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For Monique




I'm gonna make me a big sharp axe

Shining steel tempered in the fire

I'll chop you down like an old dead tree

Dirty old town

Dirty old town

—The Pogues
When God chose the cast, he made them

spear carriers.

—Ken Bruen


1898
The Corrigans are killed.
News of the town, hollered up fever pitch by a boy running down Galway Road this day, this cold February day, 1898. Shop owners stepped onto their verandas to see what all the bellowing was about, women scraped the frost from parlour windows to see the lad running through the snow. Some of them had sniffed the bad business during the night. The smell of smoke, rich and angry, drifting through the town to find them in their beds. A few had even seen the glow of it, hazing over the treeline but none had gone to find its source. Closing the drapes and pulling the blankets tighter, the sign of the cross drawn quickly over brow and shoulders and no more. 
The Corrigans are killed.
The boy screaming the news was young Tommy Purtell, a neighbour of the killed family. Hollering and carrying on all the way down the frozen road called the Roman Line, six miles to the constable’s cottage on Christie Street. The boy banged on the door, rattling the slat wood in its frame but no one answered his call. It was Sunday morning and the peace officer, Constable James Carroll, was known to sleep late on the Sabbath, having spent most of the night keeping the peace of a Saturday night. It was tiring work. When the brawlers and the braggarts refused to settle down, a hard crack of the truncheon was required to restore order and swinging that mace would exhaust a man. So the boy went on, screaming his news to the frozen streets.
The town was small, tucked away in a southwestern pocket of Ontario, Dominion of Canada. Pennyluck by name but Irish by blood. Waves of them, fleeing the great hunger and dumped ashore like broken sacks of dirt. Those bedraggled few too stubborn to die on the coffin ships and too exasperated to give in to the sickhouses. Wandering west from the ports of New Brunswick and Montreal, they settled here in this thicket of pine and weeping willows. This thorny Elysium that some fool had named Pennyluck. 
Within the hour, every house had disgorged its occupants and off they marched, trampling the snow down the queen’s road. Some in buggies, their horses steaming in the cold, a few turned out smartly in sleighs. Most of them on foot, a deranged pilgrimage crunching the ice-crusted ground up the Clapton Road to the Roman Line to see the awful truth with their own eyes. 
To make sure the hated Corrigans were well and truly dead. 
The house stood oddly untouched but the barn was razed. A great tepee of cindered beams and grey ash. The bones of the family visible in the latticework of blackened timber, smoke still boiling from the eye sockets of the charred skulls. The bones of a horse too, the massive barrelribs like a grim cage within the wreckage. Someone counted the remains and they tallied six bodies in all. A trail of blood, now quickfrozen, led from the barn to the house, where great pools of it lay in dark rinks at the back steps. 
The door had been left open, the morning sun slanting into the kitchen. John Ripley, the sole undertaker of Pennyluck, was the only one who ventured inside the house. He found nowhere inside the kitchen to avoid standing in the spilled blood, the floors thick with the stuff, gelled and partially frozen. More of it sprayed up against the walls, red handprints here and there. The killers had left an axe sunk into the floorboards. Something crunched under Mr. Ripley’s boot heels and he bent low to see, thinking it shelled corn. It was teeth. He quit the house immediately and no one else ventured inside. 
Pennyluckians of every age crowded the Corrigan farm, stamping their feet in the cold and traipsing back and forth through the ashes. They gazed in wonder at the blackened bones, some brazenly prodding them loose with the toes of their boots. Some shook their heads at the horror of it and others crossed themselves and turned away but no one wondered aloud who had done it, who had killed the family. The Corrigans were despised and their enemies were many. Milling over the remains, they spoke in whispers and each man jack flitted his gaze about to avoid meeting the eye of his neighbour. 
Thomas Keefe, eldest son of the blacksmith Keefe, found a pocketwatch in the cinders, its face fused to the glass piece. He dangled it on the chain for his friend to see then dropped it into the pocket of his waistcoat. It didn’t take long before they were all doing it, pocketing little trinkets and macabre souvenirs of buttons, horseshoes, pins. Talismans of the dead meant to bring on good luck or ward off the bad. 
When these artefacts were gone, Fergus Connelly sifted a finger bone from the ash, blew the soot away and slipped it into a pocket. Those around him watched him do it but said nothing, not even a tisk, and then they too were reaching down snatching up splinters of ribs and phalanges and knotty buckles of vertebrae. The grit of the carbonized bones left black smears on their hands. Orton Murdy took up a jawbone, a small thing, a child’s bone, until his wife shamed him into putting the godforsaken thing back. 
Constable James Carroll did not arrive until half past eleven that morning, head vapoured from drink. By then the remains of six skeletons had been picked over and scattered about like straw on a loft floor. Aside from the six skulls, Constable Carroll could not discern one set of remains from the next, kicked about as they were and lost even among the bones of the horse. A grim task, he scuttled them all into burlap sacks and laid them at the feet of the undertaker Ripley. 
Come nightfall, word of a survivor drifted through town like a bad smell. The Corrigan clan were seven in all, living there on the old homestead and only six remains were found. The younger Corrigan lad, Robert, was rumoured to have escaped the slaughter and was now hidden away by a family who feared the boy would be next. The people of Pennyluck took to peering under their beds and searching their barns, thinking the boy was hiding there but no one saw hide nor hair of the lad. Conjecture in the taverns concluded that the boy had been dragged off and killed somewhere else. His bones would be found for sure come spring when the snow melted. 
Three days later, Robert Corrigan marched into the police house to give his statement. He was accompanied by the Finn family, also of the Roman Line, who had hidden the boy since that awful night. Constable Carroll shuttered the windows and locked the door. Robert Corrigan was pale, his eyes dim and blasted raw from what he had witnessed. More than a dozen men, he said, had attacked the house and killed his family. Their faces were blackened with soot, their clothes dark. Robert told how his father had raced for his pistol but was too slow, shot down with a rifle and then run through with a pitchfork. His mother was bludgeoned with a shillelagh, her teeth knocked loose upon the kitchen floor. His older brothers were also shot and laid low with axes, his sister strangled with a rope. 
Despite their sootblack faces, Robert Corrigan named the assassins. He recognized their voices, saw through their flimsy disguise and heard them address one another by name. Hiding in the root cellar with hands clamped over his mouth as the blood sluiced through the floorboards and dribbled through his hair. He remained there until he heard the vigilantes stomp out of the house to the barn. When he saw the barn go up in flames, he bolted from the house. Barefoot through the snow without ever looking back, the whole two miles to the Finn’s farmhouse further up the road. 
The constable scratched his pen across the paper and then leaned back in his chair. The boy was twelve years old but his eyes seemed dead, without fire or intelligence. Carroll commended the boy for his bravery, not only surviving such an awful business but coming forth to tell his tale. Robert made no reaction, gape-mouthed like he didn’t understand. Constable Carroll spoke slowly, advising the lad to remain here in custody for his own protection. 
Young Robert Corrigan nodded his head and said that he understood but he quickly made other plans. Left alone in the constable’s cottage, he slipped out the back door. Presumably to the Finns who had sheltered him since that awful night. 
News of the survivor leaked quickly through town, reaching the tavern first and the faces of men grew grim under the greasy lamplight. In the darker corner of the public house, three men rose and went out the back, leaving their ale on the table. 
However the Corrigan boy did not return to the Finn’s farm. He simply vanished and was never seen again. Later that night, the Finn’s barn was burned to the ground. Punishment for having sheltered the devil’s child in the first place. 
The Corrigans are killed. 
Thanks Be To Christ. 
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THE TURKEY VULTURES had been circling the southern acreage all morning, descending in lazy loops and drawing closer to the ground with each pass. Whatever they were eyeballing in the bunchgrass below was about to give up the ghost. 
Jim Hawkshaw hated turkey vultures, always had. They looked beautiful and almost noble from afar, high in the sky as they rode the thermals in slow arcs without ever flapping a wing, but up close they were monsters. Their bald heads looked boiled and reptilian and the damn things stank to high heaven of rotten flesh. 
And he had a bad feeling about what they were stalking. 
At last count Jim had four barn cats, all friendly but still part feral as barn cats will be. The wildest of the bunch was a slim calico he had nicknamed Killer for his skill in catching field mice. Killer was a scrapper who refused to back down no matter how big the other animal was. Jim had seen the damn cat tear hell after raccoons, possums and once, even a fox. He admired Killer’s spunk but knew that sooner or later the calico would cross an animal that wouldn’t back down and then there would be trouble. It finally happened two days ago. Early Sunday morning, Jim came out to the barn and spotted Killer slinking awkwardly out the door, limping badly and bleeding from its hind leg. He’d called to it, trying to coax it back inside the barn but there are few things as skittish as an injured cat. Killer looked back at him once before slipping into the briars and vanishing completely. 
When he spied the vultures circling his field early this morning, he knew the calico was out there and in very bad shape. 
He’d be damned if he let those red-headed monsters have his cat. Jim climbed up into the tractor, knowing the evil birds would clear off if he roared up in the noisy old Massey Ferguson but when he turned the ignition, the damned thing wouldn’t start. The Massey was old and the timing was off and the starter often shrieked loud enough to bleed your ears. He adjusted the choke and tried again. The engine rolled over but refused to catch. 
He looked up. The vultures swooped down, dropping fifty feet. Closing in for the kill. Or after-kill. Turkey vultures were scavengers, garbage-pickers that waited for things to die, never killing their own prey. All the more reason to hate them and get the goddamn tractor started. 
It finally caught and Jim dropped it into gear and roared off alongside the old fieldstone fence, hammering hard for the back forty. A plume of dirty diesel exhaust roiled behind the Massey and Jim wished he had brought the shotgun. A scattershot would drive the ugly birds away, maybe even bringing one or two down, but the shotgun was back at the house, locked in a cabinet in the basement. No time to go back for it now. 
He gunned the engine and jostled along in the hard seat. The vultures flapped to the ground. Three of the damned things, pouncing after whatever lay on the ground. 
The Massey sputtered and popped towards them and the vultures backed off. They hissed and spread their wings in a span of defiance. Jim popped the handbrake and jumped down, already smelling their stench from here. He scrounged up a good sized stone and flung it at the birds. They hopped about in the peculiar way of those birds and snapped out their wings but didn’t fly off. 
Killer lay in a row of freshly tilled earth, dead but still warm to the touch. His fur was matted and wet, the tongue lolling between the teeth and peppered with grit. At least the monsters hadn’t gotten to him yet. Small mercies. The scavengers withdrew, hissing and spanning their wings to scare him off. Bold as brass, waiting for him to leave so they could get at it. For a second time Jim wished he had brought the shotgun. 
He scooped up the dead cat, limbs flopping loose as a sock puppet in his hands and carried it to the tractor. The vultures hopped and screeched in protest, cheated out of their breakfast. There was a spade mounted onto the back of the Massey Ferguson and Jim pulled it down and crossed to the stone fence that demarcated the property line of the Hawkshaw farm. The stones had been cleared from these fields two hundred years ago and stacked up to form a low wall, like some defensive barricade against an army of dwarves. On the other side was more acreage, untouched for generations and left to seed. Nature had made small forays to reclaim these neglected fields, creeping up from the creek at the southern end but most of the untended acres remained clear, with stalks of timothy and barley that grew and died and grew again each season. 
Jim chose a spot next to the ancient fieldstone, a small pocket in the fence. He laid the cat in the weeds and started digging. Ten minutes in and his shirt clung with sweat as he dug the little grave under the hot sun. It was silly, going to this much trouble for an old barn cat but Jim didn’t care. His hatred for the foul birds was that strong. 
Truth was he felt an affinity for the poor cat, wounded as it was with those grotesque birds waiting for it to die. Vultures were circling over Jim’s head too, waiting for him to croak so they could swoop in and gobble it all up. Banks and creditors, all eyeballing the Hawkshaw farm, clacking their beaks in anticipation of an easy meal.
He wasn’t going to last another season, of that he was sure. He would lose it all; the farm, the land, the house. Five generations of Hawkshaws had farmed this land down here on the Roman Line and he would be the fool to lose it. He’d be the one to betray the family, betray all those who had come before him and broken their backs on this hard clay soil. 
The debts had snowballed into a dead weight he couldn’t hold up anymore. Each season yielding worse returns than the last, no matter how many times he alternated crops. He stopped lying to himself about the “one good crop, the one good year” that would balance the books and set them on the climb out of debt. He’d maintained this lie to his wife and by proxy, his son but now there were simply no more lies to tell. 
Jim tossed the spade into the bunchgrass and looked down into the hole he had dug. Deep enough. He gathered up Killer and nestled him into the bottom of the hole. He smoothed his hand down the calico fur and then took up the spade and backfilled the little grave. 
The vultures screeched and flapped around him. 
To hell with them. To hell with himself too. 
“Go on,” he said, looking for another rock to throw. “Find something else to tear apart.” 
~
Smokey refused to cooperate. 
The bay mare stood on the flagstone floor of the barn, tethered between the stalls and refused to budge. Emma Hawkshaw wagged her finger at the horse. Smokey was a beautiful horse to ride but oddly temperamental. Spookily so, the way she would nip at Emma out of the blue, like payback for some slight she had suffered. Other times, like now, the horse simply refused to do anything. Just swing her head up and look at her and then turn away. It was almost a challenge. 
“Okay,” Emma said, blowing the bangs from her eyes. “Let’s try this again.” 
She leaned into the horse’s shoulder and tapped the foreleg until Smokey relented and lifted the leg. Emma scraped dirt away from the hoof but when the pick touched the frog, Smokey winced and swung her head down. 
“Okay, okay,” Emma cooed, leaning harder into the horse to keep Smokey from dropping her leg. She gently plucked away the straw and dirt to get a better look at the hoof. Thrush was common enough and the mare had it when Emma bought her three years ago. She had treated the hoof then but every spring it would flare up again. This season was no different. She let the bay drop her leg and smoothed her palm down its withers, talking softly into her ear until the horse settled. She’d have to mix up some more sugardine and treat it. 
There used to be two horses in the barn. Both quarter horses, bay Smokey and a young pinto that Emma had fawned over. Skittish and harder to control than the older bay, the pinto had been untrained and barely broken. Emma suspected the animal had been badly used. She spent hours with the pinto, just walking him around the paddock to gain its trust, easing him into a saddle. She had only sat him a dozen times, each time a struggle to keep the horse from bolting or bucking. It would take time and Emma was patient but reality had bitten down and knew she couldn’t keep him. Arguments with Jim over the expense and Emma crunching numbers but to no avail. She sold the pinto in the fall and still regretted it. There was simply no way to justify the expense to keep the little pinto. It was sold off, the money dumped into the black hole of debt and Emma had bought two goats on the cheap from Norman Meyerside down the road, companion animals for lonely Smokey. They were odd looking animals and Jim hated them but she didn’t care. Smokey seemed calmer with the nannering things around and that was all that mattered. 
She rooted around the cupboard, pulling down what she needed to mix an ointment for thrush. Her dad’s own recipe, but there wasn’t a lot of betadine scrub left. There wasn’t a lot of anything, she thought looking over the shelves of the tack room. They had scrimped on everything to get through the winter, making everything go twice as far and Emma winced at her meagre supplies. This, their current state, the thriftiness of it all. If their situation didn’t improve this season, she’d be forced to sell the bay. There was just no other way. The horse wouldn’t fetch a lot of money but she simply couldn’t keep Smokey anymore. God forbid something happened to the animal that required a veterinary visit. 
The horse stood patiently and swished its tail as Emma washed and treated the infected hoof. She cleaned the other hoofs for good measure and led the bay out to the upper paddock where the ground was dry. The two goats clopped out of their stall and followed them out to the grass like dutiful escorts. Emma looked up when she heard the tractor rumble up out of the back field. 
It didn’t sound right, the rhythm of the engine was off and a sharp pop belched from the exhaust. It laboured into the yard and Jim killed the engine. He removed a side panel and reached into the engine of the old Massey Ferguson. He snapped his hand back suddenly, burning his finger. The index finger was bent at a slight angle, having been broken as a kid, and was forever getting burnt or cut or hammered. 
Emma closed the gate and crossed the yard towards him. “When are you going to put that old thing out of its misery?” 
“About the time we can afford a new one, I guess.” Jim sucked on his blistering finger and then flapped it in the breeze. “Which means never. Day after never.” 
She nodded at his hand. “Do you want some ice for that?” 
“It’s nothing.” He stopped flapping his hand. “Did Kate call?” 
“No. What time was she supposed to be here?” 
“An hour ago.” 
“I guess that means it didn’t go well,” she said. 
“Just means she’s late is all. Kate’s always late.” 
Jim looked up at his wife and smiled and shrugged. Her nose had already turned a bit red from the sun, as it did every spring. The rain and overcast skies of the last two weeks had finally given way to three straight days of hard sunshine and Emma had spent every moment outside soaking it up. That first blast of sunshine tinged her nose pink and brought out the freckles on her cheeks. In a few days her nose would peel and then darken. A spring ritual as reliable as tulips opening up along the veranda. 
Those three days of sun had been enough to dry up the dirt road they lived on and Jim could see a spume of dust rising above the trees. A car coming down the Roman Line. 
“Maybe that’s her,” he said. 
A Ford Explorer turned into the drive and trundled through the potholes. The wedgewood blue exterior shiny and clean, the grill free of bug spatter. Not a farm vehicle. The Explorer hewed up beside Jim’s battered pickup and the driver stepped out. A dark haired woman in nice clothes, good shoes crunching over gravel. Kate Farrell smiled wide and waved at Jim and Emma. An old friend of the Hawkshaws, and mayor of the township of Pennyluck, Ontario. 
Emma took her husband’s hand and gave it a little squeeze for good luck. 
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“THEY SAID NO.” 
Kate believed in being blunt, especially with bad news. Sugar coating it or delaying it just made the bad news all the worse. The sooner it was laid on the table, the sooner you could deal with it. An article of faith that Kate employed as gospel in her earlier career but especially sacrosanct in her second year as mayor. The Hawkshaws took it hard. 
Emma had offered coffee but no one really wanted any. Kate suggested they walk for a bit and enjoy the sun, so they strode down the fieldstone fence into a copse of poplars near the creek. 
“I tried everything I could,” Kate said. She turned her palms up in a gesture of crying uncle. “I’m sorry.”
Jim could already feel the end closing in. Like something out of an old monster movie, Jim imagined his creditors as giant locusts flitting over his house, devouring it whole. The clapboard, the windows and even the shingles on the roof. Their armoured heads swivelling around, dark alien eyes as they picked the house clean to the studs while he and his wife and son stood at the end of the driveway and watched. He clutched at the timothy heads swaying at his knee. “They didn’t like the offer.” 
“The council dismissed it as soon as they saw your financials.” 
Emma soured at that. Again, the money. She squinted against the sun. “What about just leasing the land, short term?” 
Kate shook her head again. “They wouldn’t consider that either. Which is just ridiculous and I told them so to their faces.” She leaned against the stone fence and looked out at the untended field on the other side. “All this land and they won’t let anyone touch it.” 
The land in question bordered the Hawkshaw property on the eastern side. Eighty two acres of land cleared almost two centuries ago, left untouched for generations. There was a house on the property, a big timberframe with a stone foundation, still standing all these years. Its clapboard weathered to husk, windows like cored-out eye sockets. The last occupant was a caretaker who had died in the seventies. The fallow land was held in trust by the town but for whom, Jim had never found out. He doubted the town council even knew, it had been this way for so long. Empty acres and lost records. 
It was all bullshit. Jim had inquired about the property with both the council and the bank but was told flat out the land was not for sale and discouraged from making an offer. That’s when he had turned to Kate. 
Kate Farrell had grown up in Pennyluck, not six miles from the Hawkshaw place. Jim and Kate knew each other as kids but neither would say they were friends back then. Different grades and deep class divisions. Townie kids didn’t blend with the farm kids, each side despising the other for completely bigoted and erroneous reasons. 
Kate had fled for university and then on to jobs in Windsor, Toronto and Montreal before coming back home to Pennyluck after the financial meltdown of ‘08. She had opened a business consultancy, geared specifically towards small business but soon became distracted by the local real estate market. After running afoul of some archaic bylaws leftover from the Victorian period, Kate started moonlighting in the town council, becoming drawn into local politics. 
 It was around then that Jim and Kate had become friends, with Kate often having dinner at the Hawkshaw home or hosting them to a dinner in town. The autumn of last year, Kate decided to join the mayoral race when the incumbent mayor Talford McGivens refused to relinquish his nineteen year reign even after suffering his third stroke. Kate rolled up her sleeves and took the town by storm, ousting the old man in a sixty/forty split. Jim, who had never voted municipally in his entire life, volunteered in her campaign. He and Emma and Travis stuffed envelopes and helped organize fundraisers. 
It had paid off with Kate’s win and, three weeks ago, Jim called in a favour. That was how politics worked, he figured, even small town politics. He asked Kate’s help in buying or leasing some of this deserted land known locally as the Corrigan farm. Just who the Corrigans were, no one remembered or even cared. 
He and Emma both felt confident that with Kate (now mayor Farrell) advancing their cause, they would finally acquire the neglected farmland. However Mayor Farrell was still learning the ropes and ran smack into a stonewall of entrenched vagaries and inexplicable stubbornness of a very old and very small township. She was still reeling from the concussion. 
“Can’t you overrule them?” Emma asked, trying to toggle back the ire in her tone. “I mean, you are the mayor now.” 
“I can’t overrule the council,” Kate said. “I’m still only one vote among seven. The council has final say and those old fogeys will not budge.” 
“Well…” said Jim, crushing the spiky timothy crowns in his hand. Watching the chaff sift between his fingers. “Shit.” 
“Don’t sweat it.” Kate looked both of them in the eye. “That was our first try. Learn from it and we’ll try again later.” 
“Later may be too late. We need to expand the farm now. This season. Or…” He didn’t bother finishing the thought. 
“Is it that bad?” 
“I’m afraid so,” Emma said. She felt her cheeks burning with shame, like a school kid explaining why her homework wasn’t done. 
Whippoorwills trilled overhead and they listened to the sound without speaking for a few moments. Kate leaned against the old stone fence, pressing a palm to the cold surface. “What if this fence wasn’t here?” 
Emma’s eyebrow shot up. “What do you mean?” 
Kate’s hands found a loose stone and rolled it away. The stone fell down the far side and rolled into the long grass. “What if you knocked a hole in this and farmed the back acreage?” 
“That would be illegal.” 
“Who would know?” Kate brushed the grit from her palm. “Outside of us?” 
It wasn’t a bad idea and they both knew it. Back here, well away from the road, no one would know the difference. Jim looked at his wife and knew by her eyes that she didn’t like the idea. Too risky or just plain wrong. “I dunno, Kate.” 
Kate took a step sideways, her heels sinking into the ground. “You farm this back forty and boost your production, right? A year from now, maybe two, you’ve pared down your debt load and you buy the property fair and square.” 
“It’s wrong.” Emma wouldn’t budge. 
“It’s shrewd,” Kate offered. “When your back’s against the wall, you have to get creative. Bend the rules a little.” 
A shadow passed over them. Jim looked up to see a turkey vulture drifting overhead, with three more further out. Riding the thermals without beating a wing, circling for something dead in the weeds. 


They watched Kate climb back into her Explorer and wave as she pulled out of the driveway. Tentative plans made for dinner next week. Tentative because Kate’s schedule was far more crowded since moving into the mayor’s office of their little town. The dinner plans had run over the last month, with Kate always begging off at the last minute as more demands were placed on her time. 
Emma watched the dust settle on the road. “You know it’s wrong.” 
“Who would know? It’s a waste of perfectly good land.” 
“That’s not the point, honey. It’s squatting on someone’s land. In the old days, people would kill you for such a thing.” 
“Good thing we’re living in more civilized times.” 
She turned back towards the house. “Travis will be home soon. We can talk about it over dinner.” 
~
Raspberry thicket swayed against the stone fence, flowering under the high sun. Here at the southern end of the property, the fence thinned out as it neared the creek. Down here Jim couldn’t even see his house, let alone the road. He stood in the bunchgrass and listened to the Massey Ferguson idle and sputter behind him. 
He climbed back up into the seat and lowered the bucket. The teeth of the front end loader sparkled like chrome, pumiced clean from digging. Jim geared low and inched the tractor forward until those gleaming teeth knocked against the fence. He gave it a little more gas until the stone cracked, flinting with pops. Dust spewed and the stones tumbled down. He backed the tractor up and hit another section, knocking it all down. Within twenty minutes, he had breeched twenty feet of wall. Knocked down, scooped up and piled into a neat berm under a beech tree. 
He circled back and hooked up the plough to the hitch and drove it onto the fallow fields of the old property. Green shoots of new growth fingered up through the choked deadfall of last season, the earth still wet from the spring runoff. Jim lowered the business end of the plough and shifted into second gear. The tractor crawled forward and the metal blades bit into the earth, digging up weeds and churning up soil. Black earth boiled up in the blades, spitting up truncated roots. The Massey Ferguson sputtered along, popping and belching black smoke. 
A bone spewed up in the tilled earth, left behind by the blades. Its porous surface stained dark with soil, now touched by the sun after its long internment in the ground. The remains of some slaughtered cow or a horse crippled from a gopher hole and put down where it fell. Or yet some other slaughtered thing. 
Jim drove on at a snail’s pace, oblivious to what the blades were digging up. 
~
The school bus rolled to a dusty stop where Clapton Road crossed the Roman Line, the dented stop sign swinging out from the side of the bus. Travis Hawkshaw stepped off and the bus trundled away. Travis swept away the road dust and walked the empty quarter mile home. The bus used to bring him all the way but not anymore, Travis being the only school age kid left on the Roman Line. The rest of them had grown up or moved away so the bus dropped him at the corner and went on. He didn’t mind walking the rest of the way and he hated the bus anyway. The thing stank of orange peel and wet socks and he was glad to get shed of it. 
He wouldn’t have to put up with it much longer. A week left of school before the summer break and it couldn’t come soon enough. Summer was a double-edged thing for Travis. Eager to get out of school itself but he wouldn’t see his friends that much. The farm was isolated from town and most of his friends. And there was work. Not the usual chores but hard work that his dad needed him for. 
He kicked at stones along the way, watching them bounce along the dirt road. This summer was going to be different though. He’d made his parents promise him that he could ride his bike into town to see his friends. Alone. No drop offs, no lame excuses from mom or dad about driving him over to his friend’s house for the afternoon. He had turned thirteen in April, old enough to ride into town on his own. It would probably take him an hour just to reach the bridge that served as gateway to town but that didn’t bother him. The wet spring weather had mostly passed and once the fields were drier, he could shortcut through the Meyerside’s fields and the McFarlane’s pastures, shaving twenty or thirty minutes off his time. 
Halfway home, the old house peeked up over the foxtail stalks. A crumbling farmhouse of faded clapboard and tilted timbers. The windows broken and gaping like eyes. Eyes that Travis felt watched him every morning and afternoon on his way past. The Corrigan house as it was called by older people, his folks and their friends. It was the ‘haunted house’ to anyone under twenty. Not that Travis knew. His dad had made him promise to keep clear of it. It was unsafe and likely to fall in on itself any day now. The floor so rotted you’d fall straight through into God only knew what was lying in wait below. 
So Travis watched it from the road. He dropped his bag and searched the ground for a perfect sized rock and, swinging back like a pitcher, hurled it at the house. It fell short, disappearing into the long weeds like always. One time, last summer, he had braved his way up the overgrown driveway to get closer to it. A good sized stone in his hand, pitched perfectly and sailing clean through one of the few remaining panes. The satisfying crinkle of breaking glass. It was short lived. Something inside the house popped and then there was a creak. As if his stone had knocked loose a support stud and the whole damn thing would fall down. Later he would tell himself that his imagination had gotten the better of him but in that moment, Travis swore the house changed. Looked angry, glaring at him with those broken glass eyes. 
He didn’t venture up the drive again, content to hurl rock s from the road knowing they would always fall short. The house seemed to lose its wrathful visage, like a truce called and kept. The boy, the house. 
Travis looked but found no other suitable sized rock so he took up his backpack and went on home. 
~
Emma dropped a handful of beans into the sieve and ran them under the tap. The porcelain sink was old, the enamel cracked and worn through. Like everything in this house that had belonged to Jim’s parents and the parents before them. Worn out and weather-beaten, held together with patchwork and spit. Sometimes it burred into her bones, the look of the place, the age of it, its resistance to change. God knows she had tried, repainting and moving furniture around. Jim had replaced the countertop, the tile and backsplash she had done herself. Refinished cupboard doors and a stove that, while not exactly new, was newer than the one it replaced. Nothing worked, none of it changing the appearance of the kitchen. The kitchen still looked worn down and used up. The new counter and stove only served to amplify the creaky age of the house. 
“Travis?” She looked over her shoulder. “Time to focus.”
Travis sat at the kitchen table, his homework spread out before him. Their usual routine where Emma cooked and Travis did his homework before dinner. Left to himself, Travis was too easily distracted so Emma had compromised with him. An hour of homework that chained Travis to the kitchen table where she could keep him focused and prod him when he got bored. And boredom set in quick with Travis. He kicked his Vans against the table leg, slouching further down his chair as if his bones were jelly. 
“History sucks,” Travis sneered.
History bored Travis. Specifically Canadian history, laid out in his seventh grade history text. The fathers of Confederation? Who gave a shit. Bunch of boring old white dudes bickering over politics and economics. It wasn’t cool like American history where you had a Civil War and wars against the Mexicans and shootouts at the OK Corral. Jesse James robbing railroads and riding off into the sunset. What did Canada have? Louis Riel maybe, but what did he do? Not like he jacked a train or laughed off all the marshals gunning for him. Canuck history was just a bunch of boring stiffs trying to weasel their way back into office. Snoozefest. 
“Okay,” Emma said, prodding him back to his history studies. “So the Sioux flee up to Canada but then they eventually go back. Why?” 
Travis shrugged. “I dunno.” 
“What does the book say?” 
He flipped back a few pages in the textbook. Every picture of John A. MacDonald was defaced with a black eye or glasses, Travis’s own handiwork. He sighed to convey his annoyance with her. Like history wasn’t bad enough, he had to have his mom ride his ass about it. “Says they were forced to go back.” 
“Yes but why?” 
“I dunno,” he snapped. Pushing the book away. “Just says they were stalled by the Mounties here in Canada and then lured back to the states. Then they all got captured and Sitting Bull gets killed.” 
“Is this what your report is about? The reason’s why it happened.” 
“I hate history,” he said, as if that would end the matter. 
Emma dropped the greens into the steamer. “I know, honey. But you still have to learn it.” 
Then why don’t you study this stuff? He grunted, slouching further down his chair. Glancing at the clock on the microwave, timing out the remainder of his torture. Twenty minutes. 
The backdoor popped open and Jim stood on the porch, banging the dirt from his boots. He smiled at his son. “Hey chief. How was school today?” 
Barely a shrug. “It sucked.” 
“Why did it suck?” Jim crossed to the sink, washed the dirt from his hands. Kissed his wife. “Did something happen today?” 
Travis said nothing, unwilling to elaborate further. He scrawled his pen over a picture of Wilfred Laurier, doodling devil horns on the bald dome of the seventh prime minister. 
Jim looked at his wife. “History?” 
Emma caught the grime under his nails. “What were you doing out there?” 
“It’s spring. What wasn’t I doing?” 
Emma sniffed out the brush-off. Squared him with a look. “What were you doing?”
“Clearing land.” 
She couldn’t believe it. “On that old property? We were going to talk about this first.” 
“It’s no big deal, Emm. I just turned the soil.” 
“That isn’t the point.” 
Travis looked up from his textbook, antennae picking up the tension in their voices. Watching his folks argue wasn’t much of a distraction but anything would do in the face of the brain-deadening boredom of Canadian history. Maybe mom would lose her temper again and throw something. She was like that, blowing her top when provoked. Dad was the opposite, never raising his voice or breaking stuff. The more he didn’t get mad, the more she’d scream. And then one of them would order him to go to his room, giving him an immediate excuse to not do his homework. It had happened before. 
Not this time. His dad wrapped his hand around mom’s waist and pulled her in for another kiss. Gross. 
“Put that away,” Jim said, nodding to the steampot. “We’re going out to dinner.”
“Dinner?” Emma leaned out of his grasp, suspicious. “Why?” 
“To celebrate.” 
Travis sat up. Maybe this wasn’t so bad. “Can we go to Burger Barn?” 
“No.” Jim shooed his family to the door. “Get your shoes on. No more questions.” 
Travis was already dumping his homework back into his schoolbag. Emma looked at her husband as if he was crazy, temper sparking up. Dinner out? With what, coupons? 
He took her hand and pulled her towards the door. Gave her rear a sharp tap. “March.” 




3
WEST DOWN THE Roman Line and then south on Clapton Road. A ten minute drive into Pennyluck. Pop 5200. Rattling over train tracks, the old baseball field to the left, two forgotten grain silos on the right. The derelict cannery across the river. 
The speed limit dropped as Clapton arced onto Galway Road, the main drag through town. Brick storefronts and weathered facades, narrow sidestreets bisecting the thoroughfare in a plan laid out before the advent of cars. Trim Victorian buildings hitched next to pioneer false fronts hiding pitch roofed shacks. The town hall was a limestone edifice of columns and pediments and clock tower. The letterboard out front read: Heritage Festival, June 12-15.

The pickup truck rumbled through the puddles on Galway. Jim steered around potholes that were older than his son. Past both banks and one of the town’s two dollar stores before pulling into the gravel lot beside the Dublin Public House. An eyesore of a tavern, unremarkable in its faux Tudor facade. Jim swung out of the cab and waited for his wife and son to amble out. Emma had slipped on a clean shirt, a little lip gloss. Travis had preened in the mirror for ten minutes yet still managed to look exactly the same. Tussled and loose, like he’d just been yanked from bed and dressed in the dark. 
The Dublin pub was almost as old as the town itself and it showed. Dark wainscoting skirted the room, the stucco walls grimed with damp patches like bedsores. A long cherrywood bar with a lip polished to a high sheen from generations of elbows. Dim wattage reflected in the hanging saloon mirror. 
Three tables were occupied, all faces that smiled and nodded to Emma and Jim. The old man rooted at the end of the bar and the clack of billiards from the backroom, everything in its usual place. They took a table near the window and Travis dropped into a chair. Splayed out like a wet blanket. “Can we get those shrimp things?” 
“Whatever you want.” Jim looked the room over, nodding and waving. “Hitchens is at the bar. I’m gonna say hi.” 
“Ask if he’s still selling his John Deere,” Emma said.
Brian Puddycombe stood behind the bar pulling draft into a pitcher. Sleeves rolled up, a bar towel slung over his left shoulder. Puddycombe’s earlobes swayed when he turned his head quickly, droopy and loose, unnaturally stretched from patrons bending his ears with their sob stories. The pub owner knew everyone’s business but was trusted as a keeper of secrets, his discretion rewarded by repeat business. 
He winced as his new waitress crashed her tray onto the bar, glasses tumbling, and wandered on, leaving the mess where it was. Puddycombe was shaking his head, the way one generation deplores its junior, when Jim leaned into the cherrywood. “Jimmy,” he said. “Long time. You all right?” 
“Busy, you know. Who’s the new girl?” 
Puddy grimaced. “Audrey. Graceful, isn’t she?” 
Jim watched the girl bump into tables. “Murdy’s little girl? Last time I looked, she was in middle school.” 
“Time flies. She just turned twenty-two.” 
“Twenty-two?” Jim said. “Hell, that makes us old farts, doesn’t it?” 
 “Speak for yourself, old man.” Puddy set the pitcher down and held up a pint glass. “What’ll you have?” 
“What you’re pouring.” Jim slid a few stools down the bar to a patron hunched over his pint. “What’s up, Hitch?” 
Doug Hitchens dragged his eyes from the TV, his gut tucked neatly under the bar. “My blood pressure,” he griped. “Would you look at this shit.” 
The Leafs were hosting Chicago on the big screen mounted under the saloon mirror. An original six showdown, Toronto getting pummelled. Hitchens grimaced, pumping a fist into his breastplate like the game was responsible for his indigestion and not the basket of suicide wings under his nose. “These bastards. Like my day hasn’t sucked rocks enough. Jesus.” 
Jim forced a smile. Alongside the beer gut, Hitchens was a Canadian in the worst possible way and it irked Jim. A man who, despite having it all, loved nothing more than to complain about all of it. Still, it suited him. It matched his most Canadian of names: Dougie. 
“How’s the farm?” he said, blasting Jim with stale Tabasco breath. 
“Seen better days. You still trying to move that tractor? The 89 Deere?” 
 “Don’t tell me that old dinosaur of yours finally gave up the ghost.” 
“What are you asking for it?” Jim winced. He’d meant to word it differently instead of plainly asking to be fleeced. 
“You’re gonna take advantage of me now, in my hour of despair?” He thumbed the game, mock anguish on his face. “That’s just damn cruel, Hawkshaw.” 
“I’ll drop by the shop sometime. When you’re sober.” 
Hitchens turned to Puddycombe, pouring on the false shock. “Listen to him, trying to swindle a dealer.” He wrapped his hand over Jim’s shoulder and pulled him close. “Forget that old heap. I got a great Kioti loader on the lot. Like new. Twelve G’s. Just for you.” 
“You’re upselling the wrong guy. Old and used is my budget. Less than.” Jim kept the tone hearty and inebriated but it still stung his cheeks, bartering down for a used-up piece of equipment. 
Hitchens smiled at him, sensing a kill. “Maybe you better come by the shop. We’ll work a few options. But don’t even ask about trading in that relic of yours.” He turned and clocked an eye on Emma and Travis at the table. “I see ya brought the brood out tonight. You win the lotto?” 
“Nope. A fresh start.” Jim clinked his pint against Hitchens’s glass. 
“Ha. That’s a good one. Didn’t no one tell you there’s no such thing?” 
Puddycombe snapped his towel at Hitchens. “Don’t ruin the man’s night out, Dougie. Go on back to the fam dam, Jim. And take this for Emma.” 
Puddy slid a glass of house red towards him. Jim took up the drinks and retreated before Hitchens started up again. He manoeuvred back to his table just in time to see Audrey drop a tray of glasses and holler for the busboy. 
Jim settled into his chair and laughed, knowing full well that Puddycombe didn’t employ a busser. The bar owner would be left sweeping up the mess himself. 
“What’s so funny?” Emma said. 
~
The meal was fine. Nothing spectacular, but satisfying. The novelty of it, Emma thought, considering how rarely they had a night out anymore. The break from routine and the exhausting task of deciding what to cook each night. Jim’s reasons for celebrating still didn’t sit well but she didn’t have the energy to argue the point. Why spoil the evening? 
“You all right?” Jim touched her elbow as they stepped out into the parking lot. “You’re awfully quiet.” 
“I’m good.” She put a hand on Travis’s shoulder. “Did you get enough to eat, honey?” 
Travis simply grunted and shrugged off her hand, wary of even the simplest sign of affection in public. That age. He underscored the point by belching as loud as he could. 
She swatted the back of his head. “Manners.” 
They heard the brawling before they saw it. Angry voices cursing blue into the night air. Parking lot donnybrooks were not uncommon outside the Dublin House but this was early. And a Tuesday night. Two men facing off between the parked cars. The younger guy Jim didn’t recognize, a hipster doofus in skinny jeans and tattoos. Not a townie, some college kid from nearby Exford or Garrisontown. 
The other one Jim knew by voice alone. 
Bill Berryhill was a monster in scuffed work boots and a stained T-shirt. Knuckles hardened to stone. Jim had known him since grade school and even back then Berryhill was a pissed-off asshole looking for a fight. Jim hated him but didn’t ever want to tangle with him. Who would? 
“C’mon asshole,” Bill Berryhill bellowed, nostrils flaring like a bull. “Say that shit to my face!” 
Clearly Hipster Doofus didn’t get the memo about avoiding ogres while visiting Pennyluck and had pissed off Berryhill. Not that that was hard. Simply existing was cause enough for Bill to want to scrap. Doofus was talking tough but he kept backing up, already losing. Berryhill shoved him hard, hurtling him right into Jim. Jim caught the windmilling man, kept him upright. Doofus threw him off like this was somehow Jim’s fault. 
“Just fuck off, man!” 
Exactly who Doofus was cursing, Jim wasn’t sure and now Jim was angry, being thrust into the middle a drunken brawl like this. Not that he let it show. He never did. 
“Step up, princess.” Berryhill pressed in, thrusting his blocky chin at the outgunned kid in tattoos. “Where’s all that tough talk you had back in the pub.” 
The guy slithered around and put Jim between himself and the ogre. Jim now taking the blast of Berryhill’s beer breath. How the hell did this happen? He put up a hand to hold back the bruiser. “Knock it off, Bill.” 
Berryhill towered over Jim and Jim needed to get out of the line of his fire. “The fuck outta the way Jimbo.” Again, the nostrils flaring. “Her Highness needs to learn her manners.” 
Emma pulled Travis out of the way but the boy squirmed around, not wanting to miss anything. She watched Bill lean in further, almost inviting Jim to take a free punch. She wanted to knock him one herself but knew Jim wouldn’t. He didn’t lose his cool or even raise his voice.
Hipster Doofus had clearly seized the moment and legged it. Vanished. 
“Grow up, Bill.” Jim elbowed Bill aside and led his family back to their pickup. As much of an asshole as he was, Jim knew Berryhill wouldn’t pull anything stupid in front of his wife and son.
“Fucking pussy.” Bill’s parting shot, loud enough so they all heard it. Travis looked back but Jim turned him around and marched him forward. 
Back inside the truck, the three of them lined up on the bench seat. Emma felt her nerves jangled, anger pent up with nowhere to go. “Jesus, what is wrong with that guy?” 
Jim turned the ignition, left the question unanswered. 
“You shoulda kicked his ass.” Travis muttered, wedged in the middle. 
Jim frowned. “And what would that accomplish?” 
Travis said nothing, wanting to avoid a lecture. 
“Nothing.” Jim wheeled out of the lot onto Galway Road. “Violence doesn’t solve problems. Right?” 
Travis didn’t even a shrug. Jim and Emma took the silence for compliance and the Hawkshaw family drove home without saying another word. 
~
Travis went straight to his room and closed the door, flopping into the chair and shaking his decrepit computer awake. Dead Moon was his favourite game, a horror/sci fi mash up about a haunted science outpost on the moon. It was fast, creepy and ultra violent. But more than that, Dead Moon was one of the few games that worked on this creaky old desktop his parents had gotten him for his eleventh birthday. Second hand and used up, like everything else on the farm. Just once he’d like something brand new, shiny and untouched by anyone else. 
The game booted up and he was immediately attacked by a ghost astronaut, the glowing eyes of a skull under the cracked visor of a space helmet. Swinging his machete, he quickly decapitated the phantom and watched it crumple into a pile of bones. An assault rifle would make it easier to destroy monsters but that was the catch in Dead Moon; firing a gun risked perforating the station’s walls, sucking the oxygen out to the vacuum of space. Too many bullet holes in the walls and you got weak and died a slow death. Though why a machete would be found on a NASA lunar base, Travis didn’t question. 
Three more ghosts shambled out of a darkened corridor and marched for him. Cosmonauts this time, the letters CCCP faded across the helmets, chomping teeth shrieking beneath the visor. Travis quickly turned down the volume, hoping his parents hadn’t heard the shrieks. His dad hated violent video games and banned them from the house. He snuck them in anyway, borrowed from friends at school. More second hand things, used up and discarded. 
Dad and his non-violent bullshit. It killed him the way his old man just stood there and took that crap from Berryhill. Was his old man just a pussy? Worse, was his dad trying to turn him into one with his “violence doesn’t solve anything” crap? 
He knew all about bullies and all that Sunday school stuff about turning the other cheek didn’t work. Brant Coogan was two years older and always pissed off and always coming down on Travis. Bodychecking him into the lockers, trampling him in the yard. Travis had no idea why. He had never done anything to him. The one time he had asked Brant why he was picking on him, Brant had said “cuz you’re ugly.” Kids said Brant’s father was a drunk, that Brant himself was beaten mercilessly by the old man. Like that made a difference. Made it okay. Poor Brant was a victim too. Boo fucking hoo. Travis had tried playing it cool, not making a big deal out of it because whining or snitching would only make it worse. He had shrugged it off the other cheek, thinking it would blow over, but that made it worse too. Made Brant hate him even more. 
So, yeah, turning the other cheek was bullshit. Sorry Jesus. 
The undead Cosmonauts went down one by one, skulls crushed and split. Travis moved on, venturing further into the depths of the haunted moon base. He wondered what a machete would do to Bill Berryhill’s thick skull. Or better yet, Brant Coogan’s fugly face. 


Jim was also thinking about Berryhill as he leaned over the sink, brushing his teeth. The big oaf was always picking fights and getting into trouble. It infuriated him to be accosted like that, in front of his family, by a loudmouthed prick whose sole talent was to draw pay without putting in an honest hour’s work. As maddening as it was, he’d never stoop to Berryhill’s level. Ever. What bothered him most of all was the conversation afterwards with Travis. He could have handled that better. Discussed it openly. Asked Travis why he thought fighting back was the only answer. But he hadn’t. 
Woulda coulda shoulda. 
“Scooch over.” Emma squeezed behind him in their narrow bathroom, reaching for her own toothbrush. “I don’t know about you but I’m beat.” 
“Busy day.” 
“It’s the food in that place. It’s so heavy. It just sits in my belly and weighs me down.” 
He nodded then leaned under the tap to rinse. She ran her hand up his naked back. “You okay?” she said. 
“Yeah.” He looked at her funny. “Why?”
“I dunno. Just that nonsense with Berryhill. Didn’t that rile you? I wanted to kill him.” 
“Bill’s a jackass who likes attention,” he said, splashing water over his face. “He’s not worth getting upset about.”
Emma scrubbed her teeth furiously the way she did, her hand still on his back. Her fingers strayed to the scar on his shoulder blade and, without thinking, traced its contours. She felt him flinch, knowing he didn’t like it being touched. Sometimes she couldn’t help herself, the way one puts a finger to a freshly painted wall, just to see if it’s dry. The scar he dismissed as a childhood accident but never elaborated further. Same with the bent finger on his right hand. 
He dried his face, kissed her hair while she brushed like mad. Her palm slid to the small of his back and he felt her fingertips dip into his skin. A little firmer than the usual goodnight squeeze. He looked for her eyes but she was already dipping under the tap to rinse. 
He swung into bed trying to decipher the fingertips. Was there a chance of them getting friendly or was it just the slow burnoff of a few pints? No matter how tired he was, even the slightest hint of sex woke him wide. Especially spontaneous schoolnight shenanigans. Jim scolded himself for getting his hopes up and reached for the paperback on his nightstand. Flipping back a few pages, trying to remember the plot to this potboiler. A ‘Walking Tall’ actioner about a war vet who returns home to find his neighbourhood overrun by Russian dope dealers. Or were they terrorist sleepers masking as dope peddlers? He scanned the back copy blurb, trying to orient the plot when Emma came into the room and peeled off her clothes. 
A nightly ritual, one he’d seen a thousand thousand times but he always lowered his book to watch. Didn’t matter how tired or how not in the mood he felt, he always looked. Emma was stunning stark naked, despite every self conscious guffaw she gave when he told her so. She wasn’t a kid anymore. Neither of them were. Gone was the flat stomach and unblemished skin. She had a little potbelly and a few lingering stretch marks. Having a baby would do that but it didn’t diminish her in any way. The opposite in fact. It suited her and she wore it well. Like all the little scars she had crisscrossed against her flesh. The little misadventures of everyday life, tiny hatch marks that ran against the grain of her curves, accentuating them all the more. 
He watched her pull on a threadbare T-shirt with a faded logo that barely read Dinosaur Jr. She slipped under the covers and fumbled for the book on her night table. They read for a few minutes, their legs touching. She yawned and he realized he had misread her earlier touch, misgauged her temperature. They closed their books and switched off the lights. 
She curled into him, her palm flat against his chest and now all he could think about was her. Sleep chased away by her warmth, her body pressed into his. He was hard and it wasn’t going away anytime soon. How long had it been anyway? A week? 
His hand scooped down the small of her back and pulled her closer. Touching his lips to her brow. A long shot but she responded. Her leg curled tight into his and her breath steamed against the skin of his throat. 
She was hungry too. 
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THE STRANGER ROLLED into town early that Wednesday morning. A tabby perched in a window watched the vehicle trundle past, the sole witness to his arrival. The sky was grey in the predawn light, the streets empty. Rumbling slow down Galway Road like a tourist, taking in the sights of the sleeping storefronts and eerie stillness. Newspaper tumbleweeds. 
The vehicle, a boxy Toyota FJ cruiser with a roofrack of floodlights, hewed up before the granite steps of the town hall. Parked in the handicap space right out front. The stranger swung out and looked over the building. He took the steps two at a time to read the hours printed on the front door. Two hours to kill before the county office opened for business. 
A small poster in the window advertised the upcoming Heritage Festival. He skimmed the bullet points detailing a marching band, memorial commemoration and a classic car show in the park. A midway and softball games. Family fun for all. “Perfect,” he said. 
He went down the steps and crossed into the middle of the empty street. Every window was dark, no welcoming neon sign calling out to early risers. Even the cat had disappeared from the sill. 
And then miraculously, a light went on. A diner, half a block away, coming to life. A neon sign flickering and warming until it glowed a single word beacon. COFFEE. 
The stranger leaned and spit onto the sidewalk, then climbed back into his vehicle. 
~
Martin Gallagher sat on a cracked leather stool, the only patron of the Oak Stem diner. Shoulders hunched over the counter, warming his big knuckled hands around the coffee cup. A morning ritual, one the starting cook knew and accepted. Old man Gallagher lingering outside the door at six, waiting to be let in like some errant tomcat. Whether the old man woke at an ungodly hour or hadn’t gone to bed at all was a matter of conjecture among the staff. His nights spent at the Dublin pub, closing out the place at last call and showing up at the diner when the cook started his shift at six. Some believed the man never slept at all, or slept sitting up on his stool. Little catnaps between conversations over a whiskey or cup of joe. Lack of sleep would explain the old fool’s habit of muttering to himself or, unprovoked, barking obscenities to the room. 
This morning no different from any other. The cook prepping for the morning rush and the old man content to sit and watch the empty street. Mumbling into his cup, occasionally turning around to bellow at the empty booths. That’s more of what ye owe me, ye son-of-whoor!

So, when the bell over the door chimed, both the cook and the old man startled. 
The stranger looked up at the bells dangling on the trim and smiled, charmed by it. He took a stool at the counter, nodded to Gallagher and then turned to the cook. “Coffee please.” 
The cook grimaced, disliking the upset to his routine. He clattered a cup onto the counter, filled it and went back to cubing potatoes. 
Gallagher scrutinized the newcomer, closing one eye to take a proper measure. His eyes mistrustful, bloodshot as they were. No, no one he recognized. 
“You all right, grampa?” The stranger leaned close to return the stare. Clapped the pensioner on the back. “Didn’t mean to wake you.” 
“Do I know ye?” Gallagher shrugged, answering his own query. “I don’t know ye.” 
“Aha. Awake and astute.” 
“Ye passing through?” 
“No. I’m here.” 
Gallagher’s lips soured, deciding immediately the man was an idiot. “No, I mean are ye driving through? On your way somewhere? London, I’ll bet.” 
“No. This is Pennyluck, isn’t it?” He swept a hand over the room, as if the diner encompassed the town. “But I am confused on one matter. Maybe you can help. Is this the asshole of the world or just the armpit?” 
“Eh?” 
“Either will do, I reckon.” He clinked his cup against the old man’s. “Refill?” 
Gallagher’s eyes narrowed to rheumy slits. “Ye fucker. That’s more of what ye owe me.” 
The cook stopped chopping, the blade hovering over the onions. He looked over his shoulder to see the stranger’s reaction. The man was grinning away, like he couldn’t be more pleased. The cook looked away when the man caught him peeking. 
“Could you pour me one to go?” He stood, clapped the old man on the back again. “Think I’ll take in the sights.” 
A takeout cup was poured. The stranger dropped a five on the counter and nodded at the old man. Said he was buying the round and left, laughing as the door chimes rang. 
Gallagher wrinkled his gin-blossomed nose. “Jesus. Do you smell that? Like something burnt?” 
The cook looked to his sizzling grill. “I’m not burning anything.” 
“No. Him. That smell.” The old man tinkled his fingernails against the vermiculite countertop. “Sulphur or something. Can’t you smell it?” 
The cook pointed the spatula at his nose. “I can’t smell anything.” 
The old man rattled his fingers some more. “Not sulphur. What’s the word…” 
The cook went back to his grill. Gallagher corkscrewed his lips, shaking his foggy memory until the word fell out. He snapped his fingers. 
 “Brimstone.” 
~
Emma stood at the sink, looking sleepily out the window. The sun coming up over the trees, burning off the dew as the shadows receded. Jim already up and gone like every morning but not before brewing a fresh pot for when she woke. She was still at the sink when he came in and pressed up behind her. Hands wrapping under her ribs, kissing her tangled hair. She leaned back into him, her head notching into his shoulder. 
“Did you sleep okay?” He slid around her and washed up at the sink. Emma had trouble sleeping sometimes, waking deep in the night and unable to fall back under. Exhausted and spent for the new day. He himself slept like the dead no matter what. 
“Yeah.” She gave him a shy smirk, like they shared a secret. “Very well.” 
“Where’s Travis?” Jim looked to the empty table and then his watch. 
“Getting the paper.” 
He sat down and she slid a mug of coffee onto the table just as the screen door banged shut. A sound Jim hated, knowing one day the bang would be the old door’s last. The house was set well back from the road and it was Travis’s job to go get the paper stuffed into their mailbox. He rode his bike out to fetch it and every morning let the screen door bang the frame no matter how many times he’d been told not to. 
Travis dropped the paper onto the table, reached for the cereal box and was already pouring cereal before he noticed his dad watching him. “Sorry.” 
“That door is just gonna fall right off the hinges you keep banging it like that.” 
Emma brought the milk and Travis poured and ate noisily. Halfway through the bowl, he looked up. “What’s going on next door?” 
Jim lowered the front page. There was no next door, their closest neighbour was a quarter mile away. “What?” 
“Did someone buy that crappy old house?” 
The crappy old house. It took a second before Jim understood what he meant. The derelict farmhouse on the property next to theirs, a crumbling tinderbox so old that Jim didn’t even see it anymore. Part of the landscape, no more visible than the weeping willows that surrounded the place. 
Travis clocked the confusion on both their faces. “The haunted house. Up the road.” Travis had called it a haunted house since he was five. To Jim’s knowledge, the boy had never gone near it, death-trap that it was. 
“What do you mean, honey?” Emma sat down, hands drawing warmth from her mug. 
Travis poured a second bowl. “Some dude’s over there. Tossing junk out on the front yard. 
Jim pushed his chair back and went to the window. He knew full well that the old house wasn’t visible from this window but he went and looked all the same. Nothing. Trees, the old fence. 
“Did you recognize him?” Emma asked. 
“No.” 
“Maybe the town’s decided to finally pull it down.” 
Jim crossed to the backdoor and slipped his boots back on. “I doubt that. Probably just some junk collector. I’ll go see.” 
“I want to come.” Travis, already on his feet. 
“Stay here.”
~
Jim climbed under the wheel and rumbled down the driveway to the road. A fly bounced inside the windshield before being sucked out the open window. Trespassers weren’t uncommon on the old property, usually antique hunters from the city. Sometimes just kids looking to explore. The old Corrigan house was big and spooky-looking, a natural draw for any curious eyes driving past. Two years ago it was some college kids with a bunch of weird gear. Said they were ghost hunters searching for signs of paranormal activity. Jim had chased them off, telling them they were trespassing and he’d call the cops if they didn’t pack up and skedaddle. 
The driveway to the old place was nothing more than two rutted tracks of hard packed clay. Overgrown crabgrass trailed beneath the pickup’s undercarriage. Jim could already see a vehicle parked in the front yard. A new Toyota FJ, tricked out with floodlights on the roof and a heavy grille guard. Long way from home too. Nova Scotia plates. Another antique hunter. 
An ambitious one at that, Jim thought. There was a tidy pile of trash and debris just off the veranda, hauled from inside and pitched out. Jim went up the rotted plank steps and stopped outside the open door. 
“Hello?” 
No response. A dull crash deep inside the house. 
The interior was dark and musty smelling. An overturned chair to his left, the spindles splayed and broken. A table against the wall with a yellowing calendar hung over it, forever frozen to June 1973. A rack of stag antlers over a wide stone hearth. The floorboards warped and filthy with the dry bones of mice and other small creatures. The staircase and the hallway to the back. He hollered again. 
Noise thudding through the floor. A shatter of glass and the tinkling of shards. Jim passed under the staircase to the hallway, the light brightening into what was once the kitchen. 
A silhouette in the room, the man a blur against the sunlight squaring the grimy windows. His back to Jim. Rubble at his feet and dust frosting the air. An iron poker in his hand. 
“Hello.” 
The voice was low and unfamiliar. He didn’t turn around. 
Jim’s back went up, wary. He reminded himself the man was a trespasser. And a vandal, judging by the damage he’d wrought with the poker. Jim dropped an octave, injecting authority into his tone. “Can I help you with something? This is private property.” 
“Private?” The man finally turned. Jim ballparked his age at forty or so, the features deeply etched. Eyes that bored into Jim’s and wouldn’t let go. Big shoulders and raw looking hands. “It looks like it’s been used as a public toilet,” he said. 
“It’s been empty a long time. You scavenging for antiques or something?” 
The stranger sized Jim up and down but said nothing. Locking that weird stare onto him. Creepy was the word that sprang to mind. “Couple places in town for antiques. Regular shops instead of trespassing.” Jim stressed the trespassing part, impatient to hustle this weirdo on his way. 
“No trespasser here, sir.” The man grinned wide, like someone clutching a flush. “Except you maybe.” 
“Beg your pardon?” 
The man passed the iron rod from his right hand to his left and stepped closer. “You live next door, yeah? What’s your name?” He thrust his hand out to shake. 
“Jim. Jim Hawkshaw.” Without thinking, taking the hand and shaking.
“Will Corrigan.” The man pumped Jim’s hand. Watched his face for a reaction. 
Jim creased his brow, the name bouncing around inside his head but not making any sense. Corrigan. That’s the name of this derelict tinderbox. The ‘old Corrigan place’. A term he’d heard since he was a kid but never stopped to ask what it meant or who the Corrigans were. Like asking who Santa Claus was. It just was. 
“Corrigan?” Jim stumbled over the name, saying it aloud. “No, that’s the name of this place. Or it used to be—” 
Will Corrigan squeezed Jim’s hand. “The very same. Pleased to meet you, Jim.” 
Jim pulled his hand away. Something didn’t add up, he thought. There are no Corrigans. 
“I’ve come to claim the family homestead. Or at least what’s left of the fucking place.” Corrigan tossed the poker to the floor where it crashed against a mess of broken plates. “Guess that makes us neighbours.” 
~
“Get outta here! Shoo!”
The damn goats. Emma chased the pair of them from her vegetable garden, where they had devoured the tomato shoots and the flowering bell peppers. The slat fence Jim had put up to keep them out lay trampled in the dirt. Unlike horses, goats didn’t spook and bolt. The goats, whom Jim had named It and Shit, just worked their jaws and watched her bellow with their slit eyes. A swift kick to the hind end and the animals brayed and meandered off slowly. Plodding to the weed border of the yard and nipping at the clover, looking back at her with what Emma could only read as resentment. 
“You two can be sold,” she scolded them. “In a heartbeat.” 
The goats lowered their heads and chewed, turning their behinds towards her. 
Emma kneeled down to inspect the damage. The tomatoes might survive but the peppers would never bear fruit now, the stalks devoured up along with the buds. She brushed her hands off and straightened up, catching sight of the pickup roaring onto the road and pluming dust as it steered towards town. 
Where the hell was Jim going? 
She dug her phone from a back pocket and hit the number for Jim’s cell. 
“Yeah.” His voice crackly down the line. 
“Where are you going?” Emma strode out of the rows, angling the phone for a better reception. “Is everything okay?” 
“I gotta talk to Kate. Somebody just screwed us over.” 
Click. The line gone dead. She hated it when he got cryptic. Was she supposed to guess what that meant? 
To hell with it. Emma knelt back down to uproot the mangled pepper plants. 
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THE OAK STEM Diner was the place where business was conducted over eggs and bottomless cups of coffee, had been since the sixties. Business had slackened the last few years when the new Tim Hortons coffee shop landed further out on the strip, siphoning off customers but the Oak Stem held its own with its booths and swivel stools. A universal truth; you couldn’t negotiate a deal under a sign declaring a twenty minute minimum. 
The bell over the door rang as Jim entered but staff and patrons alike were deaf to it now. Jim scanned the tables and spotted Kate in the last booth. Sitting across from her were Hitchens and Tom Carswell, the manager of the Pennyluck Savings and Loan. All three looked up when Jim approached. 
Jim nodded to the two men before squaring his eyes on the mayor. “We need to talk.” 
“Jimmy, sit down,” said Hitchens. “We were just talking about you. And your new neighbour.” 
“Is that so? You know about this guy?” 
“Sit down.” Kate’s tone was conciliatory although her eyes seemed troubled. 
Hitchens slid over and Jim sat. “He said his name’s Corrigan. Where the hell did he come from?” 
“No idea,” said Kate. “John found him on the steps of the county office this morning, waiting for it to open. He filed a claim on the property.” 
“So some yahoo walks in and makes a claim? If I knew it was that easy, I woulda done it ages ago.” 
Tom Carswell clinked his cup back onto the saucer. He had that puffy faced, worn out look some men get sliding down the other side of forty. Swollen looking hands that were oddly dainty holding a cup. Jim had never liked the man, disliking his air of superiority. He guessed that handling other people’s money did that to a person. Carswell spoke slowly. “He had a formal statement of claim. ID, proof. If everything checks out, the property is his.” 
“I thought it belonged to the county.” 
“It’s in trust to the county.” Carswell clucked, the way a school teacher does. “Has been forever.” 
“But it’s still Corrigan property.” Kate shrugged, like everyone knew this but Jim. “Weird, I know.”
“But there hasn’t been a Corrigan for years. How could it still belong to them?” 
“It’s still in their name. Held in trust” Carswell said, as if this was all over Jim’s head. “The land’s been for sale since Adam but never sold. It’s complicated.”
Hitchens snorted. “Who the hell would want that creepy old place?” 
Jim zeroed in on Kate, telegraphing a simple message. I want it. He said, “So?” 
Kate folded her hands together. “So the land remained in the Corrigan name. This man, William, is it?” Carswell nodded, she went on. “He filed proof that he’s a descendant of the original family and lays legal claim.” 
“And just like that, you believed him?” 
“We believed his money.” Carswell slurped his coffee. “He paid the outstanding back taxes for the last ten years. Didn’t even blink an eye about it either. Just cut a cheque.” 
Jim sank back into the bench. “So that’s it? It’s his land and how’s your mother?” 
“There’s a process, Jim. Nothing’s written in stone yet.” 
“Yeah.” Jim slid out of the booth, turned to go. 
 Hitchens called after him. “What do you care, Jimmy?” 
Kate watched him storm out. She’d explain it to him later when he cooled off. 
Hitchens swung back to the table. “What’s his problem?” 
“Covetousness,” Carswell said. 
“Don’t gossip, Tom.” Kate pushed her coffee cup away. Her sixth and it wasn’t even noon. She looked up to see old Mr. Gallagher staring at them from his perch at the lunch counter. Openly eavesdropping. “Can I help you Mr. Gallagher?” 
“That name,” he said. “What was that name you said?”
Hitchens looked at him. “You mean Jim?” 
“No, ye idiot.” Gallagher waved his hand as if to shoo Hitchens off. “The other name.” 
Kate was in no mood for the old man’s carrying on but Carswell piped up. “Corrigan?” 
The old man winced as if stung. “That one. What’s wrong with you people anyway? Don’t ever utter that name.” 
Hitchens laughed, looking at Kate and Carswell. The old geezer was in form today. “Why not?”
Gallagher turned away. “It’s bad luck.” 
~
Driving home, Jim felt a gaping black hole yawning open under his feet. It would swallow him whole. His wife, child, home. He pulled to the shoulder and clambered out to be sick but nothing came up. He stayed doubled over, hands on his knees. 
His whole plan had popped like a balloon with the appearance of this man at the old property. Without the new acreage, Jim was painted into a corner with no way forward or back. He’d go under and with it, they’d lose it all. The bank and the creditors would pick the bones clean. Turkey vultures. Everything lost because of his ineptitude. 
His teeth felt gritty and burned when he turned back into his driveway. He was surprised to see Travis mowing the front lawn, a chore he normally had to cajole and harass the boy to do. Emma must have scolded him into doing it, anticipating his mood. Jim waved at his son as he rumbled past him, drove on towards the barn. He heard the lawnmower shut down and Travis crossing the yard towards him. The boy would have a million questions, none of which Jim wanted to face, let alone answer. 


