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About the Book

It was only the first lie . . .

As the snow drives down and the full force of a Buffalo winter makes itself felt, a man’s body is found. Barely recognisable, the only clues the police have are the ‘1’ carved into the victim’s face and the killer’s sinister calling card, a plastic toy monkey.

This is ‘The County’ – the 27th county of Ireland – a city cocooned in secrets, suspicion and blood feuds, where the residents will do anything to protect their own. And for Detective Absalom Kearney, this case is her one chance to prove to a community more fiercely secretive than ever that even the most heinous of murderers can be stopped.

But as her investigation develops and the killer starts sending her cryptic messages, Absalom finds herself in a race not only to halt them but also to stop The County’s residents exacting their own form of justice.

Because at the heart of this community there is the darkness peculiar to those forgotten by society, and this darkness will affect Absalom’s life in ways she could never have imagined . . .
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Prologue

Jimmy Ryan awoke into a feeling of space, blindfolded. He wasn’t in the car trunk anymore, at least, and for that he gave a rushed, silent thanks to God. He’d hated tight spaces ever since he could remember. When he was young, his sadistic fuck of an older brother would tackle him to the ground and clamp a hand over his mouth, coiling around him like a python, whispering in his ear, ‘You’re trapped in a pipe, Jimmy boy, and you’re going to die. You’re trapped in a pipe . . .’

He breathed out to keep the panic down. He rolled his shoulders forward. His hands were tied behind him to the back of the chair he was sitting on. The coarse grain of the rope rubbed painfully against his wrists; it was thick, fraying. His legs were so tight against the chair legs it felt like his veins were iron filaments that had broken off and bit into his skin when he moved.

He heard traffic, faintly off to his left. He counted off the seconds. By the count of ten, three cars had passed. Had to be Seneca, busiest street in the County. But where on Seneca?

He sniffed the air. The smell was familiar. A memory flickered and then died before he could grasp it. It was an old and bitter smell, something from his boyhood.

He was losing feeling in his toes. He wriggled them furiously.

The last thing he remembered, he’d been checking gas meters, heading to the back of 98 Seneca, the Radio Shack with an apartment out back. There’d been a dog there last time, a half-deranged pit bull whose whole body trembled whenever he came by, with rabies or hate or whatever the fuck. That morning he’d put his steel-toed Wolverine boots on special, to kick its teeth straight out its asshole. He’d been walking down the driveway, snow flurries drifting down from a gray sky . . .

Something moved now. Off to his left.

He listened, but the sound died away. The feeling of complete exposure ran over his skin like acid.

He had to piss. Jesus Christ, he was going to piss his pants.

He became aware of the sound of his own breathing. It came back to him a half second later, different somehow. His head lifted up. It was a big space he was in. A warehouse? He tried to think if there was one on Seneca, but the map of the County had fled from his mind. Or was he upstairs in a large attic? That made more sense. Lots of big houses on Seneca.

He felt something approaching from his left, moving slowly.

He tried to speak. ‘I . . . I . . .’

It came close to him. He drew back and turned his head away, the chair creaking with the stress.

The thing stood there, blocking out the sound of traffic, then moved on. Jimmy’s heart bloomed painfully in his chest, shooting darts of adrenaline all over his body. Slowly, he turned his head to the right, trying to follow the moving shape.

He wanted to talk slow, to remain in control.

‘What . . . what . . . do . . . you . . . want?’

His own voice floated off into the emptiness.

No answer.

The thing moved around in front of him. He could feel its physical mass. It was as if some ancient animal sense had woken along the nerves of his skin to compensate for the loss of sight.

He couldn’t keep it up. He had to know. The words spilled out over chattering teeth. ‘Tell me what the fuck you want, you cocksucker, or I swear to God . . .’

The thing moved again, slowly, to his left now. For a moment he thought, It’s not human, it’s something else, some fucking demon.

A footstep. And the sound of breathing.

It was human.

Jimmy let out a shaky breath. Then he considered some of the things he’d done in his life and thought this was maybe worse. He desperately tried to think of one good thing he’d done, just one thing.

‘Listen for a minute. I have two boys waiting for me at home. Their names are Brendan and Sean.’

The ssssnick of a knife being whipped out of its scabbard.

‘Listen to me!’ he screamed. ‘They’ll be terrified right now – shit, and my wife too – just let me call them and tell them I’m all right . . .’

A blade pinched the skin over his jugular. He felt the blood bunch behind the point of the steel.

He nodded, his eyes clenching shut and water leaking out under the right lid. The ragged breathing was closer.

After a few seconds, the blade withdrew.

He lowered his head. He was going to piss his pants and he didn’t give a fuck.

Silence. Then a gurgling sound.

Jimmy thought at first that a drainpipe had opened up, some runoff from rain. But it was January, the ground frozen hard as granite.

It was the thing making the noise.

He listened, quiet. They weren’t real words, or were they? Another language? It sounded like wet strangled sounds pushed into the air. Was it speaking through some kind of device, trying to disguise its voice?

‘What? I can’t tell what you’re—’

It lurched forward, pushing air in front of it. Jimmy flinched back, jamming his chin down into his chest, but the blow never came.

