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			Chapter 1

			The ice storm had already done most of the work. Much of Maine was still without power nine days after the freezing rain had ravaged the state, the thin coating of ice, initially turning the world into a glistening fairyland, morphing into a deadly menace as tree limbs broke and fell onto power lines, cars, and houses, and wide swathes of the state went dark. 

			Many people had fled their homes. Hotels were at full capacity. People moved in with family or neighbors with generators, or better yet, left the desolation behind for warmer climates. This presented opportunity for those not bound by laws.

			The procedure was simple. Pick an isolated house that seemed without life and park just down the road. Stanley, because he was white, would go knock on the door. If somebody was home, Stanley would ask directions to an address down the street. If nobody proved to be home, however, then the looting could begin.

			They took televisions, VCRs, stereos, jewelry—some people had even left money lying around.  This night was the team’s third in action, with a new element of wanton abandon added. Stanley had found several cans of spray paint and began to graffiti the walls. REDNECKS, PERVERTS, QUEERS, he scrawled, that and worse.

			What started as a simple act of vandalism unleashed something in the three boys that couldn’t be stopped, and they began smashing china, furniture, mirrors, anything that would break. They took no joy in their actions, rather, a grim tightness to their eyes and their maniacal energy that of beings possessed. 

			It was in the town of Brunswick that a man came home to find his house trashed, having missed the vandals by about two minutes. He immediately called 911 and reported having passed a maroon van with out-of-state plates. The one problem with picking isolated homes meant a lack of escape routes, and it didn’t take long for the police to locate the van. 

			The officer flashed his lights, and Maurice stomped down on the accelerator, which, on the still icy roads, proved one mistake too many. The next thing the three boys knew, they were in a ditch, the officer, gun drawn, ordering them to exit the vehicle with their hands on their heads. Maurice was angry. Stanley was terrified. Jamal was relieved.

			~ ~ ~ ~ ~

			“Langdon. Coffee Dog.” Rosie was frantically working the cash register. The diner had been closed for the first three days of the ice storm, but the seven since had been a gold mine. It was hard to beat hot food and heat when there was so little to be found anywhere but downtown.

			Langdon and his dog walked casually past the line of waiting people and over to an empty booth. They were regulars. Rosie worked hard to ensure that her regulars didn’t have to wait. The increased cash flow created by the ice storm was certainly welcomed, but it wouldn’t last. Rosie understood the importance of taking care of the people who lived there, ate at her place—and would long after the storm was a bad memory.

			The last few years had been bumpy for Goff Langdon given his ongoing separation from his wife, but the one constant had been breakfast, every morning at Rosie’s. He’d started going there his junior year in high school when he was trying to put on weight for football and had missed very few days over the past thirteen years, though only recently gained the distinction of being a regular. That wasn’t bad, given that many old-timers didn’t even consider you from Maine unless your lineage went back at least three generations.

			Langdon was a mass of contradictions. He was a private detective and a bookstore owner. He supported the environment and ate red meat and played football. He voted Independent, sometimes Democrat, and never Republican.

			A police officer approached his table when he was most of the way through his bacon, eggs, home fries, and five slices of buttered toast. “You need a shave and a haircut,” the cop said.

			“Bart,” Langdon greeted him. “Sit.” 

			It was true that in the best of times that Langdon’s hair was wild and unkempt, the dark red mop sprouting in every direction atop his head with little obvious effort to contain it. Shaving, well that happened when it happened, a matter of convenience, and there just weren’t that many available time slots for such a banal activity. With the recent power outage rendering even the most mundane daily task unbelievably inconvenient, he now had 12 days of bristle on his face, a patchy mix of yellow, brown, and red shot through with gray posing rather unconvincingly as a beard.

			“And have that mutt of yours think I’m moving in on his food? No way, partner. I know better than to get between Coffee Dog and food.”

			“Suit yourself.” Coffee Dog was the gentlest of souls, but if he had one true calling in life, it was to eat ravenously and whenever possible. 

			“I just stopped in for a cup of joe.”

			“No donuts?”

			Bart started a curt response, thought twice, and decided that might not be such a bad idea. “Thought you might be interested to know we caught those boys who were robbing and vandalizing all those houses.”

			“Yeah? Boys? How old were they?”

			“Old enough to be tried as adults.”

			Langdon nodded. “How many were there?”

			“Three.”

			“Local kids?”

			“Boston.”

			“Damn creeping urbanization.”

			Bart nodded his head in agreement and ambled towards the door, or as much as a man seven inches over six feet and weighing in at over 300 pounds could amble.

			Once he was gone, Rosie came over with a malicious glint in her eyes. “I need to talk to you about your dog.”

			“My angel?” Coffee Dog had grown bored waiting for Langdon to give him scraps and gone in search of easier game. His chin was currently resting on a table between a young couple, his mournful brown eyes imploring them to show just a bit of generosity. 

