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For all guilt is avenged on earth.

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship









CHAPTER I


Moxie Castin and I were sitting in the Great Lost Bear on Forest Avenue. The Bear was quiet that evening; the after-work crowd had departed and there was no sign of any great rush to fill the chairs left vacant. But enough souls remained to lend more life to the Bear—“more” since the Bear was always alive, even when hibernating—and outside it might have been day or night, summer or winter, because the Bear didn’t hold with windows and natural light. Inside, it was, and would always be, the Bear.

Portland was nearing the end of its annual period of transition: a gentle early fall easing into a cooler late one, soon to harden into winter. The smell of the city had been subtly changing since summer’s close, the vegetal, arboreal essence fading as the temperature dropped. The streets were now less crowded, the tourists no longer so obvious, and the younger drifters, the troubled and the lost, were abandoning the Northeast, warned of the chill to come or feeling its approach in their bones. The ones who stayed were mostly older, with the knowledge of past winters to draw on, and were resigned to what must follow. The city, allied with charities and volunteers, would attempt to care for them, because no one with alternatives would choose to spend the season on the streets of Portland, and those months would be cruel enough without adding callousness and ignorance to the burden. But then, it seemed to me that we were living in callous, ignorant times.

Moxie was drinking wine, which was an odd choice for the Bear. It wasn’t that the wine was bad, just that nobody went to the Bear for wine, only beer. Ordering wine at the Bear was like going to one of those fancy cheese shops with hundreds of varieties on offer, and asking for chocolate spread. It defeated the purpose of the exercise.

As usual, Moxie was wearing a tie to make the blind wince, and a suit that had started to wrinkle as soon as it touched his skin. Moxie could have been sitting next to a six-month-old and the kid would have creased out of sympathy. Only Moxie’s bald head was smooth, gleaming under the lights like a great white egg waiting to be cracked. A couple of the cops at the bar might have liked to give that a try, as Moxie was the state’s best criminal defense lawyer and thus a source of aggravation to the police, but they, like so many of his adversaries, wisely kept any feelings of hostility to themselves. Moxie would have taken it amiss, as would I, but more worryingly, so would Tony and Paulie Fulci, who were playing slapjack at a reinforced table reserved for their use. The zone around the Fulcis was conspicuously unoccupied, perhaps because anyone who didn’t know them was afraid that should the card table break, the Fulcis might start pounding on them in its absence. The Fulcis weren’t very tall, but they were very wide and very strong. It was hard not to feel sorry for the table. Even buttressed, it was difficult to see it lasting much longer.

And each time a massive flattened palm landed on the wood, the man seated with us flinched.

“Do they have to do that?” he asked.

“You could ask them to stop,” said Moxie.

“Would they?”

“They might, but then you’d have to worry about what they did next.”

The man sighed heavily. He was thin and bald, with a face built for sighs. His name was Allen Atwood Alcock, and unlike Moxie, he was far from being the best criminal lawyer in the state, even if he was always in steady employment—or had been until Maine finally instituted a system of public defenders after years as the only state not to provide them for the indigent accused. In their absence, it had hired private attorneys on a case-by-case basis, one of them Alcock, who did nicely out of the arrangement. In return, a lot of defendants had spent less time behind bars than they might have otherwise, because Alcock was the king of the plea deal. A poor performer in court, he was aware of the shortcoming and did his best to ensure his cases never made it to trial. This wasn’t great news if you didn’t want to cop a plea or, God forbid, you were innocent, but since Alcock’s client base inclined toward the guilty, such conflicts rarely arose.

Alcock was still a contracted attorney, but he wasn’t making as much as before, despite public defenders struggling with their workloads and a backlog of cases remaining to be cleared. This was because Allen Atwood Alcock—or Triple A, as nobody called him, Alcock himself excepted—had irritated someone at the Capital Region Public Defenders’ office, or so he claimed, which meant any cases that did come his way were lousy.

“They hate me,” he said. He took another mouthful of Brown Hound Ale and sighed again. Somewhere in Venice, a bridge debated relocating west to be closer to its kin.

“They don’t hate you,” said Moxie. “They just don’t like you. There’s a difference.”

“What difference would that be?”

“The difference between some money and no money.”

“That’s easy for you to say,” said Alcock. “You wear a Rolex.”

“It’s fake.”

“Really?”

“No,” said Moxie, “but that’s what I tell people. I work with criminals. I don’t want them to think I’m wealthy. They might try to rob me.”

Alcock picked at the bowl of chips and salsa before us.

“If I don’t get this business with the defenders’ office sorted out soon, I’ll have nothing left worth stealing,” he said. “Any thief would take pity on me and feel compelled to give instead of take.”

Moxie patted him on the back, causing Alcock to choke briefly on a chip. Allen Atwood Alcock really was a most unhappy man. He wore a wedding ring, and I could only imagine what his wife might be like. If she resembled her husband, only a pitchfork and a gabled window would be required to bring a Grant Wood painting to life.

I ostentatiously checked my watch. It wasn’t a Rolex, fake or otherwise, and I wasn’t interested in the time. I just wanted to signal that I’d now been sitting with Moxie and Alcock for ten minutes and still had no idea why Moxie had asked me to join them. I was also worried that sighing, like yawning, might be contagious at close quarters. If I became a sigher, Sharon Macy would smother me in my sleep, or leave me. Or both.

“I think Mr. Parker wishes to know why he’s here,” said Moxie.

Alcock regarded me with watery eyes, like a disappointed basset hound.

“I have a client who’d like to hire you,” he said. “His name is Ward Vose.”

“What’s he done?” I asked.

“What hasn’t he done? Robbery, burglary of a dwelling, theft of more than ten thousand dollars, theft by unauthorized taking or transfer, liquor smuggling, aggravated criminal mischief.” Alcock sighed once more. “The list goes on. It’s almost admirable in its variety. Curiously, Ward’s not such a bad person. I’ve represented worse.”

“Where is he now?”

“Where do you think? He’s in Maine State Prison, and likely to stay there for the foreseeable future.”

“Is this where you tell me he’s innocent?”

Alcock made a sound like air slowly escaping from a balloon or the wheezing of an asthmatic kitten. It took me a moment to realize he was laughing.

“Good Lord, no,” he said. “He’s never denied any of it. For Ward, criminality is not so much an occupation as an unignorable calling. It’s just a pity he’s not better at it, though at least he represents a reliable source of income for the legal profession. I always feel a pang of regret when he receives a heavy custodial sentence: The sooner he gets out, the sooner I can begin earning again.”

Alcock resumed looking mournful, but now he was feeling sorry for someone other than himself.

“Ward has had a rough time of it lately,” he continued. “His son died and he wasn’t permitted to attend the funeral.”

If you were bereaved while in a county jail, and you hadn’t antagonized the sheriff, they’d find a way to escort you to the service, even if they billed you for it later. But at Maine State, you had to pray for the deceased in your cell.

“The death made the papers,” said Moxie. “Ward Vose’s son was Scott Theriault.”

