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ONE


I hate this town.




THE FIRST DAY




TWO


David


A couple of hours before all hell broke loose, I was in bed, awake since five, pondering the circumstances that had returned me, at the age of forty-one, to my childhood home.


It wasn’t that the room was exactly the same as when I’d moved out almost twenty years ago. The Ferrari poster no longer hung over the blue-striped wallpaper, and the kit I built of the starship Enterprise—hardened amberlike droplets of glue visible on the hull—no longer sat on the dresser. But it was the same dresser. And it was the same wallpaper. And this was the same single bed.


Sure, I’d spent the night in here a few times over the years, as a visitor. But to be back here as a resident? To be living here? With my parents, and my son, Ethan?


God, what a fucking state of affairs. How had it come to this?


It wasn’t that I didn’t know the answer to that question. It was complicated, but I knew.


The descent had begun five years ago, after my wife, Jan, passed away. A sad story, and not one worth rehashing here. After half a decade, there were things I’d had no choice but to put behind me. I’d grown into my role of single father. I was raising Ethan, nine years old now, on my own. I’m not saying that made me a hero. I’m just trying to explain how things unfolded.


Wanting a new start for Ethan and myself, I quit my job as a reporter for the Promise Falls Standard—not that hard a decision, considering the lack of interest by the paper’s management in actually covering anything approaching news—and accepted an editing position on the city desk at the Boston Globe. The money was better, and Boston had a lot to offer Ethan: the children’s museum, the aquarium, Faneuil Hall Marketplace, the Red Sox, the Bruins. If there was a better place for a boy and his dad, I couldn’t think where it might be. But …


There’s always a but.


But most of my duties as an editor took place in the evening, after reporters had handed in their stories. I could see Ethan off to school, sometimes even pop by and take him to lunch, since I didn’t have to be at the paper until three or four in the afternoon. But that meant most nights I did not have dinner with my son. I wasn’t there to make sure Ethan spent more time on his homework than on video games. I wasn’t there to keep him from watching countless episodes of shows about backwoods duck hunters or airheaded wives of equally airheaded sports celebrities or whatever the latest celebration of American ignorance and/or wretched excess happened to be. But the really troubling thing was, I just wasn’t there. A lot of being a dad amounts to being around, being available. Not being at work.


Who was Ethan supposed to talk to if he had a crush on some girl—perhaps unlikely at nine, but you never knew—or needed advice on dealing with a bully, and it was eight o’clock at night? Was he supposed to ask Mrs. Tanaka? A nice woman, no doubt about it, who was happy to make money five nights a week looking after a young boy now that her husband had passed away. But Mrs. Tanaka wasn’t much help when it came to math questions. She didn’t feel like jumping up and down with Ethan when the Bruins scored in overtime. And it was pretty hard to persuade her to take up a controller and race a few laps around a virtual Grand Prix circuit in one of Ethan’s video games.


By the time I stepped wearily through the door—usually between eleven and midnight, and I never went out for drinks after the paper was put to bed because I knew Mrs. Tanaka wanted to return to her own apartment eventually—Ethan was usually asleep. I had to resist the temptation to wake him, ask how his day had gone, what he’d had for supper, whether he’d had any problems with his homework, what he’d watched on TV.


How often had I fallen into bed myself with an aching heart? Telling myself I was a bad father? That I’d made a stupid mistake leaving Promise Falls? Yes, the Globe was a better paper than the Standard, but any extra money I was making was more than offset by what was going into Mrs. Tanaka’s bank account, and a high monthly rent.


My parents offered to move to Boston to help out, but I wanted no part of that. My dad, Don, was in his early seventies now, and Arlene, my mother, was only a couple of years behind him. I was not going to uproot them, especially after a recent scare Dad put us all through. A minor heart attack. He was okay now, getting his strength back, taking his meds, but the man was not up to a move. Maybe one day a seniors’ residence in Promise Falls, when the house became too much for him and Mom to take care of, but moving to a big city a couple of hundred miles away—more than three hours if there was traffic—was not in the cards.


So when I heard the Standard was looking for a reporter, I swallowed my pride and made the call.


I felt like I’d eaten a bucket of Kentucky Fried Crow when I called the managing editor and said, “I’d like to come back.”


It was amazing there was actually a position. As newspaper revenues declined, the Standard, like most papers, was cutting back wherever it could. As staff left, they weren’t replaced. But the Standard was down to half a dozen people, a number that included reporters, editors, and photographers. (Most reporters were now “two-way,” meaning they could write stories and take pictures, although in reality, they were more like “four-way” or “six-way,” since they also filed for the online edition, did podcasts, tweeted—you name it, they did it. It wouldn’t be long before they did home delivery to the few subscribers who still wanted a print edition.) Two people had left in the same week to pursue nonjournalistic endeavors—one went to public relations, or “the dark side,” as I had once thought of it, and the other became a veterinarian’s assistant—so the paper could not provide its usual inadequate coverage of goings-on in Promise Falls. (Little wonder that many people had, for years, been referring to the paper as the Substandard.)


It would be a shitty place to go back to. I knew that. It wouldn’t be real journalism. It would be filling the space between the ads, at least, what ads there were. I’d be cranking out stories and rewriting press releases as quickly as I could type them.


But on the upside, I’d be back to working mostly days. I’d be able to spend more time with Ethan, and when I did have evening obligations, Ethan’s grandparents, who loved him beyond measure, could keep an eye on him.


The Standard’s managing editor offered me the job. I gave my notice to the Globe and my landlord and moved back to Promise Falls. I did move in with my parents, but that was to be a stopgap measure. My first job would be to find a house for Ethan and myself. All I could afford in Boston was a rented apartment, but back here, I’d be able to get us a proper home. Real estate prices were in free fall.


Then everything went to shit at one fifteen p.m. on Monday, my first day back at the Standard.


I’d returned from interviewing some folks who were petitioning for a crosswalk on a busy street before one of their kids got killed, when the publisher, Madeline Plimpton, came into the newsroom.


“I have an announcement,” she said, the words catching in her throat. “We won’t be publishing an edition tomorrow.”


That seemed odd. The next day was not a holiday.


“And we won’t be publishing the day after that,” Plimpton said. “It’s with a profound sense of sadness that I tell you the Standard is closing.”


She said some more things. About profitability, and the lack thereof. About the decline in advertising, and classifieds in particular. About a drop in market share, plummeting readership. About not being able to find a sustainable business model.


And a whole lot of other shit.


Some staff started to cry. A tear ran down Plimpton’s cheek, which, to give her the benefit of the doubt, was probably genuine.


I was not crying. I was too fucking angry. I had quit the goddamn Boston Globe. I’d walked away from a decent, well-paying job to come back here. As I went past the stunned managing editor, the man who’d hired me, on my way out of the newsroom, I said, “Good to know you’re in the loop.”


Out on the sidewalk, I got out my cell and called my former editor in Boston. Had the job been filled? Could I return?


“We’re not filling it, David,” he said. “I’m sorry.”


So now here I was, living with my parents.


No wife.


No job.


No prospects.


Loser.


It was seven. Time to get up, have a quick shower, wake up Ethan, and get him ready for school.


