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…he that stands or walks on slippery ground

needs nothing but his own weight

to throw him down.

——Jonathan Edwards, Sinners in the Hands
of an Angry God

 



Chapter 1

 


January

 


The doorknob turned too easily beneath his
hand. Milo Shoemaker frowned.

He’d locked this door himself. This morning,
after everyone had gotten in the car for the ride to church, he’d
pulled the cold knob of his front door toward him and heard it
catch. Hadn’t he?

He held his breath and stepped from the icy
air into the warmth of the entry hall. He strained to hear, but
nothing disturbed the familiar silence of the house. He looked to
his right. In the living room, throw pillows lay on the floor near
a still-wet man’s shoeprint, clear as a calling card on the pale
carpet. A trace of stale cigarette smoke hung in the air. Yet
they’d left the house immaculate this morning, in case people came
back here after the wake. And none of his family smoked.

His mother came up the shoveled walk
unwrapping her muffler, and behind her the twins’ chatter drowned
out the more subdued voices of their cousins.

Milo trod a careful path through the living
room. At his father’s desk in the far corner a mini tornado of
bills and receipts littered the floor. File drawers stood open.
Bare spaces where the computer and printer had stood that morning
seemed to mock him. His father’s day planner, brand-new for the new
year, lay open under a wheel of the chair, its blank pages
crumpled.

Behind him Gloria Shoemaker exclaimed. His
aunt came in, too, and the twins’ hard-soled dress shoes clattered
across the tiled entry as they rushed to see. The numb politeness
Milo had practiced all day morphed into rage.

“The bastards! It’s not enough a guy is dead?
They have to rob his house during the funeral?” He pounded a fist
against the desk hutch and books toppled to the floor. He kicked
one.

“Milo, stop.” Aunt Grace’s small hand pressed
his shoulder in warning. “You’re upsetting your mother.”

“I’m upsetting her! I didn’t rob—” But
Milo stopped. His mother had dropped onto the couch as though her
legs had given out. “Sorry.”

From the den came the twins’ gleeful cries as
they reported fresh discoveries. Jenny appeared in the doorway to
the kitchen, one pigtail unraveling over the collar of her good
coat. “The TV is gone!” she announced.

“So’s the microwave!” Joey said, not to be
outdone, and they raced away looking for more news to report. At
five they found any break in routine exciting, even a robbery in
their own house. Aunt Grace corralled her two teenage daughters and
sent them to watch the twins.

“Mother of God,” Gloria Shoemaker said
faintly. “Do you believe it?”

“Do we have a choice?” Milo sat down beside
her. All week, since the police found the car, people had been
telling him how well his mother was “holding up.” Yes, she was, as
long as there were small white pills left in the bottle. He could
use one himself right now.

Uncle Paulie bustled in, stamping his feet
and rubbing his plump hands against the cold. He stopped short at
the sight of their faces. “What’s wrong?”

Milo waved a hand at the pillows, the
scattered papers.

Uncle Paulie’s ruddy face grew a shade darker
as he took it in. “Sweet Jesus, you’ve been robbed!” He bolted for
the kitchen and returned with a meat cleaver in one hand and a
butcher knife in the other. “Take this,” he said, and pushed the
cleaver at Milo. “I’ll check the bedrooms.” Brandishing the knife,
he headed up the stairs.

From the living room they listened to his
footsteps creak along the upstairs hall. Milo realized he should
have kept everyone in the driveway until he knew no intruders were
hiding inside. It hadn’t occurred to him. He had to start acting
like the man of the house.

A giggle escaped Aunt Grace. “Milo, what are
you supposed to do with that?”

Milo looked at the meat cleaver on his lap.
He tested the heft of it and an answering grin appeared on his own
face. “Nail anyone under the couch, I guess. Don’t make any sudden
moves.”

They laughed, but his mother just stared down
at her gloved hands clasped together.

Closet doors banged upstairs, but after a few
minutes Uncle Paulie came back down in disappointment. “Doesn’t
look like they even went up there.” His full black mustache
quivered with importance. “Well, let’s get on with it. The police
know their way here, that’s for sure.”

“No police.” Gloria’s voice rang out.

Milo exchanged glances with his aunt and
uncle. “Mom, why not? They might find the bums who did this. Might
even get our stuff back.”

How smart could the robbers be, really, to
steal an ancient TV, an outdated computer? If they had any brains
they were pitching everything in a Dumpster right now, cursing each
other for not robbing a fancier house. Even the Valeene police
could handle this crew.

“Glory, Milo’s right, I really think the
police should check this out.” Paulie said this with some
diffidence. Gloria was feisty. Milo suspected his uncle blessed his
lucky stars he’d married the milder sister. Even if she was
sedated, you didn’t want to cross Gloria Shoemaker.

His aunt sat down on his mother’s other side
and patted her arm.

“No police. You hear me, Milo?” Gloria’s
voice was steady as she held out her hand. On the palm of her black
leather glove rested a matchbook. “They dropped this.”

Milo took it. The cover was white and glossy
and imprinted with magenta script. The Motor City Casino &
Hotel, in Detroit. “Mom, this can’t be—we’d have known if he
was back to that.”

“Would we?” The bleak look in her
dark-shadowed eyes unnerved him more than tears. “Paulie, pour us a
drink? If they didn’t steal the liquor.”

Aunt Grace took the matchbook from Milo while
her husband found a bottle of brandy. He poured each of the women a
glass, shrugged, then gave one to Milo.

At seventeen Milo had had beers before, but
this day called for hard liquor. He tossed it back and straightaway
choked. Aunt Grace smothered her laughter.

“Mr. Farnon talked to me today at the lunch,”
Gloria said. “He’s going to tell the insurance people Tim was on
company business.” Her mouth twisted in irony—the quarry where
they’d found Tim Shoemaker’s car was nowhere near the Wolverine
Motors plant, or their house. “They pay double for accidental death
if the insured was at work. He just wanted me to know.”

“Oh, Glory, that’s wonderful!” Aunt Grace
reached over and rubbed Milo’s short hair. “Now maybe this boy can
eat next year in college.”

“But they don’t pay at all if it’s suicide,”
her sister continued.

A sudden stillness fell over the room. From
the den they could hear Joey yell, “That’s cheating!”

“It wasn’t suicide,” Milo said. “The police
went all over that. There was no note, no reason—if Farnon’s trying
to insinuate—”

“He’s not trying anything. I know what he
meant, and he knew I did. He was putting me on my guard.” His
mother grew frustrated at their obtuseness. “Don’t you see? If the
police come poking around, if they report that robbers dropped
matches from a casino, the insurance people might see it, and
they’ll investigate to save paying the claim, and….” She appealed
to her brother-in-law. “Tim’s dead, Paulie. And we need that money.
No police.”

Milo rose. He wandered over to the ransacked
desk and began to pick up the books he’d knocked down. Behind him
the adults argued in low, urgent voices. The pills had worn off,
Milo could tell. He left them to it.

