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PILATE’S CROSS

 



PROLOGUE


November 26, 1963

 


Dr. Brady Bernard tied his bowtie as he
gazed in the mirror of his small deco tiled bathroom. A breeze blew
in over his shoulder from the window above the bathtub—a window
he’d always kept open “just a crack” after a faulty gas heater in
the bathroom nearly asphyxiated him and his wife a few months
prior. Unlike the shattered nuptial union that had also nearly
succeeded in suffocating him over time, the good doctor had at
least managed to repair the heater.

He slipped the burgundy tie ends together
just as he had thousands of times before. A jaunty bow formed
around his neck, and his sagging skin fell around it. Bernard
adjusted the wire-framed glasses on his ruddy face, slipped his
suspenders over his shoulders, and ran a comb through his thinning,
pomaded hair.

He glanced quickly at the headlines of the
two-day-old newspaper crumpled on the floor beside the toilet:

KENNEDY SLAIN ON DALLAS STREET.

Bernard heaved a disgusted sigh. Like so
many others, he liked President Kennedy. The assassination had a
surprisingly strong effect on him, though not for the typical
reasons anyone might suspect. The stairs creaked and groaned under
his 260-pound frame. From the landing, through his leaded-glass
window on his front door, he saw gentle snowflakes falling. Bernard
slipped into his jacket, followed by his overcoat. He dimmed the
lamp on the end table, opened the front door, and stepped one foot
outside, but then stopped abruptly. “Oh yes!” he said. He turned
quickly on the ball of his foot and marched across the living room
to a seven-drawer oak desk. For the first time in months, he took
notice of the framed motto he’d hung over his desk several years
ago:

An Indian scalps his enemy…a white man skins
his friend.

Dr. Bernard sighed at the bitter truth,
removed a key from his pocket, and used it to open the center door,
pulling it about an inch out of its resting place. Grunting as he
folded his heavy body over, he reached to the bottom left-hand
drawer and opened it. From that drawer, he scooped up something
heavy, then stood upright and closed it gently with his cap-toed
shoe. He locked the center drawer again and walked into the snowy
campus world at his teachers’ college near the banks of the
Missouri River.

***

Dottie Mostek sat, ramrod straight, at her
desk, her eyes rimmed with red from shedding so many tears on
behalf of the deceased President Kennedy, whose funeral had taken
place just the day before. Her dark hair, which she’d styled in
proper Jackie form for the past three years, was as disheveled as
her emotional state, a careless mess. She just could not force
herself to care about styling her hair; in the grand scheme of
things, it seemed so trivial.

She touched her hand to her chin and
glanced at a newspaper that offered grainy grayscale photos taken
at the funeral. Bobby looked so
devastated, and John-John’s salute was heartbreaking.

Out of respect for the fallen
Commander in Chief, classes had been canceled, and the school had
been closed to students for the week, but today administrative
staff were expected back to work. Dottie was relieved there would
be no students. I can sure use the peace
and quiet, she thought with a defeated sigh, glancing
in her compact mirror at the destroyed mop on her head.

Earlier, Dr. Walker Keillor had quietly
slipped in. At the sight of her stricken expression, he consoled,
“It’s a sad day for us all, Dottie. Try to get a hold of
yourself.”

She nodded at the other chief executive in
her life, the president of Cross College, and sat up straighter in
her chair. Next, she dutifully attempted to type a memo as
President Keillor disappeared behind his office door. She admired
Dr. Keillor, a reserved and thoughtful man who had been in
education most of his sixty-two years.

Downstairs, Dean Gareth Kennedy had been
spending the last few moments reminiscing with his secretary, Grace
Hamilton, about the time he’d met JFK himself on a train right
after the war. He regaled her with the tale of borrowing a
newspaper from the rail-thin, nearly-crippled Navy hero. “He said
‘showr’ in that Boston accent of his and handed it to me,” Kennedy
said. “I introduced myself, and that was when he told me he was
Jack Kennedy. That’s why I remember meeting him. We had a laugh
about being related or something like that.” He paused a moment,
tapping his finger on the Kansas City newspaper that lay open on
his desk, plastered with photos of the slain president’s memorial
service. “I, uh…” His voice trailed off.

Grace looked at the steno pad in her
hands.

Kennedy shook his head, wiped his glasses,
and told Grace to tell the two typewriter salesmen in his outer
office that he would be with them in a few minutes.

She closed his door quietly and returned to
her desk.

***

Walter Mackey, of the Westside Typewriter
and Office Company, waited patiently in Dr. Kennedy’s outer office,
seated in a worn wooden chair. Next to him sat Thomas Guthrie, his
new trainee. Mackey was entering his twentieth year in the sales
game, and this week he was tasked with showing the
freshly-discharged-from-the-Army kid, Guthrie, the ropes. On the
way over from the city, he’d filled Guthrie in on the sad story of
Cross Township, telling the wide-eye rookie how Cross had once
rested close to the banks of the Missouri River—until the Great
Flood of 1943 rerouted the mighty Missouri and quashed Cross’s
ambitions of economic glory. Now it was a small, anemic college
town a mile from the river and two miles off the beaten track of
State Highway 9. “But they’ve still got a college there, and
colleges need office equipment, one way or another,” he’d explained
to Guthrie.

“Dr. Kennedy will see you in a few
minutes, gentlemen.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Mackey
said.

Guthrie smiled back at her as
well. A little too big,
Mackey thought.

“If you’re in a hurry, you might want
to go upstairs to the commerce office to handle the past billing,”
Grace said. “Then you could come back about the new typewriter
order.”

“Aw, that’s okay. We can wait,” Mackey
said.

Guthrie nodded assent, sliding his beaten-up
leather satchel on the floor beside his chair.

Grace sat down. “He has an appointment with
one of our professors at 8:15, but it shouldn’t take long,” she
said.

The men nodded; they knew the drill.

A few awkward minutes passed after the
campus bell rang 8:15 a.m.

Mackey looked at his watch, then at Grace.
“Terrible what happened in Dallas,” the salesman said, trying to
make conversation.

Guthrie nodded in silent agreement, his face
grim.

“Yes,” Grace said. She was the picture
of efficiency, and any grief she had for President Kennedy—or
nearly any emotion at all—was reserved for her husband and dog to
see.

Mackey was not one to be ignored, however,
which served him well in the sales business. “Just awful. I’m glad
they got that bastard Oswald,” Mackey said.

Grace jumped a bit at “bastard.”

“Oh sorry, ma’am. Pardon my French,
but this whole thing’s just so upsettin’.”

Grace stood and offered a simple, “Yes.” She
looked back at her boss’s door. “Perhaps Dr. Kennedy can see you
since Dr. Bernard seems to be running late today,” she offered,
wanting to get them out of her lobby so they’d stop distracting her
from her work. She knocked quietly at his door and slipped in.

Mackey and Guthrie stood up and took a step
toward Kennedy’s door.

The double-doors rattled as a tall, portly
man in a snow-speckled overcoat barreled into the outer office. He
eyed the two men for a second and said, “I’m first. I have an
appointment.”

Grace returned from Kennedy’s office. “Oh,
Dr. Bernard,” she said, not looking him in the eye. “Dr. Kennedy is
ready to see you and has been expecting you. Please go on in.”

Bernard nodded and walked past Grace and the
salesmen. He quietly closed Dr. Kennedy’s door behind him.

Mackey whistled. “Boy, that’s a friendly
fella, huh?” he said.

Grace looked at her desktop as if to make it
clear she wasn’t there to make excuses or explanations for anyone.
“Dr. Bernard has been…well…” She cleared her throat and leaned
forward toward the men

In turn, the salesmen leaned forward in the
creaky old chairs, eager to hear some rare gossip from the usually
Sphinx-like Grace.

She had just opened her ruby-red lips to
speak when the air in the room crackled with an explosive series of
five sounds.

Mackey froze.

Grace jumped.

Guthrie launched from his chair. “Was
that…gunshots?” he said.

Dr. Kennedy’s office door opened, and
Bernard calmly strode into the outer office, closing the door
behind him with his left hand, holding a distinctive German Luger
pistol that was partially obscured under his coat with the right. A
sickening sulfurous smell followed him.

Guthrie started toward the professor, but
Bernard raised the gun at the veteran. In the next instant, his
left hand instinctively jolted toward his eyeglasses, which had
faint red specks on the lenses.

Everyone froze for a bizarre two seconds of
silence before Bernard walked past them into the hallway.

Grace rushed to Kennedy’s door and saw him
splayed like a marionette with clipped strings on the floor beside
his desk. His head rested at an odd angle of contortion against a
radiator on the wall. He had a small, almost bloodless hole above
his right eye. In contrast, a jagged crevasse where his nose was
supposed to be bled like an open floodgate down his face, crimson
staining the white, starched collar of his shirt. His right hand
was also bloody and mangled; the bullet had obviously torn through
it when he tried to cover his face in self-defense. Droplets of
blood covered the photo of President Kennedy on the newspaper lying
across his desk.

“He’s been shot!” Grace choked out,
stating the obvious.

Mackey burst into the room, saw Kennedy, and
threw up on his own shoes.

“I knew they was gunshots,” Guthrie
said, whistling and patting his pockets for a pack of
cigarettes.

***

Dottie heard what sounded liked a series of
thumping sounds from downstairs, but she thought little of it. She
continued typing her memo until Dr. Bernard, who had calmly slipped
into the room and up to her desk, interrupted her. She noted that
he was wearing his overcoat and was wiping his eyeglass lenses with
a monogrammed handkerchief. “Oh, Dr. Bernard, you startled me.”

Bernard didn’t look at her; he simply
continued to clean his glasses. “He in?”

“Um, yes he is. You can go on in if you’d
like,” she said, keenly aware of Keillor’s open-door policy with
faculty, even faculty whose contracts had been terminated effective
the end of semester.

Bernard grunted, put his glasses back on,
and stepped toward Keillor’s office. Then, he suddenly stopped.
Without turning around, he spoke in monotone, “They shoot
presidents these days.” Then he jammed his right hand into his
pocket and went in.

Dottie shivered at the emotionless
announcement and looked back to her typewriter. She glanced up a
second later and noticed that Bernard had not closed the door as he
normally would. She craned her neck to peer into President
Keillor’s office. In a split second, she convinced herself that her
overwrought emotions stemming from the JFK assassination had
rendered her eyes unreliable. Surely Dr. Bernard is not pointing
a pistol at the head of Cross College President Walker Keillor. I
must be…seeing things.

The chain reaction of cartridge ignition
rocketed the bullet from the barrel into Keillor’s right eye
socket.

Dottie screamed hysterically at the grim
reality as Bernard took his leave, walking silently past her desk
and out the door.

***

Bernard trudged across the snowy oval in
front of the Administration building. The Luger was warm and felt
nice in his pocket, a reprieve against the chilly air. The campus
seemed airless and deserted to him. The carillon bells played a
Christmas carol just as he reached his own front door. He shed his
overcoat, draped it over the banister, then carefully removed the
Luger from his pocket and walked to the desk.

He unlocked the center drawer just as he had
earlier, then opened the bottom left-hand drawer, from which he
retrieved a box of cartridges. He dropped the spent shells from the
Luger’s magazine into a wicker wastebasket beside the desk. He
paused for a moment, looking at the weapon he’d personally taken
from the stiff, dead hands of a German officer in a crumbling
Berlin tenement. That officer’s face had been left with a hole in
it, too, not unlike Dean Kennedy’s.

He methodically loaded the pistol, then set
it on the desk and removed a piece of paper from the center drawer.
It was his last letter, already typed:

Mr. Benton,

Please take charge. Use Nathaniel’s Funeral
Home of Goss City. Services should run about $600. Cremate and
scatter ashes from the bridge over the Missouri, at night, under
the cover of darkness. Let only one person know what you have
done.

I require no funeral services or other
fanciful memorials. No relatives need be notified of my demise
other than my wife, wherever that harpy now resides.

Stay in my house at night or get someone
until things quiet down. Somebody might try to cause trouble.

You will be paid for your faithful service
in these matters.

Take care of my office and bring everything
down to the house.

He signed it with his fountain pen, blotted
it, and placed it before him on the desk. He reread it carefully,
then wrote a postscript under his signature:

P.S. Wally tried to fire the wrong
person.

 


Bernard rose from the chair, walked across
the drab hooked rug, and placed the letter in its center. He capped
his fountain pen and placed it on top of the letter. He removed his
eyeglasses and put them in the breast pocket of his jacket breast
pocket. As absently as he had tied his bowtie that morning, he
placed the warm, acrid barrel of the German gun in his mouth and
squeezed the trigger without a second thought.

***

November 29, 1963

Grif Nathaniel tapped the ashes from his
cigarette into the open cardboard cylinder on the desk in front of
him. The cigarette ash was finer and darker than the mortal remains
of Dr. Brady Bernard, which had the appearance of fireplace ash
mixed with chips of rock. The chips were not rocks at all, of
course, but the remnants of the departed Bernard’s bones. “All men
are cremated equal,” he said aloud, smiling and remembering the joy
the distasteful but clever pun had brought to his father,
Martin.

He leaned back in his chair, swinging his
feet on the desk of the funeral home, with a pre-assassination
issue of Life magazine resting on his knees. He had known
the late Dr. Bernard from his psychology class. He remembered the
man as a boring lecturer who would intentionally drop pencils so he
could sneak peeks up the front row of coed skirts. Grif always
thought it was funny that the strangest prof on campus taught
psych. The old bird’s wife had left him a few months prior, and
word around campus was that Bernard’s boss, Dean Kennedy, had the
okay from President Keillor to fire him.

