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Prologue

3:15 A.M., Wednesday, January 7, 2009

The Bay of Fundy

The volume of water flowing into and out of the Bay of Fundy on every tide is more than double the combined flow of all the rivers emptying into all the oceans of the world. However, the man standing in the stern of the old fishing boat, peering out through night-vision binoculars, gave no thought to Fundy’s legendary tides or, for that matter, any other natural phenomena. He was intent on finding the boys.

For the fourth time in thirty minutes, he raised the glasses to his eyes and scanned the dark expanse of water for any sign of the inflatable kayak. He saw nothing. Just a low blackness broken only by the reflected twinkle of lights from the city of Saint John to his right and from the more scattered buildings beyond the beach at Sandy Cove, a mile and a half dead ahead.

Not one to give up easily, the man divided the sea before him into quadrants and looked with painstaking thoroughness once again. Quadrant by quadrant. Inch by inch. Still he saw nothing. There was no sign of them.

It was already 3:15 on a freezing cold January morning. The two should have been back an hour earlier. The operation had been rehearsed and their instructions were clear. If anything went wrong, anything at all, they were to call. He’d given them disposable cell phones, one each, for just that purpose. Cell reception had been checked and found acceptable. Still he hadn’t heard from them. Maybe that’s what you got for working with idiots.

Perhaps the kayak had capsized on the way back, dumping the boys, their cell phones and their precious cargo into the icy waters of the bay. If that was the case, the game was over and he might as well crank up the engine and head back to Eastport. Still, it seemed unlikely. Back in the beginning, before he had trained them, it might have happened that way. But both were now experienced paddlers and the sea tonight was a flat calm. No way should they have capsized in seas like this.

Another twenty minutes passed before he felt a vibration in his pocket.

Finally.

‘You’re late,’ he said.

‘Yeah. Sorry about that, Conor,’ said Rory, at twenty the older of the brothers.

‘Problems?’

‘No. No problems. Getting to the beach without being seen just took longer than we thought.’ The kid spoke in a breathless whisper. ‘But we’ve got the shit and we’re heading back.’

‘I’ll be waiting.’

‘I’ll tell you, man, everything went smooth as …’

‘Not now.’ He cut off the eager voice on the other end. ‘Tell me when you get here. Then we can celebrate.’

He broke the connection without waiting for an answer, stuffed the phone back in his pocket.

It took the boys twenty-two minutes to paddle the mile and a half to the boat. He watched them pull alongside. Rory in the stern. His younger brother Scott, who was eighteen, up front. Both looked as excited as little kids on Christmas morning.

The man extended a boat hook and Rory slipped the strap of a waterproof bag on to the end. The man hauled it in. Lighter than he expected. Amazing, he thought, how little five million dollars could weigh. Rory and Scott clambered up the boat ladder and over the gunwale. He told them to haul the kayak on board.

While they worked at that, the man unzipped the bag and checked the contents. It looked to be all there. What he’d been working on for months. Forty white plastic bottles, each labeled with Barham Pharmaceutical’s big red B logo. Each with 1,000 80 mg tablets inside. Forty thousand tabs in all. He did the math for the hundredth time. Not because he was uncertain of the answer but simply because he enjoyed thinking about it.

Street value in Maine for Oxycontin was currently 120 bucks per 80 mg time-release tablet. Times 40,000 it came to exactly 4.8 million dollars. At least it did as long as he stayed disciplined, stuck to plan and didn’t push too many tablets on to the market too fast. Like anything else, street price was a matter of supply and demand. Maine and Washington County in particular had one hell of a demand. And now, with American pharmaceutical companies changing their manufacturing process to make it more difficult for addicts to crush or melt the tablets for an instant hit, he was in charge of the biggest and best supply.

He opened a bottle, picked out a tablet and examined the small greenish disk. The number ‘80’ was stamped on one side, the abbreviation ‘CDN’ for Canadian stamped on the other. He dropped the tab back in, screwed on the lid and returned the bottle to the bag. He stowed it in a small cubby in the wheelhouse.

When the kayak was safely on board, the man popped the tops off two bottles of Bud, handed one each to Rory and Scott and told them to go down to the cabin, change out of their wetsuits and warm up. Then they could tell him all about their triumph.

Dressed in jeans and heavy woolen jackets, the two boys sat side by side on the lone bunk and sucked at the beer. ‘Nothing to it,’ Rory said, grinning like this was the biggest day of his short, meaningless life. ‘Security was pathetic, just like you said. Just one old fat guy. He starts asking Scott some questions, I come up behind, stick the gun in his neck and tell him not to be a hero. He wasn’t about to be. Practically pissing his pants. Took us right to the stuff. Right where you said it would be. Scott loaded the bag. We moved fast. In, out and gone in less than three minutes. Two blocks away before we heard the first sirens.’

‘Where’s the security guy now?’

Rory didn’t answer immediately.

‘Where’s the security guy now?’

‘Dead. I shot him. Twice.’

‘Twice?’

‘Yeah. I wasn’t sure he was dead the first time. So I shot him again.’

‘No question the second time?’

‘No. Half his head was gone.’

The man nodded. ‘Good.’

He hadn’t been sure Rory could handle killing the guard. Maybe the kid was tougher than he thought.

‘I don’t know why we had to kill him,’ said Scott. ‘He wasn’t causing any problems.’

‘Because, my friend, he was the only one who could link any of us to any of this. He saw your faces. You’ve both got records. It had to be done.’

‘Yeah. Maybe. I guess. Still, it didn’t feel right.’

