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Richie Krebbs is an ex-cop, a walking encyclopedia of crime and criminals who chafes at bureaucracy. Frank Robey quit the FBI and joined the Detroit PD, obsessed with the case of a missing child and unwilling to leave the city before she was found. When Richie unearths a possible clue in one of Detroit’s many abandoned homes, it puts him on a collision course with Frank—and with depths of depravity that neither man could have imagined.

How do people who dwell in the darkest places—by profession or predilection—maintain their connection to the world of light and humanity? Richie and Frank will need every coping mechanism at their disposal to survive their descent into darkness and emerge unbroken on the other side.

With Empty Rooms, bestselling award-winning novelist Jeffrey J. Mariotte introduces crime savant Krebbs and obsessive comic book fan Robey, who will quickly join the ranks of the most beloved heroes of thriller literature.
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The awful daring of a moment’s surrender 

Which an age of prudence can never retract 

By this, and this only, we have existed 

Which is not to be found in our obituaries 

Or in memories draped by the beneficent spider 

Or under seals broken by the lean solicitor 

In our empty rooms

The Wasteland, T.S. Eliot
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The Morton house squatted on the edge of its corner lot, as if it had tiptoed over while nobody was watching and waited there, trying to decide which way to spring. When Richie Krebs first saw it he said to his wife, “That place looks haunted.”

Wendy didn’t even glance his way, just stared out the side window of the borrowed red pickup, its bed piled high with their belongings. Checking out their new neighborhood. “Babe, this is Detroit,” she said. “Every third house looks haunted.”

Wendy was overstating the situation, and yet she wasn’t. Their city’s condition varied neighborhood by neighborhood, street by street, sometimes block by block. Native Detroiters, Wendy and Richie weren’t immune to the impact of ruin porn, those inescapable photo essays focusing on the city’s vacant homes, abandoned factories, and boarded-up storefronts. They had friends who bucked the trend, whose property values clung tenaciously to life. But they had given up on their own place, surrendered to foreclosure, and walked out on their mortgage. Their former neighborhood looked like it had barely survived nuclear war. By contrast, the one they were moving into was a vast improvement, as if it had suffered only a moderately bad pandemic.

The whole situation was depressing. One more layer of bad news, adding to the sedimentary crust of it that had been building for the past thirteen months. Their marriage seemed the only thing decent left in Richie’s life, and it, too, creaked under the strain. He hoped moving to a new home, paid for with cash saved up by not paying their mortgage for several months, would improve things. Hope, however, was a scarce commodity these days, something he could only bring himself to parcel out in limited rations.

His worst times were the evenings, when he rose, unrested from daytime sleep, and got ready for work, donning the uniform he despised so much he hated to look in the mirror when he wore it. The provided shirts were a quarter-inch too short in the sleeves, frayed at the cuffs, and too tight across his broad shoulders. The tan shirts and brown pants, with their ridiculous, stiff gold stripes down the outer seams, were vaguely reminiscent of Nazi apparel. And all of it, especially the badge, reminded him of his own greatest failure: the shield he no longer wore.

He didn’t believe he was suicidal; just the same, he was glad he no longer owned a gun. He remembered an instructor at the Detroit police academy he had attended, a burly man wearing a white shirt that strained at the shoulders and barely closed around his bull neck. The man had a silver buzz-cut and a fighter’s nose, cocked to the right like a cabinet door with a busted upper hinge. “Never surrender your weapon,” he had said. “If you give up your weapon, in ninety-nine cases out of a hundred, it’ll be used against you. The last thing you want is to be shot with a bullet you loaded.”

Turned out, that wasn’t last on Richie’s list, after all.

What didn’t occur to Richie, in those optimistic rookie days, was that when the DPD fired you, they not only took away your badge but they reclaimed your department-issued firearm. Richie also got rid of the backup piece that his training officer had insisted he carry. Guns weren’t hard for cops to unload. Some kept small arsenals at home or stashed in the trunks of their personal vehicles, and were always up for a bargain. Richie sold his backup to a rookie with a glow like an expectant mother’s. He reminded Richie so much of himself, at that fledgling point in his career, that the conversation was literally painful.

The next time he paid any attention to the Morton house—though he didn’t yet know it by that name—two minutes after he pulled out of his driveway on a cool April night, he briefly wished that he had kept at least one of those weapons.

His encounter on that night led to a different sort of education, one they couldn’t provide at the academy. Safety is a comforting lie, he learned. What a person takes from life can’t be given back, and what’s given away is not easily reclaimed. He wished he could forget those lessons, wished they could be discarded as easily as steel and springs and gun oil. But forgetting is an illusion; once something is tucked into a pocket of memory, he found, it’s there forever, and the more horrible it is the closer to the front it remains, easy to slip out and worry at, like a scrap of familiar fabric rubbed soft and ragged over time.

On the night Richie’s lessons began, under a bright three-quarter moon, his headlights scraped past abandoned houses, empty windows gazing blankly across neglected lawns toward the cracked and crumbling street.

As Richie made a left at the corner, he braked for an old dog hobbling across the road, and slowed with those headlights aimed at the big corner house. A scraggly elm stood in the front yard. Richie was already looking away when he noticed a black kid with a crowbar heading toward the house. A black kid in Detroit was no more surprising than a foreclosure sign; one bearing a crowbar, still not entirely foreign. But it was eleven-thirty at night. The kid hadn’t come to make any owner-approved modifications.

Richie had passed that vacant house at least twice a day for three weeks. It was easy to distinguish a newly vacant one from a long-time empty. Recent ones still had landscaping, the boards nailed over their windows were new, often bearing orange stickers from a lumberyard. Graffiti hadn’t yet turned them into primitive message boards.

This house’s yard was thick with knee-high weeds. Its windows were covered in wood that had taken on the gray patina of the siding, age and weather scraping and dulling its paint and providing a neutral background for the urban art decorating it.

As Richie watched, the kid cut along the side of the house, toward the back. Richie was no longer a cop—for a lifelong dream, that had been a brief and ill-fated adventure, six years and done—but he still wore a uniform with a badge on it. He braked his aging Ford Tempo and got out, clutching a Mag-lite in lieu of a gun.