‘Who are you?’ His voice shook. He took a deep breath, then tried again.

The thing was coming close. His eyes teared up.

‘Show me your face!’ Jimmy shouted.

He heard movement and the knife cut the rope behind him. He realized his hands had been tied separately to the back of the chair. Now his right hand was free and throbbing. He brought it around and felt for the blindfold. But the knife jabbed into the flesh and he dropped his hand with a curse.

A grunt and the floor shook. The thing was kneeling in front of him. He twitched back.

‘You faggot, don’t you . . .’

For a second he thought of reaching out and clawing its eyes out. I can blind this son of a bitch. His nails bit against his palm as he felt their sharpness.

But then, a wave of depression. It would gut him for sure. He was helpless.

Suddenly, the blade pressed against his throat again, dimpling the flesh.

‘Okay, okay!’ he shouted. The knife withdrew. Jimmy knew what it wanted.

He took a deep breath and slowly reached out in front of him. When he touched something, he hissed and curled his lips. It was a face.

Jimmy’s finger touched something on the forehead. He began to trace a shape.

‘What the—?’ he said softly. He found the end of the scar, then traced it back.

A hand grabbed his wrist roughly and he cried out. It began pulling his fingers down. The hand was rough-skinned and strong.

‘What are you . . .’

He didn’t want to do that. Not that.

A grunt.

‘I don’t care who you are. Don’t you understand?’

His hand was wrenched downward and then released. Jimmy took a breath. His hand trembled as it brushed over a flaring nose. He felt the thing’s breath on the hairs of his hand. He paused.

Jimmy cried out as it turned the knife. The long edge of the blade was against his skin.

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Okay.’

He let his fingertips move down. A top lip, the flesh slightly cooler here. Teeth.

‘You sick goddamn animal. I won’t do it. I won’t.’

He jerked his hand back.

Stabbing pain from his stomach. Spiking up and up. He roared, ‘Stop!’ but the sound came back as babble.

He reached out again and touched the thing’s forehead. The pain stopped as suddenly as it had begun.

Jimmy sat there, panting. Finally, his trembling hand moved downward.

Moaning now, he let his fingers flutter down over its forehead to the eyes. They were open. His fingertip grazed over the right eyeball. It didn’t close.

He touched the lips. Turning his head away, he let his fingers crawl forward over the teeth. And with a flash, the picture of a young face came to him. He snatched his hand back; his chin sank onto his chest.

‘Oh, God,’ he whispered. ‘I knew it. I knew you’d come back.’

The thing stood up and he felt it move behind him. With a jerk, his chair was tilted back and it began to drag him away.

The chair lurched and smashed against something. A leg splintered. Then again. Jimmy gathered all his reserves of strength and with a groan pulled against the rope around his left hand until he thought he’d dislocated his shoulder. It was too tight. He couldn’t get loose.

The chair smashed down again. We’re going down steps, Jimmy thought. We were in an attic, and now we’re going down steps to the street. It’s going to be all right. He’s going to let me go.

Jimmy thought of his brother and wished he were here.

The sounds of the chair on the stairs filtered away and the church nave grew quiet again. The stained-glass window on the west wall showing the martyrdom of Saint Stephen by stoning grew dimmer; a cloud passing. The distant clatter of ice sliding off a roof came through the thick stone walls but barely registered in the chill air.

There was the muffled sound of a door slamming that seemed to emerge from beneath the cold flagstones. The sound carried across the empty pews and the baptismal font, long covered in dust, the silver circle around the drain rimmed with dirt.

And then the screaming began.


ONE

Detective Absalom Kearney took the exit for the Skyway and the Ford nosed upward, climbing with the gray asphalt. Lake Erie was frozen over and far below and to her right, and Buffalo’s industrial waterfront to her left, as quiet and still as an oil painting. The factory smokestacks rode past, even with her windshield, but not a smudge of smoke drifted up from them. The waterfront was dead, slumbering for the past three decades. When Absalom used to ride along this part of the highway with her father twenty years before, she’d sometimes hear the smokestacks keen as the storm winds hit them.

She rolled down the window. The smokestacks were silent. The squall hadn’t peaked yet.

The crest of the road was ahead, only slate-colored sky beyond. Three stories up, the Skyway was a ribbon of concrete spilled across the clouds. The elevated drive was Buffalo’s only stab at Futurism. When the future had actually arrived, the city hadn’t liked it much.

The wind shook the car with a guttering rattle. Abbie gripped the wheel harder.

She felt the fear grow inside her again, blooming like a growing rose in a sped-up film. She took the Skyway every time she had to go to South Buffalo instead of driving down the 90, where the highway hugged the earth all the way to the exit at Seneca Street, by the junkyard that seemed to hold the same hundred wrecked cars she’d seen there as a child. Abbie told herself she took the road above the lake because she wanted to face the thing that terrified her. Which was what, exactly?

White tendrils of snow skimmed ahead of her Ford Crown Vic, pushed by the wind. The front edge of the storm was blowing in, the winds playing before the squall blew up into its full power, spinning a spider web of frozen lace. Her eyes followed them as the road rose. Endlessly intricate patterns, hypnotic to watch them form and break, form and break.