‘Cheer up. You did what you had to do,’ he said. ‘You did good.’

Both smiled at that. Praise from the master.

‘You didn’t wear your wetsuits inside the building, did you?’

‘No. We left them in the kayak like you said. Wore what we’re wearing now. But it wouldn’t have mattered. Nobody saw us except the guard,’ said Scott.

‘And he’s not gonna be talking any time soon,’ Rory added with an imbecilic grin.

The man smiled back. No point ruining their moment of triumph by letting them know the guard wasn’t the only one who’d seen them. That the pharmaceutical distribution facility they’d just broken into was under constant video surveillance. Or that, by now, the entire Saint John police force was checking their faces against a computerized database of drug offenders. Probably every cop in the province of New Brunswick had printouts of their images taped to their dashboards. No. There was no point telling the boys any of that. It would just upset them and make finishing the job that much harder.

‘Where’s the gun?’ he asked Rory.

‘The gun?’

‘Yes, the gun. You know, the one you shot the guard with.’

‘It’s in there,’ said Rory, gesturing at the kayak. ‘In my bag.’

‘Still loaded?’

‘Yeah. Minus two.’

‘Did you wipe your fingerprints off ?’

‘Not yet. You want me to do that now?’

‘No hurry. Finish your beer first. Anybody see you on the way back to the beach?’

‘Nope. Nobody. A few cars passed, including one cop car tear-assing to the building. Staying out of sight is why it took longer than we thought getting back.’

‘Nobody saw you at the beach?’

‘No. Nobody. It was late. It’s January. The place was empty.’

‘Okay. Good.’ Everything was going according to plan. Time to tie up the last of the loose ends. The man didn’t like loose ends.

He went up to the wheelhouse and pulled on a pair of latex gloves. Then he removed a Heckler & Koch 9 mm USP compact tactical pistol from his sea-bag and screwed on an 8 inch suppressor he’d crafted for the purpose. He didn’t plan on shooting anyone tonight, didn’t want the boys’ blood on the boat, but he was a careful man, and if it turned out he had to, well, sound carried too far at sea to risk anyone hearing the unmuffled crack of a shot. He slid a fifteen-round magazine into the gun and chambered a round.

He went back to the cabin and pointed the gun at them.

Both boys stopped sucking their beers.

They stared at him wide-eyed.

‘The fuck you doin’?’ asked Rory.

‘Oh this?’ the man said in a casual voice indicating the gun he was holding. ‘Don’t worry about this. I’m not going to shoot you. Not if you do exactly what I tell you. Now put your beers down, stand up, put your hands behind your heads and go on deck.’

Neither of them moved. Just kept looking at him like a pair of deer in the headlights.

‘C’mon, now,’ the man said, his tone harsher, more threatening. ‘Up and out. Or I will shoot you, and I really don’t want your blood all over my nice clean boat.’

The boys looked at each other and clambered up the three steps to the deck.

‘Good. Now move to the stern, turn around and face the water.’

‘Hey, man, c’mon,’ said Scott, his voice quavery, uncertain. ‘What are you doing this for?’

‘I said turn around.’

They did as they were told.

‘What is this?’ asked Rory.

‘Give me your wallets.’

‘The fuck you want our wallets for?’

‘Just drop them on the deck.’

Both boys reached into their pockets and extracted small leather wallets and let them fall. They were already shivering with cold. Or perhaps it was fear.

The man checked each wallet to make sure photo IDs were still inside.

‘Okay,’ he said, ‘now I’m going to count to three and you’re going to jump in the water. Otherwise, I’m going to blow your brains out and throw you in.’

‘What? Are you crazy? That water’s fucking freezing.’

‘Yes it is, Rory. And you’ll both probably drown. Or maybe die of hypothermia. But who knows? You’re both young and strong and good swimmers. And look at the lights over there.’ He pointed at Saint John. ‘It’s not so far. Maybe you’ll make it. And if you do, yes, I’ll have the drugs, but you’ll have your lives.’

‘We’ll tell the cops who you are,’ said Scott, ‘what you done.’

‘Unfortunately for you, Scott, you don’t know who I am. Conor Riordan doesn’t exist. I’m just a guy with no name and a boat. Now jump, or I’ll shoot. And trust me, I’m a crack shot.’

‘You fucker …’

‘It’s your choice. Jump, swim hard and maybe make it to shore. Stay here on board and die for sure. Now, I’m going to start counting.’

Rory jumped first. Scott didn’t follow until he heard the man start to say three.

The man looked down and smiled as Rory and Scott started swimming toward the lights. He knew there was no way in hell either of them was going to make it. Not that far. Not without wetsuits. Not in forty-degree water. And especially not in the Bay of Fundy with the tide on its way out.

He watched through the binoculars until he couldn’t see them thrashing around any more. Emptied the beer bottles and carefully wiped off their fingerprints. Washed and dried them to remove any trace of DNA and tossed them into his recycling bin. Next he pulled out the small bag they’d stowed in the kayak. He checked the Glock 17 Rory had used to kill the guard. Confirmed two rounds had been fired, put it back in the bag, fingerprints intact. Then he put their wallets with their New Brunswick drivers’ licenses in the bag as well. If the bodies weren’t found or if eventually they washed up bloated or half-eaten, a ballistics check, the surveillance video, the prints on the gun and the IDs in the wallets would all tie them to the theft and the killing of the guard. There was nothing at all that would tie them to him.