He started to replace a dust jacket before
realizing it was not the right one. The jacket said Mergers
& Acquisitions: Building Values in Private Companies. But
the book it covered was a new copy of Corporate Accounting Fraud
101: Techniques and Strategies.

Hunh. He reached for Financial Accounting:
Tools for Business Decision Making. Its paper cover was worn
and dog-eared, but underneath was a stiff, shiny copy of
Accounting Irregularities in Privately Held
Corporations.

Useful stuff. A good accountant would need to
know how to detect irregularities. Tim Shoemaker had been a very
good accountant.

Milo checked the rest of the titles on the
floor and the shelf and found one more impostor. A cover from an
old dictionary concealed a glossy hardback, Financial FlimFlam:
Finding Fraud in Accounting Statements. On the far end of the
desk hutch three well-used books huddled together as though
embarrassed at their nakedness.

The back of Milo’s neck tingled.

He put the books, mismatched covers and all,
back on the hutch. As he slid the last one in he patted it as
though saying good-bye.

“Okay, Mom.” He’d interrupted; the adults
stopped arguing and looked at him. He managed an unhappy smile
which no one returned. “The man of the house agrees with the woman
of the house. No police.”

 


That night after the relatives left (Uncle
Paulie offered to sleep on the couch if Gloria felt nervous; she
didn’t), Milo hustled the twins up to bed. He skipped their baths
and told them it was a funeral rule. Baths the night before, no
baths on the day. They liked this more than the other funeral
rule—no story, just a book on CD, lights out. Like Milo, they had
their father’s coloring, and now two pairs of blue-gray eyes glared
at this injustice. They were still protesting when he closed their
door.

He found his mother in the den. The TV shelf
was empty, but otherwise the room looked as lived-in as ever.
Headless dolls and toy truck parts dotted the furniture—Joey and
Jenny were into disassembling. At the table, the ledger of visitors
from the funeral home and a towering stack of sympathy cards had
been pushed to one side. Gloria Shoemaker scribbled in a notebook.
Beside her was a heavily highlighted book called Make Money and
Have Fun Writing for Children. Milo had mixed feelings at this
sight. He was glad to see her focused on a normal task. On the
other hand, her stories were terrible. She’d once rhymed “lion”
with “sighin’,” and even the twins were sick of talking
animals.

“Hey, Mom. Come here a minute?”

“Hang on, let me just…there.” She put down
her pen. “I’m making them badgers this time,” she said, as though
he might try to dissuade her. “What’s up?”

He motioned for her to follow him down the
hall.

Gloria Shoemaker’s shiny dark hair and smooth
olive skin kept her youthful looking, and people were always
surprised to hear she had a son as old as Milo. But as she stared
at the books and dust jackets he had laid out on the kitchen table,
she seemed to age before his eyes. He noticed silver strands among
the black waves, and new lines etched between her mouth and
nose.

She touched the new, expensive books. He saw
their titles register, saw her dark eyes snap. “So what? He was an
accountant. He had accounting books.”

Milo didn’t answer.

“What are you thinking?” she demanded.

“What it means.”

“I just told you. It doesn’t mean—”

“You’re the one who wouldn’t call the police.
If he was gambling, where was he getting the money?”

She sank into a chair. The fight in her voice
was replaced by pleading. “Milo, listen. Gambling is one thing.
It’s a weakness, a…a sickness. These books, what you’re
implying—that’s something else. That’s a choice. Your father
was not a thief, and you know it. Tim was too…he was—” Her voice
cracked. “I thought I knew what he was,” she said, and she sounded
as young as Jenny.

Her shoulder under his hand was tense as a
taut wire. “Mom…”

“You know what I told him?” she said. “After
that first time? If he ever gambled again, I would leave him. And
take the children.”

Milo swallowed. He hated this. “What are you
saying, that he killed himself? Because he owed gamblers
money?”

“We’ll never know, will we?” she said
bitterly. “I know he believed me. And here’s something else I know.
I have three children to raise. I don’t have the luxury of drowning
myself.”

Milo massaged her shoulders until some of the
tension left them. “Dad wouldn’t have killed himself,” he said. “He
sure as hell wouldn’t drown himself, that’s a stupid way. He could
swim! And anyway, he’d have left us a note.”

“You think?” She didn’t sound bitter anymore.
Just tired. “A note would have ruined any accident theory. You’re
right, he wasn’t stupid. He’d have known all about the insurance.”
She stood up and pressed her face into his shoulder. “I’m not
saying he didn’t love us, Milo T.” That was his father’s pet name
for him. Milo blinked hard. “I’m saying…I don’t know. I don’t know,
and I don’t want to.”

She swept up the books on fraud. Milo
followed as she marched them out to the garage and hurled them into
the rubber trash can, one shuddering thud after the other.

Later, when he heard the shower running
upstairs, he went to the garage and retrieved them. He wiped them
clean of coffee grounds and stacked them tenderly in a neat pile.
His father hadn’t left a note. But he had left these. Milo would
find out why.

 


 


 


***

 


 



Chapter 2

February—March

 


Milo had always been obliging. Helpful. But
in the weeks following the funeral, he didn’t “help” with chores
anymore; he owned them. If he didn’t do them they didn’t get done.
He supposed his mother was doing her part—barely. He tried to make
allowances for her. She had gone right back to work teaching middle
school. But she was grading student papers without reading them.
That was new. Not making the beds. Napping a lot. True, she didn’t
sleep much at night. He didn’t sleep much either and he heard her
walking around. On weekends she didn’t even shower, and while the
twins watched cartoons she wrote stories about badgers and budgies
and God knew what else. Milo didn’t call this holding up well.

And Joey and Jenny! Hard to remember he used
to like the little buggers. Why did nature even allow twins? One
baby was the norm and there was a reason for that. Two were more
than twice the work and left you so rushed you forgot half the time
what you were doing. All winter, after he dropped them at the
all-day kindergarten, he had to gun the engine to make his own
classes before first bell. Forget about morning runs with his best
friend Zaffer. Forget about breakfast. He peed in the shower now to
save time. He’d seen a woman on TV one night with octuplets—that
she claimed to have wanted—and Milo had known at once she must be
insane.

If he thought he’d get thanks from his
siblings for keeping their familiar routine on track, he could
think again.

“I don’t want cereal. Daddy made me cinnamon
toast.” Joey delivered this news one morning as though suffering
yet another unsatisfactory servant. His round black glasses and his
stubborn chin made him into a miniature Tim. Though their father,
Milo thought with an ache, had saved that implacable face for
bigger offenses, like war crimes.

“No, he didn’t.” But Milo made the cinnamon
toast. He forgot to cut off the crusts, however, and Joey was not
appeased.

