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An Excerpt from Far From True



For Neetha



ONE
I hate this town.



THE FIRST DAY



TWO
David
A couple of hours before all hell broke loose, I was in bed, awake since five, pondering the circumstances that had returned me, at the age of forty-one, to my childhood home.
It wasn’t that the room was exactly the same as when I’d moved out almost twenty years ago. The Ferrari poster no longer hung over the blue-striped wallpaper, and the kit I built of the starship Enterprise—hardened amberlike droplets of glue visible on the hull—no longer sat on the dresser. But it was the same dresser. And it was the same wallpaper. And this was the same single bed.
Sure, I’d spent the night in here a few times over the years, as a visitor. But to be back here as a resident? To be living here? With my parents, and my son, Ethan?
God, what a fucking state of affairs. How had it come to this?
It wasn’t that I didn’t know the answer to that question. It was complicated, but I knew.
The descent had begun five years ago, after my wife, Jan, passed away. A sad story, and not one worth rehashing here. After half a decade, there were things I’d had no choice but to put behind me. I’d grown into my role of single father. I was raising Ethan, nine years old now, on my own. I’m not saying that made me a hero. I’m just trying to explain how things unfolded.
Wanting a new start for Ethan and myself, I quit my job as a reporter for the Promise Falls
Standard—not that hard a decision, considering the lack of interest by the paper’s management in actually covering anything approaching news—and accepted an editing position on the city desk at the Boston
Globe. The money was better, and Boston had a lot to offer Ethan: the children’s museum, the aquarium, Faneuil Hall Marketplace, the Red Sox, the Bruins. If there was a better place for a boy and his dad, I couldn’t think where it might be. But . . .
There’s always a but.
But most of my duties as an editor took place in the evening, after reporters had handed in their stories. I could see Ethan off to school, sometimes even pop by and take him to lunch, since I didn’t have to be at the paper until three or four in the afternoon. But that meant most nights I did not have dinner with my son. I wasn’t there to make sure Ethan spent more time on his homework than on video games. I wasn’t there to keep him from watching countless episodes of shows about backwoods duck hunters or airheaded wives of equally airheaded sports celebrities or whatever the latest celebration of American ignorance and/or wretched excess happened to be. But the really troubling thing was, I just wasn’t there. A lot of being a dad amounts to being around, being available. Not being at work.
Who was Ethan supposed to talk to if he had a crush on some girl—perhaps unlikely at nine, but you never knew—or needed advice on dealing with a bully, and it was eight o’clock at night? Was he supposed to ask Mrs. Tanaka? A nice woman, no doubt about it, who was happy to make money five nights a week looking after a young boy now that her husband had passed away. But Mrs. Tanaka wasn’t much help when it came to math questions. She didn’t feel like jumping up and down with Ethan when the Bruins scored in overtime. And it was pretty hard to persuade her to take up a controller and race a few laps around a virtual Grand Prix circuit in one of Ethan’s video games.
By the time I stepped wearily through the door—usually between eleven and midnight, and I never went out for drinks after the paper was put to bed because I knew Mrs. Tanaka wanted to return to her own apartment eventually—Ethan was usually asleep. I had to resist the temptation to wake him, ask how his day had gone, what he’d had for supper, whether he’d had any problems with his homework, what he’d watched on TV.
How often had I fallen into bed myself with an aching heart? Telling myself I was a bad father? That I’d made a stupid mistake leaving Promise Falls? Yes, the Globe was a better paper than the Standard, but any extra money I was making was more than offset by what was going into Mrs. Tanaka’s bank account, and a high monthly rent.
My parents offered to move to Boston to help out, but I wanted no part of that. My dad, Don, was in his early seventies now, and Arlene, my mother, was only a couple of years behind him. I was not going to uproot them, especially after a recent scare Dad put us all through. A minor heart attack. He was okay now, getting his strength back, taking his meds, but the man was not up to a move. Maybe one day a seniors’ residence in Promise Falls, when the house became too much for him and Mom to take care of, but moving to a big city a couple of hundred miles away—more than three hours if there was traffic—was not in the cards.
So when I heard the Standard was looking for a reporter, I swallowed my pride and made the call.
I felt like I’d eaten a bucket of Kentucky Fried Crow when I called the managing editor and said, “I’d like to come back.”
It was amazing there was actually a position. As newspaper revenues declined, the Standard, like most papers, was cutting back wherever it could. As staff left, they weren’t replaced. But the Standard was down to half a dozen people, a number that included reporters, editors, and photographers. (Most reporters were now “two-way,” meaning they could write stories and take pictures, although in reality, they were more like “four-way” or “six-way,” since they also filed for the online edition, did podcasts, tweeted—you name it, they did it. It wouldn’t be long before they did home delivery to the few subscribers who still wanted a print edition.) Two people had left in the same week to pursue nonjournalistic endeavors—one went to public relations, or “the dark side,” as I had once thought of it, and the other became a veterinarian’s assistant—so the paper could not provide its usual inadequate coverage of goings-on in Promise Falls. (Little wonder that many people had, for years, been referring to the paper as the Substandard.)
It would be a shitty place to go back to. I knew that. It wouldn’t be real journalism. It would be filling the space between the ads, at least, what ads there were. I’d be cranking out stories and rewriting press releases as quickly as I could type them.
But on the upside, I’d be back to working mostly days. I’d be able to spend more time with Ethan, and when I did have evening obligations, Ethan’s grandparents, who loved him beyond measure, could keep an eye on him.
The Standard’s managing editor offered me the job. I gave my notice to the Globe and my landlord and moved back to Promise Falls. I did move in with my parents, but that was to be a stopgap measure. My first job would be to find a house for Ethan and myself. All I could afford in Boston was a rented apartment, but back here, I’d be able to get us a proper home. Real estate prices were in free fall.
Then everything went to shit at one fifteen p.m. on Monday, my first day back at the Standard.
I’d returned from interviewing some folks who were petitioning for a crosswalk on a busy street before one of their kids got killed, when the publisher, Madeline Plimpton, came into the newsroom.
“I have an announcement,” she said, the words catching in her throat. “We won’t be publishing an edition tomorrow.”
That seemed odd. The next day was not a holiday.
“And we won’t be publishing the day after that,” Plimpton said. “It’s with a profound sense of sadness that I tell you the Standard is closing.”
She said some more things. About profitability, and the lack thereof. About the decline in advertising, and classifieds in particular. About a drop in market share, plummeting readership. About not being able to find a sustainable business model.
And a whole lot of other shit.
Some staff started to cry. A tear ran down Plimpton’s cheek, which, to give her the benefit of the doubt, was probably genuine.
I was not crying. I was too fucking angry. I had quit the goddamn Boston
Globe. I’d walked away from a decent, well-paying job to come back here. As I went past the stunned managing editor, the man who’d hired me, on my way out of the newsroom, I said, “Good to know you’re in the loop.”
Out on the sidewalk, I got out my cell and called my former editor in Boston. Had the job been filled? Could I return?
“We’re not filling it, David,” he said. “I’m sorry.”
So now here I was, living with my parents.
No wife.
No job.
No prospects.
Loser.
It was seven. Time to get up, have a quick shower, wake up Ethan, and get him ready for school.
I opened the door to his room—it used to be a sewing room for Mom, but she’d cleared her stuff out when we moved in—and said, “Hey, pal. Time to get cracking.”
He was motionless under the covers, which obscured all of him but the topsy-turvy blond hair atop his head.
“Rise and shine!” I said.
He stirred, rolled over, pulled down the bedspread enough to see me. “I don’t feel good,” he whispered. “I don’t think I can go to school.”
I came up alongside the bed, leaned over, and put my hand to his forehead. “You don’t feel hot.”
“I think it’s my stomach,” he said.
“Like the other day?” My son nodded. “That turned out to be nothing,” I reminded him.
“I think this might be different.” Ethan let out a small moan.
“Get up and dressed and we’ll see how you are then.” This had been becoming a pattern the last couple of weeks. Whatever ailment was troubling him, it certainly hadn’t been troubling him on weekends, when he could down four hot dogs in ten minutes, and had more energy than everyone else in this house combined. Ethan didn’t want to go to school, and so far I’d been unable to get him to tell me why.
My parents, who believed sleeping in was staying in bed past five thirty—I’d heard them getting up as I’d stared at that dark ceiling—were already in the kitchen when I made my entrance. They’d have both had breakfast by this time, and Dad, on his fourth coffee by now, was sitting at the kitchen table, still trying to figure out how to read the news on an iPad tablet, which Mom had bought for him after the Standard stopped showing up at their door every morning.
He was stabbing at the device with his index finger hard enough to knock it off its stand.
“For God’s sake, Don,” she said, “you’re not trying to poke its eye out. You just tap it lightly.”
“I hate this thing,” he said. “Everything’s jumping around all over the place.”
Seeing me, Mom adopted the excessively cheerful tone she always used when things were not going well. “Hello!” she said. “Sleep well?”
“Fine,” I lied.
“I just made a fresh pot,” she said. “Want a cup?”
“I can manage.”
“David, did I tell you about that girl at the checkout at the Walgreens? What was her name? It’ll come to me. Anyway, she’s cute as a button and she’s split up with her husband and—”
“Mom, please.”
She was always on the lookout, trying to find someone for me. It was time, she liked to say. Ethan needed a mother. I’d grieved long enough, she was forever reminding me.
I wasn’t grieving.
I’d had six dates in the last five years, with six different women. Slept with one. That was it. Losing Jan, and the circumstances around her death, had made me averse to commitment, and Mom should have understood that.
“I’m just saying,” she persisted, “that I think she’d be pretty receptive if you were to ask her out. Whatever her name is. Next time we’re in there together, I’ll point her out.”
Dad spoke up. “For God’s sake, Arlene, leave him alone. And come on. He’s got a kid and no job. That doesn’t exactly make him a great prospect.”
“Good to have you in my corner, Dad,” I said.
He made a face, went back to poking at his tablet. “I don’t know why the hell I can’t get an honest-to-God goddamn paper to my door. Surely there are still people who want to read an actual paper.”
“They’re all old,” Mom told him.
“Well, old people are entitled to the news,” he said.
I opened the fridge, rooted around until I’d found the yogurt Ethan liked, and a jar of strawberry jam. I set them on the counter and brought down a box of cereal from the cupboard.
“They can’t make money anymore,” Mom told him. “All the classifieds went to craigslist and Kijiji. Isn’t that right, David?”
I said, “Mmm.” I poured some Cheerios into a bowl for Ethan, who I hoped would be down shortly. I’d wait till he showed before pouring on milk and topping it with a dollop of strawberry yogurt. I dropped two slices of white Wonder bread, the only kind my parents had ever bought, into the toaster.
My mother said, “I just put on a fresh pot. Would you like a cup?”
Dad’s head came up.
I said, “You just asked me that.”
Dad said, “No, she didn’t.”
I looked at him. “Yes, she did, five seconds ago.”
“Then”—with real bite in his voice—“maybe you should answer her the first time so she doesn’t have to ask you twice.”
Before I could say anything, Mom laughed it off. “I’d forget my head if it wasn’t screwed on.”
“That’s not true,” Dad said. “I’m the one who lost his goddamn wallet. What a pain in the ass it was getting that all sorted out.”
Mom poured some coffee into a mug and handed it to me with a smile. “Thanks, Mom.” I leaned in and gave her a small kiss on her weathered cheek as Dad went back to stabbing at the tablet.
“I wanted to ask,” she said to me, “what you might have on for this morning.”
“Why? What’s up?”
“I mean, if you have some job interviews lined up, I don’t want to interfere with that at all or—”
“Mom, just tell me what it is you want.”
“I don’t want to impose,” she said. “It’s only if you have time.”
“For God’s sake, Mom, just spit it out.”
“Don’t talk to your mother that way,” Dad said.
“I’d do it myself, but if you were going out, I have some things I wanted to drop off for Marla.”
Marla Pickens. My cousin. Younger than me by a decade. Daughter of Mom’s sister, Agnes.
“Sure, I can do that.”
“I made up a chili, and I had so much left over, I froze some of it, and I know she really likes my chili, so I froze a few single servings in some Glad containers. And I picked her up a few other things. Some Stouffer’s frozen dinners. They won’t be as good as homemade, but still. I don’t think that girl is eating. It’s not for me to comment, but I don’t think Agnes is looking in on her often enough. And the thing is, I think it would be good for her to see you. Instead of us old people always dropping by. She’s always liked you.”
“Sure.”
“Ever since this business with the baby, she just hasn’t been right.”
“I know,” I said. “I’ll do it.” I opened the refrigerator. “You got any bottles of water I can put with Ethan’s lunch?”
Dad uttered an indignant “Ha!” I knew where this was going. I should have known better than to have asked. “Biggest scam in the world, bottled water. What comes out of the tap is good enough for anybody. This town’s water is fine, and I should know. Only suckers pay for it. Next thing you know, they’ll find a way to make you pay for air. Remember when you didn’t have to pay for TV? You just had an antenna, watched for nothing. Now you have to pay for cable. That’s the way to make money. Find a way to make people pay for something they’re getting now for nothing.”
Mom, oblivious to my father’s rant, said, “I think Marla’s spending too much time alone, that she needs to get out, do things to take her mind off what happened, to—”
“I said I’d do it, Mom.”
“I was just saying,” she said, the first hint of an edge entering her voice, “that it would be good if we all made an effort where she’s concerned.”
Dad, not taking his eyes off the screen, said, “It’s been ten months, Arlene. She’s gotta move on.”
Mom sighed. “Of course, Don, like that’s something you just get over. Walk it off, that’s your solution to everything.”
“She’s gone a bit crackers, if you ask me.” He looked up. “Is there more coffee?”
“I just said I made a fresh pot. Now who’s the one who isn’t listening?” Then, like an afterthought, she said to me, “When you get there, remember to just identify yourself. She always finds that helpful.”
“I know, Mom.”
•   •   •
“You seemed to get your cereal down okay,” I said to Ethan once we were in the car. Ethan was running behind—dawdling deliberately, I figured, hoping I’d believe he really was sick—so I offered to drop him off at school instead of making him walk.
“I guess,” he said.
“There something going on?”
He looked out his window at the passing street scene. “Nope.”
“Everything okay with your teacher?”
“Yup.”
“Everything okay with your friends?”
“I don’t have any friends,” he said, still not looking my way.
I didn’t have a ready answer for that. “I know it takes time, moving to a new school. But aren’t there some of the kids still around that you knew before we went to Boston?”
“Most of them are in a different class,” Ethan said. Then, with a hint of accusation in his voice: “If I hadn’t moved to Boston I’d probably still be in the same class with them.” Now he looked at me. “Can we move back there?”
That was a surprise. He wanted to return to a situation where I was rarely home at night? Where he hardly ever saw his grandparents?
“No, I don’t see that happening.”
Silence. A few seconds went by, then: “When are we going to have our own house?”
“I’ve gotta find a job first, pal.”
“You got totally screwed over.”
I shot him a look. He caught my eye, probably wanting to see whether I was shocked.
“Don’t use that kind of language,” I said. “You start talking like that around me, then you’ll forget and do it front of Nana.” His grandmother and grandfather had always been Nana and Poppa to him.
“That’s what Poppa said. He told Nana that you got screwed over. When they stopped making the newspaper just after you got there.”
“Yeah, well, I guess I did. But I wasn’t the only one. Everybody was fired. The reporters, the pressmen, everyone. But I’m looking for something. Anything.”
If you looked up “shame” in the dictionary, surely one definition should be: having to discuss your employment situation with your nine-year-old.
“I guess I didn’t like being with Mrs. Tanaka every night,” Ethan said. “But when I went to school in Boston, nobody . . .”
“Nobody what?”
“Nothin’.” He was silent another few seconds, and then said, “You know that box of old things Poppa has in the basement?”
“The entire basement is full of old things.” I almost added, Especially when my dad is down there.
“That box, a shoe box? That has stuff in it that was his dad’s? My great-grandfather? Like medals and ribbons and old watches and stuff like that?”
“Okay, yeah, I know the box you mean. What about it?”
“You think Poppa checks that box every day?”
I pulled the car over to the curb half a block down from the school. “What on earth are you talking about?”
“Never mind,” he said. “It doesn’t matter.”
Ethan dragged himself out of the car without saying good-bye and headed in the direction of the school like a dead man walking.
•   •   •
Marla Pickens lived in a small one-story house on Cherry Street. From what I knew, her parents—Aunt Agnes and her husband, Gill—owned the house and paid the mortgage on it, but Marla struggled to pay the property taxes and utilities with what money she brought in. Having spent a career in newspapers, and still having some regard for truth and accuracy, I didn’t have much regard for how Marla made her money these days. She’d been hired by some Web firm to write bogus online reviews. A renovation company seeking to rehabilitate and bolster its Internet reputation would engage the services of Surf-Rep, which had hundreds of freelancers who went online to write fictitious laudatory reviews.
Marla had once shown me one she’d written for a roofing company in Austin, Texas. “A tree hit our house and put a good-size hole in the roof. Marchelli Roofing came within the hour, fixed the roof, and reshingled it, and all for a very reasonable cost. I cannot recommend them highly enough.”
Marla had never been to Austin, did not know anyone at Marchelli Roofing, and had never, in her life, hired a contractor of any kind to do anything.
“Pretty good, huh?” she’d said. “It’s kind of like writing a really, really short story.”
I didn’t have the energy to get into it with her at the time.
I took the bypass to get from one side of town to the other, passing under the shadow of the Promise Falls water tower, a ten-story structure that looked like an alien mother ship on stilts.
When I got to Marla’s, I pulled into the driveway beside her faded red, rusting, mid-nineties Mustang. I opened the rear hatch of my Mazda 3 and grabbed two reusable grocery bags Mom had filled with frozen dinners. I felt a little embarrassed doing it, wondering whether Marla would be insulted that her aunt seemed to believe she was too helpless to make her own meals, but what the hell. If it made Mom happy . . .
Heading up the walk, I noticed weeds and grass coming up between the cracks in the stone.
I mounted the three steps to the door, switched all the bags to my left hand, and, as I rapped on it with my fist, noticed a smudge on the door frame.
The whole house needed painting or, failing that, a good power-washing, so the smudge, which was at shoulder height and looked like a handprint, wasn’t that out of place. But something about it caught my eye.
It looked like smeared blood. As if someone had swatted the world’s biggest mosquito there.
I touched it tentatively with my index finger and found it dry.
When Marla didn’t answer the door after ten seconds, I knocked again. Five seconds after that, I tried turning the knob.
Unlocked.
I swung it wide enough to step inside and called out, “Marla? It’s Cousin David!”
Nothing.
“Marla? Aunt Arlene wanted me to drop off a few things. Homemade chili, some other stuff. Where are you?”
I stepped into the L-shaped main room. The front half of the house was a cramped living room with a weathered couch, a couple of faded easy chairs, a flat-screen TV, and a coffee table supporting an open laptop in sleep mode that Marla had probably been using to say some nice things about a plumber in Poughkeepsie. The back part of the house, to the right, was the kitchen. Off to the left was a short hallway with a couple of bedrooms and a bathroom.
As I closed the door behind me, I noticed a fold-up baby stroller tucked behind it, in the closed position.
“What the hell?” I said under my breath.
I thought I heard something. Down the hall. A kind of . . . mewing? A gurgling sound?
A baby. It sounded like a baby. You might think, seeing a stroller by the door, that wouldn’t be all that shocking.
But here, at this time, you’d be wrong.
“Marla?”
I set the bags down on the floor and moved across the room. Started down the hall.
At the first door I stopped and peeked inside. This was probably supposed to be a bedroom, but Marla had turned it into a landfill site—disused furniture, empty cardboard boxes, rolls of carpet, old magazines, outdated stereo components. Marla appeared to be an aspiring hoarder.
I moved on to the next door, which was closed. I turned the knob and pushed. “Marla, you in here? You okay?”
The sound I’d heard earlier became louder.
It was, in fact, a baby. Nine months to a year old, I guessed. Not sure whether it was a boy or girl, although it was wrapped in a blue blanket.
What I’d heard were feeding noises. The baby was sucking contentedly on a rubber nipple, its tiny fingers attempting to grip the plastic feeding bottle.
Marla held the bottle in one hand, cradling the infant in her other arm. She was seated in a cushioned chair in the corner of the bedroom. On the bed, bags of diapers, baby clothes, a container of wipes.
“Marla?”
She studied my face and whispered, “I heard you call out, but I couldn’t come to the door. And I didn’t want to shout. I think Matthew’s nearly asleep.”
I stepped tentatively into the room. “Matthew?”
Marla smiled, nodded. “Isn’t he beautiful?”
Slowly, I said, “Yes. He is.” A pause, then: “Who’s Matthew, Marla?”
“What do you mean?” Marla said, cocking her head in puzzlement. “Matthew is Matthew.”
“What I mean . . . Who does Matthew belong to? Are you doing some babysitting for someone?”
Marla blinked. “Matthew belongs to me, David. Matthew’s my baby.”
I cleared a spot and sat on the edge of the bed, close to my cousin. “And when did Matthew arrive, Marla?”
“Ten months ago,” she said without hesitation. “On the twelfth of July.”
“But . . . I’ve been over here a few times in the last ten months, and this is the first chance I’ve had to meet him. So I guess I’m a little puzzled.”
“It’s hard . . . to explain,” Marla said. “An angel brought him to me.”
“I need a little more than that,” I said softly.
“That’s all I can say. It’s like a miracle.”
“Marla, your baby—”
“I don’t want to talk about that,” she whispered, turning her head away from me, studying the baby’s face.
I pressed on gently, as if I were slowly driving onto a rickety bridge I feared would give way beneath me. “Marla, what happened to you . . . and your baby . . . was a tragedy. We all felt so terrible for you.”
Ten months ago. It had been a sad time for everyone, but for Marla it had been devastating.
She lightly touched a finger to Matthew’s button nose. “You are so adorable,” she said.
“Marla, I need you to tell me whose baby this really is.” I hesitated. “And why there’s blood on your front door.”



THREE
DETECTIVE Barry Duckworth, on this, the twentieth anniversary of his joining the Promise Falls Police Department, was thinking he was facing the greatest challenge of his career.
Would he be able to drive past the doughnut shop on his way to the station without hitting the drive-through for a coffee and a chocolate frosted?
After all, if there was ever a day where he felt entitled to a treat, this was it. Twenty years with the department, nearly fourteen of them as a detective. Wasn’t that a cause for celebration?
Except this was only the second week of his latest attempt to lose weight. He’d tipped the scales at two hundred and eighty pounds in the past month and decided maybe it was time to finally do something about it. Maureen, bless her, had stopped nagging him about his size, figuring the choice to cut back had to be his. So, two weeks earlier, he decided the first step would be to forgo the doughnut he inhaled every morning. According to the doughnut chain’s Web site, his favorite pastry was about three hundred calories. Jesus. So if you cut out that doughnut, over five days you were eliminating fifteen hundred calories from your diet. Over a year, that was seventy-two thousand calories.
It would be like going without food for something on the order of three weeks.
It wasn’t the only step he was trying to take. He’d cut out dessert. Okay, that wasn’t exactly right. He’d cut out his second dessert. Whenever Maureen made a pie—especially if it was lemon meringue—he could never limit himself to one slice. He’d have one regular wedge after dinner, then go back and tidy up the edge of the last cut. That was usually just a sliver, and how many calories could there be in a sliver? So he would have a second sliver.
He’d been making a concerted effort to give up the slivers.
He was a block away from the doughnut place.
I won’t pull in.
But Duckworth still wanted a coffee. He could drive through and just order a beverage, couldn’t he? Was there any harm in that? He could drink it black, no sugar, no cream. The question would be, once he was in the line for the coffee, would he be able to resist the—
His cell phone rang.
This car was equipped with Bluetooth, so he didn’t have to go reaching into his jacket pocket for the phone. All he had to do was touch a button on the dash. Another bonus was that the name of the caller came up on the screen.
Randall Finley.
“Shit,” Duckworth said under his breath.
The former mayor of Promise Falls. Make that the former disgraced mayor of Promise Falls. A few years back, when he was making a run for a Senate seat, it came out that he had, on at least one occasion, engaged the services of an underage prostitute.
That didn’t play so well with the electorate.
Not only did he lose his bid to move up the political food chain, he got turfed as mayor in the next election. Didn’t take it well, either. He made his concession speech after downing the better part of a bottle of Dewar’s, and referred to those who had abandoned him as “a cabal of cocksuckers.” The local news stations couldn’t broadcast what he said, but the uncensored YouTube version went viral.
Finley vanished from public view for a time, nursed his wounds, then started up a water-bottling company after discovering a spring on a tract of land he owned north of Promise Falls. While not quite as big as Evian—he had named it, with typical Randall Finley modesty, Finley Springs Water—it was one of the few around here that was doing any hiring, mainly because they did a strong export business. The town was in economic free fall of late. The Standard had gone out of business, throwing about fifty people out of work. The amusement park, Five Mountains, had gone bankrupt, the Ferris wheel and roller coasters standing like the relics of some strange, abandoned civilization.
Thackeray College, hit by a drop in enrollment, had laid off younger teaching staff who’d yet to make tenure. Kids finishing school were leaving town in droves to find work elsewhere, and those who stayed behind could be found hanging around local bars most nights of the week, getting into fights, spray-painting mailboxes, knocking over gravestones.
The owners of the Constellation Drive-in, a Promise Falls–area landmark for fifty years that had engaged in combat with the VCR, DVD player, and Netflix, were finally waving the white flag. A few more weekends and a small part of local history would be toast. Word had it that the screen would be dropped, and the land turned into some kind of housing development by developer Frank Mancini, although why anyone wanted to build more homes in a town where everyone wanted to leave was beyond Duckworth’s comprehension.
This was still the town he’d grown up in, but it was like a suit, once new, that had turned shiny and threadbare.
Ironically, it had gotten worse since that dickhead Finley had stopped being mayor. For all his embarrassing shenanigans, he was a big booster for the town of forty thousand—actually, more like thirty-six thousand, according to the latest census—and would have fought to keep failing industries afloat like he was hanging on to his last bottle of rye.
So when Duckworth saw who wanted to talk to him, he opted, with some regret, to take the call.
“Hello,” he said.
“Barry!”
“Hey, Randy.”
If he was going to turn into the doughnut place, he’d have to hit his signal and crank the wheel now, and he knew if he entered the drive-through he wouldn’t be able to stop himself from ordering a soft, doughy circle of heaven. But Finley would hear his exchange at the speaker, and even though the former mayor did not know he’d embarked on a diet, Barry didn’t want anyone gaining insight into his dietary indiscretions.
So he kept on driving.
“Where are you?” Finley asked. “You in your car?”
“I’m on my way in.”
“Swing by Clampett Park. South end. By the path.”
“Why would I want to do that?”
“There’s something here you should see.”
“Randy, maybe, if you were still mayor, I’d be at your beck and call, and I wouldn’t mind you having my private cell phone number, but you’re not the mayor. You haven’t been for some time. So if there’s something going on, just call it in the way everybody else does.”
“They’re probably going to send you out here anyway,” Finley said. “Saves you going into the station and then back out again.”
Barry Duckworth sighed. “Fine.”
“I’ll meet you at the park entrance. I got my dog with me. That’s how I came across it. I was taking her for a walk.”
“It?”
“Just get over here.”
The trip took Duckworth to the other side of town, where he knew Finley and his long-suffering wife, Jane, still lived. Randall Finley was standing with his dog, a small gray-haired schnauzer. The dog was straining at the leash, wanting to head back into the park, which bordered a forested area and beyond that, to the north, Thackeray College.
“Took you long enough,” Finley said as Barry got out of his unmarked cruiser.
“I don’t work for you,” he said.
“Sure you do. I’m a taxpayer.” Finley was dressed in a pair of comfort-fit jeans, running shoes, and a light jacket that he’d zipped up to his neck. It was a cool May morning. The fourth, to be exact, and the ground was still blanketed with dead leaves from the previous fall that had, up until six weeks ago, been hidden by snow.
“What did you find?”
“It’s this way. I could just let Bipsie off the lead and we could follow her.”
“No,” Duckworth said. “Whatever you’ve found I don’t want Bipsie messing with.”
“Oh, yeah, of course,” Finley said. “So, how ya been?”
“Fine.”
When Duckworth did not ask Finley how he was, the ex-mayor waited a beat, and said, “I’m having a good year. We’re expanding at the plant. Hiring another couple of people.” He smiled. “You might have heard about one of them.”
“I haven’t. What are you talking about?”
“Never mind,” Finley said.
They followed a path that led along the edge of the woods, which was separated from the park by a black chain-link fence about four feet high.
“You lost weight?” Finley asked. “You’re looking good. Tell me your secret, ’cause I could stand to lose a few pounds myself.” He patted his stomach with his free hand.
Duckworth had lost all of two pounds in the last two weeks, and was smart enough to know it didn’t show.
“What’d you find, Randy?”
“You just have to see it, is all. It must have happened overnight, because I walk along here with Bipsie a couple times a day—early in the morning, and before I go to bed. Now, it was getting dark when I came by last night, so it might have been there then and I didn’t notice, but I don’t think so. I might not have even noticed it this morning, but the dog made a beeline for the fence when she caught a whiff of it.”
Duckworth decided not to bother asking Finley anymore what it was he wanted to show him, but he steeled himself. He’d seen a few dead people over the years, and figured he’d see plenty more before he retired. Now that he had twenty years in, he was better than halfway there. But you never really got used to it. Not in Promise Falls, anyway. Duckworth had investigated several homicides over the years, most of them straightforward domestics or bar fights, but also a few that had garnered national attention.
None had been what you’d call a good time.
“Just up here,” Finley said. Bipsie started to bark. “Stop it! Settle down, you little fucker!”
Bipsie settled down.
“Right there, on the fence,” Finley said, pointing.
Duckworth stopped and studied the scene before him.
“Yeah, pretty weird, huh? It’s a goddamn massacre. You ever seen anything like this before?”
Duckworth said nothing, but the answer was no, he had not.
Randall Finley kept on talking. “If it had been just one body, or even two, sure, I wouldn’t have called. But look how many there are. I counted. There’s twenty-three of them, Barry. What kind of sick fuck does something like that?”
Barry counted them himself. Randy was right. One short of two dozen.
Twenty-three dead squirrels. Good-size ones, too. Eleven gray ones, twelve black. Each one with a length of white string, the kind used to secure parcels, knotted tightly around its neck, and hung from the horizontal metal pole that ran across the top of the fence.
The animals were spaced out along a ten-foot stretch, each of them hanging on about a foot of string.
“I got no love for them,” Finley said. “Tree rats, I call them, although I guess they don’t do that much harm. But there’s gotta be a law against that, right? Even though they’re just squirrels?”



FOUR
David
“MARLA, I’m serious. You need to talk to me here,” I said.
“I should put him down for a nap,” she said, cradling the baby in her arms, lightly touching the nipple of the baby bottle to his lips. “I think he’s had all he’s going to have for now.”
She set the bottle on the bedside table. The baby, eyes closed, made soft gurgling noises of contentment.
“He wasn’t like this at first,” Marla said. “He cried a lot yesterday. Making strange and all.”
I was going to ask why a baby who she would have me believe had been with her for months would make strange, but let it pass.
She continued. “I sat with him all night and we’ve made a strong bond, the two of us.” She gave a weak laugh. “I must look a fright. I haven’t had a shower this morning or put on my makeup or anything. Last night I put him down for a sleep once he stopped crying, and ran out to the store to get a few things. I know I shouldn’t have left him alone, but there was no one I felt I could call, not just yet, and I was desperate for supplies. The angel only brought a few things.”
“Who else knows about Matthew?” I asked. “Does Aunt Agnes—does your mother know?”
“I haven’t told her the good news yet. It’s all happened pretty quickly.”
The inconsistencies persisted. “How quickly?”
Marla, her eyes still on the baby, said, “Okay, I haven’t exactly had Matthew for ten full months. Yesterday, late in the afternoon, around the time Dr. Phil comes on, I was doing some reviews for an air-conditioning company in Illinois when the doorbell rang.”
“Who was it?”
A weak smile. “I told you. The angel.”
“Tell me about this angel.”
“Well, okay, she wasn’t a real angel, but it’s hard not to think of her that way.”
“It was a woman.”
“That’s right.”
“The mother?”
Marla looked at me sharply. “I’m the mother now.”
“Okay,” I said. “But up until the moment she gave you Matthew, she was the mother?”
Hesitantly, as though unwilling to make the admission, she said, “Maybe.”
“What did she look like? How did she seem? Was she injured? Did you see any blood? Was there blood on her hand?”
Marla shook her head slowly. “You know I’m not good with faces, David. But she was very nice, this woman. All dressed in white. That’s why, when I picture her, all I see is an angel.”
“Did she say who she was? Did she give you her name? Did she leave any way for you to contact her?”
“No.”
“You didn’t ask? You didn’t think it was strange? A woman just coming to your door and handing you a baby?”
“She was in a hurry,” she said. “She said she had to go.” Her voice drifted off. She put Matthew in the middle of the bed and surrounded him with pillows, creating a kind of berm around him.
“Until I get a crib, I have to do this. I don’t want him rolling off the bed and hitting the floor. Would you be able to help me with that? Getting a crib? Is there an IKEA in Albany? Or maybe Walmart would have one. They’re closer. I don’t think I could fit a crib, even one that wasn’t put together, into the Mustang, and I don’t think I’d be very good at putting it together. I’m pretty clueless about that sort of thing. I don’t even have a screwdriver. Well, I might in one of the kitchen drawers, but I’m not sure. Doesn’t IKEA put a little thingy in with the pieces? So you can build it even if you don’t have a bunch of tools? I don’t want to get a used crib at a secondhand shop or an antique store, because all kinds of safety improvements have been made on them. I saw this thing on TV once where you could make the side of the crib go up and down, and this one dropped by accident on the baby’s neck.” She trembled. “I don’t want anything like that.”
“Of course not.”
“So is that something you could help me with? Getting a crib?”
“I imagine so. But there are a few things we need to sort out first.”
Marla wasn’t paying much attention to me. I wondered whether she was on any kind of medication, whether that would explain her apparent detachment from reality. If she’d been seeing a psychiatrist since losing her baby, and been prescribed anything to deal with depression or anxiety, I wasn’t aware of it. There was no reason why I would be. And I wasn’t about to start rooting about in her medicine cabinet, because I wouldn’t know what to make of what I might find.
Maybe she wasn’t on anything, and this was just the way she’d been since giving birth to a lifeless child. Dad had more or less nailed it, in his own tactless way, when he said she’d gone “a bit crackers.” I’d only heard bits and pieces of the story. How Marla’s mother, Agnes, who way back in her twenties had been a midwife before becoming a nurse, had been there at her side, along with the family physician, a doctor named Sturgess, if I remembered right. Mom had talked about their sense of horror when they realized something was wrong. How Marla had been able to hold the child, briefly, before it had to be taken away.
How it had been a girl.
“Such a sad, sad thing,” Mom said whenever her niece crossed her mind. “It did something to her. Something just snapped; that’s what I think happened. And where was the father? Where was he? Did he help her through this at all? No, not one bit.”
The father was a Thackeray College student. Seven or eight years younger than Marla. I didn’t know much else about him. Not that any of that mattered now.
Did the police have any reports of a missing baby? If the paper were still in existence, if I still carried around press credentials, I’d just call headquarters, ask if they’d heard anything. But for a private citizen it was a little trickier. Did I want to alert the authorities to anything before I’d found out what, exactly, was going on? It was possible Marla really was babysitting for someone, but had allowed some kind of fantasy to envelop her.
I mean, an angel coming to the door?
“Marla, did you hear me? There are things to sort out.”
“What things?” Marla said.
I decided to play along, as if this were a normal situation we were dealing with here. “Well, I’m sure you want everything to be legal and aboveboard. So if Matthew is going to be yours, there will be some papers to sign. Legal matters to resolve.”
“I don’t think that’s necessary,” she said. “When he gets older, like when he goes to school, or even older than that, and has to get a driver’s license or something, I’ll just tell them I lost his birth certificate, that I can’t find it. They’ll just have to deal with that.”
“It doesn’t work that way, Marla. The town keeps records, too.”
She looked unfazed. “They’ll just have to accept that he’s mine. You’re making it into a much bigger deal than it is. Society’s too wrapped up in documenting every little thing.”
“But we still need to know who bore this child,” I persisted. “Like, medical history. You need to know about his real mother and father, what diseases or conditions they might have.”
“Why don’t you want me to be happy, David? Don’t you think, after all I’ve been through, I deserve some happiness?”
I didn’t know what to say, but it turned out I didn’t have to come up with something. Marla said, “I’m going to freshen up. Now that you’re here, I can have a shower, put on some clean clothes. I was thinking Matthew and I would go out and get a few things.”
“The stroller, behind the door,” I said. “Did you buy that yesterday?”
“No, the angel brought that,” she said. “Did your mom send over some more goodies for me?”
“She did,” I said. “I’ll put everything into the freezer for you.”
“Thanks,” she said. “I won’t be long.” She slipped into the bathroom and closed the door.
I took a quick look at the child, saw that he was sleeping peacefully and unlikely to roll out of his pillow prison. I put the frozen food Mom had sent with me into Marla’s freezer—I am nothing if not practical—and then went to the living room to check out the stroller. It was in the folded position, making it easy to drop into a car trunk, or stow away in a closet.
On the right handle were more smudges that looked like the one I had seen on the doorjamb.
I opened up the contraption, tapped a small lever with my foot to make sure it was locked into position. The stroller had seen some use. The once-black rubber wheels were rough with wear. Stale, dry Cheerios were stuck in the crevices of the seat pad. A small zippered pouch was attached to the back. I opened it, reached inside. I found three rattles, a small wooden car with thick wooden wheels, a flyer for a store that sold baby supplies, a half-full package of predampened wipes, and some tissues.
Something about the flyer caught my eye. A few words printed on one side, on a label.
It was an address. This was not a general piece of junk mail, but a targeted flyer for Baby Makes Three, a Promise Falls clothing store for infants. And even more important, the label had a name attached to the address.
Rosemary Gaynor. She lived at 375 Breckonwood Drive. I knew the street. It was in an upscale neighborhood—certainly nicer than Marla’s—a couple of miles from here.
I got out my cell, tapped on the app that would allow me to find a number for the Gaynor household. But once I had it under my thumb, I considered whether making the call was the smartest thing to do.
Maybe it made more sense to go over there.
Right fucking now.
I heard water running in the bathroom. The shower. The phone still in my hand, I called home.
It picked up on the first ring. “Yeah?”
“Dad, I need to talk to Mom.”
“What’s up?”
“Just put her on.”
A fumbling sound, a muted “He wants to talk to you.” And then: “What is it, David?”
“Something’s happened here at Marla’s.”
“Did you give her the chili?”
“No. I mean, I brought it. But . . . Mom, there’s a baby here.”
“What?”
“She’s got a baby. She says it’s hers. She says some woman came to the door and just gave it to her. But the story, it’s just not holding water. Mom, I’m starting to wonder . . . I hate to say this, but I’m wondering—God, this sounds totally crazy—but I’m wondering if she snatched this kid from someone.”
“Oh, no,” Mom said. “Not again.”



FIVE
BARRY Duckworth wanted officers dispatched to the neighborhoods surrounding the park to canvass residents in case anyone had noticed anything suspicious the night before. A person carrying a heavy sack, maybe, hanging around the fence long enough to string up nearly two dozen squirrels.
The first uniformed cop on the scene, a six-footer by the name of Angus Carlson, saw the assignment as an opportunity to perfect his stand-up act.
“This case could be a tough nut to crack,” Carlson said to Duckworth. “But I’m feeling bright eyed and bushy tailed and ready to get at it. But if we don’t find a witness soon I’m gonna go squirrelly.”
Duckworth had encountered Carlson at several crime scenes in recent months. He seemed to think he’d been assigned the role of Lennie Briscoe, the Law & Order detective played by Jerry Orbach, who always had some clever quip to make before the opening credits. From the few conversations Duckworth had had with the man, he knew that he’d come here four years ago after working as a cop in some Cleveland suburb.
“Spare me,” Duckworth told him.
He put in a call to the town’s animal welfare department, spoke to a woman named Stacey, brought her up to speed. “I got a feeling this may fall more into your bailiwick, but I’ve got some people working the scene right now. The type of person who does this, it’d be kind of nice to know who it is before people’s cats and dogs start hanging from the streetlights.”
Duckworth walked back in the direction of his car. Ex-mayor Randall Finley had hung in to watch other police arrive, take pictures, search the area, but when he saw Duckworth leaving, he followed him, dragging Bipsie along on her leash.
“You want to know what I think?” Finley asked.
“You bet I do, Randy.”
“I bet it’s some kind of sicko cult. This is probably an initiation ritual.”
“Hard to say.”
“You’ll keep me posted, now.”
Duckworth shot Finley a look as he opened the door to his unmarked cruiser. Did the ex-politician really think he had some kind of authority?
“If I have any questions I’ll be sure to get in touch,” he said, then got behind the wheel and closed the door.
Finley evidently wasn’t finished. He’d made no move to step back from the car. Barry powered down the window. “Still got something on your mind?”
“Something I wanted you to know. I’m not telling a lot of people about this, not yet, but I think you’re somebody who should be in the loop.”
“What?”
“I’m gonna run again,” Finley said, then paused for effect. When neither shock nor delight crossed Barry’s face, he continued. “Promise Falls needs me. Things have gone to shit since I was in charge. Tell me I’m wrong.”
“I don’t follow politics,” Duckworth said.
Finley grinned. “Don’t give me that. Politics has everything to do with how you do your job. Elected officials fuck up, let jobs disappear; people get desperate, they drink more, get into more brawls, break into more homes. You telling me that’s not true?”
“Randy, really, I have to go.”
“Yeah, yeah, I know; you’re on the trail of a squirrel serial killer. All I’m saying is, when I get back in—”
“If.”
“When I get back in, I’ll be looking to make some changes, and that could include the chief of police. You strike me as the kind of man who’d be good for a job like that.”
“I’m happy doing what I’m doing. And if you don’t mind my pointing this out, the voters may not have forgotten your habit of engaging the services of fifteen-year-old prostitutes.”
Finley’s eyes narrowed. “First of all, it was just one underage prostitute, and she’d told me she was nineteen.”
“Oh, okay. Sure, run. There’s your slogan right there. ‘She told me she was nineteen. Vote Finley.’”
“I got fucked over, Barry, and you know it. I was a good mayor. I got shit done; I worked to save jobs. This personal stuff was irrelevant, and the media made a much bigger deal of it than it deserved. I’m thinking, now that that Plimpton bitch has shut down the Standard and I don’t have to worry about a lot of negative press, I got a real shot. I can control the message. It’s not like the Albany media gives a shit what goes on around here, unless I get caught fucking a goat or something. What I’m trying to tell you is, your being something of an insider for me in the department is something I would look upon with gratitude, and someday I’d be looking to repay the favor.”
“You think being kept up to speed on a squirrel torturer is your key to victory?” Barry asked.
Finley shook his head. “Course not. But I’m just saying, generally, anything that’s going on you think might be in my interest to know about, you give me a call. That’s all. That’s not asking a lot. It’s good to have an ear on the inside. Like, say Her Royal Highness Amanda Croydon, I dunno, gets pulled over for drunk driving.”
“I don’t think our current mayor has the same issues as you do, Randy.”
“Okay, not drunk driving, but whatever. She gets a city road crew to shovel her driveway.” He grinned. “That almost sounds dirty. Anyway, you hear anything about her taking advantage of the taxpayer or cutting legal corners, you could pass it along. Same goes for the chief. There’s got to be stuff on her. Can you believe we got a woman mayor and a woman police chief? They should rename this town Beaver Falls.”
“I have to go, Randy.”
“Because, let’s face it”—and the former mayor leaned in closer— “we’ve all got things we like to keep hidden. Some of us—I mean, I’m the perfect example—have nothing left to hide. It’s already out there. But there are others who’d be happy for the world not to know all their business.”
Duckworth’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not sure what you’re getting at.”
Finley smiled slyly. “Who said I’m getting at anything?”
“Jesus, Randy, are you . . . Tell me this isn’t some lame attempt to threaten me.”
Finley moved back as though slapped in the face, but kept smiling. “How could you say such a thing? I’m just making conversation. As far as I know, you have an impeccable record with the Promise Falls police. Ask anyone. It’s an unblemished career.” He leaned back in again. “You’re a good cop, and a good family man.”
He put the emphasis on family.
“I’ll see you later, Randy,” Duckworth said. He raised the window and put the car in drive.
Finley offered up a friendly wave good-bye, but Duckworth wasn’t looking.
•   •   •
Duckworth headed for Thackeray College.
The campus was close enough to the park that students often walked through it, jogged through it, did drugs in it, made out in it. A Thackeray kid could have killed those squirrels. Or if not, a Thackeray kid might have seen it happen.
Maybe this was a waste of his time and energy. A couple dozen squirrels would get run over on the streets of Promise Falls before the day was over, and the police wouldn’t exactly be going around charging drivers with leaving the scene of an accident.
Duckworth fully expected that when he got back to the station, there’d be a pack of nuts on his desk. If not from Angus Carlson, then from someone else.
After all, it was legal to hunt squirrels much of the year in New York State. A couple years ago, in fact, over in Holley, the local fire department had a fund-raiser that awarded a prize to whoever shot the five heaviest squirrels. Finding the killer of a couple dozen of the critters was not exactly something the Promise Falls police force was going to devote all its resources to.
What troubled Duckworth was, What kind of person found entertainment value in killing twenty-three small animals and stringing them up for all to see?
What inspired him—okay, maybe a her, but most likely a him—to do such a thing?
And what would this person’s next stunt be? The literature was full of convicted killers who got their start snuffing the life out of house pets and other creatures.
He steered the car off the main road and through the gates into the grounds of Thackeray College. Handsome, stately redbrick buildings with imposing white columns, many of them dating back more than a century. There were some architectural exceptions. The chemistry building was five years old, and the athletic center was constructed ten years ago.
As he drove along the road to the administrative buildings, past Thackeray Pond, the college’s own miniature lake that was about a quarter mile wide, Duckworth noticed a work crew installing a six-foot post with a red button, and a small sign attached. He was driving by too quickly to make out what it said, but it reminded him of an old-fashioned fire alarm call box.
He parked in a visitor spot and once inside the building consulted a directory to locate the office of the head of campus security.
Heading into the building, he thought about what Randall Finley had said, and what he might have been intimating.
Did Randy think he had something on him? Was he trying to blackmail the detective into giving him dirt on what was going on inside the department so he’d have something to campaign on if he really did take another run at the mayor’s job?
If that was his plan, he could goddamn well forget it, Duckworth thought. Because the man had no leverage. Just like the former mayor said, Duckworth had had an exemplary career. He’d kept his nose clean.
Pretty much, anyway.
Sure, he’d cut the odd corner here and there over the years. There wasn’t a cop in the department who hadn’t. But he’d never taken a bribe. Never planted evidence, or held on to some, like cash from a drug deal, for himself.
Maybe years ago, before he met Maureen, he’d let a couple of pretty girls off with a warning when they’d been driving over the limit.
Maybe he’d even gotten a phone number or two that way.
But he chalked that up to youth and inexperience. He’d never pull a stunt like that now. Surely Finley hadn’t gone back twenty years to get some dirt on—
“Can I help you?”
Barry found himself at a desk just outside the campus security offices. A young man with several studs in one ear who looked as though he might still be a student had just offered to be of assistance.
“I want to see your boss,” Duckworth said.
“Do you have an appointment?”
Duckworth flashed his ID, and within seconds he was sitting across the desk from Clive Duncomb, Thackeray College chief of security.
He was in his mid to late forties. Just shy of six feet, about a hundred and seventy pounds, a hard, square jaw and thick, dark eyebrows that matched his hair. Trim, and wearing a shirt that looked one size too small, as if he knew it would draw attention to his biceps. The guy had a decent set of guns. Weights, Duckworth guessed. Probably didn’t have a doughnut every morning on the way to work, either.
“Nice to meet you,” Duncomb said. “What’d you say your name was again?”
Duckworth told him.
“And you’re a detective?”
“Yes.”
“What can I do for you?”
“I need to talk to you about an incident last night.”
Duncomb nodded grimly and sighed. He leaned back in his chair, arms extended, palms flat on his desk.
“I can’t say I’m surprised to see you. I’ve kind of been expecting someone from the Promise Falls police. Word gets around; I understand that. Hard to keep a lid on these things forever. But I want you to know, I’ve got matters well in hand here. I run a tight ship, and I’ve got my people working on it. But I can understand your concern, and don’t mind bringing you up to speed on the steps we’ve been taking.”
Duckworth wondered what sorts of steps the college might be taking to protect the squirrel community, and was more than a little surprised to learn this was already a high priority. “Go on,” he said.
“Maybe you noticed, driving in, some of the emergency posts they’re installing on the grounds.”
“Emergency posts?”
“All you do is hit the button; that sends a message to the security team, tells them where you are, and we dispatch someone right away. Kind of like a fire alarm, or one of those panic strips they put in the subway cars in the big cities.”
“And you’re doing this why?”
Duncomb took his hands off the table and leaned forward in the chair. He eyed Duckworth suspiciously.
“You telling me you’re not here about the attempted rapes we’ve had? We got some nutcase running around, got every woman on campus scared half to death.”



SIX
David
“WHAT are you talking about, Mom?” I said. “What do you mean, ‘not again’? Marla’s grabbed a baby before?”
“While you were in Boston,” she said. “There was an incident.”
“What kind of incident?”
“At the hospital. She snuck into the maternity ward and tried to walk out with someone else’s baby.”
“Oh, my God. You’re not serious.”
“It was just awful. Marla almost made it to the parking lot before someone spotted her, stopped her. Probably someone recognized her, given that she’s in the hospital pretty often, not just to see your aunt, but I think she goes there to see a psychologist or psychiatrist or something. I think his name is . . . I just can’t remember it. It was right on the tip of my tongue. Oh, that’s so annoying.”
“Don’t worry about it. Just tell me what happened.”
“Well, the police got called, but Agnes and Gill explained what had happened, that Marla’d lost a child, that she was, you know, mentally unstable, that she shouldn’t be held accountable for her actions because of the state she was in, that she’d been getting help.”
“I never heard a word about this.”
“Agnes didn’t want anyone to know. You know what she’s like. And, of course, she was in a position to keep it quiet for the most part, but things do get out. People at the hospital talked. Even so, your father and I, we never told a soul, except for now I’m telling you. But something like that, you can’t stop the rumor mill. Agnes, of course, made sure the hospital didn’t take any action against her, and the parents were persuaded not to press charges. Agnes made sure the hospital picked up all the costs that their insurance didn’t cover. Thank God Marla didn’t hurt the baby. It was only two days old, David. We’ve been so worried about her, wondering whether she’s pulling herself together. I didn’t think she’d do anything like this again. This’ll just kill Agnes. She’ll go off the deep end for sure. You know how concerned she is about what people think.”
“I don’t think she took this baby from the hospital. It’s not a newborn. It’s probably nine, ten months old. You need to call Agnes, get her over here.”
“Some mother somewhere must be going out of her mind right now, wondering where her baby is. Hang on.” She raised her voice. “Don!”
“Huh?” Sounding like he was in another room.
“Was there anything on there about a missing baby?”
“What?”
“Didn’t you have the radio on? Did they say if the police were looking for a missing baby?”
“Jesus Christ, she hasn’t done it again, has she?”
“Was there or not?”
“I didn’t hear anything.”
To me, Mom said, “Your father says he didn’t—”
“I heard. I think I may know where the baby came from. I’m going to go over there.”
“You know whose baby it is?”
“You know anyone named Rosemary Gaynor?”
“No, it doesn’t ring a bell.”
“It might to Agnes. She might know Marla’s friends.”
“I don’t think Marla has any friends. She just stays cooped up in her house most of the time except to go out and run errands.”
“Call Agnes. Tell her to get over here as fast as possible. I want to go over to the Gaynors’ house, but I feel a little uneasy about leaving Marla alone with the baby.” I paused. “Maybe I should just call the police.”
“Oh,” Mom said cautiously, “I wouldn’t do that. I know Agnes will want to try to sort this out quietly. And you don’t really know what’s going on. For all you know, Marla’s just babysitting for someone, with their permission.”
“I asked Marla that. She says no.”
“But it’s possible! Maybe she’s babysitting, and while she’s looking after this child, she’s imagining that he’s her own baby. When you think of what she’s been through—”
The shower stopped. “I gotta go, Mom. I’ll keep you posted. Get Agnes over here.”
I slipped the phone back into my jacket.
“David?” Marla called from behind the closed door. I moved to within a foot of it.
“Yeah?”
“Did you say something?”
“No.”
“Were you on the phone?”
“I had to take a call.”
“You weren’t talking to my mom, were you?”
“No,” I said honestly.
“Because I do not want her coming over. She’s just going to make a big deal about this.”
I didn’t want to lie, or even mislead her. “I called my mom, but I told her to call Agnes. You could use your mom’s help. She knows all about babies. She was a midwife before she went into nursing, right?”
The second I’d said it, I regretted it, thinking it might remind Marla of the day she lost her child. Agnes had been present not only because she was Marla’s mother, but because she had expertise in delivering a child.
Not that it did any good.
“You had no right!” Marla shouted. She threw open the door, wrapped in a towel. “I don’t want to be here when she shows up.” She stomped into her bedroom and slammed the door.
“Marla,” I said weakly. “You need to—”
“I’m getting dressed. And I have to get Matthew into something. We’ll go look for a crib.”
I had no safety seat for an infant. It had been several years since I’d needed any version of one for Ethan. But at this moment, that seemed a minor problem compared to everything else. If Marla was determined to leave the house, but still willing to be in my company, then I’d put her and the baby in the car, ostensibly to go looking for a crib, drive like I had a bowl of goldfish on the front seat, but head for the Gaynor home instead of a furniture store.
See how Marla reacted.
“Five minutes!” Marla said.
She was out in four, dressed in jeans and a ratty pullover sweater, her hair still wet. She had the baby in her arms. It was hard to see what he was wearing, she had him wrapped up in so many blankets.
“Grab the stroller,” she said. “I don’t want to have to carry him when we’re shopping. Oh, and let me get another bottle from the fridge.”
I didn’t feel I could call my mother back in front of Marla to tell her we were on the move. I figured the moment Agnes arrived and found no one here, my cell would start ringing. I folded the stroller, and as we stepped outside and Marla put her key in the door to lock it, I took another look at the bloody smudge on the door frame.
Maybe it wasn’t blood. It could be dirt. Someone who’d had their hand in the garden. Except Marla wasn’t much of a gardener.
“I think you should sit in the back,” I told her. “If the air bag went off in the front and crushed the baby into you, well, that wouldn’t be a good thing.”
“Just drive real careful,” Marla said.
“That’s what I’ll do.”
I got her settled into the backseat, behind the front passenger seat, with Matthew in her arms. I opened the back hatch, tossed in the stroller, then got behind the wheel.
“Where are we going to look?” she asked. “Walmart? Or maybe the Sears at Promise Falls Mall?”
“I’m not sure,” I said, heading west. Even though I’d grown up in this town, it wasn’t until I was a reporter for the Standard that I really got to know all corners of it. I could find Breckonwood without the help of a navigation system. “Walmart might be a good place to start.”
“Okay,” she said placidly.
It didn’t take long to reach the Gaynors’ neighborhood. Breckonwood was in one of the town’s tonier enclaves. Houses here cost much more than the average Promise Falls bungalow, but they weren’t fetching the same kind of money they might have ten years ago, when the town was prospering. Madeline Plimpton lived around here. She’d thrown a party for Standard staff at her home eight or nine years ago, back when there were things to celebrate in the newspaper business.
“I don’t see any stores around here,” Marla said.
“I have to make a stop,” I said.
I turned onto Breckonwood, worried that I might see half a dozen police cars and a news van from Albany. But the street was quiet, and I found some comfort in that. If someone had called in a report of a missing child, the street would have been abuzz. I found 375, then steered the car over to the curb.
“This look familiar to you?” I asked, twisting around to get a look at Marla and Matthew, who had a tiny smile on his face.
She shook her head.
“You know anyone named Rosemary Gaynor?”
Marla eyed me suspiciously. “Should I?”
“I don’t know. Do you?”
“Never heard of her.”
I hesitated. “Marla, it has to have occurred to you that this baby—Matthew—came from somewhere.”
“I told you where he came from. The woman who came to my door.”
“But she had to get Matthew from someplace, right? Someone had to give him up for you to have him.”
She was nonplussed. “It must have been someone who couldn’t look after him. They asked around and realized I could provide a good home for him.” She offered up a smile that seemed as innocent as Matthew’s.
I didn’t see the point of pursuing this any further. At least not right now. I said, “You sit tight. I’ll be back in a minute.”
I got out of the car, pocketing the keys, and took in 375. The structure was newer than many on the street, suggesting an older house had been torn down and this built in its place. Well landscaped, two stories, double garage, easily five thousand square feet. If anyone was home, there was probably a high-end SUV sitting behind that garage door.
I went to the door and rang the bell. Waited.
I glanced back at the car. Marla’s head was bent down as she talked to the baby. About ten seconds had gone by without anyone answering, so I leaned on the doorbell a second time.
Another twenty seconds went by. Nothing. I got out my phone, reopened the app that had brought up the phone number for the Gaynors, tapped the number, and put the phone to my ear. Inside the house, I could hear an accompanying ring.
No answer.
Nobody home.
I heard a car approaching and turned around. A black four-door Audi sedan. It turned, quickly, into the driveway and stopped within an inch of the closed garage door, the brakes giving out a loud, sharp squeal.
A slim man in his late thirties, dressed in an expensive suit, jacket open, tie askew, threw open the door and stepped out.
“Who are you?” he snapped, striding toward me, his keys hanging from his index finger.
“I was looking for Rosemary Gaynor. Are you Mr. Gaynor?”
“Yeah, I’m Bill Gaynor, but who the hell are you?”
“David Harwood.”
“Did you ring the bell?”
“Yes, but no one—”
“Jesus,” Gaynor said, fiddling with his keys, looking for the one that would open the front door. “I’ve been calling all the way back from Boston. Why the hell hasn’t she been answering the goddamn phone?”
He had the key inserted, turned it, and was shouting, “Rose!” as he pushed the door open. “Rose!”
I hesitated a moment at the front door, then followed Gaynor inside. The foyer was two stories tall, a grand chandelier hanging down from above. To the left and right, a dining room and living room. Gaynor was heading straight for the back of the house.
“Rose! Rose!” he continued shouting.
I was four steps behind the man. “Mr. Gaynor, Mr. Gaynor, do you have a baby, about—”
“Rose!”
This time, when he called out her name, it was different. His voice was filled with anguish and horror.
The man dropped to his knees. Before him, stretched out on the floor, was a woman.
She lay on her back, one leg extended, the other bent awkwardly. Her blouse, which from the collar appeared to be white, was awash in red, and ripped roughly straight across near the bottom.
A few feet away, a kitchen knife with a ten-inch blade. Blade and handle covered in blood.
The blood, Jesus, it was everywhere. Smudged bloody footprints led toward a set of sliding glass doors at the back of the kitchen.
“God oh God Rose oh my God Rose oh God!”
Suddenly the man’s head jerked, as though something horrible had just occurred to him. Something even more horrible than the scene before him.
“The baby,” he whispered.
He sprang to his feet, his pant legs stained with blood that had gone thick and tacky, and ran from the kitchen, trailing bloody shoeprints in his wake. He nearly skidded on the marble flooring in the foyer as he turned to run up the stairs.
I shouted, “Wait! Mr. Gaynor!”
He wasn’t listening. He was screaming: “Matthew! Matthew!”
He tore up the stairs two steps at a time. I stayed by the bottom of the stairs. I had a feeling he’d be back in a matter of seconds.
Gaynor disappeared down a second-floor hallway. Another anguished cry: “Matthew!”
When he reappeared at the top of the stairs, his face was awash with panic. “Gone. Matthew’s gone. The baby’s gone.” He wasn’t looking at me. It was as if he were speaking more to himself, trying to take it in.
“The baby’s gone,” he said again, nearly breathless.
Trying to keep my voice calm, I said, “Matthew’s okay. We have Matthew. Matthew is fine.”
He glanced back over his shoulder, out the front door that remained wide-open, to my car parked at the curb.
Marla had remained in the backseat, Matthew still in her arms. She was looking at the house now instead of him.
No expression on her face whatsoever.
“What do you mean, we?” Gaynor said. “Why do you have Matthew? What have you done?” His head turned toward the kitchen. “You did that? You? Did you—”
“No!” I said quickly. “I can’t explain what happened here, but your son, he’s okay. I’ve been trying to find out—”
“Matthew’s in the car? Is that Sarita with him? He’s with the nanny?”
“Sarita?” I said. “Nanny?”
“That’s not Sarita,” he said. “Where’s Sarita? What’s happened to her?”
And then he started running toward my car.



SEVEN
AGNES Pickens was very not happy with the muffins.
There were two dozen, arranged on the platter in the center of the massive boardroom table. Coffee and tea had been set up on a table along the wall, and everything there looked fine. Decaf, cream, sugar, milk, sweeteners. Plus, copies of the hospital’s latest progress report had been distributed around the table where everyone would be sitting. But when Agnes scanned the muffin selection, she did not find bran. She found blueberry and banana and chocolate—and let’s face it, a chocolate muffin was just cake shaped like a muffin—but bran was noticeable by its absence. At least there was fruit.
When you were a hospital administrator and called an early morning board meeting, you had to at least make an effort to offer healthy choices. Even if the bran muffins were passed over in favor of the chocolate, she could at least say they had been made available.
The meeting was set to begin in five minutes, and Agnes had stopped in here to make sure everything was as it was supposed to be. Finding it was not, she went to the door and shouted, “Carol!”
Carol Osgoode, Agnes’s personal assistant, popped her head out a room down the hall. “Yes, Ms. Pickens?”
“There are no bran muffins.”
Carol, a woman in her late twenties with shoulder-length brown hair and eyes to match, blinked hurriedly. “I just asked the kitchen to send up a selection of—”
“I specifically told you to make sure that there were some bran muffins.”
“I’m sorry; I don’t recall—”
“Carol, I told you. I remember quite clearly. Call Frieda and tell her to send up half a dozen. I know they have some. I saw them down in the cafeteria twenty minutes ago. Steal them from there if you have to.”
Carol’s head disappeared.
Agnes set her purse on the table, removed her phone, and realized it was not on. Her HuffPost app had been loading slowly that morning, as well as some of her other programs, so she’d turned the phone off with the intention of turning it back on immediately. A quick reboot. But then her rye toast had popped, and she’d neglected to restart it. So now she pressed and held the button at the top right, but flipped the tiny switch on the left side to mute the ring.
Agnes set the phone on the table, then tapped her red fingernails impatiently on the polished surface. This was not going to be a pleasant meeting. She had not been looking forward to it. The news was distressing. The latest hospital rankings were in, and Promise Falls General had come in below average for the upstate New York region. The closest hospitals in Syracuse and Albany had ranked in the high seventies and low eighties, but PFG had been saddled with a sixty-nine. A totally unfair and arbitrary figure, in Agnes’s estimation. Much of it had to do with perception. The locals figured that if you needed top-quality health care, you had to go to a hospital in a big city. Bigger, at least, than Promise Falls. That meant Syracuse or Albany, or even New York.
Sure, PFG had some trouble eleven months ago with an outbreak of C. difficile. Four elderly patients contracted the bacterial infection, and one of them had died. (Too bad the Promise Falls
Standard was still printing at the time; it was front-page material for the better part of two weeks.) But that was the sort of thing that could happen to any hospital, and almost invariably did. Agnes Pickens had instituted even more rigorous hand-washing and cleaning procedures, and had gotten the outbreak under control. And where was the Standard’s front-page story on that?
Ask anyone in town if they’d be happy to be treated at Promise Falls General, and invariably they’d say, “Uh, if you think there’s even a chance of one in a hundred you can get me to Syracuse or Albany before I die, I’ll take a pass on PFG.” Changing that perception was proving to be a challenge for Agnes.
A woman in a pale green uniform and a hairnet walked into the room with a plate of bran muffins.
“Here you go, Ms. Pickens,” she said.
“Frieda, take them off that plate and arrange them with the others,” Agnes said. “And I hope to God you washed your hands before you touched the food.”
“Of course, ma’am.” She added the new muffins to the platter and slipped out of the room as Carol entered.
“They’re here,” she said.
“Send them in,” Agnes said.
Ten people filed in, nodding greetings, making small talk. Local businesspeople, two doctors, the hospital’s chief fund-raiser.
“Morning, Agnes,” said a silver-haired man in his early sixties.
“Dr. Sturgess,” she said, shaking his hand. Then added, “Jack.”
Jack Sturgess, as if anticipating a rebuke, smiled and said, “I’ve started entering my notes into the system this week. Honest. No more paper.”
A few others heard the comment and chuckled as they helped themselves to coffee and tea and settled into the cushioned high-backed chairs around the table’s perimeter. Several helped themselves to muffins, and Agnes noticed at least three of them reaching for a bran.
She liked vindications, no matter how small.
She also liked being in charge. Liked it very much. Here she was, someone who’d never been a doctor, in charge of all this. After graduating nursing school, she’d tried her hand at being a midwife in Rochester for a couple of years, then returned to school for business. Applied, and got, a job in this hospital’s administrative department and, over the years, worked her way right to the top.
Agnes Pickens took her seat at the head of the table and kept her welcome short. “I want to get straight to business,” she said, setting her cell phone, screen up, on the table next to her copy of the hospital report. “You’ll notice on the first page of the document before you that the rankings are in and they are not satisfactory. They are a disgrace. They do not reflect the quality of the work that we are doing here at Promise Falls General.”
A woman at the far end of the table said, “You have to take those things with a grain of—”
“Dr. Ford, I’m speaking. While this ranking is grossly unfair, the only way we’re going to deal with it is to work even harder in every department. We need to look at every single thing we do here and find a way to do it even better. For example, we’re still not where we need to be on computerization of records. It’s vitally important that all relevant patient information be entered into the system to avoid any potential allergy and medication mix-ups. But some staff are still recording information on paper, and leaving it to others to input this data.”
“Not guilty,” Jack Sturgess said. “I’ve gone totally computer.”
“You’re an inspiration to us all,” Agnes said.
Her phone buzzed. She glanced down, saw that it was her sister, Arlene Harwood, calling. She also noticed, for the first time, that she had a couple of voice-mail messages. Agnes felt that whatever they were could wait. The phone buzzed six times, the vibrations traveling the length of the table like a minor earth tremor.
“I’m getting pushback from some staff on this computer filing issue, and I want to get the message out that no one is so special as to be exempt from this. No one. And it’s not the regular rank and file who are resisting. It’s the doctors and surgeons and specialists who seem to think that somehow this duty is beneath them. In part, it’s a generational issue. Younger physicians who’ve grown up with technology are not—”
The phone buzzed again. Arlene trying a second time.
Agnes Pickens hated to be thrown off her game when she was in the middle of something. She picked up the phone, pressed a button to immediately decline the call.
“As I was saying, just because some people who work here, or have privileges here, may not be as computer-savvy as some of their younger colleagues is not an excuse. They are going to have to—”
A text appeared on her phone. From Arlene:
CALL ME!!! IT’S ABOUT MARLA.
Agnes studied the screen for several seconds. “Excuse me,” she said finally, pushing back her chair. “I want five ideas on how to get this ranking up by the time I come back.” She grabbed her phone, exited the boardroom, and closed the door behind her. She entered her sister’s home number and put the phone to her ear.
“Agnes?”
“I’m in the middle of a board meeting,” she said. “What’s this about Marla?”
“My God, I’ve been calling and calling.”
“What is it?”
“She’s done it again,” Arlene said. “David just called. I sent him by to see her with some chili and—”
“Done what, Arlene?”
“David found her looking after a baby.”
Agnes closed her eyes and touched her free hand to her temple, as if she could magically ward off the headache she knew was coming.
“There’s been no incident here,” Agnes said. “If someone had taken a baby from the hospital I would have been notified instantly. David must be mistaken.”
“I don’t know where she got it,” Arlene said. “But I trust David on this. If he says there’s a baby, there’s a baby.”
“Dear God,” Agnes said. “That child, I swear.”
“She’s not a child. She’s a grown woman, and she’s been traumatized. It’s not her fault.”
“Don’t lecture me, Arlene.” It never ended, Agnes thought. Once an older sister, always an older sister.
Agnes wasn’t just younger than Arlene. She was her much younger sister. Their mother had Arlene at the age of twenty, and didn’t get pregnant with Agnes until she was thirty-five. There was one other child, a boy named Henry, a couple of years after Arlene, and then a gulf of thirteen years. Everyone figured Agnes must have been an accident. Surely their parents hadn’t planned to have her. But once they knew she was on the way, they went ahead and had her. The thought of terminating the pregnancy never even occurred to their parents, and not because they were at all religious or were staunchly prolife.
They just figured, What the hell. Let’s have another kid.
Despite having an older brother and sister, Agnes felt as though she were an only child. The age difference meant her siblings had very little to do with her. They were either in or just starting high school when she came along. So they were never playmates, never went to school together. Arlene and Henry, being two years apart, had a bond Agnes could only dream of. She resented it for years, until Henry was killed in a car accident nearly two decades earlier. Only then, it struck Agnes, did Arlene begin to take a greater interest in her.
Well, it was too late by then.
Arlene seemed to believe she had some kind of family monopoly on wisdom. Did she run a hospital? Had she had that kind of responsibility? Had Arlene worked her way up from nothing to oversee a multimillion-dollar budget? And had David ever been the source of worry to Arlene and Don that Marla had been to her and Gill? Marla had been a challenge from the get-go. The teenage years were a nightmare. Sleeping around, drinking, drugs, ignoring school.
Agnes and Gill had figured that once Marla hit her twenties, things would settle down. But troubles remained. Hints of a personality disorder, difficulty recognizing people, mood swings. One doctor thought she might be bipolar. But at least, with her parents’ financial help, she was living independently in a small house of her own, getting the odd job here and there, and then, more recently, this thing where she reviewed businesses on the Internet.
It gave Agnes hope. Maybe, just maybe, Marla was getting her life back on track. So long as there were no setbacks, she might be able to move on to a more conventional kind of job. Agnes would have tried to find her something at the hospital, but after the incident with the baby, that wasn’t possible.
Agnes might be able to pull some strings somewhere. She knew people in this town. The mayor, the head of the chamber of commerce, the police chief. All of them, as it turned out, women. They understood how important it was to help a child find her way in the world.
But then Marla met that boy.
A student, for God’s sake. From Thackeray College. A local boy, the son of, if you could believe it, a landscaper.
And he’d gotten her pregnant.
What had Marla been thinking, getting involved with someone so young, someone who wasn’t even finished with school? Someone who had no prospects, other than to help his father cut lawns and plant shrubs? Agnes had done some checking up on him. A few years ago he’d even been a suspect in the murder of a local lawyer and his family. The boy turned out to be innocent, but you had to wonder, would the police have even looked at him in the first place if there hadn’t been something off about him? He was getting a degree in English or philosophy or something else equally useless.
Yes, Agnes conceded, what had happened with the baby had been tragic for Marla, and she was more than entitled to grieve. She’d needed time to get over her loss, and Agnes believed she herself had been a good mother through this period, helping to get Marla back on her feet. But who could have predicted what Marla would do? That she would sneak into Agnes’s own hospital and kidnap a newborn?
Several months had passed since then, and Agnes now believed Marla was getting better. She was back doing her Internet reviews from home. The next step would be getting her out of the house, out into the world.
But now this.
Marla with another baby.
“Are they at the house?” Agnes asked Arlene.
“Last time I talked to him, yes,” Arlene said. “I think David was wondering whether to call the police.”
“Tell me he has not done that,” Agnes said sternly. “This does not have to be a police matter. We can sort this out. Whatever’s happened, we can deal with it. Did you call Gill?”
“I called the house and left a message. I don’t seem to have his cell phone number.”
Gill, a management consultant who worked from home, had said something about meeting with a client that morning, Agnes recalled.
“Okay, I’m heading over,” she said, and ended the call.
The boardroom door opened and Jack Sturgess emerged. “Is anything the matter, Agnes?”
Her eyes locked briefly on his. “Marla,” she said.
“What?” he asked. “What’s happened?”
She brushed past him as she returned to the conference room. The board members had the look of guilty children who’d been throwing spitballs while the teacher had been down to the office.
Pickens stood behind her chair. “I’m afraid we’ll have to reschedule,” she said evenly. “Something has come up that demands my immediate attention.”
She tossed her phone into her bag and left the room, passing her office and heading straight for the stairs. The elevator could take forever, especially if a patient transfer was under way. Once Agnes was out of the building, she had her phone out again, brought up a contact, tapped it.
It rang nine times before someone answered. “Yeah?” A man, sounding both surprised and annoyed.
“Gill, we’ve got a problem with Marla,” she said.
“Jesus, when don’t we,” her husband said. “Hang on, let me just . . . Okay, I was with a client. What’s happened?”
“She’s done it again. She’s taken another baby.”
“Fucking hell,” he said.
“I’m on my way.”
“Let me know what you find,” Gill Pickens said.
“You’re not coming?”
“I’m right in the middle of something,” he said.
“You’re unbelievable,” she said, and dropped the cell back into her purse.
Agnes wondered what, exactly, Gill was really in the middle of. More than likely, some slut’s legs.



