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      Dedicated to the memory of my brother,

      James Daniel Boyle, 1942–2004.

      A good man.
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      The caller didn’t leave a name—no surprise, seeing as it was 3:55 a.m. in the scuffed-up neighborhood just up from the Oaks. Somebody there said they wanted the lady at 317 Granite, third floor, to turn down the freakin’ television.

      “Three-seventeen,” Kat said.

      “That’s Chantelle’s,” Brandon said, turning off Congress.

      “Lance just got out of Cumberland County,” Kat said.

      “Cuddle up on the couch with her sweetie.”

      “Watch a movie.”

      “And smoke some crack,” Brandon said.

      “Ah, romance,” Kat said. She smiled. Brandon hit the gas.

      It had been a quiet Thursday night in Parkside, drug dealers and buyers scared away by a sweep that bagged four people for trying to score crack and three for trying to sell it to them. Average night, but the blue lights and undercover cops had the junkies and dealers spooked, at least for a day or two. Now Granite Street, with its triple-deckers and scruffy maples, looked almost as it had been intended when the city was laid out, Brandon thought. A quiet residential avenue overlooking a tranquil city park.

      Brandon grabbed the mic, said, “We’ll be off.”

      He double-parked and they got out, looked up. From the sidewalk they heard shouting, tires screeching, gunshots. The third-floor windows showed the lightning flicker of a television playing in the dark.

      “Guess Lance wouldn’t go for the chick flick,” Kat said.

      Brandon frowned.

      “Doesn’t she have a baby?” he said.

      They hustled up, Kat the triathloner taking the stairs two at a time, her equipment creaking. At the fourth-floor landing they paused. There were beer cans piled in the corner, a torn white T-shirt on the floor, a red brassiere beside it, like the person inside the clothes had been vaporized. Kat listened for a moment at the door, heard angry voices. “De Niro,” she said, and knocked.

      The movie blared. Nobody answered. Kat pushed and the door swung open with a long, languid creak. The sour smell of cigarettes and alcohol billowed out, tinged with a faint whiff of burnt crack cocaine. They stepped in.

      “Chantelle,” Brandon said. “Portland PD.”

      Somewhere inside the apartment a beer can clanged. “Chantelle,” Kat called.

      They walked into the front room, dimly lit by the blue glow. There was trash on the floor and it crunched underfoot. A torn easy chair overturned against the wall, stumpy legs turned out. Table smashed, splintered wood scattered. Lamp on its side, the shade crushed flat.

      “A good time was had,” Brandon said.

      “Oh, yeah,” Kat said.

      They walked into the next room, saw the back side of the television. It was five feet across, thick as a coffin, the kind they had twenty years ago in sports bars, everybody cheering Larry Bird and Magic.

      A woman cried out but it was the movie. Kat went around one side of the television, Brandon around the other. Chantelle was slumped on a broken couch that listed to one side. She was nested in a dirty blanket, holding a potato-chip bag. Sour cream and onion. Her feet, in white footie socks, were up on the edge of the cushion. She was wearing gray cotton sweatpants, a black tank top. The two cops stood in front of her but to the side, not blocking her view.

      “Hey,” Kat said.

      Chantelle continued to stare at the screen. Brandon looked at her: strawberry blonde, drug-haggard but still faintly pretty, a looker in high school. Her peak.

      She looked up at Kat, surprised to see her standing there.

      “Hey,” Chantelle said, like they’d awakened her from a dream. “This flick, it’s called Hide and Seek—like the game, you know? This girl, she has this wicked scary friend who’s, like, invisible.”

      She looked back at the screen. Brandon grabbed the remote from beside her, turned down the volume.

      “When was the party?” Kat said.

      Chantelle looked up blankly.

      “Oh, you mean Lance? That was, um, last night? But a lot of people hung out after. What’s today?”

      “Friday. They all gone now?” Kat said.

      Chantelle looked around, then back at the television.

      “I guess.”

      Kat slipped a flashlight off her belt, leaned close, and shined it into Chantelle’s eyes. The pupils were black pinpoints.

      “You’re high, honey,” Kat said.

      “No, I’m clean, Kat,” Chantelle said. “I swear to God.”

      “We look around here, we gonna find drugs?” Brandon said.

      “You find anything, it ain’t mine. All these people here, Lance’s friends. I didn’t know half of ’em. He makes friends easy in jail, why he’s always going back. I told him, I said—”

      “Chantelle,” Brandon said. “Where’s the baby?”

      She looked up at him.

      “Lincoln?”

      “You have another baby?” Brandon said.

      “No.”

      “Then where is he?”

      Chantelle shrugged. Her breasts moved, meager under her tank top, her ribs showing under a thin layer of tautly stretched skin.

      “Sleeping,” she said.

      “Where?” Brandon said.

      “In his room. Back there.”

      There was a door that led to the kitchen, liquor bottles on the counter reflecting the television light. Brandon walked back, saw another door on the far side. It was ajar, the room dark. He stepped over trash, kicked a baby bottle, rolling it across the floor. At the threshold he flicked his flashlight on. Pushed the door open.

      Brandon stepped in, swept the room with the light.

      A bare mattress. A box of Pampers, torn open. Tiny socks and T-shirts strewn on top of a broken bureau, the drawers hanging open like the place had been ransacked.

      No baby.

      He walked back to Chantelle and Kat, looked at his partner, shook his head.

      He picked up the remote, turned off the movie.

      “What are you doing, Blake?” Chantelle said. “It’s not over.”

      “Chantelle,” Brandon said. “There’s no baby in there.”

      She looked at him, peering through a haze.

      “Sure there is. He’s sleeping.”

      “He’s not. He’s not there. Where would he be? Did Lance take him?”

      “Lance? Who never changed a freakin’ diaper in his life? No way. Besides, it’s not his kid. It’s Toby’s kid. So Lance, he acts like Lincoln doesn’t fucking exist. I say to him, ‘He’s a freakin’ baby. Don’t take it out on him. Besides, I didn’t even know you when me and Toby hooked up.’ ”

      “Get up,” Brandon said. “Get off your lazy, drugged-out ass and show me the baby.”

      Chantelle stared at him, muttered as she started to get herself up.

      “Don’t have to get all wound up, Blake. Not my fault if—”

      “It is your fault,” Brandon said. “You’re his mother. Your responsibility.”

      “You think I invited those guys here? That buncha crackheads? Lance, he wanted to party. I’m like, ‘Why can’t we just get Chinese, chill out?’ ”

      “The baby, Chantelle,” Kat said. “This is about the baby.”

      Chantelle glared at Kat, too, heaved herself off the couch, wavered for a moment, then walked unsteadily toward the bedroom. She reached inside the door, flicked the light switch. The light didn’t go on. She walked in anyway, Brandon and Kat following. They turned their flashlights on the mattress, the rubble. Chantelle stared.

