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PROLOGUE
Harriet never liked working late, but it was nearly eight o’clock and the sun was almost down as she crossed the parking lot to her car. The Department of Social Services, or DSS, was on the outskirts of town, tucked against the forest. The day’s heat radiated off the asphalt, the evening breeze stirred scents of pine, and the distant mountains blushed with alpenglow.
She didn’t like working late because she didn’t like being here alone. She was the last to leave and her vehicle was the only one left in the lot, so she hurried to it. Though Child Protective Services worked hard to keep families together, sometimes the children needed something better, and that could upset people, including the parents themselves. Threatening phone calls were not unheard of, and occasionally a disgruntled parent would show up at the clinic riding a wave of emotion.
She opened the door, flung her bag inside, and lowered herself into the driver’s seat. It was breathlessly hot inside and stinky, too – leftover coffee from that morning sat in the console, the milk soured. She started up the engine and cranked the AC.
She sat for a minute, catching her breath, letting the air get cool. It had been a while since she’d done this kind of direct casework, and she was no spring chicken; she felt tired in her bones. But she was grateful that little Grayson Fuller, just four years old and the child of drug addicts, was going to be spending the night in the home of a decent foster family.
Her husband Terry had been urging her to join him in retirement. Maybe he was right. Maybe it was time to spend a summer like this one on the back porch, playing with the dogs, watching the bugs dart over the dandelions.
The air sufficiently cooler, she reached for the shifter, but as she did, a hand clamped down on her arm.
Harriet sucked in a breath and tried to jerk away, but they were holding tight.
She saw the flash of a knife. In the next moment, she stared in shock and incomprehension as the blade sliced across her flesh.
Still stunned, she turned to look at her attacker. The knife slashed again, this time across her face. The sensation was so unexpected and strange, that when she recoiled she blurted, “What are you doing?”
The figure in the back seat was darkened by the sun setting behind him, just a pair of gleaming eyes.
Harriet screamed and fumbled with the door handle, smearing blood. She tried to pop the lever but her vision was blurry. Blood dripped onto her lap – it looked so wildly red. She kept blinking, groping blindly, her mind racing.
The pain took shape: Her sliced arm felt stung and heavy, her face turning numb save for the sensation of a hot slash. The blade struck again, a quick gash from her shoulder to her lower back, and she panicked. Couldn’t catch her breath. Finally, she got her fingers behind the lever and pulled.
The attacker grabbed her by the hair and yanked her against the seat. Harriet reached back, tried to free herself, but he dragged the blade across her armpit. She screamed, and kept screaming. The blood was everywhere now – a fine spray of it arcing out after her attacker went for her neck.
Her mind flooded with unexpected memories. She saw her son Victor as a little boy, perched on his tricycle, a smear of chocolate ice cream around his lips as he smiled.
“Stop,” she gasped. “Stop… why… what are you doing…?” Her words were just a whisper. The blood spurted; a bright splash across her white coffee cup. Each pulse of her heart jettisoned more.
The attacker reached for her head. Hands clamped over her mouth and she tasted oily leather. The life was draining from her; she could feel it going.
Then there was Terry, sitting on the porch with the warped floorboards. Little Victor would ride the tricycle over the floorboards, the sound like a drum roll. The dog back then was their husky, a female, and she would watch Victor, guard him like an angel. Terry liked to sit in the wicker rocker with the paper and his gold-rimmed glasses. He had that bend to his nose; he had that mustache for years until she asked him to shave it off and he did.
Her mother showed up next, wearing a white sundress, on the farm in Gloversville, and her father in his black suspenders, the two of them dressed like it was 100 years ago. They were standing with their backs to the sun, watching her as she struggled, as if waiting patiently for it to be over.
Rita, Terry whispered. He was in bed beside her. Rita, I love you.
The life drained, she blinked at the fluid in her eyes. Through the blood-splattered windshield she looked down the road leading away from the parking lot as a car rolled by at the far end, headed up toward River Street.
“Help…”
The car was gone.
There came a heavy longing – all the things left undone or unsaid. She tried to speak, to reason with her attacker, but her voice was now locked in her throat. The iron, musty smell of raw blood overwhelmed her.
He was still using the knife on her. He cut across her chest and stomach – she felt the blade slip over her thighs – but it was a distant sensation. There was no pain anymore, just the beat of her heart in her ears.
And it was slowing, it was slowing.





ONE
Bobbi stopped at Dunkin’ Donuts for her coffee. She hoped she could stomach it because otherwise she’d develop a headache from the lack of caffeine. On the other hand, she’d been wiped out by some kind of virus. It had run its course, but she hadn’t eaten anything in twenty-four hours. Maybe coffee was a bad idea.
“Caramel latte with cream,” she said into the drive-thru speaker. Then she closed her eyes and leaned her head back on the seat. Screw it. She was young, she thought. She could handle it.
Beverage in hand, she got back on the road. Lake Haven was a charming village in the Adirondacks, a place she was still getting used to. No strip malls, no Walmart shopping center, just a beautiful pristine lake in the middle of things, houses with big, creaky porches, all surrounded by steep mountains and endless woods. Sometimes she felt cut off from the rest of society, but maybe in today’s world that wasn’t such a bad thing. Plus, there was Facebook and Twitter and Instagram – she kept tabs on all her friends from back home.
Her phone vibrated with an incoming text. She risked taking her eyes off the road and gave it a glance.
How are u feeling?
Connor. She’d respond to him once she got to work. For now, she drove alongside the sparkling lake, happy for it to be a Friday.
She’d met Connor at her karate class. Well, sort of – he’d come into the dojo to sign up his six-year-old son, but they’d eventually admitted to recognizing each other from DSS, when he’d worked as a surveyor determining property boundaries. For just a second, she thought it had to be a ploy; no guy as good-looking as Connor had a kid as cute, named for a fictional character from The Adventures of Tintin. And little Jolyon was a charmer – sweet and bashful. But it was all true, and when Bobbi had learned that Jolyon’s mother had moved far away, she’d given Connor her number.
Two dates later – one with Jolyon, one without – she knew she was falling. But she’d had to cancel on Connor the night before. As soon as she settled into her office she’d text him back, inform him yes, thank you, done puking my guts out and ready for dating to resume as scheduled.
Past the lake, she drove through the main intersection and headed out the back of town.

Emergency vehicles were parked around the DSS – an ambulance, three cop cars and a handful of others: pickup trucks with dashboard lights and a big white van, yellow crime-scene tape cordoning off a chunk of parking lot. A policeman waved his hand at Bobbi and she rolled down the window, feeling tight in her chest.
“Morning, ma’am. You work here?”
“What’s going on?”
“Ma’am, I’m going to ask you to pull over here, okay?”
Bobbi glanced at a large tent that seemed to be the center of attention – or really two tents pushed together and covering a section of parking spaces.
She followed where the policeman pointed, driving slowly toward a second cop waving her forward. She tried to focus on him but couldn’t stop staring at the people in white jumpsuits now getting out of the van. Or the conjoined black tents they slipped into.
“Hey!”
She jolted and realized she’d almost run into the other cop. He aimed a finger at a parking spot and she pulled in.
Bobbi got out and started toward the scene. The cop stopped her: “Hold on, ma’am. Please stay right here beside your vehicle.”
“What happened?” She gaped at the commotion, spotting EMTs, state troopers and local cops among the group, plus two cops in plain clothes.
“Ma’am, just sit tight. Someone will be with you in a few minutes.” He added, “There’s been a crime.”
It didn’t look like a “crime” – it looked like a bomb scare. One of the jumpsuits exited the tent, and Bobbi glimpsed the vehicle inside. It looked like it could be Harriet Fogarty’s car, which was a similar model to hers, same color.
Another vehicle arrived. The policeman at the lot entrance guided the driver in as he had Bobbi, and the second cop directed parking. Rachel Watts got out, hurried to Bobbi’s side. “What the hell is happening?”
“I don’t know.”
“What’s in there? Is that someone in there?” Rachel moved for a closer look but the local cop stopped her, said the same things he’d said to Bobbi.
“I think a car,” Bobbi said. “I think someone’s car is in there – it might be Rita’s.”
“Oh, Jesus – we’re just supposed to stand here?” Rachel had been working for DSS for just a couple of months longer than Bobbi. Bobbi liked her. It took a person with chutzpah to hold her own in a department like Adult Protective Services, which some dismissed as superfluous. She stared at Bobbi, wide-eyed. “Have they said anything to you? I’m going over there.”
“Ma’am,” the cop warned again. “You need to stay put.”
“Well, what are we supposed to… Is that Harriet Fogarty’s car in there? Where is she?”
“I can’t say anything else right now, ma’am. I’m sorry. I’m going to need your phones, though, please.”
“Our phones?” Rachel asked.
“Just for a short time, ma’am.”
“Why?”
“Ma’am, please.”
Bobbi had met most of the local police through her job, but the cop standing with them was an unfamiliar face. His name tag read Mullins. Rachel didn’t seem to know him either, and it fueled her frustration. But both of them turned over their phones, and Mullins stuck them in the bag he was holding.
Rachel asked, “Just tell me if that’s her car. Has someone called her? Or Terry?”
The cop frowned. “Who’s Terry?”
“Her husband. Can we talk to someone who knows what’s happening, please?”
She was getting loud, drawing attention from one of the plainclothes investigators. He started over, then stopped short to let another vehicle drive in from the road. Bobbi recognized Lennox Palmer behind the wheel. She’d been the first to arrive for the day, then Rachel, now the others were drifting in, filling up the back lot.
The investigator resumed his approach. He wore a gray suit and had a headful of wavy dark hair. “I’m Investigator Nelson with the state police.”
“What is happening?” Rachel was about to jump out of her skin.
“You all work here?”
“Yes,” Rachel said impatiently.
“I’d like to wait until everyone arrives, then I can speak to you all as a group.”
“Can you just – can you tell us what’s going on at least? And why you need our phones?”
Nelson held his gaze on Rachel. “Were you working here last night?”
“When? What? What do you mean ‘last night’?”
“Were you working late? Were either of you?”
Bobbi spoke up. “I was sick yesterday. Rita was covering for me.” She felt her cheeks warm as Nelson studied her with intense blue eyes. “There was an emergency placement.”
“I went home at five,” Rachel said.
He pulled a small notepad and pen from his suit pocket and jotted something down, looked at Bobbi again. “Can you tell me about the emergency placement?”
“Lake Haven Police called us when a child’s parents were both arrested. The child had no other family in the area and needed to be taken into temporary foster care. I wasn’t feeling well, so Rita was handling it.” Bobbi started to feel sick again. It sounded like that was definitely Harriet’s car. If so, where was she?
More cars were arriving, the employees all rubbernecking the scene as they lined up to park where Mullins directed. Lennox Palmer approached from his car, his face full of the questions they all shared.
“Would anyone else have stayed to work on this?” Nelson asked.
“I don’t think so,” Bobbi said. “But maybe Jessica Rankin, the other supervisor. It was my case, Rita was helping me out.”
“How was it your case if the call just came in yesterday from Lake Haven? You’re not the only caseworker here?”
“No. Um, it was my case already. I’d been working with the family.”
Rachel stepped toward Nelson. “What happened to her? Why aren’t you saying what happened to her?”
Nelson ignored Rachel, looked at Bobbi. “Your name?”
“Roberta Noelle. With two Ls and an E.”


The sickness worsened, like she was going to throw up after all. The people in white suits were still swarming the tent, going in and out. Bobbi leaned a little to the side, trying to see around them, trying to see inside again.
Then she did. A crime scene technician entered, the flap open just as a camera flashed. It was definitely Rita’s car, and something horrible had happened. Like something had exploded against the windscreen…
The flap closed.
“Okay, Ms. Noelle,” Nelson said. “If you could just wait right here…”
Blood was what it was. There was blood all over the inside of Harriet’s car. A lot of it.
Bobbi turned away and ran toward the woods. She dropped to her knees as the coffee came rushing back, splattering against the green.





TWO
Bobbi stood in the waiting room, looking out the windows: Terry Fogarty had arrived and was talking to one of the investigators, waving his arms around. He lurched forward, tried to get inside the tent, and the investigator grabbed him.
Lennox Palmer, standing beside Bobbi, drew a sharp breath. “Jesus, who called him?”
“I don’t think anyone did,” Bobbi said. “They took our phones. Probably to prevent this from happening. Maybe he just showed up. He could’ve been the one to call the police in the first place if she didn’t come home…”
Outside, Terry cried, and flailed, and reached for the tent.
“When are they going to get her out of there?” Lennox whispered.
“It’s a crime scene,” Bobbi said. She became aware she was hugging herself and chewing her fingernails, took her hand away from her mouth. She hadn’t bitten her nails in years. “They’ve got to check everything,” she said. “Her body is part of the evidence.”
It was beyond surreal. Harriet was their supervisor. She’d taken Bobbi under her wing. She had a quiet, determined way about her. Bobbi knew she’d been getting a bit burned out – their field could do that – but Harriet was strong, filled with compassion. She was sporty and did yoga. Bobbi had never been to her house but knew that she and Terry shared a nice place with a bit of land and they liked to take long walks together.
If she was in that car, someone had not only killed her, they’d done it violently, messily.
Terry was still trying to reach her – three cops were holding him back now. Bobbi wondered why he’d only just shown up, then recalled Rita saying Terry was sick, similar to what Bobbi had. He might’ve had an early night, maybe even been doped up on medicine, unaware she hadn’t returned home until the morning.
“This is horrible,” Lennox muttered.
As the cops clung to Harriet’s husband, the EMTs looked on, heavy and helpless. Finally, Terry slumped in the arms of the men and women surrounding him, defeated.
“This is just…” Lennox’s voice held a tremor. “They should send everybody home. What are we doing here? They’ve got everyone confined to their offices.”
“They’re interviewing us,” Bobbi said. “Rachel is in now with that one detective, Nelson.”
“Yeah – but we’re together.” Lennox glanced at the one uniformed officer in the room with them.
“I don’t know,” Bobbi said. “Maybe because we were already talking in the parking lot. Or because, you know, I… I looked and the tent opened up…”
“What are we supposed to say? Do we need lawyers?”
“Just answer their questions. They’re probably trying to get a picture of where everyone was, form their timeline, whatever. They’re getting statements.”
“You sound like you know a little bit about it.”
She shrugged then stepped away from Lennox, closer to the window. Terry was outside the crime scene tape now, lowered onto his knees, head bowed. The local cop standing beside him kept a hand on his shoulder. Bobbi had only met Terry once, when he’d come to the office for a brief visit, but suspected he and Harriet were one of those rare, happy couples whose marriage had not only held up but flourished with time. She couldn’t imagine what he was going through. There was really no longer any doubt that Harriet was inside her car.
Lennox spoke in a soft voice. “Shouldn’t the on-call mortuary service be taking her away? Jesus – before any TV crews get here at least?”
“That’s the coroner out there now,” Bobbi said. “Maybe they’re getting an outside medical examiner or something.” She let go of a shuddering breath, thinking of the blood-splashed windscreen.
She turned away, looked over the quiet waiting room with the lone cop standing there, then through the glass partition at the front-desk worker who sat staring at nothing.
A door opened in the hallway and Rachel emerged from one of the rooms. Her color was high, her eyes wet and shining.
“They asked for you next,” she said, drawing near to Bobbi.
“You okay?”
Rachel stuck out her chin, but it wobbled, her eyes welled up, and she lowered her head. They embraced and Rachel sobbed silently against Bobbi. The APS worker dug her fingers into Bobbi’s back and clung so tight it was hard to breathe.
Bobbi whispered, “Don’t look out there anymore, okay? Sit and talk with Lennox.”
Lennox overheard, pried Rachel from Bobbi, and led her away. Rachel wiped her nose and snuffled. “Look at me. What a mess.”
Lennox spoke softly to her and they sat down, facing away from the window. Outside, Terry was on his feet again, nodding, wiping his eyes. The dark tent rippled with a gust of wind.
Beyond it all, the first TV news van turned down the access road, blocked by a police barricade. A reporter jumped out, started talking to the state troopers. Someone had either made a phone call before turning it in, or the media had been alerted by all the emergency vehicles.
“Ms. Noelle?”
It was her turn to be interviewed.

Bobbi entered the room, which was the office of Yari Fennel, a man who worked in the Medicaid Unit. She hadn’t seen Yari yet that morning.
Investigator Nelson was seated at Yari’s desk. A woman in a pantsuit closed the door and offered Bobbi a seat.
Nelson nodded at a device beside him on the desk. “We’re recording this, is that alright with you?”


Bobbi nodded and took her seat by the window. The woman leaned against the wall and folded her arms. She wore her hair in a kind of face-framing blowout that made her look younger than the experience in her eyes.
“So, you’ve met me,” Nelson began. “This is Detective Lena Overton, with the Lake Haven Police Department. And I’m with the New York State Police. We’re working together on this.”
“Okay.”
“You’re Roberta June Noelle,” Nelson said. “Is that right?”
“Right. Yes.”
“That’s a nice name. Different.”
“Thank you.” Bobbi’s lips felt numb, the words foreign. She glanced at Overton, who stared back impassively.
“I’ve heard some people call you Bobbi,” Nelson said. “Is it alright if I do?”
“Sure.”
“Great. And I’m Mike, okay?” He had a nice smile. He faced her directly and crossed his legs, folded his hands over his knee. “After we talk for a bit I’m going to have you fill out some paperwork. It’s critical we get as much information as we can right now, while it’s fresh. And there’s a lot of people here, a lot of different departments. Can you tell me a little bit about yourself and what you do?”
“I’m new, ah… I started six months ago. I work in Child Protective Services as a caseworker. DSS also has a Medicaid Unit, nutritional services… um… a temporary assistance program, housing assistance – that’s called HEAP…” She realized she was a bit nervous and rambling.
Mike gave a nod. “Your co-worker Lennox Palmer works in child support, is that right?”
“Yes.”
“He helps to track down absent parents, establish paternity, helps single parents get financial support, things like that?”
“Right.” She wondered why they were asking about Lennox.
“And what exactly do you do? If you could be specific.”
“What I do is help children who are in unhealthy or unsafe environments. We try to keep families together whenever possible, but if a child is at risk, we’re going to get the child somewhere safe.” It was a well-rehearsed spiel; there were plenty of people who viewed what she did as invasive and intent on destroying families, civil liberty, that sort of thing.
Nelson, or Mike, consulted his notes beside him. “And that’s what Harriet Fogarty was doing last night? Getting a child somewhere safe?”
Bobbi nodded. “Yes, right. There was an emergency placement. Rita – ah, Harriet – had to do it because I was home sick.”
Mike glanced at Detective Overton and raised his eyebrows, inviting her to speak.
“Lake Haven Police raided the Fullers’ apartment yesterday at 3 p.m.,” Overton said. “In the process of executing the warrant, we discovered Grayson Fuller was in his room, appeared unwashed and malnourished, and we called CPS. This is your case, Ms. Noelle. What can you tell us about the Fullers?”
Bobbi felt her nerves start to crawl. “I’m sorry, I… It’s privileged. I mean… I understand that…”
“We contacted DSS about a month ago,” Overton said, more to Mike than to Bobbi, or perhaps for the benefit of the recording. “The Fullers had already gotten in trouble – the father was arrested on a drunk and disorderly charge, then about two days later a neighbor reported the mother leaving Grayson alone in the backyard of the apartment building for an hour. Ms. Noelle first visited the Fullers shortly after. Grayson was evaluated by someone from County Mental Health. CPS recommended several programs to the parents to help them keep their son, but they never showed or participated. And then this happened.”
A silence developed, and Bobbi could hear the soft murmur of voices drifting from the waiting room. She wondered if the press had been allowed any closer; if Harriet’s body was going to be on TV; how far and wide the news would spread. Bobbi’s parents would be worried sick by the whole thing.
Overton spoke again, still leaning against the wall. “When you were considering potential placement for Grayson, what were your options?”
Bobbi drew in a breath, deciding how much she could say. “Ordinarily, if we can find some other family member – grandparents, maybe an aunt or something – they can claim the child, but there was no one for Grayson. So we put him on the list for foster placement.” She looked between the officers. “And you have his parents in custody, is that right?”
“Correct,” Overton said. “They were processed in and spent last night in the local jail, and they’re on their way to county. What about family outside the area?”
Bobbi thought she understood. They were looking for someone who might be upset that Grayson’s parents were arrested, maybe angry that the child was placed in foster care.
“Can you think of anyone?” Overton asked. “An uncle? A family friend?”
“They were really isolated from family…”
“Gavin Fuller used to work construction,” Overton said. “He was on methadone for a while and recently got fired from his job. She worked as a bartender, then she was a clerk at the Dollar Tree, and then she was cleaning motel rooms – she’s been all over the place. That’s Shannon Fuller.”
Mike nodded, taking notes. He stopped and looked at Bobbi.
“I never encountered any family or friends,” she said. “No one came forward, and we weren’t able to locate anyone when we were first looking into Grayson’s welfare.”
“Okay, Bobbi,” Mike said. “Just a couple more things and we’ll get you out of here. How old are you, Bobbi?”
“Twenty-three.”
“And where are you from?”
“Almond. In the western part of the state.”
“You went to the University of Rochester?”
“For four years. I received my Bachelor’s degree to be a caseworker. I could’ve kept going but I just wanted to get into the field, start doing what I could. So I moved up here when I saw the job opening with DSS.”
“Okay. And you were home sick last night?”
“Yes.”


“And you live in Lake Placid?”
“I do.”
“Uh-huh. So it’s okay you don’t live in the same county you work in?”
“I think they changed that rule a few years ago.”
“And you were the first person here this morning from the Child Welfare Unit?”
“Um, I think so.” The questions were starting to make her head spin.
“Did you hear from Harriet at all last night? You said she was covering for you. She went with the police and helped to physically remove Grayson from his home. I understand about privilege, but this is a homicide investigation, and this is about your interactions with Harriet last night.”
“I did, actually, text with her at one point,” Bobbi said. “It was about six, maybe a little after. She’d been here at the office for about half an hour with Grayson, then the foster parents came, she went with them to their house, dropped off Grayson, and returned here. As far as I know.”
“Why would she come back?”
“There’s a lot of notes to take – paperwork.”
“So the text – you sent her one or she sent you one?”
“She sent one to me.”
Mike pointed to the pile of phones on Yari’s desk. “Can you show me?”
Bobbi crossed to the desk, selected her phone, and found the message from Harriet. Seeing the words turned her stomach and seemed to dry the spit in her mouth. She handed the phone to Mike. “Right there. Six thirteen.”
Mike read it as she sat back down. “She says, ‘All good. Getting him in now. How are you holding up?’” Their eyes connected. “She meant your illness?”
“Yeah. Yes.”
He scowled at the small screen. “You didn’t reply for an hour. ‘Thank you so much. Think I see the light at the end of the tunnel.’”
“I was in the bathroom, honestly. I think I had a twenty-four-hour thing.”
He looked at her with sympathy and then read the final text in the exchange. “And then ten minutes later, she says, ‘He’s with the family. See you tomorrow.’”


“Yes, sir. That’s why I figured she’d gone and dropped him off.”
Mike handed her back the phone, his eyes unfocused, as if lost in thought. Finally, he stood. Bobbi got to her feet again and shook his extended hand, then Detective Overton’s.
“Thank you, Bobbi,” Mike said. “In the lobby, a state trooper will hand you a basic incident report. If you could just fill it out, your address, phone numbers, and a summary of what you’ve told us here today, that would be very helpful.”
“What’s going to happen now?”
Overton opened the door, kept her hand on the knob while Mike answered Bobbi’s question. “Well, obviously it’s very upsetting to have things the way they are. But with everyone already coming into work, it was a good time to get some statements, and the evidence techs have to take samples, pictures, things like that.”
“In situ,” Bobbi said.
Mike made a bemused expression. “That’s right.”
“I watched a lot of cop shows with my brothers,” Bobbi said. She looked between them. “After I fill out my report, then what? Am I staying at work for the day? Is anyone?”
“That’s up to your other supervisor. As far as we’re concerned, you’re free to go. But we’d ask that you don’t leave the area. Just here in Lake Haven and your home in Lake Placid. We may need to speak to you again. Alright?”
“Okay. Yes, alright.”
“Could you do me a favor and send in Lennox Palmer?”
Bobbi nodded and stepped into the hallway.

Bobbi found Lennox sitting alone in the waiting room. She looked around and asked him where Rachel was.
“In her office,” he said. “She’s pretty upset. And she’s upset that she’s upset, beating herself up over it, keeps saying she’s weak.”
“You’re up.”
Lennox rose from the chair. He was a tall and bony forty-five-year-old, with hair pulled back in a bundle of dreadlocks, and a beakish nose that propped up the glasses always sliding away from his dark eyes. He pushed them up with a finger and took a breath. Then he walked his spidery walk toward the detectives, looming in the doorway of Yari Fennel’s office.
Bobbi looked at Investigator Nelson and watched as he closed the door.

Fifteen minutes later, Jessica knocked on the open door of Bobbi’s office. The older woman walked into the room, sat down heavily, and stared out the window. Half the offices in the DSS building had windows, half didn’t; Bobbi had lucked out. Hers viewed the woods next to the building, a small yellow excavator partly in view, a few bushes with the roots balled in canvas bags, ready for planting, everything else lush and green. Seeing the excavator reminded her she still needed to text Connor.
Jessica sighed. “There’s TV from Burlington out there, someone coming down from Montreal. But the police are talking to them now. Hopefully they’ll get out of here.”
Bobbi pulled the police report off her desk. “Almost done with this.”
Jessica turned away from the window and faced Bobbi. “I think we’re all in shock. But you must be especially. You probably don’t want to talk to anyone.”
It took Bobbi a moment. “Me?”


“How are you doing with this?”
“I’m fine. I mean, of course, I’m…”
Jessica dipped her head toward Bobbi and lifted her eyebrows. “I just mean that, you know, Harriet was covering for you…”
Bobbi stopped breathing. Maybe she’d been blocking it out as a defense mechanism, but now the guilt took shape. The nausea surged in her throat, and Bobbi felt the heat drain from her face. “Oh my God, she was only here because of me… Because I was sick.”
“Stop – don’t blame yourself. Of course that’s not what I’m saying.”
“How can I not blame myself?” She had a hard time meeting Jessica’s gaze and thought she might need to run to the bathroom any second. Then she remembered Mike Nelson’s direct blue eyes, his nice smile, and her stomach twisted with a new thought. “They made so little of it in there…”
Not only had Harriet been covering for her, but Harriet’s car was nearly identical to Bobbi’s. Different makes, but the same compact SUV size and shape, same shade of blue. Had someone mistaken Harriet’s car for hers? The police hadn’t mentioned the possibility of Harriet as the wrong victim, but perhaps they’d been waiting to see if Bobbi led them to it on her own. After all, she’d been the one primarily dealing with the Fullers until Harriet stepped in.
Jessica tipped back her head and shook it, closing her eyes. “What a mess.”
“Maybe it was random,” Bobbi said suddenly.
Jessica opened her eyes, said, “It could be, sure. Though I don’t know if that makes it any better.”
Bobbi looked everywhere in her office except at Jessica. She missed Harriet now in a whole new way. Where Harriet had been endlessly supportive and constructive, Jessica could be blunt and tactless. Bobbi always preferred speaking to Harriet on just about every occasion. A bubble of anger pushed aside the nausea. “No – it doesn’t make it any better. Either way, if I hadn’t called in sick…”
Jessica straightened her spine and looked at Bobbi through half-lidded eyes. “Roberta, I’m not blaming you, no one is – the only person responsible is the one who did this.” She blinked, long and slow. “But would you rather pretend it was some other way? I’m just saying you should probably avoid talking to anyone from the newspapers. You know how they love to spin these things.”
“I just…” Bobbi rose unsteadily to her feet, waited for the dizziness to pass. She still hadn’t eaten anything and it was going on ten o’clock. She gripped the edge of her desk, leaned forward to get some blood back in her brain. “Are they still out there?”
“The police? Yes.”
“Did they take her body yet?”
“They’re taking it now, I think. And hopefully it draws off the press. I talked to them but—”
“Did you hear what happened to her?”
“She was stabbed multiple times. Cut across her neck. That’s what I heard.”
Bobbi reached her limit – Jessica’s callous way, the sterile smell of the office, the idea of Harriet’s tortured body sitting there in her car throughout the night – it had all become too much. She stumbled out into the hallway and headed toward the building’s rear entrance, hit the crash bar of the exterior door, and left.

The sun beat down, the air breezy and dry, pine needles baking in the heat. Bobbi walked toward the tree line, expecting another upheaval from her stomach, but there was nothing left to come out. She paced a circle, hands on her hips, taking in gulps of air, trying to settle herself.
The back door opened and Rachel cautiously stepped out. “You want to be alone?”
“No, it’s okay.”
Rachel came closer. “I’m sorry I lost it in there.”
“We’re all losing it. This is unreal. Just unreal. Poor Rita.” Bobbi felt the sting of tears but beat them back.
She looked around at the cars in the back lot, many of them double-parked, crowded together to keep the area clear out front. But it was quiet, just a few bugs zipping through, almost like nothing was happening.
“Let’s get out of here,” Rachel said. “They’re letting people go.”
“I don’t even know where I’m going to go,” Bobbi said. “Home? Sit staring at the wall?” She thought of Connor again. He was probably working but given the circumstances might be able to get away. She didn’t want to be alone.
“You probably need to eat,” Rachel said. “Have you eaten anything?”
Bobbi shook her head. “They asked me about Lennox.”
Rachel nodded. “They asked me about you. I mean… hey, you’re shaking. Are you okay?”
“You know what Jessica said to me?”
“Oh my God. She is in high-time bitch mode. Can you believe her? Stalking around in there. She’s crazy.”
“It’s just her defense,” Bobbi said. “I’m sure she’s hurting.”
Rachel blew air out of her lips in dismissal. “Don’t be her apologist. What did she say?”
“She just reminded me – Harriet was here because of me.”
Rachel clucked her tongue and crossed her arms. “Nice. Real nice. She’s a piece of work. Don’t even let that—”
“But no, I mean – she’s right. I was supposed to be here. What if that, oh my God, Rachel…” Bobbi could barely choke the words out. “What if that was supposed to be me?” It was a horrible thought now that she’d allowed it to fully form, the worst thought, and on top of it she felt guilty for focusing on herself instead of Harriet. “Our cars, Rachel, you know, my car and Rita’s are almost exactly the same…”
Rachel was staring now, a real holy shit face. “Your cars,” she said slowly, “and you even kind of… well you’re a lot younger, but your hair…”
The way she was looking her over, Bobbi had to face away.
She just stood there beneath the sizzling sun, wondering what came next.

The smell. The fucking smell – what was that? Spoiled milk? They said odors did things, could even trigger repressed memories. But he wasn’t remembering anything, not now. Just killing her, just the blood, and searching his soul to find satisfaction. Was he satisfied? He was excited, that’s what he was, and a little bit angry.
He drove through Lake Haven, not really seeing anything, thinking about how the stink of rotted milk had gotten under his skin, infected his brain, and made him want to shower with scalding water. How it had screwed him up.
And the car had been so damned hot. If he hadn’t cleaned up afterwards, he’d have left a puddle of sweat behind on the seats. Lucky he didn’t vomit.
He drove fast, eager to scrub himself in the shower, remembering how her blood had been like fireworks, spraying all over the car; some of it had squirted in his face and it had tasted like pennies, and that sensation, too, had brought the past to life…


A car blared its horn and he swerved, narrowly missing the oncoming traffic. He’d gone away for a second, lost in a dark place, filled with the odor of spoiled food, cool jets of air, music playing in the background – The Doors.
He braked for an intersection, waited for the light. While waiting he searched the cassettes on his passenger seat. That was the beauty of having an old car like this one – even if there was some rust and a tendency to overheat, it had a working cassette deck. Nothing quite like cassettes, nothing like the squeak of the gears that pulled the magnetic tape. He popped in The Soft Parade and tapped his fingers on the steering wheel, first humming then singing along, off key, under his breath.
He’d never had a singing voice. Not even close. He’d had other talents, though, things people didn’t really understand.
Which wasn’t surprising, because people didn’t understand much of anything.
The light changed and he made a right turn, started out of town. Got the old car up to speed and dialed up the music, reminding himself that this thing wasn’t over.





THREE
Mike Nelson swept the papers off the desk and stuck them in his valise. He stood and rolled his neck, hoping to get out some of the kinks after sitting in the social worker’s office for five straight hours.
Yari Fennel. Fennel had been to a late meeting with his divorce lawyer at the time of death. That was one person who could be immediately eliminated from inquiry. But Fennel was the only one, so far, with about twenty staff left to go.
DSS had released the staff and closed services for the day. The lobby was empty as he walked toward the main door, still aromatic of coffee and traces of shampoo. There was a trash can in the corner brimming with wads of used tissues. Most of the news crews were still outside. Overton had given them a statement but Mike knew they’d be hungry for more.
“Investigator Nelson?” A woman came from the other hallway before he reached the exit.
“Yes?”
“How did everything go?”
He mentally brought up her file: Jessica Rankin. Short-statured, fifty-six, a divorcee who lived in Lake Haven. She had a close haircut, colored blonde to hide the gray. There were lines around her brown eyes. She lived alone and said she’d been home during the commission of the crime, watching Netflix.
“Everything’s good,” he told her, stretching a smile. “Your staff was very cooperative.” He sobered and added, “Everyone is obviously deeply affected. But they were all able to bear up. An impressive group.”
She nodded, wringing her hands, and looked out the window. He followed her gaze to the blackout tent in the parking lot. The evidence techs were almost done working the car and Harriet Fogarty’s body had finally gone to the morgue for autopsy where Terry, her husband, refused to leave her side. Mike had to go talk to him next and wasn’t looking forward to it. Talking to the bereaved was often the worst part of the job, not just because of their grief, but his own.
“Have you found anything?” Her expression was earnest but there was a trace of irritability in her tone.
“Right now we don’t know much, Ms. Rankin. This was a brutal crime. Haven’t seen anything like this in a long time. I’d say though that whoever did this has a lot of anger.”
“Was anything stolen? Was it a robbery? I keep thinking it’s unusual this would happen at eight o’clock at night if it wasn’t a robbery; if it was random. Some of the staff leave at four, some stay until five. But after five, everybody is gone.”
“I can’t really discuss that. But what I can say is I think this person felt they had a reason to be upset.” He pulled a business card from his wallet and passed it to her. “I’ve left quite a few of these, but here’s another.” He’d already asked her, but it couldn’t hurt: “Can you think of anyone, at all, who would want to do Harriet harm?”
“Well, like I mentioned to you and Detective Overton – unfortunately we upset some people in this business. Regardless if they’re putting their child in danger, parents typically don’t like it when those children then get taken away.” She bit at her bottom lip for a moment. “What about…?”
He waited.
“What about Roberta Noelle?” Rankin asked. “She was supposed to be here; it was her case…”
“We’re looking into everything,” Mike said. He moved toward the door.
She went on, following him. “Was the car broken into?”
“I really can’t say anything else, I’m sorry.”
He opened the door to leave and Rankin said, “You know, caseworkers are responsible for a lot. Assessing the safety of children, investigating allegations of abuse or maltreatment—”
“Yes, for sure. Thank y—”
“If it’s occurring, then we access the necessary interventions to teach families how to do it differently.”
“Right…”
“We can access parent aids, or for drug issues we help them with… There are cases where the judge can court order services. Or the extreme, which is foster care.”
He let go of the door and resigned himself to listen until the end.
“In the assessment process, we interview all parties but families can refuse. We conduct home assessments, talk with and work with collaterals to monitor the situation. So there are a lot of people involved in what we do. That’s my point. A lot of people.”
He nodded, feeling slightly sparked. “And then there’s also the family involved – the Fullers – and whoever they may be associated with. Which is why we’ll need to see everything from the Child Welfare Unit.” She started to object but he held up a hand, adding, “We’ll obtain a writ so we can have a look at what she’s been working on. What I’ve gotten is that Harriet didn’t do a lot of direct casework as a supervisor, but she was overseeing quite a lot.”
“As a supervisor she had a smaller caseload. That’s why I think it’s possible that—”
“I understand. We’re looking into it. Thank you, Ms. Rankin.”
“Okay…” She seemed suddenly wistful and held up the business card, studying it as he finally pushed out through the door.

The afternoon was a scorcher, but he was grateful for the fresh air.
Brit Silas, a crime scene technician who oversaw the processing of evidence, was next to the tent. A few reporters remained beyond the crime scene tape and saw Mike. They called questions and aimed their cameras but he headed for Silas first.
“We’ve gone all through the vehicle for trace evidence,” she said as Mike neared. “It’s a deluxe model, leather interior. So far, no fingerprints. But we’ve got swabs for DNA processing.”
Mike held up a hand toward the reporters – in a minute. “And you’ll get elimination prints from the victim and her husband along with their DNA samples...”
Brit nodded, the afternoon sun glimmering in her eyes. “Step in?”
“Sure.” He followed her through the flap into the tent. Lights had been rigged to illuminate the small area, turning the dried streaks of blood on the windscreen to black. One crime scene tech was still inside the vehicle, hunched over in the back. There was just enough room to walk around the car, but Silas was standing still, pointing at a yellow marker on the ground. “Partial boot print there,” she said. “That little bit of blood has tread on it. It’s amazing with all the blood in the car there aren’t more tracks. But the spatters are mostly on the windshield and dashboard. I’d say about four pints of blood in that car. At least fifty percent blood loss, class four hemorrhaging; she probably died of hypovolemic shock. But you’ll get all that from Dr. Crispin.”
He looked down at the shiny splotch of dark red fluid on the asphalt. It held a slightly rectangular shape – like Silas had said, from the tread of a shoe. “Did they break in?”
“Doesn’t look like it. No scratches, no obvious sign of forced entry. But we’ll have to take apart the door to be sure.”
She pushed back out of the tent and Mike followed. There was another crime scene marker on the ground, and another red splotch, but smaller.
“This is her blood,” Mike guessed.
“I think so, yes. We’ll know soon enough. There’s only the two marks forming the trail. I’d say the doer got it on his shoe while he was in the car, just a little bit, and then tracked it, got rid of it on his walk away.”
Mike followed the trail of two blood drops, looking into the parking lot and at the woods beyond. He could see a K-9 officer moving amid the trees, pulled along by his German Shepherd. He thought about Jessica Rankin saying that employees regularly cleared out at five. If the killer had targeted a specific caseworker, it wasn’t chance; he’d known she was working late.
“Thank you, Brit.”
Mike headed for the barricade, the reporters and microphones stretching toward him.

The dog was straining against its leash. Officer Crudup emerged from the trees just as Mike, finished talking to the TV people, reached the edge of the parking lot. They walked to the K-9 unit van together on the far side of the building.
“So he was picking up on something, for sure,” Crudup said, referring to the dog. Crudup opened the rear of the van and let the German Shepherd off the leash. It hopped up into the vehicle where it circled around and stared back out at them, panting in the heat.
Crudup was perspiring too, breathing heavy. He pointed back into the woods. “So right up there, you go about fifty yards, you come out on River Street. Runs all along the back of the woods. Frenchie took me all the way there, really straining. Walked me down the road shoulder a ways, stopped in between two houses.”
“Like someone had parked there,” Mike guessed. “Parked up on River Street, came down through the woods, did the stabbing, and went right back out the same way.”
“Could be.”
Mike rotated around to face the front entrance. Lake Haven PD had viewed footage from the security camera, only to confirm that Harriet Fogarty had left at seven forty-nine the previous evening and walked out of frame. The camera had an angle on the access road, but no vehicles were recorded arriving or leaving.
He left Crudup and circled the L-shaped, single-story building, taking his time, just looking at everything. He saw the yellow excavator and made a note in his little black notepad. By the time he wound up back at the K-9 van, he was sweating like everybody else.
A second officer came out of the woods, returned a dog to the vehicle, and told him the same thing. “Hank took me up to River Street and along the road, stopped just before the big hill there.”
Mike thanked him and headed away, dialing as he walked to his car. When Overton answered, he asked, “What did we get from the door-to-doors up on River Street?”
“Just a few houses up there,” she said. “No one home; everyone at work.”
“K-9 seemed to nose out one spot in particular. Can we send the guys back? Have them do another check. Maybe we get the phone numbers, talk to these people at work. I’m headed up there now.”
He sank into his department-issued Impala, kept the door open while he turned up the air. Overton asked if there was anything specific they should be looking for. “I’ll find out,” he said.

Mike stopped on the street where the two K-9 officers said the police dogs had alerted. The pooches had followed their powerful senses of smell to a spot between two houses. One was white with a large, wraparound porch. The ground dropped away toward the woods, a steep embankment. The yard between the white house and the next, smaller house – pea-green with peeling paint – was overgrown with weeds. Mike thought some of those weeds looked trampled – like a path carved through the plantain grass and yellow clover.
He stepped out of the Impala onto a narrow, broken sidewalk, crabgrass growing through the fissures. There was a rusted railing alongside the walk, bent and listing toward the downslope.
Standing between houses, he peered into the woods, bending his knees, almost able to see through to the DSS building, but not quite. Still, it was easy access from here, if someone didn’t mind risking a little poison ivy.
He walked to the white house, floorboards creaking as he moved to the door and knocked. Waited, knocked again; no one answered. It was still working hours, not quite two in the afternoon. Across the overgrown lot, the pea-green house looked just as deserted. In fact, he thought, moving back along the busted sidewalk, the green house didn’t look lived-in at all. He reached it and found the realty sign advertising it for sale.
There were a few other houses around: One Victorian, proud but sagging with age, sat higher up the hillside. Beside it was McIntyre Street, narrow and covered in asphalt boils and potholes. Still further up McIntyre was a nicer place, brown with red trim and a big porch. Between these two and the white house, Mike thought, maybe someone saw a car parked on the street sometime between seven and eight the night before. Someone cutting down from the street through the overgrown lot and into the woods.


He started humping his way up to the Victorian to see if anyone was home when a Lake Haven cruiser pulled up behind his Impala. Two uniformed officers ambled over, sent by Overton, sliding nightsticks into their belts. Mike explained the idea that the killer had gone down to the DSS from River Street, asked them to have another look at everything in proximity, to call Brit Silas for any possible evidence, Overton for anything else.
For Mike, it was time to talk to the husband.





FOUR
Terry Fogarty looked grim. He was about ten years older than Mike, grayer, wearing half-rimmed glasses and dressed in battered jeans and a plaid, short-sleeved shirt. He seemed in decent physical health, but emotionally, he was wrecked. Sitting in the medical examiner’s lobby next to Detective Lena Overton, the loss filled his eyes. He clasped his hands together between his legs, as if to keep them from shaking.
Overton intercepted Mike and walked him into a vacant viewing room out of earshot. She closed the door. “It took me an hour to coax him away from the autopsy suite. Dr. Crispin is in there now. And their son, Victor, is on his way up from New York City.”
“He’s not coming here, is he?”
She sighed, and her shoulders sagged. “He says he wants to see his mother. I overheard Fogarty talking to him on the phone. You know how it can be with sudden bereavement.” Overton looked at the door. “He should be here any minute.”
“Let’s talk to Fogarty alone first. Informally.”
“Okay.” She started out of the room.
“What’s he entitled to after this?”
Overton stopped, hand on the doorknob, then turned to face Mike. “Well, I’ve only just had a look. The Department of Social Services pays out three years’ salary to either the spouse, or the spouse and the children, or just the children, depending on the arrangement. Harriet made about 65,000 a year, before taxes.”
“So that’s about…” Mike glanced up as he did the math.
“A hundred and ninety-five thousand,” Overton said.
“Well, let’s look at it and see how it’s distributed between him and the son. What else?”
“Harriet has an inheritance from her parents, both deceased.” Overton spoke in a voice close to whispering. “Again, I’ve barely had time to look. But that inheritance has already been absorbed into the marriage, and based on where their son went to school – Colgate – I’d say tuition has eaten up a lot of it. There’s nothing new Fogarty or his son stand to gain beside the life insurance from DSS, as far as I’ve seen.”
“And he’s a Highway Department guy?”
“A supervisor. Just retired.”
“What’d he do?”
“Highway maintenance worker. So… whatever that is. I haven’t had time to pull those records but I’m guessing, you know, since he had twenty-five years, by the end maybe he was making forty, forty-five grand, and he’s got a pension. She was probably doing better, but for their house and a kid in college… you know, the inheritance definitely helped them.”
“Alright. Let’s talk to him.”
Fogarty agreed to join them in the small room. There was a plush loveseat, some bookshelves filled with inspirational stories on grief no one ever read, and a window looking into an adjacent room, in case it was necessary to separate the bereaved from the deceased. Fogarty sat on the loveseat, slouched forward.
“Mr. Fogarty,” Mike began, “I don’t know how better to say it… I am so sorry for your loss.”
Fogarty’s hunch seemed to deepen, his eyes darted about, ringed red from emotion.
“What happened last night?” Mike asked. “Did you expect your wife home at some point?”
He nodded, slowly, his eyes filling with tears. “I fell asleep.”
“You fell asleep? About what time?”
“Right about eight thirty. I was on the porch, reading, getting tired. So I went in to lie down. I’ve had something – I don’t know, it’s going around.”
“You mean you felt sick?”
“My stomach. My head ached. I took NyQuil – that really knocks me out. I closed my eyes and…” He shrugged, and two tears tracked down his face. “And that was it. I woke up around six this morning, and she wasn’t there.”
Mike gave it a moment, glancing at Overton, surprised to see emotion swimming in her own eyes.
Mike used a soft voice as he resumed with Fogarty. “Then what did you do?”
“I texted her. I got up and went to the bathroom. Then I… I called her.”
“We have your incoming call on her phone – 6:17 a.m.”
“Right.” He seemed to straighten out, and pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, wiped his eyes and nose. “I knew something was… Rita wouldn’t just stay out all night or anything like that. I knew something happened. Something was wrong.”
“And that’s when you called 911, who directed your call to the Lake Placid police. That was at six twenty.”
Terry gave a big nod, then looked over their shoulders at the window into the next room.
“What did Lake Placid say?” Mike asked.
“They said they would look into it right away. They asked me if… I told them we haven’t been having any problems. They asked me… I don’t know. The usual. Acting like she might’ve left me.”
“Any reason to think she would?”
Fogarty’s eyes hardened behind the sheen of emotion. “No. Not even close. She was going to retire soon. We were going to travel. So I’m getting a little tired of being asked that.”
Mike knew a man’s emotion loved to go toward anger if it meant a break from the grief. He wasn’t trying to rile Fogarty, so he subtly shifted direction. “What did you do for the Highway Department?”
“Everything,” Fogarty said, softening a bit. “Started on mowers, forklift; did the plow every winter for years, in the summer might work a striper, post pounder – whatever it was; I could drive it and work it. But I’ve been out for almost a year. Loving it. Looking forward to just spending life with my wife… Oh God…” Terry fell apart again and they had to give him more time.
Mike knew the rest of the story anyway: Placid PD took the report and made a call to the Lake Haven police, inquiring about Harriet. Lake Haven sent a car up to check the office building where she worked, saw the car parked, the body inside at around seven thirty. Employees began arriving for the day about fifteen minutes after that. Bobbi Noelle had been the first.
“You call her Rita?” Mike asked.
Fogarty gathered himself again and their eyes connected. He nodded and offered a broken smile. “I tried calling her ‘Harry’ for a while but it didn’t take. Her parents called her Rita from when she was little. People at work call her Rita.”
“And she has two brothers?”
“Joe lives in Salt Lake City. Steve is somewhere… I don’t know. He moves around a lot.”
“When was the last time Harriet saw either of them?”
“We don’t really talk to Steve. But Joe was here with his family, um, two Christmases ago. Or three… I can’t remember. He’s got two grown kids. We were planning a trip out there this fall. I’m not looking forward to the call to Joe.”
“And Steve?”
Terry’s eyes were heavy and hooded. “Steve’s not my favorite in-law. He was an asshole to Rita when they were kids. Sorry for the language. He’s the youngest. Never married. She’s the middle child; a brother above and a brother below.”
“How was he an asshole?” Overton glanced at Mike, then back at Terry. “Was he aggressive?”
“He could get in her face. They’re only two years apart; he’s the baby. He was just a problem child – he’d harass her, you know, like, barge into her bedroom when she was changing clothes. When they were little he’d wrestle her and pin her down – but in a mean way. And he just kept on. You know. Very aggressive. Angry. An angry man.”
Mike made a note: family issues, younger brother. “But they haven’t been in contact recently? Maybe an email, Facebook, or something?”
“No. The last they spoke was when Rita’s mother passed, shortly after her father. Cecilia was…” He looked into a corner, remembering. “She died almost four years ago. This August. She’s buried down where the family farm is, in Gloversville. Steve made an appearance for the funeral, but… he was a real handful. Drinking, arguing about the will.”


“The will?” said Mike.
“Okay, so, when Arthur died – that’s Rita’s father – he left everything to Cecilia, his wife, including the farm. Then she left the farm to Joe and Rita. Steve was… He had this whole story about how Cecilia was under duress when she signed it, and that Joe and Rita coerced her, all this sort of bullshit.” Fogarty rubbed his eyes. “I keep swearing. Please excuse my language.”
Mike brushed away the apology with a hand. “Whatever you need, Mr. Fogarty.”
“I haven’t seen Steve in years. Rita wasn’t talking to him. She’d drawn a boundary. That’s the bottom line.”
“She’d said ‘enough,’” Overton suggested.
“Exactly. Life’s too short for someone like Steve and all his bullshit.” The emotion bubbled up again, and Fogarty’s lower lip shook.
Mike asked, “Are you going to reach out to him?”
Fogarty ran a hand over his face. “I have to call Joe. No question. But Steve… I’ll try the number we’ve got for him, if it’s even still his number. I couldn’t care less if he knows or not.”
“Could you share that number with us when you get a chance?”
“I’ll look for it.”
There was a soft knock at the door. Overton opened it up. A mousy woman stood nervously on the other side, wringing her hands. Mike recognized her as Dr. Crispin’s assistant. “I’m sorry to interrupt – Victor Fogarty is here.”

The young man was square-jawed with fierce eyes and thick brows like his father, but otherwise looked more like his mother. Handsome, wearing dark slacks and a crisp white shirt. Standing in the lobby, fists clenched by his sides.
Terry stuck out his chest a bit, like he was marshaling strength, and walked to his son.
Victor searched his father’s eyes. “Where is she?”
“She’s here. They’re examining her.”
“What happened?”
“It’s okay, Vic. We’re going to be okay…”
“What happened?” Victor glared at Mike and Overton. “Where is my mother? What happened to her?” His chin trembled, eyes shone. Terry tried to embrace his son but Victor pulled away. Then he turned and stalked off toward the autopsy suite and Terry followed. Mike started after them.
Overton caught Mike by the arm, and their eyes locked. “I’ve already had a look at Harriet’s brother, Steve. He’s got a record. Drinking and driving, suspended license, possession charges. He seems to drift around, doing different jobs.” She blinked, let Mike go. She said, “We have no idea where he is right now.”

Late in the evening they gathered everybody at the state police barracks in Cold Brook, where they had the space to stretch out. The large room was arranged like a college classroom, with semi-circular rows of seating, a dais and three large whiteboards. Present were several state troopers, local Lake Haven patrol officers, the Lake Haven chief, and Mike’s supervisor from the Bureau of Criminal Investigation, Reggie Hume.
Mike drew a large circle on the middle whiteboard. “So, here’s where we’re at: We’ve got twenty-two employees at DSS who are caseworkers, supervisors, administrators, front-desk people, maintenance, custodial, and information techs. Now, most of these are going to go pretty easy – these employees, for the most part, have taken civil service exams, had background checks, physical and mental evaluations. But we’ve also got a construction that just finished up the new addition, and landscapers are still working. I believe they all had to go through background checks, but we need someone looking into that. And finally, prior to construction, there was a survey team, so same thing there.”
He drew a point in the middle of the circle. “This is Harriet.” He drew a ring around her. “And these are all the subjects I’ve just mentioned. They’re fairly easy-access. But outside of them,” he indicated the space between the ring and the circle he’d already drawn, “are hundreds of people involved in services offered by the DSS.” He set the pen down and wiped his hands off, just a reflex from the older days of chalkboards.
“Caseworkers do a lot of their work out in the field,” he said. “They go into people’s homes. Same with the Adult Protective Services – though in that case they’re venturing into homes where the person isn’t able to care for themselves, or there’s some other problem. We’re going to get everybody’s schedule, look at where they were this past month, keep track of what they’re doing…” He trailed off when someone’s hand went up.
Reggie Hume. “There’s some talk that this could have been mistaken identity.”
Mike nodded. “Yeah, it’s a possibility. Another caseworker, Roberta Noelle, drives the same car as Harriet Fogarty. Or, they’re different makes, but look almost identical. The women bear some resemblance, too – same hair color, same length, but otherwise they’re thirty, thirty-five years apart in age. Most notably, the reason Harriet Fogarty was working late was she was covering for Noelle. So, we’re taking that all on board.”
He cleared his throat, seeking the previous thread. “Okay, so caseworkers, when they’re on call, get paged sporadically. If it’s after hours then usually the call comes to us first – if it’s domestic violence, maybe drug- or alcohol-related, and someone called 911, then we notify SCR – that’s the State Central Register of Child Abuse and Maltreatment for those of you taking notes. But they’re also getting complaints directly, and they may not ask for a police escort. Now, I’m not saying we need to be looking at every one of those calls. But I want someone accompanying these workers on every home assessment or any initial investigation from this point. Okay?”
No one groaned or rolled their eyes, but Mike could see in their faces it was a lot to ask. Officer Cal Mullins raised a hand this time. “How are we getting their schedules?”
“They’ve got a massive system going on there. We’ll export to a spreadsheet, get a list of addresses we can map out, pin any areas of heavy activity.”
Overton spoke up. “When we interview their IT person we can have him do the export – we’ll need to get past the security software.”
“Great. That will work.” Mike clapped his hands together. “Okay. Right now we have a few persons of interest, including the victim’s brother, Steven Pritchard, who is currently off our radar. We’re actively looking to get a hold of Pritchard, but in the meantime we’ve got a lot of staff to get through, a lot of data to crunch. I’m going to turn this over to Detective Lena Overton from Lake Haven PD.”
Another arm shot up, Reggie Hume again. “What about this line on some disgruntled parent who forfeited their parental rights? I’ve read about this Grayson Fuller child in your initial report – you’re getting a writ to look into other potential cases like this? Because this has my interest piqued.”
“Mine too. We’re working on it.”
He stepped out of the way so Overton could have the floor. Then he sat down and listened as she handed out assignments to everyone in the room.





FIVE
Connor came by Bobbi’s place late in the day after getting held up at work. Bobbi stood on the doorstep of her apartment building behind the church. She’d been there awhile, watching every car, alerted to every passerby, wondering if any one of them were a killer out to finish the job. Seeing Connor get Jolyon out of the massive pickup truck managed to lighten her mood; he struggled to unbuckle the child-restraint seat while Jolyon played with a Transformer toy, swishing it through the air, pooching his lips out to make artillery sounds – pitchoo pitchoo.
Then the kid was free and Connor plopped him onto the sidewalk. Their voices drifted over from the street. “You want your backpack? Here, put your pack on. You can read your comic book while I talk to Bobbi.”
“It’s a graphic novel.”
“It has pictures, right?”
“Yeah.”
“It’s a comic book. I’m never wrong. About anything.”
Connor mounted a giant backpack onto his son then glanced up, waved, and smiled at her. She felt a mix of emotions; her feelings about Connor and Jolyon were complicated – wonderful and scary at the same time.
The man and his boy made their way up the walkway to her.
“Welcome.” She looked down at Jolyon and his outsized pack. “What’ve you got in there?”
“Oh, just all my stuff.”
Not looking at her, Jolyon suddenly threw his arms around her waist and Bobbi’s heart did a somersault. She’d spent a few hours with him by now, but his affection still surprised her. She placed a gentle hand on his head as she turned to Connor, who looked slightly embarrassed and reached for his son.
Then Bobbi squeezed Jolyon around the shoulders in a return hug. “Let’s go up to my apartment in the sky, yeah?”
“Yeah!”
She held the door and Jolyon bounded in. She’d told him about her apartment when she’d met him on her second date with Connor. Apparently, Jolyon had never spent any time in an apartment, and he’d marveled at it being on the third floor of a building, counting Bobbi as lucky to live in the sky. He clomped up the stairs eagerly ahead of them, the big backpack manhandling him along the way.
“Well,” Connor said, “I guess you’re in.” He called after Jolyon. “Hey, slow up, bud!”


The boy had already disappeared around the corner and was charging up the second flight of stairs. “I know where to go! 3B! ‘B’ for Bobbi!”
Bobbi gave Connor’s hand a quick squeeze. “Better catch him.” She started up the stairs, realizing Connor had been anticipating a kiss. Maybe later.
She focused on Jolyon, taking the steps two at a time in order to keep up. “I’m gonna beat you to the top!” she teased.
“No, you’re not!”
She grabbed the bannister and swung herself onto the second floor, sprinted down the hallway to the next flight. The apartment building smelled like cigarettes and greasy food. It hadn’t been her first choice, but 3B had been available when she’d got the DSS job and she’d snatched it up. She could’ve found something in Lake Haven, but the problem of living in the place where you worked was that you ran into everyone, eventually, out on the street. It was Harriet who’d suggested as much. Just ten minutes away, Lake Placid had afforded Bobbi a touch of privacy that now felt vital.
“I beat you!” Jolyon sounded ecstatic.
Bobbi heard him jumping outside her door. She reached the third floor and found him grinning, trying her doorknob. “It’s locked.”
She pulled out the keys as she approached. “You want to open it?”
“Sure, yeah. Dad lets me start the truck sometimes.”
“Does he? That’s cool.” She handed over the keys, pinching aside the correct one for him to use. “Just give it a little twist.”
Connor had reached the landing and started down the hall. She turned and gave him a smile as Jolyon made the key work and pushed against the door with his shoulder. “Got it!” He ran inside her place.
Bobbi waited for Connor to catch up, and slipped an arm around his waist. She came up just past his shoulder and he looked down into her eyes. Bobbi stretched onto her tiptoes and he kissed her, then drew her into an embrace.
So, this was “later” then. She eased back onto her heels, enjoying the swimmy sensation of their first kiss, the way her skin was tingling. But Connor gave her a serious look. “You okay?”
“I’m getting there; we’ll talk.”

