystal Springs site, and that’s some good investigation.”

Michael looks for police backup, undercover FBI, plain-
clothesmen, uniformed officers. Beside the casino security 
who watch money and not men, there is nothing to worry 
about. 

“You’ve got a talent. If we’d have let the story out you could 
have hung your own shingle on the publicity. Sorry about that. 
Still, I know some people. I think I could get you in the door at 
the FBI. Get a badge, chase bad guys.”

Shadows on a screen. Illusions all. Temporary all. Lies all.
His drink is too bitter.
“Rum and coke,” says Michael to the bartender. “I’m crav-

ing sweet.”
“You’ll have a hangover,” Hall says. “Beer and then liquor; 

get sick quicker. Or is it the other way around? Don’t mix your 
alcohols. That’s what it means.”

“So is that HLS guy here yet?”
“Be here tonight.”
“Who else is here?”
“A task force in Carson City ready to spring into action. 
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SWAT and helicopters. It’ll make the news.”
“What’s it about?”
“Hell if I know. I’m liaison. I show my badge and add to the 

alphabet soup of agencies.”
“Is that all you know?”
“I could tell you more, but I’d have to kill you,” he says 

laughing. “But lucky for you, no one tells me anything.”
“Lucky for me,” says Michael.
“Could you get me in the FBI?” asks Craig. “I’d be good.”
“Might could,” he says. Craig is beaming with excitement.
“Enough shoptalk,” says Hall. “What are you doing in 

Tahoe, again?”
“Family reunion,” says Michael. “And a confirmation. 

Maybe a job.”
The choice was made before he knew he had one. It was 

made at a lonely campground in the Yellowstone woods while 
his family dreamed around him. Under a starlit canopy, the 
air smelling of sulfur and wood smoke, with a mouthful of sto-
len sugar sacrament, he’d given himself at once and forever to 
The Mother, to Kali. 

“I didn’t know you were religious,” Hall says.
“He’s not,” says Craig.
“I was raised in it.” Michael puts on his most disarming 

smile. “Hey, if you guys were to disappear for a while, would 
you be missed?”
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Chapter Thirty-One

Michael drinks with Agent Hall and Craig McCallister for over 
an hour. He learns nothing else about Hall’s purpose in Tahoe 
except that he’s waiting to hear from someone to do some-
thing. His contact is waiting for contact from the informer 
who won’t surface until right before things are to happen. 
“Typical bullshit.”

Meanwhile, Trent has left the bar and now waits patiently 
at a roulette wheel, Howard and Ericka beside him. They place 
small bets and nurse free drinks and stare with predatory eyes.

When Hall follows Craig to the rest room, Michael faces 
the tigers. He raises his hand to his throat in the sign. Ericka 
returns it reflexively while the others look confused. Michael 
pinches his lower lip and prays the signals have not changed.

A grin spreads over Trent’s face; surprise on Howard’s; 
interest in Ericka’s. Michael has claimed the role of distractor 
and identified the prey. The others are to follow and be ready.

Michael’s heart races with an excitement he hasn’t felt in 
years. It takes him back to happy days when his family hunted 
together. They were not often successful, but the thrill of the 
hunt was always rewarding and he always learned so much; 
how to identify targets and stalk them, when and where to 
strike, and also, if not most importantly, when and how to 
break off the pursuit when it was too dangerous.

He longed for the hunt even after Barstow, when his family 
hung like garlands from the rafters. A beast stirs within him. 
He feels it move and take hold in his mind, his attitude, his 
allegiance. It’s not a dramatic shift. He’s been moving this way 
for months, but it is stirring now, crawling and scratching out 
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of him like a waking butterfly breaking free from its chrysa-
lis. Inch by inch, memory by memory, hunger by hunger, he’s 
becoming something else, something both new and old.

Why She has chosen Edgar Hall and Craig McCallister for 
his final confirmation, he can only guess, but he has an idea. It 
is the final repudiation of the life he’s giving up, the one kept 
in place by rules he was bred to disregard, simple culturally 
transcendent rules like “thou shalt not steal” and of course, 
the one about not murdering your friends.

But She has chosen Hall and McCallister, and put them in 
Michael’s path. It is indeed “a god thing.”

The two are not gone long. Hall’s still zipping his fly when 
they come back to the barstool. Craig still asking for a good 
word to get into the FBI academy.

“Hey I gotta go with my friends,” Michael says drinking 
the last of the rum and coke. On his empty stomach, it’s gone 
straight to his head. For a moment, he considers the possi-
bility that he is not an angel of destruction reaping souls for 
a demonic god, but only drunk and confused. He sets this 
thought aside as quickly as it comes. “Where are you guys 
going to be after dinner? Want to catch a strip club?”

“That’s a killer idea,” Hall says. “The Western Trails.”
“What time?”
“Ten,” Hall says. “Early enough to avoid the riffraff, late 

enough to have the place going. You’ll love it. I’ve been there. 
This’ll be fun.”

“See you there,” Michael says shaking their hands.
Michael exits the bar tired and spent. He’s hungry, a little 

drunk, and his throat feels like he swallowed a hedgehog. 
Trent materializes at his side. “Have a nice time?” he asks.
“I gotta get something to eat.” Michael heads toward the 

buffet. Trent doesn’t try to stop him, doesn’t steer him toward 
the others, a waiting car or the Thunderbird.

He fills a plate with mashed potatoes and gravy and sits 
down with a spoon. Trent slides in across from him. “Where’d 
you get that roll of bills?” he asks.

“Oakland,” Michael says. “He didn’t need it anymore.”
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The food is soft and easy to swallow. It slides down his 
broken throat easily and makes him feel better instantly. He 
forces himself to eat slowly, savoring the food. It still might 
be his last meal. He uses the time to think. Trent watches him 
carefully as if studying every action as a sign of betrayal.

“Was he really FBI?” Trent asks.
Michael nods.
“You told him about me and Connecticut,” he says. “Why’d 

you do that?”
“I didn’t know you knew,” Michael says surprised.
“How did you know?”
“I met your grandmother last week. Or was it last year? 

Time is not what it used to be. She’s looking for you. She has 
money and position, privilege and an obsession: you. She’d 
take you back. A DNA test and you’re off the road forever. 
Mansions, vacations on Martha’s Vineyard, golf with the 
Senator. Comfy. Some of this money your grandfather gave 
me. He’s a prick, by the way.”

“You’ve been there?” he says. “How is the other side?”
Michael pours sugar into his iced tea, stirs, and drinks.
“Lies,” he says. “Quiet desperation. False gods and fear. 

A vacuum of purpose. A mislabeling of prey and predator. 
Bland, patterned, and boring.”

“What if you have money?”
“It’s an analgesic, not a cure.”
“Kind of how I thought,” he says.
Michael is wary of the bonhomie. On one hand, he wants 

to tell Trent that Agent Hall and other cops are here because 
something is going to happen around Tahoe. It might have 
nothing at all to do with Jessica’s hunt, but it might have every-
thing to do with it. The mention of the recovered truck from 
an informer would cast suspicion specifically upon everyone 
in Jessica’s streak. But he has to tread carefully. He is not yet a 
member of the group. An accusation like that against the very 
streak that brought him here, might not be beneficial to his 
long-term plans of breathing beyond this day, and possibly, 
hopefully, returning to the company of Kali’s children.



Johnny Worthen

281

He needs proof before he says anything, or at least convic-
tion beyond Hall’s suggestion. There is an approver among 
them. He senses a danger greater than his own death, a threat 
to all the tigers, maybe not all, but to these at least: his family.

He thinks maybe he should say something anyway. He 
could warn them, scare them off whatever they’re planning. 
Buy them another day. His father taught him that most hunts 
are not successful. There is no shame in going hungry if you 
live to hunt another day.

“The boat has sailed,” said the narrator of the demonic 
shadow-show. “There is nowhere to run. Death to everyone if 
any dare step off.” 

And the children chanted, “It is too late. “Sail on! Sail on!”
They might survive a day, or a month, a season or two, but 

unless the approver is stopped, a new day will dawn without 
the tigers.

It is his purpose to choose how the play ends.
That is what the Mother wants of him: to decide. She does 

not care which he chooses. It is the same ultimate ending 
regardless. That is the lesson of Kali, the warning, the prom-
ise. The freedom. The music will stop, but he may change the 
dance if he can, if he dares. If he lives long enough.