			“Had a customer complaint,” Rosie said.

			“How could that be?” Langdon smiled sweetly. “That would be like complaining about a giggling baby.” Coffee Dog had now moved on to an elderly lady who appeared to be not quite finishing all the food on her plate.

			“I know, but I have to take a stand somewhere.”

			“I could see if it would be okay for me to bring him to McDonalds from now on?”

			“Goff Langdon!” Rosie cuffed him upside the head with the palm of her hand. “You know perfectly well what I told the customer.”	

			He did know. On more than one occasion when a customer made the mistake of lodging a complaint with Rosie about the dog, her response had never once wavered. “I’m sorry about that,” she would say. “Your meal is on me. Don’t ever come back.”

			 People from away who didn’t know better might start to bluster, but even they caught on when they saw the look on her face. Rosie was only about two inches over five feet tall, but probably weighed close to 200 pounds. When she moved in close to stare grumbling customers in the face, they generally recognized the danger and quickly apologized. Most of them chose to stay in the company of the Coffee Dog.

			The phone at his hip vibrated, and he answered the call. It was Jonathan Starling, his bookstore clerk, telling him he had a client waiting for him. Langdon slapped a twenty on the ten-dollar meal and whistled for Coffee Dog. They passed Danny T. on the way out, and Langdon, excited to have a client waiting for him, begged off the sports banter they usually engaged in.

			It took Langdon just five minutes to get to The Coffee Dog Bookstore. The shelves were stocked with the best collection of whodunits in the entire state. Langdon was the owner, and under the bookstore name, there was also the inscription, Goff Langdon—Private Detective. Langdon had split his overriding passion for mystery into these two distinct businesses. The latter one in particular had significantly contributed to his marital difficulties and had almost cost him his life, yet he refused to step away from being a gumshoe. 

			“Good morning, boss,” the man at the counter said with a grin. He was only about forty years old but looked sixty. 

			“Star,” Langdon said. “How’s business?”

			“With the electricity out and all, it’s like people have discovered reading all over again.” There was indeed a crowd of people milling throughout the store. “If you’re going to come sauntering in at any time of the day that suits you, then we might have to consider hiring somebody else.”

			“Or maybe just hire somebody with a little more energy than you,” Langdon replied.

			“Where else are you going to find somebody with my education to work for next to nothing?” Jonathan Starling had been a successful lawyer before running from his problems and hiding in a bottle of bourbon. Langdon was helping him get back on his feet, and in turn, the man had truly been a godsend in filling the need when Langdon had been laid up.

			It was Chabal Daniels, with the help of Jonathan Starling, who’d taken over running the bookstore when Langdon had been in a coma almost two years earlier. Both the bookstore and the private detective business had been booming since Langdon had been shot in the head. He wondered why he hadn’t tried it before. Being shot in the head, that is. It was by far the best advertisement he’d ever had, and it had cost him nothing except a hole in the head and a slight increase in his insurance rates.

			“Is the potential client back in the office?” Langdon asked.

			“Yep. Says she had to see you immediately. I told her you were on your way.” 

			 “What’s she want?”

			“Didn’t say.”

			“She local?”

			“Don’t think so.”

			“What, then?”

			“Nothing, boss. Just go on back and see her, she’s been waiting long enough.”

			Langdon continued on to the back of the bookstore where a door led to his office. Not much more than a hole in the wall, the room had no windows and very little space. That was fine with him, because he could imagine Sam Spade in the same sort of dimly lit office.

			As he opened the door, a woman stood and turned to face him. He noticed that she was very attractive, but it was the anguish on her face that grabbed his attention. “Good morning, ma’am.”

			“Mr. Langdon?” Her eyes carried a palpable distress. 

			“The very same.”

			“Mr. Langdon, I have a problem and was hoping you might be able to help me out.”

			“I’m sorry, but I haven’t even gotten your name yet?”

			“Latricia. Latricia Jones.”

			“Would you like a cup of coffee, Ms. Jones?” He was trying to slow down the conversation, as he liked to get a sense of potential clients before making commitments, a lesson he’d learned the hard way.

			“Yes, yes I would.” She took a deep breath, and then exhaled. “That would be great. Thank you.”

			Langdon casually went back into the bookstore and grabbed two cups of coffee from one of the dispensers they kept filled all day long, the beans coming from the Lenin Stop Coffee Shop right across the street. Once back in his office, he handed her a cup and moved around her to his chair behind the desk and motioned that she should sit. 

			“Now, what seems to be the problem, Ms. Jones?”

			“My son was arrested last night for theft, vandalism, and may possibly be charged with hate crimes.”

			No wonder the lady was jittery. “This happened in Brunswick?”

			“Yes.”

			“How old is your son?”

			“Jamal is eighteen, almost nineteen.” Tears began to stream down her face. She made no effort to wipe them away or even to acknowledge their existence. 

