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Prologue
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Harold Dumphy crept through the shadowy corridors of the power plant’s records department, the only sound the hum of the ventilation system. He was looking for something, something he had to know. For some time, he had felt that something was wrong. He couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was, or who might be involved. As a matter of fact, Harold had no real evidence whatsoever, other than a slip of the tongue by Clayton Jones, the man who was assistant to the governor—and perhaps one of the men sleeping with Harold’s wife. Harold had been in the security business for twenty years and had never run into a predicament of any import. But this time there was the suggestion of, not just a scandal, but a potential catastrophe that could rival Three Mile Island.

It wasn’t hard to access the building at night after everybody had left, especially when you carried all the keys on a chain at your waist and carried a master key to open any door the keys wouldn’t. It wasn’t as if he was doing anything illegal. He was, after all, head of security for the plant, just trying to do his job. He wouldn’t dare walk into the senior manager’s office without something concrete, some sort of evidence, something tangible, for who would believe the hunches of a middle-aged nobody?

Harold wasn’t sure what it was that had given them away and first kindled his suspicion that something was amiss. Perhaps it was the tightness in the face of the inspector from the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, the doors that only recently he’d found locked, or the addition of extra guards to Harold’s staff without his input. It was not any one thing, but a multitude of bits and pieces the sum of whose parts added up to a whole lot of questions that screamed for answers—and urgently. 

If he had been a smarter man, Harold thought ruefully, maybe a different kind of man, he would turn a blind eye, take another job and be far from here. He paused at the door to the Safety and Standards Room, where the weekly, monthly, and yearly inspection reports were housed, pausing to give himself one final opportunity to turn back. He sighed, knowing that was not an option. Certain safety standards were not being met, of this he was certain, just as he was certain that he could not be the only one to have noticed this.

He was 41 years old, balding on top, and, to compensate for what had gone missing above, he’d grown a thick mustache, drooping from his upper lip like a brush. Harold had always been fit, but just in the past year the food he ate seemed to be stopping at his midsection, pushing his belly out like some surprise growth and accusing him each morning when he stepped out from the shower and looked in the mirror. There were dark circles under his eyes, on his face a worried, haunted look. Not very long into his 10-year marriage, Harold had noticed the bored look in his wife’s eyes when they made love, and soon after that social obligations had begun to demand more and more of her attention. Perhaps if he took a stand here, now, showed that he was a man of principle, maybe then his wife would desire him again. 

He eased into the room and approached the rows of drab, gunmetal gray cabinets. There were dozens lining each wall, all locked, naturally. It took him some moments to find the right file drawer and then the right key, but find it he did. There was no going back now. He worked with his small flashlight clutched between his teeth, sweat dotting his brow and staining his armpits.

Harold had been 30 years old when he had taken the job as assistant head of security at DownEast Power. Then, he was a rising star known for his hard work and diligence, even if he wasn’t exactly a genius. He’d moved to Maine from New York and almost immediately had begun dating Janice. One year later they had gotten married, and he was on top of the world. Of course, he reflected bitterly, when you’re on top there is only one way to go, and not too many years later he had indeed found himself on the downward slope.

Day by day his bureaucratic job seemed to mire him in longer and longer hours of tedium, while night by night he seemed to be losing his wife. They had not made love in three years, a sad situation that Harold was certain represented a failing on his part. But that was about to change, because he was not going to be a doormat anymore. First, he was going to uncover the creeping evil in his workplace, and then he would confront his wife about her infidelities. His blood was racing in his veins, the adrenalin rush reminding him of being young and taking chances. For the first time in many years, Harold felt that he was taking a real step toward turning his life around.

He had worn skin-tight latex gloves for the job, and they made it easier to flip through the pages and pages in the files. He was looking through one of the most recent safety inspections, this one from just a few months previous, when he heard the whisper of cloth on cloth, and turned his head. And then he heard nothing at all. It would not be the fall followed by the cold shock of the water, nor the blow to the back of his head that would kill him. It would be those gloves, wrapped tightly around his throat that accomplished the grisly task. Death would find him next to a file cabinet in the early morning hours in the records department of DownEast Power, the nuclear power plant. His body would be found elsewhere.

Harold Dumphy had finally taken a stand. 
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Chapter 1
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“Damn!” Goff Langdon cursed under his breath at the harsh sound of his alarm. His ex-wife had compared this very noise to a garbage truck backing through the bedroom at 5:00 a.m. When properly riled, Amanda would draw this metaphor in great detail, the churning wheels, clanging metal, and general all-around torment that had become the room they shared. It crossed Langdon’s mind from time to time that all of his marital difficulties could be traced to this simple clock and that he should have gotten rid of it long ago. But he also knew that was pretty much crap and, besides, he was partial to the digital timekeeper.

Though his wife had left him six months earlier and wouldn’t be haranguing him over the blaring alarm, the momentary peace was shattered by the arrival of another creature quite ecstatic for the new day. Langdon reflexively covered his face as a dark shadow came flying through the air with an eager whine and a clack of nails on the edge of the bed, just before burying him in a tsunami of fur and wet tongue kisses.

