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      “Lust is to the other passions what the nervous fluid is to life; it supports them all, lends strength to them all ambition, cruelty, avarice, revenge, are all founded on lust.”

      
        –Marquis De Sade
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      The schoolhouse had been built in the early 1900s when the sawmill, and thus the town, had been booming. Eagle River, Michigan was the first community in the area to boast their own school and it was a point of civic pride.

      It was a single story affair, painted bright red with a short staircase leading to the wide double doors. The roof was steeply pitched and featured a cupola with a big brass bell. All of the lumber had been donated by the Prell family, owners of the sawmill and the de facto leaders of the town.

      Big Bill Prell originally asked to have the school named after him but when enough protests had been lodged against the idea, quietly and anonymously because no one was foolish enough to get on the bad side of Big Bill, he dropped the request.

      For years the schoolhouse served the small community with distinction. Several generations were taught how to read, write and perform arithmetic. There were many teachers over the years, good and bad, but in the end, Eagle River’s educational level was raised considerably by the tiny building at the edge of town.

      However, times changed as they always do and a new, better sawmill in a neighboring town was built that lured most of the business away from Eagle River. Once the money left town most of its inhabitants soon followed. And since there weren’t enough children left to justify the salary of a teacher, the headmaster was let go and the school went into permanent recess.

      Sometime before 1950, the school was boarded up.

      Being in northern Michigan, which was home to frequent hellish winters, and because of the natural laws of an abandoned property in a rural area, the schoolhouse became obscured with tall grass, trash maples and scattered pine trees.

      The paint peeled, the roof partially caved in and the floor buckled.

      No one cared.

      No one even noticed, save for the occasional lost teenage couple looking for a quiet, private place to unleash their burgeoning lust.

      It wasn’t until nearly seventy-five years later that a couple looking for a retirement cottage stumbled upon the abandoned property. Having been built in an era where quality mattered, the bones of the structure were still good. The elements had done some serious damage, no doubt, but the frame was solid, the cupola was still there and even the brass bell had managed to stick around. It had fallen from its hanging apparatus and lodged itself in between exposed rafters of the roof as if it had ducked back inside the school to protect itself from the harsh weather.

      The couple who had purchased the old school were from downstate Michigan and they were thrilled to have acquired the property for a mere five thousand dollars. Once theirs, they immediately decided to move the whole structure to a parcel they had purchased on the shore of a nearby lake. The plan was to refurbish it into a quaint, lakeside cottage.

      The cost to move the old schoolhouse would be approximately twenty thousand dollars. Even with the expense and the remodel, the couple considered it a bargain. Plus, they would have the pleasure of living in something with a unique history.

      When spring came around and the time for the actual relocation of the schoolhouse arrived, the couple was excited and the specialty construction/engineering company hired to do the job began in earnest.

      After extensive planning and maneuvering, eventually long poles were inserted from front to back and side to side using hydraulic jacks and the structure was delicately lifted away from its foundation.

      This was the most difficult and complex aspect of the entire operation. After all, if the wood frame was going to buckle and collapse, this would be the time for it to happen.

      The new owners of the schoolhouse were relieved to see the structure remain intact, save for a small section of the floor at the rear of the building that collapsed inward, spilling its contents onto the ground below.

      At first, the moving company’s foreman thought it was an old pile of rags. Soon, he was joined by the men who had operated the jacks. They shouted and then the foreman grabbed frantically for his cell phone as the owners approached from their vantage point. A reporter sent to cover the story for the local newspaper was also there and she rushed up to see what the commotion was all about.

      When the new owners saw what had fallen to the ground, the husband put his arm around his wife and she put her hands to her mouth to stifle a scream of shock and horror.

      The body of a young girl, twisted and broken, was sprawled on the ground before them.

      The husband was shocked by two things. One, the sight of a dead body had made him nearly sick to his stomach. But through the dread, he realized he was equally shocked by the fact that the body wasn’t a skeleton. He had initially thought maybe the remains were from a grave that had been disturbed by the lifting of the old schoolhouse.

      But the dead girl wasn’t a seventy-five-year-old skeleton.

      He didn’t determine this by any forensic knowledge.

      It was that he had spotted, still clutched in her bloody, lifeless hand, a cell phone.
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      Hate is not too strong of a word.

      In fact, it’s often not strong enough.

      To accurately describe the amount of anger that was once inside me would need a word twenty times stronger than hate.

      But that was when I was very young. And growing up I learned that a red-hot fury was far less beneficial than a cool detachment, especially when exacting punishment and revenge. Especially if it meant being able to turn a profit.

      In fact, it was one of the great fortunes of my life that I was able to find a way to exorcise the turmoil of my youth and turn it into a profession.

      I’m known as the Garbage Collector and I make a living tracking down evil, catching it and when necessary, delivering vengeance upon it.

      Unfortunately for my adversaries, the process of channeling my nature has resulted in extreme acts of violence. In fact, the severity of my disposition often results in direct relation to the intensity of the violence enacted.

      However, as I stated, I’m no longer angry.

      But I am, occasionally, violent in a remarkably dispassionate manner.

      Granted, there is no mention of violence or anger in my name. It simply describes a man and the job or service he provides to the world at large.

      Not surprisingly, I live on an island, both literal and figurative. It’s near the very well-known chunk of land called Drummond Island, located just above the lower peninsula of Michigan and just below Canada, in the middle of Lake Huron.

      It’s not easy to get ahold of me. Again, not a big surprise.

      So when my cell phone rang with an unknown number, I knew it was a client.

      No one ever called me if they didn’t need to.
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      “Please come in, Mr.─” the woman said.