I opened the door to his room—it used to be a sewing room for Mom, but she’d cleared her stuff out when we moved in—and said, “Hey, pal. Time to get cracking.”


He was motionless under the covers, which obscured all of him but the topsy-turvy blond hair atop his head.


“Rise and shine!” I said.


He stirred, rolled over, pulled down the bedspread enough to see me. “I don’t feel good,” he whispered. “I don’t think I can go to school.”


I came up alongside the bed, leaned over, and put my hand to his forehead. “You don’t feel hot.”


“I think it’s my stomach,” he said.


“Like the other day?” My son nodded. “That turned out to be nothing,” I reminded him.


“I think this might be different.” Ethan let out a small moan.


“Get up and dressed and we’ll see how you are then.” This had been becoming a pattern the last couple of weeks. Whatever ailment was troubling him, it certainly hadn’t been troubling him on weekends, when he could down four hot dogs in ten minutes, and had more energy than everyone else in this house combined. Ethan didn’t want to go to school, and so far I’d been unable to get him to tell me why.


My parents, who believed sleeping in was staying in bed past five thirty—I’d heard them getting up as I’d stared at that dark ceiling—were already in the kitchen when I made my entrance. They’d have both had breakfast by this time, and Dad, on his fourth coffee by now, was sitting at the kitchen table, still trying to figure out how to read the news on an iPad tablet, which Mom had bought for him after the Standard stopped showing up at their door every morning.


He was stabbing at the device with his index finger hard enough to knock it off its stand.


“For God’s sake, Don,” she said, “you’re not trying to poke its eye out. You just tap it lightly.”


“I hate this thing,” he said. “Everything’s jumping around all over the place.”


Seeing me, Mom adopted the excessively cheerful tone she always used when things were not going well. “Hello!” she said. “Sleep well?”


“Fine,” I lied.


“I just made a fresh pot,” she said. “Want a cup?”


“I can manage.”


“David, did I tell you about that girl at the checkout at the Walgreens? What was her name? It’ll come to me. Anyway, she’s cute as a button and she’s split up with her husband and—”


“Mom, please.”


She was always on the lookout, trying to find someone for me. It was time, she liked to say. Ethan needed a mother. I’d grieved long enough, she was forever reminding me.


I wasn’t grieving.


I’d had six dates in the last five years, with six different women. Slept with one. That was it. Losing Jan, and the circumstances around her death, had made me averse to commitment, and Mom should have understood that.


“I’m just saying,” she persisted, “that I think she’d be pretty receptive if you were to ask her out. Whatever her name is. Next time we’re in there together, I’ll point her out.”


Dad spoke up. “For God’s sake, Arlene, leave him alone. And come on. He’s got a kid and no job. That doesn’t exactly make him a great prospect.”


“Good to have you in my corner, Dad,” I said.


He made a face, went back to poking at his tablet. “I don’t know why the hell I can’t get an honest-to-God goddamn paper to my door. Surely there are still people who want to read an actual paper.”


“They’re all old,” Mom told him.


“Well, old people are entitled to the news,” he said.


I opened the fridge, rooted around until I’d found the yogurt Ethan liked, and a jar of strawberry jam. I set them on the counter and brought down a box of cereal from the cupboard.


“They can’t make money anymore,” Mom told him. “All the classifieds went to craigslist and Kijiji. Isn’t that right, David?”


I said, “Mmm.” I poured some Cheerios into a bowl for Ethan, who I hoped would be down shortly. I’d wait till he showed before pouring on milk and topping it with a dollop of strawberry yogurt. I dropped two slices of white Wonder bread, the only kind my parents had ever bought, into the toaster.


My mother said, “I just put on a fresh pot. Would you like a cup?”


Dad’s head came up.


I said, “You just asked me that.”


Dad said, “No, she didn’t.”


I looked at him. “Yes, she did, five seconds ago.”


“Then”—with real bite in his voice—“maybe you should answer her the first time so she doesn’t have to ask you twice.”


Before I could say anything, Mom laughed it off. “I’d forget my head if it wasn’t screwed on.”


“That’s not true,” Dad said. “I’m the one who lost his goddamn wallet. What a pain in the ass it was getting that all sorted out.”


Mom poured some coffee into a mug and handed it to me with a smile. “Thanks, Mom.” I leaned in and gave her a small kiss on her weathered cheek as Dad went back to stabbing at the tablet.


“I wanted to ask,” she said to me, “what you might have on for this morning.”


“Why? What’s up?”


“I mean, if you have some job interviews lined up, I don’t want to interfere with that at all or—”


“Mom, just tell me what it is you want.”


“I don’t want to impose,” she said. “It’s only if you have time.”


“For God’s sake, Mom, just spit it out.”


“Don’t talk to your mother that way,” Dad said.


“I’d do it myself, but if you were going out, I have some things I wanted to drop off for Marla.”


Marla Pickens. My cousin. Younger than me by a decade. Daughter of Mom’s sister, Agnes.


“Sure, I can do that.”


“I made up a chili, and I had so much left over, I froze some of it, and I know she really likes my chili, so I froze a few single servings in some Glad containers. And I picked her up a few other things. Some Stouffer’s frozen dinners. They won’t be as good as homemade, but still. I don’t think that girl is eating. It’s not for me to comment, but I don’t think Agnes is looking in on her often enough. And the thing is, I think it would be good for her to see you. Instead of us old people always dropping by. She’s always liked you.”


“Sure.”


“Ever since this business with the baby, she just hasn’t been right.”


“I know,” I said. “I’ll do it.” I opened the refrigerator. “You got any bottles of water I can put with Ethan’s lunch?”


Dad uttered an indignant “Ha!” I knew where this was going. I should have known better than to have asked. “Biggest scam in the world, bottled water. What comes out of the tap is good enough for anybody. This town’s water is fine, and I should know. Only suckers pay for it. Next thing you know, they’ll find a way to make you pay for air. Remember when you didn’t have to pay for TV? You just had an antenna, watched for nothing. Now you have to pay for cable. That’s the way to make money. Find a way to make people pay for something they’re getting now for nothing.”


Mom, oblivious to my father’s rant, said, “I think Marla’s spending too much time alone, that she needs to get out, do things to take her mind off what happened, to—”


“I said I’d do it, Mom.”


“I was just saying,” she said, the first hint of an edge entering her voice, “that it would be good if we all made an effort where she’s concerned.”


Dad, not taking his eyes off the screen, said, “It’s been ten months, Arlene. She’s gotta move on.”


Mom sighed. “Of course, Don, like that’s something you just get over. Walk it off, that’s your solution to everything.”


“She’s gone a bit crackers, if you ask me.” He looked up. “Is there more coffee?”


“I just said I made a fresh pot. Now who’s the one who isn’t listening?” Then, like an afterthought, she said to me, “When you get there, remember to just identify yourself. She always finds that helpful.”


“I know, Mom.”


“You seemed to get your cereal down okay,” I said to Ethan once we were in the car. Ethan was running behind—dawdling deliberately, I figured, hoping I’d believe he really was sick—so I offered to drop him off at school instead of making him walk.


“I guess,” he said.


“There something going on?”