			“Did he do it?” This was the moment when most clients got the chance to proclaim their innocence.

			With difficulty, she nodded her head. “Yes.”

			Langdon tried to sort this out. What was he needed for if the crime had been done? It sounded like she needed a lawyer, and not a private detective. “Where are you from, Ms. Jones?” 

			She leaned forward in her chair. “Massachusetts. We live in Roxbury.”

			Langdon knew that most people within a thirty-mile radius of Boston would have replied that they were from Boston, especially if they were from Roxbury. Instead, Latricia Jones seemed almost defiantly proud to be from a rougher section of town. “And your son lives with you?”

			“My son is doing a postgraduate year at the Molly Esther Chester Institute in Skowhegan.” Latricia Jones stood up, unable to remain in the confines of a chair any longer and began pacing the small space. “Jamal is boarding there for the year, but he’s been home since the second day of the ice storm.”

			“Your son is an athlete, Ms. Jones?” Langdon knew MECI, which served as the public school for Skowhegan, took private students from around the state, and boasted that it was one of the best postgraduate programs in the country for students looking to raise their prospects of getting into D1 athletics at four-year colleges.

			“He is a basketball player, Mr. Langdon. A very good one.”

			“Just Langdon will do,” he said with a smile. “Where does he want to go to college?”

			“He was told by the basketball coach at Boston College that if he could bring up his SAT score by 100 points and strengthen his math skills that he’d get a full scholarship.” Latricia spoke as a mother proud of her son for his achievements, and not as the mother of a boy who’d recently been arrested on multiple charges.

			“And where is his father?”

			“He’s out of the picture.”

			Langdon decided not to follow up on what that meant. “So, you think that your son is guilty of the charges?”

			“I think he was put up to the whole business by somebody else. I think another person is using my son, and that Jamal will take the fall for that person. I won’t have it. Jamal isn’t a bad kid. His actions, what he did…that’s just not normal for him.” This single Black mother of a star athlete from Roxbury with an iron will and the love only a mother could know stood in the dingy office of a PI in a small coastal Maine town, a single tear running down her right cheek. “Why?”

			“Can’t you just ask him?” Langdon already knew the reply.

			“He would never rat on somebody else, not even to save himself. But it’s more than that, something deeper, something I can’t quite get to with him.”

			“What?”

			“Since before Christmas vacation he’s been withdrawn, brooding. That’s not like him.”

			“Isn’t that normal teenage boy behavior?”

			“We have a very tight relationship, Mr. Langdon.” She stopped pacing and fixed her intense dark eyes on his. “It is not an easy thing to bring up a boy all by yourself in Roxbury, and I couldn’t have done it without us working together, my son and me. He’s always been honest with me.”

			“Until recently.” Langdon clarified.

			“Just a few weeks ago he was home for break, and I knew something was up. I wish I’d dragged whatever it was out of him. But now this? Of all times? When he has the world by the tail?”

			“The world by the tail?”

			“My boy was on the verge of leaving Roxbury behind for a better life. He was going to get a college education and have a shot at playing in the NBA. After eighteen years of steering clear of trouble on the sidewalks of Roxbury, he goes and does this? It doesn’t make sense.” More tears ran in rivulets down her cheeks, but she made no move to wipe them away.

			“What do you want from me, Ms. Jones?”

			“I want you to find out who is responsible for ruining his life, and I want them to pay for it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			For twenty minutes after Latricia Jones had left, Langdon did nothing but stare absently into space. He tipped back in his chair and put his feet up on the desk. This was how he organized his cases, with a period of deep thought followed by stubborn and relentless action. Of course, this usually entailed figuring out how best to get pictures of so-and-so stepping out with his or her illicit lover, as adultery was the mainstay of his business.

			After a bit, he sat up and scribbled something on a piece of paper. Then he went back to reflecting. Finally, he wrote down several more things, ripped the paper from the pad and stuffed it in his pocket. He wouldn’t refer to what he’d written again, and as a matter of fact, most likely wouldn’t see it again until one day he’d reach into his pocket and pull out wadded up mass that had cycled through the washing machine and dryer several times.

			He made two calls. The first was to page his friend, Bart, the Brunswick cop he’d seen at the diner earlier. The second call was to Jimmy 4 by Four, his lawyer and good friend. 

			“Jimmy, if you got a minute, I need to stop by and see you about a case I just picked up.”

			“I got nothing but time,” 4 by Four replied in a careful monotone. He’d had his jaw broken the same time Langdon had been shot in the head. “When works for you?”

			Langdon checked the clock on his desk, not quite sure if it was fifteen minutes fast or slow, but quite certain it was one of those two. “How does noon sound?”

			“Perfect. Lunchtime. You can buy me a meal. How about the Wretched Lobster?”