“Thanks be to the Mother,” says Michael.
“Thanks be to Kali,” responds Trent.
“Those men I was talking to are going to the Western Trails 

strip club tonight,” Michael says. “Ten o’clock. Catch them 
there. I’m going to be somewhere else. Preferably on camera. 
Maybe here. They are the enemy.”

“Our enemy or your enemy?” says Trent.
“Both. Hall is ours; Craig is certainly mine.”
“Are you sure?”
By these deaths Michael can never return to the normal 

life he’d been offered by the Oswalds. It will set him inexo-
rably upon the road of destruction, slave to the consort of all 
destruction, homeless and wandering. He will have sentenced 
two men to die. He won’t call them innocent. Innocence 
implies right and wrong and he’s beyond such niceties. 
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With another word, he will join the dark so the light can 
shine, muster with the armies of ruination so creation can 
happen in the ashes of the funeral pyre. It is a noble calling to 
be an agent of decay. He must put away his false conscience, 
forget the conventional mores and customs he was chosen to 
rise above. These men, mild and dutiful are a necessary sacri-
fice for Michael’s evolution and the Tiger’s coming feast. 

Michael closes his eyes to stare into the darkness behind 
his lids. “Kill them,” he says.

Trent laughs. “You’re not in charge.”
“I wasn’t talking to you,” says Michael opening his eyes. 
Trent’s smile melts away. “If only She spoke to me like 

that,” he says.
“Then you’d be insane too.”
Trent pulls out his phone and texts a message.
“You know,” he says not looking up. “We’re still not going 

to leave you unattended.”
“Can’t or won’t?” says Michael. “You know what? I don’t 

care. Get me a bed and a lozenge. Wake me when you have to.”
“Okay,” he says.

Two more plates of potatoes and twenty minutes later he’s 
riding the elevator up with Perez. Perez collected him without 
leaving the elevator car, Trent handing him over like a lost 
child through the door.

“Agent Hall, huh?” says Perez when they’re moving. “And 
your buddy Craig?”

“Yeah,” says Michael.
The room is not the opulent suite from before. It’s far 

beneath that room in accoutrements, class, and cost. It is a 
budget two queen and smells of disinfectant over cigarettes. 
Michael staggers out of his clothes and takes a shower. 

When he comes out Perez is playing solitaire by the win-
dow. “Get some sleep,” he tells him.

Michael nods and climbs into a bed. Perez pulls the drapes 
and continues his game under a desk lamp.

As Michael slips off, he tries to drive the thoughts of Agent 
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Edgar Hall and Craig McCallister out of his mind. He tries not 
to think of them, their wives and imminent promotions. Hall’s 
son is off to college at Rutgers, the same age as his own lost 
son Peter. He tries to forget Craig’s excitement-warmed face, 
his joy and running into an old friend on the road. He tries 
not to think about the years he won’t see, the conversations 
he won’t have, the lovers and friends never to come, and those 
doomed to mourn him without even a corpse to bury in the 
ground beside six generations of family. He tries to forget that 
he knows these men, that he drew these details out of them 
like threads from a warm sweater, and used them to manipu-
late them, to suck from them a promise to meet where Michael 
arranged for them to die. 

He tries not to imagine their faces, round and blue, tongues 
protruding from gaping jaws, stretching to make room for air 
that will not come again. Windpipe breaking, eyes searching 
the darkness for a friend and finding none. He allows himself 
but a moment to think how their bodies will be opened up 
after they are dead, when the blood does not flow. In pass-
ing and sure understanding, Michael sees how the killers will 
locate the kidneys behind the solar plexus, the yellow life force 
Chakra. And, finding those, atop each, they will cut the adre-
nal glands away with a knife, blessing the Dark Mother as they 
do. These small glands from his friends’ corpses will be stolen 
and saved and taken to the feast. Their bodies will be buried 
or burned or hidden, never to be seen again unless Kali wills 
it so.

All these things Michael knows. He sees them and remem-
bers, but drives each thought from his mind before he feels 
regret, because such sentimentality no longer has a place in 
him.

After a time—a short time only, for he is very tired—all this 
passes and Michael sleeps a blessed sleep, without dreams.
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Chapter Thirty-Two

“Michael, it’s time to wake up.”
He rolls over and opens his eyes half expecting to see his 

bedroom, either Carla leaning over him as an adult, or as a 
teenager, Gloria late for school offering him a ride. But the 
room is dark and alien. The air is stale, the sheets coarse, and 
the mattress not much better than his car seat. He remembers 
where he is then. Not in his bedroom, but home.

Perez throws open the curtains to reveal a darkened 
Nevada sky over a flashing neon skyline.

“Let me guess,” Michael says. “I’ve been asleep for days.”
“Only a few hours,” he says.
“Well, that’s an improvement then.”
“Get dressed. We have to go.”
He doesn’t ask where or why, because that might lead to 

other questions the answers to which he is not sure his con-
science can accept.

“We got you some clothes. Something for tonight and, if 
things go well, your costume for tomorrow.”

Michael looks at a new pair of jeans, underwear, socks 
and a heavy shirt. There’s a jacket too. The sizes are right and 
he slips into them easily. The costume is more formal. It’s a 
uniform, blue slacks, white shirt and blue tie. There are blue 
shoulder boards on the shirt. One gold stripe.

“Not a captain?”
“Yeoman,” says Perez. “Maybe.”
“What’s the plan?”
“Complicated,” he says. “Lots of moving parts.”
“You sound worried.”
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“Lots of moving parts,” he repeats.
When they leave the room, they’re joined by Alex, the big 

black guy that Michael is sure is part of Barb’s streak. The soc-
cer mom is there too. She’s dressed warmly.

“Hey Jim,” Michael says to Alex. Turning to the woman, 
and placing a hand to his throat, he says, “We haven’t been 
introduced. I’m Michael.”

“Kristina,” she says returning the sign.
“By the hook you will know the family,” he recites. “By the 

throat you will have the sign.” It draws a friendly smile from 
Kristina but an impatient grunt from Alex.

Tyler is waiting for them in the elevator car.
They ride down in awkward silence. Michael senses that 

Kristina wants to talk, but holds her tongue. Michael has a 
question or two as well but also waits. In the lobby, they’re 
met by Howard, the bartender.

The casino is more crowded than before, but this time 
they pass through it without incident. Tyler tips the valet, and 
they all pile into a waiting black SUV. Michael is sandwiched 
between Perez and Trent in the middle bank of seats, Alex and 
Howard are behind them. Kristina is riding shotgun while 
Tyler drives and eases the vehicles into the late-night traffic 
heading toward the California side of town and then north 
around the western bank of the lake.

“We’re going to a place called Pine River Resort,” Trent 
says when they’re out of the city. “There’s ground near there.”

“I don’t think I know it,” says Michel.
“That’s a plus,” says Alex.
Kristina throws Alex a look then turns to Michael. “Do you 

know much about the legends of Kali?” she asks.
“No, not at all. I had to ask a gas station manager about 

Hinduism.”
“Vegas?” asks Tyler.
“It was where you took the GPS off Lowe’s truck. I assume 

that was you.”
Tyler nods. “Yeah. Mr. Abi,” he says.
“What’s his story? Is he one of us?”
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“No,” says Tyler. “But we think his family may have been 
once. Back in the old country.”

“Africa?” says Alex.
“Ireland?” says Kristina.
“Norway,” says Tyler.
“Yeah,” says Michael. “None of us are Indian. How’d that 

happen?”
“America, baby. America,” says Trent.
“I heard an owl tonight,” says Kristina.
“An owl is good if I remember,” says Michael. 
She nods. “I was worried about having a feast before a hunt 

and not after. It struck me as wrong.”
“It’s still after,” says Tyler. “We hunted to have this feast. If 

Jessica’s hunt comes off, you can bet there’ll be some partying 
after that too.”

“To honor Kali,” she says solemnly.
“Look what you’ve done, Michael,” says Trent. “You’ve got 

all these tigers throwing salt over their shoulders and count-
ing comets. You’ve brought back that old-fashion religion.”

“Omens are no substitute for real information,” says Alex. 
“You gotta’ do your homework.”

“Owls were good scouts,” said Michael. “My brother 
Christopher told me that owls wouldn’t hoot if there were lots 
of people nearby, so hearing one would mean there were no 
guards. It fell into folklore.”

“Makes sense,” says Kristina. “But it takes some of the 
magic out of it.”