“Coffee Dog, get off me, you worthless mutt,” Langdon said with a groan. “Enough.” He wrestled with the canine, trying to pin him to escape the tongue lapping, and as the dog twisted loose, Langdon rolled away into the clear, and felt nothing for a brief moment, before the floor came rushing up to meet him.

This entire early morning ritual, from the still-clanging alarm clock to the all-star canine wrestling, had taken no more than 15 seconds, but already the downstairs neighbors were banging on their ceiling, his floor. Langdon never knew just how the Beans could get a stick into position so quickly, unless of course they waited poised for the opportunity. With a deft movement that bespoke of years of experience, Langdon, or maybe it was the dog, unplugged the clock and the infernal noise ceased.

Langdon lay without moving, as did Coffee Dog, whose teeth remained clasped around his master’s ear lobe for almost a minute before Langdon conceded defeat. “Okay, okay. I’ll give you the canned food for breakfast.” With one final wrench, his trusty chocolate lab twisted the man’s head to prove his superiority and then raced to the kitchen, his butt wiggling in anticipation of the breakfast to come.

Into this calm in the eye of the storm came the sudden ring of the phone. Both man and beast froze—for this was truly a strange occurrence. There weren’t many calls interrupting them these days, not unless of course it was one of those infernal sales machines. It took a pretty lonely person to wait past the recording for that human voice to come on the line trying to sell weed whackers or whatever the hell was the item of the day. But it was too early even for those talking headaches just doing their jobs. This had to be something real.

On the fourth ring, Langdon plucked the receiver from the cradle and croaked a greeting in an early morning rasp.

“Is this Goff Langdon?” a voice asked sharply, almost derisive in tone. 

Langdon found himself angry. “Sorry, this is his cleaning lady,” he said.

“Is this Goff Langdon?” The voice was patient and flat, without emotion.

Langdon stirred uneasily in his hardwood chair, wanting suddenly to be free of this moment. “Sure, this is Langdon.”

There was a pause before the voice continued, “I know where you live.” The phone went dead, an insistent buzzing in his head.

“Big deal, you jerk-off,” Langdon said in the silent darkness of the Maine morning into a dead phone. “I’m listed under L in the phone book.” Nonetheless, a foreboding of bad things to come filled the kitchen, at least until Coffee Dog reminded him that he was owed canned food for breakfast, and the spell was broken.

With the eerie voice resonating in his head, Langdon went about feeding the dog and climbing into the shower. He took an ice cold shower every morning, both to get his blood flowing and to clear the cobwebs from his mind. He never quite rinsed all the shampoo out of his hair. The result was dandruff. He decided he could put off shaving for another day. It was not that he was lazy, not about important things, but rather that he struggled to accomplish what he considered the more mundane chores of life.

He was a private detective. Bookstore owner. Environmentalist. Football fan. Red meat eater. He voted Independent, sometimes Democrat, never Republican. 

By the time Langdon made it to his car, he had all but forgotten the early morning call. It was hard to impress much less frighten a man who had become disillusioned with life at the tender age of twenty-eight.

It was late November in Maine which meant the temperature was somewhere near freezing. Maine was a place of pristine beauty—summer, fall, or winter—there was really no such thing as spring. It was the cold that kept the rest of the United States from moving there. If you could overlook the cold, then there was really no better place to live in the entire world. It was a reasonable enough trade-off, Langdon mused, and he had long been thankful that the climate provided a barrier against the spread of civilization to his backyard. 

Langdon rode with the top of his convertible down. The car was a Chevy Impala or something like that, he could never quite remember. He did know that it was an early 1970s model. The day was still dark and his hair, still wet from the shower, froze, but he hardly noticed, although he sometimes wondered if this would kill the dandruff. Langdon had never been one to embrace fully the adult requirements of life, but rather, appreciated the intrinsic rewards granted to those who paid attention to what mattered—like the image of Coffee Dog with his paws balanced on the front windshield as his ears blew backward in the rushing wind.

The two of them, man and dog, went directly to the diner, as breakfast was the most important meal of their day. The waitress greeted them both by name, not commenting on any number of things—such as the wind-blown redness of Langdon’s face, the icy spikes of his hair, nor the fact that his companion was a dog. They were regulars. 

“Hey Langdon, did you catch the game last night?” This from the large woman working the cash register, her ruddy face already warmed by the ovens and beaded with sweat.

“Watched it at home with my buddy here. You see Danny T., you tell him he owes me five bucks.” He slid into a booth that overlooked the street and smiled up at the waitress. “Alison, has the paperboy gone and gotten himself sick?”

“Sorry, Langdon, the gentleman over there has the paper.”

Without turning his head, Langdon chuckled. “What gentleman? You mean Bill? He can’t read, so maybe just give him the advertisements from the middle, maybe the women’s lingerie section to finger through.” Normally, this would have caused Alison to blush, but a certain stillness in her face caught his attention. “Not Bill, huh?” A nod. “Probably not even somebody I know would be guess number two.”

