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Praise for
The Killing Moon

“Gripping . . . thoroughly enjoyable . . . Hogan’s theme of a small town harboring dark secrets is an addictive one that allows the reader to swallow the book in just one sitting.”

—Richmond Times-Dispatch

“Hogan delivers plenty of excitement. . . . At his best, Hogan will remind readers of Lee Child and Stephen Hunter.”

—Booklist

“The story displays a full array of compelling crime-story elements—forensics, sexual predation, methamphetamine dealers, romance, and even septic tanks.”

—Boston Common Magazine

“Convincingly and movingly brings alive the dying Massachusetts community of Black Falls. . . . Strong characters and a memorable setting.”

—Publishers Weekly

“The Boston area has long been fodder for quality crime fiction, including Robert B. Parker, Linda Barnes, Dennis Lehane, and Chris Mooney. Chuck Hogan . . . cements his bid for inclusion on this literary family tree with a thoughtful, moody thriller about small-town secrets.”

—Baltimore Sun

Praise for nationally bestselling author Chuck Hogan’s
crime-fiction blockbuster
Prince of Thieves

“Hogan excels at creating the over-the-top adrenaline rush of heists, heart-stopping chases, and gun battles . . . this book finds a place in my list of favorite books ever.”

—The Boston Globe

“First rate.”

—The Washington Post

“A rich narrative of friendship, young love, and mounting suspense. On each season’s fiction list, if you are lucky, there are one or two books that live up to the advance hype. Prince of Thieves is such a book.”

—Stephen King

“[A] moody, resonant thriller.”

—Booklist (starred review)

“Engaging reading . . . grittily realistic action sequences.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Chuck Hogan is a superb writer, and his Prince of Thieves is a grand novel peopled with believable characters in heart-wrenching scenes that throb with masterful suspense. This is simply great fiction that should not be missed.”

—Ed McBain

“Smart, speedy, and stylish—a literary Pulp Fiction.”

—Jeffery Deaver, author of The Cold Moon

“A fine literary effort . . . [with] layered characters and nuanced prose. . . . A story fueled by human relationships.”

—Rocky Mountain News

Praise for
The Blood Artists

“A masterfully suspenseful, character-driven potboiler paced with humor, shamelessly gratuitous destruction, and Grand Guignol gross-outs.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Gripping . . . so good that readers may need to keep reminding themselves there is no such thing as the Plainville virus.”

—Boston Herald

Praise for
The Standoff

“Absolutely smashing debut thriller . . . tense, frightening, and all too believable, a certified page-turner.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

“Beautifully paced . . . a heart-tugging subplot . . . brings an added edge of humanity to this finely crafted and compelling read.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Fast-paced, can’t-put-it-down page-turner . . . Hogan is so adept at capturing the complexity of character . . . heart-stopping intensity.”

—San Francisco Chronicle
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To my partner in crime,
and our three unindicted co-conspirators



        PART I


BLACK FALLS




        1

        HELL ROAD

A CRACK, A SPRAY OF FLAME, and he dropped onto his back on the side of the dirt road.

Nothing made sense at first. Not the trees overhead, nor the dark sky. The gasping that would not fill his lungs.

He heard hissing and felt a great pressure easing in the center of his chest, a sensation like deflating, like shrinking back into boyhood.

His fight-or-flight response failed him, blunted by years of false alarms. In the end, his brain was unable to differentiate between legitimate trauma and the fire drill of another cheap high.

The forest was fleeing him on all sides. Light came up in his face that he did not realize was a flashlight; a bright, beaming presence he thought might be divine.

TEN MINUTES EARLIER, he had been so fully alive. Pushing his way through the snagging branches of the Borderlands State Forest, jogging at times, giddy as he followed the full and smiling moon through the treetops. Intensely alive, every part of him, as he had not felt in weeks or even months.

He was two full days beyond sleep, yet his thoughts remained hyperfocused and particular, his mind blazing pure blue flame (no flickers of orange tonight, no air in the line). The thrill of risk, of danger, was his spark and his fuel.

He knew these haunted woods so well because it was he who had once haunted them.

Running the Borderlands had been, back in high school, a weekend dare for popular seniors with new driver’s licenses: speeding their parents’ cars along the ungated fire road that sliced through the state forest like a nasty scar. A midnight rite of passage, marquee entertainment in a town full of nothing-to-do, this tiny rural map-smudge in the northwest corner of Massachusetts, a fading and forsaken hamlet named Black Falls.

He had longed to participate, to be included as a passenger among a carload of screaming teenagers tearing through the forest. Stopping short on the access road, cutting the headlights, soaking in total blackness for an extra thrill. The stuff of roller coasters and horror movies.

But he was a strange young boy who had grown still stranger in adolescence. An outcast. One whom the others would never, repeat, never invite.

And indeed, he was different. More than any of them knew.

That was how he got the idea.

He still had loads of makeup left over from Halloween. He knew a thing or two about theatricality, about costumes, about the importance of performance. The mask and the reveal.

Word of the black-haired ghoul on the fire road blazed through school that week. Darting out of the trees with screaming eyes and a gaping black smile. The thrill seekers who returned the following weekend were disappointed by a no-show, until the creature’s notoriety exploded full force the weekend after that, with a dramatic reappearance said to have fouled the undergarments of a varsity running back.

The next week, no apparition, only the discovery of a blood-soaked shirt dripping from a low tree branch. Two more weeks passed, kids racing their fears with no payoff, until the demonic ghoul appeared yet again, this time hurling a severed human head (a hollowed-out cantaloupe larded with a mixture of Karo syrup and red food coloring) into a passing windshield, where it exploded with gore.

The legend of Hell Road had been born.

