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Chapter 1


          

          
            The Storm

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Catskill Mountain

      

      

      

      The wind was unkind, blowing as if there were no tomorrow. The trees bent to its will, struggling to stay grounded. Anything weaker was blown away. Thunder boomed, creating a deafening noise powerful enough to shake the unshakable. Rain poured, bathing the mountain in water, which flowed downward in narrow streams, carrying dried leaves, garbage, and mud along with it. Water filled up the streets, washing away the mud around the stones, pushing it down the mountain and onto the snake-like roads. Tonight, Catskill Mountain was an unwelcoming and dangerous place.

      Roumoult Cranston cursed under his breath. Today was just not his day. Mr. Dankworth, his father’s friend, hadn’t shown up for their meeting, and Roumoult had spent two hours waiting for him. When he’d tried to call him, there had been no answer. Roumoult couldn’t help thinking that he should have stayed at the hotel. One night wouldn’t have made a difference. His weekend was ruined anyway. In moments like these, Roumoult wondered if he should help his father run his business. He was happy being a lawyer and had enough challenges of his own. But his father never knew when to give up, and Roumoult had to listen to him, eventually.

      He looked at the map again, and he wondered if he had the right one. He put it back on the passenger seat and tapped his fingers, looking at the unlit road ahead. His Audi’s wipers barely helped against the torrents of rain. The headlights revealed the murky road, which was a mess of rocks and potholes. Roumoult’s most recent right turn had felt like a wrong one, but the street cop had ushered his car in this direction. Now Roumoult found himself in an isolated part of the mountain where there were barely any houses or streetlights. His phone was dead. The GPS in his car told him this road would link up to the highway.

      “I should have turned back,” Roumoult whispered to himself. He glanced at the rearview mirror, making out nothing but blackness. The road had no borders. If the Audi were to skid, the fall was over two hundred meters. Roumoult had no choice. He turned the key, and the engine came to life. With a heavy heart, he put the car into first gear. He had driven a few meters when the car jolted and halted abruptly. The engine fell silent.

      “Oh, no!” He turned the key again and pushed the accelerator. “Oh, please don’t get stuck here!”

      The car struggled and shook. Roumoult took his foot off the accelerator and shut his eyes in desperation. Cleaning the driver’s window with his sleeve, he tried to see what the problem was. The rear tire on this side seemed all right. He moved to the passenger seat, looking out the window and spotting the half-buried rear tire in the foggy side mirror.

      “Damn!” he muttered.

      He put the car in reverse and gradually pushed the accelerator pedal to the floor. The vehicle shuddered. Mud flew out of the pothole, but the Audi remained stuck.

      After ten minutes had passed, Roumoult stepped out. As he tried to maintain his balance, he wondered if there was actually a road below the layers of mud. His shoes and clothes were soaked before he reached the back of the car. The wind blew hard, and his umbrella slipped out of his hand. He tried to grab it, but it vanished into the darkness as if sucked up by a black hole.

      Water poured down his face as he tried to push the vehicle out of the hole. It was no use. It was just not his day. He controlled his urge to scream and looked up at the sky and told himself to remain calm.

      “Okay. What can I do? There has to be someone around here.”

      Leaving the car behind, he set off in search of help. After half an hour, he had almost lost hope when he saw a dim light. He approached a two-story dwelling. It looked more like a resort than a house. He quickly climbed the stairs and knocked on the door. He heard a rattle, then a thump, like the sound of something falling.

      “Hello?” Roumoult called.

      Thunder crackled above him. The wind howled. Before his eyes, it uprooted a tree from the ground, which toppled onto the road. Its branches broke through the fence of the house.

      “This just keeps getting better and better,” Roumoult muttered.

      The door opened, and a lady in a party dress stood before him. She held a glass of red wine in her left hand, and her eyes were bright red. She leaned on the door frame, surveying Roumoult from top to bottom.

      “Looks like you’ve had a rough night,” she said.

      Roumoult could smell alcohol on her breath, and a bell rang in his head. Turn away. Turn away, a voice told him. He didn’t listen.