He looked out his window at the passing street scene. “Nope.”


“Everything okay with your teacher?”


“Yup.”


“Everything okay with your friends?”


“I don’t have any friends,” he said, still not looking my way.


I didn’t have a ready answer for that. “I know it takes time, moving to a new school. But aren’t there some of the kids still around that you knew before we went to Boston?”


“Most of them are in a different class,” Ethan said. Then, with a hint of accusation in his voice: “If I hadn’t moved to Boston I’d probably still be in the same class with them.” Now he looked at me. “Can we move back there?”


That was a surprise. He wanted to return to a situation where I was rarely home at night? Where he hardly ever saw his grandparents?


“No, I don’t see that happening.”


Silence. A few seconds went by, then: “When are we going to have our own house?”


“I’ve gotta find a job first, pal.”


“You got totally screwed over.”


I shot him a look. He caught my eye, probably wanting to see whether I was shocked.


“Don’t use that kind of language,” I said. “You start talking like that around me, then you’ll forget and do it front of Nana.” His grandmother and grandfather had always been Nana and Poppa to him.


“That’s what Poppa said. He told Nana that you got screwed over. When they stopped making the newspaper just after you got there.”


“Yeah, well, I guess I did. But I wasn’t the only one. Everybody was fired. The reporters, the pressmen, everyone. But I’m looking for something. Anything.”


If you looked up “shame” in the dictionary, surely one definition should be: having to discuss your employment situation with your nine-year-old.


“I guess I didn’t like being with Mrs. Tanaka every night,” Ethan said. “But when I went to school in Boston, nobody …”


“Nobody what?”


“Nothin’.” He was silent another few seconds, and then said, “You know that box of old things Poppa has in the basement?”


“The entire basement is full of old things.” I almost added, Especially when my dad is down there.


“That box, a shoe box? That has stuff in it that was his dad’s? My great-grandfather? Like medals and ribbons and old watches and stuff like that?”


“Okay, yeah, I know the box you mean. What about it?”


“You think Poppa checks that box every day?”


I pulled the car over to the curb half a block down from the school. “What on earth are you talking about?”


“Never mind,” he said. “It doesn’t matter.”


Ethan dragged himself out of the car without saying good-bye and headed in the direction of the school like a dead man walking.


Marla Pickens lived in a small one-story house on Cherry Street. From what I knew, her parents—Aunt Agnes and her husband, Gill—owned the house and paid the mortgage on it, but Marla struggled to pay the property taxes and utilities with what money she brought in. Having spent a career in newspapers, and still having some regard for truth and accuracy, I didn’t have much regard for how Marla made her money these days. She’d been hired by some Web firm to write bogus online reviews. A renovation company seeking to rehabilitate and bolster its Internet reputation would engage the services of Surf-Rep, which had hundreds of freelancers who went online to write fictitious laudatory reviews.


Marla had once shown me one she’d written for a roofing company in Austin, Texas. “A tree hit our house and put a good-size hole in the roof. Marchelli Roofing came within the hour, fixed the roof, and reshingled it, and all for a very reasonable cost. I cannot recommend them highly enough.”


Marla had never been to Austin, did not know anyone at Marchelli Roofing, and had never, in her life, hired a contractor of any kind to do anything.


“Pretty good, huh?” she’d said. “It’s kind of like writing a really, really short story.”


I didn’t have the energy to get into it with her at the time.


I took the bypass to get from one side of town to the other, passing under the shadow of the Promise Falls water tower, a ten-story structure that looked like an alien mother ship on stilts.


When I got to Marla’s, I pulled into the driveway beside her faded red, rusting, mid-nineties Mustang. I opened the rear hatch of my Mazda 3 and grabbed two reusable grocery bags Mom had filled with frozen dinners. I felt a little embarrassed doing it, wondering whether Marla would be insulted that her aunt seemed to believe she was too helpless to make her own meals, but what the hell. If it made Mom happy …


Heading up the walk, I noticed weeds and grass coming up between the cracks in the stone.


I mounted the three steps to the door, switched all the bags to my left hand, and, as I rapped on it with my fist, noticed a smudge on the door frame.


The whole house needed painting or, failing that, a good power-washing, so the smudge, which was at shoulder height and looked like a handprint, wasn’t that out of place. But something about it caught my eye.


It looked like smeared blood. As if someone had swatted the world’s biggest mosquito there.


I touched it tentatively with my index finger and found it dry.


When Marla didn’t answer the door after ten seconds, I knocked again. Five seconds after that, I tried turning the knob.


Unlocked.


I swung it wide enough to step inside and called out, “Marla? It’s Cousin David!”


Nothing.


“Marla? Aunt Arlene wanted me to drop off a few things. Homemade chili, some other stuff. Where are you?”


I stepped into the L-shaped main room. The front half of the house was a cramped living room with a weathered couch, a couple of faded easy chairs, a flat-screen TV, and a coffee table supporting an open laptop in sleep mode that Marla had probably been using to say some nice things about a plumber in Pough-keepsie. The back part of the house, to the right, was the kitchen. Off to the left was a short hallway with a couple of bedrooms and a bathroom.


As I closed the door behind me, I noticed a fold-up baby stroller tucked behind it, in the closed position.


“What the hell?” I said under my breath.


I thought I heard something. Down the hall. A kind of … mewing? A gurgling sound?


A baby. It sounded like a baby. You might think, seeing a stroller by the door, that wouldn’t be all that shocking.


But here, at this time, you’d be wrong.


“Marla?”


I set the bags down on the floor and moved across the room. Started down the hall.


At the first door I stopped and peeked inside. This was probably supposed to be a bedroom, but Marla had turned it into a landfill site—disused furniture, empty cardboard boxes, rolls of carpet, old magazines, outdated stereo components. Marla appeared to be an aspiring hoarder.


I moved on to the next door, which was closed. I turned the knob and pushed. “Marla, you in here? You okay?”


The sound I’d heard earlier became louder.


It was, in fact, a baby. Nine months to a year old, I guessed. Not sure whether it was a boy or girl, although it was wrapped in a blue blanket.


What I’d heard were feeding noises. The baby was sucking contentedly on a rubber nipple, its tiny fingers attempting to grip the plastic feeding bottle.


Marla held the bottle in one hand, cradling the infant in her other arm. She was seated in a cushioned chair in the corner of the bedroom. On the bed, bags of diapers, baby clothes, a container of wipes.


“Marla?”


She studied my face and whispered, “I heard you call out, but I couldn’t come to the door. And I didn’t want to shout. I think Matthew’s nearly asleep.”


I stepped tentatively into the room. “Matthew?”


Marla smiled, nodded. “Isn’t he beautiful?”


Slowly, I said, “Yes. He is.” A pause, then: “Who’s Matthew, Marla?”


“What do you mean?” Marla said, cocking her head in puzzlement. “Matthew is Matthew.”


“What I mean … Who does Matthew belong to? Are you doing some babysitting for someone?”


Marla blinked. “Matthew belongs to me, David. Matthew’s my baby.”


I cleared a spot and sat on the edge of the bed, close to my cousin. “And when did Matthew arrive, Marla?”


“Ten months ago,” she said without hesitation. “On the twelfth of July.”


