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For my heart-of-gold Dad,
who taught me the meaning of an honest day’s work











The Last Con of Lynton Baltimore


Transcript excerpt from Episode 1, “The Duchess”


Salem Durant: And yet you said nothing of what you had discovered about him, of what he had taken from you and your family. Not for months and months.


Duchess Helene-Therese Duchaussoy: This is true. I did not.


Durant: Because you thought he might return? You thought … perhaps you thought there would be an explanation for why he’d taken the painting, or an explanation for why he disappeared with it?


Duchaussoy: ::laughs quietly:: There could be no explanation. I said nothing because I was ashamed. I am still ashamed today. I speak to you now because you will speak about me even if I do not.


Durant: Well, we—


Duchaussoy: What is interesting about Thomas—no, not Thomas, of course. I apologize. What is interesting about Mr. Baltimore is not that he steals things from people he claims to love. What is interesting is not even that he disappears. What is interesting is that, when he does, he makes others wish they could disappear, too.


::long pause::


Durant: That is interesting.












Chapter 1


Jess


At first, I think my sister has run away.


I could be forgiven, I think, for the dramatic thought, could be forgiven for jumping to such a conclusion based on nothing more than a silent house, a set of keys missing from the shelf we keep by the front door. It could be something simple, after all: an errand she forgot to tell me she was running, a walk she didn’t text to say she was going on.


It could be something totally simple.


But it’s like I said.


I could be forgiven.


“Teeg?” I call out for the second time, but I know she’s not here.


I can feel she’s not here.


I take a breath through my nose, willing myself to settle, to ignore an old, familiar ache in the pit of my stomach.


It isn’t that, I tell myself firmly, but still, as I move through the kitchen, my eyes dart unconsciously to the small, round table where Tegan and I ate dinner together last night. Where my mom and I used to eat dinner together every night.


There’s no envelope there.


I close my eyes and shake my head.


I could be forgiven for checking.


When I open my eyes again, I’m more settled, more present. It’s like that moment when you come fully back to reality after waking up, startled, from a bad dream. I’m in my bed, you think. That wasn’t real at all. I remember that Tegan and I—despite the strange tension of the last couple of months, despite the big transition both of us are facing—had a great night last night, the best we’ve had in weeks.


There’s no reason there’d be an envelope.


I let out a quiet scoff. It’s private self-deprecation for my anxiety chased by a pang of sadness: not even three months from now, Tegan will be away at college, and I’ll be walking into an empty house every day.


I’d better get used to it.


I clock the empty popcorn bowl and glasses we left on the coffee table last night. I’d fallen asleep on the couch, two-and-a-half episodes in to whatever season of Friends Tegan was currently streaming, and when she’d poked me awake a couple hours later she’d smiled and called me an old lady. I’d laughed and told her I wouldn’t argue, since I could remember the days when Friends was on reruns after I got home from school. I’d waved her away from cleaning up and we’d both shuffled to bed, and before I shut off my light she’d called to me from her room.


“Love you, Jess,” she’d said, and I’d felt a little clutch of emotion gather in my throat. It was good to hear her say it. I’d started to think—what with her sullen, sometimes sharp attitude lately—that maybe she didn’t anymore.


In my bathroom, I find easily what I came all the way back home for, barely five minutes after arriving at work: my best pair of shears, the ones that hardly ever leave my station at the salon. That’d been, really, how last night’s unexpected girls’ night had started: yesterday I was halfway through my day, taking a quick break while a client’s hair was processing, and I’d checked my phone to find two messages from Tegan, a voice note followed by a string of prayer-hands emojis.


“Jessieeeeeeeee,” she’d whined cheerfully, in a way I hadn’t heard her do in forever. In a way I’d smiled to realize I’d missed.


“You have got to do something about these ends! It has to be tonight! I won’t be able to stand it! Please, please? I know you hate cutting hair at home but what if!”—she paused dramatically—“I make you your favorite egg sandwich in exchange?”


I texted her back an eye-roll emoji for the begging and a thumbs-up for the request.


The truth was, I would’ve done it without the egg sandwich, which was actually not my favorite anything, but it was the only food Tegan could competently make, and I always made a big deal of praising her for it.


I made a big deal of it last night, too.


I pick up the shears, preparing to tuck them into their sleeve, but then …


Then I pause, that anxious, ominous feeling pulsing through me again.


It has to be tonight, she said on her voice note, and I didn’t even think her hair was that desperate for a trim. I’ve never let it get unhealthy looking, not in all the ten years I’ve been taking care of her.


I swallow, drifting out of the bathroom with the shears held loosely in my suddenly clammy palm, snippets of Tegan’s steady stream of cheerful, casual chatter from last night coming back to me. My nail polish color, her new favorite song. How the mail guy talks loudly on his phone every time he walks up the front stoop to our box. Tegan training a new co-worker at the coffee house where she’s worked part-time for the last two summers.


But also:


What time do you work ’til tomorrow?


Have you by any chance seen my laptop sleeve?


I probably won’t see you before you leave for work; I’m totally going to sleep in.


Love you, Jess.


It reminds me of something.


Her bedroom door is open, and I hesitate before I peek in.


I picture an envelope again. This time, left for me on a bed, or a nightstand. Maybe a small desk I saved for and assembled myself.


She wouldn’t, I think. She’s not Mom.


But when I finally gather my courage and look, I could be forgiven for thinking she is.


WHAT’S clear is that she hasn’t gone yet.


First of all, there’s no envelope.


But there is a suitcase on the bed, looking fully packed, still unzipped. There’s Tegan’s faded, worn backpack resting alongside it. There’s her open laptop on that desk I labored over, its screen dark in sleep, its power cord already coiled for storage. That sleeve I told her she could find in the front closet ready beside it.


Maybe she’s written me an email, instead.


For a few seconds, I simply gape at the scene in front of me; I try to make some other sense of it. Maybe it’s some kind of weird practice run for the only trip we have planned for this summer—the one where we’ll get her set up at school.


But even I know a single suitcase and backpack isn’t how a dorm move-in is meant to look.


My phone pings in my back pocket, and I rush to pull it out.


Sorry to bother you, it reads. But your 10:30 showed up early. Should I tell her you’re on your way? Sorry again, I know you’re rushing!!


I blink down at the text from Ellie, who runs the front desk and does shampoos sometimes when we’re shorthanded. She’s twenty years old and she’s only worked at the salon for a month and a half, and the two sorrys are typical. I’m quiet at work—quiet everywhere, really—and I’m pretty sure Ellie thinks that means I don’t like her.


My reply won’t help.


Cancel morning appts, I type out with shaky fingers, pressing send.


Anyone else, I know, would add something. An explanation, an apology. Family emergency, anyone else might say, to make sure everyone knew it was serious.


But I haven’t been anyone else in ten years.


And no one gets to know about my emergencies.


