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  Dedication


For the people who keep the coffee warm, 
who remember your name,
who hold communities together in ways no one notices
until they're gone.
And for every small town still fighting
to keep its lights on.
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  Chapter 1: The Cooler


They had killed half the lights by the time I got there, so the Mayville Shop-Rite met me the way a thing meets you when it’s already half gone. Every other fixture dark. Long aisles running back into nothing. A man with a clipboard slapping orange auction stickers on the freezer doors like he was tagging them for the morgue. 
The kid at the entrance didn’t ask who I was. He just pointed his chin toward the back, where the real light was, the white kind, the kind that means someone official has set up shop. So I went toward it, past the registers, past a wall of cereal that somebody had already started boxing, and I thought, not for the first time, that I had seen healthier crime scenes in actual morgues.
I’d been in Mayville four months by then, long enough to know the store the way you know a place you buy your coffee and your aspirin and not much else. It had been the kind of grocery a town builds its week around without noticing it’s doing it. Now it was a body that hadn’t been told it was dead yet, still cold, still humming, still lit in patches, and men I’d never seen were walking through it pricing the organs.
One of them passed me with a clipboard and didn’t look up. That’s how you know a crew that closes places for a living. They don’t look at you, because looking at you means wondering what you’re losing, and they’ve trained that out, the way a man who guts fish stops smelling it. He had a roll of orange stickers and he was going down the freezer doors one at a time, peel and slap, peel and slap, the sound of a town being itemized.
“You the detective?”
This from a heavy man in a tie, by the produce. The tie was the giveaway. Nobody in a dying grocery wears a tie unless he’s come to manage the dying.
“Vasco,” I said. “And you’d be — sorry, they told me a name. Started with a G.”
“Glen. Glen Marsh. Assistant manager.” He said assistant the way you’d say acting, like it was a thing that had just happened to him and might still be reversed.
“Manager of the lettuce,” I said, looking around. “Sorry. Produce. I always get that wrong.”
I don’t always get that wrong. But it’s a useful thing to be, a man who gets things wrong, because the people around him relax, and a relaxed man tells you which words matter to him by the way he hurries to fix them.
Glen hurried to fix it. “Hal was the produce manager. Forty-one years. I’m — I was over grocery, but with the closing, we sort of all —” He stopped. “He’s in the cooler.”
“Show me.”
· · ·
The walk-in was the one part of the store that still felt alive, in the way a cold thing can feel alive, humming to itself, breathing out fog when Glen pulled the handle. Inside, a pallet rack had come down. Steel uprights, the heavy wire shelving, a few hundred pounds of boxed romaine and bagged carrots, and under all of it a man named Hal Brenner who had spent forty-one years keeping that exact produce off the floor and had ended up beneath it anyway.
The county coroner was already there, a tired woman named Espinoza who I’d met twice and liked both times. She looked up at me and then at Glen and then back at me, which is coroner for can we talk without the civilian.
“Glen,” I said. “Do me a favor. Go find me whoever locked up last night, and whoever opened this morning. I’ll be right out.”
He went, grateful to be given a task that pointed away from the body.
“They want it written up tonight,” Espinoza said, low. “The chain’s lawyer’s already called the office twice. Workplace accident, shelf failure, very sad, sign here.”
“Do you like it for an accident?”
“I like that a rack fell on a man.” She crouched, pointed with a gloved finger at the base of the upright, where the floor anchors sat. “What I don’t love is that.”
I crouched too. My knees told me about it. The anchors were still in the concrete, four of them, clean, the bolts seated. The upright that had come down hadn’t snapped at the base and it hadn’t torn out of the floor. It had been lifted up and out of its anchors, the way you’d lift a fence post you meant to move, and then the whole rack had gone over.
