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			To Deborah, who makes everything possible.
To Brownie, who showed the path.
And to Richard Curtis, who believed.

		


		
			Prologue

			These days, I obey all the laws. Even the stupid ones. With three years of parole still hanging around my neck, I can’t afford to put a foot wrong. Too many vindictive people
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			Back in the good old, bad old days, I used to drive a Porsche Cayman, Black Edition. Once the dealer got it tricked out to my specs, it had cost me seventy thousand. I loved that car like the daughter I never had (and now probably never would have). The interior was like sitting cozy in God’s palm. Once, I took it to a track and got it up to 160. There was a stretch of highway on the coast where I’d regularly break 120. Ghent, Goolsbee & Saikiri, my employers, even paid my speeding tickets.

			But that car was long gone, auctioned off by court order, along with all my other possessions of any value, to repay at least some bare pittance to the clients I had bilked. All my savings accounts, IRAs, stocks, and other financial instruments and investments had been liquidated as well. I had gone into prison with a net worth approximating zero. And even then, my victims felt I hadn’t been punished enough. Bernie Madoff, c’est moi
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			Returning home in the repaired Impala, I had occasion to think about my future. Converting the latest gold Panda had turned my thoughts in that direction. Minus the garage guy’s share, the remaining cash from the thousand that Deluca had given me weighed heavily in my pocket. Once, that sum would have represented a not particularly extravagant night on the town, a few bottles of good champagne, and some C-notes tucked into the waistband of a stripper’s thong. Now it felt like one more bloody slice out of a dwindling legacy. I would piss the money away on boring necessities, maybe springing for something as wild as a movie ticket and a few happy-hour drinks at Danny’s Cavern. This was a train of thought that always left me feeling numb, angry, confused, and helpless.

			After being permanently disbarred, I could do nothing with all my expensive legal education and years of experience at GG&S. To all my old contacts, the back-slapping guys I had schmoozed and boozed with, I was radioactive waste. I had given up junk, and confronting myself in the mirror each morning, I felt anew, with genuine surprise, that the craving had truly and completely left my bones. So I couldn’t even dream my time away in an opiate haze. No other pursuit really appealed to me. Since my teenage years, I had never had a predilection for anything but making as much easy money as fast as I could, and had chosen law school as the quickest route to that goal. And then I had chosen larceny as an even faster path. I supposed I could force myself to adapt to some new and decent-paying career. Pick up some fresh skills. Job training, sure. A new degree in bleeding-heart social work, maybe. Tractor-trailer driving school. Although, with my criminal record, the prospect of someone hiring me was no sure thing. Maybe I could buy into a glamorous and lucrative Dairy Queen franchise. But no likely alternative career was going to get me back into the stratosphere of one-percenter wealth and luxury that I had formerly inhabited.

			A quarter-million dollars in gold. It sure sounded like a lot, even for someone who had boosted five million
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			Inside the stuffy house, I opened some windows and got two beers out of the fridge. The cheap stuff I could afford. I didn’t bother with glasses. Such delicate hostess touches had vanished with my old life. I didn’t think Stan Hasso would mind a cold, sweaty bottle on a hot August day, and he didn’t. 

			Uncle Ralph’s house had no air-conditioning, so I set a grimy plastic box fan wobbling in one window to push the heat around.

			Hasso had gravitated inevitably to the most comfortable chair in the room, one suitable for his bulk. The parlor featured Aunt Gillian’s best furniture, ground down by the unforgiving years into a suite of flophouse castoffs. Uncle Ralph’s slovenly lifestyle had not been kind to Aunt Gillian’s pride and joy. Unfortunately, she had favored for her set white fabric dotted with small blue flowers, and it showed every stain of the subsequent decade. Sprawled with his legs stretching almost to the center of the small space, Hasso resembled some Long Island disco-era prince unwinding after a funky time on the dance floor.

			I took the seat farthest from him and closest to the front door. He seemed harmless, even a potential new best friend, especially if he was somehow going to put five million dollars in my hands. But as with all dealings involving money, tempers could flare, and Hasso’s earlier lapse into anger had shown me he might easily find a reason to do me harm. It did not escape me that I sat here, incommunicado with anyone else who might care about my welfare, sharing a beer with an unknown ex-con and holding seven hundred and fifty dollars in my pocket. In these situations, having saved a guy’s life bought only so much goodwill.

			And yet, I could not regard Hasso as a menace or a scammer. Sure, such a guy would always be looking out for himself. But some oddly ingenuous, even faintly naive vibe underneath the bluster convinced me he might also do me some good along his selfish path.

			I didn’t open the conversation. After draining a third of his drink in the first pull, he said, “Let me tell you a few things about Stan Hasso, so you can get an idea of where I’m coming from.”

			“Okay,” I said. “But you have to promise me one thing.”

			“What’s that?”

			“You will never refer to yourself in the third person again.”

			Hasso’s face flashed confusion, irritation, and amusement in quick succession. “You got it.” He squirmed his butt around as if to reconfigure the ridge formed over the years by Uncle Ralph’s bony ass groove, and began.

