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All Nature is but Art, unknown to thee;

All Chance, Direction, which thou canst not see;

All Discord, Harmony not understood

All partial Evil, universal Good.

—ALEXANDER POPE, An Essay on Man


PART I

They strike at heat, she said, and so there is no escape. What if evil were like that, too, a heat that rises from the worst of us, its correction like a hawk circling overhead; always present, but unseen in its dive? Perhaps in all such speculations, the question mark alone is relevant, the opening it offers to a strange dark hope.

But heat, at least, is real, and the one that shimmers around me now comes from the building light, the green, turgid river, the dense jungle and …

“Always reading,” Mr. Mayawati says as he strolls out onto the deck. He is large and slow-footed, his scent a blend of sweat and curry. “I have noticed that you are always reading.”

I put down the book. “Yes.”

Mr. Mayawati’s face is the color of meat slow-roasted on a skewer. He wears a white linen shirt, already moist in the armpits, and baggy flannel pants. “I hope I do not disturb you,” he says as he reaches the chair beside me.

“Not at all,” I tell him.

Mr. Mayawati grabs the front of his shirt and slaps it against his chest. “So hot so early here.”

It is a heat that does not come from the sun above us, I tell Mr. Mayawati, but from the earth below, waves of it rising from our planet’s molten core. “A gift from Hell, you might say.”

This observation appears faintly to unsettle Mr. Mayawati, so that he quickly moves to a different subject. “What summons you so far upriver?” he asks casually.

“Things I haven’t seen.”

Mr. Mayawati laughs and in his laugh I see the avuncular charm that is no doubt his most effective tool, a salesman of himself. How could one refuse to go where he directs, accept what he offers, buy whatever he has to sell?

“And you?” I ask him.

“I have been made rootless by circumstances,” Mr. Mayawati answers with a sad shake of the head. With a fat man’s groan, he lowers himself into the chair and drops his hands onto the great bulk of his stomach. A gold tooth glints brightly when he smiles. “But I was born in Amritsar.”

“Where the massacre was.”

Mr. Mayawati is quite obviously surprised by the fact that I know his remote birthplace, its history, the savage slaughter that took place there.

“Ah, but that evil was avenged, was it not?” Mr. Mayawati says with a broad grin. “O’Dwyer, wasn’t that his name? The Brit who thought it was all quite proper to slaughter Indians?” The smile widens even more. “Shot down in London some years later, wasn’t he?”

“He was, yes,” I tell him.

“A sweet vengeance,” Mr. Mayawati says with satisfaction. He laughs. “It is a good feeling, is it not, when an evil man does not get away with his crime?”

I nod. “A very good feeling.” The smile I offer him has the feel of a forged document. “You’ve been made rootless by circumstances, you said?”

Mr. Mayawati releases a great sigh and peers out into the jungle thickness. “Yes,” he says mournfully. “In my own country I am an Outcast.”

His lowly status has made him a vagabond, he adds, so that he now roams the world in search of safe harbor.

“I wish only to live in peace,” he tells me. “Is that so much to ask?”

When I don’t answer, he glances at the book in my hand. “To my sorrow, I read very little.” He thinks I have not heard him, that his voice has died beneath the rattle of the boat’s ravaged engine, and so he raises his voice to hold my attention. “I see you read Spanish.”

“Yes.”

“And the book you are reading, may I ask what it is about?”

“A man who disappeared in Juarez,” I tell him.

“An official of some sort?” Mayawati asks.

“No, a man who killed several children,” I tell him. “They found some of their bloodstained clothing in his house.”

“But the man himself was gone?”

“Without a trace.”

Mr. Mayawati waves his hand dismissingly. “No one disappears without a trace.” The deck chair releases a little child’s weak cry as he shifts his weight. “I give no credit to such stories.”

I look over the boat’s unpainted rail, the river beyond it, the mist that boils up from its murky depths.



Mr. Mayawati swabs his neck with a red handkerchief. His face has the rounded folds of one long unable to control a ravenous appetite. “I prefer happy endings,” he says with a robust laugh. He takes off his hat and begins to fan himself. “Perhaps I am fit only for the sort of story one reads to children.” He laughs again. “Fairy tales, that sort of thing.”

“But there are some stories you can approach only hesitantly,” I tell him. “Fearfully.” The last ragged tendrils of the river’s mist dissolves into the rising heat. “As you would reach out to touch the substance of a ghost.”

Mr. Mayawati’s hat stops in mid-flight. “The substance of a ghost,” he repeats. “Do you know such a story?”

“Yes.”

“What sort of story is it?”

“It’s a mystery,” I answer. “Rather dark.”

