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      Harriet never liked working late, but it was nearly eight o’clock and the sun was almost down as she crossed the parking lot to her car. The Department of Social Services, or DSS, was on the outskirts of town, tucked against the forest. The day’s heat radiated off the asphalt, the evening breeze stirred scents of pine, and the distant mountains blushed with alpenglow.

      She didn’t like working late because she didn’t like being here alone. She was the last to leave and her vehicle was the only one left in the lot, so she hurried to it. Though Child Protective Services worked hard to keep families together, sometimes the children needed something better, and that could upset people, including the parents themselves. Threatening phone calls were not unheard of, and occasionally a disgruntled parent would show up at the clinic riding a wave of emotion.

      She opened the door, flung her bag inside, and lowered herself into the driver’s seat. It was breathlessly hot inside and stinky, too – leftover coffee from that morning sat in the console, the milk soured. She started up the engine and cranked the AC.

      She sat for a minute, catching her breath, letting the air get cool. It had been a while since she’d done this kind of direct casework, and she was no spring chicken; she felt tired in her bones. But she was grateful that little Grayson Fuller, just four years old and the child of drug addicts, was going to be spending the night in the home of a decent foster family.

      Her husband Terry had been urging her to join him in retirement. Maybe he was right. Maybe it was time to spend a summer like this one on the back porch, playing with the dogs, watching the bugs dart over the dandelions.

      The air sufficiently cooler, she reached for the shifter, but as she did, a hand clamped down on her arm.

      Harriet sucked in a breath and tried to jerk away, but they were holding tight.

      She saw the flash of a knife. In the next moment, she stared in shock and incomprehension as the blade sliced across her flesh.

      Still stunned, she turned to look at her attacker. The knife slashed again, this time across her face. The sensation was so unexpected and strange, that when she recoiled she blurted, “What are you doing?”

      The figure in the back seat was darkened by the sun setting behind him, just a pair of gleaming eyes.

      Harriet screamed and fumbled with the door handle, smearing blood. She tried to pop the lever but her vision was blurry. Blood dripped onto her lap – it looked so wildly red. She kept blinking, groping blindly, her mind racing.

      The pain took shape: Her sliced arm felt stung and heavy, her face turning numb save for the sensation of a hot slash. The blade struck again, a quick gash from her shoulder to her lower back, and she panicked. Couldn’t catch her breath. Finally, she got her fingers behind the lever and pulled.

      The attacker grabbed her by the hair and yanked her against the seat. Harriet reached back, tried to free herself, but he dragged the blade across her armpit. She screamed, and kept screaming. The blood was everywhere now – a fine spray of it arcing out after her attacker went for her neck.

      Her mind flooded with unexpected memories. She saw her son Victor as a little boy, perched on his tricycle, a smear of chocolate ice cream around his lips as he smiled.

      “Stop,” she gasped. “Stop… why… what are you doing…?” Her words were just a whisper. The blood spurted; a bright splash across her white coffee cup. Each pulse of her heart jettisoned more.

      The attacker reached for her head. Hands clamped over her mouth and she tasted oily leather. The life was draining from her; she could feel it going.

      Then there was Terry, sitting on the porch with the warped floorboards. Little Victor would ride the tricycle over the floorboards, the sound like a drum roll. The dog back then was their husky, a female, and she would watch Victor, guard him like an angel. Terry liked to sit in the wicker rocker with the paper and his gold-rimmed glasses. He had that bend to his nose; he had that mustache for years until she asked him to shave it off and he did.

      Her mother showed up next, wearing a white sundress, on the farm in Gloversville, and her father in his black suspenders, the two of them dressed like it was 100 years ago. They were standing with their backs to the sun, watching her as she struggled, as if waiting patiently for it to be over.

      Rita, Terry whispered. He was in bed beside her. Rita, I love you.

      The life drained, she blinked at the fluid in her eyes. Through the blood-splattered windshield she looked down the road leading away from the parking lot as a car rolled by at the far end, headed up toward River Street.

      “Help…”

      The car was gone.

      There came a heavy longing – all the things left undone or unsaid. She tried to speak, to reason with her attacker, but her voice was now locked in her throat. The iron, musty smell of raw blood overwhelmed her.

      He was still using the knife on her. He cut across her chest and stomach – she felt the blade slip over her thighs – but it was a distant sensation. There was no pain anymore, just the beat of her heart in her ears.

      And it was slowing, it was slowing.
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      Bobbi stopped at Dunkin’ Donuts for her coffee. She hoped she could stomach it because otherwise she’d develop a headache from the lack of caffeine. On the other hand, she’d been wiped out by some kind of virus. It had run its course, but she hadn’t eaten anything in twenty-four hours. Maybe coffee was a bad idea.

      “Caramel latte with cream,” she said into the drive-thru speaker. Then she closed her eyes and leaned her head back on the seat. Screw it. She was young, she thought. She could handle it.

      Beverage in hand, she got back on the road. Lake Haven was a charming village in the Adirondacks, a place she was still getting used to. No strip malls, no Walmart shopping center, just a beautiful pristine lake in the middle of things, houses with big, creaky porches, all surrounded by steep mountains and endless woods. Sometimes she felt cut off from the rest of society, but maybe in today’s world that wasn’t such a bad thing. Plus, there was Facebook and Twitter and Instagram – she kept tabs on all her friends from back home.

      Her phone vibrated with an incoming text. She risked taking her eyes off the road and gave it a glance.

      
        
        How are u feeling?

        

      

      Connor. She’d respond to him once she got to work. For now, she drove alongside the sparkling lake, happy for it to be a Friday.

      She’d met Connor at her karate class. Well, sort of – he’d come into the dojo to sign up his six-year-old son, but they’d eventually admitted to recognizing each other from DSS, when he’d worked as a surveyor determining property boundaries. For just a second, she thought it had to be a ploy; no guy as good-looking as Connor had a kid as cute, named for a fictional character from The Adventures of Tintin. And little Jolyon was a charmer – sweet and bashful. But it was all true, and when Bobbi had learned that Jolyon’s mother had moved far away, she’d given Connor her number.

      Two dates later – one with Jolyon, one without – she knew she was falling. But she’d had to cancel on Connor the night before. As soon as she settled into her office she’d text him back, inform him yes, thank you, done puking my guts out and ready for dating to resume as scheduled.

      Past the lake, she drove through the main intersection and headed out the back of town.

      

      Emergency vehicles were parked around the DSS – an ambulance, three cop cars and a handful of others: pickup trucks with dashboard lights and a big white van, yellow crime-scene tape cordoning off a chunk of parking lot. A policeman waved his hand at Bobbi and she rolled down the window, feeling tight in her chest.