I navigate to my text box with Tegan, but before I send out a panicky Where are you? I pause and swipe to my email instead.


Just to make sure there’s not an envelope waiting for me there.


What loads, though, is the usual—a notification about auto-payment on the electric bill, a promise for the sale of the season at a place where I haven’t shopped in years, a reminder from one of my streamers that I still have episodes left on a mediocre medical drama I gave up on a few weeks ago.


My heart is pounding in my ears.


Or … is that not my heart?


I press send on my text to Tegan as I move toward the sound of knocking at the front door, and like so many other things I’ve come across this morning, it could be nothing; it could be totally innocuous. An inconveniently timed delivery or a sales pitch for faster internet service.


But I don’t really know if I’m really in this morning. Instead my brain is a hot stew of a Sunday night when I was twelve years old and a Saturday afternoon when I was twenty-one. My head is full of the steam it lets off.


Tegan left, too, that steam whispers, even as I unlock the door. Everything you did, all the attention you paid. You missed it happening again.


I know deep down that whatever is waiting for me on the other side of the door will somehow have something to do with that laptop, that backpack, that open suitcase on the bed.


I just don’t expect it to be a giant.


I gape at the man who seems to take up the entirety of my front porch, my stewy brain slow to process the sheer size of him, broad and muscular. Maybe that’s why I take in his face, first: sandy-blond-stubbled and unsmiling, his jaw sharp-edged and his brow lowered in confusion. His green eyes narrow as they take me in.


He has to be at least six-five. He looks like he throws truck tires for recreation. Like maybe he throws the trucks themselves. I have never seen a man this built in real life.


But his voice is unexpectedly high-pitched.


“Hi! We’re looking for Jess Greene?”


“What?” I say, blinking at him.


That’s when I realize his voice is not, in fact, high-pitched. Or at least I don’t know if it is, because he has not actually spoken.


He’s not alone.


Beside him—I could be forgiven for missing her—is a middle-aged woman whose head barely reaches the top of the giant’s elbow. She has a mass of silver-brown curls and she is wearing black-framed glasses that are competing for size with her companion’s massive biceps.


I cannot imagine—head full of steam or not—what these two people have to do with Tegan.


Or wait. With me.


I’m the one narrowing my eyes now, at the woman in the glasses.


“Who’s asking?”


The giant shifts on his feet. The woman smiles. My phone pings in my hand.


Tegan, I think immediately, and look down at it. But it’s only Ellie again. Okay, sorry!!! she’s typed, and I recognize it’s unfair, but I’m so irritated that she’s gotten my hopes up for a reply from my sister that my fingers tighten around the phone in frustration.


I think the woman has started to answer, but I cut her off.


“Look, this isn’t a good time. For … whatever.” I gesture vaguely at them with my frustration phone-fist. I don’t even remember when or where I set down the shears, but I don’t have them anymore.


The giant’s brow-furrow gets deeper, but the woman is undeterred.


“Well, we have an appointment.”


“Not with me, you don’t.”


“Right. We have an appointment with Jess Greene.”


That steam in my head—it’s spread everywhere now, and I look down, trying desperately to ground myself. The woman’s still talking, but I can’t hear her. If I could only calm down enough to think straight, or if Tegan would just reply. If there was some sort of explanation for some appointment I don’t remember making, if—


“… Broadside Media, and we’ve been working with—”


“Wait,” I say, something about what the woman has said finally getting through this haze of confusion and fear.


It’s something familiar.


Not just what she’s said, but how she’s said it. Her voice.


I know that voice. Don’t I?


Forget the stew, the steam. I am chilled straight through, remembering a time when I heard that voice—through my headphones, or through the speakers in my old Honda—week after week, on the wildly successful, wildly popular podcast everyone I knew seemed to be listening to.


Eventually—as everything in my life, in my sister’s life, was falling apart—I’d thought that voice was somehow speaking directly to me. Pressing closer and closer to those fallen-apart pieces.


I’d never wanted to hear it again.


I look up, and the giant’s watching me close. The woman with the familiar voice is waiting, just like I asked her to. In the space between them, behind them, I catch a movement on the driveway, a flash of white fabric, a familiar shock of red hair. Freshly trimmed.


It’s my sister, carrying a plastic bag from the pharmacy around the corner, walking toward us quickly, her face flushed.


Panicked.


“Jess,” Tegan says, and the giant and the woman both turn to face her.


“Jess!” the woman echoes, friendly recognition in her tone.


But then her brow furrows, too, and she looks between us.


“I’m Jess,” I say to her, at the same time Tegan says, “This is my sister.”


The giant and the woman share a brief, concerned look. But she recovers quickly. She volleys her gaze between me and Tegan again and says, “Interesting,” and my God, it is her. I’d recognize the way she said that word anywhere.


She used to say it at least once an episode.


Salem Durant. The woman whose hugely popular podcast series ended up being about something way too close for comfort.


Something way too close to home.


I’ve been working all these years to keep it far, far away. Especially from Tegan.


My sister and I speak over each other again. Me with a sharp, desperate, “There’s obviously been a mistake,” and her with a determined, unapologetic, “I can explain.”


Salem Durant smiles again. A cat that got the cream. A story that just became twice as interesting.


She says, “I’ve come to talk to you about your mother.”









Chapter 2


Adam


It’s a shame I haven’t learned to trust my instincts.


Because I had a feeling something was off.


Since last night, for sure, when we got off the plane here and I got recognized for the first time. It wasn’t necessarily unusual given my past, but still felt like a bad omen for this particular trip, when I’m working so hard to put some distance between then and now.


Since six days ago, when Salem announced these travel plans in the first place, a light in her eyes I’d heard about from others, but hadn’t once seen in all the months I’d been working with her, had appeared.


Since two months ago, when I first read a short email sent to the Broadside Media pitch account, promising new information on a story that was almost ten years old.


A story I knew Salem had never forgotten.


I had a feeling—even as I forwarded that email along—that there was something strange about it.


But instincts, I’d told myself, were not for thirty-three-year-old recent grads from J-School. They were for people further along in this career than me, for journalists who’ve been around on the actual job and who’ve seen more than I have. Instincts without experience, one of my professors once said to me, were a liability.


Salem has always been known for her good instincts.


Except on this story, I guess, which is why it’s a shame I still don’t trust mine.


Too late now.


There’s a heavy silence between the four of us. The redhead who’s just come up the driveway—the young woman Salem and I have known as Jess Greene for the last two months—is swallowing heavily as she stares at the woman who opened the door. Her sister, apparently, and also, apparently, the real Jess Greene.


Salem still has that light in her eyes, and for a second I wonder if she had an instinct something was off, too. If in fact we’re here because of that instinct.


She speaks first, calm and unbothered. “May we come in?”


