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      For those who feel, deep in their souls,

      that they don’t belong:

      You do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: Like free stuff? Join here for exclusive content not available anywhere else]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Death. It was an impossibly loud thing, an eerie, high-pitched silence that dominated even the chattering people on the sidewalk just outside. He could feel it weighting his shoulders. He could taste it, sweet and metallic on his tongue and overlaid with the musty stink of shit. He’d seen hundreds of bodies, and every one still hit him in the gut—especially when the deceased was a child.

      Petrosky stopped near the middle of the living room, a room like any other in the neighborhood save for the corpse hanging from the living room rafter. The boy couldn’t be more than fifteen—skinny, his black workout shorts bagging off his bony hips, a fake-faded green T-shirt draping his shoulders like a poncho. His slight frame made it worse, somehow, as if the universe was actively attacking the vulnerable. And his head… Thick dark hair, half-slitted brown eyes now marred with broken blood vessels that made him look like he might at any moment start crying crimson tears.

      Poor kid. “Who found him?” Petrosky glanced at the slippery pile of bodily fluids—mostly the kid’s intestinal contents—now congealing on the floor beneath the boy’s bare toes. Petrosky’s own stomach clenched, hot and achy.

      “Parents,” Jackson said, kneeling near the floor to the right of the body, far outside the dark puddle. She’d been here half an hour, but Petrosky’s partner was still crisp and pressed like she’d just stepped out of a “How to Detective” manual: tailored gray suit, sensible shoes, her tight black curls shorn close to the scalp, even shorter than his own thinning salt-and-pepper locks. He peered down at the floor where Jackson was looking. Was that a tiny scrape in the gleaming wood? But no, these floors had scrapes all over—“hand-scraped hardwoods,” that was what his neighbor, Billie, had called them when she was jokingly trying to convince him to install them at her place. Petrosky thought the fashionably beat-up boards were as strange a fad as faded clothing.

      Jackson straightened. “Parents and the younger brother came home this morning from a two-day visit with Mom’s sister in Lansing. Figured he’d be okay alone for a couple nights, but…” She shrugged, mouth relaxed, face blank—professional. But her dark eyes were as tight as Petrosky’s shoulders.

      A breeze tickled his neck, and he turned toward the buzz of voices filtering in from the yard, like the clucking of hens—louder now. “Was the window open when you got here?” Detroit and the surrounding metropolis were always muggy in August, but this week Ash Park had been especially sticky even out here in the historic district. He couldn’t see anyone leaving the window open overnight.

      “Yeah. One of the first responders opened it because of the…” She gestured to the sheen of nastiness on the floor. A white L-shaped couch stood behind the puddle—behind the swinging body. Not a single gooey drop on it. At least the kid hadn’t still been kicking when he’d shit himself. The beige wingback he’d probably stepped off of—his last fully conscious act—wasn’t so lucky; it lay upended, two of its wooden legs slimed with fluids. As were the boy’s legs, the flesh around the heels stained purple, his toes stiff, drips of black and brown dried in fetid streaks from beneath the edge of his workout shorts to the bottom of his soles. But he could still see the port-wine birthmark on one pale, white thigh, deep reddish-brown and stark against his otherwise graying flesh. “Judging by the blood settling and the rigor, it’s been less than twenty-four hours—probably last night, early this morning.”

      Jackson nodded. “We’ll know for sure once the ME gets here.”

      Petrosky grunted assent, his eyes on the kid’s face. His neck. Usually, hanging victims had moments of instinctive defensiveness once the suffocation began in earnest—a struggle against the ligature. Most had claw marks on their throat.

      But not this boy. The child exhibited the expected bruising around the rope itself, lines of angry blue-black, but none of the claw-like scraping Petrosky had anticipated. Huh. Had he taken something to dull the pain before he put his head through the noose and stepped off that chair?

      The clucking sound came again, from outside: the droning of voices. The neighbors? Sounded like more than the few horrified middle-aged women he’d seen loitering on the sidewalk—the kind who looked like they should have Chihuahuas in their purses. But with a case like this, there would be strangers out there soon enough, prying into every little crevice like scavenger birds tearing at a decomposing raccoon. “Where’s the family now?”

      “They’re with friends a few houses down—the neighbor was rounding them up when I got here. That guy didn’t see or hear anything unusual, not that you’d expect him to.”

      Right—suicide was often a silent affair. Like depression. Petrosky nodded, but he could not drag his gaze to his partner’s face. The kid’s bloody eyes. The purple line on his neck. The breeze sighed, and Petrosky got a nose full of shit—shit and death. You never got used to that. Never. He coughed.

      “You dying, old man?” Her voice echoed off the curved wooden staircase to his right. The beige curtains on the bay windows at the far end and the plush white carpet on the exposed second story landing absorbed the hiss of his breath, but not the sounds of the room.

      “Not today.” Probably. But he’d give his left testicle for a jar of VapoRub—not like he was using them for much else at the moment. He finally pulled his eyes from the kid and peered up at the rope instead, new rope from the shiny braid. How long had the boy struggled before giving up? Maybe Petrosky didn’t want to know. “What about Scott?”