He zipped the bag and put it back in the front of the inflatable. That done, he pushed the kayak over the side and threw the paddles in after it. He didn’t know if the cops’d find the bodies or the capsized kayak first. Didn’t much matter. Either way, they’d never find the tablets. Sunk, they’d assume, to the bottom of the sea. Where the fishes, no doubt, would be enjoying one hell of a high.

Finally the man removed the latex gloves, started the ancient diesel engine, shifted into gear and headed down the coast. He took a cold bottle of Stoli and a plastic glass from the cooler. Poured himself three ounces over ice and raised a silent toast to the memory of his two young helpers and to the very first day of the rest of his life.
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7:47 P.M., Friday, August 21, 2009

Machiasport, Maine

At 7:47 on a Friday evening in August, Dr Emily Kaplan’s office was still open, as it was every Friday night, for the convenience of those who found it difficult to come in at any other time.

She was finishing with her last patient of the day and, for that matter, of the week, a lobsterman named Daniel Cauley who was seated on the other side of the battered antique farm table that had served as Emily’s desk ever since she had opened her solo practice, Machiasport Family Medicine, four years earlier come September.

As she handed Cauley a prescription for the cholesterol-lowering drug she wanted him to take, she glanced out the window and caught sight of a young woman standing in the shadows at the end of the driveway staring at the house. Who, she wondered, could be standing and watching so intently at this hour? A late patient waiting for Em to finish with the one she was with now? Or perhaps someone waiting for Cauley. A daughter? Possibly a granddaughter?

‘Think these’ll help?’ Cauley’s question brought her back to the moment.

‘They will,’ she said. ‘Even more if you follow the diet I gave you last year. And maybe try getting a little more exercise.’

Cauley nodded. Said he’d try. She doubted he would.

It was five after eight and the office was technically closed by the time Cauley left. Emily walked out to the porch with him, curious to see if the woman was still there. Still watching the house. She was.

She made no move to join Dan when he climbed in his truck. As he put the vehicle in gear and executed a tight three-point turn, the beams of his headlights briefly illuminated her. She looked young with a slender figure and shoulder-length dark hair tied back in a ponytail. She also had what looked to Emily like a black eye and other bruises on her face. The truck pulled out. The headlights disappeared. The woman became, once again, more shadow than shape.

As the sound of the truck faded in the distance, she emerged from the edge of the woods, walked a dozen or so steps toward the office and then stopped as if she couldn’t make up her mind. Was she trying to summon up the courage to approach? Or had she seen the tall doctor peering at her from the porch and been put off ? She gave no sign of either. Just stood in the driveway studying the century-old two-story colonial with its peeling yellow paint and black shutters as if trying to memorize its form and structure.

The house Emily grew up in had served as her office ever since she’d come back to Washington County four years earlier with her husband Sam to set up her solo practice. A year later she and Sam divorced and the house once again became her home. A small but pretty colonial farmhouse set at the end of a country road on the outermost edges of the village of Machiasport. A good quarter mile from its nearest neighbor, the property was surrounded on one side by dense evergreen woods and on the other by a blueberry field. It was, she liked telling the few friends from med school who bothered to visit, the global headquarters of Machiasport Family Medicine. They would smile at her small joke and tell her how much they admired her decision to work here, among the people of the poorest and most underserved county in a poor and underserved state. A few told her they were sometimes tempted to do the same sort of thing. But, as far as she knew, none ever had. Her classmates had richer fields to till.

Deciding there was no point in waiting for the young woman to start moving, Emily descended the porch steps and approached her visitor to see how badly she was injured. As she drew closer, Emily guessed she was no more than twenty-one or twenty-two with what, under the bruises, seemed a strikingly pretty face. It might even have been called beautiful if it wasn’t so messed up. But, at the moment, her left eye was black and swollen shut. She had a bent and possibly broken nose. A scab had formed over a cut in her upper lip. Emily wondered what other damage she’d find in the examination room. ‘Hi,’ she said. ‘I’m Doctor Kaplan. Who’re you?’

The girl didn’t respond. Just shook her head.

Emily needed to know who she was dealing with, but it seemed more important to check out her injuries first. She could always ask questions later. She put one hand on the woman’s shoulder and began steering her toward the office. ‘Okay, come in and let’s have a look at you. By the way, how’d you get here?’ she asked. ‘Somebody drop you off ?’

‘No. I drove.’

‘Really? Where’d you leave your car?’

‘Down by the state park. I walked back up.’

Emily wondered why she’d done that. The park was over a mile away. As the two women climbed the porch steps in the fading light of a late-summer evening, a pair of headlights lit them up. Both of them turned and looked. A car had pulled into the driveway but was now backing out again as if it had just been using the driveway as a convenient turn-around. Nothing unusual. Cars did that all the time once the drivers realized there was nothing down this road other than this small medical office.

Her new patient watched the car go, then stood staring into the darkness at the now empty space. Emily realized that, in spite of the warmth of the evening, the young woman was trembling. Either she was in shock or something was scaring the hell out of her.

‘Come on in,’ Emily urged. ‘Let’s have a look at your face.’

She held the door open. The woman went inside. Emily followed. The wooden screen door banged shut.

Em led her still nameless patient into the lone examination room and flicked on the fluorescents. Under the harsh lights her face looked even more battered than it had outside. Definitely in her early twenties, Emily decided. Around five-foot-four with a trim figure, and pale skin. She wore designer jeans, tapered at the ankle, and white sandals with silver studs adorning the cross-straps. Around her neck Em noticed a slender gold chain with a starfish pendant that had a diamond, or perhaps zirconium, stud in the center. A black t-shirt with the words The Killers emblazoned across the front completed her outfit. Below the words were red silhouetted images of four musicians holding instruments. Emily wasn’t sure who The Killers were. Some obscure rock band she supposed. Or maybe not so obscure. Em wouldn’t know one way or the other. She mostly listened to Mozart and Beethoven.

