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A compelling murder mystery which you won’t be able to put down
 
On a freezing winter night, the body of a teenager is found in the snow.
Mike and Callie Simpkins moved north to restart their lives and get their finances back on track. Their son Braxton immerses himself in an online game-world of crime and gangs. When he decides to meet some of the players in the real world, tragedy strikes.
 
Detective John Swift must untangle a web of virtual and real crimes in order to solve this complex mystery. And as the family copes with unimaginable grief, even Braxton’s stepfather Mike comes under suspicion.
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A woman found dead in a remote farmhouse begins a gripping series of fast-paced detective thrillers unravelling a dark conspiracy
For the first time ever, the three best-selling books forming The Titan Trilogy are available in one edition.
Follow Detective Brendan Healy’s heart-stopping journey to uncover the truth. It all starts when he’s called in to investigate why a young woman called Rebecca Heilshorn was stabbed to death in her own home. All hell breaks loose when her brother bursts onto the crime scene. Rebecca turns out to have many secrets, and connections to a sordid network mixing politicians, wealth, and sex. Can Brendan solve the murder and how does it relate to his own tragic past?
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DAY ONE



 
 
CHAPTER ONE / Beneath the Covered Bridge
She sat alone in the diner, her back to the door. She scratched a pen over the newspaper crossword puzzle. A steaming mug of tea sat beside the paper. Her phone buzzed in her pocket.
She put it to her ear without bothering to look at the incoming number, her eyes roving over the checkered boxes of the crossword.
“Gates here.”
“Dana, we got something.”
She looked out the window. “Oh yeah?”
“Dead girl. Nineteen years old. Two ten-year-old boys found her in the Clair. They ran to one of their houses and called 911.”
Dana sat up straighter.
“The spot is just a few hundred yards from the covered bridge, up river. Emergency Medical and volunteer fire responded to the call. EMTs said she had no pulse, probably been in the water overnight, but we’ll get the official word from the coroner.”
Dana Gates pushed the paper aside and stood up. “I’m on my way.”
* * *
She drove through the small hamlet of Hazleton. The day was cold. November had come and stripped the trees. Along the main street the sidewalks were empty; a smattering of cars were parked at the local stores. She kept her mind clear, preferring not to speculate about what might be in store.
Covered Bridge Lane dead-ended at the eponymous bridge. At one time, the bridge had crossed the Clair River as a main route for cars and trucks. But since the highway had come through half a mile to the north, it had been repurposed for local pedestrians and hiking tourists.
Dana parked her car in the nearby dirt lot, beside an ambulance. She got out and turned up her collar against the cold. Her husband was always telling her to put on a real winter coat, but she preferred the black pea coat she’d been wearing for the last ten years.
She leaned against the car and slipped her feet into a pair of rain boots. She fished her badge out from her bag and hung it around her neck. She stuck a pair of latex gloves into her pocket, and checked the magazine of her service weapon, holstering the gun. She didn’t like to drive with the gun at her hip.
Dana walked towards the bridge. The wind knifed into her. The autumn had been pleasant until recently; she’d even played in the leaves with her daughters. But November had come and ripped away the rest of the foliage, leaving the views brown and barren. She could smell the river as she neared; a fresh, metallic smell, like a copper kettle. The sun was already low in the sky, even though it was only mid-afternoon; it darted in and out behind the trees as she walked.
The two boys would have just gotten out of school. Probably they had taken a path through the woods — Hazleton School was back in the main part of town, but the athletic fields were near the covered bridge.
She started over the bridge, her boots clomping across the wooden planks. She heard a noise behind her. More law enforcement arriving. She was halfway across the bridge, so she just kept going. She wanted to get there and have a look before the scene got too chaotic. The first few moments were critical.
She broke into a jog, her footfalls echoing, the water burbling beneath.
* * *
The Clair was usually a shallow river. In the spring, as the snow melted in the mountains and the rains came, it grew stronger and sometimes overflowed the banks. In summer, the river tamed, purling like silk over rocks and forest debris.
The river wound alongside a small park with picnic tables. Beyond the park a path led into the forest, through thick undergrowth, and opened on a handful of spots that accessed the river. Aside from these access points, the banks were a tangle of bushes. Before long, Dana gave up dry land and sloshed along the river’s edge.
She rounded a bend and saw them up ahead, Eddie Dickerson, who was a state trooper, and two EMTs. They were in the bushes, just out of the water. Dickerson saw Dana and raised a hand. Dana waved back, but kept her eyes on the river at her feet. As she drew closer she thought she could see something next to the rocks, breaking the surface. Wet clothes.
Memories stirred, chilling the blood in her veins.
Dickerson and the two EMTs wore somber expressions. They all nodded to her as she waded closer, and then their eyes turned to the body in the water.
The dead girl’s hair was waving in the current. One hand was sticking out, a hip, a bare ankle. She was on her side, wedged between some larger rocks. Her face was a pale blur beneath the shimmering surface.
“I let the fire company go,” Dickerson said. His voice was clear and crisp. “Nothing to extract; I’m pretty sure we could lift her right outta there.”
Dana pushed her memories aside and took in the scene.
The two EMTs had gear with them — an AED and two duffel bags packed with medical equipment. They had trampled the vegetation along the bank, their boots leaving prints in the mud.
She looked beyond them. Birch and beech trees allowed some measure of visibility. Good deer-hunting forest. She wondered what small branches were broken. What undergrowth had been stomped over by the men. What evidence remained.
Then she gazed up river, considering if the body had drifted down to here. Probably not, since the water was less than a foot deep in most places. So, unlikely it had floated any distance. This was where the dead girl had entered the water.
Dana squatted down to check for blood. Nothing visible from where she stood. Had the girl tripped and hit her head? If so, there might’ve been a gash, maybe even still a cloud of blood. But there wasn’t. It was almost as if she were placed here. Dumped. She looked like a mannequin, floating there.
“Terrible thing,” Dickerson said.
Dana heard the sound of the others approaching. Brit Silas was the head of the CSI team. She came splashing through the water the way Dana had. Silas greeted Dana with a brief handshake, and suggested they get their photographic log going as soon as possible. The CSI team took pictures, measured the distance of the body from the shoreline, and tagged a few large rocks that could have trace fibers or bits of skin; tagged a few small, broken branches; picked up a bottle cap.
“Now let’s get her out,” Dana said.
The men and women spoke in low voices as they figured it out. Dana stayed back, watching. They hoisted the body, waterlogged and rigid, water pouring down.
They set her down in the area already trampled by the first responders. Dana took another long look at her now that she was out of the river. She was a pretty girl — a young woman, more accurately, about twenty years old — with a small upturned nose, full lips, long lashes. Her skin appeared grayer now that she was out of the water, her lips bloodless. Five foot seven or eight. Athletic build. The kind of girl that young men fell in love with.
But there were no obvious marks on her. Not even a bruise on her cheek from where she might’ve fallen. Nothing on her wrists. Anything else, though, was obscured by her clothes.
We’ll find out soon enough, Dana thought, as the others worked away. It could easily turn out that the young woman had taken some pills and decided to end her life by the riverside. Or, even more obviously, she might simply have drowned. Maybe she’d had a few too many drinks, wandered down here, passed out and fallen into the water, gotten a couple mouthfuls, and that was it.
But where was her car? Who was she? She looked too mature to be a local high school student. Besides, Dana had never seen her before, and she felt like she knew most of the kids in the Hazleton School, which was small. She worked a wide area, but Hazleton was her home. She wondered if she knew the two ten-year-old boys who had discovered the body.



 
CHAPTER TWO / Christmas Comes Early
One of the boys who’d found the body lived on Oak Street, less than a mile from the park. The other lived on the next street over. The two streets couldn’t have been more different. Oak Street was high on the bluff that overlooked some of Hazleton’s modest downtown district and the mountains beyond. There the homes were attractive, the plots of land sizeable. Moss Street was populated with double-wide trailers and small modular homes in varying stages of disrepair, many of them with ‘For Sale’ signs parked out front. The street hooked left at the end, turned to dirt, and became Dover Court, a trailer park. Eight single-wides surrounded the cul de sac, packed in tightly. A dog barked as Dana Gates got out of her car, and it kept barking as she watched Detective Robert Hamill pull in behind her in a pickup truck.
The two detectives shook hands. He put his hands on his hips and looked around. “So this is where the good times roll, huh?”
Dana glanced from one trailer to another. She saw a pair of eyes watching her through a window, then disappear.
“Which one is it?” Hamill asked.
Dana pointed at the trailer where she had just seen the boy. “Right there.”
They started over, walking through a scattering of junk, including a rusted-out fire barrel, a tricycle tipped on its side, a pile of bald tires. The dog was chained to a tree between two trailers.
“Hey,” Dana called to it. “Shaddup.”
The dog barked louder. It was a mutt, maybe part pit bull.
“So this girl was just floating there?”
“More like beached. Couldn’t have been in there more than a few hours. Coroner arrived just before I left. I doubt forensics will get any prints or fibers.”
“She had ID on her at least?”
“No wallet. Nothing. I’m sure someone is going to step up. Just a matter of time. Let’s see what the boy has to say.”
They had reached the trailer where the eyes had peered out. The stairs were a pile of concrete blocks. Dana knocked on the storm door, which rattled and shook.
Hamill looked around disdainfully. Robert Hamill was the same age as Dana — they were born one week apart; fortieth birthday parties had come and gone the previous summer. They’d grown up together, graduated together, and there the similarities ended. Hamill had gone to school in Vermont, aiming for a bachelor’s in forensic science from UVM, but dropped out. Dana had stayed in-state and completed the criminal justice program at SUNY Albany. He’d never married; she had three kids and a husband.
Dana thought she caught a whiff of booze on Hamill’s breath. “Where you been?” she asked.
Hamill frowned. “Hey, I was off today. How ’bout you? Where you been? You got that look again; you’re over there yelling at the poor dog. Trouble in paradise?”
Dana looked at the door, hoping someone would open the hell up. She rapped again. Just a few hours. Christ, it had just happened. If there was a perp, he or she could still be around. That girl had been alive and walking around a few hours ago. Dana could’ve even seen her somewhere and not realized it.
The wind picked up, rattling bits of trash around the trailers.
“Oh, it’s bad, huh?” Hamill said when Dana didn’t respond to his inquiry about her marriage. “I’m sorry, man.”
“It’s alright.” She raised her hand to knock again (was the place that big? How long would it take to get from one end to the other — ten seconds?) when the door finally opened.
A middle-aged woman in a peach-colored housedress stood inside. Her bosom and midsection bulged through the fabric. She had opened the interior door but left the storm door closed. “What?”
Dana held up her badge and spoke through the dirty glass. “Ma’am, sorry to bother you. I’m Detective Dana Gates and this is Detective Robert Hamill. We’re with the state police, ma’am. We’re wondering if we could have a word with your son. He called 911?”
The woman looked confused. She scrutinized their badges for a moment and then their faces. Finally she turned her head and yelled into the trailer. “Scott! Did you call
911?”
“Can we come in?”
The woman pushed the storm door open with a grunt. Dana climbed up into the small entryway with Hamill behind her. The door snapped shut in their wake and they were left standing in the short, cramped corridor.
“Scott!”
He emerged slowly, a pale face materializing in the dark doorway, his finger stuck in his mouth.
The woman moved at last, towards the boy. The two cops glanced at each other and Hamill wrinkled his nose, as if to say, stinks in here. Dana almost hit him across the shoulder. Hamill was a good detective, smart, but he was insensitive and uncouth. Then again, she had been the one yelling at dogs.
“Scott, did you call 911?”
The boy pulled his hand from his mouth. “No.”
Dana followed the woman. She had the address from the 911 call, and knew this was the place. Both boys had answered the 911 operator’s questions about their names and where they lived. But since this had been the call’s origin, protocol was to come here first.
The woman raised her eyebrows. “Says he didn’t call.”
Dana smiled and nodded. “I understand. Can I just talk to him for a minute?”
The woman lingered for a moment and then sighed and moved out of the way. Dana turned her smile on Scott, who was leaning against his doorway.
“Hi, pal.”
“Hi.” The boy didn’t seem timid as much as nervous about having cops in his home. Like he’d been in trouble before, or seen it. He had a mop of black hair. Big, dark eyes.
“Hey, so I’m pretty sure you and your friend Cameron called 911, since the incoming number is logged by the system. Okay?”
The boy nodded. He put his finger back in his mouth and nibbled at it.
“Get that out of your mouth,” the woman barked.
Scott pulled his hand away again. Dana looked beyond the boy into the dark.
“This your room?”
“Yeah.”
“You have a phone in there, or you used one somewhere else in the house?”
“In the kitchen,” he said.
“We still have the old landline,” the woman grumbled from behind Dana. “The Verizon hook-up, runs to each trailer, but lotsa people have disconnected by now.”
“I think it’s good to have a backup, right?” She glanced towards where Hamill had faded back into the kitchen and was snooping around. The woman followed her gaze. “Hey!” she called to Hamill. “Excuse me? Detective?”
She hurried off, the floor creaking, leaving Dana alone with the boy.
“Can I see your room?”
Scott shrugged. “Sure.”
The bedroom was gloomy — the lights off, a small flat-screen TV in the corner with a video game paused. The screen cast a bluish light over the mess of rumpled bed covers, clothing strewn about, books, toys, and a portable animal carrier.
Dana pointed at the cage. “You have a cat, a dog?”
Scott shrugged again. “We used to. A cat.”
“Oh yeah? It run off?”
“Think so.”
The room smelled of sweaty socks. There were several posters on the wall, and what looked like some drawings. “So you found something pretty scary today, huh?”
“Not too scary.” The boy took a seat in the beanbag chair in front of a small TV, seeming to relax some.
“No?”
“Nah. I’ve seen worse.”
“Really? You’ve seen a dead body before?”
“On TV. Zombies. You know the show The Walking Dead?”
“I know it, yeah.”
“Yeah, I mean, there’s some pretty scary stuff on there. But it doesn’t bother me.”
Dana nodded, as if this made sense. She didn’t let her daughters watch The Walking Dead, though she and her husband had seen an episode or two.
Dana stepped closer to a drawing on the wall. It depicted a scene full of gore, with what looked like two men on horses riding down and trampling another man on the ground. The other drawings were also violent: F-16s in a dogfight; a space ship blasting off, with a skull and crossbones manifesting in the plumes of exhaust. There was a desk in the corner and more drawings piled there.
“You like to draw, huh?”
“Yeah. My dad was a good drawer.”
“Oh yeah? Where’s your dad?”
The boy seemed embarrassed. “He’s in jail.”
“Oh. Okay.” She forced herself to stop taking inventory of the room for a moment. “So you’ve seen some pretty crazy things already. Like on Walking Dead, and maybe even in your own real life, huh?”
“Yeah.”
“So finding that person today in the river, kind of no big deal.”
Scott looked away, saying, “Well, I mean, I guess it was kind of weird.”
“Kind of weird? Yeah? How come?”
“I mean, you know, me and Cameron like to go to the river after school.”
“Sure. What do you do at the river?”
“Throw rocks and stuff. You know. Just hang out.”
“Cool. And today, boy . . . kind of a surprise, huh?”
“Yeah. A big surprise. Cameron was like, ‘Holy crap!’ And I was like, ‘What?’ And he was like, pointing, and he was like, ‘There’s someone dead in the river!’ And then we walked over and we saw her and we knew she was dead.”
“You knew she was dead.”
“Yeah. We could just tell. Her hands were sort of floating. Like this.” He waved his arms, wiggling the fingers.
“Did you see anyone else?”
Scott shook his head, no.
Dana persisted a little. “No one walking away, in the woods, nothing?”
“Uh-uh.”
“Did you find anything? Maybe a bag? Like, a purse or a backpack? Maybe something else that was there?”
Scott said nothing, and looked at the frozen screen where a video game car was stuck in mid-screech around a hairpin turn. “No,” he said quietly. “Uh-uh. Nothing.”
Dana stood in the center of the room. “Hey, Scott?”
The boy looked up with wary eyes. “Yeah?”
“Mind if I check your animal carrier there? Just have a look? The carpet’s wet. Floor was a little squishy when I walked in. You know?”
The boy’s finger went back to his mouth. He bit at his nail and his eyes drifted to look at the carrier. He shrugged his shoulders.
Dana walked over, pulling a fresh pair of latex gloves from her back pocket. She opened the front door of the animal carrier, reached in and found something soft. It was a backpack, soaked. She lifted it out, water pattering onto the carpet.
“I bet this was hers, huh?” she said to Scott. “What do you think?”
Scott wasn’t looking at Dana. He stared down at the floor, chewing on his finger. He nodded, almost imperceptibly.
“Hey,” Dana said. “It’s okay. I get why you took it, you know? You wanted to find out who she was; the woman in the water.”
Scott looked up and his worry seemed to ease. “Yeah,” he agreed. Whether it was true or not, it didn’t matter. Dana set the backpack in the doorway, so it could be forgotten for a moment. “Anything else you want to tell me?”
Scott shook his head emphatically.
“No? You sure?”
The boy nodded, up and down. Dana believed him.
“Cool,” said Dana. “You did a good thing.” She could hear the murmuring voices of Hamill and the boy’s mother in the other room.
“You just live here with your mom, yeah?”
Scott nodded. “Yeah.”
“Anyone else that comes around?”
He shrugged again.
“Does that mean yes? No?”
“I don’t know. Sometimes, my mom has friends over.”
“Man friends? Woman friends?”
“Both, I guess. Not much. I have a babysitter. But I think I’m too old.”
“Oh yeah? She nice? Or he?”
“Yeah, she’s okay.”
Dana nodded. She looked around one last time. “I like your drawings.”
Suddenly Scott leapt up from the beanbag and dashed over to his desk. “I just did these,” he said with obvious pride. He fanned them out. Some were done on pages from a lined notebook; others were rendered on beige construction paper. Dana gave them each a quick look, turning on a big grin.
“You’re quite an artist, man. Just like your dad, huh?”
“Yeah.” He pushed around the drawings and gazed proudly down at them. Dana was thinking of the backpack and what she might find inside, when one of the drawings caught her eye.
She stepped closer. This one showed a man, perhaps, standing alone on what was maybe a rock. He had the body of a human, but his head was not.
“Is that a bull?”
Scott held up his hands. “I don’t know. Yeah, a bull.”
“Where’d you get the idea for that?” Some of the violence in the other drawings had been mildly disturbing, but not unusual for boys of Scott’s age. This drawing was different. It wasn’t violent, but decidedly mature, unsettling to look at with the androgynous body and grotesque horned head. Dana noticed that a single tear had been drawn beneath the creature’s staring eye.
And then the image disappeared as Scott reshuffled the papers, placing others on top, more of the stick-figure variety, more planes and race cars and tiny army men.
“I just think of them and then I draw them,” Scott said.
Dana bobbed her head. At the door she stopped. “Can I take a photo?”
“Of that one?”
“Yeah. That one.” She pulled on another smile. Her husband once told her she looked benign when she smiled. It was the only way he’d agreed to marry a cop, he’d joked. “I promise I won’t sell it on eBay or anything.”
Scott played coy. “Yeah, sure.”
Dana centered her phone over the picture, and took a shot. She was about to thank him again, when the boy spoke. “I sometimes dream about it,” he said.
“About drawing?”
“Yeah. I dream that I’m drawing.”
“That’s good. Must be meant to be.”
Scott looked over and Dana tipped him a wink. Then she left the room, with the backpack in her grip.
* * *
Back in the car, engine idling, Dana held the backpack on her lap, Hamill sat in the passenger’s seat. Dana looked at Scott’s bedroom window, but the boy was no longer there. Twilight was gathering.
“That mother is something, huh?” complained Hamill. He lit a cigarette and cracked the window.
Dana unzipped the pack. There was no time to waste. She switched on the interior light.
“What do we got?” asked Hamill, dragging on the cigarette.
“Notebooks. Textbooks.” Dana fished around inside the main compartment of the bag and pulled out a three-ring binder. She flipped it around right side up and both detectives looked.
“Aha,” said Hamill. “There we go.”
On the cover of the binder was the logo for nearby Plattsburgh College. Dana handed it to Hamill and then pulled out the notebooks. There were three, each for a single subject.
“Meteorology,” she said, handing it over to Hamill. “Finite Mathematics.” Each notebook was a different color and had the subject written on the cover in marker. “Abnormal Psychology.” They were stacking up on Hamill’s lap. Dana pulled out the textbook last. “Principles of Social Psychology.”
“There a wallet in there? ID?”
“Check the notebooks. I’ll look.” Dana riffled through the smaller compartments. She found two lollipops, assorted hair ties, candy wrappers, a few pens, but no wallet. In the last pocket, her fingers closed around something hard.
Hamill was flipping through the notebooks. “I got a name,” he said.
“I got a phone.”
“Sonia Taylor,” Hamill read. He glanced at the phone Dana had in her gloved hand. “Christmas came early.”
Dana turned the phone over in her hands. “We need a warrant.”
“Bullshit,” said Hamill. “She’s deceased. And that’s a container.”
“It’s not a container. Not anymore. Supreme Court has been all over this — you know it, I know it. She’s dead, but she still has rights.”
Hamill grunted and muttered something. Dana popped the battery out of the phone and held it up. “Anyway, the thing is worthless. Soaked.”
“Alright,” Hamill said. “Let’s head to the college.” He got out of the vehicle. She watched him get into his pickup, a light snow swirling around him in the air. Dana followed her partner out of the trailer park.



 
CHAPTER THREE / O’Sullivan’s
Plattsburgh was a half an hour away. They dropped Hamill’s truck at his house and proceeded together in the Chevy Corsica, a police-issued vehicle. Hamill insisted on driving, chain-smoking all the way. Dana took the time to place a call. She spoke to the state police captain, who relayed that evidence techs had scoured the woods searching for any signs of struggle or evidence of a perpetrator and had so far come up empty. Several more items were logged, bearing no surprises; a couple of old soda bottles, a beer can, a crushed cigarette pack, a broken piece of blue plastic. The river had yielded nothing further. The CSI team would keep working through the night anyway, but that was probably going to be it. Troopers had been going door-to-door in the surrounding neighborhood, but they had turned up nothing on the decedent. The show belonged to the detectives.
Dana looked out the window as they sped up the interstate. The last light drained into the jagged horizon.
“Christ, I hate this daylight saving bullshit,” Hamill said. “Is it — are we on daylight saving now? Or off it? I can never frigging get it straight.”
“We went off it.”
“All this dark. Jesus. Dark at five o’clock. Next month dark at four thirty. They should just leave it. Who gives a shit if it’s dark in the morning? All you do is take your dump and drink your coffee.” Hamill glanced over. “It must be tough, huh? Shawn and you and all those girls hanging out in the pitch black for six months?”
“I don’t think them being girls has anything to do with it.”
“Well, I’m sorry there, Missus female-sensitivity-training. But, come on, you don’t think women are just taking over the world a little bit?”
Dana scowled and looked out the window. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“Come on, you’ve thought about it. You got three daughters, right? And all girls in your own family.”
“Yeah,” Dana said quietly.
There was a heavy pause. Both detectives stared into the night, until Hamill said, “Well, you know? Guy I know in Placid just had a daughter, too. So’d my sister, in St. Paul. Just saying. Might be men are being phased out.” He renewed his grip on the steering wheel and shrugged. “It was a good run.”
Dana looked down at the victim’s cell phone in her lap. Like she’d said to Hamill, people had a right to privacy even after they’d died. She would have needed to get an affidavit to the judge before going through the young woman’s phone, but the thing wasn’t working, anyway. For now, they were going to go to the girl’s college with a name, and hope they could get her address. Hamill’s rant about emasculation would have to keep.
Her partner changed the subject back to the business at hand. “Social psych, abnormal psych, those are fairly advanced classes, right?”
“You tend to take abnormal after general psych. Then there’s developmental, social, and others. She could be a sophomore. Maybe a junior.”
“Plattsburgh turns out a lot of psych majors?”
“You can get a masters there, yeah.”
“So what are we thinking?”
“What are we thinking? Nothing. We’ve got her name. Sonia Taylor. No one by that name lives in Hazleton. She’s a student. We want to find out more, like where she lives. Let’s give them a call.”
“Nothing much they’re going to be able — or willing — to tell us over the phone.” He raised his eyebrows. “What? Miss Polly Procedural. They’re not going to disclose shit to us over the phone; we could say we were the Pope and the Queen of England, they’d keep stuff confidential. That’s our beautiful bureaucracy.”
“That’s not bureaucracy. That’s elected representatives.”
“Supreme Court’s not elected. Appointed.”
“Supreme Court doesn’t rule on college confidentiality.”
“Sure they do. That’s FERPA territory. Supreme Court has ruled on FERPA cases numerous times.”
She smirked. “Alright. Family Educational Rights and Privacy. You win.”
“Anyway, what about the kid?”
“What do you mean?”
“The kid who took the backpack. What do we think about him taking the backpack?”
“He stole it.”
“Well, I know that. Did you check and see if he took anything out?”
“I asked him, and he said no.”
“And you believed him,” Hamill said. He wrinkled his nose at her and winked. “You softie.”
Dana blew air out of her lips, dismissively, ignoring the flirtation that sometimes crept into her partner’s comments. She grew serious. “Kid was interesting, though.”
“How so?”
“Just was.” She paused, and added, “I don’t know, like you said; I don’t have any boys in my family. Not anymore.”
They rode in silence for a few moments.
Dana glanced at her watch. It was a birthday present from her husband. Almost two and a half hours had passed since the call had come in to 911. She rapped softly on the dashboard. “Come on,” she said, “let’s get there.”
Hamill gave her one more look, lifted an eyebrow, said “You’re the boss,” and stepped on the gas. They did eighty the rest of the way.
* * *
The registrar’s office was closed.
“Shit,” said Hamill, standing in front of the glass doors. He was at the top of a wide set of stairs, the building entryway framed by Corinthian columns.
“Told you we should’ve called.”
Dana glanced at her watch again. Just before five thirty. She watched a pair of male students make their way along the walkway that cut through a central courtyard.
Friday night. Time to kick back and relax. Most of the students would be getting ready to party.
Sonia Taylor, she thought. She pulled out her phone and called the station. She’d previously given one of the troopers the girl’s name and indication that she attended the school. She could refer inquiries like that to BCI in Albany, but she liked using the regional troopers. By now there had to be something.
“Maize,” answered the trooper.
“Trooper Maize. What have we got?”
“I was just going to call you. Sorry for the delay. We had a little bit of an incident down here.” The state trooper barracks was located in Desiree, another small hamlet about forty minutes from Hazleton.
“What do you mean?”
“Ah, we got a call from a man who said there was someone in his backyard, setting off fireworks or something.”
“Fireworks.”
“Yeah, sent a car over. Nothing.”
“Fireworks in November.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Who was the caller?”
“Roy Hayes. In his eighties. Drinks gin all day. Amazing he’s still alive. Anyway, so with everyone out at the river and in the woods, I’ve been at the phones. But I did a search just a few minutes ago. I’ve got Sonia Taylor, her DMV records. Got an address in Schenectady. Maybe her parents. She hasn’t updated her driver’s license since she left home, I guess. No arrests, not even a traffic violation, nothing. I did a Facebook search and wound up with about twenty girls with that name, so I’m going through them.”
“Thanks, Henry,” Dana said. She watched the students continue to drift away from the center of campus, off into the evening. “You—”
“Oh wait,” Trooper Maize interrupted. “Here we go.” He sounded proud of himself. “Bingo. So, I’ve got a picture of Sonia Taylor tagged on Facebook . . . yep, that looks like her . . . it’s at a bar in Plattsburgh. O’Sullivan’s. She’s behind the bar — looks like she works there.”
“Great,” said Dana. “Send that picture to my phone, okay?”
“You got it.”
“And, Trooper, let’s keep manpower on hand, looking for witnesses. I don’t care who’s lighting off M80s from their back porch.”
“I’ll run that up the flagpole.”
She thanked him again and hung up. Hamill was looking down at her with a glint in his eye.
“Let’s go to the bar,” Dana said.



 
CHAPTER FOUR / Cops Can’t Drink
O’Sullivan’s was loud and crammed with a happy hour crowd. The thumping music sounded like it was playing through blown speakers. Dozens of students were packed into the small space. The heat was blasting; the air felt hot and muggy enough to chew. Not that you would want to. Dana could smell the sweat beneath the stale beer and perfume.
Heads turned to Dana and Hamill. The crowd parted as they walked over to the bar. A tall man served frothy beer from the tap. Dana waved a hand and caught his attention.
The man walked over, wiping his hands on a towel, a look of concern on his face. Presumably the bartender. Dana lifted up her badge hanging from her neck and then held out her phone, the Facebook picture on the screen.
“Sonia Taylor,” she shouted above the din. “She work here?”
The bartender’s eyes lingered on Dana and her badge before he looked at the image. He shook his head, no. “Not for a couple months.”
“Couple months? When, exactly?”
His eyes came back to Dana, wary and suspicious. She saw one of them had a faded color. More gray than blue, like the other one. “Why? Something happen?”
“Can you just tell me when she last worked here?”
“I don’t know, ma’am. End of summer, I guess. So, late August. Then I guess she went back to school.” He shrugged, and passed his chary gaze back and forth between the cops.
“Can you turn the music off, for a minute, please?” Dana asked.
“Man, things are pretty crazy in here right now . . .”
The detectives both glared at him.
“Okay,” the bartender held up his hands. “Okay.” He walked away. Dana looked around. It seemed every square inch of the place was covered with bar paraphernalia — framed photos of happily drinking people, dollar bills with best wishes scrawled in pen, cutout cartoon characters — Foghorn Leghorn, Wile E. Coyote — sports pennants, framed mirrors with beer brand decals, and shamrocks. Shamrocks were nice, but they were also the symbol for the Aryan Brotherhood, a ruthless gang both inside and out of federal and state prisons. Maybe that was why, just beside one, several biohazard stickers were plastered to the wall.
When the bartender finally killed the music, there were groans and catcalls. Dana jumped up on the bar. All eyes were on her. Someone whistled.
“Excuse me,” she said, looking from face to face.
Dana cleared her throat and spoke loud enough for her voice to carry — when she needed to, she had what Hamill called a helluva set of pipes. “I’m with the state police. We’re looking for a young woman who goes to school here. Sonia Taylor. She used to work in this bar. Anyone know her? Seen her today? Or recently?”
Uneasiness had fallen over the young patrons. No more whistles or calls. Most were somber, others grinned nervously. At the back of the room, she noticed a man with a pompadour haircut and a stylish beard. Something about his demeanor was different from the others.
“Anyone?” Dana said again, keeping her eyes on the guy in the back. He slowly raised his hand in the air, and heads began to turn his way.
Dana climbed down from the bar. She looked at Hamill, who jerked his head, indicating that they head over.
As they pushed through the students, murmuring began, turning into questions. “What’s going on? Did something happen? Who are they talking about?” Finally, the bartender said, “So, can I turn the music back on, guys?” Dana ignored him, but out of the corner of her eye saw Hamill give a thumbs up. A second later, the music was thumping again. Dana passed by the pool table where a trio of players gave them a wide berth.
The atmosphere in the room had become heavy; even with the music back on, the Friday evening excitement had suddenly burned off.
He was sitting alone. She took the seat across from him. Hamill remained standing at the end of the table, providing a sort of cover.
Dana extended a hand across the table. The man tentatively took it. “Detective Dana Gates,” she said. “And you?”
“Wayland Kimball.”
“Wayland?”
The man smiled wanly, withdrawing his hand. “That’s what I’m working with. I’ve come to accept it.”
“Go to school here?”
“I did. Actually I’m an adjunct professor.”
“Really?” Dana asked. There was a pitcher of reddish beer, half gone, a pint glass in front of Wayland, mostly empty. There was also a leather-bound notebook. Dana eyed the notebook.
“Yeah,” Wayland said, looking uncomfortable. “Really.”
“What do you teach?”
“Social Psychology,” he said.
Dana looked at Hamill, who raised his eyebrows. “That’s great,” said Dana. “So, you know Sonia Taylor?”
He swallowed, and nodded. He seemed simultaneously smug and anxious.
“You know her from class, then?”
He nodded again.
“You alright, Mr Kimball? You’re not saying much.”
“Not really.”
“Not really . . . you mean you’re not alright?”
“Did something happen to her?”
“Do you think something happened to her?”
Wayland flinched, looking hurt. “Why are you guys acting like this? Did I offend you somehow?”
Dana could see the adrenaline start to churn; Wayland’s neck and face went red. Dana glanced at his hair. Coiffed. Piled at least four inches high off his forehead. The beard was well grown in, no signs of gray. Dana bet he was good with the ladies. She felt a twinge of something inside; she realized she was perturbed by Wayland, and she didn’t know why. She sat back and looked at Hamill.
“Hey, man.” Hamill grabbed the nearly empty pitcher and held it aloft. “What is it?”
“Octoberfest,” Wayland said dourly.
“Octoberfest,” Hamill said, and turned a lopsided grin on Dana. “Refill?”
Dana sniffed, sat back, and nodded. She was coming on too strong; Hamill was giving her a moment to recalibrate, but also to keep Wayland guessing.
“One Budweiser
coming right up,” Hamill said, and winked. “God Bless America.” The pitcher sloshed in his grip as he headed for the bar.
Dana watched him go and then waved at the three pool players who quickly turned back to their game. Finally she looked across the table at Wayland again.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “You haven’t done anything — you’re right.”
Wayland was watching her closely. He seemed uncertain. Then again, maybe he was sizing her up. The police world had gotten more progressive over the years, but female detectives still threw people off. With her short hair and pea coat, she wasn’t sure whether she blended in or drew more attention to her gender. But she’d stopped caring about that years ago.
“Sonia was found,” Dana said. “She’s dead.”
She studied Wayland’s reaction. Wayland looked back for a moment, then his eyes seemed to lose focus. He stared off for a few seconds. Then his gaze returned. He was upset, that was clear.
“What happened?”
“Did you know her very well? Was she a good student? What can you tell me about her?”
His eyes were still bright with anger, but his chin wobbled. He looked like he was ready to either throw a punch or start crying.
“She was a good student.”
“Yeah? Shows up on time, that sort of thing? Any unexcused absences?”
“This is college. We don’t make a distinction.”
Dana nodded. “Okay. Did you notice she hadn’t been in class?”
“It’s a one-day-a-week course. She wasn’t there today. I noticed.”
“Know her in any other way?”
“What do you mean?”
“Outside of academics, personal friends, anything like that.”
Wayland acted insulted. “No. That would be inappropriate.”
“Inappropriate to have a friendship?”
“You know what I mean, and I know what you mean.”
Dana turned her hands palms up. “I don’t mean anything. I’m just asking if you knew her outside of class.”
Wayland’s jaw twitched. The bar had gradually resumed the normal din. There was a sudden crack of pool balls as one of the players broke a fresh rack. “Yeah, well, she was in a study.”
“A study? What do you mean?”
“To monitor performance anxiety by way of psychic testing.” He took a deep breath and his eyelids fluttered closed for a moment.
Dana was momentarily dumbfounded. “To do what now?”
Wayland opened his eyes. “It’s not what you think.” He shook his head, slightly. “It’s placebo. It’s not real. The main aim of the study was to observe how people react when they think they’re being evaluated for psychic activity.”
She leaned back again, trying to make sense of it.
“We examined how people react under stress,” he said. “When they know they’re being evaluated, or hoping to achieve something, get a good result.”
“Like taking a test.”
“Right. Or, like now.”
“Fair enough. So, is that what you call a blind study? They don’t know you’re really looking at them for something else?”
“Correct,” Wayland said. “The subjects don’t know if they are the experimental arm of the study, or the control.”
“Okay . . .” College had been a long time ago for her.
“Look at it this way. There’s a study. Ostensibly, it is to test for psychic capabilities. Really what it’s looking at is how people react when they’re being evaluated. Their performance anxiety.”
“You mean stage fright?”
He was getting a hold of himself. He leaned forward, poking the laminated tabletop with his finger. “Whether getting up in front of class for an oral presentation, about to have sex, or run a marathon, or play clarinet for an audience, people get anxiety. The idea was they would get the same type of anxiety if they thought they were being evaluated for psychic abilities.”
“But you weren’t actually looking for psychic ability,” Dana said.
“Now you get it. I was looking at how subjects responded to a challenge, to an intense evaluation. The psychic part was arbitrary. They would have to ‘perform’ as potential psychics, and prove or disprove that possibility. It’s called the subject-expectancy effect. How nervous did someone get if they thought they were being tested for ESP? Why do we get nervous at expectations – even if we’re not being evaluated for what we think? What is happening in the mind-body that triggers the fight-or-flight response? Why do we perceive a threat when we’re being closely evaluated, or scrutinized? So, again, I was looking at their performance anxiety.”
“And Sonia Taylor was a test subject. And when was this?”
“Beginning of the semester.”
“And when was the last class she attended?”
“Last week. The class is on Fridays.”
“How did she do in the study?”
“Huh?”
Dana spread her hands. “You know, did she get anxious like you expected? What did you find?”
Wayland was silent for a moment, drawing inward again. “She actually showed low anxiety levels. She was calm.”
“All around, what did you make of her? Happy person? Depressed? Anything?”
A sharp look from Wayland. “Hey, who isn’t depressed.”
Hamill returned. He had the pitcher of beer in one hand, and he was carrying a small tray with three full shot glasses. Standing there with the music reverberating, wearing his suit and tie underneath a gray parka, he suddenly struck Dana as absurd. A broad smile stretched over his face.
Hamill made his eyes big. “You drink shots in college, right?”
Wayland looked back and forth between the two detectives. “I’m sorry but I don’t understand. Aren’t you guys . . . on duty?”
Hamill lost his smile and set down the shot glasses and the pitcher, beer slopping onto the table. He leaned across Wayland and grabbed a napkin out of the dispenser, avoiding the arc-welding intensity of Dana’s stare. “Damn, man, listen to the party pooper.” He wiped the booze off his hands.
* * *
Dana and Hamill went outside, into a gathering of smokers on the sidewalk. They parted for the detectives, Dana offering courteous smiles. Some of the young men and women smiled back, that same thin-lipped grin that said, Yeah, we’re college kids having a good time, but we see you and we know. Life is shitty. So here’s a little sympathetic smile. And I’ll nod my head just slightly. As if I get it.
Who could say? Maybe they did know something. Everybody knew something, Dana thought. It was just a matter of whether or not what they knew was useful.
Hamill sparked his own cigarette and shivered in the cold. Dana looked down the street. There were two other bars in this section of town, right on the main drag. There was a coffee shop, a Laundromat, and a furniture warehouse all on the block. Further down was the DMV, a building replete with pillars and parapets. There was a wrought-iron gate along the sidewalk out in front. Someone, presumably a student, stood there looking at their phone.
“He’s got a strong alibi,” Dana said. “He was teaching class this afternoon for almost four hours, had two meetings, and then he came here.”
“Not just a dead end,” said Hamill. “I bet if we talked more about that study, keep pressing, we’ll find something. We could bring him in.”
“Maybe.”
“Couple              more drinks, then he’ll slip and tell us about showing Sonia Taylor his psychic powers after class.”
Hamill hopped from one foot to the other to keep warm. Dana felt surprisingly cozy in her coat. Her partner was the one with the full-winter parka.
Maybe it’s that extra layer of marital fat, she thought. The fifteen pounds she’d put on in the past decade. She looked at Hamill. Hamill was single, no kids, all bone and gristle. Those cigarettes charged his metabolism.
“You weren’t really going to drink those shots?” she asked. “I mean? Rob? What the fuck?”
“Jesus, you could’ve taken my head off with that look you gave me,” Hamill defended himself, “I mean, maybe play along next time instead of storming off, getting all uptight. Let the guy think we’re renegades, I don’t know. Anyway, the bartender served them up. I didn’t ask for shots, for Chrissakes.”
“He offered you drinks?”
Hamill shrugged, smoked. “Yeah, I don’t know, whatever. Maybe he wasn’t too bright.
“I didn’t storm off; I went and looked at what he had for employment records.”
“The bartender? One-eye McMurty?”
“Is that what that was? One of his eyes was . . . ?”
“Dead, yeah. That shit can happen. Remember Mark Buford? His dad had a dead eye, from hockey. Took a stick right in the face.”
Dana listened but watched the dark figure standing by the wrought-iron fence. He seemed to be looking back at them now. It was hard to be sure, but even when you couldn’t see someone’s face, sometimes you could just feel their eyes on you.
“Hang on,” she said.
She started walking in that direction, casually as she could. She pulled out her phone and pretended to poke at the screen. The figure turned and walked away.
“Hey!” Dana called as she got a little closer. “Hey, excuse me. Detective Gates.”
She hopped off the curb, cut between two parked cars, and trotted across the street. The guy broke into a run.
Dana started running, too, still calling, “Hey! Hey, whoa! New York State Police; stop!” She reached the opposite side of the road and leapt onto the sidewalk. She heard Hamill curse under his breath. His footsteps pounded behind her.
Dana sprinted up the sidewalk. At the other end, the subject took a turn, and picked up speed. He was going to outrun them, Dana thought.
She got to the end of the block and made the turn, and saw him cross the road further ahead. She was already out of breath. The subject passed a Chinese restaurant and then made a right. He was gaining distance. Dana made the same right a few seconds later and just caught a glimpse of him making yet another turn.
She kept up her pace. Down the lane, her footfalls echoing among the dark buildings, her blood singing in her ears, breathing hard. Her mind was focused only on the chase.
The road fed into a more industrial part of town, where train tracks passed an abandoned paper mill. A lone gas station-convenience store combo sprawled on the corner, throwing yellow light from beneath an awning. Dana turned into that parking lot now, her lungs burning, legs shaking, as she watched the subject cross the tracks, further away than ever. He threw a look over his shoulder — just the blur of a face — and then jumped onto a chain-link fence on the other side of the tracks. He scaled it easily and dropped down on the other side.
He paused, looking across at Dana, who had stopped near the gas pumps. He crouched there, an obscure figure in the night. Dana tried to make out his features but the light was bad, and she was too far away. Her eyesight was sharp, but it wasn’t enough.
He stood fully upright, turned, and disappeared into the underbrush beyond the fence.