      “On his way. I already told the officers outside that no one enters this room but Scott and the ME.”

      Good. Evan Scott was the best forensic guy they had, still practically a kid, but a genius kid. Petrosky squinted one last time at the rafters, following the rope over the beam, then to the wooden banister where it was secured, then turned back to the body. A deeply purple tongue protruded from between the boy’s lips, so swollen it didn’t look like it should ever have fit into his mouth.

      “Goddammit,” Jackson muttered from the far side of the room, behind the couch, her hand on one of the floor-to-ceiling curtains the color of Petrosky’s pasty ass. She frowned through the slit she’d opened in the draperies. “We’ve got company.”

      Petrosky edged around the couch to peer over her shoulder at the backyard: lush grass surrounded by an eight-foot fence, and bordered on the inside with thick conifers and oaks, a glistening swimming pool in the middle. Over the top of the fence, someone’s fat face appeared, but the man dropped when he met Petrosky’s glare. If the lookie-loos thought they were going to climb over the fence into the backyard, they had another thing coming. And from the street…

      On the other side of the room, the thickly curtained windows faced the driveway on the side of the house. Petrosky pulled one curtain back in time to see an older model Range Rover squeal up to the curb, back doors winging open before it was even parked. A man with a belly like a basketball under his shirt flung an enormous camera onto his shoulder and stepped onto the emerald lawn.

      “Ah, the vultures are here.” But he’d expected that. When a kid in an affluent neighborhood offed himself, they had to at least get a sound bite for the evening news. Or more than a sound bite, because it was this kid.

      And suddenly everything was too loud, too vibrant. Little needles prickled at the base of his brain and tingled down his back and along his arms like a memory trying to slither from its prison. Focus, Petrosky. No time for nonsense. But that’s what he’d told himself yesterday too. He cleared his throat. “You think Acharya’s on his way?”

      “If there’s a story, he is. Guy went primetime after our last case.” Jackson raised an eyebrow. “You want to talk to the journalists now?”

      “Hell no.” Petrosky sniffed. “I was just curious.”

      Jackson dropped the curtain and sighed. “Let’s go talk to the parents. We’ll meet up with Scott and the ME later on today after they toss the bedroom—I don’t have the stomach for it right now.”

      At least they didn’t have to make the death notification. Those conversations always brought to mind the day he’d been on the receiving end, and Julie… His daughter had been about the same age as this boy when she’d died. When she’d been murdered. He swallowed hard.

      “Why’d they call us?” Jackson said. “No ligature marks at the wrists or ankles, no additional bruising that would indicate a struggle—probably a standard suicide.”

      “It’s a little more complicated than that.” Petrosky let his gaze drift back to the body—that horribly purple tongue.

      “Why?”

      He finally met her eyes. “This is Gregory Boyle, the kidnapped and miraculously returned wonder boy.”
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      The neighborhood was quirky-rich and uniformly non-conformist—brick or stucco, wide porches or modern walk-outs, tiger lilies or tulips, or rounded hedges—but all of them retained the pretentiousness that pervaded any little city which had art fairs. Or farmer’s markets. Artisanal coffee shops selling organic pickles that someone made in their basement. But today the front sidewalk was choking on the fancy boots and high heels of TV’s finest, who descended like locusts as Petrosky and Jackson stepped onto the lawn.

      A blonde with blue eyeliner shoved a microphone in Petrosky’s face. When the metal brushed his lips, he backhanded it, and his smarting knuckles were well worth the look on the journalist’s face when the equipment went flying, narrowly missing hitting another reporter in his smarmy mouth.

      “Hey!” she squealed.

      “Fuck off,” Petrosky snapped. “All of you.”

      Another reporter—a dark-haired man with just as much makeup—yelled, “Is Little Greggie really dead?”

      Little Greggie. The press had called him that—shit, seven years ago?—when he first went missing. Actually, it had been his parents who coined it; Gregory Boyle’s mother had let the nickname slip on the six o’clock news, and it had stuck. But now the words were obscene. Gregory wasn’t little; he was a buck-forty and five-six. And he was dead, his grieving parents hiding from these assholes at the neighbor’s place—where Petrosky and Jackson were going now.

      The male reporter lunged forward, and Petrosky grimaced at the microphone wielding prick, the reporter’s eyes wide, excited to get an answer to his question, even if it was bad news. Maybe especially if it was bad news. “Have a little goddamn respect you sonofa⁠—”

      The steady pressure of Jackson’s hand on his arm drew him off, away from the throng. Thank god, there was Scott’s car—a used Cadillac, a little pretentious, but at least he’d bought domestic. The reporters withdrew and headed for Scott instead as he exited his vehicle, apparently deciding the kid would be more likely to talk to them than Petrosky. They were wrong about that. Scott was just more elegant with his evasion.

      Jackson glanced Petrosky’s way as they headed up the walk toward the neighbor’s, toward a family who would never be the same again. “What’s your deal today?”

      Petrosky shook his head. “I’m fine.” He wasn’t. His chest was tight—a steady, vicious pressure since he’d awoken. Maybe it had started yesterday. Or even last week. “I’m definitely better than Scott is right now.”

