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For Jo Dickinson. Welcome to the fold…
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And oftentimes, to win us to our harm, The instruments of darkness tell us truths…

William Shakespeare, Macbeth








CHAPTER I


Moxie Castin was easy to underestimate, but only on first impression. He was overweight by the equivalent of a small child, didn’t use one word in public when five others were loitering nearby with nothing better to do, and had a taste for ties reminiscent of the markings of poisonous insects or the nightmares of LSD survivors. He subsisted largely on fried food, coffee, and the Maine soda that had given him his nickname, now long since passed into common usage: since he had been christened Oleg, Moxie sounded better to him. He lost cases, but not many, and his friends far outnumbered his enemies.

Currently, Moxie was sitting in a booth at Becky’s on Commercial, performing a vanishing act on his patented version of the Hobson’s Wharf Special, which basically meant changing “or” to “and” when it came to the options: hence, bacon and sausage, two pancakes and French toast, along with the requisite two eggs over easy, home fries, and regular toast. Any cardiologist who had yet to slip Moxie a business card was missing a trick.

He looked doubtfully at my dry toast and coffee as he squirted ketchup on his bacon.

“Are you trying to make me feel bad?” he said.

“That depends on how bad you already feel,” I said. “I wouldn’t want to be responsible for tipping you over the edge.”

“I get my heart checked regularly.”

“You get your heart restarted regularly. It’s not the same thing.”

“I ought to have met you after breakfast. You’re raining on my food parade.”

One sausage link, a slice of bacon, and half an egg met their fate while I was still lifting my coffee mug to my mouth. If I was ruining Moxie’s appetite, it probably just meant he wouldn’t be able to eat the plate.

“I have a new client,” he said.

“Congratulations.”

“It’s Colleen Clark.”

“I take it back.”

A week earlier, Colleen Clark had been questioned by the Portland PD in connection with the disappearance and suspected death of her two-year-old son, Henry. The actual evidence amounted to a bloodstained blanket discovered beneath the spare tire of her car ten days after the boy went missing and the testimony of her husband, Stephen, who told police that Colleen had been struggling with anger issues and depression. He had also, he claimed, discovered bruises on the child’s arms, which his wife attributed to Henry’s undeniably rambunctious nature; the boy was a little ball of energy, and when he wasn’t running, he was falling. Regardless, Stephen Clark had been on the verge of reporting his suspicions to the family physician when Henry disappeared.

As in every parent’s nightmare, Henry Clark had seemingly been abducted from his toddler bed while his mother was asleep in the next room and his father was away on a business trip to New York. An exhausted Colleen told investigators that she’d slept comparatively late on the morning in question. A night of undisturbed rest was a rarity for her, and on those occasions when Henry didn’t look for attention during the night, her body went into shutdown. She woke shortly after seven and went to check on her son, only to find the bed empty and the window standing open. She immediately searched the garden, in case he had somehow managed to climb out, before calling her husband, quickly followed by the police.

Both parents made appeals for Henry’s safe return, but it was noted by some observers that the husband was more tearful than his wife, who appeared oddly detached and unemotional. It didn’t matter that there was more than one way to respond to trauma, and shock and guilt could make mannequins of the best of us. The mob wanted a show, but only one of the actors was prepared to provide it. Within days, rumors were beginning to circulate. They were unfounded, but that was no obstacle, unfounded rumors being the best kind.

It was only after Stephen Clark persisted in raising his concerns about his wife with the police that her car was searched more thoroughly and the blanket found concealed in the well. Tests subsequently revealed it to be soaked with Henry’s blood. Colleen was interviewed by police without a lawyer present. She was convinced she didn’t need one, which, as any lawyer will tell you, is one of the signs that a person probably does. She denied all knowledge of how the blanket came to be in her car, although she did recognize it as one that had been given to the Clarks a few Christmases earlier. The blanket had been placed in storage in the attic because Colleen didn’t like it and would permit it to be put on display only when she knew the gifters might be coming to visit.

Even this little detail was added to the testimony being used to damn her in the popular imagination: her husband’s family had presented her with a nice blanket—expensive, too, not just a reject from the closeout shelves at Marshalls—but, ungrateful hypocrite that she was, she kept it hidden away from all eyes but theirs. Anonymous sources muttered disapprovingly about Colleen keeping herself to herself, of her failure to participate in joint community endeavors and her reluctance to join other young mothers for coffee, shopping trips, and stroller pushes at the Maine Mall. Thus a quiet, shy woman with better taste in furnishings than her in-laws, and with no fondness for the smell of mall disinfectant or Yankee Candle, was slowly transformed into a cold bitch capable of killing her son before concealing the body and concocting a fairy tale of child-snatching.

But Colleen stuck to her story, even as the police set about picking it apart, and the media reported on it every day, with the result that she was keeping the Maine newspaper industry afloat virtually singlehandedly. In addition, vloggers, amateur detectives, web sleuths, and would-be podcasters, along with protesters of various stripes and sympathies, continued to haunt her neighborhood. If some entrepreneur had set up a stall selling pitchforks and flaming torches, the picture would have been complete.

“You think she’s guilty?” asked Moxie, as he progressed to the French toast.

“I don’t have an opinion either way,” I said. “I only know what I’ve read.”

“So why the long face about adding her to the client list?”

“She’s a mother suspected of killing her child. Whoever represents her is in for a world of pain—which is not to say you’re wrong to take the case, just that it’ll bring the crazies down on you. But my understanding is that she hasn’t yet been charged with any crime.”

“She hasn’t,” said Moxie, “but she’s about to be: criminal restraint of a child younger than eight, a class C felony; kidnapping, a class A felony; and manslaughter, another class A felony. If convicted, she’s looking at thirty years on the class A charges, and that’s assuming she receives concurrent sentences; consecutive, and Christ will have returned to claim his kingdom before she gets out.”

“Why not murder?”

“I wouldn’t put it past the state, but they’d have to prove malice aforethought. They’re on safer waters with manslaughter, and the additional charges for ballast.”

“Difficult to prove all that without a body.”

“Difficult, but not impossible. They have the bloodstained blanket, the absence of an alibi, and public opinion is against her, which counts for something in a case like this. Justice may be blind, but it’s not deaf. Jury selection will be like picking daisies in a minefield.”

“Are you the first lawyer she’s consulted?”

“Does that tone suggest I should have been the last?”

By now Moxie’s plate was more than half empty, while I’d barely touched my toast. I’d ordered it so Moxie wouldn’t feel bad, but then I remembered that it took a lot to make Moxie feel bad.

“I think you’re becoming more sensitive to criticism as you get older,” I said. “Admittedly, you couldn’t become any more insensitive, but it’s still troubling.”

Moxie speared the remaining sausage link. “You know I broke up with Sylvia, right?”

Moxie had been seeing a woman named Sylvia Drake for a couple of months. She was an attractive older brunette, but if she ever met a bottle of booze she didn’t like, she’d buried the evidence deep. She wasn’t an alcoholic, though she tended to cease drinking at least one glass after she should have, and possessed only two voice settings: loud and too loud. I’d spent an evening with both of them a while back. It had been a testing experience.

Moxie had a string of ex-wives and never wanted for female company, even if none of the girlfriends ever remained on his books for long. Sylvia Drake would soon be replaced by another glamorous figure in her middle years, with some easily identifiable flaw that Moxie would later use to justify casting her aside, albeit with murmurs of regret. Interestingly, these women never held grudges against him, and a few even met up regularly for dinner and drinks, like an informal support group. Moxie would sometimes join them for a late cocktail. If I claimed to understand any of this, I’d be lying.

“I’m sorry to hear it,” I said.

“No, you’re not. I saw the look on your face when she fondled your ear at dinner.”

“Well, sorry in general terms. Insincere sorry.”

Moxie nibbled the final sausage, making it last.

“I have to admit, Sylvia ran to extremes,” he said.

This was true. Her idea of redecorating was probably to blow up the house.