Weeds brushed his uniform pants. There was a fence around the backyard but the gate dangled from a single hinge, wide open. Richie played his flashlight beam over the gate and beyond, lighting more of the same miniature jungle. He paused just inside the gate. “Hello?”

No answer, but he heard a quick, ragged intake of breath from around the corner. The kid had probably been headed for a back door. Richie wondered if he had a gun. So many did, these days.

“Security!” Richie said. “Come on out. Let me see your hands.”

Another sharp breath. Hugging the wall, Richie rounded the corner.

The crowbar flashed in the Maglite’s beam, spinning end over end toward him. Instinct shoved Richie back behind the corner as the bar slammed into the wall, spraying wood chips. By the time the crowbar thumped down in the weeds, the kid was sprinting toward the back fence.

The fence was a plank construction, six feet high. Boards gapped here and there, but Richie didn’t want to count on there being an opening in the right spot. The kid was younger than him, and taller, lanky. Richie took off around the fence, toward the alley bisecting the block. He had always been broad-shouldered, lean and strong; in high school, coaches had shaken their heads in sad disbelief when they learned how little interest he had in athletics. He had worked out with weights even then, but only because he thought it would make him a better cop. His interests had always been narrowly focused. Lately, he had been slacking off on his running, down from ten miles a week to five or less, some of that at a walk. He’d let his gym membership lapse, too; he said it was for financial reasons, which was partly true, but even the weight bench in his basement was mostly used to dry laundry these days.

Before he reached the alley, he heard a crash. The kid apparently wasn’t as athletic as Richie had feared. He had snagged a foot on the fence and come down hard, and when Richie reached him he was still trying to get unsteady legs under him. Richie didn’t slow down, but plowed into him at full tilt. The kid went down again, entangling Richie.

They both wound up on the alley’s dirt floor, Richie pawing for his flashlight. He scrambled upright and cocked his arm back, ready to use the heavy light as a club, but the kid just sat there, staring at him in the moon’s glow, his heart beating so hard Richie could feel it through the cotton T-shirt bunched in his fist.

“You ain’t a cop. Since when do security give a fuck who goes in these vacants?”

“Security doesn’t,” Richie said. “I do.”

“What for?”

“This is my neighborhood.”

“Guess you don’t like crowds.”

“What I don’t like is people breaking into houses that aren’t theirs.” Richie shined his light onto the kid. He was maybe sixteen. Dark fuzz shaded his cheeks and his hair was cropped close to the scalp. He wore a coat big enough to fit three people his size, baggy jeans, and sneakers that could have served as clown shoes. But he didn’t have any visible tats or scars, and his eyes were wide, his face open, almost friendly. Gangstas worked hard to perfect a sort of bored sneer, lips curling down, eyes hooded, or they offered a smirking, phony sincerity. This kid didn’t show either of those.

Besides, Richie smelled rank sweat powering through the kid’s overdose of body spray. He was scared.

That was good. He wasn’t strapped. If he had been he would have shot Richie instead of chucking a crowbar at him. Richie was surprised to find himself somewhat relieved he hadn’t.

“What you gonna do?” the kid asked.

“I should cuff you and hold you for the cops.”

“Should?”

Richie didn’t have the authority to arrest the kid. He could hold him, as he’d threatened, but that would make him late for work. In his three weeks on the job, he had already received two reprimands for tardiness. “If you promise not to break into any more houses I’ll let it slide. You don’t look like such a bad guy to me.”

The kid tilted his chin up. “I bad as shit.”

“Yeah, I didn’t mean to insult you. Believe it or not, in some cultures that’s a compliment.”

“This here Detroit.”

“Must have slipped my mind.” Richie took a little spiral-topped notebook and a pen from his shirt pocket. “What’s your name?”

“Why?”

“You want me to get out the cuffs?”

“Wil.”

“Will.”

“One L.”

“What?”

“W-i-l. One L.”

“Got it,” Richie said. He crossed out the second L he had written. “Last name? Never mind, show me your driver’s license.”

“You don’t trust me?”

“You threw a crowbar at me.”

“Can I get that back?”

“You gonna use it to break into houses?”

Wil smiled. “Naw.” He fished a wallet from somewhere under his coat and slid his license out. He was seventeen, and his full name was Wilmont Aaron Fowler. Richie copied it down, along with an address on Berkshire, on the east side.

“This your current address?”

“Yeah.”

Richie’s neighborhood was just south of Detroit’s Boston-Edison district, as central as could be. “You came a long way to bust into a vacant. They don’t have any closer to home? Give me your digits.”

Wil spouted numbers. Richie wrote them down. He tore a sheet from the pad and scribbled on it. “This is me,” he said. “Richie Krebbs. Call my cell phone if you need me, not Rampart Security. The receptionist there is a junkyard dog, she’d chew you up and spit out the gristle.”

“Why you think I might need you?”

“You never know. Just hang on to it. And stay out of trouble, Wil, or I will make sure you go to jail. You feel me?”

Wil smiled. A gold tooth glinted in the flashlight’s beam. “I feel you.”

Richie got to his feet and helped Wil up. “I hurt you?”

“It’s cool.”

“Good. Keep away from vacant houses.”

Wil nodded, and Richie left him there. He had wasted too much time, was going to be late anyway.

Nothing he could do about it now.

O O O

“Check it,” Kevin Roche said. Kevin Roche was a husky black guy wearing a ball cap so tight it must have cut off the flow of blood to his brain. Lettered in gold on the cap’s crown was “Security,” and there was a three-bar chevron above that, testifying to his rank as a sergeant at Rampart Security. That meant an extra two hundred bucks in his bi-weekly take-home. And he got to drive the truck, until Rampart considered Richie fully trained and able to patrol solo.

Kevin had inclined his head toward a white van parked in front of a two-story home. Lights glowed from two upstairs windows onto an immaculately manicured lawn. Through a bay window on the ground floor came the rectangular, bluish haze of a wide-screen TV.

“That van?” Richie asked.

“Wasn’t there last night or the night before, right?”

“I don’t remember it, but I might have been blinded by all the Benzes and Lexuses.”

“Need to make note of this kind of thing,” Kevin said. “Anything that changes.”

