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Will there come a time when I no longer ask why the world is like a mean street, because I shall take the squalor as normal? Does grief finally subside into boredom tinged by faint nausea?


—C. S. Lewis, A Grief Observed
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The Birdhouse


It began here. A small town in upstate New York, bisected by the Erie Canal, where the days were short and the nights long because sleep was hard to find. Acres of rich farmland surrounded the edge of town. The corn was always tall, and the smell of fresh manure lingered in the air. Not a foul odor, something more warm and earthy. Felt like the beginning of growth. My father would also help enrich a tiny portion of the soil. He wanted a green burial. His body would naturally decompose to feed the small Eastern Red Cedar I planted behind his headstone.


The interim pastor of our dad’s church, Simon Guerre, conducted the burial ceremony. Pastor Simon had inherited the congregation after the previous pastor took ill, and he would remain in place until a new one was hired. Only a handful of people attended the funeral—neighbors and friends my dad got to know over the years, including William Finn, the chief of police for the eight officers, one sergeant, and lone investigator of that small town. He was chief for life and about my age, maybe a couple of years older. He had known my dad for a while and had always been there for him and my younger brother, Tommy, when needed. No relatives showed up. Most of them were either too old, too dead, or too alienated by my father after the great divorce.


Tommy couldn’t make it either. He tried, but his agoraphobia got in the way. It was difficult for him, so I gave him credit for trying. It was my father’s death that brought me here, but my brother’s condition and need for company that made me stay. Not like it was a new start—I wasn’t running away from anything. It was just something I felt I had to do, especially since I could no longer keep my head in the game with the investigations I had to work. That was my only regret: leaving and not working my last two cases through. I left them open, probably soon to be cold.


After I retired from DC’s Metropolitan Police Department, I packed my life and what I didn’t need for day-to-day living and had it stored just outside the District of Columbia, in Virginia. It was a six-hour drive from here. A lot of years of life packed away in that storage unit. I moved into the guest room on the second floor of my dad’s home and surrounded myself with those life mementos that brought me comfort: the photograph I took of my wife, Elena, on our wedding day; another taken during the last vacation we had together; and, on the nightstand next to the side of the bed where I slept, the urn that contained Elena’s ashes.


Death used to be my life, my career, and then it became something personal after Elena’s death, much like my older sister’s accidental death that occurred when we were kids. You looked at it differently when it involved a loved one. I was thankful that Elena, my sister Dani, and my father’s death had not been homicides. There was an odd sense of comfort in that.


My dad’s home had been built in 1850: a barn-red, two-story farmhouse, with an unattached barn that he converted into a two-car garage and workshop. The property comprised just over one and a half acres of land—not much, but edged by trees. A refuge. He knew it was where he would die. When it was his time, he just went. Never woke up. Isn’t that how we’d all like to go?


In his original living will, he advised that he wanted to be cremated but not until after the seventh day. He wanted his body kept in the morgue until that time. He believed that the mind stayed active long after death. For how long he obviously didn’t know, but all his research suggested that the brain was still going through something after everything else in the body had stopped. So, one week to be safe. Why the hell would you want to stay trapped in your head, I had asked him, with your body in a cold morgue? (Not that he’d feel the cold, but still.) What if this brain-activity business were true and you found yourself stuck in one helluva nightmare? What was the point? You’re not going to come back, so why not go for the ashes as soon as possible?


Obviously, he told me, no one could ever know until that time came, but he didn’t want to take a chance on anything having to do with matters of the soul. He later decided, for reasons I’ll never know, that he didn’t want to be cremated; he wanted a green burial instead. I don’t know. He was a tough son of a bitch, and even tougher to figure out.


Tommy sat on an old rickety rocking chair. It creaked with every rock forward. He was drinking an orange soda out of the bottle. We were on the back deck. Bill Finn was with us. He was on his way to the station but had stopped by to drop off a nice cut of venison tenderloin from a buck he had butchered over the weekend. Bill was a devoted hunter, and the venison was his way of welcoming me to the community. I was sitting on a rattan sectional, sipping coffee. Bill was on a matching rattan chair. The deck overlooked the half-acre of green pasture surrounded by trees. A cozy view. A view I wasn’t much used to having.


It was early afternoon, with a comfortably warm breeze. Spring was one of my favorite seasons. Summer was an enemy, mostly because I hated the humidity. It could get humid here too, but nothing like DC. Humidity in a large city was different than anywhere else. Far less tolerable—for me, anyway.


Tommy shot us a half-smile and said, “I haven’t grilled in a while,” like his mind had finally caught up to the conversation we’d had earlier about the meat.


“Well, now you got yourself a reason to,” Bill responded.


“Yeah, Dad said more than once how you were a grill master.”


Tommy looked at me, almost like he was about to smile, but then changed his mind. Looked like he might cry instead.