“I don’t think so,” says Michael. “Owls are cool.”
“Yeah, okay,” says Kristina. “Did you hear the one about 

how sacrificing travelers was an appeasement to Kali to delay 
the end times?”

He shakes his head.
“Every sacrifice supposedly bought the universe another 

hundred years.”
“I heard it was a thousand,” says Tyler.
“Well, some long time. If done right, Kali would be satis-

fied and spare the world. The sacrifice has to be right.”
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“I didn’t know that one,” Michael says.
“It’s about balance,” says Perez. “Yin and Yang. Birth, life, 

death, rebirth.”
“It’s about culling the herd,” says Alex. “We’re the agents 

of evolution.”
“Strange it had to be travelers,” Kristina says. “For the 

sacrifice.”
“My mother told me that we’re all travelers, moving for-

ever from nothing to something to nothing again. There is no 
stopping. There is no death, only transformation. She even 
believed in reincarnation,” says Michael.

“That’s good,” says Trent. “I like that.”
“I miss them, you know,” says Michael more to himself 

than others. “I remember hating them for a while for leaving 
me behind. I think that made forgetting them easier. How I 
loved Lynette. She was so special. She could dance and laugh 
like no one else I’ve ever known. She read Shakespeare to me, 
doing all the voices. God, I miss her.”

“Everyone dies,” says Howard. “Get over it.”
“The philosopher in the back speaks,” says Trent. “Thank 

you for your wisdom.”
“Don’t you have a wife and kids?” asks Kristina.
Michael says, “Yeah, that was alright for a while. Then my 

boy grew up and had to be his own man. I can’t say a word to 
him now about the weather without him finding fault in it. My 
daughter, Tiffany, she’s an actress without a stage. She’s lost, 
but she’ll be okay. Carla, my ex-wife, has her life. She’s into 
money and social position.”

“Let me guess,” says Howard. “You weren’t into that kind 
of thing, too hip to be materialistic?”

“No, for a while I bought in. I wanted everything she did, 
but the game’s fixed and I wasn’t born into the right class. She 
had looks and traded up.”

“If the game’s fixed, it’s fair to cheat,” says Perez.
“That from a cop,” says Tyler.
“Who better than a cop knows how the system is fixed? 

Galloway, my supervisor, has five years less experience than 
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I do, but he’s a sergeant and I’m still a trooper because my 
grandfather was bilingual and his wasn’t.”

“I thought you stayed a trooper for cover,” says Tyler.
“Are you kidding?” says Perez.
“You’re doing alright,” says Alex.
“Thanks to Kali,” he says giving the sign and reverently 

bowing his head.
“See Michael,” says Trent. “We’re all born-again because 

of you.”
He shrugs.
The city lights are far behind them when their road curves 

and bends between pine-wooden hills. Occasionally Michael 
sees the lake off to his right, black and still. Lights twinkle on 
the distant shore.

“The dinosaur movies are always wrong, you know,” says 
Tyler. “The T-Rex was rare. Predators are rare. For a system 
to work there has to be like 98 prey animals for every 1 or 2 
predators. Practically 99%.”

“Now we’re in kindergarten?” says Howard.
“That’s why Tigers are few,” he says.
“Plenty of knock-offs,” says Alex. “Plenty of folks doing 

what we’re doing.”
“Not what we’re doing,” says Tyler. “Not this.”
“They also serve Kali,” says Howard. “They just don’t know 

it and Kali doesn’t care. She doesn’t need the tigers. She can do 
very well without us. Don’t forget that. Kali kills her children.”

“She is time,” says Michael. “She kills everything. Don’t 
take it personally.”

“My mother said that when we die, if we were a loyal 
Faithful Tiger, we would be rewarded in the afterlife.”

“Our victims too,” says Alex. “Kali welcomes them.”
Michael laughs. “Sounds like religious cross-contamina-

tion. Isn’t it about karma and rebirth? Reincarnation? Not 
harps and angels?”

“There are demons and shades,” says Perez. “I’ve seen 
those.”

“While on jaggery?” says Howard.
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“Yes.”
Howard scoffs. “So you saw things on an hallucinogenic 

and that’s proof?”
“How can you have so little faith?” asks Kristina. “Even 

after Michael shows up?”
“I’ve seen demons,” says Michael.
“Of course you have,” says Howard.
“And a black halo around people I later found out were, 

uhm, you guys.”
Howard shrugs looking out the window.
Tyler slows the car and turns off the highway. They fol-

low a rutted and rocky dirt road down a modest incline which 
quickly takes them out of sight from the main road. Thirty 
yards on and they come to a steel gate set between two sturdy 
poles illuminated in the headlights. The gate is latched with a 
heavy chain and massive padlock. Alex climbs out, opens it to 
let them through. He locks it behind them.

A quarter mile down the road, they pull to the grassy shoul-
der behind a row of cars and get out.

“So much for carpooling,” says Tyler.
Kristina passes out flashlights and they set off. Howard 

and Perez keep their positions behind Michael as they walk 
along the road and then down a path Michael doesn’t see until 
he is on it.

The smell of wood fire reaches them at the same time as 
the sound of people congregating; low conversations, laugh-
ter, and even music in the blue starlit smoke. Michael hears a 
guitar and the thrums of drums.

The path opens up to a modest clearing. It is unremark-
able from the other clearings the path traveled across to get 
to this one, but Michael knows instinctively that this is Holy 
Ground—a cemetery like Crystal Springs.

Dozens of people are milling around, talking, laughing, 
and drinking coffee. They’re dressed warmly against the high 
mountain cold. Picnic blankets are laid out around the fire in 
the center. It’s not a big fire, just enough to heat a coffee pot or 
two and provide light and a central focus.
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Michael stops before leaving the cover of the trees. He is 
held in limbo between two places, like the doorway in Altura, 
death before him, escape behind. The others wait for him to 
move.

“What is it?” asks Tyler.
“If I go onto this ground,” he says. “I’ll die.”
“Everyone dies,” says Howard giving him a push.
“Is She talking to you?” says Kristina wide-eyed. “What do 

you see?”
“I’m going to die here,” he says. “Before dawn.”
“Interesting,” says Howard pushing him again. 
Perez grabs Howard’s arm. “Let the man make the deci-

sion,” he says.
“Michael,” says Howard. “If you don’t go down there, we’ll 

have to kill you. We’ll do it here and now. All of us.”
Trent nods. “Come Jayden,” he says. “This is your party. 

You don’t want to be late.”
The others in the clearing notice them and the talking falls 

off. Michael swallows but his mouth is dry. He succeeds only 
in reminding himself of his injured windpipe. He rubs it ten-
derly with his fingers.

“That’s the spirit,” says Trent leading him toward the fire.
Michael leaves the cover and follows Trent to the feast.
“Jayden,” says Alex. “That’s a new one.”
“It means God has heard,” Trent tells him.
Michael guesses there are about thirty people. He recog-

nizes a few from the questioning in the hotel suite, but most 
are new faces. Most are young, strong and fit. Some he can see 
are brother and sister, father and son, mother and daughter. 
There are no children. 

He’s met with friendly reassuring smiles that put his teeth 
on edge and sends his heart racing. He knows these are not 
friends. These are not family. They do not have his best inter-
est at heart. These are deceivers. These are killers. These are 
the children of Kali. There is a unity among the group, a loy-
alty and devotion to a purpose and to the family, but he is not 
now part of that family. He was once and he may be again, but 
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now he is a potential liability, possible approver, and deeply 
in danger.

Jessica stands up from a blanket where she was mixing 
ingredients into a porcelain bowl stolen from the hotel buffet. 
She still looks young to Michael, childlike but confident, as 
she had in the casino, her hands full of stolen poker chips, her 
face full of life.

“Fletcher, this is Michael, the one I told you about” she 
says.

A tall skinny man with tussled red hair and big ears stands 
up and offers him the sign.