			“That night in December when I almost cashed my ticket, I had just got out of the can. Released that morning. Served three years for felony arson. When I went in, I had a habit. And the first thing I did when I got out was score. I’d been dreaming of a fix for three years, you know, even though I was clean after the first few months in the stir. Kept telling myself I needed and deserved it. It had gotten to the point where the dream had a life of its own. Looking back, I can see I didn’t even really have any desire to shoot up. At least, not like when I was truly hooked. It was just like the dream was some old debt that had to be paid, or sort of a fuck-you to them for putting me away. Like my mind was an old video replaying itself. I was gonna get even with everyone, even if I had to cut off my own dick to do it. Any of this making any sense to you?”

			I tried to figure out if Hasso’s question implied anything about my own junkie past. How much did he know about me? He had tracked me down here, after all. Well, maybe the depth of his knowledge about me would come out later.

			I thought about my own detox, how I had harbored similar fantasies and compulsions and anger that, luckily for me, had died out before I got released. Somehow, I had seen through the deceptions of my own addiction before I got into a place where I could resurrect old bad habits.

			“Yeah,” I said, “I hear you.”

			Hasso killed another third of his beer. “But Jesus, I hadn’t realized how much the frigging scene had changed since I went in! Dealers these days, they don’t think twice about cutting their stuff with enough fentanyl to croak a bull. People are offing themselves left and right, when all they want is a nice high!”

			Hasso sounded genuinely indignant at the injustice of it all, revealing again that hidden and faintly ridiculous nobility of soul and sense of injured justice.

			“So to cut to the chase, I got a hot shot like nothing I ever had before. And maybe, too, being clean, my body couldn’t take what it used to. Whatever. You saw what happened. I OD’d right there at the stoplight where I put the spike in. If it wasn’t for you, I’d be rotting today in one of those number-only plots with the other nameless street trash.”

			“Like I said, I was happy to be of help. So, no family, then?”

			“Not one lousy second cousin or ex-sister-in-law to claim my unholy carcass. It’s just me against the world. I don’t even have a kindly old uncle, like some folks I could name.”

			He smiled big at the undeniable and purposeful hit. It seemed Mr. Hasso had done some homework.

			“When I got out of the hospital, I expected to end up back in the can. But I lucked out. The judge was a goody-goody. She stuck me in this new kind of diversion program. That’s where I been for the past seven months. Learning all about how to be a decent member of society by avoiding all my codependent triggering shit and how to reprogram all my failure modes, like. Then, when I finally got some free time, it still took me a couple of weeks to track you down and scope you out. The cops weren’t too liberal with information. I had to pull in a few favors.”

			“This is your town, then?”

			“Yeah, that’s why I came straight back to the city after they turned me loose from the calaboose. Figured I knew the territory.”

			“You planned on, uh, resuming your old line of work?”

			“Torching stuff? Nah, that’s out. Not that I couldn’t pick right up again. I didn’t lose my touch. Best firebug this side of the Mississippi. No, they only caught me because of a tip. A bastard of a snitch turned me in
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			The recently rebranded Seven Oaks neighborhood was an up-and-coming residential district on the west side of town. Back in my GG&S days, looking to get in on the ground floor of a solid investment, I had almost bought a place here before getting a better deal on a loft closer to work. Once home to various light industries associated with the garment trade, it used to be called Button Town. I remember my dad taking me there one Saturday morning when I was about nine years old. We trooped past stooped, bandanna-coiffed laboring women and across a noisy factory floor where hot cotton, rubber, and machine oil gave off a fascinating tang. At the other end was a seedy but neat office. There, my dad talked business with a guy sporting a mustache like Lech Walesa’s
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			Reasons why I like Danny’s Cavern: It’s just a couple of miles from Uncle Ralph’s house. The drinks are cheap. The seasoned, stolid, disdainful help, who have seen and survived every tragedy imaginable, leave you alone, neither disbursing nor soliciting sympathy. None of my old friends would be caught dead in this down-market dive, thus forestalling any embarrassment for me or them. And there are no televisions, flat-screen or otherwise, blaring at the patrons.

			I estimated that Danny’s was last redecorated sometime during the first Clinton administration. The booths featured lime-green vinyl, patched here and there with duct tape of roughly the same shade and trimmed with fat-topped brass nails. The bar stools, with their padded seats of an unlikely floral fabric akin to slippery chintz, would have pleased Aunt Gillian. I suspected a bargain job-lot purchase. Luckily, the gritty, Carhartt-clad backsides of thousands of working-stiff patrons had imparted some roughness to the seats, although patrons deep in their cups still tended to slide gradually floorward, aided by the slick fabric. From the spray-textured ceiling, sixty-watt bulbs shone through globes of pebbled ruby-colored glass. Below, the occasional missing linoleum tile revealed floorboards the color of buttery mashed potatoes mixed with cigarette ashes.

			Stan Hasso and I had a booth in the rear section, next to the swinging kitchen doors, whose padded surface showed a million greasy handprints. Danny’s Cavern featured a limited menu along the lines of cold-cut sandwiches, ready-made shrimp cocktail, stuffed cabbage rolls, and Jell-O of the same hue as the vinyl booths.

