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Prologue

Gary Bruner drove his panel van down to the Ironton Ferry docks the Friday after Thanksgiving under the assumption that he would be free from harassment there—harassment of the police kind. That’s how he resentfully defined the two incidents when he’d been pulled over and had his pot confiscated, even though he’d escaped arrest both times: police harassment. All he was doing was smoking marijuana, which he did nearly every day of his life, and then he gets harassed for it.

Gary Bruner was sometimes known by his nickname, “Burner.” He’d forgotten who gave him that name or, to be truthful, why.

The panel van had belonged to a painter in its former life, and splatters of latex—egg white and orange parrot and hazy lilac—still riotously decorated the windowless interior. Gary thought it looked festive, and sometimes pictured himself cutting out pieces of the vehicle with a torch and framing them and selling them as art for thousands of dollars. But that would mean locating a torch and deciding which pieces and all that, which felt like a lot of work to Gary. Besides, then his van would have all these holes in it.

What made the van really special were the four theater seats to which he’d helped himself when the Star movie house closed several years ago. They were folding chairs, burgundy velvet where not worn down to shiny black leather, and he’d bolted them to the wooden floor of the van after using liberal amounts of duct tape to repair the puncture wounds in the cushions.

Two people were sitting in the seats now: a woman named Sharon, who looked to be maybe twenty-two years old, and Gary’s friend Mick, who at twenty-four was a year younger than Gary and who had his arm casually draped around Sharon’s shoulder back there, as if they were watching a movie and not bouncing down the highway on ten-year-old shocks. When Gary’s brakes squealed them to a halt, he saw Sharon glancing at the arm and caught a flicker of irritation in her eyes. It suggested to Gary that Mick’s play for Sharon was far from a done deal.

Sharon looked pretty good to Gary. She had short cropped red hair and nice light-blue eyes. She wore big looped earrings, which Gary thought was pretty sexy. She had on tight jeans and calf-high boots, which Gary thought was pretty sexy. Her eyes briefly met his in the rearview mirror.

Gary left the engine on and turned to the two in the back. “Let’s see what you got,” he suggested to his friend. Mick nodded and pulled out a ziplock bag and pinched out a handful of his new buy, finding his rolling papers and deftly packing a joint’s worth of dope into what twisted out to be a very slender white stick. Sharon moved back a row to give him room to operate, which Gary found pretty sexy.

The van was the only vehicle in the parking lot. The restaurant, called the Landing, had once been a bait shop but now was one of the most popular dining spots on the lake. They served lobster rolls in there, Gary had heard. From worms to lobster—there was probably a philosophical comment about that he could make to impress Sharon, but Gary couldn’t think of what it might be.

Because of the holidays, the Landing was closed, and the Ironton Ferry had ceased operations for the winter, though it hadn’t yet been pulled out of the channel. There was no reason for anyone to drive down the ferry road from M-66, which was why there would be no police harassment tonight. Even still, Gary had backed the van into the parking spot so they could see up the driveway to the highway and also enjoy a view of the lake, which on this night was still and cold looking.

They didn’t talk much as they passed the joint around. Gary tried to meet Sharon’s eyes, but she mostly sat staring out the driver-side window, holding in the smoke and contemplating the dark water.

Gary tried to see things from Sharon’s point of view. He and Mick looked pretty similar—both had unkempt beards and long hair. Neither had showered in a few days. Both were skinny. Mick had bought the dope, which maybe gave him some points, but Gary owned the panel van. Professionally speaking, both men were seeking opportunities at the moment, or at least were willing to entertain any opportunities that came seeking them, so Gary scored that one a toss-up.

“I’m going to roll another,” Mick said, his voice strained as he talked past his held breath.

“I’m not feeling much,” Sharon admitted.

Gary blew out a deep lungful. “I don’t think it’s dope,” he stated flatly.

“What do you mean?” Mick looked offended.

“It’s, like, the weakest pot ever. Where did you get it?” Gary asked. “The high school again?”

“No, it’s good. You need to just let it work on you,” Mick insisted.

The air was so polluted that Gary cracked his window, turning up the heat to compensate. The moon outside was glinting off the black water of the channel. “It doesn’t even smell like dope,” Gary complained. Sharon nodded at this, and Gary felt a gush of affection for her. “Are you from around here?” he asked her.

Sharon nodded. “Mancelona.”

Mick, trying to demonstrate how potent his marijuana was, took in a huge lungful and barked it back out.

“And you and Mick, how long have you…,” Gary asked delicately over Mick’s hacking and choking.

“Oh, we’re just friends.”

Mick stared at her through his red, watery eyes. This seemed to be new information to him.

“I have a boyfriend,” Sharon continued in what Gary felt was unnecessary elaboration.

“You do?” Mick demanded.

Lights lit up the trees: a car had turned off the highway and was descending the curved approach to the ferry landing. A fast car. Gary watched out the passenger-side window as it careened down the hill toward them. “Whoa!” he blurted.

“What is it?” Sharon asked.

The car, a four-door of some kind, flashed past the parking lot as if rushing for the ferry. Except there was no ferry, just the gate that raised and lowered like a drawbridge. The gate was sagging outward toward the lake, Gary saw, less a barrier than a steep ramp, and in the seconds before the car hit it, he drew a mental trajectory and saw where in the channel the car would land.

Sharon screamed when the car hit the barrier, and was still screaming when the vehicle went into the water in a huge spray. The three dope smokers scrambled out of the van into the cold night air.

“What the…,” Mick said. They stood and watched numbly as the car heaved and surged in the lake, white foam dancing in its headlights, which lit the water up green as they dipped beneath the surface.

And then a man swam into the light, flapping his arms on the water. “Lisa Marie!” he was yelling. “Lisa!”

“Boat!” Mick shouted, pointing. A small aluminum rowboat lay upside down in the grass lawn of the cottage next door, pulled up twenty yards from shore. The three of them ran to it. Gary and Mick flipped it and saw there were oars inside. Gary fumbled to get the paddles into the locks.

“Hurry!” Sharon cried. She was sobbing, and Gary and Mick pushed the small craft down the slick grass and into the shallow water. When Gary stepped into the lake, it was shockingly cold.

The guy in the channel was still yelling something, his voice anguished and audibly growing weaker. Gary sat and heaved on the oars, and Mick fell heavily, nearly capsizing them. “Jesus, Burner!” Mick snapped at him.