“Heya Jeb,” says Fletcher.
“Hello Joe.”
“Everything okay?” says Tyler. “You guys get settled?”
“Yeah, we’re doing real good,” Fletcher says, his accent a 

twang. “Thanks for taking us in. Shit-storm in Dixie.”
“Crack house burned up?” says Howard.
“Meth lab explosion,” he says. “Gutted my streak.”
“Fletcher can handle a boat,” says Jessica to Tyler.
“Any size,” he brags. “From a canoe up to barge. I’m your 

man.”
“Sorry about your people Fletcher,” says Michael. “Did you 

lose any family?”
“My stupid sister,” he says. “She never had enough sense.”
“And the twins,” says Michael surprising Fletcher.
“Yeah,” he says slowly. “That was bad.”
“Trent?” says Jessica. “Do you have something for me?”
“Yes.” He gives her an aluminum foil ball the size of a large 

fist.
“Go tell them to start the music,” Jessica says.
“Yes, ma’am.” Fletcher trots away.
From a Tupperware container drawn out of a red Colman 

cooler on the blanket beside her, Jessica shakes jaggery—raw 
Indian brown sugar, into a frying pan. She puts it over a small 
bed of coals she’s pulled out of the main fire, and stirs it with a 
plastic spatula. The smell is like lightning in Michael’s brain. 
She dips her fingers in a bowl of water and spritzes it over the 
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sugar. The pan sizzles softly and the music begins.
“Open that for me,” she says to Michael gesturing to a bag 

on the blanket.
Inside Michael finds a new pepper grinder still in its shrink-

wrapped cardboard packaging. The price tag announces it was 
marked down and on sale.

He tears it open and hands it to Jessica laughing quietly 
under his breath.

“What’s so amusing?”
“It’s a lot of things,” he says. “On one hand I’m scared shit-

less. I can’t believe I haven’t just keeled over I’m so terrified 
right now.”

“What else?” she says dropping herbs into the grinder; 
pepper, cardamom, lemon, asafetida, and herbs he has no 
name for but remembers nonetheless.

“You’re making the jaggery,” he says, beginning to bounce 
to the music. “Holy sacrament and you’re doing it with plastic 
spoons, Tupperware and foil.”

“Should I be using blessed instruments and holy water? 
Should I be in a robe and have a funny hat on?”

“No,” he laughs. “That’s just it. It’s wonderful.”
“Here,” she says, “Stir this. Don’t let it scorch.”
He pulls away. “No,” he says, “I couldn’t… I shouldn’t—”
“You don’t want to?”
“You know it’s not that.”
“Come Michael. Rejoin us.”
He kneels down beside her and takes the pan and spatula. 

He stirs the jaggery, wetting it and heating it into a syrup as 
he remembers his mother doing. Jessica grinds the spices into 
another stolen buffet bowl and smells it.

“You know in the old days it was forbidden to kill a woman?” 
she says. “A taboo, since they were a symbol of Kali. You also 
weren’t allowed to steal unless you killed and buried the guy 
you stole from. Oh and women couldn’t be tigers.”

“Why are you telling me this?”
“Because the rules change. Kali and the tigers have 

evolved.”
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“You’re making jaggery and arguing against tradition?” he 
says.

She laughs. “I guess I am. But some traditions are good. 
This is a good one. Others need to be updated.”

“She’s going to argue for guns next,” says Tyler, surpris-
ing Michael who didn’t know he was standing so close behind 
him.

“No, I’m not. Blood should not be spilled.”
Jessica adjusts the spices, runs them though the grinder 

again, and then after another smell test, sprinkles them into 
the pan.

“More water,” she says.
Michael adds some.
Drums beat an ancient rhythm and a guitar adds texture. 

A round dance begins to circle the fire, dancers stepping and 
twirling, holding hands then letting go, a chaotic unchoreo-
graphed ballet of improvisation and ecstasy.

“Here,” says Jessica. She’s holding open the aluminum foil 
bundle Trent had given her. Inside are two triangular, moist 
brown lumps.

Michael draws a breath.
“Take them,” she says. “Give me the pan. Do you know 

what to do? You must squeeze them into the sugar.”
“Not my kill,” Michael says, his voice breaking. Somewhere 

in the back of his mind he’s screaming.
“Yes it was,” she says. “It’s right for you to do it.”
He looks up then, behind him and around. Tyler is watch-

ing him intently. Trent and Ericka and Barb have appeared. 
Three men, strong and intent, hover nearby like the death 
they are. They each bob and weave to the infectious beat of 
the drums, but their eyes are on Michael like claws in his hide.

The screaming in his head rises as he draws another breath 
and puts down the skillet. He takes the offered organs into his 
hands and feels their weight. They are cold and moist and the 
heaviest things he’s ever lifted. They smell of blood and some-
thing else; something old and wonderful. They smell of God.

He cannot hear the music for the screaming in his head. 
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Jessica says something to him. It looks encouraging, but he 
can understand none of it. He is deaf in the screaming.

She holds the pan under his shaking hands. He senses 
movement behind him, the flash of a yellow rumal. He takes 
a breath, one of his last he is sure, and squeezes the glands 
over the cooking sugar. Steam rises between his fists and into 
his face. He exhales and breathes again. The odor is fire in 
his mind. The screaming fades and his hands stop shaking. 
He feels a grin spread over his cheeks which are wet with his 
tears. 

Trent takes the crushed adrenal glands from Michael’s 
hands and drops them into a hole beside the blanket. It is a 
small hole, but deep. He kicks dirt on top of it with his foot 
and then wipes his hands with a baby-wipe Ericka hands him 
from her purse.

“Here Michael,” she says, offering him a wipe. “It’s sticky.”
Jessica has the jaggery off the fire. She is beginning to form 

small balls from the cooling syrup. The song she sings while 
she makes them is familiar and haunting, but not in a lan-
guage he understands.

“Come dance with me,” says Ericka to Michael. “It’s time 
to dance.”

“Yes, dance Michael,” Jessica says. “Dance.”
He lets Ericka draw him into the circle. There are many 

dancers, but not everyone is in the circle. Some have taken up 
posts at the edge of the clearing as guards watching the woods 
beyond the clearing and him within it.

The music is loud and primal. Incessant. It invades 
Michael’s mind and he gives into it like darkness. He whirls 
and steps with the others. Joyful and careless, alive in the 
music and that is enough. He does not know how long he 
dances, it might be minutes, it might be hours but all at once 
the dancers stop and the music fades away.

Jessica lifts the bowl of sugar above her head and does a 
silly pirouette for effect.

They find places on the blankets. They pull their coats over 
their sweaty bodies and prepare for the sacrament.
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“Wait on my blanket, Michael,” says Jessica. 
She walks the bowl around the circle handing it out like 

party favors. Some take it with ceremony, raising the candy to 
the dark sky above, others just pop it straight in their mouth 
laughing with anticipation.

Michael is among the last to taste the jaggery and the wait-
ing for Jessica to complete the circuit around the fire is the 
longest five minutes of his life.

She kneels down beside him and plucks the second to last 
candy from the bowl. Michael opens his mouth and she places 
it tenderly on his tongue, then takes the last one herself.

Michael closes his mouth and sucks on the poisonous 
sugar and that is the end of Michael Oswald.
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Chapter Thirty-Three

It is a sweetness unlike any other. Spiced and thick. Ancient 
and alive. Tart, organic and everlasting. The kiss of a God. 
Kali.

He lets it dissolve in his mouth slowly, savoring every drop. 
It is this he has craved most of his life. He thinks he moans out 
loud, but can’t be sure. He ignores his other senses and puts 
his entire soul into tasting the Holy Jaggery. Abandoned in the 
flavor, alive in the sugar, he forgets that this it is a transitory 
thing, short lived and fatal, like life. He relishes the moment, 
the few precious minutes of pleasure, turned ecstasy, turned 
madness, that the jaggery will bring him. The taste is more 
than a dance of flavors in his mouth. It is more than the sum 
of its parts; sweet and sour, tart and smooth. It is ambrosia—
literally the food of the gods. It is a chariot to Kali. He has 
had jaggery before, stolen and sweet, the way She meant it to 
be. The magickal myriad of flavors rolling over his tongue are 
but precursor to what he knows awaits him. The knowledge of 
what is coming is itself another flavor, an underlying potency 
to the simple treasure in his mouth.

When the final syrup drips down his swollen throat he lies 
back onto the blanket beside Jessica. She pulls his arm over 
her shoulder in a classic spoon for warmth and comfort. The 
night is chilly and they will grow cold from the coming long 
inactivity. She draws a blanket over them and Michael catches 
sight of Tyler keeping watch nearby.

“See you on the other side,” he says with a wink.
During the dance, he’d felt easy and accepted. He’s held 

hands with strangers, been bear-hugged and kissed by people 
who only this morning were going to kill him. His preparation 
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of the sacrament had let him in, the music made everyone 
friends, the eating of the jaggery would make him family again. 
They were deceivers, but he felt the welcome was sincere.