“Are you comfort-eating to ease your pain?” I asked.

“I was,” said Moxie, as the sausage gave up the ghost, “but I stopped.”

“Thank God.”

“You were asking about Colleen Clark and lawyers. In answer to your question, no, she didn’t have legal representation before now because she says she’s innocent.”

“And innocent people don’t go to prison.”

“That’s right,” said Moxie. “I explained to her that anyone who thought like her would never be short of company, especially in prison.”

I held up my mug for a refill of coffee.

“Who told you that charges were coming down the track?”

“Doug Isles, through a third party.”

Isles was a retired prosecutor in Androscoggin County. He’d run unsuccessfully for higher office on a number of occasions—including pitches for district attorney and the state senate—before giving up to snipe from the sidelines in a weekly newspaper column. He wrote well, but didn’t admire anyone half as much as himself, and viewed the electorate’s failure to acknowledge his finer qualities as a political offense on par with the murder of Julius Caesar.

“Any particular reason why he felt compelled to do that?” I asked.

“For one thing, he’s a friend of Colleen’s mother. They went to school together.”

“Sweet of him,” I said, “and therefore out of character. I’ve read his columns.”

“Then you know he doesn’t like Becker or Nowak, and the whisper is that Becker will prosecute. So that’s the other thing.”

Erin Becker was the state’s assistant attorney general and a protégée of Paul Nowak, the current attorney general. Nowak was preparing a run for governor and grooming Becker to succeed him as AG. A case like Colleen Clark’s would garner a great deal of publicity for them both, but would benefit them only if she was convicted. If they were to lose, it would damage their reputations and hamper their ambitions, thus making Doug Isles happier on his plinth.

“Who advised Colleen Clark to contact you?”

“Isles provided Colleen and her mother with a list of names. Mine was on it.”

“Did you have to pitch hard?”

“I was the only one Colleen called. She wasn’t interested in the others.”

“Why is that?”

“Because of you,” said Moxie.

It was widely known that I did some work for Moxie. I occasionally accepted employment from other lawyers as well, but the difference with Moxie was that I both liked and trusted him, and had yet to refuse him my help.

“When will she be charged?” I said.

“Isles thinks they’ll come for her tomorrow. Becker’s people have quietly been laying the groundwork because Nowak doesn’t want any mistakes. They may offer Colleen a plea deal, but it won’t be generous, and there’ll be no room for negotiation. If they don’t get what they want, they’ll push for a speedy trial.”

“How does your client feel about that?”

“She won’t cop a plea,” said Moxie. “She says she didn’t harm her child.”

“Is this where I ask if you believe her?”

“It can be, and I’ll reply that I’m here to defend her, whatever she may or may not have done. Between us, I really don’t know for sure. My gut instinct is that she’s innocent, but I’d still be concerned about putting her on the stand. She’s not cold, exactly, but she is reserved. I think her reaction to pain is to internalize it before donning a mask to hide any stray feelings that might slip through.”

“What about her husband?”

“He’s convinced she did it, or he’s not convinced that she didn’t do it, which is nearly as bad.”

“Have you spoken to him?”

“Not yet, but she’s told me as much. Even if she hadn’t, his body language and attitude in front of the media would have given it away. They’re no longer living together, and Stephen Clark, or someone close to him, has been feeding details about their marriage to the press, although the scuttlebutt has dried up noticeably over the last few days.”

“Becker?” I said.

“That would be my view. She probably told Stephen to stop courting the peanut gallery in case the defense starts hollering about the Sixth Amendment, for all the good that would do.”

The Sixth Amendment guaranteed the right to a speedy and public trial, which theoretically included being defended from prejudicial information that might bias prospective jurors against the defendant, the media being more inclined to publish material leaked by the prosecution and law enforcement. In practice, sensationalized pre-trial descriptions of crimes and defendants, even the publication of legally excludable material, rarely led to a change of venue or affected the decisions of trial courts, but most legal professionals agreed that these factors could work against an impartial jury. If the case went to trial, the best Moxie could hope for would be to raise with the judge the issue of what had previously been said or published about his client, and use it on appeal in the event of a conviction.

“Erin Becker doesn’t like me,” I said. “Nowak isn’t a fan either.”

I’d learned from my contacts at the Special Investigations Unit, the Maine State Police’s licensing division, that renewed pressure had been applied to rescind my PI’s license. The source of that pressure was dual: the AG’s office and the Cumberland County DA. To its credit, the division hadn’t buckled so far, because I continued to fulfill the minimum requirements and my check always cleared. I had been forced to seek a new insurer for my obligatory general liability policy, but that was a consequence of bad publicity as much as anything else—or so I liked to believe. My new insurers had already been required to pay out for damage to the Braycott Arms, a dive hotel in town, in the course of a previous investigation. My broker told the insurers they were getting off lightly, although the words “so far” remained unspoken in the background.

“Neither Becker nor Nowak was liable to be helpful anyway,” said Moxie, “so don’t take it personally in the current instance. Anyway, your involvement may encourage them to behave properly. If they try to be clever, I have faith in your ability to spot it; and if they’ve missed something, you’ll find it.”

“I haven’t said that I’ll accept the job.”

“Haven’t you? I’m sure I heard differently. If you’re genuinely vacillating, take a ride by the Clark house and see what’s been done to it. I can give you the address.”

My earlier comments to Moxie were returning to haunt me. Whoever took Colleen Clark’s side was likely to suffer, if only in the short term, and sometimes I grew tired of looking at unfriendly faces. But a child was missing, and his mother was about to be dragged into the machinery of the law. It chewed people up, the innocent as well as the guilty, and called the result justice, but only a fool would accept that as true.

“I’ll take the address,” I said, “and the job.”

“There you go, repeating yourself.”

“What about the boy?”

“That blanket was drenched in his blood. It’s not inconceivable that he’s still alive, but it is improbable.” Moxie waved for the check. “Whatever the truth, we need to work on Colleen’s defense. If she didn’t do it—and like I said, my feeling is that she’s innocent—then someone has probably killed her son and is trying to destroy her into the bargain. That’s your territory, but it’ll have to sit alongside trial prep.”

The check arrived. Moxie paid in cash, and tipped generously.

“Does she have funds?”

“Colleen doesn’t have enough to pay for long-term legal representation, so her mother is picking up the tab. There’s still a mortgage on the house, and Colleen’s share from any sale won’t come to more than thirty or forty thousand. But her father was a gas executive, and left his wife in clover when he died. She doesn’t have a problem spending whatever is necessary to save her daughter, and perhaps find out what happened to her grandchild along the way.”

“Because one feeds into the other,” I said.

“If I can’t prove her innocent,” said Moxie, “proving someone else guilty will serve nearly as well.”

We stood to go. Moxie pulled a mask from his pocket and put it on to pass through the line of people by the door. The mask was black, with the words CALL MOXIE written on it in white, along with his number.

“I got a trunk full of these,” he said. “I’m determined to get some use out of them—and fuck what that CDC says about COVID, because I still wouldn’t want anyone north of Bangor coughing on me. And mark my words, there’ll be something else along soon enough. You know, if COVID had given people warts or facial blisters, every fucking person in this state would have been fighting for a jab and a hazmat suit. You want a box of these masks, just in case?”

“It’s tempting, but I think I’ll pass.”

“Well, if you change your mind, just ask. I’d offer to get some made up for you as well, because it pays to advertise, but they might make you look kind of conspicuous on a stakeout.”

The morning mist had matured to drizzle as we stepped outside. The lowering sky was the color of factory smoke, distant birds like charred fragments ascending.

“When can I talk to her?”

“Whenever you want. She’s at home. I told her she ought to move away for a while, but she refused. Not only is she quiet, she’s also stubborn as all hell. Takes after her mother. Colleen says she’s not going to let anyone drive her out.”

He looked sorrowful for a moment, even with his face partly obscured.

“Is that all there is to it?”

