[image: Requiem cover]

  REQUIEM

A Mara Quinn Mystery — Book Two

by T.A. Michael


  For Ryan "Crowldog" — forever missed, forever loved.


  Requiem

A Mara Quinn Mystery — Book Two

Copyright © 2026 by T.A. Michael

All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the author, except for brief quotations in reviews.

First edition, 2026

  Chapter One

Sarah Callahan's birthday was November 24th, and Boston was doing what Boston does in late November: raw gray cold that gets into the walls, a rain threatening to turn to something worse.

I stood in my office above the laundromat with a cup of coffee going cold in my hand and looked at her photograph on the wall. Twenty years dead. A girl with Thomas's eyes and none of his shadows, smiling at a camera in front of a church that no longer existed. The dryers were humming through the floorboards under my boots, and the smell of detergent and hot lint was coming up through the vents the way it always did — the smell of my working life, bleach and fabric softener and other people's Mondays. The office was one room and a sink: a desk buried under paper, a filing cabinet that stuck on the second drawer, and the wall — Sarah's photograph, the maps, the timelines, the whole case history of my life pinned up where I could see it.

Below the photograph, the notebook, open to the page I'd written in a prison parking lot in January:

Sarah Callahan's birthday. One visit, every year. Tell her mother what he says.

And under that, in the handwriting I barely recognized as my own:

In person. My rules.

Ten months since I'd sat across the glass from him and set the terms. Ten months of the Mikey Keane file going nowhere — thirty-two years old, gone since last November, no note, no fight, no body. His sister Deirdre had stopped calling every day. That was the worst sign. Grief goes quiet right before it gives up. I'd watched it happen with enough families to know the sound of it: the phone that doesn't ring is louder than the one that does.

The last time Deirdre had called, three weeks ago, her voice had been flat as a tabletop. "Just checking," she'd said. "No reason." There was always a reason. The reason was that the not-knowing was eating her alive and the phone was the only thing she could still pick up. I'd told her I was still digging. It wasn't a lie. It just wasn't the whole truth, which was that the shovel kept hitting the same rock.

The file was on my desk, the folder going soft at the corners from ten months of handling. I'd canvassed his building twice. I'd run his phone records, his bank records, his sad little credit card trail that just — stopped, mid-November, like a sentence somebody decided not to finish. I'd stood in his empty apartment with Deirdre and watched her touch his things like they might still be warm. And now the folder sat there getting thinner in every way except paper, and the date on the wall kept getting closer.

The date had been sitting in the back of my head all week like a stone in a shoe: November 24th. Sarah's birthday. And Mikey Keane had walked out of his life in November, too. I didn't like the shape of that. I didn't like it at all.

I'd kept my promise to Mrs. Callahan, too. Every month, a phone call: he's eating, he's reading, the boy is still in there. She'd never asked for the riddles again. I think she preferred the truth. Most people do, once somebody's brave enough to hand it to them. The truth, out loud — that was the whole job, when you got down past the paperwork and the databases and the miles. Say the thing nobody else will say, and say it plain, and let the chips fall where God left them.

I drank the cold coffee anyway — waste not — and rinsed the cup in the little sink that ran rusty for the first three seconds, every time, like clockwork. Downstairs, a dryer buzzed, and somebody swore at it in Italian. The North End was awake. I locked the office, went down past the dryers humming through the floor, and drove to Shirley in the rain.

* * *

The drive west was all wet highway and wipers. Route 2 ran gray and shining under a sky the color of old dishwater, and the radio gave me traffic and weather and a talk-show host with opinions about the mayor. I didn't listen to any of it. I watched the towns go by — the Dunkin' Donuts, the liquor stores, the bare trees — and I thought about a girl smiling at a camera in front of a church that no longer existed, and about the brother who'd put her there.

The prison rose out of the flat fields the way prisons do, like it had grown there instead of being built. I parked in the visitor lot and sat for a minute with the rain ticking on the roof. The lot was half empty — a couple of sedans, a pickup with a bumper sticker about fishing. I checked the notebook one more time, the birthday page, the promise in my own handwriting. Then I went in, because a promise is a promise and the date on the wall doesn't move itself.