It took them no time at all to get to the man, who was floundering in the water. He was still shouting, screaming, “Lisa!” over and over. The car was now totally submerged, and the lights were pointing down into the depths, seemingly aimed at infinity. “Dude! Give me your hand!” Mick shouted, leaning out of the boat. Gary stopped rowing and went to help, and together they seized the guy’s jacket.

“Careful!” Gary warned as they started to haul the man up. The boat was close to tipping—the dude was heavy. He was staring with glassy eyes up at the two of them and seemed incapable of helping himself aboard. There was a gash on his forehead, pouring blood down his face—in the ethereal light from the head lamps, it was black as ink.

They put everything they had into it and managed to get the man into the boat without winding up in the drink themselves. He was shivering violently.

“Call 911!” Mick yelled at Sharon. She turned and raced away. Mick looked to Gary with a stricken expression. “You think there is someone else in the car? Was that why he was yelling? Dude, was there someone else in the car with you?”

The guy didn’t answer and looked as if he couldn’t—his eyes were rolling up into his head.

Gary stared somberly at the sinking car, still visible but now a huge blurry shadow underwater, the taillights making the foam look like bubbling blood. If there was someone else in there, he didn’t see how that person would survive.

Gary looked down at the nearly catatonic crash victim. “Hey,” he said suddenly to Mick. “You know who this guy is?”

And then the car lights winked out, and they were swallowed by the night.
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Nothing Like You in the Literature

I flipped the light under the little sign that said JOHNSTON and then took my seat, pensively glancing at my watch. I was close to fifteen minutes late.

The small anteroom had a coffee table layered with magazines for every possible sort of person who might be seeking psychotherapy: fishermen, people who cared about fashionable clothing, people who wanted their houses to look like someone else’s house, women who were pregnant or wanting to be pregnant or had recently been pregnant. I picked up one whose cover had a snowmobile straddled by a woman in a bikini. The girl and the machine were both impressively muscular. Maybe where she lived, that’s how everyone dressed for snowmobiling.

I’ve never actually owned a snowmobile, but I’ve stolen a few.

The door popped open, and I blinked in surprise at the guy standing there—fit, wiry, fifties; short, sparse hair receding from a freckled forehead; green eyes. My regular psychiatrist was a trim and frankly attractive woman who I felt was really helping me because she laughed at my jokes. “Mr. McCann?” he asked.

I stood and tossed aside my magazine. “Where’s Sheryl?” I asked.

He bent and arranged the snowmobile magazine so that its edges lined up with the magazine for people who dress their dogs in sweaters. I’m not an edges-lined-up kind of guy and didn’t feel bad about my apparent negligence.

“You call your doctor by her first name?” he asked mildly. “Why are you late, Mr. McCann?”

“I had to repo a Mazda from a guy who got fired from his job for threatening his boss with a baseball bat.”

“Oh?” He raised his eyebrows in interest.

I shrugged. “The guy still had the bat.”

“Come on in. Dr. Johnston was in a skiing mishap. She’s all right, but she won’t be able to work for a few months, so I am helping out. My name is Dr. Schaumburg. Robert Schaumburg.”

I followed him into Sheryl’s office. There was a couch, of course, but I always sat in a chair across from her, and I settled into my habitual place uneasily. After eighteen months of dealing with one psychiatrist, I was feeling awkward starting up with another.

“I’ve been reviewing her notes, to which I am allowed access under the terms of your probation.” He settled into a soft chair, tapping a thick green folder. My file, I gathered.

“Okay, so should we wait for her to recover, probably?” I suggested helpfully.

Dr. Schaumburg regarded me blandly. “We have no idea how long that might be, unfortunately,” he responded finally. “Shall I call you Ruddick? Ruddy?”

“Ruddy. No one calls me Ruddick except those phone calls at election time.”

“Ruddy, then. Are you still taking your meds, Ruddy?”

My discomfort increased. “Well, yeah, of course. Why do you ask?”

“People on your mix of medications usually exhibit small changes in facial muscle tone and general body movements. I’m pretty good at spotting those, and you don’t seem to have any.”

“Guess I’m just lucky that way.”

“Under the terms of your probation, you are required to be on your medication. I’m sure Dr. Johnston advised you of this.”

I used my facial muscle tone to give myself a frown. “Did you talk to her? Because this whole probation thing is BS.”

Dr. Schaumburg settled back slightly. “Tell me about that.”

I shrugged. “Not a lot to tell. A bomb went off. A couple of people got killed. I wasn’t to blame for any of it, but I was in the middle of everything and the D.A. felt like I had to be charged with something, even though I did nothing wrong.”

“Because you’re an ex-con.”

“Because I went to prison, yeah. So we worked out this sham arrangement where I would get probation for obstruction of justice, because instead of taking matters into my own hands, I should have called the cops and let innocent people get killed while we all waited for them to respond, I guess. Sheryl agrees it’s ridiculous. I didn’t obstruct. I solved. Things could have been a lot worse, let me tell you.”

Schaumburg reflected on this. He looked at his notes. “You were in prison for…”

I blew out some air. “Murder.”

“Because you were drunk and crashed your car and a woman died.”

“I was not drunk,” I corrected. “I tested well below the limit. And many people accidentally took that turn down to the ferry before they reengineered it.”

He regarded me blandly. “But you were drinking.”

“Yes.” I bit off anything else I might add.

“You don’t seem to have any remorse.”

I wanted to stand up. That’s what guys my size do when we’re getting pissed off: We stand up. A lot of times that ends the conversation. But something told me that was not a good idea here, so I jammed my hands into my pockets. “No remorse? I think about that accident every day of my life. Didn’t I plead guilty? Didn’t I stand up in front of a judge and say I deserved to go to prison? Don’t you think I would give anything to have it all back, to have her back? That I would have traded places with her if I could?”

“Lisa Maria Walker.”

“Yes. That was her name.”

“Your girlfriend.”

“No.” I looked away. “We had just met.”

Schaumburg nodded as if I had just confirmed something. “Before that, you were something of a local hero,” he observed. “Football star, NFL career all but assured. And now you are a repo man and a bouncer in a bar.”

“You say that like it’s a step down or something.”

“You’re getting agitated.”

“Well, who wouldn’t? It was the worst thing that’s ever happened to me.”

“I would expect someone on your dosage to be more calm. A deadening of response is typical.”

Okay, now I wanted to stand up and also punch him in the face. He was needling me, picking at a deep wound to test me. “I am calm. Bob.”

A tiny smile played on his lips, but it wasn’t amusement. “All right, then. Has Dr. Johnston ever discussed with you something called dissociative personality disorder?”