“No,” said Moxie. “She told me that she sleeps on the floor of her son’s room. I think she’s tormenting herself.”

A container ship made its way along the Fore River toward the Casco Bay Bridge. A solitary sailor stood on deck, but I couldn’t tell if he was looking forward or back, and the vessel was otherwise devoid of obvious crew. I glanced away for a moment, and when I turned back, the sailor was gone. Had the ship then plowed untended into the riverbank, I wouldn’t have been surprised.

“I take it you’ve already spoken with her at length?”

“I have, and my secretary has typed up the preliminary record. You can read it before you visit, if you think it’ll help.”

“I’ll wait,” I said.

Moxie’s notes would be useful, but the most interesting observations would be stored in his brain. We could compare notes later.

“Do you want me to come along with you?” said Moxie.

“No, I’ll speak with her alone first, if that’s okay with you.”

“If I had an issue with how you operate, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

We had reached Moxie’s car. I waited while he tried to locate the fob, the cut of all his suits long since ruined by years of storing keys, notebooks, and cell phones in pockets that were never meant to house anything thicker than a credit card. Moxie didn’t care. Even these aspects of his appearance, which seemingly spoke of a lack of attention, were carefully cultivated. Moxie’s whole existence was one long strategic play.

I thought about Colleen Clark and what was to come. I felt what I always did at such moments: the temptation to walk away, except I knew that if I did, I would never be able to retrieve what I’d lost.

“It’s going to be a bad one, isn’t it?” I said.

“I don’t think that boy is coming back,” said Moxie, “so it already is.”






CHAPTER II


Colleen Clark lived in the Rosemont area of Portland, not far from Dougherty Field. It was a locale in which one might have expected to find a prosperous young family, with all the advantages of suburban living while still being close to the center of the city. The Clark residence wouldn’t have been hard to identify even if Moxie hadn’t given me the street number: someone had daubed the words BABY KILLER on the front of the house in red paint. An attempt had been made to obscure it with whitewash, but the letters persisted in showing through. The drapes were drawn, no car stood in the driveway, and the garage door was closed. The front door was on the eastern side, away from the street. It was a peculiar arrangement, as though the plans had been misread, or the house had been dropped randomly on its plot from the air.

I parked a short distance away, but couldn’t see any sign of reporters. Perhaps the warning to Stephen Clark against engaging with the media had become a general advisory to the press and TV people themselves, now that a prosecution was imminent. It wouldn’t stop online trolls from posting their bile, but they preferred to operate from the safety and anonymity of their caves, and anyone who gave them attention deserved to have their electricity shut off. I was old-fashioned about reporting: if it wasn’t worth paying for, it wasn’t worth reading.

I spotted the patrol car just seconds before the officer at the wheel got out. His presence explained why the street was so quiet. Someone, possibly a resident with influence, had complained about the mob, and anyone who didn’t belong was now being sent on their way. Also, it wouldn’t look good if someone took it into their head to assault Colleen Clark, or not before a jury had the chance to find her guilty. I showed the cop my ID and explained that I’d been engaged by Colleen’s lawyer. I was now working on her behalf, so he’d be seeing a lot of me from here on out. He told me to wait while he confirmed this with Moxie and ran it by his superiors, before giving me the all-clear.

“When did that happen?” I asked, pointing to the ghost of the words on the wall.

“Two nights ago, before a car was assigned. We just started keeping an eye on the place this morning.”

“I may bring in someone of my own, no offense meant.”

“None taken. It’s not a glamour detail.”

I thanked him and headed for the house. I could, of course, have arranged to meet Colleen at Moxie’s office, but I wanted to observe her in her own environment and view the room from which her son had vanished. I didn’t expect to learn anything more than the police, but it was an important first step in understanding what might have taken place.

Moxie had supplied me with contact details for Colleen, including her new cell phone number, and promised to let her know that I was on my way. Regardless, I decided to call before knocking, because in her situation I’d have been cautious about opening my door to strangers. She picked up on the second ring. Her voice was very small, and I could almost see her preparing to flinch. New number or not, she’d probably received enough abuse to last two lifetimes. Whatever might happen in the future, it would be years before she heard a knock on the door, or the ringing of a phone, without her stomach tightening.

“My name is Parker,” I said. “I believe Moxie Castin told you I’d be calling.”

“Where are you?”

“Outside. I can be on your doorstep in ten seconds, if that’s not inconvenient.”

“It’s not inconvenient at all. I’ll be waiting.”

As I set foot on the Clark driveway, an elderly woman had appeared on the doorstep of the house next door, her arms folded and her face set like a sulky child’s. Her silver hair was cut close to the skull, revealing a hearing aid behind each ear.

“You from the police?” she said.

“No, I’m not.”

“Huh?”

“I said—”

“Huh?”

“I said, ‘I’m not the police!’ ”

It came out louder than I’d intended. The pilots of planes coming in to land at Portland Jetport now probably knew I wasn’t a cop.

“Who are you, then?”

I could have lied, or told her to mind her own business, but the police would already have spoken with her, which meant that I’d need to speak with her, too. As part of the preparation for a possible trial, I’d be following in the footsteps of the law like a delayed shadow.

“I’m a private investigator,” I said.

“Huh?”

I walked to the boundary hedge, where I could strike some balance between volume and mutual comprehension.

“I’m a private investigator.” I showed her my ID.

“I can’t read that,” she said. “I don’t have my glasses.”

“How about you just take my word for it?”

“I’ll just take your word for it,” she said.

If the situation hadn’t been so serious, I’d have been searching for a hidden camera.

“That’s very good of you.”

“You working for the Clark girl?” she asked. Seen up close, she had shrewd eyes, and the wiriness of a long-lived hound.

“I’m working for a lawyer,” I said neutrally.

“Her lawyer?”

I had to admire her persistence.

“Would that be a problem?”

“Not for me.”

“Then would you mind if I spoke with you later?”

“I wouldn’t mind at all. I’m not going anywhere. My name is Livonia Gammett, but you can call me Mrs. Gammett. If I get to know you, and decide I like you, I’ll consent to answering to Livvy.”

She prepared to go back into her house.

“And mind how you step,” she called over her shoulder. “They threw bags of excrement at her door during the night. I cleaned up most of it, but I can’t guarantee I got it all.”

Now I saw the stains on the driveway and the doorstep, although the door itself had been wiped clean. I could also smell disinfectant, and what it had been used to disguise. You didn’t have to look very hard to be disappointed by human beings. We were not all bad, just enough of us, although the rest had to work very hard to make up for that minority.

The door to the Clark house opened before I could ring the bell. The interior was dim and quiet. A woman’s pale face peered out at me, and I saw something familiar in it, like the spirit of someone I’d once known passing briefly through the body of another. Grief calls to grief, pain will find its echo, and sorrow, for all its idioms, is a universal language.

“Please come in,” said Colleen Clark.

I hesitated. The sense of loss was suffocating.

“Thank you,” I said, and joined her in the shadows.






CHAPTER III


Deep in the Maine woods, and distant from memory, if not quite forgotten, stood a house. It had been built back in 1912 from Sears Kit No. 174, at a cost of just under $1,500, or $300 less than the company’s estimate, in large part because no laborers needed to be hired, the family responsible for its purchase taking care of the construction. The excavated basement had never been finished, and the plasterwork had always been rudimentary at best, while the brick mantel and fireplace in the dining room began to crumble shortly after the house was completed, for reasons that were never satisfactorily established. The cedar shingles on the roof and porch had lasted well into the 1970s, when they finally began to surrender to moisture and the decay that came with it. Even then the deterioration was gradual, and might still have been arrested with proper maintenance. But nobody arrived to address the issue of preservation, and just enough was done to keep it standing and secure. No one had ever spent long in it—or no one had ever survived in it for long, which is not the same thing. No, not the same thing at all.