“No,” says Jess, her voice sharp, impatient, and I can’t help but look at her again. When she first opened the door, I’d had an instinct, all right, but it wasn’t a professional one. I’d felt a strange thunk in my chest at the sight of her: big, blue eyes and the thickest blond hair I’ve ever seen, wavy and reaching well past her shoulders. Against her clothes—a loose black T-shirt, slim black jeans, black sneakers—everything light about her had been a curious sort of shock.


“Jess,” says the other woman, the redhead, the person whose name we don’t even know, and it at least pulls me back into the moment. A source who’s deceived us, who’s given us information that’s probably useless to us now. This might be Salem’s story, but I’m not trying to be involved in things she considers a failure.


I’m trying to impress her.


“Let them in,” the redhead says. “I’ll exp—”


Jess cuts her off. “Explain why you have a bag packed?”


The redhead flushes. I saw her a couple of times when I was sitting in while Salem did video calls with her. She looked older on the screen, and I wonder if she somehow altered her appearance for those calls. Worn makeup or clothes that’d make her seem more grown-up. Standing here, I wouldn’t guess she is any older than twenty.


This is a disaster.


“Yes,” she says, and I transfer my gaze to Jess, which is a mistake, because for a split second, a second that might be imperceptible to everyone on this front stoop but me—she looks as if she might cry. My chest aches. The wrong instinct. I’m supposed to be curious, determined.


I’m supposed to want to figure this out.


“You can explain that without them coming in,” she finally says, no trace of tears in her voice.


“I don’t think she can,” Salem says, and then she turns her eyes on the redhead. Our source. “I think you probably have an explanation to make to me, too.”


“Don’t talk to her like that,” Jess snaps.


Salem raises her hands in surrender. I cross my arms and look down at my boots. Maybe we ought to give these women some time alone.


The redhead clears her throat.


“Ms. Durant,” she says, even though she’s been calling her Salem for the last two months. “My name is Tegan Caulfield. I know I told you something different. I—”


“Are you recording this?” Jess says.


“No,” I say, and Salem cuts me a look. I don’t know why I answered. My job here isn’t really to talk, at least not yet.


“We are not,” Salem says pointedly, and I’m pretty sure some of the tone there is directed at me. She looks at Tegan. “Go on.”


I expect Jess to intervene again, but whether it’s shock or curiosity or some combination of the two, she doesn’t, not yet.


“Jess is my sister. My half sister. I contacted you using her name because two months ago, I was still seventeen years old.”


Oh, Christ. My fingers dig into my biceps. Salem betrays nothing. In my periphery, I think I can see Jess’s chest rising and falling with quick breaths.


“But I’m eighteen now. And the information I’ve given you is good. It’s—”


“Absolutely not,” Jess says, finally speaking again. When I look at her, I can tell she’s straightened her posture. She’s lifted her chin, too. But her cheeks are flushed, same as her sister’s. “Whatever this is, we’re not doing it. You two need to go. Tegan, you need to come inside.”


It’s a knee-jerk, desperate response; I can tell. She feels powerless, confused, caught off guard. We may not have come for her, but whether she knows it or not, Salem’s already thinking of her as a source, too. And Salem is good at cultivating sources. She’s good at calmly sharing what she already knows; she’s good at making every bit of the story she’s working on seem like it’s in the public interest.


People say you can’t stonewall Salem Durant.


But I have a feeling Jess Greene might be an exception.


“I’m happy to share with you—” Salem begins, but Jess shakes her head.


“I don’t know what my sister has told you. But whatever it is, it’s a mistake. She doesn’t know—”


“Jess,” Tegan says, and if there were traces of regret or apology in her voice, she’s stripped them out now. She sounds as harsh and as hard as her sister did only a second ago. She sounds angry.


For an uncomfortable stretch, the two stare at each other. This strange arrangement—the four of us standing here—we’re a broken compass. Tegan and Jess at two poles, north and south. Salem and I, east and west. The needle spins frantically around, disoriented by all this tension.


Then Tegan speaks. “I found Mom’s postcards.”


I watch Jess turn white.


“And I know you know where she is.”


Jess swallows. She tightens her fingers around her phone.


And then she says, “You’d better come in.”


MY guess is, these two don’t often have company.


The house is small, tidy, and spare. The round table in the eat-in kitchen where we stand has four chairs, but it probably only sits two comfortably. In the next room, there’s a couch, but it’s the kind an ex-girlfriend of mine used to have in her studio apartment, the kind where I alone would take over half the thing even if I stayed fully upright. Outside, through the sliding glass door off the living room, there’s a small deck: two chairs, a tiny table in between.


I’m used to feeling huge in a space, but this is next level. Salem and I don’t just seem like we’ve made it crowded; we seem like we’ve made it somehow unsafe. I shove my hands in my pockets, sweat blooming on my lower back.


I look over to where Jess stands by the counter, her arms crossed. Peeking out from beneath the sleeve of her T-shirt, I can see a network of thin, black lines—tattoos I’m too curious about. I caught myself, when she stepped back from the front door and I gestured for Salem and Tegan to go in before me, trying to make eye contact with her. Like I could somehow apologize for how upset she looked.


There’s no reason for me to be noticing her tattoos, no reason to be apologizing.


I shift my gaze toward Salem.


“Shall we sit?” my boss says confidently, gesturing toward the table.


Tegan moves quickly toward it, pulling out a chair. “Oh, yeah—sorry! We should definitely sit.”


I realize Tegan doesn’t just look younger than she did on those video calls. She sounds younger, too. Like she’d really become someone else during them. I’m sure Salem’s already clocked the irony, given the story we’ve come to track down.


Salem and Tegan settle at the table, and at first, Jess stays put, her expression mulish. When her sister and my boss both lift their hands and clasp them atop the table’s surface, though, looking as if they’re settling in for a negotiation, Jess seems to break, resigned. She drops her arms and joins them.


Salem looks over at me meaningfully. She has to be kidding. There’s no way I’ll fit at that table. My knees will probably jam into all three of them.


“I’ll stand,” I say, and take up the spot by the counter Jess vacated.


“Why don’t we start with introductions?” Salem says. “I’m—”


“I know who you are,” Jess says. “Obviously Tegan knows, too. Let’s skip that.”


Salem glides right over this, gesturing to me. “This is my colleague, Adam Hawkins. Everyone calls him Hawk.”


I try not to wince. She’s not wrong, but I’ve never much liked the nickname. I used to try to correct people about it, but other than my family, only Cope ever listened.


But now’s not really the time to think about that. Not until we get through this story.


So I nod in acknowledgment of the introduction, grateful that neither of them seem to recognize my name, and refocus.


I know what happens next matters: I know I’m about to see a side of Salem I haven’t had a chance to yet, and I know it’s an opportunity to learn. On her initial calls and video chats with Jess—no wait, Tegan—things were different. Sure, she wanted the information, but it was Tegan coming to her, not the other way around. Salem was friendly but cautious. In control. The addition of Jess—the real Jess—means she needs to change tactics if she wants to keep that control.