			Hasso was working on an enormous grinder, washed down with a pitcher of Old Milwaukee. His latest bite bisected a pickled pepper, arcing a squirt of clear juice across the table in my direction. I had little appetite and was nursing a mojito, having long since become inured to taunts from some of the regulars about having a “girly drink.” The tropical cocktail allowed me to fantasize about the Brazilian vacation I had taken at the height of my crimes, to experience Carnival. That existence felt increasingly like someone else’s, which I had viewed in a movie.

			Hasso finished his sandwich and all but half a glass of the beer. He belched contentedly and sat back.

			“Okay, now that you had the tour around town, you’re ready to hear the whole story about me and Nancarrow, including how he done me wrong. Then we’ll talk about the plan I got to soak him for somewheres around twenty million. First off, you’ve heard of Barnaby Nancarrow before today, I bet.”

			“Yes, of course. He’s one of the city’s leading businessmen and philanthropists. Made a fortune in real estate, always giving away a couple of thousand here and there to various charities. Spreads small sums around rather than focusing on any one cause. Likes the ladies very much but has no special partner. Is eager to have his picture taken with politicians and other powerful people. I was actually at a party once where he showed up, but we never talked.”

			“Yeah, you traveled in special circles once upon a time, didn’t you? Musta felt nice. Me, I never woulda been allowed in the same room as him when we were operating together, and certainly not now. Despite all I did for him. Anyhow, that’s a pretty good short description, but it leaves out a lot. First thing is
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			The dim light from the dirty red globes in the Cavern seemed to thicken and slow to a molasses crawl, as if the nature of time itself had changed. The cash in my pocket assumed a supernatural weight, as if the whole trove of gold hidden back in the fireplace had jumped into my pants to join the recently converted Panda coin. Breathing seemed like a new skill I had not yet properly mastered, and my limbs tingled with a strange exhilarated paralysis.

			I must have looked like a steer on its way to the slaughterhouse, because Stan Hasso adopted an expression of genuine concern and distress.

			“Hey, bro, unclench! No one’s gonna hurt you. Your secret’s safe with me. This is all about the two of us acting together for our mutual benefit. I’m gonna kick in my fifty thou, if you agree. That shows good faith, right? Anyhow, we’re just talking at this point, okay? C’mon, now, relax. Here, drink this.”

			He handed me the pint tumbler with his last few ounces of warmish beer in it, and I automatically took it with one lead-weighted hand and slugged it back, although I am not normally in the habit of drinking backwash from a less-than-pristine glass. The very mundaneness of the Old Milwaukee’s skunky taste acted like some kind of noxious antidote to my initial fright and confusion, and I began to feel slightly more like a sentient human being instead of a helpless chipmunk in the claws of an owl. Even the sixty-watt bulbs in the Cavern resumed their usual low-intensity ruby glow.

			Now that my immediate crisis was past and I did not seem on the point of physical or emotional breakdown, Hasso looked pleased with himself. “I hit on the real figure pretty close, huh? Not bad for educated guesswork. Just call me No-Shit Sherlock, right?”

			“But how … how did you even know about the gold?”

			“I told you, I scoped you out for a while before I showed up today at your door. I had to know whether or not you’d make a good partner. If I’da had any doubts about that, I wouldn’a showed up at all, or maybe I mighta just stopped by to say thanks for saving my ass back in December. But I liked what I learned about you, Glen, and so that’s why I was up front about your gold. Nothing hidden between us, right? Share and share alike. So how did I know about the gold? Simple. I followed you one day last month to Deluca’s, and I braced the coin guy for info about what you and he were doing. He gave it up quicker than microwave popcorn by the way, which makes him a weak link for you if anyone else ever comes snooping.”

			“But guessing the amount?”

			“Piece of cake. I just did some studying, then ran the numbers. First off, I knew how much you stole total, and how much you claimed you blew through, and how much the court clawed back out of your accounts. Them numbers were right there in all the media coverage. All the parts of the equation were supposed to balance out to zero left for you. The judge bought your story, but not me. I knew the numbers lied. If you were cashing in gold, then you had squirreled something away. But it wasn’t life-changing amounts, or you wouldn’t look so pitiful and hangdog whenever you had to sell a coin. That’s where me being a student of human nature comes in. I can read people. Tricks I learned in the Gulch, just to stay alive. I hate to say it, but in spite of all your crimes, Glen boy
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			The musty retro-sleaze interior of Danny’s Cavern had seemed much the same at 3:00 p.m., when Hasso was demolishing his sandwich and pitcher of beer, as now, at 11:00, when he chomped his way through a plate of buffalo wings and slugged down an accompanying quart of ghastly-sweet sangria. Perhaps the only difference was that now the ever-rotating but essentially interchangeable clientele seemed more desperate for some kind of connection, whether with the demigods of alcohol, the person on the adjacent chintz-slippery bar stool, or some numinous being that only they could see.