It turned out his father had been good at
things Milo had never thought about. When an ice dam made the roof
leak into the kitchen, Milo was determined to unblock it himself.
But the ladder slipped and sent him plunging into a snowdrift that
saved him from snapping his neck. He stood up, soaked and cold and
bruised all over, hating his life, hating his father.

He was a kid, for Chrissake! He wasn’t
anyone’s parent! He’d had nothing to do with his dad dying, and he
shouldn’t have to put his own life on hold because of it. It sucked
to realize he now resented his mother and the twins when he used to
like them just fine. Didn’t they notice that he hurt, too? He
wished Tim’s death had been someone’s fault, so he would
have someone to blame.

As it was he could only blame God for a piece
of truly shit luck. God got an earful.

In late February Milo was dozing over
calculus on the couch after school when a sports highlights program
came on the new TV. He jerked awake in time to see the Steelers’
Santonio Holmes catch an impossible pass from Ben Roethlisberger,
clinching what in collective male Shoemaker opinion had been the
best Super Bowl ever. “Dad! Come see this!” he yelled.

The Barbie in Jenny’s hand paused in its
waltz down the coffee table. His sister’s eyes studied him with
speculation. “Daddy’s in heaven,” she told him.

Milo brazened it out. “They have TV in
heaven. I was getting his attention so he wouldn’t miss it.”

“Oh.” Jenny accepted this, especially since
Milo picked her up and tickled her until she screamed with
laughter.

He went to his room. From behind the Pinewood
Derby trophy on the closet shelf, he took out a half-empty bottle
of Old Spice. He’d removed it from his parents’ bathroom the night
the police brought the news. Now he breathed in the scent and let
grief tear at him. Maybe they did have TV in heaven. Maybe his
father could see him trying.

Milo replaced the bottle on the closet shelf,
next to the accounting books he’d salvaged. He ran his hand over
their spines. In the quiet winter twilight his resolution to seek
answers came back, as strong as the night he’d made it. It was time
to ask someone—besides God, who as usual was being cagey—what was
up with those.

 


“Ten-minute miles,” Zaffer gasped. “That
stinks! Gotta get that down.”

Milo spit in the grass. “Still. Four miles.
That’s something.”

Zaffer consulted his new
wristwatch/GPS/pedometer, a black rubber wonder with the complexity
of a space shuttle cockpit. “Four miles and one-sixteenth.”

Milo collapsed onto the cold ground at
Valeene City Park. Cross country season was over, but Zaffer was
determined to maintain military fitness levels and weekends were
the only time Milo could join him. There’d been frost again that
morning. It might be mid-March, but spring in Michigan was still a
tantalizing rumor.

Zaffer’s dog licked his face. Titan was a
two-year-old German shepherd, and her “why are we stopping so
soon?” whimper said she’d rather be running with the wolves in the
Upper Peninsula.

“Did I show you how this tracks your running
history? Check this out!” Zaffer thrust his arm under Milo’s nose.
“We’re getting slower.”

“I don’t care. Hey. Let’s go for a
drive.”

“Okay.” Zaffer was easygoing, Milo had to
admit. As moody as Milo had been in recent weeks, his friend never
took offense. “Where to?”

“The quarry.”

 


They took Zaffer’s beat-up truck, with Titan
sniffing them from her perch behind the front seat. After a few
miles, with the town behind them and nothing but farmland and
telephone poles surrounding them, Milo turned off the radio.

“I like that song,” Zaffer objected.

“I need to tell you something.” Milo stared
unseeing at the fields along his side of the road, winter brown and
patchy with clumps of old snow. “My dad used to gamble.”

Zaffer made a clucking sound. “Did he lose a
lot?”

“Yeah. But he got most of it paid off.”

Milo remembered the night it all came out the
way older people recalled when the twin towers got hit. He’d been
in the kitchen doing homework—some freshman science report on
earthquakes. Jenny and Joey were down for the night. Suddenly his
mother appeared in the door between the kitchen and the living
room.

She was holding the Visa statement. This in
itself was unusual; Tim, the accountant, handled the bills. “The
check for Milo’s swim camp bounced,” she said. “What is ‘Online
Entertainment Services,’ and why do they think we owe them
$7,400?”

On the couch his father lowered the want ads.
Without knowing why, Milo braced himself.

“It’s a poker site. I’ve had a run of bad
luck, babe,” Tim said.

“How much bad luck?”

“Well—$51,400, all told.” He’d known the
exact amount, of course. “But don’t you worry. The odds don’t know
how much you’ve lost. I’ll win it back.”

“Is that what you’ve been doing all this
time? Gambling?”

Milo was just as horrified. Gambling! He
couldn’t have been more stunned if he’d caught his father robbing
the Help for Unwed Mothers box at church.

“What about the job hunting?” Gloria
asked.

A charade, it emerged. For weeks, since the
tool-and-die shop where he’d worked for eighteen years had closed,
Tim had crafted one résumé after another. He would read them the
latest versions, ones where he was a financial analyst or an
investment counselor, depending on what the ad wanted. Milo would
say, “Sounds good, Dad, go for it,” and admire how well his father
was handling what most people considered a very stressful
period.

All those interviews, those journeys in the
car dressed up in a suit—trips to casinos. His mother’s face grew
paler and paler. Oh, his father was in a mountain of trouble, but
Milo had no fellow feeling for him. He could only stare.

Gloria called her sister. Aunt Grace and
Uncle Paulie came over at once. Tim did not protest, and Milo saw
that his father had lost the right. The relatives exclaimed in
shock…and suggested a plan. They would lend the Shoemakers enough
to cover the gambling debts and living expenses. Uncle Paulie was a
shift foreman at Wolverine Motors, and Aunt Grace’s day-care
business was thriving. Tim must swear on the Bible to stop all
gambling, and to attend Gamblers Anonymous meetings. Paulie
volunteered to go with him. Milo, too engrossed to go to bed even
if anyone had thought to suggest it, offered the same.

And Tim must actually look for a job.

“My uncle talked the bank into refinancing.
He even cosigned the mortgage. So we hung onto the house.” Milo
reached back and kneaded Titan’s ruff of fur.

“Jesus, Shoe. I had no idea.” Zaffer exhaled
noisily. “So that’s why you’re so cheap!”

“I’m thrifty, you clown. There’s a
difference.”

Zaffer smirked at having made Milo laugh.
“But your dad got the Wolverine job.”

“Yeah.” That had been a good day, all right.
“Uncle Paulie talked him into going in. Dad was waiting in Human
Resources when he ran into Alf Farnon in the hallway. Mr. Farnon
liked his tie, they got to talking, and bam. He was hired.”

“Must have been some tie,” Zaffer said,
pleased the gambling tale had taken an upbeat turn. Forgetting,
Milo saw, that this story did not have a happy ending.

“It was his Mustang tie. Farnon likes
Fords.”

The Shoemakers had rejoiced. The relatives
came over with champagne and Aunt Grace’s whiskey brownies. The
next day Milo babysat while his parents shopped for a new suit for
Tim.