“So this carpetbagger just shows up out of the blue. Says the place is his. Weird looking guy too.” 
Travis sat perched in the tractor seat, legs dangling. “What’s a carpetbagger?” 
“City people. Con artists. They’ll steal your wallet while shaking your hand.” Jim lifted out the air filter and slotted the flathead into the idle screw. Tweaked it a hair. “Try it now.” 
Travis hit the ignition and the engine sputtered up. The idle too fast. Jim turned it back until it slowed and then waved at Travis to cut it. “Dollars to donuts, he’s got some scam going.” 
“Where’d he come from?” 
“Dunno. Out east, I guess. Probably run out of the last town he was in for pulling something stupid.” 
“Uh… Dad?” 
“You can tell a shyster by the look in his eye. You know—”
“What happened up there?” Emma stood just inside the barn door, hair wet from the shower. Listening to his tirade. He gave her a brief rundown of the stranger in the house, his talk with Kate at the diner. Carswell and his condescending tone. “So why are you talking trash about this guy?” 
“Because he just screwed us over.” 
“You don’t know anything about the man.” 
“Don’t need to.” 
“Yes you do. Go back and invite the man over for coffee.” 
He looked at his wife like she had suddenly grown two heads. “No way.” 
“Yes way. Go be neighbourly. Let’s find out about our mystery man.” 
Jim dropped the filter back in, replaced the cover. Refusing to budge. Emma looked up at her son in the cab, shielding her eyes from the sun. “Travis, take your dad over there and invite our new neighbour over.” She looked back at Jim. “Or I’ll do it myself.” 
~
Travis sat in the box, bouncing on the wheel well as Jim drove back to the decrepit house. The debris pile in the yard was even taller now. Lengths of mouldy sheetrock and lines of cast iron pipe. Travis hopped out of the pickup and joined his dad in the overgrown grass. He looked over the mess. “What’s he doing? Gutting the place?” 
“Looks that way.” Jim frowned. The guy was settling in fast, already tearing down for the inevitable home reno. Good luck with that. He’d be better off just bulldozing the whole thing and starting from scratch rather than renovating this husk of a house. 
Travis drifted off to where a big square of framed plywood leaned against the porch rail. Painted white with letters stencilled neatly in black, waiting to be filled in. A sign.


THE CORRIGAN HORRORSHOW
~ Historical tour and attractions ~


“What’s that supposed to be?” 
Jim didn’t have a clue. Sitting a few yards away were two posts braced with triangular footings. A frame to nail the signboard to. Whatever it meant, he didn’t like it. The odd sign simply confirmed his earlier suspicion of a con man or opportunist. 
“Watch your step.” He went up the porch, pointing to the broken steps. “The boards are rotted through.” 
Jim rapped on the doorframe and called out. A crash from somewhere inside. The stranger demolishing more walls. Then the voice bellowed up and blasted their ears. “Cocksucking son of a whore!!” 
Jim winced at the language and looked at his son. “Pretend you didn’t hear that.” Travis tried not to smirk. He followed his dad over the threshold, eyes widening at the dark and foul interior, tripping over the uneven boards. They followed the cloud of profanity towards the back of the house. 
Will Corrigan hauled on a prybar, wedging a length of bulkhead from the kitchen ceiling. The wood popped and the whole piece crashed down onto his head in a plume of dust, pummelling Corrigan to his knees. “Rotten motherfucking bastard!” 
Jim leapt forward and pushed the mess off of the crumpled man, crashing it to the floor. Corrigan teetered up and backed away, coughing. He gripped Jim’s arm until the coughing jag passed. He spat onto the floor, wiped his chin. “Thank you.” 
Travis retreated back from the dust cloud, watching.
Jim held the man’s arm, waiting for him to find his balance. Uncomfortable as hell holding some stranger, their faces inches apart. Politeness forced him to endure. Corrigan’s cheeks blew out as he coughed some more and then he tapped Jim’s arm, signalling he was okay. 
“You might want to get a spotter,” Jim said, “if you’re doing demolition.” 
“I’ll keep that in mind.” Corrigan squinted at Travis. “Who’s this?” 
“My son. Say hello, Travis.” 
Travis stuck out his hand. “Hi.” 
“Pleased to meet you, Travis. What brings you two out here?” 
“My mom wants you to come for dinner.” 
“We,” Jim corrected his son, “would like you to come over. Say hello and all that.” 
Corrigan smiled at the boy and nodded. “Well that’s very neighbourly of you, son. I’ll have to take a rain cheque. Too much to do around here.” 
“You fixing up the place?” 
“Not exactly. Ripping stuff out. Look at this shit.” Corrigan bashed out a reluctant strip of framing. “All this reno that was done ages ago. Poorly made and shabbily installed. The work of some cocksucking Orangeman I’d wager.” 
Jim winced again at the language. He himself had sworn and cursed a hundred times over in the presence of his son but always slips. Not like this, delighting in the curse. “Could you hold back the cussing? Just around my son…” 
Corrigan held out the prybar to the boy. Nodded at him to have a go. “Here son. Take a whack at it.” 
Travis took the hold of the tool and looked to his dad for approval. Jim shrugged and Travis bashed at the old drywall. The first hit bounced off and Travis swung harder, piercing the wall.
“Atta boy.” Corrigan turned to Jim. “I’m going to strip it all back to the original timberframe. Just like it was back then.” 
“Back when?” Jim raised his voice over the racket Travis was making.
“How it was back in eighteen ninety-eight.” 
Travis stopped bashing the wall. “What for?”
“Do they not teach history in this town?” Corrigan addressed the boy but levelled his gaze at the father. 
Travis soured. “History’s boring.” 
“Ignore him,” Jim said. He cocked a thumb towards the front door. “What’s that sign out front?” 
Corrigan stared at Jim, as if expecting something else. He shook his head, pulled the prybar from Travis’s hands and strode for the back door. “Come on. I got something to show you.” 
Corrigan led them out the back, stepping past another debris pile. The backyard was choked with tall grass and raspberry bushes. A pathway had been freshly mowed through the weeds, winding out of sight up the hill. A wood handled scythe leaned against the back veranda, the rusty blade still green from the cutting. Corrigan picked it up and strode on down the path he had mowed. “I spent most of the morning cutting down all these damn weeds back here. For a while there I was afraid I wouldn’t find it.” 
“Find what?” Travis watched the toes of his shoes turn green. 
“Come see.” 
The pathway snaked around the trunks of apple trees, the orchard barely recognizable in the undergrowth. Corrigan’s scythe trailed along the wet grass into a copse of ancient weeping willows. The hanging branches rustled and swayed around them where a larger clearing had been cut through. 
Corrigan stopped and tapped the scythe blade against a squared stone on the ground. Granite, no larger than a cinderblock. “This,” he said. 
Travis knelt and brushed the dirt from the stone. Jim right behind him. The stone held an inscription chiselled into the top-face. A single word. 
James
Travis went wide-eyed. “Is that a grave?” 
“Yes it is.” Corrigan swept back stalks of unmowed weeds to reveal another stone, also inscribed. Bridgette. “There’s four others here hidden under the weeds.” 
Travis’s eyes were saucers as Corrigan swung the long scythe and cut low the weeds, revealing one stone after another. 
Unlike his son, Jim did not register or shock or horror. 
Corrigan noted that. “You’ve seen these before, Jim?” 
“Not since I was a kid.” 
Travis spun to his dad, more shock in his eyes. “You knew about this?” He turned back to Corrigan, a million questions tripping out of his mouth at once. “Who are they?” 
“Corrigans all. My family.” 
“Why are they buried here and not in the cemetery?” The boy kept blinking and blinking. 
“Come to the tour, son, and find out.” 
“Tour?” Jim chinned the house, where the sign was. “Is that for real?” 
“Very much.” 
“What’s it about?” 
Corrigan didn’t answer. He turned to the boy and put a hand on his shoulder. “Travis, do you have a job?” 
“He has chores round the farm.” 
Corrigan smiled at the boy. “Of course. But do you have a job outside of that? Part-time, after school?” 
“No sir.” 
“Do you want one? There’s plenty of work here. Demolition, smashing things up and whatnot. I’ll pay you for your time.” He nodded in deference to the father. “After your chores of course.” 
Travis looked to his dad. Eager and willing. “Can I?” 
“We’ll talk about it. We better get back.” Jim waved at his son to come along, then reached out to shake the man’s hand. “Good luck.” 
“Thank you, Jim. And thank your wife for the invite. I’ll be around soon.” 
Jim put a hand on Travis’s shoulder and led him around the side of the house to their truck. He glanced back once before turning the corner. Will Corrigan stood in the weeds, one arm propped on the scythe, watching them leave. 
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“A GRAVEYARD?” Emma held the bowl of mashed potatoes in the air, forgetting who had asked for it.
 “For real.” Travis grinned, pleased that he had shocked her. “There’s like six of them buried up there. We saw it. Pass the bread.” 
“Six?” Emma lowered the bowl.
“You didn’t know?” 
“We used to tell ghost stories about that old place when we were kids. I always thought it was just tall tales.” Emma looked at Jim. “Did you know about the graves?” 
Jim took the bowl from her. “I saw them once. Went out there exploring when I was Travis’s age and came running back. My old man gave me a whalloping for it. We weren’t supposed to go near the place. Pass the gravy, please.” 
Travis perked up to hear that his dad had been forbidden from the old place too. Family tradition. He watched the bowls being passed around. His dad just tucked into his food like there was no more to be said. Unbelievable. “So what happened to them? The family?” 
“Not sure.” Emma looked to Jim. “They were all killed, weren’t they?” 
Jim shrugged but said nothing. 
“By who?” Travis’s eyes darted from his mom to his dad and back. There was a hidden graveyard less than a quarter mile from their house and neither of them seemed to care. How could they be so lame? “Dad?” 
“Convicts, I think. A gang of them busted out of the jailhouse over in Garrisontown, came through this way in their escape.” 
Travis stopped eating altogether. “Then what? They just went after them?” 
“Dunno. It was a hundred years ago.” Jim looked at the boy’s untouched plate. “This isn’t dinner conversation. Eat up.” 
He mashed his potatoes, watching his parents. Forks clinking against the china, reaching for another biscuit. No other conversation came forth. Travis wanted to scream. 
~
The Pennyluck Watchman came out every third Thursday of the month. Twenty-eight pages of local news, sports and obits. The classified section ate the last ten pages of the Watchman, bartering everything from farm equipment to babysitting services within the tri-town area of Pennyluck, Exford and Garrisontown. Craigslist was for fools and perverts. If you needed it sold or bartered, you listed in the backpages of the Watchman.
The offices of the Watchman were run from the back of Paul Tilford’s ‘Books and Souvenir’ shop over on Chestnut Street, kittycorner from the Farmer’s Co-op. Late Monday night, Tilford received a visitor asking about placing a three/eights ad in the classifieds. Tilford told the stranger that this month’s paper was being put to bed tonight and therefore too late to make the print run, but he’d be happy to book the ad for the next issue. That would make it the third week of July. The man regretted the lateness of his call but said the next issue would be too late. He needed his ad to run this week or not at all. Tilford smiled but explained that his hands were tied. The caller asked what his rate was for the space and, upon hearing the figure, offered double the amount for a late placement. 
Tilford scrounged up a pencil and asked for the exact wording of his ad. Reworking the layout of the classified pages would take some overtime but the doubled rate would ease the pain. 
The caller produced a large envelope and said he had already laid out the ad. Slipped from the envelope was a clean sheet of paper showing the ad, formatted and correct to the size. It could be cut and pasted into a layout board or simply scanned and fitted into place. Tilford smiled, knowing at a glance that half of his job was already accomplished. 
Mr. Tilford smiled again when the man paid cash for his ad. They shook hands and the man left. He read through the copy, proofreading as he went along. 




THE CORRIGAN HORROR!
Historical Tour and Attractions
Come visit the Corrigan homestead and be thrilled by a true tale of horror and intrigue. Learn the hidden secrets and shocking truths behind the murder of this noble clan and the founding of our pleasant community. All will be shocked, all will be amazed! Not for the timid! 
No children under twelve will be admitted. Scenes of violence and depravity told. Bring a raincoat, there will be blood!
Sunday, 1:00 PM
~
 “The Corrigan Horror? What the hell is that?” 
Bill Berryhill leaned against his truck outside the diner, holding up the latest edition of the Watchman.
Hitchens squinted at the ad, reading it for a third time like he had missed something. “Dunno. Some kind of tourist attraction, I guess.” 
“To see what?” Berryhill snatched the paper back. “A rotting house?” 
“Maybe it’s one of those haunted house things? A spook house like they put on at Halloween.” 
“In June?” 
The bell over the diner door rang as Kate came out onto the street. Eyes on her Blackberry, walking straight into Hitchens. “Oops,” she said. “Sorry.” 
Berryhill thrust the paper at her. “Kate, what do you know about this?” 
“No idea.” She had already seen the Watchman. “But if it brings in some tourist dollars, I’m all for it.” 
 “Did you see this?” All three turned to see Jim coming up the sidewalk, a copy of the newspaper in his hand. 
“We seen it,” Hitchens said. “Do you know what the hell it is?” 
“It’s about his family.” Jim saw the copy in Berryhill’s mitt. “The ones buried out there on the property.” 
“Buried? The hell you talking about?” 
“There’s a small graveyard out behind the house.” Jim rolled the newspaper into a tube and looked for somewhere to pitch it. “The Corrigan clan all died there.” 
“Oh come on. That’s just an old spook tale.” Hitchens guffawed at him but Jim wasn’t smiling. 
Berryhill swatted him. “You’re an ignorant bag of rocks, Hitch.” 
Kate’s smile dropped as she looked at Jim. “Have you seen this graveyard?” 
“They’ve been hidden under brush all this time. Corrigan’s cut back all the weeds so you can see ‘em.” 
Berryhill spat onto the pavement. “So what’s this guy doing? Turning that shitty firetrap into Disneyland?” 
“God knows.” 
Kate scanned through the ad again. “Says here it starts Sunday. Anyone going?” 
“Hell yeah,” said Hitchens. “Nothing new ever happens around here. You going, Jimmy?” 
Jim tossed his paper into a bin. “I got better things to do.” 
“Our Jim’s gonna be in church,” Berryhill laughed.
Jim ignored the oaf and walked back to his truck. Like Berryhill could talk, the man hadn’t seen the inside of a church since the day he was baptised. Even then he was trouble. Screaming blue bloody murder as Father Toohey poured holy water over his wee head, as if it burned. 
~
Over the next two days Jim kept an eye on his new neighbour, watching the Toyota FJ roar away and come back in. Watching Corrigan unload lumber and supplies. The overgrown weeds and timothy choking the yard were mowed down and cleared away. Corrigan dragged the framed posts out to the end of the driveway and hammered the big signboard to it. It stood fourteen feet in the air, its neatly stencilled face declaring the site of ‘The Corrigan Horror’. 
To Jim’s relief, the man never took them up on Emma’s invitation. No unannounced pop-in visit or borrowing of a cup of sugar. In town, the stranger was still the subject of endless speculation as to the veracity of his claims and his bogus stunt. 
Friday night, Jim caught sight of a glow beyond the treeline and walked the halfacre to the stone fence. A clearing in the elm trees gave a clean sightline to the old Corrigan property. An enormous bonfire blazed on the front yard, the flames trailing up twenty feet into the night sky. The mound of trash and debris pulled from the interior burned up, spewing foul black smoke south to the creek. A hazy silhouette shimmered before the rippling flames, tossing more debris into the fire. Corrigan, no doubt. Jim watched the man feed the fire and stoke the flames like some evil hobgoblin intent on torching everything in sight. 
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SUNDAY. JIM OILED the chainsaw and took Travis to the eastern property line to clear away three dead trees that needed felling. Not an urgent task but he wanted to keep an eye on their neighbour and his attraction, or scam, or whatever it was. By noon they had felled all three trees and cut the trunks into logs, Jim letting his son have a go with the chainsaw. Not a single vehicle came up the road to the Corrigan property, no trail of dust disturbed the Roman Line this Sunday morning. Good. People had the good sense to stay away from the carpetbagger’s shenanigans. Emma came out to the yard and waved them in for lunch. 
Eggs and salsa, toast with the last of the elderberry preserves. It was Travis who spotted the first car on the road, spoiling the pristine sky with its dust cloud. It was followed by two pickups and a minivan. Jim went to the window, surprised to see Puddycombe’s Cherokee turning into the Corrigan lot. 
Damn. 
“Are we going?” Travis looked up, hopeful. 
“No.” 
“Oh come on,” Emma said. “Let’s see what all the fuss is about.” 
“Plain foolishness is what it is.” Jim turned away from the window, ending the matter. 
Emma cocked her hip. “Aren’t you even a little bit curious?” 
~
Jim counted nineteen cars, crowded ass to grill down the narrow rut and snaking back onto the road. Most of them he recognized. He, Emma and Travis had walked, it being such a warm day. He felt his wife’s hand slide into his, fingers meshing. He didn’t know what she wanted at first, it being so long since they’d held hands like that. For no reason. It felt good and he told her so with a little squeeze. 
Travis walked ahead of them, eager to get there and groaning at his turtle-trodding parents. He caught them holding hands. “Do you have to do that? There’s people around.” 
Coming onto the yard, they nodded to people milling about in the shorn crabgrass. Puddycombe and Hitchens leaned on Puddy’s truck while their wives talked nearby. The Ryder family next to Phil Carroll and his brood. Joe Keefe and his wife. Elaine and Bertie O’ Connor. The Murdy clan and Orlo Miller. Even Bill Berryhill was there, loafing with his little toadie ‘Kombat’ Kyle. Chinless under a downy moustache, Kyle was the local nazi wannabe enamoured with all things military. He wore camouflage and combat boots and never ever spoke. 
Puddycombe spotted Jim and waved him over. “You know what this nonsense is all about?” 
“No idea.” Jim surveyed the crowd, impatient but polite. “But I thoroughly expect it to be a scam.” 
Hitchens laughed. “keep your hands on your wallets, boys—”
KA-BOOM! 
The crack of a gunshot blast, the report echoing off into the field. Everyone jerked and ducked, shutting the hell up. All eyes swinging up to the sound. 
William Corrigan stood on his tilting porch, a double-barrelled shotgun in his hand. The stock resting on a hip and smoke drifting from the twin bores. He mouth twisted into a satisfied grin. 
“Good afternoon!” Corrigan roamed the faces staring back at him. Some still startled, others angry or offended. He grinned back at them, delighted with the effect. “And welcome to the Corrigan Horrorshow. Nice to see so many of you out today.” 
He clomped down the dryrot steps to the crowd. Mrs. Murdy pulled her children away and stepped back. Donny McKinnon bubbled up, “What the hell’re you doing with the gun?” 
“My name is William James Corrigan,” he hollered, shouting down the protests and clucking tongues. “The last of the Corrigan clan. And this crumbling shell before you is all that’s left of the family homestead.”
The crowd parted, stepping on one another’s toes as their host ferried forward. “Like most of you, my family emigrated here from Ireland. County Tipperary. My predecessors and yours alike. All fleeing the blight and the bastard landowners, the tithe troubles and the bloodshed of ancient feuds. Here to the New World where there was land for the taking, if you had the backbone to clear it. Land you could own, something denied the Catholics in the British scheme to starve out the Papists. If you survived the coffin ships crossing the Atlantic and the sick houses at the port lands.” Here he swept his arm wide, taking in the horizon. “And of course this godforsaken climate.” 
Emma glanced at Jim, like she was waiting for the punchline to a bad joke. He had nothing to offer so he put a hand on her shoulder. Travis was slackjawed, eating it up. 
Corrigan welcomed the stares coming his way and glared back with delight. “And come we did. The Corrigans and the Connellys. The Keefes and the Farrells. Hitchens, Hawkshaws. The Carrolls, O’Connors, the Donnellys and the Berryhills. Land enough for all. But we didn’t leave the old world behind, did we? No, we brought with us the best of the old country and we ferried the worst of it too. The old hatreds and the feuding. Our cherished bigotries and enmities, one for the other.” 
He broke the shotgun at the hinge and dug the spent casings from the barrels. Flung them into the ashes of the bonfire at his feet. 
“So we settled our little corner of the promised land. An enclave of the bedraggled and the dispossessed, desperate to carve out a new life but unwilling to let go of the old ways. No quarter asked and none given. A volatile mix this. A scrap of hope churning inside a hungry belly, and all of it Irish.
“If you had a quarrel with your neighbour you didn’t turn to the law. That law was English law and all knew there was no justice to be had in it. You settled it the old way. With your fists. You shot the bastard’s horse or burned his barn down. That was the old way.” 
The shotgun remained broken at the breech, cradled in the crook of his elbow. His mouth set into that leering grin. 
“The Corrigans were a rough bunch, no denying that. No worse than any others in town and yet they came to be the enemy of all. And why is that? Simple. They could outfight and outwit every dullard who crossed paths with them. But what they didn’t have was the numbers. 
“The good people of Pennyluck decided life would be a lot easier if there were no more fucking Corrigans around. So they formed a little club and called it the Pennyluck Vigilance Society. They holed up at the old swamp schoolhouse not a mile over that ridge and drank their courage up. Then they came south across the fields, a dozen men, maybe more. Armed with rifles and axes and sticks. February fourth, eighteen ninety-eight.” 
He went back up the broken steps and turned to the crowd. “Come on inside. I’ll show you where my family died.” 
Corrigan disappeared into the house. The crowd of onlookers remained on the grass, glancing around at one another but no one made a move. Berryhill spat onto the grass. “Horseshit,” he said, and clomped up the steps. Kombat Kyle at his heels. 
The spell broken, everyone funnelled into the house. Emma wrapped her hand over Jim’s arm. “I don’t think I want to hear anymore.” 
Travis was already on the porch, waving at his parents to hurry up. “Come on,” he said. “It’s just getting good.” 
Inside the house it was dark and the June air fetid with must and mould. Everyone squinted until their eyes adjusted from the blue sky to the dim of the house, tumbling into one another at the door. The front room was enormous but almost bare of furnishings. A roughsawn table to one side with three matchstick chairs. A rolltop desk pushed against one wall. Antlers hung over the wide stone hearth, cobwebs drifting from the points. The shotgun lay on the mantle. 
Corrigan stood in the center of the room, holding the crowd near the door. “They kicked the door down and stormed the house. James Corrigan, the patriarch, came out from the back with a pistol in hand.”
Under Corrigan's boots was a rough dropcloth. Another was tossed on the floor to his left and a third draped down the stairs. He retreated back into the hall and swept forward, swinging up a pantomime pistol. “He got off one round. Missed. He was shot through the stomach by one vigilante. Another gored his ribs with a pitchfork.” 
Everyone ducked as he pointed the make-believe gun at them. Corrigan reached down and yanked away the dropcloth at his feet. Chalk lines drawn onto the wooden floorboards, sketched in the shape of a body. 
“Then the mob went for the rest of the family. Mary was struck down running to her husband’s side. Bludgeoned with a shillelagh. Choking on a mouthful of shattered teeth, she begged for a moment to pray. ‘Pray in Hell’ the murderers told her, and then they broke her skull in.” 
Emma winced at the thought. Some shuffled uncomfortably while others folded their arms in defiance, disbelieving the tale. 
Corrigan pulled away the second dropcloth to reveal another chalk outline on the floor. He crossed to the stairs and swept up the third shroud. “Thomas was shot coming down the stairs. His ears were docked from his head and thrown into the fireplace. Michael was cudgelled in his bed. Young Bridgette, not yet sixteen, was chased to the loft where she was raped and cut open with a cleaver.” 
Corrigan flung the sheets into a corner and waved at them to follow him through into the kitchen. “When all was quiet, the vigilantes collected the bodies and dragged them out the back.” 
His voice trailed off. No one moved for a second and then Travis chased him down the hall. The crowd trooped through the kitchen and out the backdoor to the yard where Corrigan waited for them. 
“This way.” He led them through the newly mowed path, up a rise and down to the willow trees. “The bodies were hauled out to the barn where the horses were stalled. Lamp oil was doused over the straw and the whole thing set to blaze. Bodies, horses, all.” 
Ten paces from the willow trees to the graves. Six stones, no taller than a foot, arced in a wide circle. Each one with a chiselled name:
James. Mary. John. Thomas. Bridgette. Michael.
Corrigan stood in the middle of the ring of graves waiting for them to catch up. Behind him rose a spire seven feet into the air, hidden under yet another dropcloth. Berryhill was the first down the path and he stopped cold. Joe Keefe bumped against him and cursed, and then he too went silent when he saw the graves. The others tumbled in, the same reaction all round. A few genuflected but most stood gaping. Corrigan registered it all with a perverse grin.
“Even in death they were wronged. The parish priest, a known lecher and drunk, refused them burial in the churchyard at Saint Patrick’s cemetery. So they were lain to rest out here. What was left of them anyway.” 
Corrigan stepped left and took up the end of the dropcloth. Some new horror waiting to be unveiled. “Yet it wasn’t all tragic. One of the family survived. Young Robert Corrigan, all of eight years old, hid under the floor and watched his entire family slaughtered. He fled barefoot through the snow to a neighbour’s house. They hid the boy, fearing for his life. Later, young Robert gave an eye-witness testimony to the local magistrate, naming each and every one of the murderous assassins.” 
A breeze blew up, dipping the willow branches into the faces of the stunned onlookers. 
Corrigan let the tension run its pace before going on. “But the magistrate was partisan to the Vigilance Peace Society and publicly dismissed the boy’s claims as delusions. The assassins, cowards and bastards to a man, walked away scot free.” 
He flung back the dropcloth, sweeping it to the ground. A tall grave monument refracted the sunlight. Black granite, cleaned and polished. Thick at the base and narrowing to an elegant spire that towered four feet over their heads. A dark hub to the ring of small gravemarkers, the black spire repeated the names of the dead in gothic script. James and Mary Corrigan, the four dead children. Each name catalogued with the date and place of birth. The date of demise for all six was the same but here the elegant chiselled letters gave way to a bolder inscription hammered into the stone. 


James Orin Corrigan - Born 1839 - MURDERED February 4, 1898
Mary Agnes Corrigan - Born 1846 - MURDERED February 4, 1898 
John James Corrigan - Born 1872 - MURDERED February 4, 1898
Thomas Finn Corrigan - Born 1877 - MURDERED February 4, 1898
Bridgette Mary Corrigan - Born 1882 - MURDERED February 4, 1898
Michael Patrick Corrigan - Born 1883 - MURDERED February 4, 1898


No one moved, no one dared breathe. A full minute and it was Travis of all people who broke the spell. “So who did it?” 
Emma shushed the boy but Travis played deaf and hollered again. “Who killed the Corrigans?” 
“Look around you, son.” Corrigan levelled his eyes to the boy and chin-wagged at the people gathered before him. “They’re all here. All the upstanding, salt of the earth gentry of Pennyluck. Hitchens and Keefe. The Carrols and the O’Connors. Gallaghers, Farrells, McKinnons. The Connellys and the Berryhills. Those that committed the deed and those that covered it up.” 
Bill Berryhill snapped to attention at the mention of his name. Like a sharp slap to the face it stung and stung until his mind clicked over to what the son of a bitch was saying. Berryhill’s response was immediate and predictable. “Fuck you, asshole!” 
“The truth is ugly, isn’t it? Your great grandfathers murdered my family and everyone knew it. Those that kept silent were just as guilty as the ones that did the deed.” Corrigan stomped forward, his leering grin even wider. “Look at your hands,” he said. “All of you. Do you see the blood stained there? The blood of my kin. My blood.”
Berryhill pushed Kyle aside and stomped up face to face with his accuser. “That’s a fucking lie!” 
Violence folded thick in the air but Corrigan didn’t turn away. “What’s your name, son?” 
Berryhill shoved Corrigan hard into the monument. Someone in the crowd hollered at him. “Knock it off, Berryhill!” 
 “Berryhill?” Corrigan zeroed in on the big man’s eyes. “It was your scum ancestor that raped the girl.” 
Big Bill Berryhill was strong but he wasn’t fast, the punch telegraphed a mile away. Still, the accusing party didn’t seem to care, too busy staring at the big man’s face. Corrigan took the punch and bounced off the gravemarker. Hit the ground. 
“Hit him again!” Someone from behind, goading him on. Jim and Puddycombe jumped in and pulled Bill away. Others yelled at them to stop and a few ordered Bill to shut his mouth. Bill flung the two men off, spat at the bastard on the ground and stomped away. 
Corrigan brushed the grit from his hands and rubbed his jaw. The grin was still there, as if everything was how it should be. “If you don’t believe me, look in your attics and your crawlspaces. You’ll find proof there.”
Joe Keefe told him to go to Hell but Corrigan shouted him down. “The morning after the massacre, the whole town came out and traipsed through the ashes. They took little souvenirs, like they were at the fair, snatching up little pieces of bone and pocketing them. Fingerbones and ribs, keepsakes of a lovely day’s outing. Look in your basements, people. Search your hidey-holes and your attics and you’ll find the bones there. I want them back. Bring them to me.” 
The stranger was gnashing his teeth, nigh foaming at the mouth, and Emma pulled Travis away, hissing at Jim to follow. The Murdys and the Connellys turned and hurried back up the path, away from the leering man and his blasphemous sideshow. The others cursed and followed. 
Corrigan waved at the departing crowd like some demented carnival barker. “Come again, folks! And bring your friends!” 
Jim lingered as the bodies migrated past him, cursing and growling. He closed the distance between himself and Corrigan. “What the hell is this? Some sick joke?” 
Corrigan smiled. “Just celebrating local history, Jim.” His bloodshot eyes were feral and burning. “Come on up to the house and have a drink. Bring the family.” 
Too apoplectic to respond, Jim turned and walked off with all the others, shooing his wife and son before him. 
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“THAT WAS AWESOME!” Travis let the screen door bang shut again as he raced into the house. “I can’t believe nobody ever told me that story.” 
Jim and Emma were silent on the walk home, too shocked and confused to articulate anything they were feeling. The boy prattled, kicking stones and the sun midway through the sky hurrying them home. They hurried for the shade of the house. 
Travis snatched a can of root beer from the fridge without asking. “Working for that guy’s gonna be cool.” He popped the can and scurried up to his room. 
Jim listened to the boy pound the steps as if trying to smash them and looked at his wife. “No way in hell is he working for that man.” 
“We already said he could.” 
He scrounged two bottles of beer from the icebox and threw down into a chair. Twisted the caps and slid one across to her. “Didn’t you hear that bullshit back there?” 
“His family was killed.” Emma took a pull, felt the bottle sweat in her hand. “He’s angry.” 
“It was a hundred years ago for Chrissakes.” 
“Doesn’t matter. It’s still wrong. The man has every right to be angry.” 
“You believe that story? Emm, he accused everyone in town.” 
“Do you think it’s true?” 
Jim tilted his beer, then dismissed it all with a wave. “He’s just trying to stir up trouble.” 
“That’s not what I asked. Is his story true?” 
“It’s complete nonsense. Those people were killed by a gang of escaped convicts and that’s the end of it.” He shook his head again. “Hell, even if it was true, what does he think he’s gonna do? Lay charges against folks already in the ground?” 
“Still,” she said. “It’s an awful thing.” 
“It’s ancient history. Got nothing to do with us.” 
Emma leaned back and fanned her face with yesterday’s newspaper. The peak of the midday heat blowing in through the open window and it not even high summer yet. The knock at the screen door startled them both. 
Will Corrigan stood on the other side of the torn screen. A bottle of wine clutched by the neck. “You must be Emma.” He pulled the door open and thrust out a hand. “Will Corrigan. Pleased to meet you.” 
~
Emma didn’t know what to make of their guest. For someone who had just offended twenty people and taken a hard right to the jaw, he was remarkably chipper. All smiles and warmth, complimenting Emma on their lovely home and asking about the flowers she had blooming all around the yard. 
He took a seat at the kitchen table but refused a drink or even coffee. Jim had withdrawn to the sink, watching the man with mute hostility. Emma scolded her husband with a look and joined their guest at the table. 
“I’m sorry I had to bushwack you back there.” Corrigan placed the bottle on the table. “I didn’t want anyone spoiling the surprise, you see.” 
“We were surprised,” she said. “Everyone was.” 
“Then you’ll forgive me.” 
Jim levelled a finger at him. “That’s one nasty accusation you threw down.” 
“That was a history lesson. One that seems to have been conveniently forgotten about.” 
“You expect everyone to believe that story?” 
“It’s no story. God’s truth.” 
Emma looked at him. “How do you know it’s true?” 
“From my father, who was told the story by his father. The sole survivor of the Corrigan massacre, Robert Patrick Corrigan.” 
“It’s a helluva story, I’ll give you that.” Jim, not buying any of it. “But that’s not what happened. Your family was attacked by a bunch of lunatics who busted out of the jailhouse in Garrisontown.” 
Corrigan laughed. “Aye, I’ve heard that one too.” 
“But you don’t believe it,” Emma said.
“As much as I believe it was a band of renegade Apaches or hobgoblins.” He slid the wine bottle across the table to her. “This is for you. A little peace offering.” 
“You didn’t have to do that.” 
“It’s not much, I know. The wine selection around here is a little slim.” 
Jim slugged back his beer. “We’re not really big on wine.” 
“Then I’ll bring champagne next time.” He turned back to her. “Everyone likes champagne.” 
Emma shrugged. “It’s okay, I guess.” 
“Okay? Then you’ve never had the good stuff.” He winked at her. “I’ll bring you some.” 
Emma smiled back. The man had his charm. “So where are you from, Mister Corrigan?” 
“Will, please. Lately of Halifax.” 
“I’ve never been there. I hear it’s lovely.” 
“It is. Lots of history too.” 
Jim, wanting him gone, went for bluntness. “What do you do, Corrigan? Besides entertain people, I mean?” 
“Security. Or I used to. Time for a change.” 
Emma seared Jim with a look for his rudeness, then leavened her tone. “Is that what brings you here? Looking for a place to settle down?” 
“In a way. I wanted to find my roots, my history. I wanted to find out who I am, if you know what I mean.” 
“I do.” Emma smiled. The man seemed sincere. “But why now? Why haven’t we seen any Corrigans before this?” 
“There aren’t any others.” Corrigan glanced about, taking in the room. The photos on the fridge, grade school drawings their son had made. The lopsided sugar bowl on the table that Travis had made for mother’s day. “My brother died years ago. A car accident. Dad passed in oh-two. That left me. The last one bearing the Corrigan name.” 
Jim killed his beer. “Why wait so long to come here?” 
“I was in jail.” 
Emma’s face fell, as did her husband’s. The sound of crickets filled the vacuum. Corrigan remained stone-faced for a moment then guffawed. 
“Gotcha!” His laugh boomed big and bellied through the kitchen. Emma broke and laughed too. Even Jim cracked a tiny smile. 
“Enjoy the wine.” Corrigan stood and gave a cockeyed salute. At the door, he stopped. “One more thing. Does Travis want the job? I would sincerely appreciate the help.” 
Jim was about to nix the idea when Emma brightened. “I think an after-school job would be a great idea,” she said. 
~
 “Who is this son of a bitch anyway?” 
The bristling topic of conversation inside the diner. Speculation, fuelled by the offence hurled at their town, ran wild and rabid through Pennyluck. The attendees of the inaugural Corrigan Horrorshow crowded the tables of the Oak Stem, the rest eager to hear the tale and partake of the collective outrage. Any other day of the week, the crowd would have reconvened at the pub but this being two o’ clock on a Sunday, they demurred and settled for coffee and rhubarb pie. 
Across the table, Puddycombe grumbled what many were thinking. “He’s got no right saying garbage like that. Corrigan or no.” 
The mayor, just now coming through the door, was set upon. Joe Keefe waved her to his table. “Kate, what do you know about this guy? Where’s he from?” 
Kate had been home, finally getting to the flowerbeds, when her phone went crazy. The last three weekends had been swallowed up with work and she was determined to get the gardening done now before spring was gone. She knew about the tour at the old Corrigan place and sure enough, her phone rang as soon as it was all over. Better come meet us at the coffee shop, the caller said. You’re not gonna believe what just happened.
Now she was in the thick of it, patrons talking over each other in their rush to get out all the details, all the horrible things that man said. And now they all looked at her like she had an answer. “I’m sorry,” she confessed. “I’m as much in the dark as you are.” 
 “Meaning what exactly?” Berryhill thumped the table, rattling the coffee spoons. “You ain’t gonna do anything about his slanderous shit?” 
“I’m not sure what I can do.”
“Useless,” Berryhill grumped. “Fucking useless.” 
“We’ll sue the bastard.” Hitchens pointed a finger at the faces assembled around the tabletop. “Slander. Defamation of character. Whatever else you got. All of us, like a class action thing.” 
The tables rumbled in approval. 
Puddycombe stood and waved until he had everyone’s attention. “How do we even know this guy is who he says he is? A Corrigan? For all we know he could be some huckster trying to shake us down for a quick payout.” 
“Excellent point,” Kate said. The mood was turning uglier and she’d heard enough. Looking for a way to cap the discussion and get out. “Thank you. All of you. I’ll get to the bottom of this.” 
She stood but the men weren’t letting her off that easy, peppering her with questions and demands for action. A hand gripped her elbow and she turned, ready to blow. 
It was Jim, elbowing his way through and pulling her away. “You’re a popular lady today.” 
“Can we talk outside?” Kate’s words, but her eyes said something else. Get me out of here.


The street was quiet and the breeze cool after the greasy heat inside the diner. They stepped under the shade of an oak tree. Kate looked at her fingers, garden soil still crusted under the nails. 
“You missed the big show,” Jim said. 
“I heard. What do you know about this guy?” 
“Nada.” 
“You’re the only one he’s talked to. He must have told you something.” 
 “He said his grandfather was the sole survivor of the massacre that night. The little boy who witnessed it all and lived to tell the tale.” 
“What does he want?” Kate rubbed her eyes. She just wanted to get back to her flowerbeds. “What is he trying to prove with this little stunt?” 
“You’d have to ask him. He’s kinda cagey about what he’s up to.” 
“Did he tell you anything else?” 
“He’s from Halifax. Said he used to work in security.” Jim shrugged. It was all he had. 
Ding. The door swung open. Berryhill and Hitchens spilled out, with the dutiful Combat Kyle dogging their heels. Hitchens nodded a polite goodbye but Bill openly scowled. Kyle’s mug was a lemon pucker of disdain but his face was forever fixed that way no matter what his mood. The happiest day of his life and his sneer wouldn’t budge.
Jim watched them stomp off to their cars. “What about Corrigan’s story? The murders? Is it possible they were really killed by their neighbours?”
 “No. I don’t know. It’s ancient history. If it was true, don’t you think it would be known. Even a rumour or a skeleton in the closet? A ghost story?” 
“It is a ghost story. Do you know how many spook-hunters I’ve chased out of that old place?” 
“It’s just so…” Kate groped for a word, settled for “preposterous.” 
“So he’s making it up?” 
“Can you talk some sense into him?” 
Jim stepped back. “Why me?” 
“Because you’re the only friend he’s made.” Kate leaned in close, eyes bright. “Find out what he’s after. Reason with him.” 
“I don’t want to get involved in this mess.” 
Her tone dropped, face set in stone. “You already are involved, remember? Just talk to the man. Find out what he wants.” 
It took a moment but Jim realized he was learning a tough lesson. Playing politics was like learning to throw a boomerang. The harder you hurl the thing, the faster it screams back at you. 
He shook his head, wanting to say no but obligation swapped out his answer. 
“Okay, okay. Jesus…” 
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THE CORRIGAN PLACE was quiet the rest of the day. No more visitors, no sign of the man nor his vehicle. The big sign Corrigan had placed near the roadside had been defiled, pummelled with something red and sticky. Red rivulets of it dripping down the stencilled lettering. Looked like tomato. 
Monday was spent tilling the rough skirt of land down near the creek. He slowed the tractor as he passed the breech in the fence he’d made days earlier. The stones neatly piled up and the first few passes with the plough on the other property. The tractor ticked and sputtered as he wondered what the hell he was going to do about it now. Reassemble the fence stone by stone? To hell with it. He chucked up the gear and trundled on. 
He couldn’t shake the awful story Corrigan had told with such glee. How could such a horrible thing be true? How could it remain so forgotten? Other than kids goosing one another with ghost stories, no one ever talked about the Corrigans or what happened to them. And yet he knew of the town’s reluctance to say that name aloud. He remembered being shushed as a kid once while talking to a cousin about the ‘haunted house’. Uncle Finn scolding him for uttering that name, saying it brought bad luck. 
That was just plain weird. 
When he got back to the yard he found the goats in the flowerbed, snapping up tulip heads. Why they needed goats, or why the horse needed ‘companion animals’, Jim still didn’t quite buy but Emma was the horse expert. He took her word for it but the damn things were getting into everything. The marble-eyed goats had the strangest taste too, ignoring the vegetable garden but devouring every tulip they could find. Jim had tried to feed them dandelions, hoping they’d acquire a taste and start weeding his lawn for him but the goats turned away in disinterest. Instead, they had started eating the bark off some cedar saplings he had planted three years ago, leaving the greenwood bare and exposed like a wound. Jim had kicked the animals away but the brainless goats just looked at him, jaws grinding away. 
He washed up at the sink, told Emma he was going to run errands in town. He was out the door and into the truck, almost away before she ran out with a grocery list for him. Damn. 
Galway Road was quiet, a few cars zipping from the hardware store to the grocery store and then home. Pat Murdoch stood outside his auto garage, chewing a toothpick and watching the sun go down. Jim bopped his horn and Murdoch waved. 
The errands went quick enough. A spanner wrench, a replacement blade for his circular saw and a roll of heavy gauge wire to wrap the saplings and save them from the goddamn goats. Groceries went into the lock-box in the back of the pickup, which would keep them cool enough until he got home. He left the truck in the lot, cut through the alley to Galway and down a block to the town hall building. A limestone gothic edifice with a clock centered in the tower. 
He passed Hitchens coming the other way. “Where you going, Jimmy?” Hitchens pointed in the direction he was going. “The pub’s this way.” 
“Got some homework to do. I’ll catch up.” 
Hitchens watched Jim take the steps two at a time. “When did you learn to read?” 
Jim flipped him the bird and passed through the doors of the Pennyluck public library. 
~
Where the hell was the history section?
Jim went down one aisle and up the next. Lost. He hadn’t been in a library since he was a kid and having already wandered the stacks for five minutes felt too embarrassed to ask for help. Kids slouched over the desks watched him wander hopelessly like an idiot. 
A film of sweat had settled on his brow when he finally located it, in the end stack near geography. Frustration returned when he couldn’t find what he was looking for. There was Canadian and U.S. history, then European and finally world history. This last section consisted of a travel book about Mexico and a picture book about mummies. Not a single book about Pennyluck or even Ontario history. 
“Son of a bitch.” 
Two schoolgirls near the window looked up when he cursed and Jim fought the urge to sprint for the exit. An old woman shushed him. 
“Can I help you?”
Jim turned to find the librarian standing behind him. Not what he expected either. A redheaded woman who looked to be half his age with a heavy stack of hardcovers cradled in her freckled arms. “No,” he blurted out on instinct. “Just browsing.” 
“Okay. If you could keep the cursing to a quiet blasphemy, that’d be great.” She smiled and turned to go. 
“Wait. Uh… where’s the local history?” 


Three aisles over, near the kid’s reading tables, on a shelf with the genealogy books. The young librarian’s name was Siobhan Murphy, second daughter to the Murphy’s over on Bleeker Street. She asked what he was looking for and pulled a handful of books. She flipped through the indices, helping Jim narrow his search. Siobhan smiled a lot and even laughed at the jokes he made about his ignorance. She tilted her head and giggled and for a brief moment, Jim wondered if she was flirting with him but chased the thought away. 
The sound of books crashing in a nearby stack interrupted them and Siobhan excused herself. Jim settled into a table and flipped through the yellowing books, their spines cracking from disuse. A History of Pennyluck and its People, Middlesex County Memories. The typeset was dense and the pages smelled of mildew. No volume newer than the late seventies and Jim groaned over the prospect of reading through it. The florescent lighting and the constant shushing of the old woman in the next aisle was tortuous. 
Siobhan helped him fill out the form for a library card and a few whispered jokes later, Jim acquired his first library card in twenty years. Again he had the odd feeling the girl was overly friendly but dismissed the thought. She’s half your age, you old fool. Still, it made him smile. 
Three minutes later he was down the pub. 
~
Puddycombe slid a fresh pint over to old man Gallagher but kept his eye on the new girl trying to pull her third Guiness in a row. The head flowed leaving barely an inch of black in the bottom of the glass. How much spillage did this girl think he’d allow? He’d shown Audrey how to pour the damn thing three times already and she still couldn’t do it. He shooed the girl off, notched a fresh glass under the tap and then set the pint onto the bar for the girl to watch it settle into a clean line of black and tan. “See?”
Audrey rolled her eyes and pouted off for a smoke break. Puddycombe deplored for the future if it was to be left in the hands of this younger generation. Mollycoddled and overbearing in a grotesque sense of their own self-importance. The whole world was being delivered to hell in a handbasket and all this generation could do was diddle their funny little phones.
Someone at the far end of the bar hollered for service, waving an empty pitcher over their heads. Berryhill was in the back of the bar, clacking poolballs while Combat Kyle waved the dead pitcher at the barkeep. Bill pocketed three stripes and then scratched. Draining his glass, he spotted something a few tables down and elbowed Kyle. 
 “What kinda faggot comes to the pub to read?” 
~
The history of Pennyluck began with fire. A crude wickiup of greenwood and mortar joints at the southern bend of the Red Creek. A crew of topographers and land survey agents from the Canada Company, looking to build an outpost for the flow of timber down the river and on to Lake Huron. The site was already occupied, a seasonal encampment of Cree who spent the spring here before moving further north at high summer. 
The Cree took issue with the encampment, wary of the company men who were endlessly marching onto their lands and claiming it belonged to the crown. As a courtesy, the elders sent an envoy to inform the survey crew that they could not build here, asking them to push on further down the river. The envoy was clubbed about the head and sent home bleeding. 
When no further Cree envoys appeared, the survey men assumed the Indians had ceded the point and moved on. The Cree, however, did not move on. They watched from a distance as the white men felled green trees and built their log hut. Four days later, with the structure completed and the company men working further down the river, three Cree warriors crept in, silent as ghosts, and burned the outpost to the ground. 
The survey men left, withdrawing back upriver towards Fort August. The Cree scavenged the site for anything left behind but the whites had left nothing of worth in their retreat. The calm was short-lived as the company returned four weeks later with a retinue of soldiers intent on killing any Indian they saw, forcing the Cree off the land for good. Still, the company’s victory was also culled short as the surveyors concluded that the bend in the river was too hazardous for their needs and they decamped and moved back up the river where they found a better site, displacing an encampment of Dutch settlers who had settled there. 
The disputed land remained unpopulated by settlers and Cree alike for two decades until a surveyor named Bill Hodgkins found it. Seeing the potential for a mill on the river, Hodgkins leased the land from the Canada Company at a rate of a penny per acre. He built his mill and cleared a road to Fort August just as the first waves of Irish émigrés spilled from the coffin ships in Montreal and New Brunswick, the sick along with the dead. Hodgkins sent notice to his fellow Irishmen in the port cities to come settle his green slice, where he claimed every man with a strong back could own forty acres. Even the lame and the infirm could carve out five acres, the soil so sweet it begged to be tilled. 
And so they came, the starved and bedraggled fugitives who had never owned land, whose fathers and forefathers were no more than hewers of wood and drawers of water for the landlord’s man. Hodgkins set the men to clearing the land, promising an acre of woodland for every acre cleared in town. Hodgkins was true to his word but poor in his accounting, granting the same piece of land to more than one settler and confusing the deeds between others. That was what instigated the feuding, the ownership of land. The wiser of the settlers moved onto their land and refused to budge or even submit to arbitration. Some were chased off by their rival claimants, beaten or burned out. The hardier families fought back and felled the trees. Seeing the disarray, some simply squatted on a tract of Hodgkins’ own land and refused to move. Hodgkins’ dream of a peaceful ‘Eire for all’ fell apart in drunken brawls in the mud street and bitter tit-for-tat revenge and counter-revenge. Big Bill retreated behind the walls of his log house and relented to the devils in the bottle and in the spring of 1849 was found dead on the creekbank with his brains dashed on the rocks. 
These inauspicious beginnings fixed the disposition of the little township for the rest of the century. The feuding and the lawlessness ran amuck in the streets. Like some Wild West outpost in the fabled tales of the republic to the south, the good people of Pennyluck pummelled each other senseless in the taverns and burnt one another’s barns to the ground and shot their rival’s horses or sawed the axes of their enemy’s wagons so the whole trap collapsed on the drunken trot home. 
Out of this hard-knuckled chaos came the Corrigans. Refugees lately of Tipperary, like most of the town, fleeing hardships and bad deeds. The patriarch, James Corrigan, killed a man named Patrick Cryder at a logging bee in 1884 and was sent to Kingston gaol house to await hanging under the laws of her majesty the Queen. His wife, Mary Corrigan, was left alone to raise their six children and manage the farm. When the children were taunted for having a jailbird father, Mary taught her brood to fight back and show no mercy. In the evenings, Mary wrote petitions to the courts begging clemency for her husband, father to a wayward brood in need. In 1891, James Corrigan’s date with the hangman was overturned and he returned home to a family of hard fists and grim mouths, his boys now grown into vicious young men who were quick to brawl and merciless in their fury. So feared was the clan that other families banded together in an alliance to protect themselves from the hated Corrigans. The formation of the Vigilance Peace Society was announced in church, with the blessing of Father John Donnelly, and was declared publically to keep the peace in the streets but in truth, the society was little more than a war party to fight back against the Corrigan terror. 
And then it all ended one night when the inmates of the prison in nearby Garrisontown revolted and broke free. A gang of the murderous criminals fled west and laid siege to the first house they stumbled across, the Corrigan homestead. The cutthroat brigands murdered the family and dragged their lifeless bodies into the barn and burnt it down to hide their hideous sin. The severity and the horror of the murder rattled the entire community and brought an end to the lawlessness and the feuds. After that bloody night in February 1898, the township of Pennyluck settled into an era of slow prosperity and relative peace. 


So much for history.
Jim closed the book and piled it atop the others borrowed from the library. He drained his pint and set the glass back into its wet ring on the table. Sorting out the details from the four books before him, he was shocked at the violence that had plagued his little town. But every town had its bad blood, its dirty history. Why would their town be any different? Only one of the books had mentioned the Corrigans and it reinforced his own vague knowledge of the tragic demise of the family. Granted some of it looked suspect, like the alliance of families who banded together in a `Peace Society` to challenge the Corrigans. That could have gotten out of hand. But the book had reiterated what little of the tale Jim knew; that fugitive convicts had laid waste to the family. 
So what was the truth? What was Corrigan up to? Did he have proof to back up his claims that the other families had conspired against his own? No. All he had was a derelict house and a good spook story. Grist for any charlatan’s mill. 


