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I did not die, yet nothing of life remained.


—Dante






The best way out is always through.


—Robert Frost

















CHAPTER 
1



Officer Kurt Argento parked in the station lot of Precinct Nine and hoisted his off-duty bag over his shoulder as he walked to the back entrance. Someone had snapped the antennas off two of the parked patrol cars and scrawled red graffiti on a third that read Fuk Police. The fact that the c in Fuck was missing made it more insulting somehow. It was par for the course at the Ninth Precinct, which was an outpost deep in hostile territory. Last week, someone had taken a wet shit on the roof of the lieutenant’s personal SUV, although Argento wouldn’t have been surprised if the culprit been another cop—station morale had been ebbing for some time.


When Argento got to the locker room, he took hold of his padlock before he realized he couldn’t remember the combination. It wasn’t a new lock. He’d had it for years. But the numbers to open it were lost in the fog. He stared at his locker. The bumper sticker that said Sig Sauer Firearms: To Hell and Back Reliability. The takeout menu for a local Italian joint on red-and-white paper. A photo of a thirty-five-pound Chinook salmon he’d caught on a fishing trip in Canada years back, during better times. Giving up, he went downstairs to the station keeper’s office and grabbed a pair of bolt cutters. Like his gun, the tool felt right in his hands. The keeper was asleep in a chair, a TV remote on his chest. Argento slammed the cutters on the counter and the keeper jolted awake.


“Morning,” Argento said.


The keeper pinched his forehead, irritated at being woken. “Make sure you sign those out,” he said. He was a fleshy guy named Sweeney, with a pronounced chin and a sprig of hair plastered across his forehead like a mollusk, working inside because he was no good for the street. Seemed to be more and more of those types these days. Some were on a deserved reprieve from an injury or a traumatic incident in the field. Others were just wasting space. They didn’t quit, they didn’t get fired, they just lingered, cops in name only, doing the same job a civilian could do for less pay. Argento stared at Sweeney until the other man looked away and busied himself with paperwork.


Back upstairs, Argento snipped his lock off. He opened his locker and removed his boots from the top shelf. He hadn’t polished them in a while and it showed. But no one in the department, other than the command staff, polished their boots. No one would give him any grief about it. It was a hotter-than-normal summer in inner-city Detroit, which meant the shootings and street rips were stacking; the bosses were just happy you showed up to work at all.


He ran through his gear: handgun with two mags, knife, pepper spray, radio, backup piece, flashlight, collapsible baton, badge, two pairs of cuffs because not all criminals traveled solo, leather gloves to guard against razors and syringes, a vial of Narcan to revive junkies, and a police whistle that he had never once found cause to use. He had been a cop for twenty-one years and had done this inventory thousands of times, but he ran through it again, just to be sure. If he couldn’t remember his locker combination, he could easily forget something else. Wander into the field with no cuffs and a fucking turkey sandwich jammed into the ring where his nightstick should be.


He held his duty gun in his hand. A Glock .40 with rubber grips and night sights. He hefted the weight. It felt right. Guns made sense. They were something he could count on. If he squeezed the trigger, a bullet would come out. He pictured going somewhere quiet and still, pushing the barrel into his mouth, angling it up, and shooting himself through the brain. Pictured the finality of it. The relief it would bring. He’d be leaving a world he was no longer at home in. But it was an idle thought. He knew he wouldn’t do it. Suicide was quitting, and he wasn’t much for quitting. The cleanup and aftermath would be a headache for his coworkers. Plus, he wasn’t going to kill himself today because he hadn’t killed himself yesterday. It was habit, nothing more. He was in the habit of living. He holstered up, the gun settling in with a familiar metallic whisper.


He allowed himself a look at her photo before he closed the locker. Long, tangled brown hair. Slightly crooked grin. Oversized Red Wings T-shirt, even though she had never shared Argento’s interest in hockey. I want to look tough, she said. Something bottomless opened in the center of his chest and the weight of it made him want to take a knee. Last night he had eaten dinner alone at home and used the good plates, the ceramic ones they’d gotten as a wedding gift a decade before. When he was done, he dropped them one by one until the floor was covered in shards.


Downstairs, he walked past officers without a word. He checked the daily lineup on the bulletin board. He was assigned to work with a patrol sergeant instead of another officer, which was unusual. Meant the lieutenant wanted to check up on him and was sending a sergeant to be his eyes. Maybe the lieutenant had heard things about Argento’s recent work performance. His trouble focusing. His anger issues. Multiple citizen complaints of excessive force, although those boiled down to suspects starting fights with Argento and then immediately wishing they hadn’t. The sergeant’s name was Pendelton, a rawboned guy on his second Filipino wife. He was halfway competent but had a reputation for playing it too safe.


“I’m sorry about Emily,” Pendelton said when they got in the squad car.


Argento nodded and stayed silent. It had been two months and he still didn’t know how to respond to condolences. He was still trying to come up with his locker combination. If he could retrieve it from the fog, then maybe he could build off that. He’d have more clarity.


Their first assignment was a cold burglary at a new condo complex that had sprung up on the edge of gangland turf. A laptop and a bicycle had been stolen. The condo carried the odor of lemon and weed. The homeowner, a young guy with bro-stubble and shiny track pants, followed them around the house like he thought they were going to steal something themselves.


“The bike was a Cervelo R5, fifty-four centimeters, with Dura-Ace 9000 brakes and a Quark Elsa crankset power meter. It had a zero-setback seat post.”


“Okay,” Argento said. He had a mountain bike of his own, and neighborhood kids would come to him when their bikes broke down because he liked to tinker, but none of them had Quark meters. They had whatever they could find at garage sales or from shops going out of business. One of the kids, a scrawny fifth grader with big ears, wouldn’t tell Argento his real name, going only by “Tincan.” He was loud and funny, insisting that the only thing he knew about white people was they had the money to ride horses, and not even on a ranch, but for fun. Tincan was prone to asking hard questions about the job and why cops were the way they were. Sometimes Argento had the answer. Sometimes he didn’t. Regardless, Tincan was easily Argento’s favorite out of the bunch.