And no one asked the question weighing on
Milo’s mind. Had his father told Alf Farnon about being a
recovering gambler? Milo decided nobody asked for the same reason
he didn’t ask it himself. They knew the answer. Of course Tim
hadn’t told Farnon. He might be a gambler, but he wasn’t suicidal.
Then.

“The day of the funeral, someone robbed our
house,” he continued.

“You never told me that!” Zaffer’s stare was
accusing. Titan nosed Milo in reproach. “I told you when Sammy got
arrested.”

“I couldn’t tell anyone. My mom—she went a
little nuts.”

“You know, I heard crooks rob houses during
funerals.” That fast, Milo was forgiven. Just as he’d brightened at
the part where Tim found a job, Zaffer grew animated at this new
criminal development. “My brother says they read the obituaries to
find out when the family will be gone.” One of Zaffer’s many
brothers—not Sammy—was a policeman up in Pontiac. “Did the cops get
anything back?”

“We never called them.” Milo described the
casino matchbook, and how his mother worried the insurance company
might find out about the gambling.

“Shit,” Zaffer kept saying. “Holy shit.” He
rubbed his head with both hands, leaving his tight dark curls
looking exactly the same. “So why are we going to the quarry?”

“To reconstruct the accident. After the
robbery—hell, maybe he did kill himself.”

“Shit,” Zaffer said again. “From money
troubles?”

Milo liked that; it covered a lot of
territory. “Yeah. If he’d gotten into debt again, and didn’t want
to tell us…you know.”

“Don’t rule out murder.”

“Murder!” Milo was startled into laughter.
“By who?”

“Whoever he owed money to. Isn’t it just as
likely that whoever he owed killed him, as that he killed himself?
Come on, Shoe. He had a lot to live for. ” Zaffer shook his head in
world-weary wisdom at Milo’s naïveté. “Moscow rules, buddy.”

“What?”

Zaffer ticked them off on his fingers.
“Assume nothing. Keep your options open. Don’t look back—you’re
never completely alone. Only the best spies made it out of
Moscow.”

“I don’t think my dad knew Moscow rules.”

Zaffer pointed a finger at him.
“Exactly.”

Of all the scenarios Milo had imagined taking
place the night his father died, murder wasn’t one. Tim Shoemaker
didn’t have any enemies. His family was still eating their way
through the freezer of casseroles and pies that had descended on
them in a blizzard of sympathy. And Valeene wasn’t Detroit. Murders
in Valeene were about as common as Ferraris.

And yet…murder would absolve his father of
all kinds of sins. Sloppy driving, poor judgment, forgetfulness.
Cowardice.

Murder would give Milo someone to blame. His
spirits rose.

They passed the farm with the two grain silos
that said “Jesus” on one and “Saves” on the other. Zaffer pulled
the pickup to the side of the road just down from the quarry
entrance. The limestone quarry hadn’t been worked in Milo’s memory.
He supposed most people would rather it be a source of jobs, but he
preferred its present-day role: the steep cut sides framing a huge,
rectangular lake of slate-gray water, converted years ago to a
mostly safe swimming hole. Titan whined as though in agreement, and
Zaffer let her out.

“Let’s go, James Bond.” Milo stepped onto the
shoulder of the road, where the cold wind cut through his nylon
jacket. Fields bordered this narrow two-lane stretch until just
before the quarry itself, when woods began on the north side.

“First we recreate the scene,” Zaffer was
saying. “It’s pitch-dark and really foggy. Your dad’s driving west
on this road—”

“We don’t know what direction he was coming
from.”

“Oh. I was thinking he’d be headed toward
your house, that time of night.”

“We don’t know what time it was.” The car had
been in the water for five days—if his dad had died the same night
he disappeared—and even the best forensic experts couldn’t have
pinpointed time of death. Milo doubted Valeene’s medical examiner
was the best.

Zaffer took this setback in stride. He looked
up the road, then back the way they’d come. “If he was heading west
he was already on the quarry side of the road. A lot easier to take
a wrong turn if you’re looking for a right turn along here anyway.
Whereas if he was heading east, there’s no place to turn off for
two miles. And he wouldn’t cross the road and drive into the quarry
without a reason.” Zaffer shaded his eyes with his hand. “Nope. If
he was driving east, then I’d say—however he died, it wasn’t an
accident.”

Milo was impressed. Standing here on the
scene, listening to Zaffer run through the possibilities—years of
crime shows had not been wasted on his friend—turned his father’s
death into a puzzle to be solved. It gave Tim’s death more
significance, somehow.

“Okay, he’s heading west and he’s looking for
the right-hand turn onto Tecumseh Highway.” Milo walked to where
the dirt shoulder yielded to the gravel track into the quarry. It
was his father; he should take a more active role. “He sees
what looks like a road. He turns right. How does he get through the
gates?”

He gestured toward the metal swing gates,
padlocked with a bright new lock. On each side of the drive, the
gate was securely attached to a metal pole set in concrete.

“They were open?”

“That’s what the cops think.”

He told Zaffer what the detective at the
Valeene police station had said back in January. A young detective
who’d run cross country himself a few years before, he probably
shouldn’t have shared the police file with Milo, but he had.
“They’d be invisible in heavy fog. They only dragged the quarry
because that woman called up. She saw the gates open when she was
walking her dog, and thought it was unsafe.”

“Just one set of tire tracks?”

“They don’t know. It was six days before they
got here, and everything was a mess.” Milo paced down the drive and
right to the cliff’s edge, where a shiny, new-looking barricade had
been installed.

March wasn’t much better than January for
quarry gazing. July was the best. His family had been here last
July, and Milo pulled the day up from his memory as though playing
a video.

The water had been a deep, inviting green. On
the opposite side of the water from this cliff, a grassy bank
sloped to woods, and a path led from a small wooden dock up through
trees to the hidden parking lot. He and his dad had carried the
cooler and towels down to the water.

Milo heard again the shrieks of the twins in
their water wings as the grown-ups towed them around the shallows.
The hot sun burning his face. After they swam they’d grilled
sausages, and his father let Milo build the fire. Tim told Jenny
and Joey, “Watch Milo T., he’s got the knack of it.” Milo T. was
his nickname from kindergarten, when there’d been another Milo and
the teacher used their middle initials to keep them straight. Of
course Jenny and Joey had begged to build fires, too, and Milo let
them hold burning sticks, one twin at a time.

He could taste the crisp skin of those
sausages. Well. No matter what he did later, you had to admit there
were times when Tim Shoemaker had done everything right.

Zaffer came up. They peered down at the
water, not green today but a cold, gunmetal gray.

“He did have a lot to live for,” Milo
said.

Zaffer glanced at him. If someone had a lot
to live for, they lived—if they could. “Can you talk to his old
gambling pals?”