      “Morning, ma’am. You work here?”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Ma’am, I’m going to ask you to pull over here, okay?”

      Bobbi glanced at a large tent that seemed to be the center of attention – or really two tents pushed together and covering a section of parking spaces.

      She followed where the policeman pointed, driving slowly toward a second cop waving her forward. She tried to focus on him but couldn’t stop staring at the people in white jumpsuits now getting out of the van. Or the conjoined black tents they slipped into.

      “Hey!”

      She jolted and realized she’d almost run into the other cop. He aimed a finger at a parking spot and she pulled in.

      Bobbi got out and started toward the scene. The cop stopped her: “Hold on, ma’am. Please stay right here beside your vehicle.”

      “What happened?” She gaped at the commotion, spotting EMTs, state troopers and local cops among the group, plus two cops in plain clothes.

      “Ma’am, just sit tight. Someone will be with you in a few minutes.” He added, “There’s been a crime.”

      It didn’t look like a “crime” – it looked like a bomb scare. One of the jumpsuits exited the tent, and Bobbi glimpsed the vehicle inside. It looked like it could be Harriet Fogarty’s car, which was a similar model to hers, same color.

      Another vehicle arrived. The policeman at the lot entrance guided the driver in as he had Bobbi, and the second cop directed parking. Rachel Watts got out, hurried to Bobbi’s side. “What the hell is happening?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What’s in there? Is that someone in there?” Rachel moved for a closer look but the local cop stopped her, said the same things he’d said to Bobbi.

      “I think a car,” Bobbi said. “I think someone’s car is in there – it might be Rita’s.”

      “Oh, Jesus – we’re just supposed to stand here?” Rachel had been working for DSS for just a couple of months longer than Bobbi. Bobbi liked her. It took a person with chutzpah to hold her own in a department like Adult Protective Services, which some dismissed as superfluous. She stared at Bobbi, wide-eyed. “Have they said anything to you? I’m going over there.”

      “Ma’am,” the cop warned again. “You need to stay put.”

      “Well, what are we supposed to… Is that Harriet Fogarty’s car in there? Where is she?”

      “I can’t say anything else right now, ma’am. I’m sorry. I’m going to need your phones, though, please.”

      “Our phones?” Rachel asked.

      “Just for a short time, ma’am.”

      “Why?”

      “Ma’am, please.”

      Bobbi had met most of the local police through her job, but the cop standing with them was an unfamiliar face. His name tag read Mullins. Rachel didn’t seem to know him either, and it fueled her frustration. But both of them turned over their phones, and Mullins stuck them in the bag he was holding.

      Rachel asked, “Just tell me if that’s her car. Has someone called her? Or Terry?”

      The cop frowned. “Who’s Terry?”

      “Her husband. Can we talk to someone who knows what’s happening, please?”

      She was getting loud, drawing attention from one of the plainclothes investigators. He started over, then stopped short to let another vehicle drive in from the road. Bobbi recognized Lennox Palmer behind the wheel. She’d been the first to arrive for the day, then Rachel, now the others were drifting in, filling up the back lot.

      The investigator resumed his approach. He wore a gray suit and had a headful of wavy dark hair. “I’m Investigator Nelson with the state police.”

      “What is happening?” Rachel was about to jump out of her skin.

      “You all work here?”

      “Yes,” Rachel said impatiently.

      “I’d like to wait until everyone arrives, then I can speak to you all as a group.”

      “Can you just – can you tell us what’s going on at least? And why you need our phones?”

      Nelson held his gaze on Rachel. “Were you working here last night?”

      “When? What? What do you mean ‘last night’?”

      “Were you working late? Were either of you?”

      Bobbi spoke up. “I was sick yesterday. Rita was covering for me.” She felt her cheeks warm as Nelson studied her with intense blue eyes. “There was an emergency placement.”

      “I went home at five,” Rachel said.

      He pulled a small notepad and pen from his suit pocket and jotted something down, looked at Bobbi again. “Can you tell me about the emergency placement?”

      “Lake Haven Police called us when a child’s parents were both arrested. The child had no other family in the area and needed to be taken into temporary foster care. I wasn’t feeling well, so Rita was handling it.” Bobbi started to feel sick again. It sounded like that was definitely Harriet’s car. If so, where was she?

      More cars were arriving, the employees all rubbernecking the scene as they lined up to park where Mullins directed. Lennox Palmer approached from his car, his face full of the questions they all shared.

      “Would anyone else have stayed to work on this?” Nelson asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Bobbi said. “But maybe Jessica Rankin, the other supervisor. It was my case, Rita was helping me out.”

      “How was it your case if the call just came in yesterday from Lake Haven? You’re not the only caseworker here?”

      “No. Um, it was my case already. I’d been working with the family.”

      Rachel stepped toward Nelson. “What happened to her? Why aren’t you saying what happened to her?”

      Nelson ignored Rachel, looked at Bobbi. “Your name?”

      “Roberta Noelle. With two Ls and an E.”

      The sickness worsened, like she was going to throw up after all. The people in white suits were still swarming the tent, going in and out. Bobbi leaned a little to the side, trying to see around them, trying to see inside again.

      Then she did. A crime scene technician entered, the flap open just as a camera flashed. It was definitely Rita’s car, and something horrible had happened. Like something had exploded against the windscreen…

      The flap closed.

      “Okay, Ms. Noelle,” Nelson said. “If you could just wait right here…”

      Blood was what it was. There was blood all over the inside of Harriet’s car. A lot of it.

      Bobbi turned away and ran toward the woods. She dropped to her knees as the coffee came rushing back, splattering against the green.
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      Bobbi stood in the waiting room, looking out the windows: Terry Fogarty had arrived and was talking to one of the investigators, waving his arms around. He lurched forward, tried to get inside the tent, and the investigator grabbed him.

      Lennox Palmer, standing beside Bobbi, drew a sharp breath. “Jesus, who called him?”

      “I don’t think anyone did,” Bobbi said. “They took our phones. Probably to prevent this from happening. Maybe he just showed up. He could’ve been the one to call the police in the first place if she didn’t come home…”

      Outside, Terry cried, and flailed, and reached for the tent.

      “When are they going to get her out of there?” Lennox whispered.

      “It’s a crime scene,” Bobbi said. She became aware she was hugging herself and chewing her fingernails, took her hand away from her mouth. She hadn’t bitten her nails in years. “They’ve got to check everything,” she said. “Her body is part of the evidence.”