EIGHT
David
I ran after Bill Gaynor as he sprinted toward my car. Marla had worn a blank expression up to now, but as Gaynor charged in her direction, her face changed. Her eyes widened with fear. I saw her glance down, probably checking to see that the car’s back door lock was set. Then she scooped Matthew into her arms and held on to him tightly.
“Matthew!”
“Mr. Gaynor!” I shouted. I reached out, tried to grab his shoulders to slow him down.
Gaynor spun around, tried to throw a punch, and in the process tripped over his own feet. As he hit the lawn I stumbled over his ankle and hit the ground next to him. I scrambled over before he could get up, leaned over him, and said, “Just listen! Listen to me.”
All I really wanted now was to keep Gaynor from hurting or frightening Marla. I wanted to bring some calm to the situation, as unrealistic as that might sound. Only moments earlier, Gaynor had found his murdered wife in their home, and he had every reason to be acting the way he was. But I was afraid, in his state, anything could happen.
He brought himself up to a sitting position, then launched himself at me. Two broad palms against my chest. I went flying backward.
He was on his feet in a second, and heading toward the car again. When he got to it, he was moving so quickly he had to brace himself. His outstretched hands hit the top of Marla’s door, and the car rocked. He reached down for the handle, yanked on it, but found it locked.
Marla screamed.
Gaynor yanked on the door handle two more times, maybe thinking he could bust it open.
“Go away!” Marla shouted.
Gaynor shielded his eyes with his hand long enough to peer through the window and get a good look at the baby. He made a fist and banged on the glass. “Open the goddamn door!”
Marla screamed a second time for him to go away.
I was to the car now, fumbling in my pocket for the keys. I’d be able to unlock the doors as quickly as Marla could lock them, but I wasn’t sure that doing so was a good idea. Marla and the baby were better off in that car, at least until the police arrived.
“Matthew!” Gaynor shouted. He ran around to the other side of the car, but before he could reach the back door, Marla leaned over awkwardly, baby still in her arms, and locked it, too. He yanked on the handle a second too late.
“He’s mine!” Marla yelled, her voice muffled by the cocooning effect of the glass.
A woman who’d no doubt heard all the commotion was coming out of a house on the other side of the street. She took two seconds to take in what she was seeing, and ran back inside.
Make the call, I thought.
Gaynor banged on Marla’s window twice with the flat of his hand, then decided to try the driver’s door.
Shit.
Marla hadn’t been able to reach into the front to lock that one.
I raised the remote, hit the button, but I was too late.
Gaynor got the door open and dived in, putting his knees on the driver’s seat so he could reach into the back. As he lunged for Matthew, Marla freed one hand and slapped at his arms.
“Stop!” I shouted. “Stop it!”
I wasn’t sure which of them I was yelling at. I just wanted everything to stop before anyone got hurt.
I got behind Gaynor and put my arms around his waist, tried to pull him back out of the car. He kicked back at me, catching me on the front of the leg, below the knee. It hurt like a son of a bitch, but I kept my hold on him.
“Stop!” I yelled. “We’re trying to help!”
Although, as I said it, I had to wonder at the truth of my words. Maybe I was trying to help, in the sense that I was trying to figure out what had happened here.
But Marla was another story.
Marla had Bill Gaynor’s child, and I was not yet in a position to explain how that had come to pass.
And in that instant, in that millisecond, in the midst of all this chaos, I recalled the bloody smudge on Marla’s door.
Oh, no.
“Give him to me!” he shouted at Marla, who was still hitting any part of him she could catch. She landed a couple of blows on his head.
“Marla! Stop it! Stop it!”
While I struggled with Gaynor, managing to drag him almost all the way out of the car, Marla tucked Matthew under one arm like a football, threw open the back door on the other side, got out, and started to run.
Gaynor managed to turn around—he was younger and in better shape than I was—so that he could push me up against the inside of the driver’s door and drive a fist into my stomach. I let go of him and my knees hit the pavement.
The wind was gone from me. I gasped for air as Gaynor tore around the back of the car and caught up to Marla as she ran across the lawn. As I struggled to my feet, I saw him grab Marla by one arm.
“Go away!” she screamed, twisting her body, shielding the baby from the baby’s father.
Again I yelled, “Wait!”
Gaynor kept his focus on Marla, and his hand on her arm. He was digging his fingers into her flesh, and she was screaming in pain.
“I’ll drop him!”
That did it. Gaynor released his grip on her, took half a step back. For several seconds, everything froze. All you could hear was breathing. Shallow and rapid from Gaynor, his tie askew, hair tousled, arms down at his sides. Marla, jaw dropped, inhaling huge gulps of air. And then there was me, still struggling to get my breathing back to normal after that punch to the gut.
Half doubled over, I came around the car, one arm raised, palm out, in some weak kind of conciliatory gesture.
Gaynor’s wild eyes went from Marla to me and back to Marla. There were tears running down her face, and Matthew was starting to cry, too.
“Please,” Bill Gaynor said to her. “Don’t hurt him.”
Marla shook her head, stunned by the request. “Hurt him? You’re the one who’s trying to hurt him.”
“No, no, please,” he said.
I managed to stand fully upright as I stepped over the curb and walked onto the lawn.
“Marla,” I said. “What matters now, more than anything, is that nothing happen to Matthew. Right?”
She studied me warily. “Okay.”
“He’s our number one concern, agreed?”
“That’s my son,” Gaynor said. “Tell her to give me my—”
I raised a hand in his direction and nodded. “We all want the same thing, and that’s for Matthew to be safe.”
In the distance, for the first time, sirens.
“Of course,” she said.
“Marla, something’s happened in the house, and the police are coming, and it’s all going to get very busy here in a few minutes, and the cops are going to want to ask all of us lots of questions, and we don’t want to subject Matthew to that, do we? Some people are going to believe one thing and some people are going to believe something else, but the bottom line is, Matthew needs to be safe.”
She said nothing, but tightened her grip on the baby.
“Do you trust me, Marla?”
“I don’t know,” she said.
“We’re cousins. We’re family. I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you. I want to help you, and I want to help you through this. You have to trust me.”
Gaynor’s eyes continued to bounce between us.
“I guess I do,” she said. I could see her grip on Matthew, who was continuing to cry through all of this, relax ever so slightly.
The sirens grew louder. I took my eyes off Marla for half a second, saw a Promise Falls cruiser turn the corner a long block away, lights flashing.
“Give him to me,” I said. I looked at Gaynor. “Is that okay with you, if she gives him to me?”
He searched my eyes. “Okay,” he said slowly.
Marla stood frozen. She’d taken a quick look up the street, too, and the imminent arrival of the police had prompted a more frightened look in her eyes.
“If I can’t have him . . .”
“Marla.”
“If I can’t have him, then maybe no one . . .”
“Don’t talk that way, Marla.” Jesus, what might she do? Run into the street, throw herself in the path of the police car, baby in her arms?
The cruiser—only the one so far—screeched to a halt and two male officers, one black and one white, jumped out. I was pretty sure I recognized both of them from my time reporting for the Standard. The black officer was Gilchrist, the white guy Humboldt.
“Give him to me!” Gaynor yelled at Marla, and advanced threateningly toward her.
Gilchrist drew his weapon, but kept it pointing toward the ground. “Sir!” he barked, his sharp voice a thunderclap. “Back away from the woman!”
Gaynor looked at the cop, pointed to Marla. “That’s my son! She has my son!”
Christ on a cracker, this very bad situation was milliseconds away from getting a fuck of a lot worse. The cops had no idea what they’d walked into. They probably thought it was some kind of custody dispute. A full-scale domestic disturbance.
“Officer Gilchrist?” I said.
The man’s head snapped my way. “I know you?”
“David Harwood. Used to work for the Standard. This is my cousin, Marla. She’s under a lot of . . . stress right now, and she was just about to hand the baby to me. And I think that’s okay with Mr. Gaynor here, right?”
“Everyone just stay right where they are,” Gilchrist said as his partner came alongside. “Would you like to bring us up to speed, Harwood?”
“It’d be easier to explain once Marla hands me the baby.”
“That work for you?” Humboldt, speaking for the first time, asked Bill Gaynor.
Gaynor nodded.
“How about you, Marla?” Gilchrist asked.
Marla took four slow steps in my direction. Carefully she handed the crying child to me. I supported him against my chest with one arm, wrapped the other around him. Felt his warmth. The stirring of his small limbs.
Gilchrist holstered his weapon.
“In the house,” I said, my voice feeling as though it might break. “You have to go . . . into the house.”
“What’s in the house, sir?” Humboldt asked.
It was Gaynor who spoke. “My . . . wife.” The way he said it, the way the two words came out so brittle, neither of the cops seemed to feel the need to ask what her situation was.
Humboldt drew a weapon and slowly approached the open front door. The house swallowed him up as he entered the foyer.
Gilchrist spoke into the radio attached to his shoulder, said he was going to need more units on Breckonwood. Probably a detective and a crime-scene unit.
Marla’s red eyes looked my way. I wondered whether she would ask me what was in the house, but she didn’t.
Instead, she slowly melted to the grass. Once she was on her knees, she put her hands over her eyes and began to weep so hard her body shook.
My phone rang. Tucked into my inside jacket pocket, against my chest, it felt like I’d been hit by one of those paddles paramedics use. With a wailing Matthew pressed against me, I worked my free hand into my jacket to retrieve the phone. I saw who it was before I put the phone to my ear.
“Agnes,” I said.
“I’m at Marla’s and there’s no one here. What the hell is going on?”
Matthew cried. “We’re not there,” I said.
“Who is . . . Oh, dear God, is that the baby?”
“Yeah. Look, Agnes—”
“Where are you? Where the hell are you?”
I couldn’t even remember where I was. I was numb. I glanced at the house, read the number to her.
“A street, David? That would be enormously helpful.”
I had to think a moment. “Breckonwood. You know where that is?”
“Yes,” Agnes snapped. “What are you doing there?”
“Just come,” I said.
“Your mother said you had some wild idea that you might call the police. Whatever’s happened, you are not to call the police.”
“Aunt Agnes, we’re way past that now.”



NINE
“SO let me see if I have this right,” Barry Duckworth said, sitting across the desk from Thackeray College security chief Clive Duncomb. “You’ve got a sexual predator wandering the campus, and you’ve decided the Promise Falls police are the last people who need to know about this.”
“Not at all,” Duncomb said.
“That’s how it looks to me.”
“We’re well equipped to deal with all manner of situations,” Duncomb said. “I have a staff of five.”
“Oh, well,” Duckworth said. “And I suppose you can call on your students to pitch in as needed. Do the chemistry majors do your forensic work? You have an interrogation room somewhere, or do you just use one of the lecture halls? I guess your art students can do the fingerprint work. They’d have plenty of ink on hand.”
Duncomb said nothing. Instead, he opened the bottom drawer of his desk and brought out a file folder stuffed with about half an inch of paperwork. He opened it and began to read:
“‘January fourteenth, ten seventeen p.m., vandal throws brick though dining hall window. Call put in to Promise Falls police, told they have no one available, ask Thackeray security to e-mail them a report. February second, twelve-oh-three a.m., inebriated student shouting and taking his shirt off on steps of library. Security puts in call to Promise Falls police, told to send them a copy of the report.’ You want me to go on?”
“You think a broken window and a drunk kid equate with rape?”
Duncomb waved a finger at him. “There hasn’t been an actual rape. Which is one of the reasons why we chose not to bother the Promise Falls police.” He smiled. “We know how busy you are.”
“These things can progress,” Duckworth said.
“I’m aware of that. I was with the police in Boston before I took this position.”
Duckworth was about to tell Duncomb that he should know better then, but stopped himself. He knew he was getting off on the wrong foot with this guy, that he might need his cooperation with whatever was going on here, but, boy, he was steamed.
“On behalf of the Promise Falls police, please accept our heartfelt apologies for our lack of attentiveness in those matters.”
Duncomb offered up a small hmmph. “Okay.” He cleared his throat. “You have to understand where I’m coming from, what my position here is. I’m getting a lot of heat from those farther up the food chain. The admin, the president’s office.”
“Go on.”
“There’s a lot of competition out there when it comes to deciding where to send your kid to school.”
“Sure,” Duckworth said.
“And Thackeray had some bad press a few years back—this was before I got here—with the college president and that plagiarism scandal and the shooting. You remember that?”
“Yes.”
“That’s mostly water under the bridge now. I mean, people remember it, but they’ve moved on. It was nearly a decade ago. If anyone was ever thinking of sending their kid to a college other than Thackeray because of that, it’s likely no longer an issue. But what we don’t need around here is more bad press. News of some pervert preying on young girls is all it might take for Mom and Dad to decide to send little Susie somewhere else to find a future husband.”
Barry Duckworth did not like this man.
Duncomb took a breath and continued. “So before we bring in the marines—or the local police—we’re doing everything we can to find this fucker. I’ve got my people patrolling at night, and one of them, a woman—Joyce, who’s in her thirties, and pretty hot—has been acting as a kind of decoy, trying to draw this guy out.”
Duckworth sat up in his chair. “You can’t be serious.”
“What? Isn’t that what you’d do?”
“Has Joyce been trained in proper policing methods? Does she know self-defense? Do you have her in radio contact with other members of your security team at all times? Are they shadowing her?”
Duncomb had both hands in the air, palms forward. “Whoa. First of all, I’ve been a cop, and I was a damn good one. And I’ve been giving Joyce the benefit of my training and experience. Second, Joyce has taken an accredited security guard course. And all that other stuff you mentioned, I wouldn’t get too hung up about it, because I’m not sending her out there empty-handed.”
“She’s armed?”
Duncomb grinned, then made a gun sign with his hand, pulled the trigger. “Oh, yeah. It’s not like I’m telling her to shoot the bastard, but she sure shouldn’t have any trouble persuading him to behave himself.”
Duckworth was imagining the countless ways this approach could go horribly wrong.
“How many attacks?” the detective asked.
“Three,” Duncomb said. “In the last two weeks. All late at night. Girls walking home alone from one part of the campus to another, heading back to the residence. Lot of wooded areas, places where someone can hide. Man jumps out, grabs them from behind, attempts to drag them into the bushes, manages to cop a few good feels.”
Duckworth wondered whether Duncomb’s decision to leave the Boston force was his own.
“In each case, the girl’s managed to break free, run away. Nobody’s been hurt.”
“Not physically,” Duckworth said.
“That’s what I said,” the college security chief said.
“Suspect?”
“Just partial descriptions, although what we have from the three he went after is consistent. Man about six feet tall, slender build.”
“White? Black?”
Duncomb shook his head. “Wearing a ski mask. Plus a hoodie. Like a big football one, with a number on it.”
“Did he say anything?”
“Nope. At least, not that any of the girls recalled. But like I said, we’re on this, and those posts with the panic buttons will all be in place by the end of the day, so I got a good feeling we’re not only going to get this shithead, but make the girls around here feel a whole lot safer.”
“I want their names,” Duckworth said.
“Say what?”
“The three women who were attacked. I want their names and contact information. They need to be interviewed.”
“I suppose we could do that.”
“This isn’t a Thackeray College issue,” Duckworth said. “This is a Promise Falls issue. Your attacker may not be a student. He may be someone from town. And vice versa. If it’s a student, or even a member of the faculty—”
“Oh, Jesus, don’t even go there,” Duncomb said.
“—or even a member of the faculty, there’s nothing to stop him from heading into town and attacking someone there. You need our resources and expertise. We need to talk to those women.”
“Fine, fine, I’ll get those to you.” He put his hands flat on the desk. “We done?”
“No,” Duckworth said. “I came here to ask you about something else.”
“Okeydoke.”
“Have you had any acts of animal cruelty on campus?”
“Animal cruelty?” He shook his head slowly. “I guess they still dissect frogs over in the biology building. Has Kermit filed a complaint?”
“No poisoned dogs or cats? No cutting the heads off the Canada geese I see wandering around here?”
Duncomb shook his head one last time. “Nothing like that at all. Why?”
Duckworth felt a buzzing in his jacket. “Excuse me,” he said. He took out the phone and put it to his ear. “Duckworth.”
He listened for several seconds, reached into his pocket for a small notebook and a pen. He scribbled down a Breckonwood Drive address, then put the phone away.
He stood. “Do not send your Joyce out there as a decoy. And I want those names.”
Duckworth dropped a business card on the man’s desk, and found his way out.



TEN
David
BILL Gaynor had been okay with my holding the baby while the situation was being defused, but damned if he was going to let me hang on to Matthew now that Breckonwood was swarming with police.
He did agree to Officer Humboldt’s suggestion, however, that the baby be placed in the arms of a uniformed female officer, who in turn was going to hand him over to the first person who showed up from the Promise Falls Department of Children’s Services.
Besides, I couldn’t imagine Gaynor wanted to be holding on to a crying child while he attempted to answer questions about what had happened to his wife, Rosemary, back in that kitchen. Especially if that meant going back into that house.
I couldn’t get the image out of my head. Her lifeless gaze upward. The ripped blouse. The blood.
So much blood.
Gaynor wasn’t the only one who had to be persuaded that Matthew needed to be left in someone else’s care, at least for now.
“They’ll never give him back to me,” Marla said. “Once they take him away they’ll never give him back.”
We were over by my car, and I had taken my cousin into my arms, held her as she went from one crying jag to another.
“We’ll just have to wait and see how things go,” I told her, even though I knew we were more likely to be struck by a meteor than to see the Gaynors’ baby handed back to Marla.
I had few doubts that Matthew belonged to the Gaynors.
It wasn’t as if it had actually been spelled out for me, but it wasn’t hard to put it all together. Marla had a child in her house that was not hers. She had some crazy story about an “angel” dropping him off like a FedEx parcel. There was the addressed flyer in the stroller. When Bill Gaynor returned home from some business trip, he went into a panic about his missing baby, Matthew.
And he instantly recognized his son in my car.
The dots were not that hard to connect.
So I didn’t think the odds of Marla going home with Matthew were particularly good. But I couldn’t help but wonder what the odds were that Marla had something to do with Rosemary Gaynor’s death. Was it possible, I wondered, as I tried to comfort her, that my cousin was capable of something like that?
I honestly had no idea.
The cops had asked us a few preliminary questions, then told us to wait for a detective to arrive. Not long after that, I saw Barry Duckworth show up. I’d gotten to know him a few years ago, not just through my work at the Standard, but through a personal matter. Dressed in an ill-fitting gray suit, he didn’t appear to be winning his perennial battle with his bathroom scale.
He glanced in my direction on his way into the house, a brief look of puzzlement on his face. At first he might have assumed I was here covering the story, but with the Standard out of business, there had to be some other reason.
He’d find out soon enough.
Once inside the house, I saw Duckworth confer with Officer Gilchrist, who had been talking to Gaynor.
God, what that man had to be going through.
Duckworth shook Gaynor’s hand, and then the door was closed.
“What did you see in the house?” Marla asked me. She already knew the big picture. There were enough police here now to figure out that something very bad had happened in there.
“His wife,” I said. “In the kitchen. She’s been stabbed. She’s dead.”
“That’s horrible,” Marla said. “Just horrible.” She paused. “You know what I think?”
“What do you think, Marla?”
“I’ll bet he did it. That man. Her husband. I’ll bet he killed her.”
I looked at her. “Why would you say that?”
“Just a feeling. But I bet he did it. And when they figure out he did it, they won’t let him keep the baby.”
I could see where this was going.
“Marla, did you know that woman?”
“You already asked me that. At my house. I told you. I’ve never heard of her.”
“Could you have met her, but not known that was her name?” It wasn’t like I had a picture of the woman I could show Marla, so the question was kind of pointless. And even if I’d had a picture, it wouldn’t have done much good. So Marla’s answer was not surprising.
“I don’t think so. I don’t go out all that much.”
“Have you ever been here?” I asked. “To this house?”
Marla raised her head and studied the house for a moment. “I don’t think so. But it’s a very nice house. I’d like to have a house like this. It’s so big, and my house is so small. I’d love to go inside and look around.”
“Not now, you wouldn’t,” I said.
“Oh, yeah,” she said.
“So you’re telling me you didn’t come to this house, yesterday or maybe the day before, for Matthew? You didn’t find him here?”
“I already told you how he came to me,” she said tiredly. “Don’t you believe my story?”
“Sure,” I said. “Of course I do.”
“It doesn’t sound like it.”
I happened to glance down the street, which had been taped off in both directions. A woman lifted up the police tape, ducked under, and strode purposefully toward us. When an officer attempted to stop her she brushed him aside.
“It’s your mom,” I said to Marla, and I felt her stiffen in my arms.
“I don’t want to talk to her,” she said. “She’ll just be mad.”
“She can help you,” I said. “She knows people. Good lawyers, for one.”
Marla looked at me with sad wonder. “Why would I need a lawyer? Am I in some kind of trouble?”
“Marla!” Agnes said. “Marla!”
Marla pulled away from me and turned to face my approaching aunt. Agnes took her into her arms, gave her a three-second hug, barely giving her daughter enough time to respond in kind. Then Agnes looked at me sharply and said, “What’s going on here?”
Marla said, “It’s all . . . it’s kind of hard to explain, Mom, but—”
“That’s why I’m asking your cousin,” Agnes said, her eyes still fixed on me.
My mouth was dry. I licked my lips and said, “I dropped in on Marla. She was looking after a baby. An address on a piece of mail tucked into the stroller led me here. The husband had been away on business, showed up at the same time; we went in, found his wife.” I paused. “She’s dead.”
Agnes’s face fell.
“And there’s something about a nanny they had. Mr. Gaynor, he was asking about someone named Sarita. I got the idea he was expecting she’d be at the house, but she wasn’t.”
“Good God,” Agnes said. “Who are these people? Who’s the woman, the one who was killed?”
“Rosemary Gaynor,” I said.
Agnes abruptly turned away from me, looked at the house, as if by staring at it hard enough she could make it provide some answers. I was given a view of her back for a good ten seconds before she engaged me again.
“The baby?”
“It’s being looked after by the police or the child welfare people, at least for now. Mr. Gaynor’s being interviewed by the cops.”
“His name is Matthew,” Marla said, moving closer to us so she could be part of the conversation.
Agnes was ready now to question her instead of me. “What were you thinking? How did this happen? How did you end up with that baby? Did you learn nothing after what you did at my hospital? Nothing at all?”
“I—”
“I simply can’t believe it. What on earth possessed you? What did you do? Did you grab him at the mall? Had she taken the baby out for a stroll?” She put a hand to her own mouth. “Tell me you didn’t snatch him here, at their house. Tell me you had nothing to do with this.”
Marla’s eyes filled with tears. “I didn’t do anything wrong. He was given to me. Someone came to my door and asked me to look after him.”
“Who?” Agnes snapped. “The mother? This Gaynor woman?”
“I don’t know who she was. She never said.”
“Honestly, Marla, no one in the world is going to believe a story like that.” More to herself than to us, she said, “We’re going to have to come up with something better than that.”
Agnes gave me a look of exasperation. “Have the police talked to her?”
“Briefly,” I said. “They’re trying to sort out the scene, I think, and told us not to leave. There’s a detective here already, and probably a forensics unit, too.”
“She doesn’t say a word, not to anyone,” Agnes said. “Not one word.” She raised a finger to her daughter’s face. “You hear that? You don’t say one thing to the police. If they so much as ask you your birthday, you tell them to talk to your lawyer.”
Agnes rooted through her purse, brought out a phone. She went through her contacts, found a number, and tapped it with her thumb. “Yes, this is Agnes Pickens. Put me through to Natalie. I don’t care if she’s with a client; put her on the phone right this second.”
Natalie Bondurant was my guess. One of Promise Falls’ sharpest legal minds. She’d helped me in the past.
“Natalie? Agnes Pickens here. Whatever you’re doing, drop it. I have a situation. No, not with the hospital. I’ll explain when you get here.” She told Natalie where she could find her and ended the call before she could get an argument.
Agnes said to me, “That goes for you, too.”
“What?” I asked.
“Not a word to the police. You have nothing to say.”
The first thing that popped into my head was a childish, You’re not the boss of me. But what I said was “I’ll decide what I tell the police, Agnes.”
She didn’t like that. “David,” she said, in a whisper so Marla could not hear, “can’t you see what’s happened here?”
“I don’t think we know that yet.”
“We know enough to know Marla needs to be protected. Whatever she’s done, it’s not her fault. She’s got problems; she’s not responsible for her actions. We all have to look out for her.”
“Of course,” I said.
“She hasn’t been right for a long time, but losing the baby, it did something to her, to her mind.”
“What are you saying?” Marla asked.
“It’s all right, dear. I’m just talking to David.”
“I’ll keep what you have to say in mind,” I told my aunt. “But I don’t think my role in this entitles me to clam up when the police start asking questions.”
Agnes shook her head. “You really are Arlene’s boy, aren’t you? Stubborn to the end.” She scanned the various police vehicles. “I’m going to find out who’s in charge here.”
She went off in search of authority.
My cousin looked at me and said, “You have to help me.”
“Your mom’s doing that,” I said. “That was probably Natalie Bondurant she was talking to on the phone. She’s a good lawyer.”
“Don’t you get it?” Marla asked. “Didn’t you hear what she said? She said ‘I’ have a situation.”
“Marla, she just meant—”
“I know what she meant. She’s worried about her own reputation first.”
“Even if that were true, anything she does to protect herself will end up protecting you.”
Marla’s eyes darted about, as if looking for some safe place to run to, and finding none. “I think . . . maybe I am in trouble.”
I leaned in close to her, rested my hands on her shoulders. I’d already asked her the big question, but felt it was time to try again. “Marla, look at me. Tell me. Did you do anything to that woman? To Matthew’s mother? Maybe, just for a moment, something snapped? You did something you didn’t mean to do?”
Even as I asked this, I wondered whether I wanted to know the answer. If Marla confessed to me that she’d killed Rosemary Gaynor and then run off with her baby, would that be something I could withhold from the police?
I knew how Agnes would answer that question.
“David, I could never do a thing like that,” she said, a voice barely above a whisper. “Never.”
“Okay, okay, that’s good,” I said.
“You’ll help me, won’t you?”
“Sure, of course. But really, I know you don’t always trust your mother’s motives, but once she gets Natalie on board, then—”
“No, no,” Marla said, her eyes pleading. “You. You have to help me. It’s what you do, right? You ask questions and find out things.”
“Not anymore,” I told her.
“But you know how. Find the woman who gave me Matthew. Find her. She’ll tell you what I’m saying is the truth.”
“Marla, just—”
“Promise,” she said. “Promise you’ll help me.”
I was hunting for the right words. I held her tightly, looked her in the eye, and said, “You know I’m in your corner.”
Her face shattered like a dropped teacup as she slipped her arms around me. “Thank you,” she said, her voice muffled against my chest, clearly not appreciating how totally noncommittal my response had been.



ELEVEN
“I wonder what’s going on,” said Arlene Harwood, standing at the top of the stairs to the basement. “I want to phone David, but I figure, if he has something to tell us, he’ll call. What a terrible situation. Just terrible.”
Don Harwood, seated at his workbench, had just tightened the vise on a lawn-mower blade that he wanted to sharpen. His basement workshop—as opposed to the other one he had in the garage—was more crowded that it once was, ever since he’d set up a Lionel train layout on a four-by-eight sheet of plywood for Ethan to play with before he and his father had moved away to Boston. Ethan had lost interest in it in, but Don had not, and could not bring himself to tear it down. He’d put a lot of work into it. The O scale station, the miniature people waiting on the platform, the crossing signal that flashed when the train raced by, even a replica of the town’s water tower, with the words “Promise Falls” printed on the side.
“I don’t know,” he said, not looking in Arlene’s direction, but staring at the blade, wondering where he’d put his grinder. That’d be just the ticket to make this blade sharp enough to shave with. “She’s trouble, that girl. Always has been, always will be. Your sister should have committed her to a mental ward for a while after she tried to run off with that baby in the hospital.”
Arlene descended halfway down the stairs, far enough that Don would be able to see her from the waist down, if he chose to take his eyes off the blade. “That’s a horrible thing to say.”
“Is it? Maybe if she had, she wouldn’t be having more trouble with her today. Damn it, where’s my grinder?”
Don suddenly raised his head, sniffed the air. “Arlene, you got somethin’ on the burner?”
“What?”
“Something sure smells like it’s burning.”
“Oh, Lord!” she said, turned and started running up the stairs. But two from the top, she stumbled, pitched forward, and yelped.
“Shit,” Don said, then hopped off his stool and bolted up the stairs to help her.
“I’m so stupid!” she said, trying to get upright.
Don knelt next to her. “What hurts? What did you hit?”
“Just my leg. Below my knee. Damn it. Go turn off the stove!”
Don edged around her and entered the kitchen. Smoke was billowing up from a frying pan. There were half a dozen breakfast sausages burning to a crisp. Don grabbed the handle, slid the pan over to another burner, then opened a lower cupboard door to look for the biggest lid he could find. He grabbed one and slammed it on top of the pan, smothering the smoke and the flame that was just beginning to erupt.
He could feel his heart pounding, stood leaning against the counter to catch his breath. He hadn’t run up a flight of stairs in a long time, certainly not since his cardiac incident.
He heard some shuffling, looked to see Arlene framed in the doorway to the basement. She’d managed to climb the rest of the stairs, but there was blood on her beige slacks, below her right knee.
“Oh, honey, you’ve really hurt yourself,” he said.
“I’m okay, I’m okay. I was cooking up some sausages so I could slice them and put them in toast for our lunch. I can’t believe I did that.”
“It’s okay,” he said. “I’ll make us something else. Some soup. I’ll open a can of soup.”
Arlene limped over to the kitchen table, dropped herself into a chair. “Look what I’ve done to these pants. I just bought these. I don’t know if I can get that out. They’ll never be the same.”
“Don’t worry about that,” Don said. “Let me have a look.”
He pushed himself away from the counter and went carefully down to one knee, rolled up the pant leg to just over Arlene’s knee, and examined the wound. “Those things always hurt like hell, right on the bone there. You’ve scraped the skin, and it’s gonna swell up good. Does it feel like it’s broken?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Stay here.” With effort, he stood, using the table for leverage, feeling his bones creak as he did so, and rummaged around in the drawer where they kept a first-aid kit. He cleaned the wound, put a bandage on it, then got a pliable ice pack from the freezer.
“Hold this on it,” Don said. “Here, let’s prop your leg up on another chair. Then the pack won’t slide off.”
He rolled her pant leg back down so the ice pack wouldn’t be right on her skin, then set it into position.
“Damn, that’s cold,” she said.
“Yeah, well, you’ll get used to it. Gotta leave it on there for a bit.”
Arlene reached out and touched his arm. “I’m losing my marbles.”
“No, you’re not.”
“I’m forgetting things,” she said. “More and more.”
“We all do,” he said. “I forget stuff all the time. Remember the other night I was trying to remember the name of that actor, the one from that movie?”
“Which movie?”
“You know, the one where they were fighting that thing, and that actress was in it? The one you like? You know.”
She smiled sadly. “You are as bad as me.”
“I’m just saying, we’re forgetting things that aren’t that important, like movie stars’ names, but we still remember the stuff that matters.”
“Remembering I have something on the stove matters,” she said. “I can’t find my keys half the time; the other day I thought I’d lost my Visa card and I found it in the drawer. Why would I put my Visa card in a drawer and not in my wallet?”
Don pulled up a third chair so that he could set himself down right next to her. He put an arm around her shoulder. “You’re fine. We get older; we forget things. But you’re fine. Don’t worry about the sausages. If you’re okay walking, we’ll go out for lunch today.”
“You can’t,” Arlene said suddenly.
“And why not?”
“Because you’re meeting Walden. I shouldn’t even have been making the sausages. You’re not going to be here at lunch.”
“What? What are you talking about? Walden Fisher?”
“Do you know any other Waldens?”
“He’s coming over to see me?”
“At eleven. I think he said coffee, not lunch, but when you go out at eleven, there’s a good chance it’ll turn into lunch.”
“This is all news to me,” Don said, an edge in his voice.
“Oh, no,” Arlene said. “I don’t believe it.”
“What?’
“He called here yesterday. I’m pretty sure it was yesterday. He said he was going to drop by. Didn’t I tell you? Are you sure I didn’t tell you?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“I wrote it down. I’m sure I wrote it down. Look on the calendar.”
By the phone was a promotional calendar from a local florist that came in the mail every December. They kept a record of their appointments—mostly medical these days—in the tiny squares.
“Here it is,” he said. “‘Walden, eleven.’”
“I knew I wrote it down. I was sure I told you.” The ice pack slid off her leg and hit the floor. “Oh, Christ almighty.”
Don bent over, carefully retrieved it, and put it back on his wife’s leg. “Feeling any better?”
“What hurts most is my pride.”
“Why the hell does Walden want to see me? I haven’t talked to him in years.”
Arlene shook her head. “Well, he’s going to be here in a few minutes. You get ready. I’m fine, really.”
“Did he say what it was about?”
“For heaven’s sake, Don, a man can’t get together for coffee? He’s a friend of yours.”
“That’s kind of debatable,” Don said.
Walden Fisher, a good fifteen years younger than Don, was still employed by Promise Falls. Before Don retired from his position as a building inspector, he and Walden occasionally crossed paths, even though Walden worked in the town’s engineering department as a draftsman. It was there, however, where Don had gotten his start when he went to work for the town back in the sixties.
Don had worked with Walden’s father—long since passed away—and when Walden graduated college with an engineering degree, Don put in a good word for him with personnel. Walden’s dad had figured a recommendation would be better coming from someone who was not a relative. Walden always credited Don with getting him into a decent job with decent benefits, where the risk of getting laid off was minimal.
“It wouldn’t kill you to have a social life,” Arlene said.
“I suppose,” Don said. “But I haven’t talked to him since I retired.”
“You heard, I guess,” Arlene said.
“About his daughter?” he snapped, almost defensively. “Of course. Who the hell hasn’t heard about that? It was only three years ago. Who could forget that?”
“You don’t have to bite my head off. And I’m not talking about her. Walden’s wife. She passed away a couple of months back.”
“How do you know that?” Don asked, his voice softening.
“I read the paper. Or I did, when there still was one. It was in the death notices.”
“Oh,” Don said. “Didn’t know.”
“Maybe he’s just looking to get out there, get out of the house, now that his wife is gone.”
“You know what happened to her?” Don asked.
“Cancer, I think,” she said. “Go on, he’s likely to be here any—”
The doorbell rang.
Don was frozen. He didn’t want to leave Arlene. “It’s okay,” she said. He told her one more time to keep the ice on her leg, and left the kitchen.
He swung open the front door, and there was Walden Fisher. Looking older and grayer than the last time he’d seen him, that was for sure, although there was less hair to turn gray than there used to be. A bit more padding around the middle, but he wasn’t a heavy man. Had to be about fifty-five now, Don figured.
“I’ll be damned,” Don said. “Look who it is.”
Walden smiled awkwardly. “Hello, there, Don. Long time.”
Back in the kitchen, he could hear the phone start to ring.
“You retired?”
“No, I got nearly five more years to go. But I’ve built up so much overtime, I’m taking a day here and there. Taking the better part of this month off. I get you at a bad time? You knew I was coming, right?”
The phone rang a second time.
“Of course, yeah. What’s on your mind?”
“I wanted to pick your brain some. It’ll take five years, but all the town’s planning and engineering is going to computer. Most of the infrastructure was built before computers, so it’s all on paper. Blueprints, schematics, everything. Details of every water main, bridge support, sewer grate are on huge sheets rolled up with rubber bands, and God knows where they’ve all gone to. If you can believe it, some guys retired and took their work home with them when they did.”
“I never did that,” Don said.
“Not saying you did,” Walden said. “But I’ve been getting together with some of the older guys, no offense intended, to see if they know where some of that stuff ended up. Once we find it, we can get it all transferred onto computer.”
“Thought you said you were taking some time off.”
Walden shrugged. “When I’m actually in the office, I don’t have time to do what I’m doing now.”
Don let out a breath he’d been holding. “Like I said, I never took anything home, but I might be able to fill in some of the gaps if there’s stuff you don’t know. I worked on the water tower, for one thing.” It was why he wanted to have a model of it on the model railroad.
The phone started to ring a third time, then stopped abruptly.
Don said, “Listen, let me grab my jacket and we’ll go over to Kelly’s. I could go for a BLT, maybe a piece of pie.”
Don left Walden standing on the front step, but before going to the hall closet for his coat, he returned to the kitchen. He was worried Arlene probably got up to answer the phone, and that was exactly what she had done.
The ice pack was on the floor. Arlene was leaned up against the counter, one foot off the floor, receiver in hand.
She looked at Don and said, “I thought it would be David calling with news about Marla. But it’s the school, and it’s David they’re looking for. They had a cell number for him but it was his Boston number, and he changed his phone since then and must not have told them and why wouldn’t he think to do that?”
“What is it?” Don asked.
“Ethan. Something’s happened with Ethan.”



TWELVE
BARRY Duckworth steered Bill Gaynor into the dining room, making sure the connecting door to the kitchen was closed. He pulled out two chairs that were tucked under the dining room table and turned them to face each other.
“Mr. Gaynor, have a seat.”
“Tell me again, where’s Matthew?”
“Matthew is fine; don’t worry. Please sit.”
Gaynor settled into a chair, and when Duckworth sat, their knees were a foot apart.
“They won’t give him back to that crazy woman,” Gaynor said.
“Don’t worry about that. Do you know that woman, Mr. Gaynor?”
“No, I’ve never seen her before in my life.”
“I’m told her name is Marla Pickens. Mean anything to you?”
The man shook his head tiredly. “No.”
Duckworth noticed a photo on the serving table against the wall. He pointed to it. “That’s you and your wife?”
Gaynor looked older than the man in the picture. “That was taken when we were married.”
Duckworth took a longer look at the picture. Rosemary Gaynor’s straight black hair hung to her shoulders. She’d still been wearing it in the same style. Her eyes were dark brown, her skin pale, no rouge or lipstick to give herself some color.
Gaynor asked, “What’s going to happen to my Rosemary?”
“I’m sorry?”
“My wife.” He tipped his head in the direction of the door to the kitchen. “What’s going to happen with her? What are they going to do with her?”
“She’ll be taken to the forensic examiner’s office,” Duckworth said. “An autopsy has to be conducted. Once that’s done, she can be released to you so that you can make arrangements.”
“Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why does there have to be an autopsy? For Christ’s sake, all you have to do is look at her to know . . .” He put his face into his hands and cried. “Hasn’t she been through enough?”
“I know,” Duckworth said gently. “But an examination of your wife may yield a lot of helpful information that will help us find out who did this. Unless you already have some idea.”
Without looking up, he shook his head. “No, I have no idea. Everyone loved Rose. This is the work of some crazy person. That woman. She’s crazy. She had Matthew, for God’s sake.” He raised his head, looked at Duckworth with red eyes. “It had to be her. She kidnapped Matthew and when Rose tried to stop her, she . . . she did that.”
Duckworth nodded. “That’s something we’re going to be looking into, Mr. Gaynor. But right now, I need to get a sense of when things happened.”
A timeline, the detective was thinking. He needed to get a timeline. “When did you last speak with your wife? When you left for work this morning?”
“No, it was yesterday.”
“Sunday?”
“That’s right. I’ve been out of town. On business.”
“Where were you?”
“I was in Boston. Since Thursday.”
“What were you doing there?”
“I . . . I was at a meeting at our head office. I’m in insurance. Neponset Insurance. I spend a lot of time there. Sometimes Rose comes—would come with me. Before we had Matthew. If I was going to be there for a while.”
“Where did you stay?” Duckworth asked, scribbling in his notebook.
“The Marriott Long Wharf. That’s where they always put me up. Why does this matter?”
“I need to get a full picture, Mr. Gaynor.” Duckworth was thinking that before he walked out of this house, he’d have someone onto the Marriott and Neponset Insurance to check Gaynor’s story. Even though there was nothing so far to suggest Gaynor had murdered his wife, spouses were always high on the suspect list. Boston was only a couple of hours away by car, if you really pushed it. The man could have left Boston yesterday afternoon, returned home, killed Rosemary Gaynor, then hightailed it back to the city, pretending to have been there the whole time.
It seemed unlikely to Duckworth, but if he didn’t check it out, it would always remain a possibility.
He asked, “When did you leave Promise Falls for Boston?”
“Like I said, Thursday. Very early, so I could be there by ten. We finished up this series of meetings last night, but I was too tired to drive home then, so I decided to get up early this morning. I was calling Rose all the way home. The house phone, her cell. She wasn’t answering.”
“But you talked to her yesterday. On Sunday.”
The man nodded. “Around two? There was a lunch. We had a keynote speaker, a funny motivational talk. When that was over, I had a few minutes before the next session I had to attend, so I called Rose on my cell.”
“And you reached her.”
He nodded.
“What did you talk about?”
“Nothing, really. I told her I missed her. I asked how Matthew was. I told her I’d probably drive home in the morning, but if I decided to come back that night I’d call and let her know.”
“So you didn’t call her again?”
“Not till I was on my way this morning.” He bit his lip. “I should have come home last night. Why the hell didn’t I just come back then? I could have been here, could have stopped this from happening.”
“We’ll know more as the investigation proceeds, Mr. Gaynor, but it appears this attack happened yesterday afternoon. Coming home last night . . . it’s unlikely it would have made any difference.”
Bill Gaynor closed his eyes and breathed in slowly.
“I noticed you have a security system,” Duckworth said.
He opened his eyes. “Yes. But Rose only turned it on at night when she went to bed. She didn’t have it on through the day. Every time she’d go out, to go to the store, or take Matthew for a walk in his stroller, she’d have to disengage it before she opened the door. So she only put it on at night.”
“Okay. What about just locking it?”
A fast nod. “That she almost always did. She’d turn the dead bolt every time she came back in the house.”
“What about friends? Did your wife belong to any clubs? Like a university women’s club or a gym? Anything like that?”
“No,” he said, shaking his head.
“And I have to ask, Mr. Gaynor, whether it’s possible there could have been anyone else.”
“Anyone else?”
Duckworth said nothing, just let the question sink in.
“Oh, no, God. I mean, we were devoted to each other, and she just had a baby. She’s hardly— That’s a terrible thing to ask.”
“I’m sorry. Any kind of trouble with the law?”
“Are you serious? Of course not. Okay, she got a speeding ticket a week or so ago, but I’d hardly call that being in trouble with the law.”
“Nor would I,” Duckworth said gently. “Do you have family in town?”
“No. We don’t really have any extended family at all. I was an only child and my parents passed away when I was in my teens. And Rose, she did have an older sister, but she died years ago.”
“How’d that happen?”
“Horseback riding. She fell off a horse and broke her neck.”
Duckworth winced. “Parents?”
“Like me, Rose’s mother and father passed away fairly early. I think she lost her mother when she was nineteen, and her father when she was twenty-two.”
“So there’s no parents, in-laws, who might have keys to the house.”
“No, just Sarita.”
“Who’s Sarita?”
“The nanny. I don’t know where she is. She should be here. I’m pretty sure this is the day she comes in the morning.”
“What’s Sarita’s last name?”
Gaynor’s mouth opened but nothing came out.
“Her name?” Duckworth repeated.
“I don’t . . . I don’t think I’ve ever known Sarita’s last name. Rose, she took care of that end of things.” His face reddened with embarrassment. “I know I should know this.”
“That’s okay,” Duckworth said, keeping his disapproval to himself. “But what can you tell me about her?”
“When we had Matthew, I thought it would be a good idea for Rose to have some help. She’s had . . . health problems over the years. So if we had someone come in a few times a week to help out . . . Sarita isn’t exactly a nanny, although she’s got training and has worked with children. But even if she could be here just to spell Rose. Give her a chance to get out of the house. Do some shopping without having to lug Matthew and the car seat and all that. Plus, Sarita helped out with other things. Cleaning, getting the laundry caught up. Cooking. That kind of thing. All before she headed off, if she had a shift.”
“A shift?” Duckworth asked.
“Yeah. She pulled a few shifts at a nursing home or a hospital or something. I don’t know exactly what it was.”
“How did you find Sarita? To hire her?”
“It wasn’t me who did it. I told Rose I thought it’d be a good idea for her to have help, but she did the actual looking. I think she saw an ad online somewhere; there was a phone number. She called and Sarita came out for an interview and Rose liked her and that was that.”
“And you’re sure you don’t know her last name.”
Gaynor shook his head.
Duckworth was thinking that Rosemary Gaynor would probably have a number for the nanny in the contacts in her phone. Failing that, it would probably be written down somewhere. Then he had another thought.
“How’s Sarita paid? You must have some canceled checks. There’ll be a name on those.”
“It was . . . cash,” he said. “We always pay Sarita in cash. She’s not, strictly speaking . . . I’m not sure whether Sarita is here legally.”
“Okay. Where’s she from?”
“I didn’t even think people from Mexico came this far north, but she might be from there. Or she might be from the Philippines. She doesn’t look really, you know, that foreign, like maybe one of her parents was an American. Like, a white American.”
Duckworth said nothing, made a note.
“I’m sorry, I’m not sure about this. Does it matter where she’s from? I mean, you’ve got that insane woman who had Matthew. That’s who you need to be talking to.”
Duckworth said, “Can you excuse me for five seconds?”
He left the dining room, waved over Officer Gilchrist. “Find out where Marla Pickens lives and seal that house off. No one gets in. Right now.”
“Got it,” he said.
Duckworth went back to his living room chair. Gaynor had a cell phone in his hand. He wasn’t making a call or checking mail. He was simply staring at it.
“I feel like I should be calling someone,” he said. “But I can’t think who.”
“Let’s get back to Sarita. You say she should have been here today. Is that right?”
“Yes. I’m certain this is her morning to come. And yesterday. She was supposed to be here yesterday.”
“Okay,” Duckworth said. “If she’s supposed to be here, and she isn’t, that raises a couple of possibilities, Mr. Gaynor. One is that she may have something to do with this, or know something about what happened here. And . . .” Duckworth hesitated a moment. “And it may mean that she’s in some kind of trouble herself.”
Bill Gaynor blinked. “Oh, my God. This Marla woman didn’t just kill Rose. She’s killed Sarita, too, hasn’t she?”



THIRTEEN
David
I’D put Marla back in my car, up front in the passenger seat. I got behind the wheel, but we weren’t going anywhere. Officer Gilchrist had ordered me to surrender my keys earlier, and then he was back asking to see Marla’s driver’s license, as if he wanted to know where she lived. He got on his radio to pass along some information, then kept watch on us to make sure we didn’t leave the scene. Agnes had gone down the street, to where they’d strung the police tape, to watch for lawyer Natalie Bondurant.
“Remember coming up to the cabin?” Marla asked. The question came out of nowhere.
“Wow, that was a long time ago,” I said. “I only went up half a dozen times, when I was sixteen or seventeen? Eighteen maybe?”
Marla was referring to a place her parents owned on Lake George, barely an hour’s drive north of Promise Falls. And to call it a cabin was to do the place a disservice. It was a beautiful home. The property had been in Gill Pickens’s family for several generations, and long ago there had been a simple cabin and an outhouse on the site. Gill’s parents tore it down and built a house in its place, but it never stopped being called “the cabin.”
Back when Agnes and my mother were getting along better than they were now, my family was invited up there for a few weekends. I swam and waterskied and went searching up and down the lake in Gill’s boat for teenage girls. Marla was a little kid then, probably six or seven.
“I had a crush on you,” she said quietly, looking down into her lap.
“What?”
“I mean, even though you were my cousin, and, like, ten years older, I really liked you. Don’t you remember me following you around all the time?”
“You were my shadow,” I said. “I remember anytime I wanted to go anywhere, you wanted to go with me.”
She smiled weakly. “Remember that time I found you? With what’s-her-name?”
I cocked my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“In the boathouse. I went in there and caught you making out with that girl. I think her name was Zenia or something. You had your hand right under her shirt.”
“Yeah, I remember that. I begged you not to tell anyone.”
Marla nodded. “I made you take me to the marina, in Dad’s boat, and get me something at the snack bar. I was bought off for the price of a milk shake.”
I shot her a smile. “Yeah. I remember that, too.”
“I should have asked for more, considering what I’d end up doing for you later.”
“What?” I asked.
“That same summer?”
“I don’t . . . I don’t think I know what you’re referring to.”
She waved a hand, dismissed it. “All my memories of the cabin used to be good. It was my happy place, you know? But I don’t think I can ever go back there.” She went silent for several seconds, then said, “That’s where I lost her, you know. Where I lost Agatha.”
“Agatha,” I repeated.
“That’s what I would have named her. I had a name all picked out. Agatha Beatrice Pickens. A mouthful, I know.” Her eyes, which hadn’t had much of a break from crying in the last couple of hours, moistened yet again.
“I didn’t know it happened up there,” I said.
“There was this outbreak at the hospital then, C. diff or whatever they call it, and Mom was worried about me having the baby there. Although she didn’t want anyone to know she was choosing to keep her own daughter out of the hospital. She knew how that would play, sending me elsewhere at the same time she was telling the press that the hospital was perfectly safe, that all precautions were being taken. But she was trained as a nurse and was a midwife for a while years ago—you knew that, right?”
“Yeah.”
“So she said she could look after me as well as anybody could. Although she didn’t want to take too many chances, so she got Dr. Sturgess to help out. So they got me all set up at the cabin. I mean, it was a good idea, and it was really nice up there. Relaxing, you know?”
“Sure,” I said.
“Mom stayed up there with me. She had Dr. Sturgess on standby. Like, if the contractions started getting really close together, she’d call him and get him up there. Since she’s the head of the hospital, people, even the doctors, jump when she tells them to.”
“I’ve noticed,” I said.
“So, when it looked like the baby was about to be born, she texted him and he got up there real fast. And things were going okay at first, although I had a lot of pain, you know? Lots of pain.” Her voice drifted off.
I didn’t know what to say. Maybe there wasn’t anything she wanted me to say. Marla just wanted to talk.
“They gave me something for it; Dr. Sturgess did. And that helped. But then things started going wrong. Something really bad. And when the baby—when Agatha—came out, she wasn’t breathing.”
“Was it the cord? The umbilical cord?” I didn’t know a lot about the subject, but I had heard of newborns dying that way.
She looked away and nodded. “Yeah. I’ve read about it online, and it happens a lot, but it’s rare for it to actually threaten the baby. But that’s what happened. It was all kind of surreal, because I was sort of in and out, but even so, I’ll never forget it. Not as long as I live.”
“I’m sorry, Marla. I can’t imagine how horrible that must have been.”
“At least I got to hold her,” Marla said. “To see her perfect little fingers.” The tears were coming now. “Mom says I held her for a couple of minutes before they had to take her away. You have any Kleenex?”
I pointed to the glove box. She opened it, grabbed three tissues, dabbed her eyes, and blew her nose. “Mom blamed herself,” she said.
“What do you mean?”
“After, she said it was all her fault. That if I’d had the baby at the hospital, maybe they could have done more to save her. She took it pretty hard. I know she comes across as a total bitch and a half, but she took it almost as bad as I did.”
“What about you?” I asked.
“What about me?”
“Do you blame her?”
She took several seconds to answer. “No,” she said finally. “It made sense, doing things that way. I mean, I went along with it. Dr. Sturgess said it was the smartest thing to do. It was just . . . it was just the way it happened. If I blame anyone, I guess I blame God. That’s who Mom says she blames, after she’s done blaming herself.”
I nodded.
“And I’m not a religious person. I mean, I didn’t really believe in God until I needed Him to blame. Does that make any sense?” She searched my face.
“I think so,” I said. “It’s hard to know how to handle these things.”
“And up until everything went to shit, it was kind of a good time up there. I mean, just being there with Mom. She was okay. She was really nice to me. She wasn’t judging me the way she usually does, even though I know she was pretty pissed when she found out I was pregnant. But close to the end, she seemed to come to terms with it.”
“How about the father?” I asked. “How’d he react?”
“Derek?” she said.
“Yeah. I’ve never known his name.”
“Derek Cutter.”
The name rang a bell. From my days as a reporter for the Standard.
“I didn’t tell him right away. I hadn’t talked to him much in the last few weeks I was pregnant. She didn’t want me to have anything to do with him. I don’t think I was really in love with him or anything.”
“He’s a student?”
Her head went up and down twice. “He’s local. He didn’t leave town to go to college like a lot of kids do. He started out living at home, but then his parents split up, and they sold the house and his mom moved away, I think. His dad moved into an apartment, and then Derek started sharing a house close to the college with some other students.”
“Sounds kind of rough for him.”
“Yeah. His dad runs a gardening service or something. When Derek was a teenager, he worked for him. Cutting lawns and doing landscaping and stuff like that. But when the house got sold, he had to rent a garage or something to store his lawn mowers and everything. Mom never liked Derek. She figured I should be finding someone whose parents were lawyers or owned Microsoft or invented Google. Someone like that. But Derek was okay.”
“Where’d you meet him?”
“At a bar in town. We just kind of bumped into each other. I might have sort of lied about how old I was. I told him I’d just gotten out of school, so he’d think I was only a year or two older than him, instead of seven. But I don’t think age really matters that much, do you?”
My phone rang. “Hang on,” I said.
It was home calling. That could mean Mom or Dad, but I was betting Mom.
“Hello?”
“David?”
I was right. “Yeah, Mom.”
“What’s happening?”
“It’s a long story. I can’t really get into it right now. I’m with Marla, and Agnes has arrived.”
“Because I don’t know if this is something you want your father to handle. I’d do it myself but I fell on the stairs.”
I gripped the motionless steering wheel with my free hand. “Mom, what’s going on?”
“I was coming up the stairs and slipped, but it’s nothing. But the school called about Ethan.”
Jesus, when it rained, it poured. “What about Ethan? Is Ethan hurt?”
“I don’t think so, but he got into some kind of fight. With another boy. He got sent to the office and they called here for you. You gave them your old cell phone number when you enrolled him and you must have forgotten to give them your new one, so if there’s an emergency—”
“Mom!” I shouted. “What about Ethan?”
“They want you to pick him up. They’re sending him home.”
I closed my eyes and exhaled. “I can’t do that right now. I can’t leave the scene.”
“The scene?”
“Let Dad go. He can pick up Ethan, and I’ll sort things out when I get home. Okay?”
“I’ll tell him. What did Marla do, David? Did she really take another baby?”
“Later, Mom.”
I ended the call, put the phone away, and lowered my head until it was touching the top of the wheel.
“Trouble?” Marla asked.
“Seems to be a lot of it going around,” I said. “But it’s okay.”
I looked at the Gaynor house. The front door was being opened from the inside. Detective Duckworth emerged, locked eyes on my car, and headed our way. But before he could reach the car, two other people appeared by Marla’s open window.
Agnes and Natalie Bondurant.
Agnes said, “Everything’s going to be okay, child. Everything is going to be okay.”
Duckworth reached the car and asked Agnes and Natalie to step aside. “Marla Pickens? Would you step out of the car?”
“She has nothing to say,” Agnes said as Marla started to push open the door. Agnes pushed it back.
“Ms. Pickens,” Natalie said, addressing Agnes, “let me take it from here. Hello, Barry.”
“Natalie,” he said.
“I’m representing Marla Pickens. I’m afraid she won’t be taking any questions at this time.”
Duckworth eyed her tiredly. “I’m investigating a murder here, Natalie. I’ve got things to ask.”
“I can appreciate that. But right now my client’s in shock and in no position to handle questions.”
“And just when do you think your client will be taking questions?”
“I’m not able to say at this time.”
“Well, whether she wants to answer questions or not, you’re going to have her at the station in exactly one hour.”
Natalie’s tongue poked the inside of her cheek. “She’s not going to have anything to tell you.”
“Then she can not tell me anything at the station.”
Now Agnes opened the door, took Marla by the arm, and helped her out. With Natalie on one side and Agnes on the other, they escorted her down the street, leaving me alone behind the wheel.
“You got a lawyer, too?” Duckworth asked, looking at me through the open door.
“Not yet,” I said.
He glanced into the back of my car. “Where’d you get that stroller?”
“It belongs to the Gaynors,” I said.
“Christ on a cracker,” Duckworth said. “Open the hatch.”
I got out and did so. I went to reach for the stroller but Duckworth slapped my hand.
“Don’t touch that,” he said. “Have you already touched that?”
“Yes.”
Duckworth sighed. “Let’s you and me have a talk.”



FOURTEEN
“YOU sure you don’t mind my tagging along?” Walden Fisher asked Don Harwood.
“Nah, it’s okay. I just got to go to the school and pick up my grandson, bring him home,” Don said, walking down the front steps in the direction of his blue Crown Victoria that he’d had forever. “Hop in.”
The passenger door creaked as Fisher opened it.
“Gotta put some WD-40 on that,” Don said.
“Your grandson sick?”
“No. He got into some kind of scrap with another kid.”
“He okay?”
“Well, they weren’t calling from the hospital, so I guess that’s a good thing,” Don said. “Truth is, the boy could use some toughening up. Getting in the odd fight probably be a good thing for him. I’ll scoop him up, bring him home, and we can go grab a coffee. Just want to check in on Arlene when I get back, though.”
“What’s wrong with her?”
“She just took a little trip on the stairs, banged up her leg. I want to make sure she’s okay.”
Walden nodded understandingly. Backing out of the driveway, Don glanced over and thought he saw a look of sadness wash over the man’s face. “Arlene was telling me . . . she saw the notice in the paper about . . .”
“Beth?” Walden said.
“Right, yeah, Beth. I couldn’t remember her name. Arlene was telling me she passed away recently.”
“Nine weeks,” he said. “The big C.”
“Sorry,” Don said. He didn’t know what else to offer in the way of condolences. He wasn’t good at that sort of thing. “I’m not sure whether I ever met her.”
“Probably at some Christmas party, a million years ago,” Walden said. “A different time.” A pause. “She was never really the same, after.”
“After the diagnosis?”
Walden shook his head. “Well, yeah, that’s true. But what I meant was, after what happened to Olivia.”
There was a topic Don didn’t want to touch with a barge pole. Don might not keep up with the death notices the way Arlene did, but there wasn’t anyone in Promise Falls who didn’t know about Olivia Fisher and what happened to her. Three years ago—Don was thinking it was three years ago this month—the twenty-two-year-old woman was fatally stabbed one night in the downtown park, just steps away from the base of the falls from which the town got its name.
Olivia Fisher was a young, beautiful woman just starting out on life’s journey. She’d recently completed a degree in environmental science at Thackeray, had lined up a job with an oceanic institute in Boston that was dedicated to preserving sea life, and was about to marry a young man from Promise Falls.
The world was waiting for her to make it a better place.
No one had ever been arrested for the crime. The Promise Falls police brought in help from the state, even an FBI profiler, but never made any real headway.
Don felt uncomfortable, not sure what to say. The best he could come up with was, “It must have been devastating for Beth. But . . . you, too.”
Walden said, “Yeah, but I finally went back to work. Had to. Didn’t have any choice. The grief’s always with you, but sometimes you throw yourself into something; you just go on autopilot. It becomes mechanical, you know?”
“Sure,” Don said, although he wasn’t sure he did know. Certainly not in this context. Maybe his son, David, would. He’d been to hell and back over his late wife, Jan, a few years ago.
“But Beth, she was a stay-at-homer, you know? Took the odd part-time job, and when Olivia was little she did babysitting, ran a day care out of the house. But she gave that up once Olivia was around ten. So every day I went to work, Beth was home alone with nothing but Olivia’s ghost as company. I know there’s probably no way to prove this, but I think that’s why she got sick. She was so depressed, it just poisoned her. You think something like that could happen?”
“I guess,” Don said.
“It was almost as bad for Vick. Maybe worse.”
“Vick?”
“Oh, sorry, I just keep thinking everybody knows all the details. Victor Rooney. The one who nearly became our son-in-law. They were going to get married in three more months. He kind of went off the deep end, too. Started drinking hard. Never finished his degree in chemical engineering, got a job with the fire department. But the drinking got worse. They did their best for him, considering the circumstances and all. Sent him a couple of times to one of those places to dry out, get himself straightened up, but he never did pull it together. I think they finally fired him, or he quit, don’t know which, and if he ever found any other work I don’t know. See him the odd time just driving around town in his van. Too bad. Seemed like a good kid. I met him back when he had a summer job once with the town, working in the water treatment plant.”
“They still got Tate Whitehead working there? See him around town once in a while. He must be due to retire soon.”
“On the night shift, I think,” Walden said. “Where he can do the least damage.”
“Yeah, well, Tate has a good heart but he’s no nuclear physicist,” Don said. “The school’s just up here.”
“I’ll wait in the car,” Walden said.
“Sure.”
Don found a parking spot, left the keys so Walden could listen to the radio if he wanted, and went into the building, following the signs to the office. As soon as he walked in, he saw his grandson seated in a chair this side of a raised counter. Ethan’s face was scraped, and there was a tear in one knee of his jeans. His eyes were red.
The boy was startled. “I didn’t know you were coming,” Ethan said. “I thought it would be Dad.”
“He’s got his hands full,” Don said.
“A job interview?”
Don shook his head. “I wish.”
A woman seated at a desk behind the counter got up and approached. “May I help you?”
“I’m Ethan’s grandfather. Who are you?”
“I’m Ms. Harrow. I’m the vice principal.”
“There was some kind of trouble?”
“He and another boy got into a fight. They’re both suspended for the rest of the day.”
“Who’s the other kid? Where’s he?” Don asked.
“That’d be Carl Worthington.”
“Who started it?” Don asked.
“That’s not really the issue,” Harrow said. “We have a zero-tolerance policy about fighting. So they’re both being disciplined.”
“You start it?” Don asked his grandson.
“No,” Ethan said meekly.
“There,” he said to the vice principal. “If he didn’t start it, why’s he being suspended?”
“Carl says it was Ethan who started it. I just got off the phone with Sam Worthington having this very same discussion.”
“That’s the father of the kid that started it?”
The vice principal started to speak but Don held up his hand. “Save it. I’ll take him home. In my day, we’d just let the kids sort it out and didn’t get so goddamn involved. Let’s go, Ethan.”
Don tried to get some details out of Ethan on the way to the car, but he didn’t want to talk about it. But when he saw someone sitting in the front seat of the Crown Victoria, he asked, “Who’s that?”
“Friend of mine. Well, sort of. Someone I worked with a long time ago, before I retired. Don’t be asking him anything about anybody.”
“What would I ask him?”
“I don’t know. But just don’t, okay?”
Ethan got into the back of the car. Walden Fisher turned in his seat and extended a hand.
“I’m Walden,” he said.
Ethan accepted the handshake warily. “I’m Ethan. I don’t have anything else to say.”
“Okay, then,” Walden said.
When they got back home, Ethan burst out of the car like it was rigged to explode and ran in ahead of his grandfather. He found Arlene on the living room couch watching CNN, an ice pack on her leg. She tried to ask him what had happened, but he ran up to his room and closed the door.
Don asked his wife how she was doing, said he didn’t have to go have a coffee with Walden if she needed his help, but she said she was fine, which was not the answer he was hoping for.
So, with some reluctance, Don Harwood went to Kelly’s, where he had a coffee and a piece of cherry pie with whipped cream on top, and spent the better part of an hour talking to Walden about blueprints and water-main bursts and buried electrical lines, and when it was all over he came home and plunked down in his reclining chair with the intention of taking a nap.
But he could not sleep.



FIFTEEN
David
“HOW are you involved in all this?” Barry Duckworth asked me.
We’d moved to his unmarked cruiser. He was behind the wheel and I was up front next to him.
“Marla’s my cousin,” I explained. I told him about dropping by that morning with some food my mother had prepared.
“Why would your mother do that?”
“Because she’s nice,” I said.
“That’s not what I mean. Marla Pickens is a grown woman. Why does your mother think she needs to send her food? Is Marla out of work? She been sick?”
“She’s had a rough few months.”
“Why?”
“She . . . she lost a child. At birth. A little girl. She hasn’t been quite right since.” I didn’t get into details, and I didn’t volunteer the story about Marla trying to kidnap a baby from Promise Falls General. I had no doubt he’d find that out sooner or later, but I wasn’t going to be the one who told him.
It wasn’t that I feared my aunt’s wrath at divulging that. Okay, maybe a little. But it really was Marla I was looking out for. What she’d done at the hospital was hugely damning in the current circumstances, and I wasn’t sure Duckworth or anyone else with the Promise Falls police would feel the need to pursue a very broad investigation once they had that tidbit. Marla killed Rosemary Gaynor and made off with her baby. Simple as that. Case closed, let’s go get a beer.
I didn’t know that it was that simple. Then again, maybe it was.
There was no denying Marla had Matthew Gaynor. And even though her story of how he’d come into her life seemed unlikely, I wasn’t convinced Marla had it in her to have committed the kind of savagery I’d seen—if only for an instant—inside that house.
I hoped to God she didn’t.
“What do you mean, hasn’t been quite right?” Duckworth asked.
“Depressed, withdrawn. Maybe not taking as good care of herself as she could. Which was why my mom wanted to send some food over.”
“Why you?”
“What do you mean, why me?” I asked.
“Why didn’t she take it over herself?”
I licked my upper lip. “I had the time. I’m back home living with my folks. I’m out of work. Maybe you heard, the Standard went under.”
“And the Gaynors’ baby was there? At Marla’s house?”
I nodded.
“And this didn’t seem right to you? Because you knew she didn’t have a child?”
“That’s right. She told me a woman handed her the baby yesterday.”
“Just out of the blue, someone knocked on the door and said, ‘Here, have a kid.’”
“Yeah.”
Duckworth ran a palm over his mouth. “That’s quite a story.”
“That’s what she says happened.”
He shook his head slowly, then said, “I thought I’d heard you’d moved to Boston.”
“I had.” I guessed it wasn’t that strange that Duckworth would take notice of what I was up to, given that we knew each other from my troubles five years earlier. “But I moved back. Things weren’t working out at the Globe. I was working nights most of the time and never got to see Ethan. You remember Ethan.”
“I do. Good boy.”
Even with everything that was going on, I couldn’t stop worrying about what had happened with Ethan at school.
“I wanted to be close to my parents,” I told Duckworth. “They’re a great help. I got rehired at the Standard just as the paper closed.”
Duckworth wanted to know how I’d made the connection with the Gaynors. I told him, and about arriving at the same time as the husband. Duckworth wanted to know how Bill Gaynor seemed, before we’d found his wife.
“Agitated. He said he’d been trying to raise her on the phone, couldn’t.”
He asked me whether I knew anyone named Sarita.
“No. But I heard Gaynor say the name. That she’s the nanny. Haven’t you talked to her?”
“Not yet.” He paused. “You’re not getting your car back.”
“I kind of figured.”
“Eventually, but not for a while.”
“You’re going to find my prints on that stroller.”
“Uh-huh,” Duckworth said.
“I just thought I should mention it. I put it in the car when we came over here.”
“Okay.”
“And probably in the house, too,” I added. “I was inside, briefly, with the husband. So on the door, maybe some other places. I don’t remember. I might have touched something.”
“Right,” Duckworth said. “Thanks for filling me in.”
I thought maybe, in retrospect, that pointing those things out didn’t do me the service I was hoping it would.



SIXTEEN
JACK Sturgess had two patients currently in the hospital he felt obliged to check in on before he left Promise Falls General and went back to the medical building a few blocks away, where he kept his office. But he couldn’t get his mind off what Agnes had told him at end of the canceled board meeting.
That there was trouble, again, with Marla. Just when you think things are settling down, another bomb goes off.
His first patient was an elderly woman who’d fallen and broken her hip. She taken a tumble at the nursing home where she lived, and Sturgess was recommending she be kept here another couple of days before sending her back to let the home staff look after her.
Next was a seven-year-old girl named Susie who’d had a tonsillectomy the day before. Back around the dawn of time, a child who’d had this procedure would be kept for three or four days in the hospital, but now it was usually a day surgery: Arrive in the morning, go in for surgery, home by suppertime. Not that the patient would feel much like eating anything.
But Susie had lost a lot of blood during the operation, so she’d been kept overnight.
“How’s the princess doing today?” the doctor asked as he approached her bedside.
Struggling, she said, “Okay.”
“Hurts, huh?” he said, touching his own throat.
Susie nodded.
“They tell you you’ll get to eat all this ice cream after the operation, but once it’s over, the last thing you want to do is eat anything, am I right?”
The little girl nodded again.
“Even ice cream will hurt going down that throat of yours. But I’m betting by this afternoon you’ll want a bowl. That’s a promise. I’m sending you home today. You’re going to be just fine.”
He placed his palm on the girl’s cheek and smiled. “You’re a brave one, you are.”
Susie managed a smile. “I’m missing school,” she whispered.
“You like that?”
An enthusiastic nod.
“Maybe what we could do,” Sturgess said, “is next week, we put the tonsils back in; then we’ll take them out again so you can miss even more school.”
That brought a smile. “You’re joking,” she said hoarsely. “I don’t hate school that much.”
“You get better,” Sturgess said.
As he walked back to the car, his thoughts returned to Marla Pickens. He wondered what the problem was this time. If she’d kidnapped another baby from the hospital, surely everyone in the building would have been talking about it.
He figured sooner or later he’d learn the details. He was, after all, the family’s GP.
His car was parked in the multilevel garage that had been built four years ago. The hospital still had some ground-level lots, but over the last decade it had become nearly impossible to find a spot, even in the area reserved for staff, so a five-story parking building had been erected. The doctors were given exclusive access to the north end of the first level.
Sturgess had his remote out, pressed the button, saw the lights on his Lincoln SUV flash. He was reaching for the door handle when someone behind him, by one of the pillars, said, “Dr. Sturgess?”
There was no time to react.
The fist drove its way into his stomach the second he turned around. It felt as though it went in far enough to touch his spine. He dropped to his knees immediately, head down, a pair of worn sneakers in front of him.
Sturgess didn’t bother to look up. He didn’t know who this person was, but he didn’t have to guess who had sent him.
“Hey, Doc,” said the man standing over him. “I guess you can figure out what that’s about.”
Sturgess’s chest heaved as he struggled to get his breath back. The punch had been well placed. He didn’t believe anything had been broken. The man hadn’t caught a rib. He figured he’d be able to walk in another minute or two.
“Yeah,” he croaked.
“It’s a message,” the man said.
“I know.”
“What do you think it means?”
“It means . . . you want your money.”
“Not me.”
“The man . . . who sent you.”
“That’s right. He says you’re nearly paid up, but not quite. Until your debts and the interest are dealt with, he’s gonna keep sending me around to visit you.”
“I understand.”
“I’m not sure you do,” the man said. “Next time there will be blood.” He chortled. “And it’ll be coming from the little stump where one of your fucking fingers used to be.”
“I hear you,” the doctor said, most of his wind back now. “I gave him a hundred grand. You’d think he’d be fucking happy with that.”
“If a hundred grand was all you owed, I’m guessing he would be.” And then in a slightly more conciliatory tone, “You know, have you ever considered that maybe you’ve got a problem?”
“What?” Sturgess said; he had one knee up, and was slowly coming to a standing position. Now he was able to look his attacker in the eye. The thug was about thirty, bearded, pushing three hundred pounds easy.
The man rested a hand gently on the doctor’s shoulder. “You think I enjoy this? You think I like beating the shit out of people to get them to pay up?” He shook his head. “Not at all. I’m telling you, maybe you should get help. Gamblers Anonymous or something like that. Don’t go telling my boss I said this, because he likes the business he’s in, but hey, if you got your act together, there’s always some other dumb asshole willing to throw away his paycheck on the horses or blackjack or whatever. But you’re a doctor, right?”
Sturgess nodded.
“You help people. You probably work with your hands, doing surgery, shit like that. So when I see you next, and have to relieve you of one of your fingers, that’s kind of bad for society, you know? Like, imagine this. I chop your finger off; then I get in a car accident or something, and you’re the only doctor on call, but you can’t operate on me because your hand is fucked. That would be ironic, right?”
“It would,” Sturgess said.
“Well, then,” the man said, giving the doctor’s shoulder one more friendly pat, “you better pay up, because I’m one fucking lousy driver.”
He chuckled, turned, and walked away.
Sturgess got his door open and collapsed into the driver’s seat. The man was right. He needed to get his problem under control.
But first he had to pay off the rest of his debts. Otherwise he might not live long enough to get his act together.