The girl carried a small green backpack. Emily told her to toss the pack on to a chair and hop up on the table.

‘Was there an accident?’ Em asked as she began probing the girl’s face, gently feeling for possible fractures. ‘Is anyone else hurt? Anyone else who needs help?’

The bony areas around the eye, cheek and forehead all seemed intact. So did the jaw. To be sure, she’d order an x-ray.

‘No,’ the girl said in a quiet, but firm voice. ‘It wasn’t an accident. And no one’s hurt. At least not in the way you mean.’

The girl winced as Emily opened her swollen left eyelid and peered in with an opthalmoscope. There was some bleeding on both the white of the eye and the inner areas of the lid but there didn’t appear to be any serious damage. Emily daubed her split and swollen upper lip with antiseptic and then looked in her mouth.

‘All right then, what happened? Who did this to you?’

‘It doesn’t matter.’

Emily frowned. ‘Of course it matters.’ She wiggled a front tooth that was loose. ‘You’d better have a dentist look at this. It’ll be coming out any time now. Do you know a dentist?’

‘No.’

‘I’ll give you some names and numbers before you leave. Now I need you to tell me who beat you up.’

‘I told you it doesn’t matter. It’s not why I’m here.’

Emily frowned. ‘Really? Then why are you here?’

The girl took a deep breath. ‘Because I’m pregnant and I need to get rid of the baby as soon as I can.’

Emily looked at her curiously. ‘I don’t do abortions, if that’s what you’re after.’

‘I know that. What I was told … what my …’ The girl paused as if deciding on an appropriate descriptor. ‘… my friend told me was … you could give me some pills that would cause, I don’t know, a spontaneous miscarriage.’

Emily cocked her head. ‘Really? And who exactly was the friend who told you that?’

‘Just a friend.’

Emily sighed. This was going nowhere. ‘Okay. What makes you think you’re pregnant?’

‘I’m late. I’ve never been late before. Usually, I’m regular as hell.’

‘Did you take a home pregnancy test?’

‘Yes. It came up positive.’

Emily glanced at the young woman’s tummy. If she was pregnant it had to be early. Maybe that’s why she’d been beaten up. A boyfriend unhappy learning he was about to become a father.

‘What’s your name?’ Emily asked. ‘Where do you live?’

‘I told you. It doesn’t matter.’

‘And I told you it does. You’re in my office. You want me to treat you. I need to know your name and where you’re from.’

‘If it’s getting paid you’re worried about, I can give you money.’

The girl reached over and grabbed her backpack. She unzipped it, rummaged around inside and pulled out a wad of bills nearly an inch thick. She thrust the bills at Emily. ‘Take it,’ she said. ‘It’s a lot of money. I can get more if that’s not enough.’

The top bill was a fifty. If the rest were all fifties there had to be at least three or four thousand dollars in the wad. Where in hell did a twenty-something kid in Washington County get that kind of loot?

‘Put your money away,’ Emily said.

The girl sighed. ‘Okay. Then what do you want?’

‘Your name for starters. Where you live. Who told you to come to me. I’d also like to know who beat you up.’

‘I’m sorry. I can’t tell you any of that.’

‘Can’t or won’t?’

‘Both. Either.’

‘But you still want my help?’

‘Yes. I need to get rid of this baby. As soon as I can. It’s important.’

As she spoke, Emily ran her fingers along either side of the girl’s nose. A fairly minor break. ‘Hold on,’ she said. ‘This is going to hurt a little.’

Without waiting for a response she inserted an instrument called a Boies elevator into one nostril. There was a slight tensing of the girl’s body as Emily pushed with her thumb against the break and popped the nose back into alignment. A painful procedure she’d experienced more than once when she was still boxing competitively. Still, there was no crying out.

‘You’re a pretty tough kid, aren’t you?’ said Emily.

The girl smiled bitterly. ‘Not tough enough.’

‘How old are you?’

‘Twenty-two.’

Emily checked the girl’s temperature. 98.5°. She wrapped a blood pressure cuff around the girl’s arm and pumped it up. One twenty over eighty. Temp and BP both normal and healthy.

‘Who’s the guy?’ she asked as she drew three small vials of blood.

‘What do you mean?’

‘You know. The guy whose child you’re carrying.’

‘Trust me, you don’t want to know.’

‘As a matter of fact, I do.’ Emily labeled and dated the vials and put them in a tray. She’d write in a name later if she ever got the girl to give her one. ‘Is he the one who likes beating you up?’

‘Look, doc. No more questions, all right? I’m a big girl. I wasn’t a virgin. I wasn’t raped. I just need to get rid of this fucker’s baby so I can get the hell out of town.’

Emily sighed. ‘If you want my help, I’m going to need some answers. I’m going to need the truth.’

‘The truth? Look, Doctor Kaplan,’ the girl said in quietly angry tones, ‘I’m sure you’re a nice woman and I’m sure you mean well. But I really can’t tell you anything more about this than I already have.’

‘Why not?’

The young woman slid off the table and looked straight at Emily with her one uninjured brown eye. ‘Because if I told you or anyone else what you call the truth, the guy who did this,’ she said pointing at her face, ‘would do a hell of a lot more than just beat me up. He’d probably kill me. No. I take that back. Not probably. Definitely. And get his rocks off doing it. And if he found out I told you anything about him, he’d kill you as well.’