There were no cars up ahead, not a single red brake light in the tall, rippling curtains of snow. The empty highway made her think that if she moved the wheel just two inches to the right she would put the car into the railing. A lull, the bang of ice, and then water. Lake Erie in January was a freezing tomb. Death in fifteen minutes. She’d looked it up, whether to calm herself or scare herself she had no idea.

She could almost hear the snow crystals scour the asphalt. They made a rough, hissing sound that grated on your eardrum. It was like the shushing of a dogsled heading into blankness, disappearing into the advancing storm . . .

She leaned and turned up the radio, which the last detective had tuned to a country station and which she hadn’t bothered to change. She found the University of Buffalo station playing some obscure eighties synth music.

When she told her partner Z about how odd she felt driving Buffalo highways, he’d asked her why. She’d brushed it off then, but now she knew. It’s the emptiness. The enormous emptiness. Or the loneliness, that was it, the feeling of being alone in a place that should be filled with other people, cars full of families headed to the supermarket, to the restaurant on the lake, to the hockey game. Buffalo had built miles of highways during the boom years, enough for a million people. The people that were going to come but didn’t. Why not? Where’d they disappear to? What happened to them?

Now the gray roads splayed across the city, empty half the time. The local joke was the only way Buffalo would get a rush hour was if Toronto got hit by a nuclear bomb and panicked Canadians came pouring south. You could drive for twenty minutes at a time at three on a weekday afternoon and not see another car pass you. The highway system was a network of veins laid across a dead heart.

But she couldn’t talk about those things, because eyes were already on her. She’d only been in Buffalo PD for a year. At thirty-one, she was already on her second police job. If she messed this up like she did Miami . . .

The radio crackled. ‘Detective Kearney, this is Dispatch. McDonough wants to know your ETA.’

A missing persons case in the County. Must be a family with some connection to the Department, because the missing guy had only been gone since Monday. Just two days. And the officer on scene had called in to check on Abbie’s progress, making the family think their missing son or daughter was a priority. Usually, they would just ask the family if Danny or Maura preferred crystal meth or alcohol.

She kept her eyes on the yellow line as she reached to pick up the handset. The radio was mounted far enough away to give legroom for a bigger person – that is, one of the sprawling six-foot men that the Department seemed to breed, not the average-sized Abbie. Finally, she hooked the cord with a French-polished fingernail and brought the handset up.

‘Kearney to Dispatch,’ she said in a husky voice. ‘Twenty minutes.’

‘Ten-four.’

She descended down the back slope of the Skyway, the lake coming up on her right and then the raggedy little marina where her father had liked to fish in the spring. Next to it were the hulking grain elevators, massive concrete silos that, like all the old mills down along the waterfront, had been empty for decades. It used to be that ships filled with golden wheat from the West would come steaming into the harbor and unload their haul. The West grew it, and Buffalo milled it. Now the mills were bankrupt and kids with Irish pug noses and no concept of mortality fell to their deaths after breaking the silo locks and climbing up the inside on the rusty maintenance ladders. There wasn’t that much else to do in the County on a Saturday night.

There’d been one just last week, a seventeen-year-old boy named Fenore who’d wanted to impress his porky girlfriend, who they found crying hysterically at the foot of the silo. Abbie had done one recovery and that was enough. The insides of the things smelled like rancid beer, and at the bottom, always the broken bodies.

Abbie had begun to think of them as sarcophagi, twenty-story vertical tombs facing out to the lake like some kind of postindustrial pyramids, the bones of the young inside. The whole city was entombed by the artifacts of its glory days.

She jumped off at Tifft Street, grinding the front wheels into a left turn, and shot off through the nature preserve.

Coming to South Buffalo was coming home, she guessed. But a little half-Irish girl from outside the neighborhood could never have been at home here, even if she’d been adopted and raised by a legendary Irish cop, the great and terrible John Kearney. Not a girl with an unknown father, who’d given her midnight-black hair, what they called Black Irish in the County. And if that wasn’t enough, Harvard grads like Abbie were regarded as nothing less than two-headed aliens.

They called South Buffalo the Twenty-Seventh County, or the County for short, a patch of Ireland in the wilds of America. Blacks need not apply; strangers, be on your way; and faggot, can you outrun a bullet? Back in high school, her neighbors the Sheehans hadn’t even let that poor redheaded kid John Connell come on their porch to pick up their daughter Moira for the freshman dance. Not because he was Italian or German or, God forbid, Puerto Rican, not because he was too poor or addicted to alcohol or sexually suspect or pockmarked by acne. No. It turned out his family was from the wrong part of Ireland, Abbie’s friends patiently explained to her afterward. The Connells were from Mayo and the Sheehans were pure Kilkenny. ‘D’ya get it now? He’s the wrong county; the Sheehans won’t have a Mayo boy on their doorstep.’ Their faces shiny with concern, emphatic that she should understand the intricacies of Irish-American dating.

‘Yep,’ she’d told them. ‘I get it now.’