“Hey,” Connor said. “This is nice.” He walked into the living room.
She’d done what she could with the place, which wasn’t much. At least there was plenty of light from the several large windows facing the church next door.
“How many other apartments are there?” Connor asked.
“Five.” She closed the door on the hallway, locked it.
Connor seemed to notice. “You meet all your neighbors yet?”
“Just two of them. One guy’s a cook, I think, the other guy is… well, he’s Frank Gilbert. At least, that’s what it says on the door.”
He laughed. “I saw that – he’s got his name taped up. That’s helpful, huh?”
“Hey, well, it saves time on introductions, right?”
“And the landlord, you said…?”
“He lives out of town. I think California.”
“Yeah, that’s definitely out of town.”
The banter was nice, but she could sense their nervousness. Jolyon had dropped his pack in the middle of the floor and was bouncing up and down on her couch, the one real piece of furniture she owned. Otherwise the place was practically unfurnished.
“Spacious,” Connor said, smirking.
She gave his shoulder a playful slap. “I got that couch on Craigslist the first week I moved in. The guy delivered it for me. Otherwise, everything here is what I was able to fit into my car.”
Connor called to his son. “Hey, sport, hop down from there, okay?”
Jolyon jumped off, landed on the floor with a thump, rattling the window panes, and started pulling things out of his bag.
She showed Connor the rest of the apartment, starting with the bedroom. He stopped and leaned against the doorway, jammed his hands in the pockets of his coveralls. “You rope that mattress to the top of your car?”
“Yup. Drove up in the middle of a snowstorm, too. It took about two weeks to dry out – I was sleeping on the floor. I’m going to get rid of it as soon as I get a bed. It still smells damp.”
She’d been anticipating this, the first time he saw her place; it was the right time in their blooming relationship. But there was a pit in her stomach, a buzzing in her brain that wouldn’t go away:
All the people, the police, the reporters.
The glimpse inside the tent, Harriet sitting in her car.
The car, so similar to her own.
Connor poked his nose in her bathroom then walked himself back into the bright living room. Off the living room was a kitchenette – she’d thought it cute, with flower-patterned linoleum, a pass-through window, and an old-fashioned range with cast iron griddles. She trailed him, trying to keep one step ahead of darker thoughts. “You’re not looking for a place, are you? Your house is nice.”
“Mortgage and taxes are killing me. Having a roommate helps, but, you know…” His gaze wandered to Jolyon, who had removed several toys from his backpack and was laying them on the floor.
They stepped into the kitchen and she pointed. “The fridge is on its last legs. When that thing kicks on in the middle of the night it sounds like a truck.”
Connor faced the appliance, leaned to the side to get a look around the back of it. She had a look at his backside – there was a red rag sticking out of his pocket, and for some reason she liked seeing it.
“It’s probably your evap fan motor,” he said. He crouched and slid out the lower freezer compartment. “It’s in here. Pulls air in over the evap coils when the compressor is running. That’s the loud noise. I can fix it.”
“Oh, I didn’t mean—”
“Hey, Bobbi,” Jolyon called from the living room, “where’s your TV?”
She stuck her head out of the kitchen. “I don’t have one.”
The boy gaped at her. “You don’t have one?”
She shook her head and walked toward him. “Nope. I watch some shows on my laptop, though.”
“Oh.” He seemed relieved.
“Internet router is right over there.” She pointed to the storage crates forming makeshift shelves. They made the place look a bit like a college dorm room, meant to be temporary, but now they were cluttered; a permanent fixture.
“I think you’ve got a detached grommet here,” Connor said. His voice was muffled as he rummaged around in the freezer. “Yeah, that could be vibrating and causing the noise. I’ll have to access the evap fan, though, to be sure.”
He stood and opened the main refrigerator door. “Ah,” he said, gazing into the barrenness. “Okay. So, taking things out of the fridge while I kill the power is not going to be a problem.”
Bobbi came up from behind and wrapped her arms around him. “You don’t need to worry about this.” She pulled him away from the appliance. “Come on.”
He relented and let her lead him back into the living room. “So are you guys hungry or what?” She looked between them. Jolyon, who’d moved back to the couch, shrugged. His freewheeling mood had shifted and he seemed to be watching them closely.
Bobbi became acutely aware of her body language and the signals she might be sending. She suddenly felt overwhelmed – this was a six-year-old boy without a mother in the picture. She liked Connor, but where was the line? When was it okay to give Jolyon the idea that she and his father were together? What if they didn’t stay that way?
Connor, perhaps sensing something, left her side and sat down beside his son, put an arm around the Jolyon’s shoulder. “What do you think, bud? You want to get something to eat?”
Jolyon stared off, his face slack. Then, just as it had come on, the pensiveness was gone. His eyes cleared and brightened as he looked up at Bobbi. “Pizza? Can we get pizza?”
“Sure…” Connor started, and glanced at her for confirmation.
“Yeah, of course. You guys happy if we order in?” She didn’t want to go anywhere, or be seen. “How about this – I’ll call and order. Jolyon, if it’s okay with your dad, you can watch something on my computer – Netflix, Amazon – and your dad and I can chat. Then we’ll dig in when the pizza comes. Sound good?”

They squared Jolyon away with Kung Fu Panda – in his “top five of all time,” according to Jolyon – and left him in the living room while they set up in the bedroom. She had a couple folding chairs and offered him one, but Connor opted to sit on the floor, leaning against the wall.
“The property manager brought me these,” Bobbi said. She left the chairs collapsed in the corner and sat on the floor beside Connor. “I think she got them from the church, actually.”
“How is living behind a church?”


“Oh, the noise, the parties. It’s a total pain in the ass.”
He was terribly handsome, even more so when he smiled. Rugged, natural good looks. After the narcissism displayed by her ex, Jamie, she’d decided to look for the quiet, bookish guys. The shy ones. Connor wasn’t exactly shy, but he wasn’t cocky either, and he was tender enough to raise a child alone, it seemed.
“Police called me today,” Connor said.
She’d gotten them a couple of beers and paused before she drank. “Really? Why? Oh – the surveying…”
He nodded, took a sip of his own beer. It looked like he’d washed his hands, but there was residual dirt beneath the nails.
“What did they say?” she asked.
“They asked if I’d had a background check. I hadn’t. I think maybe the construction crew did, but we subcontracted the job. I mean I was only there for two days. And that was, what? Six months ago?”
“Four and a half.” She knew because it was during those two days she’d first laid eyes on Connor; he’d been just coming out of the woods, carrying one of those tripods they used, and she’d spied him from her window. Three months after that they were bumping into each other at her karate class, on May 26.
She knew all the dates: After a month’s worth of classes they’d finally struck up a conversation on June 23. That led to their first liaison on June 30, their second on July 7, and their most recent on July 13 – today. Between her on-call hours and regular schedule and work that took Connor all over the region, it had been a slow start to dating.
“What did they want to know?” she asked.
“Just the dates I was there. The names of the other guys on the survey team. Not much, really. I told them I’d never met Harriet, just dealt with someone else. Shalene Jaquish.”
Bobbi nodded. “She’s the assistant director for DSS.”
“So, tell me about it,” he said. “I mean – holy shit. How are you doing? Are you okay?”
She took him through the whole thing, from arriving at work to leaving shortly after her talk with Jessica. She left out her personal feelings about Jessica’s attitude and implications, but then she told him how Harriet had been covering for her.
He stared into her eyes a moment. “That could’ve been you.”
“Yeah.”
When Connor said it, she didn’t feel the same spike of fear she did earlier, but there was a still a terrible weight, and her mind drifted to Jamie.
Connor set down his drink then came closer, moving on hands and knees. He pulled her into a hug. She could still smell the outdoors on him, the day’s sunshine bleached into his clothing.
“That’s insane,” he said, releasing her. “What are the police saying?”
“Not much. They talked to most everyone on staff, I think. Rita’s car was still there when I left. They left her sitting there for hours. I mean they had to; they had to assess everything as it was. I have no idea if it told them anything. I hope it did.”
She drew closer to him again. They kissed, and she pulled him on top of her.
Bobbi felt like she could see herself from an outside perspective, a desperate woman trying to forget the morning; all that blood splashed against the windshield. And the idea that the killer could have been after her instead of Harriet. But she stayed in the moment, closing her eyes, managing to keep it all at bay.
At least for a little while.





SIX
Mike opened his eyes and groped for his ringing phone, knocking over a glass of water on the nightstand.
“Dammit.” He found his phone and cleared his throat. “Nelson.”
“Investigator Nelson. Officer Daniels, Lake Haven PD. Sorry to call you so late, sir. But I know you live close and we’ve got Steve Pritchard hooked up for disorderly conduct.”
Mike sat up in bed. “He’s in town? Where was this?”
“The Bark Eater called, sir. Said he was getting rowdy with some of the other patrons. We swung over there and he was fighting in Newberry’s parking lot. That’s the lot between—”
“Fighting?”
“Arguing. A little shoving – we’re still interviewing people.”
“Where’s Lena Overton? You call her?”
“She doesn’t take calls at night, sir. She has kids. I mean, she’s… you know, a single mother.”
“So you have him in custody now?” Mike slipped into the shoes beside the bed then wriggled his wrist into his watch. He’d been asleep in his clothes.
“Yes, sir. We’re going to take him to the station. He’ll want to sleep this one off, he’s pretty intoxicated. But… he started talking.”
“What’s he saying?”
“Well, he asked Mullins and me… He wanted to know if we knew about his sister. If we knew who he was. We told him we did, and he acted… I don’t know how to describe it. He was arrogant, or something. Said a bunch of stuff about her.”
“Like what?”
“Just… You should talk to him, sir.”


“I plan to. Who’d he get into the fight with?”
“It’s Dmitri Petrov; local guy, runs a used sporting goods store. The bartender said they were arguing, told them to quit it or take it outside. So Petrov left and Pritchard followed him into the parking lot, and they kept at it. He was belligerent with us, too, really torqued. It took me and Mullins to get him settled into the back of the cruiser.”
Mike picked up the spilled glass and walked into his kitchen. “I’m coming down there. Could you do me a favor?”
“Sir?”
“Could you let Pritchard marinate a bit? Let him sit. Go ahead and reduce code if you’ve got your lights on; just keep things calm. I’m on my way there.”
“You want to talk to him here, sir? I have eyes on him right now, I’m just a few yards away. He’s pretty agitated, sir. He’s sitting there in the back of the car, yelling.”
“I’d like to talk to him right away.” Mike ran the sink tap, filled the glass.
“Alright, sir. You can be here soon?”
“Be there in ten.”
Mike popped an aspirin, downed the water, then wiped his mouth on a dishtowel hanging from the cabinet above the sink. The dishtowel with the owl on it. For some reason he was just noticing it now: something his wife Molly had bought twenty years ago had resurfaced in his life, as if by magic – that owl with the large, watchful eyes.
But it wasn’t magic, it was that he’d gone into the basement the other day and brought up some household items in preparation for his daughter’s arrival, had hung the towel there without paying much attention.
Of all things, Kristen was about to visit him for the first time in months, and he was in the middle of a murder investigation. One where the brother of the victim was showing up in the middle of the night, getting into fights.

The night was warm, the concrete and asphalt holding the earlier sunshine. Downtown Lake Haven was charming enough with its privately owned shops, a bank, and the town hall at the far end. When it was late and quiet the place looked fake, as if the buildings were façades in some Hollywood studio backlot, and voices and footsteps sounded hollow.
The old department store hadn’t been around since Kristen was a little girl, but locals still referred to the spot as Newberry’s parking lot. On the other side was a popular bar, the Bark Eater, a Lake Haven Police SUV idling near. Mike parked in the lot and slowly approached, having a long look at the man in the back seat: Steve Pritchard was wild-haired, thickly bearded, dressed in a flannel shirt. He looked like a local carpenter or maybe a farmer, on the ragged edge of life.
Officer Daniels was talking to a man nearby, the two of them beneath a bright street lamp on the sidewalk. Mike turned toward them, not getting too close to the SUV yet. Daniels offered his hand and introduced the fellow beside him. “This is Dmitri Petrov.”
Petrov was smoking a cigarette. He squinted one eye against the smoke and nodded at Mike. Mike didn’t see any obvious injuries on the guy, no split lip or black eye forming, just sweaty skin shining beneath the street lamp.


“Thanks for waiting,” Mike said to Daniels. He saw the other local cop, Mullins, down the street a ways, talking to a handful of bar patrons beneath a cloud of cigarette smoke.
“Alright,” Mike said, “I’m going to have a word with Pritchard.”
“Good luck,” Daniels said.
Mike reached the SUV, opened the front passenger door, and slipped inside. He peered through the metal grate, into the back seat.
Pritchard’s eyes were watchful despite his drunkenness. “Who’re you?”
“Mr. Pritchard, I’m heading up the investigation into your sister’s death. Very sorry for your loss.”
Pritchard glared a moment then turned his face away. He snorted back some phlegm, said nothing. He reeked of cigarettes and liquor.
“When did you get back into town?” Mike asked.
Pritchard cut him a sidelong look but stayed facing toward Dmitri Petrov, who was still standing beneath the street lamp, talking to Daniels. “While ago.”
“A while ago? So this isn’t because you’d heard about your sister and came back?”
“No. I been here.”
“We weren’t sure where you were. Someone thought maybe Colorado.”
Pritchard pulled a crooked smile, as if the world were a joke and only he knew the punchline. “Oh yeah? That’s what someone thought?”
“You weren’t in Colorado?”
“I been back on the east coast for months.”
“So you were close, before this afternoon? Where about?”
He finally looked directly at Mike. “Here and there.”
Mike shifted in the seat, trying to get more comfortable. Twisting around to look at Steve Pritchard through the mesh was hurting his neck. “Well, I’d like to narrow that down a little bit, Mr. Pritchard.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Just to get a sense of everything. But if you’ve been ‘here and there,’ and you’re now ‘here’…”
“I heard about Rita. Yeah.”
“How did you hear? Because we didn’t have a number for you. Terry didn’t have a way to contact you so I’m wondering—”
“Terry? Terry is a fucking faggot. He wouldn’t know if—”
“Let’s tone down the language please.”
“Listen, officer, my sister’s husband has got balls the size of chickpeas. Is that toned down enough for you? Thirty years he had his cushy little state job, riding around in his plow truck. Please. I worked a grain elevator for three years in South Dakota. I did more work in that time than Terry has done his whole life.”
“Sounds like you have some resentment.”
“He doesn’t know shit. He doesn’t know who was talking to who.”
“So you’ve had contact with your sister lately?”
“And she’s an even bigger idiot for marrying him. For listening to him. Joe – you think Joe gives a fuck? Joe has his own life, he makes good money. He doesn’t care about that place.”
“You’re talking about your parents’ farm in Gloversville…”
“Joe wouldn’t have cared. But Rita, Rita and that stupid fuck husband of hers…” Steve trailed off, looking through the glass again. “Hey, what the fuck are you looking at?! Huh? You fucking commie piece of shit!”
“Settle down, Steve…”
But Pritchard was yelling at the top of his lungs, screaming more obscenities and epithets, drawing the attention of Daniels, who came trotting over, hand going to his mace.
“Huh?! Hey, you fat Russian fuck! Next time the cops won’t save you, pussy!”
Daniels withdrew the mace can and started to open the rear door. Mike thought the young cop looked more worried than aggressive. “Sir,” Daniels said, “you need to calm down right now.”
“Ah, fuck you.”
“Sir, get back. Get back, Mr. Pritchard, or I’m going to—”
Pritchard suddenly leaned back and kicked out with both feet, connecting with the vehicle door, cranking it back the rest of the way. Daniels jumped back but the door hit his leg. He recovered and pointed the mace. Mike turned away as the officer sprayed Pritchard, who screamed louder.
Mike clambered out of the front seat, drawing a big gulp of air. Mullins had run over to help and the two local cops struggled to subdue Steve Pritchard. Finally, Daniels, huffing and puffing, withdrew from the back seat.
Mike heard Pritchard moaning and mumbling. “She had it coming,” he said. “Rita had it coming to her.”
Daniels got into the driver’s seat, eyes bulging. “Sorry, Mike. I had to hit him with it.”
Mike swiped a hand over his face. The mace hadn’t touched him.
Mullins trotted round to the passenger side, glancing at Mike. “We have to take him in. Now.”
She had it coming to her.
Mike nodded, stepped back from the cruiser as it ripped away, thinking they might just wind up adding murder to Pritchard’s charges.





SEVEN
“Investigator Nelson?” Bobbi switched the phone to her other ear. His phone call was alarming. “Is everything okay?”
“Just Mike,” he said. “Everything’s okay; nothing to worry about. Need to ask you a quick question.”
“Okay…” She was alone in her apartment. A pizza box and paper plates littered the kitchen. She’d been too tired to clean up after the boys had left last night. Connor had hinted at wanting to stay, but she’d worried about Jolyon – not just what he might infer about spending a night at her house, but she feared for his safety if someone was after her. So she’d told Connor she needed some time to think and process everything – the truth, even if it scared her to be alone – and now she braced for what Mike would say next: We have reason to believe the killer intended you to be the victim, and he plans to correct the mistake.
“I was wondering if Harriet ever talked about her brother, Steve Pritchard,” Mike said.
She felt some relief, quickly followed by curiosity. “I know she had two brothers… We talked about it a little because I grew up with brothers, too.”
“Did she ever talk about either of them specifically?”
“No, I don’t think so. I’ve only been there a few months. We meet in group-soup every Monday, that’s the only time we ever really discuss our personal lives.” Bobbi left the kitchen and went into the bedroom, pulled a duffel bag out of the closet and gave it a kick. It felt full, but she bent and unzipped it anyway.
“Group supervision, right. Some of the other caseworkers have referenced that.”
“Is there something that… Is one of her brothers a lead, or something?”
“I’m sorry, I can’t really say right now.”
“I wish I had something else for you.” She pawed through the gear inside the bag – her karate gi, her sparring gloves, an empty water bottle. She brought the bottle into the kitchen to fill it.
“No, that’s perfectly alright. I appreciate your cooperation.” He paused. “How are you holding up? Any of the media been bothering you?”
“I had someone call. The reporter asked me what I knew about any developments, if the police had any suspects. I told them no comment. Is there going to be a press conference?”
“That’s good. Yes, the local DA is putting that together for later today. At the town hall in Lake Haven.”
“I don’t know how they got my number,” Bobbi said. “I just have a cell phone.” She screwed the cap back on the water bottle and set it beside the sink. “You think someone is talking? Sharing information or something?” She immediately thought of Jessica Rankin, but that was probably unfair.
“Small town,” Mike said. “First murder case in almost twenty years. At the press conference we’ll really stress that the media leave all the employees alone. They ask you anything else?”
“Well they knew that she – that Harriet – was covering for me. No idea how they knew that either. When they started to ask me if they thought Harriet was killed by mistake, I hung up.”
Silence from Mike. After a moment she said, “Hello?”
“Sorry. I’m here, just thinking.”
“Sure. So, are we going to, um…?”
“We’ll talk soon. In the meantime, just… you know, try to live your normal life, keep busy. And be with friends, if you can. Be visible.”
The fear came back, the nightmare persisting after all. “Mike, should I be worried?”
“Maybe this thing with the Fullers,” he said at last. “I’d say that could be part of it, but they’re in jail, so… is there anyone else you can think of who might want to hurt you, Bobbi?”
She wondered, not for the first time, if her ex-boyfriend Jamie was capable of something like this. It had been a long time since they’d seen each other – she was sure he’d moved on. It was true he had a history of violence, but slashing someone to death was a big leap, mistakenly killing Harriet an even bigger one.
“I don’t think so,” she said. She zipped up her bag, ready to go. Throwing shade – whether on Rankin or her ex – wasn’t her style.
“Listen,” Mike said. “Take care, Bobbi. Just keep doing what you’re doing; we’ll figure this thing out.”
“I will.”

Mike drummed his fingers on the desk. Finished talking to Bobbi, he stared at his computer screen.
“How are you doing, Mike?” Lena Overton had arrived in his doorway.
Mike twisted his screen away and offered her a smile. “Come on in, sit down.” She crossed the room, just long enough for him to notice the shape of her legs stemming out of her skirt. When she took the chair on the other side of his desk, he asked, “How is your guest?”
“He was a live one, they said. Finally passed out around three in the morning.”
“Can’t wait to see him again. He say anything else before he passed out?”
“No. Never asked for a lawyer, either. What’s the story on the vehicle? Is that what you’re looking at?”
“No, not what I’m looking at; we’ll get to that in a second.”
“I’ve been going through Facebook and Twitter all night,” Overton said. “Caseworkers and social workers don’t post much. Or – some of them do: Rachel Watts is pretty outspoken on politics. Pritchard has zero social media presence.”
“Someone called Bobbi Noelle. Newspaper or TV – I don’t know.”
“She say anything to them?”
“Said she stonewalled them.”
“Good. But, so, anything from the vehicle? We get a print for Pritchard and this thing is done. He’s totally good for it. I mean, if we’re settled that Harriet was the intended victim…” She lifted her eyebrows. “Are we settled?”
“I don’t know. Bobbi is new – nowhere near the history Harriet has with DSS. And Bobbi is from out of town. That could mean she brought trouble with her. I’m waiting to see what we get from the car. Right now it looks like there was no break-in.”
Mike opened the file from the top of the stack on his desk. Around them, phones rang and men and women circulated through the large room where state troopers and investigators commingled. The area was sometimes referred to as the bullpen, though Mike and some of the older investigators had dubbed it the Boiler Room – they were in the business of selling evidence to the prosecution.
He read from the file, paraphrasing: “Labrador retriever hair everywhere. Rear seat fabric removed for processing.” He glanced up at her. “The search for trace evidence is ongoing, but nothing so far, no prints we haven’t eliminated.”
“Camera?”
“Front surveillance camera is the only one, as you know. Footage shows Harriet Fogarty leaving DSS just before eight, but nothing – no one else.”
“Okay.” Overton had her own file she opened and read off the top page. “So my officers spoke to several people on River Street…”
Mike leaned forward, hoping for good news.
“Neither the residents of 113 River Street, nor the residents at 4 McIntyre or 7 McIntyre report seeing anyone parked between 113 River Street and 117 River Street at any time from seven to eight on Thursday night,” Overton said. “Or for that matter, five to nine – I asked them to keep going and widen out on it.”
He slumped back in his chair.
“But,” she said, flipping to a new page, “we spoke to Darlene Bilger with Adirondack Real Estate. She’s the agent for 117 River Street.”
“That’s the pea-green one looking like it’s about to fall over? I went by there.”
“That’s the one. And it just so happens that Bilger drove by the house the night of to give it a look.”
“What time?”
“Well, she’s sketchy on that. You ask me, I think she gets done regular business hours, has a couple at the Bark Eater.”
“She’s kind of a drinker?”
Overton shrugged. “I know Darlene. Ever heard the saying, ‘It doesn’t take much to get a damp sponge wet?’ That’s her. She says it was around eight when she went past the house, but she’s not sure.”
“Why’s she looking at the house, anyway?”
“She likes to do this every now and again with her listings. And along River Street there’s a few kids who like to throw a football around, and sometimes that football goes through a window. She said there’s been some vandalism too, of the green house, but she didn’t report it. Just minor stuff – someone etched a penis onto an exposed floorboard on the porch.”
Mike was getting impatient. “What did she see? She saw someone parked there?”
“No. But she said she saw a car coming toward her – a white sedan, a four-door.”
“She get the make?”
Overton shook her head. “She said the car swerved a bit. Like the driver didn’t see her right away, jerked back onto his side of the road. It’s narrow in through there. And, you know, like I said, she might’ve been under the influence.”
It was disappointing. A potentially inebriated real estate agent seeing a car in the vicinity wasn’t much to go on. Overton raised her eyes to him. “We ought to at least check that vehicle type against what the DSS staff drive.”
“Let’s do that.”
“And what does Pritchard drive?”
“Nothing. No vehicle registered in his name.”
“He could have borrowed a friend’s car.” She re-crossed her legs the opposite way and set the file on his desk. Mike noticed a couple of the guys giving Overton a look, too. It was hard not to.
“Let’s say Pritchard comes into town,” Overton said, “borrows a friend’s car, parks on River Street, goes into the woods. Waits for Harriet to come out from work, makes his move. I mean, the assailant is sitting in the back of her car. He kills her right there. Like you said, no sign of forced entry. Could indicate she knows him. Maybe she was even expecting him.”
“Or maybe it was a cloned key fob. The vehicle is a 2012, so uses both a standard key for the ignition and the fob as an option for the power door locks. Anyway, we’ve found no communication between Pritchard and Harriet on his phone. Just texts between Harriet and Bobbi Noelle on Noelle’s phone.”
“She could have talked to Pritchard from her phone at the office.”
“Maybe,” Mike said. “Maybe earlier in the day. But the other supervisor, Jessica Rankin, claims no one picks up the phone after 5 p.m.; it goes to their answering machine. Anyway, until we get the court order from the judge on Monday, we can’t listen to Harriet’s voicemails or go through her calls. We can’t look into her case files.”
“Well, we may not need to,” Overton said. “We’ve got Pritchard, so let’s see if he’s got any alibi. Right now he’s been arrested for drunk and disorderly. During the arrest, he assaulted Officer Daniels. The DA has the report; she’s ready to charge. But we can hold him without arraignment for another thirty-six hours, so if we get something solid, she can add it. Or we serve an arrest warrant when we do.” She scowled at Mike. “What is it?”
Mike was listening to Overton’s summary, but his gaze had wandered back to his computer screen. “Come here.”
Overton gave him a curious look, got up, and came round the desk, leaned down beside him. For a moment she didn’t say anything, just stared along with Mike at the pleasant face of a middle-aged African-American woman. Then Overton said, “Why are you looking at missing persons?”
He made a move with the mouse and scrolled the screen. Overton scanned the digital case file, picked up on the information right away. “Oh boy – there we go. She was a caseworker?”
“Yes. And she disappeared ten months ago.”
“I think I remember that – they never found a trace of her.” Overton slowly walked back to her chair and sat down. She stared off, now thinking the same thoughts he was. “This could be an issue,” she said quietly.
“Right now,” Mike said, keeping his own voice low, “this is just you and me.”
She arched an eyebrow at him. “Oh, Cobleskill will know – she’ll pick up on it, she’s the sharpest DA we’ve had in years. Even if it’s a different MO, she’ll wonder.”
“I’m not suggesting we don’t make this connection,” Mike said. “Or hope that she doesn’t. I’m hoping that Pritchard owns up. I’m hoping that it’s this beef over his family’s estate, he came to loggerheads with his sister on it, and in a fit of drunken, jealous rage, attacked her in her car – and this bit with this other caseworker, Corina Lavoie, is an unrelated coincidence. But what I’m saying is we don’t want this going public. Not now.”
“Yeah okay, we’re agreed. But – two caseworkers, one missing for ten months, the other killed outside DSS… The press is going to draw their own conclusions. So the statement I’m seeing goes: ‘We’re pursuing all leads, but in order to protect the integrity of this investigation, we have nothing to release at this time.’”
“I like it. But I’m also hoping to talk to Pritchard and get a confession before press time. He was already halfway there last night.”
“A confession would be wonderful,” Overton said, “because we have no physical evidence, yes.”
“Right. But if I can find something first – if there’s anything to find – the heavier I can be in the interview. So I just want to check something out. Let Pritchard sweat, wonder what’s going on, sober up.”
“Okay but not too long,” Overton said. “He hasn’t lawyered-up yet but that doesn’t mean he’s not going to.”



Bobbi blocked the punch, pivoted forward, and kicked. The sensei caught her ankle and dropped an elbow on her knee, pulling back at the last second so she felt only his slight touch. It was the pantomime of a brutal hit; a real one would have left her debilitated with a blown kneecap.
She kept her balance on her back foot as the sensei addressed the class. “You see how I did that? How did I do it? Senpai Bobbi has a fast kick, but I was able to catch it. What happened?”
A twelve-year-old boy with buck teeth raised his hand from where he knelt with two dozen others beside the mat. “Because she… she moved her body like this.” He demonstrated with a movement. “You knew she was going to kick.”
“That’s right. She telegraphed the move when she stepped back.” The sensei let go of Bobbi’s ankle. She turned toward him and they bowed to each other.
“So this is what I want to teach you,” the sensei said to the group. “I want you to be able to maintain your balance, to have an effective strike, but not advertise it. Stay off your back heel; be up on the balls of your feet. Balance is key; what we strive for here is that every movement flows into the next. Now, Senpai Bobbi is a good sport – I asked her to demonstrate this with me. But let’s watch what happens when she doesn’t telegraph her move.”
Bobbi faced the sensei again. He was a fifty-year-old family man named Doug, but in class he was a master of Okinawan karate, a man she respected. She bounced a couple times, feeling good. Her knees were springy, and she got into her low stance.
They began to circle each other. One foot was always the fulcrum. To the uninitiated, Bobbi thought, it would resemble some ritual dance. The mat was big and wide, the students watching on their knees, hands on their upper thighs.
The sensei struck, this time with his left, a low blow she deflected with a down-block. She let the momentum carry her, dipped right as she raised her left leg and snapped it forward, her knee like a hinge. The sensei raised his own knee in defense and reached for purchase, but this time only his fingertips grazed her skin. He struck again, quickly, and they sparred in a rapid exchange of blows and blocks, the fabric of their gis snapping with the sharp movements, the mat sticky but yielding beneath her bare feet.
The sensei moved in for the kill and caught her wrist, tried to bend her arm back. She slipped the hold and dropped to the ground, swept her leg. He was able to jump out of the way and pounced on her before she could regain her feet. His fist hung suspended in the air above her nose. Her heart pounded.
He got up quickly and held his hand to her. Bobbi couldn’t resist: she drew her legs back and then flipped up onto her feet.
Afterward she placed her right fist in her open left palm, turned it over, and gave him a deep bow. The sensei bowed back, and she saw the beads of sweat shining on his brow.
She was getting good.

Mike pulled over on River Street, parked behind the Subaru sitting in front of the pea-green house. Darlene Bilger, a thirty-five-year-old woman dressed in a skirt and blouse that looked like an ex-hippie’s best guess at corporate casual, was standing on the broken sidewalk out front. He offered his hand. “Thanks for meeting with me.”
“Of course.” She was chewing gum. “Anything you think will help.”
“Did you know Harriet Fogarty?”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t. But I’ve heard she did a lot of good in the community. And this is a real, real tragedy.” Darlene keyed into the door, which opened with a squeak.
The empty house had a strange odor, a kind of maple syrup smell, mingling with other musty scents. The front room had been stripped of its carpeting, the floorboards exposed dusty and dark.
Darlene led him in, apologetic. “This is what you call a real ‘fixer-upper’… There was a family who lived here for years, then the kids all moved away, the woman’s husband died, and she was here alone, right up until the end. Used to get Meals on Wheels, didn’t leave the house for weeks at a time.” She sniffed and grimaced. “We can’t seem to chase that smell out of the house.”
Mike walked through a doorway in the center of the living room. He passed a bathroom on the right. On the left, stairs went up to the next floor. The back of the house was a kitchen and dining area with plenty of windows to let in the light, dust swirling in the door draft. The view overlooked the woods between the house and the DSS building. He stopped and had a long look.
“I did some research online,” Darlene said, “and there are all sorts of possible causes for it. Bed bugs, that’s one. Bees in the walls – that’s my favorite.”
“How long has this been vacant?”
“Um, a year, just coming up.”
The land sloped down and away from the back of the house, toward the woods. Mike left the window, refocused on the room, but there wasn’t much to look at. Hardwood flooring had been scratched up from years of use. The linoleum floor on the kitchen side of the room was faded and cracked. Nothing along the baseboard – not a cigarette butt or a snack wrapper. Aside from dust, the place was barren.
A good spot to hang out, though. To wait for caseworkers to leave their office for the day.
“Can I see the upstairs?”
“Of course.”
Maybe the gum she chewed was to mask the scent of a two-martini lunch, but Darlene seemed perfectly on her game. She took him down a short corridor between rooms. The stair treads groaned as they ascended to the next floor. Straight ahead was a second bathroom right over the downstairs one, and to the left a master bedroom with fake wood-paneled walls and shag carpeting.
He approached the back windows again. From the higher elevation, he could see over the treetops. A better view: the edge of the DSS parking lot was visible, and the access road.
“Have you had any break-ins?”
“No. Not that I know of… You think someone was in here?” She was either excited or worried, maybe both.
“I really don’t know.”
“Why would they come in here?”
Mike stood next to one of the windows, insects buzzing against the glass. He imagined the killer standing, perhaps looking down like he was, watching as the DSS workers left the building at five o’clock, two days ago. After taking hundreds of pictures and getting all their samples, the police had impounded the car and effectively returned the parking lot to the public. But no one was parking in Harriet Fogarty’s space – he could see the blackout tent from here. Two nights ago, the killer could have been right in this spot, watching.
A third of the parking spaces were earmarked for DSS staff, though unassigned to specific employees. About six staff spots were visible from the top floor of the house. It was still undetermined whether the murderer had targeted Harriet Fogarty or been waiting for any generic social worker to be late, like a stray member of the herd, but Mike was leaning toward Harriet as the target, with Pritchard compelling as a scorned brother upset over inherited property, maybe money.
But then there was the idea of angry parent who’d lost custody of a child, out for revenge.
Or even someone on staff – a jealous co-worker, like Rifkin? Or the kind of odd one who seemed nervous – Lennox Palmer?
Someone else, maybe, not yet on the radar?
Mike stepped away from the window and walked past Darlene. The upstairs was split into three bedrooms, the floors uneven. He ducked his head in each then backed out and looked above him. The pull-string for an attic door dangled in the air. “May I?”
“There’s not much up there, it’s just a crawl space…”
He pulled the door and unfurled the stairs. He gave the bottom step a test, putting a little weight on it, then started up.


The heat, which had been significant on the first floor, stifling on the second, was positively choking in the attic. It had to be over 100 degrees as he poked his head up into the space. There was maybe four feet between the floor and the peak of the roof. No flooring, just the exposed joists, pink puffy insulation smooshed in between. Mike hauled himself up, breaking a sweat.
“Please be careful…” Darlene’s voice was muffled.
He crawled on his hands and knees toward the octagonal window on the woods-side of the attic. The sweat really started to pour, dripping into the insulation. He went joist by joist until he reached the small window, dressed in spider-webs and dead flies. At least ten more parking spaces were visible from here. That meant fifteen, sixteen employees; almost all the spots marked for DSS workers. From this position, the killer could have easily known that Harriet Fogarty had been the last employee of the day.
Or, if he’d mixed up the cars, assumed it was Bobbi Noelle.

Mike ran the water in the second-floor bathroom and splashed it on his face. Darlene stayed in the hallway, gripping her purse, looking less excited and increasingly anxious. “Did you see something up there?”
No towel handy, so he wiped his face with his hands, dried them on his pants. His undershirt was soaked with sweat; dark circles beneath the armpits of his suit. “The front door has been locked all this time, correct? No access except for the key?”
“Right.” She shook her head back and forth. “No access. I’m the only one. I was here, I don’t know, about a month ago, with someone from a cleaning company. It was to get out that smell…”
Mike left the bathroom, started back down to the first floor, and she followed. “Maybe check the subfloor in the living room,” he said about the odor. “Sometimes unfinished wood like that can give off a sweet smell. You took the carpet out, and that’s why it’s the strongest in there. Can I see the basement?”
“Yes… You think that’s it? The flooring?”
“Might be.”
The basement was accessible off the kitchen. The realtor nudged past Mike, opened the door to reveal a dark set of wooden stairs. “The electric is off.”
Mike clicked on his flashlight.
A basement typical of older houses, stone instead of concrete blocks, a dirt floor. An ancient boiler squatted in one corner, a rickety workbench, and a couple of empty crates stacked against one wall. The street-side of the basement was cramped, and the dirt floor sloped down toward a door with a simple slide bolt, withdrawn so that the lock was disengaged.
Mike stepped out into the overgrown backyard. The tall grass and weeds were trampled, forming that path toward the woods if you looked just the right way.
He took out his phone and typed a name into his contacts, placed the call. “Hi Brit. I need a team at 117 River Street. Possible prints on the basement doorknob, and up in the attic along the floor joists, maybe the window. Really need to just go through the whole house and comb the backyard.”
Brit Silas would need elimination prints from the family who’d lived there, which would be tedious, depending on where they were located and if anyone was already in the system. Mike returned to the main floor and asked Darlene about the family who still owned the house. “Well, one of the boys is overseas,” she said. “There are two other kids, and they’re local. Mary is the daughter, and she’s the one I work with on selling the house. It went to all three kids, but she’s the one who handles it. What’s going on?”
“Could be nothing,” Mike said.





EIGHT
A passing motorcade of bikers rumbled through downtown Lake Haven like a long roll of thunder. Inside the interrogation room, Pritchard’s eyes were bloodshot, last night’s booze-binge still leaching from his pores.
Mike opened the conversation. “Do you remember me?”


“Why wouldn’t I?”
“You were significantly intoxicated.”
“So you say; I never submitted to a breathalyzer.”
“Then you’ll remember speaking about your sister, Harriet, about her death.” Mike glanced at his notepad, though he recalled the line by memory. “You said, ‘Rita had it coming to her.’”
Pritchard glanced away. Mike thought maybe the man felt shame, but it was tough to tell. Most of Pritchard’s face was buried in a gnarly salt-and-pepper beard. He was deeply tanned, the kind of lizard-look usually reserved for hardcore beachgoers and desert-dwellers.
“That’s a pretty heavy thing to say,” Mike said. “Unless I mistook your meaning.”
Finally, Pritchard looked back at Mike with his wet brown eyes. “We all have it coming.”
Mike glanced at Overton, who rolled her eyes from the corner of the room. Overton liked to stand rather than sit, Mike noticed.
“I didn’t kill Rita,” Pritchard said. “Karma killed Rita.”
“Oh. Okay. Why did karma kill Rita?”
“Karma’s a bitch.” Pritchard cut up laughing, a gravelly, lifelong smoker laugh. He was in his clothes from the night before but still shackled, and the chains rattled as he had his fun.
“You know,” Mike said, “your brother Joe is on his way here.”
He settled down and grew serious. “So?”
“Is Joe going to like what you did? What’s he going to think about all of this?”
“I don’t give a shit about Joe.”
“So you’re angry at both your siblings. And this has to do with your family home in Gloversville? That you were cut out of the will?”
“Yeah, by Rita worm-tonguing our mother. Our weak mother.”
It felt like the edge of a confession. “Why would she do that?” Mike asked. “Why conspire to get you out of the will?”
“I don’t fuckin know. Why don’t you ask Joe?”
“Joe conspired, too?”
Pritchard sniffed, looked away.
“So because you were cut out of the will,” Mike said carefully, “you were angry with Rita, and then what did you do?”
“Nothing.”
“Well, we know for sure you did at least a couple things. You picked a fight with a man at a bar the night after your sister was found murdered. Then you said she had it coming. And you were visibly intoxicated, angry. And you’ve admitted anger, then and here, over her influence to alter your inheritance… I mean, Steve. Come on.”
“That would be a good reason, wouldn’t it?” Pritchard snapped. “You think I’m stupid? Because I look like this? That’s why, man. You know? I’m not in a flashy suit like you, so you make your judgments. You think I’m going to go around saying she deserved it if I did something? You think I’m gonna off my sister and then blow it, get myself locked up, because some commie piece of shit I had words with at a bar?”
Mike had seen plenty of guys like Pritchard in his life: drifters, angry at the world. Sometimes it was the youngest in a family, but not always. Steve Pritchard had probably been tolerated, even enabled, to a certain point, but never really grown up. He came to resent the things done for him, and then resented it more when the helping hands were no longer there. His parents and his siblings had grown tired of bailing him out of trouble.
Or, maybe that was all psychobabble and he was a stone-cold killer.
“Unless you wanted to get caught,” Mike said. “With a lot of guys,” he shrugged, “that’s how it is. Guys want to get caught, because they need help. That how it went with you? You know you did something horrible, and you want to own up to it? We can help you. This would be a good step for you, Steve. A really good step.”
Pritchard laughed again. “You’re the same. Rita went around like she was better than everyone, just like you.”
“That’s not the sense I get about Rita.”
“Oh no? You’ve known her all of what? Two days? As a dead person?”
“From everyone I’ve met who knew her – people say she was a wonderful woman.”
“Yeah, that’s what people say when someone dies.”
“You think people are going to say that about you?”
Pritchard fell silent, sulking now. Mike didn’t like stooping to personal insults, but the guy had perturbed him. “Harriet’s son is here, too.”
“So?”
“Victor is here in town, and like I said, your brother Joe is on the way.”
“So what?”
Mike shrugged, leaned back. He chewed on his pen for a moment, staring at Pritchard. “Why did you show up in town the day after your sister’s death, Mr. Pritchard?”
“I didn’t.”
Mike set the pen down. “You didn’t?”
“No. I been here a week. I told you that already.”
“You’ve had a place to stay?”
Pritchard didn’t answer.
“I’ve seen it,” Mike said. “I just went all through it.”
“What?”
“People leave signs of themselves,” Mike bluffed. “So let’s just get past all this; forget the games, forget the whole bit. You turned yourself in, basically, and I’ve seen where you’ve been staying.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Come on. At this point, you need to be thinking about your future. How you want to spend the remaining years of your life. Do you want to live? Do you want a chance at parole? Because this is what it’s going to come down to, Steve. How you and I talk, right now, you and I, this is going to determine the shape of your life from this point on.”
Pritchard narrowed his eyes, leaned toward Mike just a little bit. “You don’t know shit.”
“I know where you’ve been staying. I know where you’ve been watching your sister.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah.”
“Bullshit.”
“Alright.” Mike rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “I understand – you’ve come this far, now you’re having second thoughts. So here’s where we’re at: You were arrested for disorderly conduct. Okay? And in the process of your arrest, you kicked the door of the police car as an officer approached, which hit him. So now you’re going to get hit with Assault 3, a misdemeanor. But that’s just the beginning. The DA is prepared to file additional charges based on what we have: first-degree murder. Do you understand this? If you cooperate, if you follow through with your instinct – and it was the right instinct – to turn yourself in, you have a chance at living some kind of life.”
“So, file away. I didn’t turn myself in, and I don’t give a shit. This is funny to me, watching all this bullshit.”
“How familiar are you with New York State law, Steve? You’ve got a record, but never been arrested in this state. Do you know what a buccal swab is?”
Pritchard’s eyes were cunning. “You can’t take my DNA without a court order.”
“Not true, Steve. We’re going to get your DNA and we’re going to match it to blood and tissue samples from your sister’s car. Just like we’re going to match your fingerprints to the house where you were staying.”
“I haven’t been in her car. I don’t even know what she drives. And I don’t know anything about this fuckin house you’re talking about. You’re trying to get me to say something, and it ain’t gonna work.”
“You’re going to go to jail for these initial offenses. But that can be for a little while or a long while, depending on what we tell the judge. And a year in county is no picnic.”
“A year? I won’t do a year. That’s crazy. I barely did anything.”
“No? You assaulted an officer. That’s more than ‘barely anything.’ A lot more. The only sensible thing to do now is to play nice, like I said. Because when we match your prints, it’s all over for you. We know where you’ve been.”
Pritchard blinked, starting to look angry. “You know where I’ve been then you’ll know I didn’t do this. There’s no way I’d have time to get to Lake Haven from the res.”
Mike and Overton shared a quick look and Mike said, “The res…”
“Yeah, officer. You want to know where I been staying? On the res, with Marnie Blackburn.”
“On the Kahonsie Mohawk Reservation?”
“Uh-huh.”
“And you were there Thursday night? Between 7 p.m. and 9 p.m., you were with this person?”
“I was with Marlene, then, yeah.”
“You just said her name was ‘Marnie.’”
“She goes by Marnie. I call her Marnie. Other people call her Marlene.” Pritchard grinned. “So there goes your whole fuckin theory about where I been, huh?”
Mike jotted down the name Marlene Blackburn, closed up his small notebook, and dropped it into the pocket of his sport coat. “Okay, Mr. Pritchard. We’ll talk to Marnie.” He rose from the desk and started for the door, stopped. “But I’m gonna be pretty upset when she tells me you slipped out for a few hours, and she doesn’t know where you went. So why don’t we just clear that up right now?”
Pritchard wore the same defiant expression; it just seemed to be his face. Resting asshole face. “There’s nothing to clear up,” Pritchard said. “That’s where I was.”
“Enjoy county,” Mike said. He and Overton left the room together.

“So?” The Honorable Helen Cheever was a ginger-haired woman in her mid-fifties with direct, bright eyes, dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, some gardening dirt smeared on the sleeve. “I’m here at the village courthouse on a Saturday. I’ve read the police report.” The judge’s eyes flitted between Mike and Overton. “Remind me which one of you is case manager on this?”
“I am,” Overton said. “Mike is lead investigator.”
“Okay, then. Mike?”
Mike pulled in a breath, let it out slow. “Pritchard shows up from out of town the night after his sister was murdered, says she had it coming.”
“But now he maintains his innocence.”
“We need physical evidence.”
The judge’s eyes flitted to Overton. “Lena?”
Overton held Cheever’s gaze. “We can’t leave anything to chance. This guy, if he did this, he needs to go away. Forever. So it has to be solid.”
“So?” Cheever said. “Your crime scene people are processing the scene; you’ll get your DNA. This Pritchard – he’s already in the database?”
Overton shook her head, “No.”
“Well, then this is a penal law misdemeanor for Pritchard, he’ll get the buccal smear when he processes into county, and then, depending on when you get through with the blood and tissue samples from the vehicle, you check for a match. I heard it was a pretty gruesome scene…”
Mike was lost in thought a moment, images of Harriet Fogarty’s mutilated body haunting him. “It was, and it’s going to take a while to process. And we’re waiting for the house on River Street. So, in the meantime I want to talk to this Marlene Blackburn, see if he’s telling the truth, or just playing games – he’s that type. But, she’s on the res.”
“Sounds like coordination with Tribal Police,” Cheever said.
“I’d like to ride out there right now,” Mike said, “but then everyone’s stepping on everybody else’s toes, yeah, so… I’ll let them take point. At any rate, if Pritchard did stay with her, we’ll submit a search warrant for her place. Call in the feds if we have to.”
After a gap in the conversation, Cheever folded her hands, said, “You know, I like the both of you. Lena, we work together all the time. Mike, it’s nice to finally meet you; I’ve heard a lot about you. And I’m glad to see the two of you working together for the first time, circumstances notwithstanding. But you’re not telling me anything I don’t know, and I get the sense… What are you holding out on?”
She looked between them, and Overton glanced at Mike, lips pursed, cueing him to answer.
“Corina Lavoie,” Mike said.
Cheever leaned back in her chair, ran a hand over her lips, then leaned forward again. “Lavoie? Lavoie from about a year ago? She went missing in Watertown…”
“Ten months ago,” Mike said. “She was also a caseworker. We’d like to check into it a little bit more.”
The judge sighed and looked out the window showing a slice of downtown, the bar and parking lot where Pritchard sounded the alarm on himself not far from view. “But you’re not putting Pritchard into that scenario?”
“We first need to determine where he’s been for the past year. But that might be getting ahead of ourselves. And there’s still the problem of Bobbi Noelle.”
“What problem?” Cheever asked.
“We can’t be sure this wasn’t supposed to be her,” Mike admitted. “If Pritchard is the doer, then it’s highly unlikely. I’d say no chance. But if we can’t find someone with motive to go after Harriet specifically, we’re looking at a possible case of mistaken identity. Or maybe someone just looking to hurt caseworkers, for any number of reasons.”
“Tell me about Lavoie,” Cheever said.
“Corina Lavoie. African-American woman, aged fifty-five. She went to the movies by herself on a Friday,” Mike said. “Lived with her sister; the sister was away visiting friends. When Lavoie didn’t show up at work on Monday, they called her, left messages. That Tuesday, someone from the clinic where she worked sent a cop around. State police found her car still in the movie parking lot at the mall, no sign of her. Vehicle was impounded, swept clean, nothing there to go on. She just disappeared. A detective named Corrow took the case.”
“Okay,” Cheever said. “They’re both caseworkers. But Lavoie went missing. Harriet Fogarty was definitely not missing.”
Mike didn’t have an answer, and Cheever seemed to grow beleaguered by the brainstorming. “Look, you two do what you have to do. The arraignment is Monday morning, so that only gives you another day. If you get something, bring it to DA Cobleskill, add the murder charge. Otherwise, there’s risk of jail, so I will advise Pritchard of his right to counsel at the arraignment. He asks for a public defender, fine, we send him off to county with an application. He doesn’t, I’ll enter the not guilty plea as per usual… and he’s off to county jail. So, either way.”
“Where do you think you’ll set bail?” Mike asked.
Cheever looked a little pensive, and Mike knew they were entering some questionable territory. Still, cops and judges made deals like this every day. There was nothing illegal about it, maybe just shades of gray. “Even if this Dmitri Petrov isn’t pressing charges,” Cheever said, “we have the disorderly conduct since it was happening in a public space. And then Pritchard kicks the car door, striking Officer Daniels. So you’ll get your supporting deposition from Daniels, from witnesses who were at the Bark Eater, and how it looks is this guy – Pritchard – he’s got a record, was drunk, causing a disturbance, threatening violence, then assaults an officer… What if the door hit the officer and his gun went off? There are bystanders around, etcetera. My reasonable judgment will be that this guy needs ten and twenty for the offenses.”
It was a relief. Cheever was in their corner, and Pritchard would be under wraps.
“You get something solid,” the judge said, “you’ll know where to find him.”
“Unless he can come up with the bail,” Overton added.
“This guy doesn’t look like he can come up with that,” Mike said. “He’s rootless, has no assets, and it sounds like he was cut out of whatever his parents left to their other children.”
“Well then that’s how we have to play it,” Overton said. “Cobleskill is not going to issue a complaint based on Pritchard saying his sister ‘had it coming.’”
“What’s he likely to get for the dis-con and the Assault 3?” Mike asked Cheever.
“If he didn’t have a record he’d be apt to get time served, maybe a small fine. But he does. So it’s up to thirty days in jail for the dis-con, plus a heftier fine. The assault is a Class A misdemeanor, so could be up to a year. But I don’t know yet, I’m not in my robes. Like I said, it’s Saturday.”
Her tone signaled that it was time to leave.





NINE
Work felt deserted. About half the staff had elected to stay home, at least until after the memorial service. Those who’d ventured in to work were like Lennox, with pressing matters, or Bobbi, who just didn’t know what else to do with herself on a Monday morning. Or where she was safer – here or at home.
Bobbi stared at her computer screen. The stupid thing was demanding she do another restart. How many times in one month did it need to update? Maybe it had something to do with the police, though – supposedly they were pulling everyone’s schedules and had to get through security in order to make that happen.
The office felt small. All anyone could think about, or talk about, was Harriet. When Lennox knocked on her open door, she jumped.
“Hey, come on in.”
He offered a wan smile and moved to the chair by the window in his slow, gangly way. He sat down, took the band out of his hair and pushed it all back, reaffixing his dreadlocks. Then he looked out the window, striking a forlorn pose. “This is so weird.”
“I know.”
“I feel like I’m in a dream.”
“Yeah.”
“I keep passing her office. Her door’s closed. I gotta… like, keep myself from opening it up. Like maybe she’s there, sitting at her desk.”
“Chained to the phone.”
“Man, she spent a lot of time on that phone.”
“Or working on the ECR.”
“Ah, God,” Lennox said. “I thought that software update was going to be the end of her. Poor woman. Sometimes I think we spend more time organizing and categorizing than anything else. And we’re still behind.”
“Yeah.” Bobbi smiled at Lennox then looked down at her hands. Her knuckles were bruised from her Shorin-Ryu session over the weekend. And after class she’d worked the punching bag in the gym pretty hard. Anything to keep her mind occupied, her body in motion.


She’d almost considered using some cover-up on her hands. If she had to go out on a call, looking like she’d just beaten the shit out of someone probably wasn’t for the best.
“You heard anything about the case?” Lennox asked. His eyes were watchful; looming unspoken and unresolved was the issue of her possible role in the scheme of things.
“One of the investigators,” she started, “Mike Nelson… He called me on Saturday. Asked me about her brothers. You knew Rita had brothers?”
Lennox nodded. He’d been there for years. Over a decade. Maybe as long as Harriet, but Bobbi had never asked. “Steve and Joe.”
Bobbi felt another jolt. She hadn’t known their names, but she’d been looking at the news each morning, and now she pulled out her phone. She was shaking a little and told herself to calm down.
Lennox looked concerned. “What about… Everything okay?”
“Some guy was arrested in town for fighting or something.” She found the article and scanned it. “His name is Steve Pritchard.”
“That’s Harriet’s maiden name,” Lennox confirmed.
The feeling was familiar – a mixture of relief and shame. If Harriet’s brother was behind this, it had nothing to do with her. She handed Lennox her phone and thought about her own brothers as he read, remembered watching reality cop shows with one of them – Brad. In the shows, the killers were often close with the victim – husbands, boyfriends. Sororicide wasn’t as common, but it happened.
Lennox read: “Village police charged Steven R. Pritchard, of Boulder, Colorado, with disorderly conduct, a violation, and assault in the third degree, around 1:54 a.m. Saturday.” He glanced at her and said, “This is Saturday’s paper. Maybe there’s something new. May I?”
“Go ahead.”
Lennox didn’t own a smartphone, but he was adroit with hers. “Okay – yup, here it is. Arraignments are Monday mornings so this must’ve just gone up:
‘Pritchard was arraigned in Village Court and sent to Pierce County Jail on $10,000 cash or $20,000 bond.’”
He handed her back the phone and she skimmed it. “It doesn’t say anything in here about Harriet,” she said.
“They probably don’t know yet,” Lennox said.
Bobbi felt chilled. The AC was on and the office was like a refrigerator, for one thing. She opened the window. Today was rainy and overcast, but still hot, and the warmer air came swirling in.
“I bet they’ll find out,” she said, returning to her desk. She looked at the report again. “That’s a high bail, isn’t it?”
He shook his head. “I don’t know.”
“I think so. I think, like, unless it’s like disrupting a funeral or inciting a riot or something, disorderly conduct isn’t even a misdemeanor. Assault in the third degree – that is though...” She set the phone aside. “I bet they suspect him. I bet the cops went to the judge and told them they suspected him, figured they’d keep him in jail while they searched for physical evidence…”
Jessica appeared in the doorway. Lennox straightened up in his chair, like a child caught passing notes in class. Jessica paid him no mind and her eyes drilled into Bobbi. “The police are coming down to talk to you. I’ve asked to stay in the room.”
Bobbi was hopeful; maybe they were coming to tell her she was in the clear.
Jessica looked at the computer on Bobbi’s desk. “Frozen again?”
“Yeah. Just seized up.”
“Well, police are just talking to Trevor right now. As soon as they’re finished with him, he’s going to come around and see what the problem is. These friggin computers… I think they…” She trailed off, dropped her arms, and ducked a look into the hallway. Then she turned back to Bobbi and said, “Here they come.”
A moment later, Investigator Nelson stepped into the doorway.
“Good morning. Sorry to just barge in like this.”
Lennox wasted no time getting to his feet and excusing himself. He shot Bobbi a parting look, winked, and then he was gone.

“Can I come in?” Mike spoke like Jessica wasn’t there.
“Yes,” Bobbi said. “Have a seat.” Her nerves were rattling like a diesel engine.
He came into the room, smelling faintly of cologne, and sort of drifted into the chair where Lennox had been sitting, like he’d been in the room 100 times. Jessica was the one who seemed out of place. She closed the door and looked around, as if expecting someone to produce another chair out of thin air. Bobbi rarely saw people in her office, and when she did, not more than one at a time. Folding chairs in a hall closet would do the trick.
“You want me to…?” Bobbi started.
Jessica waved an impatient hand in the air. “Investigator Nelson has questions about your case, Roberta, the one that Harriet was taking care of on Thursday night.”
Mike had a file with him and slid out a packet of papers. “This is for you. As a records owner of your various cases, along with Mrs. Rankin, you can be released from confidentiality. At the moment this only applies to your discussions with me. A judge is overseeing this and will continue to oversee anything that may be introduced as evidence in the case.”


Bobbi took the papers he handed her and slowly sat back down. So much for being let off the hook.
“We’ll generate an affidavit from this,” Mike went on, “and you’ll sign it, and we’ll do that as we go. That’ll be how we handle the disclosures for now. Does all of this sound okay to you?”
Bobbi leafed through the papers, losing the concern for herself, instead thinking about the cases she’d been handling since she’d started working for DSS. Every person she dealt with in her line of work expected anonymity. What happened in this room, or out on a call, was confidential. It was true that cops were already privy to much – in many cases they were the ones who called Bobbi’s people. But in other instances there were no police, just caseworkers and supervisors and civilians looking to make things right for a child, or children.
“So you already know about Grayson Fuller,” she said. “His parents not having family in the area – and Gavin, the father, is in county jail…”
“Right,” Mike said. His eyes were kind, but insistent. “I need to know about your other cases.”
“How does that… Am I compelled here? By the court?” She lifted the papers from her lap. “I appreciate this, but… do I have some time to digest this?”
“I’m sorry I didn’t have much time to prepare you. I don’t need to tell you we’re trying to move quickly on this. To answer your question, this is not a writ. This is voluntary. We could compel you as time goes on, but we don’t want to.”
Bobbi glanced at Jessica, who looked like she was doing everything in her power to keep her mouth closed. For the first time, Bobbi felt a kinship with her supervisor. Jessica could be prickly, but she believed in confidentiality and was a strong advocate for her workers, and her own clients. She looked ready to explode all over the cop.
“Mike…” Bobbi began.
He raised his eyebrows, smiling faintly.
“… this puts me in a tough spot,” she finished.
“I know it does, and again, I’m sorry.” Instead of a suit, he was wearing jeans, a black V-neck T-shirt and a black sport coat. He was a cop, it seemed, who actually carried a little style. She didn’t know if that made him more trustworthy or not, or if it mattered. Probably not.
“I want to help,” she said. “Of course I do… I want to do everything I can. Is there another way, though? These people expect me to keep their lives private.”
“Exactly,” Jessica said in a burst. She needed to vent, or she was going to erupt.
Mike eased back in the chair, subtly nodding. He looked out the window a moment, like Lennox had. The yellow excavator was there, a small but impressive machine used to landscape the edges of the new parking lot. Then their eyes connected again. “Here’s what we can do,” Mike said. “Take that paperwork home, give yourself a chance to digest it, as you say. Go through your cases. Think about anyone who… who may have been particularly upset when they had their child taken, like the Fullers. Or even someone who just didn’t like getting a complaint against them, an investigation, whether it wound up indicated or not.”
“These are my cases…” The fear was back, crawling beneath her skin. “Is this because…?”
“They’re your cases, but Harriet was your supervisor and oversaw them. In some ways she’s more responsible for outcomes than you are, is that fair to say? Sometimes she makes a judgment call?” He glanced at Jessica, whose skin looked tight, and said, “Supervisors have to make some hard decisions, from what I can imagine. Maybe some life-changing decisions for certain people.” His gaze slid back to Bobbi. “We’re looking, too, at all the cases local police and state police have worked with your organization, any releases of information. We’re all just hoping something stands out. I’m not just asking you – I’m asking other caseworkers, too, so please don’t feel singled out.”
He rose to his feet and Bobbi suddenly felt guilty, like she’d been uncooperative. But she couldn’t help it. “What about her brother?”
Mike didn’t respond, just looked at her with the same gentleness in his eyes.
“You asked me over the weekend about her brothers.” Bobbi pointed to her phone on her desk. “And in today’s paper it shows in the police and fire calls that Steve Pritchard was arrested.”
“Yes, and charged.”
“But I, ah…” She glanced between Mike and Jessica, and she decided to let it go. Here she was concerned about her own sphere of privilege with clients, and Mike was a cop with an open case.
“We’re actively pursuing all leads at this time,” he said. “And at this point we haven’t ruled anything out.” He stopped before leaving the room. “I know how difficult this must be for you. I promise I’ll let you know more as soon as I can.” Then he nodded at Jessica, who stepped out of the way, and showed himself out.