I made myself look at Hal Brenner properly, because you owe a dead man that much before you start using him as a puzzle. He’d been a big man going soft, the way men go who spend forty years on their feet and then a few more behind a desk they didn’t want. One arm was free of the wreckage, flung out across the cold floor, and his hand was open. That’s the thing I carried out of that cooler and didn’t put down for a long time. The open hand. A man doesn’t brace an open hand against a falling shelf. A man braces a fist, or a forearm, or nothing at all because he never saw it coming. Hal’s hand was open like he’d been reaching to show somebody something. Like he’d been in the middle of being helpful.
The cold got into my knees and my collar and the fillings of my teeth. I’ve worked bodies in worse places, but there’s a particular wrongness to a death in a walk-in, the way the room keeps doing its job around the thing that’s wrong with it, keeps the lettuce crisp and the man cold with the exact same indifference. The compressor cycled while I crouched there, kicked on with a shudder and a hum, and I thought: it’ll keep him fresh as the romaine right up until they unplug it, and then it’ll let them both go off together, and neither one will know the difference.
“Huh,” I said.
“Yeah.”
“A shelf that fails, fails where it’s weak. This one got helped.”
Espinoza stood, peeled a glove. “I’m not putting that in the report tonight. I’m putting pending. That’s all I’ve got room for with the lawyer breathing on me.”
“Pending’s fine,” I said. “Pending’s a beautiful word. You can hide a whole murder in pending.”
· · ·
Out front, the lights were going off section by section as the auction crew worked, so that the store seemed to be closing its eyes one row at a time. Glen had found me two people. A stocker, young, hood up, watching me with the flat patience of someone who’d been watched by men with badges before. And a woman at the front register, the only register with its light still on, sitting very straight on a stool with her hands folded like she was waiting for a customer who wasn’t coming.
She was older, soft-faced, the kind of face a town puts on its own idea of itself. She’d made a pot of coffee. There was no morning crew to drink it. She’d made it anyway, the way you keep doing the last true thing when everything else has stopped making sense.
“You’ll be the detective,” she said. “You look frozen half to death. Sit down before you fall down. I’ve got the pot on.”
“I’m alright, ma’am.”
“You’re not.” She was already pouring. Nobody got to decline Ruth Kessler a cup of coffee; I’d learn that, though I didn’t know it yet. “Ruth. I worked the front here thirty years. Hal and I opened together most mornings. I made his coffee too.”
She had the setup of a woman who’d run that register longer than some of the auction crew had been alive. A clean rag folded in a square by the scanner. A little dish of the hard candies nobody buys and everybody takes. A travel mug, dented, the kind you keep because a person gave it to you, set just so by her left hand where it wouldn’t be in the way of the work that wasn’t coming. She’d built herself a small country of order at the one lit register, eight square feet of a store that still made sense, and she sat in the middle of it like its last citizen.
Behind her, taped to the side of the register where the customers couldn’t see it but she could, was a photograph gone soft at the corners. A younger crowd in green aprons, a hand-lettered banner, balloons. I clocked it the way you clock anything on a wall, which is to say I saw it and filed it under nothing, and it sat in the back of my head in the dark for two weeks before I understood it was the first true thing anyone showed me in that building.
She set the cup down in front of me and her hands didn’t shake, exactly, but they did something quieter than shaking, a kind of careful steadiness, like a person carrying a full glass across a room they know too well.
“Forty-one years that man stocked lettuce,” she said, “and they’ll have the sign down by Friday like he was never here.”
“I’m sorry. You two were close.”
“Everybody was close to Hal. That was the trouble with him.” She looked at the dark aisles. “I was three towns over that night, at my mother’s, or I’d have — well. I don’t know what I’d have done. Carried more than I can carry, probably.”
I drank the coffee. It was very good coffee. I remember thinking that she was the first warm thing I’d touched since I walked in, and that whatever had happened in that cooler, it had nothing to do with a woman who made coffee for a crew that no longer came.
I want you to remember that I thought that. I’m going to need you to remember that I thought she was the one safe person in the building, because I’m a good detective, and I was wrong, and the distance between those two facts is the whole of this story.