Seventeen-year-old Scott Theriault had drowned somewhere up in the Kennebec Valley about a month or so back, close to a plantation in Somerset County known as The Plains, one of the smallest and least-populated communities in the state. The Plains was one of a number of plantations in Somerset County, the concept of a plantation being unique to Maine. While it dated from colonial times, referring to a state of development somewhere between nothing at all and not a whole lot more, the Maine iteration defined a region with a small population, limited self-government, and no real urge to change the status quo. Some plantations had religious roots, but as far as I knew, The Plains didn’t. It was founded by speculators early in the nineteenth century. Lumber would have been the most reasonable assumption for the purchase, had the investors not cleared tracts of forest to leave the open spaces that gave the area its name. That suggested groundwork being laid for a settlement, but if so, it was never built. The Plains survived as an afterthought, an echo of a conversation ended more than a hundred years earlier. It featured on only the most detailed of maps, hooked northeast of The Forks plantation, and was otherwise absorbed into its larger neighbor for the sake of convenience. But it was its own entity, with residents who had been part of the landscape for generations, along with a handful of outsiders carried there by unknown tides, their habitancy marked by trailers left in place for so long that ivy had softened their lines, and RVs with tires so rotted that the rims were sunk into the ground.

Scott Theriault, however, had been an inhabitant of a different stripe, closer to an inmate than a dweller. His body was discovered floating in the Austin Stream, a tributary of the Kennebec, days after he’d run away for the third time from Spero School, the behavioral-modification facility in The Plains to which he had been consigned by his family, one of those “tough love” places favored by parents who didn’t really understand the concept of love at all or saw it only as a synonym for blind obedience. All I knew about the drowning was what I’d read in the papers and heard on the news. Scott’s mother and stepfather “enrolled” him after he’d started acting up at home and been expelled from a pair of more conventional schools. He hadn’t settled, and twice made breaks for freedom, once getting halfway to Augusta before being apprehended and returned to Spero. The third time, he’d gone north instead of south, but he must have fallen badly before entering the water, as his right leg was broken when his body was found. His parents had asked for privacy in the aftermath, and that request was being respected. As for the school, it tried to counter any bad publicity by offering restricted tours of its facilities to the media and supervised interviews with some tamer students, all of whom claimed that being sent to Spero was the best thing to have happened to them since they emerged from the womb, and professed sorrow that Scott Theriault had disagreed. End of story.

“That death was investigated by the Maine State Police,” I said.

“Aided by the Somerset County Sheriff’s Office,” said Alcock, “and the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner. It was ruled an accident. It went by the book, and neither Ward nor I are impugning the integrity of any of the officials involved.”

“But?”

“Ward Vose is convinced that his son was unlawfully killed.”

“On what basis?”

“Call it a feeling.”

“A feeling and a conviction aren’t the same thing,” I said.

“Let’s say that the first has hardened into the second,” said Alcock.

I looked at Moxie. Moxie looked at me. He was giving me nothing.

“Do you have an opinion on this?” I asked him.

“Only that I don’t like those schools, and I don’t like parents who submit children to those regimes.”

“So you want me to cause trouble?”

“Isn’t that what you do?” said Alcock.

“Trouble may be a by-product,” I said, “but it’s not an end in itself. As I get older, trouble also costs extra, because it has a way of bouncing back on the troublemaker and hitting him in the face.”

I pointed at my nose, recently broken by a man wielding a length of timber. The nose hadn’t set right and now it hurt when I sneezed. That was what came of looking for trouble.

“Talk to Ward,” said Alcock. “Listen to what he has to say. He has money: I can vouch for that. If, when he’s done, you believe his son died accidentally, you can walk away with a clear conscience.”

“I have a clear conscience already,” I told him. “Are you suggesting that if I don’t hear him out, I won’t any longer?”

Alcock set aside his unfinished beer to regard the Bear and its clientele. If the sight made him happy, it didn’t show. I doubted there was much that made him happy, beyond being a lawyer, and even that was relative.

“I met Scott a couple of times,” said Alcock. “He wasn’t a demon child. He wasn’t even very difficult, not by the standards of some rebellious kids I’ve represented, and those kids’ parents weren’t talking about having them hauled off in the dead of night to a school that’s only a step away from a correctional institution. Scott had a smart mouth, and he didn’t like being told what to do, especially by an ambitious stepfather who might have preferred that he vanish from sight and a mother who wouldn’t have shed more than the minimum of tears if he did. Some people, men and women both, shouldn’t be permitted to raise children, and the law manages to intervene only in cases of violence or neglect. It can’t do much about an insufficiency of love. It’s my belief that Scott’s mother and stepfather regarded him as more effort than he was worth. I would question that verdict.”

“So Ward Vose and the boy’s mother are divorced?”

“Ward Vose and Hailee Theriault were never married,” said Alcock. “They were together for a few years when they were younger, and Scott was born in the middle of them. Only subsequently did Hailee marry Scott’s stepfather, and she lives for her new family. Had Scott fitted in better, she might have been more patient with him, but he struggled to adapt. Her sorrow at her son’s death may be diluted by a measure of relief.

“Ward Vose, meanwhile, was a lousy role model, but he did love his boy. He just couldn’t stay out of jail long enough to look out for him. Ward is a deeply flawed, fundamentally undisciplined man with a wayward streak, but he has never been convicted of a crime of violence, nor do I believe he has ever committed one. He is also self-aware enough to accept that he bears some responsibility for his son’s death, if only by his absence from Scott’s life, and he will have to carry that guilt for the rest of his days. If hiring a private investigator to examine the circumstances surrounding Scott’s death helps ease that guilt somewhat, or offers him the illusion of agency, I see no reason to hinder him. We will pay you for the time it takes to listen, and should you agree to act on Ward’s behalf, we will meet your quoted rate. Should you choose not to pursue the matter further, no blame will accrue.”

Allen Atwood Alcock certainly spoke like a man who charged by the word. Compared to him, Moxie was practically taciturn.

“Let me sleep on it,” I said.

Alcock said he thought that would be acceptable. He even paid the check before leaving, though Moxie and I told him we’d stay where we were for a while. I watched Alcock as he departed. He walked with a peculiar stooping motion, like a heron or a stork, pecking his way through the patrons at the bar, shedding feathers of melancholy in his wake.

“Well?” said Moxie.

“I’m not being told the full story.”

“When are you ever? If we knew the full story, there’d be no reason to hire you.”

“Do you trust Alcock?”

“He’s sincere. I can’t speak for his client. That’ll be for you to decide when you meet him.”

“If I meet him.”

“You know you will,” said Moxie. “You’re already picturing him in his cell, beating himself up about his boy. He’s a father who couldn’t save his child.”

“Like me, you mean.”

“No, not like you. Never like you. But you understand his pain.”

“It won’t bring his boy back.”

“That’s no reason to turn away.”

“I said I’d sleep on it.”

“Sure,” said Moxie. “It’ll take me a couple of days to clear a visitor’s permit anyway. I’ll book you an afternoon slot, knowing how averse you are to mornings. Let’s say Wednesday. That means it won’t intrude on your weekend.”