Inside, she’d thought, Looks like I can forget about getting a date in high school. And she’d been right. Her raven-black hair, which was only accentuated by her pale skin and sky-blue eyes, her long-dead drug-addicted mother, and her unknown father had doomed her to a life as an outsider in the County, where ancestry was everything. She remembered the moment as the beginning of her disastrous romantic history, and probably her sharp tongue, too.

That had been in the nineties. Things were different now, people said. There were even a few blacks and Latinos sprinkled among the County’s population, though you never seemed to see them walking the streets. Maybe they carpooled for safety and conversation.

But some part of the neighborhood never changed. The clannish logic. The hostility to outsiders. The secret, ancient warmth. The alcoholism.

As her partner, Z, said whenever someone from this part of the city did something completely inexplicable or self-destructive: ‘WATC.’

‘We are the County.’

No other explanation necessary. Or possible.


TWO

Abbie crossed South Park Avenue. When she got to McKinley at the corner of Bishop Timon High School, she turned the wheel right and two minutes later was standing in front of the house on Orchard Street. It was a two-story wood-frame house, with fresh light green paint on the front and and a newish Big Wheel in the front yard. She grabbed her notebook and went in.

The wooden front door was open. Abbie pulled open the screen door and saw to the right a bean pole of a cop with a large beak for a nose, standing with his hands behind his back as if he was guarding the tomb of the unknown soldier. Had to be McDonough. When he saw her, he nodded and tilted his head to the right. As Abbie stepped onto the tan shag carpet, she saw the arm of a couch, and then two legs in a pair of sweatpants, a Notre-Dame T-shirt, and then the rest of Patty Ryan. She was sitting mutely, tissue clutched in one upturned and closed hand that rested in the palm of the other. She looked up.

She’d been pretty, once. The face of the high school girl slowly being submerged in fat. She looked about thirty-eight, ten years younger than her husband.

‘Mrs Ryan?’

Patty Ryan nodded, staring at her.

McDonough stepped into the silence. ‘Patty’s husband Jimmy hasn’t been home for two days and hasn’t called. His cell phone is going straight to voicemail. She says he—’

‘He’s dead,’ Patty said. ‘I know he is.’

‘I hope that isn’t true,’ Abbie said, ‘but we need to figure this out. Can I sit?’

You couldn’t say ‘may I’ in the County or they’d look at you like you’d just arrived from Buckingham Palace. And spit in your eye.

Patty was about to say something, but she stopped. Her dark blue eyes bored into Abbie’s. She’s probably never asked an outsider for help before, Abbie thought. Doesn’t know how it’s done.

But need overruled everything else. Patty gestured robotically toward a corduroy-covered recliner. Abbie walked over, lifted a plastic truck from the seat, and sat down, placing the truck by her right foot.

‘When was the last time you spoke to your husband?’

‘Monday.’ Patty stared straight ahead at a point over Abbie’s right shoulder.

‘On the phone?’

Patty looked at Abbie and nodded. Then her gaze returned to its spot.

‘How did he—’

‘Fine. He sounded fine.’

‘Okay. Where was he calling from?’

‘From his route. For National Grid. Checking gas meters.’

‘Was he wearing his uniform?’

A quick nod. Her shoulders were hunched over her chest, and her arms were now wrapped around her body, her chin down. It was if she was coiled around something, trying to keep it from exploding into the room.

‘I ironed it the night before. Jim liked to look good. He was a proud person.’

‘Was there anything unusual about Jim that day?’

She shook her head.

‘What about in the last few weeks?’

She muttered, ‘No.’

Abbie nodded, then let silence flood into the room. The woman was on autopilot; Abbie had to shake her out of her waking coma.

Patty’s eyes goggled at the wall, then she seemed to become aware of the silence. Her eyes shifted left and met Abbie’s, who caught her gaze and leaned forward.

‘Why do you believe your husband’s dead?’

‘A feeling. Felt it on Monday afternoon. It was . . .’

A tear appeared at the corner of Patty’s right eye. It caught the lower eyelash and swung over, finally dropping onto the darkened skin around her eyes and starting down. There was something past caring in her look, like an animal tracked to its lair that is too exhausted to fight anymore.

‘It was like Jim saying he was sorry.’

Abbie nodded slowly. ‘Sorry for what?’

‘For leaving me, for leaving the kids. For the two mortgages on this shitty house, maybe. For the Catholic school bills that I won’t be able to pay anymore. For last Valentine’s Day, when he got drunk and slammed me into the living room wall. Is that enough?’

‘That’s plenty. Was there anything else he could be sorry for? Something not to do with you and him?’

‘What’re you talkin’ about?’ Quick.

‘Was there anyone who might have wanted to harm Jim? That bore a grudge?’

Patty was on it fast.

‘“Bore a grudge”? What’s that mean?’

‘It means, was somebody ang—’

‘You sound like someone from New York or somethin’.’

That wasn’t an observation here. It was an accusation.

‘Let’s talk about Jim.’

‘Where you from?’ Her chin poked up and now her eyes were dry and hard.

‘Does it matter?’

‘To me it does.’

‘Okay then,’ Abbie said, closing her notebook and staring at Patty. ‘I grew up five blocks from here.’