With deliberate calm, Langdon rotated his head 90 degrees to the left and right smack into a face he’d heard recently. It was the face that went with the cold, derisive voice on the phone earlier this morning. Before the man even opened his mouth, Langdon had no doubt of this. It was like knowing that John Wayne’s voice would be gravelly, or that Keanu Reeves would speak like a surfer dude. Sometimes, the brain just intuitively filled in the blanks, one sense anticipating, as it were, information not yet provided by the others.

The man was slender, dainty, even foppish, but by no means soft. His head was narrow, oddly like a banana, protruding slightly at the forehead and the chin. He had no facial hair to speak of, almost as if it had been waxed away. His eyebrows were so sparse and lightly colored that it took careful scrutiny even to see them. He wore a dark jacket and nondescript red tie. The man grinned at Langdon, his smile filling his face but never reaching his steel gray eyes.

Langdon smiled back and said, “So, I know where you eat your breakfast now, don’t I?” He waited for a reaction, any change in expression, but was disappointed.

“Good morning, Mr. Langdon.” Coffee Dog growled deep in his throat, more a vibration felt in the table than a sound. “It would seem that I have taken the paper usually reserved for you. Please accept my apology.” 

Langdon held his gaze. “Perhaps you could let me have the sports pages, and maybe ‘Calvin and Hobbes’?”

“Of course, my dear man, help yourself.” The words were polite, but the manner was more of one throwing down the gauntlet, more like the opening move of a game of chess than one side of a polite exchange in public.

Langdon rose, stretching to his full height of six feet, four inches, momentarily pausing to consider how Easy Rawlings would handle this situation. More than likely the Walter Mosley hero would have been overcome with rage at what he would have deemed a racial power play and would have escalated the situation to raw violence until the opponent was a spent and useless puddle on the ground. But then, Langdon wasn’t black, this wasn’t about race, and he wasn’t about to escalate over something he couldn’t even prove. Which only left that little question of “why?”. Why was the man provoking him?

“In that case, I may just take ‘Big Nate’ as well.” Langdon had his own style, and it was not his way to ask questions.

Though the opening move of a chess game is often the one that determines the outcome, Langdon well understood the value in keeping his powder dry. When this silly-looking guy with the phone manner of Oscar the Grouch and the dress of Groucho Marx was ready to come through with what this was all about, well then, Langdon would be more than willing to listen.

Half an hour later, Langdon was in the middle of his weight lifting routine, today being his day to work shoulders and arms. The gym was something Langdon greatly enjoyed, the physical equivalent of the cold shower, a hard workout, tuning up his body and mind before embarking upon the day’s work. If one were to eat poorly and imbibe too much—both sins not unknown to Langdon—then exercise was crucial. 

A few minutes before nine o’clock, Langdon, freshly showered and in a crisp, dry-cleaned shirt, arrived at his bookstore. It was actually more a much-loved hobby than a hugely profitable business, though it did pay most of the bills and keep Coffee Dog in quality kibble. Thanks to his crazy Aunt Zelda—who had had a special affinity for her nephew, Goff, and had left him a legacy to match—Langdon was able to supplement his unreliable private investigation business with a mystery bookstore that had no outstanding loans. This was a godsend, as the book business was pretty much suicide. Langdon had quickly discovered that the margins of an independent shop were razor-thin, no match for the megastores and this new thing called Amazon. But with no debt and a small payroll, Langdon found he could get by.

The population of a small Maine town like Brunswick—about 25,000—couldn’t wholly support a venture of such limited and specific interest as that of a mystery bookstore. Yet, by the same shortsighted logic, his day job as a private eye in rural Maine should have curled up and died before it was born. Langdon had always gone his own way in life, and he held to the philosophy that, if you liked your work, then you didn’t need much else. It seemed to be the trend of the present generations to slave 40 to 60 hours a week at jobs they didn’t like just to make enough money to take a yearly two-week vacation in the Virgin Islands, or to buy a jet ski to ride on Sunday afternoon for two months of the year, or to drive a Volvo—living the American capitalist dream. This was not a mentality that Langdon understood. 

His father had once told him, “Goff, do whatever you want in life, but make sure that you do it correctly. If you’re going to be a ditch-digger, well then, be the best damn ditch-digger there is.” This is how Langdon had lived his life thus far. Once he dug his teeth into something, he didn’t let go until it was done.

The glass door he now pushed open had two inscriptions, the top of the door reading, The Coffee Dog Bookstore, and the bottom, Goff Langdon, Private Detective. The store sat right on Maine Street; the only truly Maine Street in the state. Brunswick as a town was very much a throwback to the way things used to be in rural America, with small local stores owned and operated by people who lived in town. Maine Street was the widest main street in the state with two lanes going each way. Brick sidewalks stretched luxuriously in front of numerous and varied businesses—a natural food store, two bakeries, a coffee house, a video store, a restaurant or two, and here and there, a doctor or dentist’s office—all of the owners local, fixtures in the neighborhood who not only greeted customers by name, but asked after their spouses and kids, too.