“Why are you pushing so hard on this?” I asked.

“Because the troubled-teen industry stinks. If Spero School is part of it, then it stinks too. I like the idea of you rattling that cage.”

Moxie was giving me an answer that was general, but behind it lurked the specific, and in the specific lay the personal. I was content to wait Moxie out. If waiting were an Olympic sport, I’d have killed at it.

“You’re a pain in the ass,” said Moxie, who has the patience of a child. “You know that?”

“That’s why they pay me the big bucks. More important, it’s why you pay me, big bucks or otherwise. So tell me: Who was the client who had a hard run at a behavioral-modification school?”

“There was no client,” said Moxie. “It was me.”






CHAPTER II


It is odd, I suppose, how little one may know about one’s friends. Moxie and I had grown closer since I’d become what he liked to describe, only half jokingly, as his “tame investigator,” but even then, we didn’t discuss our pasts. In Moxie’s case, this was because he didn’t care to be told anything about me that he didn’t want to hear, and what he did want to hear, he already knew. As for me, I’d noticed early on that Moxie deflected questions of a personal nature with a joke before changing the subject. He didn’t mind talking about the women in his life, and in eye-popping detail, but his own history was off-limits.

Now, at the Bear, he described without hesitation a nightmare childhood: alcoholic parents, physical abuse, desertion, foster care, and finally, his consignment to a troubled-teen school by a mother unable to cope and a father who was only a mistimed fist or boot away from killing his son.

“Where did they put you?” I asked, but I could guess the answer. Given Moxie’s age and Maine upbringing, there was only one.

“Élan,” he said.



THE ÉLAN SCHOOL WAS FOUNDED in the town of Poland in Androscoggin County, Maine, in 1970, on thirty-three acres that had once been the site of a hunting lodge. Later, the school added more campuses, including one in Parsonsfield, in York County, where the worst of the abuse was said to have occurred: beatings, sleep deprivation, public humiliation, and punishments for misbehavior that verged on torture. From the start, Élan was dogged by allegations of mistreatment, but serious flaws in the state’s system of school supervision meant that investigations were stymied, when they occurred at all. The Parsonsfield campus shut down within a decade or so, but the Poland facility remained in operation until 2011, when it was finally forced to close because of declining enrollment. Throughout, Élan’s owners denied accusations of misrule, claiming they were the victims of a smear campaign, yet students repeatedly attempted to escape. One had been raped and murdered while trying to return home. Another was reportedly beaten so badly in the school’s boxing ring, where students were reputed to have been forced to fight one another as part of their therapy, that he later died of his injuries. He was buried in an unmarked grave.

“I avoided Parsonsfield,” said Moxie. “But Poland was bad enough.”

I didn’t ask how bad. If Moxie wanted to share those details, he would.

“I hear someone tried to burn it down a while back, or what’s left of it,” I said.

“I’d like to shake that person’s hand. If they’d told me what they were planning, I’d have paid for the gasoline.”

“Does Spero have a similar reputation?” I asked.

“I doubt any school in Maine under such a cloud could function these days,” said Moxie, “or not for long, but Spero is still no summer camp. Parents wouldn’t send their kids there otherwise. It’s a farming-out of discipline to strangers, and the moms and dads don’t want to know the fine print of how that might be accomplished. All that matters is a difficult child is no longer in their hair and they can get on with their lives and take care of the kids who aren’t such a pain in the ass. I can understand the reasoning but not the solution, because it’s no solution at all. It’s an abrogation of responsibility and the antithesis of what parenting should be.”

Over at the Fulcis’ table, the pounding had ceased. The brothers were sipping sodas while staring intently at a guy who looked to be giving a hard time to the woman with him. I couldn’t hear what was being said, but I could see a finger jabbing, making hard contact with soft flesh. The Fulcis wouldn’t like that. I didn’t like it either. As for the woman, she was keeping her head down and staying silent, but the set of her jaw was firm. I’d seen my share of women broken by men, and this woman was some distance removed from them—for the time being. The finger jabbed again. It would leave a bruise.

And the Fulcis continued sipping and watching.

“I have no problem assisting with a personal vendetta,” I said, “as long as it’s acknowledged and the target is worthy. If you and Alcock want to point me at Spero, I’ll go, but if the school hasn’t broken any laws, there’s a limit to what I can achieve.”

Moxie finished his drink.

“Why would Scott Theriault have headed north from The Plains?” he asked. “He was just a kid. If he was trying to run away, it would make more sense for him to work his way south. Surely he’d have looked toward civilization again, not wilderness, if he wanted to escape.”

“He might have wanted to be anywhere but Spero,” I said.

Moxie studied me with eyes that understood the impulse.

“If that’s true,” he replied, “what does it say about the place?”






CHAPTER III


Only one Fulci currently remained seated in the bar: Paulie, the younger brother. Alone, he represented more than enough Fulci to meet demand, but it was concerning that both his older brother and the finger jabber were absent. The woman was still at her table, gazing around like someone who didn’t necessarily want to be where she was but didn’t regard the options as any better. I watched Bird Dickson, one of the Bear’s owners, walk over to ask if she was okay, Bird not being one to tolerate the bullying of women in her bar or anyplace else.

I asked Moxie for a minute and headed to the restrooms. Tony Fulci came out of the men’s room just as I came within sight of the door. He was holding something in his right hand. I feared it might be a body part, but it turned out to be a driver’s license.

“Did you make a mess?” I asked.

“Of what?”

“Of the guy who was too free with his finger.”

Tony looked offended. He had recently informed our mutual friend Louis that he believed himself to be evolving as a person, which Louis took to mean Tony’s knuckles no longer dragged along the ground with quite the same force as before.

“I just talked to him,” said Tony. “And asked for his driver’s license.”

“Did he hand it over willingly?”

“No,” said Tony. “But he handed it over eventually.”

I wasn’t surprised.

“So now you know where he lives,” I said.

“That’s right.”

“And he knows you know.”

“Yeah.”

“What are you going to do with the license?”

“What license?”

Tony held up his hand, which was now empty. Maybe he was evolving after all, if only as a conjurer. As I prepared to move past him, he said: “I’d leave him be. He needs some time alone.”

“Why?”

“To stop crying.”

I held Tony’s gaze.

“You’re sure you just talked to him?”

Tony broke eye contact first.

“After I got his attention,” he said. “By dislocating a finger.”

I patted Tony on the shoulder. It was still progress, and progress was to be applauded.

“He has others,” I said, and together we returned to the bar.






CHAPTER IV


The men’s names were Roger Teal and Edward Kenney. They were in their midforties and had known each other since adolescence. Both had grown up in Macwahoc, not far from Maine’s border with New Brunswick, although Teal was born in New Hampshire and moved to Macwahoc following his parents’ divorce, when his mother returned there to live with her parents. He had gone on to become a public servant, marry, and have a daughter, only the first of which brought him much happiness, and then more outside the office than in. Sometimes it wasn’t what you did, but who you met while you were doing it.