‘That’s imposs—’

Her face, curling into a snarl of disbelief, suddenly went slack.

‘You’re Absalom Kearney,’ she said softly.

‘That’s right.’

Patty looked like she wanted to jump through her skin. She pointed at McDonough and turned her head, her eyes accusing.

‘Why’d he say you were Detective Marcus?’

‘That’s my married name. I don’t use it anymore.’

She glanced up at McDonough.

‘And no one else is supposed to, either.’

McDonough looked away, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

‘You still married?’ the woman said in a dead voice.

Abbie’s bright blue eyes grew still. Then she shook her head no.

‘And you came back here to take care o’ your father?’

‘Yes, I came back here to take care of my father.’

Only half a lie.

Patty regarded her, her eyes weighing what she’d just heard, growing softer.

‘That’s good. Maybe . . . maybe you’d understand.’

‘Understand what exactly?’

Patty made a slow twirling motion with her right index finger.

‘Around here.’

Patty’s gaze fell to the carpet, a tan shag with lines of intersecting brown and black. Her eyes searched the patterns there. Then she got up.

‘I never offered you anything.’

‘That’s okay. Really.’

The woman stood still, then turned.

‘Just tell me what’s bothering you. I want to find your husband.’

Instead of coming back to the couch, Patty shuffled to the fireplace. On the mantel the family photos, turned at different angles to the room.

Patty walked down the four feet of the wooden mantel, tapping on the white painted top absentmindedly. She paused by the first photo: her in a big white dress, thirty pounds lighter, beaming and holding the hand of a brown-haired man. Her finger touched the man’s face and then glided down the glass. She took another two steps and got to the last photo. Abbie stood quickly, but Patty pulled the frame to her belly, blocking Abbie’s view.

Patty stared at the wall above the mantel, hesitated, then glanced down at the photo before pressing it again to her body.

‘Was your husband good to you, Detective Kearney?’ she said, still turned away.

‘Not really. He was good to himself, and then I got what was left over. How about Jimmy?’

‘Jim wasn’t no good either, tell you the truth. When we’d fight, he’d threaten to leave me, and I’d say to him, “You’ve been leaving ever since we were married.”’

Patty turned, the picture held tight to her stomach, facing away from Abbie.

‘You’ve been leaving me ever since you got here. Y’know?’

That almost-Canadian inflection in the phrase. Y’know.

‘Yes, I know.’

‘But now that he’s gone, I want you to bring him back to me. Then . . .’

The hand holding the picture dropped to her side. Patty began to walk out of the room.

‘Then I’ll know what to do.’

Abbie watched her go.

McDonough turned and made the crazy sign by the side of his head.


THREE

Abbie walked outside and the cold air felt like it was cutting ice rings into her lungs. McDonough came up behind her.

‘What a freak show. She’s lost it.’

Abbie turned to look at him, her eyes burning. ‘No, Officer, she hasn’t lost it. And if you pull that hand-gesture stuff again, I’ll see you do midnights on the East Side all winter. You up for that?’

‘No.’

‘Good.’

McDonough coughed.

‘You really think he’s dead?’

Abbie looked up and down the street of tiny cottages, rusting American cars, and small Toyota compacts.

She sighed. ‘Yes.’

McDonough shook his head. ‘I don’t see it.’

Abbie’s eyebrow arched. McDonough fidgeted and pulled his broad blue police hat tight over his flushed forehead.

‘I’m one test away from getting my detective shield. And when I get it, I’ve put in my request to work with you, Detective Mar— um, Kearney. Tell you the truth, about half of my graduating class did.’

‘Really? Why’s that?’

McDonough shrugged. ‘They say you’re the best since your father retired, that maybe you’re even better than him. And in the County, that’s saying something. Your dad was the fucking gold—’

‘McDonough?’

‘Uh-huh?’

‘Which photo did she choose?’

‘Huh?’

‘You say you want to be a detective, so I’m asking you, which photo did Patty Ryan take off the mantel when we were talking about her husband? You did notice she took one down, didn’t you?’

‘Um, sure.’ He kicked the snow on the porch.

‘Mm-hmm?’

‘Was it the wedding photo?’

Abbie turned away. ‘No, it wasn’t. And that’s what makes it interesting. Women always go for the wedding picture, because if you know anything about marriages, the wedding is almost always the high point for them. Men will almost always pick a photo from when they first met. Don’t ask me why.’

‘So you’re saying she took a different one?’

‘Yeah, that’s what I’m telling you. Any guesses?’

McDonough looked vacantly at the street and shook his head. Abbie sighed.

‘It was a five-by-eight of three men, man to the right with his back turned, the man to the left probably Jimmy Ryan, the other two unidentified, the middle one balding. Judging by the difference between Ryan’s current photo and this one, it might have been ten or fifteen years ago. The three were standing on the lakeshore, probably facing the Canadian side, judging from the angle of the sun on the Peace Bridge to the right.’

Abbie slapped her notebook against her thigh.

‘And, damn it, she walked away with it.’

‘So why didn’t you ask to see it?’