The prison hadn't changed. Prisons don't. Same flat light, same plastic chairs, same vending machine humming like my office floor. I showed my license — Mara Quinn, Investigations, the frosted glass on my office door made official — and gave my gun to the locker. Licensed now. The DA's strong advice, taken. The guard who took it had the bored, professional hands of a man who'd handled ten thousand weapons and remembered none of them. He tagged it, dropped it in the locker, and handed me the key like he was handing me a coat check. Metal detector, empty pockets, the wand. The waiting room smelled like floor wax and somebody else's anxiety. I'd done this enough times to have a favorite plastic chair. I don't love what that says about me.

He'd put me on the list. Of course he had.

They brought him in — orange, thinner than January, the left shoulder still sitting lower, the hair growing out uneven from the prison cut. He saw me through the glass and smiled. Not the boy's smile this time. Something quieter. Something that had been waiting.

"Detective." He picked up the phone. "You came."

"I said I would. Every year. On her birthday." I sat. Picked up mine. The receiver was cold against my ear. "My room now, Thomas. My rules. That was the deal."

"Plain speech," he said. "No games. I remember." A pause, and his eyes did a slow inventory — my face, my coat, the rain still drying on my shoulders. "You look tired."

"I'm working a case."

"The missing boy. The thirty-two-year-old." He leaned forward, the phone pressed tight to his ear. "Last November. No note, no fight. You've had him ten months and you've got nothing."

I stared at him. The vending machine hummed. Somewhere down the corridor, a door clanged — the particular clang of a place that never fully sleeps.

"How do you know that?"

"I read the papers. I listen to the radio." The old smile flickered at the corner of his mouth — the riddle-smile, the back-pew smile — and then he smoothed it away, visibly, deliberately, like a man keeping a promise to himself. He pressed his lips together for a second, the way you do when you're swallowing something you want to say. "And — you told my mother, and my mother tells me. Plain speech, detective. It's a discipline. I'm practicing."

He asked about her then — how she looked, whether the apartment on East Eighth was still too cold, whether she'd mentioned the crossword. I told him the truth: she was holding, the apartment was fine, she'd finished the Sunday puzzle in ink. He closed his eyes when I said that, just for a second. Like it was a prayer he hadn't known he was waiting to hear answered.

"Tell her —" he started, then stopped himself. Caught it mid-air. "No. You'll tell her what you tell her. That's the arrangement."

"That's the arrangement."

Silence settled between us, the glass fogging slightly with his breath. Ten months ago I'd walked in here and inverted the game — taken the secrets for myself, left him with the not-knowing. I'd expected him to fight it. Instead he'd done something worse: he'd adapted. He'd taken the discipline of plain speech and worn it the way he'd worn the riddles, and I couldn't tell anymore where the performance ended and the man began. That scared me more than I wanted to admit, sitting there with the cold receiver against my ear.

"Ask me what you're working on," he said.

"I'm not here to —"

"Ask me." His eyes were bright. Not the riddle-bright. Something else — something earnest that scared me more than the games ever had.

I looked at his hands while he waited. They were thin, the knuckles too big, and he kept turning the phone cord around one finger, winding and unwinding it. Ten months ago those hands had drummed on the glass while he talked in circles. Now they just held on. I didn't know which version worried me more. "You want plain speech? Here's plain, detective. Your Mikey Keane didn't vanish. Nobody vanishes in November in this city without somebody helping them go quiet. And I know a name you don't have."

My hand found my notebook without thinking. Old habits. Older instincts. The pen was in my fingers before I'd decided to pick it up.

"Why would you give it to me?"

"Because you came." Simple. Flat. True, as far as I could tell, which with Thomas had always been a country with moving borders. "Because it's her birthday, and you're here, and my mother will hear that I was —" he searched for the word, and I watched him hunt it down like a man reaching for something on a high shelf — "useful. Give me that much. Let me be useful once a year."

I waited. The vending machine hummed. Somewhere a door clanged, the particular clang of a place that never fully sleeps.

"Say it plain," I said.

He leaned in close to the glass. No smile now. None of the boy, none of the back pew, none of the games.