SEVENTEEN
David
ONCE Detective Duckworth was done with me, I had to find a way home. I considered calling my father, but he’d already been pressed into service to pick Ethan up at school, and I didn’t want to have to answer all the questions he’d have if he picked me up at a crime scene. And Mom, according to the brief chat I’d had with her, had hurt her leg, so I wasn’t going to trouble her, either.
So I called a cab.
You don’t hail a taxi in Promise Falls the way you do in New York. Unlike in the big city, most people here have a car and use it to go everywhere, so cabbies aren’t wandering suburban streets looking for a fare. You call in, and they send one out to you. Once I’d phoned in, I waited on the corner where I said I would be.
And thought.
What a morning.
Mom just had to send me to Marla’s with chili.
Of course, even if she hadn’t, we’d have all been drawn into Marla’s problems eventually, because we were family. We’d have been concerned; we’d have offered support; we’d have followed developments with interest.
But we wouldn’t be involved. Not like this.
I felt I was involved in this as much as I wanted to be.
I’d promised Marla my support, but not a lot beyond that. I supposed I could start asking around on my own in the hopes of finding something that would hold up her version of events, but just how obliged was I to do that? And there seemed little doubt Agnes would be doing everything she could, starting with the hiring of Natalie Bondurant, to make sure Marla didn’t get charged with Rosemary Gaynor’s murder.
The cab showed up.
I was home ten minutes later. Mom was stretched out on the couch; Dad was in his recliner, not reading, not watching TV, just staring off into space. I felt like I’d wondered into an old-folks’-home lobby.
“Where’s Ethan?” I said.
“I didn’t hear you pull up,” Dad said, his voice low and weary. “Where’s your car?”
“What happened with Ethan?” I asked.
Mom said, “Is Marla okay? Did she give the baby back?”
“Something wrong with the car?” Dad asked.
I had to find a job. I had to move out of here. I raised both hands. “I’ll fill you in, in a minute. Right now, I’m asking about Ethan.”
“He’s up in his room,” Mom said.
“What happened?”
Dad spoke up. “He got into some fight with a kid. Don’t know much more than that, but Ethan says he didn’t start it, and that’s good enough for me. I didn’t get a chance to see the other kid, but I hope Ethan landed a couple of good ones on him. I got his name if you want it, and the father’s. In case you and me want to go over there and have a word with them.”
The hands went up again. “Thanks for that, but let me just talk to Ethan. Okay?”
Mom couldn’t help herself. “What about Marla?”
“In. A. Minute.”
I climbed the stairs, rapped lightly on Ethan’s door, but did not wait for an answer before I opened it.
He was facedown on his bed, on top of the covers, his head buried in his pillow. He rolled onto his side and said, “Where were you?”
“Excuse me?”
“Why did Poppa have to get me?”
“Because I was busy. And nice try, trying to make this an interrogation of me from the get-go, but I’m the one who’s got the questions. What happened?”
“Nothing.”
I pulled Ethan’s computer chair over next to the bed and sat down. “That’s not the way this is going to go. Who’d you get into a fight with?”
He mumbled something.
“Speak up.”
“Carl Worthington.”
“He’s in your class?”
Ethan nodded.
“How did the fight start?”
“He’s always picking on me.”
“How’d the fight start?”
“He . . . he took something from me at recess and I tried to get it back.”
“What’d he take?”
“Just something.”
“I’m not in the mood, Ethan. Spill it.”
“Poppa’s watch. I mean, one of his dad’s watches.”
“What?”
“From that box of old stuff that he has in the basement. My great-grandfather’s things. Like ribbons and medals and old letters and postcards and stuff. There was a watch, but not like a regular watch. It was big and didn’t have a strap?”
“A pocket watch,” I said. “A long time ago, men would keep a watch in the front pocket of their vest. You took that?”
“Sort of.”
“Did you ask your grandfather if you could take it?”
“Not exactly,” Ethan said.
“So the answer is no,” I said.
“I’d just never seen anything like it and I wanted to show it to my friends. Or show it to some kids so they might want to be my friend.”
I felt my heart sinking. I should be angry but it wasn’t in me.
“So you took it to school. Then what happened?”
“There was a bunch of us passing it around to look at it, and Carl said he really liked it and put it in his pocket. When I told him to give it back he wouldn’t.”
“Why didn’t you just tell a teacher he took it from you and make him give it back?”
“I started to get scared, because I might have to tell the teacher how I got it, and then Poppa would find out and I’d be in trouble. So I just grabbed Carl and tried to get it out of his pocket, and he punched me in the head and we fell down together and everyone was watching, and then Mr. Appleton came over.”
“Your teacher?”
Ethan shook his head. “He’s not my teacher. He was just on yard duty. We got sent to the office.” Ethan’s lip began to tremble. “When Poppa came to pick me up I thought somehow he knew.”
“I don’t think he does,” I said.
“But next time he looks in that box and can’t find the watch—”
I gestured for Ethan to sit and put my arms around him as he started to cry. “It’s okay,” I said. “We’ll sort it out. So this kid, he still has the watch?”
I felt him nod into my shoulder.
“And the school doesn’t know anything about it?”
“They don’t know.”
“Okay,” I said.
“I have some money saved up. Maybe we can go to a store where they sell old things and buy another watch just like that.”
I patted his back. “Like I said, we’ll sort it out.”
“Don’t tell him. Don’t tell Poppa. He’ll kick us out before you have a chance to find a job and get us a place to live.”
That cut in more ways than I could count. “He wouldn’t do that,” I said. “He would never do anything like that. I can’t promise you he won’t find out, but I’ll see what I can do. Okay?”
He nodded, broke free and grabbed a tissue from the box on his bedside table, and blew his nose.
“Is this why you’ve been acting sick in the morning?” I asked him.
Ethan didn’t say anything.
“Because you don’t want to go to school and run into this kid?”
“Sort of,” he said quietly. “Maybe. He’s been picking on me ever since I came back here. But he’s not the only one. Some of the other kids are meaner.”
I rested my hand on his shoulder. “Okay. Listen, why don’t you hang out here for a while longer.”
“Am I grounded?”
“No. Just give me fifteen minutes before you come down.”
I knew I was going to have to fill my parents in on what was happening with Marla and the police and the body I’d found. I didn’t want Ethan to hear all of that, although I knew, what with the Internet and everything, he’d probably know the broad strokes before the end of the day.
“Well?” Dad said when I entered the living room.
“Just a fight,” I said. “No big deal. Did you say you had the name of the kid’s father?”
“Sam Worthington,” he said. “Heard the name when I was in the office. Whatcha going to do?”
“Nothing. I just wondered.”
I could tell there was something wrong with Mom, the way she was lying down. “Tell me again what happened to you.”
She told me about tripping on the stairs. She pulled up her pant leg and showed me her injury.
“Jesus, Mom, you should go to the hospital.”
“Nothing’s broken. It’ll be okay. Now tell us what’s going on.”
I did. They let me tell the story pretty much all the way through without interruptions, aside from the occasional “Oh, dear” or “Good heavens” from Mom. Dad’s first question, not surprisingly, was, “When they going to give you back your car?”
“This is so terrible,” Mom said. “What can we do to help, do you think?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I really don’t.”
I told them I had to go out, and asked Mom if I could borrow her old Taurus. She didn’t drive much anymore, but she still had her car, and the plates were up-to-date.
“Keys are in the drawer,” she said.
I knew this was probably a bad idea. Getting involved in your kids’ disputes, especially when it brought you face-to-face with other parents, wasn’t always such a good move.
I felt the best way to handle Mr. Worthington when I saw him would be to tell him there was a misunderstanding. I wouldn’t accuse Carl of stealing anything. I’d say something along the lines that Ethan had agreed to let Carl hang on to the watch for a while, but the watch wasn’t his to lend. I’d explain that it was a family heirloom, that it had been Ethan’s great-grandfather’s. I’d embellish. I’d say that once Ethan’s grandfather found out it was missing, the boy was going to be in for a good whoopin’.
No, I could not say that. That was ridiculous.
The important thing was not to lay blame. Be nice. Just get the damn watch back.
I opened the address app and looked for S. WORTHINGTON. There was one, on Sycamore.
It wasn’t that far from where my parents lived, which made sense, since Ethan and Carl were going to the same school, but it seemed a great distance. The block where the Worthingtons lived was a stretch of low-income town houses jammed together like upended shoe boxes on a shelf. Cars in varying stages of disrepair were parked in short driveways, back ends hanging over the sidewalk.
This might not have been something I’d ordinarily have felt up to, but after the morning I’d had, there was a part of me that just didn’t give a shit. I’d be nice, but I was going to get back that damn watch that little bastard had stolen from my son.
I found the right door, climbed the three cement steps, one hand on the rusted metal railing, and knocked.
From behind the door, a muffled shout.
“Who is it?” Didn’t sound like a man to me.
“I’m looking for Sam Worthington!” I shouted back. “I’m Ethan’s dad!”
“Who?”
“Ethan’s a friend of my son! I just came by to—”
Suddenly the door swung wide.
It was a woman.
“I’m Samantha,” she said flatly. “Most people call me Sam.” About thirty, short brown hair, wearing a tight white tee and jeans just as snug. They fit her well.
She was a nice-looking woman, but if I’m honest, I’d have to say the first thing I noticed was the shotgun she had in her hands, and the fact that it was pointed right between my eyes.



EIGHTEEN
“WHAT would it take to get you to get Five Mountains up and running again?” Randall Finley asked Gloria Fenwick as they sat in the offices of Finley Springs Water. It was a far cry from the office he had when he presided over the small empire of Promise Falls as its mayor. Back then he had a broad oak desk, leather armchairs for guests, velvet drapes at the windows. Well, at least they looked like velvet.
But his office at the Finley Springs bottling plant, five miles north of Promise Falls on a tract of land that had been in his family for five generations, lacked charm. A cheap metal desk topped with chipped fake-wood laminate. Plastic stackable chairs. He’d rehung a few framed photos that had adorned the walls of his mayoral office. Shaking hands with Fox News commentator Bill O’Reilly. Fake fisticuffs with former wrestler and onetime governor Jesse Ventura.
There’d never been a Penthouse calendar on the wall of the mayor’s office, however. Finley was thinking maybe he should have taken that down before inviting Fenwick to drop by. What the hell. It wasn’t like it showed anything she hadn’t already seen herself. In the mirror.
Gloria Fenwick, forty, pencil thin, blond hair to her shoulders and decked out in Anne Klein, had been the general manager of the theme park, and was still in charge of the place, winding things down for the parent corporation. That meant dealing with creditors, selling off bits and pieces of the place, entertaining offers for the property. As far as that went, there had been none.
“I don’t even know why I agreed to this meeting,” Fenwick said, standing, looking at the closest plastic chair. The seat was cracked, and looked as though it would pinch her in a delicate place if she dared sit in it.
“You agreed to it because you know if an opportunity presented itself that would make you look good to your superiors, you’d go for it.”
Fenwick picked up a plastic bottle of Finley Springs Water that was sitting on the man’s desk. She held it up to a flickering overhead fluorescent light and squinted. “This looks a little cloudy to me.”
“We had a few quality issues with the last batch,” Finley said. “Perfectly safe to drink despite a few contaminants.”
“You should put that on the label,” she said.
Finley’s desk phone rang. He glanced at who the caller was, but ignored it. “Won’t you sit down?”
“This chair is cracked.”
Finley came from behind his desk and found another chair that looked less likely to pinch Fenwick’s very pleasant butt. She sat, and Finley returned to the chair behind his desk.
“Your park was a huge shot in the arm for Promise Falls.”
“Five Mountains is not reopening,” she said.
“I think your corporate overlords are not taking the long view. A park like that, it needs time to develop, build an audience, as it were.”
“What’s this to you?”
He leaned back, laced his fingers behind his head, a posture that made his stomach loom in front of him like an upturned wok.
“I’m looking to get back into politics,” Finley said. “I want back in the game. Promise Falls has hit the skids. This town is broken. Businesses closing, people moving away. Paper’s gone under. That private prison—which would have meant a shitload of jobs—didn’t get built here. A plant that was making parts for GM and Ford lost its contract to Mexico. And as if all that weren’t bad enough, the local theme park has folded up its tent. That’d be you.”
“It was not a viable operation,” Gloria Fenwick said. “Building in that location was a miscalculation. Traffic patterns were misjudged. Promise Falls is too far north of Albany. There are no other attractions, like a discount outlet mall, to make this a logical destination point. People had to go too far out of their way to get here. People don’t pass Promise Falls on their way from point A to point B. So the place has been mothballed.”
“Every time I drive by, it kind of freaks me out,” Finley said. “Seeing that Ferris wheel, the roller coaster, everything just sitting there, not moving. Abandoned like that. It’s creepy.”
“Try being there,” Fenwick said. “My office is still on the property. It’s like living in a ghost town. Especially late at night.”
“Anyway, when I get back in,” Finley said, putting his hands on his desk and leaning forward, “I can make it so Five Mountains pays no local business taxes or property taxes for five years. And in five years’ time, if the park is still not financially viable, that could be reexamined. Make it ten years. People having jobs is more important than filling local tax coffers.”
The phone rang again. He let it go, but seconds after it stopped ringing, his cell went off. “Goddamn it,” he said. “It’s like having flies buzzing around your head all the time.”
“Maybe you need an assistant,” Fenwick said.
“Interested?”
“No,” she said.
“Because I’ve actually been scouting around, getting some names. What with running a business, restarting my political career, I’m kind of drowning.”
“Is that a joke?” Fenwick asked.
“What do you mean?”
“You being in the water business.”
“Oh.” He grinned. “I missed that one.”
“When did you get into this?”
“Three years ago. This has been Finley land for seventy-three years. We always knew there was a natural spring on the property, but I was the one who decided to look into its financial potential. I set up a plant, and now we’re going gangbusters.”
“So what do you care about getting back into politics? You have a good business going here.”
“I like to contribute,” Finley said. “I like to make a difference.”
Fenwick wondered whether the man could keep a straight face. Finley managed it. But it didn’t stop her from pursuing the matter.
“A man like you always has an angle. You don’t want to get back in to help the people. You want to get back in to help yourself. You get in, you do people favors, they pay you back. That’s how it works.”
“A cynical theme-park operator,” Finley said. “It’s like finding out Willy Wonka hated chocolate.” He rubbed his hands together. “Here’s the thing. I’m not asking Five Mountains to reopen. I know that may not be feasible. But if you could find a way to say, after having a meeting with me, that you are at least considering taking another look at reopening, I’d really appreciate that.”
“You mean lie,” she said.
Finley waved a hand in the air. “Call it what you will. But just in this room.”
“What’s in it for Five Mountains?” she asked. “Say I go to my superiors and make your pitch. What’s in it for me?”
“All the free springwater you want?” he said, and grinned.
Gloria took a second look at the clouded bottle. “If it comes with some antibiotics.”
“And,” Finley said, taking a white letter-size envelope from his desk and placing it on top, “this.”
The envelope was a quarter of an inch thick. Fenwick glanced at it, but did not touch it.
“You must be kidding,” she said. “Who are you? Tony Soprano?”
“It’s a consulting fee. I’ve been consulting you about your firm’s plans. Don’t you at least want to see how much it is?”
“No, I don’t,” she said, standing.
Finley slid the envelope off the desk and back into the drawer. “I know you can’t sell the place.” He chortled. “If I was you, I’d tell my bosses to torch the whole operation and collect the insurance. Only way you’ll get a fraction of your money back out of it.”
Fenwick shot him a look. “What the hell made you say that?”
Finley’s smile broadened. “I touch a nerve there?”
“Good-bye, Mr. Finley. I can find my way out.”
Finley didn’t bother getting up as she left the office.
“Bitch,” he said.
He wondered if maybe he could have handled that better. Maybe it was the Penthouse calendar. Maybe he’d never had a chance at winning over Fenwick once she’d seen that woman with her bush hanging out.
The phone rang again. He looked at it and shouted, “Shut up!” He lifted the receiver an inch and slammed it back down. It was only then that he realized, from the call display, that the call had come from his home. Which meant it was his wife, Jane, or Lindsay, who did double duty as housekeeper and care worker.
“Shit,” he said, then picked up the phone and dialed the number.
“Hello?” It was Lindsay.
“Did you call?” he asked.
“It must have been Jane,” she said. “Hang on.” The line was put on hold, then a pickup on an extension.
“Randy?” Jane asked, her voice tired.
“Hello, love. What’s up?”
“Would you have time to go by the bookstore today? I finished the one I was reading.”
“Of course,” he said. “I’d be happy to.”
“Anything else by the same author. His name is, hang on, his name . . . what is his name?”
“Leave it with me. I’ll see you soon.”
Finley hung up the phone, sighed, cast his eye across his empty office. Thank God he had Lindsay’s help on the home front, but he needed assistance here just as much.
As he’d told Fenwick, he had too much on his plate. He needed help. Someone to keep him organized, manage a campaign, deal with media out of Albany. Talk to local business leaders, get them behind his candidacy.
Finley knew he could sometimes rub people the wrong way.
Trouble was, he’d burned a lot of bridges. People who’d worked for him in the past had sworn they’d never work for him again. Like Jim Cutter, who used to drive him around back when he was the mayor. Fucking Cutter had broken his nose while working for him. Finley, looking back, knew he probably had it coming, and if he thought there was a chance in a million Cutter would work for him again, put the landscaping business on hold, Finley’d have him back in a minute. Cutter was a smart guy. Too smart, Finley realized, to ever work for him again.
So Finley had been asking around, looking for someone he hadn’t already pissed off. Someone with media savvy.
He had a name. Someone who’d gotten turfed when the Standard went tits-up. Guy by the name of David Harwood.
Finley had a number for him.
What the hell? he figured, and picked up the phone.



NINETEEN
“WHAT’S happening?” Gill Pickens asked his wife, Agnes, in the police station lobby. “What’s going on?”
“She’s in there being interrogated like some common criminal; that’s what’s going on,” she told him, hands on her hips. “Where the hell were you?”
“Why aren’t you in there with her?”
Agnes rolled her eyes. “They won’t let me. But Natalie Bondurant’s with her. I just hope she knows what the hell she’s doing.”
“Natalie’s good,” Gill said.
“You talking professionally, or is she one you’ve bagged I don’t know about?”
Gill sighed. “Honest to God, Agnes.”
“That’s not an answer,” she said.
“She’s a good lawyer. A very good lawyer. And that’s all I know about her. You know it, too.”
Agnes ran her tongue along the inside of her cheek. “Again, where the hell have you been?”
“I told you. I was with a client. I met with him at the Holiday Inn Express in Amsterdam. He runs an industrial cleaning service, and he’s looking for ways to make it more efficient. Baldry. Emmett Baldry. Call him if you don’t believe me.”
“Why’d you meet at the Holiday Inn?” she asked. “Were you planning on some other business there?”
Gill shook his head as he whispered angrily, “Is this really the time? When we’ve got another crisis with Marla? This is what you want to talk about? I swear, Agnes, you’ve become fixated on this notion that I’m being unfaithful to you, which is complete and utter bullshit. I’m telling you, I had a meeting with Emmett Baldry, and I got here as fast as I could. Could we talk about what really matters? What does Natalie say? Does she think Marla’s in real trouble here?”
“She’s still getting up to speed,” Agnes said, implicitly agreeing to her husband’s request to move on. At least for now. “But this isn’t like what happened before. I could control that. It happened under my roof. This time it’s different.”
“Where did she grab this baby?”
Agnes’s eyes went up, as though heaven would provide an answer. “I don’t know. She’s saying someone came to the door and just handed the kid over.”
“And the mother? The real mother? She’s dead?”
Agnes nodded gravely. “Our girl’s really done it this time.”
•   •   •
“My client has nothing to say,” Natalie Bondurant said.
She was sitting next to Marla Pickens at a metal table in an interrogation room of the Promise Falls Police Department. Across from them sat Detective Barry Duckworth.
“I understand,” he said. “Really, what I’m looking for here is some assistance. I’m not out to get you, Marla.” He looked directly at her instead of talking through Natalie. “I’m really not. I just want to find out what happened, and I think you may be in a position to help me with that. Fill in some of the blanks.”
“Barry, please,” Natalie said.
“I’m serious, Natalie. Right now no one is talking about kidnapping charges against Ms. Pickens or anything like that.”
“Kidnapping?” Marla said.
Duckworth nodded. “We don’t fully understand how Matthew Gaynor came into your care, Marla. That’s something I hope will come clear in time. Right now I’m trying to find out what happened to Matthew’s mother. I’m sure you’d like to do everything you can to help us in that regard.”
“Sure,” Marla said.
“Don’t answer him,” Natalie said, resting her hand on Marla’s arm.
“But I do,” she said. “I want them to find out who did that. That was a terrible thing somebody did.”
“It sure is,” Duckworth said. “Have you ever met Rosemary Gaynor before?”
“You don’t have to answer that,” Natalie said.
“But I haven’t. At least, I don’t think so. The name isn’t familiar to me.”
Duckworth slid a picture across the table. A blown-up profile shot from Rosemary Gaynor’s Facebook page.
“You’ve never seen this woman before?”
Marla studied it. “I don’t recognize her.”
“Okay. You know what, let me just get a few other things out of the way. What’s your address, Marla?”
“You already know that,” Natalie said. “You took her driver’s license.”
“Please, Counselor.”
Marla rattled off her address and phone number. “I live by myself,” she added.
“And what do you do?”
“What do I do?”
“What’s your job? Are you employed?”
“Yes,” Marla said, nodding. “I write reviews.”
Duckworth’s eyebrows went up. “No kidding? What sort of reviews? Movie reviews? Book reviews? Do you review restaurants?”
“Not movies or books. Some restaurants. But mostly businesses.”
Natalie, not sure where this was going, looked uncertain. “Maybe we should—”
“No, it’s okay,” Marla said. “I do write-ups about businesses on the Internet.”
“How does that work, exactly?” Duckworth asked.
“Well, let’s say you run a—I don’t know—a paving company. You go around paving people’s driveways. I write a review of your company saying what a good job you did.” She smiled tiredly. “I don’t get paid a lot for each review, but I can get a lot done in an hour, so it adds up pretty fast.”
“Wait a sec,” Duckworth said. “I’m confused. You use the services of enough businesses that you can write lots of reviews in an hour?”
Marla shook her head. “No, no, I haven’t used any of them.”
“I don’t think this has any bearing on anything,” Natalie said.
“But hang on,” Duckworth said, holding up a hand. “I’m just curious, personally, how you can review businesses whose services you’ve never engaged?”
Marla said, “The way it works is, if you’re the paving guy, you get in touch with the Internet company I work for, and you say you need lots of good customer reviews so that when people are looking for a paver, they pick you. So then the company sends me the info and I write the review. I’ve got, like, half a dozen online identities I can use so it doesn’t look like they’re all from the same person. So even though I don’t know a lot about paving, I can kind of figure it out, and say they gave me a good price, they were on time, the driveway was really smooth, like that.”
“No more,” Natalie said, gripping Marla’s arm tighter.
“That’s fascinating,” Duckworth said. “So you just completely make it up. You say a few good words about a business you know nothing about and have never used. I’m guessing it wouldn’t even have to be in Promise Falls. It could literally be anywhere.”
Marla nodded.
“So, in other words, Marla, you lie,” Duckworth said.
Her head snapped back as though she’d been slapped. “Not really,” she said. “It’s the Internet.”
“Well, let me ask you this, then. Why did you try to take a baby out of Promise Falls General?”
Natalie blinked. She said, “Whoa, hold on. If you’ve got anything to substantiate the idea that Ms. Pickens took Matthew Gaynor from the hospital, then I’d like to see—”
He raised a hand. “No, not Matthew.” He reviewed some paperwork in front of him. “The child’s name was Dwight Westphall. He was just a couple of days old when your client snuck into the maternity ward and—”
“I would ask that you refrain from a word like ‘snuck,’ Detective.”
“We’re not in front of a jury, Ms. Bondurant.” He paused. “Not yet. As I was saying, Ms. Pickens here was stopped by hospital security before she could exit the building. Police were notified, but an accommodation was reached between the Westphalls and the hospital and no further action was taken. Would that accommodation have anything to do with the fact that your mother is the hospital administrator, Ms. Pickens?”
Her eyes were welling up with tears.
“Strikes me,” Duckworth said to Natalie, “that you haven’t been fully informed of your client’s previous activities.” He leaned over the table and eyed Marla sympathetically. “It’s a good thing Matthew’s okay, Marla. You looked out for him and that’s good. Maybe, when you tried to take him, Mrs. Gaynor came at you. Threatened to hurt you. Is that what happened? Were you just acting in self-defense?”
“It was the angel,” Marla said.
“Excuse me?”
“I didn’t take Matthew. It was the angel that brought her.”
“We’re done here,” Natalie said.
“Can you describe this angel?” Duckworth asked.
Marla shook her head. “I can’t.”
Duckworth slid the photo of Rosemary Gaynor toward her again. “Was this your angel?”
Marla gave the picture another look. “I don’t know.”
“What do you mean, you don’t know? Either this is her or it isn’t.”
“I . . . have trouble,” Marla said. “With faces.”
“But this only just happened in the last twenty-four hours.”
“It’s the prosopagnosia,” Marla said.
Confusion flashed across the faces of both lawyer and detective.
“I’m sorry. Proso – what?” Duckworth said.
“I have it,” Marla said. “Not real bad, but bad enough. Prosopagnosia.” She paused. “Face blindness.”
“What’s that?” Duckworth asked.
“I can’t remember faces. I can’t remember what people look like.” Marla pointed to the picture. “So it might have been that woman who gave me Matthew. But I just don’t know.”



TWENTY
David
“WHOA,” I said, backing away from the door, putting my hands in the air. The last thing I wanted to do was appear threatening as Sam—make that Samantha—Worthington pointed that shotgun at my head.
“Who’d you say you were?” she asked. “What are you doing asking about my boy? Did they send you?”
“I think there’s some kind of misunderstanding here,” I said, slowly lowering my arms, but still keeping lots of space between my hands and my body. For all I knew, she thought I was carrying a gun and might reach for it. Why else would you show up at the door with a shotgun?
I continued, trying to keep my voice even. “My name’s David Harwood. I’m Ethan’s dad. Our boys go to school together. Ethan and Carl.”
“What’s the name of the school?” Sam asked.
“What?”
“Name it. Name the school.”
“Clinton Street Elementary,” I said.
“What’s the teacher’s name?”
I had to think. “Ms. Moffat,” I said.
The shotgun began to lower. If she shot me now, it’d be my chest that got blown away and not my head. A slight improvement, perhaps.
“Did I pass the test?” I asked. Because that was certainly what it felt like.
“Maybe,” she said.
From inside the house, someone shouted, “Who is it, Mom?” A boy. Carl, presumably.
Sam whirled her head around, no more than a second. “Stay in the kitchen!” she said. There wasn’t another peep out of Carl.
“Brandon’s folks didn’t send you?” Sam asked me.
“I don’t know a Brandon,” I said.
She studied me another five seconds, breathing through her nose. Finally she lowered the shotgun all the way, pointing it at the floor. I let my arms go limp, but I didn’t move any closer to the door.
“What is it you want?” she asked.
“Right now, a change of shorts,” I said. I looked for any hint of a smile and did not find one. “My son gave your boy an antique watch. It was a mistake. It wasn’t his to give. It belongs to his grandfather. Actually, it was his father’s. It’s kind of a family memento.”
“A watch?”
“A pocket watch.” I made a circle with my thumb and forefinger. “A little bigger than an Oreo.”
“Just a minute,” she said. “Stay right there.” She closed the door. I heard a chain slide into place.
So I cooled my heels out front. Put my hands into my pockets. Smiled as an elderly woman wheeled past with a small grocery cart. She ignored me.
Here it was, only midafternoon. I’d found a body, been interrogated by the police, and now had been threatened with a shotgun. I was afraid to wonder what the rest of the day would bring.
My phone rang.
I dug the cell out of my pocket and looked at the number. It was not one I recognized. Maybe it was Detective Duckworth with more questions. I accepted the call and put the phone to my ear.
“Hello?”
“Is this David Harwood?” It was a man’s voice. Gruff, and louder than it needed to be.
“Who’s calling?” I asked.
“Randall Finley. You know who I am?”
It would have been hard not to, particularly in my line of work. The former mayor, whose bid for higher office crashed and burned when it got out that he had used the services of an underage prostitute.
“Yeah, I know who you are,” I said.
“I used to read your stuff in the Standard. You were a good reporter. Think you interviewed me more than once in the past.”
“Yes,” I said.
“So anyway, why I’m calling. I hear you got hired back by the paper just as it went down the toilet.”
I said nothing.
“That had to be a hell of a thing. You’d gone to Boston, am I right?”
“That’s right,” I said slowly.
“And then came back. Raising a boy on your own, that’s what I hear. After that business with your wife a few years ago.”
“What can I do for you, Mr. Finley?”
“I don’t know if you know what I’m up to these days.”
“Not really.”
“Since I got out of serving the people I started up a business. Bottling springwater. Pure, delicious, chemical-free water,” Finley said. “It’s a thriving business.”
“Great.”
“But I’m also thinking of getting back into public service. Going to take another try running Promise Falls.”
What a thought.
“Well,” I said. “That’s something. But the thing is, I’m not a reporter these days. The Standard is gone. I’m not freelancing for anyone, either. Freelance has totally dried up. If you want publicity for your plans, if you’re putting out a release or something, you’re probably best contacting media in Albany. They still cover stories up this way if they’re interesting enough, and I think I can say a comeback bid by you would get their attention.”
“No, no, you’re way off,” Finley said. “I’m offering you a position. A job.”
I couldn’t think of a thing to say.
“You there?”
“Yeah,” I said. “I’m here.”
“You sound pretty excited,” he said.
“I don’t think I’m your guy,” I said.
“I haven’t even told you what the job entails. Thing is, I can’t manage everything. I can’t manage this company, run a campaign, do PR, answer phone calls, field media inquiries, get the word out, all that shit, without my fucking head blowing up. You know what I’m saying?”
“Sure.”
“I need an administrative assistant, I guess you would call it. Handle the media, do publicity, put shit up on Facebook and Twitter, which I totally fucking don’t understand, but I get that these days you have to use everything that’s out there. Am I right?”
“Like I said, I don’t think I’m your guy.”
“Why?” Finley asked. “Because I’m an asshole?”
He caught me again at a loss for words.
“Because that’s what I am. Ask around. Hell, you don’t need to ask around. You worked for the paper. You know what I’m like. I’m an asshole. So what? Do you know how many people would have jobs if they refused to work for assholes? The whole fucking country would be unemployed. So what if I’m an asshole? I’m an asshole willing to pay you a thousand bucks a week. How does that sound?”
The door opened. Sam was back.
“I have to go,” I said, raising an index finger at Sam.
“You’d start right away if you’re interested,” Finley said. “Tell you what. Think on it overnight and let me know tomorrow. You’re not the only guy from the Standard who’s out of work, you know. But from asking around, sounded like you might be the best. A grand a week. Think about it. It’ll be fun. We’ll be stirring up some major shit.”
Randall Finley ended the call.
Dumbfounded, I put the phone back into my jacket and looked apologetically at Samantha Worthington.
“Sorry about that,” I said.
“My kid doesn’t have that watch,” she said, and closed the door.



TWENTY-ONE
BARRY Duckworth didn’t have enough on Marla Pickens to hold her. He had no choice but to let her leave with Natalie Bondurant. But he didn’t think it would be long before he had her back in that interrogation room. The techs were at her house, looking for evidence. He’d already heard they’d found blood by the front door, and on the handle of the stroller. A DNA analysis wouldn’t be coming overnight, but if that blood matched Rosemary Gaynor’s, Marla Pickens was going down. And with any luck, Duckworth thought, he’d have something on her even before that.
The fact that she had Rosemary’s baby—Jesus, it just hit him that he’d stumbled into a horror movie—was not in itself proof that Marla had killed the woman. Damning, yes, but not proof. Her story about an angel coming to the door and handing over Matthew was pure and utter bullshit, with no supporting evidence, so it didn’t worry him much. It wasn’t that he had to disprove that story. He just had to prove Marla was at that house on Breckonwood Drive.
And he had to find the nanny.
Sarita.
Bill Gaynor had been no help there, but they had found his wife’s cell phone in her purse, which was sitting in plain view on the kitchen counter. If Rosemary Gaynor’s killer had taken anything from it, and there was nothing to suggest he had, he’d apparently had no interest in her cash or credit cards.
He? Duckworth thought. More likely she.
When Duckworth was finished with Marla Pickens, he checked his own phone, which he’d felt vibrate during the interrogation. An e-mail from one of the officers on the scene informed him that there was a contact listing for “Sarita” in the Gaynor woman’s phone.
No last name.
So Duckworth tapped on the number, automatically dialing it, and listened.
After three rings: “Hello?”
The voice sounded female, so he asked, “Is this Sarita?”
“Sarita?”
“That’s right. Are you Sarita?”
“Sarita who?”
Duckworth sighed. “I’m trying to get in touch with Sarita. Am I talking to Sarita?” Bill Gaynor had suggested Sarita was an illegal immigrant, but the detective did not detect any kind of foreign accent.
“I don’t have a last name. I’m looking for Sarita. She works as a nanny.”
“Who is calling?”
He hesitated. “Duckworth. Detective Duckworth, with the Promise Falls police.”
“I don’t know any Sarita. There is no Sarita here. You have the wrong number.”
“I don’t think so,” he said. “It’s very important that I speak to Sarita.”
“Like I said, I don’t know how you got this number.”
“If you’re not Sarita, then do you know her? Because I—”
The call ended. Duckworth had been hung up on. “Shit,” he said. He never should have identified himself as being with the police.
He returned to his desk, and just as he’d suspected, word had gotten around about his first call of the day. Placed in front of his computer monitor was a jar of salted peanuts, with a yellow sticky note attached that read, For paying your informants.
The twenty-three dead squirrels. Was that actually today? It seemed like a week ago.
He cracked the lid, poured out a handful of nuts, tossed them into his mouth. Then he entered the phone number he’d just dialed into the Google search field on his computer. If it was a landline, there was a good chance the name of the person who owned that phone would come up.
No such luck.
But not all was lost, even if the phone was a cell. Unless it was a throwaway, they’d be able to attach a name to it in no time. Duckworth could get someone on that. The Internet abounded with firms offering to track down cell-phone identities for a price, but they often promised more than they could actually deliver.
Duckworth forwarded the officer’s e-mail containing Sarita’s number to Connor Stigler, in communications, with the words: Whose number is this?
Then he phoned his wife, Maureen.
“Did you have one?” she asked him.
“Have one what?”
“On the way to work. A doughnut.”
“I did not.” It was nice not to have to lie for once. “It was a close one, though.”
“You sound like you’re eating something right now.”
“Peanuts,” he said. “What’s for dinner?”
“Gee, I don’t know,” she said. “What are you making?”
“Seriously?”
“Why is it always my responsibility? Maybe you didn’t get the memo. I work, too.”
“Okay. I’m bringing home a bucket of fried chicken, mashed potatoes, and gravy.”
“Well played,” Maureen said. “I’m serving fish. Pickerel.” She paused. “And some greens.”
“Greens,” Duckworth said. “Maybe I will pick up fried chicken.”
Maureen ignored the threat. “Will you be late?”
“Maybe. I’ll keep you posted. Heard from Trevor?”
Their son. Twenty-four years old, looking for work. He didn’t live with them, or anyone else, for that matter. Not anymore. The love of his life, a girl named Trish, who’d traveled across Europe with him, had recently broken things off. Trevor, devastated, now had a two-bedroom apartment all to himself. Barry and Maureen didn’t hear from him as often as they’d like, and they worried about him.
“Not today,” Maureen said. “Maybe I’ll give him a call. See if he wants to come for dinner.”
“For fish? Good luck with that.”
“It doesn’t have to be today.”
“Okay, do that. Listen, gotta go.”
He’d noticed that he already had an e-mail back from Connor.
It read: L SELFRIDGE 209 ARMOUR ROAD.
As he was pushing his chair back from the desk, uniformed officer Angus Carlson walked past, glanced at Duckworth and the jar of peanuts, and smiled.
Before Duckworth could level an accusation, Carlson said, “Wasn’t me.” Paused, then added, “I’d have to be nuts to mock a superior officer.”
•   •   •
The Armour Road address was a rooming house, a three-story Victorian home that had been broken down into apartments. There was a buzzer by the front door labeled MANAGER. Duckworth buzzed. Moments later, a short, heavyset woman with little more than a few wisps of hair came to the door and opened it a few inches.
“Yeah?”
“Ms. Selfridge?” he asked.
“Mrs. But the mister died a few years back. We don’t have any vacancies, but you can leave your name if you’d like.”
“I’m not looking for a room,” he said. “That was pretty rude of you, cutting me off like that.”
Her eyes danced. “Huh?”
“On the phone, a few minutes ago. When I was asking for Sarita.”
“How’d you find where I live?”
“You pay the bill on that cell phone, Mrs. Selfridge. There are some things you don’t need Homeland Security for.”
“I told you before, I don’t know any Sarita.”
“I’m thinking you do.”
She started to close the door but Duckworth got his shoe in.
“You got no right,” she said.
“I’m guessing Sarita likes to keep under the radar, so you let her use your phone. That way she doesn’t need to get one in her own name. You tack on a little to the rent every month for the service?”
“I don’t know what you’re jawin’ about.”
Duckworth looked around, like a would-be buyer appraising the house. “When’s the last time you had a fire inspection, Mrs. Selfridge? Someone to go through, room by room, make sure everything’s up to code?”
“You’re talking crazy talk.”
“I could give them a call right now if you’d like. Invite them over to—” He stopped midsentence, his nose in the air. “What’s that I smell?” he asked.
“That’s chocolate-chip banana bread,” she said. “I just took it out of the oven.”
Duckworth gave her his warmest smile. “My God, that smells wonderful. I have this theory that when you arrive in heaven, the first thing you smell will be something like that.”
“I make it whenever I’ve got a lot of old bananas that are too ripe to eat. But you mush them all up and bake ’em and they’re good to eat.”
“My mother used to do that. She’d even put black bananas in the freezer until she got around to making banana bread.”
“I do that, too.” Anxiously, she said, “This business with the fire inspection. I’m pretty up to code here, smoke detectors and all that. There’s no need for them to come in here and get their shorts all in a knot about little picky things.”
“They can be picky,” Duckworth said. “I suppose we could talk about it over some of that banana bread.”
The woman gave him a withering look, sighed, and opened the door wide.
“You don’t even have to tell me where your kitchen is,” he said. “I can follow the scent, like a dog chasing down a rabbit.”
Seconds later he was parked at the woman’s small kitchen table.
“This is asking a lot,” Duckworth said, “but would you mind cutting me off an end piece? Where it’s crustier? It’s never better than when it’s still warm.”
Mrs. Selfridge obliged. She cut him a slice off the end, and one more, set it on a chipped pale green plate, and placed it in front of him.
“You want it buttered?” she asked.
“No, no, that’s fine,” Duckworth said. “I’m trying to cut back.”
“You want milk with it?” she asked. “That’s the way my Leonard would have it. And I got a splash of coffee left in the pot if you’d like that.”
“Coffee’d be just fine,” he said. She set a mug in front of him and sat down. Watched him bite into the end piece.
“Dear God,” he said. “That’s wonderful.”
“Thank you,” she said. She paused, then asked, “So what is it you want to know about Sarita?”
Duckworth held up a hand. “Nothing just yet.” He took another bite of banana bread, then sipped his coffee. “I really needed this. And I don’t even feel guilty, because I haven’t had any other treats today.”
“You trying to lose weight? I’m not saying you should. I’m just asking.”
He nodded. “I could stand to lose a few. But it’s hard when you love to eat.”
“You’re telling me,” she said. “Some days I look down and wonder where my feet is.”
Duckworth laughed. “Aren’t we entitled to a little pleasure in life? And if good food gives us pleasure, can we not be forgiven for enjoying it?”
Mrs. Selfridge nodded slowly, rested her hands on the table.
“And I’ll let you in on a little secret,” he said.
“What’s that?”
“Today is twenty years.”
“You’ve been married twenty years?”
He shook his head. “Twenty years with the police. It’s my anniversary today.”
“Well, congratulations. They do something special for you today at the police station?”
“Not one damn thing,” Duckworth said, taking another bite.
The woman watched him eat. She said, “I don’t know where she’s gone.”
“Hmm?” the detective said, like he’d forgotten why he was here.
“Sarita. I don’t know where she’s at.”
“When did you see her last?”
“Yesterday. Late afternoon.”
“What’s her name? Her last name?”
“Gomez. Sarita Gomez.”
“And she rents a room here from you.”
“Yeah.”
“Does she live here alone?”
The woman nodded.
“Since when?”
“She’s been renting from me going on three years now. Never a speck of trouble from her. She’s a good girl.”
“How old?”
“Twenty-six? Seven? Something like that. She makes money and sends it home to help her family.”
“Her family where?”
“Mexico, I think. Don’t know where exactly. It’s never been any of my business. But she told me that much.”
“You know how she makes a living?”
“She did some work looking after some lady’s baby, and she also did shifts at a nursing home or two, I think. She couldn’t afford a cell phone, so I always let her use mine, just so long as she didn’t run up long-distance charges to Mexico on it.”
“You know which nursing home?”
Mrs. Selfridge shook her head. “Beats me. But the people she did nannying for are named Gaynor. Lady’s name is Rosemary. But I don’t know much more than that. But Sarita must have had a shift yesterday, ’cause she was dressed for it. In like a nurse’s uniform.”
“And tell me about yesterday. The last time you saw her.”
“I heard the front door open real hard and then running up the stairs. Her room’s right over mine and I could hear her banging about, so I went up to see and she was stuffing some things into a suitcase. I says, ‘What’s up?’ And she says she’s going away.”
“Going away where?”
“She didn’t say.”
“She say for how long?”
Mrs. Selfridge shook her head. “But she didn’t say she was giving up the apartment or anything. But I’ll tell you this, she was rattled pretty good.”
“Did she say why?”
“Nope. But I says to her, ‘You okay? You’ve got some blood on your sleeve there.’ And she looks at it and starts taking her uniform off and putting on something else and she’s running around like a chicken with its head cut off, right? And she runs downstairs with her bag and there’s a car waiting for her out front.”
“A car?”
“I didn’t get a look at it. Just black. And it took off. It might have been a boyfriend. I think she might have had a boyfriend, but she never had him here, not overnight. But the last thing she says is not to tell anybody anything about her, not to say where she went, but I don’t even know, so I guess I’m really not doing anything wrong by telling you.”
“I appreciate it,” Duckworth said. He finished off the second slice of banana bread and downed the last of his coffee. Smacked his lips with flourish.
“Whaddaya say we go have a look at Sarita’s room,” he said.



TWENTY-TWO
“I want something done about that man,” Agnes Pickens said as she, her husband, Gill, and their daughter, Marla, entered the Pickens family home.
“Agnes,” Gill said, “the detective is just doing his job.”
“Why am I not surprised that you would take his side?”
“For Christ’s sake, it’s not a question of taking sides,” Gill said. “Duckworth has a murder to investigate, and he follows things where they lead.”
“He’s got no business following them to our daughter.”
“She had their goddamn baby!”
His voice bounced off the walls of the oversize foyer. Marla stood behind them, arms limp at her sides, her eyes dead.
“For God’s sake, Gill,” Agnes said, taking her daughter into her arms, shielding her as though her husband’s words might physically strike her. “That really helps.”
Marla’s arms remained motionless.
Agnes said, “You go up to your room, sweetheart. Why don’t you lie down? It’s been an exhausting day for you. We’re going to take care of this.” Turning to Gill, she said, “I just hope Bondurant knows what she’s doing.”
“I liked her,” Marla whispered. “I thought she was nice.”
“Yeah, well, she needs to be a lot more than nice,” Agnes said.
“When can I go back to my house?” Marla asked.
“That’ll be up to the police,” Gill said. “I’m guessing they’ll tear the place apart.”
“Can you go get my computer?” she asked. “So I can do my work?”
“Yes,” Agnes said. “Look into that, Gill.”
“They’re not going to give her back her computer,” her husband said, exasperated. “They’ll be reading all her e-mails and checking her browsing history. That’s what they do in these kinds of investigations.”
“You’re some sort of expert?” his wife asked.
He shook his head. “Have you watched any television?”
Agnes looked at her daughter. “Is that going to be a problem, sweetheart? Are they going to find anything you’d rather they didn’t on your computer?”
She looked into her mother’s eyes. “Like what?” she asked.
“Well, we won’t worry about that right now. Are you hungry? Do you want something to eat?”
“I could use a drink,” Gill said, and started heading for the kitchen.
“Maybe some toast,” Marla said.
“Okay, we can—”
The doorbell rang.
Agnes Pickens let go of Marla and opened the front door. Standing there was Dr. Jack Sturgess, who had been among those at the hospital board meeting that morning.
“Agnes,” he said.
“Oh, Jack, thank you for coming.”
Gill stopped and turned. “Jack?”
“I called and asked him to stop by,” Agnes said. “I filled him in on the phone. I thought he should have a look at Marla, make sure she’s okay.”
“I’m fine,” Marla said.
“Gill, take Marla into the kitchen and get her something to eat while I talk to Jack.”
Gill mumbled something, then took his daughter by the arm and led her away. Once he and Marla were out of earshot, the doctor said, “It’s a horrible thing. Just horrible.”
“Yes,” Agnes agreed.
“How on earth did she come into possession of that baby?” he asked.
“I have no idea. My God, there are only two possibilities, and they’re both unimaginable. One is that she actually killed that woman and ran off with the child, or she’s actually telling the truth and someone delivered the baby right to her. I mean, how could that happen?”
“How’s she now? Did she believe the child was really hers?”
Agnes shook her head. “No more than she did when she tried to take that baby out of the hospital the other time. But we need to get to the bottom of this.”
“I wonder if I need to prescribe something, to calm the nerves.”
“For her, or me?” Agnes asked.
“Agnes, I—”
“You should have anticipated this, Jack. That there would be lasting trauma from what she went through. Losing a child, that’s an absolutely devastating thing for a person to deal with.”
“For God’s sake, Agnes, that never occurred to you? You’ve had Marla seeing someone; you’ve done all you could. No one could have predicted Marla would react this way, going around stealing babies and—”
Gill reappeared. “Jack, a drink?”
The doctor shook his head. “No, that’s okay, but thank you, Gill.”
“How is she?” Agnes asked her husband.
“I showed her the leftover spaghetti Bolognese that was in the fridge and she said she’d like some of that. It’s one of her favorite things. It’s warming up now in the microwave. So, Jack, what do you think?”
“I hardly know what to think,” he said. “It might be a good idea to get another psychiatric assessment. God forbid, if the police charge her, you want to start planning a strategy, and her state of mind will play into that.”
“I’ll talk to Dr. Frankel,” Agnes said. “She’s been seeing him for nearly ten months now. I’m sure he’ll say whatever we need him to say.”
“It might be better to get someone who’s not connected to your hospital,” Gill said. “Frankel’s part of the PFG psychiatric unit. That might work against Marla if this, as Jack says, ends up before the courts. Frankel’s testimony could be tainted by his connection to you.”
There was a ding from the kitchen microwave.
“I’ll be back,” Gill said, and disappeared.
Dr. Sturgess had his mouth open to say something when he and Agnes heard Gill shout, “Jesus, Marla!”
The two of them ran to the kitchen, where they found Gill on one side of the table, Marla on the other. She was standing, holding a steak knife in her right hand, poised over her upturned left wrist.
“Stay away from me,” she said.
“Marla!” Agnes said. “Put that down! Right now.”
Marla did not obey. Her cheeks were tearstained as she looked at her mother and Dr. Sturgess.
“Why?” she asked.
“Sweetheart, just put that knife down,” Agnes said.
“Why did you have to let my baby die?”
Sturgess cleared his throat. “Marla,” he said quietly, “we did everything we could. We truly did.”
“I’m so sorry,” Agnes said. “You have no idea how sorry I am.”
“You should have saved her.”
“There was nothing we wanted more,” her mother said. “It was just . . . all I can tell myself is that it was God’s will.”
Gill was slowly moving around the end of the table, trying to close the distance between himself and his daughter.
“Why wouldn’t God want me to have her?” Marla asked. “Why would He be so mean?”
“There are things we can never understand,” Gill said. “Horrible things happen, I know. But we have to try to move forward. It’s hard. But we can help you. We can help you do that. I love you very much.”
“We both love you,” Agnes said.
“She was so beautiful,” Marla said. “So perfect. Wasn’t she, Mom? Wasn’t she perfect? I close my eyes and try to picture her and it’s hard.”
“She was. She truly was.”
Marla glanced at her father. “Don’t.”
He stopped. “Please, honey. Just put that down. I’m betting Dr. Sturgess can give you something that will make you feel better.”
“I can help you,” the doctor said. “Let us all help you, Marla.”
“They’re going to put me away,” she said. “I’m going to go to jail.”
“No,” Agnes said. “We won’t let that happen. We’ll hire the best lawyers there are. If Natalie isn’t the best, we’ll get someone else.”
“That’s right,” Gill said. “Whatever it takes.”
“I don’t think so,” Marla said, then brought the blade down on her wrist and drew it across.
“No!” Agnes screamed, her hands going to her mouth.
Gill rushed forward and clutched Marla’s right arm to wrest the knife from her, but she made no effort to hold on to it. It clattered to the floor, narrowly missing Gill’s shoe.
Marla allowed her left arm to drop. Blood emerged from her wrist, coated her hand like dark red paint, and dripped off the tips of her fingers.
Dr. Sturgess raced forward, grabbing a tea towel hanging from the oven door handle along the way, and bound it tightly around Marla’s bleeding wrist while Gill held on to her. Agnes was frozen, hands still over her mouth, watching the scene in front of her in horror.
“Call nine-one-one!” the doctor screamed at her. “Agnes! Call an ambulance!”
She ran to the wall phone, picked up the receiver, and punched in the number.
Marla, for the first time since she’d had Matthew taken away from her, allowed herself a smile.



TWENTY-THREE
David
ETHAN must have been watching from his bedroom window and seen me pull into the driveway in his grandmother’s ancient Taurus, because he was waiting for me at the door when I came into the house. Mom and Dad were in the kitchen, so he didn’t have to worry about interrogating me in front of them.
“Did you get it?” he asked. “Did you get the watch?”
I shook my head solemnly. “No.”
“Was nobody home?”
“They were home. Carl’s mother talked to him and told me he said he didn’t have it.”
“He’s lying!”
“I know,” I said.
“Didn’t you tell his mom that he was lying?”
“Come on out front,” I said. I led him onto the porch and directed him to the white wicker chairs. I put him in one and I took the other. “It’s complicated,” I said.
“But he has it. He’s lying.”
“If I’d told his mother that, it wouldn’t have helped. She wouldn’t have believed me. Look, if someone came here and said you’d stolen something, and you said you hadn’t, I wouldn’t believe them; I would believe you.”
“But I would never steal anything,” he countered.
“Yeah, well, you did kind of take that watch without permission,” I reminded him.
That stopped him for a second. “But that wasn’t really stealing. I was going to put it back.”
I nodded, rested a hand on his shoulder. “What I’m trying to say is, parents don’t like to think their kids have done things they shouldn’t. We just naturally defend you. And that’s what Carl’s mom did with him.”
“Did you talk to Carl?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
I’d already decided not to mention Samantha Worthington’s shotgun. “His mother took steps to make sure that didn’t happen.”
Ethan looked defeated. “What about Poppa?”
“You’re going to have to tell him,” I said.
“Me?”
I nodded. “Yup.”
“Can’t you tell him?”
I shook my head. “I didn’t take it. I tried to save your bacon on this one, buddy. But I couldn’t. So you’re going to have to own up to what you did.”
“Will he kick us out?”
“No, he won’t do that. Let’s go find him.”
Mom was in the kitchen, her weight mostly on one leg as she stood by the counter peeling potatoes.
“Where’s Dad?” I asked.
“I think he’s out in the garage,” she said. “He’s gotten awfully quiet this afternoon. He was okay at first, but as the day’s gone on, I don’t know. Something’s not right.”
“Is he sick?” I asked. “His heart’s not acting up, is it?”
Mom shook her head, downplaying the seriousness. “Nothing like that. I thought maybe he was mad at me for being such an idiot and tripping on the stairs, but I don’t think that’s it. I’m wondering if it has something to do with Walden.”
“Walden?” I asked.
“Walden Fisher. He called your father out of the blue, wanted to go get coffee. You remember him?”
I did not.
“Your father helped him get a job with the town years ago. I’m betting you remember that horrible business with Olivia Fisher?”
“The woman who was . . .” I might have finished the sentence if Ethan hadn’t been standing there. The woman who was fatally stabbed in the park by the falls.
Even though I’d never finished the sentence, Mom knew where I was going. “That’s the one. She was Walden’s daughter. Anyway, Walden’s wife just died, too, poor man. He still works for the town, and he wanted to ask your father some questions about all these things that went on back when your father worked there. Don’t ask me what because I don’t know and I don’t care.” She looked at Ethan. “What’s with the face?”
“Nothing,” he said.
“You want a cookie?”
“No, thank you.”
“Come on,” I said to him. “Let’s go find Poppa.”
He was, as Mom had said, in the garage. It was a separate building in back of the house that was a second workshop for Dad. It was hard to keep it warm in the winter, so he’d set up a place to work in the basement, too. But when the weather was nice, he spent a lot of time out here puttering.
We found him standing at the workbench, sorting screws and dropping them into a drawer made up of dozens of small plastic cubicles. Dad was a good sorter.
“Hey,” I said.
“Hmm,” he said, barely acknowledging us. Ethan shot me a worried look, one that said, Maybe this isn’t a good time.
“Dad, you got a sec?”
He half turned to look at us, and I don’t know how this could be, but he looked older than when I’d seen him earlier in the day. I thought about his heart.
“What is it?” he asked.
I nudged Ethan’s shoulder.
“I have to tell you something,” my son said. “You promise not to get mad?”
My father eyed him curiously. “I know you haven’t wrecked my car. You can’t reach the pedals. There can’t be anything much worse than that. So, okay.”
“You know the fight I had with Carl Worthington?”
“Yup.”
“It was about your dad’s watch. The one you had in a box downstairs with other stuff.”
“Okay,” Dad said.
“I kind of took it from the box and took it to school to show people, and Carl took it and wouldn’t give it back, and I’m really sorry and I know I shouldn’t have done it and I should have asked you if I could take it to school, and I’ll pay you back.”
Dad’s eyes softened. “That’s what the fight was about.”
“I grabbed him to try to get it back but he kept it. And Dad went over there to get it back but Carl lied and said he didn’t have it.” He paused for a breath. “But I know that none of this would have happened if I hadn’t taken it in the first place.”
Dad said nothing for several seconds. Then: “Well, it didn’t keep time anyway. There’s people done worse things than what you did.”
He put his hand to Ethan’s cheek, held it there for a moment, then went back to sorting screws.
Ethan looked like a death row inmate who’d gotten a call from the governor at two minutes to midnight. I nodded toward the house, indicating he should take off. He did.
“Everything okay, Dad?” I asked.
“Yeah, sure,” he said, his back to me.
“You let Ethan off pretty easy.”
“He’s a good boy,” Dad said. “He screwed up.” A pause. “We all do.”
“Mom said you met up with an old friend from work today.”
“Not really,” he said. “His dad was a friend of mine.”
“Was it good to see him?”
A shrug, his back still to me as he separated Robertsons from Phillips. “Yes and no. I don’t really keep up with folks I worked with. Say hello if I see them on the street is all, like Tate.”
I had no idea who Tate was.
Dad continued. “I’ve got enough to do without living in the past. It’s not good for you, dwelling on things that happened a long time ago that you can’t do a damn thing about.”
“What are we talking about here, Dad?” I asked.
“Nothing,” he said. “Absolutely nothing.”
An awkward silence ensued, but it wasn’t for lack of things to talk about. Marla and the baby and Rosemary Gaynor. I still couldn’t shake the image of that dead woman on the floor. As hard as I tried to mentally push it away, it kept coming back.
I figured even if I could block it out, it would be replaced with the image of a shotgun in my face.
I decided to go with something else to make conversation.
“I got offered a job today,” I said.
That prompted Dad to turn and face me. “Hey, that’s great news, son. That’s terrific.”
“I haven’t said yes. In fact, I’m not sure I want to say yes.”
He frowned. “What is it?”
“Remember Randall Finley?”
“Yeah, of course. Good man, Finley.”
“What?” That took me by surprise.
“Oh, yeah, he was a good mayor. You telling me he offered you a job?”
“Yeah. A kind of executive-assistant thing. Campaign manager, maybe. He’s thinking about running again, but he’s got his hands full overseeing his water-bottling company. Needs someone to do PR for him, deal with media, stuff like that.”
“Pay good?”
“Thousand a week.”
“What’s there to think about?” my father asked. “That’s good money.”
“Dad, he’s an asshole.”
Dad shrugged. “He’s a politician.”
“Remember the underage-hooker thing?”
Dad nodded. “But he didn’t know she was underage.”
Was this my father I was talking to? “You mean if she was just old enough, that made it okay?”
He looked down at the floor. “No, I’m not saying that. I’m just saying there are degrees. Look at Clinton back in the nineties. Look at our own Spitzer, a few years back. They get a little bit of power and they think they can do anything; then they find out they can’t and get cut down to size. They learn. Does that mean we cut ’em off from ever making a contribution again?”
I said nothing.
“Let me tell you a story,” he said. “After your mother and I got married, but before I got a job with the town, I was out of work. There was a guy building houses on the south side of town who was looking to hire. I knew something about him. I knew he was a drunk, that he abused his wife, that he beat his kids. He was a total shit, this guy. And I had a wife to look after, rent to pay. I had responsibilities. I took that job. I wasn’t proud of myself, but looking after your mother came ahead of my pride. I decided I’d work that job, and keep looking for something better in the meantime. And as soon as I found something with the town, I gave that bastard my notice and left. But through it all, your mother never went hungry, and she never spent a day without a roof over her head.”
I swallowed. “I hear you.”
“Yeah, Finley’s an asshole. But I think he loves this town, and maybe he’s what Promise Falls needs right now. Someone to shake things up.”
I nodded. We stood there facing each other. I put my arms around him and patted his back.
“You’re a good man,” I said as he returned the hug.
“Don’t be so sure,” Dad said.



TWENTY-FOUR
IT didn’t freak out Gloria Fenwick to be working in a deserted amusement park. At least, not in the daytime.
She’d worked for the corporation that owned Five Mountains and several other parks across the country, and she’d been posted at some of those other locations through the years. And that had meant being there in the off-season, winding things down after the children had gone back to school, their parents back to the drudgery of their jobs.
Fenwick was accustomed to strolling past riderless horses stuck in their tracks on the merry-go-round. She could never bring herself to ride any of the parks’ roller coasters, so the stillness of the Five Mountains Super Collider Coaster actually gave her comfort. She couldn’t stand close to it when it was in operation, feeling the supporting structure tremble and vibrate, always fearing the apparatus would collapse, sending dozens of people to their deaths.
The empty concession stands, the driverless bumper cars, the deserted parking lot. It was all just fine with Fenwick.
In the daytime.
But at night, well, that was a different story. At night, the place really did creep her out.
She felt reasonably secure in the park’s administrative offices, where she was now, as darkness fell. She had a mountain of work—no pun intended—still to deal with. There were several offers from different amusement parks for some of the Five Mountains rides. An Italian firm was putting up several million dollars for the Super Collider, which could be dismantled, shipped overseas, and reassembled. A group involved in the ongoing rebuilding of the Jersey Shore after Hurricane Sandy was interested in some of the concession stands. A representative from Disney wanted information on laid-off employees. They might have work for them at one of their theme parks.
Fenwick not only had to reply to all of them, but let the head office know about incoming offers. All the big decisions were made there. She was just the traffic cop, directing inquiries this way and that.
Plus, there were countless other duties involved in winding the place down. Dealing with creditors. One pending lawsuit from a woman whose dentures flew out while on the coaster. If all she’d wanted was some new teeth, Five Mountains would have bought her a set, but the woman was claiming emotional distress, too.
What a fucking world, Fenwick thought.
She didn’t work here entirely alone. She had an assistant most days, but he took off promptly at five, whether there was work left to deal with or not. And Five Mountains had engaged a security firm to watch the place, keep it from being vandalized, make sure homeless folks weren’t camped out in the inner workings of the log ride. Usually it was a guy named Norm through the day, who did three rounds: one at nine, another at one, and his last at five. In the evenings it was Malcolm. She knew for sure he inspected the park at ten, because she’d been here working that late on more than one occasion. He was supposed to come through again at two in the morning, and then four hours later at six.
Gloria was thinking she wouldn’t see Malcolm tonight. She hoped to get out of here around half past nine at the latest.
She was making a list of things she had to do the next day when her cell rang. She smiled. It was Jason. From the head office. Hundreds of miles away. When he called this late, it was not to talk business.
“Hey,” she said.
“Whatcha doin’?”
“I’m still here.”
“Oh, go home. You’re working too hard.” A pause. “And speaking of hard . . .”
“Stop it,” she said, grinning, putting down her pen and running her fingers through her hair.
“Are you going to get here this weekend?”
“I’m going to try,” she said, picking up the pen again, writing, Call denture lawyer. “What about Memorial Day?” The May holiday weekend, a little more than two weeks away. “You coming here for that?”
“Oh, yeah. But I need to see you before then. I really need to see you.”
“Oh, yeah?”
“I had this idea of something new we could try,” Jason said.
“Go on.”
“Okay, so picture this. You’re on the bed, on your back, and—”
“What am I wearing?” she asked, scribbling, Review offer on bumper cars.
“A pair of high heels,” he said. “The black pumps.”
“I like those,” Gloria said. “They make me feel dirty. But they’re hard to walk in.”
“You won’t be doing any walking,” Jason said.
“Okay, so I’m on my back, in heels, and then what? Tell me this. Are you there with me? Because, the way this is sounding, I just might be getting off without you.” Underlining, with a question mark at the end, Tell head office about Finley?
“Oh, I’m there, and my cock is very, very—”
There was a flash of light outside Gloria Fenwick’s window.
“Hold that thought,” she said, and put the cell phone on her desk. She got up and walked to the window. The light remained constant, but was somehow moving.
“No,” she said.
The light, which was being cast on a row of gift-shop buildings across from the admin offices, was coming from behind the building Fenwick worked in, where most of the rides were.
The rides that had all been powered down, that were in the process of being decommissioned.
She went back to her desk, picked up the phone, and said, “I’ll have to call you back.”
“What’s—”
She ended the call, then contacted the security company. “Yeah, hey, it’s Gloria at Five Mountains. There’s something going on here. You need to get someone here now. Yeah, right.”
Gloria, keeping the phone in her pocket, left the office, went down a flight of stairs, and exited onto the park’s main street. To the left, the admission gates. Heading right would take her deeper into the park.
When she rounded the corner of the building, she could not believe what she was seeing.
The six-story-tall Ferris wheel was alive.
Fully lit, it was a low-hanging, revolving roulette wheel against the dark night sky. A dazzling, monstrous twirling eye that always reminded Fenwick of the pinwheels she loved to blow into as a child.
“This is not happening,” she said, starting to walk toward the base of the ride.
It was not impossible, of course. All the rides were still connected to the park’s electrical source. They had to be turned on when prospective buyers came to pick through what Five Mountains was selling.
The big wheel moved almost noiselessly. With the carriages empty, there was not the usual screaming and laughing of passengers.
Except . . .
Fenwick stopped dead, waited for the Ferris wheel to make another complete rotation. Allowed her eyes to focus on the ride. She thought she saw someone—no, more than one person—sitting in one of the carriages as it did a swing near the bottom, where there were more lights.
The wheel went around again, and this time Fenwick was sure. There looked to be three people in one carriage. All the others were empty.
Goddamn kids, she thought. Snuck onto the grounds, figured out how to start the ride, decided to have some fun.
Except there had to be someone else. Someone who could stop the ride, or those three would be stuck on there for a very long time.
As she neared the wheel, it was making another loop. She saw the numbers stenciled onto the side of each carriage: 19 . . . 20 . . . 21 . . . 22 . . .
Here it was. Carriage twenty-three. Three people sitting side by side.
“Hey!” she shouted. “What the hell do you think—”
As the carriage swept past, Fenwick noticed that none of the passengers was moving.
And it didn’t look like any of them were wearing clothes, either.
She reached the base of the Ferris wheel, located the controls. She’d never worked as a ride operator, but she’d been around them often enough to know the basics. She grabbed the lever to power back the wheel, to start slowing it gradually. She craned her neck upward, watching for carriage twenty-three, hoping she could time it right so that it stopped at the boarding platform.
Very nearly did it too. She didn’t get the wheel to fully stop until it had gone about three feet too far for the passengers to make a safe exit.
But it didn’t matter. Because they weren’t passengers.
They were mannequins. All female, all unadorned. Well, nearly.
Gloria Fenwick looked around and began to feel very afraid.
A single word was painted, in bold red, on each of the mute amusement-park-goers.
Read across, the message was:
YOU’LL BE SORRY



TWENTY-FIVE
BILL Gaynor had to bring in one of those companies that cleaned up crime scenes. The detective—Duckworth, his name was—had given him the name of a firm. Not local. There weren’t enough crimes like this in Promise Falls to justify a service that catered to this exclusive a clientele. But there was one in Albany, and they came up in the late afternoon, once the crime-scene investigators were finished doing whatever it was they did and had cleared out.
They did a good job in the kitchen. They’d managed to mop up all the blood in there. The carpet on the stairs and in the second-floor hallway was a different matter. Gaynor had tracked blood through much of the house when he’d gone in search of Matthew. The cleaners had gotten up some of the stains, but they’d told Gaynor he’d probably want to have all that carpeting ripped up and replaced. It was a light gray, and there was only so much they could do.
Sure, he’d replace the carpet. And then he’d put this house on the market. There was no way he could live in this place, raise his son here.
It hadn’t occurred to Gaynor that he’d have to pay for the cleaning. The head of the crew handed him the bill without blinking. “We take Visa,” he said. “You might want to check with your insurance company. This might be something they’d reimburse you for.”
“I work for an insurance company,” Gaynor said.
“Well, there you go,” the man said. “Every cloud, as they say.”
There were so many things one had to do, he thought, but he didn’t know where to start. As he’d told the detective, neither he nor Rosemary had immediate family. No siblings, no living parents. Truth be told, neither of them had ever really had many friends. He had the doctor, of course. As far as he knew, his wife really had no one. She loved to talk to Sarita, and probably considered her a friend, but really, Gaynor thought, you couldn’t be friends with the help.
What they had was Matthew.
The strangest random thoughts went through his head. Questions, images. Where would he sleep tonight? In that big empty bed? What would he do with Rosemary’s toothbrush? Throw it out? Why’d she have to be killed in the kitchen? Of all the rooms in the house? Why not the garage? Or the basement? He might even have been able to hang on to the house if she’d been killed in a room he didn’t have to spend so much time in.
But how could one avoid the kitchen? How could he not, every time he had to go in there, see his wife’s body on the floor?
He was going to have to go in there.
He’d retreated to his second-floor office a couple of hours ago after putting Matthew down in his crib for a sleep. He’d informed his employers of the day’s events, and soon after took a call from the president of the company, a man named Ben Corbett. He offered his condolences and told Bill to take as much time as he needed.
“And we have a lot of investigators at our disposal,” Corbett said. “I can put one on this if you want. I’m betting the police in a town like that can’t find their asses in a snowstorm. Am I right? I know a guy I can call up there. Weaver, his name is. Cal Weaver. Used to work for the local cops but went solo. Lived out around Niagara for a while but I think he moved back.”
“I don’t think that’s going to be necessary, Mr. Corbett, but I thank you,” Gaynor said. “The police have a pretty good idea who did it. Some crazy woman. She’s got a history.”
“Of killing people?”
“No, but from what the detective said—he called me a while ago—she tried to steal a baby out of the hospital a while back. A nutcase.”
“Well, the offer stands. You need anything, you call me.” A pause. “Oh, and Bill.”
“Yes?”
“As much as I would like to expedite matters where your wife’s life insurance policy is concerned, I have to take a hands-off approach with this and let things go through the usual channels.”
“Of course, Mr. Corbett, I understand that.”
“Especially considering that the payout in your wife’s case . . . I don’t feel very comfortable discussing this with you at this time, Bill, so I hope you’ll forgive me.”
“That’s okay,” Gaynor said.
“As I was saying, the payout in your wife’s case is a million dollars. So the firm will be doing its due diligence, but you’ve indicated that the police already have a pretty good idea what’s happened.”
“Yes, they do.”
“Okay, then. My thoughts are with you. We’ll be in touch.”
Gaynor hung up the phone, took a deep breath, and put a hand to his chest. His heart was pounding.
He needed a drink.
He went to the liquor cabinet, poured himself a scotch, and then pulled himself together so that he could send out e-mails to clients he was supposed to meet with over the next week. Family emergency, he said, and offered his apologies. Gave them the name of an associate who could help them.
He was looking mindlessly at his in-box when he heard Matthew stirring in the next room. When the baby woke, he’d be hungry.
Gaynor went into the hallway and down the stairs, careful not to step on the slightly faded red footprints he’d left earlier. As he entered the kitchen he forced himself to look away from where he’d found Rosemary. Focused in on the fridge. Rosemary always prepared two days’ worth of bottles of formula, and there were still four of them in there. He warmed a bottle, wondering what he would do when these were all gone. He’d never made up bottles for Matthew. Didn’t have a clue how to do it.
He had a steep learning curve ahead of him.
God, where was Sarita when he needed her?
He had some theories in that regard. He had a feeling he wouldn’t be seeing Sarita around here anymore. The police could look for her all they wanted. Good luck with that.
But he had to find someone to replace her, soon. Before he went back to work. Someone who could come into the house, or maybe someone he could drop the baby off with in the morning.
God, the things that had to be worked out.
And a funeral. He hadn’t even thought about a funeral.
He took the warmed bottle back upstairs, entered Matthew’s room. He’d already pulled himself up, was standing at the railing. Pretty soon he’d be walking.
“Hey, little man,” he said. He lifted Matthew out of the crib, held him in one arm, and handed him the bottle with his other hand. The baby grabbed hold and shoved the rubber nipple into his mouth.
“Yeah, you eat up,” he said.
How did you explain to a baby that his mother wasn’t coming home? What could you say?
“We’re going to be okay,” he said softly. “You and me are going to be okay.”
Downstairs, the doorbell rang. Police, Gaynor thought. Maybe here to tell him they’d charged that insane woman. Gaynor considered putting Matthew back in the crib, but didn’t think he should leave the baby alone while he sucked on the bottle.
Gaynor carried Matthew downstairs and opened the front door. There was a man standing there, but Gaynor knew he wasn’t from the police department.
“Bill, I’m so sorry,” the man said. “My apologies for not getting here sooner. It’s been quite the day.”
“Jack,” Gaynor said.
“May I come in?”
“Yeah, sure, of course.”
Gaynor closed the door as Jack Sturgess came into the foyer.
“If you want a drink or something,” Gaynor said, “you can go into the kitchen and help yourself, but I just . . . I can’t go in there. I had to get this for Matthew, but . . .”
“It’s okay,” Sturgess said. “I just wanted to drop by and see how you and the baby were.”
“Matthew’s . . . okay. I’m . . . I’m just trying to figure out what I should be doing first. I don’t know where to begin. I mean, the priority is Matthew. I’ve gotta look after him, and I don’t know the first thing to do. I’ve never made up the formula before. Rose did that, and Sarita. I’ve talked to the office, and I’ve been in touch with clients, and I had these people here—there’re actually companies that do nothing but clean up after . . . God, I don’t know if I can hold it together.”
“You’ll be okay. You will be. But you’re right: The important thing is Matthew.”
Gaynor looked misty-eyed at the doctor. “You’ve always been there for us. Every step of the way. Rose, she was so grateful for everything you did.”
The doctor rested a hand on the man’s shoulder. “You all deserved happiness. And I really thought you’d found it. You didn’t deserve this.”
“I thought, when I heard the doorbell, it’d be the police. Telling me they’ve charged that woman.”
“Yes, well, that may very well happen,” the doctor said.
“I guess it’s been all over the news.”
“Pretty much,” Sturgess said.
“The detective, he called me a while ago. They know about her history. About trying to steal the baby from the hospital. They’ll nail her with this, I just know it.”
“It may never get to that,” Sturgess said.
“What are you talking about?”
“She’s in the hospital. She tried to kill herself.”
Gaynor’s mouth dropped. “You’re kidding.”
The doctor shook his head. “But . . . she wasn’t successful.”
Gaynor said. “That’s, I mean, it’s an awful thing to say, but it would almost be better if she’d succeeded.”
“I don’t know how to respond to that, Bill.”
“I’m just thinking,” Gaynor said slowly, “that if the woman had died, if there was never going to be a trial, maybe they wouldn’t have to do any autopsy on Rose. They won’t have to . . . they won’t have to do things to her, cut her open. I can’t bear the thought of it. And even if this Marla Pickens woman doesn’t die, if she does go to trial, I mean, for Christ’s sake, it’s obvious what happened to Rose. All you had to do was see her lying there to know. Why the hell do they have to cut her open when it’s so fucking clear what happened?”
“Bill, I’m sorry, but they’ve probably already done that. It’s standard procedure, even in deaths that are pretty straightforward.”
Matthew was pushing the bottle away. He’d had enough for now. Gaynor handed the bottle to Sturgess, placed the child on his shoulder, and lightly patted his back. When Gaynor spoke, he whispered, as if the baby were somehow old enough to understand what he might be saying.
“I’m worried about that,” Gaynor said.
“About the autopsy?”
Gaynor nodded.
“About what it might show,” he said. “What else they might find.”
The doctor studied him. “I think you’re concerning yourself needlessly there.”
“But if they figure out—”
Sturgess held up a cautious hand. “Bill, I think I have an idea what you’re talking about, and you’re taking several leaps here. As you say, the cause of death in your wife’s case is pretty obvious. It’s unlikely anyone’s going to be looking at anything beyond that. I can’t think of any reason why they would.”
“You think?” Gaynor asked, still patting Matthew’s back.
“I do. You worry about your boy, and—”
“When will they release her? I have to plan a funeral and—”
“Why don’t I look into that,” Jack Sturgess said.
Matthew burped.
“Attaboy,” Sturgess said.