      It was beyond surreal. Harriet was their supervisor. She’d taken Bobbi under her wing. She had a quiet, determined way about her. Bobbi knew she’d been getting a bit burned out – their field could do that – but Harriet was strong, filled with compassion. She was sporty and did yoga. Bobbi had never been to her house but knew that she and Terry shared a nice place with a bit of land and they liked to take long walks together.

      If she was in that car, someone had not only killed her, they’d done it violently, messily.

      Terry was still trying to reach her – three cops were holding him back now. Bobbi wondered why he’d only just shown up, then recalled Rita saying Terry was sick, similar to what Bobbi had. He might’ve had an early night, maybe even been doped up on medicine, unaware she hadn’t returned home until the morning.

      “This is horrible,” Lennox muttered.

      As the cops clung to Harriet’s husband, the EMTs looked on, heavy and helpless. Finally, Terry slumped in the arms of the men and women surrounding him, defeated.

      “This is just…” Lennox’s voice held a tremor. “They should send everybody home. What are we doing here? They’ve got everyone confined to their offices.”

      “They’re interviewing us,” Bobbi said. “Rachel is in now with that one detective, Nelson.”

      “Yeah – but we’re together.” Lennox glanced at the one uniformed officer in the room with them.

      “I don’t know,” Bobbi said. “Maybe because we were already talking in the parking lot. Or because, you know, I… I looked and the tent opened up…”

      “What are we supposed to say? Do we need lawyers?”

      “Just answer their questions. They’re probably trying to get a picture of where everyone was, form their timeline, whatever. They’re getting statements.”

      “You sound like you know a little bit about it.”

      She shrugged then stepped away from Lennox, closer to the window. Terry was outside the crime scene tape now, lowered onto his knees, head bowed. The local cop standing beside him kept a hand on his shoulder. Bobbi had only met Terry once, when he’d come to the office for a brief visit, but suspected he and Harriet were one of those rare, happy couples whose marriage had not only held up but flourished with time. She couldn’t imagine what he was going through. There was really no longer any doubt that Harriet was inside her car.

      Lennox spoke in a soft voice. “Shouldn’t the on-call mortuary service be taking her away? Jesus – before any TV crews get here at least?”

      “That’s the coroner out there now,” Bobbi said. “Maybe they’re getting an outside medical examiner or something.” She let go of a shuddering breath, thinking of the blood-splashed windscreen.

      She turned away, looked over the quiet waiting room with the lone cop standing there, then through the glass partition at the front-desk worker who sat staring at nothing.

      A door opened in the hallway and Rachel emerged from one of the rooms. Her color was high, her eyes wet and shining.

      “They asked for you next,” she said, drawing near to Bobbi.

      “You okay?”

      Rachel stuck out her chin, but it wobbled, her eyes welled up, and she lowered her head. They embraced and Rachel sobbed silently against Bobbi. The APS worker dug her fingers into Bobbi’s back and clung so tight it was hard to breathe.

      Bobbi whispered, “Don’t look out there anymore, okay? Sit and talk with Lennox.”

      Lennox overheard, pried Rachel from Bobbi, and led her away. Rachel wiped her nose and snuffled. “Look at me. What a mess.”

      Lennox spoke softly to her and they sat down, facing away from the window. Outside, Terry was on his feet again, nodding, wiping his eyes. The dark tent rippled with a gust of wind.

      Beyond it all, the first TV news van turned down the access road, blocked by a police barricade. A reporter jumped out, started talking to the state troopers. Someone had either made a phone call before turning it in, or the media had been alerted by all the emergency vehicles.

      “Ms. Noelle?”

      It was her turn to be interviewed.

      

      Bobbi entered the room, which was the office of Yari Fennel, a man who worked in the Medicaid Unit. She hadn’t seen Yari yet that morning.

      Investigator Nelson was seated at Yari’s desk. A woman in a pantsuit closed the door and offered Bobbi a seat.

      Nelson nodded at a device beside him on the desk. “We’re recording this, is that alright with you?”

      Bobbi nodded and took her seat by the window. The woman leaned against the wall and folded her arms. She wore her hair in a kind of face-framing blowout that made her look younger than the experience in her eyes.

      “So, you’ve met me,” Nelson began. “This is Detective Lena Overton, with the Lake Haven Police Department. And I’m with the New York State Police. We’re working together on this.”

      “Okay.”

      “You’re Roberta June Noelle,” Nelson said. “Is that right?”

      “Right. Yes.”

      “That’s a nice name. Different.”

      “Thank you.” Bobbi’s lips felt numb, the words foreign. She glanced at Overton, who stared back impassively.

      “I’ve heard some people call you Bobbi,” Nelson said. “Is it alright if I do?”

      “Sure.”

      “Great. And I’m Mike, okay?” He had a nice smile. He faced her directly and crossed his legs, folded his hands over his knee. “After we talk for a bit I’m going to have you fill out some paperwork. It’s critical we get as much information as we can right now, while it’s fresh. And there’s a lot of people here, a lot of different departments. Can you tell me a little bit about yourself and what you do?”

      “I’m new, ah… I started six months ago. I work in Child Protective Services as a caseworker. DSS also has a Medicaid Unit, nutritional services… um… a temporary assistance program, housing assistance – that’s called HEAP…” She realized she was a bit nervous and rambling.

      Mike gave a nod. “Your co-worker Lennox Palmer works in child support, is that right?”

      “Yes.”

      “He helps to track down absent parents, establish paternity, helps single parents get financial support, things like that?”

      “Right.” She wondered why they were asking about Lennox.

      “And what exactly do you do? If you could be specific.”

      “What I do is help children who are in unhealthy or unsafe environments. We try to keep families together whenever possible, but if a child is at risk, we’re going to get the child somewhere safe.” It was a well-rehearsed spiel; there were plenty of people who viewed what she did as invasive and intent on destroying families, civil liberty, that sort of thing.

      Nelson, or Mike, consulted his notes beside him. “And that’s what Harriet Fogarty was doing last night? Getting a child somewhere safe?”

      Bobbi nodded. “Yes, right. There was an emergency placement. Rita – ah, Harriet – had to do it because I was home sick.”

      Mike glanced at Detective Overton and raised his eyebrows, inviting her to speak.

      “Lake Haven Police raided the Fullers’ apartment yesterday at 3 p.m.,” Overton said. “In the process of executing the warrant, we discovered Grayson Fuller was in his room, appeared unwashed and malnourished, and we called CPS. This is your case, Ms. Noelle. What can you tell us about the Fullers?”