 
CHAPTER FIVE / The Girl on the Stairs
Dana and Hamill searched the woods beyond the tracks. Hamill had called Plattsburgh’s local police, then gotten the car and brought it around. The detectives swept their lights back and forth until they emerged on the other side. A boggy field led to the banks of Lake Champlain. The tracks were elevated here by a graffiti-tagged concrete bridge. Dana passed her light over them. She got out her phone and took a picture.
Hamill’s eyes were wide and dark. “Hey, Gates?”
“Yeah?”
“See any smiley faces?” He was joking about a famous case where smiling, graffiti faces had been found at the sites of several murders.
Dana was still catching her breath. Further north, Route 9 curved closer to the water’s edge, where there was a motel. South, and the train tracks followed along the lake. The subject could’ve taken either direction. He was long gone by now, but Dana was reluctant to give up. She continued to play the light beam over the graffiti. “No smiley faces.”
“He’s gone, man.”
“Why’d he run?” Dana snapped off the light.
“I don’t know. Because he’s a frigging murderer? Did you get any sort of look at him?” Hamill hacked and spat to the side.
“White male,” Dana reported. “About six feet, hundred and sixty pounds. Early twenties. That’s what you told Plattsburgh?”
“Yeah, that’s what I told them. Sounds like a student. Let’s regroup, huh?”
Dana put her hands on her knees, holding the flashlight against her leg. “I’m out of shape,” she said.
Hamill patted her on the back. “Fuck this guy. We’ll TOT the locals. Let them run it out. And we’ll see what Plattsburgh has to say and keep on our own path; where Sonia Taylor lived, who her friends were. One of those students, more than one of them, knows her, knows why she was down in Hazleton, and is going to give us everything we need.”
Dana looked at her partner. “One sip of draft beer and you’re an optimist, huh?”
“That dude was gay,” Hamill said.
“Who? Wayland?”
“Yeah.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“His hair. Did you see his hair? Lumbersexual, whatever you call it.”
Dana stared at her partner. Hamill cracked a smile, his teeth shining in the night. Dana shook her head and started walking back in the direction they’d come. She tossed a last glance back down the tracks. She could hear the water of Lake Champlain lapping against the shoreline where it fed into a marsh. Ambiguous shapes moved in the gloom.
* * *
Plattsburgh PD had the description of the runner and were patrolling up and down the shore of Lake Champlain and in and around the small city. It was now going on eight in the evening. As Dana and Hamill drove back along the main street through town and past O’Sullivan’s, the place looked quieter. The happy hour crowd had petered out. The bar would likely refresh in an hour or so as new students came in for some late drinking. She wondered how many of them drank underage. It wasn’t her area, but she was sure she remembered the place getting busted some years prior. She wondered if the runner had slipped away when she and Hamill had first entered the bar and had been biding his time on the street to sneak back in, because he was under twenty-one. But, she doubted that was it. It felt like something more.
They left Main Street behind and were soon back at the college campus. They now had an address for Sonia Taylor. While Hamill had taken over interviewing Wayland, Dana had gone back to the bartender and asked for the bookkeeping. The man with the odd-colored eyes, who said his name was Sven, had grudgingly brought the detective into a cramped office space and pointed out the file cabinet in the corner. While he filled out his personal information on a statement sheet, Dana went through the records of Sonia’s brief employment.
Sonia Taylor had worked at O’Sullivan’s for three months the previous summer. Dana had jotted a few notes and committed the address to memory. 3353 Fox Road. Just a few blocks from campus. Sonia hadn’t lived in a dormitory, after all.
As Dana and Hamill pulled along the curb in front of a white colonial with peeling paint and a sagging porch, they could see lights on inside, and hear music and laughter. A party.
It felt crazy to have left the scene where the runner had disappeared, but there had been nothing more to do there. Still, switching gears wasn’t so easy. She could feel the adrenaline simmering.
Hamill killed the engine. “Should we have brought something? Boxed wine? Rum and coke?” He smirked and ducked his head to look up at the building. Dana was watching the porch where two people sat on a bench swing. It didn’t take long before those two figures, smoke pirouetting up between them, realized they were being watched and went inside. One of them tossed something off the porch into the dark.
“That’s not very nice of them,” Dana said, picking up on Hamill’s humor, trying to relax.
“Yeah,” said Hamill, playing along, “Sharing is caring.”
The levity didn’t work. More than just feeling the heat of the chase and beating herself up for not being fast enough to catch the runner, the sudden and unexpected event had cracked the vault in Dana’s mind. She was now vulnerable to a whole nasty bundle of memories. Not being fast enough was unacceptable. Not being fast enough could result in someone’s death.
The two detectives got out of the car and went towards the house. The slabs of the walkway were uneven, the yard was covered with unraked leaves from two stately maples. The kids on the porch had gone inside. The aroma of marijuana hung in the air. The detectives mounted the stairs and Dana saw a face in the window behind the porch. It quickly blurred away. Someone had been looking out. Like the boy, Scott.
She rapped on the door. She could feel the vibration of the music beneath her feet, shaking the warped porch floorboards. The knock was perfunctory; the students knew the cops were there. The door opened a second later and a young woman stood at the threshold.
“Hello?”
Students crowded around the hallway behind her, jostling for a look, red cups in their hands. Dana smiled. “Sonia Taylor live here?”
“She does. She’s not here,” the young woman replied.
“Know where she is?”
She looked from one detective to the other. She had a stocky build, maybe an athlete, could be a hockey player. Short, auburn hair, hard eyes. Probably tougher than half the guys on campus. She didn’t seem intimidated by the detectives, not like the pot-smokers, or the oglers behind her, now hiding their drinks and acting casual as they drifted away.
“She’s gone for the weekend,” the girl at the door answered.
“She say where?”
“I don’t know.” She shrugged, body language suggesting she was bored. “I don’t live here. Maybe Lori knows. You want to talk to Lori?”
“Thank you. That would be helpful.”
“Hang on.” She stopped and looked at the detectives. “Er, you want to come in or something?”
“Sure, great.”
The girl pushed open the door and Dana and Hamill stepped through. Hamill shut the door behind him. They were in a hallway, with a stairway going up, bracketed by a white balustrade. The hardwood floor at their feet was scratched and old. The walls were stained yellow from cigarette smoke. The music continued to thump. By now most of the partygoers had cleared away to steal looks from a safe distance and resume drinking from their cups.
The girl who’d answered the door stood at the base of the stairs, and shouted up, “Lori! Someone here to see you.”
She flashed a humorless grin at the detectives. “She’ll be right down.”
Dana opened her mouth to say something, to offer to go upstairs, but thought better of it. She looked at Hamill. It was a good time for them to split up. Hamill could nose around the place, mingle. The detective nodded and walked into the front room, spreading his arms in a magnanimous gesture. “Hey,” Dana heard him call. “What’s happening, people?”
Dana pulled out her phone. She’d missed a couple of calls in the past few minutes. One was from Plattsburgh PD. She was tempted to listen to the message, but it would be hard to hear over the blaring music. So she waited until a young woman showed up on the stairs.
She had long black hair and large dark eyes. She was rail-thin, her pants hanging from her bones. Her hair was cut so that it hung in front of her face. She wore a hooded sweatshirt and a pair of tennis sneakers. She came down the stairs, staring at Dana.
Dana was used to the looks she got, the ones she’d been fielding all night. Guilt, resentment, or deference. This was different. For a moment, it chilled her. But then the unease passed. The young woman stopped a few stairs up from Dana.
“Hi,” she said.
“Hi.” Dana found she’d momentarily forgotten what she was there for, or what to say. Then it came back. “Dana Gates,” she announced. “You a friend of Sonia Taylor’s?”
“I am. Is she okay?”
They had to both raise their voices over the music. “Can we step out?”
“Sure. Let me just get a jacket.”
Dana nodded. She spied Hamill in one of the back rooms, taller than the students, grinning. Her partner was so much better with people.



 
CHAPTER SIX / Bad News
The thin girl had plunged into a dark parka with a fur-lined hood. They sat down on some wicker chairs on the porch.
“How well did you know Sonia?” Dana asked.
“What happened?”
Two partygoers were coming up the walkway. They stared at Dana and the girl. Dana waited until the door swung shut before turning to her again.
“Your name is Lori?”
She nodded.
“Lori what?”
“Stender.”
“Okay, Lori Stender,” Dana said, writing down the name. Then she looked into her dark brown eyes. “Sonia is dead.”
Lori became stone-faced, silent for so long Dana wondered if the student had registered what she’d said. She opened her mouth to repeat the information but Lori’s expression changed. There was a quality to her gaze Dana found uncomfortable and refreshing at the same time, like stepping into a cold river.
Then the look in her eyes was gone. “Oh God,” she said. She dropped her chin to her chest and cried.
Dana jotted down a quick note. She felt her hand shaking a little. She watched Lori’s shoulders rise and fall with her sobs. Dana let her be, not saying anything for almost a full minute.
“Lori, what can you tell me about Sonia?”
The tears were faint streaks down the otherwise unblemished skin. She had porcelain skin, delicate features, but there was something strong about her.
Lori sniffed and seemed to rally. “She was my friend.”
“When did you meet?”
“This summer.”
“In what context?”
Lori dipped her head towards the house. “Here. We both moved in this summer.”
“At the same time?”
She nodded. “We both answered an ad for roommates wanted. In June. College kids move out at the end of semester, go back home, maybe they graduate, and the rooms open up, and it’s a mad dash to get into a place. Like musical chairs.”
Dana smiled politely and nodded, noting Lori’s phrase, college kids. It just struck her as peculiar. Like Lori wasn’t one herself.
“You’re enrolled here?”
“Yes. Psych major.”
“Psych,” Dana repeated. Interesting. “And who owns the house?”
“Um, her name is Maybelle? I forget her last name. Her husband passed a couple years ago, I know that. This place is her retirement, pretty much. She’s a good landlord. She has someone come around to deal with the plumbing and the electrical, check on us, stuff like that.” Lori sniffled. Her eyes were puffy, the corners of her mouth turned down. She put the back of her hand to her lips, possibly to stifle more tears. Dana waited, and it passed.
“And who is that? Who comes and does the maintenance?”
“His name is George. We call him Puffy.”
Dana wrote George and circled it and then looked up. “Why ‘Puffy?’”
Lori smiled. The transformation was remarkable. It dawned on Dana what an attractive young woman she was. More than that; she was stunning.
“He’s a little overweight, you know? And when he’s walking up the stairs, he breathes heavy.” The smile faded. Dana had the slight feeling that she was hiding something.
“Know his last name?”
“Um, I think it’s Langdon? Or maybe Lambert.”
“George Lambert?”
“Uh-huh.” She looked at the yard. “He was supposed to rake the leaves. I guess he hasn’t gotten to it.” She was quiet, then added, “I like them on the ground, anyway.”
Dana finished the note — Puffy, Lambert — half-listening to the young woman’s comment. “Lori, when was the last time you saw Sonia?”
Lori started to respond and Dana’s phone buzzed against her ribs. “I’m sorry,” she said. She reached into her coat. Plattsburgh PD again. They had something on the runner, found him. Had to be. “Let me just take this, okay?”
Lori nodded and fixed her with those dark eyes. Dana went to the other end of the porch.
“Gates,” she said into the phone.
“Detective Gates?”
“Yes. Is this Chief Oreck?”
“I’ve been trying to reach you.”
“Okay, sorry, I’ve been interviewing some st—”
“We’ve got a body.”
Dana closed her mouth. She said nothing. Oreck continued hastily on.
“In the marsh. The train depot inlet.”
“In the marsh?” A chill curled around her, pulling at her legs, as if she was wading into a cold current.
“By Lake Champlain, yes.” Oreck sounded impatient, irritated. Dana thought maybe he was scared a little. She felt the grip of fear, too, and tried to quash it. She wondered how many dead bodies turned up along the shore of Lake Champlain. Plattsburgh was a small city, population around thirty thousand, and a good chunk of that was students. It was a shopping and tourist destination. But very few of them wound up dead and floating.
The cold sensation persisted.
“We were searching for your runner,” Oreck explained with that perturbed quality, as if Dana and the state police had brought this folly with them, “and one of my officers saw her.”
“Her?” The word sounded strange.
“Yes. Ten minutes ago. Like I said, I’ve been calling you.”
Dana glanced over her shoulder at Lori, still on the porch. She stepped away, both for privacy and to escape the cloying, drowning feeling. “You’ve got the medical examiner there?”
“En route. You could tell it was a girl.”
Dana closed her eyes. She probably should have, but she didn’t ask how. “Anything else, Chief?”
Oreck was breathing heavily on the other end. “Anything else? Yeah. My officer says she looks, like, student-aged. And there was a backpack found in the reeds. More than soaked; going to rot.”
“He didn’t touch it, did he?”
“That’s why I’m calling you, Detective. I could’ve called your captain . . .”
“No. I appreciate it. I’ll get a forensic team down there right now. And I’m on my way.”
“Okay,” Oreck said, sounding only slightly relieved. “Thank you,” he said flatly.
Dana hung up.
Oreck could’ve pulled in a CSI team himself, but he’d made a judgment call. This second body was extremely similar in nature to the girl found that afternoon in Hazleton, and he knew it. Prima facie, the cases were linked.
She walked back to Lori, feeling a little unsteady on her feet. “Lori, can I get a number to call you at? I have to go right now, but I want to keep talking.”
“Sure,” she said. “Want to just hand me your phone?” The girl searched her with those sable eyes.
Dana imagined this second victim in the marsh. Oreck said the backpack was falling apart. That meant she had been there for a while. At the moment of death, the heart stopped. The skin tightened, and turned gray. All of the muscles relaxed; the bladder and bowels emptied.
“Sure,” Dana said, her voice distant to her ears. She handed the girl the phone.
Body temperature then dropped about one degree every half an hour. After thirty minutes the skin became purple and waxen, the lips, finger and toenails faded white as the blood left the extremities. The blood pooled at the lowest parts of the body, creating a purple-black stain. The hands and feet turned blue. The eyes began to sink into the skull.
Lori’s thumbs tapped away. This beautiful young woman was breathing, her heart beating. She handed the phone back to Dana. “There,” she said. “I’m in your contacts.” Her eyes caught Dana, reading, somehow knowing.
“Perfect,” Dana said. Another body. Another college student, likely female. The state police would be equipped to handle it, but cases like this often enlisted federal support. The FBI could end up involved.
After twenty-four hours dead, rigor mortis came and went, and the body became limp. It acclimated to the temperature of the environment. The head and neck were now greenish-blue, the color spreading throughout the rest of the body. At this point, the face of the person was essentially unrecognizable.
She found Hamill in the living room, standing with a group of students playing some sort of board game, red cups everywhere. Hamill was laughing, the students were laughing. Hamill’s expression tightened when he saw Dana coming.
“Party over?”
Dana stopped in the center of the room, said nothing. Hamill got it. He picked up his coat off a chair, said goodbye to some of the partiers and the two detectives made a hasty exit.
* * *
“Did you get any statements while you were hanging out with your friends?” Dana asked. She was driving this time, and had the pedal down, surging through the intersections, daring the yellows. Her fear had turned to frustration.
“Jesus. Just because you didn’t get laid tonight.”
Dana gave Hamill a searing look
and he stuck his hands up. “Hey, I talked to just about everyone. Only a few of them knew Sonia. Consensus is, good student, little kooky, real sweetheart.”
“Boyfriend?”
“Suspected boyfriend; guy named Perry Brady. The term I heard was ‘fuck buddy’ — not my choice of words.”
“Okay, we got Perry Brady and I got a guy named George Lambert. He’s the caretaker of the place.”
“Three people said they saw her this morning. One was the lesbo who answered the door. Teisha.”
Now wasn’t the time for a lecture on homophobic slang. Hamill went on, “There’s one other roommate, Alexa, and then there was a friend who spent the night last night.”
“Name?”
“I wrote it down. All three said that she left for class this morning.” Hamill gripped the door handle as Dana took a sharp turn. “Drank her coffee, had a banana, took her bag and left.”
“Was she wearing a jacket when she left?”
“I would imagine. Cold November day.”
“No jacket found at the scene, remember?”
“Right.”
Dana rode the gas as they neared the intersection with Route 9. She could see the flashing police lights.
“What did you get from the girl on the porch?” asked Hamill.
“Just the name of the maintenance man. And the name of the owner. First name anyway. And that Sonia and Lori both moved in this summer.”
“That’s all you got? Shit.”
“I got interrupted. The call from Oreck.”
Hamill’s competitiveness put Dana on the defensive, even though she knew he was just busting her chops, the way he always did, keeping things light. That was how Robert Hamill dealt with things. He’d been the same since high school. Dana knew she didn’t march to the same drummer. At least, not lately. Since seeing Sonia Taylor in the river this afternoon, something was happening to her. Her tight grip was loosening. Some things were unraveling too fast.
“You call Shawn? This is going to go all night.”
Dana was silent. She had yet to check in with her husband, but he knew the drill, and wouldn’t expect a call. Still, Hamill’s question stung.
Hamill asked, “I mean, you’re still talking, right?”
This was the last thing Dana needed right now. Hamill acted like the concerned friend, but she knew part of his sick male mind was angling for his own way in. She should never have confided in him in the first place about her personal troubles, but being together as much as they were made it tough to always keep life compartmentalized. The trouble she’d been experiencing in her marriage to Shawn had been going on for months. Probably longer; things had been gridlocked for a year. Stepping out on him had never crossed her mind, but it had crossed his that she would. It seemed obvious to Shawn that she was cheating. With Robert Hamill, most probably.
Hamill would have jumped at the chance. Not that she felt so appealing, it wasn’t that. But they had a history, an ill-advised make-out session one drunken night in high school, and some part of Hamill was still waiting to finish what he’d started.
She spun the wheel and the two detectives leaned with the car as it screeched around another corner and onto Route 9.
A moment later, Dana jammed the brakes and brought the Corsica to a sharp halt. Two local cops unspooling crime-scene tape and setting cones flashed dirty looks. Traffic was going to be waved through along one lane.
Dana jerked the car forward and got moving again, taking that lane, eliciting more annoyed looks from the cops for her erratic driving. She felt a flare of anger, and that sense of peril pressing in.
She was about to look at the second dead body of the day.



 
CHAPTER SEVEN / Close to Home
The detectives watched as the girl was hoisted out of the water on a stretcher, bloated and discolored in the glaring lights. The two of them stayed back for now, letting the evidence techs swarm over the scene.
“The backpack was here this time,” Hamill said to Dana. They stood in the high grass in between the marsh and the lake, just outside the garish area lights. Crime scene investigators combed over the banks, scuba divers dragged the marsh, marked the rocks.
“That’s because it was the kids who took it last time. If the kids hadn’t taken it, it would’ve been with her.”
Hamill nodded. It was their first insight; if there was a killer, he or she might have left the backpacks deliberately.
The medical examiner was coming towards them, the lights framing her into a silhouette. She was removing her gloves as she came. Her name was Janine Poehler; Dana had met her before, and she was the one doing the forensic pathology work on Sonia Taylor.
“She’s been there four, maybe five days,” Poehler said.
Hamill added, “Looks awfully swollen.”
“The process gets sped up if the body is in water.” Dana’s own voice was low, hoarse.
“That’s right,” Poehler agreed. She was a long-time resident of Plattsburgh. She was often the one to notify the next of kin, usually when deaths were ruled accidental. Sonia Taylor’s parents lived four hours away, in Schenectady, and state troopers had been sent to their home. Poehler was looking for an ID on the girl in the marsh, in case she was doing the death notification on this one.
“That’s a long time,” said Hamill. “Not a lot of foot traffic through here?”
“Nah,” she said. “Nobody really comes down here. Sometimes kids. They tag the bridge.”
Dana recalled the graffiti from earlier. “Any specific tags?”
Poehler gave her a look. She was older, pretty, at the end of her career. Word was she was dating John Swift, a recently retired state police detective. “A graffiti specialist, I am not. It all looks like a mess to me.”
“What have you got for us on Sonia Taylor?”
Poehler narrowed her wizened eyes. “Not much in one hour, Detective Gates. Then I got this call.”
“I understand.”
“The tox screening will tell me what drugs might be involved, if any. But you know how tox screenings go. It could be a few weeks; longer.”
Dana nodded. Tox screenings were brutal. Five, six weeks, easy. And the water would complicate things. Especially if had been absorbed into the body, diluting the blood. They didn’t have weeks, though.
“No marks aside from some superficial scrapes and bruises,” Poehler went on. “No immediate visible signs of blunt force trauma or strangulation, no deep wounds, nothing. But as you observed, Detective Hamill, the body has gone through several post-mortem stages. It’s hard to know.”
Another figure approached. It shaped out as an evidence tech wearing a waterproof suit and boots, holding up the dripping backpack. An evidence tag hung from the zipper.
Dana stepped forward and grabbed the bag, set it in the grass and unzipped the main compartment. There were textbooks and notebooks, badly damaged from the long submersion. “Is it possible the body drifted in from the lake?”
The tech shrugged. “There isn’t much of a current. It’s possible. Not likely, but still possible.”
She poked gingerly at the books with a gloved finger. “How come this girl is missing for five days, and we have no missing person’s report, nothing?”
She pulled out one of the notebooks and flipped to the inside cover, looking for a name.
“College,” said Hamill. “Kids have hangovers that last a week. Don’t go to classes. Drop out. They’re away from home, parents don’t know.”
“Yeah, but they have roommates.” Dana dug through the bag. “Boyfriends, girlfriends. Sometimes jobs. People who will notice they’ve just fucking disappeared.”
She winced at her slip of the tongue, and could feel the air grow tense as the others sensed her irritation. She swallowed it down and took out another notebook, still searching for a name.
Hamill loomed. “Sure, well, maybe someone did, partner. Maybe Oreck has it registered, you know?”
Dana took a breath. Hamill might be right. Oreck had sounded really wound up on the phone and Dana seemed to have caught his mood. She was about to say something when she saw the name in faded blue ink.
Instead of a rush of excitement, Dana again felt like she’d put her feet into an icy flue.
“Last name looks like it could be Arbruster. First name is Holly.”
* * *
The scene along the shore of Lake Champlain had its jurisdictional issues, but the Plattsburgh Chief of Police, Dan Oreck, let the state police take it over completely. He seemed grateful to be out of it.
As Hamill had suspected, the city police had received a call, two days prior, that a girl was missing. They hadn’t started searching right away; Oreck stuck rigidly to protocol. Since Arbruster wasn’t a juvenile or elderly, and there was no immediate suspicion of foul play, they’d waited forty-eight hours before doing anything. They’d barely begun when the call had come in about the runner from outside O’Sullivan’s. Perhaps because he felt guilty, Oreck seemed to be the one pressing the hardest that the two cases — Sonia Taylor and this girl, Holly Arbruster, were linked. Although the forensic evidence was inconclusive this early on, Dana was inclined to agree with the chief. But probably not for the same reasons.
Dana and Hamill sat at a Thai place along Route 3 in Plattsburgh, one of the few restaurants that wasn’t fast food, and which was still open. Hamill insisted they eat, keep their strength up, and Dana agreed because she hadn’t eaten all day. She was running on empty. The Thai noodles and the coconut chicken soup made her feel much better. She needed to think.
“Person who reported the girl missing was Angie Gilroy, friend of the victim,” Hamill said. He slurped his noodles as he flipped through his pocket notebook. “Same girl who spent the night at Sonia Taylor’s. So we’ve got rounds to make, pard. Boyfriend of Sonia — that Perry Brady kid — maintenance man of Sonia’s house — George “Puffy” Whoever — and this girl, Angie Gilroy.”
“We don’t know that they’re victims yet,” Dana said, tucked over her bowl.
“What?”
“We don’t. What we know is that two college girls are dead, within maybe five days of each other, maybe more, thirty miles apart. They go to the same school, big deal. A couple thousand other kids go to that school.” She sniffed. “You know what can happen in places like this.”
Hamill leaned back and took a long look. “Really? Were you just at either one of these crime scenes? Because I’m pretty sure you were there. Did you see those girls?”
“Think about what happened down in Cornell.”
“This isn’t a rash of suicides, I don’t think, Dana.”
“Were you at the scenes? You were at the second one. I’ve been to both. At both scenes it looks like the girls have water taken into the body. That means breathing when they go in. Alive. That means, could be, sedatives.”
“Suicides, huh? And that’s why someone hightailed it from us tonight?” Hamill seemed hurt for the first time. And mad. “Where the fuck is my partner? Not sure who I’m talking to right now.”
His vulgarity and tone of voice drew some looks from the surrounding tables. The closest was attended by six Asian-Americans, calmly eating, chatting and laughing.
“Calm down,” Dana said to Hamill. She set her chopsticks down and wiped her mouth. “This is a lot for us,” she said, almost apologetically.
“You think we can’t handle this?” He shook his head, a disappointed look on his face. “Man, you’ve really got some mice running around up there, D. What’s going on with you?”
“What’s going on with me?” Here she was just feeling relaxed again, or so she thought. She leaned forward. “What’s going on with me, bro, is I got married. I got three kids. Three girls. Sarah is a teenager already. And in four years she’ll be going to college. Okay?”
Hamill softened his expression. Then he slowly shook his head. “I don’t think so, pard. I mean, okay, I hear you. Close to home. But this . . . you know, I’d think you of all people would want to get to the bottom of this, not jump to conclusions. Especially not suicide.”
“Alright, enough,” Dana said.
Hamill just looked at her. He tossed his napkin onto the table. “I gotta take a leak.” As he passed by the group at the next table, he put on a huge smile and asked in a lilting tone, “Folks, how is everything tonight? Good?”
Not knowing what to make of him, the diners nodded nervously and smiled, noodles hanging from their mouths. “Great,” Hamill said and proceeded to the restrooms.
Dana sat, still fuming, despite her partner’s antics. She could talk to the captain. This was too close to home; Hamill was right.
She folded her hands and looked out the dark windows. It would be best for everyone to TOT this to the Feds. Shit, the chief of Plattsburgh PD didn’t want it, why should she? She watched the traffic stop and start on the multiple-lanes of Route 3. She could see her own reflection, floating over the small city, a ghostly image, like her dead brother beneath the surface of the lake.
David had never made it to college. He had only been seventeen when Dana found him, his T-shirt and shorts rippling in the shallow water. His face beneath the wavering surface, eyes open, like he had been something two dimensional, a paper cutout.



 
CHAPTER EIGHT / Breaking and Entering
Dana still insisted on driving. As she slipped behind the wheel, Hamill gave her a skeptical look. Dana nodded. “I know.” She was agreeing to drive more safely.
The two partners didn’t need to verbalize their decision to keep going; the little outburst in the restaurant had made each of them uncomfortable, and neither wanted it repeated. It was the captain’s call, or the lieutenant’s, whether or not to contact the FBI at this point, but the two detectives had wordlessly resolved to see it through
It was ten o’clock at night.
“So the question is,” Hamill said as Dana pulled the Corsica out into traffic. “Who and what first?”
“I say we go boyfriend.”
“Roger that. Let’s go boyfriend.” He scratched at his chin and added, “See if he made his way back home after leading us on a good chase.” He waggled his thick eyebrows at her.
They had been thinking the same thing, that the kid who’d run from them outside of O’Sullivan’s might be Sonia Taylor’s boyfriend. But the fact that he had led them near to where the second girl was lying in the water was a twisted coincidence Dana hadn’t yet been able to mentally process. It was best to just go straight to him, see if any of it could be clarified.
In the meantime they’d had Trooper Maize, still on second shift until eleven p.m., search for the name “Maybelle” associated with any properties in the area, and any obituaries. None of three remaining renters where Sonia Taylor had lived knew the last name of their landlord. But Maize found her: Maybelle Spruce, wife of the late Denny Spruce, a Navy veteran. After a quick DMV search, Maize had come up with an address and would dispatch two of his fellow troopers to the woman’s home to break the news that one of her tenants had died. Janine Poehler would personally notify the second victim’s parents, the Arbrusters, and have them ID the body at the morgue in the morning. Sonia Taylor’s parents were on their way from Schenectady and would drive through the night. By all accounts, tomorrow morning wasn’t going to be pleasant for a lot of people.
Within ten minutes they were back near the college campus and along the streets with rows of rented houses. The partygoers at Sonia Taylor’s place had given Hamill an address for Perry Brady, her purported boyfriend, but no one had been able to provide a phone number. Dana drove slowly down a street lined with more colonial homes. The detectives peered out at the house numbers. Students were out on the streets, shouting and laughing.
“There it is,” said Dana.
A home with gray siding and black shutters sat behind a small fenced-in yard. The windows were dark.
Parking was an issue; the side of the one-way street was bumper-to-bumper with vehicles. Dana circled the block, eventually finding a spot on a cross street. It hadn’t looked like anyone was home, but they had to try. They rounded the corner, passing a group of boisterous kids. Back at the house with the chain-link fence, they looked up at the blank windows. Then Dana pushed open the gate. No porch to this house, just a stoop with a small roof over the door. Dana knocked.
While she waited for a response, Hamill walked around the side of the house, disappearing along a narrow passage between the wall and the cedar trees edging the property line.
Dana cupped her hands to the glass half of the door and squinted through. They hadn’t really resolved the argument in the restaurant, of course not. Whether it was something all men did — not communicating — or it was just because she and Hamill had known each other for so long, they were able to let a lot go, but that didn’t mean there was any closure. She felt the tug of something that was trying to pull her down; her brother, reaching up from his watery grave.
Nothing moved inside, and there was no sound. Definitely no one home. She knocked again anyway, and rang the doorbell. This time a dog barked, from within. She heard the clicking of nails on bare floor as the animal approached, then barked again, just on the other side of the door. By now, Hamill had rounded the house. He stopped behind her.
“This the guy we saw running?”
Hamill was holding up his phone. He’d found a picture on the college website, PERRY BRADY, a caption read, a lacrosse player.
“What do you think?” Hamill asked.
He wasn’t really asking if she recognized him. Dana had only got the runner’s basic characteristics, which was what they had given Plattsburgh PD. Hamill was actually asking whether or not they were going to force entry into the house and have a look around.
“We don’t know,” said Dana, feeling something acrid on her tongue. “I was closer than you and I couldn’t see him.”
“Yeah, you’re right,” Hamill said, and hung his head for effect. He playacted a kid, scuffing the ground with his shoe. Then he looked around and sighed. “These white kids all look alike anyway; can’t tell ’em apart.”
“We’re not doing it. We call Maize, get a search going for the kid’s cell phone. Or Plattsburgh PD, run him, see if he has a sheet. Jesus, Rob.”
“Let’s just see if it’s locked,” Hamill said. He tried the knob, twisted, and it turned.
“Alright, stop,” Dana said. “That’s enough.”
She started walking away.
“Listen,” Hamill called softly. “We’ll get the warrant. We’ve got this guy with due process as a potential boyfriend. We’ll get his number, we talk to him, we’re gonna find that he was the one that ran from us anyway. Which will give us more than the probable cause we’ll need to come back. Then they can search the shit out of this place and find anything we already did.” He stared at her, working her the way she knew only he was capable of doing. “We’re standing here right now, D, and he’s out there, hiding from us. What if he’s doing something else?”
He swung open the exterior door, exposing a second storm door. The dog was standing on all fours on the other side of it. It barked, leapt up and pawed at the glass, leaving greasy paw streaks. A lab, a shiny chocolate-brown coat, well-fed. Its tail wagged, despite the aggressive barking.
Hamill slowly pushed in the storm door, urging the dog back. “Hey, big guy,” he said in a soothing voice. “Hey there, fella.” He glanced at Dana, “Look at him, he’s starving. We may have saved a life.”
“Goddammit.” Dana followed him in. It grated on her, the idea of walking in there without a warrant. Anything they found would be inadmissible in court.
The lab hopped up on its hind legs and licked Hamill’s hands as he moved further into the house. Dana muttered another low curse as the storm door suctioned shut behind her.
* * *
The detectives stood in a kitchen. Beyond it was a hallway and Dana saw the bottom of a staircase. She looked around in the gloom. A clock on the stove flashed 12:00, the time not set. The air smelled faintly of something burned on the griddle. The refrigerator hummed and clicked. The dog circled at their feet, excited to see the two trespassing detectives.
“Hello? Detective Dana Gates with the state police. Anyone here?” She projected her voice towards the stairs at the back of the house. Hamill jerked his head to the side. It looked like another room, maybe two, connected to the hallway in the back. He disappeared into the dark. Dana went straight ahead, out of the kitchen, down the hall, the dog at her heels. She reached down absently and gave it a pat. She listened for the telling creak of a floorboard somewhere in the house. Just because it was ten o’clock on a Friday night didn’t mean some students weren’t in bed.
She entered the living room. Beanbag chairs surrounded an enormous TV. Video-game controllers littered the floor, the cords in a rat’s nest. Beer bottles and empty bags of chips. An internet modem and a wireless router gave off amber and green light in the gloom. The curtains were drawn.
It smelled like boys. Sweat, hamburgers, aftershave.
“Hello? State police. Anyone here?”
Hamill called out the same thing. Dana turned into a dining area that had been converted into a messy study, with books and papers spilling from two cafeteria tables pushed together to create a large desk. The tables were old and bowed in the middle. Hamill reappeared, stepping through the opposite doorway. The two detectives looked at the stairs next to the sagging tables, and Dana started for them.
“Easy, partner,” said Hamill from behind her.
“Hey . . . we’re here now.” She added, “I’m a big girl.”
He nodded. “The weight’s gonna come off, though.”
She shook her head at him. “Suck it.”
The dog remained by Hamill’s feet while Dana headed up the stairs. She called out one more time. “Anyone up there? I’m coming up.”
Silence. She paused to listen. Not even the ticking of a clock. Just the dog’s panting, and then a burst of muffled laughter from outside as another gaggle of students moved down the street. Dana carried on.
Upstairs, a cantered hallway fed into an old-fashioned bathroom and three bedrooms, each one messier than the next. She went through them, keeping her flashlight off, using the glow from her phone screen. It would be less noticeable from outside, if anyone was looking. This is stupid. This is insane. She passed the screen over a landscape of papers, books, DVDs, BluRays, sports equipment, and endless piles of clothing. She was looking for photographs, identifying material, but so far this house screamed all-boy rental, and most boys didn’t keep framed pictures of their loved ones around.
When she came to the third room, she slowed herself down. Even if this was a fucked-up way to come into the house, might as well make it worth the risk. The room had the same mess as the others but felt different. It was located at the end of the house, with more windows and greater light.
Dana squatted down by a pile of clothes. She reached into her breast pocket and took out a pen. She dipped it towards an item on the top of the pile.
“You find Jimmy Hoffa?”
The voice made her jump. The dog bounded across the space and leapt onto the bed, where it lay down.
“Christ.” Dana glared up at her partner and waited for her nerves to settle. “You know, nobody uses that joke anymore, Rob. That joke is twenty years old. ‘Jimmy Hoffa.’ Who says that anymore?”
She turned her back on her partner and stuck the pen back into the mound of clothing, lifting off the top item. She held it up in the air for him to see, and then shone her screen at it.
It was hard to make out the garment’s color; dark green, maybe blue. A leather jacket, sporty, fashionable. “A woman’s jacket,” she said. The dog cocked its head.
Dana dropped the coat to the floor and then pushed it open with the pen, flopping the sides back, exposing the lining. A tag was sewn into the material, but had no name on it. College students didn’t write their names in their clothes.
“I’ll bet it’s hers,” she said nonetheless. She continued to probe the jacket with her pen until she found one of the pockets. She pried it open to reveal a wallet inside.
She had no more gloves, so she shook the jacket and got the wallet to slide out. She and Hamill peered down at the college photo ID held in a plastic sleeve. It was the girl who had been found in the Clair River that afternoon.
“There’s Sonia Taylor,” Hamill said.
Dana looked around the room, still squatting. “And this is Perry Brady’s room.”
“Let’s be sure.” The dog put its head across its front legs again and watched them. Dana and Hamill did a more thorough search.
After about five minutes, Hamill said, “Okay, aha. Orgy of evidence.”
He was looking in one of the bureau drawers. Dana came up beside him and looked over his shoulder. Hamill pushed aside some boxer briefs to reveal a stack of photos. The detectives both shone their phones on them.
There was Perry Brady, and there was Sonia Taylor.
Sonia was naked.
“She looks happy.”
“Is that your professional opinion?” Hamill asked.
Dana felt rattled. Dirty. She didn’t like being in here. Not like this.
“I don’t know. Just looks happy. He does, too.”
“Can you see an erection? I didn’t . . .”
“He’s just as naked as she is.”
“Yeah. I get you,” her partner said, giving up the off-color humor.
“You know? I think they’re a couple. At least in her mind.”
Dana retreated from the bureau and stood in the center of the room. She looked out the window. The view was partly obscured by a maple tree. A streetlamp glowed, beyond the filigree of bare branches. “It was cold today,” she said. She remembered turning her collar up, approaching the covered bridge. “Just above freezing. Even for a college kid, it’s not the kind of weather you go outside in just a sweatshirt.”
“Yeah,” Hamill said, still poking around in the dresser with his pen.
“What was she doing down there? We haven’t found any cars. We need to check with DMV and see if anything’s registered to her. Or her parents. But there was nothing near the river. I pulled up next to the ambulance. I was the first on-scene after the rescue team. She was just . . . there. What was she doing in Hazleton?”
“I dunno.”
Dana stared out the window. “Just shows up there. Thirty miles from here. She must’ve had a friend? Maybe the boyfriend’s family is there? There are no Bradys in Hazleton I know of.”
“I live in Lake Placid, my friend.”
“Jesus . . . I know you live in Lake Placid, Robert.”
Hamill lifted his arms and dropped them against his sides. He poked at something with his foot. “What class is this?”
Dana sloughed off the frustration and looked where her partner was kicking softly at a paperback book. Dana picked it up, with her hand wrapped in a plastic bag. She brought the book closer to the window and tipped the cover towards the light.
She read out the title, “Unraveling the Ancient Wisdom.”
“The what?”
She flipped it open, skimmed the first few pages. “Maybe history? Philosophy? World religions? Something.” She chose a random page and read.
“‘The Yuga Cycle doctrine tells us that we are now living in the Kali Yuga; the age of darkness.’” She paused and looked up at Hamill.
“Uh-huh.”
Dana flipped again and read out, “‘The Indian epic the Mahabharata describes the Kali Yuga as the period when the ‘world soul’ is black in hue. Only one quarter of moral virtue remains, and this dwindles to zero by the end of the Kali Yuga.’”
“Which is when? Tuesday?”
She continued to skim as Hamill went on. “So our boy here is a deep thinker, huh? I wouldn’t get that from the photos.” He jerked his thumb at the dresser drawer. “That Alexa chick from the party said he was an airhead.”
Dana read from another passage. “‘Men turn to wickedness. Disease, lethargy, anger, natural calamities, anguish and fear of scarcity dominate. Religious observances fall into disuse. Penance and sacrifices are forgotten. The libido is rampant in the existential vacuum. All creatures degenerate.’”
Hamill was nodding dramatically. “Yes, professor. All creatures degenerate. Isn’t that something. Any fun illustrations in there? People with their guts coming out?”
Dana fanned the pages with her thumb. “No drawings, no photos.”
She froze.
“Oh . . . fuck.” Dana felt that cold winding her insides again. She almost dropped the book. She held it out to Hamill.
“What?”
“We need a warrant. Right now. Wake up a judge. We can’t be here like this.”
Hamill yanked the book from her grip and looked at the inside back cover, contaminating the evidence.
“They’re scratched out,” she said. “Four names there, two of them struck through with a line. Like going down a list.”
“Holly Arbruster, Sonia Taylor . . .” Hamill squinted to read in the dim room. “Maggie Lange, Lori Stender.” His head snapped up. “Stender? That the chick you were talking to on the porch?”
“Yes.”
“Yeah, but her name’s not crossed out.”
“Right.”
“Shit,” said Hamill. “What about this other one? Lange? That’s crossed out. That mean we’ve got a third victim? Jesus.”
Dana drew a long, slow breath through her nostrils. She let it out. “I don’t know . . . I don’t know.”
“It links the two dead girls. Something solid.”
“Yeah, it links them. And maybe, okay, maybe it gives us a third. Shit.”
“Well, let’s go. Fuck, let’s roll right now. Find Maggie Lange. We’ll have Perry spill his guts, get a location on her.”
Dana was staring at the ground, at the mess of clothes, at Sonia Taylor’s jacket. She held out an open hand. After a moment, Hamill got the message and handed her back the book. She held it up above her shoulder. “We found this by breaking into this place.”
“We’ll get the warrant.”
“I’ll say I can ID Perry Brady as the runner.”
Hamill gaped at her skeptically.
“What if . . . ?” he started.
“What if it turns out to not be him? Yeah, I know. So what we need to do is find him. Just pick him up as the boyfriend, nothing more, get him talking.”
Hamill liked to argue. “Little while ago, you were convinced these were suicides . . .”
“Well,” Dana said, exasperated, “now I’m leaning towards the kid with the book of victims’ names crossed out.”
“That’s why I love you,” said Hamill.



 
CHAPTER NINE / Desperate Measures
Hamill hopped the curb and drove into the small parking lot. The detectives had forwarded the picture of Perry Brady to the troopers and the local and county police. Now Dana called again, indicating an extreme urgency to finding Perry Brady. He wasn’t home, he was probably the one who the detective had chased, and that chase had led them to a dead girl in the marsh. But they held off on putting out an APB for Maggie Lange — officially, they had no grounds. Questions would be asked before they could cut through the red tape and get a warrant. Despite the tough talk back in Brady’s bedroom, they were opting not to wake a sleeping judge on a lie.
Dana had been mulling over the oddities surrounding the Perry Brady lead. Why take the detectives practically to the spot where a girl’s body lay in the water, if he was involved in her death? The book in Perry’s bedroom, with two of the victims’ names crossed off, and two other names, one a roommate of Sonia Taylor’s, was damning evidence. The jacket and wallet were circumstantial, but two victims were clearly linked by this book. It painted a grim picture. It suggested Brady was a serial killer, working his way through the list. But what was happening with Brady? Was he cracking, growing a conscience? Or, was he toying with them?
The thought of a third victim out there made her feel sick. As they’d slowed for a red light, she’d spotted a local cop car parked in front of a convenience store. “Hey, pull in,” she’d said to Hamill, pointing.
They were on the main drag, populated with car dealerships, fast food restaurants, and endless stores. Almost no one walked the streets in this part of town. Traffic was thin, the night growing deeper.
The cop came out the shop. He was heavyset, carrying an armload of snacks to his car, sipping from a huge plastic cup. They watched him and waited. He passed without noticing. Dana put him at about twenty-five years old. He piled his snacks into the passenger side and rounded the car to get in.
Both detectives banged out of the Corsica and headed over. Dana rapped on the driver’s side window. He jumped, his face and wide neck turning red, and then rolled down his window. Dana pulled out the badge hanging from around her neck.
“Hi,” Dana chirped. “Detective Gates, with the state police BCI. Got a minute?”
The cop blinked up at her, then looked at Hamill, who waved through the windshield. Dana stepped back as the uniformed officer got out and set his drink beside the light bar. He stuck out his hand. “Mayhew,” he said. Dana took the sweaty grip.
Hamill came around and stood next to Dana. “You patrolling for Perry Brady?”
The cop’s gaze flicked back and forth between the detectives. “Oh, that’s you guys, huh? Yeah, we’re looking for him.”
Dana nodded. Hamill tilted his head at the store. “Find him in there?”
“Huh?”
“He’s just kidding,” Dana said. “We stopped for refreshments a little while ago too. Can I ask you a favor?”
Mayhew acted slightly bewildered. “Sure.”
“Let me borrow your MDT for a minute.”
He looked nonplussed, no doubt wondering why two detectives with all the resources of the Bureau of Criminal Investigation needed his mobile data terminal, but he stepped aside. “Sure. There you go.”
Dana offered a quick smile and slipped into the cramped cockpit of the cruiser. She started pecking at the keys on the board beneath the terminal screen.
“Buttons stick a little,” Mayhew said, ducking his head in. Maybe he’d gotten some donut frosting jammed in there.
Dana explained, “Ours is down. Need just a quick bit of information.” She sped through the commands, calling up the database and doing a search for Maggie Lange. The clock was rounding towards midnight. Unless they found Brady, they had no grounds for a warrant, no way to legitimately access that book and log it in. They could make something up about Maggie Lange; they could say that someone else mentioned her name, but that was dicey, too. And whoever lied and said they gave the detectives the name could be called up in a trial. She hadn’t wanted to go down this road, everything got more complicated.
She pulled a phone number and an address, but the address wouldn’t work — it was Iowa, probably Lange’s home state. Her records were out of date. Dana scribbled down the number anyway. They could get her current address from the school registrar tomorrow. She stuck her thumbnail in her mouth for a second, biting it. Then she ran the same search for Perry Brady, and found only the address — the house they had just been to. At least it was current.
Dana stepped out of the car. “Perry Brady rents a house near campus. I want you to sit on it all night. Can you do that?”
The cop was young, but not totally green. He must know that there were proper channels for this sort of request.
“Um, yeah, okay. I think I’ll check in with . . .”
“Good, check in, sure. I’ll call your chief myself right now. He’s assured us every cooperation.” Dana fixed the younger cop with a hard stare. “Officer Mayhew, we may have a serial killer in town. Okay? With more victims in mind. Maybe he’s got a taste for it now, like they say, and he’s out there stalking his next girl. Or, maybe he screws up, maybe he goes home first. Yeah?”
Mayhew nodded, sugary soda forgotten, eyes big and round. “Yeah.”
Dana clapped him on the shoulder and the cop jumped a little. “Good man.”
Dana sank into the passenger seat. They backed away from the convenience store, tore around in the tight lot and Hamill gunned it back onto the main road.
“And I thought I was the Joe Hardy,” he said.
“Only when I have to be,” said Dana, already dialing Lange’s number.
“You’re going to get this town buzzing,” said Hamill.
“Good.”
The call went straight to voicemail and Dana left a fumbling message. Dana Gates. State police. Urgent matter. You’re not in trouble. Just need to talk. Here’s my number. Have a good night.
She hung up, feeling foolish and frustrated.
“The chief, the DA, even the captain . . . you know how it is,” she grumbled. “They’re going to want to keep everything tight until they give their press release in the morning.” She chewed on her thumb some more, watching as the stores rolled by; the empty parking lots. “I want it out, out tonight, have everybody paying attention. I want to flush out this kid, Perry Brady. I want him running scared, and have him trip and fall and mess up. Then I want to be there standing over him when he tells me where this third girl is.”