He camped there on weekend nights when the Thing in the Woods materialized, and even some nights when It didn’t: watching the headlights shoot through the Borderlands, his classmates alive to the danger, begging for some appalling shock to jolt them out of their tedious small-town existence. But they were merely flirting with death, whereas he was downright smitten.

Never once had he been afraid in these woods. He found only calm here. A haunted teenager sleeping in a haunted forest, he felt consoled.

That was how he navigated this night without flashlight or fear, following one of his old tree paths to the impending rendezvous on Hell Road. He had suffered all day in anticipation of this moment, opening himself to the forest now, to whatever this night would bring. The secret of the mystery man about to be exposed.

He had even worn his costume, updated through the years, including his hair. The night heat was oppressive, but he had no choice in the matter. It was not a disguise he wore, but a manifestation.

Not a mask, but a reveal.

Secrets were a thing he fed upon. A blood meal to him, a thing he craved. That sustained him.

But to Maddox he had made certain promises, some of which he might even keep. He was trying to be good. He actually was.

Illicit, not illegal, the midnight encounter of two like-minded souls of consensual age in the deep, dark forest. Adventurous, yes, and mysterious, and spectacularly dangerous—but perfectly legal.

He was hopeful, always. Of meeting a true soul mate. Of finding one person out there who understood him. His whims and eccentricities. He did believe, from their chats, that this mystery man in fact knew who he was, and evidently was okay with that. Which was a start. It would save him from getting beat up at least. Mystery Man even referred to their rendezvous point as “Hell Road,” so he had to be a local.

Regardless, it had given him something to dream about. Something to look forward to. A reason to go tripping through the forest yet again.

Night, bring me what you will.

THAT WAS WHAT he had been thinking as he emerged onto the hard dirt pack of the moonlit fire road. And what he thought now as the light flooded his eyes, and he expelled a final, gusty sigh, settling deeply and comfortably into the ground as though it were a child’s soft mattress. He reverted to his best self, that innocent and unbroken young boy, exhausted at the end of another endless day of summer, surrendering to the moonlight and his secret dreams.



        2

        RIPSBAUGH

IT WAS THE BLUE LIGHTS that drew him.

Kane Ripsbaugh didn’t go around seeking out beauty in life. He had no poetry in his heart, no language for pretty things. He owned a septic service company and ran the town highway department and was loyal to his difficult wife. But police blues pulsing against the dark night: he doubted there was ever a more beautiful sight than that.

Ripsbaugh stopped his truck and killed the engine. He left the headlights on and looked out at the road in a squinting way that had nothing to do with the strange scene his lamps revealed. This was the way he looked at the world.

The cop out there, the new hire, Maddox, had his revolver drawn. He glanced into the headlights, then backed off from the big deer dying in the road.

Ripsbaugh climbed out and down, his boots hitting the pavement. As the head of Black Falls’ highway department, a hurt deer blocking the road was as much his business as anyone else’s.

“You all right?” he asked Maddox, walking up on him slow.

“Yeah,” said Maddox, looking anything but. “Fine.”

Ripsbaugh watched the deer try to lift its head. Its hooves scraped at the pavement, blood glistening on its muzzle and ears. The stick casting a jagged shadow near its head was not a stick at all but a broken antler.

Some fifty yards down the road, Maddox’s patrol car was pulled over onto the shoulder. The driver’s side door was open.

Maddox started to talk. “I was driving past the falls. The spray washed over my car, so I hit the wipers. The road ahead was clear. All of a sudden, bam! Car jerks left—not a swerve like I was losing control, but like the car had been shoved. I realized I hadn’t hit anything. Something hit me.”

He talked it through, still trying to piece together what had happened, the memory of the incident and its impact as fresh to him as an echo.

“I slam on the brakes finally, stopping down there. Red smoke everywhere, but it was just road grit swirling up in my brake lights. I get out. I hear this sound like scraping, a sound I can’t understand. The dust settled . . . and here it is.”

Ripsbaugh looked into the trees. Edge Road was so named because it traced the treeline of the Borderlands State Forest. “How’s your unit look?”

“Rear right passenger door’s pushed in.” He was starting to shake off the shock. “I never heard of that. A deer broadsiding a moving car?”

“Better that than getting up into your windshield.”

Maddox nodded, realizing how close he had come to death. His turn to look into the trees. “Something must have spooked it.”

Ripsbaugh looked him over, his blue jeans and hiking boots. The town couldn’t afford regular uniforms anymore, so the six-man force wore white knit jerseys with POLICE embroidered in blue over their hearts, and black “BFPD” ball caps, making them look more like security guards than sworn lawmen. Snapped to Maddox’s belt were a chapped leather holster and a recycled badge. He held an old .38 in his hand.

The deer resumed its scratching, bucking its head against the asphalt. “Aw, Christ,” Maddox said, knowing what he had to do.

Maddox had grown up in Black Falls but he was no farm boy. He’d left to go to college some fifteen years ago and never returned until his mother passed away. That was six months ago now. No one had expected him to stay more than a day or two beyond the funeral, but here he was, a part-time auxiliary patrolman, a rookie at age thirty-three. That was about as much as anybody knew about him.

“All right,” Maddox said to the gun in his hand, and to the deer in the street.

Sometimes the mercy part of the kill shot is less for the suffering animal than for the man who can’t stand to watch it suffer.

“In the ear,” Ripsbaugh advised.

The animal flailed, sensing its impending execution, trying to get away. Maddox had to brace its strong neck with the tread of his hiking boot. He extended his gun arm with his palm open behind it.

The shot echoed.

The deer shuddered and lay still.