‘Kill?’

‘Yes, kill. First me. Then you.’
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In spite of a natural streak of Yankee skepticism, Emily found herself believing what she heard. One crime and possibly two had already been committed. Assault for sure. Maybe rape. A third crime, murder, seemed to have been threatened. And where had all that money come from? These were things Emily was obligated to report. Aside from anything else, she could lose her license if she failed to do so. But what could she report if the girl wouldn’t tell her who she was or where she’d come from or who the guy was who’d beaten her up? If Emily refused to treat her she’d simply disappear into the night.

‘All right,’ Emily finally said, deciding on a course of action, ‘I’ll help you with the pregnancy if I can.’

‘Thank you.’

‘When did you have your last period?’

‘Beginning of July. Started around the fifth. Stopped five days later.’

‘No period in August?’

‘Not yet.’

August was almost over.

While Emily had never performed an abortion, she had on a few occasions prescribed Mifepristone and Misoprostol, drugs that when used sequentially cause spontaneous miscarriages in pregnancies of less than eight weeks. If the girl was pregnant and if she was right about the dates of her last period she was just within the window where the drugs would work.

‘All right, first let’s make sure you really are pregnant. Then we’ll figure out what we can do about it.’ She pointed at the bathroom. ‘Go in there and pee into one of the little bottles. When you’re finished, take off all your clothes and put this on.’ She tossed the girl a johnny. ‘Then come back in here, lie down on the table and wait for me. I may be a few minutes so you’ll need to be patient. I have to get some things I need to check you out.’

‘What sort of things?’

	‘Some instruments that’ll help me figure out if I can safely give you these drugs,’ Emily lied, ‘and if they’ll do the job.’

The girl threw Emily a hard, mistrustful stare, slid off the table and went into the bathroom. It was only when the bathroom door was firmly closed and she was about to leave the room that Emily noticed the backpack, still on the chair.

Looking inside a patient’s belongings was a serious breach of professional ethics. If she was caught and if the kid complained it could cost her her license. Her career. On the other hand, this girl had been threatened with death. Emily unzipped the bag.

Under the wad of bills she found a fancy-looking cell phone and under that a wallet. Inside, a Maine driver’s license issued to Tiffany Stoddard. An Eastport address. Date of birth April 26, 1987. She memorized the information. Glanced at a photo of a smiling Tiffany Stoddard standing behind a chubby little girl with glasses who looked to be about ten years old. Returning the wallet, she noticed a clear ziplock bag lying at the bottom of the pack. Inside were small greenish tablets. At least a hundred. Maybe more. Emily looked closer and recognized them. Oxycontin 80s. Canadian manufacture. Sometimes it seemed like half the population of the county was addicted to the damned things. But this kid couldn’t be just an addict. She had to be a dealer. Judging by the number of pills, a fairly major one.

Emily re-zipped the bag, put it back where she found it and hurried to the outer office. She closed the door and picked up the phone. Because at 8:30 on a Friday night the Washington County Sheriff’s office would already be closed, she tapped in Sheriff John Savage’s home number. No need to look it up. John’s daughter Maggie was Emily’s closest friend and Em had spent a significant portion of her childhood hanging out at the Savage household. Even now, with Maggie down in Portland working as a detective with the Portland PD, her mother dead and John remarried, Emily occasionally dropped by to share a glass of wine and sometimes have dinner and listen to the gossip. John and Maggie had even given her shelter on the awful night three years earlier when Emily finally walked out on her abusive and unfaithful ex-husband Sam.

Em turned and faced the window to minimize any chance of being overheard. The phone rang once. Twice. Three times.

‘C’mon, John, pick up,’ she muttered to herself.

But it was the voice of John’s second wife, Anya, that came on. ‘You’ve reached the Savages, please leave a message.’

Shit. ‘John, this is Emily. Please call me back. ASAP. It’s urgent. I’ll try your cell.’

‘Who’s John?’

Emily turned.

‘Who are you calling?’

The girl stood in the open door of the examination room still dressed in her jeans and t-shirt. She was holding the backpack by its straps in one hand. She held a urine-filled sample bottle in the other. She walked across the room to the farmhouse table where Emily stood, holding the phone.

‘Who’s John?’ the girl asked, her voice tight and angry. ‘Who are you calling? It was the cops, wasn’t it? You’ve been poking around in my bag too. Don’t lie. I looked. Stuff wasn’t how I left it.’

Emily sighed and nodded. ‘Yes, Tiffany, I looked in your bag. I saw the drugs. I know your name. I was calling someone who can help you,’ she said in an even voice.

‘You stupid bitch,’ the girl said, her voice barely more than an angry whisper. ‘You really are going to get me killed.’

Emily didn’t respond.

‘Is John one of the locals?’ she asked. ‘Or maybe a pal of yours with the state police? Hell, half the troopers in the county are probably on their way here right now, aren’t they? All hot to catch the druggie with her stash before she gets away. Lady, you have no fucking idea what you just did.’ She put the urine sample on the table. ‘Here. I think you wanted this.’

The girl left. The screen door banged shut. Emily’s first irrational thought was that she had to fix the door to stop it banging like that. She went out on to the porch. The door banged again. She watched her now former patient half-walk, half-jog down the darkened driveway to the road. She turned left toward the state park.

Emily heard a series of electronic beeps and realized she was still holding the cordless phone. ‘If you’d like to make a call please hang up and try again,’ said a computer voice. She hit the off button. Hit talk and punched in Savage’s cell number. Five rings and another message request kicked in. ‘John, Emily. Get here as soon as you can. It’s urgent.’

