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 One 
 
      
 
    The September sun was rising behind us, turning the sky to bronze and stretching the shadows of the firs and the pines long across the black water of the St. Regis Pond, just south of Dexter. The Pond was at its widest point here, maybe two hundred yards across, lapping lazily at the banks in wet ripples, deep enough for small boats, fed by the narrower, deeper St. Regis River, which moved densely and quickly under the Dexter Bridge, before slowing and pooling here. 
 
    It wasn’t really a pond, it was a slowing, a widening and shallowing of the river for two and a half miles, before the banks closed in again, under the Santa Clara Bridge, and the river continued on its course north toward the St. Lawrence. 
 
    We were standing in a clearing in the forest, where the Alder Brook oozes through multiple muddy channels into the larger waterway. There was a light mist rising in strands off the water. The ground was muddy, though a protracted Indian summer had baked much of the mud into dry, crumbling clay. There was sporadic birdsong, which I couldn’t identify; it echoed in the woods, as though it belonged to another, darker, secret world. Other than that, there were few sounds: the lapping of the river, the sighing of the air in the pines, and Tex Goodwin, the Franklin County Sheriff, talking to Dehan. 
 
    “This is where she was found.” He was pointing at the shoreline. “Right there beside the water. Breaks your heart, that kind of thing. Just seventeen, month before. Nobody could understand it. Still can’t.” 
 
    I stepped over to the spot and stood sideways on, trying to imitate the position with my own body. “She was on her side, right? With her back to the water…” I looked at him. “You saw it yourself, didn’t you?” 
 
    He nodded. “Deputy Corfe called me straight away, says, ‘You ain’t gonna believe this, Sheriff. There’s been a murder, here, in Dexter!’” He shook his head. “Why, they ain’t had s’much as burglary here since 1865.” He studied my face for a moment, then Dehan’s. “That ain’t a joke. Debbie’s murder was traumatic for this town. There’s maybe two hundred people in Dexter and its environs. They all know it was one of their own who done it. That’s a hard thing to swallow. It shook ’em hard.” 
 
    Dehan was looking through the file and handed me a large photograph, six by ten, of a young girl lying on her left side. Her legs were bent into right angles, not quite a fetal position. Her arms were stretched out in front of her, slightly bent at the elbow. Her hands were open. 
 
    Her hair was shoulder length, but it was matted and filthy, and concealed her face. She had one Converse sneaker on; her other foot was bare. She had a pair of denim shorts that were very short, and an open blouse. No bra and no panties. There were signs of bruising on her upper arms. 
 
    Dehan was looking over my shoulder. “Her hair is wet.” 
 
    Sheriff Goodwin nodded once. “Yup. We noticed that. Her face was wet, too. But her clothes weren’t, and she didn’t die of drowning.” 
 
    Dehan was leafing through pages and said, “Cause of death was strangulation, though she was stabbed perimortem…” 
 
    The sheriff finished for her: “In the heart, single stab wound with a large hunting knife.” 
 
    Dehan glanced at him. “We only received the report yesterday, Sheriff, and we set out immediately. We haven’t had time to digest it.” 
 
    He seemed not to hear her. He was staring at the spot where the body had been laying. “We weren’t sure what to make of it. Most of the crime we get up here is in Malone, and it’s rarely serious. She was so young…” 
 
    “Just turned seventeen,” I said. “The month before. Eighteenth of August, 2012.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “She had just reached the age of consent.” 
 
    He frowned at me and pointed at where the body had lain. “Well, she never consented to that! She was beaten bad, slapped, punched on the jaw, and her arms were gripped so hard she had bruising from her wrists right up to her shoulders.” 
 
    “Ligatures?” 
 
    “Uh-uh, no. Just finger marks.” 
 
    I looked down river toward the Santa Clara bridge. “Semen was deteriorated. That’s quick in less than twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was deteriorated, but above all, it was contaminated.” He shrugged and hesitated. 
 
    I said, “As though she had been raped by more than one man, or had sex with more than one man.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Any idea how the body got here?” 
 
    He looked surprised. “I figured she was raped and killed here. Probably her head was in the water, that’s how it came to be all wet an’ muddy.” 
 
    I looked at Dehan. She was already pulling out the photos and showing them to the sheriff. “Of course, the photo isn’t the same as being there, Sheriff, but it looks to me as though there are no footprints. It had rained recently and you can see the ground is muddy. There are at least three different sources of DNA inside her, which means she was probably raped by at least three men. You would expect to see at least some sign of prints, and struggle. But there’s nothing. And I believe there were no tire tracks in the forest.” 
 
    He sighed. “It was hard to tell. By the time they found her, the ground had been driven over by several trucks. But Bart, who found her, said he never saw no tire marks.” 
 
    Dehan listened, watching him as he spoke, then said, “So there is a question mark over how she got here. There should be at least three sets of footprints, and signs of struggle, but there didn’t seem to be. Was that your impression at the time, Sheriff?” 
 
    There was a hint of resentment in his voice when he said, “Yeah, that was my impression at the time.” 
 
    I scratched my chin. “Now, I am interested in this, Sheriff. Talk me through it. Bart, the man who found her, was her stepfather, and also the man who was eventually prosecuted…” 
 
    He shrugged, then crossed his arms. “Bart Campbell. His family have been in this area a good four hundred years. Scottish, and always tended to marry Scottish, Presbyterian…” He nodded a few times. “Good people. He was a bit wild when he was young. Had a few run-ins with the deputy, nothin’ serious, a few brawls, bit rowdy when he was drunk. What you’d expect of a twenty-year-old Scot.” 
 
    He grinned and laughed, I smiled and Dehan frowned. He went on. 
 
    “Anyhow, Dianne, that’s Debbie’s mother…” 
 
    Dehan turned a leaf. “Smith. Dianne Smith…” 
 
    “Uh-huh, her husband had died back in two thousand, when Debbie was just five. Dianne did her mournin’, but she met Bart and they were crazy about each other. They were real good for each other, too. He settled down, stopped drinkin’ so much, she started dressin’ pretty, even little Debbie looked happier. It was nice to see.” 
 
    “That was back at the turn of the millennium?” 
 
    “Yup. Old man Campbell had died not long before and left the boys, Bart and Danny, some land and some money. Bart weren’t scared of a bit of hard work, so pretty soon him and Dianne bought a house and moved in together.” 
 
    He stared out at the dark water a while, then across at the far bank and pointed. “Just right up there, on Dexter Road. He loved the kid like she was his own, and she loved him like he was her daddy. They were a happy family.” 
 
    Dehan smiled. “The way you’re telling it, sounds like that changed.” 
 
    He studied her face while he nodded. “It surely did. Somethin’ happens to kids when they hit fourteen, fifteen, sixteen… I don’t know what it is, and I’m pretty sure it didn’t happen when I was a kid, but that little angel started to change. She went wild. When she hit puberty and started showin’ signs of becoming a woman, if you know what I mean. She started…” His hands tried to say it for him, but got embarrassed too. “Well! She was developin’ a pretty body, is what I’m trying to say. And she knew it. Started answering back to her parents, being impertinent. That caused a lot of stress between Dianne and Bart, because when he went to discipline the child, Dianne felt she should stick up for her daughter.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow at him. “How severe was this discipline?” 
 
    “Nobody ever saw her bruised, if that’s what you mean. An’ she never went out with long sleeves in summer, neither. Dianne would not have stood for that kind of thing, nor would her neighbors. This is a tight community, Detective Stone. We look out for one another. He was just a good dad, and sometimes a good father has to be strict.” 
 
    Dehan was going up and down on her toes, listening to him. “So what happened?” 
 
    “It became ever more difficult for them to control her. By the time she was sixteen, she was goin’ out and comin’ home late. There was a few rows at home. The deputy had to be called a few times. She was hangin’ out with a bunch of kids who like to think of themselves as a biker gang. They’d’ve pissed their pants if they’d ever met a real Hell’s Angel, but they liked to look tough and wear leather. One of ’em, James, had an old, second hand Harley, the other two, Zak and Gunny, they had a couple of Japanese bikes, and then there was a bunch of hangers-on. They’d usually hang out at Jake’s Grill, but after Bart came and dragged her home a couple of times, they started going to towns nearby, comin’ back at two in the mornin’. Made Bart mad as hell.” 
 
    I had an idea where he was going and asked, “You think he was jealous? You think he was getting a thing for Debbie?” 
 
    He sighed. “You ain’t read the file…” 
 
    “As Detective Dehan told you, we received the file yesterday and came straight away. We’ve scanned it and digested what we could.” 
 
    The sun peered over the tops of the trees and momentarily blinded me. I stepped into the shadows as he started to speak again. 
 
    “On the 14th September, just a month after her birthday, they had a huge bust up in the house. I don’t think anybody in Dexter realized just how bad things had got. But Dianne said she couldn’t take any more and she got in her car and she went to her mother in Plattsburgh, leaving Debbie and Bart alone in the house. To my mind, Dianne was half hoping that if she left him alone with Debbie, he might whip some sense into her. But that’s just my thinking.  
 
    “Anyhow, on the 21st, one week after her mother went to her mom’s, Debbie says she’s going out with her boyfriend, James,” 
 
    Dehan said, “The guy with the Harley.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. There was a ruckus and he may have slapped her and grabbed her arms. His prints were found on her face and arms. She went out and she never came back. There was a search at first light, and it was Bart who found her. They called me in from Malone and I have to say, my first instinct was that Bart might have done it. So as part of the investigation, we checked her underwear, from home, for traces of semen to see if she was having a sexual affair with anyone. We only found one trace of semen, on one pair of her panties, and that was his.” 
 
    Dehan sighed. “That’s depressing.” 
 
    “Yeah, so naturally he became our prime suspect.” 
 
    “What about the party?” 
 
    “It looks like she was at the party, briefly, but then left. We never found out where she went or what happened to her. She just showed up here next morning, dead. But what was clear was that Bart had hit her and gripped her real hard, and he had previously had sex with her. It kind of pointed to a crime of passion, murder with jealousy as a motive. I think the jury would have convicted…” 
 
    Dehan was frowning at the file, leafing through it. “But he had an alibi…” 
 
    “He sure did. Pretty good one, too. He was with Harry Corfe, the deputy, all that night. Alibis don’t come much better than that. They was friends from when they were kids, though Harry was a few years older, and I think the jury might have been swayed the other way if it hadn’t been for Bart’s lawyer. He got himself a fancy lawyer from the city…” 
 
    “Bernard Shaw.” 
 
    “That’s the one. He got Bart to confess that he and Debbie had had consensual sex just once, the week before, that he was deeply ashamed as soon as it was over. He also got Bart to testify that he had had a row with Debbie that night, telling her she could not go out with James and his gang. She had basically blackmailed him and said if he stood in her way, she’d tell everybody that he had raped her. I figure that’s why she kept the panties. She was real manipulative like that.” 
 
    “If it’s true,” Dehan said, looking at the trees all around us, and the water, now turning a deep blue under the rising sun. 
 
    The sheriff nodded. “Well, that’s why I requested your help. I heard the 43rd had a crack cold cases team, and this case has been playin’ on my mind for the last seven years. She was wild, she was maybe even a bit stupid, but she didn’t deserve to die like that. And Bart…” Again, he shook his head. “I’ve known Bart all his life… I tell you, I followed the evidence where I thought it was leading me, but I never really believed, in my heart, that Bart could do somethin’ like that—not to anyone, but especially not to Debbie. Broke my heart what happened to that family. And poor Dianne, I swear it nearly killed that woman, after losing her husband an’ all.” 
 
    Dehan stared at him a moment while he stared down at the muddy bank where Debbie had lain seven years earlier, with her muddy hair covering her face. She blinked and half-smiled. “We’ll do the best we can, Sheriff.” 
 
    Something in the tone of her voice made him look at her, almost as though he were startled. Then he returned the smile and started to walk back across the clearing, toward the tree line and the Ford pickup he’d left parked on the Santa Clara Road, a quarter of a mile away. 
 
    “I’m a God-fearin’ man, like most people ’round here, but I ain’t superstitious. However…” He took a deep breath as he walked over the tufted, uneven grass. “With Debbie, I just have this feeling that she can’t rest till this is sorted, till her killer is brought to justice, one way or another.” 
 
    We walked on in silence through the forest until we broke out onto the highway, shaded on either side by the tall firs and pines. The lights flashed and he pulled open the driver’s door, then stopped. “All kids, when they hit their teens, go a bit crazy. All them hormones and changes goin’ on. Hell, that’d drive anybody crazy. And I guess rebellion, disobedience, wanting to explore new experiences, that’s all part of it. I don’t think Debbie was any worse than any other kid. She just needed the kind of guidance that, in the end, Bart and Dianne didn’t know how to give her. Maybe you can bring some peace to her soul, and to Bart and Dianne.” 
 
    He shrugged and clambered into the truck. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to the deputy. He’ll give you any help you need.” 
 
    We climbed in after him and headed into the town of Dexter, to meet Deputy Kent Oaster. 
 
   


  
 

 Two 
 
      
 
    The local sheriff’s office was on a short street with no name that ran between Back Street and Center Street. It was the only building on that stretch of road and looked more like a cozy cottage than a law enforcement office. Deputy Kent Oaster came out as we were swinging down from the Ford. He gave us the slow, expressionless look of a man who’d like to know when you’re leaving, and then shook hands with the sheriff. 
 
    “Kent, these are the detectives from New York. Like I told you, they specialize in cold cases, and they’re going to have a look at the Debbie Smith case.”  
 
    Kent gave a single nod, upward, and sucked his teeth. He followed that up by examining Dehan head to toe, like he was planning to buy her and send her to a stud farm. Meanwhile, the sheriff was saying, “I want you to give them any help they need, Kent, and maybe we can close this case and give Debbie some peace.” 
 
    Kent gave me a look that said I wasn’t going to the stud farm and turned his gaze on the sheriff as he told us he’d leave us to it, climbed in his truck and headed off back to Malone. 
 
    Kent took a moment to examine his boots, then said, “Offer you guys some coffee?” 
 
    Dehan answered. “Yup. And some information, too.” 
 
    He turned and went inside. We followed him into a room that was on the darker side of comfortable, with a couple of distorted patches of sunlight lying crookedly on a wooden floor. There was a wooden desk and behind it a leather swivel chair. An old, threadbare couch and a couple of chairs that were second hand in the ’70s sat about a round coffee table with a few magazines strewn on it. Over in a corner, there was a coffee machine, where he was gathering three cups. 
 
    “How’d’ya take it?” 
 
    I said, “Black, for both of us.” 
 
    He handed us a cup each and as we sat at the low table, he propped himself against the desk. He hadn’t made any coffee for himself. 
 
    “What you wanna know?” 
 
    I watched his face as I sipped and waited for Dehan to answer him. She didn’t take long. She leaned forward and put her cup on the table while she sucked her teeth and seemed to measure the floor with her eyes. 
 
    “We were handed this file yesterday at lunchtime. We were working on another case, but the chief told us he had received a request from the Franklin Sheriff’s Office and, as a courtesy, he wanted us to put our case on the back burner and drive out to Dexter to give you guys a hand. So we made the arrangements and set out at one AM, to be here in time to have morning coffee with you. Now, you ask, what do we want? Well, we want to help you solve the Debbie Smith murder, that’s why we’re here, and for that, we need all the information and cooperation that you can give us.” She turned to look at me. “Am I talking out of my ass, Stone, or does that make sense to you?” 
 
    I sighed. “It makes sense to me, Detective.” I looked over at the deputy. His face was flushed and his eyes were bright. “I think what my partner is saying, Deputy, is that we would like to know, in your own words, what happened that night, and your take on it.” 
 
    He stared at the wooden floor a moment, then shook his head. “Nobody knows what happened that night. Debbie had turned seventeen just the month before. She was the prettiest girl in town, and in most of the towns ’round about. All the boys liked her. And the way she behaved, you thought at first that she was givin’ out.” 
 
    I frowned, thinking that at the time, he couldn’t have been much older than Debbie himself. I said, “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “She was always teasin’ the boys, making like she was into you and maybe you had a chance, and then she’d drop you and go off with some other boy.” 
 
    Dehan asked, “Some other boy?” 
 
    He thought about it. “I guess she’d kind of do the rounds, play with all the boys, get them hoppin’ mad, and then go with James.” 
 
    “The badass with the Harley.” 
 
    He nodded. “He wasn’t so badass, but he always hung out with Gunny and Zak, and a bunch of other kids who wanted to be cool like him, so if there was ever any trouble, they had his back.” 
 
    I reached for my coffee. “And was there ever any trouble?” 
 
    “Nah…” He shook his head. “Few scuffles, nobody ever got hurt. It ain’t like that up here. Any time things got out of hand, Jake would get hold of his old peacemaker…” He started to laugh. 
 
    I said, “The Colt revolver? He has a Peacemaker?” 
 
    He shook his head, still laughing. “No, not a revolver. It’s a big old knobby stick he keeps under the bar. He boasts he knows exactly where to hit a man so it don’t kill him but he wishes it had.” 
 
    Dehan laughed and Kent seemed to soften a bit.  
 
    “Jake has the grill on Back Street, just down the road. He could handle most any situation, but if ever he felt he couldn’t, he’d call Harry Corfe…” 
 
    “Your predecessor.” 
 
    “Right. Everybody respected Harry. Even the kids. He never lost his cool, but you knew you never crossed the line with him or he’d whip your ass.” 
 
    He went quiet. 
 
    After a moment, I said, “You’re talking in the past tense. What happened?” 
 
    “After the trial…” He took a deep breath and started again. “At the trial, Bart got himself a smart city lawyer. He specialized in winning un-winnable cases. Most people ’round here believed Bart had killed Debbie. It was Harry’s testimony, that he had been with Bart all that night, that got Bart off. That, and the way that lawyer tore into the defense and made the jury see that it might just as easily have been James or one of his boys—or anybody else, for that matter. He got Bart to go on the stand and confess that he’d had sex with Debbie a few days before she was killed, and he somehow twisted that into proof that Bart never killed her.” He paused again and drew breath. “Like, he admitted he was with her, but that night he was with Harry, talking, havin’ a few beers. 
 
    “The jury acquitted him ’cause they felt they had to, but the town never forgave Bart, and I guess by association, they never really forgave Harry, either. I figure most people still believe he killed her.” 
 
    Dehan rested the ankle of one long leg on her knee. “They thought Deputy Corfe lied to protect Bart?” 
 
    He made a face, like he was reluctant to answer that. 
 
    Dehan pressed him. “What do you think?” 
 
    He drew a deep breath. “I don’t know what to think, Detective. Bart’s DNA was on Debbie’s panties. His fingerprints were on her arms and on her face, where he’d grabbed her and slapped her…” 
 
    “What about her throat? She was strangled, right?” 
 
    She asked it, but she already knew the answer. “There were no prints on her throat. The ME said the killer had probably used gloves. Like I said, I don’t know what to think. Bart and Harry are good people. I’ve known ’em both all my life. I can’t imagine either one of them doing something like that…” 
 
    I interrupted him. “If he gripped her and slapped her in a fit of rage, and then went and put on a pair of gloves to strangle her with, and a knife to stab her in the heart with, that is a lot of premeditation.” 
 
    He scratched his head and looked around the office before nodding and saying, “Yeah. You put it like that and it’s hard to imagine Bart doing that, and even harder to think of Harry backing him up. But like I told you, Debbie could drive you out of your wits in a matter of a couple of minutes. She’d had sex with him, and she’d driven her own mother out of the house. She was going to destroy that family—she did destroy that family. That kind of thing can drive a good man to do bad stuff. So my answer is the same as it was. I don’t know what to think.” 
 
    I drained my cup and sat forward. “He resign or was he sacked?” 
 
    “Neither. He got a transfer to Albany, where his wife’s mother lived. It was bad weather and his car came off the road. Him and his wife was killed.” 
 
    Dehan’s eyebrows shot up. “He died the day he left town?” 
 
    The deputy scratched the side of his nose. “Detective Dehan, forgive me if I seem impertinent, but this ain’t the Bronx. Debbie’s is the only murder we’ve had in this town since the Civil War. We don’t get complicated conspiracies here where people kill folk to silence them. But we do get inclement weather, where it’s dangerous to drive on the roads. It was November, it had been raining, and then the water froze on the roads. Harry went over the side.” 
 
    Dehan stuck out her lower lip and nodded. “Just a coincidence.” 
 
    “Not even that. It happens around here.” 
 
    I cut in. “Where can we find Bart? Is he still around?” 
 
    “You’ll find him up South River Road, they’re harvesting trees there. It’s early, we usually wait till the cold sets in and the ground is nice and hard. But winters are gettin’ shorter, so they’re doing what they can before the rain sets in.” 
 
    I stood. Dehan remained sitting, staring at her boot and running her tongue over her teeth. I said, “What?” 
 
    She glanced at me and then at Oaster. “There’s just something I don’t get. OK, Dianne goes to stay with her mother because she’s had enough of Debbie and Bart fighting with each other. For whatever reason, Debbie comes on to Bart while they’re alone and one thing leads to another. Maybe she wants leverage over him, maybe she’s got a crush on him, maybe she’s just crazy. We’ll never know. Either way, that night, the 21st, she says she’s going out with James. He says, ‘Think again,’ she goes wildcat on him and he grabs her, trying to shake some sense into her. She starts screaming and struggling and he slaps her.” She spread her hands. “From that point on, it can only go one of two ways. She throws herself on the bed and sobs herself to sleep, and we know that’s not going to happen, or she storms out and there is damn all he can do about it. What isn’t going to happen is that she waits patiently while he gets a pair of gloves and a hunting knife. 
 
    “So she storms out and he does what guys always do in that kind of situation. He calls a friend and they have a beer or two. Meanwhile, she goes to this party with her biker pals. You already told us she’s a prick tease, so some guy gets sick of being teased. It’s September. If he drives a bike, he already has his gloves. And if he’s a badass biker, he has a knife. When she goes home, he goes after her. Punches her to make her compliant, rapes her and kills her with the help of a couple of pals. That is not a hard scenario to imagine, and for me, it has the ring of truth. How come you guys never explored that angle?” 
 
    He took a moment to scratch his ear. “It was before my time, so you’d have to ask the sheriff that question. But as I understood it, the only people who fit that description were James, Zak and Gunny. They all alibied each other, and there was a bunch of other people who alibied them, too. They were all at a party that night. So that was a dead end.” 
 
    “They were brought in for questioning?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    She nodded for a while, then stood. “Thanks for the coffee and the information, Deputy Oaster.” 
 
    He didn’t look at her when he answered, “Sure, anything you need, just let me know.” 
 
    We stepped out into the morning sunshine on the road with no name and started walking slowly down Adirondack Park Road toward the highway. Our B&B was down the Old Route 72 there, near the banks of the river. As we walked, Dehan shoved her hands in her pockets and looked up at the fresh blue sky. 
 
    “What’s your take, Stone?” 
 
    “You know me, Dehan, no take till I see something I can grab a hold of.” 
 
    “OK, so if you had a take, what would it be?” 
 
    I laughed. “Turning my own tricks and ploys against me, huh?” I sighed. “It’s tricky. A toxic family can turn nice people into homicidal maniacs. So I am not ready to dismiss Bart as a suspect, even if he is protected by the double jeopardy rule. We can still nail him for rape if we need to. But in my opinion, the alternative scenario you painted is the obvious one.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    I smiled sidelong. “And, may I say, compellingly presented.” 
 
    “Asshole.” 
 
    “But it suffers from a total lack of evidence.” 
 
    “Because they didn’t bother to go out and get any. As a working theory, it beats the hell out of a sworn deputy that the whole town trusts perjuring himself to get his pal off a murder charge.” 
 
    “As a working theory, it’s fine, if we can find some evidence to support it. There is a third possibility.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That it was none of the above. It was somebody completely different.” 
 
    She frowned at me. “Well, what evidence have you got for that?” 
 
    “As much as you have for your theory. Zilch. But at this early stage, Little Grasshopper, instead of coming up with theories, we need to keep an open mind and start finding actual evidence.” 
 
    “Yes, Sensei.” 
 
    “I want to meet Bart and hear what he has to say before I start forming an opinion about him. I also want to talk to Dianne. I’d like to know what they think of their daughter. So far, nobody has said it, but it’s there under the surface, even from the sheriff.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “The judgment: she had it coming. You notice Deputy Corfe had to leave town because they thought he’d lied to them. But Bart is still here and well thought of. Because what he did, well, she had it coming.” 
 
    We’d reached the Cherry Orchard B&B and stepped into the gravel driveway of the 18th century cottage, where the old Mark II was lurking, waiting for us. Dehan went around to the passenger side and leaned on the sun warmed roof, watching me through narrowed eyes.  
 
    I unlocked the door and said, “What?” 
 
    “You. You’re a good man, Stone. You have a noble heart.” 
 
    She opened the door and climbed in. I climbed in after her and slammed the door. “Why does that sound strange?” 
 
    “Maybe…” She shrugged and patted my shoulder as I turned the key in the ignition. The big engine growled. I waited. She shrugged again. “Maybe I don’t say it often enough.” 
 
    I smiled, a little surprised. “You OK, partner?” 
 
    She smiled a surprising, simple, affectionate smile.  
 
    “Yeah.” We crunched over the gravel toward the blacktop and she went on, “Also, I just happen to believe all cock-teasers should be shot and dumped in the East River for fish food.” 
 
    I laughed. “See? That’s why I married you.” 
 
    She looked pleased. 
 
   


  
 

 Three 
 
      
 
    We followed the South River Road through forest that was thick enough to be a jungle. The trees were mainly cedar, pine, fir and maple, intense shades of green, just beginning to turn autumn copper at the edges. The road was broad, made of beaten earth, and after half a mile, it forked, with the left branch curling away toward St. Regis Falls and the right branch plunging deeper into the forest. Seventy yards down that track, we could see large trucks, stacks of timber and a wide expanse dotted with tree stumps, where men were at work. A temporary barrier had been set up across the road and as we pulled up and climbed out of the Jag, a guy in a red and blue shirt with a blue helmet on his head roared up on a quad bike, climbed off and made his way toward us. He spoke over the whine of the saws. 
 
    “You can’t come down here, pal. We’re harvesting timber and it ain’t safe.” 
 
    I showed him my badge. “Detective Stone, this is Detective Dehan. We need to talk to Bart Campbell.” 
 
    He sighed. “What’s he done?” 
 
    “Nothing that we’re aware of. We just need to talk to him. Sooner rather than later.” 
 
    He sighed again, turned on his heel and marched away toward where a tall tree was keeling over and crashing down into the expanding clearing. The tree hit the ground in an oddly soft motion, almost like a feather, though the noise was deafening. The guy got back on his quad and roared off toward where men with chainsaws were setting about cutting off the branches of the felled tree. 
 
    We waited five minutes, sitting on the hood of the Jag, then heard the roar of a second quad approaching up the path. It pulled up and a guy I figured was Bart climbed off. He was tall, a good six foot two. He was well built, with broad shoulders and an upright posture, and I wondered if he’d been in the military. When he pulled off his helmet, his dark hair was cut short and his eyes were hard and wary. He approached, looking at each of us in turn. I showed him my badge and Dehan did the same. 
 
    She said, “I am Detective Dehan and this is my partner, Detective Stone. Are you Bart Campbell?” 
 
    “Isn’t that who you asked to see?” 
 
    I said, “Just answer the question.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m Bart Campbell. Why?” 
 
    “We need to talk to you about the murder of your stepdaughter, Debbie.” 
 
    His face screwed up like a fist. “You what? I was already tried for that and found not guilty! You can’t come at me again about that!” 
 
    Dehan’s voice was even and calm. “Nobody’s coming at you with anything, Mr. Campbell. The case was never closed and the Sheriff has asked us to look at it. You want to find out who killed her, don’t you?” 
 
    He stared hard into her eyes. “I don’t give a solitary goddamn if you find who killed her or not. That child was the spawn of Satan, and her mother stood by and watched while I was crucified and did nothin’ to help me. She knew. She knew what that child was like. Why d’you think…” He pointed with his right hand across his body to the east. “Why d’you think she went to her mother’s, leavin’ me with the damned child? She couldn’t take no more—of her own daughter! So you’re askin’ me…” He stopped dead, staring at Dehan, then at me, and took a step toward us, poking the air. “You’re askin’ me if I want to find her killer?” He shook his head. “No, I don’t give a damn!” 
 
    I scratched my chin. I needed a shave. I kept my voice quiet. “You ought to give it some thought, Mr. Campbell.” 
 
    He caught the hint of a threat and his eyes were quick to rise to the challenge. 
 
    I met his gaze and kept talking. “We’re from the Bronx, Mr. Campbell. I head up the cold cases department there. Sheriff Goodwin has asked me to look at this case and see if we can’t finally close it. And that is what we intend to do.” 
 
    “So do it. I still don’t give a damn.” 
 
    “Stay with me, Mr. Campbell. To do my job properly, I need as much information as I can get. If I don’t get all the information I need, then it becomes more likely that I will arrive at a mistaken conclusion.” I paused for him to assimilate what I was saying. “Now, you are protected by the double jeopardy rule from being prosecuted again for Debbie’s murder. But you were never prosecuted for her rape.” 
 
    His face flushed red and he grabbed hold of the barrier with powerful hands that I knew could easily kill a man. He vaulted the barrier, snarling, “Why, you son of a bitch…!” and he stopped dead, looking down the barrel of Dehan’s Glock. I smiled without much humor.  
 
    “That’s quite a temper you have there, Mr. Campbell. I’d have thought you might have learned to control it a bit by now. Let me be clear. You take a swing at me with those fists, I’ll break your arm, put you in prison and then sue you for damages. That’s if my partner doesn’t shoot you first. Do we understand each other?” 
 
    He didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I’m going to tell you for the second time, Mr. Campbell, to answer the question. Do we understand each other?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he snarled, “we understand each other, Detective Stone.” 
 
    Dehan holstered her piece.  
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not asking you to give blood, Mr. Campbell. I’m just asking you to talk us through what happened that week, and especially that night.” 
 
    His shoulders sagged, but after a moment, he gritted his teeth and pointed at me with his fist palm up. “But I did not rape that girl! Never!” 
 
    I nodded. “I believe you. But courts of law are about fact, not truth. And a fact is something you can prove to a judge and jury. Something like DNA. So let’s start talking instead of threatening each other.” 
 
    He scowled and pulled a radio from his belt. It crackled and a voice snapped, “What?” 
 
    “I’m taking an early lunch. I have to talk to these cops.” 
 
    The reply was something you wouldn’t want to publish. I opened the back door of the Jag and he climbed in.  
 
    We drove back to town in silence, kicking up big billows of dust behind us. We made the intersection, still enclosed and enveloped by the ever present trees, crossed into the town and parked beside the long, rambling wooden shack that was Jake’s Grill. 
 