Maddox lurched back like a man losing his balance coming off the bottom rung of a ladder. He holstered his gun as though it were burning him, the piece still smoking at his hip. His hand wasn’t shaking, but he rubbed it as though it were.

Ripsbaugh walked to the deer. Maddox’s patrol car blues flashed deep within its dead round eye. “That was a good stance you had.”

Maddox breathed hard and deep. “What’s that?”

“Your stance. A good cop stance.”

“Yeah?” he said. He wasn’t quite present in the moment yet. “I guess.”

“They teach you that here?”

Maddox shook his head like he didn’t understand. “You a shooter?”

“Just going by what I see on TV.”

“Must be we watch the same shows, then.”

Ripsbaugh eyed him a little more closely now. “Must be.”

He gave Maddox a minute to get used to the idea of grabbing the deer’s hooves with his bare hands, then together they dragged the carcass off into the first row of trees, leaving a blood trail across the road.

“I’ll come back in the morning with my town truck,” said Ripsbaugh, “take him to the dump.”

Maddox eyed Ripsbaugh’s company rig. “You working late?”

“Fight with the wife. Came out to drive around, cool off.”

Maddox nodded, about the only way to respond to that. He was wiping his hands on his jeans, coming back more fully into himself now. “Well,” he said, “just another night in Black Falls.”

Ripsbaugh watched the amateur cop head back to his patrol car, silhouetted in flashing blue. He returned to his own truck, checked the bundle rolled tightly in the tarp in the rear bed, and started for home.
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        BUCKY

BUCKY PAIL—AT SERGEANT, the highest-ranking member of the Black Falls Police Department—leaned forward against the counter, stretching his back as he looked out through the front windows of the station, past the people gathering on Main Street to the coursing blue stripe of the wide-running Cold River. The sun sparkled off its surface as though the waterway were a vein of blue blood conveying shards of broken crystal through the county. As though anyone going wading in it would shred their legs of flesh. Would find themselves standing on shins of pure bone.

This was what Bucky was grinning about when Walter Heavey walked in.

Heavey looked surprised to see Bucky up at the front desk. He hesitated a stutter-step before continuing forward, the man’s skin fishy white, his hair clown orange. He wore the same red jersey he always wore, bearing the three-oval State Farm Insurance symbol of his employer.

“What’s up, Walt?” said Bucky, not bothering to straighten.

“I’m here to report something.”

“Okay. Shoot.”

Heavey had wanted someone else to be there, anyone else. Knowing this, seeing the dread on Heavey’s face, gave Bucky a little lift.

Heavey said, “I heard a gunshot overnight.”

“Okay.” This was going to be good. “When-abouts and where?”

“It was last night. Late. Out in the Borderlands, behind my place.”

“Borderlands, huh? Woke you up?”

“It did wake me up, yes. But I wasn’t dreaming.”

“Mrs. Heavey had a bout of the gas, maybe?”

Bucky took Heavey’s shocked stare and savored it, anger blushing the man’s ridiculously fair face, further whitening his white eyebrows. Appearances alone, Bucky had zero respect for this guy.

“Okay,” said Bucky, Heavey too flustered to respond. “So. A gunshot.”

“I got kids in my house, Sergeant Pail. Three boys. I’m not . . . this isn’t fooling around. What’s it got to take for you to look into these things?”

Bucky nodded and kept up his grin. Kids. Kids weaken people. Not that Heavey had all that far to fall in the first place, but now the entire world was a white-hot threat to his precious offspring, all broken glass and sharp edges. Three tubby eight-year-old boys, identical triplets, all clown-heads like him. Piling out of the circus ambulance minivan with their Fat Lady mother huffing after them.

A comedy. A sideshow. And when something strikes you as funny, you smile.

Bucky said, “Is it that witch back sniffing around your boys again?”

Heavey was stewing and stammering now. “I never said it was a witch. I said she looked like a witch.”

Kids are a sex-change operation. Turn a man right into a woman.

“Maybe,” Heavey went on, “what I need to do is call the state police.”

Bucky grinned again, harder this time, curling it a bit. Relishing Heavey’s attempt at moxie. “See, it don’t work like that, Walt. We don’t answer to the staties, they’re not our bosses. Completely different thing. I bet they couldn’t even find Black Falls on a map.” Bucky straightened, using the step-up height advantage of the front counter. “But you go ahead and call them if you want, with your complaints about gunshots and witches trying to steal your kids—”

“Complaints?” Heavey looked around like he was on a hidden camera. “Shoe prints in my yard? Gunfire in the woods? These aren’t complaints. These are reports.”

Eddie wandered out of the back hallway behind Bucky, chewing on an apple. “What’s up?”

Eddie was two inches taller and two years older than his brother, but it was Bucky who was in charge, and had been ever since they were kids. Eddie’s hair was straw blond to Bucky’s dirty brown, but facially, especially in the tight eyes, there was no mistaking the Pail brand. Eddie ate green apples one after another like a horse, in big, choking bites—core, seeds, stem, and all.

Eddie would never have bothered showing his face out here just to help. He knew something about this. Bucky said, “Walt here thinks he heard something in the Borderlands last night.”

“Not ‘thinks,’” said Heavey. “It was a gunshot. The crack of a handgun. I heard it carry.”

Chock-hunk. Eddie said to Bucky, his mouth full, “That was Maddox.”

Just hearing the name changed the weather in Bucky’s head from overcast to threatening. “What are you talking about?”

“Hit a deer last night.” Eddie examined the apple like it was a kill. Chock-hunk. Bucky hated watching his brother eat. “Had to put it down in the middle of the road.”

Bucky also hated these rare occasions when Eddie knew something Bucky did not. “What road?”

“Edge Road. Out by the falls.”