TWENTY-SIX
David
DURING dessert, the phone rang. Dad, Ethan, and I were sitting at the kitchen table, finishing up some chocolate ice cream, while Mom stood at the counter rinsing dinner plates. Dad and I had both told her to sit down, that she should stay off her leg, but she wouldn’t listen. When the phone rang she was standing right by it, and grabbed the receiver from its cradle.
I watched her face drain of color while she listened to whoever was on the other end.
“Okay, Gill,” she said. So now we knew who it was, and who it was likely about. “Keep us posted.” Slowly she hung up the phone.
“What is it?” Dad asked.
Mom looked at Ethan, wondering, I guessed, whether to discuss this in front of him. But the kid didn’t miss much, and before we’d sat down to eat he’d asked what was going on with my cousin Marla, so I’d told him. I left out the graphic details, including what I’d witnessed in the Gaynors’ kitchen, but Ethan knew Marla was in big trouble, and that the police probably viewed her as the prime suspect in the death of the mother of the baby I’d found her with.
Although Ethan didn’t say it, I think it may have put into perspective the trouble he was in with regard to the pocket watch.
“It’s okay,” I said to Mom. “I’ve explained things to Ethan.”
Mom took a breath and said, “Marla’s in the hospital.”
“What’s happened?” I asked.
“She . . . Agnes and Gill had taken her back to their house. Marla couldn’t go home. She was left alone in the kitchen for a second and . . .”
“No,” I said.
Mom nodded.
“What?” Ethan said. “What happened?”
I looked at him. “Marla tried to kill herself. Is that right, Mom? Is that what happened?”
She nodded again. “I have to get off my feet.” I shot up out of my chair and pulled hers out for her. Once she was settled in, I sat back down.
“How?” Ethan asked. “Like, with a knife? Did she stab herself? Did she turn on the oven and put her head into it? I saw that on TV once.” He might as well have been asking how birds fly. Pure, simple curiosity.
“Jesus, Ethan,” Dad said. “What a thing to ask.” He looked at Mom and asked, “How did she do it?”
“Her wrist,” Mom said wearily. “She cut her wrist.”
“That’s where all the blood comes out,” Ethan said, in case we didn’t know.
“You know what?” I said to him. “Why don’t you go do something?”
Ethan wiped his mouth with a napkin and dropped it on the table. “Okay.” He knew this wasn’t the time to push it.
Once he’d left the room, Mom asked, and not for the first time today, “What are we going to do?”
Dad said, “There’s not really anything we can do. Makes you wonder, though, if she really did do it. I mean, why the hell else would she try to kill herself?”
“You,” Mom said, looking at me. “You need to help her.”
“What would you have me do, Mom?”
“Really? You have to ask that? What have you spent your career doing? Asking questions, finding things out. You can’t do that for your cousin if you’re not getting paid for it?”
“That’s low,” I said.
“I don’t care! Marla’s family.”
“You want me to go around asking questions? What if I find out something that proves she really did this? What then?”
Mom pondered that for a second. “Then you’d find proof that she had a good reason.”
“Excuse me? For stabbing some woman to death?”
“I don’t mean it like that. I mean that she wasn’t in her right head. That she wasn’t responsible for what she did. If she did it, which I don’t think she did. Marla’s always been a good girl. Not quite like the rest of us, I know, but she’s not a mean girl. She’d never do anything like that. Not unless something had gone very wrong in her head.”
“Mom, honestly—”
“And besides, if it weren’t for her, you wouldn’t be sitting there right now.”
I went silent.
Dad said, “She’s got you there.”
I looked at him. “What are you talking about?”
“I’m not the only one with a bad memory,” Mom said. “You’ve forgotten what happened that summer at Agnes’s cabin?”
Marla had alluded to something when we were in the car.
“Wait a sec,” I said. “The raft. This is about the raft.” Back then, the Pickenses had built a wooden platform, about six by six, floated it on sealed oil drums, and anchored it a hundred feet from the shoreline. We’d go out there and dive off it.
“We’d told you not to go out there alone,” Mom said. “And especially we told you not to do flips off it. We kept telling you one day you’d hit your head on the edge.”
“Which, one day, I did,” I said, the incident now starting to come back to me.
“You knocked yourself out,” Dad said. “You did a flip, whacked your noggin on the edge of the raft, and went into the water unconscious.”
“Marla saw me,” I said.
“She was sitting on the dock, dangling her feet in the water, mooning after you—she had such a crush on you,” Mom said. “She saw you hit your head and go into the water facedown, and you didn’t move a muscle. She went running up to the cabin, screaming at the top of her lungs that something had happened. Agnes and I were sitting at the kitchen table playing cards. Agnes ran out of that cabin like she’d been shot out of a cannon. Jumped in the boat and went out there and got you.”
“I don’t really remember it,” I said. “I only remember being told about it, after.”
“You lost about a day,” Dad said. “Of memory. Agnes saved your life, but she’d never have had a chance if it wasn’t for Marla.”
“Think about that,” Mom said. “And you’ve got nothing else to do. You might as well be doing something useful.” She put her hand to her mouth, then reached out and touched my cheek. “I’m sorry. That was an awful thing to say.”
“And it’s not exactly true, anyway,” Dad said. “The boy got a job offer today.”
Forty years old, and still “the boy.” Still that boy who fell off that raft and nearly died.
“You did?” Mom said. “What is it?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I have to think—”
“Randall Finley offered him a job as his right-hand man,” Dad said. “How about that?”
Mom looked nearly as horrified as when she’d taken the call from Marla’s father. “Finley? That horse’s ass? He’s offered David a job?”
“What’s wrong with Finley?” Dad shot back. “He’s a good man.”
“What’s he want David for?” she asked him.
“I’m right here,” I said.
“Gonna help him take another run at the mayor’s seat,” Dad said. “I bet, with David’s help, he could do it, too.”
Now she looked at me. “I forbid it.”
I sighed. “I haven’t given him an answer yet.”
“It pays a thousand dollars a week,” Dad said.
“I wouldn’t care if it paid a hundred thousand dollars a week,” she said. I had to admit, for that kind of money, right now I’d have done PR for the Taliban.
There was a knock at the door. Mom started to push herself away from the table, but Dad was already on the move. Once he was out of the kitchen, Mom said, “You can’t be serious.”
“It’d help until something better comes along,” I said. “I’m not a fan of the guy, but it’s a paycheck.”
She put her hand on mine a second time and closed her eyes. “Do what you have to do. I haven’t got the energy for this, not with everything else that’s going on. But I want you to help Marla. Will you?”
“Yes,” I said. “I don’t know how. But . . . okay. I’ll . . . I don’t know . . . I’ll ask around. Maybe find something that helps.” I smiled sheepishly. “I don’t know how I could have forgotten about the raft.”
“We nearly lost you,” Mom said, and sniffed. “I can still see little Marla, busting into the cabin, looking like she was almost in shock, saying, ‘David! David! David’s gone!’ I’ll never forget it.” She caught a tear with her finger before it had a chance to run down her cheek.
“Someone for you,” Dad said, standing in the doorway, looking at me.
“Who?” I said.
“She didn’t say. Just asked for you. I invited her in, but she said she’d wait outside.” His eyebrows went up half an inch. “Nice looker.”
Mom brightened. “Who is she, David?”
“I have no idea,” I said, “but I’m not going to find out sitting here.”
There was no one on the porch when I went out the front door. She was standing at the foot of the steps. I couldn’t tell who it was right away, given the dim porch light, and the fact that she was looking out toward the street, arms crossed over her chest.
“Hello?”
She turned around. “Hey,” Samantha Worthington said.
“Hi,” I said. “You’re unarmed.”
She dug into the front pocket of her jeans. When her hand came back out, it was wrapped around something. I could guess what.
She came halfway up the steps, arm extended. “I believe this is yours. Or your kid’s. I don’t know. All I know is, it’s not Carl’s.”
I opened my palm to allow her to set the pocket watch on it. Our fingers brushed together lightly. Samantha retreated, ran her fingers through her hair to get it out of her eyes, and said, “Sorry.”
“It’s okay.”
“Not just about the watch.”
“You mean the shotgun in my face.”
“Yeah,” Samantha said. “That.” She forced a smile. “You get some fresh shorts?”
“I did.”
“I was doing laundry, grabbed Carl’s jeans; they felt kind of heavy. Found the watch in his pocket.” She shook her head. “You’d figure, if he was going to lie to me, he’d do a better job of covering up after himself.”
“His future as a master criminal looks uncertain,” I said.
She pointed toward the street, where a small Hyundai sedan sat. “He’s in the car. I brought him to apologize to your boy.”
I opened the door a crack and called in, “Ethan! Out front!”
Almost instantly I heard stomping on the stairs, and then he emerged. “Yeah?”
Samantha looked at her car and made a waving-in gesture. The door opened and a black-haired boy Ethan’s age got out.
My son looked at Carl, then at me. I put the watch in his hand and said, “You can give this to Poppa in a minute.” He looked at it, stunned, like he’d won the lottery. “This is Carl’s mom, Ms. Worthington.”
“Hi,” she said as Carl approached. Once her son was standing next to her, she said to him, “You know what to say.”
“Sorry I took the watch,” he said, looking more at the ground than at Ethan. “That wasn’t right.”
“Sorry I punched you and stuff,” Ethan said.
Carl shrugged. “Okay.”
There was an uncomfortable three seconds of silence. Then Ethan asked, “Do you like trains?”
“What?”
“Do you like trains? My grandpa has some. In the basement. If you want to see them.”
Carl, his face blank, looked at his mother. “Uh, yeah, I guess,” she said. The boy came up the stairs and disappeared into the house with Ethan.
“The Middle East should be so easy,” I said, coming down the steps.
“Carl’s not a bad kid,” Samantha said defensively. “He’s just . . . like his father sometimes. I don’t like it when he gets like that. He can be a bit of a bully. But there’s a good kid in there, I swear. Some days it’s just a little harder to find.”
“Sure,” I said.
“And yet, he’s kind of my rock, you know? He’s there for me. We’re there for each other. I guess that’s why, when you said he had that watch, I just stood up for him.” She raised her hands a moment, a gesture of futility. “Now what do I do? I feel like an idiot standing here. The plan was, Carl says he’s sorry and we go. Now he’s in there with your kid.”
“You want a coffee or something?” I asked. “You’re welcome to come in.”
She looked at the house. “You got a nice place. Beats the shithole I’m living in.”
“Your place isn’t a shithole,” I said. “And besides, this is my parents’ house.”
“I thought, when Ethan said the trains were his grandfather’s, that maybe they’d been handed down to him or something.”
“No. My dad built a small layout in the basement for Ethan. At least, he says it was for Ethan.”
“When I looked up an address for Harwood, this was the only one that came up. So, that’s cool that you live with your folks? You and your wife and Ethan?”
“Just Ethan and me.”
“Oh,” she said. “Divorced?”
I shook my head. “My wife passed away a few years ago.”
She nodded quickly. “Oh, sorry, didn’t realize. So, well, whaddaya know. We’re both raising boys on our own.”
Did I want to know why she was a single parent? The short answer was yes, I was curious. But did I think it was a good idea to ask? Maybe not. I was grateful she’d returned the pocket watch, and it was nice of her to apologize for scaring the shit out of me. Once Ethan finished showing Carl the trains, Samantha Worthington and her son could be on their way.
So all I said was “It can be a challenge.”
“No shit,” she said. “Especially when your ex is in jail and his parents think they should have custody.”
Well, there it was. No need to ask. Although I now had even more questions. Before I could choose just one of the many bouncing around in my head, she asked, “So what do you do?”
“The last fifteen years or so I’ve worked for newspapers,” I said. “I’d worked at the Standard, then went to the Boston Globe, then came back here to work for the Standard again, and first day on the job they closed the paper.”
“Oh, man, that sucks,” she said. “I didn’t know they’d shut down the Standard.”
“It’s been quite a few weeks now.”
She shrugged. “I don’t read the papers. Books, mostly. I’ve got enough shit going on in my own life, I don’t need to read about everyone else’s. I like escaping into a good story instead, where everything’s made up. It doesn’t have to be happy. I don’t mind bad things happening to good people, so long as they’re not real. God, I’m blathering. So that’s why you’re living with your parents? You’re out of work?”
“We’re moving out shortly,” I said. “I just got something else.”
Had I already made up my mind about Finley’s offer, or did I reach a decision in that instant to deflect shame?
“Oh, that’s great,” she said. “Congrats.”
“Thanks,” I said. “You?”
“Hmm?”
“What do you do?”
“I work in a Laundromat,” she said. “It’s pretty exciting. Cleaning the washers, emptying out the coin holders, keeping the detergent dispensers full.”
“Sounds good,” I said.
“Are you kidding me? Every day I want to kill myself.”
“Sorry. My sarcasm detector is in the shop.”
“Yeah, well, you should get it fixed. Who the hell would want to work in a Laundromat? The only good thing is, I’m on my own; if things are slow I can read. And I can nip out and do things if I have to, like pick up Carl at school.” She rolled her eyes. “And when the school calls in the middle of the day and says he’s being suspended for fighting, I can go and get him.”
Carl seemed too old to be chauffeured to and from school. Samantha must have been reading my thoughts.
“If I don’t watch him, they’ll snatch him.”
“They?”
“Brandon’s—that’s my ex—parents, or maybe even friends of his, or theirs. They’ve got money—his parents, that is—and his friends, like Ed, that asshole, are just dumb enough to think grabbing Carl would be a smart thing to do. My former in-laws always hated me, and hate me even more now that I’ve moved away from Boston to Promise Falls. Once Bran got sentenced for those holdups I was gone.”
“Holdups?”
“Bank robberies, actually,” she said offhandedly. “Armed. He’s not even up for parole for ten years. And they think it’s my fault. Like someone else stuffed all that money in the trunk of his car.”
This woman had problems like the Standard had typos.
“That’s who you thought might have been at the door when I came knocking,” I said.
“Yeah,” Samantha said. “But I wouldn’t have shot ya.”
“Why’s that?”
“You got nice eyes.”



TWENTY-SEVEN
WALDEN Fisher was driving through downtown Promise Falls shortly after nine, heading home, when he thought he saw Victor Rooney’s aging, rusted van parked at the curb.
Not parked all that well, either. It was a parallel-parking spot that Victor appeared to have gone into nose-first. The van’s back end was jutting out a good three feet into the path of traffic, about half a block past Knight’s, one of Promise Falls’ downtown bars.
Walden was betting that was where he’d find Victor, should he choose to go looking for him. He took his foot off the gas pedal of his Honda Odyssey and held a quick debate in his head about what to do.
He found a vacant spot in the next block, pulled up alongside the car ahead, and backed in, the way it was supposed to be done. Walden got out and walked back almost two blocks to Knight’s and went inside.
It could have been any neighborhood bar in America. Rock music coming out of the speakers, but not loud like a nightclub. Patrons could still carry on a conversation without having to shout at the top of their lungs. Low lighting from Tiffany lamps, a pool table in the back, a few tables packed with guys who’d just finished playing together on some team for some sport in some local community center, a handful of guys on stools watching a baseball game on a flat-screen hanging on the wall above the bar.
At the far end, sitting alone, watching the game without really watching it, was Victor, his right hand wrapped around a bottle of Old Milwaukee. Here was the man who’d almost become Walden’s son-in-law.
Walden hauled himself up onto the stool next to him. “Hey, there, Victor.”
The man looked at Walden, blinked twice, focused. “Jesus, Mr. Fisher, how are you?”
“I’m okay, good. Saw your van out there. Thought I’d pop in and say hello.”
“Funny seeing you,” he said, raising his bottle to him. “Uh, would you like a beer?”
The bartender, a thin, elderly man who looked like a walking twig, had approached. Walden glanced at him and said, “Just a Coke.”
The bartender nodded, retreated.
“You sure you don’t want a beer?” Victor asked. Walden thought Victor sounded as though he’d had a few already, and judging by how he’d parked the van, probably a few before he’d arrived.
“I’m sure,” Walden said. “What are you up to these days?”
Victor shrugged. “A bit of this, a bit of that. Odd jobs. Construction. I’m in kind of a lull at the moment.”
“I heard you and the fire department came to a parting of the ways.”
“Yeah, well, that really wasn’t for me. It’s a pretty macho environment, you know? I gave it a shot, but I never felt comfortable there. Too gung ho for my tastes.”
“Sure.”
“Fuck ’em, I say. I get by. I do.”
“If you ever need anything, you know you can give me a call.”
“That’s very kind of you, Mr. Fisher. It really is. But what I need, I don’t think you or anyone else can provide.”
“What would that be?”
“I need someone who can help me get my act together,” he said, setting the bottle down and miming something with his hands, as though he were assembling something. “You see, my act is in pieces. Isn’t that a funny saying? Get your act together? What’s that supposed to mean? That we’re all actors? That all of this is some performance? What was it Billy Shakespeare said? That all the world’s a stage and men and women merely players. Something like that. I think what we’re in is a tragedy without any kind of ending. What do you think, Mr. Fisher?”
“I think you’ve had a lot to drink, Victor.”
“You are correct,” he said. “Don’t think I’ll be jogging tonight. I don’t know how you do it.”
“Do what?”
“Get up every day and go about your business. How do you and Beth manage that?”
“Beth passed on,” Walden said. “Just a while ago.”
“Oh, bloody fuck,” Victor said, shaking his head, taking a drink. “I had no idea. I’m so sorry.” Another head shake. “I almost—this is going to come out wrong, and I apologize in advance—but I almost kind of envy her. If I died, I could stop being so sad.” He paused. “And angry.”
“It’s been three years,” Walden said.
“Later this month,” Victor said, nodding, indicating he was already well aware. “Saturday of the Memorial Day weekend. Isn’t that kind of ironic? We shall remember Olivia on Memorial Day. Oh, yes, we shall.” He raised his beer in a toast. “To Olivia.”
“You should probably head home,” Walden said.
“Like I said, I don’t know how you manage. I mean, I was never actually married to her. She was the love of my life—God, what a cliché—but it’s true, you know? But I only knew her a couple of years. But she was your daughter. That’s got to be worse.”
“You find ways to manage,” Walden said.
“I don’t even know if I’m still grieving, exactly,” Victor said. “But it was like what that writer said in that book. It was a tipping point, what happened to Olivia. I went off the deep end then, and I’ve been trying to climb back up ever since, but once you’re down there, all this other shit happens to you that keeps you there. Is this making any sense?”
“Yeah.”
“I mean, I’ve had plenty of time to get over Olivia, right? Lots of time to move on.”
“You never get over it,” Walden said.
“Yeah, I get that. But people have to find a way to move forward, right? I mean, fuck, look at all those people who were in concentration camps. What could be worse than what they went through? Yet they went on with their lives when they got freed and the war was over. I mean, sure, they probably never got over it, but they became functioning members of society.” He squinted at Walden. “Would you call me functioning?”
“I don’t know that I’m qualified to judge that,” Walden said.
“Well, let me answer it for you. I am not. But I’ll tell you what I am, to this day. I’m angry.”
“Angry,” Walden repeated.
“At myself. And all the others. What do you think they’ll do on the third anniversary?”
“I bet they won’t give it a thought.”
Victor pointed his index finger at Walden. “Right you are, Mr. Fisher.”
“Walden. You know you can call me Walden.” He paused. “What do you mean, angry at yourself?”
Victor looked away. “I was late.”
Walden nodded. “I know.”
“I was late meeting her. If I’d been on time, none—”
Walden rested a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “Don’t torture yourself.”
The younger man looked at him, smiled. “I think you’d have been a damn fine father-in-law.”
Walden was less certain Victor would have been the best son-in-law in the world, but it did not stop him from saying, “And I’d have been proud to be your father-in-law.”
The bartender set a Coke on the counter but Walden didn’t touch it.
Victor surveyed the room. “You think it was any of them?” he asked, taking another pull off the bottle.
“Any of them what?”
“You think it could have been any of these guys sitting right here? Who did it?”
“I don’t know.”
“Every time I walk around this town, I look at everybody and wonder, Was it you? Or you?” He finished off the bottle. “These are our neighbors. I was born in this town, grew up with these people. For all I know I’m living next door to a maniac. Maybe hanging out in a bar with one.”
Victor raised the bottle, then rammed it straight down onto the bar, shattering it, leaving him with nothing in his hand but the neck and shoulder.
“Hey!” the bartender said.
But other than that, the place went silent. All the patrons stopped their conversations in midsentence and turned to look down toward the end of the bar, where Victor had come off his stool and was standing, staring at all of them.
“Was it any of you?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.
“Vick,” Walden said quietly. “Stop.”
“You need to take your son home,” the bartender told Walden.
“He’s not—” Walden started to say, then decided not to bother.
“Was it?” Victor Rooney asked again, moving closer to a table where five men were sharing a pitcher. “Was it any of you assholes?”
One of the men, broad of chest and more than six feet tall, kicked his chair back and stood up. “Think maybe you’ve had enough, pal,” he said.
Walden tried to take Victor by the arm, but the younger man shook him off.
“Oh, I’ve had enough, that’s for sure,” Victor said. “I’ve had enough of the whole lot of you.”
Another man stood. Then a third.
“Come on,” Walden said, getting a firmer grip on the man’s arm. “I’m taking you home.”
This time Victor didn’t shake him off. He allowed Walden to lead him toward the door, but not before whirling around for one last shot.
“Assholes!” he said. “Every last one of you!”
Walden got him through the door and pushed him out onto the sidewalk.
“You pull a stunt like that again,” Walden said, “and you’re going to end up in the hospital. Or worse.”
Victor was fumbling in his pocket for his keys. Once he had them out, Walden grabbed them.
“Hey.”
“I’ll drive you home,” Walden said. “You can come back for your van tomorrow.”
“What if I don’t remember where it is?”
“I’ll remember.”
“I guess.”
“And then I think we need to talk,” Walden said. “About getting your life back on track.”
“I’m going to leave this town,” Victor said. “I’m going to get the hell out of here.”
“When? Do you have something lined up? A job?”
“I just want out. Everywhere I look, I’m reminded of Olivia.”
“How soon are you leaving?” Walden asked, unable to hide the concern in his voice.
“Not sure. Still got a few things to do here; then I’m gone. End of the month, I’d say.”
“Hang in, at least till then,” Walden said. “Maybe something will still work out for you here. I could ask around.”
Victor smiled. “Don’t waste your time on me.”



TWENTY-EIGHT
BARRY Duckworth had learned less from his search of Sarita Gomez’s room than he’d hoped.
The detective already knew the Gaynors’ nanny had no phone of her own. But she didn’t have a computer, either. At least not one that she’d left behind in the apartment. So there were no e-mails to check, no bookmarked Facebook page. No electric bill. No monthly Visa statement. No invoice from a visit to the dentist. Nor were there any personal letters, or even an address book. Sarita either packed up everything in a hurry, or she led a very simple, off-the-grid kind of existence. No digital trail here.
No bloodstained uniform, either.
Duckworth had asked the nanny’s landlord, she of the amazing banana bread, whether she might have any pictures of Sarita. “On your phone, anything like that?”
No such luck. Duckworth didn’t even know what this woman he was searching for looked like.
He was driving back to the station when he realized there was something big he had allowed to slip through the cracks.
The Thackeray College predator.
The Gaynor murder had so completely taken over his day that he’d neglected to do anything following his chat with the college’s head of security. Clive Duncomb. “Asshole,” Duckworth said to himself behind the wheel of his unmarked car. Duckworth had left his business card with Duncomb and told him to e-mail him the names of the three women who’d been attacked. They needed to be interviewed by the Promise Falls police. But the day had gone by and no names, no e-mail at all from Duncomb. Duckworth could just guess what the ex–Boston cop thought of the local police. That they were a bunch of know-nothing rubes.
“Asshole,” he said again.
Duckworth called the station and asked to be put through to Chief Rhonda Finderman.
“Hey,” Finderman said, answering right away. “I was just about to check in with you.”
Finderman wanted to know what progress was being made in the Gaynor case, and apologized for not knowing much about it. “I’m on this national association of police chiefs that meets all the time, the mayor’s committee on attracting jobs, plus this task force with the state police about coordinating data. I’m up to my ass in administrative shit. So, Rosemary Gaynor. Someone killed her and kidnapped her baby?”
Quickly Duckworth brought her up-to-date. Then he told her about how Clive Duncomb, Thackeray’s head of security, didn’t think he needed to bother letting the Promise Falls police know they might be dealing with a possible rapist on campus.
“That horse’s ass,” Finderman said. “I’ve had the pleasure. We had lunch one time; he said he really liked my hair. Take a guess how that went over.”
“You know anything about him? Beyond his being a horse’s ass, I mean?”
Rhonda Finderman paused. “What I hear is he worked vice in Boston. And that he left. And brought along his new wife, who may have been someone he met in the course of his duties, if you get my drift.”
“The thing is, I’ve got my hands full, but we need someone out there, taking statements from the students who’ve been attacked, that whole drill. We need to find this guy before he ups his game.”
“I’m down two detectives,” she said. “I’m going to have to move someone up, temporarily at least.”
“Okay.”
“You know Officer Carlson? Angus Carlson?”
Duckworth paused. “I do.”
“Try not to gush.”
“It’s your call, Chief.”
“We were all young once, Barry. You telling me you weren’t a know-it-all when you started?”
“No comment.”
She laughed. “He’s not that bad. He presents this front of being a wiseass, but I think there’s more to him than that. We got him about four years ago, from Ohio.”
“It’s your call.”
“I’ll have him call you; you can bring him up to speed.”
“Fine.” There was still something else on Duckworth’s mind. “One other thing. I ran into Randy this morning.”
“Finley?”
“Yeah.”
“Jesus, him and Duncomb in one day. It’s like an asshole convention.”
“He called me directly after finding all these squirrels someone had strung up on a fence near the college. He said he’s running for mayor again, and he was looking for me to be a department snitch, maybe give him something to run on. I’m probably not the only one he’s asking.”
“He’s looking for something on me?”
“He’s looking for anything he can get on anybody. I think you’d be near the top of the list. So would Amanda Croydon.”
“The mayor’s squeaky-clean,” the chief said.
“Finley could find a way to make that negative.”
“He’s a weaselly son of a bitch,” the chief said. There was a long pause.
“You there?” he asked.
“Yeah,” Rhonda said. “I’m just thinking about how he might go after me.” Another pause. “I think I run a clean department. Maybe he’ll go after something I did before this job.”
She’d come up through the ranks, becoming chief nearly three years ago after several years working as a detective, often alongside Duckworth.
“You did good work,” he said. “I wouldn’t want it getting back to you that an approach like that had been made, and that I hadn’t told you.”
“Appreciate it, Barry.”
Three seconds after he’d ended the call, another one came in.
“Duckworth.”
“Hey, it’s Wanda.” Wanda Therrieult. The medical examiner who would have conducted the autopsy on Rosemary Gaynor.
“Yeah, hey,” Duckworth said.
“Where are you?” He told her. “Swing by.”
He said he could be there in five minutes.
•   •   •
It was a cold, sterile room, but that was the way it was supposed to be.
The body was laid out on an aluminum table, draped in a light green sheet that matched the walls. Bright fluorescent lights shone down from the ceiling.
Wanda Therrieult, fiftyish, short, and round, was sitting at a desk in the corner of the room, tapping away at a keyboard and drinking from a Big Hug Mug when Duckworth entered the room.
“You want a coffee or anything?” she asked when she saw him, taking off a pair of reading glasses. “I got one of these single-cup things where you can pick what flavor you want.”
She got up and showed him the machine, and a rack filled with various kinds of coffee that came in tiny containers the size of restaurant creamers.
“Yeah, sure,” he said, examining the labels. “What the hell is Volluto? Or Arpeggio? What’s that supposed to be? What do you have that’s closest to what I get at Dunkin’?”
“You’re hopeless,” she said. “I’ll just pick you one.”
She chose a capsule, put it into the machine, set a mug in place, and hit a button. “Now it’ll work its magic.”
“You should think about getting a doughnut machine, too. Why hasn’t Williams-Sonoma come up with one of those? A gadget you put on your countertop where you touch a button and out pops a fresh chocolate glazed.”
Wanda studied him. “I was about to say that’s the dumbest idea I’ve ever heard, but then thought, I would buy one of those.”
“It’s twenty years today,” he said.
“What’s twenty years?”
“I’ve been with the department two whole decades as of today.”
“Get out.”
“Would I lie?”
“So, what, you joined when you were ten?”
“I’m a trained investigator, Wanda. I can tell when someone is bullshitting me.”
She smiled. “Congrats. Was there a thing? A little ceremony?”
He shook his head. “No. You’re the only one I’ve told. I didn’t even mention it to Maureen. It’s no big deal.”
“You’re one of the good ones, Barry.” The machine beeped. She handed him his coffee, raised her own, and they clinked mugs. “To twenty years of catching bad guys.”
“To catching bad guys.”
“And you’ve got a pretty bad one out there now,” she said, tipping her head in the direction of the body.
“Show me.”
Wanda set her mug down, went over to the examining table, and pulled back the sheet, but only as far as the top of the dead woman’s breasts.
“I wanted to show you something first,” she said, pointing to Rosemary Gaynor’s neck. “You see these impressions here? This bruising?”
Duckworth took a close look. “Thumbprint there, on this side of the neck, and four fingers over on this side. He grabbed her around the throat.”
“With his left hand,” she said. “If she had been grabbed by the front, the thumbprint would be a little more to the front of her neck, not so far down the side.”
“So he throttled her from behind. You suggesting he’s left-handed?”
“Just the opposite.”
Wanda pulled the sheet back further, exposing the woman to her knees. The body had been washed clean of blood, making the gash across her abdomen graphically clear. It ran roughly from hip bone to hip bone, dipping slightly en route.
“Our boy put the knife in and basically sliced his way across, going from her left to right side. The cut runs at a fairly consistent depth all the way, about three inches. Now, you’d figure, if someone was being attacked that way, they’d try to pull back, or fall, something, but that’s not the case here.” She turned and faced him and held out her arms, as though inviting him to dance. “May I?”
She came around behind him. “This won’t be quite right because you’re taller than I am, and I figure the killer was a good four or five inches taller than the victim in this case, but this will give you the right idea.”
Wanda pressed herself up against his backside, then, with her left hand, reached over his left shoulder and grabbed his neck, pressing her thumb onto the left side, her fingers digging into the right.
“Once he was holding her tight up against himself,” she said, “he reached around like this. . . .”
And she brought her right arm around his right side, reaching as far as she could, and made the motion of driving a knife into the left side of his abdomen, then moved her arm across to his right.
“The knife was in, and while he held her firmly, he just sawed right across.”
“Got it,” he said.
“I’m gonna let you go now before I lose control,” Wanda said flatly. She went around the examination table, across from Duckworth.
“Jesus,” he said.
“Yeah. This guy’s a nasty piece of work.”
Duckworth couldn’t take his eyes off the wound. “You know what it looks like?” he said.
Wanda nodded. “Yeah.”
“A smile. It looks like a smile.”



TWENTY-NINE
David
ETHAN had already returned the watch to his grandfather, even before he and Carl had disappeared into the basement to see the trains. Once Samantha Worthington and her son had left, I went back into the house and found Dad in the kitchen holding the item that had once belonged to his own father.
He looked at me and said, “I’m confused. Was that woman Sam?”
“Yeah,” I said.
“Son of a bitch,” he said. “Best-looking Sam I ever saw.”
I went up to my room, closed the door, and took out my cell phone. I called up Randall Finley’s number in my list of “recents,” and dialed.
“Yeah?” he said.
“I’ll do it,” I said.
“Good to hear,” Finley said.
“But I can’t get to it just yet. I’ve got a family matter to deal with.”
“Well, deal with it as fast as you can,” Finley said. “We got lots to do.”
“And there’s something I want to make clear.”
“Go right ahead, David.”
“I won’t do dirty. I won’t do underhanded. I see you pulling stunts like you got in trouble for seven years ago, I’m out. That clear?”
“Crystal,” Randall Finley said. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
“I’ll be in touch tomorrow,” I said, and ended the call.
Now it was time to go to the hospital.
•   •   •
Mom and Dad made noises about coming with me, but I suggested it would be better if I went on my own to talk to Marla.
I found her on the third floor of Promise Falls General. I checked in at the nurses’ station to confirm which room she was in.
“Who are you?” a nurse asked, almost accusingly.
“I’m her cousin,” I said. “I’m Agnes Pickens’s nephew.”
“Oh,” she said, her tone changing instantly. Being a relative of the hospital administrator had bought me some instant respectability. “Ms. Pickens and her husband were just here. I think they’ve gone to the cafeteria for coffee. If you’d like to wait—”
“No, that’s okay, I can head straight down. It’s three-oh-nine, right?”
“Yes, but—”
I gave her a friendly wave as I continued on down the hallway. I entered Marla’s room—a private one, no surprise there—tentatively, in case she might be sleeping. I peered around the corner, and there she was, eyes shut, wrist bandaged, the bed propped up at a forty-five-degree angle.
I bumped a chair, which set off the smallest squeak, but it was enough to make Marla open her eyes. She looked at me blankly for a second, so I said, “Hi, it’s David,” remembering her problem with faces, even those you’d figure she would know best.
“Hey,” she said groggily.
I came up alongside the bed and took hold of her hand, the one not connected to the bandaged wrist.
“I heard,” I said.
“I guess I kind of lost it for a second,” she said, glancing at the bandages. “Mom wants them to keep me overnight.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m worried they’re going to move me to the psych ward. I do not need to go to the psych ward.”
“Well, what you did, it’s got everyone worried.”
“I’m fine. Really.” She looked at me. “The policeman was very mean to me.”
“What policeman?”
“The one asking all the questions. Duck something.”
“Duckworth.”
“He made a big deal out of what I do. Like just because I make up reviews I’d lie about what’s going on with that woman who died.”
“He has to ask tough questions,” I said. “It’s his job.”
“Mom says she’s going to try and get him fired.”
“I’m sure she’d like to,” I said, giving her hand a little squeeze. “My mom gave me a little history lesson today.”
“About what?”
“About when I hit my head on the raft. How if it hadn’t been for you, I’d have been a goner.”
The corners of her mouth went up a fraction of an inch. “No problem.”
“I want to help, Marla. You’re in a jam. The baby thing, your having Matthew—”
“I told you, someone came to the door and—”
“I know. What I was going to say was, Matthew being with you, it doesn’t look good in connection with what happened to Mrs. Gaynor. You get that, right?”
She nodded.
“So I’m going to start asking around. Find out how Matthew could have ended up with you. Find your angel.”
She smiled. “You believe me.”
What I had come to believe was that Marla believed it. “Yes,” I said. “I want you to answer a few questions so I can get started. You up to that?”
A weary nod.
“I know your face blindness makes it hard to describe people, but the woman who came to the door with Matthew, is there anything you can tell me about her? Hair color?”
“Uh, black?” she said, as if she was asking me.
“I wasn’t there,” I said. “But you think it was black?”
She nodded. Rosemary Gaynor had black hair, but if it had been her at the door it would have meant she’d handed off her own baby to Marla. That didn’t make a lot of sense.
And plenty of women had black hair.
“I know the smaller details are tough, but how about skin color? Black, white?”
“Kind of . . . in between.”
“Okay. Anything else? Eye color?”
She shook her head.
“Moles or scars, anything like that?”
Another shake.
“How about her voice? What did she say to you and what was her voice like?”
“It was pretty. She said, ‘I want you to look after this little man. His name is Matthew. I know you’ll do a good job.’ That was about all. Her voice was kind of singsong? You know what I mean?”
“I think so,” I said.
“And she left me the stroller. She said she was sorry she didn’t have anything else for me. And then she was gone.”
“Did she leave in a car?”
Marla concentrated. “Yeah, there was a car.” She sighed. “I’m even worse with those than faces. It was black, I think.”
“A pickup truck? An SUV? A van? A convertible?”
She bit her lip. “Well, it wasn’t a convertible. A van, maybe. But I wasn’t paying much attention because I had Matthew to look after.”
“Didn’t you think it was kind of strange? Someone just doing that?”
“Sure,” she said, looking at me like I was an idiot. “But it was such a wonderful thing, I didn’t want to question it. I thought, Maybe this is how the universe is supposed to unfold. I lose a child, but then I’m given one to make up for that.”
I thought there was more—or less—to this than the universe trying to make things right.
Knowing a reasonable explanation was unlikely to come from Marla, I tried to figure it out myself. If what Marla believed was really what happened, how did one make sense of it?
For someone to be able to take Matthew’s baby, Rosemary Gaynor must have already been dead. Otherwise she would have tried to stop it from happening.
So someone kills Matthew’s mother. And there’s this baby in the house.
The killer doesn’t harm Matthew. Whatever has motivated him—or her—to murder the woman, it’s not enough to do in the baby, too.
The killer could have just left. The baby would have been found eventually.
But no. The killer—or someone—wants to leave the baby with someone.
Why Marla?
Of all the people in Promise Falls the baby could have been left with, it’s Marla. Who lives clear across town. And who has a history—albeit a short one—of trying to steal a baby out of a hospital.
Oh, shit.
It was perfect.
“David?” Marla asked. “Hello?”
“What?”
“You looked all spaced-out there for a second.” She smiled. “You look like I feel. Like I’m in dreamland or something. They’ve got me on something. I kind of go in and out. Last time I felt like this was when I was at the cabin.”
“I was just thinking,” I said. “That’s all.”
I asked her a bunch of other things. About this student named Derek she’d told me about earlier in the day who’d gotten her pregnant, and where I might be able to find him. I tried asking again whether there was any chance she might have a connection to the Gaynors. I’d brought along one of my reporter’s notebooks and was scribbling down everything Marla said in case something that didn’t seem important now would turn out to be later.
But the entire time, I was thinking about something else.
About how, if I—let’s say—had wanted to kill Rosemary Gaynor, and wanted to pin the crime on someone else, who better than some crazy woman who’d tried to kidnap a baby months earlier? What better way to frame her than to leave the dead woman’s baby with her?
Maybe even leave a little blood on the door.
Was that a reach? Was that totally ridiculous?
To pull off something like that, someone would have to know what Marla had done. And her escapade had been pretty well hushed up by my aunt. There’d been nothing in the news, no charges laid.
For someone to put Rosemary Gaynor’s death on Marla, that person would have to be connected somehow to both Marla and the Gaynors. Otherwise there’d be no way that person would know how to exploit Marla’s history.
But who—
“Excuse me, who are you?”
I turned and saw a man standing in the hospital room doorway. He was wearing a proper suit, was about six feet tall, and looked like he thought he owned the place.
“I’m David Harwood,” I said. “I’m Marla’s cousin. And you . . . ?”
“I’m Marla’s doctor,” he said. “Dr. Sturgess. I don’t believe we’ve ever met, David.”



THIRTY
“I’VE got a good feeling,” Clive Duncomb said. “This is the night we’re going to catch this son of a bitch.”
The entire Thackeray College security team was crowded into Duncomb’s office, including Joyce Pilgrim, the lone female member. Thirty-two, five-five, one hundred and thirty-nine pounds, short brown hair. At Duncomb’s request, she had not shown up tonight in anything resembling a security uniform. She was in jeans, a pullover sweater, and a light jacket.
Duncomb wasn’t happy, but didn’t say anything. When he had first suggested to Joyce that she act as a decoy, in a bid to draw out the man who’d been attacking young women on campus, he’d wanted her to wear high heels, fishnets, and a skintight top. Joyce had pointed out that this sicko was attacking students, not hookers, and if she was going to be wandering the campus as bait, she wasn’t going to be spending her time fending off requests for blow jobs. She suspected Duncomb just wanted to see how she’d look in an outfit like that, the pig.
Maybe he was the predator, she thought.
Okay, she knew that wasn’t true. The description provided by the three women who’d been attacked so far didn’t match Duncomb. Not as tall as the security chief. Slighter of build. They knew they were looking for a young man, although they didn’t have much of a description. In each attack, he’d been wearing a numbered sports sweater with a hood.
When she took a job at the college as a security guard, she couldn’t have anticipated that she’d be doing something like this. What Duncomb expected of her sounded more like police work. Which was exciting and distressing at the same time. She liked doing something more important, more challenging than wandering around making sure lecture room doors were locked.
But still, she knew she wasn’t adequately trained for this. She had raised the point, and not for the first time, at the beginning of this meeting.
“God, you sound like that hick Promise Falls cop,” Duncomb said.
“What cop?” Joyce asked.
“He was here this morning, throwing his weight around, suggesting we didn’t know how to look after our own affairs. I spent eighteen years with the Boston PD. I think I know a thing or two more than some local hot shot who spends most of his time investigating the murders of forest creatures.”
“Huh?” Joyce said.
“Never mind. We’ve got this. And besides, you’ve got more backup than anyone could ever hope for. You got me, the boys here”—and he pointed to the three other men in the room, not one of them over the age of twenty-five, and all grinning like village idiots—“and most important, you’ve got protection in your purse, and I’m not talking condoms.”
The other three laughed.
Duncomb was speaking, of course, of the handgun he had provided Joyce. Not only had he given her a weapon, but instruction in its use. Almost three minutes’ worth.
“And we’ll be in constant communication,” Duncomb reminded her.
Joyce’s cell phone would be on the whole time, and tucked into her jacket. She had a Bluetooth earpiece that was hidden by her hair, not that anyone was likely to notice it late at night anyway. She could talk to Duncomb anytime she wanted.
“Okay,” she said hesitantly. She hadn’t even told her husband, Malcolm, what her security duties had entailed of late. He would have freaked out. But he was between jobs, and they needed her income. So she’d kept him in the dark.
Joyce hoped Duncomb’s instinct was on the money. That they’d get this guy tonight and she could return to checking locked doors and sending drunk kids back to their dorms.
“Now,” Duncomb said, “Michael, Allan, and Phil here, and me, are all going to be walking the grounds, no more than a minute away. Anything fishy happens, you just say the word and we come running. Okay?”
“Yeah,” she said.
“Let’s roll,” the security chief said, Joyce thinking, The guy believes he’s in a TV show or something.
Just because it was dark didn’t mean the campus had gone to sleep. Far from it. Students were heading to and from evening lectures. Music spilled out of the residences. Two young men were playing Frisbee in the dark.
Very few women were walking alone. Thackeray’s president had put out a carefully worded advisory that it made sense for female students to walk in groups after dark. In pairs, at least. In an earlier statement he’d suggested women find male students they trusted to escort them from one part of the school to another, but that triggered a social media shitstorm within the college. Many young women were outraged at being told to find a man to protect them. Twitter hashtags like #needaman and #walkmehomeprez and #dontneedadick began to spread. Joyce thought, political correctness aside, it made a hell of a lot of sense, but she figured students were always just waiting for something to get angry about, and the president had played right into their hands.
Duncomb thought the walk between the athletic center and the library was a good location. It was nearly a quarter of a mile long, with a wooded area along one side and, for about half the stretch, a road on the other. Even better, it was not as well lit as it could be, which made it a prime spot if you were a would-be rapist. One of the three women who’d reported being grabbed said she’d been attacked along here.
Duncomb wanted Michael and Phil to walk back and forth between the two buildings, one going one way, one the other. He ordered Allan to wander the wooded area. And Duncomb would be in a car parked alongside the path, where he had a reasonably good view of everything. Plus, he’d be on the phone at all times with Joyce.
Once everyone was in position, Joyce entered the athletic center. The plan was that she would stay there about five minutes, then come out and start walking in the direction of the library.
“Okay,” she said, standing in the center’s foyer. “I’m coming out.” She had a long-strapped purse slung over her shoulder, one hand planted inside it, resting on the gun.
“Got it,” Duncomb said. From his car he saw Joyce come out the front doors and head west, or left, toward the library a quarter of a mile away. “I see ya. You’re looking good. You know, you could easily pass for nineteen or twenty. You know that?”
“So you’ve said,” Joyce whispered, her head down, not wanting it to be obvious that she was talking to anyone. An attacker might be deterred if he thought Joyce was already on the phone with a person who could send help.
“I’m just saying, you keep in shape. I bet your husband appreciates it.”
She’d thought about going to the college’s human relations department and filing a complaint about Duncomb. Thackeray had a sexual harassment policy, which was brought in years ago to keep professors from jumping on their students, but it applied across the board. Even though the policy, which was there for everyone to read on the college’s Web site, stressed that no individual’s employment would be placed in jeopardy by lodging a complaint, she knew the real world was very different. Sure, she might be able to keep her job, but would she want it? It was a small department, and everyone in it was male except for her. Whenever Joyce thought of Michael, Allan, and Phil, what came to mind was Larry, Darryl, and Darryl, the backwoods clowns from that old TV show. She’d have a hard time building a case without their support. She’d broached the subject once with Allan, after Duncomb had asked her what she thought about something he called “the lifestyle,” which evidently was a fancy name for swapping spouses. Joyce had said, “Not much.” She decided to talk to Allan about it, given that he was the only one on the team who seemed to have an IQ higher than a pomegranate’s. He’d said Duncomb was just goofing around, that she shouldn’t take him so seriously.
“You there?” Duncomb said. “You’re not saying anything.”
“I heard you, Clive,” she said.
There was a male student coming from the direction of the library. Black, six-foot-six, thin. Wearing jeans and a gray school hoodie that zipped up the front. The hood was down and his head was held high.
“Got someone coming my way,” she whispered.
Their paths crossed. He kept on walking toward the athletic center; she continued on to the library. There was another young man headed her way, but it was Phil.
“Rrruffff,” he whispered as he passed.
She didn’t want to make a show of turning around, checking behind her, but she couldn’t resist. She wanted to make sure Michael was back there somewhere. Joyce did not see him.
“Where’s Michael?” she said.
“He’s around,” Duncomb said.
“Yeah, well, is he around somewhere near me?”
“Where are you, anyway? I lost you where the lights are spaced too far apart.”
God, Joyce thought.
“I’m almost to the library.”
“Oh, yeah, I see you.”
“I’m going in for five minutes, then coming back out.”
“Got it. Remember, if you have to tinkle, I can hear everything.” Duncomb chortled.
She entered the library, and there was Michael, talking to two girls by the counter.
“I found Michael. He’s hitting on a couple of students. You want to give him a call and tell him to do his fucking job?”
“I’ve got him on walkie-talkie. Who are the girls?”
“How would I know?”
As she passed Michael, she heard the small radio clipped to his jacket squawk. “Gotta go, ladies,” he said. “Gonna catch me a rapist.”
Joyce took the elevator to the second floor, wandered through the stacks for a few minutes, then took the stairs back down. “Coming out,” she said quietly.
“Gotcha,” Duncomb said.
Strolling back to the athletic building, she crossed paths with Michael and Phil. Saw three girls walking together, briskly, to the library. A boy and girl leaning up against a lamppost, making out. She encountered half a dozen male students coming her way, but none tried anything.
Five minutes at the athletic building, then back to the library. Approaching, together, were Michael and Phil. Chatting, glancing back and forth at each other.
“Jesus, Clive, Darryl and Darryl are walking together, not split up!”
“They got out of sync,” Duncomb said. “We’ll get it sorted next time around. Also, just FYI, we’ve lost Allan for a while.”
“He’s not in the woods?”
“Call of nature,” Duncomb said.
“Are you kidding me?” Joyce said. “He’s in the woods!”
“First of all, it wasn’t the sort of thing you can do standing in the woods, and second, even if it was, you don’t exactly want someone to find you with your dick in your hands when there’s a sex pervert in the neighborhood.”
This was just getting better and better.
She was about halfway along the route when she heard footsteps behind her. Someone had caught up to her, but was not passing.
“Hey,” she said softly.
“Yeah?” Duncomb said.
“I got someone on my tail. Can you see?”
“You’re just out of range. . . . Okay, yeah, I see you. Okay, it’s a guy, walking along, head down.” A pause. “Wearing a blue hoodie, head covered.”
Joyce felt her insides starting to melt.
“This could be it,” she said.
“He’s getting closer. Closer. Hang on, hang on . . . Nope, stand down. The guy’s heading for a car.”
Joyce gave herself permission to steal a quick glance over her shoulder. Duncomb was right. The guy had a remote in his hand. Lights flashed on an old van.
“I want to get a closer look at him anyway,” Duncomb said. “Back to you in a minute.”
“Okay,” Joyce said.
She was turning back to eyes front when someone came out of the trees and grabbed her.
He wrapped one arm around her body, placed a hand over her mouth, and lifted her off her feet. Joyce guessed he was three or four inches taller than her, putting him at five-eight or five-nine, maybe a hundred and forty pounds. She could feel the muscle in his arms as he carted her off into the bushes.
In the second that he whirled her around, she saw no other person on the path. Allan was off in the bathroom somewhere, Michael and Phil were probably approaching the athletic center about now, and Duncomb had gone to get a better look at the guy who’d just been on her tail.
At least she could still talk to him.
Except she couldn’t.
Not because her attacker had his hand clamped over her mouth, but because the Bluetooth device that had been clipped to her ear was gone. When the man lifted her off the ground, she’d felt the earpiece dislodge. It was back there on the path somewhere.
Which meant that she did not hear Duncomb say, “I don’t think that guy is up to much. I’m going back to the car. Hang on, think I’ve lost you. . . . Let me just touch base with Mike and Phil and I’ll get back to you.”
Once the man had her into the trees and beyond the view of anyone else passing along the path, he threw her down onto the ground.
His description matched that provided by the three women. His head was hooded, but even when Joyce looked up and directly into his face, she couldn’t make out anything about him. He was wearing a black ski mask.
Duncomb, unaware that he was not being heard, said, “Okay, I got them; they’re coming your way. Let me ask you this. If you’re a woman, can you take a pee in the woods?”
The man straddled her body. He had her left arm pinned down with his right hand, at the wrist, and his left hand over her mouth. Her right was trapped against her body, held in place with his thigh. But her right hand was still inside her purse.
Holding the gun.
“Okay, okay,” he said to her. She watched his lips move in the circular opening of the mask. “Don’t make any noise. It’s going to be okay. Just be cool and nothing’s going to happen.”
She had her fingers around the butt and was working to get her index finger on the trigger. If he’d relax his thighs just a bit . . .
“You just stay here for five seconds,” he said. “I’m going to take off.”
Duncomb said, “You there? Oh, I get it. I crossed a line with the peeing question. Okay, I’m an asshole. But tell me where you are, Joyce. I don’t know where the hell you are. Joyce?”
Joyce wondered what the hell this guy on top of her was talking about. He’d dragged her into the bushes so he could run off? Not that that was bad news, but it didn’t make sense.
Maybe he couldn’t get it up.
Whatever. She didn’t give a shit. She just wanted to get that gun out of her purse and blow this fucker’s head off in case he changed his mind.
“We good? Are we good?” he asked her. “Just nod if we’re good.”
His sweaty palm still over her mouth, she forced a nod.
“Okay,” he said.
He took his hand off her mouth, released his grip on her wrist, and started to get off her.
Joyce got her right arm free. Brought the gun up fast.
“Jesus!” the man said, bringing his left arm back, then swinging it hard against Joyce’s arm.
The gun flew from her hand, landing in the blanket of leaves covering the forest floor.
The man dived for the gun, his legs draped over Joyce’s. He got his hand on it, scrambled to his knees, and pointed the weapon at Joyce. She’d started getting to her feet, but froze.
“Goddamn it,” the man said. “I was never going to do anything.” He angled the gun away, so that if it went off, it wouldn’t hit Joyce. “It’s all for show, a gig, a kind of social experiment, he called it.”
“What?” Joyce said.
“No one actually gets hurt or anything, so—”
There was a stirring in the bushes to the left. Then a deafening bang. One side of the attacker’s head blew clean off.
Joyce screamed.
Clive Duncomb emerged from the brush, gun in hand.
“Got the son of a bitch,” he said.



THIRTY-ONE
David
“HI,” I said, extending a hand to Dr. Jack Sturgess in Marla’s hospital room.
He took the hand, gave it a firm shake, and said, “Marla really needs her rest.”
“Sure,” I said. “I understand that.”
“You were with her this morning,” Sturgess said, keeping his voice low, drawing me toward him out of Marla’s range of hearing. “You found her with that woman’s child.”
“That’s right.”
He raised his index finger, a “give me two seconds” gesture, then stepped around me and approached Marla. “How are you feeling?”
“Okay,” she said.
“I’m just going to see your cousin out; then I’ll come back and check on you.”
I guessed that meant I was leaving. Sturgess led me into the hall, let the oversize door to Marla’s room close, and said, “I just wanted to thank you for looking out for her this morning.”
“I didn’t really do anything. I was just trying to sort out what happened.”
“All the same, thank you. She’s in a very delicate condition.”
“Yeah,” I said, nodding.
“What did Marla tell you about how she got hold of that baby?”
“Same as she’s told everyone else, I suppose,” I said.
“Yes, yes, the mystery woman who came to her door. A delusion, more than likely.”
“You think?”
The doctor nodded. “I’d say yes. But it might be helpful, in understanding her state of mind, to know just who she believes it was who delivered this child to her.”
“I don’t know if I’m following you.”
“Well, let’s say she saw a tall, dark stranger. That might signify something totally different than if she’d seen a six-year-old girl.”
“Dr. Sturgess, are you Marla’s psychiatrist?”
“No, I’m not.”
“If anyone should be trying to read anything into Marla’s fantasies, wouldn’t it be her psychiatrist?”
Sturgess cleared his throat. “Just because I’m not Marla’s psychiatrist doesn’t mean I’m not interested in her mental health. A person’s mental state is very much related to their physical well-being. For God’s sake, I’m treating her for a slit wrist. You think that doesn’t have something to do with her state of mind?” He gave me a withering look. “I’m trying to help this girl.”
“So am I,” I said.
Eyebrows shot up. “How?”
“I don’t know. Any way I can.”
“Well, coming here, visiting her, letting her know you care, that’s good. That’s a very good thing to do. She needs that kind of love and support.”
“I was thinking of doing more than that,” I said.
“I don’t understand. What else could you possibly do?”
“I don’t know. Ask around, I guess.”
“What does that mean? ‘Ask around.’”
“What it sounds like,” I said. “Ask around.”
“Are you some sort of private detective, David? Because if you are, it’s never come up. I’m sure someone would have mentioned it.”
“No, I’m not.”
“My recollection is . . . didn’t I used to see your byline in the Standard? But that was a long time ago. You were a reporter once?”
“I used to be at the Standard. Then I was at the Globe, in Boston, for a while. Came back here to write for the Standard just as it closed down.”
“So, this asking around, then, it’d just be something to do to keep busy?”
I gave myself a couple of seconds, then asked, “What’s your problem with this, exactly?”
“Problem? I didn’t say I had a problem with it. But since you’ve asked, in case you haven’t noticed, the police are very much involved in this. They are doing plenty of asking around. That’s kind of what they do. So I don’t see what purpose there would be in your going around troubling people at a time like this with a bunch of questions. And that would begin with Marla. It’s great, your stopping by to say hello, but I don’t want you subjecting her to some kind of interrogation.”
“Really.”
“Really. The last thing anyone involved in this horrible business needs is some amateur sleuth poking his nose into things.”
“Amateur sleuth,” I said.
“I mean no offense,” Sturgess said. “But Marla’s in a delicate condition. As is Mr. Gaynor. The last thing he needs—”
“Wait,” I said, raising a hand. “You know Bill Gaynor?”
Sturgess blinked. “I’m sorry?”
“You know the Gaynors?”
“Yes, yes, I do,” he said. “I’m their family physician.”
“I didn’t know that.”
“Well, why would you? What business would it be of yours to know who my patients are?”
“It just seems like quite a coincidence,” I said.
Sturgess shook his head condescendingly. “Promise Falls is not that big a place. It’s hardly shocking that I could end up treating two families with a connection. Oh, look.”
Aunt Agnes was striding down the hall, her husband, Gill, a few steps behind her. Her eyes landed on me and she offered up one of her rare smiles.
“David,” she said, giving me a quick hug and a peck on the cheek. “Have you been in to see Marla?”
“I have. She seems . . . good. Tired, but good.”
Gill joined his wife at her side, extended a hand. “Dave, good to see you.”
I nodded. “Uncle Gill,” I said.
Jack Sturgess spoke up. “Your nephew and I were just having a nice chat. David here has expressed his intention to make some inquiries into the circumstances of the day’s events, and I suspect he’s decided to do this without consulting either of you.”
“Is that true?” Gill asked.
“Well, what I was thinking—”
Agnes said, “What do you mean, inquiries?”
I raised a cautious hand. “I just want to do whatever I can to help Marla. The police may already’ve made up their minds about what happened, but maybe if I ask a few questions, I might be able to turn up something that would make them think twice.”
I braced myself for a verbal assault. I figured that even if Agnes accepted that my intentions were honorable, she was such a control freak she wouldn’t want anyone doing anything for a member of her family without her direct supervision.
So when she reached for my hand, squeezed it, and said, “Oh, thank you, David, thank you so much,” I was caught off guard.
“Yes,” Gill said, laying a hand on my shoulder. “Anything you can do, we’d be most grateful.”
I glanced at Dr. Jack Sturgess. He did not look happy.



THIRTY-TWO
BARRY Duckworth was beginning to think he would never get home.
He was in his car, headed in that direction, still trying to get his head around what he’d seen at the coroner’s office, when he got a call on his cell.
“Duckworth.”
“Detective, it’s Officer Carlson. Angus Carlson.”
“Officer Carlson. I thought I might be hearing from you. You been talking to the chief?”
“I heard from her a few minutes ago. About lending a hand to the detective division.”
“Yeah,” Duckworth said.
“I’ll be reporting to you.”
“Yup.”
“I’m looking forward to the opportunity.”
“Sure. See you in the morning.”
“There’s another reason why I’m calling,” Carlson said.
“Another squirrel joke?”
“No, sir. But it’s sort of connected. Well, not connected, really. It’s just that I’m at a scene that maybe doesn’t warrant your attention, but it’s so weird, and to have something this weird happen the same day as that thing with the squirrels this morning, I thought maybe you’d like to—”
“Spit it out, Carlson.”
Officer Carlson told him where he was, and what he’d found.
“I’ll swing by,” Duckworth said.
•   •   •
Carlson met Duckworth at the Five Mountains admission gates and led him through the darkened park to the Ferris wheel, which reminded him of a monstrous, illuminated tambourine.
“This is what I thought you’d want to have a look at,” the officer said, pointing to the three mannequins with the words YOU’LL BE SORRY painted across them.
Duckworth walked around the scene, inspecting it from all angles.
“Could just be kids,” Carlson said.
“Could be,” the detective said, but it didn’t feel like kids to him. He could see kids wanting to fire up a mothballed Ferris wheel and take it for a joyride, as dumb a stunt as that might be, considering that it wasn’t exactly easy, if security showed up, to make a run for it when you were at the top of the wheel.
But there hadn’t been any kids on the wheel when it was found in operation. Just these three lifeless passengers. Whoever’d gotten the ride started had plenty of time to get away before anyone else got here.
Still . . .
“Search the park,” Duckworth said. “See if there’s anyone hanging around to watch the show. Maybe somebody left something behind. Dropped a backpack, something.” Some other uniformed Promise Falls police had arrived, and Carlson told them to fan out.
“Who’ll be sorry?” Duckworth asked aloud, although he wasn’t directing the question to anyone in particular. “And for what?”
“Sorry they’re going out of business?” Carlson offered. “The park’s gone under, you know.”
Duckworth knew. “Where’s the woman?”
Carlson said Gloria Fenwick was waiting in the admin offices for a detective to speak with her. Before going to find her, Duckworth told one of the other officers not to touch the mannequins. Not before they’d been fingerprinted.
“They’re not real fingers,” the office said, perplexed.
“The mannequins,” Duckworth said. “Have them dusted for fingerprints.”
“Oh, yeah,” the officer said.
A lifelong traffic cop, Duckworth thought.
He had to press an intercom buzzer at the door to the building where Fenwick worked. “Who is it?” she asked nervously. When he told her, she buzzed him in. She was waiting for him at the top of a flight of stairs, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. She led him into the main office area filled with cubicles and computers.
Every overhead light was on.
“I’m freezing,” she said. “Ever since I saw those . . . those dummies, I can’t stop shivering.”
They found some comfortable couches to sit on in a lounge by reception.
“It’s nice to see you again,” Duckworth said.
Fenwick studied him. “I’m sorry. Have we met?”
“It was a few years ago. The woman who disappeared here at Five Mountains.”
“Oh!” she said. “I remember you. You’re the one who wanted to search every single car leaving the park.”
“Tell me what happened here tonight.”
She told him: seeing the light outside the office window, discovering the Ferris wheel in full rotation, the painted mannequins.
“You didn’t see anyone?” he asked.
She shook her head.
“I’d like to have a look at your surveillance footage,” he said.
Another shake of the head. “There is none. The cameras are all off.” Fenwick shrugged. “This time of year, even if the park wasn’t closing for good, the cameras would be off. We wouldn’t normally open until next week. There’d be no one here to monitor them. We have a security guard sweep through a couple of times a day, but this was before his next scheduled stop.”
Duckworth asked, “How many people lost their jobs because of the park going under?”
“Everyone,” she said. “Me, too, eventually.”
“How many is that?”
“About two hundred people directly employed by Five Mountains. And then, some of the concessions, they hired their own people. The ripple effect. Plus, there were plenty of local businesses we patronized. Cleaning services, gardening, things like that.”
“Anyone seem particularly hostile about being let go?”
Fenwick leaned back into the couch and stared at the ceiling. “It happens. It’s business. People were upset. Some people cried. But it wasn’t like anyone said, ‘I’ll get you for this.’ No one who said anything like what was written on those dummies.” She paused. “I will never be alone here at night again.”
“That’s smart.”
She stopped looking at the ceiling. Fixing her eyes on his, she asked, “You think it’s a serious threat?”
“I don’t know,” Duckworth said. “But someone went to a lot of trouble to stage all that. Had to drag three dummies out here, paint them, get them into that car, start up that ride. How hard would it be for someone to do that? Get the ride going?”
“If you’ve got any experience with machinery or electronics, I mean, I guess anyone like that could figure it out.”
“Kids?”
She thought a moment. “I doubt it. Unless it was some kid we hired last summer.”
“Can you find me the names of the employees who ran that specific ride?”
“I could probably do that,” she said. “But not now. I don’t want to spend another minute here tonight.”
Duckworth smiled. “Tomorrow’s good.” He gave her one of his cards. “I can get one of the officers to escort you to your car.”
“Thank you,” she said.
Duckworth was going back down the stairs when his cell phone rang once again.
“Yeah.”
“This Detective Duckworth?”
“It is.”
“Yeah, well, it’s Clive Duncomb over at Thackeray.”
“You were supposed to send me the names of the women who’d been assaulted.”
“Yeah, well, about that,” Duncomb said. “There’s been a development.”
•   •   •
“It was a righteous shoot,” the Thackeray College security chief said, standing over the body of the man who had attacked Joyce Pilgrim. Their light sources were a half-moon, the stars, and five flashlights that were being wielded by Duncomb, the three male members of his team, and Duckworth.
“Well, I guess that settles it, then,” Duckworth said. He gazed down at what remained of the man’s head, then let his eye trail down the rest of the body. The man was in a fleecy dark blue or black hoodie—it wasn’t easy to tell in this light—with a large white 2 stitched onto the left of the zipper, and an equally large 3 to the right.
“I saw him with a gun in his hand, kneeling over Joyce. I was coming into the trees here, trying to find her, and that’s the situation I encountered.”
“You can make a full statement at the station,” Duckworth said.
“Come on. It’s all pretty cut-and-dried. Like I said, it was righteous.”
Duckworth shone his light directly into Duncomb’s face. “Don’t say that word again.”
“It’s justified, is all I’m saying. I saved Joyce’s life.”
“After putting her at risk. Right now this is a homicide. And I’m in charge. You’ll be coming in for a full statement. The whole lot of you.”
The only member of the security team not there was Joyce Pilgrim. She was at the athletic building, being babysat by a Promise Falls officer until Duckworth was finished here.
“Many of the students around here carry weapons?” Duckworth asked, shining the light back onto the body.
“Sure hope not, but that’s not his anyway. Joyce let this clown get her gun off her.”
“Your security people all licensed to carry?”
“Well, not technically. But seeing as how Joyce was the bait, I made a decision to give her one of my—”
“Wait, so that’s your gun this guy had?”
“Yeah. And when you’re done with it, if it’s not too much fucking trouble, I’d like to have it back.”
Duckworth felt blood rushing through his neck.
“What did I say to you this morning? About sending someone with her experience to act as a decoy?”
“If I’m supposed to report to you, it’s news to me,” Duncomb countered. “You don’t sign my paycheck.”
“No, but the college president does, and if he’s got any sense, you’ll be a nursery school crossing guard before the end of the week.”
“I closed more cases working the Boston PD than this town sees in a decade. You can’t talk to me like—”
“I just did. If you say one more thing I’ll cuff you and lock you up for the night. God, what a clusterfuck. Does anyone know who this kid is?”
A member of the security team spoke up. “I’m Phil. Phil Mercer? Uh, I’ve got his wallet here.” He held it up, shined a light on it. “He’s a student here. Well, was. His name is—”
“You’ve touched the body?” Duckworth asked.
“I couldn’t have gotten at his wallet otherwise,” he said, as if he’d just been asked the stupidest question he’d ever heard.
The detective sighed. “Who is he?”
“Hang on; let me look at this license again. Okay, Mason Helt. His student card is here and everything. Here you go.”
And he tossed the wallet in Duckworth’s direction.
The detective, stunned, managed to catch the wallet and still hang on to the flashlight.
He looked at Duncomb. “You must be so proud,” he said.
Duckworth found Joyce Pilgrim sitting on a wooden bench in an empty gymnasium. He dismissed the officer who was standing near her, then parked himself next to her on the bench.
“How are you doing?” he asked after identifying himself.
“I’m okay,” she said, her legs pressed tightly together, her fingers knitted into tight double fist. She was hunched over, her shoulders tight, as if she were trying to close in on herself.
“I’m sorry about what you went through. Have you been seen by the paramedics?”
“I’m not hurt,” Joyce said. She shook her head slowly. “I can’t work for that asshole anymore.”
Duckworth did not have to ask.
“I don’t blame you.”
“I’m not trained for this. I can’t do this kind of thing. I can’t.”
“Duncomb shouldn’t have put you in this position. That was wrong.”
“I have to call my husband. I don’t think I can drive home on my own.”
“Sure.”
“I still can’t believe what he said to me,” Joyce said.
“What did he say to you?”
“Clive didn’t tell you?”
“Why don’t you tell me,” Duckworth said gently.
“When that kid got my gun, he pointed it away from me. Said he was sorry, that he’d never have actually, you know, that he wouldn’t have raped me.”
“Go on.”
“He said it was . . . what was the word? He said it was a gig. That he was, like, conducting a social experiment.”
“A gig?”
“That was the word. He said that was what ‘he’ wanted. Like another person. Like he was asked to do it, or hired. Does that make any sense?”
It didn’t. It was an entire day of things that hadn’t made sense. The hanging of twenty-three squirrels, three mannequins in a Ferris wheel carriage, a—
Wait a second.
Duckworth closed his eyes for second. Thought back to only an hour ago, as he walked around the base of the Ferris wheel.
All of the carriages were numbered.
The carriage holding those three mannequins had a number stenciled on the side of it. Duckworth closed his eyes, trying to picture it.
The number painted on the side was 23.
The hoodie worn by Mason Helt was emblazoned with the number 23.
And how many squirrels had been found hanging by their necks that morning in the park?
Twenty-three.
It probably meant nothing. But . . .
“That is one hell of a coincidence,” he said aloud.
“You talking to me?” Joyce Pilgrim asked.