Grif leaned forward, exhaling smoke and
stubbing the cigarette out in a small pan spirited from the
embalming table. Life flopped to the morgue floor as he
reached for the town’s twice-weekly newspaper, the Cross
Courier. He scanned the paper. Accounts of the Cross College
president’s murder had even bumped the United States President’s
murder off the front page—at least locally. President Keillor and
Dean Kennedy were dead on the scene, and Bernard had been found
dead in his living room, killed by his own hand with the same Kraut
gun. He’d left a peculiar suicide note, along with the fountain pen
he used to sign his name that last time.

The newspaper did not reveal the contents of
the note, but Grif knew. Sheriff Scovill had told Martin Nathaniel
that the letter left strict instructions for cremation and how to
dispose of Bernard’s effects. Scovill also intimated that there was
a bizarre postscript, but he would say nothing further about
it.

Grif had asked his high school buddy, Morgan
Scovill, a member of the “social club” known as the Cross
Cavaliers, what he knew, but Morgan was as stubborn and
tight-lipped as his father, the sheriff. “Come on, Morg! We’re
Cavaliers. We have no secrets between us, right?” Grif had coaxed,
trying to revive the camaraderie of the gang from high school.

Morgan Scovill had simply shaken his head
and said, “Oh, but we do have secrets, Grif…and be glad we do.”

“Crazy sum’bitch,” was all Sheriff Scovill
had allowed Grif beyond the press accounts. After his firsthand
observation of Bernard’s handiwork on the heads of Keillor and
Kennedy, Grif had to agree. Even with Martin’s artistry with
mortician’s wax and makeup, closed caskets were the order of the
day for both funerals.

In his twenty-two years growing up in the
family business, Griffin Nathaniel had seen his share of dead
bodies—none worse than those mangled by combines or car wrecks.
However, in his opinion, there was something far more gruesome
about a bullet hole in the face and a blown-out skull.

“Griffin?” Martin Nathaniel called to his
son from the stairs. “Son, you down there?”

“Yes, Dad,” Grif said, waving at the smoke
in the air.

Martin descended the stairs, looking paler
than usual. Admittedly, the man could have walked right out of
Central Casting to play the part of a mortuary director even on his
best day, but on this day, he looked flushed, perhaps even ill. His
thin fingers nervously smoothed his black frock. “Where’s Dr.
Bernard?” he said in the way they always referred to the deceased,
regardless of whether they were on an exam table or in a jar.

“Right here,” Grif said, glancing down at
the open cylinder before him.

“Oh good.”

“Dad, you okay?” Grif said, unused to seeing
his father’s studied reserve shaken and bothered b by the man’s
profuse and uncharacteristic perspiration.

“Yeah. Just came down the stairs a little
too fast, I suppose,” he said, his face morphing into the mask of
disengaged kindness that he usually saved for the customers. “Do me
a favor, son. Uh, I need you to go to the bank and deposit this
check from the Harrisons. I have a feeling we shouldn’t hold on to
it for too long.”

Grif thought it an unusual request, as the
Harrisons had been a local farm family in the area since the days
before Moses, and they’d always paid their bills. “Uh, sure, Dad,”
Grif said, pulling his jacket on and carefully nudging the
Life magazine under the desk with his foot. He took the
check from his father’s bony hand.

“Thank ya, son. I’ll uh…well, I’m gonna seal
up Dr. Bernard.”

“His wife gonna claim him anytime soon?”
Grif asked, halfway up the stairs.

“No,” Martin said without turning away from
the open cylinder. “Nope, I don’t think so. We’ll hang on to him a
while in case she changes her mind. Now please be on your way.”

Grif hurried up the stairs to find his
overcoat for the chilly trip to the bank.

Martin’s hand shakily fished into his frock
coat. From a buttoned interior pocket, he retrieved a small brown
ledger, held together with a fat rubber band. He fingered the
rubber band a moment and looked at the crematory oven on the other
side of the room. It had been fired up early yesterday for Dr.
Bernard and was still quite warm. Martin took a step toward the
crematory until he was stopped by Grif’s shout from upstairs.

“Dad! The mayor’s here and wants to see you.
He says it’s urgent.”

Martin started, and the shaking in his hands
worsened. The ledger suddenly seemed as hot as a coal from the
oven. He hurriedly dropped it in the cylinder of Brady Bernard’s
ashes, sending a plume of dusty remains into the air. He then
sealed the package with packing tape. “I’ll be right up,” his voice
quavered.

The cylinder of ashes was still warm to the
touch as he carried them to a small closet in the basement. He felt
in the dark for the light chain and pulled it. Martin slid Dr.
Brady Bernard’s ashes onto the shelf next to rolls of toilet paper
and some dusty plastic flowers. He pulled the chain again to turn
out the naked light bulb and closed the door. As he climbed the
stairs to the parlor, the unmistakable voice of Mayor Ollie Olafson
greeted him.

“Marty, we need to talk.”
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The New Millennium

John Pilate’s face loomed in the bathroom
mirror, illuminated by a single sickening scented candle flickering
on the toilet tank. The three a.m. antidepressant
withdrawal-induced orbit around the apartment had ravaged his
features.

He stared in the mirror at his own dark
eyes. The sleepless house, converted to apartments, creaked under
his feet as Pilate shifted his weight from side to side, testing
his profile in the glass. His brushed aside a lock of brown hair
that hung over one eye. Man, I need a haircut. And a shave. And
a damn job.

Drips from the tap caressed the porcelain,
wearing it down at a millennial pace. He twisted the tap hard to
stop it.

“Goddamn,” he said, blowing out the candle.
His eyes adjusted as he stumbled down the hallway to go back to
bed. His side of the iron-framed full-size was rumpled; hers was
almost smooth. The empty bed bathed in the moonlight only served to
remind Pilate of his wife’s absence. He couldn’t help but recall
the sight of her bare, taut body in the moonlit lake the first time
they’d made love. Memories of her came and went often; this was one
of the “went” periods, when Pilate tried fooling himself into
believing she was coming back. “Samantha,” he said aloud, his voice
chalky, startling even his own ears.

He carefully slid back into bed, careful not
to disturb her side. He pretended to sleep in hopes that the
sandman would be drawn to him, if only for a few minutes, but he
soon gave up on his quest for rest. Pilate leaned his head on his
hand, his eyes drowsing, the sun almost up. His temples throbbed,
and his waking dreams started at the beginning like a skipping
record.

He had begged her. “Please! We can fix
this…I can live with…” He didn’t know what he was saying. He saw
something in her eyes he could not comprehend.

She touched his cheek with her thin,
mocha-colored fingers and mouthed, “Goodbye, John.”

He closed his eyes as if the sunlight was an
insult.

***

Pilate brewed coffee. Books were piled on
the floor; an ashtray full of sunflower seed shells lay partially
dumped out on the carpet; and a stack of compact disks littered the
floor in front of the entertainment center. Dishes in the sink were
rinsed but not really clean. The refrigerator chilled food that
held no enticement. He replayed the answering machine message he’d
received yesterday, only to once again hear the joyless, robotic
voice of a joyless, robotic bill collector who insisted on
mispronouncing his last name.

It’s Pilate, asshole—like the Roman
governor, not the damned workout. Ever read the Bible? Pilate
thought as he thumbed through his mail, which mostly consisted of
Sam’s credit card bills that she had foisted upon him. He stacked
them on the dining room table, assuming they’d make a lovely
bonfire on Guy Fawkes Day. Colin Hay’s “No Sign of Yesterday”
blared from the stereo.

He went to the bathroom, stripped, and stood
under the showerhead. Hot, steamy water drilled into his sandy
brown head, rolling down his soft but flat belly, over his waist,
and down his thighs. Water fled to the end of his penis and drained
off like rain from a broken gutter. He rubbed soap between his
fingers and thought of a tropical island with brown, pleasing
women, tall drinks with funny names, and his feet buried in sand up
to the ankle.

The water turned tepid, then cool. As the
chill overtook him, he thought of the past few weeks, the finality
of Samantha’s words and the cancer scare that had led to the
removal of his tonsils. These damn ten-year-olds getting excited
about devouring all the Jell-O they can eat in the hospital. God,
my throat still hurts. Pilate crouched by the drain until the
shower water intolerably cold.

He stepped out and toweled off. Steam
obscured his image in the mirror. He examined his razor: bristles
and excess shaving cream clotted the blades like a scab. Pilate
dropped the cartridge in the trash and found a fresh one in a
drawer, which was still filled with Samantha’s feminine totems:
makeup, tampons, Midol, and that sinister-looking contraption that
she’d bravely used to curled her eyelashes.

He jerked the drawer out of the cabinet and
threw it into the small trashcan in the corner of the bathroom. The
drawer left a satisfying gouge in the wall it hit before landing in
the basket, and pills and eyeliner scattered about.

“Damn it!” he shouted. His throat instantly
felt as if he had gargled glass. Three weeks after the surgery,
Pilate’s throat still burned. Along with his tonsils, he had shed
eighteen pounds.

He was also dead broke and very nearly out
on his ass. Pilate had sheepishly borrowed a little from his
fixed-income parents to pay the bills while he was in hospital, but
that money was perilously close to gone; soon, he would have to
vacate the apartment he had shared with Samantha. Where he would go
remained undecided. However, for another five days, he had the
place to himself.

Pilate noticed the blink of his answering
machine light; someone had called while he was in the shower and
left a message. He pushed the play button, bracing himself for the
bored authority in the voice of yet another disgruntled bill
collector.

“Mr. Pilate, this is Dr. Peter Trevathan at
Cross College,” a voice fairly crusty with cantankerousness purred.
“We’d like you to come up…to work with us. We feel you will be an
excellent addition to our faculty.”

***

The offer was to start as an instructor in
speech and creative writing at the small Midwestern land-grant
college. Pilate had applied online in the spur of the moment when
he’d seen the wanted ad in a public library copy of the
Chronicle of Higher Education. After all, he had to submit a
few applications a week to keep his unemployment checks coming,
pitiful as they were. On a lark, he’d applied to the college, which
was 500 miles away, with no real anticipation of an interview, much
less an offer.

The previous week, he’d croaked through two
phone interviews, shared a portfolio of old clips, and apparently
caught the college in the middle of a dearth of instructors.
Reading between the lines of what Trevathan had told him, it seemed
a fairly new president at the college had fired, pissed off, or
simply alienated enough faculty members that they needed warm
bodies to fill the slots for the spring semester.

Pilate told Trevathan he could be there just
after Christmas. He didn’t mention his recent surgery.

“Do you have a cold?” Trevathan asked.

“No. It’s just a sore throat,” Pilate
said.

He decided he could crash at his folks’
place for a few weeks before the move, and they were happy to
comply. For several days, he busied himself packing boxes for the
move north. North to the new job. North away from
Samantha…Away.
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Cross College sent a small check to help him
with moving expenses, but by the time Pilate paid for a U-Haul van,
a trailer for his car, and all the other relocation hoopla he had
to take care of, he had a meager $145 left; worse, it was going to
be a long time until his first payday in February.

His mother hugged him tight; his father
tried to put a carefully folded $100 bill in his pocket. Pilate
thanked his father and slipped the money in his mother’s jacket
pocket without either noticing. They’d been on a fixed income for a
year, ever since a factory floor accident had taken his dad out of
the workforce. A small settlement and his father’s shrewd
investment of his pension funds had kept them from eating cat food,
but Pilate wasn’t going to ask for any more help. He
wanted—needed—to make it under his own steam, if only to prove to
himself that he could. If he ended up having to eat cat food, at
least it would be cat food that he paid for himself.

“Johnny, have you been taking your pills?”
His mother’s face was all trepidation and concern for her second
son, as mother’s faces tend to be. “You know you need to stay on
them.”

Pilate kissed her cheek. “Yes, Mom, I have,”
he lied. He had not been able to afford his antidepressants for
several weeks, and with no insurance and income, he had little hope
of refilling his prescriptions. He silently promised his mother he
would start back on them when his new insurance kicked in.

His father grasped his hand. Pilate looked
into his eyes and knew his dad fervently needed him to succeed, to
forget Sam and get on with his life.

“Forget her, son,” he said, even though
Pilate had already gotten the message before he’d even uttered the
words. “You deserve to get on with your life and be happy.”

Pilate nodded, playfully punched his dad’s
arm, and climbed into the van.

***

The drive took him north through miles of
farmland, a flat, uneventful landscape that forced his thoughts and
memories to the forefront. Whole miles passed with Pilate entranced
in his reverie.

Rumble bars warned him when he migrated near
the road’s edge. He would smoothly pull the steering wheel of the
rented truck and trailer to the left to get back in the center of
the lane. He glanced over into the passenger seat of the U-Haul,
where there sat the small care package of sandwiches, cookies, and
sodas that his mother had thoughtfully packed up for him—another
thing mothers tend to do.

Hundreds of miles passed with only the dirge
of neoconservative propaganda spewing from the pathetic AM radio.
Every hour or so, Pilate would turn it off for some relief from the
idiocy, but quickly, the silence would become too enticing to his
thoughts, so he had no choice but to return to the amusingly rank
hypocrisy and jingoism.

Hours broke down into minutes, into seconds,
into eternities as Pilate swam through the wintry night. Frost bit
the windshield as Pilate bit into one of his mother’s deviled ham
sandwiches. The pain from swallowing had faded, but he still felt
self-conscious about his throat. Nightmares about black, sticky
bile leaking from his mouth or the horror of an exposed voice box
visited his sleep often.