 “You going back to school, Jimmy?” Puddycombe collected Jim’s empty glass and set a fresh pint down in its place. He nodded to the books on the table. 
“Catching up on my local history.” 
Puddy picked up a book and tilted his head back to read the spine. “The History of Pennyluck and its People. Sounds gripping. This a comedy?” 
“More like tragedy. Out of all these books, there’s only one mention of the Corrigan murders. A brief one too.” 
 “Christ on the cross!” That was Berryhill, leaning on his cue and eavesdropping. “If I hear that name again I’m gonna puke.” 
“You don’t think that’s odd?” 
Berryhill chalked his cue. “What? You believe that asshole’s story?” 
“About as much as I believe the official one.” 
“You’re a piece of work, Hawkshaw. Fucking turn on your own kind like that.” 
Jim gritted his teeth. Berryhill the blowhard. “This town was a pretty wild place back then. All these books agree on that.” 
“That’s true,” Puddycombe said. “They used to post four constables a night just to deal with all the brawling drunks at closing time. ‘Course the constables were drunk too but there you are.” 
“Drunk men fight,” Berryhill scoffed. “Big news.” 
Puddycombe collected glassware onto a tray. “Wasn’t just the donnybrooks outside the pub. There’s was practically war in the streets what with all the feuding that went on. And them Corrigans were a vicious lot. They’d knock your teeth in for speaking out against them. Then torch your barn for good measure.” 
Hitchens had turned away from the TV to listen in. “Puddy,” he said, “you believe that guy’s story too?” 
“All I’m saying is this used to be a very rough town. And the Corrigans were Catholics, like everyone else down the Roman Line. There’s been plenty of blood spilled between them and the Orangemen at the time, on top of all the family feuding.” 
Hitchens dismissed the notion. “That’s bullshit. When a fight turns to bloodshed there’s only two reasons; women or money.” 
Berryhill went back to his game. “You’re both fucking crazy.” 
“You’re all wrong.” Old Gallagher swung around on his stool and piled onto the discussion. 
“Now look what you done,” Berryhill said. “You woke the old man up.” 
Gallagher ignored the loudmouth. “It was a dispute over land. Folks used to squat on unused land in those days. Half the acreage around town was fallow with absentee landlords and whatnot.” He winked at the men. “You threaten a man’s land, well, he will kill you for it.” 
“Land, money,” said Hitchens. “Same thing.” 
“It’s not the same thing,” Gallagher barked. “Not to those people. Land was everything. Safety, respectability, shelter. Roots. What’s money compared to that? Nothing. Just filthy paper.” 
“So says the man without any,” Hitchens fired back. A few laughs around the tables. 
Gallagher ignored the fool. “Jimmy’s right, this town was a wild place with little regard for the law. The only rule folks respected was that of reprisal. And everyone was guilty of it, not just those damn Corrigans.” The Guinness trembled in his hand and he wiped the foam from his lips. “Still, there was something odd about that family. There’s a whiff of brimstone lingering yet over the Corrigan homestead.” 
Berryhill rolled his eyes heavenward. “Jesus. Here come the ghost stories…” 
Combat Kyle racked up the balls as the conversation drifted to the fragile state of the old man’s brains and Gallagher cursed them all for being rotten bastards and turned back to his stout. 
No one noticed the new patron who strode in and stood surveying the pub. One by one the voices dropped off and all eyes swung to the man in the doorway. 
Will Corrigan watched the conversation die around him, then he crossed to the bar and took a stool. 
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“BUSHMILLS.” CORRIGAN LEANED against the polished bar and nodded to the proprietor. He could almost feel the heat on his back from all those eyes. 
Puddycombe pulled glassware from the steaming dishwasher. Without looking up, he said “We don’t have that.” 
“What do you have that passes for whiskey around here?” 
“What you see there.” Puddycombe nodded to the liquor stand. Bottles of Jack and Johnny and the obligatory Canadian Club. The bottle of Crown Royal, which confirmed Corrigan’s worst suspicions of the place. 
“The J.D. then. I’ll hold my nose.” Corrigan watched Puddy splash some into a glass. “Maybe a beer to chase it down with, yeah?” 
Corrigan took up his drink and spun around, elbows on the bar. All the eyeballs that had singed him from behind now swung back to their drinks or somewhere else. Berryhill and his little toadie openly glared at him. Corrigan raised his glass in a silent hail to the big man but Berryhill sneered and cued up the next ball. 
Corrigan’s eye clocked the table crowded with books. A neighbour. “Hello Jim,” he said. 
Jim shrank. He nodded back politely, feeling the collective eyeballs of the bar swing his way. Jim disliked attention of any kind. He withered under it, wishing his new neighbour would just bugger off, thank you very much. Corrigan seemed the exact opposite, brazenly courting attention and basking in the eye-daggers shot his way. Was the man a simpleton? Did he not know the hornet’s nest he was prodding by walking in here? 
“Awfully quiet in here tonight.” Corrigan’s voice was loud in the shushed din. He sipped his drink and soaked in all the dirty looks. He tilted forward and addressed Bill. “How do you do. Mr. Berryhill?” 
Berryhill didn’t even look at him, sinking the striped 7 ball. “Don’t talk to me, asshole.” 
“Friendly” Corrigan bellowed back, louder than necessary. “I thought this was one of those small towns where everything is all smiles and apple pie.” Then, over his shoulder to the pub owner. “Am I wrong, Mr. Puddycombe?” 
Puddy turned his back to him and loaded the washer. 
“You must be dumber than a bag of rocks, mister.” Berryhill leaned on his cue and killed his beer. “I were you, I’d walk on outta here before they have to carry you out on a stretcher.” 
“Ah, violent threats.” Corrigan raised his glass as if he’d been toasted. “Quel surprise. Tell me Berryhill, does murder run in the family?” 
The cue slammed onto the felt pool table and Berryhill stomped towards the stranger, his intent crystal and unequivocal. “That’s it.” 
Jim sprang out of his seat and headed Bill off at the pass. “Bill, come on. Don’t do anything stupid.” 
Berryhill’s palms punched Jim’s chest, hurtling him backwards. “Why are you always defending this prick? You in cahoots with this fucker?” 
Blood rushed to Jim’s cheeks. Humiliated. He hated fighting, hating losing control but at this precise moment he wanted nothing more than to rip Bill’s eyeballs clean from his thick skull. Something held him back, a hand on his shoulder. 
It was Corrigan. “Thanks Jimmy but you’re spoiling the fun.” 
Jim felt another slam as Berryhill shouldered him aside in a rush-tackle on Corrigan. He leapt at the stranger like it was the old days when he mangled the linemen standing in his way. Stomping the weak underfoot. 
Corrigan was a blur, pivoting the big man’s own momentum against him. Berryhill cartwheeled overtop the man and crashed face first into a table. A chair snapped and Puddycombe cursed at them to stop. 
Berryhill shook his head like a swatted puppy. Eyes plated with disbelief and then squinting into cold fury. His rage was cut short when a boot connected with his jaw. Bill’s head snapped back and bounced off the floor. 
Corrigan raised his foot and stomped the man’s skull a second time, a look of insane glee in his eyes. He bellowed at Berryhill to get up, get up, get up. Bill shielded his melon with his hands and Corrigan hauled a chair overhead, intent on breaking it over the big man’s skull. 
This all took ten or fifteen seconds but to Jim it unspooled in slow motion. Shock and disbelief slowing it all to a frame-by-frame crawl. Corrigan was like an animal unleashed, vicious and brutal and lethally fast. Corrigan lofted the broken chair and cursed the downed man as a motherfuckinghalfwitcocksucker. 
It was long enough for Jim to snap out of his slow-mo and tackle the crazed man. They tumbled into a table and were doused by sloshing pitchers. Elbows and shoulders rammed into Jim as Hitchens and Combat Kyle dogpiled onto Corrigan. 
Bill rolled away and moaned something awful. Kyle jackhammered his fist into Corrigan’s ear fast and hard until Puddycombe waded in and pushed him off. 
The entire bar was on its feet. Those who piled on and those who lofted their drinks and backed away, watching and cheering. 
Berryhill staggered to his feet and bumped through the tables, a bloody froth stringing down his chin. He swung out like a blind man, looking for anything and anyone to punish. “Lemme at him. Lemme at him.”
Puddycombe and a man named McGillivray held Bill back, got shoved and shoved back harder. “Enough!” yelled the pub owner. All simmered off at Puddycombe’s bark like scolded schoolboys. As proprietor, Puddy wielded some skein of authority. 
Corrigan shrugged out of Jim’s grip and hurled the little rat in camouflage away from him. The son of a bitch was grinning, hollering. “Come on, ya fucking retard! Come and get some more!” 
Jim and Hitchens crowded Corrigan into the boards and everyone shouted at everyone else to shut up. The hollering and the cursing low-geared into grumblings and both brawlers retreated to their corners. 
Hitchens shook the wool from his head and looked around at the assembled faces. “Somebody call the frigging cops.” 
~
Red and blue lights blinked against the windows of the Dublin House. The black and white cruiser was from the Exford branch of the Ontario Provincial Police. Cars travelling down Galway Road slowed to rubberneck the flashing lights. 
Half the tables emptied when the cherries flashed in the window. Two more patrons slipped out the back when Constable Ray Bauer came through the door and surveyed the bar with keen indifference. Bauer, who loathed being called to a bar brawl, was born and raised in the area and recognized the men involved. Proprietor Brian Puddycombe, Jim Hawkshaw and Dave Hitchens. Bill Berryhill wasn’t a surprise, nor was his surly little sycophant Combat Kyle. These two pissants were often at the center of trouble and more than likely the same turn of events held true tonight. 
One man sat alone at a table, watching everything unfold. A tall man grinning through a bloodied lip. Bauer immediately pegged him as trouble. 
Bauer decided to start with the proprietor. Puddycombe had the most risk involved here and could therefore be counted on for the most reliable sequence of events. Puddycombe’s statement would serve as a basis to question the others. Halfway through the pub owner’s story, he spotted a newcomer and was surprised to see the mayor. Kate stood at the door and surveyed the broken chairs and upended tables. 


Berryhill gave his statement and then slouched into a chair and pressed a wet bar towel to his bloodied mouth. He watched the OPP cop close his notebook and withdraw to a corner to make a call. Puddycombe handed him a clean towel and took the soiled one from him. He grimaced at the smear of blood on his linen. “I’m adding these to your bar tab,” he said. 
Jim leaned on the jukebox, his hands still shaky from the fire of adrenalin. A bar fight for Christ’s. sakes When was the last time he’d been in one of those? Back when he was a brainless kid. It was downright embarrassing. His dug out his phone, debating whether to call Emma to tell her what had happened. Why he was so late getting home. He dropped it back into his pocket unused. 
“Maybe you ought to sit down,” Kate said. She waved Jim over to join her at the table. When Puddycombe had called her, she thought he was pulling her leg. Grown men getting into a barroom brawl? Then he told her that the man Corrigan was involved. She had rushed over. 
Although unmarked, Jim looked as if he’d taken the worst of it. “You look a little green,” she said. 
“I’m fine,” he said. Jim followed her eyes, watching his hands shake. He folded his arms to hide them away. “You should go on home,” he told her. “No reason you should worry about this.” 
 “You should call Emma. She’s probably wondering where you are.” 
“Yeah.” Jim watched Constable Bauer end his call and turn back to face the room. “Heads up.” 
Bauer crossed the floor towards Corrigan, who sat with his legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles. Watching everyone with that weird smug look of his. The police officer motioned for him to stand up. “On your feet please, Mister Corrigan. I’m taking you back to the office for charging.” 
“Me?” Corrigan laughed. “Under what charge?” 
“Assault.” Constable Bauer gave a shrug, like it was all out of his hands. 
“Assault?” Corrigan pointed to the far table where Berryhill nursed his bloodied mouth. “That big oaf attacked me. I simply defended myself.” Corrigan turned to Jim. “You saw it, Jim. You all saw it.” 
The constable looked at Jim. “Is that true, Mister Hawkshaw?” 
For a second time, Jim felt everyone’s eyes on him and broke a sweat under the glare. He nodded and mumbled. “Yeah.” 
“Bullshit!” Berryhill’s voice, muffled through the towel. Others muttered in agreement. 
Kate stood, hand held up to gather attention. “It doesn’t matter. We do not tolerate drunken violence in our community. And from what I understand, Mister Corrigan provoked the attack.” 
“But it’s not for you to make the charge, is it missus mayor?” Corrigan chinned in Berryhill’s direction. “That lump of excrement has to charge me with assault. Not you.” 
The glare of the room now swung and targeted Bill. 
He blinked at them. “What?”
Corrigan retorted loud, as if speaking to the deaf. “You have to charge me first, you half-wit. Go on.” 
“For Christ’s sakes, Corrigan” Jim groaned. “Just shut up.” 
Corrigan ignored him and pressed on, goading the bruiser. “Go on, man. Charge me with kicking your worthless ass up and down the bar.” 
Berryhill went red. His mouth twisted into a rictus of hatred but he kept it shut. 
“Mister Berryhill,” Constable Bauer said. “I will need a proper charge from you.” 
The muscles under Bill’s jaw pumped and gritted but still he said nothing. 
Kate had no patience for macho posturing and told Berryhill so. “For God’s sakes, Bill. He assaulted you. Lay the charge.” 
Berryhill rose and tossed the towel onto the bar. “Just a little misunderstanding, that’s all.” He turned to the door and looked at the police officer. “Am I being charged?” 
“No.” 
“Good.” Bill stomped for the door, Kyle at his heels. He fired a glance at Corrigan and muttered low enough so that only his little friend could hear him. “I’ll fix you on my own time.” 
Corrigan watched them leave. “It appears the man has withdrawn his charge.” 
With Berryhill gone, a breeze seemed to sweep the tension from the room. Old Mister Gallagher, who hadn’t stirred from his perch at the bar, turned back to his drink. Kate looked at Jim with a bewildered expression. What the hell just happened?

Bauer lowered the volume on his belt radio. He stepped over to the stranger, thumbs hooked into his belt and suggested to Mr. Corrigan that he play nice with his neighbours if he was to make a place for himself in the community. “Pennyluck is a nice little town,” he said. Then he leaned in and lowered his tone. “Big city assholes don’t fit in so well, so do like Darwin suggests. Adapt or get the hell out of Dodge. You understand me?” 
Corrigan gave back a showy salute. “Loud and clear. Thank you, Constable.” 
Bauer nodded to Kate on his way out the door and then it was quiet. Audrey drifted back from her thirty-minute smoke break, having missed the fracas entirely. Looking over the sullen faces, she asked who died. 
 “Mister Puddycombe!” Corrigan bellowed across the bar like it was New Years Eve. “A round of drinks for everyone please. My apologies for the shenanigans.” 
No one even looked at the man. Hitchens spoke, speaking for all. “No one wants your drink, Corrigan.” 
Puddycombe squared his palms on the bar. “Best you took your business elsewhere.” 
“What kind of man refuses a friendly drink?” Corrigan mocked a gaudy display of shock, like it was all good fun. 
Puddycombe plugged the jukebox back in and music filtered over the speakers. Some old George Jones tune about drinking his woman away. Puddy went back to wiping the bar and people drank. The show over. 
“I’ll take that drink.” 
Jim looked up, surprised to see it was Kate who had spoken. She looked at Corrigan. “Whiskey, is it?” 
Corrigan, surprised as anyone, raised his empty rock glass and gave it a tinkle. “Can you convince mister Puddycombe to break out the good stuff he’s hiding behind the counter?” 
Kate winked at the pub owner. Puddy tossed his towel down and reached under the bar, shaking his head in schoolmarm disapproval. 
~
A table in the back near the billiards. Three clean tumblers and a pint glass of ice cubes. Puddycombe had taken Kate’s hint and set a bottle of Midleton on their table. He fired a dirty look at Corrigan and shuffled off, hoping they wouldn’t drain the bottle. 
Corrigan beamed at the two people joining his table. Kate seemed impatient but remained polite. Jim, no poker player, looked downright wary. 
“May I?” Corrigan took the bottle and carelessly splashed whiskey into the glasses and over the tabletop. Jim reached for the glass of ice cubes but Corrigan covered it with his hand. “You’ll not profane the whiskey with frozen wellwater, Jim. What would your granddad say?” 
“Why do you go out of your way to be a dick?” Jim scooped two cubes and plopped them in his glass. Corrigan flung the rest into the cold fireplace and clinked his glass against Jim’s and Kate’s. “Cheers.” 
Jim was no connoisseur of whiskey. Blue collar Ontario boy that he was, he was raised on beer and rarely deviated from that. He expected a bite but it was all buttery gold gliding past his gullet. The surprise registered on his face and Corrigan smiled at that. 
Kate gave away no such territory. She drank and cut to the chase. “You’ve caused quite a stir here, Mister Corrigan.” 
“Will, to my friends,” he said. “We missed you at the inaugural tour, Kate. May I call you Kate? I trust we’ll see you at the next one.” 
“I’m not big on cheap carny rides.” 
“Ah Kate, that’s an unjust comparison. You need to see it with your own eyes before passing judgement. You might enjoy it.” 
“The only thing I like about carny outfits,” she said, “is their fly-by-night operation. They throw up a tent one day, make a buck and then they’re gone by morning. Off to some other town.” 
Corrigan winked at Jim as if they shared some secret. “I’m not going anywhere.” 
Kate pushed her glass away. “Then you have to give up this nonsense. You want to settle down, you have to fit in. Be part of the community. That’s the way it is here.” 
“You want me to fit in?” 
“At the very least,” Jim broke in, “stop trying to make enemies everywhere.” 
“I’m not looking for enemies, Jim. I’m a friend to all.” Corrigan straightened up and hollered at the bar. “Mr. Puddycombe! Another drink for my friend Hitchens over there.” 
Hitchens sat hunkered over the bar, his back to the room. “Piss off,” he sneered to Corrigan but he winked at Puddy to pour him a drink anyway. 
“Let’s cut the nonsense, Mister Corrigan.” It was late, Kate felt her patience running thin. “What do you want?” 
“The truth.” 
“How noble.” 
Corrigan leaned forward. “This little festival you’re throwing. The Heritage Festival? That’s your idea, yes? Don’t you want to know the truth about your heritage or did you prefer fairy tales?” 
She wouldn’t be baited. “Is it money you’re after?” 
“Some restitution would be nice. My family owned a lot of land in this town before they were butchered, all of which was divvied up after their murder.” He swirled the whiskey in his glass. “I believe some ‘pain and suffering’ is due.” 
Jim leaned back. “Pain and suffering? Gimme a frigging break.” 
“Not mine. I want this town to feel pain. I want everyone to suffer.” He leered up at Kate. “And nothing hurts more than a kick to the wallet, does it Kate?” 
Jim blanched but Kate looked relieved. At least they were getting somewhere, some solid ground she could negotiate from. “Look around you, Corrigan. This isn’t a rich town. If you’re looking to blackmail someone, you’ve come to the wrong place.” 
“Kate, Kate, Kate. I’m not here for something so sordid as blackmail. I just want to pull all the skeletons from the closet. Dance them around the square.” 
Jim rubbed his eyes. This wasn’t going anywhere. “There’s no way to prove your accusation. There’s no mention of any of it in the local history books.” 
“I know. I looked,” Corrigan said. “But there’s proof somewhere. You’re just not looking hard enough.” 
Kate studied the man, looking for the con, the ‘tell’ every huckster made. “What if there was an inquest into what happened back then?” 
“That would be a good start.” 
“Nothing grand.” She raised a hand in caution. “Not a trial, just a public inquiry into the Corrigan tragedy. And in return, you’ll end this ‘tour’ of yours.” 
Corrigan raised his glass, waiting for his guests to raise theirs. “I’ll drink to that.” 
Kate clinked her glass to his and Corrigan looked to Jim. Jim balked, reluctant to agree to anything with his new neighbour. 
 “Jim?” Kate prompted him out of his rudeness. 
Clink. 
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THE TOWN COUNCIL sat Tuesday mornings in the old building it shared with the library and the municipal county office. A clock tower topped the limestone edifice but the clock had stopped working the summer of 1916. Local folklore held that the cessation of the timepiece was in mourning for the large number of local boys shipped to the battlefields of Europe and slaughtered wholesale at the Somme. 
The restoration and repair of the old town clock was one of the items on the agenda for today’s council meeting. Kate had initiated the project with the help of Mrs. Cogburn, the librarian, and Ford Toohey of the Knights of Columbus. Fundraising plans withered and died when the estimate for restoration came in at $78,000. 
Kate would bring it up in council this morning, if only to keep the idea alive. But her main focus was the Pennyluck Heritage Festival. There were still a million things to do and she needed to pry a little more money out of the council to ensure it all came about. She still couldn’t understand how the town fought her for every penny. Every small town from here to the coast had some celebration, a big weekend carnival that drove tourism and boosted local pride. These festivals cost money to put on but they paid huge dividends in the people who visited and spent their money in town. How the council failed to see that was beyond her. 
There were seven members of the town council, including herself. The sitting six had held their seats for at least a dozen years. All men, all over the age of fifty. The old boys didn’t like change and didn’t cotton to terms like ‘innovation’ or ‘rebranding’. They liked their town as it was. Why fix what wasn’t broke? 
The faces of the councilmen were already stones of puffy suffrage and Kate knew she was in for a tough morning. Councilman Gene Ripley, who ran the oldest funeral parlour in Pennyluck, shot down any mention of the clock restoration and Joe Keefe suggested they move on. Kate let it go, focusing on the need for further funding of the festival. Pat McGrath, of McGrath’s Lumber & Hardware, interrupted her pitch, pointing out that they had already allocated ten thousand over and above her written budget. 
“Putting on a festival of this size isn’t an exact science, Pat.” Kate kept her tone pleasant, knowing the old boys could be easily ruffled. “This is our first heritage festival. Problems arise, challenges we didn’t foresee.” 
“I thought you were the expert on this shindig.” McGrath pointed a stubby finger in her direction. “You sold us on this idea claiming you could handle it. And now you’re telling us you need more cash?” 
“There’s a lot of people coming. We’ll need more staff for the events and I’m pretty sure we’ll need a second police officer for traffic and security.” 
“Do you have any idea how much it costs to pay a cop for his weekend?” Councilman Ripley sputtered. “It’s time and a half. I’m sorry, our pockets are empty.” 
“That isn’t true,” Kate countered. “There’s a contingency fund at the bank that, according to Mr. Carswell, hasn’t been utilized in years.” 
 “That’s for contingencies.” Ripley’s condescension dripped all over his face. “Flash floods and acts of God. Emergencies.” 
“Then it should have been folded into the existing emergency fund a long time ago. But it wasn’t, and this is a new contingency.” 
Ripley clucked his teeth. The other five shook their heads, killing the idea with silent consensus. 
Reeve Thompson tapped his gavel and grumbled. “Done. Any new order of business?” 
Kate’s list of new business included a proposal for a skate park to be built on the empty lot in the old rail yards and obtaining fibre optic cable for the library computer system. These she set aside and cut to the last item on her list, scribbled down in pen as an addendum. 
“I want to propose an inquest into the deaths of the Corrigan family in eighteen ninety-eight.” 
It was like God had hit the pause button, the men frozen and the air still. The dropped faces soured and composed slowly with clearing throats and tisking teeth. 
 “Next.” Thompson banged the gavel, aborting the matter. 
Kate’s brow arced. She’d never seen anything dismissed so quickly. “Hold on a minute. I’m sure you’ve heard this man’s claims. And the little sideshow he’s putting on at the old Corrigan property. I believe it should be looked into.” 
“The man’s a fraud,” McGrath said, paging through the agenda. “We’ll not entertain his ridiculous claims.” 
“We don’t know that. Which is why an inquest is in order. A proper search of the archives into the deaths of the Corrigan family.” 
Thompson wouldn’t budge. “Absolutely not. And there’ll be no more mention of that name within these chambers.” 
“That’s ridiculous.” 
“It’s ancient history,” said McGrath. “You give in to this guy and you open the door to every other con-man with a grievance. Before you know it, we’ll have the Indians down here making claims about ancestral land rights. Forget it.” 
The gavel rang again and the meeting adjourned. 
~
 “You sure you want to do this?” 
Travis kicked a pebble into the ditch. “Yeah.” 
Jim walked his son down the driveway to the Corrigan house. “You add this to your chores, you won’t have a lot of free time. You know that, right?” 
“I know.” 
Jim plucked a handful of thistle from the path, watching his boy amble along in that jangleybone way of his, like it would kill him to stand up straight. Or give more than one-word answers. Lately the boy had regressed to simple grunts and impatient sighs. Jim let it go. 
Coming onto the yard, they saw more rotted timber piled onto the ashes of the bonfire. Splintered framing and chunks of desiccated plaster and lathe. Jim gauged the fire pit to be too close to the house, too close to that tinderbox veranda. If Corrigan wasn’t careful, he’d burn the place down. Which, on second thought, might not be such a terrible thing. 
“There he is.” Travis pointed. 
Corrigan came around the side of the house, dragging a splintered mess of cabinet through the raspberry bushes. He tossed the mess into the fire pit and waved, a warm smile beaming through the sweat of his brow. “Hello there, son. Ready to work?” 
“Yes sir.” 
Jim titled his head at the boy. Sir? Where did that come from?

“Thanks for coming.” Corrigan wiped his hand on his shirt before shaking Jim’s hand. Then to Travis. “Did you bring some gloves? Proper workboots?” 
“Check.” Travis plucked the gloves from his back pocket and raised a foot. The steel toe of his boot shone through the worn out leather. 
“Excellent.” He led Travis inside, a hand guiding the boy’s slender shoulder. “Come on then. I’ll show you where you can start smashing things.” 
Jim followed them into the dark interior. More of the old plaster had been pulled down, revealing soot-stained beams and studs, the bones of the old house. Out to the kitchen where Corrigan handed the boy a crowbar and nodded at the 40’s era cabinetry. 
“Hack away, Travis.” Corrigan opened one of the lower cupboards. A few dusty plates and an ancient spraycan of wasp-killer. “Anything that will burn, you can drag out to the firepit. Anything that won’t can be tossed into that trailer bin out back. And be sure to take a break if you get too hot. This old bastard kitchen gets right fucking toasty when the sun hits it.” 
Jim winced at the language but Travis didn’t seem to notice. He attacked the old cabinetry with a glee for destruction inherent in all boys, making a godawful racket with the prybar. 
“Atta boy.” Corrigan cheered him on and then flipped open an ice cooler on the floor. He scrounged up two tall cans of lager, handed one to his guest. 
“I’m okay,” Jim begged off. It was barely noon.
“Too late.” Corrigan popped them both and shoved one at him. “I’m glad you came. I thought maybe you’d changed your mind about letting the boy work here.” 
“I told him he could.” Jim shouted over the din. “Hate to go back on my word.” 
“Take a walk with me.” Corrigan waved him toward the back door. “Something I want to show you.” 
They walked into the punishing sun and Corrigan led the way to the chestnut trees shading the old stone fence. Boots trampled the growth underfoot, Jim spotting shoots of barley, potatoes and corn. Remnants of previous seasons, all fighting for sunlight. 
“Look at all this stuff,” Corrigan scooped handfuls of buds, popping them free. “Planted ages ago and growing wild. What is this?” 
“Barley. Feed corn.” Jim nodded further downfield. “All kinds of stuff over the years. What do you plan to do with all this acreage?” 
“Don’t know yet. I’m no farmer, I’ll tell you that much.” 
“I noticed you still got your sign up. You gonna take it down?”
“We’ll see how Kate makes out with her promise first.” Corrigan smeared a forearm over his brow. “Do you know her well? Is she trustworthy?”
“She says she’s gonna do something, she’ll do it.” 
“That was a pretty good turnout we had for the tour, yeah?” He clinked his can against Jim’s. “Cheers.” 
“I guess. I mean, if you’re goal was to piss off everyone in town.” 
“Family history, Jim. I wanted to share it with everyone.” 
Jim squared him with a look. “Bullshit. You wanted to shock everyone.” 
“I admit I had fun. Did you see their faces?” Corrigan’s grin melted off as he cast his gaze over the field. “But it’s not just family history, you understand. It’s their history too.” 
“Maybe, maybe not.” Jim gauged the man’s mood, looking for a moment to talk some reason into him. “How do you know that story of yours is true?” 
“I told you. It’s an eye witness account.”
“By a little boy hiding under a bed. What if he was wrong?” 
“He wasn’t wrong. My grandfather knew every one of the men who murdered his family. They all went to the same church, for Christ’s sakes.” He slugged on the can. “I know it’s ugly, Jim, but the truth often is.” 
Jim leaned against the stone fence and said nothing. Corrigan looked up at the blue sky and pointed to birds circling the field, dark slices gliding around and around. “I keep seeing these birds up there, circling around the farm. What are they?” 
“Turkey vultures. They’ll go round and round for hours looking for something dead. Or about to die.” 
“The way they glide like that, without flapping a wing. They’re beautiful.”
“Not up close they’re not.” He watched Corrigan watching the vultures. “You know, the people here… these are good people. They haven’t done anything wrong. They don’t deserve to be called murderers.” 
“You think I was too harsh?” 
Jim caught a note of remorse in the man’s voice. “It was a long time ago. Things were different back then. People were different.” 
“That’s bullshit, Jimmy. People are no better then their savage forefathers. They just think they are.” 
“It was a hundred years ago. What does it matter now?” 
Corrigan wiped the foam from his lips. “The dead have their claims on the living. Whether we see it or not, we’re beholden to them.” 
 “What the hell does that mean?” 
“It means every sin has to accounted for somewhere. Even by those who didn’t pull the trigger.” 
“You know these people won’t just stand around while you sling mud at them.” Jim gave up trying to hide his frustration. “I mean, you’re not exactly making friends, are you?”
“You’re a friend. Aren’t you?” 
Jim dialled it back. “Sure but… Jesus.” 
“You think I should just let it be.” 
 “Maybe, just maybe the story you heard was wrong. No one was ever charged for those crimes. In a small town like this.” Jim shrugged. “Maybe it really was a mob of lunatics.” 
“Come on, Jim. That’s the bullshit they troweled on to hide their mess.” 
The man wasn’t going to budge and Jim was out of arguments so they stood in the chestnut shade and watched the vultures drift in lazy arcs. 
 “So what’d you want to show me?” 
“Over here.” Corrigan crushed his can and pitched it onto Jim’s side of the fence and marched on. Jim looked at the litter in dismay and followed. Twenty paces in, Corrigan pointed south, where the land rolled gently down to the creek at the lower forty. “See down there at the bottom. The old fence.” 
Jim froze. Corrigan’s finger wagged down to the berm of fieldstones piled up and the breech in the old perimeter. The spot he had ploughed through with the blade of his tractor. 
Shit.
“This old fence borders our property, yeah? See the mess? Someone’s knocked it down. Looks like they dragged a plough through and started tilling.” 
Corrigan rolled his eyes up to meet Jim’s. The man already knew the answer, that much was clear, and now he simply wanted to watch Jim sweat. He got his wish. Jim could feel it rivulet down the small of his back. 
Time to come clean. “I did it.” 
“You?” Corrigan’s surprise was soap-opera fake. It vanished and his tone dropped to a gravelcrunch. “Why?”
Jim stepped back, expecting a blow. “All this land has been neglected for so long. Gone to seed. I just—” He killed off his words. It was grovelling and it stung and he despised himself for it. “I needed the land.” 
“You’re squatting on my property,” Corrigan said. 
Jim shifted his weight square to both feet and his hand balled instinctively into a fist. The other man fixed him with venom roiling his pupils. A donnybrook about to blow the martins from the tree branches above them. 
“All right.” Corrigan stood down and broke off his stare, casting his eyes down the broken stone fence. “Go ahead. Farm it.” 
Jim wasn’t sure he got all that but his muscles suddenly breathed, tension leaking away. “What?” 
“Farm it.” Corrigan’s face creased back into that familiar smile. “Our families cleared all this land. Be a shame to let all that backbreaking work go to waste.” 
Jim still wasn’t sure he’d heard him correctly but balked at saying ‘what’ again. 
“Farming’s a merciless job, isn’t it?” Corrigan said. “You in financial straights?” 
“We’ve seen better days, yeah.” 
“Then farm it.” 
Jim went back to shaking his head. “I can’t.” 
“Don’t be proud, Jim. It’s dishonest and it doesn’t suit you.” Corrigan snapped his fingers. “Tell you what, I’ll lease it to you. However much acreage you need, you can lease the land from me.” 
Jim leaned back again. Wanting to ask but expecting to get fleeced. “How much?”
“How many acres are we talking about? Forty, fifty? More?” Corrigan tilted his head like a puzzled dog and scrutinized his neighbour. Tailoring a price to suit the man. “A dollar.”
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TRAVIS LIKED THE work. An hour or two after school, smashing cupboards or peeling up cracked linoleum. Mister Corrigan didn’t hover over him or criticize his work, letting him toil at his own pace. On the third day, Corrigan told him to let himself out and climbed into his truck and left. Travis finished pulling the plywood subfloor up from the hallway. The last stray nails were pried out and the dirt swept up to reveal the original black oak. He stood on the porch and looked out at the road. From here, you could see any car coming up the dusty road long before it reached the driveway. Not a single vehicle anywhere in sight. 
Travis left the dustpan on the veranda and went exploring. 
There was dust everywhere and the smell of mould clung to every room but Corrigan’s plans were plain to see. Prying loose everything from the twentieth century and peeling it back to reveal the original house. Light fixtures were ripped down and the wiring, old knob and tube stuff, was stripped out. Flooring was torn up to reveal the pockmarked hardwood. The only things new were the heavy floodlights set up throughout the house and the cables snaking the floor. 
Most of the furniture had been tossed out and replaced with antique stuff Mr. Corrigan had found in town. A big oak table and a few spindly chairs set before the fireplace in the front parlour. A rolltop desk of burled mahogany near the window, littered with paperwork. Stacks of receipts from McGrath’s hardware store and a pile of old library books. A rolled up map that Travis unfurled. The date on it was marked 1910, the entire township of Pennyluck mapped out in a cockeyed grid of lots and concessions. Brittle documents of yellowing parchment. None of it made any sense to Travis so he left it and climbed the creaky steps. 
The restoration work had yet to reach the second floor, the rooms untouched and a trail of footprints through the dust. The rooms were cobwebbed, the windows opaque under a film of grime. The biggest room held a bed and little else. The mattress was new and cast loose on top of it was a sleeping bag. On the floor were beer cans and newspapers. A kerosene lantern. 
Travis didn’t venture very far into the basement, even with the heavy flashlight Corrigan kept on the window sill. The steps creaked and moaned like they would snap under his workboots. The beam of the flashlight swallowed by the darkness. Shapes and forms, things hidden away under dropcloths. The house ticked and creaked around him and Travis imagined hands reaching up from the cellar darkness and dragging him down. The ghosts of the murdered family, cold and hungry for flesh. 
He scuttled back up the steps and closed the basement door. Returned the Maglite to the window sill and went home. 
The house was still empty when he came back the next afternoon. Travis hollered up the stairs and checked out back but Corrigan wasn’t around. The truck was still gone too. He sat on the front stoop, wondering if he should just go home when he saw the FJ blowing a dustcloud on the road. 
Mister Corrigan looked dishevelled and bleary-eyed as he climbed out and nodded hello. He got Travis to unload the truck and then started him on the one of the second floor rooms. The room was small like the others and was filled with junk. A metal bunk frame and boxes and a dresser bleached from sunlight. There was a sink attached to the wall. Odd, since there was no bathroom on this floor. Travis wondered why someone would put a single sink in a bedroom. Nailed to the wall above the bed was a brass crucifix. 
“Do you go to church, son?” 
Travis shrugged. “Sometimes. Christmas, Easter.” 
“Your folks are Catholic?” 
The boy nodded. Corrigan pried the crucifix from the wall and tossed it out the open window. The shape of the cross lingered like a ghost image, clean paint against an outline of grime. Corrigan frowned. “The Lord endures.” 
They separated the few salvageable items like the chair and a wooden chest from the junk and Travis helped Corrigan nail a length of plywood into the window frame. A makeshift slide that leaned out onto the backyard. “Toss the rest of that shit out the window,” Corrigan said. “And if you’re feeling up to it, tear out that bastard sink.” 
He left him to it and Travis chucked it all out, dropping debris down the plywood ramp and listening to it crash to the ground below. Everything but the bunk was tossed and Travis started in on the sink. His first thought was to just smash the porcelain with the crowbar but maybe he could pry it loose in one piece. The plaster chipped away and he wedged the blade behind it and hauled back for all he was worth. The bar slipped and he thumped ass first to the floor, the crowbar ringing off his shin. 
“Son of a bitch!” He curled and clutched his shin bone. 
“She’s a reluctant whoor, isn’t she?” Corrigan leaned against the doorframe. Travis dusted himself off, felt his cheeks burn. 
 “Come on,” Corrigan said. “Take five.” 
Down to the kitchen where Corrigan scooped beer cans from the cooler and waved at Travis to follow him outside. “Too nice a day to be trapped in some sickroom.” 
Along the footpath to the big willow tree and the gravestones shaded under its boughs. “Come see what the bastards have done,” Corrigan said. 
The tall marble spire lay flat in the grass, knocked clean off its foundation. The stone had broken into three pieces and the marble was scored raw here and there, like a chisel had been at it. 
Travis bent and touched its notched gloss. “What happened?”
Corrigan sat down on the toppled marker. “Some shit-brained yokel knocked it over. You can see where the fool went at it with an axe.” 
Travis silently mouthed two words. Holy shit.

Corrigan motioned for him to sit and Travis did, careful not to set his rear on the inscription. “Where did this monument come from? I mean, if everyone was dead?”
“My grandfather. He came back here two years after the crime to ensure that his family was properly buried. He was outraged to find them interred here on the homestead, denied a proper burial in the churchyard of St. Mary’s. Not that there was much to bury, mind you. Scattered bones and ash. 
“He knew then that the guilty would not be brought to justice, that the murdering scum would go unpunished. So he spent what little money he had on this stone. Hiring a stonemason to hammer it out, paying extra to have the word ‘murdered’ scribed after each name. The stone was trucked over in a donkeycart and assembled. These smaller stones laid in a ring around the spire. 
“Two nights later, the monument was knocked over by spineless scum in the night, just as it is now. A note was left for my grandfather on the veranda of the house, warning him to get the hell out of Pennyluck or suffer the same fate as his cursed family. So he fled, a second time, and never returned.” Corrigan shrugged. “Thus are the ways of the world. Bullies win.” 
Travis nodded as the story ended, feeling the need to say something but he didn’t know what. Outrage or shock? Sympathy with the deceased or fury at the sinners? He stayed mute and just kept nodding, hoping it would suffice. 
Corrigan cracked both beer cans and held one out to the boy. Nodded for him to take it. Travis’s eyes bugged out of his head. “I can’t have that.” 
“Go on, son. I won’t tell anyone if you won’t.” 
Travis hesitated, thinking the man was going to punk him. He took it and Corrigan clinked his can to the boy’s. “Work like a man, you get treated like one. Cheers.” 
A boy’s first sip of beer. It was godawful to Travis’s twelve-year old tastebuds but he knew this was a test, some rite of passage into the world of men. He felt Mr. Corrigan’s eyes hawking him so he did his best to slug it back and not pucker his face against the bitter taste. No chance. 
But the man didn’t berate or mock him for it. Mr. Corrigan simply nodded and looked away, allowing Travis to wipe the foul swill from his lips. Travis looked at the beer in his hand and couldn’t understand what the fuss was all about. 
“Do you like soccer, Travis?” 
“It’s all right.” Travis shrugged. “I’m pretty okay at baseball.” 
“Baseball?” Corrigan sneered at that, then changed topics. “You got a girlfriend?” 
“No.” 
Corrigan swivelled on the broken headstone and fixed him with a sly look. The boy’s cheeks burned again and then his lips corkscrewed into a smirk. “Liar,” he said. “What’s her name?” 
Travis’s eyes rolled down to his kicks. “Brenna.” 
“Brenna? That’s a lovely name. Is she pretty?” 
Travis felt his cheeks flame on and he turned away. The only way to respond was to keep his eyes averted, to hide what was plain as day. “She’s cool. Pretty, yeah. I guess so.” 
 “Your mom’s a pretty thing.” Corrigan set his can onto the chipped marble. “Where’s she from originally? Is she happy?” 
Travis looked up. “Brenna?” 
A cuff across his hair. “No smartass. Your mum.” 
Was she happy? Travis had no idea what he was talking about. How the hell would he know? Travis lifted the can to take a sip and then thought better of it. “I dunno.” 
“Was she born here in Pennyluck?” 
Again the boy looked at him with a zero sum in his eyes. No idea. 
“Where are her folks? Your grandparents?” 
Travis wagged his chin to the south. “Down in Sarnia. They have a swimming pool.” 
They watched the sky burn orange as the sun slanted just above the treeline. Travis tried another sip and it tasted just as bad as the first. He belched and Corrigan laughed, thumping him on the back. He took the beer from the boy’s hand and set it on the marble next to his. 
“Go on home. Before you miss your dinner.” 
~
The Records and Archives Office was hidden in the basement of the county office. One floor down from the library, two from the town hall proper. It was grim and dark and the woman who ran the department was named Tilly Cullen. She did not like William Corrigan, thought him rude and demanding and most of all, condescending. The way city folk are. She slid the pull-slip back across the counter to him. 
“I’m sorry. You’ll have to come back another day.” 
Corrigan softened his tone. “I know it’s a painful chore to pull all that material, Tilly, but its very important and I would be eternally grateful.” 
“The office closes early on Wednesdays, Mister Corrigan.” Tilly leaned back from the desk the man was pouring over, retreating from the smell of liquor and sweat. “You’ll have to come back tomorrow.” 
“Tilly, love,” he said, as if wooing her. “It’s the same material I pulled yesterday. I doubt you’ve even put it away.” He pushed the slip back to her. “Please fetch it for me. It’ll probably be gone by tomorrow anyway.” 
“Why would it be gone? You’re the only one who’s been down here in a week.” 
“For the inquest. All of these records will be pulled for the mayor’s inquest and God knows how long before I see them again. I’m surprised they haven’t been pulled already.” 
“I don’t know what you’re referring to. Come back Thursday and I’ll be happy to locate the records you need. Have a nice evening.” Tilly turned back to her computer, ready to shut it down. 
Corrigan took her wrist. “Wait a minute. You haven’t been asked to pull these records? By the mayor or the council or anyone?” 
She yanked her arm back. “No, I haven’t.”
“No one’s given you a heads-up about an inquest?” 
“No. Now if you’ll excuse me, we are closing.” 


Two floors up, Corrigan marched to the town hall reception and asked the man behind the desk about the inquest into the Corrigan massacre. The man shook his head, said he had no idea what he was referring to. 
“Listen closely,” Corrigan gritted. “Your mayor, the right honourable Kate Farrell, has ordered an inquest into the death of my family in eighteen ninety-eight. Check your agenda again. It has to be in there.” 
The man sighed, as if asked to donate a kidney. He clicked and clicked the mouse, eyes darting back and forth in the monitor glare. “There’s nothing here, sir. I even checked the minutes of yesterday’s council meeting.” 
“There’s got to be some mistake. Check again, for Chrissakes.” 
The man behind the desk made no attempt. “There’s nothing.” And with acid, added, “sir.” 
“There won’t be any inquest.” 
Corrigan and the clerk turned at the voice. Reeve Thompson stood by the elevators, tapping the down button, listening in on the conversation. 
“Are you speaking to me?”
“Are you Corrigan?”
Corrigan said he was. Thompson pressed the button again. “There won’t be any inquest,” he said. 
“And who are you?” 
“The mayor’s request was turned down. Waste of time and resources.” 
“Burying the truth, huh?” Three paces and Corrigan was staring down at the rotund council member. “Can’t bear to face your own dirty past?” 
“No.” The elevator door swung open and Thompson waddled in. “We don’t waste time chasing campfire tales.” 
“Aye, clearly. No one works past three in the fucking afternoon around here.” 
The councilman jabbed the ‘door close’ button until the doors whooshed shut, erasing the man’s grim face from sight. Thompson felt his knees tingle and, safely descending, said; “Asshole.” 
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THE RIDING MOWER was an old John Deere with a chipped and battered front end. Travis sat the rumbling thing, straining to kick down the stubborn brake pedal. Even Jim had trouble with it sometime but he had promised the boy he would teach him how to run the little tractor. 
Travis geared up and let off the pedal. The little tractor lurched forward, the mower spewing grass over Jim’s shins. 
“Too fast!” Jim hollered. “Slow it down!”
Whether the boy couldn’t hear or simply ignored his old man was anyone’s guess but he took the turn too fast, crunching the guard against the chestnut tree. Bark splintered at Jim and a horrible clang deafened them both before the Deere shuddered and stalled. 
“Goddamnit Travis. I said slow it down.” 
Travis launched himself off the bastard thing, boiling with humiliation. “It’s not my fault! This old cocksucker is a piece of shit!” 
Jim’s eyes went saucer wide. “What did you say?” 
Travis shut up, knowing some line had been crossed. The frustration reddening his face sweated into a rage. 
“Where the hell did you learn language like that? Answer me!” 
Any response now would only make it worse. Repeat the swear words or remain silent. Travis said nothing. The screen door banged open and Emma came into the yard. “Jim?” 
He looked at his wife. “Did you hear what your son just said?” 
“What? No.” Emma registered the look on Travis’s face, recognizing trouble when she saw it but she dismissed it for the moment. “I thought you and Kate sorted things out with Corrigan.”
“We did.” 
Emma nodded east. “Then why is he back at it?” 
Jim strode up the yard to where a clearing in the trees allowed a view across the field. Travis followed, but kept a safe distance behind. 
Three cars were parked down the rutted path of Corrigan’s driveway. More hunkered down along the roadside and people closing their doors and making their way up to the house. Another tour of the Corrigan Horrors was in progress. 
“Son of a bitch.” 
“Look,” said Travis. “There’s a news truck.” 
A shiny Nissan Pathfinder rolled up the path and tucked in beside the house. Blue and white, a logo that read CKTV. The local TV news outfit. The driver unloaded a big video camera and hefted it onto his shoulder. A woman disembarked from the passenger side, her heels sinking into the crabgrass. 
Travis watched the circus unfold, pointing out a few vehicles he recognized. Jim cocked his head to one side and spit into the weeds. “Damn it.” 
~
News spread quickly. Corrigan was back open for business. By three that afternoon, the mayor’s office was flooded by thirty-seven complaints about the bastard and his little sideshow and by four-thirty, the phone lines were jammed and no one could get through. Kate learned about the news crew and felt a pit of ice roll up in her guts. She left her secretary to handle the calls and quickly emailed everyone in her contact list about an emergency town hall meeting tonight. 
The news crew had tongues buzzing. No one remembered news ever being reported from Pennyluck. It just didn’t happen. Kate made a few calls and learned that the report would play tonight on CKTV, the local news from the London affiliate of a national broadcaster. National news at six ‘o clock, then the feed went local at six-thirty. 
The auditorium in the town hall building was small and filled up quickly. Voices grumbled and people barked at Kate about what she was going to do. She asked everyone to be patient and see what the news report was about. She scanned through the faces in the room and saw few allies. McGrath and Ripley were absent, as were any other members of the town council. That surprised her. She would have expected them to witness her public stoning. 
The news piece was brief but it was damaging. The camera angling up at the decrepit old house and panning the faces of the gawkers assembled in the yard and then finally Corrigan himself. Orating to the onlookers, looking like some sinister carnival barker. His words drowned out by the nasally whine of the reporter’s voice-over report. 
“The controversial claims of Mr. Corrigan have incensed the residents of Pennyluck who reject his version of history. Some have even called him an outright liar. Still that hasn’t stopped the curious from coming to his tour. Back to you, Tom—”
“Fucking con-man!” 
Heads rubbernecked at the outburst. Then a soda can cartwheeled through the air, smacked the television screen. Carmel-coloured cola dribbled down the face of the news anchor. 
“Chrissakes!” yelled Carswell, rushing for the paper towels. “We just replaced the damn TV.” 
“Shove it, Carswell!” Hitchens unloaded, looking for something else to hurl. 
Feeling a wall of rage burning from the crowd, Kate shot to her feet. “Please everyone, calm down.” 
Puddycombe pointed a jagged finger at his mayor. “What are you going to do about that son of a bitch? He’s spreading his lies to the local news!” 
“People over in Exford are laughing at us!” Berryhill, indignant and righteous as a nun. “Even those douchebags in Garrisontown are hooting it up.” 
Kate held up her hands, as if that could stop the tsunami. “I’m working on it. Please…”
“How? What exactly are you doing to stop this guy?” 
“I’ve ordered the Watchman to stop his ads immediately. And we’re drafting a new bylaw forbidding anyone from turning a residence into a tourist attraction.” 
“Wonderful,” hollered Berryhill, riding the indignant posture for all it was worth. He was so rarely on the side of the righteous. “That ought to scare him off for sure.” 
A few laughs and guffaws. Kate let it peter out before saying, “It’s a start.” 
“It’s paperwork!” 
“Well what do you suggest, Mister Hitchens? We tar and feather him?” 
“That’s a start,” shouted Berryhill. “Then we run the fucker outta town.” 
Here, here. Damn straight. Do it now.
Kate felt the anger sunburn her cheeks. She needed to shut this down. Now. “Thank you, Bill. Anyone have an idea outside of a Schwarzenegger movie?”
Puddy. “Can’t the police do anything?”
“He hasn’t broken any laws. There’s nothing they can do.” 
“More uselessness!” Berryhill shot up. The collective rage was burning off too soon. “The only thing this bastard’s gonna understand is a fist!” 
“Here, here!” Hitchens, echoed by Puddy, McKinnon, the Drakes and Rob Toohey. Even Combat Kyle could be seen moving his lips, although no one heard him utter any actual sounds. 
Jim and Emma arrived late and were stuck standing on the sidelines. They watched the town’s rage burn and cool and fire again. Hell, if that little toad Kyle broke his silence, it had to be bad. Emma wanted to shout back but choked, frozen by that peculiarly Canadian aversion to stand out. Her eyes shot to Jim and then back to the men in the seats, hollering and thumping like cro-magnons around a campfire. 
Jim squeezed his way to the front, towards the mayor, stranded and deserted on the floor of the town hall. “Knock it off!” he hollered back. “We got a real problem here. You’re not helping.”
Berryhill dissed him with a wave of his hand. “Here comes Jimmy to defend the prick! What is it with you, Hawkshaw? You bromancing that sonuvabitch?” 
Jim fired back. “The man’s got an honest grievance.” 
“So?” Hitchens bulged his eyes at him. “It’s not our problem.” 
“Yes it is. He thinks our families killed his.” 
“Prove it!” Someone, anyone said. 
“That’s the problem.” Jim felt the heat swing his way. “He can’t prove it but we can’t disprove it either.” 
“Go home, Jimmy! No one wants to hear your excuses. Fucking collaborator!” 
“Go play outside, Bill. Let the grown-ups talk, huh.” 
“You’re pretty chummy with this Corrigan creep.” Carswell piped up, squaring Jim in his sights. “Aren’t you?” 
“His house is next to mine. That’s all.” 
“But you’re leasing land from Corrigan,” Carswell said. “For next to nothing.”
Jim flinched, body-checked to the boards. How the hell did Carswell know that? 
“What?” Hitchens jerked. “Izzat true?”
A tidal wave of hate rolling his way. “That’s got nothing to do with this.” 
“Siding with the enemy. A traitor to your own community.” Carswell said, pointing. 
 “That’s enough! Please!” Kate couldn’t believe the name-calling. Grown men. 
“Fuck this.” Berryhill stomped for the exit, pushing Carswell out of the way. “I need a drink.” Combat Kyle at his heels, shooting death rays from his mousy little eyes. 
Hitchens followed Berryhill. Others stayed and shouted each other down. Kate watched her town hall degenerate into schoolyard curses and name-calling. Any minute and it would become a bench clearing brawl, with herself trapped in the middle of it.
Then everything went dark, the lights killed. The shouting stopped. When the lights popped back on, Kate saw Jim at the switch. “Meeting’s over,” he hollered. Waving everyone to the door. “Thank you for coming!” 
~
The Dublin House filled up quickly, temperatures running hot from the meeting. Jim and Emma made their way to the bar, nodding and saying hello to people. Phil and Pam Carroll nodded back, polite but cold. Pat Ryder ignored them and Hitchens outright scowled. 
Gauging the hostility, Jim snuck a look to Emma. “Is it just me or are we not welcome here?” 
“Everyone’s still wound up,” she said. “This business has touched a raw nerve with everyone.” 
Winding through the tables, a gauntlet of dirty looks or faces turned away as they passed. One last stool left at the bar. Emma sat as Jim leaned over the cherrywood to flag the barkeep. Puddycombe must have sprinted back to work, already behind the bar to the relief of Audrey, who looked overwhelmed. 
Puddy was short, none of the usual banter or ribbing. He’s busy is all, Jim told himself. He and Emma took up their drinks and looked around. No one said hello nor waved them over to join their table. 
“They hate us,” Emma said. 
“They’re just worked up, Emm. It’ll pass.” 
“So.” She sipped her drink then fixed him with a look. “When were you going to tell me about leasing land from Mister Corrigan?” 
“We talked about it, nothing more.”
“Then how did the bank manager know about it?”
“Damned if I know. Corrigan must have told him.” 
 “Those two chitchat? Carswell hates the man.” 
Jim held up his hands, crying uncle. “I don’t have a clue, honey. I’m just guessing.” 
“I don’t like this. You making these decisions without me.” She set her glass down. “That’s twice now.”
“I haven’t done anything. He offered to lease the land.” 
“That’s not the point. These are big decisions. Do you have any idea how foolish I feel when I find out from someone else?” 
She was blowing this way out of proportion. Emma could blow up into theatrics at times and it was best to just let her steam it off than react to it. He lifted his pint, mulling over what she was saying, trying to unravel it. It was a trust issue, plain and simple. “You’re right,” he said. “Sorry.” 
The hardness in her eyes eased up. She pushed her drink away. “I don’t want to be here. The mood’s ugly.” 
“Something wrong with it?” Puddy lifted her unfinished drink. “I can make another.” 
“It’s fine. I just want to go home.” 
“How’re the ponies?” Puddycombe was all smiles and charm now. At least with Emma. Jim had always suspected the bar owner was sweet on her. 
“Pony. We had to get rid of the one,” she said and immediately regretted it. Like an admission of failure. 
“That’s a shame. They’re beautiful creatures but a ransom to keep.” 
“True.” She chin-wagged the crowd. “Busy night.” 
“Nothing like a neighbourhood feud to spike sales.” Puddy squared his eyes on Jim. “Jimmy, come into the backroom. The lads want a word with you.” 
Jim’s brow creased up a notch. “What about?” 
“Just come on back.” 
Emma slid off the stool, stood. “We’re just on our way home.” She levelled her tone clear. A deaf idiot could have deciphered it. 
“It’s okay.” Jim fished the truck keys from a pocket, dropped them into her hand. “Take the truck, go on home.” 
Emma dangled the keyring off a finger, wary of some old boy’s club shenanigans. Seen it before, didn’t like the outcome. “I can wait,” she said. 
“I’ll be right there,” Jim said. Puddy nodded and slipped away to the back room. 
Emma’s face, unthrilled. “We just talked about this, didn’t we?” 
“Something’s up. I want to hear what this is about. Go on. I’ll fill you in when I get home.” He kissed her cheek and elbowed through the laggards pressing around the bar. 
Emma jangled the keys on her finger, watching her husband disappear past the dartboards. Whatever this was about, it wasn’t good. Any fool could see that. An arsehole on her left jostled into her and to her right, the crack of glass breaking as a pint hit the floor. 
Time to go. 
~
When Cifton Murdy returned home after one drink at the Dublin, his wife asked him how the town hall went. She was already dressed in her robe, a paperback novel tucked under her arm. He settled into a chair at the kitchen table and gave a brief summary of the meeting, omitting the angry shouting and near donnybrook that had soured it. 
“What an awful man,” she said. “The sooner he’s gone, the better.” With that, she told her husband not to stay up too late and went up the stairs. 
Clifton remained at the table, trying to decide if he wanted tea. He dreaded going to bed. The last three nights had been wasted staring at the fissures in the ceiling, praying for sleep. He grimaced at the thought of spending another night watching the hours burn away on the digital clock. 
Deciding against tea, Clifton poured a tumbler of something stronger. He stared at it, knowing it wouldn’t help. Insomnia was foreign to Clifton and it was taking its toll. He’d always slept like a champ, dead to the world and sawing logs, until now. Until those awful things that that awful man had said. 
Clifton pushed the scotch away. He knew what would cure his insomnia but didn’t want to face it. There wasn’t any choice now. Another sleepless night would kill him. 
Taking the flashlight from the junk drawer, he went down into the cellar. Turned on all the lights and opened the door to the storage space and started moving boxes around. Digging through crates of old Christmas tinsel and furniture that hadn’t seen daylight since the seventies. And there, under a cardboard box of mildewed photographs, he found what he was looking for. 
A rectangular box of cedar, just over a foot long. The distiller’s name branded into the wood. Clifton slid the lid back to reveal a greying patch of burlap. Once, as a kid, he had seen what was hidden inside the burlap. His father had shown it to him, whispering its mystery before hiding the cedar box away again. Clifton pushed the lid closed again. He had no desire to see the damned thing again, he just needed to know it was still there. 
In the upstairs bedroom, Mrs. Murdy heard the car start and reverse down the driveway. She blinked at the clock and wondered where the bloody hell her husband was going this time of night. 
Clifton Murdy didn’t see another vehicle once he’d turned onto Clapton Road. That was good. The box sat next to him in the passenger seat. The thing inside rattled against the cedar at a few turns in the road. An awful sound but he paid it no mind, already feeling better now that the damned thing was out of the house. 
Slowing to a crawl as he turned onto the Roman Line, wheels crunching over the gravel as Clifton looked for the rutted path. He spotted the sign first and stopped the car, shut it down. A quick glance around to make sure no cars were coming, then he took the box and climbed out. 
He had no intention of going near the house. The big sign close to the road, he’d leave it there. Clifton leaned the box against the footing of the signboard and crept back to his car. He’d be home inside of ten minutes, back in his bed where, thank Christ, he could finally get some sleep. 
When the car’s taillights had disappeared down the road, the creaking of the rocking chair on the porch stopped. Corrigan set his glass onto the boards, picked up the flashlight and rose from the rocker. He marched quickly down the pathway to see what Santa had brought him. 
The light beam picked out the little cedar box nestled at the base of his sign and he wondered for a moment if it was a bomb. Which was silly, he knew. None of these yokels would have the brains or the balls to put together a home-made incendiary. Kneeling in the damp grass, he slid the lid away and folded back the rotting burlap. It really did feel like Christmas, even though he already knew what was inside the box. 
The bone was long, just over a foot, and thick at the ends. The surface mottled and grey, porous to the touch. If he had to guess, he’d say it was an arm bone. The humerus of an adult. Or perhaps the leg bone of a child. 
He returned the bone to its nest of burlap, stuck the box under his arm and walked back to the house. 
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THE WHITE BALL banked off the rail and cracked the solid seven into a pocket. Berryhill straightened up, studied the table. Kyle leaned on his useless cue, muttering in some alien tongue. Hitchens watched Jim cross the threshold into the back billiards. 
Jim nodded to the four men. “Boys.” 
Berryhill stretched over the table, drawing his cue. “What do you know about this Corrigan asshole?” 
“Not much.” 
“That prick doesn’t belong here,” Hitchens said. He already looked stewed. 
“Yeah,” Jim said. “And?”
“Somebody’s gotta shut him up,” said Berryhill. “Our mayor sure as hell ain’t gonna do it with her bullshit bylaws.” 
Jim felt his ears burn. Like he was auditioning for a part, the four men staring him down. “She’s doing what she can.” 
Puddycombe spoke up, playing the mediator to Bill’s bad cop. “We have to do something.” 
“Like what?” 
Kyle snickered and swept the balls into the corners. Bill laid something on the cleared table and rolled it across the felt surface to Jim. 
A baseball bat. 
Jim watched the Slugger bank and roll back to the center. He looked up at the men. Four wannabe Rambos.”You gotta be kidding me.” 
Berryhill, at least, played the part. “Only one thing this prick is gonna understand.” 
“So you’re gonna go all Dirty Harry on him?” 
“We send him a message,” Puddycombe said. “That’s all. Let him know he’s not wanted here and it’s time to move on.” 
Jim folded his arms. “So what do you want from me? My blessing?” 
“You have to be there.” Hitchens slurred the consonants but there was acid in there.
“Not gonna happen.” 
“You’re the only friend he’s got.” Berryhill took up the business end of the Louisville and held the grip end out to Jim. “You have to be there.” 
It was like a bad joke but no one was laughing. “Are you outta your mind? That isn’t gonna solve anything. Except land your dumb ass in the paddy.” 
Puddycombe tore a flyer stapled to a wall of notices and handed it to Jim. A handbill for the Heritage Festival. “This starts in two days. Do you want that prick spreading his bullshit lies then?” 
“Get off the fence, Jimbo.” Hitchens ladled on the venom. “Us or him.” 
Jim took the bat from Berryhill and gripped it with both hands. “Grow the fuck up,” he said and walked out the door.
Stepping out into the parking lot, he pitched the lumber into Puddy’s dumpster and then scanned the lot for his truck but Emma had already gone. 
~
Kate could murder a drink right now but popping into the pub was out of the question. She’d be tarred and feathered. Locking the front doors with a bundle of work squeezed under her arm, she’d have to settle for Gator Bob’s, the only other bar on the strip. Neon flamingos and ersatz Cajun theme. School teachers and the ‘girls night out!’ crowd, but it was a two minute walk from the town hall. It would have to do. ‘Anything will fit a naked man’  her grandmother used to say.
She’d just turned the lock when footfalls rang up the steps behind her. 
It was Jim. And not in a good mood either. “Did you forget something?” she said. 
“We have a problem.” 
Back inside, into Kate’s office. Jim had never stepped foot inside the mayor’s office before. Who has? An enormous desk and an even bigger fireplace (which worked, she assured him). Portraits hung on every wall, all stern faced men in robes and uniforms. The founders and heroes of Pennyluck township. 
Defying stereotypes, Kate did not have a bottle of the good stuff hidden in her desk but councilman Thompson did and she knew in which drawer to find it. Scotch, in clean mugs from the office kitchen. Jim briefed her on the encounter in the billiards room and concluded with: “This is about to get ugly.”
“Sounds like schoolyard bravado to me,” Kate said. “Tomorrow it’ll be forgotten about.” 
“If it was just Bill talking, I’d agree. But Puddy and Hitch?” 
“They seriously want to run him out of town?” 
He nodded. “I understand their anger. It would be better if he just went away.” 
“You agree with them?” 
“Am I stringing up a noose?” He didn’t mean to snap so sharp. Too late now. “I dunno why he started up with his tour again. He seemed satisfied with the inquest.” He looked at her. “When does that start anyway?” 
Kate considered lying to him. Since becoming mayor, she had learned to tell half-truths and sins of omission. Came with the territory, hemmed in as she was by conflicting interests. As mayor, she couldn’t order a cup of coffee with being compromised somewhere. But this was Jim, so she fessed up. “There isn’t going to be any inquest. I was outvoted six to one.” 
“Shit. Does Corrigan know that?” 
“No one outside of council knows that.” 
“But he’ll find out eventually. And he’ll just amp it up some more.” 
More compromises. Kate set the mug down and scrounged up a pen. “What do you know about Corrigan? Any detail he told you.” 
He reiterated the few facts he knew. “He can fight,” he added. “Like a street brawler. Why?” 
“I know someone,” she jotted down the scant info, tossed the pad back onto the desk. “He’s good at background checks.” 
“Digging up dirt?”
“I just want to know what we’re dealing with.” 
Jim looked around at the portraits staring down at him. “Can’t the town just pay him off?” 
“It would look like a settlement. An admission of guilt.” 
“What if the town bought his property outright? Offer him enough to go away and never come back?” 
“It would look the same as a settlement. Think appearances, Jim.” 
Okay. Appearances. How to get the result without the town appearing to be involved. “Then let me do it,” he said. “I’ll buy Corrigan out.”
 “You’re broke.” 
 “The treasury has money. You told me yourself there’s a slush fund for emergencies and whatnot.” She was already shaking her head but Jim kept going. “Let me talk to Corrigan. I’ll make the offer to buy his land, over the asking price. How much over, we can dither about later. One time offer, on the condition he leave town for good. He agrees, you kick in the slush fund money.” 
Kate smelled a rat, surprised at his conniving. “Then you’ll own the land outright.” 
“In name only. When he’s gone, we put the title back to the county. I’ll lease the land from the town, with an option to buy.” 
“Jesus, Jim. That’s wrong in so many ways. Not to mention illegal.” 
“But it’s clever,” he said. “Bloodless even. And our friend Mister Corrigan goes away for good.” 
“I thought you liked him?” 
“I just want to keep the peace.” It was only a half-lie. He really did want to prevent something stupid from happening but there was something more now, a chance to improve his odds. 
“No. It’s too risky,” she said. “It could backfire on us so easily.” 
“Think about it. Okay?” 
Kate gathered up her things. “Okay, but I’m not going to change my mind. Let’s get out of here.” 
Jim set his cup on the desk. “Any chance you’re driving past the Roman Line?”
~
6:00 AM the next business day, Kate’s car was the first into the parking lot. Not her usual routine, this early start, but the office would be deserted for the next two hours. The phones silent. A rare chance to clear the backlog of work killing her inbox. 
First order of business was finalizing the new bylaw forbidding anyone from turning a place of residence into a tourist attraction. A few tweaks of the wording and it was ready to go. Since the entire council had agreed to it, there was no need to wait until next session to pass it. She’d get Keith to drive it around to the member’s homes for them to sign. By end of business day, the bylaw would be passed and tomorrow, enforced. She’d deliver the writ to Corrigan herself. After that, Mr. Corrigan would have to fold up his snake-oil tent or pay the fine. Three large. 
All of the council members raised an eyebrow at the fine she’d proposed. Frugal men all, some dangerously close to being mistaken for Scots in their tight-fistedness. McGrath and Thompson had openly objected to the amount and Kate suspected both men had plans to build some future tourist trap on their property. She wouldn’t be swayed. Hit ‘em hard and hit ‘em deep. Offenders would grumble and whine and then ultimately toe the line. 
With that accomplished, Kate got busy chipping at her to-do list with a murderous intensity until eight o’ clock when the staff rolled in with their obligatory cups of Timmy Ho’s. Keith arrived with a tray of them and brought Kate hers as he did every morning, God bless him. 
Kate popped the plastic lid and closed her door. Found the number in last year’s daytimer and dialled a Toronto prefix. 
Two rings then a voice. “Who the fuck is this?” No hello, no good morning.
“Hugo, it’s Kate.” 
“Kate?” 
A little disappointed he didn’t remember. “Kate Farrell. We—”
“Had you, didn’t I?” A laugh down the other end. “What can I do you for you, Kate? You still owe me a date, by the way.” 
“Is that what you call it?” 
“Sounds classier than, you know, just a ‘fuckme’ session.” 
She’d met Hugo in Toronto six years ago, when her company was being targeted by some anti-corporate activist group. Destroying their billboards, hacking their web servers. Fairly innocuous stuff until a pig carcass was found on their doorstep. The police had proved useless and someone at the company’s law firm suggested relating the matter to a trusted security firm. The security firm sent Hugo. Smooth as butter but short with manners. Brash towards everyone but flirtatious with Kate. Four days into the job, the harassment stopped cold. All Hugo disclosed was that he had located the activists and asked them to stop. He went so far as to request they apologize on their website. He gave no details and waved off any other questions but his knuckles were scraped raw and scabbed over. That afternoon, the activist’s website went dark save for a single screen that proclaimed an apology to the company. Hugo was very effective and extremely discreet and she had held on to his card. 
She was surprised when he called the following week, asking her to join him for a drink. She asked if this was a follow up on services rendered. He laughed and said that he simply wanted to get her drunk and take advantage of her. 
 “You still out in pumpkin land?” he said over the line. Flirting long distance. He must have hit a dry spell, she thought. He went on. “You’ve had your fun out there, Katie girl. Come back to civilization already.” 
“Tempting. When are you coming to visit?” Her smirk beamed down the line. “You’d be amazed, Hugo. You can park anywhere. All day.” 
“And kill my lungs on all that fresh air?” The snap of a lighter and the sound of inhaling. “I’m on the clock, darling. What’s on your mind?” 
“I need a background check on someone.” 
“That’s what the police are for, love. Tick tock.”
“This needs more than that. Real digging.” 
“Sounds serious.” His words muffled and she pictured him, cigarette in his teeth while he dug for pen and paper. “New boyfriend?” 
“Nothing that dramatic. Just some local ne’er do well.” 
“My specialty.” He sounded pleased. “What’s the prick’s name?” 
“Corrigan, William.” 
~
There were three of them, the louts, but by far, Brant Coogan was the worst. The leader, the instigator. The other two, Emmet and Wyatt, never made a move without him. Schoolyard bullies in the classic sense, all three destined for prison or a career in used car sales. And all thee of them hated Travis Hawkshaw. 
Travis had been a passing target since the sixth grade. He got his fair share when the three stooges noticed him, which wasn’t that often. Travis just wasn’t a kid who stood out. That changed when the stranger showed up and cooked up something called a horrorshow, touring people around his creepy old house with tales of murder and revenge. Brant and the two mouth-breathers took notice of Travis then, sometimes going out of their way to find him in the faces flowing through the halls. 
In school, you were assured a few jabs or a hard slam up against the lockers. Sometimes just taunting, loud and cruel enough to make every set of eyes turn and stare. Travis knew the latter to be the worst, all those eyes gawking at you. Bitch slaps and nut taps were nothing compared to that. But that was in school, where certain unstated boundaries of scorn and abuse were observed. Outside of school, well, the only principle that held was ‘just fucking run’. 
Wednesday afternoons, Travis played basketball with his friend Joel instead of taking the bus home. They’d hang out for two hours then he’d meet his mom at the Farmer’s Co-Op. A regular blip in the schedule for both of them. Crossing Oak Street on the way to the Co-Op, he’d spotted Emmet zip by on his bike. Travis cut through the alley behind the butcher’s to stitch across Galway. A silhouette on a BMX appeared at the end of the alley, circling lazily. Brant, heading him off. Travis turned back. 
Emmet and Wyatt pedalled up behind him, cutting off his escape.
The trio circled him on their bikes, called him faggot and loser and retard. Travis wasn’t listening, too busy looking for a breech in their line to make a run for it. There were no windows running either side of the alleyway, no chance anyone would see anything. 
Brant skidded to a stop and said something about money but Travis ignored it. All three boys stopped and Travis spotted a gap in their line but then something hit him in the back. He sprawled to the ground, palms skinning the pavement. Travis ignored the heat of the pain and shot to his feet but was already surrounded. Yanked into a headlock and pulled down. His backpack stripped off, punches to the stomach. A nut tap for good measure. He felt his pants yanked down, the word faggot hollered over and over. Travis panicked. 
What the hell were they doing? He struck out with fists, kicking blind. They stomped harder and Travis coiled up. 
Faggot! Homo!
Travis peeked through his fingers and saw Brant wielding a grimy stick. Said he was gonna fuck his faggot ass with it. Travis’s eyes pieballed in disbelief. 
This can’t be happening. 
 Stabbed. Sparks of pain. Tears, hot with shame. Every curse word he’d ever heard, flung out in a spew and repeated. 
Then the pain stopped. Their voices, loud and belligerent. Fired at someone else. 
“The fuck you want?” 
Travis’s eyes swam in tears, the alley a blur. He saw Emmet or Wyatt slapped to the ground by a hulking fog. Brant was snatched next and shaken so hard his head flopped like a snapped chicken. The voice booming in rage. “You filthy little cocksucker! Is this the kind of faggotry you little shit-stains go for?” 
Mr. Corrigan’s voice.
Loud as thunderclaps and wrathful as God. Now it was Brant’s turn to kiss the pavement and curl up. Mr. Corrigan raised his boot high and stomped the boy’s chest. Brant screamed and screamed until a boot to the guts shut him up. 
Emmet and Wyatt were halfway down the alley, leaving Brant puking onto the pavement. Corrigan snatched the boy by the hair and hauled him clear to his knees. The boy blubbering and the man nigh snarling into his face. “You interfere with my friend again and I’ll send you back to your father in a fucking box, boyo.” He flung the boy away like something soiled and the boy limped bandylegged towards the sunlight of the street. 
Travis clawed at his pants, hauling them back up. His hand went to the stinging pain in his behind. Fingers came up bloodied. Eyes rolled white. 
All she wrote. 