 
CHAPTER TEN / All Creatures Degenerate
Dana pulled into her driveway at two a.m., almost twelve hours after Sonia Taylor had been found in the Clair River.
Hamill was bunking at the substation in New Brighton for the night. Hamill had no kids, no wife, and could stay if need be, crash on one of the small cots in the back of the station and sleep like a log. Dana couldn’t. Not even on a case like this. She had a family.
She killed the engine and sat there, outside her house. She needed to talk herself down. There was nothing she could do at the moment. They’d either find Perry Brady tomorrow and get him to sign off on a search of his house, or get the warrant, if they had to, on the lie. The forensic team would officially “find” the book, and then they’d all cast a wide net for Lange. She was probably dead already, anyway.
She jumped out of the car. It was a little colder here than in Plattsburgh and a light snow was falling. She put her palms against the cold driver-side door, bent her head down. Her stomach clenched, her chest heaved, and the Thai noodles splattered on the ground. She closed her eyes, breathed in slowly through her nose. Then she gathered up her bag and gear and headed around to the back of the house where the entrance led into the basement.
It was an A-frame, built in the 1990s by an eager do-it-yourselfer who’d later succumbed to his own pioneering efforts. A chainsaw had bucked back at him, and his DIY days were over. Because of his gruesome death, Dana and Shawn had got it for a song.
In the years since, they’d tried to keep ahead of the increasing demands of their family. Shawn had refurbished the basement himself, remodeling the camp-style bathroom. There were two bedrooms and a tiny office on the basement floor. Their teenager, Sarah, had her own room. The younger girls, Ria and Kayla, bunked together.
Dana crept into the basement and quietly closed the door. She went into her office. At six-by-nine feet, the space was more like a large closet than an office, though Sarah, a vegan, had self-righteously informed her mother that whole families dwelled in spaces smaller than that.
She dropped her bag and draped her coat over the back of the chair. Her laptop was open on the desk and she hit the Enter key to rouse it out of hibernation. She tiptoed out of the room and headed to the bathroom as the computer booted up. She ran the tap and splashed water on her face and brushed her teeth. She noted the smear of toothpaste on the mirror, and another sizeable dollop of it in the sink. At eight, Kayla was still a complete slob when it came to brushing her teeth.
Shawn rarely came down here. This was the girls’ territory, and Dana had annexed one small part of it. Shawn’s dominion was the rest of the house; the main floor. There was a woodstove in the living room which heated the upstairs. The loft was where Dana and her husband parked their double bed, with little room for much else, except for the two cats.
She thought of the cat Scott Dunham claimed had run away. The empty pet carrier where she’d found Sonia Taylor’s backpack. The drawing in the boy’s room, the macabre image of the creature with a human body and the head of a bull.
She padded back to her office, peeking in on each bedroom as she went. She heard a low burble of voices, which made her heart jump. She crept closer to Ria’s bed, and found that her ten-year-old had fallen asleep with headphones on. Some serial show was streaming on her tablet, kid actors nattering away, ebullient audience too quick to laugh. Dana shut it off.
She typed out some of her notes on the laptop. There was going to be mounds of paperwork on this case, and it was good to get a head start. After half an hour, though, she could barely keep her eyes open. She picked up her phone and scrolled to the picture of Scott’s artwork. She stared at the strange hybrid creature for what felt like a long time.
She powered down the phone, the picture blinking off, and headed upstairs.
* * *
The loft was nestled just below the apex of the ceiling, so that the walls of the room sloped at a steep pitch. She ducked as she removed her clothes and then slid into the bed beside Shawn. She heard the soft drop of an unseen cat jumping from the bed.
Shawn mumbled and rolled to face her, though his eyes were still closed when he spoke.
“Everything okay?”
“Yeah,” she whispered. Everything was not okay, not even close.
“How did it go?” His words were a sleep-drunk mumble.
Did he really want to know? No. She stared up at the ceiling. The last time she’d communicated with him was just before she’d made her way to the first body. She’d told him that someone had been found in the river. “Hear anything?”
“Mmm?”
“About today.”
“Not really,” he said, sounding a little more awake.
“Not really?”
“I mean, no. I didn’t hear anything. I don’t have a sewing circle.”
“You know what I mean. Maybe the girls, after school? Some of their friends? Sarah, on Facebook?”
Shawn frowned in thought. “No. They got home from school, Ria practiced her clarinet, we picked up Sarah from drama, and Kayla was her usual self. I swear that girl eats more food than the other two combined.”
“She’s growing.” A fairly useless thing to say, she thought. She put an arm beneath her head and looked up into the dark. She felt her husband watching her.
“You okay?”
“I don’t know. There was another victim.”
He sat up and propped his head on his own arm. “Really.”
“In Plattsburgh. The girls were students there. We found the first girl’s boyfriend’s house. No one home. We think we saw him earlier, at a bar, where she worked. He may have run from us. Whoever did, led us to the second body.”
“You’re kidding me.” She could smell minty toothpaste on his breath, the faint scent of his body, traces of wood. Shawn was a stay-at-home father, but he had a side business logging and doing carpentry work. It wasn’t always easy, and sometimes he resented it, but overall it worked. She wondered how late he’d waited up for her, if at all. She wondered why she was telling him any of this, when she almost never discussed open cases with him.
“I’ve got two sets of parents to talk to tomorrow. I’ll get time of death on the first girl; the second girl won’t be exact. But then we’ll check alibis.”
“You have suspects?”
“The boyfriend. He’s top of the list. But an adjunct professor is a person of interest. We’re also going to check on a maintenance man. There just wasn’t time tonight.” She thought of the names crossed out in the back of the book.
All creatures degenerate.
“But like I said,” she went on, “we need time of death. We need cause of death, but forensics have found nothing obvious on the bodies, nothing at the scenes, and tox screenings take some time. So, we don’t even know what happened.” She stopped herself saying more.
The libido is rampant in the existential vacuum. The world soul is black in hue.
She was getting worked up again, and it was late; she needed rest.
Maybe they just drowned.
Maybe they committed suicide. Formed a pact.
“You need to sleep,” Shawn said. He laid his head back on the pillow and closed his eyes.
She looked at him, thinking about the last time they’d had sex. Even before this case she’d been coming in late. Most of the time Shawn stayed asleep when she got into bed. They hadn’t been intimate for exactly six weeks and six days. There was a pall hanging over the marriage. Neither of them knew how to address it. She would broach the subject, but Shawn would give her a look that meant she was out playing hero while he was holding the family together.
She stared up at the vaulted ceiling, into the darkness there.
“It’s all going by so fast,” she said softly.
“What?” He mumbled. “The case?”
“Our lives.”
She thought maybe he opened his eyes, but she didn’t check. Instead, she reached over to him and placed her hand on his chest.
The quiet descended.
She felt like something terrible was going to happen.



 
DAY TWO



 
CHAPTER ELEVEN / The FBI
She was more tired than she’d expected. Backing out of the driveway in the Corsica, she saw her reflection in the rear-view mirror. Dark circles burned through the little bit of makeup beneath her eyes. She wasn’t such a young woman anymore. She was forty. She had ten years as a detective. Married and with kids for more than that. It added up, after a while, and four hours of sleep was no longer sufficient.
The sun flared from behind the bare trees as she wound her way out of Hazleton. She needed to drive to Desiree first, to the state police headquarters, where a briefing had been called with the captain and lieutenant. In a short time, Holly Arbruster’s parents would be arriving at the morgue to ID their daughter. The Taylors had identified their own daughter two hours ago, according to Hamill. She’d spoken with him briefly by phone before rushing out of the house.
She’d left them all sleeping. The three girls and her husband, nestled in bed, the smokestack pealing out a long white trail. There had been a time when she’d gotten up and left for work with conviction. She was going off to save the day and her young family was warm and secure at home. The girls knew that their lives were untraditional, but the world had changed. Mothers worked. Sometimes mothers had all-consuming careers. They would be waiting for her when she got back, and they would be happy to see her, and they would understand.
But a gnawing guilt had never gone away, and she knew she was missing her daughters’ lives. They were growing up too fast. She worried she didn’t know them. That her husband was becoming a stranger, a roommate she used to date a long time ago.
She’d let herself believe she was going to make up the time at some point. Somehow. That a moment would come, and she’d be able to magically get back the days. The years.
She swung by the substation first and picked up Hamill, who didn’t look any better than he’d sounded on the phone. The two of them rode in silence, each gripping their coffees. Hamill lit a smoke and cracked the window.
“Do you have to?”
“Doctor’s orders,” said Hamill and exhaled.
They took a winding mountain pass through the Cascade Lakes. The sky was clear and blue, the water silver. They drove past the Olympic ski jumps in Lake Placid, and out the back way, alongside a cemetery.
“You still go to church?” Hamill watched the gravestones blur past.
“No. You?”
“Yeah, work and church, you know my motto.”
In ten minutes they were at the barracks. They found the group of state police gathering in the central conference room. Captain Bouchard looked crisp and alert, if a bit stuffed into a suit that was one size too small. Lieutenant Mandrake was a tall man, with long hands and fingers that looked like some alien creature Dana had seen in a movie. There were around a dozen state troopers present.
Standing against the wall, behind the captain and lieutenant, were two men Dana didn’t recognize. She figured them for FBI by their suits and demeanor. Less than twenty-four hours, and the Feds were looming. She’d been expecting them.
Bouchard explained that the forensic pathologist had worked through the night. Poehler had turned in preliminary autopsy reports on the two decedents, but any post-mortem toxicology was going through confirmatory testing from forensic chemists. They had high hopes for timely results, but it was thirty days, at an absolute minimum.
“The preliminary report doesn’t give us much,” he said.
“Were they raped?” asked Hamill.
“Not that the pathologist has been able to determine. PERK tests are negative. No internal injuries in the prelim, but the tissue and fluid samples could tell a different story, along with the blood. External injuries are minor; superficial wounds, scrapes and abrasions, incidental to post-mortem time in the water.”
Dana spoke up. “Are we sure they drowned?”
“Poehler confirms water in the lungs, yes. Drowning appears probable.”
The cops in the room fidgeted and murmured. Dana looked at her partner. Drowning, without signs of struggle, strongly suggested they’d been drugged, phenobarbital, something. It could also just mean drunk-and-passed-out, but Dana had never thought that was likely. The captain waved his hands in the air to quiet the chatter.
“But we see such similarities in the characteristics of the decedents; age, race, gender, and the fact that they both went to the same school. These things are keeping us on our toes.”
Dana could think only of Maggie Lange. Time could be running out for her. Or she was another girl already dead and floating somewhere.
Bouchard was clocking Dana. “Local cops found Perry Brady early this morning. He was on foot, headed for a dormitory. He was accompanied by an unidentified female. Cops did not approach him, but have sat watch on the dorms. He’s still there. Detectives, you can head straight there from here.”
Dana felt elation mixed with concern. She searched the captain’s face, hunting for any sign that he knew Dana and Hamill had entered Brady’s house the night before. But Bouchard seemed to have other things on his mind, like the two suits standing behind him. “First, ladies and gentleman, this is Special Agent Jodi Yarrow, with the FBI, and U.S. Attorney Petra Welliver. They’re going to be observing things today, and offering their assistance where appropriate.”
Yarrow leaned forward and said something to the captain that Dana couldn’t hear. The captain listened and then returned his attention to the group. “Agent Yarrow would like a word.” He stepped aside and Yarrow came forward. The slender, urbane man took the podium where the captain had been standing, spread his hands out and gripped its edges.
“I just wanted to quickly introduce myself personally and put any concerns to rest. My name is Jodi Yarrow, special agent with the FBI.” He had a Southern drawl. “For the record, okay, and to allay any concerns I can already see etched into your faces, state and local law enforcement are not subordinate to the FBI. We don’t supervise or take over investigations.” He looked right at Dana for a moment. “And no actions so far on your part have hastened our arrival. You all have been doing a great job. Rather, our investigative resources are at your disposal. We’re here to work with you, give you whatever you need. Many task forces composed of FBI agents and state and local officers have been formed to locate fugitives and to address serious threats like serial murder. So, good luck out there; we’re here if you need us.” He smiled and stepped away from the podium.
Dana thought it was a nice gesture, but unfortunately the presence of a U.S. Attorney contradicted everything Yarrow had just said. The FBI was primarily responsible for investigating possible violations of federal law as well as assisting in a broad spectrum of cases, like this one. But the FBI did not decide if an individual would be prosecuted. They didn’t even offer an opinion. The responsibility for this lay with federal prosecutors or the U.S. Attorney’s Office. And there was a U.S. Attorney standing right there, wearing a charcoal gray suit, red hair pulled back in a tight bun, looking thirty-years-mean and ready to hold court.
“Do we have a firm time of death for Sonia Taylor?” Dana was anxious to get out of the room, back to the campus, kick down the dorm room doors. But she had to be careful.
Bouchard returned to the podium and checked his notes there. “Noon yesterday,” he said.
“And Arbruster?”
“On the sixth. Midday also, Poehler thinks.”
“A week ago. Midday. Also Friday. Okay.”
Bouchard’s hard stare lingered on Dana.
“Well, it confirms Arbruster was missing for three days before anyone reported her,” she said. “I think that’s noteworthy. College being what it is, okay, kids are in their own world. But, three days could be significant.”
Bouchard said blankly, “Point noted. You two are going to see the parents?”
“Yes, sir,” said Hamill. “Right after we visit with Perry Brady.”
“You be nice as hell to those parents,” Captain Bouchard said. “And be brief. Thorough, but brief.”
Dana nodded. “Got it.” She wasn’t thinking about the parents. Her hands curled into fists thinking about Perry Brady.



 
CHAPTER TWELVE / The Dorms
At just past ten on Saturday morning, the dorms were quiet. Dana went first through the glass doors, feeling a rush of blood.
She kept her firearm holstered, her fingers twitching in the air as she bounded up the four steps onto the first level. She turned down the hallway and strode to the door marked 116, her partner close on her heels.
Dana squared her shoulders, held a deep breath, and knocked.
“Dana Gates, state police. Open up, please.”
She heard a muffled noise, a thump, and then the sound of someone approaching. Her fingertips brushed the strap on her holster. In her mind she saw the lake in vivid detail, a body in a red shirt floating out beyond reach.
The door swung open.
“Maggie Lange?”
“Yeah?”
Maggie looked alarmed. Her eyebrows were plucked to sharp points, her hair dyed bright blonde and shaved on the sides. She wore multiple earrings and a nose ring. She clutched a bed sheet around her, her hands trembling.
Dana looked at the young man in her bed: Perry Brady.
Hamill was right behind Dana, and leaned over her shoulder. “Can we come in?”
“Um. Whatever. Okay.” Maggie walked back across the room with the sheet dusting the floor like a toga. She plopped down on the bed beside Brady, who was sitting up, his eyes bleary, hair sticking out on the sides.
Dana took a moment to process the scene. She needed time to quell the roiling energy within her. Okay. There was no dead body here, no apparent crime scene. But the girl seemed nervous.
Dana took a chair and slid it into the center of the small space. Hamill folded his arms in the doorway.
“Look,” Dana began. “We’ve got two bodies just turned up in the last twelve hours. Two girls that go to school here. Okay? Dead.”
Her intent was to shock them, get a reaction. She would separate them soon, and get each of their versions. Maggie’s face crumbled and the punky-looking student raised a trembling hand to her mouth. Dana glanced at Hamill.
Not quite what they had expected.
She watched as Perry Brady put a tentative hand on Maggie. He met the detective’s gaze.
He swallowed, mustering some gumption. “What happened?”
Screw separating them. Get the broad brush right now. “Can you tell me where you were last night, Perry?”
The young man blinked. He was good-looking as hell, better in person than the picture. A mop of brown hair pushed across his forehead, the way kids styled it now, he looked ready for a modeling shoot. “I was here,” he said, and glanced at Maggie. The girl’s face had turned red, her eyes wet with tears.
“Okay,” Dana said. “All night?” She already had the information from local police, but she wanted to hear it from him.
“Yeah, totally. Yes, ma’am. All night.”
She turned her eyes on Maggie. “From what time to what time? Can you be exact?”
“Um.” Maggie snuffled back tears. She dropped her hand away from her mouth and took a quick, stuttering breath. Dana watched her and the young man closely. “What time did we come back from Charlie’s?”
“I stopped by the student center at like six,” Perry said, “Then we were at my place, then out until . . . eleven, I think?”
“Who’s Charlie? Or what is it?”
Both the kids looked at Dana. Something in their eyes told her that “Charlie’s” was a bit clandestine. Perry, especially, didn’t look happy Maggie had mentioned it. Maggie spoke for them. “It’s just, you know. Where we hang out.”
“A public establishment, a private residence, or what?”
“Um, private.”
Dana saw Hamill in her peripheral vision. He seemed to be staring at Perry. Perry looked back at him, then dropped his gaze. Dana asked, “How old are you, Perry?”
“Me? I’m twenty-one. Well . . . I’m twenty. I’ll be twenty-one next month. My birthday is the day after Christmas.”
“And you, Miss Lange?”
“Twenty.” The girl seemed to draw away, perhaps thinking about the two dead girls, who they might be. Or because she already knew who they were.
“And how about yesterday, Perry? Around noon.”
“Around noon? I was in class. Friday from eleven to three.”
“That a one-day-a-week class?”
“That’s right.”
Dana looked at her partner again. Here he was, the guy they’d thought had run from them last night, and he had an apparent alibi for both dead girls. Hamill’s look indicated, Maybe, maybe not. Keep going.
Dana turned back to Perry. “You ever go down to O’Sullivan’s?”
“No, ma’am. Like I said, I’m not twenty-one yet.”
“Right. So you weren’t there last night . . .”
“No way. No. Not me.”
Dana leaned forward. “Perry, let me make you a promise. You’re not going to get into any trouble for underage drinking. Okay? So let me ask you one more time. Have you ever been to O’Sullivan’s?”
The kid had absolutely no poker face. He was either guileless or just not too bright. He looked over at Hamill, then he put a hand on his forehead. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Okay. Were you there last night?”
“No,” he said. Dana thought his voice betrayed fear.
“Who are the girls?” Maggie blurted. She seemed back in the here and now again. Her bed sheet was slipping past one of her small breasts, but she didn’t seem to notice.
Dana stretched forward and pulled the sheet up. Maggie seemed slightly confused for a moment.
“Let’s get to that in just a minute, okay? First I’d like to talk to Perry alone. Would you like to use the bathroom, Maggie? Maybe take a moment to get dressed.”
Again, the girl seemed bewildered, but then she got it. “Sure,” she said. They were all quiet for a moment, the air in the room heavy. Maggie gathered up some clothes and bathroom products. Dana looked around. Two narrow beds, one messed by the students, the other neatly made. A few posters, a sketch of a Shakespeare bust, a black and white of Einstein. Desks with shelves above them. A few novels on Maggie’s side, a Matisse hardcover. No books on ancient wisdom. A pile of shoes. The tangy sweetness of sex was in the air.
Maggie left.
They both zeroed in on Perry.
“How long you been sleeping with her?” Dana asked.
The kid seemed to shrink back against the wall, the blanket sliding away. Dana saw he had a tattoo on his shoulder. Intersecting circles, maybe Celtic.
“Um . . . oh man.” It was his turn to shake, and he touched his face self-consciously.
“Hey, it’s alright, guy. Relax.”
“Um, I’ve been . . . we’ve been. Like a week.”
“Just a week?”
“Maybe two.”
“Which? One week or two?”
“A week and a half. Nine . . . er, ten days.”
Dana could sense her partner biting his tongue. Perry Brady was really painting the picture of an empty-headed stud. Or, he was lying.
“A week and a half, okay. You like her?”
“Yeah, man, she’s great. She . . .”
“Why is her name crossed off in a textbook in your room?” It was a leap. They had no probable cause to have such information, but Perry wouldn’t know that.
His gaze became fixed, and the shaking stopped. It was like he was temporarily frozen. Then his nerves started firing again and Perry Brady looked sheepish, even embarrassed. Despite everything, Dana found herself starting to feel sorry for the kid. Even liking him a little. He wasn’t boastful, he didn’t ham it up and act tough, and she felt a knot loosen inside of her.
“I, ah . . . You know, they’re all great girls. They all have great qualities and, I , ah . . .”
“You slept with each of them, right? Sonia might’ve thought you were her boyfriend, but so did Maggie.”
“Sonia?” Perry’s face showed stark fear. “Did something happen to Sonia?”
“Hold on. Let me just ask you. And you need to be totally straight. You’ve slept with Sonia Taylor and Maggie Lange. Yes?”
He nodded. His eyes were wide, his face a mask of worry, tempered with a touch of humiliation.
“How about Holly Arbruster?”
“Holly? Oh man. You guys, come on. What’s going on? Did something happen to her too?”
“Could you answer the question?”
He transformed. “Not that it’s any of your business, but yes, okay? Now, I guess I need to get a fucking lawyer, huh?”
The detectives shared a look. There’s some aggression there after all. Maybe he gets a bit angry with the girls after he tires of sleeping with them. When Dana looked at the kid again, Perry’s expression was apologetic. “I’m sorry.”
“Sure,” Hamill said. “You can get a lawyer. We can arrest you, you can get processed; you can call your lawyer from jail, all the while looking guilty as hell. Or, you can talk to us. If you’ve got nothing to hide, this just helps us clear you.”
“It’s okay, Perry,” Dana added. “One last question and we’ll let you in on things, okay?” It was a lie. “How about Lori Stender? Just tell us. This one last thing. Sleeping with her?”
He studied them both for a moment, decided something, and shook his head. He hadn’t. His demeanor suggested he was grateful for this fact. At least he hadn’t slept with one of them, right? Maybe it was why her name had yet to be crossed off the list.
Dana pressed, “Kind of tough sleeping with her when she was roommates with Sonia, huh? Logistical challenges?”
And the kid looked crestfallen again. What a roller coaster of emotions. Perry Brady would probably remember this day for the rest of his life. Maybe it would forever alter his sexual habits. Whether he was a killer or not remained to be seen.
* * *
They were outside the dorms. A light snow was falling through the gray morning.
“Am I gonna have to . . . ? Will this all be recorded, and everything? Are they gonna know?”
Dana pressed on the top of Perry’s head, stuffing him in the back of the Corsica. “You’re going to give us an official statement. Maggie too, once she’s pulled herself together. The troopers will bring her in. We need both of you to swear and sign that you were together last night. It’s going to come out, Perry. We need everything to be transparent right now, nothing blocking our view. Your life is going to be a fishbowl for a little while.”
Perry looked like a wounded dog, all sorrowful eyes and limp-shouldered, as Dana closed the door before the kid could say anything else. Then she glanced across the hood at Hamill, who sparked a cigarette. Hamill was tense; she could see it in his eyes.
She walked around and met him at the back of the car.
His voice was low, smoke issuing from the corners of his mouth. “Let’s take him, right now, right to his apartment, find the book.”
She could feel the urgency in her partner, and it echoed her own. She’d been impetuous already. Now they needed to be smart. “And what? That it’s a search incident to arrest? What grounds? Because two witnesses claim he’s a boyfriend of the deceased? And we find him here, not at home, with another girl. Here, at the dorms. How do we justify taking him back to his house and searching his room? Anything we find gets chucked if he has a PD with half a brain. Or, he’s got money and lawyers up.”
Hamill stared into her. “You don’t think he’s our guy.”
“I don’t know what I think yet, Rob. I want to know why he picked those girls in particular. Maybe he wrote down his . . . I don’t know . . . his booty-call wish list. Plus I want to know if there’s a reason he wrote their names in that specific book. And I want to check his alibi for the Friday class.”
She glanced through the rear window at the back of Perry Brady’s head. “Here’s the deal,” she said to Hamill, her voice a harsh whisper, “Local PD found the boyfriend of one of the victims. We questioned him, found out he was sleeping with a second victim, too. I’ll put in the affidavit for the warrant. That’s it. Judge signs off, forensics goes in and turns it upside down. If he’s our guy, that way we got him. Clean.”
It still wasn’t the best route to have taken, but Hamill had been right — they would now have the jacket and wallet found in the room and the book with its list of names all on the level for the prosecution, if need be. They just had to be careful.
“Alright,” Hamill agreed. “Meantime, I say we stay right on him, keep grilling him at the station, get a confession, and it’s over.”
Dana turned and looked into the campus quad. There were four dormitories here, all that the college offered. A few students were out. They were either the dedicated type doing work or taking extracurricular activities on a late Saturday morning, or they were still on their way home from the night before. A couple of them on the far end of the quad looked like zombies from here, sort of dragging themselves along. But somewhere, for most of them, were families who loved and worried about them.
“Maybe he’ll get a memoir out of this,” Hamill mused. “Could be the best thing ever happened to him.”
“We have to talk to the parents. Can’t put them off any longer.”
She heard Hamill sigh.
“We have to,” she said.
Hamill pitched his cigarette away. “Fine. So, parents first and then back to the kids.”
Dana shrugged. “Yeah,” she said, thinking about her own parents. She felt like she was on her way to the torture rack.



 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN / A Break in the Case
She had to shut her emotions down completely. It was work, she reminded herself, just work. Ten years, though, and it never got easier. She watched the parents and felt like they were on the other side of a wall of glass, their voices muffled and distorted. The Arbrusters, an aging yuppie couple from downstate; the mother, thin lips pressed together, gripping a stainless steel travel mug with shaky hands, her mascara running, the tip of her nose bloomed red from the crying. The father was wooden, staring into space. Dana couldn’t help but empathize.
The Taylors were just as devastated. They were from the central part of the state, Schenectady, more rugged and working class than the Arbrusters. Sonia’s father was big-boned, one shoulder listed to the side. His face was thick with emotion, and a tear tracked down his cheek during the questions. The mother went ghostly white, her eyes shrinking to two hard beads as she recounted her daughter’s school activities; the last time Sonia had called, what she had said. Then her voice cracked and she broke down and sobbed. Mr Taylor put a hand on her. The big man’s lower lip trembled.
Neither set of parents knew anything which advanced the case. They both had girls in college, girls who got decent grades, who called home every other weekend. Girls who’d had a normal upbringing; band practice (Holly) and cheerleading squad (Sonia). Both had gone to the prom. Both had their first boyfriend in their early teens. Sonia had two brothers, both younger, both half-siblings. Her biological father lived in Alaska and visited at Christmas, and Sonia had talked about spending time with him next summer. The relationships were amicable all round. Holly had an older brother who lived in the city, where he worked for a start-up. He was on his way up that afternoon.
The only thing it did was contradict Rob Hamill’s ridiculous theory that women were overtaking men in terms of population. Both girls just had brothers.
Neither of the girls had mentioned Perry Brady to their parents. When the detectives brought up the study on psychic behavior, none of the parents had heard of it. There was nothing else. It was another letdown for the cops, and it only seemed to deepen the grief of the parents. They had all felt they were in touch with their daughters, and they hadn’t known about half the stuff in their lives. Dana and Hamill assured them they would find out what had happened.
A grueling session of back-to-back interviews with little reward. Not much more than what the captain had already noted. Both students were twenty. Both were psychology majors. Both had reasonable GPAs. Both grew up in New York State, Holly from the region and Sonia from the western part of the state. That was it.
Dana felt like a sleepwalker by the end. Hamill convinced them to stop for sandwiches before returning to interrogate Perry Brady. They’d passed Brady and Lange on to two capable state troopers in the meantime, who would take their initial statements before questioning.
The partners packed themselves into a corner booth and Hamill ate, while Dana just looked at her food, willing her appetite to return.
“You should feel good,” he said.
“Oh yeah?”
“We probably just saved that girl’s life.”
She pulled out her phone as Hamill munched on his turkey sub. She dialed the station.
“What’re you thinking?” Hamill asked, a piece of lettuce stuck in the corner of his mouth.
“Wondering about Maggie Lange’s extracurricular activities.”
“Ah.”
Trooper Maize came on the line. Dana asked him to find out whether or not Maggie Lange was participating in the same study that Sonia Taylor had been. And to contact Wayland Kimball at the college and get a full roster.
“Will do,” Maize said.
“How are our two lovebirds doing?”
“Oh, getting nice and juicy. Call you right back.”
Dana hung up and looked at her uneaten sandwich. She had removed her suit jacket and rolled up her sleeves and her sole tattoo was showing on the inside of her forearm. Dana didn’t have a tribal symbol like Perry Brady, she had her brother’s name in elegant script.
Hamill was looking at it. “Always liked your ink,” he said, and fed the last bite of sandwich into his mouth.
“Shut up.”
“How you doing with that?”
Dana looked up. “With what?” She pushed her sandwich away. “How am I doing? This is work. That was my personal life. Still is. So . . .”
Hamill stopped chewing, tucking the food into his cheek. “You’re going to pretend that you’re not affected?”
“Affected? Affected by what? That was twenty-five years ago.”
Hamill watched Dana for a moment longer. Then he pushed the sandwich back towards Dana. “You gotta eat, chica.”
Her phone buzzed in her pocket before she could respond. She pulled it out. “What’s the word?”
Maize reported his findings. “Okay,” she said. “Thanks.” She ended the call and raised her eyebrows at Hamill.
“She in the study?”
“Yep. She was in the same study. Lange also gave the names of the others. Besides Sonia Taylor; Holly Arbruster, Lori Stender, and — drum roll please — Perry Brady.”
Hamill slapped his palm on the table. The piece of lettuce caught on the corner of his mouth fell out.
“My man, Perry,” he said.
“Maybe that’s why he made the list.”
“Dude takes an extracurricular with four hot chicks, says, ‘I’m gonna nail me each of them.’” Hamill burped. “I gotta say, the kid’s got ambition. Sleep with them, then kill them.”
“Yeah, but how do we know he killed them?”
Hamill’s eyes flickered fierce. “We know.”
“Robbie, we don’t even know what was in their bodies. They drowned.”
“Maybe Perry is such a hot lover that they have sex, walk out into the water, fall down and die.”
“Not funny. And implausible if Perry is in class.” She looked away from the table.
“Hey, it’s a liberal college.”
“Knock it off.”
“And guess what? Perry Brady’s Friday class is Social Psychology.”
Dana shot a look back at her partner. Social Psychology — a once-a-week class, on Friday. It was coming together. “Wayland Kimball again.”
Hamill held up his phone. “He keeps popping up. I say we have another look at the gay professor. A good one.”
“But Kimball’s an adjunct. He’s teaching his own upper-level class and performing studies on the side? Studies where the kids think they’re being tested for ESP but really he’s gauging performance anxiety. That’s ambitious.”
“Maybe we should find out if he resented the pretty girls in his study because they got better-looking guys than he did and decided to poison them and dump them in nearby bodies of water. You know? Or maybe he and Perry decide to team up, Perry sleeps with them and then Kimball kills them because he’s sexually frustrated. Then the two of them cover for each other. Easy-peasy.” Hamill wiped his mouth with a napkin and burped again.
“Maybe,” said Dana. “I want to check Perry Brady’s alibi against Kimball. If Kimball says he wasn’t in class, Trooper Maize can walk Brady right into a cell.”
* * *
Wayland Kimball lived in a townhouse about a fifteen minute drive from the campus. Hamill was driving now, and he flipped the wipers on to sluice the wet snow from the windshield.
Dana was holding a list of all four girls’ class schedules, plus Perry Brady’s, picked up from the student offices after their hasty brunch.
They found Wayland Kimball home alone watching the news on his shiny MacBook and sipping coffee. He let the detectives in with a wan smile and led them into the townhouse. The place was immaculate. A corner living room with matching gray loveseats and a glass table on a Persian rug. The kitchen was filled with chrome appliances. There were four stools around the counter. On the walls were framed nudes. But no half-human half-bull creatures.
Wayland invited the detectives to sit at the counter.
Dana looked beyond the room, at a hallway that disappeared into the back. There was a wrought-iron spiral staircase twisting up to another floor. He caught her casing the place as she lowered herself onto a stool.
“Bathroom and bedroom and den back there,” he said. Then he pointed up. “Another bedroom and bathroom upstairs.”
“Nice digs,” Hamill said.
“Can I get you guys some coffee?”
“Is that coffee or potpourri? I smell blueberry. You got anything that’ll kick me in the chest?” Hamill replied.
“No thanks,” Dana said, cutting a look at her partner.
Wayland smiled politely and went for the coffee. The second he had his back turned, Hamill pretended to stroke an imaginary beard, squinting with mock wisdom.
Wayland faced them again as Hamill turned on an eats-his-veggies-loves-his-mom smile for their host.
The young professor slid the cup across the counter. “Try that,” he said. He was in bare feet, pajama bottoms, and a tank top. Well-muscled, thirty years old. He seemed to be sizing up the detectives, just as Dana was him.
“You guys get to wear suits, huh?” Wayland took a sip of coffee. The words The Matrix Is All Around You encircled the mug.
“We do,” Dana said.
“I wondered about that. I thought that was maybe just for TV. That in real life they made detectives wear uniforms. I mean, technically, you guys don’t outrank the cops in your department, right?”
“Some departments require uniforms. I think Flint makes the detectives wear them.”
“Flint, Michigan? Interesting.” He set down his mug. “So is that a real badge?”
“Excuse me?”
He pointed to Dana’s badge, hanging on a chain around her neck. “I read in the Times that a lot of NYPD officers are using dupe shields. There’s a big fine if they lose their badge or it gets stolen. So they wear fakes.”
“This is the real thing.” She could sense her partner beside her, enjoying the hell out of this. Dana thought Wayland was giving it back to Hamill, and Hamill was just too cocky to notice. She held her badge aloft, playing along. “A few ounces of nickel alloy. Insignia, shield number, it’s the real thing.”
Wayland took another sip. Looked closely at the badge. “Cool,” he said. “So? How’s the coffee?”
Hamill shrugged. “You’re an adjunct professor? What’s that mean? No tenure, right?”
Wayland’s eyes glinted. He knew it was a barb. “Correct.”
“Doesn’t pay much either, from what I’ve heard. Yet you’ve got such a nice place.”
“I have a trust fund.”
“Oh,” Hamill said, fluttering his eyelids. He turned to Dana. “He’s got a trust fund.”
Dana pulled the papers from her file and set them on the counter. “These two girls,” she said, “both were in your class, and both were in your study.”
Wayland’s look lingered on Hamill for a moment. “Yeah,” he said. “They were.”
“We found Holly Arbruster last night. After we spoke with you.”
He jerked his head back, as if something had tried to bite him. “You’re kidding.”
“Unfortunately, not.”
“We just met with her parents at the morgue,” Hamill chimed in.
“Also in your Friday social psych class are Maggie Lange and Perry Brady,” Dana went on.
“Yeah . . . ?” Wayland was backing away, bare feet swishing across the tile.
“Of the kids in your class, where you obviously recruited from for this study — this sociological, faux-psychic experiment — we’ve got both deceased girls, plus Lange, Stender, and Brady.”
Wayland nodded, like one of those giant balloons in a parade, head lolling. His toughness, holding his own against two pushy detectives, was ebbing. “Perry Brady,” she said. “Perry was the only boy who signed up. Him and the four girls . . .”
“Not exactly a random sample of the population,” Hamill commented.
Wayland’s eyes flicked over to the detective, and he bristled slightly. “Well, we’re not exactly a diverse region. We took volunteers from the class.”
“Extra credit offered?”
“No.”
“So what’s the incentive?”
“I guess to learn.”
Hamill looked unconvinced. “Anyway, I was talking about gender. Four girls, one guy.”
“Well, I can’t control who wants to do it.” Wayland resumed his blank stare. Dana detected fear. “Jesus,” Wayland said after a moment. “Holly is dead?”
“Yes,” Dana said. “Can you confirm that Perry Brady was in class on Friday, yesterday, and the Friday before?”
“I can check, but I’m pretty sure he was. Definitely yesterday.”
Then Brady’s story might stick, Dana thought. Unless Kimball was covering for him. “And you were teaching the class. How does that work?”
“Because Professor Sanders wants to see me get a full-time position here, tenure-track. I’ve handled the Friday class for two years now as an adjunct. It’s not easy. I have a higher teaching load, lower compensation, as your partner pointed out, and very little influence within the institution. No benefits, and only a fraction of the academic freedom.” It sounded like a recital.
“But you were green-lighted to do this study,” Hamill said. “Right?”
Wayland fell silent, and the detectives paused, giving him some breathing room. Then Dana said, carefully, “Wayland, we want to check you off our list. Want to clear your name and move on, and catch the person who did this. Okay? Right now, we’ve got two dead girls, both of whom attended your class, both of whom were in a study you put together. Aside from being twenty-year-olds, good students, Caucasian, which are pretty general similarities, you’re what’s tying them together.”
“That and they both died the time of day you have your class,” Hamill added.
“Which gives you an alibi,” Dana said, following Hamill’s tangent. Make Wayland think he was off the hook, and let him slip up. “But makes their relationship to your class and your study all the more interesting. You understand?”
Wayland nodded.
“So I want you to think, Mr Kimball, think about who might want to do this. Did anyone else assist you in your study? Where did you meet? What time? What were you doing, exactly?”
Wayland turned his head to the side and took a deep breath.
Dana gave Hamill a quick look and then faced Wayland again. “You said Professor Sanders. Did he work on the study? Where is he now? Can we talk to him?”
Wayland looked grim. He had trouble meeting Dana’s gaze.
“She. She’s traveling,” Wayland said. “She’s on sabbatical.”
“When did the sabbatical start?” Dana asked.
“We did the study just prior to the beginning of the semester. The students who’d enrolled in my class got an email invite. It was sort of a jumping-off point; we would interpret the results in class, once I’d revealed the truth. Until then, no one knew what the study was really about; to them it was just a test for possible ESP.” At last he turned and looked at Dana. “Professor Sanders is gone for the semester.”
“The whole semester?”
Wayland nodded.
“And did she assist in the study?”
“No.”
Dana looked at Hamill, who took a loud slurp of coffee.
Wayland watched Hamill with either fear or resentment. “Professor Sanders was nowhere around during the times of the girls’ deaths. She was probably in India. Namibia now.”
“And you’re fairly certain Perry Brady was in the last two classes. Would you swear to that?” Hamill narrowed his eyes.
“I’ll tell you yes, right now. Anything more than that, I think I’d prefer to let my lawyer handle. That is, if you’re going to arrest me and read me my rights. Otherwise, you can go now.”



 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN / Some Things Aren’t Myth
The press conference was at noon. Lieutenant Mandrake stood at the podium. Flanking him were Captain Bouchard and District Attorney Beth Locke. Dana stood towards the back, looking over the eager journalists. Hamill was somewhere nearby, as were the FBI agent, Yarrow, and the U.S. Attorney.
The cameras rolled and the microphones absorbed as the lieutenant offered the usual platitudes. Dana listened to Doing All That We Can, Following Good Leads, and Urging You to Report Any Suspicious Activity; law enforcement’s greatest hits. Mandrake shared the fact that both girls were Plattsburgh students, found within a few hours of each other, yet time of death a week apart. Dana waited for the inevitable question.
“Lieutenant, are you looking for a serial killer?”
He paused, and the room was quiet. Mandrake glanced at FBI Agent Yarrow, who had probably prepped him for the question.
“We’re not, at this time, making that judgment.”
“Do you have any suspects?”
“Again, as this is an ongoing investigation, I’ll decline to answer that.”
The journalists erupted, battering Mandrake with fresh questions. Mandrake held up his hands and started to speak, but Yarrow tapped him on the shoulder. The two bent their heads together. Mandrake nodded and stepped back, allowing Yarrow to take the podium.
“Good afternoon. I am Jodi Yarrow, with the FBI. Speaking on behalf of Lieutenant Mandrake, Captain Bouchard, and the state police on the matter of a potential serial killing, I’d like to say a couple things.” The press was hushed. “First, the general threshold for serial killing is that three or more people have been murdered. At this time, there are only two victims.”
A woman in a pantsuit thrust her microphone forward. “What about a spree killer?” Dana thought the media was just dying for something to call this, a way to spin it. You needed to fit it into a headline, to reduce it to 140 characters for Twitter. “Doesn’t this meet that criterion?” the reporter urged. “They were only a week apart, and that doesn’t seem to constitute much of a ‘cooling-down’ period. What happens if you find another body?”
Yarrow nodded his head, his voice smooth and Southern-gentleman calm. “A spree killing is possible. As is what we could consider a more hybrid category of a spree-serial killer.” It was as if he’d thrown them a piece of meat; Dana saw notes being frantically scribbled and could hear the camera motors whirring. “But I just want to take a moment to address some myths about serial killers. Whether or not this case is officially categorized as such, there are some fallacies about the nature of violent crimes like this: that serial killers are dysfunctional loners. That serial killers are all white males, sexually motivated, evil geniuses who cannot stop and want to be caught. Or itinerants cruising the interstate in dented white vans. This is Hollywood fantasy. It is not reality. Nor, for that matter, is the reality of the ace FBI agent who uses his own genius to nab the bad guy in the end.”
A few reporters chuckled. Yarrow really had the hook set. This was smart, Dana thought with a twinge of envy. He was giving them good copy.
“The realities are quite different. Most serial killers are confined to a geographic area, a ‘comfort zone’ where they do their killing. They’re typically of average intelligence, average looking. Maybe a bit marginalized, but who isn’t. And they get caught because they get careless. And not all of them want to get caught, and not all of them do. Some of them get old and tired and take their secrets to their graves. But, we don’t want that. We don’t, and that’s why I decided to just get this all out in the open. You’re a community here, and you can help. You can report suspicious activity to your local law enforcement. You can call the hotline number that the state police are going to provide in a moment. You can talk to your kids, talk to your daughters; find out who is in their lives and what is going on with them.” He paused for effect, and Dana could almost hear the sound of the agent’s words sinking in. “Thank you.”
As he stepped away, Dana watched the stunned reactions. She wondered if the press knew they’d just been given a whitewashed bunch of nothing.
* * *
Dana caught up with Yarrow in the hallway.
“How long you been doing this?”
Yarrow turned and gave Dana a calculating look.
“I was at the National Committee on Violent Crimes’ Serial Murder Symposium in Santa Fe ten years ago, if you’re asking for qualifications or time served. My father was in the Bureau for twenty-nine years, if you want pedigree.”
Dana shook her head and stuck out her hand. “Not questioning your credentials. Just intrigued. Dana Gates.”
“I know who you are, Detective.” Yarrow shook Dana’s hand. He looked older up-close, with gray temples and wrinkles around his eyes. He smelled of coffee and a hint of cologne.
“Right,” Dana said. “Of course. I just figured we hadn’t properly been introduced . . .”
“That’s not what I meant.”
People were filing out of the conference room, parting around the two of them like a river around rocks. Outside, the day was sunny and cold, the light reflecting off the snow made Dana squint.
“‘Dana and David,’” Yarrow said. “I had just finished my MA. I remember; it was everywhere for a while. He was your fraternal twin.”
Dana felt like she had been punched. Since becoming a cop over a decade ago, no one had ever directly referenced Dana’s past. Hamill would sometimes allude to it, but that was as far as he went. Dana thought people shouldn’t always tiptoe around sensitive issues, that sometimes just seemed to make them worse, but she was used to it. Starting from when she was fourteen.
“That’s right,” she said to Yarrow, feeling the blood rise in her cheeks. “We made the news.”
“And you found him in the water. Just like these two young women. Is it affecting you?”
Dana didn’t know how to react. Hamill had already referenced this, but with Hamill, it was different. Hamill actually cared. Yarrow was colder than that; he was blindsiding Dana with an evaluation of her fitness to conduct the case.
“Of course it’s brought back some memories, some feelings,” she conceded. She hadn’t said as much to Hamill, but Yarrow seemed to pull it out of her.
“Do you relate the two in any way?”
The agent was really pouncing. Apparently, he was a man who wasted no time. Dana saw Hamill further down the hallway. He was drinking a soda and made no attempt to hide that he was staring at the two of them, and didn’t seem to like what he was seeing. Yarrow was zeroed in on Dana, talking in his low, lilting voice that seemed to crawl inside her head.
“Same region, same type of death circumstances. They never officially ruled your brother’s death a suicide.”
“It’s a cold case,” Dana said quietly.
“Now you must be wondering,” said Yarrow, and raised a thin gray eyebrow. “With so many similar features. Of course, the gender is different. And you don’t think these are suicides, do you? Not in your bones. Still, you probably can’t help but connect them, can you? It’s hard not to make this about you, a little bit. About him.”
She could feel her muscles tightening. She remembered the day David was pulled from the pond, the day the police had swarmed over her family’s home. No one had ever thought that David’s death was an accident, not really. But no one had solid evidence of a murder, either. Dana remembered how she’d felt, like she’d lost all her softness then. “I don’t like the way you’re talking to me,” she heard herself say to Yarrow.
Yarrow dipped his head back. “Oh? I’m sorry, Detective. How am I supposed to talk to you?”
Dana didn’t know whether to walk away or to lay into this guy. She hadn’t expected this. If anything, she’d been impressed, if somewhat surprised, by the unorthodox way Yarrow had treated the press conference. He obviously had Lieutenant Mandrake’s ear, and the captain’s, too.
“Why are you here, Agent Yarrow?”
“To offer my support,” the slender man said. He wrinkled his forehead. “But now I’m part of the myth, aren’t I? I’m the bad cop. The evil FBI agent who thinks he knows everything. I’m simply asking you, Detective Gates, if you think this case relates to your brother. I’ve asked you simple questions. I’m sorry to have offended you.”
Yarrow took a step back and walked away down the hall.
“I do,” Dana said, catching up with him. Yarrow stopped, met her gaze. “At least, I haven’t ruled it out,” she said. “My brother was found five miles from where Sonia Taylor was found. It could be significant or it could be nothing.” She was speaking quickly now, all the things that had been going through her head over the past twenty-four hours, things she hadn’t even told her partner. “Until this case, eleven people had drowned in the past twenty-five years in this county. Five of them were suicides. Five accidental. That leaves one unsolved. And now we have two more. So whatever it is you’re trying to suggest, I admit it; as a detective, I’m thinking about it.”
Finished, she looked away from him. The hallway had fallen silent. There was the last echoing bang of a door closing. Hamill remained sitting on a heater in front of the windows, soda hanging in his grip, watching.
“Do you feel guilty?” Yarrow asked.
“What?”
“For your brother.”
She hesitated. “No.”
“Are you happy?”
Yarrow’s line of questioning was once more so off-putting that Dana felt like this was happening to someone else. Ten years, and no cop, FBI or not, had ever spoken to her so directly. Cops wore invisible armor. Hamill had his life and Dana had hers.
It made Dana think of what Wayland Kimball had told them about the study. What the girls had participated in, being secretly evaluated. How much did Yarrow know about that? Dana was reporting into the captain as often as the captain asked, but he knew to give his detectives room. Still, Bouchard must’ve been feeding Yarrow some details.
“I’ve been happier,” Dana said at last.
Yarrow nodded, as if this admission had great significance. If it did, it was lost on Dana.
“Why?”
“Feeling compulsive? Driven more by emotion than reason?”
“What? I’ve been keeping—”
“Where are you going next? In your part of the investigation.”
She blinked, momentarily stunned. “Waiting on the paperwork to search Perry Brady’s apartment. We’ve got him on a twenty-four hour hold, but the warrant should come through quickly enough. Just has to go through the owner, since Brady only rents. In the meantime, we’re going to pay a visit to George Lambert. He was the caretaker at the house the girls rented.”
“I want you to consider something. Something that’s not a myth. You’re right to think about people’s emotions. About what they see, what they desire. Or fear. If this is a serial killer, there’s a psychological need being met here. You have a psychological need, something driving you. So does he.” Yarrow narrowed his hard gray eyes. “I’ll ask you again. Do you experience guilt?”
“I answered you. No.”
“In general. Guilt if you cheat on your taxes. Guilt if you fall out of your faith. If you’re not spending enough time at home. With your family.”
“Sometimes. Yes.”
“He lacks remorse, or guilt. He is impulsive, likes to have control over others, sensation-seeking. These traits and behaviors are consistent with the psychopathic personality disorder. It’s what we think of as predatory behavior.”
“Is that what they taught you at the symposium?”
It was a childish remark, Dana knew, a reaction to the way Yarrow had knocked her off balance, but the agent smiled.
“Yes. But I have my feelings about this, too. Just like you do.” He gave her one more look. “Good luck, Detective.”
Yarrow turned and continued swiftly down the hall, his trousers with their perfect creases. Hamill’s head swiveled as the agent moved past, a dog glowering at an intruder. Then he ambled towards Dana.
“I really think he wanted to kiss you,” Hamill said.