She looks directly at Jess. “Your sister has shared with me information about five postcards your mother sent to you in the months after she disappeared.” She pauses briefly, then adds, “We believe with a man named Lynton Baltimore.”


Jess’s hands aren’t clasped on the table; they’re hidden in her lap. But I get the sense she’s clutching them together all the same.


“I don’t know where she is,” Jess says, more to her sister than to Salem. “I don’t.”


“But you did, once. And you never told me,” Tegan says. “Five different times you knew.”


Salem watches them carefully, and it’s strange, the pang of judgment I feel. I’m watching carefully, too, after all. I’m her shadow; I’m supposed to be learning this, and it’s a privilege to be learning it from Salem Durant. Being a journalist as skilled as she is—this is what I’ve set out to do.


This is what I need to do.


“I won’t talk about that now. Not in front of them,” Jess says to her sister, before looking back at Salem. “We don’t want to talk to the media.”


“I want to talk to them,” Tegan says, angry again. “I’ve been talking to them. I told them about Mom, and about Miles Daniels. Or Lynton Baltimore, I guess, whatever. I already told them.”


Jess’s eyes close briefly, and my chest aches again, so much that I have to look away. But Salem catches my eye, and man—those instincts. If they took a hiatus during her time talking to Tegan Caulfield, they’re fully checked back in now, because I can tell she’s seen me watching Jess. I can tell she somehow knows about that aching.


This job is about the truth, Hawk, she said to me a few months ago, when I’d first told her about my idea, the one that got me pursuing this career in the first place. I’m not saying it’s not about other things, too. But the truth has to be first, even when it’s about your best friend. You need to figure out if you’ll be able to tell it.


I straighten, the memory of those words a talisman, a discipline. I cross to the table, pull out the last chair. I move it far away from the table, sparing everyone my knees. It creaks when I sit, but I don’t cringe.


I’ll be able to tell it.


This Lynton Baltimore story is just practice. A test.


Salem sits back in her chair, as though she’s welcoming me into the fold.


“We don’t want to intrude on a private family discussion,” she says gently, and I know that’s a tactic, too. She’s not going to let Jess Greene stonewall her, not today, because she’s not going to ask anything of her.


Not yet.


“It’s clear that this is a shock, so let me sum up. Then Hawk and I will leave you to your discussion.”


“But—” Tegan protests, a note of fear in her voice, because she can’t tell this is a strategy. She’s worried Salem’s giving up on her.


“About ten years ago,” Salem says, as though Tegan hasn’t spoken. Right now, she’s only talking to Jess. “I released a serialized podcast about a confidence man named Lynton Baltimore. You’re aware of it?”


Jess swallows. A single, nearly imperceptible nod. I ignore the ache.


“So, you know that the final episode of the show was meant to be an in-person interview between me and this man, following his release from prison.”


Jess doesn’t bother nodding this time.


“And you’re also aware that he never showed up for this interview.”


“Because he came here,” Tegan says, and I watch Jess’s throat bob again. “He came here and met Mom.”


“And then, sometime after that,” Salem adds, keeping her attention fully on Jess, “He seems to have simply disappeared.”


“With Mom,” Tegan says, obviously bruised about not having Salem’s full attention.


“We don’t know that,” says Jess.


“The postcards your sister found suggest—” Salem says.


“They don’t. They don’t say anything about Lynton Baltimore.”


“Well,” Salem says. “They wouldn’t, would they?”


It’s the first time Salem’s cool politeness has slipped. Probably Jess and Tegan don’t hear it, the edge of frustration in her voice, but I do. I know from these last couple of months that this is one of those other things for Salem, something beyond just truth-seeking for her story. She’s never really forgotten it, that she’s the namesake of her famous podcast.


As far as the world knows, Salem Durant—prepped and waiting for an interview with a man who never showed—is the last con of Lynton Baltimore.


She clears her throat.


“We want to find out the truth about him,” she says, gentling her voice again. “About where he’s been for all these years. We think your mother might be the key to that.”


“Well, it’s like I said,” Jess says, new determination in her voice. She wants us out. “I don’t know where she is. So we can’t help you.”


“We’re going to find her,” Tegan blurts, hasty and overloud, and Salem purses her lips. I can tell she was hoping to make a graceful exit before this part came up. “We’ve planned it all out.”


“We’re still working out the details,” Salem clarifies, but that’s a stretch. Out in the rental car, there’s a binder of details that I put together. Maps, itineraries, contact information for a few leads. There’s also the detail that Salem and I are scheduled to be out of the office for the next month, working on this story.


Jess ignores Salem and stares at her sister. I don’t know if I’ve ever seen a face like hers—it’s like looking through a window at a storm. There’s rain, lightning, wind; there’re trees bending and shaking with the force of it. Part of you is glad to be separate from it.


But part of you wants to press against the glass and get as close as you can.


“That’s why you have a bag packed?” she says.


Tegan nods, but doesn’t meet her sister’s eyes.


“Were you going to tell me?”


There’s a long, laden pause.


“I was going to leave a note.”


That storm I’m watching on Jess Greene’s face—it’s a gale force in her eyes. I wonder if Salem is bending under its strength, too.


I brace myself, because what follows this can only be a crash, an explosion. A tree limb down, a transformer blown.


I think Jess Greene is about to lose her grip on the temper she’s been holding since she opened the door to us, and something down deep inside me shifts. Maybe I was detached from this story before; maybe I was simply going along with whatever tasks my boss assigned me. Impress her and move on to the story I truly want to tell.


Right now, though? Right now I want the truth of this storm about as bad as I’ve ever wanted the truth of anything.


But I know the truth isn’t so easy.


And I know Jess Greene doesn’t want us—or her sister—to have it.


So instead of showing us her temper, she pushes back her chair and stands calmly from the table, saying nothing.


And then, she leaves.




The Last Con of Lynton Baltimore


Transcript excerpt from Episode 6, “The Sister”


::indistinct chatter fades in::


Durant: Do you have cream?


::sound of a refrigerator opening::


Gillian Baltimore: Milk’ll have to do.


Durant: That’s fine; thanks.


::sounds of dishes clinking, liquid pouring, the dulled honk of a car horn::


Gillian Baltimore: Well, I guess I’m ready, if you are.


Durant: Let’s go back a ways, to start. Were you close with your brother, growing up?


[Durant, voice-over: You can’t see it, but that was a shrug, a noncommittal one. I might even describe it as bored, and the truth is, on the surface, Gillian Baltimore seems bored by everything, including me. At this point, I don’t have high hopes for our interview. I wonder if Lynton Baltimore’s sister will prove to be as elusive as he is, even though I’m sitting right next to her.]


Durant: You two are close in age, though, only a year apart. Did you have a lot in common?


