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A lonely woman facing a lonely future or, at best, a loveless marriage.

A PTSD-afflicted retired Marine, slowly destroying himself.

They meet. Can they help each other? Do they dare?
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[bookmark: Chapter1]Chapter 1[bookmark: Start] 
 
   Carter Crow eased his pickup and the attached Airstream mobile home off the narrow road onto the potholed remains of an asphalt parking lot. He stopped and stepped to the ground with an almost swaggering economy of motion that suggested in a different time he'd have traveled on horseback and probably still could. Rangy, in levis and a short-sleeved blue work shirt, he broke the image by wearing laced field boots instead of a cowboy’s heeled ropers. Crisp features seemed almost aggressive, nothing like handsome. A bristle of close-cropped black hair glinted silver at the temples. 
 
   Reaching inside the cab, he brought out an off-white straw Stetson. Before putting it on he glanced at the barely legible message inked on the sweatband: Semper Fi, old buddy. Ride easy. Fine creases of a smile touched the corners of his mouth for the moment it took to put it on and tilt it just so. 
 
   Several yards to his left stood a dilapidated clapboard building that clearly was once a store-and-house combination. To his right the land eased down to Lake Connolly. Early morning sun turned wavelets into silver filigree on jade. Beyond that a tumbled blanket of forest green so dark it appeared to vibrate sprawled up mountain slopes. Above the tree line austere peaks of bare stone raked the sky. Last winter's snow still patched them on this cloudless late summer day. Crow inhaled to the depths of his lungs, savored firs, the tang of frigid lake water, sun-drenched earth and plants. 
 
   When he returned his gaze to his immediate surroundings, however, he spoke aloud, a deep voice touched by a softening drawl that heightened the sadness of the words. “I’m glad you never saw what’s happened here, Smitty. Good memories ought never be broken.” He hesitated, then huskily, “No more bad memories for you, my friend. No more good ones taken away, either.”
 
   Reasserting the present, Crow frowned at the opportunistic weeds claiming every break in the shattered parking surface. Three knee-high, scrawny Douglas firs strained for growth. The boarded-up windows of the old building stared back at him. A cement slab in front once held gas pumps; now it suggested a grave marker. 
 
   Still apparently talking to himself, he was gruff. “We made a mistake. We’ll just walk around a bit, then shove off.” He gave a quiet but unmistakable command. “Major, come.” 
 
   A mass of dog tumbled out to stand beside him. It grinned excitement. Muscles bulged under a brown coat relieved by white forepaws and a white blaze on its chest. A wagging tail slapped Crow’s leg. Concentrating once again on the distant scenery, Crow lowered a hand that settled unerringly on the animal’s head, a move of long companionship. 
 
   Frenzied yapping from the building spun them that way. They watched in disbelief as something like a white lint bunny shot out the building’s front door and vaulted off the porch in headlong charge. 
 
   A disheveled woman flew out in pursuit, her yells as strident as the yaps. Bare legs under cut-off jeans flashed in sunshine that emphasized the dirt smudges on her face. Despite the blue bandanna binding her hair, stray skeins rich as strong coffee flared out the right side and in back. A paint-stained black sweatshirt with sleeves cut off at the elbows fluttered and flapped. 
 
   Quickly, the small dog realized the unmoving targets of its wrath were not frozen into immobility by fear. Showing commendable wisdom, it skidded to a stop several yards away. After looking to assure the woman was coming fast, it commenced up-and-down hops that demonstrated unrelenting ferocity without actually moving it the least bit closer.
 
   Tail wagging happily, Major advanced to investigate. Crow made a sharp sound, then said, “Major, sit.” The dog obeyed instantly, cocking his head from side to side, fascinated by this wondrous entertainment. He voiced approval in a thunderous woof. The white dog shrieked. Crow would have sworn it backed up in mid-leap like a dandelion puff hit by a stiff breeze. 
 
   The woman arrived just in time to whisk her pet out of the air. The move was so quick, the grip so sure, a final yap was squashed down to a muffled yeep. Clutching the animal to her breast, breathless, she demanded, “Call off that beast.”
 
   Crow regarded her with the same detached amusement Major afforded her dog. He guessed her age as not that much younger than himself, which made her mature enough to consider rational dismissal of a puppy-grade confrontation. 
 
   Further evaluation of her expression knocked the props out from under that hope. 
 
   Too bad, he thought, and allowed himself a hidden sigh. She was attractive, despite all the signs of low-order grunt work. A bad sign; a woman brimming with the righteousness of hard labor was a fertile ground for trouble. And this one looked ready for war.
 
   There were stains under her eyes. Crow was embarrassed by the conviction she’d been crying. He told himself he couldn’t possibly be a factor in her distress because the tears were long dry. He nevertheless felt completely in the wrong, clumsy, and generally out-gunned. 
 
   Crow’s tip of the hat was slow. The antique courtesy didn’t do much for the woman, but oddly her pet seemed to calm a bit. With a deliberate look down at Major then back to the woman, Crow said, “That’s not right, ma’am.”
 
   Confusion deepened her frown. “What do you mean, not right? That thing tried to kill Zasu.” Calling down the force of law, she added, “You’re trespassing.” 
 
   Major liked being the center of interest. Unfortunately, as dogs will, he yawned to relieve his excitement. The effect was like looking into a wet, red, suitcase full of teeth. 
 
   The woman’s arm around Zasu visibly tightened. Zasu squeaked. The woman said, “See? She’s terrified.”
 
   Crow said, “Don’t blame my dog, ma’am. I made all the trouble. He’s just a mutt, doesn’t know about trespass. It’s me that’s out of line. I apologize.” He pointed to the cab and said, “Ride.” The dog jumped in. Crow pushed the door almost closed before adding, “He’s a good dog, ma’am. He’s big and he’s ugly enough to scare off a small storm, but he’s gentle. It’s not kind to call him ‘that thing’ or ‘that beast.’ He’s got feelings.”
 
   The woman blinked without any loss of suspicious vigilance. “He seems to mind well. He’s just so big.”
 
   Leaning back against the door of the cab, Crow said, “He’s a big old boy, that’s a fact. Packed tight. Go about one -fifteen, one-and-a-quarter. Called an American Bulldog. Not many around.”
 
   Zasu squirmed and the woman’s frown dug in again. She said, “Very interesting. I want you to leave anyhow. He looks dangerous.”
 
   Crow's grin was open, crackling blue eyes and strong teeth. The weathered features warmed with it. “Dangerous is the furthest thing from his mind. He’s a gentleman.”
 
   Tired of being left out of the conversation, the subject gentleman pushed his head out the open window and nosed Crow’s hat down over his eyes. While Crow straightened it, the dog’s tail striking the back of the seat was a metronome of friendliness. The woman forced a small smile and said, “Zasu and I will have to take your word for his character. You said he had a name? I didn’t catch it.”
 
   For a moment Crow was completely taken by the changes her smile wrought. Hastily recovering, he said, “Major.”
 
   Her hard look was back instantly. Turquoise eyes drilled Crow and he recalled that turquoise is a rock. She whipped out a cell phone. “That’s it, mister. Go. In five seconds I call 911.”
 
   Wide-eyed, Crow pushed Major away from the driver’s seat. “What brought that on?”
 
   “I don’t like being made fun of.”
 
   “I wasn’t making fun.”
 
   “Ha! Major? Who’d name a dog Major?”
 
   “Well, me, for one.”
 
   Thumb on keypad, she hesitated. “You’re not... you know, being smart? I mean it’s like me naming Zasu Ripper. Major’s a funny name.”
 
    “I’m a funny man.”
 
   The eyes practically flamed. “I never noticed. Naming a dog something like that’s cruel.”
 
   “You obviously don’t know many majors, ma’am.” Crow fiddled with his hat, sincere as granite. “They’re a lot like other people, for the most part. And anyhow, people don’t always measure up to what they’re called. Like, my first name’s Carter, which is rightfully a last name, but my last name’s Crow. I’m not often mistaken for a bird. Just so for Major. It’s who he is. We talked it out when he was a pup. It doesn’t trouble him.”
 
   She smiled again. This time it shimmered, like water waiting to boil, and suddenly laughter spilled through. Crow thought the sound almost overruled the tear stains. Too soon, it was over. It left him with the unsettling notion that it had escaped a bad place. 
 
   Crow decided to do something he rarely did. He made conversation. “You own this outfit?” 
 
   Half-turning toward the building, she said, “Somewhat.” There was no inflection and Crow could only see part of her face, but he was sure there was a grimace. 
 
   It brought Crow up short. It also reminded him to stay out of other people’s lives. Particularly their sorrows. He climbed into the pickup. “Sorry about the commotion.”
 
   Petting the squirming Zasu, the woman waved off the apology. “No harm, no foul.” She paused, before continuing, “You come here for the fishing?”
 
   “I did. Fellow that told me about it used to come here. Long time ago.”
 
   “My uncle built all this. They - my aunt and uncle - lived in the back half. I’m bringing it back.” Challenge buzzed in the last. When Crow didn’t react, apology tinted what followed. “Maybe your friend knew Bake.” She tilted her head toward a wooden sign dangling at roadside from a metal pole. It hung endwise from its remaining chain and someone had punctuated the wood with a rifle so now it read BAKE’S: BAIT. The pole had suffered, as well. A large blotch of paint marked where a car had knocked it into an eastward list. The woman added, “There’s a county-maintained RV site on the lakeshore road, about a mile on.”
 
   “My friend never mentioned knowing anyone here.” Crow started the engine. “Much obliged for the campsite tip. Is there a good place to eat back in town?” 
 
   “The Silver Dollar’s got okay pub grub. For a real dinner, try Martha’s.”
 
   “I noticed Martha’s. Sign said home cooking.”
 
   “Used to be. She’s got a cook now. Good as Martha, but no one’s got the guts to say that.”
 
   Crow put the truck in gear as the woman walked away. Backing and filling, he took time to mark more details of the location. Beyond the broken parking sites and toward the lake were fire pits, squatting under leafy shade trees like an archeological find. Further down the slope a few firs towered, giants that knew the seasons of centuries. Rhododendrons grew at their bases. Unkempt and leggy, their vigor was careless splendor. 
 
   He watched the woman up the steps of the porch. She strode inside past a lopsided screen door hanging by one hinge. A breeze made it sway, uncertain as a drunken wink. The building itself apparently started life painted green. Then it was blue. The last time anyone bothered to spruce it up, they chose brown. Weathering had peeled off haphazard slabs of all three, giving the walls a mottled appearance that made Crow think of a very dead reptile. A few spots showed the original wood, gray with exposure but still sound, as if the old relic knew disrepair was temporary but pride was forever. 
 
   Turning away, Crow pictured a different time. People on the porch laughed, swapped stories, enjoyed. “Must have been special then,” he said toward the uncaring mountains.
 
   Later, at the turnoff to the county campsite, he couldn’t decide to stay there or press on. Major dozed on his end of the bench seat. When the truck slowed he sat up to face Crow. 
 
   Crow said, “I know what you're thinking. No way in the world that lady will ever fix up that wreck. You see she’d been crying? A woman like that, crying.” He shook his head. “You hear her laugh?” His words fell to a whisper that had the rasp of dry rope. “Nice. Not as nice as Patricia, though. You never heard her. Not sad underneath, like that lady. Except later, when...” He stopped abruptly. 
 
   Fool. She didn’t sound like Patricia. No one ever laughed like her. No one ever will.
 
   He shrugged, twisted neck muscles gone stiff. He ended up looking at Major. His smile for the dog was crooked. “See how people crowd into your life? You have to be on your toes: Keep them out. Even the nice ones.” He made a noise in his chest. Not a laugh, not a snarl - a thing that wanted to be both. “Especially the nice ones.” 
 
   Crow drove into the campsite. When he spoke, forced cheer mocked a voice still struggling to pull free of dark reminiscence. “And what’s it mean when you ask someone if they own something and they tell you ‘Somewhat?’ What kind of answer is that?” 
 
   Major lay back down and curled in a tight ball.
 
   Crow pressed on. “That’s your problem, you know? You’re a fine listener. Gifted, you might say. Conversation-wise, though, you don’t hold up your end worth doodly. Frankly, if it wasn’t for stodgy, you wouldn’t have any personality at all.”
 
   Major’s wet snuffle had all the earmarks of a rude canine retort. 
 
    
 
   *          *          *          *          *
 
    
 
   It was just coming dusk when Crow came out of the Airstream and settled to the ground facing the lake. The water was a flat black infinity stretching away toward hulking, slowly disappearing mountains. Rough, runneled bark of a fir pressed against his Pendleton wool shirt. 
 
   He liked the night. In the past it had been the place of stalking, of being stalked. Fear waited for darkness, ticking off the seconds of the sun, licking its chops. Daylight had fear; no question about that. It was different, though. Night time fear slipped into a man like a knife, slick and chill, turning organs into grease. 
 
   Until a man learned to use the night and its fear. A man became darkness. Became fear. 
 
   Crow knew this like few others. 
 
   The time of such things was gone, dead as the dust of the places where he'd learned. He exulted in their going. He never spoke of his pride in his skills. He tried not to think of those who discovered their skills couldn't match his.
 
   Some things refuse to leave the mind. 
 
   Still, for Crow, the night was true sanctuary. As he'd turned it to his benefit in a time of violence, so now he embraced it - and it him - when he needed peace. There was privacy. There was obscurity and, when things were best, invisibility. In the darkness he thought more clearly, sorted through the good and bad, threw out what he didn't want in his head. 
 
   Night was when he closed his eyes, making the darkness perfect. Intimate. Solitary. When he talked to Patricia. 
 
   She made me think of you. Not because she's alone. I like to think you never thought of yourself as alone. I want to believe you always knew I'd be back. 
 
   I'm not going to talk about that. I've said as much about all that as I'm able. 
 
   Remember how you always picked on me to tell you about my day when I came home from work? Graveled me at first, you asking about this, about that. Took a while for me to learn you really cared about what I did. Took even longer to learn I really cared what you did while I was gone, too. Even before Joe. When it was just us. You never believed I cared that much. You talked about doing the floors like it was a penalty. Can't really argue. But they were our floors, my Patricia taking care of our home. 
 
   I still remember your face when I told you I'd show you the right way to make a bed. Never knew until that moment such a soft-spoken lady could have such a rough side to her tongue. Very strong lesson. 
 
   Then you tore me up again next day when I came home with the truffles and flowers. Said I shouldn't ever try to bribe you. I did, though, didn't I? I liked doing it. I don't know why I never said how beautiful you were when I brought home something like that. You always sounded off, real sharp, but I never listened. I just watched what your face said, what your eyes told me. Did you ever know I'd buy one of those silly fancy candy boxes and just grin like a monkey all the way home because I couldn't wait to see how you'd smile and put your hands together under your chin?
 
   No. I never said. I'm sorry, babe.
 
   So many sorries.
 
   There I go again, coloring outside the lines. I said I'd tell you about today. 
 
   There's a calamity up the road. I'm camped next to Lake Connelly. Old clown Major's just behind me in the Airstream, out cold. Anyhow, lady's trying to bring back an old store. Smitty told me about it. You remember Gunny Smith? His wife, Millie? Five boys? Yeah, them. The family that invented noise. He's gone. Falujah. Anyhow, he knew the place long ago. Great little store to take care of fishermen, hunters, campers, vacationers. Place is a wreck. She means to make it work again.
 
   Not a chance. A dreamer. I see them all the time. Think hard work and good intentions is all you need. 
 
   We believed it, didn't we? 
 
   Anyhow, she told me about a place to eat tonight. I'm going. I don't feel much like cooking. Or anything else, truth be told. I don't know...
 
   Aw, why don't I just say it? She made me think of you. I hope you don't mind. I mean, she's not really anything like you - you know that could never be - but you know how things went, there at the end? I never understood how you felt. I remember the things you said, though. You were so good to me. The words were always right. I just never heard the music. I swear I never knew what you were feeling. I'd give my soul to hear you tell me so. 
 
   If I still have one.
 
   The thing is, that lady's got the same thing in her voice. I know that sound now.
 
   Well, listen to Mr. Cheer. I don't know what's wrong with me this evening. Seems I can't break free of things you and I really don't want to talk about. Remember how you used to change a subject on me? I do. You ruined a lot of fine rants, woman. First thing I'd know, we were talking about something I never brought up or even thought about. 
 
   You still do it, thank God. Like when I sort of stumble and almost forget about who I am and all that. Or when the dreams come. You know you're all I've got to hold onto when that happens. 
 
   I really hate to bother you with that, Patricia. After everything else... I'm getting better, though. I am. 
 
   Sorry to be so dull tonight. The day wasn't that bad. Just me, missing you. I'll be better by morning, for sure. After I get me some dinner and a good night's sleep. 
 
   'Cause you're always there. 
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter2]Chapter 2 
 
   There was little difference between high noon and dusk inside the store section of Bake’s Bait. Windows that once admitted grand scenery were blocked by plywood panels that shut out the day as well as the weather. For Lila, scrubbing walls, work lights provided garish illumination that magnified dirt and stains. Fumes from the bucket of cleaner made her eyes smart. For perhaps the hundredth time she promised herself she'd put in new, bigger windows. When she got another loan. 
 
   A quick squint at her watch was an unnecessary move. Zasu’s fidgets made it clear it was time to quit and, most important, time to get dinner inside woman’s best friend. Her anxious whine rose like a human question. 
 
   With Zasu frisking beside her, Lila stepped through an open door from the store section into the living area. It was still under repair, but the improvement was obvious. For one thing, the western windows were glass. Fading sunshine buttered the opposite beige wall, heightening the sharper colors of the shelved books flanking a dark blue sofa. Between the windows loomed a ponderous fireplace of rounded river rocks. A pair of chocolate-brown leather chairs faced the hearth. The richness of their color and scent coaxed with promise of enfolding comfort, a warm fire, a good read. To that end, each chair had its own table and light. 
 
   Lila loved the chairs. She saw them as aging friends, easy in their present, content with their past.
 
   She stopped abruptly. Suddenly she couldn’t face cooking the usual solitary meal. She thought of Martha’s restaurant longingly and, by association, the man who’d driven onto her property earlier. He had calm eyes but she had a feeling they missed nothing. Dismay tightened her throat; he must have noticed she’d been crying. Chagrin conjured up a most unwanted and wildly inappropriate mental image of Edward Lawson. Aloud, she mimicked pomposity. “Banking’s a business. Loans are based on cold, hard facts.” Bitterly, the voice her own, she went on. “Creep. I’ll show him. Everyone.” 
 
   Zasu continued to lead into the next room. It was clearly waiting its turn for improvement. Only the chandelier identified a former dining room. Lila’s disapproval swept across the chest of drawers, a truly ugly standing wardrobe, a cot with a sleeping bag, and a small dog bed. 
 
   Two doors in the far wall led out, the one on the left to two bedrooms and the bathroom. 
 
   The latter had been Lila’s first project. She shuddered, remembering. 
 
   The pair proceeded through the second door and into the kitchen. That was another work in progress, but operable, with its own dining nook. 
 
   Mixing a bit of canned food with some kibble in Zasu’s dish, Lila continued talking aloud. Defensiveness clanked in the words. “I’ll bet it’s been a month since I went into town except to buy groceries or hardware. Hardware. Could there be any greater curse than an actual requirement to go shopping - not an urge, mind, but a genuine requirement - and the goal is hardware?” She put the dish on the floor. Zasu practically dove in. Lila addressed the refrigerator. “I’m entitled to some time away. Fixing up this place is a goal, sure, but not the meaning of life.” Seeking affirmation, she told the stove, “I’m taking a bath and putting on something pretty and someone else is cooking tonight.” She looked at Zasu, whose attention remained firmly fixed on her own task at hand. Nevertheless, Lila said, “I’m having a glass of wine, too. Maybe even a couple. How d’you like them apples?”
 
   Zasu finally raised her head. She wagged a fluffy tail and put an indicative paw on her dish. It was a nightly plea which Lila ignored with equal consistency, but this time she missed it entirely. She was on her way to the tub. 
 
   An hour later Lila, hair in order but still a bit damp, certainly felt better. Hot water didn’t just make her clean, it freed her of the insidious weariness that sometimes crept into her muscles and morale like a virus. Nice clothes and a dab of makeup didn’t hurt either. Especially for woman whose life had somehow reached a place where it had more to do with driving nails than polishing them. 
 
   She wondered if the bright yellow sweater over the dark green blouse might be too much. 
 
   She decided she liked it and if the fashionistas of Lupine wanted to take offense, the stimulation would do them good. The sweater went well with the brown tweedy skirt and way too expensive shoes and both brought out her own natural color. Anyhow, dinner in Lupine was no occasion for the little black dress and pearls.
 
   There was the practical aspect of the thing, too; a sweater would be a near necessity later. It was only a few days until September and at Lupine’s altitude, winter was already claiming the night.
 
   “I will not freeze because someone thinks I ought to dress fancier. That’s nuts.” In the near-empty space the words had a touch of echo.
 
   She closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. “I’m rationalizing out loud at unpainted walls. I do impressions of people I don’t like for an audience of one dog. I explain myself to major appliances. Damned right I’m going out.”
 
   Her smile was wry as she turned away, but her shoulders were back. 
 
   Lila started down the porch stairs just in time to see headlights swing off the road. She recognized Van’s sleek sports car. It stopped between her and the defunct gas pump island. 
 
   Charles Vanderkirk unfolded from behind the wheel. In the glare at the front of the car, he loomed. Considerably over six feet tall and hugely broad-shouldered. The picture wasn’t lost on Lila. She reminded herself to keep her voice firm. Definitely noncommittal. “Evening, Van. What brings you out this way this late?”
 
   He came closer. He had good features and a generous smile. “The construction business doesn’t have working hours, just deadlines,” he said. “I’m trying to make a deal with old man Tolbert for that property down the lake. Thought I’d stop and say hello. Did I catch you at a bad time?”
 
   “No, I’m just on my way to town.”
 
   He bantered with her. “Town? You? What’s the occasion?”
 
   “No occasion. I don’t feel like cooking, that’s all.”
 
   “Too bad. You’re good at it. I wish you’d do more of it for me.”
 
   “Thanks. Part of the image. You know, cook, sweep, have babies - the regular.”
 
    “I never said anything like that. Yeah, I still think you ought to sell.” His gesture and expression said more about the building behind Lila than any words. “Someone like you killing yourself so you can sell beer and worms to a bunch of slobs who can’t remember their last bath isn’t a good thing. Is that sexist?”
 
   Lila smiled, aware she’d been sharper than she meant. “Not entirely. And you forgot to mention you’d like to tear this place down and build something - What did you call it? - decent.” 
 
   “It was the wrong word. All I meant was...”
 
   “I know, I know. We’ve had this conversation. Anyhow, you said you’d talk to Lawson about my loan,”
 
   Van was slow to answer. “He asked if I agreed with your business projection numbers. I didn’t tell him I don’t. I didn’t tell him a small resort here won’t have a chance when someone builds a fancier place - and that day’s coming. What I said was, if anyone can reconstruct this heap into what it used to be, it’s you.”
 
   Lila took the last step to the ground. In spite of herself, she reacted to him, felt surrounded by - included in - an aura of power, whether she exactly wanted that or not. Something primal going on there, she told herself, and tried to shove aside the attraction-aversion combination that disturbed her so. It didn’t entirely work: The truth was, he was attractive in all regards. He was likable, even if occasionally his blunt honesty felt a touch domineering. He was attracted to her and she appreciated his willingness to indicate it without pushing too hard. Now she smiled up at him and said, “Thanks. It was good of you to step up for me. But I’m not doing reconstruction. What it is, it’s overdue maintenance.”
 
   Shrugging, Van ignored her small joke to speak almost sadly. “I didn’t like my conversation with him, Lila. Edward Lawson’s not just my banker, he’s an old friend. Holding back the truth’s the worst kind of lie.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” She put a hand on his sleeve. “I never meant to put you in a rough spot. It’s just that when you offered...”
 
   His interruption was brusque. “I hate watching you waste your time. Look, sell this place to me. You know I’ll make you a generous deal. I’ll build something big and modern. You’ll manage it. Good salary, living quarters, the whole nine yards. Who better than a beautiful woman who loves the place? My friend.”
 
   “Uncle Bake and Aunt Lila left their home and business to me to be mine the way it was theirs. That’s what I want. What I’ll have.” 
 
   “You didn’t even know you owned this until a year ago, and they’d both been dead for years before that. How do you know what they wanted?“ He was almost angry. “You’re letting sentiment dictate the answer to a business situation.”
 
   In the face of his rising temper, she felt strangely reinforced. She told him, “I like sentiment. I like happy endings.”
 
   Van opened and closed his mouth, clearly measuring his response. Finally, he said, “Happy endings don’t just come from soft music and wishing. They come from taking advantage of situations.”
 
   Lila took her hand back. “I’ve seen a couple of situations.” It came out edgier than she meant, and she immediately softened her voice. “You’re a great guy. I’m glad I know you. You’re a tremendous help.”
 
   “We could be better friends.” Again, he gestured at the building, acknowledging his rival. His smile was rueful. “I can’t seem to get past the competition.”
 
   She said, “I’ve got to get my life in order before I think about anything else.”
 
   “Right. Look, if you’re going into town, let me take you to dinner.”
 
   “No, please. I need some time alone.” Her quick answer surprised her. She enjoyed his company. She didn’t really want to be alone. 
 
   “You’re here by yourself all the time. I worry about it.”
 
   She fought past confusion, explaining to herself as much as to him, “And I appreciate it. I can take care of myself. It’s just that tonight I need to... I don’t know. Introspection, I guess. OK?”
 
   Van stepped back. “I’ll follow you as far as Front Street. Make sure you don't get lost in the big city.”
 
   They shared friendly laughter. 
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter3]Chapter 3 
 
   Front Street was old-town Lupine’s main street, a fitting introduction to a very individualist community. Only the western side had buildings. The sidewalk on the eastern side was merely a border for the park on the bank of the Fortymile River. Years ago the citizens watched thousands of logs rumble past in that current, headed for the Lake Connolly sawmill.
 
   No one then gave much thought to the day when the timber companies would have scalped all the mountains within economic reach. The day came. The companies moved on to more accessible trees. The loggers who had survived the incredibly dangerous work packed up their families and chased after them, pursuing the only jobs they knew. 
 
   Lupine fell like one of its lumbered firs. Not with a similar awesome crash; more like an exhausted groan. The school closed a full year before the last saloon parched out. A local wit lamented that it was bad enough the few remaining kids would grow up uneducated; worse, they were doomed to sobriety until they were big enough to run away. 
 
   Nevertheless, the town clung to its narrow valley with the brazen tenacity of a weed. When the new highway bypassed them it was almost the finish. The locals barely mustered the clout for an exit/entrance ramp for their two-lane macadam umbilical cord. Those who stayed scratched for a living. They called themselves Lupinions, it being a source of great pride that each had a strong position on everything and a lofty disregard for any other. They arranged to bus children to school in the next town and kept their church alive so they could meet at least once a week in mutual commiseration and pray for something better. 
 
   Still, for every old timer who passed away or pilgrim who set out for the larger world, someone straggled in. After decades of relative balance, the old-timers were startled to realize that, while they weren’t looking, the population had actually grown. The hippies found the place, fumbled around for a while, and most drifted off. A second church appeared. Soon, craftsmen and a spattering of artists found the rustic environment tickled their muse. Others, as anxious to avoid the outer world as the original settlers, raised berries or goats or cattle or whatever they could eat or sell. A few commuted to city jobs in the greater Seattle area. The advent of electronics and instant communications created a spurt of immigrants with exotic talents and a taste for clean air; they worked at home. A daycare popped up. The town taxed itself for a K-to-six school, a library, and three man police department and chief. Outsiders came to hike, fish, hunt, and shop. Those practices sat well with Lupinions because the outsiders eventually went home but savory chunks of money remained. 
 
   Two who’d watched Lupine’s growth and change were in conversation when Crow stepped into Martha Short’s restaurant. Martha nudged her companion, Pastor Andy Richards. In a muttered aside she said, “Another fisherman. Want to bet?” 
 
   An elderly man of average height and build, Pastor Richards wasn’t one who’d draw attention to himself. His gray hair was short, conventional. He wore plain clothes and inexpensive hiking boots. His most obvious feature was a manner of inner peace and steady confidence. He laughed at Martha as easily as one would expect. He said, “My trade’s risky enough without betting money on people. Anyhow, I suspect you already know the man and you’re sandbagging me.”
 
   Martha sneered and swept off. She greeted Crow with a professionally quick smile that didn’t detract from its genuine warmth. She asked, “By yourself this evening?” 
 
   At first Crow merely saw an older woman, small, with the assured air of one who’s accepted her years with pride in herself and her works. Behind her glasses lively dark eyes pierced like pins. One look into them and Crow knew he’d been measured, weighed, and evaluated. Probably far too accurately.
 
   He smiled at her. “Yes, ma’am. Just passing through.”
 
   Leading the way, talking over her shoulder, Martha said, “By yourself’s not good. We’ll have to spoil you a bit.” She gestured him to a seat at a candlelit table and put a menu in front of him. “My name’s Martha and this is my restaurant. We don’t serve strangers. Once you come through my door, you’re among friends. Something from the bar before you order?”
 
   “Maker’s Mark and water side,” Crow said. 
 
   Eyebrows up, Martha turned just in time to speak to a passing waitress. “Estelle, this gentleman knows whiskey. Maker’s Mark, water side. He’s never been here before, and you know I’m partial to bourbon men, so be nice to him. Don’t water his drink. Not this time.”
 
   Estelle grinned and left. Crow asked Martha, “What if I said I ate here three years ago?”
 
   “You’d be fibbing.” Martha put her hands on her hips. “My hobby is knowing everything. I’m Lupine’s official nosy old biddy.”
 
   “Unimaginable. Really?”
 
   Martha winked at the sarcasm. “World class. If I was younger and prettier, I’d be a spy.”
 
   “And if I was younger and prettier, I’d be all over you to join me for dinner.” 
 
   She made a face at the flattery and suddenly, Crow heard himself say, “My name’s Crow. Carter Crow.” Not entirely believing what was happening, he saw himself shaking her hand. He barely understood her to say something about “Pleased to meet you.” By then his hand was lying on the table and he was looking at it like it just flew in a window and attached itself to his wrist.
 
   He stumbled into a lame-joke explanation. “If I’m going to be recognized every time I come here, I might as well have a name. I already know yours.” 
 
   He couldn’t remember the last time he’d told someone his name as a ploy to keep a conversation alive. Except - to be honest - at that rundown Bake’s. That made twice. In one day. He wondered if he was getting old.
 
   As soon as Martha rejoined Pastor Richards at the hostess station, he said, “Interesting action between you two.” She continued to focus on Crow. Finally, the Pastor said, “Well?”
 
   With a glare and a voice that snapped like a storm flag, Martha said, “Well what?”
 
   “You spoke with him at least fifteen seconds.. That means you pried out his life story.”
 
   “You calling me a gossip?”
 
   The Pastor looked unconvincingly repentant. “’Against an elder receive not an accusation, but before two or three witnesses.’ Not that you’re an elder, of course. Nor would I ever call you a gossip. I think of you as our expediter of Lupine-centered information.”
 
   Martha hid her giggle behind her hand and confessed. “You know, you’re right. I was bragging about how I poke into everyone’s business.”
 
   “You keep important things secret and help anyone who needs it. We love you.”
 
   “Oh, stop it. Go sing a hymn or something.” She brushed at him as she would a pesky fly.
 
   Pastor Richards moved toward the door. “It’s a nice evening. I think I’ll just walk about a bit.”
 
   “Come back soon.” She linked her arm with his, headed for the door. “I don’t get to spend enough time with you.”
 
   He patted her hand. “It’s mutual, my friend. But why spend time with me? You already know everything about me.”
 
   Fortunately for Martha there’s nothing in theology that forbids a lady burying her elbow in a pastor’s ribs. Nor any prohibition against said pastor yelping in respectable imitation of a small dog like Zasu. 
 
    
 
   *         *          *          *          *
 
    
 
   While he waited for Estelle to return, Crow recovered enough to admire his surroundings. Martha’s place was an old home turned into a restaurant with tables and chairs from a long-gone era. Electric lighting was muted, candles graced the tables. Paintings and photographs on the wall added nostalgia. He was the only lone diner in a restaurant at capacity.
 
   That wasn't an unusual event for a man who prided himself on his distance from others. This time was different, however. He heard things in the forest-wind sigh of people speaking softly, intimately. He didn't hear the words. He heard feelings that crossed between speakers as softly as moths chasing light, confirmations of togetherness.
 
   As much as he determined to be separate, he resented being reminded of his loss. Patricia loved evenings out. To her, those other people were part of her experience. Because of her, it had been part of Crow's. 
 
   That was then. 
 
   Their dinner evenings weren't exactly frugal, but on his income, they were carefully monitored. They never ordered wine. Patricia insisted he have a drink before dinner. She knew how much he enjoyed it, and the look in her eye when he savored it made the cheapest bar whiskey go down like American Eagle Rare. Not that she'd let him order cheap stuff. She knew her man. When he ordered whiskey and water, she'd stop the waiter and name a brand. Then she'd send Crow one of those smiles that tells a man he's being spoiled. Tells him he deserves it.
 
   Crow basked in that smile like an old dog sprawled on sun-baked macadam. 
 
   How many times had that smile energized his hand, driven it across the table to touch her? How many times had he caressed her cheek and watched her tilt her head to it, her soft flesh pressing his toughened hide? 
 
   Did she ever think of that hand so covered in blood that it drew flies?
 
   The thought pulled his head back as sharply as if he'd been hit in the mouth.
 
   The thing in my head, trying to break free. 
 
   It's not going to happen now.
 
   He forced himself to picture other times.
 
   The first time they took little Joe with them to an expensive restaurant. What Patricia called a splurge shop. Crow always felt a bit uncomfortable in them. In his eyes, people went there to work hard at eating. Patricia loved those evenings. She delighted in the fine food, the colors, the decor, the aura. It was a rare treat. She made the most of it. 
 
   That first time with little Joe she was the image of patience and reassurance. She made it clear she expected his very best behavior. She also held him close and told him the important thing was that he enjoy it as much as his dad and mom enjoyed having him along. She tickled him until he squealed, telling him they were taking him to show him off because he was such a handsome devil.
 
   And he carried it off like a tiny duke. He called the waitress ma'am in a clear, honest voice. He ordered from the children's menu as if he were dining at Mario Battali's table. He only looked to Patricia after the waitress had taken all the orders and left. When she told him she was proud of him, he nodded and said, "That's what I wanted." Then, when dinner was over, the waitress brought Joe a huge slab of apple pie with ice cream and caramel sauce. She winked at him when she put it down and told him, "This is from me and the hostess. Call us in fifteen years or so, ok? But call me first." Joe squirmed, but he held on to his dignity. He said, "I would, but I don't have your number," and she laughed and said, "We'll give you the number when it's time." Crow thought Patricia would explode with suppressed laughter. 
 
   Crow remembered thinking he'd seen a boy's mind straining to find the right path. He didn't know how to tell him that. After the dessert was eaten, however, what he did say was, "You know, you're a really great kid. Just so you know, I love you." Joe, sober as any general, looked his father in the eye and just said, "Thank you, sir. I love you, too. I tried to do like you do."
 
   Crow's eyes burned. The thing inside his head was chained again, forgotten.
 
   That was the world. 
 
   It's not that way anymore. No one has any right to ask me to be part of any world now. Not after how things turned out. 
 
   The only thing that matters is using up today. 
 
   When a man lost so much and seen so much, he deserves all the distance he wants. He's earned separation. 
 
   Estelle brought his drink. She recommended the roast beef. He agreed. He was adding a smidgen of water to his whiskey to open the aroma when Martha reappeared at his table. She looked uncomfortable. She said, “Mr. Crow, would you mind sharing your table? I’m full, and a lady just came in that I don’t want to turn away or she’ll have to go down the street to the Silver Dollar. I mean, I’m not saying Jerry’s food’s greasy or unhealthy, but...” She rolled her eyes in powerful indictment.
 
   Crow didn’t care if the unknown Jerry’s food was toxic. Inwardly, he winced at the prospect of small talk with some female full of household hints and oblique references to her delicate digestion. He pulled himself together, forced himself into social mode and put the best face on it he could. “Sure,” he said, “But only because you didn’t cheat me on my whiskey. This time.”
 
   Martha grinned and hurried away. From the corner of his eye, Crow caught her return. He rose. A familiar voice said, “Oh, don’t get up,” and the silence that followed hummed with surprise. 
 
   Crow recognized Lila instantly. The ravages of her day’s labor were washed away. The eyes were the same intense blue, but her mouth lacked the earlier grimness. Actually, it was a nice mouth, tentatively working at a shy smile. He thought back to the pleasure of hearing her unexpected laughter that morning. Despite the peculiar sadness lurking in it.
 
   Sleeves of a lemon yellow sweater were knotted around her neck so it hung across her back like a shawl. Crow thought it was very effective, made moreso by the green blouse and especially her candlelight-burnished hair. 
 
    “A pleasure, ma’am.” Crow looked to Martha. “This lady recommended your restaurant.”
 
   Beaming, Martha said, “Well, isn’t that sweet?” She patted Lila’s arm. “I should tell you dinner’s on the house, but I won’t because I need the money.” Suddenly shrewd, her gaze flicked between Crow and Lila. “How long have you two known each other?”
 
   Lila stammered. Crow stepped into the awkward moment. “I turned into her place earlier today. She gave me directions to the county park where I could put my mobile home.”
 
   Martha’s inspection turned a bit speculative, but she spoke casually. “Well, you have a nice chat. You’ll love the food.”
 
   Sitting across from Crow, the woman’s shyness seemed to deepen, but she held his gaze. She said, “You told me your name earlier. I should’ve done the same. I’m Lila Milam.” 
 
   “Lila Milam and Zasu. Could be a nightclub act.”
 
   In her quiet laughter Crow thought he heard more of the troublesome sad undercurrent. Curiosity snagged his mind, but he shut it out and asked, “Would you mind if I call you Lila? Ms. Milam sounds like I’m talking to my sixth grade teacher.”
 
   “Please do. I didn’t like my sixth grade teacher.”
 
   “I did. Mrs. Murphy. Little bitty thing. Temper like a cutting torch.”
 
   Entering into the improving atmosphere, she said, “I think I know how you found that out.”
 
   He rocked back in fake surprise. “You went to our school?”
 
   She sobered a little. “Look, I want to say I was too sharp today. I’m sorry about that. You see, it’s the store. Not just that. It’s...” She stopped and Crow saw all their budding enjoyment of each other’s company evaporate. Before he could react, she was rising. Politeness required he do the same. Surprised, she glanced around in embarrassment and hurriedly sat back down. Again, Crow followed her lead. Flickering candle flame accentuated her agitation. 
 
   Gently, Crow said, “Can I ask what’s wrong?” and a mean voice in his mind snapped at him to shut up and back off.
 
   Looking away, she sighed. “I shouldn’t have interrupted your dinner. I’d never have intruded on you, but Martha can be so insistent and the Silver Dollar...” After a pause, she added, “When Estelle comes around, I’ll tell her I’m waiting for a table to open.”
 
   Crow knew he should let it go right there and guarantee his solitude. Nevertheless, this felt more like walking away from someone injured. He said, “Did I say something out of line?”
 
    “Oh, don’t be silly.” She brushed the air with both hands. The candle flame fluttered and she glared at it. “It’s just me. Ignore me.”
 
    “Too late. Maybe before, when you were in dirty-faced urchin mode.”
 
   Appreciation soft as smoke touched her features. She said, “It’s not only wanting to be alone. I was sure you’d be - you know, irritable - the thing with the dogs, and all. You’re being pleasant.” She looked away.
 
   The inner voice shouted at Crow that explanations always led to complications. To compromise with it, he kept things light. “You’re saying you’re upset because I’m not upset?”
 
   “Now you really are making fun of me.” 
 
   There was that look again, the one that said a decision had been made and forget the consequences. She went on, “Look, when Martha talked me into sitting here, I thought being alone tonight might not be my best move. I hoped maybe you’d be kind of grouchy and distant and I’d blab my troubles and you’d sit there like a lump and pretend to listen and then you’d be gone and I’d have gotten a lot of stuff out of my system, stuff you’d forget before you left the restaurant. Am I talking too fast? Never mind. Anyhow, that’s not how you are. If I talked to you like that, you’d try to understand, but then you’d decide I’m just another silly woman looking for sympathy. Did any of that make sense?” Before he could answer, she leaned forward in accusation. “I don’t need anyone’s sympathy.”
 
   Crow took a good hit on his drink and sat straighter. “You always do other people’s thinking for them? Or do I seem so dumb you feel obliged to make a special effort for me?”
 
   “I didn’t mean that. I just thought...”
 
   “Let me tell you something. You got me right. I’m willing to pass the time with most people, but I never get involved. Never. Say anything you want. Tomorrow I’ll be gone for good. Like you said, you’ll feel better, and I won’t be bothered.”
 
   She looked into his eyes briefly before studying the candle flame.
 
   He silently cheered her uncertainty. He’d done the right thing and offered companionship. She'd never take him up on it. After all, only fools confided anything. 
 
   Why wasn't that fact as satisfying right now as it had always been before?
 
   Words tumbled out of him again. “I’ve been told airing a problem gives you better perception. I wouldn’t know. I do know to avoid making judgments. I get judged all the time. Mostly, it’s people saying that living outside regular society’s a refusal to accept responsibility. Who cares? I get along fine. Believe me, anything you tell me, that’s as far as it goes. I’m neutral ground.” Even as he heard himself speak he wished he could grab each syllable out of the air and crush it.
 
   Her answer came slowly. “I have a feeling you earned the way you live.” 
 
   Estelle swooped down on them, order pad in hand, and he was saved from himself. Estelle said, “Good roast beef tonight, Ms. Milam. We’ve also got a chicken Marsala that’ll make you want to kiss the cook.” She poured their coffee without wasting time asking if they wanted it. She knew. This was Lupine.
 
   Lila chose the chicken and Estelle left as fast as she came. 
 
   Crow said, “She called you Ms. Milam. That suggests you’re not one of the natives.”
 
   “I’m not.” Lila looked puzzled for a moment, then, “Oh, you’re thinking about Bake’s place. That’s a long story.”
 
   “We’ve got time. Will you have a drink?”
 
   She hesitated for a long moment. “A glass of wine. Not until dinner comes, please. No story, though. It’s too messed up.” She ducked her head and peered up at him. Her eyes danced with surprising mischief. She said, “You don’t get involved, remember? And one of us has decided she doesn’t want to be involved either. Are we even?”
 
   Crow’s jaw tightened. He never allowed himself to develop an interest in someone. Now he’d let it happen and she was closing him out. Turnabout. He laughed loud enough to draw attention from several diners. “More than even. More like ‘Take that.’” 
 
   She leaned back in her chair. “Okay, we’re good to go. Dinner, pointless small talk, and two strangers get on with our lives. Deal?”
 
   “Deal.” He pushed the aside the candle in the middle of the table, reached, and they shook on it. He barely stifled a reflex that wanted to widen his eyes: How did a woman do so much manual labor with hands so small, or keep them so soft? 
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   Their bargain lasted through dinner. 
 
   Estelle was refilling the coffee cups one last time when a voice behind Crow said, “Evening, Lila." She looked up, smiling. The voice continued, "Saw your car down the street and guessed you were here. I apologize for interrupting, but I didn’t want to go home without asking how things are.”
 
   Pastor Richards positioned himself between them. Lila caught his frank interest in her dinner companion. It warmed her even as it amused her. Crow rose slowly. 
 
   Sudden awareness of their similarity intrigued her. Crow might be many things, but he was no preacher. Nor should there have been any hint of Crow in Pastor Richards. There was, though. She sensed each had touched flame and come away seared, yet affirmed in self. 
 
   A shiver pinpricked her spine. There was another impression from Crow. His quiet control whispered that he knew his own capability for violence. When Crow suggested the Pastor join them, it barely penetrated her internalization. Fortunately, they started talking like old friends, unaware she remained practically withdrawn. 
 
   Male, Lila thought. That was quintessentially Crow. At least he didn’t wear his maleness like a feather in his hat. Pastor Richards was male, too, of course. A father figure, caring and open. Crow was approachable and determinedly unreachable.
 
   Huge differences. Small similarities. Yet some invisible thread bonded them instantly. 
 
   She supposed there were women who’d find Crow attractive. If you could get interested in someone who looked like he’d been hammered out on an anvil. A nice sense of humor, though. Interesting eyes; icy blue. She wondered if he had any idea how his changing expressions sometimes revealed his thoughts before he spoke. 
 
   It was when he did speak of himself that he turned impenetrable. The way he described his lifestyle came without apology or boast. She realized with a small start that that was quite irritating: Everything about him just was. Not that she cared.
 
   When she twisted her head her hair rippled across her shoulder. She almost reached to assure it wasn’t in disarray. She checked the move, not wanting them to notice.
 
   That irritated her further. Why should she care? Especially about Crow. Stubborn loner. His problem. Everybody had at least one. She concentrated on the Pastor. Crinkled smile lines at the corners of the eyes and mouth and the thinning hair made her think of time passing. His hands on the table showed the slightly enlarged knuckles of oncoming arthritis and the skin had a fragile-leather look. His eyes, though - that’s where you saw him best. Their calm green, like spring’s earliest welcome, were rich with the knowledge of certain renewal. 
 
   Pastor Richards interrupted Lila’s observations with a question. “So how’s your project going?” 
 
   “I’m dealing with it.”
 
   For a moment it appeared Richards might pursue it. Instead he rose, saying, “You know I'll help any way and any time I can,” and to Crow, “Sorry to interrupt.”
 
   Crow said, “No trouble at all, Padre.”
 
   As soon as Pastor Richards was gone, Lila said, “What’d you think of him?”
 
   “He’s pleasant. His line of work, it's kind of necessary. He likes you.”
 
   Lila ignored the last. “That’s it? Aren’t you curious to know how long he’s lived here? If he’s got family? His denomination?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “How can you live like that? I mean, I’m not all that close to everyone, but I want to know something about them. I like to feel they’re interested in me." She paused, eyes widening, and continued as if surprised and musing about it. "That's why I'm here. In Lupine. I want to be where I belong. I have a dream, so that's who I am. You, you’re just a prickly old cocklebur.” A sly smile took her back to her original manner. 
 
   “Character assassination. What happened to pointless small talk? What's your Pastor say about broken deals?”
 
   She made a face of mock exasperation. Crow almost laughed aloud. Lila went on, "He's the reason I'm living here, working on the store."
 
   Crow raised his eyebrows and waited. She said, "The day after I graduated high school I left home. I got a job keeping records for a company that supplied supermarkets. You've heard of left-brain, right-brain? This was dead brain. Just for fun one day I did some ad copy for produce. Stuff like 'Our beets beat their beets" and "Maybe the other guy's cantaloupe can't but ours can." I sent it to some other employees. Next I'm telling the boss I was just playing with the computer on my lunch hour. He fired me anyhow. The next day our biggest client hired me to write more."
 
   She stopped to sip her wine and Crow asked her, "Richards pulled you back to Lupine to do advertising?"
 
   "You're being funny again. Pretty lame. No, Lupine came later. Long story short, I worked in advertising a few years. Moved to Atlanta. Mother never forgave me for taking off. I didn't find out Aunt Lila and Uncle Bake had passed away until Dad died - two years after them. I flew back to Seattle for the his funeral. My mother hardly spoke to me. More years passed. Then I got a phone call from the Pastor telling me she was gone." 
 
   Crow watched reminiscence carry her elsewhere. He wanted her back. He said, "You can't stop there."
 
   Her smile was polite. "I hated my life. Losing my mother was awful, even if we weren't close anymore. I came back for the funeral. Being in Seattle again convinced me I had to do something different."
 
   "So the Pastor helped you?"
 
   "He saved me. How's that for melodrama? Truth, though. He told me I owned the store." She looked away.
 
   Can he see - can he imagine - how this conversation's gotten away from me? Yes, I wanted to talk, but I never meant to spin out my life story.
 
   What's he feeling? Interest? That lopsided grin; what's it mean?
 
   God, what if he's just bored? 
 
   His eyes were endless. They spoke to her of too many hurts, too many wrecks. And unbreakable patience. When he spoke, his voice was soft, deeper. She heard a distant storm. "Richards told you?"
 
   She found resolve, continued. "My mother despised Aunt Lila's lifestyle. And Bake. They willed me their place, along with a small trust from their insurance. My mother never told me. Never left me anything, either. Funny, she thought I'd end up like Aunt Lila. And I will." She tossed her head. "Pastor Richards loaned me enough to start renovating. I've never gotten far enough ahead to pay back any. I can survive on the trust money, but that's it. He says because it's such a large loan we have to keep it a secret."
 
   Crow tried to ignore the weight of her emotion. "Even I can appreciate him helping someone like that. I think I could be a helper. I'd never be the one helped." He spread his hands. "No one knows where to find me."
 
   She leaned forward, fists on the edge of the table. “Why do you insist on being lonely?”
 
   “Lonely’s a foolish word.” The uninflected words still told Lila she’d over-stepped. As quickly as that, however, he was the one apologizing. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”
 
   Lila stared past him, regretting taking their meeting in this unfortunate direction. Crow continued, “Look, we’ve had a pleasant evening. We shouldn’t wrangle over one word and spoil it.”
 
   She struggled to organize feelings. It didn’t seem to be happening, so she just blurted her thoughts. “You know, this evening’s been educational. I think I’m beginning to understand a bunch of things that I don’t even know what they are. And don’t tell me that’s the worst grammar or logic you ever heard, ‘cause I don’t care. What I’m trying to say is, you didn’t decide to be a loner. You are, for sure, and I’m sure you have your reasons. I’m not fooled, though. You’re a person who’ll help without being asked. A good person.”
 
   Settling back against his chair, Crow said, “I believe there was a compliment buried in there somewhere. I appreciate it.” The drawl turned the phrase into preciate it. He finished with, “What I can’t figure out is how you got so smart without getting old.” 
 
   She sneered broadly. “I’m old enough to know bad flattery when I hear it.”
 
   “Well, I’m doing the best I can. I don’t get out much. No point practicing my smooth lines on Major. Dumb dog believes everything I tell him.”
 
   Lila seized the opportunity to change the subject. “Where’d you get that thing? He looks like he’d fight a crocodile.”
 
   “Major - His name’s Major. I guess you forgot. - would try to fight a river full of crocodiles if I told him to, or if he thought he needed to. He’d rather chase a ball. Or sleep. Folks get it all wrong. Ugly doesn’t make mean. Other way ‘round. Mean makes ugly.”
 
   “You didn’t say where you got him. Or when.”
 
   “Three years ago, up near Minneapolis. Man raised pit dogs.”
 
   Her full red lips compressed into the same hard line Crow remembered from earlier in the day. They hardly moved when she said, “I thought so.”
 
   “Whoa. Ease up. Major was just a pup. He wasn’t raised to fighting. The man who owned him came to understand he wasn’t, either.”
 
   “He sold you the dog? Major. Your dog named Major. Excuse me.” 
 
   “He was sort of a gift.” A sudden smile spiked across Crow’s face. Lila’s wine stopped halfway to her mouth so abruptly she almost spilled. The suggestion of hidden danger about him was a warning jangle now. She told him, “The last time I saw anything like that smile it was ice forming. What happened in Minneapolis?”
 
   “You’d be bored. Tell me about Zasu. There’s a name that makes Major look way too everyday.”
 
   Frustration buzzed in her head like wasps. That wall again. Lila wanted to fight it and instinctively knew she couldn't. Part of her wished otherwise. She told him, “Zasu's a proud pound mutt. I went with a friend who wanted a kitten. The friend went home empty-handed but Zasu picked me.”
 
   “Good dog.” He grinned, then, “More flattery. But dogs know who needs them.”
 
   “People should be so lucky about needs.” 
 
   It was an innocuous statement. The effect, though, was almost disastrous. The words fell to the table like a sputtering fuse. 
 
   “How’s everything?” Martha’s words startled both of them so badly the older woman took a step backward. “What in the world did I interrupt?”
 
   Crow's look for her was flat, empty. Martha tried to erase her question from the air with a circular hand motion. “No. I didn’t say that. What I said was, ‘I didn’t mean to interrupt.’ There.”
 
   Lila answered. “We were both surprised, that’s all. We’re too stuffed with great food for good conversation. It’s your own fault.”
 
   Martha accepted that with a look that said she appreciated a gracious lie as well as anyone, then shifted her attention to Crow. His expression softened gradually. He was a different man when he said, “Nothing to interrupt, ma’am. We were just talking about dogs.”
 
   Martha said, “Mary Calhoun was telling me her boy leaned against your pickup and your dog sort of rose up out of nowhere and stared out the window at him. Didn’t make a sound. Just stared. Scared the boy spitless.”
 
   Crow protested. “You see a pickup with out of state plates and hear there’s a big dog in it and you decide it’s all mine.”
 
   “I deduce. Like Sherlock Holmes.” Martha struck a quick pose, then, “When Eddie - the Calhoun boy - said there was a Marine Corps decal in the window, I knew it had to be you. Neck as stiff as a railroad tie. You retired?”
 
   Another voice, familiar, said “Who’s retired?”
 
   Lila looked up to see Pastor Richards rejoining them. 
 
   Martha said, “This gentleman, I believe. Marine Corps.” 
 
   Before Crow could speak Lila interjected, “You were a Marine? You never said. I didn’t see any decal.” 
 
   Crow told Lila, “It never came up. Decal’s on the rear window. Would have been hard for you to see.” Turning to Martha, he said, “Yes. Retired Marine.” Then it was the Pastor’s turn. Crow told him, “A few years ago.” Then he was back to Martha, “If there’s ever a Busybody Olympics, you’re a cinch for gold.”
 
   Martha said, “And put up with all that publicity? Pooh. For some of us, just knowing you’re the best is enough.”
 
   Pastor Richards said, “Sir, you don’t look old enough to be retired from anything, much less something as strenuous as military service.”
 
   “Lots of fresh air and exercise, Padre.”
 
   “I’m a pastor, sir, not a priest.”
 
   Crow said, “And I'm enlisted, not an officer. No sirs, please. Padre's an old habit. The men who taught me called our chaplains Padre. Sorry.”
 
   “You served your twenty?”
 
   “Plus two.”
 
   Lila said, “His name’s Carter Crow. He prefers to be called Crow.”
 
   Martha said, “Well, I’ve got to go scare more customers. I’m glad you enjoyed your dinner. Wasn’t it delicious? I don’t know how I do it, really.” 
 
   The Pastor watched her go, chuckling, telling Crow, “The worst part of it is, she’s as good as she thinks she is. Hard to take sometimes.”
 
   Lila said, “And just when you think you can’t stand another minute of her, she does something so sweet you want to hug her to pieces.”
 
   Crow’s wince made it clear how he felt about that. Lila couldn’t resist grinning to make him know she’d caught him out. 
 
   Pastor Richards spoke to Lila, serious now. “I ran into Van outside. That’s why I’m back. He said he dropped by Bake’s earlier. Told me you two talked. Lawton’s name came up. Van also said you’re still turning him down.” Richards shot a quick glance at Crow and added, “Van’s a contractor and developer. Wants Lila to sell him Bake’s old place.”
 
   Clasping the Pastor’s hand, she said, “You’re a friend. Lawton’s a... unpleasant.” She explained to Crow, “Edward Lawton’s the local banker. He thinks me and my restoration project are losers. I’m going around him, going to a different bank in the city.” She shifted in her chair, took back her hand. She said, “Crow’s interested in fishing. Any suggestions?”
 
   Richards clearly disapproved of being shunted off the original subject. Nevertheless, hope crept into his question for Crow. “Fly fisherman?” 
 
   “I try. Mostly I just enjoy the experience. The fish usually win.”
 
   The Pastor beamed. “That’s me; I try. ‘Let us search and try our ways, and turn again unto the Lord.’ Lamentations. Almost too appropriate.”
 
   Lila said, “Don’t let him kid you. He knows every fish in the Fortymile and Lake Connolly.”
 
   The Pastor laughed. “I get one once in a while. The power of prayer, you know..”
 
   Crow said, “Uh-huh. Occasionally. Prayer. I admire the way you use the language, Padre, but I don’t think I’ll play poker with you.”
 
   The Pastor faced Lila and burlesqued shock. “You heard that? Poker? The man’s psychic. Uncovered both my major vices.” Turning back to Crow, he said, “If you’re willing to tag along with an old man I can show you some interesting water tomorrow.”
 