      “What is he?” Brandon said. “Six months old?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Does he crawl?” Kat said.

      “Rolls over,” Chantelle said.

      “I don’t think he rolled out the door, down the street,” Brandon said.

      “Who would have taken him?” Kat said. “Was your mom here?”

      “I don’t think so,” Chantelle said. “I don’t remember.”

      “Well, let’s call her,” Brandon said. “You can tell her you lost your kid.”

      They stepped back into the kitchen light and Brandon held out his cell phone. Chantelle took it, stared at it for a moment, then pressed the numbers. They waited.

      “She ain’t picking up,” Chantelle said.

      “Let it ring,” Brandon said.

      They stood and waited. A fly buzzed inside a beer bottle. The refrigerator hummed and rattled. The kitchen smelled of rotting food.

      “When did you put him to bed?” Kat said.

      “Jesus, I don’t know. Before Leno?” Chantelle said.

      “And you were on the couch ever since?” Kat said.

      “Yeah,” Chantelle said.

      “Didn’t get up to pee?” Brandon said.

      “No,” Chantelle said, and then, “Ma. Ma, it’s me. You got Lincoln? . . . Lincoln. Do you have him there? . . . Ma, will you friggin’ listen? Do you have Lincoln in your house?”

      Brandon and Kat watched her expression shift from impatience to puzzlement to panic.

      “Oh, my God,” Chantelle said, not to the phone, not to the cops, but to herself. “Somebody took my baby.”
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      It was four thirty-five, the sky turning from black to deep blue, east to west. The team leader, Sergeant Perry, called Lieutenant Searles, asked if they should put out an Amber Alert. Searles said, no, not yet—not with a druggie mom who could have pawned the kid for a dime bag and a forty. Perry turned to the assembled team, supplemented by Detective Sergeant O’Farrell and Christiansen and his German shepherd.

      “Boyfriend, the dad, the grandmother, whatever,” Perry said. “I want to go through their houses, make sure this isn’t some domestic thing, just getting the kid out of there for a night. And all the neighbors, starting with this building, fanning out. I’d like to know who called in the noise complaint.”

      The sergeant, who played senior league baseball, did his dugout thing, extending his fist: “Ready? Let’s go.”

      The dog went first, clattering up the stairs, the cop following at the end of the leash. They waited in the driveway, then heard claws on the stairs. The dog lunged out of the door, down the driveway. He circled, nose down. Circled some more and doubled back.

      “Car,” Christiansen said. “Whoever it was got in.”

      Perry said, “Let’s go.”

      Brandon and Kat led O’Farrell up the stairs to the third floor. On the way, O’Farrell asked for background on Chantelle Anthony, which they gave: not a bad person, when she wasn’t using. Kat got her for Hydrocodone, forging prescriptions. Brandon had busted her for OxyContin, another time possession of crack, an eighty she’d gotten as a present from Lance on their two-month anniversary. Cleaned herself up a little when she was pregnant, the father of the baby, a hard-drinking lobsterman named Toby Koski, a good influence. But they’d split up right after the kid was born, and the new guy, Lance McCabe, a total dirtbag, was dragging Chantelle back down.

      “And the kid’s name is Lincoln?” O’Farrell asked, as they approached the apartment door. “What, for the president?”

      “No. Supposedly the baby was conceived in the back of a Town Car,” Brandon said.

      “Of course,” O’Farrell said.

      Chantelle was back on the couch, a big bleached blonde and tanned woman on one side, a smaller bleached blonde and tanned woman on the other. A potbellied guy in his thirties, NASCAR shirt, baseball cap backwards, sunglasses on the hat, leaned against the wall. The television was on, an infomercial for a diet supplement.

      “This is my ma,” Chantelle said. “Stacy.”

      “I’m Ronnie, Chantelle’s sister,” the smaller woman said, making it sound like an accusation. “This is our brother Jason.”

      The police introduced themselves. Jason glowered. “This the guy?” he said, looking at Brandon.

      “Blake,” the mother said, and she and the sister scowled as though this predicament were somehow the cops’ fault. O’Farrell found an unbroken kitchen chair, dragged it up in front of the couch, and sat. Took out a notebook. “Yesterday, ladies,” he said. “I want to hear all about it.”

      They started to gabble and O’Farrell held up his pen hand. “One at a time,” he said.

      Brandon and Kat went back out and down the stairs, the idea that one would ask questions while the other looked around. At the second-floor apartment, Kat knocked. Brandon sniffed, smelled spices. Curry?

      Kat knocked again.

      “Police officers,” she called. “We need to speak with you.”

      There was a rustling sound from inside, the door rattled, and there was the rustle again. Then whispering. Not English. Yel-la. Obreeza.

      “Sudanese. They’re saying, ‘Hurry—it’s the police,’ ” Kat said.

      “Hurry up and open the door, or hurry up and hide?” Brandon said.

      The rustling and whispering continued. Brandon knocked once more, rapping the door hard with his flashlight. Kat reached out and grabbed his arm. “Easy,” she said. “They’re getting the man of the house.”

      After five minutes, the door finally opened a foot and he stared out, a black man in his forties. Before dawn, and he was already fully dressed, in khaki slacks, a striped sport shirt, black polished shoes. “Yes,” he said.

      “Portland Police, sir,” Brandon said. “We need to speak to you.”

      The man opened the door wider and stepped out, closed the door behind him. “My name is Ali Otto,” he said.

      The police introduced themselves. Kat asked Otto if he knew Chantelle.

      “Miss Anthony,” Otto said. “I know her.”

      “How long have you lived here?” Kat said.

      “Two years, almost. Four years since Sudan. I work at the chicken factory. Chicken fingers.”

      “And who lives here with you, sir?” Brandon said.

      “My wife, my two sons, and my daughter. Altogether that’s five.”

      “How well do you know Chantelle?” Kat said.

      “She’s our neighbor. We help her.”

      “Help her how?” Brandon said.

      There was a rustle behind the door, someone listening.

      “The baby,” Otto said. “My daughter takes care of him.”

      “She babysits?” Kat said.

      “Yes, that’s what you call it.”

      “Is she babysitting Chantelle’s baby now?”

      Otto hesitated. There was a flicker of a frown.

      “No.”

      “He’s not in your apartment now, sir?” Brandon said.

      “No, he’s not.”

      “The baby may be missing from this building. May we check for ourselves?” Brandon asked. Kat gave him a look. Go easy.

      “Is something bothering you about the baby, Mr. Otto?” she said, and smiled.

      Otto looked away.

      “This is just between us, sir,” Kat said. “You can talk to us.”