"Eddie Poole."

The name landed like a stone in still water.

"Who is he?"

"Twenty years ago, he kept the boilers running at St. Anselm's. Swept the floors. Opened the church at six in the morning for the old ladies and locked it at nine. Invisible, the way men like that are." Thomas's voice stayed level — the discipline holding, word by word, like a man walking a narrow beam. "Your Mikey was asking about him. In October. Before November took him."

"Asking about a janitor from twenty years ago? Why?"

"I don't know why. That's your part, detective." He sat back. "That's the whole name. That's everything I have. Plain, like you asked."

I wrote it down. The pen scratched against the paper, too loud in the quiet room. Eddie Poole. Thomas watched me write it, and there was something in his face I couldn't read — satisfaction, maybe, or relief, or just the look of a man who'd finally set down something heavy."

But it wasn't the name that stopped my breath. It was the snag — the small, cold hook of recognition, somewhere in the back of my skull. Eddie Poole. I was almost sure I'd seen it. In the boxes. The parish records, twenty years old, the rosters and the repair logs I'd gone through hunting Thomas's history, page after page in a diocese archive room that smelled like old glue.

A dead church's janitor, twenty years gone — and a missing thirty-two-year-old asking about him a month before he disappeared.

"Thomas." I kept my voice steady. "Is this real? Or is this a game with the serial numbers filed off?"

"Her birthday," he said quietly. "My sister. I don't play on her birthday."

I believed him. God help me, ten months of nothing and a stone through still water — I believed him.

I hung up the phone. I stood. He watched me go — through the glass, through the door, until the corridor turned and he couldn't. Same as January. Different as everything. The guard walked me out, and the doors clanged shut behind us, one after another, and I didn't look back either.

* * *

In the parking lot, the rain had stopped. I sat in my car and I didn't start the engine. The windshield was fogging, and the prison sat in the flat gray light beyond it, and I sat there with my hands in my lap and I thought about what I'd just done — taken a name from a killer on his sister's birthday, like a communion wafer from the wrong priest. Then I picked up the pen and I wrote the name in the notebook, under the birthday page, in handwriting I recognized this time:

Eddie Poole — St. Anselm's, boilers, 20 yrs ago. Mikey asking about him in October.

Then I called Mrs. Callahan, because a promise is a promise, and I told her: he looked thinner, he asked about the crossword, he was useful today. She was quiet for a long time. I could hear her television murmuring in the background, and a bus sighing past on East Eighth.

"Useful," she repeated. "That's a new word for him."

"It is," I said. "He wanted you to have it."

Another quiet. Then: "Thank you for going, Miss Quinn. I know it isn't easy."

It was the kind of thing she said that made my throat do something I didn't approve of. "I'll call next month," I told her. "Same as always."

"Miss Quinn." A pause. "Is there — the boy you told me about. The missing one. Is there anything new?"

I looked at the prison shrinking in the rearview. "I'm working on it," I said. "That's the truth."

"That's enough," she said, and I could hear her smiling. "It's always enough, coming from you."

I started the car. I drove back to Boston with the wet road shining under the tires, and in the rearview the prison sat in the flat light like a thing that had given up pretending to be anything else. I drove east with the wipers going, and the sky lightened by degrees, and by the time I hit the city the streetlights were coming on, halos in the wet air. Boston in late November, doing what Boston does.

On the passenger seat, the notebook. In the notebook, a name nobody — not Deirdre, not the cops, not ten months of my own digging — had ever said out loud.

Eddie Poole.

I had a feeling about that name. The bad kind. The kind that means the case just got bigger.

I drove faster.

* * *

  Chapter Two

The parish boxes lived in the corner of my office under a canvas tarp, four banker's boxes of St. Anselm's history I'd hauled out of the diocese archives during the Callahan investigation and never given back. Nobody had asked. I had a feeling nobody ever would. The tarp smelled like dust and the particular mildew of church basements, and every time I pulled it back it was like opening a twenty-year-old wound. I'd hauled them out of the diocese archive room myself, two trips with a hand truck, while the archivist watched me like I was stealing the silver. Maybe I was. Nobody had asked for them back. I had a feeling nobody ever would.