“I tried. I called Gamblers Anonymous but his
mentor moved away last summer. The guy on the phone was real sorry
to hear about my dad, but he didn’t know anything.”

“Damn. Gambling’s the best clue we’ve
got.”

Milo knew there was another clue—the new
accounting books inside old, false covers. But loyalty to his
father reared up. Tim’s gambling was fact, known history. Corporate
fraud? Only suspected. Like his mother said, the books proved
nothing by themselves. He kept silent.

They called for Titan and got in the truck.
“You know what you could do?” Zaffer said on the way back to town.
“If you want to know whether he owed someone money? Go to Wolverine
Motors. Ask his coworkers.”

Zaffer wasn’t the only one who watched crime
shows. Hadn’t Milo already visited the local bars, acting the PI?
Hadn’t he questioned the police? Yet he squirmed at this
suggestion. The bartenders and waitresses and local cops, they were
strangers. Showing up where his father had worked, asking questions
of people who’d known Tim—that would be…awkward.

Because they might really know
something, a voice in his head whispered.

He heard himself say, “I could ask Alf
Farnon.”

Zaffer whistled. Alf Farnon was the president
of Wolverine Motors.

Farnon had gone out of his way to tell Tim’s
widow about the insurance. If nothing else, Milo could thank him
for that. “Yeah. I’ll start with him.”

 


 


 


***

 


 



Chapter 3

Most people who lived in Valeene did so
because they’d been born there. But that didn’t mean they didn’t
appreciate it. Valeene was real small-town Michigan, vastly
different from, and Valeeners would say superior to, Detroit’s
urban blight or Ann Arbor’s self-importance. On Sundays the
churches were full, with occasional prayers for the high school
teams. The industries were farming and autos. Valeene might hold
itself above Detroit but no one could deny their fortunes were
linked. There was a Ford plant just outside town to the east, a GM
plant ten miles to the west, and Chrysler had a proving ground not
too far away. You didn’t see many Volvos or Subarus; it was Big
Three country.

Of course, that was when they were the
Big Three. By the year Milo started high school, auto jobs vanished
by the hundreds with each headline. Two families left the state for
every one that moved in; more would have fled if their houses would
sell. They led the nation in unemployment. All across the region,
people wondered if it was true what the rest of the world
thought—only losers were left in Michigan. And what that said about
them.

When his father was laid off, Milo wondered
that himself. Shouldn’t they pick up and move? Go to a different
state? Even Canada? After the gambling business surfaced he thought
it again. A fresh start, or the support of relatives who had to
help you? But then his father got hired at Wolverine Motors, and
Milo breathed easier. Wolverine workers weren’t losers.

On this Friday morning in late March, at an
hour when he’d normally be trying to stay awake in Comparative
Government, Milo sat on a buttery-soft leather couch outside the
office of Alfred C. Farnon, president. He surveyed his luxury
surroundings as complacently as if he’d chosen the decor. Mr.
Farnon himself had gotten on the phone when Milo called, to say of
course he’d make time for Tim Shoemaker’s boy. Milo knew his father
had been one of several payroll supervisors—not exactly executive
status. But the president of the company had bothered to make a
seventeen-year-old boy feel important; Milo appreciated that.

The gray-haired secretary saw his smile and
returned it, asking if he was sure he didn’t want a soda? Or
coffee? Mr. Farnon would be with him shortly. Milo refused
politely. So she wouldn’t ask again, he stood up to examine the
articles and plaques that lined the walls.

The framed article from Time was the
same one hanging over his father’s desk at home: “Michigan’s Little
Engine That Could.”

Milo read it with fresh attention. How
Wolverine Motors had been founded by Andrew Farnon as an engine and
parts supplier for the Big Three. How in its heyday it employed
more than 1300 workers over three shifts. Then the industry
contracted and Wolverine went to two shifts, then one, then into
talk of bankruptcy. Andrew Farnon died and his son Alf took
over.

Alf Farnon declared a new focus. Wolverine
Motors would now build…fire trucks. “This is a time to take risks.
A time to bet on ourselves,” the article quoted him. They’d
photographed him in front of the main doors downstairs. In a worn
leather bomber jacket, with the sun shining on his blond hair, he
looked as though he’d just returned from a dangerous mission. The
tilt of his chin, the way his arm rested confidently on the new
corporate sign, inspired Milo. Who wouldn’t bet on this man?

Alf Farnon brought in designers who knew fire
trucks. The prototype of the first Scarlet Ghost went to trade
shows and gathered crowds of firefighters and city supervisors.
Orders followed, and the local banks made Farnon loans for more
improvements. He installed a few robots for the painting, but
assembling Scarlet Ghosts was a quieter, far less automated process
than car-making. Fire trucks could sell for ten times the price of
a car; every Scarlet Ghost was custom-built. A few workers
grumbled. Why the fuss about perfection? What was wrong with good
enough? But the grumbling died down quickly.

Better a new way to work than no job at
all.

Soon Wolverine Motors was hiring again.
Cautious home improvement projects blossomed. When Cabela’s, the
fishing and hunting retailer, built a superstore in neighboring
Dundee—200,000 square feet—people said it was because of the gun
racks and boat hitches on the trucks and SUVs in the Wolverine
employee parking lot. On one thing everyone agreed: Alf Farnon was
The Hero of Valeene.

“I was packed to move to Texas,” one worker
said in the article. “Then Wolverine called me back, and now I’m
building fire trucks. My kids can grow up near their grandparents,
and I can keep fishing with my brothers at Luna Pier.” A photo
showed him in a Detroit Tigers cap, leaning against a pickup with
the bumper sticker “Wolverine Motors: Now We’re Smokin’.”

Next to the article hung a print of the first
Scarlet Ghost ever sold. Milo was admiring its extra long aerial
extension ladder when a man’s face appeared in the glass.

He turned around.

“Milo?” The man extended a hand the size of
an oven mitt. “Alf Farnon.”

“Mr. Farnon.” Milo managed not to wince at
the strength of the two-handed grip. He’d forgotten how big the man
was. An inch or so taller than Milo’s six feet, and of stockier
build. The fair hair might be showing gray, but the pink skin shone
with pleasure, giving Farnon a disarmingly boyish air. He had a
reassuring smile. As though you didn’t have to worry about saying
whatever was in your head; he would understand.

“Thank you for seeing me, sir.”

“Of course, of course. Come in.”

He led Milo into a corner office where a sea
of Oriental carpet covered the floor beneath walls of windows.
Farnon had the crow’s-nest view of his empire that a fireman might
have on top of a Scarlet Ghost’s ladder. But the sight that drew
Milo’s eye was close in: the roof of the main assembly plant three
stories below. Seen from this angle it was much bigger than it
appeared from the street, as long and wide as a football field,
with head-high rolls of sod dotting its mossy surface. Raised
skylights marched in pairs down its length, like little tollbooths
on a freeway of grass.