   Lila braced for Crow’s refusal, hoping it wouldn’t be too curt. He said, “That’s generous, Padre. I’ll take you up on it.”
 
   Lila goggled at him.
 
   Richards said, “Good. But promise to at least try to quit calling me Padre. It makes me wonder if my collar got turned around.”
 
   Crow said, “I’ll agree to anything to make a man show me his best fishing hole.”
 
   The picture of ecclesiastic innocence, the Pastor said, “The word ‘best’ was never uttered, son. Now, if you’ll be here tomorrow morning - say six-thirty - we can be on the river an hour later. How’s that sound?” He rose, sure of the response.
 
   “Looking forward to it - Pastor.”
 
   Nodding, the Pastor faced Lila once again. “I’ll say good night, then. Don’t let men like Lawton and Vanderkirk stampede you. Do what’s best for you, all right?”
 
   “I will.” For one sinking moment, Lisa was sure the burning behind her eyes meant tears. She forced them back. 
 
   With Pastor Richards gone, she looked at Crow apologetically. “We shouldn’t have been talking about things that didn’t include you.”
 
   He winked. “You know how it tears me up to be left out.” 
 
   She felt comfortable enough with him now to laugh at that. 
 
   Crow insisted on paying for both meals, arguing that it had been a long time since he had dinner with an attractive woman and it would spoil the effect if he didn’t get to treat it like a date. In the end she agreed, feeling more squeamish about it than she was willing to admit. Worse than that, she had to secretly acknowledge a guilty pleasure in saving what dinner cost. She tried telling herself it was for a good cause. 
 
   Outside, they didn’t head directly to their vehicles. Without a word, they walked together across Main street and into Lupine’s riverbank park. It was the crown of what the locals called Old Lupine, differentiating the area from the more modern area settled by the later arrivals. 
 
   Built to distance the original townsite from the Fortymile’s spring rise, the park was threaded by gravel paths spotted with benches. Clipped grass carpeted grounds between maples, cedars, firs, and oaks grown stately over the years. The river was a long arc. Boulders littered the near-bank shallows. Some hid, only the roiling water above them revealing their presence. Others jutted high, tearing the surface in swirling rents Deeper water beyond the action gleamed a mysterious black. The sound of the whole was a droned story of distant beginnings and an even more distant end. 
 
   Still unspeaking, Crow and Lila settled on one of the benches. They remained quiet for so long Lila wondered if Crow was too uncomfortable to break it. The more she thought about it, though, the more she convinced herself he was simply enjoying himself. 
 
   As she was. She found herself thinking how long it had been since she felt so at ease. Still, there was a disturbing puzzlement that his presence was part of the reason. Surreptitiously, she turned her head just enough to study his profile against the moonlight. At that angle, in that light, it was even more uncompromising than she remembered.
 
   Only pain did that to people.
 
   What had hurt him so much he was required to deny it every waking minute? 
 
   The little she'd said about herself relieved her. Not that she felt better, exactly. Lighter? That wasn't it. 
 
   It was close.
 
   Close. 
 
   The word carried shock. She felt close to him, as if he'd taken on some of her burden. He wasn't simply beside her on a park bench. He was at her side. 
 
   Same words. Totally different meaning. 
 
   He got to his feet so quickly she made a small involuntary sound of surprise. He was brusque. “I have to go. Major’s been cooped up a long time. He needs walked.” He hesitated. Lila waited, tensing. Finally, he resumed. “Don’t think I don’t appreciate you and your friends. You all are kind. You think I’m probably dealing with that post-traumatic stress business. I’m not. I have my dreams, sure. Like anyone. Anyone who lives with enough stress, it'll leave its mark, but you live through it. I’m exactly the way I want to be. Don't be thinking you’ve been sitting here next to a bomb, okay?”
 
   She put out a hand to shake his. He barely touched it. She said, “That makes us even. I was worried you were thinking you were sitting next to a basket case. I don’t understand you, but I was never afraid of that. I’ve got enough trouble trying to understand me.”
 
   He said, “We're ok then. Thanks for a fine evening. Things will work out for you. Keep fighting, hear? And tell Zasu there’s no hard feelings.”
 
   It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him it was time for her to go, too. She wanted to stretch the moment, walk beside him to the other side of the street. She gestured toward the water, willing him to linger. She said, “I used to listen to this old river and imagine the bad things in my life falling in. The water’s so cold it made them too weak to escape. The current would carry them far, far away.” 
 
   Crow didn’t move. Her voice took on a child’s wistfulness. “It used to work. Not so much anymore. Once you grow up, troubles always find their way back.” Embarrassment made her suddenly hearty. She reached for his hand again for a confiding squeeze. “Goodbye, Crow, you rambling man. You’re a better friend than you know.”
 
    
 
   *         *          *          *          *
 
    
 
   At his pickup, Crow looked at his hand before opening the door. For a ridiculous moment he wondered - if he tried hard enough - if he could feel a lingering trace of her warmth. His mind cast back over the day and he was staggered by how easily the old memories rushed in to blast away the small, new, pleasure of it.
 
   He pressed a fist against the window glass. Aloud, he said, “I’m not lonely. And what if I am, sometimes? It doesn’t bother me.”
 
   He thought of Lila’s fantasy river that captured trouble and his smile was gentle. 
 
   Major was having no gentle smiles or troubled minds. In a whirl of excitement, he was barking both welcome and indignation at being left for so long. Crow climbed behind the steering wheel, fending off enthusiasm. Rolling down the street, he massaged the dog’s thick neck, saying, “I almost messed up, buddy. You’ve got to do better at reminding me; today’s all that counts. No yesterdays, no tomorrows, remember? You and me, we live in an everlasting present. Never forget. Never let me forget.”
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter5]Chapter 5 
 
   Lila purposely didn’t watch Crow leave. 
 
   She didn’t know why. Still, it took even more will to avoid turning when she heard the drum of his pickup's engine fill Front Street’s silence. 
 
   He was merely an interlude, she told herself, a dinner partner by coincidence. There was companionship, though. Almost wary at times, it was oddly fulfilling. The fulfilling part made her uneasy. That was quickly banished by the awareness of two people finding tendrils of understanding, learning it was safe to sympathize, safe to laugh at foibles as well as jokes.
 
   Memory had almost lost the times she’d experienced something like that. 
 
   Memory could be perverse, could forget good things and hoard pain. 
 
   Closing her eyes, accepting the comfortable curve of the bench, she thought back to Aunt Lila. “We’ll always be here,” Aunt Lila had said, “because Bake and I love you.” The words were burned in Lila’s memory. So was the sadness in the older woman when she realized that always was another of the well-meant fantasies we impose on children. In the pinched silence that followed the impossible promise Lila grasped mortality for the first time. The only thing that kept her from crying was Aunt Lila’s consoling caress and still another wishful assurance. “Any time you want to come here we want you.”
 
   All these years later, Lila deplored the unaware child who’d missed the greater truth. Why hadn’t she had the wit to intuit the cancer already coursing through the older woman?
 
   Some people told little white lies to avoid breaking a heart. 
 
   Others used deceit as an engine of destruction. 
 
   Lila wished her experience of falsehood had stopped with Aunt Lila. 
 
   Retreating from that knowledge, she sought safety in other reminiscence.
 
   Her aunt and uncle had no children. At one time she’d considered living with them. Her youthful ignorance scorned the notion. Lupine was nowhere. Loopy Lupine.
 
   Not that living at home was a winner.
 
   Usually Lila didn’t dwell on home. Tonight, though, lost in river-sound, enveloped in darkness, she felt more able to confront demons.
 
   With an unconscious grimace she thought of blithering to Crow about her secret technique for banishing trouble. That gem of childishness had been hidden for so long she’d almost forgotten it herself. At least she hadn’t told him how a sympathetic river whispered complicity, how it worked hard to prove a little girl’s belief that imaginings could be so wonderful they created truth.
 
   Well, why not confide in him? A little bit couldn’t hurt. Anyhow, he was already planning his getaway. 
 
   Maybe Crow was laughing about her right now. Eyes open, she straightened. 
 
   What if he was? So what?
 
   Think about Aunt Lila. Aunt Lila knew of the secret place, never asked where it was. 
 
   It had taken Lila far too long to realize how close to the edge the couple lived. The small store provided a sparse income. Bake’s outdoor skills made him a popular guide, but he always spoke of those spotty paydays as “sweetening the pot.” Aunt Lila had her own expression for her extra input; she gardened, shopped with a hawk's intensity for produce bargains, and “put things by” all summer. No wild blackberry was safe when she was on the prowl. Her jam jars glistened on the pantry shelves like jewels in a treasure cave. Her apple butter was dark brown temptation, a magical substance that Lila was sure could make angels veer off course. The words they used to describe their efforts to save a few dollars were cliche, but it was what they said, and that made it good. 
 
   Bake liked to say he and his Lila knew how to make do. He claimed if it wasn’t for coffee, sugar, and flour he wouldn’t give a whoop if the stores all closed down - except Bake’s Bait, of course. Aunt Lila would just smile when he said it. She knew it was bravado, and Lila always thought Aunt Lila loved him all the more for it. When things got really hard, Aunt Lila was the one who found a way out. She grew flowers and vegetables and sold them out in front at a roadside stall. She badgered Bake to teach her how to tie fishing flies; in short order she was one of the best. She did leatherwork and knitted scarves, sweaters, and hats during their near-snowbound winters and sold the products in the summer. 
 
   Bake knitted, too. It was the darkest secret of that old country boy’s life.
 
   Theirs was the happiest house Lila ever saw. The best part was sharing their fireplace evenings, the couple in their huge old leather chairs, herself on a fat sofa cushion beside one or the other. Sometimes they took turns reading aloud. Behind their voices the wood fire crackled and hissed, the smell soothing as balm. Once, snuggled next to Uncle Bake, Lila watched him reach out to his wife. Neither took their eyes from the page, so a sixth sense must have made Aunt Lila aware because she reached, too. Loving hands linked in knowing communion. 
 
   It was the sort of thing that made going home bleak. Not that her parents were cruel or distant. Not exactly. They were simply preoccupied. They had careers, friends, hobbies. Sometimes Lila and Les were allowed inside that world. Not often. A son and daughter were components, part of what defined the ideal family. 
 
   Childhood was hardly a frozen sea, though. Ceremony was scrupulously observed; Christmas brought wonderful presents, Thanksgiving was a feast (never just a celebration, but a well-staged event), and birthdays were truly memorable productions. But neither parent ever hugged her and said, “That’s just for being Lila.” Aunt Lila did. No one else ever showed up like Uncle Bake with a big dish of freshly made ice cream in the evening and said, “I don’t much want to sit out on the porch glider and eat all this alone. You interested?”
 
   In her own house, Lila listened to her mother’s constant complaint that her sister had married beneath her, that Uncle Bake was just a hippie. Lila’s brother, Les, agreed.
 
   Suddenly ashamed, Lila once more closed her eyes against the weight of the night and admitted that she hadn’t thought of Les in weeks, perhaps months. Les, so attractive, so full of life. So needful of more excitement, more fun, more girls, more speed. It was the speed that finished it. Fast car, alcohol, bridge abutment. Lila wondered what it said about her that she could never think of that night without a secret gladness that Les was by himself when it happened.
 
   At least Les had been so much in love with life he dove into it too deeply. Wasn’t it better that life end with a moment of joy suddenly transformed into an even shorter moment of explosive tragedy, rather than a grinding day-by-day diminishment? 
 
   Maybe. And maybe at the end Les realized he was a fool. 
 
   The thought turned on her, vicious as a scorpion. Les was a fool, yes, but his own fool. Not someone else’s. He destroyed himself. He didn’t wring his hands and watch someone else do it.
 
   Rising, she headed for her car. She wasn’t like Les. He had dreams. The difference between dreams and goals was that goals had roots in reality. 
 
   She was almost to Front Street when a man suddenly stepped from behind a tree. Alarm choked her. An involuntary hand flew to her throat.
 
   “It’s me,” Van said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”
 
   Air flooded Lila’s lungs, helped steady her knees. Her words were brittle. “You should have said something. What were you thinking?”
 
   His answer was injured. “I didn’t see you until you were right in front of me. You were off the path. That tree blocked my line of sight.” Quickly solicitous, he asked, “Are you okay? What’re you doing here by yourself? Alone, in the dark...” He left the rest unsaid.
 
   “I’ve only been here a few minutes. I was... just thinking.”
 
   Van came forward. “You’re headed home now?”
 
   “Absolutely.” She laughed. “It’s late. The store never lets me sleep in.”
 
   “Don’t get me started on that.” He moved to offer his arm. She took it in an exaggerated sweep as if playing along with a joke. Inwardly, she was glad for the comfort of the small intimacy. The fright still had her heart thumping like a tractor engine. She hoped he wouldn't feel the throb of it in her arm. Then she wondered if walking with him in the dark had anything to do with the pulse rate refusing to drop to normal. 
 
   Or was she thinking back to the moments with Crow?
 
   Is life so messy for other women? Any other woman?
 
   They stepped off together. He said, “I guess you’ve heard the saying, ‘If you’re self-employed you’ve got the meanest boss in town.’”
 
   “That’s a fact. I keep trying to call in sick, but she never gives me a break.”
 
   Van was quiet for a moment, then said, “Ah, the workload. Another great cue for me to jump in with our regular argument. We’ve had it so often I’m letting it pass.”
 
   Laughing again, Lila said, “You had to let me know you weren’t bringing it up, though.”
 
   He sounded embarrassed. “I did, didn’t I? Pretty dumb.”
 
   At her car, he leaned against the door when she reached for the handle. He said, “I’ve got tickets to the symphony night after tomorrow. Come with me. We can get an early start, have dinner, make it an evening. We’ll get back late, but the break’ll be good for you. If you sleep in the next morning, that mean boss of yours won’t know until it’s too late.”
 
   She looked up at him in disbelief. “You? The symphony?”
 
   He grinned and raised a foot, turning it back and forth. “See? Shoes. Regular city slicker. I even read a book once.”
 
   “Ouch. Okay, I deserved that. I just never thought...”
 
   He interrupted. “Never thought someone born to pour cement would do anything else.”
 
   “No, no; it’s not like that. I know all about your college degree, how you expanded your father’s business - all that. It’s just the symphony thing. It caught me off balance.” 
 
   “I’m glad I didn’t suggest the ballet. You’d probably have gone into shock.”
 
   Enjoying the game now, Lila told him, “I’d expect to see you dancing in the ballet as quickly as I’d expect to see you watching it. You actually go?”
 
   “Not really my thing.” Then, quickly, “I do try to schedule in the symphony often, though. It’s world class, you know? Come with me. We’ll have fun.”
 
   The temptation was huge. It had been over a year since she’d been to the city and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been to a symphony. Now that she thought of it, about the only live music in her life was the Fourth of July parade. Of course, there was that night at the Silver Dollar. By accident she'd decided to eat there the night they had a country band and dancing. After waving off the third lame pickup line she threw her money on the table and stormed out, growling about Lupine’s no-class newcomers. That only made her feel like a relic which, of course, fueled more anger. All in all, not fun. 
 
   Van put a gentle hand on her shoulder. Still, it’s weight and the sense of his strength quickened her breath. He said, “Why think about it so hard? Let’s just do it.”
 
   The voice calling from up the block separated them like guilty schoolchildren. “Van? Ms. Milam?”
 
   Van groaned, then, “Yeah, it’s us, Edward.” To Lila, he half-whispered, “The man’s timing is disgusting.”
 
   Lila whispered back. “Give him full credit. Lots about him is disgusting.” .
 
   In the half-light between Front Street’s widely-spaced lamp posts, the approaching Edward Lawton still looked like a banker. In a town where informal dress was the norm, he wore a flaring open overcoat over a suit. He sported a British motoring cap. Lila was sure his necktie cost more than her entire ensemble, including underwear and shoes. She gritted her teeth. “Good evening, Mr. Lawton. How are you tonight?”
 
   “Edward, please.” He corrected her as he came around the front of the car to join them on the driver’s side. A smile bared small teeth. Lila thought of a sleek fox. His handshake was firm, warm. Lila remembered reading a Hollywood adage that once you learn to fake sincerity, the rest is easy. 
 
   She wanted out. “I hate to sound anti-social, but it’s late and tomorrow’s another work day. I was just leaving.”
 
   Van’s look was hurt. He told Edward, “Lila was doing some river-gazing when I came along.”
 
   She said, “And it’s time I got home.”
 
   Edward shook his head and looked paternal. telling her, “I hope you know how much I admire everything you’re doing, despite our situation. You never get discouraged. That’s character.”
 
   “Well, thanks.” Lila made it as sugary as she could. “Does that mean you’re rethinking my loan application?”
 
   Edward chided gently. “You know I’d never talk about your business in front of another party.” He nodded at Van.
 
   Van said, “I’ll talk about it. There ought to be something you can do.”
 
   “I wish there were. If it was up to me...” He gestured futility. “My hands are tied. The board... The times... The business is full of obstacles.”
 
   Lila tried not to growl. “It’s full of something,” 
 
   Edward stiffened. His gaze twitched toward Van. When Van kept his silence, Edward looked back to Lila. He said, “I wish you had some idea of the pressures on me. In the larger scheme of things, your own case is quite minor, frankly. Just so you know, there are those connected to my bank who’ve severely criticized my judgment on the original loan. You look at your dream and it blinds you to everything else.” Again, his thin smile bared those fox teeth. Lila pictured a chicken feather stuck there.
 
   She said, “Your bank's the one that's blind. Don't all businesses start with borrowed money? You can't make money if I can't.”
 
   Edward repeated his weary gesture of helplessness. “Ms. Milam, it’s not as if... If I could...” He shrugged to a stop.
 
   It was all Lila needed to push her over the edge. She said, “You can’t even finish a sentence. Why did I ever expect you to actually do something?”
 
   Oozing dignity, Edward told Van. “It’s been a pleasure talking to you.” He accented the “you,” and included Lila, but with a glare. She returned it. He strode off. 
 
   Van said, “Cool. That should wrap up any chance you had.”
 
   Defiantly, Lila said, “I don’t care. I begged him for help. He said I should sell. He said you’d make me a good offer.”
 
   “I never talked to him about it. He knows I’d treat the property right. You do, too.”
 
   “I don’t want to sell. Can’t anyone understand that?” She opened her car door.
 
   “No, I don’t understand, but I still did everything you asked. I hated going behind Edward’s back to try to get him to do something that could get him in serious trouble. What I do understand is that you’re being unreasonable.”
 
   The heat of her anger turned to ice. She said, “Forgive me,” and slipped onto the car seat, slamming the door. 
 
   Through the glass, Van went on. “He’s right about dreams, Lila; they blind you. This thing’s too much. Let me help you before you get yourself in trouble.”
 
   For a long moment, she held his gaze, then, “You don’t get it, do you? Look, I like you, I really do. I appreciate all you’ve done. Just don’t think you know me. You think running up a bunch of debt is what I’d call trouble? It’s not even significant.” She started the car, pulling away from the curb so quickly Van leaped back. 
 
   Speeding around the corner, she lowered the window, relishing the frigid slash of night air. By the time she reached home she was shivering. Her headlights pinned the old building against the darkness, picked out its every haggard flaw. She turned off the engine and slumped against the steering wheel. Softly, the words not much more than accent to the chill fog of her breath, she repeated what she’d said to Van; “...not even significant.” She forced a laugh meant to be scornful. It tasted like acid and sounded worse. 
 
    
 
   *          *          *          *          *
 
    
 
   Five minutes after Lila left him, Van had walked the few blocks to Edward Lawton’s parked car. He opened the passenger side and slid in. The banker greeted him sourly. “It took you long enough to get rid of her. It gave me time to think. You want that property? Get it on your own. I’m not taking any more crap from that idiot. If she talked the preacher out of a few bucks, let him and God worry about her.”
 
   At the closing of the door, the overhead light turned off and a conspiratorial darkness claimed both men. Van told Edward, “Calm down, man; we’re cool. You did a great job. Better than you know. She’s a fighter, all right.”
 
   Edward was startled by admiration tinging Van’s last remark. His physical interest in her was natural; she was quite pretty. Van would never understand that her good manners were just a cosmetic paste over a ridiculously high opinion of herself. Edward prided himself that he’d picked up on her nasty stubborn streak immediately. Still, that obstinacy seemed to be exactly what Van found attractive. It was a relief when his companion continued in a normal manner. “A good private detective could find out. If she got money from Richards, I mean."
 
   Pulling back, Edward snorted.“So what if she did? His church loans money to every loser that comes along. That bunch of clowns on the board? They do what he tells them. Anyhow, a private peeper? Why? What’s that cost?”
 
    “I’ll take care of it. I think it's suspicious no one's ever mentioned any loan to her from the church. Something's going on.”
 
   Edward grinned. “Maybe in more ways than you want to think about. Your face when she walked out of Martha’s with that guy? And when they were sitting in the park? You looked like you could chew nails.”
 
   The silence that followed was crushing. Edward squirmed. He'd crossed a line, didn't know if he'd be able to get back over it. When Van spoke again, his tone was reasonable and the more frightening for it. “I get what I want. Never forget that. Never tell me what I want or how I should do anything.” 
 
   Even as Edward responded, he cursed the idiotic pride that forced sharp-edged, foolish words out of his mouth. “I think you want that woman as much as you want the property. Maybe even more.” 
 
   Surprisingly, to Edward’s immense relief, Van answered as if to himself. “She’d be a good partner. Not in any real business sense, of course. Women protect things. If it’s not trees or ducks or weeds no one ever heard of, it’s employees who don’t pull their weight. I learned a lot from my first wife.” He faced Edward. “Yes, I want Lila as much as I want the property. That broken down shack and her crazy dreams about it are ridiculous. That nut-job preacher's a bad influence. What I’m doing is for her own good.”
 
   “You'll never prove Andy Richards fiddled his own books. And she's smart about her money - give her that. Keeps up the interest payments on the loan we gave her when she first came to us. She keeps a few hundred in checking with us. That trust will keep her alive, but not much more than that.” 
 
   Val opened the door and quickly slammed it shut. He raised his voice so Edward could hear inside.“Divorce taught me plenty about hidden assets." He leaned forward, aggressive. A white grin flickered in the darkness. "We're all naked in today's world. All the secret chinks in our armor are there for anyone who knows how to look. I'll open her life like a book. You made me confront that I want her. Now I'll show you I meant it when I said I get what I want."
 
    
 
   *          *          *          *          *
 
    
 
   Across the street, Pastor Richards was leaving his church. Van’s words carried clearly. Crackling menace in the voice made him huddle deeper into the shadows of the covered entry. In seconds, both Van and Edward had driven away.
 
   It was a long time before the Pastor stirred. When he did, he moved swiftly, searching the sleeping streets like a man pursued. Hunched over, pulled into himself, he finally stopped to turn a fearful face skyward. He muttered in pain. “Why, Lord? You let me believe I was forgiven. You know I've repented, lived in remorse. Lila Milam doesn't deserve to be caught up in what happened in things long dead. No one does. Please, don't confound those who've trusted me. I pray you'll protect my secret. If you can't, let any cost fall only on me.” 
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter6]Chapter 6 
 
   The first intimation of dawn over Lupine was the shimmering fade of eastern stars. Black-on-black outlines of mountains - stealthy as thieves, confident as lions - shouldered into view bringing increasing expectation. When the sun cascaded over the peaks, however, that was a blast of raw power strong enough to instantly renew the farms, the forests, the Fortymile, the town itself. 
 
   Crow drank it in like wine, parked just down the street from Martha’s restaurant. He lowered the pickup window to savor energized air. He wished he could bathe his face in it. It was that good. 
 
   Night had been bad. What he called the red dreams came in full force. Wave after wave of faceless, shrieking enemies, obscure in smoke as rich as blood. They carried obsidian black weapons. Their shine pierced the red darkness the same way bullets and steel shards pierced flesh. Friend and foe alike screamed and stank alike in a perverse brotherhood of killing.
 
   Usually he slept through the dreams. If they woke him, however, he never allowed himself to sleep further that night. If he dropped off too soon after a red dream, memories of Patricia always followed. The memories weren’t real dreams. They were abrupt visions that licked across his mind like grass fires and filled his soul with longing. It was the only time he ever admitted being lonely. 
 
   The red dreams were preferable. They were evil, an enemy to confront and be crushed. Sometimes they came with real memories. Young men - good men - destroyed. They screamed. Some cried, not always from physical pain. They mourned their own loss. Companions could only mourn with them, for them. And for themselves. 
 
   War took too much. A man couldn't let it destroy him once the fighting stopped. It tried. It insinuated itself into the mind. Beating it was as necessary, as ordinary, as taking cover from small arms fire. 
 
   Crow listened to the doctors, the nurses, the experts. He admitted nothing, allowed them to see nothing. They knew more than he ever would. What they didn't know was him. He was his problem. No one forced him into the furnace that forged him. He did what he did because it was right. It was his responsibility to get past the leftover damage. 
 
   He'd looked at his own torn flesh, watched his blood cascade onto dirt that lapped it up as carelessly as it absorbed rainwater. Later, he told himself was healed. What happened had nothing to do with the thing trying to eat his mind. Bandages and medicines turned wounds into scars, straightforward reminders of injury. There wasn't any medicine for the red dreams. There was resolve. 
 
   And he'd avoided the incoherent memory flashes of Patricia. In the semi-dreams, most of the time she seemed sad, or worried. When she did smile, it was the one he remembered most clearly from the goodbyes; courage hiding fear. Not once, not ever, did it occur to him her fear might be for herself as well as for him. 
 
   That shamed him. Now. Too late.
 
   More and more now she appeared further away. Still loving, still wanting to help, too often achingly unhappy. 
 
   It wasn't the way she'd been when she was by his side. She supported. She voiced her concerns - she could make her point with a vigor that rocked the house - but when he chose a course, she'd set the sails and work to make it happen. This new, sorrowful image was disturbing. 
 
   Love was still there. 
 
   Crow shook himself as if throwing off rainwater. A quick tremor in his stomach warned him to stop thinking about all of it. Aloud he said, "Fool. Poking a stick through a fence at a bad dog. Just move on." The sound of his voice was affirming. What happened wasn't the real issue. What counted was that he'd beaten it again. He'd been robbed of a little rest; he'd handle that. He always did. He was winning. 
 
   A look at his watch told him he should be alert for the Pastor's arrival.
 
   Morning had actually started for Crow shortly after three. Busying himself organizing fishing equipment that was already perfect kept him from nodding off. 
 
   Oddly, when he was working on the tackle was the only time he caught himself remembering his old smoking habit. The near-mystic routine of the addiction had held him as tightly as the nicotine. It started with removing the crinkling cellophane of the fresh pack, then rapping the bottom on a hard surface to properly tamp the tobacco in those white tubes. Next came tearing a neat square opening in the top (he’d been a true-blue old-fashioned Camels man, soft pack). Only then did a smoker strike the pack against a finger. The exact angle was important; the impact must drive a single cigarette (at most, two) forward. Of course, the selected cigarette had to be tapped, as well. Lighting took real dexterity. The match (lighters were acceptable, but vaguely effete) was held pointing inward between the first and second fingers so that, when struck, it was immediately cupped in both hands. A real smoker could stand on the bow of a ship breasting a gale and light up on the first try.
 
   Crow marveled at how hard he’d worked to destroy himself. He threw back his shoulders and stretched, glancing down at Major. The dog dozed, pressed against his master so any movement would wake him. That precaution overlooked his own twitches and noises. Crow assumed he was running and playing. He smiled to himself, wondering if dogs comprehended envy. 
 
   He'd arrived at his meeting site early enough to see the restaurant crew arrive. Not far behind were the commuters ready for their start-up coffee and breakfast. 
 
   After them came the early-riser cronies. Crow enjoyed how they ambled, plainly men who now let time serve them, rather than the reverse. They were older, familiar enough with each other to recognize a friend’s stride a block away and wave greetings. Jackets and sweaters were wrinkled and comfortable, a match for the lined, tested faces. Hats were universal - mostly baseball caps - and universally disreputable. 
 
   Crow knew that once inside each would pull up his chair at his place at his table and give the waitress his regular order. She’d call them all "Hon," or Doll." They knew some basic facts about her. She knew more about them than some of their wives. 
 
   Outsiders hardly touched their fellowship, very rarely penetrated it. In a sense, Crow knew them all. He’d had his coffee and the breakfast special in more places like Martha’s than he could count. The cronies talked about everything and argued about all of it. Crow considered it a point of honor to never eavesdrop. Still, it was hard to avoid some of the group’s stronger feelings or louder punch lines. 
 
   Sometimes he’d seen a group break up leaving a lone man behind. With the others gone, the one left would sag. Eyes that sparkled a few minutes earlier would burn out. The waitress would almost always come by and chat. The gratitude in the man's smile could bruise your heart.
 
   Spotting Pastor Richard’s approach, Crow leaned out the lowered window and waved. The action woke Major. He stood, looked out, and wagged his tail furiously. Crow lowered the window on Major's side. Pastor Richards came there and scratched behind Major’s ear. The dog lunged and tried to lick off his new friend’s after-shave. Pastor Richards dodged, chuckling. He said, “Morning, Crow. Friendly fellow, this one. What’s his name?”
 
   Crow told him and Pastor Richards laughed. Crow said, “He’s usually friendly, but he’s really taken to you.”
 
   The Pastor winked. “Common ground. Animals and religious have an understanding. Look at St. Francis.”
 
   “You’re Protestant. Didn’t think you’d have much to do with saints.”
 
   “You some kind of theologian? A good man’s a good man. St. Francis or Frankie DeAssisi, it’s all the same.”
 
   “Just surprised me, is all.”
 
   “Secret of being a good preacher. If you can’t dazzle them with discourse, mesmerize ‘em with malarkey.”
 
   “You cleaned that up a lot.”
 
   For the second time, Crow saw the Pastor glow with innocence. “Really? I was sure that’s how it went.”
 
   Crow snorted. “I’m beginning to get a handle on you. You’re one of those sneaky preachers. Bring a man to Jesus talking forgiveness, good times, milk and honey. Forget to mention the fire and brimstone. Tricky.”
 
   Pastor Richard’s bland sincerity never wavered. “Whatever it takes, son. A properly cast fly or a good sermon: I bring my catch to the net any way I can. So are we ready to stalk the wary steelhead in his watery lair? Just leave your truck. We have cops but they won’t pay any attention to how long you’re parked unless the machine actually rusts so badly it stains the street.”
 
   “We can just walk? To good fishing?”
 
   “Yep. People come from everywhere to fish the Fortymile. They figure when they get here they ought to suffer some to make it worthwhile. The local guides oblige them, take them way upriver.”
 
   Shrugging into his vest, Crow gathered his gear, rolled up the windows, and got out. Major shivered and whined eagerness until Crow commanded, “Come.” 
 
   The dog leaped to the ground and coursed ahead of them, ecstatic. Within a few hundred yards and across two barbed wire fences they were in forest.
 
   An hour later, Major was still romping in all directions. Crow was less vigorous. 
 
   Peculiarities of terrain and haphazard boundary-setting in the past created an unusual upper Fortymile valley. The eastern side of the river scoured very rugged ground - sheer vertical cliffs in some places - throughout its length. The western bank was also too steep and irregular for any sort of serious farming for quite a distance. Beyond that, however, ancient lava flow had formed a relatively flat valley floor. Timber companies had clearcut that long ago. Soon after, however, a great swath became protected and the earliest replacement growth was approaching its first century. 
 
   It was a place that would normally bring out Crow’s best. At that moment, however, his scowl spoke of something less than delight. 
 
   Pastor Richards scaled rock walls like a goat late for lunch. Now he was crossing a fallen log over a deep draw and its rushing stream without altering manner or pace. Crow exercised considerably more deliberation. Major considered the log briefly, raced down the slope, jumped the creek, and scrambled up the far side. He sat and waited for Crow. 
 
   Muttering about muscle-headed beasts with no loyalty or appreciation, Crow marched on.
 
   Eventually the Pastor led the way down a nearly invisible trail to a sandy bank. Stopping, holding up a hand, he grinned at Crow and whispered, “Hear them? The fish, talking? They’re telling each other how easily they’ll frustrate us. Little do the poor things suspect the skill, the artistry, of their adversaries.”
 
   Setting down his gear, Crow checked his watch. For an hour and a half they’d held to a near-running pace. He calculated at least three miles, probably more, all of it wicked terrain. 
 
   Pastor Richards said, “Sorry it took so long. Not as agile as I used to be. Still, it gave you time to appreciate what we’ve got. Beautiful, isn’t it?”
 
   “Lovely.” Crow squelched most of the sarcasm in the answer. 
 
   “It’s an old preacher’s cliché, I know, but I always feel closer to God in a place like this.”
 
   Under his breath, Crow muttered, “If God were anywhere in these woods today, you’d have run over Him, you old race horse.”
 
   “Beg pardon? Couldn’t quite hear that.” 
 
   “Just thinking out loud. How old are you?”
 
   “Seventy-two. Sometimes it startles me. Been here more than forty years. Wasn’t quite thirty when I got here.”
 
   Crow said, “If you don’t mind me saying, that seems pretty young to hole up in a place like Lupine.”
 
   “Look around, son. Name a better place.”
 
   “Country’s full of nice places. I can understand why you came here. Not sure I understand why you stayed.”
 
   Whatever the expression was that touched the Pastor Richard’s features, it came and went far too quickly for Crow to identify. He quickly changed the subject. “Did those talking fish say what they were looking for? I thought this might work.” He held out a small pink and white concoction, all bristles and wings. “Is a number two all right?”
 
   For the next few minutes, pulling on waders and inspecting knots while they talked, the two men discussed the finer points of outwitting a creature with a brain the size of buckshot. They were clearly unaware of any irony. In the end, Pastor Richards provided Crow a personally designed fly, another bit of bristly pink and white up front that trailed into a pink fan at the rear. Thin metallic threads added glitter to the fan part. The Pastor said, "It's a dry fly. A little chancy in these waters, but worth a try just for the excitement of seeing a coho rise up and smite it."
 
    They parted company then, the Pastor directing Crow upstream to a point that offered access to two deep pools. Beyond that, near the opposite shore, a jumble of large boulders rose out of the water. The Pastor pointed it out. "That rock garden there? I pulled a good one out of there."
 
   Crow liked the look of those rocks. Casting among them without getting snagged would be tricky. Downstream of each would be a holding eddy where fish could lurk, conserving energy while waiting for something interesting to drift past. Upstream, the pressure wave could be just as productive, if a bit more demanding. The real mystery was why they struck at all; they didn't feed after entering fresh water. Crow always figured they were just mad at the world. All that hard work to get upstream, a few minutes to spawn, then keel over and die - plenty of reason to make them cranky. He mumbled to himself; "Ours not to reason why..."
 
   Major scampered along with his master, whining anxiety when Crow entered the water. For a while he paced, finally settling, anxiously alert.
 
   An hour later Pastor Richards whooped. “Fish on! Did I tell you? Deadliest bug on the river. Look at that run!”
 
   The hooked fish fought. It raced upstream to still water under a cutbank and stopped, playing dead. When Pastor Richards reeled in slack, it sped into action again, dashing back and forth in unpredictable bursts. Suddenly it was off downstream. Like a telltale pointing finger, the line hissed through the water. 
 
   The action transfixed Crow. He’d seen it or participated in it hundreds of times, but the battle never failed to fascinate him. 
 
   Anticlimactically, Pastor Richards finally netted his catch, a silvery force of at least eight pounds. It took him only seconds to extract the hook and release it. He grinned upstream at Crow as he stepped onto dry land. “Your turn. Remember: ‘But if we hope for that we see not, then do we with patience wait for it.’” 
 
   Wryly, Crow smiled back. Steelhead weren’t so easy to come by that two men could anticipate they’d both catch one on the same morning in the same place. Nevertheless, he went back to work. Immediately, he was too involved to worry about being skunked. The slash of the rod, the grace of the line, the need to concentrate on the exact positioning of the fly - it was all pleasure. 
 
   And then that world exploded into primal, beautiful, contest.
 
   Crushing the lure, the fish struck so hard the sucking sound of its intake was clear against the background murmur of the river. A large swirl marked its return to deeper water and Crow was in a fight. 
 
   Major broke his silent vigil, scrabbling to his feet, racing up and down the small beach, barking encouragement. 
 
   Pastor Richards cheered as if salvation was at hand.
 
   The fish dove and sulked. Then it raced downstream. In an instant it had turned and surged the other way. Crow hauled in line like a demented sailor. Twice it pulled that trick. The second time the line went dead slack. Crow groaned and assumed he’d lost. That was when the fish shot clear into the air, a berserk silver missile twisting to throw the galling hook. 
 
   Crow stopped breathing. The hook held. 
 
   The animal’s sheer spirit could overcome incredible obstacles, forge through days of constantly swimming upstream. Spirit and instinct could outwit or outspeed predators. Spirit even enabled the fish to suffer through foul pollutants nature had nothing to do with. 
 
   In the end, it was the combination of savvy and equipment that won. Spirit couldn’t outlast the unforgiving flex of a graphite rod, a perfectly controlled fly line, years of accumulated knowledge. Muscle wearied. Courage alone couldn’t serve. The fish came to the net in exhausted defeat.
 
   Gently, Crow slipped the metal ring under his prize and lifted. The fish was so big its head extended part way up the handle. The tail drooped outside the ring on the far end. 
 
   Sunlight struck its silver scales to a mirror gleam. Black spots glittered like crystalline insets.
 
   Crow told it, “They don’t get better than you, big fellow. I thank you.”
 
   The black and gold eye looked directly into his. The gills flared, closed. The hard-lined mouth gaped wide. 
 
   With no perceptible movement, the fish spat the hook like a watermelon seed.
 
   Predator and prey continued to look at each other for an interminable moment. 
 
   The least flick of the man’s hand and his catch would tumble into the mesh and be hoisted helplessly.
 
   Crow tilted the net. No more than a hair. 
 
   Swift as a spark in the night, the fish was gone. Crow stared at the rippling water as if waking, uncertain if there had even been a splash. 
 
   Then he grinned.
 
   Pastor Richard’s hand on his shoulder turned him around. The lined features were thoughtful. “That was a monster. A trophy. Not everyone would release it.”
 
   Crow rubbed a hand across unshaven bristles. He said, “I’m not sure I did. I wouldn’t want to have the net under him again. I don’t know which way I’d move.”
 
   “You did it this time. Next time’ll take care of itself.” Pastor Richards moved shoreward. Over his shoulder, he said, “You better come calm down this big mutt. He’s having a conniption.”
 
   Major wasn’t ready to do anything as rash as leap into the cold Fortymile. With ludicrous daintiness, he minced back and forth through the shallows, barking huge celebration of Crow’s safe return. Despite concern for his own comfort, however, Major had no qualms about slathering Crow with his wet, muddy self.
 
   Crow took it with a practiced gruffness that had no visible effect on the dog and entertained the Pastor. When the confrontation calmed, he told Crow, “I think I’m ready to eat. What say we head back to civilization?”
 
   “You sure Lupine fits?”
 
   “Close enough. Not so sophisticated you and I won’t impress everyone with our Nimrod prowess, though. Bragging about hunting and fishing’s Lupine’s major indoor entertainment.” He paused, then, “You hunt much?”
 
   “Not at all.” Crow shook his head while he prepared his gear. “Do some target shooting. Rarely.”
 
    "Same here. No hunting, I mean. Sort of gave up on it long ago.” Together they started up the steep bank. Pastor Richards continued, “I quit one day when the man I was with said we hunt and kill because we love the things we hunt and killing them gives us possession. It happens I was holding a ringneck pheasant in my hands. Colors and patterns like something dropped straight from heaven. What that man said suddenly sounded so unspeakably self-delusional it sickened me. What makes anyone think that killing a thing you love makes it yours?”
 
   Crow’s words ripped, cruel as a saw. “Some would say that sometimes that's the only love that's left.” 
 
   Pastor Richards stopped, whirled, and looked directly into Crow’s eyes. “That’s a very impressive answer, my friend. I won’t ask where it came from. But it makes me wonder if you might want to think about one of my favorite passages: ‘We are troubled on every side, but not distressed; we are perplexed, but not in despair.’ I always took that to mean a person soldiers on. Keeps the faith, if you will.”
 
   “Maybe so,” Crow said. “Faith’s a strange thing. It can betray you.” 
 
   Pastor Richards broke away from the other man's challenging gaze, almost shamed by his sense of escape when Crow's too-penetrating eyes were no longer scraping at his own deepest layers of existence. Not until Crow had taken several steps did Pastor Richards' mind take him back to the beautiful pheasant and how, in death, the fire of life in its eyes emptied. 
 
   Still at the Pastor’s feet, watching him, Major cocked his head, uneasy. Suddenly, realizing his master was leaving, the dog rose and shook as if scattering uncomprehended misgivings. He galloped off, carefree as ever. The Pastor hurried to catch Crow.
 
   Pastor Richards knew better than to pry further into Crow’s words. Still, an inner need deviled him to press ahead. He tried to diminish his question with a lightly conversational tone. “You’ll have to forgive me, but your position on faith sounds like what I’d hear from an atheist or an agnostic. You don’t strike me as either. Can I ask - Exactly what are you telling me about you and God?”
 
   Crow stopped, chin tucked in, shoulders hunched, hostile. “Anyone else, Padre, I’d make them understand how rude that is.” 
 
   Hair bristled the length of the Pastor’s arms. He shook his head. "Never mind, son. I didn't think you'd feel so strongly or I'd never have asked. You're right. It was rude."
 
   Crow continued as if not hearing the words. He said, “This one time I’ll answer you. I don’t talk about God. I do talk to Him. He never answers. That’s ok, too, because He doesn't seem to care much about what I say. People like you like to tell me His eye's on the sparrow. Maybe so. But if it's on me, too, I'd just as soon He looked the other way."
 
    The walk back to Lupine was slow and heavy. Conversation finally resumed. It never strayed beyond fish stories. 
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter7]Chapter 7 
 
   Martha slapped down the menus and an ultimatum. “First things first, boys. Order. Then I’ll listen to as many lies as I have time for.”
 
   It pleased Pastor Richards to see a slow smile crease Crow’s face. Behind his own forced grin was hidden regret for paining Crow so deeply. 
 
   Crow said, “Keep feeding me the way you have been and I’ll tell you wonderful lies all the time.” 
 
   The Pastor said, “Careful, son. Many a man's thought Martha’s greatest attraction was her food and learned that her charm is what gets them. You heard her call me boy? There's no end to the woman's wiles.”
 
   “Oh, hush.” Martha’s cheeks went pink. “You’re all boys. You get bigger and older, but never change. Are you going to eat or just sit there smelling like wet dog and sweat and river muck and Lord knows what? Excuse the expression, Pastor.”
 
   “No excusing needed, dear. It happens the Lord actually does know what. A Reuben sandwich, please, and coffee.”
 
   “What about your cholesterol?”
 
   The Pastor patted her hand. “A sandwich won't finish me. You worry too much.”
 
   Martha turned to Crow for support. “Lives all alone, him and his gunky arteries. Old fool thinks he’s immortal.”
 
   Crow said, “If you could see him cover ground you might want to rethink 'old.' And no man can know a river the way he does and be a fool. Best bring him his sandwich.”
 
   She made a face. “Sure, take his side. You going to order today? I’ve got other customers, you know.”
 
   “Grilled ham and cheese,” Crow said. “Devil take the cholesterol.”
 
   “He’ll take something,” Martha said, giving them both a look, and swished away.
 
   Crow raised his chin in her direction. “You two go back a long way.”
 
   The Pastor’s smile was an image of memory waking. “Watched her kids grow up. One son’s a dermatologist in Chicago, the other an airline pilot, works out of Miami. Wonderful kids, great people. Three grandkids.”
 
   “Her husband?”
 
   “He was working on their roof. Fell off. Stupid, pointless accident. She raised the kids alone.”
 
   Estelle brought the sandwiches, her friendly smile unchanged. The men ate in silence until the Pastor asked, “Where do you call home?” 
 
   “My Airstream’s down at the county campsite.”
 
   “I meant where you stay when you’re not traveling.”
 
   “No fixed address. You've been here a long while. What brought you? Your church send you?”
 
   “God set it up. But we were talking about you. Surely you winter over in the same place?”
 
   Crow took a bite and chewed a moment. “I keep moving.”
 
   Pastor Richards forked an errant piece of corned beef around his plate. Once he captured it, he regarded it, ate it, and sighed. “Martha’s right; my arteries dread these sandwiches. Too bad my mouth loves them.” 
 
   Minutes passed before the Pastor ended the silence again. “I was prying again, asking about your home, wasn't I? I didn’t mean to. Decades in a little place like this develops a sort of proprietary attitude about folks. Sometimes I forget to respect privacy.” 
 
   Crow said, “No problem, padre.” They pushed empty plates aside.
 
   Another man stopped beside the table. Despite abundant agitation, he took the time to nod at Crow before addressing the Pastor. “You have to do something. She’ll kill herself.” 
 
   Pastor Richards’ reaction to the dire warning startled Crow. The older man just waited. It gave Crow time to study the newcomer. He was short, his shaved head blunt as a bullet. He dressed well - pressed trousers, shirt, light sweater - and still managed to look slightly disheveled. Pastor Richards introduced him. “Crow, I’d like you to meet George Weathers; he owns our local hardware store. Crow’s passing through; I was showing him the Fortymile this morning. Caught us a steelhead apiece. Me first, of course. Sort of showed him how. You're in the presence of greatness, so simmer down and show us proper respect. Now, what’s this about?”
 
   The man danced from foot to foot. “This morning she ordered a Shopsmith, you know, one of those do-everything machines.”
 
   Pastor Richards spoke to Crow. “I believe George is talking about our mutual friend, Lila Milam. He’s convinced she shouldn’t be trying to rehabilitate the bait shop.”
 
   “Never said shouldn’t.” George got in his disclaimer before he stuck out a hand to Crow. There was fleeting contact and then George went on, “The place is ready to fall in on her and she knows as much about carpentering as a I know about nuclear science.” The fact that he pronounced it nookalar added weight to his argument. Pastor Richards tried to speak, but George was too fast for him. “I hear she's barely keeping up with the payments to the bank. If she misses many, you know Edwards'll call in the debt. Then what’s she got? Nothing, just hard work down the drain.” He turned to Crow, eyes wide, as if remembering something. He said, “Pleased to meet you. Crow a first name or a last name?”
 
   “Yes,” Crow told him, then, rising, he added, "When you get around to it, ask my mentor here who caught the biggest fish." Looking back the Pastor, he said, “Lunch is on me. It doesn’t even start to say thanks for one of the best fish I ever saw. If I ever come through Lupine again, dinner’s my treat, as well.” For George, he added, “Glad to have met you, too.”
 
   Pastor Richards stood. “You don’t need to do that. You sure you want to move on already? You haven’t even tried Lake Connolly.”
 
   “Places to go. You know how it is.”
 
   The Pastor smiled. “No, not really.”
 
   From directly behind Crow, Martha demanded, “You’re not leaving? You just got here.”
 
   Crow nodded at her frown. Richards said, “Not everyone’s like us. Crow’s a wanderer.”
 
   She spoke past Crow to the Pastor, “He ought to slow down. Hardly had a chance to talk to him.” Then, to Crow, “Come back and see us, hear? I like folks who appreciate a good meal.”
 
   “If I ever come back, it’ll be for the food.”
 
   Pastor Richards feigned indignation. “Not my sparkling conversation? Perfect flies? The fish we caught today?”
 
   Crow bent toward Martha. “Classic case - the curse of the fishing rod. First it’s minor wickedness - twenty-five miles an hour in a twenty-mile zone. Next, it’s substance abuse. Corned beef. Hot cocoa. Extra large, mind. Double espressos. Then here come the fishing lies. Whoppers, stories he doesn’t even believe himself, like how we caught two lunkers just this morning.” He sniffed loudly. “Oh, you can just smell the brimstone.”
 
   Martha laughed. “If fishing lies can keep a man out of heaven, then every day is ladies’ day up there.” She paused, then, thoughtfully, “Maybe that’s why it’s heaven.”
 
   George watched Crow out the door. He said, “I was about to tell him he should vote for me.”
 
   Pastor Richards said, “The man’s not even a state resident. You’re letting this mayor thing get out in front of you again.”
 
    “Louise says I’m fixated. Fancy word. She picked it up from tv, I’ll bet. Dr. Phil. Judge Judy. One of them like that.” Shifting mental gears, he jerked a thumb at the door. “Peculiar man. I asked him was Crow a first name or a last name and all he said was yes. Doesn’t make the least bit of sense.”
 
   Pastor Richards said. “It’s his last name. I liked him. I feel sorry for him, too, and I have no idea why.”
 
   “’Cause he’s lonely,” Martha said. 
 
   Pastor Richards frowned. “You’re probably right, but I don’t believe he’s lonely the way you and I see it.” Looking to Martha almost apologetically, he went on, “You know, I think he’s afraid.”
 
   George scoffed. “We talking about the same man? I see a lot of men in my store, and he doesn’t look like he scares much.”
 
   Pastor Richards said, “I see a lot in my store, too, and I do believe he’s running from something. Maybe himself.”
 
   “Way too deep for me.” George shrugged, turned to Martha. “People say we're all running from something. Wait’ll you hear what that Lila Milam’s up to.”
 
   Martha said, “More to the point, I hope you’re up to teaching her how to use that Shopsmith.”
 
   "Hold on. Teaching her's not..." George goggled. “How’d you know about that?”
 
   Haughtily, Martha said, “I know stuff. It’s what I do, the same as you run for mayor and sell doorknobs and power tools and all. You just see she doesn’t hurt herself. Better yet, get someone to help her.”
 
   “I was just telling the Pastor...” George almost got beyond that introduction. Martha’s experience prevailed. Most of George’s stories started with “I was just telling” and his ability to repeat long conversations verbatim, with explanations, was the stuff of local nightmares. Martha peered around him. “I’ll be right there, Estelle,” she said loudly, and shot past George with Olympian dash. 
 
   While George was turned to see what emergency had drawn off half his audience, Pastor Richards escaped with crafty silence that would have made the original serpent proud. When George turned back, his view of the Pastor was a shoe heel flashing out the door. George sulked onto a chair. 
 
   Outside, walking Front Street, Pastor Richards found himself disquieted by his morning. A fine morning, save for that one chilling moment. 
 
   Sometimes that's' the only love that's left.
 
   Such a despairing thing to say. 
 
   On second thought, another disquieting thing was George Weathers suddenly being cryptic. What on earth would make an incurable optimist like him say we’re all running from something? Was there a certain slyness in the way he said it?
 
   The Pastor's scalp tingled. He shook his head, then smiled, remembering Major simply shaking himself free of things he couldn’t understand. The Pastor concentrated on Crow. The more he thought about Crow’s words, the more meaning they took on. The anger was inescapable. Sadness, too. Something else, though; discipline. Of course. A man bound to a code. 
 
   But what might my own renewed fear do to my code? 
 
   There's no reason to believe anyone...
 
   What happened was a different time. Yes, and a different man. I'm exactly who I should always have been. 
 
   He slowed, breathed deeply. He couldn't know when he left Martha’s and turned to his right that Crow had turned left. He was too engrossed in his thoughts to notice Major’s excited barking from Crow’s still-parked pickup when he passed. A shiver as light as one of his better casts brushed the back of his neck. He swatted at it nervously with the sudden understanding that he'd bonded with Crow not because of fly-fishing or Martha’s food or a love of dogs. It wasn’t even their mutual wry assessment of the human condition. 
 
   There was darkness in both of them, pain that longed for solace paired with a mind that rejected every answer to it. He squared his shoulders, marched forward. He said "Old fool," unaware he'd spoken aloud, unaware it resonated like prayer. 
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter8]Chapter 8 
 
   At the end of Front Street Crow stopped to look between the park's trees at the river. 
 
   A foul stench triggered gagging. It was nemesis. He was freezingly cold. A shimmering red curtain blinded him, turned the world into one color of a myriad shades. Stumbling away from the roaring, hissing thing in his head, he backed into a wall. Across the street tree and branches danced impossibly. 
 
   An attack of this ferocity was a thing of the past. 
 
   He fought. Surreal images snatched at his mind. The red of fire, the richer red of blood, the shimmering, unnameable red of loss. Explosions. Screams. Crisp, crackling bullets so close they left a burnt smell. He threw it all back. He pushed against the comforting solidity of bricks. 
 
   There was a time when attacks like this came with a voice shouting that every face turned his way was hostile; if he didn't destroy them, they'd destroy him. Part of Crow had listened attentively. He studied the people around him. Sometimes he imagined their deaths. 
 
   As snipers and bomb makers and suicidal maniacs had imagined his.
 
   He attacked this new enemy inside him the same way he attacked the others. 
 
   The first battle was epic, a man alone on a Kansas prairie so featureless it had nothing but horizons. He stood in a dirt road and flailed, shouted up into a sun-fired blue that he knew the thing in him lived only to destroy him. 
 
   Dust rose in a cloud. No breeze carried it away, so it formed a gold-brown haze that cocooned him. Tears built muddy erosions through it. 
 
   Sometimes, to this day, he still tasted them, salt and earth. 
 
   He had no idea how long the fight lasted. The voice survived, but he'd broken it. Now he always suppressed it. It never stopped coming.
 
   Yes, I'm afraid of you. I'll beat you anyway. 
 
   Crow's fists loosened. Realizing that he'd relaxed, if only for a moment, jarred him. He pushed against the wall harder. Then he heard the sound of defeat in the voice's cursing, fading back to whatever hell spawned it. 
 
   I won. Again. 
 
   Keep moving.
 
   The madness was real, but it wasn't him. It was something else, a disease, a prince of lies. Most of the world couldn't imagine that. 
 
   He'd survived a world of pain with honor. He'd survive the aftermath with pride. 
 
   Himself. 
 
   His pickup was only a couple of blocks away. Inside the cab, on the road, was sanctuary. Separation from all problems but his own. 
 
   I can handle it.
 
   Nothing hurts if you don't care. 
 
   There was the other force, though. The quiet, insistent one that brought no fear, but crushing dread. Power so strong it dismissed the red dream as light devours darkness. It didn't demand. It pleaded. 
 
   It forgave. 
 
   In return it wanted to claim his soul. 
 
   Crow's lungs burned like furnaces. The pressure of that patient power was almost unbearable. 
 
   You forged me in Your fire. "The best friend you could want. The worst enemy you can imagine." I lived that. I survived only because of Your protection. Why? So I could see You rip away every happiness in my life? You speak of love. You crushed mine. Forgiveness. Do you imagine that I forgive? You made a warrior then set me at war with myself. My self. Leave me to my demon. Every day I grow stronger; one day I'll kill it. And if I fail, don't dare tell me You care; You already destroyed me once. 
 
   He inhaled noisily. He stepped away from the wall. He watched ordinary people going about ordinary business. Ordinary leaves jostled on ordinary branches. 
 
   If I move toward the truck now, I’ll run. People will see a man breaking. They’ll understand nothing, but they’ll say they know how I feel. Liars. 
 
   His mouth was dry, his tongue felt like a ball of yarn. He trembled. 
 
   Straighten up, fool. That's crazy talk. It's worse than paranoid. It's weak. 
 
   He made himself cross the street into the park. Sweat trickled down his back. Under the arching trees, sure no one was watching, he closed his eyes and sagged against a thick trunk. 
 
   Patricia should have told me. All her strength, all her concern, went to her husband and her son. She had nothing left for herself. 
 
    Joe said it: “You killed her. Death’s what you do. Are you proud now?”
 
   Until Joe blamed him - before Patricia took everything with her into death - the red dreams were just memories that got out of hand for a few minutes. A man faced them down. 
 
   “You killed her.” 
 
   My wife. His mother.
 
   He opened his eyes and rolled his head from side to side. Loosening muscles slid across each other like slabs of grease. More secure with each step, he moved to the water’s edge where he hefted a softball-sized rock and heaved it. Impact sent up a plume of spray. Rushing current swept the splash downstream. 
 
   Just the night before - so long ago - the woman named Lila told him she pictured the river carrying away her troubles. 
 
   Throwing a another rock, then another, built his relief. He smiled, savoring the intoxication of being in control. A man who controlled himself gave himself time.
 
   Time was both answer and question, though. How much time would it take to heal from the past? 
 
