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			ONE

			CAL WEAVER

			I ran into someone on the street in Promise Falls the other day, a woman who knew me back when I was a cop here, before I left for Griffon, near Buffalo, and became a private investigator. 

			She said, “Oh, I didn’t know you’d moved back. How’s Donna? And your boy? Scott, isn’t it?”

			I never quite know how to answer questions like this. But I said, “I’m kind of on my own now.”

			She gave me a sympathetic look and nodded knowingly. “These things happen,” she said. “I hope it was all amicable, that you’re all still talking.”

			I gave her the best smile I could muster. “We talk every night,” I told her.

			She smiled back. “Well, that’s good then, isn’t it?”

		

	
		
			 

			TWO

			Detective Barry Duckworth of the Promise Falls Police was sitting at his desk when his phone rang. He snatched up the receiver.

			“Duckworth,” he said. 

			“It’s Bayliss.” Trent Bayliss, the sergeant on the desk where people walked into the station.

			“Yeah.”

			“I got a live one here.” Bayliss was unable to hide the amusement in his voice.

			“What’re you talking about?”

			“Guy got picked up wandering around downtown. Once they brought him in, he said he needed to talk to a detective. So I’m sending him your way. Says his name is Gaffney. Brian Gaffney. But he’s got no ID on him.”

			“What’s his story?” Duckworth asked.

			“It’s better if you hear it from him. I wouldn’t want to spoil the fun.” Bayliss hung up.

			Wearily, Barry Duckworth cradled the receiver. Maybe Bayliss was amused, but Barry wasn’t. He didn’t view the job quite the way he used to. A little more than a year ago, he’d nearly died in the performance of his duties, and it had changed not only how he saw his work, but the world around him. 

			He liked to think he’d stopped taking things for granted. He knew it was something of a cliché, but he saw each day as a gift. Every morning, he thought back to those moments when he’d nearly had the life snuffed out of him. Took him a while to get back on his feet, too. There was a stint in the hospital, even a little plastic surgery on his face.

			Perhaps the most amazing thing was, in the last year he’d actually lost some weight. He’d been about two-eighty fourteen months ago, but was now down to two hundred and thirty-three pounds. According to his calculations, that was forty-seven pounds. For a while he’d been putting new holes in his belt and just drawing his regular pants on tighter, but his wife, Maureen, said he was starting to look ridiculous. She’d dragged him to the men’s shop, like he was five years old or something, and bought him some new clothes. 

			But he’d kept his old ones in the closet. Just in case. There might come a time when he once again found the temptations of Dunkin’ Donuts too great to resist.

			It had been some time since he’d had one of those.

			And he wasn’t going to lie. He missed them. But he liked being alive, and healthier, even more. 

			Maureen had been tremendously supportive. She’d already been trying to get him to change his eating habits. Immediately after the incident, she was so happy he wasn’t dead that she spoiled him with homemade cakes and pies—no one made a lemon meringue pie like Maureen—but it was Barry who told her to stop. He’d made up his mind, he told her. He was going to take charge of his health. He was going to look after himself.

			Which explained the banana sitting on his desk. The brown banana, which had been there since yesterday.

			While Barry Duckworth knew what he wanted to do where his health was concerned, he was less sure about his career. It was in his role as a police detective that he had nearly died.

			He wondered whether he should do something else. The trouble was, he didn’t know what else to do.

			He’d been a cop more than twenty years. It wasn’t like he could go back to school at this stage and become a dentist. Okay, maybe not a dentist. He didn’t understand why anyone would want to become a dentist. He’d rather attend a hundred murder scenes than have to stick his fingers into someone’s mouth. But an accountant, now there was a nice, safe job. No one beat your face to a pulp for being an accountant.

			While Duckworth coped with the fallout of nearly losing his life, the town itself was struggling to return to normal. Hundreds of Promise Falls’ finest—and some not so fine—had died in a catastrophe the year before. People had never stopped talking about what happened, but now you could go an entire day, sometimes even two, without someone bringing it up. 

			The out-of-towners were the real problem. It was, on a much smaller scale of course, a bit like after the Twin Towers came down, when tourists wanted their picture taken at Ground Zero. This upstate New York locale had become the poster town for revenge, and almost daily someone could be spotted taking a selfie by the “Welcome to Promise Falls” sign. 

			Duckworth leaned back in his office chair, keeping his eye on the door to the detectives’ room. It opened and a man stood there, staring in, a look of bewilderment on his face.

			He probably topped out at one hundred and twenty pounds. Skinny, white, early twenties, about five feet nine inches tall. Closely cropped black hair, about three days’ worth of whiskers on his face. He wore jeans and a dark blue long-sleeved shirt with a button-down collar. He scanned the room, his eyes darting nervously. Duckworth stood up.

			“Mr. Gaffney?”

			The man looked at Duckworth, blinked. “That’s me.”

			Duckworth waved him in, pointed to the chair next to his desk. “Why don’t you have a seat.”

			Brian Gaffney, holding his hands together in front of him, leaning over slightly, as though trying to close in on himself, sat down. He kept looking around the room, up at the ceiling, like someone entering a cave, checking for bats clinging to the roof.

			“Mr. Gaffney?”

			Gaffney’s fearful eyes settled on Duckworth. “Yes?”

			“I’m a detective.” He had a pen in his hand, ready to make some notes. “Can you spell your name for me, Mr. Gaffney?”

			Gaffney did so.

			“And your middle name?”

			“Arthur,” he said. “Are we safe here?”

			“I’m sorry?”

			Gaffney’s head movements were brief, quick twitches, like a bird taking in its surroundings. He lowered his voice to a whisper as he leaned in closer to the detective. “They might still be watching me.”

			Duckworth put a hand lightly on the man’s arm. Gaffney examined it, as though not sure what it was. 

			“You’re okay here,” Duckworth assured him, thinking, only Bayliss would see this man as a source of amusement. Whatever Gaffney was afraid of might be imaginary, but the fear Duckworth saw in the man’s eyes was the real deal. 

			Gaffney shivered. “You need to turn the heat up.”

			The room was already in the high seventies. The A/C should have kicked in, but had not. 

			Duckworth stood, slipped off his jacket, and draped it over the man’s shoulders. “How’s that?”

			Gaffney nodded.

			“You want a coffee?” the detective asked. “That might warm you up.”

			Quietly, Gaffney said, “Okay.”

			“What do you take?’

			“I . . . It doesn’t matter, long as it’s hot.”

			Duckworth crossed the room to the table where they kept the coffee machine, filled a reasonably clean mug, put in one sugar and a powdered creamer, and brought it back to the man. 

			Gaffney wrapped both hands around the mug, brought it to his lips and took a sip as Duckworth sat back down and picked up his pen again. “What’s your date of birth, Mr. Gaffney?”

			“April sixteenth, 1995.” Gaffney watched as Duckworth scribbled things down. “I was born in New Haven.”

			“Current address?”

			“They might be here,” Gaffney said, lowering his voice again. “They might be cloaking themselves in human form.”

			Duckworth’s pen stopped moving. “Who’s they, Mr. Gaffney?”

			Gaffney blinked and said, “I live at 87 Hunter Street. Unit 201.”

			Duckworth felt a touch of mental whiplash. “That’s an apartment?”

			“Yeah.”

			“You live alone, Mr. Gaffney?”

			“Yes.” Another nod. Gaffney’s eyes were now fixed on the banana on Duckworth’s desk.

			“What do you do for a living?”

			“Detailing. Are you going to eat that?”

			Duckworth glanced at the brown piece of fruit. “Uh, you want it?”

			“I don’t think they fed me. I haven’t eaten for a long time.”