Heavey was shaking his head. “I heard it in the woods behind my house.”

“Sound carries,” said Bucky. “You said so yourself. You live on Edge.”

“At the other end from the falls. The shot I heard came from the woods.”

Clown Man wasn’t going to budge. Why was Bucky wasting his time with this anyway? “Okay then, Walt. We’ll be sure and follow up on it.”

“How so?”

Bucky stopped. He cocked his head at him. “What’s that, Walt?”

Heavey backed down, just a little. Just enough. “I asked how so?”

Bucky said, referring to brother Eddie, “Patrolman Pail here will swing by Edge Road after the parade.”

Eddie took another apple bite, chock-hunk. “No, I won’t.”

Bucky said, “Enjoy the parade, Walt.”

Heavey turned, livid, and pushed out through the screen door to the front porch, starting away. Bucky imagined him doing so in big, floppy clown shoes.

“Heavey on the rag again?” said Eddie.

Bucky looked at him chewing. “Most people don’t eat the stem, you know. They leave that last little bit.”

“Gives me something to chew on,” he said, as Bucky started past him down the back hall. “Hey. I don’t actually have to go out there to Heavey’s, do I?”

Bucky’s focus was on Maddox now. “I don’t give a fuck what you do.”

He banged out the rear door, slowing at the top of the back steps, finding the others gathered around Maddox’s patrol car in the center of the dirt lot.

Without looking, Bucky was aware of Maddox standing apart from them, and also aware that Maddox was aware of him. A reverse magnetism had developed between them.

“What’s this, now?” said Bucky, coming down off the steps.

Mort Lees, who was third in seniority after Bucky and Eddie, straightened near the rear left passenger door. He and Eddie had run around together all through high school, Mort being the tougher of the two. “Buck, check this out. Deer rammed Maddox’s unit.”

Bucky went around the patrol car. The door was pushed in good, but he didn’t reach out and feel it like the rest. He wouldn’t give Maddox the satisfaction.

He looked over at the part-time rookie, and just by the way Maddox was standing thought he seemed more confident. Like Maddox was becoming one of the boys. Bucky felt camaraderie blooming here.

He would not ask to hear Maddox’s thrilling deer story. He didn’t fall in love so easy. Instead he focused on the trunk of the spare patrol car behind Maddox, which was open. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Maddox had a box of road flares in his hands. “Moving my stuff into the extra car.”

Bucky shook his head nice and slow. “For emergencies only.”

Maddox stared like he didn’t understand. “Mort took it when his windshield glass got that thread crack in the corner.”

“See, that’s a safety issue there. Windshield. Yours is just body-work, cosmetic. Bang out that dent if you want, but do it on your own time.”

The police department budget was a joke. Black Falls was a piss-poor town struggling to afford Bucky and Eddie full-time. No money existed for their uniforms beyond T-shirts and ball caps; no paid vacations for anyone; no overtime and no paid details. Bucky and Eddie were the only ones who rated health insurance coverage, which both of them had declined, opting to leave their contributions in their paychecks, their salaries measuring out to a measly $7.85 hourly wage.

But there were other advantages to running a town. A smart cop could more than make up for the pay discrepancy on the side. That was where the real benefits of the job were: out on the fringe.

The patrol cars were puttering ’92 and ’93 Fords. Bucky’s had more than 140,000 miles. And since February they had been paying to gas up their own vehicles. They already bought their own weapons and ammo. And anything that broke inside the outmoded station was theirs to repair.

But then Maddox swept back to town, and old man Pinty strong-armed his fellow selectmen, somehow finding enough money in the budget to hire on another thirty-six-hour-a-week cop with no qualifications whatsoever. Because Maddox was a legacy, because the man’s father had been Pinty’s partner once upon a time and, oh yeah, had been stupid enough to get himself killed in the line of duty in such a sleepy town as this.

That Maddox was Pinty’s special hire here was a little too obvious. Transparent, the old man trying to hold on to the police force, forgetting that he had retired ten years ago and that his time had long, long since passed.

“Heavey heard Maddox’s deer shot,” Eddie announced to the others. “Dumb cluck thought the gun went off in his own backyard. Wants round-the-clock surveillance.”

Bart Stokes, the fourth cop, thinner and dumber than the rest, said, “Guy needs to buy himself a pair of long pants and some balls.”

Bucky asked, “Where’s this deer now?”

Maddox’s eyes and mouth were tighter as he responded. “Off the side of the road. Ripsbaugh said he’d pick it up today.”

“Mmm,” said Ullard, the fifth cop, the joker of the bunch, rubbing his chubby hands together. “Venison stew all week at the Ripsbaughs’.”

Stokes said, “Five bucks he mounts the head. Trophy of a retarded deer.”

Ullard said, “You’d mount a retarded deer for five bucks.”

Stokes reached out to push Ullard as the others laughed. All except Bucky. And Maddox.

Bucky said, “Show and Tell’s over. Maddox, you got some forms to fill out.”

“Forms?” he said.

“Vehicle damage report. And discharge of a firearm. Tell you what, why don’t you write me up a full report on the whole thing.”

Maddox checked this with the others. “Write you the report, Bucky?”

“As your senior-ranking sergeant.” Bucky didn’t like the look he was getting, the attitude. “And for future reference, deer hunter? ‘Bucky’ is what friends call me. You can stick with ‘Sarge.’”

That woke up the others. Bucky was pretty much done waiting for Maddox to get bored of working his three-a-week, twelve-hour graveyard shifts all by his lonesome. Done waiting for him to sell his dead mother’s house and move the hell out of Black Falls. If Maddox was entertaining any real-cop dreams and thinking he might catch on here full-time, then maybe he was stupider than Bucky knew.