      Bobbi felt her nerves start to crawl. “I’m sorry, I… It’s privileged. I mean… I understand that…”

      “We contacted DSS about a month ago,” Overton said, more to Mike than to Bobbi, or perhaps for the benefit of the recording. “The Fullers had already gotten in trouble – the father was arrested on a drunk and disorderly charge, then about two days later a neighbor reported the mother leaving Grayson alone in the backyard of the apartment building for an hour. Ms. Noelle first visited the Fullers shortly after. Grayson was evaluated by someone from County Mental Health. CPS recommended several programs to the parents to help them keep their son, but they never showed or participated. And then this happened.”

      A silence developed, and Bobbi could hear the soft murmur of voices drifting from the waiting room. She wondered if the press had been allowed any closer; if Harriet’s body was going to be on TV; how far and wide the news would spread. Bobbi’s parents would be worried sick by the whole thing.

      Overton spoke again, still leaning against the wall. “When you were considering potential placement for Grayson, what were your options?”

      Bobbi drew in a breath, deciding how much she could say. “Ordinarily, if we can find some other family member – grandparents, maybe an aunt or something – they can claim the child, but there was no one for Grayson. So we put him on the list for foster placement.” She looked between the officers. “And you have his parents in custody, is that right?”

      “Correct,” Overton said. “They were processed in and spent last night in the local jail, and they’re on their way to county. What about family outside the area?”

      Bobbi thought she understood. They were looking for someone who might be upset that Grayson’s parents were arrested, maybe angry that the child was placed in foster care.

      “Can you think of anyone?” Overton asked. “An uncle? A family friend?”

      “They were really isolated from family…”

      “Gavin Fuller used to work construction,” Overton said. “He was on methadone for a while and recently got fired from his job. She worked as a bartender, then she was a clerk at the Dollar Tree, and then she was cleaning motel rooms – she’s been all over the place. That’s Shannon Fuller.”

      Mike nodded, taking notes. He stopped and looked at Bobbi.

      “I never encountered any family or friends,” she said. “No one came forward, and we weren’t able to locate anyone when we were first looking into Grayson’s welfare.”

      “Okay, Bobbi,” Mike said. “Just a couple more things and we’ll get you out of here. How old are you, Bobbi?”

      “Twenty-three.”

      “And where are you from?”

      “Almond. In the western part of the state.”

      “You went to the University of Rochester?”

      “For four years. I received my Bachelor’s degree to be a caseworker. I could’ve kept going but I just wanted to get into the field, start doing what I could. So I moved up here when I saw the job opening with DSS.”

      “Okay. And you were home sick last night?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you live in Lake Placid?”

      “I do.”

      “Uh-huh. So it’s okay you don’t live in the same county you work in?”

      “I think they changed that rule a few years ago.”

      “And you were the first person here this morning from the Child Welfare Unit?”

      “Um, I think so.” The questions were starting to make her head spin.

      “Did you hear from Harriet at all last night? You said she was covering for you. She went with the police and helped to physically remove Grayson from his home. I understand about privilege, but this is a homicide investigation, and this is about your interactions with Harriet last night.”

      “I did, actually, text with her at one point,” Bobbi said. “It was about six, maybe a little after. She’d been here at the office for about half an hour with Grayson, then the foster parents came, she went with them to their house, dropped off Grayson, and returned here. As far as I know.”

      “Why would she come back?”

      “There’s a lot of notes to take – paperwork.”

      “So the text – you sent her one or she sent you one?”

      “She sent one to me.”

      Mike pointed to the pile of phones on Yari’s desk. “Can you show me?”

      Bobbi crossed to the desk, selected her phone, and found the message from Harriet. Seeing the words turned her stomach and seemed to dry the spit in her mouth. She handed the phone to Mike. “Right there. Six thirteen.”

      Mike read it as she sat back down. “She says, ‘All good. Getting him in now. How are you holding up?’” Their eyes connected. “She meant your illness?”

      “Yeah. Yes.”

      He scowled at the small screen. “You didn’t reply for an hour. ‘Thank you so much. Think I see the light at the end of the tunnel.’”

      “I was in the bathroom, honestly. I think I had a twenty-four-hour thing.”

      He looked at her with sympathy and then read the final text in the exchange. “And then ten minutes later, she says, ‘He’s with the family. See you tomorrow.’”

      “Yes, sir. That’s why I figured she’d gone and dropped him off.”

      Mike handed her back the phone, his eyes unfocused, as if lost in thought. Finally, he stood. Bobbi got to her feet again and shook his extended hand, then Detective Overton’s.

      “Thank you, Bobbi,” Mike said. “In the lobby, a state trooper will hand you a basic incident report. If you could just fill it out, your address, phone numbers, and a summary of what you’ve told us here today, that would be very helpful.”

      “What’s going to happen now?”

      Overton opened the door, kept her hand on the knob while Mike answered Bobbi’s question. “Well, obviously it’s very upsetting to have things the way they are. But with everyone already coming into work, it was a good time to get some statements, and the evidence techs have to take samples, pictures, things like that.”

      “In situ,” Bobbi said.

      Mike made a bemused expression. “That’s right.”

      “I watched a lot of cop shows with my brothers,” Bobbi said. She looked between them. “After I fill out my report, then what? Am I staying at work for the day? Is anyone?”

      “That’s up to your other supervisor. As far as we’re concerned, you’re free to go. But we’d ask that you don’t leave the area. Just here in Lake Haven and your home in Lake Placid. We may need to speak to you again. Alright?”

      “Okay. Yes, alright.”

      “Could you do me a favor and send in Lennox Palmer?”

      Bobbi nodded and stepped into the hallway.

      

      Bobbi found Lennox sitting alone in the waiting room. She looked around and asked him where Rachel was.

      “In her office,” he said. “She’s pretty upset. And she’s upset that she’s upset, beating herself up over it, keeps saying she’s weak.”

      “You’re up.”

      Lennox rose from the chair. He was a tall and bony forty-five-year-old, with hair pulled back in a bundle of dreadlocks, and a beakish nose that propped up the glasses always sliding away from his dark eyes. He pushed them up with a finger and took a breath. Then he walked his spidery walk toward the detectives, looming in the doorway of Yari Fennel’s office.

      Bobbi looked at Investigator Nelson and watched as he closed the door.

      

      Fifteen minutes later, Jessica knocked on the open door of Bobbi’s office. The older woman walked into the room, sat down heavily, and stared out the window. Half the offices in the DSS building had windows, half didn’t; Bobbi had lucked out. Hers viewed the woods next to the building, a small yellow excavator partly in view, a few bushes with the roots balled in canvas bags, ready for planting, everything else lush and green. Seeing the excavator reminded her she still needed to text Connor.