			Langdon emerged from his office to find both Chabal and Starling staring at him with ill-concealed curiosity. Langdon was supposed to be working out with Chabal right then, as a matter of fact, but had called to delay their normal exercise routine to meet the new client. It was obvious that Starling had been filling Chabal in, that there was something different about Latricia Jones, her case more interesting than the normal philandering. Perhaps it was her calm dignity that had piqued his interest—and now Chabal’s.

			“Spill it, Langdon,” Chabal said.

			“She’s the mother of one of the boys picked up last night for theft and vandalism,” Langdon replied, thinking, so much for client confidentiality. 

			“She thinks her baby prince is innocent?” Starling asked.

			“No, she admits he’s guilty, but wants to know why he did it.”

			“Because he’s a juvenile delinquent, is my guess,” Starling said.

			“She claims he’s a good boy, and there must be somebody or something behind this out-of-character incident.”

			A customer came to the counter with a pile of books, what appeared to be the entire John Dunning series, and Langdon observed that The Bookman’s Wake was one of his favorite mysteries of all time. The woman nodded impatiently, obviously not interested in reviews, small-talk, or conversation. People might be buying more books, but many certainly weren’t in a jovial mood.

			Once she’d moved on, Langdon continued, “Her son, Jamal, is doing a post-graduate year and playing basketball at the Molly Esther Chester Institute.”

			Starling nodded with recognition. He’d spent fifteen years of life in Madison, the town next to Skowhegan, where MECI was located. “I know the school well.”

			“Tell me about it,” Langdon said.

			Starling delved painfully into his clouded memory to pick the right words. His first seven years in Madison had been as a lawyer, while the last eight had been as a broken-down drunk. “It’s a wonderful school. It brings a level of education to Skowhegan that the students would never receive in a regular public school, not off the coast anyway.”

			“What do you mean?” Chabal asked.

			“In Brunswick, we’re living in the suburbs of civilization. You go to most inland towns and education isn’t taken all that seriously. Oh, sure, there are a few college-bound students, but for the most part kids are looking to get a mill job, or maybe at the shoe factory. I guess you’d say most people aren’t quite so convinced that college is the be-all end-all.”

			“And MECI has changed that perception?” Langdon asked. He remembered playing the Indians in football, but other than their ability on the gridiron, he hadn’t given much thought to the school or the town.

			“Oh, completely. Their college program blows other inland towns out of the water. Back when I had my practice, I went in once a year on career day to talk about being a lawyer. They had tons of programs like that.” Starling had been an environmental lawyer who’d become radicalized into passive-aggressive protest.  And when an action had led to the death of an innocent man, he’d delved into the bottle to escape the guilt.

			“But?” Langdon asked.

			“But what?”

			“There are always two sides to the coin. What’s the downside?”

			Starling rubbed his jaw. “I suppose the negative would be the pressure. Classes are much more intense, than, say, Madison. In Madison the teachers aren’t trying to change a kid bound for the mill into a kid headed to college. You stay out of trouble and you get your degree. In Skowhegan, there is no free pass.”

			“I think that’s great,” Chabal said. “Kids need to learn there are no free rides in life.”

			“Yeah, I guess,” Starling replied. “It’s certainly great for the motivated student wanting to better prepare for college, and those that are interested in learning, but awful tough for those who don’t give a damn about ancient Roman history, Henry James, calculus, or the sex life of a flower.”

			“Not much need for Henry James in the mill,” Langdon said.

			“You got it,” Starling said. “Working in the mill is a legacy. If your father works there, then you most likely can get a job there. It’s like winning the golden ticket. The pay is good enough so you can buy your toys.”

			“Toys?” Chabal asked.

			“Snowmobile, motorcycle, three-wheeler, guns, whatever floats your boat including a boat,” Starling said.

			“So, what you’re saying is that on one hand MECI provides a superior education and sends a ton of kids to college….” Langdon began.

			“And on the other hand, it creates a bunch of failures,” Starling finished for him.

			“And what about the post-graduates?” Langdon asked. 

			Chabal had moved away from the two men to wait on a customer who had been patiently standing at the register.

			“The post-grads are mainly athletes looking to strengthen their grades, test scores, or fulfill a credit for a class they failed, maybe more than one, so as to get into college and be allowed to play sports. Generally speaking, there’s an athletic scholarship waiting for them. The football and baseball programs are fair, but the basketball team is incredible,” Starling said.

			“Define incredible.” Langdon said.

			“It might be the best post-grad program in the country. If you go to MECI to play basketball, well then, there’s a good chance you’re headed for a top-twenty college, and possibly on to the NBA.”

			“The best post-graduate basketball program in the United States of America is in central Maine?” Langdon was openly skeptical. 

			Starling reeled off a list of names Langdon knew, all of them professional basketball players. “All of them went to MECI. Believe me, when you spend as much time in bars as I did up in Madison where high school sports are more like a religion than an activity, well then, you get this stuff drilled into you.”

			“Okay, okay.” Langdon raised his hands in mock surrender. “Tell me more about the downside. How do these post-graduates affect the school?”