‘Because she wouldn’t have shown me. And she would have known that I know. And I don’t want that yet.’

McDonough was staring at her with a dazed expression.

‘Know what?! What is it that you know?’

Abbie sighed. Back in the County. The shadows, the undertones, the whatever you want to call it, were thicker here than in a Louisiana swamp. She felt it press down on her chest, the old familiar claustrophobia.

Why had she come back? On good days, it was to take care of her father, and to finally discover who she was, as corny as that sounded. Because she hadn’t found it anywhere else, not at Harvard, not in Miami.

And this was the last place left to look.

On bad days, it was because she felt at home in the city’s windswept emptiness; its air of desolation suited her own.

She heard McDonough cough.

‘If Jimmy Ryan is dead,’ Abbie said, shaking off her reverie, ‘then Patty has a good feeling why he’s dead.’

‘No shit! Is that what she meant when she said, “Then I’ll know what to do”? Is she going to war or something?’

‘Listen to what the woman said, McDonough. And how she said it. Did she seem angry?’

‘No.’

‘How would you characterize her demeanor?’

‘More like, um, depressed.’

Abbie nodded. ‘Very good. I think she’s talking about burying Jimmy. Taking care of him one last time. It’s as if she’s already mourning him.’

McDonough smiled. ‘Or killing the fuck who did it, more like it.’

Abbie felt the overwhelming urge to punch McDonough in the stomach. If there was one cop like him on the force, there were fifty. ‘If you think she’s a lunatic, a crazy woman you can laugh at and ignore, you’re going to miss something. And if that happens, I’ll make you sorry you ever put on the uniform. Is that understood?’

McDonough nodded.

‘Good. I want you to start on your sweep. Get his picture out. The TV stations, the Buffalo News, the South Buffalo Post, websites, everything.’

McDonough scribbled in his notebook as Abbie headed to her car.

The County was divided into a long grid. There were four parallel main avenues that radiated out from downtown Buffalo, each with its own particular history. South Park was closest to Lake Erie, and it had been rough as long as people could remember. The legend was that there were more bars per square foot than anywhere else in the country except Reno, Nevada, but so many opened and closed every month that the number was in constant flux. South Park had biker bars, Irish bars, country and western bars, cop bars, old man bars, fireman bars, heavy metal bars, strip bars, steel plant bars (now welfare bars), bartender bars, hooker bars, and freak bars. A freak bar was a druggie bar.

Next came McKinley Avenue, broad and green. In its heyday it had been the best street in the County. Firemen with two jobs on the side dreamt of owning a house there, with its rich lawns, mowed by their owners – the County had never gotten rich enough to import immigrants to care for its hedges – sloping down to an elm-lined avenue. The major corners were anchored by huge, broad-shouldered homes built in the forties and fifties, and the two schools that parents worked two and three jobs to send their kids to. Bishop Timon for boys, Mount Mercy for girls (including Abbie, class of ’98). The schools were still there, but the paint was peeling from the signs and drugs were slipping into the polished corridors.

Abbott Road was her old haunt, the working-class avenue where high school kids colonized every corner on weekend nights and raised hell. It had been Abbie’s second home for her high school years.

Then came Seneca Street, which was descending into some kind of open-air prison. Cops didn’t want to work Seneca anymore; too violent, too disturbing. Abbie tried not to think about it, honestly. It had once been a nice busy street, with hardworking families hoping to graduate to Abbott Road or move out to the suburbs. But now it was like a concrete patch of Appalachia. For all Abbie knew, they were having human cockfights behind the convenience stores.

Abbie worked out a grid in McDonough’s squad car and four people began walking it – McDonough, Juskiewicz, Abbie, and her partner, Z, short for Zangara. Frank Zangara was a homegrown product, like 95 percent of the cops in Buffalo, but he was from the West Side, a black-haired Sicilian in the Department’s sea of brown-haired Celts and redheads. They’d called him Animal until he reached sophomore year in high school and shot up to 250 pounds of muscle by working out in his basement gym while everyone else was running wild in the local parks, strapping cases of Strohs beer to their backs with belts and walking around like astronauts with their life-packs. After he’d gotten big, they’d still called him Animal, but with respect.

‘This guy’s probably in Vegas spending his 401k money,’ Z said as they tramped through knee-high snow on South Park. There’d been a rash of those going around, husbands leaving wives or wives leaving husbands, without explanation or forwarding addresses.

‘Not this time,’ Abbie said. ‘He’s around.’

‘Which intuition is it this time, women’s or Ivy League’s?’

‘Cop’s,’ she said, cutting her eyes at him. ‘Ever heard of it?’

Z laughed.

South Park was rutted with deep grooves in the ice, navigated by rusting cars. It seemed like the only new cars were the ones owned by city agencies, Health and Human Services or Sanitation. A new car on South Park looked like some kind of visitor from the future.

They split up and took opposite sides of the street. It had snowed that morning and many of the houses were draped by a blanket of white, like the felt sheet that wrapped the foot of a Christmas tree.