The Coffee Dog Bookstore sat right in the center of all this. It had expansive picture windows displaying a sampling of what lay inside—the most extensive collection of mystery books in all of Maine. These books had shaped Langdon’s life, starting with Encyclopedia Brown, the Hardy Boys, and the Great Brain, before progressing with time into James Lee Burke, Dashiell Hammett, Raymond Chandler, James Crumley, Stephen Greenleaf, and John Dunning, amongst others. He was not always sure that the deep impact these books had had upon his life had been a good thing.

After all, it was more than likely the reason for his wife leaving him.

Langdon banished this from his mind and set himself the task of opening the store, turning on the lights, making coffee, booting up the computer, stocking the cash register, and picking some good jazz for the morning sound, choosing Louis Armstrong to start the day.

At 9:30 a.m. on the button, two things happened. Langdon flipped the open sign up and opened the door for Chabal. She was his sole employee, a mother of three, though only 31—she still had the figure of a college coed. Wisps of blonde hair poked out from under her navy blue beret, framing the delicate composition that was her face, the green fire of her eyes, and the spray of freckles that stood out in this morning’s chill. Her cheeks bulged slightly, like a squirrel with a nut in each side, a trait that Langdon had come to find adorable. She was two inches over five feet, about eye-level with Langdon’s upper ribcage. “Pert” is the word that came to mind when describing her, but he knew better than to voice it.

Just when the bookshop had become busy enough for Langdon to hire his first employee, Chabal had walked through the door as if sent by some divine fate. A conversation about a book had evolved into him asking her if she wanted a job, and she’d shrugged and said sure. When he asked about her exotic name—pronounced “Sha-ball”—she’d told him that her mother had grown up in the town of Chautauqua, in upstate New York. The next town over was the childhood home of Lucille Ball, and so she’d closely followed the career of that star, and in many ways, closely identified with the TV series “I Love Lucy.” When her only daughter was born, she morphed her hometown with her hero, and came up with Chabal.

He knew that Chabal had been up since five to get her kids ready for school, just like he knew she came by her teeming energy without the benefit of coffee. In fact, he reflected, he knew quite a lot about her, though less about her home life, as she was a private person.

“Yo, Langdon, what up?” she asked.

Langdon liked how she rolled his last name off of her tongue. “Glad you could make it, sweetheart,” he said with the inflection of a film noir character. His wife would have taken offense at this, but the woman in front of him merely grinned mischievously back, sending hot flashes up and down his spine. “The store is yours,” he said. “I’ll be in the office. When some lady comes in looking for me, just send her back.”

“Okay, boss,” she mocked.

Langdon—or was it Spade?—merely waved his hand over his shoulder in dismissive fashion, pretending exasperation with this woman who was his friend, his associate, his secretary, his teacher, and his secret desire. Of course, he’d never act upon this last inclination, for sometimes the wanting is better than the having. And then there was the small matter of his marriage—intact in law only—and her marriage, and her kids, and her husband... so many “ands” that admiration from afar (or up close, as it were) seemed best.

He had to stoop to fit through the small door to his office, and took the opportunity to steal an appreciative look back at the lithe figure now bent over the books on the coffee table. 

Chabal felt his eyes on her backside and smiled to herself. The best streets in the world went both ways. Langdon had such an easy confidence, a trait that her own husband totally lacked. John Daniels needed constant reassurances that Chabal loved him or he would be a complete basket case, whereas Langdon seemed to amble along not caring what anybody around him thought.

Langdon’s office was a small room with no windows and limited lighting. Along the right-side wall was an old leather couch where Langdon had taken many a nap, and even slept the night through a few times. His worn and beaten mahogany desk was perched in back, mostly clear of debris except for a few papers and a small lamp. On the right was another desk with his computer and printer, while the left had two tall gray filing cabinets.

Business was slow, for what crimes really happened in small-town America?

There had been the case of the lost dog back in August—but that canine had turned up on his own, having found the hunting life to be a little harder than the domestic life. Violence—from bar fights to personal vendettas—was generally settled in Maine without outside intervention, as neither the victim nor the antagonist tended to want attention brought to their plight, which was usually the result in one way or another of the demon drink. It was the cheating hearts of the local population whose spouses constituted Langdon’s regular clientele. 

Most of his time as a detective was spent with a camera in hand, following people on their lunch hours to secret rendezvous, where they lived out their fantasy that the grass was always greener on the other side of the fence. Small town life made this a very delicate matter, for on more than one occasion, Langdon knew at least one of the partners in lust and had thus faced a real conflict of interest in bringing the evidence he’d gathered back to the spouse. He also got the occasional background check on new employees at Bath Iron Works when their own internal investigation had red-flagged something.