    It had a long porch with chairs, but no tables outside. We pushed through the tall, glass-paned doors into a broad, bright wooden room with a bar along the back and tables set out for dining along the left. What looked like an original ’50s jukebox stood beside a fruit machine against one wall, and at the back, in a nook, I could see a couple of pool tables. Behind the bar, there was a man who was big enough to be two men. He had a bald pate to his head, a ponytail that reached his ass, and a scraggy beard down to his large belly. He watched us approach the bar and nodded to Bart. 
 
    “Coffee and a burger, please, Jake.” 
 
    I glanced at Dehan. She shrugged and nodded. I said, “Make that three.” 
 
    We went and sat in the dining section. Bart hunched with his elbows on the table, looking down between his fists at the wood. Jake brought over our coffee, gave me and Dehan a look that would have curdled milk and made his way back to the bar. 
 
    “OK, Mr. Campbell, I’ve heard it from the sheriff and I’ve heard it from the deputy, and about nine-tenths of it was opinion. Now I want to hear it from you, and I’m hoping that what I’m going to get is facts.” 
 
    He slumped back in his chair, with his big hands cupped on either side of his coffee. “Where d’you want me to begin?” 
 
    “Where do you think it starts?” 
 
    His eyes flicked up, like he was surprised by the question.  
 
    “Where does it begin?” He thought for a long time, staring at the table. Finally, he began to talk. “It starts when Debbie turned fifteen. She didn’t develop early, like other girls. When she was twelve and thirteen, she looked like a child. At fourteen, she started to develop. She was always a pretty kid. Her face was angelic. She wasn’t ’specially tall, but as she hit fourteen and fifteen, she started to get a real pretty figure. Her mom and me were proud of her. We used to buy her pretty clothes and stuff. Only, her personality started to change.” 
 
    Dehan asked him, “Change how?” 
 
    “At first, it was kind of cute. Like she was being sassy, answering back, giving her mother lip, but always with a cute smile and a laugh. And if we got serious with her, she’d back down and apologize. But when she turned fifteen, it changed again. There was all the sass, but none of the cute smiles and laughter. She became surly, moody, impertinent, downright rude. We punished her, but it’s hard to punish a fifteen-year-old girl. You can’t hit her, not these days. We did things like take her cell phone away for a day or two days, eventually it was a whole week. But she bought herself a burner we never knew about. We started grounding her, but how do you enforce that?” He pointed over at the door, as though Debbie was about to walk out through it. “If she says she’s going out, you can’t stop her. If you physically restrain her, you’re looking at assault, physical abuse, child abuse.” 
 
    I sipped my coffee. Dehan frowned and asked, “So what did you do?” 
 
    “It got pretty crazy. We started locking ourselves in so she couldn’t get out. Then she’d scream and holler and smash things. If she went up against you, whatever you did, she’d do ten percent more. She would always go the extra mile to break you down. It got worse and worse with every weekend we didn’t let her out.” 
 
    I drummed my fingers on the table. “What was the main reason you wouldn’t let her out?” 
 
    “At first, we’d ground her for answering back to her mother, for being rude, that kind of thing. But later on, it was more because of the crowd she wanted to hang around with.” 
 
    “James, Zak and Gunny.” 
 
    “Yeah, those boys. I should of took them apart from the start. Maybe this would never have happened. She said James was her boyfriend.” He shook his head. “I tried to explain to her about boys like that. I’d been a boy like that, till Harry Corfe beat some sense into me. But she wouldn’t listen. She said she didn’t care; used language you wouldn’t believe in a kid her age.” Dehan drew breath to ask him a question, but he sighed and shook his head and said, “But that wasn’t the worst of it.” 
 
    I said, “What was the worst?” 
 
    “When she turned sixteen. That was when we lost her completely. I swear she turned evil. I didn’t recognize the little girl I’d helped rear. I’d come to think of her as my own child, but this person, this screaming, crazy, evil person, was not anybody I knew. And the worst thing was when she started to come on to me, right there in front of her mother.” 
 
    Dehan arched an eyebrow. “Come on to you how?” 
 
    He puffed out his cheeks and balled his fists. “Every way you can imagine. First time she really came out, overt like, we was in the kitchen. I’d come in from work and I was tired, just sitting down having a beer before takin’ a shower. Dianne was cooking supper and we were talking about the day. All of a sudden, Debbie walks in, in her panties and bra. Both were kind of lacy and transparent. She was sixteen and already had a woman’s body. She says to me, ‘Bart, do you like me in this? Do you think they’re too transparent?’ 
 
    “Well, I went crazy. Thank the Good Lord her mother was there and gave her all sorts of hell, or I would have taken my belt to that child. And thinkin’ back, I often wonder if I shouldn’t have. It just got worse after that. One time, she came into the living room where we were watching TV. She was real contrite and serious. I remember she was wearing real small denim shorts and a silk blouse. She says to me, ‘Bart, you’ve always been like a daddy to me and sometimes I ain’t nice to you the way I should be. I give you and Mommy lip and I am disobedient and I just wish things could go back to how they was before.’ 
 
    “It was real moving, and her mom started to cry. She gave her a big hug and Debbie says to me, ‘You remember how you used to sit me on your knee and tell me stories and sing me songs.’ I laughed.” He nodded several times. “I laughed with relief and joy in my heart, thinking I had my little girl back. I even thanked the Lord. Then she jumps on my lap and flings her arms around my neck and as I hugged her back, I realized she had no bra on. That worried me, but the next minute, she’s whispering in my ear to go to her room that night when her mom’s asleep. And as I pushed her away, she opens her blouse for me and she winks.” 
 
    Dehan winced. “What did you do?”  
 
    “I pushed her away from me and I called her everything under the sun that a father should never call his daughter. She screamed right back at me. Things she said were pure evil.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Did I think she hadn’t noticed the way I looked at her. She knew I watched her getting dressed and undressed. She said I watched her when she was in the shower. That I was bored and tired of Dianne because she was old and her breasts sagged. It went on like that. Dianne became hysterical. They both screamed at each other, and I do believe that if Dianne had formed a united front with me, Debbie would have backed down. But instead, they both screamed at me and at each other, and the whole house went to pieces. Dianne packed a bag and stormed out, accusing us both of conspiring against her. I wept, I begged her to stay. But she’d made up her mind and she went to her mother’s house.” He sighed. It was a deep, tragic sound. 
 
    I said, “What happened then?” 
 
    He didn’t answer for a moment, like speaking it was painful. “That was when things turned real dark. Real dark.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    He turned his head to look at me. His eyes were hard, like eyes that had seen things nobody should ever see. “That was when she decided to make peace with me. And that was the beginning of the end.” 
 
   


  
 

 Four 
 
      
 
    Jake brought the burgers and set them on the table in front of us. We thanked him, but he didn’t answer. Dehan took a big bite, then sat chewing and watching Bart. Bart watched his burger like he’d lost his appetite. 
 
    “After Dianne left, Debbie went straight to her room and locked the door. She knew that if she came out, I would take my belt to her. I had never done that before, Dianne would not have let me, and besides, I don’t believe that is the right way to raise a child. But when a child gets that wild, when a child turns evil…” He looked over at Dehan. “When you have a boy who’s gettin’ into fights, carrying a knife, stealing, that kind of thing. Then that boy needs to get his hide tanned. It’s what happened to me and it did me a world of good. 
 
    “And if you have a girl who is becoming loose with her sexual favors, and maybe even using them to get what she wants, then that girl needs to have her fanny whipped. I hope you’ll forgive me for saying so.” 
 
    Dehan arched an eyebrow. “I might even agree.” 
 
    “So she knew that if she stepped out of her room, I would take my belt to her, so she stayed in her room till she figured I had cooled down some. I tried calling Dianne a few times. Eventually I got Muriel, that’s Dianne’s mother. We were tight back then, and she told me to be patient and maybe call in a day or two, let Dianne cool down. By then, I’d had a couple of beers. After that, I had a couple of shots of whiskey.” 
 
    He stopped, poked his burger a few times with his finger and wiped a tear from his eye with the back of his hand. 
 
    “Debbie came out about twelve o’clock. I was still mad at her. I was mad as hell, but one thing I learned from Harry Corfe, after he straightened me out, is never hit somebody when you’re drunk. Because when you hit somebody, your…” He thought for a moment. “He explained it to me really well. Your testosterone?” He looked at Dehan for confirmation. Maybe she looked like the smart one. She nodded once. “That, it’s a hormone, it mixes with the alcohol in your blood and it can drive you stir crazy. If you want to hit somebody, you better wait till you’re sober, and then hit them. By then, he told me, probably you won’t even want to hit them anymore.” He gave a small laugh. “Them’s some of the wisest words I ever heard.” 
 
    I had to agree and told him so. “So what happened when she came out?” 
 
    “I was watching TV. She stood outside her bedroom door for a long while. Finally, she came up to where I was sitting on the sofa. She had on a pair of jeans and a long sleeve sweatshirt. She’d taken off all her makeup and had her hair tied back in a ponytail. She looked…” He smiled at his burger like it was a photograph. “She looked like my little girl. So she said she was hungry. She spoke real quiet, and asked if she could make some pancakes. I told her she could and when she was in the kitchen, makin’ them, she asked me if I wanted any. Well, I was hungry, I hadn’t eaten, and I’d drunk too much, so I said sure, I did. 
 
    “Next thing, she brings over a big plate of pancakes, with ham and cheese and honey and a few other things. She always liked them with cheese and ham. And she asked me if it was OK to pull up a table and watch some TV. I said it was. She sat down and we ate for a while and watched a move.”  
 
    He took a big breath and sighed. “So after a bit, she apologizes. Well, that disarms you right away, doesn’t it?” He glanced at me. “When a woman, or a girl, or hell, even a kid, apologizes to you sincerely. And she said it like she really meant it. I put on a show and I told her first thing in the morning, I wanted to see her on the telephone apologizing to her mom. She said she would. Then she started crying. Really crying. She started telling me that she’d fallen in love with that boy, James, that he was real mean to her and had her head all messed up and she didn’t know what she was doing. One minute she felt normal and the next, she was half crazy and treating people like sh…” He stopped and glanced at Dehan. “Like crap. Well, I remembered when I was goin’ through my bad patch, it was just like that. I didn’t know what the hell I was doing half the time. So I kind of understood what she was telling me. I tried to give her the same kind of advice that Harry Corfe had given me, and she seemed grateful…” 
 
    His face began to twist and tears spilled onto his eyelids. They didn’t fall and he wiped them away with the back of his hand. He looked away, out the window, and I could see his jaw muscle bunching. 
 
    “She gave me a hug. She flung her arms around my neck like she used to do when she was a kid. Well, I was so grateful to the Lord for giving me back my little girl, I hugged her right back and told her everything was going to be all right again, and we’d talk to her mom in the morning, her mom would come back home and we’d help her get through that difficult time. 
 
    “Well, she wouldn’t let go of me. She just kept holdin’ on and telling me ‘thank you’ and how much she loved me. Then she was saying why couldn’t she find a boy like me, and how lucky Dianne was. Then she started kissing my cheek… I told her to cut it out. I swear to God, I told her to stop. But I don’t know what she did to my head. She kept tellin’ me it was love, and crying, and there was nothing wrong with love, and before I knew it…” He trailed off. “I was weak. The things she did…” He stopped again. “The things she did, several bits of her clothing got stained. She went to her room. Never said a word to me.  
 
    “Like a fool, I spent the night cryin’ my damned eyes out. And in the morning, I called her for breakfast, intending to have it out with her, that that could never happen again. And when she came to the table, she was laughing and smiling, and before I could say a word, she tells me she has buried the panties hidden in some place, in a plastic bag, and I had better not give her any trouble, or she will destroy me. That’s the way she said it, just like that.” 
 
    I studied his face with care. “What did you do?” 
 
    He looked at me, took a deep breath and shrugged. “After the night I’d had, there wasn’t damn all I could do. I sat down and spent the next hour starin’ at the table. She went out.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what the hell she did. She wasn’t there most of the day. For the rest of that week, she came and went as she pleased. Treated me like I didn’t exist. I tried several times to talk to her, but she laid it on thick, treating me like I was a servant. I searched her room when she wasn’t there, but I couldn’t find them. I searched the yard to see if she’d buried it. But there was nothing.” 
 
    Dehan had finished her burger and was licking her fingers. I realized I hadn’t touched mine. Like Bart, I had lost my appetite. I picked it up and examined it for a while, then put it down again. 
 
    “That was the night of the 14th?”  
 
    He nodded. “Yeah.”  
 
    “What about the night of the 21st? What happened that night?” 
 
    His voice was a rasp. “That was the night she was killed.” 
 
    Dehan’s question was little more than a whisper. “How did it happen?” 
 
    He glanced at her, then back at his burger, and gave the plate a shove into the middle of the table. 
 
    “I’d made up my mind I had to do something about it…” 
 
    “What exactly was ‘it’?” 
 
    “The clothes she said she had in a bag, somewhere.” 
 
    “What were you going to do?” 
 
    “If you give me a chance, I’ll tell you. I was going to make her sit down and talk to me. Dianne had phoned once to say she was OK and would be home in a few days, but she wasn’t sure when. So I was going to sit down with Debbie and tell her I planned to tell her mother what had happened. If that meant we broke up, then so be it. That was the consequence of my stupid actions, but it was a price we were all going to have to pay, the guilty and the innocent alike. And as she had been an accomplice in my sin, as we had both done that thing together, then she had to take that decision with me.” 
 
    Dehan said, “But you were hoping she would hand over the clothes and let you wash them and that confrontation would never happen.” 
 
    “Of course I was. But even if that had happened, which it never was going to, I felt so bad about what I had done I would probably have told her anyway. As it was, I never got the chance. She told me she was too busy to talk to me, like she was some big shot executive and I was her damned cleaner. I shouted at her and threatened her, but she just laughed and spent the day out with her pals.” 
 
    I said, “James, Zak and Gunny?” 
 
    “Yeah. I guess so. She came in in the evening, I guess it was around six, to have a shower and change her clothes. When she came out of the shower, may God forgive me for saying this about a child I thought of as my own little girl, but she looked like a harlot. She said she was goin’ to a party in the woods with James and the boys. I told her to sit down and we were going to talk. She told me to go to hell and used language I should have whipped her for. And maybe if I had, she would be alive today. I should have taken my belt to her and locked her in her room, called her mother and told her all the truth, then left it in the hands of the Lord. But I didn’t. I was weak for the second time and instead I grabbed her and shook her, and I slapped the child. She screamed like a crazy woman. She clawed at me, kicked me, spat in my face and said she was going to ruin my life and destroy me. Then she marched on out of the house, slammed the door and went off with her friends. That was the last time I saw her alive. 
 
    “I called Harry and he came over. He was more than a friend to me. He wasn’t much older than me, but he was like a mentor and a second father. He was wise and smart and everything a good man should be. He listened to me, heard me out and gave me hell. Nothing more than I deserved. But he also gave me hope, which was more than I deserved. Dianne and Debbie both had a lot of respect for Harry. He said we should all get together, talk things through, and that Dianne and me should be a rock, and that was the only way Debbie was going to find her way again—if we were united. I did a lot of weeping that week, but I never did more than I did that night.  
 
    “Eventually, he asked me if she often came home that late. I looked at the time and it was coming on four in the morning. We got in the truck and we went to look for her. We went to the site where the kids usually meet, up in the woods above the river. There was a lot of trash, beer cans, empty bottles, but there was no sign of any of the kids. We searched everywhere. We even went to James’ house and woke up Charlie and Beth, his parents. They went up to check if he was in his room, and he came down with them. I asked him where Debbie was and he said he didn’t know. She’d left the party early. Harry called Sheriff Tex Goodwin, up in Malone, and first light we organized a couple of search parties.” 
 
    I sat forward and put my forearms on the table around my plate. “Explain that to me. Who actually organized the parties? Who said, ‘You go here, you go there, you take these men…’ You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Yeah, you want to know how come it was me who found her.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Tex organized it. He put me in a group to search the woods and the river banks south of the town.” 
 
    “Who else was in your party?” 
 
    He puffed out his cheeks. “Harry, my brother Dan, Marrion, Clem, Guss…” He spread his hands. “A bunch of people you don’t know. I can’t remember half of them. I wasn’t thinking about that. I was thinking about where the hell Debbie was. To be honest, I wasn’t so much scared of finding her on the river as I was of finding her in some bastard’s bed.” 
 
    I frowned. “But by that time, the village had been alerted. Everyone in the village knew you were looking for her.” 
 
    “Plenty of other villages around here, Detective Stone. And plenty of people come to Jake’s on a Friday evening. James said she’d left the party early and I was thinking maybe she’d arranged to meet somebody.” He stopped and sighed. “And then I saw the figure lying there like that. At first it just looked like a log, or a hunk of wood or something with rags draped on it. But somehow I recognized it. Her hair was matted with mud, and it was all over her face. Her arms were kind of out in front of her, bent slightly. She looked so small and vulnerable. She was just my little girl all over again. Dan pulled me away, but he was weeping as much as I was and we just sat there and cried. I didn’t think it was possible to cry that much. But seeing her like that. It just tore my insides out and destroyed me.” 
 
    We sat in silence for a while. He was watching his own fingers make small, slow tapping motions on the table. When he spoke again, he seemed to be absent, detached. 
 
    “Tex called Dianne, told her to come back home. Debbie was taken to the doc’s place. Then the ME came, and all the lab technicians came down from Malone. Dianne arrived and collapsed. When I was going to take her home, she screamed at me that she never wanted to see me again. She hated me and it was my fault for letting her little girl go out with gangs…” He shook his head and gave a small, unhappy laugh. “So I moved in with Dan for the next few weeks, and then the whole circus started.” 
 
   


  
 

 Five 
 
      
 
    Bart left to go back to work and Dehan set about eating his burger and signaled Jake for two beers. 
 
    As he set them on the table, he said, “You’re the two cops from the city, right?” 
 
    I nodded at him while Dehan chewed. “Yeah.” 
 
    “You goin’ after Bart again?” 
 
    I sat back in my chair and managed to sigh and smile at the same time. “The case was never closed, we specialize in cold cases and Sheriff Goodwin asked us to take a look, see if we couldn’t close it. So, no, we’re not going after Bart, but yes, we are going after whoever raped and killed Debbie Smith. Have you any information that can help us?” 
 
    His eyes trailed away and gazed out the window. He gave his head a single shake to the side. “Nope. I remember that night, though, like it was branded into my brain.” 
 
    Dehan spoke through a mouth full of burger. “Yeah? Whyzat?” 
 
    He kept talking, looking out the window. “She came in here, mad as a bobcat with a hornet up its ass. Told me she wanted a beer. I told her to go get her daddy’s permission, or come back in four years. So she pulls out her cell and she calls him. Whole bar went quiet. All of a sudden, she shouts into the phone, ‘Jake won’t sell me a beer! Tell him to sell me a beer!’ and she hands me her cell. I can see it’s Bart she’s called. I hold the phone to my ear and I says, ‘Bart, you know I can’t sell alcohol to Debbie till she’s twenty-one, without your permission or her mom’s.’ An’ he says to me, clear as day, ‘Jake, whatever you do, do not let that child drink alcohol. She is out of control.’ Then he says to me, I can hear it right now, ‘And if James and his boys comes in, you call me and don’t let her leave with them.’ So I handed her back her cell phone and said, ‘Your daddy says no.’ And she screams at me, so the whole dang bar could hear it, ‘He’s not my effing daddy, you effing idiot!’ She din’t say ‘effing’, she said the ‘F’ word, and she storms out like…” 
 
    He trailed off, stuck for a simile. Dehan grinned, though her mouth was full again, and she offered, “A bison with a Carolina reaper up its ass?” 
 
    Nothing changed about him, but you could tell he was smiling. He blinked, the smile faded and he sighed, then looked down at the floor. “Never saw her alive again.” 
 
    I sipped my beer. “What about James and the other two? Did you see them that evening?” 
 
    “Nope.” He turned slow eyes on me. “But I gotta tell you, much as I want Debbie’s killer caught and lynched, I ain’t crazy about the idea of handin’ over a Dexter boy to a city cop. We look after our own here, an’ that’s something you oughta know.” 
 
    Dehan shoved the last bit of burger in her mouth and spoke as she licked her fingers. “Pitty you didn’t do a better job of looking after Debbie, huh, mountain man? Let me tell you something you ought’a know. Big difference between you and us is that we will catch the son of a bitch who did that to Debbie, but when we do, we won’t lynch him. We’ll hand him over to your sheriff and then he’ll stand trial and go to prison for the rest of his miserable life. See the difference, mountain man? We catch him and punish him. You don’t.” 
 
    He eyed her for a while through unreadable eyes. “Sassy, aincha.” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    He nodded and went back to the bar, hitching his jeans over his ass as he went. I studied her face as she fought back a grin. “I think he likes you.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I have a certain charm that you are probably not aware of.” 
 
    “I’ll put a reminder on my phone to look out for it.” 
 
    “Funny.” Now she was wiping her fingers with a paper napkin. “Review, impressions, facts, deductions, opinions…” She took a long pull on her beer, repressed a belch and raised a finger. “Don’t talk.” 
 
    I smiled. “Oh, yes, now I begin to see it.” 
 
    She threw the screwed up napkin at me. “Can it, wiseass. This is not a difficult case. This is one of two scenarios: one.” She held up her thumb. “Bart killed her when he says he slapped her. That fight got out of hand. It was a heady cocktail of sex, jealousy and domination and it escalated into rape and murder, after which he took her down the river, rowed across to that spot, and dumped her. That’s how come her hair and face got wet. Then he went home and called his pal Harry.” 
 
    “There are real problems with that.” 
 
    “I know. Don’t talk. B…” 
 
    She held up her index and I said, “Two.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Two, not B, two.” 
 
    “Two: Everything happened as Bart says, she left the house and came storming over here to meet her friends and/or have a drink. That is corroborated by Jake. She gets so mad when she can’t get a drink, she storms out again.” 
 
    “Like a bison with a Carolina reaper up its ass.” 
 
    “And calls James. He comes and collects her on his bike and they go to the party in the woods. We’ve heard several times over that she’s a tease. So she gets James hot and bothered and then tells him no. He gets mad and he and his pals rape her. That is corroborated by the fact that there was more than one strain of DNA found inside her. They dump her by the river and go on their merry way. The guys we are talking about are also more likely to carry the kind of knife used to kill her, a hunting knife.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Guys in bike gangs always carry knives. It’s part of the uniform.” 
 
    “We don’t know if Bart hunts, or more to the point, if he hunted back then.” 
 
    She sighed. “We should have asked.” 
 
    “I think I’d rather ask the sheriff, or Deputy Oaster. Scenario one.” 
 
    She sighed. “Go on.” 
 
    “Jake has already told us she came storming in here like a bobcat with a hornet up its ass. We know she didn’t do that before the fight, because the fight occurred immediately after her shower. However, she might have gone back home to talk to Bart and convince him to let her drink. But even if she did do that, we still have the problem we have had from the beginning. Namely, if he killed her in hot blood, in a fit of jealous rage, he would not have taken the trouble to stop in mid fight, pull on a pair of gloves and then strangle and stab her. That argues at least some degree of premeditation, and coldness. It is incongruent with the heat of a spontaneous fight.” 
 
    “Incongruent.” 
 
    “Indeed. Not impossible, but incongruent. There is another thing that doesn’t make a lot of sense.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I can buy his getting so mad at her in that fight that he kills her with his bare hands, but let’s just say, for the sake of the argument, that your theory is right and his rage becomes a cold fury…” 
 
    “A cold fury, OK, I can buy that.” 
 
    “He knocks her out with a punch.” 
 
    “The ME said she received a punch.” 
 
    “And while she is lying groggy on the floor, he goes and gets his gloves and his hunting knife.” 
 
    She was frowning. “OK…” 
 
    “Now, he has gone into a cold fury. He is thinking. He is thinking about not leaving fingerprints or forensic evidence, so what stops him from threatening her with the knife if she doesn’t tell him where the panties are? Instead, if that scenario is right, he rapes her, leaving more DNA, stabs her in the heart, takes the body to the river and then calls his pal the deputy and tells him he had sex with her—knowing that the body is going to be found in a matter of hours, thus putting himself squarely in the frame. And a further problem is that he was calling Harry ’round about the time Debbie was doing her bison act.” 
 
    “Well, it was only a theory.” 
 
    “And a mighty fine one. James…” I sighed noisily and sipped my beer. “He is the obvious choice, isn’t he?” 
 
    “I just know you’re going to say ‘but’ now.” 
 
    I smiled at her until she arched an eyebrow. Then I said, “However, there is a pretty big problem with that scenario, too.” I shrugged. “She’s his girlfriend. We know she is sexually active, and we know she is not above using sex to gain what she wants. We know she is crazy about James. So why would James need to rape her? It’s not an impossible scenario, but we need to explain that point. Rape among husband and wife or boyfriend and girlfriend tends to be when the female partner is losing interest in the male partner, and the male partner feels the need to dominate her. But that wasn’t the case here.” 
 
    She picked up her glass and looked at the dead foam on the sides. Her voice was flat. “So you’re thinking there’s a third party? Somebody we don’t know about yet? An opportunist?” 
 
    I curled my lip and made an unsatisfactory ‘hmmmm’ sound. 
 
    “What then?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Dehan. I can’t see a complete thread yet that I really want to follow. See? I could buy James and his pals wanting to, so to speak, share Debbie between them. Drunk, stoned, among biker bros. It would not be the first time that happened. And I can see her saying no and that turning into a problem.” 
 
    She made a face and nodded. “So…?” 
 
    “So why kill her? It’s a big step for a bunch of kids. These aren’t Hell’s Angels. And it wasn’t an accident. She didn’t crack her head on a rock, she wasn’t strangled to keep her quiet in the throes of passion. Whoever killed her quite deliberately put on his gloves and knew exactly where to put the knife. And you notice on the clothes, there is a minimum of bleeding. He left the blade in until she was dead, then removed it. The kill was not a passionate one. I have the feeling that we are looking for a very particular kind of man.” 
 
    She nodded for a while, then shrugged. “It could be that James is that particular kind of man. He stands out from the crowd, people want to be in his gang, he’s not your average country boy.” 
 
    “So it would seem. And it’s definitely time we met him and had a talk.” 
 
    We stood. I made my way to the bar and paid the check. When he gave me my change, Jake leaned on the bar and fixed me with his expressionless eyes.  
 
    “James went to work in Burlington. That’s on the far side of Lake Champlain, in Vermont. Kent, the deputy, he’ll give you his address. But Gunny and Zak are still here. They work in the lumber trade. Seasonal work, but they do OK with odd jobs here and there, on the farms an’ that. They’re in here most Friday and Saturday nights.” 
 
    “Thanks. I appreciate it.” 
 
    He winked at Dehan and we left.  
 
    As we walked toward the deputy’s office, she tied her hair into a knot at the back of her head and stuffed her hands into her pockets. The sun was at the mid-heaven and there was a coppery warmth in the air. After a few steps, she said, “So, in a sense, you’re looking more for a personality right now, than at the evidence itself…” 
 
    I was surprised by the question and let my face say so. 
 
    “Well, the evidence is pointing at either James, one or more of his gang-cum-pals, or Bart, but your reason for not liking them is based more on how you read the personality of the killer, rather than the concrete evidence itself. It’s not a criticism, just an observation.” 
 
    I thought about that for a moment while we walked. “Well, the evidence is all pointing at different things at the moment: multiple rape, fingerprints on arms and face but not on neck, gloves and a hunting knife used without apparent passion and then removed…” I shrugged. “But the one thing that is clear and unambiguous is the nature of the killing. So that, for now, is my point of reference.” 
 
    As I pulled the sheriff’s office door open for her, she made a face and nodded. “OK…” 
 
    He looked up from his desk as we entered the shaded room. He gave us the kind of look you save for the last drunken guest at your barbecue, who won’t leave and keeps coming on to your wife.  
 
    “What can I do for you, Detectives?” 
 
    “I understand you might have James Gordon’s address in Burlington.” 
 
    He sat back in his chair. His jaw looked like his teeth had been cemented together. “That’s in Vermont. You have no jurisdiction in Vermont.” 
 
    I smiled sweetly. “Thanks for the legal advice, Deputy Oaster. I don’t plan to arrest him, just ask him a few questions. If a legal issue arrises, I’ll contact the sheriff and my own chief. Have you got his address?” 
 
    He nodded slowly a few times. “Sure.” 
 
    He did some typing, then read from the screen of his computer. “Peru Street, number seventeen.” 
 
    “Thanks for your help.” 
 
    He didn’t answer till we got to the door. Then, he said, “How you finding it so far?” 
 
    I turned back and made a question with my face. 
 
    He went on, “You finding folks cooperative?” 
 
    I smiled. “More than you might expect. I haven’t had the impression so far that anybody is trying to hide a killer.” 
 
    I held his eye. He nodded again, then went back to whatever it was he was doing before.  
 
    We stepped out into the noonday sun and strolled back to the Jag parked outside Jake’s Grill. There, I leaned on the roof and drummed my fingers on the warm metal while Dehan watched me. 
 
    “How far is it to Burlington, time-wise?” 
 
    She pulled out her cell and after a moment said, “Two and a half hours, a little more.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go yet. I have a hunch James is as slippery as an eel. I think we wait and we talk to Zak and Gunny first, separately.” 
 
    “How are we going to do that?” 
 
    “Use your feminine wiles. Lure one of them outside.” 
 
    A brief flash of irritation contracted her face. She snorted. “Advantages of having a female partner, right?” 
 
    I frowned. “No. Not at all.” 
 
    She dismissed it with a brief sigh. “Either way, that’ll be tonight. We have about six hours to kill before that. We’re wasting time.” 
 
    “We do not waste time, Little Grasshopper. Time wastes us.” 
 
    “Deep. Meaningless, but deep. Meantime, we are wasting time.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I want to go up to the site where they had the party.” 
 
    “What for? It was seven years ago. There won’t be any forensics worth looking for.” 
 
    “I know.” I shrugged. “I want to have a look at the site and imagine what went on that night. Sometimes you just have to get a feel, Dehan.” 
 
    She hid her smile and nodded. “OK, Sensei, we’ll drive up and have a look around, so you can get a feel.” 
 
    “We’re going to drive three hundred yards, the other one thousand three hundred we’ll have to walk through the woods.” 
 
    She yanked open the door. “Wow, my husband is taking me alone into the woods. Eek.” 
 
    We climbed in the old Jag and made our way back to South River Drive. There we found, half concealed among the huge trees, a dark, narrow path that disappeared among the dark tangle of trees. We parked by the roadside and stepped in among the dense shadows. 
 