      “What do you think Scott will do to get them off his back?” Jackson asked when they were out of earshot.

      “Last time, he pretended to only speak Spanish and accidentally ended up with someone who spoke fluently. He’ll probably use French.”

      “Of all the languages⁠—”

      “Want to bet on it? Loser has to put bees in Decantor’s car.” Detective Decantor was a good guy, but if he didn’t stop with the J-Lo and pop culture references, Petrosky’s “thicc” ass was going to “pop a cap.” Or something.

      “Bees? What the⁠—”

      “He hates bees. Loves that one rapper, though, and that guy has a rather insectile face. Pretty ironic if you ask me.”

      “I hate bees, Petrosky.”

      Their footfalls tap-tap-tapped against the sidewalk. He raised an eyebrow.

      “And no, you are not putting bees in that man’s car.”

      Petrosky stepped around a teal fire hydrant. Who paints a fire hydrant teal? “He’s definitely going French. I saw the app on Scott’s phone.”

      “You were betting with inside information? You’re a goddamn cheat.”

      The drone of the reporters had quieted with distance, as had the tension between Petrosky’s shoulders. He glanced up the block in time to see Evan Scott raise his hands, his mouth moving rapidly, and the reporters cocking their heads—confused. Way to go, kid. Petrosky turned back to the sidewalk and squinted at the road ahead. Where was the neighbor’s place where the Boyles were staying? They were already five houses down.

      “Gregory Boyle—was he the one kept in a warehouse?” Jackson asked.

      Petrosky nodded. “I think so.” Gregory Boyle had been seven when he’d vanished on his walk home from school one afternoon. He’d been held captive for five years, and then poof, he’d shown back up. Petrosky didn’t remember much else about the case, though it had been all over the news at the time. “Kid’s been home…two years if memory serves.” But these days, his memory was hazy. Usually on purpose. “To be honest, I always thought he pissed the kidnappers off, so they booted him.” He smiled, but it felt hollow even to him. Fake it ’til you make it was only good advice for people who were good at pretending to be happy. On his best day, Petrosky looked like he’d rather smother someone than chat. Which was how he preferred it.

      Jackson stopped abruptly, and Petrosky followed suit, narrowing his eyes at the house looming before them. The Boyles’ place had been modern—angular and hard on the outside despite the tree-trunk rafters and plush beige carpeting on the stairs. The neighbor’s house was a stucco bungalow that was easily five times the size of Petrosky’s house with a rounded upper balcony and an enormous half-circle front porch that mirrored the second story. No front stairs to the entrance, just an oversized double door with carved window surrounds that made it look like trees had become sentient and were trying to devour the building.

      Petrosky dropped the door knocker and listened to the echo reverberate through the foyer.

      “I hate this part,” Jackson muttered. Her mouth was tight, tighter even than when they’d been in the presence of the dead boy. He peered over his shoulder at the Boyle house—reporter shitheads, all of them—eight houses up the block. Yeah, this home was much too far away for the inhabitants here to have heard anything, even if the boy had been throwing chairs around with abandon instead of just quietly kicking one over.

      Thunk. Petrosky turned.

      A tall, thin black man opened the door—wiry glasses and a bald head shiny enough to reflect the sunlight. His face was drawn.

      Petrosky flashed his badge. “We’re looking⁠—”

      “Kennedy, Damon Kennedy.” The man stepped back and waved them into the foyer. “Please.”

      Petrosky and Jackson stepped over the threshold into a high-ceilinged foyer, a long wooden bench on the left wall, the enormous mirror above it reflecting…plants? He peered at the wall to his right. Floor-to-ceiling greenery, some kind of living vine. Bright, airy kitchen beyond the foyer in front of them. A hall to the right past the plants led somewhere not readily apparent—maybe Narnia with all this greenhouse shit.

      “This way, Detectives,” Kennedy said. “The Boyles are in the living room.”

      They followed him over a rustic wood floor, not shiny, not pretending like the floors in the Boyle house—the wood here was ugly and scarred and somehow more proud for it. Kennedy left them at the living room entryway and headed back up the hall toward the kitchen.

      The air tightened the moment they stepped through the arch. Mrs. Boyle sat with a boy of about twelve on the living room sofa, the couch curved at the exact angle of the back bay windows and all puckered up with tawny buttons in the same rustic fabric as the rest of it. Mr. Boyle stood, arms crossed, beady eyes squinted in agitation or pain, beside an enormous coffee table that looked like driftwood. Rough, like the thing might give you a splinter if you touched the top. Abrasive. Petrosky liked it.

      Mr. Boyle approached when they flashed their badges. “Ron Boyle, my wife, Adrian.” He nodded to the woman, but his arms stayed crossed, brow furrowed beneath his thinning black hair—his bristly mustache made up for what he lacked up top. “Did you cut him down yet?” He practically spat the words, more angry than sad.

      Interesting. “The forensic team and our medical examiner are there now, working the scene, making sure we have all the pieces we need. Did they tell you that you might have to get a hotel for the night?”

      Ron nodded, dark eyes run through with ruby spiderwebs. “Damon said we can stay here until this…nasty business is taken care of.”