A few slaps to the cheek and Travis’s eyes swam open. Why was Mr. Corrigan leaning over him? It all rushed back with the pain searing through his backside, the thrumming ache in his brain. 
“You all right, son?” 
Shame followed hot on pain’s tail. He lowered his eyes, looking for some dark hole to crawl into. He couldn’t even sit up, the sting was so bad. Hot tears welled up again and he scolded them back. 
Corrigan watched the boy stifle back his tears. Man up. “Who were those boys?” 
Travis spat onto the grit. “Cocksuckers.” 
“Without a doubt.” Corrigan tapped the boy’s knee. “Hold tight.” He plucked a handkerchief from a pocket and folded it into a tight square. “Take this. Stuff it down your skivvies before the blood seeps your jeans.” 
Travis froze up. Bad enough he knew, but this? Stuffing his jockeys with paper. Like a woman on the rag. 
“Hurry,” said Corrigan. “No one’s looking.” 
Travis took the wad and Corrigan turned away, allowing him privacy. 
“Are you gonna tell my parents?” 
 “Why would I do that? Keep an eye on that, yeah? If it doesn’t scab over in a day, go see a doctor.” Corrigan cocked his chin in the direction Brant had fled. “Those boys? Takes a coward to gang up on someone the way they did. Remember that.” 
Travis hitched his jeans back up. His face was still flushed but at least the tears had stopped. “What the hell am I gonna tell my parents?”
“The truth. You got jumped by a pack of cocksucking bastards.” Corrigan rose, knees popping against the strain. “Come on, I’ll drive you home.” 
 “I can’t. I’m supposed to meet my mom at the Co-op.” 
“Then I’ll drop you there. Get up.” 
Corrigan didn’t help the boy stand, just waited patiently as he limped down the alley to where Corrigan had parked his truck. They rode in silence, Travis wincing at every pothole. Corrigan wheeled up to the double doors of the Co-Op and Travis cracked his door. 
“Hold on.” Mr. Corrigan popped the glovebox and fished around the mess inside. He plucked something and held it out to Travis. “Here, take this.” 
A thick wedge of tarnished brass, underpinned with four rings. Brass knuckles, heavy and lethal. Travis tried it on, his fingers small in the ring-hollows. 
“Holy shit.” It was all he could think to say. 
“Tuck it away out of sight but easy to reach when needed. Next time those little pissants hassle you, slip ‘em on. Do some damage.” 
The boy was entranced by the brass weapon. Corrigan shooed him out of the truck. “Go on. Get outta here.” 
~
Tom Carswell tapped his papers straight on the desk and tried not to look at the clock. Ten past five. The day just refused to end. He peered out his office door to the bank lobby. Cheryl was searching for her keys. Again. The doors should have been locked already. 
Like every closing time, Carswell planned an exit that would avoid Cheryl. The woman loved nothing more than to prattle on at day’s end, an endless stream of petty complaints and grating gossip. But the bank was small and there was simply nowhere to hide. Sometimes, when cornered by Cheryl’s nonstop chatter, Carswell fantasized about locking his hands around her throat and squeezing until her eyeballs popped out blue and bloodshot. Ahh. 
A shadow blocked the light in his door. 
“Mr. Carswell, you’ve been avoiding me.” William Corrigan leaned on the jamb, casting his eyes over the bank manager’s office. 
Where the hell did he come from? Why couldn’t that cow ever lock the door on time? Carswell sat up straight, forced a smile. “I’m sorry, Mr. Corrigan. We’re extremely busy here but I will get back to you in due time.” He made a show of looking at his watch. “Business hours are closed so—”
“Perfect.” Corrigan helped himself to the chair, stretched his legs out. “Then no one will disturb us.” 
“Mr. Corrigan, please. I just don’t have the time right now.” Where the hell was the security guard? What did he pay that fat turd for if he let people wander in past hours? 
“This shouldn’t take long. If you’ve listened to my messages or read my request, that is.” Corrigan smiled, knowing almost certain the puffy-faced manager hadn’t. “I need the property assessment on my farm. The last two assessments should be enough to work out a current one.” He cast his eyes over the paperwork crowding the desk. “Let’s have a look.” 
“There are no previous assessments, Mr. Corrigan. There hasn’t been one in ten years. More.” 
“Why the hell not?” 
“The land’s been held in trust since the dinosaur era.” Carswell made a show of looking at his watch, hoping the man would get the hint. “Any hope of selling it was abandoned ages ago.” 
“Then give me an estimate on what the assessment would be. A ballpark figure.”
“I can’t do that.” 
“Yes you can. What about Hawkshaw’s place next door? What’s Jimmy’s figure?” 
“I can’t reveal that information.” Carswell sighed. Would the man ever go away? He sure as spit couldn’t take a hint. “Not that you want Jim’s assessment.” 
“He’s in a bad way, is he? How much is he in the hole?” 
“Mr. Corrigan, you know I can’t discuss that either. Now if you’d—” 
“Here, I’ve got a killer idea.” Corrigan leaned forward, reaching into a pocket. “Why don’t you call up Jimmy’s info on your screen there and then go grab us a coffee?” He produced a roll, peeled off four bills and squared them up on the desk. Hundreds. The benign face of Robert Borden looking up at the bank manager. 
Carswell blinked at the bills like he didn’t know what they were. “You can’t be serious.”
 “I am. I could murder a cup of coffee right now.” Corrigan leaned in, a grin creasing his face. “What is it? You and Jimmy good friends?” 
“No. Not at all.” 
Corrigan laid another bill atop the others and pushed them forward. All in. “Go on, Mr. Carswell. All I need is a peek.”
The clock ticked. Carswell wanted to go home. His eyes went to the lobby. It was empty. He tapped a few strokes on the keyboard and then rose from the chair. “Would you excuse me for a moment?” 
He crossed to the lobby to make sure the front door was locked. 
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PUDDYCOMBE SLOTTED HIS Cherokee into the spot behind the pub and scanned the parking lot. Two vehicles left overnight. Ryder’s pickup and Murdy’s Subaru. Both men showing enough sense to leave their vehicles here and catch a ride home. The mess wasn’t too bad either, a few beer bottles and a rock glass perched on the picnic table. 
Into the gloom of the bar and the familiar tang of spilled beer and deep fryer. The trays of lime wedges had been left out to spoil. Again. Leaving his keys on the bar, he crossed the room and propped open the front door to air the place out. 
The sun was slanting over the storefronts on the north side of Galway Road, steaming off the dew. The strip had been transformed for the festival, turned out in bright colours and fresh flowers. New flowerpots adorned the sidewalks, overflowing with lilies and asters. More wildflowers swayed from hangers, orange milkweed and purple bellflower. Suspended over the street was an enormous banner, crinkling in the breeze as it welcomed all to the Pennyluck Heritage Festival. 
Kate’s crews had gone all out for this shindig and he was glad for it. A weekend of tourists strolling downtown and filling up his tables inside, spilling out into the back patio. A much welcome shot in the arm to the slumping summer sales. When Kate had first initiated her plan for the festival, Puddy had lobbied hard to get it approved. Why the town council fought it at first was beyond him. Stupid old farts. 
The morning’s mess outside the front door wasn’t too bad. Two pint glasses and a champagne flute left on the window sill. Who the hell was drinking champagne last night? 
“Morning.” Jenny Malone, his mail carrier, came speedwalking up behind him, two heavy bags balanced under a harness on her shoulders. He never understood the speedwalking thing, to him it always looked like someone hurrying to find a bathroom. 
“Hi Jenny. Running late today?” 
“Got held up at Mrs. Ferrera’s.” Her face pink, cheeks blowing. “You know how she likes to chitchat.” She handed over a wad of envelopes and pointed to the new flowerpots. “Don’t you love all those hydrangeas?” 
“Why do you bring me this stuff, Jenny? It’s all bad news.” 
“Not all of it.” She picked out a sliver of junk mail, held it up. Sweepstakes. “You may already be a winner.” She waved goodbye and speedwalked away, her bum cheeks pistoning up and down. 
A flyer was folded over the stack of envelopes. A photocopied handbill, bold print over a photo of a familiar looking house. Puddycombe damn near dropped his coffee as he read the details. 


The Corrigan Horrorshow
Historical tours and Attractions
Come celebrate the Heritage Festival of Pennyluck in true historical fashion. Proprietor William Corrigan invites you to a special tour of the ancestral Corrigan home to uncover the bloody secrets behind the 1898 massacre of the Corrigan clan in all its horrific detail. Discover the details behind this heinous act and learn the names of the murderers within your midst. 
Learn the true heritage of our bucolic little community!


He balled up the flyer and pitched it into the nearest bin. 
~
The paint on the bandstand was still tacky. Situated in the fair grounds off Newcastle Road, the bandstand teetered in its dry rot frame and bent railings. Not a line of timber standing plumb. What it needed was to be bulldozed and built from the ground up but Kate had neither the budget nor the time for that. She stepped back, taking in the glossy white and trim of picnic table red. A fresh coat of paint would have to do. The heritage festival that she had initiated two years ago and steered past one pitfall after another was finally here. 
The kickoff event was a marching band, the Black Guard Pipes from nearby Prescott, starting at the war memorial on the eastern entrance to town. The bagpipers would lead the parade over the bridge, down Galway then south onto Newcastle and conclude here at the bandstand in the old fair grounds. It was going to be glorious. 
At the moment, it was a disaster. The landscaping crew were still laying sod and setting up planters. The paint crew still had to finish the bandstand and where the hell were the dozen Johnny-on-the-Spots she had ordered? 
“They’re late,” said Charlie. Charlie’s wife, Melissa nodded and added: “Their last event ran late so they won’t be delivered until tomorrow. Oh, and there’s only eight now available. Four of the porta-potty things were destroyed at the last venue.” 
Charlie and Melissa were Kate’s event planners. Pathologically chipper, their personal mantra could be found on a bumpersticker on their Volvo. Get ‘er done!

 “I was lowballing it an even dozen. Eight won’t be enough.” Kate tried to still the frustration in her voice. Frustration only egged the pair on. The more angry she grew, the more earnest and caring Charlie and Melissa became.
“We’ll figure it out, Kate.” Charlie’s face pouted, as if talking to a toddler. “We’ll talk to Keefe’s Construction, they’ve got two. Maybe we can rent them.” 
“Fantastic idea!” Melissa rabbit-punched her husband’s shoulder.
Kate choked back the bile, watching her event planners high-five. “You said there was two bits of bad news. What’s the rest?”
The pair reflexed back into their pensive expressions. Melissa chewed her lip and pulled a flyer from her clipboard. “It’s this. I’m sorry.” 
Kate took the sheet of paper, recognizing Corrigan’s latest handbill. She had found one in her mailbox at six-thirty this morning, two hours before the mail arrived. Which meant that Corrigan had hand delivered it himself. The thought of that man creeping onto her doorstep in the middle of the night raised gooseflesh down her arms. 
The nerve of it, ramping up his gruesome sideshow during her festival. He’d already been served notice of the new bylaw prohibiting any tourist attraction in his residence. She’d have a violation written up and served before the day was out. If Corrigan went ahead with his tour, she’d slap him with a $3000 fine. Hell, if the man kept it up maybe she could bankrupt him in fines and send him packing. 
“What are we going to do about it?” Charles looked at her expectantly. 
“I’ll handle it.” Kate handed the flyer back. “Call Joe Keefe about his facilities. And then find out if Gator Bob’s still setting up his corn roast stand. He seemed to dither about it last time we spoke.” 
Kate’s phone was ringing inside her bag. She walked back to her car, digging for the damn thing. “Hello?” 
“Katie,” the caller said. “how’s life in bumpkinville?” 
She smiled at the sound of his voice. “Insane at the moment, Hugo. This festival is going to bury me.”
“I’m sure it will all come together without a hitch. Is that this weekend?”
“Tomorrow. And a million things left to do before we’re ready. What’s up?” 
“Been looking up your boyfriend there,” Hugo said. “Found some real dirt on Mr. Corrigan. Katie, I think you should be careful around this creep.” 
“What kind of dirt?” 
Kate stopped cold, listening to Hugo. The back of her arms prickled up at what she heard. She asked him to repeat it, wanting to get the details right. He told her again to be careful, even offering to send one of his associates to Pennyluck if she wanted. 
She said that was unnecessary but thanked him all the same. Before she hung up, she urged him again to come up and visit sometime. She could use the distraction. She ended the call and then scrolled through her contacts. Found Jim’s number and dialled. 
~
 “Prison?”
“Six years.” 
“For what?”
“Manslaughter.” 
Jim had been out in the barn when Travis ran out with the phone. It was Kate. She needed to talk to him right away. He climbed into his truck and drove out to the fairgrounds. The two of them sat on a picnic table watching the crew of volunteers string crepe paper over the old bandstand. 
Jim felt the blood drain out of his face. “Are you sure your friend’s got his facts right?”
“Hugo’s extremely thorough,” Kate said. “He wouldn’t have called unless he was sure.” 
Jim leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “When was this?”
“The incident happened in oh-two. Corrigan was convicted and sent to prison in oh-four.” 
“Six years? That means he’s been outta jail a year.” 
“Roughly.” 
“Christ on a pogo stick.” Jim’s reserved profanity, inherited from his old man. “What the hell did he do?”
“Killed a man in a bar fight,” Kate said. “Corrigan claimed self-defence. Pled down to a manslaughter charge.” 
“Sounds familiar, doesn’t it? The same way he claimed self-defence when he scrapped with Bill.” 
“That’s what I thought too.” Kate’s phone chirped an alert but she ignored it. “It gets worse. According to Hugo’s sources, Corrigan had ties to organized crime.” 
“Christ.” 
“I don’t know what we’re dealing with anymore,” said Kate. “And I’m a little concerned.” 
“We should call Ray at the police station. He should know about this.” 
“I did. He’s going to look into Corrigan’s release but he said that unless he’s breaking probation, there’s nothing he can do.” Her Blackberry chimed again. She dropped it into her bag. “Let me ask you something. Do you think he’s dangerous?” 
“I don’t know.” His voice quiet. “To be honest, it’s not him I’m worried about. If Berryhill and the others find out about this, it’s just gonna feed the fire and then somebody’s gonna do something stupid.” 
Neither spoke for a moment. They watched a stream of crepe paper flapping loose in the wind. It broke off and slithered away on the breeze.
“I’ve been thinking about your idea,” she said. 
“Yeah?” 
“Let’s do it.” 
“Are you sure?” 
Kate eased off the picnic table and brushed the flaking paint chips from her pants. “Make the offer to Corrigan. I’ll shift around some budgets so we can use the slush fund for a deposit. If Corrigan bites, then we’ll be rid of him.” 
Jim got to his feet. “Done.” 
“Just make sure he understands the conditions of the offer. You buy only if he leaves town for good.” 
He picked up her bag and held it out for her. The damn phone just kept chirping. “If this blows up in our faces, just how much trouble are we gonna be in?” 
“I don’t want to even think about it.” 
Another tentacle of crepe paper tore away from the bandstand and tumbled crazily across the grass. 
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THE WINDOWS WERE gone dark in the old house as the pickup trundled up the rutted track. Jim wheeled up before the house and studied the landscape. Dusk, the sunlight burning off behind the treeline. No movement in the windows of the house, no truck parked in the grass. Jim had stewed his guts all afternoon about what he was going to say to Corrigan, rehearsing in his head how the conversation would play out. And now this, the son of a bitch wasn’t even home. 
Maybe he’d wait for him to get back, just set there on the veranda like a tax collector waiting on the man. He sure as hell didn’t want to stew over this till tomorrow. He went up the broken steps, banged on the door. 
“Will?” 
No answer. The door rattled and creaked open. He pushed it back all the way then stepped over the doorsill. “Corrigan, you home? It’s Jim.” 
Nothing. Jim ventured in, looking the room over. The walls stripped to the post and beam, the rack of stag antlers over the limestone fireplace. A gun lay on the mantel, the double-barrelled Winchester Corrigan had fired to kick off his first tour. Broken at the hinge, the twin bores empty. 
Pushed into a corner, a fragile looking stool under a rolltop desk. Lousy with papers and documents. Pens, a compass and a pearl handled jackknife. Jim sifted through the paperwork, glancing over his shoulder to ensure the room was empty. 
A big square of onionskin paper settled atop the mess, showing a finely hewed tree with names and dates spotting the branches. A family tree tracing the Corrigan clan back to the 1850’s, the trail ending with their Irish homeland of Tipperary. James Corrigan, the patriarch. The same man who wound up in prison five years after coming to Canada for killing a man at a drunken logging bee. 
Jim pushed it aside and leafed through more pages. He lifted loose a page of names, listed in no particular order. Every name was someone he knew. McGrath, Farrell, Keefe, Berryhill, Puddycombe. 
He blinked at the last name on the list. Hawkshaw. 
“Looking for something?” 
Jim flinched and dropped the paper, spun around. Corrigan stood at the top of the stairs. 
“Hey,” Jim said, easing the rattle from his nerves. “I called out. Didn’t see you.” 
Corrigan stomped down the stairs. “So you thought, ‘what the hell I’ll just snoop around’.” 
Busted. “Sorry.” 
“Look at your face. Gave you a good spook, didn’t I?” Corrigan went to the sideboard, took up the bottle standing there. “Want a drink?” 
“No thanks.” 
“Don’t be a pilgrim,” he said but Jim waved off the drink. Corrigan looked him up and down, scrutinizing him. Jim tried for nonchalance. Missed by a country mile. Corrigan’s mouth tilting up into that grin again. “What’s on your mind?” 
“Business.” 
An eyebrow went up. “What kind of business?” 
“Land,” Jim said. “I want to buy your farm.” 
A flash of genuine surprise sparked Corrigan’s eyes. “Did some dipshit realtor plant their sign in my lawn?” He leaned toward the front window, then back to Jim. “It’s not for sale.” 
“Everything’s for sale. I’ll give you twenty percent above what it was listed for.” 
“Twenty percent? My lucky day!” Corrigan mocked up a look of shock. “Why would I want to sell, Jimmy? I love it here.” 
“Knock it off.” Jim shrugged off the man’s antics. “You said yourself you wanted restitution. Well, here it is.” 
“I see. So the township has acknowledged its collective guilt and sent you as envoy? Is that it?” 
The mockery needled under Jim’s skin like a bur. Play it cool. “No. I just want to keep the peace. You don’t fit in here, we both know that. I want your land. The math is easy.” 
Corrigan’s grin fell away. He was about to speak but Jim raised a hand for him to wait. “There’s one condition. You have to move out of Pennyluck. For good.” 
The man tilted his head like a dog at a puzzling sound. “Well, that is a generous offer.” 
“So? Do we have a deal?” 
The man teetered on his heels for a moment, then stepped forward and extended his hand to shake. Smiling. 
Surprised, to say the least. Jim returned the smile and shook Corrigan’s hand. Easy peasy. “Good.” 
Corrigan’s grip crushed his fingers, trying to snap bone. “You trying to fuck me, Jim?” He yanked Jim closer. “Who put you up to this? That bitch Kate?” 
Jim snapped his hand away. “What? No. I just want to buy your land.” He flexed his crushed fingers. The man was stronger than he looked. “You’ve made a lot of enemies. Best thing for everyone is if you moved on. Before someone gets hurt.” He rued that last bit. It rang too much like a threat, a gut reaction to having his hand crushed. 
Something shifted in Corrigan, his face dropping to a glower. “You want to get rid of me, is that it? Just like you got rid of my family?”
Jim backed off. What the hell is he talking about? “I didn’t do anything to your family.” 
Corrigan turned his back on him, poured another drink. “You’re a terrible liar. “
Jim waited, unsure of how to play it now. This wasn’t how he’d rehearsed it in his head. 
Corrigan took his drink to the fireplace, looking down into the cold hearth. An elbow on the mantel, fingers inches from the shotgun. “You can’t buy me out. You’re up to your eyeballs in debt.” 
Jim looked like he’d been bucketed with cold water. Pleased, Corrigan went on. “I’ve done a little snooping of my own. I know you tried to buy this property in the past but couldn’t meet the ticket. And yet voila, here you are offering more than that if I agree to pack up and piss off.” 
Jim scrambled his brains for something to say. Anything. 
“I’ve been thinking about the future too, Jimmy.” Corrigan drummed his fingers on the mantel. “I think what this place needs is more land, more acreage. Your land, in fact.” 
It sounded like a bad joke. Jim didn’t laugh. “I’m not for sale.” 
“Everything is for sale, Jimbo. Your words.” A finger extended from the hand clutching the tumbler, aimed square at Jim. “And you will be for sale too when I get through suing you.” 
This time Jim did laugh. “Suing me? For what?” 
“Trespassing for one. Theft of property, squatting. Whatever else I can think of.” He drained his glass, set it on the mantel. “Do you have any idea how crippling lawsuits can be? Even in this backwater. You’ll be drowning in debt inside of six months. And that, Mr. Hawkshaw, is when I’ll snatch your farm out from under you.” 
Jim wanted to hurl something at him. A chair or a grenade. “You’re crazy.” 
Corrigan stepped toward him, his voice notching up decibels. “I’ll make an offer to the bank for your farm. Assume its debt. Pay the back taxes, talk to your creditors. Do you think they’ll say no to me?” 
Ice crawled his marrow. Jim stepped back until his heel thumped the baseboard. 
Corrigan kept coming. “I will own your land outright. But don’t worry. I’ll need someone to work the acreage. You’re gonna work for me, Jimbo.” 
Jim spat on the man’s floor. He thought of his father, spinning crazily in his grave. “Never gonna happen. I know these people, Corrigan. They’d never do that to me.” 
“Money brings out the worst in people. Every time. And nothing stands in its way. Loyalty, friendship, blood.” The perverse grin was back, all bitters and sting. “I’ve already spoken to the bank. They were very receptive to the idea.” 
The room was doing flip flops. Jim steered for the door before he fell over. “You’re out of your fucking mind. It’ll be a cold day in Hell before you take my land.” 
His boots rang off the veranda, pounding down the brittle steps. Corrigan chased him out the door, stood on his porch and hollered after him. “Then put your mittens on Jimmy! Because it’s going to get mighty cold!” 
~
Travis woke up with a plan boiling in his head. He also woke up tenting the sheets but that was neither unique nor noteworthy. Having gone to bed with a gutful of problems only to have a solution come to him by morning? Well, that was new. He eased out of bed stiffly and slipped a hand down the back of his pajamas. Peeled away the tissue paper he’d packed in. A little dried blood but that was all, the bleeding having finally stopped. It hurt to sit down or even walk. Anything beyond that, playing basketball or riding his bike, was not only out of the question but required artful lying to keep secret the awful truth. 
The real problem was the other people who knew. Brant, Wyatt and Emmet knew the truth. Four people, if he counted Mr. Corrigan. Would Brant and his douchesticks brag about beating him up? That he could deal with but the other thing, being raped with a stick? That would scar for life, a mark that would never wash away in a place like this. He’d be branded a fag and that tag would never go away. Not here, not in this town. 
The dilemma was whether or not Brant would say anything. He had done the deed. Wouldn’t Brant mark himself as a homo if he bragged about what he’d done? Emmet and Wyatt he didn’t have to worry about. Those dickless shits wouldn’t breathe without Brant’s say so. That left two outcomes. Brant would keep his trap shut out of fear of being labelled a fag too. But if he did try to humiliate him about being raped in the ass with a stick, he could simply turn the tables and publicly accuse Brant of being a fucking homo for doing such a thing in the first place. He could also double-up the scorn by revealing how Brant had gotten his ass kicked by Mr. Corrigan and ran home crying like a motherfucking baby. 
Travis got dressed. Slowly, wincing as he bent to slip his pants on. Wadding up more toilet paper and stuffing it down there just in case. There was one other problem and it burned an ulcer into his guts. 
Brenna. 
If she found out what had happened, she’d never even look at him again much less speak to him. Even she’d think he was a homo. 
The plan. The one that had come to him in that foggy space before waking up. A plan that would not only cut short the dilemma but put an end to Brant the ass-raping bastard forever.
He flipped the latches on the old footlocker at the foot of his bed. A scuffed and dented army surplus job his dad had given him for his tenth birthday. The lid threw back and he dug around the comic books and old action figures and stray firecrackers. His fingers wrapped around the prize and dug it loose from where he’d buried it. 
The brass was dull and the sockets too big for his fingers but when he clenched his hand, the brass knuckles looked absolutely lethal on his fist. 
~
Emma held her fingers under the tap, waiting for the water to run cold before filling the coffee carafe. The coffee was usually brewed when she got up but this morning she found the carafe still in the dishrack from last night’s washing. 
Something wasn’t right. She’d woken from a dead sleep, alarmed by a noise. She checked the clock and heard someone retching into the toilet. Thinking it was Travis, she shot out of bed and pushed the bathroom door open to find Jim doubled over the john. She wanted to help but he waved her away. Said he’d eaten something bad and he’d be fine once it was out of his system. Go back to bed. 
That in itself should have alarmed her but she was so damn exhausted. They were polar opposites when it came to being ill. Jim moaned and cursed and wanted to be taken care of when puking his guts up. Like a man. Emma was the other way. She hated being sick but worse than that was anyone fussing over when she was ill. Just leave me alone to dryheave in peace. Please. 
Overtired from a disrupted sleep, she didn’t think anything of last night’s weirdness until she noticed the absent aroma of fresh brewed joe. Something wasn’t right. 
Then the sound of boots clomping the boards outside the backdoor. Jim swung inside and crossed to the sink with barely a nod. 
“Good God,” she said. His face as pale as a fish belly, slick with a film of sweat. “Are you all right?” 
 “Bad night’s sleep, that’s all.” He snatched up the cordless phone from the wall hook, glanced at her. “Sorry about the coffee.” 
“You look like hell,” she said. “What’s wrong?” 
“Nothing.” He dodged her attempt to feel his brow. “Just tired. Gotta make a call.” He waved the phone, like that would dispel anymore questions and spun through into the parlour. Banged off the doorframe like a drunk and tottered away. 
She made coffee and heard Travis stomp down the steps. Heels slamming the boards like he was trying to smash them. “Good morning.” 
“Yeah.” Travis scrounged up a bowl, the Cap’n Crunch, milk. Slid slowly into his chair like Frankenstein, all stiff-backed. Yet his knee bounced nonstop under the table and his face looked bright. Alert. 
“What’s going on, T? You look like you got big news.” 
He grunted. Unintelligible through the munching but clearly in the negative. 
“You seeing that girl today?” Emma smiled slyly. “What’s her name again, Bree?” 
Travis shrugged and munched. Knee still bouncing, keyed up over some damn thing or other. 
She set a glass of orange juice next to his bowl. “Fine. Keep your damn secrets.” 


Jim stood in the parlour window mashing his thumb into the keys, unable to dial. His hands were shaking. He hadn’t slept, stewing about Corrigan’s threats until he finally tossed it all up. He got the number pads to work and a woman’s voice answered after one ring. He asked to speak to Perry. 
Perry Keller, barrister and solicitor, kept offices in Exford. He’d been Jim’s lawyer forever. 
“Jim.” Perry’s voice ringing tinny down the line. “How are you, son?” 
“Okay. I guess. You got a minute?” 
“Always. What’s on your mind?” 
Jim kept it brief, updating Perry about Corrigan and the stink he’d caused since appearing in their lives like a festering tumour. Perry had heard about Mr. Corrigan, even seen him on the news but was surprised to learn the extent of the man’s claims. The brief news report made him sound like a crank. 
Jim told him everything, giving him a rapidfire confessional. About breeching the old fence and plowing Corrigan’s property, the handshake agreement he’d made with his new neighbour and now Corrigan’s about face and threatened lawsuits. He caught his breath after the spew. “Can he do that? Steal the farm out from under me?” 
Perry sighed. “It’s possible. Do you think he’s serious or was it just bluster?” 
“Hard to tell. The man’s unpredictable.” 
“Jeez,” the lawyer hummed again. “Trespassing, theft, intent to injure. That’s serious stuff. A legal fight like this would get nasty.”
“And expensive,” Jim added.
“That too. Which is clearly part of his strategy. Is this Corrigan a rich fella?” 
“He seems to be. Don’t ask me how.” Noise rustled from the kitchen. Jim clocked a glance at the doorway and lowered his voice. “The son of a bitch wants my land.” 
“What does Emma have to say about all this?” 
“I haven’t told her yet. Not until—”
“Told me what?”
Jim froze. Emma stood in the doorway, dishtowel in hand. “What haven’t you told me?” 
“Hang on.” He crooked the phone to his neck. “What is it, honey?” 
She gave him an odd look. “Did you eat?” 
“No. I’m not hungry. But thanks.” 
Emma lingered, an odd look in her eye like she was waiting for more from him. Her expression shifted from concern to suspicion. He said nothing. She retreated back into the kitchen. There’d be hell to pay later. 
 “You there?” Perry breaking in. 
“Yeah. Sorry.” 
“Listen, call me if anything happens. This guy sounds like a hothead so it’s probably just bluster. But if you get handed the papers, call.” 
Jim thanked him and ended the call. Back into the kitchen. Travis slurping the dregs of the bowl. Emma nodded at the phone in his hand. “Was that Perry?” 
“Yeah. Uh, he says hello.” 
“What did he want?” 
The look in her eye meant business and Jim’s guts protested against lying to her but he couldn’t go into it now. “Just some questions I had.” 
“Oh?” That awful suspicion flared back into her eyes. “About what?” 
More lies, adding to the heap. “Busting the old fence and tilling Corrigan’s property. Wanted to know if I was in any legal jam there.” 
“I see.” Her eyes cast away but Jim caught the dismay in them. The catch of a lie. Torture. Lying over an affair would have been easier. 
She poured a cup, blew on it. “What did Perry say?” 
“He said not to worry about it.”
Her expression softened. His bullshit was close enough to the truth that they could both ease off. Let the lie pass and move on for now. For now. 
Travis grabbed the cereal box for a second bowl and Jim saw an opening to change the subject. He snatched the box from his son’s hand. “Put that away. Who wants breakfast in town?”
Emma stopped, the cup halfway to her lips. More weirdness. “What for?” 
 “Got some business to take care of.” He slid behind her and tapped her ass with a playful slap. “Get your shoes on. I’ll be outside.” 
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EMMA SPOONED SUGAR into her coffee and looked over the faces in the diner. Hitchens and McGrath hunkered down at the counter while John Connelly, Phil Carroll and Pat Ryder sat at a fourtop in the center. A few other faces she knew enough to nod a polite hello to. Tom, slinging hash over the grill. 
Travis slumped on the benchseat across the booth from her. Nose buried in a dog-eared graphic novel. He hadn’t said a word since they left the house. 
“What’cha reading?” 
He held up the book in response. An ominous figure in a skull T-shirt, automatic pistols filling both hands. The Punisher.
 “Mmm,” she said. “Is it good?” 
Travis shrugged and kept reading. The mysterious bruise on his cheek had lost some of its purpling. He’d been withdrawn and sullen for the last two days, grunting that he was fine when she asked if he was feeling okay. She left it at that, knowing he’d withdraw further if pressed. The teenage years, she told herself. All moodiness and sullen silences. 
 “You seem awfully quiet these days.” She couldn’t help herself. It was like trying to keep your hands in your pockets while someone drowned. 
“I’m fine.” His first words since they’d sat down. 
“Anything you want to talk about?” She knew it was the wrong approach as soon as she said it. Travis didn’t respond to direct questions like that. Did anybody? 
Travis grumbled and put his book down. “Where’s Dad?” 
Where indeed? Father and son were both acting strange today. “He said he had errands to run. He’ll catch up.” 
“Isn’t he eating with us?” 
“I don’t know. Your father keeps his own council these days.” More bite to her tone than she’d meant. 
“What does that mean?” 
“Nothing.” Her turn to go silent, look for a way to shift topics. “I was thinking, if you wanted to invite your friend over, maybe she could come for dinner on Sunday.” 
“What friend?” 
“Brenna.” 
Crash. The boy tensed up like he’d been stung. Another misfire. Keep it up, she told herself, and the boy will never speak again. 
He went back to his book. The clatter of dishware clanged from the counter. She watched Hitchens push off his stool, clap McGrath on the back and pass by their booth. 
“Morning Doug.” Emma smiled up at him, eager for some other conversation to dig her out of the hole with her son. “Did Jim talk to you about that tractor?” 
He nodded but didn’t smile or even slow his pace. Kept walking right out the door. Emma stared after him, startled by his rudeness. There was no way he hadn’t seen her. 
Even Travis, normally clueless to social graces, raised his eyebrows in surprise. “What’s his problem?” 
“Lord knows.” She left it at that, unwilling to speculate. 
Then it happened again. McGrath laid two bills on the countertop and lumbered past their table. Emma said hello but all she got back was a brisk nod. No smile, no warmth. Downright frosty to tell the truth. 
Travis harrumphed. “Did you piss somebody off?” 
“Language please.” 
Edie brought their plates and fled before any chitchat could occur. Emma unrolled her cutlery from the napkin and nodded at his eggs. “Eat your breakfast.” 
~
Tom Carswell sat behind his computer screen, fantasizing about killing his teller again. He couldn’t close his office door, couldn’t shut out Cheryl’s grating voice as she prattled away to Mrs. Kolchack about her suffering feet and poor son who couldn’t find a job. He pictured a garrotte in his hands, a lethal length of wire that would silence her voice forever. 
“Sir, can I help you?” Cheryl’s voice changed pitch. Alarm. “Sir, you can’t go back there.”
“Where is he?” A man’s voice. 
Carswell ducked. It had to be Corrigan, barging back in to harangue him some more. With nowhere to run, he froze as the figure darkened his office door. 
Jim Hawkshaw. Thank God. 
“Jimmy. Jesus, I thought—”
Jim tilted over the desk, knocking over a tray of pens. “What the hell’s the matter with you?” 
“Easy.” Carswell leaned back. Another rube gone hot under the collar. “What are you talking about?” 
“You told Will Corrigan about my finances? My farm?” Jim took a breath, trying to keep composed. “That’s private info, fer chrissakes! What the hell kinda bank are you running?” 
“Uh, we’re a credit union, Jim. Not a bank.” 
Jim knuckled the desk. “Why did you tell that man my business?” 
Carswell raised both palms, all innocent. “Mr. Corrigan said the two of you were going into business together. You leasing his land at a criminal rate. He asked about your credit rating. Your ability to pay your debts.” 
“And you blabbed it all to him?” Capillaries popping Jim’s eyes. “He wants to swindle my farm out from under me, you idiot!” 
Carswell simply smiled. Insults and slurs didn’t faze him anymore. Not after all the bad news he’d doled out in his time. “Here I thought you two were all chummy.” 
“What the hell does that mean?”
“You chose sides,” Carswell said. “His. Now if you’ll excuse me.” 
Jim reeled back. “That’s got nothing to do with this.” 
A figure rumbled into the manager’s doorway. The security guard. Rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “Everything okay?” 
Carswell rose, met Jim’s stare and hissed. “You made your bed, Jimbo. Lie in it.” He nodded to the security guard. “See Mr. Hawkshaw out, please.” 
Jim elbowed past the ogre in uniform and staggered into the lobby. Just past the doorframe, he heard Carswell groan. “Mr. Hawkshaw’s business here is done.” 
~
“Why was everyone so rude?” Travis dragged his feet ten paces behind his mom. She marched at a steady clip, flip-flops clacking. Her mouth set in that grimace like she’d just bitten into a lemon but stitched shut. Stoicism, inherited from her mother’s family tree, had been drilled into her bones at an early age. 
“I don’t know, honey.” Emma looked back, waiting for him to catch up. When he wanted to, Travis could sprint to beat lightning. The rest of the time, the boy moved like chilled molasses. She wanted to get as far away from the greasy spoon as possible. “Maybe they’re just having a bad day..” 
 “Maybe they’re just assholes.” 
She stopped cold. “Travis, what has gotten into you?”
“What?” 
“Your language. You can’t say two words without swearing.” The sour set of her mouth locked. “You know how much I hate that.” 
He shrugged. “Just words. Jesus.” 
“No it isn’t. It’s the last resort of the simple-minded. Do you think it sounds cool when you curse?” She saw his shoulders about to shrug and cut him off. “Well you don’t. You sound like every other thoughtless idiot in this town. Is that what you want to be?” 
Travis bit his lip before the words ‘fuck you’ tipped off his tongue. “You think you’re better than everyone else?” 
She turned on him again and this time he thought she was going to hit him. Her hand up, ready to backhand his mouth. He could see the jaw muscles grinding under her cheek. Her hand lowered. 
“Wait up!”
They both turned. Jim, crossing Galway to catch up. Travis watched his dad stomp towards them, his whole frame bristling with anger. What the hell is wrong with everybody?
Jim caught up and kept marching. “Let’s go home.” 
“Is everything okay?” Emma pushed down the rage in her belly, recognising the same in her husband’s stomping gait. “Jim?” 
“It’s fine,” he said, not slowing down. Rounding the corner to the alley where they’d parked the truck. 
“Jim, stop.” Emma took hold of his arm. “What happened? You look ready to explode.” 
He scrambled his brains for a convenient lie, something to patch the moment over and move on. Nothing came.
 Travis kept walking, wanting no part of his folks arguing in public. He’d hide in the truck and hope he didn’t see anyone he knew. Then he saw the truck. 
“Holy shit!” 
Emma lost it. “Travis James Hawkshaw! What did I just say about cursing?!” She turned on her husband. “Talk to your son! He’s become a foul-mouthed little grump!” 
Travis didn’t hear a word of it. Eyes bugging, he pointed at the old Chevy. “Look.” 
The headlamp on the port side was smashed in. Brittle shards peppered on the ground. The sideview mirror was knocked off, dangling loose from one bolt. 
Travis went around to the other side and his mouth dropped. “Jesus Christ.”
The starboard side was defaced with spraypaint. Candy apple red, rivulets of it dripping down the panels to the bubbled rust spots on the runners. A single word: 
TRAITOR
Jim snapped up and down the alley. Down the street. Not a soul in sight, no car speeding away. Just a crow cawing mindlessly from a fencepost. 
Emma looked at him. “What is going on?” 
Jim tore the dangling mirror from the bolt and set the piece in the box. “Get in.” 
~
The ride home. Kicking up dust down the old Roman Line in a truck labelled ‘traitor’. Pulling out of town, Travis wouldn’t stop with the questions. Who did it? Why did they do it? What does it mean? 
Jim snapped at him to shut the hell up and they drove home in silence. 
Coming home, Jim pulled up before the barn and slammed the shift into park. Weighing his options on how to fix the graffiti. Taking it to Murdoch’s garage for a fresh paint job was out of the question but he sure as hell couldn’t leave it the way it was. How much primer did he have in the workshop? 
Travis hopped out of the cab, then Emma. They came around the port side to where Jim stood, looking at the damage. 
Emma touched a fingertip to the red spray-paint. “It’s still tacky. Can you fix it?” 
“Some gasoline might scrub it off.” Jim looked at his son, oblivious to the anger still brewing in the boy’s eyes. “Travis, bring me the small gas can and some rags. We’ll see if we can’t scrub this mess off.” 
Travis didn’t move. “Why do you always yell at me like that? I just wanna know why someone would tag our truck.” 
Jim looked at his son, saw the sting in the boy’s eyes. When Travis was born, Jim had made a silent vow to be a better parent than his own father was but this was another reminder of how far he’d missed the mark. Each day he crept closer and closer to becoming exactly like his old man. Yelling and hollering. Quick to anger. Impatient. Harsh. 
Emma put a hand on Travis’s shoulder. “We’re all a little shaken up, honey. Your dad didn’t mean to yell.” 
Another milestone in Jim’s transformation, remembering how many times his own mother would apologize for his old man’s behaviour. Christ, how did this happen? “I’m sorry, Travis.” 
Travis still wouldn’t look at him. “Everybody hates us now.” 
“No they don’t. This is just some idiot with nothing better to do.” 
“No. Everyone at the diner kept giving us dirty looks and bein’ rude and stuff.” He turned his eyes on his mom. “Tell him.” 
Emma didn’t say anything but her face gave it away. 
Jim switched tactics, trying to patch over the mess he’d made. “C’mon, Travis. Let’s see if we can fix this. If we can’t scrub it off with some gasoline, then we’ll cover it with some primer.” 
“Can’t.” The boy nodded in the direction of the old house up the road. “I gotta go to work.” 
Anger rushed back fast. “No you don’t,” Jim said. “You’re not working there anymore.” 
‘Since when?” 
“Since now.” 
“Why? I like working for Mr. Corrigan.” 
“You are not working for that man anymore.” 
Travis barked, near shrill. “Why?!” 
Jim defaulted to the laziest excuse of every parent everywhere. “Because I said so.” 
“Oh. Well that tells me a lot!” Travis spun on a heel and stormed for the house. He stopped and fired back. “I’m so sick of being treated like a fucking baby around here!” 
Jim pounced, marching hard on the boy and towering over him. Sheer force of will kept his hand from slapping the sass right out of the boy. He yanked up a fistful of collar and pulled Travis to his tiptoes. Squeezed the words out slowly. “Go.To.Your.Room.”
Travis pushed off him and backed away, knowing he’d crossed a line. His legs wanted to bolt for his room but no way was he going to give his old man the satisfaction. He turned his back to his father and sauntered back to the house. 
Jim smeared his forearm across his brow. Turned to Emma. “What the hell’s gotten into him? I don’t even know who he is anymore.” 
“I don’t know, honey.” Emma brushed a fly away, folded her arms. “Maybe he’s taking after his dad.” 
Not what he expected. A fight crackled in the air like static electricity. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“What’s gotten into you? You’re sneaking around, talking to the lawyer. Running to the bank. Everyone in town suddenly hates us. And you won’t say boo to me. What is going on?” 
Jim took a breath. Steadied his footing and spilled his guts. “It’s Corrigan. He’s threatening to sue us. Take the farm.” 
“That’s ridiculous. He can’t do that.” 
“He is doing it, Emm.” He felt dizzy. Sat down on the step. “The man’s dangerous. Corrigan spent the last seven years in jail. For killing a man.” 
Emma leaned back as if pricked by thorns. She held up a hand for him to slow down, then told him to start from the beginning. 
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“TO THE FIRST Pennyluck Heritage Festival!” 
The cork popped and flew off into the grass. Flutes were filled and passed around. Kate sipped her glass and leaned back in her chair. Not champagne but a provincial equivalent thereof, a sparkling wine from the Niagara region. It went down like liquid sunshine and Kate told herself to savour the moment. Drink it in and roll it over the tongue for all its worth. By the fourth sip, she could have happily closed her eyes and dropped off to sleep in her patio chair. 
She shook it off. There was a ways to go yet. 
A little pre-festival shindig she had arranged for the council before the official kickoff to the Heritage Festival tomorrow. Larmet’s Chick’n and Rib House had provided the barbecue, Larmet himself holding court over a bank of coals in a steel drum. After the ribs and wings would come the steak and roast potatoes. The case of the sparkling wine finagled from Stonehouse Winery in Lincoln County. A bathtub of galvanized tin held beer smothered in ice chips. Best bitters from a microbrew in Perth alongside hoser safe bets like Blue and Canadian. The obligatory yet loathsome Bud. 
The table and patio chairs were set up under a shade tree in the fair grounds. Kate wanted the council members to see the transformation of the bandstand and park. A way to say thanks and show the council that their decision to fund the festival was not a waste. A bit of an extravagance but it greased the wheels of the old boy’s club. Two guitar players and a fiddler were set up on the bandstand, strumming up a mix of Irish folk tunes and country weepers. 
Reeve Thompson toasted the band while Keefe assaulted the rib platter. Gene Ripley salted corn on the cob. McGrath plucked a bottle of bitter from the ice and nodded to Kate. “You’ve outdone yourself, Kate. I’ve never seen the park look so good.” 
Thompson, sucking rib sauce off his thumb. “Is this where the bagpipers end up?” 
 “The parade comes down Newcastle, then through the gates to here,” Kate said. “Then we have a short speech to start the festival.” 
“When’s the fireworks?” 
“About ten that night. Then again on Saturday night.” 
“Mitch Connelly tells me his campground is booked solid,” McGrath said. “He’s even got people pitching tents in his backyard.” 
“The motels are booked too.” Clifton Murdy licked his fingers. “From here to Exford.” 
The councilmen grunted their approval through full mouths and slippery hands. 
 “You’ve done well, Kate.” McGrath raised his beer to her. “I know we took some convincing but well, we’re eating our words now.” 
The men laughed. High praise, thought Kate. McGrath drove her crazy with his smug condescension, acting the wise old grandfather to everyone. He and the rest would be eating a lot more words when she tallied the revenue boom once the festival was over. For now she accepted it with a smile and helped herself to another flute of bubbly wine. Tonight she would sleep like a stone. 
It was serene. The guitar picking from the bandstand and the smell of woodsmoke. The sun going down and a breeze riffling the crepe paper. Picture perfect, but perfection is illusory. Between the clatter of plates and board stomping on the bandstand, no one noticed the interloper come to crash the party. He strode down the path, following the sound of banter. 
 “Hey, hey, the gang’s all here.” 
Corrigan seemed to materialize from thin air at the head of the table. Murdy would later claim that a tang of brimstone overpowered the aroma from the barbecue. 
Forks clattered to plates. Mouths stopped chewing, hung open. The band, sensing something was amiss, stopped playing. 
“You gotta be kidding me,” McGrath burst the silence. “You got about two seconds to get outta my sight before we run you out of this park, mister.” 
“That I would like to see,” Corrigan helped himself to the ribs. “The councilmen wobbling through the grass at a dead run. Pass me a beer, would you, Mister Thompson.” 
Thompson did no such thing. Aside from Kate, few of the council had seen Corrigan in person but his name went hissing round the table. Corrigan held a roll of paper under his arm, like a poster, and this he put down and helped himself to the beer tub. Biting into the ribs, he turned to the man at the grill. “Mr. Larmet, these are delicious.” 
Larmet stood over the fire, heavy tongs at the ready like he was about to pummel the crasher. Kate got out of her chair. “This is a private party Mister Corrigan,” she said. “You’re not welcome here.” 
“Mmm, I have some interesting developments I wanted to share with the group.” He wiped his hands, took a slug on the bottle. “Since you lied to me about the inquiry, I’ve had to do the digging myself.” 
Joe Keefe looked around the park. “Where’s security?” 
Corrigan unravelled the roll of paper. “This won’t take a minute. Have a look at this.” The map was old, brittle. Squinting, one could just make out the date in the corner. 1894. The town of Pennyluck, the main road and a few streets. Property drafted into a grid of narrow rectangles, names written inside each lot. “This is a map of our town, dated four years before the massacre of the Corrigan clan. Properties are clearly marked out and identified. If we look closely, we can see some familiar names.” He pointed to various plots within the grid. “Here’s McGrath’s family property. Over here are lots owned by the Keefes, the Thompson family. Ripley’s funeral parlour, still in existence today. Murdy, Berryhill and so on.” 
Each man leaned forward upon hearing his name, squinting at the script inside those little rectangles. Rib sauce splattered one corner. Corrigan pointed to a larger patch of land outside of town, leading off the map. 
“Over here is the Corrigan farm but down here in town, there are four lots owned in title and deed to the Corrigans.” His finger traced through two lots on Galway Road, another off Chestnut and a fourth on King Street. All smack dab in the center of town. “Now that’s some sweet real estate, eh boys? The Corrigans owned a saloon and a harness shop on Galway and boarding house on Chestnut. The last one was an empty lot at the time, the previous house having been burned down by some feckless bastards in the winter of eighty-eight.
“After the shoddy police investigation into my family’s murder, these properties were held in trust to the town. A year later, the lots were sold off for a pennies on the dollar to prominent families. The McGrath’s bought the tack shop, James Hitchens purchased the boarding house to expand his hotel next door. The saloon was snatched up by Roger Jamesons for a steal. The vacant lot sold two years later to the Murdy’s, purchase price unknown. Maybe a dirty handjob to the mayor.” 
Pat McGrath leaned back, smelling a sting was coming after the set-up. He pushed back his chair. “I’m not listening to anymore of this horseshit.” 
“It is appalling, isn’t it?” Corrigan chucked up a hearty laugh. “The brazenness of it all. The same men who slaughtered my family snatch up their land at a cut rate not a year after they’re in the ground. Proof of their bloodied hands, clear as day.”
Joe Keefe told him to go to Hell and stood, ready to follow McGrath. 
“Oh come on, boys. You haven’t even heard the best part.” Corrigan held up the map again. “Look at these lots. Primo real estate, making the wrong people rich for a hundred years. I want them back.” 
The sting. The racket of crickets filled the silence. Thompson declared him a crazy son of a bitch and a fraud to boot. All agreed. 
“That’s my counter offer,” said Corrigan. “Take it or leave it.” 
McGrath was incredulous. The stupid bastard was bargaining from no position. “Counter offer? To what?” 
“Your clumsy attempt to buy me off, using old Jim Hawkshaw as your puppet.” Corrigan gauged their confused looks correctly. Shot back. “I assume the right honourable mayor told you of her manoeuvre?” 
Kate shrank under the weight of all those eyeballs. She held her head high and utilized the same tactics of any tyrant big or small. Denial and bluff. Brinkmanship. “That’s enough of your conspiracy theories, Mister Corrigan. Take your paranoia elsewhere.” 
The councilmen grumbled in agreement, grunting support for their mayor. 
Corrigan feigned a look of martyrdom, all forlorn suffering not dissimilar to Joan in the flames. “I tried, I really did. But since you won’t listen to reason or morality, we can fight it out the old fashioned way. In the courts.” 
McGrath laughed at him. “You’re suing us?” 
“For the return of stolen lands. For conspiracy to profit from a crime. And the aggregate revenues lost during the last hundred years.” 
“Then we’ll see you in court. Goodnight Kate.” McGrath tossed his glass on the table and huffed away. The other councilmen followed. The cook doused a pitcher of water on the grill and the coals hissed up foul and cruel. 
The trio on the bandstand held their instruments still. Stranded on the old gazebo, unsure of what the hell was happening. One of them flipped open his guitar case, ready to pack it in. 
“Dirty old town!” Corrigan stomped up the steps of the bandstand, champagne bottle in hand. “That old Pogues tune. You know the one.” He dug into a pocket and tossed a bill into the open guitar case. A C note. “Play it!” 
One picker eyed the other, neither remembering the song too well. The fiddle player struck it out on her chords, doing her best but all she could remember was the chorus. The pickers followed her lead, the melody recalling only the chorus so they sang that. 
Kate rose and followed the council up the path. Camaraderie in her bones. She couldn’t remember the last time all of them had been agreement. It felt good. 
Corrigan struck up the tune, adding his voice, bellicose and out of key, to the harmonies of the trio. 
Dirty old town!
Dirty old town!
~
Bill Berryhill was not an advocate of the festival. Just the thought of a bunch of tourists plodding around town in their Crocs and yoga pants made him sick. Taking pictures and gawking, driving slow in their SUV’s. And now this, clogging the bar at the Dublin. The damn festival hadn’t even started and they were already here, wasting oxygen in his refuge. 
“The hell are you doing, Pudsy?” He elbowed his way in and leaned over the bar. “Giving the drinks away?” 
Puddycombe was hustling to keep up, even with Jeanine winging behind the bar with him and two girls on the floor. Smiling through it all, like only Puddy could. Eating it all up, playing the host and ringing the till. “Not bad, huh?” 
Bill sneered. “Can’t these rubes go someplace else? Like Gator Bob’s?” 
“You be nice, Billy. It all trickles down, son. You’ll see.” 
Bill waved a dead pitcher over the bartop. “Well if you’re not too busy, can you see to the regulars who keep you open in the winter months?” 
The bar owner hooked the pitcher under the spigot and let it fill while he poured a row of shooters. Berryhill watched the Kahlua and Baileys pour into the shot glasses and shook his head. Christ on a popsicle stick. 
He felt an elbow in his ribs and snapped around, ready to lay into some tourist. Hitchens, squeezing his way through the mob. “Bill, where the hell did all these people come from?” 
“Dunno but looking at all the faggot-ass hair and stupid clothes, my guess is Toronto.” 
“Could be worse, I suppose.” Hitchens winked at Puddycombe. “We may yet get some Quebekers.” 
When Puddy set down the fresh pitcher and pint of his usual, Hitchens waved at them to lean in. “You hear what happened down at the fair grounds? About Corrigan’s latest stunt?”
 “What’s the bastard done now?” 
“According to Thompson, the son of a bitch laid claim to half a dozen properties in town. Says the land used to belong to his family and was sold off illegally or some shit.” 
“That’s ridiculous,” Puddycombe shouted back. “You can’t cry foul a hundred years after the fact.” 
“He said it’s proof of the conspiracy. The land sold off cheap to the men who killed his family.” 
Berryhill dug into a basket of pretzels. “What land is he talking about?” 
“McGrath’s hardware. Murdy’s shop. Doug’s car dealership.” 
“Doug’s place?” Bill’s employer, Doug Murdoch. Bill spent three days of the week there as an unlicensed mechanic and tow truck driver. Occasional repo man. “Dude’s crazy, thinks he can swindle that horseshit.” 
“Ballsy, huh?” Hitchens sipped his pint. “The sonovabitch just keeps upping the ante, cranking us up. I mean, what the hell is he after?” 
“Gotta be a payoff,” Puddy said. “He’s extorting us to make him go away.” 
Hitchens winked. “I think they tried. On the sly like. Guess it didn’t work.” 
“Fuck the town,” Berryhill said. “We need to do what we planned. Only thing that’s gonna work.” 
“That’ll have to wait.” Puddycombe set pints down, poured more. “Until the festival’s over. Too many people around.” 
“Why? So you can sell more to these stupid rubes?” 
“Would you hush your gob?” 
“He’s got a point,” Hitchens said. 
“That prick ain’t waiting.” Pretzel crumbs flew from Bill’s maw. “He’s doing more of his bullshit tours this weekend. Haven’t you seen the flyers?” 
“Leave it. We’ll deal with it Monday.” 
Bill dismissed them both as pussies and took his pitcher out to the patio. Combat Kyle sat at a picnic table, blowing smoke out his nose and playing with his Zippo. Flicking it open and snapping his fingers to light it, all in one smooth motion. Something he’d seen Steven Seagal do once in a movie. 
“Pour.” Bill set the pitcher down and helped himself to the cigarette pack on the table. Kyle refilled their glasses and took up the Zippo again. Bill watched his mute friend snap the old lighter and stare at the flame like some bewitched Neanderthal. 
“Fucking firebug.” 
~
Kate steered for home, her eyes flitting between the street ahead of her and the phone in her hand. Scrolling through her contact list for Hugo’s number. His report about Corrigan’s past, added to his crashing her party, had her worried. 
Maybe Hugo could help. Effectiveness and discretion were his calling cards. Especially in tricky spots. He could come up here, deal with Corrigan as only Hugo could, and she’d be free of his nonsense. 
She hit dial and then panicked and killed the call. Dropping the phone onto the passenger seat. She didn’t need Hugo to come out here to solve her problems for her. 
She pulled to the curb and looked out over the street, decorated as it was with flowers and sparkling lights. She’d worked so hard to put all of this together and now this cretin was trying to drag it all down into the gutter. What galled the most was how he’d planned to co-opt her festival to promote his gruesome little sideshow. 
Corrigan didn’t care about the new bylaw nor the hefty fines he would incur by going ahead with his tour. Maybe she could shut him down some other way, if only for this weekend. She scrolled through the names on her phone and called Joe Keefe. His crew was doing road work just south of town. 
Keefe answered on the third ring. “Kate? What can I do you for?” 
“Joe, where’s your crew working tomorrow?” 
“The Orange Line. Just a half day, though. The boys are looking forward to the festival.” 
“I see. Listen, how hard would it be to move your crew to another location? There’s another road that needs work immediately.”
“That’s news to me. What road?” 
“The Roman Line,” she said. “Starting at Clapton Road, then moving west about two, three miles.”
“You mean right near what his name’s place?” 
“That stretch of road is terrible, don’t you think?” 
Keefe was silent for a moment, then he laughed. “I’d say you’re dead right. In fact, we might have to close off that whole stretch all weekend.” 
“Better safe than sorry. You’ll get on that?” 
“Right away.” 
~
Driving west on the old Roman Line, the only streetlights are posted at the crossroads. A black pickup truck barrelled under the last one, leaving a mushroom cloud of dust under the amber glow. The unpaved surface turned to washboard in spots, hard-packed ripples that will shake a vehicle apart if taken too fast. The black pickup trundled slow over the ripples, picked up speed coming uphill from a low valley. Cresting the rise, the headlights winked out and the pickup ran sleek and invisible in the night. 
The truck hewed to the shoulder and stopped. The interior dome light was switched off before opening the doors. Two figures slid out of the cab; one tall and thick, the other short and slight. A nocturnal Laurel and Hardy, up to no bloody good. The tall one reached into the box and came away with a red gas can. The lid was spun off, the spout fixed and reattached. The two figures climbed down the ditch and pitched drunkenly up the other bank. 
Fifteen paces through the brittle stalks of mown hay to a wooden signboard hung on a frame of two-by-fours. The hated name painted in simple black against a white background. Further south, at the end of the rutted driveway, stood the haunted house. 
The can tilted up and gasoline splashed over the wooden beams. The click-clack of a Zippo and a little flame. Laurel and Hardy giggled and shushed each other to be quiet. Fire leapt from the wick and chased around the base of the sign. The arsons howled and ran headlong back to the ditch, falling and clawing back up to the road. 
The pickup spun back the way it came, tires skirting the opposite ditch. The engine gunned and the headlights popped back on. Red taillights fading away. 
Inside of a heartbeat, the signboard was a bonfire, all Halloween orange against the black night. The paint blistered in the flames, warping and withering the neatly stencilled name. 
The house at the end of the driveway remained dark, the windows reflecting the roiling bonfire in the distance. The only other light was a pinprick of orange glowing from the end of a cigar. Over the pop and snap of the fire, was a rhythmic tack of a rocking chair creaking the floorboards. 
William Corrigan rocked slow on his veranda and watched the fire burn. No rush for the hose, no call to the firehouse. He puffed on his cigar and rocked and rocked. 
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 “HAVE YOU LOST your mind?” 
“Maybe.” Jim wiped the sweat from the back of his neck. The breeze from the window did little but blow the humid air around the kitchen. 
Emma tilted against the counter, arms folded. Pure murder in her eyes. He couldn’t blame her. Recounting it from the start, putting the details in order, it sounded moronic. A blockheaded ploy to buy Corrigan off with money he didn’t have and Corrigan’s retaliation with a lawsuit. The bastard’s plan to steal their home out from under them. He wouldn’t blame her if she reached for the cast iron pan and brained him with it. Of course that implied that he actually had brains. His current conduct seemed to preclude that assumption. 
“Why?” Sputtering, anger tripping up her words. “What in God’s name were you thinking?” 
Jim had no answer for her, nothing that seemed sensible. “I was looking for a solution. The guy needs to go.” 
“Why is that your responsibility? Let Kate handle it. Or the police.” 
“They can’t do anything, honey. He’s too crafty. But if he doesn’t go away, this is going to spin out of control and someone’s gonna get hurt.” 
“People aren’t that stupid. Even in this town, they’re not that go after the guy.” Emma opened the fridge and scanned its interior. Closed it without taking anything. “Even if it did come to that, all the more reason to stay out of it. It’s not your responsibility to keep the peace.” 
“Then who, Emm? If the cops and the town can’t do anything, who’s left?” 
“It doesn’t have to be you!” Her fists tight at her sides. “Who do you think you are?” 
Too hot to think straight anymore. Emma turned to the window and pushed the old pane up higher. All it did was let more humid air billow in. Her reflection stretched in the glass, distorting her face like a funhouse mirror. 
An orange glow rippled between her funhouse eyes, like a flame burning up in her head. She pressed her hand against the glass to block the kitchen light and peered through the glass. 
“Something’s on fire.” 
Jim stood behind her and caught sight of the glow. Out the front door to the yard, where he could see better. Across the field was a bonfire waffling flames into the sky. Even from this distance, he could tell it was Corrigan’s sign that was burning. 
Emma drew up next to him, barefoot in the grass. “What is it?”
“Reprisal,” he said. 
~
 A sullen fog settled over the drinkers. The eve of the festival, with its new faces and visitors, brought a crackle of life to the old pub but as the boozing got down to business, something changed and the revelry turned wistful. If asked what they were wistful for, few could have put a name to it. Most would be more than happy to cut the question short with a slurred exhortation to go fuck oneself. 
Puddycombe was cajoled and harassed into plugging in the old jukebox. He demurred but the patrons were unrelenting and the pub owner regretted installing the old thing. It was meant for show. Restless, the natives held sway. Each song notching below the last in maudlin sentiment. By the time Jim came through the door, the whole damn bar was braying like sick dogs, singing along with Shane McGowan about a pair of brown eyes. The howling bristled the hair on Jim’s neck. No good would come of this, the whole effing town was in its cups. 
He squeezed through the swaying bodies, ducking elbows and the raised pints sloshing along to the melody. Pushing through, he gripped the cherrywood trim like a floundering swimmer. Waved the bar owner down. 
Puddy slung another pitcher under the tap, leaned in Jim’s direction. His tone cold. “What do you want?” 
“Where’s that idiot Berryhill?” 
“How should I know?” Puddy shrugged, still testy. 
Someone stepped on Jim’s toe and he shouted above the yowling drinkers. “Do you know what that idiot did?” 
Puddy leaned on the tap, cold. “Do you want a drink or no?” 
“Yeah.” He nodded to what the pub owner was pouring. Puddy set it down and he paid and that was the end of it. Jim craned his neck to see over the crowd. No sign of Bill but he saw Pat Ryder in the press of bodies. Shouted and waved at him. Ryder turned his back to him. 
Earlier in the day, he couldn’t imagine who would have trashed his pickup with such viciousness. Now shunned on all sides, they all looked guilty. 
“Persona non grata. That’s what you are, Jim.” 
He turned. Old Martin Gallagher sat at the end of the bar, alone. Watching Jim’s plight. The Dublin House was packed and yet there was an empty stool next to Gallagher. Seemed even the tourists knew better than to fraternize with the old rubby. 
He shouted from where he stood. “So why are you talking to me?” 
“Even the outcast hate to drink alone.” The old man nudged out the empty barstool. “Come. Sit.” 
He trudged over slow, the condemned walking the plank, and set down. “I’ve always wondered what it was like to be publicly shunned.” 
“You get used to it,” Gallagher said. “Cheers.” The last thing Jim wanted was to touch his glass to the toothless old man’s but he obliged nonetheless. 
The AC blasted full but couldn’t keep the soupy air from creeping in every time the door swung open. Jim peeled off the T-shirt taped to his back. Hitchens passed by without so much as a look. “It’s like high school all over again.” 
“You ought not to complain, Jimmy.” The old man wiped the Guinness from his lips. “You brought this on yourself.” 
“Gee, thanks.” 
“Don’t go crying, son. You broke ground on that Godforsaken land, the Corrigan’s. You woke the sleeping ghosts.” 
Here it comes, he thought. “Spare me the crazy talk, huh?” 
“Used to be a time when just uttering that name was chancing bad luck,” Gallagher croaked on, happy for an audience. “That’s why no one spoke of it, see? Why would they? Damn awful business.” 
Jim watched the room. Fraser and McFarlane bellowed sloppily at one another, arguing the merits of the country’s obligations in Afghanistan. Damn near coming to blows over staying the course or leaving the obstinate bastards to their medieval doom. Five minutes earlier, they’d been talking hockey. The two men were now on their feet, teetering and barking, waking their mate Atkinson who warned them to shut their yaps before he glassed them both with the pitcher. A bottle shattered on the north end of the bar and two knotheads at the pool table went at it, going to the floor in a blur of fists and elbows. They were hustled out the door to finish it in the parking lot. 
“Nothing changes, does it?” Gallagher watched the fights with rheumy eyes. “How we managed to survive this long without nuking the world into a cinder is beyond me.” 
The old man was waxing. Time to split. Jim drained his glass when the old guy leaned in close. “Do you want to know a secret, Jimmy?” 
“Nope.” 
“You know his story’s true, don’t you? Our forefathers murdered the Corrigans. Mine, yours.” He nodded at the drunken louts before them. “All of them.” 
He should have left then and there. Jim looked at the old man. “You’re drunk.” 
“There’s proof,” Gallagher whispered. “The worst kind.” 
Jim gripped the man’s arm. Skeletal under the sleeve of rancid tweed. “What proof?”
“You sure you want to know?” 
First instinct, damn straight. But Jim wavered and kept his mouth shut. Something in his gut held him back. Fear, reluctance? Some loosed genie that would not go back in the bottle? 
 “Hey!” A holler cracking over the bar. Berryhill swaggered in from the patio, elbowing bodies aside as he strode right up on Jim. “Who you calling an idiot?”
Jim despised Bill at the best of times but always remained wary. Belligerent and red-eyed, Berryhill was downright scary. Jim bluffed up. “That was one stupid stunt you pulled.” 
“I dunno what you’re talking about.” Lager breath blowing hot on Jim’s face. 
“What the hell were you thinking torching Corrigan’s sign?”
The best defence, no matter how damning the evidence, is always a flat out, unshakeable denial. Even fools know this. Bill swayed, eyes glassy. “Wasn’t me.” 
“The wind changes direction and that fire sweeps directly my way. You could have burnt my house down, you idiot.” 
Berryhill struck out, slamming the heel of his hand into Jim’s breastplate. “Told you. Wasn’t me.” 
Faces turned, eager to see another brawl brew up. Jim felt his face burn hot. Goddamn high school all over again. His guts ordering him to back off but the pressure from the gawkers egging him on. No way in hell he could win. Bill would stomp his guts in. “Grow the fuck up.” 
The big man leaned in, jutting his chin forward. “Take a shot, you pussy. On the house.” 
Combat Kyle chittered and giggled like some ape, bouncing on the balls of his feet. Jim knew that if he went down, the little rat bastard would jump in, boots first. He’d seen it before. Jim felt his fist whiteknuckle. It would almost be worth the punishment if he got one clean shot to this troll’s ugly face. 
 “BILL!”
Stuey McGuire pushed through the onlookers, gangly and panting. “Bill! Your truck’s on fire!” 
~
The black crewcab was already an inferno. Flames licking into the sky, threatening to melt the power lines above. Greasy black smoke choked the parking lot. The acrid stank of melting plastic and burning rubber. 
Puddycombe dashed out with a fire extinguisher and emptied the whole canister. A chemical fog roiling over everyone but the flames roared up angrier. Patrons jumped into their cars and pulled away from the burning pickup. Instant gridlock inside the lot as every driver honked and cursed to save their vehicle from the same scorched fate. 
Bill’s jaw worked up and down but no sounds came, eyes bugging at the sight of his truck burning to cinders. It was paid for. The sound system he installed, the blower and bodywork, all of it going up like a campfire. All he could do was watch his beloved ride give up the ghost. 
The signal from brain to lips finally clicked over and Bill sputtered. “Son of a bitch.” 
Jim watched the gates of hell open and swallow Bill’s truck. Puddy tossed away his dead extinguisher, looked at Jim. “What the hell happened?” 
Jim had a good guess but kept it to himself, shrugging instead. God knows.