			Starling drummed his fingers on the counter. “They create tension.”

			“Tension?”

			“Where the downside of the educational aspect is pressure, the downside of the athletic programs overall is tension. What you have in Skowhegan is a population that is ninety-nine percent white. The few ethnic families are assimilated into the cultural norms of the society. All of a sudden you throw in some Black boarding students from the city, places like Boston and New York, and they stick out like a sore thumb.”

			“And this is a problem in Skowhegan?” Brunswick, with the Naval Air Station and Bowdoin College, was one of the most diverse towns in Maine, which is to say, given the whiteness of the state overall, barely tipping the scale of diversity at all. 

			“It might be fine if they kept a low profile. It’s not like it was twenty years ago. These kids come in with all the attitude it takes to be on the fast track to the NBA, and they’re taller, more muscular, and more fit than any of the other students.” 

			“Yeah, I guess that could be a problem,” Langdon said.

			“Most of these post-grads are male, so who do you think they date?” Starling raised an eyebrow.

			“The local white girls?”

			“Bingo.”

			“Educational pressure, athletic, ethnic, and sexual tension?” Langdon spoke in a barely audible tone as he processed the information. “Skowhegan must be a boiling cauldron of teenage stress.”

			“So, where do we begin?” Chabal asked as she rejoined them.

			“It would be great, Star, if you could take advantage of any lulls in business to do some research. Find out anything you can about MECI,” Langdon said.

			“Like what do you want to know?” Starling asked.

			“How about the name of the headmaster, the athletic director, and the basketball coach for starters,” Langdon replied. “And whoever is in charge of admissions, heck, get me the name of the janitor.”

			“Is that all?”

			“No, I need to know what qualifications you need to get into the school, how hard it is to get through it, and what it costs to go there.”

			“What’s his name?” Chabal asked.

			“Who?”

			“The Ringmaster of Barnum and Bailey’s circus,” Chabal said. “Ah, no, I meant the name of our client.”
	Langdon barely registered the sarcasm. “Jamal Jones.”

			“And he’s a post-grad basketball player at MECI?” Starling asked. “Where’s he from?”

			“Roxbury,” Langdon replied. 

			“Okay, I’ll see what I can find? Where are you off to?” Starling asked.

			“Me and Chabal are going to knock down a quick workout, and then we’ll be back to help you with the store and whatnot,” Langdon replied.

			Langdon and Chabal went down the stairs into the basement of the building that housed the bookshop and rang a buzzer. The Coffee Dog Bookstore was located in a building that had once been a thriving department store along with various other businesses, that is, until Sam Walton had come along to put it out of business. A tunnel ran under an alleyway to a building out back. This was once a warehouse for the department store but was now The Cellar of Fitness. The underpass connecting the two buildings had initially been used to bring product into the department store, but now allowed Langdon and Chabal to access their health club without going outside.

			Chabal had not only taken over the responsibility of running the book shop while Langdon had recovered from being shot in the head, she had also become his personal trainer on his road to recovery. These workouts had become a part of their daily routine. Now that Langdon was mostly recovered, these sessions acted as therapy for each of them. Among other things, Langdon’s marriage was barely clinging to life by a thread, and Chabal’s was dissipating at an alarming clip. With the loss of power caused by the ice storm, the gym, being downtown where the power had first been restored, had the added benefit of a hot shower afterwards. 

			They were buzzed through the door and went off to their respective locker rooms to change. Once changed, Langdon traversed the tunnel to the workout area, and barked a quick hello to the woman at the counter, a young lady by the name of Jacqueline who everybody called Jax. Coffee Dog ran around the counter in search of food, somehow forgetting he’d already eaten twice that day, and it was not yet ten o’clock. The best Jax could come up with was a rice cake, which the dog ferociously gobbled down. 

			Chabal was already on a treadmill, having worn her workout gear from home. “About time you got changed,” she said. “I’ve been working out for twenty minutes already.”

			Langdon started the treadmill next to her and grinned. “No offense, but you could probably use an extra twenty minutes.”

			“Just because you’re a guy doesn’t mean you don’t have some serious love handles developing there,” Chabal retorted.

			“Love handles are one thing, but when you get an extra set of cushions on your butt?”

			The banter between the two of them was brutal, but all in good humor. Truth be told, there was minimal fat on either one of them. Chabal had been Langdon’s workout partner for the past nine months, ever since the start of his rehab program. Recovering from being shot in the head and spending three weeks in a coma hadn’t proven easy. It had been slow going at first, and Chabal was the spark that kept him at it.

			“Bart had already told me the police arrested three boys robbing a house last night. He figures they’re the same ones that did all the other places,” Langdon said as they moved from the treadmill into the free weights.

			“How old are they?” Chabal’s oldest, Jack, was now twelve and on the verge of rebelling, as all children must. She was terrified she wouldn’t know how to deal with it.