He had a guilty pang as he pulled over onto
what was euphemistically called a “scenic overlook,” shrugged into
his well-worn Hugo Boss black overcoat, and stepped into the
deserted parking area. He patted his pockets for a half-pack of
cigarettes, snatched one with trembling fingers, and poked it into
his mouth. Pilate quickly lit it, inhaled, and tried to ignore the
psychosomatic panic that cancer cells were waiting for this last
puff to bloom in his throat. Neurotic, quick puffs followed, smoke
and warm breath visible in the frigid night air. The sound of semi
trucks on the highway Dopplered in and out of hearing range. He
finished half the cigarette and flicked the rest away as he
swallowed gulps of the cold air as if that could somehow neutralize
the toxic crap he’d just inhaled.

Pilate walked around the truck and trailer;
making certain his black Grand Am GT was still secure. He climbed
into the warm cab of the truck and eased it back onto the
interstate.

Not too long later, he branched off an
interstate onto a narrower state highway. Remnants from recent
snowfalls lined the roads, and icy, denuded cornfields glowed
eerily in the moonlight.

He crammed three cigarette-taste-killing
mints into his mouth and peered into the darkness. It was nearing
eleven p.m., and fatigue was setting in. By his calculations, he
had at least five more hours to go before he arrived at Cross. The
truth was, he felt no real urgency to get there.

A scandal of neon mounted on a billboard
pointed to an Indian casino just five miles off the highway. The
sign indicated that there was a hotel there, and Pilate was certain
it couldn’t be nearly as depressing as the bile on the radio.

Even at such a late hour on a weekday, the
casino parking lot was jammed with all sizes of pickup trucks and
SUVs. The majority of vehicles, however, were the kind of beat-up,
throwaway cars American automakers had shat out of their factories
in the seventies and eighties.

Pilate wandered in through the door that was
held open by an aged man wearing an ill-fitting white security
uniform shirt and a cheap badge. He was equipped with a
walkie-talkie.

The din of slot machines, Muzak, and the
chatter of hundreds of gamblers assaulted Pilate’s ears before he
ended his walk through a long hallway to the casino floor.

In the casino, his eyes absorbed the lights
of the slots, the gaudy signs, the sequined vests of the
waitresses, and the crooked, toothy grins of table dealers,
shuffling their decks with ease.

He smelled the carcinogenic bouquet of a
hundred cigarettes being smoked at once. His pulse raced. Pilate
had never been much of a gambler, especially since his home state
would have nothing to do with organized, legal gambling. His forays
into stacks of chips, showgirls, gout-ridden retirees and massive
buffets were limited to Las Vegas. But here, in the middle of
nowhere, basking in the glow of neon-splashed icy fields was a
place where one could easily pick his or her own pocket.

Pilate snapped out of his thoughts when he
realized he was standing too close behind a table playing $10
Blackjack hands.

A grizzled man with a roadmap of creases in
his tanned, leathery face glared over his shoulder.

“Sorry,” Pilate said, stepping away. His
thoughts leapt to his wallet. I’ve got $145, but I need a warm
place to sleep. He checked with the Native American girl at the
front desk, who told him they did have vacancies. That was the good
news. The bad news was that those rooms started at $115 a night.
“I’ll think about it and might be back,” he said.

And think about it he did. There’s always
the road. A few more hours would put me right on the campus. Sure,
I’d be early and have to wait a while to get the keys to my
apartment in faculty housing, but I could wait it out in the early
morning cold, or…

Pilate wandered around the casino, slipping
stray nickels into slots. A waitress with a face like a
weather-beaten shingle brought him a vodka Seven. He lit a
cigarette and orbited the blackjack tables while he downed the
lemony-limey vodka.

He ultimately eased into a $10 blackjack
table between a porcine older lady with a supernaturally red coif
and an old man with wisps of white hair sprouting from his ears and
collar. Both had small stacks of black, white, and green chips in
front of them.

The dealer welcomed Pilate to the table as
he scooped up the losing bets from the other two players.

“Hi,” Pilate said, suddenly feeling very
vulnerable. He laid three $20 bills on the felt near the words
“Dealer Must Hit Soft 17.”

“Changing $60!” the dealer said over his
shoulder.

A strikingly attractive Native American
woman pit boss insouciantly glanced at Pilate, then nodded to the
dealer.

The dealer expertly stacked six $10 chips in
front of Pilate’s position. “Good luck, sir.”

The old man nodded at Pilate, and the woman
ignored him, instead shuffling her chips in one of her veiny
hands.

Pilate placed a $10 chip as his bet, and the
other players did the same. Not too many high rollers sit at the
double sawbuck tables, Pilate realized.

All the same, he felt his pulse quicken as a
king went to Big Red, a shitty deuce was thrown at him, and an ace
was turned for the old man to his left.

The old man barely moved.

The woman toyed with her chips.

The dealer turned up an ace.

Pilate lit a cigarette. “Shit,” he said,
louder than he intended. The pit boss cast a glare his way, to
which Pilate flashed an apologetic look as he took another drag on
the cigarette.

“Insurance?” the dealer said in much the
same way someone would say “Excuse me” if they burped.

No one took the sucker bet.

The dealer checked his cards and looked at
the three players apologetically. He flipped a king: blackjack.

Big Red got a nine; Old Man River got a
queen—a push; and Pilate got a pathetic seven.

He took a choppy, cleansing breath as the
dealer snatched up his chip. “Let’s see if you can do better this
time,” Pilate said.

Big Red nodded in agreement.

The shingle-faced waitress dropped another
vodka Seven beside Pilate.

He fished in his pockets and found $1 for
her.

“Thanks, hon’,” she said.

Pilate noticed a pale, two-inch scar on one
of her freckled breasts, pushed up grotesquely by her tight,
sequined vest. In the next second, he chided himself for paying
more attention to the sagging boob of the waitress than to his
dwindling stack of chips. He glanced around quickly before slipping
another $10 clay chip down for his bet.

Big Red did the same; Old Man River doubled
his bet.

This time, the dealer had a six; Big Red a
seven; Pilate a ten; and Old Man River an eight.

The dealer took his hole card.

Big Red hit for another six. Then she hit
again, gaining a queen.

“Bust,” the dealer said with all the
sincerity of Alex Trebek on Jeopardy.

Big Red made a sound somewhere between a
snort and a cough and looked away as the dealer scooped up her bet
and cards.

“Double down?”

Pilate looked up into the dealer’s vacuous
eyes, and when he did, his pulse quickened with the thrill of the
temptation. “What the hell?” Pilate slipped his last chip beside
the first.

The dealer flipped a card, a nine.

Nineteen? Not bad. Not the best, but not
bad. Pilate felt like he could hear only the sound of his own
heart beating, as if the slots and all the people had slidden into
the Twilight Zone and were no longer actually present.

The dealer moved on to Old Man River,
flopping down a queen.

“Humph,” the man said, waving off another
card.

The dealer flipped his card over, a seven.
He could not stop until he hit seventeen or above, so he took
another card.

For a millisecond, Pilate could feel the
win, but that victorious sensation drained out of him like piss
down his leg when the next card was an eight. Twenty-one. Damn
him.

The dealer had drawn twenty-one the hard
way, and in just two hands, Pilate had blown almost his entire
stake. He now lacked enough money for a hotel room, and he knew the
solace of free drinks would end the second he stopped laying down
the coin. Pilate hung his head a moment.

“Sorry, sir,” the dealer said again,
interrupting Pilate’s one-man pity party, the rote false sincerity
perhaps tinged with an honest apology for the bad luck. “You made a
good play there. Took balls, mister.”

“Thanks,” Pilate said, standing up.

The dealer started to write him off with a
monotone “Have a good night” when Pilate reached into his pocket
and placed $75 on the table.

“That’s the spirit!” Old Man River said,
flashing a tombstone-toothed smile. “Like I said, you got
balls.”

“Changing $75!” the dealer called. The pit
boss nodded at Pilate, her eyes narrowing.

Pilate pulled another drag out of the
cigarette, slugged down the rest of the vodka, and slapped all $75
worth of chips on the felt.

“Sir, you sure you want to—” the dealer
began.

Pilate cut him off with a determined
nod.

Big Red looked irritated at the dealer. “Let
him bet. He’s bad luck. Maybe he’ll get it over with and
leave.”

Pilate smiled at the old bag. “By all
means.”

Old Man River glared at the woman.
“Mariellen, you are as big a bitch today as you were the hateful
day I married you.”

She glared back at him. “Oh shut up,
Walter,” she said, betting another $10 chip.

Walter bet the same, drawing his John Deere
green hat low over his eyes.

The dealer snickered, waited for betting to
cease, and then dealt himself a jack. Quickly, a seven went to
Mariellen, an ace to Pilate, and a four to Walter.

“Whoa, Nellie!” said the dealer. He checked
it in the table’s built-in mirror.

“Insurance?”

“Shit,” Pilate whispered.

“S’okay, kid,” Walter said.

All waved off the sucker bet. The dealer let
his cards rest: no blackjack.

Pilate sighed unintentionally loudly in an
odd stuttering manner.

The dealer offered Mariellen a card. She
stabbed at the table with her fake pink fingernail. He obliged with
a three. She was now in position for a good outcome—possibly even a
blackjack if an ace turned up—no worse than a push if a face card
or a ten decided to make an appearance. She stabbed the table
again.

The dealer flicked a four down.

Walter guffawed into his sleeve.

“Fourteen,” the dealer said. He was showing
a jack, so she had no choice but to take another card.

The suicide king’s visage appeared.

Big Red Mariellen cursed, grabbed her purse,
and stood. “Walter, let’s go.”

“But I gotta finish my hand.”

Only first it was Pilate’s turn, and he had
no patience with Mariellen and Walter anymore.

The dealer flipped down a nine.

“Ten or twenty!” the dealer called. At best,
he would win, and at worst, it would be a push.

Pilate gave the cut-off sign.

Walter was given a six, then an eight, and
he decided to sit on his eighteen.

The dealer flipped over a six, making a
sixteen and forcing him to hit again.

Pilate’s stomach dropped.

The dealer snatched another card from the
six-deck shoe and slapped it onto the felt. “Four! Twenty!” He
tapped his knuckles on the table in front of Pilate; it was a push.
He snatched up Walter’s chip.

Walter stood, flipped a George at the
dealer, patted Pilate on the back with a wink, and ambled after
Mariellen, who was idling on her cankles at the casino door.

“Just you and me now, sir,” the dealer
said.

Pilate read the name of the dealer. “Jake, I
know this isn’t your problem, but I’ve had nothing but bad luck for
the past couple years,” Pilate said, lighting another cigarette. He
gingerly picked up the $75 in chips and held them in his right
hand.

“Really? Sorry to hear that, sir.
Shuffling!” He expertly piled the spent cards into an intricate
series of shuffles before packing them into the shoe.

The pit boss nodded and wrote something on
her tally sheet.

“Yeah,” Pilate said, taking a long puff,
“and I got one last chance given to me recently.”

“Oh yeah?” Jake said; his eye flashed with
rare interest, more characteristic of bartenders than blackjack
dealers.

“Yeah.” Pilate tapped his ashes into the
tray beside him as the waitress brought him another drink. “Ma’am,
I’ll be right with you with a tip. Can you come back?”

She frowned but managed a weak but sweet
“Sure honey” as she walked away.

“Well, I think this here hand of blackjack
might set the tone for a whole new chapter in my life.”

“If you say so, sir.” Jake smiled. “Are you
ready to begin that chapter?”

“Yes, Jake. I am,” Pilate said, stacking the
$75 bet carefully in the betting circle again.

Jake sighed deeply, his left hand reaching
for the shoe.

***

Jake’s face was priceless when the blackjack
bloomed in front of Pilate.

Pilate’s head dropped slightly. He couldn’t
believe he had a caught a break; he hadn’t really convinced himself
that that would be the case. Pilate took his winnings, a tidy sum,
and stood up. He flipped a $5 chip at Jake.

The dealer smiled. “Quite a play, sir,” he
said. “Quite a play indeed. Sure you want to quit now? You may be
on a roll—a new chapter, like you said.”

Pilate smiled.
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The hotel room was nice in a sterile, clean,
Xerox copy sort of way. Pilate poured all the shampoo into the
bathtub and filled it. As usual, he failed to allow room for any
cool water to mix with the hot. He eased into the steaming bath as
soon as his body could stand it, his hairy legs tingling; his tail
end going in not unlike Bugs Bunny into the cannibals’ pot. As he
acclimated, a contented sigh—again, not unlike the famous cartoon
hare—escaped him.

Pilate snatched a green washcloth from the
nearby basin, dipped the cloth in the water, and draped it over his
face. He leaned back, the cool outer rim of the tub jarring him
like the hot water had.

Pilate breathed through the hot, damp cloth.
Music from the clock radio in the adjoining bedroom crowded his
ears. The CD was a mix of different tunes Pilate had made a few
years ago; he’d uncovered it while unpacking and repacking some
boxes before the move.

Carole King sang about “…following where I
lead…” and Pilate found himself back in that drafty flat back home,
his young bride singing along with her smoky British voice.

She was slicing celery for chicken salad,
green slices as thin as parchment paper, and her hips moved with
the music. Pilate saw his image in the shiny surface of the toaster
on the counter, grinning. A skinny twenty-something married to a
wild, sexy, foreign, exotic beauty, and there he was, grinning like
an idiot.