   


  
 

 Six 
 
      
 
    It was a tunnel, a long, narrow tunnel. The thick canopy of the trees eighteen or twenty feet above our heads filtered out practically all the daylight, leaving a hushed gloom, disturbed only by a desultory flutter of wings among the leaves and branches, or an occasional rustle, a small movement in the undergrowth, a tiny predator striking against an even tinier prey.  
 
    The path curved through the penumbra for fifty yards or maybe a little more. It was a place of contradictions. The air was close and humid, but also cool, and all the sounds were dampened and muffled, and yet echoed, amplified as though in a vast, green cathedral. Soon, as we walked, we began to hear the rush and splatter of water. And as we rounded a bend in the path, we came to a large, wooden bridge. It spanned the sixty feet of the river across rapids below, where the water boiled and churned among smooth, glistening rocks.  
 
    I leaned on the rail and Dehan leaned next to me, pressing her weight against my left shoulder. We were looking upstream, at where the Pond ended, was bottlenecked into the narrower channel and plunged into the darkness of the forest, tearing itself apart over the rocks. But before that, beyond that narrowing, beyond the shadows and the rocks, the dark water was still and placid, with occasional brilliant flashes, reflecting the midday sun. 
 
    Dehan whispered. “It’s beautiful. Why do we turn things like this into the Bronx? We have these treasures to leave our children, but instead we rob them of their birthright and leave them concrete wastelands and pay-to-view nature.” 
 
    I had no answer, so I kissed the top of her head instead. After a moment, she removed her head and looked back the way we’d come. 
 
    “I guess they came up this way on their bikes.” 
 
    I nodded and pointed. Half concealed by the reeds that had grown in the shallows and the glare of the sun on the water, I could just make out a wooden structure. “What is that?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “Looks like a rotted old jetty. See those buoys? That’s to stop people bringing their boats too close to the rapids. They look harmless from up here, but the force in that water is enough to break your bones and kill you.” 
 
    I smiled at her as we started walking again. “You learn that in summer camp?” 
 
    She nodded. “I threw this kid into a rapids once, and he was never seen again. They did find his right humerus, though.” 
 
    “His funny bone?” 
 
    “Uh-huh, but it wasn’t funny anymore.” 
 
    “You’re a very dark woman, Dehan, dark and dangerous.”  
 
    As I said it, we were stepping off the wooden bridge and into the main body of the forest. There was a feeling of vast weight. It was oppressive and humid, and despite the cathedral-like silence that persisted, I was now aware that there were in fact a thousand tiny noises hiding in that silence. Dehan shuddered and came close. I put my arm around her and we started to walk again, with the strange sensation that our own footsteps were following us. The path went north for a way, then turned sharply east, causing the shadows at that point to be even deeper. 
 
    Dehan looked up at me. “She was alone here, wasn’t she, Stone?” 
 
    “Places like this can play with your mind, Dehan. That’s why they built churches and cathedrals they way they did, to scare away the critical faculty.” 
 
    She snorted, but pulled closer. “The big empirical hard-head. Doesn’t believe in intuition, but solves every case on a hunch.” 
 
    “Shut up. She probably came up here on the back of James’ Harley.” 
 
    There was only the sound of our feet drawing us closer to the darkness of the bend, then her voice asking, “What about when she left? The kids at the party said she left early. You think she came this way?” 
 
    We were thirty feet from the bend. I stopped and looked back, trying to imagine it at night. “She’d have to be crazy,” I said. 
 
    She didn’t say anything, but just nodded. We continued walking, rounded the bend and pressed on then for maybe a quarter of a mile in a long, gentle curve among massive trunks that towered high above our heads; overarching branches turned the light a murky green, and tangled roots and giant ferns made the floor of the forest an impenetrable morass.  
 
    After fifteen minutes that felt like a whole lifetime, up ahead we saw a warm, green and yellow glow that signaled the end of that long tunnel. When we finally reached the end of the path and stepped out, we found ourselves in a broad clearing, maybe three hundred and fifty yards along and two fifty across, dotted here and there with small copses of pine trees.  
 
    I stopped and Dehan walked ahead of me, with her hands in her back pockets. She stopped, smelling the air. For a moment, I thought she looked almost feline, like something beautiful and primal. 
 
    “So this is the place.” 
 
    I stepped up behind her. “Is it? How do you know?” 
 
    She shrugged, turning to look east, where the trees were closest, showing me her profile. “It’s not intuition, if that’s what you’re thinking. One way or another, whichever way you look at it, it all starts here, at that party, seven years ago. Either Bart killed her because of it, or James killed her at it, or when she left. Either way, this party is the trigger that caused Debbie’s death.” 
 
    I nodded, for myself, then said, “They would have built a fire. Maybe…” 
 
    We scanned the area and she pointed over to our left, west. “There,” she said and we walked over. 
 
    There was a circle of stones which at some point must have been neat and well constructed. Now it was dilapidated and grass and shrubs were growing up between the rocks. It was probably seven feet across—big enough for me to lie down in. 
 
    Contained within the stones was a pit, probably two or three feet deep, only time had been filling it in with dirt and stones, and shrubs that had grown up through the charcoal. But the charcoal was still there, among the scorched earth. Was this the same fire pit? Were these the ashes left from that party? We would never know. I hunkered down, peering into the debris, the dregs of past revelries, finding nothing, expecting to find nothing. 
 
    “They were a little over a week from Halloween. It would have been cold at night. So they made a fire, probably here. It looks like a spot that was used and reused.” 
 
    “Hasn’t been used in a while. Probably Debbie’s death jinxed it. Nobody wanted to come up here anymore.” 
 
    I nodded once slowly. “And James moved to Burlington…” I stood and took a deep breath. The air was rich with the musty, green smells of the forest, of leaves beginning to decay, of the first, russet tones of fall. “They were here.” I tried to see their ghosts, or at least their echoes. “Drunk or getting drunk, being pains in the ass the way kids that age tend to be. They were shouting, laughing, working hard to drown out the sounds of their own minds, numb them and dull them. The fire was burning, tall flames, the wavering orange light and the dancing black shadows would work a kind of magic on their minds, fueled by the alcohol and no doubt the marijuana.” 
 
    She glanced at me. “You OK, Stone?” 
 
    “Sure, try to visualize it, hear it, feel it. Somebody brought some music, what do they call it? A boom box?” 
 
    “That was last century, big guy. He brought his iPhone and a Bluetooth speaker.” 
 
    “OK, so there is music, loud, they’re listening to, I don’t know, what do kids listen to?” 
 
    “Twenty-twelve? Uh…Gotye? Maroon? The Wanted…?” 
 
    I nodded. “Noise. There are boys and girls, mid teens to early twenties. A lot of hormones, intoxication levels are high, inhibitions are low.” 
 
    She spoke behind me and I turned to face her. She was gazing at the clearing. “It’s probably around fourteen or fifteen degrees. There are other girls, they’re fooling around with their boyfriends. But Debbie is the hottest chick here, that’s why she’s James’ girl.” 
 
    “Right, so we have a bit of a mystery here. What made her leave? We’ve seen the path, and we can imagine what it was like in the pitch black of night. We don’t know whether there was a moon…” 
 
    I stopped and smiled. She was already checking on her cell phone. “Quarter moon…” 
 
    “So not much light to begin with, and in there it would have been pitch black. So what makes this kid leave the party early and plunge into that long, dark path?” 
 
    “Maybe she had a flashlight.” 
 
    “Maybe she did, but that doesn’t really answer the question. What made her leave in the first place? She was determined enough to come when she fought with Bart. So what made her change her mind, early on in the evening, and take that track alone, back toward town?” 
 
    Dehan was slowly and methodically scanning the whole area. She spoke absently, like she was thinking about something else at the same time. “Testimony from the kids at the party was that she left early. Nobody could state the exact time, but they stressed it was early.” 
 
    “So sometime between seven or eight o’clock and, say, nine or nine thirty, something happened that made her decide to leave.” 
 
    She gave her head a single shake. “We should check satellite images, Stone, but I can’t see a single other path out of this place. I figure the Santa Clara Road is half a mile down that way.” She pointed south. “And that is through very dense forest, no tracks, in the pitch black. Everything else is miles and miles of Adirondack Park. So she either went down that path or tried to find her way through the woods to the Santa Clara Road, which makes no sense at all.” 
 
    “They got her phone records, right?” 
 
    “Yup. I looked through them in the car while you were driving and telling me about haikus having only seventeen syllables.” 
 
    “Huh, so you were paying attention.” 
 
    “Yeah, I even memorized the haiku you made up. The important point, however, is that she received no telephone calls at all that night, no Whatsapps or any kind of text or voice messages.” 
 
    “That shows a lot of foresight on your part, Dehan.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. I’m a model student, Sensei.” 
 
    “So that narrows down the possible causes of her decision to leave. Either she had a rendezvous which she had arranged earlier in person, or something happened here that made her decide to leave.” 
 
    She looked at me like I was somehow unsatisfactory and said, “Who?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nobody. It’s just an option.” 
 
    She shook her head. “None of the testimony we have so far suggests the presence of a third party.” 
 
    “So…” I pointed back down the track that had led us here. “She sets off in that westerly direction, back toward the village half a mile away as the crow flies, but winds up…” I turned and pointed directly south. “…almost a mile away directly south.” 
 
    “That’s it.”  
 
    I turned. She had her hands in her pockets, her mouth scrunched up and she was nodding as she went up and down on her toes. “What’s what?” 
 
    “She got into a row with James and his pals. We don’t know what about just yet, but it’s not exactly difficult to get into a row with kids like that, especially when they are drunk or stoned. Maybe James started making out with some other girl. She got mad and stormed off. One of the boys followed her. If the kid drives a bike up here, you can be sure he has two things—gloves and a knife. He catches up with her near the bridge. They struggle. He punches her and rapes her. He knows that if he is accused of rape up here, he’ll be lucky to make it to trial, because he is likely to wind up swinging from a hanging tree. So he kills her.” 
 
    She paused, pointing in the general direction of the bridge where we had stopped earlier.  
 
    “Remember the jetty we saw before? My bet is if we ask, we are going to find there was a boat moored there in 2012. I figure he took her to the boat semi conscious, after punching her, took her upstream to where the body was found, and there either raped and killed her, or just killed her. Then took the boat back to the mooring.” 
 
    I thought about it, playing it out like a movie in my mind. “It’s a workable theory. Begs a couple of questions. The first that leaps to mind for me is, would James just let her storm off?” 
 
    “He might. It’s not cool to go chasing after chicks.” 
 
    I smiled. “I guess not. How about when some other guy is going after her?” 
 
    “He didn’t know.” There was a surprisingly bitter twist to her voice. “He was too busy making out with another girl.” 
 
    I rubbed my chin, trying to see it. “There aren’t that many of them. The file said maybe a dozen. James is their ‘leader of the pack’. Debbie isn’t exactly low key or low maintenance. If she’s mad about something, she’s going to let them know. So if she goes storming off, they are going to notice. Wouldn’t they also notice if somebody went after her? It’s not like there are a hundred people there, or even twenty. It’s a handful of girls and a handful of boys.” I shrugged and shook my head. “That may well be what happened, but somehow it’s not tracking for me. I can’t see that kid going after her and James or Zak or Gunny not saying something or doing something. That’s his girl, the best looking girl around, isn’t he going to be territorial about that?” 
 
    “Maybe. We have to ask them.” 
 
    I nodded. “We do.” 
 
    “What was the other thing?” 
 
    I smiled at her. “Who is he?” 
 
    She laughed. “That’s the million dollar question!” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, but I mean really, who is this guy? He’s hanging out with this bunch of second rate, teeny-bop, wannabe bikers, pays homage to little Jimmy Fonz, and yet is cold-blooded and ruthless enough to rape and murder Debbie, dump her body and get away without the cops ever getting close to nailing him. And…” I gave a laugh and repeated, “He hangs out with young teens. Who is he? How have we missed him?” 
 
    She sighed.  
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, Dehan. I think you’re right. I think you’re pretty much on the money with the sequence of events. But I can’t see him! Where is he? Who is he? How come nobody has noticed him?” 
 
    She crossed her arms and gazed down at her boots. “I know what you mean.” She raised her head and gazed down the long tunnel into the dark woodland. “It’s like he’s a ghost. Maybe he wasn’t one of them. Maybe he was watching and saw her leave.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe. C’mon, let’s go freshen up and talk about how we handle these two tonight.” She fell into step beside me and we retraced our path, back into the oppressive gloom of the huge forest. 
 
   


  
 

 Seven 
 
      
 
    We had a rest for a few hours to recover from the drive the night before, and then strolled across town to Jake’s Grill at around seven for a beer and something to eat. The place wasn’t full, but it was fuller than it had been at midday. We went to the bar and received a few sidelong looks, which we ignored. I told Jake we wanted two rib-eyes and fries and a couple of beers and he said he’d bring them over. 
 
    “And, Jake, when Gunny and Zak come in, you mind giving me the nod?” 
 
    “Yup, I do. But I can tell them to go over and see you. Then you’ll see me pointing you out to them.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate that.” 
 
    We went and found a table by a window, which also gave us a good view of the door and who came in and out. We were on our second beer and just cutting into our steaks when the door opened and two men came in. I knew it was them without having to be told. One of them was tall and scrawny, like a whip. He had long legs and long arms, and a neck like a sheared sheep. He was dressed in skinny jeans and a huntin’ shootin’ fishin’ shirt in red and blue checks. He had a big nose and nervous eyes, too. 
 
    His friend was shorter, thick set, with powerful shoulders and big hands and feet. He was all in denim, with Timberland boots. They knew we were here. You could see that by the leer on their faces, and the way they scanned the room as they walked up to the bar. I saw Jake glance at us, and I looked at Dehan. She’d seen them too and smiled at me. 
 
    “I have a feeling this is going to be fun.” 
 
    I was about to get up, but Jake was pointing us out and they were nodding and already moving toward us. They sauntered across the room and stopped, standing over the table, looking with special interest at Dehan. The long, skinny one was the one who spoke. “You lookin’ for us?” 
 
    Dehan smiled at the short one and winked at him. I frowned at long and skinny. “Well, if I knew who you boys were, I could tell you if I was looking for you. But seeing as I don’t know who you are, I can’t rightly answer your question.” 
 
    The speech was deliberately affected, but they didn’t get it. Tall and skinny said, “I’m Zak, this is Gunny. I been hearin’ all day that two cops from the city are looking for us.” 
 
    I nodded a while and smiled at Dehan. “Well, if you’re Zak and that’s Gunny, then we have indeed been looking for you, and I am mighty pleased to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    Dehan was still smiling at Gunny, whose ears had turned red. She gave me an impatient look and said, “I’m going outside for a smoke.” To Gunny, she said, “You got a cigarette for a city girl, mountain man?” 
 
    He nodded a few times and made like a goldfish. She stood and I watched her cross the floor and step outside. To Zak, I said, “Sit down, Zak. You want a drink?” 
 
    He was still blinking at the door. He snapped out of it and said, “Yeah. I’ll have a beer.” 
 
    I signaled to Jake and turned back to Zak. “There are some people,” I said, “who think that James Gordon has got away with murder.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I wouldn’t know anything about that.” 
 
    I had a crack at a complacent smile and chuckled. “That’s nice, I like that, you wouldn’t know about that. Like, you, Gunny and James weren’t best pals.” 
 
    “We was pretty tight, but that was a long time ago.” 
 
    “Not so close now?” 
 
    He sighed, looked uncomfortable and shifted his feet. “He went to Burlington. Don’t see him much anymore.” 
 
    “But back in the day… I heard you were more like brothers. He had a Harley. What was your hog?” 
 
    He sucked his teeth and looked away toward to door. “Kawasaki eleven hundred.” 
 
    I made an appreciative face. “That’s a nice machine. You customize it?” 
 
    He shrugged again. “I raised the handlebars, extended the fork, painted the tank…” 
 
    “Nice. You still got it?” 
 
    “It’s outside.” 
 
    “You had it back then? I guess Gunny had a ride too, huh? You three.” 
 
    “Gunny had the Yamaha V Star.” 
 
    “That’s an eleven hundred too, right?” 
 
    “Yup, they was all three eleven hundreds. That’s why people called us the Eleven Hundreds Gang.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    Jake came over with two beers and set them down. 
 
    When he’d gone, I sighed at my glass and made circles on the wood. “So, I know Debbie was James’ girl, and he must have been pretty broken up when she was killed. No man likes to have his lady raped and murdered, right?” 
 
    He nodded and took a pull of his beer, then wiped away the foam with the back of his hand. 
 
    I waited. 
 
    He said, “Yeah, he was pretty broken up.” 
 
    I took a pull and watched him while I swallowed, then smacked my lips. “Here’s the thing I’m having trouble understanding. She went to the party that night with James, right?” 
 
    He answered without hesitation. “Yeah, but she didn’t leave with him.” 
 
    “That’s right. She left that party early. Why’d she do that?” 
 
    He shrugged and shook his head. “I dunno. I didn’t ask her.” 
 
    “See? That’s the thing that’s troubling me. It was dark, that place is surrounded by forest, and the only way out is down that long, lonely path, which must have been black as pitch that night. And I know nobody called her ’cause I checked. So what made her leave early and alone?” 
 
    “I told you I dunno.” 
 
    I ignored him and kept going. “Because, I can only think of one reason why she would do that.” I allowed my face to go hard. I watched him swallow. “Because, I already told you nobody called her and nobody messaged her. So whatever made her leave happened right there at the party. Now…” I smiled, but it wasn’t a nice smile. “I know you were smoking weed and drinking, and I know that party got pretty wild…” 
 
    He was already shaking his head. “No…” 
 
    “So I am thinking that a couple of the boys got together and took her down that path…” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    “Was it you and Gunny, Zak? Did you take Debbie into the woods and have some fun with her?” 
 
    “No, man, no…” 
 
    Before he could go on, I said, “Or, what my partner thinks is that she saw James making out with another girl and she got mad and marched off…” 
 
    It was like leading lambs to the slaughter. He was nodding like a toy dog in the back window of a car. “Yeah, yeah, that was it. I remember now. That was what happened.” 
 
    I gave him a nice friendly smile this time. “See, I knew it must be something like that. Tell me about it.” 
 
    He licked his lips a few times and took another pull on his beer. 
 
    I laughed. “Don’t over think it or I might not believe you, Zak.” I leaned forward, still grinning. “Remember, we are talking about rape and murder. That’s first degree felony murder. You go down for that and you will never step outside that jail, not ever. So you better tell it how it was, Zak. The truth.” 
 
    He’d licked his lips so often they were pink and wet, and his eyes kept flitting over to the door. 
 
    “You wondering what Gunny is telling Detective Dehan?” 
 
    He swallowed. “No.” 
 
    “That woman is the devil incarnate. She could get an admission of liability out of an insurance company.” I laughed. He didn’t. I said, “That was a joke, Zak. But I did see her once make a Mafia hit man break down and sob. He told her everything she wanted to know, then got his throat cut with a shiv right here in Upstate. She had tied him up in knots so bad he hadn’t even negotiated for immunity. That was sad. So I am pretty sure right about now, Gunny is telling her what color socks he was wearing that night. You ready to talk to me yet, Zak?” 
 
    He blinked at me several times and I realized he had tears in his eyes. 
 
    “Well, there ain’t that much to tell. I mean, we all went up there…” 
 
    “Debbie was pretty mad, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, she was mad as hell because Bart was being a pain in the ass and Jake wouldn’t give her a drink without Bart’s say so. She was pretty mad. We picked her up by the bridge and went up on the bikes…” 
 
    “Howe many of you were there that night?” 
 
    “Ten, twelve, I don’t remember exactly, but something like that. Some of the guys were up there already, they had a fire going…” 
 
    “In the big pit.” 
 
    “Yeah, and we had crates of beer and a couple of bottles of vodka…” 
 
    “Debbie rode with James.” 
 
    “Sure, ’cause she was his lady. We was all having a gas and a laugh…” 
 
    I winked. “Bit of weed. I ain’t vice, bro’, don’t bother me none.” 
 
    He laughed and there was real fear in that laugh. “I think a couple of the guys had some weed…” 
 
    “So everybody was having a good time and then James started making out with another chick.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Who’d he start making out with?” 
 
    “Oh, uh, um, Cheryl. He was making out with Cheryl. She was into him.” 
 
    “And Debbie saw what was going down and got mad.” 
 
    “That’s right, and when Debbie got mad, man! She got real mad…” 
 
    “Started screaming, hollering, making a scene…” 
 
    “You bet. She was mad as hell and said she was goin’ and she just marched right on out of there.” 
 
    “And what about Cheryl’s boyfriend? He must have been pretty mad, too.” 
 
    He shrugged and twitched his head a few times, working his mouth, but not making any sound. Finally, he said, “Well, I guess he was a bit mad, but you know how it is, James was…” He trailed off. 
 
    I said, “He had his pick of the girls.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “So was it Cheryl’s boyfriend who went after Debbie?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Who went after Debbie?” 
 
    “No. Nobody.” 
 
    “Somebody went after Debbie, Zak, and you know it. Who was it?” 
 
    He was shaking his head. “I never saw nobody go after her.” 
 
    “You’re lying, Zak, and that worries me.” 
 
    “I ain’t lying. I never saw nobody…” His eyes were flitting over at the door again. He made to stand. “I want to know what Gunny’s telling your partner!” 
 
    “Sit down! You get up from that chair and I’ll have you charged with first degree felony murder and rape before you reach the door.” 
 
    He sank back into his chair again. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “Why are you protecting James? You think he’ll protect you when we go talk to him? When I set Detective Dehan loose on him, you think he’ll protect you and Gunny?” I laughed. “You think Gunny’s got your back right now?” 
 
    He stared at me, swallowing and blinking.  
 
    “Who was it, Zak? Who went after Debbie?” 
 
    I could see him calculating, weighing up the options. I figured he wasn’t a great poker player. I gave him the nudge he needed. “Was it James, or was it Gunny?” I paused. “Or was it both?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, not Gunny. It was James. He was mad at her. She gave him a mouthful of abuse, made him look bad in front of the gang. He’d had about enough of her and when she threw the drink in his face…” He stopped dead. 
 
    I leaned back. “She threw her drink in his face?” 
 
    “Yeah, when she saw him with Cheryl, she started screaming at him. They were only kissing, but Cheryl backed off and went back to Doggy…” 
 
    “Doggy?” 
 
    “Mad Dog, Cheryl’s boyfriend…” 
 
    “He wasn’t mad?” 
 
    “No, not really. Guys were pretty cool about that kind of…” 
 
    “So she threw her drink in his face.” 
 
    “Yeah, she was mad as hell and when Cheryl went back to Doggy, James went up and he was going to hit her and she threw her drink in his face.” 
 
    “Debbie did. James was going to hit Debbie, and Debbie threw her drink in his face?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Why did none of this come out in the original investigation, Zak?” 
 
    He gave me a look that said I was being unreasonable. “We had a code, man.” 
 
    “You’ve also perjured yourself at a murder trial.” 
 
    “Look, I am cooperating with you!” 
 
    I nodded. “And you’d better keep doing that. So what happened after she threw the drink in his face?” 
 
    “She went marching off into the woods, down the path, and James went after her.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    His big eyebrows collided. “What d’you mean, how?” 
 
    “Was he strolling with his hands in his pockets? Was he running? Was he on his bike? Was he shouting…?” 
 
    He stared up at the ceiling, like he was trying to remember. “He wiped himself down with paper towels. By that time, she was already away, in the woods. He threw the paper in the fire and went running after her.” 
 
    “Running. And what did the rest of you do then?” 
 
    “Well, that was between them. We left them to it, man. We went on drinking and, you know… having our party.” 
 
    “Sure.” I stared at him a long while, trying to see what he was telling me in my mind’s eye. “How long was he gone?” 
 
    The question seemed to shock him. “James?” 
 
    “No, Santa Claus.” 
 
    “Um…” He was glancing over at the door again. “I don’t know…” 
 
    I sighed noisily. “OK, Zak, I’m trying to help you out here. Work with me. He was gone more than a second, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, obviously.” 
 
    “But he was gone less than twelve hours.” 
 
    He looked pained. “Yeah, of course, man!” 
 
    “So let’s start narrowing the gap. Not two seconds or three seconds or four, not eleven hours, not ten, not nine… So was it ten minutes, fifteen minutes, was it an hour, two hours? Work with me. I’m trying to keep you out of jail, Zak.” 
 
    He started to say “Well,” so many times it came out as, “Wwwww…” Finally, he said, “It was more than half an hour.” 
 
    “How much more? Two hours, three?” 
 
    “No, not three.” 
 
    “Two and a half?” 
 
    “Something between three quarters of an hour and two and a half hours.” 
 
    “That is a pretty big gap.” 
 
    “Hell, man. I was stoned and drunk and I was having some fun with a couple of chicks, so I am not one hundred percent sure, but that’s the ballpark, man.” 
 
    I nodded. “You prepared to testify to that in court?” 
 
    He made a face, like I was asking too much of him. 
 
    I smiled, then gave a small laugh. “Let me be clear. If you don’t testify to what you have just told me, I will prosecute you for perjury at a murder trial, which is no joking matter, Zak, and then I will frame you and Gunny for Debbie’s murder. Do we understand each other?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah. I’ll testify.” 
 
    Across the bar, the door opened and Dehan poked her head in. She made a question with her face. I nodded and as she stepped inside, I turned to Zak and said, “OK, thanks for your help. I’ll be in touch. Now beat it.” 
 
    He got up and left, with a face that said he was very troubled indeed. 
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    “My steak is cold.” 
 
    “On the other hand, your butt is hot.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I watched as you left the bar. You, or to be more precise, your butt, was, as they used to say in the thirties, the cynosure of all eyes. And I might add that it was not displeasure that was registered upon those gazing faces.” 
 
    “Stone?” 
 
    “Yes, my dear?” 
 
    “Stop it.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” 
 
    She cut into the cold steak, stuck a chunk in her mouth and chewed. “Shtill goom,” she said, and cut another slice as she swallowed.  
 
    “Dehan, is your appetite increasing?” 
 
    She stared at me as she chewed and shook her head. “No.” She shoved another piece of steak in her mouth and said, “Cross reference: she went up on James’ Harley.” 
 
    “Check.” 
 
    “Up there, they started to party. I asked why Debbie left early. At first, he said he didn’t know, but I pressured him and he said she got mad at James.” She stuffed another chunk of meat in her mouth and started to chew. 
 
    “So far, his story agrees with Zak’s.” 
 
    She spoke out of the side of her mouth. “I asked him what she was mad about. Once we got past the fact that she didn’t need anything to get mad about, she just got mad all the time for no reason, we boiled it down to the fact that Jimmy-boy was playing around with the girls, and she didn’t like that.” 
 
    “Any girl in particular?” 
 
    She nodded and swallowed, then took a pull on her beer. “Jolene. He said he was making out with Jolene and another chick and he couldn’t remember who that was.” 
 
    “You ask about Jolene’s boyfriend?” 
 
    “Yup.” She finished her steak, got up and went to the bar, where she got a glass of Irish and a large vanilla ice cream. She brought them back to the table, put the whiskey in front of me, sat and started spooning the ice cream into her face.  
 
    “He said the ‘bros’ were happy to share. It was part of their code, and that it was generally accepted that James had his pick of the girls. Nobody questioned that except Debbie. Cheers!” 
 
    I sipped. She turned her spoon upside-down, smacked her lips and sighed.  
 
    “On this particular night, she got so mad she started screaming and hollering and wound up throwing a glass of beer in his face. He was real mad about that. She went storming off down the path and he went after her.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    She arched an eyebrow at me. “That is a strange question, Stone. Apparently, he dried himself off and him and a couple of other boys went after her. He can’t be sure who, but he thinks one of them was Jolene’s boyfriend.” 
 
    “How long were they gone?” 
 
    She refilled our glasses. “He doesn’t know because him and Zak left right after that happened and he reckons the party broke up. I asked if they passed James and the boys with Debbie on the path. That threw him a bit. Gunny is not real bright. When he’d thought about it, he said they didn’t, because they left soon, but not right away.” 
 
    I nodded and studied the Irish in my glass for a bit. 
 
    “OK, so we have very similar stories, but there are a couple of important differences.”                
 
    I ran through Zak’s version of events. She listened in silence, steadily spooning ice cream into her mouth. When I’d finished, she scraped the final dregs into her mouth, smacked her lips again and sighed. 
 
    “OK, so what I am seeing as important here is that both describe her throwing her drink in his face and storming off, both say that he went after her after drying himself off, but Gunny says that James didn’t go alone. And that has the ring of truth for me.” 
 
    “Yeah? What gives it the ring of truth for you?” 
 
    She thought about it a moment, tipping her empty ice cream container this way and that. “First of all, men like James are cowards. Debbie was a handful and if he was going to confront her, he’d want backup. Also, she had just humiliated him in front of his friends, so he would want his friends to see him humiliate her. Third, they were all drunk, stoned and fired up. If there was going to be some punishing going down, they’d want to watch, or participate. I don’t buy that they would just hang out at the fire and get drunk.” 
 
    I nodded. “I agree. Anything else?” 
 
    “Yeah, Zak says they stayed and fooled around for a while and James got back somewhere between forty-five minutes and two hours later. I don’t buy that. Not even Zak and Gunny are that stupid. I think Gunny’s version is more likely. They all sensed something bad was going to happen and they went home.” 
 
    I nodded again. “So what we have is two incongruent stories from two guys who have admitted that they perjured themselves. We get the sheriff to pull them in and keep them in separate cells and we go and get James. Their testimony is enough to bring him in. We tell him they’ve told us the truth about what happened that night, but we don’t tell him what that truth is. Let’s see what assumptions he makes, and what his version of events is. Then we compare the three stories, go to town on them and see which one of them breaks.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan, mountain man.” 
 
    I watched her a while, enjoying the sight of her face. “There is something else I thought was interesting.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    I rubbed my chin and realized I hadn’t shaved since the previous morning. “They both made a point of saying that the ‘bros’ were cool about sharing their girls. Zak said Debbie found him with Cheryl. Gunny said it was Jolene and another girl. Both said that the respective boyfriends were cool with that.” 
 
    She nodded, then shrugged. “Why is that interesting?” 
 
    I spread my hands and raised my eyebrows. “Aside from the fact that she had more than one man’s DNA in her, something that has always intrigued me is that James should rape his own girlfriend, when all accounts suggest she was crazy about him, and Bart’s testimony suggests she was not inhibited about having sexual intercourse.” 
 
    She pouted and shrugged. “It is odd.” 
 
    “But now, with this testimony, it suggests maybe he wanted to do more than just have sex. Maybe what he wanted was to share her with his ‘bros’.” 
 