      Jessica sighed. “There’s TV from Burlington out there, someone coming down from Montreal. But the police are talking to them now. Hopefully they’ll get out of here.”

      Bobbi pulled the police report off her desk. “Almost done with this.”

      Jessica turned away from the window and faced Bobbi. “I think we’re all in shock. But you must be especially. You probably don’t want to talk to anyone.”

      It took Bobbi a moment. “Me?”

      “How are you doing with this?”

      “I’m fine. I mean, of course, I’m…”

      Jessica dipped her head toward Bobbi and lifted her eyebrows. “I just mean that, you know, Harriet was covering for you…”

      Bobbi stopped breathing. Maybe she’d been blocking it out as a defense mechanism, but now the guilt took shape. The nausea surged in her throat, and Bobbi felt the heat drain from her face. “Oh my God, she was only here because of me… Because I was sick.”

      “Stop – don’t blame yourself. Of course that’s not what I’m saying.”

      “How can I not blame myself?” She had a hard time meeting Jessica’s gaze and thought she might need to run to the bathroom any second. Then she remembered Mike Nelson’s direct blue eyes, his nice smile, and her stomach twisted with a new thought. “They made so little of it in there…”

      Not only had Harriet been covering for her, but Harriet’s car was nearly identical to Bobbi’s. Different makes, but the same compact SUV size and shape, same shade of blue. Had someone mistaken Harriet’s car for hers? The police hadn’t mentioned the possibility of Harriet as the wrong victim, but perhaps they’d been waiting to see if Bobbi led them to it on her own. After all, she’d been the one primarily dealing with the Fullers until Harriet stepped in.

      Jessica tipped back her head and shook it, closing her eyes. “What a mess.”

      “Maybe it was random,” Bobbi said suddenly.

      Jessica opened her eyes, said, “It could be, sure. Though I don’t know if that makes it any better.”

      Bobbi looked everywhere in her office except at Jessica. She missed Harriet now in a whole new way. Where Harriet had been endlessly supportive and constructive, Jessica could be blunt and tactless. Bobbi always preferred speaking to Harriet on just about every occasion. A bubble of anger pushed aside the nausea. “No – it doesn’t make it any better. Either way, if I hadn’t called in sick…”

      Jessica straightened her spine and looked at Bobbi through half-lidded eyes. “Roberta, I’m not blaming you, no one is – the only person responsible is the one who did this.” She blinked, long and slow. “But would you rather pretend it was some other way? I’m just saying you should probably avoid talking to anyone from the newspapers. You know how they love to spin these things.”

      “I just…” Bobbi rose unsteadily to her feet, waited for the dizziness to pass. She still hadn’t eaten anything and it was going on ten o’clock. She gripped the edge of her desk, leaned forward to get some blood back in her brain. “Are they still out there?”

      “The police? Yes.”

      “Did they take her body yet?”

      “They’re taking it now, I think. And hopefully it draws off the press. I talked to them but—”

      “Did you hear what happened to her?”

      “She was stabbed multiple times. Cut across her neck. That’s what I heard.”

      Bobbi reached her limit – Jessica’s callous way, the sterile smell of the office, the idea of Harriet’s tortured body sitting there in her car throughout the night – it had all become too much. She stumbled out into the hallway and headed toward the building’s rear entrance, hit the crash bar of the exterior door, and left.

      

      The sun beat down, the air breezy and dry, pine needles baking in the heat. Bobbi walked toward the tree line, expecting another upheaval from her stomach, but there was nothing left to come out. She paced a circle, hands on her hips, taking in gulps of air, trying to settle herself.

      The back door opened and Rachel cautiously stepped out. “You want to be alone?”

      “No, it’s okay.”

      Rachel came closer. “I’m sorry I lost it in there.”

      “We’re all losing it. This is unreal. Just unreal. Poor Rita.” Bobbi felt the sting of tears but beat them back.

      She looked around at the cars in the back lot, many of them double-parked, crowded together to keep the area clear out front. But it was quiet, just a few bugs zipping through, almost like nothing was happening.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Rachel said. “They’re letting people go.”

      “I don’t even know where I’m going to go,” Bobbi said. “Home? Sit staring at the wall?” She thought of Connor again. He was probably working but given the circumstances might be able to get away. She didn’t want to be alone.

      “You probably need to eat,” Rachel said. “Have you eaten anything?”

      Bobbi shook her head. “They asked me about Lennox.”

      Rachel nodded. “They asked me about you. I mean… hey, you’re shaking. Are you okay?”

      “You know what Jessica said to me?”

      “Oh my God. She is in high-time bitch mode. Can you believe her? Stalking around in there. She’s crazy.”

      “It’s just her defense,” Bobbi said. “I’m sure she’s hurting.”

      Rachel blew air out of her lips in dismissal. “Don’t be her apologist. What did she say?”

      “She just reminded me – Harriet was here because of me.”

      Rachel clucked her tongue and crossed her arms. “Nice. Real nice. She’s a piece of work. Don’t even let that—”

      “But no, I mean – she’s right. I was supposed to be here. What if that, oh my God, Rachel…” Bobbi could barely choke the words out. “What if that was supposed to be me?” It was a horrible thought now that she’d allowed it to fully form, the worst thought, and on top of it she felt guilty for focusing on herself instead of Harriet. “Our cars, Rachel, you know, my car and Rita’s are almost exactly the same…”

      Rachel was staring now, a real holy shit face. “Your cars,” she said slowly, “and you even kind of… well you’re a lot younger, but your hair…”

      The way she was looking her over, Bobbi had to face away.

      She just stood there beneath the sizzling sun, wondering what came next.

      [image: ]

      The smell. The fucking smell – what was that? Spoiled milk? They said odors did things, could even trigger repressed memories. But he wasn’t remembering anything, not now. Just killing her, just the blood, and searching his soul to find satisfaction. Was he satisfied? He was excited, that’s what he was, and a little bit angry.

      He drove through Lake Haven, not really seeing anything, thinking about how the stink of rotted milk had gotten under his skin, infected his brain, and made him want to shower with scalding water. How it had screwed him up.

      And the car had been so damned hot. If he hadn’t cleaned up afterwards, he’d have left a puddle of sweat behind on the seats. Lucky he didn’t vomit.

      He drove fast, eager to scrub himself in the shower, remembering how her blood had been like fireworks, spraying all over the car; some of it had squirted in his face and it had tasted like pennies, and that sensation, too, had brought the past to life…

      A car blared its horn and he swerved, narrowly missing the oncoming traffic. He’d gone away for a second, lost in a dark place, filled with the odor of spoiled food, cool jets of air, music playing in the background – The Doors.