      I nodded. “Ma’am.” I didn’t bother to complete her sentence for her. Names were meaningless in my line of work.

      The man showed up next. He was older than me by at least a decade. He was ex-military. I knew it the moment I spotted him. His background was probably how he had been able to find me.

      “I’m Paul, and this is my wife, Cathy,” he said.

      They had a little house, on a little street, in a little town in northern Michigan. I’d caught a ferry back to the mainland, along with my four-wheel drive SUV.

      The town was down the coast a bit, away from the touristy part of Mackinac City along a stretch of coast that was mostly home to modest houses built decades ago.

      It wasn’t the kind of place that attracted the wealthy people from Detroit or Chicago. There weren’t any cute shops or trendy coffee places around. Just a greasy spoon and a supper club or two that served fried fish every day of the week.

      Paul led me into their living room. The carpet was thick and a weird shade of brown. They had a couch and a big recliner that faced a television that had to be at least twenty years old. They sat on the couch, which left me no choice but to sit on the recliner. I was able to swivel it away from the television so I could face them.

      It gave me a chance to better study the man. He had a weathered face and he was thick across the shoulders. But he walked with a limp and I now saw the plastic above his left sock that told me he had a prosthetic leg.

      I did the math in my head. Probably Afghanistan or Iraq. A land mine, maybe.

      “I was looking for a certain kind of guy,” he said.

      “You were recommended,” Cathy added. She was a solid woman, with an attractive face and caring eyes.

      “Highly,” Paul nodded.

      “When you say a certain kind of man,” I said. “I assume you have a certain kind of job.”

      He pulled out a photograph showing two beautiful teenaged girls.

      “Casey and Kelsey Bennett,” he said.

      “They’re twins,” Cathy added.

      “They both went missing nearly a year ago," Paul added.

      I vaguely remembered hearing something about a pair of sisters who’d gone missing.

      "Well they found Kelsey two days ago," Cathy said. “She was murdered.”

      I had heard about that.

      "They found her body hidden beneath an old schoolhouse,” Paul said, his voice barely under control. A single tear made its appearance on Cathy’s face as it ran down her cheek. “When they went to move the old schoolhouse to a new location, Kelsey fell out of the floor onto the ground."

      "I'm sorry," I said.

      "She was such a great girl," Cathy said.

      I hadn't yet asked what their relationship was and Paul must've seen it in my face.

      “They were our nieces.”

      "My sister was their mother,” Cathy said, her voice quavering. “She was divorced. The husband is long gone out in California somewhere doing drugs and will probably be dead pretty soon too. If he isn’t already."

      There was an unspoken message sent and again Paul read my mind.

      "Cathy’s sister passed away,” he said.

      “She was long gone before the girls were abducted. She was an addict,” Cathy said. She seemed to finish off the information that the man could only start. “And she always struggled with depression. It was an accidental overdose. But it felt like suicide. It felt like she just gave up."

      I had them give me more details but I knew that most of the information would come from looking at the old crime reports in the newspaper and I would have to see if I knew anyone on the local police force. Michigan is actually a very small community in terms of friendships and relationships.

      “Casey is still out there somewhere,” Paul said. “We want you to find her. And if you do, that means you’ll find the bastard who killed Kelsey.”

      "What do you charge?" Cathy said.

      I explained my rates and we came to an agreement so I asked for pictures of the girls. I told them that I would get back to them within a few days with an update.

      Paul followed me out to my vehicle.

      "I hired you for a reason," he said. He glanced over his shoulder back at the house to make sure his wife wasn't following him or that she could hear him. "I'm not so concerned about justice in the sense of the court system," he said.

      "I'm not a contract killer," I said. That was sort of true and it was sort of not true because in my earlier days before I knew better and before I had a healthy respect for the law I may have done a job or two like that if I felt the people deserved it.

      I looked him directly in the eye. "Having said that it's impossible to predict what will happen. If I find her and if there's somebody who will die to keep her…”

      I shrugged my shoulders.

      He nodded, satisfied with my answer. I got into the SUV and drove away.

      I had a good idea where to start.
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      When I rolled into Eagle River, I knew it was small. Because Eagle River wasn’t really a town. It was an intersection.

      Where Old Highway 254 met Highway 73 was a collection of a post office, a mini mart and a supper club.

      I stopped into the post office and an older lady with blue hair, orange glasses and a sherbet colored blouse looked up at me, openly surprised by the presence of a face she didn’t recognize.

      “Hello,” I said. “Would you happen to know what law enforcement oversees Eagle River?”

      She squinted at me. “This about that girl they found up at the old schoolhouse?”

      “Is there a constable, or is it the police department from up in Grande Isle?”

      “Grande Isle, sir,” she said. For some reason, I sensed a small-town unfriendliness. It could have had to do with her job, who she was as a person, or the result of too many years spent in Eagle River.

      I got back into the SUV and drove down to where the body had been found. I had plugged in the address from the newspaper stories I’d read about the girl.

      Along the way, I studied the terrain. It was flat, with only the occasional hill. Most of the surrounding land was a mixture of farm and forest. There were abandoned homes, collapsed barns and long aluminum sheds that could have been residential or not. It was hard to tell.

      The sky was blue, the sun warm, and the road empty. I passed a dead porcupine and was tempted to get out and study it, never having seen one up close.

      But I had work to do.

      Eventually, I came to the sight of the old schoolhouse, still jacked up on poles attached to heavy machinery. The project to move the school had been put temporarily on hold. Probably until it was released by the police and crime scene technicians.