“It had a Fizik Antares saddle. Are you writing all this down?”


“You’re describing a bicycle, right?” Pendelton asked. “Sounds like a spaceship.”


“Yeah, it’s a bike. Bike that probably costs more than you make in a year.”


The radio crackled with a report of a fight in progress. Six to eight male suspects, dark skin, late teens to early twenties, were jumping on the hoods of cars and trying to pull out the occupants at an intersection three blocks from the burglary. They left the condo without a word. Pendelton hit the lights and siren and pulled up short of the scene. Argento activated the body camera mounted on his chest plate by pressing the center button twice in rapid succession.


He saw the problem numbered more like twelve. A local street gang called Tre-9 had claimed the turf, and it didn’t take much to set them off. It looked like their regular crew: tattooed young men, white T-shirts, low-slung pants, the usual. They had taken over the intersection and were trampolining parked cars and throwing glass bottles at passing motorists. Next to a Volvo with its driver’s side door open, three men huddled over a fourth man, who was prone on the ground. One of the men reared back and kicked the fourth man in the head. His body twitched. The Volvo had a Wayne State University bumper sticker. Maybe the guy took a wrong turn after visiting his kid on campus. Now he was being beaten half to death in public by strangers.


Summer in Motown.


“There’s too fucking many. We’ll wait for some more cars to clear them out,” Pendelton said.


It didn’t take long for them to be spotted. Half the pack broke and ran toward them. Pendelton tried to throw the squad in reverse, but he wasn’t fast enough. The pack surrounded them and Pendelton locked the doors. One of the bangers stood on their hood.


“Come out, bitches,” the guy on the hood said.


“Stay in the car, Kurt,” Pendelton said. “We ain’t gonna win this one.”


Argento took his baton out. It was heavy and he was strong. In his hands, it did more damage than most men could do with a sledgehammer. Argento was good at fighting. He liked to fight. And now with Emily gone, there was nothing to hold him back. Nothing at all.


“Kurt, stay in the car. I ain’t trying to… that’s an order.” Sweat had popped on Pendelton’s brow, and his eyes darted as he looked for an escape route. Tactically, he was probably right. But he was weak. They were all weak.


The three men were still standing around the fourth man, who was still motionless. One of them stomped on his head, which made the man’s toupee fall off. The group found this funny. One of them scooped up the hairpiece and put it on his own head at a jaunty angle. The guy on the hood was now pissing on the windshield. Argento hit the wipers, looking for guns in waistbands. He didn’t see any, but that didn’t mean they weren’t out there. He unlocked his door.


“Goddamn it, Kurt, stay in the… What are you doing?”


What was he doing? When he signed on to be a cop, he agreed to put himself in harm’s way. He agreed to protect the good people of Detroit from violent predators without delay. It was insulting that the bangers thought they could beat a man near death in front of his marked squad car without reprisal. And he was looking for a brawl. There were twelve-odd suspects. Argento wanted more. Forty. Four hundred. Send the whole city.


“Stay in the fucking car!” Pendelton rasped.


Argento got out of the car.















CHAPTER 
2



His Ford F-350 pickup had a hundred thousand miles on it, and he figured it had another hundred thousand left before it was through. He drove west, through the flatlands until the skies darkened. Their cinnamon-colored Chow-Shepherd mix, named Hudson after Argento’s favorite character in Aliens, occupied the back seat. Argento reached back and scratched his head occasionally as they drove. He stopped at a rundown place with a sign that read Gas & Food. He liked that. Anonymous, just like him. He ordered coffee and two burgers, fed Hudson from a bag of gourmet dog food, and looked at a discarded newspaper as he ate. The Detroit Tigers were languishing in last place. They couldn’t get any runs. “All slumber, no lumber,” the columnist wrote. The front page had an article on a cyberterrorism group that had hacked into state government mainframes nationwide and stolen Social Security numbers and building blueprints. Argento didn’t know anything about cybercrime and didn’t care to; he’d take a meat-and-potatoes violent felony any day. The paper’s entertainment section ran a picture of a famous model who was celebrating her nine-month anniversary with her boyfriend. “Turning Heads in Thigh-High Boots,” the headline said. In the photo, the boyfriend had complicated hair and wore a smirk on his face like he’d won something. Argento tilted his coffee cup toward the picture and let the drops spatter the newsprint until the couple’s faces disappeared in a wet blur.


After dinner, he drove a few more hours in darkness until he crossed the Missouri state line, finding a roadside motel that looked in his price range. Emily was far from a debutante, but she preferred to stay in places that were three stars and up. This place looked like a solid one star; the lobby carpet was patchy and stained, and Argento could smell the booze on the night clerk’s breath.


“What’s the name of this town?” Argento asked.


“Rocker.”


“How is it here?”


“It sucks, dude,” the clerk said. He had shoulder-length hair and a pierced nose, which made Argento resent him for no particularly good reason. The clerk handed him his room key.


Argento didn’t ask about the pet policy. Hudson was a welcome addition to any motel no matter what the rules said. He walked to his truck, liberated Hudson from the back seat, and the two of them went to the room, which smelled like cigarettes and feet. He sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed his unshaven jaw. He didn’t have to follow department grooming protocol anymore and could grow a beard down to the floor now if he wanted. He had noticed a liquor store a block down the street, but he wasn’t going to drink, not tonight. He had cut down markedly on the booze after he married Emily, and he hadn’t been drunk in years. And he knew if he started now, he’d never stop. He’d be well on his way to becoming one of the alley rummies from his old patrol sector, the ones with grimy faces and plastic cups they rattled in the hope that you’d put coins in them. The bottle killed more cops than bullets ever would.


“Just the two of us now, Hud,” he said.


Hudson padded over and lay down next to him, making a sound that almost seemed like a sigh. Hudson keyed into emotions as much as any human, and he knew Emily was gone. It made him sad, and it made him sad that Argento was sad. Argento once had a court case where an eleven-year-old girl named Isabela had been severely beaten by her father and was terrified to testify against him. Argento formed a bond with the girl and had subsequently gotten the judge’s approval to bring Hudson to the stand with her. She testified, with a low voice that picked up strength as she went, looking directly at her father, one hand rubbing Hudson’s thick cinnamon coat. When it was over, Isabela gave Hudson a kiss and held him tight.