He has a brief moment of contentment curled up with 
Jessica. It is but a single peaceful moment before the coming 
journey.

It rises slowly like a river tide. A slow glacial piston climb-
ing first in his dance-tired muscles, soothing them with warm 
kisses and spreading out and in and up through his body like 
a heating wire in his veins. He feels it particularly in the base 
of his skull. His jaw clenches, and he feels the fire pool in his 
neck. Then like a thousand dancing demons, the fire leaps into 
his brain and ravages his senses.

His body shudders with fever. He thinks to throw off the 
blanket; he’s burning up, but his muscles won’t obey him. 
His last waking sensation, the last impulse he draws from the 
material world before he crosses over, is the knowledge that 
he has an erection.

Then he is out of his body.
The heat follows him on. He is fire. He is the flame that 

burns the dead on the cremation ground; born at dawn to con-
sume a body by dusk. He is that fire. That Holy Flame. That 
is he.

He loves the ashes he leaves behind. In raptured awe, he 
wonders at their turn on the wheel; nothing, to be made some-
thing again—in time. In Kali. All pass through Kali, nothing 
survives Her. All is born to be consumed, to be born again in 
cycles great and small until Kali is no more.

She is terrible and relentless. It takes all of creation to hold 
her in check. Otherwise, She would dance with Her flames and 
consume the world not knowing when to stop, not wishing to, 
until the entire universe is gone once and forever, the balance 
un-restorable, time at an end.

She shows him the universe as a wheel, the three forces 
turning it forever; creation, sustenance, destruction; Brahma, 
Vishnu, Shiva. Kali, black, four-armed and bloodthirsty, is 
consort to Shiva, Lord of Destruction, but more terrible than 
He. Where Lord Shiva is wise and controlled, Kali is passion 
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and fire. Bloodlust. She is death unstoppable, within Her is 
the power to end all creation.

Mother Kali smiles for him and kisses him with ashen 
breath and blood-sticky lips. She holds him like a baby in her 
arms caressing him with steel and wire, claw and fang.

“You are greater than them all,” Michael says, and She 
laughs for joy and surprise. And the world shakes, and the 
universe shudders.

“I am Kali,” She says. “Mother of Thuggee, Mother of 
Deceivers. And you my little lost tiger have seen through me 
to the greater me. Take my breath and I will show you the 
secret that only the wisest know, and the gods would deny, but 
all should fear.”

She blows into his nose and he draws in Her breath. And 
his heart is afire and his mind is a swirl. And he dies again.

Kali’s face, fierce and horrible, loved by Michael, is gone. 
She wears now a softer face, but it is more terrible than the 
other. It shimmers in ten shadows and her black skin is a soft 
evening blue. In her eyes is the universe. Michael cannot long 
look into them.

She is Mahakali, Greater Kali. She is not the dealer of death, 
she is Death. She is not the watcher of time. She is Time. She 
is not consort to a facet of the wheel. She is all of it. She is 
Brahman, a thing beyond description, the reality behind the 
universe, beyond man and gods, forms and thought. She is 
Brahman. She is Creator. She is Destroyer. She is All.

“Do you perceive the greater wheel?” She asks. “Can you 
imagine a wheel within a wheel? Can you sense how the wheel 
on which we stand turns upon another?”

“Will it end?”
“You will,” She says. “And you are part of Me and I am All.”
In Her eyes, he sees a distance beyond time and despairs.
“I am ashes in disguise,” he says.
“My lovely little tiger!” She howls. She is again Kali, Black 

Mother, necklaced in skulls, a skirt of severed human arms 
concealing her sex. Bloody and wild. She whirls and dances 
and the world quakes in justified fear.

The puppeteer speaks directly to him. “What if death does 
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not exist to renew life but life exists to feed death?”
He’s on the rug in front of the ancient shadow-puppet 

show he’d seen in his fever-addled dream before. Around him 
sit some of the others, Jessica beside him holding his arm like 
Lynette used to. Trent up front. Barb and Howard, Ericka and 
the man who looked like a banker who was never introduced. 
The orderly from the hospital in Vegas who wheeled him to the 
curb is near. He waves hello. There are other faces he cannot 
put names to, but he knows nonetheless. They are the faces of 
the children of Kali he danced with around the fire, with his 
nostrils full of smoke and his heart filled with joy. Not every-
one sits for the performance. Though all are invited, they are 
free to decline, and wander off to other corners of the bazaar 
to behold other distractions and wonders. Such a gathering, 
such a bazaar as this, is a rare and wonderful treat, so much 
to see, so much to try, so little time. And the show is not for 
everyone.

Beyond the bazaar, beyond the caravan, Michael senses 
tigers watching from the shadows; Tyler and Bryce, the guards 
around the clearing. He is in two places at two times at once, 
they all are.

“When Sleeman hanged the tigers they were fully erect!” 
calls the bawdy puppet master. On the lit screen two shadows 
sway from a noose, a hangman in a high colonial hat stares 
dumbstruck at the size of the dangling puppet’s erect member.

The audience laughs.
“And when Sleeman turned his back, the tigers sent his 

soldiers likewise to Kali—erect for love!”
The hangman is set upon by a group of shadow ruffians, all 

in fine mustaches. As they pull him down a bulge appears at 
his crotch. The crowd laughs and hoots.

“My sister said it was because of oxygen deprivation,” says 
Michael to no one in particular. He remembers seeing it with 
Lynette. Father and Christopher taking down a man behind 
a mall. Christopher held his legs. Father held his life in the 
tension of his bright yellow scarf. The struggling man was no 
match for their skill and when his fight was gone and in his 
final moments an erection stretched his pants.
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“Is he trying to make a baby?” Michael asked.
“Maybe,” said Lynette. “Makes sense.”
It didn’t to him then, but now it does.
“It’s symbolic,” Michael muses out loud. “It’s saying 

something.”
Jessica leans into him and says, “How art thou out of 

breath when thou hast breath To say to me that thou art out 
of breath.”

“Shakespeare?” he says. He looks at her hard, looks past 
her face, through her eyes and into her. He forgets her age, her 
eyes, her hair. He sees only inside. He sees the wheel within 
her. He sees her.

“I see you!” he exclaims. “How have I not noticed before!”
He throws his arms around his long-lost sister and holds 

her like a promise.
“Lynette, I’ve missed you so much,” he says. “I almost 

forgot.”
“We wouldn’t let you do that,” she says sharing the 

embrace.
Some part of him knows he’s in a dream, understands 

these are but illusions and echoes from his mind, his hopes 
and longings made into a play, like the play within a play 
he’s about to watch. But he doesn’t care. For this moment, 
reunited with Lynette, he would die. If the drug kills him, and 
he knows that it is very capable of doing just that, he will go to 
Kali’s fire happily, singing like the Thuggee of old, penis erect 
for the Divine Mother, to be put again upon the wheel. Maybe, 
if he is a good tiger, she will let him come back as one again. 
As she did for Lynette.

He holds her so long that he misses the start of the play. 
When he turns back to the stage, it has already started. Two 
scrims have been set up and the same images move across 
both as before. It is a play in stereo. A boat is sailing across a 
treacherous ocean, laden with treasure.

“The boat has sailed,” says the narrator as before. “There is 
nowhere to run. Death to everyone if any dare step off.”

Sharks circle the boat, nipping at the rudder.
“It is too late!” the audience chants, Michael among them. 
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“Sail on! Sail on!”
The sharks pass away and the image becomes a close-up of 

the ship’s deck. Men shuffle around looking busy and import-
ant. Some of the passengers become tigers moving among the 
others as before, only their shape altered. Where the other 
characters are opaque, the tigers are translucent, their stripes 
glowing from an inner light as if they’re burning with an inter-
nal fire.

“The clay could sink in the water,” says the narrator, “Or 
the tigers could eat them.”

“Eat them! Eat them!”
On the right side screen, there is a difference. One of the 

tigers bears a mark on his tail. Soon it grows from a smudge 
to a fluttering flag affixed to the puppet, moved by wires and 
string. He wanders about the ship and the crew, in and out of 
the other tigers who don’t notice the signaling tail.