			“Old enough to know better,” he said. They had set up two bench press stations with different weights and were taking turns spotting each other. “Latricia said Jamal was almost nineteen.”

			“It can be pretty screwy being a kid these days.”

			“We’re not talking about petty mischief here. These boys smashed everything they didn’t steal and left nasty graffiti all over the walls to boot.”

			“Sounds like a lot of anger to me. I wonder why?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			It was 12:05, making Langdon late for his meeting with Jimmy 4 by Four, but luckily, the Wretched Lobster was only a few doors down. The day was a real corker, the baby blue sky crisp and cold and the sun glittering fiercely off the ice that coated everything. It was hard to believe that the entire region was in the grip of a deadly crisis, but three-fourths of the state was without power, and days like this only magnified the problems, the melting ice cracking more limbs, toppling trees, and sending already-damaged light poles crashing down to block streets. Add a breeze, and electricity was being lost faster than the crews could restore it. 

			At the door to the restaurant, Langdon threatened Coffee Dog with an empty bluff to leash him if he wasn’t good. He, of course, had no leash with him. Langdon had seen dogs who trotted dutifully alongside their owners and never strayed, but Coffee Dog was not cast from that mold. When Langdon opened the door, the dog went through it like a bullet through a gun barrel. There was a high probability of food scraps lying around just waiting to be gobbled up, and he wasn’t going to give some busboy a chance to beat him to the punch. 

			The hostess, a pretty girl of about twenty-two, smiled weakly at him. “Goff Langdon, you’ve got to put your dog on a leash if you’re going to bring him in here, and even then, he shouldn’t be allowed, but if you at least tried?”

			Langdon wondered why women always seemed exasperated with him, including his wife, so much so that she’d left him. It seemed that he was supposed to care about inconsequential things like a leash on a dog, changing a lightbulb that had burned out, or taking out the trash when it was overflowing. It wasn’t that he was lazy, or didn’t care, but rather, he more often than not just did not notice. In the background there was a crash, most certainly related to Coffee Dog. 

			“Here I am, bringing my dog to clean up your floors, for no charge I might add, and you have the gall to complain?” Langdon shook his head in consternation and walked past her, having spotted 4 by Four at a table. 

			Coffee Dog had also spotted the man and came zipping across the floor like a brown cannonball. From about five feet away the Chocolate Labrador went airborne and launched himself into the lawyer, knocking him backwards in the chair and pulling the table over as well. 

			“Hi, Coffee Dog,” 4 by Four said from the floor as his face was being eagerly licked. “I hope you have a good lawyer.”

			Langdon was picking up the table when the manager came rushing over. He was a thin, nervous man with a tight pinched face. “I thought I told you not to bring that mutt in here ever again.”

			“Sorry about the ruckus.” Langdon raised his hands apologetically. “I just wanted to get some lunch.”

			“Take that mongrel out of here,” the man said.

			“I didn’t want to have to play this card, Marcel, but you leave me little choice. Must I remind you that you don’t own the place?” Langdon raised his eyebrows and cocked his head to the side. “Henry has said that Coffee Dog is welcome anytime.” Langdon had done some investigative work for the owner several years earlier, exposing a former manager who had been embezzling money. Ever since Henry had been eager to show his appreciation of Langdon.

			“But I’m the one who runs the place.” Marcel looked like he might cry he was so mad.

			“Don’t make me go over your head on this one,” Langdon said. He laid his hand on the anxious man’s shoulder. 

			Once the manager had left, cursing under his breath, Langdon helped 4 by Four back to his seat. The waitress came and took their order, and Coffee Dog sat quietly under the table on his best behavior, most likely because Langdon kept dropping soup crackers down to him. Both men were drinking water, neither of them having had a drink of booze since the Shoot-Out at Fort Andross, as they’d come to call it, when Langdon had been shot in the head and 4 by Four had had his jaw broken by a woman he’d just made love to.

			4 by Four once had another name, back when he was a big-shot lawyer in New York City. One day the stress got to him, and he packed his belongings and moved to Maine to become a hippie, smoking pot and living off the land. Eventually he had opened a small practice in Brunswick where he worked just enough to make a meager living.

			“What’s the deal?” 4 by Four asked once order had returned.

			“You know the rash of thefts and vandalism that have been occurring since the power went?” Langdon asked.

			“Sure.”

			“Well, the police have been thinking it’s all the same person or persons, you know, because the MO is the same, empty house, broken windows, hardware stolen, and whatnot.”

			“Yeah, I got all that,”4 by Four said.

			“They caught three boys from Massachusetts last night.”

			“Red-handed?”

			“Close enough.”

			“Where does Goff Langdon, private dick, come into play?” 4 by Four had joined the game of idly dropping soup crackers under the table, which quickly disappeared.

			“I was hired by the mother of one of the boys,” Langdon said.

			“To do what?”

