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Chapter 1


Sammie Martens steadied her hands by clenching the steering wheel before her.

“Breathe,” she told herself softly.

But her body wasn’t cooperating. Her knuckles stayed white, her heart kept hammering, and her face remained flushed.

She tried looking outside, at the dimly lit street lined with old New England tenements designed for workers a hundred years earlier and barely maintained or improved since. The scene’s gloominess was only enhanced by a blanketing of two-week-old snow, now soiled, trampled, and compacted into a hostile, slippery, ice-coated shell. The similarities between that image and how she was feeling did little to lift her spirits.

She started the car, if just to get the heater working in under fifteen minutes. Piece of crap. Almost four years of military service, constantly fighting the combination of a boys’ club mentality and her own compulsive drive to succeed, and here she was, sitting in the cold in a rusted-out, fourth-hand Subaru—Vermont’s version of an official state vehicle—right back where she’d begun.

Her gaze shifted to the building she’d left moments ago and the second-floor windows of her mother’s apartment, blanked out by dirty, yellow, translucent shades. What was it about the woman, that she would commit the same mistake again and again? Sam’s own father had been one of them, the memory of him almost lost to time. Sam recalled the raspy beard, the rheumy eyes, the breath that smelled of beer. He’d been a happy drunk at least. As much as she could recall.

At least he hadn’t looked at her the way a man does whose appetite needs a refill. Those guys had come later, among the long line of surrogates who’d replaced him in her mother’s bed.

She unclenched her fingers at last, brought her hands to her face, and rubbed her eyes wearily.

They’d had a fight, of course, she and her mother, Hell-on-Wheels Helen. About Don, or Duke, or maybe it was Doug. Whoever. The latest one, in any case. It was Doug, of course. She had to admit she knew that much about him, whether she chose to or not. Helen had broken the news that Doug didn’t want Sammie living with them—with him standing right behind her in near-catatonic silence, staring menacingly. He was paying half the rent, supposedly, so even though Sam’s one room was at the end of the hall, nearest the door, and she was rarely in residence anyhow, Helen had caved to his demand. So much for Hell-on-Wheels.

Sam suspected it was because he didn’t want witnesses to what he was up to, whatever it was.

All her life, Sam had made a study of her mother. There had always been only the two of them, not counting the string of men passing through. Monitoring Helen like a science experiment had supplied Sam with a survivalist’s distance from reality. The fights, the drunk fests, the noises emanating from the bedroom—amorous and far less so—had become data. Through it all, the burgeoning girl had learned to read the older woman’s expressions and body language. Sam had become a handicapper of sorts: This guy was a beater and would soon tire of his routine. This other was a user, and Sam’s mom would eventually wipe him away like a spill. By analyzing each one, Sam bought herself emotional space, while protecting herself from the vortex of Helen’s attending depressions, complete with criticisms, accusations, and name-calling.

Like an air traffic controller watching planes crash on radar, these blips in Sammie’s life were thus rendered more remote—less personally destructive to her than if she’d emulated her mother and allowed them past her defenses.

Not one of them had ever worked to have her ejected from her own home, though. Creepy Doug was the first.

And his timing … Sammie had returned yesterday night—admittedly a week ahead of schedule and by surprise—and yet here she was, only twenty-four hours later. A homecoming welcome it was not.

Faced with that, without acknowledging him with word or glance, Sam had turned on her heel, collected her belongings, and left.

She blew out a thin stream of air, briefly fogging the windshield. The heater was actually beginning to work, and so was her own self-therapy.

Honestly? What did she have to complain about? This eviction notwithstanding, she’d never been assaulted by any of Doug’s ilk. Ogled, sure. Occasionally touched or inappropriately hugged. She had friends who’d consider such encounters mere speed bumps.

And she wasn’t a kid, anymore. She was a goddamned veteran, for Christ’s sake. With advanced training and combat experience, no less. She’d fired in anger, and watched fellow soldiers get hit by bullets and explosives. She should be living on her own.

How the hell would she view an adult daughter still living with her mother, were she a man on the prowl for a pair of open arms and a cheap roof over his head? Could she actually fault Doug for wanting a wide field of play?

And who was Sam to judge Helen anyhow? Had Sammie done any better, moving from one boyfriend to another, starting at the ripe age of fifteen, treating sex as casually as hand-holding?

She ran her fingers through her short blonde hair, twisting her neck as if ridding herself of a crick, catching sight of her large duffle bag stretched out on the rear seat.

Time to get practical.



Brattleboro in the nineteen nineties was a town finding its footing. Vermont’s seventh most populous city, it still laid claim to fewer than twelve thousand people. But it was also a hub community in the state’s southeast corner, meaning very close to Massachusetts, and stretched along the first three exits of the interstate, which flatlanders had driven since the sixties to ski, peer at fall foliage, fawn over cows, and occasionally sell drugs.

But being that the internet and mobile phones and the world they promised were only just starting to spread like a tar pool, with Vermont at its outermost reach, Bratt, as locals called it, was at once traditionally rooted and scratching its head in wonder. Whatever the future might bring—even among growing rumors that the Y2K threat would cripple everything anyhow—the town and its politically active denizens knew they’d have to be receptive, while being mostly clueless about what to expect.

They’d been there before. Created prior to the Revolutionary War, Bratt had seen boom and bust and weathered it all, even maintaining an appearance that spoke strongly of its New World antiquity. As with its slow and measured acceptance of modernity, so had it resisted earlier architectural temptations to revamp, renew, or reinvent itself. Most of the stolid buildings that defined Main Street had been constructed following a cleansing downtown fire in the late 1800s.

The small city that Sammie was now driving through, late at night, wouldn’t have totally flummoxed a horse-drawn carriage driver, freshly returned from World War I France.

That all suited Sam. Despite her present troubles with Helen, she’d missed this place while in the military. A childhood of frustration, anger, confusion, and want notwithstanding, she’d never blamed those emotions on her environs. In fact, the town had been where she’d escaped during stress at home, traveling the hills and gullies and stream beds and neighborhoods like a Huck Finn on the river, replacing her home tensions with discoveries of new people and places.

Just as she’d managed living with her mother by employing a quasi-scientific process, so had she turned Brattleboro into an arena of higher learning. And now, despite any initial stumbling, she’d come home to find a job and get on with life.



She didn’t own a mobile phone and doubted they worked up here anyhow, and she didn’t want to abandon the hard-won warmth of her car to pull over and use a pay phone. Instead, stimulated by the resolve she was using to eclipse the anxiety Helen had introduced, she drove directly to Mick’s.

She knew this had its perils. Her mother’s taste in men, she acknowledged, might have had a genetic component—not to mention that she and Mick hadn’t seen each other in months.

Perhaps influenced by this last thought, she left her duffel in the car as she negotiated the dubiously constructed and minimally maintained outdoor staircase of Mick’s apartment building, eventually knocking on his door.

It opened to reveal a handsome, long-haired man with tattoos peering from over the top of his black T-shirt.

“Hey, Mick,” she greeted him.

He shook his head. “You stupid bitch.”

“Hi to you, too.” She leaned forward as if to enter, perhaps only reacting to the warmth spilling out of the apartment behind him.

But either way, he extended his hand and placed it against her chest. “Oh, no you don’t.”

Her response was pure instinct, on the face of it. But instinct can be monitored and controlled, especially by the well-trained. And Sam was nothing if not that. Faster than either one of them could see it, her hand snatched up his wrist, twisted it, and used it as a fulcrum to force him to his knees before her, all in a single motion.

His face contorted with pain. “Fuck, Sam. What the hell?”

She bent at the waist, keeping hold of him and putting her face inches from his. “It’s been a bad night, Mick. You got someone in the sack, that’s cool. Just say it. Don’t pretend you’re all macho when you’re not.”

“Someone is here,” he admitted plaintively. “I’m sorry. You coulda let me know you were back. It’s not like we’re married.”

She released him and stepped back. “No, but we used to be civil. That’s a big thing to me right now.”



Home that night ended up being the motel near the interstate’s exit 1, sandwiched between Brattleboro’s ambulance service and a large grocery store. This was the so-called poor section of town, housing the hospital, the high school, and a long stretch of ramshackle buildings sprinkled along the streets and up the hillsides, packed with tenants often living hand-to-mouth. It was not only a neighborhood with which Sam was well acquainted, but it included the very building block from which her mother and Doug had turned her out.

In part because of all that, Sam began the next morning by reconnecting with familiar landmarks and some of the people inhabiting them, driving and walking around, beginning a homecoming she’d expected upon knocking on Helen’s door—and to a lesser extent Mick’s—but which she now realized would have to be of her own making.

Slowly, Sam Martens was catching up to an evolution featuring her in a new role of emerging adult, free of the sometimes paradoxical cocoons of both family and military. Abrupt and unpleasant in its genesis, a simple night’s sleep—not to mention the intervening four years of hardening and independence—had sufficed if not to quell the pain of betrayal, then at least to relegate it to something she could manage through her own resources.

As she progressed through the day, reestablishing contacts and inquiring about a place to rent and what jobs might be available, she even came to see her mother’s catering to Doug’s hostility as something obliquely beneficial.

So it came as somewhat of a shocking reversal when one of her old friends, walking up to her as she enjoyed a cup of coffee with three others, gave her a quick hug and announced, “I don’t know if you heard, Sam, but your mom’s just been arrested.”





Chapter 2


Sam didn’t like cops. Whatever interactions she’d had with them had been adversarial. They struck her as unenlightened, disinterested, and prone to bullying. The army was a vast organization—top-heavy, clotted with regulations, and designed to expunge independence—but for her, it had also been inspiring, filled with opportunity, and motivated to do good beyond battlefield situations. Within its ranks, the camaraderie and sense of interdependence had often left her proud and inspired.

The little she knew about cops didn’t suggest any of that.

But she’d had few encounters with them personally. Outside of receiving a speeding ticket once, shortly after earning her license, her own exposure to the police had consisted of instances, like now, in which her mother played a leading role. As a kid, more than once, she’d either been interviewed or shuttled around by cops when Helen had ended up on the losing side of a domestic dispute.

As a result, if nothing else, Sam knew where to go to confirm what she’d just heard about her mother.

The police department had been situated for as long as Sam could recall at the back of the first floor of the town’s municipal building, a spiky, brooding, brick-clad monstrosity that loomed over the top end of Main Street from a hillside behind the library. Designed as a school in the late 1800s, it reeked of the era’s lack of enlightenment and generosity. She often thought that all it was missing were cauldrons along the rooftop, from which boiling oil could be poured on the masses.

Of course, that was just her opinion.

She parked in the rear lot, climbed the short set of stairs to the lobby, and announced her presence to the narrow-faced woman behind the reinforced glass window opposite a couple of wooden-slatted benches that looked like they had been stolen from a park.

After five minutes of skimming wanted posters, dog-owner advisories, vehicle registration regulations, and learning who to call if she “didn’t know who to call,” Sam became aware of a man standing slightly behind her, leaning up against the wall.

She turned to face him, surprised by his quiet appearance. He was dressed in a rumpled suit, was of medium height, had undistinguished features, and was remarkable only in his lack of singularity. The one detail marring this almost perfect blandness was his eyes, which appeared thoughtful, kindly, and even slightly amused.

“Samantha?” he asked her.

“Depends,” she replied.

“Well,” he began, “you asked to speak to someone about your mom. I’m that guy.”

He straightened and approached her, extending a hand in greeting, and explained, “Joe Gunther. I work here.”

She took the hand reluctantly, but was rewarded by its warmth and a firm grip. She was startled to think it may have been among the best handshakes she’d ever enjoyed—a thought as unexpected as the gesture itself.

“Hi,” she blurted unnecessarily, undermining the aloofness she’d been aiming for.

He indicated an unmarked door across the hallway. “Would you like to come in? We can talk in my office.”

He opened the door with a key attached by a cord to his belt, and led her down a short corridor to a room housing several desks, only one of them manned by a detective, filling out a form on a typewriter. Gunther pointed out a small, narrow office with a single window high on the wall.

“Come in. This’ll give us a little privacy.”

As in the privacy afforded by an elevator, she thought, as they jostled into each other, settling into the two chairs that, with the desk, all but filled the entire space.

“Sorry,” he commented, attuned to her expression. “They’re not big on extra room around here. And now that we’re settled, I should’ve asked if you wanted coffee.”

She waved that off, shaking her head. “No, thanks. I’m good.”