“The tigers are let loose upon the rich merchants.”
“The tigers!” howl the audience.
As before, a battle ensues, tigers on men, blood repre-

sented by red streaming silks.
Another difference. On the right, a nearby ship approaches, 

their attention drawn by the flag on the tiger’s tail. While 
the tigers feast on the dead and dying, a rain of arrows fall 
upon them, slaying all the tigers on board. The marked one 
alone escapes, trailing his flag behind him. He is pursued by 
the soldiers to a hidden den where they find treasure, tigers, 
tigresses, and litters of kittens. All are slaughtered.

It was as before but no so. Here there was not the three-
eyed masked demons falsely attentive, but men, women, 
friends. Family. Here human faces lit up and fell with excite-
ment and terror, the emotion of the moment. Colors were 
brighter—reds, blues, greens. Gold glittered and silver shone. 
It was a reality clearer than anything Michael had experienced 
before. He felt he could see through time to the beginning, or 
to the terrible end. He felt a warm sticky embrace from the air, 
not unlike Mother’s own caresses.

The show played on as before but sharper. He had the idea 
that before when he’d seen this, he’d seen an early version of 
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a new play and now, here, was opening night.
On the left screen, the tigers move with fluid grace feasting 

on meat and piling treasure high with human hands. On the 
other side, stand stiff and ordered soldiers, clay cast, lifeless 
and unmoving.

Both screens fade to black. 
After a moment, a growing light appears showing a sun-

rise over identical plains, wooded mountains in the distance, 
a river flowing in the foreground. On the verdant river bank of 
the one on the left, a tiger sits flitting its tail contentedly. On 
the other there is only the ground.

Raucous applause bursts from the audience. They hoot 
and shout and whistle and throw coins to performers who 
catch them in their scarves.

Then, in the way of dreams, the scene changes. Michael 
is not with Lynette as Jessica, but Lynette herself, and 
Christopher, and Mom and Dad. They are at an outdoor con-
cert. They have a cooler with sodas and snacks. They sit on 
blankets in an early summer evening and listen to music. His 
mother runs her fingers through his hair. Lynette stretches 
out on a blue blanket, her sun dress light and airy as the day. 
Christopher is watchful as always but shares a joke and a tickle 
with his little brother. The music plays and Michael watches 
the dancers near the stage gyrate and twirl.

Young as he is, he knows he was not born into this fam-
ily. None of them were, not this group of tigers. Theirs is an 
assemblage of spoils; the stolen and adopted, the forsaken 
and loved. Most loved of Kali. He feels love then, feels it unite 
his little family together in purpose and favor. He pities those 
who are not of his God. They may have their own, but theirs is 
a god of sheep and he is a tiger.

It is a blessed moment, that concert, that afternoon with 
his family, one of the happiest moments of his life and the final 
key to his past. He remembers it all—the travels, the lessons, 
the hunts and the feasts. The laughter and tears. The petty 
sibling squabbles and blessed reconciliations, the freedom of 
the road and the beauty of the night. His mother’s snorting 
laugh and Lynette’s contagious one. Christopher’s strength 
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and his father’s coolness. His place in the universe.

The sky glows with morning, but the sun is not yet up. The 
fire has been stoked and hot drink is at hand. The dreamers 
come awake in ones and twos. Michael is not the first, nor the 
last. He sees the faces of his fellow travelers and when they 
catch his eye, he cannot help but smile and they cannot help 
but smile back. He is home. He is home.

Jessica stirs and rubs her eyes. She shivers and Michael 
gives her the blanket and stands up to stomp his feet. Tyler is 
there with coffee.

Trent walks over to them unsteadily. He collapses on their 
blanket and takes one of the offered cups. 

“Michael,” he says. “Did you know your name means “Who 
is like God?” It’s also the name of an archangel, the leader of 
heaven’s armies. It’s a cool name.”

“You’re studying the wrong mythology,” he says.
“Just a hobby.”
“Michael,” says Jessica, sitting up. “Tell me about your 

Lynette.”
He is not surprised she shared his dream. On the faces of 

those dreamers who sat with him at the puppet play, he sees 
confusion and worry. Trent is looking at him particularly hard, 
waiting for him to say something. He looks at them and sees 
clearly black sooty halos surrounding their bodies, stripes on 
their faces, and within them, burning embers.

“Let me have your rumal,” Michael says to Tyler. 
He hands it to him.
“Beautiful,” he says swinging it around, testing the snap. It 

is yellow as a sunflower, as bright as the life chakra. “What do 
you use for weight?”

“Silver half dollars,” Tyler says. “Real silver. I can sell them 
in an emergency.”

He snaps it as Christopher showed him and tries it again 
until it comes off the way it should.

“What did you see?” Tyler says. “Jessica, what’s wrong? 
Trent looks like he’s seen a ghost.”

“The play,” she says.
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Michael surveys the clearing and flicks the rumal again, 
catching it deftly in his other hand, the silver coins delivering 
it with a jingle. Holy smoke rises from the dreamers likes pen-
nants in the sky, the fires within them stoked and powerful. 
He feels the heat within him, a fever in his veins, a fire in his 
heart, and it warms him.

He sees him across the clearing and sets out.
Tyler follows him, Jessica and Trent close after. The dream-

ers all watch him go, anxious and excited. He walks up to the 
skinny red-headed Thuggee from Dixie holding his guard post 
opposite the road.

“How was it brother?” he asks Michael.
Michael looks out beyond him into the trees. “How could 

you let them get so close,” he says gesturing into the woods.
He turns to follow Michael’s gaze and the rumal snaps fast 

around his throat.
“What?” says Tyler.
The man, Fletcher, kicks and fights but Michael holds fast. 

The silk is stronger than steel, his muscles eager for the work, 
his mind free, and his soul alight.

Michael cannot help himself. He pants and grows 
lightheaded. 

Fletcher tries to dig his fingers under the scarf, but only 
claws his own throat. 

Michael tightens his grasp and hears the crackling of a 
crushed windpipe beneath the yellow scarf. He takes up the 
new slack with a roll of his wrist.

Tyler finally commits, and grabs hold of Fletcher’s kicking 
legs as is the way. Trent grabs one arm, someone he doesn’t 
know takes the other. Together the four pin him.

In his victim’s struggling spasms Michael feels the dance 
of Kali and knows She loves him. 

When the fight is over and the man is dead, Michael holds 
him for a moment longer in triumph then drops him to the 
ground. “The approver,” he says.

“What approver?” says Tyler.
“In the Sacrament Vision,” says Barb. Michael turns to see 
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the crowd behind him. They stand in blankets with cords dan-
gling from their hands.

“The signaling tiger,” says Michael. “The raining arrows.”
“We all saw it,” says Barb.
“What?”
“An approver,” says Ericka. “A marked tiger.”
“How do we know it was him?” says Tyler.
“That FBI agent told me an informant led them to your 

laser truck in New Mexico. It could only come from your 
streak Tyler.”

“I’m no approver,” he says.
“No, but you told Fletcher. Agent Hall hinted that the DEA 

had an informant that brought them to Tahoe. He said it was 
the guy who gave up the truck. DEA was all over the meth lab 
thing in Alabama, right? It had to be Fletcher. They found him 
through his dead sister. They caught him. He turned on us.”

“Did you tell Fletcher about New Mexico?” asks Jessica.
“I may have compared notes with him,” says Tyler. “But… 

but, he’s one of us. How was I to know?”
“It’s okay,” says Michael. “I handled it.”
“That’s still pretty thin evidence to kill a Tiger,” says 

Howard.
“Damn son,” says Poulson. “Get some faith.”
“Trent,” says Michael. “What does the name Fletcher 

mean?”
“It means “maker of arrows.””
“The rain of arrows…” murmurs Barb.
“Kali,” says Michael.
On the dreamers’ faces, astonishment turns to wonder.
“Kali!” Michael yells.
“Kali!” They roar. “Kali!”
And in the trees beyond the clearing, just inside Michael’s 

perception, he senses the Black Goddess feasting upon two 
souls that morning: the approver slain by Michael in the old 
way, and the man Michael is no longer.
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Epilogue

Jessica’s hunt is an elaborate production. She’s stationed 
deceivers from the airport to the harbor. She’s filled two hotels 
with killers. She’s bought costumes and cars, rented jewelry, 
faked a website, bribed the right people and had already sent 
three souls to Kali before Michael sent the tigers after Craig 
and Hall.

“Donnie-Do’s record label is failing,” she tells him driving 
back to Tahoe. She’s in a stolen red Ferrari with borrowed 
license plates, driving it like she’s immune to radar. 