They were patrolling Palmer Woods, an upper middle class neighborhood, emphasis on the upper, in a white pickup truck with a gold stripe along its side and a light bubble on the roof. In the event of trouble, they had their Maglites, a radio, and a digital camera with a zoom lens. Most upscale Detroiters wanted to live beyond Eight Mile Road, so Palmer Woods, just the far side of Seven Mile, off Woodward, was in riskier territory. The people who held out there got to feel like they were bucking the odds, pioneers in the foreign landscape that Detroit had become, and they paid dearly for the protection offered by a private security company.

Kevin was training Richie in the ways of patrol, which Richie found more than a little ironic given that he had been a street cop for six years, whereas Kevin’s previous law enforcement experience consisted of nineteen months on the security staff of the Sears at Summit Place Mall. But Kevin had been at Rampart for three years, during which time the company, and Detroit’s private security industry as a whole, had enjoyed enormous growth while the rest of the city imploded. He seemed smart and capable, and Richie had tried a few times to talk him into applying to the DPD. But Kevin had no interest in being a real cop, so Richie didn’t push it.

The job sucked. Leaving his house to drive to work made Richie’s neck ache, sent tendrils of pain into his head. His gut churned, and every minute he spent on duty he had to fight back the impulse to flee, to get into his second-hand Tempo and drive as fast as he could, to head for Maine or Mexico or someplace else where he knew no one, where he wouldn’t feel like a failure every time he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror.

“Let’s have a look,” Kevin said. He pulled the pickup to the curb behind the van and left the headlights on. They got out of the truck. Kevin went wide to look in the driver’s window, while Richie took small windows in the rear doors.

Inside, he saw racks and shelves and a couple scrawny bouquets of flowers. Petals carpeted the floor. “It’s a florist’s van,” he said. “Or somebody has a really green thumb.”

“Florist,” Kevin agreed. He tapped the van’s side. “‘Bloomin’ Love,’ it says.”

“Cute.”

“Could be a fake. Or stolen.”

Richie went around to the passenger side. Just then, a light came on over the house’s front door. The door opened and a man stepped out. “Excuse me,” he said. He was silhouetted against light from inside, the lamp above him revealing a heavyset guy with a fringe of gray hair. “Help you?”

“Rampart Security, sir,” Kevin said. “This your van?”

“Yeah, I own the business. My car’s in the shop so I drove a company van home. Doesn’t fit in the garage.”

“That’s fine sir, we’re just checking.”

“Thanks.” The man closed his door, and the overhead light clicked off.

“Answers that,” Kevin said. “Let’s roll.”

Back in the truck, they cruised the community’s quiet, winding streets. Kevin played WJLB softly, turning it off any time he called in to headquarters. Another perk of seniority, controlling the radio.

“Do you ever think there’s something, I don’t know, a little screwy about what we’re doing?” Richie asked.

“Screwy how?”

“We haven’t really done much tonight. Checked out that guy’s van. Took pictures of a car we saw twice, on two different streets.”

“Might be casing houses.”

“I get that. But shouldn’t the police be doing this?”

“Should, maybe. Don’t.”

“That’s because they keep getting their budget cut. They don’t have the personnel to keep someone out here when nothing’s going on.”

“Maybe nothing’s going on ’cause we’re here.”

“Maybe,” Richie admitted. “But if the residents here paid what they’re shelling out to Rampart as taxes, the PD could assign someone to regular patrols.”

“Wouldn’t be me,” Kevin said.

Not me, either, Richie thought. There’s the problem with that scenario.

“You don’t want your job,” Kevin said, “there’s other folks would like it.”

“I’m not saying that. It’s fine. It just seems strange, is all.”

Richie did not, in fact, want the job. But it was work, and for the past thirteen months, since being fired by the PD, the only employment he had been able to find had been a swing shift stint at an Arby’s and a broom jockey position at the Fairlane Town Center in Dearborn, where people had looked at him, if they noticed him at all, as if he’d been a curiously colored centipede. He took those jobs because he and Wendy needed the money, same reason he had taken the spot at Rampart. All he had ever wanted was to be a cop, and having failed at that, he was without a goal, as lost in his own life as a traveler without a map.

Having come perilously close to upsetting his supervisor, whose reports to management would determine how long he remained on trainee status, he went for a quick change of subject. “Hey, on my way to work tonight I caught a kid trying to break into a vacant with a crowbar.”

“What’d you do?”

Richie told him the story, describing the house, Wil, the abbreviated chase, and Wil’s surrender.

“Where’d you say that house was?” Kevin asked when he finished.

Richie had described the location, but he did so again. Kevin, like other lifelong residents of the city, imagined they knew every house. “It’s on the northwest corner of Longfellow and Fourteenth,” Richie said. “A couple blocks from my new place.”

“No shit?”

“What?”

“You know what house that was, don’t you?”

“Is it famous?”

“Ever hear of Angela Morton?”

Richie knew the name. He studied crime like some people did baseball stats, and this one had been big news. “That little girl who was abducted, what, ten years ago or so?”

“Little more, I think.”

Richie remembered the broad strokes, if not the fine details. A young girl had been snatched, apparently from her front yard. No ransom demand had ever materialized. Neither had a body. It had been front-page news for a few weeks, the lead story on the evening news, and then it had tapered off. There had never been an arrest. “Was that her place?”

“Northwest corner, right? Big ol’ tree in the front?”

“That’s right.”

“My momma was obsessed with that case. She cut out newspaper clippings, watched everything on the TV. She used to drive me and my sister by that house and shake her head and tell us never to talk to strangers.”

“Thirteen years,” Richie said.

“Say what?”

“It was thirteen years ago. I can’t remember her parents’ names, but I do remember that.”

“Damn.”

“Crime’s kind of a hobby of mine. Learning about it, not doing it.”

“Good thing.”

“Wow.” Richie shook his head. “That was the Angela Morton house. I never put that together before. Trippy.”

“Was a long time ago,” Kevin said.

“Thirteen years.”

“Yeah.”

“Poor kid.”

“You think she’s dead?”

“Of course she is. People who take kids like that, without asking for ransom, almost invariably do it for sex. Most of their victims are dead in twenty-four hours. Less than. Just ...” 

“Just what?”