			I wasn’t feeling in top form. It had been an utterly exhausting day, its events too odd and numerous to fit into the same twenty-four hours. First the shock of getting waylaid by this hulking stranger on my doorstep, then hearing his life story, riding about town while being pitched a nebulous scheme to get even with his ex-employer, and realizing that my secret stash of gold Pandas was on the line
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			Today would be devoted to finances.

			Driving across town that sunny morning, my lockbox full of gold lying on the archaic worn-velour cushion that had been factory installed flush between the front seats of the old Impala, I wondered for the hundredth time since last night whether I was doing the smart thing. Or, if not exactly the smart thing, at least a potentially rewarding thing
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			Our day of financial doings was not yet over.

			“Okay, head to the Maritime Bank on Hobart. That’s a nice branch. I like doing business there.”

			After we had gone a block, and the immediacy of the tense scene at Deluca’s had faded to some tiny degree, I said, “Stan, could you please try not to bleed on the upholstery of my uncle Ralph’s car?”

			Hasso snorted like a congested bull. “The tender way you treat this piece of shit makes me laugh.”

			“If it were my car, it wouldn’t matter, but it doesn’t belong to me.”

			“Okay, I respect that. But when we’re all rich, you can buy your uncle Ralph a half-dozen new cars if you want.”

			Despite his disdain, Hasso stuck his hand out the window, and the breeze of our passage drew intermittent slow drips from his clumsily wrapped hand as if to mark our path.

			The traffic downtown was light, and we were soon approaching the bank. I looked around for curbside parking and found a metered slot.

			“Here’s the deal,” Hasso said. You and Sandralene are going into the bank, and Sandralene will open an account in her name and deposit my fifty money orders for a thousand apiece and also the check, which she is now going to make out to herself. Give her the check, Glen.”

			I sat frozen, despite the warmth of Sandralene’s body laminating my entire right side. The idea of turning over my entire nest egg left me feeling as if I had just been dropped out of a plane, without a parachute.

			“C’mon, give it up! This is the only safe way. You can’t deposit it in your name
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			When I worked for Ghent, Goolsbee & Saikiri, I dressed like a prince. Ermenegildo Zegna suits, Stefano Bemer shoes. The rich fabrics and exquisite tailoring boosted my confidence and assurance. Clients automatically respected me and believed whatever I said, no matter how full of shit I was. Never mind that I was really wearing their stolen money and should have been awash in guilt and remorse. That part never bothered me until I got caught.

			Such luxe clothing had long since disappeared from my life, of course. Most days since my release from prison found me wearing a pullover golf shirt from Big Lots and cargo pants or shorts, plus cheap knockoff running shoes in winter, Teva sandals when the weather turned warm. My morale and self-esteem had dwindled under the onslaughts of justice. I had been existing without spirit, one step above tracksuits on the Great Chain of Fashion Consciousness.

			That’s why today I felt so different, upbeat for the first time in years. Even the lousy J. C. Penney suit and tie I was wearing, augmented by the Dockers oxfords from Famous Footwear, left me feeling more on top of the world than I did in my usual slovenly attire. I had forgotten just how good taking care of my appearance could make me feel.

			Stan Hasso looked me up and down approvingly as we stood outside the downtown Licklider Federal Building where Anton Paget, our mutual parole guy, had his office. Freshets of people flowed through the doors and around us.

			My sizable partner had chosen not to follow my sartorial lead. “I ain’t dressing like no deacon or court clerk,” he had informed me. “Never have, never will. That’s all right for you. But on me, that look would just shout ‘fake.’ You can take the boy out of the Gulch, but you can’t take the Gulch out of the boy. But never fear, you can count on me to look all proper-like and business ready.”

			That description manifested now before my astonished eyes in new ankle-peg black jogger pants possessing an unnatural synthetic sheen, black chamois shirt from L. L. Bean, red Kangol bucket hat, and high-top Nikes with Day-Glo detailing. His outsize Italian good-luck horn on its gold chain stood in for more formal neckwear.

			Yet Stan was open-minded enough to compliment my own look.

			“You’re truly styling, Glen boy. I am beginning to see a side of you I never knew. I useta wonder how you conned so many business guys who weren’t exactly dumb themselves. But now I can see you got some kinda special charm on you once you clean up. I think we are gonna take Mr. Nancarrow for the ride of his life.”

			“Well, thanks, Stan,” I said. “Your own authentic fashion sense, while not exactly congruent with my standards, renders you bulletproof against criticism. In short, you look totally like you belong in the VIP box at one of the classier strip clubs, swilling directly from the neck of a bottle of Cristal, with several affectionate large-assed women crawling all over you.”

			“I thank you kindly, pard.”

			“All right, then. In we go, to brace Paget.”

			What we intended was a plan we had put the finishing touches on after concluding our business at Aspinwall Realty. There, in the office of agent Martin Bookstaver, a hearty suburban guy with the depth of a birdbath, Uncle Ralph, Hasso, and I had secured the title to Bigelow Junction. Uncle Ralph had played everything at the top of his game.

			“Yessir, Mr. Bookstaver, after a lifetime of hard work, I have put a little money by, and now I want to invest it in an enterprise that has long been close to my heart: innkeeper at a fine country establishment. I understand that one of the buildings that accompany the sale of Bigelow Junction is a former hotel.”