    She nodded slowly. “That would tie in with the boys going off with James…” 
 
    “Yeah, but it does more than that.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “His bros, the Eleven Hundred Gang, were James, Zak and Gunny.” 
 
    “Huh…” 
 
    “If my hunch is right, their stories are trying to conceal the fact that they were the guys who went off after Debbie with James, and everybody else packed up and went home.” 
 
    “Yeah, that would account for the mixed DNA. They follow her down the path, drag her to the jetty, put her in the boat and take her upstream to the spot where she was found. There they beat her up, punish her, rape her and then one of them, probably James, strangles her and stabs her.” 
 
    I sighed and drummed the table with my fingertips. Dehan sank back in her chair and made a face of strained patience. “It’s your theory!” 
 
    “More of an observation than a theory. There is something about it…” 
 
    “What, precisely, is there about it?” 
 
    “Debbie was a wildcat. We’ve heard her described as a bobcat with a hornet up its ass. So, I can buy that they caught up with her along that half mile of woodland path and raped her. That is feasible. But that they took her to the jetty, loaded her onto the boat and rowed her up river, without her raising hell and screaming for help, that is hard to believe.” 
 
    “So maybe they killed her in the woods before putting her in the boat.” 
 
    “Have you ever tried to load a dead body into a rowing boat?” 
 
    “No, have you?” 
 
    “No, but I am told it is very difficult, especially when there are three of you.” 
 
    “Surely with three of them it would be easier.” 
 
    “Perhaps. I’m not sure. I think the risk of falling in the water is quite high.” 
 
    “Less so for one man?” She sounded very skeptical. 
 
    “I suppose it depends on the man. It just strikes me as a rather elaborate, complicated way of not disposing of the body. Surely it would have made more sense to weigh the body down with rocks and dump it in the water. Why take the risk of rowing it all the way up stream, to leave it in clear view?” 
 
    “That is odd.” Then she frowned at me. “So, what are you saying, Stone?” 
 
    “I say we have part of the picture. I say we know what happened at the party, more or less, but once James and his pals chase Debbie down the path, it goes hazy. We don’t know what happened next. One for the road?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’ll have another ice cream.” 
 
    I went back to the bar and got another Bushmills and an ice cream and took them back to the table. We sat for fifteen minutes chatting about this and that until she’d scraped her cup clean, and she said, “OK, big guy, let’s catch some zees, go talk to Jimmy Boy in the morning.” 
 
    I stared at the cup a moment and nodded. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We set out after breakfast. It was a pleasant drive—New York and New England in September are among the most beautiful places on Earth. We drove to Port Kent and took the ferry across to Burlington. It was an hour’s crossing and by the time we got there, it was mid morning and a September sun was making bronze ripples on the lake surface. We rolled off onto the King Street Dock, crossed the level crossing and turned north onto Battery Street. We cruised half a mile past Battery Park and turned east via Sherman Street into Peru Street. 
 
    I didn’t know if we were going to find him at home or not. I didn’t know if he had a job. The fact was I didn’t know anything about him at all. But we rolled into Peru Street and parked outside his house. It was a shabby, two story, clapboard structure with a gable roof and net curtains in the windows. There was a white door with glass panes on the right and a large window on the left. Two smaller windows upstairs suggested small, attic bedrooms. A narrow, overgrown path led to the back of the house down the left-hand side.  
 
    We sat for a while watching the place and a couple of times I thought I saw movement. 
 
    “He’s in there. You want to take the back door? I’ll knock at the front.” 
 
    We got out and Dehan walked down the overgrown path. I hammered on the white door and waited. The voice came after a minute. It was male, suspicious. 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    “James Gordon? Detectives John Stone and Carmen Dehan. We’d like to ask you a couple of questions.” 
 
    Another protracted silence, then, “What about?” 
 
    I sighed. “Bart Campbell, but if that’s a problem for you, I can think of some other things to ask you questions about down at the station house.” 
 
    I heard him mutter, “Take it easy,” the latch clicked and the door slid open a few inches. He looked rough. His hair was standing up on his head like a black meringue, he had a few days’ stubble and his eyes were narrowed against the light. An acrid smell crept out: stale sweat, body odor and the boiled cabbage smell of cannabis. 
 
    “I ain’t been well.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised. Air, water and soap are generally thought to help preserve good health. Looks like you’ve been doing without all three of them.” 
 
    He did something between a wince and a smile that made his skin look yellower than it already was. “That’s funny. I’ll remember that. What do you want?” 
 
    Dehan came around the corner and leaned on the doorjamb, looking at him like he was something she shouldn’t have to look at.  
 
    “This is Detective Dehan.” I showed him my badge. “I already told you I want to ask you some questions about Bart Campbell.” 
 
    “You’re NYPD. You ain’t got no jurisdiction here.” 
 
    I looked at Dehan. 
 
    She sighed and looked up at the blue sky. “So we can do this the nice, simple, unofficial way, or we can ask Burlington PD to assist and turn your house upside down. You choose. Like my partner said, we just want to ask you some questions about Bart.” 
 
    He let out a small groan and stood back, pulling the door open as he went. It gave directly onto a shabby living room with a moth-eaten sofa, a melamine and glass coffee table, a TV and a couple of chairs that didn’t match but didn’t make it to eclectic either. On the coffee table, there was a pizza box, a few empty cans of beer, some bits of screwed up, burnt tinfoil and grinder. The drapes were closed over the back window in the kitchen and the stench of marijuana and sweat was overpowering. 
 
    Dehan screwed up her face. “Jesus, have a bath sometimes. And open the goddamn windows, will you?” 
 
    He collected up the junk from the table and carried it away into the kitchen area. There, he poured some tap water into a glass that was almost clean and came back to drop into a chair. 
 
    “What do you want to know? I don’t know Bart, man. He was just a dude in a town where I lived a long time ago.” 
 
    I sat on the sofa and Dehan leaned against the wall. I said, “That was ’round about the time he was tried for killing your girlfriend.” 
 
    He grinned like he found me amusing. “Girlfriend, yeah.” 
 
    Dehan snapped, “That’s funny?” 
 
    He gazed at her a moment through hooded eyes. “Chill, man. It’s just funny, like old time funny. Nobody has girlfriends anymore, right?” 
 
    Dehan came right back at him. “Well, you don’t, because she was raped and murdered.” 
 
    “That’s not cool, man. What do you wanna know?” 
 
    Dehan walked over to the kitchen area, pulled back the drapes and opened the window and the door. That made James wince. 
 
    I said, “How about we start with you telling us exactly what happened that night, when you had the big party up in the woods.” 
 
    “That ain’t about Bart. He wasn’t even there.” 
 
    “We’ll get to Bart. Let’s start with you and Debbie. Tell me about that.” 
 
    He sat and shook his head at his glass of water for a while. “Man, that was a long time ago. I don’t remember any of that shit.” 
 
    I made a face of reluctance and looked at Dehan. She shrugged and spread her hands. 
 
    “Well, that’s a shame, James, because Zak and Gunny both remember pretty well, and we really wanted to compare your version of what happened that night with theirs. But it looks like we are going to have to rely on their testimony alone.” I stood. “I guess you were pretty drunk and stoned that night, right? And I guess you just don’t remember what you did, or who you did it to.” 
 
    He puffed out his cheeks and blew, then leaned forward, cupping his glass in both hands. To me, the glass looked half empty. 
 
    “OK,” he said, “I’ll tell you what I remember.” Then he shrugged and winced all at once. “But this already went to trial, man. And Bart was found not guilty. Why are you investigating it again?” 
 
    Dehan smiled sweetly at him. “The case was never closed, Jimmy boy. It just went cold. And that’s what we specialize in, cold cases. We find the ones who thought they got away.” 
 
    He stared at Dehan and then at me, seemed to sag and said, “Oh, man…” 
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    “Dexter is a small town, man. There ain’t many cute chicks there. But Debbie was hot. I’d been watching her. We all had. She’d grown from a scrawny kid with freckles into a real hot babe. And the way it was in town, the hot babes were for me. That’s the way it was. I was a bit older than her, but she liked that.” He leered. “She had daddy issues, know what I mean? She started coming on to me when she was fifteen. I ain’t into kids, but when she turned sixteen, she wasn’t a kid anymore. So she started hanging out with us, and she used to ride on my bike. She was my bitch, man. And she was crazy. We had a lot of fun.” 
 
    Dehan’s voice had an edge to it. “So what happened that night?” 
 
    “I’m getting there. The problem with that kid…” 
 
    “She had a name.” 
 
    “I know she had a name. I used to whisper it to her when we were coming in for the home run. But that kid had a problem. She was wild crazy when she was giving out. But she couldn’t take it. Know what I’m saying?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No.” 
 
    “She was a tease. She never had more fun than when she was turning some guy on and makin’ him sweat. Then she’d laugh like crazy when she left him high and dry and started making out with me. We both got a real kick out of that. But that went only one way. She couldn’t take if you did it to her, see?” 
 
    Dehan sighed. “So when you got bored with her, you started playing around and got a kick out of seeing her get mad.” 
 
    “Yeah, man.” 
 
    “That’s real mature.” 
 
    “Do I give a shit? What does my face tell you?” He offered her a face that said it wanted to be slapped. 
 
    I said again, “So are we getting to the point, James? What happened that night?” 
 
    “She’d had a big bust up with her stepdad, Bart. He was being like the big daddy, ‘You ain’t goin’ out in them shorts! As long as you live under my roof…’ You know the shit. You probably do it yourself to your own kids. So she was waiting for us on South River Road. That’s where we had arranged to meet. Me and the boys had gone to get some supplies for the party.” 
 
    Dehan said, “You and the boys?” 
 
    “Zak and Gunny.” 
 
    “Your bros.” 
 
    “Yeah. So she was waiting there and we went on up to the forest. I took her on the Harley. Like I said, she was my bitch.” 
 
    “So the other guys were already up there. Who were they? Not your gang.” 
 
    He looked at her and did something that was halfway between a laugh and a sneer. “Gang, right? Like West Side Story. My girlfriend and my gang. Like I’m James Dean or some shit.” 
 
    Dehan turned to look at me. “Stone, you want to have a look in the back yard? I have a feeling Jimmy boy here is about to trip over the rug and smash his head through the windowpane.” 
 
    He held up both hands, one clutching his half empty glass of water. “OK, OK, no, the bros were me and Zak and Gunny. The others were kids who liked to hang with us.” 
 
    “Jolene one of them?” 
 
    “Jolene?” He stared across the room and for a moment, it was like he was staring at the wasteland of his mind, searching among the smoldering wreckage of what had once been his brain. He gave his head a small shake. “I don’t remember many names…” 
 
    I said, “How about Cheryl?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Fats had a chick, maybe she was called Cheryl. I kind of remember Fats and Cheryl. But it was about the guys. The chicks were there for the ride, you know what I’m saying? We shared everything. That was like a sacred pact among brothers. And that night, we were going to share Debbie.” 
 
    “Did she know?” 
 
    “Nah, but we had some…” He trailed off, eying me, then Dehan. 
 
    I sighed. “I’m not going to go after you for the drugs you took seven years ago. I’m investigating a homicide. What did you have, coke?” 
 
    “Yeah, we had some coke and I knew that once that crazy bitch started snorting she was gonna do anything I told her to do.” 
 
    Dehan almost spat the words. “So you expected her to have sex with you, Zak and Gunny.” 
 
    “That was to begin with, then we were gonna party, man!” He laughed. “There were a lot of chicks there, and a lot of guys, it was a balmy night and we had the fire, beer, vodka…” 
 
    I cut him short. “Didn’t work out that way, though, did it?” 
 
    He reached down beside his chair and found a pack of cigarettes. He fished one out and lit it with a green disposable lighter. He took a deep drag and held it, like it was a joint, then blew a stream of smoke at the ceiling. 
 
    “Nah, she got pissed and left early. I already told you guys that at the trial. There were like a dozen people there who saw it. I told her what the plan was, she didn’t like it and she left.” 
 
    I looked up at Dehan. She was smiling at him, but her eyes were predatory. “See? I have a problem with that.” 
 
    He shrugged. “That’s your problem, not mine. I gave my testimony, and…” 
 
    I cut him dead. “Shut up. Listen to what she’s telling you.” 
 
    Dehan carried on like nothing had happened. “It was never a good story, James. It was never credible. But what can you do when you have twelve people all telling the same lie, right?” 
 
    He sucked on his cigarette and squinted through the smoke. “Right…” 
 
    “But here’s the thing. They’re not all saying the same thing anymore. I figure most of them can’t remember what they said seven years ago, and I know for a fact that Zak and Gunny can’t. Because the stories they told us last night were very different.” 
 
    James had gone a whiter shade of pale than he had been before. He swallowed and as his cigarette rose again to his mouth, I could see that his hand was shaking. 
 
    “What they told us last night, James, was the truth about what happened that night, and it sure as hell didn’t involve her going home.” 
 
    His voice was barely a whisper. “What did they tell you?” 
 
    Dehan laughed. “Seriously? You’re asking me what your bros told me? Don’t you know? Weren’t you there?” 
 
    I didn’t give him a chance to answer. “James, it’s over. We have Gunny’s testimony and we have Zak’s. They’re both in custody. We’re giving you a chance to tell us your version. But the more you lie, the deeper you dig yourself into the pit. The best thing you can do is come clean.” 
 
    Cunning mixed with fear in his eyes. “If you had something on me, you’d arrest me and be done with it.” 
 
    “We’re in Vermont, wise guy. There’s an issue of jurisdiction. There are procedures that need to be followed. But if you think that’s going to save your skin, you’re out of your mind. You get a chance, James. Cooperate, tell us your version of events, and the DA will take that into consideration. Fight us, lie to us, and you are just creating more problems for yourself.” 
 
    He sucked on what was left of his butt and ran his fingers through his hair. Several times, he opened his mouth and started to talk, but then shut it again. 
 
    Finally, I sighed and glanced at Dehan. “Call the chief. Get him to contact the Burlington PD and make the arrangements for this joker’s arrest. We’ll take him back to the 43rd and make the formal charges, felony murder in the first degree and rape.” 
 
    His glass fell on the floor and he half stood. “What? No. No, that ain’t right. No…”  
 
    He was shaking his head, staring at Dehan, then staring at me. He took a step and Dehan took a step toward him. I could see in her eyes that she wasn’t unhappy about maybe having to take him down. 
 
    “You ready to quit wasting time? We talk here, listen to what you have to say and then see where we go from there, or we take you straight to the Bronx. You decide, but quit wasting my time.” 
 
    “OK, OK, just chill…” 
 
    Dehan’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t tell me to chill, you piece of… Sit down!” 
 
    He sat. 
 
    I said, “Talk. What happened?” 
 
    “OK, we were there. At the party. Everyone was happy, listening to music…” 
 
    Dehan drawled, “I’m situated. Get on with it.” 
 
    “So I gave Debbie a couple of lines. She’d never tried it before…” He laughed. “She was popping! She was dancing under the moon and it was wild, man! So I got close with her and whispered in her ear what we were planning to do.” 
 
    I said, “Let’s be precise. You told her you wanted her to have sex with your pals.” 
 
    “First Zak and Gunny, then everybody, man. That was the party piece, dude. Like the old black magic rituals, man. A big, crazy bacchanal. That was our thing. The chicks loved it, so did the guys. That way, everybody gets a crack at the best girls. It’s fair, man.” 
 
    Dehan was staring out the window. 
 
    I asked him, “How did she take it?” 
 
    “She didn’t like it. She pushed me away and went on dancing like I wasn’t there. I tried a couple more times, told her she’d enjoy it. It’s wild, you know? A real rush. But she didn’t want to hear me.” 
 
    “So what did you do?” 
 
    “I went and found two chicks, Fats’ girl and Doggy’s bitch, and we started making out together. I wanted her to see that it was cool. The other chicks like it, why the hell shouldn’t she?” 
 
    “But it made her even more mad.” 
 
    He stared down at the broken glass, no longer half empty, but shattered on the floor, its contents spilled and wasted.  
 
    “Yeah. She went nuts. She started screaming at me, calling me a son of a bitch. I got up to shut her up. I can’t let a bitch talk to me like that in front of the bros. But as I went toward her, she threw a glass of beer in my face. Then she threw the glass at me and stormed off, back down the path toward Dexter.” 
 
    Dehan’s question was a snarl. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I dried myself off! Then Zak and Gunny started in on me, ‘You can’t let her treat you like that! We gotta teach her a lesson!’ And they were right. So we went after her.” 
 
    He stopped talking, sitting very still, staring down at the floor. We waited. 
 
    He said suddenly: “We caught up with her fifty or sixty yards into the woods. She was walking real fast, like she was real mad. We called out to her to stop, but she wasn’t answering. She was just ignoring us. So I grabbed her arm and turned her around. She tried to claw my face and I slapped her hard. Then I think it was Zak said, ‘Put your gloves on,’ and I took my gloves from my jacket and smacked her hard in the jaw. She went down and she was out cold, just kind of moaning a bit.”  
 
    He stopped again, glanced at me and then at Dehan’s boot.  
 
    “So, we took turns with her. Then we heard the bikes revving, and at first I was going to take her back to the party, snort some more blow and let everybody have a go. That would have been wild, man. But Zak says, ‘We just raped this bitch, man. You don’t want a lot of witnesses. We can go to jail for this. We gotta be smart.’” 
 
    Dehan snarled, “So you decided to kill her.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, I didn’t kill her. We didn’t kill her. We pulled her over into the trees and waited for the bikes to pass. Then we snuck out, collected our bikes from the fire and went home. That was the last time I ever saw Debbie.” 
 
    Dehan’s face flushed. “You’re a lying son of a bitch!” 
 
    “I’m not lying! We got her high, I smacked her around a bit! Hell, she liked that kind of stuff! Any other time, she would have been into it! And then we had her! But I didn’t rape her and I sure as hell didn’t kill her!” 
 
    Dehan stared at me a moment. Her eyes were bright and her cheeks were red. She spoke quietly. “I’m going to get some air…” 
 
    She stepped out of the kitchen door into the back yard. James’ face was drawn. He was scared and his hands were shaking. “You going to beat me up? I swear I didn’t kill her, man.” 
 
    I grunted. “It’s no more than you deserve, but cops aren’t allowed to beat up suspects anymore. However, for your information, when you force a woman to have sex with you, when she is telling you no, that’s rape. You raped Debbie Smith. You gang raped Debbie Smith after beating her senseless.” 
 
    “We were just messing, man.” 
 
    “Now, I am having a lot of trouble believing that after knocking her senseless and gang raping her, you didn’t then kill her. What are you asking me to believe, that somebody else came along after you’d left and killed her? That doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    He was shaking his head again. “I don’t know how she died, man. I swear to God. What I always thought…” He hesitated. 
 
    I jerked my head at him. “What?” 
 
    “I always thought she went home. Bart saw the state she was in, there was coke on her blouse, she was real drunk, and he lost it. He’s a violent man. I tell you, if it hadn’t been for his hotshot lawyer, he would have gone down.” 
 
    I frowned. “He had an alibi, a pretty tight one, remember?” 
 
    He snorted. “Harry Corfe? Those boys were so tight, Corfe would’a said anything to keep his boy out of jail. He weren’t just going down for six months—Bart’s been inside a cell enough times for that not to scare him—he was lookin’ at life, as in the rest of his life. Corfe weren’t about to let that happen. Not to his boy. And the town was mad about that, because half Dexter believed he done it, but they knew he got off because Corfe gave him that alibi.” 
 
    He sat nodding at me for a while, then went on: “I’ll tell you what I always believed, and I’ll tell you for nothing. She woke up and went home with a hell of a headache. Corfe was there. He sees that Bart and Debbie have business to attend to and he leaves. Bart beat seven bales of shit out of her and stabbed her in the heart because he was crazy jealous and wanted her for himself, and he was also wild because she’d made his wife leave him.” He paused, watching my face. “You know he has a rap sheet for fighting and beating people up, right?” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You know what the cause of those fights was? You ever ask anybody that?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    He sneered. “Jealous rage. He can’t control it.” 
 
   


  
 

 Ten 
 
      
 
    Dehan was leaning against the doorjamb, silhouetted black in the kitchen doorway, with the luminous green of the back yard lawn behind her. I stood and looked down at James. There was something pathetic about him, but I had to struggle to find any compassion for him.  
 
    “This goes one of two ways,” I said. “You cooperate and come with us now to Malone, where we will hold you as a material witness. Or we arrest you with the cooperation of the Albany PD and we take you back to the Bronx for interrogation.” 
 
    Anxiety and anger fought for supremacy on his face. Anxiety won. “I’ve cooperated. I answered all your questions. Why are you doing this to me now?” 
 
    “Because you raped a seventeen-year-old girl, James. And because I think maybe you murdered her too, and if you didn’t, maybe you know who did.” 
 
    “I told you I didn’t, man!” 
 
    “And I should believe you because you’re such a stand-up guy. Is that it? Get dressed and pack a bag, you’re coming to Malone.” 
 
    Dehan took him upstairs to watch him pack and I called Sheriff Tex Goodwin. 
 
    “Stone, how’s it going?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet, Sheriff. You have Zak and Gunny in custody?” 
 
    “They’re in separate cells, just like you said.” 
 
    “I’m bringing James back with me. I want to hold him as a material witness, we may even charge him…” 
 
    “But he had twelve witnesses willing to swear they were with him that night.” 
 
    “Well, that particular house of cards has collapsed. Now I need to pick through the debris and see exactly what we find there. I’ll give you the details when we meet. Listen, I have a question for you. How well do you know Bart?” 
 
    “We ain’t bosom pals, but I know him pretty well. Why?” 
 
    “He’s been inside a few times, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but never for anything serious. He was young and a bit wild…” 
 
    “I’m not so much interested in what he did as why he did it. What was the motive for his violent behavior?” 
 
    I heard the heavy sigh, then a silence. “It was usually fights over girls. He’s a jealous, possessive guy.” 
 
    I grunted. “OK, thanks. Listen, can you meet me at the Port Kent ferry and take charge of James? I want him kept where he won’t be able to talk to Zak and Gunny, but I want him to know they’re there, and I want them to know he’s there. But absolutely zero communication between them.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    I locked up the house. They came down ten minutes later. James was carrying a bag and we stepped out to the car. He slung his bag in the trunk and Dehan got in the back with him. 
 
    We didn’t talk much. I was thinking hard, making long movies in my head, running over again and again every version of events that I had heard so far. I was aware of something missing, some detail that would bring the whole thing together and make sense of it. What was driving me nuts was that I knew I had already seen that detail, but I hadn’t retained it. It had slipped past unnoticed. 
 
    We boarded the ferry and after ten minutes, we set sail back across the lake, churning the still waters with gulls wheeling overhead, mocking us with harsh laughter. For half an hour, Dehan and I took it in turns to stay with James Gordon in the Jag. But after thirty minutes, when we had crossed the state line back into New York, I opened the rear door and told him to step out. The wind battered his unkempt face and whipped Dehan’s hair across hers. He looked from me to Dehan and back again. He knew something was wrong. 
 
    “James Gordon, following the confession you volunteered back in your house, I am placing you under arrest for the assault and rape of Debbie Smith on the night of September 21st, two thousand and twelve. You do not have to say anything, but anything you do say will be taken down and used in evidence against you. You have the right to an attorney. If you don’t have one or can’t afford one, one will be appointed.” 
 
    His skin went ashen and he dropped back against the side of the car. He was going to say something, but I pulled my cuffs from my belt, cuffed his wrists and pushed him back in the car. When I slammed the door, I could still see his miserable face staring out at me. 
 
    Dehan had a small smile laced across her eyes. 
 
    I shrugged. “Nothing worse than a stupid wiseass. If you’re going to be a wiseass, you need to be wise.” 
 
    Half an hour later, we docked at Port Kent and as we rolled off the ferry, I saw Sheriff Tex Goodwin waiting with one of his deputies beside his Ford truck. I pulled up beside him and whatever greeting he was going to offer me died on his lips as I hauled James out of the back. 
 
    I smiled. “Sheriff.” 
 
    “You been busy!” 
 
    “This man is under arrest for assault and rape against Debbie Smith. I have read him his rights. He might want an attorney.” I paused and gave him a long look. “But he may also decide to talk to me before he makes that decision.” I shoved him gently over to the sheriff. “Please make sure he does not have any communication with Zak or Gunny. While you’re at it, you can arrest them on the same charge. We have a full confession that the three of them beat and raped Debbie that night. We’ll be over in the morning to interrogate them.” 
 
    He handed James over to his deputy and we watched him get bundled into the back of the Ford. The sheriff frowned at me. “That was fast work. What about her murder?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet. I’m going to go and talk to Dianne now. Let’s reel them in nice and steady, and see what comes up.” 
 
    His face was a fist clenched over a dozen questions. 
 
    I shook my head. “They were at the party out in the woods. Things got out of hand and the three musketeers here wanted her to do things that she didn’t want to do. She ended up throwing a beer in his face and marching off alone down the path that leads to South River Road…”  
 
    I paused, seeing it suddenly clearly. The realization was like a physical wave that washed through me. I sensed Dehan and the sheriff frowning at me. I went on speaking, but absent now, my mind fixed on an idea, a possibility that became clearer with every word.  
 
    “They followed her and raped her. They all three admitted that, but they didn’t confess to the murder.” 
 
    The sheriff hesitated a moment, then climbed in his truck and lowered the window. “I’ll see you tomorrow and we can talk some more.” 
 
    We watched him drive away, leaning against the trunk of the Jag. After a moment, Dehan asked me, “What is it? You had a thought. I can tell.”  
 
    I kept staring at the spot where the Ford had been swallowed into the traffic and disappeared, and wondered if she was right. 
 
    “I don’t know, Dehan.” I turned my head to frown down at her. “It might be the stupidest thought I ever had. Just give me some time to weigh it up, will you?” 
 
    She slapped me on the shoulder. “I’ve never known you to have a stupid idea, Stone. Except when you get that glazed frown on your big face and say, ‘One for the road!’ When you do that, that’s pretty stupid. But you are not a man who deals in stupid ideas. Give me the keys. I want to drive.” 
 
    I climbed in the passenger side and she slipped in behind the wheel and slammed the door. The big engine growled and we eased out of the lot and drove west, in search of Route 9. Dehan was still talking when we found it and turned north for Plattsburgh, ten miles away. 
 
    “I have to tell you, Stone, Dianne would not have been high on my list of priorities to interview. She wasn’t there at the time of the murder, and we haven’t a single witness that places her anywhere near the scene of the crime at that time. She was here, so there isn’t much that she can tell us that’s of much use.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s true.” 
 
    “That’s true?” 
 
    I nodded some more, like I agreed with her, but my mind was running through the movie it had just made, looking for flaws and having trouble finding any.  
 
    “So you want to tell me why we’re going to Plattsburgh to talk to Debbie’s mom instead of going to Malone to talk to the guys who probably raped and killed our victim?” 
 
    “You have a point.” My brain had stopped looking for flaws and that made me smile. Now it was looking for ways of proving its theory and that made me grin. “But it’s on the way and we may as well drop in and have a chat. You never know what you’re going to turn up in the most unexpected places.” 
 
    She spun the wheel, we turned north onto Route 9 and she started to move up through the gears as the engine bucked and growled. “On the way?” She said it without any special tone to her voice. “We should be on the one ninety or the three seventy-four to Brainardsville…” 
 
    I interrupted her with a bark of laughter. “Brainardsville, I like that. If we ever have a son, Dehan, we should call him Brainard. You’d have to be good at chess with a name like that, wouldn’t you? Brainard.” 
 
    She sighed. “Fine.” 
 
    I reached over and patted her knee. “We’ll take the I-87 to Champlain, then Route 11 west. That way, we get to go through Mooers and, better still, Mooers Forks. Anyplace called Mooers Forks has got to be interesting.” 
 
    “You’re an asshole, Stone.” 
 
    “But a lovable one.” 
 
    The arch of her left eyebrow was cruel. “Is that what your mother told you?” 
 
    I gave an elaborate sigh. “OK, James wants us to believe that he and his ‘bros’ raped Debbie, believing she was into it, then left her in the woods. She woke up and went home, and Bart killed her in a fit of jealous rage. He told us that Bart’s rap sheet, such as it is, is a series of fights he’s got into out of jealousy.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “Now, according to Bart, he had left that way of life behind him thanks to the guiding hand of Deputy Harry Corfe. So who is the one person who can give us real insight into his behavior where sexual jealousy is concerned?” 
 
    She grunted. “OK, fair enough.” Then she smiled. “See? That wasn’t a stupid idea at all. That was just you being thorough.” 
 
    Dianne had a cute, white, clapboard house on Elizabeth Street. It had a jumble of gray slate, gabled roofs and she had turned the front yard into a pretty rose garden. At the back of the house, you could make out a large lawn and a woman moving about, tending to some flower beds. I went and banged on the door, then rang the bell, while Dehan went around the side of the house and leaned on the fence. I heard her call out Dianne’s name, and shortly afterwards, the door opened and Dianne was looking up at us with worried eyes while she wiped her muddy fingers on a damp cloth. 
 
    “NYPD?” she said. “Why?” 
 
    I showed her my badge and Dehan followed suit. “My name is Detective John Stone. This is my partner, Detective Carmen Dehan. We run a cold cases unit back in the Bronx and the Sheriff of Franklin County has asked us to look into the case of your daughter’s murder.” 
 
    “Oh…” She looked around, like she was trying to find something that would make sense of that. “He didn’t tell me. I suppose you want to ask me questions.” 
 
    “Just a couple, if you don’t mind. We won’t keep you long.” 
 
    She sighed. “You’d better come in. I was in the back yard…” she added, as though that might explain her lack of patience. She led us through a small entrance hall to a living room that would have been cozy if it hadn’t been so perfect. She perched herself on the edge of a chintz sofa opposite a small fireplace and gestured us to two matching armchairs. 
 
    “Why are you reopening the case? You can’t prosecute him again. Tex told me his alibi was unbreakable.” 
 
    It was Dehan who answered her. “We’re not reopening it, Mrs. Smith. It was never closed. The sheriff wants us to close it for him. What we’d like from you is some background on Bart.” 
 
    “Bart? Well, he certainly wasn’t who I thought he was.” 
 
    Dehan leaned forward, with her elbows on her knees. “What we are really interested in, to begin with, is who you thought he was. What kind of man did he appear to be?” 
 
    Dianne frowned at Dehan for a moment, like she thought she was asking the wrong question. 
 
    “When I first met him, of course I knew about his past. He’d been in fights and brawls since he was able to walk. That was just him. That was his family, they were all Scots and very proud of their Scottish roots. But he was always adamant that he had never laid a hand on a woman and never would. Well, that was a lie.” 
 