“Do the Music,” he says.
“I’m surprised you’ve heard of it.”
“It was in the paper. I recognized him from the airport. 

One of those things.”
“God loves you Michael,” she says.
“Go on,” he says. 
“Well, last year he was in a similar situation, but not as 

far out as he is now. The year before that, he’d lost his own 
fortune and part of daddy’s trying to do the same shit. He’s a 
terrible promoter. He knows nothing about the music busi-
ness. So when daddy didn’t come with more money last year, 
Donnie, a.k.a. Ron Dully, son of Micah Dully, computer secu-
rity advisor to the Pentagon, visited his pappy’s computer lab 
and walked out with a memory chip of code. Two phone calls 
and a trip to Hong Kong later, he had the money to keep going. 
But like I said, he pissed it away. Now, he’s doing it again. He’s 
got a new memory stick with him. The buyers are Chinese, the 
same ones as last time. Last year it was five million, this year 
it’s at least that much. Cash in a box.”
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“How’d you get involved?”
“I met Donnie in LA last year. I’m Laura with him, by the 

way. Don’t call me Jessica.”
“I won’t.”
“Or Lynette.”
“Okay,” he says, his heart missing a beat in praise of Kali.
“I ran into him again after the laser thing in Vegas. We 

hooked up. He likes people to fawn over him. I fawned. I got 
Bryce and Tyler into the entourage. He’s picked up a couple of 
bodyguards since last year, but otherwise he’s not too bright. 
He does too much blow and talks too much when he does. 
He’s also susceptible to suggestion when high. I steered him 
here because of Randy, the concierge. You met him. He’s got 
the hotel locked down. The Chinese are cautious and need 
watching. That’s why so many of us are here. It’s got to be 
quick, clean and complete.”

“What do you need me to do?”
“We have a yacht. We’ll strike there tonight on the lake. 

They’ll crack a bottle of champagne, shake hands and com-
plete the deal. We’re servants and entourage. I’ll distract 
them. You’ll act as yeoman. Strike when it’s time.”

“What does a yeoman do?”
“Stands around on a boat, I guess. Coil rope. Be part of the 

scenery.”
“Okay,” he says holding the door to keep from sliding into 

her seat on a tight turn. “Won’t they suspect a double cross? 
That’s a lot of money.”

“Oh, there’ll be lots of guns,” she says. “Don’t think there 
won’t be. Plenty of testosterone too. It’ll be tense. I’ll make it 
less so. Kali will show the way.”

“What’s your plan?”
“I’m going old school, to quote Poulson.”
“What?”
“You’ll see, little brother,” she says.
“I’m older than you.”
She pushes the car to ninety. “This time around,” she says.
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That evening a yacht too big for the lake sets off from a 
private marina on the Nevada side of Tahoe. Aboard are twen-
ty-two people, nine of whom are not meant to return. Donnie 
Do is there with two ex-gang-bangers turned bodyguards, a 
blond girl with more boobs than brains, and some kind of 
computer technician who tells anyone who’ll listen that he’s 
a surfer first, computer hacker second. On the other side is 
a translator, a proper Englishman with an accent that could 
melt ice, two more bodyguards, one Chinese, one Anglo, both 
very tightly wound, and one Chinese man, quick to smile and 
bow, but quicker to notice sudden movements and strangers. 
As far as Michael can tell, the only ones without guns are the 
tigers.

Back on shore there are six more Chinese and four more in 
Donnie’s party who did not get invited to the yacht. They will 
be lured to dark places before morning.

Michael does not know all the deceivers on the boat. Tyler 
and Bryce are there, along with the three musicians with 
their instruments from the feast. Poulson acting as the cap-
tain, Perez as first officer. Ericka is a waitress, her conserva-
tive secretarial ensemble traded for a skimpy skirt and tight 
blouse that draws stares and unwanted slaps. Trent is one of 
the waiters. No one slaps his ass. He is clumsy and Poulson 
has to make excuses for him when he spills a shrimp plate ten 
minutes from shore. Howard is tending bar. 

The nine sacrifices have dressed well for their last day. 
Chinese spies and California playboys alike wear thou-
sand-dollar suits and designer shoes, diamond rings, gold 
chains, form-fitting custom Italian leather holsters concealing 
gold-trimmed Berettas under their jackets.

The crew, band, and wait staff all sport fetching yellow 
scarves to mark them as “the people who don’t matter,” as 
Donnie said.

The sky is moonless but star-speckled. It is a New Moon, 
the darkest day of the month, the night holiest to Kali. Still, 
the ship is bright with colorful lights dangling from wires. It 
gives the ship a nightclub feel. It is large and sails smoothly 
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onto the lake where the lights of civilization are but specks in 
an otherwise endless expanse of darkness.

The food is catered from Tahoe’s best restaurants, the 
booze handpicked and top shelf. The music is smooth and 
relaxing. The drinks are served strong.

Michael hovers in the periphery, standing at attention, 
blending into walls. The Chinese and Donnie’s group mingle 
for a while, and then huddle for a while, and then agree for a 
while, and then shake hands.

The computer tech is brought in and goes to work with 
a black thumb drive and a laptop. The surfer is neutral 
apparently.

Michael gets bored standing around, excuses himself, and 
goes out on deck. Though the height of summer, the high 
mountain lake air is cool and refreshing. He stares into the 
darkness looking for Her but doesn’t see Her. No need. He 
knows She is there.

The Englishman passes him on way to the bridge. He 
hands a small device to Poulson and in a moment the ship is 
moving again.

Michael’s phone rings. It startles him. He is one of the con-
tacts on the boat if something on shore goes amiss. He looks 
at the caller and breathes a sigh of relief. It’s only Carla. He 
thinks to refuse the call, but takes it anyway.

“Carla,” he says. “Hello.”
“It’s me, Dad.”
“Tiffany? What’s wrong?”
“I can’t handle it anymore. I’m going insane here. Mom 

won’t leave me alone.”
“What’s she doing?” She’s been crying. He can’t remember 

the last time he heard her cry.
“I guess, really nothing bad. Not in the normal sense, but 

I’m dying here. I feel like she’s pounding me into a square hole 
and I’m round, or triangle or something. I don’t know what I 
am, but I know I’m not square.”

“She’s trying to help,” he says.
“I don’t care. She holds my phone over me like it’s a big 
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deal, like the fact that because Warren, not her—but Warren, 
pays my cell bill she can tell me how to think. I put my phone 
down the disposal to show her. That’s why I’m calling you 
from this number.”

“Honey…” he says trying to think of something paternal to 
say.

“They keep saying I have to be a productive member of 
society. What the hell does that mean? Sounds like death to 
me. I don’t want that. Help me Dad.”

“Why don’t you run away?” he says.
“Don’t be that way,” she says.
“I’m serious, Tiff.”
There’s silence on the phone for a long moment.
“I dreamed about you last night,” she says. “It was weird.”
Michael smiles. “I’m serious Tiff. If you think you’re strong 

enough, if you think you can leave the money and position, 
the cars and the comforts, you need to go. If you think their 
way is not the only way, their faith the only one, you need to 
strike out. It’s your life Tiff. If you hear a different drummer, 
are summoned by different god, you need to heed the call, or 
else you are nothing but clay waiting to melt.”

“Where will I go?”
“Call me in the morning, sweetheart. I’ll tell you where I’ll 

be. I’ll show you what I know. But now, I’ve got to go.”
“Okay Dad,” she says and for once, he thinks he might have 

something to offer his daughter.
“Is everything alright?” Jessica appears at the rail beside 

him.
“Yes,” he says marveling at her outfit.
When they’d boarded, she’d been in jeans and a blouse, 

nothing too flashy, but nice. Smart and capable, the kind of 
thing her character, Laura, would wear. Laura arranges pri-
vate parties by profession, conveniently enough. She is now in 
a bright patterned dress with a matching middriff-revealing 
blouse. A scarf in the same red and black tones is draped over 
her shoulders. Her wrists are a tangle of gold bracelets, her 
neck adorned with rubies. Her hair is combed out and upon 
her forehead hangs another ruby suspended from her hair. 
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The ensemble is finished off with dramatic makeup highlight-
ing her already hypnotic eyes and blood red lips.

“It’s traditional Indian,” she says. 
“You look great, Ms. Laura.”
She smiles. “The dress is called a lehenga, the blouse a is 

a choli.”
“And of course, the rumal.”
“No, this is a dupatta,” she says. “It’s much longer. 