“But … I’ve been over here a few times in the last ten months, and this is the first chance I’ve had to meet him. So I guess I’m a little puzzled.”


“It’s hard … to explain,” Marla said. “An angel brought him to me.”


“I need a little more than that,” I said softly.


“That’s all I can say. It’s like a miracle.”


“Marla, your baby—”


“I don’t want to talk about that,” she whispered, turning her head away from me, studying the baby’s face.


I pressed on gently, as if I were slowly driving onto a rickety bridge I feared would give way beneath me. “Marla, what happened to you … and your baby … was a tragedy. We all felt so terrible for you.”


Ten months ago. It had been a sad time for everyone, but for Marla it had been devastating.


She lightly touched a finger to Matthew’s button nose. “You are so adorable,” she said.


“Marla, I need you to tell me whose baby this really is.” I hesitated. “And why there’s blood on your front door.”




THREE


DETECTIVE Barry Duckworth, on this, the twentieth anniversary of his joining the Promise Falls Police Department, was thinking he was facing the greatest challenge of his career.


Would he be able to drive past the doughnut shop on his way to the station without hitting the drive-through for a coffee and a chocolate frosted?


After all, if there was ever a day where he felt entitled to a treat, this was it. Twenty years with the department, nearly fourteen of them as a detective. Wasn’t that a cause for celebration?


Except this was only the second week of his latest attempt to lose weight. He’d tipped the scales at two hundred and eighty pounds in the past month and decided maybe it was time to finally do something about it. Maureen, bless her, had stopped nagging him about his size, figuring the choice to cut back had to be his. So, two weeks earlier, he decided the first step would be to forgo the doughnut he inhaled every morning. According to the doughnut chain’s Web site, his favorite pastry was about three hundred calories. Jesus. So if you cut out that doughnut, over five days you were eliminating fifteen hundred calories from your diet. Over a year, that was seventy-two thousand calories.


It would be like going without food for something on the order of three weeks.


It wasn’t the only step he was trying to take. He’d cut out dessert. Okay, that wasn’t exactly right. He’d cut out his second dessert. Whenever Maureen made a pie—especially if it was lemon meringue—he could never limit himself to one slice. He’d have one regular wedge after dinner, then go back and tidy up the edge of the last cut. That was usually just a sliver, and how many calories could there be in a sliver? So he would have a second sliver.


He’d been making a concerted effort to give up the slivers.


He was a block away from the doughnut place.


I won’t pull in.


But Duckworth still wanted a coffee. He could drive through and just order a beverage, couldn’t he? Was there any harm in that? He could drink it black, no sugar, no cream. The question would be, once he was in the line for the coffee, would he be able to resist the—


His cell phone rang.


This car was equipped with Bluetooth, so he didn’t have to go reaching into his jacket pocket for the phone. All he had to do was touch a button on the dash. Another bonus was that the name of the caller came up on the screen.


Randall Finley.


“Shit,” Duckworth said under his breath.


The former mayor of Promise Falls. Make that the former disgraced mayor of Promise Falls. A few years back, when he was making a run for a Senate seat, it came out that he had, on at least one occasion, engaged the services of an underage prostitute.


That didn’t play so well with the electorate.


Not only did he lose his bid to move up the political food chain, he got turfed as mayor in the next election. Didn’t take it well, either. He made his concession speech after downing the better part of a bottle of Dewar’s, and referred to those who had abandoned him as “a cabal of cocksuckers.” The local news stations couldn’t broadcast what he said, but the uncensored YouTube version went viral.


Finley vanished from public view for a time, nursed his wounds, then started up a water-bottling company after discovering a spring on a tract of land he owned north of Promise Falls. While not quite as big as Evian—he had named it, with typical Randall Finley modesty, Finley Springs Water—it was one of the few around here that was doing any hiring, mainly because they did a strong export business. The town was in economic free fall of late. The Standard had gone out of business, throwing about fifty people out of work. The amusement park, Five Mountains, had gone bankrupt, the Ferris wheel and roller coasters standing like the relics of some strange, abandoned civilization.


Thackeray College, hit by a drop in enrollment, had laid off younger teaching staff who’d yet to make tenure. Kids finishing school were leaving town in droves to find work elsewhere, and those who stayed behind could be found hanging around local bars most nights of the week, getting into fights, spray-painting mailboxes, knocking over gravestones.


The owners of the Constellation Drive-in, a Promise Falls–area landmark for fifty years that had engaged in combat with the VCR, DVD player, and Netflix, were finally waving the white flag. A few more weekends and a small part of local history would be toast. Word had it that the screen would be dropped, and the land turned into some kind of housing development by developer Frank Mancini, although why anyone wanted to build more homes in a town where everyone wanted to leave was beyond Duckworth’s comprehension.


This was still the town he’d grown up in, but it was like a suit, once new, that had turned shiny and threadbare.


Ironically, it had gotten worse since that dickhead Finley had stopped being mayor. For all his embarrassing shenanigans, he was a big booster for the town of forty thousand—actually, more like thirty-six thousand, according to the latest census—and would have fought to keep failing industries afloat like he was hanging on to his last bottle of rye.


So when Duckworth saw who wanted to talk to him, he opted, with some regret, to take the call.


“Hello,” he said.


“Barry!”


“Hey, Randy.”


If he was going to turn into the doughnut place, he’d have to hit his signal and crank the wheel now, and he knew if he entered the drive-through he wouldn’t be able to stop himself from ordering a soft, doughy circle of heaven. But Finley would hear his exchange at the speaker, and even though the former mayor did not know he’d embarked on a diet, Barry didn’t want anyone gaining insight into his dietary indiscretions.


So he kept on driving.


“Where are you?” Finley asked. “You in your car?”


“I’m on my way in.”


“Swing by Clampett Park. South end. By the path.”


“Why would I want to do that?”


“There’s something here you should see.”


“Randy, maybe, if you were still mayor, I’d be at your beck and call, and I wouldn’t mind you having my private cell phone number, but you’re not the mayor. You haven’t been for some time. So if there’s something going on, just call it in the way everybody else does.”


“They’re probably going to send you out here anyway,” Finley said. “Saves you going into the station and then back out again.”


Barry Duckworth sighed. “Fine.”


“I’ll meet you at the park entrance. I got my dog with me. That’s how I came across it. I was taking her for a walk.”


“It?”


“Just get over here.”


The trip took Duckworth to the other side of town, where he knew Finley and his long-suffering wife, Jane, still lived. Randall Finley was standing with his dog, a small gray-haired schnauzer. The dog was straining at the leash, wanting to head back into the park, which bordered a forested area and beyond that, to the north, Thackeray College.


“Took you long enough,” Finley said as Barry got out of his unmarked cruiser.


“I don’t work for you,” he said.


“Sure you do. I’m a taxpayer.” Finley was dressed in a pair of comfort-fit jeans, running shoes, and a light jacket that he’d zipped up to his neck. It was a cool May morning. The fourth, to be exact, and the ground was still blanketed with dead leaves from the previous fall that had, up until six weeks ago, been hidden by snow.


“What did you find?”


“It’s this way. I could just let Bipsie off the lead and we could follow her.”