“Well, Wendy and I are trying to have kids. Makes you wonder. What if the bastard who took Angela Morton still lives in the neighborhood?”

Kevin made a right turn, driving slowly past the big, expensive homes. “Then,” he said, “you better figure out who it is. And right quick.”

***
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Chapter 2
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The man had studied dolls. He knew Barbies backward and forward, knew the history of Madame Alexanders, and remembered that the first talking doll was Mattel’s Chatty Cathy. You pulled a string on Chatty Cathy’s back and a phonograph record in her gut played one of eleven phrases. He’d had one once, an original from 1959, but that had been years ago and she had been lost somewhere along the way. Chatty Cathy always looked like a little girl, even though she more than a decade older than he was.

You had to love her for that.

Now there were so many dolls on the shelves it was hard to choose. Interactive dolls that would go to sleep, waking when they were touched. Dolls that made feeding sounds when you stuck a bottle to their lips. Dolls that gurgled and babbled and kissed you back. Dolls based on popular TV characters, and dolls for older girls that took as their models the sluttiest girls in high school.

His inclination was to buy a doll that didn’t do anything, the old-fashioned kind that excited the imagination, but he didn’t want a doll that would be perceived as boring. He stood with his hands in his pockets, studying the steel shelves, scanning the packaging. He knew what she had to look like: a strawberry blonde, with a spray of freckles across her nose. There weren’t many like that.

As he searched, he let his gaze drift every now and then to the little temptress sharing the aisle with him. She had long brown hair falling in waves to the middle of her back, and freckled shoulders. She was squatting to investigate something on a low shelf, and her sundress rode up her plump thighs.

He cleared his throat. “I have to get a doll for my six-year-old niece, and I can’t decide,” he said. “Which one of these would you want?”

She pointed to the iCarly Chat and Change doll. “iCarly,” she said.

“How old are you?”

“Five.”

“What grade are you in?”

“Kindergarten,” she said. “Next year I’ll be in first.”

“That’s right. My niece is just a little older than you. But not as pretty.”

He pulled the iCarly doll from the shelf and looked at it instead of at the girl. Talking to her here was dangerous. Her parents were probably close by. He shouldn’t have struck up a conversation, but she had made it so easy, squatting there like she wanted him to say something.

He didn’t care for dolls patterned after current celebrities. They weren’t timeless. In a couple of years nobody would remember who or what an iCarly was and it would mean nothing. He put it back and took one that did nothing except drink and wet. The coloring was close, and though this was a baby doll, not a seven-year-old, like the angel she would memorialize, she would do.

He would know what she represented.

He always liked to have a new doll for the next would-be angel. And he was feeling it again, that tickle, that electric twinge, telling him that hunting time would soon be upon him.

“She’s too old for that doll,” the girl said.

“That’s okay. There’ll be another one who will like it.” He hurried out of the doll aisle. As he reached the corner, a woman who had to be the girl’s mother almost ran into him. She had the same wavy hair, the same slender shoulders.

He stopped himself from saying anything to her, or bidding the girl good-bye.

At the register, he paid with cash. He would have used a card—nothing wrong with buying a doll, it happened every day—but sometimes store employees liked to pretend they were friendly and interested in their customers. “Have a good day, Mr. Welker,” the clerk might say. Or, “Thank you, Charles. Do you go by Charles, or Chuck?”

He hadn’t done anything. But just in case, he didn’t want the mother to hear that.

The clerk was chatty, like someone had pulled a string in his back. Welker responded with monosyllables and grunts, and eventually the clerk got the idea, closing his big yawp. His acne-riddled face burned red as a stop sign. He handed Welker his change and a crinkling plastic bag containing the doll, and as Welker turned toward the exit, he shot one more glance back toward the doll aisle, hoping for a final glimpse.

***
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Chapter 3
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Eight years earlier, when Richie was twenty-four, a beautiful woman named Wendy Riggs had surprised and delighted him by agreeing to be his wife. Since then, not a day had passed that he didn’t give thanks for his good fortune. In that regard, if not in others. Sometimes, though, most often in the dead of night, the hours when painful truths confronted people, he wondered if winning Wendy had used up all his luck, leaving him none to protect his career.

Richie’s grandfather had moved from Wheeling, West Virginia to Detroit in 1948, to work for Ford at the Rouge Complex. Richie’s father had worked there too, building America, he said, until the day he got in a fight with a foreman. He broke the foreman’s nose and came home from work early. He never went back. Eventually he found work at a machine shop, but he was never the same man again. The new job didn’t pay as well, and since he refused to let his wife work, the family had to sell their home. They moved from one rental house to another, picking up and leaving whenever the rent was hiked or a landlord complained about the lawn or refused to fix a leaky sink. Booze and gambling ate away at the old man’s spirit, turning him bitter and mean.

By contrast, Uncle Keith, Richie’s mom’s brother, was a Detroit cop, and he seemed to love his work. He was always smiling, quick to laugh. Every time he saw Richie he slipped a five-dollar bill into one of the boy’s pockets. He had been killed in the line of duty, back in 1997, and his funeral, unlike Richie’s father’s, had been a grand affair. Richie grew up idolizing the man, even though in his heart of hearts he feared he was more like his father than his uncle.

Richie wasn’t as naturally gregarious as Uncle Keith, but he was smart. He graduated with a degree in criminal justice from the University of Michigan—Dearborn, and set his sights on a career as a detective with the Detroit PD. After making it through an academy, he became a Student Police Officer and then a full-fledged Detroit Police Officer. The night of that promotion, he had Uncle Keith’s badge tattooed on his left thigh, bottom up, so he could read the badge number when he looked down.

That was when things started to go wrong. He was one of the few white patrol cops on the mostly black force, and he had difficulty bridging that cultural chasm. He chafed against what seemed to be arbitrary rules and regulations. Richie had learned almost everything there was to know about criminal history and behavior. He had looked upon the job as an intellectual exercise, good guys using their brains to beat the bad guys, and at the patrol level that wasn’t even close to reality.

The six years he spent in uniform were the longest of his life. Stress wore away at him, affecting his health and his emotional state. Finally, he mouthed off at a lieutenant who was bullying a rookie—falling short of his old man’s attack on the foreman, but not by a lot. The result, though, was the same.