Of course, there was the recent run-in with the mill up in Clinton, Maine, that had brought him front-page celebrity status. The Family of the Forest was a small, radical group led by a man with the unlikely moniker of Rasputin Snow, who appeared to have come straight out of a B-grade horror flick. His long black hair was wrapped into a tight ponytail, his nose, having been broken a time or two, flat and crooked, cheekbones that threatened to burst out of the skin, all perched atop a body that was short, squat, and sturdy. When he smiled, though, the initial impression of horror was dispelled and warmth radiated forth.

There were seventeen members of the Family of the Forest, including five well-loved children of undetermined parentage. The group had cohabited since the 1970s, dwindling in numbers from a high of fifty-one, as many of them tired of the whole hippie thing and returned to mainstream civilization, succumbing to society, the desire for their own families, houses with gas heat and running water, and monogamous relationships.

In an effort to stave off the inevitable, Rasputin had mobilized the remaining members into activists, allowing these hippies to flex their considerable talents, their intellectual prowess, while remaining true to their heartfelt ideals of the simple life, rejecting technology and the modern world. 

Just down the river from the commune’s compound was a paper mill, and it was Rasputin Snow’s contention that this mill had been leaking chemicals, polluting the water, and killing the fish downstream, and thus posing a health risk to anybody who came in contact with its murky water. Rasputin had hired a lawyer friend of Langdon’s, Jimmy 4 by Four, to get a restraining order to prevent any further illegal dumping.

4 by Four had accepted the case pro bono, this being the type of work he had left New York City to take on. He had lived there long enough to remember when the Androscoggin River had been second only to the Cuyahoga in pollution from all the mills that lined its banks. Though it had never caught fire like the Cuyahoga, he knew, like any freshwater fisherman, that you never ate what you caught, unless you craved dioxin and heavy metals. His first step had been to engage the services of Goff Langdon, private investigator. 

While 4 by Four prepared an injunction against the paper mill, Langdon had worked to gather proof of the ongoing polluting. The lawyers representing the corporate suits were not about to see their clients’ profits vanish due to some dirty water, however, and they had stonewalled both. 

Sometimes, Langdon had told 4 by Four, you have to fight dirty, and that is what they did. One night, Rasputin and Langdon stole a cow from a local barn while the lawyer kept watch. They let the bovine work away on a salt lick for the better part of an hour before leading the poor beast to its slaughter. Sometimes, in a war, sacrifices have to be made. The next morning, the cow was found dead next to the river, poisoned by the polluted water, and somehow, newspaper reporters were present, as was a veterinarian taking blood samples. 

The Family of the Forest had prepared signs in advance and began protesting immediately outside the gates of the mill. Langdon had made the front page of newspaper, being quoted as saying, “I’m just glad that it was a cow that discovered the water was being poisoned and not the farmer’s kids.” The mill was never brought up on formal charges, but public opinion forced them to change their practices and generally clean up their act. Four by 4 had made sure the mill compensated the farmer generously for his loss.

Langdon was not proud of having killed a cow, but he couldn’t abide the fact that human beings were being poisoned every day and nothing was being done about it. He’d butted his head against this powerful corporation to no avail, but it was not in him to give up. Out of other options, he had resorted to this drastic measure. He’d comforted himself with the thought that, if it were his own daughter in danger, the point would have been moot.

As the private detective business didn’t reliably provide enough money to make a living, his Aunt’s timing in leaving him a parcel of money to open the bookstore had been impeccable. Except that this store was the straw that had broken the back of his marriage. Amanda, who had been a much better girlfriend than wife, had been hoping that Langdon would finally concede defeat, and that they could move to her hometown of Atlanta, where, she argued, investigators were making money hand over fist and were never, ever, short of cases. Unfortunately for their wedded state, Langdon had chosen to be dirt poor in Maine over a life of filthy riches in Georgia.

At this point in his thoughts, a light knock at the door caused him to hurriedly pick up a Publishers Weekly as if busy, bidding the person to come in. The woman who entered the room was, to use a Sam Spade descriptor, zoftig, her body full of contours. She wasn’t overweight, but was a very curvy lady, her too-tight clothing struggling to confine the ample flesh. Her perfume instantly filled the small office, and a glance at her face revealed a heavy hand with the make-up brushes. She wore gold pendant earrings that were bookends to her well-tanned cheeks, and high heels that drew attention to her shapely ankles and muscular calves.

“Mr. Langdon?”

He didn’t rise, just nodded his head, taking everything in, lost in the first impression that was so crucial to his understanding of people. A nervous man was liable to hedge the truth, a confident woman would not give out any more information than she had to, and a guilty person would be stuck on claiming their innocence, while a truly innocent person would be lost in fascination over what had actually happened, and so on.

Langdon did not know why the woman was here, only that she’d called and set up an appointment. His guess would be, based on her appearance, that it was a sexual offender case, the offender being her husband and the sex taking place without her, which was fine with her as long as she could leave the union with a large paycheck. 

“You are Mrs. Dumphy?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Goff Langdon,” he replied, holding out his hand. “What can I do for you?”

“I want you to find who killed my husband,” she said calmly.