THIRTY-THREE
David
SINCE the first person Jack Sturgess had cautioned me against visiting was Bill Gaynor, I decided to see him first. I didn’t know what I’d ask him, but maybe now, some twelve hours after our first encounter, we’d be able to have something approaching a civil conversation.
Maybe, given that I was the one who’d shown up with Matthew, he’d even want to talk to me. Ask questions about how it all happened.
So I parked Mom’s Taurus out front of his Breckonwood house, and made the trip to the front door. You wouldn’t know anything had happened here earlier in the day. No police cruisers, no yellow crime-scene tape, no news vans. Everyone had been and gone.
The street was quiet, and most of the houses were dark, including this one, save for the light over the front door. At the house next door, however, several lights were still on.
I rang the bell.
I could sense steps within the house, someone approaching the door from the other side. The curtain at the window immediately left of the door opened, and I saw Bill Gaynor take a quick peek at me.
“Go away,” he said. Not shouting, but just loud enough for me to hear through the glass.
“Please,” I said.
The light over my head went out.
And that was that. I wasn’t going to ring that bell a second time. Not after what this man had been through.
I could think of only one other place I might drive by this late at night before I went home to bed. A place I’d been thinking about for a while now.
But before I made it back to the car, I heard the door open on the neighboring house that was still lit up. A man I guessed to be in his eighties, thin and elderly, wearing a plaid housecoat, had taken a step outside.
“Something going on out here?” he asked.
I said, “I’d come by to see Mr. Gaynor, but he’s not in the mood for visitors right now.”
“His wife got killed today,” the man said.
“I know. I was here when he found her.”
The man took another step out of his house, squinted in my direction. “I saw you this morning. I was watching from the window. There was a fight on the lawn, a woman with their baby.”
“Yeah,” I said.
“What the hell’s been going on? I asked the police but they didn’t tell me a damn thing. They had plenty of questions, but weren’t interested in answering mine.”
I cut across the lawn and met him at his front step. “What do you want to know?” I asked him. “My name is David, by the way.”
“I’m Terrence,” he said, nodding. “Terrence Rodd. I’ve lived here twenty years. My wife, Hillary, passed away four years ago, so it’s just me here. But I’m not moving out unless I have to. Guess how old I am.”
“I’m not good at ages,” I said. “Sixty-eight.”
“Don’t mess with me,” Terrence said. “Really, how old do you think I am?”
I pondered. “Seventy-nine,” I said. I really thought eighty, but it was like when you put a four-dollar item on sale for three ninety-nine. It looks better.
“Eighty-eight,” Terrence said. He tapped his temple with the tip of his index finger. “But I’m still as sharp up here as I ever was. So you tell me, what happened there?”
“Someone stabbed Rosemary Gaynor to death,” I said. “It was pretty horrible.”
“Who did it?”
I shook my head. “Far as I know, there hasn’t been an arrest.”
“So it wasn’t Bill, then,” he said, nodding.
That threw me. “If it had been, would you have been surprised?” I asked.
“Well, yes and no. Yes, because he sure doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy who’d do it, but no, because isn’t it usually the husband who does it when a wife gets killed? I spent a lifetime analyzing statistics, so you kind of look at what’s most likely to happen. What’s your interest in this?”
“Like I said, I was here when Mr. Gaynor found her.”
That seemed to be enough for him. He nodded. “Nice couple. Hell of a thing. Everybody on the street’s probably making damn sure their doors are locked tonight, but most of these things, it’s somebody you know that does it. Even if it wasn’t Bill, which I’m not saying I think it is.”
“I get that.”
“Cute little baby, too. Baby’s okay, right?”
“Yes,” I said.
“Thank God. I’m freezing out here in my bathrobe. Nice talking to ya.”
“You mind if I ask you a couple of questions?”
He hesitated. He’d have to invite me in if he wanted to warm up. “You didn’t do it, did you?”
“No,” I said.
“Hang on one second.” He went back into the house, closed the door. It reopened in ten seconds. Now he had a phone in his hand.
He held it up in front of me. “Smile.”
I smiled. There was a flash. He turned his attention to the phone, tapped away.
“I’m just gonna e-mail this to my daughter in Des Moines. If I end up dead, they’ll have your picture.”
“Fair enough,” I said.
There was a whoosh as the e-mail was sent. “Come on in,” he said.
I followed him into the house. He said, “I keep a lot of lights on until I go to bed. I don’t sleep too well, wander the house a lot. Don’t usually go to bed till about one in the morning. Try watching one of those classic movies on Turner, then I go to bed, but I wake up early.”
“Oh, yeah.”
“Usually can’t sleep in past six. Used to read the paper in the morning, but the goddamn assholes shut the Standard down.”
“I heard,” I said.
“Come into the kitchen. Want some hot chocolate? I usually make some hot chocolate at night.”
“That’d be nice.”
The place was done in lots of wood: wood cabinets, wood floor, even wood panels over the fridge and other appliances. Not one thing out of place, either. Nothing in the sink, no piles of bills and envelopes by the phone. A real estate photographer could have walked in and not had to do a moment’s prep.
“Beautiful home,” I said.
He filled two mugs with milk from the fridge and put them into the microwave. Set it for ninety seconds. “I’ll give it a stir halfway through,” he said.
“Did you know the Gaynors well?”
Terrence shrugged. “Said hi coming in and out, that kind of thing. And they have a nanny, too, comes by most days. Name of Sarita. She was the nicest of the bunch, really.”
“Yeah?”
“Sweet girl. I know you’re not supposed to call them girls anymore. She was a woman. Tough little thing. Went from one job to the other. I think she was sending money back to family in Mexico. Don’t think she was here legally, but hey, people do what they have to do.”
“Do you know what her other job was?”
“Nursing home. I was trying to remember the name of it earlier, when the cops were here asking questions, couldn’t think of it. There’s only about fifty of them in the area. Reason I know she worked at one is, I asked her what it was like there, in case I get to the point I can’t look after myself here on my own, and it sounds like an okay joint, but truth is, I hope one day, when it’s my time, I just go.” He snapped his fingers. “Just like that. I go to bed one night and just don’t wake up the next day. What do you think about that?”
“Who was it who said, ‘I expect to die at one hundred and ten, shot by a jealous husband’?”
“Thurgood Marshall, associate justice of the United States Supreme Court,” Terrence said, and chuckled. “That sounds good, too.” The microwave beeped. He took out the mugs, gave each a stir, and put them back into the oven for another minute and a half.
“I think I had more conversations with Sarita in the last ten months she’s been coming over than I’ve had with the Gaynors since they moved in. Although, a year back or so, they weren’t around much anyway.”
“Where were they?”
“Boston. Bill, he works for some insurance company based there, and he had to be away for several months, so Rosemary went and lived with him. Did the last few months of her pregnancy there; first time I saw them after they came back, she had the baby.”
The oven beeped again. He took out the mugs, handed one to me. I blew on it before taking a sip. It was good hot chocolate.
“I don’t have any marshmallows,” he said apologetically. “Used to buy them once in a while, would forget I had them; I’d open up the bag and they were hard as golf balls.”
We ended up straying off topic, at least from the topic I’d come to discuss. Terrence used to own horses, and he wanted to tell me all about it. I didn’t pay much attention, but he was a nice man, and the time passed pleasantly.
I thanked him for the hot chocolate and the conversation, and as I was heading back to the Taurus he said, “Davidson.”
“Sorry?”
“Davidson Place. It just came back to me. That’s where Sarita works.”
I headed back in the direction of my parents’ house, not sure I really knew anything more than when I’d set off from there. At least, not anything useful. But the following morning I’d do the same again. Ask questions.
I’d go to Davidson Place. I would look for Sarita.
I didn’t drive straight home. Made a couple of turns along the way that took me into a neighborhood I’d visited earlier in the day.
I pulled the car over to the curb and killed the engine. Left the key in the ignition. Sat behind the wheel, watching a house. There were no lights on.
Probably everyone had gone to bed.
Carl, as well as his mother, Samantha.
I stared at the house for about a minute, feeling hungry all over, before I turned the key and continued on my way.



THE SECOND DAY



THIRTY-FOUR
THE naked woman was sitting on the edge of the bed, weeping.
The man who remained under the covers on the other side of the bed stirred, rolled over. He reached out and touched the tips of his fingers to the woman’s back.
“Hey, babe,” he said.
She continued to cry. Her face was in her hands, her elbows on her knees.
The man threw off the covers and huddled behind her on the mattress, on his knees, pressed his naked body up against hers and wrapped his arms around her. “It’s okay, it’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”
“How can it be okay?” she asked. “How can it ever be okay?”
“It just . . . I don’t know. But we’ll find a way.”
She shook her head and sobbed. “They’ll find me, Marshall. I know they’ll find me.”
“I’m going to look after you,” he said comfortingly. “I will. I’ll keep them from finding you.”
She broke free of him and walked to the bathroom of his small apartment, closed the door. He put his ear to it, said, “You okay in there, Sarita?”
“Yes,” she said. “I just need a minute.”
Marshall stood outside the door, wondering what he should do. He looked about his place, which consisted of a single room, not counting the bathroom. A small fridge, hot plate, and sink over in one corner, a bed, a couple of cushioned chairs he’d scored on junk day when people were putting things out on the street.
A toilet flushed, a tap ran, and then the door opened. Sarita stood in front of him, head down, and said, “I’m going to have to go home. I’m going to have to go back to Monclova.”
“No, you’re not going back to Mexico,” he said, taking her into his arms again. “You’ve got a life here. You’ve got me.”
“No, I have no life here. I go home, or I just disappear somewhere, get a job, start doing the whole thing all over again.” She sniffed. “I need to make a living. I have people counting on me. I can make more money here.”
“I can lend you some,” he said. “Shit, I can give you some money. I don’t have a lot, but I got two, three hundred I could give you.”
Sarita laughed. “Seriously? How long would that last me?”
“I know, I know. It’s not like I’m a fucking millionaire, you know? But now that you mention money, I was kind of thinking about something in the night.”
She pushed past him and found her underwear on the floor at the foot of the bed. She stepped into her panties, then slipped on her bra while Marshall stood and watched her.
“Whatever it is, I don’t want to know,” Sarita said.
“Come on, you have to at least hear me out. It could be the answer to your problems. For both of us, really. If you need to get away, that’s cool; I get that. But I could come with you.”
“I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t want to get you in trouble.”
“Come on,” he said. “We’re in this together.”
“No,” Sarita said. “We’re not. You haven’t done anything wrong. Except for hiding me. When they find out you’ve been keeping me here, you could be in all kinds of trouble, and not just because I’m not supposed to be here.”
She pulled on her jeans, then put on a blouse and began to button it up. Marshall glanced around, saw his boxers on the floor, and stepped into them. “I’m gonna call in sick,” he said. “We’ll figure out something.”
He picked up a cell phone on his side of the bed. “Yeah, hey, Manny, I’ve got some kind of bug, been puking my guts up all night. Can’t afford to give something like that to the geezers. Yeah, okay, thanks.”
He put the phone back down.
“That’s disrespectful,” Sarita said. “They’re nice old people.”
“I don’t mean anything by it,” he said. “Anyway, I don’t have to go in. So now we can talk about my idea.”
She shook her head. “My only idea is to get as far away from here as fast as I can. Maybe you could drive me to Albany or something? And then I can catch a train.”
“Where are you going to go?”
“New York? I got a cousin there. I just have to find her.”
“Sit down,” he said.
“I don’t—”
“Just sit down and hear me out, okay?”
She dropped onto the end of the bed and looked up at him. “What?”
“There’s stuff this Gaynor guy isn’t going to want to come out, right?”
“Maybe it’s already out there,” she said.
“Yeah, but maybe it isn’t. Maybe it’s not going to come out. Maybe they’ll pin his wife’s murder on someone right away and they won’t find out about the other stuff. You put in a call; you tell him you can keep that from ever happening. For, you know, a price.”
“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” Sarita said. “It’s all going to come out.”
“’Cause of what you did,” Marshall said. “You shouldn’t have done that.”
“I had to do it,” she said.
“But maybe it won’t matter. Maybe it won’t come out.”
“You’re crazy,” she said. “I have to get out of here. You think the police aren’t looking for me? I guarantee it.”
“You won’t be easy to find. How do they trace you? You got no phone, no license, no credit cards. You’ve bailed from your apartment. You’re, like, totally off the grid. It’s like you don’t even exist.” He smiled, tickled the underside of her chin with his index finger. She turned her head away. “Come on; it’s like you’re a spy or something.”
“I am no spy. I feed old people and babies and then clean up their piss and shit. That’s what I do.”
“Okay, okay,” he said. “Listen, you hide out here while I go empty out what I got at the ATM. You take it, get on a train to New York. But you have to promise you’ll get in touch when you get there. I need to know you’re okay. I love you. You know that, right? I love you more than anything in the whole world.”
Sarita was tearing up again. She put her hands over her face.
“I can’t get it out of my mind,” she said.
Marshall hugged her again. “I know, I know.”
“Seeing Ms. Gaynor like that. It was so awful, how she looked.”
“I’m tellin’ ya,” he said. “It’s an opportunity. He’s got money. Fancy house, nice car. Guy like that has to have money. I mean, shit, you worked for them. You ever see financial statements, that kind of thing?”
She brought her hands down, thought a moment. “Sometimes,” she said quietly. “But I never really looked at them. I didn’t bring in the mail or anything. I just helped with the house and the baby. Ms. Gaynor, she was so upset. She thought having a baby would make her happy, but it just made it worse.”
“Yeah, well, raising kids is no joke,” Marshall said. “I think I’d get pretty depressed if I had to look after a baby.”
Sarita shot him a look.
“Unless it was with you,” he said quickly.
“I think her husband knew all along what was going on, but when Ms. Gaynor found out . . .”
“You have to stop thinking about it,” Marshall said. “You just have to move on, you know?”
“It’s my fault,” Sarita said. “If it hadn’t been for me she never would have started putting it together.”
“Yeah, but it doesn’t mean it has anything to do with what happened to her,” Marshall said. “Unless you think it was him. The husband.”
She shook her head. “He loved her. I mean, he was away a lot, and he hardly ever talked to me, but I think he loved her.”
“Yeah, but sometimes, even people who were in love once, they do bad shit to each other. All the more reason to give him a call, tell him what you know. He’ll come across; I guarantee it. You’ll have enough money to get settled in someplace else, and have some left over to send to your folks.”
“No,” she said firmly. “No.”
He put up his hands. “Okay. You say no, then it’s no.”
“All I ever wanted to do,” she whispered, “was the right thing. I’m not a bad person, you know?”
“Of course not.”
“I’ve always tried to be good. But sometimes it doesn’t matter what you do, it’s wrong.”
Marshall gave her a kiss on the forehead. “You wait here while I get you some money. And I’ll pick up something to eat, too. Maybe an Egg McMuffin and some coffee.”
Sarita said nothing as Marshall finished getting dressed. Before he left, he double-checked that the slip of paper where he’d written Bill Gaynor’s phone number was still in his pocket.



THIRTY-FIVE
BARRY Duckworth was up at six.
He hadn’t gotten in until nearly midnight. As he’d pulled into the drive he’d noticed a white van parked at the curb opposite his house, but didn’t give it much thought. He hadn’t noticed the writing on the side.
He struggled up the stairs, stripped down to his boxers, and collapsed into bed next to Maureen. She mumbled, “Hmmm,” and went back to sleep.
He was worried he’d lie awake all night. Haunted by the sight of that student with half his head blown off. Rosemary Gaynor on the autopsy table, the ghoulish smile cut across her abdomen. Those three mannequins on the Ferris wheel.
Even those goddamned squirrels.
But he didn’t dream about any of those things. He went into a six-hour coma. He’d set his mental alarm for six thirty a.m., but his eyes opened at five fifty-nine. He glanced over at the clock, decided it wasn’t worth trying to get back to sleep when he’d be getting up so soon. He swung his thick legs from under the covers, planted his feet on the carpeted bedroom floor.
Maureen rolled over. “That was late last night.”
“Yeah,” he said, rubbing his eyes, then reaching for his phone to see whether he had any messages. There was nothing that needed his immediate attention.
“I tried to wait up for you,” she said.
“Why?”
“To celebrate.”
“Huh?”
“Twenty years. On the job. I didn’t forget.”
Now, with light coming through the window, he saw two tall fluted glasses on the dresser. An ice bucket, a bottle of champagne. By now, the bucket would be full of water.
“I didn’t see that when I came in,” he said.
“My detective,” Maureen said. “Nothing gets past you.”
“I’m sorry,” he said.
“Shh,” she said. “I should have said something. But we can have a little celebration now.”
She reached down under the covers, found him.
•   •   •
When they were finished, he said, “I have to get moving.”
Maureen threw back the rumpled sheets. “Go. I’ll put on the coffee.”
He padded down the hallway to the bathroom, reached into the shower and turned on the water, stuck in his hand to test whether the hot water had traveled two floors up from the old heater yet. He caught a brief glimpse of himself in the mirror before stepping in.
It always depressed Duckworth to see himself naked. What the hell happened? How could Maureen enjoy making love with someone who looked the way he did? He hadn’t been this heavy when he was in college, and he was certainly in better shape when he joined the Promise Falls police. He blamed, in part, all those hours he sat in a cruiser as a uniformed officer. He hated that the cliché, at least where he was concerned, was true: Barry Duckworth liked to stop at doughnut shops. It wasn’t just that he liked doughnuts, which he did, very much. It was a way of breaking the boredom. You went in, you had a coffee, you ate a doughnut, you talked to the people behind the counter, took a seat and shot the breeze with a few of the customers.
He liked to think of it at the time as public relations.
And when he made detective, well, it wasn’t like the movies, where you were running down alleys and jumping over fences. You spent your time talking to witnesses and making notes and sitting at a desk and writing reports and phoning people.
Every year, he got just a little bit heavier.
And now, he figured, he was at least eighty pounds over what he should be. All these thoughts ran through his head in the seconds before he stepped under the hot water. That, and one other thing.
The number 23.
Three times in one day that number had reared its head. Twenty-three dead squirrels. The number on the Ferris wheel carriage holding the three painted mannequins. That student’s hoodie.
Maybe it was nothing, he thought, as he soaped his considerable belly. There were numbers surrounding us all the time. There were probably numerical coincidences everywhere if you knew where to look. License plates, dates of birth, home addresses, Social Security numbers.
And yet . . .
He’d keep his eyes open. Have that number in the back of his mind as he continued with his investigation. Make that investigations.
Now that Angus Carlson was going to be assisting, Duckworth hoped he could hand off some of his workload. Assuming Carlson would be starting in the detective division today, Duckworth was going to give him a list of things to look into. Those strung-up squirrels for starters. See if he thought they were so funny then. And Duckworth still wanted the other Thackeray College students, the three who’d been attacked before last night, interviewed. Maybe Joyce wasn’t the only one who’d heard some very strange comments from Mason Helt. Finally, he wanted Carlson to go back out to Five Mountains and find out who fired up the Ferris wheel.
Duckworth could concentrate his efforts on the Rosemary Gaynor investigation, and finding the missing nanny, Sarita Gomez. The old guy who lived next door said she worked shifts at a nursing home, but didn’t know which one. There were several in the Promise Falls area, so it might be better to go to the station and work the phones than drive from facility to facility.
He cranked the taps shut, reached for the towel, stepped out onto the mat. He was holding the towel around his waist—there wasn’t quite enough material to allow him to tuck it into place—and glanced out the bathroom window, which looked out onto the street.
That white van from the night before was still there. Even though the sun wasn’t quite up yet, Barry could make out the words written on the side.
Finley Springs Water.
He blinked a couple of times to be sure he was reading that correctly. What the hell was Randall Finley’s van doing parked out front of his house? Was that actually the same van that had been there the night before?
Had Randy been waiting to talk to him last night and returned this morning?
He skipped shaving. Duckworth ran his fingers through his hair, dressed hurriedly, not bothering with a tie, which he could do after breakfast, and followed the smell of brewing coffee to the kitchen below.
“It’s ready,” Maureen said when he came into the room.
“What’s Randall Finley doing here?”
“What?” she said.
“Finley, you know—first-class asshole, former mayor? That Finley?”
“I know who you mean. He’s here?”
“His van’s parked across the street. I think it’s been there all night. Was he hiding under our bed?”
“You got me. We’ve been having an affair for the last six months.”
Duckworth stared at her and waited.
Maureen smiled, let out a short laugh. “That’s not Finley’s van. I mean, yes, it belongs to his company, but Trevor’s got it.”
“Why would our son have Finley’s van?”
“I’m sure it’s not the only van Finley owns,” Maureen said. “The man probably has a small fleet of them. You could hardly run a bottled-water company with just one van.”
“That’s not the question,” Duckworth said, growing more impatient with each passing second. “Why is our son driving that man’s truck?” He paused. “And why is it here?”
“Trevor paid me a little surprise visit last night,” Maureen said. “I mean, he was coming to visit both of us, but you ended up working late. He’s upstairs, asleep, although he’ll probably be down any minute. He has to be at work at seven thirty.”
“Our son is working for Finley?”
Maureen nodded enthusiastically. “I know! Isn’t it wonderful? He’s been going through such a bad patch. The breakup with Trish, trying to find work. Now he’s got this job and I think it’s doing wonders for him. I could see a real change in him. It’s taken him forever to move past losing that girl, and add to that being out of work, and—”
“He can’t work for that man,” Duckworth said, taking a seat at the kitchen table.
“Now you’re talking like a crazy person,” his wife said, filling a cup with coffee and putting it in front of him. “Our son gets a job and you want him to quit?”
“What’s he doing for him?” he asked.
Maureen put a fist on her hip. “You’re the detective. There’s a truck on the street, filled with cases of bottled water. Trevor has the key, which allows him to take this truck anywhere he pleases. I’ll wait while you put it together.”
There was noise on the floor above them. Trevor’s old bedroom, where he hadn’t lived for a couple of years. He was getting up.
“He was sorry to have missed you last night,” she said.
“I’ll just bet he was.”
“But at least you get a chance to see him this morning.” When Duckworth said nothing, she continued. “Don’t you be negative about this. Don’t go bursting his bubble.”
“I’m not going to be negative. I just want to know how he ended up working for that asshole.”
“That’s the spirit,” she said.
“He should go back to school, learn a trade. Not drive a truck around for some blowhard.”
Trevor showed up a minute later, his hair suggestive of some sort of electrocution. He had on a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt. He gave his mother a kiss. “Thought I’d grab some breakfast before I get dressed,” he said to her. He looked at his father and smiled as he ran his fingers through his hair.
“What’s going on with you and Finley?” Duckworth asked.
“Good morning to you, too, Dad,” he said.
“When’d you start working for him?”
“A week ago,” he said.
“How’d that come about?”
“I saw an ad online. He was looking for drivers; I applied; I got it. Is that a problem?”
“Your father and I are delighted,” Maureen said. “Is it part-time, full-time?”
“Full-time,” Trevor said. “It’s not a ton of money, but it’s better than what I was making before, which was a big fat zilch.”
“Does he know who you are?” his father asked.
“Uh, well, I filled out the application form with my name on it, so I would say that yes, he knows who I am.”
“That’s not what I mean. Does he know you’re my son?”
“Our son,” Maureen said. “I don’t remember you making him alone.”
“Shit, I don’t know, probably,” Trevor said. “I mean, he probably told me at some point to say hello. So, hello.”
Duckworth shook his head.
“I don’t need this,” Trevor said. “I’ll get something on the way.”
“Trev,” his mother said, but he didn’t stop. Maureen looked at her husband and said, “You can be a real horse’s ass at times. It’s not always about you.”
She set a bowl in front of him. He looked down at it.
“What is this?” he asked.
“That,” she said, “is fruit.”
•   •   •
When Barry heard the front door open and close, and looked out the window and saw Trevor Duckworth heading for the Finley Springs truck, he chased after him. Trevor was about to close the door when Duckworth, winded, caught up.
“Hey,” he said.
“What?” Trevor said.
“Just give me a second.” He took four deep breaths, then said, “I’m sorry.”
“Sure, whatever.”
“Listen to me. I’m glad you’ve got a job. It’s great. We’re glad to see you get something.”
Trevor, perched on the edge of the driver’s seat, said, “But?”
Duckworth couldn’t help but smile. “Yeah, there’s always a but. Look, I’m not going to tell you to quit this job.”
“Like I’d have to if you did.”
“Yeah, I get that. You’re a grown man. You don’t have to do what your parents tell you. All I want to say is, watch your step around Finley.”
“It’s just a job, Dad. I’m delivering water.”
“Sure, that’s the job. But a guy like Finley . . . he always has an agenda. I had a run-in with him yesterday. He wanted something from me I wasn’t prepared to give.”
“What?” Trevor asked.
“An advantage. He wanted to use me to further his ambitions. Wanted me to snitch on others in the department. And I can’t help but wonder if he’d find an angle using you.”
“I just drive, Dad.”
“Okay. I’ve got one last thing I’ll say, and then I’ll shut up about it. Don’t ever compromise yourself with him. Keep your nose clean and don’t make mistakes. Because if he’s got something on you, I promise you, sooner or later, that son of a bitch will use it.”
Trevor’s eyelid fluttered.
“What?” Duckworth asked.
“Nothing,” Trevor said. “I hear ya. I gotta go or I’m going to be late.”
Duckworth stepped back, allowing Trevor to close the door. He started up the van, turned it around in their driveway, and took off up the street.



THIRTY-SIX
David
I popped in to see Ethan before he was out of bed, told him I had a lot of things to do today, and that he’d have to get himself to school. No ride.
“Okay,” he said.
“You feel better?” I asked. It was meant as a general question. Did he feel better about Carl, after their meeting the night before? After showing him Dad’s model railroad? And after getting the pocket watch back?
“My tummy’s okay this morning,” he said. So he’d taken the question more literally, but in a way, answered the question I thought I’d asked. If he wasn’t feigning illness, and wasn’t anxious about attending school, then maybe he did feel better about things generally.
I hadn’t planned to have breakfast, but Mom had already put a cup of coffee at my place at the table. I grabbed it without sitting down, took a sip, set it on the counter.
“I have to go,” I said. To Dad, who was struggling as usual with the tablet, jabbing it like he was Moe poking Curly’s eyes out, I said, “Ethan can walk today. Scoot him out in plenty of time to get to school.”
“Sure. He gonna have any more trouble with that boy?”
“I hope not.”
Dad nodded. “That’s good.”
There was something different about him today. Actually, I’d noticed it first late yesterday. He was more pensive. When he’d put his arms around me in the garage and intimated he wasn’t the good man I’d always thought he was, I’d wondered what he was beating himself up about. Maybe it had something to do with Mom. I could tell something was going on with her. That she was becoming more forgetful, that Dad was covering up her mistakes. I could see that getting him down, but if Dad was being any less attentive, less supportive, the evidence wasn’t there. He seemed as devoted to her as always.
“I saw that girl,” Mom said, sitting down with her own coffee.
“What girl?”
“The one who came over last night with her boy. She seemed nice.”
“You didn’t even talk to her, Mom. I didn’t even know you’d seen her.”
“I was looking out the window,” she said.
Ethan and I had to get out of this house.
“Yes, she seemed nice,” I said. “But she’s got plenty of baggage.”
“Who doesn’t?” Mom asked. “You think we didn’t have baggage when we met each other?”
Dad looked up from the tablet. “David doesn’t need to take on another woman with a checkered past,” he said. “What did that detective say?”
“What detective?” I asked. “What are you talking about?”
“In the books. There were a whole bunch of them.” Dad had read a lot of crime fiction over the years. “This one had ‘money’ in the title, I think. The detective says something like, ‘Never go to bed with a girl who’s got more troubles than you do.’”
“Donald!” Mom said.
The thing was, Dad, or the detective he was quoting, was right. I didn’t need more problems. I had something of a history trying to rescue damsels in distress and it had not gone well. Sam Worthington sounded like another one. An ex-husband serving time for bank robbery and nasty in-laws who wanted custody of Carl.
That wasn’t a checkered past. That was a shitstorm.
And despite that, I hadn’t stopped thinking about Sam all night.
I needed to get her out of my head. I had more than enough to worry about. I had a new job working for Randall Finley, and was committed to looking into Marla’s situation, hoping I might find something that would help her.
I’d start with that.
“I really have to go,” I said. I took one more sip of the coffee and poured the rest into the sink.
When I opened the door, I nearly ran down my aunt, but managed to stop short.
She was just about to ring the bell. “Aunt Agnes,” I said.
“David,” she said. “I apologize for coming by unannounced.”
“No, that’s okay. Come in.”
As she stepped inside she said, “Your mother’s been calling about Marla, and I thought I’d drop by and bring everyone up-to-date.”
I called into the house. “Mom! Agnes is here!”
I heard a chair scraping across the floor. A second later Mom appeared and hobbled toward her sister. Her leg was still hurting. The two of them threw their arms around each other. Despite my aunt’s reputation for coldness, and the strain that sometimes existed between her and my mother, I guessed that deep down, they still cared for each other. Aunt Agnes just wasn’t very good at showing it sometimes.
“How is she?” Mom asked. “How is Marla doing?”
“She’s okay,” Agnes said. “Hello, Don.” Dad had made his way out of the kitchen to see what was going on. “I know you’ve been phoning and I thought I’d just stop by and tell you she’s probably going to come home today, although frankly, having her at the hospital is great, because I can wander up there anytime I want to see her. But it’s the wrong place for her. She needs to be home. Gill and I are going to spell each other so there’s always someone there.”
“What about . . .” Dad started to ask. “You know, the baby, and the woman . . .”
Agnes smiled, clearly understanding what he was trying to ask, but didn’t want to put into words. “The police are doing what they have to do, and we’re doing what we have to do. I’ve got Natalie Bondurant on it.”
“Do you really think Marla should be going home this soon?” Mom asked. “I mean, considering what she tried to do, wouldn’t it be better—”
“I think I know what I’m doing where my own daughter is concerned,” Agnes said.
“Of course,” Mom said. “Of course you do. All I’m saying is, if something did happen again, if there was another . . . incident . . . it might be better if she was already at the hospital and—”
“Arlene, please,” Agnes said.
Mom said nothing, at least for a couple of beats. I guessed she’d gotten the message. Back off.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Mom said. “You think I don’t know anything.”
“I didn’t say that,” Agnes said. “I’m just making the point that Marla is my daughter, not yours, and I resent that you would suggest that I don’t have her best interests at heart.”
“My God, I never said such a thing,” Mom said. “You’re putting words into my mouth.”
“For Christ’s sake, stop it,” Dad said. “Both of you. Arlene, your sister’s going to know what’s best for her own daughter.”
Mom glared at my father for what she surely saw as treason. She took a second to compose herself, underwent an emotional reboot, and said to Agnes, “I’m very sorry if you thought that was what I meant. Anything you need, you just ask. You know we think the world of Marla and would do anything to help her.” She reached out and took her sister’s hand in hers. Agnes didn’t do anything to stop her.
“Thank you,” my aunt said, her voice still slightly frosty.
“And David’s going to help, you know.”
Agnes shot a smile at me that seemed genuine. “I know. And I appreciate that. I truly do. Listen, I must get to the hospital, for more reasons than I can count. David, I seem to have caught you as you were leaving. I’ll head out with you.”
Agnes allowed Mom to give her a half hug and kiss, and Dad offered the same gesture. Heading down the steps, she said to me, “I’m glad I caught you.”
“Yeah,” I said. “This is good.”
“I know the kind of signals I send off. That I don’t need anyone’s help. That I know everything. That I’m too proud to accept assistance.” Maybe she was waiting for me to contradict her. When I didn’t, she smiled. “I know yesterday, when I found you and Marla at the Gaynors’ house, I may not have seemed very appreciative of what you’d done. Trying to get to the bottom of things. And for that I apologize.”
“It was a stressful time,” I offered.
“Indeed.” We had reached her car, a silver Infiniti sedan. “But I have to put my ego aside. This is about Marla. I know she may not always speak highly of me, but she’s the most important thing in the world to me, and all I want is for her to get through this.”
She placed a hand on my wrist, and I could feel it tremble.
“She’s my baby,” she said. “My one and only. I’ll do anything to help her with this.” Agnes kept a grip on my wrist. “I have one request, however.”
Slowly, I said, “Okay.”
“This is very difficult for me.” She swallowed, looked up the street for a second to avoid eye contact. “It’s about your uncle Gill.”
“What about him?”
“What I would ask is, anything you might learn about Gill, would you be discreet?”
“What are we talking about here, Agnes?”
She released her grip, managed to look me in the eye. “Your uncle and I have . . . we’ve had some issues. I know sometimes I lord it over your mother about how I chose a career and she chose to make her career in the home . . . and I’m sorry about that. I know there are times you must all think I’m a total . . .”
Agnes almost smiled. “I was about to say control freak, but I can’t help but wonder what word you thought I was going to say.”
I wasn’t about to share.
“Anyway, what I’m saying is, for all I may have achieved in the working world, your mother has it all over me in the marriage department. What I’d give for a man like Don. Someone who’s there for you, who you can trust.”
“What are you trying to say, Agnes?”
“I don’t know any other way to say this.” She let out a long breath. “Gill doesn’t always come home at night, if you get my understanding. And when you start asking questions, maybe someone’s going to tell you that. If they do, I’d be grateful if you could keep it to yourself.”
“Whatever’s going on between you and Gill is none of my business,” I said. “I’m sorry you two are having problems.”
She grimaced. “It is what it is. Let me know what you find out. Not just about Gill, but anything else. Good or bad. I’m wondering whether I need to hire a private detective for this. That’s not to diminish what you’ll be able to do, but if you think I need to bring someone else in, you tell me.”
“I will. There is something I’d like to ask you right now.” Agnes blinked, surprised, maybe, that I was already at this stage.
“Go ahead.”
“Tell me about Dr. Sturgess,” I said.
“Jack?” Agnes said. “What about him?”
“I just . . . What’s your take on him?”
Agnes shrugged. “On a personal level, he’s been our GP for years. For the last ten, I think. And professionally, I have the utmost confidence in him. He’s on the board at the hospital. He’s someone whose opinion I value in a number of areas.” She eyed me with concern. “This is about what happened when Marla was having the baby.”
“Well—”
“David, I was there. That man—that man and I—did everything we could to save that baby. It was the worst moment of my entire life, let me tell you. There’s not a minute of any day since then that I haven’t thought about what happened. If there’s anyone to blame for what happened, it’s me. I should never have insisted Marla give birth anywhere but the hospital. We were in the midst of that outbreak and—”
“I’m not talking about that,” I said.
She was taken aback. “What, then?”
“At the hospital last night, when I said I was going to help Marla by asking around, he tried to talk me out of it. Belittled the effort.”
“He had no business doing that,” Agnes said. “Why would he try to stop you?”
“I don’t know. There’s another thing.”
Agnes waited.
“He’s also the GP for the Gaynor family.”
Agnes’s mouth opened half an inch in what clearly looked like astonishment. “Are you sure about that?”
I nodded. “He told me. He was cautioning me against talking to Bill Gaynor. Said the man wouldn’t be up to it. So he must have known Rosemary Gaynor. Has he mentioned that to you?”
“I don’t . . . I’m not sure.”
“You’d think, in the last twenty-four hours, that it might have come up,” I said.
Agnes considered this. “You would, wouldn’t you?”
“Yeah. Regardless of what Marla did or didn’t do, there has to be some kind of connection between her and the Gaynors. There may be several out there we don’t know about, but one that we know for certain is, their family doctor is Jack Sturgess.”
“Thank you for this, David,” she said quietly. “Thank you very much.” Her face hardened. “If that son of a bitch has been anything less than honest with me, I’ll haul him into the operating room and cut his nuts off myself.”



THIRTY-SEVEN
MARSHALL did not go to the ATM for money for Sarita Gomez.
Once he was a few blocks from his home, he pulled into the lot of a McDonald’s and got out his phone. He entered a number, put the phone to his ear, and waited.
There were four rings. Then a pickup.
“Hello?”
“Is this Mr. Gaynor?”
“Who is this? If you’re some goddamn reporter I have nothing to say.”
“Is this Bill Gaynor or not? Because I’m telling you right now, you better not fuck around with me. Because if you do, you’re going to be pretty goddamn sorry.”
Dead air. Then: “Yes, this is Bill Gaynor.”
“That’s good. Now we’re starting off on a good foot here.”
“Who is this?” Gaynor asked. “Tell me who this is or I’m hanging up right now.”
“Now we’re starting off bad again. I’m going to talk, and you’re going to listen. Okay? Trust me; it’s in your interests.”
“What do you want?”
“What do I want? I want to do you a favor, that’s what I want. I’m trying to be a good citizen here by keeping quiet about things I know. Things that if they came out could cause you a fucking boatload of trouble.”
“I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about,” Gaynor said, but his voice lacked confidence.
“Oh, I think you do.”
“Look, I don’t know what kind of crazy shakedown you’re trying to pull, but it’s not going to work. I don’t know who you are, so fuck you. Something horrible happens to someone, and every nut comes out of the woodwork. Jesus, what the hell’s wrong with people? For God’s sake, I’ve just lost my wife. Have you no sense of decency?”
Marshall pressed on. “I’m trying to do the decent thing here, Mr. Gaynor, if you’d only shut up and listen. And yeah, I know about your wife. And I’m betting you know a lot more than you’re letting on. Am I right? I’m guessing there’s a whole lot you haven’t mentioned to the cops about your perfect little family. The sort of thing I could mention if I wanted to.”
The other end of the line went quiet. Marshall figured Gaynor was thinking it through. Finally the man said, “What is it you want?”
“Fifty thousand.”
“What?”
“You heard me. Fifty thousand dollars. You get that to me, and I won’t breathe a word about what I know.”
“I don’t have that kind of money.”
“Give me a break. Guy like you? Nice house? Flashy car?” The truth was, Marshall had no idea what kind of car Bill Gaynor drove, but he was betting it was a nice one. A whole lot nicer than his shitbox van, that was for sure.
“I’m telling you, I don’t have fifty thousand just lying around,” Gaynor insisted. “You think I keep that kind of money under my mattress?”
“What if I gave you till noon to get it? Would that help?”
“Goddamn it, who are you?”
“You already asked me that.”
“Does this have something to do with Sarita?” Gaynor asked. “Did she put you up to this? Are you working with her?”
Marshall found that more than a little troubling, that the man put it together that fast. But it made sense. How many people other than Sarita could know what was really going on in the Gaynor household?
Marshall told himself to stay cool. He could do this. He could squeeze enough money out of this guy to give Sarita a fresh start somewhere else. In fact, if he could really get fifty thou out of the guy, it would be enough for both of them. They could run off together. They could both kiss their shit-ass jobs good-bye. Fifty grand, that would be more than enough to set themselves up somewhere else. More than enough to stay off society’s radar for months.
“I don’t know who this Sarita person is and I don’t care,” Marshall said. “You pay up, or you’re fucked. I make an anonymous call to the cops. If that’s what you want, I can do it.”
“Okay, okay, let me think,” Gaynor said. “I can probably raise most of it. I’d have to cash in some investments, go to the bank when they open.”
“You do what you have to do,” Marshall said. “Bank opens at what? Ten? So you should have the money by eleven?”
“I’m going to have to call you back.”
Marshall was about to say, Yeah, right, like I’m going to give you my number, then realized Gaynor would already have it on his phone now. “Okay,” he agreed. “If I don’t hear from you by ten thirty, I call the cops.”
“I get it. I’ll be in touch.”
Gaynor ended the call. Marshall smiled to himself. This was going to work. He was sure this was going to work.
Sarita, she’d be upset with him at first when she found out what he’d done. But when she realized it was enough for them to have a life together, she’d come around. He knew it.
Love would conquer all.



THIRTY-EIGHT
David
I decided Davidson Place would be my first stop.
The nursing home was on the west side of Promise Falls. A low-rise building in that netherworld between the suburbs and industrial land. I remembered from when I was a reporter how neighbors banded together to fight just about anything they believed would impact the quality of their domesticity. Group homes for mentally challenged kids. Halfway houses. Shopping malls. Homes too big for the lot.
But for the life of me, I had a hard time getting my head around why someone would object to a nursing home in their community. Were they worried about being kept awake at night by the sounds of shuffling feet?
I parked in the visitors’ lot and looked for reception. That took me to the lobby, where I saw several old souls sitting in wheelchairs, fast asleep. A woman behind the counter asked whether she could help me, and I said I was looking for Sarita.
“Sarita Gomez?” she asked.
I didn’t know, but I said, “Yes.”
“I haven’t seen her today, but I can check whether she’s in. Can I ask what it’s concerning?”
That was when it occurred to me that the police had not already been here. If Barry Duckworth had been asking for Sarita, it would be all over the building. Was it possible I had the jump on him? The Gaynors’ elderly neighbor had said something about not being able to remember the name of this place when he’d been talking to the police.
“It’s a personal matter,” I said, then added, in an attempt to make my inquiry sound work related, “It has to do with someone’s care.”
The woman figured out I was telling her it was none of her business. She picked up the phone, entered an extension, and said, “Gail, you seen Sarita around? Okay, uh-huh, got it.”
She hung up and looked at me. “Sarita didn’t come in for her shift yesterday and she’s not in today. I’m sorry.”
“Did she call in sick?” I asked.
The woman shrugged. “Probably. I didn’t get the details.”
“Would I be able to talk to her supervisor?” I leaned over the counter and said in a voice just above a whisper, “It’s very important. It’s the kind of thing I think Davidson Place would like to sort out quietly.”
The woman could read into that whatever she wanted. Maybe I had a loved one here. Maybe I had a complaint about the care of my ailing grandmother. Maybe there was a theft allegation.
“What’s your name?” she asked. I told her. “Just a minute.” She picked up the phone again. I turned away, only half listening. Then she said to me, “Mrs. Delaney will be down to see you shortly, Mr. Harwood. Have a seat over there.”
I dropped into a nearby vinyl chair. Across from me sat a man who I guessed was in his late eighties or early nineties, dressed in a shirt and pants that he’d probably acquired when he was forty pounds heavier. His neck stuck out of the collar like a flagpole in a golf-green hole. He was holding an Ed McBain paperback mystery, open to about the midpoint, staring at the page, and in the five minutes I waited for Mrs. Delaney to show up, I never saw his eyes move once, and the page was never turned.
“Mr. Harwood?”
I glanced up. “Yes. Mrs. Delaney?”
She nodded. “You were asking about Sarita Gomez?”
“I was hoping to speak with her,” I said, standing.
“I’d like to speak with her myself,” the woman said. “I’m afraid she isn’t here, and attempts to reach her have been unsuccessful.”
“Oh,” I said. “She hasn’t shown up for work?”
“May I ask what this is concerning? Do you have someone here at Davidson?”
“I don’t. This concerns work Sarita does outside of this facility.”
“Then why are you asking me about it?”
“I’m trying to locate her. I thought, since she works here, I might be able to talk to her, ask her a few questions.”
“I’m afraid I can’t help you,” Mrs. Delaney said. “Sarita did not show up this morning. She’s a good worker, and the residents here like her very much, but as I’m sure you can imagine, some kinds of employees are more reliable than others.”
“I’m sorry?”
“That fact that she’s—” The woman cut herself off.
“The fact that she’s what?” I thought, then took a shot. “Undocumented? Is Sarita working here illegally?”
“I’m sure that’s not the case,” Mrs. Delaney said.
“Do you have an address for her?” I asked.
“Just a number where she can be reached. I spoke to the person at that number and she tells me Sarita’s gone away. I couldn’t tell you whether she’ll be coming back or not. And you still haven’t told me what business you have with her.”
Time to hit her between the eyes. “She worked as a nanny for the Gaynors. That name mean anything to you?”
Mrs. Delaney shook her head. “Should it?”
“Did you watch the news last night? That woman who was fatally stabbed in her home over on Breckonwood?”
A flash of recognition. She had heard the story.
“That was horrible. But what does it have to do with Sarita?”
“She was their nanny.”
Her hands flew to her mouth. “Oh, my God,” she said.
“I’m surprised the police haven’t been here already, but I think you should be expecting them.”
“This is unimaginable. Are you saying Sarita had something to do with that?”
I hesitated. “I’m saying she may know something about it.”
“Who are you, if you’re not with the police?” she asked pointedly.
“I’m investigating on behalf of an interested party,” I said, which was as artful a dodge as I could think of on the spot. “When was the last time you saw her?”
“It would have been yesterday morning sometime, I think. She probably had the six-to-one shift. She does four shifts a week here, mostly early mornings. I don’t know about these other people she works for, but I think she works there before she comes here. And she can work any shift on weekends. This is terrible. She couldn’t have had anything to do with this. Everyone likes Sarita.”
“You say you tried to call her?”
“She doesn’t have a phone. I called her landlady. She said she’s taken off.” She leaned in. “That sounds bad, doesn’t it?”
“Does she have friends here? Anyone who might know where I might be able to find her?”
She went mute. I knew she’d thought of someone instantly, but was debating whether to tell me. Finally she said, “There’s someone here I think she’s been seeing. You know, in a relationship.”
“Who?”
“Marshall Kemper. He’s one of our custodians.”
“I need to talk to him.”
She hesitated. “Follow me.”
She led me out of the lobby, down a hallway, then down a flight of stairs to the basement, and then through another hallway of pipes and ductwork and the industrial sounds of air conditioners and pumps. When she got to a door marked OPERATIONS MANAGER, she knocked, and a second later a short, stout black man answered.
“Yeah?”
“Manny,” Mrs. Delaney said, “we’re looking for Marshall. Where would he be this time of day?”
“Normally he’d be getting the trash pickup ready, but this turns out not to be a normal day. Marshall phoned in sick a while ago.”
Mrs. Delaney looked at me.
“I need an address,” I said.



THIRTY-NINE
“THERE’S a problem,” Bill Gaynor said, speaking into the kitchen phone while Matthew, in his high chair, stuffed dry Cheerios into his mouth.
“What kind of problem?” Dr. Jack Sturgess said.
“I got a call. Someone wanting money. Blackmail. The guy was a goddamn blackmailer.”
Gaynor turned his back to his son and kept his voice down. He didn’t want Matthew to hear foul language. He worried the kid would be spouting expletives before he could say “Daddy.” A word, Gaynor thought sadly, his son was likely to utter before “Mommy.”
“Who was it?”
“It’s not like he said, ‘Hi, I’m Joe Smith, your neighborhood extortionist.’ He didn’t identify himself. But he must be someone who knows Sarita.”
“Why?” Sturgess asked.
“I’ve been thinking about this. Rose had been funny these last few weeks. I think she knew the truth somehow. I think it was weighing on her. I can’t say for sure, but it was little things she said, the way she was acting. And I’ve been trying to figure out, if she did know, who might she have found out from? Who might have helped her put it together?”
“Sarita?” the doctor said.
“Yeah. I’m wondering if she could have been in a position to know something.”
Sturgess thought about that. “It’s possible.”
“It would explain a lot. The way things have gone down. This guy who called me, it sounds like maybe he’s got it figured out.”
“What’s he want?” Sturgess asked.
“Fifty thousand.”
“Jesus.”
“I haven’t got it,” Gaynor said. “After I came up with a hundred grand for you, I’ve got nothing left. I’m going to have to put Rose’s funeral on my line of credit.”
“Let me think,” Sturgess said.
“Give me half of what I paid you,” Gaynor said. “A loan. I’ll pay it back. There’ll be insurance money coming in.”
“Rosemary’s million-dollar policy,” the doctor said. “Clearly your blackmailer doesn’t know about that or he’d be asking for a lot more than fifty thousand.”
“So you know I’ll be able to reimburse you once my company makes good on the policy. So help me now with the fifty.”
“That’s . . . going to be difficult,” Sturgess said. “I don’t have it to give.”
“What the fuck are you talking about?” Gaynor said, whispering angrily, glancing back at Matthew to make sure he wasn’t choking on a Cheerio. “How could someone blow through a hundred thousand dollars that fast?”
“My financial needs are none of your business, Bill. Sounds to me like if anyone is to blame here, it’s at your end. You need to fix this, and you need to fix it fast.”
“I’m telling you I don’t have the money. Maybe I should just not pay him, let him say whatever the hell he wants to say, to whoever he wants to tell it to. The police’d be pretty goddamn interested.”
“Don’t joke, Bill.”
“Who said I’m joking? If this gets out, all I have to say is I knew nothing about it. Not at the time. That I thought everything was aboveboard. You know who they’ll come after? You, that’s who. Is it the gambling, Jack? Is that where the money went? Did even a dime of that money go to where you said it was going to go? You kept it all, didn’t you, to pay off your debts? How do you think that’ll look when it comes out? What you did for the money, and what you did with it when you got it?”
“Just shut up!” Sturgess said. “I’m trying to work this out.”
“You’d better work it out fast. The call is set for ten thirty. I’m supposed to be at the bank when it opens. And what if when I get there the accounts are frozen or something, because of Rose’s death? Then there won’t be a damn thing I can do about this.”
“Tell him you have the money,” the doctor said. “When he calls you, tell him you’ve got it.”
“But I won’t.”
“That’s okay. This guy, do you think he knows you to see you?”
“How would I know that?”
“You didn’t recognize the voice?”
“I’m telling you, Jack, I don’t know who it is.”
“We have to assume he knows what you look like, so you’re going to have to be the one who meets him. Has he said where he wants to meet?”
“No. He’ll probably do that when we talk at ten thirty.”
“We need to think about that. We need to know how he wants to do the handoff. It needs to be in a very public—no, not a public place. Not a place with cameras. Someplace isolated. That’d be better. Soon as you know what he wants to do, you call me. Don’t commit to anything. Tell him you’ve got the funeral home on the other line and you have to deal with it; you’ll call him back. Then we’ll talk, figure out how we’re going to do this.”
“What are you talking about, Jack?” Gaynor asked. “What are you going to do?”
“You won’t pay him, but you’ll make him think he’s going to be paid.”
“What? A briefcase full of cut-up paper? I’m not fucking James Bond, Jack. And what about Matthew? I’m supposed to bring along a baby to pay off a blackmailer?”
“Get a grip, Bill. Listen to me. There’s two things we have to do. One, we have to shut this asshole down, make it clear to him that he can’t pull something like this. And two, we have to find out how he knows what he knows.” The doctor paused. “If he found this out from Sarita, then we have to find her.”
“The police have to be looking for her,” Gaynor said. “I’m betting she’s gone to ground. She’s in hiding.”
“But the police still might find her,” Sturgess said. “We need to find her first.”



FORTY
AGNES Pickens, breezing into the administrative offices of Promise Falls General, shouted into the office of her assistant, Carol Osgoode, as she strode down the hall to her own.
“Yes, Ms. Pickens?” Carol said, getting out from behind her computer and running to the door.
“In my office!” Agnes said.
Agnes was already seated behind her desk, her eyes on the doorway as Carol appeared. She wasn’t out of her twenties, this girl, and there were times when Agnes wondered whether she needed someone older to assist her, but what Carol lacked in life experience she more than made up in dedication. She did what she was told, and she did it quickly.
“What happened after I left yesterday?” Agnes asked, her chin angled slightly up so she could look Carol, whom she had not invited to take a seat, directly in the eye.
“At the board meeting?”
“Yes, of course the board meeting. Did anything happen?”
“Everyone just left. I mean, you were running the meeting, and so they all went off and did whatever it is they do,” Carol said.
Agnes nodded. “That’s exactly what I wanted to hear. I was worried they might have tried to carry on without me.”
Carol shook her head. “I don’t think anyone would dare,” she said.
Agnes’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean by that?”
Carol looked panicked. “I didn’t mean anything negative. It’s just . . . everyone knows you’re in charge here, and no one would try to do anything without your knowledge. I told them I figured you would want to reschedule as soon as possible, but of course, that was before anyone had any idea what sorts of things you were dealing with.”
“I suppose my troubles are the talk of the place,” Agnes said.
“Everyone’s concerned,” Carol said. “For you and Marla. And I just . . . I just can’t . . .”
“Carol?”
Agnes’s assistant put her hands over her face and began to weep.
“Good heavens, Carol?”
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m really sorry. I’ll go now and—”
Agnes came around the desk, put her arm around the woman’s shoulder, and steered her into a leather chair. “Let me get you a tissue,” she said, and snatched several from a box on a shelf behind her desk. She handed them to Carol, who dabbed her eyes and then blew her nose. She wadded the tissue into a ball and surrounded it with her hands.
“What’s going on, Carol?”
“Nothing, nothing,” she said. “I just feel . . . I feel so terrible for you and what you’re going through. I mean, I know there’s no end of tragedies in this building every day, but when something happens to someone you know, someone you work for . . .”
“It’s okay,” Agnes said.
“You’re dealing with it so well, and I really admire that. I just don’t know how you do it.”
Agnes pulled over another chair so she could sit knee-to-knee with her assistant. “Believe me, Carol, inside, I’m a basket case.” She put a hand on Carol’s knee. “I can’t believe you’d be this upset about something happening to me.”
Carol looked at her with red eyes. “Why would you say that?”
“Because, my dear, I can be a first-class bitch.” Agnes smiled. “In case you hadn’t noticed.”
Carol allowed herself a short laugh that sounded more like a clearing of the throat. “I wouldn’t say that.”
“Not to my face, you wouldn’t,” Agnes said. “I know what I am, I know how I come across. You can’t run a place like this and be a nice person. And when you’re a woman you have to be even tougher, and you can’t worry about what they think of you. But it doesn’t mean you don’t feel, or that you’re not hurting inside.”
“I know.”
“You take a lot of abuse from me and you keep on going, and I respect that about you. And I’m touched that you’d be so worried about my situation. But you don’t have to worry about me. I’ll sort things out. We’ll get through this. Gill and I and Marla, we’ll do whatever it takes. That’s the way I’ve always been. Maybe sometimes I come across like I don’t care, but that’s not true.”
Carol nodded.
“Are you going to be okay?” Agnes asked. “Do you want to take the day?”
She shook her head violently. “No, I’m certainly not going to leave you, not when you have this much to deal with. I mean, how would it look? You can come to work, but I have to go home?”
Agnes patted her hand. “Okay, then. I want you to reschedule that board meeting for tomorrow, first thing. And let everyone know there’s a chance I might have to cancel again. My—our—situation is a bit unpredictable at the moment.”
“Of course.”
“And now I’m going to go up and see how Marla is doing. I think I’ll have her sent home today.”
“I couldn’t believe it when I heard.”
“Well, everything about this is pretty unbelievable. Gill’s going to take some time off, or at least conduct all his business from the house, so there’ll be someone there with Marla at all times. He’s there now. We’ll spell each other.”
“That sounds like a good idea,” Carol said. She stood. “Thank you for this. And there’s just one other thing I’d like to say.”
“Okay,” Agnes said, and waited.
“I just know Marla didn’t do anything bad.”
“Well, that’s nice of you, Carol.”
“I’ve met her lots of times, and I don’t think she has a mean bone in her body. She’s a good person.”
Agnes smiled. “Let everyone know about the rescheduled meeting. I’ll be back in a while.”
Agnes left her office, heading for the elevators. Carol returned to her own desk, tossed her tissue into the wastebasket tucked under it, then took a small makeup mirror from her purse to make sure she looked presentable. When she was finished with that, she took out her cell phone. She found the number she was looking for, then put the phone to her ear and listened to the rings.
After five, someone picked up.
Carol said, “Hey, it’s me. . . . I just had the most amazing conversation with, you know, my boss. . . . She was so nice to me. I’ve been a total wreck about what’s going on, and I kind of lost it and she was really comforting. I’ve never really seen her like that before. . . . Yeah, kind of weird . . . And it got me thinking about us, you know, that maybe it’s time to, you know. I mean, there’s just no future. . . . I know, I know. . . . I just don’t think I can keep doing this. . . . I kind of figured you’d be thinking along the same lines. . . . I know. . . . I hear ya. . . . Look, I have to go; there’s a lot going on here. . . . Don’t say that. . . . You’re going to make me cry. . . . I love you, too, Gill.”



FORTY-ONE
WALDEN Fisher ended up taking Victor Rooney back to his house after escorting the man out of that bar. Walden wasn’t certain that, if he’d dropped Victor off at his own house, he wouldn’t just head back out and get himself into more trouble.
So he put Victor in the spare room, the one that had once been his daughter Olivia’s bedroom, and where, Walden suspected, Victor had probably slept on more than one occasion when he was seeing Olivia, when Walden and his wife had been out to dinner or out of town.
It was a long time since anything like that had bothered Walden. Back then, he’d suspected his daughter and Victor were having sex, and he couldn’t say he was happy about it at the time, but he and Beth had been young once, too, and it wasn’t as if they’d waited for their wedding night.
You couldn’t run your kids’ lives, he told himself. It was hard enough when they were in their teens, but once they were adults, all bets were off. You could let them know you were there for them, but if you tried to tell them what to do, well, you might as well try teaching a goat how to drive a tractor.
Walden was in the garage out back of the house, tending to a few things, when he saw movement in the kitchen window. He returned to the house to find that Victor was up, hair tousled, eyes dark and heavy lidded.
“I wondered where the hell I was,” he said, his voice sounding as if it were coming through a can of gravel. “When I opened my eyes I knew I wasn’t home. I don’t even remember you bringing me here last night.”
“You were pretty out of it,” Walden said.
“I know where you found me. I remember that. But not a lot else.”
“You were about to get yourself beat up good.”
“What was I doing?”
Walden shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. There’s still coffee. Should be hot. You should have some.”
“Yeah, I guess,” he mumbled, and disappeared back into the house. Walden went in after him, poured him some coffee.
“Just black,” Victor said, taking the mug from Walden. “I feel kinda like shit.”
“You look kinda like shit.”
Victor grinned, took a sip.
“Victor, I know this is none of my business, but I’m gonna put my oar in anyway.”
“Yeah, sure, whatever,” he said.
“You’re a bright guy. I mean, you always were. Good at school. You picked up stuff fast. Good with your hands, as I recall. Mechanically inclined, but book-smart, too.”
“A real whiz kid,” he said, nodding.
“What I’m saying is, you’ve got something to offer. You have skills. There’s got to be someone in town here who could use those. But you have to stop getting wasted every night.”
“You been spying on me?”
“No, I’m just—I’m making an assumption. But tell me I’m wrong.”
Victor set his coffee on the counter. “Why aren’t you upset?”
“Excuse me?”
“I don’t get it. Why aren’t you a mess like I am? She was your fucking daughter.”
Walden came at him like a cannonball. He grabbed the man by his jacket, yanked him close to his face, then threw him up against the counter. Victor’s head flung back, hit the upper cupboards, rattled dishes. But Walden wasn’t finished. He grabbed hold of Victor again with everything he had, and this time threw him down onto the floor.
He was some three decades older than Victor, but Walden had no trouble throwing the man around. Maybe it helped that he was angry, and Victor was hungover.
“Never!” Walden shouted. “Never say that!” He brought back a leg and kicked Victor in the thigh. The younger man pulled in on himself, put his hands up over his head in case Walden’s shoe connected with him there next.
“I’m sorry! Jesus! I’m sorry!”
“You think you’re the only one who grieves?” Walden said, still shouting. “Goddamn your arrogance, you little shit.”
“Okay! I didn’t mean it!”
Walden collapsed into a kitchen chair, rested his arms on the table, and worked on catching his breath. Slowly Victor got to his feet, pulled out a chair on the other side of the table, and sat down.
“I was out of line,” he said.
Walden’s hands were shaking.
“Really. That was wrong. I should never have said anything like that. You’re a good man. I know you miss her. You’ve always been good to me. What you did for me last night, bringing me here, I appreciate that. That was real decent of you.”
Walden looked at his hands, put one over the other to stop the trembling. Slowly he spoke.
“I had Beth,” he said. Victor looked at him, not sure what he meant by that, so he waited. Walden continued. “I had Beth, so I had to hold it together. She went to pieces. She was never really able to move on. What would have happened to her; who would have looked after her if I went to the bar every night to feel sorry for myself? Where would she have been then?”
He lifted his hand and pointed an accusing finger at Victor. “I couldn’t be as selfish as you. I couldn’t drown my sorrows the way you have. I had responsibilities, and I met them.”
“I had nobody to be responsible for,” Victor said. “So what difference did it make what I did?”
“What difference?” Walden asked. “Are you asking what’s the point?”
“Is there one? What about you? Now that your wife is gone? Now that you’ve lost the person—the people—who were most important to you, what’s the fucking point?”
“We honor them,” Walden said.
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
“When you do what you do, you shame Olivia.”
“What? I don’t get that. I don’t get that at all.”
“People see you and they think, What kind of man is he? Can’t make anything of himself. Full of self-pity. They wonder, What was Olivia thinking, that she’d spend the rest of her life with this man? What you do, the way you act, it diminishes Olivia. Makes people think less of her.”
“That’s horseshit. People aren’t entitled to grieve?”
“Of course they are. For a period. But then you have to show people what you’re made of. Show people what Olivia saw in you in the first place. So people know she was a good judge of character. It’s all about character.”
Victor appeared to be thinking about that. “I don’t know. What about you? How do you honor her? How do you honor Olivia? And Beth?”
“I’m finding my own way to do that,” Walden said. He looked away, out the window. “You should go,” he said.
“Okay,” Victor said, pushing back his chair.
“Of all the things you said last night, you were right about one thing.”
“What was that?”
“You shouldn’t have been late,” Walden said. He turned away, looked down at his right hand, spotted a rough fingernail, brought it to his mouth and bit it.



FORTY-TWO
David
I was planning to head straight to the address I had for Marshall Kemper, the Davidson Place custodian who’d booked off sick who, I hoped, might know where I could find Sarita Gomez.
I felt an urgency to get there, but I realized my route would take me to within a block of where Marla’d told me Derek Cutter, the young man who’d gotten her pregnant, lived. He was someone I wanted to talk to, and this might be my best chance at catching him.
So I hung a left and pulled up in front of a brick duplex, a simple box of a building, constructed without a single nod to any kind of architectural style. One apartment on the first floor, another on the second. Marla had said Derek shared the upper apartment with some other students. I parked at the curb, then went up and rang the bell for the top unit.
I heard someone running downstairs, and then the door opened. It was a young woman, maybe twenty, in a tracksuit, her hair pulled back into a ponytail.
“Yeah?” she said.
“Hi,” I said. “I was looking for Derek.”
Her mouth made a big “O.” “Oh, yeah, right, he said he called you late last night, after all the shit that went down. He’ll be glad to see you.”
“Wait, I think—”
But she was already heading back up, taking the steps two at a time, shouting, “Derek! Your dad’s here!” She must have turned right around when she got to the top, because a second later she was flying past me. “Just go on up. I gotta do my run.”
I climbed the stairs, and as I reached the door to the second-floor apartment it opened, and a man I guessed was Derek looked startled to see me.
“You’re not my dad,” he said. He looked thin in his T-shirt and boxers, his legs coming out of them like two white sticks. He had a patchy beard, and black hair hanging over his eyes.
“No, I’m sorry, your girlfriend, she just assumed. I didn’t have a chance to set her straight.”
“She’s not my girlfriend; she’s a roommate, and, like, who are you?”
“Marla’s cousin,” I said. “I’m David Harwood.”
“Marla?” he said. “You’re Marla Pickens’s cousin?”
“You got a minute?”
“Uh, sure, yeah, come on in.”
He created a space on the couch by clearing away several books and a laptop. I sat down and he perched himself on the end of a coffee table that was littered with half a dozen empty beer cans.
“Why are you here about Marla?” he asked.
When his roommate mentioned something about “all the shit that went down,” I’d assumed it had to do with the Gaynor murder, and Marla’s possible involvement. It had made the news.
“You haven’t heard?”
“I’ve heard about what went down on campus last night, but that hasn’t got anything to do with Marla, does it?”
Now it appeared neither of us was up to speed, but on totally different events. “What happened at Thackeray?” I asked.
“Fucking security killed one of my friends, that’s what happened,” Derek said. “Shot him in the goddamn head.”
“I don’t know anything about this,” I admitted. “Who was your friend?”
“Mason. They’re saying he was the guy.”
“What guy?”
“Who was attacking girls at the college. There’s no fucking way. He wasn’t like that.”
“What’s his last name?”
“Helt. Mason Helt. He was a really good guy. He was in the drama program with me. He was really good. They say he was attacking one of the security guards, who was, like, bait or something, and then he got shot. It’s nuts.”
“I’m sorry about your friend,” I said. “That’s why you called your dad?”
Derek nodded. “Yeah, just because, you know, I kind of freaked out and I just needed to talk. I was surprised when Patsy said it was my dad at the door, because I didn’t tell him to come out or anything.” He fixed his eyes on me more closely. “You look familiar to me.”
I had a feeling why that might be, but I didn’t want to lead the witness. No sense in Derek’s taking a dislike to me if it didn’t have to happen.
“I don’t think we’ve ever met,” I said honestly.
“You were one of the pack,” he said. “One of the ones who made my life hell. I recognize you.”
“Yeah,” I said. “I’d have been one of them.”
It was a long time ago. Seven, eight years? The Langley murders. Father, mother, son, all killed in their home one night. Derek and his parents lived next door, and for a period of a day or two, Derek was a prime suspect. The real killer was found and Derek completely exonerated, but it had to be a scarring experience.
“Every once in a while,” he said, “people still look at me funny. Like they think, Maybe it wasn’t that other guy. Maybe it really was him. Thanks for being a part of that. For putting my picture in the paper. For writing stuff that wasn’t true.”
I could have told him I’d been doing my job. That it wasn’t the press that arrested him, but the police. That the media didn’t just decide one day to pick on him, but that we were following the story where it led. That the Standard wouldn’t have been doing its duty if it had decided not to be part of the media frenzy, no matter how short-lived it was. That sometimes innocent people get caught up in current events, and they get hurt, and that’s just the way it is.
I didn’t think he’d be interested in hearing any of that.
“It’s why my parents split up,” Derek said.
“I didn’t know about that,” I said, although Marla had mentioned something about it.
“Yeah, like, for a while, it looked like maybe they could ride it out. But that didn’t happen. My parents, they couldn’t patch it all together. So my mom moved away, and they had to sell the house, and everything pretty much went to complete shit, thanks very much. If I could have gone to college someplace other than Promise Falls, I would have, but I couldn’t afford it.”
For what it was worth, I said, “I’m not here as a reporter. I don’t even work as one anymore. And the Standard doesn’t even exist.”
“So, what then? Why are you here? What’s going on with Marla?”
I told him.
“Jesus,” he said. “That’s totally fucked-up. So they think she killed this woman and ran off with her kid?”
“That’s not what Marla says happened, but I’d bet it’s what the police think.”
“So what are you doing?”
“Trying to help. Asking around. Hoping I’ll find out something that makes it clear she didn’t have anything to do with it.”
Derek shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you. We’ve talked maybe half a dozen times since she lost the baby, ran into her a couple of times, but that’s it.”
“Did you know about the earlier incident, when she tried to smuggle a baby out of the hospital?”
He nodded. “She told me about it. She said she just kind of lost her mind for a second. But that was pretty crazy of her.”
“How’d you meet?”
His story matched Marla’s. They’d struck up a conversation in a Promise Falls bar, hooked up. Saw each other pretty seriously for a while.
“She was one of the weirdest girls I ever went out with,” he said.
“How so?”
“Well, first of all, she has this thing? Where she doesn’t exactly recognize you?”
“Face blindness,” I said.
“Yeah. I thought she was making it up at first, but then I Googled it and found out it was a real thing. And then I saw an episode of 60 Minutes where they talked all about it. More people have it than you might think. Brad Pitt even says he thinks he’s got it. Every time I’d meet Marla, I’d walk up to her, and she’d be looking at me, like she thought it was me but she wasn’t quite sure, and then I’d say, ‘Hey, it’s me,’ and she’d hear my voice, and then she’d be sure. It was really strange. She told me to always wear my hair the same way. Like, hanging like this, you know? That if I combed it back or something, which I would never do, because I don’t really do anything at all with my hair, she’d have a harder time recognizing me. Or, like, wear a plaid shirt. I wear a lot of plaid shirts. She said those kinds of visual cues really worked for her.”
“I know,” I said. “The family started noticing it when she was a teenager. Tell me about when you found out she was pregnant.”
“She told me she’d missed her period. It was like a bombshell, you know?”
“How’d you take the news?”
“Honestly? I got off the phone—she didn’t tell me in person—and I barfed my guts out. I used, you know, protection and everything, almost every time.”
“Almost,” I said.
He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I know.”
“How’d your parents take it?”
“I didn’t tell my mom. Just my dad. He’s kind of a traditional guy. He said I had to accept responsibility, and do whatever I had to do, and he’d be there to support me. And once we kind of knew where this was all going, he’d bring my mom into the loop. So, you know, I told Marla I would stand by her, help her any way I could. That it was her decision to make, whatever she did.”
“And she decided to have the baby.”
“Yeah, which, if I’m telling the truth, was not exactly what I was hoping she would do. But like my dad said, it was her call. She said she wanted to have the kid; she really wanted to have a baby, said it would give her a focus, that it would really help her get her life together, right? And she said it was up to me how involved I wanted to be, but I was never sure whether she meant that, or if she was trying to guilt-trip me into stepping up and asking her to marry me or something like that, which I did not want to do. Marry her. I just wasn’t ready for anything like that.”
“Sure,” I said. “You’re still in school and all.”
“This is my last year. I graduate later this month. I didn’t even realize for a long time how much older than me she was. I thought she was maybe a year or two, but she was, like, seven or something. It’s like I’ve got this thing for older women.”
“What?” I said.
“Mrs. Langley?”
Right. The neighbor who’d been murdered years ago. Derek had been rumored to have had a sexual relationship with her. It was one of the things that had made him, briefly, a suspect.
He shook his head. “We don’t have to get into that, do we?”
“No.”
“Anyway, I started thinking maybe it wasn’t a guilt trip, that Marla really didn’t want me that involved, and part of that may be that her mom didn’t like me.”
“You met Agnes?”
“I never actually did, but Marla told me she wasn’t pleased. She runs the hospital, right? I mean, you’d know, if Marla’s your cousin. Her mom would be your aunt, right? She’s a bigwig around town. And I’m the son of a guy who runs a landscaping company. You could just guess how much she loved that.”
I felt as though I’d been dipped into a bucket of shame. Derek had my aunt pretty much nailed.
“And then,” I said, “Marla had the baby.”
The young man nodded, and then began to tear up. “It was so weird. I was really sorry I got her pregnant, and didn’t want her to have the kid, and didn’t want to have the responsibility, right? But when I found out the baby—it was a little girl, but you probably know that—died when it was, like, coming out, it kind of hit me. I never expected that to happen. But it hit me real hard.”
He sniffed, used the back of his hand to wipe away a tear. “All of a sudden I was thinking about what she might have grown up to be, what she’d have been like, whether she’d have looked like me and all that kind of shit, and I was so shook up about it that I kind of, you know, went to pieces.”
“What happened?”
“I moved back in with my dad. We’re pretty close. It was a good thing we hadn’t told Mom anything. I mean, it would have killed her to think she had a granddaughter, and that she died right away.” He swallowed. “Marla told me about holding her. Holding the baby when she was dead. She said she was in kind of a daze, but she looked at all her little fingers and her nose and all and said she was really beautiful, even though she wasn’t breathing. She even had a name chosen for her. Agatha Beatrice Pickens. Agatha sounded sort of like her mother’s name, but was different, she said.”
He wiped his eyes again.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “These things can affect you in ways you never expect.”
Derek Cutter nodded. “I guess.”
We both heard the sound of a car door closing. Derek got off the table and looked out the window.
“Oh, shit,” he said. “I know that guy.”
I joined him at the window. I knew that guy, too.
“Detective Duckworth,” I said.
“Yeah. He was the one who thought I’d done it when our neighbors got killed. What’s he doing here?”
I could think of two possible reasons: Duckworth wanted to talk to him about Marla Pickens for the same reasons I had. Or maybe he wanted to ask him about his dead friend Mason Helt.
“I hate that guy,” Derek said. “Can you tell him I’m not here?”
“I can’t do that, Derek.”
“Great.”
“I want to ask you one last quick question.”
“Fine, whatever.”
“I want your gut feeling about Marla.”
“Gut feeling?”
“Can you imagine her killing Rosemary Gaynor?”
He thought a moment. “My gut?”
“Yeah.”
“One night we were at this thing at the college—this was before she got pregnant, I think. And there’s a whole bunch of kids around, and this guy was really giving shit to this girl about her talking to some other guy or some shit like that, and you could see she was really intimidated, looking real scared, and he went to raise his hand to her—I don’t know if he’d have actually hit her, but you never know—and Marla, who’s been watching all of this, grabs this beer bottle and throws it right at this asshole’s head. We were only like six feet away, so even if her aim hadn’t been great, she had a good chance of hitting him. And she does, right on his fucking nose. Lucky thing the bottle didn’t break or the guy might have lost an eye, but his nose started bleeding like crazy. And the guy looks at Marla, like maybe he’s going to come at her, and she shouts, ‘Yeah, I’m right here!’ Like she was just daring him to try something. Swear to God, you had to see it to believe it.”
“Jesus,” I said.
Downstairs, the doorbell rang.
“So when you ask me what my gut thinks about Marla, I don’t know if there’s anything she could do that would surprise me,” he said.