   Retracing his steps across the street he stopped abruptly, staring. While he’d been thinking of time, he was only a few yards from a shop with an old-fashioned hanging sign as large as a card table that said Horologist in ornate gilt. There was a clock in each of the shop’s twin windows, each at least four feet tall. Incredibly, the exposed works and freeform structure were exotic woods. Necessary metal was polished to a dazzle. Each piece was unique in the artistic rendering of the machine's mechanical demands. The pendulums, one spherical, the other a cube, swayed in perfect unison. Wooden gears ticked meticulous circles.
 
   Crow was tempted to go inside for a closer look. The machines were intriguing. Besides, concentrating on something else helped deflect the flashbacks. He checked his watch and decided to do it. 
 
   The sound of two dozen more working clocks greeted his entrance. Rather than clacking, the wooden parts generated busy mumble he found soothing. Every instrument was large, the smallest about two feet square. A grandfather clock was at least seven feet high.
 
   A man stepped through a door that revealed the workshop in back. Well into middle age, he was a blocky, bearded figure in white coveralls speckled with sawdust. Beard, leonine mane, and flowing eyebrows roosting over gold-rimmed glasses were all solid gray. He regarded Crow with a smile wide enough to allow gleaming teeth to peer through the brush. He carried his head at a peculiar angle, nose tilted skyward, but maintained eye contact with Crow while he brushed at the sawdust, saying, “Mornin’. Welcome to my shop. I’m Herman Odegaard. If you see anything you like, have questions, whatever, just sing out.” He waved an arm. “Store’s all yours.” 
 
   Crow knew the sound of a bad upper plate when he heard it. Herman’s sibilants rode the air on a tiny whistle. The fluting background notes made Crow think of a magazine article about Victorian English who believed fairies had parties at the bottom of the garden. 
 
   Herman continued, “Some people get uncomfortable in here. All that tick-tock makes them feel time’s making them older. Poppycock.”
 
   It got Crow's attention. No one said poppycock. 
 
   Herman seized on Crow’s interest. “You think much of time? About what it is, I mean?”
 
   Recovered, Crow said, “No,” and was turning away when Herman said, “You notice I set my clocks for different time zones?”
 
   “No.”
 
   For most people the response would have cut off the meager conversational gambit. Not so Herman. “Time affects us in different ways in different places. Time’s really an unpredictable friend. She can help you, hurt you, or just generally mess up your mind.” Herman pointed. “That wall clock? Oak flywheel, brass pendulum? That’s Greenwich, where time starts. Is that just like the Brits? Tell the whole world what time it is?” Warming to his theme, he gestured dramatically, endangering several thousand dollars worth of art. “I look at my Greenwich clock and I want a good cup of British tea. I mean crave it. Is that rational? No. It’s how time and place and culture are all jumbled up. Our poor brain can’t always sort them out.” 
 
   Herman bent forward, head still oddly tilted. He noticed Crow’s reflexive withdrawal. Undisturbed, Herman explained. “Bifocals. Slip down on my nose, have to lean my head back to focus on folks.”
 
   Crow couldn’t help himself. “Can’t you get glasses that fit?”
 
   “No need. I just leave them where they stop skidding. It makes me see the world a few degrees off plumb, but doesn’t everyone?” Without waiting for an answer, Herman continued, “A tourist bought a clock last week. I looked at the Greenwich piece while I was wrapping it. I offered to put it in the boot of his car. Greenwich time made me say boot instead of trunk. Jumbled, don’t you see?”
 
   “Not entirely.”
 
   Undeterred, Herman said, “I told Doris I discovered a phenomenon. Doris - my wife. Know what she said? ‘You spend too much time in the shop.’ You catch that? Time. Again. What’s too much? Not enough? Time’s not just sunup, sundown. It’s culture.” A hand jabbed out like a weapon, pointed at a daring design, jutting angles and edges. “Look, that’s New York. Had to rework it three times. Kept running fast. Coincidence? I think not. We're affected by time in lots of ways we’re not even aware of. No one changes time, though, any more than they save it wisely or spend it foolishly. Time does what it wants. If we’re smart, we join it and enjoy it.”
 
   Crow said, “Interesting.” He headed for the door. “Thanks for letting me look around. You do great work.”
 
   The beard broke to expose another smile. “I’m not so modest I don’t think I’m pretty darned good, but I’m not ready to call myself great. Thanks, though. You come back any time, hear? I promise not to talk your arm off again.”
 
   “I enjoyed it.”
 
   “Are you the stranger who had dinner at Martha’s last night? The Marine?
 
   Crow could only nod and stare. If Herman thought his questions were unusual, he gave no sign. He said, “Figured you might be. You were pretty tight-jawed when you came in and she said you look like you run pretty deep. Some folks have a look - a sort of way about them - tells me they've packed more than usual into however long they've been among us. Makes me appreciate your service all the more. I hope from now on time’s good to you.” He winked. “For as long as time matters.” 
 
   Crow smiled back, half-saluted appreciation, and ambled toward his pickup. He wondered how Herman would react to a man whose concept of time was near-constant warfare with no goal but forgetfulness? 
 
   Major showered him with his usual over-zealous welcome, then suddenly slowed. He continued to wag his tail, but it was tentative. His head cocked to the side. 
 
   Crow took an ear in each hand and tugged gently. He said, “You know the red trouble tried to grab me again, don’t you, buddy? You think you should be there when it happens, but I’m fine.” He started the engine. “We’re out of here tomorrow morning. You ought to see the clocks that old boy Herman makes. Bunch of characters around here. At least Herman knows he's weird. First thing tomorrow, though, we fish the lake. Old Smitty‘d never forgive me if I didn’t wet a memorial line there for him. Then we’re gone.”
 
   By the time they reached the campsite, it was dark. Crow was restless, as if he'd left something important undone. Trying to establish his routine, he settled into the Airstream, turning on the heater and the coffee machine. While the place warmed and the fresh brew livened the air, he turned on a Randy Travis disc and settled in his chair. Major took his usual position on the floor beside him. Soon, cup in hand, Crow picked up his latest book. For a few minutes he forced himself to plow through the reading. The word scattered, creating no images or insights. 
 
   Heaving to his feet, he put the book down and swallowed the last of his coffee. From the drawer of the end table he drew a box of stationery and a pen. Major, already at the trailer door, followed him outside. It took a while for Crow to get the small fire started at the camp’s cook site; when the flames gave enough light and warmth he took a sheet of paper from the box and, using it as his desk, wrote.
 
    
 
   *          *          *          *          *
 
    
 
   Dear Patricia,
 
   I think you’d like this town. I’m outside by a campfire. Stars are thick as seeds in blackberry jam. If you were here, you’d be scolding me for staying up when I mean to be on the lake at first light. I know, I know - you don’t scold; it’s your way of worrying about my health. It's fine, incidentally. I haven’t had so much as an aspirin in months. I’m better; I really am. The red dreams hardly ever come anymore. I’m beating them. You always said they’d pass. I wish I could tell you they’re gone, because I know it bothers you. I've told you before how sorry I am they got worse after you had to leave. I’m on top of it now. though. 
 
   Missing you’s another thing. I hope the letters help you as much as they help me. I don't know what I'd do if I couldn't talk to you. Maybe that’s the most important thing about loving someone. I mean, the best happiness is quiet. It’s when things get rough we need someone. Like, I never wanted you to know about my dreams, but inside I was glad you were there when they happened. 
 
   Why did you always help me so much and why couldn’t I help you more? I’m not angry about it. Honest, I’m not. I was. I won’t deny that. But it was like being angry with you. I couldn’t do that. The blame was never yours.
 
   Why am I rambling? I started out to tell you what a nice place this is and the next thing I know, I’m babbling. We sure had our times, though, didn’t we? I guess we were the only two people in the world who believed we’d stay married, as different as we were. What folks never understood is how strong you are.
 
   Crow fiddled with the pen, looking deep into the coals, watching red and black creep in unending design. Searching beyond that, he could barely make out the nearest trees. Further away, starlight picked at the black, still surface of the lake.
 
   He crossed out the word are in how strong you are and replaced it with were. He looked at the correction for a long time before he wrote again.
 
   Anyhow, I’m leaving here tomorrow. I might come back some day. Really good fishing. I believe you’d like the people here. There’s one woman, in particular. Funny, she doesn’t remind me of you in the least, but she makes me think about you. Strange. I wish you were here to explain it to me. Along with a million other things. 
 
   I’ll close now. I wish I could hold you. I will, one of these days. I miss you. No one ever missed anyone so much, my Patricia.
 
   Your loving husband,
 
   Crow.
 
   Leaning closer to the remaining embers, he squinted to re-read the letter. Taking an envelope from the box, he folded the paper into it, sealed it, and addressed it with just her name.
 
   When it landed on the smoldering remains of the fire, it lay still for a moment. Smoke quickly curled around its edges. It writhed. Darkness smeared the center, spreading outward. Suddenly it burst into flame with the sound of a weary sigh. 
 
   Soon after it burned out Crow retrieved the bucket of water standing a few yards away. He sluiced the coals, the hiss sinister in the rush of darkness. After muddling the ashes and further watering he retreated to the Airstream. He paused at the door for a last look at the infinity of stars. He told himself she was reading his letter already; she’d be happy for him because tomorrow he’d be headed for the next - better - place.
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter9]Chapter 9 
 
   Major leaped ashore at the rasp of lakeshore gravel under the inflatable’s bow. Crow threw him a line. Growling enthusiasm, the dog grabbed it and hauled. Crow hopped over the side. The change of weight sent Major lunging backward so fast Crow had to dodge to avoid being run over by his own boat. 
 
   Hoisting the vessel onto the bed of the pickup, he told Major, “I think after a zero-nibble morning I deserve a better breakfast than cereal. We’ll drive to town, come back here, hook up, and shove off. What do you say?”
 
   Major grinned and panted. 
 
   Taking that for a yes - and with images of Martha’s food dancing in his head - Crow washed up, changed into a clean shirt and fresh levis. In town he slipped Major a handful of kibble with an apology. “You’ll get a real breakfast back at the campsite, okay?”
 
   The bribe disappeared as if inhaled.
 
   Martha looked up at Crow's entry and smiled. He waved back, noting her white-on-white sweater and blouse and the black skirt. With her gray hair tied back he thought she looked fit for a portrait. She greeted him with pleased surprise. “You decided to stay a while.”
 
   “Just for breakfast.” He added, "You look nice this morning - made me think of Norman Rockwell."
 
   "Oh, my. I've seen a lot of his paintings. What a nice compliment. Thank you.'" Then, in a determined return to character, she sniffed. “Darn it, Crow, you ought to settle someplace. Here would be good; you could say nice things to me all the time. All this traveling - pretty soon you won’t even remember where you’ve been.”
 
   “A person can do too much remembering.” It was said pleasantly, but Martha’s hand rose in an involuntary gesture as though she’d touch him. Instead, she indicated a table. Handing him a menu, she left with a troubled frown.
 
   Half-way through a stack of buttermilk pancakes Crow thought might be light enough to hang in midair, he looked up to see George Weathers bearing down on him. Crow tried to convince himself he wasn’t the target. George’s determined advance left no doubt. He stopped directly across the table from Crow, both hands on the back of a chair, statesman-like. Bib overalls, aloha shirt, and a baseball cap drained most of the dignity from the image. He said, “Have you considered settling here, Mr. Crow? Crow is your last name, isn’t it?”
 
   Crow sipped his coffee. “No and yes.”
 
   “Oh.” George’s manner lost some of its starchy forcefulness. “Oh,” he said again, “I get it. No, you haven’t considered settling here and Yes, your last name’s Crow.”
 
    Crow nodded and continued eating.
 
   George said, “Mind if I join you for a minute?” and slipped into the chair too fast to leave room for choice. 
 
   Martha appeared with a coffee carafe. Crow detected a touch of disapproval when she greeted George and filled both cups. 
 
   Crow thanked her politely, but it was in his mind that eating alone was an alien concept in Lupine. In fact, one more weirdo like George Weathers or Herman Odegaard and the whole place would qualify as a free-range asylum. 
 
   George went on. “Lupine’s a great place. Seattle’s not that far. Some people commute. You wouldn’t be doing that, though. Being retired, like.”
 
   Unwilling to speak through a mouthful of pancakes, Crow shook his head. George pressed on. “Are you a registered voter? In this state, I mean?”
 
   Crow stopped chewing and swallowed a bit sooner than he meant to. “No.”
 
   “Too bad. I was going to say if you decide to live here, I’d appreciate your vote for me for mayor.” 
 
   “There's an election soon?”
 
   “No, no, no.” George's laugh was a bit forced. “I campaign full time. That’s just the way it is, nowadays. Truth be told, I lost the last one. Pretty bad. The one before that, too.”
 
   He sounded so sad Crow felt obliged to offer sympathy. “Well, maybe this next one.” He pushed his empty plate aside and covertly searched for Martha. His breakfast check was rapidly becoming a Get Out Of Jail Free card. 
 
    “It can be discouraging, Mr. Crow. Losing stings, but you come out harder next time. You lose ten elections in a row, though, and it gets old. ‘Wearisome,’ my wife calls it.”
 
   Crow coughed. “Ten?” Too intrigued to think clearly, he plunged deeper into Wonderland. “How long is the mayor's term?”
 
   “Two years. Seems a lot longer when you’ve lost. The fifth one - or maybe it was the sixth - was the worst. Marvin Merritt came out of nowhere.”
 
   Abandoning subtlety, Crow waved at Martha like a drowning man. “I hope he did a good job.”
 
   “Marvin? Oh, he lost too. His wife Noreen won. Just as well; the power behind the throne, you know? Marvin was third. Don’t recall who took second.”
 
   Martha hurried toward them, writing the check. She put it on the table and scolded George. “You talking mayor again? My customers don’t come in here to get blabbed at by a vote junkie.”
 
   Sheepishly, George defended himself. “This was different. He’s not from here.”
 
   She turned to Crow, apologetic. “I should have told him to scat when he showed up at your table. He can’t help himself.”
 
   Crow rose. “No harm done. It’s hard to fault a man for working on his dream.”
 
   “Unless you have to hear it all the time.” Martha still sounded firm, but her hand went to George’s shoulder. “I hope he wins sometime. Serve him right.”
 
   The culprit smiled.
 
   Walking beside Crow to the front of the restaurant, Martha said, “George is a good man. Do anything for you. Please, don’t misjudge him.”
 
   “Making judgments is a dangerous hobby. Even the experts throw some rounds out of the black.”
 
   That got him a sideways look from Martha. “Out of the black?”
 
   “Sorry. Rifle range jargon. ‘In the black’ means good. You’d say ‘bull’s eye.’”
 
   Her smile was approving. “Good way to put it. George’s sound as anyone. Except for the goofy mayor thing.” 
 
   They both looked to where George still sat, looking off into space as if composing the speech that would launch a Weathers landslide. 
 
   While Martha made change, Crow examined the tiny work station. No souvenirs or impulse-buy items marred the glossy oak counter. One poster on the wall behind it, listing churches and civic organizations. Pride of place belonged to an antique cash register. Massive and ornate, it loomed regally over the darkly efficient-looking electronics ranged beside it.
 
   Pocketing his change, Crow realized Martha was examining him closely. He moved quickly to leave. Her contemplative words stopped him. “I bet you were a good shot.”
 
   “I worked at it. My trade, you might say. No different than you, here.”
 
   Crow watched her gaze changing and knew it was carrying her to a place he couldn’t know. She went on, “You’ll always do your best. Like my Carl. I like to believe my boys are like that, too.” Suddenly challenging, she told him, “You come back, hear? I can’t exactly figure you out, but I like you.”
 
   “It’s mutual. Does that mean I get free coffee?”
 
   She jerked at thumb at the door, laughing out loud. “Hit the road, stranger.” 
 
   In the pickup, Crow popped a Faith Hill cd in the player. He lingered, listening to the music and looking at Martha's old-fashioned porch. The twin white pillars were reassuringly substantial; the white railing would be a great perch for a man's feet while he leaned back to watch the world pass by. 
 
   He asked Major, “I wonder what it’s like to live in a house like that? It's got a fireplace. You’d eat that up, wouldn’t you? Flaked out, snoozing your life away.” 
 
   The dog pawed at his arm, clearly more interested in breakfast. Rolling down Front Street, Crow added, “I bet there’s plenty of room for books. Maybe a whole separate room for tackle. Fly tying...” Words trailed off. 
 
   Later, all packed up and driving away from the campsite, Crow stopped at the intersection. One turn took him on to circle the lake and head out beyond. The other took him back toward Lupine. Almost wrenching the wheel, he told Major. “I have to go to Bake’s. I want to thank that lady for a pleasant evening. It’s only polite.” He gave a mock scowl. “Sometimes you scare me. You look like you understood every word.” The dog put on his clown grin. 
 
   At the parking lot, Crow stepped down, adjusting his hat. He set out across the broken asphalt. Halfway, he noticed the Cadillac parked next to an old Chevy station wagon. He was certain Lila didn’t own a Cadillac. He spun on his heel. 
 
   He hadn’t taken three steps when Lila called to him.
 
   “Crow? I thought you’d be gone. Is anything wrong?” She wore khakis today and a flaming red sweater with a scatter of small yellow flowers. She stepped past the ridiculous hanging screen door with Zasu under one arm. He marveled at how she managed to look grand no matter what she wore. He pushed that aside and said, “I don’t want to interrupt. Just came to say so long, thanks for dinner. Joining me, I mean.” He took a step back and waved.
 
   Lila said, “Don’t rush off,” and hurried down the steps. She was almost to him when the man appeared in the doorway. Lila’s expression told Crow she knew immediately why he was looking past her. Increasing her pace, she closed the gap between them, saying, “I was just talking with Edward Lawton. He’s with the bank, in town.”
 
   “You mentioned Lawton to the Pastor. I don’t have to meet him.”
 
   Lila’s twisted grin reminded him of their dinner table deal. She said, “Oh, but you really should. Why should I have all the fun?” She gestured for Lawton to join them, talking as he came their way. “Edward, this is Carter Crow. Crow, Edward Lawton.” Facing Lawton, she explained, “Crow’s here to say goodbye. He and Pastor Richards had a good day fishing the Fortymile yesterday.”
 
   The men shook hands. 
 
   Crow didn’t know Armani from Speedo, but Lawton’s suit proved he did and cared. Crow checked him out; almost as tall as he was, trim, black hair carefully styled. He smiled readily. Flicking dark eyes made Crow wary. 
 
   Edward spoke first. “Welcome to Lupine. Pleased to meet you. Call me Edward. Everyone does.” 
 
   “I go by Crow.” Crow didn’t feel like smiling and wouldn’t fake it. He shook Edward's offered hand just long enough to be polite and then concentrated on Lila. “Like I said, I just came to say thanks and goodbye.” A movement from Edward picked at the corner of his vision. For no real reason, the man irritated Crow. He felt compelled to take a dig at the prim banker. He told Lila, “You can handle these repairs. Don’t be discouraged. You can do it.”
 
   Edward rose to the bait wonderfully, disagreeing in the voice of a man burdened by the responsibility to correct lesser folk. “As much as I admire you for encouraging her - and her for fighting so hard - Lila has to deal with reality. The money's not there. In fact, I was telling her how to make the best deal for the property. She’ll get enough to live comfortably, if she invests well.”
 
   Lila said, “And I told you I’ll take my chances.”
 
   Edward sighed. “The lottery's chances are better,” and, to Crow, “There’s been an offer. She should take it.” 
 
   Lila touched Crow’s forearm. “None of this is your concern. I’m glad you came by, though. I haven’t had such a lovely evening in...” She paused, finished lamely, “...way too long.”
 
   Crow said, “For me, too. Look, I guess all I’m saying is I hope you get whatever makes you happy.”
 
   “Thank you. I appreciate it.” She grinned when she mimicked the way he said ‘preciate. 
 
   A surprising twinge of disappointment bit him when her quick mischief faded. 
 
   He said, “So long, then.” The walk back to his pickup felt farther than it should, seemed as if he had too much time to think. 
 
   It wasn't the people with grandiose schemes who got hurt the most. It was the quiet dreamers who took the hardest hit. When the hope for something as simple as Lila's little store is torn away, the wound was far deeper than ordinary failure. Lost money usually grew back. A broken dream was more likely to just die. 
 
   There was the real reason a man didn't get involved.
 
   Keep moving.
 
   He was just getting into the truck when a speeding convertible cut across his front and almost skidded to a stop beside him. The smells of hot metal, petroleum, and sun-baked leather wrapped around Crow. When the driver opened his door and stepped out, Crow noted the man's work clothes were clean but well-worn; heavy boots were scuffed and scarred. There was a hard hat on the passenger seat. None of it fit the image of the sleek BMW 650. 
 
   The man was big, solid. Crow estimated him at a good six-foot-three and at least two hundred and twenty-five pounds. He walked toward Crow, planting each foot as if claiming land. He obviously meant to say something, so Crow hipped the door shut, leaned against it, and waited. 
 
   The man said, "I'm James Vanderkirk. I've heard about you. You're the fellow with one name."
 
   Their handshake was formality. Crow almost smiled, thinking he was using up a lot of his morning shaking hands with people he didn't much want to meet. He said, "I've got the regulation number of names. Keep one for a spare. You a builder, here to help Ms. Milam?" He nodded toward the hard hat.
 
   The question puzzled Vanderkirk. He looked where Crow indicated, then brightened. "The hat? That's business. I'm a developer, contractor, builder - whatever. No, I'm just here to see Lila. We're old friends."
 
   Territoriality practically oozed. It rankled Crow. The fact that it was the second time he'd let someone get under his skin in practically the same number of minutes was further irritation. It was contradictory to everything he practiced. He warned himself to stay non-committal and get out of there. He said, "Good for you. You're lucky to have a friend like her, Mr. Vanderkirk."
 
   "Van. Call me Van. Yeah, I know exactly how lucky I am. I hear you had dinner with her."
 
   Crow had spent his life in a very masculine society. He understood confrontation when he saw it. Again, he told himself to just shut up and move on. 
 
   He couldn't. If Lila hadn't been open enough to mention she was in a relationship, that wasn't playing fair. Not that it was any of his business. Still. it was wrong for someone to talk about her like she was a sack of groceries. Crow said, "We shared a table. Two consenting adults, you know? And my social calendar's not up for discussion. Does anyone around here talk about anything except other folks? I mean, the world economy's in the tank and we've got our first black president; anybody around here ever remarked on that?"
 
   A muscle in Van's jaw bulged. "It's a neighborly community. We know each other, watch out for each other."
 
   Crow nodded slowly, matching Van's gaze the while. He said, "I was just talking to a banker - the guy coming this way with Ms. Milam. He says she's going under. How do you suppose she missed out on being watched out for?"
 
   "If you listened to Edward, you know she just doesn't have the money to get the job done." 
 
   Lila's shout interrupted. "Hi, Van."
 
   Both men looked her way. Van smiled and waved. Crow took a step past Van and laid his hand on the car's hood. "A 650 Beamer convertible's upstream of 90 thousand. Half of that would buy everything she needs. The other half'd buy a cheaper Beamer."
 
   Lila and Edward were almost on them. Out of the side of his mouth, Van said, "Who asked you? Mind your own business."
 
   Crow faced Lila, now next to him, and said, "Just getting acquainted with Mr. Vanderkirk, here. Thanks again for the company." He brushed past her and opened the truck door. Major immediately stuck his head out.
 
   "Good God," Edward said, and scrambled to the other side of Van's car.
 
   Laughing, turning a teasing smile on Crow, Lila said, "Please; he's a very sensitive dog."
 
   Van said, "There's a law against animals like that. "
 
   Before Crow could say anything, Edward interrupted. "Not here, unfortunately. Too many hicks." 
 
   Crow looked off in the distance and thought of how close he'd come to believing he could stop running. 
 
   No. Not getting mixed up with people like this isn't running away. It's just good sense. 
 
   The worst was that the woman lied to him. Not directly, but just as bad. All that talk about opening up to someone - just a play for sympathy. She was afraid to talk about her messed up relationship so she came at it sideways with all that stuff about childhood memories. Sad songs to hold the audience. If she'd told the truth, that she was involved with a jerk and didn't know what to do about it, anyone would bail out on the spot. 
 
   The woman lied, but she thought she had a good reason for it. The man's a bully. He needed teaching.
 
   Stay out of it. Remember the last time you let go. Leave now.
 
   "Crow?" Lila's voice broke in. She was looking at him quizzically. She added, "Van asked you a question."
 
   Crow turned away. A hand gesture sent Major to his own seat and Crow joined him. Speaking to Van, ignoring Lila, he said, "I didn't hear your question because I quit listening. My dog's no pit dog. He's not handsome but his heart is. Most people will lie to you about what's in their heart. No dog will." 
 
    Van sneered openly. "Words to live by."
 
   Lila glared, raised her chin. "It's true," she said. "He's right about Major, too. Anyone can see."
 
   From the distant side of the convertible, Edward pitched in. "That's a dangerous animal. That's what I see."
 
   Van half-turned, laughed at him. "Relax. They're leaving." As he swiveled back toward Crow, his vision swept Lila and he stopped abruptly, his expression changing as he saw the way she looked at Crow. Continuing his move, his smile for Crow carried threat. "The dog thing's not important. You'll probably never be back this way, so I hope you'll remember the dinner and conversation with Lila and forget the disagreement. You and I sort of got off on the wrong foot." The aura of possession cloaked him. 
 
   Crow caught himself hoping Lila wouldn't look up at Van with an expression that verified that possession. She didn't. She raised a hand, barely waist high, to wave goodbye. 
 
   Crow forced himself to concentrate on Van. Doing so brought back the earlier bitter, burning taste at the back of his throat. He said, "You and me - we don't have a right foot. No problem. Like you said, we're leaving."
 
   He eased the rig into motion. Once it was underway, however, he kept his foot on the gas. The turn onto the road was dramatic. The trailer lurched. Wrestling the wheel, Crow held everything together and sped on. A look in the side mirror showed Van moving toward his car and a waiting Edward. Lila stood by herself, the bright sweater suddenly completely appropriate to a sun-washed day. One arm raised high and waved. Crow thought of reeds, slender, supple, deceptive in their survivability. 
 
   Then the road curved, hiding the past, opening a flawless present. 
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   Crow settled down to careful driving after that first curve. Some fool was always impatient to pass the rig, and they'd take chances. Crow was convinced a full third of the drivers out there were suicidal and another third believed they were immortal.
 
   Today he didn't care if the suicides had their way and the supposed immortals discovered their error. 
 
   Sure, Lila sort of gave the impression she might be sorry he was leaving. 
 
   There were more memories than their time together should have provided. 
 
   The way she sprinted out of that ramshackle building to protect fluffy, yappy Zasu. Scared to death of Major, but not slowing down a step. 
 
   Sitting beside her in the park. When a man could just quietly be with a woman and feel that contentment... 
 
   The way she looked at his last sight of her - neat khakis and that bright red sweater. Not like his first look. Ragamuffin. That’s what he’d called her. And she didn't get huffy, didn't give him that female's sideways beanball look. Probably never realized she was every bit as attractive then as she’d been when she dressed up for dinner at Martha’s. 
 
   Like Patricia. Change her appearance at will, and each one only accentuated a different facet of her limitless self. Yet always Patricia. 
 
   Older memories blinded him. 
 
   Too often she was one of a crowd watching us ship out. Masses of loved ones all filled with individual longings and fears and hopes. I searched for her, never saw anyone until I saw her. Never saw anyone else after I found her. 
 
   Then there was the morning she stood on the walkway leading up to the house in Vista. It would have looked like an ordinary day, except for the seabag on his shoulder. Crow and the other sergeant in the carpool boarded a helicopter at the base airfield that morning with twenty other Marines on their way to another overseas tour. Six months that time.
 
   Patricia always said that after Joe was born seeing her husband leave was that much harder, but taking care of a miniature Crow kept her too busy to dwell on it. She’d laugh and add that she always knew God would bring Crow back.
 
   There was so much love in her. Was there too much? Was that possible?
 
   Joe, a squalling baby in Patricia’s arms. Then a little boy being brave about being left. Lastly, taller than his mother, arm around her, watching the father leave. No child’s wave from that one. A sloppy salute, but a man’s goodbye. 
 
   Full circle; once Patricia’s strength was unbreakable because the son she cradled in her arms needed her. Then came the time when the son was tall and strong; the child's burgeoning strength helping his mother. 
 
   On the longest nights Crow wondered if that departure was when his son began to hate him. 
 
   I never understood how alone she was. Or how hard he tried. 
 
   Perhaps Joe hated himself. The father leaves, the abandoned son feels he has to provide a center for the family. The youngster hasn’t the power or the wisdom to hold off troubles. They become disaster. Things break down. Guilt sets in. 
 
   A woman at the end of her emotional endurance is an utter distortion of life. Men survive because they’re determined to not die. Women survive because of a conquering sense of responsibility. In the end, their cause is the stronger. Still, sometimes that incredible interior gives way. When they can’t stand the loneliness or the disappointment or the pain any longer and they break it’s so contradictory that mere awareness of what happened can crush a man. 
 
   Maybe he should have told Lila about Patricia.
 
   Probably wouldn't have done any good. If she was dumb enough to put up with Van she was too dumb to appreciate a good role model. 
 
   That was far too harsh. She'd have understood Patricia. And vice versa.
 
   A look at the speedometer startled him. He let up on the gas.
 
   Lila should sell; simple as that. Even the people who liked her had reservations. At least one thought she was crazy. Her banker was another bozo. 
 
   The whole community was a pretty little poison pill. They weren't bright enough to realize they really needed what Lila was trying to build. Sure, the town had grown far beyond what it used to be. Actually, there wasn't much land left for a developer like Vanderkirk to ruin. Lupine would always be a pocket of people plunked down among the mountains. They ought to capitalize on their quiet country isolation. Interest in the environment was so strong now there was a chance hunting and fishing in the area would actually improve. Hiking, camping, and ordinary vacationing activities were still great, always would be. A tackle shop with a decent inventory would get by. A couple of small cabins and cleaned-up campsites, plus a safe parking area for people who wanted to take off into the back country... She could make a living. 
 
   Her big problem would be being alone. She'd have to be able to show people where to go and how to catch fish when they got there. Like Bake. Hard to do that and run a store at the same time. No, the whole idea was impossible. She'd wind up marrying Vanderkirk. He'd obviously scared off any competition and she didn't act like she minded all that much. Mr. Just-Happened-To-Be-In-The-Neighborhood. It wouldn't take long for her to adjust to being wealthy. People always growled about making life changes; most recovered quick enough if a pay raise was involved. Money might not buy happiness, but it did a better job than hunger.
 
   Crow’s thoughts reached out unexpectedly to Martha. There was someone who knew about hard times. A husband who died for no reason. Left her to support herself in what was then a broken-down town with little kids to raise. 
 
   He knew men who laughed and joked in worse conditions. Lightning rods, they drained off fear from others. The trouble was that a lot of the fear they absorbed didn't just go away. Humor was their armor, but sometimes the armor let things in - and wouldn't let them back out. 
 
   That was probably true of Martha, when she faced up to what life was going to be after her husband died. But with the kids gone she could sell her business, not have to make nice with people all the time. She never would, though. She was like all the rest; find a place and stick, no matter what. Barnacles. 
 
   Did she have dreams like I do? Did hers ever stop?
 
   The thought was a body blow. A shudder jerked his torso back against the seat. The foul smell was back. When he tried to flex he found his hands gripping the wheel so hard his knuckles gleamed white, as if the bone would tear through. 
 
   His face felt dead, washed in cold sweat.
 
   He turned onto the Interstate practically by instinct. The broad concrete surface took on a sheen that made him think of water. The shoulder was barely wide enough for him to pull over and stop. He yelled, tore free of the wheel, smashed his fists back down on it in fury and frustration. 
 
   And it was over. Ordinary concrete reached out ahead of him. Aching hands and tingling forearms were all he had left to assure him the moment ever took place. 
 
   Crow eased back into the slow lane.
 
   I beat you. Again. 
 
   Checking the rearview mirrors, he was relieved that no one was close enough to notice the action. Major pawed at his shoulder.
 
   It took two tries for Crow to speak past the dryness in his mouth. "It's okay. A cheap thrill, that's all." He flicked a sideways grin at the dog. Major met his gaze, solemn. "Okay, so it was maybe a bit more than that. You saw; I killed it. We've still got the high ground." 
 
   Major accepted a rough tousle without any sign of relaxing. Because the traffic was so light and his pace so slow, Crow continued to stroke the dog as they went on. 
 
   Crow knew what brought on a second attack so close to the first. It had happened before. He'd let down his guard, let himself get involved. It was how he found Major. If the man who owned the puppy who was now Major hadn't threatened to sic Major's sire on him, everything would have ended peacefully.
 
   Well, maybe not. Probably not. A man who set dogs at each other, killed the losers, killed any that grew too old to fight, who let honest, loyal animals die in a pit because it was good training for the winner - a man like that was bound to get called out sooner or later. 
 
   Sometimes Crow worried he might have finished killing the man if others hadn't interfered. 
 
   No one to blame but himself, Crow acknowledged. He'd tried to avoid the man. He regretted he hadn't tried to hide his contempt. Everything about the dogfighter recalled the bad feeling that came of seeing good men die - friend and enemy alike. And there was this worthless piece of meat living, making threats. No matter what anyone said, it had nothing to do with the great bugaboo, stress disorder. It was simply justice for the unwarranted fate of all those other men. And the dogs. 
 
   Crow remembered the man reaching for the chain release. The redness came in a bright, demanding flash. That once Crow embraced it.
 
   A very good lawyer kept him out of jail. He was sure a prosecuting attorney and a judge who owned dogs hadn't hurt. 
 
   He was proud he held everything together after they arrested him. All that lawyer-speak, the hassle to come up with bail money, telling everyone what happened over and over, making sure they didn't take away the rescued pup he'd already named Major - it was rough. 
 
   The dreams were a furnace that seared his mind night and day while it was all going on. As the philosopher promised, he grew stronger. Once on the road, he luxuriated in the knowledge that he hadn't lost control for one second - not in the squad car, the emergency room, the jail, the courtroom - never. Not even when the shrink said he had to ask for help because no one should handle PTSD alone. 
 
   Like Crow couldn't take care of himself. A man has a few troubles and the talking doctors are right there with a name for it and nothing better to do than poke around in your mind until they "cure" you. So he got through it. And in the end he was really sure of himself for the first time since he'd sobered up.
 
   Now his mind shifted focus to a month before the dogfighter. A freezing, rain-drenched pre-dawn. Standing on a bridge. Way down - the Mississippi. A half-moon, crisp as ice, picked at the black, ready, water. Clean for almost a full year, he still couldn't stop the dreams. He'd stopped writing to Patricia three times a week. Sometimes he missed a week. 
 
   There was malice in the silent current. Crow inhaled deeply, mouth-breathing, and tasted escape. And yet he sensed a freedom that meant being nothing. It mocked honest death. The idea pushed him, stumbling, away from the railing. A tide of anger forced out the despair trying to claim him. 
 
   Reaching out - getting involved - that's what brought you to bridges and darkness. 
 
   Lila said she wanted a listener, someone who’d listen and leave. He played fair. She just played for sympathy. She deserved sympathy, of course. He had to be fair about it. But she was too bright not to know that everything she’d said and done made him remember. 
 
   How could she lure him back to that pain, remind him how we destroy those who love us? 
 
   That's what she and all the others in Lupine want. They want to embrace you. Smother you. 
 
   I know you, Lupine. You know the bare bones of my past and you think you know me, but it's me who knows you.
 
   Those people infect every listener with the weight of their sorrow or disappointment. They tell themselves sharing diminishes the hurt. They water the soup so everybody gets a full bowl. Everybody starves together. They pretend to listen to you so you’ll pretend to listen to them. 
 
   The final nail is the Marthas. Loved by all because they see to it there’s no privacy; no hidden mourning, no secret joy. Nothing but fake togetherness.
 
   A proud person keeps pain solitary. Deals with it.
 
   A man whose rage and sorrow make him afraid of himself must always be moving. That’s not running away. It’s continuing to fight in the only way that’s left.
 
   Major sat up and yawned. Crow suddenly realized they were into the farthest reaches of Seattle's eastern suburbs. The transition from forested mountains to built-up area was particularly quick. The lowlands drowned in construction. Streets laced the gentler slopes, homes clinging to them like beads on string. Where the mountains were too steep to bulldoze into domesticity, forest glowered down on its tormentors. 
 
   West-bound traffic started building at the first on-ramp. Crow checked his watch, determined to avoid the city streets when they were most crowded. There was no need to catch a specific ferry across the Sound to Bremerton. He had his cds in the pickup and plenty of books in the Airstream.
 
   A little over an hour later he was parked on the ferry terminal dock. Beside him, a bored Major snoozed. A Rascal Flatts cd competed with the urban thunder of cars on the nearby double-deck viaduct and the street fronting the terminal. Gary LeVox sang of love and happiness. The harmonies of Joe Don Rooney and Jay DeMarcus amplified emotion and sound. 
 
   Like a fingernail picking at slate, a lone seagull screeched complaint from atop a piling.
 
   Crow wondered what problem a bird might have that would make it so irritable. The day had turned perfect, ferries sharp white and green against a cloudless sky. Far to the west the Olympics flaunted snow shawls. There was enough haze off the blue-gray Sound to provide a touch of mystery. 
 
   Ahead of them, the first cars rolled toward the loading ramp. Hastily, Crow joined the procession. As soon as he was parked, Crow locked Major in the cab and walked aft. The powerful engines drummed. Crow leaned against the thrust of the screws sending a boiling turmoil to the surface. When he finally looked back shoreward, a faint movement near the outside tables of a waterfront restaurant caught his eye. He barely made out the standing woman. Her features were a pale blur, but her hair was long and dark. Her right arm was raised high. She waved, an arc as graceful as the wake. She wore a red sweater that laughed back at the sun. 
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   Van nodded in Crow's direction as he maneuvered to leave and said, "There's something seriously wrong with him. I'm going to get rid of Edward, too. You coming?" He was already leaving.
 
   Lila said, "I'll just watch till he's gone." She stretched her arm high and waved.
 
   She wondered if Crow looked back. Ever.
 
   If he does, what does he think about? Is he wishing he could stay here? 
 
   Then he was away. A distant man, she thought, always looking for more distance. 
 
   As she lowered her arm, she had the strangest feeling that someone was calling her name. The tone was apologetic. As she tried to make sense of it, lightheadedness forced her into eerie detachment.
 
    What happened next was so quick, so total, there was no time to be frightened. 
 
   Someone was beside her. 
 
   Her heart lost and regained its rhythm. 
 
   She didn't look, absolutely certain the presence was as real as anything is real. 
 
   Another woman. A woman of sorrows. Yet Lila sensed more than that. There was a force the other women strained to hold at bay. The twinned energies created a conflicted aura that coiled itself around Lila.
 
   Lila took a deep breath, formed a mental question. 
 
   Who are you? 
 
   The sorrow parted enough to let Lila understand the woman carried both hope and pain. Lila thought of those who yearn for heaven even as they flee imminent death. Part of her screamed to end this. She ignored it. 
 
   Whoever you are, I want to help. You understand I'm afraid? But I'll help if I can.
 
   Perhaps because of that step into the unknown, Lila was suddenly hypersensitive to everything around her. The smell of the departed pickup's exhaust was muddy and thick, shouldering aside fall's clean briskness. Morning sunshine was pressure against her skin. Dandelions gleamed a yellow as precious as gold coins. 
 
   Mingled with that intensified awareness of the reality around her, Lila smelled flowers. Nothing that grew in these mountains. A sweet, almost cloying scent. Gardenia. It distracted her. 
 
   The other woman despaired when their link faltered. Lila felt the stranger's relief join with her own when she pulled herself away from marveling at the experience and determined to follow it to its end. The renewed contact was firm, harmonious. In a moment so thrilling Lila had no time to even think, she heard the other's emotions as if they were spoken words.
 
   Loss. Regret.
 
   In the next instant, ongoing sadness, yet rich with encouragement. 
 
   The world of light and dark can break us, but only if we let it. Within each of us there is that which will not break. We have the gift to create a thing that refuses any bounds. Even life. Even time. The gift is love and we can only be broken when we forget that love does not happen between two people, but is created by them. When we fail to create it, to nurture it, all our brightness is made dark. Then we are broken. 
 
   As the voice faded, so did the connection. Lila's hands rose, palms out, pleading silently for the stranger to stay, to explain. 
 
   The other voice consoled. I must go. I will come this once. I point only a direction, not a path. 
 
   Lila heard her final question within herself as a shout. Why me? Why now? Is this about Crow? I don't love him. He's gone and he loves no one. Are you telling me I should love Van? Who are you?
 
   She forced her mind into the bleakest silence she'd ever known and was repelled.
 
   A man's voice broke the moment. Lila flinched. 
 
   Van patted her shoulder, spoke. She had no idea what he said. 
 
   She remembered reading that dreams we supposed lasted all night were scientifically proven to last seconds. 
 
   But this was not a dream. 
 
   Words practically exploded out of her. "Van. I have to tell you. The strangest..."
 
   "Just a sec. I came back to tell you Edward wants to talk a minute and then I'll get rid of him. It'll only take a second. Hold on to what you were saying." 
 
   Van patted her shoulder again, adding a confirming quick squeeze. His smile as he turned away was meant to be conspiratorial. Lila knew that. What she saw, however, was condescension and a hint of proprietary assumption. Her resentment flared. Then she remembered the sorrow of that other woman. Her contact had been a desperate warning. The stranger must have seen Lisa's life paralleling her own misfortune.
 
   Alone. I'm alone, too. It's not the way I want to be. Not forever. 
 
   That only works for Crow. Because he's a fool. 
 
   Van was sitting in his car on the passenger's side, fiddling with the glove compartment. Edward was leaning down to talk to him. Van sent another quick smile to Lila. She smiled back.
 
   He's smiling for me, with me. He cares.
 
   The lost woman had someone who cared.
 
   Why do I know that?
 
   Why come to me? Am I the only woman looking at a lonely end to my life?
 
   Lila told herself to stop trying to explain or understand. The point was to be thankful for the intercession and learn from it.
 
   Edward was on his way to his Escalade. Lila hurried past, getting back to the building to start work again. From behind her Van called, "Why don't you take a break?"
 
   That question told Lila she'd never share this last experience with Van. His world was as solid as his buildings. He'd laugh at her, tell her it proved she was working too hard. 
 
   Edward was starting his engine. She gestured that way. "I already took a break when he showed up. Then another one when Crow showed up. A third when you got here. One more break and the whole day's shot."
 
   "Come on. You work too hard. Tell you what - for a cup of coffee I'll help you with the sanding."
 
   "How'd you know I was sanding?"
 
   He was in front of her then. He drew a finger across her cheekbone and held it up for inspection. "Revlon doesn't make this stuff. This is strictly Black & Decker sanding tool dust. Fine stuff, too. I'm guessing finishing work on cabinets."
 
   She flapped at her clothes as he talked. Puffs of sawdust clouded around her. 
 
   This is surreal. That woman was part of me, making me part of her. We were together, outside any world I know. Now I'm having a perfectly every-day conversation. How can that be?
 
   She put on a smile, a plastic normalcy. "You think you're so smart. I was working at the check-out desk, not the cabinets." She swabbed at her face with a handkerchief. "Did that get most of it?"
 
   "Who cares? You have beautiful eyes."
 
   "Oh, stop it. You'll have to settle for supermarket coffee. Sweet talk won't change that."
 
   He looked disappointed. "I was hoping for a double espresso. But if I can keep looking into those eyes, I don't care if it's mud."
 
   "Are you saying I make bad coffee?"
 
   "I'm saying I want to spend time with you."
 
   "Okay. But you've got to stop blowing smoke in my ear."
 
   "Pretty ears." The departing Edward honked. Van waved. They shouted promises to get together for golf. Lila headed inside. She filled two mugs at the checkout desk. He took his and rubbed his free hand over the wood surface. "Good job. You looking for work? I can always use a good hand."
 
   She laughed. "Look around, dude. You think I need more work?"
 
   He took her at her word, walking around the shop, mug in hand. Cringing inwardly, she watched him. He didn't frown. That was hopeful, at least.
 
   She was intrigued by how much his physical behavior revealed about him. Every move was judicious. He examined. Without taking his eyes from the object of his attention, he raised the mug, sipped, lowered it - all the while, the liquid was under control, never slopping, never spilling. When his eyes didn't satisfy his curiosity, he ran his fingers - sometimes his whole hand - over a surface.
 
   She'd never thought about his hands. Now, watching the surprisingly sensitive fingers and the broad expanse of his palm and the way he caressed her workmanship stirred her. It was ridiculously inappropriate to see anything erotic in what he was doing, she told herself. The images forced their way into her consciousness. 
 
   What's happening to my mind? How can I be thinking of that now? That woman - the things I felt - how do I deal with that and a real life at the same time?
 
   She turned away, gulped a huge swallow coffee that was far too hot. Blinking rapidly, she got back on a more rational track. When she faced Van she was still thinking about him. Without all the sweaty stuff, she told herself sternly.
 
   The other woman said we create love. Something an oracle would say. It could mean anything Why couldn't she just speak plainly?
 
   There was a lot about Van to like. Unlike Crow, there was no suggestion of adventures and dangers. She'd heard unpleasant stories about Van's divorce. Everyone knew the settlement had been less than generous. It was probable he'd hidden some assets. It was equally probable the departing wife had done her best to collect everything she could. Wealthy people in divorces never seemed to agree on much, but if one expected them to have something in common, greed was a pretty sure bet. 
 
   Van had certainly been considerate in her own case. His determination to make her quit her dream was irritating, but his promise of a good offer for the property was sincere; she was sure of it. So was the job offer he dangled as part of the deal. She had no doubts about that little gem of persuasion. He meant partnership. That meant marriage.
 
   She'd never thought seriously of marrying anyone. One long-term relationship was enough to convince her she was better off single. She liked men, enjoyed their company - if they were interesting - and the one relationship had been pleasant. Even when it wasn't pleasant, the worst she could give it was boring. She supposed he'd been an adequate lover. Novels were full of detailed descriptions of people who lit up the neighborhood with flames of passion. The best she ever mustered was a puny glow. That, plus a distaste for the idea of sleeping around, hobbled temptations to experiment.
 
   That physical department was where all her instincts told her Van was a sure thing. The man reeked of maleness. For one tingling moment she thought of those hands. It took a disturbing effort to push it aside.
 
   Maybe that was the very thing that caused her hesitation about Van - the fear of being overwhelmed. The thought of being dominated gave her chills as fierce as any winter. Froze all other notions right out of her, in fact. She understood he had a man's need to feel in charge. That was livable. More than that was out of the question. 
 
   Being alone forever was no prize, though..
 
   "...we can create a thing that refuses all bounds..." the woman said. 
 
   Creating love can only mean we have to be open to other lives. And that means that if we're closed to those lives, our own never fills.
 
   Crow's so closed it terrifies him if he thinks someone else might open up.
 
   Van completed his circuit of the store back where he started, right in front of her. He took her hand in his and said, "You know I'm the heavy in this drama, don't you?"
 
   She had trouble getting her thoughts back into the real world.
 
   "...all our brightness is made dark..."
 
   "Stop that." She'd spoken aloud. Her face was burning when she looked up at Van.
 
   He blinked under a heavy frown. "What'd you say?"
 
   Lila stuttered, finally forced out words. "I was just saying you're blaming yourself for something that's not even there. We're not having a drama."
 
   "Sure we are." His hearty humor lacked real enthusiasm and he watched her closely. "The saga of Bake's place. All-star cast. Everybody wants to see the little lady beat the system. Except for that rat, the developer." 
 
   "Nobody sees you that way. Nobody sees me that way, either."
 
   "Yes they do." He squeezed her hand. "Especially Richards and everybody's friend, Martha Short."
 
   "Oh, stop it. You know them as well as I do. They're not like that."
 
   "They see you as part of their little village back in the day. I'm this heartless engine of change. They think I want to turn Lupine into Seattle." 
 
   "Seattle in this valley? It'd stack higher than the moon."
 
   He laughed, then, "Seriously, those two lead any argument about improving this place - them and that screwball perennial mayor candidate. Then there's Odegaard. He keeps the rinky-dink craftsy crowd ready to fight anything. They'd all like to go back to 1950." He cut the air with his hand. "If things don't change, time tears them apart."
 
   That's not what the woman said. 
 
   "...refuses any bounds. Even life."
 
   Van was still talking. "...you're part of change. Renewing a dead store, lumber and nails, is change."
 
   "It's been here since I can remember." She pulled her hand out of his grip. 
 
   He said, "When you came back it was a heap. Don't get me wrong; I think them backing you up is great. But isn't it a bit hypocritical to accuse me of trying to 'change everything,' when you're doing the same thing?"
 
   She blazed at him, angry now, and eager for him to know it. "Don't call them hypocrites. They're not and I'm not. And I'm going to finish it. Tell your banker buddy."
 
   "I didn't mean... Look, we only have these arguments because I don't want to see you get hurt. You know Edward can't talk to me about your business, but I'm not blind. He doesn't have to tell me he's worried about you."
 
   "Come off it. He wouldn't worry about his mother. Unless she owed him money. I'll hang on until I find someone who'll give me a loan. Then I won't need his concern, or anyone else's. That includes you, Van."
 
   They confronted each other in silence long enough for some of the rigidity to flow from their muscles. Van spoke first."I think you have a good idea how much I care for you. Today's as close as we've come to a real argument. The dumb thing is, we always fuss about the same thing. Okay, can we just be a man and a woman and see where that takes us? No more arguments. I just want to make you want to be with me."
 
   She looked into his eyes. He held her gaze. His expression was troubled, but steady. When he took a tentative half-step closer she was once more aware of the aura of competence wrapped around him. And, once again, she was troubled by how tempting it was to be part of it.
 
   A person could do a lot worse. A lot have.
 
   If he doesn't want too much...
 
   "We can try."
 
   He grinned like a boy. "Great. That's what I was hoping. I want you to be sure."
 
   She smiled at him. It felt good, like it signaled something new and exciting in her life. He said, "I'm leaving while we're on a high note. Can a friend get a goodbye hug?"
 
   "For a friend," she said, and stepped into his arms.
 
   The earlier images stirred immediately. They fell away, though, easily displaced by that warm comfort she'd noted. It was almost a sense of sheltering. 
 
    
 
   *          *          *         *          *
 
    
 
   It was noon when Zasu's sharp bark distracted Lila. The sanding was done by then, and she paused in the middle of applying stain to the wood. A glance at her watch confirmed that the dog's stomach was right on time. Oddly, though, Zasu was barking at the front door. Lila reached the porch just as George Weathers started up the steps. His pickup was next to the old gas pump island. A two-wheeled dolly leaned against it. He stopped on the first step, frowning. “Lila? You okay?" He answered his own question. "I have to tell you, you look beat. I’ll come back tomorrow. I mean, you’re not sick, or anything?”
 
   “I’m fine.” His expression let her know he wasn’t buying that. She shrugged. “Got a lot on my mind.”
 
   George relaxed slightly. “You need some chamomile tea. Sometimes when I’m campaigning Louise makes me drink so much I smell like a meadow. Sleep better, though. I was telling...”
 
   Quickly, she interrupted. “I don’t have any chamomile just now, but I’ve got some cinnamon-spice. I’d enjoy the company. Share with me.”
 
   Apologetically, George said, “Not today. I'm just delivering that Shopsmith. Got to teach you about it; show you how to get the most out of it. Amazing machine.”
 
   He nodded to his left and Lila was amazed to see large cardboard boxes and lumber piled on the end of the porch. "When...?" The question died unfinished. "I didn't hear a thing."
 
   “I been grunting up and down those stairs like a buffalo. Like I said, you're working too hard. I'll come back tomorrow.”
 
   She smiled at him. "You’re saying you’ll show me how to not cut off a finger. You don’t have to do that. It comes with a manual or something, doesn’t it?”
 
   “I’ll be here tomorrow about nine, okay? Don’t go using it before then, please. Louise'd kill me if anything happened.” He pointed at the delivery. “Tool like that, you can make a proper workbench. We’ll make it. First project, like.”
 
   "I didn't order wood. I can't afford..."
 
   He cut her off. "Can't do without a workbench. When I told Louise you bought a Shopsmith, first word she said was, 'How's she going to use a thing like that?' and I said, 'I don't know,' and she said, 'You teach her. I'll watch the store while you do.' We argued."
 
   "Oh, George. An argument? I'm sorry. I'll tell her I don't need anything. I'll phone right now." She reached for her cell.
 
   "Never mind. You know Louise. Wasn't really an argument, anyhow. She said what she said, and I said, 'Do what?' and she said, 'You heard me,' and I believe I said, 'Oh.' So here we are."
 
   "You're the dearest man there is. And please, you tell Louise I just love her style."
 
   His smile was a bit strained. He said, "She's something, isn't she? I'll tell her, for sure." 
 
   As soon as he left aching weariness reclaimed her. She forced herself to turn back to her unending project. What happened dazed her. She found herself remembering her first day in that room. Her efforts then hardly made a dent. Now all the old paint and varnish were gone. Exposed wood gleamed. Newly applied stain added atmosphere. The place was eager with expectation. 
 
   She had to sit down. The two days of self-submerging frenzy hadn’t been pointless escape. She’d made serious progress. Before, this room rejected her like she was an intruder. Now it looked warm and wanted, as if Aunt Lila were present, features creased in a proud smile. 
 
   Awed, she rose, pivoting slowly. 
 
   Over there would be the display counter, glass-topped, row after row of flies. She saw them as clearly as if their tiny alien bodies with their weirdly wonderful names were already in place: Kaufmann’s Freight Train, red, white, and black; La Follette’s black and red; Summerberry with its flashing silver tail; the bristly, aptly titled Green Lantern. Scores of patterns, begging to show their prowess.
 
   On the wall behind that would be a cabinet with dozens of small drawers, each holding its supply of the raw materials necessary to make those designs. Gaudy peacock and pheasant feathers. White-tipped turkey and delicately speckled hackle. Fur, too; rabbit fur, deer hair. One whole section at the end for the manmade materials, the chenilles, the mylar, tinsel, wire. Further along, the tools and hardware of the craft.
 
   Fluorescent fixtures inside the cases would make all that dazzle and intricacy irresistible. Lila grinned, imagining the stunned, gotta-have-it faces of seduced fishermen. 
 
   Little did they know of lures. Poor devils.
 
   The vision went on. A rack of fly rods over there. There, the spinning and casting gear. They’d get proper attention, of course, but fly fishing was to be king. 
 
   Uncle Bake’s ugly old deer antler chandelier had to go right there. Completely politically incorrect, tacky testimony to a bygone esthetic, but Bake was proud of the thing. And over there, spang in front - Bake’s word - she'd cut in new, larger windows. The cash register would go there so she could look out at the lake and the mountains.
 
   Aloud, she said, “We’re getting there, Aunt Lila, Uncle Bake. Stay with me.”
 
   Martha’s voice jerked her around to face the front door. “Anyone home in there?”
 
   Zasu pushed aside the sprung screen door, a white ball of yapping excitement. Lila heard someone on the front steps and then Pastor Richards’ voice. “’Blessed are ye that hunger now: for ye shall be filled.’ We’ve got enough fried chicken for an army.” Martha entered like a queen with her footman behind. The Pastor carried a huge picnic basket and grin to match. Hands on hips, Martha scanned everything, darting eyes like light beams. She faced Lila and frowned. “The place looks grand. And you look like something the cat dragged in. Are you all right?”
 
   Lila said, “I'm fine: Zasu and I don't do high fashion. I'll dig up some overalls for you, if you want to pitch in.”
 
   “Not a chance.” Martha sniffed. “I’m a lady of a certain age, and I don’t do overalls, thank you very much. Where should Andy put the basket? His old joints are creaking. If I'm not careful I'll start feeling sad about it.”
 
   The Pastor bridled. “Don’t worry about me. Strong like bull. Hungry like wolf. Somebody decide something before I run off with the whole works.”
 
   Lila said, “It’s a pretty day - why not use one of the picnic benches out by the old firepits?” She moved to grip the basket handle so it hung between herself and the Pastor, saying, “Don’t think I’m being helpful. I’m making sure you don't get away with this.”
 
   He turned to Martha. “She’s onto me.”
 
   Martha told Lila, “I hope you’re hungry. We’ve got fried chicken, cornbread, biscuits, potato salad, and a custard pie to finish things off. And iced tea, of course.”
 
   The growl in Lila’s stomach was loud enough to draw a raised-eyebrows glance from Martha. Both women smothered laughter. Giving way to impulse, Lila let go of the basket and embraced her. Unexpectedly, unstoppable, tears came. The older woman held her tight, soothing. “It's going to be fine, Lila, it really is.” 
 