			Bookstaver had the honesty to look slightly uncomfortable. “Well, Mr. Sickert, not so much a hotel as a motel. And I’m afraid it’s become a little shabby over several years of idleness.”

			“No matter. My nephew and his partner are not afraid of good honest hard work, and they intend to help me out every step of the way. We will have those lodgings up and running before you know it. In fact, you’ll be our first guest
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			The State House looked busy today at lunch hour. Outside the front doors, the broad terrace of frost-heaved brick was thick with conversing politicians, visiting citizens, deliverymen, a security guard or two, a well-behaved gaggle of sign-toting protesters, and a few scavenging gulls slumming from the bay a mile east, on whose less-than-pristine shores our capital sat. Satellite uplink trucks from three local stations and one national network had parked on the sidewalk. This meant diverting pedestrians into the street for a short stretch, which gave rise to much hooting of car horns and angry shouts from walkers and drivers alike. I couldn’t guess what newsworthy event had caused the media to converge like buzzards on roadkill. A small herd of visiting elementary-school kids, shepherded by two teachers glowing impossibly young and beautiful in their summer dresses, made their exuberant way across the pavilion from a big faded-yellow bus.

			Stan Hasso and I observed all this from the concealing shade of a large copper beech tree in the park across the street. A down-and-outer on the nearest bench was drinking from an iced-tea can the size of a mortar round. No doubt, the “tea” had the color and flavor of fortified wine.

			This was our last stop before heading up to Bigelow Junction. Our bags were packed in the trunk of the Impala, and Sandralene awaited us at Uncle Ralph’s. She had closed up her apartment for good.

			One way or another, none of us were coming back to this town.

			“It kinda gets ya, don’t it?” said Stan, nodding at the slow procession of cars and pedestrians.

			“Like how?”

			“Oh, you know, man. Democracy, justice, help the underprivileged, your tax dollars at work, Jimmy Stewart goes to Washington, Martin Luther King
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			Sandralene emerged from Uncle Ralph’s bathroom, wearing a fresh matrix of makeup and looking runway fine. Her blue and white summer dress, which stopped at midthigh on her bare tan legs, somehow reminded me of a sailor’s outfit. If Navy recruiters had used her on a poster, the line of both men and women queued up at the enlistment station door would have wrapped around the block. The leather uppers of her Dolce & Gabbana sandals were festooned with jingling fake gold coins. Whether she had chosen the sandals deliberately, to proclaim her status as custodian of my gold Pandas, or just to complement her dress, I chose to regard the footwear as a good omen for our enterprise.

			“C’mon,” said Stan, “shake your tush. We gotta hit the road now to get to Bigelow Junction before nightfall. I don’t wanna be messing around in the dark, trying to turn on the lights in a shack full o’ snakes and grizzly bears.”

			Bigelow Junction, the domain of Parole Officer Wilson Schreiber, lay some three hundred miles upstate. The trip would be all freeway except for the bumpy, curvy final stretch.

			“Maybe snakes and bears frighten you, Stanley, but not me,” Sandralene said. “What I’ve seen in the way of sketchy characters right here in this city is ten times worse. No snake ever tried to slither up my dress, and no bear ever tried digging in my purse with one paw while grabbing my boobs with the other.”

			The mental images conjured up by Sandralene’s colorful descriptions made me weak in the knees. I could not see myself at Bigelow Junction, where the close proximity of her Amazonian presence would be intensified by whatever sexual banter and bedplay she and Stan would get up to, without becoming a neurotic wreck. I had to find a woman soon. Maybe Bigelow Junction boasted a large assortment of easygoing farmers’ daughters eager to shack up with an unemployed land speculator.

			Uncle Ralph came out of the kitchen, followed by Suzy Lam carrying a brown paper sack.

			“Okay, kiddies, sandwiches and drinks for the road. No booze, not even a beer. Just soda! You listen to Aunt Suzy! Cops find ex-cons together in a car, no extra provocations needed! ‘Click it or ticket!’”

			I took the bag from Suzy while Uncle Ralph looked on with a smile of approval.

			As soon as the three of us had cemented our plans to decamp for Bigelow Junction, Suzy had announced her intention to move in with Uncle Ralph. “I love this frosty old tiger. He’s so good to little Suzy. And he knows how to have big fun. Besides, only crazy people pay two rents if they don’t have to. And your uncle, he don’t even pay none!”

			True, the old homestead had long been free and clear of any mortgage, and it made no sense for Ralph and Suzy to be subsidizing her landlord when they had grown so close. And Suzy’s contribution of her own car to the joint establishment made Ralph feel free to give me the Impala, without my even asking for it. Otherwise, we would have had to spend some of our remaining seventy thousand dollars on alternative transportation.

			Now I was glad I had invested my own money to keep the old heap in good running condition.