			“My client says her son is a good boy. She thinks somebody put him up to this.”

			“So what? He still did the crime.”

			“It might go easier on him if we locate a bigger fish for the police to sink their teeth into.”

			“And your client’s son? He won’t give up a name?”

			“She doubts that he would rat somebody out, you know, the code of the hood,” Langdon said.

			4 by Four nodded. “I can see that. If you can track down whoever put them up to it, we can probably plea bargain for a lighter sentence.”

			“That’s what I was thinking. And that’s where you come into play.”

			“What’s his name?”

			“Jamal. Jamal Jones.”

			The food came, interrupting their conversation. Langdon had ordered a steak bomb and a coffee milk shake while Jimmy had chicken soup.

			“You want me to show up and get Jamal out on bail?” 4 by Four asked.

			“Yeah, Ms. Jones gave me a retainer that should cover it.”

			“How about the other two?”

			“We’re only paying for the one,” Langdon said around a mouthful of steak sandwich.

			“Good enough,” 4 by Four replied. “How are Amanda and Missouri doing?” Amanda was Langdon’s wife from whom he’d been separated from for the past couple of years, and Missouri was their five-year-old daughter.

			“They’re down in Atlanta staying with Amanda’s parents.”

			“How are you two doing?” 4 by Four pried into the privacy of Langdon’s life with the ease of one who had seen him through all manners of trials and tribulations.

			“Peachy.” Langdon and Amanda had been working towards repairing their badly damaged marriage, but it was a tough process. Cheating and lying were obvious issues, but the temperature may have been the real crux of the problem.

			“Even though she’s a thousand miles away?”

			“Amanda said she was willing to give Maine winters another chance, but that didn’t include ice storms. She said to let her know when it was over, plus she got herself a small gig in a gallery with some of her work down there.”

			“So, are you two thinking of moving back in together?”

			Langdon eyed the lawyer carefully, measuring his reply. “We’re both still a little bit worried that living together doesn’t give us the room we need. We seem to do better if we create a little breathing space.”

			“So, you’re saying you’re happiest together when you’re apart?”

			Langdon began an angry retort that was meant to include an insult, but paused, reflected, and said, “Yeah, that sounds about right.” He didn’t mention that it was hard to just call it quits when there was a daughter at stake.

			“Why don’t you pay for the bill so we can get over to the police station and see what the deal is.” 4 by Four dropped his napkin over his half-finished bowl of soup.

			Langdon pulled a twenty to drop down on the twelve-dollar meal. With the last bite of his steak sandwich in hand, he lured Coffee Dog out of the restaurant without further incident. He decided to not give it up until they’d passed over the wide Maine Street, the only one of its kind spelled just like the state. The police station was just across this street and through the municipal parking lot. While 4 by Four checked in with the officer on duty, Langdon slipped into the interior of the station in search of Bart. He found the man in the break room stuffing donuts into his mouth.

			“Got a second?” Langdon asked.

			Bart chewed steadily without attempting a reply. He did, however, break off a piece of donut and toss it to Coffee Dog.

			“You know that arrest you told me about this morning? The three kids? Well, one of them, Jamal Jones, is my latest client.”

			“The problem with lawyers and private dicks is you get stuck representing scum. You do it long enough, and you’re going to become a bottom feeder,” Bart said through a mouthful.

			“Scum? The poor kid is eighteen.”

			“Yeah, and he was preying on the folks in the middle of a natural disaster. It don’t get much lower than that. They’re not just stealing, they’re sucker-punching people when they’re already down.” 

			4 by Four entered the room, hovering by the door. He and Bart had had a running dispute ever since the events at Fort Andross. Bart blamed the lawyer for leading the enemy right into their midst, one Jordan Fitzpatrick. 4 by Four had been unable to defend his actions for almost six months, as his jaw was wired shut, and the verbal abuse heaped upon him by the surly police officer continued to rankle. 

			“They transferred all three of them down to Cumberland County. I’ll have to make an appointment to see him. They’re tougher on that sort of thing in Portland.”

			“Give me a couple of hours,” Langdon said. “Bart is going to take me out to the house that got burglarized and vandalized last night.”

			“The hell I am,” Bart retorted. “I’m on duty, and that don’t make me your damn personal chauffeur.” 

			“You want to besmirch my client without backing it up? Plus, yes, as an employee of the state, paid for with my taxes, you in a way, do work for me.” 

			Bart was still rolling the word besmirch through his head along with several choice curses as they pulled into Kimberly Circle twenty minutes later. It was a quiet middle-class neighborhood close to the ocean, if not on it, but also just minutes from the shopping center known as Cook’s Corner. Each house had at least an acre of land and trees separated the dwellings from each other for privacy. 

			“Nice homes,” Langdon said as Bart zigzagged the cruiser around the latest batch of trees and limbs that littered the road. “It looks like most of the people out here have generators.” The steady hum of the small engines permeated the air, as did their rank exhaust, and there were some lights on in many of the homes. There were even kids playing in the yards, as if belying the recent natural disaster.