Mr. Mayawati releases his breath and glances out into the encroaching jungle. “Such a long way to the central station.” He smiles brightly. “A fit occasion for a story, is it not?”

“I suppose.”

He smiles like one in anticipation of a treat and, without fear, without hesitation, he says, “Would you mind telling it to me, then?”

“Not at all.”

And so like a spider spinning the first delicate fiber of its web, I begin my tale.


1

THE STORY CAME to me by way of Arlo McBride, a man whose light blue eyes seemed oddly shattered.

“Sorry about your little boy,” he said quietly.

He meant my son Teddy, who’d gone missing seven years before, and who, as it happened, would have turned fifteen the next day.

“So am I,” I said dryly.

There’d been the usual community searches after his disappearance, people tromping through the woods, parting reeds and brush, peeking into storm drains. They’d been strangers for the most part, these many, nameless searchers, so that watching them I’d felt a glimmer of that human kinship the Greeks called agape, and without which, they said, one could not live a balanced life. That glimmer had gone out at the sad end of their endeavors, however, and since then, I’d hunkered down in the little foxhole of myself, the days of my life falling away almost soundlessly, like an ever-dwindling pulse.

“His name was Teddy, right?” Arlo asked.

“Yes,” I said. “Teddy.”

His body had been miles away by the time the last search had ended, all further effort given up. It had been weighted with stones and sunk to the muddy bottom of a river, where it fell prey to nature’s customary indifference, the rot of bacteria, the hunger of fish. When it was at last discovered by an old angler, there was no feature left that might actually have been identifiable, nor any way to know just how long my little boy had lived captive to the man who’d taken him, nor what that man had done to him during the time they’d been together.

“I’m sure he was a great kid,” Arlo said.

And indeed Teddy had been that: a sweet, winsome child, not the consolation prize for the wife who’d died giving birth to him, but a blessing all his own. For a time after his death, living in Winthrop had been like living in his coffin. There were little reminders of him everywhere: the ice-cream parlor he’d favored, the town park where he’d played, the small stretch of Jefferson Street we’d often walked in the evening, usually from the nearby ball field where we’d slung Frisbees at each other. Mildred, the retired schoolteacher who’d lived next door and often served as babysitter for Teddy on nights when I’d had to work late at the paper, had suggested that I move away from Winthrop, perhaps even back to New York, but I’d remained adamant about staying in the town I’d made a home, however briefly, with my wife and son.

“I’m not the guy who kidnapped and murdered an eight-year-old boy,” I told Mildred. “He’s the one who should be hounded to the far corners of the earth.”

She’d noticed my hands clench as I said this. “But he’s not going to be, George,” she’d replied. “It’s you the dogs are after.”

Which they angrily were that night, a kind of snarling I could feel in the air around me as I sat in my usual place at the back of O’Shea’s Bar, remembering Teddy, the slow burn of his lost life still scorching mine.

“A terrible thing,” Arlo said, those little blue circles of cracked sky now gleaming oddly.

I took a quick sip of scotch and glanced toward the front of the bar, the usual late-night stragglers in their usual places, mostly men, any one of whom might have killed my boy. “Yeah.” I shrugged as one does when confronted with an unbearably bitter truth. “A terrible thing.”

“No one ever gets over it,” Arlo added. “Which makes it even more terrible.”

Suddenly I recognized his face. He’d been one of the people who’d organized search parties for my son.

“You worked for the state police,” I said.

He nodded. “Missing Persons. I’m retired now.” He offered his hand. “Arlo McBride.”

He looked to be about seventy, but there was a certain youthful energy about him, the sense of a still-faintly-glowing coal.

“So, what does a cop do when he retires?” I asked idly.

“I read, mostly,” Arlo answered. “As a matter of fact, I read the book you wrote.” He seemed faintly embarrassed. “The title escapes me at the moment.”

“Into the Mist,” I said.

As it had turned out, it had been my only book, written before Celeste and Teddy had lured me from a travel writer’s vagabond life.

“I liked the section on that little town in Italy,” Arlo went on. “The one where that barbarian king died.”

He meant Alaric, the Visigothic chieftain who’d sacked Rome.

“Do you think it’s true?” Arlo asked. “The way he was buried?”

After his death at Cosenza, the River Busento had been rerouted, Alaric buried in its dry bed, the river then returned to its course, all this great labor done by slaves who’d subsequently been slaughtered so that no one could reveal where Alaric lay.

“I don’t know,” I answered. “But it keeps the town on the tourist map.”

Arlo glanced at the clock, though absently, a man who no longer had appointments. “Anyway, I just wanted to say I’m sorry about what happened to your son.”