			Duckworth picked up the banana and handed it to Gaffney, who took it gently in his hands, then shoved one end of it into his mouth without bothering to peel it. He bit hard so his teeth went through the skin. He chewed quickly, took another large bite, still with the peel on.

			Still chewing, he said, “You know what detailing is?”

			Duckworth, distracted by what he’d just seen, said, “Sorry?”

			“Detailing.” He swallowed the last of the banana, washed it down with some coffee. “You know what it is?”

			“No.”

			“Like, instead of just getting your car washed, you get it detailed. Like a super- super-cleaning. I work at Albany Detailing.”

			“So, that’s in Albany?”

			The man shook his head. “No, here in Promise Falls. It’s a franchise thing.”

			“Mr. Gaffney, the police found you wandering around downtown. When they brought you in, you said you wanted to talk to a detective.”

			“That’s right.”

			“So how can I help you?”

			“I made a mistake,” he said.

			“What do you mean?”

			Gaffney surveyed the room for what had to be the tenth time, then whispered to Duckworth, “It’s not your jurisdiction.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“I mean, what can you do?” Gaffney shrugged. “Arrest them?”

			“Arrest who?”

			“What day is this?”

			“This is Wednesday.”

			Gaffney gave that some thought. “So . . . two nights. I went out Monday night, and now it’s Wednesday, so two nights. Unless it’s, like, the next Wednesday, and it’s been nine days.”

			Duckworth had put his pen down. “Two nights what?”

			“That they had me.” He put down the mug, ran his hand over his chin, felt stubble. “It must be just two. If they had me nine days, I’d almost have a beard by now.”

			Duckworth’s brow wrinkled. “What do you mean, they had you?”

			“I think I was abducted,” Gaffney said, running his tongue over his lips. “You know about Betty and Barney Hill?”

			Duckworth quickly wrote down the names. “They abducted you?”

			Gaffney shook his head. “No, they were in a book. Real people. I’ve got an old paperback copy of it. The Interrupted Journey, by John G. Fuller. It happened to them, too.”

			“What happened, Brian?”

			“They were driving at night from Niagara Falls back to their home in New Hampshire on September twentieth, 1961. This part of the country, you know? They’d have passed within forty miles of Promise Falls.”

			“Okay.”

			“He was black, and she was white, although that really doesn’t have anything to do with what happened to them. Unless it did.”

			“Go on.”

			“So the Hills saw this bright light in the sky, and the next thing they knew, it was hours later, and they were on the road, almost home. There was all this time they couldn’t account for. So they went to a hypnotist.”

			“What’d they think the hypnotist could do?”

			“Help them remember what happened to them during those missing hours.” 

			“And did he?”

			Gaffney nodded. “They were taken aboard a ship. The aliens experimented on them, put needles and other things into them, and then made them forget it had ever happened.” He shook his head slowly, wonderingly. “I never thought something like that could happen to me.”

			Duckworth said, “Okay. So you’re saying you have two days you can’t account for?”

			“Yes.” Gaffney trembled, as though he’d had a momentary electrical shock, and took another sip of coffee.

			“What’s the last thing you remember?”

			“I’d gone into Knight’s for a couple of drinks, like, around eight? You know Knight’s?”

			Ah, Duckworth thought. Knight’s. One of the town’s best-known bars.

			“I know it,” the detective said. 

			“I had a few beers, watched TV. It gets a little blurry after that.”

			“How many beers?”

			He shrugged. “Four, five. That’s, like, over an hour and a half or so.”

			“You’re sure you didn’t have more than that?”

			“That’s all.” 

			“You drive yourself there?”

			Strong head-shake. “Nope. I can walk to Knight’s from my place. Don’t want to worry about getting pulled over. Do you have another banana?”

			“I don’t. I’m sorry. Just a couple more questions and I’ll find you something. You remember leaving Knight’s?”

			“Maybe. When I came out, I think someone called to me from the alley next to the bar. You can walk through there to get to a parking lot out back.”

			“Was this a man or a woman who called out to you?”

			“A woman, I think. At least, it was in the form of a woman.”

			Duckworth let that go. “What did she say?”

			Gaffney shook his head. “It’s all pretty foggy. And then there’s almost nothing for two days, until I wake up right back in the same place. I guess I stumbled out of the alley, was walking around, and that was when the cops found me. I didn’t have any ID on me. My wallet’s gone, and my cell phone, too.” 

			“Is it possible you were in the alley for those two days?”

			Gaffney slowly shook his head again. “People walk down there all the time. Someone would have noticed me. And they couldn’t have done the experiments on me there.”

			His breathing became more rapid. “What if they infected me? What if they gave me some disease?” He set down the mug again, placed a palm on his chest. “What if I’m a carrier? What if I’ve exposed you? Jesus, oh man.”

			Duckworth kept his voice level. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Brian. We’re going to get you checked out. Why would you think you’d been experimented on?”

			“They . . . took me someplace. It might have been a ship, but I don’t think so. There were lights, and I was lying down on a bed or something, on my stomach. I remember it smelled bad. That’s where they did it.”

			“What did they do?”

			“It felt like hundreds and hundreds of needles going into me. Probably taking samples, you know? DNA, maybe?”

			His face began to crumple. He looked up, as though looking past the ceiling to the heavens above.

			“Why me!” he shouted. “Why did it have to be me!”

			A couple of other detectives sitting at desks across the room looked over. Duckworth put his hand back on the man’s arm. “Brian, look at me. Look at me.”

			Gaffney lowered his gaze to look into Duckworth’s eyes. “I’m sorry if coming here was the wrong thing.”

			“It wasn’t. I’m going to try to help you. Let’s get back to those needles. Why do you think that was done to you?”

			“My back,” Gaffney said. “It’s really sore. It feels all scratchy, you know? Stings like hell.”

			Duckworth, with some hesitation, said, “You want me to have a look?”

			Gaffney hesitated as well, as though he wasn’t sure he wanted to know. After a moment, he said, “If you don’t mind.”

			They both stood. Gaffney turned his back to Duckworth, untucked and unbuttoned his shirt, then yanked it up over his shoulders.

			“How’s that?” he asked. 

			Duckworth stared. “That’ll do.”

			Tattooed crudely on Gaffney’s back, in black letters two inches tall, was:

			 

			IM THE

			SICK FUCK

			WHO KILLED

			SEAN

			 

			Duckworth said, “Mr. Gaffney, who’s Sean?”

			“Sean?” he said.

			“Yeah, Sean.”

			Gaffney’s shoulders rose and fell as he shrugged. “I don’t know nobody named Sean. How come?”

		

	
		
			 

			THREE

			CAL 

			I knew the name Madeline Plimpton.

			She was old-stock Promise Falls. I wasn’t exactly an expert on the town’s history, but I knew the Plimptons were among those who’d established the town back in the 1800s. I knew they’d founded the town’s first newspaper, the Standard, and that Madeline Plimpton had the distinct honor of presiding over its death.

			I didn’t know why she wanted to see me. She wouldn’t say in our phone call. Clients don’t usually want to talk about these things over the phone. It’s hard enough doing it in person.

			“It’s delicate,” she explained.

			It usually was.

			I wouldn’t call her place a mansion, but it was pretty upscale for Promise Falls. A Victorian-style home built back in the twenties, probably four or five thousand square feet, set well back from the street, with a circular driveway. It was the kind of place that, at one time, would have had a black jockey lawn ornament out front. If it had ever actually had one, someone’d had the good sense to get rid of it. 

			I was behind the wheel of my new, aging Honda. I’d traded in my very old Accord for a merely old Accord. This one was equipped with a manual transmission, and shifting through the gears allowed me to imagine myself as someone younger and sportier. My first car, some thirty years ago, had been a Toyota Celica with a four-speed stick shift. Every car I’d had since had been automatic, until now. 