      Nasty business? What a way to refer to your teenage son’s suicide. Jackson had stiffened beside him—she clearly didn’t like the vibe in here any more than Petrosky did.

      “What kind of evidence could you possibly need?” Adrian Boyle asked, her voice low and steady from the sofa. Sandy hair, freckles across the bridge of her nose, cleft chin, square jaw. She stared at them with dry eyes, her fingers like talons on her knees. “He killed himself, just get him down so we can bury him.” Not an ounce of inflection in her voice. Shock, surely, but he didn’t like the way her nostrils flared, or the gaze of the pre-teen boy at her side—eyebrows slightly raised as if he were trying not to roll his eyes, the face of a child listening to an hour-long algebra lecture. Petrosky frowned.

      “We’ll have the medical examiner transfer him to the funeral home after the autopsy is complete,” Jackson said. “But in a case like this, I’d wait before you make arrangements.”

      Adrian shook her head. “We don’t want an autopsy.”

      Petrosky and Jackson exchanged a glance.

      “Why not, ma’am?” Jackson asked.

      “Because I said no!” Adrian’s eyes flashed fire, her voice a harsh bark—forced, like she was having trouble getting the words out. “He’s my son, and I can refuse.”

      The hell you can. And the rage in her face, the spittle on her lip… The grief response was complicated, but most parents didn’t go straight to feral aggression. “I assure you, our team is working as fast as they can,” Petrosky said instead of arguing the point.

      The youngest member of the Boyle household—their only child now—sighed.

      Ron Boyle shook his head and grumbled: “We’ve had a long week, Detectives, we just want to…oh, I don’t know.” He threw his hands up and turned away from them toward the fireplace, fists clenching and unclenching.

      What the hell is wrong with these people? Petrosky’s shoulders went rigid. He didn’t think the guy would throw a punch, but Ron’s back was so tight beneath his white T-shirt it looked like his tendons might snap. This entire interaction had been an exercise in weirdness.

      “We just have a few routine questions,” Jackson said slowly, her eyes on Ron’s back. “What time did you arrive home?”

      The man turned, his jaw more relaxed—resigned. “About eight.”

      “That’s pretty early to be leaving a vacation. You had to get up at what? Five-thirty?”

      “Yeah, I have…had a business meeting this afternoon, so what?”

      Jackson nodded. “Was the front door unlocked?”

      Ron narrowed his eyes and shook his head. “No, I had to unlock it.”

      So Gregory had locked himself inside before he put the noose around his throat, not that this was unusual—most people locked up when they were home alone. “No signs of forced entry?” Petrosky asked. “Nothing missing that you saw?”

      “I only saw him,” Ron said. “I didn’t look at anything else.”

      “Did you touch anything?” Often parents ran to the body, grabbed their child—fucked up the scene. If they had to deal with forensic contamination here, it was better to know where to look for it.

      But Ron was shaking his head again. “No. He was obviously dead. I barely stepped into the room.” He sniffed. “I opened the door, saw him, Adrian screamed, and we turned around and closed the door before Stevie could see. Called you from the front lawn. Took you long enough to get here, by the way.” His jaw hardened once more, eyes bright with fury as if they’d tried to piss him off with their tardiness. Huh.

      “You’re just doing this because it was Greg, right? Little Greggie?” The brother, the twelve-year-old, wrinkled his nose with distaste and whirled on his mother, eyes glittering. “You wouldn’t care if I did it.”

      Adrian turned to the boy in slow motion, mouth open in a small shocked o. “Of course we would, Stevie, of course.” She wrapped an arm around him, he tried and failed to shrug away, and now her eyes did fill as if she were more moved by Stevie’s accusation than her other child’s death. She addressed Petrosky and Jackson. “Gregory was…he had some issues. Obviously, we have some…complicated feelings to work through.”

      Complicated? That’s it? The hairs on the back of Petrosky’s neck prickled, though the kid having issues should make it easier to confirm suicide. Jackson pulled her notepad from her jacket. “What kind of issues, Mrs. Boyle?”

      “Just…he seemed more upset…got into some fights at school.” Adrian Boyle straightened, Stevie still clutched against her side, and brushed a hand through her sandy hair as if her arm weighed a thousand pounds. “His grades were good, but he’d stopped caring as much, especially in the last…six months. He spent a lot of time…by himself.”

      Petrosky nodded, the chht-shh of Jackson’s pen a steady drone in his ears, but far better than the clucking journalists on the Boyles’ lawn. Ron Boyle scratched at his hearty mustache and leaned back against the mantel.

      “When did this all start?” Jackson asked. “This personality change?”

      “Maybe…a year ago?” Adrian said. Her gaze dropped to her lap again. “He had been happy for so long. When he came home, he was just glad to be here with us…excited to play with his brother…and then…” She swallowed hard.