I started at seven the next morning, coffee number two, the November light coming gray through the office windows. The radiators were clanking the way they did when the temperature dropped below forty — I kicked the one by the desk out of habit, and it quieted for about ten seconds, which was the usual deal. Downstairs, the dryers were already going — the early crowd, the nurses and the night-shift people, getting their wash in before sleep. Down on Hanover Street, a delivery truck was double-parked and somebody was having an opinion about it. The North End woke up loud and stayed that way.

Rosters. Repair logs. Baptism records with the ink going brown at the edges. Twenty years of a dead parish breathing dust all over my desk. I worked through the first box methodically — council minutes, Mass schedules, a stack of bulletins from 1998 with the same typo in every one — and I tried not to think about what I was looking for, because that's when you stop seeing what's there. The second box was baptism records, the ink going brown at the edges, the names of babies who were grown and gone by now. I read every page anyway. That's the job. You read every page, and you let the dust get in your lungs, and you wait for the one line that doesn't belong.

Eddie Poole surfaced in the third box, in a personnel folder thin enough to be an apology. Hired 1987. Maintenance. Boilers, floors, locks — the invisible work, the way Thomas had said. There was a photograph paper-clipped to the inside cover: a thin man in a work shirt, a ring of keys on his belt, standing in front of a boiler like it was a prize animal. He wasn't smiling. Men like Eddie Poole never smiled for cameras. They smiled for the old ladies at the six a.m. Mass and saved the rest for themselves.

I sat with that photograph for a long time. The boiler behind him was enormous, a riveted iron beast, and Eddie stood next to it with one hand resting on a pipe like you'd rest your hand on a horse's neck. A man and his machine. Twenty years of mornings, opening the church in the dark. I turned the photograph over. The back was blank except for a rust mark where the paperclip had been sitting since 1987.

The folder ended the way personnel folders end when there's nothing more to say. Last entry, in a secretary's neat hand:

Deceased — March 2006.

Two words. Twenty years of a man's working life, and it ended with two words in somebody else's handwriting. I sat there with the folder open on my desk and I thought about who'd written it — some secretary, probably, typing it up on a bad day — and whether anybody had cried at the funeral. Men like Eddie Poole don't always get the crying.

Twenty years ago. The same year Sarah Callahan died.

I sat back in my chair and looked at Sarah's photograph on the wall. "What is it with you and 2006?" I asked her. She smiled at the camera in front of the church that no longer existed, and didn't answer. The dust hung in the gray light between us, doing slow pirouettes.

The death certificate took me twenty minutes and a favor — a clerk at City Hall who owed me for finding her runaway nephew in Revere two years back. She chewed her gum and stamped things while she talked, and she told me about the nephew — doing fine, working the docks, calls his mother now — and she had the certificate in my hand before my coffee had time to cool. "Anything else, hon?" she said. "You only get the one favor per nephew." "I'm good," I said. "Tell him I said stay out of Revere." She laughed so hard she almost swallowed the gum.

Eddie Poole, sixty-four, heart failure, March 2006. Buried at Holy Cross in Malden. Twenty years in the ground.

So: a dead janitor, twenty years buried. And Mikey Keane — thirty-two, missing a year — had been asking about him last October, a month before he walked out of his life.

I did the math the way you do when you don't want to do it. Mikey was twelve when Eddie Poole died.

Twelve. An altar boy, probably. The age when the church is still magic and the men who work there are still giants.

Why does a grown man go asking about a janitor who died when he was twelve?

Unless he knew him.

I pulled Mikey's file and looked at the driver's license photo again — the one Deirdre had given me on a Friday in January, her hands shaking so bad she could barely get it out of the envelope. Thirty-two years old, tired eyes, a half-smile that didn't reach them. I tried to see the twelve-year-old altar boy in that face. I couldn't. That's what the years do. They sand the children right out of us.

I called Deirdre Keane. She picked up on the third ring, and I could hear a television in the background, turned low, the way people keep it when the quiet gets too loud.

"Miss Quinn." Hope and dread, braided together. A year does that to a voice — frays it at the edges, thins
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