      Otto frowned, pursed his lips. There were deep creases running across his forehead. Brandon thought of the saying, a furrowed brow. Furrows. Brandon figured he’d been a farmer in Sudan, before the chicken fingers. Been through the refugee mill.

      “Sir,” Kat said. “Please. This is important.”

      “Miss Anthony,” Otto began. “Her friends—”

      He paused.

      “Her friends what?” Brandon said.

      The go-easy look from Kat again. The smile.

      “Have her friends bothered your family?” she said.

      A longer hesitation. Otto licked his lips.

      “My daughter, she takes the baby some of the times, when Miss Anthony and her friends, they want to have the big party.” He said it awkwardly.

      “And they had a big party yesterday, didn’t they?” Kat said.

      “Yes, the friends, the boyfriend, they partying hard,” Otto said.

      “Did you call the police to complain about the noise?” Brandon said.

      Otto shook his head. “No. I never complain.”

      Lying on that one, Brandon thought.

      “And Chantelle didn’t bring the baby to you?”

      “No.”

      The frown again, in the eyes more than the mouth.

      “Did something happen with the friends?” Brandon said. “Something bad?”

      “No,” Otto said. “Everything’s good.”

      “Are you sure, sir?” Kat said.

      “I don’t believe you, Mr. Otto,” Brandon said. “Tell us the truth.”

      There was a long pause, Otto staring away. Someone whispered behind the door.

      “You can tell us,” Brandon said.

      “Maybe we can help you,” Kat said.

      “Okay,” Otto said. “So. It’s like this. These guys, they called us some bad things, yeah.”

      “Who?” Brandon said.

      “The men going to Miss Chantelle’s party. Yeah, it’s so. They called my daughter a bad name.”

      “In the hallway?” Brandon said.

      “Out front. My daughter was with her brothers. My sons, they want to fight them. My wife, she hears them. I am at the chicken fingers, yeah. She goes down, tells the boys to come inside. But then they walk right past our door, these tough guys. My boys hear them calling out. ‘Come fight.’ My wife stopped the boys, but next time, they get their—”

      He paused.

      “—friends.”

      Gangbangers, Brandon thought.

      “So the baby wasn’t with you?” Kat said.

      “My daughter, she loves the baby Lincoln. But this time, I hear this guy, he’s yelling at Miss Anthony. That she can’t bring the baby down here. But her place, you see, it’s not good for a baby. The dirt. The party.”

      “What were they yelling at Chantelle?” Brandon said. “The friends.”

      Otto didn’t answer.

      “You can tell us,” Kat said.

      Otto took a deep breath. “The big man, the bald head. He say, ‘You not bringing that baby to no—”

      He hesitated.

      “You don’t have to tell me,” Brandon said.

      “Most people here, they’re good people,” Otto said.

      “This guy with the bald head—” Kat said.

      “He was gone for a long time,” Otto said. “I thought he won’t come back. But he did.”

      “If he ever bothers you again,” Brandon said, “call me.”

      He handed Otto his card. Otto looked at it. Nodded. The look from Kat.

      “And now, Mr. Otto,” Brandon said. “May we look inside your apartment?”
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      Two young guys—tall and thin, late teens—leaned in the kitchen, arms folded on their chests. They wore basketball shorts, NBA jerseys: The younger one, New Jersey Nets, glared at the cops. The older one, Denver Nuggets, stared impassively.

      Otto’s wife and daughter—long robes, head scarves—sat side by side on the couch in the living room, the room so neat it looked like it had been sanded. Above them was a painting, a landscape of desert and mountains.

      “Who’s the artist?” Brandon said.

      The mother looked at the daughter.

      “Very nice,” Brandon said.

      Fatima, pretty under her red head scarf, looked away.

      They checked the apartment, Kat doing the room where Fatima slept, maybe with her mother. Brandon did the guys’ room, posters of Tupac, Jay-Z, LeBron. Basketball shoes lined up in a row.

      No baby.

      In the living room, the sons standing there now, still with arms crossed. Kat said, “Do you know of anyone else who might have taken the baby? Just to take care of it?”

      The family stared, silent. Finally, the dad shook his head.

      “No. We talk to Miss Anthony but we don’t know her outside of this place.”

      “Was it all men at the party?” Kat said.

      Otto said something to his wife in Arabic.

      “Two girls,” Otto said.

      “Hoochie mamas,” the younger of the guys said. “Crack whores.”

      “Shush,” Otto snapped.

      “What’s your name?” Brandon said.

      “This is Samir,” Otto said. “His brother is Edgard.”

      Samir was older, bigger, his hair combed out. Edgard was wiry, broader face, hair in tight braids like Tupac on the poster. The brothers stared.

      “Samir is studying at the community college. He is in studies to be a nurse.”

      The father beamed. Samir looked at the cops, said nothing.

      “Edgard,” Otto said, “he is in the high school.”

      No beam this time, in the face or the voice. Edgard glared at the cops.

      Kat handed her card to the father, said, “Please call if you think of anything.” Brandon held his card out to Edgard and Samir. Samir took it, folded it in half. Otto put Kat’s card in his shirt pocket. Brandon and Kat moved to the door. Kat was outside in the hall when Brandon turned back, looked at the two brothers.

      “Yo, like we’re gonna be hitting up Five-Oh,” Edgard said. “Fuck that.”

      “Shut up, bro,” Samir said, smacking his brother on the shoulder. Edgard shoved him back. The door swung shut.

      There were work boots outside the door to the first-floor flat, rear. Brown leather spattered with white paint. Kat knocked. They waited.

      “They’re gonna go at it with Lance’s crew, you know,” Kat said.

      “The guys insulted their sister,” Brandon said.

      “So somebody will end up stabbed or shot,” Kat said. “So stupid.”

      “I don’t know,” Brandon said. “You have to stand up for something.”

      A pause.

      “As your field training officer, I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that,” Kat said.

      There was the thump of someone big crossing the room inside the apartment. Then the footsteps stopped.

      “Police,” Kat said.

      They heard deadbolts sliding, a chain coming off. The door opened. A man stood there in plaid boxers. He was an inch or two over six feet, muscled, long, tanned face. Hair in a ponytail, a tattoo of a smiling skull on his shoulder. Underneath it: BLADES, MC.

      The stripped-down Harley in the driveway.

      “Yeah,” he said.

      Kat took the lead, explained the situation. The guy cut her off.

      “Ain’t seen no baby,” he said, started to close the door. Brandon put his hand out, stopped it.

      “If we could have just a couple minutes.”

      “I gotta work, dude. Gotta be up in an hour.”

      “We’ll make it fast.”

      The biker let the door fall open and they stepped inside.