      Jackson made a note on her pad. “Was there a trigger that you’re aware of? Something that changed for Gregory?” She was asking the usual questions, but her words felt different today. Tentative. They weren’t just looking to confirm a suicide—they had to rule out homicide because of Gregory’s history with some serious bad-guy kidnappers, though Petrosky couldn’t see a kidnapper showing up to off a victim two years after they’d let him go home. This was probably a waste of time, but the way the Boyles were behaving…

      Adrian pursed her lips and shrugged. Sluggish movements as if she were stuck in invisible quicksand. “No trigger…I don’t think. He was just…upset, like I said. Kinda withdrawn. But we did everything we could…sent him to the school counselor…I signed him up for 4-H clubs, for Boy Scouts…for anything I could think of. Wholesome activities. He refused to go to any of them. And he kept on…being upset.”

      Yeah, he kept on being upset because Boy Scouts doesn’t cure depression. Nor did any number of wholesome activities. Gregory had to have been severely traumatized by his kidnapping and five years of captivity, and puberty might have worsened matters too—no matter how he appeared just after his return, trauma sometimes showed up in unexpected ways. How could they ignore that, pretend it was something you could cure with a camping trip? “Define upset,” he said now.

      “Just what I told you,” she said.

      “Crying?” Jackson asked.

      “No.”

      “Nightmares?” Petrosky said.

      Adrian frowned. “Not that I knew about.”

      From the fireplace, Ron shook his head. “He never talked about any of it,” the man said. “Never told us a thing.”

      So either the Boyles had allowed their traumatized child to keep everything bottled up, or they were holding back now—probably both. Were they embarrassed about his depression? Ashamed they hadn’t been able to help him? Both reactions were common after a child’s suicide, not necessarily suspicious. He didn’t want to imagine this boy sinking further into despair until he thought suicide was the only way out, but it happened. Petrosky had been there himself, precariously close to swinging from his own rafters—well, if rafters were guns, and the rope a bullet straight into his gray matter. If he could just piece together an escalation, see a pattern to Gregory’s worsening depression, he could put the case to bed with a clear conscience. And yet…

      Petrosky refocused on Ron Boyle—the man’s arms crossed again, jaw rigid. Shifty bastard. “Did you ever medicate him?”

      “Oh, he was doing plenty of that on his own,” Ron snapped. “I caught him drinking my beer once.”

      Beer? That was Gregory’s big bout with deviance? “I don’t mean beer. Anything prescribed by a psychiatrist that might have actually alleviated his depression?”

      “He wasn’t depressed,” Adrian said and blinked—too slowly. For a moment, he wasn’t sure she’d open her eyes back up. Are we boring you?

      Petrosky raised an eyebrow. “I think most psychiatrists would disagree on that one.”

      “Obviously, he was sad,” Ron said to Adrian. His voice was quieter now, though it maintained its hard, angry edge—a tone that almost sounded like blame. But who did he blame: himself, his wife, or Gregory? “Remember when he used to say stuff…that he felt different? That he wasn’t himself anymore?”

      “He was messing around,” Adrian said, voice sharp but sleepy, the edges muddled like she had marbles in her mouth. But bright spots of pink rose in her cheeks. So she had emotions after all, even if there was a disconnect. She must have popped a pill to take the edge off.

      Jackson lowered the notepad. “Did he make any statements to suggest he had thoughts of harming himself?”

      Silence filled the room and pressed against Petrosky’s rib cage until Ron sighed. And nodded.

      “What did he say?” Jackson asked.

      Ron frowned at his wife, who had her eyes locked on her knees. He kept his gaze on her and raised his voice: “He said, ‘Little Greggie is dead.’”

      Well there’s foreshadowing for you.

      “Yeah, because he was angry,” Adrian said, and suddenly, her brow furrowed, as if she’d just recalled something critical. Her eyes cleared. “I…he didn’t act depressed…there was no way we could have known. But he had to have been, I guess…since he did this.” The woman had skipped right to acceptance. Unless ignoring her role in her son’s death was her version of denial.

      “He was just bad,” Stevie said, leveling his gaze at Petrosky. What the… Petrosky waited for Mom or Dad to speak up, to show an ounce of sympathy for their eldest son, but Adrian just looked at her lap. Ron Boyle raised one beefy hand and massaged his neck. Somewhere, a clock chimed.

      Not a single word of disagreement? These assholes were acting like it was a relief that their “bad” child was gone. His breathing was suddenly too loud. “With his alcohol use, his depression, and his history of badness,” Petrosky said, the word bitter on his tongue, “you still believed it was okay to leave him home alone this week?”

      Ron dropped his hand. “It was only a few days, and he said he had studying to do.”

      Petrosky narrowed his eyes at him, watching the little twitch at the corner of his lips. Liar. “It’s the beginning of August, sir. Was he in summer school?”

      Ron’s jaw dropped, but it was Adrian who answered. “No summer school. But he…liked to learn things. He was good at science.” She sniffed.

      Bullshit, bullshit, bullshit. The hairs on the back of his neck vibrated furiously. “What about friends? Anyone he hung out with, who might have come over while you were gone?” Maybe a friend would be able to shed light on Gregory’s final days.

      Adrian and Ron both shook their heads again. Ron said, “He didn’t have friends that he saw on a regular basis. No one ever came over. Anyone he knew from school…I wouldn’t even be able to give you a name.”

      “Seems a little”—lax—“uninvolved for someone who lost their child once already.”

      “He was a teenager,” Adrian said. “We couldn’t…force him to tell us things.”