			I parked out front of the main double doors, my car outclassed by a black Lexus SUV, a white four-door Acura sedan, and a BMW 7 Series. The combined value of those three cars probably exceeded my total income for the last two decades.

			I was half expecting a maid or butler to materialize after I pressed the bell, but it was Madeline Plimpton herself who opened the door and invited me in.

			I put her at about seventy. She was a thin, nice-looking woman, bordering on regal, dressed in black slacks and a black silk top, a tasteful strand of pearls at her neck. Her well-tended silver hair came down to the base of her neck, and she eyed me through a pair of gold-rimmed glasses. 

			“Thank you for coming, Mr. Weaver,” she said. 

			“My pleasure. Please call me Cal.”

			She did not invite me to call her Madeline.

			She led me from the front hall into the dining room, where things had been set up for tea. China cups, milk and sugar cubes in silver servers. 

			“Can I pour you a cup of tea?” she asked.

			“Thank you,” I said.

			She poured, then took a seat at the head of the table. I pulled up a chair near the end, to her right.

			“I’ve heard good things about you,” she said.

			“I suppose, as a former newspaper publisher, you have good sources,” I said, smiling.

			I caught her briefly wincing and thought it was my use of the word former. “I do. I know just about everyone in this town. I know you used to work for the police here. That you made a mistake, moved away for a few years to Griffon, where you set yourself up as a private investigator, and then came back.” She paused. “After a personal tragedy.”

			“Yes,” I said.

			“You’ve been back here a couple of years.”

			“Yes.” I dropped a sugar cube into my tea. “So I guess I passed the background check. What seems to be the problem?”

			Ms. Plimpton drew a long breath, then raised her cup to her lips and blew on it. The tea was hot. 

			“It’s about my grand-nephew,” she said.

			“Okay.”

			“My niece’s son. It’s been quite a year for them.”

			I waited.

			“My niece and her son live in Albany. But life for them there has become untenable.”

			I was pretty sure I knew what that word meant.

			“And why would that be?” I asked.

			Another pause. “Jeremy—that’s my grand-nephew—had some issues with the courts this year that attracted an unfortunate degree of attention. It’s made life very difficult for him there. Some people who don’t seem to have much appreciation of the justice system have been harassing Jeremy and my niece, Gloria. Late-night phone calls, eggs thrown at the house. Someone even left a death threat in the mailbox. It was written in crayon on a piece of paper that had been smeared with excrement, if you can imagine such a thing.”

			“What do you mean by ‘some issues,’ Ms. Plimpton?”

			“A traffic mishap. It got blown out of proportion. I mean, I’m not suggesting it wasn’t a tragedy, but the fallout has just been over the top.”

			“Ms. Plimpton, maybe you should start at the beginning.”

			Her head made a tiny side-to-side motion. “I don’t see that that’s necessary. I’m interested in engaging your services, and it’s not important for you to know all the details. Although I can tell you that Gloria is almost more a daughter to me than a niece. She came to live with me when she was a teenager, so our relationship is . . .”

			I was waiting for her to say “closer.”

			“Complicated,” Ms. Plimpton said at last.

			“I don’t know what service it is you expect me to perform,” I said.

			“I want you to protect Jeremy.”

			“What do you mean, protect? You mean you want me to be his bodyguard?”

			“Yes, I suppose that would be part of it. I’d want you to assess his security situation and, as you say, perform bodyguard duties.”

			“I’m not a bodyguard. Maybe what you need is a bouncer.”

			Madeline Plimpton sighed. “Well, perhaps you don’t think of yourself that way, technically. But you are a former policeman. You’ve dealt with criminal elements. I would think that being a bodyguard really wouldn’t be straying all that much from what you actually do. And I’m perfectly prepared to pay you round-the-clock for as long as your services might be required. One of the reasons I chose you was because I understand you have—I don’t mean to be insensitive here, Mr. Weaver—but I understand you have no family. It wouldn’t be disruptive in ways that it might be to someone else.”

			I wasn’t sure I liked Madeline Plimpton. But then again, in my line of work, if you only worked for people you wanted to be friends with, you wouldn’t eat.

			“How old is Jeremy?” I asked.

			“Eighteen,” she said.

			“And what’s his last name?”

			She bit her lip briefly. “Pilford,” she said, almost in a whisper.

			I blinked. “Jeremy Pilford? Your grand-nephew is Jeremy Pilford?”

			She nodded. “I take it that you are familiar with the name.”

			The entire country was familiar with the name.

			“The Big Baby,” I said.

			Madeline Plimpton winced more noticeably this time. She looked as though I’d poured my hot tea over her veined hand. 

			“I wish you hadn’t said that. Those words were never used in his defense. That was something the prosecution came up with and the press ran with, and it was insulting. It was demeaning. Not just to Jeremy, but to Gloria, too. It reflected very badly on her.”

			“But it came out of the defense strategy, didn’t it, Ms. Plimpton? It’s basically what Jeremy’s lawyer was saying. That was the argument. That Jeremy had been so pampered, so excused from ever having to do things for himself, from ever having to accept responsibility for any of his actions his entire life, that he couldn’t imagine that he was doing anything wrong when he—”

			“I know what he did.”

			“When he went out partying, got behind the wheel totally under the influence, and killed someone. With all respect, Ms. Plimpton, that’s not what I would characterize as a traffic mishap.”

			“Maybe you’re not the right person for this job.”

			“Maybe I’m not,” I said, setting down my cup and pushing back my chair. “Thank you for the tea.”

			She reached out a hand. “Wait.”

			I waited. 

			“Please,” she said. 

			I pulled my chair back in, rested my hands on the top of the dining room table.

			“I suppose it’s reasonable to expect that your reaction is unlikely to be any different from that of anyone else I might approach. Jeremy has not been good at winning people over. But it was the judge’s decision not to send him to jail. It was the judge who decided to put the boy on probation. It was the judge who was persuaded by Mr. Finch that—”

			“Mr. Finch?”

			“Jeremy’s lawyer, whom you just referenced. Grant Finch. It was Mr. Finch who came up with the defense strategy, and to be honest, no one had high hopes that the judge would find it convincing. But we were ecstatic when he did. Sending Jeremy to jail would have been a terrible thing for the boy. After all, he is still a boy. He’d never have survived prison. And as horrible as the backlash to the sentence has been, it’s still better than Jeremy being behind bars.”

			“Except now he’s living in fear,” I said.

			Madeline Plimpton offered a small nod of acknowledgment. “That’s true, but these things pass. Jeremy could have gone to jail for several years. Social consternation over his sentencing will last a few months at most, I should think. The world is always waiting for the new thing to be outraged by. A hunter who kills a prize lion in Africa. A woman who tweets a joke about AIDS. A dimwitted politician who thinks a woman’s body knows how to shut down pregnancy following rape. That other judge, who gave the light sentence to the boy who raped that unconscious girl. We are so thrilled to be angered about something that we want a new target for our rage every week. Jeremy will be forgotten about, eventually, and he will be able to return to a normal life. But in the meantime, he needs to be safe.”

			I wondered about when the family of the person Jeremy had killed would get back to a normal life, but decided not to pose the question out loud.

			“So yes, to your earlier comment, he was branded the Big Baby. A teenager who was coddled as though he were an infant. The prosecuting attorney mentioned it once in passing, and the media loved it. CNN turned Jeremy into a flashy logo. The Big Baby Case, with lots of jazzy graphics.”

			“As someone who once ran a newspaper, you must have some understanding of how those things happen.”

			“Indeed,” she said. “But just because I owned a media outlet does not mean I approve of everything the media does.”

			“I really don’t know that I can help you, Ms. Plimpton,” I said. “But I could probably recommend some agencies to you. Ones that don’t really do much in the way of investigations, as I do. They’re more like tough guys for hire.”