Kit No. 174 had originally been designed with a narrow lot in mind: 24 feet in width and 50 in length, give or take, which included the front porch. The kitchen was a 10-foot-square box and the two bedrooms on the second floor were not much larger. The parlor was grim, and the dining room could barely have accommodated a standard table and chairs. It was, therefore, an odd choice of model for a woodland site, particularly on a large acreage owned by those who would be assembling the kit house. Only marginal effort would have been required to cut down some trees to facilitate a larger footprint, which would also have allowed more light to penetrate, any dwelling being otherwise destined to exist in an umbrous zone. Yet that option had not been explored, and so, for more than a century, a slender house had occupied an attenuated lot in a woodland hollow upon which the sun shone only reluctantly, as though electing to be frugal about the expenditure of its rays on such a poor object.

A traveler coming across the house unexpectedly might have wondered why it had been constructed at all, so unwelcoming an aspect did it present. This traveler, in passing, might also have noted how, the lichen on the shingles apart, nature appeared to be keeping its distance from the habitation. No ivy climbed the walls, and no briars enmeshed the banisters and steps of the porch. Even the growth patterns of the surrounding trees had accommodated themselves to the intruder, adopting stratagems to avoid touching it with their branches, their extremities taking abnormal turns back upon themselves, like broken limbs poorly set.

And while the house spoke of neglect, it was no ruin. The windows were dirty but unbroken, obscured by wooden boards on the lower floor, and the beveled plate glass on the oak front door remained in place, if now hidden behind reinforced steel. Inside, the original yellow pine flooring had been repaired in spots, but was otherwise intact. The ceilings’ poor plaster hung on only in places, but whatever fell had been swept up and disposed of. Enough: always, just enough.

Would our traveler have been tempted to explore it further? No, they would not. Some places discourage curiosity. They trigger an ancient response, one that advises us not to linger, and perhaps not even to mention what we might have discovered. Pretend you were never here, a voice whispers, and it takes us a moment to realize that it is not our own. Be on your way. If you forget me, I might forget you in turn.

But there is no traveler, or if there ever was—an incautious person, or an inquisitive one—the ground has long since swallowed them up, and their grave lies unmarked. This is private land, and has been since early in the nineteenth century. Its trails are not for hikers or snowmobiles. Admonitions against trespass are posted on the nearest roads, both public and private, and nailed to trees. No local resident takes amiss this desire to be left alone. It is not uncommon in these parts. If the stewards of this realm wanted company, they would have situated themselves closer to people. They do not interfere with others, and others do not interfere with them. They give aid when it is sought, but do not offer it unless asked. They watch, but their gaze rarely extends beyond the borders of their own land. They do not ask for credit, and always pay in cash. They do not trouble the law, and the law does not trouble them. For these reasons they pass, if not unnoticed, then at least unremarked, or mostly so.

True, some in the area know about Kit No. 174, or have heard tell of it, even if they have never themselves set eyes on it. There is a story of a daughter who died, or maybe it was a niece: the tale varies according to the teller. The house was to have been hers and was left empty after she passed, bearing faint traces of intentions never to be fulfilled, like fingerprints on a glass of untasted wine. For a house cursed by ill luck to remain unlived in is not unknown, even after so much time has gone by. After all, ghosts may not be real, but no one has told the ghosts.

So this particular incarnation of Kit No. 174 occupies a liminal space. It is both finished, and unfinished; remembered and forgotten; concealed and in plain sight. Like all borderlands, it is disputed territory, but an accommodation has been reached, one that is satisfactory for most, if not all, concerned. No person has ever dwelt in it, but people have died there, and Kit No. 174 holds them in its memory.

Sometimes, it holds them so tightly that they scream.






CHAPTER IV


I had seen Colleen Clark only in newspaper photos and on television, always surrounded by taller men and women, but I was still surprised by how tiny she was. I doubted she could have nudged five feet, even in shoes, and she was thin in a brittle way that made me fear for her should she take a fall. I doubted she was eating very much, but then I doubted she ever ate a lot, and whatever calories she did consume were burned up just in keeping her alive, if barely. Her eyes were an unusually dark brown and sunk into her skull, suggesting that the pith of her had retreated still deeper into itself for protection. She wore her long auburn hair in a pair of loose plaits that hung over her shoulders, and her feet were bare. Even in the dimness, I could see the veins standing out against the pallor of her skin, like the tributaries of a river in winter.

I followed her into the kitchen. She offered me coffee, but warned that she wasn’t sure how old the jar was; she and Stephen usually drank fruit tea. I told her either would be fine. She didn’t pause or stumble as she spoke of her estranged husband’s name, and had a calmness about her that I might have mistaken for narcotically induced had Moxie Castin not assured me she had declined all offers of sedatives. I watched her boil a kettle of water to prepare two cups of tea. They smelled vaguely of strawberries, and not in a pleasant way. The scent was too strong, overripe. As she placed one cup in front of me, my stomach rebelled, but I drank nonetheless. She had gone to the trouble of making it, and I hoped that sharing it might alleviate the awkwardness of the situation.

“Mr. Castin told me you’d agreed to help,” she said.

“He asked, and I make a point of trying not to refuse him.”

She was gripping the handle of her cup so firmly that her knuckles looked set to erupt from her right hand.

“Why is that?”

“Because otherwise, I’d have to hang out with him for free.”

A smile flickered like a dying bulb and was gone.

“Did he say I’d approached him because of his connection to you?”

“He mentioned it.”

“I’ve read about you. You lost a child. I thought you might understand.”

The quiet of the house was unnerving. Not even a clock ticked. It was, I’d found, one of death’s traits: it muffled the sound in a place of loss, just as it rendered movements awkward and sluggish and made an inconsequence of time. Of course, the boy might still be alive. But, as Moxie had intimated, it felt as though he was gone.

Colleen looked at me, expecting some response, but I was not about to give her access to my pain. It would not benefit either of us.

“I’d like you to tell me about the night your son went missing.”

“I was sleeping. I don’t remember much at all.”

“Nevertheless, if you wouldn’t mind.”

She sipped her tea, lifting the cup to her lips with both hands. She was dressed in an oversized Patriots sweatshirt that might have been her husband’s—the sleeves pushed above her elbows, the hem hanging to thigh level—and a pair of jeans rolled up at the cuffs. Her mode of dress accentuated that sense of withdrawal, of shrinkage, as though these clothes might once have fit her, but no longer, just as the terms “mother” and “wife” were also becoming incompatible with her essence.

“Stephen left on business that afternoon. He’s away from home a lot. He’s trying to get a promotion. He’s very ambitious.” She peered at me over the rim of her cup. “Will you be speaking with him?”

“I’d like to, but he’ll be under no obligation to talk to me.”

“If you do, be gentle. He’s in a lot of pain.”

I searched for traces of anger in her, but could pick up none. Something must have shown on my face, because she added: “We’ve both lost a son, and we both want him back. Stephen’s trying to cope with what’s happened in his own way, but he’s not very good at coping.”

“With life in general?”

“With emotions. Little things get on top of him, so big things…”

She let the implication hang.

“Mr. Castin informed me that you and your husband are temporarily estranged,” I said. “He also suggested that your husband might be holding you responsible for whatever happened to Henry.”

I was choosing my words carefully. There were layers of blame, justified or otherwise, to be mediated here, and many steps between Stephen Clark being confusedly angry at his wife for sleeping too soundly or failing to check the window in their child’s room, and believing her capable of abduction and killing. A memory came to me, unbidden: my mother having her change purse stolen in a restaurant, and my father slapping her hard on the cheek for what he regarded as her part in its loss, even though, as a policeman, he must have dealt with hundreds of such incidents over the years. My mother had not been unduly careless, nor had she conspired with the thieves to deprive our family of money. On one level, she was simply unfortunate, but she was also targeted by individuals who were accomplished at what they did: in this case, a couple who had seated themselves behind her at the restaurant, slipping a hand into the bag between her feet and then leaving before ordering. The combination of one’s own bad luck and the resolve of others can undo even the best of us.