When he was let go, it came as a relief in every way except financial. In the midst of the worst depression in Detroit’s history—the city had fared far worse than the country as a whole—and forced to rely on Wendy’s salary from the city, they had been at risk of losing their home. After anguished debate, they stopped making their $1,800-a-month payments, to which they had agreed when both were employed, and put that money in the bank. About the time they were finally foreclosed, they bought a bigger, nicer house for nine thousand in cash, in a neighborhood ravaged by vacancies.

He was sitting at the kitchen table when Wendy came in, freshly made up and ready to leave for work. Her brown hair was so dark it looked almost black; it cupped her head, curling forward slightly at her firm jawline. The color set off pale blue eyes and skin she defended ferociously with sunscreen. Her lips were full and pink, her cheeks narrow without being gaunt, her body slender and toned. She was wearing a conservative charcoal suit but with a lilac blouse to add some color, and black leather zip-up boots with two-inch heels.

“You sure you have to go?”

She graced him with a smile. “You like to eat, don’t you?”

“Is that a double entendre?”

“Not this time. I couldn’t even stick around for a quickie. I have an early meeting.”

Richie stood and wrapped his arms around her. Her return hug was strong, and he breathed in her fresh scent. “Mmm.”

“I love you, babe. See you tonight.”

Then she was gone and he was alone, her slightly musky aroma clinging to him.

Richie worked a midnight-to-eight shift for Rampart. Wendy’s hours at the city’s Planning and Development office were nine-to-five. As if it weren’t hard enough to conceive a child—it had been for them, at any rate—their schedules left them precious little time to try.

He wasn’t used to sleeping during the day, but he made a point of being in bed by ten so he could get up when Wendy came home. On this day, he managed a restless three hours, then gave up and rolled out of bed. He made a cup of coffee and sat on the living room couch drinking it, clad only in a white T-shirt and khaki shorts. The very picture of suburban manliness. If Wendy came home and saw him, it could set their baby-making back years.

But he couldn’t stop thinking about the Angela Morton case, and the possibility that her abductor—and presumed murderer—lived in the neighborhood. They had picked this house not because of the quality of the schools or the neighbors, but because they could afford to buy it with the cash they had amassed. It was a far better house than they’d have been able to afford on their salaries—even on his police department salary—a couple of years earlier, and although there was some guilt associated with intentionally sticking the bank with their old house, they were able to rationalize that. The bank hadn’t been willing to even consider a refinancing proposal. And the house they bought had already been foreclosed, so they weren’t ripping off some homeowner in a jam, but buying a house from yet another bank with too many bad debts on its books.

The cardinal rule of real estate was supposed to be location, location, location, but they had settled for price, price, price. There were only five occupied homes on their block, one more than that on the next. The block the Morton house anchored only had a couple. Another three blocks away was Madison Elementary, boarded up and fenced off.

The neighborhood would either come back or it wouldn’t. If it didn’t, he and Wendy weren’t out much. If it did, they’d made the right play.

Richie wondered if he would have been more or less inclined to move there, had he realized that corner house was the Angela Morton house. He couldn’t decide.

He did settle on a different decision, however. He finished his coffee, carried the mug into the kitchen, rinsed it and set it in the dishwasher. For nine large, this place had not come with appliances, but they’d brought their own from the old house. He went into the master bathroom to shower and shave, then got dressed.

The April sun was high on that fine Detroit afternoon, the kind of day that made him forget that a month ago he had been shivering, shoveling snow off the walk or getting to work with feet that would stay wet until he got home and took off his shoes and socks. There were once again leaves and blossoms on the trees, birds perching on limbs singing their birdie songs. A teenager rode past on a low-slung bike, flashing a smile full of gold. The scents of car exhaust and diesel were slightly undercut by the earthy aroma of overgrown yards. Parts of Detroit were returning to the land of their own volition, and while this one wasn’t on the leading edge of that trend, it wasn’t too far behind.

Richie walked the couple of blocks to the Morton house. He couldn’t see much that he hadn’t noticed the night before. The place occupied a big corner lot with plenty of yard around it. The elm tree looked like it had caught some kind of blight; while the rest of the street was in the process of being swallowed whole by nature, this tree was losing its leaves, and Richie wondered if it would stand on its own for another year. The house was good-sized, three stories, with dormer windows jutting out from a steep, shingled roof. Its red brick walls had faded unevenly, leaving pinks and whites, angry crimsons and deep carmines and giving the house an overall surface coloration that resembled a bad rash. An open porch fronted the street, three stone stairs leading up to it. The door had been painted red once, a long time ago. To the left of the door were three living room windows with boards over them, and three more directly above those, probably in a master bedroom.

Richie walked around the house, through the broken gate. The boarded-up windows back door appeared intact, so perhaps Wil Fowler had kept his word.

The place had stood here for what might have been years—he would have to try to find out if anybody had rented it after Angela’s abduction—without being burned down or occupied by squatters. Richie thought about doing exactly what he had told Wil not to, breaking in to see how it looked on the inside. Kevin Roche was right—if Angela Morton’s killer was still in the area, he wanted to know it before he and Wendy had kids.

It was broad daylight, though, and the few neighbors had likely noticed him wandering around the place. He was not a cop, had no legal authority. Academic interest would prove a flimsy defense in court. And his abbreviated career on the cops would make him a target in prison.

He chose maturity over curiosity, and walked home. There, at least, he could get online and refresh his memory about the facts of Angela’s disappearance.

O O O

Richie checked out some of the true crime websites he frequented, then the archives of the Free Press, The Detroit News, and a couple of the TV stations. As he had remembered, the case had been big news for a while, slipping into the back pages after weeks went by with no progress.

Each source offered the same basic tale. On a hot July twenty-third, the day after Angela’s eleventh birthday, she and her father, Jarod Morton, were at home in their big corner house. She heard the chimes of an ice cream truck rolling up the street, and told him she wanted a Popsicle. He sent her outside to stop the truck while he retrieved his wallet from his bedroom.

By the time he emerged, the truck had moved down the street, and Angela was gone. He caught up with the truck, but she wasn’t among the kids gathered around it. He asked the neighbor children. No one had seen her. He was dumfounded—he had only been a couple of minutes behind her. There were other people out on the street. But Angela was missing.