“I’m sorry,” Argento said. “I miss her, too.” He rubbed Hudson’s head, then closed his eyes and thought back to how it had all ended a week before. He’d disobeyed a direct order from his sergeant, and it had led to four broken bones and three concussions. None of the injuries were his, but one of the concussions was Pendelton’s, who had reluctantly followed Argento out of the car and promptly taken a glass bottle to the dome. It had also resulted in multiple felony arrests, including the man that assaulted Pendelton. The motorist with the toupee had survived.


But the police commission hadn’t cared about any of that. They cared about Argento’s insubordination. They cared about his recent history of unlawful force complaints, which meant he was on a short leash. They cared about what it looked like to the public to have a white cop free-swinging a baton at multiple young males of color in a department with a long history of racism that was under federal consent decree and supposedly focusing on de-escalation. They thought he should have stayed in the car, too.


He was given a choice. Resign from the only job he was fit for or face a termination hearing on multiple administrative charges, including insubordination. The man presenting him with this choice was a doughy police commander who had a habit of looking away when he talked to you. Argento knew from a credible source that this man had once abandoned his partner and fled from a bar fight when he was two years into his career and had been called Captain Cluck behind his back ever since.


“I’ll resign,” Argento said. “But not to you. Send a real cop in here.”


They did, calling in a deputy chief whom Argento had worked with before and respected. And then that was the end of it, after twenty-one years on the job. No gold watch, no plaque, just a plastic bin to put his uniforms and equipment in, some paperwork to sign, and a partial pension. Twenty-one years of running toward screaming and gunfire, a few thousand arrests, a stint on SWAT and Street Crimes, and three commendations for valor. He had been in two shootings, one of them fatal, and had once safely caught a baby that a man with orange hair high on bath salts had flung off a roof. He hadn’t always gotten the job right, but he never took a cheap shot at a suspect or lied on the stand.


Last Christmas, he had given a shivering seventeen-year-old prostitute a few hundred dollars and put her on a bus home to Chicago. Then he had found the girl’s pimp, a gap-toothed parolee with the street name of Muppet, and broke his jaw when he resisted arrest. Twenty-one years. It was the family business, law enforcement. His uncle had been on the job in Detroit, as had his father, who once came face-to-face with a convenience store robber, with a gun in hand. Argento’s father let loose with the shotgun at close range, spattering the man’s brain and skin all over his own face and mouth. He’d cemented his legend when, after he’d wiped off some of the gore, he’d casually asked the clerk if he had a toothpick to get out the rest.


Argento could have tried to stay on the force. Could have gotten a lawyer from the police union, appealed to an arbitrator. But times were changing on the job, and he wasn’t changing along with them. They wanted guidance counselors these days, not lawmen. They wanted the police to take resisting felons into custody using only soothing words, although the viral videos of cops roughing up compliant suspects had left him disgusted at their lack of honor. Even if he won and stayed employed, they would have made him wish he hadn’t, by shipping him off to some meaningless assignment processing parking permit requests or tracking shoplifting complaints on a digital map.


Argento was in Rocker, Missouri, for no better reason than he had to be somewhere. He had an affinity for Detroit, even with all its problems, but at the moment there was nothing to hold him there. His parents had passed, and he had a sister who lived out of state that he didn’t speak to after she’d put a series of ACAB and “abolish the police” posts on social media. Emily’s family had never taken to him. They had always thought Emily could have done far better than a street cop with only a high school education. They had been quiet and bewildered at her funeral, looking at him as if he’d somehow brought this hell down on their only daughter. He had friends from the job, mostly hunting and fishing buddies, but the ones he’d been closest to had retired or moved away. When anyone else called him, he didn’t answer. He had been alone before he met her and now she was gone and he was returning to his natural state. He needed to be away from the things that reminded him of her, so he’d left home, gotten in his truck, and driven west. He’d never seen the Pacific Ocean. Neither had Hudson. Maybe they’d start there.


He liked the idea of being somewhere calm and warm. He’d oiled and stored his tools in the garage but left his cell phone on his nightstand because there was no one he wanted to talk to. He hadn’t bothered to put a stop to his mail or newspaper. He imagined both piling up in yellowing mounds.


He fell asleep on top of the bed still dressed, Hudson at his side.
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He woke in the morning saying her name. He looked around the room and checked his watch. He had slept late. Hudson was awake, watching him serenely. The pain of her absence was inescapable. One more moment with her. That was all he asked for. One more moment, to hold, absorb, live in. He closed his eyes. He heard rustlings in the adjacent hotel room. The indeterminate hum of pipes and appliances. Faint sounds of traffic outside. He was a sinking ship, he thought. And when the ship is going down, you seal off the damaged compartment so the craft can stay afloat.


But the seal doesn’t always hold.


He opened the drawer next to his bed, where Gideons had placed a Bible. He took it out but didn’t open it. There were passages inside that he knew would help him, but he wasn’t in a place where he could hear them. For now, it was enough just to hold it. After Emily died, his lieutenant had observed somberly that God was dropping rocks on his head. But he wasn’t angry at God. He had suffered a crushing loss, but worse things had happened to better people than him. He needed whatever help he could get from above, for today and for whatever was to come.


He got back on the road but stopped when he saw a bright sign with an arrow advertising the Rocker Summer Festival. It seemed as dumb a place as any to get a late breakfast. It was midmorning but the temperature was already on its way to eighty. Maybe they’d have apple cider. Argento turned off the feeder road and parked his truck in a dirt lot, where it joined several others. He leashed Hudson and rubbed his head.


“Could be fun,” he told Hudson. “We’ll leave before you get too hot.”