			“I don’t want Jeremy surrounded by a bunch of thugs.”

			I shrugged. 

			“Would you at least meet with them?” she asked. “With Jeremy and my niece? At least meet them and then make a decision about whether you want the job? I’m sure once you spoke with them, you’d realize they aren’t the caricatures they’ve been made out to be. They’re real people, Mr. Weaver. And they’re frightened.”

			I got out my notepad and pen from the inside pocket of my sport jacket. I uncapped the pen.

			“Why don’t you give me their address in Albany?” I said.

			“Oh, there’s no need for that,” Ms. Plimpton said. “They’re here. They’ve been here for a few days now. They’re out back, on the porch, waiting to talk to you.”

		

	
		
			 

			four

			BARRY Duckworth wanted Brian Gaffney to get checked out at the hospital, so he offered to drive him to Promise Falls General. That would also give the detective an opportunity to ask the man more questions about what might have happened to him. Any thoughts Duckworth had that Gaffney’s two-day blackout was alcohol-induced vanished when he had a look at the words inked into his back. 

			IM THE SICK FUCK WHO KILLED SEAN did not sound like the kind of tattoo any remotely rational person—or even a blind-drunk person—would choose to have permanently etched into his skin.

			If Gaffney had any notion of what was on his back, he gave no indication. So Duckworth took a photo while he still had his shirt pulled up to his neck, and showed it to him.

			“Jesus,” he said. “That . . . that doesn’t make any sense to me.”

			“I think,” Duckworth said gently, “this rules out your theory of what happened to you.”

			Gaffney had the look of a four-year-old trying to grasp a Stephen Hawking lecture. “I don’t . . . That doesn’t seem like the kind of thing the aliens would do.”

			“Yeah,” Duckworth said. “We’re looking for someone more earthbound here.” 

			Gaffney, still stunned by the photo, nodded slowly. “I’m sorry.”

			“Sorry?”

			“I must seem crazy. I’m not crazy, you know.”

			“Sure,” Duckworth said. 

			“I mean, I’m a little off. That’s what my dad says. But not crazy. You know what I mean?”

			“Sure.”

			“I just couldn’t think of any other explanation. Maybe I’ve been reading too many books about UFOs.” He took another look at the photo on the detective’s phone. “Are you sure that’s a real tattoo? It’s not just marker or something that’ll come off?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“It’s on there permanent?”

			“I’m no expert on tattoos,” Duckworth said. “Maybe there’s something you can do.” But he had his doubts. “Any idea who’d do that to you?”

			Gaffney looked away from the image, allowing Duckworth to put the phone into his pocket. Tears welled up in his eyes. He bit his lip. “No. I mean, the alien thing would actually have made more sense. That they’d grab some random guy and do tests on him. But this, this is totally crazy.”

			“Come on,” Duckworth said gently. “Let’s get you checked out.” 

			On the way out to Duckworth’s unmarked cruiser, the detective asked, “You got family, Brian? Parents? Brothers, sisters? A girlfriend?”

			He spoke slowly and softly. “My folks live over on Montcalm. I got my own place about six months ago. They thought—my dad thought—it was time for me to try living on my own, you know? So I found a room in this two-story building downtown. I got one sister. Monica. She’s nineteen. She’d like to move out but she can’t afford to yet.”

			“How long have you been in Promise Falls?”

			“Like, fifteen years. Ever since my parents moved here from Connecticut.”

			“Girlfriend?”

			“Kinda. There’s this one girl. She came in for a car wash and we kind of hit it off.”

			“What’s her name?”

			“Jesse. Like, Jessica Frommer.”

			“When’s the last time you saw her?”

			Brian pondered the question. “Maybe a week? We’ve been out a few times, mostly out of town or my place. I think, actually, I was supposed to call her yesterday.” He looked overwhelmed. “Shit, she’ll be wondering what happened to me.”

			“You can’t think of anyone—a friend, a friend of a friend, someone in your extended family—named Sean? A man or a woman?”

			“Nothing,” he said. “Can I see the picture again?”

			Duckworth took out his phone and brought up the photo. Gaffney stared at it and said, “I keep thinking it can’t really be there. That this isn’t really happening. That this isn’t a picture of my back. Who could Sean be?” He returned the phone. “I’ve been turned into some kind of freak.”

			On the way to the hospital, Duckworth did a spin through a McDonald’s drive-through, buying Gaffney a coffee and a biscuit stuffed with egg and sausage. The man downed it nearly as quickly as he’d consumed the ripe banana. 

			The Promise Falls General ER wasn’t crowded. Gaffney was seen within ten minutes. Duckworth quickly briefed the doctor—a young Indian-looking man named Dr. Charles—and said he wanted to speak with him after the examination. Then the detective stepped outside where he could get a decent signal on his cell phone, and opened up a browser. 

			He entered the words “Sean” and “homicide” and waited. Over a million results, but the first few screens didn’t turn up anything that looked relevant. Some of the hits were crime books or newspaper articles about homicides, written by someone with the first name Sean. He narrowed the search by adding the words “Promise Falls”, but that produced nothing. 

			He went back into the ER and took a seat. A few minutes later, Brian Gaffney reappeared with Dr. Charles.

			“May I discuss your particulars with the police officer?” the doctor asked.

			Gaffney nodded wearily.

			“Mr. Gaffney’s general heath seems to be okay,” Dr. Charles said. “He’s still a bit groggy from whatever was used to render him unconscious.”

			“Any idea what that might have been?”

			The doctor shook his head. “But I’d like to keep him here for observation and blood tests. Do you have any idea who tattooed him? If you did, we could find out about their safety precautions, if they used proper sterilization techniques.”

			“We don’t know,” the detective said.

			Dr. Charles made a clicking noise with his tongue. “Well, if the equipment used was contaminated with infected blood, Mr. Gaffney could be at risk of hepatitis B, hepatitis C or tetanus.”

			“Ah, man,” Gaffney said.

			“I’m around if you have any more questions,” the doctor said, excusing himself.

			Duckworth put a comforting hand on Brian’s arm. “I want to take your picture,” he said.

			“Huh?”

			“I’m going to go to Knight’s, see if anyone remembers seeing you.”

			Gaffney nodded resignedly. Duckworth took a quick head shot with his phone, glanced at it to make sure it was acceptable. “You want me to get in touch with your parents?”

			Gaffney thought about that. “I guess,” he said finally.

			“Why so hesitant?”

			“I’m . . .”

			“What is it, Brian?”

			“I guess . . . I’m embarrassed. I’m ashamed of what’s happened to me.”

			“It’s not your fault,” Duckworth said, although he didn’t know that for certain. Maybe Brian had consumed far more alcohol than he’d let on. Maybe he’d allowed someone to do this to him, but had no memory of it. But his gut told him that wasn’t the case.

			Gaffney half shrugged. “I guess you should let them know.”

			Duckworth had him write down his parents’ Montcalm Street address and phone number on his notepad. He decided he’d go there before heading to Knight’s. He was just pulling out of the ER parking lot when his phone rang. It was Maureen.

			“Hey,” he said to her over the Bluetooth. “You at work?”

			“Yeah. We’ve got a bit of a lull.” Maureen worked at an eyeglasses shop in the Promise Falls mall. “Am I calling at a bad time?”

			“It’s okay.”

			“How are you?”

			It was an innocent enough question. She’d always asked how he was when she called. But now, when she asked, he knew she was asking him something more. She was really asking how he was doing. She was asking how he felt. She was asking how he was managing.

			Even ten months after returning to the job. 

			Not that he didn’t ask himself every day how he was doing.

			“I’m fine,” he said quickly. “What’s up?”

			“Nothing,” she said.

			But he could tell from her tone that it was something, and her most frequent source of worry, after him, was their son, Trevor. Twenty-five now, back living at home with his parents, and looking for work.

