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Dedication

For the people who live in dying towns. For those who know the real price of survival. For the ones who stay silent because speaking costs more than they can bear.
For the investigators, lawyers, and journalists who uncover institutional crimes and watch the system absorb the blow without changing. Who publish the truth and watch it disappear into the void because the void is more comfortable than accountability.
For those who understand that justice sometimes requires destroying innocents. That truth sometimes burns down the fragile structures people have built to survive. That exposing evil sometimes means condemning the people you meant to save.
This book is not for the comfortable. It's for everyone who's understood that the system isn't broken—it's working exactly as designed. And that realizing that is the real crime.




About This Book

In the rusted heart of western Massachusetts, private investigator Max Harding arrives in Holyoke—a town hollowed out by decades of decline, where silence isn’t polite; it’s policy. Hired by a worried sister to find her missing brother, Tommy Dennison, Max quickly uncovers something far more insidious than a simple disappearance: a counterfeit pharmaceutical operation running inside the town’s abandoned textile mill, disguised as charity and protected by its most respected citizen, Jim Caffrey.





But this is no ordinary crime. Caffrey isn’t a cartoon villain—he’s the town’s lifeline, its banker, landlord, and benefactor. His operation fills a desperate need: cheap medicine for people priced out of the system. And when Max begins to pull the threads—visiting county clerks, tracking phantom contractors, slipping into the mill at night—he doesn’t expose corruption so much as unravel a fragile social contract held together by complicity, fear, and necessity.





As state investigators close in and a Boston journalist prepares to publish the truth, Max finds himself not fighting evil—but navigating a moral gray zone where justice risks destroying the very people it claims to protect. When the story breaks, the town doesn’t thank him. It turns away. Because in Holyoke, survival has always mattered more than truth.





Stark, unsentimental, and steeped in the tradition of Chandler and Thompson, The Milltown is the first volume in a series that redefines detective fiction—not as a quest for answers, but as an autopsy of a community that chose silence over salvation.
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The Way In

      The bus out of Greenville smelled like diesel and the particular staleness of upholstery that had absorbed thirty years of other people's sweat. Max sat in the back, where the engine noise was loudest and conversation was least likely. He had a paperback open on his knee — Jim Thompson, The Killer Inside Me — but he wasn't reading it. He was watching the man across the aisle.

      Mid-40s. Dark suit, good cut, wrong place for it. The kind of suit that belonged in an office with carpet and a door that closed quietly. The man had a file folder open on his lap, pages covered in small type, and he read with the careful attention of someone memorizing rather than skimming. Every few minutes, when someone stood to use the lavatory or shift past in the aisle, he closed the folder. Not quickly. Just closed it. The way you'd close a drawer you didn't want anyone to see into.

      Max noted the man's hands. Clean. Trimmed nails. No ring. The watch was a plain Timex — the one piece of him that didn't match the suit. Max wondered if that was intentional or if the man simply didn't care about watches the way he cared about folders.

      He didn't wonder long. It wasn't his job.

      The bus had left Greenville at six that morning. Max had been up since five, which was unusual — he didn't set alarms, didn't need to. His body woke when it woke, and most days that was around six-thirty. But this morning he'd been awake before the light changed, sitting in his chair by the window with a cup of tea cooling in his hands, going over what he knew. Which wasn't much. A woman named Sarah Dennison. A missing brother. A town in western Massachusetts called Holyoke that he'd never been to and had no particular reason to visit, except that someone had called and asked him to come, and he had nothing else on his schedule, and the roses were in good shape and wouldn't suffer from a week's neglect.

      He'd packed the night before. One bag. Always one bag. Three shirts — two plain, one that could pass for something you'd wear to a meeting if the meeting was informal. Two pairs of pants. Underwear. Socks. A canvas roll of toiletries that took up no more space than a paperback. The Jim Thompson novel. And at the bottom, in a padded case, a small film camera — a Nikon FM2, thirty years old, reliable as anything Max owned.

      He didn't trust digital cameras. They were too easy to alter, too easy to delete. A film negative existed in one place until you chose to make copies. It was physical. It could be held. That mattered to Max in ways he didn't examine too closely.