TEN
He lay on his back, fingers interlaced behind his head, and tried to push them out of his mind. Their faces jeering, voices echoing in his head – get the fuck away.
He thought about the woods.
He’d always liked the woods and had memories of being among the trees as a child, reaching out as he trudged along, forming his hand into a claw to rake his nails over the moss covering the bark, ploughing ragged rows.
I was here.
Some people called the woods a cathedral.
But they were stupid people who took Instagram photos. The real woods were shitty; the real forest was tough, filled with biting insects and everything that slithered and growled. People romanticized shit they knew nothing about.
They had the wrong ideas. So many wrong ideas so much of the time. They were the blind men and women surrounding the elephant. Each one had a different guess what it was, but no one actually knew, no one understood eternity.
For years people had the wrong ideas about him, too. They didn’t know who he really was. Nobody did.
Clay…
Clay wasn’t his name, but it should’ve been. Everything else they called him was false.
Sometimes the name conjured sensations – the blast of cool air, vague memories of a sickness taking shape inside him as he lay in the dark – but it was the best reminder of everything that had been taken from him, a life that he should’ve had before they had come in and taken what was his.


Clay was a name he could use when he was alone, like now, picturing himself in the woods, where the sun had broken through the clouds, sending down shafts of light horizontal through the forest canopy. Raising his arms, turning his face up toward the light, closing his dream-eyes and ready for inspiration…

He blinked his eyes open, realized he’d lost his train of thought.


Ah. That things happened for a reason. And that – if he was honest with himself, and he liked to think he was more honest than the usual person – the satisfaction of killing, of police finding the bloody body, was fading.
The smell had screwed him up – that much was true. But had it been a mistake? Truly a mistake? Maybe not. Even if it hadn’t gone down the way it was supposed to, there was much to savor. And if he really thought about it, wasn’t the whole thing just like Jim Morrison? Morrison had been a maverick; no one could predict what he was going to do on stage from one moment to the next. That night he’d been singing “The End”
and started improvising about killing his father and fucking his mother, that had gotten him and the band kicked out of the venue.
But had it been a mistake? Of course not – it had launched a career.
So, Clay closed his eyes and decided to take pleasure. To see the bigger picture. To see if there was anything else he could learn from the way nature had taken its course…
The spray and spatter of her blood had been like the vivid, physical manifestation of the pain he’d silently endured for years, and – despite its grotesqueness, despite certain miscalculations – it had been righteous and necessary.
Except…
Except what? What was missing?
Maybe what was missing was that he’d been the only one to witness it. And maybe that should be enough, just being him, but as he opened his eyes again, staring up at the bright ceiling, Clay realized that it wasn’t. Not truly. Not if he really asked himself the hard questions about what was next, and how exactly he was going to go about it, and get it right this time, then he couldn’t avoid the past. Because the past and the present and the future all went together.

Her phone buzzed beside her bed. Bobbi grabbed it and gave the screen a quick glance, expecting Connor.
Hey. How are you, B?


Her chest tightened. The area code was 315, from her old neck of the woods. Since relocating to the Adirondacks she’d gotten a new phone, a new number.
She thought she knew who this was and she debated whether or not to respond. In the past, though, when she’d ignored him, he’d only persisted.
She punched out a reply.
How did you get this number?
The return text came promptly.
From your mom. Just wanted to check on u. Heard about what happened.
Her mother? It figured. Her mother had always liked Jamie; he was an expert in dissimulation, even in the eleventh grade when they’d started dating. Bobbi didn’t understand his pretense though, not until later when she went to the University of Rochester and he enrolled at RIT – he’d finally revealed his true self by cheating.
And then he’d become obsessed, even violent, unwilling to let her go when she tried to break it off. Her mother didn’t know about any of that. Her mother was still charmed by Jamie, his rich parents, and secretly wished they’d get back together. But giving out her daughter’s new number? It was inexcusable.
She typed:
I’m fine.
She hesitated, thought about adding more, but didn’t. She sent the message, waited.
The longer she stood there staring at the screen, the worse she felt. It was just like Jamie to take a bad situation and make it worse. Use it as an excuse to start harassing her again. Why was he contacting her now? He must’ve seen the news: Death in a Small Town. DSS Supervisor Found Slashed; Police Scramble. There was even a story which named her: Caseworker Roberta Noelle, who was supposed to be working the shift Harriet Fogarty covered, had no comment.
It was all an excuse for Jamie.
Either that, or it was something far worse. It was still hard for him to imagine escalating to an actual killer, but…
When he didn’t reply, she sent another message, this time to Connor.
Hey there, mister. Want to hang out again soon? Maybe your place?
She worried for a second it might be too forward. And she knew that she was motivated by Jamie contacting her, but she sent the text anyway.
Connor’s reply came back seconds later:


Love to. Whenever u want.
She felt a warm sensation slide through her.
Then it was gone.
She flipped back to the other text stream.
Hey. How are you, B?
Jamie’s unwelcomed message was like opening a closet and discovering a bad smell. Her thumb hovered over the delete button. She thought about showing Connor, but decided against it. What she needed to do was forget about it, ignore Jamie, and continue to move on with her life. The more attention she gave it, the more it would grow. But she set her phone down beside her, leaving the texts where they were.
She rolled over in bed and hoped for sleep that didn’t come.
It was impossible not to keep turning it over in her mind, asking herself if she thought Jamie was capable of something so dark and unthinkable. That he might have killed Harriet in a blind rage, expecting it to be her sitting there.
She didn’t want to consider it; she wanted her life the way it was before all of this had happened, and she was giving every passing car a second look. But she couldn’t say for sure. Like Mike, she couldn’t rule it out.





ELEVEN
Mike answered his phone, kept one hand on the steering wheel. “Nelson.”
“Investigator Nelson; Kenneth Perkins, Chief of Police for the Kahonsie Mohawk Tribe.”
“Chief Perkins, glad to hear from you.”
“It’s my understanding that you’ve got quite a case going on.”
“Yes, sir.”
“And that you have someone in custody, Steve Pritchard, and he’s claiming… he says he’s been spending time with Marlene Blackburn?”
Mike found a spot on the outskirts of Lake Haven and pulled over. The sun was just rising, rays cutting through the tall pines. “Yes, we’re looking for the whereabouts of Steve Pritchard from the morning of July twelfth to the morning of July thirteenth. Pritchard claims, as you say, he was staying with Blackburn.”
“We can obtain that information for you.”
“I’m sort of on the hook for this in a big way…”
State police had no jurisdiction within the reservation; only FBI could actively investigate a crime or interview a person of interest living there, so Mike was blocked. Perkins wasn’t even obligated to help; the call was out of professional courtesy.
“Think of it as efficiency,” Perkins said. “Since you’re two hours away, we can talk to Ms. Blackburn, find out if she’s had company.”
“Thank you, Chief Perkins. Also, to your knowledge – Ms. Blackburn works at the casino, is that correct?”
“That is correct.” Perkins cleared his throat. “However, as you may know, certain tribal members and the tribal government have property just outside the res, including part of the Kahonsie Mohawk Casino and Resort parking lot.”
“Understood.”
“What I’m aiming at is that we can cooperate here – if Ms. Blackburn is part of your investigation, we can help with that.”
“I appreciate it. Can I ask you, Chief – you know what kind of car Blackburn drives?” Mike was thinking about the white four-door seen on River Street.
“She has a 2001 Ford Focus.”
“Is that a four-door or two-door?”
“Four.”
“Know what color, by chance?”
“Not sure. White or gray. Maybe silver.”
“Thank you, Chief.”

The cars filled the parking lot next to St. Adams Church, and overflow had to park along the road. Mourners dressed in black lined up to offer condolences to Terry Fogarty. As Bobbi approached, walking down the street from her apartment building, she saw another man with Fogarty: Harriet’s son, Victor.
Harriet had kept a picture in her office of Victor in his cap and gown, graduating from Colgate University. He’d grown a beard and seemed to have aged more than the five years since his graduation. Bobbi got closer, stepped into the back of the line. She acknowledged the few mourners she recognized from DSS with a tip of her head. She didn’t see Rachel.
When it was her turn to speak to Harriet’s husband, Bobbi’s throat dried out. But she touched his shoulder and whispered how sorry she was, unprepared for the tears that suddenly sheeted her vision.
“Thank you, Bobbi,” Terry Fogarty said. “Harriet liked you a lot. She was very happy you’d joined the group over there.”
Bobbi wanted to stare into his face and hunt for any sign that he blamed her. She wanted to sink to her knees, grab his legs, and beg his forgiveness. But she turned toward Victor, said, “I’m so sorry for your loss,” and moved swiftly out of Victor’s range of intensity.
Rachel was already inside, sitting in the middle section of pews, near the front. When she saw Bobbi coming she lifted her bag out of the way, offered a wan smile, and Bobbi sat down.
It had been years since Bobbi attended a church service of any kind, but she was surprised when Rachel lowered the kneeler to genuflect and bowed her head in prayer. Several months at the DSS and Bobbi never knew Rachel was a worshipper.
She joined in and tried to focus on Harriet, to think good thoughts, but became distracted by Victor’s face, burned into her mind. It was impossible to let go of the idea that this could all be for her – that if she’d been killed instead of Harriet, such a memorial service would be happening at her own church back home, the one where her father brought her and her foster brothers. And that it would be her body lingering at the morgue, part of evidence in an unsolved murder case, not Harriet’s.
Whether by fate or chance, she was a mourner. At least, as long as her luck held out. In her dreams, it didn’t.
In one dream she left the clinic and boarded a city bus, like the RTS back in Rochester. After driving around through unfamiliar neighborhoods, the other passengers de-boarded, one by one, leaving her alone with a single man who sat at the back, wearing a hooded sweatshirt, his face hidden. She stayed on the bus like a hostage, unable to leave, until eventually he got up and walked to her, pulled a gleaming knife from the folds of his sweatshirt, and started slashing at her. She tried to fight him off but was slowed by a thick, invisible force. When he raised the knife for the final strike, his hood fell away, and Jamie looked down at her with black eyes.
Bobbi snapped out of it, realized that Rachel had moved to a seated position in the pew. Harriet’s brother Joe, a big man with a shaved head, was giving the eulogy. The church was hot and she felt the sweat spreading over her neck and back.
It felt like someone was watching her.


She glanced around and saw Mike Nelson. A corner of his mouth curled up and he made a small nod. Then his smile faded. He seemed to know she had something to tell him.

“Jamie Rentz?”
“Yes.” Bobbi lifted the coffee to her lips and blew on it. Then she remembered it was iced coffee. Mike noticed her slip but didn’t mention it.
“That’s James, or…?”
“Jameson. He always hated the name. Said it made him sound like a rich person. So he never used it. Always went by Jamie.”
Pieces of stained glass, made into sun-catchers, hung from suction cups against the windows of the café, burning in the intense July light.
“I just…” Bobbi chased around for the right thing to say. “I don’t… I know you can only say just so much. So maybe you have a suspect and this is silly of me. I saw Harriet’s other brother at the service…”
“I’d like to hear what you have to say, Bobbi.” He clearly avoided admitting Steve Pritchard was a suspect. “We’re looking at everything we can right now,” he said.
She was nodding, perhaps too vigorously, feeling frustrated, crowded. The café, which sat close to the church, was packed, eyes darting to her and the investigator. She recognized some of the people from the memorial service. Mike had asked her to talk back at the police station, but she’d chosen the coffee place and now thought it was a bad idea.
“I need to stop thinking about this,” Bobbi said. “It just goes on and on. I haven’t been sleeping. Jamie, he… I don’t know if he’d…” She forced herself to stop.
Mike kept his voice low. “Did he ever hurt you?”
Her memory flashed on a couple of occasions – just quick moments – Jamie’s hand drawn back in a fist, a dangerous glint in his eyes. “He grabbed me a couple times.”
Mike waited.
“You know, grabbed my shoulders. One time he shoved me and I tripped. He got on top of me, but he… my roommate interrupted. This was at my dorm room.”
“At the University of Rochester…”
“Yeah.”
“And he’s still in Rochester? Living there?”
“I don’t know. I don’t think so. I asked my mom and she didn’t know. I thought about calling his mom, but…”
“Did you report it? When he grabbed you?”
“We were breaking up. He… that was the last time I saw him. He called and left messages, apologizing up and down, asking to see me. But… I’m not, ah…” She let slip a fluttery laugh, high-pitched. Dammit, she was losing it.
She wasn’t nervous; she was pissed. Pissed at Jamie. Someone she’d left behind, yet here he was, still causing trouble in her life. She kept catching the eyes of curious onlookers.
“Would you like to leave?” Mike asked.
“Yeah, I totally would.”
He stood up and Bobbi followed him to the door.


He held it open for her and they stepped out into the bright sunshine. “You didn’t tell campus security? Anything? I’m just looking for any sort of paperwork on Jamie, any official report.”
“No, I didn’t. But he had other things.”
They headed down the hill toward the lake in the center of the village. The route took them by a busy hotel and across Main Street, choked with traffic. Independence Day had kicked off the official summer season and Lake Placid thrived on tourism – boating, camping, canoeing, hiking – but as they stepped into a small park with a couple of benches and a picnic table, everything seemed sinister, everybody had something to hide. Like the man standing by the water’s edge, wearing a tie-dyed T-shirt, his hair frizzy and pulled back. He didn’t look right. He looked like Gavin Fuller, father of the boy Harriet had been placing in care.
They grabbed a bench and Bobbi took a hit from the iced coffee, tried to taste its sweetness. Mike asked her what she meant by “other things” and she told him what she could, that Jamie had a temper, that he had been arrested for fighting once, that he liked knives.
“Knives?”
She nodded. The man in the tie-dye suddenly scooped up a little girl and laughed with her. He wasn’t Fuller – she was getting full-on paranoid. Bobbi turned to Mike, saying, “Jamie hunted with his dad down in the Southern Tier. And he had this idea of killing a deer using just a knife. He had dozens of them. I don’t think he ever did…” She trailed off. “You’re probably wondering why I didn’t say anything about him before.”
He grew thoughtful, then said, “Maybe you just didn’t want to admit it was possible.”
“He texted me. Last night. Do you want to see it?”
“Please.”
She pulled out her phone and brought up the text exchange, saying, “He actually got my number from my mother. Here.” She gave Mike the phone and a moment to read through.
He handed it back. “This is the first contact you’ve had in how long?”
“Almost a year.”
She could sense Mike’s mind working, but he was silent. He’d traded in his jeans and sport coat for a regular suit today. The time-and-temperature sign at the Main Street bank read eighty-eight degrees and his forehead shined with perspiration. A distant part of her thought he was even handsome – when she’d seen him in the church she thought he looked a bit like Harrison Ford, from his earlier days.
Something occurred to her. “Do police investigators usually attend the memorial in this kind of situation?”
“Not always. Or I’d say, mostly, no.”
“If you don’t mind me asking – why were you there?”
“You think I made anyone uncomfortable?”
“Oh, no, I didn’t mean that… I’m… Is that why you do it? See if someone gets uncomfortable?”
He turned his body toward her, resting his arm on the back of the bench. “What do you think about Jamie texting you?”
“He’s a controlling person,” she said, having thought about it all morning. “I don’t want to think that he did this. It feels so surreal – I can’t even believe I’m talking about it. It feels possible but so remote at the same time, does that make sense?”
“Sure. Yes.”
“I mean, maybe this is just Jamie sensing an opportunity to worm his way back into my life. He saw it on the news; he’s using it as a bridge to get back in touch with me. Start things up again. God… I feel like this makes me sound like such a spiteful person.”
“He’s the one who grabbed you, harassed you, and it sounds like he used your mother to get your number. I think he has the questionable personality.” Mike’s expression was serious.
A moment passed.
“Everyone I can cross off a list,” Mike said, “that’s a good thing. So just think of it that way, like this: We’re getting everything out there, looking at every conceivable angle. Harriet was well liked – she was well loved. But like any good person, there are things in her life she didn’t ask for. Same with you.”
“I think Jamie could be violent. I have no idea what he’s been doing all this time. And our cars – my car and Harriet’s car – they look identical. If this person… I’ve been thinking about Gavin Fuller, even though he’s in jail. His son Grayson was my case. I can’t even… Even talking about this stuff makes me sick, because these are private lives. But if Gavin Fuller, I mean someone working for him… What if they got into the wrong car, attacked the wrong woman – is that even possible?”
Mike seemed to mull it over then surprised her by getting up from the bench and walking around behind her. “Let me show you something, okay? Just face forward. It’s alright – bear with me.”
Bobbi felt her heart speeding up, but she did as he asked. Mike moved behind the bench, his shadow falling over her. Then he lowered down into a squat.
“Okay.” His voice was soft, but close. “This guy, he’s sitting in the back seat of Harriet’s car. The sun was setting behind them.”
Bobbi’s heart was knocking so hard she thought it was visible through her shirt. This felt like some kind of exposure therapy, but in one huge dose.
“She got in,” Mike said, “like anyone would, facing forward, like you are now. He’s sitting behind her. But at some point, she’s more than likely to have turned around. We know because of the wounds. And because he probably reached out…”
Mike touched her shoulder and she instinctively grabbed his wrist then yanked hard. It happened in less than a second. His chest hit the back of the bench and he gulped a breath of surprise.
Her next move would be to bash him in the nose with the back of her skull, but she didn’t.
Mike jerked his hand away when she let go. “Whoa,” he said.
She quickly looked around at him. “I’m so sorry…”
His mouth was open, his eyes wide and sparkling. “Holy shit… That’s something… You study that? Since you dated this guy, or something?”
“Since I was little. Since my foster brothers could get a little rough.”
He stood, still behind her. “Better not mess with you. Wow…” He finally got himself back together. “My point was that we’ve analyzed the crime scene, taken everything into account. Even if for some reason this guy didn’t recognize who had gotten in the car right away – shortly thereafter, he had to know. If it was your ex, he’d know. And presumably someone working for the Fullers would know.”
She felt relieved when Mike moved back around the bench, sat down. He had that kindness in his eyes again when he looked at her. “What I’m saying is, it doesn’t support a theory of mistaken identity. So let’s put that to rest.”
She understood but said, “Well, unless he realized it wasn’t who it was supposed to be and then at that point figured he’d keep going…”
Mike didn’t have an answer for that. “Like I said, let’s try to cross off your ex. We’re looking into all these other possibilities too. I don’t take any of it lightly.”
“What will you do? I mean – to cross him off?”
“Your ex? I’ll talk to him. I’ll just give him a call, talk to him.”
“He’s not going to like that.”
“No?”
She sipped her drink – feeling a bit better now that she’d just turned a grown man pale, that he’d made some sense debunking the mistaken identity – and shook her head.
“The stuff that he got in trouble for when he was a kid – he really hated police, thought they liked to humiliate people, acted superior, all of that. How they played God.”
“I’ll be totally un-Godlike,” Mike said. He was so deadpan it made her laugh. “If Jamie was eight hours away in Rochester on Thursday night, then we’ll know.”





TWELVE
Mike drove to the medical examiner’s office in Plattsburgh, wishing he could tell Bobbi Noelle that they had another potential victim, one they were having a hard time linking to Steve Pritchard, let alone an ex-boyfriend of hers. But he couldn’t. Not now. Plus, it wasn’t out of the range of possibility that this was some violent ex of hers; that he’d gotten into the wrong car and slashed up Harriet Fogarty by mistake.
Mike called the state police captain, Gary Walker, along the way.
“We could post someone near her residence,” Walker said, “but it would be a short-lived detail. Resources are tight, Mike. And as you know from zero hundred to oh five hundred all cars are double-manned. I can’t have two troopers sitting outside this woman’s house all night because she had a bad breakup.”
“How about a local guy? I’ll call Placid PD,” Mike said.
“Do that. If you can’t get anybody, call me back. We’ll figure something out.”

He reached the medical examiner’s office, turned in, and parked in one of the available slots. Overton was supposedly on her way. The body had been at the morgue for four days. He’d seen emails from the examiner, Bernard Crispin, on the external autopsy, and what he’d told Bobbi was sound – the victim had definitely faced her attacker at some point, given the wounds. It was hard to imagine a killer realizing he’d gotten into the wrong car and still completing the murder, but then, like Bobbi had said, maybe by then it had been too late to turn back.
In her picture on display at the memorial, Harriet was beautiful, her short dark hair blowing around her face, the woods out of focus behind her. Mike, something of a novice photographer, had asked Victor about the shot. Victor, who had been rigid and quiet since Friday, had thawed for a moment, explaining that he’d been the one to take it, a few years prior. “Mom always loved that shot,” he’d told Mike. “So when I suggested we blow it up and use it, Dad thought it was a good idea.”
Victor Fogarty struck Mike as a serious person, even outside the circumstances. He was twenty-eight, seemed highly intelligent, had a good job, and was about to marry a surgeon from Sloan Kettering. Mike hadn’t met her yet – she’d already come and gone, surgeries scheduled for the week. According to Terry Fogarty, Elizabeth, the fiancée, had attempted to move things around but Victor had implored her not to, to stick to things as they were, and she’d abided by his request.
“Come on in, Mike,” Crispin said from inside his office. The medical examiner had white hair, liver spots, eyebrows a bit unruly above half-rimmed glasses. He was pushing retirement, temporarily filling a vacancy after the previous pathologist had left. They’d met a month ago on another case – Crispin had worked in Chicago but moved back east after his wife became ill.
“Thanks, Doc,” Mike said, and took a chair.
“You want to see it?”
“I thought we’d just talk, if that’s alright with you.”
“That suits me fine. Haven’t had my lunch yet. You mind if I eat while we do it?”
“Not at all.”
Crispin opened the kind of lunch box Mike thought city construction workers might use: black, shaped like a mailbox. The doctor pulled out an unblemished apple, then a sandwich cut in a perfect diagonal – evidence, perhaps, of his exacting nature.
“Here’s the full report,” Crispin said, “external and internal,” and he pushed the file across his maple-topped desk. Behind him was a wall of books and there were copious plants in the office, making the place almost tropical.
“That a Boston fern?” Mike asked, looking.
“It is,” Crispin said with an approving raise of those considerable eyebrows. “They say it removes air pollutants.”
“I do a little gardening.”
Crispin took a bite of his sandwich and nodded. “That’s right,” he said after swallowing. “I heard that about you – you like your hobbies.”
“Not that the work doesn’t have me running. I have open cases right now – got one B&E I haven’t been able to crack since last October.”
Crispin nodded, swallowed, looking thoughtful. “I’ve always kept busy too. But I had this friend, Marcus, died a few years ago. Anyway, near the end, he said to me, ‘Bernie, take it slow.’ I sort of nodded, said, ‘Yeah, yeah,’ you know, like you do when someone tells you that life is short.”
Mike smiled, enjoying the sound of Crispin’s voice. Like his father’s used to be.
“Marcus says, ‘You never know when it’s going to hit you. But it hit me one day when my kids were all zipping around and jumping everywhere… and I just sat there.’ That’s what he says to me – ‘I just sat there,’ he says, ‘and I got it.’ He goes, ‘Otherwise, I was always on the move, and the whole thing went by in a blink, it went by too fast, and I wish I had more moments like that, just sitting there.’” Crispin chuckled. “So, what do I do with this pearl of wisdom? I get some plants. I figure, plants are slow. They’ll slow me down.” He paused and added, “I never had kids. You have any kids?”
“One. A daughter.”
Crispin nodded and took another bite, and with a mouth half full of food, waved his hand in the air. “Sorry; none of this rambling is why you’re here.”
“No, please,” Mike said, but he flipped through the file and scanned the external report first to refresh his memory.
He lingered over the line on the report where the number of knife wounds were indicated. Time to get into it. “Twelve is a weird number,” he said.
“You think?”
“I do.”
“You ever worked a stabbing before?”
“Two of them. People say a lot of things about stabbings.”
“People do.”
“That they indicate intimacy. That there’s pathology tied to the method.”
Crispin dabbed his face with a napkin. “Crime of passion. And what do you think?”
“I think a knife doesn’t necessarily indicate something significant in and of itself. Sometimes it’s just lack of access to a gun. But the number usually means something. Twenty, thirty stab wounds show a lot of anger – the passion you’re talking about. Only a few stabs might mean it was utilitarian. It depends on the victim, though. You’re trying to kill somebody with a knife, there’s a big difference if it’s a small person or some 250-pound guy with a lot of meat on his bones.”
Mike bent and read the report in more detail, noting the depth of the wounds and the differing classifications. There were more incised or “cut” wounds than there were stabs or punctures. It made some sense, given the killer’s position. And the depth of the three wounds classified as stabbings was important because it gave some character to the murder weapon.
“And then there’s the intent,” Mike said, half to himself, half to Crispin. “To what extent is inflicting pain the MO, to what extent is the death itself. Is this a display?”
“I wouldn’t think so,” Crispin said.
“A knife like this, death is going to require either precision or multiple stabs. Pain is guaranteed…”
He and Overton had gone over this a little already, and were searching for a jackknife with a six-inch blade. The murder weapon would have Harriet Fogarty’s DNA all over it, even if the killer wiped down the blood. It would be nice to locate Jamie Rentz and check out his collection.
“I feel like you have an idea,” Crispin said.
“Well, I’m anxious to hear your view on things,” Mike said. “But yeah, I’m wondering about the possibility this was a mistake. It’s just one angle we’ve got on this – that she’s an accidental victim – and I’m wondering if the evidence – this number, twelve knife wounds – supports that.”
Crispin nodded and Mike said, “But, whenever you’re ready. We can wait until after you’re done eating.”
Crispin shook his head. “Good to go. So, the first laceration we see is here, along her forearm.”
“Like he surprised her in the back seat, she tried to get away, and he took hold of her.”
“Probably that, exactly. He grabbed her arm then made a lateral incision, about three inches across, here.” Crispin dragged a finger across his forearm.
“The second incision began here,” he said, and pointed to his upper lip. He made a diagonal motion toward his jaw. “Four and a half inches.”
Mike remembered Terry sobbing when he saw his wife, the way she was disfigured. Victor had just stood there, his initial emotion hardening somewhere inside. “So by this point,” Mike said, “she’s facing him. Maybe looking at him. Can’t really reach around for this, right?”
“I would say no. Given the depth, the trajectory, this is head-on.”
“No sign of strangling, right?” Mike asked. “Nothing to show that he grabbed her neck.”
“Correct. No petechial papules, no bruises behind the ears, nothing like that. No involuntary urination, either. But we found some hairs were pulled.”
“So she’s trying to escape again,” Mike said, “and he does a downward stroke across her back, from her scapular, down at an angle. Then grabs her hair, yanks her back. What does she do? She reaches back, like anyone would…”
“Yes, exposing her underarm, where there was a deep gash.”
“She probably let go immediately. I know I don’t have to ask you…”
“Nothing under her fingernails but some of the same material we found on her arm which we sent to your lab; some type of leather. Maybe cheap leather, the kind you get at a department store. I’m sure you’re looking into that – sales of leather gloves in the area.”
Mike nodded. “Or they’re older gloves, sort of disintegrating.” His thoughts returned to the recreation of the crime. “He’s just sort of randomly striking, depending on where she is, but then he gets her neck, the fifth strike with the knife. He’s going for the kill here.”
“Severing the carotid.”
“There was blood everywhere,” Mike said.
“Yes. Her heart is really pumping, and that blood would be getting loose.”
“And you found that same material, the leather, on her lips. Probably, he clamps his hand over her mouth at some point when he goes for the neck, or maybe to stifle the screams… Okay but there are more cuts on her torso. You note here that you think these came after.”
Crispin said, “With this type of sharp force injury, mostly cut or chop wounds, these are the shallowest across her chest, her upper legs.”
“So it’s almost like she’s not dying fast enough for him. Or maybe there’s anger. Anger at her because of who she is, or maybe even anger that he’s made a mistake; she’s the wrong victim. I mean, to some extent, this is planned. Witnesses said they thought Harriet usually locked her car. I’ve suggested the killer programmed a second key fob, but that wouldn’t work if it was the wrong car… Maybe it’s just unlocked…”
“Maybe she knew the guy,” Crispin said, right on point.
“There’s that. Someone close enough to get her key fob, clone it, or maybe even someone who used a spare…” His mind wandered back to Pritchard.
“Or, I meant, she let him in.”
“Hmm. But if she knows him, why is he in the back seat? Someone you know, and you agree to talk, maybe give them a ride or something, they sit up front, not in back.”
“He wants to surprise her,” Crispin said. “Make her jump.”
“Unless there’s tension,” Mike said, still following the Pritchard thread. “Someone who knows her well enough to copy her fob, but not well enough he’d be invited into the front…”
And so now, he thought, Pritchard or whoever else is sitting there in the back seat. What’s he planning at this point? Take her somewhere? Force her to drive? Or just flat out kill her?
If he’s expecting to get her to drive somewhere, what’s he done with his own car? Is it sitting up on River Street, or not? Is it a white four-door sedan? Or is he on foot, like Pritchard, and Marlene Blackburn picks him up on River Street after the crime, swerving around a surprised real estate agent – Darlene Bilger – as they speed away?
The whole thing was a mess, in more ways than one. Mike flipped to the internal report, which had just concluded that morning. It showed the contents of Harriet’s stomach, among other things. She hadn’t eaten anything since lunch that afternoon. Her blood draw indicated no drug use. She was a healthy woman in her mid-fifties.
He closed the file and set it on the desk, looked across at Crispin, whose kind eyes held a glint, as if he knew what Mike was about to ask.
“Well, Doc, you’ve seen far more of this type of thing than I have, I’m sure…”
“You said on the phone you could be linking this to a disappearance; another caseworker. So, I’ll tell you – if this is a serial case, and I’ve seen a few of those, there’s usually a methodology, something repetitive the killer does. Is he a knife killer? Are you going to eventually find this other caseworker sliced up? I don’t know. Maybe more important – and I’m sure you’re asking yourself – is this going to keep happening?” Crispin shook his head, remorseful. “I’ve been at this for four decades, and I’ve never been able to wrap my mind around it.”
“There’s some thought that a killer like this, they had something happen, usually in youth. They were abused, maybe humiliated, and they carry it with them.”
Crispin scowled. “Or there’s something wrong with their neurotransmitters. They don’t have the same emotions. And so that’s why there’s the ritual. To make it special, because their brain doesn’t let them feel like it’s special, and they want it to be.”
Mike was silent, thinking, and Crispin said, “If these two women are linked… you know, you’ve got to look at it like the first one, she’s taken away somewhere, and if she’s killed, it’s in secret. This one, though, she’s left right there for people to see. It’s a deviation from previous methodology; it might be what they call, you know, a ‘quickening.’”
Mike looked out Crispin’s one window, flanked by two towering ferns. “So if there’s another one,” he thought out loud, “this guy’s liable to raise the stakes again. How? Multiple victims? Gun? Something else?”
Mike looked back at Crispin, realizing it wasn’t the doc’s job to figure out such things, it was his. “And you’ve found nothing on Steve Pritchard. No prints, no DNA, nothing under her fingernails.”
Crispin shook his head, no.
Such a mess. Even if Crispin said yes, and they had Pritchard nailed, Pritchard’s motive seemed personal and left out Lavoie. They had one definite victim, one potential victim, several possible motives, numerous possible suspects, and unless they found Lavoie or some physical evidence at Harriet’s crime scene, there was no way to narrow any of it down.
Crispin said, “He grabbed her, this guy, he was rough with her, but he didn’t leave many crumbs behind. I’d say he was young, maybe on the big side – but then, there wasn’t much to her: she’s 110 pounds. In my report I’m saying he’s right-handed. Which doesn’t help much either, I’m sure. You got nothing from her vehicle?”
“We’re running every test we’ve got. Sweat secretions, hair follicles, you name it. This guy, yeah, he’s strong. Either he’s bald with no sweat glands or he’s not in the system. There was a partial boot print that looks like a logging-style boot, the kind with a thick sole, raised heel. But…”
“Well, I’d say the whole thing took less than one minute, Mike. For the killing – I don’t know how long he waited in the car. And the car would have been hot.”
“Yeah, exactly.” Mike stood up, nodded at the file. “That’s mine?”
“Yes, sir, that’s your copy.” Crispin rose from his chair, showing his age a little when he winced at the effort. He reached a hand across the table and they shook. Mike started for the door.
“How long you been with the state police?” Crispin asked.
Mike paused with his hand on the doorknob and looked up, thinking. “Well, I’ve been with BCI for twelve years. I was a trooper before that for a while.”
“Haven’t wanted to retire yet?” Crispin asked. “I thought you had that option at twenty years.”
“You do,” Mike said. “But the longer I stay in, the better the pension, the better the benefits for Kristen.”
“That’s your daughter?”
“Yeah. Plus, you know…”
Crispin smiled. “Yeah, I know.”
“Thanks for talking to me on your lunch hour,” Mike said.

Outside in the heat, Mike called the Forensic Investigation Center in Albany to check in on the vehicle processing, hoping for something new. Nothing yet.
Lena Overton swung her car into the parking lot and got out. She was wearing a pair of reflective aviator sunglasses, hair pulled back, a light-colored skirt and jacket over her white blouse. Her shoes made crisp sounds across the parking lot as she came toward him.
“You’re all done?” Overton asked.
“Nothing revelatory from the internal, just what Harriet Fogarty had for lunch. We went over the wounds a bit.”
Overton looked in the direction of the medical examiner’s office, asking, “Anything Crispin say that puts Pritchard in place?”
“I’d be jumping up and down.”
“What about Perkins? Heard from tribal police yet?”
“Not since this morning. But he said they’re going to talk to Marlene Blackburn. And if there’s a knife in her place, or something, they’ll tell us. But…” He shrugged. “I don’t know.”
She faced him, her eyes hidden behind the lenses. “You worried about something?”
“Ah, you know. They’re not obligated to help. And the Kahonsie are pretty effective at keeping their controversies contained. I got a little bit of a feeling.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know. Pritchard is an outsider, she’s an American Indian. If he was sleeping with her or something… you know? Anyway, if we don’t hear back from him later today I think we could at least drop by the casino where she works, talk to her there. The casino is outside the res.”
She tipped her head forward and clocked him over the ridge of her sunglasses.
Mike shrugged. “Yeah, I know – they like to be the ones policing the casino.” He turned over his hands. “I have no issue with that; state police have been letting them handle that area for years. I just want to confirm an alibi, maybe find a murder weapon. You want to get lunch?”
She just looked at him then pushed her glasses up with a finger.
“I’m buying,” he said. “Crispin was eating and made me hungry. We can continue arguing over burritos at Chipotle.”
“I’m not arguing. And I don’t eat burritos.” She started toward her car.
“Yes, you do.”
She stopped, looked over her shoulder at him. “What – did you pull my file?”
“Your burrito-eating skills are legendary.”
“Fine.” She reached her car, opened the door, stopped. “How about we take a drive instead?”
“Okay. Let’s take a drive.”
“Corina Lavoie went missing in Watertown. Her sister still lives in the house they shared. Let’s ride out, talk to her, talk to Detective Corrow. That’ll keep us busy while everyone does their work and we don’t have to get into a jurisdictional issue.”
“Hey, like I said, there’s no issue.”
“Mike?” Her eyebrows went up.
He asked, “We taking your car?”
“Get in.”
“Getting in, ma’am.”





THIRTEEN
The road dipped down and the city of Watertown spread out, dominated by fast-food restaurants, big box stores, and car dealerships, everything hazy and shimmering in the midday heat.
“I need a record check for a Jameson Rentz,” Mike said on the phone. “I tried calling him twice already today, left messages; he’s not returning calls.”
“Alright, you got it.” Stephanie was a researcher at BCI, and a good one.
“Thanks, Steph.”
Mike rang off and asked Overton, “Who do we have as known associates for Gavin Fuller?”
“I checked, and there’s no one. Fuller’s arrest was fairly small potatoes, just him and his wife. He was selling Suboxone. We charged them with third-degree criminal possession with intent to distribute. Arraigned, remanded to county in lieu of five and ten. The whole thing came out of an overdose case about a month before; a guy was found dead at his apartment up near Glenwood Road, so we talked to the neighbors, they’d seen Fuller coming around. He never confessed to selling to the guy, but we nailed him on the possession anyway.” As Overton spoke, she pulled up to the curb in front of a nice little Colonial-style home with a white picket fence, black shutters, fat bushes flanking the doorway. They’d called ahead to Lavoie’s sister, Maybelle Spruce, who’d agreed to leave work for an hour that afternoon to let them in.
Mike glanced over at Overton. “Alright,” he said about the Fuller thing. Then, “Ready?”


“Yep.”
They headed up a walkway dividing two sections of neatly manicured lawn. The front door opened before Mike could ring the bell.
Maybelle Spruce was a thin woman with shining skin, graying hair pulled back in a tight bun. Her nursing uniform was a peach V-neck shirt and white pants, and she wore white, comfortable-looking sneakers on her feet. “Come on in.”
She led them down a long, creaky hallway. In the kitchen, she offered drinks, which they both politely declined, and sat them down at a thick farm table. “When my husband died,” she said after some small talk, “Corey moved in with me. That’s what I call Corina – ‘Corey.’ My husband had a construction accident, but he was freelance, so there was no insurance. We’d been married just coming up on five years, had this place for three, and there was the mortgage, taxes, all the bills. Corey helped me with all that.”
The sisters were from Watertown, born and raised, Maybelle said. “Our papa worked in a hotel, The Woodruff in the Public Square, was the maintenance man there for forty-five years until he died in ’99. Our mother worked at the school.”
To hear of it, Mike imagined that the Lavoies had been one of few African-American families in Watertown during the 1950s, ’60s and ’70s. The demographic had grown but still only hovered somewhere around six percent. Maybelle traced their lineage to Canada.
“Corey was very nice to move in with me,” Maybelle said. “You know, but that was Corey. Her whole life was about doing things for other people. Casework was just part of it; she never really thought of herself.”
Mike asked, “May we see her room?”
“Certainly.”
Maybelle took them out of the kitchen, back down the hallway, and through the foyer where they’d come in. Mike saw several clocks in the next room, all of them clicking, including a handsome grandfather clock with a swinging pendulum. Beside it hung a picture of Jesus framed in gold; the Sacred Heart hovered in front of him, his hand up, two fingers extended. Next to all the clocks, it seemed to send a message: Your time is limited.
Mike turned and followed Maybelle up narrow stairs, the risers white and the treads natural wood. The clocks and picture left his sight.
“Book of Job talks about suffering,” Maybelle said. “I always look at the Book of Job. People ask why God allows suffering, but if you look at Job, you see it there. Because first Papa died in ’99, and he was only sixty-nine, but his heart had trouble, and then my husband Randy in 2008, and Corey moved in. And then Mama finally passed in 2016, and then Corey disappeared the year after.”
She led them down a hallway, back toward the front of the house. Overton, following, turned to glance at Mike, who was bringing up the rear. Overton’s face said it all: This woman had lost everyone in her life over two decades, and here she was, talking about the Book of Job.
“This is it.” Maybelle swung her arm then clasped her hands together again in front of her, began kneading her knuckles. “Corey’s room.”
Overton stepped in, walked around. Mike hung in the doorway next to Maybelle. Simply decorated, with a single bed, a small desk in the corner, a bureau with some pictures standing on top, a crucifix mounted on the wall above. There were a couple of file boxes beside the bed, two stacked on each other, lidded.
Overton asked the questions. “Did Corey ever talk about her work?”
“Oh, no,” Maybelle said. “She wasn’t supposed to say anything about the people she worked with.”
“Just in a general way, then? Did she ever say anything, like she was having a tough time, something like that?”
Maybelle looked into some mental distance. “Oh, you know, sometimes she would come home and she’d just seem tired. But she was… Corey was usually a very upbeat person. You know? Quick to laugh. She’d come home most nights and if I was off, we’d have tea – we’d even stay up and watch Jay Leno on Friday nights.”
“And you’re a nurse?”
“Yes. At Watertown General.”
“So both of you are in the business of helping people,” Mike said, smiling.
Maybelle seemed bashful, tried to find somewhere to look. Mike had all types of friends, ranging the political and religious spectrums, and there was no set temperament that seemed to accompany any belief system. But over the years, he did seem to find a pattern with the devout, people like Maybelle – they were humble. But they weren’t unsuspecting or naïve.
“And you said your sister never married,” Overton resumed, still slowly touring the room, looking but not touching.
“No…” Maybelle seemed to give it some thought. “She was always content being alone. Some people are like that. She had a few boyfriends in school. I think she had a boyfriend in college. But she never… She was…”
“She was choosy,” Overton offered.
“Yes.” Maybelle seemed relieved.
Mike thought the real word she’d been hunting for was chaste. He asked, “So no man in her life around the time of her disappearance?”
She frowned and shook her head. “Oh no. The other… That’s what they asked, too. They thought maybe she’d been in a relationship with somebody, maybe he took her somewhere. But I never thought that. Not for a minute.”
Everything was quiet, just the ticking of the clocks downstairs.
“Thank you so much,” Overton said. Mike stepped back so Overton could exit the bedroom. She said, “We don’t want to keep you from work.”


“Oh, it’s no problem.” Maybelle seemed to remember she was the one guiding the tour and jerked back into motion, returned them to the staircase. “Is there some new evidence in Corey’s case?”
A glance between Mike and Overton. “We’re hoping to shed some light on it,” Mike said, “but it’s early to tell.”
“I understand.”
Down the stairs, and then they stood around in the foyer for another awkward pause. Maybelle blinked rapidly and said, “Oh,” and picked up a purse on a small table by the door, fumbled around for her keys.
She opened the door, Mike and Overton stepped out, then Maybelle followed, locked it behind her.
“We’ll let you know right away if we learn anything new,” Mike said.

Detective Frank Corrow was middle-aged, shaggy-haired, wore a brown suit, had sideburns, and generally looked like he’d never quite left the late seventies, stylistically. They met him at the Watertown police station, exchanged greetings, and agreed they’d all pile into his vehicle for the second part of the tour.
If Corrow’s personal aesthetic was outdated, he had a nice, brand-new Impala with all the bells and whistles. He pulsed the gas in traffic, the powerful V6 engine roaring as he jockeyed around the other cars, bringing them to the Watertown Department of Social Services, a square gray block of a building.
“Okay. First stop on the ride: September twenty-second, last year, Corina Lavoie left work. She punched out at 5:02 p.m., and we have video of her in her car, leaving the parking lot at 5:05.” He turned and put an arm up on the seat, gave the two investigators in the back a look. “All good so far?”
Mike felt a little bit like he and Overton were kids, riding in the back seat of the family vehicle. Overton asked, “Did any of her co-workers from that day say anything about her?”
“Nope. She was her usual self. Pleasant, busy, somewhat a private person, I guess. That was the gist I got.”


“And you looked at her cases.”
“Oh yeah. It’s a tough workaround, as I’m sure you’ve found. But, you know, you gotta do it. And I gotta say, not exactly revelatory. I mean, these caseworkers – the stuff they have to deal with… I don’t think I could do it. But you take someone like Lavoie, and she’s on call a lot, because she’s childless; she’s got a real hefty caseload.
“We went back a couple years, looked at ten or so reports. And of these ten reports, only three came back as indicated. You know, somebody makes the complaint, call comes in, report gets filled out, then there’s an investigation. That’s what these people are doing, what Lavoie was doing. But, often it’s something like… say, some fifteen-year-old girl and her mother are in an argument, and maybe it gets a little rough, then the girl falls down, hits her head. That, or it’s suspected child abuse. The report comes in, then the investigation to see if it’s indicated. They can go to the kid’s school, go into the home, sometimes the cops are involved, sometimes it’s more a ‘team’ effort…”
Mike knew all this, but it was interesting to hear Corrow’s take, the way he subtly diminished the scope of Lavoie’s workload, and didn’t interrupt him until the end of his spiel. “Were you ever involved on a case with Lavoie?”
“That’s not my area. That would be the uniformed guys, usually. There was a couple where they had to get involved, where the people wouldn’t let CPS come in the house, things like that.”
“But nothing that stood out to you.”
“No.” Corrow sniffed then rummaged around for something out of sight, put a stick of gum in his mouth, started balling up the wrapper. Mike noticed he looked at Overton in the rear-view mirror quite a bit.
“Did you check into any of the reports?” Mike asked.
“Of course we did, yeah we did. We talked to a couple people. So, like I… this is delicate. You can’t roll up on someone because they had a CPS report at some point. Most of them turn out to be unfounded.”
“But of the indicated cases…”
“We looked at a guy, yeah. He’s since been convicted; he’s a registered sex offender.” Corrow tossed the gum wrapper aside. “But nah, it wasn’t him.” He gave them both a look. “Listen, I understand you got this murder in Lake Haven. I mean, what’s that – first murder in ten years?”
“Eighteen,” Overton said.
“Eighteen years. So you’re scrambling, I get it. But trust me when I tell you, we went through all this with a fine-toothed comb. We worked round the clock for weeks. Months. Nobody from her cases did this. Just remember: Corina Lavoie is a missing person. We didn’t have a corpse, didn’t have a crime scene. All we had was the goddamned car. I think she just took off.”
“And left the car?”
He waved a hand in the air then faced forward, got the Impala moving. “Ah, she was with some guy. Doesn’t matter what her sister thinks – sisters hide things from each other. I know. I’ve got three of them. I bet she was seeing some guy, someone outside the area, and he came and picked her up, you know, met her at the movies and they took off and that was that. She doesn’t wanna be found. She doesn’t wanna go back to that weird little house with all the Jesus stuff in it.” Corrow’s eyes found Mike in the mirror this time. “No offense to any religious sensibilities.”
He took them along the route that Corina Lavoie was supposed to have driven on her last day in a world that knew where she was, what she was doing. Corrow said, “She came home, we’re pretty sure, because the sister said there was evidence of that – Maybelle was away, visiting friends in Gouverneur. Her church group, or something.”
“Her church group had overnight functions?” Mike asked.
Corrow’s eyes in the mirror again. “I guess so. What do I know? The woman says she spent the weekend with friends… Oh, it was a retreat, that’s what it was. A religious retreat.
“But the sister says when she came home she found dirty dishes in the sink, though she’d cleaned up the morning before she’d left, indicating Lavoie had come home after work before going to the movies. Oh, and the clothes – Lavoie had left dirty clothes in the closet, and we showed those clothes to co-workers, and it was what she was wearing that day. We went through her whole wardrobe, the sister helped, trying to do a process of elimination on what clothes she could be wearing based on what she’d left behind.” He started laughing, like it was the funniest thing, and his laughter turned to coughing. Corrow rolled down the window, spat out the gum, rolled it back up.
“So,” Mike said carefully, “Corina Lavoie goes off with some guy she’s secretly seeing, but doesn’t take any of her clothes, any of the things in her room. Just leaves her sister – she moved home to be with her sister, help out. Then she ups and leaves?”
“Look,” Corrow said, starting to sound agitated, “I told you, with all due respect, we went through this. I was in this woman’s room two days—” he held up fingers to accentuate the point, recalling the gesture made by Jesus “—two days I’m in there going through this woman’s clothes, her personal effects. I know it looks capricious, but maybe that’s the point. Maybe she’s bogged down by her sister, her job, and the only way out is to just bolt. Just escape. I’ve seen it plenty of times. And we had no evidence of foul play. Nothing. No blood, no DNA, no weapon, no witnesses. I understand you want to link this to the Fogarty case you got. Whip up a little serial murder investigation. But I can’t sit here and tell you I think Corina Lavoie was murdered.”
He finally fell silent after that, and they slowed in front of Lavoie’s house, where Mike and Overton had just been. Then he sped up again. “So this is the route we figure she took. Mall is a mile away. This is the easiest, most natural way to go.”
He made a few more turns and they made the rest of the trip with no one talking.
Corrow pulled into the mall where the movie theater was, a Regal, with a grand entrance that looked like something out of Las Vegas. Even midday in the middle of a work week, there were plenty of cars. The parking spot Corrow wanted to show them was occupied by a minivan.
“This was the space, right here, this was where her car was. We let it sit here a week; Regal finally threw a fit at us, and we impounded it. Nothing in the car but her registration, a few candy wrappers, a couple pens; that was it. You want to go look at the car, too?”
Mike opened his mouth but Overton beat him to the punch. “No thank you, Detective. I think we’ve seen enough – can you just send us the info on that sex offender you said?”
“Uh-huh, sure,” Corrow said and nailed the gas, Mike feeling the Gs.

With Corrow off chewing gum somewhere on his own, maybe grooming his sideburns, the investigators had left Watertown with a copy of the file on Lavoie, a hard summer rain drumming the car’s roof. They were cruising along, Overton driving, Mike reading when Mike said, “Pull over.”
She shot him a look then brought the car to a stop in front of a restaurant. Before she could ask a question, he handed her the open file, poking the top page with his finger. “Read that.”
Overton held his gaze a moment then turned her attention to the file, started reading. “Okay… Lavoie was fifty-five when she disappeared… born in Watertown… went to school at SUNY Buffalo, was a social worker in Buffalo for almost ten years before she moved to Lake Haven to—”
She stopped reading to look at him again. “She worked in Lake Haven?”
“Yeah. And during the time she was a caseworker at Lake Haven, Harriet Fogarty was there, too.”
“Holy shit. How did we miss that?”
“Missing Persons didn’t have her work history. And what Corrow originally sent us only covered the Watertown stuff.”
“He didn’t think it was relevant – we have a murdered caseworker in Lake Haven, and his missing person used to work there?”
Mike didn’t have an answer. Sometimes cops missed things. Corrow was as busy as any other investigator, juggling multiple cases, being a chauvinist.
Overton continued examining the file. “Well, I think he’s just got his mind made up, and that’s the reason. If this is foul play, and someone abducted her, there’s no sign of it. Her car was fine, no scratches, no forced entry, no marks. So I can see why Corrow thought this was a boyfriend or something.” She looked out into the rain.
“Or it just means it was someone she knew,” Mike said. “Maybe the same as Harriet.”
Overton kept scanning, flipping pages. “Not a trace of Steven Pritchard in here,” she said. “Or Jameson Rentz, or the Fullers, nothing. Looks like Corrow worked it for about a month before considering it cold.”
Mike was quiet a moment, letting her read. Then, “Maybe this thing has to do with something further upstream.”
“Like a case they shared back – what? Ten, fifteen years ago?”
“Just a thought.”
“Okay but what about the MO? Like Cheever said, Lavoie is abducted, missing. Harriet is not.”
“That we know of. Lavoie is gone, yeah. Dragged off, hidden, murdered, who knows?” Mike thought of his talk with Crispin about a killer breaking pattern, escalating things, seeking a new high. Maybe hiding a body wasn’t satisfying enough the second time, and no one could see the handiwork when you hid your victims.
Mike’s eyes drifted to the rubbery shapes just visible through the thick rain. A neon sign in the restaurant window glowed red in the dark downpour. They’d stopped in Black River, just outside Watertown, still hours from home. “Again, maybe she knew him,” Mike said. “Maybe Corrow’s got that part right. He met her in the theater, convinced her to go somewhere with him, she never came back.”
“Still a different MO – no sign he was in the car with Lavoie. With Harriet, he obviously had a way in.”
“Right. Maybe he does it one way with Lavoie – uses the fact that she knows him to lure him to his car or something. But maybe that’s too much hassle, almost doesn’t work; I don’t know. Or his relationship to each of them is different, requiring an altered method. But think about it – in twenty years, how many CPS caseworkers have been murdered or vanished into thin air?”
“I’m going to guess two.”
Mike said, “Right now, we’re looking at present, open, child protection cases. Corrow said he looked at ten.”
“Yeah, Corrow…” she said skeptically.
“I think he brushed off the sex offender because of Lavoie’s age.”
“Or maybe her race. I don’t know if Corrow struck me as socially liberal.”
“Me neither. But what I’m saying is…” He took the file back, thumbed through a couple of pages, pulled one out and handed it to her. “Lavoie transferred to Watertown in 2008. Like her sister said, she moved in to be a support. We need to see all her case files.”
Overton clucked her tongue. “That’s gonna be tough – she’s considered a missing person, not a homicide. Her confidentiality is protected. It’ll be hard to get Cheever to sign off on a warrant opening Lavoie’s stuff when the connection is this tenuous.”
“There’s got to be a way around it. I think we can get Cheever on board.”
The rain made shifting shadows over her face as Overton thought it through. She said, “Well, this could be good news for Bobbi Noelle.”
“I think she’d be relieved, yeah.”


“I mean we can’t say anything, obviously… I wish we could. She seems pretty freaked out.”
Mike had felt the same, even if she showed an aptitude for self-defense.
“You know what strikes me about Noelle?” Overton asked.
“How much she looks like she could be Harriet’s daughter?”
“Not that. But that Noelle comes from a well-to-do family – her father worked for Xerox in Rochester for years, and when they shut down he went into business for himself and did very well. What’s she doing up here in the sticks?”
“You’re a classist?”
She hit him on the shoulder. “Stop it. You know what I mean. Stock County is the second most dependent county in the state. Know what the first one is?”
“Point taken.”
“More people in Pierce County on disability, Medicaid, than anywhere else. People are leaving – not coming in. Plenty of jobs and higher pay in Rochester.”
He shrugged. “There’s a need, I guess. And just because she comes from money doesn’t mean she doesn’t have… Maybe it’s one of those things where a kid takes off in a completely different direction from her parents.”
Overton got a half-smile on her face and leaned back in the seat a little, looking toward the restaurant. “Well, my son, Eric, says he wants to be a cop, so, there goes your theory.”
He waved a hand. “Bah, anecdotal.”
“Hardly. You want statistics? I bet we can find them. I bet more kids get up to similar careers than different from their parents. Eldest children, most definitely. What did your father do?”
“Cop.”
Overton threw her head back and laughed. “See? You jerk. Where was he a cop? Around here?”
“Dad worked the Seven-Seven in Brooklyn.”
Her jaw dropped. “East New York?” Sections of Brooklyn in the late 1970s had hotbeds of organized crime and law enforcement corruption; most cops had heard a story or two.
“East New York was the Seven-Five district,” Mike said. “He was right next door.”
She faced him. “You lived down there or what?”
“I grew up there for the first few years, then my parents divorced, I moved up here with my mother but went back to Brooklyn in the summers for a while. How old is Eric now?”
“Uhm, he’s… Eric is sixteen.”
Mike whistled.
“What?” Her eyes accused him though she smiled.
“That’s just got to be something. You’ve got two teenaged boys under your roof. Got to be a handful. And, so, what does…?”
“Avery.”
“And what does Avery want to become?”
“Right now? He wants to go to work for the National Park Agency. But it changes almost weekly. Last week it was a foreign correspondent for a major news network.”
“Where? Like Moscow?”
“No way. Avery is a warm-weather boy. Hates the snow. He’ll wind up someplace tropical.”
“But still a quagmire of American imperialism…”
“I hope not. I plan to visit wherever he goes. Before that, it was a professional surfer. I liked that one.”
“Ambitious for thirteen.”
“You should’ve heard him at five.”
They stopped talking, the rain hitting the roof like coins. Mike’s stomach grumbled, drowned out by the noise. “You want to take this inside?”
“Yeah, let’s do it.”
She handed him back the files and he tidied up. “We’re going to have to run for it,” he said.

They each took to a bathroom to dry off then grabbed one of the only free tables. It was the busy summer season, boaters and fishermen and motorcyclists driven indoors by the storm.
The restaurant was attached to a motel; Mike counted seven rooms from his seat by the window. When his eyes drifted back to Overton, he felt his stomach clutch, a sensation he’d long forgotten – he hadn’t experienced anything like it since college, when he’d fallen hard for a girl named Molly.
Maybe it was the fact that Overton’s hair had gotten a good soaking, her blouse was still a little see-through, her skin flush from the run inside. Or maybe it was the way she stood against the wall during interviews, exuding composure while displaying genuine compassion for a victim’s family. Maybe it was her clarity on the job, or her obvious but understated love for her sons.
And then there were her eyes – each color that formed hazel sparkling in the steel light that shined through the big restaurant windows.


“What?” She grew self-conscious. “What are you looking at?”
“Just thinking.” He dropped his gaze and studied his menu.
Heart pounding? You’ve got to be kidding. Days of stomach butterflies and a jacked pulse over a woman were supposed to be long gone.
Shit.

They ordered and talk came back around to the case.
“So,” Overton said, sipping a Coke.


“Yeah.”
“Alright – I’ll indulge this. We’ll go with your old scores theory for a minute, see where it leads.”
“Old scores… It’s got a ring to it. Okay.”
“I was thinking about this idea that the killer altered his MO with Harriet. Maybe it was like you said – a better fix.”
“Or maybe it was something unforeseen. Messing up his plan.” Mike took a sip of his own drink, water with lemon.
Overton was watching him. “So let’s say this guy gets involved with DSS and Harriet or Lavoie is his caseworker. Could be both – lots of these cases go through all sorts of social workers, lawyers, judges. Do we have anybody so far that fits? Who do you have written down in your little book there?” She was referring to the black Moleskine notebook he kept, currently warmed by his right butt cheek.
She answered for herself, ticking them off on her fingers. “I’d say you got Pritchard, number one. Jameson Rentz we still don’t have eyes on. Then there’s mystery person X – someone like the sex offender from Corina Lavoie’s cases. What about other employees from DSS? As long as we’re taking it all apart, looking at everything – what about Lennox Palmer? Before he chased down absentee fathers for child custody payments, he was a caseworker, too.”
Mike set down the glass, wiped his mouth with a napkin. He was about to respond when there was a commotion at the far end of the restaurant: two men arguing. Mike didn’t peg them as locals, but bikers. There was a row of nice-looking Harleys parked out front, getting wet. It was that time of year, when long chains of motorcycle enthusiasts roared through the small picturesque towns of the North Country. They came down from Canada, or up from New Jersey, Massachusetts, lower New York. For the most part, they were ordinary folk: weekend warriors who were plumbers and teachers and business owners in everyday life. Occasionally, though, you ran into some hard guys.
“God dammit,” one of the men said loud enough to carry. His tone had a ripple effect on the other patrons, most of whom seemed to shrink in their seats. The biker then shoved his seat back, stood up, and pushed his large stomach through the crowded restaurant and out the front doors into the rain.
Mike glanced at Overton, who was twisted around to watch. She turned back, gave Mike a look, lifting her eyebrows.


The door to the kitchen swung open and a man in a stained white apron looked into the dining room and strode to the table. The cook spoke to the remaining biker, who wore a leather vest and gray goatee. Mike took a long sip of his water.
Overton stood up.
The cook was quieter, but his face was red – he pointed after the biker who’d left. The biker in the vest threw down some cash on the table, stood, and strode to the door, giving Overton a look as he went. Then he was gone and she sat back down.

Back in the car, Overton poked at her teeth with a toothpick as she looked at the restaurant.
The storm hadn’t let up. It was getting dark, the rain just slamming down. Three motorcycle riders in leather huddled beneath the awning, peering out at the row of Harleys. Water poured from the gutter ends, milky white.
“A nice family place,” Overton said.
“You looked ready to splash someone on the floor in there.”
She laughed. “Yeah that was tense for a minute.”
They watched the trio of bikers some more and Mike said, “I wonder where their rain gear is.”
“Nobody should ride in this. Why don’t they just get a room?”
He turned toward her, and his heart started to gallop again. Like a teenager, for God’s sake.
“We never really got our flow back in there,” she said.
“Yeah. We need to, ah…”
Then she leaned in toward him a little, her lips slightly parted, like she had a secret.
He closed the distance, wrapped his arms around her.
They had to stretch across the seats and it pinched his sore neck, but it was worth it.
Totally frigging worth it.