			He’d had a job driving a truck for Finley Springs Water. Randall Finley, the owner, had been mayor a decade ago, but was voted out after his dalliances with an underage prostitute became public. He’d made a comeback last year, though, after becoming something of a local hero, and presided over city hall once again. 

			Wonders never ceased. Nor, Duckworth thought, did the public’s willingness to be conned.

			Trevor—like his father—despised Finley and everything he stood for, and when he found another driving gig with a local lumber company, he quit the water bottling plant. But with the housing industry still taking its time to recover, and the demand for building supplies weak, he was laid off three months later. He kept his apartment another six weeks, but with money running out, he’d given his notice and moved back in with Mom and Dad while he looked for something else.

			Of course, Barry and Maureen could have kept their son in his apartment by paying his rent, but that had struck both of them as an open-ended commitment they could not afford, so they’d offered him his old room. They had mixed feelings when he took them up on it, but as it turned out, even with Trevor living under the same roof with them, they saw little of him. He was out most evenings, and returned home after Barry and Maureen had turned out their lights.

			Trouble was, they often lay awake until he came home, as if he were still a teenager with a curfew. When your kids no longer lived with you, Duckworth said, you didn’t care what their hours were. But when they were back sharing quarters with you, you couldn’t help but wonder, and worry, what they were up to.

			“Is it Trevor?” he asked now.

			He heard Maureen sigh. “He doesn’t seem himself these days.”

			“Like how?”

			“You haven’t noticed?”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Aren’t cops supposed to be keen observers of human behavior?” 

			Duckworth wasn’t sure whether she was needling him or being serious. Maybe both.

			“We’re distant second to mothers in that area,” he said.

			“Sure, patronize me,” Maureen said.

			“I’m not patronizing you.”

			“You are. You think I’m being overly concerned.”

			“Tell me what you’ve seen that I’ve been too dumb to notice.”

			“Okay, it’s not anything specific. But he seems more withdrawn, more to himself.”

			“He’s got a lot on his mind,” Barry said. “He’s looking for work, and living with his parents. How much fun can that be?”

			“He spends a lot of time on the computer.”

			“He’s probably looking at job ads. It’s not like you can find them in the paper any more.” 

			“I suppose so.”

			They’d both wondered if Trevor needed to go back to school. Learn some kind of trade. After traveling around Europe with a girlfriend, he’d gone to Syracuse University and taken political science, and done well with it. Graduated. No one expected him to become a politician, or work for one, but they’d hoped his field of study would lead to something more challenging than driving a truck for that narcissistic asshole who was now the mayor of Promise Falls. 

			“I wish I had some idea where he goes off to every night,” Maureen said.

			“We never knew where he went at night when he didn’t live with us. He’s entitled to a personal life. What he does at night isn’t any of our business.”

			“I know. I—Gotta go. Customer.”

			“Talk to you later,” Duckworth said.

			When he got to Brian Gaffney’s parents’ house, it was nearly five in the afternoon, and there were two cars in the driveway. It was a modest but well-maintained two-story, and the cars were mid-price GM sedans, each about five years old.

			Duckworth rang the bell, and seconds later a heavyset woman in her fifties opened the door. 

			“Yes?”

			“Ms. Gaffney?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Your first name?”

			“Constance. Who’re you?”

			He showed her his police ID. She looked at it warily as he introduced himself. Most people, Duckworth thought, viewed his ID with some degree of alarm—cops at the door did not usually mean good news—but Constance Gaffney’s reaction struck him as more cautious.

			“Is your husband home?” he asked.

			“What’s this about?” she asked.

			“If your husband is home I’d like to discuss it with both of you.”

			She called out over her shoulder, “Albert? Albert!”

			Moments later, Albert Gaffney appeared. Balding, also heavyset, broad enough in the shoulders to obliterate his wife when he edged in front of her.

			“What’s going on?” he asked, loosening the tie around the collar of his white shirt. He took a quick glance at Duckworth and his ID and suddenly looked as though he had a bad taste in his mouth.

			“What’s this all about?”

			“It’s about your son,” Duckworth said, adding, “Brian.”

			“What’s happened to him?” Constance asked, stepping aside to let the detective into their home.

			“He’s okay,” Duckworth said quickly. “He’s at PFG for some tests.”

			“Tests?” Albert said. “What’s happened?”

			“He was . . . assaulted,” Duckworth said. “And possibly confined for a period of time.”

			“What’s that mean?” the man asked. “Assaulted? Was he . . . I mean, did someone . . .”

			Duckworth guessed what the man was trying to ask. “He was rendered unconscious and . . .” 

			How did one describe what had happened to Brian? It wasn’t enough to say he’d been knocked out and tattooed. It was worse than that. One had to see him to fully comprehend the crime that had been committed against him. Duckworth supposed he could show them the photos on his phone, but somehow that didn’t seem appropriate.

			“The best thing to do would be to go see him,” he said.

			“For God’s sake, Albert, get your keys,” Constance Gaffney said. She shot him a stern look. “I hope you’re happy.”

			Albert started to say something, but the look in her eyes told him to keep whatever it was to himself. Instead, he turned to Duckworth.

			“Who did it?” he asked. “Who hurt my son?”

			“The matter’s under investigation,” Duckworth said. “I have a question for you.”

			Albert waited.

			“Do you know anyone named Sean? Someone with a possible connection to your son or your family?”

			“Sean?” Brian Gaffney’s father asked. “Is that who did it?”

			Duckworth shook his head. “No. Does the name ring any bells?”

			“No,” said Albert. He glanced at his wife, then asked, “Did this happen at his apartment? At his place?”

			“No,” Duckworth said. “Brian says it began at a bar. At Knight’s.”

			Albert said to Constance, with a hint of vindication in his voice, “You see? It could have happened anyway. He went there even when he still lived with us.”

			But something in her face said she was still blaming him for something. “I’m getting my purse,” she said.

			“Keys,” Albert said, patting his front pockets. “Where the hell are my keys?”

			While they both retreated into the house, Duckworth walked back toward his car as an old green Volkswagen Beetle—one of the originals, not the remake—came up the street and pulled over to the curb in front of the house. A young woman behind the wheel killed the engine and got out.

			Duckworth remembered Brian telling him he had a sister.

			“Are you Monica?” he said as she approached the house.

			She eyed him warily. “Who are you?”

			He told her, quickly, what he’d told her parents. Once she was over the initial shock of learning her brother was in the hospital, he asked, “When was the last time you spoke with Brian?” 

			“I tried to call him yesterday, but he didn’t answer. I saw him last week, I guess. I popped into his work.”

			“Monica, do you know anyone named Sean? An acquaintance of your brother’s?”

			“Sean?”

			“That’s right.”

			“I don’t know any Sean. A man or a woman?”

			“Don’t know.”

			“Because if he’s seeing someone, I wouldn’t necessarily know about it.”

			“This Sean might no longer be with us.”

			“Dead?”

			Duckworth nodded. “Does that jog any memory?”

			She started to shake her head, then stopped. “No, it couldn’t be that Sean.”

			“What Sean?”

			She tipped her head at the house across the street. “That was old lady Beecham’s dog. Right after Brian got his license, he backed over him.”

			“He killed her dog?”

			Monica nodded. “It was years ago, and even though it was her own fault for letting the dog run loose, she was pretty mad about it. But she wouldn’t care now.”

			“Why’s that?”

			Monica shrugged. “Mrs. Beecham has pretty much lost her marbles.”
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			CAL

			MS. Plimpton led me out of the dining room, through a kitchen that was bigger than my entire apartment, and out to a screened-in porch that overlooked an expansive backyard with a working fountain. The porch was decked out with white wicker furniture decorated with plump flowered cushions. Four of the chairs were occupied.