      A part of me wondered about the quality of the team assigned to the task. Probably unfair and a bias against small town law enforcement. But still, I wondered how much budget they had for crime scene analysis equipment. My guess was the amount probably matched about what I had in my wallet.

      I parked the SUV, got out and looked around. There was no one here. I ducked underneath the crime scene tape. I knew that the girl had been found at the back of the structure.

      I walked around, noticed more tape attached to stakes that outlined an area roughly ten feet by ten feet.

      It looked like a grave, which is what it had been.

      An eagle flew overhead and its shadow floated across the hole in the ground from which they’d pulled the dead body of Kelsey Bennett.

      The broken boards had been pushed to the side, and I could see the opening where the floor had given way. From the site of the body’s location, I walked back around the school, peering into the windows as I went.

      Working my way outward, I searched the perimeter of the location. There were a few pop cans here and there, which made me wonder why they hadn’t been tagged and bagged. I worked my way outward, thinking that perhaps my prejudicial attitude toward the local cops had been justified. I found an empty trash bag and an empty half-pint bottle of schnapps. Peppermint. A favorite of high school kids since they were easy to shoplift. And girls liked the peppermint, if my distant memories were correct.

      It was clear to me that the seclusion was what had attracted the perpetrator to the location. Plus, an abandoned structure, somewhat open to the elements that could wash away fibers and fingerprints. It also included a transient population that left its own collection of evidence. A public place to kill someone, but with privacy.

      Ideal in many ways for someone to kill a young woman and hide the body.

      Back at the SUV, I used the map app on my phone to locate the police department on Grande Isle.

      It was less than forty minutes away.
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      Emerging from the farmland and hunting tracts along Old Highway 254, the wide and well-paved Highway 23 marked the beginning of the community of Grande Isle.

      It sat along the upper shore of Lake Huron. I’d been there before, many years back and knew that the town had actual neighborhoods, a marina, and somewhere to the east, a limestone quarry that provided a steady source of work for ships. The quarry also created a lot of jobs and in essence kept the small town going.

      The Grande Isle Police Department was off of Highway 23, on 3rd street, which ran right down to the lake. It was located in a strip mall that also included a bar, a Laundromat and a dollar store.

      I parked outside the Black Bear Tavern and walked into the police department. Frankly, I wasn’t expecting much out of the process but decided to at least give it a try.

      A man sitting at a desk looked up at me. He had a bushy beard and sported a uniform that looked a couple sizes too small.

      “Help you?” he said.

      “I’d like to talk to the detectives in charge of the Kelsey Bennett case.”

      “What for?” he asked.

      Someone emerged from an office to my right and leaned in the doorway.

      “I’ve got some information that might help,” I offered. It wasn’t true, but there was no other way to go about it.

      The shape in the doorway broke away and came into my line of vision.

      “I’m Detective Hagerstrom,” she said. I turned and saw a woman also in a cop uniform. I figured Grande Isle didn’t have a full-time detective on board. “Why don’t you come into my office?”

      I followed her in and sat in a chair across from her.

      She had a notebook out and a pen at the ready. Her red hair was tied back, and green eyes that matched the color of Lake Huron peered out at me. She had some grit to her and I figured to be a woman cop in a town like this she probably wasn’t a lightweight.

      “First of all, who are you?” she asked.

      “I’m a private investigator, hired by someone interested in finding Casey Bennett.”

      “Let me see your license,” she said.

      I showed it to her and she handed it back to me.

      “So what kind of information do you have?”

      “Well, I know that the mother is dead and the father is an ex-con somewhere out in California. And I know that if Kelsey died six months ago, he couldn’t have done it because he was in prison.”

      She put her pen down, leaned back and looked at me.

      “Already know that.”

      I nodded. She had seen my trap and deftly avoided it. See? You can’t underestimate people just because they were small-town. My attempt to get her to cough up the coroner’s estimated time of death had fallen flat.

      “What else you got?” she asked.

      “Not a thing,” I said and smiled at her.

      That, too, fell flat.

      “If there’s anything I can do to help,” I said, sliding my business card across the desk to her.

      She made no move to pick it up so I walked out of the office and down two doors to the Black Bear Tavern. After my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I walked up to the bar and took a seat directly across from the bartender.

      “I’ll take a Bud if you’ve got one,” I said.

      He was a big guy wearing a flannel shirt and an ancient black leather vest that was tattered at the edges.

      “Two bucks,” he said. I slid the singles across to him and took a drink of beer.

      It was good. And cold.

      “Heard a storm is moving in,” the guy said.

      “Yep, I heard that, too. I just applied for a job up at the quarry and that’s what they were saying.”

      “They hiring?” he asked.

      I shrugged my shoulders. “They didn’t really say one way or the other. You know how those things go.”

      “Sure do.”

      “They couldn’t stop talking about that girl they found out underneath the old schoolhouse,” I offered.

      “Helluva thing,” he said.

      “I’m from Detroit, I thought I’d get away from all that up here.”

      He pulled a glass out of a trough filled with soapy water, rinsed it off, and dried it, put it on a shelf.

      “Don’t happen hardly ever,” he said. “She’d been missing for a while.”

      “Poor thing,” I said. “Anyone know how long she’d been out there?”

      If there was one thing I knew about cops. They love to drink. And they love to talk. I said a silent prayer that they occasionally walked two doors down to the bar and had a beer.

      He looked at me.

      I took out a hundred-dollar bill and pushed it across the bar to him.

      It was easy to see the calculations in his eyes. What that hundred bucks would buy. What he could do with it. Or even if it was money he needed to share with the wife.