FOURTEEN
Connor kissed her then withdrew and examined her face. “What’s the matter?”
“My pager is going off.”
“Well, that’s a good thing, right?”
Bobbi playfully squeezed his shoulder and stepped out of the kitchen, went through the living room. Jolyon was on his stomach reading a graphic novel, his legs bent and swinging, oblivious to the surrounding world.
It continued to peck at the back of her mind: this sense of major responsibility she’d be taking on as any sort of significant person in Connor’s and Jolyon’s lives. With everything that was going on it felt like bad timing for complex new thoughts and feelings.
On the other hand, maybe it was the job. For six months she’d seen people screw up with their kids, and perhaps it had jaded her.
She closed the door in the bedroom and called the state registry.
Two minutes later she walked back into the living room, both Connor and Jolyon smiling at her from the couch, where Jolyon read. They looked sweaty. “Sorry it’s so hot in here,” she said.
“Oh, I can hook you up,” Connor said, getting to his feet. “I got a buddy who does air-conditioning.”
“I can’t afford that.”
They met in the middle of the near-empty room. “I could get you one used, cheap. And your utilities are included, right? No landlord expects someone to suffer through the summer in a third-floor walk-up without… Hey, you gotta go or something?”
“Yeah, maybe. I’m waiting to hear back from the police.”
“Everything okay?”
“Just work.”
She glanced at the clock – almost seven. “I’ll need to get ready, though, in case I have to go. Really sorry about this.”
He put up his hands in a sign of peace. “Hey, it comes with the job. I get it. You’re like Batman, or Batwoman. When the signal is in the clouds, you gotta go.”
He smiled, but his eyes stayed serious. She gave his arm a stroke, then grabbed him, led him into the bedroom. He sat on the frameless bed as she pushed around some hanging garments in her closet, trying to find something professional yet breathable. Finally, she selected an outfit and draped it over the bed, started to undress.
Connor drew close. “I’ll take Joly fishing or something tonight, so don’t worry about it. Anyway, it might not take long, right?”
“Could be quick. I don’t know.”
“Well, however long. But maybe if it’s not too late, then afterward…?”
She stood on the balls of her feet and kissed him. “I will. I’ll text you.”

Bobbi drove down the long driveway of a rundown Victorian house at the bottom of a wooded escarpment, crowded with an old pickup truck, an immobile camper van, and piles of scrap lumber. There was a fenced garden with proud green veggies poking up in the fading light.
The place belonged to Anita Richardson, would-be mother-in-law to Carrie Lafler. But Carrie had never married Anita’s son, Roy – instead, she’d left her two small children behind while she took a wild trip out west. Now she was back, and Anita didn’t like her showing up at the house, even if the kids were biologically hers. The state had placed them in Anita’s care.
Deputy Shoreman stood on the porch talking to Anita, whose gray hair clung to her sweaty forehead. Anita glared at Bobbi when Bobbi got out of the car, the humidity like a wet blanket, bugs homing in. Waving them off, she walked to the porch. Two little faces peered down from an upper bedroom window.
Then Bobbi saw Carrie pacing by the garden. She smoked a cigarette and held her cell phone in the air like she was trying to get a signal. Another deputy with the sheriff’s office, a woman named Moore, kept an eye on her.
“Hello, Ms. Noelle,” Deputy Shoreman said. He led her inside so Bobbi could talk to the kids.
They were both happy, healthy, well-fed. The house was clean, safe, and the children – a boy and girl – each had their own room. After about forty minutes, Bobbi left. Deputy Moore had spent the time talking to Carrie, explaining that for now, she had to depart the premises. Carrie was upset, but Bobbi arranged to meet with her later in the week, get her started rehabilitating herself as a parent, and that seemed to mollify her.

Bobbi had been thinking about Terry and Victor since the memorial service that morning. Since she was already out and it wasn’t too late – not quite 8 p.m. – she thought about paying them a visit.
Terry Fogarty, a man without his wife. Victor without a mother. Every time she thought of them alone in their house it made her sad. And she regretted how she’d behaved at the memorial – she’d been frightened and filled with guilt. It wasn’t who she aspired to be.
But she’d promised Connor they’d hook back up after her work was complete.
On the phone, he said, “No, I think it’s very thoughtful – I’m sure they’d love to see you.”
“I just want to… I don’t know. I feel like we do all this stuff when someone dies, there’s this rush of a couple days, everyone shows their support, then it’s over and they go back to their lives.”
“I think you should definitely do it. And if it feels wrong, or something, after you get there, so what? You go home. Just showing up like that is probably more than most people would do.”
She felt a swell in her chest – maybe pride, maybe even the beginnings of love for Connor. She said, “It’s just… It might be getting kind of late if we’re there, and we get talking or something…”
“I get it. I’m here, come by whenever; or if not, that’s okay. This week I’m working over around Moody Pond. So, getting off work at a decent time, picking up Joly. We can get together another time. But listen – so what do you think? I could get the unit dirt-cheap.”
“The air-conditioning?”
“Yeah.”


“Connor, you don’t have do all this stuff, do all these nice things…”
“Yeah I do. I want to.”
She sighed, thought to tell him more about how she’d been feeling, but stopped herself. Maybe later. “I’ll text you when I’m done, okay? See how this goes.”
“You got it. Take your time.”
He was almost too good to be true.

Clay cranked the engine, backed up a bit, pulsed the gas. The balding tires kicked up rocks and dust as he shot out onto the road. He took the direction she had gone.
Roberta Noelle.
Bobbi, to her friends and co-workers.
Bobbi.
He turned on the stereo, poked in the cassette already there, and then listened to the gears. A moment later,
The Doors
started to play.
He rolled the window down, let the wind thunder in the gaps as he cruised along and Jim Morrison crooned from the speakers about the soft parade, about cobras and leopards and engines humming.
Clay felt his own engine humming, and he sped through the twilight.

The Fogarty’s place was on Averyville Road, a section of Lake Placid with rolling hills, deep farmhouses, big fields, a narrow, potholed road winding through it all.
Bobbi drove past the trailhead for the Northville-Placid hiking trail, sparking the memory of a trip from years past she’d taken with her family, when she’d fallen in love with the region.
There were several cars parked at the trailhead, people scattered around, likely returning from a hike, the sun almost gone for the day. A hiker could go for a casual walk down the trail and double-back, or they could take a seven- or eight-day thru-hike all the way to Northville, 122 miles away. Beside the trail was the Chubb River, bubbling along beneath the bridge as Bobbi drove over.
The trail wound through the heart of the Adirondacks, traversing several wilderness areas. Bobbi had considered it herself at one point, and done a little boning up – supposedly there were several lean-tos scattered along the length of the trail, but the local motto was, “Don’t count on anything; be prepared.”
She tried to live her life that way. Her foster brothers – just some of them, not all of them – could get a little carried away, and since dating Jamie, she’d learned the hard way what an abuser was like, and she’d grown determined to take care of herself. Connor was lovely, trying to fix her fridge, or obtain an air-conditioner, but as good as he seemed, she didn’t need a man to take care of her.
This whole thing with Harriet had thrown her, for sure – it would have thrown anyone. It reminded her that self-reliance and facing fears didn’t happen on their own. You had to double-down, roll up your sleeves, and wade into the—
Bobbi realized she’d driven past the turn for the Fogarty’s, hit the brakes, did a multipoint turn in the narrow road, and backtracked. There was one set of headlights oncoming as she reached the spot and turned in.
Then she bumped down the long, crushed-stone driveway toward the brown house in the distance.

Clay drove more slowly until he saw her car again. What a sight, that rustic little house set back from the road, big sky above. Powerful thunderheads were turning into pink anvils, the sun melting into the ridge of mountains – a late storm in the making – and Bobbi was making her way to see Dead Harriet’s husband.
He drove on, parked up the road at a trailhead for Pine Pond. There were a couple of other cars in the dirt lot; typical – a Subaru with a bike rack, a Jeep with a canoe mount and mud splattered on the sides, a pickup truck, a sporty little Honda Fit. His own vehicle would have been out of place if it weren’t for the rest of the people in the Adirondacks like him, riding the poverty line or close to it, driving cars that didn’t look like ads for rich people cramming in their outdoor recreation because it was trendy to “love nature.”
He walked along the edge of the road, almost fully dark now, watching the lightning flash as the clouds merged into a serious black mass. Within a few minutes he was at the mouth of the driveway. A mailbox listed to one side, FOGAR Y, spelled in white reflective letters, missing the T.
The wall of clouds rumbled, throbbed with internal flashes of light.
He thought about Jim Morrison wandering the western landscape in his early, pre-Doors days, writing poetry, taking mescaline. These people in their normal, everyday worlds, they didn’t have the first clue about the true nature of the universe. He hummed along to a track in his head as he turned down the driveway.
He was out of sight from anyone in the distant house. If Bobbi were to leave while he was still walking, the woods would provide easy cover, just have to hop in amid the trees, disappear.
Creeping closer, though, he saw shapes in the lighted windows: people moving around.
Bobbi was in there – what was she doing? She was making nice with them, perhaps, showing them her pity.
Clay stopped, having gotten halfway along the driveway, sticking close to the trees.
There was a smell in the air – what was it? It tasted like metal. Like pennies…
The first of the rain fell, like a spray from an ocean wave, followed by a swift downpour, a change in pitch as it hit. Clay turned his face toward the sky. The drops were warm, the warmest they would be all year long…

What was he thinking?
He remembered: Alison Hadley. The girl who thought she was better than him. Who thought she was a fucking princess, above it all, just like Bobbi Noelle.
He started walking again.
Hadley had never seen who he really was because she’d never given him a chance. She’d judged and dismissed him. Maybe that was what high school was like, but maybe, too, she’d been an uppity cunt.
Those old moves, four years of wrestling, you just couldn’t help yourself. It was so easy, and Hadley was so little, like a doll, nothing to her, barely able to resist him. He could have taken it all the way but she’d raked him with her fingernails – that had been the worst of it. He still even had the scar.
Not that anyone ever noticed.
Nobody ever noticed anything that wasn’t in their self-interest.
As he made his way closer to the house, he let rain wash away the memory of Hadley’s bitchy ways. The first girl he’d ever tried to ask out, and her callous rebuff, the humiliation. Fuck all that. Now there was Bobbi Noelle, and Bobbi was a lot like Hadley, and it had struck him that she was a new chance for him to be seen.
A dog barked when he was halfway down the Fogarty’s long driveway. Dammit. The Fogartys had a dog and the dog had caught his scent.
Clay scrambled up the short embankment, into the woods, maneuvering a bit so he could see out and still have an angle on those windows. The way he was crouching, though, the knife sheath jammed into his calf muscle a bit. He shifted his weight and peered at the house.
The dog was joined by another – two of them barking at shadows now. He waited for a porch light to come on, or an area light, maybe over that saggy-looking shed beside the main house, but nothing happened.
Stupid. Should’ve known they had dogs. He saw people-shapes moving in the windows again, was pretty sure the shape looming near the corner of the house was that of Terry Fogarty. But then the shapes went away, and the dogs stopped barking.
The rain continued to pound him, the woods a rush of water smacking the leaves, and he was soaked through to the skin. It was just a reconnaissance mission, just a chance to watch Bobbi for a while, to “get the feels” as the kids liked to say, and it had run its course.
But.
But the dogs gave him an idea. The knife, uncomfortably jamming into his body, gave him an idea, too. He drew it out, turned the blade over in the rain and thought about how he’d love a rifle.
A rifle would take care of anything in his way, like dogs. Pop them both off from a distance. Rifles couldn’t be too hard to figure out, a couple of YouTube videos would do it, and he was always a fast learner. Not that these particular dogs would be a problem – Fogarty’s house wasn’t part of the plan – but the DSS employees always had someone around now. Cops were going with caseworkers to home-fucking-assessments. They might as well have been dogs.
Like the tall one, the one who looked like a city-slicker. Nelson. Mr. “Call me Mike.” He had that I’m-better-than-you vibe written all over him, just like Bobbi.
Mr. “Call me Mike” was probably already patting himself on the back, thinking this was a “knife killer” at work, or something.
But this was Clay, and clay was mutable.
Clay was a shapeshifter.
He moved back toward the main road, keeping to the trees. His hands were soon sticky with sap and leaves, his boots squished. The rain was almost blinding, the thunder right above him, but he was content to marvel at how his plan kept growing, evolving, getting better.
Maybe there was no God, but as he slipped back out of the woods, looked over his shoulder at the dark house in the rain-blurred distance, he thought maybe there was a secret to things, a life hidden behind the masks we wear, and once you got in touch with that secret, gave over to it, once you felt the thrum of its power shaking the ground beneath your feet, you were invincible.
He bet Jim Morrison had felt that, at least once, too.





FIFTEEN
“Why do you want people to call you by your first name?” Overton lay beside him in the motel room bed.
Mike looked up at the ceiling, hands nested behind his head. “Just a habit.”
“Okay, Mike.” She put out her hand. “Call me Lena.”
He laughed and shook it.
She propped up on her elbow, her face close. “That’s not what I heard.”
“Oh no? And what did you hear?”
“I heard it was an interview tactic. That you’re good in the box – you get called in for assists all the time, got quite the confession record.”
He didn’t say anything for a couple of seconds. “I don’t know. I never really thought about it.”
“Uh-huh… Okay, so your dad worked in the Seven-Seven back in the eighties. Uniformed? That had to be a hell of a time to be working New York.”
“He worked anti-crime, plainclothes division. There was a big corruption scandal when I was a kid.”
“We read about it in college,” she said. “Cops working with drug dealers. What was the big organization going on?”
Mike sat up a little, fixing the pillows. “La Compania. Guy named Chelo ran the outfit like the military. His guys had all kinds of hardware – street-sweepers, you name it. He put out contracts on cops. I mean he would literally chase the cops, cook off a few shots in broad daylight. That’s how it was. And he had pros coming up from the Dominican Republic just to take people out.”
Mike thought for a minute about the Harriet Fogarty crime scene, the only trace evidence a couple of bloody shoe prints. Then he got back to the story and said, “My dad was killed. Could’ve been Chelo, but…”
Lena’s eyes got big and she spoke through a hand covering her mouth. “How old were you?”
“This was in ’84, so – nineteen. I wanted to go down there the next day, sign up, get to working the Seven-Seven, and not stop until I found his killer.”
“But you didn’t go…”
“Mom pleaded with me. She’d had a hard enough time letting me go down there when I was growing up. And these contract killers they just… you know. After the job, they’re gone. So. I was ready, though. I was ready to take on Chelo myself.” He laughed a little, but it didn’t feel funny.
After a moment Lena asked, “Where’s your mother now?”
“North Carolina. With my sister, Kim. Couldn’t take the winters anymore, either. A warm-weather type, like your son Avery. I mean, this summer, though – it might as well be Florida.”
“She never remarried?”
“I think she was afraid to. There were a couple guys – literally, two men she saw for a while after dad – but that was it. What about you?”
Her skin reddened a shade and she looked away. “No. No more marriage for me.”
“Where’s, ah…?”
“Danny? Oh, he’s around. Sometimes.”
“So the boys were with him last night, or…?”
“No. The neighbor came over and stayed.”
She seemed to want to drop the subject of her ex-husband so Mike switched gears. “What about your parents? How are they doing?”
“Still together, doing well. They live in Upper Jay. Dad’s a retired history teacher, mom worked at the bank for years, as a teller.”
“That’s good.”
They both settled back for a minute, looking up at the ceiling. “It doesn’t feel like we grew up in the same town,” she said.
“Well I mean, I was gone most summers and I’m what – ten years older than you?”
“Keep guessing.”
“Fifteen?”
She smiled, said, “So you got into this because of your dad.”
“I guess so, yeah.”
“I remember thinking, you know, picturing Officer Friendly, sort of walking around the community, smiling, and helping people. When I was growing up… I don’t know. My parents kept me pretty sheltered, I guess. I mean, I got into it a little bit when I was older, I partied a little bit, you know, out in the woods, kids drinking beer. Like Norman Ridge. You ever go out to Norman Ridge, drinking?”
“Sure.”
“But then, I think it was my first year, we had this huge drug bust. I didn’t go into the department straight out of college, I traveled a little, went to California – but that very first year, I’m as green as a blade of grass, and there’s this big, multi-agency sweep.”
“Cut your teeth?”
“Cut a million teeth on that one. My first year and part of the biggest roundup in county history. At least for the time. And it was fine… you know… but there were some things that just… Ugh. It was a wake-up call, know what I mean?”
“I do.”
They fell into silence for a full minute, both of them thinking about the past, Mike thinking about his long-departed wife. Then Lena said, “We should get going.”
The first hints of dawn were coming in pinkish light through the half-drawn blinds.
Lena grabbed a shower first, leaving him to sit on the edge of the bed, looking at the wreck of their clothes. This was crazy. His first time in a long time, and it was a Lake Haven detective and they were in the middle of a huge case.
But she was so damned cute. And smart. And funny. And she seemed to like him. What did it matter? Sex was no big deal.
But it felt like a big deal.
Mike pushed off the bed and looked at himself in the mirror attached to the bureau. At fifty-three, his stomach was still relatively flat. He’d started going gray in his mid-thirties but it had stayed concentrated to his chest hair, some streaks above his ears. At this point he’d outlived his father.
He hadn’t talked about his dad to anyone in a long time. It continued to stir something – he wasn’t quite sure what yet.
Maybe that his father had a reputation for being a good box man, too, and always used his first name, made it informal, drew out confessions. But Mike hadn’t gotten a confession out of Steven Pritchard.


He walked to the bathroom and rapped on the door with a knuckle.
“Yeah?”
“Permission to enter?”
“Granted.”
Steam filled the room, turning the shower door opaque. He could see Lena’s shape. She’d kept her hair up, just doing a rinse. He could stand one, too.
“Permission to enter further.”
She sighed. “Don’t get my hair wet.”
He slid the door away and stepped into the tub. Enough room in there for them to fit comfortably.
“What do you want to do next?” Lena asked, soaping up.
He dragged his eyes away from her sudsy pubic hair, wet breasts, and looked at her face. “It’s been twenty-four hours and we haven’t heard one word about Marlene Blackburn. You feel like gambling?”
“Me? Gambling? Oh, I’m down for a game of blackjack any old day of the— no. I do not feel like gambling. We’ve got the meeting with Joe Pritchard and Terry Fogarty today to go over the estate stuff.”
“I’m about to reach the terminal end of my patience.”
She blinked some water away. “You have a terminal end? You seem pretty patient to me.”
“I couldn’t wait a week to get you in bed.”
“I got you in bed, Mike. And we talked about this – the casino might as well be tribal territory.”
“Maybe I just feel like gambling, and I bump into her, casually ask her if Steve Pritchard has been shacking up with her.” He took the soap from her and scrubbed.
She pushed past him, stepped out, and wrapped herself into a towel. “No, we’ve got the meeting set for today. We need to get prepared.”
Mike ducked his face under the showerhead, then shut off the faucet and stepped out. “Maybe we split up, just for a couple hours?”
“How are we gonna do that? We took one car.”
“I could grab one of those motorcycles left behind…”
“Haha.”
“What are you doing? Are you brushing your teeth with your finger?”
She spat into the sink. Turned on the tap, splashed some water into the basin to wash away the spittle. “Look, this is your thing I’m talking about – your old scores theory. I’m with you on it, so we also need to talk to Cheever, right now, so we can take a warrant and get into Lavoie’s stuff, look at the Child Protective Services cases she shared with Harriet when they both worked in Lake Haven. I’ve got a change of clothes in my car. You?”
“You drive around with a change of clothes in your car?”
She winked at him. “You never know.”
“I don’t have any.”
“Well, then we’ll stop by your place. I think Cheever will go for it, I really do. But then that means it’s going to be a lot of ground to cover, a lot of cases to look through; we need to do it together. So after the meeting with Joe Pritchard, we spend some time on these cases. If we still haven’t heard from Perkins by tomorrow, you can head to the casino. Pritchard is in county lock-up and not going anywhere.” She headed back into the motel room and started fishing her clothes off the floor.
“He might.”
Lena stood upright, gave him a look.
“Pritchard lawyered up,” Mike said. “I just saw the email on my phone. Signed an attorney–client contract last night. The lawyer has requested a bail hearing, citing that the previous bail was exorbitant.”
“Well at least we know he doesn’t have any money.”
“Or he’s cheap.”
“So if he gets out,” she said, “we’ll tag him. A day or two, at least. He won’t go anywhere, anyway, I don’t think.”
“No?”
“No,” she said. “Maybe it was Harriet, maybe not – but he’s here for something. In the area.”
He thought about it a minute. He also thought about unspooling her from the towel, but they’d gotten sidetracked long enough. “Alright,” he said.
She came close to him and he thought she might kiss him, but she touched his arm with a demure smile then went back to gathering her clothes.
They dressed in silence – Mike figured both of them were wondering the same thing: if it had been the right idea to get in bed with a colleague, what they knew about each other, and the volumes they didn’t.
“How long has it been for you?” he asked, buckling his pants.
“What?”
“This.”
Her eyebrows went up as she buttoned her blouse. “You’re asking me how long it was since I had sex?”
“Yeah. Is that so crazy?” He held up his hands. “I’m not looking for exact figures or anything.” He nodded at the bed. “But we just pulled an all-nighter; I don’t think either of us got our breath back for more than a good twenty minutes at any point. I’m telling you, I’m not as young as I used to be. I’m sore in places where I didn’t know I had muscles.”
A smile broke over her face, but she rolled her eyes and kept dressing. “It’s been a while.”
“Yeah. Me too.” He frowned at her. “Why are you putting those clothes back on?”
“I’m not walking out to the car in a towel, Mike – what would the neighbors think?”

Joe Pritchard resembled his brother but was taller and clean-shaven, though just as fierce in the eyes. Mike had glimpsed him at the memorial, but from afar. He and Overton welcomed Joe, Terry, and Victor into Mike’s office.
Once everyone was comfortably seated, Mike jumped into it. “We’ve had the documents faxed over from the estate lawyer. We’d like to discuss the property in Gloversville. But first let’s talk about what’s happened. As you know, Steven Pritchard was picked up this past weekend for fighting with a man outside a bar in Lake Haven. Petrov didn’t press charges, but Steve has been charged with disorderly conduct and assault in the third degree. After the arraignment, he sought counsel and is now contesting bail. There’s a hearing scheduled for this coming Monday. Bail was set high, in part for remarks Steve made to me the night of his arrest. He’d said, of Harriet, that ‘she had it coming.’”
Mike gazed at their faces, watching the various reactions. Terry seemed to turn inward while Victor blushed with anger. Joe Pritchard grunted and said, “Sounds like Steve.”
“It sounds like him?”
“Steve has problems,” Joe said. “He called me, asked me to bail him out. I told him to get a good lawyer.”
“I’ll come right to the point, Joe: Do you think your brother would have done something like this to your sister?”
Joe’s answer was immediate, filled with conviction. “No. Absolutely not.”
Terry blew out a held breath and got up from the chair, walked toward the wall, then turned around. “How can you say that? Rita was afraid of Steve, Joe. She told me about his potential for violence…”
Mike waited to see how Joe reacted. The elder Pritchard stayed calm. “Steve is all bark and no bite, Terry, always been that way.” Then he looked Mike in the eye. “This guy, Petrov; he hit him?”
“You asking if Dmitri Petrov struck Steve?”
“No – did Steve hit him. Did he actually hit him? Or was he just yelling, running his mouth?”
“He didn’t physically strike Mr. Petrov, no. But he kicked the door open while detained in the back of a police car. An officer had to use force to restrain him.”


“Yeah, mace. Steve said.” Joe shook his head. “Well, you said this Petrov guy didn’t press charges… Doesn’t sound like there were any to press. Anyway, look – I know about my brother. He’s his own worst enemy. His mouth has always gotten him into trouble. But he never touched Rita, and never would. He said what you say he did, okay, he even admitted as much to me, but that’s because Steve is an asshole, and that’s when he’s sober.” Joe looked at Lena. “I’m sorry about the language.”
Lena’s brow drew together in a scowl. “Why are you apologizing to me?”
Joe opened his mouth, closed it. Opened it again. “Sorry to everybody.”
“Yeah,” Victor said sarcastically. “You’re sorry, Uncle Joe.”
“Victor,” snapped Terry. “Please.”
“Let’s get into the estate,” Mike said, eyeing Victor. Then he took a quick glance at his notes, refreshing the critical information. “The property is on Route 8, in Gloversville; 103 acres, a once-working dairy farm. In the Last Will and Testament of Arthur and Cecilia Pritchard, the house and property was bequeathed to you, Joe, and to Rita, each of you with one-half.” Mike looked up. “I’m not passing judgment on family business, but I’m wondering if this is what’s behind Steve’s comment about your sister deserving death.”
Joe’s expression hardened. “Well, what you’re… I don’t want to help anyone build a case that my brother murdered our sister, for God’s sake. He told me he was somewhere else. Right? With a woman on the res.” Joe looked between the investigators. “Did you check on that?”
“We’re in the process.”
“Well, what’s taking so long? If he was with someone else, and they’ll give a deposition or whatever, then he’s off the hook, right? This thing with the bail – the judge has got to knock that down; it’s excessive. And a year in jail for kicking a car door?”
Terry broke in. “Was he upset with you, Joe? Did he think you had it coming, too?”
Joe tilted his head to look at Terry behind him. “He was, Terry. For your information, I spent months on the phone with Steve. He’d call, sometimes drunk, sometimes just royally ticked off. Once, he was even crying. He told me he tried to talk to Rita a couple times, but she shut him down.”
“Oh, for God’s… She drew a boundary, Joe.”
“Steve wanted to lease the property from us,” Joe said to Mike and Lena. “He was trying to get Rita and me to come to terms on that. This whole thing played out over a few years, Rita and I spoke on it a few times. I was willing, and I thought maybe she was, but you gotta deal with, you know, a lot of paperwork, so the whole thing – it never really got off the ground. And Steve, okay, he gets these ideas but doesn’t follow through. He’ll think he’s gonna return the place to a working dairy farm, but then he’ll lose interest. Couple months later, suddenly it’s the most important thing in the world again.”
“Can I ask,” Lena said, “why your parents would’ve kept him from such an inheritance?”
“Look,” said Joe. “Much of an estate passes by law to beneficiaries, despite what the will says. Like retirement proceeds, life insurance, joint bank accounts, payable-on-death bank accounts, stocks registered with a transfer-on-death form – these all go to a specified beneficiary.”
“I’m aware,” Lena said, a bit coolly.
“Well, Steve’s a beneficiary in these regards. Okay? So, you know. It’s not like he was cut out of everything. Just the farm.”
Lena said, “If you’re implying that Steve should have been content – he filed twice in probate court just this past year. And he doesn’t seem to be able to come up with any money for his bail.”
Joe looked bewildered. “Naw, you sure? Probate? Steve knows once a will is drawn up, it’s final…”
“But that doesn’t mean uncontestable,” Lena said. “Do you know about your parents changing the original will?”
Joe blinked. “Changing it? I mean, I dunno, maybe they updated and added a few things, I guess…”
“There are actually several codicils attached to the will,” Lena said. “Apparently your brother Steve was originally set to inherit a third of the Gloversville farm, but then that inheritance was revoked. That change was dated, signed, and witnessed just a few months before your mother passed. So, she changed it after your father died two years prior.”


A thick silence developed. Terry sat back down in his seat, looking like he had something to say.
“Terry?” Mike asked.
Harriet’s husband sighed, long and heavy, glanced quickly at Joe, then looked at Mike and Lena. “Rita mentioned talking to Cecilia before Cecilia died. They talked about Steve, about his behavior. To be honest – okay, I told her I didn’t think that he should get any part of the Gloversville property.”
Joe opened his mouth but Terry put up a finger and hurried on. “Stocks, insurance, all these other benefits – okay. But that property was in Rita’s family for over 100 years. Splitting it three ways – I thought it would only cause infighting. Like Joe just said, Steve would get some harebrained idea – he’d already talked to her about razing the old barn, the house, rebuilding… I mean, he had some crazy plans, Joe. And you and I both know he would’ve gotten halfway into it, figured out how much work was involved, or gotten distracted by something else and…” Terry raised his shoulders and let them drop. “Cecilia was worried about it, and she talked to us. And me and Rita, we helped her make the right decision. And yeah, she was honest with Steve that she did. He called her a cunt, and that was the last they spoke.”
Mike was surprised to see tears in Joe’s eyes.
Terry said, softly, “Steve might be inconsistent about everything else, but he could hold a grudge.”
Joe seemed to shrink. He wiped away the moisture in his eyes. “Fuck.”
Finally, Lena said, “So, Joe. Do you still think – is it out of the realm of possibility that Steve, maybe just in a moment of – I don’t know. That he could have done this?”
Joe slowly lowered his head until his chin rested against his dress shirt. “I don’t know.” His voice was almost inaudible. “Goddammit. Maybe.”

Mike and Lena had skipped lunch, rushing to catch Judge Cheever. In the car, they had talked a bit about Joe Pritchard – who had plans to fly back to Salt Lake City that afternoon – and the tension between him and Terry and Victor Fogarty. With Cheever’s consent, they moved on to the DSS armed with a court order to open old cases from Child Protective Services.
Shalene Jaquish was the assistant director, her position above both Harriet Fogarty and the remaining supervisor, Jessica Rankin. Jaquish was a fast-talking, busy woman, the kind that oozed efficiency. Even as she sat at her desk and reviewed the order from Cheever, she was getting things done. The phone rang, she answered it and spoke, solved a problem, sent an email.
She pushed the paperwork at Mike and Lena. “Come with me,” she said, and led them through a door, down a flight of stairs, where she snapped on a light in a massive underground records room.
“So,” she said, still moving, hips swinging along, “you can’t take anything out of this room. Copy machine is there in the corner. But I would guess if you’re going through all cases involving both Harriet and Corina Lavoie, you’re not going to want to Xerox everything or you’d be here a week.”
One of the overhead fluorescents was flickering; in one corner, the ceiling was festooned with cobwebs. “What’s that smell?” Lena asked Mike in a soft voice.
“We think there’s a dead mouse down here somewhere,” Jaquish said, overhearing. She finally stopped, squaring her shoulders with the end of a cabinet. “Here we go. 2000 to 2005. That what you’re looking for?”
Mike boggled at the sheer volume of information surrounding them: the whole thing resembled a kind of prehistoric data farm. Instead of servers in rows, there were storage units jammed tightly together.
“The units move on tracks, you control with these,” Jaquish said, and grabbed a large three-point knob and spun it. The first unit in the group rolled away, creating a corridor. Mike stepped in and had a look. Each unit had six shelves, bisected to form two sections, each about four feet wide, crowded with manila folders. There were a few colored folders – some reds and blues, interspersed.
“How is the information arranged?” Lena asked.
“Alphabetical, by client. If there’s many charts for the same client, then in year order for that client, then year order for the next client, and so on.”
“They’re not arranged by caseworker?” Mike’s heart sank a little.


Jaquish shook her head. “This is the area for Child Protective Services, these two sets of shelves cover 2000 to 2005.”
Mike looked around at all the other storage and did a quick mental calculation: Five-year sections, dating back to the establishment of DSS in ’77, meant roughly ten to fifteen of these cabinet blocks. “So what’s all the rest of this stuff?”
Jaquish put her hands on her hips and rotated around. “Disability, Adult Protective Services, Child Support, Medicaid, HEAP, Temporary Assistance, SNAP, Day Care, Accounting.” She finished her spin, pointed to a corner. “That’s the server over there. You might see Trevor Garris coming down here; he’s still working out all the kinks of our new EHR and all the networking. Hope that’s not a problem?”
“No, that’s fine,” Mike said. “Whatever.”
She looked at him, eyes sharp as a sparrow’s. “You’re lucky this isn’t Mental Health – they’re not required to hold onto anything past ten years. But with Child Protective Services in particular, children aren’t necessarily grown up ten years on. So…”
“What about transferring all this to digital?”
“We’re actually still in the process of that – have been for years – scanning and storing in digital. But we haven’t destroyed the old stuff yet.”
“How far back are you scanning?”
“Ten years.”
Mike suppressed a sigh. No luck jockeying a mouse and doing a little clicking instead of wandering around in the catacombs. To hell with this ‘old scores’ theory…
Jaquish flashed a quick smile then hurried back to her busy world. “Let me know if you need anything.”
Mike was surprised – the records room was treated like Fort Knox; he’d expected supervision the whole time. But she was already through the door and pounding back up the stairs. Then he looked around, saw the camera mounted in the corner.

“Well,” Lena said. She slid open the top drawer. “We’re only looking at three years, right? The overlapping years that Harriet and Lavoie both worked here.” She pulled out a file, flipped through. “Usually, the first thing is the referral sheet, that’s for the initial call. And then back here… okay, this is the discharge summary. And, see this? There’s the caseworker, right there.”
“But the referrals,” Mike asked, “they’re not all coming from the state register?” He kept eyeing the different-colored files, hoping for an easy way out of this and not seeing it.
“If it’s a civilian that calls the hotline, okay. But anyone with a public licensure to help children is a mandated reporter, and I don’t know if they have to go through the register.” Lena put the file back and jotted a note on a legal pad beside her. She seemed resolved to see it through, but Mike was still antsy.
He pulled out a red folder. “What about these?”
Lena looked over. “Yeah,” she said. “We’re going to need a bit more help. Hang on; I got someone to call.” She stepped away, pulling out her cell phone.
Mike heard her talking, then sifted through the photos in the red folder. They made him sick; pictures of a child’s arm and neck covered in huge bruises. He wanted to be chasing down Pritchard’s alibi, not seeing images of abused kids. But Lena was right – this was his idea. Pritchard looked good for it, but if they couldn’t connect him to Lavoie, it didn’t feel right, because one missing and one murdered caseworker in less than a year felt like more than coincidence. The idea was that it was someone like Gavin Fuller, but a decade or so back, whose resentment of Child Protective Services had cooked until it boiled over.
“Okay, Mary, thanks so much.” Lena stepped back into the aisle between cabinets. “So that was my friend who works for DSS in Oneida County. Certain cases might be classified in a different-color folder. Permanently separated families, for example.”
“Or serious abuse cases,” Mike said, holding up one of the pictures.


Her mouth formed a tight line. “Yes.”
He nodded at the red folders. “Then let’s start with these?”
“Okay. But let’s look for the discharge summary first, so we can separate out the ones with Harriet’s name, Corina Lavoie’s name.”
They pulled two smaller tables together and went to work, each amassing a stack of colored folders. The flickering fluorescent continued to bother Mike, and he could smell the bad smell now, too. He got up.
“What are you doing?” Lena glanced at the clock.
“Looking for that mouse.”
She didn’t say anything else, just tucked back into the work.
He didn’t care about the mouse, he needed a moment.
After he wandered back to the table, he’d formed the complete thought. “So, the people that call in the complaint, you know, about a child in danger, they can be anyone. Like we said, mandated reporter, or just someone off the street. And their name goes into the file.”
“Usually. They can withhold it. They’re certainly going to want it withheld from the alleged perp, but the name is recorded by the hotline staff.”
He crossed his arms, looked down at the spread of files on the table. “But I bet the perpetrator often figures out who reported anyway. Or has suspicions.”
She leaned back, looking thoughtful. “I see where you’re going – someone angry with whoever reported the suspected abuse or neglect; they’re pissed off someone rang the bell on them.”
“Just thinking, if I was upset someone came in and took my kid, I’d be just as likely to be upset by the person who made the call initiating the investigation as I would be anyone else. Maybe we factor that in. Maybe our guy found out who called it in, harassed them, something, and there’s a report.”
“Okay, but by that token, we might as well be looking at everyone involved – cops, lawyers, judges, other social workers. I think we need to keep this narrowed to caseworkers. If we don’t come up with anything, then we widen out.”
“I can go with that.”
“We’ll be looking at police reports if anything piques our interest, and we can cross-reference to hotline data…” She touched her lip a moment, lost in thought. “But, I have another question, something we never addressed.”
“Shoot.”
“If this is something that happened ten to fifteen years ago, when both Harriet and Lavoie were working here together – why does the perp wait all this time to go after them?”
“Because he’s in jail.” Mike took a seat beside her. “That’s the whole thing. Someone gets investigated for child abuse, neglect – something – and goes to jail. Meanwhile their kid goes into placement, gets adopted, who knows. When the parent is released, years later, he goes after the caseworkers.”
“Well we’re back to the same problem. This hypothetical parent might just as likely blame the complainant – or why not the cops? Or the judge who sentenced them? And anyway, in most of these cases, the parent doesn’t go to jail. They get parenting classes, counseling, drug rehab…”
“But what we have is one dead caseworker and one missing caseworker. We don’t have any dead judges or cops. The complainant could be anonymous – cops, forget it – judges probably hard to get to, too. The caseworkers are the most vulnerable.”
“You mean mostly women,” she said.
“Yeah. That might be part of it. This guy’s a coward. Probably has some history of violence toward women…” Mike thought about Jameson Rentz for a moment, then he put it out of his mind. Same problem – Rentz didn’t connect to Lavoie.
Lena turned back to the files, her expression grave. “Alright, here’s a brush-up for us both: Once a call is placed to the hotline, then they forward it to the local CPS, where it gets assigned the caseworker. Okay? Assignments are handed out based on current caseload, or on rotation – who’s on call at the time a new case comes in. There might be an initial person who responds at first to the emergency, if there is one, but then another could be assigned after that for various reasons. So, this is why the records aren’t kept by caseworker.”
“Understood.”
“Once a person is assigned to a part of the work, their name, any credentials, and the date, should be on every piece of paperwork. Getting back to an emergency case, though – if the report is an emergency and happens at night on a weekend, let’s say, the state register puts them through to the police, and the police dispatcher notifies the caseworker on call. So, like I said, we can cross-reference with police records.”
“The good news is,” Mike said, surveying the pile of files, “we can focus on the three-year overlap.”
But Lena was shaking her head. “Actually, I’ve been thinking about that. As a supervisor, Harriet can still be directly involved. We need to look at everything from 2003 to 2008. So that means getting into the next five-year cabinet section. And this is all presuming that our perp is reacting off something that specifically had to do with both of them, and that, even if it did involve both of them, Harriet’s name is even going to show up. Sometimes her role is just to offer guidance, and she’s not going to be on any paperwork.”
Mike let his eyelids droop and stared at her.
“Get to work,” Lena said.





SIXTEEN
The kids jumped around and chased each other. They were just eighteen months apart in age and made good playmates. They climbed a hill beside the house, sometimes disappearing, but still within earshot as Bobbi spoke to Anita Richardson in the garden.
Anita was stoic as she pulled weeds around the tomato plants. “People don’t change,” she said. “You think she’s gonna stay clean? No way. Huh-uh.”
Carrie hadn’t returned since the cops warned her off the night before.
“Well, she’s taking full advantage of our services,” Bobbi said carefully. “She’s been to see the judge, and she’s about to start parenting classes.”
“Good for her. See right there? I’ve got an infestation of voles.”
Bobbi looked where Anita was pointing at some holes in the soil.
“They make tunnels,” Anita said. “They ate all my radish tops, chewed off my cucumber leaves before they even got started.”
“Anita, it’s my duty to inform you that Carrie’s aim is to get full custody of the children. And as her parental rights were never terminated, she has that option, provided she meets all requirements.”
Anita didn’t respond, moved on from the tomatoes to the peppers. For a woman in her late sixties, she was nimble. And for a grandmother who’d been watching the children for over a year, the whole thing had to be heartbreaking. Their father Roy was an alcoholic and sporadically showed up, usually to take something from the property and try to hawk it.
Bobbi said, “I also wanted to add that Carrie is incredibly grateful to you. But she shouldn’t have just shown up like that, and she knows it.”
Finally, Anita stood, hands pressed against the small of her back, and looked off where the children were taking turns rolling down the hill, their bright laughter filling the air.
“Would I get visitation?” Anita asked.
“Oh, I think absolutely, that’s a strong possibility. And… Mrs. Richardson, this is a ways off. Carrie has a lot of work to do. And my first responsibility is to those kids. I know they’re happy here. With you.”
Anita snapped a look at Bobbi and said, “You’re still a kid yourself.”
She pushed out of the garden gate and called to the children that it was time for lunch. They came along willingly, bounding up the porch steps.
Bobbi slowly left the garden, feeling stung by Anita’s remark but trying for compassion to transcend ego. It was tough. All of these situations, though, when you looked right at it, were tough. There was never a time someone didn’t get hurt. Her job was to serve the best interests of the kids. If that meant having a healthy, stable mother in their life, then that was what it meant.
Still, driving back to Lake Haven, she felt like shit.
She moped a little back in her office, the mental funk clinging when the IT guy came in to work on her computer. DSS was still dealing with the addition of several offices, and computer networking had needed a massive overhaul. The whole thing was a major inconvenience on top of everything else. She left him sitting at her desk, his hands flying over the keys.
She needed to get a cup of coffee, have a talk with Lennox, get her mind off the morning. The whole dilemma with Connor and Jolyon remained playing like background noise in her mind: keep going, feeling anxious about her role in the life of a six-year-old, motherless boy? Or confront it?
She was never one to run from confrontation.

Mike rolled his neck on his shoulders, feeling beaten. Lena was a machine, her posture straight after two hours, notepad filled, eyes clear. They’d gone through fifty files by his count. Everything a person could do to a child was there, in some form or another. Some of the referrals came from doctors. Some from teachers. And there were more than a dozen complaint calls on record that cited civilians as the source. Every caseworker was a mandated reporter, but Harriet Fogarty never had occasion to call in a complaint.
Lena was right – going after the complainant was a needle in a haystack. Regardless, he’d listed several on his own yellow legal pad under the heading “John Q. Public” – people whose call might’ve spurred an investigation resulting in a child removed from the home of a now very angry, resentful parent.
Emilia Watson: a concerned neighbor who heard shouting every night come from next door, a child crying incessantly.
Paul Hoffnagle: a hardware store worker who called after a man left his toddler in the car on a hot summer day, windows rolled up.
Belinda Baker: called the police, fearing that her boyfriend had shaken their baby to silence it when she’d gone out for groceries.
Mike stood to stretch his back, rotate his shoulders. Couldn’t seem to get out the stiffness. Reading about this stuff, seeing the pictures, it put him in a mood.
Harriet had never made a complaint call on record. And no one had threatened any judges or cops. It was all about cases both Harriet and Lavoie had worked on. That was the key.
He eyed the groups of files on the table. One pile was everything they’d found so far with both Harriet’s and Lavoie’s names on it. A growing stack of red folders marked the cases where there were more serious allegations of neglect and abuse.
He took the file on the top, went through it. Picked up the next one, sifted through the pages.
And the next.
After twenty more minutes his vision was getting blurry and his thoughts kept gravitating to the list of complainants.
“Okay,” he said, and Lena jumped a little. “I’m going to head over to my office to check something out.”
She didn’t look up, but said, “Might be nice if you brought back a little late lunch.”
“I can do that.”

Two dead ends: Emilia Watson, concerned neighbor, had passed away. Belinda Baker, young mother with a violent boyfriend, had taken her child and moved to Florida. They were doing fine, the kid now twelve years old. That left Paul Hoffnagle, who was no longer working at the hardware store in Cold Brook, but bartending at an upscale place called The Lodge on the edge of Lake Haven. Not only had Hoffnagle been the one to call in on a child in danger, there was another report less than a week later when he told police he’d been threatened by someone, but he didn’t know who. Mike called The Lodge, learned that Hoffnagle was in fact working a shift.
Ten minutes later Mike found him slicing up lemons and dropping them into a plastic dish. The bar was enormous, at least ten yards long, all lacquered wood, like pine. The dining room was dark as Mike picked his way through the tables, chairs turned upside down. Everything was rustic and cozy – chandeliers made from deer antlers – and in the winter a fire would be crackling in the big open fireplace down at the far end.
He knew because he’d had dinner here with Molly; she’d been pregnant with Kristen and they’d gone out to celebrate.
Hoffnagle looked up from the lemons and turned on a smile, a careful face Mike figured employees of The Lodge had learned to curate for their typically rich, persnickety guests. “Hello, sir – dining room’s not open again until five this evening. Is there something I—?”
Mike showed his badge and sat at one of the stools. “That’s okay – I called a little while ago? The manager said you were here; I just have a few questions for you. My name is Mike.”
Hoffnagle wiped his hands on the towel over his shoulder and shook with Mike. “You’re with the state police?”
“That’s right.”
There was something that happened with most people – you could tell right away whether they’d ever had any trouble with the cops, you could see it sitting just inside their gaze, sometimes feel it in the thrum of nerves if you shook their hand. Hoffnagle didn’t have any of that. After working the hardware store as a young man, he’d gone to New York City for some art school, then came back and joined the restaurant world, like most graduates of art school. He was thirty-five, wore his hair short but stylish. “What can I do for you?”
“About fifteen years ago, you were working at Remsen Hardware, in Cold Brook.”
“That’s right.”
“There’s a report where you called the police, concerned that someone had left their child in a car on a hot day.”
Now Hoffnagle blanched with the memory, his eyes went a bit glassy, as if the whole thing still pained him. “That’s right. I was outside, um, this was right in the dead of summer. And so I’m out there having a cigarette break – I don’t smoke anymore…”
“Good for you.”
“… and I heard, like, a baby crying. And I’m just standing there, and I don’t think much of it – it’s sort of a muffled crying – but then I kind of walk around, you know – it’s this big parking lot – you know where Ames used to be?”
Mike nodded. “Yeah; Dollar Tree is there now.”
“Right. So the parking lot is pretty big. But so I walk out a ways, and I see this kid, really just a baby, in their car seat, in the back of this… well, it’s a pretty junky kind of car. And the kid is…” Hoffnagle looked off, eyes unfocused. His voice took on a dreamy quality. “He’s just beet-red, looks like he’s burning up in there. I mean it was so hot out. So I went in and told the manager, and we called it out over the PA to see if the parent was in the store, or something. But no one responded.” His gaze sharpened up and he looked at Mike. “So that’s when I called the cops.”
“You did – not your manager?”
“Yeah, I did. I mean the manager… I think he would have. But at this point he hadn’t seen the kid. But I’d tried to open the car doors, everything. It was… you know, I was really worried for the kid. I was panicked.”
“And so,” Mike said, remembering from the report, “cops came, and while they were there, the parent returned to the car…”
“Right, from the Radio Shack or something. Whatever else was down there at the end of the plaza. Or maybe it was the grocery store…”
“And he saw you?” Mike asked.
Hoffnagle just stared a minute, then nodded. “Yeah, he saw me. I was there. I mean, not right there, I was back under the awning, you know, watching with some other people. But he – I swear, and I told the cops this later – he looked right at me.”
“Later – you mean when you called the police two days after that.”
Hoffnagle took the rag from his shoulder and buffed the bar, like he was nervous and needed something to do with his hands. “Yeah, I called. I mean, I’m not the type to freak out and call the police over everything…”
“You had someone call you, according to the report.”
Hoffnagle lowered his head and drew a deep breath through his nose. Then he looked up. “This guy calls, says, ‘You better mind your effing business.’ I mean, but he actually swore.”
“But you didn’t call the police that day.”
“No. I laid awake that whole night, and I heard stuff outside, and I’m sure someone was out there, and the next day, the next morning, that’s when I called them.”
“And you think it was the guy, the parent of this little child in the car, the one who called you, was maybe prowling around your house?”
Hoffnagle nodded.
“Can you confirm the name for me?”
He bit his lip a moment and then said, “Dodd Caruthers.”
It all matched up with the information Mike had. He smiled and thanked Hoffnagle, who looked a bit jarred by the whole memory now that it was all out in the open again. “You did good,” Mike told him.
Hoffnagle offered a strained smile and didn’t know where to look. Then he said, “Can I get you anything?”
Mike pulled a twenty from his wallet and plunked it down.
“Actually, you think you could get the guys in the kitchen to put together a couple of sandwiches?”

Back in the records room, Mike set down a paper bag and Lena peered inside. “Roast beef?”
“It’s from The Lodge. So: Dodd Caruthers.”
She checked her watch, leaned back in her chair, and folded her arms. “Okay.”
“He’s got this report against him, about leaving his kid in his car on a hot day, but comes back unfounded. But that’s not the end of it. Caruthers and his wife have got all sorts of drinking and drug problems, they get in trouble again the next year. Caruthers goes to jail on charges that include drug distribution and beating up his wife. She’s briefly in jail while the kids go into foster care. Their older son, Tommy, has an accident while he’s with a foster family – I don’t know what yet. Anyway, Caruthers was thirty-two at the time so he’d be forty-six right now. I bet he does his time, maybe he gets out, feels like his life is ruined because of what happened, losing his wife, his kids.”
Her face fell as she sorted through the file. “That’s one disturbed human being who has his abused children put in a safe place, his wife move on, and then blames the caseworkers for it.”
“Yeah,” Mike agreed, “but that’s what we’re looking for.”
“There’s a Caruthers, I think, right here in Lake Haven…”
Mike took out his phone and called BCI headquarters in Albany. “Need you to get me a full work-up on Dodd A. Caruthers,” he said to Stephanie. “Department of public safety, corrections, all that. Current and prior addresses, car, phone, whatever you can get. He might be local.”
“You got it,” Stephanie said. “Hey – listen, I was just going to call you.”
“What do you have?”
“So, Marlene Blackburn, right?”
“Yeah?”
“That was your potential witness? Alibi for Steven Pritchard?”
“Correct…”
“She’s the wife of a cop. Tribal police.”
“Oh boy,” he said, and Lena gave him a look. “Blackburn is married to a tribal cop,” he told her.
He said to Stephanie, “Email me everything you got, okay? Get me a photo of him, if you can. CC Overton on all of it.”
“Can do.”
He ended the call and stood up, watching Lena watch him. She said, “So?”
“Can you keep going with this while I check on this thing with Blackburn? I mean, we gotta know whether we can finally clear Pritchard from this or not.”
Lena dropped her gaze. “Yeah, okay.”
“I’ll ride out, see if I can talk to Blackburn, or at least find out what the deal is between her and Pritchard, then we’ll come back to Caruthers. Okay? I’ll be good, I promise.” He grabbed his sandwich.
“No gambling,” she said.





SEVENTEEN
Mike raced back west on Route 3 again, almost to the motel where he’d spent the past night with Lena. He could feel himself getting hooked on her, everything from the way she smelled to the way she took notes. She was a good case manager, a multi-tasker unparalleled, whereas he seemed to not be able to walk and chew gum at the same time.
But the guilt was creeping up his spine. He didn’t understand it. Molly had been gone a decade, yet his back was hurting, his neck stiff with a tension he couldn’t break. It was the case, it was having to solve the first murder in almost two decades, it was the way the case seemed to have multiple personalities, but then it was this sense he’d betrayed his departed wife, even though he’d taken off the wedding ring six years ago.
He veered north, toward the Canadian border, sticking a CD into the console, letting the sounds of Don Covay overpower his restless mind.
He liked the old guys, like Covay, with his upbeat rhythm and blues. People didn’t know the extent of Covay’s influence on more popular artists like Aretha Franklin, groups like The Rolling Stones. Mike liked that – a guy behind the scenes, making it happen.

The casino resembled a Holiday Inn from the outside – a nine-story hotel attached to a sprawling, ground-level section. The surrounding land was flat, empty; just the casino, shimmering in the heat like a mirage. Mike put his gun in the glove box, locked the car, and walked inside.
The interior was an assault to the senses: hallucinogenic carpeting, a ceiling of glass panels with ornamental twists of fire suspended like billows of dragon breath. Rows of slot machines clanged and burbled; roulette wheels spun like the ruse of a hypnotist; gift shops broadcast pinkish light with shelves abounding in shiny souvenirs. There were two brightly decorated bars, a busy restaurant, everything interconnected and walkable, like being inside a massive pinball machine.
The scattered customers were mostly older, white, faces vapid at the slots or fixed in concentration where they sat belly-up to a green felt table, watching the cards come out. A security guard stood nearby, dressed in a dark blazer. Mike approached, keeping his badge in his pocket. “Hi, looking for a friend who works here – Marnie Blackburn?”
The security guard was beefy, had pockmarked skin, and wore his dark hair back in a thick braid. He shook his head. “Sorry, haven’t seen her today, don’t think she’s on. Can I help you?”
Mike watched an older man at a blackjack table as the cards came out.
“I was just in town,” Mike said. “Thought maybe I’d say hi. Guess I’ll play some cards while I’m here…”
“Would you like me to get a message to her?”
Mike flapped a hand. “That’s alright.”
The heavyset guard asked Mike his name and then scrutinized him. “And how does Marnie know you?”
“Oh well, long story.”
After the call from Stephanie, the picture had become instantly clearer: If the tribal police were dragging their feet, it was because Marlene’s husband, Cody Blackburn, was one of them. And if Marlene was shacking up with Steve Pritchard, it sounded like the marriage was on the rocks.
The guard continued to clock Mike then unclipped the two-way radio from his belt, held it up. “We’re in communication with the tribal police if it’s any kind of emergency.”
A cocktail waitress was scooping empty glasses onto a tray and seemed to take notice.
Mike put out both hands in a stop gesture. He took a half step closer to the guard and dropped his voice. “That’s not necessary.”
The guard stared at Mike then put away the radio. “Well, like I said, Marnie’s not here.” His tone was flat. “Enjoy your time at the casino.” He moved off.
Mike hoped the guard hadn’t inferred there was something scandalous about his relationship to Marlene Blackburn. He wasn’t here to start rumors, just fly under the radar, and he followed after the guard to straighten it out when he heard a voice.
“Hey.”
The cocktail waitress had moved closer, balancing the tray of glasses over her shoulder, eyes darting to the guard, who sank into the colorful, jangling chaos. Then she looked Mike up and down.
“You’re a friend of Marnie’s?”
“Yeah. You know her?”
“You look like a cop.”
Mike said nothing.
“What do you want to talk to her about?”
It was best to come clean. “Steve Pritchard.”
The cocktail waitress, who was Caucasian, short, and either twenty-five or forty, it was impossible to tell, said, “Meet me over at the bar in five minutes. Take one of the open tables.”

She showed up where he was sitting, watching as a senior woman in a peach blouse blew on a handful of dice at a nearby craps table. The cocktail waitress had a tray of fresh drinks; highball glasses quivering with red liquid and floating cherries. “You’ve got about thirty seconds. I can come back, but it’s got to be quick.”
She set a drink in front of him and offered a fake smile. Mike took a sip for show then asked, quickly, “You’re friends?”
“I know her. Marnie’s one of the event coordinators.”
“And you know who Steve Pritchard is?”
“I know the name.”
“I’m trying to find out where he was on the night of July twelfth. He says he was staying with Marnie.”
“So you are a cop.”
“My understanding is she’s married to Cody Blackburn. Are they separated?”
She blinked at him, glanced around a bit, perhaps to see if anyone was watching, while saying, “Look, I got to go deliver these. I’ll come back in a minute.”
She moved off before he could say anything else. Mike watched her go then pulled out his phone. He googled Mohawk marriage customs, in case there were any big differences he should know about. The Mohawk Nation had to approve of a marriage, and in order to do so, the betrothed had to be from separate clans, to promote genetic diversity. After the ceremony, the groom went to live with his wife’s family. Other than that, it all seemed pretty normal. Divorce was frowned upon.
The ageless waitress – Mike still hadn’t gotten her name – returned to the table. He held up his mostly full drink and pointed at it, playacting a displeased customer for the cameras. She played along, asking, “Something the matter, sir?”
“So, Officer Blackburn lives with Marnie? Or her family?”
“At this point, she’s got her own place. I think they’re legally separated.”
“And what do you know about the night of the twelfth? Almost one week ago?”
The waitress sighed, picked up Mike’s drink, and set it on her tray. Raised her voice a little, as if people were listening in, too. “So, I’ll get you something else, then?”
“Was Pritchard there, or not?”
“She talked about it. Told me a couple days ago the tribal police had come around, asking her if he’d been there.”
“Know what she told them?”
“No. But she told me that she was working until midnight, went home, and he was there – Pritchard – passed-out drunk. They just had this thing, and it’s over… That’s all I know.”
“She wants to get back with her husband?”
“I don’t know if she wants that either.”
“How did Pritchard meet her in the first place?”
“Here,” the waitress said. “About – I dunno – couple months ago? There was still some snow on the ground.” She scanned the area again. Mike noticed the security guard, standing with a bald man in a suit, gold name tag shining. Looked like a manager.
The waitress saw them, too, raised her voice again for show. “Alright, sir. I’ll be right back with that.” She walked toward the bar as the security guard and manager made their way to Mike.
He stayed seated, looking up as they gathered around.
“Sir,” said the manager-type. His name tag read P. Merriweather. “I’m the head of security here at the casino. Is there anything I can help you with?”
“Like I told your associate, here—” Mike nodded at the heavyset guard with the ponytail “—I was just in town, thought I’d see about an old friend.”
“Uh-huh.” Merriweather exchanged looks with the guard then said, “Sir, I’ve pulled video and watched your arrival to the casino. Your plates are state police. I respectfully request that you coordinate with Chief Perkins for matters concerning an investigation.”
Mike bowed his head, nodded. “I understand that.” He rose from the table and both Merriweather and the security guard took a step back. Mike pulled out his wallet, fished out a twenty, and dropped it on the table.
Merriweather stared at the money. “Sir, drinks are complimentary.”
“This is for my waitress. What’s her name?”
“You mean Penny?”
Mike glanced at her as she loaded fresh drinks onto her tray. She was looking back at them with a worried face.
“I thought I’d ask Penny about Marlene Blackburn,” Mike said, “but she was very discreet, wouldn’t say anything.” He looked directly at the guard. “And you’re right, this has been police business. I have no relationship to Mrs. Blackburn.”

Outside in his car, Mike found the number online for the casino’s human resources department, gave them a call. He wanted Penny’s last name so he could question her further. The sun was almost down, blasting through the driver’s side window, making Mike squint. “Hi, I’m looking for a reference?”
“Sure. What’s the name?”
“Okay, it’s Penny… oh boy, well see, I can barely make out the last name. That’s not a good sign, is it?” He laughed.
“What department is she in?”
“Food and Beverage.”
“And the first name was Penny? Okay, so that’s Penny Zuliani.”
“Zuliani… There we go; that makes sense. A hard one to decipher.” He scribbled it down on his notepad, which was sitting open on the passenger seat.
“So, Penny has been here eighteen months. I’m not seeing any no-shows; she’s pretty reliable, a good worker. She’s, um – she’s applied with your…?”
“Wait a minute,” Mike said. “Oh, no. That’s not Penny, that’s Jenny. My mistake.”
“Okay… would you like me to—?”
“No, no. I’m so sorry. We just opened a new restaurant in Alex Bay and we’re scrambling. Too many applications. I must’ve gotten something mixed up.”
“Oh… Okay. Good luck.”
“Thanks.” Mike rang off, dropped the phone on the seat, ran his hands through his hair, and looked out the window. He had to shield his eyes from the hard sidelight but saw that the security guard had come out the main entrance and was standing on the curb, talking into his radio, and looking at Mike.
Mike dropped the shifter in drive and pulled away, waving a hand at the guard as he passed.