			The first thing Suzy had done upon moving in was to ditch Aunt Gillian’s prized parlor set and replace it with stuff from IKEA. Admittedly, the old furniture had been swaybacked and grotty. But the pieces had been there since I was a kid
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			Despite our best intentions to make good time, darkness and fatigue overtook us as we approached Bigelow Junction. What passed for the center of our nominal town, that densest concentration of miscellaneous communal buildings included in our five-hundred-acre purchase, clustered around Nutbush Lake. Those structures, which we had seen only in some grainy old black-and-white photos at the offices of real estate agent Martin Bookstaver, would serve as our base of operations during the scam.

			Scattered across the rest of the unincorporated land were maybe a hundred citizens in forty or fifty isolated private households. They all leased their individual plots of land from whoever owned Bigelow Junction, namely, us.

			After being informed of this setup, Stan had declared, “Man, it’s just like being an earl or duke or something outta the Knights of the Round Table. King Hasso receives his loyal peasants, lining up with tributes of chickens and cows and potatoes and women. Hey, if we start to run low on operating funds, maybe we can just raise everybody’s rent!”

			“Listen, Stan,” I said, “we are not going to monkey with the existing arrangements and maybe cause a public stink. That’s the last thing we need. Besides, you said Nancarrow would approach us with an offer for the land before too long, and then we’ll be gone. Our money should hold out till then, so no need to go flogging the serfs.”

			“Well, that’s my prediction, not a guarantee. Best to be prepared for anything.”

			* * *

			Our trip north had started off well enough. We had gotten out of the city before rush-hour traffic, with Stan behind the wheel and Sandralene sidled up close to him. I gratefully stretched out in the back seat.

			“Sandy, babe, get some tunes going.”

			From her capacious purse, Sandralene took a sleek cylindrical Bluetooth speaker that fit in her palm and set it on the broad padded ledge under the slope of the front windshield. She turned it on, then took Stan’s phone and scrolled through his music app.

			I gritted my teeth, expecting the most noxious hardcore hip-hop to emerge, full of gangster boasts and driven by an unrelenting bass beat.

			Instead, I was pleasantly surprised to hear down-and-dirty gutbucket blues guitar riffs, followed by a mournful yet energetic male croon.

			If trouble was money, babe, I swear I’d be a millionaire.

			If worries was dollar bills,

			I’d buy the whole world and have money to spare.

			I said, “Is that Robert Cray?”

			Clearly, Stan had been awaiting my reaction. He looked briefly away from the road and back over his shoulder at me with a broad grin. “Shit, man, Robert Cray is for the Brie-and-Chablis crowd. That is the one and only Albert Collins.”

			“You like blues?”

			“It’s all I listen to, man. What, you think just ’cuz I grew up in the Gulch, I got no taste?”

			“Stan, my man, you never cease to amaze me.”

			“That is as it should be, Glen boy.”

			Stan’s phone featured a wide assortment of artists, including some worthy blueswomen.

			“Oh, dig this new kid, Samantha Fish. Just in her twenties, but can she play! And a looker, too. Not enough meat on them bones for me, but still pretty foxy.”

			Let him go the way I should.

			My heart lies underneath the hood.

			Roadrunner, roadrunner,

			I’m picking up and making tracks.

			When the dust settles I ain’t coming back.

			Despite the high-intensity soundtrack of soulful lamentations, I soon drifted off to sleep. The events of the past week and a half had really caught up with me. I awoke only when the car was pulling into a shady little picnic grove. I got stiffly out of the car and followed Stan and Sandralene to the pine-sap-sticky wooden table next to a cold fire pit littered with empty beer cans.

			The sandwiches Suzy Lam had packed for us turned out to be her specialty: chow mein on a torpedo roll. The bread had softened, soaking up all the liquid, and it was like slurping down a delicious Chinatown dinner, circa 1948.

			“Man, the only thing that could’ve improved that meal woulda been a beer or three. But your uncle’s squeeze was right: no sense giving any cops a leg up on us.”

			Heading back to the car, I said, “Want me to drive?”

			“Naw, I’m good for hours. Besides, you drive like an old lady in a full-body cast.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Anytime.”

			Again on the highway, I said, “Tell me more about our fellows in crime.”

			“You know they’re meeting us at the Junction tomorrow. Driving up together from Trinidad Falls. That’s where they both live.”

			“One’s a woman.”

			“Yeah. Varvara Aptekar. I just call her Vee and she don’t seem to mind. Vee’s folks were from Belarus, part of that wave that came over in the early nineties, after the Commies went under. She was born here, though.”

			“And her story is?”