“Mostly we discuss sports.”

“Let’s talk about the voices in your head.”

I sighed. We sat there, silently regarding each other for a full minute before I nodded wearily. “One voice, actually.”

“Under what sort of circumstances do you hear the voice? Is there something that triggers it?”

“I don’t hear it anymore,” I replied dully.

“The meds are working, then.” He was giving me a look full of irony, and I didn’t reply. “But you also told Dr. Johnston that there were times when the voice would take over your body.”

“No, not ‘take over.’ Look, I had a voice in my head that said his name was Alan Lottner. That’s all.”

Schaumburg pulled out a pen and clicked it, positioning it to write something. I waited patiently. “Alan Lottner,” he repeated. “Who was once a real person? Now deceased.”

“He died, yes.”

“And it turns out you are engaged to his daughter?” His green eyes flicked up to meet mine, glinting slyly.

Jesus, had Sheryl written down every single one of my personal secrets for this schmuck to read? “Yes, but that was just a coincidence.”

“A coincidence.”

“Meaning, I didn’t know Katie when Alan showed up. Okay, I had met her, but I didn’t know who she was. In relation to him, I mean.”

“You met a woman you were attracted to and then started hearing her father in your head,” he summarized.

I was developing a real dislike for this guy.

“It’s not typical for someone who harbors the delusion of a voice in his head to tie it to a real person,” he informed me. “Historical figures, maybe, but I’ve never heard of it being the father of a fiancé. Does she know?”

“Who, Katie? That I had her father talking in my head for a while? No, I guess none of the bridal magazines in your lobby suggested I should bring it up. He’s gone now, anyway. Alan, I mean.”

“Which makes you sad.”

“What? No! Where do you get that? Did Sheryl say that?”

“Your reaction is interesting. Your … vehemence. Why do you deny it with such force? Would there be shame if you missed the voice?”

“Shame? No, of course not.”

“Then what is the matter with admitting you might, at times, regret you no longer hear the voice?”

“What is the matter?” I repeated incredulously. “If I went around saying I used to hear a voice and I want him back? People would think I was crazy.”

“Well…” Schaumburg gave a lazy shrug. “People. Perhaps. But in here, I think it is important to probe these areas.”

“Okay, sure. Let’s probe.”

“What do you want to tell me about how you feel about the voice? Today, I mean.”

“I want to tell you that the voice is gone,” I replied firmly.

He looked amused. “All right, then.”

I glanced longingly at the door. The clock said I had to endure just a few more minutes of this.

“Tell me about when Alan would control your body,” Schaumburg prodded after neither of us had spoken for an awkward while.

“That only happened a couple of times. I would be asleep, and he would sort of take my body out for a spin. He never did anything bad with it. Like, he would fold the laundry, stuff like that.”

Another long silence. I regretted bringing up the laundry—it made me sound pretty crazy somehow, even though doing my shirts was Alan’s idea.

“I’m not able to find anything like your case in the literature,” Schaumburg told me. “Schizoaffective disorder, which is how Dr. Johnston has classified your condition, is entirely separate from dissociative personality disorder, though people commonly make the mistake of believing schizophrenia means having a so-called split personality. In other words, patients never describe their alter ego as a voice; they just morph from one personality to another, spontaneously and, sometimes, conveniently.”

“I see we’re out of time and I’m sorry I was late,” I replied sincerely. “It took longer to get that bat out of his hands than it should have.”

“Did you hit him with it?”

“What? No. That’s not how it’s done. You think I would last long in this profession if I went around braining people with a baseball bat?”

“What if Alan were running your body: Would he hit someone with a bat?”

“Alan?” I laughed. “No. A badminton racquet, maybe. Or he’d write them an angry note.” I stopped chuckling at Schaumburg’s expression.

“You really miss him, don’t you?”

I wasn’t buying the sympathy. This guy was playing me, and I needed to pay more attention before I talked myself into trouble. “He’s gone,” I responded unequivocally.

“There have been cases where people miss the voices; they crave their delusions. You’ve perhaps seen the movie A Beautiful Mind? It’s even hypothesized that some patients could so yearn for the return of their imaginary companions that they re-create the voice. Bring them back, in other words.”

“Sounds like something we should talk about next time,” I noted amiably, standing up.

“Why don’t you sit down? I have some time before my next appointment.”

It didn’t sound like a suggestion. I sat, flexing and unflexing my fists on my knees.

“What is your pharmacist going to tell me when I call him to find out the last time you filled your prescription?” Schaumburg asked.

“Tom? That I was just in there last week,” I replied with all the truthfulness my soul could muster. I had, in fact, been in there just four days ago, getting some medication for Katie.

“All right, Ruddy. I’m your doctor and interested in what is best for you. But if I call your pharmacist and find that, as I suspect, you have not been getting your medications, I’m going to report your lack of cooperation to the court. And you do know what that means, don’t you?”

I licked my lips. “It means I would go back to jail,” I finally rasped. I believed this bastard would do it, too—put me behind bars just for not taking some stupid pills.

“I’m glad we understand each other,” Schaumburg said.

I thought about giving him the stare I had successfully used to close down bar fights and get people to hand over their unpaid-for cars, but I knew it wouldn’t work here. Schaumburg had all the power. In the end, I just stared at him helplessly.

I did not know what I was going to do.
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Why Would Anyone Do That?

I jabbed at my cell phone. I used to hate the damn things—my fingers are too big for the tiny buttons on the screen, coverage is lousy when I’m in the backwoods, and they have a tendency to break when I get pissed off and stomp on them. I swore I would never replace the one I threw out of the truck window a while back. Then I got a girlfriend, who outvoted me.

I get outvoted on a lot of things.

I phoned the pharmacy, and Tom answered. I pictured him on the other end of the phone call: He looks so much like a pharmacist, I’m sure he knew as a kid that’s what he would wind up doing. He was probably born wearing a white coat and a mustache. I told him what I wanted him to do for me, and he became pretty uncomfortable.

“See, Ruddy, the thing is, your doctors are sort of the head of your health care team. I pretty much can’t refuse to talk to them, and if they ask about your medications, I can’t say you’re getting them refilled when you haven’t actually ever done it,” he told me apologetically.

“Could you stall for a few days, so I could get in there and pick them up?”

“I think we already got a call. From a Dr. Schaumburg? He asked me to phone him back. Said it was pretty important we speak today.”