Teal lived in West Sodriner, while Kenney resided farther north, in a suburb of Bangor, and ran a garden-supply company in Orono. Like Teal, Kenney was married, with a son and daughter. Unlike Teal, he was a contented man. From time to time, Kenney and Teal crossed paths in Maine, but rarely for longer than it took to exchange a few words in a parking lot or over a quick coffee. Theirs was not that kind of relationship, publicly at least. But once every three years, they would meet in a city or town outside the state, the arrangements made months in advance over burner phones. They never stayed at the same hotel and socialized in bars and restaurants where little attention would be paid to them and cash remained king. There they would eat, drink, and plan for the Game.

Teal was an averagely handsome man, Kenney less so; he had “gone to seed” both vocationally and physically, one might have said. He was a reader, and always had been, while Teal had only a passing interest in books beyond the odd business or educational text. On the out-of-state trips, Kenney enjoyed visiting art galleries and museums. Teal preferred to shop for clothes or, if bored, watch movies in his room. Their conversation was general, and in bars they would often end up sitting in semi-companionable silence, especially if there was sports on TV, because they shared that interest. They differed on tennis, which Teal liked to watch and play but which Kenney regarded as deeply tedious, and golf, on which their positions were reversed. However, these remained small points of contention, and sporting events were their preferred choice of cover, as on this occasion: Pistons versus Celtics at the Little Caesars Arena, in Detroit, Michigan.

Before each out-of-state reunion, one of the men would take responsibility for a reconnaissance visit, even if the location was one with which both were already familiar, because it was important to be cognizant of any changes to the terrain: new security cameras, recent apartment developments, a basement transformed into a nightclub, or a parking lot become a favored spot for police cars to lurk. Often, the opportunity to explore a city’s possibilities arose in the course of their day jobs: conferences for Teal, and research or buying trips for Kenney. The final member of their triad also assisted, when circumstances permitted.

But they only ever hunted in twos, not threes. That was the rule. It could be challenging. Fallow years were difficult for the one who was excluded, but it was a question of learning to control one’s appetites. Kenney found that yoga helped. Teal popped Valium. The other, the third, immersed himself in his work. Alcohol was better avoided. It made men bitter and careless. That was a lesson hard learned.

Because they had once been four.



THAT YEAR, KENNEY HAD BEEN responsible for the bulk of the preparations, but he typically took care of them when his chance came around. Kenney had an eye for detail, and attention to detail was what kept them safe, allowing them to continue playing the Game. For example, when they’d started out, they sourced their vehicles from rental-car companies. Minivans were best, or SUVs, something with space, but now many of the big companies routinely fit their rentals with GPS, which meant the vehicle’s movements could be tracked. The addition of GPS was a shame, because at busy locations the rental companies turned their vehicles around fast, which meant they were cleaned inside and out within a matter of hours, wholly eliminating DNA evidence or contaminating whatever remained after the players had scrubbed it down. Smaller rental companies didn’t use GPS as much, but the downside was that the renter was more likely to be remembered, and the players didn’t want to be remembered at all.

Kenney’s latest solution was for one of them to purchase, with cash, a used car during the initial scouting trip and pay to store it until it was needed. Craigslist was their source at first, later superseded by Facebook Marketplace, though they still had to be circumspect. It was difficult to buy a vehicle with fake ID and insurance, so they did their homework and picked the sellers who were most desperate. They always opted for popular models because it made the next part easier, the part in which Kenney was engaged on that particular evening. He was driving a Toyota Camry, consistently one of the bestselling cars in the United States. This one was a 2012, but Kenney had flown in a few days earlier to give it a new paint job, so that if someone didn’t know their vehicles, they might have mistaken it for a more recent model. It bore an out-of-state (and out-of-date) dealer plate, but Kenney was diligent about keeping to minor roads, so the chances of it being spotted by a license plate–reader were small.

He drove to the Twelve Oaks Mall in Novi, where he prowled the lot until he found a similar Camry over by Nordstrom. He parked alongside and switched the license plates before striking the rear bumper of the other car hard with a hammer, denting it where the plate should have been. With luck, if the absence was noted, the driver would assume it had fallen off following a collision and would not immediately report the plate as stolen. Kenney and Teal had once come close to being caught in Indianapolis, when the owner of a Taurus noticed that their plate was missing, as someone nearby must have heard her talking and connected the theft to a man seen kneeling by the car moments earlier. Mall security arrived so quickly that Kenney and Teal could see the gumball lights in their rearview mirror as they drove off. They’d been forced to abandon the car in a Walmart lot before splitting up, and the Game was postponed; Kenney didn’t think he’d managed to breathe properly again until he was safely back in his bed in Maine. That was a few years before COVID, which was a hard time for them, throwing the rotation into disarray. It was now back on track, but the enforced hiatus had caused disagreements when they spoke about resuming, since it meant one of them would have to endure a longer gap. In the end, Teal bowed out, but more from necessity than goodwill owing to a brush with prostate cancer.

The clock was ticking as Kenney drove away from Twelve Oaks. Should the owner of the other Camry spot the missing plate, they’d have to go to the DMV to replace it, and they’d have to report a possible theft to the police in case the plate was used in the commission of a crime. The cops would add the missing plate to a hot-sheet, which meant that plate readers and cameras would respond if it was spotted. Kenney and Teal probably had until the following morning to play the Game, at which point the stolen plate would be more of a hindrance than a help. In that case, common sense would dictate that they should walk away and try again at a later date, but deferred pleasures were for the young. The older a man got, and the more aware he was of his mortality, the more he came to realize that pleasure deferred would soon be pleasure denied.

In the early years, the players preferred to target prostitutes and junkies, because bottom-dwellers were easy marks and wouldn’t be missed. A combination of factors, not least hookers seeking proof of ID before meeting, or electing to visit and work only out of hotels, led them to change their tactics. If they were desperate, they might still resort to a streetwalker, a drunk, or an addict—better something than nothing—but the thrill of the chase had a part to play, as well as the quality of the flesh. Their tastes had developed, and they now preferred unspoiled meat—not literally, they weren’t cannibals—but “unspoiled” meaning women whose bodies hadn’t yet slipped. As far as Kenney was concerned, the best ever was a freshman who Mike Hurvich—the late Mike Hurvich, back when they were still four—had spotted throwing up in an alley in Austin, Texas. She’d become separated from her friends and could barely stand without a wall to support her, so it was the work of a moment to get her in the back of the minivan. She scarcely struggled, and stopped doing even that when they assured her they were going to take her home. By then Kenney was going through her pocketbook to find her ID—and her smartphone, which he destroyed, because gone were the days when batteries were easy to remove. The girl was just nineteen and very clean. Kenney and Hurvich had a lot of fun with her. They made her last.