But no. Maddox was anything but stupid. That was the thing. Maddox was too smart, he was too sure, and he kept things inside. Most of all, he had a knack for being around when things happened. The sort of knack that could get a man into trouble.

Bucky looked at the others. “The parade extravaganza ready?”

Maddox was in the dark about that. No one had told him about the parade plans.

“Ready, Bucky,” said Stokes.

The way Stokes accentuated the “Bucky” was exactly what Bucky wanted to hear. Rally these idiots, keep the station house lines drawn. Chase Maddox off the force, and then run this town exactly as he pleased, with no one trying to peek over his shoulder. Better careful than sorry.

Bucky said, “Maddox, you’re on parade duty. The rest of us? We got some marching to do.”
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        HEAVEY

GAYLE UNFOLDED HER OVERSIZED sunglasses and said to him, “Walter, please. We came for a parade.”

And she was right. Here he was snapping at his boys, taking it out on them. The parade was about to start, and why should he let the Pail brothers ruin the town holiday, such as it was?

Because that pair of no-brains had laughed at him.

Neanderthals. With their trademark Pail eyes peering out from deep inside their skulls, tramp eyes, Bucky with his oh-so-clever grin and Eddie with his toothy smile. Menaces. In any other town, those two would be pumping Walter Heavey’s gas or mowing his lawn.

Imagine if a protected species like a bald eagle or a spotted owl knew it was protected. Knew it could peck at your eyes and ears and turd on your face and there was not a damn thing you could do—because if you so much as raised a hand against it, into jail you would go. Now give that protected species loaded guns and powers of arrest.

He reached for his sons’ whiffled heads, Wallace, Walker, and Waldo, their orange fuzz bristling. If those Pails ever tried to humiliate Walter Heavey in front of his boys . . .

“The gall of that punk, Gayle. By God. Something’s got to give.”

Her hand fell to her side, her charm bracelet and its three identical silver heads jangling as she communicated her aggravation with a sigh. “So let’s move then, Walter.”

She lobbed this bomb at him every once in a while, but she was the one who could never part with the house, having sunk so much time and energy into decorating it to her liking. But he played his part. “Move where? Where else are we going to find a house as big as ours with as much acreage as we have for what we’d get in this market? At this tax rate? Take it from a man who knows,” he said, thumbing his State Farm Insurance shirt.

Gayle put her hand on his arm, the immediacy of her grip meant to silence him.

A black ball cap and white jersey moving up the sidewalk. Dark sunglasses. A Black Falls cop coming their way.

Walter Heavey felt his wife pulling the boys back from the sidewalk’s edge. It just wasn’t right. A family shouldn’t be wary of their own police force.

It was the new cop, Don Maddox. Maddox’s hiring had been little more than a bad joke, indicative of the whole sorry state of affairs here in Black Falls. Maddox was about as qualified to be a law officer as Walter Heavey was. The POLICE jersey he wore, a pair of sunglasses: Was that all it took? If Heavey traded shirts with Maddox, would Maddox be able to draw up a whole-life policy? Would he be able to decode an actuarial table at a glance? Walter Heavey was his company’s top performer in the region, remarkable when you factored in that State Farm didn’t even offer insurance products in his home state. His region encompassed southwestern New Hampshire, southern Vermont, and eastern New York State, a customer base he had built up over the past fifteen years—fifteen years while Maddox was doing . . . well, what, exactly?

Maybe Maddox could put on surgical scrubs and take out Walter Heavey’s appendix while he was at it.

Pinty was the one who had helped him catch on part-time with the police—another head-scratcher. If Pinty and Maddox went back such a long way, why would Pinty drop a friend into that pit of vipers?

“What now?” said Heavey, as Maddox came up. “You come for a chuckle too?”

Behind his dark glasses, Maddox acted confused. “I heard you heard a shot last night.”

“I know, I know. You put down a deer in the road, that was the shot I heard. Only, it wasn’t. The one I heard came from the Borderlands behind my house. The other direction.”

“You remember the time, by any chance?”

“I do. It woke me up and I checked the alarm clock. Nine minutes after midnight.”

Maddox looked around as though concerned someone might overhear their conversation. The turnout for the parade wasn’t amounting to much—a combination of hot July sun and general apathy. “The shot was all you heard?”

“All I heard, that’s right.”

“No voices, no yelling?”

“Nothing. And I listened.”

“Well, the timing seems about right,” said Maddox. “This deer, it came streaking out of the Borderlands, broadsided my patrol car headfirst. Going that fast, I figure something must have spooked it.”

This took a moment to settle in: Maddox believed him.

Maddox noticed the three boys looking up from behind their mother’s shielding hips. He bent down closer to their level. “Hey, there, guys. You ready for the parade?”

The boys crowded closer as though trying to climb back inside their mother.

Maddox straightened, his smile bearing a trace of regret. “Anyway, enjoy the day, folks,” he said.

Heavey said, “You’re going to check into it?”

“I’ll take a ride out on the fire road, I guess. Beyond that, I don’t know.”

“What about the shoe prints?”

That stopped Maddox from leaving, brought him back. “What shoe prints?”

“They didn’t tell you?”

“I work just three overnights a week, Mr. Heavey. They don’t give me a whole lotta help on the shift change.”

Heavey told him briefly about the woman in black. He liked the concern he saw on Maddox’s face. Liked it very much.

“Those shoe impressions still there?” said Maddox.

“Some, sure.”

“Think you can keep your boys from trampling them? I could stop by at the beginning of my shift tonight, before it gets dark.”

Heavey was speechless. A Black Falls cop actually listening to him. Willing to act.

Parade music started up, a prerecorded band march. Maddox glanced around again, leaving Heavey with the distinct impression that Maddox did not want to be seen talking to him. All to the better.