 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN / Poison News
On the way to George Lambert, the detectives stopped to meet with Janine Poehler and a forensic toxicologist named Eli Shuman, who taught at Plattsburgh State. The more they knew, Dana figured, the more they could rule out, the easier it would be to get a confession from Brady if he was guilty. Hamill was getting frustrated, though, she could sense it.
They met in the cafeteria at the college, the four of them seating themselves in a corner of the room. Quite a few students were lining up for food, looking hungover.
Shuman was in his sixties with downy white hair and a crinkled, kind face. “Here’s the problem,” he said. “Chemicals change once ingested into the body.”
“You mean even when you get confirmatory testing, you probably won’t know for sure what they were given.” Hamill leaned forward and put his head in his hand. Dana stayed sitting back, quiet after her bout with Agent Yarrow.
“That’s right.” Shuman put a loose fist to his lips and coughed into it. “Which is why I allowed Ms Poehler to persuade me to meet with you. I’ve done this before, I know how it works. All laboratory procedures and analyses must be done under scientifically sound and legally defensible standards or the defense will tear it up in court.” He cleared his throat. Dana wondered if he had a cold. “But I know that time is essential for you. And this is what I’m telling you: in long-term substance abuse cases, we can find usage recorded in the hair follicle, which can give us a timeline. But not in these cases. Blood samples are typically a better indicator, but only for common types of intoxicants. So I’ve turned to the gastric contents of the deceased, but so far found nothing partly digested.”
Hamill itched at his neck. “Even with Taylor? She was found yesterday.”
“I realize that,” Shuman said looking at Hamill. His voice never rose, even though Hamill was being prickly. “We’re doing what we can. We’re going to examine the vitreous humour.”
“Their funny bones?”
Shuman was not amused. “The fibrous layer of the eyeball and the eye socket of the skull protects the sample from trauma and adulteration. We’re also going to examine the spleen, the liver, and the brain.”
“Are we going to be able to get an exact time of death? We’ve been running on ‘midday,’ but this is a college. The more specific we can get, the better we can zero in on possible suspects. And it’s got us wondering, you know, who kills someone at midday, in broad daylight? Or did they? How great is the disparity between TOD and being dumped in the river?”
“I understand. Unfortunately, the stomach and its contents are not an exact indicator. So far nothing we’ve seen, including the last meals of the victims, which gives us pinpoint accuracy. But . . .”
Dana strained closer, “But what?”
“On the clothing,” Poehler interjected, “on Holly Arbruster’s clothing . . . her pants. We found a small concentration of something in the urine. Less than one microgram of jesaconitine.”
“What’s that?”
“It’s an alkaloid of aconite,” Shuman said.
Dana had heard the word before. “Poison?”
“Or,” Poehler said, stressing the word, “a medicinal herb.”
“Monkshood,” Shuman said. “Usually used by the Chinese, but, you know, it’s a global village these days.” He grunted, his windpipe rattling.
Dana felt her hairs standing on end. “But it’s something.” If the girls had been drugged, possibly poisoned, then that meant the cops could track where the substance had been bought. The more exotic, the better.
Yet Poehler seemed dismayed. “This is why we . . . listen, please, Detectives. I know you’re eager. We’re all eager. But we can’t rush this. The metabolism of aconite and its alkaloids have not been studied in humans. We know it can be detected in the urine six days after ingestion . . .”
“That’s when she was killed.” Dana’s voice betrayed excitement. She glanced at the students pushing their trays down the track. She thought of Holly Arbruster. Killed first, a week before.
Poehler was shaking her head. “It’s still possible that the deaths occurred earlier, or later.” She leaned forward. “I’m going to be honest. With Sonia Taylor, I can say with a bit more confidence, time of death between early Thursday morning and early Friday afternoon, while in the water. Holly Arbruster, it’s harder to say. She was in the water for longer. She could have expired between the previous Thursday morning up until sometime Saturday afternoon.”
“Jesus,” Hamill said. He stood up and started pacing.
Janine Poehler said, “If there was a drugging, and you want time of ingestion, I’m nowhere near able to produce that right now. I’d need several things, like quantity of initial doses. The initial screening confirmed the compounds used, but not the quantity.”
“Let me get out my doctor-to-cop translation guide . . .” Hamill said from a distance.
Dana spoke up, “They’re saying it appears the girls were drugged by an aconite alkaloid, but they can’t give us the exact time, or specific substance used. Even though they found this jesaconitine in the urine. Is that right?”
“We’re doing everything we can,” said Poehler. “I told you up front that these are estimates. But you guys can’t put everything on us . . .”
“. . . and then go off half-cocked.” Dana finished for her. Poehler opened her mouth to reply, but Dana’s phone rang.
“Thank you, doctors. I’m sorry to cut this short, but I have to take this.”
Dana stood up.
“Gates.”
“Detective, I have that address for George Lambert. The maintenance man from—”
“Okay. Let me have it.”



 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN / Anger
George Lambert lived alone in project housing outside downtown Plattsburgh, to the south.
The detectives pulled up across the street. They had ridden in silence, and now Dana had to confront her partner.
“What was the point of that back there?”
Hamill was staring out the window, picking at something in his teeth. “What?”
“Your bad attitude. We’ve got to keep everybody sweet. They start resenting us, it’s not good.”
“Bad attitude? What the fuck is this? Preschool?” Hamill jutted a thumb up in the air. “All that noise from uptight Dr Doolittle and her half-dead associate, and we don’t have anything to go on from pathology. We walked away from our Professor Perv because he called our bluff, threatened to get a lawyer, and we’ve got nothing concrete to bring charges. And we’ve got pretty boy Perry Brady on ice, the clock ticking away, waiting for the fucking judge.” He put his hand to his temple and pulled an imaginary trigger. “Boom,” he said.
“And maybe,” Hamill continued, “just maybe . . . you don’t like Perry Brady for this because he reminds you of David.”
That was harsh, absurd, even for Hamill. “Rob,” she said coolly, “back down. I’m telling you. You acted like you wanted to bite off Poehler’s head back there. Shuman’s too. Why? For giving you bad news? And now you’re bringing up David? What, have you and Yarrow been pillow talking?”
“Fuck Yarrow. Fuck the docs, too. I’m pissed because we have him. We fucking have, him, Dana. We’ve got Perry Brady in custody and we’re out here with our thumbs up our asses. Captain is going to have us kick Brady loose by the end of the day, names in a book or not. But Brady did it. That’s what my gut is telling me, and I don’t give a shit if that hurts the feelings of the two doctors with twenty years of medical school between them who can’t give me a goddamn time of death. And I don’t care if you can’t see it; when you should be caring about the victims, you’re caring about some punk fucking kid!” Hamill was yelling now. He slammed his fist into the glove box.
“You’re missing the point,” Dana said. They were stressed, they were frustrated, and here it came. It had to. She glanced at the dent Hamill had just created in the plastic console. “If the drug — or poison — used on the girls was exotic, and it seems to be, since two of the smartest doctors we know haven’t been able to figure it out yet in prelim testing, that’s good for us.”
“How is that good for us?” Hamill rubbed his knuckles.
“Because when they can verify what was used, and they will eventually, it will be highly specific and will give us the killer.”
“Or, like they said, the blood dilutes it all, and we get nothing.”
Dana opened the door and stepped out into the cold air. She leaned against the car, inhaling deeply. Hamill got out the other side.
“Hey,” he called.
Dana cut him off. “You gotta be top dog, huh? Big detective Rob Hamill. But the doctors have knowledge we don’t, and so that bruises your ego? You feel stupid around them, that’s why you don’t like them. And now you’re telling me I’m off my game, I’m lenient on a suspect because he reminds me of my brother?”
They were making a scene, but she couldn’t stop herself. “You’re forty years old, Rob. I know you think you’re a swinging bachelor, but you’re single because you still act like a child.”
That hurt him; she could see the muscles in his face twitching. He spoke through clenched teeth. “You’re just pissed because your marriage has sucked wind for a year. Your husband thinks you’re fucking someone else, but you couldn’t pull that off if you tried. Least I’m getting laid.”
“Fuck you.”
“Hey, you grow corn, you get corn. Fuck you, too.”
Dana strode across the street towards the projects, where three teenaged boys were watching. They quickly moved off.
* * *
Lambert’s unit was number 552. Dana followed the numbers around, moving deeper into the cluster of two-story buildings until she found it, halfway towards the back. She pounded on door, anger still surging through her.
“George Lambert?” Her voice was loud, the words crisp in the cold. This was stupid, a pointless waste of time. They were only interviewing Lambert because everything else had turned into a blind alley. Yet she didn’t think it was a good idea to rush in and lean on Perry Brady without more to go on. Why? Had this become a pissing contest with Hamill? Or were he and Yarrow right that she was somehow conflating a murder suspect with her own dead brother?
“State police,” Dana announced. She ducked her head towards the window beside the door. There was an inch gap beneath the curtain. She squinted to look through and caught movement — someone hurrying to do something.
“Oh shit,” she managed in a choked voice. She unsnapped the thong on her holster. Her fingers closed around the grip of the gun. “Lambert!” she yelled. “Open up!”
Hamill came hustling up behind her. “What’s going on?”
“Saw someone inside.” Dana’s heart thumped in her chest. In ten years she’d only pulled her gun twice. “He was running, covering something up, maybe.”
Hamill stepped up beside Dana and pounded the door with a fist. Dana ducked back down and looked through the window again. “Think there’s a back door out of this—”
The glass burst outward as something crashed through. Sudden, needling pain burrowed into her skin, like wasp stings, and Dana fell backwards. She landed hard on her ass and then started scrambling backward. At first, she thought it was a bullet. Then she looked down, where a large remote control was sitting on her chest. A TV remote control.
Hamill pulled his gun and looked at Dana and the remote. His mouth opened. He darted in front of the broken window for a look. He turned to Dana again. “You okay?”
Her face stung in several places. She realized she had glass embedded in her flesh. She closed one eye, then the other. Both eyes were fine, so that was something. She felt a wave of nausea and paralysis. Like that day long past.
Hamill was looking at her, then he squared his shoulders with the door, and started kicking at it.
The paralysis passed, replaced by determination. And enough anger to make her little dust-up with Hamill feel like a lover’s tiff. Still on her backside, she kicked out. Her boot broke through the rest of the glass. Then she got to her feet, down in a squat, and took her gun out at last.
“Dana!” Hamill barked, but he sounded far away.
She used the barrel to knock away the remaining shards clinging to the frame, and then grabbed hold of it. She must’ve missed a small triangle of glass or two because she felt them bite into her palm as she pulled her body through. She was dimly aware of Hamill still whaling on the door, yelling at her to stop, but by then it was too late. She was inside the dark apartment. Hamill stopped kicking. She heard him outside calling for backup.
* * *
It took a moment for her eyes to adjust. A large fish tank gave off a glow, revealing a living room with some faded, outdated furniture. Striped couch with worn cushions, faux-wood furniture; end tables sagging beneath the weight of oxidized brass lamps. The fridge hummed, a sink dripped. A hallway led away from the open wall of the kitchen.
Dana ran to the partition in a crouch and used it to shield herself. Just because someone had thrown something instead of shooting at her didn’t mean they weren’t armed. She stayed quiet behind the counter, listening. Just the noise of the appliances. She heard a voice, high-pitched, and then a second, much lower, utter a phrase that sounded like, shut up.
Dana steeled herself to move. Gripping the gun in both hands she ran, bent over, to the wall across from her. From there she could get a look into the hallway. She pressed her body against the wall, feeling her spine against the hard surface. Her other senses were starting to register; there was a familiar odor in the air. Marijuana.
“This is Dana Gates, state police, I’m armed, and I’m coming back there. Let’s de-escalate this situation right now. If you’re carrying a weapon, toss it into the hallway.”
She peeked around the corner. She was only exposed for a second, but she saw three doors, two on each side and one at the end. The one at the end was ajar, with a pale yellow light behind. She waited against the wall, listening for the thump of a firearm or other weapon tossed to the ground.
Instead, she heard a window open and close.
She called to her partner, “Hamill! Other side of the building! Someone coming out the window!”
Her heart was pounding again. She felt something trickle down her face. She touched her cheek and winced. She saw bright red blood on her hand.
She jumped up, whipped around the corner, and strode quickly down the hallway, both hands on her gun. She thought of her girls, kissing them last night. And her husband, her hand on his chest.
She reached the door and kicked it the rest of the way open.
A big man with a huge belly, receding hair, in a sweatshirt and tracksuit pants, was sitting on the edge of the bed.
He had his hands up in the air. “I just sold him a bag,” he said. “That’s all.”
The room reeked of marijuana. The air was hazy with it. Cold air blew in the open window, swirling the smoke. Dana heard shouts from outside. She kept the gun on the man, walking sideways to the window to hear better. “Down!” she heard. “Down!” And in the distance, growing louder, sirens.
She turned back to the man. “George Lambert?”
There were dark smudges beneath his eyes. “I don’t make enough.”
“What?”
“Caretaking, landscaping. I swear, man, I work. I work constantly. This just helps me make a little extra. It’s just weed. That’s all. It’s just weed.”
“Are you George Lambert?” she repeated, louder.
“Yes. Yes.” Lambert’s hands were still in the air. He looked terrified.
“Who ran?”
“He’s just a kid from the neighborhood, man.”
“You sell to kids?”
“It’s just weed.”
“You said that.”
Dana felt her pulse easing. She slowly lowered the gun. “I’m going to put this away. You’re just going to sit there, keep your hands in the air.”
“You need a towel, ma’am. I’m sorry.” He moved to cover his face, like he was going to cry. Dana hadn’t holstered the weapon yet and brought it back up, pointing it at Lambert. “I said keep your hands up.”
The man nodded, blubbering, raising his arms like they were heavy as concrete.
“Who threw the thing at me?”
“They’re just kids. Bladen did.”
“Bladen? The kid’s name is Bladen?”
More nods, big tears falling, George Lambert’s face all scrunched up. He opened his eyes again and looked at Dana. “You can use my bathroom. Hey, they’re just kids. They don’t buy much. Couple of his friends were outside. He thought it was them, playing a prank, you know? Saying ‘Police! Open up!’ You know?”
“Be quiet.” She strained to hear what was going on outside.
“Use my bathroom, ma’am. You’re bleeding all over your shirt. I’m sorry. I really am.”
Dana wasn’t about to leave Lambert until backup arrived. And she had a hard time believing she had sounded like a teenage kid pulling a prank. Then again, maybe that was what happened when you were stoned. Everything sounded like a joke.
She heard the door bang open in the room behind her. More sirens joined the chorus outside, an ambulance warble adding to the cacophony. Dana finally holstered her weapon. She looked around at the shitty digs of George Lambert. One lumpy bed, one beat-up chest of drawers, piles of clothes, a few posters of half-naked women on the wall. It struck her that Lambert was another man still acting like a child, and she felt a twinge of bitterness about her partner. But then she felt concerned about him.
“Hamill?” She raised her voice above the din.
She heard back, distantly, “Good! Got him.”
She carefully leaned against the wall by the open window. She heard car doors opening and slamming; the cavalry arriving. She looked down at her white shirt, which was covered in blood. She wondered how bad it was. She didn’t want to think about it. Her face scarred. The girls would see it every time they looked at her. Shawn would be appalled. It would be a constant reminder of her job, of her life, of all the risks. And it would be a reminder that she was a woman, because no one gave a shit about a man with a few scars. Didn’t matter what you did for a job, women had the social pressure to stay attractive. That was how it was. All because some teenager had thrown a remote control at her.
“What do you know about Sonia Taylor and Holly Arbruster?”
George stopped his blubbering for a moment and looked confused. “The missing girls?”
“No, they’re not missing. They’re dead. You’re the caretaker of the house they rent.”
“I had no idea,” he said.
“Oh no? You don’t look at them a little bit, maybe, when you come over to fix the toilet? You haven’t stuck a little secret camera in there somewhere to watch them pee?” She left the wall, walked towards him. She pointed the gun at his head.
“No, nothing like that.” Lambert looked mortified. “I have my own daughter, ma’am. She’s fifteen. She goes to—”
She stopped in front of him, the barrel of the gun inches from his eyeball. “You don’t think about them? Wonder what it would be like to take them out on a date? Have sex with them?”
Lambert shrank away from the weapon, pulling his large body up further onto the bed. “No,” he said, tears drying on his fat face, shaking his head back and forth.
“And when they don’t want you, when they push you away, you give them a little something, yeah? Relaxes them, doesn’t it? Like phenobarbital? Roofies? Or how about something even better, makes them go limp, turns their muscles to mush? What about monkshood, George? Am I going to search this place and find some bottles of something? Shipped from China? Makes them more pliable, right? But you don’t rape them. Maybe because you can’t get it up. Maybe you just look at them. Poke at them . . .”
Lambert was just repeating no, no, over and over again. Dana dropped down to one knee, suddenly dizzy. She reached out and grabbed the edge of Lambert’s bed. Her hand made a red mark on the grubby white comforter. “I’m sorry,” she heard Lambert say, and then she slumped forward. “I’m sorry,” she heard again. She realized it wasn’t Lambert. It was her speaking. Then the world went black.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN / Prognosis
In her dream, the girls were young. It was that stage of family life where the children destroyed everything in the home. Stickers, colored pencils, crayons, glue; these were the tools of mayhem. Walls covered with stickers which peeled off the paint, crayons mashed into every crevasse, unidentified goop crusted to the floor. Ria would find books and draw in them — textbooks, manuals, Shawn’s paperbacks — whatever she could get her three-year-old hands on. How did you explain to a toddler that you could draw in a coloring book but not scribble in a Stephen King?
When she came to, Dana immediately felt that something was wrong. She was worried that she had fallen asleep and missed something vital. One of the girls had cut a tooth, taken a first step, and she hadn’t been there.
But the sensation faded.
She remembered things in reverse order, starting with her captain, the county prosecutor, and internal affairs — talking with them about what had happened, going through the whole thing in fine detail. Before that, the doctor telling her the glass which shattered in front of her face had broken into a few big chunks, but it was the splintery pieces that had done the damage. Then, going further back: arriving at the hospital, reluctantly, wheeled in on a gurney; the EMTs forcing her to sit down while they examined her; standing in front of George Lambert, gun to his head, who trembled on the bed, his body quivering like Jell-O; slinking through Lambert’s apartment, blood dripping from her face — one fat drop of it falling on the cheap linoleum in the kitchen; the window exploding, glass showering her, sharp into her skin.
She touched her face. There was a large bandage beneath her left eye, and several bandages on her chin, one on her nose. The bandage beneath her eye felt damp, as if she’d been crying. She wanted to look in the mirror. She swung her legs from the bed and stopped, realizing she was tethered to an IV drip. She looked around. She was alone in the small hospital room. The door was ajar. She could hear the murmur of voices and activity and machines in the hall. She stood up, her feet bare on the cold floor, grabbed the IV drip which was on wheels, and went into the bathroom.
She flipped on the light. Her image took her breath away.
“It’s not as bad as it looks,” a voice said from behind her.
She turned and saw a pleasant-looking woman standing in OR scrubs, with a stethoscope around her neck.
“It looks pretty bad,” Dana replied.
Dana walked back into the room, wheeling the IV, trying not to get the tubes caught on the bathroom doorknob. “And it’s not about vanity,” she said. “It’s about doing my job.”
“I understand. Can you sit down? I want to give you a look over.”
Dana obliged and sat on the edge of the bed while the doctor inspected her. She was plain, with short, silvery hair. Dana could smell floral soap as the doctor leaned in and scrutinized Dana’s left eye.
“Do you know where my husband is? My girls?”
“You really have a beautiful family. Um, your husband took your daughters out for dinner. They wanted to let you rest.”
Dana looked around the room for a clock. “What time is it?”
“Just before seven p.m.”
“Saturday?”
The doctor inspected each of Dana’s eyes, back and forth. “Sunday. When you fell, you got a concussion. The body needs time to heal. I’m Alice Stearns. I’m an ophthalmologist.” She smiled and took Dana’s hand.
“What’s the damage?”
“Could’ve been a lot worse.”
“So I’ve been hearing,” she said, and tried a smile. It felt strange, the way her skin pulled and stretched against the bandages taped to her face.
Stearns smiled back. “You could’ve lost an eye. Or both of them.”
“You told me there were some small pieces . . . ?”
Stearns nodded. She picked up the clipboard hanging from the end of the bed. “That’s right. Some chips of glass got into your eye. You have a torn tear duct. And a minor corneal abrasion.”
“And all the rest of this?”
“Superficial cuts. They bled quite a bit, but only a few stitches were required. You may have some minor scars, but probably nothing that anyone else will notice. Maybe the one around your eye, which runs vertical, mostly below the eye, will be visible; a little pink line.”
“But the eye is okay? I looked in the mirror and . . . I don’t know. It was blurry.”
“Well, Detective, the lacrimal gland secretes a water-like substance, what we call tears. You’ve had a small rip in that gland. It can cause leakage.”
“Leakage.” She remembered that the bandage beneath her eye felt wet.
Stearns put the chart back and folded her arms. “Your eye may run.”
“Can you fix it?”
“It’s operable.”
“You mean surgery?”
“They couldn’t just stitch you up in the ER.” Stearns smiled and pointed at her own eye. “It’s delicate in there.”
“When could you do it?”
“Tomorrow. Maybe the day after. I need to talk to the chief of staff.”
Dana was already shaking her head. Standing up from the bed again. “I can’t. I’m in the middle of a case.”
Stearns nodded sympathetically. “We can postpone. But, as time goes by it can be more difficult to operate.”
“Why?”
“The body wants to heal itself. Only it may not form the correct way. The way it was before.”
“How bad is the . . . corneal abrasion?”
“Like we keep saying, you were very lucky. But laser surgery can smooth that right over. How do things look? See any spotting? Visual anomalies? Do you see anything floating?”
Stearns approached her again, pulling a pen light out of her pocket as if she was going to shine it in Dana’s eyes. Dana held up her hands, keeping Stearns back.
“So, if we don’t operate right away . . . ?”
The doctor seemed to slump a little at Dana’s standoffishness, but then she perked back up. Surely she dealt with difficult patients all the time. Dana wondered where the kid who threw the remote was now. Probably they had grilled him through the night. Maybe the drug cops from Plattsburgh. Hamill had probably worked on George Lambert. Dana was eager to harness the information that would have come out by now.
“If you don’t do anything, I can’t say what will happen,” Stearns warned. “You could develop a cataract. You could lose vision in the eye. The cornea could be infected. It’s a small scratch, but the eye is full of bacteria. You’re on antibiotics right now. Maybe that takes care of it, maybe not.”
“I can live with all of that.”
Stearns looked at Dana for a moment, and then her pager went off. She gave it a glance. She seemed to finally accept what she was dealing with.
“You’ll likely have worsening symptoms in sunlight, wind, cold temperatures. You’ll want to keep something handy, a clean handkerchief, washed regularly.”
Dana was confused for a moment. She’d been suddenly back in the apartment, in the kitchen, gun drawn, getting ready to go down that hallway, her face bleeding.
“For any leaking,” Stearns said.
“Yeah,” Dana nodded. She smiled demurely. “So, can I go?”
“We’ll discharge you shortly, if that’s what you want. In the meantime, why don’t you wait until your family returns?”
Dana felt a mote of judgment from Stearns. And she felt that pang of guilt again. Because she had just forgotten about them. Her husband and three girls out there having a meal, their wife and mother in the hospital with on-the-job injuries. A job that kept her away from home for days at a time. A ghost, slipping in at night while they slept.
She didn’t want to be here any longer, but forcing her way out, and before her family came back to check on her, was a bad move. And IA still had to do a full workup on her. There were no shots fired, so at least there was that. They’d want to do a psych evaluation, though — to see how she was doing. Far as she was concerned, the clock was ticking for more potential victims, and that was all that mattered.
“Where’s my phone?” Dana asked.
“All of your effects are in that closet right there. Are you hungry? I’ll have a nurse come in with a menu from our cafeteria.”
“Thank you.”
Her stomach growled at the mention of food. Stearns said goodbye. Dana walked to the closet and rummaged around in her pea coat until she found her phone. She returned to the bed. She hated the ridiculous hospital gown and could feel the draft up her backside. She decided this justified getting back under the covers.
She looked in her phone contacts and stared at Lori Stender’s name. She put her head back on the pillow and closed her eyes. She saw what Doctor Stearns had asked about — a floater, like a red cloud, moving across the back of her eyelid. It morphed through various shapes. She opened her eyes and blinked several times before returning her attention to the phone. She went into her pictures, to photos of Scott Dunham’s artworks. Scott was the boy who’d found Sonia Taylor in the river.
She remembered one of them vividly. The detail, the maturity. A lithe, sexless body, with the head of a bull.
A tear running from its eye.



 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN / The Book
She spent an hour with Shawn and the girls, then told them to go home. She reminded Shawn that they all had school in the morning, and he reminded her that their mother was in the hospital, and school could wait. It had been an awkward visit. After the greeting, tight hugs from her daughters, after a tentative kiss on the lips from Shawn, who looked into her eyes but didn’t show much emotion, they had sat around the room and made small talk. She didn’t say anything about the case to them. She offered a vague explanation that, during the course of investigation, she had been following a lead, and cut herself on glass from a window. Shawn knew there was more, of course, so did Sarah — anyone could see that. But the girls inevitably fell into bickering over use of the hospital bathroom, which featured an oversized tub, and the talk waned. Shawn gave them some loose bills for the vending machine to get an after-dinner treat. They paraded out of the room, their high voices sinking into the hospital din. Shawn sat in the chair by the bed and stared at Dana.
She explained about the surgery, and how she would do it as soon as possible.
“Doctor Stearns said it doesn’t take long. You’d recover in a few hours,” Shawn said.
“I’d have to keep a bandage over my eye for forty-eight hours, lose all depth perception,” Dana said. “I just can’t do that right now.”
“But won’t they . . . won’t you get a little time?”
He meant sick leave from the job. “I don’t want time. I don’t have it. The girls don’t have it.”
“The girls?”
“The girls, the students, being drugged and drowned.”
They fell silent. She knew what he’d meant, and she resented it. And of course they were going to try to get her to take recovery time. She just didn’t want to think about that. The hooks were set deep, and there would be no getting free of the line until it was over.
Shawn continued to watch her with a resigned look. For thirty-nine, her husband was in great shape. Carpentry kept him fit, but he also ate well, and made sure their daughters had a healthy diet. He had dirty-blonde hair and eyes she thought were the color of the sea. He was an excellent partner. The best man she could think of to raise a family with, and all she wanted him to do was leave the hospital.
He was no dummy. When the girls came back he gathered them up in their coats and had them say goodbye to their mother. He bent and kissed her again, this time a perfunctory peck on the cheek, and asked quietly, “You’ll be home tonight?”
“I’m just going to meet with Hamill. Go over things. Find out what he learned from one of the suspects, if anything.” She looked off for a moment, unable to meet his gaze. “I lost a whole day in here.”
He pulled away and said no more. He rallied the girls, who came to her and peppered more kisses on her cheek. Ria climbed up onto the bed and stuck her lips out like a fish. Dana put an arm around her shoulders. Ria was so small; her bones felt light as a bird’s. Then her family headed out.
Hamill showed up just as they were leaving. He smiled and hugged all the girls, and shook Shawn’s hand. Shawn didn’t smile back. He glanced in one last time at Dana, and winked. The wink didn’t mask the pain she saw in her husband’s eyes. It was almost too much to look at. Pain, but something else. Something that was missing, or had been put away.
“Get me out of here,” Dana said to her partner.
* * *
In half an hour they were belly up to the bar. She’d removed two of her facial bandages herself before leaving the hospital, but then stuck them back on. The ointments made her cuts too vivid. She drank a beer with Hamill sitting beside her, stirring a gin rickey.
“Are you cleared to drive?” Hamill asked. He’d chauffeured them to the bar.
“They advised against it until the surgery, but no one’s suspended my license.” Dana tipped back the bottle.
Hamill nodded. They’d discussed Lambert in the car. Lambert had a rock-solid alibi; he was clocked in with employers that could verify his whereabouts for both deaths. He’d had nothing to report about the girls and the house he maintained for Maybelle Spruce, besides that they were much better tenants than boys. Spruce had sworn off boys a few years ago, because they were generally filthy, in her words. Occasionally the girls plugged a toilet with a tampon, and it seemed to be their favorite place to drop their cellphones, but otherwise they were decent, respectful renters. Lambert had made minor repairs on the house over the past year, kept the pantry stocked with light bulbs, unclogged a drain.
The kid who’d thrown the remote was Bladen McCasland, thirteen years old, with a deadbeat dad and a scarcely present mother. He stated clearly and for the record that he’d thought Dana’s presence at the door was a prank, that it was two of his friends pretending to be the police. He hadn’t expected the remote to break the glass, but it was single-paned, already featuring hairline cracks, and had given easily. There had been tense talk, Hamill said, between the state police and the local code enforcement officer for Clinton County, as well as the owner of the project housing where Lambert lived. “Oh Jesus,” she said. “A frigging law suit?”
Bladen McCasland was returned to his mother after being charged for possession of marijuana — he’d had less than a gram on him and was granted an ACD. Dana didn’t want to press the assault charges, but it was possible the state police would go ahead anyway.
“CSI went through Perry Brady’s house,” Hamill said.
“Good.”
Hamill had interviewed Brady while Dana had recuperated. “Yep. Jacket and wallet and book with the names in it. Just like we found, nothing more. But Brady is sticking hard to his story.” Hamill sighed, pulled at his nose. “Claims Sonia Taylor came over to his house Friday morning. They were going to walk to class together — the social psych class which Kimball teaches. Only Brady . . .” Hamill smacked his forehead for emphasis, “. . . forgets he’d told Sonia to come over. Forgets his girlfriend, or whatever, is stopping by to walk with him to class, and guess what?”
“He’s busy entertaining. Maggie Lange.”
“Bingo, tell the lady what she’s won. Yup, Maggie Lange is there and the two of them are in some state of undress. And, in her haste to leave, Sonia drops the jacket. She takes off. Last she’s seen. Maggie Lange said to me, last night, that she thinks maybe Sonia was acting strange.”
Dana raised her eyebrows at her partner. “Because she found her boyfriend in bed with another girl?”
“I don’t know. Maggie acted pretty casual about that, like there was no exclusivity arrangement. She just said Sonia didn’t look too good. Don’t know. Maybe she was heartbroken anyway."
It almost sounded like Hamill admitting the possibility of suicide.
He headed her off before she could make mention if it. “I still like Brady for this the most, okay?”
She nodded, she could accept that. Coming to terms with the alibis for Brady and Lambert was one thing, accepting this other theory was something else. And she already had her own doubts.
“Still doesn’t account for her being in Hazleton if she’s pulling a Juliet,” Dana said.
“Exactly.”
“But, remember, Brady doesn’t live in Hazleton either. Takes him even further out of our crosshairs.”
“Maybe,” Hamill said. “He’s from Clifton Park. Family there, three older brothers, one went here to school, one went into the family business — dairy farming — and the other is out west, working a grain elevator in Montana, or something. Brady is swearing up and down that the names in the book, they were just stupid. He wrote down the girls’ names as a challenge to himself. But, come on.”
“No one else in on it? No one to impress?”
“He says no. Just him.”
Dana tipped back her beer. It was her third, and she had started to feel the pleasant numbness of the alcohol wash over her. Mixing alcohol with antibiotics was not a good idea, but she needed this. She thought of how she’d drunk her first beers with her brother.
The detectives shifted to reviewing the notes from their meeting with the parents. They still need to talk to the teachers and other classmates of the girls, but they were nowhere with their main persons of interest.
“We missed something. What did we miss?”
She felt something dribble down her cheek, and realized her tear duct was leaking. She grabbed the cocktail napkins to blot the moisture, hoping Hamill wouldn’t notice.
She took a look around, blinking, willing her eyes to focus. The place bore little resemblance to O’Sullivan’s. The music was low in the background, even the pool balls seemed to clack more softly. This was a bar for cops and firemen and construction workers. No college students here.
“Where did the book come from?”
“Where did it come from? I dunno. Well, we didn’t get a chance.”
“What do you mean you didn’t get a chance?” Dana said.
“I mean Brady’s parents heard he’d been taken in for questioning. I don’t know who told them. Probably Lange. We had a lawyer show up.” Hamill tongued the ice cubes in the bottom of his glass as he drained the rest of the liquor. He set the glass down hard, catching the attention of the bartender, who started over. “Captain kicked him loose.”
Dana let it all sink in. Hamill wasn’t giving up on Brady as the killer, but the law had outplayed them, the alibis were strong, and that was that. It didn’t seem to bother him as much as she thought it might. Wasn’t really rattling her cage either. Maybe the alcohol and the pain meds had something to do with that. She ordered another beer when the bartender arrived.
The two detectives drank in silence. She put something together in her mind.
Finally Dana said, “Why did you ask me if I still went to church?”
“I did?”
Yeah, the other day. You asked me if I still went.”
“Huh,” Hamill said. “I don’t know. I don’t remember.”
“You think any of these girls are religious?”
Hamill raised an eyebrow. “You serious?”
“Why not? It’s funny, you know, it didn’t even come up. We talked to the parents for an hour each. Never asked about religious beliefs.”
“I think it would have stood out on its own. If they were . . . I don’t know, if anyone was Baptist or Catholic or something, we would have heard Jesus mentioned here or there.”
“You think?”
“Probably.”
Dana played with the bottle in front of her. “It’s funny.”
“It’s a riot.”
“No. How things change. This country,” she waved an arm, “it all comes from religion, right? I mean I’m not talking government, separation of church and state, In God We Trust, or any of that. But people. Everyday life. Puritans and their religious stuff and the Lutherans in the Midwest, the Amish in Pennsylvania. Religion used to be the cornerstone of every community.”
“Still is some places, but in the old days, yeah, it was
everywhere. No TV, no Walking Dead, no cell phones. The dating pool was a fifty mile radius, at best. You met your wife at church. That’s how my grandfather . . .” He suddenly snapped his fingers. “You’re right. I did ask you. We went by the graveyard. Paps is buried there.”
“Today’s fastest growing religion is, I don’t know.”
Hamill took a drink, looked thoughtful for a second, and said, “I don’t know.”
Dana finished the rest of her beer. “Forget it.” She set the empty bottle down loudly on the wood. The bartender didn’t look over this time.
“No,” Hamill said, “let’s have it.”
Dana looked into his eyes. “Maybe it means something.”
“Maybe it means what? Means our girls are just as nondescript in the religion department as a growing portion of society?”
“Yarrow talks about psychopathology. That’s what he was dumping on me in the hallway. And you know, yeah, maybe some people have some fucked-up wiring. But, maybe some people, maybe it’s not just messed up wiring. Maybe it’s societal.”
“Oh come on . . .”
“We’re out there dealing with this shit every day, Rob. Used to be maybe the good guys and the bad guys? Okay. Guy’s crazy, he’s ruthless. I don’t know. I mean, maybe people used to fear something. Like judgment.”
“Our worst serial killers have been religious nutbags. ‘God told me to do it.’ ‘My dog told me to do it.’” Hamill gave her a look that was too close to pity for comfort. “Partner, you got knocked on the head.”
“Hey,” Dana called to the bartender. “Another?” The bartender looked annoyed, but then came down the bar, eyes lingering on Dana’s bandages. He pulled up two beers from a cooler beneath the bar and dropped them in front of Dana. She stared back, took one and brought it to her lips. Before she could drink it, Hamill grabbed her wrist. Dana gave him a harsh look.
“Hey, easy,” Hamill said.
Dana got herself under control. She set the beer down and looked at the bottle. Then she tapped the bar. “Before you got to the hospital, I was on my phone. I downloaded the book and did a little reading.”
“The book? The Bible?” Hamill was being facetious. He knew she was talking about the book from Perry Brady’s room.
“You really liked Brady for this, right?”
“Liked him?” Hamill widened his eyes. “I loved him for it.”
“Okay. But that book, where it came from, that doesn’t factor in?”
“What is it with you? It was just some book he wrote the names in. Could’ve been Winnie the Pooh.”
Dana let that pass. She didn’t want to get agitated. Hamill had been almost civilized for an hour or so.
“The author is named Rakesh Lata. I googled him.”
“Alright, listen,” Hamill said, “we got the warrant for Brady’s house. CSI got proper documentation on everything. You gotta stop worrying about this shit. Even if that book was just a cheat sheet to remember their damn names before he screwed them and killed them, we’ve got our people stuck to those other girls like glue. Okay? Lange, Stender, nothing is going to happen to them.”
“I’m going to email the author, see what he has to say,” Dana said. “And I’m going to finish reading that book. There’s more to it than just a place for Perry Brady to store his wish list.”
Hamill bobbed his head. “Right, fine. Give it a look. I’ll do police work, you catch up on your reading.”
“Because we’ve got nothing right now,” Dana said.
“Not true.”
“We got nothing. So you can indulge me this shit, whether I got hit on the head or not.”
The two cops stared at each other. It was on the tip of her lips to tell him about the drawing, the tear, but it would just sound like more nonsense to him. Hamill was her friend, but he’d turn around and have her written up and say it was for her own good.
She picked up the bottle and took a long pull, killing half of it, feeling her partner’s eyes on her the whole time.
* * *
They drove through the night, back to Hazleton, the headlights cleaving through a low fog. The temperature had warmed up and the snow was mostly melted. But the cold would return.
Dana gazed out the window, her mind woolly after the multiple beers. Hamill claimed he was good to drive; Dana had lost track of her partner’s intake. Her thoughts wandered. She kept thinking about religion, about belief systems.
“It’s the case getting to you,” Hamill said. His comment was so in-line with her thoughts that Dana felt gooseflesh stipple her arms. It seemed to be happening a lot lately.
Hamill glanced over. “You’re getting a little unhinged, baby, but that’s okay.”
They reached Hazleton and Hamill slowed the Corsica to a stop at a blinking red light. It was going on eleven o’clock at night, and the town was sleeping.
Hamill looked at Dana. “You gonna be alright?”
“Knock it off.”
Normally that would have been enough, and Hamill would have let it go with another smart remark or two. But he stayed looking at her. They held each other’s gaze, just breathing, the engine running. He seemed to search her face, noting the cuts and bandages. Then he leaned towards her, and pressed his lips to hers.
For a moment, she didn’t move.
Her thoughts split into several directions at once. It had been so long since she had felt what she felt in Hamill. The desire. She pushed him back and moved away.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
It was like the air in the car grew thicker. The beers were spinning her vision.
Dana looked out into the night. She closed her eyes, took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Hamill got the car rolling. Her mind jumped through the responses, and she landed on the best one she could muster at the moment. “I know you are,” she said.
Within a couple minutes, they were parking in Dana’s driveway.
He tried to apologize again. “D, listen . . .”
“Be back and pick me up in the morning. Get some sleep, Rob.”
She got out of the car and looked up at her house. There was one light on in the kitchen, but the upstairs loft was dark. She watched as Hamill backed the Corsica down the driveway and drove off into the night. Then she walked around the house and entered through the back, as she did most nights.
* * *
Sarah was still awake in her room, watching something on her tablet. She looked up at Dana.
“Hi, Mom,” she whispered.
“Hi,” Dana said.
She stayed in the doorway for a moment. Sarah’s eyes lingered over her bandages, just as Hamill’s had.
Dana gazed back at her daughter. “Everything alright?”
“Yeah. Sure.”
Sarah returned her attention to the screen and Dana left the room.
In her office, she booted up the computer. She couldn’t believe the shit Hamill had just pulled. What was he thinking? She told herself that tomorrow was a new day. Maybe the captain would let her stay on, keep working. If she just had something, something good. She stared at the screen as it went through the start-up process. But the exhaustion came over her suddenly, profoundly, and it was all she could do to make her way up the stairs to the loft and fall into bed next to Shawn. She was asleep almost immediately and her sleep was, mercifully, dreamless.