      “They’re saying she was probably killed in the summer,” he said softly as my hundred-dollar bill was swept from the bar into his pocket. “When kids like to use that place for all kinds of shit.”

      Summer.

      That would have been four months ago.

      It made sense.

      I drank the rest of my beer and nodded to him.

      He didn’t nod back.
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      Social media is the biggest waste of time I’ve ever seen in my life. Stupid pictures of people’s meals. Political diatribes. So silly.

      But if your job is to find people, you have to understand how it works.

      It was one of the longest and most painful training periods of my life.

      And I’ve crawled through mud, hiked mountains, fought bad guys and taken bullets.

      But wade through Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr and Instagram?

      Yuck.

      But wade I did. I found Kelsey’s accounts, starting with Facebook. She had the privacy setting set at the strongest, however, so I couldn’t see much. Same with Casey.

      But Kelsey’s Instagram account was wide open.

      There were mostly shots of various lakes and sunsets, very few people.

      Only one person showed up more than once. A guy with a scruffy goatee and a left arm covered with a cheesy tattoo.

      I dragged the photo onto my computer’s desktop, emailed it to my phone and then sent it via text message to my employer’s cell phone, along with a question mark.

      It took nearly a half hour before the answer popped up on my phone.

      Mark Banner.

      I found two Banners in the phone book. One was a couple so I decided to start there.

      They were on Erie Street.

      I parked in front of their house, a modest Cape Cod with a Toyota sedan in the garage and a Toyota pickup truck in the driveway. The pickup was covered in mud and had big off-road tires. Along with a bumper sticker that said ‘This truck protected by Smith & Wesson.’

      Wonderful.

      The doorbell worked and I heard modest commotion inside. The door opened and I stood face to face with Mark Banner. No doubt about it.

      “Hi Mark,” I said. “I’d like to talk to you about Kelsey Bennett.”

      “Who the fuck are you?”

      I could smell cigarette smoke mixed with liquor on his breath.

      “Mark, who is it?” a voice called from the living room.

      “Good goddamn question, Dad,” Mark answered, staring at me with a tough-guy pose. I idly wondered how he would take it if I broke his nose.

      “I’m looking into what happened to Casey and Kelsey,” I said, instead of rearranging his facial construction.

      He started to shut the door on me but I caught it with my hand before it could close.

      “Don’t be rude, Markie,” a man said.

      A face appeared in front of me and it was Mark’s face, plus about thirty years.

      “Mr. Banner?”

      “Can I help you?”

      “I’d like to ask a few questions about the girls,” I said.

      “Who wants to know?” he asked. Mark Jr. walked away. Probably to go practice his bad-ass face in the mirror. It needed improvement and I wasn’t sure rehearsals would be able to do the job.

      “I’ve been hired to help find out what’s going on,” I said. I flashed my investigator’s license long enough for him to get a look.

      He stepped away and let me inside.
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      “There’s nothing to talk about!” Mark barked at me after we were seated in the living room. He had suddenly reappeared from the kitchen area after he’d somehow ingested a small amount of pseudo-toughness.

      “I already told the cops everything and there was hardly anything to tell,” he said.

      “Why don’t you go over it once with this fella?” the old man said. “Sounds like he’s just trying to help.”

      Mark rolled his eyes but did what he was told.

      “Kelsey and I dated for the last two years of high school but just before graduation she broke it off with me. Wouldn’t return my calls. And I didn’t take it well,” he said, ducking back into the kitchen. He returned with a bottle of beer and began pointing it at me as he continued. “Called her all the time. Harassed her. Said some horrible stuff to her on her voicemail. But I didn’t mean any of it, I was just hurt.”

      He was practically crying and trying to cover it by drinking from his beer. I knew immediately he didn’t kill Kelsey. He was the type of guy who just didn’t have it in him. He was weak.

      “Did she say why she broke it off?”

      “Hell no,” he said. “She was all secretive and shit. She spouted some crap about how she was re-examining her life and wasn’t sure she wanted me in it. What a load of horseshit.”

      “What did you think when you first heard they had disappeared?” I asked. It was an abrupt question and I hoped it would catch him off guard.

      “At first, I was like ‘good riddance.’”

      His Dad shook his head.

      “The cops talked to me but around the time they actually disappeared I was working on a charter boat in Florida,” Mark said. “No way I could have done it. But then when it went on for a couple of months without any news of where they might be, I started to worry.”

      “We all did,” the old man said.

      “So who do you think did this?” I prodded.

      Both of the Banner men looked at me, their faces blank.

      “We have no idea,” the old man finally said.
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      Grande Isle High School was on the edge of town a block from the lake. In a bigger city, say Chicago, there would probably be a huge fancy expensive school, but here it was a utilitarian building that could have doubled as an agricultural machinery storage unit.

      There was aluminum siding, glass doors and the requisite flag with a block of local stone emblazoned with the school’s name.

      Obviously it had been built with stuff probably from the Home Depot down the road.

      However, it was an actual school, I could confirm that. I could see the football field with one section of aluminum bleachers and half a dozen stadium lights that looked like a repurposed parking lot lighting system.

      It was a school day so there were cars in the parking lot, mostly rust buckets and pickup trucks.

      I pulled the SUV into one of the two visitor spots at the front of the parking lot, got out and walked to the school’s front door.

      In other parts of the country I knew that some schools had installed a bunch of security measures with all the school shootings but not Grande Isle High School.

      If there was a doorbell or entry system I didn’t see it. I just walked right inside.

      The lobby smelled like every school I've ever been in during my entire life. The aroma consisted of a mixture of floor polish, new paint and teenage angst.