      “I’m sorry to disturb you,” he told the woman. “My car got stuck down the road. I need some help. Do you have a phone I could use?”

      A loud clang inside the house caught his attention. He looked toward the staircase.

      “It’s just my cat,” the woman said dismissively.

      He studied her face; her eyes didn’t meet his when she replied. Roumoult hated when this happened. His investigative instinct kicked in. “Are you alone in the house?” Roumoult asked, sensing that she was trying to hide something, or maybe someone.

      “I’m always alone. I would love some company. Especially on a night like this. It gets so lonely.”

      Roumoult smacked his lips. He was wet, lost, and annoyed, and this woman was hitting on him?

      “I’ll just make the call and leave you in peace,” he said, already feeling like running in the other direction.

      “The phone lines are down,” said the lady. “The storm knocked down the poles.”

      Roumoult gritted his teeth. The lawyer part of him told him to say good night and get out of here. But he was desperate. “Can I use your mobile?”

      “I don’t have a mobile.”

      Roumoult tried to smile. Everyone had a mobile. “Can I borrow your car?”

      “And get another one struck? No way!” the lady exclaimed. “Not my car. But you are welcome to stay the night.” She said, stepping closer to him.

      Roumoult stood in shock. The thunder roared, but he could barely hear it. “No thanks. I think I’ll try the next house.”

      “The next house is far away,” the lady countered. “This is your best choice.”

      “Is it?” Roumoult turned toward the road, which was now blocked by the fallen tree. Water continued to pour down from the sky. The hostile storm had taken over the mountain completely. He could stay in the car, but how was he going to get there? There was something fishy going on here, but where could he go? This might be his only choice.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Roumoult pushed the brakes, the Audi stopped and he heard the gates close behind him. He shut his eyes and wanted to yell, “Eureka!”

      He stepped out of the car and looked at his bare feet. He was glad to be dry, but he still felt the mud coating the insides of his pant legs. He couldn’t complain. His car was far worse off. He thought of last night, of the house and the woman, and shook his head.

      “God, I hope I never see her again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            The Lady and the Stranger

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NYPD Precinct

      

      

      

      Detective Tom Nash sat on his chair with his hands clasped together. A seasoned NYPD detective, Tom was a reasonable man who did well in his demanding job. Another suspect sat in front of him. Part of him wanted to be hard on her, but overreacting wasn’t his style. Tom's office was a small space with two tables, two comfortable chairs, a few file cabinets and a whiteboard.

      Curiously, he regarded the lady sitting across the desk. She was dressed in a pink silk dress, and her blond hair was tied up. Darla Hawkins, forty years old, had a slim body and beautiful curves. Her blue eyes rolled from Tom to John, his partner.

      Detective John White leaned against the window, a grim expression on his face, his black eyes cold, his box-shaped jaw set tight.

      “When did you find the body?” Tom asked.

      Darla shook her head in disgust. “I told you. I didn’t. My cook found it.”

      “Where were you?” Tom demanded, leaning forward.

      “I went for my morning walk, like usual,” Darla replied.

      “You went for a walk after the storm?” asked John.

      “Detective.” Darla laughed humorlessly. “I have a figure to maintain.”

      “You had no idea that there was a dead body in the house.” Tom cocked his eyebrows.

      “No.” Darla shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Is this how it’s going to be? A stranger is killed in my house, and I’m blamed for it?”

      “We don’t know that yet,” John replied quickly.

      “So, who is he?” Darla asked.

      “We don’t know that yet either,” Tom responded. “What were you doing last night?”

      Darla stared at the detective. “I’m tired of this. How many times am I supposed to tell the same story?”

      “We have to know.” John relaxed in his seat.

      Darla huffed. “Last night, I was reading a book after dinner. It was raining heavily, so I’d closed all the windows of the house. After midnight, there was a knock on my door.” She paused. “Obviously, I answered it. And there, on my doorstep, was something I hadn’t seen for ages.” Darla smiled.

      The detectives exchanged a puzzled look.

      “There was a handsome man at my door. I couldn’t help staring,” she admitted.

      “Did you know this man?” John asked.