   From the corner of her eye, Lila saw the Pastor unobtrusively leave with their lunch in hand. Lila realized he was affording them their privacy. The homely simplicity of the thing brought more tears. 
 
   Lila said, “I’m a wreck, Martha. First George came with my new equipment, now you and the Pastor. Crow left. Van was here.”
 
   Martha swept an arm as if it held an imperial scepter. “Look what you’ve done. More than anyone thought, and you’ve done it faster. You’re special, Lila. You keep fighting. God never gives us a heavier load than we can carry.”
 
   Lila wiped away the last of the tears. She said, “You hang out with Pastor Richards too much. You’re beginning to talk like him.”
 
   Martha linked arms with Lila and marched her out the door. “We’re a couple of old trees. Not as strong as we were, so we lean into each other when the harder winds come. We have to take care of the younger trees, too; we won’t last forever and the forest has to go on.”
 
   “You can’t leave.”
 
   “Well, I’m not going anywhere just yet, but when I feel it’s time for me to take my break I mean to take it. Our problem isn’t me going. It’s you staying. Don’t you dare quit.”
 
   Lila nodded, tried to swallow past the lump in her throat. “I’ll try.”
 
   “Best anyone can do, hon. You’ll be fine.” By that time they reached the picnic area the Pastor had the meal spread. Martha asked him, “You know what I like most about you?” and without waiting for an answer told him, “You let somebody else do the preaching from time to time. I bet it just kills you.”
 
   “I take a slight artistic resentment.” He looked solemn enough to mean it, but added, “But I’m not so arrogant I think I can do a better job of understanding a woman better than another woman. I’m a country preacher, not one of the three wise men.”
 
   “What you are is a tricky old dev... man. Letting me do your work. So explain something, country preacher: Why’s God make a quiet little dream so darned hard? Especially for someone as nice as Lila Milam?”
 
   The Pastor laughed out loud. Nevertheless, Lila thought she saw something twist his features, something that didn’t belong there. Then he was comically pretending offense. “Quit picking on me. The world’s overloaded with heavy thinkers who argue questions like that. The rest of us keep our hands on the plow and do the best row we can.”
 
   “Piffle.” Martha sat on the bench with a flourish. “I know you. You’re smarter - yes, and tougher - than you let on. Now let’s eat.” 
 
    
 
   *          *         *          *          *
 
    
 
   Later, in the car going back to town, Martha shifted continuously in her seat, shooting ill-concealed glances of affront at Pastor Richards. They had no effect on his preoccupation. When she couldn’t stand it any longer, she said, “So maybe I shouldn't have asked about God and how hard all this has been for Lila. It's still a good question. Anyhow, I was just trying to make her feel better.”
 
   “Which you did.” He fell silent again for several seconds. Martha knew him well enough to let him work out what he wanted to say. Finally, he went on, “I quoted Luke when we got there. All I was thinking about was lunch. ‘Blessed are ye that hunger now: for ye shall be filled.’ Then I remembered the quote doesn't end there. It goes on, ‘Blessed are ye that weep now; for ye shall laugh.’ I’ve been praying Luke got that part right, too.” 
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter12]Chapter 12 
 
   The river tumbled seaward with the single-minded eagerness of a young lover. On its banks dark green fir needles shrouded pillars of black-brown trunks. At their feet, like the flare of a gown, the softer green of brush crept even closer to the flow. Irregular sunlight tore rents in a scudding gray overcast as if the clouds were demonstrating that the Olympic Peninsula was their domain and the sun visited at their sufferance.
 
   Sitting on one of the boulders rising above the cobble shoreline, Crow shifted his attention downstream to four massive fir trunks stranded in the river’s course. Exposed roots reached upward in surrender. Smaller debris formed a seething jumble on their upstream flanks. 
 
   Crow pondered the irony of huge trees that, so fixed in life, had wandered in death. 
 
   Clumsy in waders, he slid to the ground. Major immediately leaned against him in silent reproach, reminding Crow he should never go anywhere where there wasn’t room for him, too. Compounding that failure, Crow picked his way knee-deep into clear water so cold the smell of glaciers still clung to it. 
 
   His slender monofilament disappeared against the sky as it launched forward. In one of the infrequent sunbeam lances, the line glittered silver. Time after time Crow’s lure settled, was retrieved, cast again. 
 
   He never considered a no-fish day a defeat. Immersed in nature, he was completely free. Hooking a good fish was wonderful. It wasn’t necessary. Today was one of the days when the outdoors alone would have to be enough. Crow reeled in and sloshed ashore. Major welcomed him back with his customary enthusiasm. When Crow started the hike back to the parked pickup, the dog happily fell in beside him. 
 
   Soon after that they were at the Airstream in the privately-owned campground. Crow stowed his gear before starting the breakfast routine. He whistled while he mixed the pancake batter, the tune slowing in keeping with an expression that grew more and more contemplative. Spooning a trio of cakes on the griddle, he told his dog, "I was thinking about that woman. The one back in that crazy town. She called it Loopy Lupine. Got that right. I may have misjudged her, you know? I mean, where's it say she has to tell me about her love life - or anything else? It's not like I'm good about sharing. Might be I overreacted."
 
   The need to flip the cakes broke Crow's reminiscence. His whistling grew lively again. Driving here, paralleling the Strait of Juan de Fuca, he'd bought some farm-made raspberry jam; settling at his table, he slathered it on the pancakes.
 
   It was customary for him to throw in a small treat from his own meal on top of Major’s kibble. He knew it was a foolish notion, but he couldn’t get it out of his mind that if the dog smelled all that good people-food it was downright cruel to make him subsist on something as deadly-dull as that packaged stuff. This morning Major got a sliver of pancake. “No jam,” Crow said sternly. 
 
   The meal finished, everything cleaned and put away, the dog posed expectantly, leather leash dangling from his mouth. Crow clipped it to his collar. Outside, he said, "I hope that woman - the one in Lupine - knows how to keep a place squared away. Tackle shop - man, think of that inventory. I bet she's a good fisherman herself; she moves like an athlete and we know she's got a ton of patience."
 
   Major pretended interest before resuming important snuffling. Crow was unaware. Lost in his own thoughts, he remembered how carelessly he'd stolen time from Patricia and Joe to get outdoors, fishing and camping. It simply wasn't fun, Patricia explained after their second wet, cold weekend trip. Joe never took to the notion, either. Sport, to him, involved a ball or, at least, competition with another human. Solitude was something both mother and son avoided. 
 
   He concentrated on his present location. It was a slope overlooking the gray-green of the Strait. Well-maintained dirt roads cut it into parcels, each separated from neighbors by a wooded privacy gap. There were only a handful of scattered tents, a trio of pickup-mounted campers, and one other motorhome. 
 
   Major’s tours through any such site were a triumphal march. Adults were met with dignified reserve, amended to friendly tail wags after proper introductions. Youngsters infected him with instant puppy-reversion. He licked faces. He pranced in invitation to play. He yanked on his leash like a hooked shark. Not once had he ever bowled over a child, but the sight of all that muscularity, no matter how restrained, wasn't always welcome. Some kids yelled fear. When that happened his hurt was sorrowful to behold. 
 
   Crow's stroll took him uphill to the owner’s home overlooking the grounds and out to sea. Inside a low white picket fence that discouraged trespass without offering a real barrier the house was an old-fashioned twin-pillared bungalow. In Seattle it would have fit into any of the older neighborhoods. Here in this rustic setting it should have looked anachronistic. Instead, it faced the Strait with a sureness of worth and purpose. White paint, blue trim, and darkly aged cedar shake roof welcomed. 
 
   A few yards distant was a garage workshop. Dull red, it would have been merely another dumpy outbuilding except for the dog-eared tin roof. The two buildings side by side made Crow think of antique photographs of ladies in long white dresses carrying parasols, flanked by brat little brothers in cocked derbies. 
 
   Through the open double doors of the garage, Crow saw a man head and shoulders under the hood of a well-used pickup. He rose just as Crow and Major were passing. 
 
   Crow said, “’Morning,” and nodded. 
 
   The man asked. “Catch anything this morning?” 
 
   “Nothing. Did we wake you on our way out?”
 
   “No, no.” The man came forward. “I’m always up early. Amber and I feed the animals before the school bus comes.” Opening the gate, he joined Crow, pointing. “Pasture and a small barn over there, beyond those trees. Sheep, goats, llamas. We sell the wool. Buy and sell some animals. Amber’s got her own goats, some alpacas, some rabbits. I tell her if the campsite business flops we’ll still be able to eat for a while. She half believes me.”
 
   “Amber; pretty little blond. Way too cute. Going to scramble a lot of boy brains in a few years. She was with Mrs. Miles when I checked in.”
 
   “That’s our Amber, sure enough. And my wife’s Sophia.” He came around the truck, hand out. “I remember your name. We haven’t actually met. I’m Jason Miles.”
 
   They shook. “I go by Crow.”
 
   “And this big fella?” 
 
   “That’s Major.” Crow was pleased when Jason called the dog by name and let him make the first move. Major acknowledged the courtesy with wag, taking a step forward to be patted. Jason obliged, then jerked a thumb at the garage with a wry smile. "Truck's giving me trouble. Something in the wiring. Comes and goes. Making me crazy. You wouldn’t happen to be a mechanic?” 
 
   “Shade-tree tinker.” Remembering the problems that entangled him in Lupine roiled his breakfast. 
 
   Jason brightened. “Take a look. Maybe you can see something I don’t,” and led the way. Refusal died on Crow’s lips. After rolling up his sleeves and looping Major’s leash over a hook set in the wall, Crow bent over the engine. He fiddled with wires. A few moments later, he said, “Try it now.”
 
   Jason got behind the wheel. The starter motor wheezed uselessly. Crow straightened. “You got a voltmeter?” Jason shook his head. Crow dove back inside. For several seconds he squirmed, then gestured for Jason to turn the key again.
 
   Crow yelped like a coyote and flew backward. The Stetson spiraled away. His feet tangled. He lurched toward the wall. At full tilt, he slammed into the garage’s wooden slats beside Major. The startled dog promptly yanked the restraining hook out of the wood. Between that jolt and Crow’s impact, the entire building rattled. Shelves emptied onto the floor. Dust rose like fog. 
 
   Major frisked and barked, enjoying this new game. Jason tumbled out of the cab and came to where Crow was shaking his hand and mumbling under his breath. Jason said, “Are you all right?”
 
   For one pregnant instant, Crow’s eyes blazed. His jaw tightened. Jason blinked. Rising and brushing himself off, Crow said dryly, “I found your short. I’m just guessing here, but I think we proved your battery's still charged.” To the still excited Major, he said, “We’re not playing, doofus.”
 
   From the garage door, a woman’s voice said, “What happened? Is someone hurt?”
 
   While Jason explained, Amber rushed up to stand beside her mother, wide-eyed and silent. The girl had her mother’s features, but where the child was fair, the mother was darker and her hair black as night. When Jason finished, Sophia took a nervous step toward Crow. “Are you sure you’re all right? We have insurance.”
 
   He waved that off. “No problem, ma’am. More surprise than hurt.”
 
   Amber pointed at Major. “He didn’t get hurt, did he?” Major whined and twitched in his need to make friends.
 
   Crow laughed. “Not hardly. Old Major thought it was pretty funny.”
 
   The girl looked at Crow with shy disapproval. “He wouldn’t think it was funny if he knew you were hurt.”
 
   Sophia was scandalized. “Amber.”
 
   Crow said, “She’s right, Mrs. Miles. Major knew it wasn’t a big deal.”
 
   Still shy, but pleased nonetheless, Amber looked to her mother. “I knew when Mr. Crow checked in. They love each other.”
 
   Jason said, “Sometimes I think she can talk to animals. I know she thinks so.”
 
   Coloring, the girl defended herself. “I don’t either. But I really do understand. Sometimes.”
 
   Crow said, “You understood Major. He’d like to get better acquainted.” He looked to Sophia for approval. Her smile answered for her and Crow released the dog to go shower affection on the child and her mother. To Jason, he said, “I knocked down a lot of stuff. I’ll clean it up.”
 
   Jason said, “Forget that. You were helping. Never mind the mess. I’ll get it after I fix the truck.”
 
   “It's just worn insulation. I'll drive you into town for new wiring.”
 
   Jason said, “You don’t have to do that.”
 
   Crow turned away. "I know. Be just a minute. We get back, clean up, and I'll check out." 
 
   All the way to town and back he indulged Jason’s small talk, silently telling himself Major had all the best of it, riding in the truck bed. 
 
   Home again, Crow noted Sophia had replaced everything in the garage. Equipment benched in a far corner caught his eye. Jason saw and said, “My reloading tools. The only way I can afford ammunition. Can’t afford it anyhow, to be honest. I saw your Marine decal; you do any shooting?”
 
    “I own a gun. That’s about it.” Then, feeling a bit guilty for his extended curtness, Crow added, “Nobody can afford anything anymore.” 
 
   From opposite sides of the engine, the men attacked the truck’s compromised wiring. Deeper into the building, Amber had rigged her father’s trouble light so they could see better and she was bouncing a ball off the rear wall for Major. 
 
   Jason stepped back with a confident thumb’s up. “Got ‘er done, I believe,” he said and stepped into the cab. 
 
   From the corner of his eye Crow absently watched Amber throw the ball. Major leaped. Jaws snapped an instant late. The deflected ball struck the trouble light on the workshelf. The bulb made a soft pop. Sparks danced and sputtered. 
 
   There was a loud explosion. 
 
   Crow felt himself falling. Grenade. 
 
   Impossible. Not here. 
 
   Major. Yelping. Biting at his side. 
 
   Another explosion, much louder. Fire in two, three - innumerable - places. Unbelievably, the whole rear of the building was engulfed. More explosions. Smaller, an evil rain spraying through the larger thunder of other blasts.
 
   Gunfire. Screaming.
 
    Amber. 
 
   God, no; not the child.
 
   Jason was running toward her, toward the inferno.
 
   Amber fell, terribly still. No more screams. Major, biting at his own side continuously, ran to Crow. Jason took one more step before the giant's hand of yet another explosion smashed him to the floor. 
 
   Crouched, Crow scrambled past him. He fought forward, fell flat beside Amber, grabbed her neck. There was a weak, rapid pulse. 
 
   Smoke blinded him. Heat drew a dry, crisp smell from his clothes. Flat on the floor, he got his hands into Amber’s armpits and inched backward. The smaller explosions multiplied. He imagined a beast snarling as it saw its prey stolen. 
 
   Firefight.
 
   No, that was then. Concentrate. 
 
   Fire. The red dreams. 
 
   No dream now. 
 
   After so much, You’d have me die like this? And the child? How did she offend You? Where are You now? You and Your infinite mercy?
 
    Major’s frantic barking was faint. Crow knew instantly, proudly, his dog, injury and all, was summoning help.
 
   His foot struck something yielding. There was a groan and Crow realized the contact was Jason. Crow found his shirt, gripped it. Sticky wetness slimed his grip. 
 
   Other scenes, other times and places shrieked at him to remember.
 
   Red. Scenes. 
 
   No. 
 
   One hand for the girl. One hand for the father. Crawl. Pull. 
 
   Inches. Fire and smoke. 
 
   Don’t remember. Don't think. Do what needs done.
 
   Leave no wounded. No dead.
 
   He rose to his knees, straining for extra purchase. Intensified heat roared triumph. Thicker smoke burrowed into his eyes, his throat.
 
   I can do this. After what You did, did You think I’d beg You for help?.
 
   Crow heard, rather than felt, something strike his head. Then came incredible pain, blinding color. 
 
   Red. 
 
   His mind split, half still determined to drag Amber and her father clear of the fire, the other half flickering in and out of panic. Through the noise pounding him he heard himself bellow defiance. And despair. He pitched forward, his body sprawled protectively atop the child. 
 
   Explosions continued to crack in stuttering succession. Ricochets screamed. 
 
   Something yanked his ankle. His head slipped off Amber, struck the floor. The lightning-bolt pain surprised him; he couldn’t believe he could hurt even more. This new injustice energized him. Fury clamped his grip tighter on both his charges. 
 
   Major yelped and the tug on Crow’s ankle stopped, then started again. An eternity later, someone grabbed his other ankle. Twin pulls skidded him backward. After eternity, his face was grated across gravel and dirt instead of smooth concrete. The scourging heat and choking smoke diminished. Agony remained constant. 
 
   Clean air, rich as honey, gushed into his chest. 
 
   I told You. I'm still here. 
 
   Major's sloppy tongue dragged across Crow’s cheek. He let go of Amber and her father. He tried to reach out to Major but failed. The dog pressed his nose, hot and dry, to Crow’s ear before resting his head against his master’s. Then he whined. Rasping, the sound ended as a broken moan. 
 
   Crow cried out. His struggles to touch his dog were a mere stirring, hopeless against a power that stole him, whirled him down into dark, consuming mystery. At the last, he was content to accept it. He'd share it with his comrade.
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter13]Chapter 13 
 
   Lila considered people who zing out of bed alert terminally maladjusted. She loathed the clang or buzz or chirp of an alarm clock and positively dreaded the non-stop natter of caffeine-marinated disc jockeys. Her routine wake-up call was Zasu’s gentle paw and soft whine. It always came too early, but the technique was far superior. A reluctant butterfly, Lila inched from under the warm covers..
 
   Zasu leaped down and into her gotta-go circle. Lila winced at the rude energy. Her expression soured further as her feet hit the bare wooden floor. Cruelly, the boards had soaked up every bit of cold in the world and delivered it directly to her naked feet. 
 
   As soon as Zasu saw her mistress upright, she streaked for the kitchen and resumed her dance until Lila opened the door. A last whirl launched the dog.
 
   Lila wondered how even an animal could be chipper in the face of so much gray. The distant mountains were shrouded in clouds. Peering through the door's window, the sight of the lake's surface stippled by autumn's cutting breeze made the back of her neck prickle. Closer to the house, the last of summer's flowers cowered. 
 
   Watching Zasu dart, patrolling her empire for evidence of night-time intruders, Lila was reminded of the little dog charging Major. She drifted from that to hoping Crow was enjoying a prettier day. 
 
   Mission accomplished, Zasu was eager to come inside and get with the serious matter of breakfast. Lila got dressed, not feeling up to regular behavior. She examined the kitchen. It was already cozy. She couldn't remember flicking the thermostat on the way to let Zasu out. The realization gave her pause: She was beginning to simply do what needed done, cruising on automatic. The world was foreclosing on her, leaving nothing but dilemmas to fill her time. 
 
   Had she crossed the line between determination and obstinacy? Was Crow's wandering really the best way to deal with the world? The people encouraging her weren't able to help, not really. They had no money to lend, no time to spare from their own lives. Pastor Richards had stepped up to the plate once. His loan was the difference between trying and giving up without even starting. Lila winced, hoping he didn't need to be paid back any time soon. She regretted taking the money. Still, when a dream glitters right in front of one the need to reach for it can be overwhelming. 
 
   Was the dream wrong? If Van was right, it was time for the old Lupine to grow even larger. She dreamt and scrambled. He built and stormed ahead putting up solid, sturdy things. Like him. A man who wanted to rebuild his life. They also said the divorce was his fault, but it was Van who got custody of their son. The wife was the one who moved away. That was another of Van's qualities; determination. He saw things through. Nothing like that odd Crow person. Told her to fight for goals, but spent his own life as restless as wind. The image held her mind: That's what he was, a wind that comes into lives from nowhere, stirs them up, then wanders off to a different nowhere. 
 
   It sounded exotic. It must be awful. Lonesome, no matter what he said.
 
   That crazy moment, that "other woman" thing, happened when she was watching a lonely man go searching for more loneliness. 
 
   An emotional imagining, that's all it was. Right next door to hysteria. Forget the whole thing.
 
   The ease of the conclusion and the relief at having it cleared up was practically euphoric. So reasonable, when one actually analyzed it. Still, the direction of her thoughts shifted to her past. 
 
   Her own life with a partner hadn't been all that bad. She really believed she was in love. It was untrue then and impossible to imagine now. Lila unconsciously frowned as she remembered how depressed she was the first time she looked in the clothes dryer and saw her clothes tumbling around with his. That alone should have sent her screaming down the road to somewhere else.
 
   They never had a real fight, not even a good air-cleaning shouting match. But he nagged. And complained. Whenever irritation got the best of her and she struck back, he was either apologetic (I didn’t mean it that way. I should have said it differently, shouldn’t have mentioned it at all.) or little-boy defensive (I was just trying to be helpful. I thought we were a team?). It was like wrestling fog. The deeper one plunged into it, the colder it grew.
 
   Why hadn’t she seen that side of him sooner? 
 
   Yapping coyotes snapped Lila out of her reverie. The imposing Major came to her mind again. It was really quite impressive the way the animal obeyed. Disapproval twitched her nose; pets should to be spoiled and enjoyed. Reluctantly, she admitted that Crow and Major enjoyed a fine bond. And the dog did behave like a gentleman. So did Crow; she might as well admit that, too. 
 
   Yet there seemed a hidden violence in him. When he'd spoken of the way he acquired Major it was as if he was picturing the event in his mind and enjoying what must have been a terrible confrontation. She was sure that, at the time, he wanted to explode. 
 
   Suddenly, in the depth of her heart, she knew that someday he would again. To her surprise, she found herself feeling sorry for him. Not merely sorry, but terribly saddened. 
 
   Not that he was her concern. 
 
   The woman who appeared when he left spoke of what we can create in ourselves, how it can last forever. What was Crow creating? If there was no one aware of it, no one to share it, how could it last at all?
 
   The coffeemaker bleated readiness. She welcomed it, told herself it was just what she needed to break this silly introspective mood and get to the reality of the day. Her mind wasn't quite ready to dismiss Crow, though. She frowned as she filled a mug. 
 
   He was exactly what she’d needed when she wanted to talk. He said he’d listen and leave. That’s what he did. She’d always owe him for that. If he’d stayed any longer, she’d probably have said too much. 
 
   What would he have said in return?
 
   Don't go there.
 
    Zasu whined impatience. Lila seized the distraction. By the time the dog was fed and her own oatmeal cooking, she was in a better mood. Things weren’t all bad, she decided. If nothing else, the phone conversation with the loan officer with the other bank in Seattle was encouraging. 
 
   That was the sort of sunshine that could burn off any old gray day.
 
    
 
   *          *          *          *         *
 
    
 
   Edward Lawton strode into his bank. Customers making eye contact received the requisite cheery nod. He'd practiced it with a mirror until he was reasonably sure he could bring it up in front of a firing squad. Nor did he kid himself about those he greeted. Speaking of firing squads, plenty of people would be delighted to see any banker staring at one. 
 
   Movement to the side caught his eye. Sydney was craning past a customer seated at her desk to gesture Edward closer. Teeth gritting, he maintained the false front. Sydney knew how he disliked having his entrance interrupted. Nevertheless, he changed course. 
 
   Banking was largely mind-crushing paperwork. He hated it. Sydney handled most of those chores so well he couldn’t afford to be excessively offensive. If she ever got angry enough to stage a slowdown she might discover how he depended on her. It helped that she was a single mother. They were all desperate to hang onto any job and almost embarrassingly grateful if it was a decent job. There was a downside, of course; they aired their troubles as freely as if they were hanging laundry. And their sad little faces when salaries were discussed were simply not to be believed.
 
   Sydney hurried away from the customer to meet Edward halfway. She whispered dramatically. “Mr. Vanderkirk called. He said you should call him as soon as you came in. He was agitated.”
 
   Edward’s morning slumped. Van’s call was trouble enough. He didn’t need words like “agitated.” Who did she think she was?
 
   “And?”
 
   “He just said you should call. He sounded...”
 
   A cutting gesture stopped that. “Didn’t you ask what the problem was?”
 
   She blinked. “You said I shouldn’t ask people that. I was just...”
 
   He sneered. “I’ll take care of it.” Typical female literalism. Now he’d have no way to prepare for the discussion. 
 
   Van answered on the first ring and wasted no time on pleasantries. “I told you she had help from someone.”
 
   “You’re talking about Lila?”
 
   “Who else, damn it?”
 
   Edward swallowed his first answer, then, “Yes. Well, that's very interesting. Quick work, too. No need for that detective now, right? Who's the benefactor? What're the details?"
 
   There was a pause. "The detective's the one who made the find, not me. Turns out she's got a trust fund. Her aunt and uncle set it up. I don't know how she gets by on it. And that preacher loaned her money."
 
   "Why isn't the trust money sent directly to her account? And how much has Richards loaned her? Is he charging interest? How's he explain it on his tax return?"
 
   "The detective's looking into the things you mentioned - plus my strong suspicion that our holy man drained off church money to give to a friend. "
 
   "I'd think hard about this. Even if he did embezzle some money, it can't have been much. And putting the law on him won't make you popular with her, that's for sure."
 
   "Edward, you live in a very tiny world. I don't want to expose the old man. Maybe I'll just convince him to talk to Lila about selling. He does that, and his little secret's safe."
 
   Edward snorted. "That's called blackmail. He won't buy it."
 
   "If he doesn't, then I will expose him. And I'll find someone on that church board who'll insist she pay back the loan immediately. I don't want it to fall out that way, but someone's got to win this argument. I mean to be the one."
 
   "You'll lose her. You know you will."
 
   "Not if I offer to help her finish her project the way she wants."
 
   "That's wishful thinking. She'll spit on you."
 
   "I don't think so. I'll be apologetic. I'll be ashamed. I'll do anything to make things right for her."
 
   "I don't believe a damned word of it."
 
   Van laughed. "Neither do I. But she will. She wants things her way bad enough to believe anything that looks like she's getting what she wants. Once she buys my repentance act it won't take her long to figure out that joining up with me is the only way she can make it work."
 
   The silence stretched past Van's patience point. He said, "You still there?"
 
   Edward answered slowly. "Yeah, I'm here. I was just thinking. You know, you just may get away with it."
 
   "I will. We're going to end up building the nicest little resort in the Cascades."
 
   Edward made a face. "I wish you wouldn't talk about 'we.' I'm not involved."
 
   "The hell you're not. If I can't build on that property I can't borrow money from you. You need the business. Or I could go somewhere else. My credit's good."
 
   Van's sudden defensiveness lit up all of Edward's professional warning lights. More than that, it gave him a quick touch of satisfaction to realized he was now in charge of the conversation. Still, Van was by far his largest customer; there was no place for petty gloating. But it was important Van understand he couldn't just snap his fingers and everyone obeyed. He said, "I'm sorry, Van - I'm a bit confused. You say Richards contributed to Lila's project, but you don't know how or how much money's involved. That's pretty tenuous information. "
 
   Van went on. "Let me worry about that. Look, you've always been a team player. I need you to give me information if my detective hits a wall."
 
   "Within legal limits. Fiscal advice based on public information. The law's very strict."
 
   “Whatever.” Van hung up. 
 
   Edward lowered the handset to its cradle. The whole game seemed to be degenerating into farce. A tiny smile ghosted across his face.
 
    
 
   *          *          *          *          *
 
    
 
   Lila’s improved attitude grew through breakfast. Slathering a wedge of oven-warm cornbread with jam gave her ridiculous satisfaction. Picking the blackberries for that jam cost her a sweatshirt. A zillion thorns tore a zillion holes. Then came cooking the berries down. Heat and steam meant memorably bad hair. Now, however, the glassy shine of the jellied fruit, the intense flower-and-spice aroma, and the dark sweetness of the end product made it all worthwhile. When all that married with the sweetness of corn and the sharper bite of fresh coffee she closed her eyes and smiled the plainest and best sort of satisfaction.
 
   She filled the thermos with the remainder of the coffee; she'd keep it by her side as she worked. Done with that, she scanned her surroundings. The kitchen looked right. Pretty soon the rest of the place would match it. Optimism welled in her. The man at the bank in Seattle talked about government stimulus money and greater appreciation of small businesses. Nothing like Edward's constant moaning about recession and gun-shy senior bankers. 
 
   Gray days and cold mornings and crabby bankers weren't the stuff of her life. Homemade blackberry jam, a precious little dog, a fireplace warming two big old leather chairs - that was what she was about. Good things were going to happen. She'd make them happen. 
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter14]Chapter 14 
 
   Crow woke to sullen pain. It filled his head, infected every muscle in his body, made him clench his teeth to avoid vomiting. 
 
   Opening his eyes, he looked up into a pale yellow void. The color brought a jolt of fear. He expected sky, clouds; bland emptiness was wrong. With rising alarm he realized he had no sense of place. Increased pain made him grunt. He rolled his eyes. To his right, a sink. A utilitarian chair, dingy brown. On his left, an open door. 
 
   Scent gave him his first orientation. Floral-masked disinfectant. Laundry. 
 
   Hospital. 
 
   Moving his hand to his head was a project. There was a bandage on the right side, above his ear. 
 
   Fire. Explosions. 
 
   Major. Moaning.
 
   He tried to rise. Pain lashed him harder. He wedged his elbow against the bed, levered his torso a few inches upward. The spun. He closed his eyes and waited. When he looked again he saw his feet, holding up a distant blue blanket teepee. The cloth’s weight was oppressive. 
 
   There was a bed guard rail just within his peripheral vision. Determination twisted his head around far enough to focus on the controls he knew would be there. He pushed the nurse call button and fell back exhausted. A man in white shirt and trousers filled the door immediately. He hurried to Crow, grinning confidence.
 
   He said, “I told them you’d wake up sooner than they expected. You guys don’t stay down long.”
 
   The effort to speak made Crow think his skull might crack. He tasted dust, his throat felt clogged with it. For a terrible moment he thought he’d cough. Before it could seize him, the nurse jammed a glass of water and straw under his nose. The grin was replaced by cool concern. He said, “Sip. Just wet your mouth.” At the same time, his free hand raised the head of the bed slightly. Then he went on, “Don’t try sitting up again, hear? Use the button, let the bed do the work. And no higher than this until Dr. Newton or I say so.”
 
   Crow swallowed. It was nectar. He managed, “Dog. Major.”
 
   “He’ll make it. The vet doesn’t know why. He took a heavy hit. Tough mutt. Seems to run in the family.”
 
   “Girl? Jason?”
 
   The nurse brought the straw back; Crow sucked greedily and the nurse pulled it away. “Not too fast,” he said, then, “The girl got too much smoke. She was fine by the next morning. The father took a hit from a nine millimeter round; a ricochet, deformed. Lucky for him. Didn’t have much poop left. Nicked his neck. He’s home, too, No permanent damage.” He let Crow have the straw again. “We’re sending you to Seattle for more detailed examination. Just a precaution. You’ve got a bad concussion.”
 
   The water revived Crow wonderfully. He moved a hand to his bandage, pleased by how much easier it was already. “What happened?” he asked. 
 
   “Hard to tell. Lots of hardware flying around. Place was a bomb looking for a way to explode - black powder, smokeless powder, and primers. Then we had paint remover, paint, cans of gasoline, kerosene. If you’d been wearing your Kevlar hat, you’d have been fine.” Crow frowned puzzlement. The nurse said, “Email chatter says you’re a retired First Sergeant. I was a Corpsman. My name’s Garza.”
 
   Words came slowly. “Want. My. Dog.”
 
   Garza was sympathetic. “He’s not up to it yet. When he is, I’ll bring him in.”
 
    “Take me - him.”
 
   Garza’s laugh was soft, but his words had bite. “You think we’ve got nothing better to do than wheel you to around? They carried you in here the color of snow and not much warmer, you hear what I’m saying? We nearly lost you.”
 
   Crow looked away. There was a window to his left. Dead gray clouds. He said, “How. Long. Here?” 
 
   “A little over two days. You woke a little bit yesterday. Don’t be surprised or worried you don’t remember. It wasn’t much of an event. You’ve had a good snooze.”
 
   It shocked Crow. He tried to get up again. Garza’s hand on his chest was gently immovable. “Don’t try it. Let us do our job. No gung-ho crap, okay? Hear, tremble, and obey.”
 
   It hurt so much to laugh Crow winced dramatically. He told Garza, “Great bedside,” and was pleased his voice was almost human.
 
   They were quiet for a few moments, Garza watching intently while Crow collected himself further. Finally he asked Garza, “Iraq?”
 
   Something dark roiled Garza’s features. “Eighth Marines. Why I’m telling you to listen up. I’m not losing another of you, understand?” He blinked, then continued. “Just so you know. Anyhow, Major’s recuperating at the Miles’s place. Amber’s made herself his personal caregiver. Your truck and mobile home are parked beside Miles' house.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Brushing that aside, Garza turned to leave just as a portly, gray-haired man entered. Black-rimmed glasses glinted when he approached. For a man of his physique, his movements were surprisingly abrupt. He came to Crow and said, “Good to have you back with us. I’m Dr. Newton. How’re you feeling?”
 
   “When. Leave?”
 
   “Garza write your dialogue? Exactly what he said you'd say.” He pressed on. “You’ve seen concussions. You’ve got a mean one. We got you patched up. No apparent complications.”
 
   Crow said, “Details.”
 
   Dr. Newton’s eyebrows flicked upward. “Don’t really have any. Something heavy and a lot harder than your head bounced off it at your temple. Some blood loss - I expect you know how head wounds bleed. X-rays don’t show any fracture. We were going to move you to Seattle for more detailed evaluation, but we’ve got a bad storm system pounding the whole area. Not a good time for a bumpy helicopter ride or the long ambulance haul from here. It seemed best to hold you over until things cleared up. Weather should clear shortly. We’ll fly you out then.”
 
    “Can’t. Leave. Dog.”
 
   “Let us worry about him. He’s healing, too, you know. We’ll do this by the numbers.”
 
   Garza said, “That’s what I told him.”
 
   Doctor Newton snorted. “I’m sure you did.” With the unexpected quickness Crow had already noted, the doctor bent to inspect Crow’s bandage. Just as sharply he produced a small flashlight and checked Crow’s eye responses. Finally, he pulled back. Behind the heavy-rimmed glasses, dark brown eyes probed beyond flesh and bone. He said, “Mr. Crow, Garza’s the best nurse you could have. Don’t mess with him. You people taught him too well, if you ask me.” 
 
   The doctor and Garza exchanged amused glances and the doctor left. Garza told Crow, “Hear that? Like I said, man. Now lean back and relax. You’ll get well faster.”
 
   Crow said nothing. Unfazed, but much more sympathetically, Garza asked, “Can we notify anyone for you? We couldn’t find anything about next of kin. I’ll call them if you want.”
 
   “No one.” He waved a finger, the best way he could think of to signal he was tiring fast. 
 
   Garza sensed it and proffered two pills and more water. “Can you get these down?”
 
   Crow managed it. Garza asked again, “There’s no one I should call?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   Frowning, Garza straightened. Crow closed him out, eyes shut. He listened to Garza’s departure. Alone, he confronted the pain. As he did that, a remnant part of his mind drifted on to other considerations. He found himself wondering who’d be saddened if they heard he’d died alone in a little nowhere town in western Washington. It mildly surprised him to realize there'd be so few. It surprised him even more to find himself strangely troubled by the fact. 
 
   Why care? 
 
   Death is a warrior’s insatiable companion. A warrior makes himself believe death only takes strangers and enemies, knowing what a lie that is. 
 
   Maybe someday Joe would understand that his father was no greater liar than everyone else. 
 
   Wrong. No. What kind of man would want his son to learn, much less understand, the things that cost his father so much?
 
    Crow heard the drug singing through his veins. His mind welcomed it and his thoughts, suddenly tenuous, scurried away entirely. In their stead came random flashes of memory.
 
    That woman in Lupine said he was a better friend than he knew. A good friend without knowing it? A lie. Little white lie? Still and all, she was a person who would have been troubled if he died. She cared about other people. 
 
   There was the problem. He was a man she met only twice, both times by accident, but she’d let his trouble burden her. The same mistake he almost made. She didn’t deserve that.
 
   Who gets what they deserve?
 
   It was too bad the people who cared for her the most couldn’t help her. 
 
   Nothing changes, except to get worse.
 
   Warm insistence pulled him to sleep. Pain was still there, but he was separated from it. He thought he heard Major barking and knew it couldn’t be so. Another lie.
 
   What if they lied to me about him? 
 
   As he surrendered the drug rewarded him by hiding everything but that new, nagging fear.
 
    
 
   *          *          *          *          *
 
    
 
   Edward Lawson parked at the top of the circular drive in front of Charles Vanderkirk’s home. He frowned and muttered the hateful word: “Beautiful.” 
 
   All of Vanderkirk’s skill was on display. Proper choice of architect, talented gardener: Northwest modern, glass and timber, carefully placed lighting to illuminate size, best features, elegant grounds. A sweeping view of the Fortymile, Lupine, Lake Connolly, the mountains. A perfectly selected site, accessing the views and toils of lesser mortals, but carefully distanced from their insignificant selves. 
 
   Invitations to visit Vanderkirk at home carried the stink of command. Edward slammed the car door shut, still talking under his breath. “Coming, Your Mightiness.” He lifted the ring hanging from the brass dragon's mouth on the door and let it fall. “Ostentatious fakery,” he muttered, knowing that the thud of the knocker meant nothing; it triggered gentle chimes in several rooms.
 
   Van opened the door. Excited, he almost pulled Edward inside and led the way into the living room. An oxygenating bottle of DeLille cabernet waited on the coffee table. Edward decided his resentment of Van’s wealth didn't extend to refusing his wine. He swooped up his glass as soon as Van finished pouring. 
 
   “Sit down,” Van said, doing so himself. He took the chair nearest the fireplace. Flame glow softened the blunt features while still creating the aura of assertiveness. Edward wasn't sure how that happened, but he was quite certain the effect wasn't accidental. Van said, “I want to apologize. I was pretty short with you the other day. You’re a friend, Edward.” He rose, stepped to Edward and clapped a hand on his shoulder. With the other he proposed a toast. “To something we can work with.” 
 
   Edward drained his glass. Since Van was so enthusiastic, it was only proper to help himself to a refill. He said, “I wasn’t offended. As you said, we’re friends. What’s going on?” 
 
   Instead of an answer, Van asked, “How long have you known Richards?”
 
   “Since I was transferred here - five long years. You think he can pray me a move upstairs?"
 
   Van didn't smile. "What do you know about him?”
 
   “Do-good preacher. Pretty good crowd of suckers every Sunday. Financially, he's healthy enough."
 
   “He’s lying.” Van spun around, returned to his seat. “The detective can't find him. It's like Richards was born just before he came to Lupine in '65."
 
   "Then your detective's not doing his job. I know Richards has a Social Security number. He's got a driver's license. He has to have a degree of some kind to be running a church.”
 
   “He got his degree, all right. It's from a dead college in some little pit stop town in Texas. Place went under in '68. No one knows what happened to their records. Richards lists no prior addresses and his only reference was another dead end - a two-bit remodeling company in Minnesota. It's long gone, too. He says he was a carpenter.”
 
   “Not a very original profession for a religious figure. So Richards is a wandering street corner preacher with sketchy documentation who found a home. So what?"
 
   "That old phony's been running a scam on this whole community for over forty years. If he slipped money to Lila, she'll look bad even if she doesn't know where the money comes from."
 
   Edward sipped. "Twenty percent of the population will tell you all religion's a scam. Why make trouble for the old guy? He's harmless. And if he gave some money to Lila, how could she not know where it came from?"
 
   "He's a con man; we already know that. What's his church's bank balance?
 
   That called for a hearty swallow from the wine glass. Blabbing that sort of information - even to a friend - was dangerous. Edward said, "It's a solid six figures, most of it invested. I understand their books are good. He leads a quiet, inexpensive life."
 
   Van was unmoved. "I don't like a crook hanging around Lila. She's too trusting. You saw how she believed everything that drifter in the Airstream said. He was stalking her and she didn't even notice." 
 
   Spite goaded Edward to make a joke of Van's concern. “Come on, Van; he was in town a couple of days, hardly enough time to qualify as a stalker.”
 
   “Try to stay on subject, all right? Lila's friendly with a man who doesn't exist, a guy pulling money out of this community. How do we know the old fraud's not planning to empty that account and split for Mexico? Yeah, I'm against her crazy project, but more than that, I have to protect her. And the community, too."
 
   Pouring another glass a wine in case what he was about to say ended the conversation, Edward disagreed. “Richards is a popular man. Expose him - assuming your detective knows his butt from a baseball - and no one's going to thank you. Least of all, Lila Milam. Let it go."
 
   A peculiar smile flashed across Van’s features. Edward started at the cruelty in it. That was impossible, though - just mischief caused by wavering firelight - because now that he looked more closely, all he saw was concern. Inwardly sighing, Edward resigned himself to the sad fact that Van was genuinely enamored of the Milam woman. 
 
   Van leaned forward, earnest. “I won’t have him hurt her. I’ll only use any information I get to protect her from herself, just as I always have.”
 
   “She doesn’t seem like someone who wants a lot of protecting." 
 
   “You have a point. If it takes a crash to bottom her out, though, someone has to have the responsibility to set it up. I’d call it ‘tough love,’ only I don’t want you taking that the wrong way. Messed up people never really know what’s best for them. That's all I've got to say. ”
 
   Edward took the pile-driver hint and got to his feet. The fire didn’t seem large enough to have warmed the room so, but the place was practically tropical. Stuffy enough to make one a bit unsteady, actually. He drained the last drops of wine to ward off possible dehydration and headed for the door. “Right you are. Time for bed.” 
 
   Outside, he inhaled deeply, appreciating the crisp mountain air after that stupefying room. Navigating his car down the long driveway - he hadn’t noticed how close the trees were on the way in - he laughed aloud at the idea of Pastor Richards as a man of mystery. Old fool could barely plot a sermon, and he had a whole week for that chore. 
 
   All in all, a pleasant evening. Spicy snooping and spooking. Humor, too - Van’s “tough love.” Such touching consideration. Probably believed it himself - people who thought they were in love thought plenty of strange things. Maybe he'd teach Ms Milam some manners. Uppity ditz broad. 
 
   Physical attraction was all it was. Plain for anyone to see. Confused characters. Confused goals. Not for good old "Eyes On The Prize" Edward Lawton. 
 
   In the end, it all came down to return on investment. The rest didn't matter.
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter15]Chapter 15 
 
   The dream ended in a searing, stinking vision of flames. As always. Consciousness came reluctantly, the mind fighting itself. Part of it demanded reality, knowing that the dream world was the home of all his demons. However, the mind knew the demons of the conscious world were lesser horrors. Even so, they lurked behind every thought, waiting to break through. 
 
   Crow welcomed the vague recall of his own breaking-free shout and the pall of cold sweat because those things told him he was a live person in a real world again. 
 
   Garza practically flew into the room. His question was a demand. “What is it?” 
 
   “Nothing. I’m okay.” Crow resisted the urge to touch the bandage. It felt like a patch to hold hell inside. 
 
   A soft dawn from the window sought out Garza's cheekbones, the square chin, the deep-set eyes. As Crow watched, a hum of fresh nausea twisted the nurse's features into a thing of smoke and incantations. To Crow's surprise, the fantasy soothed him. The nausea faded. 
 
   The real Garza said, “One of those dreams, wasn't it?"
 
   “Everybody dreams.”
 
   “Don't try that with me. Talk to me. It helps. I know.”
 
   Crow's resolve wavered. He focused on Garza's eyes. Did he explode out of his dreams with fear boiling in his bowels? Was his waking shout also challenge, terror, and prayer? 
 
   Does he wake up sick with relief that he's one of ones who made it? Does shame make him feel slimy, too?
 
   Is he afraid he's broken inside? Has he ever thought about breaking everything else? 
 
   Garza was safe to talk to. A little. 
 
   Sweat oozed past Crow’s bandage and trickled down his cheek. Garza moved closer. Dim light made him appear to drift. “You talk in your sleep. You know that?”
 
   Stomach clamping tight, Crow said, “No way. I don’t even snore.”
 
   Teeth shining white in a huge grin, Garza said, “Man, you are so full of it. I check on most patients to be sure they’re sleeping well. I check on you to make sure you’re not breaking out.”
 
   Composure was slipping away from Crow. Garza wasn't playing fair. Their tight fraternity knew shared lies were as necessary to them as truths to the uninitiated. Garza was pushing past that tacit agreement. Crow demanded, “What’d I say? You listened to me and never told me? What kind of...?”
 
   Garza interrupted. “You think I haven't seen all this before? The yelling? The sweats, the withdrawal? The whole mess? I'd never, ever tell anyone what I hear, man. So relax. I'm not the only person wants to help you. There's the lady you dream about, too."
 
    Crow's torso jerked, tense, aggressive, Garza hesitated. He set his jaw and continued. "You got to listen to me. I know you have other dreams - quieter. Sometimes you say a name: Patricia. Everything else is babble, so don't worry about that. But you don’t yell her name.”
 
   Crow's eyes seemed to sink into his skull. A voice as distant as eternity said, "You listened to me. Patricia. I'll kill you." 
 
   Garza raised his hands. "I know you mean that. I know you're wondering if you should try right now or wait until you're sure you're strong enough. I'm betting you won't do it, because deep down you know I just want to help. I never actually listened, man. I wasn't poking around. You said her name, I heard it; that's it. I only said about her because I believe that's a lady who'd help, too, if you'd let her." Garza leaned forward into Crow's hostility, "We don't want to lose you. We don't want to see you lose yourself. You got to come back. I mean it, man."
 
   Crow's stare held to Garza for so long he eventually had to turn away. Immediately, he looked back, his sincerity as clear as his concern.
 
   Ironically, it was the thought of that sincerity that steadied Crow. He said, "Patricia's my wife. She... She passed way. Never mention her. Never."
 
   Garza's features went into a confusion of apology and stubbornness. "I'm really sorry, man. I didn't know. But I got to tell you - and you can hate me for it all you want - but the way you say her name - she's there, working for you. I'm just a dumb Mexican, a back-slid Catholic and all that, but I know God's hand when I see it. Your wife wants you to have a good life."
 
   Something twisted inside Crow. He closed his eyes. When he opened them again he didn't know if he'd slept or, if he had, for how long. Garza sat in the room's only chair, watching. Crow said, "I thought you worked here. Don't you have something to do?"
 
   Garza grinned. "You think making sure you get well ain't work?"
 
   Crow sighed. "You? Making sure of anything about me? You'll see cerveza frio in hell first. You called yourself a dumb Mexican. You're more than that; you're a dumb Mexican squid. Go away."
 
   "Moving, First Sergeant." Garza rose, took the two steps to the doorway and turned. He said, "Nice to see you coming back. You're welcome. And just so you know. What you did at the fire? That took guts." 
 
   Crow sneered, “Is that supposed to make me feel good about myself? "
 
    Shrugging, Garza told him, “Feel any damn' way you want. All I'm saying is, you did a good thing. All the other stuff? You handle it pretty good.”
 
   “I handle it perfect. When's your boss turning me loose?
 
   “He won't be in for a couple hours yet. You know - he checks in after breakfast. He figures chow mellows out some of the cranky patients. Pretty smart.”
 
    “I asked about being discharged. Don't give me crap about the doctor's schedule. I’m leaving. Get that straight.”
 
   Garza was defensive. “Doctor Newton tells you; you don’t tell him. Kind of like a First Sergeant.”
 
    Crow's felt his earlier tension returning. “I’m leaving today. There’s nothing wrong with me.”
 
   “Talk to the doctor. I just work here.” He hesitated, frowning, then added, "Soon as you're gone, I have to change this room. I've got to put a picture on that wall and bring in three folding chairs. We've got new ones - light blue. Doctor Newton wants the rooms brighter.”
 
   Crow nodded shortly, and Garza persisted. “I mean, it's a little clinic. Why get fancy? You think that's all this place needs? Dinky blue folding chairs and a picture? Like that's more attractive?"
 
   Crow looked at his watch. Garza was gone by the time he raised his gaze.
 
   When Doctor Newton arrived, Crow was washed, shaved, well-fed, and fully dressed. The doctor stopped in the doorway. “Who told you to get dressed?”
 
   “I’m going back to my trailer and my dog.”
 
   Doctor Newton frowned. “That’s a bad idea. A concussion like yours...”
 
   Crow wouldn’t let him finish. “I’m leaving.”
 
   “No headaches? No nausea?” The doctor advanced into the room. A worried Garza came right behind him. 
 
   Crow said, “Breakfast made a couple of tricky moves, but it's hanging in there this morning.”
 
   Consulting his clipboard, Doctor Newton said, "Last night's dinner wasn't as cooperative, I see. You've been refusing pain meds, too." His look at Crow was shrewd. "You're not proving anything, you know."
 
   "I don't like taking medicine. I won't take it if I don't need it. Are you releasing me or not?" 
 
   Garza edged forward, earning a disapproving glare from the doctor. Garza ignored it. He told Crow, “When I was in earlier, I said Doctor Newton wanted this room brightened up, remember?"
 
   Doctor Newton said, "What?" and Crow practically growled. "You said something, yeah."
 
   "Good. Help me out here. I've got other rooms, and I can't be sure about this one. Did I say what color chairs or how many?’ 
 
   “We didn’t talk about chairs, man. I don’t care what you do to the room.”
 
   Garza stepped closer to Crow. “I mentioned a painting, too; where’d we say it went?”
 
   Intense cold flowed outward from the pit of Crow’s stomach. 
 
   They tricked me. They want me to think there's something wrong in my head. I talked to Garza about dreams. Patricia. 
 
   But there was something else. When I'm gone. What?
 
   Calmly, Crow said, “You may have mentioned it. I wasn’t paying attention.” 
 
   Doctor Newton’s speculative glance flicked between Garza and Crow. Garza went on, “I’m sure we talked about it. Remember...?”
 
   "You’re trying to confuse me. I’m checking out. You can't stop me.”
 
   Doctor Newton said, “I’ve arranged an ambulance to move you to Forks. We'll get you on a helicopter to Seattle. You need more detailed examination, Mr. Crow. You’re having a short-term memory problem. It's definitely cause for concern.”
 
   “There's no problem. We're done.”
 
   I know I can't remember. If I'm sane enough to know that, I must be okay. People forget things; that doesn't mean their head's broken. 
 
   How can you know something's true but not really remember it? 
 
   No shivering. Don’t let them see that.
 
   “I can’t make you stay,” Doctor Newton said. “I warn you that leaving against medical advice puts you at serious risk. What if someone’s injured because of some misjudgment on your part? Your legal standing is zero.”
 
   Crow brushed past them and into the hall. Almost shouting back into the room, he said. “You think we're all lunatics. You're saying if I'm in some fender-bender they're going to say I'm crazy and lock me up. You're supposed to be a doctor. You're supposed to heal people, not try to scare them.” He stopped to take a breath and pointed at Garza. “You ratted me out. Thanks. I thought maybe I could trust you.”
 
   Face flaming, Garza started a retort. His mouth clamped shut. Just as Crow turned away again, Garza said, "Listen to me, dude. Here's the way this works. Don't do anything stupid and the concussion'll heal. But I think you're messing with PTSD. That don't go away, man. You don't kick it by yourself."
 
   Crow sneered, kept going. Outside, a local guy in a pickup stopped to ask if he needed a lift. It was pure good luck and it convinced Crow he was right all along.
 
    
 
   *          *          *          *          *
 
    
 
   Sophia straightened up from the flower bed, trowel in hand, to watch the taxi approach. As it stopped, she pushed back the camouflaged jungle hat. Her eyes widened at the sight of a bandaged Crow unfolding from the back seat. When he turned and saw her she said, "They said you'd be flying to Seattle, now the weather's cleared. I'm glad you're better, Mr. Crow; we've been worried about you."
 
   Crow waved off her concern with one hand and paid the driver with the other. Pocketing his change, he walked to meet her at the short white fence. He said, "Thanks for thinking of me, Mrs. Miles; sorry to cause you problems." He nodded in the direction of his parked trailer. 
 
   She smiled. "Call me Sophia. After what you did... You're family."
 
   "Then you'll have to start calling me Crow. How're Amber and Jason?"
 
   "Fine." Her eyes danced. "What you really want to know is how's Major, right?"
 
   Crow grinned. "Showed that clearly, did it?"
 
   "Like glass." She turned and called, "Amber? Come see who's here." Facing Crow again, she went on, "Do you mind waiting a second? I know she'd love to show you how she's fixed up a place for Major. She's taking good care of him."
 
   "I don't mind at all. And I hope you all know how much I appreciate you looking out for him."
 
   She sniffed. "Let's not get started on appreciation." Amber stepped out on the porch, saw Crow, and exploded in the beaming joy only children know. She raced down the steps at him. If he hadn't caught her and swung her up in the air her momentum probably would have bowled him over. 
 
   As it was, he nearly collapsed. 
 
   Smiling fixedly, hoping it wasn't a grimace, he lowered her. She clung to his side, telling him, "Major's getting better, he really is. He wouldn't eat at first, but Mommy and me sat with him and held out food in a spoon and he took some and then we gave him some milk and the doctor said..."
 
   Sophia put a quieting hand on her daughter's head. "Why don't you go tell Major Crow's here? We shouldn't surprise him too much, should we?"
 
   Amber nodded hard, then, to Crow, "The doctor said he shouldn't get excited. We made him a bed in the kitchen. He sleeps a lot. Daddy says he likes it there 'cause of all the food smells. I think he's just trying to get better. What...?
 
   Sophia cut her off. "Now, sweetheart. Mr. Crow doesn't want to stand here waiting, okay?"
 
   "Oh." Amber ran off.
 
   Crow said, "I thought we dropped the Mister."
 
   She gave him a look. "Not her. Not for a good many more years. But that's not why I sent her off. You're not really well, are you?"
 
   "I'm fine. The kid surprised me, that's all."
 
   "Then why are you bracing against my fence? You're pale as a ghost. I'm going to call Dr. Newton while you visit with Major."
 
   Crow shook his head and cursed his weakness. Then Sophia's worried face blurred. Bright sunshine dimmed in his eyes but, perversely, he was suddenly oppressively hot. He bent his knees so he could plant both hands on the white pickets. He said, "I just... Some time alone," and slid to the ground.
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter16]Chapter 16 
 
   Martha looked up from the cash register and smiled at the dark man coming in the door. He had the air of someone on an errand, rather than someone ready to eat. And it was mid-afternoon, too early even for the early-to-dinner, early-to-bed bunch. 
 
   Garza reached her before she made any progress figuring him out. He said, "My name's Hector Garza, ma'am. A friend of mine was in here a few days ago. At least I think he was. I'm looking for folks who know him."
 
   Martha was apologetic. "We see a lot of people. If you have a picture...? 
 
   He fumbled at a shirt pocket. "For sure. And a receipt from here." He put them on the counter like credentials. 
 
   Martha stared down at Crow's bandaged head, his eyes closed, rugged features slack and pale in a hospital bed. She gasped. "What happened? "
 
   "Concussion, ma'am. He's doing fine; don't worry. Full recovery's going to take time, though. I couldn't find any family, you know? I was hoping maybe someone here?" 
 
   He moved to retrieve the picture, not nearly quick enough. Martha snatched it. One finger lightly touched the bandage. "Poor Crow. Family? No, no one. Or if he does, I don't think he'll tell you. Just him and that big old ugly dog." A small smile touched her features. "What's your connection with him? Where is he? What happened? "
 
   Garza described the accident. When he identified himself as a nurse, Martha nodded. "I figured, just listening to you - doctor or a nurse." She studied the picture again. All her years showed in her gaze. "I can't help you. Poor Crow. You're sure he'll get well?"
 
   "In due time. That's the trouble. He can't stay with us and he won't go to the hospital in Seattle. He shouldn't be alone. I was hoping..."
 
   Martha clapped, stopped him. "He's retired military. There's a VA hospital in Seattle. He can stay there. But the dog... I never thought to ask. Is Major all right? Please don't tell me Crow lost that dog. I don't know if the man could take that."
 
   Garza said, "Major's getting better, too. He was hurt pretty badly." He explained about Crow's self-release from the clinic and the aftermath. He ended with a helpless gesture. "He could kill himself, ma'am. I got him to promise he'll stay at the Miles' until he's stronger, but I know he's going to take off in a couple days, no matter what."
 
   Martha glared. "Why? You said the little girl's taking good care of Major. I'd think they'd be glad to help him."
 
   "That's the whole thing. Like, he blames himself, you know? Jason - that's Amber's dad - practically begged Crow to stay. Got turned down flat. I told Crow he's a danger on the road. Like, he loses control of that pickup, he could kill someone. His answer for that is he'll just go far enough to find a place to hole up until he's better."
 