Langdon twitched. “Please have a seat, Mrs. Dumphy.”

“Janice. Please call me Janice,” she said, her voice tickling his ears with small, insistent caresses. She settled into the chair in front of him, leaning forward ever so slightly, her blouse open one button too far.

“Killed, you say? Please, start at the beginning.” 

“You don’t know who I am, do you?” she asked. “My husband was Harold Dumphy who died two months ago, yesterday. Do you read the papers or have a television set, Mr. Langdon?”

The name triggered a dim recollection. Harold Dumphy had been found in the river near the old railroad bridge, floating facedown and quite dead. It had been a suicide, or so the media said. Whether it had been his job or personal stress didn’t really matter, only that he’d offed himself. 

“Of course I know who you are,” he replied. “Why do you think your husband was killed, Mrs.... I mean, Janice?”

“He told me things about work, things that were going on that weren’t right. He wasn’t sleeping nights and wasn’t eating.”

“What things?”

“Harold had been working security for plants all over New York and New England for the past twenty years. He knew there should have been inspections that weren’t happening, that regular maintenance was being ignored, that people in suits were suddenly no longer talking to him. He said there were strange faces showing up for meetings behind closed doors he could find no minutes for, and Harold, being so long in the security business, knew his way around paperwork.”

Langdon stared at the woman as she shared her husband’s suspicions. “And what was it that he suspected was happening, Janice?”

“I don’t know.”

“Yet somebody killed him?”

“Yes.”

“What could be so bad as to make someone commit murder?”

Janice Dumphy stifled a sob, no more than a low guttural intake of breath, but it was this that brought the rest of the story rushing back to Langdon. Harold Dumphy had worked at the aging nuclear power station up the coast, DownEast Power. He hadn’t been some lowly security guard, either, but in fact the Head of Security there.
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Once the Widow Dumphy had left, Langdon cursed himself for not talking money with her. Perhaps it was the blouse open one button too far that had clouded his judgment? Oh well, nothing to be done about it right now. Langdon eased out of the small office with a slight whistle to his sleepy dog who lumbered to his feet and jogged irritably along. He took a minute to put the top up on his convertible, as there was an icy mist in the air, and lunch was going to be at Hog Heaven, which was a drive-in restaurant. Several signs proclaimed ‘Lights On for Service’. The food was cheap and greasy and tasted great, making it a regular destination for Langdon, even if the waitresses weren’t on roller skates and they didn’t serve alcohol. 

He was meeting Sergeant Jeremiah Bartholomew, who he’d called after Janice’s departure, to see what information he could pry out of his friend about the Dumphy case. With this in mind, he stopped to buy a six-pack of Geary’s. Why, just because Hog Heaven didn’t serve alcohol didn’t mean he had to deny himself a couple of cold ones at lunch, and he knew that Bart would feel the same.

Langdon was usually no more than a social drinker, but certain periods in his life had manifested in him a darker, more alcoholic side. The latest disruption in the cosmos was his wife leaving him, causing the gloves to come off and the sauce to go down way too easy. He’d been in some state of drunkenness for too much of the past few months. He had a philosophy in regards to this, or perhaps it was a rationalization? He believed that with a few beers sloshing around in his gut, jokes were funnier, television was bearable, McDonald’s tasted good, and the crap of everyday existence melted away. Sometimes—like when your wife took your daughter and disappeared—life was so much better with the edges dulled.

Langdon pulled into Hog Heaven and with an unsettled pleasure, popped the cap off the bottle of beer and took a swig. The fine taste equaled, and then overcame, his self-contempt. A rapping on the canvas roof startled him and he looked up to see Bart at his window, so he rolled it down. “Will you be my waitress today?” he asked.

“About time you put the top up. You know, we have people calling the station to report sighting a crazy man driving around town.”

Langdon grinned at his friend. “Sounds like Brunswick P.D. is pretty busy saving the world from catastrophe.”

Bart shambled around the car and pulled open the passenger door, easing his tremendous bulk into the seat. “Beats being a home wrecker,” he said, implying that Langdon’s work as a private investigator led to break-ups and divorce, but then his face reddened, as he remembered Langdon himself had recently split from his wife.

“I see myself as a facilitator of love,” Langdon replied. “When people start cheating, it’s like a cry for help. I help provide the information to let all parties move on with their lives.”

“Facilitator of love? Fuck me,” Bart replied, a slight grin creasing his weathered features.

The window that Langdon had only just rolled back up again resounded with knocking. He rolled it down with a solemn face. “Hi Bess, what can I do for you?”

The waitress shook her head and sighed. “Goff Langdon, you’re sitting here with your lights on, which means you must know what you want to order. I am the one who will take your order, and stop drinking that beer, you’re going to get me into trouble.” The girl was only 19, a little bit high-strung, and Langdon enjoyed yanking her chain.

Bart, on the other hand, had little patience. “Girl, stop your yapping and bring us some fried clams, a couple McDonny burgers, and two orders of onion rings.”