FORTY-THREE
DUCKWORTH thought, I’m an idiot.
He’d just pulled up in front of the house where he’d been told by the Thackeray College registration office that he could find Derek Cutter, when he realized what he should have asked Sarita Gomez’s landlord, Mrs. Selfridge, she of the magnificent banana bread.
When Duckworth had left the station that morning he’d dragooned a female officer and put her on the phones to call nursing homes in and around Promise Falls to try to find where Sarita worked. It had occurred to him that, even if they were to call the right place, someone might deny employing a person here illegally.
It was on the way to interview Derek that it hit him.
“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” he said to himself.
He pulled right over to the curb, a couple of blocks away from Derek’s address, and got out his notebook and phone. He found Mrs. Selfridge’s number and dialed.
She answered on the third ring. He identified himself.
“Oh, hello, Detective,” she said. “If you’re wondering if Sarita’s come back, she hasn’t. She’s paid up to the end of the month, but I’m thinking I should start looking for a new tenant. I got a feeling she’s flown the coop for good.”
“You might be right,” Duckworth said. “I wanted to thank you again for that banana bread. I was wondering, would you be willing to part with the recipe? And if you say no, I’m pretty sure I can get a subpoena.”
That made her laugh. “I don’t even have it written down. I just do it out of my head. But I guess I could come up with something.”
“And there’s another thing,” he said. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of this yesterday. Your phone, that Sarita used?”
“Yes?”
“I’d like you to go through the call history. Calls in and out.”
“I could do that,” she said. “You want me to do that before or after I get you the recipe?”
“Before,” Duckworth said, with some regret. “Sarita probably made, and received, calls from the nursing home where she worked. Once we have that number, we’ll know her employer. And there may be other numbers, too, that might help me find her.” He paused. “And when I do, I can ask her whether she’s going to keep the room.”
“Oh, I’d really appreciate that.”
“You have the card I left with you?” he asked. She said yes. “Okay, if you’d take down those numbers and e-mail them to me, I sure would appreciate it.”
Mrs. Selfridge said she would get right on it, and Duckworth said good-bye.
Idiot, he thought again. He wanted to plead overwork. Juggling too many cases at once. A murder, a fatal shooting at Thackeray, strange goings-on in the night at Five Mountains. Dead squirrels, for God’s sake.
And then there was the home front. How the hell did his son end up working for that asshole Randall Finley? That son of a bitch couldn’t be trusted. There had to be a reason he’d hired his son. Sure, Trevor would be a good hire for any company, but you didn’t have to be a rocket scientist to drive a truck. Finley could have hired anyone for a job like that. Why Trevor?
While he waited for Sarita’s landlady to get those numbers, he’d continue on to Derek Cutter’s residence. The young man’s name had surfaced twice in the last day, in two separate investigations. Not only had he been identified as the man who’d gotten Marla Pickens pregnant, he was also reported to be a friend of Mason Helt, the student Clive Duncomb had shot in the head.
Duckworth had much to discuss with Derek.
He was about to put the car in drive when his cell rang.
“Duckworth.”
“Hey, Barry. Cal Weaver.”
There was a voice from the past.
“Son of a bitch. I knew you were back. I’ve been meaning to call.”
“Everyone’s busy,” Weaver said.
“Where you living?”
“You know that used bookstore downtown? Naman’s?”
“Yeah.”
“Above it.”
“Okay.”
“I was living at my sister’s for a while,” Weaver said. “But that was temporary till I got my own place.”
“I knew you’d moved back from Griffon,” Duckworth said. “I heard about what happened there. I’m sorry.”
“Thanks,” Weaver said. “Listen, you’re working the Rosemary Gaynor murder.”
“I am.”
“Neponset Insurance has asked me to look into it. Bill Gaynor works for them, and all their insurance is with them as well.”
“Okay,” Duckworth said.
“There was a million-dollar policy on Ms. Gaynor. Before there’s a payout to Mr. Gaynor, there’s the usual due diligence.”
“Of course,” Duckworth said.
“But from what I understand, this one may be a bit of a slam dunk,” Weaver said.
“I’m in the middle of my investigation, Cal. No charges yet.”
“But this Marla Pickens is looking good for it.”
“She’s a suspect.”
“She had their baby,” Weaver said. “And it wasn’t the first time she pulled a stunt like that. Am I right?”
“You are.”
“Look, I don’t want to get in your way on this, and I’m not doing an active investigation of my own, not at this stage. I’m hanging back, monitoring developments, waiting to see if there’s an arrest. I wanted to give you a heads-up, is all.”
“Appreciate it,” Duckworth said. “Listen, we should have a beer sometime, get caught up.”
“Sure,” Weaver said noncommittally, and ended the call.
Duckworth was thinking he should have reached out to his old friend before now, but even more than that, he was thinking Bill Gaynor wasn’t going to have any trouble paying for a new nanny to look after Matthew.
A million bucks.
•   •   •
When Duckworth bumped into David Harwood coming out of Derek Cutter’s place, he asked him what he was doing there. “Trying to find out what happened, same as you,” the former reporter said on his way to an old Taurus parked on the street.
Duckworth found Derek waiting for him at the door to his apartment.
“Hey, Derek,” Duckworth said. “How you been?”
“Okay.”
“How’s your dad?”
“Okay.”
Once upstairs, Duckworth asked about Marla Pickens. Derek said, “I’ll tell you what I just told the other guy.”
Which he did.
Then Duckworth turned to Mason Helt. “I hear you guys were friends.”
“They fuckin’ executed him; that’s what I hear,” Derek said.
“Did you know Mason was stalking women on campus, attacking them?”
“You think if I knew something like that I wouldn’t say something about it?”
“So you had no idea.”
“No. I still don’t believe it. I’ve got some experience with being accused of something I didn’t do.”
Duckworth felt he’d apologized enough years ago for all of that. “When was the last time you talked to him?”
“Maybe two weeks ago? We ran into each other and he invited me to his place for a couple of beers.” Derek moved his lips in an out. “He said he got this weird kind of job. Sort of an acting thing. We’d been taking some theater classes together.”
“What kind of acting thing?”
“I asked him. I said, ‘Like in amateur theater? Something on campus or off?’ I even wondered if he’d tried out for some kind of commercial or something like that.”
“Which was it?”
“Well, none of those. Mason said it was a private thing. I thought, Maybe it’s got to do with sex, you know? Like maybe some old guy’d hired him to come to his house and dance or strip or do some kinky kind of role-play.”
“Why would something like that come to mind?” Duckworth asked. “Have you ever been asked to do something like that?”
“Geez, no. It’s just because he was so secretive about it, it made me wonder. But I kept asking him about it, and what he would say was, it was kind of like, you know when they hire actors to pretend they’re sick and medical students have to figure out what they’ve got?”
“I’ve heard of that.”
“Like what he was doing was part of a study or something. But he also implied it was a bit risky.” He shook his head. “He sure turned out to be right about that.”
“Did Mason say who hired him?”
“No, but he said he’d be able to buy me a few rounds for the next few weeks on what he was getting paid.”
It fit with what Joyce Pilgrim had told him. Mason, just before Clive Duncomb shot him, had said he wouldn’t hurt her. That the attack was some kind of gig.
“Mason was wearing a hoodie when he was shot,” Duckworth said. “With the number twenty-three on it. You ever see him wearing that?”
“That’s weird that you should bring that up,” Derek said.
“Why?”
“That time I ran into him, he’d been to some sports store in Promise Falls. Where you can buy stitch-on letters for varsity jackets, that kind of thing. He had this white plastic bag, and I asked him what was in it, and he said it was for the gig, but he wouldn’t show it to me. But he had to leave the room for a second to take a leak, and I peeked inside, and it was two numbers. The way they were in the bag, they made a thirty-two, but yeah, could just as easy be twenty-three.”
“So whoever hired him, for whatever it was he was supposed to do, he had to be wearing that number.”
“I guess,” Derek said. “Why would someone do that?”
“I don’t know.”
“What’s the significance of twenty-three?”
“I don’t know.”
“Maybe it’s a reference to Psalm Twenty-three,” Derek offered.
“You’re going to have to help me there,” the detective said. “I sleep in on Sunday mornings if I’m not on duty.”
“Well, I haven’t been to church in years either, but my parents used to send me to Sunday school when I was really little. Psalm Twenty-three is the one that goes ‘The Lord is my shepherd.’ And there’s that part that talks about walking through the valley of the shadow of death, but not fearing any evil. You know?”
“It rings a bell,” Duckworth said.



FORTY-FOUR
TREVOR Duckworth had rarely driven a van with so few windows. There was the front windshield, of course, and the roll-down ones on the driver and passenger doors. But that was it. The cargo area was totally closed in. There wasn’t even any glass on the two rear floor-to-ceiling doors.
Visibility was a bitch.
A couple of times over the years, he’d found himself behind the wheel of a rental, helping someone move, and he hated having to back the damn thing up. Couldn’t see where you were going. He’d adopted a style of backing up very slowly and hoping that if and when he hit something—or somebody—he’d hear it and stop before he did too much damage.
But after a few days of working for Finley Springs Water, he was getting the hang of it. He could back this sucker up pretty nicely using only the mirrors that were bolted to the two doors. He’d dropped off about a hundred cases of water at several convenience stores around Promise Falls, and had now returned to the plant with an empty truck. He drove up in front of the loading docks, put the column shift into reverse, spun the wheel around, and guided the truck right up to the platform. Stopped an inch short, never touched the bumper.
Hot damn.
He grabbed a clipboard from the other seat that listed the places he’d been and how much had been delivered, and headed to the office with the paperwork.
God, his dad could be such a dick sometimes.
Giving him a hard time about working for Randall Finley. Who cared? A job was a job, and Trevor’d been out of work too long. How long had his parents been at him about getting a weekly paycheck? And then he finally gets one, and his dad’s not happy about it. At least his mother seemed pleased. It was funny about her. She could be such a huge worrier. Like when he was going around Europe with Trish, and was out of touch with his parents for days or weeks at a time. It drove his mother crazy. And yet now that he was back in Promise Falls, she was okay. She was the one he could go to when he had a problem. His dad was another story. Maybe it was the whole thing about being a cop. You got all hard-ass about everything.
And then all this shit about how Finley might have hired him to get some sort of leverage over his father. Sometimes, Trevor thought, his dad believed the whole world revolved around him.
Just as well he lied to him about how he got the job at Finley Springs.
Trevor had said he’d found the job online. That wasn’t exactly the truth. Yes, the water-bottling company had placed ads on the Internet looking for drivers, but Trevor had been offered the job in person. He was at Walgreens, buying half a dozen microwavable frozen dinners, which was about the only thing he ever ate these days at his apartment, when this guy coming down the aisle the other way caught his eye and said, “Hey, aren’t you Barry’s boy?”
“Yeah,” Trevor said.
The man extended a hand. “Randy Finley. I think we may have met a few years ago, when you were just a kid. Your dad and I worked together some when I was mayor. How you doing? Did I hear you were touring around Europe at some point? With the Vandenburgs’ girl? Trisha?”
“Trish,” Trevor said.
They made some small talk. Finley asked after Trevor’s father. Said they didn’t cross paths that much anymore, not since Finley left politics and started up a new business. Had Trevor heard of his water-bottling operation?
Trevor said he had not.
Finley said, “If you know any guys looking for work, point them in my direction. Rest of this town is going to shit, but we’re hiring. Like I say, if you know anyone.”
“What kind of work?” Trevor asked.
“Well, drivers for a start.”
“I’m kind of looking for a job,” Barry Duckworth’s son said.
“Well, shit, you got a driver’s license?” Trevor nodded. “Come on up and see me, then.”
Trevor got the job. If he’d told his father how it had happened, you could just bet he’d have read something sinister into it. Like maybe Finley hadn’t just bumped into him. That he’d somehow arranged it. And Trevor didn’t even give much thought to the fact that Randy knew all about him being in Europe with Trish Vandenburg.
Promise Falls was still a small town in many ways, even if there were more than thirty thousand people living here.
Trish.
He didn’t think about her quite as often. Hell, she crossed his mind only every ten minutes now, instead of every five. How many times had he apologized to her? Said he was sorry? That what he’d done, he really wasn’t like that? He’d just lost his head for a second. She’d actually told him once that she’d forgiven him. But that didn’t mean she was coming back.
Stupid, stupid, stupid.
Trevor wished he could turn back the clock, start over. You make one stupid mistake, and you never stop paying for it.
He was slipping into the office to drop off the clipboard when he felt a hand slap him atop the shoulder.
“How’s it hanging?” Finley asked.
Trevor Duckworth spun around. “Hey, good, Mr. Finley. Things are good.”
“I told you before, you call me Randy.”
“Randy, yeah. Just did a run, left the truck at the dock so they can load it up again. Think I’m doing a run to Syracuse today.”
“Sounds good, sounds good.” Finley’s smile was wide enough to show off his crooked teeth. “I was gonna get myself some horrible coffee. Want a cup?”
Trevor didn’t, but it didn’t seem like a good idea to say no. Finley went over to the coffee machine sitting on a table in the corner of the room, glanced into two empty mugs to see whether they were relatively clean, and filled them.
“You know, I make this coffee with our own springwater, and it still tastes like shit. What do you take?”
“Some milk, if you’ve got it.”
“That all?”
“Yeah?”
“Because I usually add something a bit stronger.” He went over to his desk, opened a drawer, and took out a bottle of whiskey. He poured a shot into the coffee, held out the bottle to Trevor, and said, “You?”
“No, sir. I mean, no, thanks, Randy. I’m heading back out soon.”
“Of course you are,” he said, and tucked the bottle back into his drawer. He came around the desk and parked his butt on the edge, took a sip. “It does make bad coffee better. There’s not much it doesn’t make better.”
Trevor smiled as he took a sip out of his mug. The boss was right. It was bad.
“You’re working out real good,” Finley said. “I’ve been asking around, and everyone’s happy with you. I mean, you’re new, and you still got time to fuck up, but so far, so good.” Finley laughed.
“I’m glad to have a job,” Trevor said. “I like driving around. It gives you time to think.”
“Sure, it would. You got a lot on your mind?”
“Not really.”
“When I was your age, what I had on my mind most was pussy.” He laughed. “Not that anything has really changed. But I am, for the purposes of the official record, a happily married man.”
“Yeah, well, you know.”
“And I don’t mean to brag, but I got my fair share of it,” he said. Patting his belly, he said, “Hard to believe, but at one time I cut a slightly more dashing figure. These days, looking down, I can’t even find my cock. Even when it’s standing at attention.” Another grin. “But as long as someone can find it, then all’s right with the world.”
“Sure,” Trevor said.
Finley pointed a friendly finger toward him. “But I’ll tell you this. I may come across sometimes as a bit of a pig, but—”
“Not at all.”
“But I always treat women with respect. When men get together, sure, we may say the odd comment a woman might interpret as disrespectful, but we don’t mean it that way, do we?”
“No,” Trevor said.
“But when we’re with them, we treat them right. That’s what I do. I admit, there was an incident a few years ago you may have heard about. I accidentally hurt a young woman—”
“I remember something about that,” Trevor said. “Wasn’t she fifteen?” He hadn’t meant anything by it, then realized he might be coming off as judgmental. So he quickly added, “But I could be wrong about that.”
“No, no, you’re right. My weaknesses have been well documented. I did end up striking this woman, but it was a reflexive action caused by some carelessness on her part during a moment of intimacy.”
Trevor looked at him, not comprehending.
Finley said, “She bit my dick.” When Trevor had nothing to say, the former mayor continued. “So I can understand when even a well-intentioned man such as yourself can have a moment when he makes an error in judgment.”
Trevor felt his insides weaken.
“You probably don’t know this, but the Vandenburgs have been friends of mine going way back. Did you know that?”
Trevor shook his head.
“I’ve known Patricia—Trish—since she was a little girl. An adorable child, and a lovely young woman. It was a shame, what happened between you two.”
Trevor Duckworth said, “I . . . I don’t see . . . I should go.”
“No, you stay right here. In fact, why don’t you close the door. Yeah, that’s good. It’s better to be able to talk in private.” He took another sip of his spiked coffee. “I believe, every once in a while, people deserve a break. The benefit of the doubt. I’m betting you never, ever meant to hurt that girl.”
“It was . . .”
“An accident? Well, I’m not sure you’d call it that. It’s not like you ran into the back of her with a shopping cart at the grocery store, is it?”
Trevor’s face flushed. “I never . . . I mean, I told her I was sorry.”
“Have you considered how lucky you were?” Finley asked. “That she didn’t have you charged? Because I can tell you, she did think about it.” He paused. “I guess you didn’t know that hiring you was the second favor I had done for you.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Trish is kind of like a niece to me. I’m her unofficial uncle.”
“You talked to Trish?”
“I told you, we lived next door to the Vandenburgs for years. When you punched her in the face—”
“I didn’t punch her; I—”
“When you punched her in the face, she came to me. She was afraid to go to Duffy and Mildred—you know, her parents—for fear Duffy would grab a gun and blow your fucking head off. She said to me, ‘No man will ever hit me twice.’ Trish is a strong woman. She was done with you at that moment, and there was never a snowball’s chance in hell she’d ever go back with you. Her question was whether to file a complaint.”
Trevor tried to find his voice. “It was all so stupid. It was a dumb argument; that’s all it was. I wanted to go back to Germany, maybe find a job there, and she said it was time to settle down here and do something with our lives, you know? And she started attacking me, criticizing me, saying I couldn’t figure out what to do with my life, and she was waving her hands at me, and I thought she was actually going to swat me or something, and I came at her backhanded, but I ended up hitting her in the side of the head. It was a fucking accident. I swear to God.”
“Trish told me she stayed in her apartment for three days till the bruising went down,” Finley said.
Trevor could think of nothing to say to that.
“So, she asked me what I thought she should do. I told her she was fully within her rights to charge you. That you had assaulted her. I even offered to go to the Promise Falls police with her. They got a woman chief now, as you’d well know, and I can’t imagine she’d have liked the sounds of what you did. But I also spelled out for her the pitfalls. That, first of all, your father is a detective with the force, and there would be a lot of attention surrounding the case because of that. Her parents would learn details about her life she might rather they not know. There was no telling what might come out about her own background. Not that there was anything that salacious, but in a trial, the most innocent things can be made to sound sordid. No one knows better than me about that.”
He patted the tops of his thighs and pushed himself off the desk. “So there you have it.”
“Why’d you hire me?” Trevor asked.
“Why?” Finley’s face was a mask of innocence. “Because you’re a decent young man in need of employment. And you’re doing a very good job. What other possible motive could I have?”
“What about my dad?”
“What about him?”
“He said . . . he said you might have hired me to get at him somehow.”
Finley shook his head. “Nothing could be farther from the truth. I don’t have it in for your father. He’s a good man. Quite the contrary. I don’t want to get at him, as you say. In fact, just yesterday I offered to help him. You see, I’m going to be running for mayor again, and I think your dad would make a good chief. All I might ever want from him is to keep his ears open. About things in the department. Issues I might want to address in my campaign.”
“What did he say?”
Finley smiled. “Not a lot. But maybe one day you’ll want to tell your father about our little chat here today, and maybe he’d be more inclined to be in my corner. What do you think? Or failing that, I’m guessing that when you go home for Sunday dinner, you hear things. About your dad’s work. Stuff that maybe isn’t part of the public discussion. If you’re ever interested in sharing anything like that, I can tell you right now, I would be an attentive listener.”
Trevor Duckworth swallowed hard. His mouth was dry. He needed a drink, but the last thing he wanted was a mouthful of Finley Springs Water.
“I think,” he said, “I’d better do my run to Syracuse.”
“Good lad,” Finley said. “I like your work ethic.”



FORTY-FIVE
SOMEONE was knocking lightly on the door of Marshall Kemper’s apartment.
Sarita Gomez was standing in front of the bathroom sink, staring at her reflection in the mirror, when she heard it.
She froze.
The police had found her. They must have discovered where she worked. Maybe someone had told them she’d been seeing Kemper. So now they were here. She knew she was stupid to think she could hide out for long. She had to get out of Promise Falls. She had to get as far away from here as she could, as quickly as possible.
Sarita stepped out of the bathroom and approached the apartment door in bare feet, trying to step lightly so as not to make any of the floorboards creak. She stood three feet from the door, held her breath.
Another knock.
Then, “Babe! It’s me!” An urgent whisper.
She went to the door, unlocked it, removed the chain. Marshall entered the room with a McDonald’s bag.
“I got breakfast,” he said, setting the bag on the counter of the kitchen nook. He pulled out two coffees, five breakfast sandwiches, and five hash browns. “I was starving and figured you would be, too.”
He unwrapped a sandwich and bit into it, stuffing nearly a third of it into his mouth at once.
Sarita said, “Did you get some cash?”
Marshall said, “Mmphh nth.”
“I don’t feel safe here. I want to get a train to New York.”
Marshall got enough food down his throat to talk. “I didn’t go to the cash machine. I did something else. Somethin’ that’ll give you way more money. Both of us.”
He held out a sandwich to her, but she didn’t take it.
“What did you do?”
“You gotta listen to me, babe. I know you were worried about this, but I’ve got the ball rolling. This is going to work. This is going to set us up good.”
“Tell me you didn’t call Mr. Gaynor.”
“Look, just hear me out.”
“You idiot!”
“No, listen!” He reached out to her with the hand that wasn’t holding a breakfast sandwich, but Sarita stepped back. He took a quick bite of biscuit, egg, and sausage. “This is going to work out. He’s going to give us fifty thousand dollars.”
“Oh, my God. You mentioned me? You told him I was part of this?”
“No, no. I’m not an idiot. When I say us, I mean we get the money. But as far as Gaynor knows, he’s just dealing with one guy, and he has no idea who that guy is.”
“I told you not to do this.”
“Come on, you’re not thinking straight because you’re so directly involved. I’m taking a step back. I can see the whole picture. You have to trust me on this.” He glanced at his watch. “Guy’s going to be calling me very soon. If I haven’t heard from him by ten thirty, so far as he knows, I go to the cops with everything I know. Everything you’ve told me.”
“You can’t do that. You can’t go to the police.”
Marshall rolled his eyes. “Of course I’m not going to the cops! But he doesn’t know that! That’s the beauty of it. That’s why he’s going to come up with fifty thou. A guy like that, he won’t even miss that kind of money. But for us, it’s a chance to start our lives over.”
“You’re making things worse. Things are already bad and you’re making them worse.”
“Come on, babe. How is this worse? This is a solution. This is a way out of the mess.”
“You told me you wouldn’t do this,” Sarita said. “I have to go. I have to get out of here.”
“Hold on. Just for a little while. Maybe another hour? Gaynor’s gonna call me any second. I go get the money; I come back; we go. Anything we need, we can buy it on the way.”
She walked to the window, looked out at the street, walked back. She paced.
“All I ever wanted was to do the right thing,” she said. “When I saw her there in the kitchen, I had to do something and—”
“And you did a good thing. It wasn’t like you could leave the little fucker there. But that part’s over. Now we’re—”
The cell phone in the front pocket of Marshall’s jeans rang.
He tossed his sandwich onto the counter and dug in his pocket for the phone, put it to his ear.
“Right on time, Mr. Gaynor,” Marshall said. Sarita watched him, slowly shaking her head.
She was mouthing, No, no, no, as Marshall put a finger to his lips.
“It wasn’t easy,” Bill Gaynor said.
“But you did it.”
“I got the money.”
“That’s excellent,” Marshall Kemper said. “Now, here’s what I want you to do. You know the Promise Falls Mall?”
“Of course,” he said.
Marshall said, “Okay, so I want you to put the money in one of those eco bags. You got one of them?”
“Yes.”
“You can get it all in there, right?” he asked. “Will it fit?”
“It’ll fit,” Gaynor said.
“Okay, so you put the money in the eco bag. There’s a hot-dog place over on the left side, and right near the end of it there’s a garbage can. Just put the bag in there and walk away.”
“Leave the money in the garbage?”
“I’ll collect it soon enough. But here’s the thing. I’ll be watching. I’ll know what you look like, but you won’t know me. And I’ll be watching to see if anybody’s watching you. You understand?”
“I understand.”
“Because if you try to pull something, then I go to the cops. You get that?”
“I told you, I understand.”
“Okay. You make the drop; you get out. Simple as that. You did the right thing, Gaynor. You’re not going to hear from me again after this. I’m not one of those guys who’s going to come back again and again and hit you up for money. I got ethics.”
“Whatever,” Gaynor said. “When do you want to do this?”
Marshall looked at his watch again. Sarita could see him thinking, timing things.
“One hour,” Marshall said. “Don’t be late.”
“I won’t.”
Gaynor ended the call. Marshall looked at Sarita and smiled. “We’re going to be rich, babe.”
“Fifty thousand is not rich,” she said. “Even someone as poor as me knows fifty thousand is not rich. You’re a fool.”
“I’m gonna finish my sandwich and then I gotta go,” he said. He put a hand behind her neck and pulled her toward him. Kissed her. “You just wait. I’m going to take care of you.”
•   •   •
Marshall got a seat in the far corner of the food court. It wasn’t as busy as he’d hoped, eleven o’clock on a weekday morning. There were a few seniors sitting around drinking coffee, some of them clustered together, shooting the shit. What they did, Marshall knew, was arrive here before the shops opened, do their mall walk, traipsing from one end of the place to the other twenty or thirty times in their goofy-looking running shoes; then they bought some coffee and doughnuts and sat around and talked for three hours because they had nothing else in the world to do. This was their last stop before they hit Davidson Place.
Marshall bought himself a newspaper and a Coke and sat at a table that gave him an unobstructed view of the hot-dog stand and the nearby garbage receptacle. It was one of those units with one opening for trash, another for recyclables, and a place on top to leave your plastic tray. The food court was at the end of a broad hall, which meant there was only one direction Bill Gaynor could come from.
Ten minutes after Marshall had settled in, he saw a man approaching.
The man was carrying a baby up against his chest with one arm, and an eco bag hung from the end of his other arm. At first Marshall thought, Who brings a baby to pay off a blackmailer? Then he thought, Oh, yeah, his nanny didn’t show up for work today.
Duh.
Marshall tried to keep his focus on the sports pages of the Times Union, the closest thing you could get to a local paper these days. Every few seconds he’d steal a quick glance at the man.
He strolled past where Marshall was sitting, heading in the direction of the garbage.
Marshall felt a tingling all over. So close to so much money. When Gaynor had his back to him, Marshall could not take his eyes off the bag.
Gaynor reached the trash, took a quick look around, pushed open the hinged door, and shoved the bag inside. Baby still in his arm, he turned and walked back in the direction he’d come from. Marshall waited until he was out of sight.
“All right,” Marshall said, getting up, leaving his paper and Coke behind. He began walking briskly toward the trash.
At a table just a few steps away from it, an elderly man cut short his discussion with three other seniors and jumped to his feet. He moved—a lot faster than Marshall thought he should have been able to at his age—toward the trash bin.
“Get out of my way, old man,” Marshall said under his breath.
The old man had nothing in his hands to throw away. Once he’d reached the trash, he opened the door with one hand and reached in with the other.
“Hey!” Marshall shouted from thirty feet away. “Hey!”
He closed the distance in a second, put his hand on the man’s arm and started to pull it out.
“Get your paws off me,” the old man said.
“What the hell are you doing?” Marshall asked.
The man said, “Guy just threw away a perfectly good bag.” He’d found it and was pulling it through the opening. “See? That’s a good bag. No good reason to throw away that—”
“Give that to me,” Marshall said. “That’s mine.”
“I found it!” the man said. Then, seeing that it had paper stuffed in it, he added, “There’s something in here.”
“It’s mine. Let go of it. He left it there for me, you dumb bastard.”
The man was no match for Marshall, who ripped it from his hands. The man yelped in pain. “You twisted my arm, you motherfucker!”
“I’m sorry! I’m sorry! But it’s mine!”
Marshall ran.
Behind him, the old guy shouted, “Hey! He broke my arm!”
Just keep moving. Don’t look back.
Marshall nearly ran into the glass doors on the way to the parking lot, they were so slow to retract. He had his keys out, unlocked the van from fifty feet away, jumped in behind the wheel, and keyed the ignition. He tossed the bag onto the seat next to him, threw the van into drive, and tore out of the lot as fast as he could.
A mile down the road, he pulled into a Walmart lot, stopped the car, and reached over for the bag.
His heart was pounding and his shirt was soaked with sweat. What the hell was that old guy doing, rooting around in the trash? Who needed a used eco bag that badly?
Marshall thought the bag should have been a little heavier than it was. But then again, when was the last time he’d carried fifty grand? How much was that supposed to weigh?
Gaynor had placed some newspapers over the top of the bag. Marshall tossed them into the foot well in front of the passenger seat, expecting to see bundles of cash with rubber bands around them.
There was an envelope. A business envelope. A very thin business envelope.
“Jesus, the guy didn’t write a check, did he?”
He tore it open, found a single sheet of paper inside. Gaynor had written the following:
Didn’t feel safe leaving money in trash. Have different plan for delivery. Call me.



FORTY-SIX
AGNES tapped lightly on the hospital room door before entering. She found Marla sitting up in bed, sipping some tea from her breakfast tray.
“Haven’t they taken that away yet?” Agnes asked.
“They came by, but I told them I was still working on it,” Marla said. “The tea is cold, but that’s okay.”
“I’ll call down, tell them to bring you some hot.”
“No, please, Mom. I know that whatever you ask them to do, they’ll jump, but I just want to be treated like any other patient.”
Agnes smiled. “You’re not just any other patient. You’re my daughter. And if there was ever a time when I was willing to throw my weight around, it’s now.” She rested a hand on her daughter’s bare arm, inches above her bandaged wrist. “But the truth is, I’m getting you out of here. You’re better off at home than here. It’s a good hospital—no, it’s a great hospital, no matter how some sons of bitches want to rank it—but you’re better off with us.”
“I’d like that,” Marla said weakly.
“How are you feeling?”
“Okay. The doctor—not Dr. Sturgess, but the psychiatrist?—was in to see me a while ago, and he’s going to give me something.”
“I know. I already have that sorted. Do you feel like you’re going to do anything like that again?”
Marla shook her head. “No, I don’t. I just felt, you know, overwhelmed by everything that was happening at the moment. But the prescription, it’s supposed to help with that.” She put a hand on top of her mother’s. “Really, I won’t do it again.”
“Promise?”
“I promise.”
“Okay, then,” Agnes said cautiously. “That’s good enough for me.”
“Carol was in to see me,” Marla said. “I really like her.”
“I’m lucky to have her. She told me this morning that she’s very worried about you.”
Marla nodded. “That’s what she said. Even though I’ve only met her a few times, she really seems to like me.”
“What about Dr. Sturgess? Has he been in to check on you?”
Marla shook her head. “I haven’t seen him all day.”
“No? Are you sure you hadn’t just nodded off or something?”
“I’m pretty sure. I mean, I’ve been sleepy, but I don’t think he was here.”
Agnes took out her cell phone, called up a contact, tapped. She put the phone to her ear.
“I always thought you weren’t supposed to use a cell phone in the hospital,” Marla said.
“In my hospital, I can do whatever I damn well please. You— Damn, it’s gone to message.” She chose not to leave one and put the phone away. “Just a second.”
Agnes left the room and walked up to the nurses’ station. “Has Dr. Sturgess been by?” she asked.
No one had seen him.
Agnes returned to Marla’s bedside. “Okay, why don’t we get you dressed.”
“Tell me about it again,” Marla said dreamily.
“Oh, sweetheart, no.”
“Please. It’s so hard for me to remember; it helps when you tell me about it.”
“But, darling, it’s too sad. I just can’t.” Agnes’s eyes began to moisten.
Marla, still sitting up, rested her head on the pillow and looked off in the direction of the ceiling, her eyes not focused on anything in particular.
“It is sad, I know that. But the thing is, I still had a child. A beautiful little girl. And she lived inside me for nine months, and I loved her, and I believe she loved me back. And I mourn her every day. I want to remember her, those few moments I got to hold her. But it’s a memory I have a hard time holding on to.”
“Marla, sweetheart—”
“Please, Mom? I know sometimes it’s even harder for you to talk about than it is for me, but believe me, I like to hear this.”
Agnes took a deep breath through her nose. “I’ll do it, but I don’t think it’s a good idea.”
Marla waited for her mother to begin.
“After the baby came out, the doctor and I . . . even though we knew its condition, we—”
“Her.”
“I’m sorry?”
“Her condition. Agatha Beatrice Pickens was never an it.”
Agnes squeezed her daughter’s hand. “Of course she wasn’t. We cleaned Agatha up, wrapped her up tight in a blanket, and we propped some pillows behind your back so you could sit up, and then Dr. Sturgess put Agatha in your arms so you could hold her for a few moments.”
“And tell me what I did,” Marla said.
“You . . .”
Agnes stopped a moment and turned away, but didn’t take her hand off her daughter. She took another breath and, once composed, continued.
“You looked into Agatha’s face and you said she was beautiful.”
“I bet she was.”
“You said she was the most beautiful child you had ever seen.”
“And then what? I kissed her, didn’t I?”
Agnes closed her eyes. She could barely say the words. They came out in a halting whisper. “Yes, you did.”
“On the forehead?” Marla asked.
“Yes,” Agnes said, opening her eyes.
It was Marla’s turn to close hers. “When I think hard, I think I can taste her. I can remember the feel of her on my lips. And the smell of her. I’m sure I can. And what happened after that?”
“We had to take her away,” Agnes said. “The doctor took her away. And I let you rest.”
“I was very tired. I think I slept for a long time.”
“You did.”
“But you were there when I woke up,” Marla said, and smiled. “I’m sorry about all the trouble I’ve been since then. I know I’m not quite right, that I’ve gone a little crazy.”
“Don’t say that. You’re fine. You’re strong. You’re a good girl and I’m very proud of you. You’re getting your life back on track.”
Marla looked into her mother’s face. “I hope so. I don’t think I’ve given you much to be proud of.”
Agnes leaned over the bed and took her daughter into her arms. “Don’t ever say that. Don’t think that for a minute.”
“But I know,” Marla said, her voice muffled by her mother’s shoulder, “you’ve always been worried about what people think. I know I haven’t lived up to your expectations.”
“Stop it,” Agnes said. “Just stop it.” She took a deep breath. “I’ve told you about my friend. When I was in my teens. My best friend, Vera.”
“Yes, Mom.”
Agnes smiled. “I know. I’ve told you about her many times. About how, when she was twenty-three, and six months from graduating at the University of Connecticut, she got pregnant.”
“I know.”
“I want you to listen. You need to hear this, even if I’ve told you before. It was actually her professor who got her pregnant. Those kinds of things happened back then, professors having affairs with their students. This was before that was seen as inappropriate, before sexual harassment policies. Vera was going to go to medical school after college; she wanted to be a surgeon, but when she got pregnant, everything changed. It was a difficult pregnancy, and she had to withdraw from her courses. And, of course, this professor was hardly going to leave his wife and marry Vera. He tried to get her to end the pregnancy, but her faith wouldn’t permit that. And so she had this child, and was on her own to raise it—her parents pretty much disowned her—and none of her dreams . . . none of them ever came true. Of course, she wanted to have a baby one day, but this child, it came at the wrong time for her. Her life could have been very different, and my heart aches for her every time I think about her. That baby came at the wrong time for her.”
“Mom, I know. . . .”
“What I’m saying is, I know how sad you must be, how devastating this has been for you. But maybe, I don’t know, maybe this is the way it’s supposed to be for you. It wasn’t the right time. Look at you. These Internet reviews, they might lead to something better, more rewarding. You’re moving forward. What happened last night”—and Agnes glanced at her daughter’s bandaged wrist—“is a bump in the road. A big bump, sure, but a bump in the road. You’re going to be okay. You’re moving ahead.”
Marla’s eyes closed briefly. She was drifting off.
Agnes released her daughter and said, “You start getting ready. I’m going to step out into the hall and call Dr. Sturgess to let him know I’m discharging you on my own.”
“Okay.” Marla paused. “I say bad things about you sometimes, Mom. But I love you.”
Agnes forced a smile, stepped out into the hall, walked past the nurses’ station, giving the staff a curt nod, and continued on down the hall until she reached a supply room full of linens.
She stepped in, closed the door, leaned her back up against it to make certain no one would walk in on her, placed her hand over her mouth, and wept.



FORTY-SEVEN
David
FROM Derek’s, I went to the address for Marshall Kemper that I’d gotten from Mrs. Delaney at Davidson House.
It was, as it turned out, around the corner from Samantha Worthington’s place, and was little more than a low white box of a house that had been divided into two. There were two doors fronting the street, pushed to the far ends of the house, and two identical windows set beside them.
Kemper’s apartment was 36A Groveland Street, the other 36B.
I got out of the car, walked up to 36A, and, finding no doorbell, knocked. There was no response, so I knocked again, louder this time.
Still nothing.
I got my face up close to the door and called out, “Mr. Kemper? Are you in? My name’s David Harwood! I need to talk to you!”
Stopped yelling and listened. Not a sound from inside.
I walked over to 36B and knocked. I could hear a TV, so when no one came after the first knock, I decided to try again. A few seconds later, an elderly woman slowly opened the door.
“Yes?” she said.
“Hi,” I said. “I was looking for Marshall Kemper.”
She tilted her head. “That’s the man who lives next door. You got the wrong place.”
“I know that. He’s not home. I wondered whether you’d seen him around.”
“Whatcha want him for?”
“He’s an old friend,” I said. “I was passing by and thought I’d drop in on him. Haven’t seen him in a while.”
The woman shrugged. “I don’t keep track of his comings and goings. But I don’t see his van out there, so I guess he’s not home. I’m missing The Price Is Right.”
“Sure, sorry,” I said. “Thanks for your time.”
She was starting to close the door, then stopped, as if something had occurred to her. “Maybe him and that girl went off on a holiday together or something.”
“Girl?” I said. “You mean Sarita?”
Another shrug. “Maybe. Nice little thing. Always says hi to me. Oh, it’s the showcase. Gotta go.” She started to close the door but I put my hand up to stop it.
“When’s the last time you saw her?” I asked.
“What?”
“When did you last see Sarita?”
Third shrug. “Last night, maybe? I don’t know. I get the days mixed up sometimes.”
This time, when she went to close the door, I didn’t try to stop her.
So Sarita, if it was Sarita, had been here recently. Since Rosemary Gaynor had been murdered. Maybe Kemper had taken her in, was hiding her. Maybe the two of them had taken off together. Which strongly suggested they had something to do with the woman’s murder. The harder it was to find Sarita, the more likely it seemed to me that Marla really hadn’t killed that woman.
Not that I’d found out anything useful so far that might help my cousin. Even Derek wasn’t willing to dismiss outright the idea that she could be a killer. Nothing she did would surprise him, he’d said. Not the sort of thing you wanted to hear someone say on the stand in front of a jury.
I went back to 36A and banged on the door once more.
“Sarita?” I called out. “Sarita Gomez? Are you there? If you are, I really need to talk to you. I’m not the police. I have nothing to do with them. I’m trying to help out a friend. If you’re in there, please open the door and talk to me.”
I waited.
After thirty seconds, I used my hand as a visor and peered through the window. I could make out a bed and a kitchen area, a couple of chairs. But I didn’t see any movement.
“Nuts,” I said under my breath.
As I walked back to my car, my phone rang. I looked at it, saw that it was Finley.
“How’s it going?” he asked.
“Fine.”
“So how long I gotta wait before you start helping me out?”
“I don’t know. Another day or so, maybe.”
“Because this job isn’t going to sit around forever,” Finley said. “Plenty of others who’d like to take it.”
“Then maybe you should hire one of them,” I said.
“Fuck it, you’re the one I want. Just get done doing whatever the hell it is you’re doing. I’m hearing things through the grapevine, that there’s something weird going on in town. A bunch of dead squirrels—I found those myself—and the Ferris wheel out at Five Mountains starting up on its own with some mannequins in it with some creepy threat written on them, and last night at Thackeray—”
“Save it,” I said. “I haven’t started yet. When I have, you can tell me all about it.”
“This is serious shit, Harwood. If I didn’t know better, I’d say someone was going around trying to rattle the good folks of Promise Falls.”
“What, are you saying these things are connected?”
“Who knows? And even if they aren’t, this is the sort of thing I can use. Telling people they deserve to feel safe in their homes, that—”
“I meant what I said. Save it. Soon as I can devote all my attention to your needs I’ll let you know.”
Finley grunted. The call ended. We all have our ways of saying good-bye.
Getting behind the wheel, I wasn’t sure what to do next.
When in doubt, head home. I figured I could come back here later in the day, see if Kemper or Sarita had turned up.
It wasn’t my subconscious at work that took me past Samantha Worthington’s on my way home. It really was the most direct route. But as I approached her address, I found myself taking my foot off the gas so I could look at her place as I drove by.
It wasn’t as if I’d been thinking of her every single moment since she’d been to the house to return the pocket watch. But she’d been in the back of my mind. Like a head tune that’s been playing for hours without your realizing it, and then suddenly you say, “How the hell did I get the theme from The Rockford Files in there?”
But Samantha’s lurking presence in my thoughts was a bit different from a tune from a seventies TV show.
She’d be at her job now, I figured. Managing the Laundromat. I didn’t know which one, which was probably just as well. If I had, I might have found myself concocting some lame excuse to drop by.
I could just imagine what my mother would say if I headed out the door with a basket of dirty laundry. “What are you thinking?” she’d say. “You are not taking that out to be done! You leave that with me right now!”
Add it to the list of reasons I needed to move out.
What I didn’t expect, as I rolled past Samantha’s place, was that she would walk out the front door.
And look right at me.
Shit.
I had an instant to decide how to handle it. I could speed off, pretend I hadn’t seen her. Except it was pretty clear I had. I could still speed off, but she’d be left with the impression that I was up to something, that I had something to hide, that I was stalking her.
Which I was not.
Okay, maybe driving by here the night before was a little suspect, but this was legit. I was just passing by going from point A to point B.
I could wave and keep on going.
But that would look stupid.
I hit the brakes. Not too hard. Not hard enough to squeal the tires. But a nice, even slowdown. I brought the car to a halt at the opposite curb and powered down the window.
I said, “Hey, I thought that was you.”
She walked to the sidewalk, talked to me across two lanes. She grinned. “You got me under surveillance?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Right here in broad daylight. Just heading back to my folks’ house from a job thing.” Kind of a lie, although I had just been talking to Finley. “You off today?”
Samantha shook her head. “No. But like I said, I can leave the place unattended for short periods of time. I came home for some lunch. Heading back now.”
“Thanks again,” I said.
“For what? The watch, or not shooting you?”
I smiled. “Take your pick.” I still had my foot on the brake. “I should let you go.”
“Listen,” she said, “do you have two seconds?”
I moved the gearshift into park, but the engine was still running. “What is it?”
“My wifi is out, and I think it’s the modem, but I never know how to reset the thing, and when Carl gets home he’ll want to go online and won’t be able to.”
I nodded, put the window up, killed the engine, and locked the car. I waited for a blue pickup truck with tinted windows to pass, then ran across the street.
“You sure you don’t mind?” she asked. “I could call someone.”
“No, you don’t want to do that,” I said. “Usually all you have to do is unplug it, wait a few seconds, plug it back in, and wait a couple of minutes. You bring a cable guy out to the house and he’ll charge you a hundred bucks.”
“I really appreciate it,” she said, leading me back to her front door. She had her keys out, unlocked the door and swung it open.
“Where’s the modem, Samantha?”
“Sam,” she said. “Call me Sam. It’s right there, under the TV, with the DVD player and the Nintendo and all that stuff.”
I was in a small living room the moment I stepped into the place, with the entertainment unit on the side wall. I got out my phone and went to the settings to see whether I could detect any wifi signal. I wasn’t getting anything.
I got down on my knees, took hold of the modem, pulled out the wire on the back that led to a power bar.
“Can I get you anything?” Sam asked. “A Coke, a beer?”
“I’m okay,” I said. I was counting to ten in my head. When I got there, I pushed the wire back into the jack. “Okay, let’s see what happens here.”
The row of lights on the modem started to dance.
“That looks promising,” Sam said.
“See if you can get on.”
She had a laptop on a table in an L off the living room. She sat down, tapped away. “Hang on. Okay, yeah, it’s connected. Oh, that’s great. Thanks for that.”
I stood, positioning myself on the opposite side of the table. “No problem.”
“I Googled you,” she said, glancing down at the computer. She laughed. “That almost sounds dirty, doesn’t it?”
But her smile faded when I said, “Why’d you do that?”
“Don’t be mad. I mean, mostly what I found were lots of stories with your byline on them, that you wrote for the Standard.”
I guessed they hadn’t shut down the Web site yet.
“But there were also stories about you,” she said.
“Yeah,” I said.
“I do that with people I meet all the time. Google them, I mean. I just, you know, was just curious.” Her face became more serious. “I had no idea what I’d find. I’m really sorry.”
I said nothing.
“Your wife, Jan?”
I nodded.
“That was terrible. Really tragic. It wasn’t like I was expecting to find anything like that. Mostly I was just checking to see that you weren’t a serial killer or anything.”
“I’m not,” I said.
“Yeah, well, if you are, the Internet doesn’t know about it. It has to have been hard these past few years.”
I shrugged. “You deal with what life hands you, I guess. There’s not really much else you can do.”
“I get that. I mean, really, I do. We’ve all got a history, don’t we?”
“I guess we do,” I said. “And we have to live with it.”
She forced a grin. “Whether we like it or not.”
“Ain’t that the truth,” I said.
I felt like we were spinning our wheels. We stared at each other, neither of us moving, neither of us heading toward the door.
Sam touched her fingers to the hollow at the base of her neck, rubbed lightly. The top of her chest swelled with each breath. “How long has it been?”
I waited several seconds before answering, wanting to be sure I understood what she was asking.
“A while,” I said. “In Boston. Couple of times. Didn’t mean anything. I’ve been . . . reluctant. I’m just worried about Ethan. I’ve been trying to limit my complications.”
Sam nodded. “Same.” A pause. “I wouldn’t want to add to those. But . . . it wouldn’t have to mean anything.”
I came around the table as she pushed her chair back and stood. It just happened. My mouth was on hers. We were two people who’d walked in from the desert and hadn’t had water in weeks.
She twisted in my arms, presented her back to me, and pressed herself up against me. Hard. I slipped my arms under hers and took a breast in each hand. Found her nipples beneath blouse and bra.
Sam tipped forward, put her palms flat on the table.
“Here,” she breathed. “Right here.”
And for a while, I let my own needs come before Marla’s or Randy’s or anyone else’s. Maybe even Sam’s.
•   •   •
When I left an hour later, I happened to notice a blue pickup truck parked up the street, windows too tinted to tell whether anyone was inside, but didn’t give it another thought.



FORTY-EIGHT
“WHAT the hell!” Marshall shouted in the cocoon of his black van, looking at the note that Bill Gaynor had left for him in the bag. “You prick!”
So Gaynor just decided he’d change the location of the drop, did he? Who the hell did he think he was? Did he think he was running this operation?
“Son of a bitch,” Marshall said to himself.
Was the guy setting him up? Leading him into some kind of trap? Hard to know, when Marshall hadn’t called him yet to find out where he wanted to hand over the money. But it was fishy, no doubt about it.
Then again, Marshall told himself, maybe the guy had a point. Look at that old guy at the mall who tried to get to the bag before Marshall could. Could you blame someone for not wanting to put fifty thousand dollars in a garbage bin?
So then maybe it wasn’t a trap. Gaynor was just being cautious. He didn’t want to take any chances that the money would go to the wrong person. It probably wasn’t like he could go out and get another fifty grand just like that. Suppose it was the other way around, Marshall thought. Would he want to dump that kind of cash where any asshole might grab it? Probably not.
The thing was, Marshall was so close to the money he could taste it. He and Sarita were ready to hit the road, to make new lives for themselves. So he wanted to believe Gaynor’s motives were genuine. It wasn’t as though Marshall was really going to call the cops now, and miss out on getting that money.
He’d have to do what Gaynor asked—call him. He reached into his pocket for his cell, and the instant he touched it, it rang, causing him to jump. He looked at the name on the screen—D. STEMPLE—and did not recognize it. No, wait. Wasn’t that the name of the woman who lived in the other side of the house? Mrs. Stemple?
He accepted the call, put the phone to his ear. “Hello?” He could hear a television in the background.
“Marshall?”
It was Sarita. Made sense that if she had to call him, she would ask to use the phone next door. He didn’t have a landline in his apartment, and Sarita had never owned a cell phone.
He could hear a television blaring in the background, and Mrs. Stemple saying, “It’s not long-distance, is it?”
“No,” Sarita told her. Then, to him: “A man was here.”
“What?”
“I have to get out of here. I can’t stay here any longer.”
“What man?”
“First he knocked on the door, asking for you. I hid behind the bed; I didn’t move. He called for you and then I heard him go next door. Where I am now. The lady who lives next to you.”
“Yeah, yeah, I know. I saw her name on the phone.”
“Then he came back, and this time he started calling out for me.”
“Jesus. Was it a cop?”
“I don’t know. He said he wasn’t.”
“That’s just what a cop might say.”
“He said his name was David Harwood, that he needed to talk to me, that he was trying to help out a friend.”
“So what happened then?”
“He gave up,” Sarita said. “I didn’t go to the door. He must have figured no one was here. I heard a car start up, and when I peeked outside, there was no one there. The man was gone, no car.”
“Okay, then. We’re good.”
“I have to get out of here. If that man could figure out I might be here, who else will figure it out? The next time it might really be the police.”
“Just . . . okay, okay. I get that you’re scared; I get that. But just hang in. In another hour or so, everything is going to be okay. You’ll see.”
“You got the money?”
“Not yet. But it’s going to happen.”
“Forget the money. What you’re doing is wrong. You have to—”
“Please just let me do this for you. For us. Trust me. I have to go. I won’t be long.”
Marshall ended the call. He had to get back to Gaynor, find out where he wanted to leave the money. Gaynor answered on the first ring.
“You shouldn’t have done that,” Marshall said. “You shouldn’t have changed the plan. I told you, I’ll go to the police. I will!”
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, honestly, I am. I just—”
“I’m in charge, okay? I’m the one calling the shots on this.” Marshall tried to keep his voice from shaking.
“I know, I know,” Gaynor said, sounding respectful. “I get that. But I just couldn’t do it. I didn’t think it was safe. I thought, What if someone else is watching and tries to get the money before you do? The mall’s such a public place. A lot of people could see me do that.”
“Okay, fine,” Marshall said. “Let me think of another place where—”
“You don’t have to,” he said. “It’s already taken care of.”
“What?”
“I’ve left it somewhere. Somewhere a lot safer.”
“Whoa, whoa, hang on. You don’t decide where the money goes. I do that. That’s the way it works.”
Had this guy never seen a movie? Did the parents of the kidnapped kid choose where to drop off the money? This was not the way these things were done.
“I’ve never been involved in anything like this before,” Gaynor said. “Is there a fucking playbook I’m supposed to follow? You want the money or not?”
That was the question, wasn’t it? And Marshall knew the answer.
“Okay, fine, where is it?”
“It’s in a mailbox,” Gaynor said.
Marshall thought, Hey, maybe that’s not that bad an idea. Putting the money in a locked box in a post office. There might be video cameras, but he could wear a broad-brimmed hat or something so no one would get a good look at his face. But how did Gaynor plan to get the key to him?
So Marshall Kemp asked.
And Gaynor said, “Not that kind of mailbox. One out in the country, along the side of the road.”
“What?”
“It’s perfect,” Gaynor said. “It’s out in the middle of nowhere. No one’s going to see you pick it up. The mailman doesn’t even go by until the middle of the afternoon.”
“You saying the money is right there, now?”
“It’s there. I put it there myself. Let me give you directions.”
What was he supposed to do? Tell him to forget it? Tell Gaynor to go back and get the money and deliver it someplace else?
No, that’d take too long. If the money was in the mailbox now, Kemper could go get it, race home, grab Sarita’s stuff, throw it in the van, and take off. If he insisted on a third delivery point, he’d be looking at another hour, hour and a half.
“Okay, where’s this mailbox?” Marshall asked.
A country road about five miles out of Promise Falls, Gaynor explained. Out in the middle of farmland and woods. Not even visible, Gaynor said, from any houses. The mailbox was at the end of a small private road that led into forest.
“You know those stick-on, slanted letters you can get at Home Depot?” Gaynor asked. “It says ‘Boone’ on the side, in those letters. The little metal flag will be down. If it’s up, someone might think something was in there.”
“If that money’s not there,” Marshall warned, “I go to the police. I’m not kidding around here.” Trying to sound tough.
He tossed the phone onto the seat next to him and hit the gas.
•   •   •
Marshall had no problem finding the mailbox, and it was as Gaynor had described it: well isolated, no residence in sight. And hardly any cars on the road. He’d put down the front windows to let the fresh country air blow through.
The first thing Marshall did was some recon. He barely slowed when he saw the mailbox with BOONE on the side. He kept on going to the next road. He figured, if Gaynor had called the cops, there’d be a few cruisers posted nearby. But there were no cop cars within two miles, either way, of the mailbox.
No helicopters in the air, either.
Maybe he hadn’t done anything like this before, but Marshall Kemper was no fool.
He turned the van around and returned to the Boone lane, pulled in. It did indeed lead into thick forest. Someone must have had a home deep in there somewhere. A hunting cabin, maybe.
The trees came right up close to the road.
He stopped with the driver’s door about twenty feet from the mailbox, a rusted aluminum container about ten inches high, two feet deep. Shaped like a barn with a rounded roof. He walked around to the front of it, pulled down the squeaky door, and there, just like Gaynor promised, was a package.
Not an eco bag, but something the size of a shoe box, wrapped in brown paper, with string tied around it. He worked the package out of the box, closed the door, and went back to his truck.
As he was getting in, he felt something sharp jab him in the neck.
“Jesus!” he shouted, the package falling out of his hands and hitting the gravel road.
For a split second, he wondered whether he’d been stung by a bee. But as soon as he turned his head, he saw that there was someone in the passenger seat.
A man, late fifties, nice suit.
With a syringe in his hand.
“What the— What the fuck did you do?” Marshall said. He slapped his hand on his neck where the needle had gone in.
The man pointed the business end of the syringe at Marshall, using it like a gun to keep him from attacking him.
“Listen to me,” the man said. “You don’t have much time. You’re probably already starting to feel the effects. It works fast.”
The guy was right about that. Marshall felt his arms getting heavy. His head was turning into a bowling ball.
“What did you do?”
“Listen to me,” he said again. “I have a second syringe. It’ll counteract what I just injected into you. Because it’s going to kill you.”
“Like, an anecdote?”
“Yeah, like that. But there isn’t much time.”
“Then get the thecond thyringe!” Christ, it really was fast. His tongue was expanding like a sponge.
“Just as soon as you answer my questions. How did you find out what you know about Gaynor?”
“I justht did, thass all.”
“Was it Sarita?”
Marshall shook his head.
“Clock’s ticking,” the man said.
Marshall nodded. “Yeah.”
“Where is she?”
He tried to shake his head, but it was getting harder and harder to move it. “I’m not delling. . . .”
“Tick-tock.”
“Sheeth at my plathe.”
“Is she there now?”
Another feeble nod.
“Where do you live?”
Marshall tried to form the words, but he was having a hard time getting them out. The man opened the van’s glove box, rooted around until he found the ownership and insurance papers.
“Is this up-to-date?” the man asked. “Groveland Street? Apartment 36A?”
Another nod.
“Good, that’s good. That’s all I wanted to know.”
Struggling with everything he had, Marshall said, “Other thyrinth.”
“There is no other syringe.”
Marshall started to make choking noises, leaned forward, put his head on the top of the steering wheel.
Another man approached the van on the passenger side.
“Did he tell you, Jack?” the second man asked.
“Yeah, he did. I know where Sarita is. How’s the hole coming, Bill?”
Bill Gaynor raised his dirty hands. “I’ve got three fucking blisters.”
Jack Sturgess, tipping his head in Marshall Kemper’s direction, said, “Don’t complain to him.”



FORTY-NINE
MRS. Selfridge came through for Barry Duckworth. An e-mail, which included phone numbers related to Sarita’s use of Mrs. Selfridge’s landline, dropped into his cell shortly after he left Derek Cutter’s place. He tapped on an already highlighted number, hopeful that whoever picked up would prove to be helpful.
He got lucky.
“Davidson House,” a woman said. “How may I connect you?”
“Sorry, wrong number,” he said, and headed straight there.
Shortly after he arrived, he was introduced to a Mrs. Delaney, who told him that yes, Sarita Gomez had worked for them, and no, she was not in today.
“I told all this to the other gentleman,” she said.
“What other gentleman?”
Mrs. Delaney pondered. “I don’t think he ever told me his name. But he said he was conducting an investigation.”
“What did he look like?”
The man Mrs. Delaney described could be David Harwood. It also could have been a number of other people.
“What did you tell him?”
“Well, I told him about Mr. Kemper.”
“Who’s that?”
Mrs. Delaney told him, and provided an address to the detective, just as she had for the other man.
Duckworth left.
•   •   •
He parked out front of the Kemper address and went to the door. Banged on it good and hard.
“Mr. Kemper! Marshall Kemper! This is the police!”
Duckworth peered through the window, saw no life. He went around to the back of the house and looked through a window there, too. Except for maybe the bathroom, he could see into pretty much all of the apartment.
He went to the front door and banged again, just in case he was being ignored. “If there’s anyone inside, you need to open the door! My name’s Barry Duckworth and I’m a detective with the Promise Falls police!”
Nothing.
He marched over to the other door, banged just as loud. About half a minute later, an elderly woman slowly opened it. The moment he saw her, Duckworth was sorry for hitting the door with quite so much force.
“What’s all the racket?” she asked, a television blaring in the background. It was one of those court shows. That lady judge who tore a strip off everybody.
“I’m with the police, ma’am. Sorry for the noise.”
Duckworth took out his identification and displayed it for the woman. Didn’t flash it, gave her plenty of time to look it over.
“Okay,” she said. “You passed the test.”
“What’s your name, ma’am?”
“Doris Stemple.”
“Are you the landlord, by any chance? Do you rent out the unit next to you here?”
She shook her head. “Landlord’s name is Byron Hinkley. Lives in Albany. Comes by once a week, if I’m lucky, to cut the grass. But if you’ve got a leaky tap or something, don’t hold your breath.”
“I’m looking for Marshall Kemper.”
“Yeah, well, he don’t live here. That’s his place next door.”
“Have you seen him?”
“He in some kind of trouble?”
“I just need to talk to him, Ms. Stemple.”
“Don’t give me that Ms. shit. It’s Mrs. My husband, Arnie Stemple, died fifteen years ago.”
“Mrs. Stemple, have you seen Mr. Kemper lately?”
“Saw him head out early today, I think. At least, I heard his truck take off.”
“Have you seen a woman? Her name would be Sarita. Sarita Gomez. I think she might be with him.”
“The Mexican girl, yeah, I seen her. I think she took off with him.”
“And when was this?”
“Like I said, not long ago. They took off in kind of a hurry.”
“Did they say anything to you?”
“I was only watching from the door here. I doubt they even noticed me.”
“Have you noticed anything unusual next door the last day or so? Odd comings and goings? Strange people dropping by?”
Doris Stemple shook her head. “I won’t lie. I kind of watch what’s going on. But I haven’t seen anything weird lately. There’s a kid up the street, he’s about nine, likes to walk around with his privates hanging out—he’s not right in the head—but other than that, not that much goes on around here.”
Duckworth handed her one of his business cards. “If you see Mr. Kemper, or his girlfriend, would you please call me? And if you see them, don’t tell them I was asking around for them. I’d like them to be here when I get back.”
She waved the card in the air with her bony hands. “Okeydokey,” she said. “I’m gonna go back and watch TV, if that’s all right with you.”
“Sure,” Duckworth said. “Thanks very much for your time.”
He got back behind the wheel of his car and decided to return to the station. He was still waiting to hear back from the hotel in Boston where Bill Gaynor had been staying. He wanted to know whether the man had left for home when he’d said he had.
•   •   •
Doris Stemple closed the door of her apartment, locked the door, and called out in the direction of the bathroom, “You can come out now.”
Sarita Gomez emerged slowly. “He’s gone?”
“He’s gone.”
“He was police?”
“He sure was,” the woman said, backing into an overstuffed chair that was, curiously, in a nearly upright position. She settled herself against the cushioning, gripped a small black remote control that was tethered to the chair with a black cord, touched a button, and the piece of furniture slowly descended into its original position, its motor softly whirring the entire time. When it was finished, her eyes were perfectly level with the television.
“Can I use your phone again?” Sarita asked.
“Still trying to raise that boyfriend of yours?”
“That’s right.”
“Okay, that’s fine. Just don’t be putting any calls to Mexico on there.”
“I won’t do that.”
She used the landline, entered the same number she’d been trying for the last fifteen minutes. Marshall was not answering. It kept going to message.
“Marshall, when you get this, call Mrs. Stemple. Please.”
Sarita hung up, slowly crossed the room, and sat down in the chair next to the old woman. She reached over and patted the young girl’s hand.
“Still no luck?”
Sarita shook her head. “Something’s gone wrong.”
“What’s he off doing?”
“Something really, really stupid.”
“Well, that’s men for you. Anytime they do something smart it should show up on that little ticker runs across the bottom of the screen on CNN. That’d be news.”
Sarita took a tissue from the box on the small table next to Mrs. Stemple and dabbed her eyes, blew her nose.
“Must be bad, the police coming around, looking for both of you,” the old woman said.
Sarita said, “Yeah. But I’m not a bad person. All I wanted to do was the right thing. But now that I did it, I have to get away.”
“You don’t seem like a bad person to me. You seem like a nice girl. And thank you for helping me make my bed and warming up my soup.”
“I needed to keep busy doing something. And it’s what I do. I look after people at Davidson House.”
“Well, I’ll bet you’re one of their favorites,” Mrs. Stemple said. “What do you think you’ll do?”
“I can’t wait much longer for Marshall. I’m going to pack my stuff and get out of here in a little while, but if it’s okay with you, I’m going to hang out here awhile. In case Marshall calls, and to make sure that policeman isn’t going back to his place.”
“Okay by me. Don’t get much company,” she said.
“I’m going to try calling him again.”
“It’s only been a minute.”
But Sarita left the chair and tried anyway. Fifteen seconds later, she was back sitting down.
She used another tissue to dab at her eyes. “I think something bad has happened. Maybe he’s been arrested.”
Doris said, “None of my business, but you want to tell me what kind of trouble you’re in?”
“I . . . figured out something. I heard some things, and I told someone. I told Mrs. Gaynor. She was the lady I worked for. I thought it was the right thing to do. I told her something she wasn’t supposed to know, I guess.” She swallowed hard. “And now she’s dead.”
“Good lord,” said Mrs. Stemple. “You know who killed that woman? I saw that on the news.”
Sarita shook her head. “Not for certain. But Mr. Gaynor . . . I never liked him. I’ve never trusted him. There’s something not right about him. When I found her . . .” She had to stop. Her eyes opened wider, as if seeing something that, in her memory, was more vivid than what was actually around her.
“When I found her, I tried to set things straight.”
“And what was that, darlin’?”
Sarita didn’t hear the question. “But I didn’t do enough. I should have explained.” She turned and looked at the old woman. “I . . . I hate to ask this, but would you have any money?”
“Money?”
Sarita nodded. “I need to get to New York. Maybe a bus, or on the train. I have to get to Albany first. I’d tell you I’d pay you back, but I’m not sure I’ll be able to do it. Not anytime soon. If you had anything you could spare—I have to tell you the truth—you’ll probably never see it again.”
The old woman smiled. “You wait here.” She grabbed the remote button for the chair and slowly, almost magically, she was elevated into a standing position. She walked slowly into her bedroom, where she could be heard opening and closing several drawers. When she returned, she had several bills in her hand, which she handed to Sarita.
“There’s four hundred and twenty-five dollars there,” she said.
Sarita appeared ready to weep. “I can’t thank you enough.”
“I bet no one ever gave you a tip at Davidson Place for all the work you done, did they?”
Sarita shook her head.
“Well, then, you take that, and you get out of here.”
“Thank you,” Sarita said. “Thank you so much. For that, and for not giving me away when the policeman came to the door.”
“No problem.”
“I wouldn’t ever want to get you into trouble.”
Mrs. Stemple shrugged. “I’ve dealt with cops before. Back when I was your age, when I was a working girl, I had to deal with those assholes all the time. I don’t know what you and your boyfriend did, darling, but I don’t give a rat’s ass.”



FIFTY
WALDEN Fisher trekked up to the Promise Falls cemetery almost every day. He liked to go up after he’d had breakfast, but once he’d taken Victor Rooney back to his van, he’d decided to run a few errands, and his visit to the cemetery got pushed back to midday.
Just so long as he got there.
He’d only started making this a daily trip since Beth had died. He had wanted to come up here more often to kneel at his daughter Olivia’s headstone and say a few words, but Beth would not accompany him. It was too upsetting for her. Even when they were just driving around town, both of them in the car, Walden had to make sure their travels did not take them past the cemetery.
All Beth had to see was the gates of the place to be overcome.
Sometimes in the evenings, and on weekends when he wasn’t working, Walden would tell Beth he was off to Home Depot, and come up here instead to visit his daughter. But one couldn’t justify a daily visit to the hardware giant. No home needed that much maintenance. So he got up here only once a week or so.
But now, with Beth gone, with his wife and daughter both here sharing a plot, there was nothing to stop him from coming as often as he wanted.
He didn’t always bring flowers, but today he did. He’d popped into a florist on Richmond, at the foot of Proctor, for a bouquet of spring flowers. It was only after he’d gotten back into his car that he realized the woman behind the counter had shortchanged him, giving him a five instead of a ten.
There were some things you couldn’t worry about.
He parked his van on the gravel lane that led through the cemetery and walked slowly over to the Fisher family plot. There was a headstone for Olivia, one for Beth, space for a third.
“Soon enough,” he said, setting a bouquet in front of each stone. He went down on one knee, positioning himself midway between the stones so he could address them both.
“It’s a beautiful day,” Walden said. “Sun’s shining. Everyone’s hoping we have nice weather for the Memorial Day weekend. Still a couple of weeks away. No sense listening to what the weathermen have to say. They can’t get what it’s going to be like tomorrow right, so who knows what the long weekend’s going to be like. I’m not going anywhere, of course. I’ll be right here.”
He paused, focused on the words “Elizabeth Fisher” carved into granite.
“The other day, I couldn’t stop thinking about that paprika chicken dish you always used to make. I went all through your box of recipe cards and through all those cooking books you saved, and I couldn’t find it anywhere. And then it hit me that you probably never even had the recipe written down anywhere, that it was all in your head, so I thought, I’m going to give it a try. Because I almost never really bother when it comes to dinner. Lots of frozen dinners, microwave stuff, the kind of food you’d never let into the house. So I thought, I’ll make something. How hard could it be, right? Some chicken, some paprika, you throw it in the oven. Right. So I got some chicken and gave it a try, and did you ever stop to notice how much paprika looks like cayenne?” He shook his head. “Darn near killed myself with the first bite. Went into a coughing fit. Had to drink a glass of water real fast. You would have laughed your head off. It was a sight to see, I’m telling you. So I had to throw the whole mess out, and went and got myself some KFC and brought it home.”
Walden went quiet for a moment. Then: “I miss you both so much. You were my whole world; that’s what you two were.”
He turned to OLIVIA FISHER. “You had your whole life ahead of you. Just finishing up school, ready to fly on your own. Whoever did this to you, he didn’t just take you away from me. He killed your mother, too. It just took longer where she was concerned. It was a broken heart that caused her cancer. I know it. And I guess, if a broken heart can kill ya, he’ll get me eventually, too. Of course, it wasn’t just him that broke my heart. There’s plenty of blame to go around. Truth is, I’m guessing it won’t be all that long before I’m joining you. Soon we’ll all be together again, and you know, it takes away the fear of dying. It really does. I’m almost to the point where I can get up in the morning and say, If it happens today, that’s okay. I’m ready.”
Walden Fisher put both hands on his raised knee, pushed himself back into a standing position.
“I’m gonna keep coming to visit,” he told them. “Long as I’m still breathin’, I’ll be up here.”
He put the tips of his fingers to his lips, then touched his wife’s headstone. Repeated the process for his daughter.
Walden turned and walked slowly back to his van.