Gillian Baltimore: ::snorts:: Lyn didn’t have anything in common with anyone. ::pauses:: Or I guess he had everything in common with everyone. It really depended.


Durant: Depended on what?


Gillian Baltimore: Probably on what he thought he could get out of you.


Durant: Mm.


Gillian Baltimore: You have any brothers or sisters?


Durant: I don’t, no.


Gillian Baltimore: I’ll tell you, then. They sure can break your heart. They sure can.












Chapter 3


Jess


It isn’t as though I can go far. It isn’t as though I would.


But I do make it out the back door, across our small, slightly shaggy lawn. I stomp through the fresh-cut grass of three neighbors’ yards, and as I go, I imagine each of them watching. The stay-at-home mom in the split level on the phone with a friend, probably saying, “Oh my God, it’s that rude woman who lives next door to me; she never wants to chat.” The older couple in the colonial with all the garden gnomes, wondering if I’m some kind of daytime burglar. Those people on the corner lot who put out a political sign I deeply disagree with last year, probably lamenting the mere sight of a woman in pants walking around unattended.


None of them could have any idea of how it feels inside my head. My heart.


When I emerge from a side yard out onto the sidewalk, I stop, realizing my breath is labored, and I think of bending over, of setting my hands on my knees to recover. But it’s not the walk that’s done this to me. It’s the shock, the fear. The throbbing hole of hurt I felt inside me when Tegan said it out loud.


She was going to leave me a note.


I push my fingers through my hair, clasp them together on top of my head. Surely staying upright is better. Staying upright is what I’ve always done.


I turn back to face the direction of my house, but I stay where I am for the moment. I don’t think she’ll leave now, mostly because I don’t think Salem Durant and the giant—Hawk, she called him, and he watched me like one, brooding and silent and knowing—would take her with them. They might not feel as hurt as I do, but I’m sure they have to regroup. I’m sure they have to think about what it means that they’d been planning to take a teenager out to find Lynton Baltimore.


To find our mother.


I don’t know how long I stand there, letting it wash over me, what’s happened this morning. It isn’t as though I spent the last ten years with Tegan fearing this specific thing—Tegan stealing my identity to contact Salem Durant? To plan a road trip with her and her—I don’t know what, bodyguard?—but it isn’t as though I haven’t feared something similar. I’ve always worried someone would find out about the link between our mother and Lynton Baltimore. That if they did, Tegan and I would become the subject of the sort of rampant, reckless attention and speculation that followed so many of the people featured in Durant’s podcast—Baltimore’s family, his network of fellow grifters, and, most of all, his victims. The people he stole from, the people he conned. For months after the final episode aired, there were follow-up stories about them, intrusive and unnecessary, and every single one would make my gut churn with dread.


What if someone realizes, I’d think. What if someone—one of those amateur online sleuths—realizes that your mother is somewhere out there with Lynton Baltimore right now? What if they turn you and Tegan into some piece of cheap entertainment?


And I worried, too, of course, that Tegan herself would realize it. I worried about those five postcards I could never bring myself to throw away, all of them sent to me in the first six months after my mother left Tegan in my care.


But I thought I’d have more time before I’d have to tell her.


Or maybe I thought, when it came to this, that I could somehow stop time altogether.


I think of Tegan, eight years old. Sitting on the carpet in the living room of the house we still live in, the braid in her hair loose and sagging, her shoulders pink from the sun. She’d been playing with her favorite Barbie, having missed it all day while I’d taken her to the state fair. She’d practically run right to it when I brought her inside.


And I’d stood in the kitchen, my hands shaking as I opened the envelope our mother left for me.


Same as the one she’d left for my dad, nine years before—the first time she disappeared from my life.


It’s that thought that gets me moving again—back toward the house, but now, I take the long way around. I don’t think about whether any neighbors are watching me. Instead I think about the same thing I’ve thought about ever since I was twenty-one years old, ever since I opened that envelope.


Tegan.


Protecting Tegan, taking care of Tegan.


Never disappearing on Tegan the way Mom disappeared on me.


THERE’S no car in the driveway when I get back, not that I remember if there was one when I first opened the door to Tegan’s … guests, co-conspirators, whatever. But the garage is still open from when I first came home, thinking this was just a regular morning where I’d made a simple mistake. Forgetting a pair of shears, not missing all the signs that my sister has spent the last two months on the precipice of blowing up our quiet, private lives.


I take a deep breath before I walk in.


She’s standing at the fridge, getting out a can of water, and I think that’s so insulting, for some reason. Drinking a sparkling water at a time like this.


“They left?” I say, clipped.


She pops the top on the can and takes a sip. “For now.”


She carries her drink over to the table and sits in the same place she sat only moments ago. Before, when it was the four of us here, she seemed nervous, frantic, eager to please. But now, with only me, she’s transformed, and it’s not into the sullen, sometimes sharp teenager she’s often been over the last few months—behavior that I guess now makes more sense, given that she found the postcards. No, this Tegan is different. She seems …


She seems so confident.


So grown.


Maybe impersonating a thirty-one-year-old will do that to a person.


It’s that thought that propels me forward, newly desperate to get answers. I settle across from her, clasping my hands together on the table’s surface until I realize that’s the same posture Salem Durant took up. I immediately reposition, crossing my arms.


I take another breath.


“Teeg,” I say, before I realize that I don’t even know where to begin. I settle for a simple, stunned, “How?”


She flicks at the tab on her water can, and it’s a curious sort of relief to see her fidget. She presses her lips together and rolls them inward, a habit she’s always had when she’s trying hard at something. This is how she looked when she flipped my egg sandwich last night. I’d thought it was sweet.


She shrugs. “I set up an email account. I sent an email.”


“Using my name.”


The ping of that can top again. “You kind of made it easy.”


I blink across the table at her. “I made it easy?”


It’s a ridiculous thing to say. Anyone who’s ever dared criticize how I’ve raised Tegan over the last decade has always said the same thing: that I’m overprotective, that I helicopter, that I never learned, as she got older, to let go a little. I ask her too many questions about her day; I pry about the details; I’m vigilant about monitoring her social media. Sure, Tegan has more independence now, is alone when I go to work, but I still always—


But that’s not the point, I know. Not now.


“How did I make it easy?” I say, gentling my voice as best I can.


She takes another sip of water before speaking again.


“They weren’t really going to be able to check easily if I was you. You don’t have any social media. No photo on the salon website. You won’t even get into other people’s pictures.”


That last part, she’s said with an edge. I remember the evening of her senior prom a couple of months ago, a gathering in the gorgeous front yard of one of her friend’s parents’ houses. Photo after photo of parents flanking their kids, getting in their own shots before dates and friend groups started being the focus.


I’d hung back, tried not to be overly blunt as I passed on well-meaning offers to photograph Tegan and me. We’d already taken a few selfies together back at the house.


As always, I’d asked her not to share them anywhere.