When they were done, they tossed a coin and Kenney lost, which meant Hurvich got to finish her off while Kenney held her feet. They then laid her on a sheet of plastic and scrubbed her from head to toe with bleach before burying her, after which they went over the interior of the van with handheld vacuums followed by more bleach, heavily diluted. Kenney always found that part a downer. In an ideal world, they’d have let someone else take care of the detailing, or hand it back to the rental company to be sanitized, but this world was far from ideal, as multiple women had learned to their cost at the players’ hands. The reason they’d been able to keep playing was because they were careful and stuck to the rules: Only Out-of-State Games. One Fallow Year in Three for Every Player. Restricted Contact Immediately After. Clean As You Go.

And No Extracurricular Activities. That was the big one. You had to learn to control your urges. No escalations. You lived off the memories until your turn came round again. It wasn’t easy, and some of the men found it harder than others, like Mike Hurvich. He’d made two mistakes: He’d killed a girl outside of the Game, which was the first, then admitted what he’d done, which was the second. Hurvich’s car was discovered up by Presque Isle, far from his home in Greenville, but his body was never located, and only Kenney knew for certain where it was buried. As a token of gratitude, Teal and the Saint drew straws, the Saint lost, and Kenney took his spot that year. Ever since, they’d been three. Kenney liked it that way, Teal too. But the Saint—

The Saint was wavering.






CHAPTER V


At the Bear, I waited for Moxie to finish his drink. Together we watched Finger Man return to his table, collect his jacket, and pay the tab. He used his left hand for everything, kept his right hand close to his chest. His face was pale; having a finger dislocated is painful, and Tony would have opted for strength over precision. The woman was gone. So, too, were the Fulcis. The woman had left with them not long after Tony had a quiet word with her.

“Does Tony do that a lot?” Moxie asked. “You know, help damsels in distress?”

“He usually does kittens in trees, but the damsels-in-distress guy called in sick today.”

“Interfering in domestic disputes is risky,” said Moxie.

“It worked out this time.”

“Unless she goes back to him, in which case he’ll take his misery out on her. Does that count as helping or hindering?”

“I don’t want to think too hard about it.”

“You might have more in common with the Fulcis than you’d like to admit.”

“I don’t mind admitting it.”

Moxie picked up his coat.

“If Spero is implicated in the death of Scott Theriault,” he said, “feel free to set the Fulcis loose on the place.”

“I can try, but I should warn you: Tony is evolving as a human being.”

“Says who?”

“Says Tony.”

Moxie pondered.

“What does that mean in real terms? Does he now use tools?”

“I’m just saying that you might need to spring for a couple of sledgehammers,” I replied.

“I have an account at Maine Hardware,” said Moxie. “Tell them to spare no expense.”






CHAPTER VI


In Detroit, Teal was staying in one of the chain hotels over by the Riverwalk while Kenney was in an Airbnb in Hamtramck. Kenney liked Airbnbs, especially the crappy, midlevel ones: clean, but not fastidiously so, in buildings that were secure but didn’t have cameras. Before Airbnb came along, one of the players would always stay in a motel, preferably a mom-and-pop operation where you could park your car directly outside your door and didn’t have to enter via a lobby, but those places were thinner on the ground than in the past. It was, Kenney reflected, as though the country was set on taking anything individual or quirky and throwing it under the corporate bus. It was the Starbuckization of America. And, okay, Airbnb was a big business and played hell with the residential nature of cities, but it wasn’t like the company was branding the exteriors of buildings. The places on offer still resembled homes, and Kenney, Teal, and the Saint were scrupulous about leaving them in the condition in which they’d found them, and frequently even tidier. A degree of self-interest was obviously involved, but it was also a question of being respectful of the property of others.



THEY TOOK THE WOMAN NEAR Fishkorn. They’d had to drive around for a while to find her, which was always hazardous, but the police didn’t spend any more time in Fishkorn than they had to. Fishkorn was up there with Belmont, Von Steuben, and Petosky-Otsego as an area better avoided in Detroit, but Kenney had nixed Belmont and P-O because of the gangs, same with Greensbriar and Franklin Park. Teal was sure Fishkorn had gangs too—it had drugs, which traditionally meant gangs—but Kenney was insistent, and Teal went along because Kenney hadn’t yet steered them wrong. Also, Teal liked Black girls, and Fishkorn was about as Black a community as a man could find without relocating to Africa. The problem, of course, was that Kenney and Teal were white, and two white guys in a car in Fishkorn screamed “police,” but Kenney had gotten around that by removing the bulbs from the interior lights and adding a tint to the Camry’s windows. The tint was a far-from-perfect job, most noticeably at the rear, which was all creases and bubbles, but it would suffice. Shortly before they reached Fishkorn, Teal got in the back of the Camry and lay down flat, so now it was just one guy in a murky car, and as far as any inquisitive residents of Fishkorn were concerned, he was probably trying to buy or sell something, even if that something was trouble. But nobody paid the Camry much attention at all, since folks in Fishkorn were too busy making trouble of their own, avoiding it, or simply being poor.

Kenney had done his homework, as expected, so they bypassed the stretch of West Warren between Greenfield and Wyoming, as that had a bunch of Middle Eastern joints and those people had a way of looking out for their own. They concentrated on the blocks around Fishkorn itself, which was where they spotted the woman walking west along Joy Road. When she turned down Freeland, she was theirs. Kenney pulled over—not too close or too fast—rolled down his window, and said he was lost, looking for the White Castle. He made no attempt to open the door and went out of his way not to alarm the woman, who was in her late twenties or early thirties; bigger than Teal preferred, though the color was right. By the time Kenney rolled to a stop, Teal had the rear door unlocked, and when the woman turned to point back toward Greenfield and the White Castle, Teal was on her.

In the past they’d used chloroform, but it wasn’t like in the movies where someone has a pad pressed against their face and seconds later they’re out. Two of the previous women had struggled, one of them like her life depended on it, which it had, and Teal took a bad blow to the cheek that was a bitch to explain to his wife when he returned home. After that, they’d pivoted to a gun or knife, the only difficulty being that some women froze at the sight of a weapon, which meant a delay in getting them into the car. But Teal now used a more direct approach, and as the target became aware of him, he hit her hard with a blackjack at the base of the skull, then one more time on the same spot to be sure. Even as she was falling, Teal was using her momentum to steer her into the back of the car, and once she was lying on the floor, he climbed in on top of her and closed the door. Only then did he apply the chloroform, but not before Kenney had rolled down all the windows, since chloroform didn’t make distinctions between attackers and victims at close quarters.

“All set,” he told Kenney.

Twenty seconds, give or take. They were getting very good at it. But then, they’d had plenty of practice.






CHAPTER VII


The Airbnb came with a parking space in a basement garage, which was another reason Kenney had selected it. There was also a bellman’s cart, which was an added bonus. From the trunk of the Camry, Kenney removed an open XXXXL wheeled canvas duffel bag, fifty-six inches long and twenty-seven inches high. He placed the bag on the cart and wheeled it to the back door of the Camry, and he and Teal folded the unconscious woman into it before zipping it half-closed—it wouldn’t close any further because of her size—and draping a coat over the gap. By then Teal had taped her mouth and bound her hands and feet with cable ties, but they still needed to move quickly because the last thing they wanted was for the bag to begin making noise while someone was passing them in the hallway. Kenney added a suitcase for appearances’ sake, and he and Teal maneuvered the cart into the elevator. Fortune was smiling on them, if not the woman: the elevator went straight to the top floor, no stops, and they encountered neither persons nor problems as they ran the cart into the apartment and closed the door behind them.