“Looks like you have some mowing to do,” Bill jumped in and said, as if he sensed the same thing.


“I can’t remember the last time I mowed,” I said.


“We have a zero-turn,” Tommy advised, and I imagined his large but fit body frame, and his shiny bald head, on the mower zigzagging along the pasture.


“Those are fun. Slip a cold one in the cup holder and off you go,” Bill said. He finished the remaining coffee in his cup and straightened up in his chair. “I should go.”


“I’ll walk you out.”


“See you another time, Tom. Don’t wait too long on those tenderloins.”


“I won’t, Chief. Probably tomorrow.”


I walked him around the house to his marked Expedition.


Before he opened the door I said, “By the way, my brother said you had a homicide a couple of weeks ago.”


“Yeah. We only had two other homicides in three years. One was domestic and the other one a shooting at our local bar, the Birdhouse. That place is a damn thorn in my side. Both murders were easy closures. This one I’m not so sure about. The body was dumped at the bank of the canal off 31. Appeared to have been dragged from the road. Looks like it might be drug related.”


“Birdhouse? Haven’t heard of that spot.”


“Don’t go there. I’ve tried to get the place shut down, but no luck. Lot of the town’s trouble comes through there, especially drugs.”


“You have a big drug problem here?”


“What town doesn’t?”


“True,” I agreed with a nod.


“Our investigator retired a while ago and we just promoted an officer to his position. He’s solid, but he’s still a rookie investigator.”


“A good homicide will break him in. Didn’t you work a few at NYPD back in the day?”


“That I did, brother. But that was years ago.”


“Like riding a bike, though.”


“But I’m dangerous on a bike. I always fall and hurt myself.”


He opened the car door, stepped in.


I said, “All right then, be safe.”


“Always.”


Bill Finn gave me an upward nod, closed the door, started the car, and pulled away. I watched as he slowly made his way down the long driveway toward the road. Our driveway was obstructed by a line of large trees, but I could see his car between the tree trunks, moving slowly and turning left onto the road.


My mind pivoted to the homicide because that was in my nature. I wondered why the body had been dragged to the bank, not dumped in the water. I should have asked. In the water, it would have been harder to find. Or maybe just as easy to find, depending on how deep the canal was, how fast the current ran, and whether the killer had thought to weigh down the body. I shrugged it off after a couple of seconds and made my way back to the deck. I didn’t have to worry about such matters anymore.
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The Pastor


I​’ve always been a light sleeper, and so the noise outside woke me. I picked up my iPhone to check the time.


0137 hours. I had it set to show military time.


I got out of bed to look out the window. I had a view of part of the garage and most of the driveway in front. I saw Tommy standing in front of the garage waiting for the door to slide open. He was fully dressed. He entered after it opened. A moment later I heard the car door slam. Our dad had his car parked in there. The car started. The headlights beamed light out of the garage.


What the hell?


It was only a few seconds later when Tommy drove our dad’s older model Ford Explorer out and slowly made his way down the driveway toward the road. From this vantage point I couldn’t see the end of the driveway, or the road. The trees were tall, their big limbs thick with leaves. The car disappeared. I couldn’t even see the headlights. I stood there for a while, until exhaustion overwhelmed me. I didn’t know what to think. Was his agoraphobia all made up? I mean, what the fuck. I returned to bed.


Sleep did not come easily. It hadn’t since I retired.


Tommy was still sleeping when I woke up. I had two cups of coffee, then decided to hit the Wegmans in Canandaigua. It was the place to go for groceries around here. It was about 15 minutes from the house. I used to go to the one in upper Northwest, DC. Tommy told me that Wegmans had originally started as a fruit-and-vegetable cart in Rochester, which was about 40 minutes from town.


“The founders were brothers, like us.” Tommy smiled like a kid.


Going to the grocery store had always been something I enjoyed doing. Elena didn’t like to. If I had not been there, she would have probably had everything delivered.


I still found myself instinctively grabbing at snacks she loved, like Triscuits, Colby-Jack cheese, or jumbo blueberries. Tommy wanted to grill asparagus with the venison, so I went to the vegetable section after almost taking the blueberries.


I grabbed a bundle.


“Graham Sanderson,” a familiar voice said behind me.


I turned to see Pastor Simon. He was holding a plastic shopping basket that contained three apples in a clear bag.


“Nice to run into you here, Graham.”


“How are you, Pastor?”


He held up the basket, smiled, and said, “Just got started here, and saw you. How are you and your brother doing?”


“Doing well, thank you.”


“Are you getting settled in?”


“Yes, I am.”


“Again, I’m so sorry for your loss. Please let me know if there’s anything I can do.”


“I appreciate that, and I will.”


“I know your father was a regular at church before I got there, and your brother attends online, but what about you? Do you join your brother for the sermon online?”


“Afraid not, Pastor. It’s not for me anymore.”