It was dusk as he drove out of Hogansburg. He could choose a route that took him a bit further north to Fort Covington, then south to Lake Haven, but he decided to go through Bombay instead. The road was worse but it would be quicker.
Farm country. Flat, unlike the mountainous region of home. Long white barns, boxy country-style houses with black-shuttered windows, rusted tractors, long swathes of nothing.
Penny Zuliani. Now he had a name, a contact for the whole Marlene Blackburn thing. They could work Zuliani to pressure Blackburn into coming forward on her own, go on record that she couldn’t confirm Pritchard was at her place until midnight the night of.
He bumped over some railroad tracks, and his thoughts swung to his daughter Kristen, expected to arrive the next day. He thought of Lena too, and wondered if he would say anything to his daughter about the new woman in his life. Probably not. Maybe not yet. It was too early. Had it been just a fling? He’d been out of the game so long he didn’t know how it worked anymore. Lena had two kids of her own. What did that mean? That she had expectations? Or that she wanted to maintain her independence?
In the failing light, he noted the headlights trailing him. A couple hundred yards back, someone keeping pace.
Downtown Bombay was a crossroads, 95 and county road 1. There was an American flag sticking into a telephone pole, another poking out of a small yard, both of them listless in the end-of-day heat. Mike spun the wheel clockwise and veered onto the county road. A few seconds later, he checked the rear-view mirror and saw the vehicle behind do the same. A massive pickup truck, side mirrors sticking out like big ears.
He drove for a while, full dark fading everything out, the houses fewer and farther between, but the headlights behind him pulled closer. Mike plucked the radio from its handset, thought about talking to dispatch. He hung it back up without saying anything.
The lights were bearing down on him. Between South Bombay and Moira was another stretch of nothing. He felt the hairs rise on the back of his neck before it even happened – the headlights seemed to lurch forward, accompanied by the roar of an engine. Mike hit the brakes, jerked the wheel, and plowed into the dirt shoulder as the truck went roaring past.
He brought the Impala to a shuddering stop. Breathing a bit faster, he watched as the taillights of the truck flashed bright. It slowed, then stopped in the road. Too far away and too dark to get the make of it, let alone the plates. Still he grabbed his phone and took a quick picture.
Then the white reverse lights flashed on as the driver started backing up.
Mike leaned over to the glove box, pulled out his service weapon. He went through a quick procedure, checked the mag and chamber, slapped the mag back home, loaded a round with a snap of the action.
The truck did a quick backward U-turn in the road, tires grinding the soft shoulder; the headlights blasted in at Mike, and he put his hand up. The truck rolled forward, came up alongside him, driver’s side to driver’s side.
Smoked-out windows. Couldn’t see inside. Mike kept his gun in his lap, finger against the trigger guard.
The dark window rolled down, and a man with a hard brush-cut, brown skin, and somber eyes peered out.
Cody Blackburn, looking just like the picture Stephanie had sent along.
Mike let out a breath, eased his finger away from the trigger.
“Wasn’t sure who it was,” Blackburn said, “till I came up close enough to see your plates.”
“They called you from the casino,” Mike said.
“Yeah.”
“We should talk.”

They stood in the dark, Mike slapping at the mosquitos. Cody Blackburn had done another U-turn and pulled his behemoth truck behind Mike’s Impala, both of them off the road. There wasn’t anybody else coming by, anyway.
Blackburn leaned against the bed of his truck, his hands folded over the ridge, chewing on his lip as he contemplated the dark farmland. The night air smelled like manure.
“So, I got booted,” Blackburn said. “Well, they let me resign.”
Mike was patient to let the man tell his story. The humidity was bad, though, his clothes sticking to his skin, the bugs hungry.
“I was checkin’ up on her,” Blackburn said. “Had a microphone in there, in her place. Couple cameras I rigged up. I’d be on duty, but I’d be sittin’ there outside of the trailer at night. Or I’d be over to the casino, dodging calls, just focused on Marnie. One night this guy comes out of her trailer.”
“Pritchard?”
Blackburn mournfully shook his head. “Some other guy. Aldrich. Lives on the res. I chased him down, we had words.” He spat something off to the side then turned around so his back was against the truck, folded his arms. “You know, Perkins called me, talked about your case, that this guy, Pritchard, claimed he was with Marnie the night of.”
Mike waited.
“You can appreciate how this was a delicate situation. Because she can’t really say whether he was there or not.”
“But you can,” Mike ventured.
Blackburn made a small nod. “Yeah. I can. He was there.”
“When did you resign?”
“Just did this morning. This is how it all came out.”


Mike pieced it together: Cody Blackburn was spying on his wayward wife using police resources, doing it while on duty, just like the night Pritchard said he was in Marnie’s trailer. Blackburn could verify that Pritchard, in fact, was. But in order to do so, he’d had to admit to this extralegal activity. And then it had tumbled out he’d been doing it all along. Who knew how many man-hours Blackburn had racked up surveilling his wife instead of policing the community, chasing off her lovers and “having words.”
“I’m gonna need a statement from you,” Mike said.
“I gave my statement to Chief Perkins. He’s got all the paperwork, was gonna call you tomorrow.” Blackburn looked like a guy who’d reached the end of a very long and troubling road. “I want you to know that this is my fault,” he said. “Not the fault of the tribal police, not Marnie’s fault neither. Perkins talked to Marnie; she told him she was working that night until midnight. Then he hounded me until I confessed I’d seen Pritchard.”
“Understood.”
There was nothing more to say. Mike walked back to the Impala and opened the door. Before he sank into the driver’s seat, he said to Blackburn, “You gotta watch it, rolling up on someone like that. I could have shot you.”
Blackburn opened the door to his truck. “Don’t know if I woulda cared if you did.”





EIGHTEEN
“I wasn’t sure I’d get this appointment,” Carrie Lafler said. She strode into Bobbi’s office with confidence, wearing a khaki pantsuit, all three buttons fastened, and sat in the single chair by the window. “You still have some cops around, huh?”
“Yeah.” Bobbi nodded and took a seat at her desk, facing Carrie. “The investigation is ongoing.” She thought of seeing Mike and Detective Overton the previous afternoon, Wednesday, headed down to the records room. Everyone was wondering what they’d been looking at.
Carrie leaned forward and dropped her voice. “Have they found anything?”
“They don’t say much.”
Carrie sat back and nodded like this made perfect sense. She’d made an obvious effort to dress nice for the day; the pantsuit had probably run her 100 bucks at Kohl’s and fit her well. Not long ago, her hip bones would’ve been showing above the waistband of her ripped jeans.
“So, you know why I’m here,” Carrie said. “First Anita calls the cops on me, now she’s got a new plan: trying to convince everyone that my little Hailey is an emotional wreck, and it’s my fault for coming back.”
Anita hadn’t said anything like it to Bobbi, but she omitted that. “Did she give you an example?”
“Well, yeah. So, Hailey’s got this little kiddie house she shares with Mason, right? They play in it.”
Bobbi nodded – she’d seen the tiny playhouse out behind Anita’s garden. It was cute, made of real wood and cedar shakes on the roof. Windowsills with flower boxes.
“I mean,” Carrie said, “mostly she uses it and plays with her dolls but Mason uses it too. So apparently she was playing just fine and adding in her little decorations and then, according to Anita, I show up, and it’s this big fiasco now. First the flowers wilt—”
“How did you hear this? You spoke to Anita?”
Carrie wore a look of guilt. “No. Roy told me.”
“You’re speaking to Roy? Did you call him? When?”
Carrie bit her thumbnail. “Last night.”
“Carrie… showing up at Anita’s house, talking to Roy about her – this isn’t going to help you.”
“They’re our kids,” Carrie said, dropping her hand. “Mine and Roy’s. Our kids.”
“Right. But you left. And Roy had a lot of trouble. Anita has been taking care of them, giving them a home – that just can’t be undone in a day or two.”
“I’ve been back for over two weeks.”
“And you’re jumping through the hoops, you’re doing a lot of the right things – but it’s a process. Okay? Tell me more about Hailey – tell me what Anita said.”
Carrie sighed, studied her hands a bit. Her peroxide-blonde hair was fixed in a French braid, the dark roots visible. “She said Hailey’s just been freaking out over everything; this isn’t right, that’s not right, the door is sticking and won’t open properly, the flowers, moss on the roof… and you can’t help her, you can hardly help her, Anita says, it’s like Hailey’s got to do it all herself, just like she was when she was little. It’s like she’s regressed to age two or something…”
She trailed off, looked out the window, and brushed a finger over her lips. Bobbi saw she’d taken to carrying a purse, a leather bag that sat on the floor beside her. Carrie had not been a purse-carrying woman when she’d left Roy with a toddler and an infant and headed to California.
Still looking out the window, Carrie said, “I was just remembering – we went to the grocery store once, me and Roy and the kids – Mason was just, I don’t know, he was like a couple months old, I guess, but Hailey was almost two, or so, and she wanted one of the things in those machines. You know? The little red machines and they spit out the plastic bulb thingies and the little toy is inside? And in this one was this little pink teddy bear thing, and she loved it. Cutest little thing. And we took it with us, but then the next day I dropped her at Anita’s house, so I could, um, go to work, and I forgot the little pink bear. Holy shit – sorry, I mean, my God, did she freak out. She wanted that bear. Had a full-on meltdown. Would not let it go. All day she’s upset about it. And this little house… the way she’s acting, it sounds just like that. Like she’s freaking out, the flowers in the flower boxes have wilted, and somehow Anita blames me for the whole thing.”
Carrie turned toward Bobbi, her face open, expecting a solution to it all.
Then Carrie said, “I mean, you know about Roy, right? He’s a lot of things – he’s not a liar, though.”
Bobbi didn’t answer. Roy had managed with the kids for a while but was a bad drinker, made a beer run one night and got pulled over just as he was arriving back home. Cops found out he’d left his kids inside, alone.
The kids were asleep and okay, but the cops field-tested Roy, arrested him, and called child services. Here was a guy with a clear drinking problem, leaving his small children alone at ten o’clock at night while he went out for more alcohol. And, at the time, was driving with a suspended license. Roy went to court, was ordered to attend parenting classes, didn’t, got pulled over again for driving drunk two years later, this time with no license, the kids in the car, also late at night, and the kids went away. They were given temporary placement with Anita, his mother, and that placement had endured, even after he got out of jail for felony DWI and aggravated unlicensed driving.
Now Carrie had returned, having seen the light, and wanted her kids back. But, four years had gone by. The kids were secure in a loving home.
“I believe Roy observed his daughter was stressed,” Bobbi said finally. “And what you’re talking about – little Hailey, two-year-old Hailey crying about the tiny little teddy bear – it was like her heart was broken, right?”
“Oh, she was devastated. I mean, yeah, just heartbroken. Like she’d lost everything.” Then Carrie’s eyes narrowed. “You’re taking Anita’s side, aren’t you? I can see it.”
“I’m on Hailey’s side. My point is, two-year-olds haven’t learned to regulate their emotions. Losing that little toy was as bad as an adult losing their job, or their house; there’s no real sense of scale when you’re two, and that’s what we help teach them.”


Bobbi edged a little closer in her chair. Carrie had always had a hard time making eye contact, but she looked over as Bobbi said, “As the parent, you say, you know, ‘There, there, it’s alright – I’ll get the teddy and bring it back in a little bit.’ Or, you try to offer an alternative toy, or you distract them with a game or something. Right?”
“Yeah.” Back to brushing her lip again with her finger, biting her nail.
And now, carefully, “So, when there’s that situation, and the parent is not doing those things, if the parent is drunk, maybe, dismissive, and they shout, ‘What are you bawling at? Get out of here.’ Then the child is not learning how to cope, how to self-regulate. And that can continue on.”
“Roy wants them back, too.”
It took Bobbi a moment. “What do you mean?”
“He got in some big fight with Anita. I mean, like I said, he wouldn’t lie about nothin’, not when it comes to the kids…”
“Carrie. Forget Roy. He’s burned too many bridges. You have to focus on what you need to do. Don’t listen to him, don’t talk to him if you can help it. You’ve got your own work cut out for you. You want healthy, happy kids?”
Carrie nodded, her mouth working, like she was on the verge of tears.
“Then keep it straight. Keep your eye on the prize, and remember that those two kids are all that matters. You’ve got a long road ahead, but you can do it.”
The tears fell, and Carrie’s chest hitched with a sob, but it was all good growth, Bobbi thought. She wanted Carrie to succeed, completely and wholeheartedly, and thought Carrie was developing the chops to do just that. But there was no sugar-coating anything; her kids were going to be messed up from the three years they’d spent alone with a drunk father, even if they’d gone to Anita eventually.
“I know you’re grateful to Anita,” Bobbi said. “It’s tough to have your ex-boyfriend’s mother be the one who your children are with every day, saying goodnight to them, tucking them in.”
Full crying now. “I’ll never forgive myself for it…”
Bobbi decided not to remark on forgiveness. They had a plan for Carrie, and it was working. Her therapist could work on the forgiveness part.
“My parents took in foster children,” Bobbi said instead, trying to reel Carrie back in.
“Oh yeah?” She sniffed and took a tissue when Bobbi handed her the box.
“I’m actually the only biological kid my parents had,” Bobbi said. “And I was a surprise.”
Carrie wiped her eyes, blew her nose, and faced Bobbi a bit more directly.
Bobbi said, “I had foster sisters and brothers. Eight, all together.”
“At one time?”
“Different times. My parents only took on three foster children at one time. Most of my growing up was with my two foster brothers.”
“Were they, you know, screwed up? From their, um, biological parents? Or were they okay?” Carrie looked hopeful – their good news could mean good news for Hailey and Mason.
“Carrie, you’re back. That’s what’s important. And Hailey is young, just eight years old, and you’ve got a wonderful adventure ahead of yourself.”
“Because I heard this thing, um, on Dr. Phil or something, that by age five, kids are like hardwired or something. And I left when Hailey was four…”
“There’s a lot of development in the first five years, sure, but we’re still changing right through our whole lives. Look at you.”
At last, a smile.
“You’re doing it,” Bobbi said. “You got this. Okay?”
Carrie sniffed, blew her nose again, nodded. “Okay.”

Brit Silas was calling. Mike realized he’d fallen asleep in his clothes again. Come home last night after the casino and run-in with Cody Blackburn, laid down, and went out like a light, apparently.
“Brit, what’ve you got?” His mouth tasted funny.
“Mike, the River Street house is a total mess. We’re talking eighteen different individual sets of fingerprints, and that’s so far – my two best guys are still there. Oh, and that’s with all the cleaning the real estate agency claims they did on the place. That woman, Bilger, she shows up non-stop, checking on everything.”
“But the attic?”
“Nothing in the attic. First of all, it’s 120 degrees up there. Literally. That doesn’t mean my crime scene didn’t do the work; they did. But there are no prints, save for one partial we found and matched to a set I’m sure will be eliminated once we get everything in from the previous owners. But this was a family, kids – and kids have friends over… It goes on and on.”
Mike swung his legs over the bed and sat up, tried to get the knots out of his neck – they seemed to be worse, like he’d slept hard the wrong way. “Doorknob?”
“Front doorknob, nothing, probably wiped down by Bilger’s people. Rear basement doorknob, six, maybe seven different prints, never got cleaned. Skin oils are non-volatile, so again, we’re looking to eliminate these as family and friends. That’s going to take a while.”
“Vehicle…?”
“Okay, the victim’s car – 2012 Kia Sportage. This is where it gets interesting. Speaking of cleaning, we discovered a substance in the back seat, a chemical commonly found in those clean-up and protectant wipes, like Armor All.”
“He tidied up after himself,” Mike said.
“It could explain the lack of sweat secretions.”
“But that stuff – cleaning stuff – doesn’t get rid of DNA, does it?”
“Well, it can, yeah. Armor All contains diethylene glycol.”
“And that will do it?”
“Sometimes. I mean, DNA is not indelible. Bleach, hydrochloric acid, even soap and warm water can work in some cases. But we’re still looking. Otherwise, we got dirt. Bits of leaves and moss. We took samples from the woods, and they’re a match. And we’ve determined the imprint is a size twelve or thirteen work boot. So, the guy’s big; big feet anyway.”
Mike heard a key hit the lock downstairs and got up from the bed. “What about the door, breaking in?”
“So, power locks, as you know, are activated by the remote fob or standard key. The door is untouched and doesn’t really tell us anything except if he did clone the fob, it’s not hard – this is not high security but pretty standard.”
“Okay, Brit. Thanks.”
“Sorry I don’t have better news.”
“No, it’s good.” He stuck his phone in his pocket and started for the stairs, thinking about a killer with the foresight to bring protective wipes along. It might mean he was in the system and working hard to cover his tracks. Or he was just being extra cautious in general.
“Dad?”
He called down, “Yeah, up here. Hang on.”
Mike ducked into the bathroom, stuck his face in the mirror. His hair was flat on one side. He ran the tap and tried to reshape it a bit, smooth things out. He breathed into his cupped palm and made a face. Took down his toothbrush, went for the toothpaste, found the tube squashed and empty.
Did the wipes prove the killer had every intent to murder Harriet right there in her car? No. But cleansing wipes weren’t going to do much with fabric upholstery – maybe he’d known Harriet’s car had a leather interior. More points on the scorecard that he knew her, unless he always walked around in a body suit with Armor All wipes in his pocket.
Mike managed to squeeze a pea-sized dollop from the tube. He brushed with haste.
Also, the DSS building was remote, on the edge of town, tucked against the woods, but how could the killer be certain there wasn’t a nighttime cleaner hanging out inside, someone who’d see him? There were no other cars in the parking lot, but some people took the bus, or taxi. Mike knew there was no one working when Harriet was murdered – he’d looked at all the employment records for that Thursday, and the penultimate person to leave for the day was the other supervisor, Jessica Rankin, at 5:43 – but had the killer known that, too?
Did he know the typical schedule of the caseworkers? Had he been watching for a while? Sitting up in that house? In 120-degree heat in the attic? Waiting for Rankin to leave, then Harriet two hours later? Maybe not that hot as the sun fell, but still. Pretty hot. And big as he was – local PD had done all the door-to-doors – nobody had seen some large man coming and going from the vacant house. Canvassing photos revealed what Mike had seen with his own eyes: depressions in the long grass that, on further thought, could’ve been made by a dog or a deer.
Rankin said they rarely worked late. Maybe then, if the killer wasn’t watching from the nearby vacant house, he otherwise knew Harriet would be detained. That pointed back to the Fullers; that the killer knew Harriet was staying late because of the emergency placement for the boy, Grayson. But the Fullers were locked up and had no known associates – unless they’d hired someone to kill Harriet… and that was really stretching it.
Fuck.
Or if not the Fullers – hell – maybe Pritchard had been the one to hire someone. Just because he was lying up at Marlene Blackburn’s place didn’t mean he was off the hook. He could’ve used someone else, just like Chelo had used someone to gun down Mike’s dad.
Mike set the toothbrush aside, ran some water into his palms to rinse his mouth, thinking if Harriet staying late was an anomaly, and if the killer wasn’t up at the house on River Street, how had he known when to strike?
Mike heard his daughter walking around downstairs, the floor creaking. “Dad…” Her voice drifted up. “It smells in here. Open a window…”
He spat in the sink. “Be right down!”
Maybe the guy was just down in the woods, skulking around in the trees until the time came. He didn’t have a broad view of things because he didn’t need to; he could stay hidden and just wait for the time to come.
Because maybe – and this was a big one – he had other ways of knowing who would be leaving, staying, and when. Other ways of watching.

Mike bounded down the stairs, giving his armpits a sniff. Good enough. Kristen was in the kitchen. She kept her back to him as she fiddled with the coffee machine. “What did you do to this thing?”
“Haven’t been using it,” he said. “Been heating water on the stove, having green tea.”
She left the appliance alone and turned around. Seeing her was always his greatest joy – and at the same time carried a familiar weight: hellos and goodbyes were when Molly’s absence was the hardest, even after all these years. He could see in Kristen’s eyes that it was the same for her.
They met in the middle of the room and he hugged her, probably too tight, and she put her head on his shoulder. “Dad, you look terrible.”
“You want coffee? We can go out for some. Or there’s instant.”
She pulled away, scrunching up her nose. “No thanks.” She backed up from him, not quite meeting his gaze until she bumped against the sink. He stayed in the middle of the room, disarmed, as ever, by his little girl. Not so little anymore.
She looked like him through the eyes, her mother through the mouth. Tall like him, though, scraping the sky at almost six feet. Not bad for a grown woman of twenty-two, hard for a school-aged girl of twelve who’d just lost her mother and for whom every normal adolescent challenge had been more acute.
“How’s the job?” he asked.
She seemed to be looking around for something and walked to the adjoining counter, picked out an apple from a wooden bowl, gave it a look, set it back. “Job’s good.”
“I’m sorry I don’t have anything more to eat. There’s this case that just… ah, man…”
“I know. I read about it.” She scanned him up and down. “Sleeping in your clothes?”
“You’re here before I expected. You got an early start, huh?”
“It’s after nine; I’m up early. There’s a little drool there on your sleeve.”
He walked to the sink, ran the tap over his arm.
Kristen drew closer. “Here. Let me do it.” She scrubbed the white shirt sleeve with her thumbs.
When she was finished he said, “I gotta change anyway.”
She moved to the bar stools perched where the second counter overhung. The way she sat there, Mike flashed back to her as a little girl, feet dangling. They’d bought the place in 1999, when Kristen was just three. After Molly died, he’d almost sold it. He’d wanted to start over – Molly’s ghost was everywhere. But Kristen, by then twelve, didn’t remember any other home. For her, reminders of her mother were a good thing, not something to run from.
Then the recession hit, kicked off by the housing crash, and Mike had decided to stay put. Keeping the house became a way of hanging tough, surviving the loss of Molly, surviving the severe economic downturn. Sometimes he’d felt like he and Kristen were the last two people left on earth, and their home was their refuge.
She stared at him. “You not telling me something?”
“No.”
“You said that we were always… You know what you said.”
“I’m okay.”
“But – you’re oversleeping? That’s not like you.”
“Just catching up. It’s healthy to sleep. Green tea is too. Doesn’t mean anything. You said the job is good?”
She sighed, looked into the corner. “Yeah, the job is good. It’s a job.”
“Well, it’s been keeping you pretty occupied.”
She did a slow blink, and part of his mind calculated: he’d managed to last almost a full two minutes before laying a guilt trip on her.
“Dad,” she said, and gave her head a little tilt.
He leaned against the sink. “I’m just saying. You’re only a couple of hours away. A little weekend trip every once in a while…”
“Uh-huh.” She reached into the bag sitting in front of her and pulled out her cell phone. He’d already lost her.
“I’m not… Look… I don’t mean to, you know…”
“It’s fine.” She poked at the screen.
He grasped for the right things to say, but, as usual, fell short.

They ended up getting iced coffee in town, took their plastic cups over to the park beside Mirror Lake, found a vacant bench. He felt a wash of déjà vu. Kristen caught him checking his watch.
“You don’t have to hang out, Dad. I know you’re in the middle of this thing. You getting close or what?”
“No. I don’t know.”
He told her what he could, emphasizing his theory that Harriet Fogarty’s death was tied into the disappearance of another caseworker.
“Definitely,” Kristen said, and sipped her coffee through the straw. “And I’m with this detective in Watertown – what did you say his name was?”
“Corrow.”
“I’m with Corrow that Corina Lavoie knew the perp.”
“Yeah?” He considered how Lena would get along with Kristen, how they thought alike. “Well, maybe that’s because of a case she had that involved him. There was one he mentioned about a—”
“Or her. Cops always assume the perp is a male. And what about Harriet Fogarty? The killer was in her car, right? Maybe he or she knew her, too, then.”
“Maybe. Anyway, nine times out of ten, it’s male. Is that sexist?”
“Does your lady-friend think you’re funny?”
He jerked back. “‘Lady-friend?’ What’re you talking about?”
Kristen took a long, slow sip, giving him a look out of the corner of her eye. She smacked her lips. “Ah. That’s good java. Yes, your lady-friend. The one in the paper; Overton. I know when you have one, just like I knew about Annie.”
“That was just a couple of dates.”
“I knew. So, Overton… she’s divorced, you’re working together, you’re zonked out past nine in the morning; mostly it’s the look on your face. Am I punching around the center of the bag?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He watched people at the municipal beach, kids leaping off the long dock that extended out over the shimmering water. A lifeguard blew his whistle from a big wooden chair. The air smelled like warm grass.
“Yeah, okay,” Kristen said. “I’m sure she’s very nice. You serious?”
“It just happened. Anyway, that’s what I’m supposed to be asking you. How’s Kevin?”
She fell silent, and he knew what that meant. He asked, “Relationship expired?”
“Past the sell-by date, yeah.”


“I never liked Kevin anyway.” He caught her grinning, but it worried him. Kristen had yet to keep a relationship for more than a couple of months. Maybe that was perfectly normal, but maybe she was afraid. “So how are you going to spend your time? You’re off for a week, right?”
“Actually, I gotta cut it short. Steuben had someone quit, and he’s understaffed next week, asked me if I could fill in. And I need the hours.”
Mike went from feeling sad to groping for his wallet. “Honey…”
She put up a hand. “Stop – no. I’m fine. I need the experience.”
Kristen was determined to be an arc welder and was finishing her apprenticeship. It wasn’t his first choice for her – she had the hands to be a surgeon, the patience of a school teacher, and the instincts of an investigator, but she’d never had any of those interests.
“How’s the garden coming?” she asked. “I didn’t even look out back yet.” She was also excellent at changing the course of a conversation. Maybe she’d learned it from him.
“I haven’t had the time to give it my best attentions,” he said, rising.
“Where you off to now?”
Mike looked down at his daughter on the bench, swinging a leg hung over her knee. “To meet with Overton,” he said.
Their gaze held and then Mike watched the beachgoers again. Kristen stood and brushed off her backside, sipped her coffee a minute. “You know it’s okay, right?”
He had a hard time looking at her. “What do you mean?”
“You don’t have to hide anything. It’s okay for you to see people. It’s even okay for you to—”
“I don’t know,” he said. “It’s not the smartest thing to get involved with a colleague. I mean, there’s no cross-rank problem; she’s local and I’m state, but it can be tricky.”
Her shimmering eyes twisted his stomach. “I know it’s tricky,” she said. “But, Dad, you deserve to be happy.”

Lena closed the door to her office and sat down.
Mike said, “I’ve got something.” He pulled a document from his valise, pushed it across the desk to her. He watched as she studied it, scowling, then she looked up.
“You just got this?”
“I did, just an hour ago. It wasn’t the tribal police dragging their feet – it was this guy, Cody Blackburn. Marlene couldn’t confirm that Pritchard was there, but he could, because he’d been spying on her. They’re firing him – well, letting him resign quietly.”
“So this…”
“It doesn’t exonerate Pritchard fully, but we’ve got to show it to the DA.”
“Pritchard still has to answer for the assault charge,” Lena said, “but this really knocks him out of the running…”
“Maybe,” Mike said.
“Maybe?”
“I keep thinking of… well, Brit Silas said the killer cleaned up after himself. Pretty thoroughly.”
“You think someone was hired?”
“Maybe. Brit confirmed the soil samples and bits of leaves in the back of the car. We have size thirteen boot tracks. Our killer is a big guy.”
“Hired by whom? Pritchard?”
“By Pritchard, maybe. Or even Joe. I don’t know. Maybe they’re working together on it.” Mike rubbed his jaw, realized he’d showered but forgotten to shave.
“That might be a bit out there, Mike. Joe doesn’t stand to gain anything.”
“You’re right.”
“And Steve was the one to say Rita had it coming. Joe seemed genuinely bereaved. He even admitted Steve might have it in him.”
He nodded, looking at his shirtsleeve, still a bit damp, and thought about Kristen. He said, “You need to know… I talked to Cody Blackburn, personally.”
“How? He was at the casino?”
“No. He followed me.”
“He followed you?”
“After I left, yeah. Security called him, probably the guard was a friend. So Blackburn tails me a while, then comes up on me, I pull over, he pulls over, confesses to using the badge for his own personal situation. But I wanted to wait until Perkins sent it all over and it was official.”
She crossed her arms and gave him a hard look that twisted his gut. “Mike, I’m managing this case. That’s the deal. You need to tell me what you’ve got as soon as you’ve got it.”
“Alright, I’m sorry.”
A moment passed.
“Look,” Lena said. “I’ll admit that there’s something to the idea that Pritchard hired someone. He’s a scumbag, and I can imagine him getting some other scumbag to be his proxy while he’s passed out on the res with Marlene Blackburn. Not a pro, not like these guys you’re talking about down in New York, but someone cheap, because Pritchard is a broke-ass gambler. Someone just as fucked up as he is.”
Mike opened his mouth to share more of his thoughts from that morning, but Lena held up a finger. She moved to a file cabinet and took out several thick folders – she had the chain of custody on the CPS files photocopied on the previous day. She laid them out on her desk; the most promising leads were cases occurring in the mid-2000s involving men who might seek revenge against caseworkers thereafter.
“But,” she said, “none of that involves Lavoie. These cases – and your theory about something that happened upstream – this is where our focus should be right now.”
She grabbed one of the files and held it up. “Someone who spent a long time thinking about this, someone with a personal stake.” She tapped the file with her finger. “Dodd Caruthers was at SCI Cold Brook for thirteen years. Before that, CPS investigated him twice. Once for the incident with his son in the car, and again following a domestic violence call. I want to talk to him.”
“Okay.” Mike stood up. “Let’s do it.”
She spread her hands. “Well… hold on. Take a minute. You’re always ready to blast off into space. I need to speak to my chief, you need to run it up the pole to your supervisor.”
“I’ll do that right now.”
She just watched him a moment, the corner of her mouth twitching into a sly smile. “You’re a pain in my ass, Mike.”
“You and my daughter already agree on something.”
“She’s here?”
“Yeah.”
“Poor thing.”
“One last thing,” Mike said. “Bobbi Noelle.”
Lena’s eyebrows went up, she waited.
“Placid PD has been having someone roll through each night, keeping an eye,” Mike said. “And we’re still looking for her ex.”
“Okay…”
“Until we’re sold on Caruthers, or one of these other old CPS cases, it’s still possible this was meant to be her, and Lavoie is a coincidence.”
Lena sighed, dropped her gaze, nodded. “Lavoie is a coincidence if this is Pritchard, or if this is Noelle’s ex. Which is why we’ve got to get through these cases. We have to know if she’s connected or not. If it’s Caruthers, then she is.”
“Agreed,” Mike said.
Her eyes found him again. “Where are you at with that? With Jameson Rentz?”
“Well, he managed to charm Bobbi’s mother into giving out her phone number. It crossed my mind that maybe he’s out there working that same charm on other people, getting information on Bobbi and her co-workers. That he’s a dejected lover turned psychopath.”
“My favorite kind,” Lena said dryly.







NINETEEN
The night was hot, muffled by the humidity. The apartment was quiet, the fridge fixed and no longer rattling since Connor had replaced the evap motor. Maybe it was the silence that made it harder to sleep. Bobbi sprawled on her mattress, looking up at the ceiling, sweating, unnerved by every sound.
She picked up her phone, seeking a distraction. She knew about the evidence that said looking at your phone kept you awake, but she dimmed her screen and looked anyway, unable to focus on much.
Someone was moving around outside the apartment.
She set her phone on the floor and stretched toward the open windows, tense and listening. While it was normal to hear a car passing, a dog barking, or even a late-night burble of conversation as people walked home from the bars, this had been different, closer.
There it was again: the tympanic sound of metal dragged over asphalt.
She got up from the mattress, padded across the carpeted floor to the windows. Hot as it was, she rubbed her arms, suddenly chilled. No one out there, though, just the stone church looming in her window, the edge of St. Adams School, and a slice of Saranac Avenue beyond.
Then a figure emerged from the shadows, down in the alley between the church and her building. He was hefting a trash bag, and he walked it toward the street.
She heard a thoomp and then the metal-on-metal sound of the lid over the bin. He started back into the alley, and she saw a bit of light reflected off his balding head: Frank Gilbert.
She relaxed. Gilbert was one of her neighbors. He lived alone, from what she knew – she’d said hi to him only once since moving in; it had been early in the morning on her way out to work and he was standing in that same alley, cleaning up a drift of brittle leaves from the previous autumn.
He moved out of sight and she heard the front door open and close, felt the slight vibration of it. Tomorrow was trash day. Maybe Gilbert was old and a night owl, just didn’t give a shit, or maybe he was OCD.
Bobbi lay back down, knitted her fingers behind her head, and stared up. The street light on Saranac Ave shining through the windows formed two parallelograms of light on the ceiling. The image recalled her childhood bedroom in Almond, when a car would turn and drive down the hill beside her house, and its headlights would slide over the ceiling. She missed her family and had only spoken to her parents once since the whole Harriet thing had happened. That’d been on Sunday. Four days ago. She’d promised them a follow-up phone call that she’d never delivered on, too afraid of what she might say, how she’d be liable to blurt out her lingering fears that this whole thing could be about her.
Mike Nelson had told her that local police would be checking on her each night, at least driving past her building, even hanging around if time permitted. She hadn’t seen anyone so far that night.
She rolled onto her side, looked at her phone sitting on the carpet. She was tempted to text Connor, but surely he was asleep. Maybe Lennox was up. He’d told her how he sometimes had trouble sleeping, but she worried a vibrating or chiming phone might wake him if he was actually getting some rest, and anyway he’d called in sick that day, presumably struck down by what had been going around.
Time for a glass of warm milk; one of those silly things that sounded like hokum but with proven science behind it. Bobbi got up and left the bedroom, passing by the apartment door. The door was hung with about an inch to spare at the bottom.
As she stepped past, she saw a shadow in the hall light sneaking beneath the door and heard a creak.
She stopped cold, her heart beating hard again, listening for more. She thought maybe she heard the soft groan of a floorboard coming from a slightly different location. Someone was definitely out there. Gilbert? He lived on the first floor, but perhaps he’d come upstairs for some reason. Hunting for more trash to take to the curb? Or maybe it was her one third-floor neighbor, the apartment across the way…
With no peephole in the door, Bobbi lowered to all fours, put her head to the floor, and peered through the gap.
Nothing.
No one standing there.
She got back to her feet, hurried to the bedroom, and picked up her phone. She was about to call the police when she stopped, thinking it through. She’d seen enough of this behavior in her line of work to know what it was – she was behaving like a paranoiac. Gilbert had spooked her with his activity, and now she was jumping at phantom sounds.
She kept the phone, though, dialed 911, and moved her thumb over the Call button as she left the bedroom. There was a reason she’d spent years learning self-defense. Not to be foolish, but to have the courage to stand up for herself, to fight back when necessary. First her brothers, then Jamie, and she wasn’t going to be pushed around any longer. She unlocked the door and pulled it open.
Bobbi stepped into the hallway, her feet bare. There was only darkness in the gap at the bottom of the neighbor’s door; no one home. Then – a noise from her left, a bit of a scrape, and another creak. She thought the sound had drifted up from the floor below. Like someone who had been on her floor was going back down.
Bobbi walked softly in that direction, thumb still poised to send the call. She grabbed the banister and swung around to the steps, started down, her feet light. She reached the second floor, stopped, and listened. It sounded like someone was still one floor below her. She moved down the hallway to the next flight of stairs, checking the two apartment doors as she passed, these doors not hung as high but still dark around the seams, no TV noise or anything indicating a neighbor awake. As she started down the next flight of stairs, she thought she heard the front door to the building shut. If it was Gilbert, he’d gone back outside.
The door to his apartment on the first floor was closed, his TV on but muffled – it sounded like Sports Center or something. Was he in there? Had he gone outside? Was it someone else?
She moved to the front door, cautious, willing herself steady. She brought the phone to her ear, opened the door with her free hand, and looked out. There were three steps and a walkway bisecting the shabby excuse for a front lawn with its dirt and bits of crabgrass. No one out there; no one on the street. Maybe they’d hooked around the building and gone into the alley where she’d first seen Gilbert.
Keeping the phone to her ear, Bobbi took that direction, reached the mouth of the alley, then stopped. It sounded like a door closed on the church.
Someone from the frigging church?
She dared to get closer. The door was thick wood, a half-circle of stained glass at the top, and she found it locked. She left the alley and returned to the street, looked along the row of parked cars including her own Honda CR-V, and still saw no one.
The other way, past the church and the school, a vehicle slipped past. She listened to the murmur of its engine fade as it headed toward Main Street, then everything was quiet.
Her NASA T-shirt clung to her skin with all the heat and sweat. She turned around to head back inside, stopped short, her breath catching, heart in her throat.
Gilbert was standing in the doorway she’d just come through, looking confused. Bobbi almost pressed the Call button but exhaled, lowered the phone, and moved down the walkway, stopped a few yards away from him. “Hi, Mr. Gilbert. Were you just upstairs, on the third floor?”
He had a sagging face – pouches beneath his eyes big enough to store pennies, cheeks that hung like basset hound jowls. He did a slow shake of his head. “No.”
“Okay… well, I heard someone up on my floor. Then it sounded like they went out the front – did you hear them?” She got a little closer. “Like, before I came downstairs, did you hear anything?”
“I don’t know.” His voice was baritone. He wore jeans and an old button-down shirt, like it was the middle of the day, and fifty degrees instead of eighty-five. He filled the doorway, blocking her entry. She said, “I heard you – you were taking out your trash. And I went to the kitchen to… I thought I heard someone in the hallway outside my door…”
He just blinked at her, like he had no idea what she was referring to.
“… and I thought maybe I heard them come downstairs,” she finished.
He said, “Door down here is locked.” He meant the door he was standing beside.
“I know it is,” Bobbi said. “Or supposed to be. But… maybe you left it open by mistake? Or maybe you, um…? What about the back door?”
Gilbert studied her, and she grew self-conscious, suddenly aware she wasn’t wearing a bra, just the T-shirt and these lightweight pants, and she crossed her arms over her breasts.
He’s big, this guy. He’s massive.


“The back door is locked from the outside, no key.” Gilbert turned and regarded the door beside him. He seemed to do everything in slow motion. He touched the doorknob with a calloused finger, pressed the locking catch in and out a couple of times. “This is old, though, can just slip a credit card in there or something and pop it.”
“Okay. Well the property manager never told me that.” She tried a laugh to lighten the mood but it felt brittle.
“We had this place broken into before,” Gilbert said. “They didn’t get anything, just urinated in the hallway.”
She paused. “Someone broke in? Peed in the hallway?”
He nodded, slowly as everything else.
“How long have you lived here?” she asked. “We’ve never really been introduced. I’m Bobbi.” She held out her free hand, still gripping the phone in her other and hugging her chest with her arm.
He looked at her outstretched hand then shook it. For the size and roughness, his grip was like a little old lady’s, and brief. “Frank. I been here fourteen years. My name is on my door.”
“So, one break-in in fourteen years? I guess that’s not too bad.”
“Two. That I know of.”
“Okay. Still pretty good.”
A car turned in from Saranac Ave and headed down their street, both of them watching it pass, Bobbi staring a little at the driver, who was just a dark shape.
Someone had been outside her door. She was 100 percent sure of it.
Okay, ninety-five.
“Alright,” Bobbi said, and Gilbert seemed to get the picture. He faded back into the building, clearing the way. She offered a smile in passing, said, “Good night. Sorry if I disturbed you.” She felt like adding, Even though you were out there rattling around like a lunatic.
And even if you’re freaking me out a little bit.
“Good night,” he said. Then, as she was about to climb the first flight of stairs, he asked in a quiet voice, “You going to call the police?” He was staring at her phone.
“I’ll talk to them,” Bobbi said. “I know a state police investigator. I’ll mention it to him. Good night.”
She hurried back to her floor, feeling safer but still vigilant, and when she reached her door, she turned over her feet to give the bottoms a look, the skin gray with dirt. She considered a shower but thought it might just wake her up even more.
The door was ajar. She’d hurried out and hadn’t locked it behind her. Or the front door, when she’d gone over to the church. Someone could have slipped into her apartment when she was out.
“Hello?” She heard the fear in her voice then spoke again, louder and with more authority, not worrying about her neighbors anymore. “Jamie? Jamie… come on. Are you in there?”
She waited, listening while she remained in the hallway. She could just hear Gilbert’s television downstairs. She had the phone ready again, but she still had nothing; her neighbor confirmed he’d been moving around, and anything else could’ve been invented in her own mind.
“Is someone in there? I have my phone and I’m ready to call the police.”
Bobbi backed away. A floorboard groaned under her weight, giving off the same sound she’d heard before. She hurried down the hallway to the stairs, took them two at a time. Then she halted, listening again, waiting for that telltale creak of the floorboard as Jamie, or whoever it was, slipped out of her apartment, coming after her…
Nothing.
Down another flight, back to the first floor now, standing in front of Frank Gilbert’s door. She knocked. She took a long, deep breath through her nose, let it out. Knocked again, more urgently. She heard shuffling, then the lock, and the door swung open. Gilbert stood there with a blank expression.
“Hi,” she said in a volume just loud enough to be heard above the TV. “I promise you I’m not crazy, but someone might be in my apartment. Would you… Could you come have a look with me, just to be sure? I’m really sorry to bother you…”
She tried on a smile. Gilbert stared down at her then looked over his shoulder, walked to the TV, shut it off. She got a glimpse of his apartment – not what she’d expected. Everything was very neat, lots of books, an expensive-looking computer on a desk in the corner. He might’ve been odd but she decided Gilbert was harmless.
He came walking back in this stiff sort of gait he had, where his arms didn’t swing.
“Let’s take a look,” he said.
She found herself nervously prattling as she climbed the stairs ahead of him, explaining to him over her shoulder that she wasn’t prone to this type of behavior, this was really something of an anomaly, but with what had recently happened to one of her co-workers, she wasn’t taking any chances.
They reached her floor. Since she’d gone down to Gilbert’s, no one had tried to leave the building, and so if someone was in her place, he had to still be in there – they had him trapped.
Her door was still about six inches ajar. With Gilbert looming over her shoulder, she pushed it open the rest of the way.
The apartment was as she’d left it, lights turned off but illuminated in gray and dark blue tones, amber splashes from the street light nearby. Jolyon’s graphic novel lay forgotten on the living room floor. She checked the bedroom with caution, including the big closet, then the bathroom between the bedroom and living room, flicked on the light, even slurped a breath and drew open the shower curtain. She moved to the kitchen, passing Gilbert – who stayed just inside the doorway – glanced in the kitchen, then to the far end of the living room, and finally circled back.
“Okay,” she said with a sigh. “Thank you so much.”
“Not a problem,” he said in that deep voice. “You should…”
He trailed off, looking past her. She followed his line of sight through the living room windows and beyond the stone church, where her street intersected with Saranac Avenue.
A figure stood beneath the street light. He was looking in their direction, no question. Bobbi moved toward the window, and he jerked into motion as if he saw her, too. Then he hurried away.





TWENTY
She was tough, that Bobbi. Which was part of what made her so tantalizing, but not because she was actually tough. She wasn’t. Chicks like her liked to think they were tough, they tried to convince themselves, but it was laughable nonsense. What was the saying? “Feminism: strong, smart, and independent until things get a little bit difficult.”
What made her tantalizing was that she thought she was something extra special, just like Alison Hadley. And just like Hadley, she’d decided she was too good for him, too. Bobbi had slipped through his grasp once, but she wouldn’t again.
He walked the dark streets, once again pleased how things took shape. It was hard when you were a young man – a few people might remind you that being normal was unexciting, that being different was being superior, but it still hurt, it was still a lonely road.
And the people who said that had their little place in society all carved out. It was easy for them; it hadn’t been easy for him. He’d discovered too soon that the world was a selfish place full of selfish people, that in the name of a better society, people played God. But then, everyone went home at night and who did they care about? They cared about themselves. The rest were lies, lies and masks he could clearly see through and had been able to see through for some time.
He stepped to the water’s edge and looked out over its black surface. Maybe he was shining the light on a problem that plagued humanity.
But, then, that would be his own ego getting in the way of things, tainting things, just like their egos did. No, the point here was not his own exultation. The point was to…

He stopped, once more having lost the thread of his own consciousness, and realized he’d waded into the water and was standing up to his knees. That smell was back, the stink of something chemical, burning in his nostrils, twisting in his stomach. He bent toward the water and threw up, then swirled it clear with his foot. He checked to make sure no one was watching; no one had been. It was late, or maybe early, and it was time to set things in motion again.
He grew excited: This next step was going to be something almost religious.

“Okay,” Mike said, “where are we at?” He was tired; sleep hadn’t come easy the night before. Today marked a week since Harriet Fogarty had been discovered. It felt like the case had multiple identities, only one of them true. Or none of them, which was depressing to consider.
Murders in the red longer than a week rarely got solved.
He was gathered with Lena and her chief of police, Brewer. Reggie Hume, his BCI supervisor, was on the phone from Albany. Mike had it on speaker.
“We’ve got a couple of main directions on this thing,” Mike said. “One, I got a call early this morning from Bobbi Noelle, who says she had an intruder at her apartment last night. So that whole line of inquiry might be top drawer again; I sent a trooper over there this morning to have a look, and I’m going to talk to Noelle as soon as I can.”
“She thinks it was Rentz?” Hume asked.
“First she thought it was her neighbor, mucking around, but then she was with him when she saw someone down the street, she says, looking at the building, then moved off. She couldn’t offer much for a physical description, he was about 100 yards away. Maybe he had a lot of hair, she says. If it was Rentz, his appearance may have changed.”
“And we don’t have any tags on this guy?” Hume asked.
“Negative. We put out the BOLO, but so far, nothing.”
“Tell me about him,” said Hume.
Lena leaned toward the phone, her notes out. “Jameson Matthew Rentz, D.O.B. October fourth, nineteen ninety-three. Went to Almond High School, graduated 2012; attended Rochester Institute of Technology, dropped out in 2014. His father is an engineer. Mother doesn’t show a work history. Rentz has never really been gainfully employed. He’s got a juvenile offense, record sealed. But Mike spoke with Bobbi earlier about this and it’s most likely for battery. He was sixteen, beat up his girlfriend, also sixteen.”
“But… so he’s got nothing to do with the Department of Social Services, here or in Watertown?”
“We’re checking,” Mike said. “But so far we haven’t seen his name in any of the Fogarty or Lavoie files. If Harriet was killed by Rentz, it’s back to this whole thing possibly being this guy screwing up, killing her when he meant to go after Noelle.”
“So,” Hume’s disembodied voice said, “you pretty much crossed this guy off before – I see Placid PD had someone looking in on her, but they weren’t there last night. So it’s like he’s been around, waiting, maybe, for the right chance. What’s he living on, if not his old man’s money? Where’s he living?”
“In his car, maybe. He’s got an older Ford Focus registered in his name. It’s white. It’s four-door.”
“Ah,” Hume said. “Okay. Well, we need to pick this guy up. He moved out of his family’s place… when?”
“Looks like right after dropping out of school, so summer of 2014,” Mike said. He glanced at Lena, who added, “I just talked to the mother, Geena Rentz. She said Jamie and his father had a falling-out when he left RIT before graduating. Haven’t spoken in more than a year, he’s not coming home for holidays, that kind of thing.”
“Was he squatting at the house on River Street?” Hume asked. “I’m looking at it right here – there was a white car, four-door, seen on River Street a few days before the Fogarty murder. I mean, Mike, what are we waiting for?”
“Motive,” Mike said.
“Motive? He’s in love with this Roberta Noelle, he’s obsessed with her. His life has no meaning without her, that sort of thing.”
“It leaves out Corina Lavoie.”
“She could know him,” said Hume. “If he’s drifting around… Maybe the sister knows him. You got a picture you could show her?”
“I’m just not—”
“It doesn’t fit into your ‘old score’ theory,” Hume interrupted. “I know. That’s your other main angle on this; that it all goes back to something that happened years ago, when Lavoie and Fogarty were under the same roof, sharing cases. In Lake Haven.”
Mike said, “I can see someone traveling to Watertown to abduct, possibly kill Lavoie because of something involving the Pierce County DSS, but I’ve had a hard time seeing Rentz kidnapping and maybe murdering Lavoie because he’s a lovesick psychopath.”
“Well maybe you’ve got to let go of Lavoie, Mike. Maybe you’ve got to face that you can’t get these to connect because they don’t.”
Mike could feel himself getting worked up and was about to let fly when Lena spoke. “Can I say something here, please?”
“Of course,” Hume said.
“I think a little hashing out is healthy, okay, but we’re into total speculation. We’ve got enough probable cause to pull Rentz over whenever he pops up, search his car, and bring him in. Pritchard is in jail on the assault charge; we can monitor him, see if there’s someone he’s talking to or meeting with – or if his lawyer gets bail reduced, we follow him and see where he goes.” Her gaze flitted to Mike. “In the meantime, what we need to do is keep going through these cases. We started with eight cases that looked promising, and we’ve eliminated half of them due to deaths, imprisonment, and relocations, leaving us Dodd Caruthers, Charles Morrissey, Scott Earnshaw, and Susan Gann.”
Hume was silent, then, “You’ve got a woman in there, huh?”
“We’ve got four people for whom it could be said their lives were irrevocably impacted by the intervention of Pierce County Child Protective Services, all who have violent criminal histories. And Lavoie and Fogarty were involved with each of them. So, we need to knock on some doors and see where we’re at in twenty-four hours. Okay? But we’re going to start with Dodd Caruthers, who once left his kid in a hot car, and might have called the complainant and harassed him. He’s the right age, he’s the right size, he lives in Lake Haven.”
“What’s his motive other than general antipathy toward society?” Hume asked.
Overton answered, reading from the file on her lap. “That his older son Thomas was accidentally injured while a child in foster care.”
“Accidentally injured?”
“He was playing, got burned by the woodstove, there’s some permanent scarring.”
Another pause from Hume, then, “That’s good enough for me.”

“I was in ’Nam,” Bill Caruthers said. “I was eighteen when I got sent to Da Nang.”
Mike sat beside Lena on a couch that looked Vietnam era – orange- and red-striped. Caruthers’ small, modular home was gloomy, its walls paneled with fake wood, a flat-screen TV in the corner playing silently with closed captioning on the screen. A dog, the source of the musty smell in the air, had barely budged when they’d come in, and looked older than old Bill, who was at least seventy.
“Thank you for your sacrifice,” Mike said. “How are you doing, sir?”
“China Beach,” Bill Caruthers said. “March 8, 1965. Me and 3,500 US Marines, Operation Rolling Thunder. Three weeks later, a car bomb exploded outside the Embassy in Saigon. How am I doing? How do I look?” He wore a ragged bandage on his nose to cover the skin cancer, a tube beneath his nostrils snaking down to the oxygen tank beside the recliner, a cane resting nearby. “It’s a shit world for an old man,” he said.
“Do you expect your son home soon?” Lena asked.
“Oh… Dodd. Yeah, I s’pose. He was gettin’ my meds from the Kinney Drug. Sometimes he goes, you know… he goes around. Does whatever boys do.”
Dodd Caruthers was in his forties; Mike supposed kids never really grew up in their parents’ eyes.
“And he’s been working?” Lena asked. “Since he got out?”
“Yeah, well, he does a bit of this and that.” Bill’s gaze sharpened. “What did you say you was here for again?”
“We have some questions to ask your son regarding an ongoing investigation,” Lena said.
“Does he need a lawyer?”
“Well, let’s hope not. Just a couple questions, and we’ll see.”
“Maybe he ought to have a lawyer,” Bill said, and grunted as he tried to get out of the easy chair.
Mike spoke up. “Mr. Caruthers, there are no allegations here, just questions for us to gather information. Your son is…” He stopped as a rumbling truck turned in the driveway. Old Bill slumped back in the chair, defeated, while both Mike and Lena rose to their feet. The old dog lifted its head; its tail slowly flopped from one side to the other.
Mike watched through the window as Dodd Caruthers got out of the truck, took a hard look at the Impala parked in the driveway, and walked toward the house with his brow furrowed. He pushed in through the squeaky screen door holding a plastic shopping bag. He stared at Mike and Lena as he crossed to his father and handed him the bag. “There you go. She said the antibiotic was strong, that you needed to take it for the full ten days.”
Bill flapped a hand. “Yeah, yeah. Did you get my cigarettes?” He pawed around in the bag, pulled out a pack of USA Golds, and grimaced.
Dodd turned to the investigators. He was tall, his blond hair going gray, eyes bright blue. He wore a patchy beard, part of which didn’t quite grow around a scar from his left ear to his chin. “What’re you here for?”
Lena spoke first, introduced them, and asked if he wanted to sit down.
“I’m fine standing. What do you want?”
Lena glanced at Mike, indicating he had the floor. Mike asked, “Are you Dodd A. Caruthers?”
“Yeah…”
“We’re investigating the murder of Harriet Fogarty.”
“Okay. And?”
“Your children were placed in foster care when you went to SCI Cold Brook for drug charges and your wife wasn’t able to care for them. You did thirteen years, out now for just over a year. Is that all correct?”
Dodd’s gaze shifted from Mike to Lena and he looked her up and down before connecting with Mike again. “Yeah.”
“Can you tell me where you were one week ago, the night of July 12th?”
A quick look at his father, who was slapping the cigarette pack against his palm and seemed to have forgotten about everyone else in the room. “I was here,” Dodd said. “I was at home with my dad.”
“Mr. Caruthers,” Mike said to the older man, “can you confirm that your son was with you last Thursday?”
Bill unwrapped the plastic from the cigarettes and opened the top. He looked up, “Uh?”
Dodd said, “They’re asking where I was last Thursday, Dad. I told them I was here with you.”
“Yuh. Right. You was here with me.”
“Mr. Caruthers,” Mike said to Bill, who fumbled to extract a cigarette. “That’s not what you told us before Dodd arrived. You said you thought he was bowling.”
The younger Caruthers got red in the face, his jaw starting to twitch. “Yeah, okay,” he said. “Thursday is league night. I was thinking before that, and after that, I was here. Maybe you ought to be more specific with your time.”
“Between 7 p.m. and 9 p.m.,” Mike said.
“So then, yeah. I was at the league game. You can ask any of them.”
“When’s that league game go from?”
“From six until about nine or so.”
“And you were here at home right up until you left for the game… Where’s that at, Silver Lanes?”
“Uh-huh.” Dodd gave Lena another look-over. Mike thought he was being pretty obvious about it, too.
Mike said, “Alright. We’ll check in with the league. Meantime, I’d like to talk about your older son, Thomas.”
“What about him?”
Bill lit up a cigarette at last, took a long drag, coughed, and squinted against the smoke. “They talking about Tommy?”
“Don’t worry about it, Dad. What do you want to know about my kid?” Dodd wore jeans, despite the heat, and a black T-shirt with an AR-15 on the front and From My Cold Dead Hands written beneath it in lettering that was colored red, white, and blue. Heavy work boots on his feet.
“While he was in temporary placement,” Mike said, “your son, Tommy, sustained burns. From a woodstove. Is that right?”
Dodd let out a long breath, whistling through his nostrils. Mike wondered how many weapons were stored up in the home Dodd shared with his father. Maybe some nice hunting knives among the collection.
“You got something you want to ask me?”
“Sure,” said Mike, “I’ll ask. Have you harbored anger toward the Pierce County Child Protective Services for what happened to your son?”
“Have I what?”
“Have you blamed them for what happened? That Tommy was taken into state custody, and during that time sustained injuries? Have you been angry with them?”
Dodd looked at his father again, who seemed lost in the pleasure of his cigarette. He’d removed the oxygen from his nose, the hose draped around his neck like a noose. When Dodd didn’t answer, Mike said, “You also had two CPS reports prior to your drug arrest. I’ve seen them.”
“Okay. So?”
“Under ‘alleged suspicions of abuse or maltreatment’ of your children, child alcohol use is cited, emotional neglect, inadequate food, parental drug and alcohol misuse, excessive corporal punishment, bruises… and then there was the call that you left your other son, Brandon, alone in a car on a hot day.”
Bill started coughing. When he couldn’t seem to stop, he said, “Doddie, gimme somethin’—”
“Shut up.”
“Gimme somethin’ to drink.”
Dodd stalked off into the kitchen, making Mike nervous. His hand drifted around to the small of his back, where he carried his pistol. He glanced at Lena, saw the concern reflected in her eyes, but gave her a nod – it’s okay. There was the snap of a can opening and Dodd strode back – those steel-toed boots thundering – and handed his father the beer. Bill took it, slurped it down, stifled a cough, had some more.
At this point the old dog got to its feet – Mike didn’t know if it was the scent of the beer, the testosterone in the air, or what – and lumbered over to the easy chair. Dodd stood there watching his father drink, then lowered into a squat when the dog bumped against his leg.
“Easy girl. Hey. Hey, it’s alright.” Dodd rubbed and petted the dog; he sunk his oil-stained fingers into her thick yellowish hair. Mike relaxed a little, dropping his hand to his side.
“I don’t blame anyone for Tommy,” Dodd said. “Those were hard times. I got laid off – if anyone is to blame, it’s the US Government. Not taking care of my dad – who’s a vet, by the way – and the jobs have been disappearing up here.” He reached to pet the dog’s hindquarters, stretching his T-shirt. The short sleeve revealed more of a tattoo.
Mike gave Lena a quick look to see if she saw it too.
“And Tommy’s mother wasn’t in any great shape. We had some parties back then, okay, you know, just trying to unwind, and the kids got a hold of the liquor, so…”
“Tommy was five,” Mike said. Couldn’t help it. The stuff he’d seen on little Tommy had turned his stomach.
Dodd let go of the dog, rose to his feet, looking incensed again. “That woman, you said her name was Fogarty? I had nothing to do with that. I was at the bowling alley, then I was here at my house.”
Mike looked back, saw the fire in Dodd’s eyes, and said, “Thank you for your time, Dodd.” He nodded to the old man. “Mr. Caruthers, take care.” He moved toward the door, brushing up against Lena, getting her going in the same direction.
“My house,” said the old man.
“What?” Dodd snapped.
“You said this was your house.”
“Drink your beer.”
“See?” Bill called out as Mike was pulling open the screen door. “No respect. It’s a shit world for an old man.”

“That was interesting,” Lena said. She was drawn up against the door of the car, looking out the window as Mike drove along.
“You saw that tattoo?”
“Yeah. Was it what I…”
“Yeah. The outer symbol replicates a swastika with Egyptian overtones, or something. I bet if we’d looked under his shirt, he’d have a big, fat heart with knives through it. Aryan Brotherhood.”
Overton was silent.
“Could be from his time inside,” Mike said.
“Yeah but there was other stuff, too,” Lena said. “Did you see the…? Who was that in the picture? Framed, sitting a few inches away from the crucifix on the wall. I think it might have been Nathan Bedford Forrest.”
“They should fire their decorator,” Mike joked. “Probably white robes, hoods, maybe a pulpit in the garage…”
“Yeah… maybe.”
The scene had made a real impact on her and he quit the foolish humor. “Hey – you okay?”
“This shit just… you know?” She rubbed her temple with a finger.
“We need to check his story.”
“Silver Lanes isn’t open for another four hours,” Lena said. “But I know the guy who runs the local league – Philly Pete Randolf.”
Mike cut her a look, couldn’t resist. “You’re a bowler, huh? I guess I could picture that.”
She finally cracked a smile. “Pete’s a local guy; everybody knows him.”