			“Too much money out here for these people to be out of power like the rest of us. They probably all got built-in generators and barely noticed the lights flicker,” Bart replied.

			“You can get a portable generator for a few hundred bucks,” Langdon said, not that he had one, but that was mostly because he was too lazy to maintain the damn thing.

			Bart pulled carefully into a driveway cordoned off with yellow police ribbon. From the outside it looked like any of the other homes in the neighborhood. “The first four days of the ice storm I had a total of nine hours off from work. I chose to use that time sleeping. By the time I got done saving people’s lives you couldn’t find a generator within a million miles.”

			Langdon refrained from telling his surly friend that maybe he should have planned ahead. “Why didn’t these people have a generator?” He nodded towards the house.

			“They did.”

			“I thought the burglars were only hitting homes that were out of power?”

			“He just wasn’t home. Name is Bill Martinson. Sent his wife and kids off to visit the grandparents in Connecticut and had the house to himself, not much to do, so he went out. Gave the generator a break and went down to Goldilocks Pub to have a few pints. He was probably hoping to score with the missus out of town and all.”

			“And comes home to find his house in shambles?” Langdon asked.

			“Poor guy strikes out at the bar, drives home drunk, and then finds a mess to pick up.”

			“Tough night.” The two of them sat in silence, not yet ready to enter the wreckage that waited within. 

			“Speaking of wife and kids out of town,” Bart said, keeping his eyes pinned on the house. “Are Amanda and Missouri still down south at that art show or whatever it is?”

			“Yeah. I need to call her and let her know she can come back. Her house got power back yesterday.”

			“You must miss them something awful.”

			“For sure. I’ve been hearing E’s little giggle all day, and I turn around, and she’s not there.” He called his daughter E instead of Missouri most of the time, probably in reaction to his wife calling her Missy. Langdon looked around. “They park the van right here in the driveway?”

			“Probably.”

			“Did any of the neighbors report seeing or hearing anything?” Langdon opened the car door and got out.

			“Nope. It was night and everybody was huddled inside trying to stay warm, and you can’t hear anything over the noise of those generators,” Bart replied, leading the way up the front door of the house.

			“Fingerprints?”

			“Don’t know yet, but I doubt it. They all had gloves on when they got picked up, and they haven’t left any at the previous places.”

			“So, all you have is circumstantial evidence?” Langdon asked. “You can’t even place them in the house. The best you can do is they were pulled over with stolen property in their possession.”

			“It was just around the corner from here.” Bart wrenched the door open. “They sure enough done it.”

			“Holy cow,” Langdon said. The destruction was terrible. Artwork torn down from walls sprayed with graffiti, lamps smashed, books ripped apart, and cushions shredded. “Why do you think they were so angry?” he asked.

			“I don’t know, and I don’t care.”

			“Ya’ know, once you get Jamal off, maybe you should have him over to redecorate your house for you.”

			“He does have an eye for color, but I don’t know if I’m quite into the casual messy look.” Langdon knew Bart was outraged and looking to pick a fight, so decided to float this flippant attitude to put him off his game. “Where’s Martinson now?”

			“We put him up at the Wayfarer Inn. It’ll probably be a few days before we’re done in here so that he can come back and start putting things back together.” The refrigerator had been emptied of its contents, which were currently splattered against the walls of the home.

			“Seems a little bit angrier than just a bunch of kids messing around,” Langdon said.

			“That’s what I’m telling you. These three are bad apples. Your client was part of this carnage.” Bart swept his massive arms around the shocking scene.

			Chabal’s question from earlier spilled from Langdon’s lips. “You could be right.  There certainly seems to be a lot of anger tied up in this. I wonder why?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			“How can you do this?” Latricia Jones asked her only son with all the anguish of a mother at her wits’ end. “You have a gift that people see and value so much they give you a college education and you just let it go?”

			Jamal stared defiantly at his accusers. Langdon, Jimmy 4 by Four, and his mother. They were in a small conference room at the Cumberland County Jail. He didn’t so much as blink, his face as impassive as an Easter Island statue. Perhaps, without the two strange men present, he would have shown more compassion to his mom.

			“Well, I’m telling you that you now have a tiger by the tail, and it’s only going to be a matter of time before it turns around and eats you,” Latricia added.

			Jamal rolled his eyes.

			Latricia went to slap him but pulled her arm back. “You have to help yourself, Jamal, don’t you see? Who put you up to this?”

			“I told you already,” Jamal said patiently. “We came up to Brunswick to see a basketball game at Bowdoin. After the game we were out walking around and saw a van on the side of the street with the keys in the ignition. On a lark, we jumped in and drove off. We weren’t really stealing it, just taking it for a ride. We were going to bring it back, but next thing we know there are blue lights flashing behind us
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