“He thinks I murdered our son,” she said, and again her voice was very even, without recrimination or regret. She might have been communicating her husband’s views on a game in which she had no interest or stake. “Aren’t you going to ask me if I did?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because your answer would be the same either way.”

“Yes,” she said, “I suppose it would. And you’ll make your own determination, won’t you?”

“That’s not the reason Mr. Castin has engaged my services. My main responsibility is to ensure that all relevant information to aid your defense has been uncovered or discovered. That means gathering evidence and witness statements, among other tasks.”

“But there are no witnesses,” said Colleen, “and the only evidence is the blanket.”

“So far.”

“I didn’t do this, Mr. Parker. I didn’t hurt Henry. I never would.”

“I understand that. Now our job may be to prove that to a jury.”

“If I didn’t take him, someone else did.”

“Yes.”

“Are you going to look for that person? Because if you do, you might find Henry.”

“That may arise,” I said neutrally, “but I can’t let it distract from trial preparation. We don’t want to see you put behind bars, Mrs. Clark, because once you’re there, it’ll be very hard to get you out again. Now, can we return to the night in question?”

She set the cup down. Some of the hot tea spilled on her hand, but she didn’t seem to notice, even as I watched the skin redden.

“I fed Henry before putting him down at about eight. I watched some TV, but I couldn’t keep my eyes open, so I went to bed. I mean, I brushed my teeth, if that’s important, but I didn’t do a very good job of it, because I still had toothpaste stains on my chin and nightshirt when I woke up. That’s not unusual. I can’t recall the last time I took off clothes that weren’t stained. Like weariness and worry, it comes with motherhood.”

“Did you eat or drink anything before you turned in for the night?”

“I reheated some pasta and drank a glass of red wine.”

“Large or small?”

“Small. The police asked me that, too. I wasn’t drunk, Mr. Parker, only tired. I told you: I’m tired all the time. People warned me that parenting would be exhausting, but I didn’t really get what that meant until Henry arrived.” For the first time, she looked doubtful. “I don’t want you to think any of that would make me want to harm him.”

“Take that as given.”

“I was just grateful when he slept and the house was calm.” She raised her right hand and waved her long, thin fingers vaguely, like the conjuration of a spell. “But not like this. This is wrong. It’s too final.”

“Do you usually drink alcohol in the evenings?” I asked.

“Is that relevant?”

“It might be. Should this go to trial, and you testify, you may find yourself being forced to reply to questions you consider troubling or hurtful, or that are designed to paint you in the worst possible light. Consider this practice.”

“I have a glass of wine most evenings,” she said. “I don’t smoke, don’t drink coffee, and don’t eat candy. A glass of wine is my reward for getting through the day, but often I’m too exhausted to finish it.”

“Did you check on Henry before you went to bed?”

“Yes.”

“The window in the room, was it open or closed?”

“Open, but less than an inch, with the security cable in place. It was a stuffy night, uncommonly so for the time of year, and I prefer fresh air to the AC.”

“Did you wake at all?”

“No.”

“Is that normal for you?”

She frowned.

“No. I don’t often sleep so soundly, but Henry is still teething, and he’s had a couple of bad nights recently. I think my body was waiting to go into shutdown. I do recall feeling uncommonly heavy as I went to bed. I could barely lift my feet, and I was out cold as soon as my head touched the pillow.”

“Tell me about waking.”

“I woke at seven, but it took me a while to get going. I didn’t want to leave my bed, but somehow I managed.”

“Did you head straight to Henry’s room?”

“Yes. I didn’t go to the bathroom first, even though I kind of needed to.”

“Why was that?”

“I suppose I was worried, as Henry wasn’t making any noise. And it was cool, cooler than it should have been. I could feel the breeze. I went to his room. The bed was empty and the main window was open. I remember not being able to move. I kept thinking I was dreaming, and if I realized that I was, I’d wake up, and everything would be okay. But I wasn’t, and it isn’t.”

“What did you do next?”

“I ran outside. I didn’t even stop to put on a robe. For some strange reason, I thought Henry might somehow have managed to open the window and climb out, even if there was no way he could have done that, none at all. I was calling his name, and Livvy came out to see what was happening.”

“Mrs. Gammett, the woman who lives in the house on the left? I’ve met her.”

“She’s a kind soul, but deaf, so I must have been shouting loudly for her to notice. She asked me what was wrong, and I told her Henry was gone. She said I should call the police, but I called Stephen first.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. Well, I do, but you’ll think it’s foolish.”

“Nothing concerning what took place here is foolish.”

That smile ghosted across her face again, one wraith visiting another.

“I rely on Stephen a lot,” she said. “I’ve battled eating disorders over the years, and I suffered badly from postpartum depression until just a few months ago, when it finally began to ease. Stephen has been very patient with me, and considerate in his way. My instinct is to turn to him whenever there’s a problem. Not very feminist of me, is it?”

“I wasn’t aware that suffering was a feminist issue,” I said.

“I can offer you some books if you care to read up on it.”

I suspected she was serious.

“Thanks,” I said, “but I’ll pass.”

We went through the rest of what occurred that morning: the arrival of the police; her husband’s return from New York within hours; the evidential statements taken from her and Stephen; the subsequent appeals via the media; and the support from neighbors and the larger community, followed by its gradual diminution because of the perceived deficiencies in Colleen Clark’s response to the trauma of her son’s disappearance.

“There was—is—this numbness,” she said. “I can’t explain it, except to guess that the pain was so great, my mind wanted to shield me from it. It felt like everything was happening to someone else. Obviously, I knew it was happening to me, and Stephen, and Henry, but it seemed both real and unreal at the same time. Even though it’s all recent, I struggle to remember details. Hours, even days, are missing. It’s a blur of absence, with Henry at its heart. And then the blanket was found.”

“By your husband.”

“Yes. I had a flat tire, and as you can imagine”—she raised one slender arm—“I struggle with lug nuts. Stephen went outside to change the tire, and when he came back a few minutes later he was so ashen, I was sure he was going to faint. I went to help him, but he put up his hands to ward me off. I thought at first that he’d heard some news about Henry, bad news, but I couldn’t see any police, and they’d have come in person if anything had changed. I asked Stephen what was wrong, but he couldn’t speak. It took him three tries before he was able to produce any words.”

“What did he say?”

“He said, ‘I found the blanket.’ Naturally, I asked him what he was talking about, and he told me what he’d discovered in the trunk. I asked to see it, and he said we should wait for the police. I tried to get by him. I wanted to take a look for myself, but he made me go into the living room. Initially, I believed he was trying to protect me from the sight of blood, and possibly there was a part of that to it, even then. I hope so.”

“What did you do while he made the call?”

“I waited. I didn’t have much choice. He’d locked me in. I figure he didn’t know what else to do with me. It’s not like it was a situation with which he had a great deal of experience.”

“Didn’t he ask for your side of the story?”

“He didn’t, but he got it anyway.”

“Through the locked door?”

“No, later, when the police came.”

“Mr. Castin told me that you agreed to speak to them without a lawyer present.”

“I didn’t have anything to hide,” she said. “Stephen and I both talked to them.”

She wouldn’t have been Mirandized, of course, because she hadn’t been under arrest, yet every statement she made was now part of the record. We’d find out at the discovery stage how the recording officer had chosen to parse her testimony.

Once again, I was struck by her solicitousness toward her husband. In her position, I might have been less forgiving of someone who had locked me in a room before throwing me to the police, not to mention his subsequent determination of my guilt. The benefit of the doubt might have been polite, at the minimum.

“May I ask, Mrs. Clark—”

“Call me Colleen, please. Right now, the only people who call me ‘Mrs. Clark’ mean me harm.”

“Colleen, then. I’m not going to sugarcoat this pill, but it strikes me that your husband has very quickly assumed an antagonistic position in this case, even allowing for the circumstances. It raises questions about the state of your marriage.”

She took a long time to answer. The gloom of the house drew tighter around us. She couldn’t keep living like this, surrounded by loss and mired in adumbration. Before too long, her sanity would begin to crumble.