			I’d been given the impression I’d be meeting just two people, not an entourage. 

			I figured the woman sitting in the closest chair was Ms. Plimpton’s niece, Gloria Pilford. Fortyish, decked out in white slacks, a coral-colored top and high-heeled sandals. Her blonde hair seemed to be inflated, making her head look too big for her slender body. She sprang to her feet when Ms. Plimpton and I entered the room, and those heels allowed her to look me right in the eye. When she smiled, her face wrinkled like crêpe paper, as if the muscles used to convey happiness might end up tearing her face apart.

			She extended a hand and I took it. 

			“This is wonderful,” she said. “I’m so pleased you’re going to help us.”

			Before I could say anything, Ms. Plimpton raised a hand of caution. “He’s agreed to meet you, Gloria. Nothing more than that, for now.”

			The smile retracted immediately, and Gloria struggled to restore it. She turned to the three people—all male—who were still seated. 

			“Mr. Weaver, this is my good friend, and partner, Bob Butler.”

			The first man stood. Just over six feet, silver-haired, barrel-chested and strong-jawed, blue eyes. Pushing fifty, or maybe he’d recently pushed past it. Tailored slacks, open-collared white dress shirt, plaid sport jacket. He put out a hand too. The grip was firm.

			“Pleased to meet you,” he said. “Madeline has had good things to say about you.”

			“And this,” Gloria Pilford said, as the second man stood, “is Grant Finch.”

			He was the only one in a suit, and I was betting the Rolex on his wrist was the only one in the room. He’d be the one who owned that Beemer in the driveway. He was slighter shorter than Bob Butler, but his grip was just as firm when we shook hands. 

			“I’ve also heard good things,” he said, giving me a smile worthy of a game-show letter-turner. Those perfect teeth probably cost as much as his car. “I expect you already know why I’m here. I acted on Jeremy’s behalf during the trial.”

			“Most famous lawyer in the country,” I said.

			He waved a hand dismissively. “Or infamous, depending on one’s point of view. That’ll last a week or two, then I’ll be forgotten until HBO decides to make this all into a miniseries twenty years from now.”

			The way he said it suggested he was counting on it.

			Gloria moved the two men aside so I could view the young man slouching in the wicker chair at the end of the porch. Extending her arm in a kind of ta da! gesture, she said, “And last but not least, my son, Jeremy.”

			The young man had slid so far down the chair I was worried he might hit the floor. He had the rigidity of boneless chicken. His head was inches from where the cushions met, his eyes focused on the phone he held firmly in his lap in both hands. His thumbs were moving rapidly. 

			His great-aunt, Ms. Plimpton, had said he was eighteen, but he could have passed for twenty or twenty-one. Short black hair, pasty complexion, as though he’d spent more time looking at video screens than running bases. It was hard to tell how tall he was, given his slithered state, but under six feet. 

			Without looking away from his phone, he said, “Hey.”

			“Jeremy, for God’s sake, shake the man’s hand,” his mother said, like I was a puppy she wanted him to pet.

			“It’s okay,” I said, raising a palm. “Nice to meet you, Jeremy.”

			Gloria smiled awkwardly at me. “Please excuse him. He’s tired, and he’s been under a great deal of stress.”

			“We all have,” Bob Butler said.

			Gloria had referred to Bob as her friend and partner. He wasn’t the boy’s father. That much seemed clear.

			“Of course,” I said.

			“Jeremy,” Gloria said, her voice struggling to stay upbeat, “can I get you anything?”

			He grunted.

			She turned to me for another chance at hospitality. “How about you, Mr. Weaver? A drink?” 

			“I’m good,” I said. “Your aunt served tea.”

			She sighed and said quietly, “I could use something stronger. Why don’t we move this conversation to the kitchen.”

			Grant Finch put a friendly hand atop my shoulder as we—all of us except Jeremy—left the sunroom. “We’ve all been through a lot, but at least we’re coming out the other side of the nightmare,” he said. 

			Seconds later we were standing around the kitchen island while Gloria opened the oversized stainless-steel refrigerator and took out a bottle of wine. 

			“Anyone?” she asked. 

			There were no takers.

			I said, “Maybe you could tell me about the harassment you’ve been getting.”

			“It hasn’t just been Jeremy,” Gloria said over the pop of the cork. The bottle was already half empty. “I’ve been getting my fair share too. People are saying unbelievable things about me on the Internet. That I’m the worst mother in the world.” Another sigh. “Maybe it’s true.”

			“It certainly isn’t,” said Bob. “Gloria loves Jeremy more than anything in the world. She’s a wonderful mother. I’ve seen that first hand.”

			Ms. Plimpton was stone-faced. She turned away and went to the dining room to bring in the teapot and cups.

			I looked at Bob. “You and Ms. Pilford . . .” I let the sentence dangle.

			Gloria moved in close to Bob and slipped her arm into his, then displayed her hand so I wouldn’t miss the rock on her finger. “Bob and I are engaged. The one bright spot in my life these days.” She grimaced. “No, I take that back. Jeremy not going to jail, that was a wonderful thing.”

			Bob smiled uncomfortably. “Gloria just needs to sort some things out before we can get married. But we’ve been together a few years now.”

			Gloria nodded. “Once I’m finally free of Jack, we can move forward. That’s my ex.” She rolled her eyes. “Just waiting for the divorce to go through. Bob’s been so patient. He’s been so good to me.” 

			And then she dug her teeth into her lower lip.

			“Well,” I said. “That’s great.”

			“And my other hero is this man right here,” she said, indicating Grant Finch. “If it weren’t for him, my boy’d be in jail right now.” She gave Bob’s arm a squeeze. “I can thank you for Grant.”

			Bob said, “Well, me and Galen.”

			At the mention of that name, Gloria slipped her arm out of Bob’s and went back to find a glass for her wine.

			Bob continued, “It was Galen who put me on to Grant. When Jeremy had his troubles, Galen immediately thought of Grant and it was a terrific recommendation.”

			“Galen?” I said.

			Bob nodded at my puzzlement. “Sorry. Galen Broadhurst. My business associate. I’m in real estate, land development, that kind of thing.”

			“Is he here?” I asked. 

			“He actually said he might be coming up later today.”

			“We just couldn’t have done it without you, Grant,” Gloria said to Finch, pouring wine into a long-stemmed glass. Her eyes narrowed. “Even if you did make me look like a fool in the process.” 

			It was the first thing she’d said that sounded like it was straight from the heart.

			“Well,” Grant said, “we all wanted the same thing. To keep Jeremy out of jail. He didn’t deserve that fate.”

			“He certainly didn’t,” Gloria said evenly.

			“What about Jeremy’s father?” I asked. “Jack, you said?”

			Gloria sipped—maybe gulped would be a better word—her first mouthful from the glass. “We split up three years ago.” She shook her head. “He’s not a tenth the businessman Bob is.” A pause. “Not that that had anything to do with our breaking up.”

			“It’s all very complicated,” Bob said. He forced a grin. “Isn’t everything?”

			“No kidding,” Gloria said.

			“What about during the trial?” I asked. “Was Jack involved?”

			“Involved how?” Gloria asked.

			I shrugged. “Financially? Moral support?”

			“Yeah, right,” Gloria said with another eye roll.

			“Maybe if you hadn’t shut him out, he’d have tried harder to be there for Jeremy,” Bob Butler said. He looked at me. “I paid most of Jeremy’s legal costs. Grant Finch doesn’t come cheap.”

			Finch tried to look embarrassed, but he couldn’t pull it off.

			Bob continued. “Galen helped with Grant’s bill too. He felt something of an obligation. I mean, no offense, Gloria, but there was no way you could have afforded it.”