The festival wasn’t much. There were a few farm exhibits, one of which described the varying qualities of hay. Games of chance and fried foods on sticks. A few carnie-operated rides, but no Ferris wheel. Some prize-winning pigs, although the fourth-place pig looked about the same as the first-place to him. He sat at a wooden table far enough away from the smell of animal dung and watched the crowd. Some middle schoolers walked by, chattering. A chubby girl of about twelve in glasses and a sequined shirt too tight for her brought up the rear of the group but stopped as the others kept going. She was sweating heavily as she eyed a frozen lemonade stand. She dug into her pocket for change. Argento could see her lips move as she counted it. There was a slowness about her.


A thin man with a widow’s peak and a sharp jaw was leaning against a tree nearby watching the girl. He wore a jean jacket and his pants were streaked with mud. He saw the girl look at the price of the lemonade, look at the few coins in her hand, and then put the money away. He waited a beat and then strode up to her. Something extra in his step. Something Argento didn’t like.


“You want one of those lemonades?”


The girl nodded.


“There’s another place nearby, sells ’em cheaper. I’ll take you there. Then I’ll take you back to your friends.” He began walking toward the edge of the fairgrounds and motioned for the girl to follow. She hesitated for just a moment.


“You know me, right? You’ve seen me around?”


The girl nodded again.


“Then let’s go.”


She fell in beside the man, who put one hand lightly on her shoulder to guide her off the fairgrounds. He looked behind him to see if anyone was following. Then the two of them disappeared from view around the back of a thick grove of trees.


Argento was in a bumfuck town where he didn’t know anyone, much less this girl. He wasn’t a cop anymore. He was an unemployed transient with a dead wife and few prospects.


But there were some things you don’t walk away from. His father had taught him that, long ago, when he was a boy. Shown him, too, on a few occasions, young Kurt watching from the safety of a doorway in awe as his father interrupted a strong-armed street robbery of an elderly man by tossing both twentysomething suspects into a dumpster and locking the lid.


When he found them behind a rusted trailer, the man in the jean jacket was unbuckling his pants with one hand and was using the other hand to force the girl to her knees. She looked at Argento, her eyes shot through with confusion.


“This isn’t what summer festivals are for,” Argento said. He tied Hudson to a tree, giving a sharp pull on the leash to make sure it would hold. The man sniffed, rubbed his mouth, and let the girl go. He took a buck knife out of a sheath on his belt. Hudson barked, seventy pounds of muscle straining at the leash.


“I got people,” the man said. “Let me walk.”


“If I do that,” Argento said, “you’ll just keep doing this.”


The man flipped the knife blade open. “Have it your way.”


Argento felt it then, the hum of physical expectation that shot through his arms and torso like an inflamed nerve. He peeled off his shirt and twisted it into a rope good for warding off a blade. It was bad business walking into a knife fight unarmed, but Argento didn’t mind. He had been here before. He walked toward the man, who seemed startled, but just for a second. He raised the knife.


“This is gonna hurt,” the man said.


You got that right, Argento thought.















CHAPTER 
3



Two Rocker County deputies arrived at about the same time the ambulance did. The first was a young, broad guy in sunglasses with a sunburned face and a name tag that said Ferraez. He looked at the girl, who was sitting on the grass with her legs crossed, eyes focused on nothing. He looked at the man in the jean jacket who was flat on his back, very still, his arms and legs at unnatural angles.


“Jesus,” Ferraez said. “Was this a car accident?”


“That’s Donny Rokus,” the second deputy said. He was an older man with long sideburns and a name tag that said Wells.


Ferraez tilted his sunglasses up off his face and surveyed the still form. “Sure is.”


The ambulance crew was a private contractor; the side of their rig was marked MedStar. They checked Rokus’s vitals. His breathing was shallow.


Wells turned to Argento. “What happened here?”


“He took the girl back here to sexually assault her. I stepped in. He drew a knife and we got to fighting.”


“And?”


“I’m better at fighting than he is,” Argento said. He turned to the ambulance crew. “You should C-spine him. He’s gonna have head injuries.”


“Where’s the knife?”


“I gave it back to him. It’s in his leg.”


“Check for that,” Ferraez told the ambulance crew. One of the EMTs stabilized Rokus’s head. Then they rolled Rokus to the side on a three-count, which revealed a streak of crimson and the hilt of a knife protruding from the meat of his upper thigh. “Yep,” the EMT said as he cut away Rokus’s pants leg with medical scissors to get a better look at the wound. “He’s gonna be a transport.”


“You need to get out of here,” Wells said.


“You want to take my statement at the station?”


Wells looked at Ferraez, who shook his head.


“Take my advice,” Wells said slowly. “Leave town as soon as you can. We’ll call you if we need you.”


“I’m a witness in an attempted sex crime against a minor. I stabbed this guy with his own knife and then I hit him in places that did some damage. Pretty sure you’ll need me.”


“Partner, let’s get this young lady reunited with the group she came with,” Wells said.


Ferraez nodded and took the girl by the hand. “C’mon, sweetheart.” She followed obediently, just as she had followed Rokus before. She cast a backward glance at Argento.


“Bye,” she said brightly.


Argento gave her a wave. “Get her a lemonade,” he told Ferraez. Then he turned to Wells. “You gonna interview her? Ask to see my ID? Take any pictures? Look for more witnesses? Do any cop stuff?”


“We got what we need.”


“Something special about Donny Rokus?”


Wells’s face grew tight, which was as much as a yes.


“This is the worst felony investigation that I’ve ever seen,” Argento said.


“Special circumstances. I’m trying to look out for you.”


The ambulance crew immobilized Rokus with a hard backboard and cervical collar, and secured his head to the board with tape and foam blocks. “We gotta go,” one of the EMTs said. “Right now. He might have a brain bleed.”


“I’ll follow you,” Wells said. He took his sunglasses off and perched them on top of his head. Then he looked Argento up and down. “You one of those martial arts guys?”


Argento gave a noncommittal shrug. He had been a regular in the Police-Fire boxing league and won not because he had an overly refined technique, but because he was a merciless hitter and could absorb blows himself without losing his moorings. A few years back, he had been unofficially banned from the circuit after he’d been in the ring with a preening fire lieutenant and punched the glory boy so hard in the abdomen that he put one of his ribs through a lung.