   Martha came out from behind the counter. She took Garza's elbow and steered him toward a table by the coffee machine where she filled two cups before sitting down. Garza, across from her, leaned forward. He said, "I'm afraid for him, ma'am. He's had other concussions, bad ones. Doc Newton checked. That makes this one all the more dangerous."
 
   "Can they take away his driver's license?"
 
   Garza's grin was twisted. "Wouldn't stop him. And, like Doctor Newton says, you can't lock a man up for what he might do. Didn't he say nothing about friends or family? He needs someone to kind of keep an eye on him. Support, like." 
 
   Martha said, "Did you tell him he could kill Major as well as himself?" 
 
   It took a startled moment for her to catch the bitterness in Garza's harsh laughter. He said, "You know what he told me? He said, 'We already rehearsed. We're as ready as anyone ever gets.'" 
 
   There was a touch of admiration in it that infuriated Martha. "That's not even bull-headed. It's just stupid." She stood up and shouted toward the kitchen. "Estelle. I need you."
 
   A puzzled Estelle peered out. Martha told her, "I'm leaving for a while. You're in charge." Totally unaffected by Estelle's dropped-jaw amazement, Martha launched herself at the front door. Over her shoulder, she told Garza, "Don't just stand there, Hector. You're driving." 
 
   He hurried after her, less surprised by her imperiousness than by the fact that she remembered his first name. 
 
    
 
   *          *          *          *          *
 
    
 
   Lila watched the two cars turn into the graveled front of her home and felt a tiny jolt of dark, inexplicable fear. Like many fears, it energized her. She felt as if an opportunity had just presented itself, one packed with risk. Her heart seemed to add a series of rapid extra beats. 
 
   Pastor Richard's tired old Chevy was the second car. He followed a later model Toyota. 
 
   Coming onto the porch, Zasu barked and frisked excitement at visitors. Lila picked her up, held her close. She thought of Crow's arrival. Guard dog Zasu challenging Major. Crow himself, moving slowly, like he knew he was wound too tight and was determined that no one find out.
 
   She shook her head. This was too much like hearing voices. That disturbed moment of daydreaming when Crow left should have taught her to stay with the real world. Lila was determined she'd never play mind tricks like that on herself again. Not ever.
 
   It was a relief to see Martha get out of the Toyota. The older woman was just the person to understand emotional over-reaction and help defeat it. 
 
   The driver was a stranger. Martha waved but waited for the Pastor to join her before moving toward the building. Lila put the squirming Zasu down to run to them. "Martha, Pastor; good to see you. What brings you out here?" She smiled at the younger man, including him in the welcome.
 
   Pastor Richards said, "I haven't the faintest idea. Martha called me at home. Said she'd swing by in this gentleman's car and I was to follow her. All very mysterious."
 
   Martha sent him a bogus glare. "When you're on a secret mission you don't just say everything on the phone. Anybody could be listening."
 
   Pastor Richards said, "I was listening. If I'm supposed to be a mystery man, shouldn't someone tell me what I'm being mysterious about? "
 
   Martha sniffed, then told Lila, "This is Hector Garza. He's a nurse from a clinic over on Kitsap Peninsula. He has a story you and Andy should hear."
 
   Confusion and curiosity checked Lila's welcoming manner. She recovered quickly and waved at the store. "A nurse? I don't understand. Would you like to come in, sit down?"
 
   Anticipation rumbled inside Lila while she led the way. It made her think of a parade, where the bass drum stopped right in front of her, every beat vibrating her blood. What was truly eerie about it, though, was the delicious blend of delight and apprehension that held her now. 
 
   Martha was on Lila's heels when they stepped into the living room. Lila spun around at the older woman's hushed exclamation. Caught in her own thoughts, Martha stepped past Lila to center herself directly behind the two chairs at the fireplace. She put a hand on the back of one and pivoted to inspect the room. At last, beaming, she told Lila, "It's perfect. New furniture, new bookshelves. You saved these wonderful chairs, though, thank heaven." She looked away, the smile a bit forced now. "There was always a special feel in here. Maybe you sensed it as a little girl. I certainly did, back when I was a young bride." Suddenly almost fierce in her intensity, she locked her gaze on Lila's. "They loved each other so."
 
   Lila tried to respond. Martha overrode her. She said, "They were content. There's a word you hardly hear anymore. They had so little. At the same time, they had everything. This room - it knows that love. It won't ever let it go."
 
   For a moment Lila was caught up in the spell cast by Martha's memories. It lulled her into a world of comfort, yet one that spoke of an aching longing. She yanked herself out of that and hurried to seat her guests on the sofa while she pulled up an occasional chair to face them. 
 
   Martha said, "Hector, tell them what you told me, please."
 
   Lila's certainty that the subject was Crow shocked her to hyper-attentiveness. Unconsciously, she leaned forward. When he was done with his story she couldn't find words for her feelings. 
 
   Pastor Richards said, "That's terrible. When you see him, tell him we're all praying for his quick recovery. He and I - we seemed to hit it off. I could go back with you to visit. I could talk to him, perhaps settle his mind a little. I think he'd trust me." 
 
   Martha spoke as if musing to herself. "Even if we managed to stay a day or two, that's not the answer. On the way here, Hector said it'd be weeks - maybe more than a month - before anyone could be sure Crow's out of trouble."
 
   Garza said, "Concussion's cumulative. Another injury..." He shook his head. "That could be very serious. And then..."
 
   Lila interrupted, speaking to Martha. "You got us all together because you have some sort of plan. What?"
 
   Surprised, Garza stared at the older woman. Pastor Richards was speculative. Martha met their looks with cool disdain before concentrating on Lila. "I had an idea, of course, dear. 'Plan' is too strong a word. I don't make plans where other people's lives are concerned." A quick turn of her head fired off another smile that broadsided the Pastor like a runaway train. "I think we have a Christian obligation to do whatever we can to help Crow, don't you?"
 
   Pastor Richards leaned back in his chair. "Oh, how often the phrase 'Christian obligation' makes me wish I knew more about exorcism."
 
   Martha looked down her nose. "Well, someone slept under the cranky bush last night, didn't they?" She reached to pat Lila's knee. "You'd never turn away from a person in need, would you? I couldn't."
 
   Pastor Richards straightened. "Hold on. I never said I..."
 
   Martha talked through his protest. "All I'm suggesting is we find a place nearby where he can live and recover. The three of us - and George - and Herman Odegaard; he met Crow - we could take turns visiting, just check in now and then. Maybe introduce some other folks - other members of the church board, the congregation; you know. Neighborly. Someone might even find light work for him - like Herman, with his woodworking. Or George; he's always needing part time people at the store so he can go give speeches."
 
   Lila's smile bent sideways under the weight of exasperation. She mimed wide-eyed questioning. "Let's all put on our thinking caps, shall we? Someplace quiet, out of town where he could park that Airstream? A place where he could putter? Where someone would be close enough to keep an eye on him, the way Hector said? Oh my; wherever would we even start to look?"
 
   Martha had the grace to look away and blush.
 
   Pastor Richards said, "Good gracious, Martha, you've outdone yourself."
 
   "Oh, hush. It was just a thought."
 
   "A bad one. Well intentioned, of course, but out of the question."
 
   Lila said, "Martha, you darling. Your idea's exactly like you. The man's made himself into the perfect stranger and you still want to lead the charge to help him. You know how much I'd like to join you. But the Pastor's right. You know my situation. "
 
   Garza said, "Ms. Milam's right. Crow probably wouldn't stand for a deal like that, anyhow. Like, you folks only knew him for a couple days. He'd see it as charity, you know? He'd balk." 
 
   The Pastor softened. "We all wish we could help, Martha. Mr. Garza's put his finger on the real issue, though. Crow wouldn't listen. Anyhow, in the end, Lila'd be doing almost all the caretaking. It sounds cruel to say it in so many words, but she can't be asked to jeopardize her happiness. After all, Crow's chosen to be what he is."
 
   Martha said, "It is cruel, Andy. I expected more charity from you." 
 
   He flinched, then, "We have two people to think about. Should we risk Lila's peace of mind for a slim chance of helping Crow? Where's the charity in that?"
 
   Lila deliberately blocked out their argument. The whole matter of what she should or could do about Crow left her with a feeling she'd never had before. It went beyond sadness. She struggled to confront the feeling, thinking if she identified it perhaps she could better resist it. 
 
   It was like being lost, as if she'd missed a turn in a road, yet she saw nothing that suggested any change in her direction. With her guest's conversation droning in the background, she fought the sense that something had been torn out of her life. And she didn't even know what. 
 
   "Are you even listening to us?" Martha's peevish tone snapped Lila into the present. And irritated her. There was no question that Martha's plan was sweet. Possibly even had a hint of romance in it. Nevertheless, it was irrational. She told Martha so. "I have a life. So does Crow. So do you and Pastor Richards. George and Herman don't even know their names are flying around in here. We've stepped outside our bounds."
 
   For a moment Martha's jaw was set. Then she sagged, repentant. She levered herself off the sofa and walked to the twin chairs facing the fireplace. A hand on each, her back to the others, she said, "I know I'm a busybody. I don't care. I think most of the time it's a good thing. I guess you're right, though; sometimes I get carried away." She turned, her fingers trailing across the leather. "I have to make amends. I'm asking all of you to dinner tonight. I'll call George and Louise, Herman and Doris."
 
   Garza protested he should catch an early ferry. The Pastor and Lila both denied the need and objected to the extravagance. Martha was insistent. The Pastor was the first to surrender. "All right, all right; I'll take you up on it. As Oscar Wilde said, 'I can resist anything but temptation.'"
 
   Martha smirked. "Anyone who watched you bolt one of my Reuben sandwiches would know that." Then, to Garza, she said, "We'll eat early. You'll have to eat somewhere; it's a long trip back to Clallam Bay. My food's better than anywhere you'll stop. So you'll catch a later ferry. I don't see a wedding ring. You do your own cooking?"
 
   A bit dazed, Garza nodded. So did Martha, with far more vigor. "That settles it. You'll join us. We're having fresh wild-caught salmon. It'll knock your socks off. Andy, Lila - six o'clock, okay? 
 
   They looked at each other, exchanged helpless shrugs. Lila said, "See you at six."
 
    Martha, back in form, eyes twinkling, gave Lila a quick hug and sped off. Garza hopped up and bounced out behind her like a large dinghy dragged along by a small yacht. The Pastor gave Lila a brief hug before leaving. Lila stood on the porch with Zasu, watching them go. The silence they left behind pressed against her. Normally she welcomed the quiet, the way it gave her thoughts freedom to wander. It was different this time. There was no freedom. Only an emptiness whispering of dangerous paths to uncertain destinations. 
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter17]Chapter 17 
 
   Estelle poured Martha's coffee last. Martha raised it high. Tapping her water glass with a spoon, she quieted the gentle hubbub among the seven people at the table and offered a toast. "Here's to our plan, then, and such good friends and good people."
 
   The expressions of those looking back at her suggested dazed survivors rather than co-conspirators. Smiles tended to wobble. Tiny frown lines webbed foreheads. Murmured response had the sound of small animals scurrying. 
 
   Coffee was sipped. Cups clinked back onto saucers. Conversation resumed. Herman told George, "I suppose I can help Lila some. I can at least teach her and this Crow fellow which end of the hammer to hang onto. You said she's done a world of work already. It really looks decent?"
 
   George put on a brave face. "Better than decent. I'm not worried about her - not as a worker. But if she can't get a loan..." He shrugged, then, "The problem's getting Crow over this concussion thing. Martha said keep him busy, but not too busy. Easier said than done. She's right, though; we can do it. Maybe he'll stay in Lupine long enough to be a voter. I'd bet he's a man lives up to obligations, you know?"
 
   Pastor Richards leaned closer to Garza. He muffled his voice with his hand. "Did you hear an unusually loud noise during dinner? Something ran over me tonight. Could have been a truck."
 
   Garza whispered back. "You guys actually live in the same town with her?"
 
   The Pastor said, "The Lord never gives us a heavier burden than we can carry, son. Between you and me, though, Martha's pretty close to the weight limit."
 
   Martha's voice rose again. "You're sure it's okay to use the church van tomorrow, Andy?"
 
   "There's just Herman and me; my car'll do. We'll be driving Crow's pickup back - maybe. Plenty of room."
 
   Sternly, Martha said, "He'll come. Do I have to lecture you about faith?"
 
   In the midst of the group's chuckling Lila said, "Let's be sure everyone understands the only reason I'm agreeing to let Crow stay on my property is because everyone's promised to visit him."
 
   Martha said, "Of course we do, dear. You'll see. We'll all pitch in. He'll grumble, but he knows he needs help. He'll welcome it."
 
   Lila said, "We don't know that. That's why I'm going with the Pastor." To the surprised Pastor she said, "He has to know the rules." 
 
   Garza was already objecting. "I've said all evening you should all save yourself a trip. You're right about him needing help, but Crow's going to chew up this idea and spit it out."
 
   Martha said, "Hector, this isn't about who's right. It's about what's right." She turned her attention to Lila. "We know Crow's going to be difficult. We all agreed Pastor Richards is the best person to approach him. Herman'll be there with him. There's no need for you to take time away from your work."
 
   Lila said, "I'm going." To Garza, she added, "Please don't be offended, but I have to talk to your Doctor Newton. If I'm going to be living on the same property as a man with serious issues, I need serious reassurances to counter that. That's only fair, isn't it? I'm not afraid; I'm really not. I'm not gullible, either."
 
   "I'm not offended. I think I understand Crow better, but Doc's the guy who knows all the details. Personally, I think Crow will listen to you. He's got a soft streak he doesn't show much. Maybe that'll help you help him."
 
   An unfortunate warmth suddenly touched Lila's cheeks. Then she saw Martha's gaze sweeping toward her, a tsunami of discovery. When it touched the accursed warm area it seemed to pause before passing on. The idea - however farfetched - that the blush had caught Martha's attention set off more embarrassment, more heat, more confusion. Lila locked her elbows to keep her hands at her sides. 
 
   Where'd that come from? And why? I don't give a whoop about Crow. Not personally, not that way. Everyone knows that. Oh, please - don't they?
 
   They're not staring. Not even Martha. No one noticed. Not really.
 
   Martha. She looked again. 
 
   It's warm in here. That's all.
 
   This is just too ridiculous.
 
   Martha's smile was pure cane syrup. She said, "Lila can be very persuasive. Ask George: She not only talked him into selling her a saw he didn't want her to have, but after she did it, he threw in lessons."
 
   There was general laughter and George said, "Can't have my customers making a mess."
 
   Herman said, "I agree with Hector. If Crow needs persuading, we should send the Pastor and Lila. I enjoyed meeting him; I'm afraid I did most of the talking, though."
 
   Beside him, his wife said, "We knew that, dear."
 
   A good tactician will capitalize on the unexpected. Martha raised her coffee cup again. "Herman, you and Hector and Lila are absolutely right. Of course, Lila and Andy are our 'A Team.'" The group joined in the toast. 
 
   A half-hour or so later Lila stood arm-in-arm with Martha and watched the last of the party leave. Herman and Doris's car hardly cleared the curb before Martha's troubled attitude broke free. "I'm worried about this trip, dear. Crow could misunderstand your motives. Things could get complicated. Everyone knows Van's very interested in you and everyone also knows you haven't exactly poked him in the eye with a sharp stick. We don't need any false impressions messing up any lives. Especially yours."
 
    Lisa laughed. "I don't have time to worry about a relationship. Most certainly not with that man. I've barely known him a couple of hours. One problem, he's gone."
 
   "I'll remind you of that if I have to. Remember what Andy Richards said when he finally saw I was right about trying to help Crow? 'Let all your things be done with charity.' That's the problem for women, though; sometimes we give too much. If we give until we destroy the giver, everyone ends up with nothing."
 
   "There's no charity. Please, don't say that. Even if he lets us help, he'll be out of here as soon as he thinks he's good to go. And while I'm being honest, I think this whole idea's a crock. I'll do my best, but just so you know."
 
   Martha squeezed Lila's arm. "Trust me; you'll look back on this and be glad you did it."
 
   "You. You're an incurable busybody and so goodhearted you bring out the best in the rest of us. We must all be nuts, because we love you."
 
   Martha's wave was both goodnight and pleased embarrassment. 
 
   Later, after parking beside her building, Lila stretched, taking a deep breath, marveling how the night air differed from that of daytime. Daylight's smells brought to mind sunshine and color and revelation. On the night's chill came hints of secrets, doled out bit by bit. Heavier scents, freighted with subtleties and uncertainty. 
 
   Her thoughts wandered to considering where Crow's Airstream should be parked. By the campsites, of course. He liked to be outdoors - he'd probably enjoy cooking at one of the fire pits. It surprised her that she looked forward to seeing him working there, shadowy, flowing in and out of ever-shifting glow.
 
   Appropriate. A man who needed to be held, but a man as impossible to hold as the flames.
 
   She hurried onto the porch. If she ever said anything like that out loud, every tongue in Lupine would be inventing stories about the nightly orgy at Bake's old place. Martha's ridiculous fears would be realized - at the sound volume of a rock concert. 
 
   The screen door squealed injured innocence when she shoved it aside. Zasu welcomed her home with the usual circular yapping. Lila scooped her up, savoring the uncomplicated love. In the living room, not wanting to break the softness of the night, she put Zasu down to fumble matches and an emergency candle out of a desk drawer. 
 
   She told the dog, "Sometimes we just have to let go and live large, right? Let's hear it for heedless extravagance." Shielding the flame, she walked to the hearth and stood the candle on the stone slab. In the velvet-soft glow the chairs had their own rich warmth. Lila remembered the look on Martha's face when she spoke of the room's lingering aura of love. "When I was a little girl I always felt the love in here. Why can she still feel it right away and I have to make myself think about it before I get a tiny hint? What's wrong with me?"
 
   Maybe the thing with Martha and the room was just romantic nonsense. Bake and Aunt Lila loved each other, of course, but they spent their lives harnessed together like draft horses, pulling hard every day just to get by. Their love took reality into account; they shared it and it bound them in a comfortable whole. 
 
   Maybe that was the real problem - getting confused about the difference between reality and dreaming. Wandering around in candlelight poking at feelings and auras and stuff might warm the heart but it didn't do much about handling the real world. 
 
   Reality mocked dreams that weren't possible.
 
   She sagged against Aunt Lila's chair. 
 
   Crow thought his reality ignored dreams. In truth, though, his life was a batch of romantic foolishness. Outrunning problems; that was all he was doing. 
 
   Van was a man who knew the difference between dreams and goals. 
 
   Unconsciously, she smiled faintly. His mule-stubbornness was kind of endearing. It wasn't as if he was unreasonable. When this new loan came through and he saw how much she could accomplish, he'd be big enough to agree she'd been right all along. He knew how to be part of a team. Van had absolutely nothing in common with Uncle Bake and Aunt Lila, but they'd understand each other. 
 
   They'd never understand Crow.
 
   Searching now, Lila straightened and turned her back on the chairs. She spoke aloud, needing to hear a voice. "Are you still here, little-Lila-that-was? The way Bake and Aunt Lila are still here? Would I even know you? Would I take you in my arms? Could you love me back? Could you be my wise child, telling me to never forget love? Aunt Lila never said much about love, did she? For her, it just was. Like silly, clever Martha." Her throat burned, made it difficult to speak. She forced words, dreading silence more than pain. "Oh, Lila-that-was, why didn't you learn better about love? Help me learn now. Help me find what Aunt Lila had."
 
   From far away a coyote's wail shattered Lila's introspection. She called Zasu to her and picked her up again. She said, "Some good company I am, huh? Even the darned coyotes sound sad to me tonight. How about a nightcap for both of us? A touch of perspective-corrective; what d'you think?"
 
   Zasu's tongue was quicker than Lila's reflexes, so she got her cheek licked. She said, "I'll take that as a yes," on her way to the kitchen. 
 
   Shortly afterward, sitting in Aunt Lila's chair in front of the fireplace, Lila finished her tea. Zasu's saucer of milk was long gone; she dozed at Lila's feet. The fluttering candle signaled an approaching end. Gathering Zasu's saucer and snapping her fingers for the dog to come, Lila returned to the brightly lit kitchen. She left their dishes in the sink with a cool "So what?" look. 
 
   She flicked off the lights. The faint touch of the dying candlelight drew her back into the living room. Snuffing it, she put the stub safely in the fireplace. The moon had considerately moved and now poured through the windows
 
    As she turned to go to bed, she thought again of Crow and tomorrow's confrontation.
 
   Confrontation.
 
   The word shocked her. Unbidden, it made her admit to herself that she'd agreed to Martha's plan with secret reservations. Not that she'd make the trip intending to sabotage the deal, but she certainly wasn't going to encourage Crow. Someone had to be sure he saw all the downside issues. After that, it was up to him. If Hector Garza was right - if Crow would rather risk his life than accept friendship so he could keep alive his dream of running away from a world he didn't like - he'd only get what he deserved. 
 
   His dream. Was he actually a dreamer?
 
    
 
   *          *          *          *          *
 
    
 
   The drumming of the ferry's huge engines made Lila fantasize a magical chant pulling the vessel away from the dock. Looking back, she felt herself drawn into the drowsiness of the slowly waking city. The tentative new light wove its own magic. Windows glinted from towers of gray and blue, concrete and glass. Seneca Street's steep climb away from the waterfront was a stream of ruby taillights. More traffic snaked along the double-decked viaduct. On the southern docks stood monsters. Cranes only engineers could imagine hoisted boxcar-sized containers onto the decks of freighters. Northward, the flying saucer top of the iconic Space needle gawked at the city sprawled at its feet,
 
   Abandoning the city to its stirrings, her gaze sought the curl of the bow wave just as it shoved aside a plastic bottle. The small example of pollution, linking as it did with the city, threatened her mood. She determined to enjoy the scenery and dump any more philosophical wanderings. 
 
   The day made it easy. Strengthening sunlight struck flashes off the restless water. The snow crown of Mt. Rainier gleamed against peerless blue. Ahead, the jagged Olympic mountains stood stiff and fierce. There were only two early hour recreational boaters. One was the carefree dart of a small power boat speeding toward Bainbridge Island. Farther away, the sails of a much larger yacht conjured thoughts of birds. 
 
   The Pastor came to stand beside her, unnoticed until he spoke. "Every time I see this it takes my breath away," he said. 
 
   "I know what you mean. It never looks exactly the same, does it?"
 
   He pointed at the Olympics. "I read that's the shortest mountain range in the country. You can see it all from here. Wasn't even fully explored until around 1907 or something. Imagine."
 
   "Maybe that's where Bigfoot hides out."
 
   "He better like being wet if he does. You ever been to the rain forest over on the Pacific slope?"
 
   "I'm embarrassed to say I haven't."
 
   "Not to be missed. It's awesome when the weather's good - which isn't frequent, or it wouldn't be a rain forest, would it? - but when it's misty is best. Spooky. Everything's blurry and there's a steady pit-pat dripping. You forget it, think you're walking around in silence, and then something makes you hear it, and it's everywhere. It'll have you looking over your shoulder, believe me."
 
   Lila laughed. "It sounds like permanent Halloween."
 
   "It does, doesn't it?" For a few moments they enjoyed a companionable silence, and then he was serious. "You know, we're all congratulating ourselves on our good works. At the same time, we're joking around. This isn't the stuff of jokes. I'm worried about you."
 
   "Me? Why?"
 
   "Some of the things Crow said... I read up on post-traumatic stress disorder. It's dangerous for a non-professional like me to be making a diagnosis, but there are symptoms..." He trailed off. Lila waited. Finally, the Pastor went on. "There's what they call avoidance - it's like he talks about his Corps; he never mentions what he did or saw. There's a thing called arousal, too, and he's mentioned he doesn't sleep well sometimes. We both know there's a lot of anger hidden in him. The other two symptomatic issues are intrusion - nightmares and so on - and lower functioning. That's when you have problems with relationships, for one thing." He grimaced. The wind almost smothered his next words. "I feel like a spy."
 
   She tried to relieve his discomfort. "He's a complex, troubled man. He knows about things like that. If he thought he had it, he'd do something about it." 
 
   "I'm sure he's not dangerous. Not to anyone else. He's seen a lot. Sometimes the mind won't let go. He can get help. They've even traced some of the problem to specific proteins and genes. Incredible progress. And of course there's the psychotherapy. I read a little about something called Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing - EMDR, for short. It's very effective."
 
   "That sounds like a guy with a German accent asking people, 'And how did that make you feel?'"
 
   His faint smile barely touched his features. "Or a tired old preacher trying to help people find themselves. I've dealt with a lot of troubled minds; it's part of any ministry. I'm certainly not trained to treat anything as potentially destructive as PTSD. If he agrees to this scheme, we have to research exactly what we're dealing with. We need to make him want help." 
 
   "You're describing what every woman in the world knows about every man in the world. We're born knowing they need help." Lila made it light, eager to shut down the subject. In her heart, though, she heard Crow talking about how he came to own Major. It embarrassed her that, until that moment, she never realized how love had flooded his voice when he relayed a narrative that was violent through and through. 
 
   All books start with a first page. Was that scene his first page? If I get a good grip on what that episode means to him, is that where I begin to learn about him? 
 
   The Pastor was still talking. "That kind of support's vital. But a trained professional can best guide a person through the minefield of trauma. "
 
   She knew it was an innocent, straightforward comment. It still touched off a tornado of conflicting emotions. She regretted her over-reaction even as the words flew from her mouth. "Why didn't I see that coming? More women's work, is that what you're telling me?" Lila rounded on him, disregarded the way the wind caught her hair, blew it into a hag mask. "You're afraid I'll be so overcome with pity for the man I'll do the giddy woman thing, dedicate myself to saving him from himself? That's really insulting, Pastor."
 
   "No, no," he protested, and when she moved to leave he blocked her. "I'm worried about you because he's not taking proper care of himself. If he doesn't get help, he may hurt himself. No - not suicide. Just sink deeper into isolation. I know how much it'd hurt you to see that. That's all I meant. Really."
 
   Lila relented a little. "I'm too worked up. I took it the wrong way."
 
   "I said it all wrong. Not your fault. I've watched you throw yourself at Bake's place. You get into something, you don't hold back. I wouldn't want you to end up with some trauma of your own, you know?"
 
   "I appreciate that." She caught herself remembering Crow's drawled 'preciate it and felt the tug of a small smile. 
 
   Pastor Richards seized on it. "You know, we can each come at him from our own direction. Sort of get him to talk to us about himself and that way get him to help himself, you see?"
 
   "If post-traumatic stress disorder's his problem, instead of just the physical damage of the concussion, he'll need all the help he can get. He has to want it, though. We can't do it for him. Like they say, God helps those who help themselves."
 
   He chuckled. "People do say so. Actually, it comes from Ben Franklin, who really didn't believe God got involved in individual lives. Even the brilliant ones get it right from time to time. In spite of themselves." He walked away.
 
   Lila watched him go, caught up in a comforting awareness that, even though the old cliche wasn't the least bit biblical, if you looked at it from the right angle it had a deeper meaning than she'd ever considered. 
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter18]Chapter 18 
 
   The restaurant was much longer than wide. Small, plainly elegant tables for two ranged along the right side. Identical chairs fronted a short serving counter. Everything scrupulously clean. Van supposed it should be called minimalist. 
 
   On the left, just inside the door, a woman bustled about her open kitchen. She glanced up at Van as he passed, too preoccupied by a steaming soup pot to offer more than a flickering smile as greeting. Small as a boat's galley, the kitchen served well. He inhaled deeply on his way by. His appetite surged at the tingle of spices and sturdy ingredients. The wine list chalked on the blackboard didn't interest him. He knew little of European wines and wasn't interested in learning more. The wines of Washington were enough to keep any man occupied. Except for the occasional foray into Oregon's impeccable pinot noir.
 
   The lunch crowd had come and gone, so he had no trouble picking a table at the far end of the room. Beyond that was a smaller room and adjoining patio that was semi-hidden, almost an afterthought. Both were vacant. When the waiter brought the menu, Van put it aside and ordered coffee, explaining that he was waiting for a friend. 
 
   He barely tasted it before Piers walked in, dressed as if Seattle's embrace of casual style was an obligation - faded jeans, nondescript open-collared shirt, shiny waterproof jacket and heavy duty walking shoes. He took off a baseball cap as soon as he crossed the threshold. The unusual politeness added to Van's irritation. He warned himself to maintain a pleasant facade. This whole event was for Lila. He raised a hand to attract Piers's attention.
 
   They didn't shake hands. Van said, "Have a seat, Lang."
 
   Lang Piers dropped his cap on the table and settled onto the chair. He said, "I looked up the place. Basque, they said. Spanish, sort of. The foodies give it high marks. How do you pronounce the name?"
 
   "It's chore-ee. No American could pronounce Txori the way it looks to us." He handed his menu to Piers. "I recommend what they call pin-chos." He spelled out "pintxos," pointing it out on the menu, adding, "Small portions; you can sample different things without overeating."
 
   The waiter reappeared. "Would you gentlemen care to order?"
 
   Van said, "I'll have the gilda; the cured anchovies, olives, and pipparas. And the pear, bleu cheese, and walnut." He took a stab at pronouncing the latter; "Pera con valdeon, right?"
 
    The waiter nodded, smiling, accustomed to such questions. 
 
   Piers said, "In plain English, the chorizo and white wine."
 
   As soon as they were alone, Piers leaned forward confidentially. He said, "This Andrew Richards guy is good. Before showing up in Lupine in 1965, he's invisible. "
 
   "And you think he's hiding?" 
 
   "In 1965 he was 28 years old - if we believe even that much. How's a man live in this country twenty-eight years without leaving a mark?" 
 
   Thoughtfully, Van said, "If you wanted to disappear, Lupine in the sixties would be just about perfect. Another wacked-out hippie wouldn't make a splash, not even a Bible-banger. And who suspects a preacher's a criminal?"
 
   "If he is one. I'm still digging. He was dead broke when he hit Lupine. He gets by month-to-month. Anything he doesn't need to live on goes into charity work."
 
   "What charity work, exactly?" Van's lips thinned to a taut line.
 
   Piers hesitated. Van sensed something held back. "Mostly loans. All legitimate, all local. There's a church board that approves all disbursements of church funds, including his pay. There's just enough interest charged to observe the law. It's all very discrete. Does a lot of good."
 
   "More than you're doing me." Van's hand bunched to a fist on the table. "I'm paying you to prove he conned Lila Milam into accepting money from him. Or at least prove he's a lying hypocrite. You got nothing."
 
   An unruffled Piers said, "Yes, I have. I'm working to a plan. It takes time to put something like this together. The key point is this: I'm betting your man did something and took off before they could arrest him. I'm still digging."
 
    The waiter slid plates onto the table. Van practically twitched impatience until the man left. Then, angrily, "That's nothing to me. You know how I react to shabby work."
 
   Piers was as cold as Van was hot. He said, "I was going to bring that up. You know I wouldn't be working for you if I had any choice."
 
   Van speared some salad. "I paid you what the last job was worth."
 
   "You stiffed me for almost half. You threatened to blackball me with all your friends."
 
   "Business is business," Van said. "Pay's based on the value of the product."
 
   Piers lifted another forkful of food, chewed, then, "This job's not business. Why am I backgrounding Margaret Short or an old preacher like Richards? And Lila Milam; you call her business?"
 
   Van's color rose. When he made a move to stand up, Piers pointed his fork like a weapon. "Don't make a scene, Mr. Vanderkirk. That could blow our confidentiality right out of the water, you know?" Van settled, a boiling pot straining to keep from spilling over. Piers waited, then went on. "I told you I had information and a plan. Let's say the Pastor gave money to Ms. Milam. I'm not saying he did, but let's guess a number. You pick one you like. I'm guessing twenty thousand dollars. No crime there - unless it was church money that wasn't approved by the board. That's embezzlement."
 
   "That much? Church money?"
 
   "I never said that."
 
   "You're conning me. I don't believe you know a damned thing."
 
   Piers shrugged. "You'd be surprised by what I know. For one thing - consider this free advice - computer records are forever. If you ever want to check out someone's assets, hire yourself a hacker and a forensic accountant. They'll strip a person naked in no time."
 
   Van stared at Piers long and hard before pushing his plate aside. "If that's supposed to make me believe you know something about my divorce settlement, it's not working. Here's some free advice for you. Nobody bluffs me. If you thought you could make trouble for me, you wouldn't be here whining because I'll only pay what you're worth. Just shut up and do what I told you."
 
   "You mean prove Richards embezzled money to give Milam?"
 
   "How many times do I have to tell you? Yes, dammit. I want him out of my way, disgraced. I'm trying to save a woman who thinks she knows something about business. Someone has to."
 
   "Of course. About Richards, though. I've have to hack his computer. That's illegal. I should be paid more."
 
   "We have our deal. Make it work. Remember what happened to you last time."
 
   "What if I'm caught? I won't go down alone."
 
   Van straightened. "If you break the law, you're on your own. My word against yours. Easy as that."
 
   Piers slid out of the chair. "If I didn't need the money..."
 
   Van cut him off. "Just get me what I want or I'll find someone like you to push you under the way you're going to push that preacher under. Do your job and there's a bonus in it for you. Screw up, and I'll dock you for it. Mess with me and I'll bury you."
 
   Piers silently retrieved his hat and backed away. His face was drumhead tight with the hatred he could no longer hide. Wheeling, he stalked to the counter and paid his bill. He left without looking back. 
 
   Several blocks later Piers entered a hotel. Casually, he made his way to a public restroom and entered a stall. With the click of the latch he made a noise like muffled laughter. There was no sign of amusement. He took off his baseball cap and he turned it over. Behind the ornate front logo a strip of velcro held a slim metallic box in place. A tiny lens spied through a gap in the stitching. Piers detached the camera. Pushing a button, he was pleased to see the video was quite good. The light wasn't the best, but his lunch partner was unmistakable, his every word recorded with clarity. Unfortunately, Vanderkirk's head was a bit off center. It occurred to Piers that was cinematically regrettable, but psychologically rather accurate. 
 
    
 
   *          *          *          *          *
 
    
 
   Ripping the parking meter sticker off his car, Van dropped it to the ground and threw himself in the driver's seat. He raced the engine until it almost redlined. Twisting the wheel hard, he let the clutch out and simultaneously pitched around to look for approaching traffic. Blasting air pressure and the roar of a horn rocked him backwards. The maroon wall of a freight van roared past. Braked tires screamed in his ear, choked him with billows of stinking smoke. 
 
   Van froze, unable to move. Perversely, his whole body literally vibrated. Other cars edged past his. Drivers leaned on horns, shouted, gestured. It took him two tries to draw a shuddering deep breath and get underway. 
 
   Within minutes, the shock of the near-death experience caused him to consider his situation. 
 
   He already knew he was doing the right thing. Looking out for Lila's interests - and yes, for his own - was a decision, not a matter of fate. It was as simple as making sure the foundation of a building was enough to support it. 
 
   He wasn't sure Lila loved him. 
 
   He wasn't completely sure he loved her.
 
   But they had so much in common they could be unbeatable. She was the wife, the partner, he needed. He could show her that's what she needed, too, whether she realized it just now or not. 
 
   What if he hadn't dodged that crash? Poor, susceptible woman, she'd probably drift into a relationship with the used-up veteran or some other stray-dog loser. 
 
   He was the man who knew what her future should be. She needed help. It was his responsibility - and his pleasure - to provide it.
 
    
 
   *          *         *          *          *
 
    
 
   Pastor Richards pointed at the sign, then patted the GPS on the dashboard. "Right where we're supposed to be." He slowed to make the turn onto the dirt road leading to Hansen's campground. Within a few yards huge firs muted the mid-morning bright sunshine. Occasionally visible through the trees, the Strait of Juan de Fuca was cloaked in the gray mass of a persistent fog that contradicted the sunshine bathing the land. When the Pastor turned off the van's engine a profound sense of silence left them speechless. 
 
   In fact, it was a false impression. Looking up, they saw tag ends of mist insinuating themselves through the trees. The wisps writhed eerily, burning off so secretively and completely it was as if they'd never been. Before they did, however, they spread their uncountable droplets over millions of fir needles. Accumulated drops fell. A haunting nothingness, it sighed through the forest. 
 
   It was unworldly. Lila thought of the woman who'd spoken to her of life and creation, a woman who hinted at the ability of a human soul to create something beyond the reach of time. 
 
   Only then did a touch of excitement color Lila's memory of the experience. She felt the sadness and regret of the woman's words as clearly as ever, but somehow, in this ever-renewing place, the bell-tone of hope was resonated brighter than anything else. 
 
   Challenge called her. Trepidation whispered danger. 
 
   She must walk with care. She must stand ready to act boldly. 
 
   Swiveling in the seat, the Pastor ended the moment. He was almost grim. "We're there, Lila: The point of no return. If we go ahead, we're committed. I know you're as apprehensive as I am. If we fail to convince Crow and he goes on to hurt himself, we'll mourn it forever. If we help him, we may earn no more than his resentment. This is not a simple yes-or-no situation. I'm asking you to say a silent prayer for your own well-being, as well as his." He paused for a confiding smile. "A professional's advice, if you will."
 
   Sourly, Lila said, "I've been praying since this whole thing started."
 
   Working to keep it light, the Pastor said, "I don't see you at services very often. I wasn't sure how much praying you did."
 
   "Enough to keep me out of anything like this before now."
 
   "I wish I could say as much." Pastor Richards' tone darkened. He looked away. Lila had the feeling he was both embarrassed and reluctantly frank as he continued. "Being involved in the decisions other people make can be devastating. One watches them wrestle, try to find the truth of an issue. I see people argue themselves into doing things they know to be wrong. And merely being right is never good enough. What hurts more than seeing someone make a mistake is being unable to make the person see the mistake in the first place. And I know I can never quit the fight because the fight's the right thing to do." He blinked. Lila understood he'd left her, left this place and time. She waited until he seemed to pull himself back into the present. In an instant, he was jovial, joking again. "A fine minister I am. Here we are, all pumped up, full of the spirit, and I'm bringing us down by spouting philosophical cliches. Pay no attention to me."
 
   Lila acted stern. "I'll always pay attention to you. You being here is the only way I'll ever get through this. As much as I appreciate you, I don't know how you stand it. The decisions thing, I mean. I'm really unsure I made a good one." 
 
   "When I'm completely stumped I always think of Deuteronomy: 'If there arise a matter too hard for thee in judgment between blood and blood, between plea and plea, and between stroke and stroke, being matters of controversy within thy gates: then shalt thou arise and get thee up into the place which the Lord thy God shall choose.'"
 
   Lila felt her nerves tighten one more notch. "What place are you suggesting? I don't see any church."
 
   Pastor Richards said, "I stopped the van here. Could be God's way of choosing this spot for us. I've never believed He only speaks to us inside certain buildings. In any case, this is the place we've got. Shall we try it? Can we just quietly search within ourselves for a bit and each let our decision firm up or fall away?"
 
   Lila's heart pulled at her to reach for reassurance in the sibilance of the condensing mist that whispered of ancient mingling. It stirred her sense of spirituality. 
 
   Her decision came easily.
 
    Unwilling to let the Pastor see her as anything more than tolerant about religion, she put together a fake exasperation, complete with rolling eyes. She said, "Can't hurt." It was lame. It embarrassed her. 
 
   After a while, she heard him move. She looked to him, almost shy. He was already turned her way. He said, "How have we decided?"
 
   Lila said, "We've come this far: Let's do it. But I'm telling you, as soon as I get home I'm speaking to God very sharply about putting me in this spot."
 
   "Why wait till you get home?"
 
   "If I get snotty with God, maybe He'll get snotty with me. If I'm home, I know where the good hiding places are."
 
   Pastor Richards groaned. "Poor Crow. He's wrestling with demons and his help's coming from you - a confused amateur comedian - and me, a rundown cleric. Custer had better odds."
 
   They both laughed, not so freely that Lila didn't see how thinly it covered the worry in the Pastor's face. Worse, she recognized it as the same as her own.
 
   I might as well confess. I want to see Crow again. Have all along.
 
   Well, of course; he's a nice man who needs help. That's it. Being helpful. No different than Pastor Richards.
 
   What if Crow just turns his back, sends us home?
 
   Muddied emotions and images blurred her attempts to think. She was apprehensive, yet compelled forward. Reluctant yet eager. She couldn't find an anchor to hold her mind fast in any one place. 
 
   Burning tears were squeezed out of existence. They were intolerable here, now. Pastor Richards would be comforting. He'd ask what was wrong. 
 
   How could I say what's wrong? I may be doing the most right thing I've ever done.
 
   Or not.
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter19]Chapter 19 
 
   Jason Miles pounded on the door of Crow's Airstream. The first response was a weak bark from Major, then Crow's voice: "I gave at the office."
 
   Miles was saying, "Come on..." when the door opened. Crow's bandage was smaller by now. He looked haggard. Beside him, Major's appearance was much the same; he'd lost weight and his lowered energy level was apparent in the almost sluggish greeting. Crow's smile was wary. He said, "You're welcome, Jason - you know that - but no more arguing, okay?"
 
   Miles said, "I guess I'll stand out here, then."
 
   "Stubborn. Poor attitude for a man who deals with the public." Crow stepped aside and gestured impatiently. 
 
   Entering, Miles said, "Look who's talking. Why won't you listen to anyone? You're not being rational, man."
 
   "I'm a concussion patient. Irrational is us."
 
   "I'm serious. You scared Sophia to death, falling like that. What if you'd been driving? You could kill yourself. Worse, someone else. You've got to stay put, get well. Doc Newton says..."
 
   "I know what he says. He doesn't know me." For a moment Crow's ferocity was back. It drained away immediately. Another gesture indicated a seat at the table. Miles sat and Crow poured him coffee before joining him. He went on, "We've been over all this. You know I appreciate everything you've done and I thank you for what you'd like to do, but I can't stay here."
 
   "Because you blame yourself. That's just dumb. I'm the one left that powder out and had all that other flammable stuff laying around. You'd never have gotten hurt if I hadn't been careless. Doc Newton says..."
 
   "Stop it with 'Doc Newton.' If I hear his name once more..."
 
   "He saved your life."
 
   Miles' breath caught in his throat at the change in Crow. He found himself confronted by a man he didn't know, didn't want to know. He had the terrifying thought that the glitter of that man's eyes was a light utterly cold. It made his flesh crawl. 
 
   Sophia's call brought both out of the moment. Miles moved to the door quickly. Crow stayed with his coffee. Sophia came toward the Airstream, a van following her as obediently as a haltered horse. Miles saw the older man driving and the much younger, attractive woman beside him and marveled one more time at the odd couples who found their way to this remote spot. Then he saw Sophia's concern.
 
   She was close enough to speak normally by then. She said, "These folks know Crow. They came to talk to him."
 
   Miles' first thought was that Garza had tracked down relatives. He was turning to pass along this new development when Crow said "Stay" in a voice like a lash. Major dropped to the floor. Then Crow shoved past Miles with a force that staggered him. Crow didn't slow, but his right hand rose toward the bandage. Miles was sure it was involuntary. Crow proved the insight was true, stopping the move abruptly. When he lowered the hand it was a clenched fist that told of will battling pain. 
 
   Crow closed on the vehicle as if attacking. At the driver's side, he stopped, wide-stanced. He said, "What're you doing here? How'd you find me? Garza? Newton?"
 
   The front passenger door swung open. The woman got out, moving fast to face Crow. Miles noted more concern in her manner than anger, although there was plenty of both. She wore a blouse and jeans and white sandals whose quick flash at each step underscored her speed. Less than arm's reach from Crow, she drew up. She said, "We want to be sure you're all right."
 
   Crow said, "I'm fine. You can go home happy."
 
   Behind Miles, Major's bark was almost a yelp. The woman newcomer talking to Crow whirled at the sound. Immediately, she faced Crow again. There was a new edge to her voice. "Garza told us Major was injured."
 
   "We'll be fine. Save your sympathy for someone who needs it."
 
   The woman threw her head back and laughed. It was a pretty laugh. Nevertheless, Miles held his breath, waiting for Crow's explosion. The woman stifled any blow-up before it could start. She lifted her chin, pointed a finger at Crow that had the authority of a sword. She said, "I feel sympathy for Major. You? Sure, I wish you weren't hurt. We thought maybe you needed help. But sympathy? You're so sorry for yourself there's no room for anyone else's sympathy."
 
   She stormed away without a look back. Reaching Jason Miles, she stuck out a hand. "I'm Lila Milam," she said. He took her hand automatically. She showed a polite smile and continued on toward the Airstream. Whining and wriggling, Major still held to his "stay" command. 
 
   Miles watched the woman go to the dog, wishing he could simply enjoy what had just happened. What stopped him was his certainty that, despite the flesh-eating blast she'd thrown at Crow, the woman was closer to tears than rage. Seeing her distress took almost all the fun out of seeing a ramrod like Crow put in his place. Almost.
 
   Major leaned so far out the door of the trailer he scrabbled to avoid falling to the ground. When Lila reached him, he tried to leap up to lick her face. She held him off with worried affection, muttering his name as if it were a mantra. She petted with one hand, trailing the other, feather-light, across the stitches and shaved skin on his ribs, she said, "I heard how you pulled everybody out of that building. You're a hero dog, you ugly lump. I just love you to pieces."
 
   Major melted gingerly onto his good side so he would he could waggle his paws and beg a belly rub. 
 
   Pastor Richards stepped out of his car. Crow, his face a mix of sheepishness and lingering anger, jerked a thumb in Lila's general direction and told the Pastor, "I had that coming, I guess." 
 
   Solemnly, Pastor Richards assured him. "No guess, son. You asked for it. "
 
   "All I meant was we're fine. You all shouldn't..." He let the sentence fall away.
 
   The Pastor's jaw set. It gave him a very different look. "You're not fine. You've lost weight. You're not all that steady on your feet, either." His hands clamped hard on Crow's shoulders. "Your eyes are so sunk in it looks like someone bored the holes too big. You eating right? You're not drinking? I wouldn't ask, but this is when we're tempted to look for comfort and then overdo it." He grinned, sly. "I promise I'm not trying to dry you out."
 
   Crow felt himself relaxing further. He grinned back. "I didn't have much appetite for a while. I'm okay now. No booze." He stopped, clearly considering his next words, then, "I tried that. Long time ago. Using booze to fight pain works as well as swallowing a grenade to cure hiccups."
 
   "Tell me about your condition. Garza gave us some idea, but we need to know the full depth of this thing."
 
   The short period of easing tension was over. Crow tried not to tighten up and failed. Worse, he saw the Pastor was aware immediately. Crow wanted to sound cool. That failed, too. His voice rasped. "I said I'm fine. I took a hit. I'll deal with it."
 
   "Not by yourself. That's why we're here. You can't push through this alone. We want to help, but we have to know the details first."
 
   Crow took a deep breath.
 
   Another bridge to burn. No different than any other. 
 
   Don't let the anger out. You've got it under control. Don't...
 
   "I don't want your help. Don't need it, don't need you."
 
   Fool! What did I say? Am I crazy? Really crazy? They came all this way. Lila. She hardly knows me.
 
   So much the better for her. That way I won't ruin her life.
 
   Sighing, the Pastor took his hands off Crow's shoulders and looked seaward at the shifting, ever-changing fog.
 
    Crow sensed a powerful reluctance growing in the man.
 
    A need to retreat? Him? From what?
 
    When the Pastor spoke again, Crow had the unsettling notion that the words were for the present, but there were parallel thoughts in the Pastor's head that nothing to do with this place and time. The sensation brought on another bout of the dizziness. He braced, fighting off a swell of nausea. The Pastor was saying, "You're a brave, righteous man riding a death wish. This Me-against-the-world thing is not you. You're trapped in a world you can't change and can't escape, so you'll just stop caring about anything. You go through life telling everyone, 'Mr. Crow doesn't live here anymore.' That's a lie. You almost got yourself and good old Major killed risking your life to save others. A hopeless man wouldn't do that."
 
   "All I did was react. If I wasn't knocked goofy, I'd have left them, saved myself. You think I want to die? That's upside down. My son got it right, Padre. Death is what I do. I bring death." 
 
   The Pastor continued to stare into the distance long enough for Crow to think the meeting was over. He turned to leave. The Pastor stopped him. "Bravery and death are not inseparable. For many the bravest thing they can do is live." He fixed Crow with a consuming gaze. Crow broke, looked away. The Pastor pressed on. "I intend to see you return to being fully alive. As a man of God, I believe that's what He wants of all of us. I know it's what I want. I also believe that, in her heart, that's what Lila wants, too."
 
   Careful. Careful. He's clever. He said it himself: The fisherman. He catches people. 
 
   Words spit out of Crow. He heard them in his head before they were spoken and hated them. Still they came, bitter as bile. "Look, you all are just playing parts. You push your God like a used car salesman; she's the eye candy that gets the suckers on the lot so you can fast-talk them into junk you know's going to fall apart five minutes after the check clears."
 
    Pastor Richards cheeks bloomed two faint red stains. He blinked rapidly and took a deep breath that he exhaled slowly. Shame threatened to curdle Crow's blood. The Pastor said, "That was so far beneath you I'm going to tell myself it never happened. I asked you for details of your condition earlier. I'd like you to tell me now, please."
 
   Sophia's voice came as a rescuing trumpet. "That's Doctor Newton's car coming. Garza must have told him you all are here."
 
   Crow told the Pastor, "There you go; get your answers from the horse's mouth. Or whatever. And tell him, whatever he tells you, I don't care. I'm still my own man."
 
   The Pastor said, "I think I just realized why I like you. There's just enough damned fool in you - damned in the Biblical sense, that is - to make saving you a challenging entertainment."
 
   He spun on his heel and was on his way toward the approaching blue Boxter.
 
   Lila hurried to join him. She and Crow passed within feet of each other as he went to the Airstream. She slowed to say, "I didn't mean everything I said. You made me mad. I hate waste. Any kind."
 
   His head wanted to split. He managed a return smile. "If that's an apology, don't. I'm the one was wrong. And if you're trying to confuse me, you win. What's waste got to do with anything?"
 
   Her chin went up again. He winced, dreading more temper. She surprised him, almost shy. "You. You're wasting a good man's life."
 
   There it is. She's just like her buddy, Richards. 
 
   His vision wavered. He slowed, holding together. By the time he was sure of himself she was already part of the gathering. 
 
   Doctor Newton, like many Northwesterners, regarded chill weather as bullying. The hard gray-green of the sea agreed with the calendar that fall was taking charge; an increasing breeze reinforced them. In shorts, flowered short-sleeved shirt, and sandals, Newton was ready for Waikiki. The Pastor resisted the urge to hug himself, offering a handshake instead. "I'm Pastor Andy Richards from Lupine, not far from Seattle. My friend is Lila Milam. She came with me. We want to help Crow recover."
 
   Lila shook hands. Newton told the Pastor, "Good luck with that." He sent a sharp look at Crow, standing alone with Major. "Remember Bacon's 'No man is an island?' I wish he'd known that idiot. Is he going back to Lupine with you? Are you family?"
 
   Pastor Richards said, "It's complicated. We're just some people who think he's a good man and want to do the right thing."
 
   Newton snorted. "What do you know about a concussion like his, exactly?"
 
   "Well, Hector Garza said..."
 
   "Hector Garza's the best nurse I ever saw." Newton made slicing motions with both hand. "His problem is he's tied up with the same nonsense as you. He thinks Crow's a romantic lost soul. He may have a point. Doesn't matter. What I'm telling you is he's headed for an explosion. We just don't know when. He's practically certain to recover if he gets good care and takes care of himself. He won't. What he'll do is dominate your life. He's a parasite, frankly."
 
   "He's asked for nothing."
 
   "Why the hell should he? You people are offering."
 
   Pastor Richards laughed softly. It was an honest reaction, but he hoped it might also defuse Lila's angry glare. Richards said, "Let's not argue, Doctor. Tell me what I need to know. Let me worry about the rest."
 
   Newton shrugged. "I tried. Okay, If I get too technical, stop me. When we got him he pitched a 13 on the Glasgow Coma Score. It's something we use to quantify the degree of seriousness, you know? He vomited a couple of times. When he started talking he had some pretty serious antegrade amnesia - that's when you can't remember everything, but you remember some things. What bothers me is, he babbled about squads and guns and stuff. He begged someone to live. 'Stay with me,' is how he put it. He called for a corpsman- that's what Garza was. The way he sounded... I'll hear him forever."
 
   Lila half-turned to glance back at Crow. He ignored her or pretended to. When she faced Newton and the Pastor, the doctor was clearly waiting for her. He went on, "Garza was there with me when Crow was hallucinating. Had to leave. Crying. He tell you that?"
 
   The Pastor shook his head. Lila said, "Hector - he was in Iraq. So was Crow, I'm sure. I read up on PTSD - post traumatic stress disorder - do they have that?"
 
   Newton said, "Garza, no. Crow? Probably. When he was brought in, I classified him as a Grade Five concussion. His brain went into hypermetabolism - especially sensitive to inadequate blood flow. He kept forgetting where he was, for instance."
 
   Lila asked, "What can we do?" 
 
   "If he goes with you - which he won't - be patient. Be observant. He should be active, but nothing strenuous for a while. Get him under a doctor's care. Some of his symptoms may not resolve for weeks. Headaches. Sensitive to light and sound. He could slide off into depression or anxiety, could have memory and attention difficulties. On top of all that, you're right, there's the high possibility of PTSD. Promise me you won't hesitate to call me and your local authorities if he ever seems outside his normal behavior. Immediately."
 
   Alarmed, Pastor Richards asked, "Are you saying he could be dangerous?"
 
   Newton's lip curled. "The crazed returning veteran: One of our most fertile urban myths. You're in more danger of being hit by a meteor. Could he hurt himself? Possibly; not likely. What I'm telling you is behavior that's outside normal patterns may be a sign of other difficulties. You shouldn't worry about it beyond getting him attention."
 
   Lila said, "Could he be - is he - suicidal?"
 
   "I very carefully said 'hurt himself.' As a physician, I know the difference between that and 'kill himself.' But I'm not psychic. He's a troubled man, already hurting himself. You know that, or you wouldn't be here. What I said earlier stands: With proper care, there's no reason to think he can't lead a perfectly normal life. What fate has in store for him, I can't say. Not my department."
 
   The Pastor said, "We've got something better than fate to rely on."
 
   Newton smiled. He almost hid the condescension in it.
 
   Lila said, "How long before he'll be well again? I mean, I know you can't say exactly, but can you give us an estimate?"
 
   "Symptoms usually peak four to six weeks after an injury like his." Newton looked past Lila to Crow, calculating. He said, "I'd put him on the short end of the scale. He's a tough son of... son of a gun." 
 
   Lila almost laughed at the small concession to "ladies present." Still, it was thoughtful and, more than that, it broke the tension that had been ratcheting upward within her at every new fact from Doctor Newton. Following his gaze, she sent another look at Crow, then to Newton. She said, "He's worse than I hoped and better than I feared. We can do this. He'll be staying on my property. It's large enough so he'll have privacy, but I'll be able to check on him. Lots of room for Major, too. We've got a team standing by to help. We'll get him right."
 
   She took a deep breath, proud that she felt every bit as confident as she sounded. She felt good, as well; she was doing something for someone. It wasn't too much to hope that this accident, awful as it had been, might be the key to Crow finding his way back to a life with real friends and real roots. 
 
   That evening, with dinner and sitting in the park, showed what he really was like.
 
   How long had the evening been? Three hours?
 
    Sometimes if seemed like ages, all packed with intensity. Other times it seemed like a flash or two of connection separated by clouds of idle chatter. 
 
    Doctor Newton said, "I have your word, then? You'll call if you have any questions at all? Even more importantly, talk to him about the Pacific Medical Center or the VA hospital in Seattle. They both have people who understand the wounded warriors. They're as dedicated as they are overworked and as tough as they are compassionate. Make him contact them."
 
   They both nodded. Lila told the two men, "I'm going to try to talk some sense into him. If I'm not making any headway or if I run out of gas, I'll call for help, Pastor, okay?"
 
   He nodded approval. As she walked toward the Airstream, Newton got in his car and started it. He and the Pastor shook hands. Newton looked back to the couple. Major sprawled between them. Their conversation appeared to be civil but too brisk for friendly. Newton asked the Pastor, "You ever make a bet, Pastor?"
 
   Pastor Richards laughed. "My profession is one long bet on good against evil. Never for money, though; only souls. "
 
   "We've got a lot in common. You and souls, me and lives." Newton bobbed his head toward Lila and Crow. "Tell you what; I've got a proposition for you."
 
   "A bet involving those two?"
 