			“Nancarrow took on her father as an early partner. Unlike a lot of these ex-Commies, Aptekar managed to get some money out of the old country, and he was interested in real estate. The American way to riches, right? That made him just the kind of sucker Nancarrow loved. Aptekar thought he was sly. But he wasn’t sharp enough to handle Nancarrow. Algy swindled him dry
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			The lineman from the power company was a pudgy, sunburned white guy named Mort Dunkel. He had introduced himself with a hearty handshake and jovial hello when he pulled up in the company truck an hour ago, as if he were a long-lost cousin arriving at a family reunion. Thrown a little off-balance by this cornpone friendliness, I had given my real name before thinking twice, then silently cursed myself. Were we supposed to be using fake names, even among the townspeople? Why hadn’t Stan and I discussed this yet? Obviously, Stan could not show his face in the presence of Nancarrow, but the real estate mogul didn’t know me or Sandralene or Vee by sight from previous encounters. He would certainly recall the last name Aptekar, though
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			The car was a new royal-blue Volkswagen Beetle, smudged with road dust. As it wheeled to a stop by the office, its retro styling seemed to fit well with the old lodge and this timeless forest. And for a brief moment, standing in the doorway of the little kitchen shack, I had a vivid hallucination, a kind of spontaneous New Frontier fantasy. I was back in the 1960s, long before I was actually born, and the world was a lighter, happier place, with my part in it all solid and safe and certain. It seemed I was running this place for real, just waiting to welcome guests. I half-heard the Beach Boys playing on a tinny transistor radio, and the splashing and joyful cries of children in the lake. I felt happy and at peace.

			The driver’s door opened, and the daydream blew away in a puff of reality. Still, it had been nice while it lasted
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			I had to compliment Ray on his ability to work hard and unrelentingly. I had never seen anyone with that kind of focus. Whereas other kids his age would have been bellyaching and bugging off every five minutes, he just powered ahead with the task given him, as if nothing else in the world mattered. If I had been able to marshal that kind of sustained concentration in my own life, I might have gotten rich without resorting to crime. Maybe his weird Asperger’s condition had some compensating benefits after all. I suspected that if we provided him with adequate instructions for spoofing Nancarrow, he would not stop until the guy was gaffed and landed. I began to feel a tad more sanguine about our prospects.

			Vee was still cleaning her room, with Sandralene’s help, and the two of them also planned to install bedding for the rest of us. They had already put away all the groceries, including the promised steaks and champagne. Having donned an exceedingly immodest Speedo swimsuit featuring a green and black abstract motif, Stan was splashing in the weedy waters of Nutbush Lake like a stranded grampus, bellowing snatches of various blues tunes. That left Ray and me to fix up our outdoor dining room.

			So he and I went over to the collection of picnic tables that the last owner had stacked under some big shady pines when they closed down the place. It might have seemed like a good storage idea at the time, but seven years later, the tables were rich with moss and pine tar and squirrel scat.

			“Think you can lift your end and help me carry this to the cook shack?”

			“Mr. McClinton, I expect to try and succeed, if it is at all possible.”

			“Okay. Let’s go.”

			The kid held up his end fine, though it took some effort, and we waddled back with the table. We positioned it near the shack’s side door, which gave easy access to the kitchen area. Then I took Ray to the garage–cum–equipment shed, where we found some industrial cleaner, a wire brush, and a garden hose with a brass spray nozzle. I also noticed a small canopy affair
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			Eating at the clean picnic table was practical and easy and fun. Ray exhibited a quiet pride at our appreciation for his labors.

			I hadn’t eaten with such gusto since Stan Hasso entered my life
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			I had a long list of chores to tackle.

			Get Elbert Tighe, the recommended local well-and-pump expert, on the phone and see about having him come by to give our filtration system a once-over. I didn’t care to be drinking any more fish poop or brain-eating amoebas out of Nutbush Lake than I had to, and I suspected the others felt the same.

			Sit down with Ray and learn more about what he could do on the internet. I had a bunch of ideas for subtle items that could be planted online to convince Nancarrow of the imaginary reality of Steve Prynne’s interest in Bigelow Junction and the desirability of buying us out here. Hooking him and reeling him in was really no different from how I had convinced so many clients at Ghent, Goolsbee & Saikiri to let me invest their funds in projects of dubious merit so I could turn that cash into heroin destined for my arm. But we had to be subtle about this and make sure none of our insertions were traceable back to us.

			Call Uncle Ralph and Suzy Lam and see how they are doing. Not only had I discovered that I truly missed them, but they were investors in this scam, on however small a scale, and deserved to be kept abreast of things. Also, as the registered owner of this property, Uncle Ralph had to be reminded to stay alert for anyone approaching him and deflect any inquiries to us. Naturally, Stan’s phone could never be referenced, the name Hasso being anathema to Nancarrow and Company, and so my ridiculous antique would have to serve as our switchboard.

			In fact, as we got closer to enticing Nancarrow up for a visit, Stan would have to lower his physical profile as well. And considering the force of nature that Stan was, this would require some real self-restraint on his part, and constant reminders on mine. I wondered whether, when the time came, we should perhaps get him lodgings up in Centerdale.

			But that raised the next item on my to-do list: contact Parole Officer Wilson Schreiber. I imagined he would want to come out for a visit, to check that we were really living and working here. And he could choose to drop in for further surprise inspections anytime he felt like it. Anton Paget had warned us that Schreiber was a hardnose. How to square that with getting Stan an apartment elsewhere and thus violating his stated residence?