      “Did your son say anything to you before you left? Anything that might indicate his intentions?” Maybe you just didn’t want to deal with him being “upset” anymore.

      Adrian stared at Petrosky. “You think we would have…left him alone if we thought he was going to hurt himself?” But her voice was low, too calm, and she didn’t look as devastated as she should have. As any normal person would.

      Petrosky’s face burned—he’d give anything to have his daughter back. The Boyles were royally fucked up, and Petrosky didn’t trust fucked up when the deceased was a child, and the people who were supposed to care about him couldn’t even muster a few sad tears after finding his shit-stained corpse swinging from the living room ceiling. He leveled his glare at Ron Boyle. “Passive avoidance, neglect—it’s one way to get rid of a bad kid.”

      Ron Boyle shoved himself from the fireplace and charged, eyes spitting fire—there was the emotion. At the loss, or at the accusation? Jackson stepped between him and Petrosky, one hand raised. “Listen, Mr. Boyle, we’re not trying to imply anything uncouth. But we need to know everything you can remember. These are routine questions so we can go back to our boss and tell her we investigated as well as we could before we closed the case. You don’t want this popping back up in a few months because we didn’t do our due diligence.”

      Ron’s nostrils were still flaring, but he backed off Jackson. His shoulders relaxed. “Do what you have to. But if you ever so much as⁠—”

      “Point taken,” Petrosky said, but he wasn’t even a little sorry. Something was seriously wrong with this family. He backed toward the door. “I’ll let Detective Jackson finish up, and we’ll have the crime techs inform you when you can return to the house.”

      “How long will it take?” the boy—Stevie—asked. “All my video games are upstairs, and there’s nothing half as cool here.”

      “We’ll let you know,” Petrosky said, his eyes on Stevie. Seriously fucked up, just like his parents. The boy had crossed his arms like his father and was staring daggers at Petrosky. Agitated—annoyed. And definitely not sad, not one bit. “Though you might have some clean-up work to do before you play video games, kid. Unless your parents want to scrub the living room on their own.”

      Adrian balked. Ron’s face reddened. Petrosky turned on his heel and walked out into the foyer, glancing around for Kennedy. Maybe Kennedy would be more normal—maybe he could shed some light on whatever-the-hell this was. The homeowner was not in the plant-laden entryway, but Petrosky could hear his low voice from somewhere nearby—the kitchen. Jackson’s voice murmured in the background, smoothing things over with the whacked-out family in the living room. He’d probably end up in the chief’s office by the end of the day.

      A boy about Gregory’s age sat at the kitchen island, Damon Kennedy across from him in front of the sink, pouring something into a cup from a blue teapot. The boy’s eyes were red—a friend of Gregory’s? If so, he might know something about the circumstances surrounding his death, or at least whether Gregory had been unhappy, or unhappier, in recent weeks. Petrosky had enough to close the case as a suicide so long as the forensics checked out, but it would be easier to put suicide in the file if others corroborated the story. Especially since Little Greggie Boyle’s parents seemed to care less about his death than they had about finding him when he was missing. All those press conferences back then, emotional pleas to bring their child home, and now, not a tear. So help him, if the forensics indicated anything amiss, he’d be back here with cuffs.

      Petrosky knocked on the wall at the entrance to the kitchen, and the elder Kennedy nodded in Petrosky’s direction. “Everything okay, Detective?”

      “Just had a few questions if you have a minute.”

      Kennedy set the teapot back on the stove and gestured to the barstools. “Of course.” He glanced at the hallway, where the voices in the living room rose and fell then rose again.

      “Did you both know Gregory well?” Petrosky asked.

      Kennedy shrugged. “Just from what his father told me.”

      Petrosky turned to the boy. “How about you, sir? Were you and Gregory close?”

      The boy smiled, the tiniest, saddest little smile and said, “Not really. He spent most of his time in his house. I think he played games online and stuff.” Online games? They’d have to look into that. Maybe he met the wrong person in an online world—at the very least, maybe someone there knew him better than his family seemed to.

      The elder Kennedy cleared his throat. “He was a troubled boy, Detective. Malik stays out of trouble, doesn’t like drama. Like his old man.”

      Petrosky kept his gaze on the child. “Did the other kids at school feel the same way about him?” Loneliness was a suicide trigger too.

      Malik shrugged. “He didn’t go to my school.”

      Kennedy cut in: “Malik goes to Sacred Heart, like most of the kids in the neighborhood. The Boyles attend the public school—Anderson.”

      If the other families in the neighborhood used private school…was it a status symbol, pretentious nonsense, or was there a reason? “Is that strange for the area?” Petrosky asked. “Is Anderson top-notch, or what?”

      “No…I…” Kennedy stared into his teacup as if whatever floated there held the key to eternal life. Finally, he sighed. “They’re having money problems, have been since a few years after Gregory disappeared. They’d been hiring private detectives and all that.” He met Petrosky’s eyes. “Not that I can blame them. If Malik disappeared, if something ever happened to him…” He shuddered, face suddenly haggard as if he were unable to imagine such horror, as if he knew it would break him. His dark hands shook around his teacup.