  
  Chapter 2: Nine Days


The coffee was the kind of good that made you suspicious of everything else. 
I sat at the front register with the cup Ruth had pressed on me and watched the auction crew take the store apart in the careful, bored way of men who do this for a living. Two of them had a pallet jack under a run of shelving and were walking it toward the loading dock like pallbearers who’d done enough funerals to stop pretending it was sad. A third stood on a ladder unscrewing the plastic letters off the wall above customer service. He’d gotten as far as P-R-I-C, so the sign now promised the town a PRIC, and nobody had told him, and I wasn’t going to be the one.
“They’ll do the front sign Thursday,” Ruth said. She’d followed my eyes. “The big one. Out by the road.”
“Thursday.”
“That’s what the young woman told me. The one with the clipboard. Diane.” She said the name the way you’d hold something you weren’t sure was clean. “She has a schedule for all of it. Laminated. She showed me the page like I’d want to see it.”
“And did you?”
“I wanted to put it in the disposal.” She said it mild and sweet, smoothing the counter with her cloth, and that was the first time Ruth Kessler made me laugh, a short one I caught behind my teeth. She looked pleased about it in a tired way. People who feed you want to make you laugh too. It’s the same instinct. Fill the hole in front of you because you can’t fill the one in yourself.
I’d met Diane Pruitt for ninety seconds on my way in. Lanyard, tablet, the particular flat calm of a person who has closed a lot of these and learned not to look the staff in the eye, because the staff are losing a life and she’s losing a Tuesday, and there’s no exchange rate between those two things that doesn’t leave somebody insulted. I didn’t blame her for the calm. You don’t survive that job by feeling it. But I noted that the whole store had decided to hate her, and that the whole store was grateful to have something to hate that wasn’t the bank or the future or each other.
Ruth refilled my cup without asking. I hadn’t finished the first one. I let her.
“How long,” I said. “Before the doors lock for good.”
“Nine days.” She didn’t have to think about it. Not a beat, not a glance at a calendar. Nine days, the way you’d know how many were left until a wedding, or a surgery — a number you’d been carrying so long it had worn a groove. I noticed it without knowing why I noticed it. “Nine days, and then it’s Halvorsen’s, and Halvorsen doesn’t want a grocery here. They want the lease and the parking. They’ll gut it and sit on it and put in a — I don’t know. A vape store. A place that cashes checks and sells lottery tickets to people who can’t afford either.”
“You’ve given it some thought.”
“I’ve given it thirty years.” She wiped the spot where my cup had been, though my cup was in my hand. “What else would I think about?”
· · ·
Here is what nine days meant, and why I stopped tasting the good coffee and started doing arithmetic.
In nine days the registers I was leaning on would be in a warehouse three states off, sorted by the linear foot. The office where Hal kept whatever Hal kept would be an empty room with brighter rectangles on the walls where the calendars had hung. The walk-in would be defrosted, unbolted, broken down to panels, and trucked to some other dying store that didn’t know yet that it was dying. Every surface a print could live on. Every box a secret could fold itself into. Every person who’d been inside this building the night a careful man got three hundred pounds of steel and romaine dropped on him on purpose — all of it scattering, on a schedule, laminated, with Diane’s tablet counting it down to zero.
A homicide goes cold over months. You lose it a degree at a time. This one had nine days and then it didn’t go cold, it went gone — no crime scene, no staff, no town, just a slab and a parking lot and a water tower with a dead grocery’s name still on it.
I’m not a fast man. I’ve built a whole career on letting people think I’m slow, which works because it’s mostly true; I lose my own car in lots, I forget which day it is, I have to write a man’s name down twice before it sticks. But I can feel a clock when one’s running, and this one was loud enough to rattle the freezer doors. Whoever lifted that rack hadn’t just killed Hal Brenner. They’d picked the one week in forty-one years when the evidence would walk out the door behind the body, legally, in a truck, and nobody would ever be able to put it back. That wasn’t luck. Luck doesn’t lift a steel upright clean out of four seated anchors. Somebody had read the same calendar Ruth had memorized and understood what it was good for.