As a last resort Emily thought about calling 911. But on a summer night in Washington County it could take forever for a cop to arrive. She figured the hell with it. She’d have to handle Tiffany Stoddard herself. Em left the phone on the porch and jogged out to the road. She peered in the direction the girl had gone.

At first she saw nothing. Just black tarmac stretching out before her in the growing darkness. No cars. No Stoddard. Nothing moving at all. Weird. The kid had only left a couple of minutes earlier. Even a world-class miler couldn’t be out of sight yet. So where was she?

Seconds later the girl emerged from an opening in the woods a few hundred yards ahead, hoisted the pack on to her back and started walking again toward the park. Then she broke into a jog.

Emily started down the road after her. When she reached the opening in the woods, she stopped and wondered if the girl might have hidden the pills in there. They were the only proof Em had of what had happened tonight. She decided she needed to find them and give them to Savage before the girl came back and got them herself.

As Emily pushed into the darkness of the woods, a little more than a mile away in Machias State Park, hidden behind Tiff Stoddard’s rusty green Taurus, a man waited, patiently picking his nails with the tip of a long, thin-bladed knife.
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Portland, Maine

At 7:47 on that same Friday evening in August, the air outside police headquarters at 109 Middle Street was heavy with a kind of heat and humidity more natural to the bayous of Louisiana than to the streets of Maine’s largest city.

Inside the building it was even worse.

The antiquated air conditioning system, held together with spit and baling wire for at least a decade beyond its useful life span, had been grinding and wheezing most of the day in a valiant but vain attempt to bring conditions down to a more tolerable level. Two hours back it had stopped working altogether. Any of the cops still on duty who could find the slightest excuse to work outside the building did so. Others simply snuck out, some saying the hell with it and heading home early and more than a few slipping into one or another of the Old Port’s bars and pubs to enjoy the cold blast of AC that worked and an even colder pint of Geary’s or Shipyard.

On 109’s fourth and top floor, where the detectives of the Crimes Against People unit were housed, temperatures had risen almost to triple digits. It was even hotter in the small windowless interview room where Detective Margaret Savage had been confronting a suspect for over an hour and a half. Yet, in spite of the oppressive heat, in spite of the stink of sweat and body odor rising in waves off a 300 pound bozo named Kyle Carnes and in spite of the rivulets of perspiration trickling down under her own arms, Maggie wasn’t unhappy. She figured if she could keep Carnes from lawyering up, sooner or later the wretched conditions might just help drill a confession out of him. She was sure she could take the heat longer than he could.

As the senior detective in Crimes Against People, Maggie spent her days and often her nights chasing murderers, rapists and other assorted lowlifes. She didn’t like any of them but the creeps she liked least were the ones who got their jollies beating the shit out of the women they supposedly loved.

The guy in front of her was a habitual abuser. The first two times he beat up his current girlfriend, a woman named Mary Farrier, there’d been no witnesses and Farrier had been unwilling to press charges. Same old story Maggie had lived through a hundred times before. A woman too frightened to testify. Too terrified of what Carnes might do when and if he got his hands on her again. Too convinced that in some weird way it was all her own fault.

But this time Kyle wasn’t going to get away with using Farrier’s face as a punching bag because this time Maggie had a witness. A neighbor willing to swear she heard Kyle screaming through the door at Mary that he was gonna fuckin’ kill her. Then some grunts and thuds. Then Carnes opening the door and rushing from the apartment in a rage. The neighbor went in, found Farrier on the floor and called 911. The victim happened to hit her head against the sharp stainless steel corner of a coffee table on her way down and was now in a coma in the ICU at Cumberland Medical Center suffering acute cerebral edema. If she died, and the docs thought that was a definite possibility, the aggravated assault charge Carnes was facing would be elevated to murder.

‘You’re in a deep pile of shit, Kyle,’ Maggie told him, her easy smile and friendly tone belying the words as well as the intensity she felt inside. ‘Best thing you could do for yourself is stop stonewalling and tell us what went down in the apartment. If you do, well maybe we could talk to the DA.’

Kyle lifted his head, a glimmer of hope in his eyes, and looked at her ‘You mean like a deal?’

Maggie raised both hands and offered a non-committal shrug, one that seemed to say hey, you never know. ‘I mean like maybe you really didn’t mean to hurt her. Not so badly, anyway. I mean maybe you didn’t. Or did you?’

Kyle shook his head almost imperceptibly.

‘Say it in words, Kyle. Shaking your head doesn’t count.’

‘I didn’t mean to hurt her. Not so bad.’

‘You told us you loved her, isn’t that right, Kyle?’

This time Kyle nodded, sweat beading on his shiny bald head and dripping down his fat face.

‘Words, Kyle, words.’

‘I loved her.’

‘And she loved you?’

‘She loved me.’

‘So you think it was you hitting her that did the real damage? Or was it just that stupid table she cracked her head on?’

‘It was the table.’

‘’Cause you didn’t hit her that hard?’

‘No.’

‘No, what?’

‘I didn’t hit her that hard.’

‘How hard did you hit her?’

‘Not hard.’

‘But you did hit her?’

‘Yeah, I hit her. But not hard.’

‘Hard enough so she fell down and cracked her head on the table?’

‘Yeah, but the table’s what hurt her. Not me hittin’ her.’

‘Even though you were heard shouting, “I’m gonna fucking kill you, you fucking bitch”?’

‘I never said that.’

‘Oh yeah? Anybody else in the room who might have said it?’

‘Just her.’

‘No other guys?’

‘No.’