I was parked in the clinic lot in Traverse City, where a light snow had fallen and frozen on my truck windshield, adding to the film of ice already there. My heater was on full blast, blowing air that carried only a hint of warmth. Two small circles of clear glass had formed right above the defroster vents, and I leaned down and peered through these at cars creeping by on the snow-packed streets. Only five in the evening, and the night was already settling in—this far north the sun can hardly be bothered to make an appearance in January. I could not possibly make it to Kalkaska before Tom closed.

“Could you maybe wait until tomorrow to call him back?” I asked hopefully.

“Ruddy…”

“I need a little help here, Tom. Dr. Johnston never even asked about my medications, but this new guy is a hard-ass.”

Tom was silent in a way that suggested to me that he was turning something over in his mind. “New guy,” he mused.

“Right. I guess Sheryl was in a skiing accident.” I unconsciously rubbed my knee.

“The thing is, there’s a protocol for him to follow. Dr. Schaumburg, I mean. I’m not supposed to discuss your medications with him until I get something from Dr. Johnston’s office.”

I seized it. “Right! This guy could be an imposter, pretending to be my doctor to extract information from you!”

“But why would anyone do that?”

“Look, Tom, I think the important thing here is that you make this Schaumburg prove he is who he says he is. Meanwhile, I’ll come in and pick up my medications tomorrow.”

Tom was silent again.

“What is it?” I probed as pleasantly as I could.

“Ruddy, you never picked up the prescription. I couldn’t fill it now.”

“Look. This Schaumburg guy says he wants to send me back to jail. For not taking medication! That’s not America, that’s like…” I tried to think of a country where it was illegal not to take pharmaceuticals. Jamaica? “It’s just un-American,” I finally finished.

“I can’t lie to a doctor,” he whined.

“I’m not asking you to lie. Not exactly.” Though I wished he would. I bit my lip. “You just tell Dr. Schaumburg you can’t discuss my case without the authorization, and I’ll think of something.”

Tom agreed that he could at least do that much. I hung up, feeling a sweat break out on my forehead despite the frigid temperature in the truck cab. “Okay, I bought myself a day,” I said aloud.

I sort of got into the habit of talking to myself back when I had Alan in my head. A lot of people talk to themselves. It doesn’t mean I need to be on antipsychotic medication. Schaumburg could kiss my ass. “There’s nothing wrong with me!” I yelled. A woman walking past at that moment heard me through the windshield and frowned in my direction, reflecting disbelief at my statement.

“I’m pretty sure people who talk to themselves sometimes yell,” I muttered to myself.

My wipers rasped across the ice, which showed no sign of breaking up. I called my boss, Milt Kramer, to see if any of the customers I was hunting for had decided to drop off their vehicles. No, but he had a new assignment for me.

“Mark Stevens. Seventy days past due, eleven hundred dollars. I’ll text you the vehicle description. Mail comes back no forwarding, no phone. Bank says collect or pull it in.”

“Stevens? The handyman guy?”

“He put contractor/builder/architect on his application.”

“I know him. He’s probably living with his friend Kenny; shouldn’t be too hard to find.”

Milt grunted. “Bank says he’s pretty much been past due from day one.”

“That’s Mark.”

“You, uh, had your doctor appointment?”

“Yeah, but it was a new guy, a Nazi.”

“Oh. You tell him about Repo Madness?”

“No, because there’s no such thing. You made it up. I tell the doctor about your diagnosis, he’s going to want to put you on medication.”

“I did not make it up. I’m telling you, enough time stealing vehicles, and the madness sets in. I saw a guy bigger than you just break down and sob right on the street. He had to leave the business, wound up teaching high school, poor bastard.”

“Did this crybaby hear voices?”

“He wasn’t a crybaby, for God’s sake. He had Repo Madness, is what I’m telling you. Now, you still got your nerve, I give you that, but with voices in your head, telling you to join a commune, become a nudist, get a cat…”

“I don’t have the voice anymore, and he never said to do any of that.”

“Then why are you going to a psychiatrist?” Milt rejoined slyly.

“All right. Next time I see the doctor, I’ll tell him I’ve got Repo Madness and I’m afraid it’s going to make me cry.”

Milt snorted. After my dad died, Milt sort of became a father figure to me, and banter like this was how we expressed affection for each other. “Hey, uh, Ruddy,” he said in a change-the-subject tone. “I’m meeting my nephew for drinks after work, but not at the Black Bear, a different place.” His voice sounded guarded.

The Black Bear was my sister’s bar, where I worked as a bouncer. Milt’s nephew Kermit had just married my sister, so whatever was going on sounded as if it was some sort of family stuff. I don’t mind drama as long as I don’t have to hear about it. “That’s up to you, Milt. I won’t tell Becky.”

“Well, on Mark Stevens, get the money or the car. Copy?”

“I’m not saying ‘copy,’ Milt. We talked about this.”

I disconnected and thought briefly about Mark and Kenny. The first time I ever met them, they both stuck guns in my face, but I sort of liked them anyway. I would be sorry to repo Mark’s truck.

The Black Bear on my mind, I called in to see if any bar fights needed to be broken up. My friend Jimmy answered—my sister, Becky, had hired him to greet customers and serve food, and it was working out really well. Jimmy was handsome, almost ridiculously so, and had the perfect personality for food service—the first time he’d ever had a job for which he’d displayed any actual talent. He laughed when I asked him if my services as a bouncer were required—my sister had remodeled the place and turned it from a dingy saloon into a family restaurant where “happy hour” actually meant “happy” and not “a bunch of unemployed guys getting drunk and then punching each other.” I was starting to feel pretty useless as a bouncer—not too many parents want you to put their toddlers in a hammerlock. The only altercations I had broken up recently had been between the Wolfingers, a couple who had been passionately arguing since the day they got married.

“I’m going to head over to the Smeltania festival,” I told Jimmy.

“What’s that?”

“You know, Boyne City? They put the ice shanties out on the lake today. Smeltania.”

“Smelt? You mean the little fish?”

“Right. Hence, Smeltania.”

“I thought they called it Shantytown.”

“That is what most people call it,” I admitted. “But the whole thing started because of the smelt runs. They elect a temporary mayor, have a post office out on the ice—it’s a big deal.”

“Sure,” Jimmy said absently.

“So you’re patronizing me now?”

“Huh?”

“My fiancée swing by?”

“Haven’t seen Katie, no,” Jimmy replied.