The houses looked drearily alike. Frozen in silence, their owners out working at Wal-Mart (where they’d be floor workers, not managers), at one of the few remaining auto parts plants out at the lake, in the firehouses, or in the bars. There were no bold colors splashed on the fronts. God forbid you should buy a whimsical mailbox, Abbie thought. The County tended to think alike.

She covered one block, then two. A slow mist of intense cold seemed to filter into her black riding boots, freezing the toes first. She’d chosen fashion over warmth, always a mistake in Buffalo. Abbie stamped them on the hard sidewalk and kept moving on.

Abbie glanced into a backyard, then another. She got to the end of the block and crossed over, kept walking, then stopped. Her eyes swiveled back slowly to the second driveway on the block and she turned and retraced her steps. There on the fresh snow were what looked like a series of black squirrel droppings.

‘Hold on,’ she called across to Z.

Abbie headed down the driveway. Suddenly, she shot the right flap of her down jacket back and unholstered her Glock.

Abbie saw Z start toward her from across the street, dodge a UPS truck, and then hurry to the sloping driveway.

‘Blood trail,’ she said as he hustled up.

The trail was ruby-red and fresh. It hadn’t soaked down into the snow yet. The drops started two feet into the driveway off the street, just where two tire tracks ended at a narrowing of the fence.

He couldn’t get the truck all the way back to the garage, Abbie thought. It was too wide across. Had to carry the body in from here.

The home had a sunken look, light blue with black trim and a swaybacked porch. She put her back to the opposite house and held the gun out in front of her, two-handed stance, as she sidestepped down the driveway. Z had his gun aimed at the house, alternating between the side door and the front entrance, which was reached past a chain link fence. The trail was leading toward the garage, a dilapidated shed of no discernible paint color with two broken windows looking mournfully out at the street.

Something snapped to her left. Abbie swiveled her gun to the sound, but it was shingles on the garage flapping up in the wind. She stepped carefully through the snow until she reached the single garage door. She pressed her back against it, turned and stood on her tiptoes to see through the filmy windows into the interior. But they were covered with old newspaper taped to the inside, and all she could glimpse through the holes was milky gloom.

Abbie looked down. The blood trail led straight under the garage door.

She pointed to Z, then to the handle of the door. Abbie pulled out her flashlight and held it up near her right shoulder, the gun leveled beneath it. She nodded to Z. He took a breath and reached for the handle. Z gripped it with his enormous right hand, turned to look at her and pulled. The door came shooting up with an ungodly shriek.

Eyes – red, green, and brown – glinted at Abbie from the darkness. She whipped the gunpoint from one to the next in quick succession. But the eyes didn’t move. Lifeless, a constellation of dead things.

Abbie’s shoes made a crinkling sound as she stepped onto a blue tarp, smeared and speckled with blood, that covered the floor. Another one hung from the wooden beams of the ceiling and shrouded the right corner of the garage. Carcasses were spread out on worktables, bones shining dimly in the murk. She caught her breath.

‘Behind the tarp,’ she said.

Z moved toward it, but stopped as his foot slid in something red and wet.

‘Fuuu-uucck. What is this?’

‘Animals,’ she said, dropping her gun to her thigh, doing a quick inventory: deer, fox, bear. ‘They’re probab—’

Abbie felt the air shift and instantly began to pivot. The hanging tarp had snapped back and a man was charging at Z, a knife flashing in his hand.

‘Z!’

Abbie snapped her boot out and kicked the man’s knee as he went by. The knife swooped down and missed Z’s arm by two inches as the man collapsed sideways and hit the tarp.

‘Don’t shoot!’ she said, grabbing Z’s arm.

‘Who the fuck—’

Abbie took two steps toward the man – a burly six-footer with a bushy red beard, a ripped Carhartt jacket, and oil-stained jeans. He was clutching his left knee and his eyes glowed crazily in the gloom.

‘Drop the knife,’ Abbie said, her voice calm and her gun leveled at the man’s forehead.

‘Fuck you. Get the fuck out of my garage.’

‘Buffalo Police,’ Abbie said. ‘I said drop . . . the . . . knife.’

‘Police?’ the man said. ‘We ain’t got any bitch detectives in the County.’

Abbie heard Z snort behind her.

‘I’ll introduce you to my fucking boot and—’ he said.

Abbie made a small movement with her free hand. She took her case out and flipped it out. Her badge glinted in the weak light.

‘So? The fuck you want with me?’

‘Drop . . . the . . . knife, sir. I’m not going to tell you again.’

The knife – a ten-inch blade that looked like a prop from a gladiator movie – bounced off the tarp.

‘Sit up.’

The man muttered and sat on his haunches, straining to sit up over his belly. He looked at Abbie with hatred.

‘You live here?’ Abbie said, the muscles in her shoulder finally relaxing.

‘I think you broke my damn knee. Hell yes, I live here.’

Abbie studied him. He looked like some kind of mountain man, sawdust and small twigs in his hair, his eyes wild, goggling.

‘What are you doing with all these carcasses?’

‘It’s called survival, bi—’

Abbie brought the gun barrel up and centered it between his eyes.

‘It’s called survival, lady.’

‘Try “Detective,”’ she said. ‘Detective Kearney.’