“Just you, then,” Heavey said. “I don’t want any of those others on my property.”



        5

        PINTY

THEY SAY RIVERS USUALLY divide towns, but not Black Falls. The town had grown up around an east-west crook in the south-flowing Cold River, forming a natural crease between the low farmlands to the south and the foothills rising in the north. The town got its name from a pair of waterfalls just up the river, the site of a massacre—so bloody the water was said to run black—of Pequoigs in 1676, at the height of the Indian Wars. The town was not officially incorporated until 1755, the criteria being a population financially capable of building its own Congregational church and supporting its own Congregational minister. A state law in 1831 separating church from state prompted the construction of a new town meeting site, a white clapboard building renovated in the mid-1960s, now resembling a side-by-side two-family house, the town offices on one side and the police station on the other.

That building, symmetrical beneath a round attic window like an always open, always staring eye, stood at the head of the T-shaped intersection of Main and Mill. Main Street represented the top bar of the T, accompanying Cold River in either direction. Number 8 Road, the fragment of an old Hartford-to-Montpelier mail route, shot northward from the western bar, narrowing as it snaked into the hills above town.

Mill Road ran south, being the trunk of the T, first as a low iron bridge spanning the summer-swift Cold River, then as a paved road hooking around the old Falls Paper Incorporated pulp mill, rotting on its river stilts.

About half of Black Falls’ 1,758 residents were clustered in the town center, in the old mill houses crowded along Main and Mill, crumbling brick tenements and company-built three-deckers with sagging roofs and slumping porches. The shuttering of the paper mill almost twenty years ago was largely to blame for the town’s current state of affairs. Black Falls had evolved from a trading post town in the eighteenth century to a farming town in the nineteenth century to a mill town in the twentieth. But even its proudest citizen had to admit that the twenty-first held little promise. The town wasn’t dying so much as it was disappearing. No supermarket. No traffic lights. No ATM. Mobile telephone reception was one bar at best, broadcast television reception almost nil, and the wait for cable television was currently twenty-five years and counting. As “globalization” evidently required paying customers, the modern world appeared willing to leave the town behind.

The town was hurting, financially, geographically, every which way. The community as a whole was depressed beyond simple economics. It was in the grip of a spiritual malaise from which there seemed no relief. The Mitchum County Chamber of Commerce guide referred to Black Falls as “once historic,” and Pinty didn’t even know what that meant, though the wording somehow seemed right.

Stavros Pintopolumanos leaned forward on his cane, the silver English grip familiar and smooth to his hand. With the bridge and the Cold River at his back, he looked across at what he considered to be the current source of the town’s ills. To Pinty, everything started and finished with the police department, the institution which had employed him most of his life and which he had helmed at the time of his retirement almost ten years before. He looked at the big flag atop the pole in front, its colors vibrant even when furrowed on a windless day. As a source of inspiration and a symbol of hope, it buoyed him. He had lived in the same small town all his life, with the notable exception of three years of service in the Korean War, and whenever he laid eyes on the flag hung properly and high, he felt a breeze lift his heart.

This was parade day, after all. Two hundred and fifty years of incorporation, and that wasn’t a birthday to let slip by unacknowledged. His hope that such an event might invigorate the town had already been dashed: the parade had started, and the center of town still didn’t seem ready for it. So many bare patches along the sidewalks that families should have been filling. But then the Cub Scouts came marching, with their troop flag and their den mothers, and all Pinty could do was smile.

The other two selectmen followed: Parker Harris, the elementary school principal, pulling a boom box in a red Radio Flyer wagon, playing a Sousa march; and Bobby Loom, known as Big Bobby, proprietor of the Gas-Gulp-’N-Go, the minimart filling station a half mile west on Main. Big Bobby was scattering wrapped bubble gum and Dum Dums to the children. Pinty would have been out there with them as the third town selectman, were it not for his hips. He tap-tapped his cane nub on the sidewalk as they marched past.

Pinty saw Donny Maddox coming toward him along the sidewalk and felt a lift similar to the one he’d experienced looking up at the flag. Hope, mainly. But Pinty had learned in life not to hope too hard.

Donny stopped next to him, facing the parade. “Not up to it today?”

“Today’s a good day,” said Pinty, patting his hip. “Not a bad day.”

“How about a chair?”

“Never would get up out of it.”

“I’d have built a float for you, if I’d known. Sit you up there on a throne.”

“I would like that. That’s about my style.”

“This town should throw you a parade. They will, someday.” Donny crossed his arms, implacable behind his sunglasses. “They better.”

Pinty smiled, not at Donny’s words, but at his respect. “Two hundred fifty years,” he said, gesturing at the parade like a symphony conductor demanding more out of an orchestra. “Older than the country itself. A hell of a long time.”

“Maybe too long,” said Maddox.

“Think of what all this land looked like to the colonists and trappers who first walked down from the hills.”

Maddox said, “Think of what the colonists and trappers must have looked like to the Pequoigs already settled here.”

That was Donny’s habit, his role, the town contrarian. Pinty never took it seriously, this rebelliousness Donny had held on to since his teens. Donny always thought he was too big for Black Falls. And when he was younger, he was right. He’d won the college scholarship, and everybody expected big things. Now, fifteen years later, he was back, and nobody knew what to make of him.

The town plow sander came rumbling along, sputtering its diesel exhaust. Black Falls’ two major municipal purchases in the past decade were: the new flag and pole, after 9/11; and the fork-bladed plow. No town in the Cold River Valley could survive winter without one of these immense road clearers.