 
DAY EIGHT (FIVE DAYS LATER)



 
CHAPTER NINETEEN / The End of the Fourth Sun
Dana ate her granola and stared out into the bright afternoon. Snow had come with a vengeance overnight, and was piled high in the yard, reflecting the winter sun. The weather people predicted that this was just a preface to a big Nor’easter.
She looked at the calendar hanging on the kitchen wall. It was mid-November and next Monday was the last day of classes at Plattsburgh College before the holiday break. She had been placed on leave, ordered to take a week’s rest from the case, whether she liked it or not.
She had lost her place in family life. The girls barely responded to her, looking to Shawn for direction. She was out of step with nearly every domestic routine, from dinner to laundry. She took out the trash only to realize there was no bin at the end of the driveway; Shawn hauled it to the dump himself. She put dishes away in the wrong cabinets; she’d caught Sarah secretly switching them. It didn’t help that she’d remained utterly preoccupied with the case. Any time she hadn’t been attempting to fit in, she’d been reading. Studying.
She stared at the calendar, refreshing the case timeline in her mind as she did every day. Friday, November 6, Holly Arbruster had expired, give or take half a day. She was not reported missing right away. Dana had come to accept Hamill’s theory about that; if a student wasn’t around over the course of a weekend, friends assumed they’d gone home. Parents figured their child was on campus.
Friday, November 13, a week after Holly’s death, Sonia Taylor expired and was found in the Clair River by two elementary school boys that afternoon.
Dana traced her finger along the path of the week. Halfway in between those two dates was Veteran’s Day. That same day was also Diwali, or, the Hindu Festival of Lights — though this wasn’t on the calendar. But Dana now knew it was the end of Muharram, which was the first month of the Islamic calendar, and considered the most important of four sacred months of the year. Muharram meant forbidden, or sinful. She’d read all about it in Rakesh Lata’s book, Unraveling the Ancient Wisdom.
For Americans, the holiday following Veteran’s Day was, of course, Thanksgiving. Shawn’s family was close, just a few miles away, in Saranac Lake. Shawn’s parents helped out a lot with the girls. Dana’s parents had left the North Country and retired to Florida, her sisters were far flung. She didn’t speak to them much.
Plans for the holiday were on hold, at least any plans that included Dana. She had a feeling Shawn’s parents were encouraging him to come visit with the girls, even if it meant leaving his obsessed, scarcely-there-anyway cop wife behind.
She’d been reading Lata’s book which was about the Kali Yuga, but also about Native Americans — particularly the Hopi — and the Mayans, and the Mahabharata, an epic Sanskrit poem. Shawn didn’t say much about Dana’s reading, but Hamill did: he minced no words that Dana had become fixated on mumbo-jumbo which had nothing to do with the case. But with no other breaks in the investigation, along with the absence of conclusive toxicological reports, Dana justified it. She was working the case as best as she could.
Her eye watered. She had yet to schedule the surgery. Her face was healing, but she was going to have a visible scar beneath her drippy eye. Hamill joked that it made her look tougher, like a biker, or a superhero.
She dropped the cereal bowl in the sink and ran some water into it. She stood for a moment, listening. The girls were not yet back from school and daycare. Shawn was at work on one of his carpentry contracts. The wind blew and the house sighed and creaked. The clock in the living room ticked off the seconds.
She picked over the case for the umpteenth time: no indictments in the Taylor/Arbruster deaths. No suspects. Bladen McCasland was a minor who’d been buying pot, wrong place, wrong time. George Lambert had gone to court for peddling marijuana illegally and was facing a fine and a short ride in jail. Perry Brady’s lawyer had gotten him released, Maggie Lange was free; both were back at classes.
The Feds were still there in the background, but the truth was that Yarrow and the U.S. Attorney hadn’t gotten any further with the case than she had. After coming in and stirring up the media with ideas about serial killers, they’d provided no real assistance. Even the media stories were drying up. The last headline had appeared Wednesday morning: Authorities Say Serial Killer Case Still Ongoing. The next day, the local papers covered upcoming football games, where to watch the Thanksgiving parade, and more conflict in the Middle East.
Countless hours had been spent analyzing every molecule of the victims’ bodies. Yet there was no consensus of aconitum poisoning. Nor arsenic, selenium, nor any plants like oleander or deadly nightshade. No phenobarbital. The pathologists were tight-lipped now.
She’d also been looking more closely at the study conducted by Wayland Kimball. The results had been posted on the school’s website; she’d looked at them carefully, and found one glaring omission in Kimball’s statements to the cops.
Dana had been tracking the movements of the author of Unraveling the Ancient Wisdom for the past three days. Rakesh Lata had a home in New Mexico, where he scarcely resided; a sprawling desert property replete with a huge “sound room,” purportedly able to heal people using vibrations. He was all over the map recently, with speaking engagements across the country. He was appearing in New York City today. Considering how close he was — at least sharing a timeline — she’d thought it the best chance to get a hold of him, so she’d sent the famous author an email requesting that they have a brief Skype conversation.
* * *
Dana shut herself in her office and booted up her computer. Rakesh Lata had agreed to her request to share a Skype call.
“Of course, I knew who you were,” Rakesh said on-screen. He was in his hotel room, dressed in a simple white T-shirt and jeans. His hair was almost entirely gray. His eyes a beguiling dark brown. Skyscrapers were framed by the large window behind him. “I’ve seen you on TV and in the paper. I’m glad you contacted me.”
Dana smiled. “Thank you. Good.” She found herself momentarily at a loss. She’d always found Skype a bit awkward. In real life, you could look around. Skype seemed to demand a more intense exchange.
“It’s been a while since I’ve been down there, in the city. More than ten years.” She imagined the blur of people on the streets below The Waldorf. “I want to thank you. I know you’re a busy man, so I’ll come to the point.”
Rakesh Lata smiled softly, his eyes kind but calculating.
“You’re friends with Professor Sanders?”
“Oh, yes. We went to Brown together.”
“I saw that. And you agreed to proctor her study.”
“The young man’s study, really. Wayland Kimball. Yes, I agreed to do it.”
“Why? You didn’t find it offensive?”
Rakesh seemed taken aback. “Offensive? Not at all.”
“The whole ‘psychic phenomena’ being a ruse. A ploy to test people for performance anxiety.”
“Oh I wouldn’t call it a ploy. I found it very interesting, as I knew I would.”
“You agreed to the study at Plattsburgh just for a friend, and nothing more?”
“That’s right.”
Dana nodded. Her one reprieve from the constant conversation was her notebook. She scribbled, other motivations . . . Then she looked back into Rakesh Lata’s dark, empathetic eyes. “How did you find the students?”
“Oh, they were lovely. Very nice, very nice.”
Dana tried to keep her eyes on the man on-screen as something worked itself through her mind. “Doctor,” she said, “I’ve read Unraveling the Ancient Wisdom.”
“Oh, so it was you?”
Dana smiled at his self-deprecation. “You’re very knowledgeable. Very gifted at synthesizing information.”
“You’re very kind.” He paused, and added, “It’s much the same as what you do, I would think: synthesizing information. The pieces are there — I just put them together.”
She nodded, felt heat in her face, and looked down at her notes. “In your book you discuss how we each have an electromagnetic signature.”
“Most definitely.”
“And about how we each sort of give off this aura . . .” Dana realized her eye was leaking and dabbed at it. Rakesh watched her passively, making no remark. Dana hurried on. “I want to know what you observed in the students. Anything that stands out. Any . . . odd behavior.”
She watched the screen closely. Rakesh was undoubtedly practiced in kindness, non-judgment, but the man had no poker face. She saw it immediately, something in his eyes.
“I’ll do you one better, Detective Gates, than what you’re driving at — which is, do I really believe in psychic phenomena? I don’t think there’s any distinction between the ‘normal’ and the ‘psychic.’ Any more than I think there’s a distinction between the ‘natural’ and the ‘supernatural.’ We may make these distinctions, formally and informally, but it doesn’t mean that they are real.”
She leaned forward, her desk chair squeaking. “Did you find that any of the students showed abilities?”
Rakesh looked into the camera. “We’re each on a path. Each of us, always, going in one of two directions.”
She waited for an explanation.
“Either we’re hindering our consciousness,” he said, “working to rein it in, tamp it down, or we’re expanding it, embracing it. Those are the only two choices.”
“Sorry to be so blunt, but is that a yes? Did you find a student was moving . . . forward with it?”
It was his turn to seem at a loss for words.
She opened her mouth, perhaps to make an excuse and end the call, to just let it all go, wake up tomorrow and go see one of the department shrinks after all, when Rakesh lowered his face to right in front of the camera, so that his image filled her screen. He looked so closely at Dana that it took her breath away for a moment, like he was in the room with her.
“You told me you’ve been reading, researching. And you’re quite gifted yourself, Detective. You’ve seen that cultures which are geographically and chronologically disparate, with no way to communicate with each other, using different languages and symbols, are all interpreting the universe in a similar way. That there are great cycles of time, and that as each comes to an end, there are changes. Chaos, decadence — the pains that accompany a growth spurt. Or, the tremors of death. That is the ancient wisdom.”
Dana said nothing.
“All of these cultures, from hunter-gatherers to sophisticated Egyptians, from the Mayans to the Christians have their version of this, which all boils down to what the Hopi called the ‘End of the Fourth Sun.’ Why do people persist with the same myths, over and over again, across cultures, and time? Why, if they are myths? What might link them?”
“Doctor,” Dana said in a quiet voice, “I sought you out because I want to know if . . . any of this . . . has to do with the death of two college girls.”
“And if I had to do with their death.” It was a sudden, terse statement. He leaned back from the screen.
“Okay,” Dana said. “As long as we’re being honest.”
Rakesh interlaced his fingers.
“The Hopi also believe that a great flood purged the land at one time,” he said. “Like Noah’s Ark. They believe in the Great Spirit, and that the Great Spirit became incarnate as a man. Like Christianity’s Jesus. Or Egypt’s Horus, Greece’s Attis. Some New Testament scholars even believe that Jesus saying ‘I will be with you until the end of the Age’ means, until another celestial epoch, another astrological time cycle. There are so many myths across time and cultures which possess similarities. Odin had a son, half man, half god. What fascinates me, as it has since I was a boy, is that in between these cycles, the consciousness people shy away from seems to advance. It percolates through humanity, it calls some forward, and their gifts are revealed.”
Something clicked in Dana’s mind. “You were deriving some philosophical, religious, historical study out of this experiment.” It wasn’t just a favor to a friend, Dana thought, it wasn’t just about performance anxiety.
Rakesh spread his arms. “Where are our Nostradamuses today? Or our John the Baptists? Our seers and prophets? Are they just scared to come out of hiding?”
“Tell me about the other results,” Dana pressed. “You know, the ESP,” she twiddled her fingers next to her skull, a crude illustration of psychic. Her patience had run out. This was another dead end. What the hell had she been thinking?
Rakesh maintained eye contact via the video connection, his voice even and buttery-pleasant as ever, coming clearly from her speakers. “Those are confidential.”
“Confidential? I’m sorry, I don’t think so. Someone surprised you. Taylor? Was it Sonia Taylor?”
Rakesh didn’t blink. “Detective, I wonder — why are you the one to contact me? Why not the FBI? These are some heavy implications coming from you, a state police detective from the BCI.”
The comment briefly knocked Dana off her game. Rakesh was pushing back.
Dana selected a response. “I’m desperate,” she said.
It was the brutal truth. But the desperation was surely on both sides. Rakesh had admitted that he was looking for something, that he had ulterior motives for helping with the study.
He waited, his expression still pleasant, his posture relaxed, but his eyes unsatisfied. She had him, and he knew it. He had to know it. If she wanted to run this up the flagpole, Rakesh could come under fire for exploiting those girls. Professor Sanders and Wayland Kimball could even find their jobs on the line.
“Doctor, do you have any enemies?”
His eyes glimmered. “Good instinct, but you need to . . . unravel this a different way.”
“Please clarify that.”
“If you can accept, at least, that, at various times in history, people have arisen who show exceptional qualities. Yes?”
“Yes.”
“Then you know that these exceptional people are often imperiled. Sometimes they are driven to addiction, to extremes. Sometimes it is that they threaten the establishment. But, I think, Detective, if there is a root to any of it — it is the quest for immortality.”
“I don’t follow.”
“The threat, Dana, is when people appear who challenge the status quo, the conventional notions of life, death, and afterlife. Sometimes it is an assassin, waiting in the wings. Sometimes it is someone closer than you think, who watches, who judges, who is scared.”
“Who are you talking about?” Dana riffled through a mental database of suspects. Who saw these girls frequently? Who would envy them, covet them, be afraid of them?
“She told me about you.”
“What?” The non sequitur threw her off. “Who told you about me?”
“I’d like to keep that confidential, but I’m sure you can figure it out.”
Dana was quiet. She thought of Lori Stender, at the top of the stairs, looking down. The feelings Dana had experienced, however fleetingly, when the young woman had looked at her.
“Women are gifted.”
“That’s very nice . . .”
“Before written languages shifted us to use a different hemisphere in our brains, a male-dominated hemisphere, women ruled. Their intuition, their empathy. You asked me if any of the college women stood out. Yes. They all did. They were all gifted. And maybe one in particular.” He paused. “She saw your sadness. And your gifts.”
“Alright,” said Dana, feeling the heat creep up her neck.
“Equality is not what we think, squeezing women into the corruption of the world of men.”
Now Dana scowled. “Excuse me, if that’s a jab at my gender as a law enf—”
“Detective, not at all. What I’m saying is that the feminine power is very great.” He smiled a bright, winning smile. “The androcentric society of the last cycle of time is collapsing. The patriarchy. What comes now is . . .”
The connection wavered for the first time, Rakesh Lata’s face momentarily freezing, the audio breaking up.
No, she thought. She leaned against the desk, towards the screen. “Doctor, you’re corresponding with one of the students. I need to know who.”
Then his image jumped and was alive again, the sound returning. “I hope you are careful up there, Detective Gates,” he said. He either hadn’t heard her question or ignored it. “A change is upon us. This is known as the Mahabharata War. Men betray their gods, become demons who walk among us . . .”
Dana quickly pulled out her cell phone and flipped to the image. She turned it towards Rakesh. Dana watched Rakesh Lata’s reaction closely. Something seemed to pass through the doctor, then it was over.
He fixed Dana with one last look. “In Hindu mythology, the bull is the bearer of truth and righteousness. Be careful, Detective.”
Her phone buzzed in her hand, startling her. She looked at the incoming number: Hamill.
“Doctor Lata, I want to thank you,” she said. “I will . . .” She paused. The screen had frozen again. A second later, as she watched, Skype made a sound like a rock dropped in water, and then declared, call dropped.
She answered Hamill’s call. “Not going to believe this,” he said, sounding out of breath.
“Oh, great.”
“Wayland Kimball called the local PD just a few minutes ago.”
“And?”
“Says Maggie Lange wasn’t in class today.”
A brief sinking sensation in her stomach. Dana stared at the blank screen. “She didn’t head home for Thanksgiving? Only two more days of classes next week — maybe she left early? Check her schedule.”
“Negative. Called the parents and they said she’s not home. And they’re only an hour away from the school.”
She put her head in her hand. “Where was the surveillance on her?”
“Local PD pulled them off this morning because of the holiday. Both girls were checking in regularly up till then. Then Lange claimed she was going home for Thanksgiving, which rattled some nerves. But apparently Plattsburgh PD was too short-staffed to see her off. She was last logged going into her dorm room yesterday afternoon. They figured she was packing up, leaving. They pulled that detail.”
Shit. “What about Lori Stender?”
“She’s accounted for. We’ve got two cops on her; she’s supposedly staying in town for the break. Oreck is already terrified of this case. Now he just made a big mistake with Lange. He’ll blame us, though, I’m sure.”
“What about us? Why weren’t we watching, too?”
“We were. But it was total miscommunication. Plattsburgh thought we were still on it for the weekend. And they didn’t tell us they were pulling the manpower away.”
Dana felt sick. She could feel her eye start to run. She didn’t bother to blot it.
“I’m on my way,” she said. She looked at the time on the computer. It was one thirty. “It
might take me a bit, though . . . Shawn and the girls haven’t come back yet, and I . . .”
“It’s alright. I just wanted you to know. You’re still on leave, anyway . . .”
“Hamill,” she said, “I’ll be there.”
“Hey,” he said, catching her before she hung up, “we okay?”
She didn’t know how to respond. She repeated, “I’ll be there.”



 
CHAPTER TWENTY / Minimizing Damages
The trooper barracks in Desiree was mobbed with more FBI agents than Dana had ever seen in one spot. It was as if they’d materialized there, beamed in from some other world.
She’d barely entered the place when Captain Bouchard was on top of her, leading her into his office. Hamill was already in the room, looking like a high schooler sent to the principal for misbehavior.
Before Bouchard could say anything, Dana spoke. “Rakesh Lata.”
Bouchard leaned back against his desk, “What?”
“Doctor Rakesh Lata,” Dana repeated. “He was brought in to proctor the study at the school. The one on performance anxiety. Obtained his graduate degree from in parapsychology in Europe. Also studied hypnotherapy, anthropology, archaeology, biofeedback at Brown University. . .”
“For fuck’s sake, Gates . . .” He held up his hand to stop her. The room smelled like some kind of spoiled meat. Her stomach twisted. She didn’t like where this was heading.
“You’re just coming to me with this now?”
Dana and Hamill exchanged glances. The captain was right; it was indefensible. The detectives had been focused on Perry Brady and Wayland Kimball, but without an exact time of death for Holly Arbruster, and with alibis for the estimated time of death, they couldn’t nail either of them. And Professor Sanders had been out of the country. The trail had ended there for a while.
“Bad judgment, Cap,” Dana admitted, wanting to add, and partly your fault for putting me on the bench. “But, I needed to know more before I came to you. Lata has actually had some courtroom scuffles. Had a lawsuit filed against him six years ago, for fraud. Found not guilty. Again found not guilty in a civil suit over what the plaintiff claimed was a ‘false imbuing of psychic potential,’ or something like that. He won again.”
“Okay, so what? Where was he for TODs?”
“All over the place. He’s on tour right now. He speaks at conferences and—”
“Then please tell me why I care.”
Dana was quiet for a moment.
Then the captain shook his head, as if to clear his thoughts. “Okay . . . So, this doctor performs some kind of mind trick on these girls? Gets them to kill themselves with some sort of untraceable plant poison? What are we talking about?”
“What we’re talking about is, he’s rich,” said Dana quietly. “He’s loaded. He’s written three books. He travels all over the world. Gets ten thousand dollars a pop for keynote speeches. He’s a prominent member of several groups. Some concerned with alien beings, some about the deep psychic energy within us all, the ability to heal ourselves, that sort of thing. That’s why he gets these people bringing claims against him; they’re after his money.”
The two men considered her remarks. “And I think some people just don’t like what he’s doing. What he’s selling. He mentioned that great people have enemies. His beliefs are almost a New Age religion, a way of thinking that might scare people. Make someone dangerous.”
“So what are we saying?”
“I don’t know yet. I want to take a look at a couple of things.”
She glanced at Hamill. Her partner looked uneasy. No doubt Hamill felt she’d been keeping things from him. And she had.
“We need to find Maggie Lange,” Bouchard barked from his desk. “That’s what we need to be doing. We need to prevent a third girl from being murdered. Okay? Hoping to God it hasn’t already happened. Finding — if it has happened — the killer behind it. Because, while this Lata guy is interesting, unless he’s mind-controlling people or beaming in from the mother ship . . .” Bouchard paused, stared hard at Dana for a moment. “Does he have followers?”
“I don’t know if I would call them that. There’s no central institution for anyone to join. He has a lot of fans on social media and fellow group members. Too many to go through them — over twenty thousand.”
Bouchard shook his head, and looked down. “We had four girls on a list. Two already dead. Two others that we were supposed to protect. And we didn’t. And if that girl shows up like the others, this is really going to be out of my hands. We’re going to let Yarrow and the U.S. Attorney call the shots. Completely, this time. If they want to pick up this guy, Lata, fly out wherever he is now, or fly him here on some idea that he hypnotized the girls into killing themselves, or maybe he inspired someone to do it, then fine, they can.”
Dana’s mouth was open to protest. But she snapped her jaw shut and looked down at her hands. The sense of defeat was palpable in the room.
“We’re all about minimizing damage, Gates. We’re realists. Hamill, you’re out there with the rest of them searching for Lange, like I asked you to do last time. And you, Gates . . .” He glared at her, his chest rising and falling, and for a second she was afraid the captain was going to have a heart attack right there in front of her. But he calmed down and continued in a more measured tone, “You’re back on duty,” he said.
“Okay. Thank you, sir.”
“We’re on Lori Stender day and night, you understand? We’re auditing her classes, we’re outside the door when she pees.”
“No more classes after today, sir.”
“Fine. All the fucking better. But even if between us and Plattsburgh PD there’s ten cars outside of her house, I want you checking in. Does she have a job?”
He looked from Dana to Hamill. Neither detective knew — when Dana had last been with Lori, the call had come in that Holly Arbruster was down by the train tracks, floating in the marsh.
“I’m holding you personally responsible,” Bouchard said, looking at the partners. “Got it? And keep the media off her. We have two uniforms with her, but I want you keeping tabs, Gates. You got anything better to do?”
Dana swallowed, feeling a wave of nausea pass. She got her bearings. “I’d like to talk to Wayland Kimball again. Then I’ll go straight to the girl’s house.”



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE / A Protégé
Wayland Kimball said he’d be most comfortable meeting on campus. They went to the cafeteria in Union Hall. Breakfast Served All Open Hours, it boasted. Dana wasn’t hungry, but she smeared some cream cheese on a bagel. Wayland drank coffee and had a croissant. His eyes kept darting to her face, to look at the damage. She was healing nicely but various small cuts and abrasions were still visible.
“Thank you for agreeing to meet with me. Let’s just start over, okay? Let’s have the conversation we should’ve had last week.”
“I don’t know what that means.” He looked away from her and picked at his croissant, the pastry reminded her of flaky skin.
Dana went on, “I’ve had a bit of time on my hands. Between the doctors and my captain, no one has let me go anywhere. So I read up on your study: the full text, not just the abstract, the authors and information section. You’re a co-author.”
Wayland looked over his shoulder. “Then why do you need to talk? It was accepted by the editorial board and published on October thirteenth. It’s all there.”
“Because I’m a cop, not a psychology teacher like you.” She spread her hands in front of her. “My job is to figure out why two girls are dead, and find a third girl before she winds up dead, too.”
“You think I lied to you? I’m the one who called to say Maggie Lange wasn’t in cla—”
“I know. I’d just like to hear it again. In your words. About the study.”
He pushed his plate away, sighing. “It was meant to observe the ways in which people react when given the chance to exert their ‘psychic energies.’ Each subject agreed to an MRI screening, before and after. They were presented with a series of tests, ostensibly to determine psychic potential.”
“I’ve heard all that. What were the tests? Cards with shapes on them, that sort of thing? Where’s the video? Why no video posted online?”
“Basic run-of-the-mill ESP checkers: guess the shape on the back of the card, see if you can move the ball bearing on the table, etcetera. But what you’re really looking to find out is what’s going on in their brains and their physiology when they’re under intense evaluation. The video is at my house.”
“I want it.”
Wayland seemed to dig in his heels. “Why? You read the study, saw the results. We were looking for performance anxiety. Things that can prevent people from achieving their highest potential.”
“I’d still like to see it.”
“Okay. Talk to my lawyer. Obtain a warrant.”
“Mr Kimball, if you have nothing to hide, you’re sure acting like you do.”
“I’m acting like someone who understands his rights.”
Dana opened her arms. “Okay, why psychic phenomena? You could have chosen anything for people to be under evaluation for.”
“We’ve done studies where we’ve put people into situations designed to be socially uncomfortable, but the results aren’t pure, because typically, they know that this is the study, and they’re relaxed about whatever situation we place them in. It’s called demand characteristics. But if you try to design a situation meant to be even more uncomfortable, you don’t get a lot of people to sign up. So we came at it in an indirect way. We chose something a lot of people are interested in, even if they think it’s bunk, they’re curious — who isn’t curious about psychic powers? And it met the criteria for a scenario where they know they are being watched, evaluated, on the spot.”
“The psychic part wasn’t suggested by Professor Sanders?”
Wayland looked uncomfortable. He had that air about him which Dana remembered from their previous encounter.
“I shouldn’t talk about Doctor Sanders.”
“Why not?”
“Because she’s not here to speak for herself. It’s inappropriate.”
“Well, I can’t talk to her,” Dana said. “I tried all week. She left the country two days after the study and seems to be constantly on the move. If she’s in Namibia, if she’s on the moon, she’s not on Twitter or Facebook, no blogging, nothing.”
“This might be a discussion to have with Dean Arturo.”
“Why?” Dana pushed her plate aside and leaned in. “Come on. Out with it. I already know, anyway.”
He was trapped; she had him in her sights, frozen.
She pulled the book out of her jacket pocket. She plopped it on the table between them. “You had this author, this renowned psychic, conduct your fake experiments. Why use him?”
Wayland looked at the book. Dana watched his Adam’s apple bob in his neck. For a moment, he was speechless. “Look, it was for show. No one would believe it was a real psychic study if Professor Sanders or I were administering the tests. So we brought in Dr Lata.”
“It wasn’t ‘show’ for him. Maybe he was interested in unearthing some psychic potential, you think?”
“I don’t know.”
“He must’ve been expensive.”
Wayland looked down. He gripped the edges of the table, his knuckles white. “Dr Lata is highly trained,” he said. “Credentials are impeccable.”
“So that means he’s free?”
“No . . .”
“Then what? You tell me — why did he do this? Let me tell you why. Because he loves this sort of stuff. He wants to see if he can find the next Joan of Arc. And he and Professor Sanders are old friends. They got to talking. They agreed on the study. But they needed someone to take care of the details. They’re too busy, what with book signings, trips abroad. Give it to someone with something to prove.”
Wayland Kimball glared at her angrily.
“I want Sanders’ contact information. Email, however you keep in touch. I can arrest you, or you can pull a pen and paper out of your handsome valise there, and write it down.”
He unzipped his bag and pulled out the items.
“The students, what did they get out of it? In your professional opinion.”
He dropped the pad on the table and scribbled the details on a page.
“They liked it.”
“Are they all friends?”
He clicked off the pen and looked up. “Sounds like there’s another sneaky question in there somewhere, Detective.”
“Do they hang out?”
His eyes wandered to a trio of young men sitting and laughing at a table on the other side of the cafeteria. Dana observed the way he watched them. She was suddenly sure her that her idiotic partner was right about Wayland Kimball’s sexual orientation. He said, “I’d like to go now.”
“Just answer my question.”
“I don’t know. I saw the girls in pairs — Lori Stender and Sonia Taylor. I think I saw Maggie Lange and Sonia Taylor at the library once.”
“Are you religious?”
He returned his attention and gaped. “What?”
“Do you practice a religion?”
“No. Well, I’m Buddhist.”
“Uh-huh. What if I said to you, someone who knew what these girls were doing, heard them talk about it, maybe even . . . thought they saw something, some ability . . . something — what if someone didn’t like that? Thought it made them, I don’t know, witches? Scared them?”
“I don’t know. There are some pretty idiotic people in the world,” he said without emotion.
“Who might have seen the girls together? Or seen . . . or felt something they didn’t like?”
“I don’t know.”
“What about Perry Brady?” She held up the book between them. “You give this to him?”
“No.”
She looked at Wayland again.
“I’m not exactly in touch with my students’ lives outside of class,” he said.
“Well, maybe not. But Rakesh Lata is.”
“That’s none of my business.”
And maybe Rakesh Lata has some protégé who’s killing these girls. Maybe. Is it you? Who else is left alive? Who is not missing? Lori Stender. And I bet she’s the one who ‘saw my sadness.’
“You go to a bar where students hang out. Any other professors go there?”
“Sure. I guess. Occasionally.”
“What about a place called Charlie’s? You know what that is? Or who Charlie is?”
He shook his head, No. His anger had passed. He regarded Dana coolly now, as if she were no longer worth getting riled. He placed his hands on the table, sparing the book — Unraveling the Ancient Wisdom — one last glance, and then pushed back in his chair.
“Detective, I’ve got a busy weekend ahead. If you’ll excuse me.”
He grabbed his valise and stood up.
“I understand,” she said, also rising. “Thank you, Mr Kimball.”
He walked off without looking back.



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO / The Drawing
There were two Plattsburgh cruisers and a state police car on the street, cops inside the house, checking crawlspaces and closets. Two more uniformed cops were gesturing with a reporter and camera crew, easing them back to the news van. K9 Units were circling the grounds and nosing through the rooms inside. An unmarked car sat further down the block: FBI surveillance. She stood on the porch with Lori Stender, the white smoke of their breath rising into the air.
“It’s freezing out,” Lori said.
“You don’t like life in the North Country?” Dana asked, keeping her eye on the Feds.
“I do and I don’t.” Lori blew on her hands, rubbed them together. “It’s too cold to sit, for God’s sake.”
“We’ll head back inside once they’re done checking everything.” She glanced over at the young woman. “Can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
“Why’d you sign up for that study? You go in for that sort of thing?”
“Go in for what?”
“That whole thing. Or are you more one of those, ‘If psychics were real, they’d all win the lottery’?”
Lori laughed, a bright burst of it, her breath puffing out. “Yeah, no, I don’t think it works that way.”
“How do you think it works?”
The student grew thoughtful. The two of them watched as the reporter reluctantly backed away and stood on the sidewalk while the cameraman set up the shot. The cops emerged from the house a moment later, a German shepherd panting and straining against the leash. Dana watched them head down the walkway.
“Let’s go,” she said.
They made their way to the kitchen. The house was quiet. Teisha, the athletic girl who had opened the door that first time, was away for the holiday.
Dana looked around at the empty house. She recalled when it had teemed with student partygoers. “You feel like your friends abandoned you?”
Lori leaned against the counter. “Abandoned me? You mean Teisha?
Yeah, well, she doesn’t like anything that’s not fun and games, you know?”
“Not one for the serious stuff.”
“Says it brings her down.”
“What about your parents?”
“I don’t want them here.”
Dana watched her closely. “Not getting along?”
“You don’t know my dad. What we’ve been through. This type of thing . . . he would just turn it on its head.”
Interesting. “How do you mean?”
“He’s just very controlling. My stepmom, too. They’re a good match, I guess. I don’t know. Well, sometimes. It’s like two magnets with the same charge.”
“They must be worried.”
“Maybe. But I’m not going anywhere. I’m not going to let some psycho upend my life, make me live in fear. You want something to drink? Soda or something? You probably can’t have a beer.”
Dana was impressed by the young woman’s candor. But she wasn’t just talking tough, it seemed genuine.
“I’ll take a soda, sure.” Dana looked at the police lights strobing the windows. She watched them slip away, the house considered secure. Other units remained, less conspicuous. But still, seeing the lights disappear made her anxious. She turned her attention back to the girl. “So, you’re not going to let a psycho run you out of town . . . you think whoever is responsible for this is psychotic?”
Lori twisted the plastic cap off a coke and handed it to Dana. “Well, obviously, right?”
“You think Perry Brady is psychotic?”
“It’s not Perry Brady.”
Dana held the bottle to her lips. She’d never been much of a soda drinker, but it tasted good now. Normal.
“No?”
“I don’t think so. But, you’re thinking it. Right?”
It sounded like a comment Hamill would make. One thing was for sure, Lori wasn’t exhibiting any sort of extrasensory power at the moment. Whatever Dana had been feeling when she and Lori had first met, it wasn’t there now. Dana decided she’d been imagining it. What remained to be seen was whether she was under the influence of Rakesh Lata, his minion, killing for him.
“I spoke to Doctor Lata,” Dana said.
“Oh yeah? You went to see him?”
“We Skyped.”
“Cool.”
“Yeah. He said you two are in touch.”
She nodded. “A little, yeah. He’s very nice.”
Dana dabbed at her eye. “What do you talk about?”
“You know, life. Energy, history, politics. Art.” She suddenly perked up. “Hey, want to see something?”
“Sure.”
* * *
Lori led Dana upstairs to her tidy room overlooking the street. Dana peered through the blinds, down at the cops and the news van, still double-parked, the reporter getting shit again from the local PD. It was comforting.
Her phone had been silent since she’d gotten here. No calls from Hamill, nothing about the Lange girl. The idea of the FBI handling everything was unnerving. Even if they promised they were keeping the detectives in the loop, Dana knew that wasn’t the case. She and Hamill had chased down a lead that turned ugly, nearly blinding her, and yielding only a small-time pot dealer. They had brought in a student who had two — now possibly three — of the victims’ names in the back of a paperback book but there was no hard evidence to link him to the murders, and he had an alibi for each, along with Wayland Kimball, so long as the initial time of deaths didn’t shift too much. Though a three hour class was not a huge window for an alibi. But now here she was with one of the most interesting potential suspects yet.
Dana sized up the room. Lori had an antique-looking desk, a bureau, and two sets of bookshelves, both filled. A well-read girl. On the other side of the room was an easel and a box of paints, plus a small drafting table with a jar of pens and pencils hanging off the side. The walls were bare.
Lori pulled something out from beneath her bed. It was a large portfolio. She unzipped it.
“I don’t keep anything hanging around,” she said. “I like to keep things blank. Clean slate.”
She flipped to the first drawing, which was protected in a large plastic sleeve. Dana leaned over to look. She suddenly forgot everything clamoring in her mind.
The drawing was gorgeous, a nude female figure, done in charcoal, with great realism. Not that she knew much of anything about art. What she knew was that the head was not a human head, but an animal’s, a fox.
“I took studio art last semester,” Lori said. “And we would have these models come in and pose nude and all of that. But I thought, I don’t know why — faces are boring. So I added these heads.”
She flipped through the large pages, handling each with care, even as they sat protected in the sleeves. They varied in color, shading, and scale, with one or two more rudimentary sketch pages with several figures on each.
“These are great,” Dana said in a choked voice. She cleared her throat and willed herself to remain patient. “When did you say you did them?”
“Last semester. In the spring.”
In the spring, she thought, her mind now racing ahead. Months before the deaths of Sonia Taylor or Holly Arbruster. Drawings that were strikingly similar to the one in Scott’s room. There was no mistaking the human-animal hybrid. It couldn’t be coincidental. But Dana was hard-pressed to come up with an explanation.
“Lori?”
“Yeah?” She was bending over the portfolio, flipping with one hand, holding her hair out of her face with another. “Is it bad to like your own work?”
“Have you ever met a young boy named Scott Dunham?”
Lori kept looking at the drawings, flipping pages. She was almost to the end. There were a few landscapes and also a male figure with a lion’s head. She wanted to study them all very closely, but later.
“Lori?” Her hand was close to her weapon.
“Um, Scott who?”
“Scott Dunham. Do you know him?” The boy who found your friend’s body in the water, gray and bloated.
The student was staring at the pictures, as if in a trance. Dana felt like things were coming full circle.
“Hey,” Dana said, leaning down into her line of sight. Lori looked at Dana. “Sorry,” she said and abruptly flipped the portfolio closed. “It is bad to like your own work.” She seemed to clear her head before answering, her eyebrows knitting together. “Um, yeah. I think maybe I’ve heard that name.”
Dana’s fingers twitched against the holster. She moved her hand back behind her. “Where? How?”
“Um, someone I know, I think, babysits for a kid named Scott? Not sure about the last name.” The student’s smile faltered as she read Dana’s seriousness, her mounting alarm. “Is he . . . okay?”
“Does he live in Hazleton? It’s about a half hour from here.”
“I think so . . .” She crossed her arms. Dana leaned back, took a step away. Lori looked increasingly worried. “What is it? You’re kind of freaking me out.”
Dana’s mind was still bounding ahead, seeking connections. She tried to focus. “No, it’s okay,” she said. “Scott is fine.”
“Why are you asking me about him?” Her artwork was forgotten, the plastic sleeves of the portfolio slipping from her fingers.
Dana forced herself to slow down. This could be something major or just a coincidence. She had to proceed carefully.
“Who is the friend you have that might babysit for him?”
“Well, she’s not a real friend friend, you know . . .”
“Who?”
“We took the studio art class together,” Lori said, nodding at the portfolio. “Angie Gilroy.”
Gilroy, thought Dana, Angie Gilroy. So far in the investigation, the name had come up only once: she was the girl who had initially called Plattsburgh PD to report that Holly Arbruster was missing. At this point, Dana wasn’t sure who had taken Angie Gilroy’s statement. Had it been Hamill? Things were frenetic there at the beginning, the case moving in different directions at once. She needed to go back to the statements, look them all over again.
She took out her phone, leaving her gun alone for now.
But the girl was still talking.
“You think, um . . . ?”
Dana felt the hairs standing up on the back of her neck. She gripped her phone, poised to dial. “What?”
“One of my drawings was stolen,” Lori said. “Taken out of my backpack.” She reached in and rummaged through the pack, and Dana’s reflexes tightened again. She was about to put the phone away and unsnap her holster, when Lori pulled out some lip balm and applied it.
“Who do you think took your drawing?”
Lori mashed her lips together. For some reason the gesture seemed to betray her age — she was just a kid. We think of college students as grown up, but they are still so young, Dana thought.
Lori frowned. An uneasy look claimed her, like she didn’t want to throw anyone under the bus. “I don’t know.”
“Think Angie Gilroy would have taken it?”
Lori shook her head. “I don’t think so.”
“Who else?”
“I really don’t know . . .”
“Do you show your work to people? Did you show the missing drawing to someone who might have later taken it?”
“Yeah, I mean, I’ve shown them to a lot of people. And there are exhibitions . . . I guess, I don’t know, maybe a quarter of the campus has seen my stuff? Something like that?”
Dana realized she was standing in the middle of the room, unmoving, holding her phone. She glanced at her watch and saw that it was going on one a.m.
“When was your last exhibition?”
“This summer. In August, just before classes started.”
“And it wasn’t taken then.”
Lori frowned. “No. They’re behind locked glass.” Then Lori’s eyes glinted. “I took them all with me to see Sonia at work after the last day of the show. Bunch of us were hanging out . . .”
“At O’Sullivan’s?”
Lori nodded, but fell silent. Her eyes were welling up with tears. Dana hadn’t expected the sudden emotion. She wasn’t sure what to make of it — was it for show? Was the girl unstable? And then she recognized it, plain as looking in a mirror. Guilt.
“I talked Sonia into the study,” Lori said in a pinched voice. “I didn’t want to do it alone.”
Dana was beginning to understand. “The study is where you and Sonia met the other students,” Dana concluded. “Maggie Lange, Holly Arbruster, and Perry Brady.”
“Yes.”
“And you guys became close?”
“Yes.”
“How close? What did you do?”
She sniffed and then hunted around for a tissue and blew her nose. “We hung out. Thursday nights, mostly. You know, Ladies’ night. Drinks on the house. Woohoo. She didn’t work at the bar much longer. Classes started up. She was really looking forward to the semester. God, she was so happy . . .”
Lori started sobbing again.
Dana gave the girl a second, and took a moment herself to collect her thoughts. Her heart was racing.
“But you did a little more than hang out.”
Lori had wet, reddened eyes.
“Did Perry Brady get it in his head to sleep with all four of you? Or did it . . . was it sort of agreed upon?”
The student sighed, took a shuddering breath. “I guess. Yeah. Viking stud.”
“What does that mean?”
“Just . . . stupid shit. You know, Viking shit. Pagan stuff. Free love, whatever.” A single tear fell from her eye and landed between her sneakers.
“It’s okay. But, he wrote your names down in that book. Unraveling the Ancient Wisdom. That was your book, wasn’t it?”
She looked up, wet eyes wide, nose bright red. “You found the names?”
“Yes. Where did you get that book?”
“Doctor Lata.”
Dana stepped closer. She slipped her phone back in her pocket. “Lori, do you think Doctor Lata had anything to do with putting the idea in Perry’s head to try and sleep with all four girls in the study?”
Her face crumbled. “No.”
“Someone has to know that Perry had that list. Okay? So who else? Someone else that maybe knew that he had this little plan to sleep with you and the others? Anyone else that might’ve known? Lori? Did that book get shown around, too; did you show it to someone else? Like Angie Gilroy?”
Lori shook her head vigorously. “I always had it. Until I gave it to Perry. He seemed genuinely interested. He’s not a bad guy, you know.” Lori zeroed in on Dana then, and that feeling returned. As if the girl was now intuiting deeply intimate pieces of Dana’s personal life.
“I’m not saying he’s a bad guy. I want to know what he might have done with the book. If he’d written down the names, yours included, because he planned to sleep with you, okay? I’m not judging him for that. Nor any of you, if you welcomed it. What I want to know is if it gave anyone else an idea. A bad idea. About the names, about you girls. Someone who didn’t approve. Maybe someone who saw the drawing – maybe took it from you, and, I don’t know . . . it set them off. Because it was blasphemous, pagan, I don’t know. Then found the names in the book . . . Where does Perry go? What does he do?”
Lori’s face was twisted from crying. A beautiful face, wrenched with guilt and fear. “He goes to Charlie’s.”
That name again. “Who is Charlie? Lori? What is it? What do people do there?”
Lori sniffed, and seemed to harden. “What don’t they do?”
Dana took a beat, then asked, “Have you been to Charlie’s?”
She shook her head, an emphatic negative. “No.”
Dana’s phone buzzed in her pocket.
* * *
“We got her.”
She listened to her partner on the other end of the line as she watched Lori’s face. “You found Lange.”
“Yeah, pard.”
“She’s okay?”
He took a breath. “County Sheriff’s found her, along with three civilian searchers.”
Dana was anxious. It didn’t sound good. It sounded like there was a third victim and they hadn’t been able to stop it.
“Where?”
“They found her by boat, Dana.”
She felt cold again. Cold in the pit of her stomach. Cold spreading down through her hips and groin. As if wading into icy water.
“By boat,” she repeated.
“Gates . . .” Hamill’s voice sounded like it had gotten farther away.
“What?” Her own tone was prickly sharp. She kept her eyes on Lori.
“Gates, partner, you know . . . it’s right where . . .”
“For fuck’s sake, Rob, spit it out.” Dana was shaking now. But she had known this was coming, hadn’t she?
“She was found in Topper Pond, Maggie Lange was found in Topper Pond. Right where . . . I mean, it’s crazy, it’s almost in the exact spot where . . .”
Where my brother was found. Dana finished the thought for him, silently. Where David’s body was found floating.
She took a step back, then another, until her calves bumped the edge of Lori’s bed, and she sat down heavily.