      Darla shook her head. “No.”

      Tom stared at her. “You opened the door for a stranger? Mrs. Hawkins, were you drunk? On drugs?” He studied the file in front of him, which outlined Darla’s long history of alcohol and drug abuse.

      “I wasn’t on drugs,” Darla bristled. “I had had some wine.”

      “Continue,” John said, folding his hands.

      “I opened the door, and there was this guy,” Darla explained. “He said that his car had gotten stuck in the mud, and he was lost. He wanted to make a phone call, but the storm had knocked down the lines. I didn’t have my mobile on me, and driving is so difficult in bad weather. I took pity on him, and I invited him into the house.”

      Tom looked at John, who stared back at him. “You let a strange man into your house?” Tom asked.

      “Stranger things have happened to me.” Darla pulled a cigarette case from her purse. “I offered him a drink, but he said no. I thought that was a bit rude. I told him he could stay overnight in one of the guest rooms, but he turned me down. He was about to return to his car, but I insisted he stayed. It was awful outside. He was very suspicious. It took about fifteen minutes to convince him not to leave right then and there.” She paused to light her cigarette.

      “This is a no-smoking office,” John pointed out.

      Darla deliberately blew a puff of smoke out the side of her mouth. Glancing at John, she took another defiant drag. “I finally convinced him and showed him into one of the guest rooms. I went to bed at around two o’clock. When I get up in the morning, what do I find? He’s gone. Poof! Just like that! He left a thank you note on the fireplace.”

      Tom leaned forward. “Okay, let me get this straight. You let a stranger into your home, and the next thing you know, there’s a dead body in the library?”

      “Look, he didn’t look like a killer,” Darla answered defensively. “Okay? I know men. I have seen many. I’ve been with many. He was harmless, I’m telling you.”

      Tom scratched his head. “How do we know he’s not the dead man?”

      “If he were, I would be in tears.” Darla waved her hands.

      Tom shook his head. “Have you given a description of this guy?” He opened the files and rifled through the officer’s notes.

      “Yes.”

      For several moments, there was a tense silence.

      “John, did you read the description?” Tom asked playfully.

      “No,” replied John.

      Tom handed the file to him. “Mrs. Hawkins,” he requested, smirking. “Could you please describe him again?”

      “He was fair, around six feet tall,” said Darla. “He had smooth black hair, flicks of it covering his forehead. He was wearing a black suit. Nice build, neatly shaven, round face with distinct features. Soothing voice and lovely green eyes, he had.” Darla grinned dreamily, but her smile vanished when she noticed that the detectives were staring at each other hard. “Something wrong?” she asked.

      “Did this guy give you a name?”

      “Yeah. William.”

      “No last name?” John asked.

      “Not one he told me.”

      “Did he have a mustache or a beard?”

      “No.”

      Tom picked up his phone and started dialing. John opened one of the filing cabinets, pulled out a file, and showed it to Darla.

      “That’s him.” She pointed at a photo. “Split image. Couldn’t miss him.”

      “Oh, I am going to enjoy this.” Tom laughed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Every Story Has Two Sides

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lower Manhattan

      

      

      

      Tom stepped out of his Ford, adjusted his belt, and buttoned his coat. Everywhere he looked, he could see hookers, clubs, and bikers talking in groups.

      John climbed out of the car. “Busy, huh?”

      Tom sized up the dark building and wasn’t impressed. Nearby, a gray Audi parked under a streetlight caught his attention.

      Tom marched toward the bar and opened the door. Loud beats pounded in his ears. He turned toward the door to the basement.

      John asked, “Should he be here?”

      Tom chuckled and rushed down the stairs.

      

      Tom entered a hall full of people cheering. It was dark, as all the light was focused on a boxing ring in the center of the room. The strong smell of beer and sweat dominated the air. It was stuffy, and shouts echoed loudly off the walls. There were many people around, so it was hard to spot him. Tom stood up on his toes and peered over the crowd. “You have got to be kidding me,” he shouted.