    Dehan’s eyebrows jumped. “Really? That was a lie?” 
 
    “I mean, it was a lie that he never would. Because he did, didn’t he?” 
 
    “But to your knowledge, until that time, had he ever been violent to a woman? Was he ever violent to you or to Debbie?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I can’t claim that. Until all that happened, he was…” She stopped talking and looked at the window. I saw her jaw muscles bunch. I saw her breathing deepen. 
 
    I said, “I know this is difficult, Mrs. Smith, but it would be a great help for us if you could give us a clearer picture of exactly who Bart Campbell was. You were with him from…” 
 
    I frowned a question at Dehan, but it was Dianne who answered it. 
 
    “From 2005. I was with him for almost exactly six years. You’d think that would be enough time to get to know somebody.” We waited while she turned the damp cloth over in her fingers. “In those six years, he was the kindest, most honorable, noble man you could possibly imagine. He was a dream husband and a dream father. I adored him and so did Debbie. We trusted him, and he treated us both with love and respect. He cherished us. That’s the word.” 
 
    Dehan smiled. “Would you describe him as a jealous man?” 
 
    Dianne gave a small laugh, which grew. Then she gave Dehan an oddly sly glance and nodded. “Oh, yes,” she said, as though they were both complicit in some secret understanding. “He was a jealous man. He often said that it was his big failing, the big flaw in his character. But he had learned to deal with it, and the truth is, I never gave him reason to be jealous, or to even suspect  me.” She shook her head. “I am an old-fashioned woman, Detective. I believed I had found my man, and I could not have been less interested in flirting or messing around with other men. As far as I was concerned, I had the best man in the world right by my side. And I wasn’t slow to tell him so, or to let the world know how I felt about him. That made him feel good, and we were all three very happy.” 
 
    Dehan nodded. “So let me just make sure I have this clear, until that big bust up, he had never shown signs of jealousy or violence toward you.” 
 
    “He never showed signs of violence or jealousy toward me. Never, not even at the end. It was me who was jealous.” 
 
    Dehan sat back in her chair. “You’d better explain that, Mrs. Smith.” 
 
    “I was jealous of the relationship that had started to develop between Bart and Debbie. One thing is a loving stepdaughter aged ten or eleven, but that starts to change when she’s sixteen or seventeen and looks the way Debbie looked. She was gorgeous, and very sexy.” 
 
    I scratched my chin. “Dianne, I need you to think very, very carefully before you answer this. I know you are very angry with Bart. I can only imagine the depth of your rage, because I have never had children, but I have lost loved ones, and I know what that feels like. So I need you to try and be as objective as you can.” 
 
    She looked at the floor. “I’ll try.” 
 
    “You say the relationship was developing. I need to know how it was developing. Was it just on her side? Was it just on his, or was it both?” 
 
    She didn’t answer for a long time. She stared hard at the floor and an occasional wave of red anger would wash through her cheeks. Eventually, she took a deep breath and looked up at the ceiling, and at the walls. When she finally spoke, it was as though a tight fist had a grip on her throat. 
 
    “I have to be honest…” She cleared her throat. “It was Debbie. She was coming on to him. Her behavior was outrageous. And the truth is that that outraged him. His sense of morality was very rigid and he saw her behavior as totally unacceptable. He told me that the only reason he hadn’t tanned her hide was that she was too old.” 
 
    I spread my hands. “So…?” 
 
    “I don’t know if you have ever experienced jealousy, Detective. It’s a kind of madness. It’s like a fire, a sickness—a fever! And it consumes you. You just can’t tell what is real and what is a fabrication of your own mind. You can’t distinguish between fantasy and reality, and you believe everything that confirms your suspicion. And I could see how it would drive a person to violence, and even murder.”  
 
   


  
 

 Eleven 
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath. “There was an incident just before I left…” 
 
    She had made a pot of coffee and three cups stood on the table before us. 
 
    Dehan said, “When she asked his opinion about her underwear?” 
 
    Dianne nodded. “Yes, that one. I have played it over a million times in my mind. It was all, all of it, on her part. He was furious with her and…” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “He tried and tried to make me see reason. But I was so angry, so outraged, and it hurt so much that it was my daughter who was betraying me. We had always been so close! I was her mom! And here she was, playing up to my husband!” 
 
    She stopped and pulled a handkerchief from her cardigan pocket. She dabbed her eyes and blew her nose. 
 
    “But may God forgive me, he never once played along with her. He roared at her and called her awful names. He was furious, and instead of backing him up, I attacked him. In seconds, she had achieved her purpose and brought our whole, precious family to the brink of disaster. 
 
    “I left. I thought the best thing would be to leave, take some time to cool off. I see now it was the worst possible thing I could have done, and he warned me. He said I should stay and confront the evil that was attacking our family. He was right. If I had stayed, none of what happened next would have happened.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “You had been a very happy family up till that point.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Debbie had become a bit difficult, like a lot of kids when they hit their teens. I was no angel at sixteen. Bart was certainly no angel. He often said if it hadn’t been for his brother and Harry…” 
 
    “Deputy Corfe?” 
 
    “They were very close. He had always been a good influence on Bart. He was a little older than him. He’d been a friend of the family for years. He and Dan were in the army together.” 
 
    “Dan is Bart’s brother.” 
 
    “It’s a very small village, barely a hamlet, and we all knew each other. The whole village is like a family. Even before Phil died—that was my first husband—Harry and Dan had been friends. Then, when I moved in with Bart, Harry and Dan became Uncle Harry and Uncle Dan. They’d come and visit and Debbie’d be on their knees demanding a story or a game. The whole village was a family, Detective Stone, and our particular family was a very happy one. We were safe and secure. At least, I thought we were.” 
 
    I leaned forward and took a deep breath. “This is going to be a very difficult question, Dianne. But I need you to be very brave when you answer it, and very honest. When you heard what had happened, what was your first thought? Who did you immediately think of?” 
 
    She didn’t flinch or hesitate. “James and his gang.” 
 
    “Who called you to tell you about it?” 
 
    “Tex, the sheriff.” 
 
    “Not Bart?” 
 
    “He wanted to, but they wouldn’t let him. He was hysterical, apparently. I guess it was all an act, like everything else.” She sighed. “Perhaps I shouldn’t say that. I don’t know. I am very confused.” 
 
    “Did anybody else call you?” 
 
    “Harry. He wanted to reassure me they were going to get whoever had done it.” 
 
    “Who did he suspect?” 
 
    “James. He said it was open and shut.” 
 
    “When Sheriff Goodwin told you they suspected Bart, what did you think?” 
 
    “It destroyed me, twice over. First that he could have hurt our little girl, and then, that they had found his semen on her clothes… It destroyed me completely.” 
 
    “Do you still believe he killed her?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to believe. If it hadn’t been for the lawyer he brought in from the city, I am not sure he would have got off.” 
 
    “What about Harry’s testimony? You think Harry would have covered for him in the murder of a child he saw almost as a niece?” 
 
    She studied my face for a long while. “I don’t think so, no.” She sighed again. “We were all getting pretty tired of Debbie. Folks were getting pretty mad at her for the way she was carrying on. But not to that extreme, no.” 
 
    “You still in touch with anyone from the village?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. Dan sends me a card at Christmas and on my birthday. I guess I’d be sad if he stopped. But I never reply. He’s a good man. Solid as a rock. They were all good people. But that was another life, a long time ago.” 
 
    I smiled at her. “We’ll leave you in peace now, Dianne. Thank you for seeing us. I can tell you that we have arrested James and Zak and Gunny for the rape of your daughter. I don’t know if you want to hear this, but it is my opinion that it was they who raped her. Bart never raped your daughter. He did have sex with her, a few days before, while in an emotionally distraught state. But I don’t believe he ever raped her.” 
 
    She didn’t see us to the door. We made our way back to the car, climbed in and sat for a while, staring out the windshield at the pretty, bright road that was already hinting at fall. After a bit, Dehan fired up the engine and we cruised over the St, Catherine Street Bridge toward the I-87. We joined the Adirondack Northway at the intersection and headed north toward Champlain. Finally, she spoke and her voice was a little tense. “It would probably have been quicker to go on the 190 via Ellenburg.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe, but the quickest route doesn’t always take you where you want to go.” 
 
    “That’s deep, Stone. It’s also BS.” 
 
    “You get stuck behind a guy with a tractor trailer load of hay, a flock of sheep crosses your path, you come across a commune of hippies celebrating a fertility ritual…” 
 
    “You’re funny. Did I ever tell you that?” 
 
    “Not often enough, darling.” 
 
    She had the good grace to smile, but she did it with hooded eyes. 
 
    “The point is, the route might be more direct, but there may be many more distractions.” 
 
    “I get the metaphor.” 
 
    “We need a nice, clear path with fewer distractions.” 
 
    “I get it. How about this? Dianne didn’t tell us anything we didn’t know already.” 
 
    “You think not?” 
 
    “But you—you told her that her ex was not guilty. Which is something you do not know yet!” 
 
    “Is that what you heard?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You heard me tell Dianne that her husband wasn’t guilty. When what I in fact said was that he did not rape Debbie. And that, Little Grasshopper, is something of which I am absolutely certain.” 
 
    She scowled at me. “You think he killed her?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that either. See what happens when you try to take the quick route? You arrive too soon at the wrong place.” 
 
    She went quiet again. In a little over five minutes, we arrived at Champlain and she took exit 42 for Route 11 and Mooers. We cruised through green pastureland and forests turning to copper and orange in the afternoon light, and after another five minutes, she said suddenly, “Dammit, Stone! What the hell did you get from that conversation? For me, it confirmed what we knew already! But I know you got something else from it! What? Why are you absolutely certain that he didn’t rape her? And why are you so keen to separate the murder from the rape? They were obviously committed by the same person.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Not according to James.” 
 
    She glanced at me. “You believe that? He’s just trying to cover his ass. If he can shake the murder charge and get a good lawyer to argue he believe she consented to the sex, he stands a chance of getting off. But it stands to reason, Stone. They raped her and then they killed her.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure? James’ argument was pretty compelling. She arrived home in that state, stoned, talking about having been raped. A guy like him, with his past, he would have known all the signs, he’s seen it all before. He could well have flipped. Especially if he was getting strong feelings for Debbie—and remember, he had had sexual relations with her a few days before, and now she was running around taking drugs with other guys.” 
 
    “And Dianne just made it really clear to us that he had left all that jealous, violent behavior behind, that he was devoted to her and that he loved Debbie as a daughter...” She paused and raised her eyes to heaven. “All right, you made your point, we needed to see her and talk about that with her. But I still don’t see why you say you are absolutely convinced about him not raping her…” 
 
    “Rape is a crime of violence. You know that, Dehan. It’s an act of domination and subjugation, even hate. Bart loved Debbie. He may have been conflicted about his feelings for her after they had sex, though I actually doubt it, but he loved her, and he loved her as a father, or at least a father figure. He was, and forgive me if this sounds naïve, but he was and is still in love with Dianne.” 
 
    She snorted. “If he was so in love with her, how come he hit the sack with her daughter?” 
 
    I sighed. “Ahhh, Rittoo Glasshopper, always the quick path with all its distractions. Human beings are human beings because they are flawed, or it may be the other way around. A human being who is brokenhearted, tortured inside, alone and drunk might do some very stupid things that, despite what the Romans may say, do not represent their true feelings.” 
 
    She was quiet for a while, with the green, wooded countryside sliding peacefully by. After a bit, she said, “Stone?” 
 
    “Yes, Dehan.” 
 
    “If you are ever unfaithful to me, don’t try that line on me.” 
 
    “I will never be unfaithful to you, Dehan.” 
 
    She considered me through narrowed eyes for a moment, then smiled oddly. “What do the Romans say?” 
 
    “In vinum veritas.” 
 
    “People tell the truth when they’re drunk.” 
 
    “That’s about the size of it.” 
 
    She lapsed into silence again.  
 
    We passed Mooers and it was unremarkable. We then passed Mooers Forks and that was also unremarkable. I asked absently, “You think they raise cows here, and that’s why they called it Mooers?” 
 
    She looked at me in a way you could only describe as unfriendly, but didn’t answer. At Ellenburg, she said in a tight voice, “So basically, you think it’s OK to be unfaithful as long as you can produce a decent enough sob story.” 
 
    I’m not sure how long I stared at her, but it was a while. Then I frowned and said, “What?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve just spent the last twenty minutes trying to find a different interpretation for what you said, but that’s what it boils down to! If you’ve got a good enough sob story, you can screw around as much as you like!” 
 
    I sighed and shook my head. “Dehan, you have completely misinterpreted what I said.” 
 
    “Oh, I misinterpreted it? Maybe you expressed yourself badly.” 
 
    “Maybe I did at that. What the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    “There is absolutely nothing wrong with me, partner!” 
 
    “Dehan, we can’t do this now. What has got into you?” 
 
    “Nothing at all.” 
 
    “Have I said or done anything…?” 
 
    “You mean aside from condone infidelity?” 
 
    “I don’t condone infidelity, Dehan!” 
 
    “Fine.” And at Chateaugay, she said, “You better not.” 
 
    Franklin County Sheriff’s Department is outside Malone, on Bare Hill Road, opposite the Franklin Correctional Facility. We pulled in, parked in the big lot there and I followed Dehan across the lot to the sheriff’s office. Goodwin met us at the door with an eloquently expressionless face. 
 
    “I’ve got Jim Gordon in a holding cell here. Gunny and Zak are in the main building yonder. None of ’em have asked for an attorney yet. I don’t think they really understand what’s going on.” He paused, investigated his teeth with his tongue for a moment and added, “I’m not sure I do, either.” 
 
    I smiled pleasantly at him. “Well, that’s what we’re here to find out, Sheriff, and two gets you twenty that those three boys know at least half of what happened. And I’m pretty sure when we know that half, we’ll be able to work out the other half.” 
 
    “Who you want to talk to first?” 
 
    Dehan snapped, “Gunny!” 
 
    I nodded. “Gunny.” I turned to Dehan. “Meanwhile, Detective Dehan, you take Zak and scare the bejaysus out of him. Feed him the idea that a deal might be feasible if we talk to the DA. I want the three of them spilling their guts, I want every detail of what happened explored and examined and cross-referenced with what the other two tell us. From that cross-referencing, we should be able to build a picture of what happened that night, and at what point the rape became murder. That is the point I want to focus on.” 
 
    A deputy led Dehan over to the main building where most of the holding cells were and Sheriff Goodwin led me inside and we rode the elevator to the second floor, where the interrogation rooms were. He had somebody bring Zak over and while we waited for him to arrive, he showed me into his office. There was a lot of shiny, dark wood and a photograph of the president hanging on the wall beside the stars and stripes. He dropped behind his desk and gestured at the visitor’s chair opposite him. 
 
    “Kent doesn’t like you.” 
 
    I shook my head and gave a small shrug. “He doesn’t need to.” Then I added, unnecessarily, but with a smile, “I don’t much like him, either.” 
 
    “He’s a little old-fashioned. He believes we should be dealing with this privately.” 
 
    “How does that work?” 
 
    “He thinks he knows… we all know, what happened that night. If we can’t prove it in a court of law, that don’t mean we don’t know what happened…” 
 
    “That is vigilante thinking. I don’t doubt that on some occasions moral justice has been served that way, Sheriff, but we both also know that it never ends well, and a lot of innocent people have been shot and lynched in the name of, ‘We know what really happened.’” 
 
    “You don’t need to convince me, Stone. I’ve been fighting that mentality for twenty-five years. I just thought I’d let you know.” 
 
    I nodded. “Thanks for the heads up.” I paused. “What do you think? Do you think we all know what really happened?” 
 
    He gave me an odd frown. “If I did, I wouldn’t have needed to call you in, would I, Stone?” He narrowed his eyes. “I only hope I ain’t made a mistake.” 
 
    I went to talk to Gunny. 
 
   


  
 

 Twelve 
 
      
 
    The room was small with bare, gray concrete walls, a steel table with a hole in the center where manacles could be affixed, and two straight-backed chairs. There were no windows, but there was a strip light on the ceiling. 
 
    Gunny was sitting at the table. His wrists were manacled, but not to the table. He looked more terrified than scared and swallowed three times as he watched me cross the room and sit in the chair opposite him. 
 
    The video recording was controlled remotely. I read out my name and Gunny’s and the date and time of the interview. 
 
    “Gunny, do you understand that you are under arrest, that the crime you are charged with is extremely serious, that you are looking at a sentence of several years in prison and that you are entitled to an attorney if you want one?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, but I want to cooperate. I don’t want to cause problems.” 
 
    “That’s good, Gunny. It’ll be much better for you if you cooperate with us.” 
 
    “Sure, I get that. Will I be able to go home soon?” 
 
    I made an ambiguous movement of my head and said, “Let’s just take it one step at a time for now, shall we? You want some coffee? Something to eat?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I feel sick.” 
 
    “You need a doctor?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “OK, you just let me know if you want anything, OK?” He nodded and I took a deep breath. “Now, here’s my first question, Gunny. I wonder, do you actually realize how serious the crimes you have committed are?” 
 
    There was something pathetic about his face. I forced myself to remember Debbie’s pathetic body curled up on the riverbank, her pathetic hair matted with mud, covering her face, her pathetic, blue-white arms and legs, irrevocably, irretrievably lifeless.  
 
    Gunny was talking: “I know that what we did was wrong. I can see that, now, looking back. What we did was a bad thing to do. I guess we were following James because we looked up to him and admired him because he was so cool. We all just, like, wanted to be like him.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow, letting him know it wasn’t going to be that easy. “So you raped and murdered a girl to be cool, just like James?” 
 
    The change in his face was instant. He went the color of wet clay, swallowed convulsively and began to sweat. I didn’t need to see his hands to know that they were shaking. 
 
    “Not murder. We didn’t murder nobody.” 
 
    I smiled down at the table top and gave a comfortable chuckle. Then I raised my head to look him in the eye. “You honestly expect me to believe that? She was raped and murdered on the same night, at about the same time. You raped her and left her in the forest, and you want me to believe that then, somebody else happened along and murdered her? One of the hundreds of people who stroll through those woods during a September night?” 
 
    He shook his head. His eyes were wild. “Nobody goes through them woods at night, man. ’Cept us, we did.” 
 
    “That was kind of my point, Gunny.” 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    “So, let’s try this again. She was raped and murdered that night. You raped her and dumped her in a forest where nobody ever goes at night, and you expect me to believe somebody else killed her. You raped her, so it’s pretty cut and dried to me that you murdered her too, and I think most juries are going to see it that way.” 
 
    “Yeah, OK, I see now. You put it like that, it does look bad, but you have to believe me, man. We didn’t kill her!” 
 
    I leaned forward, with my elbows on the table and my arms folded in front of me, and stared hard into his eyes. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “What do you mean? Course I’m sure…” 
 
    I kept staring at him, expectant, and he still struggled to catch my meaning. So I pushed a little harder.  
 
    “Did you actually see everything that happened that night? Did you personally witness everything that Zak did? Did you personally witness everything that James did? Were you there every second? What happened after you left? Did you all stick together, or did you split up? Can you put your hand on your heart and swear that you know for a fact that neither James nor Zak went back and killed Debbie Smith that night?” 
 
    He looked away from me, up at the ceiling on his left. He then looked back and met my eye for a moment before shifting his gaze to the corner of the table on his right. Finally he looked up at the ceiling again, but this time on his right. I’d studied enough about eye accessing cues to have a pretty good idea what was going on in his head. He had run through the events of the night in his mind and found gray areas, then he’d checked out how he felt about screwing his friends, and after that, set about inventing a story that would shaft them and put him in the clear. That was pretty much what I wanted him to be doing, so I left him alone to work uninterrupted while I went to get some coffee-like fluid from the dispenser. 
 
    I hung around a moment, but there was no sign of Dehan, so I walked over to the main building and found her interrogation room. I stepped into the observation room attached and watched for a while. Zak didn’t look as scared as his pal had. He had a smile stuck on the right side of his face, he was slouched in his chair and he was examining the edge of the table while Dehan spoke. 
 
    “So what was it that made Debbie so mad she threw beer in James’ face?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Does a chick need a reason? Maybe it was PMS or some shit.” 
 
    She didn’t take the bait. “OK, so she got mad, but you don’t know why, is that right?” 
 
    “I don’t know if she had a reason. Just, one minute we’re all having a laugh and some drinks, and the next minute, bam! She’s thrown the drink in his face.” 
 
    “That’s not the way you told it to my partner.” 
 
    He shrugged and looked at her for a moment. “What can I tell you? That’s the way I remember it now.” 
 
    She leafed back a couple of pages in her file. “You said ‘…everybody was having a good time and then James started making out with another chick…’” 
 
    “Like I said, maybe I remembered it that way then, but I ain’t so sure anymore.” 
 
    “Cheryl, you said he was making out with Cheryl, and that she was into him.” 
 
    “I don’t remember Cheryl, it was a long time ago and we had a lot of chicks.” 
 
    “So are you withdrawing the statement you made yesterday?” 
 
    He still wouldn’t meet her eye, and he wouldn’t wipe the damned smile off his face. “I ain’t withdrawin’ it, I just ain’t sure it’s right anymore. I thought it was right yesterday, but I don’t know if it is anymore now, today. Like I said, it was a long time ago.” 
 
    “Sure, I understand that. OK, Zak, I need to ask you if you are fully aware of the fact that we are holding Gunny in custody and that he is cooperating fully.” 
 
    His smile slipped, but his focus of attention was still the edge of the table. “Yeah, I know that. But that guy is stupid and you can’t believe nothin’ he says.” 
 
    She didn’t smile. She was organizing papers, glancing at them. “We don’t need to believe it, Zak. Only the jury needs to believe it.” His expression became sullen and she went on, “Now, are you aware, Zak, that we also have James Gordon in custody, as of this morning, and he has also agreed to cooperate with us.” 
 
    Now he looked at her for a long while. She closed the files and met his eye. 
 
    He said, “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    She snorted, shook her head, and smiled. “You don’t think, after the statements you both made yesterday, that we would go immediately and arrest James? Why wouldn’t we? You put him square in the frame. He is pretty mad about that and he is singing like a blackbird. His story is that your part in the whole business was a lot bigger than you’ve both made out. You’ve been trying to put him in he frame, but if he tells me that he was trying to protect his girlfriend while you and Gunny were making moves on her, and that when she left, because she got sick of the two of you, you went after her and raped her, who am I supposed to believe?” 
 
    Suddenly, the smug smile was gone. “That’s a lie! He’s a lying bastard!” 
 
    Dehan laughed. It was a surprisingly pretty, feminine laugh. “And you’re the choir boy of the threesome.” She leaned forward and looked into his face. “Listen to me, Zak, and listen real good. We are talking about the law. We’re talking about lawyers and juries. You know how important the truth is in a court of law?” She pointed at him. “It’s less important than the tie you wear around your neck. It’s less important than the coffee juror number eight had that morning. Less important than whether juror number six got laid that night. There are two things…” She held up two fingers. “Two things and only two things that matter in a court of law: facts, and whether you can make the jury believe them.” She sat back, watching him. 
 
    He said, “We didn’t rape her.” 
 
    She ignored him and went on. “A fact is something you can prove in a court of law. Whether it is true or not is irrelevant. What is relevant is whether you can prove it. And when you have proved it beyond a reasonable doubt, can you make the jury believe it, or at least your interpretation of it.” 
 
    He sat up and leaned toward her. “Listen, you have to believe me. Ask Gunny. We…” He faltered. 
 
    Dehan didn’t let him go on. “You’re an ugly bastard, Zak. You’ve got no grace and no style and you come across as a cocky wiseass. Gunny comes across as an ape. You are exactly the kind of assholes a jury would find it easy to visualize raping a young, defenseless girl. Now, James…” She shrugged and made a face. “Right now, he looks a mess, but he’ll clean up good. He’s good looking and with the right coaching and the right lawyer, he could persuade a jury that he was misguided and foolish, and behind his back, you went after Debbie and raped and killed her. You don’t stand a chance.” She gathered up her file, tapped the edge on the table to straighten the papers, and stood. “But if you don’t want to talk to me and tell me what really happened that night, that’s fine by me. Gunny and James are doing plenty of talking.”  
 
    She went to the door, smiled and paused. “If they get the idea that you’re not talking, they won’t thank you for having their backs, Zak. They’ll frame you and feed you to the dogs.” 
 
    She stepped out and after a moment, I stepped out of the observation room. She heard me and turned to face me. She looked a little shy. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    “Hi.  
 
    “How much did you hear?” 
 
    “The last couple of minutes. Gunny is singing like Maria Calas. I left him to dream up a good story. How are you doing?” 
 
    She shrugged and nodded and avoided my eye. “Good, yeah, fine.” 
 
    I offered her a small smile. “And if you weren’t, what would be wrong?” 
 
    She gave a small laugh to go with my small smile. “Come on, Stone. We can’t do this here.” 
 
    “Do what, exactly?” 
 
    “Can we talk about this later?” 
 
    “Sure, but at some point, you’ll have to tell me what it is we’re going to talk about.” 
 
    She gave a single nod. “What about James? When do you want to talk to him?” 
 
    “When we have Gunny and Zak committed to their stories.” 
 
    “What is it we’re looking for, Stone?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet, but we’ll know it when we see it. We need something that tells us what happened after the rape.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m going to get some coffee…” 
 
    She waited, watching me. I shrugged with my eyebrows. “OK.” I smiled, but it wasn’t a very happy one. “You got plans for lunch or shall we meet?” 
 
    She frowned. “Of course.” 
 
    I made my way back to the smaller building, feeling oddly uncomfortable. I picked up some coffee and a sandwich for Gunny and went back to the interrogation room. As I sat, I put the coffee and the sandwich in front of him. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “You had time to think things over?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So, are you ready to tell me the truth about what happened that night?” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “We picked Debbie up at the river, and she rode with James to the party. When we got there, some of the boys had made a fire. Everyone was chillin’, listening to music…” 
 
    “I get the idea.” 
 
    “James had some coke. He always had coke, man. I don’t know where he got it. He had connections. Anyway, so he had some special plans for Debbie that night.” 
 
    “What kind of special plans?” 
 
    “Big thing with James was sharing. He said we were bros, so we should share everything, including our women. He said that to Debbie a couple of times and she told him to go to hell. But he told Zak if she had a couple of lines of coke, and got wild enough, she’d screw Kermit the Frog. But I didn’t like that, man. And I told them both, I don’t want nothin’ to do with that shit, man. Count me out.” 
 
    “So what happened?” 
 
    “She’d never done coke before…”  
 
    “Yeah, she was barely seventeen, remember?” 
 
    “Right!” He gestured at me with his two cuffed hands. “Exactly! So when she took it, she was crazy, dancing, screaming, she was hot, real hot. So James goes up and he’s dancing with her, and the night is getting pretty crazy around the fire, know what I mean?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know what you mean, Gunny. What happened?” 
 
    “So Zak was getting pretty excited because he knew that James was tellin’ her he wanted her to give out to his pals. First Zak and… ’cept I said I didn’t want any of that. So it was Zak was gonna get the lion’s share, and then the other boys and some of the girls. It was gonna be a pretty wild night for Debbie. 
 
    “We’d done that before, but this time it was, like, different, because Debbie was such a hot lookin’ chick, and also because she didn’t want it. I remember both James and Zak saying that turned them on more, that she didn’t want it.” 
 
    “So what did she do when he told her?” 
 
    “She went crazy. All the kinds of crazy she was before, dancing and stuff, now she went crazy mad. She pushed him away and started swearin’ at him. I went and tried to comfort her, like, but she was only interested in James.” 
 
    “What did James do then, Gunny?” 
 
    He puffed out his cheeks and blew. “He was a real asshole. He went and got two chicks, Fats’ girl, Cheryl, and Doggy’s girl, Jolene. And he starts making out with both of them, and makin’ them make out with each other. He was out to punish her and show her who was boss. She wanted to ride with him, she had to abide by his rules, see? I was against that. I didn’t want no part of that. 
 
    “But thing was, instead of breakin’ her, it made her even more mad. She went stir crazy. She started screaming at him, calling him all kinds of a son of a bitch. So he gets up to teach her a lesson, I guess. But she throws a glass of beer in his face and goes marchin’ off, back down the path through the woods.” 
 
    I leaned back in the chair. “OK, so this was the point where you all went after her and gang raped her.” 
 
    “No, man! No, no way! That ain’t how it happened at all! No way!” 
 
    “So what happened?” 
 
    He hesitated and I knew that this was when the lies would start. Up to that point, his story had been a carbon copy of James’, but now it would start to differ. 
 
    “Zak went to James and everyone was helping him to dry off. I didn’t. I went after Debbie and told her she shouldn’t go into the forest on her own, and if she’d only wait, I’d take her back on my bike. But she just kind of thanked me and gave me a kiss on the cheek. She said I weren’t like the others, and went off down the path. Said she wanted to be alone. 
 
    “Well, I went back to the party and Zak was havin’ a go at James, .You can’t let her treat you like that! You gotta teach her a lesson!’ I’m tryin’ to tell them to leave her alone, but they took off after her on their bikes.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I followed, but my bike wouldn’t start, so by the time I gave up and ran after them, they’d already disappeared. I never found them at all. I didn’t see them again till next morning, when they told me what they done.” 
 
    “And what had they done, Gunny?” 
 
    He was quiet for a moment, chewing his lip. His eyes flicked over my face. Finally, he said, “They caught up with her pretty soon, surrounded her with their bikes. She attacked James, tried to claw his eyes out, but he smacked her in the jaw and knocked her cold. Then him and Zak took turns with her. James wanted to take her back to the party, so everyone could have a go. But Zak says that would be a lot of witnesses to gang rape. He says they should kill her. 
 
    “So I asked him what they did, but they wouldn’t tell me. They just said they dumped her upstream, on the pond.” 
 
    “When her body was found, you didn’t think to tell the sheriff what you’d been told?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No way, man. For one thing, I could be found guilty, and for another, I was scared of Zak and James now. If they killed her, they could kill me, right?” 
 
    “So you kept your mouth shut and were prepared to let an innocent man go to jail for what James and Zak did.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Couldn’t bring her back, and he weren’t goin’ to jail, not with that big shot lawyer of his.” 
 
    I sat and stared at him for a while with my chin in my hand, and wondered about that big shot lawyer of his. 
 
   


  
 

 Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Dehan was sitting on the hood of the Jag when I stepped out at lunchtime. She watched me approach with a slight squint in the September sun. I tried out a smile, but for some reason it felt awkward, so instead I said, “You hungry?” 
 
    She nodded. “I bought a couple of burgers and a couple of bottles of cold beer. I thought we could walk down to the river. It’s like a mile over that way.” She pointed east.  
 