He drove around the neighborhood, screaming her name until he was hoarse, questioning neighbors. No Angela. He went home and telephoned Angela’s friends in the area. No one had heard from her.

Jarod’s wife, Barbara, came home and did what Jarod should have done immediately: phoned 911. DPD issued a Be On The Lookout. Amber Alerts weren’t common in those days, so that wasn’t done, but Detroit was a border city, and guards at the Port Huron crossing were notified.

Thirty-six hours after her disappearance, the FBI was called in. They descended upon the Morton house and launched their own investigation.

All of it was for naught. Angela Morton was never seen again. There were few leads, most easily dismissed as cranks, none that went anywhere. Hateful letters were sent to the family. Detroit residents placed flowers and stuffed animals and candles and other memorials outside the house, and as always, the small-hearted and the cruel left other, less pleasant messages.

Richie looked at photographs of the now-familiar house, pictures of Angela Morton, skinny and long-legged, with limp blond hair hanging almost to her waist. She had been a pretty girl who was dressed, presumably by her parents, in drab, ill-fitting clothes that looked like they had come from thrift stores. There was something about her deep green eyes that captivated Richie, a haunted expression, as if by the age of eleven, she had seen more than most people did in a lifetime.

In the few pictures of him that Richie could find, Jarod Morton was a strange-looking man: long-haired, with a nose that almost lunged out of the frame and eyes that slanted away from the nose as if they were afraid. He had meager, pursed lips, and cheeks as baggy as a chipmunk’s pouches at the end of winter. He looked impossibly weary. Richie wasn’t at all surprised by that, given the circumstances.

Finally, Richie had his fill of it. He found himself fascinated by the case but overwhelmed by a profound sadness. The news accounts were dry, avoiding detailed speculation as to Angela’s fate. To Richie, there was no doubt that she had been snatched, probably by someone with a car or van, molested, and killed. 

He shut down the computer and went back to bed. It took a while to drift off. When he did, his dreams were chaotic, fraught with anxiety. Images of a young blond girl and a big old house and an ice cream truck with a skeletal driver filled his head. When the driver threw open the window to take orders, a darkness inside the truck threatened to seep out into the world, and though Richie tried to shout a warning, his voice would not come.

***
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Chapter 4
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“Evening, detective,” the uniformed cop said. “Looking sharp.”

“Frank Robey always looks sharp,” another uni said. He held a tray of paper coffee cups. “He’s a regular fashion plate.”

Frank tugged on one of his French cuffs. “Fashion’s for people with too much time on their hands,” he said. “What I got is style, and that’s timeless.”

“You’re all class, Robey.”

“I got class I ain’t even used yet.” It was a Louis Jordan line, and Frank was a Motown guy. But his musical knowledge was extensive, and a good line was a good line no matter who you stole it from. “Now, where is she?”

“DB’s in there. Second floor.” The uniformed cop jerked a thumb over his shoulder, indicating the apartment building behind him. The buildings in the brick complex had four units each, two upstairs and two down. The ground floor apartments sported fenced patios, the uppers balconies. Half the windows were dark, but people moved behind them just the same, parting curtains and fingering open blinds.

Frank read the uni’s name tag: Keener. “Isn’t the victim a woman, Officer Keener?”

“Uh, I think so. That’s what I heard.”

“Then the appropriate phrasing would be ‘she’s in there,’ wouldn’t it? Or perhaps, ‘the victim is in there?’”

“Sorry, sir. She’s in there.”

“That’s better. She’s a woman who has been murdered, not an object.”

“Yes, sir.” 

Frank walked past Officer Keener and heaved his bulk up the stairs. He was getting too old for this, and he had let his weight get out of hand. Fifty-two. The goal he had set for himself was retirement at fifty-five. He hoped he was in shape to enjoy it. It would suck to have a heart attack kill him and throw off all his plans.

At the door, he could smell her. Blood and death. Each had its own particular odor, blood metallic and death almost sweet. In his experience they were so often intermingled that they seemed like separate but related aspects of the same thing, like the blended aromas of a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.

Walking into the apartment was like passing through a membrane into a different world, an alien one full of horror and violence. Her front window had been smashed with a potted plant, which was sprawled on the floor amid spilled dirt. Frank walked past it, taking a mental picture of the scene for later reference, to accompany the actual photos the crime scene techs would put in the file. The victim was in her own bathroom.

So much blood coated the walls, floor, and ceiling, it seemed impossible that any remained in her body. Someone might have pried open the lid of a five-gallon can of red paint and shaken it. Blood soaked the pages of a hanging calendar, coated the mirror, puddled in the tub, and filmed the outside of the toilet.

Frank was, he admitted to himself, looking at the blood to avoid confronting the body. He closed his eyes for several seconds, took a couple of breaths through his mouth, and opened them again.

She was naked. Posed. On her back, legs spread wide, hands placed right atop left on her abdomen, heavy breasts sagging against her arms. Her head was cocked to the right, eyes and mouth open. Her skin was light, the kind that Frank had sometimes heard called “high yellow” in the early years of his life, and more recently “yellowbone.” When it came to racial attitudes, much progress had been made, but the way ahead was still so long and perilous, he didn’t know how more forward motion would ever happen. Not his problem, though, not right at this moment. The woman’s brutalized body was his immediate concern.

She had a bloody slash across her forehead, dipping down through her brow to the corner of her left eye. Two more split her cheeks, radiating out from the corners of her mouth, exposing teeth and jaws. The wound that Frank guessed had killed her was in her abdomen, an eight-inch gash partially covered by her hands. Intestines glistened in the opening. Her genital area had been stabbed multiple times. Frank didn’t try to count. The details would be in the coroner’s report, if he could stand to read it.

“Pretty sick, huh?”

“Yeah,” Frank said. “Sick as shit.” He turned away from the body, faced his sometime partner, Calvin Matthews. Calvin’s skin was darker than Frank’s, almost the color of a French roast coffee bean. He was a slender man, a detective who bought his suits off the rack, ideally on sale, and it showed. Frank favored expensive fitted suits and high-end shoes, feeling that he functioned better when he looked good.