Practically a blanket, but yeah. It works the same.”
The boat slows and floodlights flash on illuminating the 

water within fifteen yards of the boat. The Englishman on the 
bridge pans a searchlight across the water and fixes it upon 
something to the right. Starboard, Michael reminds himself.

“Hey there,” Perez yells down from the Bridge. “Yeoman, 
collect the buoy.”

“Better get to work,” she says.
He doesn’t need to. The Chinese contingent are already 

there and throw hooked ropes after the floating buoy. They 
pull the rope attached to the buoy which leads to six large 
plastic wrapped bundles. They quickly whisk them all below 
deck to the forward private cabin. Michael returns to the main 
room to take up his post.

Donnie and the Chinese man emerge from the room smil-
ing, their arms around each other’s shoulders. Donnie orders 
champagne. Howard has it ready. They toast, and toast again. 
They even deign to offer some to the crew who take it grate-
fully along with hundred dollar bills stuffed in their pockets.

The music begins.
At first the prey looks at the band as if they’re intruding, 

but then sit down on the cushions and listen. The melody is 
hypnotic and ancient, soft drums and melodic guitar.

Michael counts three bodyguards and Donnie’s bimbo 
missing. He nods at Howard who nods back folding his bar 
towel.

Bryce in a tuxedo steps out from behind an inlaid ebony 
screen set beside the band. He picks up a microphone and 
switches it on. The music fades to a background thrum as he 
begins the story.
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“There was once a great demon that vexed all of creation, 
Daruka-Danava,” he begins dramatically. “It fed cruelly upon 
people. It bested all the gods.”

The drum rattles and Jessica steps out from behind the 
screen in her costume. Cheers go up from the watchers. She 
smiles and winks at Donnie then blows a kiss to the Chinese 
businessman before going back into character as a traditional 
Indian dancer. She steps forward, her hands moving in ancient 
grace, her eyes portraying the terror of the demon’s rage.

“The demon slew many peoples and was unstoppable by 
man. Each warrior god went to fight the demon but none could 
drive it away. Then they joined forces and waged war against 
it together. But even with all their combined godly might set 
upon it, they could not even wound the dreadful demon.”

Jessica dances despair and hopelessness, carnage and fear.
“The gods sought the wisest of beings to show them how 

the demon might be stopped. The Wise One declared that only 
a woman could best the demon. But alas, they had no female 
warriors among them. The gods lamented and mourned the 
world.”

Jessica portrays the sadness with her eyes and gestures.
“Shiva, the Lord of Destruction, enemy of evil and igno-

rance, was most despondent. Even his terrible power could 
not stop the demon which threatened to kill all of man and 
destroy the gods. His frustration and anger welled up in his 
throat as a black, noxious, poisonous ichor, a pool of hate and 
war.”

Jessica is a writhing pool of cloth on the floor.
“Lord Shiva’s wife, the beautiful and mild Parvati, the gen-

tlest of the Diva, saw her husband’s pain and kissed him.”
Here Jessica, wearing a face of gentle understanding, kind-

ness and compassion, dances to Donnie and kisses him on the 
mouth. He barely moves, so engrossed is he.

“She draws from her Lord and Master the poison from his 
throat, the blackness and hate, the essence of destruction, and 
from it, she fashions herself another body.”

Jessica undulates and sways, raises her hands to cover her 
face.
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“Kali Ma!”
She removes her hands and her face is twisted in a terri-

ble visage. Her eyes are wild and cruel, her teeth bared, her 
tongue sticking out.

“Kali, the black Goddess,” says Bryce, “Goddess of destruc-
tion! So terrible was the visage that the Gods themselves 
recoiled in fear. Shiva trembled. The demon Daruka-Danava 
was so terrified that Kali slew him easily with her sword in one 
blow.”

Jessica gestures a dramatic sword swing.
“The bloodlust upon her, Kali swept across the land slaying 

all she met in her insatiable murderous frenzy. All fell before 
her like a plague. Man and animal, demon and angel—all were 
struck down and fell before her. And the gods were powerless 
to stop her. Her dance destroyed nations, felled mountains, 
upset seas. Her mighty sword slew everything and everyone.”

Jessica’s portrayal of blood-lusted Kali is chilling. It makes 
Michael’s blood race.

“The Wise One had told the Gods the means to defeat the 
Duraka Danava, but at the cost of birthing Kali!”

“Kali!” repeats the band. “Kali, Kali!”
“As the Gods lamented their choices, the people gath-

ered together to try and save themselves. The Wise One must 
answer all queries, but his answers are double edged, as Kali’s 
own birth will attest.

“‘We are too weak to fight her,’ the envoys told the Wise 
One. ‘Even in armies she strikes us down with her great 
sword.’”

Jessica’s on her knees in supplication as if praying at 
Gethsemane.

Michael moves into position. Slowly, silently.
“The Wise One told them to summon the demons, those 

other beings not Gods, who fear Kali as much as they. They 
had their legions unite and made from them the great demon 
warrior Raktabija.”

“Raktabija,” repeats the band.
“And they sent the demon to destroy the Black Goddess.”
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A kick and a pose, a twisted face. Jessica is another demon.
“With one swipe of her great sword Kali took Raktabija’s 

head. But the demons had tricked her. Wherever a drop of 
blood spilled to the ground, another demon rose. Soon the 
bloody plain was swarming with demon warriors, all the great 
Raktabija and each stroke of Kali’s sword made a hundred 
more!”

“Kali!” chants the band. 
The audience joins in. “Kali! Kali!”
“Kali, the Black Mother, surrounded by foes she could 

not defeat made a mighty roar and from the jungle came the 
Faithful Tigers.”

Jessica makes claws with her hands and softens her face in 
an almost comic expression. Still enthralled in her telling, the 
tense watchers relax a little.

“Throwing aside her three bladed sword, Kali plucked 
three strands of hair from her head and wove them into a 
stout cord. The tigers watched with interest, their malevolent 
eyes hungry for the fight. Kali spit onto the ground and from 
the mud, fashioned a figure of clay.”

Jessica stands on tiptoe, pantomiming a potter making a 
huge vessel, drawing all eyes to the ceiling with her undulat-
ing hands.

“She wrapped the cord around the figure’s throat and 
showed the Faithful Tigers how to kill without spilling blood.”

Michael’s rumal flies around the translator’s throat like 
lightning. The music rises to climax as five other scarves find 
five other throats and tighten around them each at once.

He does not rush the killing. He does not break the demon’s 
neck, nor sever the clay man’s throat. He strangles his sacrifice 
carefully, blissfully, letting him die a cell at a time, in burning 
poisoned agony for want of a simple breath. It is a good death 
he gives him, a true death, one worthy of the Black Goddess.

Like a lover delaying climax, his own breath comes in stut-
tered gasps. His groin stirs and swells. He relishes the dread-
ful intimacy of killing, the noble savagery of murder. He is 
unashamed. He is righteous. He is the darkness that shows 
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the light and the fire that cleanses the land. He is the disease 
that makes the body stronger and the fatal blow that kills it.

He is back home. At last he is returned to his people, his 
tribe. His God. He is placed, and is content. He is in love with 
a Goddess. He is the agent of Kali, and She blesses him.

In his mind’s eye, he can see clearly that ancient plain, 
blood-soaked and burned, where gods, men, and demons 
united to stop Kali’s deadly rampage, and could not.

Dancing and wheeling in circles, Jessica finishes the story 
herself. “And thus was loosed upon the world, the Faithful 
Tigers—deceivers and warriors, Kali’s own children, called by 
Her to serve the great and terrible purpose, to share in the 
dance of death, unstoppable, merciless, and cruel.”
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Kali the Mother

By Sister Nivedita 
(Margaret E. Noble)

The stars are blotted out,
Clouds are covering clouds,
It is darkness, vibrant, sonant.
In the roaring whirling wind
Are the souls of a million lunatics,
But loosed from the prison house,
Wrenching trees by the roots,
Sweeping all from the path.
The sea has joined the fray,
And swirls up mountain-waves,
To reach the pitchy sky.

Scattering plagues and sorrows,
Dancing mad with joy,
Come, Mother, Come!

For Terror is thy name,
Death is in Thy breath.
And every shaking step
Destroys a world for e’er.
Thou “Time” the All-Destroyer

Then come, O Mother, Come!

Who can misery love,
Dance in destruction’s dance,
And hug the form of Death,

To him the Mother comes.

1900
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