    I nodded. “Sure, that sounds nice.” I said it, but felt an odd pit in my stomach. 
 
    We climbed in the car and drove to where the foot path began, then left the car by the roadside and walked the rest of the way along a path, through woodlands and clearings, till we came to a broad expanse of grass by the river bank. There, we found a couple of logs and sat propped against them, watching the black water snake past. Dehan pulled a couple of burgers from a paper bag and handed me one while I cracked the beers with my penknife. 
 
    When the silence became uncomfortable, I said, “So what did Zak have to say?” 
 
    She bunched her brows at me a moment, like she wasn’t sure who Zak was. Then she gave a single nod and studied her burger before biting into it. Speaking around a mouthful, she said, “He’s a couple of screws short of an orgy…” 
 
    I spluttered, snorted beer and wiped my mouth. She was watching me, smiling, but not laughing. When I’d dried my mouth with my handkerchief, she went on, with that odd smile still on her face.  
 
    “I mean, he’s not real bright. He told a story that was, in all important details, identical to James’ story. Except when it came to the rape. When it came to the rape, he went off the wall. He said that James started making out with two chicks, Cheryl and Jolene, to punish Debbie for not giving out to his friends. When Debbie saw that, she went crazy. Apparently, they were snorting coke and she was wild because it was her first time. She attacked him, threw a glass at him and he went for her. Zak says he and Gunny had to pull him off, but Debbie clawed at his face, then ran. James said he was going after her and planned to force her to have sex with all the guys at the party. Gunny and Zak tried to convince him not to do that because it was rape and they could go to prison.” She paused to take a pull of her beer. “James and the boys went after her, Zak and Gunny went home. I asked him if he saw the rape, he said they must have dragged her into the forest, because they didn’t see it happen.” 
 
    I grunted, chewed and took a pull of my own beer. As I swallowed, I was about to tell her about Gunny, but something made me stop and look at her. She had an inch of burger left in her right hand and was holding the bottle by the neck in her other. She was chewing slowly and staring at the river. I waited a full minute for her to ask about Gunny. She finished her burger and her beer and then turned to look at me. She frowned, like she was surprised to see me watching her. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You curious at all about what Gunny said?” 
 
    Her cheeks colored slightly. “Of course.” 
 
    I sighed, opened my mouth to tell her about Gunny’s testimony and instead heard myself saying, “Dehan, is there something you need to tell me? Is there something I need to know about?” 
 
    I watched her sigh, staring down at the grass between her boots, and felt a hot, sick pellet in my gut. She bit her top lip and gave a single nod. “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh, well, don’t you think you’d better tell me?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “But…?” 
 
    She closed her eyes and sighed. 
 
    I spoke loudly and quickly, trying to fill the silence. “Dehan, I don’t know what’s going on, but if this has something to do with the comment I made about being unfaithful…” I paused, waiting for her to answer. 
 
    She just closed her eyes again and bit her lip. 
 
    “Dehan, quite aside from the fact that you spend every hour of every working day with me, so when on Earth would I have the chance to be unfaithful, what reason have I ever given you to doubt me? You know me, my values, my…” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Then, what is it?” 
 
    She spoke to her clenched hands. “Do you think ever that maybe we spend too much time together?” 
 
    I felt my head and face go cold. “I hadn’t till now.” 
 
    She looked at me quickly. “I don’t mean that I do. I don’t. I mean…” 
 
    “You saying you want a transfer?” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “You see, this is why I didn’t want to talk about it now…” 
 
    “Talk about what, Dehan? What is it exactly we’re talking about?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Stone. Look, please, can you just give me a bit of space? We’ll talk about it when we get back home. I promise.” 
 
    I scowled. “And in the meantime, I’ll just take time out from the interrogations to go vomit with anxiety while I wonder what the hell just happened to my wife. Sure, that sounds fair!” 
 
    “Please don’t be sarcastic.” 
 
    “Where do you want to be transferred to?” 
 
    “I thought maybe a desk job.” 
 
    “At the 43rd?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Dehan, if you are having doubts about us, or there is somebody else, you have to tell me. You can’t just let me stew till the case is over.” 
 
    She closed her eyes again. When she opened them, she looked at me and shook her head. “How could you even think that?” 
 
    “This from the woman who hasn’t spoken to me for the last three hours because she thinks I condone infidelity.” 
 
    “I’m not having doubts about us, and there is nobody else. Please just give me a couple of days.” 
 
    I spread my hands. “Sure. I trust you to be honest, Dehan. But don’t cut me out, OK?” 
 
    She smiled and arched an eyebrow. “Really?” She stood. “Come on, big guy, let’s walk back and you can tell me about Gunny.” 
 
    The sheriff had arranged a small office for us on the top floor at the back of the building. I filled Dehan in on Gunny’s testimony while we walked to the car, and when we got back to the office, we grabbed some coffee and went up. Dehan crossed her boots on the corner of the desk and started to think aloud. 
 
    “Each of the three stories, James’, Zak’s and Gunny’s, is consistent up to the point of the rape. That is where they all fall apart.” She swirled her coffee around like it was a fine cognac and watched it. “I get what you’re trying to do. You’re trying to force a break, a crack in their testimony, an inconsistency in their stories that will point to where and when the murder took place, and who did it. But I think there is a flaw in your plan.” 
 
    I sighed, feeling suddenly unreasonably tired, stretched and put my feet on the desk next to hers. “Tell me.” 
 
    “OK, I think, whether they all three killed her, one or two of them killed her or neither of them killed her, you would still get their narratives diverging and falling apart at that point precisely because they want to focus suspicion on somebody else. They are all three in the frame, whether they did it or not, and they all want to shift the frame so they’re not in it anymore. So I don’t see that this strategy is going to help much. In fact, it could end up muddying the water.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Well, let’s say, for argument’s sake, that all three of them raped and killed her. The strategy you are following now actually casts enough of a reasonable doubt on each of them that they could all walk. And I’ve got to tell you, Stone, to me the most reasonable explanation is that the three of them killed her and dumped her upstream.” 
 
    “What stopped them from loading her up with rocks and dumping her in the water, instead of risking being seen while they rowed upstream? Why did they bother taking her all the way down to the boat, when they could just as easily have carried her to the point where the body was found? It is pretty much equidistant and they save themselves rowing upstream with a dead body in a boat. What made the killer dispose of the body in that particular way, which is in fact not disposing of the body at all, but displaying it?” 
 
    “Goddamit, Stone!” 
 
    “Can you give me a satisfactory answer to those questions?” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows, shrugged, and spread her hands, all suggesting I was being unreasonably pedantic, but in the end said, “Not off the top of my head, no. It is odd that they would do that, but there might be a perfectly reasonable reason that we are simply overlooking.” 
 
    “Can you give me one example?” 
 
    “Of a perfectly…” 
 
    “A perfectly reasonable explanation why they would row upstream with a dead body to get to a place they could reach on foot in half the time, yes, that.” 
 
    After a while, she said, “Not off the top of my head, no.” 
 
    “There is only one.” 
 
    “Really…?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Don’t make me beg, what is it?” 
 
    “She wasn’t killed in the forest.” 
 
    She stared at the wall. Eventually, she shifted her stare to me. “OK…” 
 
    “But,” I said, and pointed in the general direction of the cells. “They all think she was murdered in the woods. We have yet to put James through his paces, but I am pretty sure he is going to shift suspicion onto either Bart, like he did before, or his pals. The point is, Dehan, they don’t know where she was killed, or who killed her.” 
 
    “So where the hell does that leave us?” 
 
    “With three convictions for rape, and no evidence to convict the killer.” 
 
    “But then, we’re back to square one! Our only other suspect is Bart.” 
 
    I nodded. “It looks that way. But we have a big problem with Bart, remember? He has a watertight alibi. An alibi we can’t talk to, because he’s dead.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me for an uncomfortably long time. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “You think Harry Corfe gave Bart a false alibi, and Bart killed him?” 
 
    “That’s not exactly what I said, but tell me what’s wrong with the theory.” 
 
    She stood and walked around the small office for a while, then stopped, looking down at me. “Like James said, she was raped by James and his pals, they dumped her in the woods and when she’d recovered enough strength, she went home. There she finds Bart, who is still furious at her, and also Harry. Bart, by this time, has told Harry everything, including the fact that she came on to him and they had sex.  
 
    “She is a mess, crying, and she tells them the whole story. They’ve both been drinking and they decide she had it coming and they are going to teach her a lesson. So they rape her again. Bart has had enough of her. She has destroyed his family and his marriage, he puts on his gloves, takes his hunting knife and stabs her in the heart. 
 
    “Dianne and Bart’s house is on the river, directly opposite where the body was found. Now it makes sense for them to row across and dump the body. The idea is to have it found at that location to help point suspicion away from Bart. 
 
    “But then Harry becomes a loose end. He decides to leave town and Bart tampers with his car. We need to get the report on that accident.” 
 
    “If you’re right, we are still faced with a big problem…” 
 
    “The double jeopardy rule.” 
 
    “And there is no way we can prove rape, because James and his boys have already confessed to that. If he’s guilty, all Bart has to do is nothing, and the law can’t touch him.” 
 
    “Son of a gun. If we could prove he killed Harry…” 
 
    “We’d have to rely solely on forensic evidence, and I doubt there is any of that left, if there was ever any to begin with. We’ll get the file from the sheriff, and try to find out what happened to the car, but it has probably long since been destroyed.” 
 
    She frowned hard, searching my face. “Are we giving up on this one, Stone?” 
 
    I smiled. “Not yet. There are still a couple of things I am not one hundred percent clear about…” 
 
    Her eyebrows rose high on her forehead. “Excuse me, what? There are still…” 
 
    “I mean, there are still a couple of things I am not clear about…” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Stone? How about everything? How about we are not clear about just about everything? What do you mean ‘one or two things’? And one hundred percent?” She pointed at me. “Tell me you do not know already who did it! Tell me you have not solved this case without telling me! Tell me!” 
 
    “I don’t know who did it, and I have not solved the case without telling you. Now we need to talk to James and see how his story compares, under pressure, with Zak and Gunny’s, but there is something else that is nagging at my mind…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That damned lawyer, Bernard Shaw.” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “I know that guy. I’ve come across him several times. He usually deals in high profile white collar crime…” 
 
    “Yeah, I know him, too.” 
 
    “So his fees are going to be in the region of six hundred and fifty to seven hundred dollars an hour. Where the hell did Bart get that kind of money? You’re talking about fifty grand for a week’s trial. How could he afford that?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know, Stone. Somebody mentioned the dad died and the brothers inherited property? Is it relevant?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It might be.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Guilt.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I stood, shaking my head. “I’m just thinking aloud and rambling, Dehan. Pay no attention to me.” At the door, I stopped. “You want to take James?” 
 
    She smiled. “Sure.” 
 
    “Give him a hard time. See if you can shake him on Bart, make him change his story, or get something more than speculation out of him. See if he’ll turn on Gunny and Zak.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’m going to talk to Bart.” 
 
    Her frown deepened. “What about?” 
 
    “About where he found fifty grand to pay for his lawyer, about his best friend and mentor, Harry, and how he died, and about boats.” 
 
    “Boats…” 
 
    “Yes, and I’m going to accuse him of murder.” 
 
   


  
 

 Fourteen 
 
      
 
    I found Bart at home. I pulled up outside his house and stood a while, looking out across the Pond at the far bank. I could see the clearing where Debbie’s body had been found. It was hard to gauge, but I figured it was five or six hundred yards away. I wondered how visible it would have been that morning. There had been a slight mist, according to the report, so it had probably not been visible at all. 
 
    I walked the couple of hundred yards to the bank and looked for signs of a mooring, or an old jetty. I couldn’t find anything, but that in itself didn’t mean much. On these placid waters, a sharp stick and a bit of rope would do as a mooring. 
 
    I turned and made my way back to the house. Like most of the houses in the town, it was a two story clapboard affair, painted white, with a gray, gable roof and a chimney. It had a broad porch with four steps rising from the lawn. Before I reached the porch, the door opened and Bart stepped out. He watched me climb the steps without saying anything. His expression was not friendly. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Mr. Campbell.” 
 
    “What do you want, Detective?” 
 
    I pointed at the river. “You ever have a boat moored there?” 
 
    “No, and I didn’t ferry Debbie’s body over there either.” 
 
    I smiled pleasantly at him. “Somebody did.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “I want to ask you some questions.” 
 
    “I’ve answered all the questions I’m going to answer, Detective. I don’t aim to answer any more.” 
 
    “I have James Gordon, Zak and Gunny in custody.” I watched his eyes narrow. He waited for me to go on. “They have confessed to raping Debbie that night.” 
 
    The door opened behind him and a man stepped out. He was taller than Bart, and more powerfully built, but he moved with painful difficulty and his breathing was heavy and labored. He studied me a moment, then asked, “What’s going on?” 
 
    Bart answered, “Detective Stone, this is my brother, Dan.” To Dan, he said, “They’ve arrested James, Zak and Gunny, for Debbie’s murder.” 
 
    Dan’s eyebrows shot up. 
 
    I shook my head. “I didn’t say that. We’ve arrested them for her rape. Can we go inside?” 
 
    Dan stood back, holding the door. Bart sighed and jerked his head at the house. I went in. It was one large, open space with polished wood floors. The kitchen was on the far right, separated by a breakfast bar from a broad dining area with an old table and four chairs, and on the far left, by the windows, there was a sofa and armchairs, a couple of bookcases, a fireplace and a TV. 
 
    Dan said, “You want some coffee, detective?” 
 
    Bart scowled at him, but I said, “That would be great. The stuff they have at the sheriff’s office is pretty awful.” 
 
    Bart muttered something about sitting down and I lowered myself into one of the armchairs. Bart stayed by the table, watching me. 
 
    “What do you want to ask me, Detective?” 
 
    “The night that Debbie was killed, were you at home all the while?” 
 
    “I already told the sheriff…” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    Dan was leaning on the breakfast bar, watching his brother. “Bart, the man is trying to clear up Debbie’s murder. That’s something we all want. He’s not here for you. You were cleared and he knows that. Cooperate with the man.” 
 
    Bart crossed his arms and rested his ass on the table. “Debbie went out. I guess I called Harry about seven or seven thirty and he came right over. He was with me the whole time till we raised the alarm.” 
 
    I nodded. “In this house?” 
 
    “Yeah, in this house.” 
 
    Dan came over from the kitchen, carrying a tray of coffee. It seemed to be a real effort. His breathing was ragged. He set down the tray, pulled an inhaler from his pocket and gave himself a couple of blasts. I frowned. 
 
    “Asthma?” 
 
    He gave me a lopsided smile and a short laugh. “They don’t let you in the Corps with asthma, Detective Stone.” He handed me a cup and sat. “I was invalided out after Iraq. They’d given us some pills that were supposed to protect us against chemical attacks. Turned out the cure was worse than the attack itself.” 
 
    “That’s bad news.” 
 
    “I used to run ten miles a day, bench two hundred pounds and do a six foot flying kick from standing.” He laughed. “All that has changed, but hey, I’m alive, which is more than a lot of my old friends can say. So I ain’t complaining. I joined up to protect my home and country. I knew the risks, and the price might be high.” 
 
    Bart waited for his brother to finish. “What else do you want to know, Detective? I was here all night with Harry, what else?” 
 
    “Here’s the thing, Mr. Campbell. James took Debbie to a party up in the woods, on the other side of the bridge, on the other side of the river…” 
 
    “I know the place.” 
 
    “She got into a row with James and she stormed off, down that long path that leads to the South River Road, having thrown a glass of beer in James’ face.” 
 
    Dan shook his head and sighed, looking at Bart. Bart ignored him and waited for me to go on.  
 
    “James, Zak and Gunny went after her, they raped her on or near that footpath and left her in the forest.” 
 
    I studied Bart’s face a moment. It had darkened, flushed with blood. I glanced at Dan. He was watching his brother. His face had gone pale, almost ashen. 
 
    “What we don’t know is what happened after that.” 
 
    Bart snarled, “Well, isn’t it obvious? They killed her!” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “It’s only obvious at first glance, but when you start to think about it, it doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    Bart went to open his mouth, but Dan placed a hand on his arm to silence him. “What do you mean, it doesn’t make sense, Detective? To me, I have to say it makes perfect sense. They faced very long prison sentences if she could prove that they had raped her. They would naturally kill her after raping her.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded a few times. “But where they were, it makes no sense whatever to take the body where it was found. It makes a lot of sense to weight the body down with rocks and drop it in the pond. It makes sense to bury it in the woods; there are a few, obvious ways to dispose of a body.” I shook my head and shrugged. “Even if they had some purpose which we don’t know about, for taking her to that particular location, it would make sense to take her there on a bike, or even on foot, directly, cross country from where they killed her. But they didn’t do that, either. Debbie was delivered to that spot by boat, and what makes no sense at all is that they would take the body half a mile down the foot path, load it into a rowing boat and row upstream to that spot, and leave her lying on the bank. That makes no sense at all. It is very high risk, and serves no purpose.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying that they raped her and left her, and then she got up and came home.” 
 
    Bart’s eyes opened wide. What I saw in them was rage, a rage that was dangerous and close to being out of control. But his voice was quiet and cold. “She did not come home.” 
 
    “James’ theory, and my partner buys into it, is that she came home, drunk and stoned, battered and sobbing, and talking about how she’d been raped. You were either here alone, and later Harry covered for you, or you were both here, and something snapped. I saw a little flash of that rage just now, didn’t I? Their theory is that you decided to teach her a lesson, but things got out of control, you raped her again and then you killed her.” I pointed my finger at him like a gun. “And then the boat makes sense.” 
 
    He had balled his fists and was getting to his feet. Again, Dan put his hand on his arm, and the gentle pressure of his fingers was enough to make him sit back down. When he spoke, his voice was steady and level.  
 
    “Let’s get some things straight, Detective Stone. In the first place, Bart has already faced trial for Debbie’s murder and he was found not guilty. You know that perfectly well, so your accusation is gratuitous and bordering on harassment. Second, you are calling into question the honor and integrity of an officer of the law who served this county for decades with honor and distinction, and never once overstepped the limits of his authority. You have no right to do that, particularly as he was as much on trial as Bart was in that case. And finally, to suggest that Debbie would have come home, at that time, in that state, shows how little you know of Debbie.” 
 
    I frowned. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “That poor child had turned this whole village into a powder keg. Everyone was on tenterhooks to see what she was going to do next. The last straw was the way she behaved that night.” 
 
    “What Dan is saying, Detective, is that she knew that if she came home in that state, saying she’d taken drugs and been raped, I would have taken my belt to her like I should have done two years before when she started all that damn whoring around. So even if your theory weren’t the crock of shit that it is, it would never have happened because she would not have come home in that state.” 
 
    I made a skeptical face. “That is pretty lame as arguments go.” 
 
    Bart drew breath to answer, but Dan cut him short. “Bart, I think you’d do us all a favor if you just kept your moth shut for a while.” He turned to me. “Detective, I told you, you didn’t know Debbie, and I repeat that now. I never had children. An injury when I was a young man, on my first tour of duty, made that impossible. But Debbie was like a daughter to me and I can tell you that, faced with the kind of punishment she knew she was going to get, she would not have come home that night. She would sooner have slept in the woods.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and shook my head. “She had just been gang raped!” 
 
    Bart snarled, “You don’t know what she was like. She was willful, obstinate…” 
 
    Again the restraining hand. “She was not a normal child, Detective. I think you need to understand that.” He paused a moment, then said, “Was there anything else?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I looked around. “I’m guessing that as you’re still living here, you bought the house.” 
 
    Again it was Dan who answered. “Our father died and left us some land and some money. When I saw that Bart and Dianne were getting serious, I suggested to him that he should buy a house and they should live together.” 
 
    I stared at Dan a moment, wondering if he was going to answer the next question too. I turned to Bart. “So if you spent all your money on the house, how could you afford your top flight criminal lawyer?” 
 
    Dan smiled. He even chuckled. “Please don’t take offense, Detective, but that is none of your damned business and has absolutely nothing to do with the case. Now, if there is nothing else, I’m going to ask you to leave. We are happy to cooperate with you, but coming here to accuse my brother again, and cast aspersions against Harry Corfe, that crosses a line.” 
 
    “What line would that be, Mr. Campbell?” 
 
    He frowned. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “What line, exactly, does it cross?” He didn’t know how to answer that, so I pressed on. “I’m not accusing anybody of anything. I just told you it was James’ theory and my partner liked it. I wanted your brother’s take on it. That’s all. Like you said, I’m investigating a murder, and I can’t be too concerned with people’s sensibilities.” I turned to Bart. “I’m sorry if I caused offense.” 
 
    He looked away and I stepped toward the door. Halfway there, I stopped and turned back. Dan was on his feet. 
 
    “The problem I have is that the three guys who should have killed her, didn’t. So what did she do after they left her? Who did she meet in the early hours of Saturday morning? The only people out and about at that time on that night, were you and Harry Corfe.” 
 
    There was a moment’s silence while we all looked at each other. Then I thanked them for the coffee and left.  
 
    My phone started ringing when I was halfway to Malone. It was Dehan. 
 
    “We have a problem.” 
 
    “Can you be more precise, please, darling?” 
 
    “We just got a call from Bernard Shaw’s office. They are representing James, Zak and Gunny and they have posted bail. The three of them are packing their bags to go home as we speak.” 
 
    “Son of a gun.” 
 
    “Yeah, gun, right. I asked who was paying the bill. They told me that was privileged information. That’s the same lawyer who represented Bart. What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “I know. It’s odd.” 
 
    We were quiet for a moment. Then, she asked, “How did you get on?” 
 
    “It was informative. I met Dan, Bart’s brother. I thought… But that doesn’t make any sense anymore.” 
 
    “What did you think, Stone? Don’t speak in half sentences.” 
 
    “Listen, I’ll be there in five minutes and we’ll talk it through.” 
 
    When I pulled into the lot, she was leaning against the hood of the sheriff’s Ford, talking to him. He had his cowboy hat and his shades on and his arms were crossed over his chest. He didn’t look what you’d call welcoming. I parked beside them, climbed out and attempted a smile. It was like smiling at two Chinese terracotta soldiers. 
 
    The sheriff was the first to speak as I approached. 
 
    “Detective Stone, I know I asked for your help in this case, and I appreciate you have to go where the evidence, such as it is, takes you, but if I had known that you were going to try to prove that Bart murdered his own stepdaughter, when it was already proved at trial that he didn’t, I would not have asked for your help.” 
 
    I glanced at Dehan. She gave a small shrug. I turned to the sheriff. “What makes you think I’m trying to do that, Sheriff?” 
 
    “I’ve just had Dan Campbell on the phone telling me he is considering suing the county, the state, the Sheriff’s Department and the NYPD for harassment. Seems he and his brother were none too pleased when you turned up and accused him and Deputy Harry Corfe of rape and murder.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I didn’t actually do that. I told him that was James’ theory and my partner saw some merit in it. You can’t make certain witnesses off limits, Sheriff. It doesn’t work that way. Rape and murder are ugly things, and when you investigate them, you upset people. That’s just the way it is.” 
 
    “Well, I ain’t happy about it, Stone. I’ve got people calling me, asking why we have a couple of outsiders askin’ questions and meddling in our affairs.” 
 
    “The rape and murder of a U.S. citizen is not just your affair, Sheriff.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that, Stone, but I am an elected officer, and my office has a wider scope than just law enforcement. I work for the people of my county…” 
 
    “How many people in your county are asking you to kill this investigation?” 
 
    “Enough. I don’t need to get sued right now, and I don’t need state officials breathing down my neck asking why they are getting sued. And I sure as hell don’t need the papers reporting that I called in a couple of city slickers to harass our war heroes. So I’d appreciate it if you wrapped up your investigation sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Yeah? What about James, Zak and Gunny?” 
 
    He came as close to showing an emotion as I had seen in him. “That was a nice piece of investigation. I mean it. You broke those boys and made it look easy. I can see why they value you back in the Bronx. But we can take it from here.” 
 
    “They didn’t kill Debbie, Sheriff.” 
 
    “Let’s just let the jury decide that, Stone. We were wrong from the start to go after Bart. I always thought James’ alibi stunk to hell and now you’ve proved it was them after all. I call that a closed case and I’d appreciate it if you left Bart alone and had your business wrapped up by tomorrow. You think you can manage that?” 
 
    I thought about it. His face said it wasn’t really a question, but I smiled and said, “Yes, Sheriff, I think we can do that.” 
 
    He held out his hand. I looked at it, but didn’t take it. Instead, I said, “Did the forensics team ever take a look at Corfe’s car?” 
 
    His sigh became a small grunt. “No. Why would they, Stone? It was an accident.” 
 
    “What was cause of death?” 
 
    “He had a broken neck. Anything else?” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “No questions, Sheriff, but mark my words. If Bernard Shaw is those boys’ attorney, this case will never make it to trial.” 
 
    He thrust his hand at me. “Thank you both for all your help.” 
 
    We shook and Dehan and I climbed in the old Jag and headed back to Dexter. 
 
   


  
 

 Fifteen 
 
      
 
    I saw him as we rounded the last bend in the road. There was a light, early evening mist curling slowly among the vast pine trees. He was fifty yards up ahead, half doubled over, leaning against a wooden telegraph pole outside a large, clapboard house with Dutch gables. I slowed, then pulled across the road onto the dirt. We climbed out and I approached him. He didn’t look up, but I could hear the breath rasping in his throat. 
 
    “Mr. Campbell? Do you need a doctor?” 
 
    He shook his head. But after a moment, he pulled a set of keys from his pocket. His hand was shaking badly. Dehan took the keys and he managed to point at the house and wheeze, “Bathroom cabinet, my inhaler…” 
 
    She ran. I could hear her feet crunching on the gravel and the first fall leaves, fading as she approached the house. I took Dan’s arm and led him to a wooden bench on the lawn outside the house. 
 
    “This damp isn’t great for your lungs, Mr. Campbell. You should be indoors.” 
 
    He smiled as we sat. “I’m a soldier, Detective Stone. It’s one of those professions. Once a soldier, always a soldier. It’s more than a job, it’s a way of thinking about life. And all soldiers know that there are two things you can’t cure in this world: life and death. They are as inescapable as gravity.”  
 
    He gave a small laugh that set him wheezing again. When the attack had subsided, he nodded, with raised eyebrows. “I could cash in on the drama and claim I am dying.” His eyes swiveled around and held mine. “But we are all dying. In the next hundred years, about eight billion people will die, but it won’t be news.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty bleak view.” 
 
    “There you have it in a nutshell, you think my bleak view is more important than the fact that eight billion people are going to die. And that is because our deaths are inevitable, but my view is not.” 
 
    I smiled in spite of myself. “I am not quite sure how to answer that, Mr. Campbell.” 
 
    “There is no answer. The fact is my lungs are confused. It’s as though they had dementia. They are forgetting how to work. It was an attempt by the nerds in Washington to combat the chemicals that we thought Saddam had. The attempt didn’t work, but if that failure helps to save some G.I.’s life in the future, so he can come home to his family, then I count my life as having been useful.” 
 
    “Even though his eventual death is inevitable?” 
 
    He was still smiling, and nodded. “You forget, Detective, life is also inevitable. Our job is to live it to the best of our ability. You know the Hunter Thompson quote?” 
 
    “Life should not be a journey to the grave with the intention of arriving safely in a pretty, well preserved body, but rather to skid in broadside in a cloud of smoke, thoroughly used up, totally worn out, and loudly proclaiming, ‘Wow! What a ride!’” 
 
    He laughed painfully. “That’s the one. But there is more.” His smile faded. “There is duty. The G.I. performs his duty to his country. You perform your duty to protect and serve New Yorkers. And I have my duty to my family, my brother, Dianne, Debbie…” 
 
    I considered him a moment, then reminded him, “To Protect and to Serve is actually the LAPD, but I take your point. But, Mr. Campbell, Bart, Dianne and Debbie are all New Yorkers. I am here to protect and serve them, not persecute them.” 
 
    We heard the door to his house close, and the rhythmic thud and crunch of Dehan’s boots as she approached. He watched her and smiled as she handed him the inhaler. He squirted it into his mouth and gulped air as his lungs remembered how to breathe. 
 
    After a moment, he nodded. “You’re right, of course. However, a lot of police departments have adopted that guiding principle, even if unofficially. But they missed out something, didn’t they…” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, they did.” 
 
    “It should have been, ‘to protect, to serve, and to deliver for punishment.’” 
 
    “Perhaps for trial.” 
 
    He held my eye for a long moment. He was still smiling, but it was more wisdom than humor now. “I lived through my brother’s trial, Detective Stone, and believe me, that was punishment, even though he was eventually proved innocent. When the law goes to trial, it doesn’t try people, it tries evidence. The people, guilty and innocent alike, just get punished.” 
 
    I sighed. “You may be right, Mr. Campbell. The system is far from perfect. Can we see you indoors?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’ll make it, thanks.” He turned to Dehan. “Thank you for getting my inhaler, Detective Dehan. I live to fight another day.” 
 
    We watched him inch his way, leaning against the wall, toward his front door. As we pulled away, back onto the blacktop by the bridge over the river, I saw him in my rearview mirror, leaning against the wall with one hand as he inserted the key with the other. 
 
    Dehan’s voice cut into my thoughts. “What was that about?” 
 
    We had moved into Dexter and then taken the road to the Cherry Orchard B&B before I answered. 
 
    “He was explaining to me why he had threatened to sue the county, the state and the sheriff if we didn’t back off.” 
 
    She frowned at me. “He was protecting his brother? From what?” 
 
    I rolled onto the gravel drive and killed the engine. I sat a while, drumming the steering wheel. “Did it ever occur to you, Dehan, that jealousy is just the dark side of loyalty?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I looked at her and smiled. “No? Isn’t there a small element of possession in loyalty? Don’t we belong to the things we are loyal to, and don’t we, to some extent, claim ownership over those things? My wife, my husband, my children, my family, my town, my country…” 
 
    “I guess so, to some degree.” 
 
    “Degree…” I nodded. “The more intense the loyalty, the greater the degree of possession.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you’re getting at, Stone.” 
 
    I pulled out my cell and called my old pal Bernie at the Bureau. It rang twice and I heard his voice. 
 
    “This makes it three hundred and sixty four.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Granted. I have been keeping a tally. You owe me three hundred and sixty four beers. Every time you call, it’s to buy information with a beer you promise me, but never deliver.” 
 
    “Son of a gun. All right, we’ll make it dinner with expensive wine and I’ll even allow you to talk to my wife.” 
 
    “Two hundred and seventy four of those. What do you want, Stone?” 
 