He sat back, his hands clasped across his stomach. “Probably a wise choice,” he admitted, adding, “What would you like to know about your mother?”

Sammie gave him a near-contemptuous look. “Maybe, like, why you arrested her? That would be a good start.”

He seemed oblivious to her sarcasm, nodding thoughtfully. “She told us you’re fresh out of the army.”

“Honorable discharge,” she said shortly.

“And you got back Thursday night? A week before you thought you would?”

Sam pursed her lips. He was entering a standard interview routine, controlling the conversation’s content and direction, establishing who was in charge. She’d been trained in this, too. She therefore had two choices, as she saw it: fight or cooperate.

Her nature was to follow the first course. But oddly, to her, and reminiscent of the effect of that handshake, she ended up selecting the second. There was something about this seemingly unexceptional man that encouraged her to keep things open and friendly, at least for the time being. Besides, she knew he’d get to the point soon enough.

“I did,” she told him, adding, “Not that it was much of a homecoming, expected or not. Her boyfriend threw me out the next day.”

“Douglas Hammond,” Joe said.

“Whatever. I don’t know his last name.”

“You had a fight?”

“Not hardly. I never actually spoke to the man. According to Helen, he just wanted me out.”

Joe smiled. “You call your mom by her first name?”

Sam’s eyes narrowed, knowing that he was probing her emotions, hoping to get a reading on her.

“Yeah, well. The Mommy days are pretty much behind us.”

“How long have she and Mr. Hammond been together?”

“Fuck if I know. It’s recent. She doesn’t send me updates on new models.”

He nodded, once. “What do you prefer being called?”

“Not Samantha. Sam or Sammie’re fine.”

“And you’re hoping to move back permanently? Find a job?”

“If that’s how things pan out, yeah.”

“Helen was arrested for robbing a gas station on Canal Street.”

Sam’s lips parted in astonishment. “What?”

Joe knew not to answer that.

“When?”

“Late last night.” She thought back, realizing it was shortly after she’d checked into the motel.

“Are you sure?” she asked, hands on her knees, as if ready to leap to her feet.

His response was steady and calm. “We have her on surveillance tape, and the clerk confirmed it through a photo lineup. We also have witnesses who saw her come and go at that time, leaving with the same bank bag the clerk’s seen handing her in the video.”

“What does Mom say?” Sam asked, unaware of how she’d referred to Helen.

Joe noticed, however, and took note. “She’s not talking. She invoked legal counsel.”

“That’s bullshit,” Sammie burst out. “She doesn’t know any lawyers.”

“She was assigned a public defender.”

Sam released the grip on her knees and slumped back. “Why?” she asked, her eyes on the floor between them.

“We’d like to know the same thing,” Joe conceded. “Had she been complaining about finances?”

She looked back up at him. “No more than usual. But it’s not like we’re in touch a lot.” Her eyes widened slightly with an idea. “She must’ve said something when you arrested her, didn’t she?”

Joe shook his head. “Not coherently, and we caught up to her at her home. Doug was running interference, telling her not to talk to us.”

Sam looked disgusted. “He would know, I bet. Probably has a record a foot long.”

Joe made no comment.

“What happens now?” Sam asked.

“We had to lock her up pending arraignment. Then it’s up to the judge whether she gets bail.”

“What’s that usually run?” Sam asked.

“I couldn’t tell you. She told the clerk she had a gun, so technically, she’s facing armed robbery.”

“A gun,” Sam exclaimed. “She never held a gun in her life.”

Joe wasn’t dismissive, but his tone made the realities of the situation clear. “That may be true, Sam, but just mentioning one in a deal like this is enough to ramp up the charge.”

“Jesus. So she could be in jail for a while.”

“Possibly.”

Sammie mulled over what he’d told her and finally said, “What I’m hearing is that your part is done. Is that right?”

“Essentially,” he said. “The state’s attorney might ask us to chase a few things down, but on the face of it, we have no reason to think this didn’t happen the way it looks.”

He paused to gaze at her carefully before adding, “Unless there’s anything you can tell me that might steer us in a different direction.”

She heard what he was asking and resisted answering with any platitudes about her mother’s obvious innocence. He had explained what they had—probably against his department’s procedures, in fact. Her personality demanded now that she respond in kind, by not getting irrational and emotional, but by challenging his case with one of her own.

Helen had come onto Joe Gunther’s radar by chance. Sam had known her all her life. That should be an advantage. The police had reached their conclusion based on empirical evidence; it was up to Sam to do the same based on character.

She rose to her feet and returned the handshake he’d offered earlier, replying, “Thank you, Mr. Gunther. I don’t have anything to say right now. If I think of something, I’ll let you know.”

He stood with her, taking a business card from off his desk and handing it to her. “Fair enough, Sam. Thanks. There is one favor I would ask.”

“Okay.”

He opened the door and escorted her into the squad room. “Please, aside from thinking about this or maybe talking to a few people, do not investigate anything on your own, all right? If you get an idea you think has merit, call me, day or night. I don’t ever pretend to have all the answers, and I always benefit from the wisdom of others, but this is my job. If you try to do it instead, it could get both you and your mom into a lot of trouble.”

Sammie thanked him and made some reassuring parting comments, but as she returned to the parking lot, she had absolutely no doubt whatsoever about her course of action.

For his part, Joe Gunther, who was also the squad’s lieutenant, paused a moment, thoughtfully watching the door Sam had just exited. His boss, Frank Murphy, who’d been typing earlier, looked over at him. “Good-looking girl, Joe. What ya got going?”

Joe turned to smile at him. “Helen Martens’s daughter, fresh back from the military. As she sees it, she comes home, gets thrown out of the house by mom’s boyfriend, then hears mom’s been arrested for armed robbery. Hell of a weekend. Speaking of which, what’re you doing here? I thought you’d clocked out.”

Murphy gestured to the typewriter. “Paperwork. I like to do it when things are quiet. I was told the whole Martens thing was squared away.”

“It is,” Joe reassured him. He glanced once more at the door, wondering what he might have quite consciously set in motion, and added, “Unless it’s not. Just an unexpected wrinkle.”



Sammie stopped by the gas pumps and studied the station like an appraiser. It was dark by now, and getting colder. A mild storm was expected soon, promising three to six inches, not that Sam or anyone else around here paid much attention. Snow was a fact of life here. You either took it in stride or you left. The joke she’d heard was that Vermonters vacation in Maine and die in Florida. So far, she hadn’t even made it to Maine.

Plus, she liked winter’s adversity. It had helped make her what she was.

And she would need that kind of mettle now. She unconsciously smoothed the uniform she’d changed back into at the motel, adjusted her cap, and strode into the gas station as if she intended to take it over by force.

Walking up to the counter and the soft, round, young man behind it, her back ramrod stiff and her manner direct, she inquired, “You were on duty when the robbery occurred?”

His eyes widened at her martial appearance, taking in the ribbons and polished brass. “Yeah,” he said doubtfully.

“Then you assisted the police in their duties,” she stated as a fact.

“Me and the manager. But he’s not here. I can call him.”

“No need,” Sam declared, explaining, “As you can see, there are some higher-level ramifications to that investigation that have come to light, but your assistance alone should suffice.”

The clerk was looking increasingly nonplussed. “The military?” he asked.

“I’m not at liberty to discuss that,” Sam replied severely. “I do need access to the tapes from your video cameras, though.”

“They took ’em,” the young man explained.

Sammie allowed her expression to harden visibly, as if she was running out of patience. “I’ve processed those,” she said. “I’m talking about the others.” She pointed not at the camera mounted high and behind the clerk, but to another across the room, near the lavatories, adding, “And the exterior units.”

He blinked at her, thinking hard. Sam’s moment of truth. He then nodded and said, “Yes, ma’am … sir,” and led the way to an unmarked door behind the counter.

Beyond the door was a small, cluttered, windowless room, used as an overflow area for almost anything without an obvious resting place, from boxes to mops to extra aprons and uniforms—plus a small stack of recorders and a dusty TV set.

The clerk gestured vaguely in that direction. “That’s it. The tapes are on the shelf above, but what you want is still in those two machines. It’s pretty much like your home system. I can show you, if you want, but I gotta keep an eye on the door.”

“Not to worry,” Sam reassured him. “I’ll sort this out. You return to work.”

She waited for the door to close behind him before taking a deep breath and doffing her cap to wipe her brow.

“So far, so good,” she said to herself, and she sat down before the small pile of electronics.

The young man had been right; the surveillance system was straightforward. She was glad of this for several reasons: The clerk might wake up to the absurdity of her premise; the manager could return and be told about her; and, finally, she really had no idea about what she was hoping to find.

She was convinced, however, that time was in short supply.

The footage shot from above and behind the clerk was missing. An official receipt for the removal of evidence had even been taped to the shelf’s edge before her. What had inspired her visit here, however, was the certainty of the police’s belief that they had all they needed, which suggested to her that they must have therefore left something behind. It was Sammie’s belief that when people sounded the most convinced, they were most likely to have let down their guard. She’d seen this principle borne out during military exercises, and—sometimes to her own advantage and self-protection—on display among her mother’s various lovers.

Using trial and error, Sam eventually located the time slot when her mother could be seen approaching the clerk’s counter, standing there while he opened the till, and then retreating. The image, taken from over the lavatory door, was grainy, distant, captured from the back, which is presumably why the cops hadn’t bothered with it. Sam had to admit that if you didn’t know Helen, you wouldn’t have even recognized her from the footage.

It served its purpose, however, supplying not only the proof of the act itself—which Sam conceded she needed emotionally—but a precise time she could use as reference in checking the tapes from the two exterior cameras she’d noticed on the way in.

She needed these to confirm a hypothesis born in Joe Gunther’s office—a personal theory that one of the tapes confirmed five minutes later. On the very next video she watched, she saw Helen drive into the gas station, pull into a parking place not far from the air pump, and walk toward the store, soon to be picked up by the two cameras inside.

But none of that featured what Sam was after. She kept her eyes on the seemingly empty car, its driver’s-side window a bland and featureless rectangle. Soon enough, just as she’d hoped, yielding to the curiosity she was banking on, someone leaned in from the cut-off passenger’s side of the car and peered through the window for a better view.

The face—bearded, pale, and visibly etched by tension—belonged to Helen’s current live-in, Doug Hammond.

“Gotcha, you son of a bitch,” Sam said, hitting the eject button on the recorder and slipping the tape into her pocket.





Chapter 3


Sam was back at the police station half an hour later, dressed in civilian clothes. The same humorless, skinny dispatcher was still behind her thick sheet of glass, and still speaking in a monotone.

“Help you?”

“I’d like to talk to a detective,” Sam said. “Is Mr. Gunther still in? He’s the one I met earlier.”

“Went home,” was the response.

Sam waited, got nothing more, and so followed with, “Is there somebody else?”

The dispatcher stared at her motionlessly for a slow count of three, as if waiting for some celestial force to make Sam disappear, before reaching for the phone and saying something inaudible.

“He’ll be right out,” she then announced.

The man who opened the door Sam had used earlier was not Joe Gunther. He was shorter, rounder, had less hair, and impressed Sam a lot less.

He didn’t offer to shake hands.

“What’s up?” he asked, pleasantly enough.

“I’m Samantha Martens,” she began. “I met with Joe Gunther earlier? I’m Helen Martens’s daughter.”

She waited for him to pick that up and run with it, but instead, he merely prompted her, “Okay.”

“Mr. Gunther said that if I thought of anything that might be relevant to the case, I should let him know.”

This, she thought, would do the trick, encouraging the man to usher her back for a debriefing.

Once more, however, he repeated, “Okay.”

She extracted the cassette she’d brought with her and proffered it. “I got this from the gas station. I don’t guess you thought it mattered—for which I don’t blame you. But it shows my mom actually arriving at the station, from outside, and you can see she wasn’t alone. She’s got company in the car.”

“Does her company get out?” the short detective asked.

Sam blinked. “No. But I know he was behind why she went there to begin with.”

He glanced down at the tape still in her hand. “You can see that?”

“You can clearly see him leaning over and staring out the driver’s window, waiting for her to come back out with the money.”

“Then what?”

Sam hesitated. “She comes out and they drive away. It’s Douglas Hammond, the guy she lives with.”

The man nodded and finally took the tape. “Great. Thanks. I’ll add it to the case file.”

He stepped away and made to vanish through the door adding, “’Preciate your coming in.”