The apartment had two bedrooms, one of which Kenney was using. He had stripped the sheets from the bed in the other room and replaced them with a cheap set from Marshalls. More sheets were laid on the floor; sheets felt more comfortable underfoot than plastic, which was too functional for the first stage, though Kenney had put down plastic in the master bathroom, where they would wash the woman once they were done with her.

Kenney and Teal removed her from the bag and laid her on the bed. She was moaning against the gag, so Teal gave her another blast of chloroform while Kenney returned the bellman’s cart to the basement. He didn’t want anyone knocking on their door to find out if they had it, which would spoil the mood.

By the time Kenney returned, Teal was removing her clothes. Because they weren’t yet ready to untie her, Teal used a box cutter, being careful not to wound her. Finally, when she was naked, they bound her arms and legs to the bed. Only when they were satisfied she was secured, and each had double-checked the other’s work, did they strip. There was no awkwardness about it, not any longer.

“Go ahead,” said Kenney. “I went first last time.”

Teal didn’t argue. Only a fool would.



IT WAS AFTER THREE A.M. when they finished and the woman was dead. Both men were tired, and it was tempting to sleep, even if for a few hours, but there was a process to be followed: If we don’t take care of ourselves, the law will take care of us, as the Saint liked to say. They put on gloves and disposable aprons, tied nets around their hair, and cleaned the body thoroughly before triple-wrapping it in black garbage bags, which they sealed with tape at each stage. They returned the body to the duffel and removed the sheets from the bed and floor, folding each carefully inward so it formed a neat square, before sliding them into more fresh garbage bags. The following day, Kenney would take the sheets to a twenty-four-hour laundromat near Chandler Park, where he’d wash them himself before dumping them.

Only when all this had been accomplished did each man shower, both careful to remove any stray hairs from the drain protector afterward. Kenney finished first and retrieved the bellman’s cart. They placed the duffel on the cart—a body always felt heavier dead than alive, which Kenney never understood—and rolled it to the basement. As a precaution, Kenney had oiled the wheels earlier, but he needn’t have bothered because the other residents were either also Airbnbers or had grown used to visitors arriving and departing at odd hours. While it was still dark, they drove out of the garage. On a printed map, Kenney had marked the locations of several dumpsters, of which there was no shortage in Detroit and especially not in Hamtramck, which was also the location of the Metropolitan Transfer Center for garbage collection and transport.

This was the most fraught part of the operation, even more so than the abduction itself, because the victim was now dead, and there was a big difference between being charged with attempted abduction and being charged with murder. They found a big yellow dumpster over by French Road, but for some reason there were people milling about, even at that early hour, and as they drove away, they saw one of the crowd begin a deep dive. Teal declared it a good omen and Kenney chose to believe him. Finally, they came to a black dumpster full of construction waste, just north of I-94. They parked, Kenney hit the trunk-release button, and within seconds the bag was in the dumpster. Teal even had time to rearrange some of the detritus to cover it up. Kenney then swung by the Riverwalk to drop Teal near his hotel before returning to the Airbnb where, at last, he slept.

But not immediately. He’d thought about sharing what was on his mind while they were driving back from dumping the body, but Teal was fractious. He was always that way once the Game was over, just as Kenney got sad, but Teal was more quarrelsome than usual. It might have been because, while Kenney would have another turn next year, Teal wouldn’t get to play for two years. As for Kenney, his melancholy was a product of a sense of anticlimax, made worse by the cleanup. He liked to fantasize about someone taking care of the bodies for them, but that was the preserve of wealthy Saudi sheikhs who could afford to pay to have journalists dismembered. Ordinary folks were forced to do the grunt work themselves.

He’d have to speak with Teal eventually, though. It would involve bending the rules, as once they were done with a girl they weren’t supposed to see each other again in that city, but Kenney regarded it as forgivable for once. There were minor breaches and major breaches, but one rule was sacrosanct: No Extracurricular Activities, and that rule, Kenney feared, had been broken once again.






CHAPTER VIII


Before visiting Ward Vose at Maine State Prison, I performed due diligence on the circumstances of his son’s death, aided by a file from Allen Atwood Alcock and the coverage of the case in the Maine Sunday Telegram and elsewhere. I also steeled myself to trawl social media and a couple of local news websites that flirted with disreputability, even going so far as to read the comments under their takes on the drowning, which was like wading through raw sewage inhabited by lower forms of life. Some of the input came from people who were, or claimed to be, former students-cum-inmates of Spero School. I made a note of their names, though at least one had already been called out as a fantasist. The majority had nothing particularly terrible to say about Spero, and one or two even said it had helped them straighten out their lives. Only one user, Domenure2627, was explicitly hostile, stating that staff had not intervened to prevent him from being bullied, physically and psychologically, by fellow students. Perhaps unsurprisingly, his allegations resulted in a pile-on, leading Domenure2627 to be bullied anew, after which he ceased to post. Still, I added his username to the list of people to talk to before returning to the main business of Scott Theriault.

Scott was born during one of his father’s earliest stints in prison, this one in the Northern State Correctional Facility in Newport, Vermont. All of Ward Vose’s prison time had been served in the Northeast, and he could have produced a comprehensive guide to the regional penal system had he put his mind to it. Because Vose eschewed violence, and Maine and New Hampshire didn’t have three-strike laws, he’d managed to avoid punitive sentences but had fallen foul of Maine’s habitual-offender driving law having, at various points over a five-year period, eluded an officer, passed a roadblock, driven to endanger, and operated after revocation. That he was arrested for the last of these while attempting to reach his son, who had broken out of Spero for the second time in as many weeks and contacted his father for help, cut no ice with the judge, which was why Vose was languishing in MSP.

Scott’s mother, Hailee Theriault, was just twenty when Scott was born, while Vose was six years older. The photographs of Hailee in Alcock’s file showed a redhead with a sprinter’s build and a face too hard to be pretty but interesting enough to be beautiful. She hadn’t changed much over the years and was now married to a successful realtor and state senator named Jerry Rakestraw who had an eye on a run for Congress in Maine’s Second District. The Second District, which encompassed more than 90 percent of the state, was overwhelmingly white, rural, and conservative, and it would be interesting to see how Rakestraw chose to frame the death of his stepson in light of his political ambitions. He was a natural politician, which wasn’t necessarily a compliment. He was doing his utmost to cling to the center, alienating neither the right nor the left, which meant the committed on both sides were suspicious while the waverers saw him as one of their own. Then again, Maine was a difficult state in which to campaign, and what appealed to the liberals in Portland and Augusta went down like the Hindenburg with the more conservative elements elsewhere. But those same rural voters were also prone to voting Democratic in congressional elections and Republican in presidential contests, with the governorship a coin toss. In Maine, Janus, the god of duality, was also the god of politics, so Rakestraw might have been onto something by straddling the fence, even if lately he’d begun pitching for the Fearful White Vote, since that was the way the wind was blowing.