    “Dan Campbell, ex Marine Corps, current address Santa Clara Road, Dexter, Franklin County, New York. He was invalided out of the Corps. I want to know what that was about and if he was compensated.” 
 
    “That’s it? You could do this yourself in five minutes.” 
 
    “I am in Dexter right now, without an office and on bad terms with the local sheriff’s department. Be a pal.” 
 
    “I’ll email you whatever I can find.” 
 
    “Friday week.” 
 
    “I thought you wanted it now! What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    I laughed. “For dinner! Friday week, at our place.” 
 
    “Be careful there, Stone. That’s how jinxes get started. I’ll call you.” 
 
    We sat and stared at each other for a moment. There was a trace of a smile on her face. “You’d trade me for a piece of information?” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what’s troubling you?” 
 
    She looked away, at the rose bush that arched, laden with pale pink blooms, over the front door of the big cottage. 
 
    “You think loyalty can become a dark thing?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Dehan. I’m not comfortable with generalities. I think in this case, somewhere along the line, loyalty turned into a dark emotion, perhaps jealousy. I don’t know.” 
 
    “I thought you knew.” 
 
    “I know who killed Debbie, but I am not yet sure why.” 
 
    “You could have solved this case on your own, Stone.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    “Why do you want to stop working with me, Dehan?” 
 
    “I don’t…” 
 
    “Who else would woo you with bison steaks?” 
 
    She offered me the saddest smile I had ever seen and my stomach twisted into a hot knot of anxiety. She shook her head and took my hand. “Nobody. Only you would do that, Stone.” 
 
    I watched her face while she watched my hand. “Who is wooing you, Dehan?” 
 
    She didn’t answer for a long time. Finally, she sighed and said, “Nobody, Stone.” She hesitated a second, then shook her head. “There is nobody else.” She saw my frown and patted my hand. “Come on, let’s go pack.” 
 
    Up in our room, she set about folding her clothes and setting them in her small suitcase. I pulled my own case from under the bed and opened it next to hers, then went to lean on the window frame. From where I was standing, I could look out across the Pond. The spot where Debbie’s body had been found that morning, six years ago, was concealed by the dense forest. The dark, slow-moving water reflected desultory flashes of late, fall sun. I thought of Debbie, whom I had only ever seen, dead, in photographs. I thought of her matted hair, her pale, blue-white arms and legs; her pierced heart. 
 
    And I thought of Bart, angry, abandoned, betrayed, his heart pierced by a different, invisible blade. I thought of how Debbie had exploited his pain and offered him love, and induced him into that ever descending spiral of pain and betrayal, which had resulted in her own death. 
 
    Dehan’s voice broke in on my thoughts. “You want me to pack for you?” 
 
    I turned, expecting a lopsided, ironic smile. But there was no sarcasm in her face. She was looking down, into her suitcase, folding one of my shirts. I had been about to say no, that I could pack my own case, but instead I said, “Yes, please.” 
 
    She looked up, surprised at something in my voice, something that had surprised me, too. We stood like that, smiling stupidly at each other, until finally, I said, “We’re not done here.” 
 
    She nodded. “I know.” 
 
    “Those boys are going to get away with rape, and the killer is going to get away with murder.” I picked up a shirt and began to fold it. 
 
    She took it from my fingers and folded it herself. “I know,” she said. 
 
    “But it could be worse than that.” 
 
    She laid the shirt in the case and came around the bed. She kissed me for a long time, holding me tight. When she pulled away, her eyes were huge, brown lakes where I wanted to lose myself for the rest of forever. Her lips were swollen and red, and loose strands of hair lay across her face. In that moment, I knew that I belonged to her completely, and the look in her eyes told me that she belonged to me. I saw my hand stroking her cheek and heard myself whispering, “I will always look after you. I will always take care of you…” And I knew they were words that had echoed down the ages, in every tongue and every culture, from men to women, from women to men, from parents to children, among comrades in arms, sisters, lovers… 
 
    She kissed my cheek and whispered in my ear, “I got there too.” 
 
    Then my phone was ringing. I seemed to come out of a dream and looked at the screen while she went back to packing with a funny smile on her face. 
 
    I answered, “Bernie, hi. What have you got for me?” 
 
    I put it on speaker. 
 
    “Not a lot.” His voice crackled in the room. Dehan laid down a pair of jeans she was holding and looked at my phone, waiting. “I’ve emailed it to you in a brief report, but I thought I’d call anyway to explain. Captain Dan Campbell was promoted to Major just before he was honorably discharged in 2005, following the invasion of Iraq. He saw active duty there and received several commendations for bravery. The reason for the discharge was a, and I quote, ‘debilitating, degenerative disease of the lungs that cannot, to date, be identified or cured.’ He receives specialist treatment for the disease, but all that does is reduce the symptoms. He will eventually die of it. That was fourteen years ago, so my guess would be that he is practically a cripple by now, and I can’t imagine that he has very long left. But as I say, John, the disease is unknown, so your guess is as good as mine. The treatment is not specified, either. Reading between the lines, I’d say the disease may have been caused by experimental drugs used to combat chemical warfare.  
 
    “It looks like Major Campbell received some financial compensation from the government, but the amount, and indeed whether that is even actually so, are classified. That’s not, by the way, unusual. It happens a lot.” 
 
    “Bernie, in your experience, can you give me a ballpark figure…” 
 
    “No. But I can tell you it would be a lot of money. They’re buying his silence regarding an experimental program that might even be illegal and unconstitutional. They try hard to keep this kind of thing quiet.” 
 
    “OK, thanks Bernie, and listen…” 
 
    “You owe me, I know. See you Friday week.” 
 
    “You bet.” 
 
    I hung up and returned to the window. The water looked blacker, the copper flashes fewer and more sporadic. Dehan spoke from behind me. “So Dan paid for Bart’s legal representation.” 
 
    “That was clear from the start. Bart had just paid out for that house. There was nobody else around with that kind of money. It had to be Dan, looking out for his brother.” 
 
    “But then…” 
 
    I turned to face her. “Who’s paying for him this time?” 
 
    She nodded. “Not Dan.” 
 
    “I want to stay one more night, Dehan. The sheriff gave us twenty-four hours, and didn’t order us to get out of town. He just asked us to wrap up our investigation. I vote we do that.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “By having dinner one last time at Jake’s Grill.” 
 
    She grinned. “Here’s lookin’ at you, kid. We’ll always have Jake’s Grill.” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “You want to explain to me how having dinner at Jake’s Grill will reveal Debbie’s killer?” 
 
    I nodded. “Because Zak and Gunny and James will all be there, and so will Debbie’s killer.” 
 
    I picked up my phone again and called Sheriff Tex Goodwin. 
 
    “Detective Stone, I hope your packing is going well.” 
 
    “Sheriff, we’re all packed and ready to set off at dawn tomorrow. I just have one thing I want to ask you.” 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “My partner and I have been doing this for a long time, and we haven’t yet failed on a case. I don’t feel like this was going to be that case.” 
 
    “What’s your point, Stone?” 
 
    “Zak and Gunny, and James, raped Debbie Smith, but they didn’t kill her. They will be celebrating at Jake’s Grill tonight, and I’ll give you odds of a hundred to one that Debbie’s killer will be there too. If not at the grill itself, near by.” 
 
    “Thanks for the heads up, Detective. Go home and we’ll take it from here.” 
 
    I hung up, looked at Dehan and shrugged. 
 
   


  
 

 Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Jake’s Grill wasn’t full—I doubted there were enough people in Dexter to truly fill Jake’s Grill—but it was a lot more crowded than it had been the last time we were there, and most of that crowd was gathered at the bar, and consisted of young men between eighteen and thirty. They were noisy, laughing a lot and drinking, and at their center was James. Beside him were Gunny and Zak, and around them was what looked like all the young bloods of the neighborhood. There must have been fifteen or twenty young men there. 
 
    The noise and laughter stopped when we stepped in. It’s a thing you see a lot in old movies, especially westerns. But until it actually happens to you, you have no idea what it’s like. The bar fell silent and everyone standing at it turned to look at us. There were a few tables occupied, but they didn’t look at us, they looked at James and his pals. 
 
    I saw Jake close his eyes and sigh. I approached him and leaned with my elbows on the counter. Dehan leaned beside me. I was three feet from Zak. I sensed him turn to face me, along with all his pals. I ignored him and spoke to Jake. “I’ll have two ribeye steaks and a couple of beers, please, Jake.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “Really?” 
 
    I held his narrowed eyes with mine. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    He looked at James and then back at me. His voice came strained, like he couldn’t figure out why life was so unreasonable. “No, no problem. Please, take a seat in the dining area, I’ll bring your food and your drinks.” 
 
    As I came away from the bar, Zak took a step closer to me. He was now barely two feet away. He was about an inch taller and his stare was both insolent and a little scared. I smiled at him and spoke so quietly that he had to strain to listen. 
 
    “I know you rape little girls, Zak. But here’s the thing, have you ever killed a man?” I let my eyes rove over his face, examining it feature by feature. Finally, my voice was almost a whisper. “I have, protecting my partner. You haven’t got the stomach to take me on. Get out of my way.” 
 
    James was behind him. I put my hand on Zak’s chest and pushed him gently to one side. He didn’t resist. I stepped up to James. The boys surrounding him thinned out. 
 
    I said, “You made a mistake coming here to celebrate, James. You should go home, and get a different attorney.” 
 
    “Fuck you, cop.” 
 
    I smiled. “Yeah? Who’s your friend?” 
 
    “What friend?” 
 
    “The guy who paid your bail. Who is he?” 
 
    “That’s none of your goddamn business.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. But it’s sure as hell your business, isn’t it? So how come you don’t know?” 
 
    Gunny was scratching his head and looking at James. Zak was also staring at James, and James was making a bad job of bluffing. “Who says I don’t? I got friends. I got connections.” 
 
    “Buying and selling a few grams of coke doesn’t make you a friend of the cartels, James. Somebody else paid your bail. You ought to know who, and why.” 
 
    “Take a hike. Let me have my drink in peace.” 
 
    I nodded. “Sure.” 
 
    I turned and made my way toward the dining area. There, we chose a table and sat where we could watch the door. 
 
    Jake brought over our beers and as he set them down, he shook his head at me. “Look, man, I know you’re a cop, but I don’t want any trouble with the law or with these guys. Just keep it friendly, OK?” 
 
    “I’m just having dinner with my partner, Jake. We’re not looking for trouble.” 
 
    Dehan gave her head a single shake. “You’ve had trouble here for a long time. It’s just that nobody has cared to confront it. We’re not here to cause trouble, Jake. We’re here to clean it up.” 
 
    He gave her half a smile. “What don’t kill you makes you stronger, right?” His half a smile faded and he added, “The reverse of that is also true, Detective,” and he lumbered away back to the bar, where the noisy laughter had been replaced by surly snarls and angry outbursts, and a good few sidelong glances. Dehan jerked her head at them.  
 
    “That’s a lynching party, Stone. Proper procedure is to get out of here and call for backup.” 
 
    “We already called for backup, and the sheriff told us to leave town. We have reason to believe we might apprehend a murderer, and also that there may be further crimes committed, so we are observing from a safe distance.” 
 
    I paused while she looked at me skeptically, then smiled at her. “I know you have a non-regulation extended Glock magazine in your handgun with seventeen rounds. I have an illegal sixteen in my Sig Sauer. If they try to lynch us, we can take them all down and have about ten rounds to spare.” 
 
    “You’re a strange man, Stone.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m a realist, and there is nothing stranger than reality.” 
 
    “My dad would have agreed with you.” 
 
    Jake was halfway across the floor with the steaks. The door opened. Everyone at the bar stopped talking and turned to look. Bart came in and let the door close behind him, then stood staring at Jim. His voice, when it came, was an ugly rasp. 
 
    “You made a mistake coming back, Jim.” 
 
    Dehan stared at me a moment, but I was too busy watching James, who pushed through his crowd of friends and stood squaring up to Bart. There were three tables between them, but it wouldn’t take them long to get through that barrier. James spat on the floor. 
 
    “I didn’t come back, Bart. I was dragged back in cuffs. Cuffs that belong on your fuckin’ wrists, not mine.” 
 
    Bart’s face was twisted. His hand rose and pointed at James’ face. I noticed it wasn’t shaking. 
 
    “I don’t know what went on that night, Jim. I know you gave my little girl drugs and booze, and I know you took her into the woods with your pig-shit friends and you gang raped her…” 
 
    James’ face flushed red and his hand and his finger pounded the air. “She was askin’ for it! She liked it rough! You should know that! You fucked her like the rest of us! And then you killed her! You perverted bastard!” 
 
    I was on my feet. Bart was the first to go. He hurled the table in front of him out of his way and charged. James was half a second behind him, pushing a table aside, sending chairs, bottles and glasses flying. He hadn’t seen Bart’s right hand, but I had. As he charged, he reached under his jacket, to his waistband. And as they closed, I saw the wicked blade of a large hunting knife plunging toward James’ belly.  
 
    Without thinking, I hurled myself between them. I knocked James back and to the side and he fell in a sprawling heap on the floor. I felt the blade slash at my hip and saw Bart’s twisted face snarling less than an inch from mine as he grappled to get past me. 
 
    I shouted in his face, “Stop it! Don’t be stupid! Stop!” 
 
    At the same time, I could hear Dehan bellowing, “Freeze! Move and I shoot! Freeze!” 
 
    Then a fist like a large hunk of granite plunged into my belly. I wondered, as I went down, whether I had been stabbed. If I had, I knew it would be fatal. I staggered back to my feet from my knees. My head reeled and my beer came up and splashed the floor. I could hear Dehan bellowing again, “Freeze! Freeze now!” 
 
    I saw with relief that there was no blood in my vomit. So I turned and walked on unsteady feet, through Dehan’s field of fire, to where Bart was bending over James, who was on his knees, whimpering and trying to grab Bart’s knife hand. I grabbed Bart’s collar. I could hear Dehan shouting at me to move. I hauled Bart back a step, then spun him around and smashed my own, not inconsiderable fist into his face, busting his lip and exploding his nose. 
 
    I like to think if I hadn’t just been pounded in the belly by a mule, he would have gone down. As it was, he staggered against a table and swayed. His eyes were out of focus. James scrambled to his feet and back to the safety of his friends. I stepped toward Bart, intending to put him down and cuff him, but he waved the knife in my face. “Stay away from me, Stone. Stay away!” 
 
    Then he backed toward the door and ran, ignoring Dehan’s last imperative to freeze. The gang at the bar started to move. I saw that Dehan was on her cell and heard the words, “…request immediate backup…” 
 
    At the same time, I heard James’ words, “…get that murdering bastard and lynch him…” 
 
    He took a step, with his whole mob behind me, and found himself looking down the barrel of a 9mm Sig Sauer. I snarled at him, “Sit down or I’ll blow your stupid head off.” 
 
    Curiously, it was Zak who sat down. James hesitated a moment. I knew what he was going to do. He had humiliated himself by begging and whimpering when Bart was going to cut him. Now he needed to reestablish his credibility. He curled a lip. “You can’t shoot me for walking out of here. All I did was defend myself. You can’t arrest me.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I just heard you threaten to kill a man.” 
 
    “Talk, in the heat of the moment. We don’t intend to hurt nobody, do we, boys?” 
 
    He turned to look at them. They all shook their heads and muttered that they had no intention of hurting anybody. I glanced at Dehan, aware that I was losing my grip on the situation. She was saying, “We have a possible lynch mob…” 
 
    I said to James, “You’re all material witnesses in an attempted murder. You sit down and wait for the sheriff.” 
 
    James started to laugh. It was a patronizing laugh. “Murder? Why, we don’t do that kind of thing up here, Detective Stone. You been too long in the Bronx. Old Bart, he didn’t mean to hurt nobody. That was just a bit of roughhouse cause we had some old business to sort out. He wasn’t going to hurt me. He sure as hell didn’t plan to murder me!” 
 
    He burst out laughing and they all joined in. Zak stood up. Jim came up close and placed his finger over the barrel of the Sig. “You’re out of order, Detective Stone, and out of your jurisdiction. I think you’re out of your depth, too. We’re all just going to go home now, and rest after a very trying day. I don’t think Tex would appreciate it if you shot anybody as we went peacefully on our way. Goodnight, Detective Stone.” 
 
    He turned and leered at Dehan. “Goodnight, Detective Dehan. You know, you look real sexy with a…” He paused and licked his lips. “…gun in your hand.” 
 
    They filed out. Outside, I heard engines roaring to life, trucks and bikes, and whoops and shouts, and laughter. 
 
    Jake was standing behind the bar, watching us. “This what you call cleaning up?” 
 
    I ignored him and asked Dehan, “What did the sheriff say?” 
 
    “They are overstretched, he’ll send a car as soon as he can, and why the hell are we still here causing trouble?” 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    Jake picked up the two plates of steak. “Yeah, well, I was wondering the same thing myself. What do you want me to do with these? You gonna eat them or what?” 
 
    “Haven’t you got a pack of hungry jackals you can feed them to?” I pulled out my cell to call the sheriff, but my phone rang. It was him. 
 
    “Stone, you mind telling me what the hell you’re still doing here and what is going on in my county?” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “On my way to Dexter to clear up this damned mess!” 
 
    “You’ll need a few deputies, Sheriff. Men you can trust. You have a lynch mob on your hands, about eighteen to twenty boys, and they are after Bart Campbell.” 
 
    “I have a couple of cars. I’ll be there in ten minutes. Stay where you are and wait for me.” 
 
    “We’re at Jake’s.” I hung up and pointed at the two ribeye steaks Jake was still holding. “We’ll have those, and a couple of beers, please, Jake.” 
 
    We saw the cars arrive through the windows as we were finishing our steaks, their red and blue lights flashing, casting weird washes of color on the diner walls. They stayed in the parking lot for a minute. Through the dark glass, I saw the sheriff move in silence, talking to a couple of his deputies, pointing urgently in all four directions of the compass. The deputies returned to their cars and took off at speed, leaving behind only a distant wail. A moment later, the sheriff pushed into the bar. 
 
    He asked Jake for coffee as he approached our table and noted the glasses of beer as he sat. “This how cops operate in the smoke?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “We’re off duty, Goodwin. You asked us to leave, remember?” I paused a moment to let him register the change in address. “We were having dinner when the ruckus started. Our intention was, and is, to leave tomorrow morning. And before you cross any lines, let me remind you that you asked us to leave, not because we didn’t do our job, but because you didn’t like what we found.” 
 
    Jake brought over the sheriff’s coffee and left. The sheriff sighed and seemed to sag a little. “I owe you both an apology, Detective Stone, but when I asked for your help, this was not what I expected.” 
 
    I frowned. “What did you expect, Sheriff?” 
 
    “I don’t know! I thought you’d sift through old evidence and find something we’d missed, or you’d use the latest technology... Anything, but not this!” 
 
    I smiled. “Forensic evidence, as you know, Sheriff, decays. Techniques are improving all the time, and we can get latents from some pretty amazing places now, but that doesn’t change the fact that forensic evidence does decay, and with every year, your killer becomes harder and harder to identify. And that means there is only ever, really, one place to look for enduring proof that never dies away.” 
 
    He was frowning. He looked distressed. “Where?” 
 
    “In the people; the people who were involved. They don’t decay in the same way. In fact, what is left in them tends to get stronger over time. The memories, the traumas, the hatred, the love and jealousies. They don’t go away. They get stronger.” 
 
    “Holy smoke…” He lifted his hat and ran his fingers through his hair, then looked around, like he wanted to change the subject. “So what the hell happened here?” 
 
    Dehan answered. “James and his boys, about eighteen all told, were celebrating at the bar. It’s a long drive back to the Bronx, Sheriff, and it was getting late, so we decided to have dinner here and then an early night. Aside from that, like he told you, Stone had a hunch that, the way things were playing out, Debbie’s killer would show up tonight.” 
 
    Sheriff Tex Goodwin stared down at the table, between his two fists, and shook his head in big, slow swings. It made him look oddly like a bull clearing its head in slow motion. 
 
    “Let’s get something clear here. Bart Campbell did not kill Debbie Smith. There are too many reasons why he couldn’t. Chief among those reasons is the fact that Harry Corfe would not, ever, never, perjure himself, or lie to me. That man would sooner see his own kids swing from a hangin’ tree than allow them to get away with lying. He was a true, God-fearing American. And you can take that to the bank.” 
 
    He looked Dehan square in the eye, then turned and gave me the same, immovable look. “Second,” he said, before I could answer him, “James Gordon, Zak Blackmore and Gunther Fenninger raped and killed Debbie Smith on the night of Friday 21st of September, 2012. You’d have to give me some real, compelling, forensic evidence to make me believe otherwise. And some half-assed reasoning about how they wouldn’t have taken her body there by boat just don’t cut no ice with me. They were drunk and stoned. Hell, neither one of them would have raped or killed her in a normal state of mind, but they did. So the fact they took her by boat instead of through the woods, that doesn’t tell me anything except what I already knew. They were stupid and drunk and out of their minds on drugs.” 
 
    I made a ‘fair enough’ face and asked him, “Any idea where James, Zak and Gunny are?” 
 
    “We’re looking for them now.” 
 
    “Bart showed up here. He had words with James, then attacked him with a large hunting knife. I managed to separate them—just—while Detective Dehan kept the others at bay. If we hadn’t been here, Bart would have killed James, and James’ pals would have lynched Bart. I don’t know where Bart went, but I know that James and his pals went looking for him. They plan to hang him from a tree.” 
 
    He sighed heavily again and got to his feet. “I’d appreciate it if you stay put for an hour or so. I’d like you both to make a statement in the morning, and then I would like you to return to the Bronx. Are we clear about that sequence of events?” 
 
    Dehan’s voice was hard when she answered. “We’re clear, Sheriff. Are you clear that if Detective Stone hadn’t risked his life tonight, you’d have two more homicides on your hands? And that if Stone and I hadn’t come to this God forsaken town, James, Gunny and Zak would have got away with rape, and possibly murder?” 
 
    When he answered, his tone was not abrasive. “Yes, Detective Dehan, I am aware of that. And I am grateful to you both. But please, let’s just leave it at that.” 
 
   


  
 

 Seventeen 
 
      
 
    We sat and drank coffee and watched the lights of the cruisers sweep through the town at a slow, pulsing rhythm of red and blue, at intervals of about ten to fifteen minutes. Occasionally, their lights would blaze far off in the forest, then vanish, engulfed by the blackness of the trees.  
 
    Eventually, we went and sat out on the porch, where a cool breeze was coming in off the inky, slow waters of the Pond. We could hear frogs, we could hear night birds, and even the sigh of the early fall air in the pines. But there was no raucous shouting, no roar of bikes or trucks, no gunfire. 
 
    At one AM, the lights of the patrol cars started to move away, north and west. The hunt was over. The sheriff’s truck swung into Back Street and pulled up in Jake’s lot. The sheriff swung down and climbed the steps to where we were sitting. He didn’t sit. He stood staring down at me, with his thumbs in his belt. He looked pissed. 
 
    “We searched the woods, we searched the old party site. We searched the river and the town. We searched just about everywhere. There was no sign of your lynch party, Detective Stone. Then one of the boys noticed that Zak’s bike was home. He radioed in, asking for confirmation that James’ and Gunther’s bikes were also at home. They were. So we went and knocked on their doors. I won’t tell you what they said about you, Detective Stone, but I think you can imagine. 
 
    “So we went to Bart’s house. We got him out of bed, like the others. He weren’t none too complimentary about you, either. I think the problem is, Detective Stone, that you are accustomed to dealing with city folk. We’re different out here. We handle things in a different way, which you don’t understand.” 
 
    I frowned at him for a moment, then gave a small shrug. “You may be right at that, Sheriff. But from where I am sitting, I’d have to say that however different you are, you still rape and murder young girls, don’t you? And you still conceal evidence and use influence to gain what you want. I don’t think, fundamentally, that we are all that different.” 
 
    “I don’t appreciate your tone, Detective Stone, or what you’re insinuating.” 
 
    “And I don’t appreciate being taken off a case in the middle of an investigation and being told to get lost, Sheriff. Those boys knew you were coming because they heard Detective Dehan calling for back up. They walked out of here, climbed in their trucks and on their bikes and rode away whooping. They were going hunting. When they saw you arrive, they went home to bed. You don’t need to be Sherlock Holmes to work that one out, Sheriff.” 
 
    I stood. He was a little bit shorter than me and I looked down into his eyes. “Somebody’s going to die tonight, Goodwin, because whatever you may think, Debbie’s murder is not solved.” 
 
    He grunted. “Well, we have a bail hearing in the morning, and before long, I’ll have those boys locked up again. Either way, it’s not your problem—or your jurisdiction—anymore. Go home, please.” 
 
    He went back down the steps and climbed in his truck. A minute later, his red tail lights were disappearing onto the Santa Clara Road, leaving behind him only the stillness of the September night, and the distant croaking of the frogs on the dark air. I was on the second step down, with Dehan at my side, when I heard a footfall behind me. I turned. It was Jake, standing, watching us. 
 
    “Was it Bart killed Debbie?” 
 
    I answered after a moment’s thought. “You were fond of Debbie?” 
 
    “We were all fond of Debbie. Town like this is a family. I watched her grow up, same as Bart and Dan did, same as her mom did. Not a person in Dexter who wasn’t fond of Debbie. She got wild, went a bit crazy, like some kids do, but we all knew she’d settle down in time. Trouble was, she got to Bart. Dianne should have never left them alone together way she did. No man can resist a thing like that, if she comes on strong enough. And Debbie was real attractive at seventeen.” 
 
    “Do you think Harry Corfe lied to protect Bart?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, but don’t ask me if I think Bart killed Debbie, because I think he did. I don’t know how he did, but somehow he killed her. He was real mad at her for breaking up his marriage. He was real crazy about Dianne, still is, and he could not forgive that girl for what she did to him.” 
 
    I nodded. “Thanks for the steak and the beer. Take it easy, Jake.” 
 
    He stayed on his porch, leaning against one of the wooden pillars by the stairs, gazing out at the dark water; and we walked away, listening to our own footsteps on the dirt road, made loud by the night. Dehan slipped her arm around my waist, I put mine around her shoulders, and we fell into step. 
 
    “So…” I said. 
 
    “So…” 
 
    “You going to tell me what happened back there?” 
 
    “You need to be a little more precise, Mr. Holmes. A lot of things happened back there.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” I kissed the top of her head. “I’m thinking in particular about the part where my ninja wife, who once beat Chuck Norris to within an inch of his life, or so I am told, froze when confronted with imminent violence.” 
 
    She didn’t answer and we walked in silence for a while. Then she said, as though she had only just heard me, “I froze? I was holding them at bay, you said so yourself.” 
 
    “You and I both know that I lied, and that you are lying now. We both know that what we had tonight was a role reversal. You would normally have overtaken me in my headlong charge and beat Bart to the ground with your right hand while breaking most of James’s bones with your left, while I held the gang at bay with my brand new Sig Sauer. It would have been totally unnecessary, too. Because they would have been too scared to go anywhere near you.” 
 
    “You old flatterer, you.” 
 
    “What happened, Dehan?” 
 
    Her voice was serious. “I don’t know, Stone.” 
 
    We walked on and I wondered whether to press her or give her space. In the end, I said, “I think that’s what lawyers call being flexible with the truth. You’re not exactly lying, but you’re not really telling the truth, either.” 
 
    She looked up at me, and a faint wash of moonlight touched her face. “Are you cross-examining me, Detective Stone?” 
 
    “I figure it would be better than examining you cross.” 
 
    She giggled and tucked under my arm again. We came at last to the Cherry Orchard B&B. It was fronted by a low wall with a view of the Pond in the distance, and over to the east, a half moon rose over the endless forests of the Adirondacks. Dehan looked surprised when I pulled her gently down beside me on the wall, and we sat looking at the moonlit hills and the silver water. 
 
    I gave her a small squeeze and said, “You had me a little worried at first. In fact, I was physically sick and contemplating various forms of painful suicide…” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Stone...” 
 
    “Because I was thinking you’d met some gorgeous, younger guy who worked a desk job and you wanted to be closer to him to get to know him better, or something like that.” 
 
    She pulled away and looked at me. “No, Stone…” 
 
    “I know that. You are too honest and too straight to play that kind of game. For a bit, I thought maybe you were caught in a nightmare of indecision, being in love with two men at the same time, paralyzed by love and fear of loss. I know about these things because my mother used to read Mills and Boon.  
 
    “But then I realized that for you, that kind of indecision is simply impossible. You can come back now.” 
 
    I held out my arm and she settled against me. 
 
    “So once I had eliminated those possibilities, I realized the attraction of the desk job was not in getting away from me, but the desk job itself.” I paused and looked down at her. She was looking away, at the silver sheet of the Pond. I went on, “Now I couple that with the fact that you froze tonight, probably for the first time in your life, and I throw in a couple of other little clues, like the six pounds of hamburgers you’ve eaten in the last twenty-four hours, and your choice of ice cream over Bushmills, and it is not hard for me to arrive at what is actually going on here. So I think it’s time you told me, and that you explained why you haven’t told me before.” 
 
    “Because I don’t know, Stone.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    “I don’t know how it could have happened. I am very particular and very careful, but I didn’t get my last period, and I was feeling a bit sick in my stomach, so I bought a kit and did the test…” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “The day we came up here.” 
 
    “That’s why you were late coming down to the car?” 
 
    She nodded. “The result was inconclusive. I tried not to think about it, but it kept playing on my mind.” She sighed. “And, you know I haven’t got a lot of patience with the whole PMS brigade. Just, get over it, right? But I have been real emotional. The whole fidelity thing, that poor kid, Dianne…” She looked up at me. “Can you imagine? If that happened to your child…” 
 
    “So what was that whole thing about spending less time together?” 
 
    “The last thing on Earth I want, Stone, but I was trying to justify a desk job I’d hate, and breaking up our partnership. I was trying to find a rationale. If we had kids, I couldn’t do this…” 
 
    I smiled at her and was overwhelmed, not for the first time, by how beautiful she was by moonlight. “So right now, our baby might be right there?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m sorry about earlier, in the grill, but it was stronger than me. I couldn’t go near that knife.” 
 
    “You did the right thing. You know it. We’ll go back to town tomorrow, take it easy, and we’ll go and see the doc as soon as we arrive. If anything happens tonight, you sit it out. OK?” 
 
    She nodded and gave me a kiss and we went upstairs. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The call came at five in the morning. I snatched up my cell from the bedside table, hoping Dehan hadn’t heard it. She sighed and rolled over. I spoke quietly. 
 
    “Sheriff? What is it? I hope you’re not urging us to leave before dawn?” 
 
    “Of course not. Do you know where Gunny lives?” 
 
    “Yeah, five minutes’ walk from the B&B.” 
 