‘Well that’s kind of a problem for you, Kyle, because we’ve got a witness who says she heard a guy’s voice saying those words and since you were the only guy in the room I guess it must’ve been you.’

‘Fuckin’ bitch doesn’t know what she’s talking about.’

‘That’s for a jury to decide.’

Maggie felt her cell phone vibrate, glanced down, saw the name Savage, John appear in caller ID. She hadn’t spoken to her father in a while but there was no way she could talk to him now. He’d have to wait.

‘The witness also says she saw you pull open the door and rush out of the apartment. She went in and found Mary Farrier unconscious on the floor.’

‘I told you, she hit her head on the table.’

‘Yes, you did. You also told me you hit her.’

‘Yeah, I hit her but not hard enough to crack her head open.’

‘So it wasn’t your punches that fractured her cheekbone, broke her jaw and knocked out three of her teeth? It was her hitting the table?’

‘Yeah, that’s right. The table did it.’

‘Funny.’

‘What’s funny?’

‘According to the docs over at the Med the table only struck the back of Mary’s head. It couldn’t possibly have done all that other stuff. You did.’

There was a knock on the door before he could respond.

‘Come!’ Maggie shouted.

‘Sorry to interrupt,’ Detective Brian Cleary said. ‘This just came in from Cumberland Med.’ He handed Maggie a note. Maggie unfolded the sheet. Sighed. Shook her head. Muttered the word ‘Shit.’

‘What? What is it?’ asked Carnes.

‘Kyle Carnes,’ she said, ‘I’m arresting you for the murder of Mary Farrier.’

‘Murder?’

‘She died ten minutes ago. Brian, will you read Mr Carnes his rights and then get him out of my sight?’

‘I didn’t hit her that hard,’ Carnes said as Cleary was cuffing him.

Maggie, resisting a strong urge to smack the prisoner right then and there, just shook her head and left the room.

She went to her desk, grabbed her bag and weapon from her locked bottom drawer and headed down Middle Street toward Starbucks for an iced mocha and a little air. Too damned hot to call her father back from here. Passing Sebago Brewpub, she changed her mind and opted for a cold beer instead.

A couple of cops hanging at the bar invited her to join them. She waved them off and took a solo stool down at the end, where the blow from a big-ass AC unit hit her right in the face. The cold air felt heavenly.

The bartender, a mid-forties dishwater-blonde wearing a halter-top and too much makeup came over. ‘Hate to say it, hon, but you look a little bedraggled.’

‘Hate to say it, hon, but I feel a little bedraggled.’

‘What can I get you?’

Maggie checked the list of available drafts and ordered a Frye’s Leap IPA.

Then she called her father.

‘Well, hello, my darling daughter. And how the hell are you?’

‘Hot. Very, very hot. What’s going on?’

‘Well, if you aren’t working this weekend, I’d like you to come up and visit. Aside from the fact that it’s been way too long there are a few things we need to discuss.’

He was right about it being way too long. She hadn’t been home since Christmas and before that only once since John and Anya’s wedding, which had been over a year earlier. ‘What sorts of things?’ she asked.

‘Important things.’

‘Like what?’

‘Nothing I care to discuss over the phone.’

‘Is anything wrong? Is anyone sick?’

‘Margaret,’ he said, his voice taking on a lighter, teasing tone. ‘As an experienced police officer, you know perfectly well I have the right to remain silent and I’m damned well going to.’

She shook her head in frustration. ‘Listen, I’ve just spent the last two hours locked in a hotbox with a foul-smelling killer so, please, stop with the humor.’

‘Maggie. This is important.’

Maggie had rarely known her father to be this evasive and that alone was enough to worry her. She did have plans for tonight. But there was no reason she couldn’t go up in the morning. She was off-duty till Tuesday so she could spend at least a couple of nights in Machias.

‘What’s the temperature up there?’

‘About ten degrees cooler than it is in Portland. They’re predicting thunderstorms for later tonight so tomorrow should be even better.’

‘Good. Sounds wonderful. I’ll leave first thing in the morning. Ought to be there by noon.’

She checked her watch: 8:20. The Sea Dogs game should be going into the seventh or eighth inning. Just enough time to run home, take a quick shower and change before meeting her date at nine.
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8:44 P.M., Friday, August 21, 2009

Machiasport, Maine

‘Hello, Tiff. Not feeling well?’

Tiffany Stoddard froze at the sound of the familiar voice coming from the darkness behind her car. On the other side of the small lot she could see a second car parked in the shadows.

‘You’ve been to see the doctor, I believe. Dr Emily Kaplan?’

How in hell had he found her? How had he known where she’d gone? She’d been so careful about not being followed. All the way down the back road from Machias, she’d constantly checked the mirror for cars traveling behind her. Only one appeared and she’d pulled over and waited for it to pass her by, its red taillights disappearing in the distance before she drove on. Then, instead of leaving her car in the driveway at the doctor’s office, she’d hidden it here at the state park, where she was sure no one would see it.

Yet somehow he did. Somehow he knew. She remembered the car turning around in the driveway at Kaplan’s office. It had to have been him.

The man walked out from the shadows and began closing the twenty or so feet between them. He was in no hurry. He never was.

‘Betrayal, Tiff,’ he said shaking his head. ‘It’s an ugly word. But that’s what you’ve done. I trusted you and you betrayed me. And now … ?’

Seeing a smile appear at the corners of his lips, Tiff felt a knot form, then tighten, in the pit of her stomach. Her heart began to beat faster. Pounding against the walls of her chest. Pounding so hard she thought it must surely break through.