For Katie not to show up at the Bear was not terribly unusual, but we’d had a few disagreements over things lately, and I couldn’t help but read some bad news into her absence. It was on my mind to ask Jimmy for some advice—he’d had a lot more experience with women than pretty much any single man in Kalkaska—but I wasn’t sure how to phrase the question. That was the thing about women: I’d been studying them my whole adult life and knew less about them than when I’d started.

“Hey, so, after you’ve been to the Shantytown festival, are you coming to the Bear?” he asked.

“Maybe, yeah. Why?”

“I’m sort of in trouble, Ruddy.”

I groaned a little. “What did you do, Jimmy?”

“Can we talk about it in person?”

I told him sure, but I hung up with a sense of foreboding. When we were kids, I had always been something of a big brother to my friend, and had helped him out of a lot of messes. But he was an adult now, and his problems were usually a lot more complex than when he would get a girl to do his homework and then turn it in, in her handwriting.

Finally my heater had grown some balls and was turning the frozen layer on my windshield dark with meltwater. When I flipped on the wipers, the ice fragmented into islands that broke and slid away. I turned on my headlights and chugged out of the parking lot and into the night.

Despite the cold, the Smeltania festival would be well attended, with Christmas lights, lots of vendors in heated tents, live music from shivering musicians, and plenty of alcoholic beverages. I wasn’t going there to party, though. I had a different purpose in mind.

I was going to see if I could contact Alan Lottner.

*   *   *

The snow let up by the time I arrived at Boyne City, a pretty town of about four thousand people that grew up around the logging and fishing industry because the Boyne River flows into Lake Charlevoix right there. Once the logs and the fish were pretty much gone, the town fell on rough times, but it had recently reinvented itself around upscale condos, yacht slips, and fancy restaurants. I wandered the festively decorated streets, stopping for a burrito at the Red Mesa Grille, idly walking through the parking lots to see if any of my current clients had driven their cars over to be stolen. Strings of lights lit up the snow, guiding the people, who wore bulky coats and wandered around greeting each other heartily, happy in hypothermia.

A guy stood on a flatbed trailer and explained the history of Smeltania to a small gathering of people. The story was about as dramatic and exciting as a bunch of flimsy shelters on naked ice could possibly be. When the smelt went away, so did the “town’s” name, but the shanties remained because for some people, nothing is more entertaining than sitting for hours at a time on a bucket and watching a hole cut in a frozen lake. Now some smelt had returned, and a huge banner gamely welcomed everyone to Smeltania, but the locals still called it Shantytown.

After the speech, a children’s choir sang an original song that had been written by someone who had clearly never before composed music. I clapped my mittened hands when they were finished.

Vendors were selling handmade jewelry and Native American artifacts from China, and T-shirts with slogans on them. The woman I had come to see was Madame Revard, and her tent had a thick curtain of beads hung over the entrance.

“Come in,” a woman’s voice invited. Madame Revard, I presumed. I pushed the beads aside and entered. There was room inside to park two pickup trucks, which had sort of become a unit of measurement for me—occupational skill or Repo Madness, take your pick. A kerosene heater cranked out heat and a faint petroleum odor, and a bunch of candles provided glowing illumination. The whole thing looked like a huge fire hazard.

Madame Revard resembled pretty much everyone else in northern Michigan, a short woman with skin pale from lack of sun. She wore a pendant that hung on her forehead, as if she’d been trying to put on a necklace and it had gotten stuck. Her earrings matched the pendant, and she had a thick ring or two on every finger. Over time, I’ve noticed a corollary between the size and number of gaudy rings a woman wore and the likelihood I’d be repossessing her car. I decided to keep this piece of information to myself.

“Welcome,” she murmured. “Did you come for a specific reason, or are you just curious?”

“You’re a medium, the kind who helps people contact the dead?”

“I speak to those who have departed, and if they choose, they communicate back. Would you like to try?”

“Try. Sure.”

“I ask for my fee in advance so that it is out of the way and not a distraction,” she said smoothly. “Fifty dollars, and we will get started.”

I gave her two twenties and a ten. I mean, why the hell not?


 

3

Not from a Him

Madame Revard didn’t say anything for a few moments. She had an array of small polished stones in front of her, and she picked a few of these up, holding them in her hands for a moment before setting them down again. It was the first time I’d seen a medium do that. One of them was a Petoskey stone, a spotted rock, unique to the area, cherished by collectors and by locals who liked to find rocks and sell them to people from out of town.

“A man is here,” Madame Revard murmured. She glanced up at me, then looked away.

I sat silently, my arms crossed. It was not a good sign that she had scanned my face for a reaction, but I wasn’t ready to give up on her yet.

“He is a very big man,” she continued. “Your father?”

Well, I’m a very big man, so chances are my dad had been too.

“He says he used to play football with you in the yard,” she elaborated.

That could be a guess, but something told me there was more to it than that. I didn’t know where Madame Revard was from, but it probably was around here—not that many Hollywood celebrities had flown in for the Smeltania festival. When my dad died, it got a mention in the local press because I was still considered big news—the hometown jock who had thrown it all away when Lisa Marie Walker drowned. Almost the exact same story ran when my mom passed away.

Madame Revard closed her eyes. Her lids were painted a metallic-silver color, like a hubcap, contrasting strongly with her deep-red lips and the black points brushed into her skin at the outside corners of her eyes. I wondered if she got her makeup advice from dead people.

“He has something he wants to tell you. He’s sorry for how judgmental he was? Something happened, and he was very stern with you. He says he was too harsh.” She opened her eyes and gazed at me levelly.

I swallowed. Maybe this lady was a charlatan, maybe not, but her words still got to me. What kid doesn’t want to hear his father say something like that? Lisa Marie had been under a blanket in the backseat of my car, sleeping off too much alcohol. To Dad, her utter helplessness made what I did that much worse. He never came to visit me in Jackson, though my mom showed up a few times. The day he died, a guard and a minister came to my cell to tell me. My petition for compassionate leave was denied. I closed my eyes briefly to suppress a flood of regret.

“Is there anyone else there? Another man, maybe?” I asked in a hoarse whisper.

The woman paused for a moment. Then she reached out and picked up a smooth stone. “Let me see,” she murmured. “Someone you were close to?”

As if anyone would visit a medium to contact perfect strangers. I gave her a small nod when she met my eyes.

“You lived with him,” she stated.

Alan had lived with me, actually.

“Yes, someone is coming forward now. He says he has been watching you, and that he is learning lessons from you he wished he had learned while he was alive. That you’re his role model in life now, his guide, and he is glad you are teaching him.”

Well, that was a lot of crap. If Alan had something to say, it would almost certainly be to complain about me being engaged to his daughter.