Above the BLACK FALLS HIGHWAY DEPT. stenciled into the driver’s side door sat Kane Ripsbaugh, his bare, sun-chapped elbow jutting through the open window as he kept the angry-looking plow at an even five miles an hour. The word “highway” used to be defined as any public way, and showed that the department and its facilities—the garage farther east on Main, the salt and sand sheds, the town dump—dated back to the early days of the automobile.

Ripsbaugh was the one-man highway department, a position he had held for the last three decades. Some, such as Donny, would say that Ripsbaugh’s longevity was due to the job offering hard, physical work for little pay and zero prestige. But Pinty viewed Ripsbaugh’s role as an honorable one, and knew that Ripsbaugh did too. A town like Black Falls could not get by without a Kane Ripsbaugh. He was as day-to-day instrumental in its upkeep as was Pinty, though the two men could not have been more different. It was funny, to Pinty, how withdrawn Ripsbaugh was, that a man so devoted to his community could be so indifferent to his neighbors at the same time.

So it was indeed possible to love a place and not necessarily adore its people. This was something Pinty needed to communicate more successfully to Donny.

Donny said, “You notice who’s missing this morning?”

Pinty turned right away, looking down to the end of the parade route, the junction of Main and Number 8 Road. The house on the corner there was divided into twin apartments upstairs and down, with the upstairs tenant, who was also the owner, having the advantage of a large balcony built above the front door.

That was where Dillon Sinclair usually stood, leaning against the iron rail, dressed all in black like an undertaker, smoking hand-rolled cigarettes and watching the town pass below him.

Pinty noted the look of concern on Donny’s face. Pinty said, “It’s not like him to miss a parade.”

Black Falls was currently home to nine registered sex offenders, four Level 2s and five of the more dangerous Level 3s. This was a regional concern. Publicity generated by the sex offender registry was effectively chasing offenders from more populated, organized, and affluent towns into smaller, remote communities. Nine out of the top ten Massachusetts communities in sex offenders per resident were rural towns far west of Boston. Out of 351 total cities and towns statewide, tiny Black Falls ranked eighth.

Dell Stoddard went rolling past in his prized 1969 yellow Mustang convertible sponsored by Stoddard’s Auto Body, playing loud surfing music that in no way jibed with the mood of the moment or of the town. Two women in sun hats made their way along the sidewalk toward Pinty, Paula Mithers under a wide, curled brim of straw, followed by her grown daughter, Tracy, sporting a beat-to-hell cowgirl-style number. The mother wore a gardening shirt, Bermuda shorts, and muck boots fresh from the barn. The daughter wore an oversized T-shirt knotted at the waist and cutoff jean shorts, her knees and elbows grayed with dry mud.

The Mithers women raised llamas on a little farm over on Sam Lake. Middle-aged Paula had a face most would describe as handsome, etched with deep lines by sun and divorce, while twenty-two-year-old Tracy was sun-freckled and slim, petite yet somehow leggy, blond hair washing out of the back brim of her cowgirl hat.

“Hi, Chief Pinty,” said Tracy.

“Not ‘Chief,’ Tracy,” said Pinty, correcting her gently. “Just Pinty.”

She nodded and turned to smile at Donny. “Hi.”

Pinty said, “You know Donny, right?”

“I know Donny,” she said, and they shook hands, a loose-gripped, formal up-and-down. Donny was the first to let go, but Tracy was the first to look away.

Paula waved for Pinty’s attention. A deaf woman, she signed angrily, hands picking apart the air as though arranging her words letter by letter on an invisible board.

Pinty turned to Tracy, who looked sheepish and almost teenager-disappointed in her mother. She translated flatly: “‘Aren’t you going to do something about this?’”

Pinty looked back at Paula. “About what?”

Then he heard the Indian cry. It was the Black Falls Police Department come marching. Bucky Pail led the way, showing off an antique musket to the crowd and exhorting their cheers, while brother Eddie and the three others followed in tow, each gripping one handle on a rescue stretcher bearing a cigar store Indian. It was the wooden statue that greeted customers at Big Bobby’s Gas-Gulp-’N-Go, adorned now with a headdress of turkey feathers and bandaged in ketchup-stained gauze.

Some spectators joined in the jeering salute, though most, like Pinty, watched in stunned silence. He felt Donny stiffen next to him and reached out to hook his arm just as Donny started to move, holding him back.

“Don’t,” Pinty said.

Maddox held still, watched them pass. Pinty released his arm and returned both hands to the grip of his walking stick. He absorbed the ridiculous display because he had to, using it to feed his inner resolve, as he knew it was feeding Donny’s.

How had things gone so wrong since his retirement? The police department’s troubles began in earnest with the passing of Pinty’s successor, Cecil Pail, who looked like Johnny Cash but died like Elvis Presley, of a massive coronary inside the station john three years ago. Pail was by and large a good man, but foolish and half blind when it came to his sons, Bucky and Eddie, whom he indulged. He had elevated his boys to the only remaining full-time positions on the shrinking force, in part to keep a closer eye on them. Pinty and the other selectmen refused to promote from within, yet were unable to attract a suitable replacement at the salary offered, to a town with no budget for police uniforms. So the chief’s position remained vacant, and into this vacuum of power had risen Bucky Pail, with his brother at his right hand.

They stopped to rest in the middle of the intersection of Main and Mill, standing the bloodied Indian right out in front of the station, below the flag. Stokes swapped his ball cap and sunglasses for the headdress of turkey feathers, and the rest of them amused themselves posing for pictures like jackasses.

Pinty saw parents turning their kids away from the vulgar effigy.

“Pinty,” said Donny.

Pinty squeezed the handle of his walking stick and shook his head. “If I can take it,” he said, “you can too.”