			“No,” she said. “I couldn’t have done it without you.” It was hard to hear the gratitude in the comment.

			Bob threw up his hands. “Well, anyway, I’m sure you’re not interested in all this background, Mr. Weaver. I’m guessing you’d like to know more about the matter at hand.”

			“Tell me about that.”

			“Gloria,” he said, “show him your phone.”

			She went for her purse, which was hanging on one of the chairs. She rooted around, brought out an iPhone, and started tapping away.

			“Okay,” she said, handing the phone to me. “That’s my Facebook page. Look at some of the things people have posted on my timeline. There were a whole bunch more but I deleted them. These have come in since breakfast.”

			I looked at the screen. A sampling:

			You’re the big baby not your son.

			Worst mother in the United States of Amerika.

			Kids have to know there is consequences. I feel sorry for your stupid kid having a mother like you. Your own mother must have screwed up big time to make you such an asshole.

			And a simple, straightforward expression of opinion: Eat shit.

			Gloria, who was standing close enough that she was reading them along with me, pointed to that last one and said quietly, “Let me delete that right now. I don’t want Madeline to see it.”

			“Don’t want me to see what?” Ms. Plimpton said, returning from the dining room with a tray of cups and milk and sugar.

			“Nothing,” Gloria said. She deleted the comment. “Okay, keep going.”

			I read a few more.

			Youre kid should dye and so should you.

			How do you sleep at night when your son is free but the girl he killed will be dead forever?

			A bullet between the eyes would be too good for you.

			Think you can hide from us? Wherever you go in America people will know. Everyone is watching you and your asshole kid. 

			The vitriol didn’t surprise me. What amazed me was the fact that people left their real names attached to such venom. 

			I put the phone down on the counter and said to Gloria, “Have you thought about shutting down your Facebook page? You’re just giving these people a way to get in touch with you.”

			“I have to defend myself,” Gloria said. “I can’t let people get away with saying those things about me.”

			“You’re giving them an outlet to say it,” I pointed out.

			She closed her eyes briefly and sighed. Clearly she’d had to explain her position on this before.

			“They’d be saying it anyway. This way, I know who it is and can respond.” A tear formed in the corner of her right eye. “They don’t understand. They have no idea.”

			“How did these people become your friends in the first place?” I asked. “Don’t people have to ask, and then you accept?”

			Grant Finch gave me a tired look. “We’ve talked about this.”

			“I like to know who my enemies are,” Gloria said defiantly.

			“It’s like you’ve opened the front door for them,” I said. “What about actual phone calls? Have you been threatened that way?” 

			She shook her head. “Bob insisted we change our numbers, unlist them. We were getting calls every hour of the day.”

			Bob said, “There’s more than just the Facebook stuff. Madeline, have you got your laptop handy?”

			Ms. Plimpton disappeared from the kitchen and seconds later reappeared carrying one of those super-thin Macs. Bob lifted up the lid, opened a browser, and made a few lightning-quick keystrokes. 

			“I can’t bear to look at this anymore,” Ms. Plimpton said. She went to the fridge, grabbed a can of Coke. “I’ll take this out to Jeremy.” She exited the kitchen.

			Bob turned the Mac towards me, and I read the headline across the top of the page: “Teach the Big Baby a Lesson.” There was a graphic, what they called a GIF or something, of a whining infant that repeated every three or four seconds. Below that, people had commented about what they would like to do to Jeremy Pilford. Some recommended he be run over with a car, just as he’d done with his victim. Someone else called for beheading, ISIS style. Someone else liked the idea of hitting him with a car, but with a difference. They wanted him to live, as a cripple, so he could be reminded every day of what he’d done. 

			“This isn’t the only site like this,” Bob pointed out. “There’s one sort of like Anonymous. You know? The network who’ve exposed government secrets online, who’ve hacked websites? Except this site, they promote a more hands-on approach. None of this social-network shaming. They advocate actual violence. There’s a contest, did you know that? A ‘Spot the Big Baby’ contest on the site. People are invited to send in tips where Jeremy might be. The whole world’s looking for him. If he goes anywhere, someone tweets about it with a hashtag of #sawthebaby or #babyspot. Some yahoos are even offering cash rewards for whoever finds him, even more money for who finds him and does something to him. For all we know, there are hacker types out there trying to figure out how to track his every move.”

			Something else on the page caught my eye. It was a reference to Promise Falls, but it had nothing to do with Jeremy. It was a photo of the man found responsible for the poisoned water catastrophe of a year ago. Incredibly, he’d become something of a folk hero in certain communities once it became known that his monstrous crime was intended as a lesson. 

			The people of Promise Falls had gained a reputation for not caring when no one came to the aid of a woman being murdered in the downtown park.

			Now we had a new reputation. We were the national capital for retribution. 

			In fact, there’d been an incident in town three months ago involving someone named Pierce. Craig, or maybe it was Greg. Something like that. Anyway, he’d been acquitted of molesting a handicapped girl, but as much as admitted later that he’d done it. The courts could no longer touch him, so someone else gave it a try.

			He became a meal for a pit bull.

			But what had happened to him wasn’t my problem then, nor was it my problem now. 

			“I’ve seen enough,” I said. Bob shut the laptop. 

			“Will you help us?” Gloria asked, pointing to the closed computer. “You can see that the threats are for real. My boy’s a target. He’s not safe.” Her eyes were starting to well up.

			“I can’t help you find out who’s making the threats,” I said. “I mean, they’re coming from all over the place, hundreds of them. Most of these people aren’t even worried about identifying themselves. But my understanding from what your aunt said is that’s not what you want, anyway.”

			“We just want you to protect him.”

			“I’m not a bodyguard. I made that clear.”

			“Maybe give us some tips, then,” Grant Finch said. “Assess the security needs. Maybe, even just for a day or two, hang around.” 

			He gave Gloria a look that suggested she should stay put. Then he took me aside and said quietly, “It would give Gloria and Bob some comfort, some peace of mind. You’d be well compensated for your time. I came along today because I wanted to meet you, and I like what I see. You seem like a good man, and they could really use your help.”

			Ms. Plimpton returned and took a seat. She looked tired. “I gave him his Coke,” she reported.

			Finch broke free of me and said to everyone, “I must go. I’ve got a meeting back at the office in Albany in forty-five minutes and I think I can just make it.”

			Bob shook his hand aggressively while Gloria leaned up against the kitchen counter and drank her wine. She nodded a farewell. Madeline Plimpton, with some effort, got back to her feet to say goodbye to the lawyer. 

			“Goodbye, Madeline,” Grant said. He took her hand in his and squeezed it as she allowed him to lean in and give her an air kiss on the side of her neck.

			“Goodbye, Grant,” she said. “Thank you for everything you’ve done.”

			Grant held onto her hand another second before letting go. There was some kind of history there.

			As he departed, I caught Ms. Plimpton’s eye and said, “Could you direct me to the facilities?”

			She pointed.

			I already knew where the bathroom was. I’d seen it on our way to the porch. Visiting it wasn’t my true mission.

			I stopped at the open doorway to the porch. Jeremy Pilford had put aside his phone. The can of Coke sat on a table in front of him.

			He was staring out through the screen to the backyard.

			Just staring. 

			Moments earlier, I’d thought he could pass for twenty or older, but now he looked no more than fourteen or fifteen. 

			Maybe that was what he really was. Emotionally.

			He must have sensed I was standing there. He turned his head slowly and took me in. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought what I saw in his eyes was hopelessness. Maybe even fear.

			I nodded, stepped back, and returned to the kitchen. The three of them had been talking quietly, but went silent and focused on me.

			“Okay,” I said. “I’ll help you.”
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			“WHAT do you mean, she’s lost her marbles?” Barry Duckworth asked Monica Gaffney.