   Newton put his car in gear. "I'm saying he'll break her heart. When you get home and convince yourself he won't, you call me. I'll cover any amount. I can always use the money."
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter20]Chapter 20 
 
   Lila led the way downhill. She said, "You know how serious this could be."
 
   Crow's silence went on so long she thought he'd closed her out completely. Her first reaction was to demand he answer. Stubbornness cut in: If he thought he could make her do all the talking, he needed another guess. 
 
   Crow finally said, "Yes."
 
   Lila sputtered. "That's it? 'Yes?' I ask you a reasonable question about your survival and all you've got is 'Yes?'"
 
   When he looked at her and smiled, she saw beyond a damaged man to the boy who'd smiled embarrassment. "I'm not about to hurt anyone. All I want is to hole up. None of that makes me an evil person."
 
   She continued picking her way downhill toward the Strait, glaring at the ragged gaps in the dissipating fog. Why couldn't Crow's injury fade out the same way? Life was to enjoy, to bring enjoyment to others. It wasn't meant to be dangerous. Or lonely.
 
   In mid-stride she was suddenly revisiting Crow's departure from Lupine and the other-worldly sense of another mind blending with her own. The effect was hypnotic. Lila continued to walk, uncaring about the uncertain footing, confident that the part of her mind controlling her movements was as aware as ever. The rest of her being concentrated on that voice, although it was more than that. Impressions and images became messages. As unnerving as it had been, she savored it. It was a sharing, The woman who came to her for those few moments knew both heart-breaking sadness and soaring joy. 
 
   Lila stopped abruptly, unaware of Crow, unaware of anything except secret discovery. The contact hadn't come to explain or probe. She came to prepare her for a day like this. The revelation filled her with light. This meeting with Crow wasn't about just trying to save Crow. It included saving herself. 
 
   Impressions pounded in her consciousness, drumbeats. She was aware how gloriously happy Crow was once. The signs were unmistakable; his easy banter, his ready smile. Fragments of what that man had been. Loss and sorrow had claimed everything else. 
 
   That was when the words repeated in her memory, blazing clear. What we can create within ourselves can refuse any boundary. Any of us can be broken, but we can create something that lives far beyond us.
 
   And then she grasped the reason behind the sudden sense of risk. Originally, she heard the words as pure optimism, a definition of hope surviving damage. Now she felt a parallel warning. Perhaps if one tried to create something so powerful, one could be destroyed by it. 
 
   That could be what had happened to Crow. And someone else. A woman. 
 
   Very probably Crow's wife.
 
   What about me? Will I be broken before I'm ever whole?
 
    
 
   *          *          *          *          *
 
    
 
   When Crow caught up to her there was irritability in his voice. "What's so evil about wanting to be left alone? I don't..."
 
   She rounded on him so quickly he clipped off the end of his sentence. She said, "No one ever said you're evil. Evil always has a purpose." Her arms and hands were flying in all directions. He'd broken off her interior dialogue, possibly cheated her out of other insights. Now this - his same tired defense of the indefensible. This was exactly the conversation she'd told herself wasn't going to happen, and here it was, in living color, and it was all his blind, me-me-me fault and he wasn't going to get away with it. "You just... You just happen. You don't have any purpose except the next fish. We were fools to come here. Especially me. I even offered to let you park your Secret Escape Machine on my place."
 
   "You did that?" His surprise stopped her. It also made her realize she'd better inhale. While she did, he added, "I didn't think..."
 
   Crow had to catch his own breath. 
 
   Don't even think about how such giving comes naturally to her. You'd be comparing her to Patricia. Patricia would be hurt.
 
   I'd hurt Lila, too. Letting her think I could come back to the world where she belongs. It'd end up just like last time. 
 
   But it wasn't as if she had no blame in the situation. Still, he had a right to explain. "I figured you and Zasu were sort of like me and Major, except you need to be in one place. And there's that guy - Vanderkirk; he's more than just your friend. He won't like me and Major..."
 
   "Hold it. Whatever you think about me and Van, we're none of your damned business. Nothing I choose to do is any of his damned business. Do you understand?"
 
   "I'm sorry. I didn't know. It's just when you offered the place I wondered about him. I mean, you know, the situation."
 
   Her eyes narrowed. "What situation? Exactly what were you thinking about me?"
 
   "Whoa. I wasn't thinking whatever you think I was thinking. All I meant was, it could make trouble for you. Me staying there, and him - you know." He blinked, stammered. "You know."
 
   "No, I don't know. Whatever you were thinking, you were wrong."
 
   Crow sought refuge in silence. He looked out to sea. Miles of the Strait were clearly visible now, the fog a stage setting of wings and distant backdrop. In the open area, a sailboat breezed along, heeled over to port. Freshening wind broke up the fog and raked the water into a chop. The boat danced through it. The way it breasted the water - rolling and pitching - made Crow think of laughter, as if the vessel was amused by the rough game.
 
   Crow watched and longed.
 
   Once she was just wood and metal and cord and cloth. I know every thought that went into every saw cut, every sail stitch, every drop of paint and varnish. She's doing what she was born to do. She's moving on. 
 
   Forcing laughter that sound pitifully false, he told Lila, "See how much better it is for everyone if I keep my distance? I can think all the wrong thoughts I want and no one suspects I'm deficient. As it is, you've already chewed me out twice today and we still have hours of daylight left."
 
   "Oh, stop it. All we came here for was to offer you a place to stay while you recover."
 
   The sailboat came about. From the west, an aircraft carrier materialized out of the remaining mist, an ominously silent city of gray steel. Her bow pushed aside the sea, a perfect bone-in-her-teeth. Astern a silver-and-blue trail spooled out from her huge screws. Crow seized the distraction, said, "Look at her. Makes that sailboat look like a fleck of paint."
 
   "Don't sailboats have the right of way? Will they run into each other?"
 
   Crow laughed. "Both captains know who has the right of way, just like they both know who gets squashed if push comes to shove."
 
   Within seconds of his saying it, the smaller craft whipped off on another course. 
 
   Crow said, "Please don't think I'm turning down you all's offer because I don't appreciate it. It's just that... Look, it's a long way back to Lupine and you all just got here. Rest up, at least a while. That alder grove there's a good place to sit. Amber calls it her secret kingdom. Even named it: Latoat. When she's there she's the queen, but when she leaves, she leaves her crown behind so she can live with ordinary folks without embarrassing them. "
 
   "I never named my secret place. What's she call it?" Lila was intrigued in spite of herself; she knew he wanted to distract her. 
 
   Ships. Right of way. Secret kingdoms. 
 
   He's just running away again.
 
   Crow said, "The name means 'Looking At The Ocean And Thinking'. LATOAT. Clever kid. When I told her it wasn't much of a secret if people knew about it she gave me this 'dumb grownup' look and said, 'A place is just a little secret. What the name means is the real secret because it tells you what's inside the person who named it. That's a forever-friend secret. You only talk about it with them."
 
   The hair on the back of Lila's neck stirred. Amber's innocence reminded her of the implied risk in the earlier voice, made her wonder if she was being warned about sharing too much. 
 
   She sternly reminded herself that there's a significant difference between coincidence and paranoia. 
 
   Silent now, they walked to a boulder flanked by tall trees. Amber's kingdom was v-shaped, the larger end facing the water. Lila and Crow settled down, backs against the rock. Lila watched Crow lose himself in contemplation of the sailboat. 
 
   Oddly, she was comfortable at the edge of his consciousness. She wondered if it was unfeminine to not mind being ignored, even for a few moments. She didn't know about that, but was certain that when he returned his attention to her it would be all the more focused. 
 
   Suddenly he was there again. His eyes locked on hers. His easy smile did nothing to quiet the quickened beat of her heart. He said, "I guess that's how it works - girls have hiding places and boys have forts." 
 
   It was mere conversation. Why did it make her wish she knew something - anything - about his boyhood? Where did he grow up? What turned him from flesh and bone to steel and stone?
 
   Why did she care? 
 
   She straightened, drew back an inch, possibly two. She heard herself say, "We were talking about you coming back to Lupine with us."
 
   He winced. "I meant it when I said I really appreciate you all. No one's ever done anything like that for me."
 
   "No one? Ever?" She scoffed.
 
   "Well, sure, people have helped me from time to time. Nothing like this."
 
   "You've never let anyone get close enough. And you've never been in trouble with the law or anything. Have you?"
 
   Crow watched quick worry tighten her features. He hurried to reassure her. "There was the thing with Major when he was a puppy." He paused, shot her a nervous glance. "I wasn't always a happy drunk when I was chasing the stuff." 
 
   She said, "Well, I'll bet you've met plenty of people who'd do exactly what the Pastor and I are doing. Look what Hector Garza did." 
 
   He had to clear his throat. "Great guy. Did he tell you he was a corpsman? They do crazy brave things. Tell them that and they just say it's their job."
 
   "You're a lucky man." He looked surprised, and she went on, "You've known lots of great guys. Didn't you say you came to Lupine because some friend from back then liked the place?"
 
   "Yeah, Smitty. City kid. From Newark, of all places, and the best fisherman I ever saw. You'd have liked him." 
 
   Once more he felt his mind disconnect. 
 
   Semper Fi, old buddy. Ride easy.
 
   Lila. Paint-splotched clothes. Beat-up shoes. Do-rag losing the fight to restrain her hair. Cheekbones. Eyes. Graceful. 
 
   He rose abruptly. 
 
   Dizziness slammed him. He stumbled sideways, fighting for balance. Falling, falling, he crashed against a tree. Clawing hands barely kept him upright. Wrenching nausea threatened to embarrass him. 
 
   Lila was with him instantly. "Sit down." She barked it, simultaneously helping him slump to the ground, back against the trunk. She fumbled for her cell. "I'll call 911." 
 
   "No." He heard himself, metal on metal, "Stood up too fast. Dizzy. Give me a minute." He reached for her phone. She caught his hand and held it 
 
   He looked into her eyes and hoped she saw into his, into him. Still a wanderer, still alone. Not seeking solitude now. Aching for union.
 
   Don't let me go.
 
   Soft hands, as before. Strong now.
 
   Hold me.
 
   She said, "I'm calling for help." She flipped open the cell with her free hand, winced at the power of his grasp.
 
   He scrabbled for a grip on the tree. The effort to rise pitched him forward on all fours.
 
   She gave a small cry and knelt beside him. Her hand on his forehead steadied him. She told him, "It's the concussion. I'm calling."
 
   He made himself kneel. His entire being screamed for him to lie down. He got to his feet. He wished he could smile at her. He knew if he tried it he'd puke. He said, "I'm okay. I better be still for a minute, though." It took two mincing steps for him to get back to the boulder. Vision wobbled as badly as his knees. He collapsed against the rock and repeated, "I'm okay," adding, "No call. I'll send them away." He lowered his head, staving off the nausea. The price for that was a bomb of a headache. 
 
   Pain is a frame of mind. Control it or it controls you.
 
   Thank you, God, for all the grand opportunities You've dumped on me to learn that.
 
   Does it please You to turn a stray moment of pleasure into more pain?
 
   Lila watched color flow into his face. His breathing steadied. He raised his head, features gaunt. She saw his pain and her heart told her it came from a deeper injury yet. Without even thinking she said, "Tell me about the PTSD."
 
   His expression almost shattered her resolve. Even as that happened, though, she was realizing she'd spent hours preparing for those words, that look. Now that they were spoken, she was afraid. How he reacted would mean a new beginning or a final ending. 
 
   He said, "Never mention that." 
 
   He didn't tell her to go away. Relief brought hope. And confusion.
 
   His voice trembled. Anger? Fear? What's he telling me?
 
   Thank you, God; he didn't tell me to go away. We're still talking.
 
   The small prayer surprised her. She wasn't accustomed to that. The mental echo of it wouldn't go away. 
 
   She hurried her response. "Garza said you have nightmares. I looked on the internet. It's not unusual. You can get help. It's nothing to be ashamed about."
 
   "Ashamed?" Anger widened his eyes, drew a taut, white line around his lips. It only made him look worse. His hand jerked toward the bandage. He stopped it halfway, used it to point accusation at her instead. "You think I'm ashamed? Of what? Having nightmares? Or should I be ashamed of being one of them? I'm proud of every minute of my service, everything I did." He acted as if he had more to say, but looked away. He was more contained when he continued, even though the words almost slurred. "I apologize. I know that's not where you were going. I over-reacted." A deep breath. "If I thought I couldn't handle things on my own I'd get help in a minute. I'll beat it myself. I'm stronger than it is." 
 
   He was the image of fiery determination. Nevertheless, Lila sensed grinding sadness. Her next thought was terrifying.
 
   Something else is hurting him. It's not just the PTSD or the concussion. Whatever it is, it's what's beating him down. And he's not stronger than that.
 
   Lila knelt beside him. Tentatively, she raised a hand to his cheek. He was no more responsive than the rock at his back. She said, "I'd never believe you did anything shameful. We're not going to argue about the PTSD, either. The concussion's something we can agree on. Come back with us, please. I'm asking, Crow - let us help."
 
   He said, "You all are the kindest people I've ever met. Garza talks too much. He worries like an old woman."
 
   "On the internet it said..."
 
   "I don't care. Combat does things to people. Simple as that, okay? Most just get over it. Some have to wrestle with it. We all know there's help if we need it. The way I see it, though, is that in the end everyone has to kill his own dragon. "
 
   Lila said, "Not accepting help's the same as if help was never there. It's worse than that; it's rejecting the people who offer it. Rejection hurts, Crow." 
 
   Watching him get to his feet was unpleasant. When he was gathering himself to walk she got to her feet, poised to assist whether he liked it or not. 
 
   His voice was different. "If you mean to get back to Lupine at any reasonable hour you'll have to get moving."
 
   Lila intuited the sudden distance in his manner wasn't entirely caused by her unlatching the forbidden door to PTSD. It had something to do with the other, even darker thing. 
 
   Rejection? Was that the thing burning him from the inside?
 
   Bitter disappointment washed over her. 
 
   I was so sure we were finally reconnecting. Like what I felt on the bench, watching the river. You listened to more than my words. You heard my heart. 
 
   Why did you turn away? Why do you always turn away? 
 
   They were crossing a meadow by then. The ground was broken, rough. He picked his way uncertainly. Even so, he put a helping hand to her elbow. 
 
   She stepped ahead, resentful of his touch. Her thoughts whirled. 
 
   He'll see that as rejection. That word again. That's not what you want.
 
   What do you want? 
 
   Striding fast, she felt exactly as she had when they turned onto the road to this place. The tears were there again, demanding. She railed at them, at herself. The attempt to help him was a failure, but it wasn't her fault. Then why this devastating ache inside her?
 
   How can I be feeling loss for something I never had?
 
   Pastor Richard's greeting startled her. She stumbled. Behind her, Crow reached to clutch the same elbow as before. She smiled thanks. He smiled back. His hand fell away. She wanted to turn away from the two men waiting for them, walk with Crow, talk about something. Anything. Be with him.
 
   Where'd all the sexual tension go? Why did his touch feel simply right, like that was what he was supposed to do? Like that's why he was beside me in the first place?
 
   What's happening to me?
 
   Does he have any idea?
 
   The Pastor and Jason leaned against the Pastor's car. The Pastor said, "Sophia's meeting Amber's school bus. Did you two decide anything?"
 
   Lila said, "Not really."
 
   Crow said, "I did. I'll be on my way to the Pacific coast tomorrow morning."
 
   Turning to Jason, the Pastor said, "Can I ask you and Lila to give me a few minutes with our friend?" With a sidelong wink for Crow, he added, "A last try."
 
   Jason said, "Ms. Milam, would you like to walk with me to meet Amber's bus? We can hook up Major, take him along. That okay, Crow?"
 
   "If he knows he's going to meet Amber he'll pull your arms out of the sockets. Don't let him pop any stitches." 
 
   Lila told Jason, "I'd enjoy that. And call me Lila," then, to the Pastor, "It's up to you. I tried to talk some sense into him." She darted a glance at Crow before finishing. "I struck out."
 
   Crow sent her a conspiratorial wink, hidden from the other men. She winced inwardly, suddenly self-implicated in his denials. Guilt hurried her away. 
 
   The Pastor resumed quietly. "I talked to Hector Garza for quite a while before he left."
 
   "Talk is what Garza does best. What I do best is take care of myself."
 
   "What if you're not up to the job? You could get worse. Who takes care of you then? Have you even thought about how Lila will feel if something happens to you?"
 
   "Of course." A slashing gesture dismissed the questions. "I know it'd bother her. And you, too, padre. It took a special person to do what you did. Your friends back in Lupine are special, too. So let me ask you a question: If I do get worse - which I won't - wouldn't it be a whole lot tougher on you all if you had to watch it happen? I risked the lives of my young troopers so we'd avoid hurting innocent people. There's a fancy word for that - collateral damage. That's what you all are; collateral damage."
 
   "We are not. We're in the fight, the same as you. If we get hurt it'll be because we care. It's a risk we accept. "
 
   The shadow that crossed Crow's features came and went in an instant. It was enough, however, to warn the Pastor that he'd sent Crow's thoughts somewhere bleak. He took the conversation in a different direction. "Garza said you had some trouble with memory loss. He said it wasn't severe. Still and all, it's a treacherous thing, knowing it's hiding in there, waiting to strike when you least expect it."
 
   "Ever misplace your car keys? Put down a book and can't remember where? Does that make you a menace to society?"
 
   "That's not the way it is, though, is it? Misplaced car keys can't compare with a couple of misplaced hours. What's it like when you can't remember where the Airstream is? Does that bring on nausea? Headache? Both? Or do they just show up when they please?"
 
   Crow practically whispered. "Garza doesn't know about me... the Airstream. How'd you know? I didn't... I don't remember telling anybody."
 
   The Pastor draped an arm across Crow's unresisting shoulders. He said, "A shot in the dark, my friend. The point is, the problem exists."
 
   Spinning away, Crow threw off the Pastor's arm. "You were gaming me. So I forgot... Never mind. What this is really about isn't me getting better. It's about herding me in with the rest of the sheep, believing all that garbage about being saved, being forgiven, being blessed. It's not there, man. I know."
 
   "You don't believe that." The Pastor was mild. "Put religion aside. At worst, I'm trying to make you admit what you know to be true; this injury has its teeth in you. It could tear you apart. You don't want our help? Then go to the VA or PacMed. Don't just tell yourself it'll go away because you say it will. It won't. Neither will forgiveness, my friend."
 
   Instantly, Crow was transfigured. Everything about him signaled warning. Pastor Richards didn't move. Only the instinctive widening of his eyes betrayed his quick fear at Crow's sudden change. He said, "Someone had to say it. It doesn't matter if you count me as your friend or not. I count me as yours. A friend who understands the fear of an all-powerful being who threatens to forgive us when we can't forgive ourselves."
 
   Crow stared at him like a trapped animal.
 
   Amber's shout broke the spell. She came toward them with serious deliberation, making Major walk slowly. The dog looked at Crow as if showing off his friend. His movements made it clear Amber was right to keep him in check. His body was twisted, almost crabbed; he favored his left hind leg. As she joined them, Amber was saying, "Major smelled something in the woods on the way home. He pulled on the leash and then he yelped. Did he do anything to hurt himself while I was gone?"
 
   Kneeling to inspect the wound, Crow's smile turned to a puzzled frown. Lila said, "The flesh around the cut looks angry. Any chance there's some infection?"
 
   Crow said, "I think so. A little bit. I don't understand..."
 
    Amber's head was level with his. Guileless wide eyes probed his. "I asked Mom why he's not wearing his bandage or that collar thing that keeps him from licking his side. She said she didn't know, maybe the vet said stop. Did she?"
 
   Shock twisted Crow's features. His gaze swept from one adult to another. Lila and the Pastor were apprehensive. Sophia conspicuously stayed focused on Major. Crow rose, defiant. "No. I forgot." The facade crumbled as he spoke. He was pale, his normally rugged features suddenly haggard. Lila moved to touch him. He stepped away, saying, "I'll take him to the vet."
 
   "I'll get my car." Pastor Richards threw the words over his shoulder, already on the way.
 
   Amber hugged Major's neck. "Will he be all right?"
 
   Crow said, "Yes. I promise." 
 
   Amber's tears glistened unshed. Her voice trembled. "You promised before. I have to go to school, Who's going to remind you? Will he die if I'm not here and you forget?"
 
   Lila said, "I'll remind him, sweetheart. Mr. Crow's bringing Major and we're going back to where Pastor Richards and I live. Everything's going to be fine. We'll work on it together."
 
   Crow told Amber, "It's best for Major if I do that," and Lila's heart soared at the conviction in his voice. Then he turned and she saw him face on. She saw his resentment. And a strange, haunted man who chilled her soul.
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter21]Chapter 21 
 
   Back at Lila's, Crow took over the final backing and filling to position the Airstream by the picnic benches and firepits. He paused before getting out, letting himself remember, relishing a surprising twinge of comfort at the familiarity. It only took a moment to shake himself free of that. When he stepped down from the pickup cab, Pastor Richards complimented him. "I don't know if I could ever learn to do that. I don't mind the normal driving, but parking? Scares me to death."
 
   "You did fine getting us here."
 
   Wryly, the Pastor said, "Very kind of you to not mention getting on the ferry."
 
   Crow laughed. "Ok, not a thing of style and grace. You didn't crash."
 
   "A man of the cloth deserves an occasional favor from the Almighty."
 
   The Pastor was surprised to see Crow's gaze flick away to where Lila was approaching. Decades of experience convinced him that Crow had made some kind of connection between the reference to God and the woman. Crow's expression also told him it was not without pain. He had no time to ponder; Crow was saying, "I still think I should have driven here. You saw; I had no trouble on the trip. "
 
   Undisturbed, the Pastor said, "That was the goal. All of this is about making sure you have no trouble."
 
   Lila joined them. Crow spoke to her. "Now that I'm here, let's be clear it's only because I put Major at risk. I can't stay if I don't earn my keep."
 
   Lila objected. "You're supposed to rest."
 
   "Doc Newton says I should live as normal a life as possible. You need help rehabbing your property. That's me."
 
   She touched his arm. "You don't need to do that."
 
   "I know. That makes it all the more important to me."
 
   "I can't..." Lila shifted uncomfortably. "What if something happens to you?" 
 
   "It won't."
 
   She turned to the Pastor. "Make him listen."
 
   Crow said, "I already listened once. That's why I'm here. That's all the listening you all get."
 
   Pastor Richards sighed. He told Lila, "You're looking at a severe overload of obligation. Don't fight it. Save your breath for when he tries to do too much. I expect plenty of opportunities."
 
   Lila drew herself a bit taller. She held Crow's gaze. "Everything's terms with you. You want terms? Here's mine: I'm the boss. I assign the job. You do it. Nothing more."
 
   He took off the Stetson, bowed his head. "Yes, ma'am."
 
   She partially smothered her grin. "And don't get smart with the boss. You don't leave here until I - and a good doctor - say you can. That's the deal, and if I make a deal, I stay with it if it kills me."
 
   Dismay fell on her as soon at his reaction. His eyes changed focus. He looked through her. She knew he was the thing that gnawed his soul. He recovered quickly, sending her a thin smile. She hoped hers was more convincing. Walking back toward her car, her thoughts flashed to the long trip home. It had given her time to think. Possibly too much. The primary concern was the presence that had twice found its way into her mind. 
 
   She liked the gender-free word presence, despite her conviction the unnamed visitor who spoke to her was a woman. Ghost conjured fear. Alien sounded all flying saucer-ish. She wrestled with paranormal and decided it just didn't fit. Rather, for something that was so out of the ordinary, the whole experience seemed way too normal. That was the larger surprise of the matter. Instead of eerie wisdom from another world, this woman seemed only to be saying that one finds the one's path through values, rather than cool logic alone. She also seemed to suggest that the path had many branches, some of them terribly wrong and never clearly marked. 
 
   Lila was utterly certain the presence was deeply involved in Crow's condition. 
 
   She was terrified of finding out what that involvement was and desperate to learn.
 
   Why would a woman do such damage to a man?
 
   What did the he do to deserve it?
 
   Ask yourself what you need most to know, fear most to learn: Was it his wife?
 
   The possibilities inherent in the last question birthed a tiny, vicious thing in the darkest corner of her mind. And still she wanted to help him so much it was a physical ache. 
 
   The Pastor's worried, "Crow? Are you all right?" spun her around. Richards was moving to make sure Crow stayed upright.
 
   "I'm ok, Pastor. A little dizzy. It's gone now." Crow shrugged himself clear of the Pastor's reach and stretched. "I think I better get some sleep, though. It's been a long day. I'm sorry you all had to stay over last night. My fault, having to get Major to the vet. You all should have been home yesterday."
 
   The Pastor said, "No problem. Get that sleep." 
 
   Lila said, "You go on home, Pastor. I'll help Crow and Major get settled in."
 
   At the sound of his name, Major sent them a sharp bark from the trailer, making clear his disapproval of being left out of things. It made Lila smile. Crow brightened a bit. He waved goodbye to the Pastor as he told her, "Don't think I'm not onto you. You really want Major here, not me."
 
   Entering the game, she said, "Curses. I was being so smooth, too."
 
   They stepped up into the Airstream. Major wiggled welcome, butting Crow's knee forcefully, then pushing against Lila. There wasn't much room to stumble around in the Airstream. Lila tried to catch herself and Crow moved swiftly to help. They ended up with hands on each other's shoulders. Their eyes met. Both stared surprise - and more - at the other. 
 
   Major, oblivious to the havoc he'd already created, leaned into Lila again. The sheer bulk of him against the back of her knees practically took her legs out from under her. She sagged backwards. Crow reacted more quickly than she believed possible. His hands dropped to her waist. Her hands were still on his shoulders, clutching. She felt muscles stretch and tighten under strain. Her weight rocked him. He made a sound deep in his chest, braced. Then she was dangling, her feet in a mad dance seeking balance. 
 
   Smoothly, catlike, he pulled her erect. Momentum swayed her forward. Into mutual embrace.
 
   Fear - a delighting, exciting fear - surged through her so fast it seemed her blood was burning. 
 
    Everything in Lila told her to step back. Babble apologies. Run for her sanity, if not her life. She had never hated an idea so much. 
 
   What am I doing? What do I do next?
 
   She felt his grip relax. It was reluctant. Her heart beat so fast it stuttered. His cheek was against hers, the jawline solid, like warm stone. There were bristles, exciting against her skin she knew was flaming red.
 
   Embarrassment? Yes. More than that? 
 
   I can't. I mustn't.
 
   They parted awkwardly. Lila was relieved to see he was as flustered as she was. It pleased her. He'd held her a fraction longer than absolutely necessary. He found her attractive; that set off another jolt of the earlier fear. This time she savored it in spite of herself, recognized it as anticipation. She was sure - wanted to be sure - there was more to his reluctance to break the embrace than plain physical attraction. 
 
   The quiet voice of reason reminded her that Crow was a lonely man, but one very likely accustomed to embraces, few of them accidental. Still, she couldn't picture him as what Aunt Lila would've called a butterfly.
 
   The quiet voice of reason was scratchy and irritating. She turned it off.
 
   It wasn't reason or logic that had her thinking she might melt any moment. The sensation of his body against hers stayed, as warm and clinging as paint.
 
   She pushed Major out of the way and stepped back further, saying, "I'm sorry. That was so clumsy."
 
   So cool. So bogus. You're vibrating inside. You wanted him to hold you. Wanted it to never stop. 
 
   His voice was so tight it practically twanged like a banjo. "The dog... He just gets enthusiastic. Are you sure you're ok?"
 
   "I'm fine, fine. Just lost my balance. Thanks for holding me. I mean, I was falling. Down. You know." Her hands whipped the air, a puppet's herky-jerky. She wanted to die.
 
   Nice work, idiot. You had it there for almost a whole second. Get out. Now.
 
   Crow took her elbow in hand. "Major and I'll walk you to the house. He needs out before we turn in."
 
   Her smile was thanks. And it saved her from having to speak any more. By the time they reached her front steps she was in better control. From the porch she looked down at him. She said, "I'm glad you and Major came back with us. You've made friends here." Inside, Zasu barked confirmation, making them both smile. 
 
   He said, "We're grateful. I meant what I said about helping. Not just because I owe you, either. I admire the spirit that's making you do it. I guess I'm sort of glad to be part of it."
 
   She laughed. "Well, I'm sort of glad to have the help. That makes us even."
 
   He half-saluted and left. Behind him, her entry into the house was the creak of the sagging screen door followed by a splash of light when she hit the switch. Zasu's yaps punctuated all of it. 
 
   When Crow was sure she wasn't watching, he stopped and faced her building again. His hand dropped to where Major's head waited. Crow said, "Look at me, checking to see she's all right. She's lived out here alone for who-knows-how-long, and here I am, acting like some sort of caretaker." He waited until the windows in the back of the building lit up before continuing toward his trailer. 
 
    Major coursed the parking lot and beyond into the fire pit area. Ranging in a large circle, he was no more than sound in the night when he stopped abruptly. Crow stopped, as well. He whistled, a high, carrying note. The answering bark was muted, a huffing noise. Crow hurried toward it. Nearing Major, Crow noted his stiff posture, almost on point like a bird dog. Major held to that as Crow came up beside him. Crow said, "What is it, buddy? We have a prowler?"
 
   A heavy growl rolled up from Major's chest. He took a step forward. Crow grabbed his collar. "No, you don't. Heel. We go together." Side by side, they advanced.
 
   Something distant scurried through brush in noisy departure. Major lunged ahead. A sharp "Stop!" from Crow brought him to a twitching halt. Patting the dog's shoulder, Crow praised him, then said, "You're as bad as me, you clown. We don't even belong here and we're snooping around in the dark like we're on patrol. Come on, we're going to bed. You're too beat up to tackle a field mouse."
 
   Major grinned up at him to show he could take a joke.
 
   In the trailer, Crow found himself sleepy, but too tense. Turning off all the lights but a small one over the table, he poured a shot of whiskey and sat down. Elbows on the surface, chin in his hands, he stared into the amber liquid. It gleamed back at him. He said, "Don't look your lies at me, creature. You had me by the throat once and I beat you. You're just a beverage. Maybe medicine - expensive aspirin. So do me some good." He drained the glass. Then he rinsed and buffed it sparkling dry before putting it away. Twenty minutes later he was still at the table, frowning out the window at the darkness. His head ached. Getting up, he put his hand on the door to go out, then drew it back. He retreated to a cabinet, took out a box of stationery. Hunched over the table in the faint light, he wrote.
 
   My darling Patricia,
 
   It's been a long time since I wrote. I'm sorry. I know I don't have to explain to you. The letters always make me feel better, though. I've told you that a thousand times, too, haven't I? You always said I was crazy. Guess you were right. I always thought crazy about you was crazy enough. 
 
   I'm stalling, aren't I? 
 
   You know what happened tonight. You know I never planned a bit of it. I'm never sure exactly how much you see or how much you know my thoughts. When I was fighting the whiskey and the really bad times I told myself I didn't care what you saw or thought. I'm really sorry about that. You know I've got a problem with God because of all that happened. I still believe He's got His angels and you're one of them. And I remember the time you told me I should find someone else if something happened to you. I only agreed so you'd stop such foolish talk. All the time we were together, that's the one time you really frightened me. I still
 
   Never mind. Something happened tonight. I guess the only fair way to put it is to say it's been happening for a while. I just wouldn't look it in the eye. She makes me feel the way you did. She makes me feel necessary. And like I could be whole again. It scares me, Patricia, really scares me. Not the way you did when you talked about leaving me alone. It scares me the way I felt when Joe told me you'd been drinking all that time. I hurt you so much and I never knew it until it was way too late. Tonight I looked in Lila's eyes and all I could think of was I wanted to keep holding her and keep looking in her eyes. The way I felt with you. I can't have that. I can't get mixed up with another woman because I'd feel like I was cheating. But there's more to it than that. The thing is, I can't take a chance on hurting someone the way I hurt you. 
 
    Everybody tells me I shouldn't blame myself for what happened to you. Some even said if I felt I had to take the blame, it was all right because God forgave me. I don't believe it. I don't even care. He let it all happen and now He thinks he can make it right just by telling me I'm forgiven? I don't want His forgiveness. All I want is you back. I can't have that. I know. What I can have is the sense to not damage some other woman. But I like her. She makes me want to think about tomorrow. When I was holding her, I cared if I lived. I haven't felt staying alive was important since the moment the Colonel told me there'd been an accident and I was going home. Right then I wanted to die. I wanted to for quite a while. The only reason I didn't arrange it was because I knew you'd say it was your fault. Even since I got a grip on myself living's just meant another day. I haven't cared much. I do now, Patricia. I do. This lady - Lila - she makes me think beyond right now. Beyond tomorrow. Like you did.
 
    I'm not saying I love her. I don't know if I could. Maybe it's started and I'm too dumb to know it. Or too scared to admit it. I want to be near her. I'd never have come back here if it wasn't for her. Have to be honest with myself - and especially with you - about that. I'd have found some way to look after old Major. But can I ever be that honest with her? Would I have to tell her how much I loved you, how happy I was? How happy we used to be? Could I even try to explain the red dreams, how sick and frightened they make me? She thinks she knows about the PTSD. She's never lived with it. Do I talk to her about it? You know me. I'd never be able to do that. How would I live with her if I didn't at least try? Maybe if we'd talked more about that sort of thing, you and I
 
   I'm not going there. That time's gone.
 
   Listen to me, talking about myself like I'm the only one involved. I never even mentioned she might not love me. I'd sure understand that. 
 
   I don't know what to do. I'm afraid to go forward. I won't go back. Not to the world I tried to kill. That world's come back to me tonight. I want it. I didn't know how much I missed it. I don't want to be just a shadow anymore. But I'm afraid. I'll beat the red dreams. I'll beat this concussion. What I can't beat is the fear that Joe was right about me, about what I am. And that other thing I talked about.
 
   I always needed you. Never more than now. Help me, please. I want to be me again, the way you always made it happen. 
 
   Your loving,
 
   Crow
 
    
 
   *          *          *          *          *
 
    
 
   The sickle-blade of a quarter moon was dodging between clouds when Crow stepped outside. Fitful light gave movement to bushes and rocks. Crow fought back memories of times and places where that movement wasn't always just imagination. Senses jangled with at the touch of remembered sounds and smells of combat. Carefully, but with the confident progress of a man used to working in the dark, he made his way to the nearest firepit. The folded white letter jutted from his pocket. Major shambled along beside him. 
 
   It took a few minutes for Crow to gather enough wood to build a fire. A capricious wind blew out his first match. As soon as the flames were strong he sat down on the log bench. Major curled up on the ground beside him. The fire grew.
 
   There had been so many wonderful times. Struggling on a PFC's pay, Patricia waiting tables in Oceanside to save up a few dollars for when the baby came. The crummy little apartment. Good neighbors, though; mostly other young Marine couples. Everyone with the same problems, the same attitude. The same complaints; Patricia: "If I hear Ross ranting about First Sergeant Alexander once more I swear I'll go out and buy a gun."
 
   The blink of an eye. The baby's a teenager. Now the First Sergeant's name is Crow. Pretty, oh-so-pregnant girl Patricia's grown to be a mature, beautiful woman. 
 
   How could a man lose so much and ever hope to replace it with anything except mourning? 
 
   What kind of man could tell himself that memories were only memories when his soul knew they were so much more? 
 
   If First Sergeant Crow knew anything, he knew loyalty. 
 
   Patricia to the Crow who'd just made Sergeant: "I know the Lieutenant's an idiot, honey. You and the other squad leaders have to square him away, bring him up right. Don't let him make you forget your priorities. Your squad, your platoon, your Corps. You're the best Sergeant he'll ever see. He'll learn that."
 
   Sergeant Crow as squad leader to Corporal Nuanez, his best fire team leader: "Nuanez, it's not your job to tell me how dumb the Lieutenant is, so don't. You just make sure you do your job. You got that?"
 
   Most of the time with Patricia meant peace, the plainest sort of comfort. The last days before payday she did marvels with a couple of small pork chops and some veggies. Or her burgers; ground beef - and her hand - and it was a feast. There was never enough money. They walked on the beach, or, like at Quantico, just around the housing area. They read books, making the other listen to good passages aloud. They argued about whether or not the passage deserved such treatment. They watched sitcoms and laughed at the jokes and laughed at each other for laughing so hard.
 
   No matter where they lived, the minute he came in the door, she was between him and the stress.
 
   She absorbed it.
 
   No man should turn his back on a wife like that. Nor on her memory. 
 
   He jerked back to reality as if waking. He had no idea how long he'd drifted, his mind flitting through the remembrances the way the moon shuffled through the clouds. He was surprised to hear the first drops of rain patter in the shrouding trees.
 
   He took the letter from his pocket and unfolded it as if to read it. The increased wind twisted it so much he had to hold it with both hands. It made little difference; the fire was already down to coals. The light was far too pale for him to make out words. A drop of rain hit the paper with a sharp pop. Then another. The ink made calligraphic lines. 
 
   "I don't know if I should send this," he said. "After us... what we had... what I was thinking when I wrote it... Maybe I shouldn't..." He re-folded the letter and lifted it to his pocket. A gust of wind, heavy enough to make the firs groan, whipped it out of his hand. Moth-like, it fluttered in the wind. He snatched at it and missed. Spread wide open now, it settled on the coals. They glowed through it like candlelight through a paper lantern. He deciphered one word: Please.
 
   The paper blackened, curled violently.
 
   It flamed all at once, startlingly bright. He pulled erect, only to slump forward again, mimicking the crumbling ashes.
 
    
 
   *          *          *          *          *
 
    
 
   Lila wandered the house, trying to create coherence in a jumbled mind that refused sleep. She was passing a window facing the lake when she thought she saw a red glow. It stopped her abruptly. Fire was acutely dangerous to an isolated place like Bake's. There were no flames, but the uncertain glimmer sent a shiver up her back. Staring hard, she made out the figure sitting on the firepit bench. 
 
   The eruption of light at his feet startled her into a muffled cry of surprise. She saw Crow flinch backward, then seem to sag. Falling rain rushed to obscure her view. She was glad of it. Once, on tv, she'd seen a man straighten and drop back the way Crow did. He was a sniper's target; the aim of rifle and camera coincided in horrible symmetry. 
 
   For the second time in as many days a prayer pushed everything else from her thoughts.
 
    
 
   *          *          *          *          *
 
    
 
   Exhaustion such as he hadn't known for a long time racked Crow. He crawled into bed, dreading the sleep he knew he had to have. Weariness always weakened the walls. The red dreams were always waiting to break through.
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter22]Chapter 22 
 
   Crow woke beside a lancing shaft of sunlight coming through a window. Major, on the floor, curled in the center of it. Crow was idly wondering if the dog would move when the beam did when he was jolted to full wakefulness by the realization that he'd had no dreams. He rose carefully, not trusting this strange well-being. 
 
   Back when the whiskey was drowning him waking was a mad blend of hangover and wrestling with lingering horror. It took a near-fatal accident to make him understand alcohol was surrender. Lost, battered, barely able to move, he spent four days stone sober in high desert country. He waved to the rescuing helicopter with a glittering slab of the whiskey bottle that broke in his backpack when he fell off the trail. Sometimes he wondered if the smashed bottle didn't have more to do with his being alive than the men who came for him. 
 
   Pulling on jeans and shirt, he thought back on that incident. Prior to falling down that mountainside, he was well on his way to throwing away his life. He was glad his recollection of those times was all blurred images. There were souvenirs; a couple of small scars. Other wounds, more noticeable, were products of a hard profession. The difference was that the ones from the drinking days embarrassed him. 
 
   When he finished lacing his boots he patted Major. "You're the only good thing to come out of those times." Thoughtful now, he sketched invisible pictures in the pooled sunlight on the table. "No one'll ever convince me Patricia wasn't there on that mountain. Didn't she hate alcoholism? Wasn't I thinking about her when I went over the side? Didn't I tell myself not even a fool spent an afternoon drinking and then hiked a mountainside trail? I know you won't believe me, but I heard her scolding. Not mean. Worried, like always. She always made sure I controlled that stuff instead of the other way 'round before... before what happened. I believe she kept me from dying in the fall. Then broke the bottle so I'd dry out and have a chance to get squared away." His self-mocking chuckle was deep. 
 
   He went to the sink to wash up, still musing. "You tripping Lila last night - that's a whole different thing. That was just a clumsy mutt stunt." He turned a face full of shaving lather down at Major. "I don't know why I put up with you."
 
   Major's panting grin could easily have been a sly hint that he knew they were both pretty pleased with the way that turned out.
 
   As soon as the trailer was policed up, Crow took Major outside. Injured side or no, the dog pranced as soon as he was on the ground and they were on their way. Crow was surprised to see Lila jogging onto the road. She wore a sleek blue and white running suit. A darker blue headband held her hair tight, save for a rhythmically swaying ponytail. Something bright embedded in the blue band winked like morning dew. 
 
   He started to call and checked it. He didn't feel up to roadwork yet. As quickly as he'd decided against interfering, he overruled himself. He whistled. Lila stopped. When she saw them she ran back.
 
   She smiled to herself as she closed the gap. She liked the way he walked, easy and confident. When he had an objective, though, his whole posture was purposeful. She played with the whimsical notion that, if she looked hard enough she'd see the invisible marching band playing behind him. He called a greeting and she waved, impressed by how his voice carried. She was willing to bet that when he shouted orders they sounded more like Major's bark than anything else. 
 
   That was exactly the kind of pointless speculation that could lead to trouble. A man's walk or the way he shouted weren't rational items for conjecture. It was downright girly-silly to get wrapped up thinking about such common things. 
 
   But he was different. 
 
   There was so much she didn't know about him. Once she realized how much she wished she did, it set off a cascade of reactions. For one thing, she should have admitted at the outset that she secretly thrilled at him living so close. So she'd never admit it to anyone else; at least she could have been honest with herself. Now that closeness was a done deal and she had to confront her interest. 
 
   Which took her back to being in his arms. 
 
   Another thing to not think about. 
 
   Oh, stop it. Yes it is.
 
   She waved as they closed the last yards between them. The gesture felt as self-conscious as a fourth grade Christmas pageant. Her "Good morning" was a bleat. She wished someone would rescue her from herself.
 
   He said, "I should have known you'd be into working out; you're in good shape." He blinked. "That didn't come out right. I meant to say you look healthy."
 
   He was nervous, too. She felt better. She said, "There's not a girl on the planet who wouldn't rather be told she's attractive instead of healthy. Trust me."
 
   He said, "I wouldn't say girl. I'd say woman." This time he rolled his eyes and spoke toward the mountains as if seeking their sympathy. "How does a guy manage to get both feet in his mouth and not fall over?"
 
   "I wouldn't say guy. I'd say boy." She laughed.
 
   So did he. "You'd be right, too; why else would I feel like kicking pebbles and saying 'Aw, shucks?' Commenting on women's appearance isn't a frequent event for me."
 
   "You do fine. You're pleasant and thoughtful. There's no better compliment than that."
 
   "'Thoughtful' is when you let some poor jerk off the hook. Thanks. But look; I don't want to interfere with your run."
 
   "I've heard walking's just about as good for you. Are you ready for that?" She looked pointedly at his and Major's bandages.
 
   "Absolutely. It'll give me a chance to prove I can talk without getting everything wrong. If we're just walking, do you want to bring Zasu?"
 
   She said, "I worry about her. She keeps taking off on her own. Hidden inside that fluffy pampered pooch is a fiery beast, even if she doesn't have any idea what to do when things go bad. Remember how she acted with Major?"
 
   "You set the pace. Just don't speed off like that Pastor. He nearly used me up. I think old Major enjoyed watching that."
 
   Lila set off toward the lake. "I've heard others say things like that. Andy's really in that kind of condition?"
 
   Crow told Major to heel and fell into step beside her. "He's the best argument for divine favor I ever saw. If he can't out-preach the devil he can sure as the world outrun him."
 
   "He's been good for this community." She glanced at Crow from the corner of her eye. "Did he say anything about how long he's been here?"
 
   "Only that he came young. Says he's seventy-two now."
 
   "You two have a lot in common."
 
   Crow stopped dead. "He's got thirty years on me. And a whole lot different outlook."
 
   Without slowing, Lila waited until he caught up, then, "What I mean is, no one knows much about him. Never married. Grew up in California's as much as he'll say."
 
   Something twisted in Crow's gut. He didn't want to believe the drift in her conversation was a broad hint that he should speak of his own past. He forced her back to the original subject. "How could he afford to build a church?"
 
   "He built most of it himself. People contributed - money, labor, material - real grass roots stuff. It was the sixties. People were into community."
 
   "I don't recall reading much about religious fervor in those days."
 
   She laughed. "I was told he spoke to the hippies of what he called real religion, a basic message of peace and forgiveness. They loved him. Some long-time locals had an 'us and them' attitude. He got in the middle and preached tolerance and accommodation."
 
   Crow frowned, erased it quickly. She should give him a little credit. A woman like her should be smart enough to understand the contradiction between preaching and peace. Preaching told a man God forgave him. Maybe so, but God never explained forgiving one's self.
 
   He knew the taste in his mouth wasn't real. Nevertheless, it seemed to actually stain his voice when he said, "Maybe God'll forgive him, too."
 
   Surprised widened Lila's eyes. "The Pastor? Forgive him for what?"
 
   He wished he'd never spoken. It was the past talking. She didn't deserve to hear things like that. She didn't deserve to be mixed up in his mixed-up world.
 
   The trap almost got me. Fool. It's always there. Closer now than ever.
 
   Never explain. You'll get involved. More than you already have.
 
   Walk away.
 
   I can't. She should know. What I am. What she's dealing with.
 
   He said, "Not everyone believes in what he calls forgiveness. Few really deserve it."
 
   Lila slowed. He finally turned her way. He smiled when he did, hating the silent lie of it. 
 
   He felt familiar walls rebuilding. For a moment he'd stepped outside the new Crow. Now he was returning into the man that drifted in and out of other people's lives. 
 
   Where I belong. 
 
   You can't even imagine me. No power can forgive me. 
 
   He knew his next words would sound reasonable. He'd speak the truth. Layer it with a hint of apology. Just enough to make her think this was meaningful conversation. She'd never know she'd almost lured him out. He said, "That was more than I ever say about religion. The Corps taught me to avoid talking about three things: religion, politics, and another man's family." 
 
   She resumed walking. "I didn't mean for us to get onto religion. I was just talking."
 
   Crow felt hot. His face burned. The noise in his head was like rushing water.
 
   Don't push her away. There's no need. She's not intruding. Not intentionally.
 
   He said, "Maybe we have that in common - we don't talk about ourselves because it just bores folks."
 
   Lila scoffed. "The little I know about you, your life's been anything but boring."
 
   He laughed and it lifted her heart to see humor ease his tension. Nevertheless, she couldn't rid herself of the feeling that he'd distanced himself from her again. Her heart responded to the touch of pain under his words. She was saddened because she knew he'd never believe she could understand him that well. 
 
   He's two men. 
 
   The conviction of it was harsh as a blow. 
 
   Crow held me in his arms. I know it was him. Could I always be sure?
 
   I couldn't live with not knowing which man I was with. I won't.
 
   ...which man I was with? With?
 
   His voice broke through her shock. She struggled to re-connect with the thread of their conversation. He was saying, "Most of my life was ordinary as oatmeal. I wish most of the parts that weren't had been."
 
   She took a deep breath. "You were married, weren't you?"
 
   Patricia. Hear me now. 
 
   We're together. Not in this mountain fall morning. No, where I am now it's late afternoon. I smell the sear of desert rocks. The air tastes burnt. My whole body feels broken.
 
   I feel your eyes. Dark, loving pools. Where I always found comfort. I hear your voice. "Would you deny me? I was so proud of you. Weren't you proud of me? Did my part in your life have no meaning outside ourselves? You tell yourself you drink to forget what you think you did to me. Do you believe what you're doing to yourself makes me happy? Would you make me responsible for your mistake as well as my own weakness? That's not love, Crow, my poor, lone Crow." 
 
   You're sad. Oh, God; I've hurt you again.
 
   What should I do?
 
   When he remained silent for so long, Lila was sure she'd tested him too much. His expression was confused. He said, "Yes. My wife's name was Patricia."
 
   "I'm sorry." At his quick look, she hastily added, "You said 'was.'" She gestured.
 
   He said, "We married when we were kids. The next thing we knew, we had one." He snapped his fingers and Major looked up expectantly. Crow said, "Dismissed," and the dog romped off into the forest. Lila had the impression he sent him away so it wouldn't hear him talking to another woman about Patricia. She told herself that was ludicrous. 
 
   She asked, "A son or daughter?"
 
   Crow said, "Joseph. Patricia always called him 'our Joe.' He really was hers. Joe and I both knew it and wanted it that way. She was a better parent than me. She was a better everything, actually." He faced Lila, concerned. "She never spoiled him. She ran a tight ship, but Joe always wanted to please her, so she hardly ever had to square him away. Anyhow, he was all boy outside the house and momma's boy inside. He made me proud."
 
   Lila ached to ask why he spoke of his son in the past tense, too. Fear stopped her.
 
   He said, "I tried to be a good parent. Mine were. My father was a barber. Little town in Alabama."
 
   She said, "I heard the drawl, right off."
 
   He laughed softly. "Should've disappeared long ago. Lots of southerners in the Corps; reinforces the accent. It's fading now."
 
   "Don't let it." She hadn't meant to say that, but since it was out, she went on, "I kind of like it. Like, when the words are slower, it's as if someone thought about them." She didn't bother to mention that she'd just that moment spoken without thinking. She hurried on. "You'd be the worst barber ever."
 
   Feigning indignation, he said. "I could've been a contender. I'm very style conscious; people always said my inspections were thorough. And anyone'll tell you I'm easy to talk to."
 
   "I'm trying to imagine a small town in Alabama where every male has his hair tight on the sides, flat on top, and every soul there tells big fat lies like that last one."
 
   He said, "You are totally rude. Is that any way to treat a wounded veteran?"
 
   "Depends on the veteran. That brings us to my next question: Why'd you join the Marines?"
 
   Crow shook his head. "You don't know how many times I asked myself that. The usual stuff - patriotism, looking for excitement, the need to prove myself." He shot her a sideways glance. "I believe no one joins the Corps without needing to prove something to someone. Parents. Girl friend. Him - or her - self. We all want to measure ourselves against the best. You can be a patriot in any service and an adrenaline freak anywhere; in the Corps you're expected to be both, plus you're always comparing yourself to every other Marine and a tradition that's stronger than all of you together."
 
   "I'm sure you proved yourself from the start. So why decide to make it a career?"
 
   "Insanity, for starters." He pretended to be deadly serious until she hit his shoulder. Then he laughed and said, "I loved it. No other way to put it. And that's enough about me. Where are you from?"
 
   "Born and raised in Los Angeles."
 
   He was forming his next question when the sound of an approaching car interrupted. Off in the forest, Major raised his head, then headed directly for Crow. 
 
   Lila said, "Some campers, I'll bet."
 
   They stepped onto the narrow shoulder. Behind them, the car slowed. Simultaneously, they turned.
 
   Van waved, smiling, and pulled to a stop beside them. His flickering glance at Crow was malevolent. When he turned his gaze to Lila it softened and she smiled at him. 
 
    Lila greeted Van cheerfully, jerking a thumb at Crow. "Look who's back. I suppose you know all the details already. Anyone who knows Martha knows everything."
 
   The other man's manner convinced Crow that Van had known nothing of the plan to bring him back from the peninsula. It pleased him. He wasn't sure exactly why; he just knew that if something hit Van crossways, it couldn't be all bad. He acknowledged the danger of that kind of thinking. Then he decided it was all right because Van was a jerk.
 
   Van was saying, "Sorry to hear you got hurt. How long before you'll be back to normal?" 
 
   Crow wanted to laugh at the lame show of interest. He said, "It's not something you can rush. Especially for the dog." He felt, rather than saw, Lila's puzzlement at this unusual demonstration of patience and acceptance. 
 
   Van's smile was bared teeth. "I heard the dog was the real hero. Seems like it ought to be the other way around; after all, you're the Marine, not him." He laughed, making it a friendly joke.
 
   Crow didn't smile back. "Major doesn't know anything about heroism. He just does what's needed."
 
   "That's good to know," Van said judiciously. "A dog that big, it'd be really bad if he was vicious. They live a simpler life than we do, you know? A man who had to do what he did - it could bring on that stress disorder thing. I imagine you've seen that happen."
 
   "That's right." Crow glanced at Lila, wanting his manner to assure her he was firmly in control. She was obviously uncertain. 
 
   Van hadn't missed Crow's concern for Lila's reaction. He said, "Well, let's hope all's well that ends well, right? Take care." To Lila, he added, "I'll drop by from time to time - check on our community's patient, like. Now that you've got help, I can drag you away from there more often." Tires squealed his departure.
 
   Lila said, "Don't be angry. He's not a bad guy, but he says some really dumb stuff. He didn't mean anything. I mean, he doesn't know..." She waved her hands, dispelling hard feelings.
 
   Crow said, "Don't worry about it."
 
   Her look thanked him, then, "We better get back to walking; we'll lose the whole morning.
 
   Crow said, "We can't let that happen." He wondered if the words meant the same to her as they suddenly meant to him.
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter23]Chapter 23 
 
   Van came in without knocking. The indignant screech of the screen door could have been part of his clear disapproval of the bandaged Crow waiting for him, hammer in hand and Major at his side. Lila came in from the living room. He spoke past Crow to her. "I heard the pounding, so I knew you were here. How's it going?"
 
   Lila felt the tension slam her as if someone had opened the door to a furnace. Van stood a bit more erect than usual, making the most of being the taller. His smile flicked on and off, light as dust. Crow seemed perfectly relaxed. Nevertheless, there was something chilling about that looseness. Lila's sudden recall of Major's yawn - all those teeth, the wet, red interior of his maw - tightened her stomach. A mad question squirmed into her mind: Was she seeing a touch of the violence that seemed to lurk in Crow? What would - could - make it erupt? 
 
   For an instant, Crow frightened her. It shamed her.
 
    He would never hurt me. Not him. Of all the men I've ever known...
 
   But hurt's in him. He's hurt other people. 
 
   As often as she'd thought about both men - so much more since Crow's return - she'd refused to believe there could be this degree of confrontation between them. That was foolish. What was worse was a persistent fantasy scenario where Crow followed up on their chance embrace. If either man suspected that... She forced her attention to Van.
 
   Van had always assumed he was the only man in her life. In a way, that was true; she didn't date anyone else. In fact, though, she didn't think of going places with Van as dating. Not really. Maybe she hadn't discouraged Van's interest in her, but she'd certainly never encouraged it. Not really. 
 
   She'd simply wait until she was alone with Van and make him understand Crow wasn't the least bit attracted to her. 
 
   That moment when he held her he lingered. He did.
 
   Crow asked her, "Is the drill still in the dining room?" The question tangled up the thoughts already stumbling around in her mind. She stammered. "Yes. I think so. Yes. Why do you need it? Now?"
 
   He spoke over her confusion. "Van's not here to talk to me. Anyhow, I've got things to do. In the attic - the new wiring." He told Van, "See you around."
 
   Van said, "I come by every time I get a chance. Lila'd work herself to death if I didn't drag her away once in a while." His pause was almost imperceptible, then, "It's good of you to try to help her."
 
   The change in Van from irritability to this condescension amused Crow. He wasn't accustomed to digging into other people's minds, but watching Van twirl around was far too satisfying to let pass. Especially when the clown was familiar enough to walk into her home without knocking. That was close, indeed. 
 
   When she fell and I caught her - was she slow pulling away?
 
   She was nice. Not everyone'd be so considerate. He'd told her more than he ever told people. There was no point in trying to explain more about Patricia. What was odd was how she sort of reminded him of Patricia when they weren't the least bit alike. Lila's hair was that rich brown, Patricia's black as night. Patricia's eyes were so dark. Lila's were sky blue.
 
   On his way out Crow said, "Lupinions live to help others. Maybe I caught it. Maybe it's something in the water."
 
   Lila wrinkled her nose at him, careful Van couldn't see. As soon as the moment was over, she was angry with herself for caring what Van saw or thought. 
 
   With Crow gone, she said, "I got a call from the bank in Seattle. I have an appointment for this afternoon. I'm not going to do much work today."
 
   Van said, "Hey, good. Go with me. I've got to talk to my lawyer. I thought I'd hang out after, eat in town. Beats fighting the early traffic. How about it? We'll get two, maybe three, birds with one stone."
 
   "I don't even know how long I'll be in the bank."
 