Madame Revard saw something in my expression. She set down the stone. “He has left,” she murmured.

“The guy who was here last year was better at this,” I said.

Her face hardened. “What do you mean?”

“The medium. He came up with some stuff that no one could know but my mother. Not just feelings, but actual facts from the past. It’s why I keep trying—I’ve never been able to reach Alan, but sometimes I’m impressed. Persuaded there’s maybe something to this.”

“They can sense when you’re skeptical. When you’re not receptive. And they stay away.”

“I’m very receptive.”

“No, you’re hostile.” Her eyes flashed at me angrily.

I stood up. “I’m not hostile; I’m just built to look like it.”

“Thank you for the session. Go in peace,” she said dismissively.

I stepped outside the tent, and the cold air rushed up to freeze my face. “Well, Alan, struck out again,” I said softly.

I sometimes talk to Alan as if he were still there. That doesn’t mean I need antipsychotic medication.

The locals had been drinking long enough to set up a broom ball game on the ice rink. I stood and watched it for a minute: about a dozen people whacking each other with brooms that had the bristles wrapped in duct tape. They were supposed to be playing a sort of hockey, without skates and using a soccer ball as a puck, but mostly they were knocking each other over, falling to the ice and laughing uproariously.

As far as I know, only our species does this sort of thing.

I sensed someone standing near me, and turned. A young woman was looking up at me with an oddly intense expression. From the lights strung overhead, I could see she had pretty blue eyes and blond hair worn short, her bangs peeping out from her hat, which matched her scarf. Her bulky coat hid whatever curves she might have, but she was on the thin side. “Hi,” she said. Her freckled cheeks were red from the cold.

“Hi,” I responded with more interest than was appropriate for a man who was affianced. In my defense, she was really focused on me, her stare intent, and it made me feel attractive. I had been at the festival for a couple hours and had just about decided to leave, but if pretty women were going to chat me up, maybe I’d stick around awhile.

“I saw you come out of the medium’s,” she said. She glanced over at Madame Revard’s tent.

“Yeah. She said Abraham Lincoln is proud of me.”

Admittedly, not the most witty remark, but she was still staring at me and reacted not at all to this.

“I saw you last year, too. There were two mediums here, and you talked to both of them.”

“You saw me last year?” I replied, puzzled. Why would anyone notice or even care?

“I’m kind of a medium too,” she continued, as if answering my question.

“Oh?”

“You’re Ruddy McCann. That football guy.”

“Well, okay, but that’s sort of known.”

She shook her head. “No, I’m not channeling anyone for that. I mean, I recognized you.”

“Okay.” I slipped off my mitten and held out my hand. “Nice to meet you…” I put a questioning look on my face and left a blank at the end of my sentence for her to fill in.

“Amy Jo,” she said with some reluctance. She kept her glove on as she shook my hand.

“So, every year you come to experience the thrill of Smeltania?”

She wasn’t interested in light banter. “I have a message for you. From, you know, beyond?”

This was the strangest conversation I’d ever had with a medium, and believe me, those people can get pretty strange. I regarded the young woman warily. None of this felt right, exactly, but she was clearly intent on telling me something. Could Alan be reaching out to me through her? It seemed pretty implausible, but if I wasn’t at least a little open to the idea, why had I driven all the way to Boyne City?

“Okay, what does he say?” I finally asked. I thought about my wallet, which had a lone twenty and a few ones stuck inside. If Amy Jo were going to quote a price, it would be now.

But she was shaking her head. “Not him.”

“Sorry?”

“Not from a him. It’s from a girl.”

“A girl,” I repeated slowly.

“Yeah, um … it’s important.”

“Okay.” I was completely baffled.

Amy Jo worked her lips a few times, looking as if she regretted ever approaching me. Then she leaned in closer, sharing a confidence. “It’s from Lisa Walker,” she said in a near whisper.

I went very still. The woman gazing at me so intently did not have the look of a prankster, nor a con artist, but I could not think of any reason why anyone would bring up that particular name to me. “That’s enough,” I said coldly, interrupting Amy Jo as she was getting ready to say more. “Who are you?”

“I told you,” she replied. Her face held the anguish of a liar caught in an obvious fib.

“You’re not a medium.”

“Listen to me!”

“This isn’t funny.”

“She says she wasn’t in the car!” Amy Jo blurted.

I stared at her, my anger rising. “What kind of person…,” I started to ask, but I stopped when she shook her head wildly, tears in her eyes.

Why would she be crying?

“No, it’s true. Please. I know you think you killed her. I know about the accident. But you have to believe me. She wasn’t in the car.”

I realized my heart was pounding. Did she realize what she was saying? For a moment I allowed myself to contemplate it, and I nearly staggered with the implications.

“I have to go,” she said, taking a step back.

“Wait. No!” I seized her by the shoulders, and her eyes widened in alarm. “Listen to me. You have to tell me everything. What do you think you know?”

“Lisa wasn’t in the car when it sank. Okay? Please let go of me!”

I realized just how tightly I had been gripping her. I let go. “Not in the car? My car? How do you know?”

She backed a step away from me. “I said.”

“You’re not a medium! What is this?”

“Ruddy?” a woman called.

I turned, and there was my fiancée, Katie, her hands in her pockets, a stunned expression on her face. From her perspective, the conversation I’d been having must have seemed shockingly intimate.

I turned back, but Amy Jo was fleeing, tufts of packed snow flying from her boots. She was headed for the parking lot.

“Ruddy? Who was that?” Katie demanded, bewildered.

I turned away from the shock in her eyes and tracked Amy Jo as she slid behind the wheel of an old RAV. Her brake lights fired, but she had to back up to get out of her spot, and I caught a clear glimpse of her license plate. As a repo man, I’d developed a knack for memorizing plate numbers.

“Ruddy?”

I turned back to my fiancée. Her blue eyes were pained. A lock of her curly reddish-brown hair had come loose from her wool hat, and she brushed it away impatiently. “How … how did you find me?” I asked her, which had to be the worst question for me to ask. Could I sound more like a cheating man?

“You told Jimmy you were coming here. You told me you were on a repo. Who was that woman?”

“She said she was a medium.”

“That’s not what I mean, Ruddy!” Katie exclaimed. “You were holding her, having a fight!”

“No. No, no, no,” I protested. “It wasn’t like that. I just met her.”

“You did not just meet her,” Katie remonstrated, shaking her head. “You are lying to me.”

“I swear, it’s true.”

“So you just met her? You were holding her.”