“No,” Duckworth said. “Whatever you’ve found I don’t want Bipsie messing with.”


“Oh, yeah, of course,” Finley said. “So, how ya been?”


“Fine.”


When Duckworth did not ask Finley how he was, the ex-mayor waited a beat, and said, “I’m having a good year. We’re expanding at the plant. Hiring another couple of people.” He smiled. “You might have heard about one of them.”


“I haven’t. What are you talking about?”


“Never mind,” Finley said.


They followed a path that led along the edge of the woods, which was separated from the park by a black chain-link fence about four feet high.


“You lost weight?” Finley asked. “You’re looking good. Tell me your secret, ’cause I could stand to lose a few pounds myself.” He patted his stomach with his free hand.


Duckworth had lost all of two pounds in the last two weeks, and was smart enough to know it didn’t show.


“What’d you find, Randy?”


“You just have to see it, is all. It must have happened overnight, because I walk along here with Bipsie a couple times a day—early in the morning, and before I go to bed. Now, it was getting dark when I came by last night, so it might have been there then and I didn’t notice, but I don’t think so. I might not have even noticed it this morning, but the dog made a beeline for the fence when she caught a whiff of it.”


Duckworth decided not to bother asking Finley anymore what it was he wanted to show him, but he steeled himself. He’d seen a few dead people over the years, and figured he’d see plenty more before he retired. Now that he had twenty years in, he was better than halfway there. But you never really got used to it. Not in Promise Falls, anyway. Duckworth had investigated several homicides over the years, most of them straightforward domestics or bar fights, but also a few that had garnered national attention.


None had been what you’d call a good time.


“Just up here,” Finley said. Bipsie started to bark. “Stop it! Settle down, you little fucker!”


Bipsie settled down.


“Right there, on the fence,” Finley said, pointing.


Duckworth stopped and studied the scene before him.


“Yeah, pretty weird, huh? It’s a goddamn massacre. You ever seen anything like this before?”


Duckworth said nothing, but the answer was no, he had not.


Randall Finley kept on talking. “If it had been just one body, or even two, sure, I wouldn’t have called. But look how many there are. I counted. There’s twenty-three of them, Barry. What kind of sick fuck does something like that?”


Barry counted them himself. Randy was right. One short of two dozen.


Twenty-three dead squirrels. Good-size ones, too. Eleven gray ones, twelve black. Each one with a length of white string, the kind used to secure parcels, knotted tightly around its neck, and hung from the horizontal metal pole that ran across the top of the fence.


The animals were spaced out along a ten-foot stretch, each of them hanging on about a foot of string.


“I got no love for them,” Finley said. “Tree rats, I call them, although I guess they don’t do that much harm. But there’s gotta be a law against that, right? Even though they’re just squirrels?”




FOUR


David


“MARLA, I’m serious. You need to talk to me here,” I said.


“I should put him down for a nap,” she said, cradling the baby in her arms, lightly touching the nipple of the baby bottle to his lips. “I think he’s had all he’s going to have for now.”


She set the bottle on the bedside table. The baby, eyes closed, made soft gurgling noises of contentment.


“He wasn’t like this at first,” Marla said. “He cried a lot yesterday. Making strange and all.”


I was going to ask why a baby who she would have me believe had been with her for months would make strange, but let it pass.


She continued. “I sat with him all night and we’ve made a strong bond, the two of us.” She gave a weak laugh. “I must look a fright. I haven’t had a shower this morning or put on my makeup or anything. Last night I put him down for a sleep once he stopped crying, and ran out to the store to get a few things. I know I shouldn’t have left him alone, but there was no one I felt I could call, not just yet, and I was desperate for supplies. The angel only brought a few things.”


“Who else knows about Matthew?” I asked. “Does Aunt Agnes—does your mother know?”


“I haven’t told her the good news yet. It’s all happened pretty quickly.”


The inconsistencies persisted. “How quickly?”


Marla, her eyes still on the baby, said, “Okay, I haven’t exactly had Matthew for ten full months. Yesterday, late in the afternoon, around the time Dr. Phil comes on, I was doing some reviews for an air-conditioning company in Illinois when the doorbell rang.”


“Who was it?”


A weak smile. “I told you. The angel.”


“Tell me about this angel.”


“Well, okay, she wasn’t a real angel, but it’s hard not to think of her that way.”


“It was a woman.”


“That’s right.”


“The mother?”


Marla looked at me sharply. “I’m the mother now.”


“Okay,” I said. “But up until the moment she gave you Matthew, she was the mother?”


Hesitantly, as though unwilling to make the admission, she said, “Maybe.”


“What did she look like? How did she seem? Was she injured? Did you see any blood? Was there blood on her hand?”


Marla shook her head slowly. “You know I’m not good with faces, David. But she was very nice, this woman. All dressed in white. That’s why, when I picture her, all I see is an angel.”


“Did she say who she was? Did she give you her name? Did she leave any way for you to contact her?”


“No.”


“You didn’t ask? You didn’t think it was strange? A woman just coming to your door and handing you a baby?”


“She was in a hurry,” she said. “She said she had to go.” Her voice drifted off. She put Matthew in the middle of the bed and surrounded him with pillows, creating a kind of berm around him.


“Until I get a crib, I have to do this. I don’t want him rolling off the bed and hitting the floor. Would you be able to help me with that? Getting a crib? Is there an IKEA in Albany? Or maybe Walmart would have one. They’re closer. I don’t think I could fit a crib, even one that wasn’t put together, into the Mustang, and I don’t think I’d be very good at putting it together. I’m pretty clueless about that sort of thing. I don’t even have a screwdriver. Well, I might in one of the kitchen drawers, but I’m not sure. Doesn’t IKEA put a little thingy in with the pieces? So you can build it even if you don’t have a bunch of tools? I don’t want to get a used crib at a secondhand shop or an antique store, because all kinds of safety improvements have been made on them. I saw this thing on TV once where you could make the side of the crib go up and down, and this one dropped by accident on the baby’s neck.” She trembled. “I don’t want anything like that.”


“Of course not.”


“So is that something you could help me with? Getting a crib?”


“I imagine so. But there are a few things we need to sort out first.”


Marla wasn’t paying much attention to me. I wondered whether she was on any kind of medication, whether that would explain her apparent detachment from reality. If she’d been seeing a psychiatrist since losing her baby, and been prescribed anything to deal with depression or anxiety, I wasn’t aware of it. There was no reason why I would be. And I wasn’t about to start rooting about in her medicine cabinet, because I wouldn’t know what to make of what I might find.


Maybe she wasn’t on anything, and this was just the way she’d been since giving birth to a lifeless child. Dad had more or less nailed it, in his own tactless way, when he said she’d gone “a bit crackers.” I’d only heard bits and pieces of the story. How Marla’s mother, Agnes, who way back in her twenties had been a midwife before becoming a nurse, had been there at her side, along with the family physician, a doctor named Sturgess, if I remembered right. Mom had talked about their sense of horror when they realized something was wrong. How Marla had been able to hold the child, briefly, before it had to be taken away.


How it had been a girl.