I didn’t have a suspect. I had a clock and a coroner who’d written pending and a store closing its eyes one row at a time. It would have to be enough to start.
· · ·
“Ruth,” I said. “Who was the last one to see Hal? Alive.”
“Alive.” She set the cloth down and squared it to the counter’s edge, a small reflexive neatness, the kind of thing hands do while the rest of a person goes somewhere else. “That’d be whoever closed Tuesday. Hal liked to close. Said the store was honest at night, with nobody in it to perform for. He’d walk all the aisles before he locked up. Every one. Forty-one years.” She smiled at something past my shoulder, past the wall, past the year. “Talk to the lettuce, I used to tell him. He said the lettuce listened better than most.”
“Were you here? Tuesday night?”
I want to be clear that I was not fishing. It was the dullest question in the kit, the one you ask the room, the one that means nothing and clears nobody and just fills in the grid. I asked it the way you’d ask anybody, already half-turned toward the next thing, the pen not even out of my pocket.
“No.” She refolded the cloth she’d already folded. “No, I was three towns over. At my mother’s, out past where the Halvorsen plant used to be on Route 9, you know the stretch, before the county line. I left right after my shift, a little after five, and I stopped for gas at the Marathon by the bridge, and I didn’t come back until the next morning, and by then —” Her hands did the careful thing again, that steadiness that costs a body more than shaking would. “By then they’d already found him. I never even — I came in for a regular shift. There were squad cars. I thought somebody’d robbed us.”
I nodded. I drank the coffee. It was still very good. I told her I was sorry, and I was, and I moved on, and that is the part I’d take back if the job let you take parts back.
Because here is what I know, the way I know my own bad knees: an innocent person, asked whether they were at work on a Tuesday, says no. Maybe no, why, if you’ve spooked them. Maybe no, I’d gone home. They give you the one word the question asked for. They do not give you the town and the road and the landmark and the time they clocked out and the gas station by the bridge and the hour they returned. They do not hand you the whole clean rectangle of a night, corners squared, before you’ve asked for so much as one edge of it. Innocent people have to reconstruct where they were. They squint. They check their phone. They say hang on, Tuesday, was that the night —. They build it in front of you, badly, because they weren’t keeping track, because why would they have been.
Ruth didn’t build it. She read it to me. She’d had it ready.
And what I thought, sitting eighteen inches from it in the warm pocket she’d made at the one lit register in a store full of dying light, was that she was being kind. That she was a woman who’d lost a friend of forty years and needed me to understand she’d have been at his side if the geography had allowed it. That her thoroughness was love with nowhere to go. I thought the detail was grief. Grief is detailed. Grief remembers the gas station.
I thought she was the one person in that building I would never have to think about again.
· · ·
Glen caught me before I reached the door. He’d been orbiting the dairy case for ten minutes, working up to it, a man who has decided not to interrupt and cannot stop himself.
“Detective. Sorry. Do you have — is there a sense of a timeline? For us, I mean. The staff. Corporate keeps asking what I tell people and I don’t have a — I don’t have language for it.”
“Tell them it’s pending.”
“Pending.” He turned the word over, checking it for edges, the way he’d turned over assistant an hour before. “Right. And that’s — what does that translate to, in terms of —”
“It translates to I haven’t decided what it is yet.” I got up off the stool and my knees filed their usual complaint and I put a hand on the counter to push, and felt how worn smooth it was, thirty years of forearms and grocery sacks and Ruth’s careful hands, a wood gone soft as soap. “Glen. Tuesday night. You were where?”
“Home. With Brenda — my wife. We watched a thing.” He stopped, and I got to watch him decide whether the thing they’d watched made him look innocent or made him look like a man who watches baking shows, and land on the second one, and tell me anyway, which I respected more than he’ll ever know. “A baking competition. With the tents. In England.”
“Sounds restful.”