      There’s the correct response.

      Malik reached across the island and touched his father’s arm, and Kennedy patted the boy’s fingers. Steadying himself. “Sorry. I just can’t imagine.” He cleared his throat. “Anyway, to answer your question, the Boyles used the public schools to avoid digging themselves deeper into debt. Can’t hide it now, though.”

      “Why is that, sir?”

      “Filing bankruptcy—their auto dealership is closing. Greg told me about it last week, asked if I knew any good attorneys.”

      Gregory had been helping his father get his bankruptcy in order? “Greg was in charge of his parents’—”

      “Greg senior. Gregory’s dad.”

      Hadn’t the guy said his name was Ron?

      As if sensing his confusion, Kennedy amended, “He goes by Ron for business stuff out in the community, his middle name, to match the dealership—it was his dad’s place before it was his.”

      Thud, thud, thud—rubber-soled footsteps from the hallway. Petrosky turned to see Jackson enter the kitchen, her lips a tight line, eyes blazing like she wanted to punch him in the throat. He turned back to Kennedy.

      “Is your wife around, Mr. Kennedy? It’d be great to speak to her, ask if she saw or heard anything unusual.” Probably a moot point, but Petrosky couldn’t shake the feeling that the Boyles were hiding something.

      “My wife died five years ago,” Kennedy said, and Petrosky refocused on his face. “It’s just us here.”

      Always the good ones who go young. He swallowed hard. His mouth was too dry to speak.

      Malik wiped his nose, and Kennedy passed the child a paper towel. “If you have any other questions, Detectives, feel free.”

      Petrosky nodded and finally cleared his throat. “Thank you, Mr. Kennedy.” They were being dismissed, but they were done with the Boyles too—at least until the forensics came back. “We’ll show ourselves out.”
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      They knocked on the door of every neighbor who had a direct line of sight to the Boyle house—a dozen homeowners with wide eyes that glittered with something too close to excitement—but none had seen or heard anything strange. No noises overnight. No emotional disturbances or odd behavior from Gregory in recent days. One mentioned seeing a small truck at the front curb of the Boyle house as she arrived home from work four days prior, but she’d been unable to tell make or model—too dark outside to see well—and none of the neighbors’ doorbell cams had caught it either. A truck at the curb didn’t necessarily mean anything, of course. They’d have to ask the Boyles. But not today. They’d wait for forensics before they headed back to see those irritable pricks.

      Jackson remained quiet at his side, professional and stalwart, but her energy pricked his skin like little zaps of electricity. She was angry at him. To her credit, she never let that interfere when they had a mission to accomplish; if she did, she’d probably spend every other day forgoing work just to kick Petrosky’s ass.

      By the time they finished canvassing the neighbors, the sun was blazing, their shadows dark puddles around their feet—lunchtime. Petrosky’s stomach grumbled. From the sidewalk in front of the Boyles’ house, a lone reporter—the one with blue eyeliner and the overly invasive mic—glanced his way.

      Petrosky stepped into the road and paused at his Caprice’s driver’s door. “Let’s stop at Rita’s on the way back to the station. I need some⁠—”

      “Was that really necessary, what you did to the Boyles?” Jackson shot from the sidewalk; she’d parked her SUV closer to the house, like a fool. “They’re suffering, this is the worst day of their lives and you…messed with them.”

      There it is. Good thing he’d decided to drive his own wheels instead of riding with Jackson today. His plan to pick up a new faucet for the neighbor girls was about to make his lunch hour much more pleasant.

      Petrosky dropped the door handle and said over the top of the car: “Did you see them? Their child is dead, and they didn’t even seem upset except to tell us they didn’t want an autopsy—and any parent should want that exam done.” He’d seen it hundreds of times, parents waiting on autopsy results as if it would help them sleep better, all of them desperate to know their child went as painlessly as possible. He’d been one of them, though Julie’s results had done nothing to calm his worst fears. He met Jackson’s eyes. “They just want to stick him in the ground so they can forget about it.”

      “They were plenty upset, and grief shows up in weird ways, as does depression; anger, agitat⁠—”

      “They were agitated that we were there, not because he was dead. It’s fucking weird.” Petrosky glanced past Jackson. The reporter was looking intently at them now—she took a step closer. Then another.

      Not today, lady. Petrosky jerked open the car door. “See you back at the station, Jackson.”
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      His faucet errand went smoothly—as did his quick stop at Rita’s diner—and by the time he arrived back at the precinct, his nerves had settled. Maybe Jackson was right; maybe he’d been too harsh. He’d been a little edgy this week—“oversensitive,” she called it—though he couldn’t quite put his finger on why.

      The bullpen was its usual zesty mix of ink, old files, frustration, and someone’s microwaved burrito. Past the pillar that anchored the middle of the L-shaped room, he could see Decantor banging away on his keyboard, and Decantor’s short Irish partner, Sloan, at an adjacent desk. But Jackson…she was at Petrosky’s desk, albeit on the short edge. Probably because she knew it annoyed him, but maybe she was waiting for him so she could ream him out. Again.

      He set the to-go coffees on the desktop, one in front of her. She glanced up, frowning, but took the coffee. “Everything go okay?” she asked.