    “Deputy Oaster is at the house now. Can you get over there? I’m on my way. You were right. Something happened last night. I’m not good at apologizing, but if you’ll stay a little longer, I’d like you to take this case. We need help.” 
 
    I pulled on my clothes and left Dehan sleeping. The stairs in the old house creaked and groaned, but the brass hinges on the front door were well oiled and it closed behind me with a soft clunk. The sun wasn’t up, but the sky was a pale gray, and there was a cool breeze coming off the water. As I came out of the driveway and onto the Santa Clara Road, I could see the deputy’s truck parked by the old gabled cottage, its red and blue light flashing limpid in the dawn. This wasn’t the Bronx. There were no uniforms cordoning off the area, no meat wagons, no ME, no crime scene specialists dusting, spraying and photographing. There was just Kent Oaster, with his cowboy hat and his truck, wondering what the hell to do. 
 
    I pulled up, parked my Jag outside the front of the house and climbed out. He was standing on the porch steps with an old woman wrapped in a blanket. She was sobbing and being comforted by a small crowd of elderly people in dressing gowns and pajamas. I moved toward them and the deputy came down to meet me at the foot of the wooden steps. 
 
    “Ain’t you done enough, Stone? I thought the sheriff told you to get the hell out of Dodge.” 
 
    I studied his face a moment. “How many unsolved murders do you want on your books, Deputy? Let’s cut the bullshit before you drown in it. You know the sheriff asked me to come here because he called you and told you. Now this is my crime scene, so do yourself a favor, shut up, stay out of my way, and when spoken to, do as you’re told. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Screw you.” 
 
    “What’s happened here?” 
 
    “Gunny is inside, dead. His mother found him this morning. She went to check if he was home…” 
 
    “Who’s been in there?” 
 
    “Nobody. His mother, me…” 
 
    “What did you touch?” 
 
    “Nothing! I ain’t a fuckin’ amateur.” 
 
    “Then start acting like a professional. What did you touch?” 
 
    “Nothing. I went in, saw he was dead and called the sheriff.” 
 
    “How did you know he was dead if you didn’t touch him?” 
 
    He hesitated. “You should see that for yourself. He’s in his room, top of the stairs, last door on the right.” 
 
    “OK, get everybody who isn’t a witness out of this house. Get Mrs. Fenninger into the living room. She can keep one person to comfort her if she wants. I want everybody else out! You get her statement. Have you contacted the ME and the crime scene officers?” 
 
    “Sheriff does that.” 
 
    I sighed, thinking I was going to have to call Dehan, and climbed the steps to the house. A sudden rush of irritation hit me as I reached the porch and I turned and growled, “Get these people out of here! And get me a damned cordon around this porch!” 
 
    I pulled my latex gloves from my pocket as I climbed the stairs and approached Gunny’s door. It was closed, so I knew it was going to have at the very least Oaster’s prints and Mrs. Fenninger’s on top of the killer’s. And if my gut was right, he probably used gloves anyway. 
 
    I used my fingertips, turned the handle and pushed the door. It swung open without a creak. The room was a mess. There were soiled clothes on the floor, a pair of heavy work boots, a shabby desk against the wall beside the bed, a laptop computer, a couple of empty cans of beer, a couple of dirty plates and an old iron bed that was saturated with blood. 
 
    I stepped over to the bed and, taking care to touch nothing, had a look at what was left of Gunny. His eyes were open and staring crazily at the ceiling. His throat had been severed from ear to ear. The ME would have to confirm it, but it looked to me as though it had been done in two cuts, each from the center out, cutting through both the carotid and the jugular. This was the cause of the profuse bleeding. He had died from catastrophic blood loss.  
 
    I walked quickly to the top of the stairs and bellowed, “Deputy!” 
 
    He appeared from the living room, holding a notepad and a pencil. “Yes, Detective.” 
 
    “Drop whatever you are doing and go immediately to Zak Blackmore’s house. Make sure he is safe. If he is, tell him to stay indoors and not let anybody, anybody in unless it is law enforcement. Then check on James Gordon. And radio the sheriff and tell him we urgently need reinforcements.” 
 
    He hesitated. “I can deputize some boys.” 
 
    I closed the bedroom door and clattered down the stairs, pulling off my gloves. I stood in front of Oaster and let him see I was not joking. “Are those boys any of the boys involved in the business at Jake’s Grill last night?” 
 
    “No, Detective, of course not!” 
 
    “Then do it. Do it fast. I want a man on Gunny’s door. Nobody goes in. I want another on the porch. Nobody comes into this house. Then get to Zak fast, and James.” 
 
   


  
 

 Eighteen 
 
      
 
    I started the third of a mile’s jog to Bart’s place, calling Dehan as I went. The sun was tingeing the horizon with pink, but it hadn’t risen yet. She would normally be waking up at this time, but in her current state, her behavior was different. Maybe she needed more sleep, but I needed her right there and then, at least until the sheriff arrived. But she wasn’t answering. I hung up and ran the remaining distance to Bart’s house. I arrived out of breath and panting hard. I hammered on the door. Nothing happened. I hammered again and went around the back, telling myself I needed my partner. I’d cover the front and she’d take the back.  
 
    The back door was locked and the windows were closed with the drapes drawn. I called Dehan again. As it rang, I went back to the front and peered through the window. There was no sign of movement. Dehan must be out cold. She was normally a light sleeper.  
 
    I called the sheriff.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m five minutes out.” 
 
    “I’m at Bart’s house. There’s no reply. I’m stretching it, but I think we have probable cause and I need to get inside this house. Give me your authorization.” 
 
    “Kick the damn door down!” 
 
    I rammed my Swiss Army knife into the lock and opened the door. I stepped into the silent shadows of what felt like an empty house. 
 
    “Bart! It’s Detective Stone of the NYPD! Show yourself!” 
 
    The echo was a dead one. Nothing moved. You develop a sixth sense over time. Here, there was no sense of suppressed breath, of lurking or waiting. The house was dead and empty. 
 
    I moved quickly through the ground floor, then climbed the stairs with my gun held out in front of me and my back to the wall, scanning the landing as I went. The bathroom door and all the bedroom doors were open. 
 
    “Bart! This is Detective Stone! Show yourself!” 
 
    The bathroom door was the nearest and I burst in there first, cursing under my breath that I didn’t have a partner there to back me up, but grateful at the same time that Dehan and our possible baby were safe at the B&B. 
 
    There were three bedrooms. The first had been Debbie’s. I knew that because all her books, posters, fluffy toys, sheets and pillowcases were still as I guessed she had left them the day she was killed. I stood too long, staring at the room. There was no dust accumulated on the furniture. It was clean and tidy. It had not been locked and forgotten, it had been kept as a shrine to her memory. 
 
    The only two things that were out of place were the indentation on her bed, where somebody had recently sat, and the framed photograph lying on the pillow: the photograph of Bart, Dianne and a very young Debbie, standing by a car, holding each other and smiling, a happy family. 
 
    I went to the master bedroom then, knowing what I was going to find: nothing. The wardrobe was open. There was a space where there had been a sports bag. A couple of drawers were open and the gaps in them said basic clothes had been taken. 
 
    I called the sheriff. 
 
    “I’m just pulling in to Gunny’s place.” 
 
    “I’m at Bart’s. He’s gone.” 
 
    “God dammit!” 
 
    “Wait. I have a call waiting…” I glanced at the screen and spoke again. “You might want to go to Zak’s place. Hang on a second.” 
 
    I took Oaster’s call. 
 
    “Yeah, is he there?” 
 
    “He’s dead. You better get over here.” 
 
    “I’m on my way. I’ll call Goodwin. Get over to James’ place, now!” 
 
    I took the stairs three at a time, dialing the sheriff. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Zak is dead. I’m going to his place now. We need Bart’s place sealed and a man on the door. We need a cordon on Gunny’s place and a cordon on Zak’s. I’ve sent Oaster over to Jim’s place, but I have a pretty good idea what he’s going to find. I’ll meet you at Zak’s.” 
 
    I didn’t wait for an answer. I climbed in the Jag, fired up the engine and accelerated down Dexter Road toward Zak’s house. The sun was up, but it was still below the tree line in the east, casting a limpid, sallow glow, touching the underside of gunmetal clouds that were beginning to gather in the east. The sheriff was already there. His truck looked oddly lonely in the dull morning light, with its solitary blue and red lights pulsing on the old clapboard house. 
 
    I crunched to a stop on the dirt. As I climbed out, I could see the sheriff leaning on the hood, talking on the radio, and Oaster at the foot of the steps to the porch, looking pale, with his hand over his belly. 
 
    I ignored the sheriff and made my way to the steps. I could hear him behind me, saying, “…so far we have two dead and one AWOL, but I got a feeling we ain’t done yet. I need a BOLO on Bart Campbell and I need backup…” 
 
    As I climbed the steps, I snapped at Oaster, “Where is he?” 
 
    “Living room, right inside the door. The door was open…” 
 
    As he said it, he hurried away and started retching into the bushes. I got the feeling it wasn’t the first time that morning. 
 
    I didn’t go right in. I took my time examining the lock. It didn’t look like it had been tampered with. I stood, turned and roared down at the sheriff, “Where’s the goddamn crime scene team!” 
 
    He looked up at me with wide eyes. “They’re on their way!” 
 
    I went and gently pushed open the door. He was lying on his back on the wooden floor. His arms and legs were splayed open, as though he had fallen with some force. 
 
    I looked down at my feet. There was a small spatter of blood droplets just inside the door, then drops trailing into the room to where Zak was lying. One drop, just before the body, was smudged. 
 
    Behind me, I heard the sheriff lumbering up the wooden steps to the porch. He came up beside me, muttering, “…what the hell have we got…?” 
 
    I put my had on the jamb, forming a barrier with my arm across the doorway. 
 
    “Don’t go in there. We have a lot of forensic evidence here.”  
 
    He stopped dead and stared at me. I pointed down at my feet and removed my arm so he could see the spatter on the floor.  
 
    I went on, “He didn’t pick the lock. He knocked and Zak opened the door to him. He didn’t wait. As soon as the door opened, he stabbed Zak in the belly. Zak staggered away, leaving this spray of droplets on the floor. He waited no more than a second or two. Zak went back maybe three or four steps and he went after him. He took two big strides. On the second one, he smudged that blood drop over there. We might get a partial image of the sole of his shoe. We definitely have Zak’s blood on his shoe. Then he set to work on him.” 
 
    Throughout, the sheriff had been staring at the bloody mess in the middle of the floor. Now he turned and ran to the end of the veranda, where he vomited copiously over the side onto the lawn. I ignored him, then picked my way over to the body and hunkered down. I couldn’t get close, because his intestines had spilled from his abdomen and lay in a filthy heap covering most of his left leg. The stench was horrific and bluebottles were beginning to buzz around him and settle there. I pulled a handkerchief from my pocket and covered my nose and mouth. 
 
    The sheriff appeared at the door. 
 
    I said, “Don’t come in.” 
 
    “I don’t plan to.” 
 
    “He was cut twice.” I pointed. “From his lower belly up to his solar plexus, then across, from left to right, bellow his navel. The blade was razor sharp. The movements were quick and efficient. As Zak spilled his guts, he drove the blade into his esophagus. The ME will confirm it, but two gets you twenty Zak died of suffocation and simultaneous exsanguination.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ!” 
 
    “He’s gone on a rampage.” 
 
    “Bart. It’s revenge. For what those boys did to Debbie and his family.” 
 
    I stood. “You’ll find him at Dianne’s house.” 
 
    His jaw dropped slightly. “You out of your mind?” 
 
    “Not yet, sheriff. Call Plattsburgh PD and have a car go to her house. You’ll find him there, and I don’t think he’ll resist arrest. They don’t need to get rough.” 
 
    He kept staring at me until my eyebrows asked him what he was waiting for. Then he hurried back to his truck.  
 
    I stepped back out onto the porch. The sun was inching, fat and swollen, over the dark forest, making tiny, jagged stencils of the treetops. In the distance, I could hear the wail of sirens, racing to the aid of the dead, to do whatever it is you do when it’s too late to save somebody’s life. 
 
    I knew who it was when my phone rang. It was Deputy Oaster. 
 
    “I’m at James’ house…” 
 
    “Is it the same?” 
 
    “It’s worse. James didn’t live alone. He lived with his parents…” 
 
    “Did he kill them too?” 
 
    His voice broke and rasped. “Yeah, and it was merciful for them they didn’t get to see what he did to their son.” 
 
    “OK, I’m on my way.” 
 
    I thought about calling Dehan, but decided against it. I didn’t want her exposed to this in her condition. And the fact that she was sleeping so long meant she needed the rest. I smiled privately as I climbed in the Jag and wound down the window. I smiled because if she needed sleep, and her behavior was so out of character, that meant there was a reason.  
 
    The sheriff was leaning on the hood of his Ford, watching me curiously. I said, “I’m going to James’ house. He’s been there too. All three of them are dead.” 
 
    I saw his lip curl and his brows contract. “No.” He said it like it was unreasonable. Then he shook his head and put his hand to his mouth. “No…” 
 
    He needed privacy. I said, “I’ll see you there in a couple of minutes. You  better inform the ME when he gets here, and we’ll need a couple more crime scene teams.” 
 
    He stared at me a moment, with his hand still over his mouth, like I was talking gibberish. Then he blinked and nodded. I let out the clutch and took off toward James’ parents’ house. It wasn’t far. Nothing was far in Dexter. I drove to the end of Dexter Road and turned right into Center Street in time to see an ambulance, the ME’s car, a crime scene van and a couple of patrol cars come streaming into the village off the Santa Clara Road, headed for Gunny’s house. One of them peeled off and came to a halt outside James’ house, where Oaster was sitting on the steps, with his elbows on his knees, staring at the space between his feet. 
 
    He looked up as I climbed out and slammed the door. A sudden gust of cold wind battered me as the sun, so recently risen, slipped behind a dark, watercolor cloud. 
 
    “I can’t go in there again,” he said simply. 
 
    “Good, I don’t want you in there. You vomited again?” 
 
    He shook his head. “There was nothing left.” 
 
    I nodded. “I vomited too, the first time, and the fifth. So did Dehan. We all do.” I smiled. “The unlucky bastards who live in the Bronx, or L.A. or Detroit or Chicago, they get used to it. The lucky ones who live in the Adirondacks don’t. Be grateful. It’s not something anybody should ever get used to.” 
 
    He nodded a few times and I climbed the steps to the Gordons’ living room. As with Zak, the door appeared not to have been forced. It stood open and Mr. and Mrs. Gordon lay on the floor of the entrance hall. She was in the fetal position, with her arms clutched around her belly, saturated in a pool of deep red blood that was still some way from drying out. Her hair was gray, her skin was also gray, and her dressing gown and slippers were a faded blue. Beside her, a little in front, was her husband. If she had been in her sixties, he had been in his early seventies. His windpipe and his carotid artery had been severed in a single sweep of a very sharp blade. The blood, pumped by a terrified, panicking heart, had sprayed the porch and the door frame, and as he’d stumbled back and fallen, it had sprayed the walls and part of the ceiling. There were two clear footprints; several fainter ones led to the stairs. 
 
    I heard a footfall behind me and turned. It was Sheriff Tex Goodwin. His eyes were swollen and he looked like he had a bad case of hay fever.  
 
    I said, “By the time he got here, he was becoming reckless.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Pull yourself together, Tex. This is rough, but we still have a job to do.” I turned back to look at the scene and pointed to the lock. “Gunny’s house, he picked the lock so as not to wake Gunny’s mother. He crept up those stairs, which was not easy because they are wooden and they creak like hell, he snuck into Gunny’s room and killed him while he slept.”  
 
    I glanced at the sheriff. He nodded.  
 
    “When he got to Zak’s place, because Zak lived alone, all he had to do was knock on the door. Zak opened to him. As the door opened, he stabbed him in the gut. As he staggered back, he went after him and delivered the punishment killing, disemboweled him. As he left, he pulled the door to. He was still being careful. He probably doesn’t realize that he trod in the blood.” 
 
    Sheriff Goodwin’s voice was twisted, almost a croak, “That’s good. That’s a good thing…” 
 
    “But by the time he got here, he didn’t care anymore. He woke James’ parents and when they opened the door, he cut the old man’s throat. The blood sprayed everywhere and must have drenched him head to foot. As the old man went down, he stepped in and stabbed his wife in the belly.” I pointed. “Then he went in, treading in the blood, leaving prints, and went upstairs after James. He doesn’t care what happens next.” 
 
    The sheriff wiped his eyes and cleared his throat. He followed that with a sniff and said, “He’s lost it all. He’s got nothing left to lose. I should never have reopened the investigation.” 
 
    “Your crime scene team should start here. This is where the forensics will be best and most abundant. You better call them over.” I picked my way through the pools of blood and stopped to look back at the sheriff. 
 
    He stared at my face, as though he hadn’t heard what I’d said. “The fifth amendment won’t help him now. The double jeopardy rule won’t save him this time. These are fresh murders…” 
 
    “This is a rampage, Sheriff. Call the Crime Scene team, call them now.” 
 
    He nodded, said, “Yes,” and pulled his cell from his pocket. 
 
    “Wait for them down here. I’m going up.” 
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    James had not been disemboweled. He’d had his shorts stuffed in his mouth and held in place with duct tape. His wrists and his ankles had been tied to the bed with washing line, and he had tried so desperately to free himself that he had almost severed his right wrist. 
 
    The bed was sodden with blood from his waist down, and his scrotum and his penis were stuck to his left breast, pinned in place by a large hunting knife that must have driven right through his heart. 
 
    A sudden sense of dread washed through me. A spatter of rain dashed against the glass in the window. The light outside faded as the clouds gathered over the sun. I pulled my cell from my pocket. Outside the room, I could hear feet tramping up the stairs.  
 
    A voice said, “You Detective Stone?”  
 
    I turned and saw four men in white plastic suits walk in, carrying their cases of equipment. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “Stone. You’ll find he wore gloves. But by the time he got here, he didn’t give a damn and his bloody footprints are everywhere. We might get lucky with the prints on the knife. I’ll leave you to it.” 
 
    I went down the stairs at a half run with Dehan’s cell ringing in my ear. There was still no answer, so I called the B&B. There was no answer there, either. I ran.  
 
    I jumped over the pools of blood and the two bodies at the door and grabbed the sheriff as he was climbing up the steps from his truck. He started to speak. 
 
    “They have Bart. He was…” 
 
    “I know where he was. Get a car and go to the Cherry Orchard, now! Call me when you get there!” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    I took the porch steps in a single leap and ran for the Jag, shouting, “Just do it! Now!” 
 
    I scrambled into my car, turned the key and the engine roared like a tortured cat as I screamed down Center Street toward the junction with the Santa Clara Road. There I fishtailed onto the blacktop, turning left and west, and hit seventy over the three hundred yards from the junction to Dan’s house. There I stood on the brakes, swerved, slewed into his driveway and clambered out as the heavens went black and heavy ran began to hiss, raising mist off the asphalt. I was soaked in seconds. I hunched my shoulders and ran for the porch and up the stairs. 
 
    The door was open. I pulled out my cell, sent my location to the sheriff and put the ringer on silent, then stepped through the door with my Sig in my hand. 
 
    I was in a large, ‘L’ shaped entrance hall. A wooden staircase, carpeted in dark green, rose to the upper floor on my left. On my right, a small cloakroom stood open. Ahead, another door stood closed, and from where I stood, I could see the smear of blood on the handle. 
 
    I listened, but the hiss of the rain outside muffled any sounds from the house. I holstered my piece, pulled on my latex gloves and took two long steps to what I figured was the living room. There, I took the handle with the fingertips of my left hand and pulled the Sig with my right. Then I crouched down, turned the handle and swung the door open. 
 
    Nothing happened, except that now I could hear heavy, labored breathing. A damp, gray light filtered through the door into the hallway. I called, “Dan, this is Detective Stone…” 
 
    “Come in, Detective. I won’t shoot you.” 
 
    “Where is my partner?” 
 
    The voice came back to me. “She’s right here, sitting comfortably by the fire.” 
 
    “Dehan! You OK?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m OK, but he’s armed. Be careful.” 
 
    “I’m coming in, Campbell, just stay cool.” 
 
    I heard what might have been a chuckle, stood and slipped around the door. 
 
    It was a large, comfortable drawing room. A double set of French doors gave onto a back lawn that was now soaked with gray rain. There was an abundance of dark wood, book cases, an old French escritoire, and heavy green armchairs and a sofa arranged around an open fire, the sofa with its back to me. The lights were off and the room was in deep gloom, relieved only by the gray light from the windows. 
 
    Dehan was in a chair beside the fire. Dan was sitting opposite her with a semi-automatic pistol in his hand, pointed at her belly. His breathing was heavy and rasped in his throat. I could see his inhaler on the occasional table by his side. He didn’t look at me. He was looking at Dehan. She glanced at me, but showed no expression on her face. 
 
    “Let her go, Dan.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What do you want? You’ve killed them all now. What more do you want?” 
 
    His smile was grim. It was a ruthless expression that said whatever you could say to him, he would not listen, not stop, not waver.  
 
    “Sit down, Stone, while I explain. You have to have an extraction plan. It’s part of basic planning. There has to be an extraction. You have to be able to get away. And you, and Detective Dehan, are my extraction plan.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Extraction? Are you insane? Where are you going to go?” 
 
    “Mexico. South of the border. Where else do you go when things get too hot…” 
 
    He started to rasp painfully. His left hand reached for the inhaler and he squirted it into his mouth, gulping for air.  
 
    “Dan, it’s over…” 
 
    “Sit down! I want you to make a call. You’re going to call Colonel Hancock at the Pentagon. I’ll give you the number. You’ll explain the situation…” He trailed off. 
 
    I waited, then asked, “What situation?” 
 
    “He’ll understand. The threat was clear and present, Bart was going down. I had to act. Now we need an extraction. You’ll drive me to the border. His boys will pick me up there. We have a place in Baja, by the sea. They’ll fix me up there. They’ve got the handle on this thing. Soon have a cure.” He looked up at me and frowned. “I told you to sit down.” 
 
    I walked to the back of the sofa and looked down at him. “The sheriff will be here in minutes, Dan. There is no extraction to Mexico. It’s over, and your brother needs you to confess.” 
 
    “No extraction?” He raised an eyebrow and smiled. “I’ve done things, Stone. I’ve done bad things. If I do those things to pretty, young Detective Dehan, they will give me my extraction.” Before I could answer, he waved his pistol at me. “They teach you! They teach you how to do those things: ‘cut from the inside out, not the outside in,’ ‘you can resist pain, but not suffocation,’ ‘in the moment of killing, focus on your finger, your hand, your belly—whatever part of your body you are using…” His voice was rising to a shout. “But never, never focus on the man, or the woman, or the child you are killing…” He sagged back in his chair, with the air tearing at his throat. 
 
    I said, “Give me the gun, Dan.” 
 
    “I told you,” he said, and his voice was a twisted, ugly noise. “I am a warrior. I’ll give you my gun when I am dead.” He turned his face toward me, and there was crazy, laughing death in his eyes. “And think twice before shooting me, Stone, because my Glock stays trained on Detective Dehan’s belly. The reflex contraction will take her with me. I may go down today, Stone, but I won’t go down easy.” Suddenly, he snarled. “Sit down, will you!” 
 
    I moved to the end of the sofa and stopped. “Why did you kill Debbie, Dan?” 
 
    “Go screw yourself.” 
 
    “It dawned on me when I realized where Debbie was going when she ran from the party. That long, dark path through the woods led straight to Uncle Dan’s house. There were five of you in that family, Bart, Dianne, Debbie, Harry and you. She knew there was no way she could go home to Bart because he would give her the hiding of her life, but you. She thought she’d be safe with you. So she made for your house, but they caught up with her on the road, beat her and raped her, and then left her. 
 
    “When she’d recovered enough strength, she managed to make it to your place, here, just at the end of the path. But instead of helping her…” 
 
    I paused. His face was sullen. He was scowling at Dehan’s belly. I was watching the movie playing itself out in my head.  
 
    “What happened?” I asked. “You let her in and she was a wreck, but she was drunk and stoned as well, begging you for help. Your immediate reaction was to call Bart and Harry Oaster, but she begged you not to. You insisted…” 
 
    I moved around the sofa and sat, a horrible realization dawning on me. “She used the one—the only—tool she ever felt she had, the one thing she felt gave her power and control over others: her sexuality. She was terrified of what would happen if Bart found her in that state, but you were insisting. You were reaching for the phone, so she offered herself to you they way she had offered herself to Bart.” 
 
    He had gone very still. All expression had drained from his face. 
 
    I spoke quietly. “But she didn’t realize that you could not. That old wound from Iraq had made it impossible.” 
 
    “It wasn’t just that. That was the straw that broke the camel’s back. She crossed a line when she did that. But what was worse was that she told me she had already done that with Bart. I had watched, day after day, month after month, how she brought Bart and Dianne down, how she systematically destroyed that family, how she took everything that was good and valuable and beautiful, and rubbished it with her filthy, entitled, lazy, greedy lack of values and morals. My brother is a good man, Dianne is a good woman, they worked hard to build a good life, and that dirty brat humiliated and destroyed them. And this, this was the final straw. When she realized that I could not… she laughed. She laughed a stupid, drunken, mindless laugh, and it made me mad.” 
 
    “So you put on your gloves and strangled her. A man of your strength, if you hadn’t had your condition, you would have crushed her windpipe. But you couldn’t sustain the effort. So you went for your survival knife and finished the job. 
 
    “It must have been a hell of an effort to get her to the boat, but I’m guessing you used a wheelbarrow. You had the boat moored down near the bridge…” 
 
    “It almost killed me. It took a good couple of hours. The rowing wasn’t too bad, there isn’t much current and the slower I went, the less chance there was of being noticed. What almost finished me was getting her in, and then out, of the boat.” 
 
    I nodded, watching the flames in the fire. Dehan was watching me. I smiled at her and there was a faint glimmer of a smile back. 
 
    “You could have dumped her in the water. But that wouldn’t have been enough. People might easily believe she had run away from home. You wanted more than that. You wanted James and Zak and Gunny to be prosecuted and jailed for rape and murder. So you rowed to the river bank and rolled her over the side.” I sank back against the sofa. “I wondered several times, why there? Why that spot? And then, when I realized it was you, it made sense. You were the one person in town for whom rowing would be the easiest option, because there was no way you could carry the body. For you, given the location of your house right on the Pond, all you had to do was get her into the boat. And that spot, just where the Alder Brook feeds into the Pond, that is the only spot where there is a clearing big enough to deliver a body from the river. Everywhere else is either thick woodland, or on the near bank and too risky.” 
 
    I paused again. Watching him. Depression and illness seemed to have sapped the last bit of strength from him. 
 
    “But the plan backfired, because of the very thing that had driven you to kill her—the fact that she had had sex with Bart, and instead of James and his pals going down, he was prosecuted and his marriage collapsed.” 
 
    He nodded. “And it would have stayed that way if you hadn’t come and started stirring things up again. You gave me the courage, and the hope, to keep fighting. I knew Bart was coming under suspicion again, and I know there are ways around the double jeopardy rule. I also know that my time is running out. I’ll keep fighting to my last breath, but that breath is not very far off.” 
 
    “What happened, Bart called you? He told you he’d gone after James and that there was a lynch mob going after him? You advised him to go and see Dianne. How did you know she was open to that?” 
 
    “She had phoned me after you went to see her. She wanted to know how I was, and she asked about Bart.” 
 
    “So you advised him to go and see her, get out of town for a few days. What you wanted was to provide him with an alibi.” 
 
    “And I hoped that he and Dianne might just overcome their problems.” 
 
    I shook my head and narrowed my eyes. “How did you find the strength?” 
 
    He gave a small laugh. “It didn’t require that much strength, Stone. The distances in this town are short, and good technique and a very sharp blade did the rest. I was sorry about James’ parents, but by the time I got there, I was exhausted and running out of strength.” 
 
    “You tied him to the bed…” 
 
    He laughed, then broke down, wheezing. “He tied himself to the bed while I covered him with the Glock. I tied the last knot and stuffed his shorts in his mouth. The rest was surgery.” 
 
    “Dan, take me as a hostage if you must, but let Detective Dehan go.” 
 
    He barked, “No!” He caught his breath, then snarled, “No quarter! I need an extraction plan and a beautiful, female hostage is worth a damn sight more than an ugly, old man! She stays, and if you become a pain in the ass, I will shoot you. You think you’re tough. You think you are efficient and ruthless! Let me tell you, you ain’t jack shit, buddy. Me and Detective Dehan are taking a long ride together, ain’t we, baby?” He turned and curled his lip at me. “And you, get on your phone and call this number in Washington…” 
 
    I raised the Sig and squeezed the trigger. The slug went right through his throat and smashed through the vertebrae in his neck. Whatever reflex spasm his brain sent out to his body, it never got past the big hole in the back of his neck. His eyes rolled back in his head, there was a brief hiss from his throat and he sagged quietly into his chair. The Glock slipped from his fingers and dropped to the floor. 
 
    Dehan stared at him a moment. “Jesus, Stone…” 
 
    “I couldn’t risk…” I turned to look at her.  
 
    “I know.” 
 
    I stood and she came to me, and I held her tight. 
 
    Outside, the sirens wailed through the rain, their blue and red lights flashing, reflecting off the wet blacktop and the puddles that formed in the pockmarked gravel drive. Car doors slammed and voices shouted. But I held her close and whispered in her ear, “I will always protect you. I will always care for you. I will always keep you safe. Always.” 
 
   


  
 

 NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR 
 
    What'd you think? 
 
    First of all, thank you so much for giving my work a chance. If you enjoyed this adventure, then I would be extremely grateful if you would consider writing a short review for the book online. A good review means so much to every writer, but means even more for self-published writer like myself. As it allows new readers to find my books, and ultimately allows me to spend more time  creating stories that I love! :) 
 
    You can do so directly down below: 
 
    US Review Link 
 
    UK Review Link 
 
    CA Review Link 
 
    AU Review Link 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ready for the next mystery? 
 
    If you are ready for the next mystery in the Dead Cold series, then you can purchase your copy of the next installment now! The links are down below: 
 
    US Link – click here 
 
    UK Link – click here 
 
    CA Link – click here 
 
    AU Link – click here 
 
      
 
    That's it for now :) 
 
    Take care, 
 
    Blake Banner 
 
      
 
    P.S. Sign up for my VIP mailing list, and I'll be sure to send you a quick heads up whenever my next book is released! Your email will be kept 100% private, and you can unsubscribe any time. You'll only hear from me when I have a new book finished though, so it's pretty relaxed. If that's something you'd be interested in, then just tap here and sign up! 
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