He and Calvin didn’t get along, and the animosity went deeper than different haberdashers. Calvin seemed to resent Frank’s age, his experience, his seniority—none of which were within Frank’s control, or things he would change if he could. He had decided he didn’t much like Calvin on the first night they were partnered, when Frank had caught a call about someone standing on the shoulder of I-94, shooting at the giant Uniroyal tire. Frank had been chuckling as he hung up the phone, and described the situation—better handled by unis than detectives, although they would go check it out—to Calvin. “What do we know about the suspect?” Calvin had asked.

“Not much. He’s a got a hard-on for tires, and he’s a brother with a nine-mil.”

Calvin had pursed his lips like an aquarium fish. “He’s African American, you mean?”

“You may be African American,” Frank said. “He’s a brother.”

Since then, they had grated on one another, though Frank respected Calvin as a good detective. Still, by mutual agreement, the partners rarely worked together. Lieutenant Jackson knew about the tension, knew they drove separately and ran their investigations the same way. He tolerated it because their individual arrest stats were almost twice as good as when the two had worked as a team.

“Her name’s Rosemary Robinson,” Calvin said. “Lived here alone. It’s a one-bedroom. Neighbors say she worked at Rags and Riches, a women’s clothing store in Foxtown. Sales clerk. She’s twenty-two. Mother lives in Southfield, father deceased.”

“Anybody hear anything?”

“We’re still canvassing the complex, but nothing so far. People say she was quiet, kind of stuck up, maybe. Didn’t socialize with the other folks here.”

“Any of ’em look good for this?”

“They didn’t like her much, doesn’t mean they would do this to her. I think we’re looking for some sort of sexually motivated psycho.”

“Way it looks,” Frank said. “I hate to think we’ve got some kind of sexual predator on the loose, but ...”

“I know what you mean.” Calvin cast a hand toward the grotesque mess that had been, so recently, a young, vibrant woman. “This ain’t good for anybody. The D least of all.”

It seemed an odd comment, but Frank knew what he meant. Detroit had been through too much. In many ways, the first decade of the new century had seen the death of two major American cities. New Orleans was working hard at coming back. Detroit, so far, was still suffering its death throes, dying in slow motion.

If Calvin was right—if this turned out to be the work of a serial or spree killer—the publicity could only hurt the city.

“Let me know what the canvass turns up,” Frank said. “We’ll need to know if she had any enemies. She got a boyfriend?”

“Don’t know yet. That’s the first thing I thought, but then, that front window.”

Frank had already arrived at the same place. “How you see it going down?”

“Guy spots her through the window. Grabs the plant off the walkway outside, pitches it through the glass. She locks herself in the bathroom, quick, not even taking time to grab her phone. He breaks the door down and goes to work.”

“So he brought his own knife?”

“Must have. Wouldn’t take time to look for one in the kitchen.”

Frank had reached a similar conclusion. His first impulse was that she was close to her killer. But if she were, why wouldn’t she have let him in? Wouldn’t a lover have known he could open the bathroom door by simply pushing a screwdriver into the hole in the knob? Why risk all the noise of smashing a window and shattering a doorjamb?

Maybe the first impulse was still right, though. Frank was happy to listen to theories, but he was not in the habit of announcing his own conclusions until they were ironclad. This one was a long way from that. “I’ll check at her work tomorrow, find out who her friends are and what they know. This complex have security cameras?”

“Only in the office.”

“Perfect.”

He heard vehicles outside and went to the window. A crime scene van had pulled up to the curb. “Techs are here,” he announced. “Guess I’ll go notify her mother.” He jotted the address down from Rosemary Robinson’s address book. “Keep me posted.”

O O O

“No, you’re wrong, you’re wrong!” Eulalia Robinson sagged against Frank Robey, nearly knocking him down despite his not insignificant size. He wrapped his arms around her, as her back and shoulders heaved with sobs. She balled her hands into fists and flailed against him, crying “No, no, no!” over and over.

Frank didn’t blame her, not a bit. She had already lost a husband and two sons, to bullets and heroin. Now her last child was gone, snatched away in a fit of brutality. Making these notifications was the hardest part of the job, by far. The night’s bloody crime scene might well return in nightmares, but he would remember this woman’s pain during his waking hours, and that was far worse.

As he held her and suffered the pounding of her fists, he reminded himself that as awful it was for him, that didn’t come close to how it was for her.

O O O

When he left Mrs. Robinson’s home, his suit jacket soaked with her tears, Frank felt a familiar darkness clouding the edges of his vision. It came and went on its own schedule, though nights like this were apt to set it off. Trouble was, most days in a police detective’s life were similar. He spent his working hours toiling in the cesspool of humanity’s worst acts, murders and rapes and arson fires, thefts of property and dignity and life that demonstrated over and over in how little regard some people held others. The darkness had an almost physical presence: a dull throb at the temples combined with a narrowing of his field of view and a nearly claustrophobic tension, as if he were walking down a tunnel that closed in on him with every step.

He got into his unmarked Dodge Charger and drove toward a place that never failed to feed his inner darkness. Probably he should have looked for something that would cheer him up, would lighten the grim load that burdened him at such times, but instead he accepted it, took it on his shoulders and carried it around.

The neighborhood streets darkened his mood all the more. A tree grew through the roof of a house that was decaying back to the land. The burned-out husk of an automobile sat at a curb outside another house, as if someone might come out and try to start it. The sharp tang of smoldering lumber filled the air; that and a blackened pile were all that remained of a home that had been torched in the last day or two. During his lifetime, the country had decided to change from being a producing nation to a consuming one. Problem was, no one had consulted the people who produced, and Detroit had been a center of production. The coast-to-coast economic recession didn’t help matters any. Frank cruised the streets slowly, working toward his goal, the one place that would always confirm that it wasn’t just Detroiters or Americans who were awful to one another, but people in general. When this mood settled on him he invariably sought this place out, dark drawn to dark.

***
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Chapter 5
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The place didn’t really need another doll. Charles Welker knew that. He just liked to bring in new toys from time to time, fresh ones. They reminded him of what he had so briefly possessed, and they brightened the room. They brightened spirits, too. When one of them was afraid—and sometimes they were, sometimes they didn’t seem to understand the signals their own bodies threw out there—then a new doll could help her relax.