      Tom wasn’t Roumoult’s biggest fan. He found him arrogant, proud, and sometimes just too much to handle. But they were friends, and over the years, he had also seen a different side to him. He pushed past the crowds to step into the light. Roumoult was in the ring, fighting a contender at least double his size.

      “You’re nuts,” Tom muttered.

      The challenger threw a punch, and Roumoult dodged it. Among the cheers, Tom recognized a familiar voice. He leaned forward and saw Angelus not far from him.

      “They’re all here?” John asked.

      Tom looked at him. “Are you surprised?” He moved through the crowd and tapped on the shoulder of the ex-soldier.

      Angelus turned, his wide smile and bloodshot eyes mixed with the stench of alcohol on his breath. “What are you doing here?” he slurred. Angelus was muscular, much taller than him, with a square face. Tom thought he was the most sensible person in this group. He kept everyone together, he was calm and composed, and most of all Fred depended on him to keep an eye on Roumoult.

      “What is he doing?” Tom asked, pointing to Roumoult.

      “He lost a bet,” said a young man standing nearby. “He has to fight.”

      “And you are?” Tom asked.

      “Kevin is Roumoult’s friend from martial arts class.”

      At that moment, Roumoult smashed his opponent into the ring. He glanced up and saw Tom. He looked surprised.

      “I need to talk to you,” Tom said.

      The bigger fighter grabbed Roumoult by the shirt and punched him in the face.

      “Aw!” Tom cried out.

      Roumoult hit the ground.

      “Come on, Boss! Get up! Now!” shouted Jack.

      Tom looked over and was dumbfounded to see the computer engineer actively egging on the fight. Jack was shorter, younger than everyone around him. He was sharp, talkative, intelligent and very loyal to his friends, especially Roumoult.

      Tom turned back to the ring. He needed to talk to Roumoult. Now. Roumoult quickly got up. His shirt was stained with blood. The bigger guy came forward to punch him; Roumoult blocked him and hit him in the abdomen. Then, with both hands, he hit the base of his neck. The heavy man crashed to the floor. Roumoult moved away.

      Roumoult’s opponent rushed forward and threw a punch at him, but Roumoult ducked and hit the man in the stomach. He stamped his feet, then punched him in the face. The man fell back. Taking his chance, Roumoult twisted and kicked him in the face. The larger guy fell to the ground.

      “Yeah!”  the crowd cheered.

      Tom smiled.

      “I think we’ll win the bet!” Jack said loudly.

      “What bet?” Tom asked.

      “Kevin thought the boss couldn’t beat the guy. We thought otherwise,” Angelus explained.

      “Hey, the game’s not over yet,” Kevin said.

      Tom turned to the ring.

      John leaned in close. “We should stop this.”

      Tom smiled. “No. Learn to have fun sometimes.”

      Roumoult wiped sweat from his forehead. He looked tired but not beaten. His opponent stumbled back to his feet. Suddenly, another fighter jumped in.

      “That’s cheating!” Angelus shouted.

      “No, it’s not,” Kevin replied. “There are no hard and fast rules in this place.”

      “That’s not fair!” shouted Jack, finishing his beer.

      Tom wanted to tell Roumoult to back off, but he knew it wouldn’t be of any use. Roumoult never backed off from anything. Tom watched as one of the heavier men attacked Roumoult. He blocked his punch and hit him in the abdomen. The second opponent threw a kick; Roumoult twisted his leg and pushed him away, then aimed his fist at the first contender again. Using both his hands to block an incoming blow, Roumoult jumped up and kicked the heavyset man in the chest. He landed on the floor. To everyone’s surprise, both fighters scrambled up and attacked Roumoult.

      “Oh no,” Tom muttered, feeling the urge to intervene.

      “Hey!” called Jack, removing his jacket. “You can’t do that to him!”

      “Yeah!” Kevin yelled.

      Angelus was shocked. “Jack! Don’t!” he ordered.

      Jack jumped into the ring and jumped on one of the contenders. Unexpectedly, Kevin climbed inside and hit the second one.

      “What the hell?” Angelus rose and joined in.

      “What the hell is this?” John sputtered.

      Tom laughed and continued to watch the show.