“It’s not really my — she likes it. I fall asleep by the second bake, mostly.” He wiped his palms down his slacks, once, then caught himself doing it and stopped, which is worse, because now we both knew. “Am I — should I have somebody? A lawyer? I’ve never been a — I don’t know how any of this works, I’ve watched the shows but —”
“Nobody’s a suspect yet, Glen. Right now everybody in this building is just a person who was somewhere on Tuesday.” I gave him the face I give them, the rumpled tired one that says I’m harmless and a half-step behind and will probably get this wrong and waste everybody’s evening. “Go home. Watch your tents. Fall asleep by the second bake.”
He went, lighter, the way they all go when you take them off the hook they hung themselves on — and I watched which way his shoulders dropped, because a man’s body tells you what crime he’s afraid of even when his mouth won’t, and Glen’s whole frame had been braced for a question about money, and went loose the second it didn’t come. I didn’t know yet what that meant, only that it meant something. Onto the shelf in the back it went, next to the number nine and the soft-cornered photo, to sit in the dark with them.
· · ·
I stood a minute in the cooling store. The ladder man had finished; the wall above customer service said nothing now, just the clean bright rectangles where the letters had been, the ghost of a word that used to tell you where you were. Somewhere in the back the compressor on the walk-in kicked on and hummed, steady, patient, keeping a dead man’s lettuce cold a little longer because nobody had told it to stop.
Nine days for the building. Nine days for me.
I buttoned my coat, except the zipper’s been dead two winters and I’ve never replaced it, so really I just gathered it shut with one hand the way you’d hold a thing closed that was never going to close, and I went out past Ruth’s register. She’d put the pot on again. There was no one coming for it. There was never going to be anyone coming for it. She’d made it anyway.
“Eat something,” she called after me, not looking up from the counter she was already wiping clean. “You’ve got a face like the floor.”
“Night, Ruth.”
Outside, the cold did the thing cold does, made the lot bigger and the sky lower. The water tower stood off past the far edge of the asphalt with the town’s name fading on the tank, MAYVILLE gone soft gray against a sky one shade grayer, the letters peeling the way the store’s letters had peeled, the way everything in that town was quietly going back to blank. The tower would still be there when the grocery was a slab. Towers outlast stores. It’s about the only thing they’re good for — standing over the place a thing used to be, holding up a name, telling nobody where they are.
I sat in my old car a while before I started it, letting the heater clear the glass, and I thought about a clock, and a coffee pot made for the dead, and a woman who’d had her whereabouts ready before I asked.
I thought: that’s just a kind woman, being thorough.
I have been doing this twenty years. I should know better than anyone that thorough is a word with two floors, and that the people who scare you most are never the ones who can’t account for themselves.
They’re the ones who can.






  
  Chapter 3: The Man Who Found a Problem


Hal Brenner had worked at the Mayville Shop-Rite for forty-one years, and in all that time the most interesting thing he ever did was die. 
I don’t mean that cruel. I mean it the way the town meant it, which I pieced together over the back half of that first week from the people who’d known him, and which they all said the same way — fond, and a little apologetic, like they were sorry there wasn’t more to tell. He was decent. He was dull. He came in early and left late and knew which tomatoes were lying about being ripe. He’d been offered the manager’s job three separate times across four decades and turned it down all three, because managing meant the office and the office meant paper and Hal wanted the floor, the misters, the smell of the cut ends. He married once, was widowed young, never tried again. He had a sister he didn’t speak to and a routine he never broke and a way of talking to produce like it could hear him.
I got most of this from the people who’d worked under him, over the back half of that first week, and they all told it the same way, which is how you know a thing is true and not legend: legends improve in the retelling and the truth just gets repeated. Hal Brenner had been the kind of manager who learned your kids’ names and your mother’s surgery date and the reason you were short on rent this particular month, and never once used any of it against you. He’d covered shifts for people who didn’t deserve it. He’d kept a stocker on through a bad stretch that any sensible manager would’ve cut, because the man had a sick wife, and Hal would rather carry a weak link than break a household. He talked to the lettuce. He apologized to the misters when he startled them. He was, by every account, the least likely man in the county to have an enemy, which is exactly the kind of man who gets killed by the one thing he can’t help doing, which in Hal’s case was asking a gentle question and refusing to let a wrong number lie.