Pete confirmed Dodd’s attendance at the previous week’s league night.
“All night?” Mike asked. “Could he have disappeared at some point?”
“Maybe; not that I noticed.” They stood in Pete’s living room, him in a Hugh Hefner-style robe. “Can I get you guys something? Drink? Bite to eat?”
Mike didn’t feel like sticking around. Everybody seemed to have a damn alibi – Pritchard, Dodd Caruthers, even Jessica Rankin had turned over her phone records, showing a landline call to her sister in Missouri during the commission of the crime. Not that she’d been high on their list.
He moved off down the walkway toward the parked Impala, leaving Lena to reminisce with Pete and get a list of the rest of the league members. For a guy who owned and operated a rundown bowling alley, Pete lived in one heck of a neighborhood. Some of the best homes in Lake Haven shouldered together, pretty elms lining the street, backyards overlooking the town below.
The street made a sharp curve, and through the spaces between houses, Mike could see downtown. The trees obscured a view of the bowling lanes from here, but they were close. He wondered if Dodd could’ve spent the first part of the evening in the home on River Street, watching as the DSS employees left for the day, leaving just a few cars in the lot, then popped over to Silver Lanes, signed in, bowled a few frames, then left again. Maybe he would have told his buddies his father needed him. Maybe they were drinking, no one really paid much attention.
Then he drives to DSS, Mike thought, either goes back to his nest in the house on River Street or maybe just hangs out in the woods, watches until Harriet’s Kia Sportage is the last car in the lot, slips into the back seat, kills her when she sits down.
Couple of things, though: League bowlers probably took their Thursday nights very seriously. They’d make a fuss about someone taking off in the middle of a game, regardless of his excuse or their drinking. If it happened that way, one of them might say something to Mike, like Pete. On the other hand, if they distrusted cops, they might circle the wagons and protect Dodd. They needed to track down the other league guys and see.
And Dodd would need some prior knowledge that Harriet was going to be there. Maybe he knew Gavin Fuller? Talked to him about how CPS was taking Gavin’s son, Grayson, and putting him in foster care that night?
It wasn’t a perfect theory, but it had legs. Especially if Dodd was a racist – that would really lend to his traveling all the way to Watertown last year, after he’d gotten out of Cold Brook. Corina Lavoie would have known him, recognized him, too. Maybe he kills her as part of a broader campaign of violence – murdering caseworkers who interfered with his family – but maybe it’s her race that catalyzes the whole thing.
In all, there were some notes there that were starting to play a tune.
He heard the door clap shut behind him, turned, and saw Lena walking away from Pete’s house toward the Impala, thumbing her phone. She looked up the street and saw him.
“Nice neighborhood up here,” he said, walking back.
She pointed down the street. “My friend Maggie lived right over there. Her parents still do; her dad was a pediatrician, mother just retired from the APA…”
When her gaze wandered back he felt that tightness in his chest, a jump in his heart. The way her brow creased when she was thinking, the sound of her voice. They’d grown up in the same small town but years apart, so had never really known each other. And now here they were.
“What’s on your mind, Investigator Nelson?”
He stepped a little closer. “Think we can take a break? Just an hour?”
She glanced at Pete’s big house, looming behind her. “Well, we’ve got the league list.”
“That can wait a minute.”
She held up her phone. “We’ve also got the list of child protective service adoption actions through the district court. Just came into my email.”
He leaned back, unable to see the small lettering that close. “Dodd?”
“No, Morrissey. Charles and Gerry-Anne Morrissey. He beat her up, put her in a coma, she delivered her baby. Baby went to Child Protective Services.”
“I remember the file.”
“Well, then you remember that Gerry-Anne died not long after – they couldn’t stop the brain swelling, she was a vegetable, they pulled the plug. Charles Morrissey was over in Anderton, doing his time for attempted murder. The baby was adopted that fall.”
Mike sighed. “So Morrissey gets out of prison, just like Dodd Caruthers, goes after Corina Lavoie, then Harriet?”
Her eyebrows went up, her expression said, It’s a possibility.
He sighed again. “I think we need more boots on the ground.”
“I think I agree.”
She was giving him a coy look, so he added, “And no, I’m not just saying that because you turned me down for a nooner.”
She laughed, bright and sudden, then walked to the car and opened the passenger side door. “A ‘nooner’? What is this, 1950?”
“I can be vulgar if you prefer.”
She gazed at him over the car roof. The birds were chirping, light breeze stirring, a few garlands of clouds and the sun beating down. He was either growing infatuated with Lena Overton, or it was something more.
“I prefer you the way you are,” she said. Then she dropped into her seat.

More boots on the ground. That meant requesting BCI send someone else out to pick up Mike’s slack, which wasn’t likely to happen. Cases that lingered unsolved were usually given fewer resources, not more.
He was frustrated. This was supposed to be his area; he had a good clearance rate when it came to homicides, a shiny seventy percent. Not that a number mattered, but a grieving family deserved answers, and a small town that hadn’t seen a murder in nearly two decades needed to know.
The case was sprawling. So many people, the faces were starting to blur. They had just enough manpower to interview league bowlers separately, see if anything came out about Dodd’s presence at Silver Lanes the night of. He left Lena preparing her patrol officers while he went to talk to Charles Morrissey.
He drove through Lake Haven with the radio on for a while, the oldies station, last one left in the area; Solomon Burke wailed “I’m Hanging up My Heart for You.” As he cleared the town, though, Mike shut it off, wanting to think in silence.
The suspects topping their list were people who’d gotten caught up in the system, lost a child because of either violence, drugs, poor choices, or all of the above. Dodd was especially interesting; he checked a lot of the boxes, and had apparent leanings toward white supremacy.
But they had no murder weapon. Forensic evidence, all around, was sucking wind. No prints or DNA in Harriet Fogarty’s car, aside from her own. The house on River Street was splattered with everyone’s fingerprints from the neighborhood, but nothing matching Dodd or anyone else in the system that raised a flag.
Jamie Rentz was still missing. There was no real way to tie him to the crimes except for Bobbi Noelle, and that was circumstantial. Still, Rentz was interesting; his Facebook page was loaded with more selfie shots than Justin Bieber – though he hadn’t posted in months. They could start pinging his phone with a subpoena, but that might be tough – Bobbi wasn’t able to identify him as the man outside her house, and the texts to her, on their own, were harmless.
Like Hume had suggested, it could be worth it to show Maybelle Spruce some pictures, though, see if she recognized Rentz. For that matter, see if she recognized Dodd Caruthers.
For now, it was all about Charles Morrissey.

The property looked like a tornado had come through: rusted vehicles, a couple of snowplows, snowmobiles with ripped seats, broken riding mowers, two Japanese-made motorcycles, piles of bagged trash, dunes of old tires. It was working hours and Mike didn’t expect anyone home, but a man in a ragged white T-shirt came to the door of the mobile home as Mike parked the Impala.
“Afternoon,” Mike said as he got out of the vehicle. “Charles Morrissey?”
“Who’s asking?” The man brought a rifle into view.
Mike stopped in his tracks, put one hand on the gun in the waistband holster at the small of his back, and stuck the other hand out. “Hey – whoa. Mike Nelson, state police. Put that down, sir.”
“Let me see some identification.”
“Point that away, right now.”
“You come up slow. This is private property.”
“Yes, sir. It is that. I’m just here to ask a couple of questions.” Mike walked carefully, keeping his right hand behind him on the grip of his gun. Twice in one day now he’d gone for his firearm, when whole years passed without even considering it. It added to his respect for caseworkers, who placed themselves in some sticky situations, all for the good of children.
“I’m going to reach into my jacket here with my left hand, pull out my badge, okay?” Mike eyed the rifle the man was holding, which he’d pointed down and to the side. “That a short rancher?” Mike asked.
“Yah,” the man said. “Winchester .30-30.”
“I think they used those on Bonanza…” He was a few yards away and held up his badge, and the unshaven, slovenly man squinted down from the raised doorway of the mobile home.
“I never seen that show,” the man said.
“Before your time, I guess. So, are you Morrissey?”
“Yeah.”
Mike slipped the badge back into his pocket. “Do me a favor, Mr. Morrissey – set that down on the floor behind you, and step on down out of the home, can you do that?”
It took him a moment, but Morrissey finally complied. He walked down the three steps from the mobile home, sniffing and wiping his nose with his forearm. He stopped, keeping a distance between them.
“Let’s talk,” Mike said.
They stayed outdoors, standing, the sun beating down, Mike getting some foul odors from the various piles of junk surrounding him. Morrissey was a small engine repair guy, he said, though it didn’t seem like there was a lot of repairing going on. Finally, they got around to the difficult subject of his incarceration, and what led him there. In order to get to the telling, Morrissey said he needed some liquid courage, and popped open a beat-up cooler with some cheap cans of beer inside, cracked one open.
“It was an accident,” he said. “I still maintain that. Gerry-Anne, she fell. She was runnin’ from me, but I wasn’t gonna do nothin’. But the DA said that I hit her, and I pushed her, and that’s how she hit her head – the angle iron on the guardrail took a good piece of her scalp clean off. It’s one of those things like lightning striking, you know?”
Mike tried to push away the sickening thought of a scared wife running from her husband, killing herself in the process. If, anyway, Morrissey was to be believed. “And she was pregnant,” Mike said.
“Another case of lightning striking,” Morrissey said. “A miracle. I looked it up – I went online when I was in Anderton and read about how there’s only a few cases where a woman delivered while she was in a coma like that. Amazing what the body can do.” He took a long pull of the beer and cleaned up with his forearm again.
“The baby went into Child Protective Services,” said Mike.
“Yah. She did.”
“Was there any contention over that?”
“No… no contention. She didn’t have nobody else. Gerry-Anne’s mother, she’s got… well she had cancer then, and she died. Gerry has a brother, but he’s a real piece of work, no way he’s gonna raise a kid, so there was really no one else. And I was fired from my job, and up at county jail, waiting for my day in court.”
“Did you get it?”
“Pled guilty,” Morrissey said. “Public defender I had thought it was the best option to plead out, and I did my time.” Morrissey cracked another beer, took a slurp, and squinted one eye at Mike. “This is about the Harriet Fogarty murder, isn’t it? Over there in Lake Haven. ’Cause she, ah, back then she was the one, I think, to take the baby and deal with all that stuff – the adoption or whatever.”
“You ever see your child?”
He shook his head. “No, never. She’s better off.”
“So you think it was a good thing; that she was removed from your custody, and that no one in your family was going to raise your child?”
Morrissey looked at Mike for a long time, drank the rest of the second beer, crumpled up the can and burped. He was crude, Mike thought, but he wasn’t stupid – there was intelligence in the man’s eyes. “If anyone’s got to be upset by the whole thing, it’s my daughter. Some nights, well…” He tossed the can aside and fished around in the cooler for another.
“Some nights?”
He pulled out the beer, tapped the top of it with a fingernail but didn’t open it yet, staring off. “Some nights I dream she comes for me. You know? And I don’t blame her; I let her. I let her burn it all down, burn me right down in that trailer.” Finally, he cracked the beer and took a sip, focused on Mike. “Say hi to Terry for me,” he said, and headed back for the trailer.
“You know Terry Fogarty?”
Keeping his back to Mike as he walked way, he said, “Sure. That was my job back then, ’fore I got into all this.”
“You worked for the Highway Department?”
“Yah. Old Terry was my supervisor.” Morrissey burped and climbed the three steps, pushed in the door, and went inside.
Mike let him go.

Mike drove aimlessly for a while, thinking about Morrissey, thinking about the man’s dream of his estranged daughter burning his home to the ground with him in it. He thought about Terry Fogarty, working with this guy all those years back. Their relationship didn’t indicate anything more than living in a scarcely populated area (in the Adirondacks, everybody knew somebody who knew somebody), but it made Mike feel restless. Like something was forming in his mind, a sort of mental Polaroid developing, and he couldn’t make out the image just yet.
He chose a direction and wound up bumping down Terry Fogarty’s long driveway on the outskirts of Lake Placid. The sun was lowering toward the treetops, the day’s heat giving up a little grip, and the place looked picturesque in the fading light.
Terry’s eyes were fuzzy with sleep when he came to the door, like he’d been napping, or just never got out of bed from the night before. There were dogs barking at his feet; Labs – one chocolate, one black. He took hold of their collars and invited Mike in.
They moved into the kitchen, where Terry let the dogs out a side door. They raced away, happy to be outside. “What can I do for you, Mike?”
The kitchen was charming, rustically old-fashioned. There were some upgrades, like the stove and microwave, but the old sink was deep-basin, slightly rusted around the fixtures, looking like it weighed a couple hundred pounds. “Just wanted to check in,” Mike said. Piled everywhere were bouquets of flowers, unopened boxes, and foodstuffs yet to be put away.
“Bobbi Noelle dropped off a bunch of groceries,” Terry said, seeing where Mike was looking. “Help yourself to anything you want.”
“Bobbi did?” Mike asked.
They sat down at the farm-style table with a view. The dogs chased each other around in the yard.
“Yeah,” Terry said. “She came over, ah, couple nights ago. I can’t remember which… everything is a blur.”
“I’m sure,” Mike said, having similar thoughts.
But Terry really meant it, and he looked dazed. “Emerson said a man is what he thinks about all day long, but I don’t know what I’m thinking from one minute to the next. I can’t seem to catch anything and… hold onto it.”
“I understand. You like Emerson?”
“I’m not such a huge fan of his libertarian leanings, I guess, but his essays on nature, his optimism for humankind, really something.” Terry seemed to look directly at Mike for the first time. “I wasn’t always working for the Highway Department. A million years ago I was a philosophy major at Plattsburgh State.”
“That’s partly why I’m here,” Mike admitted.
“Philosophy?”
“Ha, no. I know Emerson, but that’s about it. I always liked what Keith Richards had to say. As far as quotes go, anyway, he said, ‘The blacksmith invents the iron work, the horse wears them.’ I guess I really don’t even know what it means. Or maybe it means, this is all here, this life, and we just wear it. Our names, our clothes. Anyway, I bumped into someone today who used to work with you.”
“Who was that?”
“Charles Morrissey.”
“Morrissey…” Something flickered in his eyes. “You bumped into him?”
“You ever have any relationship with him outside of work?”
“None. He went away to prison for his wife. That was it.”
“He’s out,” Mike said. “Been out for a couple of years.”
“Oh. I didn’t know.” Terry looked out at the dogs and said, “He was a pretty normal guy, I guess. He was a drinker but in the winter he kept sober so he could plow. What he did to his wife was…” Another spark in Terry, like the lights were coming on inside his head. “You saw him – you asked him about Harriet? I think she might have… yeah, she handled it when his wife delivered the baby and the baby needed a place to go. Are you looking at him; is he a suspect?”
“We’re going through all of your wife’s cases from years back,” Mike said. “His name is one of many.” He switched gears. “So, Bobbi Noelle came by, brought some groceries? That was nice of her.”
Terry just stared a moment, like he was deciding whether to get more upset about Morrissey. Finally, he said, “I told Bobbi she didn’t have to trouble herself, people already helped out. But she insisted. Came by, talked with me and Victor, then went to the store. Yeah, I remember now – it was after Harriet’s memorial service. She went up to Price Chopper at ten o’clock at night, came back with bags full of groceries.”
“That’s very nice,” Mike said. Terry was gaunt and Mike doubted he’d eaten a morsel from Bobbi or anyone else all week. The widower fell silent and studied his hands, which he rested on the table.
Mike said, “I lost my wife.”
Terry looked up. “I didn’t, ah… I’m sorry. How did she die?”
“First it was breast cancer. We thought we’d caught it in time, and we did, sort of. She had a double mastectomy, she did the radiation. My daughter – she was very young, but she had the presence of mind to tell us about using cannabis.”
Terry smiled on one side of his mouth, but the humor didn’t travel to his eyes.
“And then it came back,” Mike said. “Molly complained about her back one day, and her shoulder, and we took her in. She just had a real aggressive type. I guess it actually started in her ovaries, and it just kept coming. After that, I… we managed her pain as best we could, and she went pretty quick.” Mike ran a hand over his jaw, said, “Kristen was just a kid. Turning thirteen.”
Terry took a deep breath, expanding his chest, let it out slowly, like a deflating balloon. “I guess there’s a small mercy in knowing that she… that Rita, she went quickly.” He frowned, and a thought seeming to cross his mind. “I’m so sorry – I don’t mean to use your wife’s death to—”
Mike stopped him. “Please, Terry. Not at all. I know what you mean. And I think, yes, you can maybe take some comfort in that. It’s alright to do that.”
Terry sort of blurred out again, not seeming to look anywhere or at anything in particular, his hands still limp on the table. Mike thought that there was no comparison of suffering. Even if Harriet hadn’t died a slower death like Molly, it was heartrending enough on its own. Her death had been surprising and terrible and certainly painful. And Terry was retired; he didn’t have work to help distract him, or a young child to raise. He was sixty-one, had planned to travel with his wife, maybe sell their house, begin a whole new chapter of their lives. It was all cut short. It would never be.
“How’s Victor?” Mike asked. “He get back home okay?”
Terry nodded, slowly, distantly. “He did.”
“How old is he? He’s twenty-eight, right?”
Another slow nod.
“Did Victor go to high school here? In Lake Placid?”
“He did, for part of it. We bought our first place in ’79, in Lake Haven. We were there about twenty-five years. Then they changed the law, so Harriet could live outside the county, and we’d had our eye on this place. We moved in… well, Victor was in the middle of high school.”
Mike nodded and did the math in his head – the Fogartys had moved to Placid around 2005. “This place must’ve cost you. Lot of acreage, higher comps in Lake Placid.”
“I was able to get a loan, sell off some of the timber right away, pay some of it back. Then Harriet’s parents passed, we took the inheritance and paid off more. The rest went to Victor’s tuition.”
After letting those facts settle in: “So how are you… are you going to be okay, at this point?”
“You mean money? I have my pension,” Terry said. “And some investments. And in a few years I’ll get social security. Is that what you’re asking – do I benefit financially from my wife’s death?”
Mike thought about how to respond. “I’ll be honest with you, Terry. I’ve considered it. But I have to; that’s my job. I have to look at everything and everybody where there might be a motive.”
Terry’s gaze had become sharp. “And you think I have a motive. To kill my wife. Could you have ever killed your wife, Mr. Nelson? Even if it meant you’d get some money out of it?”
“No. But like I said, I’d be doing your wife a disservice if I didn’t at least consider the possibility.”


A heavy silence followed, and then Mike asked, “Was that tough for Victor when you moved? Changing schools at that age?”
Terry took another long breath and seemed to relax. “Victor didn’t have any trouble. Always had his eye on the prize – getting good grades, getting out of the area. We’re not big sports people, Rita and me. I do a little bit of cross-country skiing, and we love to hike, but Victor really got into the team sports. He had the physique for it. He’s big, on my father’s side. He ran track, he was on the wrestling team, and he played lacrosse.”
“Sounds like quite a kid.”
Outside, the dogs had settled down – or, rather, they were both intent on something in the grass, their noses down, paws working. After another gap in the conversation, Mike asked, “Joe left to go to back home, is that right?”
“Yes. Went back Wednesday.”
“You think Joe’s not telling us something? About the place in Gloversville?”
Terry seemed to tense, the way Mike had seen him do during their meeting earlier in the week. “The only thing Joe is doing is downplaying his brother’s menace,” Terry said. “Steve is a violent, callous son of a bitch, and I’m glad he’s locked up. He threatened Rita before, on multiple occasions.”
Mike said, “When we were all meeting, at my office, Victor said something to Joe. He said, ‘Yeah, you’re sorry, Uncle Joe.’ Do you know what he meant?”
“No. I don’t. He was upset.” Terry gestured with his hands. “Why is Steve just sitting there, no murder charge? He’s got a lawyer now. He’s going to get out, be out there, walking around. What does it take to put a guy like him away?”
The temperature in the room seemed to rise. Mike said, “If Steve would’ve stood to gain something, we’d have a clearer motive. But Harriet’s share of the property goes to you and Victor. And—”
“His motive is hate and revenge.”
“I don’t discount that, believe me. Can you think of anyone who might… Who are Steve’s friends around here?”
“I have no idea. I doubt he has any.”
“Steve has someone who says he was with them during the time of death.”
“And you believe this person? Why? Who is it?”
“I can’t tell you that, I’m sorry.”
Terry was becoming more aggravated, color blooming in his cheeks, lower lip quivering. It killed Mike to upset the guy, after all he’d been through. But he had to ask. “Victor seemed to… I don’t know. Do you remember it? Is there something between him and Joe? Has Victor spent a lot of time with Joe?”
“Joe was defending Steve, who is the one who probably killed her – Victor was angry. There’s nothing between Joe and my son. Mr. Nelson, are you finished? Or are you about to insinuate Steve was in collusion with Joe, or even my son?”
One of the dogs started barking. Mike saw that it was the black lab, and it was facing the house. The brown one joined in, both of them pointing toward the kitchen as they barked, as if sensing the tension.
Mike asked, “Did you have a talk with Joe, after your wife died, but before coming into my office, about Joe giving up his share of the estate? After you helped Harriet decide to leave Steve out?”
A dark vein was showing at Terry’s right temple. “That’s what Joe told you?”
The dogs kept barking outside. Mike folded his arms, waited.
“I talked to Joe, yes,” Terry said. “About my wife. About his sister. Before he got his flight out. We talked about her. We talked about her memorial service, her eventual burial. As soon as someone finds her goddamn killer and we can have her back.”
“You didn’t talk about the property?”
Terry glowered a moment, then said, “I think I’d like you to leave now. I’m very sorry to learn about your wife, but please go.”
“Okay. But you should know – that’s what Joe has told us. That it wasn’t worth any of this – he didn’t want the place in Gloversville if it meant infighting.”


Terry stabbed a finger at Mike. “Well maybe that’s what my son was upset about, okay? Maybe Joe should have thought of that before. About what that stupid, rundown farm was doing to Harriet’s family! Joe held onto his half, and he’s out there in Utah, and we see him once every two years. Meanwhile Steve is like a fucking beggar, coming around, threatening Rita. You want evidence? You want to know why I thought Cecilia should cut him out? Here, let me show you this—”
Terry stood up abruptly, his chair scraping over the plank floor, then stalked off into the other room, leaving Mike alone in the kitchen. He listened to Terry slamming drawers, rummaging around for something, muttering curses. Finally, he walked back into the kitchen, sweating, looking crestfallen. “I can’t find it.”
“What?”
“A letter. From Steve to Rita.”
“A letter?”
Terry waved a hand. “Steve never got into computers, doesn’t email, nothing. He sent a letter, just after Cecilia died. Rita stuck it away somewhere – I can’t find it.”
“What was in it?”
Terry stood there with his shoulders drooping, his color ashen, eyes haunted. “Listen to me. Because this is everything. After this, I don’t want anyone else bothering me. Understand?”
Mike was silent.
“Steve wanted that property. Wanted it bad. Joe says he waxed and waned on it, but I remember Steve kept up a real effort, just wouldn’t shut up. He tried to get Rita to give up her half, to give it to him, and when she refused, he tried to get Joe to give up his. Because he thought if Joe gave his up, Rita would want out.”
“What’s so special about this place?”
“Nothing. You ask me, Steve never wanted to rejuvenate it, turn it back into some farm or something. He’s never done much of anything above board. But he told Joe that there were some people who wanted to lease it, all under the table. And at one point, Joe told Rita. He was considering it, just to get Steve off their backs. This all happened over the course of a few years, okay? We were all haggard, and Victor saw the toll it was taking on his mother, and so did I. I thought Joe needed to be more forceful with Steve, and Joe wasn’t. Most the time he just ignored it. And so that’s why Rita and I took action, and why Victor was upset.”
Unburdened, Terry slumped into the chair at the kitchen table and stared into nothingness. Mike took a moment and looked at the flowers decorating the room. They were beginning to wilt.
When Terry spoke again, his voice was low, getting hoarse. “I heard something about homicide detectives once. I have a cousin who does what you do, down in Florida. He said to me once that a homicide detective works for God.”
Mike waited.
“I guess the idea is that the dead are with God,” Terry said, “and the homicide investigator is doing the work of punishing whoever killed them. God’s justice – if you believe in that. But to be honest this whole thing feels more like the Devil.”
Mike held the man’s watery gaze, then said in a quiet, sympathetic voice, “If you find that letter, let me know, okay?”
Terry nodded once, eyes averted, and then buried his face in his hands. Mike wanted to console the guy, but he sensed it was better to leave. He rose and headed toward the front door, hearing the dogs round the house, moving to the same spot. He opened the door and they were there, but kept a distance. They seemed to ease up a little as he emerged, and wagged their tails. “It’s alright, guys,” he said softly. “I’m sorry… I’m sorry.”





TWENTY-ONE
His day off; Saturday. He might’ve worked through it but he’d barely spent any time with Kristen so far. They’d gotten up to weeding the garden together, not talking so much as just sharing time. The day was muggy, storms brewing in the east. After about an hour of pulling crabgrass, the rain came, spattering through the yard. Then the main front hit the property, and he and Kristen ran for cover.
The towels in the linen closet had that damp, mite-ridden smell. He pulled a couple hanging from the bathroom hooks instead, tossed one to her, and they dabbed at their wetness. He got the stereo cranking next, feeling this high of being with Kristen, the storm now pummeling their little house in the country, trying to forget the broken man that was Terry Fogarty, and how he’d hurt him.
“What’s this?” She tilted her head to the blasting music.
“‘The Usual Place.’ Don Covay, 1960s.”
“He sounds like Mick Jagger.” She brought a couple of glasses down from the cabinet over the sink, loaded them each with ice from the spout on the refrigerator.
“Well, you know why? Jagger covered his songs. Chubby Checker, Jimi Hendrix – they all owe it to Covay, man. You know how he started out?”
“I’m dying to.”
“He was in a family choir group.”
“You mean before taking up the devil’s music?”
“Much to the pain and anguish of his loving parents.”
“Uh-huh.” She ducked into the fridge, withdrew with a couple of St. Pauli Girls, poured them into the pint glasses, sprinkled a little salt.
Mike watched, realized his mouth was hanging open. “Ice and salt?”
She handed him one. “That’s how we roll.”
The music changed and Ben E. King warbled, ‘Will You Still Love Me Tomorrow?’
“Is this Pandora for senior citizens?”
“A-ha! You think I’m old.” He got next to the laptop on the shelves that was playing the music, hooked into a speaker system he’d distributed throughout the house. It was a very bachelor thing to do, something he hadn’t allowed himself until almost two full years past Molly’s death, but he hadn’t regretted it. “How about this?”
She listened, staring. There was a smudge of dirt from the garden across her forehead, a dot of it on her nose.
“Come on,” he said, “tell me you know Nirvana. This is the unplugged version of ‘Come as You Are.’”
“Still old,” she said, picking up her glass of beer for a drink. She was looking at him in a funny way. “Something going on with you?”
He tried one more track. “Soundgarden?”
She nodded; she knew it, but she was still staring. “Dad… what’s going on?”
He felt the façade start to crumble, but there wasn’t much he could tell her anyway. Maybe that he worried his drive to solve this case had upset a widower, a man he’d nearly accused of killing his wife. His phone vibrated on the kitchen counter before he could say anything. He’d left it inside and there were several missed calls. The incoming text was from Reggie Hume.
Hikers found a body. Call me.
“Shit,” he said.
Kristen set down her beer, worried now by the edge in his tone. “Work? Thought you weren’t on-call today…”
Mike stripped out of his dirty shirt and grabbed a dark blue V-neck off the back of the living room couch. “I’m sorry honey – I gotta go.”
“You wore that yesterday,” she said about the V-neck as he slipped out the front door.

Eric O’Toole and his girlfriend Katherine Kendall had hiked the glacial esker out at Spring Pond Bog in Tupper Lake and decided to cool off with a swim on their walk out. There was a nice spot where the river going out formed a series of water slides over the rocks. And a body in the oily water below.
“Ninety miles from Watertown, thirty miles west of Lake Haven,” Mike said on the car ride there.
Lena was holding the handle above the passenger door because he was going fast. “Mike, easy…”
“They think it floated a ways. It was tied down, but the rope rotted and broke, and it relocated a bit, but this is the general area where the body was sunk.”
They turned off the main route, drove a hard side road then stopped when they reached a group of law enforcement personnel and vehicles clustered against the trees. Pierce County deputies had brought in all-terrain vehicles, and Mike commandeered one. Lena grabbed him around the waist and they headed in via the lower part of the hiking trail, rough going all the way, jumping tree roots and rocks, Lena’s grip like an iron clamp.
They got to the lake in one piece, Mike’s hands vibrating, Lena’s hair tousled.
Deputy Myer, the first officer on scene, pointed to where the body floated a few yards off the muddy shore. The remains of the rope was tied around its ankle, about three feet of it leading to a frayed end. “Probably a concrete block down there on the bottom somewhere around in here,” Myer said. “Divers will find it.”
The divers were already suiting up. Above, a helicopter thundered in the air. Mike felt another rush of excitement; the rushes were coming in waves: It was Corina Lavoie. No question. Even though she’d been submerged in water all that time, she was still eerily recognizable.
“Talk about timing,” Lena said. Her own excited, worried expression said it all: This was a huge break, the best thing for their case, but a terrible tragedy at the same time. They’d been right. All of their work to correlate Harriet’s death with Lavoie’s disappearance was vindicated. Someone had murdered at least two caseworkers, part of a series.
Mike walked away from the water’s edge, feeling that same mix of elation and sadness, got on the phone, called Eddie Roth with the Search and Rescue team. Roth was one of the guys who usually looked for missing hikers. Mike explained the situation, having to talk over Roth, who was peppering him with questions. “Eddie, Eddie – listen: We need to look at everything around Spring Pond Bog. Signs of a guy coming in, maybe dragging a body, or maybe killing her out here, but she could be struggling along the way.”
“Okay,” Roth said. “Then he sunk her in the bog, you said? How’s he doing it?”
“She had something tied to her leg.” Mike looked around, remembered he was fairly deep in the woods. “Come to think of it… no, he doesn’t get her out here alive. He’s big – he carries her. Would’ve been at night. But if he parked his car off the road and somebody saw it… Maybe he stashed the concrete block, the rope, beforehand…”
Mike realized he was getting ahead of himself but couldn’t help it. Divers were just now going in the water, the first ones slipping beneath the surface, leaving air bubbles behind.
“Mike?”
“Yeah… hang on Eddie… I’ll call you back with updates, but let’s get a search going, let’s find something this guy left behind…”

Mike spoke through the mask covering his mouth. “It doesn’t look like she’s been in there too long.”
“The cold does it,” Crispin said. “The cold water encourages adipocere.” He feathered a gloved hand over the body on the gurney. “It’s this, you see it here, this waxen, soapy-looking substance all over, protecting the body against putrefaction. It coats like milk, slows decomposition. Then the constant wetness, the acidity, the anaerobic conditions, the presence of mosses – these are all antibacterial, aiding preservation.”
“So what are we saying?” Mike asked. He looked up from the ghostly body at Lena, whose face was hidden behind her own mask. She locked eyes with Mike.
Mike said to Crispin, “Can’t figure a time of death?”
“Oh, no, I can,” Crispin said. “I’m just saying appearances are deceiving. No, based on what I’ve done so far, this person was in that bog at least nine months. Probably went in just before it started to get cold. September, October, maybe.”
Mike and Lena exchanged another look. September 22 was when Corina Lavoie had disappeared.

So they’d found her. It didn’t exactly change things, just urged them forward a bit.
A couple of hikers? Fucking hikers. How had they seen her? The rope must’ve snapped and she’d floated up.
But that was okay – he wasn’t trying to hide them anymore. He wanted people to see.
Clay popped in a cassette. He needed to get into the right frame of mind for what lay ahead. So as he wended his way along the back roads, trees blurring past, he lost part of himself to the song, and to the memory of killing Lavoie…

A cool autumn night. Good night to go to the movies, where the theater’s heat bakes the moviegoers like loaves of bread. The film is All I See Is You – not exactly his cup of tea, typical saccharine fairy-tale bullshit – but it’s enough to be sitting three rows back from Corina Lavoie where he can watch her, think about how he’s going to slit her throat.
The movie goes on a long, long time, and twice he gets up to go the bathroom, practices his face in the mirror, and then enjoys returning to the theater, sitting back down behind her, envisioning her death all over again, the smell of bathroom soap wafting up from his hands.
When it’s over, he trails behind her a ways – not too far back – and then moves a little closer as the rest of the moviegoers disperse through the parking lot, everyone headed to their vehicles. He’s parked just a few spots away from her.
He’s nervous as he walks, not because he’s scared, but it’s starting to get exciting. Things are in motion; this is it. Don’t be overeager.
She senses him behind her and glances over her shoulder. Not bad-looking for an older black lady, if you go for that sort of thing. She’s skinny, not much to her.
“Did you like it?” he asks.
She slows but does not stop. She’s not quite sure what to make of him; she’s been around the block once or twice, for sure, so she’s going to be skeptical. He’s factored that in.
“I thought it was pretty good,” he said, “like, the end was good. Not something I’d usually see, you know, but – there’s not much for choices today, you know?”
“Yeah,” she says tentatively, “it was good. Have a nice night…”
She turns away and keeps moving, maybe a little bit faster now. She’s almost to her car. He gives the parking lot a quick look-over. Good thing she didn’t park too close to where there’s still a congestion of cars. Back where they are, it’s emptied out quite a bit.
“I guess you don’t recognize me, huh?”
She stops when she gets to her car, and he stops at his. When she looks back at him again, he tries not to smile, but just look friendly, polite. Harmless. He knows he has a face that can be off-putting if he’s not concentrating.
But, if he practices, uses his facial muscles in just the right combination, then he looks rather pleasant, even charming, despite his size, which he knows can intimidate people. So, he slouches.


She scowls now, curiosity overcoming her concern.
“You mean from the movie theater?”
He knows that she knows that’s not what he meant. He can see her hunting for it and then – there – boom – she gets the look: Her eyes acquire that mixture of pity and pride. Pity for him, pride for herself with what she thinks she recognizes.
He’s got her.
He reels her in further, carefully laying out the whole story. It’s a short version and the words are flowing; a recital he worked out over the past few weeks, and by the end of it she’s completely absorbed.
He tells her where he’s been, what he’s been doing – and in the telling he can see that emotion really swimming in her eyes now – another self-aggrandizing bodhisattva thinking she’s saving the world.
But it works so well – God damn, how he plays her like a fiddle. Doesn’t matter how street-smart she is, everyone is a sucker for a baby mouse. You play it timid, you play to their emotions, to their pride, and they’re putty in your hands.
It’s not hard, then, after he’s casually opened the passenger door, to get her to have a look at this thing he wants to show her; not only has her skepticism receded, it’s really gone altogether. She leans in with a bemused smile on her face and he takes one last look around – there’s just a chatty couple getting into their SUV several rows away, not paying any attention – then makes his move.
It’s calming, actually. Like the moment the whistle blows and the wrestling match begins. The nerves and sense of excitement dissipate as he leans in after her, wraps himself around her face and neck.
She screams, but it’s muffled by his big arms. She kicks a little, and she flails – one arm strikes the dashboard of his car, the other reaches around behind her, gets a fistful of his shirt – and then she jerks back and her head clips him in the lip. He tastes blood – like metal; copper. But he’s big and can apply a lot of pressure, and within twenty seconds the struggle is over. She’s asleep. Unconscious.
Not dead yet, not cut across the throat – that’s for later.
He props her up in the seat, puts her legs in, and shuts the door. Moves around to his side of the car and casts another look over the parking lot. The SUV is driving away. A trio of other people have just arrived, are getting out of their car, on their way in for the next showing, maybe. If anybody happens to glance over, it just looks like a man in his car and a woman asleep in the seat beside him.
They’ve got a ways to go now; it’s going to be a long night.

She’d screamed when she saw the knife, but by then it was too late, no one around to hear her.
It was good to remember – good practice for his mind, because his thoughts sometimes had gaps. Like a record skipping, he got mentally stuck.
Clay put his mental needle back on the vinyl and continued cruising through the twilight, feeling invigorated. He decided that not only was hikers and cops discovering the body okay – it was another blessing in disguise, really; an opportunity.
There was no reason to be secretive about this. With Harriet, he’d left her right out in the open, right in front of DSS. Though it hadn’t gone perfectly – he needed a venue that he could control, something he could set up so there would be no mistakes, and there would be no ambiguity about what he was accomplishing with his final target. At least, not to his witness. The cops may continue to fumble around and fuck it up, but Bobbi Noelle would know. And she was the perfect one to observe because she was just like Alison Hadley. She needed a fucking wake-up call; she would come to understand him, what he was doing. She would realize the folly of her life, and then she would die, too.

“There are fewer cuts,” Mike said. They stood outside the morgue in the parking lot, both of them chewing gum, another night already upon them. Lena kept grimacing and sniffing her clothes. It was her first autopsy.
“What do you mean? It’s not the same doer?”
“I’m not saying that. Just that there’s only two cuts, both across her neck.”
Lena spit her gum out in a tissue. “I mean, is this Corina Lavoie or not?”
“We have yet to make that official determination.”
“I know, Mike. I mean right now, you and me – is it her?”
“It’s her. When the sister comes in from Watertown we’ll make it official. But, it’s her. I mean, I’m ninety-five percent it’s her.”
“Then what difference does it make how many times she was cut? She worked in Lake Haven as a caseworker with Harriet Fogarty. Two caseworkers from the same place – not a coincidence. We know this.”
“We do. What it means is… I don’t know. That these are two different styles of killing. With one, he hides the body. The second, he leaves her there; it’s almost ostentatious. So this guy is changing. And if it’s not over with these two… maybe if it happens again, he goes even bigger, showier.”
“Why would it happen again?” Lena asked, paling. “The cases we’re looking at – Caruthers, Morrissey, Earnshaw – Harriet and Lavoie were the only caseworkers involved.”
“We need to look again to be sure. See if there’s anyone else in the paperwork.”
Lena stared off toward the main drag, a few cars crawling along in the warm night. “I guess this is a call to Matt Spalding?” Spalding was an FBI liaison. Mike had worked with him a couple of times in the past. “If there’s two victims,” Lena said, “they’ll want to be apprised, to monitor things. At least once she’s officially identified.”
They both looked into the shadows for a moment, then she moved a little closer to him, slipped her arms around his waist. He checked to see if anyone was watching, but the parking lot was empty except for a couple of cars: theirs and one other. “How you doing?” he asked her.
“I’m okay.”
“You don’t seem it.”
“I’m fine. We’re just… It’s okay. I’m good.”
She kept her arms encircled, and he felt her heart beating against his chest.

Jolyon ran up ahead of them on the trail, starting to disappear around the corner.
“Red light!” Connor shouted.
Jolyon stopped in his tracks and waited, looking back over his shoulder.
“Okay… green light,” Connor said.
Jolyon took off running again, cresting a rise. The late Sunday morning was gloomy, not much sun, and Bobbi swatted away the swarming bugs. She was holding hands with Connor and could feel him watching her out of the corner of his eye as they walked abreast.
He asked, “So what did the state police guy say?”
“He sent someone over who looked around at everything, had me walk him through what happened.”
“Another detective?”
“A state trooper. Then he called and asked me if I thought it was Jamie.”
“And what did you say?”
“I couldn’t really tell. It happened way too fast, and he was down at the end of the street.”
He sighed. “I should have been there.”
She kept silent, watching as Jolyon stomped on something.
“Hey!” Connor called. “What are you doing?”
“It’s a spider!”
“So? What did it do to you?”
“Nothing!” Jolyon gave it one more stomp then hustled on again, talking to himself and making sound effects, like he was in the midst of a great battle.
The trail opened up and they walked out into the wide backyard of the John Brown farm.
The historic site included a man-made pond, squared along one side. An informational plaque was placed near the water. In 1859, in an attempt to liberate slaves in the South, Brown was captured, hanged, his body returned to the farm near Lake Placid, where it was buried in front of the original house, still standing.
Connor let go of her hand. “Jolyon! C’mere…”
The boy wandered over and Connor squatted down, probed around his neck, the backs of his ears.
“Ticks?” Bobbi asked.
“They’re usually gone by this time of summer, but it’s been so warm.” He nodded at the plaque. “What’s it say?”
She read off the quote: “‘I, John Brown, am quite certain that the crimes of this guilty land will never be purged away but with blood. I had, as I now think, vainly flattered myself that without very much bloodshed it might be done.’”
“Sounds like a prediction of the Civil War,” Connor said. He patted Jolyon on the butt. “Okay, bud. All clear.” They watched Jolyon run off toward the house then stop when something else in the kept grass piqued his interest. “No more spider-killing!” Connor called, then he turned to Bobbi, and his eyebrows went up. “What?”
“You’re a great dad.”
He took her by the arms. “I mean it, Bobbi. This is crazy shit going on. You had someone at your work killed. And now there’s another victim, sunk in a pond or something? Is she a caseworker?”
“I don’t know. They haven’t said.”
“Yeah, well, meanwhile, you’ve got people showing up at your apartment in the middle of the night, standing outside your door. I mean – is this state investigator guy posting someone outside your house again?”
“The trooper who responded said Lake Placid police had been tied up because of a car accident, but they’re going to go back to… checking, or whatever. Driving by my house.”
“Oh, big deal.”
“I think at this point the police are trying to cover all the other DSS employees, too.”
“See? There you go. I bet this other victim was a caseworker.” He looked perturbed, watching Jolyon while he said, “You need someone looking out for you.”
“I’m okay.”
He studied her, searched her eyes.
“I can take care of myself,” she added, and then instantly regretted it.
The silence that followed was heavy with inference, and his face fell; he let go of her, stepped away.
“Connor…”
“Yeah, I know.” He started walking.
“There’s so much going on, I mean… You’re amazing, Connor. You’re a great father. And—”
“Right.” He stopped abruptly and turned. “But you’re just not… what? I know there’s all this crazy shit happening, but that’s not why you’re acting like this, and you know it.”
“I’m sorry,” she said softly.
“Well, I mean… what? You’re just not… what?”
She felt pressured. “I don’t know. Maybe now is not… maybe I’m not ready.”
“When will you be? Do I get a date, a time?” He moved off again.
“It doesn’t work like that,” she said in a whisper, not really wanting him to hear.
Bobbi just stood there as Connor went to Jolyon, who was trying to get into the John Brown house. It was locked, and Connor pulled him away, but they cupped their hands and looked through the glass. After a moment, Connor glanced at her, and the disappointment she saw in his face was excruciating.
Was she being stupid? Maybe there was no “right time.” Maybe “now” was all there was, no matter what was happening around them, no matter her trepidation about Jolyon. She wanted kids, she thought – she’d just expected they would come later on, her first when she was thirty or so. Maybe another one a couple of years later so he or she would have someone else to build a life with.
Jolyon was already six. What did that mean? Have a kid as soon as possible so he had some chance of connecting with them? It was these types of questions, on top of everything else, giving her an early ulcer.
She looked away, to the dark water of the pond. Couldn’t really see into it, but the sky reflected above, the knots of suspended storm clouds. A bug whined in her ear and she fanned her hand at it, feeling frustrated. She was entitled to wait a few more years before becoming someone’s mother, wasn’t she? Or before a major relationship? She was allowed to pause things when her supervisor had been killed and her ex-boyfriend was texting her and everybody else seemed suspicious. Right?
Either that, or she was chicken shit.
No, not chicken. Maybe just getting ahead of herself. Jolyon’s mother had left him when he was three years old. She was scarce now, but what if she had a change of heart, like Carrie Lafler? What if she wanted back into his life? She needed to talk to Connor, to better explain that in the midst of all of this, she was a caseworker who encountered families in pain every single day.
Her phone tickled her leg. She withdrew it from her pocket – a text from Rachel.
Len not home… Where r u?
She typed back:
With Connor. What do you mean he’s not home?
The phone vibrated again a second later, this time with an incoming call. “Rachel?”
Rachel’s voice held a reedy panic. “Lennox is not here, Bobbi. I came by to talk about the body they found, check on him, and no one came to the door. I figured he was sleeping, so then I went into town, ran a few errands, and I came back, and he still didn’t answer so I tried the door and went in and he’s just not here…”
“Okay. Slow down. Take a breath. I talked to him a couple days ago; he was pretty sick. Maybe he went to the doctor.”
“I don’t… You think so?”
“Let me call the medical center, see if he’s there. Maybe he called someone, or brought himself to the emergency room. Alright?”
“I’m worried, Bobbi. I’m freaking out. With what’s happening, with what’s happened to Harriet, then this other one – it’s Corina Lavoie. They haven’t said, but I know it. Did you know that the cops went to see Dodd Caruthers? Did you know about that?”
“Who? I know they’re talking to some of the people from cases Harriet shared with—”
“He’s a neo-Nazi, Bobbi. A fucking white nationalist.”
Bobbi held her tongue for a moment. Lennox was born in the U.S., but he was mixed-race; his father was Jamaican.
Connor watched her, seeming to sense something was wrong. They’d moved off toward the barn, but he was facing her direction, head cocked.
“Alright, alright,” Bobbi started, but she didn’t know what to say next. Rachel’s alarm was catching. “Well, okay. Still, let’s check the hospital. Let’s not just freak out until… You know, let’s look at the everyday things. Okay?”
It was working, Rachel calming some. “Yeah. Okay. Do you want to go? I feel like I should stay here. Should I call the cops?”
“I’ll call Mike Nelson – I have him in my phone. Yeah, you just stay there. I’ll talk to Mike, and I’ll call the hospital.”
“Call me right back after. Jesus, Bobbi. This is… I’m sorry, it’s just… this has been another crazy weekend, and Lennox, you know, he doesn’t really have anybody…”
“I know. You sit tight. Call you right back.”
Bobbi hung up and keyed her contact for Mike as she walked away from the pond, toward Connor’s truck. She caught his eye – he seemed to intuit that something was amiss, and corralled Jolyon, started ushering him the same direction.
Mike’s voicemail picked up and she waited until the prompt. “Mike, it’s Bobbi Noelle. Listen, my friend Rachel – well, you know her, Rachel Watts – she just called from our other co-worker’s house, Lennox Palmer. He called in sick this week, and today he’s not home. His place was unlocked, and she went in… Can you just give me a call? I’m going to check the hospital, but she’s really worried, and I have to admit I am too with everything that’s happened.”
She ended the call thinking she could’ve been more succinct or something, she’d kind of rambled, then punched in the number for County Medical as she reached Connor’s truck.
Connor asked her, “What’s going on?” and she held up a finger.
A recorded voice greeted her, finally gave her the option for the ER.
Jolyon was hopping around the truck, asking for ice cream. “Hang on, bub. Here, let’s get into your car seat.”
Someone living answered in the ER.
“Hi,” Bobbi said, “looking to see if someone came in yesterday or maybe during the night – Lennox Palmer. I work with him at DSS. Roberta Noelle.”
“Hang on, Roberta, I’ll check.”
Connor got Jolyon strapped in, gave him a drawing pad and some markers, shut the door, then started up the truck, rolled down the window. The roar of the V6 was loud; Bobbi drifted away to hear over the noise.
“Roberta?”
“Yes?”
“No. Sorry, no one by that name.”
“Any John Does? He’s about six foot two, forty-five years old, he’s got his hair back in dreds, he’s kind of skinny, dark complexion…”
“No, definitely not. I was here all night, no one by that description. I’m sorry.”
“Okay, thanks.”
Bobbi slipped the phone in her pocket, feeling a bit nauseous. Where else would Lennox go? She didn’t want to call Rachel back until she knew he was safe and sound. Bobbi knew a little bit about him, knew he was from Syracuse, originally, had moved to the Adirondacks after his father died to get his mother out of the city, bought her a place on the edge of Lake Haven around 2000. She was now in her late seventies, had trouble walking…
Of course.
Bobbi didn’t know her number, though. She called Rachel back, Connor staring through the truck windshield as she paced, waiting for Rachel to pick up. “Yeah? You find him?”
“What about his mom’s?”
“First person I checked. Last she heard from him was Thursday. Didn’t even know he was sick. Just like Lennox, not to tell his mother. Probably didn’t want to worry her.”
“What did you say to her?”
“I mean, I didn’t want her having another stroke or something, but I asked if he’d been there. When she said he hadn’t, I asked if she knew if he was feeling any better, and she said she didn’t know he’d been sick. I sort of left it there, telling her I was sure it was nothing. But yeah… shit, she’s going to be worried.”
“Where else would he go?”
“I don’t know, Bobbi. I don’t know.”
It started to rain.

Mike pulled up to Lennox Palmer’s house, one of several around Moody Pond. The place was tiny, charming, engulfed by woods. Cattails swayed in the wind along the edge of the rain-chopped water. Mike jogged up to the front porch, met Lena Overton and the responding officer, Mullins. He found Bobbi inside, sitting at a small kitchen table with Rachel Watts.
“Had a quick look around the place,” Mullins said. “No sign of forced entry.”
“One of those cars sitting in the driveway is his?” Mike looked mostly at Bobbi and Rachel. They both nodded their heads. “Mine’s the other one,” Rachel said. “The Subaru with the big ding in it.”
He asked Bobbi, “How did you get here?”
“My friend dropped me off.”
“Okay.” Mike turned back to Lena and Mullins to get the full story. Alarmed, Rachel had called 911 to report her missing friend, and they’d polled the call; Mullins had been closest and responded, prepared to take a report, not realizing yet who the man was. “As soon as I saw her,” Mullins said about Rachel, “I remembered her from DSS. Then I called Overton. Like I said, gave the place a thorough look. There’s no food left out, but the bed is unmade.”
Mike went to the bedroom. Bedding was rumpled and the room smelled faintly of a menthol sports cream, or maybe Vicks VapoRub. A small window, probably not up to snuff with modern fire codes, let in a little light – the trees were close, the forest crowding the house.
The closet looked full of clothes, an empty suitcase on the ground. He moved into the bathroom, which was tidy, the toilet lid open. On impulse, he peered in.
“I’ve got a phone,” Mike called. Lena came in and he pointed into the toilet water, where a flip phone and a battery rested at the bottom. “Let’s get crime scene here,” he said. He looked around some more, left the bathroom, then saw a phone cord running along the baseboard and followed it. “He’s got a landline, too?” The cord led around the corner to a phone in the kitchen – he hadn’t seen it when he’d first come in, mounted to the wall beneath the cabinets.
Bobbi and Rachel were seated at the kitchen table. Bobbi said, “Yeah, Lennox doesn’t use his cell phone much, usually just to make calls if he needs to.”
Mike picked up the handset from the cradle. The phone was so old it had the pigtail-style cord.
“Otherwise,” Bobbi went on, “he’s either at work or at home. Sometimes he goes walking, and he takes his cell with him.”
Mike dialed *69 from the landline. He listened as an automated voice read off the number of the last call received, from just before one o’clock in the afternoon, three days ago. Mike relayed the number to the women at the table. “That’s DSS, isn’t it?”
“Probably me,” Bobbi said, “calling to check on him.”
“But you didn’t talk to him.”
“No. I did earlier, I think – the day before.”
“He was definitely sick?”
“Yeah.”
“Like what? A cold?”
“Flu, I think.”
“Did he say anything? Was he worried about anything?”
“He was half-asleep when I spoke to him. There didn’t seem to be anything strange going on.”
“Alright.” Mike faced Lena and Mullins. “Let’s get his description out, get the BOLO going.” He stared at Lena. “Pritchard?”
“Has his bail hearing tomorrow, 2 p.m.”
“What about Jamie Rentz?”
She looked a bit stunned. “We still don’t know.”
Mike snapped a look at Bobbi, pointed a finger. “Was he who was outside your apartment three nights ago? Have you heard from him?”
“I don’t know. No, I haven’t.”
Lena was frowning. “Mike…?”
“Step outside with me, okay? Mullins, give us a sec, okay? Ladies?”

They huddled on the porch, the rain lashing in. Lena folded her arms in front of her, rolled her shoulders together. “What’s the matter?”
“What’s the matter is I want to talk to Judge Cheever and get into Lennox Palmer’s old cases.”
“He works in child support…”
Mike shook his head. “As soon as I heard from Bobbi Noelle I called over to DSS, spoke with Jaquish. Lennox Palmer used to be a caseworker, same as Harriet and Lavoie. A lot of them start out that way, then move into other positions.”
“Ah, shit,” Lena said.
“In the meantime, we need to look at Dodd Caruthers some more. A long, hard look.”
“But Lennox wasn’t involved in his case that we know of.”
“He could have been, but for some reason he’s not in the paperwork. Anyway, we know Dodd has ideas about white and black skin; that’s enough probable cause to warrant a little surveillance. So I’m going to stake him out. Tonight, early in the morning, all day long. But I don’t want any word to get around about it. Small town, people will talk – we gotta make him and everyone else think we’ve lost interest. I don’t even want Mullins to know right now.”
Lena looked off into the rain, muttering, “Mullins’ cousin, Bob, is in the league. Hadn’t even thought of that…”
“Yeah. The grass tells the bugs and the bugs tell the birds and the birds tell the king.”
She pitched her head back, eyelids fluttering. “What?”
“Everybody talks.” He thought about Caruthers some more and said to Lena, “I want this guy. Bad.”





TWENTY-TWO
He picked her up in the middle of the night and the rain was still coming down. A decent mid-summer soaker. Between all the sweat and rain lately, Mike thought he was never dry. He opened the door for Lena as she ran down the walk from her house, then jogged around and got behind the wheel.
“Are we on a date?” she asked.
He checked the clock on the onboard computer – just going on 11 p.m. “Kinda late, don’t you think?”
“Did you bring snacks?”
“Right there.”
She pawed through the bag as he pulled away from the curb. “Cheetos? You brought Cheetos to a stakeout? There are no napkins in here.”
“Check the glove box.”


She did, no napkins, so she started going through his belongings. “You’ve got an Adele CD? Mike, I didn’t realize…”
“Hey, get out of there.”
She ignored him and kept shuffling through the mess of items. “Where’s your Michael Bolton? Actually, you seem like more of a Johnny Cash guy… Okay, here’s your registration; looks good, very nice… and what’s this? Is this Kristen?” Lena held up the picture, which was getting old, a folding crease running through it. It showed Mike with a young woman beside a pale blue jalopy.
“That’s her first car,” Mike said. “Thing had a cracked piston ring. She loved it though – kept quarts of oil in the car with her, topped it off every day.”
“She’s beautiful.” Lena studied the picture. “You look happy here. When was this? Had to be seven, eight years ago?”
“About that. Seven years. That’s the house there, too, in the background. We still have it. Five acres of land, there’s a creek in the back woods. Kristen hated the long bus ride, I mostly drove her to school once I got my schedule worked out.”
“Sounds nice.”
Lena lingered a moment longer then put it all back, snapped the glove box closed. Lake Haven wasn’t very big, and they were already coming up to Baker Street, where Dodd lived with his father.
“So, nothing so far on locating Lennox Palmer,” Mike said. It wasn’t really a question.
“Nope. Nothing.”
“And Maybelle Spruce is coming tomorrow to officially identify her sister’s body.”
“Yeah.”
The rain drummed the roof of Mike’s Impala. He slowed as he neared Dodd’s home, doused the headlights, drove in the dark a little ways, pulled off behind another car parked on the street. Dodd’s house was four doors down. There was a light on in the living room, and Dodd’s truck parked in the driveway, plus two motorcycles.
Mike reached beneath the seat and pulled out a pair of binoculars. He looked through the rain and got a better visual on the bikes. “Nice. Couple of Softtails.”
“Harleys?”
“Yup.” He passed her the binoculars.
“Well, then Dodd is definitely our guy,” she said, squinting through the lenses. “Only bad guys drive Harleys.”
“We’re just about to start week two of the Empire State Rally,” he said. “Motorcycles all over the place. I can hear them from my house, and we’re way back from the main road.”
“There’s someone in the window,” she said. “Oh, and look at that. Light just went on in the garage.”
He saw it without needing any magnification.
“Now they’re having their Nathan Bedford Forrest séance.” Her joke was flat with disgust. Thunder rumbled, but it sounded farther off. The storm was moving on, the rain starting to let up.
Lena set the binoculars on her lap, drew a long breath through her nose, rubbed her face.
They waited and watched.

One of the men came out of the house and fired up the bike, shattering the midnight silence. He dialed the throttle to rev the engine; the modified exhaust pipes blatted like popcorn thunder. The man left it gurgling and went back inside.
“What if Palmer is in there?” Lena asked.