      The administrative office was to my right and its door was open. Inside was a middle-aged secretary sporting quite a bit of makeup. She was tapping away on the computer and the screen was reflected in the window behind her. I could see she was playing online solitaire.

      “Hello,” I said.

      “How can I help you?” she responded. Her voice was deeper than I’d imagined.

      “Is there someone I could talk to about Kelsey Bennett?” I asked.

      She stopped and I saw the game of solitaire disappear from her computer screen.

      “May I ask who you are?” she responded.

      I explained I was a private investigator and I was looking into the disappearance and was really just wanting to get some background information on Grande Isle High School. A total lie but there you go. I also threw in that there would absolutely be no requests for private information regarding the girls.

      The woman seemed to buy what I was selling. But she was still wary.

      She told me to have a seat and went to the office behind her. A quick knock, followed by a man’s voice and then she cracked the door and spoke in low tones for a minute. She came back and looked at me with a smile.

      “Principal Van Boren will be able to see you in a minute,” she said.

      While I waited I looked at the shelf behind her which had various plaques and awards which said Grande Isle High School was certainly something special in this part of rural Michigan. Some blue ribbon awards. A plaque about attendance. And a few token sports trophies.

      It took about five minutes before Principal Van Boren came out to greet me.

      He was a small man, very slight, with a thin mustache. While his physical presence was less than impressive, his eyes were a startling blue and had a piercing intensity.

      “Hello, I’m Martin Van Boren,” he said.

      I got to my feet and shook his hand. It was cool and surprisingly strong. I followed him into his office. He sat down and looked at me, waiting for me to take the lead. Again, I felt the intensity of his eyes, an impression of fierce emotion behind them. Was he angry? Had I interrupted something?

      His office was immaculate and I could smell his breath mints from across the room. He seemed very fastidious, probably a good trait for a high school administrator.

      Finally, he couldn’t take my silence. “What would you like to know?”

      “Well, I know you can't tell me anything about the girls and their school records but I'm just curious if you can tell me what kind of effect their disappearance had on the school and was everyone surprised?”

      “Yes, of course,” he said with some degree of impatience and condescension. “We were all surprised and dismayed and shocked. It was urgent that we hold several support sessions with various groups of students who were scared and anxious,” he explained. “Anxiety is not good for scholarly pursuits. Not if they are to be undertaken with true academic vigor.”

      He smiled and his teeth were crooked. They were very white but I wondered if Principal Van Buren was the kind of guy who every morning when he brushed his teeth was frustrated by the fact that they weren’t in even, nice rows. That they refused to cooperate for him.

      “When you talked to the police did you have any insight to give them regarding any information about who might've wanted to harm the girls?” I asked.

      “No,” he said. “Because I didn't really have any information to give them. They were well-liked, popular and for the most part stayed out of trouble.”

      “For the most part?”

      He shrugged his shoulders. “I can't comment but it was nothing major, believe me.”

      That made me wonder. I made a note to go back to ask Mark Banner what minor disciplinary incident may have occurred at the school by either of the girls.

      We talked a little longer and I had some more questions which he very deftly deflected and I thanked him for his time.

      I went back out to my car, fired it up and decided that I had done enough for one day and it was time to get some dinner and a good night’s sleep along with some computer research at the hotel.
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      Other than a vacant motel on the edge of town that would have been right at home in a movie like Psycho, there was only one hotel option in Grande Isle. It was the Best Western right off of Highway 23. I pulled in and saw two SUVs each with a boat behind them big enough to go out on Lake Huron.

      The hotel had a sign that proclaimed all-you-can-eat breakfast with HBO.

      I checked in, brought one bag along with my computer gear up to my room and dropped it on the bed. The room was clean but the floor seemed to sag under my weight. I’m not a huge guy so it spoke more to the quality of the builder.

      From my window, I could see Lake Huron. Long gray clouds hovered above the horizon and a few seagulls hovered over the marina, probably hoping to catch some scraps from the salmon fishermen.

      Down in the dining room I ordered a steak with fries and a beer. The view through the giant picture windows was magnificent and I had another beer. There were stuffed animals on the walls along with some trophy fish.

      The waitress approached my table. She was chubby and tired and in another time I might've thought of ways to cheer her up including things done after hours but I was anxious to see what I could find out with some internet research.

      So I ate my rubbery steak and undercooked fries, left a very nice tip for the waitress and went up to my room. I connected to the Wi-Fi and used my encrypted laptop which sends any request for IP addresses bouncing around Europe for a while.

      Casey and Kelsey’s father was a man named Curtis Redville. After a cursory search on public databases didn’t turn up much I launched my more thorough programs.

      There was an additional account with another name that allowed me to enter the Federal Bureau of Prisons and it was there that I began to collect the first credible information regarding his current location.

      It turned out he’d been released from prison two years ago, in stark contrast to what I’d been told about him being in lockup in California.

      However, the database wasn’t able to cough up any present address or last known location.

      Since I was on the road I decided to send a quick email to one of my contractors who specialized in computer locations and who I knew had access to nearly every parole office in the country. I figured that would be my best bet.

      I submitted my request and went to bed.

      Someone in this town knew where Casey Bennett was. It was only a matter of time before I did, too.
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      Someone came for me in the middle of the night.

      I had a habit before I went to sleep where I would identify the sounds I heard before I actually slipped under.

      For instance, at this hotel I came to recognize the sound of the elevator. The shuffling noises made by people walking on the floor below me. The banging of the ice machine as it spit out a new supply. And the squeak of the hotel’s front door opening.

      So when I heard the footsteps on the hallway outside my room, even though I was in the midst of a dream about Grande Isle High School, something alerted me.