      He braked for an intersection, waited for the light. While waiting he searched the cassettes on his passenger seat. That was the beauty of having an old car like this one – even if there was some rust and a tendency to overheat, it had a working cassette deck. Nothing quite like cassettes, nothing like the squeak of the gears that pulled the magnetic tape. He popped in The Soft Parade and tapped his fingers on the steering wheel, first humming then singing along, off key, under his breath.

      He’d never had a singing voice. Not even close. He’d had other talents, though, things people didn’t really understand.

      Which wasn’t surprising, because people didn’t understand much of anything.

      The light changed and he made a right turn, started out of town. Got the old car up to speed and dialed up the music, reminding himself that this thing wasn’t over.
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      Mike Nelson swept the papers off the desk and stuck them in his valise. He stood and rolled his neck, hoping to get out some of the kinks after sitting in the social worker’s office for five straight hours.

      Yari Fennel. Fennel had been to a late meeting with his divorce lawyer at the time of death. That was one person who could be immediately eliminated from inquiry. But Fennel was the only one, so far, with about twenty staff left to go.

      DSS had released the staff and closed services for the day. The lobby was empty as he walked toward the main door, still aromatic of coffee and traces of shampoo. There was a trash can in the corner brimming with wads of used tissues. Most of the news crews were still outside. Overton had given them a statement but Mike knew they’d be hungry for more.

      “Investigator Nelson?” A woman came from the other hallway before he reached the exit.

      “Yes?”

      “How did everything go?”

      He mentally brought up her file: Jessica Rankin. Short-statured, fifty-six, a divorcee who lived in Lake Haven. She had a close haircut, colored blonde to hide the gray. There were lines around her brown eyes. She lived alone and said she’d been home during the commission of the crime, watching Netflix.

      “Everything’s good,” he told her, stretching a smile. “Your staff was very cooperative.” He sobered and added, “Everyone is obviously deeply affected. But they were all able to bear up. An impressive group.”

      She nodded, wringing her hands, and looked out the window. He followed her gaze to the blackout tent in the parking lot. The evidence techs were almost done working the car and Harriet Fogarty’s body had finally gone to the morgue for autopsy where Terry, her husband, refused to leave her side. Mike had to go talk to him next and wasn’t looking forward to it. Talking to the bereaved was often the worst part of the job, not just because of their grief, but his own.

      “Have you found anything?” Her expression was earnest but there was a trace of irritability in her tone.

      “Right now we don’t know much, Ms. Rankin. This was a brutal crime. Haven’t seen anything like this in a long time. I’d say though that whoever did this has a lot of anger.”

      “Was anything stolen? Was it a robbery? I keep thinking it’s unusual this would happen at eight o’clock at night if it wasn’t a robbery; if it was random. Some of the staff leave at four, some stay until five. But after five, everybody is gone.”

      “I can’t really discuss that. But what I can say is I think this person felt they had a reason to be upset.” He pulled a business card from his wallet and passed it to her. “I’ve left quite a few of these, but here’s another.” He’d already asked her, but it couldn’t hurt: “Can you think of anyone, at all, who would want to do Harriet harm?”

      “Well, like I mentioned to you and Detective Overton – unfortunately we upset some people in this business. Regardless if they’re putting their child in danger, parents typically don’t like it when those children then get taken away.” She bit at her bottom lip for a moment. “What about…?”

      He waited.

      “What about Roberta Noelle?” Rankin asked. “She was supposed to be here; it was her case…”

      “We’re looking into everything,” Mike said. He moved toward the door.

      She went on, following him. “Was the car broken into?”

      “I really can’t say anything else, I’m sorry.”

      He opened the door to leave and Rankin said, “You know, caseworkers are responsible for a lot. Assessing the safety of children, investigating allegations of abuse or maltreatment—”

      “Yes, for sure. Thank y—”

      “If it’s occurring, then we access the necessary interventions to teach families how to do it differently.”

      “Right…”

      “We can access parent aids, or for drug issues we help them with… There are cases where the judge can court order services. Or the extreme, which is foster care.”

      He let go of the door and resigned himself to listen until the end.

      “In the assessment process, we interview all parties but families can refuse. We conduct home assessments, talk with and work with collaterals to monitor the situation. So there are a lot of people involved in what we do. That’s my point. A lot of people.”

      He nodded, feeling slightly sparked. “And then there’s also the family involved – the Fullers – and whoever they may be associated with. Which is why we’ll need to see everything from the Child Welfare Unit.” She started to object but he held up a hand, adding, “We’ll obtain a writ so we can have a look at what she’s been working on. What I’ve gotten is that Harriet didn’t do a lot of direct casework as a supervisor, but she was overseeing quite a lot.”

      “As a supervisor she had a smaller caseload. That’s why I think it’s possible that—”

      “I understand. We’re looking into it. Thank you, Ms. Rankin.”

      “Okay…” She seemed suddenly wistful and held up the business card, studying it as he finally pushed out through the door.

      

      The afternoon was a scorcher, but he was grateful for the fresh air.

      Brit Silas, a crime scene technician who oversaw the processing of evidence, was next to the tent. A few reporters remained beyond the crime scene tape and saw Mike. They called questions and aimed their cameras but he headed for Silas first.

      “We’ve gone all through the vehicle for trace evidence,” she said as Mike neared. “It’s a deluxe model, leather interior. So far, no fingerprints. But we’ve got swabs for DNA processing.”

      Mike held up a hand toward the reporters – in a minute. “And you’ll get elimination prints from the victim and her husband along with their DNA samples...”

      Brit nodded, the afternoon sun glimmering in her eyes. “Step in?”

      “Sure.” He followed her through the flap into the tent. Lights had been rigged to illuminate the small area, turning the dried streaks of blood on the windscreen to black. One crime scene tech was still inside the vehicle, hunched over in the back. There was just enough room to walk around the car, but Silas was standing still, pointing at a yellow marker on the ground. “Partial boot print there,” she said. “That little bit of blood has tread on it. It’s amazing with all the blood in the car there aren’t more tracks. But the spatters are mostly on the windshield and dashboard. I’d say about four pints of blood in that car. At least fifty percent blood loss, class four hemorrhaging; she probably died of hypovolemic shock. But you’ll get all that from Dr. Crispin.”

      He looked down at the shiny splotch of dark red fluid on the asphalt. It held a slightly rectangular shape – like Silas had said, from the tread of a shoe. “Did they break in?”

      “Doesn’t look like it. No scratches, no obvious sign of forced entry. But we’ll have to take apart the door to be sure.”

      She pushed back out of the tent and Mike followed. There was another crime scene marker on the ground, and another red splotch, but smaller.