I want to be honest that this made him harder to investigate, not easier. A victim with enemies gives you a map. A victim everyone loved gives you a fog. For the first days I kept waiting to find the secret cruelty in him, the hidden debt or the buried affair or the thing that would explain why somebody wanted him gone, because that’s how it usually goes, the loved ones turn out to have a basement. Hal didn’t have a basement. Hal was exactly what he looked like all the way down, and the thing that killed him wasn’t a secret of his at all. It was a secret of someone else’s that he’d wandered into the edge of, gently, apologizing the whole way, the way he apologized to the misters.
Forty-one years of that. And then, in his last week alive, Hal Brenner started telling people the books were wrong.
· · ·
I got most of that last part standing in the break room the next morning, which smelled of burnt coffee and the inside of a microwave that had reheated ten thousand sad lunches. There was a corkboard with a curling OSHA poster and a softball schedule from a season long gone and a sheet that said BE SAFE—BE KIND—BE SHOP-RITE in a font that had been trying too hard since before the store knew it was dying.
The woman across the laminate table from me was named Wendy Oh. She kept the books. She was small and precise and held her coffee in both hands like it might bolt, and she had not, in the ten minutes we’d been talking, looked me in the eye for longer than it takes a hummingbird to decide a flower’s a fake.
“He came to me,” she said. “Hal. Two weeks ago, maybe a little more. He had a folder.” She stopped. Started again. “He wasn’t an accusing man. I want to be — that’s important. He wasn’t standing there saying somebody did something. He was just confused. He kept saying, ’Wendy, this doesn’t add up, help me understand it,’ like it was his own arithmetic that was broken and not the —” She caught the end of the sentence and swallowed it.
“Not the what?”
“Not anything. I don’t know what I was going to say.” She turned the coffee a quarter turn on the table. “I told him I’d look. That’s all. I told him the produce invoices run through a lot of hands and sometimes a number gets keyed twice and it washes out by quarter-end. I told him not to worry about it.”
“And did it? Wash out?”
She looked at me then, for the full hummingbird second, and what was in her face wasn’t guilt exactly, or wasn’t only guilt. It was the look of someone standing at the top of a staircase deciding whether the thing chasing them is upstairs or down. “I told him not to worry about it,” she said again, which is a different answer to a different question, and we both knew she’d swapped them on purpose, and she was too scared to be ashamed of it and too decent not to be a little.
I let it sit. Letting it sit is most of the job. People can’t stand a quiet they didn’t make; they’ll fill it with the very thing they meant to keep, just to make it stop. I counted the lunches the microwave had ruined. I read BE SAFE—BE KIND—BE SHOP-RITE twice.
But Wendy Oh had kept books her whole life. She knew how to outlast a blank line. She just held her coffee and waited me out, and when she finally spoke it wasn’t the thing I was fishing for.
“You should talk to Glen,” she said. “He took over Hal’s department paperwork. After. He’d know the invoices better than me now.” And there was something under it, some small mean satisfaction at handing me a name that wasn’t hers, that she heard in her own voice and flinched at. “I’m sorry. That was — Glen’s a good man. I shouldn’t have said it like that.”
“Said it like what?”
“Like I was getting rid of you.” She stood, gathered her coffee, smoothed her skirt. “I have payroll to close. They want everyone’s last checks cut clean before the system goes dark. Did you know they shut the software off the day before the doors? You’d think it’d be the other way. But the software’s leased too.” She said it like the saddest fact she knew, and maybe that week it was. “Everything here is leased. Even the part that pays us to leave.”