Farnon closed the door and gestured Milo
toward a wing chair. He angled a second chair to face it. “How are
you, son?” he asked sympathetically. “How’s your mother doing, and
your little brothers?”

“We’re fine, sir, thank you.” Milo didn’t
correct him; Jenny would never know Mr. Farnon thought she was a
boy.

Farnon asked him about school, his college
plans, and Milo answered at random. In the middle of saying he
wasn’t sure what he’d be studying, he broke off. If he didn’t speak
now he would lose his nerve.

“I was hoping you could give me some answers
about my father.”

The benevolent smile in the pale-blue eyes
sharpened to concentration. Farnon rested his elbows on the knees
of his dark suit. “Ask away.”

“The day of my dad’s funeral, someone robbed
our house. While we were—”

“I never heard that! Did they catch who did
it?” Farnon sounded genuinely upset.

“No sir. Well, they couldn’t, we didn’t
report it. I don’t know whether you knew this, but there was a
time…a few years ago my dad used to—”

“Gamble?” Farnon smiled at Milo’s surprise.
“He told me himself, the first time we met. It’s why I hired him,
you know. That kind of honesty is rare. But surely the gambling was
all in the past?”

“We thought so.” Milo told of the matchbook
from the casino, how his mother feared the police might get the
wrong impression. Or the right one. Farnon’s face grew grave. Milo
hadn’t been able to tell Zaffer, but to Alf Farnon he readily
described the forensic accounting books, hidden behind false
covers.

“And the casino was one he used to go to,
back before he got this job. So I wondered…I needed to ask
you…whether my dad might have borrowed…well, taken...money, to pay
his debts. From—” he started to say “Wolverine” but changed it at
the last second “—work.”

He sat back. Tell me I’m deranged.
Delusional. That my father was a good man and I should be
ashamed.

“Your dad was a good man.” The words were an
exact echo of Milo’s prayer, yet they failed to reassure him.
Something in Farnon’s manner seemed odd. Careful.

“I know that. I know he was. But even a good
man might not be good all the time. I just wondered—did anyone who
worked with him maybe say anything, or notice anything different,
toward the end?”

Farnon’s silence was unnerving. Milo hastened
to break it. “I realize you wouldn’t know, personally, Mr. Farnon,
but Dad reported to Mr. Pearce. Maybe I could talk to him?”

In the pale eyes before him a calculation of
some kind was going on. Farnon got up and went to the door. Opened
it. “Margaret, tell Ed Boyle I’ll see him at eleven, will you?”

He closed the door and came back to his
chair. Studied Milo as though he was a potential hire. “Tim always
said you were sharp. You’re gutsy, too, aren’t you? All right,
Milo. All right. This isn’t easy. But you’re his son. You deserve
the truth.”

He looked off to the right, as though drawing
strength for his next words from the view of his domain. Milo’s
pulse quickened.

“Your dad embezzled more than a million
dollars from Wolverine Motors.”
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Chapter 4

Milo sat stupefied.

There’d been some discrepancies in the
payroll accounts that Tim oversaw the previous autumn, Farnon said.
Certain totals did not add up. Tim’s immediate supervisor, Gordon
Pearce, noticed it first. He double-checked entries, account
balances, the audit trail. Finally, a week before Christmas, he
brought his findings to Alf Farnon. Over six months, one million
dollars had vanished from the accounts that Tim Shoemaker—and only
Tim—managed.

Milo roused himself. “A million dollars?” His
voice sounded far away.

“I didn’t want to believe it,” Farnon said.
“But the evidence was there, the money was gone, and only your dad
could have signed off on it. Or covered it up so well. It was pure
accident Gordon found it at all. A very neat plan—it might have
gone on for years. We’ve changed our process since, as you can
imagine.”

They decided that Pearce, as Tim’s
supervisor, should confront him. Farnon asked Pearce to wait until
after Christmas—“Let his family have one more holiday
together”—then fire him before the plant started up again in
January.

“I didn’t want to be the one, see?” A slight
sheen had appeared on Farnon’s forehead, which he blotted with his
palm.

Then something inexplicable happened. Tim
went to Pearce and confessed. “I don’t know if he sensed Gordon was
getting suspicious or what. He said he’d invested the money and
could get it back. But he’d need a few weeks; he asked Gordon not
to fire him. His wife would be devastated.”

Devastated. Milo thought of what his mother
told him the night they’d discovered the double set of books.
“Devastated” was right. And easier to hear than shorter, plainer
words. I love you. I will leave you. I stole a million
dollars.

“Gordon said he’d need to discuss that with
me.” Farnon hesitated, watching Milo. “I’m afraid he told your dad
he would vote against keeping him on. Gordon takes
embezzlement…personally.” He stood up again, this time crossing the
thick carpet to a cabinet on the far side of the office, where he
flipped through files concealed behind handsome polished
drawers.

Milo examined his hands against the dark
leather of the chair as though he might be tested on how many
fingers he had. It was true, what he’d feared. He longed to be
thirty minutes younger, to have pulled up to the plant and then
driven away, chickened out. His mother hadn’t wanted to know and
she’d been right.

Farnon returned. “Your father gave Gordon
this.”

Milo took the papers numbly. Three typed
pages stapled together, starting with page three. Columns of dates
and dollar amounts. The header on each page read, “Restitution
Schedule—T. Shoemaker” and a date: December 22. The pages were
grayish and limp as suede from handling. The handwritten notes in
the margins were the tiny, precise, and instantly recognizable
printing of Tim Shoemaker.

Milo rubbed his thumb over these, as though
they might channel his father’s thoughts into his own brain.

“I’m a good judge of character!” Farnon’s
outburst startled him. “At least I thought I was. Gordon told me
for months I’d be sorry I hired an ex-gambler. Which is ironic,
when you think—anyway, I liked to throw it back at him how wrong
he’d been about Shoemaker. Your dad fit in here, he did good work.
And I just…liked him. Everyone liked him.”

Through the humiliation cementing his feet to
the floor, keeping him here to be tortured, Milo heard the plea for
forgiveness. The benefactor Tim Shoemaker had wronged was asking
Tim’s son for understanding. As though Farnon had somehow
been at fault. Milo felt a bizarre bond between them. His father
had betrayed them both, yet they felt guilty.

“He was so crazy about his kids!” Farnon
said, as though paternal pride was indisputable proof of a man’s
integrity. “He took you hunting, didn’t he? And fishing? Oh, we
heard all about it at the finance meetings. Stalking small game,
getting lost in the woods—like one of those survival shows. I’ll
tell you, Milo, it made me realize how much I’ve missed.” Farnon’s
glance strayed toward a silver frame on his desk. “I’d have liked a
son I could buy snazzy satellite watches for. High-tech gear,
waterproof this, shockproof that,” he continued wistfully. “I’d
have taken him camping.”