“Stephen had an affair,” she said at last, “shortly after I became pregnant. It was a woman he met through work. It didn’t last very long—it was barely more than a one-night stand—but it’s hung over us ever since.”

“How did you feel about that?”

She laughed for the first time. It wasn’t a pleasant sound.

“Angry. Betrayed. And then, weirdly, sorry for him. It was a difficult pregnancy from the beginning, and I can’t have been easy to live with. Stephen was working too hard, and drinking too much in hotel bars far from home. He faltered. It hurt—it hurt a lot—but it happens.”

“And after?”

“I told him I forgave him. I haven’t, of course. I never will, not completely, but I wasn’t about to let it destroy our marriage, not with a baby on the way. I suppose you think I’m an idiot for doing that. My mother certainly does.”

“I’m not here to judge you,” I said.

“Aren’t you? I don’t believe that. You wouldn’t be human if you didn’t.”

“You might be surprised.”

“I’m hard to surprise. The worst has already happened. There’s not a whole lot left.”

I had to resist the urge to reach out to her, to tell her that I had some inkling of what she was going through. Grief is like cancer: near-universal in its reach, but specific in its grasp. No two people experience it alike, so to claim I knew how she was feeling would have been a lie, yet some aspect of it had also taken root in me, triggering a transformation both visible and unseen. That process did not end, merely ebbed and flowed. If her child was gone, the loss would define her for the rest of her days, just as my losses defined me.

“Do you know the name of the woman with whom your husband had his affair?”

“Mara,” she said. “Mara Teller.”






CHAPTER V


We heard the sound of sirens approaching, and Colleen tensed. The noise passed on, but she didn’t speak again until it had faded away entirely.

“If they come bringing news,” I said, “it won’t be with sirens.”

“I’m afraid that someday I’ll answer the door to find police officers standing on the step with their caps in their hands, looking like they’d rather be anywhere else. I think I might prefer some warning.”

I said nothing. I’d made those calls, and knew the procedure: always bring another officer; try to get inside and have the recipient seated before delivering bad tidings; and avoid platitudes, even at the risk of seeming uncaring. Disengagement was important, because there was still information to be sought. In a homicide, one might even be sharing intelligence with the killer. Should Henry Clark’s body be found, that would be on the minds of the police who came to inform Colleen.

“We were talking about Mara Teller,” I said.

“Stephen didn’t give me her last name, only her first. I had to find the rest out for myself.”

“How did you do that?”

“He met her at a conference in Boston. I looked up the names of the other attendees. There was only one Mara, so I knew it was her.”

“What was the conference?”

“The National Gas and Petrochemicals Forum,” she said. “No doubt it was as boring as it sounds, the affair apart.”

“What was Mara Teller’s role?”

“She was listed as an independent consultant on the website. I googled her, of course, but nothing came up, apart from a link to the consultancy. When I tried the link, it went to a homepage that said the site was still under construction. I returned to it a couple of times after, but the message remained the same, and then the homepage disappeared and the link went dead.”

“Do you recall the name of the consultancy?”

“AlterRealm Consulting, but AlterRealm is an anagram of Mara Teller, so it may have been a one-woman operation. There was some bullshit slogan about ‘a new world of business opportunities,’ but that was all.”

“What about a phone number or an email address?”

“There was neither.” She watched me writing all this down. “Wouldn’t it be easier to use a recording device?”

“Easier,” I said, “but harder to recall. Writing helps keep things fresh in my mind. Also, some people might become alarmed if I started recording them. Not everyone wants their comments preserved in that way.”

The only sound for a time was the whispering of pen against paper.

“Do you think Mara Teller could have taken Henry?” said Colleen.

I stopped writing.

“Do you have any reason to believe she might?”

“No, but you’re going to talk to her anyway, aren’t you?”

“I will, if I can find her, but I wouldn’t go reading anything into that.” I put down my pen. “I don’t know how familiar you are with my background, but I was a detective with the NYPD before I became a private investigator. When a serious crime is committed, a machine clicks into operation. It has established processes, and those processes require a great deal of manpower to complete. Huge numbers of people may have to be interviewed, and while virtually none of them will have anything useful to offer, they have to be spoken with anyway, if only to cross off a name and prevent any more time being wasted on lines of inquiry that go nowhere. The rest, that very small group of individuals with something worthwhile to contribute, have to be found through those same processes.”

“Needles in haystacks,” said Colleen.

“It’s not quite that bad, but close.”

“And you’re just one man.”

“I can call on others for help, if necessary, but I prefer not to. Reading someone else’s account of an interview isn’t the same as conducting it myself. Individuals are books to be interpreted, but their words are only part of the story. Right now, my resources are limited and I only have so much time to read. That’s why I made it clear to you earlier that I have to be careful not to become distracted from my primary role, which is to aid your defense. The resources of the police and prosecutors are greater than mine, but they also have their limitations. One is that they believe they now have a culprit for your son’s disappearance. Their focus has shifted from searching to proving, and their attention will be fixed on you. I have more latitude.”

“But given the choice,” said Colleen, “I’d still prefer you to be looking for my son.”

“If it’s any consolation, he will be in my thoughts at all times. If I find anything that might reveal the truth, I’ll follow it to the end.”

“Thank you.” She scratched at the hair on her arms, the evidence of her body’s efforts to compensate for her fragility by keeping itself warm. She blinked hard and said, “There was so much blood on the blanket.”

“I haven’t seen it.”

“But you’ll want to.”

“Not ‘want,’ but I’ll need to—the pictures, at least.”

“One of the detectives told Stephen that, with all the blood, there wasn’t much hope for Henry. Being found alive, I mean.”

Her voice didn’t tremble. She fixed her gaze on me, and I saw near-unfathomable pain.

“And your husband shared that information with you?”

“ ’shared’ might be too kind a way to put it.”

A flash of anger at last. Good, I thought.

“The police may be operating on the basis that Henry is no longer alive,” I said, “but we aren’t.”

“I have to hold on to hope,” she said. “If I don’t, I may as well crawl off and die.”

“If there wasn’t hope of some kind,” I said, “I wouldn’t be here.”

“Okay,” she said, before repeating the word, as much to reassure herself as to indicate agreement. “Okay.”

“Can we talk about relations between you and your husband after Henry was born?” I said. “You mentioned depression.”

“Yes. It started as postpartum, then turned into something longer-term. It was miserable, just awful. I even resented Henry.”

“Did you mention those feelings to anyone else?”

“My physician, and the therapist I’ve been seeing.”

The conversations with her doctor would be subject to the rule of doctor-patient confidentiality, unless Colleen chose to waive that entitlement. The therapist might be more vulnerable to legal pressure, although that would be a matter for Moxie. I’d have to talk to him about it later, but doubtless, he was already considering the angles.

“What about your husband?” I said.

“Stephen knew how hard I was finding motherhood. I hid nothing from him.”

This wasn’t good. A husband couldn’t be compelled to testify against his wife, but from what I was learning about Stephen Clark, duress wasn’t set to be an issue. I couldn’t claim to be an expert on how the judicial system treated women alleged to have committed an offense while suffering from depression, but if it bore any resemblance to the way it treated women generally, especially those accused of a violent crime, Colleen could expect to be hauled over hot coals.

“I have to ask this,” I said, “but were you ever unfaithful to Stephen?”

“No, never. He’s the only man I’ve slept with.”

We spent a few more minutes revisiting her movements on the day of Henry’s disappearance, and what transpired after, but it didn’t seem as though Colleen had a great deal more to add. With her assistance, I compiled a list of her neighbors along with any reflections she had on their attitude toward her. The Clarks weren’t close to any of them, and only Mrs. Gammett had displayed actual solicitude since the finding of the bloodstained blanket. The rest were either keeping their distance or—by look, gesture, and intimation—communicating their hostility. I’d have to talk to all of them, chasing, like some sad dog, the trail left by the police.