   "You said this afternoon. That's close enough."
 
   She looked dubious. He moved closer, persuading. "I'll reschedule. The lawyer works for me. My schedule's what counts. Call me; I'll pick you up."
 
   "I'd like to, I really would. There's just so much work...'
 
   "That's what the Marine's for."
 
   "No, he's not." She moved away, behind the front counter. 
 
   Right behind her, Van said, "Come on, I was kidding. Anyhow, he seems to be enjoying his work. Richards told me the only way Crane stays is if he pays his way by working for you."
 
   "His name's Crow. I'm not sure the Pastor should have said that. "
 
   "Why not? I mean, when you come down to it, this guy's just a drifter. So he didn't actually ask you for a handout; he's still hanging out on your property. It's a really nice thing to do and everybody admires you for it, but you're not his mother. If it bothers you to tell him you're taking time off to go to town with me, I'll tell him. He'll get it."
 
   She didn't want Crow to get it. She wanted him to hate the idea. And she certainly didn't want Van making decisions for her.
 
   Crow called from the doorway. "Lila? Sorry to interrupt, but are you sure you left the drill in there? I can't find it."
 
   Van said, "You're back; good. I'm taking Lila to Seattle. She's got a banker's appointment this afternoon and I'm meeting my lawyer. We're staying for dinner. You'll be all right, won't you? I mean, you don't need help? Someone around?"
 
   "I can handle it. Thanks." 
 
   Lila's breath caught when a small muscle twitched in Crow's jaw. Still, when he turned his focus to her he was perfectly composed. Except for his eyes. She couldn't break free of them. He said, "I'll take care of Zasu. Enjoy yourself. You've earned a break."
 
   All his words were ordinary. The way he said them came from an angry world she intuited was like nothing she'd ever experienced. 
 
   I'll never know that world. Never know him. Not really.
 
   He won't let me. He's alone in that place.
 
   Only those unflinching eyes kept her from reaching out to him.
 
   Could I help him get away?
 
   What am I doing? 
 
   Everything he said was contrary. That zinger about taking care of Zasu. Like she wouldn't have asked him to do that. Him jumping in, like it was some kind of special offer. Or something she was too flighty to think of. He wasn't fair. Just because Van said there were plans didn't mean there were. 
 
   Well, there hadn't been. Then. There were now. 
 
   "It's a deal, then," she told Van, thinking dumb Crow could wait for her to tell him she just remembered the drill was actually in the bathroom. It served him right. She went on to Van, "Let's do the Kingfish Cafe. It's been almost a year since I was there and I loved it."
 
   "You got it." He licked his lips extravagantly. "Citrus jerk wings. Buttermilk fried chicken."
 
   Lila laughed. "Don't get me started. After I'm sure the bank's giving me the money I'll have a real appetite."
 
   Surprise stiffened Van. He said, "You already applied? The paperwork...?
 
   "All taken care of. The loan officer phoned, left a message. She sounded - you know - friendly." She colored, embarrassed. "At least that's what I heard. "
 
    Van spoke on his way to the door. "Call me as soon as you can."
 
   She waved as he left. The lazy screen door seemed to do the same.
 
   Lila hugged herself, telling herself she had to get a grip. The loan officer had sounded nice, though. Shaking her head, half-smiling, she repeated her admonition to not get her hopes too high. In spite of that, she turned to look at the view, secure in the knowledge that it would lift her - as it always did. Wisps of mist ghosted the higher draws, the sun turning each into silver filigree. Fall was harsh, she thought, but it had its own beauty. It stripped away the color of flowers. For a while it tolerated the brilliance of turning foliage. In the end, though, it pared the land down to basics with a vigor that was barely short of lust. The firs still stood firmly majestic, hoarding life. The mountains endured. In spring, the whole world seemed to exult.
 
   That's the way it was going to be with her dream. In the stark grays of fall and hard white of winter she would wait out the time of existence, preparing herself for spring and her new life. 
 
   Crow needed something new in his life, too. He was handier with tools than she expected. No master builder, but someone who cared about what he did. She wished he could be part of the evening's celebration. Kingfish's soul food would be just right. Maybe she and Crow could have a small celebration of their own tomorrow night. Clean up after work and sit down to something special. She'd fix them a good dinner. Nothing too fancy. That wasn't his style. But candles, maybe. Everything - everybody - looked nicer by candlelight. Like their dinner at Martha's. 
 
   She'd pick up a bottle of good wine while she was in the city. 
 
   Crow's southern. I bet he knows Southern cooking. I bet he'd like the way I do red beans and rice.
 
   Patricia was probably a great cook.
 
   Damn.
 
   The complaining whine of an electric drill poked into her thoughts. When it stopped, Crow was whistling. It took her a moment to recognize it. Country; she should have known. Willie Nelson - "Nothing I Can Do About It Now." Should have known that, too. 
 
   He yelled at her through the ceiling. "Why aren't you getting dressed? Van's not going to want to stall around all morning."
 
   She glared at the blank sheetrock overhead. He was supposed to take care of the building, not her social life. Big help or not, he was still a stiff-necked fool. She pulled her cell from its holster and punched in Van's number.
 
    
 
   *          *          *          *          *
 
    
 
   The loan officer was sweetness and good cheer. "I'm so sorry I couldn't take your call in person this morning. Meetings." She made a face then laughed to share conspiracy with Lila, and went on. "Phone tag. That's my life." Then, business-like, she handed Lila's papers across the desk. Lila let the smooth newness of the manila folder remind her how meticulously she'd prepared for this. The loan officer said, "I've been doing this job for over five years, Mrs. Milam. I've never seen a more carefully thought out application. Have you ever worked in banking?"
 
   Lila thought her heart would explode. She struggled to be sober businessperson, afraid her face would break out in clown colors. "That's nice of you to say, but no. It's just that this loan's so important to me, you know? It's a dream, you know? My aunt and uncle..." Her cheeks warmed. "I'm babbling. I'm sorry. It's just that this is so important. I said that, didn't I? More babbling. I was so worried..."
 
   The loan officer leaned forward, spoke softly. "Mrs. Milam, we..."
 
   Lila cut her off, almost giddy. "Lila. Call me Lila."
 
   "Lila. I'm Hailey. An application like this - it says you pay attention." Her voice dropped even lower. "A year ago there wouldn't be any question about us granting it. We'd welcome the opportunity to be part of your dream."
 
   Pain jerked Lila's head back. Something like hooks seemed to embed in her chest. She couldn't breathe.
 
   The loan officer went on. Wary eyes said more than the carefully modulated words. "The economy's so awful..." She lowered her hands to rest on the manila folder. For the first time, Lila was aware she'd dropped it. It lay on the desk top, the contents spilled out. Lila grabbed at it. She put it together, tidy, keeping her eyes away from the woman across the desk. Her voice trembled when she spoke. "I thought... You said the application was good. The best, you said. Why...?"
 
   "It's the economy, Mrs. Milam. There's nothing we can do." The loan officer glanced around surreptitiously. "Between us, I think you're no risk at all. Can I reach you at this same number? It looks like things will loosen up pretty soon - a few months, give or take. I'll call you." Her smile was different now, tainted by pity.
 
   Lila lived through their goodbyes.
 
   Outside, she realized she clutched her large handbag holding all the paperwork inside to her breast possessively. 
 
   That woman. All she understood was paper and numbers. So nice. So useless. Lila muttered, mimicking, "'I'll call you.' Call me what? Broke? Hopeless? You and your miserable two-plus-two-equals-four job. I wanted to build something. "
 
   An older woman leaning into a walker shot a nervous look at Lila. They made eye contact. The other woman looked away quickly. Lila knew why; the woman predated cell phones and the like by a good deal. To her, Lila was another stress casualty, talking to herself. 
 
   She berated herself for telling Van she'd walk the mile or so to his lawyer's off ice in Pioneer Square. The trip was supposed to be a journey full of congratulation and newly polished dreams. She'd pictured herself idling, creating mental images of double-paned windows, quality cabinets, a new freezer for the kitchen. Standing behind the new counter, looking out at restored grounds. 
 
   That was the first thing Crow talked about, how pretty the place would be once someone paid attention to the leggy rhododendrons, tended the roses, the apple and dogwood trees. He was actually enthusiastic. 
 
   A good moment. Something to remember.
 
   He'd be disappointed. She never should have let him get involved. Or gotten involved herself. Like him.
 
   No more dreams. If I ever have another one, I'll keep it just long enough to kill it.
 
   She'd chosen her clothes for today's occasion with quiet excitement. Bright colors to signal success and ward off Seattle's fall drabness. Red blouse, gauzy cashmere scarf. A lightweight blue sweater picked up the dark blue in the scarf's design and the almost-navy skirt. And the shoes. The really good ones, unaffordable even when things were good. Certainly not suited for a long walk. That wasn't a consideration when she just wanted to look good, wanted people to note the woman in such nice shoes. 
 
   Now she felt dowdy and her feet hurt. And she didn't even know what bus to catch. 
 
   She'd looked good, though - before. She'd seen the approval in Crow's eyes. It was quick, but it was there.
 
   What about him? She'd have to get a job now. That might be a serious challenge. What would he do?
 
   Probably go fishing.
 
   She hadn't realized how much she'd integrated him into her plans. The grounds were going to be his territory. The way he studied the plants, the firepits, the benches - his heart was outdoors all the time. She'd only seen a little of that, but it was as apparent as a brass band. 
 
   He'd have to find something else. She wanted to cry. 
 
   One foot in front of the other, she made it to the next intersection. She told herself each block was progress. She deliberately raised her chin. 
 
   Why not? She was a person who crossed streets. Lila Milam moved on, no matter what. Like in a dream. No one could kill a dream. Not really.
 
   A young man - a boy, really - looked away from a window where a woman was shaping loaves of bread on a large table. He met Lila's own gaze. True to her determination to be in command, Lila stared back. It seemed to startle the youngster. He looked flustered. Then he smiled. His nod at the storefront window was a sideways pecking motion. He said, "If I had a job like that I'd eat myself to death." That quickly he was on his way again.
 
   Lila barely cleared the windows before the tears blurred her eyes. She reached the next corner by the time she fumbled the handkerchief out of her bag. The light was against her, and this was Seattle; she waited for it to change. It gave her time to steady. 
 
   People were surging past her like a wave rounding a rock. The light was green. Lila practically jumped off the curb, hurried to avoid being in anyone's way. 
 
   The crowd was reality. A person had nothing to say about when the light changed, and when it did, a person did what was expected and walked. The traffic light didn't dream. And if a person did, she'd best understand that dreaming was more likely to get you trampled than bring happiness.
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter24]Chapter 24 
 
   Van was alone in a small conference room at the law firm when Lila entered. Concern erased his cheerful greeting. He rose quickly, discarding a magazine. He came to her quickly, his face close to hers. "What's wrong, Lila? Are you hurt?"
 
   "Not where it shows." She tried a smile. 
 
   The room smelled heavy - leather and stuffiness, like she'd stuck her nose in an old wallet. Her gaze was drawn past Van to the walnut paneling, the muted watercolor paintings, the lush furniture. She had the mad notion that late at night, when the city was in oblivious silence, one could listen closely in this room and hear clinking coins, rustling bank notes, the soft moan of broken promises - the torch song of avarice. Val was as at home in this world as he was in a stripped landscape, pointing out the oncoming street grid or drawing air pictures of the buildings soon to appear. 
 
   She could never be like that. Men like Van and the people who owned this office made their fortunes creating big. First, though, they destroyed, except they called it development. When they were feeling really good about themselves, they spoke of progress. They spoke of its inevitability, which meant simply that they were going to do what they wanted and the small dreamers could either get on the bus or under it. 
 
   He took her hands in his and made her sit down. She sank into a huge chair. The confidence emanating from him was so strong it shouldered past her depression. As much as she disliked - sometimes despised - his need to tear down old and build new, the raw strength of the man was comfort and relief. The tears tried to start again. To combat that, she talked. The story tumbled out - the loan officer, the boy at the bakery window, the older woman and her walker, the car that almost hit her crossing Columbia, the troupe of Asian tourists filing into the Underground Seattle headquarters - everything. She jabbered uncontrollably. 
 
   Van knelt facing her, never letting go of her hands. His only comments were sounds of sympathy until she was spent.
 
   He told her she should have called for a ride. "If you're hurting, I should be there," he said. "I was against that long walk anyhow." 
 
   It almost undid her. She wasn't ready for sympathy or comments about her naivete, even in kindness. He had no right to be playing at "I told you so." Her answer boiled out of her: She wanted that long walk. It was to have been her triumphal march. She'd looked forward to just feeling good, walking alone, enjoying success. 
 
   He said, "I should have been with you. Even if everything had gone right, just to cheer or offer advice or something. I wish... We've talked so much about this. The important thing's always been for you to be secure. I want what's best for you." He rose, releasing his grip. "I want you to do something for me."
 
   His seriousness and his request both surprised her. "What?"
 
   "Let me help you put this out of your mind."
 
   Her face went hot. Fingernails dug into her palms. "Didn't you hear anything? I just had the worst day of..."
 
   He put a gentle hand to her face. "I understand. Really. Whenever you want, we'll sit down and talk more. We'll work something out. At base, we both want the same thing. But what happened today, you can't brood over it. Give yourself a chance to heal. We'll start with a great dinner, talk about unimportant stuff. Laugh a lot. Let me help you."
 
   "Damn you, Van." She shook off his hand, dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief. "Don't be so... thoughtful. That's all I need." She knew the smile she aimed up at him was still rough around the edges. He didn't seem to mind.
 
   He said, "I'll try being meaner. First, though, you said your feet hurt. If we hurry, we can get you to a store before they close. Get you some sensible shoes instead of those cripplers you're wearing. You'll feel..."
 
   "One more word and I call Andy Richards to come get me." She waved her cell like shoving garlic at a vampire. "You think I spent all that money to look sensible? Just take me home. I heal better alone and in the dark."
 
   "No. I made reservations. You need a good meal, a drink. Or two. Conversation. Activity. What would it hurt?"
 
   A snarky answer tugged at her tongue. She swallowed it. She was hungry. She was depressed. And so what if her feet hurt a little - those were some world-class shoes and she looked good in them. In fact, she looked good all round. Let the bank choke on its money. For this evening, anyway. "No talk about Bake's or money or any sort of work."
 
   He nodded, breaking into a grin.
 
   She continued. "You say 'shoes' or 'feet' just once, we go straight home.'
 
   He nodded again. She sniffed. "Call me when you're out front with the car. I'm not standing around or walking anywhere I don't have to." Her eyes dared him to comment. 
 
   "I'll be ten minutes." Before she could react, he'd bent forward and kissed her. Familiar, no suggestions in it. Then he was gone.
 
   It confused her. It was a friend's kiss, and her heart had long known that wasn't exactly what Van had in mind. The very lack of suggestion stirred her. She half-smiled at the concept of Van's "sensitive" side. He had a thoughtfulness, a sense of what another person needed to hear. Sensitivity wasn't the right word, though. Whatever it was, the friendliness of the kiss couldn't hide the man himself. The maleness was always stronger than she remembered from their last contact. It carried a pleasant sensation of being drawn into something desirable yet potentially overpowering. 
 
   The receptionist gave her directions to the restroom. She managed to repair most of the day's damages. She tried a last smile at the mirror and hoped the restaurant light was dim.
 
   So. Life went on. 
 
   Van was probably right; there had to be more to life than worry and work. There had to be some pleasure, some time. 
 
   Maybe a carefree - or careless - evening was in order.
 
    
 
   *          *          *          *         *
 
    
 
   Crow was poking through the Airstream pantry when his cell rang. He lifted it from the table with a quizzical look: he couldn't remember the last time it went off. The caller ID told him it was Richards, A. He said, "Pastor? How'd you get my number?"
 
   "Pilfered it. You left your phone on the seat on the drive back. I used it on the ferry to get hold of Lila and I memorized your number. Meant to mention it, never got around to it."
 
   "You've got more surprises than Christmas morning. "
 
   "I hope you're not angry. I was only thinking I could call you without bothering Lila."
 
   "I should be angry, but I've been shown the light. I forgive you."
 
   The Pastor was up to the sarcasm. "'And they were all amazed, and were in doubt, saying one to another, What meaneth this?'" 
 
   Crow laughed. "You called to throw Biblical insults at me? Must be another nothing-to-do night in Lupine."
 
   The Pastor sighed. "I'm inviting you to dinner. Martha's, of course. My treat. I need to talk to someone."
 
   "You know me better than that. I don't..."
 
   "...get involved, etcetera, etcetera." Richards finished the sentence for him, then went on. "I like the way you think. And you listen. If you feel like saying something when I shut up, fine. If you don't, that's fine, too."
 
   "You've got friends you've known a lot longer than me; call them."
 
   "I called you."
 
   Crow twisted to look outside. Lila's place was dark. He'd meant to get in some work after eating. Noise from the phone made him raise it again. He said, "I'll meet you, but we're just wasting time. I can't stay long; don't like leaving Zasu alone."
 
   "Lila does it all the time."
 
   "That's different. It's her dog." 
 
   "In an hour, then? I'll be waiting."
 
   Crow snapped the phone shut. He undressed and, wrapped in a beach towel, stepped outside to his camp shower. The propane heater's growl had hot water ready before the evening chill got uncomfortable. Standing under the spray, Crow was taken aback to realize he was rather looking forward to dinner with the Pastor, in spite of the fact that it sounded suspiciously like an evening of maneuvering through a minefield of confidences. He took some consolation from the certainty he'd learn something. Richards was no sage, but he'd seen a lot, heard even more, and seemed to have learned from all of it. Nevertheless, Richards knew about the dreams now; one mention of them would end things on the spot. He decided he could tolerate a few cliches about taking care of himself - very few. 
 
   Drying off, he said aloud, "If there was anyone here to bet with, I'd bet the first thing he brings up is Lila's place and her chances of making the thing work."
 
   Not until he was in the pickup with Major and turning onto the road did he realize he'd called it "Lila's place." He didn't know what to make of that at first but, after driving a bit, he told himself it was another confirmation that we never fully understand what's going on around us. The cornerstones of our world are as undependable as moonbeams. Talk about stability was all wishful thinking.
 
   At seven sharp, Crow walked up the stairs to Martha's restaurant. She beamed at him from behind the service counter. "Look at you. Take off that ugly old bandage and you'd be as good-looking as ever. Who'd guess you were almost killed?"
 
   "Whoa." He shook his head. "The story's growing like Pinocchio's nose. I got dinged, that's all. And this is not an ugly old bandage. It's a fashion statement." 
 
   Martha made a face. "Macho, macho, macho. Don't you ever get tired of adolescence? Anyhow, I shouldn't be making fun. Garza lectured us about concussions. He was afraid for you. I'm really glad you're here with us. You need watching."
 
   "You two busybodies must have hit it off just fine."
 
   "Oh, good, grouchy and macho. Are you going to stand here and pick on me or join the Pastor? He's at my power table."
 
   "Power table? In Lupine?"
 
   She led him further inside. "If I say it's the power table, that's it. Got that?"
 
   Crow groaned about falling for the set-up. Joining the Pastor, the three of them spoke a bit longer, and then Crow was in his seat, the Pastor opposite. As Crow hoped, they talked of fishing while they ordered. Crow started with his Maker's Mark and Richards asked for tea. They both took Estelle's advice on the pork ragu special after Richards explained that the chef worked at a high end Italian restaurant in Chicago before taking a vacation in the Northwest one summer. "Came back the next year and stayed. Got into hiking, biking, kayaking - you name it. Lost forty pounds and an attitude problem that made you think Nero was reborn. Anytime you see something Italian on Martha's special list, get it."
 
   Their plates came quickly and they ate with more gusto than talk. Finished, leaning back, the Pastor knitted his fingers across his chest and said, "You're all wondering why I called you here tonight."
 
   Crow said, "Yes, I am. What's up?"
 
   The Pastor dropped the semi-comic pose and leaned forward. "Do you own a computer?"
 
   "A laptop. Comes in handy for data, locating places, rates - stuff like that."
 
   "You've never been hacked?"
 
   "Who'd want to? There's nothing on it."
 
   "You bank electronically? Pay bills? Buy from catalogues?"
 
   "Well, yeah."
 
   "There you are. Identity theft. Someone could steal your credit card numbers. Social Security number? Bingo, your life's an open book." 
 
   Crow was so startled by the Pastor's intensity he wasn't aware of his own change as he said. "Any man who does that to me will be a long time recovering." 
 
   The Pastor blinked. He said, "I didn't mean to anger you. We're speaking hypothetically."
 
   "I understand. But, like I said, who'd bother with me?"
 
   "A thief low enough to prostitute your identity. The worst part is, when someone like that's done with you, you're changed forever. A malicious person can dig up things from your past, ruin your credit, your reputation. You can never be the same person you were."
 
   The thought chilled Crow. "I never considered it. Someone else's problem, you know? But even if you proved you never did anything wrong, you'd always be looking over your shoulder, wouldn't you? Nasty." 
 
   The Pastor's mirthless laughter was like claws. He told Crow, "We all have secrets. It's universal."
 
   Once again, the Pastor's words cut deeper than Crow could accept. He said, "If you've got a point, make it. "
 
   "I apologize. I seem to be doing a lot of that tonight. Old fool." The Pastor shook his head. Passion ebbed from taut features. "I really need someone to talk to and all I've done is irritate you. The thing is, I'm a computer expert." Crow's eyes widened. The new expression amused the Pastor and a different chuckle transformed him. He went on, "They've always fascinated me. I still have my old 64K antique."
 
   "I'd never have guessed. So what's the connection between me, you, and computers? You haven't hacked me?"
 
   "Wouldn't think of it. But someone tried to get into mine. I just discovered the fact this morning. I don't know what to think. I wanted to talk to you about it."
 
   "Me? I don't know zip about..."
 
   The Pastor waved that off. "Not important. As I said, you listen. You also understand the need for privacy. I think I know why that someone tried."
 
   "Could someone run up a big bill on the church business account?"
 
   "I think it's more personal." The comment was unusual, but what impressed Crow was how the Pastor's gaze wandered, took him far from the quiet buzz of Martha's. When Crow finally nudged him with, "What is it, then?" the Pastor composed himself.
 
   "I need you to hear a story. I need you to give me your word you'll never repeat any of it. Listen and forget."
 
   Crow was silent a long time, concentrating on his drink. He sipped, enjoying the sweet warmth informing his throat. He wished he could honorably refuse the Pastor's request. In the end he said, "I'll listen." He meant to stop there, but heard himself say "I'll do anything else I can." He gulped the last of the whiskey and cursed Lupine to the very ground it stood on. Red, like the heart of an explosion, stuttered across his vision. He held up the empty whiskey glass. "You sure you couldn't use one of these?"
 
   The Pastor said, "More than you can imagine. That's why I drink tea." A rueful smile, then, "I've made a nuisance of myself here, fighting indiscriminate development. It's not fun. Development means jobs and people have to live somewhere. I - my church board - has lent money to people who needed help building a small business, a farm, a day care, things like that. But some projects..." He shook his head. "Some of these men would eat their young. They certainly have no qualms about stealing their heritage."
 
   "And you think one of them wants to mess you up."
 
   "Exactly. But you ruined my story. That was my punch line. My version was a tad more elegant."
 
   "Pastor, I don't need stories. I've seen this sort of thing all over the country. Everybody talks nature and environment until money gets in the game."
 
   "That's terribly cynical."
 
   "I've watched it work. The bad guys aren't stupid and time's on their side. Progress whittles away the conditions a species needs to survive. Eventually it goes extinct. Once it's gone, there's nothing left to protect and you can go ahead and build. And there's pollution, a developer's best friend. It kills the things conservationists want to protect. Once they're dead and gone, there's no reason not to build a mall and more houses on that spot. Now you've got lawns and flower beds. That means chemicals that flow downstream and poison the next target area. Money always wins."
 
   "Fighting the good fight's worth any cost, though, isn't it?"
 
   Crow was wry. "How many times have I heard that one?"
 
   "Bear with me. If I'm..." The older man struggled for words. "If my suspicions are right, I could be involved in some legal issues. Should it happen, I want you to help Lila."
 
   Crow sneered, purposely offensive. "I thought I was pretty clear about dusting off this place and everybody in it just as soon as I can. Talk to Vanderkirk about helping her. They're already tight and he's got money. What they call a match made in heaven, right?"
 
   The Pastor's reaction was startling. He pitched forward, furious. Red-faced, fists white-knuckled on the table, his voice trembled. "Don't you dare make jokes about her future. She's a wonderful woman and I love her. Loved her aunt and uncle. Your cynicism goes even deeper than I suspected. I misjudged you. You're a selfish, self-centered man."
 
   Crow rose. Shockingly quick and strong, the Pastor leaned forward, gripped Crow's belt. He stopped Crow cold and practically hissed. "Listen."
 
   Embarrassment influenced Crow's obedience as much as the Pastor's insistence. Diners stared. The Pastor gave them a moment to get back to themselves and for Crow to settle, then said, "Van's a bully. He wants Lila's land. He wants her. He takes what he wants, moves on. His kind desecrate beauty, desecrate creativity. They destroy for nothing more than personal gain."
 
   "What am I supposed to do about it?"
 
   "Help her. Make her dream work."
 
   "You sell your Christian thoughtfulness at a high cost, Padre. Offer me a place to lick my wounds and next tell me I owe it to you to change my life - to benefit you." He leaned forward, inches from a suffering but unflinching Pastor. "I can't take a chance driving. Not until I'm sure the concussion's under control. I'll work on Lila's building. Nothing more. Until I can leave."
 
   "She reached out to you, Crow. Yes, I expected some gratitude. I hoped to see a little of that Marine Corps loyalty I've heard about."
 
   Crow backed off, leaned on his elbows. "Don't push me. I've talked to Van. Didn't like him. Yeah, he's strong on Lila. Not my business." It almost choked him. He told himself if it wasn't completely true. He vowed to make sure it became so. 
 
   The Pastor looked uncomfortable. "He had bad business deals with some people. I got involved. It cost him some business. And I knew his first wife. He's..." Discomfort turned to reluctance. "He's dangerous. He hurt her. Threatened worse, she said. I believe he's capable of it."
 
   They stared off into space as Estelle cleared the table. She asked if they wanted anything else. Crow turned to face her with a cold look and dismissive head shake. She left without another word. 
 
   A silent void enveloped the men. Crow knew it could destroy the warmth that had grown between them. In spite of everything, he didn't want that. He tried not to think about it, and found thoughts and images chaotically arcing across his mind. 
 
   Patricia's face lingered. She sent him the confiding togetherness smile that was her way of telling him she loved him without saying it. The vision shimmered, transformed itself to the last picture he had of her. An ordinary snapshot. He looked at it at least once a week. Couldn't help himself. Every time he did it seemed like another piece of his heart broke off. 
 
   Joe took it with the self-timer. Mother and son stood on a cliff, overlooking the beach. Just them, sea, and sky. Eternity. Joe was expressionless. She was smiling the special smile, waving at the camera.
 
   The next night she died. 
 
   Did she have an intimation? How many times have I agonized over whether that wave was her goodbye? She never understood why I couldn't know what she was thinking; I was always so clear to her. What would she tell me now?
 
   Honor. Be true. Do what's right.
 
   I'm afraid. I want to help this woman. I held her. I want to be with her. I destroy the people I love. Joe said it: Patricia died because of me. I saw his eyes when he said it. Whatever's inside him that used to be us - I killed that, too.
 
   Honor. 
 
   Lila reached out to me. I want to take her hand. So much. She needs help.
 
   She needs me.
 
   The Pastor cleared his throat. "My concern got the best of me. I can honestly say I didn't mean the things I said. My temper... I've prayed too many times to be forgiven for it. Now I'm asking you. I know what I'm asking, son. I'm not trying to be sly. I don't have a choice."
 
   Crow stood up. "Nothing to forgive. I understand. But you've got no idea what you're asking. Here's how it is. I'll live up to my agreement, but I'm not fighting anyone's battles. Period. I've got my own."
 
   Nodding, the Pastor raised a hand as if to shake Crow's. He thought better, lowered it. Without rising, he said, "I'm grateful for whatever you can do. Thanks, son. God bless you."
 
   Crow threw money on the table. He said, "Don't ever say that to me. Ever." He marched away. 
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter25]Chapter 25 
 
   Crow was barely back to the Airstream when tires rasped on the gravel fronting Lila's home. Even by tentative moonlight the lines of Van's Beamer were unmistakable. Zasu barked. Major responded once before Crow could silence him. He felt foolish, like a lurking schoolboy. Still it was better than being discovered. At best there'd be conversation he didn't want. What troubled him most - and he admitted it painfully - was the probability he'd learn things about Van and Lila he didn't want to know.
 
   He ached to walk over and intrude.
 
   He couldn't imagine how he'd handle it if he did. That thought took him back to the conversation with the Pastor. What was the old fool thinking? How could he ask a man to help a woman who didn't want help? She certainly didn't need it. Not with Van there as a fall-back. 
 
   Slipping into the darkened trailer, he sat at the table. The bourbon in the cabinet called to him. He only considered it for a moment. The struggle to escape that demon taught him forever the wisdom of his father's dictum: "Whiskey's the devil's own gift. There'll be a time when you need a drink, bad. Never take that one."
 
   Patricia tried to hide behind whiskey, believed its gift was strength. He wished he could turn a on a light and write to her now, maybe get some idea of what to do. 
 
   They'd see it. They'd think he was watching. 
 
   He couldn't stand it any longer, sitting in the dark wondering what they were doing. He jerked upright so violently it tumbled the chair backward. Major scrambled to his feet, casting about, wondering what he'd missed. Crow patted him, simultaneously picking up the chair. "Nothing to get excited about. Just me having a fit." He led the dog outside and headed, more or less furtively, for the road. "I need to walk," he explained in a whisper, although there was little chance his voice would carry to the car, much less inside the house. 
 
   The silent, unlit house. Beyond the silent, unlit car. Them. In the dark. Together.
 
   The touch of moonlight was enough to allow surefooted progress. Glimmering stars insisted his problems, however disturbing, were small stuff. He looked down at his dog shuffling beside him, checking the night air, happy just being with his man. This was how things were supposed to be. Contentment was a function of solitude. It never failed. He looked back over his shoulder at the barely visible building.
 
   Without warning, something hard and cruel gripped him, as shocking as any roadside bomb. Half his mind screamed at him to dive for cover while the other half struggled to find a reason for something akin to terror on a peaceful country road. Truth, when it came, was bullet-brutal. 
 
   He cared for her. He wanted her to care for him. He was lonely. 
 
    
 
   *          *          *          *         *
 
    
 
   Soft music from the car's cd blended with the enclosed warmth. Lila's thinking drifted aimlessly, this subject, that one. She thought of the small sailboat dodging the massive carrier as it breached the fogbank. 
 
   Dinner was excellent, his conversation amusing, the cheerful activity of the restaurant crowd distracting - there couldn't have been a better way to get over disappointment. Still, she questioned the wisdom of the cognac Van insisted they needed to close out the evening. Perhaps he'd been right; it certainly conspired to create a welcome, wobbly forgetfulness. 
 
   Unfortunately, distraction worked in fits and starts. Her mind kept flicking back to the sympathetic face of the loan officer. So kind. So rejecting. How did someone combine those things? Who looked another person in the eye, expressed sympathy, and unhesitatingly torched a dream? 
 
   Van was bedrock. Unfailingly thoughtful all evening, when she felt herself giving way to depression he always had a story, a quip, that brought at least a smile and occasionally a solid laugh. The latter did her far more good than the expensive wine he kept pouring. It surprised her when she said she was tired and ready to go home and he made no argument at all, save for the post-dinner drink. Even then, he'd told the waitress to make it light. 
 
   Light, perhaps, but it weighed heavily. They spoke little all the way back from Seattle. When they did talk, Lila had the peculiar sensation she was listening in on two people she didn't know all that well. 
 
   Now, sitting in front of her home, Van was reviewing the evening, telling her what fun she'd been. She heard the words. She was more involved with his presence. His face was in three-quarter profile, the luminescence of the dashboard and the moon creating complex shadows on his features. They shifted at his slightest movement and she thought of mercury. Perverse stuff; a metal, but one that flowed, almost too swift to capture.
 
   Was it in her heart to capture Van? Was that any way to think about a man?
 
   As if aware of her thoughts had taken, he reached out to lay a casual hand on her thigh. Just as casually, she took it in hers. He said, "I'd ask to come in for a cup of coffee, but I'm afraid you'd think I might be trying to take advantage of you or something. That cognac seems to have been one too many."
 
   "Are you saying I'm drunk?" She detected a stink of masculine condescension in his tone. He was dangerously close to ruining everything. She tried to make her reaction light banter. It came out with a sizzle. 
 
   "You had a rough day. Sometimes the stuff gets to you when you're depressed."
 
   Why couldn't he just leave it alone?
 
   "I'm not drunk, I'm not depressed, and I'm not worried about being taken advantage of. That's insulting. I'm way beyond the age of consent. I don't do anything I don't consent to. They don't make that much cognac. You can be a real chauvinist when you want to."
 
   He laughed softly. "Well, forgive me all to hell. I'm trying to tell you, in my chauvinist way, when we finally come to an understanding I don't want any doubts before or regrets after." Disengaging his hand, he raised it to head level, cradled the back of her neck. 
 
   The pressure drawing her closer was so slight, so subtle, she wasn't sure if it were intentional, or simply the weight of his arm. She didn't object. She didn't want him thinking she was some skittish girl. Anyhow, it was nice. 
 
   It was silly to get angry over such a small thing. He meant well.
 
   For someone whose brain seemed to have turned to smoke, her head felt strangely heavy. 
 
   The blunt male-ness of the man. She'd been aware of it from the first. This was the first time she'd actually let herself experience it. She liked it. Her body stirred. Parts of her warmed, her knees had an uncertain, failing feeling. She watched his other hand leave the steering wheel, felt the movement of his body as he turned. He leaned closer, his left hand a pale swath across her vision. The right increased pressure and turned her head his way. When his reaching hand settled against her cheek she wanted that additional pull, wanted him to want her, wanted to feel the heat coursing her body turn to fever. 
 
   He kissed her. The second time today. This one nothing like the first. This was passion.
 
   Again, he shifted his weight. The armrest between them creaked. His left hand slipped across her cheek, downward. Heavy fingers coursed her neck, the warmth of that touch setting off yearning as the hand moved onto the fabric of her blouse. The hand at the back of her neck was suddenly fierce, closing like a metal band. It drew her closer.
 
   Alarm clanged. What was happening was conquest. The kiss had no more romance in it than the planting of a flag. She had no idea how she knew, but she knew. There would be no giving, no sharing here, not tonight. This was a taking.
 
   Squirming, unfastening the seat belt, she was outside so quickly Van was still leaning into the passenger's side when she bent to tell him, "You're right; this isn't the time or place." She wanted to say something about being sorry. The words wouldn't come. She said, "I can't even start to tell you how grateful I am for getting me through today. I won't forget it."
 
   Van straightened. She couldn't see his face when he said, "I'm glad to hear that. For a second, I thought you already had. And I understand about just now. I promised myself I wouldn't do something like that. My mistake." 
 
   She walked behind the car, came to his window. He rolled it down. She leaned a bit closer. "I need to get myself in order, Van. I've been messed up. It takes time to get back to normal."
 
   "Does that mean you're re-thinking this whole rebuild thing?"
 
   "It looks like I have to."
 
   He turned on the headlights. "We'll work everything out. Between us."
 
   She thanked him, reaching to touch the strong line of his jaw, then stepped back. He rolled out slowly. She watched until his lights traced around the bend. 
 
   A whining, wriggling Zasu welcomed her, yipping breathless excitement. It always made Lila laugh. Zasu raced away, hurtling back seconds later. Turning the table lamp at Aunt Lila's chair on low, Lila settled in. Zasu flew up beside her. Lila held her tight. "Don't try to con me, scamp. I know Crow fed you." The dog seemed to shrug, quieted, and wedged herself between Lila and the chair's arm. 
 
   Lila told herself she wasn't going to let depression rule her. She'd think of something besides the house, money, wasted time. That left her with one thing; the moments with Van in the car. If she was truthful with herself, she'd admit she'd known that scene was waiting to unfold when she met him for the first time. Sometimes a man looked at a woman once and almost an entire novel passed between them. It had happened to her before. It was exciting. The trouble was, one had to live the book to find out exactly how it ended. The story might have a sound beginning and middle but the end was always written while it was taking place.
 
   That's how her only long-term relationship went. A long time ago.
 
   Mrs. Vanderkirk.
 
   No sparks there. It had solidity, though. Rang with stability. 
 
   Be honest; there's promise in it, as well. 
 
   Her flighty, uncontained thoughts took her to the strangeness of the presence - frightening, reassuring - that came to her the day she watched Crow leave. 
 
   I thought he was gone for good.
 
   The woman who was the presence said love is created.
 
   Within each of us is the gift to create a thing that refuses any defeat.
 
   Bake's place was a defeated project. She was a defeated dreamer. There just wasn't enough love in the world to make all the dreams come true. It was time to concentrate on the interior of her life. Maybe it was time for another try at that last chapter of the book.
 
   Lila Vanderkirk.
 
   It could happen. 
 
   Zasu leaped to the floor and trotted to the door leading into the shop and thus, outside. An expectant look over her shoulder explained. Lila muttered, pushing herself upright. "What if I hadn't come home, Miss Gottago? Ok, then, but not without your leash." 
 
   Crossing the darkened store area and stepping outside, Lila reached back to turn on the porch light. It popped and died. "Oh, great." She frowned at the waiting blackness, debating if she should get another bulb. She attempted a compromise, turning on the worklight inside. The pale splash barely touched the night. "Nuts. Come on, let's get this over with." Darkness didn't trouble Zasu. She did her best to drag Lila deeper into it. Lila was having none of that. The two stalled about twenty paces from the house. "That's it. Pee or bust. It's dark."
 
    While Zasu snuffled about, seeking a worthy place, Lila discretely immersed herself in her surroundings. The lake was an erratic spangle of reflected moonbeams. The nervousness of the surface suggested her own myriad uncertainties. It was more relaxing to tilt her head back and stargaze. She tried to remember constellations. The Big Dipper was easy. She thought she recognized Orion. The rest was just gorgeous jumble.
 
   The sudden slackening of the leash alerted Lila. Zasu sat at her feet, leaned against her, floppy ears cast forward. Her head bobbed as she sniffed. 
 
   Lila took a slow step back, pulling her reluctant, strangely silent pet. Another step in retreat and she though she heard something. She bent quickly, lifting Zasu. The dog squirmed, still making no sound. Lila froze, listening.
 
   Something moved, out toward the road. 
 
   She turned and ran. The expensive, painful shoes threatened to send her sprawling. She took the stairs in two steps, was inside the house in another, the door slammed behind her. She locked it, leaned against it. Kicked off the shoes. 
 
   She'd almost convinced herself she was imagining things when she heard boards squeak on the porch. Something heavy, slow. She moved to look through the storefront window and stopped abruptly. The faint light inside created glare on the glass. Whatever was out there could see in better than she could see out. 
 
   A bear - or a man - would simply crash through. 
 
   The thing was moving along the porch again. Then slow, heavy movement going away. 
 
   Lila wanted to scream. In her arms, Zasu panted, shaking violently. 
 
   Silence returned, worse in its way than the shuffling footsteps. 
 
   She had to see. She slipped off her shoes, stepped away from the door. Crawling to the window, she peered out at its lowest point. She saw something. Or imagined it? 
 
   A dog barked in the distance. 
 
   Major.
 
    Of course. She'd call Crow. 
 
   She scrambled awkwardly into the living room and grabbed her purse with its cell. Only then did she realize she was still carrying the shoes and had no idea what Crow's number was.
 
   The shout from outside startled her so badly she dropped everything. Even as it all thumped on the wooden floor, she'd recognized Crow's voice. "Lila? Are you all right?"
 
   Darting to the door, she almost threw it open. The thought that there was something, someone else out there checked her. She peered through a small gap, instead. "Be careful, Crow. Something was on my porch. I don't know..."
 
   He interrupted. He was within the faint light from inside the house now, coming closer, more distinct at each step. The bandage seemed to glow. It surprised her that he was fully dressed, but she dismissed that in the face of what he was saying. "I think it was coyotes. Major and I, we were..." She heard a pause so slight she wasn't sure it was there. When he continued the drawl was more pronounced. "...He was restless. We went for a walk. Something spooked him. He about dragged me back here. He's still upset."
 
   She opened the door wide, pushed the screen aside. "So am I. I hope we didn't bother him. Van and I - we just got back."
 
   Why did that sound like a confession?
 
   It didn't. It sounded perfectly normal. It just felt like a confession.
 
   I don't have anything to be guilty about. What I do is none of his business.
 
   "We heard you. That wasn't what bothered him." He pointed, laughing quietly. "I see you got barefoot once you got home."
 
   After her own chuckle an awkward silence closed on them. It lasted too long. Crow cleared his throat and said, "Well, if you're ok, I guess I better let you get some sleep."
 
   "I'm glad you were here." It came out flat, empty. She tried again."Nothing like that's ever happened before. When I first started this project I worried about being alone. I got used to it, quit thinking about it. Now this." Her hands fluttered up, fell back. 
 
   "Yes. Well, I'm glad we could help settle things." He looked down at patient Major and touched the dog's head. It ignored the contact, continued to focus on Lila. Crow shifted from foot to foot. 
 
   He knows you just got back. How long I was in the car with Van. Was he...?
 
   He broke in on her thinking. "Don't worry about anything. We're here. Being alone's not for everyone."
 
   Something stirred deep inside her. It felt alien, like something coming to life. She said, "I don't think it's for anyone. Not even you." The words were out before the thought was fully formed. 
 
   She'd have sworn his eyes sank back into his skull and his lips thinned. He stared. Through her.
 
   Instinct urged her to leave, run away. She knew her emotions were racing far ahead of any logic. Worse, as driven as she was to speak to him, she was deathly afraid she'd say something inappropriate. She said, "You tell me - and yourself - you're alone because that's when you're happy. I'm not sure I believe you. I believe you were once. I think something happened and now you think you can't ever be happy again. You just go through the motions of being alive, pretending there's no past and no future. That life - the one you had before you became who you are today - must have been wonderful. Don't you ever think about building new memories, just as wonderful?" 
 
   It took a while for him to say, "Yes," and it came like a slap. What followed was almost plaintive. "Don't go yet. I want to... Maybe I... Can we just talk? Just a while?"
 
   Her throat tightened. She nodded, afraid to breathe. If she was ever to help him free of his isolation, this was the why and how of it. Her very soul told her it was true.
 
   If I fail him he could be lost in his never-ending present. 
 
   Lost to me. 
 
   Confession seized her heart and squeezed. She gritted her teeth against outcry.
 
   What about Van?
 
   What about me? 
 
   Now's when you tell him he's not the only one who ever got hurt.
 
   Don't be a fool. He needs somebody.
 
   He needs me.
 
   She wished this day had never started, wished there was no loan application, no hollow, fun evening with Van, and especially no inexplicable need to help this inexplicable man
 
   Was it really that sudden? Had a part of me always known that this was inevitable? Was it meant to happen, like the scene in the car with Van?
 
   Van's kiss. How long ago had that been? Half an hour? Half a lifetime?
 
   What's happening to me?
 
   Crow was saying, "She was my one constant happiness." There was another pause, then, a bit more strongly, "After a while, a man learns to expect things to go wrong, you know? But if you're lucky, there's always one thing that no one can mess up. You find someone who knows your happiness and your hurt even more than you do. They take on your hurt and give back comfort. They share your happiness and multiply it for you. I had that." He leaned forward as if pushing his words at her. "There was an accident. A stupid, stupid car crash. I was overseas. The last time we said goodbye..." He stopped, shook his head as if he'd been clubbed.
 
   "Oh, Crow, I'm so sorry. I've done nothing but complain since I met you, and my troubles are so insignificant. I wish so much I'd known her. But would she have wanted you to close yourself off from everyone? I'm sure she was someone who reached out."
 
   His face could have been metal. "I made her stop wanting to live. My profession - we leave the people we love, go kill other people. They kill some of us. The ones we love wait and worry. When we come back, we're different. Those loved ones - the wives, in particular - they surround us. Like a fortress, you know? They hold off everything that wants to break us. Sometimes they..." He choked. The metal mask cracked for an instant. Reality swept across his features. What Lila saw made her gasp. He went on. "Some take on too much of us. It's what happened to my Patricia."
 
   "She never said that." Again, Lila spoke without thought. The words shocked her, visibly shocked him. 
 
   Crow hesitated, then, defensively, "The life I made her live is what brought that on." 
 
   "She chose you. She knew who you were and what you did. She wanted to share it all with you. Help you. She'd hate that you're blaming yourself for everything. She loved you. Remember that. Honor that. Her life was so much more than the tragedy that ended it. You helped each other create something that'll live forever."
 
   Sharp, barking laughter startled her. "Live forever? Can you imagine a place where every day's just another small death to get through while we wait for the big one? The need to rush the cadence can be almost too much sometimes. We forget to hope." 
 
   She gathered herself. "No one forgets hope. Forever starts with hope. Come inside. I'll make coffee. We'll talk more."
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   He sat in the leather chair next to Lila's. The dogs slept on the hearth at their feet, companionably close together. The light from the lamp was dim. It set a mood of expectancy. 
 
   Crow spoke to the darkness of the empty fireplace. He almost believed he could see the story of his life smoke-swirling into that void then up the chimney into the night. Lila listened without comment and he was so full of the wonder of her that his need to make her understand him goaded him away from all the past silences. He told of Patricia - of picnics, parties, Christmas gifts. More than that, the trivia that makes love a treasured bond. He spoke her name. He writhed as his carefully constructed solitude eroded like sand castle walls. Yet he felt freedom at their collapse. And comforted. Because Lila's silence wasn't that of an interested listener. It was an almost tangible cloak of caring. 
 
   The past refused to give way entirely. It forced itself into recalling things he'd never spoken of to anyone. The red force sang of death and fear and pain, mocking. It told him he had no right to a life without those things. Once upon a time, perhaps, but he forfeited that long ago.
 
   No matter if the world cast him out or he cast himself out. 
 
   Could he survive that world - or himself - again? Did he want to?
 
   Patricia. I said her name, several times, out loud. 
 
   That's not like putting her aside. 
 
   Guilt gnawed at his resolve, urged him to retreat into familiar solitude.
 
   Lila reached, trapped his gesturing hand and instinctively breached his sudden silence. "I wish I'd had a partner like your Patricia in my life. I already told you I wish I'd known her. Now it's more than that; I regret that I didn't."
 
   He blinked. She went on, feeling an almost euphoric fullness. "As awful as your loss was - is - what wonderful things you have to remember."
 
   Crow stammered. "We had a good life."
 
   Lila said, "I've always known that. Our dinner at Martha's? All your talk about being a loner? I was sure I knew where it came from."
 
   "I never talked about us - Patricia and me - before. Not because I'm crazy, either. It's... Everything that happened... All I ever asked was to crawl off and heal alone."
 
   "Crawl off? Warriors don't crawl."
 
   "I tried. Booze. I failed to fail. I learned I need to live, but I can do it only inside myself. That's who I am."
 
   She nodded agreement, but looked away. "Not many men can say 'That's who I am' and believe it."
 
   "I don't believe it. I know it."
 
   "If you say so."
 
   He straightened. Lila felt defensiveness clang down around him like a cage. His glare - practically a snarl - only heightened the wild animal impression. She'd seen that look, just a flash before he hid it. That alone had frightened her. This was unrelenting. She steeled herself, absorbed it. He said, "You think I don't know the combat and what happened to my family are tied together in my head? I'm not stupid. Don't be one of those people who thinks they know what goes on inside us. If you had just one of my dreams, you'd have a small idea what it's like. Until you do - and I hope you never will - don't judge us. All I'm telling the world is let me be and I won't trouble you."
 
   Lila clasped his hand in both of hers, pulled it closer. Her insistence forced him to turn and bend his body toward her. She told him of the man she'd lived with. Of a relationship that touched no romantic heights beyond convenience. Of a childhood spent thinking of herself as a welcome guest rather than a loved daughter. She wanted - needed - to make Crow understand that a person can mourn the absence of what one never had as deeply as one mourns loss. 
 
   How could he hope to go on without understanding that loss is inevitable but mourning is not eternal? 
 
   She continued, "I can't pretend to understand everything you've gone through, but I have some understanding of life's unfairness."
 
   Crow disengaged his hand and shrank back into his chair. Chin almost on his chest, he said, "The guy you lived with - damned idiot."
 
   "Well, there's something we don't have to argue about, anyhow." Her small lightness drew his wan smile. She said, "It disillusioned me. I just sort of existed for years. No close friends, hardly any social life, no particular interests. Until I found out I owned this place. It became my new life, just like cutting yourself off became yours."
 
   He twisted toward her, attempted to speak. She stopped him. "No. I have to get this said. If I stop I won't ever start again. Reinventing Bake's place..." She gestured frustration. Recovering quickly, she spoke firmly. "I've never told anyone. This was to be their memorial. I'd be the only one who knew that, but that's how it was going to be. I'm not just losing a future I dreamed about. I'm losing a past, theirs and mine."
 
   Crow seemed to grow preoccupied as she spoke. His disinterest hurt her deeply. The warmth that had been building in her burned out. She let her grip on his hand go limp. She decided she'd simply tell him he was right, that she needed sleep. She'd never again presume he was capable of compassion for anyone else. He talked the talk. That was as far out of the cage as his battered mind would take him. 
 
   Maybe she could help him find professional help. If he hung around long enough for that. No loan meant no work on the store. For him, that would mean no deal between them. He'd be on his way.
 
   When she pulled away he wouldn't let her go.
 
   Instead, he pivoted to reach and enfold both her hands, exactly as she'd done earlier. He said, "Everything you just said - it was all was. What about your future? All we've talked about is me. You said you're losing everything. You're telling me the bank turned you down?"
 
   The controlled strength of his grip was a mooring, holding her together. She savored that strength, took it as her own. Still, sadness thickened her voice. "I'm done. That loan was my last chance." 
 
   "Oh." 
 
   She was hugely disappointed. He'd tricked her. His intensity seemed so positive. Then, nothing. Oh. Her original assessment was correct; no one else's problems truly penetrated his self-involvement. She waited for him to spout the usual platitudes. In the meantime she berated herself. 
 
   I thought...
 
   I didn't think anything. I played a foolish mind game with myself. 
 
   If it was just a game, why do I hurt so much? 
 
   She hoped he wouldn't pretend sympathy. She could deal with rejection; practice makes perfect, and all that. What would be unbearable would be being smothered in empty phrases. Especially from him
 
   I want him to hurt with me. For me. I want him to care.
 
   He doesn't. He won't. He can't.
 
   What's happening to me? Why? We're not even in the same world. I belong here. He doesn't belong anywhere.
 
   He finally said, "How long can you hang on?"
 
   "Pretty much until my refrigerator's empty. Actually, I still have the trust - that's food money, a little more. And I'll find work. Maybe at the bank." Her laugh burned.
 
   "I know how you feel. If that's any help."
 
   She bristled. "Remember what you said about people who don't know what it's like? That cuts both ways."
 
   Apparently unoffended, he let go of her hands and rose. "Maybe..." he began, and she interrupted. "I'm out of maybes. From now on it's positives and negatives. No middle. I've got to make choices."
 
   "You'll leave here? Just walk away?
 
   "No. I'm not leaving Lupine. Even without the dream, I've got roots here. They broke me. They can't get rid of me."
 
   He said, "It's still your building, your land. You can live here as long as you like. I'll help." He hesitated, turned so he was addressing the empty fireplace again. "Maybe Doc Newton's right; maybe I should go to parade rest for a while. Heal up a bit. Be good for Major, too. It hurts him to ride in the pickup; I can tell. The turns roll him around, you know? And the bumps have to hurt. Anyhow, it's a bad time for you to be alone." Then, explaining the clumsy last statement, he hurried on. "I don't mean to scare you. I mean, whatever was on the porch isn't coming back. All I'm saying is, you'd have someone to talk to. If you wanted."
 
   She felt a total fool, mute in the face of an offer she didn't expect. Worse, having received it, it frightened her with its implicit promise of continuing emotional turmoil. Her heart drummed.
 
   It'd be better if he just left. Wouldn't it? 
 
   I want him here.
 
   An image crept across her mind - herself in the car with Van. Another image overwhelmed that one - she saw herself falling, Crow catching her, holding her in his arms. Supporting. Wanting. 
 
   The beat of her heart slowed to normal, even as her thoughts dismayed her.
 
   What was she becoming? Something buried deep in her was drawn to Van for those few moments in his car. There was no thought of love in her then. It was escape, purely sexual. Now - only minutes later - she was with another man and her mind was taking her down a very different but similar path. How could she? Did other women's minds do that to them?
 
   But there was a difference. She'd never wake up one morning and find a goodbye note on Van's pillow. 
 
   No matter how she felt about Crow, it was pointless to think of him as anything more than someone who touches lives as casually as a breeze, himself completely unaffected by the contact. Yes, he was a good man and he stirred romantic feelings in her. Romantic, not realistic. Yes, he'd stay to help her and she'd accept the help but she'd have to be crazy to attach any significance to anything he said or did. 
 
   Then I'm crazy. He is significant. In every way. Ways Van could never be.
 
   So Van was stability and security. He offered a life with social ties and events, cultural exposure, travel. He wasn't entirely the man of her heart's dreams - who ever found that? - but he could turn out to be the man of her marital needs. 
 
   Heart's dreams? Crow? 
 
   "Lila?" Crow was quizzical.
 
   She stammered. "I'm sorry. What you said about staying and helping - I thought you'd be moving on, now that the project's dead."
 
   "You have to live here. We'll get that squared away. And things may change, get better. There's always something unexpected comes up." 
 
   Ignoring the last, she said, "Thank you. I already told you once you're a better friend than you know. It bears repeating."
 
   His smile was positively shy. It pulled at her, made her want to tiptoe high enough to kiss him. 
 
   But not that way.
 
   Yes, dammit, that way. Too. Any way.
 
   I really am crazy. I don't believe me.
 
   He said, "Time to go. I know the way out." He called Major. Sleepily, the dog uncurled and came to stand by him. Lila rose. When Crow half-turned, her heart lurched. She almost reached to prevent his going. 
 
   They moved to the front door. Crow hesitated after opening it. The night air poured in. Lila shivered, knowing in her heart it wasn't mountain chill affecting her. Without looking back at her, Crow said, "You know Vanderkirk's serious about you."
 
   Now.
 
   Now you say "I don't love Van." 
 
   I have to make him realize this could be our time. Us. There's something there. We both deserve something better. Maybe it's each other.
 
   He'll never leave Patricia. He can't.
 
   Her voice was unsteady. "I know." 
 
   He faced her. "So how do you feel about him?"
 
   "For someone who's so ultra-sensitive about his privacy, you're sure careless about someone else's."
 
   For the first time that night, a real smile brushed across his face. "That was massively rude, wasn't it? Sorry. I wasn't thinking. But with things the way they are... You know - you refusing to sell and hanging on here when he wants the land." He shrugged.
 
   Only a man could be that dense. Endearing, in a way, but as thick as a plank. She decided she might as well be honest. "I think about it. Don't you dare ask me if I love him."
 
   This time he actually grinned and it was even more devastating than the earlier shy smile. Lila turned her hands into fists and locked her elbows to keep herself from grabbing at him. He said, "I'm a troubled man and I know it, but I'm not completely nuts. If I ever ask a question like that, you'll know the string's run out. You and Van's none of my business. Neither's the property, really, but I was wondering if you'll change your mind, sell the place."
 
   "What do you think of him?"
 
   Genuinely startled, Crow pulled back. "Me? Van? I don't know. I mean..."
 
   "Liar."
 
   He colored. Frowned. "Ok, you asked: I don't like him."
 
   I'm a fool. An idiot. I knew it was the perfect time earlier. I had a chance to say something light, something clever. Maybe tease him about falling into his arms that night. Maybe he'd think about that, about how it could be the start of something. It might have been a start heading nowhere, but... 
 
   She had to say something. "I'm surprised."
 
   "Sometimes people just don't like someone else. Says more about me than him, I guess."
 
   What's it say about me that I'm thrilled to hear it? It's been obvious and I still wanted to hear him say it.
 
   She said, "He's not a bad person. He can be abrasive. He doesn't mean anything by it."
 
   Crow nodded. "It's way late. I kept you up, unloading on you that way. It was kind of you to listen."
 