Inside Milo gales of shame howled and made
speech impossible. Perhaps Farnon sensed this; he tugged the
stapled sheets out of Milo’s slack grip. “If Tim had come to me…I
hadn’t really decided, see? But he never said a word. I even called
him that night, late, and left him a message asking him to stop by
the plant the next morning. For a talk. He knew why. Maybe that’s
what pushed him…well, who knows. When he didn’t show up I figured
he didn’t want to face me, I let it go. Later, when I heard he was
missing, I assumed he’d skipped town with the money. The police
asked me about that call—they checked his cell phone records—and I
just told them I’d needed some year-end numbers I couldn’t find. No
point ruining his reputation—and to tell you the truth,” his mouth
twisted ruefully, “it wouldn’t have done Wolverine any good for
people to know we’d been scammed by a clever accountant. An
ex-gambler, yet. When they found Tim’s car I realized…he’d taken a
different way out.”

Fresh shock ripped through Milo. Of course.
Of course his father had killed himself, rather than beg his hero
for yet another chance.

Milo made himself look up. “We thought he
might have stopped for a drink. In the fog. And gotten turned
around, somehow. He didn’t drink much….The autopsy said he died
from a blow to the head on the way down—but I figured he must have
been drunk to even be at the quarry. I traced him to Cabela’s—we
checked his credit cards, he’d bought something there at 7:30—and
then I went to every bar between there and the quarry, asking if
anyone had seen him.”

Farnon’s pale eyes blinked at this but Milo
plowed on. He needed Farnon to understand. “I had to know. There
wasn’t a note, see, or any reason….” Christ. Had his mother been
right about the life insurance, too? Had Tim staged an “accident,”
and not left a note, so his family would get the insurance? One
last scheme? Damn it, Dad! You could have mailed us a letter! We
wouldn’t have told! Milo would have traded ten times the money
for a decent note. “That life-insurance policy….”

Farnon made a tsking noise, interpreting
Milo’s words as awkward gratitude. “Children shouldn’t suffer for
what their fathers do. In fact, I hope you won’t even tell your
mother about this, Milo. Tim wouldn’t want her to know. I mean—that
was the whole point….”

Of killing himself. “No,” Mile
croaked. “I mean, you’re right. I won’t.”

“I was glad when you called. Not to tell you
this, of course. You were never supposed to know about this. But I
wanted to meet Tim’s son again.”

This is your lucky day, then. Milo
counted four ticks of the little gold clock on the desk.

“It sounds like it was gamblers who robbed
your house. That would explain where the money went.”

The money. Milo had forgotten that for a
moment. Certainly no “investments,” and no million dollars, had
surfaced in his father’s bank accounts.

“You never asked my mother about it, if there
was any left?”

Farnon recoiled. “No, no. We decided, Gordon
and I, to say nothing to anyone. We did file an insurance claim for
inside embezzlement, so at some point I’ll need to explain that to
the board. But they’ll be discreet. They’re good people.”

It was a stupid thing to think just then, but
Milo hoped the fraud insurer was a different company from the one
that held the policy on Tim’s life. Spread the damage around.

He got to his feet. From here he could see
the photo in the silver frame. A groundbreaking, a group of men
with Farnon in the center holding a shovel. “Thank you for telling
me this, Mr. Farnon. I wish I could….” Turn back time? “I want to
apologize for my father. We thought he’d licked the gambling but I
guess—he didn’t.”

“Son, I’m sorrier than I can say. If there’s
anything I can ever do.…”

The gold clock ticked eight times. Long
enough for a car to roll off a cliff. For a person’s life to
change.

But this change would be Milo’s choice.

“There is something,” he said. Farnon looked
attentive. “I want to come work for you.”

“A summer job? I think we could arrange—”

“No. Permanent. I want to pay you back.”

“Now Milo. There’s no need for that, we were
insured. Your dad meant you to go to college, I know he did.”

Milo’s voice was as cold as quarry water in
December. “Then he should have stuck around.”

 


He drove back through town, past the middle
school where his mother was teaching, past the high school where
Zaffer was probably eating lunch and wondering where Milo was. In
the park the air was full of the drizzle that had begun earlier,
and he had the place to himself. He walked the sodden woodchip
paths he and Zaffer liked to run.

He’d wanted someone to blame. Someone
else, he told God.

Why didn’t you love us enough to live? Did
you think we’d hate you if we found out? And now it wasn’t God
he was talking to. “We’d have gotten over it!” he shouted. His
words were sucked into the banks of the swollen stream rushing
through the park. “We’d have survived that!”

Though maybe not. Would his mother have stuck
with Tim once she’d found out? …if he ever gambled again, I
would leave him...take the children….He believed me. That fiery
look she could get. Anyone would believe her.

Maybe if she’d been softer, less scary….But
Milo shook his head, this time at himself. That was bullshit. No
one made you steal. Or gamble. His mother had it wrong.
Those weren’t sicknesses—they were choices.

When Milo turned sixteen and had had his
driver’s license for all of three weeks, he borrowed his mother’s
car to go to a basketball game up at the church. That’s what he
told his parents. What he really did was pick up Zaffer and two
other friends, none of whom could drive yet, and go to a concert in
Ann Arbor. On the way home, with everyone laughing and turning up
the radio, Milo misjudged the space between the car and a guardrail
and skidded for ten feet, tearing off the passenger-side mirror and
scraping the side from front fender to rear bumper. No one was
hurt, beyond a lot of swearing, and the car still ran. Which was a
stroke of luck, because if he’d had to call the police he’d have
had his license suspended for driving after midnight.

His parents were dumbfounded. This wasn’t
their Milo. They grounded him and made him pay the insurance
deductible out of his savings. His father asked, “You know why
you’re being punished, don’t you?”

“Because I can’t drive for crap. I’m
sorry.”

“That’s not it. Accidents happen. It’s the
lie, Milo T. The lie was your choice, and it was a bad one.”

His father knew about choices.

Milo circled the slides and swings in the
center of the park while the fine mist beaded up on his letter
jacket. Character introspection was not his forte, as his English
teachers could attest. It came hard now. But come it must, or he
would not make sense to himself.

“I want to come work for you,” he’d told
Farnon. He still meant it. And not just to punish his father, by
giving up college. In a way it was for his father, for the
man he’d been before the gambling dragged him down. Milo wasn’t the
Shoemaker who stole the million, but he was a Shoemaker. How could
he trot off to college as planned, as though he didn’t know his
tuition had been paid by fraud and suicide? No wonder his dad
hadn’t left a note.

Somehow, Alf Farnon understood. Milo had seen
it in that startled, approving smile. Felt it in that bone-crushing
handshake.

“I won’t let you work for free,” he’d said.
Given Milo a rueful smile. “But you can start in June.”

Now Milo breathed the park’s wet, chilly air
deep into his lungs. It would be good to work for a winner.