“Yeah, but not … It wasn’t like a hug.”

“I could see it wasn’t a hug! Ruddy, what’s going on here? Can you imagine how it felt to see the two of you together?”

“Okay. Okay. I see how this could look. But you have to trust me.”

“Trust you?” she repeated. “You said you would be working a repo. You lied to me, but you say to trust you?”

“I know.”

Her shoulders slumped in defeat, and that alarmed me more than anything else she could have done. “I’ve been trying so hard to make things work lately, and now this—,” she began mournfully.

“But there is no ‘this’!” I interrupted. “I was just reacting to what she told me. That’s all. I swear that’s all you were seeing.”

“What? What did she tell you?” Katie pleaded. “I want to believe you, but you’re not telling me anything.”

I took a deep breath. “She said Lisa Marie Walker wasn’t in the car the night I crashed into the lake. When it sank, she wasn’t in the car.”

Katie blinked, caught off guard. “What?”

“That’s what she said.”

“How…?”

“She told me she was a medium, but I don’t believe her. I mean, she didn’t act like any medium I’ve ever spoken to.”

Katie frowned at me, confused. “You’ve spoken to mediums?” she asked after a pause.

I sighed. “Yeah, it’s why I came here tonight.” I gestured at Madame Revard’s tent down the street, and Katie looked over at it without comprehension.

“To talk to a medium,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“Why would you do that?”

I was not going to tell her why. I could just imagine her reaction if I told her I was trying to reach her dead father. “The medium, Madame Revard, told me my father was sorry he was so stern with me, so judgmental. I think she means after what I did to Lisa Marie Walker. He was very … He felt I had really let him down, let the family down. The town, even. The only thing he approved of after the crash was when I pleaded guilty.”

“Oh, Ruddy.” Katie’s expression softened. “I didn’t know you were so … You never talk about that.”

“I didn’t want to tell you what I was doing tonight, so I said I was on a repo.” That much was certainly true.

“But can’t you see? That’s the kind of thing I’ve been talking about. I wish you would tell me. I wish you would let me in, to trust me. You used to trust me!”

“Okay. You’re right. Anyway, then this woman, her name is Amy Jo, came up out of the blue and said she saw me go into the medium’s tent and that she had a message from beyond for me. From Lisa Marie. That Lisa Marie says she wasn’t in my car.”

Katie processed this. Of all the people in the world, only she knew the full story. How I’d met Lisa at a party. She’d been drinking and wanted to go for a ride. I was the college football jock, and she was a high school senior. After she drowned, everyone assumed I’d taken her out for sex, but actually, that never came up. I had just met her and was flattered by her attentions. Soon after we got into the car, she felt ill and crawled under a blanket in the backseat. I stopped for beer in Charlevoix because that had been the original destination, but she never moved when I parked the car, and didn’t answer when I asked her if she wanted anything. Driving back home, I made a fatal wrong turn, mistaking the steep drive down to the ferry launch for a bend in the highway. I didn’t even see the ramp, and hit it going probably fifty miles an hour. That’s what the sheriff estimated, anyway.

I got out of the car with the help of some people who had been sitting in a van, smoking marijuana. Lisa Marie didn’t. Her body washed up right here in Boyne City five days later, blood full of alcohol, lungs full of water.

I wasn’t lying to Schaumburg. There were many days when I would gladly change places with her.

Could she have gotten out at the 7-Eleven? I tried to remember if I had seen her when I got back in the car, if she had said anything, made a noise. It certainly felt as if she were still there.

And if she wasn’t in the car, why did two searchers find her body floating in the cold gray waters of Lake Charlevoix?

“You’ve never seen her before? This Amy Jo?” Katie asked.

“I swear it.”

“Why would she say that? About Lisa Marie Walker?”

“I don’t know, but she seemed to believe it.”

“Is there … Is it possible?”

“I don’t know. But if it is, Katie, it means that my whole life went off course, that I lost everything I had, all for a lie.”

We stared at each other. Light snow was falling, landing in the fur hood around her face and sticking there. Under any other circumstances, I would have been unable to resist pulling her to me and kissing her, but I just stood there. “What is it? Why did you come looking for me?” I asked finally.

“Oh.” Her face fell. “Ruddy, I am so sorry. I have news.”

She stood there and tried to control her emotions, and I stood there, waiting for whatever bad thing she was going to tell me, my heart thudding. “It’s about Milt,” she was able to say before she came into my arms, pressing her face to my shoulder. The rest of her words were muffled by my coat, but I still heard her.

“He’s dead, Ruddy. Milt killed himself.”


 

4

Aloha Means Everything

Tom actually came out from behind the counter at the pharmacy, something I’d never seen him do. If someone had asked me, I would have speculated that after closing hours he slept in a box in the back. But he wanted to tell me how sorry he was about Milt, and he shook my hand with grim formality.

Tom’s mustache is as bristly as a whisk broom and actually makes a scraping sound when he rubs it. It’s a sandy color, like his hair—blond but with a lot of what could almost be dirt in it. “So, do they know what happened?” he asked me.

I shook my head. We sat down in chairs in the small waiting area. “It looks like he closed his garage door, started his engine, and then just sat there and drank vodka until the fumes got to him.” Thinking of him dying like that always gave me a stabbing sensation in my gut, and this time was no different.

“Did anybody…” He struggled with how to put his question and then gave up. “This is such a shock.”

“No one had a clue this might be brewing, as far as I know. I can’t think of any reason for him to do this, though I guess there’s no such thing as a good reason. But business has been good, we’re getting more skip tracing work, he was healthy.…” I trailed off as a shadow passed through Tom’s eyes. “What is it?”

“Nothing.”

It wasn’t nothing. I could tell. If Milt was sick, Tom might know—but of course he couldn’t tell me. “How’s his wife? How’s Trisha?” he inquired after a moment.

I shrugged. “I haven’t spoken to her, but I guess not well. It’s just awful.”

We both sat there quietly for a moment.

“What does this mean for you, then?” he asked finally.

“Besides losing my friend, you mean? I don’t know. Milt was the business; it was always just him in that office. I’ve got some repo assignments I guess I’ll follow up on and maybe get paid, maybe not. Either way, I feel like I owe it to him, that I’d be dishonoring him somehow if I just gave up. But yeah, I might be out of a job.”

“I’m so sorry, Ruddy.”

“Yeah, well, unemployed beats being in jail,” I responded somewhat pointedly.

Tom’s mouth became an unhappy line. “Look, Ruddy, your prescription is way more than six months old. I can’t legally fill it.”