His work day done, he had retired to the nest. He put the baby doll, still in its packaging, on the low shelf with the others. Better if she could open it herself, then she would know that it was new, purchased just for her. Beside the shelf was a white dresser with pink knobs, fresh new clothes in its drawers. New clothes in the closet, too. Other toys and a few books on more shelves. A big bed, of course, with pink and white bedding and a tall post at each corner.

This was his favorite room in the house. He had been redecorating it for weeks, trying to get it just right. He still plenty of time, almost seven months. Lots of time. It had to be perfect, though.

Because she would be.

There had been other would-be angels in the nest, these last few years. But they weren’t the real angel. They hardly mattered. None had ever been as perfect as the real angel, that first angel. 

Soon, though, he would have another real angel.

And he had been waiting a very, very long time for perfection.

***
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Chapter 6
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“My sister called today,” Wendy said. Richie had already made dinner, a habit he had picked up when he started working nights. Chicken Maximilian, popovers, and salad greens from one of Detroit’s new neighborhood garden plots, planted where once houses had stood. It all waited in the kitchen. 

When she came in, he was sitting in the living room, leafing through the latest issue of Criminology, a professional journal that he could ill afford but refused to give up. Trying to make his way through an article about new research tied to the Hare Psychopathy Checklist, a topic that he ordinarily would have found compelling, his mind had kept drifting back to Angela Morton’s disappearance. He tried on theories like some people did shoes, but they all had major flaws and he discarded each in turn.

“Laurie called?” he asked, too distracted at first to parse her words. “Why?”

“Because she’s my sister?” Wendy put her purse down on a table by the door and started flipping through the mail. Bills and more bills; Richie had already decided that other than the magazine, none were envelopes he wanted to open. “That’s what siblings do.”

“I guess.” Richie hadn’t had a sibling since he was twelve; he wasn’t sure how it worked as adults.

“She wanted to know if we’re coming to visit our nephews this summer.”

“Is she paying?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

“Then I’d have to say probably not.” The problem with having a sister who had married a well-off orthodontist and moved to Florida was that she lost all connection with how the rest of the world lived. “She’s always wanting us to go on a cruise or something.”

“Because she loves us and never sees us.”

“Because she can’t comprehend the fact that we can’t afford it.”

“That too.”

Richie forced himself to put his thoughts of Angela Morton into a mental box and close the lid. For the moment, anyway. He kissed Wendy, and as happened often these days, with fertility much on their minds, that kiss led to more.

Later, they ate dinner together, and then Wendy worked in her home office while Richie showered and prepared himself for another night protecting what remained of the city’s wealthy. He kissed her again before he left, but she was so involved in her project that she didn’t seem to notice that he was taking off an hour earlier than usual.

He knew he shouldn’t go inside. Breaking and entering was against the law, whether a home was vacant or occupied. He was slightly less likely to be charged for breaking into an empty, but that would be up to the discretion of the Wayne County Prosecutor’s Office.

He wasn’t even sure why he wanted to go in, what story he expected the long-vacant house to tell him. But he was fired up with curiosity, and it had been a long time since anything had caught his interest in this way. Since he didn’t expect to find much intellectual stimulation on his Rampart shift, he would take it where he could. Parking outside the Morton house, he grabbed his flashlight and went around the back.

Wil Fowler wouldn’t have needed his crowbar. The back door was boarded over with a sheet of plywood, but the wood of the jamb was so soft that Richie was able to tug it free. He set it to one side. The door was rotten and warped. He pulled it open and shined his flashlight into a kitchen.

The place stank of mold and rot. Black patches scaled the kitchen walls and congregated on the ceiling. Tiles from the yellow and black linoleum floor had peeled up and separated. A refrigerator stood open, mold furring its interior. Richie was surprised that a wooden kitchen table still stood in the center of the floor, with a single metal chair next to it. The Mortons—or whoever had occupied the house after them, if anyone—must have left in a hurry.

Cobwebs were thick enough in the interior doorway to reflect his flashlight beam back at him. With some trepidation, he picked up the steel chair and used it to tear through the webbing. On the other side was a living room. Leafy green plants grew up through the cushions of a couch. The smell was cloying, making Richie regret his decision to break in. He started toward the middle of the room, then noticed that the floor sagged in the center and had broken through in one spot. His flashlight showed snatches of a basement below. With great care, he backed up to the room’s edge and stayed close to the wall as he went through an arched doorway into a high-ceilinged foyer.

A staircase climbed to the next floor. The longer Richie stayed, the less he expected to learn, but he wanted a look at Angela’s room. The fact that furniture had been left behind seemed to increase his odds of finding something, although those odds might have been evened out by the age and general condition of everything in the house.

He put a foot on the lowest stair, testing it. During high school, he and three friends, Phillie Garcia and Bart Santiestevan and Bob Waddell, had broken into a house that was reputed to be “haunted.” In fact, it was only partially abandoned and poorly maintained. They had gone in through an unlocked back door and found oceans of garbage, walls thick with crud, spider webs as thick as tissue paper. In some rooms the floors were buried under knee-high piles of newspapers. The power was out, but the refrigerator still had food in it, spoiled and stinking. They had climbed the stairs and found what must have been the owner’s bedroom, where a nest of rats squirmed on the mattress of an antique brass bed. A stack of Playboys had been scattered, exposed breasts and behinds shown off on glossy paper covered in rat droppings.

On the way back down, Phillie had stepped too hard on a stair and crashed through the wood. His leg shoved in past the knee, and shards tore his jeans, scraping and splintering him. The others worked him free and they hurried from the house, only to find police officers outside aiming flashlights and guns at them. Richie and his friends were taken to the precinct, where a cop explained that the house’s owner was a mentally ill man who went off his meds from time to time, and was briefly institutionalized until he regained an even keel. Once, he had caught people breaking in and threatened them with a shotgun. Police had confiscated the weapon, but because of his mental illness he was never jailed. If he had been ruled capable of standing trial, he could have argued that he was only defending his own home. The kids were lucky, the officer told them, that the man was currently back in a halfway house. Parents were called in, but Richie talked fast and convincingly, dropping Uncle Keith’s name, and the boys weren’t charged with trespassing.
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