“That’s it?” she asked, her shoulders slumped and her hands open by her sides. “Are you going to tell Gunther?”

“Sure.” His hand was now on the frame of the open door.

“I don’t even know your name,” she said, feeling at once let down and a little foolish.

“Dennis DeFlorio,” he told her, and closed the door.

She stood alone in the empty, high-ceilinged hallway, surrounded by the ghosts of everyone who’d walked this floor for over a hundred years, back to when most of them had been students. Now a majority of those people were dead and gone, like the school, replaced by cops and town bureaucrats and judges and lawyers upstairs, where they held court. One long, faceless parade.

What had she expected? For that matter, what did she even know that they hadn’t already considered? Doug lived with Helen. Why shouldn’t he be in her car? The fact that Sam didn’t like him didn’t alter that the interior camera of that gas station had captured only Helen in the act, as had the clerk’s sworn testimony.

Sam had perhaps been misled by Joe Gunther’s manner—almost fatherly in its thoughtfulness. DeFlorio was what she was used to and had expected from the start: standoffish, and less supportive and sensitive. But in his shoes, she realized with a bit of a start, she would have behaved the same way. The police had made their case, and she’d done nothing to alter it. She was alone in understanding the inner essence of her mother, and in recognizing how fictionalized was the image of Hell-on-Wheels Helen.

Her mom was a victim and always had been—needy, subservient, and self-denigrating. There was no way on earth she would have robbed that store unless directed to.

It was therefore up to Sam, who alone grasped that fact, to bring the true story to light.

And, she suspected—reflecting that her own ejection from Helen’s apartment may have been connected to this—time would be a crucial factor.

What was Doug up to?



Sam was back in her car. It was late, and the storm had come and gone, leaving three inches of “white stuff,” as some referred to it, in its wake. She was grateful for this. It had covered her car, helping to blend it into the background, the thin screen of snow allowing her to sit unobserved across from Helen’s apartment—aside from a small patch that she’d opened on the windshield, just big enough to peer through with a telephoto lens.

The lights were on upstairs, and she could see Doug’s bearded, bald shadow pacing restlessly back and forth. Minutes earlier, to her satisfaction, he’d even lifted one of the flimsy window shades and looked out at the street, leaving the shade up afterward.

It didn’t take long for her patience to be rewarded. A car pulled up a few feet from the building’s entrance, ten yards from a street lamp, and two roughly dressed people got out. One was another bearded man, very skinny, and the other was clean shaven, slight of build, and androgynous, with a knitted watch cap pulled low. Possibly a woman. They proceeded watchfully, careful of their surroundings. Sam took that as an indicator and snapped a couple of shots of each of them. She’d put a fresh roll of Tri-X into the camera and knew she had twenty frames left before she would need to reload.

Her suspicions were confirmed when Doug’s face reappeared at the window above. He knocked on the glass and gestured to the newcomers to come up. Sam widened the angle of her lens to catch the two entering the building, with Doug still framed in the window.

He then lowered the shade again, implying that he was either completing an action he’d overlooked upon first checking the street, or indicating that everyone he’d been expecting had arrived.

After a couple of minutes’ reflection, she decided it was the latter.

She wracked her brains about what to do next, however. It was reasonable to her that Doug had conjured up emptying the apartment of both Helen and herself in order to open the field for this meeting. That also reasonably suggested that the three were up to something at once covert and illegal. Sam’s dilemma was in figuring out how to uncover what they were planning.

A host of thoughts crossed her mind. She could use her key and enter the apartment without being spotted, to hide in her old bedroom and eavesdrop. She could beg entrance to one of the neighbors’ places and try listening through the notoriously thin walls, with which she was familiar from long experience.

Or she could simply wait and watch.

As unsatisfying as it was, the latter option was the only realistic one.

Her eye still on the windows and the occasional movements she could still see crossing them, she settled in and made herself comfortable. In this, she had some training. Her military experience had partly involved cold-weather exposure and readiness. She was young, fit, and properly dressed; she even had a wide-mouth bottle for pee breaks. She had snacks, fluids, the outside temperature wasn’t too bad, and she was a past master of the power nap. She also suspected—knowing Doug slightly, and having instinctively recognized the general category of his visitors—that they would be lubricating their planning with serious quantities of beer and most likely pass out around dawn, to spend a good part of the next day sleeping.

She thought back to the little Helen had told her of her boyfriend: that he was from out of town and they’d just recently met, that he’d spent time in jail, that he was kind and gentle and supportive.

The last descriptors she’d dismissed out of hand. None of her mother’s live-ins had ever been other than princes before proving otherwise. Sam had, however, asked about the cause of Doug’s stay behind bars, and Helen’s answer now seemed pertinent. She’d said he’d been arrested for burglary, grand theft, and armed robbery. She hadn’t gone into detail—probably hadn’t even known—but the information, combined with Gunther’s diplomatic silence concerning Doug’s criminal past, made Sam think that Doug was both an active player in her mother’s arrest, and cooking something up right now.



Sam had been wrong about Doug and his companions sleeping all day. It was far from the crack of dawn when she saw all three of them step onto the sidewalk, but it also wasn’t late afternoon. In the world Sam had grown up in, showing your face around town shortly after lunch usually meant something had gone awry: You’d been thrown out, you had to see your parole officer or go to the clinic, or you had a real job.

Conversely, if you looked as out of place in the light of day as two of these three did, you had something on your mind involving targeting the working world you otherwise held in contempt.

The exception was the small, thin one Sam hadn’t been able to figure out last night. Now, she was clearly a girl, long-haired, wearing granny-style glasses, a long coat, and not-unstylish boots. Her presence with the other two, had it been witnessed after hours, would have triggered thoughts of a mugging in the making. As it was, as soon as the trio got their bearings and began walking toward downtown, the young woman slowly broke away, as if a stranger to her companions.

Intrigued, Sammie left her car, camera over her shoulder, and began following from a distance, ready to duck out of sight if Doug happened to glance behind him.

He didn’t, however. Strolling together, the girl now considerably ahead, the two men looked like most other pedestrians traveling the increasingly populated sidewalk, if a little rougher around the edges. They seemed buried in conversation, taking little note of their surroundings.

They all three did, however, one by one, eventually enter Arlo’s Emporium, a store almost precisely in the middle of town. Sammie quickened her pace as the last of them slipped from view, hoping to at least keep Doug in sight, so she wouldn’t accidentally bump into him later.

She succeeded, if just barely, and only because he removed his ball cap, thus revealing his pale, bald pate to her as a visual beacon, moving above the clusters of exhibited wares. Arlo’s Emporium represented, as the name implied, a medley of offerings, from clothes to jewelry to books, souvenirs, handcrafts, and a section given over to cookware. Sprawling and multileveled, it was as much a place to visit recreationally as to shop for necessities.

Careful to avoid attention, Sam took another couple of shots of her quarry as he wandered the aisles, but of his purpose for being here, she could make no sense. He seemed to be browsing without purpose or intent, idly fingering a jacket without looking at it, or picking up a small item with no visible show of interest. Sam wished she could drop him to seek out the other two, but was stuck by the dilemma that had glued her to Doug’s tail in the first place. Of his confederates, she saw no sign.

Until about twenty minutes into this riddle, when Doug, endlessly wandering, brought them within view of the store’s jewelry department. Only there did Sammie notice his attention become focused, as he glanced purposefully at his young female cohort, who was being helped at the counter by a salesman. Sam took a picture of the woman holding a bracelet up to the light, convinced that she was about to document some storewide distraction, during which the girl would snatch what she could off the countertop.

But nothing happened. Doug returned to his rambles, and the girl continued admiring what Sam knew she couldn’t afford, until, eventually, the three of them—including Sam—wended out the door.

The exception was the skinny man who’d accompanied Doug inside. He was missing.

Given what little had happened inside Arlo’s, and that Doug and the girl, now walking together, were heading back toward Helen’s apartment, Sam decided to cross the street and get a window table at a café opposite the store, in order to watch the front door.

She stayed there for over two hours but never saw the other man again. It had been a crapshoot, she admitted. There was more than one entrance to the place. This was the one they’d all used, however, both coming and going. It had seemed reasonable to her that Skinny Guy, as she was now calling him in her mind, would have followed his friends’ example.

Her failure to learn anything, of course, only heightened her present quandary. So far, she’d convinced herself of Doug’s subversive motivations—for example, that he’d manipulated Sam’s and Helen’s banishment from the apartment in order to clear the way for the arrival of his two colleagues. This much had been borne out by her own observations. What the theory ignored, however, was the possibility that Doug had simply gotten lonely after his girlfriend’s arrest and invited a couple of pals to spend the night.

Sam had not expected the random nature of civilian life to conspire against her quite as fast and thoroughly as it had, but her current situation was serving to challenge her decision to leave the military. Say what you will about a career in uniform—that it was dangerous, didn’t pay much, kept you constantly moving, and could limit your options—the one thing it had never done to Sam was leave her wondering what to do next.

Therein, of course, ran a basic theme of her entire life, which was the obstacle course of life with Helen counterbalanced by Sam’s own self-imposed discipline and focus. The latter had been a survivalist’s response of a child born into chaos, and the very thing that had prompted her to join the military in the first place. But living with Helen had also been beneficial, teaching Sam how to read people and situations, how to adapt to sudden mayhem, and—paradoxically—even how to understand the pleasures that Helen derived from her choices, if only during the times they were paying off.

Just as the military had served Sam as an escape route from an excess of Hell-on-Wheels, so had the occasional upsides of her mother’s lifestyle eventually influenced her to leave the army’s built-in security.

Sam’s choice of boyfriends like Mick wasn’t an anomaly. It was a reminder—just like her current predicament—of the sort of unusual options she’d faced from birth.

As she often did, therefore, she chose action over brooding. She paid her bill, walked up Main Street to a pharmacy, and handed her unfinished roll of film to a one-hour photo service. Then, after a leisurely snack at a hotdog stand, and now with pictures in hand, she continued on foot to the municipal building, poised on its perch at the north end of the street.

Logically or not, she was going to make her pitch to anyone who would listen.





Chapter 4


As before, Joe Gunther came out into the corridor to fetch her, bringing her this time not into his miniscule office, but to a small but workable conference room beyond the squad room.

He closed the door, since this time, most of the desks behind them were manned by detectives typing, on the phone, or just chatting.

Gunther waved Sam toward any chair she wanted around the long table, settling into one himself.

“So, Sam,” he began in a welcoming tone, “I’m assuming you thought of something to add to what you dropped off last night.”

In response, she slid the slim packet of photos across the table, explaining, “I know you told me to keep my nose out of this, and I have—sort of. But I didn’t think it would do any harm to take a couple of shots in public.”

He parked a pair of reading glasses on his nose to better see the contents of what she’d passed him, but gave her a warning glance above their rims.

“What am I about to look at?” he asked instead of reprimanding her.

She’d been thinking about this moment, happy now that her whole imitating-a-military-officer routine at the gas station hadn’t come up. Yet.

“Doug Hammond,” she dove in, “along with two friends. I think Doug got my mom and me out of the house so he could hook up with these two to do something crooked. They showed up last night, spent the night, and then walked to Arlo’s—with the girl all dolled up—to maybe check the place out.”

Joe leafed through the pictures one by one without comment. He then let out a small grunt, rose, opened the door to the squad room, and spoke briefly to someone Sammie couldn’t see.

Moments later, a thin, dark-haired detective with a hard, unreadable face entered, along with an older man—balding, overweight, with the reddened cheeks of someone well-advised to give up his after-work beer intake.

Joe introduced them: “Sammie Martens, daughter of Helen Martens. This is Captain Frank Murphy, our chief of detectives, and Willy Kunkle, a member of our squad. I thought they should listen in, just so neither you nor I will have to repeat ourselves later, if any of this comes to that.”

Kunkle, who made Sam think of a dangerous jungle cat in his movements, slipped into a chair and studied her, commenting, “You’re the good-looking girl Dennis was babbling about.”

“Our department diplomat,” Murphy quickly said, frowning slightly. “You’ll have to forgive him.”

“No problem,” Sam replied, having heard much worse.

“Okay,” Gunther resumed. “Now that we’re all here, let me recap by telling you both that Ms. Martens came by last night to ask why we’d arrested her mother. During that conversation, she told me that she’d just gotten into town, and, almost immediately, had been chucked out of her mom’s apartment.”

“By Mom?” Kunkle asked.