Mike had been thinking it, and he knew Lena had been thinking it, for over an hour.
“I’m not sure if I hope he’s in there or I hope he isn’t,” Mike said.
“Isn’t,” Lena said. She gave Mike a disapproving look, adding, “We could always go ask.”
“Then we blow it, and whatever might be going on here, they scatter, and we never find him, maybe it screws up everything else, too.”
She sighed. “But we’re… I don’t know. It’s true Dodd’s got a shaky alibi for the night of Harriet’s murder…”
“Real shaky.”
“… and Harriet and Corina Lavoie were both involved in placing his son in foster care, even if Lennox Palmer wasn’t, that we know of. So he’s got motive for them…”
“Yup.”
“… He’s local, he knows the area, knows DSS. If we can connect him to the Fullers, maybe that gives us opportunity.”
Mike was silent, letting her talk.
“Lennox Palmer was familiar to me from the beginning – the name. It’s a unique name. I want to go back to an old case of mine and have a look at something. Jesus, Mike, this thing…”
“Regardless of whether Palmer was part of Dodd’s casework back then, he still works at DSS now,” Mike said. “So he’s not just connected by race. There is that overall through-line: these are all social workers, all civil servants.”
“I hear you, but I don’t know… maybe we’re looking at this whole thing the wrong way…”
“Here he comes,” Mike said.
They watched the man mount the bike, knock away the kickstand, and walk the motorcycle down the sloping driveway to the street.
“We need to follow him,” Mike said, and Lena went for the radio.
Mike grabbed her hand. “Let’s keep it off the air, remember?”
She withdrew. “I want to know where he’s going.”
“Me too. Call Mullins on your cell.”
“What about his cousin?”
“Mostly I didn’t want the two caseworkers to know what we’re doing – Bobbi and the other, Rachel. I think we can let Mullins in.”
Lena was already bringing up his contact info. “Thank God. I thought you were going totally rogue – Mullins is good; we can trust him to keep quiet.”
Mike dropped the car into gear. “Have him come here, wait here. We’re going to follow.”
“Alright.”
Mike rolled out with the headlights off, giving the Caruthers house a look as they cruised by. He glimpsed a couple of shapes in the window and then they were moving on. The Harley guy made a right turn at the end of the street. Lena was giving Mullins instructions on the phone.
Mike didn’t hurry, got to the stop sign, made the turn. A short street, connecting to another in just fifty yards. No visual on the Harley, but he could hear it – the guy had made another right. Mike popped on the headlights, followed, this time goosing the gas, catching up a little bit.
The night was wet, everything glistening. The houses in the neighborhood were old, cure-cottage vintage, with big porches, small lawns. The streets were a crazy scramble, and Mike drove with his ears more than his eyes. Finally, they dropped down a steep hill and hit the main road through Lake Haven. He saw the Harley up ahead, passing the fire station, some cheap apartments, a sandwich shop.
They kept rolling, the bike zipped through a stop light just as it changed from yellow to red. Mike hit the brakes. “Shit.”
Not a lot of other traffic, but he didn’t want to run the red in case the guy was watching in his mirrors. The Harley slipped along, past the post office, past a restaurant on the river, the guttural gurgle of it amplified as it cut through the canal of storefronts. Mike was ready to bust the intersection – he didn’t want to completely lose visual contact; the guy could end up stopping somewhere in town, or park down by the river in the municipal lot, and they’d lose him.
But the light changed, Mike hit the gas, they sped down past the post office, the sound of the Harley engine sinking into the night. Cresting the hill, the Haven Hotel was on the left, Main Street veered off to the right; they passed the bank, gift shop, bike shop, a couple of bars, no sign of the Harley.
Mike felt a pulse from Newberry’s parking lot, thought he saw a couple of people standing around way in the back, on the edge of the dark. The Bark Eater was next, plenty of people out on the deck, drinks in hand, music clanging, the open front door throwing a sticky yellow light.
“Gonna circle around,” Mike said. “Think maybe he stopped in for a drink.”
He turned at the main intersection. The immediate left after it was a one-way, coming the other direction. No one was out on the road, Mike took the turn, sped up the hill going the wrong way, sensed Lena tensing beside him. The back end of the parking lot, though, fed out onto the one-way. Mike looked, no longer saw the people there, and whipped into the lot. He found a parking spot right away near the back and jerked to a halt.
They stared at a row of about fifteen motorcycles, most, if not all of them, Harleys.
He got out and walked along near the bikes, acting casual, going slow, pretended to pick at something in his teeth. The bike near the end of the line gave off some nice heat. The engine pinged once. That was their Harley. The guy driving it had definitely gone into the bar – nothing else was open for business.
Mike returned to the Impala, dropped into the driver’s seat as Lena was getting off the phone. “Mullins is there,” she said. “Says all-quiet. Still one bike in the driveway, plus Dodd’s truck – he said now there’s music coming from inside.”
“Poor Bill,” Mike said. “How does the guy get any sleep?”
“It’s a shit world for an old man,” she mused. Then, “Are you kidding? He’s probably partying the hardest.”
The way the parking lot was L-shaped, they had a view on the back, where a border of trees separated it from the residential street beyond. An alley cut through to the street, another one-way, and the Haven Hotel. Mike keyed the engine and rolled forward a little, tucked them into the corner, against the trees, facing out so they had a good view of the whole lot. The closest street light was far enough away that they were in the dark.
“We’re not going back?” Lena asked. “This guy is just getting his drink on.”
He showed her his palm, where he’d written down the license plate number of the Harley. “Let’s see who he is first.” He tilted the MDT monitor to face him a bit better, tapped the plate number into the small keypad.
The info showed up after a few seconds: Randall Bates, age forty-two, from Malone, New York. He was bald, blank-eyed, with a brush mustache. No wants or warrants, but had an order of protection against him from a woman named Tricia Long.
Lena leaned over and read from the screen, looked at the picture. “Yeah, okay, he’s interesting.”
Mike called BCI and had a researcher log into the eJustice database – Stephanie was off and it was a new kid named Sven. Sven plugged in the information on Randall Bates and in half a minute came back with criminal records. Bates had done seven years at San Quentin for armed robbery.
Mike hung up and said, “Real interesting.”

Another hour. They’d exhausted the small talk. Lena knew everything about Kristen that Mike knew – which wasn’t much, he admitted. “How can someone be so close to you, and familiar, and so exotic at the same time?”
“That’s a good thing,” she said. “That means you’re alive. That’s what real parenting is.”
“What did you do with your boys tonight? That same neighbor come over?”
“My neighbor, Rita, yeah.”
“Rita?”
“Yeah, I know. Bit spooky. But I’m lucky to be one of those people with an empty-nester living right next door who loves kids.”
“Is her full name Harriet?”
“Margaret. She’s got eight grandkids. Doesn’t see them much because they’re all over the country. But she seems to love my boys. Her husband spends half the night watching TV, falls asleep in the chair; she’d just as soon come over to my place.”
“Where does she sleep?”
“A sixty-eight-year-old woman, and she crashes on the couch. I’ve told her to take my bed, but she’s too polite.”
“Do the boys each have their own room?”
“We remodeled the basement, Eric moved down there when he was fourteen. He actually did a lot of the work. The kid is handy.”
“So’s Kristen. She’s always liked working with her hands… Okay, we got something.”
They straightened their spines, watched as four men came walking abreast, silhouetted by the main street lights, moving into the dark. Mike grabbed up the binoculars and had a look. Hard to really make out faces, and they were stopping at a parked car, turning their backs. One of them leaned in the driver’s side, popped the trunk. Then two of the other guys started looking around, and Mike recognized them.
“Jesus. You’ve got to be kidding me.” He handed the binoculars to Lena.
She sucked in a breath, looking through. “Fuller?”
“Yeah. Gavin fucking Fuller.”
“And that’s… with him that’s Dmitri Petrov.”
“Uh-huh. That’s the guy Steve Pritchard was fighting with last week.”
“Not only that, Petrov is one of the league guys.”
“You’re shitting me.” Mike leaned forward, squinting. “What’re they doing now?” He could see them gathered at the open trunk, but not much more.
“They’re just looking in the car. How is Fuller out? Must’ve made bail – I didn’t hear about it. He just pointed at something, now he’s laughing a little bit. And the other guy with them, that’s our Harley-driver from Dodd’s house; Randall Bates. The fourth guy – I don’t recognize him.”
“The one who popped the trunk?”
“Yeah. Must be his vehicle, don’t know who he is.”
“Gimme the tags.”
She read off the license plate number and he punched it in, waited, suddenly feeling a kind of frisson he hadn’t felt in years. Maybe ever.
“John Chapman. No warrants. He’s a… okay, he’s fifty, last known address is Ballston Spa.”
“There’s more guys coming.”
“What?”
“More guys.”
Mike saw them, a group of men, their leather clothes sheening under the street lights, on their way over from Main Street, from the bar. “Can I?” He took the binoculars and watched as Chapman closed the trunk of his car, and the men with him dispersed.
“Mike…” Lena sounded like she was getting a little claustrophobic.
“It’s okay… Hang on.”
Gavin Fuller and Dmitri Petrov stayed together, Chapman got in the driver’s side, Randall Bates greeted the others walking to the row of motorcycles. One of the bikers at that point looked toward the back of the lot, seemed to look right at Mike.
He lowered the binoculars, shoved them under the seat. “Let’s go,” he said.





TWENTY-THREE
“Okay: Petrov, Fuller, Chapman, and Bates. Those’re our four guys,” Mike said, driving fast through the night. “I’ll get Sven to comb through NCIC, check public records, see if there’s anything more on Chapman; it was his vehicle. We’ll see where that leads us. But if this is what I think it is, we’re going to wind up talking to the DEA. These guys are up to something. I’m guessing drugs.”
It was going on 2 a.m. Despite the excitement, Mike caught Lena in a yawn. “Let’s get you home. You got your boys.”
“I’m fine. They’re sleeping.”
“So should you.”
“Mike…”
“Alright.”
Mike slowed on the edge of town, made a turn, hooked into the residential area where Dodd lived, coming in from the back, creeping along. Killed the headlights again, drifted to a stop, the house just barely in view, a large elm providing them some cover.
Mike felt wide awake, his pulse jacked. He thought of his father, Brooklyn in the 1980s, crime and drugs everywhere.
The second motorcycle was still in Dodd’s driveway, his truck, too. The lights were off in the house, no more music drifting out. They sat for a minute. “Where the hell is Lennox Palmer?” Mike asked. “Is he in that house?”
“We still don’t have it,” Lena said, meaning probable cause to search the place. She sighed, and Mike thought she was annoyed with him. He kept watch on the house and the MDT screen beside him. They’d had Mullins drive past Newberry’s parking lot and he’d just sent an update: Chapman vehicle still in parking lot. Mike hadn’t seen anything go in the trunk or come out of it, no hand-off of any kind. But he hadn’t wanted to risk sitting there, either, and be spotted. There was a chance he and Lena had already been made by one of the bikers, and whatever was going on had been shut down for the night.
“One of these guys is tied to the murders,” Mike said. “Maybe more than one of them. I’ll bet you.”
“I told you I don’t like gambling.”
“Either Harriet got involved somehow or she saw something – maybe she told Lennox about it. Shit – maybe she told Corina Lavoie.”
“That’s a lot of maybes.”
“Remind me about Gavin Fuller,” Mike said.
“Okay, so like I said, not a big bust, he was selling Suboxone. We charged him with third-degree criminal possession, intent to distribute. Really just a nucleic bust – only Fuller and his wife. They went to county on five and ten… He must’ve just made bail.”
She got quiet.
Mike glanced over, saw that she looked drawn and pensive in the semidarkness. “What’s the matter?”
“I think I just remembered something about Lennox Palmer. Where I know the name from.”
He waited.
“Remember the case I told you about? The big sweep?”
“Yeah,” Mike said. “From your first year.”
“Right.” She moved around to get more settled in her seat. “So, a day-long sweep, seventeen suspects. I’d say there was about thirty of us; local, state, federal. The Lake Haven end of it began a little after 7 a.m. I was, you know, half-scared, half-gung-ho…”
Mike imagined Lena in her mid-twenties, ready to save the world.
“So we met for the briefing,” she said, “divided into several teams, four to five people per team. Went to the first locations in Lake Haven; most of the suspects were wanted on warrants for selling cocaine or prescription drugs. Xanax, whatever. We ended up making twenty arrests, including several people who weren’t on the original list. Four people left the area. Two were arrested in Tupper Lake.”
“Tupper Lake?”
“We covered a lot of ground. Anyway, we executed search warrants at two more apartments and found six ounces of heroin, two ounces of crack cocaine, LSD, ecstasy, methamphetamine. Street value of about twelve grand. It was all wrapped up, individual packages, ready to go.”
“Wow...”
“So that was what set the record. Pretty big for a small town. And during our search of the apartments, we found precursor chemicals for making meth. And that had everybody saying, you know, ‘Meth is creeping into the region.’”
Lena looked off at Dodd’s house. No activity there, Mike saw. Things had gotten quiet.
Meth, Mike thought.


“My son Eric was just a baby,” Lena said, “maybe that’s why… well, I remember this one apartment in particular…”
Mike gave her a minute, and she said, “The couple who lived there were on welfare, you know, but not getting enough money to support their habits – these were the ones from Tupper Lake. Young couple in their twenties with a kid…” She took a breath, let it go. “And they’d started trying to make the stuff on their own; one-pot bags at first, then they expand a little. Started storing some of their precursors in the fridge.”
“Oh boy…”
She was pale. “They got these toxic chemicals they’re storing in their fridge, but they’re oblivious to the fact that the toxins can seep into the rest of their food. So they’re feeding their kid; the mother makes him a sandwich, using ingredients from the fridge, and the kid gets sick. They don’t even pay any attention at first. But then he gets worse. By the time they take him to the hospital, poor kid’s almost dead from a dose of ammonia hydroxide.”
“Ah, God.”
She was quiet a moment. “That’s where I know Lennox Palmer’s name from,” Lena said. “Palmer was the caseworker who ended up dealing with the child, getting him into a foster family.”
“You remember the name of the meth couple?”
“No, but I’ll check into it.”
They sat for a while. A breeze shook the trees, scattering drops of rain. Mike was occupied, mentally trying to fit these various pieces together.
“What about any of these guys?” Mike said. “Caruthers, Randall Bates, Chapman – were they a part of this sweep?”
She was shaking her head. “I can’t remember. Maybe.”
“We need to check that out, too.”
Another silence followed, the house on Baker Street still quiet, and Mike thought back. “I remember a little about that roundup,” he said. “But not much. I was running radar back then.”
Lena seemed to rouse out of her own reverie. “Where’d you work?”
“North Hudson, pulling nights.”
She grinned.
Feeling self-conscious, he asked, “What?”
“Just picturing you working out of a rest-stop. I don’t know. Doesn’t seem like you.”
“Well, I thought it was. Mom didn’t want me following Dad’s footsteps, and I was kind of… I don’t know.”
“Hiding out.”
“Biding my time.”
She nodded at the onboard computer mounted between the seats. “Is that why you have an MDT?”
“Yeah I got used to having one in the car. You know what else I want to know? I want to know who bailed Gavin Fuller out.”
“I’ll put it on the list.”
Mike put the car in gear and pulled away from the curb. “I’m taking you home.”
This time she didn’t object.

Mike leaned over the seat so he could better see Lena as she stood with the passenger door open. “Okay,” she said. “See you in a little bit, I guess.”
But she stayed put a moment, looking in at him before she winked and shut the door.
Mike watched until she was at the front entrance. She used her key then glanced back before slipping inside. The sound of her door closing rolled down to the street.
More than infatuation, he thought. In just a short time, he was feeling things for Lena Overton he hadn’t felt in years. And it worried him.
He faced forward, hands gripping the wheel, suddenly tight in the chest. He didn’t know what this was, maybe some kind of panic attack, and he closed his eyes, willed it to pass.
Molly’s face surfaced in his mind. The clarity of her was shocking – her image had faded not long after her death; in recent years he’d relied on photos to jog his memory. Sometimes he’d find something, like a hair tie hidden deep in a cabinet drawer, one of her hairs still twined around it, and the feeling would overtake him. They were both present now; that feeling, and the picture of her sweet face, living there in the car with him.
Some tragedies you were able to move past. The loss of a spouse seemed eternal.
He hadn’t been able to sit in a cruiser anymore, running radar, after she’d died. He’d needed to stay busy and keep moving. So he put in an application with BCI, took a few tests, jumped through some hoops, and a couple of months later was working death investigations.
His father liked to say, if you’re not living on the edge, you’re taking up too much room.
So, death. Death wherever he could find it. Anywhere but in his own life. And maybe he could puzzle out why a death happened, maybe find physical evidence of a crime, or get a confession. Maybe he could answer the questions of loved ones left behind. Some therapeutic value in that, or something.
But not much.
He wondered what his father would think about death investigators working for God.
Mike opened his eyes, pulled away from Lena’s house. He prayed as he drove, maybe to God, maybe to his wife, asking for permission to care about Lena Overton. They’d only just met, but he could sense it, like he’d sensed it when he’d first met Molly – this one was going to be more than a passing thing.
After driving a while, working through it, his mind swung back to the case. He cruised through quiet downtown Lake Haven, everything still and shining wet. This time he took the correct direction down the one-way street and turned into the parking lot.
Chapman’s car was still there. Mike rolled to a stop in a dark corner, grabbed a screwdriver from his glove box, got out and approached. It was going on 3 a.m. and he could hear music still emanating from the bar. Almost closing time. Nobody out, though, just a few other vehicles besides Chapman’s.
Harriet no longer had a voice, and he was her advocate. Did she die because her brother was involved in some drug operation with bikers and white supremacists like Dodd Caruthers? Did her brother want the family property as a place to manufacture methamphetamine, and had he killed her, or had her killed, when he couldn’t get his share? Mike needed answers. Her husband needed answers. The town needed answers.
He slid the screwdriver from his pocket, crouched behind John Chapman’s car. He nimbly removed the casing around the left taillight, checked to see if anyone was watching, unscrewed the bulb, slipped the bulb into his pocket, and replaced the casing. He got to his feet, grunting under his breath at his tired legs. Then he casually returned to his car and drove off.
He took the road out of Lake Haven, nothing but evergreen forests on either side, tall slender pines like sentinels in the night.
Maybe Harriet’s death was drug-related, maybe she’d talked to Corina Lavoie about something, making her a target, too. Or the whole thing was about Caruthers getting his kid taken – the kid who was hurt while in foster care, Tommy – and Caruthers, once out of prison, decided to exact revenge on the caseworkers. Lennox Palmer didn’t show up in the Caruthers case, though. That was either a paperwork error, or maybe because, like Lena said, they were looking at this thing the wrong way.
With a little luck, though, they’d learn what Chapman was carrying around in his trunk, see if it was drugs or not.
In the meantime, Mike let his mind wander. He thought about Charles Morrissey’s daughter coming to kill him in a dream. Victor Fogarty, bereaved and enraged over his mother. Parents screwing up their kids; kids taken from their parents. Kids inadvertently poisoned by parents who’d kept bad chemicals next to the food in the fridge.



Mike found himself outside Bobbi Noelle’s apartment building, just sitting there in the Impala, looking up at the third floor where she lived. The lights were off; it was now half past three in the morning. Kristen knew he was on a stakeout and wouldn’t expect him home. He didn’t want to go home. He hadn’t forgotten about Bobbi, and even if her ex-boyfriend didn’t fit as a prime suspect, she’d been threatened, and she still had some role to play in this – Mike was sure of it.
He rolled down the windows, shut the engine off. Listened to the sounds of the night. Frogs, somewhere not too far off, doing their chirping chorus. The rumble of an engine in the distance. Maybe the local police, who were supposed to be driving by to check on her.
Then, nothing. He put his head back.

The knock against the windshield startled Mike awake. He’d been slumped behind the wheel. A Lake Placid cop was standing outside the door surrounded by a bright Monday morning. The cop passed a paper cup of coffee through the open window; his name tag read Drummond. He was about thirty, with a buzz cut and blue eyes.
“Morning, Investigator Nelson. Didn’t know you when I first rolled by about oh five hundred. Ran you and found out – you were pretty zonked.”
Mike took the coffee. “Time is it?” He groped for his phone and looked at the screen just as Drummond said, “Little before oh seven hundred. I’m just getting off shift.” He gave Mike a look. “You good?”
“Yeah.” Mike looked past the cop at the apartment. What day was it? Monday. He wondered if Bobbi had left for work, then spotted her Honda CR-V down the street, the one that looked just like Harriet Fogarty’s car.
“Alright,” Drummond said, sounding unconvinced. “Well… anything I can do for you?” He seemed reluctant to leave, like Mike needed to better prove he was on an even keel.
Drummond stepped back as Mike got out, feeling the stiffness in his back and neck.


“Anything happen last night?” Mike peeled the lid and gave the coffee a sip, trying to look normal.
“Nope; nothing going on. I’ve been driving by. She arrived at the house between nine and ten, lights went out before midnight. Hey, I got the bulletin for the missing guy – Lennox Palmer, right? He worked at the same place as your vic, yeah? Social Services in Pierce County?”
Mike nodded. Drummond marveled, seemed ready to say something else, thought better of it, and shut his lips.
Mike’s phone vibrated on the seat of the car. He saw Eddie Roth’s number when he leaned in.
“Hey,” he said to the cop. “Sorry – gotta take this.”
Drummond dipped his head in a nod and said, “No problem; good luck,” and walked back to his SUV.
Mike answered. “Eddie? What’ve you got?”
“Mike. I was told you were an early riser…”
“Yeah, I’m up. What did you find?”
“Well, we’re still looking. I heard this was ten months ago, Mike, and there’s been a winter.”
“Good – snow and ice to preserve any evidence. This guy brought her out there, dead or unconscious. She could’ve been bleeding, leaving a trail, something.”
“We’re looking, Mike. We’ve been through bogs, marshes, rivers…”
“Seen any grouse?”
Roth paused then said with a smile in his voice, “Oh yeah. Spruce grouse; saw some warblers, couple of black-backed woodpeckers.”
“What about the boardwalk?”
“Well, no. You gotta have a permit from the Conservancy to do the boardwalk. Spring Pond Bog is all a protected preserve. I mean, I can ask for a list of permit holders, I don’t know if they’ll go for it, but…”
“Do that,” Mike said. “But you’re right – the body wasn’t within the boundaries, just outside. What else is around there?”
“Well, not much. It’s several miles back to Tupper. There’s a few homes, a cemetery over on Haymeadow Road; that’s about it. Anyone coming in with a… I mean, you think this guy was carrying the victim, right? My guess is he pulls off on Kildare Road, you know, pretty rough in the spring, but by fall the frost heaves are all smoothed out – so that’s where we’ve been looking. Beer cans, soda cans, some snack wrappers… all that’s being given to your people. As far as broken branches, signs of a trail, I mean, you got deer runs in there, you got a lot of wildlife activity, Mike. I can’t tell you I found any blood.”
“I hear you,” Mike said. “Thanks, Eddie. Keep me posted.”
He rang off, crossed the road toward Bobbi’s apartment, turned instead and walked to the church. Went in the main entrance, slipped into the bathroom near the sacristy, took a leak, and splashed some water on his face. He lingered a moment at the back of the church, gazed over the empty pews, the different Biblical moments depicted in the big, stained-glass windows.
Back outside, the rising sun was burning off the residual rainwater. The first motorcycles sounded somewhere on the road behind him, the one connecting Lake Haven and Placid. Second and final week of the Empire State Rally. Afterwards, the bikers would be going back to their lives, picking up a hammer, putting on a tie, maybe counting up coins for whatever little drug run they’d had going on.

Bobbi looked out to check the weather and saw Mike Nelson coming down the sidewalk from the church, coffee cup in hand. He crossed the street and out of sight.
She stepped over Rachel, who’d managed to work her way off the mattress and onto the floor, like a little kid. No sense in waking her just yet. Rachel had been distraught, unable to settle down, unwilling to go home and be alone, terrified for Lennox. And for herself.
Bobbi quickly finished dressing, descended to the first floor, and stepped out into the sunshine. Mike saw her coming and got out of the car. He was disheveled, his hair sticking up in the back, circles under his eyes.
“Hey,” he said.
They stood together off the street and she decided not to bring up that it clearly looked like he’d slept in his car, but she asked him if everything was okay.
“Yeah, everything’s…” He seemed to chase around for the right words. “Came by to talk to you. How are you holding up?”
“I’m good,” she said. “Rachel slept over. We spent all day yesterday looking for Lennox. Went to his mother’s house, checked all the hospitals in 100 miles, everyone he knew. No one has… No one knows anything.”
Mike made a vigorous nod. “We’re looking. And that’s part of what I want to talk to you about. I want to talk to you about Lennox. You got time for a quick bite?”
She hadn’t eaten anything besides ibuprofen yesterday. “Let me just grab my phone and wallet, leave a note for Rachel.”

They ordered breakfast from a downtown café, took their egg sandwiches to the municipal beach, unoccupied this early but for a teenage boy fishing off the dock. They sat at a bench beyond the sand, Mike not saying anything, so she opened the conversation. “I heard about a body that was found in the woods, Mike. The rumors are, a woman who used to work with DSS. Here, Pierce County.”
Mike squinted in the sun shining off the lake. “I wish I could say something comforting. What I can say is that we have several leads on this thing, and one of them is about to break wide open any minute.” Then he said, “I’m just not sure which one.”
“With respect, Mike, it’s not your job to comfort me. I’m not your daughter.”
He gave her another look, seemed to weigh her words, and said, “No, you’re not. But I know this has been tough, and I wish I had been able to give you more definitive answers. What could help, though, is if you could clear something up for me.”
“If I can I absolutely will.”
“We’re going to pull Lennox’s old files, have a look at everything, same thing we went through with Harriet Fogarty. We were able to take a warrant and get into Harriet’s stuff because of what happened. With Lennox it’s a bit trickier getting into his files because there’s no evidence of a crime.”
“You need me to say something? Talk to the DA with you?”
“What would help me is if you can answer a question, point blank if you can. How good is the record-keeping at DSS?”
She felt some relief, worried he was going to ask her a more pointed question about her ongoing cases, or say something about Jamie. “Well, that’s a good question. But I’m new. So I can only tell you what I’ve seen over six months. And I mean it’s supposed to have been improved, but we still write most everything down first, plug it into the system later. That hasn’t changed.”
She looked from Mike to the water. “I’m sure Jessica would disagree, but from what I’ve seen, the record-keeping is not perfect. We lose files, lose kids, lose details. The case managers have dozens and dozens of cases, and we forget to document things. We just do, sometimes.”
“You’re human.”
“We’re overworked and underpaid, and the kids just keep coming.”
“Lot of turnover?”
“Oh, the turnover in this field is phenomenal. Each child, you know, they’ll often have several case managers during their experience in dependency. If you were to see a typical case file, it would be inches thick, with seven different handwriting samples, missing pages, documents hanging out the sides. Well, I guess you have seen them.”
“I have.”
“There’s this one girl – she was Harriet’s case – ten months old when she got placed in foster care, and four years old when she was adopted by the same foster parents. But during that time she had eight different case managers, four different child advocacy attorneys, and three different judges. Dozens of support workers that took her to visits, handled her staffings. Luckily, only one foster home. Have you been able to see the foster care placements on these cases? What does that take? Subpoena?”
“Yeah. We did. We got the list of CPS adoption actions.”
“So then you know, even if law enforcement can find a certain file and get access to it, it’s still not easy to figure out where the child was on any given day.”
“It feels like it requires divine intervention.”
She laughed a little. “True story: My parents had a baby for a weekend, placed by Lutheran Services on a Friday evening. This is back… I was nine or ten, I think. So the baby gets placed on a Friday evening, and on Monday morning the placement department from Lutheran Services calls my parents to ask them the name of the baby they had that weekend. They didn’t know its name.”
“Oh, man.”
Bobbi nodded then shook her head. “So, you know, everyone – and I mean everyone I’ve encountered – their hearts are in the right places, they’ve gotten into it for the right reasons, but it can be a total mess.” She tilted her head toward her sandwich and took a bite.
Mike said, “So it’s possible a caseworker like Lennox – back when he was a caseworker, more than ten years ago – he could have been involved in something like a placement of a child into foster care, but not show up on the paperwork.”


She swallowed and said, “I think, unfortunately, yes, it’s completely possible.”
Mike seemed to think about it, took a bite of his sandwich, and cleaned his mouth with a napkin. “What do you know about Lennox?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, what kind of… What’s he into? Who does he hang out with? Who are his friends? He ever go bowling?”
“Lennox? No. Definitely not a bowler. He’s a homebody.”
“You ever go out with him, though – after work, anything like that? Who does he socialize with?”
She shook her head. “No. Never. I mean, he’s friendly with Yari Fennel, I think. And he hangs out with Trevor a little bit, that’s about it.”
“Trevor – that’s your IT guy. Trevor Garris?”
“Yeah.”
Mike seemed to know what she was thinking. “We’re going to find Lennox,” he said. “There are state troopers out right now, going door to door, an organized search; we’re keeping watch on all the hospitals, hotels, jails. His cell phone looks like it’s totally ruined but we’re pulling anything off it that we can.”
“Someone took him,” Bobbi said.
“Someone might have.”
“God,” she said. “I hope they don’t hurt him.”



Al Green was playing on the clock radio. The thing had just come on, like it was set to a certain time. Clay didn’t like it; that kind of music hurt his head, that crooning, romantic bullshit. And why the hell would anyone want to listen to something reminding them that they had no one and weren’t willing to do anything about it?
“Who listens to this shit?” Clay asked.
Lennox didn’t have an answer. He couldn’t have; he had the duct tape over his mouth.
“The Doors,” Clay said to Lennox. “That’s the kind of music; it means something. Not this old horny lovesick shit. Or radio pop – ugh – this new stuff. You know what I mean? All that shit – and they don’t even sing in their real voices; they use auto-tune. Everything is supposed to be a party. Oooh-oooh! You listen and picture some movie with animated characters all singing along, talking about shaking their ass, and, uh…”
He lost his train of thought. What was he saying? Then he focused on Lennox. “What’s the matter with you?”
Lennox’s eyes were bulging; it sounded like he was gagging, really struggling for breath. There was snot coming out of his nose. Clay heard him trying to suck the air through his nostrils, but his nasal passages sounded clogged or something. Figured. It just fucking figured.
Disgusting.
First, he needed to kill that fucking music. He located the source – some old piece of equipment from Radio Shack sitting beside the bed. Classic. He bent and tried to make sense of the buttons, breathing hard in his mask.
Snooze. That was the big button. Hit that and it just comes on again in a few minutes. Where the Christ was the off button? He grabbed the cord and yanked on it. But the cord didn’t just pop from the wall – he chased it along and found it snaked behind the bed, wrapped around the bed frame, so the tension kept the plug in the socket. He put a knee on the mattress, reached back, got closer to the plug, jerked it free, and the music stopped, mercifully, at last, cutting Al Green off in mid-sentence about being a helpless loser.
He hefted the clock radio, examining it, thinking it was vintage like his cassette player in the car. Might be a nice souvenir when this whole thing was over with.
But he got stuck again, like he was on pause, looking at the clock radio.
Then he remembered…
The cool rush of air. The bad smell, the sense that his brain was cooking from the inside…
He threw the whole thing against the wall where it smashed and left a dent and a black smear. Fuck it. The home owner should have known better than to have left a stupid alarm clock on, tuned to oldies radio, or whatever it was.
He moved back to where Lennox was tied up.
“Oh, shit.”


Lennox was bucking and thrashing in the chair, his eyes rolled back white, snot really streaming from his nose, eyes running. Clay leaned in and ripped the tape off the guy’s mouth just as he toppled over in the chair and his head hit the floor.
Ouch.
Clay lowered down to his knees, put his head to the guy’s face. Listened to the ragged, wheezing breaths. Lennox’s eyelids fluttered. He wasn’t quite passed out. Good – the whole thing would be pointless if Lennox died now. There’d be nothing for Bobbi to see, and her death wouldn’t be nearly as poignant.
Grunting and cursing under his breath, Clay righted the chair, Lennox with it. Not much to him – he was pretty skinny, pretty pathetic. Probably a faggot. Typical.
Eyes opened all the way, Lennox started to look at him in a different way, like his senses were returning, and then he spoke. Slurred, really, through his snot and tears and bloody lips. “Stop, man – please. You don’t have to do this.”
Yeah, pure terror in his eyes. Good. Clay brought out the new rifle, laid it across his knees as he squatted down. Now Lennox knew what was up. “Yeah,” Clay said, “I do.”





TWENTY-FOUR
Driving back from the morgue again. Another body on the table. Another tearful relative, not understanding who or why or what.
Mike had shown Maybelle Spruce pictures of Jamie Rentz, pictures of Dodd Caruthers – but nothing. Just a broken woman who had now officially lost her last family member.
He headed for Lake Haven, driving with the window cracked, feeling the anger creep in. The kind of anger he’d felt after Molly died. The kind that courted rage, insanity, and no turning back.
He took a call from Lena.
“Mike, got a woman from Lake Haven who says she saw Harriet’s Kia the night she was killed.”
“She’s just telling us now?”


“Name is Marcia Carroll. She lives up on McIntyre; it’s off River Street.”
“Yeah, I know it. What did she see?”
“She left town the next morning, was gone for that weekend and this past one, came back and heard all about it.”
“Where did she go, to a cave?”
“Camping. Turned off her digital life. Anyway, she was driving past at about 8 p.m. on the twelfth. Saw the car, last car in the lot. Thought she saw someone behind the wheel, it looked like they were waving.”
“Jesus. She drove by right when it was happening.”
“Sounds like it.”
“So what does that do? That just… We already got time of death. Did she say anything else? See another car? What about when she went up onto River Street? To turn on McIntyre, she goes right by the old house…”
“Right. Exactly. I asked her that. She said she saw a car, that’s it.”
“White?”
“Nope, said dark blue. Said it looked like a cop car. Like an unmarked cop car.”
“Chevy Caprice, maybe an Oldsmobile Cutlass?”
“Yup. Or a Buick LeSabre, something like that. From her description, I’d say late-nineties model; she said she thinks there was rust.”
“And how close was it to the vacant house?”
“She’s not sure, exactly. There’s that spot right in there, kind of a dirt area, no curb, she thinks it was there. I’m checking if anyone in that neighborhood owns a vehicle like that. Between that and calling these guys from the league, I’m pretty tied up here. What are you doing?”
“You find out who posted Fuller’s bail?”
“Yes. John Chapman. From the other night.”
“No shit. Well, guess what we know about Chapman? He’s a chemist. Worked for North Country Labs, ’91 to 2004.”
“I saw the email from Stephanie.”
“Fuckin’ A,” Mike said. “These guys are working on something; I’m ready to call in the DEA. Fuller, Chapman, Caruthers – Fuller’s already got the meth charge from your bust back when, Chapman’s a freaking chemist, and Caruthers has got the biker-gang-white-nationalist thing going; a perfect group of couriers or heavies or whatever.”
Lena was glib. “It’s a party.”
“Anyone on the league so far say they couldn’t account for Caruthers?”
“Bob Hurley says Dodd actually disappeared for a little while. Had his alternate play a few frames for him.”
“Fuck. There you have it. Who’s the alternate?”
“Harland Pelky. You okay? You sound keyed up…”
“I’m fine. You talked to Pelky?”
“Yeah,” she said, “by phone. Either he didn’t know what Dodd was doing or he wouldn’t say.”
“Any of these guys, these league guys, drive an old Caprice or a Cutlass or something? I mean, we’re close.”
“I’m going to start checking.”
Mike felt a twist of fear cut through the anger and ambition. “You’re just making calls, you mean…”
“Are you worried about me?”
Busted. Now she was going to tell him she could take care of herself – it seemed to be a theme in his life.
“If so,” she said, “I like it. But yes, just riding the desk for now. I’ll let you know if I feel the need to put myself in harm’s way.”
Mike stepped harder on the gas, plotting a new course in his mind.
“Listen, can you do one more thing?”
“Spin another plate, you mean?”
“You’re our illustrious case manager. Can you go back through the files, see who drives what again? Same thing we did for the white four-door; let’s look at DSS staff, plus go through the construction crew that worked the addition, the survey team, and any subcontractors.”
“Looking for a blue Chevy Caprice or Buick LeSabre.”
“Exactly.”
“I’m on it.” Lena asked, “What’re you thinking?”
“I met with Bobbi Noelle this morning, asked her about the quality of record-keeping going back. I want to follow this line with Caruthers as far as it takes us because it’s possible Lennox Palmer was on the case involving him back then, too. But I’m also thinking about your drug sweep, so I’m going to the high school.”
“The school? Why?”
“I was thinking about a kid I knew from Brooklyn, Neil Johnson.”
“Um, okay…”
“Tell you about it later. Probably nothing.”

Lake Haven’s schools were divided – there was an elementary and a middle school in one place, the high school further out, on the edge of town. The high school was where they kept all records for the district. He asked the woman in the office if he could get into the enrollment data. “I’d like to look back into the mid-2000s.”
“Well, our electronic records don’t go back that far.”
He was getting used to it.
She brought him to a room with a big table where it looked like teachers held conference. Her name was Barb and Barb left the room with a large, jangling ring of keys, promising to be right back. Mike sat by a window viewing the track. No one out there today; the school year had ended a month before.
Barb returned with several boxes, dropped them on the table, and left him alone to go through it all; left him thinking about kids. Kids like Victor Fogarty, who’d been at Lake Haven until his family moved to Placid in 2005. Or Dodd Caruthers’ kid, Tommy. Charles Morrissey’s daughter. Or any kids from the big drug bust in ’04.
The first box was general enrollment data by year. Lake Haven was not a diverse school; the past year was eighty-three percent white, eight percent black, six percent Asian, two percent Latino, one percent multiracial. Over half the students enrolled were considered “economically disadvantaged.”
He dug back through to 2005, had a look, and it was about the same. For 2004, the year Dodd’s son had been removed from his home, there had been just over five hundred students enrolled. But Tom Caruthers hadn’t been in high school then – he’d been in the first grade. Mike moved to another box, went through the elementary school stuff, including class pictures, and found little Tommy, smiling with a couple of missing teeth.
Tom Caruthers was a young man now. He worked as a roofer in Schroon Lake, an hour from Lake Haven. Amazingly, he had no record. Nothing criminal anyway, just medical stuff pertaining to the burn he’d sustained while in foster care. There had been a chance at an elective plastic surgery when he was old enough, but his parents had forgone it. Dodd was in prison by then, Tom’s mother getting by as a single mother on a shoestring budget. She’d found a religious man in Schroon Lake and apparently managed to turn her life around. Maybe Tommy’s too. Just kept his scars.
If Dodd Caruthers was angry with the system that had taken his son, or because his son had suffered, he was a sore sport, because Tom Caruthers seemed to have turned out just fine.
Mike unzipped his valise, pulled out the list of persons of interest from the Lavoie / Fogarty shared cases: along with Caruthers was Charles Morrissey, Scott Earnshaw, and Susan Gann. In the school records, he found a third-grader from 2004 named Jason Gann. Then Morrissey’s daughter, Lexie, in eighth grade. But it was a small town with some big families – the children weren’t necessarily offspring; he had to cross-reference with the case files and found out that Jason Gann was actually Susan Gann’s nephew, not her son. He could find no children named Earnshaw.
Mike rolled his shoulders. Cracked his knuckles.
He set out the list of names from the big drug sweep in Lake Haven the same year, Lena’s first big case, with basic information on the arrests. She’d emailed it all to him that morning:
Twenty arrests made, but once he’d eliminated the arrestees not old enough to have kids in school, and ones who lived in another district, he’d narrowed it to six. He cross-referenced the names with the Fogarty / Lavoie case file summaries.
Two kids shared last names with arrestees among the Fogarty / Lavoie cases. Jayden Price in first grade and John Durie, ten years old, in fifth. Mike didn’t have the warrant yet to get into Lennox’s cases, but DSS didn’t keep records arranged by caseworker anyway – they went by year, alphabetized by client. He could look, he just couldn’t directly use anything he’d found.
Jayden Price had a single mother who’d been arrested in the drug sweep. He’d been temporarily placed in foster care while his mother served thirty days. John Durie was the child whose meth-addicted parents had inadvertently poisoned him by storing precursors in the fridge. Mike found a picture in the school records. The kid sort of looked familiar, too. Like an actor from years ago, and now he’s in some new movie, but you can’t be sure if it’s him.
Mike went back to the Lena’s drug sweep info: John Durie Sr. and his wife Melissa were the parents, arrested and charged with criminal possession of meth precursors, seventh-degree criminal possession of a controlled substance, third-degree unlawful manufacture of meth. They were both remanded to the county jail in lieu of $10,000 cash bail or $20,000 bond each.
He grabbed his phone and called Lena. “What happened to the Duries?”
She hesitated. “Mike… tell me, really – what are you doing? The DEA is a phone call away.”
“Humor me.”
“Okay. Um, pretty sure he went away for at least ten. She did a year, or something, got out. No idea after that.”
“You remember what happened to their kid? Because I’m looking at the file and it shows temporary placement, but that’s it. Let’s run a search on John Durie, see what comes up. Call Stephanie – or I can.”
“I’ll call her. Why are you looking at this kid?”
“Not a kid anymore. He’d be around twenty-four now. And I guess I’m doing it because of what you said.”
“What did I say?”
“That we might be looking at this in the wrong way.”
“So, which way are you looking?”
“In reverse.”
“Mike.” She sighed. “Did you sleep last night?”



An hour later, Barb came in. “I’m leaving for lunch.”
“Actually,” he said, “just finishing up.”
She looked relieved, then retreated. He needed a few more minutes. Five, tops.
Fogarty and Lavoie, both working on the Durie case, but no record of what happened to little John Durie, or where he went. And Lena’s memory that Lennox had been involved, too, even if he didn’t show up in the paperwork. Maybe, like Bobbi had admitted, things got lost, misfiled, or were never documented in the first place. A big case like Lena’s drug bust, with six arrestees in Lake Haven, more outside town, some within the school district, some not, some in the same judicial circuit, some not, some arrestees with kids, some without, people everywhere, the DSS swamped – caseworkers were more than likely to put something in the wrong spot, or forget to write it up. In all probability, there would have been mistakes.
They’d been through everything else, spent hours poring over the cases they had. Mike thought that this guy, whoever was out there killing people, could’ve easily been a casualty of the multi-agency drug sweep from ’04. That thing – pulsing in his brain since he saw how Victor reacted to the people around him after his mother’s death, or thinking about the anger Kristen had carried for years, or the dream Charles Morrissey had about his daughter – all that gnawing in his gut subsided when he looked at John Durie.
The only question, really, was why. Had something happened to the kid’s parents? Had he experienced a terrible time in foster care, and so blamed the county workers who put him there? They needed to find out what happened to the kid and the parents, otherwise the whole thing was just vapor.
His phone rang, derailing his train of thought. He answered, “Nelson.”
“Mike, it’s Trooper Farrington. Guess who I’m sitting behind.”
Mike’s focus shifted immediately. “Chapman.”
“Affirmative. How did you…? He’s got a taillight out. I ran the check on him and it says to contact you on the return. So, you, um…”
“What’s he doing?”
“He’s just sitting there. Am I hanging paper on this guy or have you got something? I’m guessing you’ve got something.”
Mike walked to the bank of windows overlooking the high school track. “I want you to proceed with caution, okay? And have a look in his trunk, then give me a status check.”
“You got it.”
Mike ended the call, set the phone on the table, and paced until Farrington called back.
“Holy crap, Mike.”
“Yeah?”
“He’s got boxes and boxes of flares. Plus crates of iodine bottles.”
“That’s… okay… that’s excellent.”
“You want me to hook him up?”
“No.” Mike held out his hand despite being alone in the room. “I want you clear with a citation. You got any slick-tops out there?”
“Notario. But he’s almost to Jefferson County on a—”
“Let Chapman go, but follow him. Alright? Can you do that?”
“I can do that.”
“Thank you, Trooper. Keep in touch.”
Mike dropped the phone on the table this time, feeling the adrenaline. The Durie thing had a spark to it and was worth checking down, but the lead which had caught fire was a group of violent drug dealers killing off a social worker who stood in the way of business. Chapman was carrying red phosphorous and iodine. Mixed together with ephedrine, it was the makings of methamphetamine.

When it came to feds, there were FBI guys, who could be a bit starchy, and then the DEA, who looked like they’d just driven up from Miami in a Jeep with the windows down.
They had maps spread out in Mike’s office; Trooper Farrington stabbed one with a finger. The small hamlet of Rainbow Lake was about fifteen miles outside of Lake Haven, just a wide spot in the road, a few farms. The Chapman property was one, a fifty-acre plot.
“The place is totally run-down,” Farrington said. “Used to be a working grain elevator once, I guess, now it’s nothing. Building’s about to fall over, silo is still looking good though.”
Mike chimed in. “This is the Chapman family’s place; used to handle grain in bags. Then they built the steam-powered elevator – this is circa 1940. Lasted until the ’80s; Henry Chapman died of a heart attack and the place went to the eight kids.” Mike leaned back and looked over the rumpled agents. “You got here fast.”
“Nothing better to do.” It was a DEA agent named Colin Wright, with rough, pockmarked skin, wearing sunglasses indoors. “Like I said on the phone, our surveillance on Truenol already had us looking this way, wondering which direction the wind was blowing.”
Truenol was an ethanol plant just over the Pennsylvania border, eight hours south. Wright said the DEA had been watching, suspicious that part of the plant was being used to manufacture methamphetamine – that it concealed a full, working lab, one of the biggest in the east.
“So, what have we got?” Wright asked. “You guys were scouting Dodd Caruthers, followed his buddy there, Randall Bates, into town, he meets with Chapman and Petrov and this fourth guy, Gavin Fuller, and they’re around Chapman’s car, looking in the trunk. Is all that right?”
“Chapman bailed Gavin Fuller and his wife out of jail,” Lena added.
“Why Fuller?”
“We don’t know,” Lena said. She glanced at Mike, then said to Wright, “One theory is that Fuller was up at county with Steve Pritchard, and they got talking, arranged some sort of deal.”


“What’s the story on Chapman?”
“The Chapman family is pretty well known,” she said, “and the word is that John, he’s got some money, he worked for North Country Labs for twenty-five years as a chemist, and he’s got a few patents. He’s supposedly fixing the place up to get it going again.”
Wright looked from Lena to Mike. “So how did we get here? Him being a chemist is nice, but it’s not enough to pull him over and toss his car.”
Mike gave a nod, swallowed hard. “Trooper Farrington was in service this morning, made a stop based on a broken taillight.”
Wright stared across the room. “Huh. Lucky for us.”
After a silence, Mike said, “Chapman’s got trucks coming and going from the place in Rainbow Lake. He’s rebuilding. And this just started about a month ago, according to neighbors.”
“You see any signs?” Wright asked Farrington. “Expended propane tanks? Lots of plastic soda bottles? Anything?”
“No,” Farrington said. “Lot of open space, big bins, like dumpsters; some greenhouse-looking things.”
Wright gazed at his other DEA guys, who were expressionless, standing by like they were just waiting for the green light. “Sounds like cold method,” Wright said. “This guy’s hauling Red P. and other precursors around, he’s leaving chemicals out in the sunlight to make the interactions needed for the drugs.”
“Or it’s just a staging point,” one of the other guys said.
The DEA agents continued to talk and theorize, getting ready to head to a house in Lake Haven arranged for them to set up a home base. They all turned quiet when a motorcade of motorcycles went rumbling past out on the road.
“Hey, Mike,” Wright said.
“Yeah?”
“Guy goes to the doctor, wrapped in cellophane.”
“Yeah?”
“Doctor takes a look, says, ‘Well, I can clearly see your nuts.’”
“That’s good, Colin.”
“Know what’s even funnier? A busted taillight.” Wright had a laugh, moved out of the office with the other agents, stuck his head back in and said, “We’ll keep in touch.”
Trooper Farrington looked confused by the joke. “Taillight?”
Lena looked at Mike when the door closed. “Friends of yours? He’s right about the taillight – pretty lucky.”
“I actually went to school with him. I don’t know any of the other guys.”
Farrington said, “Mike? What’s he mean about the taillight?”
“So,” Mike said, ignoring Lena’s sharp look, “I’m going to have a talk with Dmitri Petrov; we’ve seen him with this Chapman crew, he’s in the bowling league with Caruthers, and he was in an altercation with Steve Pritchard. I’ll ask him what he thinks about someone from this crew killing Harriet when she kept her brother from using the family farm for drug manufacturing. Farrington, roll with me. I’ll explain the joke.”

Petrov was home, came to the door looking like Mike had woken him up. Mike showed his ID, but Petrov already seemed to recognize him.
“Mind if I come in?”
There was a baseball game on his big TV, and Petrov muted the sound. The living room was a mess, empty snack bags and pizza boxes, clothes on the floor, a dusty fan spinning in the corner. He lived in an apartment on the top floor, with a deck; there was a bunch of crap on it, including a rusted barbeque pit.
“Anyone else here?” Mike asked.
“No.” Petrov, wearing sweat-shorts for the Buffalo Bills, no shirt, sat on the couch and scratched at his stomach. Hair was matted on one side, eyes bloodshot.
Mike stayed standing, blocking the TV. “I’d like to just follow up on your little run-in with Steven Pritchard.”
“I not press charges,” Petrov said, his accent thick.
“No – I understand that. And Pritchard never hit you, is my understanding, so there’s that. I’m here because I’m curious what the argument was about. What set it off?”
“What set it off? I already talk to police.”
“Well, tell me again. What got you guys all torqued up?”
“Pritchard does not like me. He is American nationalist. Hates immigrants.” Petrov bit down on the consonants.
“Yeah? So he just started harassing you?”
“This is what I told police.”
“Mind if I take my coat off?”
Petrov didn’t object. Mike found a chair and laid his suit coat over the back of it. He was wearing his gun and holster tucked in front today, and Petrov eyed the Glock. It wasn’t a threat, just hot as hell.
“You’re a bowler, yeah?”
“Yes, I bowl.”
“You’re part of the league.”
“Yes.”
“Dodd Caruthers is on your team…”
“Yes, yes.” He waved a hand in the air, sniffed, looked out the sliding glass doors over the deck. “Detective, ah, Overton. She ask me about Caruthers. Was he at league night two Thursdays ago. I say yes. He was there.”
“And you know about Steve Pritchard’s sister, Harriet, who was murdered.”
Petrov’s eyes slid back. “Of course. Whole village knows about it.”
“It’s a terrible tragedy.” Mike turned the chair around and sat down, leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “First homicide in Lake Haven for a long time. I work death investigations, handle just about everything in the north part of the state. But this was particularly brutal, and has got me going crazy.”
Petrov looked away, watched the silent game on the TV a moment.
Mike asked, “Had you ever met Pritchard before last Friday night?”
Petrov didn’t answer. His statement said no, he hadn’t, but now it looked like he was deciding whether or not to lie again. Then Petrov searched around on the messy couch, moved a newspaper aside, found a pack of cigarettes. “I going to smoke.” He stuck one in his mouth, found a book of matches, and lit up. Got up from the couch, moved to the glass door, slid it open. “Fresh air,” he said. He took a long drag but still didn’t answer. Mike saw the sweat running down the sides of his face.
“Mr. Petrov? Had you ever met Steve Pritchard before last Friday night, when you got in the argument? Yes or no.”
Finally: “Yes. Knew him.”
“Okay.” Mike nodded, glanced at the TV a second. “From just around town? Or for some other reason?”
“Some other reason.” Petrov flicked ash out the door. He’d gone pale as a cloud, his eyes sharp with anxiety.
Mike slowly rose from the chair to move a little closer, reel him in, and Petrov bolted. Just dropped the cigarette, turned on his heel, and ran.
“Shit.”
Mike banged his shoulder in the narrow space of the partway opened door then charged across the deck. He took the stairs down to the driveway fast, almost lost his footing, saw Petrov turn at the end of the driveway and start running up the street.
Farrington was parked in the cruiser down the road. Mike shouted and clapped. “Hey! Hey!” Farrington saw him, then saw Petrov, gunned the engine, and Mike got running again.
A ramshackle little neighborhood, more of those big cure-cottage homes – these converted into apartments, quiet on a workday. Then a dog started barking. Mike sprinted after Petrov. The pudgy bastard was naked but for his shorts, bare feet slapping the asphalt.
Petrov hooked left and darted out of sight. The street was actually a court, dead-ended at a line of trees. Petrov had turned just before it terminated, run into someone else’s driveway.
Mike got his bearings – down through those woods was the Saranac River.
Farrington came roaring up, stopped just short of the dead end, barking the tires, and hopped out of the car. He’d seen Petrov too, and took off running. Mike caught up to the driveway, turned in. In back of the driveway was a wooden fence, door swung open. Mike stepped through and was in another yard, sloping down to more trees. He could hear the river beyond.
Farrington crashed into the trees first, throwing his arms up in front of him to ward off the grasping branches, Mike following right in behind him.
The woods were thick, and he slapped aside the pine boughs, ragged underbrush clawing at his legs. He picked his way through, unable to hear much over the crunch of movement, just saw a flash of Farrington’s dark uniform.
Mike stopped and stood in the sepia gloom, breathing hard, listening. Farrington continued to tromp and snap his way through the vegetation. He hadn’t seen Petrov come in this way, just Farrington, but Petrov must have – there was nowhere else to go.
Mike got moving again, now seeing bits of the river through the trees, splashes of white water as it rushed over the rocks. He veered away from Farrington and came out at the riverbank further down from the trooper. The water was lively after two days of rain, loud; he had to shout upstream to Farrington. “See him?”
“He was right there!” Farrington sounded frustrated. The trooper looked around then waded in.
“Let’s get some more people! Let’s get this on the air!”
Mike saw movement on the other side of the river. There were more woods there, but a ways down was the Water Department, a big gray building, and further up was the dam, and then the lake on the far side. He saw a pale blur of flesh amid the trees on that side, started across. It got deep quick, up to his waist; the water sucked at him, tried to tip him off balance.
He finally reached the far bank, came out with his pants heavy and water-logged, his socks squishing in his shoes, the smell of dead fish in his nose, and started bushwhacking through the woods again.
Petrov was fast, the fat son of a gun. He was probably going to head deeper into the woods, not come out at the Water Department or move toward the dam, because then he’d be back in town. Straight in was another street, then deeper woods on the far side. Mike thought Petrov would cross and keep moving that way, or he’d hook around, head further upstream; there was another residential area up there, plenty of places to hide.
Mike’s chest was blowing up – he hadn’t run this hard in years. He scurried up the steep embankment to the residential street, grabbing handfuls of weeds and dirt and rocks, lost his footing, slid back, scrambled harder. He reached the street, clambered over a guardrail, and then kept going up, panting and coughing.
He saw him – Petrov was further up along the roadside. The residential street forked, and Petrov had taken the left side, still gaining elevation. God, why? Mike couldn’t take it anymore, going up and up like this. But he thought he was actually closing the distance.





TWENTY-FIVE
Connor was working around Moody Pond not far from where Lennox lived, and so Bobbi circled the pond, looking for his truck.
She found it and waited.
She’d been texting Connor throughout the day, his responses curt, though he’d said he was sorry about Lennox, hoped he was found soon.
He emerged from the woods twenty minutes later with another surveyor, who climbed into the truck. Connor opened the door and stopped, spotted Bobbi. He said something to the other guy, shut the door, and headed over, his expression hopeful. “They find him?”
Bobbi got out of her car, shook her head.
He gazed at her a moment, then looked off into the trees. There was a smudge of dirt on his face, and he was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, with an orange, reflective safety vest and orange hard hat. “Pretty crazy,” he said. His eyes drifted back to her. “You okay?”
“I’m okay. How’s Joly?”
The mention of his son seemed to sting Connor a bit, but he recovered, said, “He’s good. With his cousins tonight, giving me a break.”
“Yeah? You going out?”
“Just a couple beers maybe. It’s Monday, so, open mike night at JJ’s.”
“Cool… My friend Rachel is a wreck. You know they released the name of the woman from Watertown? You were right.”
“Yeah. Saw it on the news. She was in a river?”
“In a pond near some nature preserve. I don’t think I’m going to stay out after dark tonight. I didn’t go to bed last night, I was awake until dawn, it was just so…” She trailed off, catching herself telling him her troubles like he was her boyfriend. She could see the same thought register in his face, and he cleared his throat, glanced at the truck, started to move away.
“Listen.” She caught his arm, quickly let go. “Let me, ah… Can we talk?”
His eyelids drooped and lips formed a tight line. “What do you want to talk about?”
“Let’s just talk…”
“Bobbi… I don’t want to play any games.”
“I know you don’t. I don’t either. I’m sorry.”
“I have a kid, you know? Yeah, I have a kid. But I’m his parent. That’s how it works. That’s why I don’t wear a T-shirt saying, you know, Single Dad Looking for New Baby Mama.”
He took his construction hat off, ran a hand through his mass of dark, sweaty hair, and his eyes acquired a sadness. “Okay. I gotta go take a shower. Like I said, we’re going to JJ’s, maybe to Trackside, have a few beers.”
Softly: “Who’s going with you?”
“Just me and a couple of the other guys.”
He meant surveyors on his crew, she assumed, and flicked a look at the guy in the truck, who was watching. She wanted more time with Connor, was afraid to let him walk away. “What’re you guys doing out here?”
“What’re we doing? We’re making precise measurements to determine property boundaries. We’re providing data relevant to the shape and contour of the Earth’s surface.”
She felt some relief at his dry humor. “It’s important work…”
“That’s why they pay me the big bucks. Hey – look, I gotta go. Okay?”
He started to the truck, and she let him, just waited, feeling her heart beat against her ribs, a mix of emotions pin-wheeling her thoughts – she should be thinking about Lennox, thinking about Rachel, not watching Connor’s ass as he climbed up into his truck, not feeling like she’d screwed this up royally. That was selfish. Seemed like no matter what she did, the timing was bad lately.
Connor fired up the engine and did a three-point turn in the road. He drove back her direction, slowed, leaned out of his open window. “Your back tire is low,” he said.
“I’ll check into it.”
“Alright.” He gave her one last look, then drove away.

The son of a bitch was dug in like a tick.
For a little while, Mike had been chasing Petrov up the street – River Street. Like he was going to the pea-green house, and it was a cook-house, and that was the damn smell the real estate agent couldn’t get out.
The whole reason for talking to Petrov, Mike had thought, scrounging for breath as he ran, was because Petrov was tied in to Gavin Fuller and Steve Pritchard, and Harriet could be dead because of some big meth deal, maybe Lavoie, too. Chasing him down under the beating hot sun, headed up River Street, he’d wondered if Petrov could be the one who’d killed Harriet, hired by Pritchard. Maybe Petrov had been using the house to watch Harriet from there, waiting for her to be alone.
But then Petrov had changed course and moved deeper into the forest.
Mike tracked him to some long-abandoned place – just the crumbling foundation of a house left in the middle of the woods, with the rotted, rusted skeleton of an old T-model Ford sitting nearby. And then Petrov did something Mike never would have expected a real adult human to do – he climbed a fucking tree. And he wasn’t coming down.
Mike had his gun out, aimed up at Petrov, and was catching his breath, still marveling that this was actually even happening. He moved a little closer, only able to see pieces of Petrov up in the tree – just his leg and part of his arm. He’d found a nice maple, plenty of branches, and was at least thirty feet in the air, still climbing. Bits of tree came falling down, landed on Mike’s face.
How did an overweight, out-of-shape, middle-aged man like Petrov climb a tree like a child? Pure adrenaline; he was panicked.


“Dmitri! Come on, man…” Mike struggled for breath. He’d run for so long his clothes had dried. “What are you… doing? You’re gonna… How are you even…?”
He heard crashing footsteps, turned, and saw Farrington huffing and puffing, coming up to where the ground leveled off. Farrington looked around at everything, the old foundation with the metal bed frame still in it, piles of rock and brick, everything covered with lichen. “What the hell?” Then he followed Mike’s aim. “Jesus, he’s up there?”
“Dmitri! Come on down, man. You can’t stay up there. Let’s go.”
“I want lawyer!”
Mike sighed, wiped sweat and tree leaves out of his face, spit something to the side. “Who’s your lawyer? You got one? Pritchard’s got a lawyer; maybe you can use the same one.”
“I want lawyer or I jump!”
“Dmitri… we were just talking…”
Petrov tried to climb higher.
Farrington bent forward, hands on his knees, still getting his wind back. He looked up at Mike with a bemused expression and said, “Should we just read him his rights?”
“Why are you running, Dmitri? What did you and Pritchard have going? Talk to me, man. Maybe you’ve done nothing wrong and this is all a big misunderstanding, right?”
Petrov called, “Yes. Misunderstanding!”
It was hurting Mike’s neck to keep looking straight up like this. He lowered his chin to his chest, rolled his head around a few times, then tilted back again. “Dmitri, let’s go, bud. Did you hurt someone?”
“No! I hurt no one.”
“Then you got nothing to worry about from us.”