      There was a moment when I thought I could hear a key card being put into the slot. I wondered if some local thief had enough initiative to somehow garner either a master key or a key for every room in the hotel. That wouldn't surprise me. There wasn't much else to do in Grande Isle.

      I silently slung out of bed and came to stand in the middle of the room with my 45 high-capacity automatic in my hand. The key card slid out and I saw the door handle turn and then abruptly stop.

      In my mind, I could see the person outside pausing to listen, worried about being discovered.

      It was possibly my imagination but I thought I could smell chewing gum of all things.

      I hesitated and moved to the right of the room but the shoddy construction of the hotel floor caused a sound.

      Suddenly, too late, I heard the footsteps running down the hall.

      I threw the door open and gave chase, making it to the stairwell before I heard another door shut. By the time I got to the bottom of the stairwell the door had already slammed so I pushed it open and ran outside, heard the sound of a car racing off into the night.

      I ran farther out into the parking lot hoping to get at least a glimpse of the make and model but by then whatever car there was had gone.

      A check of my watch told me it was five in the morning and as I came back into the lobby I saw two guys sitting at a table with paper cups of coffee. They had on camouflage baseball caps and I immediately knew they were the two guys whose boats were out in the parking lot.

      I looked at them and they looked at me wondering what the hell I was doing standing there in bare feet, shorts and T-shirt.

      Luckily I’d had the foresight to slip the gun into the back of my waistband.

      “Hey,” I said. “Where’d you get that coffee?”
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      My email pinged me and I opened the message from my contractor.

      The current address for one Curtis Redville now stared back at me.

      The address listed was in Mackinac City, roughly two hours from Grande Isle. I checked out of the hotel after I had a breakfast of oatmeal and some fruit in an effort make up for the steak and fries I had the night before.

      Traffic was light on highway 23 as I headed up toward Mackinac City. To my right Lake Huron sparkled in the early morning sun as rocks crowded the shoreline. Out in the distance I could see a boat trolling for salmon. I always loved this stretch of Michigan where Highway 23 hugged the shore of the lake.

      This part of the state was underdeveloped and touristy people from downstate had little to attract them, just modest cottages lining the shore.

      As I drove I thought about my visitor from the night before. What had they been hoping to accomplish? Had they been startled?

      Something about the visit bothered me and it wasn’t fear. It had something to do with the damn chewing gum but I couldn’t figure out what it was.

      But even worse I felt like I was missing something even bigger. It was nagging at the back of my brain. A detail I'd missed. When that happens I knew not to press. I knew that if I just kept it going in the back of my mind eventually some dots would connect. That was the theory anyway.

      Eventually I saw the crowded buildings and the cluster of Mackinac City, a town that existed because of Mackinac Island and the world-famous bridge. It was the place people stopped to catch the ferry to Mackinac Island where a clutch of ice cream shops and horse-drawn carriages awaited them.

      I plugged Curtis Redville's address into the navigation app on my phone and followed it to an apartment complex that had clearly been a resort in a previous life. Probably in the 1960s or 1970s.

      Curtis Redville's apartment was the last cottage on the left. It was tiny. It couldn’t have been more than one room or maybe a room with a loft but that was it.

      I parked, got out, walked up and knocked on the door. I heard what sounded like the rustle of bedsheets, a thud, a few more thuds and then the door opened.

      Curtis Redville confronted me. He had a face so red it looked sunburned, messy yellow hair and breath that reeked of stale beer and fried food.

      "What the fuck do you want?" he said. His voice sounded like an outboard motor running out of gas.

      "I want to know what happened to your daughters," I said.

      He looked at me and I could see his body tense.

      “Sure,” he said. “Why don’t you come on in?”

      He stepped back and when I took a step inside I saw his body coil with tension and I saw the punch long before it even came close to reaching its misguided destination.

      In fact, I caught it in my hand, twisted and heard his elbow pop. He let out a yelp of pain and I pushed him backwards until he fell on his ass.

      “I can see you’re not used to getting visitors,” I said.

      “What’s your problem, asshole?” he whined at me. I kicked him in the stomach. He doubled over and formed an S-shape on the floor. S. For shit.

      “You’re my problem right now,” I said. “But I’ve made a career out of making problems like you go away.”

      He sat up and I looked around the place.

      It looked like a halfway house for criminals, which is probably what it was being used as.

      “Maybe I should call the cops,” he said as he struggled to sit up.

      I ignored him and kept looking around the place. There was a case of beer on the kitchen counter next to an apartment-sized stove and fridge. There were porn magazines on the kitchen table. Porno magazines? Who even published them anymore? No computer. No internet. Curtis had to go old school for his whacking pleasures.

      “Please do,” I said. “I’d love to tell them about how you assaulted me. I’m sure your rap sheet speaks for itself.”

      He half-groaned in response.

      “So why don’t you tell me where Casey is?” I asked.

      He shook his head.

      “I’ve got no fucking idea,” he said. “If I knew that I’d go get her myself.”

      “Sure you would,” I said.

      Curtis Redville stank. I could smell the foul odor coming off him even though I was now standing as far away as possible.

      “So I heard Kelsey had gotten into some trouble in high school,” I said. “Know anything about that?”

      “What do I look like?” he said. “You think I went to parent teacher conferences?” He laughed and eyed a pack of cigarettes on the table.

      “Nothing?”

      “All I heard was that some teacher got caught poking a fat girl from band class and got fired,” Curtis said. “But Kelsey was beautiful, just like her Mom. She wouldn’t have been playing hide the salami with some middle-aged nut job.”