Sam prepared to respond, but Joe cut her off. “Yes, but Sam believes only because Doug Hammond, the latest live-in boyfriend, forced her to, and that he did so because he wanted full possession of the apartment to create a base of operations.”

“Which is why he then arranged to have Helen busted for armed robbery,” Willy concluded.

Sammie stared at him, impressed.

But he gave her a mocking smile, saying, “I’m just filling in the blanks. Plus, I looked at the tape you gave Dennis, and heard what you told him. I’m not buying a word of it, so far.”

Sam decided she didn’t like Willy Kunkle.

“Be that as it may,” Joe quickly stepped in, indicating the spread of photographs on the tabletop, “Sam has now brought us surveillance shots of Doug and his playmates. I’ll let her fill in the details.”

Kunkle barely glanced at them, murmuring, “This’ll be good.”

Sam imagined herself at a military recon mission briefing rather than being scrutinized by three blatantly doubtful cops. “In case you don’t know, the older, bald one with the beard is Doug. The other man and woman are the newcomers. The photos show the couple arriving at Helen’s place last night, and then all three of them heading out earlier today. You can see how the female has changed her appearance to make herself more appealing to the general population.”

Through the corner of her eye, she could see Willy beginning to smile, apparently at her choice of words. She kept going, regardless. “I followed them into Arlo’s, where the two males split up, the female having already distanced herself so that she could no longer be visually associated with the men. I stuck with Doug, both because he was easy to spot, but also so that he couldn’t come upon me by accident.”

“Rock and a hard place,” Willy commented, she thought with some sympathy.

“Right,” she agreed. “I did see the woman later, though, as she was checking out some jewelry. The other man, the one I call Skinny Guy, I never saw again, including after Doug and the girl left the store. I watched that entrance for two hours, but he never showed.”

“You can’t see the rear entrance if you’re watching the front,” Murphy said.

“I know that,” she replied, “but I was banking on his using the same door as before, the same one his friends used to leave.”

“Makes sense,” Willy said supportively, surprising her.

“Why’re we here, Joe?” Murphy asked.

“I’d say Ms. Martens thinks Doug and company are casing Arlo’s for a hit.”

“I’ll tell my wife that next time she drags me out shopping,” the older man said. “Maybe it’ll make for a better experience if I pretend I’m casing the joint.” He poked the photos with his fingertip. “But to me, it looks like Doug’s dying of boredom while the girl’s trying on bracelets she’s not gonna buy. I been there a few times, God knows.”

“Where did Skinny Guy go?” Willy asked rhetorically.

Murphy shook his head and rose. “Don’t know, don’t care. Tell me when you got something.”

Disappointed by Murphy’s reaction and subsequent departure, Sam nevertheless answered Willy with an enthusiastic, “I know. That’s what I’d like to know, too. It’s like he vanished.”

“Out the back door, most likely,” Joe said.

Sammie tried to take that in stride. “Probably,” she agreed, “but it still begs the question: What were they all doing there? I really don’t believe it was a shopping trip, with all due respect.”

Willy made a dismissive gesture. “Don’t worry about Frank. Waiting out retirement.”

Sam caught Joe giving his colleague a disapproving look.

When he spoke, however, it was to her, and not Kunkle, who’d gone back to flipping through her photographs.

“In honor of full disclosure,” Joe said, “I think we should also mention the video you left with Dennis.”

“I know it doesn’t show much,” Sam launched in immediately, “but you don’t know my mom like I do. She does what she’s told by men like Doug. I know in my bones he had something on her, like maybe threatening to turn her in for something or saying he’d dump her. I don’t know.”

“Something worse than armed robbery?” Willy asked without looking up. “She murder somebody we don’t know about?”

“That’s not what I wanted to talk about,” Joe cut in. “You did precisely what I categorically asked you not to do. Isn’t that correct?”

She didn’t bother ducking it. “Yes, sir.”

“And you did it by pulling a fast one on the clerk, making him think you were somehow officially connected to this investigation as a military liaison. Isn’t that also correct?”

What the hell, she thought to herself. “Yes, sir.”

“That is a crime, as I’m guessing you already know.”

“You implied the investigation was basically over,” Sam protested. “I figured anything I could bring to the table was stuff you either missed or didn’t think mattered. It’s not like I hurt anybody. The counter kid was really impressed.”

Joe surprised her then by smiling slightly and saying, “That he was.” He then rose and moved toward the door. “We’ll talk about all this among ourselves and get back to you, Sam.”

Reluctantly, she got up. Kunkle stayed put, photos still in hand.

“Whatever Doug’s planning, it’s gonna happen soon. I know it,” she said.

“I know you do,” Joe replied, escorting her into the squad room and toward the outer hallway. Through the door of his corner office, she could see Frank Murphy working at his desk. He did not look up as they passed.



Sam was not impressed. She could admit all the flaws to her theory, the more credible alternatives, and even her suspect impartiality. But the dismissive manner she’d suffered, except just barely from Joe Gunther, galled her from the municipal building to the other side of town, where she’d left her car.

What would it have taken to at least consider what she’d offered them? Yes, Helen had obviously done what they accused her of, but why? She robbed a gas station, driving there with her boyfriend, only to return home and wait for the cops to drop by?

Sam understood that a person’s motives weighed less than their actions in the commission of a crime. But what about when no motive stood out? How did an investigator’s constructive curiosity get written out of the script in pursuit of putting someone behind bars?

It baffled her, was deeply disappointing, and, in the end, it fundamentally pissed her off. If they weren’t going to do anything with her concerns, then she’d just have to act independently.

She took advantage of the break that circumstances had placed upon her to return to her motel room, shower, and take a restorative nap before resuming her vigil from the car. She was convinced of what she’d told the police—that Doug and his allies were in mid-mission, probably involving Arlo’s, and that tonight, they would most likely finish what they’d come to Brattleboro to accomplish.

It was just a matter of her waiting until they acted before exposing them as a means of getting her mother out of jail, since she was equally sure that those events were connected.

The fact that she had no plan and had failed in her effort to enlist official assistance mattered little to her. Life with Helen had encouraged Sam to accept that spontaneity could have its advantages; her recent exposure to the military had established that even the best laid plans usually run afoul.

As a result, she felt quite comfortable treating this entire event in the same spirit that a hobo might have used in hitching a ride on a random train.

The only downside to that attitude, however, was delivered through the passage of hours. Sam sat in the darkness, warm enough, but losing feeling in her butt, until she’d almost convinced herself that she was the only one awake in the entire town.

By the time she finally saw the lights come back on in the apartment, and Doug and the girl appear on the sidewalk shortly thereafter, it was almost two o’clock in the morning.

Even given her youth and past training, she felt stiff, stealthily getting out of the car and slipping into the wake of the other two.

Their journey back downtown took a different route than earlier, to a degree that Sam began doubting that Arlo’s was their destination. In the end, however, keeping to darker, less-frequented back streets, the duo ahead of her did indeed end up where she’d thought they would, albeit with one difference: When they stopped, looked around, and finally crouched out of sight in the shadow of a parked van, Doug and the girl were almost at Arlo’s rear service entrance—one street down and around the corner from its Main Street front door.

The time Sam had noted before now came into play. From her own hiding spot down the street, she noticed that it was exactly at two that the covert couple rose and crossed the sidewalk just as a crack appeared in the store’s doorway, revealing the small, skinny, and previously missing third member of their crew.

This was without question Sam’s watershed moment. Now, at last, with absolute proof in hand, she should have run to the nearest phone and alerted the police. She knew this. But hubris is not restricted to young males only. And Sammie’s ego was still bruised from that afternoon—especially from the blows delivered by the attitude of the unpleasant Willy Kunkle.

As a result, she didn’t dash for the phone, but instead moved quickly for the now-closed door, rationalizing that she needed to rule out whether the lock had been activated behind them.

It hadn’t been. The door opened at her touch. It was all the encouragement she needed. She slipped inside.

Her education in covert operations kicked in as soon as she’d quietly eased the door shut, freezing her in place and stimulating her to study her surroundings. The first thing she saw, partially explaining why the door had been left unlocked, was a bundle of electrical wires running from the top of the door to a circuit running along the wall. It wasn’t pretty or sophisticated, but the rig had successfully bypassed the building’s alarm system. Not only had Skinny Guy worked some magic from the inside, explaining his earlier vanishing act, but it now seemed clear that the three of them planned this to be their equally quiet way out.

Hopeful that her targets had gone on ahead, Sam took the risk of firing up a small penlight and, holding it between her teeth, reached high overhead to undo the bypass. Score one point for spontaneity, she thought. Whatever happened to her, word would get out about what was going on in here as soon as the crooks unwittingly tripped the alarm.

Slightly bolstered by that notion, she moved on, down a dimly lit hallway to the bottom of a metal stairway. Arlo’s was built on a hill, a standard feature in Brattleboro, with its two commercially active floors just overhead. Down here, Sam could see only storage rooms, shipping areas, and offices.

Slowly, sensitive to the slightest sound or motion, she moved up, her rubber-soled shoes silent on the metal stairs.

The lighting overhead cast a minimal glow, presumably just enough to deter thieves, Sammie thought with an inner smile, but also sufficient to help her find her way among and between the racks and aisles of clothes and merchandise.

She knew where she was going, given the charade she’d witnessed in the jewelry section earlier, but conscious of how paranoid her opposition had to be about being discovered. If she was going to survive this, her wariness had to match their own, at the least.

She heard them before they came into view, moving about, muttering among themselves, and shifting things around. In addition, as she reached the corner leading into the jewelry section, she saw glimmers flitting across the ceiling, presumably from small flashlights shifting nervously from place to place.

And then, at last, she saw the three of them, dressed in black, wearing gloves, with hiking lights strapped to their heads like covert miners, and carrying cloth bags half stuffed with objects from two parallel rows of glass display cases. They were moving fast, mostly silently, and looked as if they were almost done.

That’s when it struck her that—dismantling of the alarm bypass notwithstanding—she had no idea what to do.

Until she saw a fire pull on the opposite wall, mounted above a fire extinguisher.

Relieved, she crouched to make the crossing while staying out of sight, when a powerful set of hands suddenly landed on both her shoulders from behind, accompanied by a quiet, familiar voice that whispered, almost conversationally, “Let’s not do that, okay?”

Finding the grip, along with the man’s tone, more comforting than hostile, she twisted her head to look into the face of a smiling Willy Kunkle. He had appeared from nowhere, without a sound, as quietly as a passing thought.

At that moment, the world around her transformed with the literal snap of a switch: The lights came on, armed men appeared as if from thin air, and voices began bellowing at the three thieves to show their hands and drop to the floor.

Stunned, Sammie straightened, recognizing Gunther and DeFlorio among the tactical team, and even their older boss, Frank Murphy, leaning against a wall, still wearing his coat and tie.

Kunkle gave her shoulder a pat before releasing her. “This what you were hoping for?” he asked.

She stared at him, stunned. “Yeah. Thanks.”





Chapter 5


Gunther handed Sam a mug of coffee, stamped BPD, as she sat at the conference table back at the police department. “I can’t swear to its quality. I put too much cream and maple syrup in mine to know,” he said.

She took a sip and thought he might have been well served by his taste for adulterants.

“You okay?” he asked, settling in across from her.

“Physically?” she asked. “Sure. As for the rest, not so good.”

“You think we should’ve told you?”

She paused to consider that and had to answer honestly. “It might’ve been nice, but I know why you didn’t. I wouldn’t have in your place, I guess.”

“That’s very generous,” he said. “Thank you.”

“Did I at least tip you off, that Doug was dirty?” she asked him. “Or was I a total bystander, just in the way?”

Typical of the man, Joe’s response was diplomatic. “No, no. You just gave us a little extra to figure out—upped the challenge some.”

“No shit,” said Willy Kunkle, entering with his own cup, and sitting down. “You coming home earlier than planned screwed us up something royal.”

Sam stared at him, for once ignoring his manner in favor of his message. “You knew when I was supposed to get here? Nobody knew that.” She paused to reflect on the accuracy of that and added, “Except my mom.”

Joe and Willy exchanged glances, which prompted the lieutenant to rise, cross to the door, and beckon to someone out of sight, saying, “You better come in here.”

The man who entered next was Doug Hammond. He had a badge clipped to his belt and was wearing a gun and a smile.

He extended his hand out to her for a shake. “Tom Franklin,” he said. “U.S. Treasury.”

Sam stared at them all, her mouth half open.