Sam turned to face him, smiling her crooked
smile, holding a knife with one hand and placing the other on her
hip. “Honey, I have to go, so here.” She thrust the knife between
his ribs. She smiled and thrust it in twice more. Her eyes widened,
her lips moistened by her pink tongue. She watched the blood flow
out of Pilate as his astonished eyes rolled back in his head.

Darkness.

“And one to grow on.” A voice not
unlike Pilate’s shattered the silence.

Though dead, Pilate snatched the washcloth
from his face and looked at his torso. The skin was unbroken, the
ribs intact.

In the candlelight of the hotel bathroom sat
an old friend. Pilate had known him a long time—Pilate’s conscience
and insecurity given humanoid form. Pilate called him Simon, a name
coined long ago, somewhat of a homage to the fictional thief
Templar, the man who was so comfortable in the dark. This Simon
talked with a voice similar to Pilate’s, but he had a touch of the
haughty, superior aristocrat in his accent for a reason Pilate had
yet to determine. Simon perched on the toilet as if it were a true
throne, lighting a cigarette.

“Damn it,” Pilate said aloud, looking away,
disgusted yet relieved.

“Well, hello to you too,” he said
brightly, as if Pilate had just greeted him on a cheery good
morning.

Pilate looked back at him. As usual, Simon’s
shape was all he could make out, except for the occasional flicker
of the glowing ember at the tip of the cigarette, illuminating his
smooth, familiar face. What few snatches Pilate could glean from
experience with the specter revealed a smoother, less human, but
somehow more idealized version of himself. He couldn’t be certain.
“Ah damn it,” Pilate said, dropping the washcloth in the water.

“Shh…listen…new song,” Simon cooed,
again puffing on a Dunhill.

It was Todd Rungren’s “Hello, It’s Me.”

Pilate consciously prevented the song from
triggering another memory and demanded coldly, “What do you
want?”

“Oh, come on now,” he said, again
with his snooty singsong voice. “Do allow me the fun of walking
down Memory Lane with you again.”

“Why? So you can twist my memories into
something ugly? Something vile?” Pilate sneered, his hand slapping
the surface of the bathwater.

“But you always gain so much from what I
have to show you,” he said, sounding injured by the remark.

“I have come to the realization that you are
nothing more than a byproduct of prescription medication, sir,”
Pilate said aloud, reaching for the small bar of oatmeal hotel
soap.

Simon waved his arms above his head. The
metallic clanging of chains and shackles thundered and echoed in
the tiny lavatory. “You may be a fragment of underdone potato or
a crumb of cheese. There’s more of gravy than of grave about
you,” he mocked. “Booo!”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake,” Pilate said.

“Maybe now we should go back to your
wonderful, scene-chewing turn as young Scrooge in that dreadful
community theatre.”

“Just shut up” Pilate said, his eyes
forward, staring at the dripping faucet. “And get on with whatever
it is you want to say.”

“Shut up or get on with it? Which will it
be?”

The ash from the Dunhill made a ssst
sound as it fell into the bath.

“For God’s sakes, go on and get it over
with,” Pilate said, more demanding this time.

“Certainly.”

“Thanks.” Pilate said.

“I just figured your wife would be the
last person on your mind this time of year…let’s see, well,
hmmm….maybe because her birthday was last month.”

“Maybe it was just the song and that was
it,” Pilate said, playing along with Simon’s little act.

“Any chance of you getting out of this
bath? I am reminded of the French Revolution and The Artist
Formerly Known As Prince, all in the same moment,” Simon said,
dropping the butt of the cigarette in the toilet.

“I am enjoying a hot bath, and I’m not
getting out until I’m damn well ready to. So why don’t you go away
and let me have some peace?”

Simon waved away the comment as if it was
the buzzing of a bothersome insect. “No, no, I can wait. The
sight of you sitting in there, wrinkling up like a prune isn’t so
bad. I can bear it.”

“How nice.”

“How are you feeling? Your concentration
will be very important now that you have a job again, you know.
Can’t leave yourself open to…what was the word? Layoffs. Like at
the newspaper. Oh, and I see you haven’t taken your special
vitamins lately, you naughty, careless boy. How long will it take
you to fuck up this job without popping your pills like an obedient
little drone?”

Pilate sat there, soaking and seething,
stony silent.

Simon sighed. “I’m afraid I can’t wait
after all, especially if you are not going to participate in this
little conversation of ours. I haven’t much time, so I’ll get to
the point. Something is going on in that head of yours to make you
think more than a passing moment about the limey ex, and
truthfully, I was shocked to see it was a sweet memory, until I
edited it and made it more interesting,” he said.

“You know, I’m trying to get to a point in
my life where I can think about Sam with something less than
contempt, and you have to come along and ruin it.”

“Sorry to disappoint you, but I am only
showing you what’s in your heart, as always. Whenever you think of
her in a kind way, a loving way, you have to make it bad in the
end. If you don’t, you’ll never get over that fear.”

“What fear?”

“That fear that keeps you running away.
The fear that has you driving hundreds of miles to a new life—a new
chapter, I believe you told that dealer—in a horrible little town.
The fear that keeps you hiding out from your logical path,” he
said in a mocking, pitying tone that made Pilate want to hold him
under the bathwater and drown him.

“Just shut the hell up, would you?”

“Well, for once, it is not me who needs
to shut up, it’s you. You have just about talked yourself into
trying again.” Simon chuckled as if it was the most ridiculous
notion he’d ever heard.

Pilate looked at his shadowy features. He
was somehow not nearly as formidable-looking as he had been in the
past. “Trying again? Is that wrong?”

Simon rose from the porcelain throne.
“No, as long as you can handle the consequences.”

“Consequences? Like finally meeting the
right person and being happy?”

“Oh no.” He moved the two steps from
the commode to the tub quickly. “The consequences are that the
next time, you’ll be left with only this.” His smooth hands
grasped Pilate’s head and pushed it underwater.

Surprised, Pilate choked on the warm, salty
liquid that tasted of his own sweaty filth of the day. He thrashed
at Simon’s hands, clawing at him, but Simon’s arms felt like wooden
beams wrapped in steel cable. Amidst the thrashing, Pilate heard
him laughing. When he did manage to rise out of the water for a
second, his stinging eyes opened to an unbelievable sight: It was
Samantha now, laughing and pushing him underwater again. Pilate let
go and stopped resisting, and the pressure of the arms stopped
pushing him down. His head lolled out of the water, his eyes red.
“It…it wasn’t supposed to end…to be like this,” Pilate stammered,
the words echoing off the tile.
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Cross College wasn’t exactly a dump, Pilate
decided, but it was damn close. He knew from his research about the
school that the campus was the second oldest in the state.
Firsthand he concluded it was neglected, like the redheaded,
unwanted stepchild any school without a football program usually is
in the American Midwest.

Pilate trudged around the campus for an hour
or so after he arrived. He was too early to get his keys and the
move-in paperwork for his faculty housing assignment, so he again
gave in to his reinstated habit and fired up a smoke.

The old school had a standard oval layout,
with eight buildings spread out like spokes from a once-proud
library in the center. In front of the library, a state flag
fluttered in the whipping winds under a tattered Old Glory. Most of
the architecture was similar—circa 1910 or so—except for a
disastrously ugly student center, a monument to the faux-optimistic
Fountainhead-looking 1960s architecture that plagued so many
institutions.

Patches of snow and ice dotted the oval.
Numerous trees, all but a few stripped bare of their leaves by
winter, were strategically placed alongside the cracked cement
sidewalks. The occasional bench made pit stops around the
diameter.

Pilate came across a bench with cracked
slats that had a tarnished brass plaque on its back that read:

In Loving Memory of Dr. Gareth Kennedy

He took a seat on the rickety memorial and
allowed his back to rest against the tarnished plaque. He sucked on
the cigarette and squinted as the sun rose. It’s very quiet,
this campus near the banks of the Missouri, he surmised as he
thought back to the events of the morning.

Early that morning, he’d crossed a steel
bridge that spanned over the river. Once he’d crossed it, he had
pulled his truck over to smoke. Floes of ice had rushed past the
frozen mud banks, and the smoke from his cigarette had followed the
current as he exhaled.

Pilate closed his eyes and wondered how he
had come to be here, hundreds of miles from home…and from her. His
thoughts traveled as well to the specter that had visited him last
night in the casino hotel room.

He had wanted to take not just one but two
of his antidepressants before he hit the road, hoping they would
forbid Simon from coming and going as he pleased. Of course, he was
unable to afford those little gatekeepers, so he had not taken any
for the past two weeks or so. He wished at that moment that he had
prevailed on his parents for enough money to at least buy the
drugs.

A sudden real sense of being very small and
vulnerable washed over him like the icy river. The same voice that
told him he was a fake and worthless was now telling him he was
exposed, in danger out there on the prairie.

He imagined Simon sharing the bench with
him, mocking him with words like, “But you have no support
system here, no friends, not even cell phone service because this
pathetic excuse for a town is too small and insignificant on the
globe for a cellular tower.”

Pilate flicked his cigarette to the ground
in disgust and frustration.

“Hey! Pick that up, mister.”

Pilate’s head jerked to his left, where he
saw a clean-shaven, balding man of average height in his late
fifties, clad in an elegant brown trench coat, striding very
quickly toward him like a man on a mission. “Hmm?” Pilate said.

“I said pick up that cigarette,” he
admonished. “This is a college, not a damned ashtray.”

“Oh, sorry.” Pilate looked down and picked
up the butt.

By now the man was standing over him. “Are
you a student here?”

“Um, no,” Pilate answered, suddenly feeling
like a teenager who’d been caught with an illicit beer or a joint
or making out with the preacher’s daughter in the back seat of a
car.

“What business do you have here?” he had an
authoritative, even menacing quality. His eyes were dark, cold, and
resolute. In less than a minute he had firmly established an
asshole vibe, that was for sure.

Pilate stood. “I work here,” he said,
summoning his dignity. “Who are you?”

The man’s eyes closed into doubting slits.
“Name’s Lindstrom. I’m no one special, just the school president.”
His voice barely concealed his glee at Pilate’s faux pas. “Seems to
me I ought to know who works for me…and who doesn’t.”

“Oh, Dr. Lindstrom! I’m sorry. I’m a new
in—”

“Oh.” Lindstrom glared at Pilate. “You’re
one of Trevathan’s new replacements, huh?” He looked Pilate up and
down. “That explains it.”

“I just got to town, sir. I’m waiting for
the Ad building to open so I can get my apartment keys.”
Assuming I’m not fired, Pilate thought.

“The building opens at eight,” Lindstrom
said. “I’d appreciate it if you were tidier about your smoking.
This campus has enough blight. Don’t need trash everywhere.
Smoking’s a nasty habit anyway, you know—for you and everyone
around you who has to inhale that garbage.”

“Yes, sir,” Pilate said. He felt his ears
reddening with embarrassment. “I, uh…I’m sorry if we got off on the
wrong—”

By the time Pilate said “sir,” Lindstrom had
turned and walked away toward the Ad building. He did say something
over his shoulder, and while Pilate couldn’t be sure exactly what
it was, he thought it sounded like, “That’s one.”

“Fucking hell,” Pilate said under his
breath, grasping the cigarette butt. Can I screw up any worse?
And I just fucking got here.

Simon laughed behind Pilate’s eyes.

***

Morgan Scovill looked down at the
out-of-state license tag on the black Pontiac. The trunk was open,
as was the door to the faculty apartment. Scovill spat out the
cinnamon toothpick he’d been rolling around his mouth since after
lunch. Approaching the door, he heard the alien notes of jazz. He
leaned his head inside the door. “Anybody home?” he said. Something
crashed to the floor in the small kitchen, and Scovill stopped
inside the doorway as Pilate came into view.

Pilate, wearing a stained, ripped Pink Floyd
t-shirt, saw the six-two, 280-pound frame of Sheriff Morgan Scovill
obliterating the doorway. The middle-aged peace officer’s hand
casually rested on the butt of his holstered Glock semi-automatic.
“Uh…hi,” Pilate said.

“Hello,” Scovill said. His right eye
seemed like it was on permanent squint and his left betrayed what
could be good humor.

“Um…” Pilate looked at the sheriff’s
firearm, then the small stereo that blared Miles Davis’s “So
What.” He turned the volume down. “Too loud?”

Scovill didn’t move. “Nah. Just doing the
welcome wagon thing, you know? What with ya being new here and
all.”

Pilate gestured at the couch that came with
the apartment. “Care to sit?”

Scovill eyed the tattered sofa with his
squint. “No thanks. Listen, name’s Scovill. I’m sheriff around
here.”

“I see. John Pilate.” He extended his
hand.

Scovill took off his hat, revealing thinning
sandy blond hair with silver strands that matched his neatly
trimmed beard. In a move he’d done a thousand times, Scovill wiped
away the nonexistent perspiration along the rim of the felt hat
with two fingers. “Well, Dr. Pilate—” he began.

“Mister. I’m not a PhD, so it’s just
Mr. Pilate. Actually, John will do just fine, Sheriff,” Pilate
said, lowering his hand.