I stare at her, my stomach uneasy. The irony of my obsession with privacy backfiring on me in this way.


I don’t like my photo taken because I think I look so much like my mom.


Because someone might see me, and connect me with her. Connect me with Lynton Baltimore.


“But you’re … you’re a teenager. How did they—”


She lifts her chin. “I look mature for my age.”


Something on my face must show my doubt. I’m sure I’m biased, given that I’ve raised her, but Tegan doesn’t look any older than she is. Some days I still see the face of that eight-year-old in her, playing with her favorite Barbie before she realized Mom had gone.


“I wore a lot of makeup. And I downloaded a filter for my webcam that helped.”


I shake my head, ignoring a wave of nausea, of guilt. I guess I haven’t helicoptered enough. Been vigilant enough.


“But when they got here, of course they were going to see—”


“I just needed to get them here,” she interrupts. “I needed to turn eighteen, and I needed to get them here. I knew—I know they’ll take me anyway.”


I lean forward in my chair, setting my elbows on the table and running my hands through my hair, bowing my head. “Teeg. You can’t—”


“I don’t know why you’re getting to ask me questions,” she says sharply. “Now that you know about this, maybe you should answer some of mine.”


When I look up at her, she’s shoved her can away, putting her elbows on the table, too. But she’s not sagging into it the way I am.


She’s pressing in. Determined and angry.


“Did you know Mom disappeared with Lynton Baltimore?”


“No,” I answer quickly, but then I pause. I’m giving her the answer I would’ve given to Salem Durant, had she asked the question so directly.


I swallow. “Not at first, no.”


Tegan interrupts with a scoff, as if it’d be ridiculous for me to finish, to say I’m not sure.


She’s so confident in this, so certain. I have a terrible thought. Did he contact her somehow? Did Mom?


“How do you know about him?”


For a second, I think she won’t answer. I think she’ll say, I’m asking the questions now.


But finally she gives in.


“A couple months ago, I read a listicle online. ‘Best True Crime Podcasts of the Last Decade.’”


A fucking listicle. “Best” True Crime. What a world.


Of course, I’d listened to Salem Durant’s podcast, too.


I was entertained by it.


“The Last Con of Lynton Baltimore was on it, with … there was a photo of him. His mug shot.”


I know that photo. It was featured on the podcast’s title card. Black and white, a little grainy. I never connected that photo with the man I knew as Miles Daniels until later. He hadn’t looked the same to me, not even a little, which I guess was the point.


And anyway, I only met him a couple of times, always briefly. “Brief” was basically all I’d allow when it came to time with my mother back then.


“I recognized him,” Tegan says. “I knew right away. That was Miles.”


If I thought the guilt was bad before … it’s nothing to hearing my sister say this, to the reminder of how I was mostly absent from Tegan’s life for those last few months before Mom left. Tegan would’ve been around Lynton Baltimore all the time, because my mother wanted Miles Daniels around all the time.


I stand from my chair, restless and newly nauseated.


“And then I just … I don’t know. I got curious. I listened to the episodes. I worked out the timeline. Mom met Miles a month after Lynton Baltimore got out of prison and ghosted Salem Durant.”


I don’t know if I nod. For a few seconds, I don’t know if I do anything other than clutch at the counter I’ve found myself at, right in front of the kitchen sink. I flip on the tap, run my wrist under the cool water. I’m desperate to get rid of this hot, sick feeling. Ten years I’ve spent, being the best I could for Tegan. Responsible, protective, present. Only to be undone by my paranoia over my photograph being taken and a callous listicle. Undone by my past absence.


When I flip the water off again and look up, she’s watching me. Waiting for me, I guess, so she can be sure I’m paying attention to her for this next part.


“And then I went looking through your things. Mom’s things.”


She reaches beneath her chair and grabs at the backpack I saw on her bed when I first came home. From it she pulls a plastic zippered pouch, pale pink with a gold T on the bottom left corner. Before she graduated she kept pencils inside it. I ordered it for her last summer.


She takes out the five postcards and sets them on the table. They still curl slightly from the way I’d stored them.


She arranges them like we’re about to play some kind of game. Match these cards to a terrible memory, maybe, and I could do that easily. Every one of those cards came on a day I was drowning: when I was washing Tegan’s sheets for the third time in a week because she’d wet the bed again. When I was arguing with my dad and my stepmom, Bernila, for even gently suggesting I let someone else take care of Tegan. When I was sick with shingles—stress, the doctor at the urgent care had said—gasping with pain every time my T-shirt rubbed against my back. When Tegan’s principal suggested she be held back a grade. When the state social worker came for a scheduled home visit and interview, an expression like she’d smelled something bad on her face the whole time.


“You did more than go looking,” I say, because they weren’t simply put away. They weren’t with any of the other things Mom left behind, which I’d boxed up carefully and stored in the garage. They weren’t with things I considered personal—a memory box from high school, my bank information, the advance directive and will I had done when I officially became Tegan’s guardian.


I’d hidden those postcards.


“Inside a curtain rod,” she says. “Smart.”


God. She makes me sound like a criminal. Like I’m Lynton Baltimore himself.


“I planned to tell you about them.”


“When?” She slaps her hand on the table, and the cards scatter. Two on the floor. Three to the edges of the table.


“Don’t talk to me like that,” I say, because … don’t I have to? Don’t I have to be in charge here? Don’t I have to somehow take control of this, the way a parent should?


She stands from her chair quickly, nearly knocking it over. She points down at the cards.


“She talks about me.” Her voice is shaking with tears, with rage. With some combination of the two. “She said she was thinking about me.”


“And I told you that, Teeg. I never kept that from you.”


“You know that’s not what I mean.”


I do know. I told her things like, I know Mom thinks of you all the time, or I’m sure she’s missing you. I told her those things as if they were an obligation, a hope, a probability. But I never told her the specific things in those cards, things that I thought were painful and selfish and so grossly detached from the mess Mom had left behind. That selfishness, that detachment—that was the mom Tegan had been too young to truly see.


I’m sure you’re doing fine with Tegan. I saw wild horses the other day! I know she loves horses.


“You have to understand. That time, after she left—that was such a hard time. It was confusing for both of us, and—”


“I’m not a kid anymore!” she shouts, and there’s a unique pain to this. To know how fully she means it, and to know that, to me, it’s so fully untrue. Isn’t she still a kid? Haven’t I worked so hard in order that she could stay one?


But seeing my sister like this, her light eyes like fire, her delicate skin flushed with frustration—it’s the first time in all these years I’ve felt, down deep, that all the work I did was wrong. That I messed up, miscalculated. That my choice to not tell her about those postcards—about my suspicion that the man we knew as our mother’s boyfriend was someone else—was the worst one I could have made.


That it would push her straight toward the things I’ve tried to protect her from.


“Salem is giving me a chance,” she says. “To find out all the things you never told me.”