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE / Topper Pond
Mid-autumn. The leaves had peaked, green only in the oaks. The forest around Topper Pond, five miles from Hazleton, had been a riot of color, the maples turned red and orange and pushing off their leaves, the birch a virulent purple. The water in the pond had been low and chilly.
Dana had ridden her bike to the edge of Top Beach to meet her brother, who had gone ahead of her. He’d been skipping his extracurricular activities; he’d even dropped out of band. Their parents didn’t know. They were preoccupied. Heather, Dana’s older sister, was getting married in a week. She and her fiancé, a construction company owner from Lake Placid, had tried to predict the foliage climax and overshot it by one weekend, to everyone’s secret pleasure. And her next eldest sister, Shannon, was having problems again, both with boys and with drinking, and she had their parents worried to death that Shannon was going to ruin Heather’s perfect wedding. And, Dana thought, they just might’ve been right, if it weren’t for what happened instead.
Shannon, much as Dana loved her, was not all that bright. She was an incredible, talented vocalist and had already exceeded everyone’s expectations in the school choir and musicals and was singing in a rock band at seventeen. But she was oblivious to the rest of the world, and lazy. David had joked that their older sister thought “manual labor” was the President of Mexico. Shannon had never held a job for more than a few weeks, sponged off their parents, and used the money to score drugs half of the time.
Between perfect Heather and messed-up Shannon, Dana and David were often overlooked completely. So the fact that David’s grades had been slipping and that he’d taken to meeting with Dana after school to drink beer, went unnoticed by their parents.
Topper Pond was a small hamlet, and its namesake body of water was shallow, only fifteen feet deep out in the middle, with a mushy bottom that dissuaded people from wading in. The water was too cold for an enjoyable swim in early October. So when Dana pulled up on her bike, she was surprised to see David’s things scattered along the beach; his school bag, his headphones and Walkman.
Top Beach was called a beach though it was really no more than a swath of sand twenty feet long. Just off the road, away from the few houses, and there was no lifeguard. Most days after school, that time of year, there was no one around at all. The few houses around the pond and one shambling general store constituted the population of the hamlet. There was never anyone out on the sidewalks; there were no sidewalks. There was a causeway, a place where a land bridge had been created for the road to go through.
She had set her bike down in the sand next to her brother’s things. She walked to the edge of the lapping water and dipped her fingers in. She put a hand up to shield her eyes from the sun as she scanned the horizon. The wind whipped the lead-colored surface of the water. The air bit into her ears as she looked out.
She’d spent fifteen minutes looking for her brother, eventually leaving the beach and walking along the causeway. A few cars had passed and she’d wondered if she should flag one of them down. She’d gotten worried right away, and as the minutes passed by, she’d become afraid. Yet she’d never hailed a car.
It’s just something people do, she thought now, sitting on the edge of Lori’s bed. She was no longer watching Lori, but engrossed in her memories.
Just something people do. It was true. Even when you had that feeling that something was wrong, you tried to talk yourself out of it. To flag down help would’ve been to admit the worst. Instead, she’d climbed along the scree of rocks that formed the causeway, and kept her eyes on the water. And then she had seen him. A red shirt, thirty feet out.
There was hardly any current to the water, just a subtle draw towards an outlet which fed a stream.
She had rushed into the pond, moving clumsily over the rocks, feeling the bite of the cold water through her jeans, then dived forward, and swam for the red shirt.
“Dana? You there?” Hamill was still on the phone. His voice brought her back into the present.
“Yeah.”
She could hear the wind buffeting Hamill’s phone. She wondered where her partner was. If he was on the rocks. If Maggie Lange was wearing red.
“You alright?”
“I’m on my way.” But she didn’t move from the bed. She already knew what Hamill was going to say.
“Nah, let me handle this, pard. You stay with Lori Stender. Captain wants her in full police protection; you can’t let her leave your sight. Maybe call her parents; make sure she does. We got this wrapped here.”
“Hamill,” Dana said with a rush of bitterness. “I’m not a babysitter.” She glanced at Lori. She would’ve said no offense, but the student didn’t seem to care.
“Partner,” Hamill said, “You know this is the right thing.”
“I know what? This is the worst possible outcome, that’s what I know. That girl, she . . . that poor girl, Hamill. My God.” She struggled to keep her composure.
“I know.”
“Listen, if this is someone out there copycatting my brother’s murder, then I’m the first person to be involved, I’m the one should be there for every second of everything . . .”
“You know it works exactly the opposite of that, D.”
She wanted to hit something, anything. Her anger was all over the place these days, she was on some emotional roller coaster. If she lost it now, the captain would regret putting her back on the case ahead of schedule, and take her off it for good.
“They’re going to come get Lori now,” Dana said.
“Yeah, okay, right; they’ll up the ante on the PC. Gonna go to the Feds I bet. But you stay with her until they come. Got it?”
“I got it,” Dana said through gritted teeth.
She threw the phone on the bed. She’d wanted to smash it against the wall in Lori’s room, but the student was watching her. Those eyes of hers, seeing Dana, seeing inside her, making her skin crawl.
* * *
Dana stood at the window as more cars pulled up. They were here. Two men got out of the dark sedan and moved stiffly up the street. The FBI were coming to get Lori.
They knocked on the door downstairs, and Dana gestured for Lori to walk ahead of her out of the bedroom. The student hesitated. “I need clothes? I need my things . . .”
“That’ll all be taken care of,” Dana said. Then abruptly, “Lori, did you have something to do with this?”
The girl seemed shocked. “Did I . . . ?”
Dana’s voice carried an edge. “You’ve corresponded with Doctor Lata, Lori. You’ve spoken about me, told him you ‘saw’ me. What do you think you know? You think you know me? Did you know about my brother?”
“No, I . . . what? No . . .”
“Have you ‘seen’ things in the other girls, too, Lori; your friends? Maybe things you didn’t like?” She could feel herself revving up the way she had with George Lambert. She stopped herself, thinking about the drawings in Lori’s portfolio, thinking about that day twenty-five years ago.
It was still with her. It had never left her.
There had been no clear evidence of foul play, but there had been no confirmation of suicide either — no rocks in David’s pockets or farewell note left in his bag, no closure for the sister he left behind.
Her parents had refused an autopsy. As if they didn’t want the world to know, not for certain, what had happened to David. They’d learned he’d been skipping classes, dropping activities, and his grades had been going downhill. When the marijuana was found in his backpack, it seemed to line up, as far as her father was concerned. Family and friends concluded it was a tragedy which they should have seen coming. They ‘made up’ for it by throwing Heather an even bigger wedding six months later, and dropping a huge sum of money on a rehab program for Shannon.
For Dana, nothing had ended.
The cops at the door knocked again. “Detective Gates? Miss Stender?”
“Lori, you need to come clean. You need to talk to me now.”
“I don’t have anything to say. I told you. It was my fault Sonia was in the study. She did it for me. I was interested; I like that sort of thing. I didn’t know any of the other students. I’d seen Maggie, once or twice, around campus.” She had hardened now. “But that’s it. Somebody stole my drawing. And that’s meaningful to you, right? I can tell.” She stood beside her bed, hands balled into fists. “So take that, lady, and take your dead brother, and leave me alone.”
From downstairs came, “Gates? We’re coming in.”
Dana whipped her head to the side and barked at them, “Just a minute!” She faced Lori again, who was a few inches shorter than she was, and she grabbed one of the girl’s wrists, like she had done to Sarah once or twice, to pull her away from danger.
“Lori, they just found Maggie Lange. That’s three girls, all from the list. If you didn’t have anything to do with this, fine. But if you’re not telling me something . . . Lori, you’re the last name on that list.”
Lori pulled away. She rubbed her wrist. Dana saw that she had left a mark. Just a reddening impression.
Then the girl wheeled around. “You know how someone ran from you the night you were at O’Sullivan’s?”
“How do you know?”
Her eyes were snapping. “Oh come on. Everyone knows.”
“What about it?”
“You want to know something? You want to know what I think? I don’t know if I have any ‘gifts,’ okay? But maybe you should consider some other reason that person ran from you. Maybe you need to take a better look. Stop trying to pin this on me.”
Footsteps were pounding up the stairs. Dana looked at the bedroom door.
“Alright,” she said quietly.
She left, pulling her collar up around her neck, leaving the girl behind, pushing through the agents ascending the stairs, cutting through their questions, their stares.



 
DAY NINE



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR / The Smiley Face Murders
The detectives walked into the morgue.
“En ze midnight hour,” Hamill sang with a fake accent. “I kun feel your power . . .”
Hamill’s renditions of 80s pop artists like Madonna, rendered with terrible Dutch, German, or Austrian accents, were one of his star turns. He and Dana descended the stairs to the autopsy room below.
“Just like ze prayer, you know I take you zere . . .”
“Quit it, alright?” It was past midnight anyway, it was two a.m. Hamill wanted to distract her, to help her in his clumsy way. They had been granted this look at the body, and they were continuing their investigation, but everyone knew it was just a courtesy. The FBI had already been here. Already made their observations and notes. The detectives had become the B team.
No, the Feds wouldn’t take over, per se. They would just make the state police irrelevant. But she didn’t care; even if the visit to the morgue was token, even if she hadn’t been allowed at the scene of the last crime, she was more determined than ever to close this case. She’d consider anything: Lori’s comments, Lata’s insights, drawings of man-beasts, tattoos that looked like biohazard signs, bodies on the slab.
The partners reached the ground floor and walked down a short corridor. Hamill was humming the song now. He was trying to cheer her up. She thought she could smell alcohol on him again, too. They pushed through two doors that reminded Dana of a restaurant, rather than a morgue.
Janine Poehler stood in her white smock next to the body of Maggie Lange. Poehler’s graying blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail. Her eyes had the same steely cast as the chrome appliances in the room. Those eyes seemed to mirror what Dana was thinking. The pathologist had already been through all of this once with Yarrow and his agents. Now she needed to go through it again for the detectives.
“Same thing,” Poehler said. “What we’re seeing so far is consistent with a drowning.”
Hamill looked over at Dana. He raised his eyebrows. “Smiley face murder number three?”
Poehler looked at the detectives with a quizzical expression. “Smiley face?”
Dana waved a dismissive hand in the air. “It’s a theory.”
Poehler’s look held; she wanted to hear it.
Dana took a breath. “It was a theory formulated by two retired police detectives in New York City. Several college-aged males were found dead in bodies of water. And near where quite a few of the bodies were found, there was graffiti of smiley faces.”
“It’s like a cop ghost story,” Hamill said.
Poehler scowled for a moment, then her gaze dropped to the body, and they all looked there. Maggie Lange was pale, with a bluish tint. Face-up, a white sheet covering her from the chest down. Dana lingered over the colorless lips, small nose; the staring sunken eyes.
“So,” Hamill said. “Same old, same old.”
“How long?” Dana was riveted by the corpse.
“Based on lividity, lack of fully expressed rigor, coloring, the sinking of the eyes, she was found about three hours after death. We won’t know more until the tox screening.”
“And there it is,” Hamill scoffed. “From what I hear — after all the waiting — you won’t able to retrieve enough uncorrupted tissue to determine toxicology. It’s another dead end.”
“It might be.”
Dana kept looking at Maggie Lange. The girl’s nose ring had yet to be removed. Her dyed blonde hair was still damp. “Tell me about the drowning.”
Poehler pushed aside a stack of medical trays on a wheeled rack. The tools on the top tray glistened beneath the lights. The room was filled with stainless steel appliances, including a refrigerator and a giant walk-in cooler, where more bodies were stored. Aside from the computer workstations, the place looked like a giant kitchen. It completed the unsettling likeness to a restaurant.
“Seventy to eighty percent of drownings are called ‘wet drownings,’” Poehler said. “The pulmonary alveoli lining is semi-permeable. That means that, depending on the level of osmotic pressure, when water enters the alveoli, there is an exchange.” She gestured to the body.
“Water enters the blood stream,” Dana said.
“Correct. Partly you have asphyxia due to fluid causing obstruction to the air passages. That’s why we call it ‘wet.’ Water passes quickly from the lungs to the blood, which leads to hemolysis and dilution. This increases blood volume — there’s water in the blood stream. The water also denatures the protective surfactant which lines the alveolar walls, which decreases lung compliance and creates severe ventilation perfusion mismatch. Inhaled water creates vagal reflexes which increase peripheral airway resistance, usually from pulmonary vasoconstriction.”
“You could sing that,” said Hamill.
The women ignored him and Poehler went on. “This constriction causes the concentration of serum electrolytes to decrease considerably. Everything, basically, gets washed away. Including any toxins on the body. It also causes a rapid increase in the potassium serum, which overburdens the heart and typically leads to pulmonary edema.”
“But this is not a wet drowning,” Dana said, keeping watch on Poehler.
“The other victims, yes. This one . . . It doesn’t appear to be. But we won’t know more until we do the internal. If she expired from what we call a dry drowning, water does not enter the lungs. Instead, death results from immediate, sustained, laryngeal spasm due to an inrush of water to the nasopharynx or larynx.”
“Please translate,” said Hamill with a thin smile. His attempts at humor had fizzled out.
“A mucous plug forms. Foam and froth develops. It’s an amazing defensive reaction. Resuscitated victims usually have pleasant memories. Panoramic views of their lives, of their best memories, some have mentioned past lives.”
Hamill’s phone rang. He glanced at Dana, excused himself, and walked away, speaking in a low voice.
Dana kept going with Poehler. She was trying to focus on the science, but she found her mind wandering, thinking about memories and past lives. Ancient civilizations and cycles of time. “And — I’m sorry — but we’re a hundred percent sure that she drowned?”
“Yes. Ninety-nine percent.” Poehler carefully rolled down the sheet covering Lange’s body. “We look at the plasma specific gravity. The specific gravity from the left side of her heart was less than that of the right.” Lange’s hands were blue, stiffened by rigor to form claws. Poehler pointed at the torso. “She had fluid in her lungs and in her bloodstream, which diluted any toxins. These situations create the most difficult medico-legal cases, Detective Gates. But that doesn’t mean she didn’t drown.”
Dana put her hands in her pockets. She brushed the spine of Rakesh Lata’s book with her thumb. “What about Sonia Taylor? She was in a shallow river.”
Poehler now studied Dana. “Drowning is not limited to deep water situations. An unconscious person can fall face down in a puddle or ditch and die of immersion. A few inches of water are all that’s necessary.”
Dana nodded, took her hands out of her coat.
“The autopsy conclusion of drowning can pose problems,” the pathologist said, with a conciliatory tone. “The findings are often minimal, obscure, or completely absent. What we do have, though, what we have just been able to obtain from the other two victims, are diatoms.”
Dana felt something inside her light up. “Diatoms?”
“It took several days from the forensic limnologist working nearly round the clock but we have bone marrow examinations from your first two victims.”
“Bone marrow . . .”
“That’s where diatoms aggregate. They’re a microbial fingerprint, a where and when of a drowning. But if we already know the where and when — I can see the question in your face — diatoms are microorganisms commonly found in almost all water bodies, but elsewhere as well. We’re talking about tiny, single-celled species of algae, and no two are alike.”
“You can match diatoms from a murder, from the site, with other diatoms someplace else? Something that got on a shoe, clothing, something.”
“In theory.”
“Still circumstantial, though.” Dana thought it through. “Diatoms in a victim matching those from somewhere else, doesn’t prove anything.”
“There are three specific diatom tests,” the doctor offered. “All have been widely applied to detect whether a drowning occurred post-mortem or ante-mortem. Your CSI has water samples of all three sites and we’re cross-referencing.”
“The FBI knows this?”
“They do. Yes. We just received the results this afternoon. That’s when I called you.”
Dana realized that the pathologist had done her a favor. The FBI might not have cared whether the detectives knew. “Thank you,” she said.
Poehler raised a hand; don’t mention it.
Dana looked at the body. “I want to see a diatom,” she said.
For a moment, she thought the pathologist was going to start laughing, or tell Dana she was nuts. “Come with me,” Poehler said.
She led Dana to another room and flipped on a light. There were bookshelves filled with thick medical volumes. A sink, coffee maker, filing cabinets. On the desk, two framed pictures.
“Diatoms under the microscope look something like a kaleidoscope, and I probably wouldn’t try to study them if you’re on LSD,” Poehler said. The comment was so dry it took Dana a moment to realize the doctor had actually made a joke.
Dana glanced back through the open door. Hamill was at the far side of the autopsy room, pacing back and forth as he spoke on the phone. They were still trying to get to the bottom of what “Charlie’s” was, but so far no one was talking, and running the name through the database as an alias had yielded nothing. Hamill caught Dana looking at him and winked.
Dana moved around the desk so she could see the images in the frames. At the other end of the room, Poehler was putting a microscope together. Apparently she didn’t have the actual diatoms from the victims. She was preparing some kind of presentation.
Poehler plunked down a heavy microscope, slid a wooden box up against it. She opened this to reveal several dozen glass slides. She selected the right one and slid it over the plate on the microscope, trapping it with two metal clips. She clicked on a light, leaned forward, fiddled with the focus knob for a moment, and then stepped away. “Have a look,” she said.
Dana bent towards the eyepiece. She peered at a shifting circle of light with fuzzy edges. Within the circle, a variety of shapes.
“See them?”
“Yeah.”
“Amazing, right? Diatoms form colonies everywhere there is water. These here are dead, preserved, but marine biologists use active colonies to assess and monitor water quality. Healthy populations of diatoms mean healthy water. They’re also probably in your cat litter and toothpaste. Pretty spectacular, right?”
The all-business pathologist had displayed more human emotion in the past two minutes than Dana had ever seen before. “They look like . . . what are those things?” Dana asked. “Those intricate paintings that they just destroy afterwards.”
“Mandalas. Paintings by Buddhist monks.” A memory flashed through Dana’s mind — Wayland Kimball saying he was a Buddhist.
“That’s it.”
Poehler was right; Dana was looking at something extraordinary. The prepared slide was not alive with active organisms, but was breathtaking nonetheless. Arranged in a circle, packing it all the way around, were dead creatures that looked like space-age symbology. They almost looked fake, as if they’d been handcrafted, and not emerged out of life in the water. Circles, ovals, triangles, even shapes that resembled candlesticks. Some looked like plant seeds. Others like the inside of a lemon, or a kiwi cross section. Faded blues, browns, ambers, deep greens.
“Here,” Poehler said, and suddenly the image disappeared and Dana was looking at a bright white circle as Poehler clipped in a fresh slide.
“That’s a single diatom,” she said.
A circle with three triangular shapes inside of it, arranged evenly, their tips coming together in the center of the mass. She felt something riffle through her, like a pulse of light.
This image was orange, brighter at the edges, darkest in the triangular impressions within. Then the image seemed to move, as if it was coming alive. The edges bled and the triangular shapes wavered. Dana realized her drippy eye was interfering.
“What are we looking at, people?” Hamill came into the room.
Dana quickly wiped the moisture then stared back at the image. It looked a bit like the tattoo on Perry Brady’s arm. It looked, too, like the biohazard stickers on the wall at O’Sullivan’s. She had a hard time believing there was some pertinent connection between these symbols and diatoms, but there it was. Finally, she turned to her partner. “Take a look.”
Poehler switched the slide for Hamill, putting the first one back in. Hamill glanced at the women like they were both smoking a little something, and then bent over the microscope. As he oohed and aahed, Poehler said to Dana, “You can see why we consider it diatom fingerprinting.”
She could. Each one was unique. Like fingerprints. Diatom analysis couldn’t be faked, or refuted in court.
“Wow,” he said. “They’re like necklace beads on Venice beach or something. What the hell are they?”
Poehler glanced at Dana, who suddenly laughed. It was a release that had been coming for some time. It felt good. But there was something solid here, Dana thought, a kind of critical mass building.
Hamill stepped away, frowning at them.
“Can I see that other one?” Dana asked.
“Sure.”
Dana tucked into the microscope as Poehler put in the second slide, the one of the single diatom. They seemed to have all momentarily forgotten the dead girl on the table in the other room.
With her head bent into the eyepiece, she said, “Maybe that’s our smiley face right there.”
* * *
It had been an explosive couple of days, an avalanche of information after days of paperwork, recuperating, and sitting on her hands. The case felt hot again, a crackling, living thing around her.
They cruised Plattsburgh’s main street, dead quiet in the middle of the night.
“We got someone following us,” Hamill said, his eyes on the rear-view mirror. “They just slipped a red light.”
“You serious?”
“Why the hell are the Feds watching us?”
Dana bit her thumbnail and looked at the side mirror. A dark blue Crown Vic trailed a quarter mile back. She could make out two shapes in the front seat. “Yarrow,” Dana said grimly.
Hamill watched the mirror, a look of hatred on his face. “But what the hell are they following us for? Because we went to the goddamn morgue? What; we’re not allowed to do our jobs now?”
He leaned into the wheel and sped up.
Dana grabbed the door handle. “What are you doing?”
The streets whipped by. They were approaching the entrance to the interstate back to Hazleton. But the Corsica didn’t have the horsepower of the Crown Vic, and soon the faster vehicle was right behind them, two ghostly faces looming behind the windscreen.
“Assholes,” Hamill said. He had the pedal to the floor. They were doing eighty in a forty-mile-per-hour zone. When he turned for the interstate, blowing a red light, the tires squealed, and an oncoming car blared its horn.
Then they were zipping along the entrance ramp, and the Vic was gone.
“We’re never going to live this down,” she said quietly.
Hamill hunched over the steering wheel, pinning the needle now at hundred. Dana reached over and touched his arm.
He flinched. “What? What are you talking about? Slipping their tail? They’re up to something.” Despite the protest in his words, he let off the throttle. The car eased down to a more sane speed. The dark farmland blurred past, hummocks of soil covered in snow.
“I haven’t been up front with you on everything,” she said. “Now, listen, hear me out. The drawings in Scott’s room. The ten-year-old kid. A naked body with a bull’s head, its eye running. Just like my eye. And the girl has the same type of drawings. Well, that one may even be hers.” She pulled out her phone and scrolled to the picture.
Hamill gave it a quick glance. “So? What the hell do the drawings have to do with anything?” But he was getting it. He had to be — it was right there. The kid had a drawing belonging to Lori Stender. Somehow it had got there, it hadn’t magically transported.
But for now, he resisted. She watched him as he drove. Whether it was the brief chase or the late hour, her partner didn’t look so hot. His eyes were red, his skin sallow.
“And when I spoke with Rakesh Lata, he said he had some correspondence with one of the girls in the study. Stender confirmed it was her. I don’t think she’s the perpetrator.” She tapped her phone. “But I think the perp is right here.”
“In your phone.”
“Spare me. The killer is connected, somehow, part of this drawing thing.”
Hamill rolled his shoulders back, straightening his spine. “Oh. Okay, oh. That’s great, man.” She smelled the booze on his breath. “Listen,” he said, “we’re done. The Feds are following us to make sure we’re staying the hell out of the way. We’ve either missed everything or fucked it up at every turn. Now you want to bring up shit about magical drawings. We’re dead.”
Dana shook her head. “We’re not dead. We’ve got three victims. Victim one, drowned in the marsh off of Lake Champlain. Victim two, drowned in the shallows of the Clair River. Victim three . . .”
“Perry-fucking-Brady is responsible for this, and we let him slip through our fingers. Who ran from us outside the bar? Huh? Who had the fucking names of the fucking victims in a book in his room? Huh? Who had the second victim’s jacket and wallet? Brady, that’s who.”
She waited until Hamill was burnt out.
“That’s interesting you mentioned the bar.”
“Oh yeah? It’s interesting?”
“I want to go back. Soon as they open tomorrow. I want to talk to the bartender. I think he said his name was Sven. The group from the study hung out there. Because they were friends.”
“Okay, so they’re friends. You thinking someone from the bar is our killer? That doesn’t exactly narrow the playing field. We’d have to comb through two, maybe three hundred unique customers who have been in and out of there since the summer.”
“I think we go one better. We get a warrant for the bar, full search, get a team in there looking for aconitum. Monkshood, women’s bane. Whatever.”
“Women’s bane?”
“One of the poisons aconitum can form. If this third girl suffered a dry drowning, we’re going to get uncorrupted blood analysis. We could have confirmed toxicology much sooner.”
She gazed out the window, thinking of Janine Poehler talking about resuscitated victims — victims where no water entered the lungs or bloodstream, who had pleasant memories of their near-death experience. Glimpses, maybe, into past lives.
Poehler was a pro. And like most pros, highly skeptical of esoteric claims. But she was also realistic. She knew that forensic science couldn’t answer all questions.
“Alright,” Hamill said. “You’re worried about a drawing,” he mocked. “But you gotta admit, you’re either babbling to me about the end of the world, or something — the end of the fourth sun — and now it’s drawings.”
“I think someone swiped Lori Stender’s artwork and it wound up in Scott Dunham’s possession. I also think someone saw the names in that book, maybe at the bar, or maybe at this place, Charlie’s. We need to find this place. We need to know who Charlie is. The bar is the place to start.”
Hamill grunted.
“Maybe our smiley face . . . I don’t know. There’s a biohazard sticker on the wall at O’Sullivan’s. That diatom looked an awful lot like a biohazard symbol.” She realized how crazy it sounded. “It’s probably nothing, but I just . . .”
Hamill put on his most deadpan face, his eyes half-lidded in the dim light. When he spoke his lip barely twitched. “You done?”
Dana didn’t reply. She pulled her handkerchief from her pea coat and dabbed her leaking eye.
“That diatom shit is a dog-and-pony show,” Hamill said. “Something for the vaunted Feds to strut around about; means nothing; you and I know it — it’s entirely circumstantial. And you think we’ll get a search warrant? Based on these little auguries you find in a microscope?”
She looked out again into the wintry darkness. What a mess. This whole case felt like a mandala painting. Once it was over, it would be wiped clean. Washed away, never to be seen again.



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE / The Bouncer
Yarrow and a handful of Feds, along with the state police captain and lieutenant, gathered in the BCI squad room at the barracks the following noon. Dana and Hamill leaned against the wall at the back
“We have a lot going for us,” Yarrow started. His optimism was in contrast to everyone else in the room. Yarrow was full of shit, Dana decided.
“We’ve had a breakthrough from a forensic pathology standpoint. As we speak, the third victim is undergoing an autopsy by a limnologist which will tap bone marrow for a sample of what are called diatoms. Not only that, but the third victim also drowned in a different way from the first two, forming a mucous plug, inhaling no water. So, she didn’t get water into her bloodstream, and there’s a better chance that our pathologist will be able to correctly identify any toxins used.”
Hamill leaned toward Dana and spoke out of the side of his mouth. “He said ‘diatoms.’ I must be psychic.”
Yarrow clapped his hands together. “Here’s what we know. Each girl was poisoned prior to drowning. This poison did not kill them, but rendered them unconscious, so that they drowned when they were dumped in the water.”
With his sing-song Southern drawl, the agent had said everything they already knew. And taken credit for it. “We believe that the dumpsites could offer clues to the killer,” he continued. “Marsh, river, and Topper Pond.”
He glanced at Dana when he mentioned Topper. Dana maintained eye contact. Standing beside Yarrow, Bouchard watched her reaction too.
When the captain looked away, Dana closed her eyes and visualized a younger Bouchard, just twenty-four at the time, standing beside his vehicle and talking into the radio. David Gates’ body floating nearby. Dana on the rocky banks, looking on, unable to fish him out.
Yarrow clapped his hands again. Dana’s eyes fluttered open. She hated the way he clapped his hands. “Yet we’re still stymied. We have plenty of persons of interest, but all have tight alibis.” He looked at Dana and Hamill again.
“Gates? Hamill? Got anything for us?”
Dana spoke up. “I’d like to get back to the bar, O’Sullivan’s, and get a team to—”
Hamill interrupted. “With all due respect to my partner, we’ve questioned everyone who was in the bar that night. We even managed to find two other people who were out on the street, a couple heading to dinner. We had witnesses say they could remember someone standing there, but not who it was. Everyone outside remembers us running—”
“Unfortunately,” Dana jumped back in, glaring at her partner, “That’s not good enough. Perry Brady’s alibi for running is no good, either. He claims he was at this place Charlie’s — though we can’t get anything on it.”
Dana realized everyone in the room was watching their skirmish.
“It’s still one of the best leads we’ve got,” she said. “Even if it was someone running from the cops because they thought we were coming for parking tickets, that runner led us right to a crime scene. Or, close to it.”
She omitted the part about the drawing and biohazard symbols. Hamill was right; it was thin. The unknown runner was the best route. But now he was fighting her on that, too, in front of everyone. She hated to think this was because of their kiss, but couldn’t figure it otherwise.
Bouchard put his hands on his hips and glared at the two detectives like an angry father.
“Then that’s where I want you two,” Bouchard spoke up. “Back to the bar. Go around with the description of the runner again. I don’t care if we have to question all five thousand male students, Hamill. Too much time has gotten by us. I want that runner found, now.”
“Yes, sir,” Hamill said.
“Yes, Captain,” Dana added. Thank you, Captain. Thank you.
Bouchard swung around to the rest of them. If you looked with the right eyes, Dana thought, you could see the young man he’d been, his second year as a trooper, standing on the windswept shore of Topper Pond.
* * *
They sat in the Corsica outside of O’Sullivan’s, the engine running. Hamill cracked the window and lit a cigarette. “This is a waste of time.” He blew out smoke. “This is bullshit.”
“Why?”
“You want to check out the bar again, they want us to find the runner. One’s got nothing to do with the other. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”
They watched as a guy and girl came out of the bar. Their breath rose in the cold air; they were smiling and laughing. The young man drew her towards him in a kiss.
“You were the one who was positive it was Brady who ran from us, Rob. Now you’re a hundred and eighty in the other direction.”
“Things change,” Hamill scoffed. “Makes no sense Brady ran if he didn’t do it. It’s a dead end.”
“Well doesn’t that tell us the runner could be our guy?”
Hamill grunted and smoked.
A much larger man came out the front door. He must’ve been three hundred pounds. He made shooing motions with his hands. He was trying to get the kissers to break it up or move on.
“Guy’s got something against PDAs?” Dana asked.
Hamill was still sulking. “Who cares. Get a room.”
“Who is that?” Dana got to the edge of her seat, staring through the windshield.
“Fuck if I know.”
“Looks like a bouncer. We never saw him before.”
Hamill glanced at his watch while taking a drag. “It’s Sunday. Football this afternoon. Maybe things get rowdy during the game.”
“Let’s go talk to him.”
“I’m gonna just finish my smoke.”
Dana frowned at her stubborn partner, then got out of the car. The air was shocking after sitting in the warm vehicle. As she neared, the bouncer glanced over at her. The apple-cheeked couple’s smiles faded as Dana stepped up onto the curb. This time, she didn’t think it was because she was a cop, even with the gun on her hip visible beneath the hem of her coat. She thought it was just because she was old. She felt old, anyway.
“Afternoon,” she said.
“Wassup?” The bouncer acted instantly defensive. He was probably the same age as the couple. He had appeared older because of his size. His neck was the same width as his head. He wore a PLATTSBURGH sweatshirt and a pair of jeans were low on his waist, his polka-dot boxer shorts tufting out, nothing else to protect him from the weather.
“Alright, Ho-tep,” the young man said to the bouncer. “You win. You didn’t have to call the cops on us.” He laughed and slipped an arm around the girl and the two of them moved off. Where the hell were their coats? It made Dana think of Sonia Taylor’s jacket. Sitting in Perry Brady’s bedroom, while her body lay in the ice-cold Clair River. She asked the bouncer, “Am I that obvious?”
“Huh?”
“They just called me out. Am I that obvious?”
“Oh,” said the bouncer. He was clearly now just realizing that Dana was, in fact, a cop, “Yeah. You are.” His eyes dropped to her holstered weapon.
“You’re name’s Ho-tep?”
“Nickname. Bubba Ho-tep. It’s a movie.”
“Haven’t seen that one. Can I talk to you for a minute?”
“About?”
“You work here every weekend?”
“Most, yeah. Why?”
“It’s just that I was here a couple Fridays ago, with my partner. That guy over there in the car. You ever work Fridays?”
The bouncer fingered a fleshy bag beneath his eye and looked across the street. “That guy?”
“Yeah.”
“That guy’s your partner?”
“Yeah, why?”
The bouncer lifted his large shoulders and dropped them. Dana could hear his breathing, a faint whistling sound. He stared at the Corsica for a moment, at Hamill sitting behind the wheel.
“Yeah, I work Fridays. I mean, ah, sometimes I do.”
Dana pressed him further. “Uh-huh. Okay, well, like I said I was here couple Fridays ago, but I didn’t see you. You have that night off or something?”
Still looking at Hamill across the street. “Yeah, right. Had the night off.”
“But Fridays you usually work.”
“Mmhmm.”
“Hey,” said Dana, and snapped her fingers in front of the bouncer’s face. “You with me?”
The bouncer’s eyes jerked in his skull and found Dana again. She didn’t like the look she saw there. It was chilly on the street, that thin, angry cold of November, but she felt the heat rising within her. “So your friends call you Ho-tep.”
“Yeah, man. Ho-tep.”
“I’ll call you Tep, alright?”
“Whatever.”
“Tep, you’ve seen my partner before?”
The Corsica’s engine suddenly roared. Hamill was goosing the gas. He waved a beckoning hand behind the windshield.
“Think he wants you,” said Tep, and took a step back towards the front door.
“Looks like it,” said Dana, still watching as Hamill gave her the come here gesture with his hand. “Hey, listen — you got anybody named Charlie who works here?”
“Charlie?” He jerked a thumb at the plate glass window behind him. “Charlie the bartender?”
“Sure, yeah, Charlie the bartender.” She thought back to the previous evening she and Hamill had been there. The tall man behind the bar who’d turned the music off when the cops had requested it. Who’d taken her into a cramped office to check out the paperwork, who’d said his name was Sven.
“Charlie quit. He worked here for forever. He just quit, last week I think.”
“Yeah? Is he a big, tall guy? Eyes are different colors?”
“Yep. That’s him. I mean, he worked here before I ever did. Least three years. Sort of made the place his own.”
“How do you mean?”
“Oh, I don’t know. He did a fundraiser for the new pool table. There was a raffle that . . .”
Across the street, Hamill laid on the horn. The sound sent a bolt through her.
She held her hand up in front of Tep. “You just sit tight, okay? I’ll see what he wants. I’ll be right back.” She realized that her other hand had come close to her sidearm. The heel of her palm was resting on the grip. It had been instinctive.
Tep backed up until the door was right behind him, the name O’Sullivan’s
burned in the wood behind him. He opened it, letting loose a blast of music and voices. Dana hopped off the curb and trotted back to Hamill. Her heart was beating harder as she approached the car. What the hell was going on?
She got in.
Hamill pitched his cigarette butt out the window. The car was smoky despite the open window. Hamill’s eyes were wide. He jabbed the air with a finger, pointing across the street. “I know that guy,” he said. “D, I fucking know that guy.”
“Okay,” Dana said, waving away the smoke. “So, he seemed to know you too. What’s going on? Why didn’t you come over?”
“He said he knew me?”
“Said he recognized you. Said something else, too. Said that the tall bartender here two Fridays ago, that was Charlie. Not ‘Sven.’ Guy lied to us. Made a false statement.” She looked at her partner to see if this would register with him, but he just stared at the bar. “What’s going on? Why did you stay in the car?”
“I had to make a call.”
“To whom?”
Hamill didn’t answer. His arm was still in the air, his finger pointing. He was looking at the front of O’Sullivan’s. The door was flanked by the plate glass window, two neon signs hanging in it. A figure loomed on the right.
“He’s there,” Dana said, watching. The heat was still blasting through her, and it was warm in the car, too warm. Warm and smoky and claustrophobic. She wanted to get out. She realized she was having a hard time trusting her partner. Ten years, and it suddenly felt like a stranger sitting beside her. She slowly turned back to Hamill, choosing her words carefully.
“Who did you call, Rob?”
Hamill flinched, as if she’d hurt his feelings. “What do you mean, who did I call? I just had a call to make, man. Personal.”
“Why didn’t you want to get out of the car? Why change your tune about Perry Brady?”
Hamill looked serious for once. His brown eyes glossed over. His upper lip peeled back, revealing nicotine-stained teeth. “I wanted to finish my smoke,” he said. “What are you suggesting? That I’m lying to you?”
“Are you?”
“No.”
“Why did someone run from us, Hamill?”
His usually smirking face was consumed by a dark mask. “Who knows. Because he thought that we were there to bust him for something? Because he was drunk?”
“Let’s go inside and talk to this guy. Where do you know him from. Here?”
“Never mind.”
“Are you crazy? Rob? Let’s at least give him the runner’s description, see if anything—”
“No,” Hamill said. He raised his eyebrows and was for a moment the old, jovial Hamill, though his eyes were dead. He dropped the shifter into drive and the tires barked on the pavement as he hit the gas and pulled away from the curb. A trio of students about to cross the road froze for a second and then scattered as Hamill tore past. “I got a better idea,” he said.



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX / No One Knows Anybody
Dana reached into her pocket for her handkerchief. It wasn’t in the usual place. She tried her other pockets. No luck.
“You seen my thingy?” she asked Hamill. “For my eye?” Dana scrabbled around on the floor. She couldn’t get into the back because of the metal grill.
Hamill didn’t answer. He was hunched forward over the wheel, focused intently on driving. He was taking the same route at the guy from the bar had run. They soon left the downtown area and headed towards the paper mill, the lone convenience store, and the dark train tracks beyond.
“I need it, Rob. Pull over.”
“You’ll be alright.” Hamill said quietly.
“Rob, just pull over for a second. Help me look, alright?” She reached up and pointed to her face, a tear slipping down her cheek. “I hate this, okay?”
“Wipe it away with your hand,” Hamill scowled, and turned back to the road.
“Rob! Just pull the fucking car over for a second. Right there at the gas station. Let me look for it, for God’s sake.”
Hamill sighed. The convenience store was on the right, lit up like a small airport. Dana thrust her hips forward, reaching into her pants pocket, where her phone was. She slipped the phone out and quickly jammed it into her coat where there was more room, darting looks at Hamill to see if he’d noticed.
Finally Hamill flipped on his blinker. He was going to make the turn.
“Jesus, thank you. I just need to look down between the seats. I know it’s here.”
“You’d think it was a pair of panties the way you’re going on about it,” Hamill said. His typical humor, but delivered joylessly. He turned the steering wheel and the tires bumped up over the sidewalk and into the convenience store parking lot. He made a quick maneuver into a spot and the car came to rest, rocking on its shocks. Dana flung the door open. She got out and felt around under the seat, making a show of looking for her handkerchief. She glanced at Hamill.
“Come on, you gonna help me or what?”
Hamill rolled his eyes and reached for the door latch. The moment he turned his back to get out, Dana rose to her feet and started away.
She cut between the front of the car and the wall of the convenience store. The inside of the store was just as bright as the lights overhanging the gas pumps, shocking fluorescents for which Dana felt grateful. Hamill spun around as she walked past. He threw up his hands, his face ashen and his eyes glinting. “Where you going?”
“Can’t find it. Gonna see what they got in here.” She walked briskly but tried to remain calm. “I’ll be right back.”
Hamill did not look happy. “I just got out of the—”
“Keep looking for me,” Dana called back. Her hands felt numb as she swung the big glass door open.
Hamill could see her through the glass. She headed deeper into the store. She went down an aisle that seemed to have a few household products like cleaners and toilet paper, made as if she was scanning the bottom shelf, then dropped out of sight.
Squatting on her haunches, she pulled out her phone. She dialed 911 and then dropped the phone back in her pocket. When 911 operators received a call and no one spoke, they typically ran through a couple of different procedures, tracing and monitoring the line. She needed to buy some time; Hamill was still by the car. Any calls dispatched by 911 would come over the radio, and Hamill would hear it. Dana could have called the barracks directly, maybe spoken to Trooper Maize, but it would take longer to find any cars in the area without the benefit of GPS. By calling 911 direct, the call would go out to the gamut of law enforcement, and if she needed immediate backup, any local PD or Troopers in the area could respond.
Dammit, Hamill. What was happening? Dana suddenly felt like she was acting rashly. She needed to talk to him, not go off half-cocked like this. This was an overreaction. She felt sheepish, crouching there beneath the bright lights amid the shelves of magazines and candy bars. She prepared to shut off her phone.
The call connected. The tinny voice emanated from her pocket. “911 emergency services. What’s the nature of your call?”
She could see the top of the door at the front of the store. There were coolers stocked with beer humming behind her. On the shelves, more cleaning products; laundry detergent, scrub brushes, rags, a few cooking utensils, and a short section of magazines. The top shelf magazines were partially obscured by a black gate.
“Hello? This is 911. Can you speak? What is your location?”
She heard the chime and watched as the front door swung open. She could only see the top of a head. The unmistakable thick curls of her partner. Then the head drifted out of sight.
Now. Do it. Dana brought the phone to her ear. She spoke in a strong whisper.
“This is Detective Dana Gates. Shield Number 4408. I’m on Broad Street and Route 9, Alfonso’s Convenience Store. I need immediate backup.”
The 911 operator started asking more questions, but it would have to be enough. Dana ended the call and slipped the phone back in her pocket. She grabbed one of the dish towels and stood up. As her head cleared the shelves, she realized her partner was in the next aisle. Hamill immediately looked over, concern on his face. Dana held up the folded dish towel. “This will do it,” she said.
Hamill’s no-nonsense side took over again. “Alright, come on, we’re wasting time.”
Dana went to pay at the register. A young woman in nurse’s scrubs and a huge camel-colored coat stepped up to the counter before Dana.
“You still haven’t told me what the hell is going on,” Dana said to Hamill, who was by her side. Hamill had to know something. Whatever he had done, he knew that bouncer. Did he have something to do with Tep not being on the door that Friday? Why? Hamill could act the fool at times, but he was a good cop and a shrewd detective. If he’d had something going with that bouncer, something incriminating, something to do with this case . . .
And the mystery man they’d chased? It seemed like Lori Stender had called it: Maybe you ought to rethink why that person ran from you outside of the bar.
Maybe that kid had run because he’d recognized Hamill, too. And he’d run to the woods not just because Dana was following him, but because the kid was trying to tell her something. I’m taking you here, because this leads to where your partner dumped the first victim.
No. She didn’t know anything yet. Her partner was standing right beside her. There were civilians in the store. It was best to make her purchase, get Hamill back outside, and let the cavalry pick him up. Safer that way. Then they would get to the bottom of things. Maybe Hamill was sick. Maybe something else was going on. Ten years . . . ten years with somebody by your side. No one knew anybody.
Dana felt heavy. The nurse stepped away and the clerk, a student with a rash of acne, raised his bored face to Dana’s. Dana slid the rag across the counter and the clerk rang it up. She tilted her head towards her partner. “What did you do, Rob?”
Hamill stared straight ahead. “I made a mistake.”
Dana paid the clerk, hands shaking. Her heart hammered in her chest. She turned away from the counter and headed towards the door. The first local black and white came streaming in with lights twirling, siren silent. Dana dropped her purchase and pulled her gun. She spun on her partner and pointed the weapon at him.
“Down, Rob. Down on the floor,” Dana told him.
The clerk freaked out and dropped behind the counter. A kid with a soda ducked for cover. A second Plattsburgh PD car screeched to a halt and two uniformed cops hopped out, brandishing their weapons. One laid cover at the car while the other ran up to the glass door behind Dana.
Hamill stood in the center of it all. Dana saw something new on his face. As Hamill dropped to his knees and laced his hands above his head, he looked sad.