“So what happens now?” asked Colleen.

“I know you were scheduled to speak with Mr. Castin—Moxie—later today,” I said. “If neither of you objects, I’d like to be present for that meeting. We can do it here, or I can drive you to the office and back, whichever you prefer.”

Her unease was obvious.

“Pictures are taken of me when I go out,” she said. “They turn up online, and then people write bad things about me under them.”

“I didn’t notice anyone hanging around when I arrived,” I said. “The police presence will discourage them. That doesn’t mean they’re not out there somewhere, but I think we can get you wherever you want to go without too much difficulty. You should also stop reading what people say about you and the case, online or anywhere else. It’s not helpful, won’t tell you anything you don’t already know, and won’t affect the outcome.”

“I haven’t been beyond the house in days,” she said. “Is it cold out?”

“Not so much, but I’d bring a coat if I were you.” If I were her, I’d have worn a coat in summer.

I’d have to call Moxie first. He would have an opinion on a venue for the meeting. By now, word might have filtered out that he was representing Colleen, which meant his office would become another site of interest. There was always the Great Lost Bear. Dave Evans would find us somewhere private to talk. Dave’s instinct was to avoid condemnation—being judgmental didn’t help when it came to owning a bar—and if Moxie and I were working for Colleen, he’d instinctively take her side. I was still patting myself on the back for my choice when I considered the optics of a young mother, about to be charged with the abduction and killing of her child, emerging from one of Portland’s best-loved bars. I couldn’t take a chance on her being seen there because it would do her cause no good at all. Yet it still seemed beneficial to get her out of the house, not only for the sake of her own psychological and emotional well-being, but also because location influenced tone and response, and I now wanted a glimpse of Colleen Clark outside her home environment. Perhaps new surroundings would jog her memory, or stimulate a fresh perspective on events.

“I don’t know,” she said.

“It might do you good to take some air,” I said.

She stared at me.

“But what if Henry comes back and I’m not here?”

Then she started to cry.






CHAPTER VI


Colleen Clark eventually stopped crying, though it took a while. Afterward, she went to freshen up while I contacted Moxie. As it turned out, his secretary had already spotted two local reporters hanging around the parking lot behind his office. Once Colleen had been formally charged, and Moxie officially confirmed as her attorney, there’d be little point in trying to conceal their connection, but for now it made sense to take advantage while we could. Moxie suggested a small diner over in Stroudwater, which didn’t stay open beyond noon. Moxie, it transpired, was a silent partner in the venture, even if he never ate there as the food was terrible. He had a key, and we could bring our own coffee, because the house blend tasted like a rat had drowned in it.

“Why,” I asked him, “are you a partner in a bad restaurant?”

“Because that way,” Moxie replied, “I can make it a better one.”

Which was a good answer, if vaguely reminiscent of something Christ might have said on the way to the cross.

While Colleen got ready to leave, I took a look at her son’s bedroom. One wall was painted cerulean blue with white clouds, but the rest was a delicate eggshell already displaying signs of a child’s occupancy: stains, scuff marks, scratches. The room had built-in closets and shelves, all neatly filled with a young boy’s clothes and possessions, and a toy box stood by the door. The bed was positioned equidistant from the wall on the left and the window on the right. A white teddy bear sat slumped against the bed’s safety bars like a prisoner. On the floor lay a mattress, a comforter, and a pillow, along with a brown-and-white stuffed dog. As Moxie had indicated, Colleen was sleeping in her son’s room.

I checked the window. It had a standard latch, but also an adjustable window restrictor to prevent it being opened more than two inches. Outside, a path ran along the wall of the house, so the police wouldn’t have been able to find footprints. The restrictor’s cable had been neatly severed, but otherwise there was no sign of damage. I took a tape measure from my pocket, ran it over the window and the room, and made a note of the figures.

“It’s already beginning to smell less like him.”

Colleen was standing in the doorway. She had changed into dark trousers and a long-sleeved white shirt. A blue casual jacket was draped over her left arm, and a purse hung from her right shoulder. She had put on some makeup, but her heart wasn’t in it, causing her to resemble an unfinished doll.

“I thought about sleeping on his pillow,” she continued, “but I was afraid that my scent would erase what was left of his.”

I said nothing, because nothing I had to say would help. I don’t think she even wanted me to speak, only listen. I watched her straighten a pile of T-shirts and smooth the topmost.

“Whoever took him knew about the restrictor,” I said. “A standard box cutter wouldn’t have been enough to sever it. They brought along a cable cutter.”

“The police asked if we had one in the house.”

“When?”

She thought about the question.

“After Stephen found the blanket.”

That made sense. Following the revelation of the blanket, the police had been seeking evidence of a setup.

“What did you say?” I said.

“I told them I didn’t know. Stephen has a tool set, but he doesn’t use it much. He’s not very good at that kind of thing.”

I was beginning to wonder what exactly Stephen Clark might have been good at. Whatever it was, it wouldn’t make for a long inventory.

“Did your husband show them the set?”

“Yes, I remember him going to look for it.”

“And?”

“I believe the police have it now.”

“Did it contain a cable cutter?”

“I’m sorry, I couldn’t say.”

I took one last look around the room, but there was only the evidence of absence.

“If you’re ready,” I said, “we can go.”






CHAPTER VII


In the Maine woods, unseen by man, a fly crawled across the basement floor of the house built from Kit No. 174. The surface was dirt, lately disturbed, and the fly could sense that there was something hidden in the cool dark, something worth finding.

The insect began to burrow, pushing aside loose soil, the taste organs on its tarsi growing increasingly stimulated. After a few seconds of activity, it paused as though alert to a new threat. Its body jerked, the shock sending it onto its back. It waved its legs in the air and tried to right itself, but the fight was over before it had begun. The legs curled in on the abdomen, and all movement ceased.

Whatever dwelt in Kit No. 174, whatever moved through its confines and stalked the surrounding forest, did not like to share its food.






CHAPTER VIII


We drove from Colleen Clark’s house without incident, apart from a trio of neighbors—one man, two women—who watched us go, their expressions shading from neutral to passing unfriendly. Colleen was wearing sunglasses, so I couldn’t tell if she was aware of their scrutiny. I kept an eye on them in the rearview mirror and thought I saw one of the women produce her cell phone and use it to take a photo of my license plate. Only when we were out of their sight did Colleen exhale.

“Do you know them?” I said.

“The Robacks,” said Colleen, “and Alison Piucci. She’s the blonde.”

It was Piucci who had taken the picture. All three were on the list of names Colleen had provided, each marked with the letter X to indicate a potentially hostile status.

“Alison has a daughter Henry’s age,” said Colleen. “The Robacks have no kids of their own, but they’ve been trying. They’re on the third round of IVF. If this one doesn’t work, they may consider adopting, but he doesn’t think it’ll be the same and blames her for not being able to conceive. Then again, he’s an idiot. He once tried to feel me up at a party, and believes only Blacks commit serious crimes—well, Blacks, and now me.”

The Clark residence was looking less and less like the kind of place Colleen should be staying, because she was already barely one step above being a prisoner in her own home. The ignorant were writing graffiti on her walls and throwing excrement at her door, and the situation wasn’t going to improve after she was arrested.

“Moxie said that he’d spoken to you about moving out temporarily.”

“He raised the possibility, but I told him that I can’t, not until I know what’s happened to Henry.” She chewed at a hangnail. “And maybe I don’t want to give them the satisfaction. In any case, my picture is already out there, so it’s not like I can relocate to a new street and become anonymous. It doesn’t matter where I go, I’ll still be recognized, so I may as well stay where I am. My mom has offered to move in, so at least I won’t be alone there.”

“Do you two get along?”

Colleen didn’t need to add parental complications to her burdens.

“Sure. I mean, in an ideal world we wouldn’t be under the same roof for days or weeks on end, but beggars can’t be choosers, right?”

“If you elect to stay,” I said, “we may have to put someone outside the house, and possibly inside as well. I have candidates in mind.”