“Such a sad, sad thing,” Mom said whenever her niece crossed her mind. “It did something to her. Something just snapped; that’s what I think happened. And where was the father? Where was he? Did he help her through this at all? No, not one bit.”


The father was a Thackeray College student. Seven or eight years younger than Marla. I didn’t know much else about him. Not that any of that mattered now.


Did the police have any reports of a missing baby? If the paper were still in existence, if I still carried around press credentials, I’d just call headquarters, ask if they’d heard anything. But for a private citizen it was a little trickier. Did I want to alert the authorities to anything before I’d found out what, exactly, was going on? It was possible Marla really was babysitting for someone, but had allowed some kind of fantasy to envelop her.


I mean, an angel coming to the door?


“Marla, did you hear me? There are things to sort out.”


“What things?” Marla said.


I decided to play along, as if this were a normal situation we were dealing with here. “Well, I’m sure you want everything to be legal and aboveboard. So if Matthew is going to be yours, there will be some papers to sign. Legal matters to resolve.”


“I don’t think that’s necessary,” she said. “When he gets older, like when he goes to school, or even older than that, and has to get a driver’s license or something, I’ll just tell them I lost his birth certificate, that I can’t find it. They’ll just have to deal with that.”


“It doesn’t work that way, Marla. The town keeps records, too.”


She looked unfazed. “They’ll just have to accept that he’s mine. You’re making it into a much bigger deal than it is. Society’s too wrapped up in documenting every little thing.”


“But we still need to know who bore this child,” I persisted. “Like, medical history. You need to know about his real mother and father, what diseases or conditions they might have.”


“Why don’t you want me to be happy, David? Don’t you think, after all I’ve been through, I deserve some happiness?”


I didn’t know what to say, but it turned out I didn’t have to come up with something. Marla said, “I’m going to freshen up. Now that you’re here, I can have a shower, put on some clean clothes. I was thinking Matthew and I would go out and get a few things.”


“The stroller, behind the door,” I said. “Did you buy that yesterday?”


“No, the angel brought that,” she said. “Did your mom send over some more goodies for me?”


“She did,” I said. “I’ll put everything into the freezer for you.”


“Thanks,” she said. “I won’t be long.” She slipped into the bathroom and closed the door.


I took a quick look at the child, saw that he was sleeping peacefully and unlikely to roll out of his pillow prison. I put the frozen food Mom had sent with me into Marla’s freezer—I am nothing if not practical—and then went to the living room to check out the stroller. It was in the folded position, making it easy to drop into a car trunk, or stow away in a closet.


On the right handle were more smudges that looked like the one I had seen on the doorjamb.


I opened up the contraption, tapped a small lever with my foot to make sure it was locked into position. The stroller had seen some use. The once-black rubber wheels were rough with wear. Stale, dry Cheerios were stuck in the crevices of the seat pad. A small zippered pouch was attached to the back. I opened it, reached inside. I found three rattles, a small wooden car with thick wooden wheels, a flyer for a store that sold baby supplies, a half-full package of predampened wipes, and some tissues.


Something about the flyer caught my eye. A few words printed on one side, on a label.


It was an address. This was not a general piece of junk mail, but a targeted flyer for Baby Makes Three, a Promise Falls clothing store for infants. And even more important, the label had a name attached to the address.


Rosemary Gaynor. She lived at 375 Breckonwood Drive. I knew the street. It was in an upscale neighborhood—certainly nicer than Marla’s—a couple of miles from here.


I got out my cell, tapped on the app that would allow me to find a number for the Gaynor household. But once I had it under my thumb, I considered whether making the call was the smartest thing to do.


Maybe it made more sense to go over there.


Right fucking now.


I heard water running in the bathroom. The shower. The phone still in my hand, I called home.


It picked up on the first ring. “Yeah?”


“Dad, I need to talk to Mom.”


“What’s up?”


“Just put her on.”


A fumbling sound, a muted “He wants to talk to you.” And then: “What is it, David?”


“Something’s happened here at Marla’s.”


“Did you give her the chili?”


“No. I mean, I brought it. But … Mom, there’s a baby here.”


“What?”


“She’s got a baby. She says it’s hers. She says some woman came to the door and just gave it to her. But the story, it’s just not holding water. Mom, I’m starting to wonder … I hate to say this, but I’m wondering—God, this sounds totally crazy—but I’m wondering if she snatched this kid from someone.”


“Oh, no,” Mom said. “Not again.”




FIVE


BARRY Duckworth wanted officers dispatched to the neighborhoods surrounding the park to canvass residents in case anyone had noticed anything suspicious the night before. A person carrying a heavy sack, maybe, hanging around the fence long enough to string up nearly two dozen squirrels.


The first uniformed cop on the scene, a six-footer by the name of Angus Carlson, saw the assignment as an opportunity to perfect his stand-up act.


“This case could be a tough nut to crack,” Carlson said to Duckworth. “But I’m feeling bright eyed and bushy tailed and ready to get at it. But if we don’t find a witness soon I’m gonna go squirrelly.”


Duckworth had encountered Carlson at several crime scenes in recent months. He seemed to think he’d been assigned the role of Lennie Briscoe, the Law & Order detective played by Jerry Orbach, who always had some clever quip to make before the opening credits. From the few conversations Duckworth had had with the man, he knew that he’d come here four years ago after working as a cop in some Cleveland suburb.


“Spare me,” Duckworth told him.


He put in a call to the town’s animal welfare department, spoke to a woman named Stacey, brought her up to speed. “I got a feeling this may fall more into your bailiwick, but I’ve got some people working the scene right now. The type of person who does this, it’d be kind of nice to know who it is before people’s cats and dogs start hanging from the streetlights.”


Duckworth walked back in the direction of his car. Ex-mayor Randall Finley had hung in to watch other police arrive, take pictures, search the area, but when he saw Duckworth leaving, he followed him, dragging Bipsie along on her leash.


“You want to know what I think?” Finley asked.


“You bet I do, Randy.”


“I bet it’s some kind of sicko cult. This is probably an initiation ritual.”


“Hard to say.”


“You’ll keep me posted, now.”


Duckworth shot Finley a look as he opened the door to his unmarked cruiser. Did the ex-politician really think he had some kind of authority?


“If I have any questions I’ll be sure to get in touch,” he said, then got behind the wheel and closed the door.


Finley evidently wasn’t finished. He’d made no move to step back from the car. Barry powered down the window. “Still got something on your mind?”


“Something I wanted you to know. I’m not telling a lot of people about this, not yet, but I think you’re somebody who should be in the loop.”


“What?”


“I’m gonna run again,” Finley said, then paused for effect. When neither shock nor delight crossed Barry’s face, he continued. “Promise Falls needs me. Things have gone to shit since I was in charge. Tell me I’m wrong.”


“I don’t follow politics,” Duckworth said.


Finley grinned. “Don’t give me that. Politics has everything to do with how you do your job. Elected officials fuck up, let jobs disappear; people get desperate, they drink more, get into more brawls, break into more homes. You telling me that’s not true?”


“Randy, really, I have to go.”


“Yeah, yeah, I know; you’re on the trail of a squirrel serial killer. All I’m saying is, when I get back in—”


“If.”