“This has been Tom’s deal from the start,” Joe explained. “The one you call Skinny Guy is actually Mel Neary, and his girlfriend’s Tammy Wilson. Treasury’s been after them across the entire Northeast, for reasons I won’t bore you with, and heard through a source that, as ironies would have it, they were running low on cash, despite the fact that they print the stuff.”

“Sometimes,” Franklin explained, “the best way to nail a bad guy is to hit him from where he doesn’t expect. These two were looking for a little fast cash to tide them over, and I took advantage of that in about three days, total. That’s why your appearance almost messed us up. We hadn’t planned on it.”

“But my mom,” Sammie protested. “The robbery.”

Franklin laughed. “Yeah, sorry. That’s what I mean. We had to improvise. She’s at a safe house, not jail.”

Willy, of course, had to bring the mood down to his comfort level. “Don’t think she turned into a Junior G-Man, though. We were the ones who put Tom together with her. We’d caught her earlier carrying some dope and she was looking for a deal. It was either play with us or get locked up. Just sayin’.”

“Thank you for that, Willy,” Joe said quietly.

Kunkle shrugged, looking straight at Sam. “I doubt you’re into fairy tales. This was all probably confusing enough without your thinking old Helen had changed her spots as well. She was game. I’ll give her that, and so are you. But reality is what it is. We never gave her much of a choice.”

Sam let that soak in, acknowledging its truth. She still may not have improved her opinion about Kunkle, but she did have to give him marks for honesty.

“So she’s not in jail,” she said, seeking reconfirmation.

“No,” Joe answered her directly.

“Nor are you,” Willy added, “despite impeding an investigation, illegal entering, impersonating an officer, theft of personal property, if we count that videotape, and whatever else we could cook up, if so inclined.”

Sam stared at him balefully, without comment.

Willy then removed some of the sting from his words by smiling broadly and commenting, “You showed a lot of moxie.”

Joe following that up with, “You told me when we first met that you were looking for a job. You have anything in mind?”

Sam hesitated a moment, still reeling slightly. “Not really. I figured I’d just take something and then spend some time looking around. Get used to the place again.”

Joe tilted his head toward Willy. “He’s not easily impressed. Nor am I. How ’bout you come work for us?”

Sammie sat back in her chair. “Tell me more,” she said, feeling for the first time since her return the sense of worth she’d been seeking.
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CHAPTER 1


It was cold, dark, and slightly breezy, causing a few dry snowflakes to scurry the length of Sally Kravitz’s windshield. Across the street from her parked car was an example of some urban set designer’s fantasy. Soaked in muted, indirect mood lighting, and displayed, as on a theater stage, behind two enormous plate-glass windows was an awkwardly arranged tableau of British pub, Old West watering hole, and Yuppie fern brew bar. The building housing it had been built long ago as a car dealership, however, and its windows intended not for picturesque intimacy, but to allow a full view of chrome-glazed behemoths within.

Sally shifted in her seat and adjusted her wool scarf, at once envying the contented patrons enjoying the warmth of a movie prop–perfect castiron stove, while sensitive to how it must feel to have those two huge sheets of black glass reflecting back at them, ironically forbidding any view of the outdoors, or, indeed, of her looking in.

She wasn’t watching all of them, of course. Only Tom Morris, suspected of philandering by his wife—who’d hired Sally to “catch him in the act,” as she’d quaintly put it.

That wasn’t happening right now, however. Tom Morris was eating nuts at the bar, chatting with a male neighbor, and drinking a craft beer.

Sally gently let out a puff of air, away from the windshield, so as not to fog it up. There were private investigators who liked surveillance jobs—preferred them, in fact. She wasn’t among them. But the wife in this situation was the mother of a friend, and from what Sally had been told, Tom—already an interloper because of being the stepfather—also wasn’t deemed very smart, and therefore was expected to misstep sooner than later, thereby ending Sally’s obligation.

She leveled her long-lens camera and took a picture of Tom and his companion, to have the latter on record. She’d been a PI for a few years only, but she already knew the value of keeping an open mind and collecting more than she might need. It was often the small, unexpected details that shifted the scales in a case’s favor.

While it didn’t apply to her, a large number of private eyes were retired police, given by their training to closing cases quickly, and with a prosecutorial outlook. Sally didn’t fault their past training under demanding bosses, in dangerous work environments, and at low wages for creating a certain narrow-minded efficiency.

But she’d developed a different style. To be fair, she’d never routinely been in harm’s way as had so many ex-cops. When things got dangerous for her, as they did occasionally, she could always take off. The freedom accompanying that option had encouraged a corresponding ability to frequently reflect and weigh her choices before acting.

Like now, watching Tom. He’d told his wife he’d be late getting home, as he’d be tied up in meetings. That much was a lie, although seemingly an innocent one, but where, to another investigator, the reason behind it might have suggested a quick drink before heading home, Sally held off jumping to that conclusion and stayed put, biding her time. Life had taught her early and often to be skeptical, if not cynical—a lesson too often refreshed by reality.

As if on cue, the source of her interest let out one last silent burst of laughter, drained his glass, and stood. He gave his drinking buddy a half-dismissive wave, laid his money on the bar, and headed for the door, donning his coat as he went.

Sally pursed her lips, her meditations interrupted by a sudden, if elusive, notion, like a tune just beyond memory’s recall. On the strength of it, the benign appearance of Mr. Morris’s chosen activity—and that he’d lied about it—expanded in Sally’s mind to something beyond a simple desire for some moments out on the town alone.

In the best of fictional private eye scenarios, given the hour, the snow, and the darkness, here is when some bit of action would have kicked in as Tom stepped outside—perhaps a kidnapping, a drive-by, or a long-anticipated clandestine meeting.

But this was Wilmington, Vermont, a tourist crossroads west of Brattleboro, south of several nearby ski resorts. It was a cluster of shops, restaurants, bars, and stores, heavily catering to flatlander travelers driving hormonal SUVs with sticker prices equaling those of many outlying local homes.

It was no place to encourage visions of The Third Man or an Alfred Hitchcock thriller.

Suitably, therefore, Tom Morris buttoned his designer-labeled coat across an increasingly expanding belly, pulled up his collar, and strolled along the sidewalk to the parking lot on Sally’s side of the street. It was located behind her, which now made her position unwieldy, possibly requiring a U-turn. But she waited, studying her rearview mirror, trusting in her initial choice. Tom lived and worked in Brattleboro, and the shortest route there lay directly ahead, under the glaring red traffic light.

Sure enough, he fired up a BMW X5, ignited its blinding xenon headlights, and pulled past Sally’s purposefully nondescript old Subaru to stop at the intersection, his blinker indicating an intended left-hand turn.

Sally waited until she knew he’d be checking both directions as he pulled forward, before mimicking his motions unnoticed, and pulling into the road behind him.

From then on, it was smooth going, traveling Route 9 east, toward Bratt, as most locals called it, just two cars among a smattering of others.

Sally was happier being in motion. She was, if not a restless sort, certainly more given to action than to comforting predictability—or sitting for hours in a car. From youth, she’d been honed to this by a deeply eccentric single father, whom she only ever called Dan, and who had a habit of breaking into high-end homes so he could absorb the illicit high, eat a small stolen snack, and slip away—after also tapping their electronic devices. Like a mountain climber leaving only footprints behind, he was happy to have met and conquered another challenge.

The fact that it was illegal, dangerous, and fundamentally weird had never seemed to weigh on him.

During daylight hours, Dan held off-the-radar, menial jobs, not for the negligible money, but to study the world around him, like a field anthropologist. His break-ins supplied him with access to information, rather than three-dimensional goods. He’d told Sally that her blue-blood education had been funded this way—investing in stocks using insider knowledge—but she suspected something a little less harmless might have also played a role. He’d certainly built a very sophisticated computerized databank, filled with personal details far beyond a few good stock tips. And all of it was dynamic and self-perpetuating, since the ‘ears and eyes’ viruses he’d installed on all those phones and computers allowed him to see and hear what was going on within them, as well as inside every device they subsequently contacted. If one of his victims texted or emailed somebody, the virus accompanied it, creating a new listening post for Dan. Over time, he had become a small-town, one-man National Security Agency.

It stood to reason that Dan had eventually begun training Sally in his tradecraft, if not his use of its results, bringing her along on some of his break-ins. And she’d enjoyed it, until the inevitable, near-lethal mishap, involving the wrong sort of people.

Everyone had survived that historic near miss, but Sally had taken its lesson to heart, and, to his credit, Dan had respected her decision to leave him to his own activities—to the point where they never even discussed them anymore. Dan, in fact, had helped in this self-effacement by stopping a peculiar trademark habit he’d practiced: In addition to eating something at every home he entered, he would leave a Post-it note greeting beside one of its sleeping occupants, a signature that had quickly earned him the nickname “Tag Man.”

This he had stopped, either because he no longer practiced his “entries,” as he called them—which Sally doubted—or out of respect for her.

Nevertheless, some of his inner drive must have worked its way into her soul. Which was in part why she’d ended up as a PI. It had been seductive, dropping into other people’s lives. In an unusual mirroring of an actor’s thirst for the identity of others, Sally had opted to observe people almost invisibly—to watch, listen, document, and learn from them. Either supportively, as when employed by a defense attorney to mitigate the prosecution’s slanted portrait of an accused, or in opposition, as now, when a betrayed wife needed to cut her losses without sacrificing her rights to the silverware and a decent alimony.

And it was all legal.

That was Sally’s particular code, as opposed to her father’s more flexible outlook. Her brand of privacy intrusion had to be conducted by the book.

She could have become a cop. She had good and trusted friends in law enforcement, and no argument with their core mission. The structure of their world, however, was too constraining in its uniformity and single-mindedness. She liked the option of working on either side of an ethical debate, where she could choose to support either accuser or accused, based not on a prosecutor’s appetite, but on her own interpretation of right and wrong. It appealed to her inner moral compass, constructed during a motherless, vagabond life spent trailing a taciturn, if loving, father.

It made for occasionally uncertain ground, however, prone to shifts and error. She understood that. Take what she was doing tonight. Was Tom just trashing his vows out of lust and self-indulgence? Or was he a man seeking temporary harbor away from a demanding, unfair harridan?

Sally’s internal jury was still out, waiting to find out if the first option had value, or if they both might.

To her surprise, the driver of the fancy car ahead of her suddenly hit blinker again, now just a couple of miles shy of West Brattleboro.

“What’re you up to, Tommy-Boy?” she said to herself, making sure to pass the motel’s entrance before turning around and doubling back with her headlights off.

She waited by a plowed-up berm of old snow, and slumped in her seat to better steady her camera. Morris got out of his silver X5, registered at the desk, and then drove to a room halfway down a long row of doors. The motel was a battered-enough reminder of hopes long dashed to make his particular vehicle a standout.

As if it had been awaiting a stage manager’s cue, a second car almost immediately swung off the road behind Sally and slowly entered the lot, like the tentative newcomer to a party of strangers.

With a small burst of energy, it seemingly recognized the Bimmer and scurried over to nestle beside it.

A heavily covered figure emerged into the camera’s range finder, hat pulled low, crossed to the door of Morris’s just-rented room, knocked, and briefly waited.

In the sudden pie-shaped light from the opening door, Sally saw Morris, in his T-shirt, smile, reach out, and remove the driver’s hat.

Sally took a last photograph of Morris pulling his drinking buddy of twenty minutes earlier into the room and closing the door.

“You crafty devil,” she said aloud, newly assessing this latest tidbit.

On one level, her impression of her target now actually climbed a couple of notches. More androgynous than frankly sexual herself, Sally had no strong stance on the merits of being gay or straight. That choice just didn’t much matter to her. Life with Dan had bred a cautious and watchful distance from most people, along with a comfortable realization that sexuality might be a bother she could live without.

But that was a personal view, not embraced by her client. Sally didn’t see that it changed her assignment in any way, aside from probably making her report to the wife more awkward.

That clarity altered, however, in short order. Sally had decided to maintain her vigil, in part because she hadn’t yet secured the “money shot” so desired by clients like hers: typically a photograph of the philanderer dispensing a passionate farewell kiss in the morning. It was yet another feature of domestic surveillance cases that made them anathema to her. They generated money, to be sure, but they took too much time in mind-numbing isolation, immobility, and discomfort.

Not here, though. To her surprise, Sally again saw the flash of Morris’s door opening, this time to reveal the mysterious other man, stripped almost naked, his face covered in blood from what appeared to be a broken nose.