Scovill looked annoyed. “Okay then. Mr.
Pilate, let me just say welcome to Cross. Besides being your local
sheriff, I’m de facto head of security of this campus. We run a
quiet place here—not much in the way of partying or drugs—and we
wanna keep it that way. We don’t need any outsiders coming in
here…” Trailing off, Scovill glanced at the poster-sized framed
black and white photo of a nude woman reclining on a rock; it set
on the floor beside a suitcase, awaiting John to decide which wall
would be its fate. “Anyhoo, we don’t need nobody coming around here
giving anybody any wild and fantastic ideas. Let me remind you that
faculty housing is for faculty only, no students. No special
tutoring, if ya know what I mean,” he said, placing air quotations
in the right places. “There’s to be no dinners, no parties, no
nothin’ with students here. You got that?”

“Um, okay,” Pilate stammered, feeling
like he’d been pulled over for speeding in a school zone while
wearing a t-shirt that read, “I got some candy, little
girl.”

“You’re a young man, and Lord knows a
man has appetites, but be advised you cannot and will not satisfy
any such urges with any of the students who attend school
here.”

“Sheriff, I can assure you I have no
intention of—”

“Good. Road to hell and all. If you
mind these simple rules, you and I’ll get along just
fine.”

Pilate looked around at the open cardboard
boxes, then back at Scovill. His squinty eye seemed to be scanning
every inch of him, as if committing Pilate to memory or making a
decision.

“Yup,” Scovill said, turning on his
boot heel. “See you around campus, Mr. Pilate.”

Pilate stood motionless for a moment, then
nodded.

Scovill poked his head back inside the door.
“Oh, and a word to the wise.”

“What’s that?”

“Don’t go throwing your cigarette
butts on the ground around here, especially in front of the
president. Pisses him off, and we sure as hell don’t need
that.”

Pilate watched the sheriff walk out the door
and through the breezeway and then get into his SUV.

“Bad cop. No doughnut.”

***

Night fell, and Pilate had not yet ventured
any further than his apartment. Though hungry, he was too tired to
search for food in the wilds of Cross Township. He rustled through
a box and found a half-eaten bag of Doritos and washed them down
with a tepid, flat Coke. Outside, it was pitch black, and it was
only seven o’clock.

He put on his coat and stepped onto the
breezeway porch he shared with yet-unmet neighbors. Puffing on a
cigarette, he leaned against the brick wall. He casually looked up
as he exhaled, then gasped. Stars rioted in the sky. Thousands of
pinpoints of light populated the heavens with twinkling
indifference to his wonder. “My…God.” Pilate said, taking it in.
He’d never really had a chance to gaze at the stars without the
light pollution haze of a much bigger city, and he was taken in by
nature’s spectacle. Pilate obsessively attempted to count the stars
between puffs off his cigarette; after about forty he gave up.

He stretched and looked to the south,
viewing the pale glow of the campus. There were no students
scampering about just yet; they would arrive next week.

Pilate had another day before he had to
report to work. Trevathan, the dean who’d hired him over the phone,
was expecting him at lunch the next day.

He crushed out the cigarette on the side of
the apartment, sparks hitting his fingers, then flicked the spent
butt into a nearby snowdrift. “Oops.”

He wanted to spend some more time admiring
Mother Nature’s little fireworks show, but it was chilly, and he
had things to do. The stars would have to wait.
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Pictures were hung, books shelved, clothes
stowed, and everything situated. His television picked up the dorm
cable channels, all twenty of them, including a hunting channel
that featured local deer trackers striking bizarre poses with their
bloodied, vacant-eyed kills, bragging about the number of points on
the antlers the animals would never be able to use again. He also
stumbled across a porn channel, apparently a bootlegged one. The
audio was bad, but the important part—the video—was pretty
good.

He tried out the shower, an ancient affair
with cracked tile and lukewarm brownish-colored water. He had been
warned by a blasé, lisping housing manager named Larry that the
water in Cross was a “tad cloudy” at times, and now that he was
seeing it for himself, he realized that little weather prediction
was a tad sugarcoated. “Delightful,” Pilate said, ruefully
recalling the comparatively opulent bathroom of the casino hotel,
which would have been perfect, if not for Simon’s presence. He
sighed, reminding himself that it could be worse.

Seconds later, a cockroach reclining on his
toothbrush challenged that notion. Dropping the insect into the
toilet and the toothbrush into the cardboard box he was using as a
makeshift trashcan, Pilate swilled some mouthwash, dressed, and
drove into town.

“Town,” as it was euphemistically
called, consisted of a small convenience store-sized grocery; a
two-pump gas station with a messy, greasy repair bay staffed by
even messier, greasier mechanics; a bank; a post office; a bar; and
a brightly-painted greasy spoon cafe. A small clapboard house had
been converted into a Veterans of Foreign Wars headquarters
alongside an impecunious bait shop that boasted of sales on beer
and night crawlers.

An old Chevy with a snow blade labored to
clear drifts from the post office frontage as Pilate went inside to
open a mailbox account.

The postmaster was a polite, fifty-something
woman who asked him no questions about where he was from or what he
was doing in Cross. She did have his box application form ready
when he walked in, however.

Pilate smiled at the woman, eliciting
a forced grin. Bureaucrats are
bureaucrats, no matter where you go, he considered. He
also found out that he could return his rented truck at the local
gas station, known as Jimmy’s. He decided he’d drive the truck back
later and walk back home since it was only about a half-mile and
would be a welcomed reprieve after driving all that way.

In the cramped grocery store, he maneuvered
the narrow aisles with a small, squeaky-wheeled shopping cart; the
left front wheel didn’t make contact with the linoleum at all and
just spun in a haphazard circle as he walked. He loaded the cart
with a new toothbrush, canned soup, crackers, lunchmeat, bread, and
other bachelor staples. His preferred angel hair pasta was absent,
so he had to settle for thin spaghetti, and as an accompaniment to
the exorbitant pasta feast, he selected a generic canned spaghetti
sauce labeled “with meat” and some Parmesan cheese; it was the
ghastly stuff in the familiar green canister, and it smelled like
feet, but there wasn’t a lot of fresh fromage from which to choose.
Comfort food was the order of the day: 2 percent milk, Coke,
Doritos, Oreos, cigarettes, and a lottery scratch card. Casino
winnings in hand, Pilate splurged and added a small plastic bottle
of vodka.

The single checkout lane was clerked by yet
another polite woman in her fifties; Pilate surmised in a grossly
unfair, superior way that she had never ventured out of the county.
She took his money, handed him his change, and said, “Welcome to
Cross, Mr. Pilate.”

“Uh, how do you know who I am?” he
asked, baffled since he’d paid cash.

She snorted. “You can’t fart in this town
without someone smelling it.”

“I see,” Pilate said. “Well, thanks.
I’ll be seeing you.”

“Yup,” she said with a
smile.

Now the town knows I eat
junk food, smoke Marlboro Ultra Lights, and chase cheap pasta with
cheap vodka, Pilate thought as he loaded his car
trunk. When he shut it, he was instantly startled by a young girl
of about six, standing beside him.

“You dropped this, mister,” she said,
gleaming at him with large brown eyes and the sun glistening off
her blonde locks as she held the lottery scratch-off up to
him.

“Oh, thank you, young lady,” Pilate
said. “That’s most kind of you.”

“You’re welcome,” she said, turning
away and running up the slushy sidewalk to a woman’s side; the
girl’s mother was about thirty, with slightly darker hair, large
eyes, and a wary, yet strangely disarming smile.

Pilate waved at the pair.

The woman smiled again with a little more
enthusiasm and turned away. She wore a powder-blue ski jacket, a
red scarf, and tight Levi’s that hugged her in all the right
places. Pilate decided she had quite a nice rear-end to complement
her smile.

The nice-assed woman with the interesting
smile took the child’s hand and walked away, and he watched the
pair as they disappeared behind the post office.

In his car, Pilate scratched the ticket.
“Ha! I can’t lose,” he said, looking into the rearview mirror as he
backed up his car and wondering what that two bucks could buy him
in the tiny little grocery store.

The sinister face of Simon peered back
at him from the mirror. “Oh
really?” he mocked. “Seems to
me you’ve proven that theory wrong many times.”

Ignoring Simon’s taunts, Pilate turned onto
the red brick road. He returned the rented truck and trudged home,
taking in the Americana. His evening was much like the first. The
porno channel, accompanied by music from his stereo (which clearly
had to be better than amateur movie scripts or cheesy porno music)
served as a diversion as he puttered away, arranging items in his
cramped living room. He enjoyed a hearty meal of spaghetti,
accompanied by vodka and two cigarettes. Feeling almost lachrymose
from the vodka and starchy meal, he dozed until eleven. He smoked
again, ventured outside to count more stars, then tottered off to
his twin-sized rented bed.

***

The morning was announced by the
school carillon, which played “If I Were a Rich Man,” from
Fiddler on the Roof.

Pilate rolled over twice before he came to
the agonizing realization that he had to get out of bed. Either his
alarm clock had failed him or he had turned it off in his sleep,
because it was already 10:35 a.m., and he was due in the dean’s
office at 11:00. “Shit!” he screamed at the digital red numbers
that seemed to be mocking his misfortune.

He showered, dressed, and sprinted to
campus. He found the arts and sciences hall and presented himself
to the dean’s secretary. She eyed him with either contempt or
disappointment; he wasn’t sure. It was at that point that Pilate
realized he had not shaved and wasn’t sporting the most
wrinkle-free of clothing. Three-day beard growth, tousled hair (and
not the sexy kind), and the appearance of generally not giving a
damn was no way to meet his new boss, and he knew it.
Maybe I should tap ashes on his floor
too.

“John?” said a voice in an accent
reminiscent of North Dakota.

Or is it Minnesota?
Pilate tried to determine as he turned to face Dr. Peter
Trevathan, who stood in the doorway. He wore a tweed jacket, bolo
tie, close-cropped steel-gray hair, and a world-weary expression.
His shiny glass eye gaped at the secretary, while his good eye took
in Pilate’s shabby appearance.

“Dr. Trevathan? A pleasure,” said
Pilate, extending his hand. For the third time since he’d arrived
in Cross, John Pilate’s offer of a handshake went
ignored.

Trevathan grunted, obviously not impressed
with the near tardiness or the lackluster get-up. “Follow me,” he
sighed.
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Trevathan warmed to Pilate a little, and one
of the first things he did was gently warn him to “Stay clear of
President Lindstrom for a while,” and then he thanked him for
coming so quickly. Next, he went over a few procedural details,
then accompanied Pilate to lunch at the cafeteria. “We’ve had some,
uh, quick exits recently,” Trevathan said, drinking coffee washing
down his two bites of sweet potato pie with a gulp of coffee. His
glass eye continued to wander when he looked at Pilate.

“Oh?”

“Yeah.” He cleared his throat and
coughed, then ran a hand over his short, steel-gray hair.
“Lindstrom has been on sort of a remodeling kick, so to
speak.”

“I see,” Pilate said, now feeling even
worse about his run-in with Lindstrom and the great butt-tossing
fiasco. He pushed his half-eaten chef’s salad away.

“He never forgets a slight, and once
he gets it in his head that you’re against him or not 100 percent
on his team, you’re truly and forever screwed,” Trevathan said.
“That said, don’t worry. I think you’ll get a pass on the cigarette
thing, being new here.”

“Sorry about that. I was tired from
the drive, and—”

Trevathan looked up at the clock,
interrupting Pilate’s lame excuse. “Just be more aware in the
future.” He drummed his hands twice on the table and smirked, a
pained expression that failed miserably to suggest mirth. “Come on.
I’ll show you your office.”

***

Pilate’s “office” was about the size of a
large walk-in closet, part of a warren of six similar rooms down
the hall from numerous old classrooms. An ancient desk with an old
matchbook under one of the legs, along with a coffee-stained cloth
chair, comprised his workstation. An institutional hard plastic
chair for visitors adjoined the desk.

Pilate hauled a box of books and a few odds
and ends over from his apartment after Trevathan gave him the keys
and showed him how to use the e-mail system. He placed the books
haphazardly on a small, scratched oak shelf that matched the desk
in color and condition. On he side was a small metal tag that read
“Property of Cross College.” After placing a framed photo of his
parents on the desk and wiping what appeared to be lipstick and
makeup residue off his telephone, he called his parents
collect.

His mother asked about his missing tonsils;
his father asked if he was getting along with the new boss.

Oh yeah, Dad. Primo.

Pilate ended the call with a promise to call
every Sunday. Then, he picked up the syllabus for his first class,
scheduled to start that week, Introduction to Creative Writing. He
grunted at the formulaic class structure and tired notes from the
last instructor, who had the improbable name of Donna Reed. Great.
I’m inhabiting Donna Reed’s office, about to teach her course load.
“It’s a wonderful life,” he said and then chuckled at his own lame
joke.

“Yeah? See if you still feel that way
after you’ve been here a while,” said a husky female
voice.

Pilate looked up and saw the pretty woman
he’d seen at the grocery store, the one with the dirty blonde hair
and unforgettable ass. Startled, Pilate rose to his feet. “Um…hi. I
didn’t know anyone was around.” On closer inspection, he saw that
the woman’s face, with only traces of makeup evident, was pretty
but tempered with what Pilate surmised as a more than passing
acquaintance with sorrow. Her arms were loosely folded across her
chest, which filled out a pale blue sweater that matched her eyes.
“John Pilate,” he said, extending a hand.

She took it, and finally, since the time
he’d arrived, someone had accepted his handshake. “Nice to meet
you, John Pilate,” she said. “Welcome to our little slice of
heaven.”

Pilate paused a moment to ponder the
encounter. Her soft hand felt natural, warm and somehow comforting
in his.

“I’m Kate,” she said, looking him in
the eye. “Kate Nathaniel, English and library science.”