There was not a chance that Bess would sound off again. She wouldn’t have in the first place if she’d seen Bart in the car. Everyone with any intelligence was terrified of the bad-tempered man with the badge. Langdon was one of the few who knew that his bark was much worse than his bite—though Bart’s hot temper had actually been a large part of how they had become friends so long ago. 

As a high school student, Langdon had, like everybody else, steered a wide berth around the bear of a policeman. There were some cops you might sass, even some you might blatantly defy, especially when you were the captain of the state championship football team, darling of the town, cock of the walk. But Sergeant Jeremiah Bartholomew was not one of them. 

Langdon had had his first proper introduction to Bart after his junior year in college, when he’d worked the summer as a bouncer for Goldilocks Bar downtown. 

Bart had come into the bar one night in jeans and a stained and faded t-shirt. He was quite obviously drunk, the first and only time Langdon would ever see him so, as his tolerance for alcohol seemed limitless. “Hey, college boy,” he’d snorted by way of letting Langdon know he had his number.

“Yes, sir,” Langdon had replied. He wasn’t supposed to allow any intoxicated person to enter—but Bart was the police, and a large, drunken, and angry policeman at that, so Langdon was willing to make an exception. 

“I’m here to kick the shit out of some druggies who’ve been dealing to high school students,” Bart said. “I think you know who I mean.”

Four young men had recently adopted Goldilocks as a hangout, men in their early twenties, handsome, polite, and well dressed. It was the ’80s and the entire town knew they were the biggest suppliers of cocaine in Brunswick. They were sitting at a table in the corner. Langdon looked uncertainly in their direction before leaving his post at the door to find the owner of the bar. He’d not taken two steps when he saw Bart swinging a bar stool over his head and crashing it into the head of one these dealers. The man—who bore an odd resemblance to Don Johnson—crumpled to the floor with a whimper. A melee ensued—tables, chairs, pictures, and dartboards knocked to the floor in the swirling mayhem.

The owner, Goldilocks, suddenly appeared, leaping over the bar to help Bart. Langdon didn’t want to get involved, least of all in a knock-em-down, drag-em-out fight between a drunken cop, a bartender, and a gang of drug dealers, but suddenly there was Bart, pinned down. Without really thinking, Langdon’s feet took the two forward steps necessary to tackle the nearest drug dealer before he could stick Bart with a knife.

The next day, the police chief had paid a visit to Langdon, investigating a complaint about Bart’s off-duty vigilante work. Langdon had smiled and said he hadn’t seen a thing, effectively ruining any case against the rogue cop. From that point forward, Bart had expressed his gratitude, not in so many words, but by watching out for Langdon like a gruff, beer-bellied, ill-tempered fairy godmother. On the one occasion when he’d mentioned that night, Bart implied that he believed the chief had willfully turned a blind eye to the drug dealing in town.

Currently, Bart was wolfing down the food that had been delivered, and Langdon was wondering if any part of the large order was his to eat. 

“Okay, what do you want?” Bart asked, still chomping on the remnants of a fried clam and an onion ring.

“The Harold Dumphy suicide,” Langdon replied, “and maybe a burger and some fries.”

Bart dutifully held out the tray, and a brown head suddenly appeared from the back seat, snatching a mouthful of fried clams from one basket and leaving dog slobber over the rest. Bart eyed the remaining clams for only a brief second, before continuing to eat, having deciding that a bit of dog saliva did not adversely affect fried food, and cop and dog noisily kept trucking through the meal.

“What do you want to know?” Bart asked, wiping his mouth.

“Who killed him?” Fifteen minutes earlier, Langdon would have phrased this as a question, but Bart’s tone had diminished his doubts. 

“I don’t know.”

“It was murder, then?”

Bart sighed and looked away, tapping the passenger window lightly with his fingers. “There were a lot of loose ends to be looked into, and then the case was closed. Suicide. Officially, I wasn’t part of the team, but it sure as hell didn’t seem so cut and dried to me.”

“Details?” Langdon asked, prodding his crusty friend along.

“Tommy—it was his case—said there were some strange bruises around the corpse’s neck. There were bruises all over the body, jumping off that bridge and hitting the water and all, but a ring around his neck? Didn’t make much sense.”

“Like he was strangled?”

Bart stuffed a few more onion rings in his mouth and chewed while he reflected on the question. “I don’t know. The investigation was closed, and they buried him.”

“What else?” Langdon tried to contain his excitement, as he realized he might truly be working a murder case.

“He had none of the classic suicide indicators, no signs of depression. Although his life wasn’t all peaches and cream.”

Langdon’s beer was forgotten in his hand. “So, why does the case get closed?”

Bart took a healthy haul off his own beer, finishing half of it in one gulp, then paused for a loud burp before continuing. “Three days before he bought it, he took out a large life insurance policy.”

“From what I’ve heard so far, Dumphy doesn’t strike me as a stupid man. He’d know that the policy would be voided if he offed himself.”

“Rumor around the station is that maybe he didn’t actually want his wife to collect. Like, he was snubbing his nose at her, knowing she wouldn’t see a dime of it after his death.”