Bill knew. “Corrigan! That motherfucking Corrigan!” 
Jim cleared everyone from the lot, hollering and shoving them away. Atkinson and McFarlane pitched in. No one knew how much fuel was in Berrhyill’s truck. Puddy reeled out his garden hose, spraying down the wall of his bar. Half the crowd was drenched by the time the volunteer fire crew screeched in, lights whirling. The tang of wet charcoal stung every nose and Bill, still cursing, had to be dragged away. 
Jim jostled through the gawkers pushed to the far side of the alleyway, choking up a hairball of soot. He pushed through the slackjawed faces, looking for the old man. Asking if anyone had seen Gallagher. Someone said he’d stayed inside the pub the whole time. 
The fire crew were a blur, unloading gear and barking orders. Jim slipped the barrier and darted back inside the pub. 
Puddy had snuck inside moments before. He stood in a puddle of beer, looking over the empty room. Close to tears. “Christ almighty,” he said, seeing Jim. “I was a hair away from losing it all.” 
Jim patted the man’s shoulder, told him everything was fine. No one got hurt. “What happened to Gallagher?” 
“Dunno. He must have legged it.” 
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7:00 AM, Saturday morning, a five man crew met at the municipal yard over on Mersey Avenue. All of them griping about working the Saturday. Most had planned on being at the fair grounds for the festival, or at least sleeping off Friday night’s drunk. The griping ended when Joe Keefe pulled into the yard with coffee and a box of donuts. Handing out the cups, Keefe thanked his crew for working the day and told them he’d be providing lunch. The mood of the bleary-eyed men lifted and they asked what this ‘special job’ was all about. 
Keefe told them it was an emergency road resurfacing and got the crew moving. He told Davie to bring around the dumptruck, the old Mac, not the big tri-axle. Hook up the small trailer and load up the small backhoe. He tossed keys at Reggie, said they’d swing by Third Line Road to pick the grader where they’d left it at the last jobsite. 
Tools were loaded into the pickup and, as always, no one could locate the orange vests they were required to wear on all jobs. Keefe loaded two coolers of chipped ice and bottled water into the box. The day’s forecast was hot and sticky with a chance of thunderstorms on towards evening. It was going to get worse before it got better. 
The convoy rolled out of the yard onto Harvester Road and then north on the Orange Line Road. The yellow crewcab eating dust from Keefe’s shiny F10. The dumptruck rumbling after them, hauling the backhoe on a float. Reggie hopped out on 3rd Line and fired up the grader. The convoy continued on up 3rd Line road and swung west on the next road. Keefe pulled over at the intersection while the crew rumbled on. Once the grader had followed the turn, Keefe pulled pylons from the box and planted three of them at the entrance to the road, blocking access to the old Roman Line. 
~
The festival began at noon. Constable Ray Bauer, along with a handful of volunteers from the fire department and Knights of Columbus, closed down Galway Road for the parade route. Melissa and Charles did a quick head count of the gathered masses. Almost seventy people turned out to the official start here at the war memorial west of the river. The air was already steaming and the Black Guard Pipers wilted in their kilts waiting for their cue. 
Kate gave a short speech about celebrating their community and how a proud sense of history and accomplishments of the past built a foundation to move boldly into the future. Rather than cutting a ribbon, Kate produced a bottle of champagne to break over the corner of the granite war memorial. That honour was given to old Johnny Dinsmore, Pennyluck’s oldest war veteran. Johnny Reb to his friends. A permanent, if foul-mouthed, fixture of the Legion Hall, branch 540. Johnny had fought his way through Italy as an infantryman in the 48th Highlanders, losing two fingers in the bloodbath of Ortona. Weighed under by his medals, the champagne bottle slipped from Johnny’s grip on the first try and rolled in the grass. He muttered something about ‘fucking Fritz’ and then smashed the bottle good and proper on the second attempt. A cheer went up. Pipe Major Bob Wills mistook the cheer for his cue and ordered his pipers to fire up and roll out. A small bit of confusion as Kate’s wrap up speech was culled under the blast of the band and old Johnny was almost trampled under the juggernaut of marching kilts. 
Charles and Melissa scrambled as the proceedings went to hell, brandishing their timetables at the marching bagpipers. Kate told them to just run with it and to get Johnny out of the way before he was run over by the tartan marchers. 
The miscue in the itinerary threw off the volunteers on the parade route. Jake Walton, pissed at the blocked access to the main drag, drove down one alley and then another to sneak back onto Galway. Slipping past the volunteers, Walton swung east and came bumper to knee with the pipers. 
“Holy Jesus,” he said. 
Pipe Major Bob shot him a dirty look and swung around the vehicle. Walton sat cowed and shamefaced behind the wheel as the parade flowed around him like a current against a rock, the cacophony of the pipes splitting his ears. 
The pipers paraded smartly down Galway and snaked down Newcastle to the fair grounds. Pennyluckers lined the sidewalks, waving. They laughed and jeered at the idiot Walton caught in the middle of the marchers. Kate, the few councilmen in attendance and the rest of the crowd fell in line behind the marching band. 
Travis straddled his bike at the corner of Galway and Blackthorn, watching the pipers. Given the day off from his chores, he’d been allowed to pedal into town to see the parade. Not an easy thing given his condition. His parents would meet him later that afternoon. His friends, Owen and Felix, said they’d show up later to cruise the fair grounds on their bikes. With any luck, Brenna would be there too. Travis leaned over the handle bars as the band blasted away. A flash of colour caught his eyes on the other side of the parade and his balls shrivelled up. Brant Coogan sat atop a mail box, huffing a cigarette and sneering at the pipers. He flicked his smoke at the marchers, slipped down and disappeared. 
Travis’s knees went numb but his fingers dug into a pocket and slipped free the object hidden there. He slid the brass knuckles on and made a fist and then hid the tooth-smasher away again. God willing, he’d get a chance to try them out on that dickless bastard. 
~
Marching rearguard of the pipers, Kate waved at the droll mugs on the sidewalk. She fanned her face with a program, the heat of the day already coming on and the humidity rising. It was going to be a gorgeous day. A reception awaited them at the bandstand with coffee and donuts provided by the Murdy family’s bakery. A full day of events and ceremonies were planned for the fair grounds and here along Pennyluck’s main drag. It was going to be glorious. 
Rounding the turn at Newcastle, Kate caught sight of the only fly in the ointment. He stood on a flower box, plastering one of his damn flyers to the brick side of Fisher’s Pro Sports shop. As if psychic, Corrigan turned and narrowed his gaze directly at her. He cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted something at her that she could not make out. She ignored him, waving to people on the other side of the street. When she turned back, he was gone. 
~
Will Corrigan held no love for the bagpipes. No swelling of the heart at their music, no tug of nostalgic reverie at their blast. An instrument fit for devils and sloe-eyed dullards by his reckoning. Scots, in fact. 
Once the cacophony of evil had passed, he steered his FJ over to the farmers co-op and pinned up one last flyer to the community corkboard. It wouldn’t last long up there. Some halfwit would tear it down and crush it into a ball in moral outrage. Ah well. 
He loaded groceries into the back, along with seven bags of ice and a new cooler. One last stop at the Beer Store, then back home. Today he’d go all out. When the tourists arrived for the Corrigan Horrorshow, he’d treat them to a barbecue under the shade of the willow trees. Burgers and corn on the cob. Ice tubs of beer and soda. Popsicles for the kids. Best of all were the little Canadian flags he’d bought. A hundred of them, planted into the ground on little sticks, marking out the path from the house out to the graves. It was almost perverse and the thought of it made him laugh. 
Travelling back up Clapton towards home, he saw the dust cloud rising over the tree line. Then the yellow pickup parked on his road, a skinny kid snoozing on the tailgate. Three orange pylons blocking access to the Roman Line. 
“Jesus on a pogo stick, what now.” 
Corrigan turned onto his road and took out as many pylons as he could, knocking one into the ditch and crushing the others under his tires. The kid in the truck snapped awake and hopped down, swinging his little stop sign. 
Corrigan climbed out. Further up the road, he could see the grader skimming off the road surface, the beeping dumptruck as it reversed. The kid was hollering at him, something about the road being closed for maintenance. No one in or out. 
Corrigan wanted to know why he wasn’t notified and who ordered this bullshit. The kid didn’t know, he was just the flagman. Corrigan clocked the crew truck and the company logo on the door. Keefe’s Konstruction. 
Crafty, he had to admit. They had pulled out the big guns and choked off his entire road to prevent anyone from coming to the day’s tour. A sly play, trotting out all this heavy equipment to close him down. 
The kid was still yammering on, telling him he’d have to turn back and, Jesus, look at those crushed pylons. What was he gonna tell his boss? Corrigan snatched the little stop sign from the boy’s hand and hurled it into the weeds. “You tell your boss,” he said, “to get the fuck off my road.” 
Back into his vehicle, Corrigan bombed up the road towards the crew. Laying on the horn, forcing the grader to stop, weaving past it. The crew cursed him blue, barking at the stupid bastard to turn around. Corrigan stuck his hand out the window and rather than flip the bird, he waved cheerfully at the men like they were old friends and drove on. Laughing and watching them in the rearview, he wondered if they’d park the grader and the backhoe overnight. If they did, then there would be one hell of a bonfire on the Roman Line tonight. 
~
It was almost dusk before Jim and Emma drove into town. The parking lot at the fair grounds was full, cars banked along the grass all the way back to the road. “It’s a tailgate party,” Jim said. Emma spotted a car pulling out and Jim swung in, backing his dusty pickup between an immaculately restored ‘56 Thunderbird and a tricked out chopper. 
Emma listed off the out-of-province plates as they walked through the lot. New York, Quebec, Michigan, Manitoba. “All these people, all the way to our little town.” 
They stopped at the grass to take it all in. A Ferris Wheel spun slowly above them. Not a huge one, but an honest to God Ferris Wheel. A Tilt-a-Whirl and a Crazy Octopus ride clanged and spun, all twinkly lights and giggling teenagers. Larmet’s barbecue pit threw up woodsmoke, mixing with the cloying aroma of cotton candy and homemade baking. Puddycombe had set up a beer garden and another tent offered wine from Ontario and Quebec. There were midway games and a shooting gallery. A bouncy castle jostled and teetered with squealing tots. Patio lights were strung along the pathway and stitched from tree to tree. Set against the twilight of a burnt orange sky, it was pure magic. 
They strolled the path, pointing at everything and couldn’t decide what to do first. Jim felt her hand slip into his. The afternoon had been a rough one. Him fessing up what he’d done and her furious for putting them all at risk in a fight that wasn’t theirs. The argument back and forth, a tug of war push and pull until they’d met somewhere in the middle. The ride into town was quiet, emotions still scraped raw but here in the dewy grass that rawness lifted, dissipating under the lights and tinny music. 
He gave her hand a squeeze. Emma’s face was lit up so big he almost didn’t recognize her. He must have had a smile like hers too, the way his jaw muscles were stretching. They almost blushed together but looked away, Jim pointing out some other distraction to break the spell. He wished he hadn’t. When was the last time he’d seen that smile? Her eyes lit up like that in… what? Joy. 
They walked on, palms sweaty but neither letting go, keeping some small part of the spell intact. When had they become so serious, so dour? He had fallen in love with Emma in high school and it was that smile that had sealed the deal. The way her eyes fired up and maybe it was a cliché or he just wasn’t smart enough to put it some other way but Emma beamed. So bright and warm it could guide lost ships back to shore. 
“Travis!” 
The boy zipped past on his bike, flashing between the tents and then disappearing again. Jim’s bark was involuntary, a parental instinct to holler at his kid, and he immediately regretted it. It snapped the mood and the light in his wife’s eyes dialled back to a dull glow of motherly responsibility. 
“Where did he go?” Emma watched the shooting gallery tent, where she expected Travis to scoot out from. No one appeared. “He was just there.” 
“We’ll find him..” He squeezed her hand, pumping oxygen back into their little magic but the moment was cold. They had all night, he told himself. They’d get it back. 
Emma chewed her bottom lip. “Maybe we should have gotten him that cell he’s always asking for.” 
“No thirteen-year old needs a phone.” 
She fanned her face. “Wanna get something cold to drink?” 
“Let’s go on a ride.” He pulled her hand to the Ferris Wheel. Three people waiting in line. She craned her neck up at all those twinkling lights going round and round. “God. When was the last time we were on one of these?” 
“Lord knows. Come on, I bet the view’s great.” 
The wheel slowed and they paid, climbed aboard. The tattooed operator clicked the bar over their laps, his hands grimed with grease. The wheel lurched up and their stomachs dropped and they looked out over the tree tops. The lights of town across the creek.
Emma squealed and when she looked at him, the beaming smile was back. “Ninety-four!” she shouted over the clanking gears. 
“Ninety-four what?” 
“The last time we were on a Ferris Wheel,” she said. “Spring of ninety-four, at that midway in Sarnia. Kurt Cobain had just died. Remember?” 
Whammo. It all rushed back with a bang. Their third or fourth date. A little drunk, giggling on a rattletrap Ferris that clanked and moaned like it would snap from its moorings and roll away through the cornfield. Emma wore glasses back then. Not real ones, just thick-rimmed falsies she thought framed her face well. The brainy look contrasted with the band T-shirts she always wore. She had a hundred of them. Sebadoh, Pixies, P.J. Harvey. 
“Mazzy Star,” he said.
“What?” 
“The t-shirt you were wearing. That hypno-druggie band you used to like.” 
Emma laughed, the detail shaking loose a few memories of that night. She slid closer to him as the bucket tilted backwards on the down run. 
~
 “You want some?” 
Brenna stood backlit in the shaft of light of a tent, a bag of tiny donuts in her hand. The paper translucent with grease. She popped another one in her mouth and licked her fingers clean. 
Travis took one, wolfed it down. “Cinnamon. The best.” 
He had ridden through the fair grounds a bazillion times, wondering if she’d show. And when she did, she had a bag of greasy treats. Relieved and grateful. Not only had she’d shown, but the donuts provided conversation. Most times, he felt tongue-tied and stupid around her. 
Brenna wasn’t his girlfriend. That was just a lie he told sometimes. Most days she barely seemed to know he existed. In a way, it was almost easier. The few times he managed to be around her, Travis felt his brain go blank and stutter for something, anything, to say. But here they were, just the two of them standing in the wattage between tents. 
Cinnamon sugar speckled her lips. It was distracting. “You go on any rides yet?” 
“All of them.” She slapped his hand when he reached for another. “Easy piggo.” 
A shrug. “This stuff’s like crack.” He didn’t know where to put his eyes. Everything sort of fell out of his brain if he looked at her eyes too long but then his gaze drifted down to her bare shoulders in that little tank top. Her legs were bare and a thin wedge of belly showed where her top rode up. He turned away until his brain cooled. 
“Looking for somebody?” She followed his gaze. 
“Nah.” 
But he should have. Brenna stepped back, eyes sharp to something behind him. “Watch out,” she said. Just as he turned, something smacked the back of his head, hard and sharp. Clocked by an elbow. 
Brant flew past on his bike. “Faggot!” 
Travis ground his teeth together, anger so hot and fast he felt his eyes tear up in humiliation. Brenna standing right there. 
“Are you okay?” She reached out to touch his hair. 
If he spoke, he’d blubber. He grabbed his bike and shot after the asshole. He heard Brenna call his name but didn’t look back. 
Brant had stopped near the bandstand. Straddling his bike, elbows leaning on the handlebars. Talking to some girl over the sound of the band sawing out a tune onstage. Brant was bigger than he was, stronger too. Travis didn’t care anymore. He dropped his bike, reached into his pocket and came up behind the bastard. His footsteps masked under the drum beat, letting him get close. 
The girl glanced at him then Brant swung his stupid head around and Travis gave him everything he had. The brass smashed his nose with a crack. Brant pitched over, feet caught in the bike, and keeled to the grass. 
Travis landed hard on the asshole’s chest, pinning his arms. Twisting a handful of hair with his left hand, Travis went to town with his fist. Cracking that stupid fucking face with the brass again and again. 
The girl was screeching and then everyone was yelling. The band stopped playing. Hands slammed onto him, yanking him up by the collar. Travis was thrown to the ground and someone dropped their knees to his chest. He didn’t care. Craning his neck, he clocked Brant still under the bike. He wasn’t moving. Travis looked at his hand, fingers swelling in the rings. The brass slick with blood. 
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A GIDDY WARMTH carried them through the fair grounds. Tapping their feet to the musicians at the bandstand, sneaking a kiss behind the war monument. Jim trying to show off at the shooting gallery. In the movie version, he would have won a big teddy bear but as it was he was a lousy shot and blew in five dollars hitting nothing but backdrop. They elbowed into the beer garden, got a drink and squeezed to the fence where they could watch the Ferris wheel turn. 
Emma touched her plastic cup to his. “This is nice. Like a date” 
He slipped a hand around her waist. “Been a while.” 
“Keep this up and I might just take advantage of you.” 
A schoolboy’s grin. One part blush, two parts anticipation. When was the last time they got friendly anyway? Ragged busy during business hours, near exhausted by nightfall. Whole days ripping down with little to distinguish them. “Aren’t you supposed to buy me dinner first?” 
An elbow jostled her, spilling her cup. The tent filling up fast. “I don’t want to be stuck in here.” Emma dodged another tippler who’d lost his sea legs. “Drink up.” 
“Let’s take ‘em with us.” Jim ducked under the railing, held it up for her. 
She laughed and limboed under. “Now we’re just being bad.” 
They strolled past the bandstand again, the shooting gallery, looking for Travis. Jim shrugged. “Maybe somebody adopted him.” 
“That’s not even funny.”
They walked on, nodding at the few people who said hello. There was still a chill, ignored by some and no more than a nod of recognition from others. 
“What’s that?” Emma pointed to a crowd clustered under a chestnut tree just outside the main run of the fair. Away from the ambient patio lanterns, people backlit from two tall tiki torches. 
“Wasn’t there before,” he said. “Must of just popped up.”
They came up behind the crowd, leaning over shoulders to see what the fuss was about. Emma squeezed his arm. “Oh my God.” 
A body hung from a chestnut limb, twisting on a lynch rope. 
Swaying in the humid breeze, its legs swinging crazily. Jim blinked until he realized it wasn’t real. A straw man on a noose, dried stalks stuffed into a mechanics coveralls. A head of packed burlap. A cardboard sign hung from a string around its neck. Emma squinted at the words. 
Who killed the Corrigans?

“Oh Christ.” About all that Jim had to say. 
Beneath the swinging man were two card tables, lit up under the flicker of the tiki lamps. Photographs lay on one tabletop, reprints of photos taken a century ago. Two young men in waistcoats and caps, one serious and the other flashing a sly grin. A tintype of a family, stiff posed and grim faced. Another of a familiar looking house from a bygone era. 
The other table held what appeared to be tools but a card laying below it read: murder weapons. A broad axe with a brittle haft. A shillelagh with a lethal looking business end and an antique pistol. Black gunmetal and a handgrip of burled walnut. The cylinder removed and placed upright showing six chambers bored for 44 calibres. The maker’s mark, Colt. 
Straddling both card tables was a crate of rough milled cedar, lined with yellowed burlap. Resting atop this was a long sooty bone, its porous surface carbonized black. Without its sister bones for context, it could have been anything. A leg bone from a horse or cow. Anything. 
Above it all was Corrigan. Arms folded across his chest. Contempt set into the line of his mouth and blooms of red in his eyes. Drunk, belligerent. 
A man in the crowd pointed to the bone. Belly tipping over his belt, his accent screaming Yank. Michigan maybe. “You telling me that’s an actual bone from your murdered family? Come on…” 
“The crime scene was walked through and picked over by half the town before the constable dragged his drunken hide to the site. The locals took souvenirs.” Corrigan lifted the blackened bone from its nest. “Now their descendants are searching their attics and cellars, digging out these trinkets of their guilty past and returning them to me.” 
“That’s just some old cow bone.” 
Corrigan offered it up to the man. “It’s a femur. The leg bone from one of the men. James, John or maybe Thomas. Go on, touch it. See if it’s real.” 
The man backed off, as if the bone was diseased. Others grumbled, calling him a liar. Scolding Corrigan to put that nastiness away, there’s children about. 
Jim pushed in, face to face with Corrigan. “Give it a rest already. No one wants to see this stuff.” 
“They blocked our road, Jim. A desperate attempt to shut me down and keep people away.” Corrigan raised his hands in false surrender. “I had no choice but to bring the truth to town.” 
“This is just gruesome,” Jim said. “And cheap.” 
“It’s our heritage, Jim. Our town, where crimes are buried and murderers prosper.” 
A woman shouted him down, calling his story fiction. The bellied man accused him of desecrating human remains and another said he should be arrested for wielding a firearm in public. Corrigan just grinned, poking the hornet’s nest. 
A lighter flicked and the little flame was set to the frayed edges of the swinging effigy. The straw man went up fast, flames licking up the rope to the leaves. More hollering and cursing as the thing was pulled down and stomped. The smell of burnt cloth and August wildfires. 
“Somebody call the cops,” brayed the fat man but the cops were already here. 
Constable Bauer pushed through the crowd, calling out a name but not Corrigan’s. “Jim! Jim Hawkshaw!”
Jim and Emma flinched, like they were guilty of some unknown offence. The police officer waved at them to come forward. One hand clutching Travis by the shirt collar, as if the boy might bolt. 
~
The injured boy was taken to a tent and given an ice-pack to hold against his cut cheek. Francie Whitman worked at St. Mary’s Hospital in Exford but had taken the weekend off to work the first aid station for the duration of the festival. The worst she expected to encounter were skinned knees and sunstroke. The boy moaning into the ice pack would have to go to the hospital. Francie wasn’t equipped to stitch cuts in her meagre station. 
Brant asked for his mom and dad but the broken tooth and swelled lip garbled his speech to a babbling mewl. Unable to decipher any of that, the nurse rubbed his back and told him to be brave. 
Travis stood outside the tent with his head bowed, caught between the OPP officer and his parents. As if there was some debate as to who was taking him away. Could the cop even do that, haul him away to the paddy cell with all the drunks and brawlers? Given the absolute shitstorm he was in for when he got home, maybe the paddy was the better fate. 
Emma was apoplectic, Jim red-faced. Constable Bauer provided a few details but none of it made any sense. Travis just attacked the boy out of the blue, no provocation. Assault with a weapon. 
“What weapon?” Jim asked. 
The constable produced a wadded paper towel, seeped damp with blood and unfolded it. The brass knuckles glinted under the patio lights. 
Emma covered her mouth. Jim snatched Travis by the collar. “You used this on that kid? Where the hell did you get this?” When the boy said nothing, Jim shook him. “Where did you get this!” 
“I found it.” 
“Bullshit! Who did you get it from?” 
“Easy.” The constable put a hand on Jim’s shoulder. “Let’s not make this any worse.” 
Emma rubbed her temple. “How could this get any worse?”
“This wasn’t just a schoolyard fight,” Constable Bauer said. “The Coogan boy is seriously hurt. I don’t know how his parents will react but they’d be within their rights to charge your son with assault.” 
“Oh god.” The blood drained out of Emma’s already paling face. She felt dizzy. 
Two people rushed past them to the nurse’s station. The injured boy’s parents. 
Jim held his breath and pushed down the rage rumbling up his throat. He leaned down eye-level to Travis and said, “We need to fix this right now. Apologize to that boy.” 
Travis didn’t move. Just take me to jail. Anything but apologize to that sack of shit. He felt his dad’s hand grip his shoulder, turn him around and march him to the tent. 
The Coogan boy was a mess. Strings of red drool swung off his chin, snot running down his broken nose. Francie the nurse lifted away the ice-pack from the boy’s cheek. A deep cut, still welling up with blood. It didn’t seem real to Jim. How could his son have done that? 
Jim cleared his throat, spoke up. “Mr. Coogan, my son would like to apologize…” 
“Get that little bastard away from my son!” Mrs. Coogan lashed out with so much rage, Jim leaned back, thinking she was going to swing. Her teeth bared. “Look at what your son did! You ought to be ashamed of yourself!” 
Mr. Coogan said nothing, just patted his son’s back. Emma stepped up, hoping to talk the mother down. “Liz, I’m sorry. I don’t understand how this—”
“What kind of people are you? Raising such a vicious child. Brant’s lost a tooth for God’s sakes!” 
Francie stepped between them, defusing the whole thing. “Is your car close by? You need to take Brant to the hospital. He’ll need a few stitches for that cut.”
Mrs. Coogan wailed at the thought. Brant’s father helped his son up and walked him out of the tent. He looked at Jim and Emma and, in an icy tone, told them he was laying charges against their son. 
Constable Bauer watched the boy limp away before turning back to Jim and Emma. “Take the boy home. If I see him back here or in town, I’ll drive him straight to juvenile lockup. Understand?” 
Escorting their son to the parking lot, Jim wondered if they could pack the boy off to his grandmother’s for the rest of the summer. 
~
Nothing was said on the drive home, away from the twinkling lights and prom night haze. Back to the old farmhouse with its worn out floors and houseflies buzzing against the windows. Jim driving too fast, Emma unable to shake the image of the boy’s broken face. Travis withered between them like a spooked hermit crab.
When he got out, Travis ran for the house. Letting the screen door bang behind him, marching for the stairs. The haven of his room. Jim barked at him to stop, take a seat. Good or bad, it all came to a head around the kitchen table. Emma chewed her lip, the whole drive home debating how to deal with this. Calm and cool, detach her emotions and get the boy to talk. Draw it out of him. Yelling at Travis would only make him withdraw into a silent shell. She needed to pull Jim aside and tell him how to broach this but he didn’t give her a chance. Unloading on the boy, he’d already blown any chance at getting to the bottom of this. The rage of the father trumping the needs of the child. 
Jim leaned against the counter and pinned the boy with a stare. Minutes ticked over and still Jim said nothing, just squaring Travis until a bead of sweat stung the boy’s eye. And then Jim laid into him. Why did he attack that boy? Sneaking up and sucker-punching him like a weasel. Where had he gotten the brass knuckles and had his brains completely fallen out of his fucking head for brutalizing someone like that? 
Travis wilted. His eyes glassed over, mentally fleeing somewhere far, far away. The barking of his father melding into the white noise of crickets. Isn’t that how torture victims dealt with their torment? 
Emma stepped in when her husband’s rage was spent. She knelt down eye-level with Travis and told him they need to understand what had happened. What had that boy done to him? How had Brant Coogan hurt him to provoke that kind of anger? 
Travis gave up nothing. He wasn’t even in the room. 
Jim watched his son sit there like a stump. He could taste the contempt in the back of his throat, the simmering rage fire back up. It sickened him the way she mollycoddled the little prince and in a crystal flash he saw how this was all her fault. She had prissied and babied the boy into this state, still wiping his ass and indulging his limitless egotism, his infantile tantrums. Jim thought of his own father and all the harsh lessons the old man had taught him. His body held testimony to those lessons. The bent index finger, broken after he’d backed the family car into a tree. The gap in his jaw where a fist had knocked a molar loose. The lip of scar tissue trailing up his back. 
The schooling hurt but the lessons stuck, seared fast with pain. 
And here was his own son, the inheritor of the Hawkshaw legacy, spoiled into milquetoast by this overbearing woman and all her TV-fed, Oprah, feel-good bullshit. It wasn’t her fault, he realized. Emma simply hadn’t been raised right. He saw the flaw in her bloodline. She too had been mollycoddled and indulged. It explained why she had no stomach for harsh lessons or ugly truths. But he’d be damned if she would poison their son with it any longer. 
“Travis.” His voice cold, cutting off Emma. “Answer your mother or so help me God you will end up worse than that boy you bludgeoned.” 
Travis bounced his heel off the chair leg. “Now you act all tough. You act like a coward with bullies in town but you get all big man with me? Real tough, dad.” 
Like a hot needle prodding an exposed nerve. Jim launched off the counter and threw Travis against the table. His hand came down hard across the boy’s face, snapping his head back like a tetherball. Cables popped up Jim’s neck. His teeth snapped, raging at the boy to never speak to him like that again. 
Travis sunk to the floor. Emma screamed at him to stop, pushing him away but Jim didn’t budge, chewing the boy’s ear. “You’re too old to hide behind your mother anymore.”
Emma knocked Jim backwards. Travis bolted for the stairs, rabbiting up to his room. Jim sidled back like an accident victim, unsure of what had just happened. The look of pure revulsion on his wife’s face was something he’d never seen before. 
“What is wrong with you?” Emma, coming at him fast. She slammed her palms into him, knocking him back another step. “Don’t you ever hit that boy!” 
“Calm down.” 
“Or what, you’ll smack me around too?” 
Jim took another shove. Told himself to stay calm, let Emma get it out of her system. 
Keep your hands down.
Be still.

Get out. Before something bad happens. 
He walked away, banging out the screen door and across the yard. Emma still roaring at hin. He climbed into the truck and barrelled out the driveway. 
Emma paced the floor until she cooled. Splashed cold water over her face. 
Overhead, a thud. She crossed to the landing and hollered up the staircase for Travis to come down. 
No response. The stairs rose into darkness, the hallway light off. His door still closed. 
She went up the stairs. Slow, like an old woman. The adrenaline burned off, leaving her hands shaky. 
“Travis?” Tapping on his door, her toes caught in the band of light at the sill. “I’m coming in, honey.” 
The room wasn’t empty, just the opposite. Cluttered with a twelve-year old boy’s things. Dirty clothes on the floor, a stack of comics near the bed. A desk meant for homework but piled high with anything but. Firecrackers and a jackknife. 
The only thing missing was Travis. The window pushed open, the threadbare curtain blowing. The sound of bullfrogs tumbling in with the breeze. 
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A TWELVE FOOT drop from the eave to his mother’s vegetable patch. Travis’ bedroom window fed out onto the pitched roof of the mudroom. The shingles broke and slipped under his kicks, crabwalking down to the eaves trough. No other way down. He dangled his feet and jumped. Crashed onto the tomatoes and rolled through the leeks. The soil was soft but the landing was all wrong. He cursed through the sting in his ankle and walked it off. 
Shit, shit, shit!
Limping to the barn, one curse every time his bent ankle came down. Travis spaz-walked through the barn doors and blinked. Fuck. His bike wasn’t here. His dad had tossed it into the back of the truck at the fairgrounds and no one had unloaded when they got home. His old man drove off with his only means of escape rattling around in the box. 
What now? Hide out in the barn all night? His nearest friend was back in town, a two hour hike on good legs in daylight. How long would it take limping in the dark? 
There was only one place to go and Travis realized he’d been thinking of it the moment he decided to crawl out the window. The only friend within two miles. He limped back out of the barn and hobbled west into the clover. Swinging his legs over the old stone fence and wincing all the way through the ditch and up the field to the neighbour’s house. 
The house was dark. No vehicle in the driveway. Travis pushed open the door, knowing it would be unlocked. 
“Mr. Corrigan?” 
He didn’t expect a reply. Feeling his way through the pitch, to the west wall to where he knew the work lamp to be. Patting fingers down its base, he turned his eyes away and clicked it on. The array of lights lit the room and Travis dialled it back to a dull glow. He slumped into a chair and rubbed his burning ankle. He’d wait. Mr. Corrigan wouldn’t mind him being here. 
Travis bored quickly. Up and snooping around, drawn immediately to the big shotgun on the mantelpiece. He traced a finger down the gun barrels, wanting desperately to pick it up but his dad had admonished him endlessly to never never never touch a gun unless he was present. He’d wait until Mr. Corrigan came back and ask to handle it. Hell, Mr. Corrigan would probably let him blast a few shells too. 
Hobbling to the kitchen, he found a can of cola among the beer in the portable fridge. Travis sucked it back and kept snooping. A workbench had been set up on the east wall, tumbled with Mr. Corrigan’s tools. Hammers, crowbar and a rubber mallet, most of which he’d used himself to tear down walls and rip out the old wiring. A length of chain coiled loose. He lifted it, trailing the end to a big metal contraption. A wide base with two hoops of banded steel. Seeing the serrated teeth of the iron hoops, Travis realized what it was. A coyote trap, the kind that snapped the animal’s leg in those cruel looking teeth. 
Weird. There weren’t coyotes in this part of the country, much less bears or wolves or anything else one would use the trap for. What did Mr. Corrigan want it for? 
~
The rage festering in Jim’s gut had nowhere to go but the gas pedal. The argument replayed in his head over and over in a sickening loop, thinking up clever comebacks and cruel jabs but the loop ended with his hand striking his son’s face. The look in the boy’s eyes. Shock, then fear. Looking at him like he was some monster. 
When the adrenaline burned off, all that anger curdled in his stomach. Jim pulled to the shoulder, tipped out of the cab and threw up on the gravel. 
What the hell had he done?
Travis was born in March, thirteen days early. Holding the red-faced baby, Jim was humbled and awed and scared shitless. He made a silent vow to be the best dad he could be. Or at least better than his own father. They all do, sons vowing to euchre the father in legacy and honour. Wiping strings of mucous from his lips, Jim realized how disastrously he had failed. No better than his own vicious-tempered old man. 
What is bred in the bone will never be out of the flesh.
Where the hell had he read that? Not long ago. A bumper sticker? No, an engraving. Whittled into the flagstone of the hearth at the old Corrigan place. Corrigan. Jim climbed back under the wheel and realized where his son had gotten the brass knuckles. Who else would have given a thirteen year-old a weapon like that? 


The banner straddling the main drag crinkled in the breeze, welcoming all to the Heritage Festival. Cars lined both sides of the streets, chewing up all of the parking spaces. Tourists and locals traipsing along the sidewalks. Kate’s festival was a hit. Jim trawled past the smokers outside the Dublin House and swung down Newcastle Road towards the fair grounds. 
The parking lot had cleared, a few hard-goers still trying to win prizes or swinging plastic cups in the beer garden. Jim stomped through the grass to the willow tree looking for Corrigan but the man had vanished along with his blasphemous display. The only thing left was the noose swinging from the branch and the charred ashes of the straw man. 
He knew Corrigan wouldn’t be in the beer garden but to hell with it, he wanted a drink. He spotted Hitchens, crowding a picnic table alongside Murdy and a few others, but he steered for the bar. Ale sloshed into a plastic cup, he looked out over the picnic tables. Puddy’s regular patrons, hunkered down for the duration. God help them when the beer tent closed and they all raced out of the lot for last call at the Dublin. 
The din was loud, everyone talking over one another. Except for the other lone drinker at the far end of the tent, a picnic table all to himself. Unfinished business. 
“Hey Houdini. That was quite the vanishing act you pulled on me.” 
Gallagher’s eyes lifted from his drink. “Jim.” 
Jim leaned an elbow on the plastic gingham tablecloth. “Why’d you disappear on me the other night?” 
“Trouble brews, I employ the wiser part of valour.” 
“What’s that?” 
“One’s legs.” The old man looked back into his drink. 
“You said you had something to show me. About the Corrigan family.” 
“Did I?” The old man’s brow stitched into a hundred creases. “That night’s a bit foggy.” 
“You said you had proof.” 
“I say a lot of things when I’m in my cups, Jimbo.” He swatted the notion away. “Idle talk, nothing more.” 
Jim pushed the man’s cup away. “Show me.” 
“Let it go, Jimmy. No good can come of it. Now gimme my drink before I knock your teeth in.” 
Jim smiled, returned the cup to him. “Drink up. Then we’ll go.” 
~
Gallagher rode shotgun, directing Jim back up Newcastle to Galway. Jim tried a little chitchat, asking the old man what he thought of the festival but Gallagher just grunted and jostled along on the bench seat. 
“Take Hamilton, come up behind town hall.” Gallagher cocked a thumb at the next street. “We don’t want anyone seeing us.” 
A naked bulb lit the loading dock at the rear of the town hall building. Next to it, a door marked as a staff entrance. To the left another door, unlit and unmarked. 
Gallagher slid his legs out and disembarked slowly. Jim stifled the urge to lift the old man out like a toddler. 
 “This way.” Gallagher nodded to the unmarked door. He picked through a ring of keys, squinting in the squalid light. 
“Do you want a hand?”
“Here.” He slotted the key into the lock and pulled the handle. A squeal of rust grinding together. “Watch your step.” 
He patted the wall for the switch and a bulb popped on. Steps leading down and a brittle handrail that looked ready to fall. Gallagher grunted down each step, knees in agony, until they gained the landing. 
Stacks lined both sides of a long room, shelves crowded with dusty boxes. Rows of folding chairs stacked against a wall. Enormous picture frames left to rot in the corner. Cobwebs and the damp smell of mould. 
“What is all this?” 
“Archives,” said Gallagher. “Records and documents. Land surveys and marriage records. Junk.” 
Gallagher shuffled down the aisle. Jim let the old man lead the way at his glacial pace. He looked over the shelves, snooping. Old plaques and a broken bust of Churchill, a mounted stag’s head with its black marble eyes. Portraits of the queen shrouded in plastic sheeting. One shelf held nothing but globes, a dusty constellation of earths mapped out with dominions and empires that no longer existed. All of it cast in shafts of light bleeding through the stacks. 
Gallagher snailed past it all to the far end of the room and stopped before a bookshelf. Tall but narrow, the wood yellowed with age. “Here,” he said, waving at the shelf. “Help me move this.” 
“What for?”
“Just take your end.” 
Jim pulled the shelf forward, scraping it across the gritty floor. Books tumbled and flopped open on the concrete. Jim gathered them up. “What exactly are you showing me?” 
“Hidden things, buried long ago.” Gallagher straightened up, a hand to the small of his back. “My father was the magistrate for this township. As was his dad before him.” 
“Magistrate?” Jim cocked an eyebrow. Old Gallagher had been the custodian for the town hall and library for thirty years before retiring. Or was forced to retire, according to him. He’d been a gravedigger too, as a younger man, and often told gruesome stories about what really happened to the dead at the Queen’s Lawn Cemetery out on the other side of river. “So what happened to you? Didn’t follow the old man into the family business?” 
Gallagher wheezed, dust roiling around him. “Stuffed shirts like that, not for me. Corrupt too. You wouldn’t believe the shenanigans my old dad used to tell me. So no, I was not one for the family business. Preferred honest work myself. Digging bones out of the graveyard to make way for new ones was cleaner work.” 
Something ran over Jim’s foot, nails ticking on the floor. Jim jumped, repulsed like a schoolgirl. “What the fuck was that?”
“Rats. The place is infested with them.” Gallagher laughed at him then nodded to the shelf, grasping his end. “One more tug, just a little further.” 
They scraped the shelf another foot, Jim scouring the floor for more vermin. He circled but saw no more rats. The old man snickered at his little jig and Jim groused at him. “Just get on with it, for Chrissakes. Then we can get out of here.” 
The old man lowered his bulk down to one knee, wincing as his arthritic knee touched the damp slab floor. Smoothing his palm over the clean patch of wall where the shelf had been. His fingertips traced a faint line in the stucco. He made a fist and banged the wall. The line deepened into a seam and Jim saw the patch of wall held a removable frame. A rectangle, three feet tall by two wide. Gallagher pushed one end in until the other end popped free. Shimmying the rectangle back and forth, he slid the false panel free. “Take this.” 
Jim gripped the frame and leaned it against the shelf. On the wall before them gaped a rectangle of darkness. Gallagher reached into it and Jim winced, imagining the old man’s hands plunging into a nest of rats. The old man grunted and tugged, hauling something out of the breach. It tipped over the edge and thudded to the floor. 
 “What is that?” 
Gallagher wiped his sleeve across the top, clearing the dust. A metal strongbox, girded in iron and studded with brass. The lid fixed with a tongue and hoop but no lock. 
“Bad business.” Gallagher reached his hand out to Jim. “Help me up. This cold floor is murdering me.” 
Jim steadied him as the old man swayed on bad legs. Gallagher nodded to their find and Jim lifted the strongbox to a workbench. A lamp was switched on. Jim flipped the lid up and stepped back, expecting to see more vermin lunging for his throat with evil little teeth. A long-legged spider crawled up the lip and disappeared down the side. Nothing more. 
Gallagher reached in and pulled out a folio of cracked leather tied with butcher’s string. He worked the knot loose and folded back the cover. The leather cracked, fragmenting away. Laid bare to the lamplight was a stack of paper, brittle as papyrus. The old man coughed. “Read it.” 
Jim didn’t move. The old man held the page out to him. A list, written in a flowing cursive. The date at the top read 1898. 
“The names of the men charged in the murder of the Corrigan family,” Gallagher said. “Read it.” 
Jim studied the calligraphy, deciphering as best he could and read aloud. “Jonathan Hitchens, Edward McGrath, James Puddycombe, Thomas Farrell, William Berryhill…” He dropped the paper like it was poison, letting fall back to the workbench. He looked at Gallagher. “All of these men were charged? Why is this here? Why is there no record of this?” 
Gallagher coughed again. “The magistrate of the time decided to keep it secret.” 
“Your great-grandfather?” 
“Yes.” 
Jim swallowed. The taste of dust on his teeth. “Were they guilty?” 
The old man nodded. 
“But there was no trial.” Jim shook his head, denying it. “No charges were ever laid.” 
“It was done quietly. Sort of a gentlemen’s agreement until the authorities got to the bottom of it. The charges were later dismissed.” He brushed the dust from his hands. “Everyone knew these men were guilty but they kept mum. A story sprang up about a gang of escaped convicts, running loose over the countryside. Everyone went along with the lie.” 
Jim backed away from it. “Then why the list? If there was no trial, no charges, why is there this list?” 
“There was still an investigation. The guilty parties couldn’t hold their tongues and all were brought before the magistrate.” Gallagher sifted the pages in the folio. “These are all confessions. Judge Charlton Gallagher made each and every man dictate and sign. Then he put them all into this box and hid the damn thing away.” 
Jim shook his head again, as if he could wish it all away. “Why? Why would he cover it up like this?” 
“To keep the peace. There’s more than twenty names on that list. And those are just the men who committed the deed. Add to that everyone who knew what had happened, that’s half the town.” Gallagher slipped a page free from the pile and held it up. “Here. You need to see this.” 
“I’ve seen enough.” 
“Read it,” Gallagher scolded him. “The name at the bottom.” 
Jim took the document, the paper like onionskin in his fingers. The script was cramped and hard to decipher. Then it became crystal clear. “Robertson James Hawkshaw.” 
The old man nodded. “Your ancestor. Robbie Hawkshaw was the ringleader of the vigilante group. He led the assault on the Corrigan home that night.” 