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN / Questioning
Dana watched him through the glass, along with half a dozen other investigators, including Yarrow from the FBI. Hamill was sitting at a table with his hands folded in front of him, alone in the room.
“He doesn’t have an alibi for any of the three dates and times,” Bouchard said soberly. “He was off duty for the first two, and on his own for the third.” He looked at Dana. “You can confirm he wasn’t with you on any TOD dates, can’t you, Gates?”
“Holly Arbruster was the sixth. That was Hamill’s day off, I was on shift. Sonia Taylor, on the thirteenth, same thing. I got the call and Hamill joined me at the river. I don’t know his whereabouts prior to that. And I was with Lori Stender when Hamill called me to report about the third victim. If her TOD is the twentieth, I was at home, in the middle of a Skype call.”
“With the psychic author.”
“Correct.”
Bouchard looked at Hamill on the other side of the glass. Bouchard’s eyes glistened beneath heavy lids. “No family, no girlfriend, lives alone. Spends half his time sleeping on the bunk at the Plattsburgh substation, but he wasn’t there for any of the times in question, or the troopers at the desk would’ve seen him. Shit. This is . . . I don’t know. I don’t have the words.”
“Captain?”
Bouchard looked over at Dana, those rheumy eyes distant. As if he was thinking about early retirement. A house somewhere warm with his wife and three dogs.
“We don’t know anything yet, Cap. He’s not talking.” Dana glanced at Yarrow, who had taken off his suit jacket and was rolling up his sleeves, still looking perfectly dapper while doing so. She looked at the other men and women crowded into the small observation room; two internal affairs agents, the lieutenant, and the US Attorney.
“I know we don’t,” Bouchard said with a bitter edge. “That’s why this has to stay quiet.”
“That’s going to be hard,” Yarrow said. “We shut down things as best we could at the convenience store, we talked to Plattsburgh PD, we spoke to the witnesses, but in this day and age . . .” He held up a hand in resignation.
It seemed to Dana that the FBI agent had two speeds; steady and more steady. She felt a sudden covetousness for the agent’s detached demeanor, when Dana felt like she’d been anything but detached lately. She’d been letting her personal life and her emotions cloud the investigation. Trouble at home, her past rearing up, her temper getting the better of her. She hadn’t even seen what was going on with her partner.
“He’s not saying anything,” Bouchard said.
Dana studied Hamill across the distance. It was like someone else was sitting there. During a case, Hamill was either goofing off or obsessing about some detail. He was unorthodox, but he produced results and had one of the best records for closing cases in the department. He hated leaving things unfinished. Dana worried, and played by the rules, often causing resentment by her insistence on following procedure. Hamill made the system work for him, while he grinned and chain-smoked. They were a good match.
And then this.
Her partner potentially involved in a series of killings — somehow. Sitting there on the wrong side of the table, looking like some vital piece of him had been stripped away.
“Okay,” Yarrow said. “We’re going to play this real light and easy. Like jazz. Anyone like Miles Davis?” He didn’t look around, but finished with his sleeves. They were perfectly rolled up, Dana noticed, an equal number of folds in each sleeve.
Dana stared at Yarrow, now more irritated than impressed. “Here I go,” he said.
“No,” Dana said, looking through the glass, “I’ll do it.”
* * *
Ho-tep, the bouncer, was on ice in one of the other interrogation rooms, and Yarrow, conceding to Dana, decided to head there. The plan was to get the story on how Hamill and Tep knew each other, to start there and see if Hamill could be unpacked and whether any truth would tumble out.
Dana entered the room and closed the door loudly behind her. She pulled out the chair, rasping it across the concrete floor. She did this deliberately, but Hamill, who was staring into space, didn’t bother to look up. She sat down and crossed her legs.
“What a day,” she said.
Hamill seemed to gather himself. He met his partner’s eyes across the table.
“You called 911 on me,” he said, incredulity in his tone.
“You were acting funny.”
“Acting funny? I’m always acting funny.”
“You recognized the bouncer. More importantly, the bouncer recognized you.”
“So?”
Dana planted both her feet and leaned forward. “Rob, the bar where one of the victims worked, you knew the bouncer. He knew you. And you never brought that up? Then I confront you on it, and, you know, you just kind of . . .” Dana leaned back and snapped her fingers in the air. “Like a light going off. Look at you.” She cocked her head and tried on a smile. “You taking the pot, Rob?”
No reaction from Hamill to her attempt at humor. Just that lifeless glare. Dana didn’t think her partner hated her, or hated the world. Rob Hamill was still there, underneath a veil of apathy. Like he was thinking about something else. The fact of his lonely existence, perhaps. As if this whole case, three dead girls, had been a big downer for him.
Dana spoke. “You said something to me, back in the store. You remember?” She thought she saw a spark in his indifferent stare. She went on, “You said, ‘I made a mistake.’ What were you talking about?”
Hamill’s mouth curled down in a kind of pout, but he said nothing.
“The bartender at O’Sullivan’s quit. Did you know that? Rob? Did you know the bartender quit? Did you know he gave us a fake name? I’ve got a call into the owner. He lives in South Carolina during the winter. But we’re going to talk to the O’Sullivan’s manager, get the full story on ‘Sven’.” She used her fingers to hang quotes in the air. Hamill didn’t react so she pressed on, “Know anything about Sven? About Charlie?”
Hamill stared at the table. “Only what you do.”
“How about Angie Gilroy, Rob? Remember her? She was the one who called in Holly Arbruster as missing. You were supposed to question her. To follow up.”
Something flickered in his eyes again, and he glanced up. “I looked in the goddamn file. There was nothing there.”
Dana tucked her chin back and made a face. Truth was, she knew neither of them had really given Gilroy any attention. But she was probing Hamill, looking for soft spots. “Come on. Really? Rob, you gotta stop hiding. I’m facing my demons, you gotta face yours, too.”
“Oh, fuck you,” Hamill said quietly.
“Fuck me? Why?”
“Always about you. You think this whole case is about you. Because your brother drowned.”
“Yeah, in Topper Pond. Same way we found Lange.”
“There’s been other drownings in that pond in the twenty-five years since your brother died. Get over it.”
“I see we’ve hit a sensitive area here,” she said sarcastically, trying to keep control, to push her emotions back. They’d been through it before. “Maybe you’re a bit upset because we can’t make your Perry Brady angle stick.” She cocked an eyebrow. “We keep coming back to this; you keep pushing, though we’ve got nothing solid on him. We raided his home. No poison. Just the jacket of the girl he was sleeping with. And a book with the names of the other girls he wanted to sleep with, too. That doesn’t make a killer. Oh, and according to Lori Stender, the girls all knew the score. And that casts some doubt on Sonia Taylor being heartbroken, suicidal. You hear me, Rob? I’m taking back my suicide theory.”
Hamill lowered his head. “I was going to tell you.”
She tried to stay calm. “Tell me? Tell me what?”
“I was going to drive you, you know, to where we ran. Chasing him. I wanted to tell you that night, too. I just couldn’t. And then Plattsburgh found Arbruster’s body.”
Dana felt sick. It seemed like Hamill was on the verge of confession. She braced herself. “Tell me now.”
He shifted his demeanor and looked up at her, eyes afire. “You called 911 on me, D. You took your gun out and pointed it at me. You and all your fucking crazy theories. You should be sitting here. Not me.”
She had enough and stood up, mashing her lips, stifling harsher words. Then she let loose anyway. “Don’t go down this road, Rob. Look at you. Handcuffed, in worse shape than I’ve ever seen you, full of . . . something, I don’t know. Guilt, Rob? Yeah, I know all about guilt.” She felt an unexpected surge of emotion, and her lips quivered. She dropped her voice to a bare whisper. “Please, Rob. I need you.” She imagined the cops in the next room, leaning in to hear. She didn’t care. “Don’t do this,” she said.
Her partner softened, tears forming in his eyes. The room seemed to lack oxygen for a moment.
Hamill said, “I messed up, okay?”
Dana exhaled; she’d been holding her breath. “Okay. How?”
“That goddamn bar. I thought it was out-of-the-way enough, you know?”
“What are you talking about?”
“The gene pool. The fucking dating pool. Alright?”
She thought she was beginning to see. “Oh, Jesus, Rob . . . You’ve been sleeping with someone. A student?”
“I’ve been drinking. You know? Okay? It’s bad. I’ve been drinking a lot.” He turned and looked into the one-way mirror. “Alright? Okay? I’ve been drinking,” he repeated.
She opened her mouth but Hamill turned back to her and went on in a rush, “It’s not good when I drink. I make bad choices.”
“Who is she, Rob? Is she one of the girls on the list? Is she Angie Gilroy?”
“No,” he said vehemently. “No, she’s none of them. She’s just some student. And I’m not saying who. I don’t care what you do. It has nothing to do with the case.”
“It all has to do with the case now . . .”
“No!” He slammed a hand on the table. “It doesn’t. It’s my shit. I was in O’Sullivan’s and I vomited outside. Out for a smoke, I puked on my shoes. And the girl was there. And Perry Brady was there, and he saw it. Ho-tep, too, the bouncer. Someone called me a cab, sent me home, covered in puke. Sound good? Good times? How the fuck was I supposed to know that was where I’d be a week later, working this fucking case?”
He fell silent, his eyes pleading with Dana, with the cops on the other side of the glass, with the jury in his own head. Dana felt a knot form in her stomach. She thought of Hamill getting up to pee frequently. How she’d smelled booze on him.
It was amazing how people close to you could hide their addictions. And it probably had to do with you, and your own denial.
“Soon as I knew Sonia Taylor worked there,” Hamill said, “I called the bar. I told the bouncer to take a hike. I paid him to. I would have done the same for the bartender that night, too, but I was too far gone to remember who the bartender even was. I just remembered the bouncer. A name too weird to forget, I guess. And Brady. He was there again when we questioned Wayland Kimball that first night. I went to refill the pitcher of beer, and I saw him. Told him to leave. . .” Hamill looked at Dana and she saw the sadness — the helplessness — she’d caught a glimpse of in the convenience store. A man trapped, held fast by dysfunction, loneliness, addiction.
All creatures degenerate.
“But Perry Brady didn’t leave,” she said. “He hung around down the block. Then I saw him, tried to talk to him, and he ran.”
“I didn’t want anyone to know. That’s why. Okay? Ho-tep will tell you the same story.” He pointed at the wall. “I’m sure you got him wrapped up in the other room right now.”
Hamill sank back into his seat and stared off again, deflated. Dana sat back down. She didn’t know what to say. What the hell had just happened? Had she just pulled the chain on her partner? Why hadn’t she just talked to him?
Of course, there were still many questions. Where Hamill was for each of the crimes. Why the runner, Perry Brady, had led them near to the second victim.
“You wanted Brady from the start. You were convinced he was our guy.”
“I know,” Hamill said, shaking his head, looking down, his shoulders slumped. “I thought if we had him in the box, and he tried to say anything about me, it would fall flat. Like he was trying to save his ass. But we couldn’t pin him. He slipped away. Maybe he’s not our perp – I don’t think so anymore. Just some kid who saw a drunk, philandering cop.”
Hamill’s hands came up and Dana saw sorrow in her partner’s face like she’d never seen. It was true, you sometimes couldn’t see the people closest to you. Hamill was hurting. He’d been drinking hard, was maybe lonely, maybe looking to recapture his youth. Who knew. Covering it all up with his usual humor. Deflecting the focus from what was really going on. Well, IA would find out now. They’d have him psych-evaled and he’d surely go on leave for a while, or worse, his career was over. Dana had just shone a big bright light on her partner. Maybe it would be for the best in the long run; maybe this needed to happen. But as she looked across the table at her partner, it sure didn’t feel that way. It felt horrible.



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT / The Oncoming Storm
She drove home. A winter storm advisory was playing on the radio. The region was expected to get hit with a foot of wet, heavy snow. Temperatures were then going to drop, turning the snow to ice. Blackouts were anticipated. The announcer advised people to stock up on water and candles at their local stores. Dana clicked off the radio.
She had the case file on the seat beside her. She’d convince Bouchard to let her bring it home, citing the impending storm. She peered out the windshield. The weather was as mild as milk. Not a snowflake falling under the baleful gray sky. Solemn evergreens sped past as she steered the serpentine course home.
Shawn and the girls were there.
He had his back to her, doing the dishes. It was four fifteen in the afternoon. She set down her bags on the kitchen table. She waited there for a moment, waiting for him to turn around. She heard music and laughter downstairs.
“The girls down there?” A fairly stupid question.
“Mmhmm.”
He soaped another dish.
“Rob’s been suspended, pending investigation,” she said.
“Really?” Rinsing some cups now, placing them in the strainer.
Dana glanced around the galley kitchen. The cantered wall featured a bank of windows which let in the sunlight on clear days, warming the place considerably. The house had been designed by an earth-conscious carpenter. Dana had always felt a little out of place here. She tried to be green, but knew she fell short. She just didn’t have the time. Whatever her environmental shortfall, her husband and daughter made up for. They weren’t a typical family. When you looked at Bouchard’s wife, the lieutenant’s wife, hell, almost every trooper’s wife, they were the same. They were “cop’s wives.” They shopped at Walmart and hosted Tupperware and jewelry parties and dutifully ironed shirts and picked up dirty socks.
Not that there was anything wrong with that. Shawn was just different. Obviously, he was a husband, not a wife. And he was from a different background than a lot of the people in the region. He’d liked this house, he’d been the one to choose it because it was where he’d decided to put down his roots. A house that could be converted to use only sustainable energy. Arable land around the property — he would scoop earth from beneath the bed of wet oak leaves that was dark and moist as good chocolate cake and show it to her, grinning. Shawn wanted to grow vegetables, build greenhouses; prepare for the collapse of modern civilization.
They’d met at a party, fifteen years ago. Dana had moved to Plattsburgh, where her sister was living. She had picked up work waitressing while preparing for the trooper training academy in Desiree. She’d finished college and had her BA. Though she had taken a few sociology courses while pursuing the criminal justice degree, it had never really clicked for her. But her husband could go on for hours about race and ethnic relations or behavioral economics. Dana held a simpler view of the world, one that carried over from her religious upbringing. There was good in the world, and there was evil, and the two were locked in a timeless struggle. Nothing was going to change that. That was life.
And now here she was with ideas she couldn’t place: notions about mystical diatoms, past lives, symbolism, all loosely connected to the maxim that a cycle of time on Earth was coming to an end. Psychic powers, maybe even some New Age occultism, at least in the mind of a killer. But, then, these ideas were in her mind, too. She felt untethered, floating away. She wanted to talk to her husband, let it all out, hear what he had to say. Yet the two of them hadn’t had a good discussion in years. She knew he had his friends he spoke to, fellow carpenters and contractors who stood around and kicked the tires and talked politics. But her and Shawn’s dialog had become mechanical, a simple utility of the marriage used to convey information. Staying up until dawn talking about God was long gone. She missed it.
“Rob’s been drinking,” Dana said, still standing by the table, watching Shawn rinse the last of the dishes. “He’s off the case.”
He shook his head. “That’s too bad.”
Dana waited for more. He dried his hands on a rag on the counter and then turned and opened the fridge. He pulled out some plastic containers. He set these on the counter and then started after cooking gear.
“That’s it?”
Shawn halted. He met her eyes for the first time since she’d come into the room.
“What do you mean, ‘that’s it?’”
“I just told you my partner of ten years has been suspended. We’re in the middle of a serial killer case, biggest of my career. And you say, ‘that’s too bad?’”
He blinked, his eyelids remaining at half-mast after the blink. He folded his muscular arms. He was wearing jeans, stained with paint and caulk, socks with holes, and a T-shirt, the V-neck coming just to the top of his graying chest hair. Despite a few nominal lines around his eyes and mouth, he looked the same as when she’d met him fifteen years before.
“What do you want me to say?” he asked lightly.
His calmness irked her. She knew she was going through shit that had nothing to do with him, but she couldn’t stop herself. Her voice had a snarl in it. “I want you to say, ‘Man, Dana, that’s really messed up. Why was he drinking? How did it come out?’ I had to pull my gun today, Shawn. I pulled it on him. I called freaking 911 on Rob. Plattsburgh PD came into the store and cuffed him. They hauled him off like a criminal. So, you know, I want you to ask me how I’m doing, I guess.”
Her voice was loud, and she wondered if the girls could hear them through the floor, the way she could hear their music. Shawn looked back at her levelly.
“Dana, you’ve never wanted me to ask you how you’re doing. I used to. I used to ask and you’d blow me off. You were fine. Or, you couldn’t talk about it. Then you bring up this case a few days ago, for the first time in a long while. But that’s it. You dropped it after that. And you’re doing things . . . I have no idea what you’re doing. I see these books you’ve got . . . so I’ve just been respecting your space.”
He had her there. She had kept him out over the years. Sometimes it was due to confidentiality. Other times . . . she didn’t know. Maybe she didn’t want Shawn in there, poking around. Maybe she didn’t want any man in there, telling her how they would do it, criticizing her. David had never been like that. Plus, you had to stay detached; you had to treat it like a business.
“Well,” she started. “I guess this is different.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know this was different. You’ve shielded me from just about everything, especially on this case. And Rob is his own person.”
“I know he’s his own person . . .”
“You’ve got your own family to worry about.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“What does that mean?” He pointed beyond her. “That means your daughters. That means that Kayla has been getting in trouble in school for the past month — she’s now been sent to recess detention more than any other kid in the third grade. That means that Sarah now has a boyfriend, in case you wanted to know, who convinced her the other night that they were ready to ‘take it to the next level.’”
“Oh, great. But how does that—”
“That means that you missed Ria’s band concert, you missed it when Kayla woke up the other night crying, crying for you, not knowing where you were. That means I’ve seen their teachers this year without you once in the room with me. And you’re standing there acting like I’m not giving you enough attention.”
“She was crying for me?”
“Does that make you feel special?”
It was a real stab, unusual for Shawn. Dana just stood there, pressing her lips together, feeling that bitterness turn to anger, trying to diffuse it. He was pissed at her, okay; she hadn’t been around. And she was spoiling for a fight, and he knew it, and now he was agitated because she’d agitated him. But, this was something they’d talked about, many times, that her line of work would often keep her away for periods of time. He’d said he’d understood. That was the deal they’d made. He wanted a place to settle in, to stake his claim, grow food and bring up children, and she’d wanted to be a cop. Like she’d wanted since she was fourteen. The day she’d met Trooper Bouchard. The day David had died.
Back in the beginning, it was all big dreams and lots of understanding. But now it was an issue. Didn’t matter the pressures she was facing, didn’t matter the demands of the job.
“We talked about this.” She managed to keep her voice even.
“We did? I remember we talked about how your work was going to demand a lot of you,” he said. “And I agreed to that. I understand you put yourself out there, Dana, I do. You put your life on the line. And what you do is valuable. But I think you need to consider now what it has done to you. What the cost has been. What it has done to us.”
“How can you do that?” She was now close to yelling. “How can you in the same breath tell me you agreed to this and then fault me when it happens?”
He was finally rattled too, and shouted back at her. “Because things change, Dana. I’m not omniscient. I didn’t know what this was going to be like after ten years. And I’ve done everything, everything for this family . . .”
“Oh, don’t start with that martyrdom bullshit . . .”
His eyes widened. She’d just hit the red button. He came toward her, his, his face contorted by anger, and for a moment Dana thought Shawn was going to hit her.
She cut him off before he could say another word, or do something worse — like take a swing. “We’re getting it from all sides out there, Shawn,” she yelled, and her voice cracked. The girls could hear them now for sure. “We’ve got FBI breathing down our necks. No one wants another incident, another cop up for indictment, or another . . .”
He walked away from her.
* * *
Half an hour later, she found Shawn downstairs with the girls, folding laundry in Kayla and Ria’s room. He looked up as she came into the bedroom. She could see in his eyes the same regret she felt. He opened his mouth to say something but the two girls came streaming into the room. They were both complaining that Sarah had closed the door and wouldn’t let them back in.
“Well, let Sarah just have some private time now,” Shawn said, resuming the folding.
“But she doesn’t have to share a room,” Ria said, full of middle-child angst.
“Yeah,” Kayla echoed. “She doesn’t have to share a room.”
“You guys are lucky.” Shawn took a pile of clothes to a dresser and stuffed them in the top drawer. “You each get to have a roommate. That’s cool.”
“No it’s not,” Ria whined. “Not cool.”
The girls continued to hop around and nag at their father, who finished distributing the clean clothes. Dana saw how the girls disregarded her. Not in the way her husband had. She had been selfish, wanting to use Shawn as a sounding board when she usually kept it all from him. She realized now that it was because the case had become personal that she was looking to confide in him. But Shawn had no way of knowing that. He wasn’t psychic. And so she’d picked a fight.
But the girls. The girls didn’t seem to care she was there because she never was. She clapped her hands together in the air. The two brown-haired beauties looked around at her, suddenly silenced.
“There’s a big storm coming,” she said. They gaped up at her. “We’re going to need some supplies.” She met her husband’s gaze. “Right, Daddy? Candles, food, stuff like that. Ria, you want to go into the storage room and get some candles? I’ll let you guys light them. And Kayla, maybe you can get the flashlights, and the batteries.” She grinned down at them. “Sound good?”
They were silent a moment longer, blinking. Then, almost in unison, they turned to their father and started nagging again, this time about it being too cold down here, and they wanted to switch rooms to the loft. They argued over who would get their parents’ bed all to themselves.
In the midst of it, Shawn looked across the room at her, and he smiled.
At least, Dana thought, there was that.
* * *
They talked late into the evening. It began at the kitchen table, after the girls went to bed. Dana had stayed around downstairs with the four of them, playing catch up with their lives. At first it wasn’t easy. After an hour of hanging in there, she was part of the conversation. When the power went out, they played with the flashlights. Then she tucked the two younger ones into bed and read Kayla a story. She sat for a while on the edge of Sarah’s bed and spoke quietly to her while Sarah pretended to listen, checking her iPad from time to time.
Shawn seemed to see it on her face as they drank tea at the table, and Dana blotted her eye with her handkerchief. “You can’t expect it all in one night,” Shawn said.
“I know.”
“I’m in their lives every day and still Sarah tunes me right out. She’s at that age, you know?”
Dana looked off wistfully into the kitchen, at the photos on the refrigerator, dancing in the light of several candles on the kitchen counter. On the wall nearby was the calendar. She pulled her gaze away from it. “I was sitting there with her,” she said, “and I was thinking about when Sarah was a baby, just a year old. That was a wonderful time. She was Mommy’s girl.”
“You want to talk about it?” He meant the situation with Hamill.
She looked at her husband for a moment. “Hamill is a wreck. He’s off the case, like I said, he may be out of a job. He messed with things, I think. He was drinking at the bar where one of the victims worked. And he, ah . . . So he paid off the bouncer — the one who could recognize him from boozing — to switch shifts the night we went to question people.”
“Oh wow.”
She found it hard to tell Shawn about Hamill’s affair. She was afraid where it would lead the conversation.
“And then there’s this whole thing with the bartender giving a false name. He’s definitely involved somehow. Owner said his name was Charlie Plume; that info just came in today.”
“You think Hamill knew about him?”
She shook her head, slowly. “No . . . I don’t know. I’ll know more tomorrow, after we talk with him again.”
“Hamill made a mess for himself, that’s for sure.”
“Oh and then there’s Perry Brady. A student who recognized Hamill the night we showed up, first night of the case. He ran from us. Led us to Holly Arbruster, another victim.”
She trailed off. She took another sip of her tea. She could feel Shawn watching her closely.
“You sure this college kid — what did you say his name was? Brady? Are you sure that’s where he led you? To her?”
“I’ve thought about that. Yes and no. I mean, Hamill and I didn’t find anyone ourselves. Plattsburgh PD did when they searched the area for the runner.”
“So Brady led you . . . to what? Within a few hundred yards or something?”
“Or more, I’d say. Quarter mile, maybe half mile.”
She sat back, letting her own words sink in. She remembered running after Perry Brady, feeling winded. Past the gas station, towards the paper mill, and then Brady had slipped over a chain-link fence. He could’ve gone anywhere after that point.
She thought aloud, “If you’re running from the cops in that part of town, where do you go? You run into the dark. Into the woods. I don’t know if Brady had any idea we’d find Holly Arbruster there. If he did, I don’t think he was the one to put her there. She could have drifted from the lake into the marsh. I think Brady was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. But I don’t know.”
“Can you pick him up again?”
“Yeah. That’s the idea for tomorrow. Interview Brady, interview Hamill. Weather permitting, I guess.”
Her husband watched her quietly. “Hamill went to all this trouble to cover up his drinking?”
Dana cleared her throat and set down the mug. “He was seeing a student. Sleeping with her, I guess.”
Shawn rolled his eyes. “Oh Jesus. You’re kidding.”
“And there’s something else,” she said. Her voice sounded faraway in her ears. She stared into the candles on the table. She drew a long, slow breath. “He kissed me.”
Shawn remained silent for a moment. “Rob did.”
She nodded. She could feel the tears stinging against the backs of her eyes, but she suppressed the emotion.
“When?”
“Last week. Night after I got out of the hospital.”
More heavy silence from Shawn. She wanted to slice through it, she wanted to scream, she wanted to tell her husband that she missed him, she loved him; she worried she was losing her mind. But something prevented her, and she just sat, averting her eyes.
“Did you kiss back?”
It was the question she’d expected all week. “I don’t know,” she said, at last meeting his gaze.
He held her look for a moment, and then turned his head away, nodding to himself.
“What are you thinking?”
The question seemed to pain him. “I’m thinking we’ve got a lot on our plates.”
“What does that mean?”
He faced her. “It just means a lot. This has been the biggest case of your career, I know that. Lot of pressure. And you and Hamill have a long history together, and he obviously can’t control himself . . .” He stood up so suddenly that the chair wobbled, then righted itself. He moved off into the kitchen, ruffling the candle flames. Then he stopped, and she held her breath. She watched his chest rise and fall. She jumped when he smashed his fist through a cabinet door.
* * *
Downstairs, she lay with Ria, the only girl who had been disturbed by the loud noise upstairs — Sarah was absorbed in a movie, Kayla was snoring. It took some time, lying next to her daughter, stroking her hair. Even when she was sure the girl had fallen back asleep, Dana lay there. She smelled her daughter’s hair. Dana’s face was wet from crying. Of all things, she thought of Lori Stender’s drawing, the one in Scott’s room.
She left, cleaned herself up, and went upstairs. Shawn was still at the table, staring into space. His knuckles were bleeding. She wanted to tend to that, to wash his hand, to bandage it, but she held off. She sat across from him, and waited until he could look at her, until he spoke.
“Hamill’s mind isn’t in the right place,” her husband said at last. “And yours may not have been lately, either. And I know things have been hard here at home, so . . .”
She opened her mouth to speak, and for a second the words would not come.
“Shawn . . . I’m so sorry.”
He reached across the table and took her hand. “It never happens again.”
“Never.”
They talked for another fifteen minutes, and then she urged her husband to bed. He protested, but she wasn’t taking no for an answer. She took his boots off. The cats purred around on the floor; one of them jumped up beside Shawn. Dana climbed up onto her husband, straddling him, and she gave him a kiss. Her body was tense, on alert, anticipating his rejection.
His kiss was responsive, and he arched his back up and took her in his arms. When the second cat tried to get up onto the bed, Shawn gave it a soft kick and it leapt from the bed. The husband and wife laughed, still kissing, Dana crying again.
“I love you,” she said. “I’m going to make all of this up to you, and to the girls.”
Shawn rolled over on top of her, and began to undress her.



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE / Into the Night
An hour later she was back at the kitchen table, unable to sleep. She found the crossword puzzle in the local paper and worked her way through it by candlelight, willing herself to get tired. It was just ten p.m., they’d always been a household of early-to-bed-early-to-rise. But, it wasn’t working, and the crossword clues kept making her think of the murders, and inevitably she tiptoed downstairs and pulled the file on the case.
Back at the kitchen table again, she flipped it open, big as the King James Bible by this point. She tabbed over to the Scott Dunham section where she had pinned a printout of the drawing in the boy’s room. The bull-creature looked back at her, its watering eye staring out. She pulled the picture and began working her way to the Lori Stender section to put it there.
The house was still and quiet as Dana turned the pages.
She stopped at the Angie Gilroy section of the file. Angie Gilroy was twenty years old. From Malone, New York, sophomore at Plattsburgh State. She had called the police to report that Holly Arbruster was missing. Forty-eight hours later, the police had begun a search.
Gilroy lived on Cornelia Street in Plattsburgh, sharing a house with Arbruster and one other girl. Gilroy worked at a breakfast place and often babysat for extra cash.
Dana paused, letting the last piece of information sink in. She babysat. That was a misleading term, if there ever was one. You think “babysit,” and you think of an infant or toddler. But kids as old as thirteen had babysitters.
She let some thoughts come together. Lori Stender’s peculiar artwork somehow gets into the hands of Scott Dunham. She drew it, she says, months before ever participating in the study or meeting Rakesh Lata. But maybe she had read Lata’s book by then — Dana had never asked. She could have been interested in this type of mythology for years. Stender blamed herself for getting Sonia Taylor involved.
Dana flipped through the file until she got to Lori Stender’s class schedule. She looked at the previous semester. She found the class roster for Studio Art 2. She ran her finger down the list, until she stopped on a name.
Angie Gilroy.
Angie Gilroy and Lori Stender had been in the same art class, just as Lori had said. Had Angie Gilroy babysat for Scott Dunham? Why not? He was a ten-year-old kid with a single mother. Surely Teresa, the mother, needed someone to watch him from time to time?
Would Angie have stolen something like that? The work of another student? Lori hadn’t thought so, but maybe Gilroy was jealous of the skill Lori showed. Maybe she wanted to pass it off as her own. And then Scott Dunham, he had already shown a proclivity for theft — he’d taken a victim’s backpack from the Clair River. So, two thieves, maybe.
It was a lot of maybes.
Gilroy could have stolen Lori’s drawing, or it could have been someone else. Whoever it was, Dana felt almost positive it was sitting in Scott Dunham’s bedroom.
There was only one way to know for sure. She needed to ask the boy. And given that she wasn’t sleeping, that the Feds had taken over, that she’d had her own partner arrested, and that in ten days hadn’t solved one of the three murders, there was no time like the present.
* * *
The storm came fast and heavy, but she told herself tomorrow would be worse. The roads were already slick with a kind of snow that had the Corsica’s tires slipping, the back end kicking out as she pulled onto Route 4. Fresh snowflakes dove towards the windshield, like she was driving into the stars.
She wondered if someone like Rakesh Lata could be right, that humans had ancient knowledge, deep in their DNA, about the origins of life.
Past Lives.
Rakesh believed in clairvoyance. He believed we each had an electromagnetic signature, unique as fingerprints. Unique as diatoms.
“There’s our smiley face right there,” she said inside the empty car. A contested theory about an infamous series of murders. But it wasn’t diatoms connecting the killings. It was, like Hamill suggested, much simpler. It was someone, perhaps, who’d seen a drawing. Who’d found a book. Who’d overheard conversations they didn’t like. Or maybe that they did like, but which had boiled their blood just the same.
Rakesh had warned her about the Mahabharata War,
a time when mankind had declined to an irretrievable point. Maybe that’s what the killer fed on. Maybe the killer thought he was taking out the trash. Thinning the herd. Doing God’s good work.
The age of darkness, when moral virtue and mental capabilities reach their lowest point in the cycle.
She came up behind a snowplow and drove agonizingly slowly for a few minutes before she saw an opportunity to pass. As she accelerated past the hulking machine with its lazily twirling yellow lights, headlamps coming from the other direction blasted through the curtains of snow. She pressed on the gas pedal and passed the plow just before the vehicle in the other lane reached her. The plow trumpeted an angry horn.
Dana hunched over the steering wheel and urged her vehicle faster.
* * *
It should have been a five minute drive, but she pulled into the trailer park almost twenty minutes later. Everything was dark; the entire area had failed power. There were a few visible candles flickering in the windows. Dana wondered how many people had heeded the media’s advice to stock up on supplies, and how many had brushed it off as consumption propaganda. This time, the media seemed to be right.
She switched her headlights off as soon as she turned into the warren of lopsided trailers. The junk populating the area was covered in a thick blanket of snow, which was falling just as hard as it had an hour before. At least six inches had already piled up. It would be a foot deep soon.
She sat with the engine running, the heater blasting, but she still felt chilled at her core. She kept watch on one trailer through the foggy windshield. The trailer where Scott lived, with the drawing of the bull-man.
Her pulse was steady. As emotional and volatile as she’d been over the past couple of weeks, she felt almost serene now. Cold, empty, but calm. She turned her pea coat collar up and got out of the car.
The snowfall was ominously quiet. The snow gathered in her hair and melted, cold rivulets against her scalp. She approached the trailer where Scott lived with his mother. She thought she caught movement from behind one of the windows. She stood in front of the narrow, plastic door and knocked.
Footsteps approached. The locks disengaged and the interior door opened. A second later the narrow storm door swung out. Teresa Dunham stood there looking down at Dana. Dana wasn’t sure, but she thought the woman was wearing the same peach-colored housedress she’d been in two weeks ago. She didn’t offer a polite smile. Dana didn’t blame her, it was ten thirty on a Sunday night and here was a cop at her door.
“Sorry to bother you, ma’am . . .”
“What is it?” She looked away from Dana, past her, into the storm. “You came out in this?”
“Everything’s fine, ma’am. I was wondering if I could just have a few words with you. It will be really quick.”
She scowled at Dana, and bit her lower lip. “What do you need to talk about?”
“Can I come in?”
She sighed heavily for Dana’s benefit. She leaned back and glanced into the trailer. Dana heard the boy’s voice. “Mom?”
Teresa seemed to consider it for a few more seconds. Finally, she rolled her eyes and stepped back, stretching to hold the door open. “Fine,” she said. “Got no TV anyway.”
Dana smiled and stepped up into the trailer. Teresa closed the doors behind her and then backed away into the small kitchenette, until her large rear end bumped against an ironing table. Down the narrow hallway, Scott stood in the gloom of the candlelit living room.
“Hey, pal.”
“Hey,” he said, his arms stiffly at his sides.
“Still working on those drawings?”
Scott raised his shoulders. “Um, yeah.”
“Cool. Hey, I’d like to talk to you in just a minute, but first I’m just going to chat with your mom. That okay with you? Everything’s alright, just police work.” She noticed a stack of newspapers at the end of the counter, beside a large, glowing candle. A headline blared, THIRD VICTIM IN WHAT POLICE ARE CONSIDERING SERIAL CRIME.
There was a picture of Maggie Lange, which looked like she was smiling. Full of promise.
“Sure, whatever,” Scott said. He walked off into his bedroom.
Teresa watched her son go, still chewing her bottom lip. There was a small table with two chairs. Dana motioned, “Like to sit down with me?”
“I’m fine,” Teresa said flatly.
Dana pulled out a chair. She didn’t want to sit, but she thought it might settle the woman’s nerves. Teresa looked at a closed door at the back of the room.
Mustering as much of a casual tone as she could manage, Dana asked, “I wonder if we could talk about Scott’s artwork?”
The woman’s expression became incredulous. “His artwork? You came out in this weather to talk about his artwork?”
“When I was here two weeks ago, Scott said his father was in jail.”
She flinched. “He’s at Dannemora. He’s got another twenty years on his sentence.”
“Scott told me his father was an artist.”
“Well, I don’t know if you could call him an artist. He used to doodle. Would draw all over the phone book.”
“Have you seen the drawing Scott has, where there is a person with the head of a bull?”
Teresa pressed her lips together into a tight, bloodless line. Then she spoke. “He has nightmares about it, you know.”
“About the drawing?”
Teresa wrung her hands together. “Scott has dreams about that girl he found.”
“Oh. I’m sorry.”
The woman looked down.
“I have reason to believe that drawing isn’t his own work. You think maybe he took it? Like he took the backpack of the victim we found in the river?”
“I don’t know.”
Dana kept her voice low. “Mrs Dunham, do you hire a babysitter sometimes? For Scott?”
Teresa glanced up, then scowled. “Well, yeah. I got to have some social life, right?”
Dana smiled. Her face felt stiff. “I hear that. Did you ever hire a girl named Angie Gilroy?”
“Angie? Sure. She’s been here a lot.”
“Okay, good. Good to know.”
A deeper scowl. “You think Scott stole that picture from her?” It sounded like pitcher.
“I don’t know. It could have been given to him. By Angie, maybe someone else. I think he likes to draw, and associates that drawing ability with his father. Wants to maybe make his father proud, so calls it his own.”
Teresa’s face suddenly crumbled, and she turned and leaned into the sink. Dana wondered if the woman was going to be sick. “Scott’s drawings are very good, Mrs Dunham. Just that one, that one was maybe a little advanced, you know?”
It struck her how absurd the whole thing was. Here in some woman’s trailer with her ten-year-old son, in the middle of a blizzard, consoling this woman about her boy’s macabre artwork.
“I know this is a personal question, Mrs Dunham, but who else might come to your house?”
When Teresa didn’t respond, Dana’s training and instincts kicked back in. She didn’t like that closed door in the back of the room. She slipped out of the kitchen and quickly grasped the knob and turned. It was pitch black in the room. She peered into the darkness, her calm finally giving way to the hard beating of her heart, a band of perspiration breaking across her forehead.
“I like to sleep in the cold,” Teresa said.
Dana spun around to see Teresa just a few steps behind her. The woman’s face was masked by shadows, but she sounded completely together, no longer a blubbering mess. “The heat is electric,” she said. “With the power off, I’m trying to keep the warmth in here.”
Dana pulled the door slowly shut. “Of course,” she said. “I’m just going to talk to Scott now, if you don’t mind.”
Teresa blocked Dana’s way. Dana suddenly felt uncomfortable, penned in by the large woman. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Excuse me, I’d just like to . . .”
Teresa lunged at her, and the impact knocked Dana back, slamming her into the door. It flew open and Dana crashed down on the other side, Teresa’s bulk piled on top of her. She was quick for a heavy person. Before Dana could grab her weapon, Theresa had changed position and swung something at Dana’s head.
The first blow hit her like a cement block, causing a bright burst of dancing sparks in Dana’s vision. She tried to get her hands up, to shield herself, but one arm was pinned beneath her. She was able to get her free arm in the air and tried to ward off what was coming, but it was no use. The second blow she didn’t remember.



 
CHAPTER THIRTY / The Spider
They drifted and jeered around her, a pageant of haunted faces. Some were distorted as if by fun-house mirrors, others bore features of coyotes, bears, and bulls.
Then things calmed down, and the dream took her to familiar places. Her office, her home, slightly rearranged, larger. Her husband. He was standing in the kitchen, his back to her. Then in the living room, a small party. Yarrow. Lori Stender. Captain Bouchard. Even Hamill was there, lurking in the shadows, his cigarette glowing.
Everyone knew. Everyone understood what this time in history meant. Dana was the last one to resist. They needed to break her. They needed to draw her into the fold.
“It’s the time,” Hamill said in the dream, and he stepped forward, smoke coming from his mouth. “It’s now.”
* * *
She woke up tied to the bed in Teresa Dunham’s trailer.
“I know you, lady,” said a male voice. Dana looked at the end of the bed. The movement caused spikes of pain through her skull and she gritted her teeth. A tall man stood there. Two of him. Dana’s vision split the stranger into one solid shape and one more ghostly, barely lit by the pale light coming in from the outside.
The two shapes moved and shook in unison as the tall man waved his arms. “Can you see me?”
“Let me up.” Her wrists were bound, her arms splayed out, her legs too. The pain corkscrewed deeper into her cranium, driving through her thoughts. She tried to stay coherent. She tried to fight back. “They’ll be here.” Her voice was hoarse, as if she’d been screaming.
The double-figure jerked again as the tall man tossed his head back and laughed. “Come on, lady. I said I know you. You’re all protocol and procedure except when it comes to your pride. Then all bets are off. No one is coming. You didn’t call anyone.”
“The Feds followed me.”
The specter shrugged. “Maybe because of your past and your partner’s present, they’ve got eyes on you both. But I know more than they do anyway. I listen.” The shapes waved their arms towards the window. “But no FBI agent is going to come out in this. They don’t even have winter jackets.”
Dana licked her lips, thought she tasted blood. There was something tacky by her head; more blood. Hopefully the bleeding had stopped. How long had she been lying here tied up?
“Tell me why, Charlie.”
“You know my name.”
“Why are you doing this?”
Charlie, aka “Sven,” stilled for a moment. She could hear his raspy breathing. “The only post-mortem signs monkshood leaves is asphyxia. But, you put the girls in water . . .” Charlie made a dismissive pssh noise with his mouth. “You put the girls in water, you can’t see the asphyxia.”
“Except for Maggie Lange. Her throat closed up. We’ll find the aconite. Whether you got it from the deep web or Teresa Dunham’s convict husband. Everybody goes down. You, her, everybody.”
It hurt to talk. The vibrations tore through her skull in razor coils. She felt like she was going to pass out, and she willed herself to stay conscious.
He snorted. “Dunham’s husband?” Then he let out a burst of breath. “Oh — what? You saw the shamrocks at the bar? Come on, lady. A shamrock in an Irish bar? What are the odds.”
“But yours is five miles from a state prison.” She let her head drop back on the bed. She was rapidly losing energy, the sleep cozying up to her, making friendly, wanting her to sink into it. She forced her eyes open, and stared up at the black ceiling, vertigo swirling. The pain in her head was becoming a steady thump in rhythm with her pulse. She wondered if she had intracranial bleeding. She might be dying right now. Her family could be in danger. Why had she left the house? Why hadn’t she at least called someone?
Because Hamill was off the case. Because Yarrow, she didn’t like. Anyone else would’ve thought she was crazy. And, maybe she was.
Charlie didn’t respond to her remark about the prison being close. When he did speak, his tone was flatter. “What’s on the back of this card?”
Dana’s vision was still blurry, but it looked like Charlie the bartender was holding something in the air.
“Have you done something to Lori?”
He kept the card raised for a moment. Then he dropped it with a sigh. “You try to show people what’s going on, and they tune you out. They want to watch football. But, it’s done. The time is over. You lose; we all lose.”
“Let me up!” Dana bellowed. She strained against the ligature binding her wrists and ankles. She arched her back and gritted her teeth and pulled with everything she had. When she had exhausted herself, she sank back into the bed again. Save your energy, a voice said. It sounded like Shawn.
“Lady, lady . . .” The shadow-Charlie shook its two heads. “You and all your rage. You don’t need to be let up, lady. You need to let go. But, you know, I can’t blame you. You’re sort of like the frog in the boiling water. You don’t know it’s getting hotter, you don’t know you’re dying, because you’re in it. Most people are like that.”
“You don’t know anything about me.”
“I know something about spiders.”
“You need help.” She thought of Yarrow describing the serial-killer personality to her. Impulsivity, the need for control, and sensation-seeking. Predatory behavior.
“Spiders can be killed with diatoms.”
It shut her mind up for a second. “Oh yeah?”
“If you spread diatomaceous earth around in your home, you can get rid of spiders. It’s a powder. Fossil-based, comes from the water creature called the diatom. When a spider crawls on it, it gets all cut up. It leaks its body fluid, and it dies.”
“You learn that on the internet?”
Charlie let out a gusty sigh. “You stuck-up bitch. What, I can’t know about diatoms? Maybe I went to school. Maybe I went to Plattsburgh, graduated ten years ago.”
“Good for you.”
Ten years ago. And I’ve got ten on the job.
“I was a student just like Perry Brady. Perry and his little harem of women coming over to my house. Perry and the witches.”
Dana could feel the spittle gathered at the corners of her mouth. She turned her head to the side and spat. “You’re better than them, right, Charlie?”
“Oh, I don’t know about ‘better.’ I know what I see, though. And I see you, lady.”
I see your sadness. And your gifts.
(He keeps calling me ‘lady.’)
“Let me go, Charlie. Untie me. Now. Make this easier on yourself.”
“I see you’re a lot like they are. Nobody is what they seem. Think maybe I’m a chemist? Nah. I know about diatoms, but I actually studied philosophy. Because it all goes together. ‘Everywhere I go, a philosopher has been there before me.’ I’m just paraphrasing there. My mother told fortunes, you know.”
“I didn’t know that.” Struggling to keep conscious, to stay alert.
“I read that book. ‘Prophesized events during a Kali Yuga:
Rulers will become unreasonable, humans will openly display hate and immorality, sin will increase exponentially, virtue will fade. People will break vows, become addicted to drinks and drugs, and followers of desire will control the minds of all human beings. The elite will not be learned or honored, the military will not be brave, money-lenders will not be just. And at the end of Kali Yuga, there will exist no topics on the subject of God.’”
“Is that why you killed three girls, Charlie? You’re upset that they offended God?”
“Killed three girls? Come on, lady. Wake up.” The twin shadows suddenly lurched forward. Dana felt Charlie pick up the foot of the bed and then drop it with a thud. The trailer home shook on its axles. “Wake up!” Charlie shouted.
More of this and the neighbors are going to call the cops, Dana thought. Charlie was being careless, getting reckless. She just needed to ride this out, bide her time. She hoped the power outage hadn’t affected the cell towers. Sometimes it did, and phones went down for a time. She remembered Teresa saying that the trailer still had a landline hooked up. So, that was something.
“Wake up,” Charlie repeated quietly. The jostling of the bed had affected her vision. The double images were gone. Now she just saw one shape for Charlie Plume. And as her eyes continued to adjust to the light, she could see more of the tall man’s face. His eyes were shining in the gloom.
“I freed them,” Charlie said, having grown reflective. “In the moments before they died, they found nirvana. No one killed any girls. They were willing participants in their own ends. And the last thing they were was girls.”
“You murdered them.”
Charlie shook his head. “You think I force-fed them? They took it willingly. You tell kids these days something will take the edge off, they’re all over it. It’s the existential vacuum — all these kids care about sex, escape, themselves. It’s hedonism. And now, what, they have psychic gifts? That’s black magic. And that’s been around for thousands of years, and it takes a man to see that. And a man to know what to do about it.”
He nodded to himself in the pale light of the window.
Dana had the sudden, vivid mental image of tall Charlie Plume driving down the interstate with a dead girl in his trunk. Pulling off onto Covered Bridge Lane. Carrying her to the river. Dropping her in.
Leaving her there for Scott to find?
Had he wanted Scott to find her? Dana felt the hate rising, tightening her throat, sending blood to her muscles. She pulled again against her restraints. Charlie watched, wordlessly.
Dana gave up. She was out of breath.
Charlie seemed to have lost some of his energy, too. His silhouette slumped against the window. The posture reminded Dana of how Hamill had seemed at the convenience store — sad. As if Charlie carried a burden, a knowledge that weighed heavily on him.
“Monkshood is also known as women’s bane. You know, I’m not the first, to have to do this. This goes back to the Greeks. Poison born from Cerberus’s lips. The same as the froth of a rabid dog.”
“Charlie,” she said. “Untie me. Let me go. Let’s sort this out. If the girls committed suicide, or overdosed on their own, then this is a whole other ball game. If you have the proof of that, come on. Right? Get out of this now. Untie me, let’s go to the FBI, let’s lay all this out, explain the situation. You didn’t do anything, Charlie. And there’s a little boy in there. Just a kid . . .”
“You want to try it?”
Charlie was suddenly nearer, too close for comfort, with something dangling from his pinched fingers. It looked, in the gloom, like a flower.
She turned away. He grabbed her face, his fingers pressing into her skin, clutching her jaw, and he pulled her head back towards him. He was wearing plastic gloves. He squeezed her mouth, forcing it open. She tried to speak, but all that came out was garbled sounds.
“It doesn’t hurt,” he said. “It’s very humane. It’s pleasant. You’ll dream.”
She twisted out of his grip and his hand clamped around her mouth again. She whipped her head back and forth, screaming. She cried out for help. In her panic, she saw a spider, having spun a great web, waiting for its prey.