“Pretty sure you did what you had to,” Wells said. “But remember what I said. Go get yourself out of town.” He leaned forward and scratched Hudson’s head, who was still patiently waiting by the tree. Hudson let him. The deputy was wearing a uniform, and Hudson liked cops. “That’s a good boy,” he said. And got in his squad car and followed the ambulance off the fairgrounds. When they reached the feeder road, the two vehicles hit their lights and sirens and sped off.


Argento stood there for a time. A small crowd had gathered but thinned once the police and ambulance departed. An old-timer with a white beard and a hat that made him look like a train conductor peered at Argento through thick glasses.


“Chow Shepherd?” he asked, pointing to Hudson.


Argento nodded.


“Fine animal.”


“The best.”


“Looks like you hit that fellow real good. Knocked his block off.”


Argento hadn’t heard anyone say knock his block off since the eighties.


We’ll call you if we need you, Wells had said, but he hadn’t asked for a phone number.


“This place got apple cider?” Argento asked the older-timer.


“Nope.”


Argento looked at his hands. His knuckles were red and raw from hitting Rokus. Argento’s wedding ring had always been a little loose, and the fight had pushed it up almost over the second knuckle. He cinched it back down. Taking out Donny Rokus had gotten his blood pumping. It was a welcome change of pace to feel something other than sorrow and inertia. But it was time to pack up shop. The brawl had attracted too much attention.


He walked Hudson back to the truck and drove through what Rocker called downtown. The highlights seemed to be a gun store and a supermarket with a red, white, and blue sign that said Hometown Proud and was advertising a two-for-one special on nightcrawlers. He followed a sign pointing to the freeway. He had the on-ramp in sight when he saw the red and blue lights of a deputy sheriff’s car behind him. He pulled to the shoulder. Maybe they had changed their mind about needing him as a witness. Or maybe this was all about to turn into something else.


“Driver,” a crackly voice came from the PA. “Go straight a block and take your first right.”


Argento was a law-abiding type and did as he was told, finding himself in a dead-end alley sandwiched between two abandoned buildings. Not where he would have picked to make a stop. If things went bad for the officer, no one could see you. Maybe the sheriff’s department had their own down-home traffic stop procedures he was too big-city to understand. He killed his engine and put his hands on the steering wheel, just as he’d ordered motorists to do when he was working. Then something told him to take his wallet out of his back pocket. He turned his radio to 88.5 and pressed the rear defrost button at the same time, causing a small compartment to open up underneath the dash. He’d taken a drug interdiction class once where the Highway Patrol instructors had demonstrated how dealers rig their cars with traps and crevices to hide contraband. He’d been so impressed, he’d built one for himself, just for fun. He dropped his wallet in the compartment and closed it. Just in case.


It wasn’t a deputy who approached him on the driver’s side of the truck. It was the sheriff himself, based on the amount of pins and bars on his uniform. He was a gaunt man of about fifty with white hair near the temples and a sour face. Argento caught a whiff of sunscreen and tobacco. Another officer, this one a deputy, posted up near the passenger side of Argento’s truck. He was a hefty guy with thick forearms and wraparound shades. He had his game face on, but it softened upon seeing Hudson.


The sheriff’s face didn’t soften. He looked at Argento. Argento looked at him back.


“Keys,” the sheriff said.


Argento handed them over. The sheriff put them in his left shirt pocket just underneath his name tag, which said Rokus.


And Argento understood.


“You got ID?”


“I’m sure it’s in here somewhere,” Argento said.


“Get out,” Rokus said.


Argento looked at Hudson. Hudson whined.


“Be right back,” Argento told his dog and got out.


Rokus motioned toward the back of the car. Argento went there and the deputy thoroughly patted him down. Argento wasn’t armed. He had turned in his service gun and hadn’t brought any of his own firearms with him. He owned eleven of them, a mix of pistols and long guns, and they were locked up at home in a Kodiak gun safe that had a swing-out rifle rack. He figured if he needed a weapon on this road trip, he’d just borrow one from somebody, like he’d done with Donny Rokus and his buck knife.


“So,” the sheriff said, his right hand resting on his holster, “we got a report from the fair that a hard-looking fella in a Ford truck with Michigan license plates and a dog busted up my little brother. Hurt him bad. Fella matching your description. And here’s your Ford truck with those Michigan plates. And there’s your dog.”


“Your brother was forcing himself on a sixth grader. Then he came at me with a knife. Didn’t leave me a lot of options.”


“Donny,” the sheriff said, “he ain’t wired right. But that don’t mean you can do him the way you did. Family, you know?”


Family. No, I don’t know, Argento thought. Not anymore. He took a look around. No one else in line of sight, just the three of them. No witnesses. He sized up the two lawmen. The deputy was silent, maybe even a little uncertain. Just following the sheriff’s play. Both were wearing body cameras, the same kind used when he was in uniform. They were on, but neither of them bore the steady red light to indicate they were recording. Not an encouraging sign.


The sheriff saw Argento looking at the camera. A faint smile creased his face. “State said we had to get ’em on account of police reform. But sometimes we forget to hit all the right buttons.”


“I stayed at the scene, tried to give a statement to your boys,” Argento said. “They weren’t having it. You want to take me in, take me in. But make a decision.”


“Oh, you’re coming with us,” the sheriff said. “That’s for damn sure. But you shouldn’t have resisted arrest.”


Argento pushed back the familiar white cone of anger in his chest. He had to play this smart. Two rednecks policing like it was 1950s Alabama weren’t going to goad him into a fight.


“This bell you’re thinking about ringing,” he told both men, “you can’t unring it.” He turned around and put his hands behind his back. Compliant. Going with the program. That was when the sheriff shoved him with a strength that belied his age and frame. Argento was propelled into the deputy’s chest, one of his hands landing on the deputy’s badge and the other on his body camera.


“Lookie there,” the sheriff said. “You just assaulted a deputy. Tried to rip his badge off. Tried to take his camera.”