“You son of a bitch,” Sally growled, taking a picture as Morris, also undressed, ran out to drag his lover back inside, slamming the door.

Sally dialed 911 on her backup burner phone and dropped into one of the ever-ready chameleon roles she’d learned to instinctively employ since childhood, complete with accent.

“911. What’s your emergency?”

“I’m at the Sleepytime Inn in West Brattleboro,” she reported. “There’re two guys fighting next door to me, in room twelve, and one of ’em’s shouting for help. I heard something about a gun.”

She hung up. The mention of a gun, she knew, would ramp things up. Nevertheless, to ensure a successful outcome, she also left her car, trotted across the parking lot in the anemic light of a single lamppost, and dragged a cinder block from near the Dumpster to behind one of the BMW’s rear tires. She then stabbed both rear tires with a knife she always carried for extra measure.

After that, she repositioned her own car across the road, away from the scene, maintaining a good view of the entrance to Morris’s door.

As planned, the police response was fast and efficient, if lacking in subtlety. Although no sirens were used, the entire parking lot pulsed with blue strobes as the first cruisers appeared, causing the door to room twelve to fly open once more as Tom Morris made a run for the BMW, again documented by Sally through her long lens.

There, with the car door ajar, he was surrounded by police with guns drawn, and forced to lie facedown on the ice-covered asphalt as his date, a towel held under his bloody nose, looked on from the doorway, also attended by cops.

Sally’s shift was officially over. She eased the Subaru into gear and pulled into the road, unnoticed by anyone.

Hardly what she’d expected of an evening’s work, but that was part of the job’s appeal. Not to mention one satisfied, if soon to be startled, client, and one hapless, she hoped relieved—barhopping man, now due for a trip to the emergency room.






CHAPTER 2


“Alex B. Robbin’” was how he sometimes identified himself to his equally young and often reckless friends. His name was actually Alex Robin Hale. But the moniker was a pun. Robbing was his profession, or, technically, stealing, since he’d never, in fact, stuck anyone up. But stealing had no rhyme to it, no lighthearted Winnie the Pooh echo. And burglarize was even stuffier, although that was his specialty.

Which he was hoping to practice in a few moments.

He was fifty miles north of Brattleboro, his home base, in Windsor, whose only claim to fame, to his knowledge, was its boast of being the birthplace of the Republic of Vermont in 1777.

As far as Alex was concerned, that had to have been the place’s high point.

Not that he was complaining. Currently, he was finding Windsor’s threadbare reputation to be part of its appeal. He was parked inconspicuously in the Amtrak parking lot, which—because this was Windsor—wasn’t, in fact, Amtrak’s, but belonged to restaurant that had bought the old station house and converted it, leaving passengers to be served by a bare, uncovered concrete slab running parallel to the tracks.

Alex’s interest, however, wasn’t the lack of amenities for railroad travelers. It was where they left their cars behind.

Alex was a prospector of sorts, or perhaps a dedicated bargain shopper. He had learned to read the geography, scan the landmarks, and look for opportunities. But he was more broad-minded than the average seeker of gold nuggets, both in terms of appetite and of how he could use, transform, secrete, fence, or otherwise channel his ill-gotten gains. And he was a lot more successful. Alex had an advantage over the run-of-themill thief, especially most Vermont versions: He wasn’t an alcoholic or a drug user, which almost by definition meant he kept his mind clear, his actions organized, and his finances under control.

This hadn’t always been so.

He’d begun conventionally, assuming the self-destructive habits he’d seen practiced by a dysfunctional family and by impulse-driven friends. Ironically, it was the very stanchions of society he now preyed upon who had saved him from most of that. He’d been forced by the state to undergo a substance rehabilitation program, and been reborn as a result.

Alex was a poster boy for reform, without the hoped-for end result authorities had intended.

What he’d heard loudest back then was how wasteful he’d been of his brains and potential. What he hadn’t agreed with was how those assets should be applied to the pursuits of the average law-abiding citizen.

His was the soul of an entrepreneur, he’d discovered, not suited to the limitations of a nine-to-five routine. He could also hold his home life as a root cause for this, and that his attraction to nonconformity was born of a pathological dislike of authority. First his father and then his mother’s subsequent string of boyfriends had all been heavy-handed bullies. He’d learned to skirt supreme rule and seek reward through independence.

Like a hunter, he’d once told a girl he was trying to impress, he’d found his best ground maneuvering unseen through the civilized underbrush, in search of prey. She hadn’t understood a word of it, but a perfect example was now sitting before him, the analogy’s equivalent of a ten-point buck, cluelessly munching the grass.

It was a brand-new, fully accessorized Cadillac Escalade that Alex had seen abandoned by its owners minutes earlier as the two of them had left it—hand in hand—in exchange for the southbound train.

Confident that he’d properly sighted his target, the self-perceived hunter started his truck and left the parking lot. He’d be back, long after dark. Passenger trains in this state were a once-a-day phenomenon, the Escalade’s owners had been carrying luggage, wearing city-bound clothes, and the spot they’d left their ride was helpfully labeled LONG-TERM PARKING. Alex had time to work slowly and carefully.



“Reiling,” the deep voice rumbled across the room.

Rachel looked up from her desktop computer. All the reporters had intercoms, texting, emails, even cell phones, if it came to that. Not that she faulted the timeworn tried-and-true approach—the newspaper’s entire pressroom was the size of a generous four-car garage. And her boss preferred yelling. It reminded him of the old days.

That fit. With no hair except a snow-white fringe around the edges and a grizzled beard, Stan Katz looked as old days to Rachel as her grandfather. That included his wardrobe, which apparently contained an endless and only slightly varying collection of corduroys, vests, and argyle socks.

She knew that was harsh, even at age twenty-four. Katz might have been getting on, but he was no candidate for an old folks home. In fact, he still seemed capable of running circles around her and her few colleagues.

Rachel crossed the room to Katz’s small office, whose desk seemed more tchotchkes museum than work space, festooned with memorabilia, knickknacks, old clippings, postcards, and piles of paperwork. His computer monitor resembled Custer surrounded by hostiles.

Katz propped one foot against the edge of the desk. “You happy here?” he asked as she stood eyeing his guest chair piled high with books and magazines.

“Are you happy with me?” she countered.

He smiled. “Sure.”

“Then why the question?”

He shrugged. “People come and go. The Brattleboro Reformer’s the state’s third-largest newspaper, but it’s a way station or a springboard to most people your age. That’s neither here nor there to me. I used to care, but I don’t anymore. I just live with it. But,” he emphasized, dropping his foot and sitting forward, “I won’t waste my time or enthusiasm on somebody who’s gonna dump me at the altar.”

She smiled back, aware that he’d been married for over four decades and had no true idea of the concept he’d just invoked. “That’s some metaphor. Where’re we going with that?”

He gestured to the chair, impressed as ever by her self-confidence. “Move that crap onto the floor.”

She did so and sat as he continued. The pressroom beyond was empty. The Reformer, some 140 years old, had once filled the entire building. Now, perhaps reflecting modern trends, the police department was the majority tenant by a large margin, reducing the paper’s footprint to one small section toward the back. There was more than old age encouraging Katz’s fatalism.

“You know my history, right?” he asked.

“I know you were the editor here a long time ago,” she said, about to add, “When the paper had some clout,” but she stopped herself in time, finishing instead with “And that the new owners got you to return somehow.”

He digested that before admitting, “Yeah, well … Once an old warhorse … The thing is,” he resumed in a stronger tone, “we used to be a pretty big deal. I’d like to get that back, if not in the same way. Times have changed—I know that—along with how people access their news. But I and the people who hired me do want to aim for relevance again.”

He straightened in his chair, his passion slowly fueling. “I love this town. Always have. And I like that this paper covers tiny house exhibitions and cow parades and whatever the hell else reflects who and what we are. People laugh at Brattleboro as being a left-wing haven for transplanted, tree-hugging trust funders. But that’s nonsense. We care about what’s important, and for each other, and in general, we think people should do more than just sit around and bitch. You know why I came back and gave up perfectly good money trying to teach corporate idiots how to communicate better, while they were busy staring at their iThingies?” he suddenly asked.

Rachel kept quiet, knowing the question to be rhetorical.

Katz held up a finger. “Because,” he stated, “I think as journalists we can regain a little of the influence and purpose we used to have, and maybe bump up circulation in the bargain. I want us to be a paper whose phone call no politician or business leader will palm off on his press secretary. On that level, if nowhere else, I’d like us to get back to the old days.”

“Okay,” Rachel said quietly, still waiting.

Katz gave her a wide grin, which struck her as almost creepy, given how rarely she’d seen it. “Right,” he said. “And who gives a rat’s ass?” He became more serious, to her relief. “I’m hoping you do. That’s why you’re sitting there. You were hired as a photographer. You’ve done great work, as a shooter and writer, both. You dig, you bend the rules, you use what you’ve got to get what you’re after. All good, as long as you don’t get in trouble or break the law. That’s why I’ve been asking you to write a few pieces, in addition to taking pictures. You been enjoying that?”

“Very much.”

“Good. ‘Cause I wanna ramp that up.”

He extracted a small pad from the jumble before him and scribbled something down, still speaking. “Not too many people know this, Rachel, but I insisted on one condition when I came back: I told the owners I suspected the Reformer was part of a buy-one-take-all deal they didn’t want when they purchased the flagship in Massachusetts, and that therefore this paper would pretty much have to fend for itself. They denied that, of course, and maybe I got it wrong. Nevertheless, I said I would wrestle and bicker and bargain with all the usual competing interests facing a typical small-town paper—advertising, obits, sports, the bottom line—as well as do everything from op-ed pieces to the calendar of events to answering the phones and fielding complaints. But,” he emphasized, looking up from his writing, “I would do it only if they gave me a reasonably sized special fund that could never be lost inside the rest of the profit/ loss mix. It was mine to spend. To their credit, they agreed.

“That money,” he concluded, tearing off the top page of his pad and handing it over, “was to be used exclusively for whatever features and/or investigative articles might come our way, but which normal fiscal constraints wouldn’t usually allow us to write. I’ve been in this post for over a year now, and I haven’t used a penny yet. Partly because I wanted to make sure the owners were happy they’d brought me back, which they’re proving by letting me hire a couple more people. Partly because I wanted you to gain your sea legs, which I think you have.”

He pointed at what he’d just given her. “That’s the name of a private investigator I know. Actually, I know her father better—have for years. Bit of a weirdo, but one of the most connected guys I ever met. Anyhow”—Katz pointed at the piece of paper he’d just delivered—”since he’s hard to reach, Sally’s the next best thing.”

Rachel read what he’d written: the woman’s name, email, and phone number. “You want me to contact her?”

“Contact her, get friendly with her. Mostly, learn from her,” he instructed. “I want you to take a shot at being that specially funded reporter.” He waved toward his inward-facing office window at the pressroom. “You guys have smartphones and social media at your fingertips. Good stuff. I’m not saying otherwise. But there’s a ton that won’t show up there. Face-to-face chats, casual drop-bys, overheard conversations, old-fashioned dogging people’s heels. Right now, we chase the news. We get a tweet, hear about a disaster, and off we go. That’s okay. You’ve done well with that, and it works like a charm for a photographer, especially. You can’t shoot what hasn’t occurred. But if you’re interested in doing more reporting—investigative reporting—you need to develop a nose for what’s about to happen, or what’s happening out of sight. That’s why I want you and Sally to meet. Tell her that.”

“She know I’m coming?” Rachel asked.

Katz stood up and looked around, the one-sided meeting over. “Nope,” he said. “That’s what I mean. Make it happen.”



Alex Hale was back. The restaurant was closed, the parking lot dark, and the Escalade sitting where it had been left.

He was still in his pickup, kind of. In preparation for tonight, he’d taken his usual precautions. He’d altered his plates with black tape so they looked good at a glance, although no longer registered to him; placed a lightweight dummy cap over the truck’s rear bed to change its profile; pinned a red tarp to the hood by slamming it in place, making it look like it had been primer-coated only; and, lastly, stuck magnetic signs onto the doors, advertising himself as a self-employed carpenter. All changes that could be reversed in minutes, distancing his vehicle from the details witnesses usually recall best.