“Any special reason for this blissful matrimony?”

Bart yanked another bottle out of the cardboard Geary’s box, his third in twenty minutes, and he was on duty. Langdon hurriedly finished his own beer so he could grab a second before they were all gone.

“This is all speculation,” Bart said. “Nothing you can quote me on, but the word on the street is that the Dumphy widow was hauling more ashes than just her husband’s.”

“She was having an affair?”

“Not just an affair. The woman’s a goddamn franchise. She’s got more men in her life than you had beers in this car, and neither was enough.”

Langdon took the last bite of his McDonny burger, staring at the attractive figure of a waitress across the way. “So, the theory goes, the husband finds out about the wife’s little dalliances, and takes out a life insurance policy just to spite her before jumping off a bridge to nullify her ability to collect? Sounds pretty thin.”

“It doesn’t smell right at all.” Bart finished the last of the clams. “Hey, flick your lights back on, I want a sundae.” 

“Who was Mrs. Dumphy making it with?” Langdon asked as he turned on the lights.

“Nobody who’s ever admitted it.”

“Who was rumored?”

“Greg Carr from the appliance store right down the road from here. Stan Jacobs from the town council. Some clam digger lives out to the trailer park on Maquoit Road. Pick a name, chances are you’ll be right.” He took a swig of beer and then glanced at Langdon. “Been awhile for you, hasn’t it?”

“For what?” Langdon asked. Bess came back over and took Bart’s sundae order. His eyes might have lingered as she walked away.

“Since your wife left you,” Bart said diplomatically.

Langdon ignored the intrusion into his personal life. “You said that Dumphy showed no signs of depression, even though his wife was screwing everybody in town? Sounds like reason enough to me for the man to be a bit... despondent.”

“Yeah, Tommy said that Dumphy had been acting real strange the last few days, according to the people who knew him, like something was tearing him apart.”

“Who told him that?”

“Some of the guys at the plant, the neighbors, the paperboy—who, by the way, was making it with the widow.”

“Sounds like cause for depression to me, anyways.”

“Yeah, if you think killing yourself over the fickleness of some woman is a good idea,” Bart said, his face again reddening at his indelicacy, given Langdon’s current plight. There had been the rumor that Amanda, Langdon’s wife, had been having an affair with Jackson Brooks, a handsome state trooper out of Augusta, but then she’d run off with a professional golfer, and was now somewhere down south.

Langdon shrugged awkwardly, wondering if the man was drunker than he looked, then changed the subject. “But what about the marks around his neck?”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 3

[image: image]


As Langdon drove back into Brunswick, his cell phone rang. He wrestled the phone from the holster on his belt and barked a hello into it.

“Goff Langdon?”

“Yep.”

“This is Abigail Austin-Peters from DownEast Power, returning your call.”

Langdon had left a message earlier inquiring about Harold Dumphy. This was a quick response indeed. “Yes, Ms. Austin-Peters, I am looking into the death of Harold Dumphy and was wondering if we could meet. I have a few questions, if you don’t mind.” 

“The police closed that case months ago, Mr. Langdon. What is your connection to any of this?”

“His widow has hired me to investigate his death.”

“Why?”

“She has some question in regards to his demise. I can assure you that it won’t take long. Is there a time I might come by and ask you a few questions?”

The phone was silent long enough for Langdon to look at it to make sure the call hadn’t been dropped. 

“Where are you now?” she asked finally.

“Brunswick.”

“I’ll come to you. I have business down there later this afternoon, anyway. Can you meet me at the Wretched Lobster in half an hour?”

Langdon agreed and hung up. He pulled in behind the bookstore and parked, passing through the shop to check in with Chabal on his way to the Wretched Lobster, which was just a block down the street. She said there had been a steady flow of customers, but she was keeping up fine, so he continued on, thinking he was ready for another beer while he waited. 

The bar was down in the restaurant’s basement. Langdon settled onto a stool and laid his elbows atop the bar. Richam, the bartender, finished drying the glass in his hand, inspecting it briefly before hanging it up on the rack. He eyed Langdon, calculating, based on years of experience, how many drinks had already been consumed.

Richam Denevieux was one of the few black men in Brunswick, a rake-thin man with a military bearing, even though he’d never served. As Maine towns go, Brunswick had its share of ethnic diversity, between the naval air station and the college, but Richam was more than a migratory figure. This had been his home since he’d fled a Caribbean island with his wife and young son, looking for a better life. The only thing left from that place was the faint accent that tinged his sentences, a soft lilt that made the listener want to lean closer, as if secrets were hidden among the sing-song syllables. 

“Cup of coffee?” he asked. 

“New study says too much caffeine is bad for you. I’ll stick with a beer just to be safe,” Langdon replied.

Richam pulled a Geary’s from the cooler, twisting the top and pouring the beer into a glass. “You’ve been drinking too much of late.” Richam was also a friend.

“Yeah, probably,” Langdon agreed.

“How many you had already?”

“It
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