			The necessity of keeping up the charade that we were reopening Bigelow Junction for business
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			Nélida Firmino, age twenty-one, was a nice girl from a nice family. Her father, Ivanildo, was a school custodian in Centerdale, beloved by all the children at Ronald Reagan Elementary. Her mother, Zahira, did not work outside the home but had her hands full raising Nellie’s four younger siblings: Adelma, Leidira, Roberto, and Justin. The youngest had apparently been christened after Justin Bieber. Mãe Firmino was also kept busy preparing large pots of cachupa that simmered more or less continuously on the stove top, filling the Firmino house with enticing scents of garlic, manioc, and plantains. The family had its roots in the city of Praia, on the island of Santiago. Nellie enjoyed the traditional morna music of Cape Verde, as typified by the singing of Cesária Évora, but she also favored modern American and K-pop girl bands such as Little Mix, AOA, and Fifth Harmony. Her best friend was another Caboverdeana named Celina, and Nellie would certainly miss their outings together to the mall, where they patronized Popeyes, Hot Topic, Wet Seal, and Hollister while scoping out the hot guys.

			We learned all this deluge of information and much more in the space of forty-five minutes, all of us sitting under the canopy outside the cookshack, sipping drinks in the waning heat of late afternoon. Nellie and Ray favored Cokes, while we four adults had Mike’s Hard Lemonade.

			Throughout Nellie’s impassioned, lilting monologue, Sandralene and Stan beamed with obvious pride at the young woman, who seemed utterly at ease, as if they were her adoptive parents. Vee cast long evaluating gazes her way, with no evident approval or lack of it, impartial as a judge. Ray could not keep his jaw from going slack as he stared unrelentingly at Nellie, who took no offense. The boy seemed to be sweating from more than just the heat. His tape-repaired eyeglasses kept sliding down his nose until, just before they fell off, he absentmindedly pushed them back.

			I had not even changed out of my swim trunks, which were now almost dry. The appearance of Nellie and her unanticipated, unconsulted addition to our little gang had left me too gobsmacked to think of dressing. I thought I saw
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			The drab, utilitarian outskirts of Centerdale appeared without much preamble. One minute, Stan was powering the old Impala down a narrow, tree-bordered road whose humped and buckled macadam reflected the region’s harsh winters and which resembled every other green, leafy mile between here and the lodge. And the next minute, we were out in the open, with a Hess gas station on one side of the newly widening street, a McDonald’s on the other, and other small businesses, franchised or mom-and-pop, stretching sparsely ahead. I wondered whether that was the Micky Dee’s where Nellie had been discovered. But I didn’t ask out loud, and Stan did not volunteer the information.

			“No burbs,” said Stan. “It’s like some kinda magic line in the sand kept them from building out.”

			I said, “These little burgs had a kind of fortress mentality not so many decades ago. The citizens wanted to huddle together. And they could, because the towns were rich and lively and vibrant and offered everything you needed. And suburbs only came in later, after the heyday of these places. No one’s going to build bedroom communities for a town without jobs.”

			“Wasn’t this place called Leatherville way back when?”

			Stan’s question prodded some ancient memory of my parents talking about our cousins upstate. “Yeah,” I said, “I think you’re right. ‘Shoe and Wallet Capital of the State!’”

			“Shit! Might as well’ve built their future on horse saddles and Roy Rogers holster sets. China’s got all our shoe factories, and most of what they make ain’t even leather no more!”

			We drove by some abandoned factories. I imagined the whir and rush when they were in their prime, as workers came and went by shifts, each man in a respectable fedora, the women stitchers in their knee-length skirts and sensible shoes, everyone jubilant and pleased with their lives. Now the scene could serve as a set for some postapocalyptic movie.

			It was really too bad that no casino would be coming here. This place was practically crying out for the kind of economic relief such a project would bring.

			We were now in what constituted Centerdale’s downtown. Two of every three storefronts in the stately old office and retail buildings were vacant. Still hanging on were a bank, a diner, and a chain hardware store. Improbably, a children’s shoe store remained: Lad ’n’ Lassie, no doubt coasting on family loyalty. Once the current generation of only child grandkids were outfitted, and their ancient elders who remembered Lad ’n’ Lassie finally died, this establishment, too, would go.

			Stan parked in front of a sandstone building with elaborate carved ornamentation gracing its upper courses. I almost expected to see one of our mark’s signs by the door:

			NANCARROW LOGISTICS TRUST MANAGEMENT, LTD.
“FEASTING ON THE CARRION OF FAILED COMMUNITIES SINCE 1992”

			But no, Barnaby Nancarrow had not yet penetrated this far beyond his ancestral territories.

			The parole and probation office for Centerdale and the region was on the second floor, reachable by a set of creaky wooden stairs whose metal trim had been worn thin by generations of weary, scuffling shoes. I almost expected to see a door with “Sam Spade, Investigator” etched on the brass nameplate.

			It was three days since Nellie had come to the lodge, and her chatty presence there now felt quite natural. It was also the final day we could visit our new do-as-I-say-or-back-to-prison boss without incurring penalties.

			A harried young female office manager handled the traffic for three counselors, each with their own cramped cubbyhole. After a longish wait on a hard bench, watching various lowlifes come and go, Stan and I were sent into Wilson Schreiber’s work space.

			Whereas Anton Paget resembled some dwarf out of the Mines of Moria, our new parole officer remin