“But if Schaumburg calls and you tell him I haven’t been taking my meds, he says he’ll violate me, and I’ll have to do the rest of my probation behind bars.”

Tom spread his hands. “I don’t know what I can do.”

“Well,” I reasoned, “when Schaumburg calls you can say, ‘Yes, Ruddy was just in here recently to pick up his meds.’ That’s not a lie, it is why I’m here.”

“What if he asks if you’ve been taking your medications?”

“You tell him the truth. You don’t know. Hell, Tom, how would you know if anybody was taking their medications, really?”

“You’re asking me to lie to a doctor. I could lose my license.”

“He wants to put me in jail! Just for not taking some antipsychotic medication! Is that fair?”

“Why haven’t you been taking them?” Tom asked curiously.

I hesitated. I didn’t want to tell him I was trying not to suppress Alan’s chances of coming back, because that would sound like I did need the meds. “I don’t like their effect,” I finally replied evasively.

“Ruddy … I’m sorry,” Tom said mournfully. “If Schaumburg asks, I’m going to have to tell him the truth. That’s just how it is.”

*   *   *

We held Milt’s memorial service at the funeral parlor owned by Katie’s mother, Marget. Katie begged off attending, saying she had to work, but I knew the real reason for her absence was that she did not want to risk having Marget try to talk to her. I didn’t press the issue. Katie knew how much Milt meant to me, and I knew what Marget had done to Katie.

I saw her, though, Marget, standing silently in the back of the room. Her white-blond hair, thin and straight, could not have been more different from Katie’s curly reddish-brown locks, though they shared the same electric-blue eyes. Marget stared at me in a way I knew meant she was going to try to engage me in conversation, which I dreaded.

I met Kermit’s brother, Walt, for the first time. Walt looked a little like Milt, with pale skin and a lean body. Kermit was short and squat, the kind of guy coaches always thought would be tough to tackle but weren’t. Where Kermit’s darker skin color came from, I did not know. Both men both spoke about their uncle, praising him for his generosity and kindness, and I thought about how good a friend Milt had been to me, splitting the repo fee from the bank fifty-fifty, though it was his truck and his lot and his reputation that we operated on. His wife, Trisha, sat in the front row and sort of sagged against a man I later learned was her brother.

When friends were invited to talk, I stood and told everyone that Milt was the only person who would give me a job when I got out of prison. That he cared about me and if we had a slow period, he would advance me some pay so I didn’t starve. Milt would have been disappointed at the way his big tough repo man’s voice cracked, the way tears wet my cheeks, and how I had trouble finishing what I started out to say. Milt’s kindness and fatherly concern for me had propped me up when I was in danger of going into a dark spiral of my own.

And the money helped, too. Being a bouncer didn’t pay well or often—Becky gave me some of the proceeds when she was in the black, but it wasn’t as if I had a regular salary. I didn’t mention the part about bar bouncer not being a lucrative profession, though I guess a few people might have inferred that from the way I dressed. Nor did I speculate what I was going to do now, since I apparently was no longer a repo man. What I did say is that everyone was welcome to head over to Kalkaska for a wake in Milt’s honor at the Black Bear.

Kermit came up to me to thank me for my words. As always with Kermit, there was an awkwardness between us, even under these circumstances. I told him how sorry I was, stumbled a little through the words untimely, premature accident, not sure what you’re supposed to say to the nephew of a man who likely took his own life.

“Well, not premature,” Kermit murmured sadly. “Uncle Milt had cancer. It had recently metabolized to his liver.”

“I had no idea,” I replied, shocked.

“He wanted it kept a secret.”

I looked involuntarily at the casket, oddly hurt Milt hadn’t confided in me about his illness. Kermit followed my gaze. “Is that why it’s closed?” I asked him.

I instantly regretted asking such a unfeeling question. Kermit shook his head. “No. Actually, he was impounded. The lid is down because he’s not in there.”

“Impounded?” I responded, baffled.

“Yeah. We thought the sheriff wasn’t going to be investigatory, so we scheduled this as soon as possible. By the time we found out the law wanted to look into things, the onens were routed.” He saw me go blank at the unfamiliar word. “It’s a Jewish thing, it means family of the dead. Uncle Milt’s relatives. They’re all here. But they don’t know that my uncle … isn’t.”

“That’s got to be really hard, Kermit,” I said inadequately.

I wanted to say more, but Kermit was looking over my shoulder. “I think she wants to talk to you,” he said, withdrawing politely as I turned and saw Marget coming at me. I froze in place, steeling myself. “Hello, Marget,” I said in a tone softened to suit the circumstances.

“Hello, Ruddy. How is my daughter?”

“Katie’s doing well. She started a new job as a receptionist in a real estate office. Same one that Alan worked in. And she took the test, the one to get her license to sell property. We haven’t yet heard if she passed.”

Marget’s eyes fluttered a little. Marget was still married to Alan when he died. “I didn’t know that,” she replied quietly. “Well. How are the wedding plans going?”

“Fine,” I said. They weren’t fine, actually, but Katie wouldn’t want me talking about that with anyone, especially her mother.

“Have you sent invitations?”

“Not yet.”

She nodded. Her eyes wanted to ask me if she would be receiving one, but I knew she dreaded the answer.

“Well, I should get to the Black Bear,” I said formally. “Free drinks, I imagine we’ll be busy. Thank you for the way you took care of Milt.”

“Ruddy. Can you talk to her? She won’t return my phone calls.”

“She doesn’t want to speak to you.”

“She’s my daughter,” Marget said in quiet anguish.

“Marget. You murdered her father.”

She blinked at my words. She was the type of person who could look at you with warm sympathy, but I always knew there was something much tougher in there, and I could see it in her icy expression now. “There was an investigation. There were no charges. The D.A. said there was no evidence,” she hissed.

“That doesn’t change what happened.”

My soon-to-be mother-in-law glared at me. “I would think that you of all people would understand.”

“No. It’s not the same. What I did was an accident, Marget.”

“It is the same. I had nothing to do with what happened to Alan. They did it.”

I regarded her outraged expression, waiting for the guilt to seep into it, but it didn’t happen. Apparently, she had herself convinced of the truth of her words.

“I guess Katie doesn’t see it that way, Marget. And I have to be honest: Neither do I.”

“Well, here’s the way I see it,” she spat in icy fury. “My daughter needs me. When Alan died—”

“When Alan was murdered,” I interrupted rudely.

She gave me a look of utter contempt.
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