      “This is her blood,” Mike guessed.

      “I think so, yes. We’ll know soon enough. There’s only the two marks forming the trail. I’d say the doer got it on his shoe while he was in the car, just a little bit, and then tracked it, got rid of it on his walk away.”

      Mike followed the trail of two blood drops, looking into the parking lot and at the woods beyond. He could see a K-9 officer moving amid the trees, pulled along by his German Shepherd. He thought about Jessica Rankin saying that employees regularly cleared out at five. If the killer had targeted a specific caseworker, it wasn’t chance; he’d known she was working late.

      “Thank you, Brit.”

      Mike headed for the barricade, the reporters and microphones stretching toward him.

      

      The dog was straining against its leash. Officer Crudup emerged from the trees just as Mike, finished talking to the TV people, reached the edge of the parking lot. They walked to the K-9 unit van together on the far side of the building.

      “So he was picking up on something, for sure,” Crudup said, referring to the dog. Crudup opened the rear of the van and let the German Shepherd off the leash. It hopped up into the vehicle where it circled around and stared back out at them, panting in the heat.

      Crudup was perspiring too, breathing heavy. He pointed back into the woods. “So right up there, you go about fifty yards, you come out on River Street. Runs all along the back of the woods. Frenchie took me all the way there, really straining. Walked me down the road shoulder a ways, stopped in between two houses.”

      “Like someone had parked there,” Mike guessed. “Parked up on River Street, came down through the woods, did the stabbing, and went right back out the same way.”

      “Could be.”

      Mike rotated around to face the front entrance. Lake Haven PD had viewed footage from the security camera, only to confirm that Harriet Fogarty had left at seven forty-nine the previous evening and walked out of frame. The camera had an angle on the access road, but no vehicles were recorded arriving or leaving.

      He left Crudup and circled the L-shaped, single-story building, taking his time, just looking at everything. He saw the yellow excavator and made a note in his little black notepad. By the time he wound up back at the K-9 van, he was sweating like everybody else.

      A second officer came out of the woods, returned a dog to the vehicle, and told him the same thing. “Hank took me up to River Street and along the road, stopped just before the big hill there.”

      Mike thanked him and headed away, dialing as he walked to his car. When Overton answered, he asked, “What did we get from the door-to-doors up on River Street?”

      “Just a few houses up there,” she said. “No one home; everyone at work.”

      “K-9 seemed to nose out one spot in particular. Can we send the guys back? Have them do another check. Maybe we get the phone numbers, talk to these people at work. I’m headed up there now.”

      He sank into his department-issued Impala, kept the door open while he turned up the air. Overton asked if there was anything specific they should be looking for. “I’ll find out,” he said.

      

      Mike stopped on the street where the two K-9 officers said the police dogs had alerted. The pooches had followed their powerful senses of smell to a spot between two houses. One was white with a large, wraparound porch. The ground dropped away toward the woods, a steep embankment. The yard between the white house and the next, smaller house – pea-green with peeling paint – was overgrown with weeds. Mike thought some of those weeds looked trampled – like a path carved through the plantain grass and yellow clover.

      He stepped out of the Impala onto a narrow, broken sidewalk, crabgrass growing through the fissures. There was a rusted railing alongside the walk, bent and listing toward the downslope.

      Standing between houses, he peered into the woods, bending his knees, almost able to see through to the DSS building, but not quite. Still, it was easy access from here, if someone didn’t mind risking a little poison ivy.

      He walked to the white house, floorboards creaking as he moved to the door and knocked. Waited, knocked again; no one answered. It was still working hours, not quite two in the afternoon. Across the overgrown lot, the pea-green house looked just as deserted. In fact, he thought, moving back along the busted sidewalk, the green house didn’t look lived-in at all. He reached it and found the realty sign advertising it for sale.

      There were a few other houses around: One Victorian, proud but sagging with age, sat higher up the hillside. Beside it was McIntyre Street, narrow and covered in asphalt boils and potholes. Still further up McIntyre was a nicer place, brown with red trim and a big porch. Between these two and the white house, Mike thought, maybe someone saw a car parked on the street sometime between seven and eight the night before. Someone cutting down from the street through the overgrown lot and into the woods.

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

      For Mike, it was time to talk to the husband.
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      Terry Fogarty looked grim. He was about ten years older than Mike, grayer, wearing half-rimmed glasses and dressed in battered jeans and a plaid, short-sleeved shirt. He seemed in decent physical health, but emotionally, he was wrecked. Sitting in the medical examiner’s lobby next to Detective Lena Overton, the loss filled his eyes. He clasped his hands together between his legs, as if to keep them from shaking.

      Overton intercepted Mike and walked him into a vacant viewing room out of earshot. She closed the door. “It took me an hour to coax him away from the autopsy suite. Dr. Crispin is in there now. And their son, Victor, is on his way up from New York City.”

      “He’s not coming here, is he?”

      She sighed, and her shoulders sagged. “He says he wants to see his mother. I overheard Fogarty talking to him on the phone. You know how it can be with sudden bereavement.” Overton looked at the door. “He should be here any minute.”

      “Let’s talk to Fogarty alone first. Informally.”

      “Okay.” She started out of the room.

      “What’s he entitled to after this?”

      Overton stopped, hand on the doorknob, then turned to face Mike. “Well, I’ve only just had a look. The Department of Social Services pays out three years’ salary to either the spouse, or the spouse and the children, or just the children, depending on the arrangement. Harriet made about 65,000 a year, before taxes.”

      “So that’s about…” Mike glanced up as he did the math.

      “A hundred and ninety-five thousand,” Overton said.

      “Well, let’s look at it and see how it’s distributed between him and the son. What else?”

      “Harriet has an inheritance from her parents, both deceased.” Overton spoke in a voice close to whispering. “Again, I’ve barely had time to look. But that inheritance has already been absorbed into the marriage, and based on where their son went to school – Colgate – I’d say tuition has eaten up a lot of it. There’s nothing new Fogarty or his son stand to gain beside the life insurance from DSS, as far as I’ve seen.”

      “And he’s a Highway Department guy?”

      “A supervisor. Just retired.”

      “What’d he do?”

      “Highway maintenance worker. So… whatever that is. I haven’t had time to pull those records but I’m guessing, you know, since he had twenty-five years, by the end maybe he was making forty, forty-five grand, and he’s got a pension. She was probably doing better, but for their house and a kid in college… you know, the inheritance definitely helped them.”

      “Alright. Let’s talk to him.”