She went. I stayed in the burnt-coffee room a minute and thought about a dull, decent man with a folder, walking up to the bookkeeper and saying help me understand it — not catch them, not you’re stealing, just help me understand — and I thought that was either the most innocent sentence in the building or the one that got him killed, and that I didn’t yet have a way to tell those two apart.
· · ·
Glen had set himself up in Hal’s office, which I could tell embarrassed him, because he apologized for it twice before I’d asked.
“It’s not — I’m not trying to, you know, step into the man’s shoes the day after,” he said, moving a stack of binders off the spare chair so I could sit, then not knowing where to put the binders, then setting them on the floor, then worrying they were in the way. “Corporate needed somebody to own the close-out on produce and I was the warm body. That’s all this is. I’d give it back in a second. I’d give all of it back.”
“All of what?”
“The —” He gestured at the office, the chair, the job, the situation, the air. “The promotion. If you want to call it that. It’s a promotion to captain of a sinking ship. There’s a bonus, technically, a manager-grade severance multiplier, but it’s blood money, it’s, I’d trade it to have Hal back in here arguing with me about the misting schedule, I swear to God.”
I noticed he reached the bonus fast. People who feel guilty about money bring it up before you do, so they can be the one to call it ugly first, get out ahead of the accusation by accusing themselves of a smaller version. I’d seen Glen’s shoulders go loose the night before when my Tuesday question turned out not to be about money. Now here he was steering me straight at the money himself, naming the severance multiplier, calling it blood — daring me, almost, to think it was a motive, because a motive he could explain was so much better than whatever the real fear was.
“Tell me about the books,” I said. “Hal thought they were wrong.”
Glen’s whole face did something complicated. “Hal thought a lot of things. He was — look, I loved the guy, but the man counted lettuce by hand because he didn’t trust the scanners. He thought the self-checkout was a federal surveillance program. When Hal said the books were wrong, it could’ve meant anything. It could’ve meant somebody fat-fingered a decimal.”
“Could it have meant somebody was stealing?”
“From a store that’s closing?” He laughed, and it came out wrong, too high, and he heard it and pressed it flat. “Detective, there’s nothing left to steal. We’re selling the shelves. You want to take something from Mayville Shop-Rite, get in line behind Halvorsen, they’ve got the big stuff.”
It was a good answer. It was, in fact, too good — an answer he’d had ready, the way Ruth had had her gas station ready. Except Ruth’s readiness had slid right past me on a wave of good coffee. Glen’s set every hair on my neck on end. I have spent a lot of nights since wondering why I trusted the smooth answer from the warm woman and distrusted the smooth answer from the sweating man. The honest reply is that I am exactly as human as the next fool. Warmth is the oldest disguise there is. Older than lies. Older than locks.
“Glen,” I said, and got up, and felt the knees, and put my hand on the door frame. “One thing and I’ll leave you to the ship.”
He’d already half-relaxed, already filing me under gone. “Sure. Anything.”
“The folder Hal had. The one he took to Wendy. Is it still around? In here, in his stuff?”
And there it was — the smallest hitch, a quarter-second where Glen Marsh’s face had to decide something and didn’t have time to consult him about it first. “I don’t — I haven’t seen a folder. We boxed his personal effects, his desk, the photos and that, his daughter’s got those. But a work folder, I wouldn’t have — it’d just be in the system.”
“The system you’re shutting off the day before the doors.”
“That’s not — I don’t set the schedule. Diane sets the schedule.” He said her name the way the whole store said it now, a place to put the blame, a clipboard to nail it to. “Detective, am I in trouble? You keep — it feels like you keep circling back to me.”
“I circle back to everybody, Glen. It’s a small store and I’ve got nine days.” I gave him the tired smile. “Go captain your ship. Find me that folder if it turns up. Even a copy. Even a number off it.”
I left him in Hal’s office with the binders on the floor and the bonus he’d called blood money, and I walked back out through the dying aisles, past a stocker with his hood up watching me with that flat patience, past Ruth’s lit register where she lifted the pot at me in a question and I shook my head and she frowned at my refusal like I’d turned down medicine.