“Oh yes, Kate,” Pilate said,
pretending he’d heard of her. “We’ve met, haven’t we?”

She nodded. “I suppose you could call it
that, though it wasn’t a proper introduction. At the store. My
daughter found your lucky ticket.”

“Right, thanks. It was lucky,” he
said. “Perhaps I should split the winnings with her.”

“Your winnings?” she said, sounding
skeptical.

“Well, a 50 percent cut would be a
whole whopping dollar.”

Kate smiled. “I hear you’re from down
South,” she said, her arms uncrossing, her hands sliding into the
pockets of her tight Levi’s.

“Yes, yes I am. I’m from—”

When he was interrupted by the ringing
telephone, they both looked at it.

“I wonder who could be calling me,” he
said.

“One way to find out,” she said. “Talk
to you later.” She waved with her fingers and walked out as Pilate
reached for the phone.

It was Sheriff Scovill. “Mr. Pilate, we need
you to move your car,” he said. “We’re finishing some demolition of
a structure next door to your apartment. The trucks need your space
for the day, if you don’t mind.”

“No, not at all,” he said. “Sheriff,
if you don’t mind me asking, what are they tearing
down?”

Scovill paused.

Pilate imagined the man taking a
toothpick from his mouth like a guard straight out of
Cool Hand Luke.

“It’s the old Bernard house. Been
vacant a long time. The college bought it last month, and President
Lindstrom wants it gone,” he said.

***

Pilate moved his car from the path of trucks
and equipment as they demolished the white two-story home next door
to his faculty apartment. He loitered a moment to observe the heavy
equipment as it pulled down the wooden skin and frame of the shabby
residence.

“Sad in a way,” said a man who had,
during the noise of demolition, sauntered up to Pilate
unobserved.

“Huh?” Pilate said, startled. He
turned and saw a disheveled tie, sweater, baggy pants, and
moth-eaten overcoat wearing a gangly man with prematurely gray
hair. “Sad? How so?”

“Well, that house has to go, I guess,
but there is so much history tied up in the old place,” he
said.

“Really?” Pilate said.

The man extended a hand. “Yes. I’m Derek
Krall, school librarian and amateur town historian.”

“Oh. Well, it’s nice to meet you.
I’m—”

“John Pilate, our smokin’ new
instructor,” Krall said, smiling.

Pilate rolled his eyes. “Crap. Has everyone
heard that story?”

“You’ll soon find you can’t fart
around here without someone smelling it across town,” he said with
a wry chuckle. “How the hell did you end up out here in the middle
of nowhere? If you don’t mind my saying so, you don’t look, uh…the
type.”

“Oh, you know—the usual series of
missteps,” Pilate said, smiling. “Man plans, God
laughs.”

“I hear ya!” Krall said.

“So what big history is tied to this
place?” Pilate jerked a thumb at the crumbling walls.

“The Bernard place? Where do I start?”
Krall’s eyes widened. He clearly loved the stuff, whatever it was.
“That is—alas was—the scene
of the most famous suicide in the history of this town.”

“Oh,” Pilate said, though he was
surprised a self-homicide even stood out. Pilate frankly couldn’t
see much argument against suicide in the desolate winters of this
burg. “Someone name Bernard offed himself?”

“Yup. Bullet to the brain.” Krall put
his finger to his temple and made a crude bang sound. “He was a professor too.”

“That’s encouraging,” Pilate said,
shrugging in his overcoat against a cold gust.

A monotonous beep issued from one of the heavy loaders as it
backed up with a full load of debris.

Krall looked down at his feet for a moment,
then at Pilate. “Yes, well, it’s pretty extraordinary,
considering.”

“How so? Did he go psycho from the
lonely winters here? Mentally ill?” Pilate realized the cold gust
he felt was not a breeze at all; it was his old friend Simon. He
saw Simon over Krall’s shoulder, glaring at Pilate from the window
of his apartment.

“Well, maybe. He sucked a bullet out
of the barrel of a gun after he murdered his boss and the college
president,” Krall said.

“Oh, I see,” Pilate said, his gaze
torn away from the window and back to Krall’s face from the grim
account. “Tell me more.”

***

Pilate followed Krall back to his cramped
and, Pilate thought, laughably stereotypically messy office. Stacks
of papers, dozens of school annuals, and what had to be at least
fifty Post-it notes littered the large oak desk that ate up most of
the room.

“Sorry for the mess,” Krall said,
bursting into a humorless staccato laugh. He bent over a filing
cabinet and pulled out a large brown envelope, the kind you might
use to mail a manuscript or magazines. When he offered it to
Pilate, John saw label scrawled haphazardly in black marker across
the top: “Assassination File: November 1963.”

“Uh, thanks, but I went through my JFK
conspiracy phase after the movie,” Pilate said, offering a polite
smile. “The Cross College incident, remember?”

Krall looked pained. “That’s what this
is,” he said, leaving the “moron”
unsaid.

“Sorry. November 1963,
huh?”

“Yeah. It happened just a few days
after President Kennedy was assassinated. Cross College lost its
president to an assassin too. Ironically—or maybe not—Kennedy was
the name of the dean killed along with the president.”

Pilate found that interesting detail
almost as weird as all those Lincoln-Kennedy assassination
coincidences that had fascinated him as a child.
Lincoln had an assistant named Kennedy who warned
him not to go to the theatre. Kennedy had an assistant named
Lincoln who warned him not to go to Dallas. Pilate had a figment of
his imagination that warned him not to go to Cross.

Pilate opened the envelope. Inside were at
least 100 pages of documents, photocopies, newspaper clippings, and
graphic crime scene photos of the double murder-homicide.
Aesthetically speaking, the one saving grace was that the grotesque
images were not in color. One showed an almost comically
surprised-looking President Keillor, his right eye a ghastly black
hole, sprawled in his chair; another showed Kennedy, his puppet
strings cut, a third eye bored in his forehead. Pilate flipped
through a dozen or so other photos showing different angles of the
same horrors. When he came to one of a portly man lying on a hooked
rug, his arms extended like a tweedy Christ, a gun loosely spilling
from one hand, he held it up to Krall, who had watched Pilate take
in the gory photos wordlessly. “This Bernard?”

Krall nodded.

Another photo showed a close-up of Bernard’s
face, a crease where his glasses pinched his nose still apparent,
his mouth a trickle of blood. A garish mosaic of dark, inky blood
and brains oozed out from behind his head.

“God this is awful,” Pilate finally
said, thumbing back through the photos.

“Yes, it was.”

“Humph. Why?” Pilate said, looking up
a moment at Krall, who had his feet on his desk. “Why would
somebody do this?”

“Well, he left a note.” He dropped his
feet to the floor, leaned over, and pointed to the photo, where a
typed letter and fountain pen lay beside the body.
“See?”

Pilate nodded.

“He left instructions for his burial,
along with a postscript.” Krall smiled, sat back down, and raised
his eyebrows mischievously, clearly relishing the opportunity to
tell the tale to a new listener.

“And?” Pilate prompted.

Krall gestured toward the envelope.
“Gimme.”

Pilate handed the packet back to him.

Krall fished through the papers until he
found a copy of the letter, then handed it to Pilate. “Here’s what
the police transcribed from the original letter. Not sure where the
actual letter is—probably lost in a box or hole somewhere.”

Pilate took it, glanced at it, and
immediately asked, “Who was Dr. Benton?”

“Hmm? Oh, the guy he asked to look
after his affairs? He was a prof here, one of the few who could
stand the guy.”

“I see. So Bernard was…” Pilate was
going to say “misfit” or
“loner,” until he read the
postscript:

P.S. Wally tried to fire the wrong
person.

“Wally?”

“Dr. Walker Keillor. Nobody but his
missus called him Wally to his face, and personally, I think
Bernard meant it disparagingly. Walker had told Bernard a few days
earlier that Dean Kennedy had agreed it was time for Bernard to
move on,” Krall said, putting his feet back up and laying the file
on his desk.

“Oh. So they fired him?”

“Yes, as people sometimes do in
academia. They just declined to re-up his contract…after
twenty-four years.” Krall whistled, making the sound of a bomb
dropping, holding his hands behind his head to support himself
while he leaned back. “Real bummer.”

“Yeah, apparently so.” Pilate chewed
on his fingernail. “Sounds like the most interesting thing that’s
ever happened here.”

“Maybe,” Krall said, “though I hear
the flood of ‘43 was a pretty big deal.”

***

Pilate spent a restless couple of days
leading to New Year’s, fighting the urge to go back home for the
holiday. He had no money to make the trip, though, so he was forced
to ring in the New Year in a rather lonesome fashion amidst a
freshly fallen foot of snow.

He walked to the town bar on New
Year’s Eve. As gregarious as he liked to think he could be, he was
nervous. The numerous pickups, Jeeps, and SUVs out front, coupled
with the honky-tonk laughter from within, put him off. Pilate lit a
cigarette with slightly trembling hands. As he glanced up, clouds
obscured the wondrous blanket of pinpoints that had so moved him
during his first few nights in town. He puffed on the smoke, still
debating as to whether to go inside or go home. Snow started to
fall again, and Pilate was startled by the sound of vehicle
ignition and the glare of the floodlights from the sheriff’s truck
hidden in an alley across the street. Pilate gave a brief wave to
the sheriff, though he did not notice any effort from the sheriff
to acknowledge him. “Well shit,” Pilate muttered.
Busted. He couldn’t just toddle home
without going in.

He opened the bar door and was blasted by
the music and laughter of the revelers. Pilate edged his way
through the crowd that jammed into every bit of space. He
recognized some of the regulars from the college: a toothless
janitor, a couple of grizzled groundskeepers, and the de rigueur
art professor with the gray ponytail and granny glasses. To his
surprise, he also spied Dean Trevathan among the throng.

Trevathan was holding court with a couple of
the groundskeepers and the plump short order cook from the
college’s fast-food style café. They sat around a small table,
boilermakers parked in front of them, Trevathan’s mirthless glass
eye wandering as he gestured and spoke.

Suddenly, Pilate felt a painful blow to his
right side, where a very large man with a party hat on his round
head had bumped into him at full force.

“Sorry, friend,” the man said, though
the word “friend” seemed like it wanted to come out as
“asshole.”

“Beg pardon,” Pilate said, reflexive
of many such accidental meetings in more bars, clubs, and discos
than he could count.

“What did you say?” the man said,
though he was so drunk it sounded more like “Whadyusay?”

“I said I beg your pardon,” Pilate
said, turning to order his drink.

The large man’s face became very red;
his piggy eyes bored into Pilate. “No, I beg your pardon, dickhead,” he said, poking Pilate
hard in the chest, spilling his beer down Pilate’s leg.

Like most people, Pilate didn’t like to be
pushed, but he checked his first response, which was to push back;
he was in a very bad place to look for backup. He held his hands
up, as if he surrendered, and tried to back away from the man.
Backing away, however caused him to inadvertently place his Size 12
hiking boots on the feet of another man’s date.

“Ouch! Get off!” the woman
cried.

The woman’s date shoved Pilate directly into
the large man with the party hat.

Pilate felt the man’s flabby belly
give a little and heard him make an oomph sound. “Sorry, I—”

Pilate’s sentence was rudely interrupted by
the large man’s fist smashing into his teeth, and in that second of
shock, pain, and surprise the room became very bright, then very
dark.

***

He awoke in the back of the sheriff’s SUV
and overheard Scovill talking to someone.

“I saw the whole goddamned thing,
Scovill,” it was Dean Trevathan, a tad drunk. “John Pilate was
minding his own business when Haystack Calhoun slugged
him.”

Scovill’s voice broke through the blackness,
and Pilate opened his eyes. He saw Trevathan weaving a little as he
stood beside the driver’s side window, barking at Scovill.

“I’m sure you’re right. Look, I’ll
make sure he’s all right and take him home, okay, Doc?”

“Well, uh…you sure he doesn’t need a
doctor?” Trevathan said.

“Naw. It’s just a bruised jaw,”
Scovill said.

“What are you going to do about Craig
Olafson?”

There was a pause.

“Oh,” Trevathan said. “The usual, huh?
Not a goddamned thing.”

Pilate sat up and saw the dean stagger back
to the bar.

Scovill farted loudly in the front seat.

“Man,” Pilate moaned. “Not sure what’s
worse, my jaw or that fart, Sheriff.”

“Count your blessings,” Scovill said.
“It coulda been a lot worse for you tonight.”

“You mean it could smell worse? I seriously doubt that. I bet they
really can smell that one across town.” Pilate looked at Scovill’s
half-closed eye through the rearview mirror and took note of his
expressionless face.

“I mean that guy could have put you in
the hospital if Trevathan hadn’t run out here to get me,” he
said.

“Sheriff,” Pilate said, rubbing his
jaw, “I didn’t provoke that guy on purpose. I just—”

“No doubt,” he said as he finally
developed a facial expression. Pilate thought it was one of
understanding, but the inscrutable sheriff was tough to
read.

“Well, am I—”

“Free to go?” Scovill said, his
eyebrow raised.

Pilate nodded.

“You handcuffed?” Scovill
said.

“No.”

“You pressing charges?”

“Should I?”

“Not if you plan to stay in Cross for
any length of time,” Scovill said.

“In that case, take me home, James.”
Pilate fell back into the ripped upholstery of the sheriff’s truck
and glanced at his watch. “Shit! That guy knocked me right into
next year.”
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Pilate’s jaw was purple on New Year’s Day.
His doorbell rang just after eight a.m., as he gingerly touched a
mug of coffee to his lips. He gathered his bathrobe around him and
answered the door.