The Fulci brothers would be happy to do it and earn money into the bargain. They might have to adjust their new medication to ensure that one was awake while the other slept, the latest thinking on their condition—the current professional tendency was to avoid using the word “psychosis,” because it sounded pejorative—being that if they couldn’t be cured, they could at least be encouraged to sleep more, as there was only so much trouble they could cause from their beds. Dave Evans, for one, didn’t agree. He’d confessed to me that the Fulcis regularly showed up in his dreams. This might have been regarded merely as a sign of stress on Dave’s part had Paulie Fulci not remarked, during Dave’s waking hours, that he ought to consider repainting his bedroom ceiling because it was starting to flake. Paulie, as far as Dave was aware, had never been inside Dave’s home, never mind his bedroom. When Dave asked him how he had come by this opinion, Paulie couldn’t remember. The strange thing was, the paint on Dave’s bedroom ceiling was flaking. As a result, Dave was now having trouble sleeping in his own bed, or doing very much else there. It might have been one of the reasons why he had quietly indicated his intention of retiring, with the bar being passed on to Mike and Byrd Dickson, and Andy Pillsbury, all of whom had long connections to the Bear. The Fulcis had not yet been informed, no one being quite willing to grasp that particular nettle.

“Now that I think of it,” said Colleen, “it might be a good idea to have someone watch the house. Whatever about me, I’d hate to have something bad happen to my mom. How conspicuous will they be, these candidates of yours?”

I thought of the Fulcis’ monster truck, and the brothers’ undeniable physical presence, reminiscent of a pair of bank safes dressed in casual wear.

“After a while,” I assured her, “you’ll hardly notice them at all.”



THE DINER WAS CALLED Twitchy’s, but I couldn’t say I’d ever darkened its door before Moxie revealed his interest in it. I’d passed by occasionally over the years, but never felt the urge to give it a try. Twitchy’s looked like the kind of place where only the chef’s sandwich was made from scratch, and that was prepared before he left home in the morning, possibly by his wife. Either Moxie was a dreamer, or he was laundering money.

I parked in the lot beside Moxie’s Mercedes, and Colleen and I entered through the open back door, once I was sure nobody had followed us there. Moxie was in the kitchen, regarding a clogged grease trap from a safe distance. He nodded at me, and greeted Colleen more formally before directing her to take a seat in a booth away from the windows, while signaling me to stay where I was.

“I bet you think I’ve lost my mind,” he said, “taking a piece of a dump like this.”

“Not really,” I said. “Having seen the size of your breakfast, I just figured the next step up was to buy a diner of your own.”

“You know, when we open under new management, you won’t be allowed to eat here.”

“Unless it’s being managed by the CDC, I’ll swallow my pain. It’ll be less risky than swallowing the food.”

Moxie pointed out the door, to a vacant lot beyond.

“You see that land? It’s zoned R-3, and the planning board is meeting to approve a new development of apartments and condos next week. By the time the first residents move in, you won’t recognize this place.”

“I’m hoping I won’t even remember it. Are you going to keep the name?”

“Nah, Twitchy died.”

“Food poisoning?”

“Stroke. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were working for the competition.”

It was hard to conceive of Twitchy’s having competition, or not for any prize it might want to win. On the other hand, Moxie was wealthier than I was ever going to be, and his instincts were sound. I didn’t doubt that, in a year or two, Twitchy’s, or whatever its new incarnation was called, would be making a lot of coin.

Moxie had brought along sandwiches, pastries, and beverages from the Big Sky Bread Company. Colleen Clark picked at her tomato, mozzarella, and pesto on rye, and drank a soda. I listened and ate while Moxie went over details of paperwork and formalities before he cut to the chase.

“The police are going to come for you early tomorrow morning,” he said. “The media will be informed in advance, since that’s how the AG’s office wants to play it. You’re an electoral tool, Colleen, which means every step taken has to appeal to voters. The more public the arrest, the better, or so the reasoning goes in Augusta, so they’ll want you to do the perp walk. Sorry for being so blunt, but that’s what it’s called.”

Colleen pulled a piece of bread from her sandwich and rolled it into a ball between her fingers.

“Perp—for perpetrator, right?”

“Yes.”

“So I’m already guilty?”

“It’s a question of perception for now, but that’s open to manipulation—by both sides.”

“What do you mean?”

Moxie gestured for me to step in.

“Some people have prejudged you,” I said. “Others will be keeping a more open mind, and they may be troubled by seeing a young mother, worried for her missing child, railroaded on the basis of a single piece of evidence. But if we let the police arrest you at your home, in front of the cameras, we hand the prosecution an advantage. It will confirm the suspicions of those who believe you belong behind bars, and may also sway some of the neutrals in that direction.”

“What options do I have?” said Colleen. “Chain myself to my door? Go on the run?”

“Let’s call those plans B and C,” I said. “Plan A is that you present yourself for arrest.”

“Wait,” she said, “won’t that be like an admission of guilt?”

“Not the way we’re going to play it,” said Moxie. “Instead of a suspect being arrested, it’ll be a mother demanding that the circus leave town before it has a chance to set up its tents. She knows she’s innocent, regards the police and prosecutor as being in error, and believes any investigation and proceedings will not only vindicate her but also force the police to follow other lines of inquiry that may currently lie unexamined. She wants to know what happened to her child. If handing herself over to the police will help, she’s prepared to make the sacrifice.”

Even by Moxie’s singular standards, this was an unusual gambit.

“Will that work?” said Colleen.

“It’ll work better than letting them lead you from your home in handcuffs, running a gauntlet of cameras and cell phones.”

“What then?”

“Maine law prevents a defendant from being held for more than forty-eight hours without arraignment or an initial hearing,” said Moxie, “but we’ll push for twenty-four on the basis that you presented yourself, thus saving the police time and trouble.”

In Maine, a felony case required the accused and their attorney to appear before a judge for an initial hearing to ensure that the former was aware of both their constitutional rights and the nature of the charges against them, and to address the issue of bail. Following that appearance, the prosecutor would seek a grand jury indictment prior to an arraignment, at which the accused would be asked to enter a plea.

“Because we’re talking about felony charges involving a child,” Moxie continued, “bail will have to be set by a state judge, assuming it’s decided that there’s probable cause for proceeding. I’ll meet with the prosecutor before the hearing to hammer out bail terms acceptable to both of us, just in case we’re assigned a judge who’s a teeth-grinder, but it’s likely you’ll have to spend a night at Cumberland County Jail. I’ll do my damnedest to ensure it’s not two, but I’m not making any promises.”

Colleen put her face in her hands.

“But I didn’t do this” she said, “and I shouldn’t have to go to jail to prove it.”

“I don’t deny it,” said Moxie. “The only consolation I can offer is that we will take care of you, and we will win this.”

“How can you be so sure?” she said.

“Because I don’t like losing,” said Moxie. “It becomes habit-forming.”

“And my son?”

She looked to me as she spoke, and I knew what she needed to hear. It would no longer be enough to relegate or abrogate any duty toward her son.

“You can be Moxie’s priority,” I said. “Henry can be mine.”






CHAPTER IX


Before leaving Twitchy’s, I raised with Moxie the possibility of the Fulci brothers keeping an eye on Colleen Clark, both at home and when, or if, she chose to venture out. To my surprise, he made no objection, but perhaps he could see what was coming down the line and regarded the Fulcis as apt to discourage all but the most committed or foolhardy from attempting to interfere with our client.

The afternoon sky remained gray, shading to white and black at the extremes, like being trapped under a pigeon’s wing. I opened the car door for Colleen, then spoke briefly and quietly to Moxie once she was safely inside.

“Learn anything interesting?” said Moxie.

“She has few friends, and we should ask the Fulcis to drop her husband on his head.”

Moxie shrugged. “He thinks his wife killed their son. I’m prepared to allow him some leeway for trauma, if not for being an asshole.”
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