      The bus moved north through South Carolina and then into North Carolina, picking up passengers at intervals that seemed random — small towns, highway exits, places that appeared and disappeared between stretches of farmland and pine forest. Max watched the landscape change. The red clay soil of South Carolina gave way to the darker earth of the piedmont, and then to the rolling hills of Virginia, and then to the flatter terrain of the mid-Atlantic states. He'd made this kind of trip before — dozens of times, in fact, over the past eight years. Always by bus. He didn't drive. Hadn't driven in fifteen years, not since a stretch of highway in Georgia where he'd lost focus for three seconds and nearly put the car into oncoming traffic. Three seconds. He'd been thinking about a case — a woman in Savannah whose husband had disappeared, and whether the husband had disappeared voluntarily or been made to disappear by someone else. The case had resolved itself while Max was still working on it: the husband turned up in Tampa, living under a different name with a woman he'd met at a conference. Max had found out by reading the obituary of the woman in Savannah, who had died of a heart attack six weeks after hiring him. He never delivered the report.

      After that, no more driving. Buses were slower. They stopped at places that didn't deserve stopping at. They smelled bad and the seats were uncomfortable and you couldn't control when you arrived or left. But they were safe in a way cars weren't, because you couldn't swerve on a bus. You went where the road went, and if the road went somewhere bad, everyone on the bus went there together.

      The man across the aisle closed his folder again. Someone had stood up three rows ahead and was moving toward the lavatory. The man waited until they passed, then opened the folder again. His eyes moved down the page quickly — scanning for a specific piece of information rather than reading sequentially. Max watched the man's face. There was no anxiety in it. Just concentration. The face of someone doing a job.

      Max went back to his novel. He read two pages without absorbing a word of them.

      The bus crossed into Massachusetts in the late afternoon. The light was going flat and gray, filtered through clouds that couldn't decide whether to produce rain or simply hang in the sky indefinitely. Western Massachusetts opened up around them: old mill towns strung along river valleys like beads on a thread that had gone slack decades ago. The smokestacks were still standing in most of them — tall brick chimneys that rose from rooflines like markers, like monuments to an industry that had moved overseas and left the monuments behind. Some of the smokestacks had been painted over with advertisements. Most hadn't. They just stood there, dark against the gray sky, pointing at nothing.

      Holyoke appeared through a gap in the trees, and then it didn't disappear again the way small towns sometimes did when you crested a hill and found you'd already passed them. It stayed. Brick buildings stacked along hillsides that descended toward a river — wide, brown, moving slowly, the kind of river that had once powered mills and now powered nothing but its own current. Streets wound down the hillsides toward the water. Some of them were paved. Some of them had pavement that had cracked and been patched so many times it looked like a map of somewhere else.

      One diner on the main road had its lights on. It was the warmest thing visible in the town — a rectangle of yellow light in a stretch of gray facades and dark storefronts. The storefronts had paper in their windows where signs had once been. A few had signs still, but the businesses behind them were closed: a shoe repair, a jeweler, a travel agency. The travel agency's sign was optimistic in the way that only travel agencies in dying towns could be.

      The bus depot was not a depot. It was a bench bolted to a concrete pad beside a metal sign that listed departure times in a grid. Max studied the grid for a moment. Half the entries had been crossed out with a marker. The remaining ones didn't correspond to any schedule he could identify. He set his bag down on the bench, looked at the town for a minute, and then picked the bag back up and started walking.

      The address Sarah Dennison had given him over the phone was eight blocks from the bench. He counted them as he walked — it was a habit, like timing distances, like noting exit locations in any building he entered. Three blocks of storefronts with paper in the windows. One block where a church sat back from the sidewalk, its parking lot empty on a Tuesday afternoon, its white clapboard siding in need of painting. Two blocks of houses set back from the road with yards that needed cutting — the grass was long, not overgrown, just unmowed. And then two more blocks where the houses got smaller and the paint started to peel, and the yards had things in them — a tire, a child's bicycle with one flat wheel, a plastic lawn chair with a crack running through the seat.

      The house at the end of the last block was the worst of them. White once, now the color of old bone, with a porch that sagged in the middle like a hammock. The gutters were pulling away from the roofline on one side. The mailbox leaned at an angle that suggested it had been hit by something and not straightened.