      It was neat, in an industrial sort of way. A couch under a poster of a vintage Harley, a topless woman astride the bike. Cases of empty Budweiser longnecks, stacked. A recliner in front of a small TV on an overturned wooden crate. A cell phone next to the TV.

      They stood. Brandon asked the guy’s name.

      “Cawley,” he said.

      “First name?”

      “Awful lot of questions.”

      “Almost done. First name?”

      “Tony. You sure you’re old enough to be a cop?”

      “I’m sure. You live here alone?”

      “Sometimes my girlfriend stays.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Way too many questions.”

      “Name?”

      “Tiffany. Tiffany Rox.”

      “R-O-X?”

      “Yeah. She’s a dancer.”

      “Cool,” Kat said, breaking in. “Did you call in a noise complaint?”

      “You bet your ass. I get up at six. Fuckin’ welfare scum, up all night.”

      “You ask them to be quiet before you called?” Kat said.

      “I go all the way up there, somebody’s gonna get his head busted, and it ain’t gonna be me.”

      “So you never saw them. Or the baby.”

      “No.”

      “But they’d all left when you called.”

      “TV was still friggin’ blaring.”

      “Do you know Chantelle Anthony?” Brandon said, his turn.

      “Sure, I know that crackhead.”

      Brandon held up a hand. “Easy.”

      “What she is,” Cawley said.

      “She doesn’t take care of the child?” Kat said.

      “I see the scum goin’ up there. Don’t take a rocket scientist to know they ain’t singin’ it a fuckin’ lullaby every night. ’Scuse my French.”

      “But you didn’t report it, then maybe get the baby out of there?” Brandon said.

      “What?”

      “What I said.”

      “Hell no. Mind my own business. But you ask me, I’ll give it to you straight.”

      “The guys up there, they bother you, say anything?” Kat said.

      “You kiddin’? Those punks know, they screw with me, they’re gonna have shit come down on them like they never seen.”

      “The club?”

      “Stick one of us, we all bleed,” Cawley said. He tapped the tattoo. “Like cops. You understand.”

      They did. Brandon got out his card, handed it over.

      “You think of anything, hear anything,” he said.

      “Sure,” Cawley said. “But I’m tellin’ you, best thing for that kid is, you take it away now, give it to somebody who’ll take care of it, you know what I’m sayin’?”

      They did.

      “It was a dog, somebody’d call the SPCA.”

      They knew that, too.
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      They were in the driveway when Chantelle came down with O’Farrell and her mother, sister, and glowering brother. Chantelle was shrieking, saying “I want my baby!” over and over. The two women were consoling her, like the baby was already dead.

      O’Farrell sidled up on the way by. “No way she sold it,” he said.

      “Baby snatcher?” Brandon said.

      Chantelle wailed. O’Farrell opened the car door, held it for Chantelle and her entourage. She turned back, saw Brandon. “You guys gotta find my baby,” she shouted, and dissolved into sobs and tears. They got in and O’Farrell closed the door and drove away.

      “Trying,” Brandon said.

      The first-floor front apartment had its own entrance at the front of the house, an ornate wooden door with a long glass window, a lacy curtain hung over it on the inside. The mailbox said M. and A. Young. Kat pressed the bell. They waited to see if it worked.

      Four minutes later—Brandon was clocking it—an inner door rattled open. A woman appeared behind the gauze, peered out. Kat held up her hand and smiled.

      “Police, ma’am,” she said. “Just need to ask you a couple of questions.”

      More rattles, then the window door swung open. The woman stepped back and they stepped in. She was in her forties, red-faced and slightly pear-shaped, a thick hank of auburn hair tied back. She was wearing a white flower-print bathrobe and white slippers. A matching flannel nightgown peeked out from her neck. She wrapped her arms around herself like she was naked.

      “Mrs. Young?” Kat said.

      “Miss Young,” the woman said, scolding.

      “Right,” Kat said.

      Kat gave the spiel about the baby. Brandon looked around the entrance: a pair of low rain shoes, the kind you get at Wal-Mart, placed neatly on a plastic tray. A wheeled wire cart, a stack of reusable grocery bags inside. A yellow slicker on a peg.

      “Do you know Chantelle? The woman on the third floor?” Kat said.

      Miss Young wrinkled her nose like the milk had soured.

      “We keep to ourselves,” she said.

      “We?” Brandon said.

      “Mother and I,” Miss Young said.

      “You live here with your mom?” he said.

      “That’s what I just said.”

      Brandon felt himself bristle, choked it back.

      “What is your first name, Miss Young?” he said.

      “I don’t see that that’s any of your business,” she said.

      “Investigation of a missing child,” Brandon said. “It is our business.”

      Miss Young pursed her lips, irritated.

      “Annie,” she said.

      “Your mother?” Brandon said.

      “Marguerite.”

      “Just the two of you?” he said.

      “Yes. Since my dad passed away.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Kat said.

      “When was that?” Brandon said.

      “Twelve years ago. He was killed in an industrial accident, if you want to know. On the waterfront.”

      “Very sad,” Kat said.

      “Your mother up?” Brandon said.

      “No. I figured it wasn’t necessary for both of us to be disturbed at this hour.”

      “We’d like to talk to her,” Brandon said.

      Kat glanced at him, knowing he was putting the screws to the woman.

      “I can tell you anything she would,” Annie Young said.

      “Better to hear it directly from her,” Brandon said.

      “I’ll see if I can wake her,” Annie Young said.

      “Mind if we step in?” Brandon said.

      “Does it matter if I do?” the woman said.

      “No,” Brandon said. “As a matter of fact, it doesn’t.”

      She opened the inner door, another big wooden thing with a window, grand in its day. The door opened to a parlor sort-of room, a lamp lit beside a big couch, the back of the couch draped with more lacy things.

      Annie Young shuffled off. Kat and Brandon looked around.

      There was a television in the corner, a big wooden console, a picture of JFK hanging above it. A dark glass-fronted armoire filled with fancy dishes. A big stuffed chair, worn into the shape of someone. Magazines stacked on a table beside the chair. Brandon stepped over.

      Ladies’ Home Journal. From the nineties.

      “Nice museum,” Kat said.

      “Can see why they wouldn’t have Chantelle in for tea,” Brandon said.

      “You’re pushing Miss Young pretty hard.”

      “She didn’t seem to care that a baby is missing. It bugs me.”

      “Because you’re suspicious, or because you’re pissed off by the whole situation?” Kat said.

      “Makes biker boy look like a bleeding heart.”

      “Gotta watch that, Brandon. Letting your emotions control your decisions.”

      “Gotcha. But she’s still a snob.”