 
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE / The Bargain
Dana lay on the bed, watching the dark snowfall out the window. She’d lost track of time. How long had she been at Teresa Dunham’s trailer? An hour? Longer? Every available state trooper would be out on the prowl right now, searching for her, weather or no weather. Someone must’ve heard her scream. Or, Shawn would’ve woken up, worried where she was, and called the station. How bad could it be out there? Severe storms were nothing new. And even when schools shut down and county offices closed, the plows stayed out, the state troopers stayed out — they had to. At the peak of the big winter storm last year, three motorists had gone off the road in the same night: an old man who’d had a heart attack, a middle-aged woman who’d collided with a guard rail, and a group of kids. The troopers had managed to help them all, except for the woman, who’d died of exposure. They would be searching for Dana now. How long did Charlie think it would take before Bouchard or Yarrow put it together that she’d come here? It had to be soon.
But no one came. The snow accumulated on the window sill. She remembered how that window had looked when she’d first come back to consciousness — she’d been able to see out of it. Now it was opaque; her warm, breathing body on one side, harsh winter on the other. She could feel the cold working its way into her clothes, driving deeper into her bones. Had to be close to freezing in here now; her breath smoked in the gloom. She could feel death’s approach.
The pain had become a constant companion, something she could distract herself from only by watching the frost form on the glass, or by going over the case: Lori Stender and Sonia Taylor are friends. They begin the year taking a social psychology course. Wayland Kimball announces he’s looking for participants in a study. Lori, already a fan of the paranormal, of Rakesh Lata, convinces Sonia to sign up. There they meet Holly Arbruster, Maggie Lange, and Perry Brady. The five students become friends. They go out together, they hit O’Sullivan’s, a popular student hangout and underage drinking spot. Charlie, the bartender, takes an interest in them. He has a place they go after hours. A place to chill, keep drinking, get a taste of the harder stuff. The students don’t talk about it much — they’re protective of Charlie’s because of what goes on there. The usual drug use, and something new. Something, perhaps, promising visions, glimpses of past lives. Charlie takes their willingness to open their minds and uses it against them.
Dana hadn’t been poisoned — mercifully, Charlie had given up. At first she didn’t know why — he could have easily forced the plant into her mouth and made her swallow — but an idea was forming; behind the barbs of pain and flashes of panic. She thought she might be coming to understand something about Charlie the bartender. He liked to toy with people. And then he was there, darkening the doorway.
The tall man was silent for a moment, standing just inside the room.
He bent out of sight. Dana could hear him rustling with a bag. He found what he wanted and came closer. He had a gun in his hand, a large semi-automatic.
“You ready?”
“Where are we going?”
He paused. “When you showed up, my girlfriend wanted to kill you. Tried to, really. She hit you with a clothes iron. One of those cheapies, though. Probably why you’re still alive. How’s your head?”
Dana hadn’t heard a sound since she’d been here except the front door opening, twice. She’d become convinced that Teresa and Scott were gone. She was alone in the trailer with Charlie.
There was a pressure on one side of her head where she’d been bludgeoned. A stinging sensation on her forehead where she’d been sliced, probably by the sharp edge of the clothes iron. There was a trail of dried blood down around her ear and into her hair where it formed a clump.
“I could use a fucking ibuprofen or two,” she said.
Charlie lifted up the bag he’d been zipping and patted it with the hand holding the gun. “Got those, actually.”
“What are you doing?”
“She wanted to kill you, but I said no. I don’t do that. I said, let her see. So, we’re going to see.”
“Going to see what?”
“We’re going to go see what the girls saw.” He set the bag down. He undid the restraint on Dana’s right foot. “Now don’t kick me or anything. Or I’ll shoot you.”
“I won’t.”
One leg being free filled her with relief. She winced as she flexed her knee. It felt so good to have movement again, the blood flowing.
He moved around to her other foot. He loosened the ligature with one hand and held the gun on Dana with the other. Then he started undoing Dana’s hand. “Okay, lady. I’m going to do this one, then you’re going to do the other. I got mountain climbing line on there, which has a bit of give. But around your wrists I’ve got special ones. The kind you restrain the nutjobs with. You’re going to want to push back that little buckle and . . .”
“I know how it works,” Dana said, feeling suddenly impatient. Easy. Stay easy. She wanted to undo those straps and fly off the bed and put Charlie the bartender right through that frosty window. Maybe get his face cut up like hers. What did she look like now after getting hit with an iron? Not that it mattered, not that she cared. But, the girls. They would have to see their mother like this. If she got out alive.
Having freed her left hand, Charlie backed further away and aimed the gun at her. She flexed her arm. At first it felt like it didn’t want to go. And then with a queasy feeling, she was able to bend it in, and she touched her face with her fingertips. Her face didn’t feel right.
She rolled over and undid her final constraint. It took a little bit of fumbling. Finally she undid the buckle and slid her last arm free.
Sensing Charlie growing impatient, Dana sat herself up. She kept her movements big and slow and deliberate, the way cops wanted them when they had a perp in their midst. She got to her feet, at last the sluggish blood had a chance to circulate.
She kept her back to Charlie for a moment. She did this deliberately, too. She wanted the killer to trust her. Then she slowly turned around.
“Alright. Let’s go see this big thing.”
“There’s a bag at your feet.”
“With the ibuprofen?”
Charlie jerked with a sudden laugh. “You won’t need it.” Then the humor was sucked away into the barrenness of the room. “What’s in there is better.”
Her legs were quivering from the cold. She bent down and reached into the bag. Her fingers closed over something that felt like a pill bottle. She shook it, but there was no rattle. She let it go, as though it could poison her through the plastic container. She fiddled around until she found another object, a cell phone.
“I took out the battery,” Charlie said. “I just left the phone for you as a memento.”
“A memento.”
“Get the gun.”
Another wash of crazy, wild, electric hope. Her gun? Her gun was in the bag? Dana groped around, trying to regulate her breathing, which wanted to come fast and hard as the adrenaline filled her. This had to be a trick. Yet she rose with the pistol in her hands. “Rounds in it?”
“Of course.”
“Magazine feels light.”
“No, it doesn’t.”
She could see Charlie in the low light. His face was a pale moon. She tried to recall the face of the bartender from O’Sullivan’s. This man resembled him, but in the way the corpse resembled the living person.
“I want to understand.”
“Of course you do.”
“You were going to show me something . . . What is this going to achieve?” She meant the gun.
“You can shoot me at any time. That’s what it’s going to achieve. Can put a man-stopper into me, can even put one execution-style into my head. I know you’re probably a good shot. Free will, lady. But, I don’t think you’re going to. I think you want to see. You want to see your own part in this.”
The gun was heavy in her grip; it seemed thicker and weightier than she remembered. Her muscles felt stiff, semi-responsive. Maybe she was a good shot with a clear mind and some sleep, but the head on her shoulders now was pounding. Not long ago she’d been seeing double. But, he was right there. Just a few feet away. She could end this right now. There was probably monkshood in the bag. He’d tied her up. He was the killer. This was over, case closed.
“Come on.”
Charlie was back by the window, and the path was clear to the door. One shot, he goes down, and she runs. But, what if there was something else? It made no sense to give her a gun. Even a psychopath had some perspective — they didn’t hand over a weapon unless they had an insurance policy of some kind. There could be another victim, Lori Stender, stashed somewhere, dying.
Dana took a step, then another. Her legs were unsteady. She pointed the barrel of the handgun at the ground. She kept her eyes on the killer and followed him out of the room.
* * *
The difference in temperature was amazing. The hallway was twenty degrees warmer. She went into the kitchen and took another breath and tried to clear her mind.
Charlie motioned at the door to the outside. “After you.”
“Out there?”
He nodded.
“I was just getting warmed up.”
He waited. She could smell something sour on the man, like sulfur.
“Why outside? Are we going to pace it out, turn and fire at high noon?” Her voice had a tremor in it which she tried to subdue.
“The first thing I want you to see is in your car,” Charlie said. She could see Charlie’s grayed-out eye, glinting with malice. “In the trunk.”
Dana let out her breath in a rush. She saw a face; the young student at the top of the stairs, looking down at her. But, in that split second she imagined other faces, too. Her daughters: Sarah, Kayla, Ria. She slammed out through the doors. She leapt from the trailer into the deep snow, forgetting her pain, forgetting her weariness. She cut a line through the snow to the car, moving as fast as she could.



 
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO / Deciding to Die
The car had been moved. As Dana approached it, she realized she didn’t have any keys. She felt in the pocket of her pea coat, but they weren’t there. Her wallet was in her back pocket, her badge clipped to her belt. Charlie had given her the gun back, but she had no functioning cell phone, no keys. Charlie didn’t want her to leave here or call for help.
She wondered about the dog that had been barking when they’d visited Scott Dunham two weeks ago, the day that Sonia Taylor’s body had been found in the Clair. There was no dog barking now. Dover Court was eerily quiet, the trailers surrounding the roundabout dark and still behind a screen of falling snow.
She got to the car and started brushing it off. The gun was in the way. She jammed it in her holster and used both her bare hands. She cleared the snow from the trunk. The trunk needed a key to open it. She glanced at Charlie, who was walking slowly towards her, in the tracks she’d just made. Forget waiting for him. She went to the driver’s side, snatched open the door, leaned in and pressed the lever to pop the trunk.
She got her fingers under the lip of metal. Her hands were numb after removing all that snow. The snow that just kept coming. Thick as a plague of locusts, filling the dark sky. She threw the trunk open and peered in.
For a moment, just a second, she didn’t know how to react. Her mind was befuddled. For all she knew, she had a bad concussion. It took some time for her to realize what she was looking at.
In the trunk was a tire iron, a couple of empty plastic bags, and a roadside flare kit. There was nothing else. No Lori Stender, curled up in a fetal position, drugged or dead. None of her daughters either, thank God. Not even Robert Hamill — another possibility which had crossed her mind — that somehow this whole thing had to do with Charlie the bartender taking revenge on cops. No one was in the trunk. It was open, waiting. When she realized this, and when she spun around, she was too late.
She was able to get her gun out before Charlie fired. The force of the shot threw her against the car, her legs slamming against the bumper. The momentum tipped her backwards, right into the trunk. She snapped off one shot as she fell. But she didn’t know if she hit anything.
The two shots were deafening. Her hearing sang with a high-pitched whine, scattering her thoughts.
She felt like an overturned beetle, kicking and flailing, unable to gain footing. She had to let go of her firearm. She grabbed the edges of the trunk and hauled herself into a sitting position, her legs dangling out.
Charlie was not there. For one wild, panicked moment, she had no idea where he was, and her mind leapt into gear, cycling through the worst possible scenarios with frightening speed: Charlie had gotten around the other side of the car and was crouched and waiting, or, he had run off into the dark and snow and was taking aim from somewhere with cover.
But then Dana looked down and saw that the killer had not fled or regrouped, he was lying in the snow, blood spreading all around him. He was holding his stomach. Dana had got him in the gut.
She retrieved her weapon and stepped away from the vehicle. She’d been shot, too; his round had penetrated her left shoulder. She stood looking down at Charlie Plume, with her gun in her hand. She caught sight of a flashlight beam shining through the falling snow.
“Call 911!” Dana shouted towards the light. Someone had come out of one of the neighboring single-wides and was pointing the light her way. “Get back inside and call 911, now!” Her ears were still ringing.
The light disappeared and the door slammed shut. Dana had no idea who it was. For all she knew, it was Teresa, holed up in a neighbor’s house. There was a phone in Teresa’s trailer. A landline. Dana needed to get back there and call emergency services. Call Yarrow. Call everyone.
Charlie’s gun had disappeared into the snow. The killer was lying on his back, his eyes staring up. But he was breathing.
“You stupid shit,” Dana said. She needed to find Charlie’s weapon. “Is this what you wanted?”
Charlie made a gurgling noise, and Dana realized he was laughing. Her hearing was back.
When Charlie spoke, his voice was like gravel. “I wasn’t going to kill you,” he rasped. “I don’t kill anybody.”
Dana dug through the snow with one hand. Her fingers had gone numb. She was in shock, her body revolting against the intrusion of the bullet, shutting systems down. She had to use her left hand while she held her firearm with her right, and her left shoulder was throbbing with pain that made her recent head trauma seem like a caffeine headache. She knew that the toxins from the bullet were entering her blood stream.
Her hand bumped up against something hard. She tried to feel her way around it, but there was no sensation left. She was numb from the cold and the gunshot wound. She hooked her hand into a kind of shovel and scooped out what was there. She knocked into the object, got her clawed hand underneath, and brought it out of the snow, already knowing it wasn’t what she’d hoped.
Dana threw the rock aside with a yell. At the same time, she heard another door open from a different trailer. A second light stabbed through the storm. Or maybe it was the same one. She was becoming disoriented. Dana shouted the same commands, and heard the voice float back, “Phone’s not working!”
She felt a sinking fear.
She called out. “Cell phone?”
“Yeah, cell phone.” It was a woman’s voice.
Relief. There was still a chance Teresa’s landline would work.
The killer was trying to sit up. “Stay down, Charlie.” She pointed the gun at him. “Don’t move.”
“You’re going to see now, lady,” Charlie said. “You’re going to see.”
Dana ran to the trailer.
It was dark and cold. One candle remained in the kitchen, the flame whipping with the wind as she came in the front door. She headed to the phone and slipped on the linoleum. Her shoes were covered in snow, and the linoleum was slick. She went down hard, crashing onto her side, banging her head.
When she came to, she didn’t know how much time had passed. She felt frozen, stiff. She tried to move and the pain blared through her from multiple sources. Her head, her neck, her shoulder. Like nothing she had ever known. It was holding her down.
Give up.
Just let go.
She had failed. She had failed as a detective. A serial killer had cut through a college campus. A bartender who had been right under their nose. Someone who had gotten to know the group from Wayland Kimball’s study. Selected them, studied them, then went about killing them one by one, leaving a glaring suspect – Perry Brady – for the cops to fumble over. She’d failed.
She’d failed as a mother. Right now her beautiful girls were at home with their father, sleeping, unaware that their mother was bleeding to death in a trailer park two miles away. Because she had walked right into a trap. Her girls, and her husband would never see her again. They’d probably be better off without her, anyway. She was barely in their lives as it was.
It was the end. The end of a cycle in time.
She stared up at the water-stained ceiling in the gloom of Teresa Dunham’s trailer. Enough. She closed her eyes.



 
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE / Free Will
For some reason, Dana was still alive, still there, and she felt the grip of death recede.
She got slowly to her feet, pulling herself up by the kitchen counter. Her gun was back in her holster and her right arm was free to hoist herself upright. She felt faint. She squeezed her eyes shut and waited. She saw a rapid-fire montage of images against the backs of her eyelids. Sonia Taylor in the river. Her brother, David, in Topper Pond, being hauled out by the divers. The lithe body with the horned bull head. Crying. She opened her eyes and saw the phone on the wall in front of her. She pulled the handset from the cradle and stuck it to her ear. The silence was unsurprising. Whether there was a telephone pole down somewhere or Charlie had cut the line, the phone wasn’t working.
State detectives had the option to carry a two-way radio. But since cell phones had become standard, few detectives carried them anymore. Some states still required them, but not New York. Dana vowed, if she got through this, that she was going to make sure they became mandatory.
With no landline, no radio, no cell phone, she might as well have been in Siberia. If Yarrow had worked out that Dana had come here, then the police would’ve arrived long ago. She hadn’t told anyone where she was going. She hadn’t been thinking; she’d been running on emotion. The only one to blame for the mess she was in was herself. She needed to fix it, once and for all.
The trailer, rapidly losing heat, was still just warm enough to thaw her addled, frozen mind and get her thinking a little more clearly. She had been shot in the shoulder. She needed to put her arm in a sling, keep its movement to a minimum to prevent lasting tissue and nerve damage, slow the blood flow.
Charlie was probably still outside. His gun was buried somewhere near him. For all she knew, he’d fallen on top of it. There wasn’t much time to dress her bullet wound. She took a couple of dishtowels hanging from the stove and did her best to make a sling, breathing heavily with the effort. Satisfied it was at least something, she pulled her weapon and started back out of the door.
She poked her head out cautiously, listening. She could see the Corsica through the snow, just barely, and thought she could make out the lump that was the killer’s body. Keeping a watchful eye, she stepped down into the snow and followed the path back to the vehicle. As she drew closer, she felt more at ease; Charlie had not moved. She might’ve only been unconscious on the floor for a few seconds. Dana saw that he hadn’t found his weapon.
“Get up.”
Charlie’s eyes fluttered open. “Huh?”
“Get up.”
“Man, I had one fucked-up dream.”
Dana crouched next to the killer and pointed the gun directly in his face. “On your feet.”
Charlie just stared back for a moment. Then he seemed to focus. He looked down the barrel of the gun at Dana. He grimaced as he sat up, grunting in pain. He got shakily to his feet.
“Get in the back.”
“Ah,” Charlie said. “You’re getting it.”
“Shut up. Get in the car.”
Charlie did as he was told, slowly, groaning in pain. Once he had crammed himself into the back seat, he promptly lay down. Charlie wasn’t moving. He laced his fingers across his stomach. He looked up at the roof the way he’d been gazing up into the sky. The snow melted on his skin. His face was hard and fixed, like that of a convicted felon.
Dana got in the driver’s side and pointed the gun at Charlie through the grate.
“Give me the keys.”
“My pocket.”
“Pull them out.”
She watched Charlie fumble in his pocket with his bloody hand. She tensed. He might have stashed the gun in there. This was insane. She was going to drive with this maniac in the back seat? He’s been shot in the stomach, for God’s sake. Charlie held up the keys.
“Drop them over onto the front.”
Charlie pushed them through. Then he interlaced his fingers again. Dana kept one knee on the seat, one foot out the door, the gun on the killer. The pain in her shoulder was incandescent. The seconds ticked by and the snow fell.
“You want me to kill you.”
Dana watched Charlie’s mouth twist into a rictus grin. “Come on, lady. Enough. Wake up, once and for all.” He started coughing, turning his head to the side. His eyes found her, two different shades, one white and dead. His face looked ghastly pale under the interior car light.
“Lori was going to be your next victim,” she said. “But the Feds have her. Sorry, game over. We stopped you. Now you want to make me pay, playing out some little fantasy here. I gotta tell you, I don’t have time for it. I’m taking you in.”
“You’re all turned around, lady. But, you’ll get it.”
“I’ll get it,” she repeated, her breath snaking out. She was getting hazy again, light-headed.
Charlie nodded where he lay across the bench seat.
Dana drew a shallow breath. “I’ll tell you what I get,” she said. “Maggie Lange, your third victim, she won’t have water in her blood. The jesaconitine — the monkshood — will be confirmed.” She took a breath. “The shit you’ve got in that bag right now sitting in the trailer. We’ve got you,” Dana said, and closed her eyes. She slumped against the seat, keeping herself from falling over. “We’ve got you.”
The tires spun but eventually they found some purchase. She got the Corsica rolling forward, the front bumper parting the snowdrift like the prow of a ship cutting through waves. She slowly circled the roundabout. The vehicle was front-wheel drive, and the nose kept wanting to pull the car off to the side of the road. The fresh snow was powder on ice. She had to steer hard to keep the car going the way she wanted. She would have to keep it slow and steady. She would have to stay conscious, and her mind was slipping, slipping into the void.
She drove out of Dover Court, leaving the trailer park behind. She turned onto Cross Street, moving at only ten miles an hour. The wipers smacked back and forth. Charlie moaned and coughed in the backseat. At this speed, the killer would die back there. She had to bring him in.
“I tried to help you,” Charlie gurgled, and then broke into another coughing fit. “I tried to give you clues.”
Dana blinked away the melting snow in her eyes. The car was finally starting to warm up. Her hand was shaking, her other arm in the sling; it was nerve-wracking to drive like this. She should’ve just stayed put. Turn around, go back to the trailer park, hell, start a fire under some cover. But she was still driving. There was no one out. The windows of the homes on the street were black.
She focused on the pain as she struggled with the steering wheel. The Corsica wanted to just keep going with the forward momentum, not make the turn, and slam into the telephone pole there on the corner. She peppered the brakes and tapped the gas. Finally the tires caught and they jerked in the right direction, but now she had to one-handedly spin the steering wheel back to center. As she cranked, she heard Charlie talking. Good. He was still alive.
“Ah, lady. It’s over. I can’t do it anymore.”
Talking gibberish. She tried to catch a glimpse of him in the rear-view mirror, but he was out of sight, lying there. The effort pained her and the wheel slipped — Dana almost lost control of the vehicle. She quickly concentrated on the road. Out here was a steep drop to a gulch below. The wind howled through, bending the trees in the dark.
“I’ve been trying to help you,” Charlie said.
Dana’s mouth was dry. So dry, so thirsty; she needed water.
“Help me? What are you talking about?”
Ahead, Cross Street was ending. Dana feathered the brakes again. The traffic light hanging over the intersection was dark and dead. The lights of the Sunoco Station on the corner were off. The car dealership across the way was just as deserted. The vehicles were rounded mounds of snow.
Dana rolled to a stop at the intersection. Now they would head out of town. The road would be windy and steep in places. She gripped the wheel with her good hand and prepared to step on the gas. If she didn’t get to a hospital soon, she would die. They both would. There was a hospital in New Brighton, the county seat, just five miles away. The trooper barracks was past that. Charlie might not make the trip to either place alive. She might not either.
But there was only one way to go.
Straight ahead, where the road wound through Topper Pond.



 
CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR / The Truth Coming Through
The lake was black as shale in the night. The wind whipped and barreled the powdered snow over the causeway. Fierce gusts rocked the vehicle on its shocks. The Corsica plowed into a huge drift of snow and stopped.
Dana sat looking out over the water. In a week or so, it would be frozen for the winter.
“Listen,” said Charlie. His voice was barely audible. It was an effort for him to speak. “The whole world is a part of this. We’re all guilty.”
“Whatever you say.” Dana stared out into the dark.
“You think your FBI friends didn’t know about that guy’s books? About who he is? They’ve been all over it.”
Now she turned and looked down in the backseat at the killer. “What?”
“Of course they have, lady. They know. And they know you, too. Yarrow knows you.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” He was just taking things from the headlines, and making up the rest, but it still unnerved her.
“. . . following you . . .” Charlie Plume’s voice faded for a second, his eyes rolling back.
“What?”
“They’ve been following you.”
She wasn’t sure how he would know the FBI had tailed her — she had only been sure they had done it one time. Maybe he monitored police bands.
She didn’t know what to say. She looked back at the dark lake, fixing her eyes on a spot out towards the middle. Only fifteen feet deep. A cold pond, even in the summer. Mucky on the bottom. Dana didn’t like the muck between her toes. But her brother David would submerge and seek out the bottom with his feet. Stick his hands in the air, know that she was watching his fingertips disappear beneath the wind-chopped surface. Enjoy it when she yelled at him and splashed at him when he resurfaced, grinning.
“You read the book, right?” Charlie’s dim voice brought her back to the present. “Lata’s book.”
“Yeah.”
“That’s because you’re one of them, lady. I’ve been helping you. I tried.”              
“You’re losing it, Charlie. You’re dying.”
We both are.
“I wanted to help you. I noticed you when you first started coming around O’Sullivan’s, months ago. Even in your plain clothes, you looked like a cop.”
“What? I’ve never gone into —”
“I knew you. I knew who you were, from the papers back then. Your sadness, your curse. So, I followed you around a little. I had to be careful — you’re a detective after all, right?” He laughed, and coughed, sounding like something low and wet in a swamp. “But then we got to talking. You didn’t want me to know your name. I just called you ‘lady.’”
“Alright, enough.”
Dana opened the door, clenching her jaw with the effort to get out. To get to her feet. To stand in the biting cold and snow and keep watch on that spot. That place in the water where David had gone under. Where he had never surfaced.
Charlie was still talking in the car. Dana could just make out what he was saying through the open door. “If little Scott had never found Sonia Taylor in the river, who knows? We wouldn’t be here. He’s a good kid. He likes you. He told me.”
Dana felt something stir deep within. Something warm but unpleasant. Like fumes rising in an enclosed space. Poison.
She opened her mouth to speak, but no words came. The Corsica idled behind her. The causeway road was pure white, rolling hills of drifted snow, two deep serpentine tire tracks from the car; a plow hadn’t been through here in at least an hour.
“You told me about your brother David. About how you dreamed of him. About how you knew he hadn’t committed suicide — you were raised to believe suicides went to hell.”
Dana bent over and attempted to remove some snow in front of the car, triggering fresh blasts of pain through her shoulder, down her spine. Within seconds she was exhausted, her head pounding. It was no use. Back behind the wheel, she picked up the gun on the passenger seat. She never liked to ride in a car with a gun on her hip. She liked it at arm’s length. She liked to do the crossword at the local diner, when she had a moment to sit and think. She liked tea, not coffee. She turned and pointed the gun through the grate. She aimed for Charlie’s head. “Tell me the truth.”
“I am. You killed him.”
“I didn’t kill anyone.”
“That way he would be saved.”
“No.”
“How could I know this?”
“Newspapers. Someone with the cops, who you pay. Or, you’re working with someone.”
“I am. I’m working with you.”
The snow stacked up on the windows. Like they were being entombed.
“Did I force you to take us here, lady? You drove here all on your own. You’re trying to work it out, you’re trying to see.”
“I don’t see anything. You’re sad. You’re afraid.”
“I think . . . I think after you killed him you tried to take his place. Act like a man. You resented women. You came to hate them. I told you about the girls from the college, what they were doing, planning to all sleep with the one boy. Experimenting with drugs. Testing themselves for psychic powers. You recognized that in yourself. A witch, needing redemption.”
“You’re lying.”
“We agreed — they would do it on their own. Their own choice. But this place has such a pull on you . . . Sonia Taylor you dumped right off of Covered Bridge Lane.” Charlie raised a shaking hand, indicating the general direction of Hazleton. Blood dripped from his finger. “You got too close to home with it.”
“This isn’t going to work.”
“After Maggie Lange took her woman’s bane, her monkshood, and died, you brought her here. Right where your brother was found. Right where it all started.”
The killer was trying to twist things around, trying to get inside her head. Maybe everything didn’t add up with him as the killer, but working in collusion with his girlfriend, Teresa — working with others — it made sense. There were gaps, okay. But sorting this all out with the Feds, coordinating with forensics, it would all come together.
Charlie smiled and looked up at the roof of the car. “I had this dream.”
“Shut up now. Just be quiet.”
“Back at the trailer park. But it kind of . . . it keeps going on.”
“People with bull heads?” She couldn’t resist. Her resolve was ebbing.
She glanced down and saw the killer’s pants were soaked completely at the waist, saturated with blood. Her own coat was soaked through at the arm. “I dreamt that there was a beetle,” he said. “Huge beetle. And you broke off one of its legs, and you cut its body in half. You were the spider. You gave me half and told me to eat it. So I did. Then I went into the bathroom and threw up. I didn’t tell you. You just ate yours, in silence.”
* * *
The Corsica didn’t want to go any further. They were stuck. Halfway between Hazleton and Crown Ridge, the next town over. The vehicle sitting cockeyed on the causeway, back end stuck in a snow bank. The headlights beamed across the road, plunged out over the open water, and were lost. A plow would be along eventually. Had to be. These conditions were nuts. There was two feet of snow on the road, still piling up fast. The storm was a silent rage. The soft flakes were completely deceptive in their delicacy; they were killers.
Something clicked inside Dana’s head and she blinked. Her face felt strange for a moment, like the muscles weren’t responding. Her cheek twitched. One of the wounds from the glass jittered as a nerve fired in the flesh. Those cuts, they were from chasing down a lead on this case. Weren’t they? A legitimate lead. One that would’ve potentially solved a multiple murder case. A serial killer case. It would’ve been big news for the department.
The motor hummed, the wipers slid back and forth, the headlights stared into the abyss.
Dana turned around and saw that Charlie’s eyes were closed. He looked prepared for the casket, with his bloody hands folded over his stomach wound. There was blood everywhere in the backseat. The upholstery was black with it.
“Hey. You still here?”
Charlie Plume’s eyes slowly opened. His voice was a whisper. “All the guilt you have, all the anger, that’s the truth trying to get through.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah.”
Dana could sense him going. His last words made her think of her partner. She wondered where Hamill was now, what he would make of all of this. Charlie had minutes left and he would be dead. And she could feel the sleep pulling at her again with invisible fingers. Sleep that would never end.
“You’re dangerous,” said Charlie. “You’re a danger to society.”
Dana listened. She had no energy to object this time.
His eyes closed. She watched his chest rise, and he gave a thin, rattling breath. Then his chest stopped rising, and there was a long sigh as the lungs deflated, and Charlie was still.
Dana didn’t move for a long time. When the Corsica’s engine started to sputter, she barely reacted. It could have been a few seconds, minutes, hours, before she turned to see that the gas tank was empty. The car stalled. The headlights dimmed, but stayed on for now. The heater ran, but it wouldn’t last.
She dropped her head to her chest.
Her mind drifted to something pleasant. The setting sun over the Gulf when she and Shawn were in Sarasota for their anniversary, years ago. So long ago that it seemed like a past life. Standing hand in hand on the pier, watching the silhouettes of the pelicans. The sun kissed the water, and spread, and Dana felt enveloped by its light.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE / Born Again
She had the sense of movement — she was being carried now.
“Easy,” said a voice, close to her ear. “It’s gonna be alright, Dana. Easy.”
Blurred shapes formed in the darkness. She could smell something familiar; the briny stink of antiseptic.
Her vision finally focused and she looked around. At first the objects were alien and made no sense. Gradually she remembered, and could name them. There was a person crouched nearby, holding her. A paramedic. There were racks of medical equipment on the walls, and they jostled about as the motion resumed.
She was in the back of an ambulance. She tried to speak, but realized her lips weren’t cooperating. Her tongue felt swollen in her head, her brain a heavy stone.
The paramedic, a young woman with brown hair tucked beneath a winter hat, leaned over. Her eyes were kind. “Shh. Don’t try to talk. You’re hypothermic. Let the blood return; give it time.”
Dana searched the woman’s face, trying to communicate nonverbally, trying to ask the questions that now had no answers. How long had she been in the car? Where was Charlie? Was he dead? Where were her husband and daughters — were they okay?
The paramedic shined a light in her eye. In its brief brilliance, Dana was flooded with recall.
The glass exploding. Hamill confessing. Teresa Dunham, swinging the iron. The gun going off in her hands, Charlie in the snow. Dying in the back of the car as he tried to poison her with his words.
He’d preyed on her sense of guilt. Digging into her past, he’d stitched together a profile of her and then used it on her at the eleventh hour. Why? Because he was a psychopath.
But she wasn’t guilty of the murder of those girls.
Or of David’s death.
She blacked out again.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX / Five Days Sober
Doctors, family, cops from internal affairs, fellow state police, Feds, and more doctors. Dana endured two surgeries in between rounds of questioning. Reporters tried to get in to see Dana, but the cops kept them back. She answered all the investigators’ questions as best as she could. She was fuzzy on some details of the hour before the accident, and everyone seemed to understand this — she’d suffered a blunt head trauma when she was hit with the clothes iron — the swelling in her head had been so severe that they’d induced a temporary coma. Awake, she could sense that people were growing impatient. They wanted to know what had really happened.
There were still three murders not officially closed yet. Three sets of parents clamoring for their daughters’ killer to be brought to justice. Her department had the media, the families, and the FBI on their asses.
“Perry Brady finally confessed to running from you and your partner that night,” Captain Bouchard said. Dana opened her eyes. The pain was returning. She hadn’t had a dose of meds in a while. She struggled to register what her captain had said.
Bouchard continued, “We think with Charlie Plume dead, and now that Hamill has, uh, come clean, that’s why Brady is talking.”
Dana realized she and Bouchard weren’t alone in the room. Someone else was standing nearby. She rolled her head on the pillow and saw Yarrow in the doorway, wearing a crisp suit, hands folded in front of him.
Yarrow slowly approached Dana’s bed. “I wonder how much you know about Charlie Plume?”
Dana made an effort to look at him, to meet his hawkish gaze.
Charlie’s words remained in her mind. Try as she might to keep them blocked out, or to reason them away, they’d stayed with her as she’d drifted in and out of consciousness. In the sober light of day, the idea that she’d had something to do with these killings seemed ludicrous. He had wanted to fill her with a different kind of poison, to make her feel as guilty as he was.
Yarrow asked, “Did you know Plume had vision loss in one eye?”
Dana envisioned the killer in the backseat, looking up at her.
Yarrow stood a couple feet from the bed. “When he was fourteen, his mother put a knife to his eye, punctured it. Apparently because he saw something that she didn’t want him to. His mother worked odd jobs; she picked up some extra cash doing palm readings, telling fortunes at community events, but also from her home. She could only ask for donations, legally. She wanted to cut his eye out. The family lied about it, of course. Said it was a high school hockey accident.”
“Okay,” she said.
“But we checked,” Yarrow went on. “No record of any such injury in his team or hospital records. It’s possible the coaches just never logged it in, but not likely. Plus, we’ve got corroboration to support the child abuse theory: Charlie Plume’s older sister, Kendra Davidsen — that’s with an ‘e’ — spoke with us from Ohio, where she lives. Plume threatened to run away, as a boy. Their mother drank, had a tough time raising them both, as a single mom. Kendra’s statement is that the mother threatened to cut Charlie with the knife, he actually grabbed it, put it to his own eye, and made the cut.”
Dana turned away. She suddenly wanted to be somewhere else. She looked out the window.
“And if you can follow that family tree, you find Sven Davidsen, and that’s a dead uncle, brother of Charlie’s mother, also deceased.”
“Why are you telling me this? Aside from Charlie using his dead uncle’s name?”
“Why am I telling you?” Yarrow sounded incredulous. He stepped back and deferred to Bouchard.
Bouchard cleared his throat. “Dana, just so we have it all straight . . . How did you know Charlie Plume would be at Teresa Dunham’s trailer?”
She thought of the drawing. The diatoms under the microscope. Tattoos resembling biohazard symbols. “I didn’t.”
“You didn’t?”
“Angie Gilroy,” she said quickly.
“Gilroy.” Yarrow exchanged looks with Bouchard.
“She babysat for Scott Dunham. I wanted to follow that up.”
“At ten o’clock at night in a snowstorm?” Yarrow scoffed.
Then he leaned closer. “So it was just . . . coincidental. Plume happened to be there.”
“He did. He happened to be there.”
“Okay,” said Yarrow. “Charlie performed exceptionally well in high school, despite the problems at home. He earned a scholarship to Plattsburgh. Majored in philosophy, minored in world religions, dabbled in forensic chemistry, got good grades, but then just dropped out. He then bartends, starts dating this Dunham woman, whose husband is in prison.”
Yarrow was watching her closely, unabashedly.
“We have Plume,” he said, “acting with Teresa Dunham. We found aconitum at the Dunhams’ trailer. One bottle, marked ibuprofen, containing the deadly plant monkshood. And we found the gun. Plume’s gun. Serial numbers are scraped, but we’ve got good crime lab on it and it looks like it came from someone in the Aryan Brotherhood.”
“Dunham’s husband,” Dana said. “Talk to the prison.”
“That’s exactly what we did. The Brotherhood works on the inside and the outside. So we’re looking at them for the poison supply chain, too. And of course we’re doing computer searches at Charlie’s residence, the bar, Dunham’s laptop; cyber experts are searching for a dark net source.”
“You did good work, Dana,” Bouchard said. “I don’t know if I like the way you did it, but. . .”
Dana became self-conscious, she felt sweat on her brow. She turned her head to face Bouchard. “Thanks.”
Yarrow looked at her with his cool blue eyes. “Any idea how we reconcile the times of death? Two of them around this Friday class?”
She cleared her throat. “Thursday nights was when the girls — and sometimes Perry Brady — liked to go to the bar. Ladies’ night. Plume put it in their drinks, is my guess. Holly Arbruster is first. Monkshood takes time to act, so Plume follows them, intercepts them, takes their bodies and dumps them, unconscious, but still alive.”
Yarrow spoke in a low voice. “You understand we need to present this a certain way.”
“I’m not sure I . . .”
“Here’s how it could work. Okay? Let’s say you went to Teresa Dunham’s trailer having found out that Angie Gilroy was the babysitter, alright? Plattsburgh can corroborate that information.”
“That’s what happened.”
“Right. Once you found out, well, you’re such a diligent detective you risk life and limb and venture out into the storm. Teresa Dunham attacks you in the home, ties you up. You escape, but don’t make it. In the storm you get turned around, go off in the wrong direction, you’re bleeding badly, head trauma. Snowplow guy finds you, calls emergency services.”
He sat down on the edge of the bed. Dana didn’t like him there.
“I don’t understand. What about Plume?” Dana glanced at Bouchard. He looked like the cat who’d swallowed the canary.
“We just have to handle it a certain way.” Bouchard said.
Dana felt a knot tightening in her stomach. She was hot now, increasingly uncomfortable, and shifted about in the bed. She thought of paging the nurse. Yarrow watched her squirm as she began to understand.
Charlie Plume was dead, and you couldn’t charge, let alone convict, a corpse. They were going after Teresa Dunham, but they wanted the story airtight, with nothing for a defense team to exploit, nothing to get sensationalized by the media. It was already a shit-show. Because it sounded like the police — state and federal combined — had fucked things up royally. It sounded like they’d had the killer from day one, and not known it. They’d chased down blind alleys and suffered casualties. What it sounded like, really, was that the matter was drawing to a close not solely due to deliberate action, but because of coincidence, things they couldn’t account for. In an era of cops being denigrated by the media, it could mean more smearing of the troopers, of the police in general.
All the guilt you have, all the anger, that’s the truth trying to get through. Charlie’s voice.
“I can only speak to what happened,” Dana said. “I’ve told you what I know.”
Yarrow patted the bed. “Fair enough. But just consider something. Plume is someone you met on day one. He gave a false statement, and you bought it. Never looked at his ID? Press would love that. You think you carry around the baggage of your dead brother? Well, this would be a lot heavier. You and your boozy partner, who paid the bouncer to take the night off before you went into the bar to investigate. And another girl died: Maggie Lange. If all that comes out, Dana, you’d probably want to move to the North Pole. And we like you. We want you to stick around.”
“Alright,” Bouchard said. He held out an arm as if to pull Yarrow away.
Yarrow stared at her for a moment longer. “Plume, you know, he’s a sad case. And he’s dead. Dunham is the wife of a state inmate. She’s a real bad apple.”
It became even clearer to Dana: Charlie Plume had been abused by his mother, therefore he looked too much like a victim. Some people might even sympathize with a criminal whose mother had put a knife to him. A man who got off to a bad start, not given a chance, and ended up hating women. Saw his twisted mother in the faces of the girls he’d killed.
Yarrow wanted nothing to do with any of it, and Dana knew it. The Feds wanted to quash the story about Plume’s mother and focus on Dunham as an evil killer. They would omit the parts about the knife, the eye, Plume’s academic achievements.
Dana thought about the boy, Scott. In his room with all those drawings. His mother convicted as an accomplice was one thing, but pinned up as a murderer was another.
Yarrow touched her arm and she almost recoiled. “You should get some sleep,” he said, getting up from the bed. “You need your rest. We’ve gotten what we need to . . .”
“No,” Dana said. She realized there was desperation in her voice, but she couldn’t help it. Her shoulder was aching again, bolts of pain shot through her ribs.
Yarrow stopped and slowly turned.
She chose her words carefully. “This guy, Charlie Plume. He watched these girls. He took a drawing one of them had, he gave it to Scott Dunham, a ten-year-old boy. Then he took his second victim, Sonia Taylor, and he put her in the river by Scott Dunham’s house. That’s the route the boy walks home from school every day. He wanted Scott to find it, to show him — ‘this is what happens to girls like this.’ So however you plan to spin this, the both of you, to cover your asses, leave me out of it. Anyone comes to me, I’m telling them what I know, the truth, and nothing less.”
Yarrow stared across at her. He glanced at Bouchard, who jerked his head toward the door. Bouchard then pointed at Dana. “Rest,” he repeated, an order.
He took hold of Yarrow’s arm and ushered him out the door.
* * *
Shawn had been coming every day, multiple times, bringing the girls after school. Twice he had spent the night, getting a sitter for the kids. Two state troopers were parked in the Gates’ driveway every night, courtesy of Captain Bouchard. So when she first glimpsed the dark-haired man in the doorway as she came out of a morphine-induced sleep, she thought it was her husband.
Then she realized it was Robert Hamill.
“How are you feeling? I mean, you look great.” He stopped at the foot of the bed and turned on one of his grins.
Dana tried to sit up, but realized it was pointless. She was a woman in a hospital bed with tubes coming out of her. Hamill looked better than the last time she’d seen him, sitting in the interrogation room, but there was still something in his face, a kind of sorrow beneath the trademark smile.
“Piss off,” she said, and scowled at him. “I look better than you.”
He studied his hands for a moment. He nodded to himself and then looked up. “I got five days sober.”
“That’s great, Rob.”
He met her gaze for a moment and then looked out the window.
“Weather just let up. Planes were grounded at La Guardia and JFK all the way up to Albany and Burlington. They’re calling this one of the storms of the decade. Four days straight.”
“I heard.” She glanced out the window. It was day, the light wan under a gray sky, the snow falling gently.
“I, um . . .” Hamill began.
“Don’t even go there,” Dana said suddenly.
Hamill looked directly at her, his face open and guileless. “I have to.” His mouth trembled. “Dana. I’m sorry. For everything.” The last words dropped into a breathy whisper.
She cleared her throat, felt the stinging of her own tears, but then pressed on. “You didn’t abandon me, or something. You know? You were in trouble. I understand what you did.”
“I lied. I compromised the investigation. I compromised you. I was so intent on Perry Brady that I didn’t see . . .”
“You weren’t seeing straight, I’ll give you that. But you had good instincts. Okay? Even if . . . you know? We never would’ve found that book, Rob, those names, if you hadn’t gone in without a warrant.” She tried on a smile. It felt right, for the first time in a long while.
Hamill was not smiling. “Yeah,” he sighed. “But, I’m done.”
They were both silent, just the machines in the room beeping.
Then Dana spoke. “Where will any of us be without your sexist, racist, homophobic sense of humor?”
“Well, I’m going to become a stand-up comedian,” he joked.
But she could read the fear in her partner’s eyes. Even if he managed to get through the hearings and internal investigations, he wouldn’t have a future with the state police. Or even a future in law enforcement. The Charlie Plume case would forever be hanging around his neck, despite all his efforts to stay clean and sober, to be a good detective. She understood. She knew what it was like to live with a past, to know people were thinking about it, even if they didn’t voice it.
She put her hands on her stomach and looked up at the ceiling. There was some slight water damage there, a brown stain that started in a quarter-sized ring and radiated out in three winding tentacles. She remembered being on her back in Teresa Dunham’s trailer, ready to give up completely.
But she was still here.
She brought her gaze back to Hamill, who was watching her.
“What about you?” Hamill asked. “What’s in your future?”
She pointed to the newspaper on the table beside her bed. “Grab me that, would ya?”
Hamill retrieved the paper, which had been folded up so the crossword faced out. She was only a few clues through, but her mind was sharpening. “Open it up. Front page.”
He did as she asked. “Yeah, seen it,” he said. The front page showed a picture of Lori Stender. The caption read, Plattsburgh Student Sole Survivor Of The Kill List. The story said the police had discovered a list with her name on it but had managed to protect her.
“We did that, Rob. We saved that girl’s life.”
“Three of them died,” muttered Hamill.
“That wasn’t us. That was him. What we did was save her.”
He dropped the paper and looked at her, letting it sink in. “Thank you, D.”
“Don’t mention it.”
He nodded to himself. He asked, “So? You still haven’t said where you shake out. What’s your plan?”
“I’ve got eye surgery tomorrow,” she said. “Going for the full workup while I’m here. Might even get my boobs done.”
He clucked his tongue and rolled his eyes. “That’s not what I meant.”
“Afterwards, I’m going home.”
“To convalesce,” he said.
“Spend time with my kids. My husband.” She tilted her head, watching him. “Don’t you think that’s a good idea?”
“I do. I really do.”
He went to the window and stood, looking out at the pale day.
She let the moment linger. “Then,” she said, “I’ll get back to work.”
He turned to her and smiled — for real this time.
“Now you’re talking.”
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