That cuts like a knife. Right down the center of me.


“Tegan,” I say, my voice strangled. “There’s not—I don’t know where she is. I didn’t tell you about the postcards, but there’s nothing else. I’ve never heard anything else.”


It’s true, but I can see that right now, to her, it doesn’t matter. I’ve betrayed her. Failed her. She trusts Salem Durant and a man named Hawk more than she trusts me, and I guess, when it comes to this, that’s what I deserve.


“I’m going with them, Jess. And if they don’t want me to go anymore, that’s fine. I’ll go by myself.”


“You can’t.”


She bends down and calmly gathers the two postcards from the floor. Reaches across the table and slides the other three toward her, stacks them all in a tidy pile, zips them back into her pouch. She clutches it tight as she looks at me.


“I’m an adult now. So I definitely can.”


For long minutes after she walks away from me, down the hall to her bedroom—where she shuts the door firmly behind her—I stare at the spot where she stood. Stare at the spaces where those postcards were set and then scattered.


I cannot let this happen.


I cannot let Tegan go on some podcast-sponsored road trip with Salem Durant without someone there to look after her.


I cannot let her go out there by herself, either.


And I cannot—I could never—let her face our mother alone.


Even if I doubt whether she’ll ever find her.


So I stare at that table for a little bit longer, until it settles into me what I know I have to do.


Protect Tegan. Take care of Tegan.


Never disappear on her, even if—right now—I’ve made her wish that I would.









Chapter 4


Adam


The morning after I first meet Jess Greene, I make my way over to a small diner that’s barely a block away from the slightly shabby, slightly suspect hotel Salem and I booked yesterday.


It’s vaguely familiar, this particular end of town, not all that far from the Horseshoe, where I played two of my best college games. But there’s Ohio State gear pretty much everywhere you look, signs of the proximity to campus, and I admit, it’s adding to the uneasiness I’ve already been feeling about how things went yesterday. I don’t have a problem with this place or this campus or that stadium specifically, but of course I’ve got problems with all the stuff it reminds me of.


Cope, mostly, and all the reasons he’s gone.


I take a breath through the pang of grief I feel and decide the diner’s a nice opportunity. I’ll get a stack of pancakes in Cope’s honor. We always ate pancakes after a big win.


Not that anything that has happened in the last twenty-four hours could be described as a win.


When I open the door to the diner, I see Salem’s already there, in a booth at the back. She’s got her glasses on top of her head while she looks down at her phone, her thumbs moving rapid-fire across the screen. She’s probably writing, or maybe texting her husband. At her elbow is a cup of coffee I bet she thinks is too weak.


When I sit, she doesn’t acknowledge me beyond pushing a plastic menu across the table’s surface and saying, “The coffee’s basically water.”


I know better than trying to open a conversation with her while she’s on her phone, but the truth is, I’m not sure I have anything worthwhile to say. Yesterday, after Tegan Caulfield sent us away with promises to be in touch as soon as she “got things settled” with her sister, Salem and I made our way to a nearby café to regroup, but that basically amounted to the decision to take the rest of the day off while we waited to hear something. Unless Salem’s holding out on me, we still haven’t, and I can’t decide whether I’m relieved or disappointed.


Because I know I’ve been thinking too much about Jess Greene.


That blast of blond hair. Those lines on her arm. That look on her face.


It’s the look that’s haunted me the most, though I’ll admit—in a weak moment last night, as I scrubbed a small amount of hotel shampoo through my short hair, I wondered if a woman with a head of hair like hers would have to use the whole bottle. Since that line of thinking involved a someone I don’t know taking a shower, I’d been pretty mad at myself, but it’s not as if returning my curiosity to that storm in her eyes had made me feel any better.


If anything, after seeing her leave her own house the way she did, it made me feel worse. Like I was being predatory, intrusive. Uncaring.


I’m trying to pursue the kind of journalism that’s the opposite of that.


Maybe I should tell Salem we ought to leave these two sisters alone.


But by the time the server comes over, she’s still ignoring me in favor of her phone, so I pass on the offer of coffee and order a stack of blueberry pancakes, extra syrup. The server’s waiting for Salem’s order so I clear my throat.


Without looking up, she says, “Two eggs, scrambled. Whole-wheat toast.”


She’s definitely writing.


Guess I’ll keep debating with myself then.


I wonder if those tattoos go all the way up to her shoulder, I think, and then clench one of my fists on the table. Obviously that’s not a topic I’m meant to be debating.


For the next ten minutes, I avoid my own phone and instead run through the mental catalog I’ve been keeping about the Baltimore story since I got that first email from … not-Jess. Back then, I was still getting the lay of the land with Salem, having basically been the last person available for assignment after all the other senior producers at Broadside had picked their preferred staffers for their latest projects. Up until I showed her that email, she’d mostly seemed indifferent to me—to the job in general, if I’m being honest—but after that, she’d barraged me with emails and texts, links to leads and information I should catch up on. One week she dropped ten worn paperbacks on my desk, all of them about famed grifters—Abagnale, Rocancourt, Chikli, Lustig, de Valfierno, more. I’d read them all, and had been interested.


But do I think Lynton Baltimore is the same as those guys? Do I think it matters if he is?


The truth is, I didn’t get into this work to do true crime.


Or to make someone hurt like I think we might’ve hurt those women yesterday.


When our food arrives, Salem finally sets down her phone, but whether she’s interested in talking now, I couldn’t say, because these pancakes look fucking great. Steaming and fluffy and I’m pretty sure that’s real maple syrup covering them.


I’ll think about the story later.


Except as soon as I open my mouth to take my first bite, an unfamiliar voice interrupts.


A nervous-sounding, “Hey.”


I pause, looking up, my fork midair. I know before the guy speaks again. Salem smirks across the table at me, having already seen a version of this back at the airport.


“You’re Adam Hawkins,” he says, and then stumbles into an unnecessary correction. “The Hawk.”


I set down my fork. Arrange my face into something neutral.


“Hey, man,” I say, and hold out my hand. It’s a practiced strategy, this offer. If they take it, that usually means it’s going to be the good sort of encounter with someone who recognizes me. If they don’t, I better brace myself. It’ll be the bad sort.


He takes it. Pumps my hand enthusiastically. That’s a relief, but it isn’t as though I always enjoy the good sort, either.


“Oh, wow. Oh, wow.”


I smile, hoping it looks natural.


“I saw you play here—I don’t know. A dozen years ago now?”


I nod. “Sounds about right.”


“Man, you were amazing. I saw you absolutely flatten a guy.”


Salem sips her coffee, overloud.


“Sure,” I say, because he’s probably right. Flattening was my specialty. Most tackles for loss in my conference, all four years I played. He’s still shaking my hand. I loosen my clasp, and he takes the hint, releasing me.


My hand, at least.


“And, uh,” he begins, and I know we’re about to get into the next thing I’m known for.