He positioned the truck nearby but not too close, quietly got out, and began walking around—dressed completely in black—getting acquainted with the area. He looked for windows with lights on, checking for movement, the flickering of a TV screen. He tried determining any traffic rhythm at the end of the street, where it T-boned onto Main. He listened for voices, music, any barking dogs.

But the absence of most of that had been one of the attractions of this spot. The old station, typical of most railroad installations, was off the beaten path, on Depot Avenue, which, for all intents and purposes, didn’t lead anywhere. There were no homes, no twenty-four-hour businesses, and no sidewalks attracting midnight strollers.

It was also cold. It had snowed the night before, further encouraging people to stay indoors, keep their windows shut, and—just as important—their curtains closed against the chill.

On the other hand, there was a full moon, with nary a cloud in the sky, which, when combined with the fresh snow, lent a bright, almost pale blue boldness to the night, similar to the hue at the base of a gas flame. A bomber’s moon, he’d heard an old juicer once call it, in midalcoholic stupor. A World War II term. Before lasers and radar and night vision were standard equipment on planes, night bombers ventured out over an enemy’s monochrome landscape, using only their eyesight to seek out targets, much as Alex was doing now.

So far, so good, as the ancient drinker had commented, laughing. But beware what you wish for. “Whoever you target can target you in return,” he’d said with unexpected eloquence. Apparently, many were the nights when the old man had barely survived the truth of that statement.

Alex had loved the allusion, being a nocturnal creature by instinct. He’d enjoyed its poetry and wisdom, and had certainly taken the latter to heart, which helped explain his covert appearance and the elaborate disguise of his truck.

But, too, he’d understood the warning, which had almost startled him with its all-encompassing relevance, especially in his dual hunter/prey identity.

Satisfied with his surveillance, he finally approached the oversize vehicle, as incongruous here with its chrome and gold accents as it might have looked on an African plain.

Using a small flashlight, he carefully checked it over, inside and out, without touching it, since it went without saying that it had an alarm. Whether it did or not, he made the assumption, if only so it wouldn’t catch him by surprise.

On TV, the thief always disables any sensors, picks the door lock, hotwires the ignition, and drives away, all in under a minute.

In reality, Alex believed, his goal could be reached just as fast, if a little more crudely. After all, he wasn’t, in fact, stealing the car. And his flashlight had already revealed what he was seeking.

He looked around one last time, withdrew a ball-peen hammer from inside his coat, and with practiced ease smacked the passenger’s side window.

He’d mentally rehearsed his movements, planning on the yelping alarm to act as his starter pistol. He was therefore astonished when not a single sound followed the sharp crack of the hammer.

“What the hell?” he wondered aloud, rooted in place for half a beat.

But instincts took over, regardless of good fortune. Hopping in through the high window, balancing his torso on its sill, he reached out with one gloved hand for the garage-door opener above the steering wheel, while simultaneously opening the glove compartment. Again, he was in luck. The car’s registration lay right on top.

Within seconds, both items in his possession, Alex was back in his truck, heading toward Main Street. At no point had he seen a light go on, a voice ring out, or any blue strobes.

His adrenaline still pumping, he pulled to the side of the road several miles out of town and checked the address listed on the stolen registration, hoping it would be a street location and not a PO box. Again, he was rewarded.

Punching the location into his portable GPS, he pulled back onto the road in hopeful pursuit.

This was the process he lived for—the whole interconnected, fraught-with-peril smorgasbord of opportunity, chance, disappointment, surprise, and success. The rush he’d experienced using drugs as a teenager held nothing to this, and helped explain his evolution from that lifestyle to this. Here, he got all the spontaneity and excitement he craved, but with a payoff at the end, if everything worked out.

And that was an additional attraction. This high could last for days, what with planning, execution, and redistribution of goods—unlike when he’d indulged in pills or dope to take him away for a few hours only.

The house listed on the registration was on a dirt road, surprisingly almost sixty miles away from Windsor, south even of the Brattleboro station the car owners should have used to catch their train. It wasn’t buried in the woods, but, like so many in the state, not crowded by neighbors, either. Encouraged by the lack of an alarm in the car, Alex nosed his truck into the driveway and killed his engine and lights for a moment, rolling down his windows to repeat the cautious, thought-out survey he’d taken at the railroad station.

As before, all was quiet and still. Through the trees, which also thankfully provided him cover from the moonlight, he could see a few distant house lights, left on for overnight security. Similarly, there was a light over the front door of this home, making it look both lived in and snug.

He restarted his engine but kept the headlights off, and turned the truck around, so it was facing the street. Then, with the motor idling, he donned a pair of surgical booties, and left the truck to conduct a quick reconnaissance, waiting for dog barks, motion detectors, or even another dreaded alarm.

But reflecting the state’s barely evolving concern about practitioners of Alex’s vocation, nothing happened. He even knocked on the door and rang its doorbell to make sure.

He was now ready for his penultimate challenge. He reentered the truck, threw it into reverse, backed up to the attached garage, and hit the door opener. The door nearest to him trundled open, revealing a broad, empty space.

He continued inside, activated the remote once more, and watched as the door slid shut, closing him in.

Alex let out a breath, his brain on overload. Who might’ve seen him that he’d missed? How many silent alarms had he inadvertently tripped? Was there video footage of him now, wending its way across the Internet to the home owners or a security firm? And lastly—as he emerged into the garage, still lit from the overhead opener—was the connecting door to the house locked and/or wired?

He wouldn’t be sure of some of these until much later, if he was lucky, but on the last topic at least, he was off the hook.

He placed his hand on the inner door’s knob, twisted it, and stepped into the empty kitchen.

Time for Alex to be robbin’.






CHAPTER 3


Sammie Martens turned from the window, where she’d been watching Rachel Reiling photograph police officers by their vehicles, and glanced at her boss. Joe Gunther was, as usual, the motionless one in the group, his chin tucked, his expression thoughtful, his hands in his pockets. There was a dead man on the floor of this rickety, evil-smelling wreck of an ancient tenement, with a knife in his chest and a drying pool of blood encircling him like an undeserved halo. That explained the Reformer coverage. Crime-scene techs dressed all in white were moving about, documenting everything, gathering evidence, keeping busy. It was a homicide in Bellows Falls, probably drug-related, called in by someone not instinctively wary of the police. Who might’ve come in earlier, only to quietly retreat, was anyone’s guess. “BF,” as locals called it, was a town where you didn’t volunteer much. Information was a commodity, to be traded to authorities as barter.

Sam and Joe had been called in by the Bellows Falls PD, half as a courtesy and half as insurance. Their specialized agency, the Vermont Bureau of Investigation, or VBI, could be asked either to assist or to take over such time-intensive cases, especially if a ready solution appeared elusive. This one hadn’t announced itself one way or the other yet—the lieutenant/detective in charge had people across town, checking on relatives, friends, and associates of the deceased. If they got lucky, VBI would know to fade away; if they didn’t, Joe and his team would inherit a new case, bringing in more special agents from across the state.

Sam wouldn’t mind either way. She was in a good place in life—her child, Emma, was thriving. Her partner, Willy Kunkle, was on the longest streak of near-normal, mostly predictable behavior that she’d witnessed in years. And this job was the plum opportunity in Vermont law enforcement—a pick-of-the-litter organization with a narrowly focused mandate and immunity from the tangles and politics of other red-taped, top-heavy agencies, many of which had lost their best investigators to the VBI anyhow.

And, finally, she got to work under Joe Gunther, a legend in the business. Considerate, consistent, protective, and righteous, he was neither permissive nor controlling, but more like a tribal elder. He had his faults and weaknesses. He made mistakes. But his atoning for them, when they rarely occurred, only enhanced his stature. He’d made families of the squads he’d led, from the Brattleboro PD to the VBI, and he’d never let them down.

In fact, Gunther’s present ranking was as statewide field commander of all VBI operations. However, instead of flying a desk at headquarters in Waterbury, alongside the agency’s director, he’d insisted on also being agent in charge of the southeast office, one of five across Vermont. An unusual setup, it had been his only requirement for transferring to the VBI from the Brattleboro PD, where he’d been chief of detectives. He was among the longest-serving and most respected cops in Vermont. It hadn’t been a big concession by the VBI brass.

The present scene Sam and Joe were occupying was looking at once sadly familiar, while missing a few pieces, which explained their still being held in limbo, despite having arrived an hour earlier. The rooming house was cheap, anonymous, and furnished—to Sam’s eye—with what most people would have committed to the local dump. The facts gathered thus far mirrored the room’s appearance: a drug deal gone bad, with one party, Lyall Johnson, wearing a cheap kitchen knife in his rib cage, and the other, Brandon Leggatt, having run for cover, probably within town limits. A nearby open drawer with a paltry collection of other utensils suggested the source of the knife and the spontaneous nature of its use.

That it had taken place in Bellows Falls was not a big surprise. An often hard-luck community at odds with its picturesque setting—complete with waterfall and mountains—BF had suffered the fate of so many longretired New England industrial towns. But it was smaller, more compact, and with no backup employment options like a hospital or a prison—or even immediate proximity to an interstate exit to draw in drive-by spenders. It bravely fought the odds, and with increasing success lately. Still, the struggle seemed never-ending, with the scourge of easy drug money always lurking like a cancer.

It was not a source of comfort to town leaders that their hardship was matched by dozens of other afflicted communities statewide.

Vermont, for all its activism, beauty, and romantic appeal, remained at its core hardscrabble, tourist-dependent, thinly populated, and small in size. Which helped explain its frugality and historically fierce pride.

Joe looked up and saw Sam watching him. “What’s up?” he asked.

She left her post by the window to join him by the body. “Rachel’s outside, taking pictures.”

“Wonder if she’s heard something we haven’t,” he mused.

“You want to ask her, be my guest. I’m not doing it. She won’t know squat and she’ll bury me in questions.” Sam had fallen prey to the conventional law-enforcement attitude about newspeople, despite the fact that she and Rachel got along. Of course, most of that predated Rachel’s recent employment at the Reformer.

Joe gazed back at the young man on the floor, whose dull, half-open eyes were staring up at the stained ceiling. “We and the press do tend to meet in the worst circumstances, expected to piece life stories back together, if for different reasons. Can’t say I fault people being curious. I know I’d like to know more about him.”

His voice regained its familiar, less philosophical edge as he continued. “There may be more than what’s meeting the eye about Mr. Johnson, after all. We think we know what happened. We’ve got circumstances, past history, and even witnesses to lend it weight. But are we sure?”

He pivoted slightly so that he could point from the body to the apartment’s doorway. “It could be supersimple: Brandon knifed Lyall over drugs. But why, when they were supposed to be pals? Did the knife come from the drawer, like it looks? Why no defense wounds? And why”—he pointed out a path to the front door—”does that part of the floor look cleaner than the rest, like someone wiped it up?”

He crossed to a half-opened dresser drawer and peered inside, adding, “And there’s this: a bundle of standard wax paper heroin envelopes, all stamped with Pinocchio cartoons, and all empty. No heroin anywhere.”

“Pinocchio was his brand,” Sam said. “Not that he was anything but a middleman. He pretended to be a big shot, but he just repackaged the stuff. I’d guess he was waiting for a resupply or whoever whacked him stole what he had.”

They were interrupted by an officer arriving at the doorway, holding up a cell phone. “They found Brandon. LT just called. He’s holed up on North Oak.”

The change in the room was immediate. Everyone looked up, like a herd of gazelles scenting danger, before training and procedure kicked in. The crime techs went back to work, the medical examiner’s man advised, “Call me if you kill him,” and the local cops filed out to render aid to their colleagues across town. Sam cautioned them as she and Joe followed. “Press is outside. Watch what you do and say.”

Lyall and Brandon had been involved in the area’s steady rhythm of minor crime for years—petty theft, vandalism, public disturbances, underage drinking—and, of course, doing their best to hawk Lyall’s Pinocchio trademark product. Calling themselves “Batman and Robin”—the cops had dubbed them “Mutt and Jeff”—the duo had been seen entering Lyall’s threadbare apartment last night, and were overheard arguing by neighbors between two and three in the morning. Now, it appeared, imitating a timeworn film noir, Brandon was possibly preparing for a showdown worthy of movie legend.

Except that Joe, for one, was going to do his best to see it didn’t end that way. He didn’t want theatrics interfering with what he hoped would be an enlightening conversation.

Almost everything in the tightly packed central village of Bellows Falls was no more than a thousand feet away from anything else, and in this case, even less. The address they’d been given was a two-story residence, cut up into several apartments but sharing a living room and kitchen—essentially a one-family home where each bedroom extracted rent. Not a rarity in this or other towns of its ilk.