February 28, 1898
I, Robertson James Hawkshaw, did wilfully and with malice commit murder and violence to the family of James Orin and Mary Agnes Corrigan and their children; John James, Thomas Finn, Michael Patrick and Bridgette Mary Corrigan.
Murder, so help me God, was not my intention that night. The Vigilance Peace Society had assembled in John Murdy’s tavern to discuss plans to protect ourselves from our tormentors. James Corrigan and his sons, Thomas and Michael, were to give depositions in their lawsuits against myself, Fergus Hitchens and Tom Berryhill. Our intentions that evening were simply to warn the Corrigan men not to depose and frighten them into dismissing their various legal pursuits.
The meeting at the tavern adjourned just before midnight and we resolved to reconvene at the Roman Line school house within the hour. Twenty-one of us in all crowded into that little building. James Corrigan and myself had built that school house long ago, back before the feuding began, before the Corrigans began their campaigns of abuse and intimidation. Charley Puddycombe brought a bottle, the rest of us brought what weapons we had or could obtain.

It was decided that we should disguise our faces and Michael Keefe reached into the woodstove and scooped out the cinders. We blacked our faces with soot until only our eyes shone. A frightening sight we were, like dark wraiths, and I shudder to recall it now. With our masks in place, I led the men across the snow to the house of our enemies that night, February 4, year of Our Lord 1898.
We surrounded the house and hailed the Corrigans. I stove the door in and James Corrigan charged at me with an old army pistol. I shot him in the chest with my rifle and he fled out the back where Tom Berryhill skewered him with a pitchfork.
I shot and killed Michael Corrigan in the parlour room. I killed Mary Corrigan in the kitchen by dashing her skull with her own shillelagh. 
Thomas and John Corrigan were killed by the other men in our group. Bridgette Corrigan was attacked and defiled in one of the upstairs rooms but I had no part in that business so help me God. 
When the awful business was done, we dragged the bodies into the barn and I scattered lamp oil through the hay and set it ablaze with a match.
In our madness, none of us thought to look for the youngest member of the family, the cub Robert. 
When the deed was done, each man swore themselves to secrecy and we dispersed to our homes. Few of the men kept their tongues, blathering it all to their wives and when the women learn of a secret they none can keep it, even when it means condemning their own husbands.
To these crimes I confess with an open heart and may the Lord have mercy on my soul;
Robertson James Hawkshaw
The Hawkshaw farm,
Lot 12, the Roman Line
Pennyluck, Ontario
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“TRAVIS!” 
The barn was dark and humid. Emma stepped through the bay doors and into the pitch, calling out to her son. It shouldn’t be this dark in here. She’d told both Jim and Travis a hundred times to leave one light on for the horse. A hundred times they’d forgotten. 
“Travis? Come on out, honey!” 
She patted the beam until she found the switch and the bulb glowed through a gauze of cobwebs. The stalls, tack room and bay were empty. She crossed to the ladder and hollered up the monk hole to the hayloft. Again, no answer. Emma cursed and went up. The smell of old hay was ripe, the air even hotter. She walked to the open loft door at the far side but there was no Travis, no sign he had even come up here. 
Back down the ladder. The horse woke and swung its head over the stall door. She stroked Smokey’s jowl and spoke softly into her ear. Summer nights, she’d leave the horses in the paddock but the weather report had called for thunderstorms so had brought the animal inside. She whispered goodnight and stepped away. The goat stood with one hoof in its trough, watching her with marbled alien eyes. 
The storage shed was empty, as was the old Chevy rotting on cinderblocks behind it. The door groaned in rusty protest as she pulled it open. Travis used to play in this old hulk. Judging by how badly the door was seized, he hadn’t been in here in a long time. 
Where else would he be? His bicycle was still in the back of the truck when Jim stormed off. Travis would be stuck here unless he decided to walk the six miles back into town. Unlikely, the way Travis shambled and dawdled like an old lady. So where was he? Unless he ran due south and clear into the field, there was simply nowhere else to go. The creek maybe. 
Panicking, she called out again. Screaming his name into the night, to the stars overhead. The wind blew the clover stalks over her shins, the air damp and heavy. She could feel the downpour building, ready to burst. And Travis out there somewhere, caught in it. 
Images flicked through her mind’s eye like a snapping Viewmaster reel, all of them horrid. Travis lying in a ditch, broken and bleeding from being hit by a car. Lost in the dark down near the creek. Fallen in, flailing in the cold water and carried off in the current. She told herself to stop it but her brain wouldn’t shut down. 
A dull patter rose all around her, the dusty driveway darkening in dots of rain. She held out a palm to feel the rain coming down on the heat. Feel it specking her face. With a rising roar it deluged down, forcing her back into the barn. She stood dripping under the eaves and watched the wall of rain pummel everything in sight. 
She needed to call Jim, get him back here to help look for their son. Emma took a breath and darted into the rain for the house. Instantly drenched, the cool rain soaking clean through her shirt, shoes. 
Out there in the drizzling dark, a twinkle of light snagged her eye. She stopped, shielded her eyes against the rain and tried to pinpoint it. Was it Travis out there in the dark? Did he have a flashlight? Stepping back two paces, she retraced her steps until the distant sparkle appeared and held true. 
A pinprick of light in the window of the old Corrigan place. 
~
To the revellers in the fair grounds, the rain gave no warning. No patter of scattered drops allowing the unwary to scamper for shelter. It came down in a solid sheet and steamed up from the ground on the first strike. The rabble squealed and ran for the tents, the nearest tree. A riot of honking from the parking lot as every car pulled out at the same time. 
The crowd inside the beer garden had thinned but the downpour drove them back under the tent. The collective body heat and wet hair sweltered the tent into a sauna. To hell with it they said and all went to the bar. The staccato of raindrops on the canvass overhead drowned out all but the hoarsest of voices. 
Bill Berryhill leaned his elbows on a picnic table and watched the rain come down. Felt it well up in the grass under his boots. The whole beer garden would be a mud pit within minutes, everyone churning the wet grass underfoot. 
A hip jostled his back as the tent crowded up and Berryhill turned and shoved the offending asshole away. No one said anything. Bill marked his territory with a clear warning to stay the hell away from him. The look in his eyes was pure murder, settled there since his truck was torched. Without wheels, he’d been forced to either borrow the rustbucket pickup from work or, worse, have Combat Kyle ferry him around. Kyle drove a Corolla, his mother’s car, and it stank of old peppermints and menthols. Dead embarrassing. 
Bill despised Kyle and when the little man returned to the table with four plastic cups, Bill looked at him with contempt. He took a sip and spat. “This piss has gone warm.” 
Kyle swilled his back and nodded in agreement. Bill could have told Kyle that he was a weasel-faced motherfucking faggot and Kyle would have nodded sagely. Six more cups of the warm swill and Bill would do exactly that. 
“Fucking insurance.” Bill gulped down half the cup. “Said they aren’t doing anything until they get the police report about the fire. You believe that shit? You know how long that’s gonna take?” 
Kyle stuck a cigarette between his lips and lit up. He said nothing, staring at the birthday candle flame on the lighter. 
Bill spit into the grass. “I can’t let that piece of shit get away with this. Fucking payback time, man.” 
Kyle perked up at the prospect of something fun. Petty violence and mindless destruction, these were Combat Kyle’s two passions. His skill set. 
“Thing is, it’s gotta be the appropriate response. The message has gotta be clear, the damage painful. This guy’s gotta learn not to fuck with me.” 
Kyle sat up even straighter. If he had a tail, it would have wagged. Eyes alight, Kyle puckered his lips and spoke. “T-t-t-t-t…” 
Bill cocked back his thumb and pointed a finger at him. “Bingo. Torch the fucker’s truck back. Exactly what I was thinking.” Bill downed half of his fresh cup and flung the dregs into the grass. “Let’s get the fuck outta here.” 
~
Kate sat on a pew bench in the lobby of the town hall, listening to the rain hit the sidewalk. She’d come back to pick up any messages and flipped through the pink memo paper. Most people had her cell number. These messages were from those who didn’t and there were thirty-two of the damn things. 
Up before sunrise to oversee the start of the day, she’d gone gangbusters without a break. The pipers and the parade and the speeches and the hoe-downs. The 4-H club bake sale, the Knights of Columbus barbecue and vacation giveaway. The messages in her hand blurred into pink squares. Sixteen hours on her feet and the thought of getting up seemed impossible. Maybe she could just stretch out on the pew and sleep here. 
The racket at the door forced her eyes open. The cadence of footfalls on the marble. Quick and urgent. Trouble. Expecting Charles or Melissa, she was surprised to see Jim. More surprised at the colour of his face. Pale, like he’d donated a few pints of blood. 
“Kate.” His voice was agitated and winded, like he’d ran the whole way. “You have to see this.” He held something in his hand. 
Nothing but a blur to her unfocused retinas. “Can you help me to my car?” 
“You okay?” He stopped, looked her over. 
“Whatever it is will have to wait till tomorrow. Sorry” She gripped the lip of the bench, tried to stand. “Forget my car. Just drive me home. I’m so tired I feel drunk.” 
Kate faltered, he caught her arm. Settled her back onto the pew. “Easy.” 
He sat next to her and Kate closed her eyes. Her arm wrapped around his elbow and held on, like they were at the movies. Something slapped onto her lap, exploding her peace. An old leather folio, its cover cracked and flaking. Yellowed paper slipping from the seams. 
“Read it.” 
Pushing it away. “Tomorrow.” 
“Corrigan was right all along,” he said. “That’s the proof. Signed confessions from the men who committed the murders.” 
“What are you talking about?” She blinked, trying to focus on the thing in her lap. 
He opened the bundle, flipping through the loose pages. Stopping at one, he ran his finger down a list of names. “They did it. Our ancestors killed those people. Just like Corrigan said” His finger tapped the paper. “Yours too. Look.” 
Her eyes took forever to F-stop the cursive script and decipher what it said. Patrick Ferguson Farrell. A heartbeat and then another and then it exploded in her brain. 
“Where did you get this?” 
He told her. About Gallagher and the hole in the wall. The secret hidden in the archives and the ugly thing that now sat in her lap. Kate pushed it away onto the bench. 
“All this time.” He leaned back against the pew. “What are we going to do?” 
Kate rubbed her eyes then shook her head. 
He mistook it for a shrug. “We have to tell him. We have to tell everyone.” 
“No.” 
“We can’t keep this a secret anymore. You have to make it public.” 
She straightened her back. “And tell people what? That their ancestors were murderers?” 
“Jesus, Kate. You want to stay mum about this because someone’s feelings are gonna get hurt?” 
“It’s more than that now.” Kate pointed at the door, as if Corrigan was right outside. “The man’s made claims against a dozen people in town. Their businesses, property.” Shaking her head again. “No. It was a different time back then, different world. You go back far enough, everyone has a guilty past. What good will this do now?” 
It took a moment to register. “You have to make this public. People are ready to lynch this guy. Come clean with this and he’ll be satisfied. Yes, it will be a shock but everyone will deal with it. End this stupid feud now.” He tapped the folio between them. “Do the right thing.” 
“Don’t get righteous with me, Jim,” she said. “It’s bigger than simply right or wrong, for God sakes. People’s livelihoods are at stake. This,” she nodded to the cracked folio, “this will tear the town apart. It’s a bomb.” 
“I don’t believe this.” 
“We have to think it through. That’s all I’m saying.” Her vision swam. “And I’m too tired to think anymore.” 
“Do the right thing. Or I’ll do it for you.” 
He turned and walked out the door, leaving the folio behind. 
Kate pushed the thing further down the pew. It smelled awful. 
~
ASSHOLE. LIAR. 
The words gouged deep into the paint with something big. Bigger than a set of keys at least. A screwdriver maybe. The letters tall and fairly straight. Someone had taken their time to do it right, not some passerby scoring paint. They had smashed out the right tail light and driver’s side window too. 
Corrigan had parked his truck well away from the fair ground parking lot for exactly this reason. Not far enough. Someone had spotted it hiding under the maple tree and came calling. The list of suspects was narrow and he was surprised the vandal could spell. Perhaps he had some help. 
He loaded his treasures into the back. The shattered bone bundled into a gingham cloth and tied off, like some hobo’s lunch. Unlatching a side panel, he reached past the bungee cords and jumper cables and slipped out the black nightstick. A police truncheon, solid and lethal. A Paddy whacker, as they used to call it. 
The party had thinned to all but the most earnest of drinkers but the humidity rolling out from under the beer tent hit like a sauna as Corrigan stepped out of the rain. He ducked under the drooping flap and surveyed the tables. Dripping from the rain, the nightstick slick in his hand. The truncheon was an equalizer, him being alone, and a warning to any resident Paddies looking for a fight. The volume dropped a decibel as eyeball after eyeball swung around to see what the fuss was. 
Perfect, he thought, watching every face turn his way. The guilty paint-gouger would, upon seeing him, turn away quickly. No one did and big Bill Berryhill was nowhere among the picnic tables. The faces regarded him and his fuckstick and then drifted back to their conversations. Only one set of eyes lingered and when Corrigan hawked them out, the eyes turned away. Guilty. If not of trashing his truck then of something else. 
The boozers parted before him. Corrigan ordered and leaned against the makeshift rail beside those guilty eyes now shunning him. The bartender slid his plastic cup across and Corrigan drank but said nothing. He simply stared down at the old reprobate until a bead of sweat ran down Gallagher’s leathery neck. 
 “Ye want something?” 
“Yes. The cocksucker who keyed my truck.” 
“Wasn’t me.” 
“I didn’t say it was.” Corrigan sipped, soured at the swill in his cup. “But the guilty man still averts his eyes. So tell me, Mister Gallagher, what are you guilty of?” 
Gallagher laughed. “What am I not guilty of is the short answer. Like all of us. You do what you can to abide the rest.” 
“That’s true. But you’ve yet to look me in the eye. Why is that? Some guilty worm of a secret in your petrified little heart. So what is it? Tell me.” 
“Piss off.” 
Corrigan warmed to the cantankerous lecher and leaned in, elbow to elbow. “You know something and it’s written all over that craggy face of yours. So how about I just stare at you until you fess up.” 
Gallagher shooed him away as if he were a mosquito in his ear. “Do us a favour, mister Corrigan. Fuck off back to whatever rock you crawled out from.” 
“This must be a juicy one.” Corrigan flagged the bartender and twirled a finger over their cheap plastic cups. “Whiskey for my friend here! A tall one.” 
Gallagher watched the bartender pour and slide the cup under his nose. Corrigan bounced the nightstick off his knee. “Bottoms up, granddad. I got all night.” 
The old man shuddered. The devil’s punch under his nose, the fiend at his elbow. He was tired. Too bone weary to endure those eyes glaring at him. Who could? His calcified heart muscle banging against his ribs. One, two, three. 
Martin Gallagher lifted the cup and told the devil what he had done. 
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RAIN DRUMMED OVER the metal roof of the pickup. Water sluice down the windshield, blurring the world in shimmery distortion. Jim’s clothes were sopped and the rainwater dripping from his hair rinsed away the grimed sweat of his neck. 
He didn’t see the rain, just the cramped script of the confessions. The illegible cursive signature of his predecessor. The scrawls of the other confessed men, names he knew by their descendants. Friends and enemies, school chums and hockey mates. His family’s prosperity built on a bonepile of ash and blood. Murder and secrecy. Denial and collusion. All those lessons scolded into him by his parents about right and wrong, respect and worth. The same ones he had drilled into his own son. All of it a joke. A house of bricks built over festering swampland. 
It was like that time he almost drowned. Sixteen years old, swimming the creek with friends on a humid July night. Down past the bend where there were no lights, hurtling themselves off the broken pier into the black water. Hitting the river at an odd angle, Jim had plunged and lost his bearings. Nothing but blackness, no lights to guide him back to the surface. Disoriented, he had swum in the wrong direction. Straight down. Panic ulcering his belly and his eyes screaming for help, Jim swallowed half the river before bursting the surface. Sobs masked under the coughing, the night hiding the shame on his cheeks. The other boys laughed at him. The panic was acute, the terror of not knowing which way to swim. Which way was up.
He had forgotten that sickening feeling but seeing the awful truth written on the old parchment brought it all back. Was he swimming for the surface or clawing his way to the cold bottom? 
Jim shook his head and pulled away from the curb, driving on autopilot into the rain. All he wanted was to get home and see Emma and Travis. They would orient him, show him which way was up. 
He didn’t see the other vehicle until it hit him. 
The sideview mirror lit white. A sudden flash that something was very wrong. The other vehicle smashed the front end and his head knocked against the window. Jim stomped the brakes and the tires locked on the wet pavement. The nose spun one way, the tail end swinging the other way. The pickup hurtled ass first into the gravel. 
White-knuckled on the steering wheel, Jim gasped for air. What had he done? Driving off into the rain, his mind somewhere else like a fucking idiot. Where was the other vehicle? 
Headlights pierced the rainfall. An SUV rolling to a stop. Jim swung out from under the wheel, hollering to the other driver, asking if they were okay. Squinting against the raindrops, he recognized the black Toyota FJ. Corrigan was already marching across the puddles. 
“Corrigan?” Jim didn’t understand. “What the hell happened?” 
Corrigan hit him full freight, slamming him back against the truck. Shaking him by the collar, like his dad used to when drunk. “Where is it?” Hot whiskey breath on his face. “Where is the fucking confession?” 
This wasn’t an accident. The crazy son of a bitch had run him off the road. He shoved him off but Corrigan would not let go. They tussled and shoved and punched in the rainfall, slipping in the puddles. Cursing one other to hell. Jim felt his knee buckle and Corrigan dove after him, swinging to box his ears. He ducked and Corrigan slipped, his own momentum sprawling him to the road. 
Jim hobbled away, wanting enough room to swing. “Are you outta your fucking mind?!” 
Corrigan kicked out and hobbled the bad knee. Timber. A heartbeat and they had reversed positions. Jim scrambled to get up but the vertigo rushed back, spinning his head. Which way was up? 
Corrigan towered over him, bellowing through the rain. “The old drunk told me everything. The confessions of the guilty men. The proof! Where is it?” The man’s eyes bansheed with murder, teeth snapping like a wild dog. 
Jim held up a hand. Time-out. “I don’t have it.” 
“Where is it?” 
His knee on fire, Jim cried uncle. “Help me up for Christ’s sakes.” 
Corrigan didn’t move, steam smoking up around him. He cursed and then gripped the proffered hand, pivoting back to pull his neighbour to his feet.
 Jim swung for all he was worth, a haymaker to the jaw. His knuckles screamed in pain but Corrigan went down on his ass. 
“That—” Jim’s turn to holler like a mad dog. “That is for giving my son brass knuckles!” He limped back, snapping his hand to whisk away the sting. “You stupid son of a bitch.” 
Fortunes flipped, Corrigan sat in the wet road and laughed. “Feel better?” 
“Stay away from my family.” 
Corrigan kneaded his jaw. “Enjoy the moment, Jimmy. You won’t get another.” Now he extended a hand. “Help me up.” 
Jim backed up. Was he supposed to fall for that? 
The rain had stopped. Maybe it had stopped all along, Jim didn’t know. Corrigan pushed himself up, shook the muck from his hands. “You should have come to me,” he said. “You should have brought those confessions to me.” 
Jim kept his distance. 
“What does it say? Those papers.” 
Jim teetered on his heels. Seasick. “You were right. About all of it. The men in town marched up to that house and killed everyone inside. All the people you named.” Jim told himself to shut up but it all just spilled out. Burning his throat as he purged. “Mine too. The man who led the mob was a Hawkshaw.” 
“Blood libel,” Corrigan said. The grin stretching across his face was smug and victorious. “Where is this confession?” 
“I don’t have it.” 
“Give it to me.” 
Jim staggered sideways. “It’s out of my hands.” 
“Don’t be part of the lie, Jim. They all need to know. They need to see it.” He took a step forward, fingers balling into fists. “Oh they’ll deny, they’ll call it a hoax. But they’ll know. Deep down, they’ll know that their whole shit-stained world was built on murder and lies.” 
“And then what? You think somebody’s gonna apologize to you? All it will do is make them hate you more.” 
Corrigan laughed. “Poor me.” 
“This is all a joke to you, isn’t it? You’ve pissed off everyone and now they want to hurt you. You need to leave. Now. You proved your point.” 
“The locals are going to get violent? How unusual!” 
Jim was wasting his time, the man deaf to reason. Still. “Get the hell out of town, Corrigan. Because if you don’t, history is going to repeat itself.” 
“Of course history is going to repeat itself! It always does. It has to.” Spit flew from Corrigan’s gnashing teeth. “You don’t think anyone learns from history, do you? Tell me you’re not that naive? We all keep making the same mistakes, no matter how many cautionary tales we’re told. How could it be otherwise?” 
“Stop. I don’t want to hear anymore of your craziness.” 
“We don’t repeat history, Jimbo. It repeats us.” 
The leer on Corrigan’s face was telling. A devil’s perverse grin. It chilled his blood but popped something in his brain. Some twisted puzzle piece clicking into place. “You want this to get violent, don’t you? You want this to happen again.”
“I want justice. Retribution—”
“Drop the martyr act, for one minute.” Jim cut him off, felt himself coming unglued. “You want justice, you’re gonna have to pay for it.” 
“Don’t play me. You don’t have the stomach for it and you will get burned.” His voice dropping octaves. “Where are the confessions?” 
A line drawn in the sand. Jim pictured it in his mind. Tread carefully here. “I’ll give them to you on one condition.” He watched Corrigan’s grin drop away, then he pushed his chips forward. “You have to leave town and never come back.” 
Corrigan scrutinized him with a cold eye, like he’d misjudged his neighbour all along. “That’s hardly fair. I was just starting to like it here.” 
Wrong answer. Jim turned and limped to his truck without a word. “Go to hell.” 
“You’ve got a deal.” 
Jim stopped, one boot on the runner. Expecting to be tricked or trapped. 
“I’ll do it, goddamnit,” Corrigan said. “Where are these papers?” 
“They’re with someone safe.” Jim left the door open, a warning he’d walk away if Corrigan tried to play him again. “This is how it’s going to work. I’ll give you half of the documents now. The rest I’ll courier to whatever rock you crawl back under.” 
The man was already shaking his head, chipping at some leverage. “Jim, you can’t—”
“Yes or no. That’s all you get.” 
Corrigan grunted to the affirmative. Then he grinned, still looking to drive a wedge in. “And you’ll buy me out at your offer?” 
Jim stifled a shudder looking at that perverse grin. It was like looking eye to eye with a coiled snake. “Agreed.” 
No handshake, no gentlemen’s agreement. Jim slid back into his pickup and fired it up.
Corrigan shielded his eyes from the headlights. “Who else knows about this?” 
There was no reply. The truck gunned up out of the ditch and rumbled away. 
~
Thirty minutes ago, Kate could have fallen asleep standing up but now any thought of rest was gone. Back inside the stillness of her office, she gazed into the stone fireplace and cursed Jim Hawkshaw for being such a goddamn busybody. Why couldn’t he just leave it alone? 
She lifted her eyes to the portraits over the hearth. The founding fathers and heroes. Once, she had taken inspiration from these stern faced men ringing the walls of her office, no small sense of pride and tradition. Duty even. Now she just felt dirty and no amount of single malt would scour it away. 
After Jim had stormed out, she had taken the smelly folio to her office and laid it on her desk. Go home, she’d told herself. Leave it till the morning. But who could resist? The foul thing beckoned to be opened, like some forbidden grimoire in a storybook. If Pandora couldn’t resist, how could she? 
It was worse than she could have imagined, all of it there in arch script. Page after page, each man describing their part, their actions, their sins. Each confession ended with a plea for clemency from the magistrate and a prayer of mercy from God Almighty. Repugnant details of the murders. How the mother, Johanna Corrigan, begged for a moment to pray before being bludgeoned with her own shillelagh. How the patriarch was run through with a pitchfork and clubbed so many times his skull was shattered flat into the snow. The girl killed in the loft with a knife, raped before and after. 
Kate turned the rest of the pages, unable to stomach the narrative any longer. The last page in the cracked leather was a letter from Judge Charlton Gallagher, magistrate in charge of the inquest into the Corrigan incident. Judge Gallagher explained how he had forced the confessions from the guilty men but scuttled the laws of Middlesex County and buried the truth. The conviction, imprisonment and eventual hanging of nineteen community leaders would be a devastating blow to their small village. Judge Gallagher declared that the Corrigans had brought their fate upon themselves and the town would be a better place without them. In a clandestine ceremony, the magistrate swore the conspirators to secrecy and bartered their freedom in exchange for a tithe from each, to be paid annually on the anniversary of the crime. The monies from these tithes would be put to public works. Digging roads and erecting a proper town hall. A public library and the town square. The guilty men would police themselves in the keeping of the secret tithe, the judge forewarning that if but one defaulted or lapsed in his obligation, all would be exposed and hanged. Judge Gallagher’s letter ended the same as the confessions did, with a plea for mercy from the Almighty. 
How could anyone sleep after reading that? Kate downed the rest of the scotch but it did nothing to settle her. She had made a decision and would simply have to live with it now. Like those men all those years ago. 
See what tomorrow brings. 
Searching for her damn keys, she heard the doors out in the lobby scrape open. She had forgotten to lock it when Jim left. 
“Hello?” 
No answer, just the click of footfalls on the marble floor. Kate called out again, thinking it must be Jim coming back for more indignation. 
A shadow darkened the doorway and within it appeared William Corrigan. 
Kate Farrell had seen plenty of scary movies in her time, enough that the word ‘ghost’ flittered across her brain as the man seemed to vapour up out of nothing like some stageshow devil. The man knew how to make an entrance. 
Kate held her poker face steady and plucked her keys from her bag. “We’re closed, Mister Corrigan. Any ridiculous complaint you’re here to file will have to wait until Monday.” 
Mister Corrigan strode forward, eyes casting crazily about the room. When they settled on her, she saw how bloodshot his eyes were. Drunk. “Where is it?” 
“It’s late, Mister Corrigan. And I’m leaving.” She motioned towards the door. “Please don’t make me call security.” 
“Jimmy Hawkshaw uncovered the confessions of the men who killed my family,” Corrigan said. He sidestepped the desk. Blocked her path. “He said they were left somewhere safe. That means you.” 
“Get out of my office.” Kate lowered her own voice to equal his menace. “Now. Before I call the police.” 
Corrigan snatched the phone from its cradle. “Let’s call them. Maybe they can find the evidence you’re hiding.” 
She backed up, one hand digging for her cell. “Get the hell out.” 
“All I want are the documents.” He scanned the room again. “Where are they?” 
What was the number for the pub? It was just around the corner and Kate knew that Puddycombe would be here in seconds if she called. A hell of a lot faster than the OPP office or even Ray Bauer, who was still on duty here in town. Keefe, Hitchens or anyone else in the pub would come running if she called. Even Berryhill. 
He sighed. “Don’t play hard to get with me, Kate. It’s unseemly in a woman of your… experience.” 
She stalled for time, remembering only half of the pub’s phone number. What the hell was the rest? 
“What is that smell?” Corrigan’s nostrils flared. Like a hound, his nose tracked to the fireplace. The thing resting in the old grate, coiled up and blackened to a brittle crisp. 
The hearth was limestone, four feet wide as it was tall. The last time she had lit a fire, the place smoked out because the flue was blocked with a bird’s nest. It had been cleared since but it didn’t matter. All she needed to burn this time was a little paper and cracked leather. 
Corrigan knelt on the flagstone and reached into the grate. The carbonized paper fell away under his fingertips, blowing through the air like black snowflakes. All of it disintegrated save for the charred leather spine. 
He roared and Kate winced at the awful sound. All black rage and venom. She crept back and made for the door while his back was turned. 
He spun around. “You evil fucking witch!” 
The look in his eyes. Not human. She ran for the exit. 
Corrigan ran faster. 
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CLICK. 
The shotgun locked shut with a firm snap. Solid and heavy in his hands. Travis seated the stock into his shoulder and brought the barrels up. Cheek flat against the grain and one eye lined down the sight, he swung the gun over the room and drew aim at the door, the window, the desk. Puffing out a gunshot sound with his teeth, pretending to shoot up the room. The gun slung huge in his hands, sleek and intoxicating, but it grew heavy and he couldn’t hold the aim any longer. 
He pushed the lever and broke it at the breech. The barrels empty. He had looked for the shells but couldn’t find where Mr. Corrigan had hidden them. He slid the gun back onto the mantelpiece just as he’d found it. 
Already bored but he didn’t want to go home. Didn’t want to deal with his mom. She’d just insist they talk about what had happened. She’d ask him about his ‘feelings’. Wanting him to cry just so she could feel useful. Any little bruise and she was all over him like a wet blanket. Treating him like a baby, smothering him. It was enough to make you puke. 
No doubt his old man was in the pub drinking with his loser friends. Probably bragging about how he’d given his boy a good backhand. With any luck, Travis thought, the stupid prick would ditch his truck and snap his motherfucking neck. 
Evil thoughts. For sure he was going to Hell. 
The old house ticked and creaked around him. Something scuttled under the floorboards and something other chittered behind the walls. It was the house that did it, made you think evil thoughts. Jesus. How many people were murdered in this place? Six or seven? Ghosts lurking in the dryrot walls, floating in the rafters. 
A stab of light flashed in the window, blinding him. The headlights arced through the room and then cut out. The thump of the door closing. Travis felt a sudden itch to run. He couldn’t remember why he’d come here in the first place. 
The door flung open. Corrigan clomped into the house, breathing heavy as if he’d just run the whole way. He froze when he spotted Travis. Neither moved, two statues in the house. 
Corrigan teetered, his mouth souring. “What do you want?” 
Travis smelled the tang of booze roll across the room. He should have run when he had the chance. His shoulders jumped to his ears. “Needed to get away. So I came here.” 
“Get out.”
“I didn’t touch nothing.” Travis felt his cheeks puff up. “Just had to go somewhere.” 
Corrigan teetered but said nothing. His face was marred by raw marks down his cheeks. Angry red lines. “Did you get cut?” Travis asked. 
“If you’ve come to cry on someone’s teat, you got the wrong house, boy.” Corrigan crossed the room right towards him. As if to wring his neck. Travis crabbed backwards but the man strode past him. 
Mr. Corrigan rummaged a can from the fridge and popped it. Wiped his mouth and looked at the boy standing in the doorway, watching him with little bird eyes. The boy nodded at the iron contraption on the workbench. “What is that stuff?” 
Corrigan flung the can at him. Travis ducked and the missile hit the wall, spraying him with foam. The man’s face twisted into something demonic. “Fucking little snoop.” 
 “I wasn’t.” Travis stuttered, tripping on the consonants. Making him look the liar. 
“You filthy little spy. That’s why you keep coming round, isn’t it? Who put you up to it? Your old man?”
Travis denied it. Unconvincing even to himself. 
“I thought you were a friend.” He was quick, bunching the boy’s collar and pushing him into the wall. “You’re no better than the rest. You’ve betrayed me. Sold me out.” 
“I didn’t!” 
Travis felt himself lifted off the ground, shoes scuffing the floor and Corrigan’s knuckles digging into his collarbone. He screamed at him to let go. 
“Get out!” He flung the boy away, bowling him across the floor. Kicked his arse when he didn’t get up fast enough. “Get out of my house!” 
Bolting for the door, feet tripping on the sill. Travis went ass over tea kettle down the porch steps. The crazy drunk chasing him across the yard. “Go back to your worthless father! You’re all the fucking same, you! Bastards and liars!” 
Travis rabbitted over the crabgrass, fell and ran on. South into the dark of the fields, away from the road. He wanted the darkness, the nothingness of pitch black and no stars. To slip into a void and vanish. 
~
How do fix a whopper of a mistake like beating your own child? You don’t, and right enough. 
Jim wheeled aimlessly through town, drifting up Bleeker Street, down Chestnut. Nowhere to go except home but not wanting to go. Unwilling to face his sins. He turned back onto Galway and drifted to the curb, killed the engine. Leaned back against the bench seat and watched the dark street. 
He still couldn’t shake the look on his son’s face at being smacked. The image stung like a wasp trapped inside his ribcage, lashing out with its nettle.
Travis would never forget it, of that he was sure. Just as he had never forgotten the lashings and the fists doled out by his own father. It was a legacy, a birthrigh from his father, now given to his son. A vicious little gene passed down the bloodline like haemophilia. A reverse philosopher’s stone, taking something golden and turning it to shit. 
The blow kept playing itself out in a never ending loop in his head. His hand against the boy’s face. Unable to shut it down, he forced his brain to focus on something else, anything, to cut the endless replay. Running numbers in his head, he calculated acres to yield for corn, then soy. No effect. He thought about sex. Emma peeling off her clothes before bed. Fucking in the grass one afternoon when Travis was at school. The way Emma looked on top of him, back straight and hips grinding. The saltiness of her neck. 
It worked and then it didn’t. His erection withered when the reverie was broken by the flash image of another blow. A memory so old he had convinced himself it had never happened. He had hit Emma once too. Ages ago. 
Drunk, fighting like cats over God knows what. He’d swung back and broke the flat of his hand across her mouth. She hit the floor like a dead weight and the fight was over. Tears and apologies. Jim vowing on his mother’s grave that he’d never do it again. After that night, they had never spoken of it. 
Jim stared through the rain spackled windshield at the dark sky. That enormous abyss looked back at him, whispering things he didn’t want to hear. No better than your old man. Worse. A violent boozer. Hitter of women and children.

The neon sign in the pub window was still on. Puddycombe pushing last call. He swung out of the pickup and hopped over a puddle to the pub door. It was a bad night for peeling back unwanted truths. Drink it deep. 
~
Joe Keefe knew smoke. 
He had been with the Pennyluck Volunteer Fire Department for eleven years, the last four as Deputy Chief. His days were spent on job sites or in the cramped office of his construction company but his nights belonged to fire. There wasn’t a lot to do but when the alarm went and they bolted into gear, it was unlike anything else. Going to war, squaring up battle lines against the monster, the crew working together. Orders hollered out and shouted back, each man roasting inside the heavy gear. 
Keefe stepped out of the pub and crossed Galway to where his truck was parked. The smell of the Dublin came out with him and it took a moment to discern the acrid tang of smoke in the air from the deep-fryer smell on his clothes. 
A fire, real and alive. 
Smoke had different tastes. A campfire of cord wood smelled different from a field of corn torched in a controlled burn. House fires were a noxious spew straight out of the pits of Hell. Shingles and plastics, resins and paint, all of it throwing up a poisonous cloud worse than mustard gas. It clung to your hair and hid inside your pores, taking days to scour off. The devil’s own stink. Joe Keefe stood sniffing the air, the smell of smoke sobering him quickly. 
Foul and true, it was a fire. Close too. 
He scanned up and down Galway for a trail of it or a light in a window but he couldn’t see it. No coiling vapour or orange twinkle in a shop window but the smell was getting stronger. 
That meant the fire, wherever it was, was deep inside one of the buildings. Burning hot enough to stink but not show itself from the street. Bad business. 
Keefe started running, digging through a pocket for his phone. Already calling it in when he spotted it. A flickering light inside a window, all Halloween orange. 
The fire was inside the old town hall. 
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THE RAIN HAD stopped but the thunderclouds lingered, blocking out the stars. Emma took the flashlight, umbrella and started down the Roman Line. Stepping around the puddles, the bunchgrass soaking her shins. Heels squeaking inside her wet sneakers. 
The Corrigan house was a dark husk against the darker trees. Whatever light she had seen from across the field was gone now. Maybe it was never really there, a phantom twinkle luring in the unwary like a siren to sailors. Old ghosts, hungry for revenge. 
Get a grip on yourself.
She had seen headlights turn into Corrigan’s drive earlier but there was no vehicle in sight. Did he park around the back or drive off again? 
Up close, the old house loomed over her like a midway spookshow. The door agape to swallow her up. Rolling the lightbeam over the bleached clapboard, the flashlight did nothing to diminish its power. It looked like the haunted house in every movie she’d ever seen. Every Hansel and Gretel tale read from a storybook. She climbed the rotting steps and banged on the door. 
Calling out her son’s name, then Corrigan’s. Nothing, just the noise of crickets starting up after the rain. She knew the door would be unlocked. It swung open on a feather nudge. She stood just at the threshold and roamed the lightbeam over the room. 
“Travis?” 
The light crawled over the hard scrabble chairs and table under the window. The rolltop squatting in the corner. The smell of mildew and fungus was pungent after the clean smell of rain. Something else too, a rotting smell like a carcass trapped in the walls. The floorboards creaked and dipped under each foot, threatening to snap and swallow her leg to the thigh. 
Noise, sharp and out of place. She held her breath to listen. It came again, a clang followed by a thump, coming from somewhere in the house. Was it upstairs or down below? Another clang sounded. It was definitely coming from upstairs. She tiptoed to the foot of the staircase and trawled the flashlight up. The beam bounced up each step until it dissipated in the darkness of the second story. No way in hell was she going up there. Again, the butterfly thought of ghosts waiting for her. Corkscrew teeth chittering in a sooty jawbone. 
“Travis?” 
Her voice high and shrill, grating her own eardrums. Maybe he wasn’t here after all. 
“COCKSUCKINGSONOFAWHORE!” 
Blue curses tumbled down the steps to her. Emma blew out her cheeks in relief. That could only be one person. The voice upstairs bellowed again. “Who’s there!” 
Bootheels thudding on wood. Corrigan materialized at the landing, shielding his eyes from the lightbeam. “Turn that fucking thing away!” he barked. “Who is it?” 
“Sorry.” Emma swung the beam away, then tilted it under her chin. “It’s me. Travis ran off. Has he been here?” 
“Emma?” Thundering down the steps. He wiped a forearm across his brow, his face flushed and sweaty. A hammer gripped in the other hand. “What do you want?”
She stepped back, surprised at the harsh bark. “Have you seen Travis?” 
“I chased him off.” 
“Chased him off? Why?” 
“He’s not welcome here.” Corrigan turned and marched down the hall. “Neither are you.” 
Emma followed him into the kitchen. “Hold on. Did he do something?”
“Go home, Emma” he said, tossing the hammer onto the workbench where it clattered and rolled among the tools. 
“What’s gotten into you?” 
“My eyes have been opened. I finally see you people for what you are.” He ran the faucet and splashed cold water over his face. 
Emma lingered in the doorway. She was used to the man’s ranting but something in his tone made her keep her distance. “How long ago was Travis here?” 
“I don’t know.” Corrigan leaned over the sink, keeping his back to her. “Not long.” 
 “Did he seem upset to you?” Emma bit back the panic in her guts, wanting to scream at the man to pay attention. This was important. She took a breath and said; “Did he say where he was going?” 
“I thought you were different, Emma, but no. You’re all the same. Expecting the world to just lie down at your feet.”
“I’m sorry to disappoint you.” Her tone was acid. “Don’t you get tired of acting all superior, Will? You should climb down from that high horse of yours. Join the rest of the world.” 
“Go home, Mrs. Hawkshaw.” Corrigan turned around and looked at her.” Close the door behind you.” 
The light in the kitchen was pale but she saw his face clearly. Two red claw marks scratched down his cheek, angry and livid. “What happened to your face?” 
His face darkened but his eyes burned hot. Taking her length from crown to toe. “Tracks of my tears,” he said. “Better go find your boy.” 
Emma didn’t move, rigid in the doorframe. She took a step closer. “I need something from you.” 
“I can’t help you.” 
She swept the damp hair out of her eyes and took another step. “Will, hear me out.” 
Saying his name. Something inside him uncoiled, like severing a piano wire. 
“Quit the lawsuit. Leave my family out of whatever it is you’re doing. Please.” 
His teeth gritted. “I can’t do that.” 
 “Can’t or won’t?” 
“Whichever one suits you.” He waved a hand, palm up. “I’m sorry.” 
“Don’t tell me your sorry. You can end this whole thing right now.” 
“It’s gone too far for that, Emma. It’s out of my hands.” He watched her eyes sharpen, anger rising fast. 
“You just have to have your revenge, don’t you? Or whatever game you’re playing.” 
“It’s no game.” 
Emma felt the knots loosen. Too much anger for one day, it burns hot for only so long. Other waves roll in to take its heat. Keep it together, just do that. “Be reasonable, Will. Please.” 
Another stab at his name. A dog was howling somewhere, low and far away. “Reasonable?” he said. “All right. What would you do to save your family, Emma Hawkshaw?” 
She looked at him. A spindle of hope, but wary. “What do you mean?” 
“I’ll end this whole thing in return for something from you.” 
Warier still. “What do you want?” 
“You know what I want.” 
A blind woman could have seen what he wanted. But still, just bold like that. She couldn’t believe what he was asking. She scrambled to stall. “You can’t be serious.” 
“I’m utterly serious. It’s not so much to ask. One small favour and you save your home.” 
Dizzy, Emma’s eyes darted around the room for something to anchor herself to. The front door, not ten paces away. She should storm out. Slap his face, like in the movies and march out. But this wasn’t the movies and she didn’t move, didn’t storm out the door like she knew she should. 
The floor creaked behind her. Emma bunched her hands into fists, nails digging in but felt nothing. Going numb, disoriented. Removed, as if watching it happen to someone else. 
She felt his hands grip her arms and hold her fast, as if she might bolt away. She should run. This is crazy. Run. The hands pulled her into him. Hot breath blowing down the back of her neck. 
~
The Dublin had emptied out when Jim entered, patrons drifting away. Puddy stood behind the bar, speaking quietly to Berryhill. Combat Kyle listening in, flicking his Zippo open and shut. One other patron propped up at a table near the window, singing to himself. 
Berryhill bristled as Jim came up. He said something to Puddy then slid off his stool, Kyle at his heels. He nodded to Jim as he crossed to the door. 
“Thought you went home, Jimmy” Puddycombe said. 
Jim chinned in the direction of Berryhill and his toadie. “What was that about?” 
“Just talking.” 
“The weather?” 
“Discussing what needs to be done.” 
“About Corrigan.”
“About protecting what’s ours.” 
Jim hunkered down on the stool, propped his elbows on the bar. The man near the window sang on, warbling an incoherent mumble. Puddy folded his arms. “Go home, Jimmy. And take him with you,” he said, nodding to the singing drunk. 
As if aware they were talking about him, the man shot up, knocking his chair to the floor. He listed badly, bumping tables as he faltered for the door, still clutching his pint glass. They heard it smash to the sidewalk a heartbeat later. Puddy cursed and fetched the broom. 
A wailing cry filtered in from the open door and at first, Jim thought it was the singing drunk, hitting a high note, until he realized it was a siren. He and Puddy looked up just in time to see the fire engine streak past the windows, screaming on down the street. 
“Jesus, something’s on fire.” 
The shrill wailing kept on, not diminishing in volume with distance. 
Jim slid off the stool. “It’s close.” 


The Pennyluck Fire Department consisted of two trucks. The pumper was an antique from the eighties, a Pierce Arrow six-seater with a leaky tank. The Seagrave was twenty-three years old with an inoperable ladder. The crew were unspooling hose and checking oxygen tanks. Keefe front and center, jamming his legs into overalls and barking orders. 
Miro Vukovic was nine years retired from the volunteer department but still came running when the sirens hit. He had swung his Durango crosswise across the street to block traffic coming up Galway Road. He waved back the people crowding up to see, herding them to the far sidewalk. Cursing them blue in Croatian when they didn’t move fast enough. 
Jim and Puddycombe came running, lungs burning and knees popping. No fight left in them when Miro stopped both in their tracks. 
“Far enough!” Miro’s hands sweeping them back. “Back up!” 
Jim wheezed and Puddy bent over at the waist. Eyes like saucers at the blaze before them. Even from this distance the sting of heat burnt their cheeks, like leaning too close to a campfire. 
“Is that…”
The town hall was burning up fast, flames wickering out the first floor windows. Greasy black smoke boiling up into the sky. The smell noxious in their nostrils and the heat searing their stubble.
Jim pushed Miro back, hollering at him to get out of the way. 
A window on the second floor exploded with a pop and everyone ducked. Glass and embers fell around them. 
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EMMA PUSHED HER mind far away. Somewhere not here, not in this moment. Give the bastard what he wants so he’ll leave your family alone. A simple bargain. An exchange. Just get it over with. 
She hadn’t moved, standing in the musty smelling front room. The oak door wide open before her. Just the tattered screendoor, no spring or latch. A simple push would fling it open and she’d be gone. 
She could smell his liquor breath, feel him hard up against her. His hands everywhere, squeezing her breasts, twisting her nipples raw. Sliding down the waistline of her jeans. A callused hand pushing between her legs. She was wet and hated herself for it. 
Nothing worked. She couldn’t make her mind go away or withdraw into herself or go numb. He was pulling her to the floor. Why did she have to do this? Why is she the one to make a sacrifice? Jim should have fixed this, instead of leaving it to her. She hated him for making her do this. 
Her rage burned hot, all of it aimed at him. Her husband. And Travis. Where was he? What was she doing? The thought of it made her sick. A bucket of cold water against her face. 
“Stop.” 
Corrigan didn’t hear or didn’t care. Pulling at her clothes. 
She twisted around, trying to slip free. “Stop. I can’t do this.” 
He snatched a handful of hair and snapped her head back. “No more games, Emma.” 
“Get off of me!” 
She shoved him away. Punched and kicked him. He grabbed at her hair again and she bit his hand. Broke the skin, blood in her mouth. A tiny victory. 
His backhand nearly took her head clean off. The floor hard and filthy as she sprawled across it. Pinpricks of light in her vision. Pain, sharp and hot. Was her jaw broken? 
The door. Where was the goddamn door?

Emma scrambled for it, wet sneakers kicking out. Nails raking the floorboards it. It wasn’t that far, she could make it. 
His bootheel slammed into her back, flattening her. Ribs crushed. An iron grip around her ankle and she was dragged away from the door. 
Corrigan nudged his boot under her belly and flipped her onto her back. Planting his feet on both sides of her ribs, leering down at her. Popping the buckle from his belt. 
“Chin up, Mrs. Hawkshaw,” he said. “We had a bargain.” 
~
The smell of the fire was acrid enough to taste, bitter on the tongue. All Jim could do was watch from the sidewalk. Puddycombe next to him, equally useless. Miro was outnumbered, holding the gawkers back with Croatian oaths and curses. Assaulted with questions he couldn’t answer. 
“What the hell happened?” 
“How did it start?”
“Was anyone inside?” 
“I don’t know!” Miro waved his hat at them, hazing them back like sloe-eyed cattle. “Now move the hell back!” 
Jim looked up at the smouldering town hall. The fire crew aiming pressurized water into the windows. He grabbed Miro by the lapel. “Was there anyone inside?” 
Miro barked something he didn’t understand and ran to chasten two boys back under the yellow tape. 
 “Look.” Puddycombe pointed at two crewmen stalking towards the door. Oxygen tanks and axes in hand. “They’re going in.” 
The firefighters disappeared into the smoke. Everyone around Jim held their breath and then two more crewmen followed the first two inside. Someone behind Jim incanted a prayer. Nothing happened. No heroes rushing back out with a survivor draped over their shoulder. Just the pop and snap of burning wood. 
Puddycombe gripped Jim’s arm, pointed again. The firemen waded out through the smoke with a stretcher in hand. Cheers and applause went up from the crowd until the firefighters turned and everyone saw the gurney. Whatever lay on it didn’t look human. A smoking lump under black canvass. The cheering choked and died. 
The woman praying behind Jim turned away. Others drifted off, not wanting to see anymore. 
“My God,” said Puddy. The question hanging over the crowd. “Who is that?” 
Jim elbowed through the gawkers, lifting the caution tape overhead. Miro stopped him cold. “Stay back, Jim. Please.” 
“Who is that?” 
“We don’t know! Let the crew do their job.” 
Jim swept past Miro and ran for the gurney. The crowd pressed in after him, sensing a breech in the line, sweeping Miro along its current. 
Puddycombe slipped through the chaos, scrambling to find Jim. Jim stood fixed, looking down at the stretcher. Wisps of smoke roiled up from the folds of the shroud.
A firefighter knelt over the body. His mask and helmet peeled off, hair plastered up in sweat. He clocked the two gaping onlookers and barked at them to go back. 
Jim stammered, spitting it out. “Who is it?” 
The crewman said he didn’t know and ordered them back behind the line. Puddy barked something and Jim dove for the stretcher, throwing the sheet back. Smoke uncoiled and stung his eyes. He waved it away. 
The body was carbonized, blackened to an obscene husk. The hands were charred claws, locked and soldered into place like petrified wood. The hair cindered, leaving a blackened egg of a skull. The left half of the face was sooty but unmarked, enough to recognize the features. 
Jim bent and vomited over the pavement. Coughing and spitting but unable to shed the taste of burnt flesh from his tongue. 
“Oh Christ, is that…” 
Jim wiped his mouth. “It’s her.” 
What was left of Kate Farrell lay rigid in the smoke, the eyes cooked white in their sockets. 
~
Constable Ray Bauer folded his arms and told Jim to slow down. “Take your time,” he said in a soft tone. “Just get it out.” 
Ray had arrived ten minutes after the ambulance pulled in. Helping poor old Miro crowd control until Jimmy Hawkshaw yanked him aside and blathered all over him. Incoherent and frantic, pointing to the body bag being lifted into the back of the ambulance. Ray put a hand on Jim’s shoulder and told him to catch his breath. Take it slow. 
“It’s Kate,” Jim wheezed. “She was alone in the building.” 
The fire was out. The firemen leaned against the pumper truck with bottles of water in hand. Guzzling it back to clear their sooty throats or dribbling it over their heads. 
 “Okay Jim,” Constable Bauer said. “The medical examiner will confirm all that. Can you two wait somewhere? I’ll need statements from both of you but right now I need to clear everyone out.” 
Jim glared at him, fed up with the constable’s cool detachment. “You know who did this, don’t you?” 
“Put it in your statement, Jim.” Bauer motioned for them to back away. “Give us some room, huh? There’s nothing for you to do here.” 
Puddycombe tugged Jim’s arm but Jim stalled. Reluctant to go but unsure of what to do. Constable Bauer pulled rank, hooking his thumbs into his belt and stared at Puddy with a cop’s practiced air of impatience. “Go home,” he said. 
Puddy pulled him away and they elbowed through the crowd. Cars abandoned in the street, parked crazily as their owners had rushed in to see what was going on. Galway Road looked like a disaster zone, news footage of some war ravaged city. 
“You meant Corrigan, didn’t you?” Puddy pulled him to a stop. “How do you know it was him?” 
“Who else would it be?” 
“It was a fire.” Puddycombe shrugged. “It could have been an accident.” 
“No.” Jim shook his head. “Corrigan figured it out. He went to Kate for the list of names.” 
“Names?” 
He told the pub owner about the confessions unearthed from the archives. He tallied up the sequence of events after that. Corrigan had tried to euchre him out of the deal, going after the evidence himself. Kate refusing to give it up. The fire was no accident, no stray match. 
Puddycombe’s face went slack as the story unfolded, too numb to speak when it was all told. When he finally did, his voice was hushed. A whisper in church. “The names. The ones on these confessions. Was there—” 
Jim nodded. “Michael Patrick Puddycombe.” 
Puddy looked like he’d been slapped. “Christ Almighty.” 
The ambulance blurted, clearing a path through the street. They watched it trundle away. Jim rubbed the sting from his eyes. “Where are you meeting Berryhill?” 
“At the pub. Why?” 
“Get him and Hitchens and anyone else willing.” Jim marched for his truck, patting his pockets for keys. “You meet me at the old schoolhouse on the Roman Line. You know the one?” 
“I know it.” 
 “And bring a baseball bat.” 
Puddycombe stammered. “Why the old schoolhouse?”
“It’s got a clear view of the Corrigan house. We meet there, form a plan.” 
“Wait a minute. That old schoolhouse, that’s where they met before. Back then.” 
“I know.” 
A cell phone buzzed. Jim’s. He dug it out of his pocket and nodded to Puddy. “Half an hour.” He put the phone to his ear, watching Puddycombe make for the pub. “Hello?” 
“Dad?” 
The boy’s voice startled him. Travis had never called him on the phone before. Ever. “Travis.” He didn’t know what to say after that. Not after what had happened. “You okay?” 
“Come home.” 
Quiet and low. There was something wrong in the boy’s voice. Jim jammed the phone harder into his ear. “What is it? Travis, what’s wrong?” 
“It’s mom. Just come home.” 
~
The chains tinkled, a metal chink ringing in the dark. The tail end knocking off each wooden step. Corrigan dragged the contraption in one hand, a sledgehammer clutched in the other. The ground was still soft from the rain and the spike might not hold but there was nothing to do about it now. Counting his paces in the dark, he hummed a tune, trying to remember all the words. How did the song start? 
McCormack and Richard Tauber are singing by the bed
There’s a glass of punch below your feet and an angel at your head
Dropping the tools into the grass, he pulled the flashlight from his back pocket. Chased the spotlight over the grass and back to the house, eyeballing the distance. Good enough. 
There’s devils on each side of you with bottles in their hands
You need one more drop of poison and you’ll dream of foreign lands
He lost the rest of the song, the lyrics too fast to remember so he hummed it out. The iron spike was heavy, over a foot long. He slotted the point through the loop of the chain’s anchor and stabbed it into the ground. 
The hammer swung clean, clanging the spike with a sharp ring. The spike drove in, fixing the chain to the earth. He adjusted the base, using a screwdriver to torque the spring load. A handful of wet leaves sprinkled overtop and he was done. Still humming the tune, coming to the slow part where he knew the words. 
You remember that foul evening when you heard the banshees howl

There was lousy drunken bastards singing Billy’s in the bowl
Corrigan wiped his hands, satisfied. He marched back to the house, singing loud and bold. 
They took you up to midnight mass and left you in the lurch

So you dropped a button in the plate and spewed up in the church
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The phone rang and rang but no one picked up. Not Emma nor Travis. Eyes on his phone, Jim took the corner onto Roman Line too fast, fishtailing the rear end in the gravel. A hair away from crashing into the grader Joe Keefe’s crew had parked on the roadside. 
He couldn’t stop the flood of horrific images bubbling in his head. Emma dead, kicked to death by that goddamn horse of hers. Mangled and bleeding at the side of the road, or—
Stop. Concentrate on the road. Don’t anticipate anything, just deal with it when you get there.
The pickup bucked, hitting potholes too fast. Spinning into his driveway, damn near driving straight up the porch steps. The engine sputtered and ticked from being pushed too hard. 
He banged through the door, screaming their names. 
Nothing. The parlour was empty, the kitchen too. A finger of panic down his backbone. 
Travis sat on the bottom step, elbows tilted on his knees. Watching his dad storm into the hall. 
“Travis, what happened? Where’s mom?” 
The boy flinched, ducking his head and a cold hole opened in Jim’s belly. His son was afraid of him, shrinking at his touch like a dog that had been kicked too many times. His cheek was still red.
“Where’s your mother?” 
“Upstairs. She won’t come out.” 
Jim’s eyes shot up the stairs to the second floor. Dark. “Out of the bedroom?” 
“She locked the door.” 
“Is she hurt?” 
“She won’t say.” He pulled his elbow out of his father’s grip. “Her lip was bleeding.” 
The horrific snapshots were back, flipping through his mind. “Did she fall? Did the horse kick her?”
“You…” Travis sputtered, trying to spit the question out. “You didn’t do it?” 
His gut bottomed out. Flipped, burned and roiled. Too many things coming too fast. Horrified at what his son was asking, ashamed that the boy had reason to. How could he think that? He wanted to shake the boy again. Shake some goddamn sense into his head. 
It all churns to anger so fast. He pulled away and boomed up the steps two at a time. Calling her name. 
The porcelain door knob wouldn’t turn. Locked, but it was old and had never worked properly. Jim shouldered it open. The room was dark, the hallway bulb casting an oblong of light onto the floor. 
“Emm?” 
A silent form on the bed, curled up. Her back to him. 
The floor squeaked as he moved around the bed. Her chestnut hair fanned over the pillow, hiding her face. His fingers touched her brow, meaning to brush the hair back but her hand shot out and stopped his wrist. 
“Emm, you’re scaring me,” he said. This wasn’t like her. “Look at me.” 
Her grip went slack and he swept the hair away, tugging it free from where it clung to dried tears. His heart stopped at the first glimpse. Her lip was split and bloodied. Swollen, raw-looking. A black cake of dried blood under her nose. 
“Jesuschristwhathappened?” 
She wouldn’t even open her eyes. Playing dead or suddenly gone deaf. Jim felt the anger churning back. Wrong response, he knew but— He pulled her up by the arms, into the light from the doorway. 
“Emma. Talk to me.” 
She recoiled from his grip. Knocked his hands away. “Don’t.” 
“Okay, okay.” Hands up and easy tones, like talking a jumper down from the ledge. “We should go to the hospital.” 
“No.” 
She was balancing on a knife edge, he could see that. Exploding or collapsing. He kept his mouth shut and his hands off. Waiting for her to slide one way or the other. 
 “I messed up.” Her voice a dry-throated hiss. Emma’s eyes came up and bounced off his and dropped again. Mute. 
“Who did this to you?” 
“I was looking for Travis. The lights were on at Corrigan’s so…” 
Done. The rest, history. The bastard’s name was already written on a headstone. “Corrigan did this to you.” Not a question, just confirmation. A gavel banging down a death sentence. 
Her eyes went to the open door. “Where’s Travis?”
“Downstairs.” He reached out and touched her arm. Her skin cool and damp but she didn’t pull away. Something volcanic was rising in his throat, boiling his brain and building enough power to geyser. He swallowed it. “What happened?” 
She trembled, the tears coming on full force. Emma wasn’t a crier. A yeller, a stomper of feet, yes but rarely tears. Jim waited, useless and awkward before her wet eyes. 
“It’s okay now.” He pulled her close. “Just let it out.” 
Emma heaved and rocked and after a minute, settled. Her voice was brittle as frost. “He said he’d end everything. Suing us, trying to take the farm if—” 
“If what?”
Emma shook her head. Whether refusing to say more or simply disbelieving it all, Jim couldn’t tell. Impatient, he whispered as soft as was able. “Tell me.” 
She brushed her eyes with her hands, took a deep breath and blew it out. “He said he’d end it all if I slept with him.” 
Puzzle pieces slotting into place, Jim put the rest together. “You refused. He hit you. Jesus, Emm.” His hand rubbing her back, something he knew comforted her. But she didn’t fold into him this time. Emma remained rigid, pulling a hand away to wipe her nose. 
“Emm.” He started sinking through the floor, the room spinning. “Is that what happened? You said no and he hit you?” 
“Jim…” It was all she could get out. The rest choked off, unsaid. 
His hands snapped back. On his feet. Stung. 
Emma sputtered but none of it was coherent. Not even words, just sobs. Pleas. She had seen this before. A stupid horror movie. The woman with vampire bites on her neck, the man recoiling. Unclean, unclean! She wanted to explain it, tell him what happened but the only thing registering in her head was this stupid horror movie cliché. Oh God. 
“What did you do?” The venom in his voice was just there. Unbidden and unwanted, his gut speaking for him. 
“I wanted him to leave us alone.” 
“Emma! What the hell did you do?” 
The sickening vertigo coming full bore. Jim floundered into the wall and his fingers clung to its edges for ballast. Bile on his tongue, bitter and poisonous. “I’m gonna be sick.” 
“I couldn’t do it!” Rage broke through the despair. How dare he? She wanted to kill him. “I said yes but I couldn’t go through with it. That’s when he hit me!” 
He heard nothing, clinging to the wall for life. If he let go, he’d be swept overboard and never come back. “How could you?” 
“He wouldn’t stop. I tried to fight him off but he just kept coming. You have no idea!” 
His lips moved but no words came out. He felt like he was freefalling. 
She saw the revulsion in his eyes. Turned away, looking for a rock to crawl under. “Don’t look at me like that!” Again the horror movie trope. A monster shirking the sunlight. 
A silhouette broke against the hall light. Emma and Jim froze. 
Travis stood, watching. His face dark, backlit from the hallway. Now tilting to his dad. “Why are you yelling at her? It wasn’t her fault! Didn’t you hear her?” 
Oh God. He’d heard it all. 
Jim was back in the dark river, not knowing which way was up. The panic of drowning. He raised his hands, as if calling for a time-out. A do-over. Anything but this. “Travis—” 
“Where were you?” The boy’s eyes screamed murder. The accusation like battery acid to the face. “You should have been here,” he hissed. “You shoulda been home.” 
Emma clamped her palm over her mouth. She was going to be sick. She wanted to crawl under the bed and never come out. Anything but this. “Travis,” she said. “It’s not your dad’s fault. Come here, honey.” 
Travis’s eyes shot from dad to mom and swung back. Laser guided death rays. “That’s a lie. It is your fault. All of it.” 
Jim reached for him. “Stop it.” 
Travis ducked back. “What are you gonna do? Hit me?” He vanished from the doorway. The sound of his heels banging down the stairs. 
No one spoke. Neither parent willing to look the other in the eye. 
~
The mason jar hit with a pop and shattered. Penny nails scattered over the floor. A coffee tin on top of the metal locker tipped over, raining drywall screws on Jim as he rattled the door. The lock stuck, the little key refusing to turn. He bashed it with his fist, jarring the handle back and forth trying to shake it loose. Nothing. 
Jim looked around the cluttered basement for a hammer. Dusty furniture that would never be repaired. Travis’s hockey gear dangling from a hook, outgrown and needing to be replaced come winter. Where was the axe? 
The lock turned. He flung the doors open and rifled the shelves. Knocking out of the way, he swept it all to the floor and reached way into the back. Fingers wrapping around the prize. 
He slid the bundle out, laid it across the washing machine and slipped the sock from the shotgun. A Mossberg pump action he used for duck hunting and taking potshots at the odd turkey vulture. Two summers ago, a young bear had roamed the back country of the Roman Line tipping garbage cans. He’d kept the gun over the back door, worried the stupid thing would get into the barn where the horses were. Twice he’d spotted it but it had vanished by the time he ran back for the shotgun. 
The safety was on, the open chamber empty. He held the release and pumped the action three times. The action smooth, no forgotten hulls in the magazine. He laid it aside and reached back into the locker. One last box of ammunition. He shook out the contents. Four rounds and no more. 
Enough to do the job. 