      It was interesting no one had mentioned to me a scandal involving a teacher and sex with students.

      “I always meant to kick the guy’s ass just for the hell of it,” Redville continued. “But I heard they chased him down to Detroit somewhere.”

      Something rattled around in my head for a brief moment and I tried to catch it, like a scent that triggers a distant memory. But as fast as it came, it was gone. And I was left with the stench of Curtis Redville.

      I went back to the front door and turned to look at him.

      “I’ve enjoyed your hospitality,” I said. “See you around.”
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      A quick stop at the only coffee shop in town and their public Wi-Fi on my laptop allowed me to quickly discover that the teacher who was forced to resign under dubious circumstances was named Walter Pimm.

      It seemed Mr. Pimm had been the band teacher at Grande Isle High School for nearly seven years until a former student claimed she’d had a sexual relationship with him during her senior year.

      A brief dip into one of my premium databases yielded an address. It was a small town I had to look up on my map app. Ashland, Michigan was nearly two hours west of Grande Isle and I immediately hit the road.

      As I drove, I thought about what I’d read. Had Kelsey been the girl who’d been involved with Pimm? If so, is that what had caused the breakup with Mark Banner?

      And if so, it stood to reason that Mark Banner, Mr. Hothead himself, might have had something to do with her death. Sure, he claimed he had an alibi and clearly the police must have believed him or he’d be behind bars. But alibis could be faked, and a solid alibi could also mean that a scorned lover could have hired out the job.

      The miles flew by and I wondered how I should handle Mr. Pimm. The direct approach was my favorite. Come right down to it, it was my only approach.

      When Ashland came into view it was about what I expected. A tiny main street anchored by an IGA grocery store, a tavern, and a gas station. A few other little shops, mostly of the outdoorsy persuasion, and a small stand of homes.

      My navigator led me to a tiny ranch house painted a dark green. There was an ancient Honda Civic in the driveway. The shrubs out front were dead and the curtains were closed.

      I parked on the street, walked up to the front door and knocked.

      From inside, I heard the deep sound of a tuba.

      I waited and then knocked again.

      Again the sound of the tuba.

      This time, I gave three knocks on the door in quick succession.

      Three toots from the tuba followed.

      Despite the ridiculousness of the situation, I laughed.

      The door opened and a guy with a head of curly hair peered out at me.

      “You’re interrupting my practice,” he said.

      “Really?” I said. “It sounded like a duet.

      He just stared back at me.

      “Sorry, are you Walter Pimm?” I asked.

      His eyes narrowed and he didn’t answer. “I just wanted to ask you a few questions about Kelsey Bennett.”

      The door began to close but I reached out and stopped it. The technique had gotten to be a habit with me, apparently. His eyes went wide and I wondered if he called the cops how long it would take them to get here. It depended on where they were coming from.

      “Mr. Pimm, I don’t give two shits what may or may not have happened between you and any student,” I explained, in a voice as friendly as I could make it. Which wasn’t very much. “I don’t care if someone played your skin flute. But look, they found Kelsey dead and Casey is still missing. Her family wants me to find her and I just have a couple of questions.”

      “Oh, fine,” he said. “But make it quick, I’ve got a concert tomorrow and I need the practice.”

      He led me into a living room that was filled with musical instruments. A piano. A tuba. A couple of guitars. And two chairs sandwiched between a harp and a kettle drum.

      Pimm grabbed a ukulele from somewhere and began to pluck at it. It was some kind of little jazz tune.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Did you have a relationship with Kelsey Bennett?”

      “Yes.”

      “What kind?”

      “Teacher student. Nothing more. Nothing less.”

      “Did you have any relationships with students that went beyond that?”

      He momentarily stopped plucking at the ukulele.

      “I thought you wanted to talk about Kelsey.” He glanced toward the door, letting me know that any more questions in that direction would result in a hasty exit.

      It was time for me to take a different approach. I could see that Walter Pimm was a very particular kind of man.

      “So your reason for leaving Grande Isle High School had nothing to do with Kelsey Bennett.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You said you didn’t have a sexual relationship with her.”

      “That is correct. My relationship with her was strictly teacher to student.”

      “Then how could she have anything to do with you being forced to leave the school in a scandal?”

      He smiled at me and it was the kind of grin that came from a place of deep fatigue and not a small amount of anger.

      “That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it?”

      His thin, pale fingers went back to the ukulele and as he played, I felt something shift in the narrative I’d slowly been putting together in my mind.

      Pimm seemed to sense it.

      “Let me give you a scenario and a question,” he said. “Imagine you’re a high school band teacher. You’re lonely. You live in a small town with very few romantic options. One night, you’re home and there’s a knock on the door. It’s one of your favorite students. Not only is she beautiful, talented and kind, but she’s a little drunk. And so are you. After all, what else is there to do on a Friday night in this shit stain of a town?”

      He began to pluck again at the ukulele.

      “Things go to the next level. It’s a trifle dangerous but it’s nearly graduation and she turns eighteen in a month. Yes, it was a mistake. It was also a mistake to repeat the escapade several more times, including once or twice on school property.”

      Pimm put down the ukulele and began to tap out a rhythm on the top of his knee.

      “Eventually, the student leaves and the teacher never hears from her again. Until Kelsey Bennett disappears. And then a few days later, an envelope arrives at the teacher’s home with photographs of a most lurid nature, starring himself and the student.”

      He clasped his hands together, as if it were the only way to get him to stop doing something musically.

      “A note is included telling him to resign immediately or two lives will be ruined. His. And the student’s. So he does. Because of the odd timing, the police suspect him for a long time in the disappearance of Kelsey Bennett. The public has already convicted him.”