When the small caravan of vehicles arrived without fanfare, the building had been unobtrusively surrounded, and Detective/Lieutenant Marc Cote—the previously mentioned “LT”—was almost casually standing on the sidewalk, awaiting their arrival. The overall illusion of calm was maintained by several distant cruisers, which had sealed off an outer perimeter, making the area invisible against the incursions of gawkers or the likes of Rachel and her camera.

Cote directed a couple of his folks to the building in question before greeting his two colleagues from the VBI.

“You sure it’s him?” Sam asked as they drew near.

“Oh yeah,” he replied. “We were tipped off by a resident who owes us a favor.”

“We sure Brandon killed Lyall?” Joe asked more pointedly.

Cote caught his meaning. He barely ducked his chin, implying an ambivalence. “I don’t have a confession,” he stated. “It’s likely, but circumstantial.”

“Is he armed?” asked Sam, thinking tactically.

“Not that we know. But our CI couldn’t swear to it.”

Joe was looking over Cote’s shoulder, getting a feel for the layout. “He know we’re here?”

“No reason to think so. It sounded like he was negotiating with the residents about how long he could stay there, hiding out. I’m guessing he chose this place because he knows the people but doesn’t hang with them much, making it somewhere we wouldn’t normally check out.”

“In other words, things could go blooey in a heartbeat,” Sam said. “I’m gonna rig up.” She broke away to fetch her ballistic vest and shotgun from the trunk of her car.

Joe, whose eagerness to enter combat had waned through the years, asked Cote what he thought was a reasonable question, given the mounting tension. “Has anyone considered just knocking on the door?”

Cote smiled—another pragmatist. “The old pizza delivery con?”

“Something like that. Why not?”

They both looked around. All their vehicles were safely out of sight. From inside the house, the residents shouldn’t have known anything was amiss—unless cell phones and Facebook had told them otherwise.

It was Cote’s decision. This was still his scene. He nodded and said, “I don’t see the harm in giving it a try.”

It wasn’t to be. As they stood there, weighing how best to proceed, the front door to the house opened and a squat, pasty-faced young man in a greasy hoodie stepped out onto the sagging porch.

“Shoot,” Cote said. “That’s him. So much for lying low. Maybe they threw him out.”

To his credit, the cop instinctively overrode the reasonable norms practiced by more protocol-driven counterparts. He walked into the middle of the slushy, ice-clogged dirt driveway and waved to Leggatt.

“Hey, Brandon,” he called out as he approached, a smile on his face. “You got a minute?”

Leggatt froze, looking around, no doubt convinced black helicopters would be next. “What?” he said nervously, recognizing Cote.

It was more than one of the lieutenant’s patrol officers could stand. Looking like a black-clad ninja, he stepped into view by the edge of the porch and screamed, “Show me your hands.”

Mercifully, rather than a shotgun, which procedure emphatically favored, the officer was holding a Taser in both hands. This turned out to be lucky, as, without further warning, he fired the device before Leggatt could respond.

The man dropped like a stone, the Taser’s glinting twin wires delivering their fifty thousand volts, while the building’s dooryard suddenly filled with cops from all angles, yelling simultaneously.

Leggatt remained oblivious, gasping like a fish during his five very long seconds of open-eyed agony. Taser shots are riveting that way, inflicting the worst pain imaginable, only to be followed by no lingering discomfort whatsoever.

Sure enough, Leggatt lay on the porch as the barbs were yanked from his body, blinking wonderingly at the memory. “Wow. Oh man. Wow.” He seemed oblivious as his hands were pulled behind his back and quickly cuffed.

Cote and Gunther reached him, followed closely by Sam, as Leggatt was pulled into a sitting position, searched for weapons, and quickly Mirandized. Aside from a pack of cheap cigarettes, a lighter, a thin canvas wallet, and two small packets of heroin stamped with a muscleman ironically lifting a dumbbell, there was nothing.

Veterans like Joe and Marc Cote had developed an eye for the likes of Brandon Leggatt, who were not instinctively mean-spirited, despite their careless ways and worse choice in friends. They were often ignorant of kind and generous treatment, however, which could be helpful to experienced cops, especially after the rough-and-tumble just displayed.

As a result, after Brandon had been rendered safe, Cote quietly reassigned his crew, including sending a couple of them into the house to conduct interviews, while Joe settled in beside Leggatt, using the wall as a backrest. Miranda rights having been recited, Joe proceeded carefully.

“You warm enough?” he asked.

Brandon was thickset, dressed in an insulated, if worse for wear, hooded sweatshirt. “I guess,” he said.

As Brandon sullenly watched the previously hidden cruisers making U-turns in the narrow street, Joe gently pushed him forward and released the handcuffs.

“That better?” Joe asked, resting his hand on the young man’s shoulder to both push him back and give him a little friendly contact. Using a much-practiced show of replacing intimidation with empathy, Joe pulled out a pack of cigarettes that he, a nonsmoker, carried for such occasions and handed it over with a matchbook.

“Yeah.” Brandon began the ritual of lighting up.

“First time for a tasing?”

“Yeah.”

“Hurts, right?”

“No shit. Why’d you do that? I didn’t do nuthin.”

Joe chuckled as Cote returned and took a seat at the edge of the porch, a nonthreatening distance away. Sam had joined the two interviewers inside, in part to diminish any future claims of police bullying. But as this was still a Bellows Falls case, Cote was well advised to stay close by. “What d’ya think? We found Lyall.”

Brandon turned his head sharply to stare at him wide-eyed. “You think I did that?”

“You were heard arguing.”

“Course we were arguing. Fer Chrissake, we always did that. Doesn’t mean I killed him.”

“But you know he’s dead,” Cote pointed out.

That stumped him, as if he’d been presented with a completely unexpected challenge.

“Yeah…” he said slowly. “So?”

Joe bumped him lightly, shoulder-to-shoulder, as if they were sharing a joke. “See it through our eyes. You’re with your best friend, you’re both fighting, he winds up dead, and now we find you hiding out here. What are we supposed to think?”

Fortunately, Brandon didn’t do the smart thing, which would have been to deny it. Instead, too well trained by a past of being caught, he simply shrugged. “I didn’t come here to hide out. I got scared. It just seemed like a good idea.”

“I understand that,” Joe said sympathetically. “But it doesn’t solve who killed him.”

“It wasn’t me.”

“Then you don’t have anything to worry about. Tell us what happened. It’ll only help catch who did it.”

Brandon nodded thoughtfully. “I guess.”

“What were you fighting about?” Cote asked.

Brandon didn’t hesitate. He looked over at his meager possessions. “He wanted half that shit I bought,” he said, referring to the heroin. “I told him I paid for it. He wasn’t getting any ‘less he laid out some cash. There wasn’t enough anyhow, for two. He knew that. He was a cheap fuck.”

Despite the words, both cops could hear the fondness for his friend in his voice. Joe was surprised, in fact, that the heroin hadn’t been used for consolation by now, imagining that only the right opportunity and tools had maybe been lacking.

“He didn’t have his own stuff?” Joe asked. “He sold Pinocchio brand, didn’t he?”

“When he could, yeah. He was between deals.”

“What happened next?” Joe prompted him.

“I left. I was pissed.”

“But he was still alive?”

“Sure he was. It was after I went back that…”

“What?” Cote asked after the pause.

“I found him.”

The two cops exchanged glances, this being the threshold they’d been seeking.

Joe spoke first. “Why did you go back?”

“I forgot my wallet.”

“Where was it?”

Brandon looked confused. “What? On the couch. It falls outta my pocket all the time.”

“Meaning you had to step over your buddy to get it,” Cote suggested.

“Yeah.”

“You didn’t think to call 911?” Joe asked.

Brandon’s eyes popped wide in outrage. “And have all this shit happen? Yeah—right. I knew you’d pin it on me. Same ol’, same ol’. Been there, done that. B’sides, I don’t got a phone no more. Ran outta minutes.”

“Okay, okay,” said, Joe, soothing him. “But tell us something. Really important. Roughly how much time was there between when you left and when you went back—after you noticed the wallet was missing?”

He didn’t need to give it much thought. “‘Bout half an hour.”

“You take Lyall’s phone? You just said you don’t have one.”

“Nah.” Brandon looked momentarily stumped before adding, “Didn’t think of it.”

“What’s his number?” Joe asked, figuring they might be able to track his calls and texts later through his phone provider.

Brandon recited it.

“You know who he used as a carrier?”

“It was a burner. He got it at Walmart.”

Joe moved on. “How ‘bout the knife? You notice it?”

“Hell yeah, I noticed it.”

“You recognize it?” He pressed him.

Brandon blinked. “What? It wasn’t mine.”

“Not what I asked.”

“It was Lyall’s. He used it to cut things up, like to open packages for dinner.”

Joe once more cast a look at his colleague, seeing confirmed in Cote’s expression the feeling that, as self-preserving as Brandon might have been in response to his pal’s death, he seemed to be telling the truth now. It had all been delivered directly and without evasive body language, and there were enough parts of it that would be too easy to check later by comparing them to the interviews taking place in the house right behind them.

Joe therefore shifted tack slightly, approaching Brandon more as a witness than a suspect. “You said earlier you were scared. Does that mean either of you saw something like this coming?” he asked.

“No,” Brandon burst out. “Look at us, man. We’re not like that. Maybe we mess around a little. Do stuff we’re not supposed to. But nothin’ that deserves killing.”

“What’ve you been up to the last twenty-four hours?” Cote asked. “Either together or separately?”

“Nothin’. I scored that.” He pointed to the two packets. “Before then, we messed around, down at Milly’s, over to TJ’s … like that.” He shook his head sorrowfully. “There was nothin’, man. We didn’t do squat. We were just hangin’ out.”

“But you scored your dope apart from Lyall,” Joe said. “That’s what you implied. What was he doing in the meantime?”

“Dunno. He said he had to meet somebody. Got a text message when we were eating dinner at Danni’s. Didn’t say who from. I even asked, but he blew me off, including after we hooked back up at the apartment later.” Brandon looked from one cop to the other before asking, “You think that was it? That whoever it was came back and killed him after I left? Set me up?”

“We have no idea,” Joe told him, but that was exactly what he was thinking. The notion was certainly supported by the fact that Lyall’s cell phone had gone missing and wasn’t among Brandon’s possessions.

“One last question,” Joe said. “When you went back to get your wallet, or even earlier, for that matter, did you wipe something off the floor, near the apartment’s front door?”

Leggatt stared at him. “What? Wipe the floor? No.”

Even Cote looked confused by that, so Joe rose to his feet, using Brandon’s shoulder as a prop, and gestured the BF cop over for a private talk at the end of the porch.

“You as doubtful as I am that we got a slam dunk here?” he asked.

Cote took his meaning. “Do I smell a third person? Yep.”

“Meaning VBI’s probably going to inherit this,” Joe mused.

“Christ, I hope so,” Cote said.

“Then do me a favor, would you? While that’s being put through formal channels, boss-to-boss, could you ask the crime lab to run two extra tests? I want a fluorescein analysis of the floor—from the body, out the door, and all the way to the building’s exit—and a FARO shoot of the apartment and the hallway outside.”

Cote raised his eyebrows. “Ah, you big-budget guys. Must be nice. What’re you hoping to find? Whoever cleaned the floor?”

Joe looked noncommittal. “If someone was wiping blood up as they left, the fluorescein should catch any leftovers—meaning the techies can collect DNA. As for the 3-D FARO shoot? Let’s just say I’d like that area visually available down the line. If it comes to it, the prosecution could present a jury with a virtual hologram of the crime scene.”

Cote was agreeable. “If you got the toys, might as well use ‘em.”

Joe turned to address Brandon one last time. “You said you and Lyall met back at his apartment. Was that the usual?”

“Sure,” Brandon answered slowly, looking confused.

“You sleep on Lyall’s couch most of the time? I mean, you don’t have a place of your own?”

“Not really.”

“But you don’t officially live together?”

Brandon tucked in his chin. “That makes it sound weird. Nah.”

“After you scored your buy, were you the first one to get to the apartment, or was Lyall?”

“He was.”

“And how long after you parted ways after dinner did you get back together?”

“I don’t know. … Maybe an hour?”

Joe returned to Cote, who merely looked at him.

Joe answer the implied question. “Long time for things to go sideways.”
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