      There was the sound of approaching voices from deeper inside the apartment, then the shuffle of slippers. Annie Young appeared, guiding an older woman by the shoulder. The woman was in her bathrobe and nightgown, too, gray hair sticking out. Mom looked just like the daughter, aged twenty-five years.

      They both scowled. Bookends.

      “You sit in your chair, Mama,” Annie Young said.

      “Whose baby?” the older woman said, as she was led across the room. “That trollop upstairs? Ought to sterilize those people before they can reproduce.”

      “Mama, shush,” the daughter said.

      “Well, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree,” the mother said.

      She turned and fell back into the chair, revealing mottled ankles, gray-blue veins showing on the tops of her feet. She looked at the police like she was the queen and they’d been granted an audience. Annie Young crouched by the chair, the lady in waiting.

      “Mrs. Young,” Kat said.

      “Do you know what time it is, young lady?” Mrs. Young said. “Respectable people are in bed.”

      “We’re sorry to disturb you, Mrs. Young,” Kat said. “But this is an emergency. A baby is missing.”

      “The girl upstairs? You know there’s no father.”

      “Well, I’m sure there is one,” Kat said.

      “Druggies and Africans. I’m glad my husband isn’t alive to see what’s happened to this city.”

      “Do the Ottos bother you?” Brandon said.

      “Parents keep their place well enough,” Mrs. Young said. “But those boys, the younger one, he’s headed for trouble, mark my words. I imagine the girl will just get pregnant and end up on welfare. It’s what they come here for, you know. The welfare.”

      “Mother,” Annie Young said. “The police have questions.”

      “You didn’t see anyone leaving with a baby?” Brandon said.

      “No,” Mrs. Young said.

      “Hear anything unusual?”

      “Other than the usual hooliganism?” Mrs. Young said. “Foul language? Disrespect?”

      “Yes,” Brandon said.

      “No,” Mrs. Young said. “How old is the child now?”

      “Six months,” Kat said.

      “You sure she didn’t trade it for drugs or something?”

      “We’re still in the initial stages of the investigation,” Kat said.

      “Well, if she lost the baby someplace, I hope there are consequences,” Mrs. Young said. “Worst thing is, the children grow up just like the parents. Give that baby fifteen years, she’ll be knocked up, too.”

      “It’s a he,” Kat said.

      “So he’ll be a daddy. A deadbeat one. It’s all these people know. Drugs and booze and sex and not a lick of work. When I think how hard my husband worked to put food on the table, to make sure we had a roof over—”

      “You’re getting yourself upset,” Annie Young said, patting her mother’s Einstein hair.

      “Well, it’s upsetting.”

      “That a baby is missing?” Brandon said.

      “The way these people reproduce,” Mrs. Young said. “Like rabbits.”

      There was a pause. Mrs. Young started to cough. Her daughter patted her back.

      “What do you do for work, Miss Young?” Brandon said.

      “Hanniman,” she said. “The bakery department. And I take care of my mother.”

      “My husband was killed, you know,” Mrs. Young said. “Fixing a conveyor. Someone didn’t hit the kill switch. Started up and Harry was caught up in it.”

      “I’m sorry,” Brandon said.

      “Lucky for us he had insurance. A pension. Still providing for us to this very day.”

      “That was smart of him,” Kat said.

      “Not like these animals. Drinking and drugging and fornicating, not a thought for anyone or anything. Children having to see it. Crying shame, what we’ve come to.”

      There was no hint of tears.

      “Yes,” Brandon said. “Sometimes it is.”

      They left cards again, went outside. Perry was in his SUV. He said the dog had followed another track to the basement that ended at the washing machines. Chantelle had done laundry before the party, jeans and her favorite top. “Hit the neighborhood,” Perry said, and pulled away. Kat and Brandon got in the cruiser and headed up the street.

      There were two black men at the bus stop on the corner, lunch pails held in front of them. They said they hadn’t seen any baby, just their own, back at home, sleeping. The men smiled. The cops turned away.

      “There goes the neighborhood,” Kat said.

      “What they said when the Irish arrived,” Brandon said.

      Across State Street they saw Big Liz, one of Portland’s homeless. She was pushing a cart, a bag of empty cans loaded on top. Brandon pulled up and he and Kat got out.

      “You got electricity comin’ out of your eyeballs, Blake,” Big Liz said. “Everybody does.”

      “Right, Lizzie,” Kat said. “Everybody does. You seen a baby?”

      “A baby what?” Big Liz said.

      “A baby baby, Lizzie,” Brandon said. “You know, a human.”

      “Ain’t seen no humans,” the woman said. “Ain’t seen no real humans in a long time.”

      “You walking all night?” Kat said.

      “Yeah. The electricity, it gets you, you stop movin’. Right through the feet. Why you gotta dance.”

      She shuffled her feet in unlaced Nike high-tops.

      “Didn’t see anything on the street?” Brandon said. “Down there, near that green house?”

      “Nah. Ain’t seen nothin’. Got fuckin’ gum, Blake?”

      “I got gum, Lizzie.” He reached into his shirt pocket, took out a pack. Held it out and the old woman snatched it away, stuffed it somewhere under her layers. Sweatshirt, sweaters, greasy parka.

      “You think of something you forgot, you give a shout, honey,” Kat said.

      “I had a baby,” Lizzie said. “Gestapo took it.”

      “Sorry,” Brandon said.

      “Had the devil in her,” the old woman said. “You gotta drive a stake in ’em. You gotta drive a stake through their little hearts.”

      She smiled, not quite toothless. They looked at her uneasily, got back in the cruiser.

      “There’s a birth mother you don’t want to go searching for,” Brandon said.

      “I guess,” Kat said.

      “So where do you think it is?”

      “The baby?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I don’t know,” Kat said.

      “Maybe she killed him, by accident,” Brandon said. “Got rid of the body. Or maybe one of the crackheads killed him, took the body with him when he left, tossed it in the trunk.”

      “Jeez, Blake,” Kat said. “Glass half empty or what?”
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      It was 7:30, an hour and a half after the shift ended. Brandon was on a laptop in the duty room, writing the report. He was down to the daughter and her mother, the bitter old woman. He wondered what they did for fun, the two of them. Watch TV? Play cards? Go on and on about the way the neighborhood had gone down—

      His phone buzzed. He flipped it open.

      “Hey,” Brandon said.

      “Hi there. You coming home?”

      “Just about out of here. Had a missing kid, right at the end of the shift. Reports to do.”

      “What, the kid wander off?” Mia said.

      “No. It’s a little baby.”

      “That’s weird.”

      “Very.”

      “One of those custody things?” Mia said.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know if anyone else wanted him.”

      “Sad.”

      “Yes.”

      Brandon typed.

      “I had a thought,” Mia said.

      “Yeah?”

      He heard gulls, the slosh of a wake, the floats rattling.