Two smooth answers in two days. A bookkeeper who swapped my questions for me. A folder nobody had seen, in a system about to go dark, in a store nine days from being a parking lot.
And under all of it, quiet as the compressor hum, the thing Hal Brenner actually said — not catch the thief, not somebody’s stealing, but help me understand it. A dull, decent man, forty-one years on the floor, who in his last week looked at a column of numbers and saw something he didn’t have the words for, and went around the store gently asking to be told it was nothing.
Somebody had told him it was nothing. I was fairly sure of that now.
And then, to be safe, they’d made it nothing.
I drove home that second night with the shape of a thing I couldn’t name yet. Two smooth answers in two days. A bookkeeper who handed my own question back to me rather than hold it. A folder nobody had seen, in a system about to go dark, in a store nine days from being a parking lot. None of it was proof of anything. All of it was the texture of a building where more than one person was protecting more than one thing, and my whole job, the only job I’ve ever really had, is telling those textures apart — the man hiding a small shabby crime from the man hiding a large terrible one, when both of them sweat the same and lie the same and want me gone the same.
What I keep, from those early days, is how ordinary the wrongness was. Nobody in that store behaved like a murderer. They behaved like people losing their jobs in a town that was losing itself, which is to say they were all a little furtive, a little raw, a little quick to point somewhere that wasn’t at themselves. A killer hides perfectly inside a crowd of the merely frightened. That’s the thing the shows never get right. They give you a room of calm innocents and one nervous guilty party. Real life gives you a room where everyone is nervous and one of them has earned it, and the earning looks exactly like all the rest of the fear, and you have to live in that room long enough to learn the one wrong note inside the noise.






  
  Chapter 4: The Stocker with No Alibi


The kid’s name was Denny Salas, and he’d been letting me not-talk to him for three days, which takes more discipline than most people have. 
I’d clocked him the first night — hood up, one earbud in, watching the badges work his crime scene with the flat patience of somebody who’d grown up being watched by men like me and had decided early it was cheaper to look bored than scared. Every store has one. The kid the managers’ eyes go to when something’s missing, not because he did it but because he’s the one it’s easiest to picture doing it, and he knows that’s what he is, and the knowing sits on him like a coat he can’t take off.
I’d left him alone on purpose. You don’t walk up to a kid like that on day one. He’s braced for day one. Day one he’s got his face ready. You let him watch you be slow and rumpled and wrong about people’s names for seventy-two hours, let him get bored of being braced, and then you find him somewhere he can’t perform — somewhere with a job in his hands — and you talk to the job instead of the kid, and sometimes the kid forgets to keep the coat on.
I found him on the loading dock, breaking down boxes with a box cutter, and the snap-and-flatten of it had a rhythm he didn’t want to stop.
“They’re paying you to take it apart now,” I said. “Funny work. Spend years stacking it up.”
“You the cleanup or the detective.” He didn’t look up. Snap. Flatten. “Heard there’s a difference but I haven’t seen it.”
“Bit of both, lately.” I leaned on a stack of empty pallets, far enough away that I wasn’t crowding him, close enough to be a fixture. “Vasco.”
“I know who you are. You’re the guy been wandering around for three days getting everybody’s name wrong on purpose.”
That stopped me about half a step, and I let it show, because letting it show was worth more than hiding it. Most people don’t catch the bit. The ones who do are either guilty and watching too hard, or smart and watching too hard, and you want to know which before you want anything else.
“On purpose,” I said.
“You called Glen the lettuce manager. Glen’s never touched lettuce in his life, Glen’s scared of the walk-in, he wears a coat to go in there for ten seconds.” Snap. Flatten. “You knew his name. You read it off the schedule on the wall by the time clock before you came in. I watched you do it.” He finally looked at me, and there was something almost like enjoyment under the flatness, the pleasure of a sharp kid in a dull town getting to be the one who noticed. “So either you