I recalled the way he’d looked seven years before, a robust figure, with short white hair, close-cropped military style, clean-shaven, with a ruddy complexion that gave him an outdoorsman’s appearance that struck me as entirely at odds with his sedentary profession. Now I saw something else: a curious intensity that attracted me, and which was probably why I pursued the conversation that evening, though it may also simply have been that he was linked to Teddy, my murdered boy, on this, another anniversary of the life he’d never had.

“Missing Persons,” I said. “Did you like that work?”

Arlo’s voice suddenly took on a quality I couldn’t quite decipher: part gravity, part wistfulness, a nostalgia for the dark. “It’s a strange kind of mystery, a missing person. Until that person’s found, of course.”

The memory of what I’d identified as Teddy flamed up inside me. I doused it with a gulp of scotch. “You must have a few interesting stories,” I said.

Arlo nodded.

“Is there one that sticks out?”

“Yeah, there’s one.” Arlo seemed to sense that my gloomy solitariness was not impenetrable and slid into the booth across from me. “Her name was Katherine Carr.”

“A little girl?”

“No, a woman,” Arlo answered. He appeared to see this missing woman take shape before him, then like any other such apparition, slowly fade away. “Thirty-one years old. She lived on Gilmore Street, between Cantibell and Pine. Last seen at around midnight. Standing near that little rock grotto over by the river. A bus driver saw her there.”

“Very dramatic,” I said. “When was this?”

“April 24, 1987.”

I had no trouble imagining the subsequent search, some people moving through the woods and exploring caves while others probed the river’s watery depths with long, thin poles, or dragged its bottom with grappling hooks.

“She was a writer, like you,” Arlo said, “only she wrote poems.”

“Was she published?”

Arlo nodded. “In those little poetry magazines. I’m sure you know the type.” He added a few spare details. “She lived alone. No relatives left. No boyfriend. She had a friend over in Kingston, but that’s quite a ways from here. I guess you’d have to say she lived with her writings.”

“And she just vanished?” I asked.

“Like she cut a slit in this world and stepped through it into another one.” His eyes drifted down toward the table, the nearly empty glass. “No one ever saw her again.”

Arlo suddenly looked like a man weighted with the burden of an uncompleted mission. He drew in a slow breath, then released it no less slowly. “I sometimes wonder what she would look like now.”

She would look like Teddy, I thought, reduced to mush, but I kept that thought to myself.

Arlo drained the last of his beer and returned the glass gently to the table. “Well, I better be getting home.” His smile was tentative, a cautious offering. “It was nice talking to you, Mr. Gates.”

With that he rose and left me alone in the booth, where I finished my drink, then headed to the little apartment I rented a few blocks away.

Outside, a light rain was falling. I turned up the collar of my coat and hurried down the street. The shops were closed, windows unlighted, so that when I glanced toward them as I walked, I could see myself in the glass, a transparent figure streaked by little rivulets of rain. At a certain point, I stopped, though I don’t remember why. Perhaps it was a sound, or that eerie touch we sometimes feel, that makes us turn around, only to find no one there. For whatever reason, I came to a halt, looked to my right, and saw the man I was, not a bad man by any means, but one stripped not only of the curiosity, say, of a traveler for new sights or a scientist for discovery, or even a writer for that elusive image, but of that far simpler and more basic curiosity that says of tomorrow, Let me see it. In fact, I could imagine only flatness ahead, like a man walking on level pavement, with nothing before or behind or at either side of him, just an illimitable and featureless stretching forth of days.

Once in my apartment, I hung my jacket on the metal peg beside the door, walked directly into my bedroom and climbed into my never-made-up bed. The room’s one charm was a skylight, and for a moment I lay on my back and let my attention drift out into the overhanging darkness. The rain had stopped, which somehow pleased me, and the sky was clearing.

The book I’d been reading lay open on the table beside the bed. It was about the Buranni, a primitive people who lived in Paraguay, remote and poverty-stricken, their hard lives ameliorated by nothing but their odd faith in the Kuri Lam, a mysterious presence whose job it was to find the most evil ones among them and cast them into a bottomless pit.

I read a few more pages, then turned off the light and lay in the darkness, my mind now returning to the particular evil one who’d stolen my son, taken him to some horrible place, and done God knows what unspeakable things to him.

These were brutal thoughts, and to escape them, I rose and walked to the window, where I looked out onto the empty sidewalks, followed the few cars that passed by, then returned to my bed and lay down again, knowing, as I had for many years now, that when sleep came it would be in the form of a drifting off, a passing out, a gift of exhaustion rather than of peace.

ops/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  






ops/images/9781849166966.jpg
THOM A’fé H

The Fate of
I(&the rine Carr

She disappeared leaving
clues too chilling to ignore






ops/images/common.jpg
s







ops/images/pub.jpg
Quercus