“You all right?” Trevathan asked as
Pilate opened the door and beckoned him inside.

“Uh, yeah,” he said. “Dr. Trevathan, I
want to assure you that I did nothing to provoke—”

“I know that. Craig Olafson is a
fat-assed punk, a bully,” Trevathan said, accepting a mug of coffee
from Pilate.

“Why me though?” Pilate said, settling
into his armchair.

“Why not you?” Trevathan snorted.
“Makes no difference to his crowd. He’s the mayor’s kid, a lazy fat
fuck who does whatever he damn well pleases in this town because of
who his daddy is.”

“I just keep making powerful friends
here, don’t I?” Pilate said.

“Look, the good news is that President
Lindstrom is out of town for a couple of days,” Trevathan said.
“The bad news is that he will hear about this. Strike
two.”

“Strike two?”

“The smoking thing.”

“You’re kidding me! That was a
strike?” Pilate set his coffee cup down.

“Mr. Pilate, Jack Lindstrom fired a
groundskeeper for throwing a candy wrapper out of his truck
off campus, downtown,” Trevathan
said. “The dumb-ass did it in front of Lindstrom just to antagonize
him. Lindstrom’s a real prissy bastard anyway. Of course, that’s
not the reason he gave when he fired the guy, but the guy is gone
just the same.”

“Great,” Pilate said, his head in his
hands. “Just great.”

“Just lay low,” Trevathan said,
standing. “Glad you’re okay, but my advice is to just go in, do
your job well, and stay out of trouble. Hopefully that jaw will
look better before the boss gets back, so it won’t have him asking
too many questions.”

Pilate snorted at Trevathan’s hangdog repeat
of that phrase. “Well, what about you? Don’t you care what he
thinks of you?”

“I have tenure. That means I don’t
give two shits what Jack thinks of me.” He chuckled mirthlessly.
“I’m only interim dean, so I’m technically not
management.”

“What happened to the last
dean?”

Trevathan smiled.

“Great.” Pilate showed the old
professor to the door.

“Thanks, Doc.”

“Yup.” Trevathan trudged through new
snow to his old pickup.

***

Pilate dozed that afternoon; he dreamt about
the old murders and his new enemies. The school’s carillon, from
its perch in the tower over the library, played a tune he couldn’t
quite make out.

His jaw ached. He dug some Tylenol out of
one of the cardboard moving boxes and took three, then finished his
coffee and showered.

The water was the color of rust and not very
warm. He hopped out, dried his hair with a towel, shaved under his
chin and neck, and dressed himself.

Once he was much more presentable than the
day he’d first arrived, he looked over the syllabi for his classes.
Yawning, he put them aside.

Pilate unpacked some boxes of books
and placed them in the built-in shelves on one wall of his new
digs. One book, a gift from his grandfather, caught his eye:
Modern Criminal Investigation.

His grandfather, a crime-novel-loving,
would-be potboiler writer, had the book in his effects when he
died. No one else much cared to have anything of his grandfather’s,
since none of it was worth much monetary value, but young Johnny
Pilate had kept that book, and he cherished every underlined
passage, every pencil-marked note his grandfather had left in the
margin. There was something comforting in knowing that one day, his
grandfather had tread across those very same words on those very
same pages; he had been there, and John could revisit anytime he
wanted.

Flipping through the index, Pilate searched
fruitlessly for information on crime scenes, murder-suicides in
particular. When he realized there was not much there, he gently
placed the book on the shelf, treating the legacy with care.

***

After a boring night icing his jaw and
availing himself of the pirated porn on television, Pilate awoke to
the last day before semester office hours were to begin. He walked
over to his office early.

The sunlight glared off the crunchy snow. He
fished in his pocket for scratched sunglasses and slipped them over
his bruised face.

The main door of the building was unlocked.
He noticed some galoshes in the small entryway and some melting
snow tracks leading to the dean’s office up the hall. Pilate went
the opposite direction, taking the stairs to the suite of closets,
one of which was his office.

At his office door was a fat manila
envelope. He had just picked it up and started to open it when he
noticed that Kate Nathaniel’s door was open. Pilate slipped the
envelope under his arm and walked over to Kate’s door. He poked his
head in and was treated to a nice view: Kate on all fours, under
her desk, plugging in her computer. Sting’s “Fields of Gold” played
on the radio as a fitting backdrop for the occasion. “Hi,” Pilate
said, his eyes helplessly drawn to her Levi’s-clad ass.

As predictably as a character in a
television sitcom, Kate bumped her head in surprise. “Shit!” she
said. She crawled out from under her desk, her hand clamped to the
crown of her head, glaring at Pilate in annoyance.

“Sorry,” he said, stifling a
laugh.

“No problem,” she said, her face
softening as she rose to her feet. “Well, well. If it isn’t Rocky
Balboa.”

Pilate rolled his eyes upward, turning his
bruised jaw away from her. “Geez. Word travels fast around
here.”

“My dad was fond of saying you can’t
fart in this town without someone smelling it,” Kate
said.

“That’s a new one,” Pilate fibbed,
leaning against the doorjamb. “I just got on the wrong side of a
Mack truck.”

“That’s a new one,” Kate also fibbed,
sitting in the wheeled chair beside her desk, flicking on the
computer monitor.

“Heh. Yeah.”

“So,” she said, fishing in her desk
drawer for a rubber band, “you ready to stop your brawling and
start teaching?” Her eyes smiled, and she had her hair back in a
way that reminded Pilate of a cheerleader he had kissed in high
school.

“Hell yes.” Pilate shifted his weight
from one foot to another. “I’m ready for an invigorating semester
here at Cross.”

“Sounds delightful. Thirteenth grade?
High school with ashtrays?” Kate touched the tip of her nose with
her finger and pointed at Pilate. “Lindstrom has pretensions of
making the place some sort of ‘Harvard of the Midwest,’ but most
people are pretty dubious.”

“How long you been here?”

Kate’s eyes glanced at a framed photo on her
desk, the subject of which he could not see. “Six years.”

“And I suspect you’ve had enough,” he
said.

“You suspect correctly.”

“So why stay?”

“Criminal record. Bank robbery.” She
smiled. “I didn’t want to get too far from home,” she
said.

“Oh, so you’re a native?”

“No, but my husband is,” she
said.

“Oh, I see,” Pilate said, feeling
foolish. He had not noticed a ring previously, and he clumsily and
quite obviously looked to see that there was no ring
now.

“Gone,” she said, coolly but not
unkindly, as if she had said it enough times with the required
feeling. “Passed away.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he
said.

“Thanks. Anyway, I don’t want to take
Kara too far from her grandpa. He lives in the next town over,” she
said. “He owns the mortuary or funeral home or whatever you want to
call it.”

“I see,” Pilate said.

There was a pause; Donald Fagen’s “I.G.Y.”
filled the void.

“Well, I better get to work on my
grade book,” Kate said, her ponytail bobbing as she turned her head
to the computer screen and back to Pilate.

“Me too,” he said, turning away from
her door and pointing to his office. “Nice talking with
you.”

“You too, bruiser. Keep your left
up.”

Settling into his office, Pilate turned on
his computer and set the manila envelope aside while he brewed some
coffee in the office anteroom. He heard Kate singing along to the
radio a little.

When he sat back down at his desk to wait
for the coffee to brew, he opened the envelope marked “John Pilate”
and emptied it on his desk. Neat photocopies of crime scene photos,
witness affidavits, and news clippings from the murder-suicide
spilled out. A Post-it note on the police report from 1963 said
simply:

I could tell you were interested. Enjoy!

Krall

Pilate didn’t get around to opening his
grade book that morning.
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The first week of school was the usual array
of new students, all asking, “Will this be on the test?” seemingly
every other moment in his lectures. Thick-waisted farm girls with
too much makeup and very little academic interest pranced before
the watchful eyes of young men with sex, cheap beer, and not much
else occupying their minds. Pilate decided Kate’s appraisal of the
studentry was very close to on target.

That wasn’t to say there weren’t some bright
spots beyond the girls with tight sweat pants featuring sex kitten
phrases on their asses. There were a few students in every class
who clearly viewed college as an opportunity to escape the rustic
hell where they’d grown up, and Pilate aimed to help them as best
he could.

The morning’s speech class was entertaining.
He had assigned a five-minute speech, “about something you feel
strongly about.” Pilate guiltily took some sick pleasure in
counting how many times students said “uh, like, and you know” in
their speeches about smoking, Jesus Christ as their personal
savior, their housecats, and even their cars. That depressing
output aside, Pilate’s elitist bias against the mostly rural
students was challenged by a few standouts.

One such student was a popular senior
basketball player named Riley Pierson, who exploded the stereotype
of the big man on relatively small campus. Riley was a
good-looking, intelligent, pleasant kid. His folks owned a grain
elevator in Goss City. Pilate had no illusions that Riley wasn’t a
hell-raiser, but he seemed to balance it pretty well.

Riley’s first speech in class was a
bold talk about why it was important for Cross College to become
more sensitive to the handful of foreign and minority students
enrolled there. He related an incident that had occurred in his
first semester, when two black basketball team members recruited
from Kansas City had quit the team and left Cross. Excellent
players, each topping six-five, the players were called “The Twin
Towers.” The Towers quit Cross, Riley said, because someone
slid Little Black Sambo
children’s books under their dorm room doors with cryptic
threats scrawled in the margins. “We could’ve gone to regionals
that year if people here hadn’t run Terrell and Anthony off,” Riley
said. “Cross College needs to know that racism hurts us all. We’re
all on the same team. Think about it.”

Though Pilate could argue that the net
effects of the racist acts were more far reaching than losing a
basketball tournament, he had to give Riley credit for talking
about such a volatile topic. From the nods of fellow students and a
couple of dreamy stares from girls, Pilate felt Riley’s talk had
resonated.

After class, Pilate ran into Krall in the
cafeteria and thanked him for the “reading material.”

Krall invited Pilate to join him. As they
dug into their lunches—the school had a remarkably good salad bar
and grill—Krall surveyed the room. “Well, I figured you’d need
something to occupy your mind during these cold winter nights when
you aren’t grading papers,” he said.

“Yeah, thanks,” Pilate said, spearing
a sliced hardboiled egg on his salad. “The amateur porn hour is
only so entertaining.”

Krall leered over his tray. “Well…” He
gestured with his fork at a table of hard-bodied, arguably pretty
students. “There’s always the extracurricular. You like
volleyball?”

Pilate laughed. “No thanks. Even if it
wasn’t a no-no, I don’t need the aggravation.”

“Aggravation? What’s aggravating about
fucking a nineteen-year-old coed?” he said, smiling.

“Roughly everything leading up to and
everything after it,” Pilate said.

Krall laughed a little too loudly and
cleared his throat. “True. There’re always chat rooms, you know.
That’s fun. You have your home Internet set up yet?”

“Nope. Can’t afford it yet,” Pilate
said.

“Didn’t those idiots tell you that you
get a free hookup to the college’s backbone?” He snorted when
Pilate shook his head. “Assholes. Look, go over to IT Services in
the library and get a wireless card for your laptop. They’ll give
you a password, and you’ll be surfing in no time.”

“Thanks. That’s great,” Pilate said.
“It’ll be helpful.”

Both chewed their food for a moment, Pilate
discreetly surveyed the potential aggravations milling about the
cafeteria.

“There’re other interests around here
for a young man like you—interests of the non-student variety,” he
said.

Pilate made a dismissive gesture.

Krall leaned forward again over his tray.
“Your officemate, Kate, could probably use a good warming up on
these cold winter nights,” he leered.

Pilate tried to chuckle nonchalantly.

Krall continued to look at Pilate in his
odd, wide-eyed manner, then leaned back in his chair, making a
retreating gesture with his hands.

President Lindstrom walked into the
cafeteria. He wore a fancy barn coat with a maroon scarf tied like
an ascot around his neck; his scalp was shiny through thinning
hair. He nodded at a few people he walked past and went ahead of
several students and staff to the front of the food line.

“Prissy” was Trevathan’s
word.

“So what’s her story?” Pilate
said.

“Who, Kate?” Krall cackled, clapping
his hands. “I knew it!”

Pilate watched Krall enjoy his victory and
ate more salad.

Krall wiped his mouth. “Well, our Katie is
the town’s most eligible widow. As you have already discerned, she
is easy on the eyes and very sharp, but that woman can be a little
standoffish. I think she needs a good, hard—”

Pilate’s eyes darted to Krall’s, stopping
him from finishing the sentence, though there was no stopping the
thought.

Krall cleared his throat. “She came here
about five or six years ago when she married Grif Nathaniel’s son
Rick, straight out of college. Grif runs the mortuary next town
over. Some people call him ‘Grief’—nice nickname for a
mortician.”

“How droll. What happened to her
husband, to this Rick?”

Krall grinned a little, but for his own
peace of mind, Pilate decided it had to be more of a grimace. “He
got clobbered by a grain truck a couple years ago. He was out
driving a hearse with a stiff in it, and that grain truck barreled
out into the road off one of those dirt field roads. By the way, be
careful after harvest, man. Those guys have killed more than a few
students in those kinds of accidents.”

Pilate set his burger on the plate as Krall
continued.

“Sheriff Scovill—I know you’ve met
him… Oh, how’s your jaw, by the way?”

Pilate glared.

Krall cleared his throat.