“When I get back in, I’ll be looking to make some changes, and that could include the chief of police. You strike me as the kind of man who’d be good for a job like that.”


“I’m happy doing what I’m doing. And if you don’t mind my pointing this out, the voters may not have forgotten your habit of engaging the services of fifteen-year-old prostitutes.”


Finley’s eyes narrowed. “First of all, it was just one underage prostitute, and she’d told me she was nineteen.”


“Oh, okay. Sure, run. There’s your slogan right there. ‘She told me she was nineteen. Vote Finley.’”


“I got fucked over, Barry, and you know it. I was a good mayor. I got shit done; I worked to save jobs. This personal stuff was irrelevant, and the media made a much bigger deal of it than it deserved. I’m thinking, now that that Plimpton bitch has shut down the Standard and I don’t have to worry about a lot of negative press, I got a real shot. I can control the message. It’s not like the Albany media gives a shit what goes on around here, unless I get caught fucking a goat or something. What I’m trying to tell you is, your being something of an insider for me in the department is something I would look upon with gratitude, and someday I’d be looking to repay the favor.”


“You think being kept up to speed on a squirrel torturer is your key to victory?” Barry asked.


Finley shook his head. “Course not. But I’m just saying, generally, anything that’s going on you think might be in my interest to know about, you give me a call. That’s all. That’s not asking a lot. It’s good to have an ear on the inside. Like, say Her Royal Highness Amanda Croydon, I dunno, gets pulled over for drunk driving.”


“I don’t think our current mayor has the same issues as you do, Randy.”


“Okay, not drunk driving, but whatever. She gets a city road crew to shovel her driveway.” He grinned. “That almost sounds dirty. Anyway, you hear anything about her taking advantage of the taxpayer or cutting legal corners, you could pass it along. Same goes for the chief. There’s got to be stuff on her. Can you believe we got a woman mayor and a woman police chief? They should rename this town Beaver Falls.”


“I have to go, Randy.”


“Because, let’s face it”—and the former mayor leaned in closer—“we’ve all got things we like to keep hidden. Some of us—I mean, I’m the perfect example—have nothing left to hide. It’s already out there. But there are others who’d be happy for the world not to know all their business.”


Duckworth’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not sure what you’re getting at.”


Finley smiled slyly. “Who said I’m getting at anything?”


“Jesus, Randy, are you … Tell me this isn’t some lame attempt to threaten me.”


Finley moved back as though slapped in the face, but kept smiling. “How could you say such a thing? I’m just making conversation. As far as I know, you have an impeccable record with the Promise Falls police. Ask anyone. It’s an unblemished career.” He leaned back in again. “You’re a good cop, and a good family man.”


He put the emphasis on family.


“I’ll see you later, Randy,” Duckworth said. He raised the window and put the car in drive.


Finley offered up a friendly wave good-bye, but Duckworth wasn’t looking.


Duckworth headed for Thackeray College.


The campus was close enough to the park that students often walked through it, jogged through it, did drugs in it, made out in it. A Thackeray kid could have killed those squirrels. Or if not, a Thackeray kid might have seen it happen.


Maybe this was a waste of his time and energy. A couple dozen squirrels would get run over on the streets of Promise Falls before the day was over, and the police wouldn’t exactly be going around charging drivers with leaving the scene of an accident.


Duckworth fully expected that when he got back to the station, there’d be a pack of nuts on his desk. If not from Angus Carlson, then from someone else.


After all, it was legal to hunt squirrels much of the year in New York State. A couple years ago, in fact, over in Holley, the local fire department had a fund-raiser that awarded a prize to whoever shot the five heaviest squirrels. Finding the killer of a couple dozen of the critters was not exactly something the Promise Falls police force was going to devote all its resources to.


What troubled Duckworth was, What kind of person found entertainment value in killing twenty-three small animals and stringing them up for all to see?


What inspired him—okay, maybe a her, but most likely a him—to do such a thing?


And what would this person’s next stunt be? The literature was full of convicted killers who got their start snuffing the life out of house pets and other creatures.


He steered the car off the main road and through the gates into the grounds of Thackeray College. Handsome, stately redbrick buildings with imposing white columns, many of them dating back more than a century. There were some architectural exceptions. The chemistry building was five years old, and the athletic center was constructed ten years ago.


As he drove along the road to the administrative buildings, past Thackeray Pond, the college’s own miniature lake that was about a quarter mile wide, Duckworth noticed a work crew installing a six-foot post with a red button, and a small sign attached. He was driving by too quickly to make out what it said, but it reminded him of an old-fashioned fire alarm call box.


He parked in a visitor spot and once inside the building consulted a directory to locate the office of the head of campus security.


Heading into the building, he thought about what Randall Finley had said, and what he might have been intimating.


Did Randy think he had something on him? Was he trying to blackmail the detective into giving him dirt on what was going on inside the department so he’d have something to campaign on if he really did take another run at the mayor’s job?


If that was his plan, he could goddamn well forget it, Duckworth thought. Because the man had no leverage. Just like the former mayor said, Duckworth had had an exemplary career. He’d kept his nose clean.


Pretty much, anyway.


Sure, he’d cut the odd corner here and there over the years. There wasn’t a cop in the department who hadn’t. But he’d never taken a bribe. Never planted evidence, or held on to some, like cash from a drug deal, for himself.


Maybe years ago, before he met Maureen, he’d let a couple of pretty girls off with a warning when they’d been driving over the limit.


Maybe he’d even gotten a phone number or two that way.


But he chalked that up to youth and inexperience. He’d never pull a stunt like that now. Surely Finley hadn’t gone back twenty years to get some dirt on—


“Can I help you?”


Barry found himself at a desk just outside the campus security offices. A young man with several studs in one ear who looked as though he might still be a student had just offered to be of assistance.


“I want to see your boss,” Duckworth said.


“Do you have an appointment?”


Duckworth flashed his ID, and within seconds he was sitting across the desk from Clive Duncomb, Thackeray College chief of security.


He was in his mid to late forties. Just shy of six feet, about a hundred and seventy pounds, a hard, square jaw and thick, dark eyebrows that matched his hair. Trim, and wearing a shirt that looked one size too small, as if he knew it would draw attention to his biceps. The guy had a decent set of guns. Weights, Duckworth guessed. Probably didn’t have a doughnut every morning on the way to work, either.


“Nice to meet you,” Duncomb said. “What’d you say your name was again?”


Duckworth told him.


“And you’re a detective?”


“Yes.”


“What can I do for you?”


“I need to talk to you about an incident last night.”


Duncomb nodded grimly and sighed. He leaned back in his chair, arms extended, palms flat on his desk.


“I can’t say I’m surprised to see you. I’ve kind of been expecting someone from the Promise Falls police. Word gets around; I understand that. Hard to keep a lid on these things forever. But I want you to know, I’ve got matters well in hand here. I run a tight ship, and I’ve got my people working on it. But I can understand your concern, and don’t mind bringing you up to speed on the steps we’ve been taking.”


Duckworth wondered what sorts of steps the college might be taking to protect the squirrel community, and was more than a little surprised to learn this was already a high priority. “Go on,” he said.