      He narrowed his eyes at her tight lips, the rigid set of her shoulders, the surprising softness of her gaze. Had she forgiven him? Or had something changed? He nodded, then grabbed his chair and gestured to the case file she had open on the desktop. “What’ve we got?”

      “I was just taking another look at Gregory’s old kidnapping case. You were…right. About something strange going on with the Boyles.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Say that again.”

      “Don’t get too excited. The way you treated the Boyles was absolutely wrong, but⁠—”

      “But I was right, you said I was right. This might be the best day of my⁠—”

      “Just shut up, you cantankerous bastard. And listen.”

      He did, sipping his coffee while she tapped the pages in front of them. “So, Gregory vanished after school one day, seven years ago—no witnesses to the abduction. Not a single lead. The police canvassed, put out his photo, but the case went cold. So the parents took matters into their own hands. They hired a private investigator, started having press conferences—they had the media’s focus for six months, which is an awfully long time for something like this.”

      Petrosky nodded. These kidnapping cases usually lost media appeal in a few weeks unless there was something particularly scandalous about it. If it bleeds, it leads. “Journalists are a bunch of fickle bitches.” Especially Acharya.

      “They are. And once the articles stopped being printed, Gregory Boyle vanished into the database. The Boyles still had the private eye, though, and all the PI’s information is in the file; he called in routinely from the looks of it, at least until they found Gregory wandering around the cemetery.”

      Ah, the cemetery. He’d almost forgotten that part. So much blood in that soil, and he didn’t mean the corpses buried neatly beneath the headstones.

      Jackson leaned closer, squinting at the tiny print in the margins of the case file. “Gregory couldn’t remember his last name at first,” she said, “but the birthmark on his upper thigh was a dead giveaway once they arrived at the hospital.”

      The hospital. So they’d done a full work-up. Petrosky reached for the file himself. Nothing about drugs in his system, so the kid’s memory lapse was probably trauma-induced—or the result of brainwashing. “No suspects, no arrests, right?”

      She shook her head. “But the kidnapping thing…it was weird.” Jackson leaned over the desk toward him and pulled a few pages free. “He said he was yanked off the street by a man with a beard and taken to a warehouse, somewhere nearby because he wasn’t in the car that long. The police showed him pictures of every viable warehouse within a forty-mile radius—nada. Gregory said the bearded man brought a bunch of food every morning, all his meals at once, but that he was alone the rest of the time.”

      Petrosky tried to imagine a seven-year-old kid sitting in a dark corner…for all of his waking hours. His stomach turned. “So, what did he do all day?”

      “He said he sang. Kid had it in his head that he was going to be the next winner of America’s Got Talent, but he can’t carry a tune to save his life, according to the last detective on the case, anyway.”

      Petrosky squinted at the tiny writing. Detective Harris. The name sounded vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t connect it to a face. “We’ll go visit Harris, see what he remembers.”

      “No can do there.”

      “Shit, did he die? Why are all the people we need dead?”

      “What?” Her eyes narrowed. “You mean Gregory? Who else is dead?”

      “I…sorry, I don’t know where that came from.” He picked up his coffee cup, his hand shaking as he brought it to his lips. What the hell is happening? Was it his heart? His chest didn’t hurt…not really. “So, why can’t we talk to Harris?”

      “Oh, we can talk, but we can’t visit—guy retired to Hawaii, lucky bastard.”

      “That ain’t lucky.”

      “Only because your Polish ass would be redder than a lobster in about five minutes.”

      “Exactly.” He sent coffee down his gullet—acidic. Burning.

      She frowned and leaned back in the seat. “And get this: there’s one call from the PI on file six months ago. He stopped calling after Gregory came home, no calls for a year and a half, and then he suddenly picked up the phone to ask if we’d gotten any new leads. Sounds like he’s still on the payroll, maybe looking for the kidnappers.”

      But Petrosky would still be looking, too, if it were his kid—or his case. Then again…he hadn’t kept going when it was his child. He’d given up until Julie’s killer murdered another woman and dragged him back into the fray against his will. Maybe, despite their inherent weirdness, the Boyles were better parents than he’d ever been.

      And yet… He sipped at his coffee again, forcing it over the lump in his throat, the acid churning in his guts. “There’s something wrong here, Jackson. I don’t know exactly what it is, but I feel it.”

      Her eyes narrowed, thoughtful. “It’s strange that the Boyles didn’t bother disclosing their PI even if the kidnapping isn’t the case we’re actively investigating. I mean, they spent money they didn’t have on the PI and not a dime on therapy for their child? And their other kid, Stevie—Jesus Christ, that kid’s a psycho if I ever met one.”

      Hell yeah he is. Petrosky closed the case file. “Let’s start a year ago when the parents say Gregory’s attitude changed. We’ll talk to his friends, the school. And the neighbor kid said he was alone a lot, probably playing online—I’m sure Scott will pick up his laptop from the house, grab anything else useful from Gregory’s room.” He didn’t think they’d find laundry pods or paraphernalia from some random internet death-challenge, but you never knew. Petrosky’d heard stranger. And he’d definitely seen worse.
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