      Max knocked. The sound was flat, absorbed by the wood. He waited. A light came on inside — he could see it through the frosted glass panel in the door, a warm rectangle that grew brighter as someone approached.

      The door opened.

      Sarah Dennison was 43. That was what she'd told him on the phone, and it matched. Not young, not old, somewhere in the middle where people stopped being noticed by strangers. She wore scrubs — dark blue, the kind hospitals issued rather than letting staff choose their own. Her hair was pulled back with a rubber band, the practical kind, not the decorative kind. She looked at Max the way people looked at him when they were hoping he was someone else and already knew he wasn't.

      "Mr. Harding."

      "Ms. Dennison."

      She let him in without ceremony. The house was clean but spare. Furniture that had been bought for function rather than appearance — a couch with cushions that had gone flat, a kitchen table with a scratch down the middle that had been there long enough to be part of the table's identity. A television in a corner, its screen dark. On the kitchen table: a glass of water, half-finished, and a manila envelope.

      They sat. She didn't offer coffee. Max didn't ask for it.

      "My brother's name is Tommy," she said. "Thomas. He's 38. He lives here in town. I haven't been able to reach him in three weeks."

      "When you say you can't reach him—"

      "I mean he doesn't answer. His phone goes to voicemail. I've driven by his apartment twice. His car is gone. The neighbors I've talked to say they haven't seen him."

      "When did you last speak to him?"

      "Three weeks ago. Tuesday. He called me in the evening — he does that sometimes, calls on Tuesdays. We talked for maybe ten minutes. Nothing unusual. He asked about my work. I asked about his. He said he was fine. We hung up. He hasn't called since."

      "Does he do this? Go quiet?"

      "Sometimes. He disappears for a few days. Always comes back. Always calls eventually." She paused. Her hands were on the table, flat, still. "But not like this. Not three weeks. Not without his phone going dead."

      "How do you know his phone is dead?"

      "I've called thirty times. It goes straight to voicemail now. Not even ringing. The battery's dead or the phone is off or it's somewhere he can't get to it."

      Max nodded. He picked up the manila envelope from the table. Inside: five hundred dollars in cash, folded once and held together with a rubber band. A folded piece of paper with an address written on it in blue ink — careful handwriting, the kind that came from someone who'd been taught penmanship and hadn't entirely lost it. And a photograph.

      He unfolded the paper first. The address was local — a street name he'd passed on his way in, one of the smaller ones closer to the river. He memorized it and set the paper down.

      Then he looked at the photograph.

      The man in it was thin, narrow-shouldered, with the kind of face that looked younger when it smiled but serious when it didn't. He wasn't smiling in this photograph. He stood in front of a building — a large one, industrial, brick — with his hands in his jacket pockets and his chin slightly raised, as though someone had told him to stand still for the camera and he was doing his best but found the instruction slightly ridiculous.

      The building behind him was a mill. Max recognized the architecture immediately: the long rows of windows designed to admit maximum natural light for the looms, set in rows along the upper floors like teeth in a jaw. The smokestacks rising from the roofline. The heavy timber frame visible through a section of broken panes on the ground floor, the beams dark with age and oil. Victorian-era construction, possibly earlier. The kind of building that had been built to last a hundred years and had lasted two hundred.

      He looked at the photograph more carefully. Not at Tommy's face. At the mill behind him.

      The fence that ran along the mill's front property line was chain-link, standard for an abandoned industrial site. Topped with barbed wire, also standard. But the padlocks on the main gate were new. Black, heavy, the commercial-grade kind rated for serious security applications. They were bright against the rust-stained chain they hung from, and the chain itself was clean where it passed through the shackles — no oxidation, no weathering. These locks had been installed recently. Weeks, not months.

      Max looked at the padlocks for a long time. Then he set the photograph down on the table.

      "When was this taken?"

      "I don't know exactly. Tommy sent it to me. An email, about two months ago."

      "Did he say anything with it? A message?"

      "No. He just sent it. No subject line, no text. Just the photograph."

      "Did you ask him about it?"