“Maybe you noticed, driving in, some of the emergency posts they’re installing on the grounds.”


“Emergency posts?”


“All you do is hit the button; that sends a message to the security team, tells them where you are, and we dispatch someone right away. Kind of like a fire alarm, or one of those panic strips they put in the subway cars in the big cities.”


“And you’re doing this why?”


Duncomb took his hands off the table and leaned forward in the chair. He eyed Duckworth suspiciously.


“You telling me you’re not here about the attempted rapes we’ve had? We got some nutcase running around, got every woman on campus scared half to death.”




SIX


David


“WHAT are you talking about, Mom?” I said. “What do you mean, ‘not again’? Marla’s grabbed a baby before?”


“While you were in Boston,” she said. “There was an incident.”


“What kind of incident?”


“At the hospital. She snuck into the maternity ward and tried to walk out with someone else’s baby.”


“Oh, my God. You’re not serious.”


“It was just awful. Marla almost made it to the parking lot before someone spotted her, stopped her. Probably someone recognized her, given that she’s in the hospital pretty often, not just to see your aunt, but I think she goes there to see a psychologist or psychiatrist or something. I think his name is … I just can’t remember it. It was right on the tip of my tongue. Oh, that’s so annoying.”


“Don’t worry about it. Just tell me what happened.”


“Well, the police got called, but Agnes and Gill explained what had happened, that Marla’d lost a child, that she was, you know, mentally unstable, that she shouldn’t be held accountable for her actions because of the state she was in, that she’d been getting help.”


“I never heard a word about this.”


“Agnes didn’t want anyone to know. You know what she’s like. And, of course, she was in a position to keep it quiet for the most part, but things do get out. People at the hospital talked. Even so, your father and I, we never told a soul, except for now I’m telling you. But something like that, you can’t stop the rumor mill. Agnes, of course, made sure the hospital didn’t take any action against her, and the parents were persuaded not to press charges. Agnes made sure the hospital picked up all the costs that their insurance didn’t cover. Thank God Marla didn’t hurt the baby. It was only two days old, David. We’ve been so worried about her, wondering whether she’s pulling herself together. I didn’t think she’d do anything like this again. This’ll just kill Agnes. She’ll go off the deep end for sure. You know how concerned she is about what people think.”


“I don’t think she took this baby from the hospital. It’s not a newborn. It’s probably nine, ten months old. You need to call Agnes, get her over here.”


“Some mother somewhere must be going out of her mind right now, wondering where her baby is. Hang on.” She raised her voice. “Don!”


“Huh?” Sounding like he was in another room.


“Was there anything on there about a missing baby?”


“What?”


“Didn’t you have the radio on? Did they say if the police were looking for a missing baby?”


“Jesus Christ, she hasn’t done it again, has she?”


“Was there or not?”


“I didn’t hear anything.”


To me, Mom said, “Your father says he didn’t—”


“I heard. I think I may know where the baby came from. I’m going to go over there.”


“You know whose baby it is?”


“You know anyone named Rosemary Gaynor?”


“No, it doesn’t ring a bell.”


“It might to Agnes. She might know Marla’s friends.”


“I don’t think Marla has any friends. She just stays cooped up in her house most of the time except to go out and run errands.”


“Call Agnes. Tell her to get over here as fast as possible. I want to go over to the Gaynors’ house, but I feel a little uneasy about leaving Marla alone with the baby.” I paused. “Maybe I should just call the police.”


“Oh,” Mom said cautiously, “I wouldn’t do that. I know Agnes will want to try to sort this out quietly. And you don’t really know what’s going on. For all you know, Marla’s just babysitting for someone, with their permission.”


“I asked Marla that. She says no.”


“But it’s possible! Maybe she’s babysitting, and while she’s looking after this child, she’s imagining that he’s her own baby. When you think of what she’s been through—”


The shower stopped. “I gotta go, Mom. I’ll keep you posted. Get Agnes over here.”


I slipped the phone back into my jacket.


“David?” Marla called from behind the closed door. I moved to within a foot of it.


“Yeah?”


“Did you say something?”


“No.”


“Were you on the phone?”


“I had to take a call.”


“You weren’t talking to my mom, were you?”


“No,” I said honestly.


“Because I do not want her coming over. She’s just going to make a big deal about this.”


I didn’t want to lie, or even mislead her. “I called my mom, but I told her to call Agnes. You could use your mom’s help. She knows all about babies. She was a midwife before she went into nursing, right?”


The second I’d said it, I regretted it, thinking it might remind Marla of the day she lost her child. Agnes had been present not only because she was Marla’s mother, but because she had expertise in delivering a child.


Not that it did any good.


“You had no right!” Marla shouted. She threw open the door, wrapped in a towel. “I don’t want to be here when she shows up.” She stomped into her bedroom and slammed the door.


“Marla,” I said weakly. “You need to—”


“I’m getting dressed. And I have to get Matthew into something. We’ll go look for a crib.”


I had no safety seat for an infant. It had been several years since I’d needed any version of one for Ethan. But at this moment, that seemed a minor problem compared to everything else. If Marla was determined to leave the house, but still willing to be in my company, then I’d put her and the baby in the car, ostensibly to go looking for a crib, drive like I had a bowl of goldfish on the front seat, but head for the Gaynor home instead of a furniture store.


See how Marla reacted.


“Five minutes!” Marla said.


She was out in four, dressed in jeans and a ratty pullover sweater, her hair still wet. She had the baby in her arms. It was hard to see what he was wearing, she had him wrapped up in so many blankets.


“Grab the stroller,” she said. “I don’t want to have to carry him when we’re shopping. Oh, and let me get another bottle from the fridge.”


I didn’t feel I could call my mother back in front of Marla to tell her we were on the move. I figured the moment Agnes arrived and found no one here, my cell would start ringing. I folded the stroller, and as we stepped outside and Marla put her key in the door to lock it, I took another look at the bloody smudge on the door frame.


Maybe it wasn’t blood. It could be dirt. Someone who’d had their hand in the garden. Except Marla wasn’t much of a gardener.


“I think you should sit in the back,” I told her. “If the air bag went off in the front and crushed the baby into you, well, that wouldn’t be a good thing.”


“Just drive real careful,” Marla said.


“That’s what I’ll do.”


I got her settled into the backseat, behind the front passenger seat, with Matthew in her arms. I opened the back hatch, tossed in the stroller, then got behind the wheel.


“Where are we going to look?” she asked. “Walmart? Or maybe the Sears at Promise Falls Mall?”


“I’m not sure,” I said, heading west. Even though I’d grown up in this town, it wasn’t until I was a reporter for the Standard that I really got to know all corners of it. I could find Breckon-wood without the help of a navigation system. “Walmart might be a good place to start.”


“Okay,” she said placidly.


It didn’t take long to reach the Gaynors’ neighborhood. Breckonwood was in one of the town’s tonier enclaves. Houses here cost much more than the average Promise Falls bungalow, but they weren’t fetching the same kind of money they might have ten years ago, when the town was prospering. Madeline Plimpton lived around here. She’d thrown a party for Standard staff at her home eight or nine years ago, back when there were things to celebrate in the newspaper business.
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