   "I wasn't being kind. After all, I made you listen to my sad song."
 
   He laughed softly and said, "Aren't we being good to each other? We sound like a camp meeting - all day preaching and dinner on the ground. Except it's the middle of the night. Even so, the Pastor'd be proud of us."
 
   "You've got a weird sense of humor." 
 
   "I told you once, I'm a funny man."
 
   "I'll stick with weird."
 
   He walked down the steps, talking over his shoulder. "No surprise there. Last word: like that. Stubborn as a cat. It makes me wish..." 
 
   He was on the ground by then, barely touched by the faint wash of light from inside the house. He stumbled, wavered. Lila rushed to him, grabbed his shoulder. Slowly, he turned to her, taut with control. He looked stunned. She kept her hand on him, bending the arm so she was close to him, bodies practically touching.
 
   She looked into his face. Her mind reeled with strange, disassociated thoughts. She was afraid to speak, believed she could hear his heart's excited rhythm matching hers. She saw inside him, where the mystery, the plainness, the indomitable spirit and the confusion all blended and contradicted each other. He made her think of the night, a place of hiding and protection, yet frightening in itself.
 
   She said, "Finish what you started. You said, 'It makes me wish...' What do you wish, Crow?"
 
   He said, "I wish things were different. I wish I was different."
 
   "You are different. It's the man you've created who's out of place, not you. You're hiding the real you." She was amazed to realize her hand had somehow gone from his shoulder to his cheek. And his hand was covering it.
 
   "I told you; I know who I am." He kissed her fingertips, his gaze locked on her eyes.
 
   "Not as well as I do. I know you better than you do." 
 
   His eyes closed. A sound in his chest was like something tearing. He almost growled. "I believe you. I don't know what to do about it."
 
   She inched closer. Her other hand rose to his other cheek and she watched it from the corner of her eye with a strange, detached pleasure, the way she'd watch a butterfly select a landing. He opened his eyes and found hers. She said, "Come back inside. Stay with me."
 
   He grabbed her shoulders, the power of his hands a near-pain she welcomed. Then he groaned and stepped back. He released his hold only as he retreated out of arm's reach. Her own hands fell away, hung in midair at her waist. He said, "I can't. It's not right. Please. You don't know how much..." He shook violently. Beside him, his dog whined concern. Crow went on, "It's like you said; you know who I am. The real me... I'd destroy you, too. Don't you understand? What I touch I kill. What you said - what I want - it's not me. I can't."
 
   He literally ran.
 
    
 
   *          *          *          *          *
 
    
 
   Lila waited until she heard the Airstream door slam before going inside to slump in the chair again. Zasu squirmed into her favorite spot next to her again. Lila absently tousled the small, furry head and leaned back to stare at the ceiling. It was minutes before she closed her eyes and the first tears welled, trembling diamond-bright under the lamp's soft touch. They slipped down her cheekbones. She ignored them and spoke into the waiting silence. "Why do I always fail?"
 
   As if hoping for an answer, she fell silent again. Soon, however, she murmured to herself, imagining the words drifting like snowflakes. "If he'd asked, I'd have gone with him. Anywhere. I'd be good for him, I know I would. Make him whole again, make him better. He needs me. And he'd be good for me, too. That's the truth. Why can't that be enough? Instead, I'll end up married to Van. I'll spend the rest of my life longing for a man I'm not even sure I love. Not even sure he could love me. So that's the future; a pair of heartbreaking truths wrapped in the single worst lie a woman can tell." 
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter27]Chapter 27 
 
   Movement at the edge of his vision brought Crow out of his mesmerized concentration on the steam rising from his breakfast coffee. Major stood at the door of the Airstream, tail wagging furiously. At the same moment, there was a knock. Crow rose quickly, certain it was Lila, concerned that she'd apparently slept as badly as he had.
 
    One look at her confirmed the hunch. He noted how she hugged Zasu to her, clearly projecting a need for support, but it was her physical appearance that demanded his attention. Her hair was simply pulled back and bound, as if done hurriedly. He pictured her coming to a decision, yanking herself together, marching out of her house. Still, although her sweatshirt was customary, it seemed new and her khaki cargo pants carried the creases of shelf life. She wore no makeup. Crow's breath caught at a delicate, vulnerable beauty he'd never seen in her. A closer look revealed distress so dark it threatened his resolve to deliver the goodbye speech he'd rehearsed all night.
 
   Lila put Zasu down to greet Major. Gesturing her inside, Crow affected a matter-of-fact manner. "You need a cup of coffee. I need to get back to mine. Come in."
 
   She managed a sketchy smile. She stepped past him, settled at the table while he poured. As soon as he was seated across from her, she raised her drink in a toast; "Here's to last night. It never happened."
 
   He drank with her, said, "Look, I..." 
 
   She talked through whatever he had in mind. "Just listen. I want..."
 
   "You do that a lot, you know." She gaped and he went on, "You say something and I try to answer and you tell me to shut up so you can finish."
 
   Lila tossed her head. She wore a pale green headband and the richness of her brown hair flared. The color flurry that made Crow think of spring breaking past winter. She said, "I never told you to shut up. That'd be rude and I'm not a rude person." Crow coughed and buried his nose in his cup. Her eyes flashed as she continued. "This is hard enough without you making it nasty. I didn't sleep last night."
 
   "Me neither. Must be something going around."
 
   "Don't be cute. Last night never happened."
 
   He rolled his eyes. She leaned forward. "Don't give me attitude. I'm serious."
 
   "I can't just act like nothing happened."
 
   "You have to. You need a place to stay, someplace where people can help you. I need help and you promised to help me. What happened last night - I messed up. We have to get past it. Because we're friends." She looked away, then her eyes sought his. "I mean that. I like you. I think you like me. I let that get ahead of me last night. It won't happen again."
 
   He broke their eye contact. The silence stretched so long her fears over her boldness in approaching Crow slashed at her resolve. When he finally looked up, her hands were trembling. The backs of her knees tingled.
 
   Softly, almost sadly, he said, "Your eyes brighten mine. Your voice is the best sound I know. I..." He hesitated, continued in a stronger voice. "I have to move on. There's no way I forget what happened last night. Or the night you fell and I caught you."
 
   She was firm. "Forget or not, you'll act like you have."
 
   Jaw muscles clenching, he forced words. "Didn't you hear anything I said last night? How do you think I get from one day to the next? I pretend all the time, pretend I didn't..." He stopped, looked past her, focused on another time. "My wife. I pretend I didn't... Nothing would have happened. It's my fault."
 
   "Something else could have caused the problem, whether you were there or not."
 
   "I was there. And you're missing the most significant point. I trust you so much I can talk to you about it. What happened between us last night shouldn't have. But it did. I don't dare forget."
 
   They retreated into themselves again. He drummed fingertips on the table. His same blue workshirt made her smile inwardly. He had the fashion sense of a telephone pole and changed his appearance just about as often. He was equally rigid about maintaining himself. When she was pacing around the house in the dark she'd stepped out for a breath of pre-dawn air and caught a glimpse of him doing his morning pushups. Soon after, she'd watched steam rippling upward from his outdoor shower; light from the Airstream made it vaguely luminous. Now clean-shaven, he smelled faintly of citrus-scented soap and cologne. There was a different strength in his face this morning, though. She didn't know what to make of it, but somehow she sensed hope in it. She'd long since noted that when he was deep in thought, he looked downright grim. Otherwise, he'd never seemed withdrawn. He spoke freely, cheerfully. Only if you drew close did you find out how distant he really was. This look hinted that he might have realized he could break out of his self-imposed isolation.
 
   There was no reason to suspect someone else might be allowed inside.
 
   He trusts me. I can say what I need to say. 
 
   Lila told him, "I'm glad you can talk to me. It's what I meant about being friends."
 
   The old suspicious withdrawal spread across his features like a wound reopening. She pressed ahead. "I told you I didn't sleep. I did some homework on the computer. About PTSD."
 
   "I deal with my own problems."
 
   "You're not solving them, though, are you? You're being unbelievably strong and brave. It makes me proud of you. But you do, too, need my help. Maybe someone else would be more or better help than me, but I'm the one you say you trust."
 
   "I may have made a mistake."
 
   "That's nuts. We've made a couple of mistakes about each other, but we're friends and you know it. I'm asking you to let me do what a friend does. Is that such a big thing?"
 
   Crow shrugged. At first she took it as dismissal, but body language - the way he turned away, looked down at his dog - she was certain signaled admission he was in the wrong. Gritting her teeth, she plunged on. "Can I at least tell you what I learned?"
 
   "I can't stop you."
 
   She ignored that. "Recovery's a matter of empowerment. You have to know you can beat the thing."
 
   "I know that. I'm doing it all the time."
 
   "See? 'All the time.' It keeps coming back. Sure you win the battles, but war goes on. Nobody beats it if they're isolated. You're the most isolated man I ever saw. All you're proving is you're too strong for your own good."
 
   He was out of his seat before she could move. Major lurched to his feet, alarmed. One step took Crow to the window. With his back to Lila, he said, "You know why I don't talk about any of it - not just the dreams, but her. Even if I wanted to talk to you about the dreams and all that, I'll never say more about her than I did last night. Don't ever ask me to."
 
   Lila drained her coffee, used the time to collect herself. Then she rose to step toward the door. Talking to Crow's back, she said, "I didn't ask, remember? I never will. And I repeat nothing, so relax."
 
   She opened the door. Zasu hopped down to join her. She inhaled deeply, savoring air so crisp it seemed to crackle, and added. "I don't really know that much about PTSD. I know you can't win in isolation." 
 
   Crow said, "I'm not staying here long enough to be mixed up with doctors. That's final."
 
   Not trusting her voice to push past bitter disappointment, she nodded and left. 
 
   She was at the front steps to the house before it hit her. She'd said nothing about looking for professional help. He brought it up.
 
   He thought about it. Maybe he's still thinking about it. Maybe...
 
   She took the steps in a rush, turned to look out over the lake to the mountains. It was a far prettier day than she expected. 
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter28]Chapter 28 
 
   The scream of the saw couldn't get past Crow's protective earphones. Neither could his off-key whistling of "Wichita Lineman." When the saw's clamor ended, however, he continued. Lila and Herman rolled their eyes at each other. 
 
   With the angle cut, Crow rested the last piece of window frame trim against the wall. He turned off the saw and stripped away the headgear, unconsciously bending away from the earlier head injury. The bandage was gone. A multi-colored bruise and a stubbly burr marked the spot. Straightening, hands on hips, he surveyed the store. His vision dismissed the litter - the sawdust, the paint and varnish cans, the work table - everything but the completed work. New cabinets yawned empty, eager to be filled. The rod racks waited. Bake's politically incorrect antler chandelier, waxed to a sheen, seemed to drift above him, ready for its new life, new light. 
 
   Lila stopped polishing the other picture window, already completed, and joined him. She said, "I can't believe it. The end. At least it'll look like a real store now when people peek inside. Once we get rid of all the trash."
 
   Her pleased look disappeared under a swift wash of sadness that took color from her face, made her makeup garish for the moment. Crow turned away, disguising a wince. He was accustomed to her lightning-quick mood changes by now, but far from willing to accept them. Ever since their agreement she'd been this way - there were moments when she was enough like the Lila he knew to lull him into thinking she was content with their arrangement. Then, like just now, what was underneath would crack the surface. 
 
   It had taken him two days to realize she was simply unhappy. His fault, and he was helpless to do anything about it. 
 
   The same two days it took for him to penetrate his own misery. He only recognized her discomfort when he allowed himself the honesty of looking inside himself. Twice there had been opportunities for him to tell her of the storm in him, of how much he wanted to live what he now thought of as a real life. Twice he hadn't been man enough. Once he'd admitted both of those things, there was nowhere left to hide from his truth, nor hers. His selfishness shamed him. It didn't convince him. He argued inwardly - and constantly - that their bargain was the only choice they had. He told himself she'd never understand, that he'd made decisions he couldn't undo.
 
   Even as he thought about their strange magnetic poles relationship that attracted and repelled with equal force, her personality reverted. She was bright and pleasant again. "You ready to nail the frame in place?" 
 
   He nodded. "After I lay it out on the deck to be certain it's square."
 
   The game went on. She grinned, shook her head. "It's a floor, jarhead. When're you going to stop that?"
 
   "Can't. It's in the rule book. If I forget to say 'deck' instead of 'floor,' somewhere a bulkhead falls on an angel." 
 
   She laughed out loud. "Hopeless."
 
   It sounded wonderful. 
 
   Herman had joined them. He said, "It's been a good week, you two. Be proud of yourselves. The best part is the living section's completely done."
 
   Lila said, "I am pleased with what we've done. I'm even prouder of the help from you and George. Crow and I would've need weeks."
 
   Herman snorted dismissal. "You're a team. Makes me think back to when me and Ericka were just starting out." His eyes widened. The leonine silvery head tilted back. He peered through the oddly perched glasses. "Oh."
 
   A grinning Crow draped an arm across Herman's shoulders. The older man's gaze dithered between Lila's sober stare and Crow's camaraderie. He quickly settled for the latter. Crow told him, "Lila and I are good friends. Nothing more. We know the two weeks I've been hanging out here have some people's tongues sizzling like campfire bacon." He glanced at Lila. She looked back, cool. Crow continued to Herman. "Major's about in shape to saddle up. Me, too." He touched the bruise. "No headaches, no vision problems, no dizziness. Another couple of days and I'm gone. The gossips will have to find another way to poison the air."
 
   Herman was so anxious to compensate for his earlier gaffe he babbled. "Especially since Van hasn't said one word against Lila bringing Bake's Place back to life. He's been real supportive, you know?"
 
   It was as devastating as hearing a small child prattle about Mommy hugging and kissing an uncle. All warmth fled the room. For a moment Crow couldn't decide if Herman was malevolent or terminally unobservant. A look at the innocent features almost disappointed him. The torment hiding in him was roaring, demanding violence. 
 
   Lila spoke into the rigid silence. Her voice was measured, the words aimed at Herman. Her eyes focused on Crow's. She said, "Van's been very attentive. I'm not sure supportive's the right word." She glanced at Crow, then away. "I don't need his support. Marge's offered me a job. He acts like he can barge in here whenever he wants, day or night. It's not comfortable."
 
   Unpersuaded, Herman blundered on. "He's just being helpful. Like Crow was saying, people gossip. Him coming by like he does, everybody knows you and Crow are just friends, working together, like he said. Van's just trying to keep people from talking. You know?" The slight pause just before the last two words hinted that Herman might finally realize he'd stepped in something.
 
   Once more, Lila handled the silence. "So let people talk. They'll believe what they want." She turned abruptly, headed for the living room. Behind her she heard Crow's booted footsteps. The screech of the still-unreplaced screen door followed, and the slam of the new front door. A shiver racked her as she dropped into her aunt's chair. Zasu leaped into her lap to stare into her eyes. Throat tightening dangerously, Lila whispered, "Practice does make perfect, little friend. The lies come easier now. 'Let people talk,' I said, like it doesn't bother me what people believe. I told poor Herman that and never blinked. It hurts when people think you're sleeping with somebody, especially when you aren't. And wish you were. So why can't I lie to me? Why can't I just tell myself I don't care if he leaves?" She scowled. "Why can't I even say when he leaves instead of if?" 
 
   Herman shouted her name from the store area. She jerked her head around, rank with guilt, as if her secretive confidences had carried into the other room. He repeated the call, adding, "We've got company. Don't recognize the car. You expecting anyone?"
 
   She yelled back, "No," and hurried to join him. Together they joined Crow on the porch, watching a nondescript black Honda slow to a stop by the gas pump island. Garza stepped out, grinned up at them. Crow was less than welcoming. He said, "What's this all about?" in a mumble, then louder, "Welcome back, Doc. What brings you here?" Garza practically jumped up the steps, grabbed Crow's hand and pumped it.
 
   Before Garza could answer, Crow continued. "You're a long way from home. This better not be some goofy house call."
 
   Lila let herself breathe. Crow's manner was himself. The fury she'd seen moments earlier was burned out. 
 
   Garza looked past Crow, nodded. "Ms. Milam. Good to see you again. Everything ok?"
 
   She came forward, shook his hand. "Fine, thanks. Not perfect, but good enough. How about you? What's up?"
 
   To Crow, Garza said, "I don't get it. Lady like this, she lets you hang out on her property? That just ain't right, man."
 
   Crow said, "I'd tell you to mind your swabby manners, but swabbies don't have any, so we'll press on. Answer the question."
 
   The broad grin tightened a bit. Crow noticed. "Let's hear it, buddy. Something from Doc Newton?"
 
   "Nothing like that." Garza shook his head. As he did, he reached to turn Crow slightly so he could examine the damaged area. He pursed his lips approvingly. "Healing fast. Good." He spoke to Lila again. "You ever notice how animals heal faster than people? 'Course, the First Sergeant's older, and that slows things down. Ten years ago even the hair'd be grown back by now. Never mind; he's doing real well."
 
   "Well enough to kick your scrawny butt up behind your Adam's apple. Quit messing with me. Why're you here?"
 
   "I only needed a little excuse to drive over and see for myself how you're doing. The excuse is this: Some dude came poking around the clinic, wanted to know if you were a patient, how you behaved - stuff like that."
 
   In the instant, Crow was chillingly serious, chin raised, head thrust forward. He spoke softly, precisely. "What did you tell him?" 
 
   Garza blinked. Lila reached to touch Crow's arm. He ignored her. Garza said, "I told him I wouldn't give him nothing but directions back to Seattle. He talked to Doc Newton, too. Newton told him to get off the property or he'd..." A glance at Lila, then, carefully, "...or he'd do some wicked bad surgery on him."
 
   Crow said, "And so?"
 
   "Funny thing. He laughed when Doc said that. Then he just left. It bothered both of us, though; someone poking around about you. It's not right."
 
   Lila said, "It certainly isn't," and slipped her arm under Crow's, holding on to his hand. Crow tightened the arm, pulled her into closer contact. He told Garza, "You and Doc Newton are friends. Just so you know, I'm not in any trouble."
 
   Garza was dubious. "Then why?"
 
   Lila seconded that. "Yes, Crow. Who'd be checking up on you? And why?"
 
   He made a face. "I believe I know. Something that should have been over and someone won't let it go. No problem."
 
   Behind them, still on the porch, Herman said, "Well, something's going on. That's George's car turning in here, and I'm sure that's Martha beside him."
 
   The others turned to look. Lila said, "It's a convention. I don't understand. "
 
   With an agility that would have stunned many high school cheerleaders, Martha popped out of the car as soon as it stopped. She rushed to the stairs and onto the porch where she brushed past Crow to embrace Lila. The blur of her actions couldn't hide her concern. She stepped back quickly, looking into Lila's eyes. She said, "It's Pastor Richards. They've called a meeting."
 
   Crow said, "The Pastor's called a meeting? Of who?"
 
   Lila said, "Is he all right?"
 
   Herman stepped onto the porch. "Who's 'they?'"
 
   Garza quietly retreated off the porch to stand with George. Neither spoke.
 
   Martha waved her arms. "Van says Andy's a criminal. He says he's got proof. It's just awful."
 
   Crow caught one of her flying hands. "Hold on, Martha. Just hold on. Take a deep breath. Start at the beginning. Did Van tell you this himself?"
 
   Nodding vigorously, Martha struggled for control. A twitchy hand patted her hair while the other tugged to straighten her skirt. She straightened. "The church board," she said. "Van called every one of us. Told us he had proof."
 
   Lila asked, "Proof of what? What's Pastor Richards accused of?"
 
   Martha shook her head. "Van won't say. Andy won't talk to anyone. Van says it's something the board has to know. He said the Sheriff'll be there."
 
   Crow turned to Lila. "Andy Richards is a good man. I'm on board for that meeting."
 
   Lila's head jerked as if she'd been slapped. "You? What can you do? The stress..." Her mouth snapped shut. A quick fist covered her mouth, too late to block what had just been said. 
 
   Crow stared at her for a long moment before turning away. He asked George, "This meeting - where and when?"
 
   Startled at the sudden attention, George stammered. "It's a... You're not a board member. Are you allowed?"
 
   "Yes. Answer me."
 
   Grabbing Crow's arm, Garza said, "Don't cook off on me, First Sergeant. Not me. I'm going with you. Keep it together or, so help me God, I'll put a chokehold on you that'll put you to sleep for a week. I swear I will."
 
   Crow glared. At the far end of the porch Major rose silently, padding stiff-legged toward the scene. Then Crow laughed. Threw back his head and roared. When he slowed to inhale, he controlled it, told Garza, "I believe you. I do. I'm glad you're here."
 
   Uncertainly, Garza nodded. Lila said, "I won't let you hurt yourself. There's been enough of that. I won't let it happen again."
 
   The face Crow turned to her was flint. Eerily, she felt she was looking through it. It thrilled her so strongly she was afraid her knees would buckle.
 
   I see fear. Red mist, swirling. That's fear. And there's anger. Despair.
 
   There's more than that.
 
   The presence. Again. I see his mind. I hear hers. Trying to speak to me.
 
   She cries. 
 
   I can't understand you. 
 
   A word. "Forgiveness." One word? What can that mean? Tell me something!
 
   Fear. Why is she afraid?
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter29]Chapter 29 
 
   Single file, the group entered the church, grim and apprehensive. Pastor Richards sat in the front pew, head down. He made no effort to see what was going on behind him. He was alone, the other members of the church board scattered throughout three pews behind him. They formed tight knots of threes and fours, about twenty people in all. They stared at the newcomers with a mix of confusion and concern. A white screen on a stand shielded the altar. Between it and the Pastor, Van watched the latecomers arrive. He stood with his arms folded, posing his triumph. Lila led the entering column. Van sent her a smile. It was unpleasant.
 
   A second man, a stranger, nondescript as dust, busied himself at a card table with a projector aimed at the screen. 
 
   Crow brought up the rear of the group. Van's attitude changed as soon as he saw him. He stepped forward, practically bumping into the Pastor. An imperious finger aimed at Crow, he declared, "This meeting's for people from Lupine. We don't need outsiders. And get that mutt out of here. You can't bring a dog in a church."
 
   Pastor Richards hunched tighter, still not turning. 
 
   Everyone in front of Crow stopped. He maneuvered past them, Major trailing. When he was beside Lila, Crow planted his feet. "Me and Major are staying. And if it's only locals welcome, explain him." He nodded at the second man.
 
   Before Van could answer, the man faced Crow, saying, "My name's Piers, Jason Piers. I'm a private detective. Mr. Vanderkirk hired me to..."
 
   Van practically shouted his interruption. "I'll tell them what they need to know."
 
   Lila said, "Let him speak, Van; are you embarrassed?"
 
   Piers raised his hands, palm out. "Never mind, Ms. Milam. It's okay. I don't mind."
 
   Crow unconsciously raised his chin. His eyes narrowed. He said nothing, continuing to watch Piers closely until Lila nudged him. "Don't you want to hear what he has to say?"
 
   "I believe that's why we're here, actually; to hear Van tell us what Mr. Piers's been up to."
 
   Garza hurried in from parking his car as if entering on a cue. He grinned apology until he spotted Peirs and blurted, "You. You're the guy who came to our clinic."
 
   Lila said, "Him? The one asking about Crow?" Even as she spoke, she noted Crow's completely unaffected attitude. It was so unlike him she frowned her surprise.
 
   Garza, moving to join Crow, said, "That's him." Then to Piers, "What are you doing here? You're not finding out anything about him. Get that straight." He jerked a thumb at Crow.
 
   Van blustered. "This's got nothing to do with you, whoever you are. Nobody gives a damn about this trailer trash."
 
   At that, Pastor Richards finally reacted. He stood, jabbed a finger into Van's chest. There was enough force to send the larger man a step back. The Pastor said, "You don't swear in here." Van reacted by cocking a fist. The look on his face made it clear he intended to strike.
 
   A man Crow didn't know shot to his feet, shouting. "Don't even think about it, Vanderkirk."
 
   Van said, "You saw. He struck me. I have a right to defend myself."
 
   The man said, "Right? I'm the Chief of Police. You touch him and I have the right to arrest you."
 
   Sneering, Van stepped away from the Pastor. "So I'm the bad guy. Wait till you know what I know."
 
   Crow said, "So far what we know is you're brave about hitting people twice your age and half your weight. You got anything else?"
 
   The Chief glanced back at Crow. "That's enough, sir. Mr. Vanderkirk says he's leveling serious accusations against Pastor Richards. The Pastor agreed to attend this meeting so Mr. Vanderkirk can detail them to the entire church board. It's all by the book and it's all board members of this church - except you, and that fellow with you. I'm asking you to leave."
 
   Lila made a sound in her throat. She grabbed Crow's forearm. But it was the Pastor who spoke. He faced the others for the first time. Crow wished he hadn't. The man was broken, old beyond imagining. His eyes were as dull as slate. He seemed to have difficulty focusing on Crow. "Please. Stay. The other man as well, if he's your friend. You're a good man. I know you for a troubled one. I want you to learn the consequences of letting trouble make your decisions for you. I owe you that."
 
   Crow said, "You don't owe me...," and got no farther. Pastor Richards made a weak gesture and turned away.
 
   Van filled the silence. "All right, let's stay on point. Lupine's trusted and believed Richards for almost fifty years. I'm telling you every day of it's been a lie."
 
   There were gasps in the crowd. Then a low, growling mutter. Three men stood up. So did the Pastor, sternly erect. He faced them. "Calm, friends, please. I agreed to this meeting because what Mr. Vanderkirk has to say must be heard and I must answer. As it's written in Chronicles, How many times shall I adjure thee that thou say nothing but the truth to me in the name of the Lord?"
 
    Van nodded without glancing the Pastor's way. Then, "How many people here have received financial assistance from this church?" Several hands went up, Marge's, Herman's, and George's among them. Only then did Crow remember Lila's secret that she shared so light-heartedly because he was supposed to be gone the following day. Her hand rose reluctantly, barely reached her shoulder. She stared at her feet. Then Crow saw Van's concentration on her. And the quick, slick smile that made him think of snakes.
 
   Continuing, Van said. "I'm sure you all remember how thorough the application process is. The forms you had to fill out? The legal stuff? And the interest you agreed to pay?"
 
   Heads nodded. Van went on, enjoying himself. "Those rules are there to protect everyone. The thing is, it's not the Pastor's money. You donated it to the church, not him. If he uses the money for his own purposes, or to help someone without proper accountability, that's embezzlement. Pastor Richards did just that."
 
   "I want to speak now." The Pastor was on his feet. "I have to explain."
 
   Van opened his mouth, but the Chief was ahead of him. "We'll hear from Andy."
 
   Van protested. "I'm not done yet. There's more..."
 
   "Give it a rest." Red-faced, the Chief dared response. Van sat down. So did Crow and the entire audience. Major kept place in the aisle next to his master.
 
   Pastor Richards looked toward the choir loft. A distant gaze implied he was talking to someone beyond the building. "I've known Lila Milam since she was a little girl. When I heard she'd come back here - come home - and was in need with her rebuilding project, we penciled out what we hoped would cover her expenses beyond her own financial strength. The amount was far more than the church budgets for its loan program. I weighed it very carefully. Once complete, her project will be like Herman's clockworks, a sort of magnet, only Lila's will draw an outdoor crowd the way his shop drew other craftsmen as well as customers to Lupine. I authorized the loan. Only if she'd swear to keep it a secret. I didn't want others assuming we could finance larger projects. We agreed she'll repay the amount and interest accrued when the business allows."
 
   "That's all warm and fuzzy, but it's not legal," Van told the gathering. "It was just a trick to keep someone like me from developing that land properly. Plain and simple, it's embezzlement." 
 
   The self-satisfaction brought Crow back to his feet. He made no sound, so it surprised him to see every head in the pews swivel his way, waiting. Only then did he realize Marge, next to Lila, was on her feet, as well.
 
   She spoke before he recovered. "Andy Richards, you sweet, silly old thing; don't you ever learn? Did you really believe this was all your secret?" She looked to a blonde woman sitting in the second row. "Susan, you keep the books here: When did you notice Andy moved that money to a different bank?"
 
   "Three days later. I remember, because..."
 
   Marge jumped in. "What'd you do about it?" 
 
   A bit miffed, Susan was brisk. "I called a friend. She told me who had access to the funds. Then I called you."
 
   "And I called you, John. You're our board president. Then what happened?"
 
   John was a younger man with a tiny blond wife who clung to him with a visible pride that made Crow swallow hard to hide a smile. Both seemed quite happy with John's answer for Van. "As the church board, we wrote up the loan as a unique venture. We all signed the agreement."
 
   The Pastor stammered, confused. "You never told me."
 
   Van said, "You can't do that. You can't just lend out money that way."
 
   Still smiling, John said, "Why not? Like you said, it's our money."
 
   The Chief said, "I believe we can all go home now." To Van, he added, "You're probably thinking about calling in your lawyer. You do that. I'd like to see the news services get hold of that one."
 
   Van's answer was cold, controlled. "If you leave now, you'll miss the important stuff. I told you all this man's lied to us with every breath he's taken here. I was surprised to learn he's a thief." The angry swell from the group made him blink, but he pushed on. "That theology degree he has on his wall's trash. It was a diploma mill. Doesn't even exist anymore. He's a fraud."
 
   Marge was still on her feet. She said, "Some of us knew that from Day One. Just like we've known you for a bully since you were born. That school was accredited when he went there; we checked. But you know what? We were already helping him build this church because we knew he was the man we wanted." She tossed her head and resettled her gaze on the other man, Piers. "Best you learn here and now, Mister; dug-up dirt's not always a bad thing. It grows flowers sometimes. So why don't you just take your little Power Point thingy and stick it..."
 
   "Marge." The Pastor's shout drowned out her suggestion. He went on, "More secrets, Marge? You let me believe - let all these other folks believe..."
 
   This time she cut him off. "I've told you a thousand times, Andy Richards; I'm a gossip, not a tattletale. And you're a man of God as sure as I'm standing here. No piece of paper changes that."
 
   Lila glanced at Crow to see his reaction to Marge's revelations. She was shocked to see his attention was still locked on the man Piers. She nudged him. "Aren't you listening to any of this?"
 
   He muttered. "Every word. Look at Piers. He's swallowed a canary. What's going on here?"
 
   Van was saying, "...so you know things I didn't. I wouldn't be so smug if I were you."
 
   "He's right," Pastor Richards said. "I lied to you. I'm ashamed."
 
   On his feet now, Van moved to stand beside Piers, telling him, "Show these people the things you showed me." The intense light blasted onto the white screen. Van said, "You may not care that your preacher's a fraud, a liar, and an incompetent thief, but I think you'll change your mind about him when you learn he's also a murderer." 
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   Piers said, "You want me to throw up the slides now?" 
 
   Spontaneous audience outcry shouting denial at Van shook the walls. He retorted, his voice lost in bedlam. One of the few not shouting was Piers. His unwavering smile wandered across the gathering like a happy puppy making new friends. 
 
   Lila held onto Crow. He, in turn, kept a hand on Major's nervous, searching head. 
 
   The Pastor and Chief quieted things. Occasional outbursts welled up, gusts marking a dying storm. Crow heard them as a sadness; he felt fear in them. Leaning toward Lila, he said, "That Piers guy - he's too calm. It bothers me."
 
   "Don't let this get to you." Tension bit Lila's words short. The sound seemed to trouble her. She reached across her body to clutch Crow's arm with that hand, as well. "Promise me you won't do...you know...something foolish."
 
   He said, "I'm trying. I'll promise that."
 
   Lila swallowed the argument already on her tongue. Instead, she held him all the tighter. She made her own promise
 
   I'm not letting go.
 
   Maybe not ever.
 
   Here, now, I know. Something inside is never letting go.
 
   Somewhere a woman laughed. Not a nervous giggle. An entirely inappropriate sound, almost happiness. The contradiction of it shocked Lila as much as any profane tirade. She searched for the source to no avail.
 
   Pastor Richard's was stoic. "You all know I love you. But I've lived a lie among you." A tired grin lent a sliver of life to the deadened features. "Not as badly as I thought, thanks to my precious Marge and her wonderful accomplices. Still, to salvage what shred of honor I have left, I must face what I've done. Mr. Vanderkirk has done me a favor: He's freed me of my deceit. I assured the Chief I wouldn't interfere with Van's accusations. I didn't know exactly what they'd be, but I had reason to suspect. When he's done, I'll say what I must, including my goodbye to all of you."
 
   He sat down, head up, back straight, facing the screen. Van nodded at Piers. All the church's lights save those in the vestibule went out. A newspaper image blasted onto the screen, stark black letters: Hippy Killer Flees. The page crawled upward, bringing a photograph of a bewhiskered, unkempt young man. The name in the caption was James Scott. 
 
   Someone said, "That's just someone who looks like the Pastor." Others agreed.
 
   Piers flashed a video. Behind an anchorman another photo showed James Scott neatly dressed, clean-shaven, smiling. Any identity doubts were crushed. The newsman said, "Exclusively on our breaking news interruption, this may be Scott's present appearance. Before he joined the radical group he was a well-regarded electronics student at Brooks Technical School. The captured members of the group all point to him as the designer of the bomb seized by the authorities. They report it was the argument about where to place it that led to the fight that ended in the death of Mr. Roland."
 
   Another picture on the screen. Van said, "Note the date, please; exactly a year after the first slide I showed you. And the article headline: 'Bomb-Making Radical Scott Still Running?"
 
   The screen went blank. The church lights reappeared. Without standing, drawing out the accusation, Val said, "There you are, Scott or Richards or whatever name you're using today. You've done a lot of good things since those days. To avoid prison for murder, nothing more than that. Changing your name and carrying a bible doesn't change what you did."
 
   A woman flounced down the aisle to shake an finger in Van's face. She was short, plump, plainly dressed, close to being a caricature of a raging housewife. Her chin trembled desperately. Nevertheless, her voice was firm. "You're a bully. Everyone in town knows this all started because Lila Milam won't back down for you. We all know how you've been sniffing around her, too. You destroyed her friend - and ours - out of plain spite. Andy Richards is a better man than you'll ever be. What do you think she thinks of you now, big man?"
 
   Van leaned forward, towering over the woman. He said, "She's the victim, not Richards. He talked her into borrowing money, money he had no moral right to lend her. Now she owes his church and the bank. I started the background check to protect her. Finding out this other stuff was just a bonus."
 
   "Bonus?" The woman's eyes bulged. Spit speckled Van's face and shirt. He grimaced, stepped back. The woman drove on. "It makes me sick to hear you talk about 'moral right.' Whatever Pastor Richards did all those years ago, I know he had a better reason for it than you have for what you did tonight."
 
   Agreement was low thunder among the listeners. Van found his handkerchief and dramatically finished wiping himself clean. Barely restrained fury twisted his features. "People don't always understand what's best for them. Not at first. My business is realities. Facts. Even if they hurt." He looked past the woman at Lila.
 
   "I know what's best for me," she told him, as if they were alone in conversation. "I've grown accustomed to realities I don't like and facts that hurt. No matter how bad things get, though, there's always at least one bright spot. Mine now is I never have to speak to you again. And if you ever try to speak to me, I'll hit you with a restraining order."
 
   Pushing past the woman blocking his way, Van positioned himself in the aisle between the pews. He jerked a thumb back at the screen and Piers. He said, "Richards is a con artist and a killer. This is about protecting people, protecting you."
 
   In the pew behind Crow, Garza said, "Why was your man checking out Crow? You trying to get something on him, too?"
 
   "Shut up. None of this is your concern."
 
   Crow held out his left hand to keep Garza behind him. Without taking his gaze from Van, he said, "Garza, just stand at ease; this is mine." Then, to Van, "You've done your damage. Move on, why don't you?"
 
   Van ignored him. He told Lila, "You're mad because I made you face facts. I'm the one looking out for you." Then he shifted his attention to Crow, digging into a pocket for a folded paper. He waved it. "This is you, hero. Three arrests for drunk and disorderly. Two more for disorderly conduct - street fights, actually. And, like your holy man friend there, a major felony - intent to kill."
 
   Absolutely silent, the crowd stared at Crow and waited. Half-smiling, he gestured, brushing away trifling annoyance. "No need to sugarcoat things on my account. Tell them the serious arrest included trespassing and theft. I took a puppy from the man involved. I'd do it again. Go ahead and tell folks that assault and battery was the lesser charge attached to the intent to kill thing. Just between you and me, that word 'intent' still bothers me. You know how the law twists things. Believe me, if I intended to kill him, he'd be dead. Aside from all that, you got it pretty much straight, but I believe you probably just forgot to mention all charges were dismissed. That can happen even to a thoughtful, looking-out-for-folks person. Like you." 
 
   Lila yanked on the arm in her grasp. A sharp pain in her fingers made her realize how strongly she'd clenched them. "That's enough," she said. "You're all wound up. Don't you dare take a chance on getting hurt. It could be...awful. I won't let it happen."
 
   Van took a step up the aisle. 
 
   Major moved, causing Crow to lose contact with him. It forced him to turn away from Lila, silencing any response. First, Crow noted Van's abrupt stop. Then, looking down, he saw Major on his feet, head lowered. Crow commanded, "Sit." Reluctantly, the dog obeyed. 
 
   Beyond Van, Piers startled everyone when he broke the silence. "You done, Mr. Crow?" Then, shifting his attention to Van, his smile blossomed to a full-out grin. "How about you, Mr. Vanderkirk; you done all your damage now?"
 
   The Chief interrupted. "Enough. I'm taking Pastor Richards into custody until we iron this out."
 
   Once again, the crowd mumbled angrily. Unruffled, Piers continued. "It won't hurt to wait just a minute, Chief. Will you give me that?"
 
   Van said, "I told you to shut up once. Let the law do what it has to do."
 
   Piers said, "In a minute." Without waiting for either the Chief or Van, he busied himself at his projector. The reappearance of the light quieted everyone.
 
   Lila whispered to Crow, "What's he talking about?"
 
   Crow said, "All I know is he quit smiling. I think we find out now what he's got up his sleeve." Next to Lila, Marge agreed. "I've been thinking the same thing. Sly, that's what he is."
 
   Piers faced the crowd as if he were on a stage. The second newspaper image with the headline of escape filled the screen. Piers said, "I've worked for Mr. Vanderkirk several times. He's a difficult client. This job put me in the position of doing some unethical things. Yes, private investigators do have ethics. Same as lawyers or bankers. We have expenses, too. The job before this one, Mr. Vanderkirk gouged hell out of me. Pardon the French, Pastor. He may know something about embezzlement. He knows more about extortion."
 
   "I warned you." Van advanced on Piers.
 
   The Chief caught him by the shoulder. Van whirled to face the interference. Stepping back, calm but ready, the Chief told Van, "Take a seat, Mr. Vanderkirk. You started all this. I'm giving your man some time to play it out."
 
   "You can't tell me what to do. I'll get you fired."
 
   "That could happen. But not before this man talks to us. Now sit down or go to jail." 
 
   Back in her pew, the woman who'd confronted Van was re-energized. "Lock him up, Gary. Who needs him? Mr. Piers, what've you got for us?" She sat down before the exasperated Chief could tell her. Van threw himself onto a pew, scowling. He told Piers, "I hope you know how much trouble you're in."
 
   Piers said, "Likewise, Mr. Vanderkirk," his grin apparently gone for good. Piers spoke to the Pastor. "Up front, my apologies for putting you through this, sir. I had to give Mr. Vanderkirk enough rope. That last headline I put up? Computer trick. Never happened. Here's the article you want to read." Another headline popped up: "Miracle On Alexander Avenue."
 
   Piers turned off the projector. "They took your victim to the morgue after Medic One pronounced him dead. They were rolling him in when he sat up and asked if anyone had a joint. You didn't kill anyone. Knocked him out, is all. He did time, along with the rest of that bunch. He works for a medical marijuana place now. Finally got that joint he craved, I guess. He said to tell you no hard feelings."
 
   Wobbling, the Pastor forced himself to his feet. The Chief steadied him. The Pastor croaked, then, "He lived?"
 
   Van charged Piers. Once more, the Chief moved to stop him. This time, however, Van was prepared. He set himself, threw a straight right hand with his whole body behind it. The fist hit the oncoming Chief between the eyes. He dropped in a quivering heap. Then Van was on Piers. The smaller man had no chance, but he didn't retreat. Van was battering him mercilessly by the time Crow reached the end of the aisle. Lila and Garza both raced after them, Lila alternately yelling for him to stop and shouting at 911 on her cell phone. 
 
   At the sight of the onrushing Crow, Van let Piers fall and seized the staff of an encased flag. He aimed the glinting brass spearhead and charged, bellowing like a bull. For Crow it was bayonet drill. He turned sideways, pushing at the shaft. The point slipped harmlessly past. Van hurtled on. Crow, in total control now, smashed a forearm into Van's forehead. Van's head snapped back. He slammed to the floor. Incredibly, he rolled away, gaining distance in order to stand and fight more.
 
   Two steps had Crow standing over Van. Now he was the one holding the flagstaff. He crouched, taut, the point wedged into the hollow at the base of Van's throat. Skin puckered dead white around the gilded metal. Crow's face was a mask, huge-eyed, teeth bared in a pure animal snarl. Rigid, Van stared into it and gibbered terror.
 
   The thing howling in Crow's head brought unbearable pain. He screamed agony and fear. The voice he believed he'd vanquished long ago raged its triumph. It told Crow to kill. 
 
   The spearhead waited, poised at the end of a red tunnel. Crow wanted - needed - to plunge it into the trembling flesh. All the dreams, all the hallucinations, all the mourning shimmered on the tip of the shining metal. The evil of the world was concentrated there. 
 
   The voice sang of killing to be free. 
 
   Somewhere far away a woman called Crow. He ignored the sound, but only for a moment. It called again. The howling retreated. The murderous voice cursed the woman. Crow turned from Van. The red tunnel sought her out. Lila's features were contorted, pleading. When Crow looked into her eyes they twisted his soul. 
 
   Spinning away from that, he concentrated again on the spearpoint, savored the blood lust devouring his mind. Then, shivering violently, he stepped back and broke the weapon across his thigh. As he threw the broken pieces down the voice in his head shrieked as if he'd stabbed it. 
 
   The tunnel disappeared. 
 
   Dreamlike, Crow moved to where Piers lay moaning. He called to Garza, looking over his shoulder at the instant Major pulled Garza off his feet and tore free. Crow dropped in time to dodge under Van's swing with the clubbed half of the spear shaft. The larger man recovered before Crow could regain to his feet. The club swung again. 
 
   Major leaped past in a blur. He crashed into Van's chest, cancelling the blow. Impact bowled the man backwards. The dog fell with him, roaring, savaging him. Van's cries soared.
 
   Crow rushed to pull Major off. He moved too fast, stumbled. Out of control, he fell forward, ever faster. Outstretched hands slammed into Major's side. To the dog, it was a surprise attack. He reacted. His jaws snapped shut on Crow's left arm between wrist and elbow like the strike of shears. Crow yelled and sprawled away, clutching a gushing wound. 
 
   Major barked once. Then he backed off, whining.
 
   Garza was on Crow quickly, cutting off Crow's sleeve, using it as a pressure bandage. He was shouting directions to the people tending the Chief, Piers, and Van when the emergency medical team rushed in. A young woman efficiently wrapped a bandage around Crow's arm while Lila fluttered around them, touching Crow as if assuring herself he was still there. Garza went to help the EMTs with Van and Piers. When the EMT was done with Crow, she said, "That's got to hurt. I'll give you something." She had the needle poised when Crow grabbed her wrist. She flinched in alarm.
 
   He said, "I don't see Major."
 
   She pulled against his hold. "What?" 
 
   Lila said, "His dog. Big, brown. He bit... He was part of all this."
 
   Crow released the woman, stood up. Lila grabbed him. She said, "It's all right. The excitement... He's off in a corner or something."
 
   The EMT said, "A dog ran out when we came in. "
 
   Yanking free of Lila, grimacing at the pain, Crow walked away. The EMT objected. "Sir, you need stitches. Treatment. You can't..."
 
   Lila said, "Wait. I'm coming with you."
 
   He turned. Inadvertently, she cried out, raised fisted hands to her cheeks. The face she looked at was ruined, the eyes she looked into were raw pain. He said, "Don't you see? It's happening again. He's run away. Because I destroy..." He broke off, choked, wiped at his downturned face with one hand and tried again. "I destroy everything I love. Keep away. Leave me alone." 
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   "This is where he'll come," Crow said to Lila. In the darkness the newly-painted white of Bake's Place was a beacon. Crow switched off the pickup's headlights. Lila's heart lurched. Faintly shrouded by a three-quarter moon the building's image changed to ghostly and ominous.
 
   Lila said, "I hope you're right. Everyone in town's looking for him."
 
   Crow opened his door and stepped to the ground, cutting her off. "I've told you all evening; don't get involved. If you're not smart enough to look out for yourself, I'll do it. The minute I find him, I'll bivouac down at the county campsite. I'll stick around here until tonight's mess is straightened out, but that's it." He headed for the Airstream.
 
   Lila ran after him. "Don't you dare turn your back on me. I love Major, too. You can't close me out."
 
   Looking up into the starred sky without turning, he said, "Please. You have to know how hard this is for me." All the fierceness was melted from his voice. The forlorn remainder gripped Lila's heart like claws.
 
   She pleaded. "Hard for you? I'm the one who said 'I love you.' I know you love me, even if you'd rather die alone in a ditch than say so." Crow still faced away from her. Secretly she was glad. She'd seen his hurt and knew she couldn't do what she had to do now if she saw that again. Lost, with no way to fight back, she edged into surrender. "At least be honest enough to tell me you love me before you go. Can you understand that, Crow? Do you have any idea how much that would mean to me?"
 
   "It wouldn't change anything." 
 
   "I know that. I'm looking for crumbs now. A woman wants to be told she's loved. A lot of us know it's a lie and we settle for it anyhow. You'd never lie like that to me. But what you're doing's worse."
 
   The silence stretched for so long she despaired. 
 
   Finally, he made the slightest gesture with the uninjured arm. He said, "I'm leaving the pickup here. I'll come for it after I find Major."
 
   The callous dismissal of everything she'd said was crippling. She gasped, barely heard her own anguished, "Oh, Crow." Above her, the moon spiraled. Stars whirled. She tottered sideways.
 
   Somehow he sensed her distress, caught her as she fell. Dimly, she recalled that happening once before. This time there was no rush of emotion or exciting speculation. She looked up into concerned features inches away. He lifted her until she steadied. He said, "I can't talk to you about love. If I did... You've seen what happens. You mean so much..." He took a deep breath. "I have to go."
 
   Numb with disappointment, she watched darkness swallow him. A tiny piece of her mind said it was an appropriate metaphor. Then she went home.
 
    
 
   *          *          *          *         *
 
    
 
   Crow dressed warmly for his vigil. Drizzling rain touched his face when he stepped outside. In the distance a coyote yipped complaint. Crow retreated to a cabinet and brought out a .45 automatic and shoulder holster. After strapping on the rig, he pulled out two weatherproof ponchos and went out again. It took him several minutes to get a good fire in the pit. Dense smoke roiled from the rain-dampened wood and crawled away through the brush.
 
   Crow settled against an old fir, wearing one poncho, draping his lower body with the second. He was already shivering. Conversationally, he said, "I know you're around, Major. I'll wait. Everything's ok."
 
   The answer was a delicate patter of rain and the irritable crackle and spit from the fire. 
 
   Time passed. A superstitious fear of bad luck kept Crow from looking at his watch. The coyotes - several now, and closer - yipped and sang. Rain and fire kept up a monotonous dialogue. The only break was when Crow forced himself to lever upright a body stiffened by wet cold so he could refuel the pit. 
 
   Then Major was there. Little more than his white blaze, dim at the edge of the firelight. Softly, Crow said, "Everything's ok, boy, hear? It was an accident, is all. I've cut myself worse shaving. Come on over to me." Smothering a groan, Crow moved to get up.
 
   Major disappeared. No sound, no disturbed brush. Simply gone. 
 
   Crushed, Crow slumped back against his tree.
 
   Behind him, Lila said, "He'll be back."
 
   Crow bent around to look at her. "You scared him away."
 
   "I did not. He spooked when you moved. I don't blame him. You didn't say the right things."
 
   "That's crazy."
 
   "Isn't he the same as you? Does that make you crazy, too?"
 
   "What's that mean, 'same as you?'"
 
   She sat down beside him, making a face when her hands touched the wet ground. She wore bright yellow raingear, trousers and jacket with hood. Once settled, she continued, "You've both got the same problem and the same wrong solution. I thought it all out."
 
   "Did you, now?"
 
    She ignored the grating sarcasm. "He's afraid. I can fix it."
 
   "You scared him off. You can't fix that."
 
   She let that pass, too. "When he comes back I want you... Look. There he is."
 
   Crow straightened. Major took a step backward, with one forepaw raised. Lila's whisper was fierce. "Tell him you forgive him."
 
   Crow said, "That's a good boy. Come, Major. Come." 
 
   "Tell him. Tell him."
 
   Fake enthusiasm clattered in Crow's voice. "It's ok, boy. I forgive you."
 
   Major lowered the raised paw. Lila whispered again. "Talk to him. He's scared. He wants to come to you." 
 
   Crow said, "Don't be afraid. I mean it; I forgive you. You know I do. You know I love you. I can't lose you. I just can't, dog. I forgive. I do."
 
   Major whined, as he had in the church. Crow pressed, reached out a hand from under the poncho. "Come to me. Please. "
 
   Tentatively, the dog advanced, stopping literally every few inches. He'd cast about, scenting the darkness. That done, he'd search Crow's gaze for a moment. Then, head lowered, he'd chance another small, cautious step.
 
   Crow willed himself immobile. In the firelight's glow his outstretched hand trembled like carved ice threatening to shatter. 
 
   Lila fought to stifle sobs. Her heart was a runaway, every beat counterpoint to her shivering. Tears scorched her eyes, traced warm streaks on her face.
 
   Major finally came to the welcoming hand. He sniffed it, nuzzled it. Still Crow didn't react. Major licked the fingers. With that, Crow touched the dog's head, painfully rotating his wrist to pet him. He said, "Thank you, you good dog, you. Welcome back." 
 
   The dog sat. Sagging forward, it tucked its chin into the juncture of Crow's neck and shoulder. Crow rearranged the ponchos to cover them both. Major lay curled against him. 
 
   Lila asked, "Do you realize it's coming on daybreak? Let's get inside."
 
   He wouldn't look at her. He said, "I'm fine. Major needs to warm up a bit. I'll just stay here a while."
 
   She told herself she should've expected it. She told him, "I understand." He didn't move, didn't speak. Getting to her feet was the hardest thing she'd ever done. Once more she walked to her home alone. 
 
    
 
   *          *          *          *          *
 
    
 
   It was mid-morning when she heard the odd sound from the front of the building. At first she assumed it was Crow retrieving his pickup. When Zasu trotted to the store's door and sniffed, tail wagging, she was puzzled, but not concerned. On her way past the fireplace she pitched in some wood before moving on to investigate. When she opened the door, Crow stood there in clean clothes and washed up. He wore the Stetson and lowered a rechargeable drill, finishing work on the doorjamb. Major sat next to him. It took her a moment to realize he'd just re-hung the screen door. 
 
   She said, "I really don't need that. I'm getting airconditioning."
 
   He put the drill on the floor. "This is yours," then, "I figured. I just thought, you know, since the place is almost done, fixing that loopy door was sort of a symbol."
 
   "It is. Thanks." She smiled and hoped the hurt didn't twist it too badly. 
 
   Silence bristled between them. She said, "It's cold. You want some tea before..."
 
   He didn't let her finish. "Yes, please. I want to tell you... I mean, ask you..."
 
   It was almost amusing to see his hands flail as if he'd snatch the right words out of the air. She led into the living room, Major and Zasu padding behind them. It took her a minute to pour hot water from the kettle on the tea bags and return. He was leaning against the mantle. She handed him the mug
 
   We had so little time. But so many memories.
 
   She said, "If you're here to say goodbye, don't. I've had enough of that."
 
   He sipped, spoke to the fire, not her. "You said I'm like my dog. You said tell him I forgive him." Before she could move, he'd put the mug on the mantle and was holding her hands. His were so cold his touch was almost painful.
 
   Chin raised, she took back her hands and jammed them in her jeans pockets. "Warm your hands. They're freezing." He splayed them to the fire's warmth. She continued, "He was afraid. Not that you'd hit him or anything. He was afraid you'd forgive him."
 
   Crow flushed. "That's ridiculous."
 
   "Not to him. He believed what he did was unforgivable. Worse, he didn't know if he had enough love in him to properly appreciate being forgiven. It's a destroying burden. But you already know that. At least the dog got out from under it." 
 
   "I know what you're doing. That's religion stuff. Only I'm not God and the dog's not me. It's a stupid idea."
 
   "I've got a million stupid ideas. That's not one of them. You are, though. Stupidest idea I ever had." It felt good. She said it again. "Stupid idea."
 
   She turned away, but treacherous knees betrayed her. She mustered enough control to sink semi-gracefully into her leather chair. It embraced her like a sympathetic mourner.
 
   Crow knelt in front of her, almost touching her. She held her breath, steeled herself to accept what he was, what he was going to tell her, and get through this. He said, "Just listen, please. What you said - the forgiveness thing. I think you may be right." He paused, reddened, looking away. Then, like a small boy doing a recitation, he plowed ahead. "That's not so. I know you're right. I am afraid, just like you said. But now I know it's wrong. I'll deal with it."
 
   "Of course you will. You'll try to run away from it. Look, I get it, ok?"
 
   "That's not what I meant. I'm saying I want to do something about it. About me."
 
   Hope swelled in her like a tidal wave. Experience told her to head for higher ground. "Can you imagine how much I want to believe that? You don't even know what's involved. I talked to Garza tonight. He told me. You'd have to learn to trust somebody. You'd have to accept other people. Not everybody, but some who'd support you, help you deal with things. Go talk to the professionals. Stop running, first off."
 
   "All right. So I don't know all the rules. But I said I want to do something about the way I am, and I mean it." 
 
   "You mean you'll get help?" Her heart gave a peculiar hiccup. She told it to back off.
 
   He said, "No."
 
   Under her breath, she said, "See, Lila? Dummy. Told you." He was looking at her strangely. She spoke aloud. "Look, you do what you think's best. Good luck."
 
   He stood up, moved back to the mantel. He held the Stetson to his chest with both hands. The pose was so awkward she thought she'd choke.
 
   Oh, my God, he's practiced this. 
 
   He cleared his throat, then, "You were right about Major. And me. I do love you. I wish I could say that all romantic and such. I'm doing the best I can. When you said I was hurting you it like to killed me. I want to help you. Stand by you. I'll do whatever it takes to be the kind of man you want to spend your life with. I want to make you happy. I want to wake up mornings and know I can call your name and hear your voice when you answer. I want to see you smile. Laugh. Hold you in my arms. I love you. I'm asking you to marry me." He stepped closer. 
 
   "Yes." It flew out of her mouth so joyous she wasn't sure she'd actually spoken.
 
   Crow kept talking, as earnest as before. "I've got my retirement and I invested part of my pay every month. I can help with the money thing. I'm not just a used-up old grunt; I'm pretty handy..." He stopped. His eyes widened. "Did you say yes?"
 
   Lila rose, came to him. She was pretty sure if she looked hard enough she'd see sparks popping off her skin. She said, "Yes, I did, and yes, again. Yes forever. I want to be your wife." 
 
   He beamed. It faded quickly when she held up a warning finger. She took a deep breath and rushed the words. "There's a condition. I want you happy. I want to make you happy. I can't do that - not completely - unless we go head-on at this PTSD issue. We'll beat it. Together."
 
   The grin was back. "I never thought I could talk about it, not to anyone. I wanted to ask you what I should do. You'd work with me? If you would, I can do anything they tell me to do. I love you. If you're beside me..." He shook his head, a man too full of hope to believe his luck.
 
   Lila laughed out loud, wrapped her arms around him. She said, "I never want to be anywhere else."
 
    He laughed, too. The rumble in his chest was kettle drums and the heavy end of the piano. He said, "That's the wildest thing." He bent back and she looked up into his face. He said, "That's exactly what I told myself on the walk over here. I don't ever want to be anywhere else."
 
    And he pulled her close again, tighter, and kissed her.
 
   It dawned on Lila that'd never happened before. She hoped this one was telling her what the rest would be like. Then she lost herself in it.
 
   Major thudded to the floor in front of the fireplace as if resigned to a long stay. He seemed determined to get used to it.
 
    
 
   
THE BEGINNING
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