FIFTY-ONE
SEEING no cars in the distance in either direction, and confident that there would be none for the next couple of minutes, Jack Sturgess and Bill Gaynor dragged Marshall Kemper’s body out of his van and into the forest. He weighed about two hundred pounds, but he felt like a lot more than that to the two men, who were, at this stage of their lives, unaccustomed to what amounted to manual labor.
“My hands are killing me,” Gaynor said. “I haven’t dug a hole since I was in my teens.”
“You should have brought gloves,” Sturgess said.
“I would have, if you’d told me before we left what it was you had planned for me to do.”
“Maybe when I asked you to bring a shovel, that should have been a clue.”
Once they had Kemper into the woods, and out of sight in case anyone drove by, they dropped him and caught their breath. The grave Gaynor had dug was another twenty yards in.
“I want to know who this son of a bitch is,” Sturgess said, and knelt down, careful not to touch the knees of his pants to the forest floor, and worked the dead man’s wallet out of his back pocket. “It said Kemper on the ownership. But if that isn’t his van, he could have been lying.”
He examined a driver’s license. “Okay, that’s good. Marshall Kemper. Address matches the ownership. You ever heard of this guy?”
“What was the first name again?”
“Marshall.”
Gaynor thought a moment. “I think I may have heard Sarita talk about him. To Rose. A boyfriend or something.”
For the third time since Sturgess had stuck the needle into the man’s neck, the dead man’s cell phone rang. Sturgess dug into his pocket, found the device, studied it.
“Stemple,” he said.
“What?” said Gaynor.
“That’s who’s trying to call him. Stemple.”
“It could be Sarita,” Gaynor said. “She doesn’t own a cell phone. She uses other people’s phones.”
The phone continued to ring in Sturgess’s hand. “Maybe I should answer it, ask her if she’s where Kemper said she is.”
“I guess you could. . . .”
“A joke,” Sturgess said.
“I don’t see much very funny about this.”
Sturgess powered the phone off, tucked it into his own pocket. “We don’t want anyone doing any triangulating,” he said. “I’ll turn it back on later, far from here, then ditch it.”
“With the van?” Gaynor asked.
That had been why Sturgess needed someone else along. He couldn’t have done this alone. He needed another driver, so Kemper’s van wouldn’t be left sitting here and lead the police to his body.
“Whose property is this?” Gaynor asked. “Who’s Boone?”
“Patient of mine,” he said. “Taylor Boone. Rich old guy, got a nice house way up that lane, up top of a hill. Beautiful view.”
“How the hell do you know he’s not going to turn in that drive any second now?”
“I picked this spot because I know Taylor’s off in Europe right now, and because this is as good a place as any to get rid of him.”
Gaynor looked down at the dead man. “What the hell did you inject him with?”
“Are you writing a report?” Sturgess said. “It did the job. Come on; we have to get this done, then go find your nanny.”
“I’m gonna be sick,” he said. And then he was, violently.
“That’s great,” Sturgess said. “Litter the scene with your DNA. Cover that mess up with some dirt.”
“I don’t know if I can do this. I just don’t know.”
“You need me to remind you what we’d have been facing if everything came out? Disgrace would be the least of it. Jail time, more than likely. And now, well, we’d hardly get off with a slap on the wrist now, would we?”
“I’m not the one who gave him a fatal injection.”
“That’s right,” Sturgess said. “You’re an innocent bystander. Grab his legs.”
The doctor got Kemper under the arms. The man was heavy, and they couldn’t help dragging his butt across the forest floor. When they reached the hole, they heaved the body in. A shovel was sticking out of the dirt pile next to it.
“Okay, fill it in,” Sturgess said.
“You,” he said. “I told you, my hands are raw.”
Sturgess took two handkerchiefs from his suit jacket, wrapped them around his hands, and took a turn with the shovel.
“We can’t do this to Sarita,” said Gaynor.
“No one said we had to,” Sturgess said. “I’m sure we can talk some sense into her.”
“Like you tried with this guy?”
“He was blackmailing you. Some people can’t be reasoned with.”
“I can’t believe Sarita put him up to this. She’s a decent person.”
Sturgess stopped shoveling to catch his breath. “Really? And look at the shitstorm she’s brought down on you. On us.”
“We don’t know for sure it was her,” Gaynor said.
“Who else could it be? Who else could have known? More than once, when you and I were having a conversation at your house, I’d come out a door and there she was. She’s all ears, that woman. She’s a sneak.”
Sturgess shook his head tiredly, and tossed the shovel at Gaynor, who fumbled the catch. The tool landed in the dirt. Sturgess offered the two handkerchiefs.
“These’ll help.”
Gaynor wrapped them around his palms. “How does a guy like you become a doctor?”
“I help people,” he said. “I’ve always helped people. I helped you and Rosemary. I’ve dedicated my life to helping people.”
Gaynor continued to throw dirt onto Marshall Kemper. Once the body was fully covered, he patted down the earth with the back of the shovel. Sturgess walked across the grave, compressing the dirt.
“We need to pull some brush over this, too,” he said.
Both of them worked at that.
Gaynor suddenly stopped, raised his head, like a deer sensing an approaching hunter. “Wait, I think I heard something.”
Sturgess held his breath, listened. In the distance, the sound of a baby crying.
“It’s Matthew,” Gaynor said. “He must have woke up.”
They’d driven out here in Gaynor’s Audi. Since he still had no one to look after his son, he’d brought him along, and Sturgess didn’t have a child safety seat in the back of his Cadillac. The car was parked a hundred feet farther up the driveway, where it bore left and disappeared behind the trees.
“He’s probably hungry,” the father said.
Sturgess sighed. “Go—go look after your boy. Take the shovel, throw it in the trunk. I’ll catch up.”
It had crossed his mind earlier to take the shovel himself and hit Gaynor across the head with it. He could have tossed him into the grave along with Kemper. But then he’d have had the problem of how to get the Audi, and the van, away from here.
Not to mention the problem of what to do with the baby.
That goddamn baby.
He would have to watch Bill Gaynor closely. See if he came to present the same level of risk that this dead-and-buried asshole had. Yes, they’d been friends a very long time, but when it came to saving your own neck, you did what you had to do.
And it wasn’t just his neck, either.
But the more immediate problem was Sarita. Once she’d been dealt with, Sturgess could decide what to do about the poor grieving husband.



FIFTY-TWO
David
AS I drove away from Sam’s place, I decided to try again to find Marshall Kemper or, even better, Sarita Gomez. Maybe someone would come to the door of his place this time.
On the way, I couldn’t stop thinking about what had just happened, about what I might be getting myself into. I didn’t need my life to be any more complicated, and Sam Worthington was definitely a complication.
Any other man who’d just had impulsive, spontaneous sex with a woman he barely knew—and at her kitchen table, no less—might be feeling pretty full of himself. Ain’t I somethin’? And who knew? Maybe this was the start of something. Maybe this rough, animalistic act was the beginning of an actual relationship. Maybe, out of this what some might call sordid encounter, something pretty decent might emerge. Granted, it might not be the sort of story you’d share with your grandkids one day, but hey, it was the kind of memory, when you called it up, someone might ask why you had that stupid grin all over your face.
Except it wasn’t in my nature to see the glass as half-full. Not after the kinds of things I’d been through in recent years. I had more than enough to deal with at the moment: raising Ethan on my own, starting a new job, living with my parents. I was hoping that working for Finley, even if it didn’t last forever—God forbid—would allow me to rent a place for Ethan and myself. It’d be an interim step to finding us another house.
The one thing I didn’t need to bring into the mix was a relationship. Especially not one with a woman who had as many problems going on in her life as I did. Arguably more.
And yet, sometimes we do stupid things. Some needs blind us to reason.
Maybe Sam had been thinking the same thing. As I was leaving, she’d said, “That was nice. We might do that again sometime.”
Not, Call me. Not, What are you doing this weekend? Not, Would you like to come over for dinner tonight?
Maybe she figured getting involved with me would screw up her life, too. I was reminded of what my father had said. What, exactly, did I have to offer, anyway?
And yet, as I headed for Kemper’s address, I found myself wondering when the wifi at Sam’s house might kick out again.
I decided this time not to park right out front. I pulled over and stopped the car three houses this side of Kemper’s apartment. I had a good view, although I couldn’t see in the windows to tell whether anyone was walking around in there.
There was still no other car parked out front, so Kemper was probably out somewhere. I could sit here in my mother’s Taurus awhile and hope he showed up.
Do some thinking.
It had been half a decade since Jan had died, and yet there wasn’t a day I did not think about her. To say my emotions were mixed was to put it lightly. I’d loved Jan once. A love so great it ached. But those aches had eventually mutated into something very different, something bordering on poisonous. Jan had never been who she claimed to be, and it made everything I’d once felt for her false in retrospect.
I was a different man now. More cautious, less foolish. Or so I’d thought. Maybe the way to handle things with Sam was—
I’d have to put that thought on hold.
A door was opening. But wait, it wasn’t Kemper’s apartment; it was the place where the old woman lived.
Someone was stepping outside. Maybe the old woman was coming out for a breath of fresh air.
Except it wasn’t her.
It was a much younger woman. Late twenties, early thirties, I guessed. Slim, about five-four, with black hair. Dressed in jeans and a green pullover top. A friend of the old woman’s, I figured. A care worker of some kind, maybe.
I thought she’d start walking down to the road, but instead she took a few steps over to the door of Marshall Kemper’s apartment. She used a key to open it and disappeared inside.
I’d never seen a picture of Sarita Gomez, but I was betting I’d found her.
I had my hand on the door handle, preparing to get out, when a cab drove past me and stopped out front of Kemper’s place. Seconds later, the apartment door opened and Sarita reappeared, pulling behind her a medium-size suitcase on wheels. The cabdriver popped the trunk, put the bag in for her, but let Sarita handle the rear passenger door herself. The man got back behind the wheel, and the tires kicked up gravel as he sped off.
“Shit,” I said, and turned the key.
The cab was heading back into downtown Promise Falls and came to a stop outside the bus terminal. I pulled to the curb and watched as Sarita got out, handed the driver some cash, then waited for him to haul her bag out of the trunk. Dragging it behind her, she entered the terminal.
I got out of the car and ran.
The Promise Falls bus terminal is hardly Grand Central. Inside, it’s about the size of a school classroom, with two ticket windows at one end and an electronic schedule board overhead. The rest is filled with the kind of chairs you’d find in a hospital emergency room.
The woman I’d followed was at the ticket booth. I went and stood behind her, looking like the next in line, close enough to hear the conversation.
“I want to buy a ticket to New York,” she said.
The man behind the glass said she could buy the entire ticket now, but she would have to change buses in Albany.
“Okay,” she said. “When does the bus leave for Albany?”
The man glanced at a computer monitor angled off to one side. “Thirty-five minutes,” he told her.
She handed over some more cash, took her ticket. When she turned around she jumped, evidently unaware someone was behind her.
“Excuse me,” she said.
“Sorry,” I said. I let her wheel her bag past my toes, then stepped up to the window.
“Help ya?” the ticket agent said.
I paused, then said, “Never mind.”
I turned around and spotted the woman, sitting in the far corner of the room, as if trying to make herself invisible, which was not easy, since there were only half a dozen people here waiting to catch a bus.
I walked over and took a seat two over from her, leaving the one between us empty. I took out my phone, leaned over, my elbows rested on my knees, and opened up an app at random.
Without looking in her direction, I said, “You must be Sarita.”
I sensed her stir suddenly. “What did you say?”
This time I turned, sitting up at the same time. I could see fear in her eyes. “I said, you must be Sarita. Sarita Gomez.”
Her eyes darted about the room. I could guess what she was thinking. Who was I? Was I alone? Was I a cop? Should she try to run?
I said, “I’m not with the police. My name’s David. David Harwood.”
“You are wrong,” she said. “I am not whoever you said. My name is Carla.”
“I don’t think so. I think you’re Sarita. I think you worked for the Gaynors. And I think you’ve been hiding out with Marshall Kemper the last couple of days, and are now looking to get out of Dodge.”
“Dodge?” she said.
“You want to disappear.”
“I told you, I am not that person.”
“I’m Marla Pickens’s cousin. I don’t know if that name means anything to you, but the Gaynors’ baby was left on her doorstep two days ago. The police think she stole the baby, and probably killed Rosemary Gaynor in the process.”
“She did it before,” the woman whispered.
I leaned in. “She never killed anyone.”
“But she took a baby,” she said quietly. “At the hospital.”
“You know about that.”
The woman nodded. She was glancing at the door.
“You are Sarita.”
Her eyes landed on mine. “I am Sarita,” she said.
“Would you like to tell me what you know, or would you like me to call the police?”
“Please do not call the police. They’ll either send me home, or find a reason to put me in jail.”
“Then why don’t we talk,” I said. “I’ve got a feeling you may be able to explain a lot of things.”
“Quickly,” she said. “I will tell you quickly, so I do not miss my bus.”
I shook my head sadly. “You’re not making that bus, Sarita. It’s just not going to happen.”



FIFTY-THREE
ARLENE Harwood had decided on pork chops for dinner and wondered whether Don would like rice or mashed potatoes with them. She even had some sweet potatoes in the fridge, which Don was not all that crazy about, but would tolerate once in a while, just so long as she put enough butter on them, and maybe even a sprinkling of brown sugar. She was pretty sure Ethan didn’t like sweet potatoes, but she could do up a baked potato for him, or throw some frozen french fries into the oven.
It was nice having all these men around. She knew David wanted to move out as soon as he could, and take Ethan with him, of course. It was the right thing to do. But she was enjoying having them here in the meantime.
She went into the living room, thinking her husband might have fallen asleep in the recliner, but he wasn’t there. Her leg was really hurting today after her stumble on the stairs the day before, so she didn’t want to have to trek up to the second floor to search for him. So she went to the foot of the stairs and shouted his name, speculating that he was in the bathroom, extending his stay because he’d found something interesting to read in National Geographic.
No answer.
Then Arlene went to the top of the stairs that led down to the basement. “Don? You there?”
When she didn’t get a reply, she figured there was only one place left to check. She went out the back door and limped across the yard to their garage. The main door was closed, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t there. She tried the side entrance, found it unlocked, and entered.
And there was Don. Standing in front of his workbench, clutching a bottle of beer. There were two empties standing in front of him.
“I’ve been looking all over for you,” she said.
“I was right here,” he said.
“Well, I had to look in all the other places first before I found that out, didn’t I? Me with a bad leg and all.”
“You should have looked here first.”
“What are you doing drinking beer in the middle of the afternoon?” she asked. “In the middle of the summer, maybe, but now?”
“Is that why you were looking for me? To find out if I was having a beer?”
“I didn’t know you were having a beer until I found you.”
“Then what the hell do you want?”
She did not answer him. She crossed her arms and looked sternly at him. “What’s going on with you?”
He grunted. “There’s nothing going on with me.”
“How many years have I been married to you? Whatever the number is, double it, and that’s what it feels like,” Arlene said. “I can tell when something’s eating at you. You started acting funny yesterday.”
“I told you, I’m fine. What did you want?”
“I wanted to ask you . . .” She stopped herself. “Damn it.”
“What?”
“What the hell did I want to ask you?” She shook her head. “This is driving me crazy.”
“Where were you when you decided you just had to find me?” Don asked. “They say if you think where you were when—”
“Rice or potatoes?” she asked him.
“What?”
“With pork chops. Rice or potatoes, or sweet potatoes? Oh, and I’ve got a box of that Stove Top stuffing that Ethan likes.”
“I don’t care,” Don said. “Make whatever you want.”
She put a hand on his arm. “Talk to me.”
He pressed his lips together, as though keeping the words he wanted to say from escaping. He shook his head.
“Is it David? And Ethan? Is it getting you down, having them here? He just needs time to get his life back together. It would have been better if he’d just stayed in Boston, hadn’t quit that job at—”
“It’s not that,” Don said. “I . . . I like having them around. I like having my grandson here.”
The corner of her mouth went up. “Me, too.” She paused, then said, “You’d better spill what it is that’s on your mind fast, because I need to head upstairs and lie down with some ice on this goddamn leg. Talk.”
Don opened his mouth to speak, then closed it. The fourth time he tried, words came out.
“I have regrets,” he said.
Arlene nodded. “Sure. We all do.” She hesitated. “I hope I’m not one of them.”
He shook his head, put a hand on her shoulder. “No.”
“Well, that’s something, I guess,” she said.
“There are times when I could have been a better man.”
“Better for whom?” she asked.
“Just . . . better.”
Arlene had always thought, even with all his faults—and there was no question Don had a few—he was as good a man as any woman could hope to find. It was difficult for her to imagine that this was a man who harbored deep secrets, that there could be anything he’d done that would make her think less of him.
She’d never had any reason to believe he’d been unfaithful to her, even though there would be the occasional fleeting thought. But that had more to do with her own insecurities than with suspicions about Don’s behavior.
“There’s times,” he said, “when you wish you acted differently, but you can’t go back and do things again. The moment is gone; there’s nothing you can do. And the thing is, even if you tried to do the right thing, there’s no guarantee you might have been able to make a difference. But it haunts you just the same. You feel like less of a person.”
“Okay,” Arlene said slowly.
“Like, for instance,” he said, “you remember that time you were backing into that spot at the Walmart, and you—”
“Oh, please don’t bring that up.”
“You dinged that car, and you got out and had a look, and it was a little dent, and you thought about leaving a note, but finally you decided to get back in the car and drive off and go shop somewhere else instead that day?”
Now she was annoyed. “Why would you bring that up? That was years ago. I felt so guilty about that. I never should have told you. To this day I feel bad I didn’t leave a note. You remember two years ago I was using that machine at the drugstore where you can check your blood pressure? And I thought I broke it? And I told them about it and offered to pay? And lucky for me, they said it had broken down before and it wasn’t my fault, but it could have been. I was prepared to do the right thing, so why you’d dredge up that other matter I don’t—”
“I only mention it because it was nothing,” Don said. “It was nothing compared to what I did—or didn’t do.”
“What on earth are you talking about?”
Those lips were pressed together again. Arlene sensed he was getting to the hardest part. He said nothing for more than a minute, but finally said, “I was one of them.”
“One of what?”
“One of the people who did nothing,” Don Harwood said.



FIFTY-FOUR
ANGUS Carlson phoned his wife, Gale, at the dental clinic where she worked as a hygienist. She was with a patient, doing a cleaning, but Carlson told the woman at the desk that it was an emergency.
Several seconds later, Gale came on the line. “What is it? What’s happened? Are you okay?”
“It’s not that kind of emergency,” he told her. “It’s something good.”
“Oh, God, you gave me a heart attack. You’re a cop! Someone says it’s an emergency and my mind goes to the worst possible place!”
“Sorry, I didn’t think.”
“I’ve got someone in the chair. What’s happened?”
“I got a promotion.”
“What?” Excited now, no longer annoyed. “What kind of promotion?”
“It’s temporary,” he said. “But if I do a good job, they might make it permanent.”
“Tell me.”
“Detective,” he said. “They’ve got me working as a detective.”
“That’s fantastic! That’s wonderful! I’m so proud of you.”
“I just wanted you to know. I wanted you to be the first call.”
“Does this mean you’ll get more money?”
“I’ll probably get a bump up while I’m doing it.”
“Because,” Gale said gently, “if you get a raise, this could be a good time—”
“Only thing I’m a bit worried about is this guy I have to work with. Duckworth. I don’t think he likes me. There was this thing with squirrels, and I was just making a joke and—”
“Squirrels?”
“It doesn’t matter. I’ll just have to work it out with him. Prove to him I’m not an idiot.”
“You’re not,” Gale said. “You’re going to do great. But what I was going to say was, if you’re going to be making more money, maybe this would be a good time to think about starting a—”
“Please, Gale, don’t go there,” Angus Carlson said.
“You don’t even know what I’m going to say.”
“I know what you’re going to say. That’s not why I’m calling you. I don’t want to get into that.”
“I’m sorry,” Gale said. “I just thought—”
“You know how I feel about this.”
“I know, but we’ve had this discussion. I’m not like her. I’d be a good mother. Just because—”
“That reminds me. I’m going to let her know.”
“Let who know?”
“My mother. I’m going to let her know.”
“Angus.”
“I am. She never thought I’d amount to anything. I’m going to tell her.”
“Angus, please,” Gale said. “Don’t say that. Let it go. We left that behind. We came here to get away from all that.”
He didn’t say anything for a moment. Finally, his voice somewhat distant: “Okay, okay. You’re right. I don’t have to do that.”
“We should . . . celebrate,” Gale said, her voice starting to break. A sniff, then: “When you get home.”
“Are you crying?”
“I’m not crying.”
“You sound like you’re crying. This is a big thing for me, Gale. Don’t ruin it by crying.”
“I said I wasn’t crying. I have to go. I have to get back to Mr. Ormin.”
“Okay,” he said. “We’ll go out. You want to do that?”
“You pick,” Gale said. “I have to go.”



FIFTY-FIVE
THE first thing Sturgess and Gaynor had to do was get rid of Marshall Kemper’s van. The doctor drove; Gaynor followed in the Audi. Sturgess was mindful that he didn’t want to take any route, or leave the van, anyplace where there might be video cameras. He did not want to be showing up on any surveillance video driving a vehicle owned by a man who would soon be on a missing-persons list. That left out the parking lots of major department stores, fast-food outlets, or getting onto a toll road like the New York State Thruway.
Nor did Sturgess want to take a lot of time disposing of the van. He needed to return to Kemper’s place, where he believed Sarita was waiting for the man. And then it hit him—the solution was simple: Leave the van at Kemper’s house.
He phoned Gaynor in the Audi, told him where he was going. The doctor could hear a baby making gurgling noises in the background. “Hang back a block or so,” Sturgess said. “We don’t want anyone seeing your car, noticing your license plate, out front of Kemper’s place.”
“What do you want me to do?” he asked.
“You just take care of your kid,” Sturgess said. “I’ll handle this.”
He opened the map program on his smartphone—the van did not have GPS in it—and looked up Kemper’s Groveland Street address. As soon as he saw it on the screen, he realized he knew roughly where it was, and wouldn’t need directions.
He kept glancing in the mirror, saw the large mouth of the Audi grille trailing him right up until he turned onto Groveland, at which point Gaynor hung back. Sturgess pulled into the driveway at 36A and 36B. Kemper’s place was on the left.
He turned off the engine and sat for a moment before getting out. If Sarita was inside, she might have heard the van pull up and, thinking it was her boyfriend, run outside to greet him.
When she didn’t, the doctor got out and went to the door. Knocked. When no one answered, he knocked harder. Finally he tried turning the knob and, finding the door unlocked, stepped inside.
“Hello?” he said. “Sarita, are you here?”
It was a small apartment. He walked to the middle of it, surveyed the unmade bed, the dirty dishes in the sink, an untouched breakfast sandwich, men’s clothes scattered across the floor. The bathroom door was open. He poked his head in, pulled back the bathtub curtain. Not only did he not see Sarita, he saw no signs that a woman was living here. Which meant either Kemper had been lying, or that he’d been telling the truth, and Sarita had skipped.
He had a feeling it was the latter.
But if she had been here, she must have left recently. Kemper, desperate for a second needle that would save his life, had said she was here. Maybe she’d been trying to reach him on his phone, and when she couldn’t, panicked. She had to know he’d been trying to blackmail Bill Gaynor, so she might be thinking the police had picked him up, and this was going to be their next stop.
And then he remembered that when Kemper’s phone had rung, it had shown STEMPLE as the caller.
Sturgess got out his phone again, opened the app for phone numbers and addresses, and typed in “Stemple.”
“Son of a bitch,” he said under his breath. The address attached to that name was the apartment next door.
Sturgess walked out, made the short journey to the other apartment, and rapped on the door. He could hear a television. He knocked again, at which point someone hollered, “Hold your horses!”
Finally, an elderly woman opened the door. She looked him up and down, at the doctor’s expensive suit, and said, “I ain’t dead yet.”
“Excuse me?”
“You look like an undertaker.”
“I’m not,” Sturgess said. “You must be Mrs. Stemple?”
“Who wants to know?”
“I’m looking for Sarita. Is she here?”
“Sarita?” the woman said. “Who the hell is that?”
Sturgess put his palm flat on the door, pushed it wide-open, and walked in.
“Hey,” she said. “You can’t do that.”
The apartment was slightly larger than Kemper’s, with a bedroom attached to the living area. He explored the two rooms, peered into the bathroom.
“I know she was here,” Sturgess said. “She made several calls from your phone. Recently. You going to deny that?”
“Maybe I was sleeping,” Mrs. Stemple said. “Someone could have come in and used the phone while I was having a nap in front of the TV.”
“Where is she?” Sturgess said, keeping his voice level. “If you don’t tell me, half an hour from now you’ll be downtown getting charged with . . .” He had to think. “Harboring a fugitive. That’s what you’ll be charged with.”
“You another cop?” she said.
Sturgess thought, Shit. The police had already been here? Did they already have Sarita?
“I was sent back here to talk to you again,” Sturgess said, improvising. “We don’t think you were very forthcoming with our other officer.”
“Well, I don’t know anything about that,” she said. “I want you to get out of my house. I want to watch my shows.”
Sturgess looked at the high-tech chair in its elevated position. On the small table next to it, a remote, a book of crossword puzzles, an open box of chocolates, a Danielle Steel novel. That was her whole world there, a command center, sitting in front of the television.
Sturgess walked over there, found where the TV cord led to a power bar, and yanked it out. The TV went black.
“Hey!” Mrs. Stemple said.
The doctor knelt down, started fiddling with the cables.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“I’m going to take your DVR, your cables, all this shit,” he said.
“What the hell for?”
“Because you won’t cooperate,” he said.
“She went to the bus station.”
He stopped. “What?”
“Sarita. She took a taxi to the bus station. She’s going to New York. Now turn my TV back on.”
“How long ago was this?”
The woman shrugged. “Ten minutes? I don’t know. Hook that back up.”
Sturgess plugged the TV back in, and the screen came to life. He stood up and said, “There you go.”
“Now get out,” Mrs. Stemple said.
“Let me help you into your chair,” he said.
“My chair helps me get into my chair,” she said, and positioned herself in front of it. She settled in, grabbed the remote, and powered the chair back down.
“I’ll let myself out,” Sturgess said.
“Whatever,” the woman said.
He exited the apartment, but hesitated before getting out his phone to ask Gaynor to come down the street to pick him up. He stood outside Mrs. Stemple’s door, thinking.
Sooner or later, after Kemper was reported missing, someone was going to come back here and interview Mrs. Stemple.
And maybe she’d mention that officer who came to see her, the one who unplugged her TV.
And the police would realize that someone else had been here to see her. Not a cop. Asking about Sarita Gomez.
Who, by that time, might be as hard to find as Marshall Kemper.
He hadn’t given the woman his name, but would she be able to recognize him? If it ever came to that? If the police put enough of this together to place him in a lineup?
Sturgess felt a pounding in his chest. His mouth was dry.
Giving Kemper that fatal injection hadn’t been an easy thing to do. But it had been necessary. There were times when you had to do things that were beyond your normal experience.
It was possible that there were other things he was going to have to do that were necessary.
But the doctor wanted a second opinion.
He got out his phone, entered a number, waited for the pickup.
“Hey,” Sturgess said.
The doctor explained the situation. That Kemper was dead. That he had a lead on Sarita Gomez. But this old lady presented a possible loose end.
He was thinking one of the oversize pillows he’d seen in the bedroom would do the trick. Wouldn’t leave a needle mark. Would anyone really consider an old woman who’d stopped breathing all that suspicious?
“So, what do you think?” Dr. Jack Sturgess asked.
“Dear God,” Agnes Pickens said. “Do what you have to do.”



FIFTY-SIX
AGNES set her phone down on the kitchen island.
“Who was that?” Marla asked. She was sitting on the other side, dipping a spoon tentatively into the bowl of tomato soup her mother had just prepared for her.
“Just the hospital,” Agnes said. “Even with all that’s going on, they won’t leave me alone.” She looked out the window, holding her gaze as though staring at something.
They heard Gill coming down the stairs. He slipped an arm around his daughter, gave her a kiss on the cheek, and took the stool beside her.
“Got any more of that soup?” he asked his wife.
Agnes said nothing.
“Agnes?”
She stopped looking out the window, faced him. “What?”
“Is there any more soup?”
“Hang on,” she said, and reached for another bowl in the cupboard.
“I put your bag in your old room,” Gill said to Marla. “I think you’ll be staying with us for a while. Don’t you think, Agnes?”
“Hmm? Yes, of course. Even . . . even when the police let you go back into your house, you should stay with us. For as long as you like.”
“Are you okay, Mom?”
“Yes, I’m fine.”
“You just seemed a little weird there for a second.”
“I told you, I’m fine.”
Marla said, “You know, I don’t have to go home anyway. I can do my work anywhere. As long as I have a computer. Dad, could I borrow your laptop? Mine’s still in the house.”
“Sure, I don’t see why—”
“I don’t know about that,” Agnes snapped. Suddenly alert, as though she’d just woken up. “Natalie told me how that detective reacted to what you were doing for a living. He was not impressed. You need to find something else to do.”
“But, Mom, I—”
“No, you listen to me. Going on the Internet and making up reviews—lying—about companies you’ve never had anything to do with, that makes you look bad. Don’t you understand that?”
Marla’s face fell. “I was really good at it. And I like writing.”
“That’s not writing,” Agnes said. “Writing is a short story, or a novel, or poems. If you want to write, write that kind of thing. But you need to make a living some other way.”
“Jesus, Agnes,” Gill said. “You don’t think she’s been through enough in the last couple of days? You really think this is the time for career counseling?”
“She was the one who brought it up,” Agnes said. “I didn’t. All I’m saying is, when you’re feeling better, and you want to get back to work, you need to direct your talents in another direction. You can do that. I know you can. You have lots of talent, lots of natural ability.”
“What kind of talents do I have?” Marla asked. “I don’t really know how to do anything.”
“That’s not true,” her father said. “You’re good at lots of things.”
“Like what?”
“Well, let’s start with the writing. There’s lot of other ways you could do that without making up Internet reviews. Like maybe advertising? And think of all the companies that need people to write reports for them. And newspapers. You could—”
“Newspapers are dying, Dad. Look what happened to David.”
“You’re right, you’re right, but—”
The cell phone tucked into the pocket of his sports jacket started to ring. He reached for the phone, saw who it was, accepted the call.
“Hey, Martin, how are you. I’m sorry I haven’t gotten back to you. I’ve been dealing with some issues on the home front and I’m not going to be able to look at your proposal anytime soon. Yeah, sorry about that. Take care.”
Gill ended the call, set the phone onto the countertop, and made a show of pushing it away from him. It slid across the granite and bumped into Agnes’s phone, an identical model, nudging it like a curling stone.
“They’re a curse, those things,” he said. “We think they’re these great gadgets but we can never get away from everyone who wants us.”
“You could turn it off,” Agnes said, ladling soup into a bowl.
“I know, I know; I’m guilty. I could turn it off, but I don’t, because I’m afraid I’ll miss something. I could say the same thing to you, you know. You’ve got a phone practically glued to your palm.”
Agnes leaned across the island, handed Gill some soup.
“This looks good,” he said. “Where’s this from?”
“Marla and I stopped at the deli on the way home and picked it up,” Agnes said, then shook her head sadly. “It never even occurred to you that I might have made it.”
“If it had, I can see I’d have been wrong.”
“Stop,” Marla said. “Even when you guys kid each other, it sounds like fighting.”
“We’re not fighting,” Agnes said. “Gill, have you heard from Natalie today?”
He shook his head. “No. I think maybe she’s waiting to see what the cops do next. If they think they have a case, and they file a charge, you know, if they decide to—”
“Take me away in handcuffs,” Marla said.
Gill sighed. “If they think they have a case against Marla, and arrest her, things go into overdrive. She said they’re doing a rush on those bloodstains that were found on the door at Marla’s house.”
“I’ll bet the angel left them,” Marla said. “She must have gotten blood on her hands when she took Matthew from that woman’s house after someone killed her.”
Agnes turned away, removing from the burner the pot she’d used to reheat the soup.
“Can you tell us anything more about this angel?” Gill asked.
“I don’t know what else to say,” Marla said.
“I think,” Agnes said, her back to them, “that we have to be proactive here. I’ll call Natalie and tell her we want to know what her game plan is, should we need it.” She shook her head in frustration. “I think the fact that there’ve been no charges up to now is a good sign. They just don’t have the evidence. I know things are going to be okay. They only charge someone when they think they’ve got a strong case.”
“You’re rambling, Mom,” Marla said.
“I’m just trying to make a point, that’s all. I’m calling Natalie right now.”
She spun around, swept up the phone in one quick movement, and left the kitchen. She went into the living room, sat down on the couch, and glanced at the list of recent calls. She immediately spotted a number she knew, and said, just loud enough that Gill heard her in the kitchen, “How did I miss this from Carol?”
Agnes tapped on the number to return the call.
In the kitchen, Gill dropped his spoon in his soup, splattered some tomato on his crisp white shirt, and looked at the other phone resting a couple of feet away from him.
Agnes held the phone to her ear. Her assistant answered after the third ring. “Hey,” Carol said in a whisper. “I thought we were going to take a break. Where are you, Gill? Are you at home?”
“Carol?” Agnes said.
A second of silence. Then: “Ms. Pickens?”
Again Agnes said, “Carol?” A pause, and then: “Why did—”
She cut herself off, ended the call. Tossed the phone onto the cushion. Took a moment to consider what she’d just learned.
Gill came into the room with the other phone. Smiling innocently. “I think this one is yours.” He extended his hand, but Agnes ignored it.
“It was going on right under my nose,” she said. “My own assistant.”
Gill shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re thinking, Agnes, but whatever it is, you’re wrong. Carol just happened to call me; I guess she couldn’t reach you at the time, and—”
Agnes raised a hand, picked up Gill’s phone again. “She called you while I was still in my office. I was right there.” She studied the screen more intently, looking at the call history. “She called you yesterday. And three days ago. And two times on Monday.”
Agnes stood, then suddenly pitched the phone at her husband, catching him on the temple. It hit the floor hard, skidded along the marble.
“Jesus!” Gill said, putting his hand on his head. “I’m telling you, she—”
“Shut up!” she screamed. “Shut up! Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!”
Marla appeared at the edge of the room, rubbing her bandaged left wrist with her right hand. “What’s going on?” she asked.
“It’s okay,” Gill said. “Just a misunderstanding.”
The doorbell rang.
“A misunderstanding?” Agnes said. “Is that what you call fucking my assistant? A misunderstanding?”
“There’s someone at the door,” Marla said shakily.
“You’re jumping to conclusions,” Gill said, raising his voice. “A few phone calls, that’s proof of nothing! For God’s sake, Agnes, you’re absolutely paranoid about this.”
“You know what she said? Just now? Before she realized it was me? She said she thought you two were going to take a break. What do you suppose she meant by that?”
The doorbell rang a second time.
“Who knows what the hell she meant?” Gill said. “I always thought she was a bit off her nut. I don’t know how she’s lasted as long as she has working for you. She’s a total incompetent, you ask me.”
“I hate you,” Agnes said. “If you’d fucked around with anyone else, I’d still hate you, but maybe not quite so much. This . . . this is just rubbing my nose in it.”
“Enough!” Marla screamed.
Now someone was pounding on the door. And shouting, “Ms. Pickens! Mr. Pickens!”
Agnes’s finger was in her husband’s face. “I’ll ruin you. I will. I’ll ruin you.”
“I’m glad it was her,” Gill said. “I really am.”
Marla went to the front door, threw it open. Detective Barry Duckworth was standing there with two uniformed officers.
Agnes and Gill Pickens turned and stared, dumbfounded.
Duckworth waved a piece of paper. “I have a warrant for the arrest of Marla Pickens.”
Marla’s arms hung limply at her sides. She looked numb.
Agnes glanced at her husband, took the phone he was holding, and said, “I’ll call Natalie.”



FIFTY-SEVEN
ACTING Promise Falls detective Angus Carlson’s first day out of uniform wasn’t going to be anything to brag about to his wife when he took her out for dinner that evening. Barry Duckworth had left him a note of things he wanted him to follow up on.
First up, the squirrels.
Carlson figured this was Duckworth’s way of getting even. Okay, so maybe he cracked a couple of stupid jokes. Just trying to break the tension was all. Where was the harm in that? Carlson had always been looking for ways to lighten the mood. What had his mother always said? Turn up the corners of your mouth.
But Duckworth’s list of to-dos didn’t end with squirrels. He wanted Carlson to head back out to Thackeray to interview three young women who’d been attacked, presumably by some guy named Mason Helt, who’d been shot in the head by campus security chief Clive Duncomb.
Finally, Duckworth wanted Carlson to go back out to Five Mountains and learn more about those three naked mannequins—“You’ll Be Sorry” painted across their chests—that had gone for a spin on the Ferris wheel.
Duckworth had added some cryptic notes about the number 23. How that number was a common element in all three incidents. How it might mean something.
“Hmm,” Carlson had said under his breath as he read the detective’s notes. Duckworth wanted him to be on the alert for any recurrence of that number.
He began his day at the park where the squirrels had been found. Walked carefully through the adjoining wooded area. Talked to anyone who happened to pass by, asked whether they’d noticed anything odd the night before last. Knocked on the doors of nearby houses to ask the same.
Came up with a big fat zero.
At one door, an elderly man grinned and said, “This case’ll be a tough nut to crack!”
Okay, so maybe it wasn’t that funny.
He didn’t do much better at Thackeray. None of the women he wanted to interview was available. Two had gone home for a couple of days. The third, who apparently was going to be spending the summer at the college taking extra courses, couldn’t be found. Another student who lived across the hall from her said she could be at the library, or in town doing some shopping, or just out for a long walk.
Carlson wasn’t going to waste his entire day out there.
Next stop: Five Mountains.
He went straight to the administration offices, where he found Fenwick. According to Duckworth’s exhaustive note, she was going to draw up a list of people who had operated the Ferris wheel during the months the park was open. While it was possible anyone with some mechanical smarts might have been able to get the ride going, someone who’d actually run the thing would have an edge.
“I’m still freaked out about this,” Fenwick said, sitting at her computer, tapping away.
“Sure,” Carlson said. “That’s totally understandable, you being here alone and all, late at night.”
“I thought I was going to have a list for you this afternoon, but I haven’t heard from our former facilities supervisor. He’d know who ran each ride, but of course, head office fired him, and it’s not like he’s in any rush to do me a favor. If I don’t hear from him by the end of today I’ll call him. Weren’t you in uniform last night?”
“I was,” he said.
“You look pretty good out of uniform,” Gloria Fenwick said, smiling.
“That’s the nicest thing anyone’s said to me today.”
“I think maybe it came out wrong.”
“I think it came out just right,” Carlson said.
He asked her about how someone would gain access to the park. The admin offices were behind a locked gate, and a fence ran around the perimeter of the property. Who had keys? he wanted to know.
Fenwick explained that once most of the Five Mountains staff had been fired, the locks were changed. Fenwick and a couple of other office staff who were tasked with winding the place down had keys, as did the security firm that checked on the property several times a day. That was it.
“You seem to be taking this very seriously,” she said. “I mean, as unsettling as it was, there was no real damage done.”
“Detective Duckworth takes everything very seriously,” Carlson said.
He thanked her, said good-bye, and checked out the Ferris wheel first. In the light of day, things looked a lot less sinister. Of course, the mannequins had been taken away, which helped. There was nothing to suggest anything out of the ordinary had gone on here the night before.
Carlson left the Ferris wheel and headed for the closest fence that surrounded the property. If whoever brought in the mannequins didn’t have a key, and there was no indication the locks had been broken or tampered with, the fence had to have been breached somewhere.
It was a wire fence, about nine feet tall. A single strand of barbed wire ran along the top of it to discourage intruders. Not that effective, but then again, Five Mountains probably didn’t want to run several strands. They wouldn’t want to be sending off a prison vibe.
Rides and exhibits backed up to the fence, where the grass grew taller and was untended. Carlson figured someone could put a ladder up against the fence. It was rigid enough. Drag three mannequins up, toss them over. But then the intruder would have to get over, too.
A lot of work.
The park property, a rough rectangle, was about fifteen acres, so it was a long, slow trek along the fence. Carlson didn’t notice anything until he’d rounded the second corner.
The fence had been cut.
Someone would have needed something like bolt cutters, he figured. The chain link had been cut along a post, starting at ground level and going up about five feet. Several links had also been severed along the bottom, creating a simple doorway.
The grass, Carlson noted, was matted down on both sides of the fence. About twenty yards beyond it was a two-lane road that ran along the back of the amusement park property.
He could see where someone had worn down a path in the grass between the fence and the road. He thought about what must have been involved. Someone drives up in a truck or van, has to unload three mannequins. Probably has to drag them one at a time to the fence, push them through. Maybe then he moves or hides the truck, returns, carries the mannequins one by one to the Ferris wheel, because that’s going to take some time.
Gets the three dummies—which probably had their message painted on them before being brought out here—positioned into one of the carriages. Which, Duckworth had noted, was numbered 23.
As if that really mattered.
The Ferris wheel gets turned on, and the intruder takes off. Gets through the opening in the fence, hops behind the wheel of his truck or van, and speeds away.
Carlson wondered why anyone would go to that much trouble. It was backbreaking work. This didn’t strike him as something a few teenagers would do for a lark.
This was someone who really wanted to send a message.
YOU’LL BE SORRY.
Who was it meant for? Why did the person sending it feel aggrieved? And if this was a real threat, what was coming next?
“Beats me,” Angus Carlson said to himself.



FIFTY-EIGHT
JACK Sturgess came back out of Doris Stemple’s apartment for the second time, got out his phone, and called Bill Gaynor.
“Pick me up,” he said.
Seconds later, the Audi whisked down the street, came to an abrupt stop long enough for Sturgess to get in on the passenger side, then sped off.
Matthew, in back, strapped into his car seat, was crying. More like shrieking.
“Jesus, can’t you shut him up?” Sturgess said.
“He’s a baby, Jack. That’s what they do. Where are we going?”
“Bus terminal. Christ, I can’t hear myself think.”
Gaynor turned his head around every three seconds to catch Matthew’s eye. “Hey, sport, come on! It’s okay! Have some Cheerios.”
The tiny round “O”s of cereal were littered across the backseat. Matthew showed no interest in them beyond batting them about with his tiny hands.
“I need to get him home,” Gaynor said. “He’s been out all morning and he needs a good sleep.”
“Soon enough,” Sturgess said.
“Who’s at the bus terminal? Sarita? Is it her?”
“Yes.”
“How did you find out?”
“From her neighbor. Where she was calling from. She said a cab picked her up a little while ago to take her there. She’s getting a bus to New York.”
Matthew’s shrieking persisted.
“Goddamn it!” Sturgess said. “I can’t think with all that screaming!”
Gaynor made a fist and struck it against the top of the steering wheel.
“Shut up! What the fuck would you like me to do? Rosemary is dead! Do you remember? My wife is fucking dead! Sarita took off! I’m his fucking father! What would you like me to do?” He raised his eyebrows, as if inviting a response. “Chuck him out the window? Leave him on a church doorstep? If you’ve got an idea I’d like to hear it!”
Sturgess said nothing, stared straight ahead. Matthew continued to wail.
“Nothing? Maybe you’ve got another needle? Want to stick it in him? Is that what’s going on in your head?”
“Just get us to the bus station,” Sturgess said. “The sooner we find Sarita the sooner you can go home and look after your son.”
Gaynor, slowly depressurizing, said, “I never should have listened to you.”
“What?”
“I never . . . never should have gone along with you on this.”
Sturgess sighed. It was not the first time Gaynor had made such a complaint. “Well, Bill, there’s no turning back the clock. You did what you did. We made a deal. Now we’re dealing with the fallout.”
“Fallout?” Gaynor shot the doctor a look. “Is that what you call my wife getting killed?”
Sturgess returned the look. “We don’t really know what happened there.”
Gaynor’s chin quivered. “I got a call, before you asked me to pick you up. They arrested her.”
“Marla?”
Gaynor nodded. “They’re picking her up right about now.”
“Must have happened after I spoke to Agnes,” the doctor said. “She’ll be devastated. Marla, too, of course.”
“Everything points to her,” Gaynor said.
“I suppose it does.”
“But we know she didn’t do it,” Gaynor said. “I mean, we know she didn’t take Matthew. Right?”
“There are things we know, and things we don’t know. But what we do know is where we’re vulnerable, and that’s where we have to act. Take this turn; it’ll get us there faster.”
Matthew’s shrieking began to subside.
“I think he’s crying himself to sleep,” Gaynor said.
“At last, something to be thankful for. Okay, it’s just up here. We go in; we split up; we try to find her. Any buses waiting to go, we poke our heads in, see if she’s on one of them.”
“I can’t leave Matthew in the car. Not here. It was okay in the woods, but not here.”
Sturgess closed his eyes briefly, let out a long breath. Maybe an injection was the way to go. For both of them. There might be enough in the other syringe.
“There’s no place to park.”
“For Christ’s sake, park anywhere. I’ll go into the terminal while you get the kid out.”
“Okay, but— Hey!”
“What?”
“They just went the other way!”
“What? In a car?”
“Sarita was in it!”
“What?”
“I’m sure of it. I caught a glimpse of her in the front seat. I’m sure it was her.”
Gaynor hit the brakes, looked for an opening in the traffic so he could do a U-turn. “An old Taurus. I’m sure it was her.”
“Who was driving?”
“I think it was that guy.”
“What guy?”
“Harwood. The one who was at the house with the woman and Matthew.”
“Shit,” Sturgess said. “Turn around. Go. Go.”
“There’s cars com—”
“Cut the fuck in!”
Matthew resumed crying.
Gaynor cut off someone in an Explorer, endured a blaring horn and an extended middle finger. He hit the gas. The Taurus was two cars ahead.
“If I catch up to them, then what?” Gaynor asked.
“Follow them for a while. It’s too busy here. Too many people.”
“Too many people for what?”
“Just stay on them, see where they go.”
“What if they’re headed to the police?” Gaynor asked.
The doctor didn’t have an immediate response to that. Instead he reached down toward the floor, where a small leather bag sat between his feet. He opened it, took out a syringe and a small glass vial.
“Jack,” Gaynor said warily.
“We’ll have to get very close to them, of course. Engage them in conversation. I need to bring him down first. Once he’s been done, it’ll be easier to do the nanny.”
“Christ, Jack, what’s happened to you? You already killed one man.”
The doctor shot him a look. “I seem to remember you were there. I seem to remember you digging a hole for his body. I seem to remember us putting him in there together and covering him up. Do you remember those events differently?”
“This is crazy. We’re not . . . we’re not these kinds of people.”
“Maybe we weren’t,” Sturgess said. “But we are now. If we want to survive.” He turned away, looked out the passenger window.
“This has to end,” the doctor said.



FIFTY-NINE
David
“LET’S go,” I said to Sarita, sitting next to me in the bus terminal. “The police might come looking for you here.”
“Where are we going?”
“I don’t know. Why don’t we just drive. And talk.”
I wondered whether she would try to run. Hoping she wouldn’t want to take off without her luggage, I stood and grabbed the handle of her bag. “I’ll take this for you,” I said. “I’m just parked outside.”
Slowly, resignedly, she stood. We walked in measured paces toward the door. I didn’t want her to fall behind, didn’t want her out of my sight for a second. Once we were outside, I pointed to my mother’s car. “I’m just up here.”
I opened the front passenger door, got her settled in, watched her do up her seat belt, then dropped her bag into the trunk. I got in next to her, started the engine, and headed off.
“You said we would just drive, right?”
I nodded.
“No going to the police station.”
Another nod.
“I want you to tell me what happened. I want you to tell me why you’ve been on the run, why you’ve disappeared.”
Sarita said nothing.
I decided to start with the big question. “Did you kill Rosemary Gaynor?”
Her eyes went wide with shock. “Is that what people think? Is that what the police think?”
“They think Marla did it,” I said. “But I don’t. So I’m asking you if you did it.”
“No!” she said. “I did not kill Ms. Gaynor! I loved her! She was good to me. She was a very good lady. I loved working for her. It’s a horrible thing what happened to her.”
“Do you know who did kill her?”
Sarita hesitated. “I don’t.”
“But do you have an idea?”
She shook her head. “I don’t know. It was just . . . it was so awful.”
The way she said it told me something. “You found her. You were there.”
“I found her,” she said, nodding. “But I wasn’t there when it happened. I must have gotten there right after.”
“Tell me.”
“I got there in the afternoon. I had done an early morning shift at Davidson Place. I have two jobs. Many days I work a shift at one and a shift at the other, although at the Gaynors’, I do not call it a shift. A shift is when you work for a company, but they’re a family, so it is different. But I did my shift at Davidson, then took the bus to the Gaynors’. I have a key, but I always ring the bell. It is courtesy. You do not walk straight into a person’s house. But I rang the bell and no one answered. I thought maybe Ms. Gaynor was out. Maybe she was shopping or something like that. Or maybe she was in the bathroom, or changing Matthew’s diaper and could not come to the door right away. So in a case like that, I use my key to open the door.”
“So you went inside.”
“Yes, but it turns out the door was open. I come in, and I call for her. I figure she must be home because the door is not locked. I call a few times, and she does not answer, and then I go into . . .”
She turned her head down and toward the window. Her shoulders shook. While I waited, I took a left, followed by a right, taking a route that would lead us out of downtown.
Sarita lifted her head, but did not glance my way as she continued. “I go into the kitchen and she is there, and there is blood everywhere, and even though I am afraid to, I touch her, just in case maybe she is not dead, maybe she is breathing, maybe there is a pulse, but she is dead.”
“What did you do then?”
“I . . . I . . .”
“You did not call the police.”
She shook her head. “I did not. I could not do that. I am in this country illegally and no one knows about me. Not officially. Someone like me, the police don’t care what happens to me. They would find a way to charge me with something, maybe even think that I did it, that I killed Ms. Gaynor, because that is what they will do. But I called Marshall so he could come get me.”
She paused, caught her breath. “You asked me if I had any idea who did it.”
“That’s right.”
“I had to wonder . . . I had to wonder if it was Mr. Gaynor.”
“Why?”
“I wondered if he knew that his wife was starting to figure things out. That he’d never been honest with her about everything. I wondered if maybe she had confronted him and he’d gotten angry with her. But even so, I mean, I didn’t like him; I never liked him, but he didn’t seem like a man who would do something like that.”
“Sarita, what are you talking about?”
“It’s all my fault,” she said, and started to cry. “If that’s what happened, it’s all my fault. I should have kept quiet. I shouldn’t have said anything.”
We were heading north out of Promise Falls. With lighter traffic, it was easier to concentrate on what Sarita was saying. Although I was having a hard time figuring out what she was talking about.
“Said anything about what?”
“I knew about Marla,” she said. “I knew about your cousin. I knew what had happened at the hospital.”
“About her trying to take a baby?”
Sarita nodded. “I have friends who work at the hospital who also work at Davidson, and everyone was talking about the girl who tried to steal a baby. That she was out of her head because her own baby had died a few months earlier. And I heard that it was Dr. Sturgess who was the crazy lady’s doctor.”
“You know Dr. Sturgess,” I said.
Sarita nodded. “He is the Gaynors’ doctor. And he and Mr. Gaynor are old friends, from a long time ago.”
I glanced in my mirror. There was a car there, a black sedan that looked a lot like a car I’d seen in my mirror a few minutes ago. It did not look like a police car.
“They talk a lot,” Sarita said.
“What do you mean?”
“The doctor would come over, and they would go into Mr. Gaynor’s office. He has an office in the home. They would close the door and they would talk many times.”
“About what?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. I hear bits and pieces. Usually about money. I think Mr. Gaynor had a problem. And maybe the doctor, too.”
“What kind of problem?”
“Gambling, I think. They both had troubles like that. Ms. Gaynor, sometimes she would talk to me, tell me her husband made good money working for the insurance company, but there were times when they still had money problems because Mr. Gaynor liked to bet on things. Dr. Sturgess, too. He was way worse.”
While I believed some of what Sarita was telling me, I felt she was holding back. I couldn’t help but think she was more involved in this than she was letting on. I kept coming back to my earlier theory.
That Marla’d been set up.
Maybe Dr. Sturgess and Bill Gaynor had planned the murder and needed someone to pin it on. Marla was a perfect patsy. Sturgess knew her history and how to exploit it.
But how did Marla end up with the baby?
Then it hit me.
“What do you wear?” I asked Sarita.
“Excuse me?”
“When you work at Davidson House. What do you wear? Do you wear a uniform?”
“Yes,” she said.
“Would you show up for work sometimes at the Gaynors’ in your uniform?”
“Yes,” she said again. “A lot of times I would get changed at their house, get back into my regular clothes.”
“Describe it,” I said.
“What?”
“Describe your uniform.”
She shook her head, not understanding the question, or at least not what I was getting at by asking. “Pants, a top. Simple.”
“White pants? A white top?”
Sarita blinked. “Yes. All white.”
An angel.
“You delivered Matthew to Marla,” I said.
“Yes,” she said. “When I found Matthew, found he was alive upstairs in his nursery, I wanted to get him out of the house. I grabbed him, a few of his things, the stroller, left the house, and locked it.”
“You left that smudge on the door. At Marla’s house. You left some of Rosemary Gaynor’s blood on the door.”
Slowly she nodded. “I don’t know. I guess that is possible. There might have been blood on my hand; I might have touched something. I don’t exactly remember. But I think . . . when I got there, I felt like I was going to pass out from what I had seen, and I put my hand up so I would not fall down.”
I believed I’d just saved my cousin from a lifetime in prison.
But there was more I needed to know.
“There’s more you haven’t told me,” I said. “You were in on it with them.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I had nothing to do with Ms. Gaynor getting killed. I didn’t do anything with her husband or her doctor. But . . . my boyfriend, that’s a different story.”
“What?”
“Marshall is being very, very stupid. He’s been trying to get money out of Mr. Gaynor, and it’s very wrong what he’s doing, but he wouldn’t listen to me. And I don’t know what’s happened to him. He was supposed to come back to the house, but he hasn’t been answering his phone. I haven’t been able to get in touch with him.”
Jesus, there was more going on here than I could have imagined. But I moved ahead with my argument.
“Come on, Sarita. They—Sturgess and Gaynor, or maybe just one of them, I don’t know—decided Rosemary was better off dead.” She’d just told me Gaynor needed money. Maybe there was a hefty life insurance policy on his wife.
I continued. “So they set out to frame Marla for it. And you made the delivery. You took the baby to her and knew eventually the police would find out. You’re the connection.”
“No,” Sarita said. “You have it all wrong. I was trying to do a good thing.”
“A good thing. What the hell—”
That was when I started hearing a horn.
The black car that had been trailing behind us was on our bumper. The driver was leaning on the horn and flashing his lights.



SIXTY
WHILE Marla was being booked and fingerprinted, Barry Duckworth went over to his desk and sat down.
Exhausted.
He wasn’t sure about Marla, but when the lab reported back that the blood on the door of her house did indeed match up with Rosemary Gaynor’s, the chief and the district attorney made the decision: Bring her in.
And so he did.
She hadn’t said a word the entire way to the station. Just sat in the back of the cruiser as if in some kind of trance. Duckworth had to admit he felt sorry for this girl, even if she had done it. The things that had happened to her had left their mark. The girl was damaged. And her parents weren’t making her life any better. He’d heard them screaming at each other while he waited for someone to open the door.
You met a lot of fucked-up people in this line of work.
He moved his computer mouse and the screen came to life. He had two new e-mails. He’d heard his phone ding a couple of times in the last hour, but hadn’t had a moment to look at it.
The first one was from a Sandra Bottsford, manager of the Boston hotel where Bill Gaynor had been staying when his wife had been murdered. She wrote that she had information for him, and asked him to call her.
The second e-mail was from Wanda Therrieult, the coroner. It was short. Call me, it said.
Duckworth decided to call the hotel manager first. He got bounced around some. Bottsford was somewhere in the building, so they transferred him to her cell when he explained who he was.
Finally she answered. “Bottsford.”
“It’s Detective Duckworth, in Promise Falls. I just got your e-mail. Thanks for getting back to me.”
“No problem. I could have explained it in the e-mail, but I thought you might have extra questions, so I figured we should just talk.”
“Great. So, I was trying to confirm whether Mr. Gaynor was at the hotel Saturday midday through Monday morning.”
“Yeah. Terrible thing, what happened to his wife. Anyway, he checked out of the hotel at six in the morning on Monday. I even checked the security footage, and he was there at the front desk bright and early yesterday morning.”
A six a.m. checkout sounded about right. If he’d stopped once or twice to get a coffee or hit the bathroom, that departure would have seen him getting home at the very time he did.
But that didn’t nail it down for Duckworth. It was conceivable Gaynor could have left the hotel sometime during the previous forty-eight hours, driven home, killed his wife, then returned to Boston. His wife had clearly been dead at least a day when her body was discovered. Which meant whoever had killed her had done it more than twenty-four hours earlier. Duckworth was still waiting to hear back from the Mass Pike authorities to see whether Gaynor’s car’s license plate had been picked up entering or exiting the toll road in the two days before he’d officially returned home.
A round trip would have taken him the better part of five to six hours, but it could be done if he used the interstate highway. His attendance at the hotel conference could serve as his alibi.
Duckworth pressed on. “I’d asked you, I think, if you had anything else that would confirm Mr. Gaynor’s presence at the hotel for most of the weekend.”
“Yes,” said Bottsford, “you’d mentioned that. There were seminars most of Saturday and Sunday, and the conference dinner at five on Sunday, and he was seen at that. There was a charge from the bar at ten p.m., Sunday, and he’s visible on the security camera again, crossing the lobby at around eleven. Around midnight there was a call from his room down to the desk to ask for a wake-up call at five, which was done. The call was answered.”
That covered Sunday. But Rosemary Gaynor was already dead then.
“What about Saturday, and into Sunday morning?”
“The thing is, Detective, Mr. Gaynor is a regular here. He has stayed here for weeks, sometimes months at a time. Last year his wife was even with him for a very long stay. Everyone here knows the Gaynors. I asked around in the bar and the restaurant, and they saw him quite regularly all through the weekend. And his car did not leave the hotel. I talked to the valet, and he remembers bringing his car up for him at six, and it was the only time the car was asked for in the preceding forty-eight hours.”
Duckworth said, “Thanks very much for getting back to me.”
“Mr. Gaynor’s always been very kind and courteous to everyone here,” the manager added. “We feel very bad for his loss.”
“Of course. Good-bye.”
Duckworth hung up the phone. Just as well to scratch Gaynor from the list of suspects, he guessed, considering that they’d made an arrest. But he’d had to be sure.
He picked up the phone and called Wanda.
“How’s it going,” she said.
“I got your e-mail. What’s up?”
“I finished the autopsy on Rosemary Gaynor.”
“Okay.”
“Not that much to add about the cause of death. And there was no sign of sexual assault. Things are pretty much the way I laid them out for you yesterday. But there was one thing, and it may not be important, but I figured I should let you know. I mean, you’ll get the full report, but I wanted to give you a heads-up.”
“Go on.”
“I was thinking about her baby, what’s his name?”
“Matthew,” Duckworth said.
“I was thinking about how lucky it was whoever killed the Gaynor woman didn’t kill the kid, too. Not because he’d be a witness, but because people who do things like this are just out of their heads. Right?”
“Often.”
“Well,” Wanda continued, “that was on my mind when I stumbled upon some curious scar formation in the woman’s pelvis. These scars were whitish in color and had shrunk over time, which indicated to me that a procedure she underwent was more than a year ago, maybe a couple of years. It’s called maturing, when the scars go like that.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Just bear with me. Also, it struck me as kind of funny that there was no sign of fibrous bands in this woman’s breasts. Considering.”
“Considering what?”
“When a woman is pregnant, because of the hormonal enlargement that takes place in the breasts, you see these fibrous bands. So now I was even more curious, so I took a gander at the back side of the pubic ramus.”
“The who?”
“The bone in front of the pelvis near the urinary bladder. You’d expect to see scarring from the growth of the uterus, and—”
“Stop,” Duckworth said. “What are you telling me?”
“Rosemary Gaynor had a hysterectomy a few years ago. Everything I know tells me this woman has never been pregnant.”
“Say that again.”
“She’s never had a kid, Barry.”



SIXTY-ONE
AGNES Pickens had just finished talking to Natalie Bondurant on her home phone in the kitchen when her cell—definitely hers, not Gill’s—rang. She snatched it off the countertop, saw who it was, and took the call.
“What?” she said. “Wait, hang on a second.”
Gill had gone upstairs, but she didn’t want to take a chance he might hear any of this conversation, so she went over to the sliding glass doors that led to the backyard deck. Once outside, she closed the door behind her.
“Okay, what is it?”
“We have a problem,” Jack Sturgess said. There was road noise in the background.
“So do I. They just arrested Marla.”
“Well,” he said.
“Yeah. So I’ve got problems, too. Huge problems. I don’t need any more from you. You just called me with one. Are you telling me you didn’t solve it?”
“The old lady’s dealt with, but yeah, there’s a new problem. I’ve found Sarita.”
“That doesn’t sound like a problem. That sounds good.”
“She’s with your nephew,” Sturgess said. When Agnes said nothing for several seconds, he said, “Did you hear me?”
“I heard you. She’s with David? Where? Where are they?”
“They’re in a car ahead of us. Just driving around. We’re following them. Sarita was ready to hop a bus out of town. David must have found her there. We saw him driving away with her in the car.”
Agnes said, “I told him . . . I gave him my blessing to ask around on Marla’s behalf. What else could I say? I didn’t want him to think I didn’t want to know what might have happened. . . . I just . . . I just didn’t expect him to make any real progress.” Panic was rising in her voice. “How the hell did he find her?”
“How the fuck should I know?” the doctor fired back. “Maybe you should talk to him.”
“Talk to him?”
“I don’t know. Call him; tell him to back off. Leave this alone. You’re his goddamn aunt, for Christ’s sake. Talk some kind of sense into him.”
“I’m thinking,” she said.
“Well, you’d better think fast, because it looks like they’re having a real gabfest.”
Another silence from Agnes.
“If you don’t want to give me any direction,” Sturgess said, “I’m just going to have to deal with this as best I can.”
“Don’t you see the problem here?” Agnes asked. “We know it had to be Sarita who took the baby to Marla’s house. So she had to have figured out what really happened. To save ourselves we’d have to . . . we’d have to keep Sarita from ever talking to anyone.”
“Yeah,” Sturgess said.
“But . . . I need Sarita.”
“What?”
“I need Sarita to save Marla. If they’ve got enough to arrest her, they may have enough to send her away. They’re going to send my girl to jail, Jack. Sarita can clear her. When they hear what she has to say, they’ll have to drop the charges against Marla.”
“Agnes,” Sturgess said slowly. “You need to think about what you’re saying.”
“That’s all I’m doing is thinking! My daughter’s not going to prison.”
“Would you like to go there?” the doctor asked. “I know I don’t want to go there. Because that’s where this conversation is going. Think about this, Agnes. Even if Marla were convicted, you could mount a pretty convincing insanity defense. Diminished capacity, something like that. Out of her head as a result of a traumatic incident. Odds are, if she went to jail, it wouldn’t be for long. They might even just commit her for psychiatric care until such time as they deemed her cured. But—”
“You son of a bitch.”
“But if they come after us, if they find out what we did—Agnes, if they find out what I’ve done just today, with your blessing—we’ll be going away forever. Are you hearing me? If you let Marla take the blame, she’s out in a year or two and you can look after her. But if you go to jail, you’ll never be able to look after Marla. You’ll see her once a month on visiting day and that’ll be it. Is that what you want?”
“Jack, just shut up.”
“You want to be a good mother, Agnes? Let Marla go to jail. Let them treat her. And when she gets out, you’ll be there for her. Let me take care of Sarita.”
“I . . . I can’t . . . I don’t know what—”
“And, Agnes, forgive me, but Marla’s not the same kind of issue for me as she is for you. She’s your daughter, not mine. I know what I have to do to save myself.”
“God, why did I ever go along with you on—”
“You sound like Bill. We’re in this together, Agnes. You got something out of this and so did I.”
“It was all about money for you,” she said. “It was never about money for me.”
“Motivations mean fuck-all now. Just don’t try coming back at me like you had nothing to do with this.”
Agnes was quiet for another moment. Finally she asked, “Where are you?”
“David’s driving north out of town. I can see the Five Mountains Ferris wheel in the distance.”
“How much do you think she’s told him?”
“Who knows? We don’t even know how much she knows.”
In the background, the sound of an infant crying.
“What’s that?” Agnes asked. “Who’s that?”
“It’s Matthew. He’s been screaming almost the whole time.”
“You have the baby with you?” Agnes asked.
“I’m with Bill. I’ve already been through this with him. I thought it was a bad idea, too, bringing the kid, but like he says, what the hell’s he going to do? He needs a new nanny.”
“Jack, seriously, we need to think about this. What about—just give me a second—what about if there’s a way to pin it on Sarita, but . . . silence her at the same time?”
“Go on.”
“She . . . she confesses to you what she did, but then she attacks you, and you have to act in self-defense. Maybe something like that?”
“You’re grasping at straws, Agnes. And besides, what if she’s already told David everything? Have you thought about that? He may already know the whole story.”
Before Agnes could respond, the doctor said to Bill Gaynor, “It’s pretty isolated here. Flash your lights; hit the horn; get them to pull over.”
“Jack?” Agnes said.
“I have to go,” he said. “I’ll check in with you later. Think about what I said, Agnes. Think about being a good mother.”
“Don’t you hurt my nephew,” she warned. And then, “Or my grandson.”
“Oh,” said the doctor. “Now he’s your grandson.”



SIXTY-TWO
David
“A good thing,” Sarita Gomez repeated, sitting in the car next to me. “I wanted to do what was right.”
The black car behind us was still honking and flashing its lights.
“Explain that,” I said, holding my speed, debating whether to pull over.
“I wanted to return Matthew to his real mother,” she said.
I glanced over at her. Not once, but twice. “Marla’s baby didn’t die.”
Sarita nodded. “I’m pretty sure. I knew Ms. Gaynor had never been pregnant, that they had adopted Matthew. She couldn’t breast-feed; she never went through all the things a woman goes through. But she didn’t want people to know. She wanted them to think she’d been pregnant. The last couple of months before they got Matthew she spent in Boston so the neighbors wouldn’t think something funny was going on. They’d never see that she was never actually pregnant.”
“Rosemary told you all this?”
“Not exactly. Bits and pieces came out. I was there so much, I figured out what had happened. Dr. Sturgess, he’d come over a lot and talk to Mr. Gaynor and I heard things. And I knew from my friends at the hospital that your cousin . . . her baby died around the same time that the Gaynors had Matthew. One time—they didn’t know I was there—I heard them talking about when she tried to steal the baby from the hospital, the doctor saying he couldn’t have predicted something like that happening. That’s when I knew what they’d done. That Ms. Gaynor’s baby was really your cousin’s baby.”
“But . . .” I was trying to get my head around this. “But Marla didn’t have a son. She had a girl.”
“They lied to her,” Sarita said. “You wrap up a baby, how are you going to know one way or the other? I think they told her it was a girl just to make everything very different. Does that make sense?”
“None of this makes any sense. I mean, Marla told me she held the baby. That it was dead.”
Sarita looked at me blankly. “I can’t explain that.”
The car was still honking. Sarita shifted in her seat, looked back. “That is Mr. Gaynor. That is his car. And I’m pretty sure that’s the doctor next to him.”
“Why the hell are they following us?”
“They must be looking for me.”
When had they spotted us? At the bus station?
“I’ve got a few questions for both of them,” I said, putting on my blinker, easing my foot off the gas.
“Wait,” Sarita said.
“What?” I hadn’t put my foot on the brake yet, but as the car slowed, Gaynor stopped honking his horn.
“Where is Marshall?”
“Your boyfriend?”
“He was going to meet Mr. Gaynor. He was going to get him to pay money. And there is Mr. Gaynor, but I don’t know what has happened to Marshall.”
“What are you saying?” I asked.
“I don’t know. But I have a bad feeling.”
“Sarita, nothing’s going to happen. We’re right out in the open here. With what you’ve told me, I’ve got a few questions for both of those assholes. I want answers.”
Now I put my foot on the brake, steered the car over to the shoulder. It was then that I realized we were on the back side of the decommissioned Five Mountains amusement park. Alongside the road was about sixty feet of tall grass, then a perimeter fence. I noticed that just up from where we were, a section of fence had been cut, the chain link pried back.
I shifted my eyes to the mirror, watched Gaynor steer his black Audi over to the shoulder and park a couple of car lengths behind me. I felt like I was getting a speeding ticket.
The passenger door opened.
Sarita was right. It was Dr. Sturgess getting out.
“I don’t get it,” I said to Sarita. “How would they pull it off? I mean, the paperwork alone. How do you—”
Sarita cut me off. “He is a doctor. And rich, and white. He could fake it all. Death certificates, birth certificates, all of it. Who is going to question him?” She shook her head angrily. “It is why I took the baby to your cousin. When I found out what they’d done, I looked up her address, drove by her house many times, wondering if I should tell her. But I never did. Not until Matthew had no one to care for him.”
The doctor was coming up to my side of the car. I saw his image looming larger by the second in the driver’s-door mirror.
He seemed to be holding one arm pressed closed to his side.
I powered down the window.
“Dr. Sturgess,” I said, once he was even with the door.
He smiled. “Mr. Harwood. I was pretty sure that was you.” He leaned over slightly so he could see my passenger. “Hello, Sarita. How are you doing?”
Sarita said nothing.
“I wondered if we could have a talk,” Sturgess asked.
“That’s Mr. Gaynor back there, isn’t it?” I said.
“It is.”
“We all going to have a chat together?”
“That would be ideal,” the doctor said.
“Where would you like to do that?”
“If you two would like to get out, I think we could have it right here.”
I hadn’t yet killed the engine, and was reaching for the key when my cell rang.
“One sec,” I said to Sturgess, holding up a finger.
“We really need to talk now,” he said.
I waved that finger again, went into my pocket for the phone with my other hand. Pulled it out.
Saw who it was.
“Hello?” I said.
Aunt Agnes screamed, “Run!”



SIXTY-THREE
BARRY Duckworth made a call back to Boston. The hotel patched him through for a second time to manager Sandra Bottsford.
“You were telling me,” he said, “that Mr. Gaynor’s wife, Rosemary, spent a couple of months with him at your hotel. When was this?”
The woman thought a moment. “Well, it would have been a year ago. I can check the records, but I’m pretty sure she came about thirteen months ago, and they were here for a three-month stay together.”
“Okay. I don’t imagine this is something you could have missed, but do you remember whether Ms. Gaynor was pregnant?”
Bottsford laughed. “Yes, I think I’d have remembered something like that, and no, she was not pregnant.” A pause. “There was something on the news about that. That Ms. Gaynor leaves a child? I hadn’t given it much thought until you mentioned it now. I guess they must have adopted. She wasn’t pregnant when she was here, and she wasn’t looking after an infant.”
“Thanks again,” Duckworth said. He ended the call, then sat and stared at his computer monitor.
It just had never come up.
Duckworth had never asked Bill Gaynor whether Matthew was adopted. There was no reason to, really. And suppose the baby was adopted? What difference would it have made, one way or another?
And yet now he had what he would call a “confluence of events.”
Marla Pickens’s baby died around the same time Rosemary Gaynor had hers. And now Duckworth knew that the Gaynor woman had not given birth to a child.
Marla ends up with the Gaynors’ baby.
Somehow.
She’d said it was her baby, although she’d backed away from that pretty quickly. Marla had never seriously argued that she’d given birth to Matthew. Matthew was, in effect, a substitute.
And besides, hadn’t Marla lost a girl?
Still . . .
He pushed himself back from his desk and went looking for Marla. She was being booked, and Natalie Bondurant was waiting for her to be finished.
“I need to talk to Ms. Pickens,” Duckworth said to the officer dealing with Marla. “Right now.”
“What’s going on?” Natalie asked. “You’re not talking to her without me there.”
“That’s fine,” Duckworth said. “Let’s go in here.”
He led them into an interrogation room, waved his arm at two empty chairs on one side of the table. “Please,” he said.
The two women sat down.
“You don’t have enough to charge my client,” Natalie said, “and even if you did, you couldn’t have picked a worse time. Ms. Pickens is in a very delicate state of mind, and if you do insist on keeping her here, you’d better have her on constant suicide watch, because only last night—”
Duckworth held up a hand. “I know. I wanted to ask Ms. Pickens about something that has nothing to do with her charges. Nothing to do with Rosemary Gaynor.”
“Like what?” Natalie said as Duckworth lowered himself into the chair across from them.
“Marla—is it okay if I call you Marla?”
The woman nodded weakly.
“I know this is hard, but I want to ask you about your child. The baby.”
Natalie said, “Really, this is too upsetting to get into.”
“Please,” Duckworth said gently. “Marla, when you were pregnant, did you ever give any thought to putting the child up for adoption?”
She blinked her eyes several times. “Adoption?”
“That’s right.”
Marla shook her head slowly from side to side. “Never, not for a second. I wanted to have a baby. I wanted it more than anything in the world.”
“So it never came up?”
Marla rolled her eyes slowly. “It came up all the time. My mother talked about it. She wanted me to do that. Well, at first she wanted me to have an abortion. But I wouldn’t do that, and then she talked about adoption, but I didn’t want to do that, either.”
Duckworth lightly strummed his fingers on the tabletop. “You didn’t have the baby in the hospital. Your mother’s hospital.”
“No,” she said. “We went to the cabin.”
“Isn’t that kind of strange? I mean, your mother’s in charge of the hospital, and she doesn’t want you to have the baby there?”
“There was a thing going around. C. diff or something.”
“But still. It seems odd to go so far away to have the child.”
“It was okay,” Marla said, “because Dr. Sturgess was there. Except . . .” She looked down at the table. “Except it wasn’t okay. The cord got wrapped around the baby’s neck, and they couldn’t save it.”
“It must have been . . . horrific,” he said.
Marla nodded slowly. “Yeah. Although I was kind of out of it when the baby was actually born. Dr. Sturgess gave me stuff to kill the pain.”
“Tell me about that.”
Marla shrugged. “That’s kind of all there is to say. I was in pain. It wasn’t that bad, but Dr. Sturgess and my mom said it would get a lot worse, so they gave me something. And I never felt it when the baby came out.”
“But you saw her after.”
Marla nodded. “I did. I don’t . . . I don’t actually remember it . . . but I did see her. I touched her fingers and kissed her head.”
“But if you don’t remember it, how do you know what happened?”
“My mom helped me to remember. Because it was so foggy for me. But she’s told me what happened over and over again, so it’s like I do remember it.”
“Tell me a little more about that.”
“Well, it’s kind of like . . . when I was a baby myself, about one and a half years old, and we were visiting some friends of my parents, and they had a big dog that ran up to me and knocked me down and was about to bite me, right in the face, when the owner kicked the dog away. I guess I was pretty scared, and cried a lot, but I don’t really remember it happening. But my mom and dad have told that story over the years, and I can see it all like a movie, you know? I see myself getting knocked down, the dog jumping on me. I can picture exactly what the dog looks like, even though I really don’t know. It’s a bit like that. Do you know what I mean?”
Duckworth smiled. “I think maybe I do.”