      Fogarty agreed to join them in the small room. There was a plush loveseat, some bookshelves filled with inspirational stories on grief no one ever read, and a window looking into an adjacent room, in case it was necessary to separate the bereaved from the deceased. Fogarty sat on the loveseat, slouched forward.

      “Mr. Fogarty,” Mike began, “I don’t know how better to say it… I am so sorry for your loss.”

      Fogarty’s hunch seemed to deepen, his eyes darted about, ringed red from emotion.

      “What happened last night?” Mike asked. “Did you expect your wife home at some point?”

      He nodded, slowly, his eyes filling with tears. “I fell asleep.”

      “You fell asleep? About what time?”

      “Right about eight thirty. I was on the porch, reading, getting tired. So I went in to lie down. I’ve had something – I don’t know, it’s going around.”

      “You mean you felt sick?”

      “My stomach. My head ached. I took NyQuil – that really knocks me out. I closed my eyes and…” He shrugged, and two tears tracked down his face. “And that was it. I woke up around six this morning, and she wasn’t there.”

      Mike gave it a moment, glancing at Overton, surprised to see emotion swimming in her own eyes.

      Mike used a soft voice as he resumed with Fogarty. “Then what did you do?”

      “I texted her. I got up and went to the bathroom. Then I… I called her.”

      “We have your incoming call on her phone – 6:17 a.m.”

      “Right.” He seemed to straighten out, and pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, wiped his eyes and nose. “I knew something was… Rita wouldn’t just stay out all night or anything like that. I knew something happened. Something was wrong.”

      “And that’s when you called 911, who directed your call to the Lake Placid police. That was at six twenty.”

      Terry gave a big nod, then looked over their shoulders at the window into the next room.

      “What did Lake Placid say?” Mike asked.

      “They said they would look into it right away. They asked me if… I told them we haven’t been having any problems. They asked me… I don’t know. The usual. Acting like she might’ve left me.”

      “Any reason to think she would?”

      Fogarty’s eyes hardened behind the sheen of emotion. “No. Not even close. She was going to retire soon. We were going to travel. So I’m getting a little tired of being asked that.”

      Mike knew a man’s emotion loved to go toward anger if it meant a break from the grief. He wasn’t trying to rile Fogarty, so he subtly shifted direction. “What did you do for the Highway Department?”

      “Everything,” Fogarty said, softening a bit. “Started on mowers, forklift; did the plow every winter for years, in the summer might work a striper, post pounder – whatever it was; I could drive it and work it. But I’ve been out for almost a year. Loving it. Looking forward to just spending life with my wife… Oh God…” Terry fell apart again and they had to give him more time.

      Mike knew the rest of the story anyway: Placid PD took the report and made a call to the Lake Haven police, inquiring about Harriet. Lake Haven sent a car up to check the office building where she worked, saw the car parked, the body inside at around seven thirty. Employees began arriving for the day about fifteen minutes after that. Bobbi Noelle had been the first.

      “You call her Rita?” Mike asked.

      Fogarty gathered himself again and their eyes connected. He nodded and offered a broken smile. “I tried calling her ‘Harry’ for a while but it didn’t take. Her parents called her Rita from when she was little. People at work call her Rita.”

      “And she has two brothers?”

      “Joe lives in Salt Lake City. Steve is somewhere… I don’t know. He moves around a lot.”

      “When was the last time Harriet saw either of them?”

      “We don’t really talk to Steve. But Joe was here with his family, um, two Christmases ago. Or three… I can’t remember. He’s got two grown kids. We were planning a trip out there this fall. I’m not looking forward to the call to Joe.”

      “And Steve?”

      Terry’s eyes were heavy and hooded. “Steve’s not my favorite in-law. He was an asshole to Rita when they were kids. Sorry for the language. He’s the youngest. Never married. She’s the middle child; a brother above and a brother below.”

      “How was he an asshole?” Overton glanced at Mike, then back at Terry. “Was he aggressive?”

      “He could get in her face. They’re only two years apart; he’s the baby. He was just a problem child – he’d harass her, you know, like, barge into her bedroom when she was changing clothes. When they were little he’d wrestle her and pin her down – but in a mean way. And he just kept on. You know. Very aggressive. Angry. An angry man.”

      Mike made a note: family issues, younger brother. “But they haven’t been in contact recently? Maybe an email, Facebook, or something?”

      “No. The last they spoke was when Rita’s mother passed, shortly after her father. Cecilia was…” He looked into a corner, remembering. “She died almost four years ago. This August. She’s buried down where the family farm is, in Gloversville. Steve made an appearance for the funeral, but… he was a real handful. Drinking, arguing about the will.”

      “The will?” said Mike.

      “Okay, so, when Arthur died – that’s Rita’s father – he left everything to Cecilia, his wife, including the farm. Then she left the farm to Joe and Rita. Steve was… He had this whole story about how Cecilia was under duress when she signed it, and that Joe and Rita coerced her, all this sort of bullshit.” Fogarty rubbed his eyes. “I keep swearing. Please excuse my language.”

      Mike brushed away the apology with a hand. “Whatever you need, Mr. Fogarty.”

      “I haven’t seen Steve in years. Rita wasn’t talking to him. She’d drawn a boundary. That’s the bottom line.”

      “She’d said ‘enough,’” Overton suggested.

      “Exactly. Life’s too short for someone like Steve and all his bullshit.” The emotion bubbled up again, and Fogarty’s lower lip shook.

      Mike asked, “Are you going to reach out to him?”

      Fogarty ran a hand over his face. “I have to call Joe. No question. But Steve… I’ll try the number we’ve got for him, if it’s even still his number. I couldn’t care less if he knows or not.”

      “Could you share that number with us when you get a chance?”

      “I’ll look for it.”

      There was a soft knock at the door. Overton opened it up. A mousy woman stood nervously on the other side, wringing her hands. Mike recognized her as Dr. Crispin’s assistant. “I’m sorry to interrupt – Victor Fogarty is here.”

      

      The young man was square-jawed with fierce eyes and thick brows like his father, but otherwise looked more like his mother. Handsome, wearing dark slacks and a crisp white shirt. Standing in the lobby, fists clenched by his sides.

      Terry stuck out his chest a bit, like he was marshaling strength, and walked to his son.

      Victor searched his father’s eyes. “Where is she?”

      “She’s here. They’re examining her.”

      “What happened?”

      “It’s okay, Vic. We’re going to be okay…”

      “What happened?” Victor glared at Mike and Overton. “Where is my mother? What happened to her?” His chin trembled, eyes shone. Terry tried to embrace his son but Victor pulled away. Then he turned and stalked off toward the autopsy suite and Terry followed. Mike started after them.
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