      “I just thought maybe when you got home, we could rock the boat a little,” Mia said.

      “That would be nice,” Brandon said, picturing her sitting on the foredeck, wrapped in a blanket, cup of coffee in two hands.

      “But now it’s too late. I have to go to work.”

      “I’m sorry,” Brandon said. “I tried to get out of here.”

      “It’s okay,” Mia said. “I understand. A baby.”

      Kat walked into the room, caught his eye. Brandon got up from the table.

      “Be right there,” he called. Then to the phone, “Sorry, I just have to catch her.”

      “It’s okay,” Mia said.

      “Home in twenty minutes.”

      “Right,” she said, and she flipped off the phone, put it down on the deck. Gulls swooped low, checking to see if maybe there was a muffin with that coffee. Mia wrapped the blanket tighter around her. There was a big sailboat motoring out from the marina next door, a pretty wooden yawl, forty-five feet of gleaming varnish. She sipped, wished Brandon were here to see it. Wished Brandon were just here.

      

      Kat was waiting in the garage, where the cruisers were lined up.

      “Let’s take a walk,” Kat said.

      They crossed the garage, the German shepherd in the K-9 car pitching a fit as they walked by. On the far side Kat stopped, waited for the dog to settle down.

      “Today,” she said.

      “What about it?” Brandon said.

      “You lost it a little.”

      “With Chantelle? She needed to hear it.”

      “Right then? From you?”

      “It’s true. She’s an irresponsible mother.”

      “Yeah, but there’s a time and place.”

      “We needed her to focus. That got her attention,” Brandon said.

      Kat waited.

      “Okay. My turn then. You’ve got issues, Brandon.”

      “I don’t think—”

      “We all do. Something. But you can’t bring ’em to the job.”

      “But she lost her baby.”

      “And you came on too strong.”

      “What was I supposed to say? ‘It’s only a baby. Let’s do some more drugs.’ ”

      “Brandon.”

      She grabbed him by the shoulder, turned him toward her.

      “I’m trying to help you. I like you. I want you to succeed.”

      He didn’t answer.

      “Your mom.”

      “It was twenty years ago. I’m over it.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “You a shrink or you my partner?” Brandon said.

      “I’m your field training officer. Training, as in teaching. I teach, you learn.”

      Brandon looked away.

      “Being a parent isn’t a game,” he said.

      “Like your mom treated it?”

      He swallowed.

      “Yeah, maybe. If she’d stayed home with her kid, she’d be alive right now. Instead she goes off on her South Sea pot-smuggling adventure.”

      “I understand that,” Kat said. “But here’s what worries me: What if I hadn’t been there today? What if you went to that call alone? Would you have chewed that girl out? Worse?”

      “She needed to hear it.”

      “She needed help. The baby needs our help.”

      Brandon didn’t answer.

      “Okay, here’s another thing that worries me, and this isn’t your FTO talking. This is somebody who’s trying to be your friend. Why do you find it so hard to let people in?”

      Brandon shrugged. “How I roll.”

      “Don’t let anybody close, you don’t get burned, right?”

      “Jeez, Kat. You really oughta apply for the shrink’s job at the academy. Big raise, nobody shoots at you.”

      “Because it’s true. The keeping people out.”

      “I’ve got Mia. I’m not keeping people out.”

      “She slipped in and the door slammed shut behind her,” Kat said.

      “I thought we were talking about a crackhead on Granite Street.”

      “We are. And about how your personal experience affects the way you do your job as a police officer.”

      They both paused. A detective walked past the dog and it started up again. The detective nodded, kept walking.

      “So what’s yours?” Brandon said.

      “My what?” Kat said.

      “Your issue. The one you carry around. You said everybody has one.”

      “You really want to know?”

      “Sure.”

      Kat looked away, scowled.

      “Okay. Fair enough. My brother . . . he’s three years older.”

      “The rich guy.”

      “Right.”

      “I thought you liked him.”

      “He’s fine. We don’t have a lot in common or anything. I mean, he thinks I’m nuts, doing this job.”

      “Maybe you are.”

      “Well, anyway, growing up, he was smarter than me, better looking, more popular. Harvard on a scholarship, Wall Street; wife is pretty, MBA from Duke. They’ve got two gorgeous little kids. Two-million-dollar house in Connecticut.”

      “But can he do a leg hold?”

      “Me, I’ve got a one-bedroom apartment, an ex with a gambling addiction who still comes by and cadges money. My cat has three legs and diabetes, meds cost two-fifty a month. And I’m gay.”

      “I don’t see how those things are in the same category.”

      “They are for my parents,” Kat said. “They’ve written me off as a total loser.”

      “Who can run triathlons, wrestle with crackheads, rescue babies from burning houses, and break down a Glock. And your partner is a college professor.”

      “Literature. Another waste of time to them.”

      “But you’re a good person.”

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because they don’t love me,” Kat said.

      A pause.

      “Huh,” Brandon said. “Why’s that? Because you’re a lesbian?”

      “No. They didn’t love me before. Me being gay, that’s just a good excuse.”

      “Whoa,” Brandon said.

      She was looking away, staring at nothing. Her eyes were moist and she blinked, wiped them with a finger. Wiped the finger on her uniform trousers.

      She mustered a grin. “How’s that for baggage, Blake?”

      He smiled back. “Not bad.”

      “Go home to your honey,” she said.

      “I’m trying. I got waylaid.”

      “I got waylaid, but it’s been a while,” Kat said.

      Brandon looked at her. She smacked his arm.

      “It’s a joke, Blake,” Kat said. “Lighten up.”
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      Brandon drove through the gate at 8:10, parked his pickup in the reserved slot, that privilege and the free slip his only perks as very part-time marina manager. He hopped out of the cab, reached back for his briefcase. It was sunny but cool, dry northwest wind, a little chop on the harbor. Boat owners were standing on the floats, chatting, coffee mugs held belly high. They waved to him but didn’t approach, something about the uniform, like he was still working. Brandon walked down the first float to his slip, No. 2, second on the right. He climbed the stairs, stepped over the transom and down. Bay Witch rocked almost imperceptibly. He went through the salon to the helm, heard Mia below. Brandon bent and moved down the steps to the cabin.

      “Hey, baby,” he said.

      “Hi, honey,” she said. She slipped a tank top over her head, yanked it down, reached for a sweater.

      “You leaving?”

      “Gotta be there for nine.”

      He moved toward her, put his case, his gun belt, on the berth. “Shoot. I thought—”

      “That was almost three hours ago, Brand. Where’ve you been?”

      “Reports. The baby.”

      “They find it?”

      Brandon shook his head, hugged her, lifted her blonde hair and nuzzled her neck.