“Anyway, Scovill found Rick pinned in
the hearse, ground up under the wheels of that truck. The stiff in
the back had flown from the back into the front seat area with
Rick. The body wasn’t in a bag, and the sheet came off during the
collision. Our heroic, esteemed sheriff saw it and thought the
stiff was riding shotgun with Rick.”

“Damn,” Pilate said.

The clatter of trays in the dish return
began to grow louder as students returned to classes and dorms.

“Yeah. Scovill said Rick was alive
when he got there, that Rick was trying to tell him something.”
Krall’s gaze clouded over, as if he were recalling something he’d
actually lived through or been there to witness. “Something about
the Missouri.”

“The river?” Pilate said.

“No idea. Scovill couldn’t make it
out. Said Rick choked out a few odd things about the river and then
some ‘tell Kate and Kara I love them’ kinda stuff. Poor fella bled
out on the spot, with that stiff corpse sitting right next to him.
Scovill tried to revive him. Hell, Scovill tried to revive the
corpse until he figured out there was no point.”

“Shit,” Pilate said. He observed
President Lindstrom carrying a tray of food into the administrative
dining room. Behind Lindstrom was, from what he could tell, an
attractive man of about twenty-five, carrying Lindstrom’s barn coat
and opening the door for him. “That must have been so
rough.”

“Yes. It’s how Rick’s granddaddy,
Martin Nathaniel, died too—except his ass went over the suspension
bridge into the icy Missouri. That wasn’t too long after the
Bernard murders, as I recall.”

“Whoa! That cool bridge? What are the
odds of both father and son dying in car crashes.”

Krall shrugged. “It is weird, huh? Anyway,
our Katie has never really gotten over losing Rick, I suspect,”
Krall said. “Then again, who can blame her?”

“So she stays,” Pilate said, sipping
his Coke.

“Yeah. I guess Grief takes care of her
and Kara,” Krall said, polishing off his drink. “Of course, she got
a lot of insurance money and holds Rick’s shares of the family
business for Kara, though she pretty well stays out of that. She’s
an adjunct instructor with just a couple sections to teach. I know
she doesn’t make a whole lot doing that. I think if she could get a
good teaching job somewhere else, she’d probably take it. I mean,
this place is just a reminder—and whenever she takes Kara to see
her grandpa, it’s over at the same damn mortuary where they made
Rick presentable for his funeral.”

“Jesus,” Pilate said. “That’s gotta
suck.”

“It does. You know, Grief’s dad,
Marty, was teaching him the trade when the Keillor-Kennedy murders
happened. He assisted with the funerals.” Krall burped.

Pilate’s mind harked back to the
murder-suicide information Krall had shared. “Why do you suppose he
did it?” Pilate asked.

“Who, Bernard?” Krall cracked his
knuckles. “Like you asked about before, I think the guy went nuts,
especially after he found out they were going to fire him after all
those years.”

“That simple?” Pilate said.

“I think so,” Krall said, “but it’s a
fascinating story nonetheless, and part of our town history, grim
as it is. I figured it might be a nice introduction to this little
town of ours for you.”

“Yeah, thanks,” Pilate said. “You
know, there might be a good story in there somewhere—maybe a
magazine article or even a book.”

“Yes, I was thinking the same thing.
What do you suppose? Kind of a look at this horrific event and the
effects it had on a town? You writers. Always looking for new ways
to fill my shelves.”

“Exactly,” Pilate said.

“Just the thing to keep you busy in
this boring little town on cold winter nights when you’re sick of
grading papers,” Krall smiled and stood.

Pilate grinned. “Well, thanks for looking
out for my entertainment.”

“Don’t mention it…and when you write
about me, it’s K-R-A-L-L.” He laughed. “But I do got a word of
advice for ya.”

“And what’s that?”

“Um, just don’t publish it until you
move on from here!”

“Why not?”

“Isn’t it obvious? Perhaps the fact
that you’ll embarrass the town by dredging up its pathetic Peyton
Place murder story.”

“Good point,” Pilate said. “An
exposé like that could drum up some publicity
our ambitious college president would like to avoid, I
suppose.”

“Yes, our president, among others.” He
snickered as a buxom girl walked by wearing a Minnesota baseball
jersey with the word “Twins” emblazoned across her chest. “Nice
twins.”

Pilate smiled and sighed.

“So anyway, lay low with that murder
stuff. Save it for later, after you’ve moved on. Then you can make
it into a steamy mystery novel with lots of hot coed sex. You can
use that bootleg porn channel for inspiration, so jot down some
notes while you’re watching it.” Krall picked up his tray and
walked away. Over his shoulder he said, “Besides, you wouldn’t want
another strike against you, would you?”

***

The Lindstrom Renaissance: This was the
unofficial name put to the $65 million capital campaign to bring
rickety old Cross College kicking and screaming into the latter
part of the twentieth century. A new science building, a new
library, and enough fancy new computers to overwhelm Bill Gates
were the main goals.

Pilate surfed the college website and
clicked on the special section devoted to the campaign. Though he
did harbor some personal distaste for the man, he had to admit that
Lindstrom’s plan was ambitious, bold, necessary, and smart.

Cross College was one of the oldest schools
in the state, yet it had very rarely been given its fiscal due from
the legislature. Lindstrom was the first president in twenty-five
years who had the backing and the will to move the school beyond
mere survival into rebirth and full-scale growth. From what Pilate
could glean from campus scuttlebutt and a quick Web search,
Lindstrom had made his appearance at Cross about two years prior,
after an apparently stormy term as a foundation executive at a
Jesuit school in Pennsylvania. The man’s past was a tad sketchy: He
counted failed novelist, noted professor of mathematics, and even
insurance agent as past careers. Regardless of those broken career
paths, Lindstrom really was good at raising money, and the days of
academics leading small, financially troubled colleges like Cross
were over. Now, it would take skilled politicians and talented
public relations practitioners, fundraisers and friend-raisers.
Bricks and mortar, elimination of deferred maintenance, and
abolition of the tenure of lazy professors were high on the
agenda.

Krall—who seemed to have the dirt on
everybody at Cross and had no problem dishing it out to Pilate—had
remarked that Lindstrom was “a ball breaker and a son of a bitch.”
Cross College had appointed a new board of trustees after a rare
Democrat governor cleaned house a few years earlier, and that new
board demanded that someone to either fix Cross College or drive a
stake through its heart once and for all.

Lindstrom was married, but his wife kept to
herself other than giving piano lessons to townie kids out of her
station in the president’s house. The closest person Lindstrom had
to a confidant was the college’s foundation director, Dick Shefler,
who’d arrived at Cross a few years after he did. A sharp-tongued
young man, reputedly with an eye on elected office, Shefler was the
smooth yin to Lindstrom’s brash yang. As Krall said, it was “not a
bad combination when trying to squeeze contributions from
complacent, rich alums.”

Lindstrom had fired (or “strongly
encouraged,” as Krall emphasized) the retirement of more than
eleven faculty and staff members during his short two years as
president. He also had a history ugly run-ins with students,
parents, athletic teams, and boosters who failed to conform to his
codes of behavior.

“Prude guy,” Krall said. “He finds
outward displays of humanity distasteful.”

In the town, outside of the boundaries of
the campus where he reigned, Lindstrom established himself as a
game player: a no-regrets, kiss-my-ass carpetbagger and puppet
master. When the town council refused his request to tear down a
vacant, dilapidated house near the president’s home, he and Shefler
used college foundation funds to buy the house and renovate it into
their newest faculty parking lot. He hosted a cookout for faculty,
staff, and students on his lawn as the wrecking ball flew. Most
recently, the cursed old Bernard place had been turned into
kindling without a fight; there was no need to stage a midwinter
cookout over that one. Lindstrom wasted little energy ingratiating
himself to the townsfolk. They were the ants crossing his lawn, as
far as he was concerned, and if they became too annoying, he just
crushed their anthills.

Krall also divulged that Lindstrom was one
of the few who did not fear Mayor Olafson. More than one person had
overheard Lindstrom threatening Mayor Olafson’s job. “He said
something like ‘Mayor, play ball or I’ll get Dick Shefler to run
against you, and he’ll win. Then we will get things done,’” Krall
said with glee.

“Did he do it?” Pilate asked. “I mean,
there’s no way he would win, is there?”

“Nah, unless Lindstrom could whip up
the students to vote here in town for Shefler. That’d be a stretch,
but it would’ve given Ollie some heartburn all the same. Anyway, it
got the message across, and it was really ballsy.” He knitted his
brows together. “Actually foolhardy, though, now that I think about
it,” Krall said.

“How so?”

“Well, ya see, our man Olafson isn’t
like his daddy, who was mayor back when the Bernard murders
happened. Old man Olafson woulda cut Jack’s heart out for even
speaking such a threat—or, at the very least, run him out of town
on a rail. Our Mayor Olafson of today is a tad more, uh…civilized.
He believes revenge is a dish best served cold or not at
all.”

“So the violent gene skips a
generation?” Pilate said, thinking back to the mayor’s son and his
own bruised jaw on New Year’s Eve.

“I wouldn’t say that, but I would say
the thoughtless violence gene does,” Krall said, his eyes gone
cold. “Ollie will get Lindstrom one of these days. He’s got home
team advantage, and Lindstrom is dancing on a razor blade over a
pool of lemonade. You just wait and see.”

Pilate chewed that conversation over
in his head a few times. Lindstrom’s
apparently got some strikes against him too.

***

The phone rang in the midst of
Pilate’s placid remove of dreams. He risked opening an eyelid to
check the time: three thirty a.m. Righteously pissed for at least
two seconds, then instantly concerned—It
could be bad news from home—Pilate groped for the
phone. “Hello?” he said, sounding much sleepier than he thought he
would.

“John?”

He knew the female voice, but in his
half-lucidity, he couldn’t place who it was. “What?” he said,
shaking off the sleep.

“It’s me, Sam.”

Oh yeah. The British
vowels. He sat up in bed as if a trumpet had announced
the Lord’s second coming. “Sam? What the hell?”

“I heard you were sick, and then I
couldn’t find you,” she said.

“Sam, did you just leave the bar? Are
you drunk?”

“For fuck’s sake, of course I am,” she
said, exhaling the smoke from a Benson and Hedges. “Do you think
I’d call you while I’m sober?”

“What do you want? And how did you
find me?”

“I heard you have…cancer.”

“Cancer? What the fuck are you talking
about?” Pilate reached for his pack of cigarettes.

“You had throat surgery for cancer,
didn’t you? That’s what I heard.”

“Well…yes,” he said, not exactly a
lie. He lit his cigarette.

“Why didn’t you call me?” She sounded
genuinely pained.

“Oh, I don’t know, Sam. Perhaps I
assumed you were too busy screwing the bartender you left me
for.”

There was silence for a moment, until
Samantha coughed. “John, why did you leave?”

“Stupid question. Next?”

“I’m sorry, John.”

A man’s voice in the background called to
Samantha.

She hung up.

Pilate stubbed out the cigarette, threw the
phone on the floor, and spent the next hour trying to get back to
sleep, to no avail.

***

Against her best instincts, Kate Nathaniel
had become John Pilate’s friend. Over the course of the first three
weeks of semester, she had broken down and joined him for lunch
four times. Tonight, it was to be dinner. “Let’s not eat here in
Cross,” she begged. “I don’t need the gossip. Let’s go over to Goss
City. Besides, I have to pick up Kara at her grandfather’s after
dinner.”

Goss City conjured images in Pilate’s mind
of buildings with more than three stories and modern conveniences
the town of Cross could not offer. Thus, he was sorely
disappointed.

It was readily apparent that Goss City was
actually not a city by the strict definition. Goss City had been
Cross’s rival before the flood calamity and had added the word
“city” to its name in the vain hope it would become a
self-fulfilling prophecy. In a way, Goss did achieve those heights
when the state highway was installed in the 1950s. At that point,
the town became a way station for grain trucks, over-the-road
supply trailers, and a minor farm equipment sales Mecca. Now, 3,422
people “and a few old soreheads” called Goss City home. It had a
grocery store, dry cleaner, movie house, hardware store, several
taverns, a decent prefab-metal bowling alley, Pierson’s grain
elevator, and good public schools. It was not really a city, but
there was hope.

Kate recommended Sulky’s Tavern for dinner.
She described it as “dark and quiet, with huge steaks.” It was the
sort of place with kitschy shit nailed up all over the walls, but
Pilate got the strong impression that Sulky’s had been decorating
that way long before the ubiquitous national chain restaurants had
caught on to the trend that they tried to deny was a trend.

“Why do they call it Sulky’s? Is that
a proper name?” Pilate asked as they slid into a booth beneath a
metal license plate and an ancient photograph of a ghostly looking
woman with dark hair.

Kate smiled and shook her head, pointing to
the picture hanging over the bar of a very sulky man indeed.

“I see. The founder?” Pilate said,
smiling back at her.

She nodded.

They ate chicken fried steak, Sulky’s
specialty, and chased it with ice-cold beer. Pilate had very little
taste for beer; especially in the wintertime, but he didn’t want to
order the hard stuff their first time out.

“How’s your jaw?” Kate
said.

“It was fine until I had to chew on
this steak,” Pilate said.

“Yeah, I guess it is a little
rubbery,” Kate said. “Sorry.”

“No problem.”

An awkward pause was broken by small talk
about the snow and ice, which Pilate learned had been rather light
for that time of year, relative to what they usually had to contend
with. The discussion moved on to work and students for a while,
then reverted to silence.
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