Rakestraw married Hailee Theriault when Scott was nine years old, shortly before Rakestraw was first elected to the state senate. Hailee had since given birth to three children with Rakestraw, all much younger than their half sibling. In those early years, Rakestraw made a big deal of his family, including his stepson, and was rarely pictured without them. But slowly, Scott began to vanish from photographs, and by the time he reached his teens he wasn’t to be found in any. I noted the absence but didn’t rush to condemn. When I was a teenager, I had no desire to take my place in family photos either, which caused my mother and grandfather no small amount of frustration. Having a stepfather whose political career depended on demonstrating a commitment to family values would have placed a strain on any adolescent, never mind one as purportedly rebellious as Scott Theriault. Perhaps Rakestraw and his wife decided it was better to excuse him than have him spoil publicity opportunities. But even in those earlier photographs, Scott stood out from his half sisters for a reason other than his age and height: Ward Vose was the child of a Black woman and a white man, and his son’s biracial heritage was apparent.

Already I had quite the list of people to approach if I agreed to take on the investigation: Scott’s parents, Spero students past and present, the police, the chief medical examiner’s office—and that was just to begin with. According to Alcock’s paperwork, the Somerset County Sheriff’s Office and the Maine State Police had done what was required of them, and maybe more. The medical examiner’s report stated that Scott had alcohol in his system when he died. While the ME couldn’t be precise, Scott’s blood alcohol content would have been in the range of .10 to .15 percent, which meant his muscle coordination and reaction times were reduced and his reasoning and judgment impaired. A flask of bourbon had been stolen from the principal’s office on the night Scott left the school, and the operating assumption was that he had taken it, along with food from the kitchen, to sustain him. So what we had was a teenage boy becoming intoxicated and disoriented in the woods, before falling and drowning.

I called Alcock and asked him to advise the OCME that I was acting on behalf of a client, namely Scott Theriault’s father, and any assistance they might be able to provide would be appreciated. I had always found a succession of state medical examiners to be cooperative, but it never hurt to have a lawyer smooth the way. Alcock said he’d make the call immediately, but I gave him twenty minutes before following it up. I was put through to an assistant to the deputy chief medical examiner, who located a copy of the same report I had in front of me. After a little to-and-fro, he put me through to the new DCME herself. Her name was Asmara Saputri, and she was, as far as I knew, the first woman of Indonesian heritage to hold significant public office in the state of Maine. I’d met her only once, in passing. Even then, she’d looked at me in a concerned manner, for which she could hardly be blamed. I liked to think I’d earned my reputation.

“Mr. Parker,” she said now. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but a call from you immediately raises a red flag, or so my colleagues have warned me.”

“I have nothing but respect for the OCME,” I said. “Should anything terminal befall me, I can think of no better people to perform my autopsy.”

“That’s reassuring, and I promise we’ll do our very best for you. This is about Scott Theriault? If so, I should begin by saying that I did not perform the autopsy. That was my predecessor, the late Dr. Tutin.”

Humberto Tutin had died suddenly a few weeks earlier, from a heart attack, at the age of fifty-nine. Actually, it was his second heart attack, as the autopsy revealed. The first one was asymptomatic, so Tutin, unaware of the danger, had gone to play his usual weekly match at the Augusta Country Club and collapsed on the court. He was dead before the ambulance could reach him. Tales of asymptomatic heart attacks in someone’s late fifties were not destined to make me sleep any more soundly at night.

I told Dr. Saputri that I understood, and my question related to the break in Scott Theriault’s right leg.

“What about it?”

“It was very clean,” I said.

“Yes, a broken tibia. A person might not notice a hairline fracture of the tibia for a while, but Scott Theriault would have struggled to walk unsupported with that kind of injury.”

“If I’m interpreting the autopsy report correctly, Dr. Tutin suggested the force was vertical and down.”

“I see that.”

“Could a fall really have caused it?” I asked.

“It depends on the fall: if the leg became trapped, for instance, and the momentum carried the victim forward. But off the top of my head, that type of fracture is more common following an impact or a collision. I’ve seen it on the football field following a bad tackle.”

“You mean a boot landing on a shin?”

“Yes, just that,” said Saputri. “But in this case, Dr. Tutin identified irregular abrasions on the skin. His opinion was that the blow came from a rock or stone, a large one. Scott Theriault might have slipped, dislodging debris, some of which impacted on his lower right leg.”

“Unlucky for him.”

“Very.”

“Could it have been done deliberately?”

The pause that followed went on so long that I wondered if the line had gone dead.

“It’s possible,” said Saputri, “but I would be unwilling to go further.”

“As was Tutin.”

“I believe he was even more cautious about such matters than I am. I see no reason to contest the conclusion of accidental death. Do you have any evidence to suggest the injury might have been inflicted purposely?”

“None,” I said.

“Then why do you ask?”

“It’s what I do. If I didn’t, I’d be forced to find a real job.”

“That would be a bad thing, right?”

“It would be terrible. I’d have to set an alarm for the mornings.”

“It’s been interesting talking to you, Mr. Parker.”

“And to you, Dr. Saputri. Good luck in your new role.”

“And good luck with avoiding the autopsy table,” she said.

Which was kind of her.



THE SITUATION WITH SCOTT THERIAULT was complicated by the fact that his death wasn’t the only recent incident in the Kennebec Valley to occupy police time and the public imagination. A nineteen-year-old Bingham girl named Mallory Norton had gone missing shortly before the discovery of Scott’s body, and had yet to be found.

It was in the nature of crime in the internet age that social media commentators, podcasters, and all manner of prurient observers now waded into criminal investigations, muddying the waters. Police appeals for information, always crucial to inquiries, drew more attention than before, not all of it helpful. I doubted harried detectives would welcome me also sticking my nose in their case, but that wasn’t any reason not to do it.

While I was at my desk, I reached out to both the Maine State Police and the Somerset County Sheriff’s Office. Neither had anything more to add to the file on Scott Theriault, and when I brought up Mallory Norton’s name, I was told to mind my own business. But because I’m nothing if not obdurate, I called in a favor, which I might as well have left untouched. I learned only that Mallory’s phone had not turned up, and that it had ceased sending out a signal somewhere between The Forks and West Forks on the night she went missing. The phone records were subsequently accessed with a warrant, including all calls and texts. The MSP found nothing in them to indicate that Scott Theriault’s death and Mallory Norton’s disappearance were connected, but they were “keeping an open mind,” which was police-speak for a dead end, even if it hadn’t stopped some of the internet sleuths from yoking one case to the other. It made for a better story, and story was all. Either way, nobody expected Mallory Norton to be found alive.