 


His mother didn’t see it that way. Milo
deliberately waited until his birthday, when the relatives would be
there, to break the news. Uncle Paulie wasn’t the only one afraid
of Gloria Shoemaker.

“What do you mean, ‘taking a year off’?
You’re going to college! You worked so hard, and we have the money.
We can get more aid. Your dad meant you to go to college.”

They were in the dining room, Milo helping
his mother set out the company china. On the word “college,” she
slid the rose-petal saltshaker down the table so hard Milo barely
caught it before it flew off.

“I will go, Mom. Just not this year. I got a
job at Wolverine. Good pay.” He hoped it was good pay; he’d
forgotten to ask.

“Wolverine Motors! What’s that got to do with
anything?”

“Wolverine Motors?” Uncle Paulie appeared in
the doorway from the living room, brushing back a string of green
paper shamrocks. Milo had been born on St. Patrick’s Day. He and
Aunt Grace, who was stirring gravy at the stove, listened with
Gloria as Milo explained that he’d gone to see Mr. Farnon. Had been
offered a full-time job.

Uncle Paulie thought Wolverine Motors was the
greatest thing since beer in cans. “Glory, this kid’s making a lot
of sense and I give him credit for it. Boy wants to step up to his
responsibilities, help his family. Jesus H. Christ, what’s wrong
with that?”

“Paulie! Your language!” said Aunt Grace.

“And Wolverine’s a helluva company. Alf
Farnon himself offered you a job?” Milo nodded. His uncle turned
back to Gloria. “You know how many grown men would kill for a
chance like that? Tim would be proud of him. I know I am.” He had
to reach up to give Milo a manly punch in the shoulder. Usually his
uncle made him laugh, all bluster and noise and notoriously soft
heart. But this punch made Milo’s throat tighten. Uncle Paulie
didn’t know the real reasons, but he defended Milo’s decision.
Treated him like a man.

“I just don’t know about this,” Gloria said,
but they could all hear that her earlier conviction was missing.
“Grace, what do you think?”

Milo knew he had won.

He had won. So it was ridiculous to feel
shocked, deep down, that no one was going to stop him throwing his
future away.

 


Zaffer’s reaction made Gloria’s seem like a
blessing.

“Bullshit! Are you serious? That is such
bullshit, Shoe! What about rooming together? Football tickets? The
Zaffer-Shoemaker Party Hotel?”

“Shh!” Milo looked around. But no one could
hear. A cold breeze whipped across the lawn between buildings at
the community college, and their sidewalk ran straight through the
wind tunnel. It was Saturday afternoon. He’d asked Zaffer to meet
him after his accounting class, the one his father had suggested
last year that he take. To Milo’s mild astonishment, he quite liked
accounting. All those sales and profits and depreciable assets
adding up in their own tidy columns satisfied some internal craving
for order. Funny, his dad being right about that.

“I’ll yell all I want! Why aren’t you going?
You told them you were going! You told me you were
going!”

Zaffer’s outrage made it harder to lie. Milo
repeated what he’d told his mother. He’d live at home, take some
classes. “Right here,” he said, waving a hand around him. “I know,
I’m sorry. I can transfer in a year or two.”

Zaffer’s mulish look remained.

Milo played his trump card. “It’s cheaper
this way, okay? I have to think of the money now.”

“Oh.” Mention of money robbed Zaffer of
speech. While most families were tightening their belts in the hard
times that gripped Michigan, the Zaffer pawn business was
flourishing. In-state college tuition was no problem for Zaffer,
even without his ROTC scholarship.

Milo watched his friend wrestle with the
guilt of not being broke. It wasn’t fair, of course—Zaffer had no
need to apologize because his father was a good businessman. It
just made it impossible for Milo to explain that his father
had been anything but. Had, in fact, been a thief. It wasn’t that
he despised his father. Yes, you do. But he knew what other
people would think.

They walked toward the parking lot in a
silence brimming with things unsaid. Milo was picturing the
Zaffer-Shoemaker Party Hotel when he saw his accounting teacher in
the faculty lot. He waved. Professor Keyes waved back, balancing
his briefcase on his car while he struggled with a balky driver’s
door. The briefcase was held shut with a striped bungee cord, and
the rusting brown Chevy had a broken taillight. The big money in
accounting did not lie in being an adjunct instructor,
apparently.

“So you’re just going to take classes?”
Zaffer was still mulling over Milo’s bombshell.

“Alf Farnon’s going to find me something at
Wolverine.”

Zaffer walked backward to peer at him.
“Ah-ha! You went! Did you ask him about your dad?”

“I decided I don’t want to know after
all.”

“You’re not even going to look into the
robbery?”

“Nope. If it was gamblers, they must have got
what they wanted because nothing else has happened. If it was some
kind of funeral crime ring, ditto. Case closed.” Milo had learned
his lesson; he wouldn’t be turning over any more rocks in a
hurry.

Zaffer grunted, signifying what, Milo
couldn’t tell. Two girls in short jackets and tight jeans passed
them, their hair whipping in the wind. Zaffer watched them out of
sight. Finally he gave a gusty sigh and said that the best season
was summer; girls wore fewer clothes. The subject of Milo’s college
plans was officially over.

Nor did it come up again. The whole matter
seemed to vanish from Zaffer’s consciousness, as though the months
of college applications and debating the pros and cons of various
schools had never occurred. While Mrs. Zaffer made lists of campus
necessities—a refrigerator, extra long sheets, meal plans—Milo
Shoemaker drove the twins to birthday parties and allergist’s
appointments and tried to recapture that ferocious sense of
rightness he’d felt in Farnon’s office. That no one knew about.

When Zaffer got his assigned roommate Milo
had to hear about it from someone else. He told himself this was a
good thing, that Zaffer had maturely accepted the inevitable. Maybe
Zaffer even thought he was doing Milo a favor, not taunting him
with the life he’d given up. Milo would have liked immature anger
better—protest signs on his locker, maybe, a flaming SAT Prep Guide
on the porch. It would have meant he wasn’t interchangeable with
some rich jerk from Grosse Pointe with a futon and a big-screen
TV.

Two days before graduation he was paying his
overdue library fines when Zaffer found him. They walked out of the
high school into the warmth of late May. Zaffer asked if he wanted
to have lunch the next Monday.

“I start work that day,” Milo said. “And
since when do we schedule lunch a week in advance?”

“Thought you might like company, first day on
the job. Since I’ll be working there.” Zaffer laughed out loud at
Milo’s bewildered face.

“You! You are not. What about the pawn
shop?”

“Too many night shifts—my dad’s cool with it.
Turns out the head of security at Wolverine Motors is an ex-Marine.
He says he can use a strong young guy around for the summer.”
Zaffer flexed his biceps. “I start Monday, too.”

“Guess we can eat together then.”

Zaffer jabbed him in the arm and he jabbed
back, and in a moment they were scuffling on the ground and Milo
was begging for mercy as usual.
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