Back up the basement steps, the gun sheathed in the green sock. He thumbed through the list of names on his phone, a faint hope that he had Puddycombe’s cell number. Nope. But then why would he? They weren’t really friends. Puddy was just the guy who slung pints at the pub, everyone’s friend in the moment. After tonight that would change. 
The cell’s battery was low. One bar and no time to recharge it. No matter. He dropped it back into a pocket and turned off the basement light. 
Travis stood in the mist of the open freezer door, scooping ice into a wash cloth. An ice-pack for his mother’s battered face. The boy’s eyes dropped immediately to the rifle in his father’s hand. 
“Why did you get the gun?” 
Jim moved his thumb over the grip, feeling for the safety. Ensuring it was on. He hadn’t expected to find Travis in the kitchen. “Where’s your mom?” 
Travis nodded towards the parlour but kept his eyes glued to the rifle. “Why do have that?” 
He stood the gun in the corner. This was one of those situations, teachable moments, but Jim was damned if he knew what he was supposed to school his son about holding a gun in his hand and revenge in his heart. 
He nodded to the loaded firearm in the corner. “Don’t touch that.” 


Emma was on the couch, feet tucked under her and holding the ice pack to her face. He knelt before her, down to her eye level. “Let me see that.” 
The ice tinkled as she lowered her hands. Her eye was swelling up but her lip had stopped bleeding. She looked awful. “Not so bad,” he said. 
A grimace from Emma, than a wince. The lip splitting open again at the slightest movement. She knew he was lying, she always did, but let it go. From her perch on the couch she could see partway into the kitchen. The shotgun against the wall. “What are you doing with that?” 
“Lock the doors after I leave. Stay inside.” 
“Where are you going?” 
“Stay away from the windows.”
Emma lowered her head until her chin notched into her clavicle. He couldn’t tell if she was crying again. Did it matter? “Where are your keys?” 
“In the bowl. Why?” 
He crossed to the table in the foyer, fished her keys out of a misshapen ceramic bowl that Travis had made in the fourth grade and came back. Dropped the keys into her palm and folded her fingers over them. “Keep those in your pocket. If I call and say ‘leave’, you go. Just get Travis and drive to Norm’s as fast as you can.” 
“Jim…” 
He knew what she was going to say. Don’t do anything stupid. Think it through. He cut her off. There was no time for that. He squeezed her hand until her eyes lifted. “Emma, listen to me. You don’t know where I’m going. You don’t know what I’m doing. You turned your back and I just left. You understand?” 
She looked at the keys in her hand and then back to him. Her left eye a runny slit against the swelling. He wondered if it would leave a mark. Something permanent that both would pretend wasn’t there. 
“Make it hurt,” she said.
Not what he’d expected. Her good eye was sober and clear. No bullshit, no wavering. 
The skin of her brow was cool and damp on his lips. “I promise.” 
His knees popped as he straightened and went back into the kitchen. Travis was gone.
So was the gun. 
~
He was on the porch. Butt up on the rail, heels bouncing off the balusters. The Mossberg next to him, the barrel tilted against the railing. 
Jim let the screen door thwap behind him. Looked at his son. “What did I say about touching the gun?” 
“I know what you’re gonna do.” 
“Your mom needs more ice. There’s Tylenol in the medicine cabinet.” 
Travis didn’t move. “What happens afterwards? After you, ya know…” 
“Go back inside.” 
“You haven’t thought it through. You’ll go to jail. What’s mom gonna do then? Or me? Run the farm by ourselves while you get raped by gangbangers?” 
Jim crossed the porch and shooed his son off the rail. “Don’t sit on that, you’ll break it.” Travis slid down. Jim put a hand on his shoulder. “You didn’t see me. You came home, found your mom and looked after her. I wasn’t here. Got it?” 
“Whatever.” Travis shrugged it off. 
“Tell me you understand.” He held the boy by the shoulder. Travis nodded. “Go back inside. Look after your mother.” 
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THE OLD SCHOOLHOUSE lay west of the Corrigan farm, half a mile from the main road. A one room brick hut, built and paid for by the farmers of the Roman Line in 1889. James Corrigan and Robertson Hawkshaw had contributed the lion’s share of the funds and the labour, the two men working side by side in the August sun of that year. Children born on the Roman Line were schooled here until 1944.
The shell of the schoolhouse stood firm but the roof was little more than tarpaper. The windows long gone, the interior pilfered and abused. Three vehicles sat parked in the track leading in from the road. Puddycombe’s Cherokee, a silver Tahoe belonging to Hitchens and Combat Kyle’s shitbox Corrolla. 
Bill Berryhill had brought a six of tall boys, like he was at a picnic. He found a crate to sit on and lit a cigarette. Puddycombe stood looking out the window and Hitchens leaned against the desk. Kyle couldn’t stand still, kicking debris with his scuffed combat boots. Snickering at the graffiti on the walls. Cartoonish genitalia and swear words. 
Berryhill blew smoke through the room, eyed the other men. “What does Jimmy plan on doing?” 
“He didn’t say,” Puddycombe said. 
Hitchens snorted. “He isn’t gonna show. He doesn’t have the stomach for it.” 


His whole life, Jim had never made an entrance. Never seen an opportunity, never needed to. He’d make one now. Like Clint fucking Eastwood. Clomping up the steps and pushing past the rotting door. The four men looked up at him and then down to the instrument in his hand. 
“Speak of the devil,” Hitchens said. 
Puddycombe, still eyeing the gun. “What are you doing with that?” 
Jim looked at their hands. Tall boys, a cigarette. Nothing else. “What did you bring?” 
“Tools.” Berryhill stood up, shooed Hitchens away. Two objects lay on the desk. A baseball bat and a tire iron. 
Jim frowned. “That’s it?” 
Kyle grunted and pulled two sticks from his boot. Twirled them around. Nunchucks. 
“Toys?” Jim eye-fucked the camouflage clad weasel. “Did you pack your watergun too?” 
“I got a couple surprises in the truck,” Hitchens said. “What’s the plan?” 
“We fix the problem.” 
Puddycombe chin-wagged the Mossberg. “Not with that. We’re just going to scare the son of a bitch, Jimmy. Leave the cannon behind.” 
“You backing out?” 
“No. I’m telling you to put the gun away before you shoot yourself.” 
Hitchens sneered at the pub owner. “Go home then, Puddy. Leave the work to the men.” 
Combat Kyle was twitching by this point, bouncing on the balls of his feet and twirling the nunchucks. Striking poses, beaming silently at the sight of the shotgun. Waiting at the door, like a dog eager to be let out. 
Berryhill rose from the stool, slow and wary. The whole thing seemed a lark. “He’s got a point. I thought we were just gonna lay a beating on the guy.” 
“Not you too,” Hitchens moaned. “Christ.” 
Squabbling boys in a schoolyard. Who had time for this? Jim stomped to the door and spit with as much venom as he could muster. “To hell with you. I’ll go alone.” 
“Quit crying, Hawkshaw” Berryhill said. “I just want to be clear on what we’re gonna do.” 
Jim levelled his eyes at Bill, then the other three. “We’re not going to scare him off,” he said. “And we’re not going to beat him up.” 
He walked out the door, an electrical charge juicing his bones. He felt unstoppable. Powerful. And not only had he learned to make an entrance, he’d just made one hell of an exit. 
~
They decided on one vehicle only. Hitchens drove, Puddycombe grousing about his bad knee so he could snag the passenger bucket. Bill tucked a small gas can into the box and climbed in after it, leaving Jim crammed in the back bench with the rat Kyle. Even seated the wiry little man would not be still, fidgeting endlessly. He smelled foul too, dollar-store deodorant overtop unwashed clothes. 
“No lights.” 
Hitchens killed the headlamps and eased off the gas to a crawl, tires crunching down the gravel of the Roman Line. Straining to see the road. “I can’t see shit.” 
“Puddy, can you see the road?” 
“A little.” 
“Guide him,” Jim said.
No one spoke save Puddycombe, directing Hitch to pull left or right to keep them out of the ditch. A box turtle could have outrun them. 
“Come on. The sonofabitch is gonna die of old age before we get there.” 
Hitch flared his eyes into the rearview mirror. “Would you shut up?” 
“All right, all right.” Puddy said, ever the peacemaker. “We’re almost there.” 
Jim listened to the men gripe. Real hardcases, he thought. Worse than a pack of grannies. Soft and easily upset. Doubts and second-guesses goosed across his spine. 
Turn back. This is crazy. You’re not cut out for this shit. 
 “There it is.” 
The house shimmered up out of thin air. One minute nothing but black pitch, then it was there. The old haunted house. Rotten to the core with secrets, fungused with sins. Damp things that festered in the dark. 
Hitchens killed the engine. Everyone shut up, tumbled out and looked up at the old timberframe shell. 
Jim snagged Berryhill’s eye. “Where’s that gas can?” 
Bill reached into the box and drew out the small red cannister. Innocuous looking, like he had come to mow the grass. 
“I brought something better.” Hitchen ducked back into the truck and groped under the driver’s seat. He angled out a long barrelled rifle. Bolt action, looked like an old 303. He handed it off to Puddycombe. The pub owner held it awkwardly, face screwed into an embarrassed pinch as he looked at Jim. 
Hitchens slid his arm deep under the seat. Plucking out a wine bottle with a rag stuffed into the neck as a stopper. Liquid sloshing inside. 
“A Molotov?” Puddycombe’s mouth dropped open. “Are you totally insane?” 
“Fucking straight,” Hitch said. Big stupid grin on his mug, like he’d just won the swinging dick contest. “Let’s do this.” 
An electric current pulsed between the five men, coursing pole to pole. A fire in the belly, all anticipation and butterfly giddiness at the prospect of violence condoned and shared. Alien but invigorating, something not felt since they were boys. Strength in numbers, righteous in their collective consent.
 “Let’s roll,” said Jim. Clichéd but effective. Good enough for George W., good enough for them. He marched for the house. 
No further prompt needed, Hitchens caught up with him. Stride for stride. Puddycombe followed them. Combat Kyle started then stopped. Something felt wrong. He looked back. 
Berryhill hadn’t moved. 
The others stopped and looked back at him. Jim hissed. “Berryhill, let’s move.” 
The big man didn’t budge. Gone was the bellicose bravado. He looked at the fuel can in his hand. “This is a bad idea.” 
A vein popped on Hitchens’ brow. “Quit fucking about. What’s the matter with you?”
Bill said nothing. Kyle paced and bobbed like a swallow. He rabbit-punched Bill’s shoulder, urging him on. 
“I can’t.” Bill kept his eyes down, unable to look at them. “This is crazy. Let’s get outta here.”
Puddycombe was sick with doubts too but he kept it to himself. This whole business was insane, despite all the their tough talk. Still, he was surprised that it was Bill Berryhill who broke first. Funny that. “It’s all right, Bill,” he said. “You don’t have to come. Wait here for us.” 
“No.” Jim turned snarling on the big man. Up in his face. “You’re in or you’re out.”
“Jimmy…”
“There’s no halfway here.” Jim snapped at Puddy, then turned on Berryhill again. “Come with us or go home. Now.” 
A wind blew up, dipping the wet clover against their shins. Head bowed and shifting his weight from foot to foot, Bill Berryhilll looked twelve years old, hammered on by older boys for his indecision. 
“Fuck him,” Hitchens said. “Let’s go.” 
Jim marched forward, not waiting for an answer. Hitch and Puddy followed. Kyle spat on the gravel, his face a rictus of contempt. There really wasn’t a Santa Claus. Kyle spoke, his voice steady and free of stutters. “You. Motherfucking. Pussy.” 
Shame worked wonders. Bill fell in line behind the others. Kyle at the stern like a prison guard, ready to club Bill if he bolted. Neither spoke but both felt some terrible shift in their world, their status, but neither able to articulate what that was. 
A fingernail of a moon drifted out from the cloud cover, casting a glow over the wet grass and stone fence. Corrigan’s truck was angled at the end of the driveway and the men moved around it and stopped in the yard. The house was dark but for a small light kindled on the front porch. An oil lantern on the stoop, the little flame warm and glowing, as if to welcome them. 
“Maybe he’s not here,” Puddycombe said. The men exchanged looks, ears cocked for any sound. Crickets, nothing more. 
Hitchens nodded at the vehicle. “He’s here.” 
No one moved. Berryhill’s reluctance algaed over the rest of them, dampening their anger and grinding their momentum to a crawl. The old house loomed above, defying them. 
Jim felt a tremor in his knees, a wobbliness like his legs were ready to turn and run away on their own. Nothing here seemed right. Too still, too serene. 
“Do we call him out?” Puddycombe shifted the tire iron to his left hand, smeared a sweaty palm down his shirt. 
“No,” Jim said. “Let’s get his attention. Who’s got the gas can?” Berryhill raised the canister for him to see. Jim nodded to Corrigan’s vehicle. “Burn that.” 
The big man looked at the can then the SUV then to Jim. Like he didn’t understand what was asked of him. 
“Pussy” Combat Kyle’s voice sounded alien to them all. He snatched the can from Bill and spun the lid off. Splashing gasoline over the hood, the roof and down the back, gleefully dousing it head to stern. He soaked a ring around the tires and flung the can under the FJ. Kyle produced some matches and lit the whole matchbook on fire. He flung it onto the vehicle and stepped back. The FJ went up with a great whoosh, the whole vehicle cooking in flames. Heat rolled off it in shockwaves that forced the men back. Hitchens, holding his homemade Molotov by the neck, stepped back even farther. 
Kyle pranced and clapped his hands at the bonfire, deranged little arsonist that he was.
Jim turned away, letting the heat ripple up his back. He pumped the Mossberg’s action, spitting a round into the chamber. Shouldering the stock, raising the barrel to the front door. 
Nothing happened. The door didn’t burst open, no one came running out. The rotten old house just stared down at them as if bored. 
Is that all you got?

Puddy backed away from the fire. He couldn’t believe they had just torched the man’s car. How long until the gas tank blew? He yelled to Jim, “He’s not home!” 
“He’s playing us.” Jim lowered the barrel and hailed the house. “Corrigan!” 
Nothing. The only movement the mirrored flames in the window glass. 
“Screw this.” Hitchens dug a lighter from his pocket and lit the rag wick of his bottle. “We’ll smoke him out.” 
The bolt action in one hand and the Molotov in the other, he marched up the steps, dripping dollops of flame behind him like bread crumbs. Armed to the teeth, Hitchens kicked the door open and swung back to hurl the incendiary through the doorway. 
Boom. 
A muzzle flash hot on the report from the shotgun blast. The back of Hitchens’ head blew off. Brains and bone splinter sprayed over the porch. 
Every man dropped to the grass. 
Except Hitchens. Still on his feet with the top of his head gone, wet drapes of scalp flapping loose. Blood pulsed up over shattered teeth and spilled down the jawbone swinging loose on a webbing of tissue. It didn’t look real. 
The legs folded. The body dropped to a sitting position and keeled over like a felled tree. The Molotov clunked over the steps and rolled onto the lawn. Flames sputtered in the wet grass but didn’t extinguish. 
Jim tasted dirt on his tongue, he’d hit the ground that hard. Someone was screaming his head off, alternately cursing God and begging for his help in the same breath. Puddy? He couldn’t tell who. 
Where the hell was Corrigan?
Sliding the gun out from under his ribs, he swung it around and propped his elbows in the grass. Drew a bead on the door and fired. The front door splintered. The screaming stopped, the screamer holding his breath. 
No movement at the door. Nothing in the windows— 
A flash in an upper window. Blue steel in the fire light. Gun barrels. 
Jim flattened, heard the crack of gunfire. Something hot bit his calf. He didn’t stop crawling and clawing until he rolled up behind the rusting hulk of an oil tank. The sting in his leg burned hot and salty. 
Something nudged his arm. Bill, hunkered into a foetal ball beside him, back hard against the tank. “Jesusfuckingchrist,” he hissed. 
He gripped Bill’s arm. “Easy. You’re okay.” 
“The fuck? The sonofabitch is shooting at us!” He yanked his arm from Jim’s grip. “It wasn’t supposed to go like this!” 
Jim would have agreed if the sting in his calf wasn’t sizzling. He pulled up his pant leg, the calf slick with blood. Too much blood to see ho w bad it was. His heart banged away and he couldn’t slow it down, knowing too well that the faster his heart pumped, the sooner his heart pumped blood to the buckshot spray in his leg. 
Berryhill was right. It wasn’t supposed to go like this. Hitchens with his head blown clean off, himself with a leg shot to hell. What the fuck were they supposed to do now? 
You kill the son of a bitch. That’s what you came here for.
Jim craned his neck, inching an eye out past the shield of the tanker. Scoping the house. Nothing. The lantern still on the porch, peaceful looking. Hitchens sprawled down the steps, twisted at the waist in an unnatural way. Still and quiet. Nothing so still as the dead. The bottle nearby, its rag popping and roiling but still alight. How long before it blew? 
Jim scoped the house again. “Goddamnit. Where is he?” 
Berryhill snapped his head up and around, looking for the chicken-door in a spookhouse ride. He uncoiled his legs and rolled into a sprinter’s crouch. “We gotta get outta here. He’s gonna shoot us all.” 
“Easy, Bill.” Jim grabbed Bill’s belt to stop him from rabbiting. 
“Fuck this!” 
Bill slapped his hand away. Shot up and sprinted for the road. Feet pounding loud on the earth, arms pumping. His back as wide as a bullseye. 
“Bill!” 
Berryhill didn’t look back, putting yards away fast. Cover him, Jim thought. That’s what they did in old war movies, didn’t they? Lay down fire on the enemy to cover Bill’s escape. He edged out from the end of the tank to favour his gunhand. Swung the shotgun up and—
Corrigan straddled the porch, bold and exposed. Rifle shouldered and aimed. 
Boom. 
Twelve gauge buckshot shredded Berrhill’s back, rippled up his legs. The big man pitched forward, hurtling into the witchgrass where he vanished from sight. 
Jim pressed hard up against the tank, blinking madly at what his eyes just saw. Some thought buzzing around his head. Two shots. Corrigan’s weapon was double-barrelled. He had to reload, meaning he was vulnerable. 
He swung around the tank and fired without even aiming. Nothing to hit but the house. Corrigan was long gone. Leaving himself open. He flattened back up against the tank and looked to his right. Hissed into the dark. “Puddy! Where are you?” 
“Jim?” Puddy’s voice was shrill and disembodied in the night air. The pub owner, out there in the dark somewhere. 
“Get over here.” 
“Are you crazy?”
“Goddamnit Puddy, On the count of three, you come running!” 
Puddycombe refused and cursed his name. Jim racked the slide, spinning out the dead hull and counted off loud and clear. One two three. He stepped out from behind the tank and fired but the trigger locked up. The gun didn’t fire. 
Jim blanched. He pumped the slide to clear the jam and blasted the house without aiming.
Puddy bolted into the open and dove for cover behind the rusting tank just as Jim withdrew to safety. The barkeep’s eyes saucered in a desperate hope. “Did you get him?” 
“No.” 
He pumped the slide again, emptying the smoking shell. He pumped the slide one more time but all that spun out was one unfired round. Just one. 
Puddycombe trembled so hard the tank rattled. “Tell me you have more ammo for that thing.” 
Jim wiped the last shell against his shirt, drying it off. He slid it up the breach, landing it into the ammo tube. One pump on the forearm and the round snapped into the chamber. 
One round. Make it count.
He looked down at Puddy’s hands. Empty. No gun, not even the tire iron. “Where’s the other rifle?” 
“God knows. Hitch had it.” 
Hitchens lay in the wet grass, his feet propped on the bottom step. Lit up in the flames of the burning vehicle. 
There, next to the body lay the rifle. Out in the open, in full view of the house, the bolt action smack in the middle of no man’s land. It may as well have been on the moon. 
“We have to get it.” 
“Screw that,” Puddycombe said. “We need to get the hell out of here.” He flipped onto his belly and crawled away, keeping the tank between himself and the house. 
The shotgun roared. Buckshot rippling the grass before his hands, Puddycombe scuttled back to safety. “Oh Jesus.” 
Jim cast his eyes into the dark, seeing nothing. “Where’s Kyle?” 
“No idea. Probably dead.” 
“Kyle!” Jim hollered the name over and over. No answer came. Was he expecting one? The man never spoke. 
Puddycombe snatched him by the arm. “Quiet. Do you hear that?” 
Jim cocked his ears. A cold vacuum. “I don’t hear anything.” 
Then he heard it. Corrigan’s voice calling from the darkness. Calling out Jim’s name. 
He edged an eye past the corner of the tank, seeing only a bit of the house. Didn’t dare stick his neck out any further. “Where is he?” 
The pub owner listened, trying to triangulate the voice in the dark. “I can’t tell.” 
“Jimmy!” Corrigan’s voice bellowed again. “Throw out your weapon and we’ll talk!” 
Jim felt his balls shrivel. They were trapped and Corrigan knew it. How fucking stupid were they? Was he? They had walked right into this mess. He had led them all into this. 
Puddy was shivering. “We gotta make a run for the truck. There’s no other way.” 
Corrigan kept calling to them, his voice anywhere and everywhere. “Put down your arms,” he hollered. “Let’s talk about this like civilized men!” 
Jim felt his legs cramp up from squatting so long. He shifted positions, working the blood back into them. It only made the stinging in his calf worse. The shredded leg of his jeans was black with blood and clinging to the skin. 
Their position was beyond bad, pinned down behind a rusting tank. Waiting to be picked off.
Their position! Listen to him. Jesus! Clichés from a hundred movies rattling around his brain. Whatever. Use it. What did soldiers do when they pinned down like this? They used a distraction to cover their run. Lobbed a grenade and ran for higher ground when the thing exploded. 
They had no grenade. He looked at Puddycombe, shivering and close to tears. They weren’t soldiers. Just two soft, middle-aged morons who deserved to die for being so fucking stupid. 
Puddy nudged his ribs. “Jim. The Molotov.”
The wick was still burning but the bottle lay out of reach. Ten, twelve paces away, near the useless bolt action. There was no way he could make it in time. Run out into no man’s land, hurl the bottle at the house? How long had it been burning? It would blow up in his hand. 
“Come out, Jim!” 
The voice was closer this time. For all he could tell, Corrigan was on the other side of the oil tank. “Come out, Jimmy, and I’ll reserve some clemency for you! I know your heart wasn’t in this! You were led astray by the petty bastards of this town!” 
Jim couldn’t help himself. “Go to hell!” 
Puddycombe snatched Jim by the collar and shook him. “Shut up. You’ll lead him straight here.” 
He pushed him away and stared at the burning bottle. He could make it. 
It’s not that far.
Do it.
When Corrigan sounded again, the voice rang from somewhere else. “Didn’t go as planned, did it? You cocksuckers come for the kill but this time the Corrigans were ready for you!” 
Puddy gave up. Gurgling up dry sobs and a web of drool blowing down his lips. “Oh Jesus. What have we done?” 
Corrigan kept calling from the darkness. Come out! I’ll show mercy! Jim listened to his name echoing in the night and in a flash, it all clicked together. Puddy’s question and Corrigan’s bellowing. What had they done? 
“We walked right into this—” 
Puddycombe wiped a fist under his nose. “What?” 
“He planned it this way.” Jim felt his heart banging off his ribs. “We walked in here with guns and he kills us in self-defence. He’ll get away with it too.” Jim felt his guts empty out. Outsmarted and played for a fool. Local bumpkins go after city slicker, wind up dead in gun battle. 
Puddycombe saw it, as clear as Jim now. His jaw worked up and down stupidly and he was blubbering all over again. Sobbing for what they had become. 
Dead men. 
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EMMA MADE TEA. She didn’t know what else to do. Trouble reared up, you put the kettle on. It was how her mother handled a crisis, her grandmother too. Cancer, war, plagues of locusts? Make the tea and then we’ll deal with it. 
Her lip was still swollen and hot to the touch. The ice had done nothing to get the swelling down and the thought of anything hot touching it made her wince. She pushed the tea aside and reached into the hutch, pulling down her dad’s response to crises. She poured a lethal dose into a rock glass and knocked the bar off the first finger. It burned, just not the way tea does. 
Make it hurt.
Of all the bloody-minded things to say. Her last words to Jim flinging back at her like an angry boomerang. She’d meant it in the moment, pure revenge in her heart, but that moment was over. She had sobered up in the stillness after he left. Those stupid words tumbling through her head. The implications of it. Consequences. 
Corrigan was armed too. The gun on the mantle. She’d spotted it there when he tore at her clothes and clawed her skin. If she could have gotten her hands on it, she would have shot him dead herself. But that’s not what had happened. When it was over, she had simply pulled her clothes back into place and walked out the door without even looking at the rifle. It mocked her from its perch, just out of reach. 
She had sent her husband off to a gunfight. Given her blessing to blind revenge against a dangerous man. A violent ex-con and killer by his own admission. 
Make it hurt. 
She killed the glass and poured again and her eyes latched on the phone in the hall. She scooped it up and dialled his cell. She would tell him to forget what she’d said and come home and everything would be all right. It rang and rang without an answer. 
The linoleum creaked. Travis stood in the doorway. His face a drawn disc of white.
Emma put the phone down. “You okay?”
 “I heard something,” he said. “I think it was a gunshot.” 
 “Are you sure?” An instinctive response to allay her child’s fear, assure him that everything was okay. A lie she’d told at least once a day since Travis was two years old. “I’m sure it’s nothing. Just a tree branch falling off. Something.” 
As if angry at the dismissal, gunfire cracked through the still air. Bang, bang, bang. All of it downwind from the old house down the road. 
Emma’s hand shot to her mouth, bumping the tender lip. Gunfire, without a doubt. Travis sprinted to the door, flung back the lock and ran outside. She barked at him to get back inside and rushed after him. 
 “Something’s on fire over there,” he shouted.
She followed him onto the porch where he pointed across the field. An orange glow lit up the treeline like a false sunset. Flames wisped up and winked out and rose again. Whatever was burning out there had to be big. The house itself? 
 “What is it?” 
“I don’t know. Come back inside, honey.” 
“No.” 
She chased him back inside and locked the door and hurried him into the kitchen. Crises spilling all over the place, one went to the kitchen. Why? To brew more tea? Make a sandwich?
She should call the police. They would stop it. But Jim had told her to leave if he called. He meant for her and Travis to be far away when the trouble started. 
“We should go over there.” Travis pressed his nose against the dark glass of the window. 
“Stay away from the window, honey.” 
“What if Dad’s in trouble?” Travis didn’t move, didn’t even turn around.
“Get away from the window!” 
Travis spooked like a horse and turned with a nasty look on his face and she immediately regretted it. She was regretting a lot of things tonight. Let this be the last of it. 
Travis flopped into a chair and she dialled Jim’s number again. 
~
Bill Berryhill was still alive. Out there in the dark, calling for help. For his mother. Pleading with God to make the hurting stop. 
Jim couldn’t tell where the voice was coming from. Just out there, somewhere. Puddy stifled his moaning and stilled himself, listening to those awful cries. “Can you see him?” 
“I can’t see anything.” 
The crackle of the burning truck and then the cries started up again. Bill called out Jim’s name, begging Jim for help. 
Jim crept forward, one knee in the damp clover, ready to go to him. He did it without thinking. His name called out by a man injured in the dark, a magnetic pull impossible to deny. 
Puddy held him back, hissing in his ear. “Don’t be stupid. He’ll shoot you down before you get there.” 
“I can’t just listen to that.” 
“Do you think I want to?” 
Bill wouldn’t let up, calling and crying and pleading. When no one came, he turned nasty.  Jim, you fucking bastard! This is your fault! This all your fucking fault you fucking bastard!
Worse than the cries for help, stinging deeper than the lead shot puncturing his leg. Worse because of its veracity. Puddycombe gripped his arm, worried he’d run but all Jim did was lower his head. 
 “Don’t you listen to that,” Puddy hissed. “He doesn’t know what he’s saying.” 
An image popped into Jim’s brain, slotting down in front of his eyes. Stones tumbling into the weeds, rolling and knocking through strands of timothy. The tractor blade pushing down the old stone fence that divided the property. 
Who was going to know? Go ahead, till that unused land.
In knocking down the stone fence he had rifled a graveyard that should never have been disturbed. Shaking loose the old ghosts, uprooting them from the cold soil. Uprooting Hell. Bill was right. He wished he could tell him that. 
Puddy was hissing into his ear again. Tugging his sleeve the way Travis used to, hijacking attention. He snarled at Puddy, annoyed at the man’s insistence but then he saw what it was. 
Corrigan stood in the yard, twenty feet to their left. Looking north into the night, to the sound of Berryhill’s cries. In plain view and wide open. The shotgun in one hand, cracked open at the hinge. Slotting fresh hulls into the barrels. Vulnerable. 
The Mossberg lay in Jim’s lap. One round left, loaded into the chamber. One shot, make it count. His fingers wrapped around the grip but his hands had gone numb like frozen clubs at the end of his wrists. But all he had to do was swing the gun up to his shoulder and blow the son of a bitch away. He didn’t even have to really aim at this distance. The spread of buckshot would flay the man to shreds. But he had to do it slow, a sudden movement would alert Corrigan. 
Puddycombe held his breath and leaned back away from the gun barrel. Hope bubbled his stomach, they were gonna make it after all— 
Ring. Ring. 
The phone in Jim’s pocket.
As loud as bombs.
Click. Corrigan had the gun snapped and shouldered in less than a heartbeat. Squinting down the barrels with Jim dead to rights. 
Jim’s hands atrophied. He almost pissed himself, eyes dilating at the twin bores pointed at his face. 
The phone rang on and on, burning a hole in Jim’s pocket. 
Corrigan leered at him. “That’d be the missus, yeah?” 
Puddycombe started whimpering. Arms covering his head like it could ward off the shotgun blast. “Please…” 
“Don’t beg, Mister Puddycombe,” Corrigan spat. “You come up here like cowboys looking for blood, the least you can do is take your punishment like a man.” 
“Wait,” Jim broke, his guts ready to pour out. The rifle a stick of useless in his frozen hands. “Just wait a minute.” 
The gun barrel raised up a notch, Corrigan squaring the bead between Jim’s eyes. “Goodbye Jimmy Hawkshaw—” 
A new sound broke the spell, sharp and metallic. The click-clack of a bolt sliding, locking. Corrigan tore his eyes from his gunsight. 
Combat Kyle shimmered in the heat ripple of the burning truck. His face freckled with blood and Hitchens’ lost rifle in his hands. Aimed square at Corrigan. His teeth bared, chittering at a curse. “F-f-fucking p-p-pig,” he spat, taking forever to chew off each consonant. “D-d-drop the f-f-fucking gun!” 
Corrigan, cold as stone. “Go home, little man.” 
Nobody moved. A Mexican standoff. 
“Fucking shoot him!” Puddy shrieked. 
No one was minding the bottle. Least of all Kyle. Still burning less than a stride away from his foot. The Molotov exploded, the inferno swallowing Kyle to the waist in flames and glass shrapnel. 
The shockwave punched Corrigan out at the knees. Slammed Jim and Puddycombe hard up against the tank. 
Combat Kyle bansheed at the flames riffling over him. It didn’t sound human. The burning man scurried this way and that like some lesser demon spit out of damnation to dance on the ground, flames dripping from its flailing hands. The man no longer visible, a black silhouette inside rippling waves of orange. He fell and then crawled towards the two men and then collapsed. Rolled over. A godawful hissing sound leaked out of him. 
Jim felt his arm being tugged. Puddycombe pulling him away, screaming at him to run. Jim stumbled along, legs stiff and uncooperative. Dragging the Mossberg along. 
God knew where Corrigan was. Hell with it. Keep running. 
They tripped over Berryhill. The big man on his hands and knees, crawling away in the dark. “Help me up!” Bill’s voice shrill and terrified. 
They each hooked an arm and hauled Berryhill to his feet, grunting and wheezing under the strain. “Move your feet, you fat bastard!” Puddycombe barked, blowing out his cheeks. “I can’t carry you!” 
Jim looked over his shoulder. The house, the burning truck. The smouldering man. No Corrigan. 
Keep moving.
Berryhill lurched and pitched on puppet legs. Clinging to the two men, a hair away from bringing them all down in a tumble. “Don’t you fucking leave me!” 
Jim bit back the pain in his leg. He could feel it bleeding fresh, leaking down his ankle into his boot. Soaking the sock sticky and hot. Eyes front. Where to run? Hitch’s Tahoe sat in the rutted track where they’d left it. “Get to the truck! Move your fucking feet, Bill!” 
“I am!” 
They jerked and stumbled like tenpins. Hitchens had left the keys in the ignition. Jim remembered seeing them there. 
A gun blast, the shotgun report cracking in their ears. All three went down. When Jim looked up, he saw the blown out front tire of Hitch’s Tahoe. Something shuffled in the darkness and the shotgun sang again. The vehicle listed as the rear tire was shot out. 
The three men panted in the dark and their jaws dropped as flames appeared as if by magic inside the Tahoe. Escape route gone. Corrigan routing them from the darkness. 
Over the crackle of the flames came the click and snap of the shotgun being reloaded. 
They ran the other way. Back towards the house, dragging Berryhill along. Skirting around the other flaming vehicle and the headless carcass on the stairs. The husk of Combat Kyle, roasting in the flames, shifted and rolled over. One flaming hand flopped towards them, as if reaching for their ankles. Fire was everywhere, Hell landing a beachhead here in this world, this acreage. 
They grunted and heaved and kept moving. Berryhill’s legs like spastic clubs as the dipping willow leaves raked their hot faces. Staggering uphill until they came upon the little family graveyard. Six low stones and the big monument toppled and broken on the ground. 
Puddycombe tripped over a headstone and they all went down. The injured man taking the worst of it. Puddy wheezed, his face pink. “I can’t carry him.” 
“Get up,” Jim ordered. Noble words, he could barely stand himself. 
Bill swore and groaned. “Don’t leave me.” 
The barkeep shook his head, refusing to move. Jim snarled at him to get on his feet. 
Puddycombe got up too fast and staggered backwards with pinpricks of white beguiling his eyes. A loud snap. And then the screaming. 
Puddy dropped like a sack of dirt, clawing at his ankle. Screeching in hot pain, flailing his arms. The rusty jaws of the bear trap vised around his shin. Iron teeth cutting to the bone. 
“Get it off! Jesuschrist Get it off!” 
Jim gaped stupidly. It looked unreal, some Wiley Coyote cartoon made real. Puddy’s screams snapped him back to life and he pulled at the iron jaws. No give whatsoever. Tight as death. “I can’t get it open.” 
“Pry it off! Shoot it off! I don’t care.” 
Bill and Jim tugged and strained but their bare hands were no match for the iron vise and they had nothing to pry it open with. The tire iron that Puddy had was gone, lost in the weeds somewhere. Jim slid the barrel of the shotgun through the jaws but had no way to pry it open, no leverage to work off of. 
There was nothing to do and Puddycombe read it in their eyes. “No,” he pleaded. “No no no no.”
Jim took up the chain and followed the links to where it was anchored to the ground. Pulling and straining against it until the spike plucked free and Jim fell back on his ass. He dropped the chain into Puddy’s hands. “You’ll have to run with it.” 
“Are you fucking crazy! I can’t even stand!”
The snap of a twig. Footfalls, somewhere in the dark. “Rub a dub dub, gentlemen.” 
A glowing haze of light floating in the pitch. Corrigan bled out of the night with the lantern in hand like some nightmarish railwayman. 
Jim dove for cover as Corrigan swung and fired from the hip. A red hot blast ripped into his good leg, his buttock. Hot and searing like a thousand bee stings. 
Puddycombe bore the brunt of it. The skin flayed from his cheek, flapping wet and free. His back shredded to exposed meat. Pinholes of gunblack against red muscle tissue. 
Berryhill took his share of spray. He lay face down in the clover making an ungodly noise. 
Jim rolled up and popped onto his knees, drawing the Mossberg up fast and outgunning Corrigan. Faster than fucking Eastwood, getting the drop on the murderous sonofabitch. 
Corrigan bristled, his gun frozen at the half cock. 
Jim’s heart knocked into his throat. He wanted to spit words at him, something matching his rage but his brain emptied of all but the most banal words and comforting curses. 
“Go to hell.” 
Corrigan’s hand shot up to ward off the blast. A useless instinct. Jim pulled the trigger—
Click.

The sound all wrong. No righteous blast, no redeeming kick to the shoulder. He squeezed harder but nothing would move the trigger piece. Load fail. Gun jam. Death. 
Glee stitched across Corrigan’s mouth. “Misfire.” 
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“DIG TWO GRAVES,” his father had told him once. “If it’s revenge you’re planning, dig two graves.” 
Of all the bullshit, liquor-sodden advice his father had doled out to him, and there had been plenty, this one bonmot came rushing back to Jim now, of all times. The last time his father had hit him, a stinging backhand across the mouth when Jim was sixteen. Instead of taking the punishment as usual, Jim had snatched up a shovel with pure murder in his heart. And then his father’s warning about revenge needing two graves. 
The old man was right.
It galled him to admit it but Jim had no other choice, staring down the barrels of the shotgun. At Corrigan, ready to blow his head clean off. He should have dug two graves. Maybe more. Puddycombe lay sprawled over his feet, bleeding out from the catastrophe of his head. He should have dug poor Puddy’s grave too. 
His leg stung like a son of a bitch and Corrigan kept talking, yammering on about something. What the hell was he saying? Maybe the man intended to talk him to death. 
“Jimmy.” Corrigan’s voice pierced through the white hum, foul and obscene. “Put the gun down.” 
Jim looked down at the shotgun in his hands, surprised it was still there. He lifted a hand up in compliance. Everything screamed at him not to let go of the gun, useless as it was. What else was there? He forced his fingers to relax their grip. The Mossberg clunked to the earth, a dead stick of metal and wood. 
“Get on your knees.” 
The last humiliation of the condemned. Prostrate, made to beg for your life. He thought of Emma and Travis and how they would be alone. Crying for help when the end came and he wouldn’t be there. Left behind to pay the levy for his sins. 
Jim didn’t move. What was the point? 
A moan, low and guttural. Berryhill, forgotten in the moment, crawled away. Fingers scratching at the dirt, dragging his dead puppet legs. 
Corrigan watched the pathetic escape. “Like the slug you are, Mister Berryhill.” He lowered the barrel and aimed the bores at Bill’s head. 
“No!” Jim faltered forward, stupidly waving his hands like he was flagging a bus. “Don’t—”
The crack split Jim’s ear, the boom of the gun echoing over the field. Berryhill’s head was a smashed pumpkin, broken inwards to wet pulp. 
Corrigan looked at the mess, frowning at the gore sprayed over his boot. He wiped it in the grass and then swung the shotgun back to bear on his captive. 
Jim was already running. 
Sprinting blind, knees jerking and popping over the uneven terrain. Divots and gopher holes ready to snap a leg or twist an ankle. He tripped over an anthill and tumbled into the corn stalks. 
Get up, get up, get up. 
Another blast from the shotgun. Back there, but not aimed at him. 
Puddycombe. 
His leg was on fire, leaking bad and slowing him down but he kept running. The ancient stone fence rose into view. He swung his bleeding leg over and fell to the far side. Looked back the way he came. 
Corrigan trudging through the field after him, lantern swinging in his hand. 
He looked west. A speckle of light peeked through the chestnut trees. The last thing he wanted was to lead the crazed gunman to his home but there was nowhere else to go. 
He moved on, limping and falling in the dark, the lights of the house guiding him. Maybe Emma was gone, packing Travis into the truck and driving to Norm’s. He could barricade the house, call the police. Pray that they got here in time. 
Corrigan had fired both barrels. How many hulls did he have in his pocket? He glanced back and saw the twinkle of the lantern. Pixie light moving through the dark. He didn’t look back again. 
Tangling in the chokecherry bush, he pitched forward and tumbled onto his lawn. The lone bulb of the porch light left on. 
The truck was still in the driveway. 
He collided into the backdoor and bounced off of it. Forgetting that he told her to lock it. He banged on the glass. “Emma! Open the door.” 
The window went dark. Didn’t she know it was him? Jim looked back the way he came. No sign of Corrigan, no ghostly light in the dark fields. 
He pounded the wood and didn’t stop, cursing Emma to open the door. When the lock turned he almost knocked her to the floor getting inside. 
Emma stopped cold when she saw his face. Flecked with blood, the raw panic in his eyes. “What happened?” 
“Where’s Travis?” His eyes worked the room but couldn’t find his son. 
“You’re bleeding.” 
“Travis!” 
“God, sit down. Let me see that.” Emma pulled a chair close but he waved it away. If he sat down now he wouldn’t get up. 
“We have to get out of here.” He grabbed her shoulder to stay upright. “You drive.” 
Travis ran into the room and looked out the window. “What’s going on?” 
“Get away from the window!” 
The window exploded over Travis’s head. A brick bounced and banged across the floor. Broken glass everywhere. Everyone on their knees. Emma pulled the boy to her, hands through his hair looking for cuts.
Travis pulled away, gaping at the shattered window. “What was that?” 
Jim killed the lightswitch. “Stay down.” 
The boom of a shotgun blast outside the house. Then another.
 Jim inched up over the broken window sill. Two tires on the pickup were shot out, flat and dead. Corrigan broke the shotgun and reloaded. Calm and unhurried. Out duck hunting on a chill October day. 
Emma’s hands pulled him back. “Get away from there.” 
He pushed Travis towards the hallway. “Keep down. Out the back” 
Exactly where they would go, he didn’t have a clue. Hiding inside wasn’t an option, the bastard would just blast his way in. And then where would they be? 
Doubled over, Emma crabbed to the kitchen. The backdoor left open. From there, they could run straight into the fields where Jim knew the terrain. At the very least they could hide in the dark, all night if they had to. Make their way up the road when it was safe. 
The kitchen window burst over their heads. The lantern hurled inside and shattered on the linoleum. Kerosene splattered over the kitchen, igniting instantly. Flames traced the fuel across the floor, licked up the walls. The old curtains blazed up, curling and blackening in a toxic stink. 
They backpedalled away in a panic like swimmers spotting a jellyfish. Back to the front door, Jim leading the way but stopping short, Emma knocking into his back. A shadow filled the window in the front door. It jostled from a hard kick. 
 “Down!” Jim lunged at the basement door and flung it back. Wooden steps leading down. There was nowhere else to run. 
The hallway between them and the kitchen was already a rectangle of fire. 
~
Corrigan stood in the grass looking up at the house. The flames in the window glimmered up his dark eyes. The farmhouse was shabby and old, almost as old as his own house. Renovations and repairs overtop a dryrot skeleton of post and beam. 
It would burn nicely. 
He went around to the front and up the porch steps. The picture window a gaping mouth of shattered teeth. The door was locked, that was expected. Resting the stock against his hip he raised the barrels square at the knob. It incinerated under the gun blast. A gaping maw of splintered wood and gunblack. It kicked in easily. 
There would be no reprieve for old Jim this night. The son of a whore had tried to kill him and you couldn’t let people get away with things like that. 
What would the neighbours think? 
~
Travis pulled the chain overhead, popping the dusty bulb on and making everyone blind. Jim snapped it off again. The darkness was total until their pupils shuttered all the way open. 
“What now?”
“Quiet.” 
They listened to the crackle of fire in the kitchen. Then the report of the shotgun, shaking the timbers of the house. The sound of the door being kicked open. 
The thud of boots overhead. He was inside. 
Travis’s chest was heaving. He never did well with dusty rooms and now dust salted down from the unfinished ceiling, dripping from the floor joists at the boots stomping across their floor. He looked at his dad. “Is he gonna kill us?” 
“No,” Jim said. He felt Emma’s eyes but he couldn’t look at her. “No, he’s not.” Lie or no, there wasn’t any other answer to give. 
~
Corrigan stalked into the parlour. Empty, he moved on. A closed door near the hallway, a closet or a room he didn’t know. He kicked it open and fired blind. Cans blew off wooden shelves, preserve jars exploded. Nothing more. 
Pressing on. The doorway into the kitchen was orange with flames. Another closed door on his left. Same routine. He booted it open and let the shotgun rip. Paper and books somersaulted. A cramped office, also empty. 
He unhinged the shotgun and reloaded. One more closed door, then the stairs leading to the second floor. Choices. If they were upstairs, he would simply let them burn. 
“Jim! Come out!” Snapping the rifle closed, he took another step towards the kitchen. The heat rolling out from the back of the house toasted his cheek, like peering into the grate of a blast furnace.
“Come out, Jimmy! Come out and I’ll spare the woman and the boy!” 
~
Emma covered her ears at each report of the gun. The three of them huddled in the dark, listening to the man blast his way through their house. She looked at Jim as they heard the ultimatum. Travis’s eyes darted between his parents and the basement door. 
Jim stumbled through the dark to the window on the north wall. The only one in the basement, and so small. Travis the only one that might slither through. He tugged the handle but the frame wouldn’t budge. The old house had settled, trapping the pane in the sill. 
Emma groped around for a tool. A brick, anything. “Here.” She handed up a short metal pipe from a stack on the floor. 
“Look away.” Jim smashed out the glass, bashing out the shards along the pane as best he could. Dropping the pipe, he cupped his hands together for a foothold. “Travis, up you go.” 
Travis eyed the narrow slot. “You can’t fit through there.” 
“Run for help,” Jim said. “Keep away from the house. Take the creek back to Meyerside’s farm.” 
The boy shook his head at what his dad was asking. “No.” 
“Don’t argue, Travis!” Emma stifled the panic squeezing her heart. “Just go.” 
“Go on, son.” Jim thrust out his cupped hands, urging the boy to step in. “We’ll be right behind you.”
“No you won’t.” Travis backed away. The look in their eyes was alien. Possessed. 
Emma’s voice broke, hitching up in sobs. “Travis, please.” 
The basement door burst open. Boots thudding on the steps and firelight arcing down the wall. 
 “Jimbo…” 
Travis felt his collar yanked hard. Emma pulled him sideways and shoved him into a dark niche behind a shelf. A narrow rabbit hole, she pushed and folded her son inside. Hissed at him to be quiet. 
Bootheels rang off the wooden steps. 
Emma scrambled for somewhere to hide but nothing presented itself. She ducked behind the meat freezer and coiled up small as she could. Her hands were empty, nothing to defend herself with. No hammer or axe. Nothing within reach now. 
Jim scrambled for the pipe he’d used on the window and gripped it tight. A foot and a half of cast iron, an inch in diameter. A caveman’s club against twin bores of twelve gauge horror. The metal was cool in his sweaty hands and he couldn’t get a solid grip on it. 
He slid behind the metal shelf of sleeping bags and a six-man tent that still had the tags on it. A camping trip he had promised Travis. Bass fishing up in the Lake of Bays, where an uncle had taken him fishing as a boy. Another broken promise to be stacked up with the others. Lies and half-truths. Promises made heedlessly just to end a conversation or stifle a tantrum. 
The footsteps stopped. A silhouette towered at the bottom of the stairs, backlit against the flames arcing down the doorway. The rifle in hand, squinting into the blackness.
Jim ducked low, raking the end of a fishing pole against his ear. 
“Travis come out!” Corrigan slurred forward. “You and your mother can leave. Your father and I need to talk.” 
Jim strained his eyes into the shadow where his son was hiding. He saw nothing of the boy but he could feel Travis holding his breath. Fighting himself to remain absolutely still. 
Corrigan cocked his ear, listening for sounds above the crack and pop of the fire. “Quickly son! Before the flames get us.” 
The shadow where Travis nested spilled noise. A crinkle. Shoes scraping the gritty concrete. Corrigan angled his ear towards it, triangulating the source in the darkness. 
Jim was sure the man could hear his heart clanging in his chest, it was that loud. Could Corrigan see them hiding like kids in a pathetic bluff of blind men? Jim shifted the pipe to his left hand and smeared his right palm against his jeans. 
Corrigan skulked in. Called out to him in the dark. “Did she tell you, Jimmy? Did your wife tell you what we did?” 
Barbed and sharp, ripping through his chest like the dirty nail that tore up his back. Jim tried to squeeze the words back out of his ears. Don’t listen to him. He’s trying to goad you out into the open. Don’t listen.
Like telling a drowning man not to swim. His knuckles turned white over the pipe. He clocked Emma across the room, squeezed up against the freezer. She was looking right at him, the terror naked in her face. She was shaking her head, silently communicating the same words in his head. Don’t listen.

“She’s soft as a kitten, she is.” Corrigan wouldn’t let up, knowing which buttons to push. The shotgun bolstered against his hip. “She’s a fighter, I’ll give you that but oh my…” 
Shut up shut up shut up
“…she knows how to fuck a man dry.” 
There was no doubt how this would turn out. And everyone in that hot dark space knew it. 
Jim sprang from his hidey-hole, swinging the pipe overhead. In his mind, an image of Corrigan’s skull split down the middle like a pumpkin. 
Corrigan blocked the strike with the rifle but felt Jim tumble into him. The barrel knocked against Jim’s jaw and Corrigan pulled the trigger. The buckshot hooked Jim’s ear and shredded it clean off. The noise ruptured the tympanic membrane but his momentum carried him forward, crashing Corrigan into a cabinet. 
Wood popped and split. They tumbled through, Jim clawing at the weapon. Corrigan rolled with the tackle, came out on top. He cracked the stock into Jim’s backbone. 
He went down. Felt the floor against his cheek, cold and hard. Then heat like hot tears. Blood trickling out of his blasted ear. Eyes swimming up, Jim looked square into the twin bores of the shotgun. 
Corrigan gnashed his teeth. “Time to pay the piper, Jimbo.” 
Something buzzed through Jim’s head, something he’d heard or read. “A prayer,” he spit. “Gimme a moment to pray.” 
Corrigan’s teeth unclenched and he laughed like he’d never heard anything so funny. “That’s good! Well played!” 
Jim remembered where he’d heard it before. The last plea of the Corrigan woman before the vigilantes broke her skull. 
Corrigan thumbed back the hammer on the shotgun to play his part to the end. “You can pray in Hell.” 
Kingdom Come. 
A rustle from the corner. A scream. A banshee flew at Corrigan with a ball peen hammer in both hands. Emma swung for the gunman’s head. Corrigan blocked it with the rifle. The metal clang rattled Emma to the bone. He slammed the pan of the stock into her cheek. 
It was all so fast. Jim kicked out like he was on fire, hooking the bastard’s knee. Cartilage popped. Corrigan stumbled but didn’t lose grip of the gun. 
Jim swept the floor, snatched up the iron pipe and smashed it against Corrigan’s gunhand. Fingerbones splintered. The rifle dipped, then clattered to the floor. 
Overtop the white sting in his ear, Jim could hear someone urging him on. Travis. 
Dad! Hit him! Hit him!
He swung hard and drove the pipe into man’s back. The kidneys. Corrigan dropped. 
Emma felt her heart burst, juiced on so much adrenaline. And the man went down. They weren’t dead. Travis spurring his father on, yelling at him for more. She pulled the boy into her, bearhugging his flailing arms when he fought back. Hushing him like a baby. “Enough. It’s all over. “ 
The boy squirmed but Emma coiled tighter until he was spent. She felt the first hiccup of a sob shudder and then he went limp. She called out to Jim. 
He didn’t react. Didn’t hear her, didn’t hear anything. His entire being focused on the piece of shit writhing on his basement floor. The iron pipe still in his hand. It felt solid and true and his palm was no longer sweaty. A good grip, he closed in. 
William Corrigan caught the look in Jim Hawkshaw’s eye and crawled away. Crabbing backwards, his shattered hand cradled into his chest. The good hand raised up to ward off the coming blow. 
“Jimmy,” he wheezed. “Jim…” 
Jim stomped on the man’s ankle to hold him still and swung with everything he had. The iron broke Corrigan’s skull above the left eye. A black hole that welled up with blood. The eyes rolled over white. The legs twitched and the arms jerked as the man went into spasms. 
Jim swung again. Putting his shoulder into it. Blood flecked up his arm. The seizures fired and Corrigan flopped like a fish scooped into the bottom of a boat. 
“Jim, stop it. Stop!” 
He heard the urgency in his wife’s voice but the words made no sense to him. Why was she talking? Couldn’t she see he was busy? There was work and it needed doing. 
He kept swinging. A blacksmith at the anvil. Again and again until that peculiar anvil pulped into soft pieces. The bludgeon now slippery with blood, spattering his arm to the shoulder. Pieces of the man’s head were flying, landing on the dirty floor. Bone and flaps of red tissue. Teeth. 
Something wet hit Emma’s cheek and stuck there. She wiped it off like it was poison and screamed at her husband to stop.
But Jim didn’t stop until his arm went numb. The screaming voices no more than bees in his fevered head. Heaving like a dog, he looked up at his family. Wife and child begging him to stop, their dishpan faces struck in ways he’d never seen before. Revulsion, nausea, fear? 
No. It was horror. Writ loud and plain in their eyes. 
The pipe slipped and clattered across the floor. His arm hung dead like it would unlatch and fall from the socket. 
Their faces became hazy and opaque and Jim thought he was going blind. Had buckshot snagged his eye? He blinked and blinked until he realized it was smoke, the flames eating their way into the basement. 
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RAIN CAN KILL, as well as, save a farmer. If the ground hadn’t been soaked by the rain, the fire would have spread to the fields and the barn and devoured everything. As it was, only the house was ablaze. The barn and outbuildings were safe, the horse hazed out to the paddock. Of the goats there was no sign.
The fire was immense and powerful, its orange flames rippling a hundred feet up to heaven. The timbers popped and the asphalt shingles curled up into noxious lumps of tar. The sheer heat of it all held everyone back. 
The fire trucks had taken forty-five minutes to respond, their second call that night. With no water mains to tap into out here and their tanks run dry, there was nothing to do but watch the house burn. Hook and drag away the burning timbers that fell too close to the barn. 
Emma sat on the tailgate of the ambulance with a blanket draped over her shoulders. Unable to take her eyes off the fire. Her heart had clenched and boiled a hundred times over until she couldn’t cope and simply shut down. Watching the flames with dull eyes like it was cookout, waiting for someone to pierce a marshmallow onto the end of her stick. She didn’t even notice the paramedic slipping the oxygen mask over her nose. 
Travis slouched inside the bus, misting the plastic mask on his face. His hair was singed and still smoking. Prodded and bandaged up. Shellshock glassed in his eyes and his jaw banged into a mute stupor. Unsure of what the hell had just happened but pretty damn sure he didn’t want to remember. 
“You okay, son?” The EMT shone a penlight into Travis’s pupils, waved his hand. “Are you hurt anywhere?” 
Travis looked back at him at the uniformed man like he was simple. Everything hurt. Couldn’t he see that? “Is my mom okay?” 
“A little smoke in her lungs like you.” The EMT slipped the penlight back into a shirt pocket. “But she’s all right. Your dad too.” 
Travis wiped his gaze to where his dad stood in the grass and looked away. He hadn’t asked about him. 