      "I called him the next day. He said it was nothing. Just a picture he'd taken on a walk. He didn't want to talk about it."

      Max nodded. He picked up the photograph again and studied it one more time. The padlocks. Tommy's face — the slight tension in his jaw, the way his hands were deep in his pockets, not casually but as though he were holding something inside them. The angle of his body, turned slightly away from the building behind him, as though he didn't entirely want to be standing in front of it but had been asked to and couldn't refuse.

      Max set the photograph down without mentioning the padlocks. Not yet. There would be time for that.

      "I'll need Tommy's full address. His phone number. The name of his employer, if you know it. Anything else he might have left with you — mail, notes, anything at all."

      "I wrote most of it down." She pulled a piece of paper from the envelope — she'd already prepared it, which told Max she'd been thinking about this for a while before she called him. Tommy's address. His cell number. The name of his employer: Holyoke Construction Services. No phone number for the company. No address beyond the town name.

      "Does that company exist?" Max asked.

      "I don't know. I never looked it up. Tommy said he did odd jobs for them — construction work, mostly. Maintenance. That kind of thing."

      "How long has he worked for them?"

      "Six months, maybe. He had other work before that. Warehouse jobs, mostly. He's always done that kind of work."

      Max put the paper in his pocket with the photograph and the cash. He stood.

      "I'll be in touch when I have something."

      Sarah stood too. She looked at him with an expression he recognized — the expression of someone who had decided to trust a stranger and was waiting, with a kind of patient dread, to find out whether the decision was going to cost her something she couldn't afford to lose.

      "Find him," she said. "Please."

      Max nodded and let himself out.

      The light was failing fast. Holyoke sat in a valley, and the hills on either side swallowed the sun early, the way they did in towns built along river courses in New England. The sky above the rooflines had gone from gray to dark gray to something close to black, and the streetlights were coming on one by one, their orange glow appearing in sequence down the hill like a slow fuse being lit.

      Max walked back toward the center of town, following the same streets he'd come in on, but this time he turned south at the main road, toward the river, where the mill district was. He'd seen it from the bus — a cluster of large brick buildings near the water, their smokestacks visible above the surrounding rooftops. He wanted to see it up close before the light was completely gone.

      He found it in four minutes. The mill was the largest building on the block, and the largest on several blocks in any direction. It rose three stories above the street, its brick facade darkened by generations of soot and weather until it was nearly the same color as the sky. The windows were a mix of intact glass and black gaps where panes had fallen out and not been replaced — dark mouths in the brick, open to the air inside. The smokestacks rose from the roofline like fingers, or like fingers pointing at something that wasn't there anymore.

      The fence ran along the property line on the street side: chain-link, barbed wire, new padlocks on the gate. Exactly as in the photograph. Max stood on the sidewalk across the street and looked at it. The building was dark. No lights visible in any of the windows from this angle and this distance.

      The street was empty. No cars. No pedestrians. A few leaves moved in the gutter, pushed by a wind that carried the smell of the river — cold water, mud, the particular mineral tang of a river that had been running through industrial country for a hundred and fifty years.

      Max stood for a while. He was in no hurry. The town was quiet, and he was good at standing still, and there was nothing else he needed to do tonight that couldn't wait until morning.

      Then he looked down at the base of the fence, where the chain-link met the concrete sidewalk. The ground on the mill's side of the fence was soft — clay soil, still damp from the rain that had been falling on and off all day. There were footprints in it. Several sets, going in through the gate. And a single set coming out, the stride longer than the others, the angle different — as though the person had been moving quickly when they crossed the threshold, not quite running but close to it.

      Max looked at the footprints for a moment. Then he looked back up at the mill.

      The upper floors were dark. But on the ground floor, at the far end of the building, behind a section of fence partially obscured by a rusted dumpster, there was a light. Faint. The kind of glow that came from somewhere deep inside a large structure, filtered through glass and distance and dust. It was steady — not flickering, not moving. A fixed source. Someone was in there, and they had turned on a lamp, or a work light, or something that produced a constant, quiet illumination.

      Max watched it for another minute. Then he turned up his collar against the cold and walked back toward the center of town to find a place to sleep.
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