Argento saw the deputy’s nightstick clear the ring and he hunched and pivoted to absorb the blow on his thigh. He took the second swing higher up on the same leg before he went down, hands over his head, legs drawn in to protect his vitals. The Sheriff joined in and both men rained blows on Argento’s back, his arms, his lower torso. Argento stayed hunched in on himself, his face bunched in pain and baking on the hot asphalt. Hudson barked, a few sharp retorts at first and then sustained fury.


“That bell you were talking about,” the sheriff huffed between blows. “Think we ringing it.”


“Okay,” the deputy said, equally out of breath. “He’s had enough. We gotta stop.”


“I say when we stop,” the sheriff grunted.


“Don’t hurt my dog,” Argento managed. “Don’t…”


A baton rose and fell and a balloon burst in his head. He tasted blood on his tongue. Heard a staticky hum. Then nothing.















CHAPTER 
4



Height?”


“Five nine,” Argento said.


“Weight?”


“Two ten.”


“Race?”


“White.”


“You look kinda mixed.”


Argento’s mother was German, his father Italian, and he had inherited the latter’s olive skin. He did not feel like explaining this. He’d woken not in a hospital but at a police station, although given how he felt, a hospital would have been far more appropriate. He was handcuffed to a bench, and another deputy he hadn’t seen before was filling out his booking card in a sally port. Argento’s head throbbed and he knew he was or would be black and blue from head to foot, but he didn’t think he had any broken bones. Still hurt like a mother. He took short breaths, a sour taste caking the inside of his mouth, and tried to compartmentalize the pain. He ran his tongue over his teeth. Felt like he still had them all. That was a win.


“I’d like an ambulance.”


“For what?”


“Got hit in the head with a nightstick. A doctor should look at me.”


“How ’bout you stop being a pussy,” the deputy said. “What’s your name?”


“Chris Spielman.”


“Spell it.”


Argento did.


“Address?”


Argento thought about that. He wasn’t sure when he’d be going back to his house. “Transient.”


“Where’d you live last?”


“Detroit.”


“Negrotown,” the deputy said automatically. He was a slight man with a bad complexion and although he was young, his hair was already thinning and formed a crescent moon on the top of his scalp. His uniform was too big for him and billowed at the sides.


“Plenty of white trash,” Argento said. “You’d fit right in.”


“You got a smart mouth. Maybe we’ll take you back to beat-down alley.” He gestured up toward the ceiling where a bubble camera was trained down on them. “You’re lucky there’s cameras.”


“Lucky,” Argento said.


“Occupation?”


“Unemployed. What are my charges?”


“The sheriff will be along shortly to explain all that.”


“Someone gonna explain where my dog is?”


“Sure,” the deputy said. “You bet.”


After a while, the first deputy was joined by a second, the meaty one who had been at Argento’s traffic stop. Argento stared at him, and the deputy held his gaze for a moment before looking away. He had seemed ambivalent at the scene of the beating. His heart wasn’t in this. That didn’t give him much credit with Argento. He couldn’t remember his locker combination, but he was going to remember this deputy.


Argento was escorted to a cell that smelled of piss and was single-cuffed to a metal hook. The door shut behind him. He took inventory of his surroundings. Sink, toilet, bench. Several people had scratched their initials into the wall across from him. Someone had carved the words DO FLUSH in all caps. Shitty search, letting a prisoner take anything with an edge into the cell. Argento was less than impressed with the Rocker County Sheriff’s Department. They had room for growth.


Kurt Argento had never laid down for a beating before. He loathed how it felt, physically and mentally. Prior to today, he wasn’t sure he’d ever lost a fight. Even at the academy in the RedMan training scenario, where recruits were put in full pads and PT’d to exhaustion in the mat room, then pitted against the hardest instructors the department could muster, he’d prevailed. Hurled the 230-pound SWAT sergeant off the mat and then kicked him through a set of double doors into the hallway. They were still talking about that one at the Detroit Police Department. Long after he graduated the academy, he still worked out every day. The most committed cops all did. Sprints, jump box, weights, and mat work. If some con tried to wrestle his gun away, he was too strong for them to get it. If someone ran, he’d catch them, even with an extra fifteen to twenty pounds of equipment on his belt.


But none of his experience or fitness mattered back in the alley. There was no utility in taking on two cops on their own turf without friendlies to back him.


Argento had seen police corruption before. A plainclothes unit at his station had been indicted for filing false police reports in an effort to shore up their gun cases against violent felons. A few guys had gotten pinched for turning in inflated overtime cards. An officer or two had been busted for soliciting sex on the job or committing domestic violence. But he hadn’t seen anything like this. Unprovoked beating, denial of medical care, arrest on what would undoubtedly be some trumped-up charges, all to protect the pedophile brother of the local law boss. Where was the American Civil Liberties Union when he needed them?


He stretched out on the cement bench as best he could. It was his first go-around in jail. It didn’t bother him much. Whether he was behind bars or not, Emily was still gone and he was still out of work and the Pacific Ocean wasn’t going anywhere. He tried to put himself in the head of the Rocker Sheriff’s Department. What would be their next move? Right now they thought he was just a bum who’d wandered into town, but if they knew he was a recently retired member of the Detroit PD, that would present them with a problem. It was one thing to thump a drifter. Quite another to do it to an ex-member of a major metropolitan police force, someone who could take the witness stand and be credible and convincing. So they’d probably consider suiciding him in his cell.


That was why Argento had given them the name Chris Spielman, a former linebacker for the Detroit Lions. Spielman’s name combined with a random date of birth wouldn’t come back with any positive hits, so they’d have to wait for fingerprints because he highly doubted anyone would find the trap in his vehicle that held his wallet and driver’s license. Argento knew his prints were in the system because all police recruits were printed prior to being accepted to the academy. But he didn’t know how long it would take Detroit’s computers to talk to Rocker’s. A few hours? Better part of a day? Argento was thinking this over like he cared, but all he really wanted was to go a few rounds with the sheriff and his lackey to square what they’d done to him at the traffic stop. Then he’d call it a draw, and he and Hudson would keep pushing west. He was no crusader. If the good people of Rocker wanted to rise up against their rotten sheriff’s department, that was on them.