      Finally, Pimm picks the ukulele back up.

      He hits a couple of notes with a flourish.

      “But the girl with whom the teacher had an affair? It wasn’t Kelsey Bennett.”

      Pimm began to play what was obviously the end of the song.

      The final note seemed to hang in the air and in its vibrating flourish, the piece I’d been struggling to grasp slid neatly into place.

      “Bravo,” I whispered.
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      There is only one liquor store in Eagle River and when I parked in the lot, mine was the only vehicle there.

      Inside, it took me a minute to find what I was looking for.

      I went up to the clerk, held up the bottle and said, “This brand is hard to find. My buddy told me you guys would have it.”

      I mentioned my buddy’s name and the clerk, a ruddy man with jeans up to his navel and a pair of star-spangled suspenders nodded in agreement.

      “He’s the only other one who buys it,” the clerk said. “Can’t stand the stuff, myself. Might as well drink a breath mint.”
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      He would be home. Guys like him are always home.

      It was easy to find the address, park a block away and determine there was a car in the garage. And, of course, sliding the .45 out of its holster and into my hand was a simple matter. As was picking the lock on the back door and slipping inside the house.

      I listened quietly. It would be the basement, most likely. Or an upstairs bedroom.

      The benefit of the basement was the ability to soundproof. But depending on what he was doing to her, an upstairs bedroom had its advantages. Namely, having her in a room right next to him, as opposed to two floors below.

      A convenient captive.

      In the silence, I heard a voice above me. Followed by the sound of a soft thud against a wall.

      The room smelled like breath mints.

      Just like the kind I’d smelled in Principal Van Boren’s office.

      And eerily similar to the smell of gum outside my hotel room in the middle of night. Mint gum.

      It had a definite peppermint scent, the kind that could be from schnapps. Just like the Peppermint Schnapps bottle I’d found in the woods near the schoolhouse. The kind the liquor store stocked specifically for one customer.

      Martin Van Boren.

      When I’d found the bottle in the woods near the old schoolhouse, I’d remembered how it was popular with high school kids.

      Especially girls.

      Guys like Van Boren always figured the angles. They were masters at it.

      Obsession can give an average mind incredible focus.

      I climbed the stairs silently, glad they didn’t creak even though it was an old house and the steps were worn oak.

      At the top of the stairs were four doors. Two were open, showing empty bedrooms. The third was also ajar and inside I could see a toilet and a shower stall. The doors were old, one of them already showing cracks.

      The fourth was closed.

      And behind it, I could hear a man speaking in a low voice.

      No time like the present.

      I walked across the landing, saw that the lock to the door was on the outside.

      Of course.

      It wasn’t a bedroom.

      It was a prison cell.

      With my left hand, I slid the lock open and opened the door.

      Van Boren stood above Casey Bennett. He was shirtless. The girl on the floor was chained to the iron bed frame which in turn was bolted to the floor.

      He turned to look at me. His blue eyes blazed at me from just a few feet away. The skin on his chest was bright red from exertion.

      I tried not to look at Casey.

      Van Boren had a cattle prod in his hand. He thrust it at me.

      The .45 bucked in my fist and the bullet plowed into his chest. The cattle prod flew from his hand and hit my arm, sending a jolt of electricity through my body.

      I stumbled back as Van Boren began to crumple.

      My finger worked the trigger and I put two more rounds into Van Boren, center mass.

      I wanted to make sure.

      His chest was a mess of blood and shredded flesh as he fell back onto the bed behind him.

      The girl covered her ears and sobbed.
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      The ferry rocked as the wind kicked up whitecaps. Getting back to Drummond Island was always one of the great pleasures of my life.

      It was isolated.

      The perfect place for people who weren’t lost but simply didn’t want to be found.

      To reflect on how bastards like Roger Van Boren used their cunning to escape scrutiny. He’d framed the poor schlub Walter Pimm to throw off the cops. I’d known something in his office when I smelled the strong scent of mint. In my mind, I should have connected it sooner to the bottle of schnapps I’d found outside the school.

      But it had taken Pimm’s story about being framed to finally make the connection spark.

      Spark. I rubbed my arm where the cattle prod had grazed me.

      The cops had asked a lot of questions. Detective Hagerstrom had remembered me. She had some doubts about how I’d gotten inside the house. She had me go over repeatedly why I’d shot the bastard.

      The self-defense reasoning came in handy.

      I’d gone asking questions and Van Boren had let me in, naturally. During my interview with him he’d gone upstairs to get something and while I waited I heard a girl scream so I’d gone up to investigate.

      The rest was history.

      Hagerstrom wasn’t buying it, but I could tell she was just window shopping anyway.

      She was probably just as glad Van Boren was dead as everyone else in Grande Isle and Eagle River.

      Casey was being treated for multiple wounds and psychological trauma. My clients were at the hospital and I’d met them there, told them my version of what happened.

      It had worked out well for everyone.

      Except of course, for Roger Van Boren.

      He’d died with lust on his mind.

      Evil in his soul.

      And a bullet through his heart.

      I thought about the old schoolhouse, about the couple who’d bought the place and tried to have it moved.

      What if that had never happened?

      How long would Roger Van Boren have gone on?

      The ferry landed and I drove onto the island, away from the water, along the rocky coastline to my home.

      In my rearview mirror I saw the ferry pull away, heading back to the mainland, leaving a wide swath of water between me and the rest of the world.

      As the ferry cruised away, the swath became wider.

      And I began to feel just a little bit better.

      

      
        THE END
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