The witchgrass was sopping with rainfall but all Jim wanted to do was lie down in it and not move. Not think, not feel. Everything hurt and the paramedic wrapping his bloodied ear just kept at him with questions he could barely hear, let alone comprehend. He shooed the man and his nonstop questions away. The EMT grumbled something about just doing his job and moved on. 
It hurt to even walk. He crossed the grass stiff-legged like Frankenstein and eased down onto the bumper next to Emma and they watched the house burn. His eyes had nothing left to show, blank as burned-out bulbs. Foggily aware that he needed to say something. Something was required of him as he and his wife stood mute witness to the razing of their home. Five generations of Hawkshaws had thrived under its protection there but still it went up in a flash, incinerated to a carbon husk like a hobo’s shack. 
What was there to say? 
Nothing. 
Still.

“It’s gonna be okay now.” The effort of a few words was exhausting. It took all he had left just to reach out and touch her hand. “We’re gonna be fine.” 
Emma didn’t move. She had nothing to say and no strength left to speak if she did. Her eyes fell to the weight of his hand on hers. It was filthy, caked in dried blood. Blackened to a dark jelly over the knuckles. Flecked all the way to his elbows in gore. It flaked and fell from the skin like dark ash. 
“Just a house,” he said. “Wood and brick. We’ll build a new one.” 
She pulled her hand away and folded it into her lap. 
A silhouette stepped into her sightline, blocking the fire. A dark uniform with a distinct blue stripe down the trouser leg. OPP Constable Ray Bauer looked down at them. He took off his cap and wiped his brow and fitted the cap back on. He squared it up and levelled his eyes to Jim. 
 “Guess we need to talk, huh?” 
~
Emma and Travis were taken away in the ambulance. The taillights shrank to red dots as the bus turned out onto the road. No flashing lights, no siren. 
Constable Bauer spared Jim the indignity of sitting in the back of the patrol car. They leaned against the cruiser’s quarter panel watching the ambulance roll away. When it was gone, their eyes drifted back to the fire. 
The inferno’s fury had drained off, the flames no longer reaching to heaven. Most of the roof had fallen in, taking with it the north and west walls. A lattice work of blackened beams angled in a tepee over the embers, all of it crowned by a mushroom cloud of black smoke. 
“We found Brian Puddycombe and Bill Berryhill where you said they’d be,” Constable Bauer said. “Doug Hitchens we found at the house. The other body, well that will have to be identified but we’ll just assume it’s Kyle Parker.” 
Jim nodded then broke into a coughing jag that doubled him over. The taste of ash seared down his throat and no amount of water would wash it away. 
Constable Bauer twisted open another bottle of water and held it out to Jim. “I don’t mind telling you, I have never seen anything like that.” He let off a low whistle and shook his head. “I mean, Jesus, what happened?” 
Jim stayed bent at the waist, hands on his knees, spitting into the grass. He took the water from the police officer and rinsed and spit again. Not purposely avoiding the question, it simply hurt to talk. 
 “Looks like Mr. Corrigan went crazy on you.” The constable said. “Is that what happened?” 
“We went there to kill him.”
“And then what?”
“He killed us.” 
The officer made no reaction. He folded his arms over his belly and waited for the rest of it. 
 “I need to make a confession, Ray. A big one.” Jim kicked at something in the grass. “About what happened tonight and what happened a hundred years ago.” 
“Looks like it’s dying down.” Bauer nodded at the fire. “Hell of a thing, losing your home like that.” 
“Did you hear what I said?” 
The constable turned and looked at him. “You’ve been through a hell of a shock, Jim. Things like this, well, people get the details mixed up. Don’t remember everything exactly.” He swatted at a mosquito on his neck and looked at his palm. “Everybody knows Corrigan was a loony tune. From what I can tell, it looks like you guys went up there to talk some sense into him and Mr. Corrigan just went crazy. Attacked you for no good reason. From where I’m standing, this was clearly self-defence on your part.” 
Jim blinked. Nothing made sense anymore. He felt three paces behind, trying to catch up. 
“Jim, look at me. Do you understand what I’m saying?” 
It knocked around in his head for a while before Jim could decipher what was being offered to him. A choice, yes or no. That’s how it goes, doesn’t it? The winners write the history. No one hears the loser’s story. That gets buried too. 
This is how it is. How it always is. 
Jim leaned in to spit but his mouth was dry. “Just like last time.” 
“Last time?” 
A sharp pop from the fire, timbers falling in on themselves. Sparks roiled up and spun crazily, pinpricks of orange that blushed briefly and then winked out. 
They went back to watching the fire and neither man spoke for a long time. 
~
Days came and went, Emma barely distinguishing one morning from the next. She’d shifted down a gear just to cope. There would be so much to do. ‘Sufficient unto the day’, another of her grandmother’s sayings. Impossible to think beyond that. She and Travis had stayed in the hospital that first night. An OPP constable named Hipkiss came and took statements from both her and Travis and later typed it up and left it in Ray Bauer’s inbox. In the morning, Emma’s sister came and brought them home to her house in Exford. 
She panicked when she thought of Smokey. The horse left in the paddock, forgotten in the melee. She phoned Norm Meyerside, their neighbour, to ask him to check on Smokey. He’d already taken care of it. Like everyone else along the road, he’d been startled by the sirens and got into the car to see what the trouble was. He had seen the horse but the firecrew wouldn’t let him come onto the property. He’d gone back in the morning and led the horse into the barn. He told her not to worry, he’d look after the animal until she knew what she was going to do. 
Emma thanked Norm and hung up the phone. She didn’t have a clue what she was going to do. 
~
The remains of six people were taken to the coroner’s office in London. Following the examinations by a four member team, the Regional Coroner’s Office sent the remains back to Pennyluck. The Ripley Funeral Home was the only undertaker in town, a family run business in operation since 1881. Gene Ripley rallied his son, daughter and daughter in-law and told them they’d have to work overnight to deal with the arrival of so many deceased. Don Moretti of Moretti Funeral Services in Garrisontown drove in and offered his services, for which Ripley was grateful. That’s what community was all about, he told his son as they wheeled the gurneys out of the coroner’s van. Helping one another in a crisis. 
The crew from the coroner’s office were unloading the last set of remains when Ripley told them to turn around and load it back into the van. He wasn’t accepting that one. 
The driver checked his clipboard and said his orders were to deliver all six remains but the funeral director shook his head and told him to take it back. 
The driver scrunched his shoulders up and scanned the inventory list on his clipboard. “What am I supposed to do with Corrigan, W?” 
“You can dump it in the river for all I care,” Ripley said. “I won’t take it.” 
The remains of William Corrigan were taken back to the Coroner’s office in London and then rerouted to Fairway Funeral services on Westchester Boulevard. Under contract to the city, Fairway serviced the remains of deceased without next of kin. The homeless, the intransigent, the unloved. Corrigan’s remains were wheeled into cold storage and processed. No one came forward to claim them. 
In the days following the incident, the town council commandeered the banquet hall at the arena for a temporary office. Patrick McGrath was quickly appointed provisional mayor and the council got to work dealing with the aftermath of the tragedy. Five funerals were combined into one, with a large public service to be held at Saint Mary’s Church. Ideas were discussed about how to honour the tragedy. A plaque in the square or a memorial stone in the fair grounds? No consensus was met and the idea was backburnered while the council dealt with the more pressing matters of rebuilding the town hall and public library. 
The property on the Roman Line was folded back into the trust of the town. Renamed Lot 13, concession 5, it was never again referred to as the Corrigan homestead. Bank accounts belonging to William Corrigan, deceased, were also placed in trust to the town. There were two accounts in Pennyluck and one in Halifax, all of the monies held in trust under the oversight of the town council. Before the month was out, funds were already being siphoned off with illegible signatures on banal looking forms stuffed into the back of a filing cabinet. At the rate the monies were being chipped away at, all three accounts would be drained by Christmas. 
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SMOKEY WAS SPOOKED and agitated after the fire. She bristled at the saddle and shied when Emma fitted her toe into the stirrup. Emma spoke softly to the animal, trying everything she could to calm the horse but there was still wariness in Smokey’s eyes. The terror of the fire remained in her bones and wouldn’t shake loose easily. 
“I know how you feel.” Emma had barely slept since the incident and startled at any sharp sound. Became anxious whenever Travis was out of her sight. The last two days, it was all she could do to simply get out of bed. Somehow she had managed to move them back onto the farm but the details were all a blur. 
And all Emma wanted to do was ride. Riding took everything you had and focused it down to a laser beam. Brains, muscles, senses, all of it consumed with the horse. Finding your seat, letting the horse listen to you while you listened to it. Everything else was left behind at the paddock gates. She needed this. 
She led the horse to the field and walked it for a good while, talking quietly to her the whole time. When they reached the creek, Emma tried once more and Smokey shivered but allowed her into the saddle. She walked the horse and got her into a trot but no more. 
It was enough for now. Hell, it was a giant leap forward. 


Travis poked through the ruins of the house. Stepping over charred timbers and sootblack brick. A tangle of sticks and ash, that’s all it was now. He’d taken the hoe from the barn, using it to pull apart broken studs and curled shingles. Looking for anything familiar, anything useful. Anything of himself that had survived the fire. 
There was nothing. 
His comic books were gone, along with his music and the hockey equipment and his crappy old computer. It had all incinerated so completely, he figured that none of it could have meant that much in the first place.
The realization of it spun a sickening dizziness in his head. Lost, rootless, orphaned. His stuff was all gone. Was it really so bad? Was his old life so great he should cry over it now? What exactly was he mourning? 
Loser. Faggot. Ass bleeder. 
Good riddance. 
In all the horror movies he had seen, all the monster comics he’d read, the monster was usually destroyed by fire. Stakes through the heart, silver bullets, all that stuff paled in comparison to fire. A one-size-fits-all solution to kill the beast. Why? Because it purified and cleansed. Same way they burn crops to plant new ones. 
So, loser boy was lost in the flames. Time for something new. Travis felt a prickly giddiness at the idea of reinventing himself. 
His hands were black with soot. He should have grabbed some gloves from the barn. No matter. Maybe dirty hands were part of his new identity. Dirty hands, dirty past. No past at all. 
He pulled on a beam with the hoe and it crashed down, spewing soot into his face. Waving it clear, he clocked something in the charred wood. Filthy and damaged from the flames. Anticlimactic now. He pried it loose, disappointed that some part of his old loser self remained. 
Holding it up to the light, he saw that the artefact didn’t belong to him after all. It didn’t even belong on their property. The wood stock and grip had been charred away but the double barrels remained unscathed. 
“Travis!” 
He looked up, saw his mom waving at him. “Can you come here,” she said. 
“Coming.” He climbed out of the ruins, hiding the remains of Corrigan’s gun behind his back. 
~
 The trailer home came courtesy of Harvey’s RV’s, the boat and recreational vehicle lot over on Beech Avenue. Harvey and his wife felt terrible at what had happened to the Hawkshaws and insisted they use the double-wide for the time being. At least they could stay on their own land. 
Emma was overwhelmed by everyone’s generosity. They all wanted to help, wanted to give, reach out somehow. These were good people. You saw it everyday in small ways but when something bad happened, you really saw it. It made her humble, embarrassed and proud all at the same time. 
Travis hated the trailer. It was cramped and smelled of mothballs and menthols. There was no where to go, no privacy. 
“You’ll adjust,” Emma told him. “It’ll be like we’re camping.”
“We’ve never gone camping,” he said. 
 “Would you prefer a homeless shelter?” she scolded. “We could bunk with the hoboes and the bedbugs. Because that’s what we are now, Travis. Homeless.” 
Harsh but true. She regretted it now, a day later as she knelt under the hang of the trailer, fitting a hose to the water supply. Travis knew how to push her buttons but she had to remind herself that she was the adult in this situation. She screwed the hose to the coupling and opened the valve. The hose swelled as water pumped into it. “Okay!” she hollered. “Try it now!” 
The sputter of water as air pockets gurgled out of the tap until the line ran clean. Travis came out of the trailer, rattling the aluminum door and gave her a thumbs up. “It works.” 
Some part of her tantrum must have sunk in. Travis seemed a different person since her outburst. Gone were the smart-ass remarks and disgusted grunts when asked to help out. She brushed her hands down her jeans, stepped back and looked over the trailer. It was parked on the flat grass facing the ruins of their house. Close to the barn so she could hear the horse from inside. A small comfort. 
“We’re trailer trash now,” he said. 
“Wow, that joke gets old fast, doesn’t it?” 
She bopped his shoulder to let him know she was kidding and then turned back to their new home. She regretted having parked the trailer so close to the ruins. The charred remains of their home was hard to look at. An open wound festering in the sun and the first thing she’d see every morning. 
“I still can’t believe it’s gone.” She put a hand on his shoulder and Travis didn’t immediately shirk away. A good sign. The last three days he’d refused to be touched, backing away from a hug or even a pat on the arm. 
“Do you think dad’s ever coming home?” 
She looked at him. He hadn’t mentioned his father in the last three days, always changing the subject when she mentioned Jim. “Of course he is, honey.” 
“But what if he isn’t?” He looked up at her, then quickly looked away. “You know what he did.” 
How to navigate this? Emma gave his shoulder a squeeze. “Are you still thinking about it?” 
“I can’t stop thinking about. I keep seeing it over and over.” 
“It’s all a blur to me, that whole night. I hope it stays that way too.” 
He knew it was a lie, and she read it in his face but they left it there. An untruth both agreed upon. And then her phone rang, letting both of them off the hook. 
It was Constable Bauer, calling from the OPP office up in Exford. Asking if she could come and bring her husband home. 
~
Jim stared at the floor of the holding cell. A narrow closet of a room with a bunk and a metal door. The smell of disinfectant hadn’t caused his headache but it didn’t help matters either. The headache came from the lack of sleep over the last three days. Going over his story again and again with Ray Bauer. 
He had told Ray everything. It had felt good too, letting everything out, purging it all. At least that first time. Telling it the hundredth time, with Constable Bauer stopping to pick at the details, it felt like nothing at all. Numb to it, like he was repeating a story someone had told him once. Ray kept at him, pecking at the details to find a loose straw that would collapse the whole thing. 
Images of Puddy kept flashing in Jim’s head, his leg clamped in the iron and screaming for help and Jim as useless as a stump. Puddy, whom he had abandoned, leaving for that psychopath to pick off. 
That was why he had told his lawyer to go home. Perry Keller showed up the day after, telling Jim he had found a good criminal defence lawyer and to keep his mouth shut until he gets here. Jim remembered Puddy in the trap and told Keller to go home. He didn’t need a lawyer. He was simply going to confess everything and take his lumps. Keller protested, telling Jim he was still in shock and not thinking clearly. Jim banged on the door until Ray came and took the lawyer away. 
Stupid?
Maybe. 
He didn’t care anymore. 
The lock clicked over and Jim looked up as the door opened. Ray Bauer waved at him to get up. “Time to go,” he said. 
“Go where?” 
“Home. You made bail.” 
Jim blinked. What had Emma done? His bond had been set at twenty grand, a sum they simply didn’t have and could not borrow. Did she sell the farm? “Gotta be mistake, Ray. There’s no way Emma put up the bail money.” 
“She didn’t.” Ray waved at him again. “Come on. Someone wants to talk to you.” 
Ray led him down the hall to a small room not much bigger than the holding cell. Jim stepped inside, eager to put his arms around his wife but Emma was not in the room. 
Patrick McGrath sat at the plastic table. “Hello Jim.” 
“What are you doing here?” 
“Came to talk. Sit down.” 
That seasick feeling came back, see-sawing the ground under Jim’s feet. He eased down into the hard plastic chair. “Did you post my bail?” 
“Yes sir.” McGrath looked over the tiny room. “You don’t belong in here. Ray tells me you didn’t want bail. Izzat true?” 
 “I need to talk to my wife.” 
“It’s a terrible thing, what happened to you and those other men. And I understand, someone’s gotta pay. But that doesn’t mean it has to be you.” He drummed yellow fingers on the table top and Jim figured the hardware man was already itching for a cigarette. McGrath went on. “Constable Bauer told me about your confession. I think you’re being too hard on yourself.” 
“It’s what happened.” 
“You’re not thinking it through, Jim. I can understand feeling guilty but what about the other men? What are their families gonna think? Puddy’s wife, Hitch’s kids? They’re already mourning and you wanna go and shit all over their grief with this story? And for what? To assuage your own guilt?” 
Jim set his teeth so hard they squeaked. “It’s what happened,” he said again.
“Well I don’t buy it. Not a word.” He swept his hand across the table, as if clearing it of debris. “And there’s nothing to back it up with.” 
Jim balled his hands into fists and bit back the urge to choke the smugness right off the fat man’s face. “Go away, Pat.” 
“Where’s your proof, Jimmy? Where are these confessions you say you found? About the Corrigan murders?” 
They burned up in the town hall fire, didn’t they? Along with Kate.

“Ask Gallagher. He’ll tell you. Hell, he’s the one who showed them to me.”
“Gallagher’s gone.”
Jim’s eyes snapped up. “Gone where?” 
“He disappeared. No one’s seen him since that night.” McGrath shrugged, swaying the wattle under his chin. “More than likely he’s dead. My guess is he was drunk and slipped and fell into the river. Someone’ll snag him on a fishing line when he bobs up in Garrisontown.” 
Another kick to the guts. Did Corrigan get to the old man too? It’s possible. So too was the likelihood that Gallagher passed out in a ditch somewhere and simply hasn’t been found yet. 
“So who does that leave?” McGrath said. “Who else can back up your story? Brian Puddycombe is dead. As is Doug Hitchens and Bill Berryhill and that little punk Kyle what’s-his-name.” He leaned in again, whispering a little sidebar. “I don’t mean to speak poorly about someone who’s deceased but there was something seriously wrong with that kid.”
Jim felt his skin crawl. He desperately needed a shower. 
McGrath wheezed on. “The point is, Jim, there’s more here than just you. Do you want to leave these men a legacy like this? Leave their families with this awful story about how they died? They deserve better than that.” 
The floor was see-sawing again and Jim gripped the table for balance. 
“And what about your family?” McGrath went on. “What’s Emma gonna do now? Your boy? They gonna run that farm by themselves? They need you, Jim. What they don’t need is a martyr.” 
Jim tasted the sick in his throat, eyes darting around for a bucket to hurl into but there wasn’t one. He put his head between his knees. 
McGrath stood and lumbered for the door. “Your family’s on their way to pick you up. Go home.” 
“Why are you doing this?” 
“Looking out for my own. It’s what a mayor does.” 
~
The reunion was awkward. Jim came out of the police station and bear-hugged his wife and son but they were stiff in his arms and no one quite knew what to say. Travis was aloof, Emma stilted and distracted. He quickly smeared his wet eyes, self-conscious and clumsy out here on the sidewalk. Emma fussed over his appearance but shied away when he tried to catch her eyes. They’d been through a lot, he told himself. Still in shock. 
Emma smoothed his hair and asked if he had slept at all. Was he hungry? 
He just wanted to go home. 


“My God…”
Jim swung out of the cab but left his guts back in the truck. The last time he had seen the house it was still burning, still upright. He hadn’t thought about what it would look like now. It was all gone. His eyes stung and everything went liquid and soft. 
Emma saw the tears in his eyes and told him it was okay. Speaking softly, the way she did to her horses. A dumb animal. He smeared away these new tears, quick and with shame. The way men do. 
He squeezed her hand, a little pump to tell her he was okay but felt her bristle at his touch. Her eyes dropped to his hand, the one squeezing hers, and he saw something ripple across her face. The same revulsion he had seen that night when his hands were covered in blood. Is that what she was seeing now? 
Watching her eyes dart around like a bird, he could read the thoughts behind them, the admonishments she was telling herself. 
Don’t pull your hand away. 
Get over it. 
“It’s just a house,” she said. “Wood and bricks. That’s all.” 
When she slid out from under his arm he felt lost. Unmoored like a rowboat slipped from the dock, left to bob away on the current. 
 “We can rebuild.” He looked over his shoulder to where Travis sat on the picnic table. Clutching what looked like a black stick in his hand. Jim beckoned for his son to join them. “Right Travis?”
Travis didn’t move, watching them from his perch with dark mouse eyes. Observing from a safe distance and no further. 
 “Travis.” Emma’s voice was sharp. “You’re dad asked you a question.”
“Sure,” Travis said in a timbre flat and bloodless. “I guess.” 
“What do you got there, son?”
The boy watched his father with cold eyes, like the man was an acquaintance he couldn’t quite remember and then looked at the thing in his had. “Nothing.” Travis spun off the picnic table and ambled away towards the barn. 
Jim took a step, about to call the boy back when Emma spoke. “Let him go.” Her arms folded tight like she was cold. “He’s had a rough time of it.” 
“He’s scared of me.” 
She looked at her feet. “He’s still in shock.” 
“You are too.” 
“No. God, no. It’s just—” Her hand swept over the ruins of their house. “It’s this. It’s like a death in the family.” 
She’s scared shitless. Just like your son.
The wariness in her eyes, the tensed shoulders. Like someone waiting for a bomb to go off. I’ve lost them, he thought. They’re here but they’re long gone. 
Emma chinned the trailer. “What do you think? Pretty sweet, huh? Harvey and Anna said it was ours for as long as we needed.” 
“It’s nice.” He hated it but felt grateful. Anything will fit a naked man. His eyes drifted back to the ruins. 
“What happened?” Emma blew the hair out of her eyes, deflating like she’d been holding her breath the whole time. “At the police station?” 
“I told them what happened.”
“And that’s it? They just let you go?”
 “They didn’t believe me.” 
 “The police think you’re lying?”
“No. They just have their own version of events and they’re sticking to it.” He kicked at the dirt. “Ray and McGrath and, I dunno, everyone else in town.” 
Emma parted her mouth to say something but nothing came out. The crickets sounded louder than ever. 
“I’m sorry, Emm,” he said, eyes still on the ground. “I couldn’t fight them anymore. So I told them what they wanted to hear.” 
He watched his wife to see how she would react. She kept her gaze levelled on the ash pile and didn’t move. No reaction at all.
 “You’re home now. That’s all that matters.” 
Every muscle burned to touch her. To reach out, hold her. Anything. But he couldn’t. Spook her now and she’ll be gone for good. 
 “You must be starving,” she said, turning for the trailer. “I’ll start dinner. Can you fire up the barbecue?” 
He watched her disappear inside and listened to the water gurgle and spurt as she ran the taps. He looked for Travis but the boy was nowhere in sight and he didn’t know where to go so he stood in the hot sun, in some halfway mark between the ashes and the double-wide trailer home. 
It was almost funny. He had dug that second grave after all. 
The way Emma and Travis looked at him now. He was down deep at the bottom of it and it would be a slow, thorny climb back out of this coffin hole if he was going to win them back. 
After what you done? What they saw? Hell, you’re getting off easy, son.

A screech hooked his ear, shattering his thoughts. A turkey vulture squatted on the roof of the barn, spreading its wings in the sun and lifting one foot then the other. Its boiled-looking head turned and watched him. 
He scrounged up a good sized rock and hurled it full bore at the obscene bird. It clattered short against the pitched roof and the vulture continued to dance its little dance as if the peak of the barn was too hot. He pitched another and the foul thing flapped up and flew away. 
His shotgun was gone, lost in the fire but he would get another and when those ugly birds came back, he’d just start shooting. Blast them out of the sky and leave them to rot on the ground until his plough blades churned their carcasses into worm meal. 
He had won, hadn’t he? Corrigan was gone and no court would convict him for it. History was written by the winners and the story had played out exactly as it had a century ago. 
How else could it have played?
It was meant to be. 
Jim closed his eyes and crossed his fingers but when he opened them his home was still a cinder pile and across the field, beyond that stone fence, rose the Corrigan house, teetering and rotten but still standing. 
Come sundown, Jim would fetch the red gas canister and burn that goddamn eyesore to the ground. 


A brief note about the story:


If any element of this story rings a bell, that may be because it was inspired by true events. On a cold night in 1880, the ‘Black Donnellys’ of Lucan, Ontario were attacked and murdered by a mob of vigilantes. The parents (James and Johannah), a son (Tom), and a niece (Bridget) were violently dispatched with guns, clubs and pitchforks. The house was set ablaze and the mob then marched on the home of the elder son, club-footed Will Donnelly, with the intent to shoot him down but ended up killing another son, John Donnelly. The following day, the entire town turned out to see the razed house. They traipsed through the ashes and some collected souvenirs of the occasion, including small bones. The local constable did not arrive at the scene until midday. 
Despite two separate trials and an eyewitness account, no one was ever convicted for the murders. Enraged over the injustice, Will Donnelly erected a monument at the grave inscribed with the term “murdered” after each name. That tombstone became a popular tourist draw until it was removed from Saint Patrick’s Cemetery in 1964 and subsequently vanished. 
Lucan Ontario in the late nineteenth century was something of a wild town and overwhelmingly Irish. Feuding broke out with regularity among the locals over land ownership and business. Disputes were commonly settled with fists and clubs, reprisals and the cycles of violent revenge inevitable. Torching an enemy’s barn was a particularly popular payback, but if you were really vindictive, you’d wait until the loft was stocked with hay for the winter and then burnt it down. 
Without doubt, the Donnellys were a tough bunch but perhaps no more vicious than any of the others. What made the difference was the newly arrived parish priest, Father John Connelly. Unfortunately the Donnelly’s rivals got to him first and convinced him the Donnellys were a menace to the town. With the priest’s guidance and blessing, the locals formed a crude alliance named the Biddulph Peace Society to “defend” against their enemies. As the feuding escalated, the men of the Peace Society decided they had had enough and reconnoitred at a small schoolhouse near their enemy’s farm to make plans. Drinking their courage up and blacking their faces with soot, they marched across a field and attacked the Donnellys under the cover of a cold February night. The violence that ensued was one of the most gruesome crimes in Canadian history and became the stuff of legend. 
Secrets are hard to keep in a small community and tongues wagged and then an eyewitness appeared but in the end, the vigilantes got away with murder. Although charged with murder, the members of the Peace Society were acquitted in two separate trials. The surviving Donnellys eventually moved away and the whole sordid business was forgotten about. Taboo even, as local folklore held that simply mentioning the name ‘Donnelly’ ensured bad luck. 
Over time, the story of the Black Donnellys became the stuff of popular folklore. Writer Thomas P. Kelley was the first to popularize the tale in print for the pulp market of the 1950’s with two novels, “The Black Donnellys” and “Vengeance of the Black Donnellys”. Other books followed, along with plays, documentaries and features on the History Channel. The best of the bunch are two non-fiction books by Donnelly historian Ray Fazakas, “The Donnelly Album” and “In Search of the Donnellys”. In 2007 NBC premiered a TV series called the “The Black Donnellys”, created by writer-director Paul Haggis (Crash, Million Dollar Baby). Born and raised in London, Ontario, (a short drive from Lucan) Haggis grew up hearing the legend of the Donnellys and re-imagined the tale for modern times. 
Film work, in fact, was how I came across the story. Although I had heard the name Donnelly before, it wasn’t until talking to a film producer in 2006 that I delved into it. The producer had always wanted to do a project about the fabled murders and was looking for concepts on it. (I’ve since learned that almost every Canadian producer has a pet Donnelly project in their portfolio) At the time I was working with my screenwriting partner, Tyler Levine (awesome dude), and we brainstormed half a dozen pitches for a feature film based on the Donnelly massacre. One of the ideas I cooked up featured a long lost family member turning the site of the crime into a museum to agitate the locals. No one else liked that pitch but the idea got under my skin and wouldn’t let go. I eventually churned it out myself as a script that, while it was well received, never got off the ground. (Incidentally, after countless pitches and discussion, nothing ever materialized with that initial producer. Such is the way of movie-making.)
As I said, my book was ‘inspired by’ the Donnelly tale, not ‘based on’. A small distinction to be sure. The details are the same but I didn’t want to be hampered by facts, needing to fictionalize as the story demanded. But more than that, I didn’t want to stir any ill will. The families living in Lucan have been there for generations and they know the history. There are descendants of the Donnellys too, to consider. So boundaries were set and names were changed to suit this work of fiction. I have no wish to get the ‘haint’ put on me by any vengeful Irish ghosts. 
Speaking of ghosts, if you ever visit the town of Lucan, you just might see one if you visit the Donnelly homestead on the Roman Line. Robert Salts lives in the house built overtop the original site and offers tours of the house and barn. Salts, a sensitive to the paranormal, has encountered the ghosts of the Donnellys many times and will gladly share his tales as he shows you around the site. You can book a tour through his site at The Donnelly Homestead Site Tour. 
More information about the Donnellys can be found at The Official Donnelly Homepage
 or by visiting the Lucan Area Heritage & Donnelly Museum
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An excerpt from BAD WOLF



ONE
THE WOLF MOVED through the trees, nose to the ground. Down from the mountain and out of the primordial darkness of the forest, towards the lights of the city. It skulked through a hole in a fence, its heavy pads on the worn pavement. Past a leaning stack of pallets and into a lot that stank of gasoline and men. Jaundiced light beamed from the poles haloed in the light drizzle. The rain dampened the stink of the ground and turned it sour. 
It kept to the shadows, winding through the yard to avoid the lights. It wasn‘t far now, the smell it was after. Prey. It caught the scent from a mile away and tracked it from the slope of the dead volcano down into the city. 
It was close, the thing it tracked. 
The dogs came after, a clumsy pack of pokey ribs and ravaged hide following the lead animal. A Rottweiler and three pit bulls, a Doberman and a sleek Siberian Husky. Others of no discernible breed and still more of such bastard mix they were barely dogs at all. Heads low and single file, the dogs followed the lobo‘s path step by step. The pack snorted and snuffed, sometimes snapping at one another but none barked, none made any unnecessary noise. When the hunt was on, they stifled the raw instinct to bark and ran silent. The lead animal taught them this and they had learned it the hard way. The pack was down in numbers because two ill-mixed breeds couldn‘t help themselves and barked on a hunt. The wolf killed them both, snapping their necks in its enormous maw. The troop was learning. Dogs barked, wolves did not. 
They were hungry but the wolf had taught them how to hunt as a pack. First the small woodland animals darting across the forest floor and then bigger prey. At night, always at night. But this night was different and all to an animal knew it. The wolf hunted even bigger prey bigger this night. Something slow and stupid and easy to kill. 


TWO BOYS AND A GUN. How many terrible nights have started this way? The gun was an old bolt action rifle. A 303 Enfield with a walnut stock and a battered scope. Lifted quietly from its dusty rack in Owen‘s grandfather‘s house in. Owen held the gun now, sliding the bolt forward to reveal the loading gate, showing it to the other boy. 
“Just lemme shoot the fucking thing.” Justin was fifteen and impatient about all things. He drained his beer, also stolen from Owen‘s grandfather, and crushed the can. 
Owen looked at him with contempt. “You gotta learn how to load it first, dumbass. Maybe you ain‘t big enough to wear the big boy pants.” 
“Hurry the fuck up. Before those things run off.” 
They were hunkered down under the steel bridge that spanned the Willamette, the dark riverwater moving slowly below them. Empty cans of Pabst scattered around, two fresh ones sweating cold in the plastic bag. The air was warm, pushing the stink of the river up the banks. 
Owen had seen that old Enfield in his granddad‘s cellar since he was seven years old. Once, when he was ten, he pushed a chair up to the wall and climbed up just to touch it. The black metal was cold to his fingers but the wood felt warm. His grandfather had caught him just as he was trying to lift it from its cradle and Owen had gotten a sharp crack over the ear for it. After that the old man kept the basement locked but Owen never forgot about the gun. Now that his grandfather rarely left his bedroom, Owen took it whenever he wanted. Justin wanted to shoot it so they got the beer and the gun and headed down to the river. There were raccoons and cats down there among the broken bikes and appliances dumped from the roadside and the boys had taken to shooting at them late at night. But tonight was different, tonight they got lucky. There were dogs. 
God knows where they came from. Six, maybe seven. Hard to tell at this distance. Big and mangy looking. Strays for sure. They swarmed over something down in the weeds, scrapping over it. Teeth snapping and jaws popping. Feeding time. 
Justin tossed his can away. “Lemme shoot already.” 
Owen sighed and handed him the rifle. “Here”. 
Justin rolled onto his belly in the dirt, aimed and fired. It was that quick. He jumped back at the recoil and whined. Owen watched the dogs bolt away then circle back. They sniffed the air then tore back into the thing in the weeds. 
 “Fuck are they eating down there?” Justin looked through the scope, watching them feed.
“You missed.” 
“You‘re fat.” 
Owen took the rifle back and now he lay on his gut in the dirt. He put his cheek to the stock and squinted down the scope. He recalled everything he knew about firing a rifle, all of it schooled from a Punisher comic book. Draw your aim, hold your breath and squeeze the trigger slowly. Bang. 
He jolted from the kick but quickly re-aligned the gun and looked down the scope. One of the dogs was flopping in the weeds, twitching in a spastic fit. “Shit,” he said. “Did I hit it?” 
The dog was still by the time they walked down there. It wasn‘t dead, just lying on its side, tongue flat on the ground and peppered with dirt. It panted, the ribcage undulating up and down. The boys stood over it, watching it die. Neither one horrified or repulsed. Justin spat on it. 
“Lucky shot, is all.” 
Owen smirked, watching the dog‘s legs kick. Justin moved on, trampling down the weeds. Looking to see what the dogs were scrapping over. 
“Fuck me.” 
Justin lurched away and puked. Owen stepped up and saw what was there. Limbs. Legs and feet. An arm. The core of the body had been chewed up and eaten. There wasn‘t even a face. All of it pulled apart like jerky by the hungry dogs. Owen backed away from it and looked around. The dogs were long gone. 




TWO
JOHN GALLAGHER SMILED as he pushed the shitbag up against the chain link. The guy looked antsy and sweaty in his green parka, and that made Gallagher happy. Few things were as satisfying as watching the eyes of some screwhead when he realizes his world has turned instantly to shit. 
Gallagher had been with the Portland Police Bureau for sixteen years, the last eight as a detective with Homicide Detail. And nothing topped working homicide. Ninety percent of the job was braindead boring but the other tiny percentage of piecing together murders and tracking down perps was unlike anything else. The methods one chose to pursue the job were key and John Gallagher led more with his guts than his head and that had consequences. His internal file was stuffed fat with reprimands, warnings and final warnings about his aggressive methods but all of that was balanced against a clean closure rate. The complaints and threatened lawsuits from banged-up suspects were silenced by a clean evidence trail that pinned the son of a bitch to the wall. Just like this shitbag in the parka. 
 “Hey man, we just wanna talk”, Detective Roberts said, holding up his palms. Roberts was older than Gallagher, clocking down this side of fifty. Cautious and methodical. He hated working with Gallagher and the feeling was mutual. Fourteen hours earlier, they had been at the hospital, looking down at a woman who had died shortly after arrival. She had been beaten and tossed down a flight of stairs in some godawful tenement in No Po. They went to work looking for the woman‘s boyfriend and voila. Now the part Roberts hated, playing peacemaker off Gallagher‘s wolverine schtick. 
“Wasn‘t me.” The man in the parka clucked his teeth with impatience. “Go piss on somebody else‘s life.” 
“We will, chief”. Gallagher pushed him one more time. “Soon as we‘re done pissing all over yours”. 
“Fuck you.” 
Parka Man walked away. He bumped Gallagher‘s shoulder on the way and that was all it took. Gallagher smiled. Oh Christ, thought Roberts. 
Gallagher kicked the man‘s knee out and he collapsed inward. Parka Man hit the sidewalk bald, found Gallagher‘s knee on his throat. 
“Fucking kill you, bitch”, was all Parka got out before he choked. 
“See, a bitch is why we‘re here, chief.” Gallagher jammed his knee into the man‘s windpipe. Still smiling. “You put your woman in the hospital yesterday.” 
“Fucking told you. Wasn‘t me.” 
 “How original.” 
“Easy, Gallagher.” Roberts scanned the alley for onlookers. “There‘s people around.” 
Gallagher ignored him. “Your woman died in hospital yesterday after you stomped her face to hamburger. You know what that means, chief?” 
The man seethed through clenched teeth. Gallagher hauled him up. “On your feet, asswipe.” 
Parka Man sprang, cracking his skull into Gallagher‘s nose. Blinding pain. 
Roberts flinched, then reached for his service issue. Too slow, too old. The man barreled into him like a tackling sled. Roberts hit the ground hard and Parka Man stomped on his guts then ran. But he didn‘t get far, hit full freight by Gallagher. Face to the pavement. Gallagher pummeled the guy mercilessly until he curled into a ball to protect himself. 
Gallagher let up, caught his breath. “Roberts”, he hollered, “you want a turn?” 
No response. Detective Roberts was still on the ground and he wasn‘t moving. 


LIEUTENANT MIKE VOGEL was trying to get off the phone but the damn thing kept ringing. He had big, meaty hands with thick fingers and his cell phone looked like a kid‘s toy in his big mitt. How he pushed those little keys correctly was anyone‘s guess. Vogel was a monster with Popeye forearms and a huge trunk. With his shaved head and permanent scowl, he still looked like the wrestler he was twenty years ago. He was spry and agile for such a big guy and back then, the old-timers in the amateur leagues all agreed he was the best thing to come out of Multnomah county in a long time. His professional tag was Bone Slab Vogel, which he prided himself on. It had a nice horror movie ring to it. 
The Lieutenant kept a picture from his glory days, framed and hung on his office wall. Twenty-two years old with a full head of hair, spandex pants and lace-up boots, the whole deal. His press kit photo, Bone Slab posing for the camera with muscles flexed and fury in his eyes.
There was another picture of Bone Slab Vogel floating around the offices of Central Precinct. This one showed Bone Slab shaking hands with Hulk Hogan himself. Big smile, oiled biceps and locks flowing. The problem was the shiny pants Bone Slab was wearing at the time. No word of lie, they were bright red with sequins. His manager‘s idea. Someone in the Homicide Detail had found this photo, framed it and now it moved mysteriously through the office. Sometimes it hung in the main hallway, other times in the kitchen, always askew like it had been hung quickly. A couple times it hung in the men‘s room on the main floor and once in the women‘s bathroom, where it remained undisturbed for a month. Vogel would gripe about it, threatening to smash it but then it would disappear for a while again, waiting like some phantom to reappear in some other location. 
Four months after that photo was taken, Bone Slab Vogel was wrestling an unschooled amateur in Tacoma when everything went bellyup. Bone Slab took a boot to the kidneys and landed wrong. The amateur launched himself from the turnbuckle and dropped on him full tilt. Two broken cracked vertebrae and Vogel never stood straight after that. Four months convalescing and three months smoking bongweed and killing time. An uncle stopped by to talk him out of his funk. He suggested becoming a cop. Do something good. 
 “Come on. You‘re gonna miss it.” Detective Latimer hovered in the doorway, waving at his Lieutenant to shake a leg. Latimer was a Homicide veteran and a stickler for punctuality. He personally had hung the picture of the red-sequined Bone Slab a dozen times. 
Lieutenant Vogel flattened the phone to his collar bone. “Can‘t you do it without me?”
“You gotta bring the cake out,” Latimer said. “Not me.” 
Vogel snuffed, then finished his call. He hated these things; birthdays, promotions and retirements. The retirements most of all now. Two detectives, one Homicide, the other Fraud, had both clicked over into retirement and needed to be replaced. And here he was unpacking a cake to celebrate the last day for yet another cop. Detective Alex Papadopoulos was a solid workhorse that Vogel didn‘t want to lose but Papadop‘s wife was ill and he‘d crossed the early retirement line three years back. So Papadopoulos needed to take care of his family and now the Lieutenant was down three bodies in one unit. Not good. 
The Ouzo melted the bottoms of the Styrofoam cups. Toasts were made, the Lieutenant said a few words and Detective Papadopoulos got choked up. The retiring detective said a few words himself, admitting that he was dreading what the day after would bring. How does one not go to work after grumbling about it for thirty years? 
After the cake was gone, the Lieutenant took him aside and asked about his wife. Papadopoulos said they were taking it one day at a time. The man was scared, that was plain enough. Who wouldn‘t be? Vogel knew that Papadops had a huge family but he reminded him that he had family here too and if there was anything they could do, just call. Papadops thanked him
Both men‘s eyes became dewy and both became ashamed but, thank God, someone was already tugging at the Lieutenant‘s sleeve with a problem. It was Bingham. 
Detective Bingham pulled him away to speak privately. Whatever it was, he didn‘t want to spill it in front of everyone else and ruin the party. Bingham was young for a detective and good looking to boot. His nickname around the office was the Panty-Atomizer. Poof. 
 “What is it?”
“Roberts is in the hospital,” Bingham said, keeping his voice low. “Not sure how serious it is.” 
“What happened?”
Bingham shrugged. “He was with Gallagher.” 
Gallagher. Vogel gritted the name between his molars. He was going to murder that son of a bitch. 


DETECTIVE ROBERTS LAY in a hospital bed in with his left leg elevated, the kneecap shattered. He‘d injured that same knee when he was seventeen playing for the Lincoln High Cardinals. That was 1975, when Ford was President and American helicopters were being pushed into the Gulf of Tonkin. Shattering the same knee thirty five years later, Roberts was screwed. What the hell was he going to tell his wife? Work would be the worst. He‘d be chained to a desk and the only thing Roberts hated worse than paperwork was computers. And all of it because of one fucking prick. 
“Gallagher.” 
“Pardon me?” The nurse leaned over him to check the ECG, her boobs at eye level. He smiled at her. “Nothing”. 
Roberts forced his eyes away and cast about for something else to look at. He caught sight of a face looking in through the window. Roberts raised his fist, middle finger straight up. 


GALLAGHER WATCHED THE nurse fuss over Roberts. She was pretty. When Roberts flipped him off. Gallagher waved back, all friendly like. “Fuck you too, hoss,” he said. 
“I should snap your neck in two.” Lieutenant Vogel came up the hallway and looked down at Gallagher. He probably could too, one handed. Gallagher was solid and built to punish but the Lieutenant stood five inches over him and outweighed him by a hundred pounds. To Gallagher, Vogel always resembled that bad guy in the Spiderman cartoons. Not as dapper as the Kingpin of crime, but Vogel was a tank who could drop anyone. With or without the red sequined tights. 
 “Once, just once, I want to find you in the hospital with your head stomped in. Not your partner.” Vogel‘s nostrils flared wide, something he did when he was mad. “What happened?” 
“Asshole tried to rabbit. Put Roberts down pretty hard.” 
“And you had nothing to do with it, izzat it?” 
“I was trying to collar the shitbag.” Gallagher looked back in on his partner. Former partner, whatever. Roberts looked old, hooked up to all those machines. “How was the party?” 
“Good. Too bad you missed it.” 
“We were on our my way when we spotted douchebag in the parka.” Gallagher looked back at his boss. “Did Papadops have a good time?” 
“He wondered why you were AWOL.” 
“I‘ll catch up with him later, say goodbye properly.” Gallagher chucked at Roberts. “What are you gonna do with him?”
“What can I do? Bench him for the duration. Which he‘ll hate.” 
“Yeah, well. Life sucks.” 
Vogel felt his stomach turn to ice, that same feeling he used to get before he laid the boots to someone in the ring. “What the hell am I gonna do with you?” 
“Quit saddling me with partners. Let me work alone.” 
“What you need is a goddamn leash.” Vogel unwrapped a piece of gum, tossed it in his mouth. “And a psychiatrist to boot. When‘s the last time you talked to the staff therapist?” 
“Don‘t. I will eat her alive.” 
“How about early retirement? Think of it as a favor to me.” 
Gallagher chinned the nurse in Roberts‘s room. “What are the chances she‘s single?” 


THE PETTYGROVE BAR and Grill was on Stark Street, just off Second Ave. It had been a cop bar since the very beginning and that would never change. Situated two blocks from the site of Portland‘s first police precinct, the Pettygrove was the first watering hole a cop came across after a shift. The interior was dark, the wood mahogany and although smoking was verboten in bars since the nineties, the smell of it clung to the walls like a phantom cloud. The pictures on the walls were all of cops. Newspaper photos mostly, going all the way back to grim faced sheriffs in big moustaches. 
Gallagher came in through the side door and scanned the room. Papadopoulos held court at a central table, flanked by detectives who had ended their day early. Gallagher ordered a round for the table and paid up. As he waited, he looked over at the now retired homicide detective. Papadop had been Gallagher‘s first partner when he moved from Assault/Injury to Homicide and he remained a mentor after all this time. Papadopoulos had a gentle way about him, not the hard shell most cops had. Not like Gallagher either. People talked to Papadop, opened up and spilled the beans. The old man was genuinely interested in people and what they had to say, no matter what they‘d done. Their sob stories and their improvised justifications for their heinous acts. Gallagher couldn‘t stomach it but he learned from the old man that if you just let people talk, they‘ll gladly hang themselves on the rope you trail out to them. 
Jesus. He was gonna miss the old man. 
They‘d finished the round and Gallagher ordered again. Papadopoulos protested, saying he had to get home but yet didn‘t move when the drinks came in. Of the cops at the table, all of them had been schooled by Papadop and none wanted to see him go. Latimer and Bingham subdued when Gallagher sat down, the party mood dampening. They didn‘t like Gallagher and Gallagher just grinned at them, liking it that way. 
“You really know how to kill a mood, huh?” Detective Sherry Johnson had five years under her belt and she hardly ever smiled. Johnson never said a nice word about anyone, cop or crook. For this reason, Gallagher liked her. It didn‘t take much to wind her up and watch her tear on a rant about how she‘s up to her eyeballs in assholes and does anyone have a rope to pull her out. 
“We call that Irish charm,” Gallagher said. He distributed the drinks from the waitress‘s tray. 
“Irish charm? I thought that was being shitfaced.”
“That too.” Papadopoulos lifted his drink. “Opa!” 
Gallagher looked at the old man. “You really going through with this? What are you gonna do with all that free time?” 
“Anything I want to. That‘s the point isn‘t it?” 
“You gonna leave me with these knuckleheads?”
Johnson snorted and ordered him to go fuck himself. 
 Papadopoulos laughed and said, “Don‘t be a hard ass, Johnny. You could learn something from these knuckleheads.” He mopped at a spilled drink with a coaster. “What happened with Roberts today?”
Gallagher went into the story, exaggerating his actions as heroic and minimizing his own stupidity at violently provoking the perp in the first place. He wrapped it up by passing the buck onto the Lieutenant, claiming Vogel should know better than to anchor him with partners. Who needs them? 
“You do, that‘s who.” Papadopoulos leaned in, man-to-man like. “The best thing you can do is partner up with someone exactly opposite of you. They‘ll catch the things you miss. Make you a better cop too.” 
Gallagher rolled his eyes. “You‘re drunk.” 
“Yes sir.” Papadops leaned back, completely content. “But I don‘t have to go in to work tomorrow. Do I?” 


THREE
DETECTIVE LARA MENDES stood inside Super Fast Travel, a tiny travel agency and wire transfer place on the 4300 block of Sandy Boulevard. Broken glass crunched under her foot no matter where she stood. The front desk was trashed, everything swept to the floor. Two smaller desks behind it were untouched. Lara scoured the floor for anything useful, anything left behind by the assailant. Her hair swung loose and she tucked it behind an ear but found nothing in the broken glass on the floor. She hadn‘t really expected to. She looked over at the woman sitting in the chair and wiping her eyes with a tissue. She had been assaulted, which was why Lara was here. Lara had worked the Sex Assault detail for three years now and although she hated to admit it, it was wearing on her. 
Irena Stanisic sat in a hardback chair that Lara had uprighted for her. Her left eye was beginning to swell and the blood on her lip was gelling. Four of her press-on nails had been torn off. She realigned her torn skirt, smoothing the fabric down under shaky hands. 
“This is my fault,” Irena said. “I kept meaning to upgrade the security, get one of those buzzer lock thingies for the door. But I kept putting if off, you know? And now look at this.” 
 “This wasn‘t your fault, Irena.” Detective Mendes knelt eye level with the woman. “No way, no how.” 
“Can I go home now?” 
“Officer Rhames is going to take you to the hospital,” Lara said. “You need that eye looked at. And they need to run a rape kit too. I‘m sorry.”
“God.” Irena shuddered at the thought of it. “I just want to go home.” 
“I know, but it just takes a few minutes. And we need it. Oh, and do me a favor, don‘t wash your hands until then. The nurse will scrape under your fingernails. Okay?” 
Irena looked at her hand. “What fingernails?” 
Lara patted the woman‘s arm and straightened up, feeling her knees click. Lara was thirty-six but days like this made her feel older. Eleven hours into her shift and she was bone tired but there was still work to be done. She stretched, trying to wring out the sore spot in her lower back. 
“There was a gun,” Irena said. She looked up at Lara. 
“The man who assaulted you had a gun?” 
Irena shook her head. “No, he took ours. We keep one in the drawer.” 
“What kind of gun? Make, size?” 
“I don‘t know. It‘s silver and shiny. My dad got it for me.” 
Lara perked up, hopeful. “Is there a permit for it?” 


LARA MENDES STEPPED out to the street, dinging the old fashioned bells inside the doorway. Two blue and whites were up on the curb, the uniforms talking quietly amongst themselves. The dusty Crown Vic she snagged from the motor pool was parked further down. Leaning against it was Detective Kopzyck, a Captain America type with a toothy grin and tattooed biceps. His sleeves were rolled up even now, yakking into the phone. Kopzyck was a pill who had zero talent in the empathy department. For exactly that reason, the Lieutenant had partnered him up with Mendes, hoping something would rub off. So far nothing had. Kopzyck was arrogant and mouthy but Lara tolerated him without complaint. She hated complainers. 
They did have one thing in common though. Both knew that Homicide Detail was hurting for active detectives and both wanted to cross the shop floor into that department. 
Detective Kopzyck saw Mendes coming out and ended his call. “You get anything more out of her?” 
“Maybe,” she said. “Hop in.” 
Lara slid under the wheel, Kopzyck dropped into the passenger seat. She slotted the key into the ignition but didn‘t turn it over. “How did she describe her attacker?” 
“White male, thirty to forty” Kopzyck shrugged. “Twitchy, face full of meth scabs.” 
“He tossed the place after he attacked her. But there was little cash on the premises and less than twenty dollars in her purse.” 
“He‘s a methhead looking for money. Big news.” 
“He took a gun.” Lara looked out the window, her hand still on the key. “They kept one on site, he finds it and takes that. Why?” 
“So he can jack some other poor fucker for cash.” 
“Or he could just pawn it.” She looked at him now. “He‘s an addict on foot. How many pawn shops in the vicinity?” 
“There‘s one down Sandy, Lucky something. But the dude who owns it, he‘s straight. Hell, dude calls us when something fishy comes in.” 
“And the other one?” 
“That dump further south from the Lucky, near the Sally Ann. That dude will move anything. What‘s his name, Hair something?” 
“Herrera.” 


MARTIN HERRERA SAT behind the mesh cage of Magic Man Pawn Brokers. One hand on a Slurrpy, the other clutching a remote. Mounted to his left were a bank of monitor screens. One was a security cam, broken, and the others played daytime TV and cheap porn. Herrera never got rattled. It was a point of pride, a line in his personal sandbox. Even with two cops shooting dumbass questions at him. 
 “I don‘t deal in guns,” He said, slurping on the straw. Bored. “You want a piece, the gun shop‘s round the corner.” 
Lara stood before the cage. Kopzyck behind her, fiddling with the camera equipment. She looked the proprietor to the junk piled even higher behind the cage. Some of it tagged, most of it not. “I‘m just asking Mr. Herrera. I have a suspect looking to pawn a gun he stole four blocks from here. Quick money.” 
Herrera shrugged. “Told you, nobody come in with a gun. In fact, no one ’cept you come in at all today.” 
“Look at me.” 
He dragged his eyes from the porn and tilted his head back to give the impression he was looking down at her. Mussolini used to do that, because he was short. He‘d seen that on the History Channel. “Yeah.” 
Lara leaned on the counter. She could smell the guy from here, rank sweat and stale clothes. “I can always get a search warrant. We‘ll come back and toss the place. God knows what we‘ll find then. It‘s up to you.”
Herrera just smiled. “Good luck getting probable cause. Now if you don‘t mind, you‘re scaring away my business.” 
“Hey, does this work?” Kopzyck held a dusty Pentax. 
Lara held her tongue. She turned and headed out the door. 
Out on the street, Kopzyck caught up to her at the car. “You know he‘s gonna ditch that gun soon as we drive away.” 
“Yeah, probably.” 
He held his hands out, palms up. “Where you going? Let‘s toss the place now and get what we came for. That fat fuck won‘t say shit.” 
“Don‘t start with that. Let‘s go.” 
“Jesus, Mendes. Unclench already. Sometimes you gotta get creative with the probable cause. Drop a dimebag on his floor and bingo. We toss this dump and find our popgun.”
“And have it blow up in our faces when his lawyer smells a rat? No shortcuts, Chris. No dirty busts.” 
“Think outside the box, Mendes. For once. You gotta adapt as the situation changes.” 
Lara dipped back into the car. “No. I don‘t.” 
Chris Kopzyck pointed an index finger to his head and mimicked blowing his brains out. Lara lowered the passenger window and leaned over. “Are you riding with me or do you want to adapt your way back to precinct?” 


A WEIRD BUZZ thrummed through the fourth floor cubicles of Central Precinct. Lara felt it all the way back to her desk. She figured it was a good bust or maybe a clean confession issuing from the interview box. Maybe it was just another office party like the one yesterday, a retirement sendoff in Homicide. A retirement in Homicide meant there was a vacancy. She shook it out of her head and hunkered down to write up the incident report and witness‘s statement. 
Twenty minutes later Kopzyck buzzed her cubicle and asked if she could send him her report so he could sign his name to it and send it off. She said no and he started bellyaching about how much he hated writing them and her reports were always done so well. When she still refused, he went into a long complaint about time management and pooling resources. Lara couldn‘t take anymore so she packed up her work to take home. 
“You guys hear what happened?” 
Detective Latimer leaned an elbow on the cubicle wall, looking at them like a schoolyard kid with a big secret. 
“You got laid?” Kopzyck turned the page on his newspaper. 
“Roberts got hurt. He‘s in the hospital.” Latimer handed her a card. “Sign this.” 
“Is he okay?” Lara opened the card, saw the signatures crisscrossed everywhere and looked for an empty space to sign. “What happened?” 
Latimer told them what he knew and Lara passed the card on. Kopzyck shook his head and laughed. “Gallagher. What an asshole.” 
Latimer took the card back and moved on, hunting down more signatures. The floor was quiet, the lull before the shift change. Lara packed her homework and Kopzyck drifted back to his desk and they spoke no further. Both were thinking the same thing; one more drop in the unit. Someone‘s getting moved up to Homicide.

Kopzyck headed out, not bothering to say goodbye. He wanted a drink at the Pettygrove. See who was there. Maybe he‘d learn more about what happened and if the Lieutenant had anyone in mind to fill the vacancy. He knew he had a good shot at it. Lara Mendes? Not a chance. 


OWEN COULDN‘T TAKE anymore. It had been two days since they shot that dog near the bridge. Two days since they saw that thing in the weeds. He had watched the news, listened to the radio and skimmed the newspaper. No mention of a body found by the river. 
Run. That‘s what Justin had said. Owen wanted to call 911 but Justin said no. Just get the fuck out of here. They didn‘t do anything wrong. This was not their problem. Somebody else will find it. Just book. 
Owen did what he was told. He didn‘t talk to Justin the next day nor did Justin call. He played PS2 and didn‘t leave the house. He kept checking the news, expecting the police to kick down his door any minute. He imagined the cops digging the bullet from the dead dog and tracing it, all CSI-like, back to him. He peeked out the windows, expecting to see a SWAT team creeping up to the house and bursting inside. 
But they didn‘t. Nothing happened and that was worse. Maybe the cops found it but didn‘t call the press. They were sneaky fucks like that. Maybe it was still out there. 
Owen got his bike and rode it down to the river. He just wanted to take a look. He rode off the bike path into a dirt rut and glided into the shadow of the bridge. Everything was dark. No flashing lights, no cops, no yellow police tape. 
It was still down there. Waiting to be found. 
He turned around and pedaled home as fast as he could, as if that thing out there would rise from the muck and come after him. He shut his bedroom door, snatched up the phone and just held it for a long time. Justin would kill him. Fuck him. He punched 911. 



images/calibre_cover.jpg
KILLING DOWA
"ROMAN LINE

TIMMcGREGOR





images/00004.jpg
P»#\ ‘

BAD WOLF

TIMMcGREGOR





images/00003.jpg
KILLING DOWN
WCROMAN LINE

TIM
McGREGOR