Argento turned onto his side on the bench. He moved slowly but the motion still hurt. Before Emily had left this world, he’d slept about five hours a night. Now, he slept as long as he could. Ten hours, twelve, sixteen. He would come home from work, exercise, eat dinner, and go to bed. On his off days, he’d rarely leave the house except to go to the gym or take Hudson for a walk. There was nothing out there for him. But he couldn’t sleep now, not without knowing that Hud was okay. He concentrated on the ceiling. Thought about sports. His mind drifted to baseball and the ’84 Detroit Tigers. He ran through the starting lineup. Trammell, Whitaker, Gibson, Parrish. His father had pulled him out of school once when he was a kid and taken him to a day game at Tiger Stadium, the grandest place Kurt had ever seen. Jack Morris had struck out the side, and when the ball rolled past him, Morris had deftly flipped it up with his feet into his waiting glove. Argento always remembered that.


Then his thoughts turned, as they always did, to his wife. The timbre of her voice. The way she looked when she was sad. She was gentle, patient, forgiving. She had faults but he couldn’t remember them. He only remembered the good. Maybe that was how it was supposed to go. Maybe that was how God kept people from going crazy. As a cop, he had always worked a tough beat. They had talked about what if something happened to him. They never talked about what if something happened to her. When she was first diagnosed, there had been tears and anxiety and endless calls to doctors and insurance companies, but then she had settled into a preternatural calm that sometimes, late at night, Argento had coveted.
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An hour later, there was a sharp rap on the door and it opened. The sheriff stood at the doorway chewing on some sunflower seeds.


“The man himself,” Argento said.


“That’s right,” Rokus said. “So how’d you like our summer fair?”


“Learned the difference between straw and hay.”


“And what’s that?”


“Hay is dried grass. Straw is the dried stalks of already harvested cereals, like wheat or oats.”


Rokus spat a seed near Argento’s feet. “Fucking fascinating.”


“What am I being charged with?”


“Two counts of resisting arrest. Two counts of attempting to disarm a peace officer. Two counts of aggravated assault on a peace officer.”


Nothing about the festival or Donny Rokus, Argento noted. He figured there was no way they could cover that up without revealing the assault on the girl. “What’s the bail?”


“More than you got. And we don’t got no bail bondsman in this state so there’s no help for you there. Hell, you’re not even going to be able to afford the tow fees on your truck.”


“I asked your deputy for an ambulance, but he didn’t seem to know how to get one.”


“They got nurses at the jail. They’ll take good care of you. Why? How’s your head?”


“It’s okay,” Argento said. “Helped that you and your deputy are weak and out of shape.”


The sheriff’s expression didn’t change. “And here I was starting to feel a little sorry for you.”


“You run me up yet?”


“Your name’s not coming back. That’s usually what happens when fellas have warrants they want to hide. We’ll wait on fingerprints. People lie, but fingerprints don’t. And I had them expedited so we’ll get the results by the end of the workday. Your truck is listed to an Emily Vasquez. She your side piece or just some poor gal you stole it from?”


Emily had kept her maiden name. Argento tried to ignore the question even as it sent a hot spike of anger up his center. Rokus spat another seed on the floor with seasoned nonchalance. His complexion looked sallow under the yellow industrial light of the booking hallway. His eyes were deep-set. There was nothing behind them. Maybe he’d always been a bad cop. Maybe he’d started out right but something along the way had turned him. It didn’t matter to Argento. He was going to settle this with the sheriff. Whatever it took.


It was time for Argento to ask the question that he’d saved for last. The one he really didn’t want to ask, but the only one that still mattered. “What happened to my dog?”


“It got mean when you started fighting us,” Rokus said. Jaw working the sunflower seeds. Face expressionless.


Argento’s hands tightened into fists so tight he thought his fingers might burst through the skin.


“Had to put him down.”


Argento looked down at the floor as the hot spike morphed into a red squall. He closed his eyes. Everything that was good was gone. When the storm subsided and he could talk again, he said, “Gonna make you wish you hadn’t.”


“You got other problems on your plate. Prison bus is taking you to the state penitentiary. We got some sewage issues in the county jail, so we’ve been shuttling a select number of folks straight to the Whitehall Correctional Institute. I get to say who. You got arrested here on a Friday, and Monday is the July Fourth holiday, so you won’t be seeing a judge until Tuesday. Makes you a good candidate for the pen. As for me, I’m gonna go see my brother in the hospital where you better pray he makes a full recovery. After that, I’ll be on my way to Louie’s Smoke House. Every Friday night they got two for one ribs. I’m gonna eat my ribs and drink my beers while you get sodomized by some fellas who probably won’t even be polite enough to introduce themselves first.”


Argento thought about that. Then he said, “You always been this way?”


“Which way is that?”


“Clown dressed up like a cop.”


“You,” Rokus said, wagging his little finger at Argento. “You’re one of them guys. Billy Badass. Joe Cool. Folks who try to make all the things they say sound tough or funny. Well, I run into that type all the time. And when I’m done with ’em, they ain’t so tough. And they for sure ain’t laughing. So what do you think of me now?”


“About the same,” Argento said.


Rokus was about to reply when a voice came over the the PA.


“Transport bus is here, Sheriff.”


Rokus nodded. He spread his hands toward Argento, as if in invitation. “Welcome to hell, shitbird.”















CHAPTER 
5



Julie


Julie Wakefield blinked the sweat out of her eyes and checked her watch. Ten miles down, two to go. She was running a race called Centurion, a dozen miles of rough terrain and thirty-odd obstacles from start to twisty finish. It was her fourth such event, and she was on pace for a personal best. She was staying in Jefferson City for the summer taking classes and had some friends in town, but they weren’t up for the rigors of the Centurion, and the most athletic thing her fiancé, Eric, did was take out the recycling. Eric was a quiet, considerate man who would rather watch a political debate than a ball game, and she loved him for it. They were getting married in a little over a month, and the race was a welcome break from the endless wedding tasks like seating charts and cake choices.