The bigger thing I’m known for.


“I just wanted to say, I think it was great. You know, all that stuff you said about Copeland Frederick. About … you know, how people treated him while he was alive.”


I swallow, spare a glance at Salem. She’s picked up her phone again and has started scrolling, I’m pretty sure as a kindness. She sips her coffee quietly now.


“Appreciate it,” I say, and I do. But the tips of my ears are heating. It’s not fair to call it embarrassment, because I’m not ashamed of the string of viral social media posts I sent out over five years ago now, just after Cope passed, when I was torn apart by rage and grief and frustration.


By the loss of the best friend and teammate I ever had.


Everything I said back then was true; everything I said was something I’d meant and still believe.


But I’d say it different now.


I’m pursuing this entire career because I’m trying to learn how to say it different.


“My little brother, he’s had some struggles in life. With his mental health, I mean. Your posts, they meant a lot to him.”


I nod, my expression serious. Gentle, I hope. “Thanks for telling me that. He doing all right?”


“Yeah, he’s good these days. He won’t believe I saw you, oh man! He’s gonna be jealous.”


He wears an expression I recognize. He’s considering asking, and I’m going to spare him the trouble.


“You want to get a photo for him?”


The guy lights up.


“Would you?”


“Sure.” I slide out from the booth, trying not to look ruefully at my pancakes. They don’t really matter, not in the face of this. I know that stuff I said helped a good number of people, for all the people who ended up hating me for it.


“I’ll take it,” says Salem, holding out her hand for the guy’s phone. When I stand, he laughs a little, gets another one of those oh wows in. He’s maybe a head and a half shorter than me.


We stand together while Salem snaps a few photos, and then the guy swipes through them, deciding which one to send to his brother first. Somehow seeing those pictures seems to give him more confidence, and he’s got another favor to ask, wants to know if I’ll hop on the phone and say a quick hello to the brother. I do it, because the guy seems so genuine, and once he’s on the line, the brother’s so thrilled he can hardly form a complete sentence. It’s probably ten minutes before I get it all wrapped up—the call and the thank-yous that follow. I must say “No problem” and “Happy to do it” about twenty times before the guy finally walks away, shaking his head in cheerful disbelief and typing on his phone.


I cram myself back into the booth.


“Your pancakes are probably cold,” Salem says.


“That’s all right.”


But I admit. I’m bummed about the pancakes.


I try not to make a disappointed face as I chew, because I can tell Salem is watching me.


“You know,” she says, “it’s too bad the real Jess Greene isn’t a football fan.”


I do a closemouthed cough. It sounds guilty. Damn me for having that thought about how much shampoo she uses in the shower.


“Maybe that would’ve made her more amenable to our presence yesterday.”


I take a sip of my water, clear my throat. I guess I should take this as an opportunity to tell her my reservations, even if I’m worried about what she’ll think of me for it.


“I don’t think anything’s going to make her more amenable.”


“Oh yeah?”


There’s a doubtful tone to her voice. It makes me wonder if she’s already heard something from Jess Greene. But when I meet her eyes she shakes her head as if she can read my mind.


Then she makes a gesture with her hand, a go on gesture.


I set down my fork again.


“It seems risky. Our entry point into this was a teenager. The sister—that’s her guardian, I’m pretty sure—doesn’t want us around. Was hostile to having us around.”


Was hurt by having us around, I don’t add.


“This from the guy who … what’d your friend say? Flattened people?” Salem says.


She’s teasing, but my ears heat up again. I don’t want her to think I’ve misunderstood one of the most fundamental things about the kind of journalism I want to do, and that’s that it takes tenacity, perseverance. More perseverance than flattening guys on a football field. More tenacity than sending out a series of scathing, off-the-cuff social media posts about the kind of shit that happened to your best friend on and off of that football field.


“It’s not really that. I know it’s important to push sometimes.”


She raises her eyebrows. “But you don’t think it’s important to push for this?”


I swallow, shift in my seat. I can hear in her tone that she’s annoyed, defensive, and I can’t blame her. Around the office, I’ve heard the snarky remarks: that the Baltimore story is “too dead now to even attempt reviving,” that Salem must be “running out of original content.” It’s like everyone’s forgotten what they owe to Salem, to the Baltimore story—the serialized podcast that started the fashion for that sort of storytelling. On our last day in the office, during a meeting about download numbers across our platform, another senior producer—one who has made his career on serialized, narrative true crime over the last five years—had wished us luck on our “goose chase” before reminding us not to go over our per diem. As far as he’s concerned—as far as everyone in the business is concerned, maybe—the Baltimore podcast wrapped up compellingly, if not neatly. The man primarily known for grifting powerful women disappearing on one again. In a way, it was a fitting conclusion, even if Salem’s never let it go.


“Because it is important,” she says, before I can even attempt an answer.


She pushes her plate out of the way and leans forward, setting her elbows on the table. “Let me ask you something, Hawk.”


“Sure,” I say, like I’m agreeing to another selfie. But Salem never makes small requests, never asks small questions. I listened to the original Baltimore podcast, and that’s what had made her so good.


“Where’s football fall on a list of the top five problems facing our country right now?”


Harder than a selfie.


But not too hard, because I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about this.


The three years I spent mostly hiding out, after I sent those posts out into the world and they exploded onto people’s feeds in every corner of this country and beyond. The two years I spent getting my master’s in journalism, once I finally got my head together. The months I’ve spent as a new hire at Broadside, getting my feet wet, trying to find a way into the kind of opportunity I need to tell Cope’s story.


“Doesn’t make the top ten. But I’d say it’s got something to say about stuff that’s on that list, actually.”


“Yeah?”


I nod. “Masculinity, and how people define it. Mental health. Corporate greed. Appetites for violence. Nationalism, and not the good kind. If there is such a thing.”


She smiles, approving.


“Right. And so, this story you have in mind. The podcast you want to do about what happened to Copeland Frederick. Do you want people thinking it’s a ten-episode series about some dumb jock who lost his way? Some guy who couldn’t handle all the success in the world? Someone weak who wasted talent that other people would kill for?”


I don’t really have to answer. I know what she’s getting at. For all those nasty remarks I’ve heard about Salem over the last couple of months, I’m certain she’s heard worse about me. That I’m some dumb jock, some roided-up former athlete who let loose his temper once on social media and now thinks he can be a journalist. That I’ve only got one idea, one point of view, and it’s better suited to a cable sports network than it is to anything that’s true human interest.


That there’s nothing to me beyond who my best friend was, and why he died.


“No,” I say anyway.


“Right, well, the Lynton Baltimore story isn’t just about a grift. It isn’t just about him moving around, changing his identity, making new selves everywhere he went. It isn’t even about him making off with artwork or jewelry from some minor royal family’s collection, or about any of the other heirlooms or money he managed to wheedle out of the various women he was involved with over the years.”
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