      Before the man could strike again, Roumoult blocked his hand and punched him twice in the stomach. He then struck his knee and, with a twist, kicked him in the face. The man hit the floor hard.

      “Woo-hoo! Very good!” Tom clapped his hands.

      “Aw!” he heard a loud cry. Jack fell and held his eye. Angelus intervened. Another loud thud and a loud cheer filled the room. He had easily taken down the second fighter.

      “You okay?” Angelus asked Jack, helping him stand up.

      

      Once out of the ring, the group gathered at a table for a drink. Roumoult pulled out his handkerchief and cleaned himself up.

      “Roumoult,” Tom said. “We need to talk.”

      All the men stared at him. A shadow cast over the small group, and Tom turned to see Dr. William Sterling standing over the table. William looked disappointed, and his brown curious eyes looked from one face to another.

      “You’re late to the party,” Jack said.

      He ran his hand through his thick brown hair, and took a seat besides Roumoult, “I avoided it,” he said, looking at his best friend, Roumoult. William was a medical examiner—sharp, emotional, and dedicated to his friends. “Are you hurt? Do you need a doctor? Or maybe a psychologist?”

      Roumoult smiled. “It was a good fight.”

      “Can’t you do anything normal?” asked John.

      “Tom, what are you doing here?” asked Roumoult.

      “Where were you this weekend?” Tom countered playfully.

      Jack kept the icepack pressed to his right eye. “Boss, you go out for a weekend alone, and the cops come looking for you. What’s the deal?”

      “I went away for work,” Roumoult replied.

      “That’s what you told us,” everyone said.

      Tom waited for an explanation, but Roumoult remained speechless.

      

      Lower Manhattan

      

      They left the fight club and walked out of the building. The rest of the party left, and Tom said to Roumoult, “You are coming with us voluntarily, right?”

      “Can we do this in the morning? I’m pretty tired.”

      “No. It’s got to be now,” Tom responded.

      Roumoult shook his head. “Okay, fine. Go ahead. I’ll follow you.”

      Tom shook his head.

      “What? You don’t trust me?” Roumoult said, unlocking the car door.

      Tom opened the passenger side door. “No, not this time.”

      

      NYPD Interrogation Room

      

      Roumoult looked at the time. It was around eleven o’clock in the evening. His body ached, especially his back, which was thick with sweat. He desperately needed a shower.

      He was surprised when he was led into the interrogation room. Usually, Tom preferred to talk in his office. It didn’t matter, but the room was rather depressing.  It was painted in shades of gray, and two bright lights shone from the ceiling. There were two barred windows, but thick layers of filth offered only a clouded view of the world outside. The room smelled heavily of disinfectant; it had probably just been mopped by the janitor.

      “Tom, what are you dragging me into?” Roumoult asked.

      “You always drag me into cases. Now it’s my turn.”

      “What case? I don’t have any case.”

      “Okay.” Tom sat down. “What exactly happened this weekend?”

      Roumoult stared at him. “What are you up to?”

      “Maybe you need a reminder.” Tom signaled to John, who immediately left the room.

      Roumoult swung in his chair, waiting impatiently.

      A few moments later, John returned, followed by a woman.

      Roumoult glared at her. “You!” he shouted, banging the handles of the chair.

      “Ah! You two know each other!” Tom said.

      Roumoult turned to face Tom. “I don’t know what she’s up to, but I had nothing to do with it.”

      “Wait a minute,” Darla interposed. “You’re accusing me?”

      “I’m not talking to you!” Roumoult shouted back. “Why have you brought me here?” he asked Tom.

      “I want to know what happened in that house the other night.”

      “Nothing happened!” Roumoult pushed his chair back and stood up.

      “I need your version of the story,” Tom pressed on calmly.

      “What story? Nothing happened. It’s immaterial,” Roumoult argued. “Look, whatever it is, it’s her business, not mine. I’m out of here.”

      “Sit down,” Tom insisted. “I need your statement.”

      “Statement for what?” Roumoult spread out his hands.

      “Oh, didn’t I tell you?” Tom remarked. “They found a dead body in that house.”