“You’re not who I worry about.”
More shit fell out of the tree; Mike felt something go in his eye. He was getting angry. “Then who are you worried about? Huh?”
“You’ll make me try tell you, then they will come. They will kill me.”
Mike said to Farrington, “He’s talking about Dodd Caruthers and Chapman. All of them.”
“Yeah,” Farrington agreed.
“You got all these bikers driving all over the state,” Mike said, “a ready-group of couriers. They go around gathering precursors – Red P., iodine, pseudoephedrine – bring them to Caruthers, and maybe Chapman runs the meth lab. Or Chapman’s just collecting everything, transporting it to the lab in his trucks.”
Mike moved off, saying to Farrington, “Just keep him from jumping.” He took out his phone, called Wright with the DEA team.
“We’re just getting set,” Wright told him. “We got a guy going in now, using a UPS truck, gonna have a look around Chapman’s property.”
Mike explained the situation with Petrov. “Oh boy,” Wright said. “Yeah, he’s shitting his pants because he got in with these guys. Maybe Pritchard was trying to work the end with this family farm of his. Expand, maybe get a little closer to Truenol, who knows.”
“Keep me posted.”
“You still think this ties into your vic, or what?”
Mike used a hand to shield his face from any more debris – even though he’d backed away from the tree – and looked up at Petrov. Obviously, Petrov didn’t fit the narrative of a disgruntled, dejected parent or someone coming back around on DSS with this salvo of attacks. Maybe he was in over his head in some meth operation – maybe he’d even been the one to first talk to Pritchard about the use of Pritchard’s family farm downstate. But was he a murderer? Or was he just scared?
It was getting late, the daylight turning salmon, the sunlight blinkering through the trees as Mike walked back to where Farrington stood looking up at Petrov. The barefoot man had at last gotten as high as he could climb. Mike heard more people walking through the woods, saw two Lake Haven cops step into the clearing beside the old foundation, giving everything a look, their eyes wide, breath coming hard. “Jesus,” one of them said.
From up in the tree, barely audible: “Think I am stuck.”

Finally back on the ground, his bare chest scratched and bleeding, leaves in his hair, Petrov agreed to cooperate as long as he stayed protected. Farrington arrested him with the local cops stepping in to assist. They led him out of the woods like an old-time posse who’d finally caught their quarry.
Mike walked slower, lagging behind, and clicked on his flashlight since it was almost full dark. He and Wright updated each other again by cell phone. Wright said their undercover UPS guy had a good scout, saw that the silo was definitely active, the door equipped with a huge padlock, tire tracks everywhere, signs of people coming and going.
“This is a major piece,” Wright said. “Chapman has got grain production going at his elevator, looks like he’s been up and running from everything we’ve seen. We’re still chasing the paper trail, but at first blush, he’s subcontracting for Truenol.”
It sounded like Wright was driving, road noise in the background. “They can process up to 40 million bushels of grain a year. And so that turns into something like 100, 110 million gallons of ethanol, dry distiller’s grain with solubles, and we’re thinking a shit ton of meth.”
“So, Chapman is sending down the grain. In what? Barrels?”
“Well, yeah. Corn. A bushel of corn weighs fifty-six pounds. We’re going to set up at the weigh station in North Hudson. We’ll have a good look at what’s inside the next truck Chapman sends down.”
“That’s my old stomping ground,” Mike said. He pulled a cobweb off his face. Almost out of the woods now, feeling good. “Hey, Wright, I got another call.”
“I’ll talk to you later.”
Mike picked up the other call. “Nelson here.”
“So while you were chasing Dmitri Petrov up a tree,” Lena said, “I was humbly cross-referencing away. Mike – Trevor Garris drives a dark blue, late-nineties model Buick LeSabre. I called the witness, the one who was camping and came back and saw the car the night of. I had her come down to the station, and she officially IDed the car.”
Mike thought it through. “But Garris is staff. He’s their IT guy. We did background checks on all the employees.”
“Not in this case: Garris was hired on a contractual basis, so no civil service exam, none of the typical background checks; physical, drug screening, nada. Apparently, their own IT people couldn’t do what was needed for the big upgrade, so they brought in Garris.”
Mike tried to picture Trevor Garris in his mind. Big guy, prematurely balding. Or receding hairline, was the right way to put it. “Shit. Bobbi Noelle told me that Lennox Palmer and Trevor Garris were friendly.”
“What’re you doing?”
“Getting out of the woods. Back to my car. Coming to you now.”

Mike pulled out Trevor Garris’s picture in Lena’s office, slapped it down on the table. Then he went rummaging around for something else in the file, mumbling. “The kid…”
Lena cautiously approached from behind her desk. “What kid? Durie? I had Stephanie run a check, like you asked, but he’s nowhere in the system.”
Mike found the class picture he’d photocopied from the school, and pointed out ten-year-old John Durie. “Look at him.”
“Alright. I am.”
“Now look at Garris.”
Mike put the pictures side by side on her desk and waited. He said, “Stephanie found out that the mother died about six months after that bust. Melissa Clay. She’d gone right into rehab as part of the sentencing for the charge – not jail. She comes out, gets her kid back at this point – her son, John Junior. But then she starts using again, this time heroin, and little John finally gets taken away. Then she O.D.s; dies in a bathtub in South Burlington. By then the kid was already in foster care – we just don’t know where. Two months later, the father completes a suicide in jail. So, this kid, John Durie, he’s an only child, has some brain damage maybe from the ammonia hydroxide, drug bust puts his father in jail, Child Protective Services takes him from his mother, who O.D.s. Now he’s an orphan.”
Lena took a couple of steps back from the table, her eyes on Mike, then she glanced away. “Ah shit, Mike.”
“They look similar, don’t they? In the eyes, the nose there. You see it?”
She nodded, unspeaking.
Mike went for the phone on her desk, picked it up. “Where is the contact information for DSS employees?”


She came around behind him, clicked through files on her laptop, and pointed out Trevor Garris’s cell phone. Mike punched in the number, waited, got a voicemail. “Mr. Garris, Mike Nelson with the state police. Give me a call back if you can – just have a few questions for you… Need your technical expertise. Thanks.”
Mike walked back to the file on the center desk. “If I can just find this Durie kid’s trail, where he went… Because he just disappeared.”
“Foster parents have to be licensed by the State of New York,” Lena said. She pecked at the keyboard. “Once a DSS investigator gets a call and determines that there’s cause to remove a child from a home, they contact local county agencies to place the child and have them work the case. Right?”
“That’s my understanding.”
“Okay, so… Family Court matters are handled by court circuit – the 20th judicial circuit services Pierce County. If he lived here…” She squinted, looking at the screen, and Mike moved beside her. “The county where the child lived would handle the dependency case – the parents would be seen in that courthouse for all judicial reviews, and have to deal with DSS in that county, if there was one.”
“And there is one.”
“Yes,” Lena said. “But the child might not wind up placed in that county – maybe there’s not enough homes. So, foster homes can be outsourced, and on any given day a prospective foster parent can get a call from one of several local agencies with a child that they urgently need to place, adoptive parents too. Okay, I’m looking at the adoption actions we’ve got, hang on.”
Mike moved to the window, looked out at the main street, thinking. It all meant that if this was some kid who’d grown up with a chip on his shoulder, had snapped and gone after DSS caseworkers perceived to have ruined his life, he could have gone just about anywhere.
Lena said, “Got something. H. Garris in Saratoga.”
“Jesus, Lena… Saratoga… What if John Durie was adopted by someone down there, the Garrises? You got a number?”
“But,” she said, “different names?”
“Maybe they changed it to give the kid a fresh start, something like that.”
She gave him the number and he placed the call. The line rang until a young male voice answered. He identified himself as twenty-year-old Alex Garris when prompted. Mike said who he was, then asked, “Are your parents home, Alex?”
“They went out to a dinner. My dad has this thing with work.”
“Okay. Could you have him give me a call?”
“Sure.”
“Got something to write with?” Mike relayed the number, thought a moment. “Can I ask you one question? Can you confirm something for me?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Is your brother Trevor Garris?”
“Yes… Yeah, he is.”
“Okay. Thank you. Do you know if he had a different name when your parents adopted him?”
The young man shouted to someone else. “Toby! Did Trevor have a different name when Mom and Dad adopted him?” There was a muffled reply, then Alex came back to Mike, “Could be. We kind of… that was when me and Toby were little. He had another name, though, yeah, maybe.”
“Thank you, Alex. Be sure to have your father or mother give me a call, okay?”
“Yes, sir. I will.”
Mike hung up, pressed a thumb to his lip.
Lena was expectant. “So?”
“I don’t know. I mean, look, like I said, it’s just thinking. I could eat crow. I hope I do. But if there’s nothing there, then we’re back to zero.”
Her brows drew together in a tight scowl. “We’re not at zero – we have this whole thing. We have the DEA here. We have one of these guys – maybe more than one of them, a lookout, an assailant – possibly killing Harriet because of this farm in Gloversville they wanted.”
“Yeah, okay, but where’s Pritchard? His bail reduction just got denied and he’s still looking at a year for the assault. Why isn’t Chapman bailing him out?”
“Because for all they know he’s still a suspect in a murder investigation and they want nothing more to do with him. Or when he couldn’t wrest the property from Harriet, either he had her killed, or they did it, and now they’ve turned their backs on him.”
“I think Pritchard was nobody to them before any of this happened – before Harriet was murdered. I think he tried to get involved in this thing, tried shoehorning his way back into the will to get the farm and have something to offer them, something closer to this ethanol plant, Truenol. But it didn’t happen. So he’s still nobody to them. He was arguing with Petrov the other night, running his mouth about his sister because he’s impotent… angry…”
“So then that’s why he killed her, or like you said, had her killed,” Lena said. “He blames her for preventing him from getting in with this group. He finds some piece of shit who’s disturbed enough to do it for cash. Maybe one of these biker guys. Mike this is—” She bit off the sentence, exasperated.
He touched her arm. “We got Dmitri Petrov ready to flip on the whole meth thing. The guy ran up a fucking tree. He’s scared of these guys, Caruthers and Bates and all of them. He wants protection and he’s going to talk.”
Her gaze drifted, then she shut her eyes. “Mike, I want to be with you on this. But we’ve been looking at adults with an axe to grind, maybe a drug operation with collateral damage.” She looked at him. “You’re talking about a ten-year-old kid who was abused, a victim of his parents’ drug dealings.”
“Exactly. Ten years old – it’s not like he was three or four and has no memory of them. Or even six, like Tommy Caruthers, who seems to have come through alright. He’s hardwired. Kristen wasn’t much older when Molly died.”
“But he’s been marred by what they did,” Lena said, getting louder. “Brain damage? For that you blame your parents. Right? Or, again, you’re pissed at the cops who busted them, or the judge who put your mother in rehab.”
Mike said, “You know, the other night, when we had our thing, you asked me about my father, and I started thinking about when I’d go down, live with him in the summer. There was this kid from the neighborhood, Neil Johnson, I’d play basketball with him. Real angry kid, rotten home life, mother was never around – her drugs of choice were coke, crack. Anyway, she’d leave Neil and his brothers and sisters alone for days in their stiflingly hot little third-floor walk-up in Brooklyn. She’d come home every once in a while and pass out, and the kids – Neil – he’d stroke her hair, rub her feet, get her some water, and eventually they were taken from her. Neil went downhill pretty fast. He was violent, he did a stint in juvie and by eighteen was at Rikers.”
“Okay…”


“Here’s the thing, though – you could never say anything bad about his mother. Ever. He’d kill you for it – or he’d try to. He loved her no matter what. So, he took it out on the system. And now here’s this other kid, John Durie. He gets taken from his mother at ten years old by Child Protective Services, and she goes off and O.D.s in a bathtub. You know… I think it’s just human nature. You love your parents, even when they’re the worst thing.”
She pulled away from him and started back to her desk. Mike watched her. “You pissed at me or something?”
“No, Mike. Getting you a tissue – you’re bleeding.”
Mike touched his neck, saw blood on his fingertips. From chasing Petrov through the woods, no doubt. She handed him the tissue and he dabbed at the blood.
“You’ve got leaves in your hair,” she said. “Look at your pants, your hands are all cut, your nails look like you clawed your way out of a grave.”
They’d drawn together again in the middle of her office. A train of motorcycles rumbled past outside.
“It’s this,” Mike said. “It’s Durie, it’s Trevor Garris… or I don’t know what.”

Bobbi sat staring at the wall, sitting at a table with Rachel and two guys she didn’t know. The guys were part of a group; some of them played darts and laughed over the loud music, too drunk to hit the board. Rachel was telling the two of them about hikers finding the body of Corina Lavoie, then Lennox disappearing the next day.
Bobbi didn’t want to listen to anymore, so she got up and headed for the bathroom.
Just before she stepped in, someone walked into the bar, and she waited, hoping maybe it was Connor, but it wasn’t.
She closed herself in a bathroom stall, sat down on the toilet, pulled out her phone, and opened her text messages. Nothing from Connor. She’d blown it. Or was she playing some stupid game with him? He comes on with charm and confidence and she panics. Tells him she needs to think about it, needs some space, and he gets upset and backs off. Then she can’t stop thinking about him. Pathetic. Not who she’d planned to be. She’d planned to be straight-up. No games. And right now she wanted him; right or wrong, she wanted him, and so she started dabbing with her thumbs.
She finished peeing, cleaned up at the sink, and her phone vibrated on the porcelain.
Connor:


Yeah we’re still at JJ’s. U going to be out long?
She dried her hands, quickly typed back:
Not sure. Can’t drink since I’m on call. Who are you with?
Too long, kind of invasive. She erased it, tried again:
Not sure. You?
She sent it and waited. Someone else came in and Bobbi offered a quick smile, began to feel awkward just standing there as the woman closed the door to a stall.
Her phone jiggled. Connor wrote:
Maybe just one more. Not often i get a break.
She thought of a response, typed it out, heart fluttering:
Well, maybe I can help with that.


Her thumb hovered over the Send button, but she erased the text, muttering, “God,” under her breath. Then she wrote it again, erased it again. He wasn’t looking for someone to be his kid’s mother; he’d said as much. But wasn’t that the default position for her? Regardless of what Connor said, how else did it work? She became Jolyon’s friend? What about discipline? How did that get sorted? She practically choked on the irony: Here she was, a caseworker trying help children and their parents, and she felt like she didn’t know anything.
Her father always told her that her mind went too far ahead – but jumping in with both feet, that was the bold advice for people when there were no kids involved.
It was her work that was making her cynical, afraid. Had to be. Worried about mistakes she hadn’t even made. No one was expecting her to be stepmother of the year, right? It was just people. Just life. You had to take it one day at a time.
She sent:
I’d like to hang out with you.
She waited some more, bit at her fingernails, realized she was doing it, and stopped. The other person in the room flushed. The jukebox song changed to a country tune, blaring through the thin walls.
His reply came back:
So come to JJ’s.
Another flip of her heart. He was receptive. That was progress.
Bobbi stepped aside so the other woman could use the sink. She’d have to ditch Rachel, though. Maybe Rachel was okay now and would understand – Bobbi was on the rocks with this guy, needed some time alone with him. Of course, Connor could still have his co-worker with him. Maybe bringing Rachel, if she wanted to come – and Bobbi figured she would – would be the right move. Rachel was between men. Bobbi didn’t know much about Connor’s co-worker, just that he seemed shy. Rachel loved shy, then she could dominate.
Resolved, Bobbi walked out of the bathroom. The music was louder than ever, foot-stomping bass with twangy lyrics. Rachel was in the same place and it looked like one of the guys mooning over her had bought a fresh round of drinks. Bobbi made it halfway across the bar when someone else came into the place.
She stopped, cold, in the middle of the room, and stared.
The door swung shut behind him, and Jamie just stood there.







TWENTY-SIX
He’d borrowed a clean white shirt from one of the Lake Haven PD guys and was buttoning up when Lena said, “I did a search for Saratoga High School Class of 2012. The first hit was for a list of graduates in the Mercury News. No pictures, just names.” She peered at him from her desk. “Trevor Garris is one.”
“He’s two people,” Mike reminded, “if he’s John Durie pre-adoption and Trevor Garris afterwards. I mean – the father got sent up for meth distribution, killed himself in jail. Not a great legacy. So, maybe he changes his name to fully individuate. Maybe his adoptive parents encourage it. And I was just thinking – Garris, as an IT guy, could have access to the records room. Remember the server was down there.”
He waited, wondering if Lena was going to keep pushing back. But she said, “And there was a camera; we could see if there’s any footage of him looking through old files, like we were, finding out the people involved with his case from when he was ten.”
“Exactly.” He felt relieved.
“So then this guy would have two IDs or what?”
“All he needs is the one. He could’ve used his adoptive parents’ names – those adoption papers are a perfectly valid state document – and get a driver’s license, and from there a Social Security number. And he’s officially Trevor Garris. And yeah, I’m thinking he’s down there in the records room, learns that Lavoie transferred out, picks up her trail in Watertown. He’s been with DSS for how long?”
“Went to work for them just about a year ago,” Lena said, looking at her screen. “So there’s time, yeah, for him to find out about her, go after her. She’s kind of a loner, so she makes an easier first target. Harriet is tougher because she’s married and she works in the same place Trevor does.”
Mike felt wired. It was falling into place: Trevor Garris locates Lavoie, learns her routine, makes sure he bumps into her one night at the movies. He explains who he is, but he’d have to make it nice then somehow persuade her to go with him. Or he knocks her out, or something, takes her right there. Then he brings her to Tupper Lake, dumps her in the bog. Why?
“Eddie Roth said there was a cemetery not far from Spring Pond Bog – Haymeadow,” Mike said. He thought of Neil Johnson again, and his devotion to his mother, no matter what she’d put him through. “Can we check where Melissa Clay’s body was laid to rest?”
“Yeah. We can do that. My guess though is that she was brought back home, buried in Tupper Lake. Probably Haymeadow.”

Jamie looked like shit; that was the first thing she noticed.
Bobbi kept a distance between them. “What are you doing here?”
His eyes were plaintive; he looked hurt or something, even sick. His hair was long, tucked up under a battered baseball cap, and he’d grown a beard. “I’m here to see you, B.”
Bobbi glanced at the table where Rachel was just getting up, laughing about something, an empty pitcher of beer in her hand. Her laughter faded and she slowed her approach as she observed Bobbi’s situation.
Bobbi forced a smile and held up a finger, indicating it was okay, she just needed a minute. If Jamie was dangerous, she didn’t want Rachel involved. Then she moved toward Jamie, took his arm, and led him toward the door.
Outside was a small bloc of smokers standing along the edge of the street; Bobbi walked a few yards away and Jamie followed. She turned around to face him. He took a step toward her but she held up her hand, keeping that distance.
“You look good, B,” he said. His voice was hoarse.
“Jamie, what are you doing?”
“Took me a while to find you. I been to three different bars. Been shouting over the noise, asking people if they’d seen you.”
“You’ve been out looking for me? Jamie, you’re acting like a stalker.”
He pouted, as if wounded. But she knew Jamie, his tricks. This was his lost-puppy routine to lure her back in. He said, “I figured you weren’t going to take my calls or anything, Bobbi. Why’d you get so cold? You were never like that when we were together. You were sweet.”
He pulled a pack of cigarettes out, bent his head, and lit one up. Squinted through the smoke at her. “Why’d you come all the way out here to live?”
“Because there was a job
opening, Jamie. Because it’s a job in my field.”
“It wasn’t to get away from me? Because I think it was. I mean, you’re mad. I understand. Even though I apologized a million times.”
She watched as the group of smokers headed back inside. The music grew momentarily loud as they opened the door and went in, leaving Bobbi alone on the street with him. The main drag was just twenty yards away, a car going by every now and again, but the side street was dead. She was ready to go back in. But she was angry.
“Jamie, stop it.”
“Stop what? I can’t come see you? Jesus, Bobbi, you act like we weren’t together for four years.”
“Three and a half. And you act like you didn’t cheat on me, or push me around. You act like you’re not a completely… This is all about you, Jamie. Not me. This is because you feel rejected, and it hurts your ego.”
He opened his mouth to argue but she was on a roll. “Let’s say we get back together. Huh? Yeah, baby, let’s do it. I miss you so much. Your ego gets repaired and then you’re off and running, off with another woman, off doing whatever you feel like, just the same.”
She took a step closer, feeling a twist of adrenaline. “Were you outside my house the other night? Did you come into the building?”
He smoked, and squinted at her, but didn’t answer.
“I called the cops, Jamie. And I told them I thought it was you. They’ve been looking for you.”
“I keep a low profile,” he said, the smugness dripping. “I’m not worried about any cops. I know how to handle all that shit.”
“Whatever you’re doing, whatever you think this is, you have to stop. I’m calling the police, right now. And I’m going to get a restraining order against you. No calls, no texts, no physical proximity.”
He spat to the side then took a step closer. “Oh yeah? That what you’re gonna do? You gonna beat me up with your karate?”
“Don’t come any closer.”
“Come on. Just come with me. I’ve got something to show you.”
“I’m not going anywhere with you.”
“Oh no? You think you’re safer out here, on your own? All these fuckin people dying, bodies floating up. Yeah, I know what’s going on. I know all about it.”
He took another step, and she tensed, feeling fear, then heard a familiar rumble behind her and looked around. Connor’s truck turned off the main drag and came rolling up. He put his window down as he drove up alongside them, and he stared between Bobbi and Jamie. “Hey,” he said. “How you doing, guys?”

The phone rang and Mike jumped for it.
“Detective Overton’s office.”
“Um, hi… Looking for Mike Nelson with the state police?”
“Speaking.”


“Mr. Nelson, this is Hank Garris. My son Alex told me that… this is about Trevor?”
“He’s your adopted son, is that correct?” Mike glanced at Lena.
Garris answered, “Yes.”
“Can you tell me what Trevor’s name was when you adopted him?”
“Is there some way I can verify…?”
Lena was leaning close, listening in, and she reached for the phone. “Mr. Garris, this is Detective Lena Overton with the Lake Haven Police department.” She gave her shield number and said, “This is my number you’ve called. Here’s Investigator Nelson again.”
Mike took the phone back and Hank Garris still sounded cautious. “What is this about?”
“Mr. Garris, we’re investigating the death of a woman in Lake Haven. Trevor worked with her at the Department of Social Services. We’re just checking into all staff, getting their backgrounds.”
At last Hank sounded relieved. “Well, he was John Durie when we adopted.”
Mike felt the skin tingle around his ears, grabbed a pen from her desk, and scribbled on a nearby notepad: It’s him.
Lena left the desk, hurrying to the door.
Mike asked Hank Garris, “He was ten years old?”
“Eleven. He was in foster care for about a year before we adopted him. The whole thing takes a while.”
“Did he have… Were there problems with Trevor?”
A hesitation. “Just what you would expect. It was hard for him at first, but he fit in after a while, he adapted. I mean he did, you know, what teenaged boys do. He had moods. He closed himself in his room and listened to music, that kind of thing.”


“You have other kids?”
“Two boys. Twins – Alex and Toby. Toby attends Hobart and William Smith, Alex is going to Fordham, they’re home for a short time this summer. Is that everything you need then?”
“Did Trevor ever see anyone? A professional?”
“Why would you ask that?”
“My information is that Trevor had some trauma as a child. Poisoning.”
Garris paused again, then said, “He’d been looked at. Pediatric neurologists, things like that. He had a psychiatrist for a while. But he was, I don’t know… We wanted him to have as normal a childhood as possible. He struggled with his classes, but he was smart. Sometimes he… I don’t know what you’d call it. They said “fugues,” but to me it was just like he’d blank out for a few seconds.”
The way the man was now unspooling, Mike thought, he’d been expecting something like this. Lena came back into the room, gave a nod, then went after her gun and holster, put them on. She’d put the word out on Trevor.
Mike asked Hank Garris, “Have you had any contact with him recently?”
“We saw him a couple months ago. My wife and I took a trip up.”
“How did he seem?”
“He was his usual self. Kind of withdrawn. Look, mister…”
“Mike Nelson. Mike.”
Garris sounded strained, his voice small. “Mike, what happened? Do you suspect Trevor of something? I think if I’m going to answer any more questions I’m going to need to do it formally, with a lawyer present.”
“Sure,” Mike said.
Then Hank Garris let out a sob that went through Mike’s bones.



Bobbi’s pager tweeted again; someone had placed a call to the hotline, notifying the state register via anonymous tip that Roy Richardson was yelling at his kids and hitting them.
Bobbi thought it was probably his own mother, Anita.
She walked back up the street to where she’d been standing with Jamie, but Jamie was gone. Connor had parked and was just nearing the bar entrance on foot. “He left soon as you got paged. Walked into that back parking area. I drove in, but he was gone. What do you want to do?”
“I can’t believe it, but I gotta go.”
He nodded, looked around. “You want me to try to find him?”
“No. I’m going to be meeting a policeman on this call. I’ll tell him Jamie was here.”
After a silence, she said, “Thanks for showing up.”


“Yeah, sure. You gonna be long?”
“I don’t know. I hope not.”
Connor stepped off the curb. “Alright. Well – I’ll go home. I’ll wait for you there.”
She closed the gap between them, said, “I’m sorry I ruined your night.”
“No. Not at all.”
“You’ll be okay to drive and everything?”
“I’ve had three over the last couple hours, plus drank water. I’m good to go.”
She felt embarrassed, behaving like his mother or something. “I’m sorry.”
“For what?” But he knew.
“Let’s just see what happens, okay? My mind can get ahead of me.”
He was trying to hide a smile, she could tell, but then it cracked and he reached for her, grabbed her, and pulled her to him. “Be careful out there.”
“There’s going to be a patrol officer meeting me,” she said.
“I know, I heard you. Be careful anyway. Call me later, soon as you’re done.”
“I will.”

Thirty minutes later, she was turning up the long driveway to Anita Richardson’s house. The patrol officer from Lake Haven was already there, but that was it. Anita’s rusted Ford Escort was either not there or off in the dark somewhere out of sight. Maybe along with the Jeep Cherokee that Carrie had been borrowing from her sister, which wasn’t in the driveway either.
Bobbi parked beside the police car, left her keys in the ignition. When the dirt in the air settled, she saw the patrol officer had gotten out and walked up along the other side of her Honda.
She knew him from the morning Harriet was found, and later at Lennox Palmer’s house: Officer Mullins. A nice man with laugh lines around his eyes. She shook his hand.
“Did you just get here?” Bobbi asked.
“Yeah. Two minutes ago. Looks like everybody left…?”
“I don’t hear the kids. I mean, it’s late, but the hotline said they were up. I don’t get it. Let’s see if anyone is home.”
Mullins put up a hand. “Hang on. I got a call just a few minutes ago. We’re looking for someone. Let me just go check the—” There was a loud crack in the air, and Mullins jumped.
He fumbled for his gun, looking at the house, and Bobbi looked there too, too stunned to speak. On the upper floor, a window was open, something sticking out.
Another report, and Mullins’ head jerked back and he dropped to the ground.

Bobbi froze, confused. It took her thoughts a moment to catch up to what she already felt in her gut: Mullins was just shot.
She ran around the car, saw him on the ground, unmoving. His eyes were open and he stared up at the sky. There was a hole in his forehead the size of a cherry pit, oozing blood.
Thumping sounds from the house. Like someone descending stairs. Bobbi glanced at the upstairs window: still partly open, but nothing there, just curtains shifting in the breeze.
Nothing made any sense.
Her instincts overrode her objecting, rational mind: Get back in the car, there is a shooter in the house. Mullins is dead. Get in the car, drive away, call 911.
The front door to the house banged open. A man came out holding a rifle, then pointed it at her. Bobbi scrambled away from Mullins and hid behind the car, her heart beating so hard she thought she was going to have an attack. She struggled to dig out her phone, hearing the footsteps of the man crunch along the gravel driveway.
She knew who he was.
Big guy, young face, but with a receding hairline. Someone she saw around the office.
He worked on her computer.

Mike drove the Impala, not knowing where to go, but cleared the town, running on instinct, headed toward Tupper Lake, where Garris had first grown up as John Durie. And where Melissa Clay was buried, his biological mother. It was as good a direction as any; Garris was not at his home; no one knew where he was.
Mike dialed Lena, his cell phone mounted to the dash, using speaker mode. “How did I miss this guy?”
“We missed him,” Lena said, in her own car. “He was hired on a contractual basis,” she reminded. “No civil service exam, background check was clean. He gave an alibi, Mike. We just never checked it because he was nobody to us compared to Pritchard, Fuller, and the rest. It took us by surprise. It took me by surprise.”
Mike slammed a fist against the steering wheel, cursing. He urged the Impala faster.
“Everybody else missed him, too,” Lena went on. “It’s been fourteen years. He looks completely different – he’s going bald, looks older than he is. These caseworkers see hundreds of kids in their careers…”
An idea sliced through his thoughts and he let off the gas for a moment. “He’s tracking them down. He knows their schedules! He knew when Harriet was going to be alone that night. Jesus, Lena, Jesus.”
“Slow down – what are you thinking?”
He hit the gas again. “We need to find out if there’s a caseworker on call today. This guy, Garris – he could fake a call or something; call in a complaint. He’s got Lennox Palmer – I bet he’s got Lennox Palmer somewhere – but he hasn’t done anything yet.”
“Why?”
“First he abducts Corina Lavoie, kills her, and hides her. But he kills Harriet at DSS, leaves her right out in front for someone to find, for all of us to see, and it’s a more violent stabbing. Going back to hiding victims with Lennox Palmer? I don’t think so. He’s working his way toward something, I just don’t know what. But he’s going to try and make it big. He’s got something to show everybody.”

There was music playing. It was faint, like it was far away, coming from inside the house. Bobbi thought she recognized “Riders on the Storm”
by The Doors.
The shooter was standing on the other side of the police car. She could see his feet.
“Hey.”
Trevor. It’s Trevor from work.
“Hey, Bobbi. C’mere.”
She didn’t move. The air was still. Her heart was beating so hard she was afraid she was going to pass out.
Breathe.
“Come on, Bobbi. It’s alright. I want to show you something.”
Frantic piano playing from inside the house – still the same song. Now it was quieting down, and she could hear the rain effect on the track. Then Jim Morrison’s voice floated out, singing something about being thrown into the world like a dog without a bone.
“Come on, Bobbi,” Trevor said. “Up. I’m gettin’ impatient.” His boots crunched gravel again as he started around the car.
She was on her hands and knees. She finally rose to her feet, slow, legs like rubber. Trevor walked around behind the car, stopped a distance from her, leveled the rifle.
“See this?” He dipped his head toward the gun. “This is my new toy. Bought it yesterday. Just had to walk in and plunk down my cash. Instant background check; no problem.”
She looked at his face, willing her mind to work. He looked the same as when she saw him around the office. The big forehead. The dark brown eyes; dark enough that the pupils and irises sort of blended together. That slight furrow to his brow like he was working on a complex computer problem, which usually he was.
But he’d been up to more than just networking their new system, nursing them through their software upgrade. He’d been spying on them. It was the only thing that made any sense – Trevor was the man who had killed Harriet. And Corey Lavoie. And probably Lennox, too.
If so, he had a reason. Or thought he did.
She tried to speak, but her vocal cords weren’t cooperating. All that came out was a weak, whistling breath.
He seemed to be studying her, a bemused look on his face.
Trevor jerked his head toward the house. Anita’s house. How had he gotten here? Why was he here?
“Come on; go on inside.”
Her voice finally cooperated. “I don’t want to.”
“Well, I don’t give a shit if you want to or not, Bobbi. Go on inside.”
“Why are you doing this?”


He blinked at her then turned his attention toward the police car beside him. She could see him working something through. He said, “Come on. This piece of shit has to radio in, do a status check. When he doesn’t, they’ll send out backup. So we got like twenty minutes, maybe a little less if it’s a statie.” He turned back to her. His eyes looked like normal eyes, his face just a normal face. “Get going,” he said, “or I’m going to shoot you in your head, right fucking here.”
“He’s not a piece of shit,” she said, her voice quavering. “His name is Cal Mullins. He has a wife and—”
Trevor raised the rifle, pointed the barrel at her nose. She could almost reach out and grab it – he was just a couple of paces too far.
“Go the fuck. In the house. Right now.”
“No.”


He wanted something from her, she thought, which was why she was still alive.
He stepped closer. “Bobbi, move your fucking a—”
She lunged. With her palm, she drove the barrel up toward the sky and came for his midsection, aiming for his crotch. But the rifle went off, startling her, and she missed him and fell, skidded across the gravel on her hands and knees.
She was quick. Before he knew what was happening, she swept his legs with her own. He was too big to knock down, and only stumbled forward a few steps, his eyes wide, mouth opened in an O.
Get in the car.
The keys were in it. She could leave right now.
But the kids might be here and in danger.
Bobbi scrambled to her feet and ran. She knew Anita had a landline in the house but she wasn’t going in there, not yet. She had her own phone in her pocket as she sprinted around behind the house. The land sloped up into the woods – she could hear Trevor yelling behind her and wanted to find some cover before she called. She clawed and toed the dirt up the embankment, grabbed the trees, dug for her phone, and it fell from her grip.
It tumbled down the hill, toward the yard, back the way she’d come.
She went after it, slipped, managed to grab it. Bobbi jammed her heels into the earth then flipped over and scrambled up further into the trees.
She found a spot where she could hold on and use her phone at the same time. She dialed 911 and waited for the call to go through. From her position on the hill, she could just see Trevor: He was moving alongside the house, doing something with the rifle, pulling a piece of it back, like he was loading another round.
“I’m gonna kill him!”
Bobbi waited, her breathing so fast she was going to hyperventilate. She closed her mouth, pulled the air through her nostrils, willed herself to slow it down, slow it down.
Trevor was getting closer to the woods, starting up the hill.
“Bobbi! Bobbayyy…”
She checked the screen of her phone. The call was still placing. The network indicator said 1X. There was barely any coverage out here; she wasn’t getting through. Bobbi had her arm wrapped around a tree. There were bits of things in her hair and something in her mouth she spat out.
Trevor aimed the rifle. She was confident she could see him but he couldn’t see her, but he was pointing it right at her.
“Bobbi. Come on down! Your phone ain’t gonna work, kid – no towers out here. Or if it manages to get through, they ain’t gonna hear shit. Come on, now. Come on down.”
No way was she going back down there. She looked behind her. The embankment kept going up, though she thought she could detect the top of the hill in the dark. Tough to say. But far better to run deeper into the woods and wait this thing out than to do what he said. Trevor was probably right, too – Mullins wouldn’t be doing any status update, and the police would send another car out to investigate. Maybe.
If so, Trevor would probably shoot at them.
I’m gonna kill him – Trevor must’ve meant Mason.
How was Trevor even here? Anita was supposed to be home with the two kids but her car was gone.
Panic.
Maybe Trevor had hidden Anita’s car somewhere on the property. She could be in the house along with Mason and Hailey. Trevor had shot a cop. He’d murdered Harriet. He was a killer. It could be bad in there, a nightmare.
But I’m gonna kill him meant someone was alive.
Her emergency call was still attempting to connect. The green icon flashed repeatedly: Calling… Calling… Calling…
Trevor remained in the backyard; she could just make him out in the light of the windows. She searched the house. Several windows were lit, others dark.
She could continue to push up the hill, keep away from Trevor. Wait for the police to come. It had to be soon. If they were coming.
Her phone chirped three times. The screen said, Failed to connect.
“Alright, Bobbi,” Trevor said. He sounded disappointed. “That’s fine. I’ll just go in and finish this thing up.”
“Wait…”
She spoke before coming to really decide on things, like part of her mind was going ahead without consensus.
“Yeah?” He sounded hopeful, eerily childlike. “You coming down?”
“Don’t hurt anyone.”
She started down through the trees, her fingers numb, grasping at roots and tree branches as she lowered herself back down the embankment. “Don’t hurt anyone, Trevor, okay?”
“Hey, no… You… Are you really coming out? Oh shit, there you are.”
She braced for the rifle shot. If she lived to tell about anything, she would report how the moment she stepped out of the woods she had resigned herself to death. It was the oddest thing, she would say, if she got the chance. As if every other thing she had done in her life was a slight forgery, not quite real, and this was the only genuine thing she’d ever done.
“Bobbaaayyy,” he intoned. “Good of you to rejoin us. Now, if you ever try that shit with me again, I’m going to put this thing in your mouth and pull the trigger. Okay?”
All the introspection had passed through her mind in a second or two. “Okay,” she said. It sounded like someone else had spoken for her, like someone else controlling her movements as she walked crisply to the rear entrance of Anita’s house.
She arrived there before Trevor did, and he told her first to slow down, and then he was just a voice floating behind her, and said, “Open up.”



The music was louder inside. The song had changed.
“You like that?” Trevor asked. “That’s my man Jim. I plugged in my iPhone. Pretty sweet, huh?”
He was behind her, but Bobbi wasn’t focused on him – as she walked in she was looking for signs of the children, or Anita.
The rear entrance was off the kitchen. There was a light on over the stove, providing enough glow to see how neat and clean everything was.
“Who’s in here, Trevor?”
“Let’s go. Go on, I’ll show you. You know this house; you were here just a couple days ago. Go up the stairs.”
She moved from the kitchen into the hallway. Living room to her left – she glanced into the darkness as she passed the doorway. Didn’t see anyone in there, just some toys scattered on the floor. Turned to her right and started up the stairs to the second floor. She heard his footsteps creaking up behind her. He was keeping a nice gap between them, not taking any chances. Her legs were shaking.
“Why are you here?”
“I followed you, you know. To Harriet’s house. To talk to her husband, or whatever you did. Why am I here? You mean this house? Yeah, Roy and I came to an understanding. He’s not a fan of what you people do.”
“Roy let you in?”
How did Trevor know Roy, Carrie Lafler’s drunken ex? But she figured it out: Trevor knew Roy from snooping around in the DSS files. The information she worked so hard to protect was ultimately vulnerable because someone like Trevor had access to their system. Roy and his kids were one of her first cases.
“I made it my business to know him,” Trevor said, confirming it.
“Where are Anita and the kids?” She reached the second floor.
“Hold up, go slow, take it easy; he’s in the second bedroom there, on the left. Go ahead. Nice and slow.”
“Trevor? Where are they?”
“Don’t worry about it. She went to her sister’s or something. Took the kids. I wouldn’t hurt them – they’re who I want to help.”
Thank God. The relief made Bobbi weak in the knees as she stopped in the doorway, looked into the bedroom. She thought it was the room Trevor had been shooting from. Her relief was short-lived.
Lennox was in the corner, tied to a chair. His face was purple and swollen. He looked unconscious, his head down, chin to his chest, with a tendril of saliva hanging from his mouth.


“There we are,” Trevor said softly. “All together again. A little after-work party.”
Bobbi rushed to Lennox, lifted his head, and he moaned. Still alive. The music thumped below, vibrating up through the floorboards. Jim Morrison was now singing about breaking on through to the other side.
“Len,” she said. “Lennox. Can you hear me?”
“He can hear you, he can hear you. Okay, I want you to sit right there on the bed.”
Trevor loomed in the doorway. God, he was big. He seemed bigger in here – maybe the ceiling was low, the doorway smaller than normal. He had the rifle gripped so that the barrel was pointing toward the open window.
“Come on. Move to the bed.”
Since reaching the bedroom, Trevor’s voice had changed. The lamp from the bedside table illuminated his face – something was different in his expression, or maybe it was just the light.
She moved cautiously toward him and he snapped the rifle at her. “Don’t. Do what I say and sit on the bed.”
“How… Let’s talk about this. Okay?”
“Stop stalling. Sit on the bed, Bobbi. You have only yourself to blame for this.”
His voice now came over fully inhuman now. Like whatever in Trevor Garris that could be called his soul had stayed downstairs. This was just a shell. Synapses firing, nerves and cells grasping for their blast of chemicals.
He wanted her to feel regret for something. Remorse. He wanted her to feel pain.
“You’re going to watch,” he said. And he swung the rifle toward Lennox.

“All units, all units,” dispatch came over the radio. The dispatcher relayed Anita Richardson’s address; Mike was already on his way there – she lived between Lake Haven and Tupper Lake. He’d found out that Bobbi Noelle was paged, called to that location. It would take ten minutes. Maybe less, with the Impala doing over 100 miles an hour in the dark.
His hands clutched the wheel. If a deer jumped out into the road, it was hamburger.

She didn’t scream.
Trevor blocked the doorway. He pointed the rifle at Lennox. “You’re going to watch me kill this son of a bitch. You’re going to watch, you’re going to see what happens. When you interfere with people’s lives, there are consequences.”
“Something happened to you,” she said.
His finger moved against the trigger.
“What happened to you, Trevor?”
“Don’t try that bullshit.”
“I want to know. What did he do to you? Tell me. Let me help.”
His eyes came over blank, his lips cracked, and he lowered the rifle, just a hair. “All of you do it. That’s why after I kill him, I’m going to kill you, and you can never do it to anyone else. You can never take anyone away from their mother like they took me away from mine.”


He jerked the rifle back into place, his eyes still drifty, and Bobbi ran toward him, grabbed the barrel, and shoved upward.
As the tip arced toward the ceiling, she reached in and grabbed the gun stock. She pulled down toward her chest with everything she had and pried the weapon from his grip.
She had it. She had the rifle in both hands.
Self-defense had taught her how to disarm a shooter, but she wasn’t a shooter herself. In a moment of impulse, she threw it out the open window.
Trevor lunged for her. She evaded his long reach just barely, ducked, and punched him in the crotch. As he howled and bent over, she pushed past him and ran out of the bedroom.
Down the stairs.
Out the front door.
To Mullins’ police car, and she grabbed the door handle. The door was locked, the engine running, all the bells and whistles lit up inside.
Police left their cars running because of all the devices – one of those things on the console gave his radio broadcast power. When on a call, an officer wore their radio.
She circled around to where the officer lay on his back, and she groped in the dark, yanked the radio from his belt, fumbled around with it.
Wasting time – she thought Trevor was right and police would already be on their way because he hadn’t reported in. But she found the button she thought was the transmitter anyway, and pressed it.
She tried to speak, found her vocal cords locked up again. “Hello,” she said at last. She gave her name and the address and said, “There’s a shooter – Trevor Garris – and there’s a victim, Lennox Palmer, and he’s alive. Send an ambulance.” She set the radio down. Time to get out of here. She considered getting the handgun out of Mullins’ holster, but she was just as unfamiliar with using a short firearm as she was with a rifle.
Just go now.
She flung her door open and stared – no keys in the ignition. Trevor had taken them.
Mullin’s radio crackled nearby but she didn’t hear the response – she was now focused on Trevor’s heavy footfalls coming down the stairs in the house.
He appeared in the front doorway, the hulking shape of him. The music drifted out the open front door.
Trevor had a knife in his hand.
He weighed over 200 pounds, easily. He was over six feet tall. He was strong. She’d taken him by surprise – twice – but now he would be ready.
Bobbi saw where the rifle lay in the gravel. She sprinted for it and Trevor got moving. She snatched it up as she ran, looking for somewhere to throw it he’d have a hard time retrieving it from. He was right behind her and chased her around the house. She was fast but he had longer strides and was closing in behind her. She threw the rifle into the woods as hard as she could, heard it knock against a tree and come to rest in the underbrush.
She changed course, headed for Anita’s garden, and hurdled the chicken-wire fence. She heard Trevor attempt to do the same and get caught up, fall over. He blurted a few curse words but she didn’t look back. She jumped the fence on the other side and fled into the darkness.
The hill. The kids played on a hill and she found their little playhouse just beyond. Now she dared to look back – didn’t see Trevor; the hill blocked her view. She opened the door to the playhouse and slipped inside.
She gripped herself around the legs. Buried her face, tried to slow her rapid breathing.
How much time was left until help arrived? She just needed to stay alive for another five minutes. Ten at the most.
She listened.
Heard him scratching around in the garden, still muttering curses. The chicken wire rattled. His legs swished through the high grass.
“Bobbi…”
She peered out one of the tiny windows. Saw him; just a shape. He was like a giant.
“Bobbi, you in there?”
Bad move, coming in here. She kicked open the door, jumped to her feet, and ran. She was fast, but he had those longer strides and caught her before she could crest the hill, grabbing a handful of the back of her shirt. She wrenched free and dropped to the ground, started to crawl back up the hill. He took a hold of her foot and dragged her. Her fingernails dug furrows of earth. Then he grabbed her around the waist and hoisted her in the air while she kicked with her feet; kicked at nothing.
She felt the blade cut across her left shoulder, slice through her chest above her breast.
She screamed then threw her head back and connected – maybe with his chin – but he didn’t let go. She saw the flash of the knife as he twisted it in the air, coming in for another blow, this time to stab her. She writhed and thrashed and flipped her head back again, missing him entirely. She crossed her arms in front of her and the knife hit her forearm, glided along, peeling her skin back like an orange.
Panic.
Flashes of memories: sparring with her sensei, the snap of their gis as the loose fabric tautened with a quick punch.
Connor, Jolyon; the little boy wrapping his arms around her legs in a hug.
Harriet, sitting in her car – her last thoughts. Probably her family. Her desire to live.
But this was something she wasn’t able to overcome. Trevor was too big. Too strong. Training was different than real life. Training was—
More memories: fighting with her foster brothers. Brad, particularly aggressive, always clutching at her, reaching his arm around her—
Mike Nelson, touching her shoulder—
Bobbi grabbed Trevor’s wrist. She used her knuckles to dig into a pressure point and twisted. It was one of the first things she’d ever learned, when she was just a girl.
Trevor said something unintelligible as he expelled air in pain and surprise. He dropped the knife. She thought maybe he’d drop her, too, but he held on with his other arm, which slid up under her chin, started to cut off her windpipe.
No.
Gagging, unable to breathe, she jabbed with her elbows and this time connected, getting him in the ribs, the sternum. She didn’t stop until he let go, and she fell to her feet. Stayed up. Twisted around and struck with the heel of her palm, snapping his jaw shut with an audible click.
Trevor took a step back, off-balance on the hill, and she came at him. She landed a heel on his knee cap and he howled. She kicked him square in the balls and he doubled over. Grabbed his hair and tore out a handful.
He screamed like a child and scrabbled at her, tried to get her off him. He swung at her and missed. Swung at her again; she blocked it. Swung at her a third time; connected. Bobbi saw stars and dropped to the ground.
Her eyelids fluttered. She’d landed on her back. Tried to flip onto her feet. Something was wrong, though. She wasn’t able to get up. He had her in some kind of a hold, like a wrestler.
She was losing air. Losing blood. Her body felt crushed.
Lots of fights went to the ground. Karate classes were one thing, street-fighting was something else. But she was little, she was able to reach, get a hold of his arm, pull it back the wrong way.
She heard him exhale through gritted teeth – and then he let go.
For a moment, she didn’t know where he was. After their noisy struggle, the silence seemed to jump out of the ground. She could smell soap.
Then Trevor loomed over her. He had the knife again. He raised it up.
“Don’t…” she said.
There was a loud, sharp snap in the air, and Trevor fell away, a mist of his warm blood spraying against her skin, the last thing Bobbi felt.

Mike picked her up.
He carried Bobbi away from Trevor Garris, who was unmoving on the ground. He stumbled a little as he walked but didn’t drop her. Got her over beside his car and laid her gently down.
He stood, saw that his arms were slicked with her blood, then he knelt beside her and put his head against her chest.
Her heart was beating. He took her pulse. Weak, but there. He ripped off his shirt and used it as a compress – her forearm wasn’t cut deep, but she had a bad gash across her shoulder and another on her upper breast.
Mike heard the ambulance siren under the noise of the music pouring out of the house. Bobbi had radioed that Lennox was inside. But he stayed with her, keeping the pressure on her wound, talking to her, though he didn’t really think about what he was saying.
“You did good, Bobbi. You did real good. You’re good people, Bobbi… Hang in there, come on…”
He was still there when the first trooper pulled in, the ambulance a half a minute after. Trooper Farrington took out his firearm and cleared the house. He came back out as the EMTs went in, looked at Mike, who pointed toward the garden. Farrington slipped away into darkness.
More vehicles arrived, everything crunching in the gravel, tires and running feet. Two more EMTs dropped down beside Mike and Bobbi. They had to gently but forcibly pull him away. They went to work on her, put her on a stretcher; Mike watched them carry her off.
Farrington wandered back out of the gloom.
Mike waited.
“He’s gone,” Farrington said.
“Gone?”
“He’s dead, Mike.”
“We need to look around for anyone else. The woman – Richardson. Two kids. Hailey and Mason.”
Farrington nodded, joined up with two other troopers in the driveway, gave directions. They fanned out.

The EMTs brought Lennox Palmer out through the front door. He looked bad, but alive. They packed him in with Bobbi and closed the doors. Mike stood back as the ambulance surged out of the driveway, hit the road, and tore off toward Lake Haven, lights blaring and siren wailing.
“Somebody shut that music off!”
He walked to the house, went inside, and had a look at everything. Saw a clock radio smashed on the floor, found an iPhone plugged into the stereo and yanked it out. The music continued to play – he recognized The Doors – but small now, tinny, just coming from the phone.
He needed to get crime scene people here. The troopers were clomping around, looking for anyone else, trampling evidence. His phone was buzzing.
Lena.
“Mike? Are you… What happened? Mike?”
He sat down on the stairs going up to the next floor, ran a hand through his hair. Two troopers were talking in the kitchen. One yelled from upstairs, “Clear on the top floor!”
“Mike,” Lena said. “Talk to me. Is she… Was there anyone else there?”
“No. No one else here.”
“Okay, thank God. I’m going to try to locate them. Then I’m on my way.”
“It was bad, Lena.” He pulled his hand away, slightly shaking, covered in blood. “It was bad.”
A pause.
“Yeah, Mike. I know. But we got him. It’s gonna be alright.”





TWENTY-SEVEN
MONDAY, ONE WEEK LATER
A memorial service for Corina Lavoie, a funeral for Officer Cal Mullins. Bobbi had gone through it all, feeling sharper, more decisive than she’d ever felt in her life: She knew what she wanted. Her life was moving forward.
Trevor Garris. People said his name, but they stood close to a wall when they talked, their voices low. They closed doors to private offices and worked it all out. There was no trial, no one to prosecute. There was just a lot to discuss, plenty to process, victims and loved ones who needed to heal.
She packed up her office. No more working for Pierce County DSS. Rachel came in while she was sealing up boxes. Rachel wanted to see her stab wounds. Bobbi showed her, then they hugged, and Rachel saw her to her car, tears in her eyes, a crooked smile on her lips.
Lennox was still in the hospital. He’d been legitimately sick before Trevor Garris had beat him up and kidnapped him, brought him to Anita Richardson’s house. Spending the entire day there, subjected to further abuses, he’d gotten pneumonia. He was expected to make a full recovery, but it would take some time.
From his bed, he smiled at Bobbi. “How did Jessica take it?”
“I’m sure she’s happy to see me go,” Bobbi said.
“Nah.” He shook his head, coughed into a balled fist, then lay back again. “Nobody wants to see you go. What do you have planned?”
“I don’t know. Spend some time with Connor and Jolyon. Maybe go back to school. I like casework – it isn’t that.”
“I know,” Lennox said.
And she did like casework – it was gratifying to see how things had turned out with Carrie Lafler, for instance. Roy Richardson was now fully out of the picture, dealing with the fallout for helping Trevor Garris. He’d had no way of knowing, he claimed, who Garris really was, though he showed his own contempt for Child Protective Services. He’d taken money from Garris and then convinced Anita to take the kids to her sister’s for a few days, telling them that the house needed to be sprayed for termites. So he was looking at a little jail time.
There were no termites. Carrie Lafler had moved into the house with Anita, and the two of them were co-parenting the kids. Bobbi didn’t think it would last, but for now a new caseworker was seeing to it, and so far, so good. The kids seemed happy. They were safe.
She hugged Lennox and left the hospital, got into her car, loaded with the couple of boxes of her stuff from the office, and went to meet Mike Nelson at his house. She’d promised him.
He smiled when she came to the door. It was the first time she remembered seeing him since the morning they’d gotten egg sandwiches. She had no memory of him from that following
night; nothing after images of Trevor Garris’s large shadow moving outside the children’s playhouse, the sensations of him grabbing her, cutting her – and then a gunshot in the night.
Mike was wearing sweatpants and a T-shirt with the picture of someone named “Howlin’ Wolf” on it. He gave her a tour, showed her the garden, everything popping – tomatoes and snap peas and peppers.
“Kristen wishes she could’ve met you,” Mike said, poking a cherry tomato in his mouth. “She’s coming back though, in two weekends. She says she’s going to come up more.”
“She’s checking up on you,” Bobbi said.
He smiled. “That’s fine with me.”
It was hard to find the right words, but she settled on two: “Thank you.”
He let her out of the garden gate, closed the door, and paused, looking lost in thought. Then he focused on her and said, “Thank you.”
There was a bit of an awkward silence, and he walked her back into the house, told her he had a gift for her and handed her a homemade CD in a slim jewel case. On it was written, Bobbi.
“Don’t know if you’ll like any of this, but… you know. Hey, how’s your… You doing okay? Everything healing?”
Just the mention of it made her cold, but she knew Mike meant no harm; he was genuinely concerned. Every night since Trevor, she retraced her steps, thought of what she could have done differently, what she’d done wrong.
“Yeah, I’m okay. Nothing, you know… My insides are all intact.”


He just looked at her, he had those kind eyes, and he nodded. “Well, like I said, give it a listen. It’s old man music, I guess. But I feel like you’re… you’re like an old soul. Man, that’s corny, huh?”
It was corny, but she gave him a quick hug, thanked him again, and showed herself to the front door before he could say anything else.
Connor was waiting for her at his place. The three of them – she and Connor and Jolyon – were going to head out of town for a few days. They’d discussed camping, but she didn’t want to be in the woods. She wanted to be around people. So they were going to hit up The Great Escape
in Lake George, let Joly go on the rides. Eat some cotton candy.
Screw it, she was young, she could handle it.

Mike watched her go, feeling awed. This five-foot-five woman, taking on a guy like Trevor Garris? He’d seen it when he’d come up on the place; she was over there on the hill, going up against this monster, just about kicking his ass. She’d lasted longer than pretty much anyone else would have, but she’d been bleeding, suffocating. Taking too many hits.
Mike had never shot anyone. Never killed anyone.
He was on temporary leave, pending the Internal Affairs investigation, the first hearing scheduled for the next day.
Questions had been raised over how Garris learned Lennox Palmer had facilitated his initial placement into foster care along with the others if he’d been left out of the paperwork. Palmer claimed that Garris had been acting strangely after Fogarty’s death, the Durie case had come up, and Palmer had admitted his own involvement. It was a mistake that had nearly cost him his life; Garris had been on a mission to find everyone connected to what he considered the source of all his suffering.
Each night since, Mike had been lying there in bed, looking up at the ceiling, thinking about the moment he’d pulled the trigger. How it had been about getting Garris… stopping him… keeping him from killing Bobbi Noelle – but it had also been about something else, too.
After Garris, something changed; he no longer regretted his decision to not return to Brooklyn. He no longer felt like he’d let his father down. Garris was who he’d been put on this earth to stop.
But, then, maybe it wasn’t as grand as all of that. Maybe he’d been just doing his job. And maybe Trevor Garris was someone who started out as a kid with some terribly bad luck. The media vilified him, but Mike took no pleasure in what he’d done. Deep in the night, lying awake, some observant piece of his consciousness described the whole thing as a sad bit of theater – he’d had a role to play, Trevor Garris had had a role to play, and now the act was over.
The newspapers were also making hay over a major sting operation that involved a group of men feeding precursors to an ethanol plant in Pennsylvania, including some white nationalist motorcycle enthusiasts like Dodd Caruthers. And the DEA was very happy with Mike, so he had those things going for him, regardless of that inner voice from the ditch hours, assuring him that the world had not changed.

Standing in front of the mirror, looking at himself in the suit he’d chosen for the hearing on his officer-involved shooting, Mike’s phone rattled on the bedside table.
“You about ready?” Lena asked. “I’m still picking you up, right?”
As part of their investigation, the IAB had impounded his car.
“Yeah,” Mike said, “you’re picking me up.”
“Good. Did you eat this morning?”
“I did. I’m in good shape. They told me so at the physical.”
“You could’ve had a heart attack, chasing that guy up the tree, that’s what I think.”
He waved a hand in the air even though she was on the phone. “Hey… come on.”
“A little birdie told me you’ve had some health issues in the past. Let yourself go there for a little while.”
“The little birdie being Kristen.”
“We had a nice woman-to-woman talk, that’s all I’m saying.”
“Where was I?”
“Sleeping. Gardening. I don’t know.”
“Conspirators,” he said.
“Alright, alright… Oh, I’ve got a surprise for you.”
He felt his skin prickle. “You’re picking me up in just a trench coat, nothing on underneath?”
“Aside from that. So – I got a letter. Well, I had a letter mailed to me. Sorry, that’s not making any sense…”
But he knew. “From Terry Fogarty?”
“Yes. That one. From Fogarty.”
“He found it.”
“He did. It’s from Steve Pritchard to Rita, and in it he gets into some persuasive language about wanting the Gloversville farm. And we’ve got Petrov on record saying that Pritchard wanted in on the meth operation. He wanted to use the farm, get paid for it. So after the hearing, why don’t we do a little police work together?”
“I’m on leave.”
“I’ll work, and you can watch. Let’s keep Pritchard in jail. Hey – I’m out front.”
“Already?”
Mike walked to the front door and opened it just as Lena pulled up to the curb, ending the call on her mounted cell phone.
He checked to make sure he had his wallet and his badge and house keys, then closed the place up, moved down the front walkway toward her.
She smiled as he approached, window down, the day hot, and he got that thing again, that feeling.
Damn.
She was the one.
Twice in one life – that was what you called lucky. Maybe, he thought, some things changed after all.
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BURIED SECRETS
Get it here.

Newlyweds Brett and Emily Larson have just moved into a new home deep in the countryside, and are overjoyed when Emily finds out she’s pregnant. 

Then they discover human bones in their garden.

As the police start to investigate, three things become clear:

The bones are recent.
They are not here by accident.
They are a message.

When the police put three photographs of known criminals on the Larsons’ kitchen table, the couple realize the danger may be closer to home than they think. 

As the situation escalates, can Brett and Emily keep one step ahead to protect themselves – and their unborn child?

Fast-paced, compelling and full of twists, this heart-pounding thriller will keep you turning the pages until the very end. Perfect for fans of Rachel Abbott, Robert Dugoni and Linwood Barclay.
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I want to say a huge thank you for choosing to read Next to Die. If you did enjoy it, and want to keep up-to-date with all my latest releases, just sign up here. Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time.
For me, this book is about relationships. The people in our lives shape us to an extent I’m not sure we’re ever quite fully aware of. Bobbi is a hero to me because even though she has a troubled past, she’s open to new experiences, new possibilities. Mike is a little older and it’s taken him longer – but with Lena he sees another chance at happiness, and we all deserve a second chance.
I hope you loved Next to Die, and if you did I would be very grateful if you could write a review. It would be great to hear what you think, and it makes such a difference to helping new readers discover one of my books for the first time.
I love hearing from my readers – you can get in touch on my Facebook page, through Twitter, Goodreads, or my website.
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It was a normal day. Then they took her.

Katie Calumet is on an early-morning run when she hears a baby crying. The park is deserted, and there’s no one in the street. She follows the cries, but then everything goes black. When Katie wakes up, she’s blindfolded and her hands and feet are bound.

Detective Justin Cross takes on the case, but with the trail leading into endless dense forest, and a failing marriage weighing on his mind, finding Katie is his most challenging case yet – not least because the Calumet family are keeping secrets of their own.

Justin and Katie face a race against time that will push them both to their very limits. As Justin works day and night to discover who took her and why, Katie fights desperately to escape from her kidnappers and the forest that surrounds her…

Can Justin find her before it’s too late?



A gripping and breath-taking thriller you won’t be able to put down. Perfect for fans of Tom Bale, Rachel Abbott and Robert Dugoni.
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