The man made a ‘psssh’ sound and his pupils seemed to grow even smaller. Abbie wondered if he was on meth.

‘Answer the question,’ Abbie said.

‘It’s roadkill. Something gets hit on the highway, I got a trooper friend who calls me or maybe a trucker on his CB. I go and get it.’

‘What’s your name?’

‘I don’t have to give you that.’

It was the needless aggravation that wore you down in the County. People here – even the Poles and the few Lithuanians who’d wandered in – seemed to have an ancestral memory of being oppressed in a country they’d never been to, and they carried it with them always, like their mother had been truncheoned the day before.

‘Actually, you do. Or you’re taking a ride with us.’

‘Fascism is coming. Sure as we’re standing here.’

‘Your name.’

‘You’d just look me up in your computers anyway. Joseph Wardinski.’

‘What do you do with the carcasses, Mr Wardinski?’

‘I bring ’em back here, skin ’em, empty ’em out, and sell the meat. Or we freeze it.’

‘And the heads?’

‘Stuff ’em. It’s called paxadermy.’

Z snorted but Abbie’s expression didn’t change.

‘Somebody buys those?’ she said.

‘People up north. Farmers. Real Americans.’

The last was said with a narrowing of the eyes.

‘You got a license for any of this?’ Z said.

‘License? This don’t have nothing to do with the government.’

‘This isn’t the Yukon country, sir,’ Abbie said. ‘You need a license. Stand up.’

‘The Yu-kong?’ the man said as he struggled off the ground. ‘The fuck’s that?’

‘This isn’t the frontier is what I’m telling you.’

The man just stared at them, his mouth working silently.

‘Listen, Mr Wardinski. Just take a deep breath and listen.’

Abbie holstered her gun.

‘Some of this wild game carries disease. Trichinosis, other bad stuff. If you want to poison yourself, go right ahead, it’s a free country last I heard. But you don’t want to be feeding this stuff to your kid.’

‘How’d you know I have a kid?’

‘The Dora stickers on the third-floor window.’

The man said nothing.

Their radios blared in stereo. ‘Detective Kearney, come in.’

‘You’re going to have the health inspector down here if you don’t keep this place clean,’ Abbie said. ‘Check the meat before you use it. You know what to look for?’

The man looked down at his grease-black boots on the blue tarp.

Abbie motioned to Z and they started down the driveway. As they passed the man, he whispered something.

‘What was that?’ Abbie said, her voice dead quiet.

He stared at her, his eyes filled with a crazy urgency, and for a second she thought he would go for her gun.

‘Detective Kearney, come in now, please,’ McDonough bleated on the radio.

Z picked up his radio. ‘This is Zangara, go ahead.’

‘Nothing,’ the mountain man said, turning away.

‘We found him,’ McDonough’s voice was ragged. ‘He’s cut up ba—’

‘Get off the radio,’ Z barked, then dropped the radio to his side. ‘Idiot.’

Abbie gave the mountain man one last look and then followed Z.

They hustled out toward Abbie’s car. Abbie jumped in the driver’s seat, turned the key, and revved the engine before swinging into a U-turn.

She headed over to Abbott Road, then made the right into Cazenovia Park. Black clouds were gathering above the park oaks.

‘Z,’ she said, turning to her partner.

‘Yeah?’

‘You see that guy?’

Z glanced at her. ‘Yeah, I saw him.’

Abbie was quiet for a minute.

‘Ever feel something’s not really right in the city? That the clocks are . . . running backward?’

He made a face. ‘No. I never think about that.’

‘I do.’

‘Whatever. Listen, Ab. Don’t go spooky on me.’

‘Going spooky’ was Z’s term for depression. They’d been through one major episode together. Her episode, of course. Zangara was a rock.

‘It’s this place,’ Abbie said. She felt a wave of black-winged sadness come over her, thinking about the mountain man’s daughter – the girl who loved Dora – eating roadkill and listening to her father rant against government mind control and the coming of the Last Days.

‘You know what I say?’ Z said.

‘What?’

‘Fuck this place.’


FOUR

McDonough had fumbled out an address on Seneca. Before they pulled up, Abbie knew it was St Teresa’s, the church she’d gone to as a child. Now it was closed up, the parishioners having been shunted off to St John the Evangelist as the Catholic population died off or went astray. The faithful had protested for months, circling in the snow in front of the church with signs and rosaries in their hands. But the parish was too poor to afford so many churches, eventually the protesters’ number had dwindled to nothing, and the church had been padlocked.

As they pulled up and walked to the arched entrance, there were a few people looking at them anxiously, milling around the church steps.

‘Damn McDonough,’ Z muttered. The County was well known for harboring police groupies. Half the people had relatives in the force and police scanners on their side tables or nightstands, running day and night, old men listening as they watched the light fade in their rocking chairs. Now the address was out, and probably the fact that they’d found a body.

‘Who’s in there?’ a ragged voice called out as they hurried in. Abbie didn’t turn her head.

They entered the gloom of the church. Light angled down from high windows, picking up dust motes. There was a scrum of people in the middle of the aisle. Abbie made out the slim form of McDonough, a fat bundled-up cop that must be Juskiewicz
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