      “Nope. Not yet.”

      “Maybe one of her friends took it home for safekeeping. She’s a drug addict, right?”

      “Yeah, but not totally gone. In and out of it.”

      He nuzzled her some more.

      “You sure you have to go?”

      “Only if I want to get paid.”

      “Let ’em check out their own books.”

      “They wouldn’t. They’d steal them, and I’d have to call you to arrest them.”

      “My pleasure,” Brandon said. “We can make love now. I’ll arrest them all later.”

      Mia squirmed away, reached for her sandals with her foot, fished them toward her with her toe.

      “Must’ve been long reports,” she said. “I would’ve thought my offer would’ve had you out of there on the run.”

      “Well, then there was Kat. She wanted to talk.”

      “What was it this time?” Mia said, alert.

      “Nothing too bad,” Brandon said, starting to unbutton his uniform shirt.

      “How bad?”

      “Oh, she thought I came down too hard on the mom.”

      “Did you?”

      “She’s cracked out, has no idea the baby’s gone. Six months old, for God’s sake.”

      “What’d you tell her?”

      “The truth. That the baby was her responsibility. Hers, nobody else’s.”

      “You gotta go easy, Brandon. You’re still on probation.”

      “Doesn’t mean I have to coddle these people. This Chantelle, she’s sitting on the couch, zoned out in front of the tube. Place is a total pigsty, unbelievable pit. Kid’s bed is a dirty bare mattress on the floor.”

      “Call the State?”

      “Detectives will, I’m sure.”

      “They’re watching you. They told you they would be. After everything from before.”

      “I know that.”

      “Then let somebody else be the bad cop.”

      “I’m not a bad cop,” Brandon said.

      “You know what I mean. Just bite your tongue sometimes. For your own sake.”

      Brandon did. Tossed his uniform shirt on the berth, his T-shirt. Mia was leaning into a tiny mirror, inspecting her face.

      “How’d the writing go?”

      “Good. Most of a chapter. I like it.”

      “Great. You’re rolling. Is this the part about the handsome rookie cop?”

      Mia hesitated. “That’s another story. But I gotta run. I’m so late. We’re going to dinner, remember. Drinks on the deck first. We have to be there at six.”

      “Who is it?”

      “Lily and Winston.”

      “Oh, yeah. Where’s he from again?”

      “Barbados.”

      “Huh.”

      “She’s been with him a couple of years. Before it was this preppie jock stockbroker, played lacrosse at Amherst.”

      “From lax bro to West Indian chef. Broadening her horizons.”

      “And Winston is way more exciting. Just opened his own place on Exchange Street.”

      “Right. You told me the name.”

      “Rendezvous.”

      “He’s got money, right?”

      “I guess. Lily said he sold a restaurant in Barbados.”

      “Long way from home,” Brandon said. “Why Portland, Maine?”

      Mia shrugged. Put the mirror back on the built-in shelf.

      “I don’t know. Change of scenery?”

      “Witness protection program?”

      “Brandon,” Mia said. “You’re off duty.” She gave him a quick hug, a longer kiss. “Relax.”

      And she was up the three steps, pretty legs under her denim skirt, and headed for the stern. He felt the slightest lift of the boat when she stepped off the stern, heard her sandals slapping on the wooden slats of the float. And then Mia was gone.

      He kicked off his boots, picked them up and put them in the cabinet. Peeled off his uniform pants, put on shorts, a T-shirt, flip-flops. He took his phone, went through to the salon and grabbed a beer, then went around to the foredeck. Mia had left the chair up there and Brandon sat down, opened the beer and sipped. He looked out on the marina, saw Johnny C. easing his big Grady-White up to the fuel dock, twin 150s ready to suck up some gas. Sylvie and Sarge LaFrance polishing brass on their vintage Hinckley sloop. A new couple, scrubbing an old Pearson 32, good entry-level boat, little blond kids playing behind the rail netting. Beyond the marina was the harbor: a tug nosing an oil barge upriver, a scallop dragger approaching the fish pier under a cloud of gulls, the ferry terminal empty, the Casco Princess in Nova Scotia.

      And then the waterfront. Houses rising up the hill, the downtown skyline, and just out of sight, Granite Street. Brandon took a long swallow of Shipyard, picked up his phone, punched a number.

      “Choo-Choo, it’s me, Brandon. . . . Anything new on that baby? . . . Listen, will you run the mom for me? Right. Chantelle Anthony. Warrants, probation conditions, like no drugs or alcohol —anything you can find. Also, the boyfriend. Lance something. Lance McCabe, I think. Should be under Chantelle’s known associates. Anything in there about kids, sex offenses, assaults on children. . . . I owe you one, Chooch. Mocha latte, extra grande, coming your way. Me? No, I’m off, back Sunday. Just doing a little homework.”

      He hung up. Stared out at the water. A wake approached and the boat rocked. Brandon picked up the phone.

      “Chooch, me again. Listen, this thing with Anthony. Between us, okay?”
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      Chantelle had noticed it, had told her mother when she brought the baby over there to let her mother have some Grammie time. “He’s starting to roll over, Ma,” she said. “You watch.”

      Lincoln had been on the rug, in the living room of the little house in South Portland, out past the interstate. Chantelle’s mother had just come in from the porch, a cigarette break. She sat down on the floor next to the baby. Like a dog, Lincoln rolled over on cue.

      “He’ll be walking soon enough,” Chantelle’s mother said. “Then he’ll keep your ass running.”

      Chantelle had stuck a cigarette in her mouth, hunted for her lighter in the couch cushions. She got up and bent over, her T-shirt riding up, showing the bones in her spine, the tattoo of a moon and stars.

      “Look at the little pissant,” her mother had said. “There he goes again.

      Now Lincoln could string together five or six rolls, all to the right, his heavier head and shoulders serving as a sort of anchor, his feet and legs moving ahead. The result was that he moved in a sort of semicircle. When his legs hit the wall, he’d start to cry in frustration so you had to get up quick, pull his legs past the wall, let him complete the circle.

      That worked pretty well, but you had to pay attention, just like at night. You had to get right over to him with the bottle, the pacifier, as soon as you heard that little whimper. If you waited, he’d turn up the volume and that would not be good.

      So it was tiring, this baby thing. Hard to get anything else done, not if you wanted to do it right. Lincoln ate every two or three hours, chugging that bottle right down, Chantelle figuring the breastfeeding wouldn’t be good, with her still using. He liked a little rice cereal, too. Sometimes you could let him sort of gnaw on the spoon, the one coated with rubber, which seemed to make him happy. He had a tooth coming through on the top. Have to get one of those teething rings, the kind filled with water or something, let him chew on that.