SIXTY-FOUR
David
I didn’t have much time to process what Aunt Agnes had to say. Not that she’d said much. But the implications were immense.
By telling me to run, she must have had some idea where I was, and of my situation.
Agnes seemed to know I’d just met up with Dr. Jack Sturgess.
And she wanted me to get away from him as quickly as I could.
A millisecond after Agnes screamed at me, I turned my head left to look at Dr. Sturgess. That arm he’d been keeping close to his side was moving away from his body. I thought I saw something small and cylindrical in his hand. Like a pencil with a metallic point.
No. More like a syringe.
“Shit!” I said, then dropped the phone, threw the column shift into drive, and pressed my foot right to the floor. Mom’s old Taurus was no Ferrari, but it kicked ahead fast enough to push Sarita back in her seat, spray gravel all over the front of Gaynor’s Audi, and make Dr. Sturgess leap backward to keep his feet from getting run over.
“Stop!” he shouted. “Stop!”
The Taurus fishtailed on the gravel, then lurched and squealed as the left back tire connected with pavement.
“Who was that?” Sarita cried. “Who called you?”
I couldn’t think about answering her question. I glanced back for half a second to make sure we weren’t pulling into the path of a tractor-trailer, and caught a glimpse of Sturgess fiddling with his jacket, possibly reaching into it.
“Get down,” I said to Sarita.
“What?”
“Get down!”
I checked my mirror again, worried that the doctor might be carrying more than a syringe. But he wasn’t standing there with a gun in his hand. He was running back to Bill Gaynor’s Audi.
There was an intersection just ahead. I cut across the lane to make a left, the tires complaining loudly. The car felt as though it had gone up on two wheels for half a second. Sarita threw up her hands, braced herself against the dash as we went around the corner.
“What happened?” she asked. “What did you see?”
“He had some kind of needle,” I said. “He was holding a syringe. Another second and I think he would have jabbed it into my neck.”
There was another cross street only a quarter mile ahead. If I took that, and then the street after that, and even the one after that, I thought I had a good chance of losing them. The Audi could outrun this old clunker, no doubt about it. But if they didn’t know which way we’d gone, it wasn’t going to matter how fast that marvelous piece of German engineering could go.
I reached down beside me, feeling for my cell.
“Where’s my phone?” I shouted.
Sarita looked down between the seats. “I see it!”
“Get it!” I said, keeping up my speed, glancing in the mirror, not seeing any sign of them yet.
The next cross street was too far away. I feared the Audi would round the bend, that Gaynor and Sturgess would catch a glimpse of us before we could make the next turn.
“Hang on,” I said.
I slammed on the brakes, leaving two long strips of rubber on the road. I could smell it, and smoke billowed out from under the wheel wells. I cut the car hard right and sped into the parking lot of a Wendy’s. I drove straight to the back of the property, behind the restaurant, making sure the car was not visible from the street. This fast-food place, and a lot of the other businesses along this stretch, had sprung up to serve spillover customers from Five Mountains, and were probably all feeling the pain, now that the park was toast.
Not that that was a major concern at the moment. I was just glad for a place to hide.
“What are you doing?” Sarita asked. “Are you hungry?”
I sat there for maybe five minutes, then slowly drove down the side of the building and approached the road. I nosed up to the edge, looked both ways.
No sign of the Audi.
I headed back in the direction we’d come from.
“The phone,” I said.
Sarita went back to digging between the seat and the transmission hump. “I can’t quite . . . I got it!”
“Okay,” I said. “Go back to the last call and connect me to that number.”
She pressed the screen a couple of times, then handed me the phone. “It should be ringing.”
Agnes picked up immediately. “David?”
“What the hell’s going on, Agnes?” I shouted. “That fucking doctor of yours was ready to jab some needle into me!”
“Did you get away? Are you okay? Where are you?”
“I’m heading back into town. How did you know? How did you know what was going to happen?”
“I can’t explain over the phone. I . . . I can’t. I’ll meet you at your parents’ place. I’ll explain. I’ll explain it all. Do you have Sarita with you?”
“Jesus, how did you know that?”
Were we on satellite surveillance? How could Agnes be aware of everything and everywhere we—
Unless she’d been talking to Sturgess. Or Gaynor.
“David, listen to me,” Agnes said. “You have to protect Sarita. I can’t explain why now, but—”
“You don’t have to,” I said. “I think I get it. I’ll see you at the house, Agnes. I have to get off the phone. I’m calling Duckworth, whether you like it or not.”
“I can’t stop what you do.” I could hear resignation in her voice.
I ended the call.
“Let me out,” Sarita said. “I’ve told you everything. I have to get away. You can let me out anyplace. I can hitchhike.”
I shook my head. “I’m sorry, Sarita. I really am. There’s no running away from this.”
I glanced down at the phone long enough to hit 911.
“I need to talk to Detective Duckworth,” I said to the operator. “I need to talk to him right fucking now.”



SIXTY-FIVE
SOMETHING had been nagging at Wanda Therrieult.
The Promise Falls medical examiner had been reviewing the pictures she’d taken during her examination of Rosemary Gaynor. Photos of her entire body, with several close-ups of the marks on her neck and the gash across her abdomen. She had transferred them to the computer and was looking at them shot by shot as she sat at her desk, a cup of specialty coffee—a flavor she could not even pronounce—resting next to the keypad.
She kept coming back to the pictures of the bruising on the woman’s neck. The imprint of the thumb on one side, four fingers on the other.
The knife wound that went from one hip to the other. The slight downward curvature toward the center. What Barry Duckworth had said looked like a smile.
She thought back to her very personal demonstration on the detective of how she believed Rosemary Gaynor had been attacked. She recalled how she’d positioned herself behind him, put one hand on his neck, wrapped her other arm around the front of him to illustrate how the knife went in.
Not that easy to reach around Barry.
They’d known each other a long time—long enough that Wanda could do something like this without it having to mean anything. She loved Barry as a friend and colleague. Sometimes, working where she did, it was just nice to touch a live body once in a while.
The dead bodies she’d always thought of as customers. And she treated them with the utmost respect, because they got to visit her shop only once.
“The customer is always right,” she liked to say, because the dead did not lie. The dead, Wanda believed, desperately wanted to speak to her, and what they wanted to tell her was the truth.
Over the years, she’d accepted invitations from a number of groups—Probus, Rotary, the local chamber of commerce—to talk about her job.
“I like to think that everyone who ends up on that table is an individual. That each and every one is special. You don’t want them all to become a blur, if you know what I mean. Even after all these years, I remember every one of them.”
Sometimes she’d see something on one victim that brought to mind something she’d seen on another. Ten years back, police were looking for someone who was mugging johns after they’d visited prostitutes in the south end of town. Hitting them in the head with a brick, lifting their wallets. Often he came up with nothing, evidently not learning that if you’re going to rob someone who’s visiting a hooker, if you do it prerendezvous, your target’s likely to have a little more money on him.
A couple of these poor bastards ended up dead.
Wanda Therrieult noticed that even though the murders were several weeks apart, the microscopic chips of stone in their skulls were similar. The killer was using the same brick.
One night, police patrolling the south end pulled over a driver for failing to signal. And there, on the front seat, was the brick.
“It was my lucky brick,” the man told the judge before being sentenced to fifteen years.
There was something about Rosemary Gaynor’s death that was making a bell go off, ever so faintly, in the back of her head.
Given Wanda’s photographic memory for these things, she wondered why it wasn’t coming up right away. She could usually close her eyes and call up bludgeonings and gunshot wounds as though they were snapshots from a family album.
What had happened to Rosemary Gaynor reminded her not of something she had seen, but of something she had heard about.
Something three or four years ago.
Another murder.
Three years ago, right around this time, she’d taken a two-month leave of absence. Her sister Gilda, in Duluth, had been dying, and Wanda had gone up there to look after her in those final weeks. It had been a sad time, but also profoundly meaningful. It became one of the most important periods in her life. Wanda still made calls back to Promise Falls, checking in, catching up on what was going on. Gilda had jokingly accused her at one point of being more interested in the fully dead than the aspiring.
Wanda opened another program. Photo files from other cases, arranged by date. She went back to the beginning of her leave, opening one file after another.
A five-year-old girl run over by a car.
A forty-eight-year-old roofer who tripped off the top of a church he was reshingling.
A nineteen-year-old Thackeray student from Burlington, Vermont, who’d brought his father’s Porsche 911 to school for a week, lost control of it, and crashed it into a hundred-year-old oak at eighty miles per hour.
A twenty-two-year-old woman who—
Hang on . . .
Wanda clicked on the file.
Opened up the photos.
Took a sip of her coffee as she studied the images.
“Oh, boy,” she said.



SIXTY-SIX
ONCE Agnes Pickens was finished talking to her nephew, she went up the stairs to her second-floor home office and closed the door. She sat down at her desk, fired up her computer, opened Word, and selected the letter format.
She wanted the margins just right. What she had to write was short, so she didn’t want the letter to start too high on the page, which would leave acres of white space at the bottom. It would look unbalanced.
So she wrote what she had to say, then selected “print preview” to make sure it looked presentable. It didn’t. She had pushed the message too far down on the page. She deleted a few indents above the text, then looked at the preview again, and was happy with how it looked.
She hit “print.”
The letter came out, and she read it one more time, looking for typos. That would be so embarrassing, to have a typographical error or a spelling mistake in something of this nature.
Agnes had dated it at the top, then written below:
I hereby resign my position as administrator and general manager of the Promise Falls General Hospital, effective immediately.
She had considered, briefly, expanding on it. Perhaps a word about regret. Maybe a line or two about her lifelong commitment to the Promise Falls community and public health. An apology about failing to live up to the high standards she had set for herself. But in the end, a simple, unembellished resignation seemed the way to go.
She signed the letter, folded it, and slipped it into an envelope on which she wrote, To the Promise Falls General Hospital Board.
She left it on the keyboard, then went in search of her husband, Gill. Agnes had thought he was upstairs, perhaps in their bedroom, but she did not find him there. She located him in the basement, standing next to the pool table, holding a cue in hand vertically, the end touching the floor. The balls were racked, but Gill just stood there, staring vacantly across the table.
“Gill,” she said.
He turned. “Yes, Agnes.”
“I have to go out.”
“Have you heard from Natalie?”
“Not since she arrived at the station.” She hesitated. “But everything’s going to be okay.”
Gill set the pool cue on the table. “But if you haven’t heard from Natalie—”
“They’re going to drop the charges against Marla. Before the day is over, I’d guess.”
“How can you know that?”
“I’m just . . . fairly confident.”
Gill said haltingly, “About . . . Carol. I—”
“I don’t care,” Agnes said.
“But—”
She raised a hand. “I don’t care. Your betrayal is . . . nothing, in the overall scheme of things.”
“I don’t understand,” Gill said.
Agnes shook her head ever so slightly. “Be strong for Marla. She’s going to need you. Whatever reservations I may have had about you, there haven’t been any where Marla is concerned. I know you love her very much. The next little while is going to be very difficult for her, but I’m hoping there will be some consolation. That she’ll get what she wanted. What was taken from her.”
“What are you talking about?”
Agnes turned and walked away.



SIXTY-SEVEN
David
“WHO is this?” the 911 operator said.
“David Harwood. Detective Duckworth knows who I am.”
“I’m transferring you to a nonemergency line.”
“This is an—”
But then she was gone. Seconds later a man answered. “Hello?”
“Detective Duckworth?”
“Nope. This is Angus Carlson. You wanna leave a message?”
“Get him. Put him on the phone. Tell him it’s David Harwood.”
“I’m not sure where he is right now. I just got in. Hang on.” Several seconds went by, then: “He’s busy right now. What’s this about?”
“It’s about Marla Pickens. And Rosemary Gaynor. I know what happened.”
“Yeah, well, I’m guessing Detective Duckworth does, too,” Carlson said. “He’s with the Pickens woman right now in interrogation.”
“She’s been arrested?”
“Yup.”
“For the Gaynor thing?”
“No, jaywalking.”
“She didn’t do it. Marla’s innocent.”
“So, wait a second,” Carlson said. “Are you saying we’ve arrested the wrong person? I don’t think I’ve ever heard of that happening before.”
“Have you ever heard of a cop being a total asshole?” I asked. “That’s happening right now.”
“Oh, sorry, you’re breaking up,” he said, as clearly as if he were in the car with me. “Try again later.”
Carlson ended the call.
“Dickhead,” I said, handing the phone back to Sarita.
“What happened?”
I shook my head, too angry to repeat it. “They’ve arrested Marla,” I said. “She’s being questioned now.” I paused to let it sink in. “She’ll go to jail, Sarita. She’ll go to jail if you don’t tell the police what you know, and what you did.”
“What if they think I did it?” she asked. “I had Ms. Gaynor’s blood on me.”
“No, they’re not going to be looking at you. They’re going to be looking at Dr. Sturgess and Mr. Gaynor. Sarita, in five more seconds, Sturgess would have killed me. He was going to stick me with that fucking needle. And then he would have done you. The safest thing for you to do is tell the cops everything you know.”
She bit her lower lip, stared out her window again. “Okay,” she said, not looking at me. “I will do it. I will help. I won’t try to run away.”
“Thank you.”
“I think . . . I think running and hiding would be even harder.” She turned, and I saw that she had been crying. “At least there is good news for Marla, yes? She must at least feel good to know her baby is alive.”
“She doesn’t know,” I said. “Not yet.”
“What?”
“You didn’t actually tell her, did you? When you handed Matthew to her?”
Sarita had to think. “I . . . I guess I didn’t. I guess I thought she would just know. I mean, all she would have to do is look into the face of that baby and she’d have to know it was hers.”
That made me smile. “Marla’s not good with faces,” I said.
•   •   •
I kept glancing in the rearview mirror all the way home, and never saw the Audi. As soon as I got into the house, I’d try Duckworth again. I’d tell him why Marla was innocent. I’d tell him about Sturgess and Gaynor. What I didn’t know, I’d get Sarita to tell him.
There was a lot of it I still did not understand.
If the doctor had somehow tricked Marla into thinking her child was dead so that he could arrange for the Gaynors to have him, how had he been able to trick Agnes?
She’d been right there.
Unless she wasn’t.
No, Agnes had gone to the cabin. There was no way she wouldn’t be totally involved in everything that was going on. Aunt Agnes wasn’t someone who was easily fooled.
I was hoping to get some answers very soon, provided Agnes showed up at the house as promised.
When I pulled into the driveway, I saw Dad coming out of the side door of the garage, a beer in hand. That wasn’t like him.
He approached the car as Sarita and I were getting out. He gave Sarita a puzzled look.
“Sarita,” I said, “this is my father, Don Harwood.”
“Hello,” she said, extending a hand.
“Uh, yeah,” Dad said, accepting it, glancing back and forth between us. Maybe he was wondering if I had a new girlfriend. “Nice to meet you. So, how do you two know each other?”
“Long story, Dad,” I said. “Where’s Mom?”
“In the house someplace. She might have gone upstairs to lie down. Her leg’s been bugging her.” He looked up the street, his attention caught by another approaching car. “Hello, what’s this?”
It was Agnes. The car screeched to a halt. She got out so hurriedly she didn’t even bother to close the door. I could hear the chiming of a key left in the ignition. She came straight to me.
“You’re okay,” she said.
“Yeah,” I said. “You knew.”
Her face paled.
“You knew something was going to happen. That Dr. Sturgess was going to try something. He had a syringe, Agnes. He was getting ready to jab the thing—”
She held up a hand. “Please. I know.” She set her eyes on Sarita. “You’re the nanny.”
Sarita nodded.
“You took the baby to Marla’s house. That has to be how Matthew got there.”
Sarita nodded again.
“Because you knew,” Agnes said.
A third nod from Sarita.
“Do you know who did it?” my aunt asked her.
“Excuse me?”
“Do you know who killed that woman? It wasn’t Marla. It can’t have been Marla. Tell me it wasn’t her.”
I stepped in. “The blood on Marla’s door came from Sarita.”
“But I did not kill Ms. Gaynor,” Sarita said. “I loved Ms. Gaynor. I found her, but I would never hurt her.”
“Who, then?” Agnes asked.
Sarita shook her head slowly. “I have ideas, but I don’t know.”
Agnes looked back at me. “There are things I need to explain.”
“No shit,” I said.
“I never meant . . . I never could have imagined it would go this far,” my aunt said. “I need to tell you . . . what I did.” She took in the three of us, as if doing a count, and said, “Where’s your mother? Where’s my sister?”
“In the house,” Dad said. “You shouldn’t leave your keys in the car, Agnes.”
She was already walking toward the front door. “There’s no sense telling this any more times than I have to. Let’s find her.”
The second we were in the house, Dad shouted, “Arlene!”
“Upstairs,” she said.
“Get on down here! Your sister’s here!”
“I’ll be a minute. I’ve just got some ice on my leg.”
Agnes said, “What happened?”
“Her leg’s all swole up since she took a fall yesterday,” Dad said.
Agnes yelled, “Stay there! I’m coming up.”
A convoy of us ascended the stairs. Agnes first, then Dad. I stepped aside to let Sarita go ahead of me, and then I went up last.
We found Mom propped up on her bed, on top of the covers, a couple of pillows tucked behind her, one pant leg pulled up above her knee, a thin towel on her leg immediately under the ice pack. There was a half-empty glass of water and an open container of Advil on the bedside table, and a Lisa Gardner paperback, spine cracked, pages-down on the bedspread.
As one person after another filed in, her eyes went wide.
“What is all this?” she said. Her face flushed red with embarrassment, particularly at the sight of Sarita, a total stranger.
I introduced her, and added, “This woman took the baby to Marla’s house.”
“What?” Mom said. “So Marla really was telling the truth? Oh, thank God.” She looked at her sister apologetically. “Not that I ever doubted her.”
Agnes said, “It’s okay. It’s taken a long time for me to figure out what happened, too. I didn’t want to believe Marla had killed that woman and taken her baby, but I knew, the moment I heard where the baby had come from, that it wasn’t just some random thing that had happened.”
“I don’t understand,” Mom said.
Sarita said, “Would you like me to look at your leg?”
“What?”
“You should prop it up some, get a pillow under it.”
“Sarita works at Davidson Place,” I said. “She helps people.”
While Sarita tended to her, Mom pressing her back to the headboard as though reluctant to accept help from this stranger, she said again, “I don’t understand what you’re saying, Agnes. What do you mean, it wasn’t random?”
Agnes appeared to be struggling, so I offered some help. “Because that baby really is Marla’s. Matthew is Marla’s son.”
Mom’s jaw dropped an inch. Agnes looked at me, then back at her sister. “He’s right.” Then, to me: “You found out more than I thought you would. Faster, too.”
“But you never wanted me to. If you’d chased me off, like Dr. Sturgess tried to do, I’d have wondered why you didn’t want my help. That about right?”
Agnes closed her eyes for half a second, as though in pain, and nodded. “I kept hoping the police wouldn’t really find enough to charge her, but that . . . has changed.”
“I heard.”
“I still don’t . . .” Mom’s voice trailed off. “This isn’t making any sense. Don, is this making any sense to you? Do you know about this?”
“Do you want me to get your keys out of the car?” Dad asked Agnes.
Sarita moved out of the way when Agnes indicated she wanted to sit on the edge of the bed.
“I could never be like you,” Agnes said to Mom.
“Be like me how?”
“More . . . accepting.”
“Agnes, please tell me what’s going on.”
“I’ve done a horrible, horrible thing,” my aunt said. “You have no idea.”
Mom slid a hand forward to take hold of her sister’s. “Whatever it is, you can tell me.”
“I can tell you maybe. The question is whether I can tell Marla. I don’t know that I can.”
Sarita, Dad, and I stood around the bed, barely breathing, wondering what Agnes was about to confess. I wanted to call the police station again, try to get Duckworth, but I couldn’t tear myself away from this.
She said to Mom, “You’ve always been able to roll with things better than I could. I have a need to . . . control things.”
Credit to all of us—Sarita excepted, who did not know Agnes the way we did—for not snickering.
“It’s what’s made you successful,” Mom told her. “You have to control things. You have a lot of responsibility. You’ve got the lives of hundreds, even thousands of people in your hands.”
“I failed her,” she said.
“Failed . . . Marla?” Mom asked.
“She was determined to have the baby. When that boy got her pregnant, she was determined to have it. I couldn’t talk her out of it. I tried to get her to end the pregnancy. Told her this boy wasn’t suitable husband material, even if he was willing to step up and do the right thing. She had no way to support herself other than this Internet thing she was doing.”
Agnes took a moment to breathe, then continued.
“But Marla wouldn’t listen. I tried to get her to see reason. She couldn’t handle being a mother. She’s always been too emotionally immature, too . . . flighty, too needy, too distracted to look after a baby. I knew, I just knew that if she had this child, it would fall to me to look after both of them. And I’d had this feeling that she was almost back on two feet again, that she was going to move forward with her life, get her act together. A child . . . it would be an enormous setback for her.”
She dabbed a tear from the corner of her eye. “Do you remember my friend Vera?”
“Vera?”
“She had a tremendous future ahead of her, and then she met this married man, and she got pregnant, and—”
“I remember,” Mom said.
“I wasn’t going to let that happen to Marla. I raised the idea of adoption. That if she wanted to have the baby, then have it, but let a proper family, with a mother and a father and the financial means, raise the child. But Marla would have none of it. She said if her child were put up for adoption, she’d track it down, try to get it back.”
Gently, Mom said, “Agnes, it was her decision to make.”
Agnes focused on the nap of the bedspread, ran a palm across it. Softly, she said, “I was coming to accept that. And then an opportunity presented itself. Jack . . . Dr. Sturgess told me about a friend of his, Bill Gaynor, who was also a patient. Bill’s wife, Rosemary, too. They’d been trying for a long time to have a baby, but it wasn’t possible. And when Rosemary had a hysterectomy, that was the end of it. They’d been trying to adopt, found the process long and difficult and frustrating. Jack said he had an idea, something that would solve not just their problem, and mine and Marla’s, but his, too.”
“His?” I asked.
“He owed money. A lot of money. He’s addicted. He gambles. It’s why his wife left him. He worked out a deal months in advance with Bill Gaynor. A hundred thousand dollars and he could get them a baby. Marla’s baby. With a proper birth certificate and everything. Gaynor knew the deal was underhanded, but he didn’t tell his wife just how underhanded. Jack made it all seem legit, but to protect the mother’s anonymity, he told Rosemary everyone had to believe the child really was hers; that was how it had to be. So for a few months, before . . . before it was done, she lived in Boston. So no one in Promise Falls would question why she’d never looked pregnant.”
“Where is this going, Agnes?” Mom asked. “What did you do?”
Agnes needed several seconds to find the words. “I let my daughter believe her child had died,” she said.
Mom pulled her hand away from Agnes’s. “My God.”
Agnes looked down. “I wish I could say that was the worst of it.”
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DUCKWORTH went back to his desk, sat down, thought.
There was something not right about any of this. Marla gives birth to a child but has no real memory of the event. This happens at the exact same time Rosemary Gaynor gives birth to a bundle of joy.
Except Rosemary Gaynor didn’t give birth.
He looked through his notes, found a cell phone number for Bill Gaynor. He picked up the receiver on his landline and dialed.
The phone rang several times, then: “Yes?”
It was just one word, but the man sounded agitated. There was car noise in the background.
“It’s Detective Duckworth, Mr. Gaynor. Have I caught you at a bad time?”
“No, no, it’s . . . it’s okay. What is it?”
“A couple of things. This may sound like an odd question, but I’m just going over some timeline issues, and a few other things.”
“Okay,” he said tentatively.
“About Ms. Gaynor—I was wondering, did she have the baby in Promise Falls?”
A pause. “No, no, she did not. We were out of town at the time.”
“I see. Where was that? Was it Boston? Was the baby born at a hospital in Boston?”
“Well, actually, let me just correct myself about that. Rosemary had Matthew almost the moment we returned. But I’d been working out of the home office in Boston, and I didn’t want to leave Rosemary home alone at such a critical time in her pregnancy, so we had made arrangements with a hospital in Boston.”
“Which hospital was that?”
“Uh, let me think. It’ll come to me in a moment.”
“Was there one doctor in particular your wife was seeing in Boston?”
A pause. Then: “There were a few. I don’t remember all the names off the top of my head. But what I was getting to is, the baby was not actually born there. In Boston.”
“So Matthew was, in fact, born in Promise Falls?”
“Yes, exactly. But we were literally back here only minutes when it happened. It was on the drive home; we were almost to Albany, and Rose’s contractions started, and I called Dr. Sturgess and he met us as the house and wow, before you knew it, the baby was born.”
“Dr. Sturgess?” Duckworth asked.
“That’s right. Jack Sturgess. Our family physician. And he’s been a friend of mine for a long time. Good man.”
“Why didn’t the doctor tell you to go straight to the hospital? Wouldn’t that have been wiser?”
Another pause. It almost sounded as though Gaynor was talking to someone else in the car. “I’m sorry; you were breaking up a bit there. What was the question?”
“I said, wouldn’t it have made more sense to go to the hospital?”
“Well, in retrospect, I suppose so. But Rosemary really wanted to be home, and the doctor was already on his way, so . . . that’s what happened. Is there some sort of problem? I mean, I have a proper birth certificate for Matthew, signed by Dr. Sturgess.”
“I’m sure you do, Mr. Gaynor. Listen, it sounds like you’re on the road, and I don’t want you getting a ticket for talking on your cell. I’ll get back to you later today.”
“But I don’t understand the point of your questions. I’m happy to help if you’ll just enlighten me about—”
“No, that’s fine, Mr. Gaynor. I’ll be in touch.”
Duckworth hung up.
The lying son of a bitch.
He sat at his desk, staring at his computer monitor without actually seeing anything. Thought some more. So Dr. Sturgess was not only present for the delivery of Marla’s child, but Rosemary Gaynor’s, too. Even signed the birth certificate.
Except Rosemary Gaynor did not give birth.
He needed a coffee. He went into the station kitchen, poured a cup for himself, and when he returned Carlson was at his temporary desk, a cell phone to his ear. When he saw Duckworth he ended the call, put the phone away.
“Sorry,” Carlson said. “Just my mom.”
Not caring, Duckworth shrugged.
Carlson said, “I checked out all those things you wanted me to. Struck out on the squirrels. No one saw anything. And I couldn’t interview those Thackeray students. But I had some luck at Five Mountains. Found where someone cut a hole through the fence. The more I think about it, though, the whole day was a waste of time. No one gives a shit about dead squirrels, Thackeray’s security chief took care of that would-be rapist, and there was no real harm done at Five Mountains, except for a fence they have to fix, which they may not even bother to do, since they’re planning to sell off everything that’s there. If I’m going to work in this department, give me some real work to do.”
Duckworth slowly looked over at him.
“Oh,” Carlson said, “you got a call while you were questioning that Pickens woman. Harwood? David Harwood?”
“He called?”
“Yeah. Total asshole.”
“What’d he want?”
“He said the Pickens woman didn’t do it. Didn’t kill the Gaynor woman. Said we’d made a big mistake.”
“Why didn’t you tell me this sooner?”
“I just did tell you. Right now. You were gone, and I went for coffee, and now I’m back, and I’m telling you.”
Duckworth looked through his notebook again, found David Harwood’s number. He was pretty sure it was his cell, not a home number.
He made the call.
It rang twice, and then: “Yes?”
“Mr. Harwood? Detective Duckworth here. You were trying to reach me?”
“Marla didn’t do it,” Harwood said. “Sarita Gomez, the Gaynors’ nanny? Well, she didn’t do it, either, but she was the one who took the baby to Marla’s house. Because Matthew really is Marla’s baby.”
“How do you know this?”
“Because I found Sarita, and she told me, and she’s with me right now.”
“And where the hell is that?” Duckworth asked.
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“MY parents’ house,” I told Detective Duckworth. “I think you know where that is.” He had, after all, been here a few years ago when I was having my other troubles.
I put the phone away and said to Agnes, “Sorry. The police are coming.”
“Of course they are,” she said wearily.
“You said that you wished deceiving Marla had been the worst of it,” I said. “What could be worse than that?”
“I can answer that,” my mother said. “The lie was just the beginning. It was the aftermath. Look what you did to her. Look what you did to your child.”
Agnes mumbled something.
“What was that?” Mom asked.
“I thought it was the right thing to do. I was trying to look out for her. I was trying to give Marla a future.”
“By driving her mad? Agnes, she tried to steal a baby. You did that to her.”
“I know.”
Mom shook her head slowly, not taking her eyes off her sister. Agnes was still running her palm across the bedspread, studying the nap, but I was betting she could feel my mother’s eyes boring into her.
“You’ve always been hard, Agnes,” she said, “but I never knew you were a monster.”
I said, “But that’s not what you were referring to, is it, Agnes? When you said there were even worse things.”
Her head turned slightly my way. “Jack—Dr. Sturgess—had matters he had to deal with. When things started to unravel. Actions he had to take.”
“Like Rosemary Gaynor,” I said. “Did Sturgess kill her?”
Agnes shifted around so she could look at me directly. “No, he wouldn’t have done that. He . . . would never have done that. It doesn’t fit . . . It’s unthinkable.”
“All of this is unthinkable,” I said. “But Sarita had figured out what happened, and she told Rosemary.” I looked at Sarita. “Isn’t that right?”
She nodded. “I told her. She said she didn’t believe me, but I think she did.”
I continued. “Rosemary had to realize Matthew wasn’t a baby someone willingly gave up. The adoption was bogus. If she came forward, if she started asking questions, if it came out with what Dr. Sturgess had done, he’d be finished. He’d go to jail. You think he wouldn’t do whatever he had to?”
Agnes shook her head adamantly. “No . . .”
“If not Rosemary, then what are you talking about?”
“There was a man—he tried to blackmail Gaynor. Today.”
Sarita breathed in. “Marshall. I told him not to do it. I told him—”
“It doesn’t matter now,” Agnes said. “Jack . . . dealt with him.”
Sarita put her hands to her mouth. “No, no, no.”
Agnes glanced at her. “Was he your boyfriend? He shouldn’t have done it. He was the author of his own misfortune. And . . . I believe there may have been someone else. An old lady.” A strange calm seemed to be coming over her. “It’s all over. Everything is over.”
There was a hard knock at the front door that we could all hear upstairs.
“Duckworth,” I said. “That was fast.”
“I’ll go,” Dad said, and slipped out of the room.
“You’re going to go to jail,” Mom said.
“Yes,” Agnes said. “Probably for a long time.” Then, almost wistfully: “Or maybe not.”
“I don’t see how Marla can ever forgive you. I know if it were me, I couldn’t.”
Agnes said nothing.
I walked over to Sarita, put a hand on each shoulder, and let her lean up against me. She was crying.
So much misery in one room.
Downstairs, I heard the front door open.
Agnes said to Sarita, “You’ll tell them?”
Sarita, half shielded by my shoulder, looked at my aunt and said, “I will tell them everything.”
Agnes’s face looked like it would crack when she smiled. “Thank you for that.”
It sounded like there was a heated discussion going on at the front door. I thought I heard Dad say, “Fuck you.”
Not the sort of thing I’d have expected Dad to say to a Promise Falls detective.
“Hang on,” I said, letting go of Sarita and heading for the bedroom door. As I came into the hall, I became aware of something in the air, as if someone were burning leaves or brush in the neighborhood. Then I saw two heads coming up the stairs. Dad in the lead, and Jack Sturgess just behind him. Sturgess’s left hand was gripped around my father’s right arm. In his right hand was the syringe I’d glimpsed before. He was holding the tip of the needle about an inch away from Dad’s neck.
“Agnes!” Sturgess said. “You in there?”
From inside the bedroom, Agnes said, “Jack?”
“Thought that was your car out front.” Sturgess and Dad had reached the top of the stairs. I stood, frozen, my eyes on the needle.
“It’s going to be okay, Dad,” I said. “Put the needle down,” I told the doctor.
Agnes appeared in the bedroom doorway. “Jack, Jesus Christ.”
Sturgess could see into the room. Saw Sarita, Mom on the bed. “What have you told them?” he asked Agnes.
“I can’t do this anymore,” Agnes said.
“It’s over,” I told him. “It’s all coming out.”
Sturgess’s eyes seemed to dance, as though he were trying to focus on a swarm of fireflies. The needle wavered by my father’s neck.
“Where’s the baby?” Agnes asked. “Is Matthew okay?”
“Outside, in the car, with his father,” the doctor said, stressing the last word. “His legal father.”
“What’s Gaynor doing?” I asked. “Waiting for you to come in here and kill the lot of us? How many needles you got? You think you can kill everyone here? Is that your plan? Because there’s more than just us. The police know, too.”
“Shut up,” he said. “Think you’re smart, but not smart enough to hide your fucking car.”
He had me there. He knew Mom’s Taurus from tailing me minutes earlier, and leaving it out front wasn’t the brightest thing I’d done today.
“Put the needle down,” Agnes told him. “You’re not hurting Don.”
I could see the fear in Dad’s eyes. He was frozen, scared to make any kind of fast move for fear that needle would be driven straight into him. We didn’t have to know what was in it. We knew Sturgess wasn’t giving out flu shots.
“We have to make a deal,” Sturgess said. “Everyone stays quiet, and I won’t kill him.”
If the situation hadn’t been so dire, it would have been laughable. “The police are already on their way,” I told him. “There aren’t any deals to be made.”
Sturgess tightened his grip on my father. Moved the needle a few millimeters closer to his neck.
“Then the old man comes with me. I need time. I need time to get away.”
I decided to stick with my best argument. “The police will be here before you hit the front door.”
“No,” Sturgess said. “They’re not coming. That’s bullshit. We’re leaving.”
He started to back up, carefully pulling my father with me.
“Don!” Mom cried from her spot on the bed. “Please don’t take him!”
With all that was going on, I almost hadn’t noticed that whatever it was I’d smelled in the hallway a minute ago was getting worse. I had a pretty good idea what it was.
“I’m serious,” I said. “Detective Duckworth called me a few minutes ago. He’s on his way here.”
Sturgess yanked even harder on Dad’s arm. “Then I guess we’d better go, old—”
The alarm was deafening. The high-pitched squeal went straight to my eardrums.
It had to be the smoke detector in the living room, the one outside the door to the kitchen. There was already smoke drifting up from the first floor.
I glanced back at my mother, who appeared to mouth the words “pork chops.”
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DAD must have figured this was his only chance.
While Sturgess was briefly distracted and overwhelmed by the wailing of the smoke detector, Dad wrenched his arm free and bolted—almost fell—in my direction.
Sturgess lurched after Dad, but I managed to get between them, reaching with both hands for the arm that had the syringe. I grabbed hold of his forearm and slammed it up against the wall, but the syringe didn’t fly out of his hand the way I’d hoped it would.
“Drop it!” I yelled.
His left hand reached over to try to take the syringe from his right. I shoved my body up against his, tried to roll over the front of him, block his free arm.
A knee came up out of nowhere and drove hard into my crotch, taking my breath away. The pain was excruciating, and for a second I lost my grip on Sturgess’s right arm. I stumbled back.
Madly he swung the syringe through the air as though it were a knife. I was jumping back and out of his way as we moved toward the stairs.
Dad came up behind Sturgess and kicked him in the back of his right thigh. The doctor dropped to the floor. I noticed that the syringe was no longer in his hand, but in the confusion I had lost sight of where it had gone.
“You son of a bitch!” Dad shouted.
I took advantage of Sturgess while he was down on one knee, and aimed a kick at his chest. I failed to catch him directly, and only knocked him off balance. His shoulder went into the wall. As I closed in on him, he pushed himself off and tackled me around the knees.
I went down.
More smoke began to billow its way upstairs. If those pork chops Mom had left untended on the stove were kicking up some flame, it was a safe bet that the overhanging cabinets and curtain at the window next to the stove were already ablaze.
Sturgess scrambled on top of me, straddled me so that he was sitting on my stomach, and drove a fist at my head. I turned my face away, felt the fist graze my left ear.
He brought his right hand back up to his left, laced his fingers together, getting ready to backhand me hard with a double fist.
This one was going to hurt.
But before he could start the downswing, I caught sight of Agnes standing over him.
Something in her hand.
She plunged the syringe into his back, the needle going through suit jacket and shirt.
“Shit!” Sturgess said, and stumbled off me. He struggled to his feet, looked over his shoulder, trying without success to see the syringe, which was still sticking out of him. He looked at Agnes and said, “Do you know what you’ve done?”
Agnes nodded.
“I haven’t got much time,” he said. “I’ve only got seconds. You have to . . .” He began to waver. “You have to move fast.”
Agnes didn’t move.
“Just die,” she said. “Just hurry up and die.”
Sturgess wavered, stumbled into the wall, back first. We heard a snap, and then the syringe, minus the needle, hit the floor.
I looked back into the bedroom. With Sarita’s help, Mom was struggling to get off the bed.
“Hurry,” I said. “I don’t know how bad the fire is.”
Dad got around to Mom’s other side. The three of them headed for the stairs. Dr. Sturgess was sliding down the wall.
I said to Agnes, “Is there anything you can do?”
She looked at me. “Even if there were . . . I’m sorry there isn’t a second needle. For me.”
“We have to get out.”
Agnes nodded calmly. Sturgess was on the floor now, but he wasn’t dead. His eyelids were fluttering. I leaned over to grab him under the arms so I could drag him down the stairs.
“Trust me,” she said. “He won’t make it to the front door.”
The eyelids stopped moving. I reached for his wrist, felt for a pulse, found nothing.
“Walk me out,” Agnes said.
We went down the stairs together. We could see flames in the kitchen. We found everyone else outside. Dad had grabbed a chair from the front porch and dragged it into the yard so Mom could sit down.
An unmarked police cruiser was screeching to a halt at the curb, Duckworth throwing open the door and getting out. He’d managed to block in the black Audi, where a nervous-looking Bill Gaynor was sitting behind the wheel, looking like a cornered mouse.
There was someone in the passenger seat of the cruiser.
Marla.
Duckworth, seeing the smoke, ran toward us. “Is there anyone still in the house?”
“Sturgess,” I said, propping up my father. “But he’s dead.”
Duckworth blinked. “From the fire?”
“No,” I said. “We need an ambulance for my mom. She can barely walk. My dad may be hurt, too.”
Duckworth whipped out his phone, barked out an address, demanded fire engines and paramedics. Neighbors were pouring out of nearby houses to see what all the commotion was.
Up the street I saw Ethan, backpack over his shoulder, walking home from school. He began to run.
I saw Agnes walking toward Gaynor’s car. She said something to him briefly, pointed a finger of judgment at him, then walked around to the rear passenger door.
Gaynor did nothing to stop her.
Marla was coming out of the passenger side of Duckworth’s cruiser, looking at the smoking house, more with wonder than anything else. She was so busy taking it in, she didn’t notice her mother prying Matthew from the safety seat in the back of the Audi. Once she had the boy in her arms, she started walking toward the unmarked cruiser.
“Dad! Dad!” Ethan cried, running into my arms, a look of horror on his face. “The house!”
“It’s okay,” I told him. “It’s okay.” I wrapped my arms around him, held on to him tightly as I watched a different drama play out before me.
“Marla,” Agnes said.
Marla turned, saw her mother approaching with Matthew in her arms.
“Mama?” she said, her voice breaking.
“You know Matthew, of course,” Agnes said, and held the child out to her.
“What are you doing?” Marla asked.
“Take him. Hold him. He’s yours.”
Marla hesitantly took the boy into her own arms. “What do you mean?”
“I mean he’s your baby. He’s the baby you carried. The baby you gave birth to.”
“How . . . how . . .”
Marla’s eyes filled instantly with tears. Her expression was one of joy mixed with total bafflement.
“Don’t worry about that right now,” Agnes said, putting her arms around Marla and the child.
“Oh, my God,” Marla whispered. “Oh, my God, it can’t be true.”
“It’s true, child. It’s true.”
Weeping, Marla said, “Thank you, Mom! Thank you so much! Thank you! I love you so much! You’re the best mother in the whole world! Thank you for finding him! I don’t know how you did it, how it can be possible, but thank you! Thank you for believing me!”
Agnes ended the hug, looked at Marla, and said, “I have to go. You take care.”
“Mama?”
I watched Agnes return to her car, the door still open. She got behind the wheel, slowly backed out onto the street, and drove away as Marla took hold of Matthew’s tiny wrist so that he could, along with his mother, wave good-bye.



THE NEXT DAY



SEVENTY-ONE
David
“SO, you ready to get started?” Randall Finley asked me.
When I’d seen his name pop up on my cell I should have let it go to message. But like a fool, I answered.
“It’s only been twenty-four hours,” I told him.
“Yeah, but from what I hear, your sister’s in the clear.”
“Cousin,” I said.
“Cousin, sister, whatever. She’s innocent, right?”
“Right. But there are a few other things we still have to deal with.”
“Like?”
“A funeral for my aunt, for one,” I said.
“Oh, shit, yeah,” Finley said. “Fucking hell, I heard about that. She jumped off the falls?”
Right after she drove away from my parents’ house.
“Yes,” I said.
“My condolences,” the former mayor said.
“Plus, I have to find a place to live. There was a fire at my parents’ house.”
“That might be a blessing in disguise. Living with your parents at your age, that’s not good.”
“They’ll be moving in with me while they rebuild the kitchen,” I said.
“Ouch. Man, you are the poster boy for shit out of luck. So, what do you think? A couple of days? Because soon I want to announce that I’m running. I need to put together a platform, shit like that. About how empathetic I am, how I feel for the common man.”
“It seems so self-evident,” I said.
“Yeah, but some people don’t pick up the signals. You have to spell it out for them. You know what I’m saying.”
“I think so. Why don’t I call you toward the end of the week.”
Finley sighed. “I suppose. It’s a good thing I’m a soft touch. Most employers, they might not take it so well, someone taking time off before they’ve even started the fucking job.”
He ended the call.
I was parked out front of the Pickenses’ house. Gill and Marla were inside. She’d be looking after Matthew, and no doubt he was busy making funeral arrangements for Agnes.
The Promise Falls Department of Child and Family Services, pending a more formal review later, decided to let Marla look after Matthew for now, so long as she was living with Gill. Even though the child was hers, and a terrible crime had been perpetrated against her, there was still the issue of her mental stability. She had, after all, tried to kidnap a baby from the hospital. In addition, she’d tried to take her own life. But Marla had agreed to intensive counseling and regular visitations from a caseworker.
While Marla was the only one getting professional help, that didn’t mean she was the only one who needed it.
My mother was devastated.
Her sister was dead. And Agnes might have had her sister’s last words to her in mind as she plunged to her death off Promise Falls.
You’ve always been hard, Agnes, but I never knew you were a monster.
Despite the monstrous things Agnes had done, Mom wished she had said something else.
At some level, I think Mom blamed herself. That maybe if she’d been a better older sibling, none of this would have happened.
They found Agnes downriver, her body lodged on a rock where the rapids get shallow. She wasn’t the first person to die from going off the bridge that spans that rushing cliff of water, and she probably wouldn’t be the last. But I doubted anyone before or after had done it with the same sense of purpose.
According to witness accounts, Agnes walked calmly along the sidewalk to the center of the bridge, set down her purse, perched her butt on the railing, and gracefully swung both legs around and over.
Before anyone else could even react, she was gone.
I couldn’t decide whether there was courage in what she did, or colossal cowardice. Maybe some of both. The fact that she never told Marla what she’d done to her tipped me toward the latter.
She’d left that for Gill and others to explain.
Considering everything, Ethan was riding this out okay. Moving to a motel for a few nights while I looked for a place for us to live was an adventure. The fire’d been contained before it spread upstairs and destroyed any of his things. The model railroad Dad had built in the basement had gotten soaked, but the engines and boxcars and the Promise Falls water tower would dry out eventually.
My son had been through worse. We’d get through this together.
I was about to get out of the car to see how Marla and Gill were doing when my cell phone rang. I didn’t immediately recognize the number, but at least it wasn’t Finley’s, so I answered.
“Hello?”
“You son of a bitch.”
A woman’s voice.
“Sam?” I said. “Is this Samantha?”
“You suckered me right in, didn’t you? Nicely done. I should have known you were working for them. I knew they wanted Carl back, but I never thought they’d stoop this low.”
“Sam, I swear I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“That was good, fucking me right there in the kitchen where they could look in through the window, get some nice pics. Talk about getting screwed in more ways than one.”
Even as my heart pounded, I tried to figure out what had happened.
The blue pickup truck with the tinted windows.
“Sam, listen to me—I didn’t do anything. I never—”
“I’ll get you for this. I will. Don’t come knocking on my door again. Next time I’ll pull the trigger.”
And then she hung up.
I called her back immediately but she wouldn’t answer. When it went to voice mail, I said, “Whatever you’re thinking I did, I did not do it. I swear. If I’ve caused you trouble, I’m sorry, but I did not set you up.” I hesitated. “The truth is, I want to see you again.”
I tried to think of anything else I could say and came up blank. So I ended the call and pocketed the phone.
“Shit,” I said under my breath.
Gill opened the door ten seconds after I rang the bell. “David,” he said, his voice flat, empty. “Come in.”
“I wanted to see how Marla was doing,” I said.
“Of course. She’s in the kitchen with Matthew. I’m just on the phone, sorting out the details. For Agnes.”
I nodded.
“I hope you’re not expecting me to thank you,” Gill said.
“I’m sorry.”
“You were instrumental in getting to the truth. I suppose that’s something. But now my wife is dead, and I’m looking after my daughter and a grandson. That’s what the truth brought me.”
There was nothing I could say.
I followed him into the kitchen. A high chair had been acquired in the last day. Matthew was secured into it with a tiny safety belt that ran around his waist. Marla was sitting in a kitchen chair opposite him, feeding him with a tiny red plastic spoon some green pureed stuff from a small glass jar.
“David!” she said. She put down the baby food, jumped to her feet, and threw her arms around me. She planted a kiss on my cheek. “It’s so good to see you.”
“You, too,” I said.
Marla sat back down, said, “Grab a chair. I’m just in the middle of giving him his lunch.”
I found a chair and sat. “What is that stuff?”
“Peas,” she said. “He’s Hoovering it.” She glanced at me. “Let me ask you a question.”
“Sure.”
“Do you think I should keep calling him Matthew? I mean, that’s the name the Gaynors gave him, but I would have named him something different.”
“I don’t know,” I said.
“Because even though he’s little, it’s probably already a name he responds to. If I were going to call him something different—and I’m leaning toward Kyle—I’d have to start doing it right now.”
“I’m not sure I’m the one to advise you on this. I mean, it might even be a legal matter. There’ll probably be a few of those.”
Marla nodded, understanding. “You’re right. I’m going to talk it over with Mom.”
I felt a chill. I glanced over at Gill, who was by the phone, making notes. He looked my way with dead eyes.
“With your mom,” I said.
“When she’s able to come back,” she said. Marla must have seen the look in my eye, and she smiled. “I know what you’re thinking. That Mom jumped off the falls. That’s what they’re all saying.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “But she had to fake her death. She needs time for things to cool off. Then she’ll come back and help me.”
I was speechless.
“They’re saying a lot of things about her,” Marla continued. “Things that can’t possibly be true. That Dr. Sturgess was a very, very bad man. He must have tricked Mom into thinking my baby had died. It was a conspiracy. The Gaynors were part of it. Mom couldn’t have been involved in anything like that.”
Another smile. Marla slipped a spoonful of peas into Matthew’s mouth. Half dribbled down his chin.
“Oh, look at you,” she said. “Are you a messy boy? You are a messy boy. Isn’t he beautiful, David?”
“He is that.”
“I think he looks a little like Dad,” she said, and then called over to her father, “Don’t you see it?”
“If you say so,” he said. Then, struggling, he added, “I can see some of Agnes in him. In his eyes.”
Marla studied her baby. “I see that. I do. I think I actually do, which is pretty amazing for me. Do you see it, David?”
I looked. “Maybe so.” I stood. “I’m going to check in on you every once in a while, if that’s okay.”
“I’d love that,” Marla said. “It’s kind of chaotic around here right now. There’s so much to get organized. I might not even go back to my house. At least, not for a few months. When Mom gets back, she’ll sort it all out.” A grin. “That’s what she does, you know. Soon as she walks through that door, she’ll take charge.”
I gave Marla a hug and said to Gill, “Thanks. See you at the service. I can find my way out.”
When I opened the front door to leave, there were two men standing there. A young man I’d met before, and an older gentleman who I’d have guessed, from a quick glance, was his father.
Derek Cutter had just been about to press the doorbell, and I’d startled him.
“Oh!” he said. “Mr. Harwood.”
“Hi, Derek.”
“Mr. Harwood, this is my dad.”
The older man extended a hand. His grip was firm. “Jim Cutter,” he said. On the street I spotted a pickup truck with the words “Cutter’s Lawn Service” painted on the side.
“Good to meet you. I’m David.” I looked at Derek. “You heard.”
The Thackeray student nodded. “Marla called me.” He swallowed. “I’m a dad after all.”
Jim Cutter, standing slightly behind his son, rested his palms on the young man’s shoulders. “Not exactly ideal circumstances, but we came to get acquainted, just the same.”
I called out to Marla that she had visitors, then got in my car and headed home.



SEVENTY-TWO
THE dead doctor was looking good for it.
Motive was certainly not a problem, Detective Barry Duckworth thought. If Dr. Jack Sturgess feared that Rosemary Gaynor was going to start asking too many questions about the circumstances surrounding the adoption of Matthew, he might have seen he had no option but to kill her.
He’d certainly shown no hesitation where Marshall Kemper was concerned. Bill Gaynor, who had decided to come clean about everything he knew, had led them to the man’s body in the woods. Duckworth had also determined that Sturgess had murdered Kemper’s elderly neighbor in a bid to cover his tracks.
So the man certainly had it in him to kill when it came to saving himself.
Angus Carlson had been building a timeline of where Sturgess had been the day that Rosemary Gaynor was killed, and there were plenty of gaps in his schedule. So he’d had opportunity. And she would have had no hesitation in letting him into her home. He was her doctor, after all.
But still, there was no actual physical evidence that connected Sturgess to the crime. And the way the Gaynor woman had been killed didn’t seem to fit the doctor’s style.
He’d killed Kemper with a fatal injection. He’d attempted to kill David Harwood and his father the same way. He’d smothered Kemper’s neighbor with a pillow, but that made some sense. What happened to her might easily have been dismissed as death by natural causes.
But did it follow that a man who killed two people bloodlessly would virtually disembowel somebody? Did a man who used a needle or a pillow carve up a woman like a Halloween pumpkin?
Duckworth had discussed this matter, and others, with Bill Gaynor, who was in custody and facing a slew of charges.
“I don’t know,” Gaynor had told him. “A year ago I wouldn’t have believed Jack was capable of what he did this week. I don’t know anything anymore. I’m starting to think it’s possible.”
Gaynor did tell him that he and Sturgess had been able to persuade Rosemary months ago that the adoption of Matthew was legitimate. The doctor told her Matthew’s mother was a sixteen-year-old girl from a poor family, that raising this child she was carrying would be more than she or her parents could handle. The girl’s identity would have to remain secret, but Sturgess drew up some bogus paperwork for Rosemary to sign that went straight into the Promise Falls General paper shredder. The doctor had persuaded Gaynor that he’d find a way to funnel some of the money to Marla, even though he’d always planned to keep all of it for himself.
Chief Rhonda Finderman was eager to see the Gaynor case closed. She wanted one in the win column. And the beauty of this was, Sturgess didn’t have to be convicted in a court of law.
Duckworth asked her for more time to nail down some of the details.
“Soon,” he told her.
The Gaynor case wasn’t the only thing troubling him.
There were those damn squirrels. The three painted mannequins. That Thackeray student who’d been shot to death by that asshole Clive Duncomb.
The number 23.
Sitting at his desk, he doodled the number several times. There was a very good chance it didn’t mean a damn thing.
He thought about the squirrels. Just the squirrels.
Let’s say you’re some sick bastard trying to make a statement. You decide the way you’re going to get your point across is by killing some animals. And that’s what you do. But why not ten? Why not a dozen? Maybe twenty-five.
Why do you pick a number like twenty-three?
Duckworth Googled it. The first thing that came up was the Wikipedia entry. “Always a reliable source,” Duckworth said under his breath.
It was the ninth prime number.
It was the sum of three other consecutive prime numbers: five, seven, and eleven.
It was the atomic number of vanadium, whatever the hell vanadium was. Duckworth thought that might be one of the coffee flavors Wanda had offered him.
It was the number on Michael Jordan’s shirt when he played for the Chicago Bulls.
In one of the Matrix movies, Neo was told that—
The phone rang.
“Duckworth.”
“It’s Wanda.”
“Hey, I was just thinking of you. What’s vanadium?”
“It’s a kind of mineral,” she said. “It has some medical applications.”
“How do you know that?”
“I took science. You take a bit of that when you become a doctor. Is this important?”
“Probably not. I was just—”
“I don’t care what you’re doing,” the medical examiner said. “Just get your ass over here.”
•   •   •
“What were you doing three years ago this month?” Wanda Therrieult asked him after he’d arrived.
“I don’t know, offhand,” Duckworth said. “Working, I’d guess.”
“I’m betting you weren’t. I wasn’t. I was taking some time to be with my sister, who was in her last few weeks.”
“I remember that,” Duckworth said. “Duluth.”
“That’s right.”
Duckworth was thinking. “Vacation,” he said. “Opening of pickerel season. In Ontario. Went up with a friend to a place called Bobcaygeon. Was gone the better part of ten days.”
“Sit down,” she said, and pointed to a second chair she’d wheeled over to her desk. She moved the mouse to make the screen come to life. There appeared three autopsy photos.
“I’m guessing these look familiar to you,” Wanda said.
Duckworth pointed, keeping his finger away from the screen. They were all close-up shots. “Yeah. This is where Rosemary Gaynor was grabbed around the neck. There’s the thumb imprint here, the other four fingers here, and that’s where he stabbed her. The . . . smile. This is all kind of familiar, Wanda. It’s only been a couple of days.”
“This isn’t Rosemary Gaynor.”
Duckworth moved his tongue around the inside of his teeth. “Go on,” he said.
“This is Olivia Fisher.” She paused. “You remember Olivia Fisher.”
She clicked, brought up a small picture of the dead woman. Young, black hair to her shoulders, smiling into the camera. In the background was Thackeray College, where she had been a student.
“Of course,” Duckworth said. “But I was never the primary on that. It was Rhonda Finderman. Before she became chief.”
“That’s why we didn’t make the connection right away.”
“Shit,” Duckworth said. “She should have. She’s so busy with things that have nothing to do with Promise Falls she doesn’t know what’s going on in her own backyard.”
Wanda did a few lightning-quick keystrokes and mouse maneuvers, and brought up autopsy photos from the Gaynor case, as well as a photo of the woman that had made an online news site.
“You’re right,” Duckworth said. “The wounds are nearly identical.” He reached a hand out toward the screen, as though he wanted to touch the face of Rosemary Gaynor.
“Look at her hair, her face,” he said. “The black hair, the complexions of the two women.”
“Very similar,” Wanda said.
Duckworth shook his head slowly. “God, I need a doughnut.”
“Who killed Rosemary Gaynor, Barry?”
He hesitated. “Finderman likes the doctor for it.”
Wanda pointed at the screen, the two dead women. “You think Sturgess did this?”
Barry Duckworth studied the images. “No.”
“Then you know what this means,” she said.
Duckworth nodded.
“It means our guy’s come back,” he said. “Or maybe he never left. Maybe he’s always been here.”



SEVENTY-THREE
I feel rested.
Ready to get back at it.
Still so much to do.
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THEY decided Derek was the one who should get into the trunk.
Before heading off, the four of them, Derek Cutter included, thought it would be cool to smuggle someone in. Not because they couldn’t afford a fourth ticket. That wasn’t the issue. They just felt the situation demanded it of them. It was the sort of thing you were supposed to do.
After all, this was the last night they’d ever have the chance. Like so many other businesses in and around Promise Falls these days, the Constellation Drive-In Theater was packing it in. What with multiplexes, 3-D screens, DVDs, movies you could download at home and watch in seconds—why go to a drive-in, except maybe to make out? And given how much smaller cars had gotten since the drive-in was first conceived, even that wasn’t much of a reason to watch a movie under the stars.
Still, even for people of Derek’s generation, there was something nostalgic about a drive-in. He could remember his parents bringing him here for the first time when he was eight or nine, and how excited he’d been. It was a triple bill, the movies becoming successively more mature. The first was one of the Toy Story flicks—Derek had brought along his Buzz Lightyear and Woody action figures—which was followed by some rom-com Matthew McConaughey thing, back when he was only doing crap, and then a Jason Bourne movie. Derek had barely managed to stay awake until the end of Toy Story. His parents had made a bed for him in the backseat so he could zonk out when they watched features two and three.
Derek longed for those times. When his parents had still been together.
This night, the Constellation was showing one of those dumber-than-dumb Transformers movies, where alien robots inhabiting Earth had disguised themselves as cars—usually Chevrolets, thank you very much, product placement—and trucks. Morphing from car to robot involved a slew of special effects. Lots of things blew up, buildings were destroyed. It was the kind of movie none of the girls they knew was interested in seeing, and even though the guys tried to make them understand the movie itself didn’t matter, that this was an event, that this night at the drive-in was history, they’d failed to win them over.
Even the guys knew this was a dumb movie. In fact, there had been agreement among them that the only way to see a movie like this—whether at a drive-in, in a regular theater, or at home—was drunk. Which led to a discussion that not only would they try to sneak a person into the drive-in, but some beer, too.
Thing was, this was a milestone piled on top of a milestone. Not only was this the last night for the Constellation, it was the end of the academic year at Thackeray College, which Derek had been attending for four years, and was now leaving. For what, he had no clue. He had no job prospects, other than maybe working for his dad again, cutting lawns, planting shrubs, trimming hedges. Did he go to college for four years to run a leaf blower? Even his dad didn’t want that for him. And yet, there were worse things than working alongside his father.
For this one night, he wouldn’t think about his job future, or a couple of other things that had been weighing heavily on him.
The first was the death of a friend, just about the most senseless thing ever. This guy, he comes to college, goes to class, writes essays, tries out for some school plays, he’s just doing his thing like everybody else, and then one night campus security shoots him in the head while he’s supposedly trying to rape somebody.
Derek still hadn’t been able to get his head around it.
But then there was the other thing. Even bigger.
Derek was a father.
He had a goddamned kid.
A son named Matthew.
The news hadn’t come as a shock just to him. Even the mother was surprised, which sounded kind of weird, but it was a pretty weird, fucked-up story, and Derek still didn’t know all the details. He’d known that she was pregnant, but had believed the baby died at birth. Turned out not to be that way. He’d talked to her—Marla was her name—a few times since finding out the baby was alive, been over to visit her with his father in tow, and he was still kind of feeling his way through this, trying to sort out just what his responsibilities were.
“Hello?”
“Huh?” Derek said.
It was Canton Schultz, standing next to his four-door Nissan, the driver’s door open. Flanking him were Derek’s other friends from Thackeray, George Lydecker and Tyler Gross.
“We just took a vote,” Tyler said.
“What?”
“While you were off in La-La land, daydreaming, we took a vote,” said George. “You’re it.”
“I’m what?”
“You’re the one going into the trunk.”
“No way. I don’t want to go into the trunk.”
“Well, tough shit,” said Canton. “We’ve been standing around here talking about it, and you had nothing to say, so we made a decision. Thing is, it’s a very important job, being the guy in the trunk, because you’re the one protecting the beer.”
“Fuck it, fine,” Derek said. “But I’m not getting in now. It’s a ten-minute drive from here. We’ll pull over when we’re almost there. Then I’ll get in the back for a couple of minutes till we get inside.”
The thing was, the trunk was very much a place he did not want to be. He didn’t want to be cooped up in there for two minutes, let alone ten. Back when Derek was seventeen, while hiding in the basement crawlspace of a friend’s house, he’d had to listen while three people were murdered.
And hold his breath so the killer didn’t find him, too.
It was a big story in Promise Falls at the time. Prominent lawyer, his wife and son, all executed. For a while there, the police even wondered if Derek had done it, but they got the killer in the end, and everything worked out, so long as you didn’t count the fact that Derek was pretty much scarred for life.
Okay, maybe not for life. He’d managed to move on, pull his life together, go to school, make friends. His parents splitting up had actually hit him harder. But it didn’t mean he was happy to jump into a car trunk.
Derek was not a fan of confined spaces.
But he wasn’t a fan of looking like a wuss, either, which was why he’d proposed getting in just before their arrival at the drive-in. Everyone agreed that was reasonable. So, after putting a case of beer into the trunk, they piled into the car. Canton behind the wheel, George shotgun, and Derek and Tyler in the backseat.
It was already dark, and it would be after eleven by the time they got to the Constellation. The first feature would probably already be half over, and they weren’t interested in it anyway, since it was always something for kids. Not that a Transformers movie wasn’t for kids, but the opening flick would most likely be a cartoon that wasn’t all that scary. And even if they ended up late for the Transformers flick, how hard would it be to catch up? And before long, they’d be too drunk to care.
While Derek had not volunteered to be the guy in the trunk, he had stepped up to be the designated driver on the way home, and everyone was fine with that. One or two beers for him, and that’d be it. He’d get everyone back safely.
And after that, Derek didn’t know when he would see any of them again. Canton and Tyler would be heading home to Pittsburgh and Bangor, respectively. George Lydecker, like Derek, was a local, but Derek didn’t see himself hanging out with him. Derek was reminded of a phrase his own grandfather used to say about people like George. “He’s not wrapped too tight.”
The words that came to mind for Derek were “loose cannon.” George was always the one who acted first, thought later. Like turning over a professor’s Smart Car and leaving it on its roof. Slipping a baby alligator from a pet shop into Thackeray Pond. (That little guy still hadn’t been found.) George had even boasted about breaking into people’s garages late at night, not just to help himself to a set of tools or a bicycle, but for the pure thrill of it.
As if George could read Derek’s thoughts at that moment in the car, he decided to do something monumentally stupid.
George dropped the passenger window, allowing cool night air to blow in as they sped down a country road that ran around the south end of Promise Falls. Next thing Derek knew, George had his arm extended out the window.
There was a loud bang. And an instantaneous PING!
“Jesus!” Derek said. “What the hell was that?”
George brought his arm back in, turned around in the seat and grinned. He showed off the gun in his hand.
“Just shooting at some signs,” he said. “I fucking nailed that speed limit one.”
“Are you out of your mind?” Canton shouted, glancing over. “What the fuck!”
“Put that away!” Derek screamed. “Asshole!”
George grimaced. “Come on, lighten up. I know what I’m doing.”
“Where did you get that?” Tyler asked. “You steal that out of someone’s garage?”
“It’s mine, okay?” he said. “It’s no big deal. I figured, I could take a couple of shots at the screen. I mean, they’re going to be knocking it down in a week or two anyway. Who cares if it’s got a couple of holes in it?”
“Are you really that stupid?” Canton asked. “You think you can fire that thing off with hundreds of people there, lots of them with little kids, and they won’t call in a goddamn SWAT team and arrest your stupid fucking ass?”
“Promise Falls has a SWAT team?”
“That’s not that point. The point is—”
“I figured when the Transformers are knocking over a bunch of skyscrapers, nobody’ll even notice. It’ll be so loud anyway.”
“You’re unbelievable,” Tyler said.
“Okay, okay, okay,” George said, lowering the weapon, resting it in his lap. “I wouldn’t really have done that. I just wanted to shoot some signs, maybe a mailbox.”
The other three shook their heads.
“Idiot,” Derek said under his breath.
“I said, okay,” George said. “God, what a bunch of pussies. I’m glad to be getting be getting the hell out of here.” George had already told them he was off to Vancouver the day after tomorrow.
They traveled the next few minutes in silence. It was Canton who broke it. “How about here?”
“Huh?” Tyler said.
“This is a good spot. No one around. Derek, this is where you get in the back.”
“Are we still doing this?” he asked. “It’s stupid.”
“It’s tradition, that’s what it is. When you go to the drive-in, you smuggle someone in. It’s expected. If you don’t do it, the management is actually disappointed.”
Derek felt resigned to his fate. “Fine.”
The car pulled over to shoulder, gravel crunching beneath the tires. Derek got out on the passenger side, gave George a withering look, then went around to the back of the car. Canton had popped the truck from the inside, pulling on the tiny lever by the driver’s seat, but had gotten out so he could close the lid once Derek was inside.
“It’s not exactly huge in here,” Derek said, standing there, staring into the gaping hole.
“You getting in or what?” Canton asked.
Derek nodded, turned around, dropped his butt in first.
“So it’s not an Oldsmobile,” Canton said. “Stop whining. Once we get inside, you can get out. It’ll be, like, five minutes.”
Derek said, “I hate this.”
“What’s the big—” Canton stopped himself in midsentence. “Oh shit, it’s about that thing that happened, isn’t it? When you were hiding in that house?”
“It’s okay.”
“No, I’ll do it. I’ll get in, and you get back in the car.”
“I said I would do it.”
Derek noticed, with some relief, the emergency lever inside the trunk that allowed it to be opened from the inside. He got his head in, then brought up his legs. He lay on his side, the case of beer tucked behind his knees.
“Okay, so don’t start screaming or anything,” Canton said, and slammed the lid shut.
It was nearly pitch-black in there, save for some red glow from the back side of the taillights. Derek felt the car veer back onto the pavement, then pick up speed.
Despite the rear seat between him and his friends, he could hear them talking.
“Just everyone be cool,” Canton said.
“Yeah,” said Tyler. “Like I’m going say, ‘We got nuthin’ in the trunk!’ I’m not an idiot. Not like George.”
“Fuck you,” said George.
“Okay, here we go,” Canton said. “Jeez, there’s still a line.”
“It’s only like ten cars. It won’t take long.”
Derek struggled to get comfortable. He hoped it wouldn’t take them long to buy tickets and get parked. He knew it was his imagination, but he felt as though he was running out of air, that he was having trouble breathing. His heartbeat was moving into second gear.
He felt the Nissan turn. Canton would be pulling up to the gate, where there were two ticket booths. Right beyond them, towering over them, in fact, would be the back side of the four-story screen. Once the tickets were bought and the gate cleared, the car would pass through an opening in a ten-foot wooden perimeter fence designed to keep people from sneaking in.
The car would follow the driveway to the far end of the property, where the concession stand was located, then do a one-eighty, facing the screen head-on. Derek figured once they’d picked a good viewing spot, they’d let him out.
But first, they had to clear the gate.
The car stopped, inched forward. Stopped, inched forward.
Come on come on come on.
Finally, Derek heard Canton shout: “Three tickets.”
Then, not quite as clearly, a man’s voice. “Just the three?”
“Yep, just us.”
“Ten bucks each.”
“There ya go.”
A brief pause, then the man’s voice again. “You sure it’s just the three of you?”
Canton: “Yep.”
Tyler: “Just us.”
George: “You can’t count?”
Shit, Derek thought. What the hell was wrong with him tonight?
The man selling tickets said, “And you guys know, there’s no booze allowed. You can’t be bringing anything in like that.”
“Of course,” Canton said.
Another pause.
Then: “I’m gonna have to ask you to pop the trunk.”
“Sorry?” Canton said.
“The trunk. Pop it.”
Shit shit shit shit.
Well, what was the worst that could happen? Derek figured once this guy found him in the trunk, with the beer, he could do one of three things. He could deny them entry. Or he could charge Derek ten bucks, confiscate the beer, and tell them they could pick it up on the way out. Or the son of a bitch could call the cops.
Derek figured bringing in the police was pretty unlikely. Did the Promise Falls cops really want to be bothered with someone sneaking into the drive-in for free?
At this point, Derek didn’t much care. Right now, he’d happily endure a full body-cavity search if it meant getting the hell out of here.
Canton said, “Uh, I don’t think you have the right to do that.”
“Yeah?” the man said.
“Yeah. I don’t think you have the authority. You’re just some dick selling tickets.”
“Really. Well, my name is Lionel Grayson, and I’m the owner and manager of this place, and if you don’t pop that trunk, I’m calling the cops.”
Maybe it was more likely than Derek thought. Fine, so be it.
“Okay, then,” Canton said.
Derek heard the driver’s door open. But then another door, on the other side of the car. Tyler had been sitting behind Canton. Which meant George was getting out.
Tyler said, “Jesus, George, what are you—”
Derek didn’t hear the rest as both doors slammed shut.
Canton was saying, “You know, this being the last night you guys are open, we were just wanting to have a little fun and—”
The man, this Mr. Grayson, sounding closer now, “Just open it up.”
“Okay, I hear ya, I hear ya.”
Then, George. “You know, man, this is America. You think being a fucking ticket seller gives you the right to violate our constitutional rights?”
“George, just let it go.”
All three voices at the back of the car now. Derek was still pretty sure Lionel Grayson wouldn’t call the cops. He’d just tell them to piss off. Turn their car around and send them on their way. Derek already had a plan. They’d go back to his place, download a Transformers movie to the flat-screen, and get drunk on his couch.
No need for him to be the designated driver any—
Bang.
No, it was more than that it. So much more than just a bang. In the trunk, it sounded to Derek like a sonic boom. The whole car seemed to shake.
It couldn’t have been something on the screen. One of the Transformer robots blowing up, say. You had to be in the car, have the radio tuned to the right frequency, to hear the movie.
And even if this had been a regular movie, in a theater, the bang was too loud.
It sounded very close.
George.
Could he really have been that dumb? Had he gotten out of the car with the gun? Had he started waving it at the manager? Had he pulled the trigger?
That stupid, stupid, stupid son of a bitch. Surely to God he didn’t think getting caught over something like this was cause to shoot a guy.
There were screams. Lots of screams. But they sounded off in the distance.
“Jesus!” someone shouted. Derek was pretty sure that was Canton.
Then: “Oh my God!” That sounded a lot like George.
Derek frantically padded the back wall of the trunk, looking for the emergency release. His heart was pounding. He’d broken out in an instant sweat. He found the lever, grabbed hold, yanked.
The trunk lid swung open.
Canton was there, and George was there, so was a third man. A black man Derek figured was Lionel Grayson, the manager. Not one of them was looking into the trunk. In fact, all three had their backs to Derek, their collective attention focused elsewhere.
Derek sat up so quickly, he banged his head on the edge of the opening. He instinctively put his hand on the injury, but he was too spellbound to feel any pain.
He could scarcely believe what he was seeing.
The Constellation Drive-in Theater’s four-story screen was coming down.
Dark smoke billowed from the width of its base as it slowly pitched forward, in the direction of the parking lot, as though being blown over by a mighty wind.
Except there was no wind.
The immense wall came down with a great whomping crash that shook the ground beneath them. Clouds of smoke and dust billowed skyward from beyond the fence.
There was a moment of stunned silence. Barely a second. Then, a strangled symphony of car alarms, whooping and screeching in a discordant chorus of panic.
And more screams. Many, many more screams.
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