      Roumoult looked intently at Tom, then at John, trying to confirm that Tom wasn’t joking. “No,” he said. “I refuse to be one of your stupid witnesses.”

      “Well, you can tell us, or you can tell the court when the judge summons you,” Tom retorted. “I don’t need to tell you the law.”

      

      Roumoult stared at his coffee mug. He had finished it, but it hadn’t helped much. He looked between Tom and John. “This weekend, I went to the King’s Inn on Catskill Mountain for a business deal. Dad was supposed to go, but he couldn’t make it. I drove there on Saturday, reached the inn, and stayed overnight. On Sunday, I was supposed to meet with Mr. Dankworth at ten. He never showed up.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. I don’t know why.”

      “Have you ever met him before?” asked Tom.

      Roumoult shook his head. “He’s my father’s friend. Dad was going to introduce me and have me settle a deal with a shipping company. He wants to get me more involved in the family business.”

      “Mr. Dankworth never came?” said John.

      “I waited for two hours,” Roumoult replied. “I tried calling. He didn’t answer. There was no point in calling my father. He's out of town. I waited all afternoon and left at around five. That was a mistake. I should have left earlier. The storm was already brewing.”

      “So, the meeting was canceled?” Tom asked.

      “Sort of. It was frustrating. Soon, it was dark, wet, and stormy, and I was stuck in traffic for over two hours. There was a traffic cop directing the cars, and I think I should have taken a left instead of a right. I don’t know what happened. Maybe the map wasn’t up to date. I ended up on a rough road with no streetlights.” He paused to clear his throat. “It was pouring, and I could hardly see anything. And my mobile’s battery had died. I drove slowly and saw a sharp turn ahead. I tried to be extra safe, but then I felt a sudden jolt, and the car stopped. I tried shifting into first and second gear, but the car didn’t come loose. I tried to reverse. It was no use. I opened the door and stepped out. I grabbed my flashlight and found that the car’s rear tire was stuck in the mud. I tried to push. The car was too heavy. I looked around for help, but all I could see were trees.” Roumoult took a sip of water. “I walked up and down the road, looking for signposts, but there were none. I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t just sit there. I locked my car and walked ahead, trying to locate a public phone or a house. After about a mile, I came across this lady’s house. Well, I wouldn’t exactly call it a house. I thought it was another resort. I didn’t know it was a private residence until I knocked on the door and this lady opened it.”

      “Now comes the good part,” Tom said, smiling.

      “The minute I saw her, I knew she was tipsy. I told her I needed to use a phone or a spare car. She told me there was no one at home except her and that the phones were out, and she refused to lend me her car. I asked her if she had a mobile. She said no. I had to get out, so I just said I would walk ahead and see if I could find someone else. She told me there were no houses nearby and insisted that I stay in the house. And there was more, so much more, but I don’t want to discuss it.”

      “Don’t leave out anything,” Tom urged. “She was desperate to get you into the house?” Tom glanced at John, who nodded.

      “Yes, very desperate, and I was desperate to get out.”

      “But you didn’t.”

      “A tree fell, blocking the road, and the storm had turned dangerous. I had to wait. I accepted her offer and sat in the living room. She offered me a drink. I said no. She offered me coffee. I said no,” Roumoult said.

      “Why?” John asked.

      “I didn’t want anything. All I wanted was to get out. I waited.”

      “Then what happened?” Tom pressed.

      “Then she started digging. She wanted to know my name, what I did, where I lived.”

      “Did you tell her?”

      “I only gave her a name, a false one.”

      “William,” said both detectives.

      Roumoult nodded. “The storm was raging outside, but I couldn’t wait. I decided to leave at about one. Again, she refused to let me go. She opened one of the guest rooms and said I should get some rest and leave whenever I wanted. Then she disappeared downstairs. I entered the room. It was nice, quiet, and warm. I picked up the phone, but there was no dial tone. I thought she might be telling the truth. I washed my face, got out of my wet clothes, and pulled on a robe I found in the bathroom. I dried my clothes in front of the heater and waited for the storm to pass.”

      “You stayed in the room all night?” said John.