      Hopefully, he wouldn’t start to really fuss about the teething, the way the magazines said some babies did. The magazines were usually right. It was their idea to get the gurgling-water CD, which worked like a charm. He’d lay there on his back, sort of gurgling himself, and before you knew it, he’d be asleep.

      And quiet. For now, quiet was the most important thing.
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      Brandon slept for six hours or so, woke up at three p.m. He lay in the berth for a while, the fan humming, the cries of the gulls wafting through the bow hatch. He could hear the faint rumble of passing boats and ships and could gauge the approach of the wake. Counting down from twenty, he’d say, “three, two, one,” and then feel the boat start to rock.

      That one was the tug, headed for the outer harbor. It was out of sight when Brandon came up to the galley. A quick glance showed a few boats out, three couples hauling coolers up float No. 2 in dock carts.

      Nothing pressing, nobody waiting for him, not like launching time, early in the season, when he barely slept, getting floats and boats in, messing with the rickety boat lift, cleaning up and heading off to the overnight shift at the PD.

      They told you to get rest, that your judgment was off when you were tired and stressed. He’d survived it. He and Mia had, too. One thing about writers—they liked time alone, and she had plenty.

      Brandon went to the refrigerator, took out sliced turkey, Swiss cheese, spicy mustard. He made a sandwich on fresh pumpernickel from Mia’s favorite bakery in the Old Port, poured a glass of milk. He ate it at the table, listening to the weather radio. It was clouding up, scudding from the south. The radio said low pressure moving in, rain by midnight, winds out of the southeast, 10 to 15, increasing to 20 knots late. Seas building, 4 to 8 by daybreak. They’d have to close up the boat before they left for dinner.

      He finished his lunch, washed the dishes in the galley sink, dried them and put them away. Then he went below and showered, put on shorts and a Red Sox jersey, Jason Varitek. Tek was his kind of player: serious, hardworking, no melodrama. Thinking about Tek led him to Kat and her talk, him not letting people in. He soured, said aloud, “If she doesn’t like it, screw her,” but then regretted saying it, even to himself.

      Back in the salon, he checked his phone. A call from City of Portland, aka Choo-Choo, the dispatcher. He called back, heard voices, radio chatter, reached over and turned up his scanner. A car accident, Forest Avenue, Johnny Fiola signing off there. Brandon waited.

      “Okay, Brandon,” Choo-Choo said. “Chantelle Anthony, no warrants. Misdemeanor drug possession, one in ’09, three in 2008. DWI, 2007. Operating after suspension, same year. Lance McCabe, just out, as you know, did six months for possession of methamphetamine, burglar tools, assault. Record longer than both our arms and legs. Probation conditions: no drugs or alcohol, random checks of person and premises.”

      “Address?” Brandon said.

      “Last known, 233 Quebec Street, number 2.”

      “Thanks. Can you e-mail me his face?”

      “Thought you were off,” Choo-Choo said.

      “I am.”

      “Just a wild and crazy guy, huh?”

      “That’s me,” Brandon said. “Hey, is O’Farrell on?”

      “Until eighteen hundred,” Choo-Choo said, and rang off. Three-thirty; Mia would be home from the library by five. He had time.

      Brandon put on running shoes, a black baseball cap. He went back below, unlocked the cabinet in the cabin, and took out his radio and off-duty carry gun, a Glock 26, downsized from his department issue 19. He snapped a clip in, slipped on his waistband holster, covered it with his shirt, and was on his way.

      Quebec Street was on the west side of Congress on Munjoy Hill. The east side was swarming with Volvos and people like Mia: young, good-looking, had money themselves or rich parents for backup. The west side of the hill was a couple of blocks and a world away: beat-up tenements, scruffy people, streets where you had to watch your step after midnight or you’d get rolled.

      Brandon crossed the bridge, looked out at the bay, white sails flecking the waters between the islands. Boats were headed in after a good cruise, a few million dollars’ worth of toys that soon would be tucked in for the night. He drove his pickup through the Old Port, the early birds flocking to the bars. A group of guys, already staggering, stepped in front of the truck on Middle Street. Brandon braked, waited, resting his head on his hand. One of the guys stopped and looked at him, shouted, “Red Sox suck!” and flipped him off.

      Brandon took a deep breath. Fun for the night shift.

      He drove across Cumberland, down North, took a right. Lance’s address was a big white apartment block, cars parked helter-skelter in the lot out front. There were six guys, a young woman, leaning on a Tahoe pulled up to the curb. They eyed Brandon when he went by. He circled the block, came back to the corner, and parked by the scrubby park on the edge of the projects.

      He sat. Opened his e-mail on his iPhone, clicked through to Lance McCabe’s mug shot. Shaved head. Goatee. Tough, stoic Irish face, like somebody out of Southie, which he might have been. All kinds of dirtbags working their way north from Lawrence, Boston. In the photo, Lance looked bored, maybe a little irritated. The kind of guy where getting arrested was a hassle, not a disaster.

      Brandon looked over at the apartment house. The guys and the girl were still there. One of the guys had put his arm around her, staking his claim. She was drinking from a soda bottle. Green. Mountain Dew. Another guy was on the phone.

      They moved to the street, the guy and girl sitting on the curb. The guys stood on the sidewalk, looked up and down. They stepped into the road, one shoving the other as a car passed. He yelled something, shoved the other guy back.

      At that moment, a guy came out of the side door of the apartment house, headed for the little square of backyard, an old van rotting there, tires flat. The guy disappeared from view and Brandon sat, waited. The group in the street had crossed to the opposite side. They started up the sidewalk, moving away. The guy from the side door popped out onto North Street a block up, crossed the street, started down the sidewalk toward Kennedy Park.

      Brandon started the truck, followed.

      He passed him, pulled over and stopped. In the side mirror, Lance was headed his way.

      Lance walked past, smoking a cigarette, flicking it to the ground just ahead of the truck. He was wearing basketball shoes, baggy shorts hanging down, a tank top showing tattoos, prison blue. Brandon watched as a car passed, a low-cut Honda, throbbing exhaust. It pulled alongside Lance. He came around, got in.

      Brandon put the truck in gear.

      They cut over to Franklin Street, Brandon three cars back, then drove under the interstate, a quarter-mile out to the supermarket. The car pulled in, double-parked out front. Lance and a smaller guy went inside. They didn’t stop to get a cart.

      Brandon pulled into a parking slot and waited.

      Ten minutes later, the pair came back out. Lance had a thirty-pack of Bud. The smaller guy had a box of Pampers.

      “Yes,” Brandon said.

      The Honda circled the lot, leaving the way it had come in. Brandon followed, along the mudflats of Back Cove, the tide out. They drove back up Franklin, into the white-walled, graffiti-scrawled project, out the back side.
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