‘I swear I didn’t do anything, Conor. I swear I didn’t.’

He pulled a pair of white latex gloves from his pocket and slid them on. Flexed his fingers to assure a tight fit.

‘Exactly what didn’t you do, Tiff ?’

Tiff turned and looked back at the dark road that led to the doctor’s office. All her nerve endings were screaming for her to run. But she knew she’d never make it. Her body was already tired and even if she was fresh there was no way in hell she could outrun him. Not for more than a hundred yards or so. Not even if she was wearing her Nikes instead of these stupid sandals.

She turned back and watched with a kind of fascinated horror as he reached back and drew a folding knife from his rear pocket.

He snapped it open.

The blade glinted in the moonlight and for the first time in her life Tiff Stoddard was sure she was going to die. Her death would probably be slow. It would certainly be painful. And, as she watched the man come closer, she couldn’t think of a single damned thing she could do to prevent it.

Still she had to try.

‘Now,’ the man said, ‘I need you to tell me what you told the doctor.’ An ugly smile crossed his face as he brushed the blade of the knife against hers. ‘About me. About us. About what we do, you and I.’

Tiff tried to answer his question, tried to say I didn’t tell her anything but the only sound she could make was a small, strangled cry.

‘What did you tell her, Tiff ?’

The man rested the blade against the side of Tiff’s face. She closed her one good eye to shut out the image of the thing, so she didn’t see, but only felt, the tip of the blade slip inside her left nostril. The man pushed it up just far enough for blood to start dripping. She held her breath to keep from crying out.

‘You also need to tell me, Tiff, what you’ve done with my pills.’

‘What pills?’

‘This is no time to play games, Tiff,’ he said. ‘Not with me. By exact count, you’ve helped yourself to 5,127 Ox 80s. That means you owe me, at today’s prices, 615, 240 dollars. I’ll be generous. We can skip the sales tax. And no, I don’t take American Express.’

‘If you kill me they’ll find you, Conor.’

He looked at her curiously.

‘I’ve written it all down. The whole story. The police are gonna find it. Everything I know. Who you are. What we’ve done. All of it.’

‘You’re lying, Tiff. I always know when you’re lying. And even if you’re not …’ He smiled. Maybe the most frightening smile she’d ever seen in her life. ‘… it doesn’t really matter. You don’t know who I am. Or where I live. Or really anything about me. Conor Riordan doesn’t exist. Like you once said yourself, I’m the man who never was.’

He pulled the blade, still inside Tiff’s nose, through the soft skin of her nostril. Blood flowed down in a steady stream.

She gasped but refused to give him the satisfaction of crying out.

‘Now, where are they?’

She said nothing. He whipped the knife across her face. From ear to chin. A shallow cut. But deep enough to leave a scar. But only if she lived long enough for scar tissue to form.

If Tiff thought there was any chance he’d let her live, she’d gladly give him back the pills. But by now she knew he wouldn’t. The only question was whether he’d kill her fast or kill her slowly. And while she’d rather go fast, for the sake of Tabitha, she knew she had to hold out as long as she could.

‘Where are they, Tiff ?’

Tiff stood, as if rooted to the spot, desperately trying to think of a way to escape what now seemed inevitable. She wondered, without much hope, if she could make it to her car. Lock him out. Drive away. Leave this place of death far behind. Her hand slid to her back pocket. Found her keys. Slipped them out. Keeping her hand behind her back she searched for the button on the key fob that would unlock the car door.

‘What did you tell the doctor?’

‘I … I … didn’t tell her anything. Swear to God, Conor …’

Tiff was still talking when she broke in a rush for the car, the driver’s side door only ten feet away, her right thumb clicking the unlock button over and over as she ran. Her left hand reaching for the latch that would let her in and lock him out.

Before she was halfway, she felt his hand grab her ponytail. He yanked her backwards on to her ass. She tried getting up. Crawling for the car. He pulled her down again.

He picked up the keys from where they’d fallen and pocketed them. Pulled the green pack from her back, unzipped it and looked inside. Pulled out the wad of bills and her cell phone and stuffed both in his pocket with the keys. He looked again to be sure there was nothing else then tossed the pack aside.

‘Okay,’ he sighed, ‘where did you hide my fucking tablets?’

Without waiting for an answer, he kicked her hard in the gut right where she supposed the baby must be. Her baby. Maybe his. Maybe not his. She wasn’t sure. Vomit rose in her throat. Dripped from her mouth. He kicked her again, this time higher up, knocking the wind out of her. She fought for breath. Curled herself into a fetal position, knees up, head down, arms covering her face, hoping he wouldn’t kick her again. Hoping he wouldn’t kick the baby again. The baby hadn’t done anything. The baby was innocent. Eyes closed, Tiff Stoddard prayed to a god she didn’t believe in that, when death came, it would come quickly.

She felt hands slip under both her arms. Felt them hoisting her to her feet. Two hands. One under each of her arms. She tried to think clearly. How could he be lifting with two hands and still be holding the knife? Maybe he wasn’t. Maybe he’d put it down. Put it away. If she could get the knife, wherever it was, maybe she had a chance.

He pushed her back against the car. She forced herself to open her good eye to look for the knife. But his face, only inches from hers, blocked her view. The smell of food from his mouth made her want to vomit again.

Tiff tried desperately to see beyond his face. She had to find the knife. She couldn’t see it on the ground. Had he put it in one of his pockets when she was on the ground?

‘Where the fuck are my pills?’

She felt the spray of his spit on her face.

‘I hid them,’ she said, playing for time
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