      “Until about half-past five, I think,” Roumoult answered thoughtfully.

      “And you didn’t hear or see anything when you left?” asked Tom.

      “Nothing except the storm. I had a very bad feeling,” Roumoult continued. “I couldn’t sleep all night. I got up before the sun rose, and I left a thank you note on the fireplace. Once out of the house, I doubled back to my car. After confirming its location, I hiked down the mountain to find a tow truck. When I finally did, the driver was also a mechanic. He got my car out. I paid him in cash and then drove back home, tired and irritated.”

      “What time was it when your car was fixed and you drove off?” Tom asked.

      “Around ten.”

      “And you arrived home at?”

      “Around midday.”

      “Are you sure you left the house at half-past five?” said John.

      “Yes, very sure. Why?”

      “The murder took place about an hour later.”

      Silence fell.

      “And you’re sure there was no one else in the house?” Tom said quietly. “No funny noises? Nothing out of the ordinary?”

      Roumoult became thoughtful. He remembered the loud noises he’d heard before entering the house, but they had died out. He hadn’t seen anyone, not even a cat. He’d had a strange and unsettling feeling that there was someone in the house, but he had to be honest. “I don’t know.”

      Tom frowned. He reached out to the file and showed Roumoult a picture of a man. “Do you know this guy?”

      The man in question was almost bald, with round steel-gray eyes and a chubby face.

      “No.”

      “He was found dead in Mrs. Hawkins’s library.”

      Roumoult said nothing for a few minutes. Then he finally spoke. “So now you have it all?”

      “Have you told Fred any of this?” John asked.

      “Are you nuts?” Roumoult shook his head. “This is not something you tell your dad.” Roumoult rose from the chair. “I’m heading home. I’ve given you everything I know. Please try to keep me out of this.”

      Tom smirked.
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      Roumoult opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling of his room. He had slept well, but he didn’t feel rested. His muscles were stiff and painful. The bruises on his body had turned dark blue, and he felt sore all over. He felt his swollen lip and considered taking an analgesic.

      With his father away, the house was quiet. He could hear the birds singing and the horns blaring in the distance. He sat up, wondering about the dead man. He didn’t want to think about it. It wasn’t his concern; it was Tom’s case. But could he ignore the fact that he’d been at that particular house on that particular night?

      The gentle ticking of the clock echoed. As it struck eight, a small door opened, and a cuckoo bird appeared, sang a song, then disappeared back into the timepiece. Roumoult got out of bed and looked at the time. The clock was fifteen minutes behind. It needed winding. He knew what Charles would say, get rid of it. He couldn’t. It was a best thing his mother had left him. He glanced at the picture of the three of them on his bedside. She was taken too early.

      Roumoult looked out of the window. His bedroom faced the driveway and the gates. Tall green trees and a well-cut lawn surrounded the elegant mansion. It was rainy and damp. He felt a weariness settling in on him. Maybe it was the silence, or maybe he had a feeling that something was brewing just beyond the horizon. He knew one thing: he missed his father. He heard noises from downstairs. Charles, his godfather and the house’s caretaker, was probably preparing breakfast.

      Roumoult showered and shaved and was downstairs in an hour. He sat alone in an elegant dining room, which was attached to a small kitchen. While Charles prepared breakfast, Roumoult took the opportunity to read the paper. He quickly found what he was looking for. They had identified the body as Garner Moss, a wealthy playboy with a wife and two children. He was well known for his interest in amateur projects and his weakness for models. Roumoult put the paper away, telling himself it was best to forget about the case.

      

      Peterson’s Garage, New Jersey

      

      Peterson’s garage was filled with the high-tech equipment needed to repair cars. It was a long drive away, but Roumoult preferred Peterson over local mechanics because he was thorough. When Roumoult entered the garage, he found Peterson at his desk. The skinny man with his long face and small eyes regarded him carefully. His clothes were shabby, and hair ruffled.

      “Hey, boss. How are you doing?” he said, getting up.

      “I’m good, thank you,” Roumoult replied, wishing that Peterson would go shopping and find clothes of his size.
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