CHAPTER IX


Roger Teal wasn’t in his room when Edward Kenney dropped by the hotel shortly after ten a.m., but neither had he checked out. Kenney left a message in a sealed envelope suggesting they meet at the Lager House on Michigan Avenue at two p.m., though Kenney added that he’d be there from earlier in the afternoon. He hoped Teal would realize it had to be important if Kenney, the most vigilant of all of them—and a stickler for the rules, as Mike Hurvich had learned in his final moments—was prepared to breach protocol in this way.

The Lager House had been around since Prohibition, during which it operated as a speakeasy under cover of a furniture outlet. By night it was a loud music joint, but it was quieter during the day and the beer was about the cheapest Kenney had ever come across in a major city. At two dollars for a can of Hamm’s, a man could get a decent buzz on for ten bucks and be close to incapacitated for twenty. But someone would have had to put a gun to Kenney’s head to make him drink more than one can of Hamm’s, let alone ten, so he ordered a Blue Moon and nursed it while watching YouTube and X videos on his phone and thinking about Nola Maddick, the woman from the previous night. In between watching footage of car chases and bar fights, Kenney browsed a few news websites, including the Detroit Free Press, Bridge Michigan, and MLive, but there was nothing yet about a missing Black woman.

The twenty-four and forty-eight-hour period before a person being officially acknowledged as missing was only so much baloney for TV shows and movies. Normally, any delay was due to friends or relatives assuming the subject would show up with a hangover or bedhead, looking either sick or sheepish; that, or they didn’t give a rat’s ass about the person one way or the other, unless they owed them money. Kenney hoped the latter would be true of Nola Maddick. They’d found nothing in her pocketbook but $23.92 in small bills and change, a driver’s license, a receipt for cheap clothing at Nice Price on Greenfield Road, one of a chain of local discount stores, and another receipt for even cheaper food at the Ever Fresh Market in Dearborn. The driver’s license gave her address as Dearborn, so she’d been out of her home territory when Kenney and Teal picked her up. She might have had a boyfriend or girlfriend close to the center of town, Kenney thought, or she could have been a hooker, as her body was more worn than he’d expected. Oddly, the pocketbook hadn’t contained car keys, so however Maddick managed to get to Fishkorn from Dearborn, it wasn’t in her own vehicle.

All things considered, Kenney was inclined to take a positive view, especially with no car to link Maddick to the area from which they’d snatched her. The Game had been played as close to textbook as they could manage. Like any sport, the Game involved an element of chance, and three or four times the players had been forced to leave a city unfulfilled, at which point the options were to reschedule or let the Game go for that year. Nobody had ever yet gone for the second choice, the risks associated with trying again only adding to the pleasure.

But one or two facets of the night’s events nagged at Kenney. Until they’d really gotten into it, and the blood had begun to flow, his impression was that Maddick was more angry than frightened. She had a core of steel to her that took the two men time to break. Also, on reflection, worn wasn’t the right word to describe her. Rather, she might have been older than her license indicated, which meant it could have been fake. She was muscular, too; well built for her height, but not fat.

Kenney was distracted by Teal’s arrival. Teal looked weary; his exertions had caught up with him. Kenney wondered where he’d been earlier. He’d hardly gone sightseeing. The center of Detroit might have been undergoing a kind of renaissance, but that revival was progressive, and starting from a low mark.

Teal slumped into the chair opposite Kenney and ordered a Foggy Geezer, a fancy IPA in a can. The music in the background was set at the perfect volume for Kenney’s purpose: loud enough for them not to be overheard, but not so loud that they couldn’t hear each other. Kenney waited while the server went to get Teal’s drink. The can, when it arrived, was a nineteen-ounce monster, and the beer came in at 7.3 percent ABV.

“That’s strong stuff,” said Kenney. “I’d need a ride home after.”

“I walked here,” said Teal. “I wanted some air.”

“You won’t be walking back, or not in a straight line. I can drop you.”

Teal didn’t jump at the offer, and Kenney knew why. They’d seen enough of each other, in every sense of the word, after what they’d done to the woman. It was one thing to get caught up in the moment, but another to come down from it. Even after so many years, it was better to process the backwash alone.

“Why are we here?” asked Teal.

“I’m worried.”

“About?”

“The Saint.”

No proper names. Better safe than sorry.

“Why?”

“Something he let slip a week or so back.”

Teal glanced around. For a moment, Kenney believed he was checking that they were unobserved until Teal signalled to their server. She was young, and wide at the hips and chest but narrow at the waist. Kenney briefly entertained an image of her struggling against him.

“How’s the food here?” Teal asked her.

“It’s good. You like Cajun?”

“No.”

“Well, it’s still good. Have the Butcher Burger.”

“I’ll take it with fries.”

Teal raised an eyebrow at Kenney.

“You?”

“I’m not hungry,” said Kenney.

Teal shrugged.

“I’m not sharing,” he warned Kenney.

“You’re not listening either,” said Kenney once the server departed.

“Just get to the point. I want to eat, pick up my bag from the hotel, and be gone from here. I never liked the Midwest. It’s too far from the sea.” Teal lifted his beer again.

“Hey!”

Kenney spoke with an edge, compelling Teal to focus, however much he might have preferred not to. Kenney looked soft, and more than one man had mistakenly judged him to be an easy mark, but he was rock solid, and ruthless with it. Teal had witnessed that with his own eyes, as recently as the previous night. But Kenney’s wife and kids adored him, which meant he was very good at keeping this other side of himself hidden.

“Yes,” said Teal. “I hear you. You’re worried. About what?”

“Scott Theriault. And Mallory Norton.”

Now Kenney had Teal’s attention.

“Theriault drowned.”

“So they say. And the girl?”

“Still missing.”

“She’s the Saint’s type. He likes them slim and dark.”

Teal knew that was true. Kenney liked them soft, while the Saint preferred the bones to barely have skin on them. He said it made them easier to snap.

“It doesn’t mean he took her.”

“Hear me out,” said Kenney.

Teal did. When Kenney was done, Teal said: “Were you planning on asking him straight?”

Kenney didn’t reply, because the server had come back with silverware for Teal and a second set for Kenney, “should you change your mind.”

Kenny glared at her.

“I said I wasn’t fucking hungry.”

The server took the second set away, but not before giving Kenney the old stink eye.

“Why did you have to make a big thing of it?” Teal asked.

“Because she, like you, didn’t listen the first time.”

“You’re going to give yourself a stroke, you know that?”

“No, other people are going to give me a stroke, but only if I allow them.”

Teal drank his IPA. Kenney swallowed the last of his Blue Moon. They said nothing more until the food arrived. This time, the server didn’t even bother looking at Kenney and didn’t inquire whether he wanted another beer. As it happened, Kenney wasn’t in the mood for another drink, but it would have been polite of her to ask. It was also what she was being paid to do. Kenney had another flash of the server in pain. These were dangerous thoughts. If he wasn’t careful, he’d end up breaking the cardinal rule, which brought him back to why they were here.

Teal tried a french fry.

“I asked if you were planning to confront him.”
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