Julie was twenty-five years old and in the best shape of her life. She was pushing hard and it hurt. In lieu of her coursework, she’d been reading a book called War by a journalist named Sebastian Junger, about U.S. soldiers fighting in Afghanistan. In the book, Junger described pain as being at the edge of a dark valley. At the bottom of the valley was true incapacitation, but it might take hours of misery to get there. Julie remembered the exact quote that followed: “If you don’t panic at the first agonies, there’s much, much more of yourself to give.”


It hurt, Julie thought as she surged forward, but she had more to give. Much more. She took in the next obstacle ahead, a thirty-foot-high wall canted toward her at a sixty-degree angle with irregularly placed studs for handgrips. It was called The Mammoth. No problem. Her breathing was labored but she felt strong. No, screw strong. She felt mighty. It was a glorious early July day in central Missouri, and the sun was warming her bones. She squirted an energy gel into her mouth for the boost and kept her legs churning, which were coated in brown sludge from the course’s mud. She headed right for the center of the The Mammoth, sidestepping a runner who was blocking her path. He was leaning forward, hands on his knees in the classic tripod position, his mouth hanging open as he looked up at the thirty feet of woe the wall represented. Defeat was etched on his face. Julie had seen him that morning in line at registration, gussied up in a headband, designer athletic gear, and two gold rope necklaces.


“Let’s do this!” he shouted to no one in particular. Then he’d noticed her, puffed his chest out, and leered at her.


“Baby,” he’d said. “See you at the finish line.”


Julie noted that the man’s headband had now slipped over one eye and he was missing a shoe.


“Let’s do this,” she said as she surged past him and attacked the wall. She wasn’t a gloater by nature, but there was an exception to every rule.


He looked up at her, bleary-eyed, and coughed wetly. Julie didn’t even try to suppress the grin.
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A few hours later, she was showered, changed, and in her father’s office, feeling the oxygenated repose that followed a hard workout.


“How’s the wedding stuff going?”


“Not bad. Mom is helping me with the heavy lifting.”


“Believe me,” her father said, “she loves it. How’s Eric?”


“Working nonstop on his dissertation. I could tell you the title of it, something about chemical matrixes and free ions, but neither of us would know what it means. How’s tricks in the statehouse?”


“Let’s not talk about me,” he said. “Let’s talk about you. Specifically, your future.”


“And I was in such a good mood.”


“Jules.”


“I know. I’m not mad. It’s your parental duty.”


Governor Christopher Wakefield looked like the celluloid stereotype of a politician. Strong jaw, good hair, crisp dresser. He was fit from a combination of swimming and tennis and stood around six foot two but seemed taller because of good posture. He had ably served as the governor of Missouri for the past six years, six years of strong leadership and sensible legislation. The closest thing he’d come to a scandal was when he’d blanked on the name of the St. Louis hockey team during a press conference after the Blues had made the playoffs; he later confessed to Julie he’d never watched a hockey game in his life. There were whispers of a presidential run, but Wakefield hadn’t made any formal announcements.


“My future,” Julie echoed.


“You don’t seem all that invested in your master’s degree. You don’t talk about it much or where you’re hoping it’ll lead you. I know you killed it on the course this morning. You gonna be a professional obstacle course runner?”


“I don’t know. One thing at a time. I’m going to prison tomorrow. Then I’m going to spend the Fourth of July with Eric. Beyond that, I haven’t planned much.”


The governor grimaced at the mention of the word prison.


“It’s fine, Dad. I need to do a field visit for my summer class in Corrections. It’s going to be a quick tour.”


“I don’t like the sound of it. Why can’t you tour a courthouse or somewhere more pleasant? It’s a Corrections class. Judges correct people. I know a bunch of judges. I could arrange for lunch afterward. Let me make some calls.”


Julie was already shaking her head before her father was finished talking.


“Damn it,” her father said.


“What?”


“I made a tactical error.”


“Was it forgetting that I despise special treatment as the governor’s daughter? So you saying you can make some calls on my behalf just makes me want to double down on going anyway?”


“That’s the one.”


“It’s fine, Dad. This place is close. Besides, I like to see how the other half lives.”


“That’s what documentaries are for.”


“I’m paying for my own grad school, which means you aren’t allowed to meddle.”


“And after grad school?”


“Well,” Julie said, “that’s where we’re in sort of a gray area.”


“All right, how gray?”


“Charcoal,” she said and smiled. It was one of their favorite exchanges from the movie Fletch, which they had watched together umpteen times when she was growing up.


“Which prison are you going to?”


“Whitehall.”


“That’s a private prison. Maximum security. I’ve heard some things about it I don’t like. They have a state inspection coming up and there’s some rumblings they’re not going to exactly shine.”


“This isn’t an immersion tour. I’m not going in a cell with a bunkmate.”


“I’m sending two of my guys with you.”


“Not necessary.”


“Politics,” the governor said, “is the art of compromise. I learned that at Governor Camp. I don’t want you to go on this tour but you’re going anyway, so the compromise is you allow two of my security team to accompany you.”


“Governor Camp,” Julie snorted. “Do your constituents know how goofy you are?”


“Let’s hope not,” Wakefield said. “I think I’m supposed to be regal.”


“How will the taxpayers feel about paying for security for my school trip?”


“I don’t travel much, which means I’m way under budget on security costs, plus this falls under the basic protective duties the first family is entitled to. Even if it didn’t, I don’t care about the taxpayers. I care about you.”


“I don’t think, as governor, you’re allowed to say that.”


“Julie, you’ll do it. You’ll do it because you love me, because you’re my only child, and because you’re getting married soon, which means I’m officially losing you. And because your mother wants you to. That’s like seven reasons right there.”


“So dramatic.”


The governor turned a framed photo around on his desk so it was facing Julie. Unlike some politicians’ offices, her father’s was not adorned with diplomas, glad-handing shots with celebrities, and framed articles about himself. Other than a mounted sheet of rare stamps, a hobby her father readily acknowledged as dorky, the office just had pictures of family. This shot was of the two of them on a hiking trip last year in Glacier National Park, the snow-capped mountains providing a majestic backdrop. “There’s going to be fewer and fewer of these. Now it’s going to be you and Eric doing these kinds of things together. Eric is a good man, and that is as it should be. But it makes me melancholy.”
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