Tracy Mithers looked at them, confused. Her mother signed something, her daughter refusing to translate it until Paula Mithers clapped and pointed angrily at Pinty and Donny.

Tracy could not look at either of them. “My mother says to say that . . . you are both a disgrace.”

Pinty watched Donny’s eyes go dead. Pinty tried to grab his arm again, but it was too much for Donny, seeing Pinty’s honor suffer like that. He pulled away and started off the curb toward the jackasses, Pinty calling after him, “Donny,” and then once again, as loud as he dared, “Donald.”

If Donny had one weakness, it was him: it was Pinty. What he felt he owed the old man. But Pinty didn’t mind playing possum, now that the plan was in action and there was finally some hope. The town had abided these overgrown punks for too long now. Pinty only hoped that Donny didn’t let them push him too far too soon.



        6

        MADDOX

MADDOX WAS TUNNELED IN. Bucky stood a few steps away from the spectacle, eyeballing the parade crowd through his dark shades, the old musket in his hands. Maddox remembered something from a college survey course on twentieth-century history about all despots having in common an innate knack for symbolism.

Maddox still carried pressure on his elbow from Pinty’s surprisingly strong grip as he went up to Bucky and said, “That’s enough.”

Bucky looked at him. Maddox was close enough to see his buzzard eyes through the tinted shades. Pure amusement. “You say something, rookie?”

Bucky’s intimidation came less from his size—he was big enough, but no bigger than Maddox—than from his eyes. Carny eyes, Maddox thought, assessing you while his dirty hands ripped your ticket, a guy with nothing in his life except dark thoughts. As a sergeant, Bucky outranked him, Maddox being just an auxiliary patrolman with the minimum 120 hours of in-house training. But Maddox could not stop himself. He could not stand by and let Pinty suffer this indignity. “I said it’s time to break it up. Move on.”

Bucky’s grin widened. He looked over at the others, including them in this, then checked back once more as though Maddox might be putting him on. “Hey, boys?” said Bucky, speaking through his grin. “Maddox here is shutting us down.”

“You put me on parade security,” Maddox said. “This is disturbing the peace. It’s time to move along.”

“Disturbing the peace?”

“You’re scaring kids.”

“Scaring kids?” said Bucky, gesturing at the bandaged statue with his musket. “This here’s a history lesson.” Bucky turned back in such a way that the long, thin barrel of the musket was directed right at Maddox’s gut. “This pop gun right here is a genuine Indian killer.”

Maddox grabbed the muzzle and shoved it backward so that the butt of the weapon jabbed Bucky in the ribs, then pointed the muzzle skyward.

Bucky’s eyes flared a moment behind his glasses—as shocked by Maddox’s impudence as he was by the speed of his reflexes—lips curling to reveal the savage lurking inside the grin.

Maddox saw how far he had overstepped then. Bucky shook his grinning head, barely able to contain himself, overwhelmed by this great gift. The chance to belittle and demean Maddox in public. To humble him in the crossroads of Black Falls.

The others spread out around him, Maddox having nowhere to go. His neck burned, not because he would lose this confrontation, but because he had allowed himself to be drawn into it in the first place. All the station house tensions came bubbling to the surface. He had crossed a line, and things would only get more difficult from here on in.

“If I got this straight,” said Bucky, “you’re saying if we don’t move our Injun friend here in a timely and forthright manner, you gonna cuff us all and take us in?” His half-clever smile fell away. “All by yourself?”

Maddox could not back down, and anyway, he wanted this too, more than anyone. He went cap brim to cap brim with Bucky, ready to jeopardize everything just to throw down with these goons.

A shadow fell across him. Maddox heard the prodding of the walking stick on pavement, and his heart simultaneously rose and fell.

“Hot one today, isn’t it, boys?” said Pinty, appearing at Maddox’s right shoulder.

Behind Bucky, Eddie Pail eased back. Even Bucky’s eyes flickered a little, the way a candle does when a door is opened.

Maddox said, still staring hard at Bucky, “This is nothing, Pinty.”

“Good,” said Pinty. “Because it just wouldn’t do to have Black Falls’ own sworn peacekeepers brawling in the center of town on its two-hundred-fiftieth birthday.”

Bucky pulled off his sunglasses, trying to turn his deep-eyed stare on Pinty, but it got him nowhere. As an elder statesman, Pinty still wielded a bit of moral authority.

“Now how about showing a little respect for the town and for yourselves,” said Pinty, crowbarring Maddox and Bucky apart with his walking stick, “and let’s everyone go on his merry way.”

Bucky backed off but his eyes would not let go of Maddox. His look said that someday Pinty wouldn’t be around to bail Maddox out.

Maddox banked that look, and the feeling it left him with, then turned away, part of him charging up like a battery, filling with new resolve. The other part of him remained pissed off, at himself, at the town, and even, he realized, at Pinty. Not for intervening. He was pissed off at Pinty for sticking with this backward town, for being the devoted captain who had to go down with this flooding ship.

The parade was breaking up now, a sad affair, more funereal than celebratory. Maddox cared little for the future of the town, but he cared about Pinty, who, to his mind, was the town. The aging Greek, seventy-one now, was a physical contradiction: barrel-chested on top and slender on the bottom, his waist and legs too small for the rest of him, carrying his weight like a vest of old muscle. As chief of police and town selectman, he had all but ruled Black Falls for the past quarter century. A benevolent dictator, the kind of man who mattered as much to a place as the place mattered to him. The decay of the police department haunted Pinty, his life’s second-greatest disappointment after the early death of his only son. A proud man, and tired, leaning heavily on his oak walking stick, Pinty’s last great gambit was to right the course of the police department before it was too late, to take the poison out of the well before it wiped out the entire town.
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