			Looking at the house across the street, Brian Gaffney’s sister said, “Mrs. Beecham is really old and I don’t think she always knows what’s going on. Like, one time she left her sprinkler going for five days, most of the water hitting the driveway. We’ve had our ups and downs with her over the years, but it got a little better after her husband died, like, ten years ago, because he was a miserable bastard, pardon my French, although she’s no barrel of laughs. Why are you asking about Sean, anyway?”

			“It’s a name that came up,” he told her.

			The front door of the house opened and Brian Gaffney’s parents emerged.

			“Monica, Brian’s in the hospital,” Constance said.

			She tipped her head at Duckworth. “He told me.”

			“Come on,” Albert said, his head down as he headed for the car.

			Monica broke off from Duckworth without another word and got into the back seat as Albert took up position behind the wheel and Constance settled in beside him. Duckworth watched them drive away up the street.

			There was an old blue minivan parked in the driveway of the Beecham house. It was a small one-story building nearly swallowed up by untended shrubs reaching toward the eaves. The roof shingles were curling up, and a couple of cracked windows were held together with duct tape. Duckworth crossed the street, walked past the van, and rang the bell.

			It was not an old woman who answered, but a thin, bald man in his forties dressed in cutoff jeans and a dark green T-shirt. He eyed Duckworth through glasses held together with a piece of tape in the middle. 

			“Yeah?” he said. “You here about the bedroom set?”

			Duckworth shook his head. “I’m looking for Mrs. Beecham.”

			“What do you want?”

			Duckworth dug out his ID again and held it long enough for the man to grasp what it was but not long enough to study it.

			The man said, “Uh, there’s no trouble here. Everything is fine.”

			“Are you Mrs. Beecham’s son?”

			“Uh, no.”

			“What’s your name, sir?”

			“Harvey.”

			“Harvey what?”

			The man hesitated. “Don’t I have the right not to tell you my name?”

			“I suppose you do. You’d also be exercising your right to get on my bad side from the get-go.”

			“Harvey Spratt,” he said.

			Duckworth smiled. “That your van, Harvey?”

			“It’s my girlfriend’s. Norma’s.”

			“Well, Mr. Spratt, is Mrs. Beecham home?”

			“Did she call you?”

			“Mr. Spratt, this is the last time I ask before I start to get annoyed. Is Mrs. Beecham home?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I’d like to speak with her.”

			Harvey Spratt weighed his options, decided he had few, and opened the door wide enough to admit Duckworth. “She’s downstairs watching TV,” he said.

			Duckworth took in the disarray as he entered the house. Cardboard boxes, piles of clothing, newspapers, paperback novels, tools, a plastic bag filled with more plastic bags, a box of souvenirs including half a dozen snow globes and an Empire State Building bank, and odd bits of furniture cluttered the living room so completely it wasn’t possible to reach the sofa or easy chairs. Even if you could, they were piled with so much stuff you couldn’t sit on them. 

			As Harvey headed for a door that led, presumably, to the basement, a woman came out of the kitchen. She was roughly the same age as Spratt, about twice his size, dirty blonde hair hanging in her eyes. Her T-shirt, done in the style of that early Barack Obama “HOPE” poster, featured an image of a man with the word TRUTH below it. It took Duckworth a moment to realize it was Edward Snowden, the former CIA employee turned whistleblower.

			“What’s going on?” she asked.

			“Man wants to talk to Eleanor,” Harvey said. “He’s with the police.”

			“Police?” The alarm was instantaneous. 

			Duckworth gave her a wary smile. “Are you related to Mrs. Beecham?”

			“Eleanor? No. I come in three times a week to look after her.”

			“You’re a nurse?”

			The woman shook her head. “Personal care worker. I tend to her. Take care of her, clean the house, make meals, give her a bath, that kind of thing.”

			Duckworth cast his eye into the kitchen. The counter was littered with dirty dishes.

			“What’s your name?”

			“Norma.”

			“Last name?” What was it with these people? Duckworth wondered.

			“Lastman.”

			“Well, Norma, it’s nice to meet you. Is Mr. Spratt here helping you with your duties?”

			“Harvey’s my boyfriend,” she said. “And yeah, he’s just giving me a hand.”

			“With the bedroom suite that you’re selling?”

			She shot Harvey a look. “Actually, I’m not sure it’s for sale. I have to have another chat with Eleanor.”

			“Which is exactly what I would like to have,” Duckworth said. He tipped his head toward the door. “Down here?”

			Harvey nodded.

			Duckworth opened the door himself and descended the stairs into a dimly lit wood-paneled recreation room that smelled of mold and urine. Brown shag carpeting from the time of the Reagan administration covered much of the floor. The walls were adorned with cheaply framed nature scenes that looked like paint-by-number pieces. An old black-and-white movie was playing on the TV. John Wayne was riding a horse.

			Eleanor Beecham was sitting on a plaid recliner, legs extended under a pink chenille blanket. She looked to be in her late eighties. Her face was pale and wrinkled, and the few gray hairs still on her head stuck out in all directions. Tucked between her thigh and the edge of the chair was a box of tissues, a remote, a checkbook, a hairbrush, and a bag of mini Mars candy bars like one would give to kids at Halloween. 

			“Mrs. Beecham?” Duckworth said.

			The woman’s head turned slowly. She focused her eyes on him and said, “Well, look who’s here.” There was chocolate stuck to one of her teeth.

			“Have we met before?” he said.

			“Don’t think so.”

			“But you recognize me?”

			“Nope.”

			He smiled and showed her his ID. “I’m Detective Barry Duckworth, with the Promise Falls Police.” He sat down on a couch at right angles to the woman’s chair.

			“Nice to meet ya. You like John Wayne?”

			“Sure. He was one of the great movie stars of all time.”

			“Whaddya mean, was? He’s dead?”

			Duckworth hated to be the bearer of bad news. “I’m afraid so. For a long time, now.”

			“Oh, that’s a shame.” She shook her head sadly. “Gone too soon.”

			“It happens. I wonder if you’d mind turning down the TV so I could ask you a couple of questions.”

			She hunted for the remote, pointed it to the set and muted it. “Whatcha want?”

			“I wanted to ask you about your neighbors across the street.”

			Eleanor Beecham furrowed her brow. “What about ’em?”

			“Specifically, I wanted to ask you about Brian. Brian Gaffney?”

			She grimaced. “That simpleton? What’s he gone and done now?”

			“When’s the last time you saw him?”

			She struggled to remember. “The other day, I saw his dad teaching him how to ride a bike. He caught onto it real fast.”

			Duckworth nodded slowly. “Right. That was probably quite a few years ago, though, when he was very young.”

			She studied him with glassy eyes, waiting for another question. At that moment Duckworth heard breathing behind him. He turned, spotted Norma Lastman huddling near the top of the stairs.

			“This is a private conversation,” he told her. He waited until the woman had retreated, and closed the door, before continuing.

			“What about when he started driving a car? Do you remember that? Was there an incident with your dog?”

			“With Sean?” Her face brightened. 

			“Yes. With Sean.” 

			Mrs. Beecham’s face appeared to melt. “He was the nicest dog. Smart, too.”

			“Really.”

			“Oh, yeah. My husband could say to him, go find my slippers, and Sean would run up the stairs and fetch them. He was a good dog. Licked himself a lot. My husband used to say he envied his flexibility.”

			“You remember what happened to Sean?”

			“The dumb bastard squashed him,” she said.

			“The dumb bastard being Brian.”

			She pointed in the general direction of the house across the street. Even though she was in a windowless basement, she got it more or less right. “They’re a bunch of bastards, them Gaffneys.”

			“You don’t get along?”

			The old woman shrugged. “They’re not so bad lately, but he’s a dumbass and his wife’s a bitch.”
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