“Anymore?”


“It’s just not for me.”


“I understand. It shouldn’t be about guilt anyway, so I apologize if I made you uncomfortable.”


“You didn’t,” I smiled.


“Well, good to see you. Say hi to your brother for me—and let me know if you ever need to talk. I specialize in grief counseling. I’ll leave it at that.”


“Thank you, Pastor. Good to see you, too. I’ll keep it in mind.”


“Off to the bread section now. You take care.”


“You too. Have a good one.”


The image of Tommy driving the car down the driveway popped into my head.


“Oh, by the way, Pastor—”


He stopped and turned back toward me.


“I was just wondering… I mean, I know my brother was seeing the previous pastor for online counseling, so I was just curious if he’s doing that with you now.”


“Is there something you’re concerned about?” he asked as though he sensed it.


“I just know my father’s passing has been hard on him.”


“We do have online sessions once a week. You should talk to Tommy about that. And remember, I’m here for you too.”


“Appreciate that.”


“You take care, Graham.”


Pastor Simon gave a friendly smile and walked away. He seemed pleasant enough, and I felt a little bad that I’d been short with him about attending his church. Elena got me into going regularly, but after she passed away, I got angry at the God she said she had faith in. Dad didn’t go to church until later in life, and he had never forced his beliefs on us. Our mother, on the other hand, was Jewish, and she did press her beliefs on us. I guess they never took root, because I knew that Tommy had streamed the church service online for years.


I liked driving around here. Long winding roads, farms surrounding small towns, and most of those with a Main Street. Some homes seemed sad, though. Falling apart. Others were grand old structures that have probably been standing for more than a hundred years.


Tommy insisted on taking care of the groceries when I got back. Everything had its proper place, and I wasn’t about to disturb that. When he was done, he returned to his comfortably cluttered room. He kept the door shut. Dad told me he felt safe in his room, so I never questioned Tommy about it. For some reason I didn’t even ask him about taking the car out last night. I must have been afraid of the answer. Damn, I gave up my life to be here with him, and now I had doubts. Had he been lying to our dad all this time too? All the childhood trauma and the psychiatrists and therapy that followed. I knew all that was true, but the agoraphobia? I would have to talk to him soon.


The extra time I had on my hands was new to me, and something I had to get used to. Work had been my life—more so after Elena’s death. I kept myself busy working cases, even assisting other detectives with theirs, until I burned myself out. I had to find other things to occupy myself with here. Sitting around and having nothing to do allowed too much time with my thoughts.


I heard a loud thump. Sounded like it came from upstairs. Then I heard Tommy yell, “Damn!”


I walked upstairs, thinking something must have fallen. His door was closed, so I knocked.


“Yeah,” he said like he was irritated.


I opened the door and stepped in. He was standing in front of a wall to the left of his desk. There was a fist-sized hole in the drywall. I noticed drywall dust on his fist.


“Why’d you put your fist through the wall?”


“Don’t worry,” he said calmly and without regret. “I know how to fix that.”


I stood there hoping he’d answer my question, but he just turned and sat back down at his desk.


“What’s going on, Tommy?”


“No worries, G. Damn customer just pissed the hell out of me. I’ll patch it up later.”


“You need to talk?”


“Naw, I need to get back to work.” He smiled oddly.


I had never seen him do something like that before. He turned back to his computer screen as though I wasn’t there. Before I could respond, he glanced over his shoulder toward the window overlooking the front of the house and said, “Someone’s here.”


Seconds later, the doorbell rang.


“You mind getting that? I have to work.”


“No problem.”


I closed his door and walked downstairs.


It was Bill Finn, dressed in his police uniform. I mentally shook off what had happened.


“Hey, Bill. Two times in two days. I feel honored.”


“Hope I’m not interrupting anything.”


“Not at all. Come on in.”


“I only have a minute. I would have called, but I figured this was something I’d rather do in person.”


“Sounds serious.”


“It is. I could really use your help.”
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The Chief’s Nephew


When Bill Finn told me there’d been another murder, I said I’d feel more comfortable talking at his office, where there’d be no interruptions.


“I can meet you there in about an hour,” I said.


“Appreciate that.”


Truth was, I didn’t want Tommy and his uncanny hearing picking up on our conversation. I was still confused after witnessing his early-morning excursion and his sudden outburst of anger, then learning that a murder that had occurred around the same time I saw him driving out. Damn the way I thought! It was ridiculous. This fucking cop brain of mine. It should’ve retired after I retired. He’s my damn brother, after all.


The police station was on the first floor of the town’s municipal building. No one was at the reception window, but there was a buzzer to the right of the entrance. I pressed it. A short time later, Bill approached from another room. He saw me through the window and waved, walked to the door, and let me in.


“Good to see you, Graham.”


“How are you doing, Chief?”


“Good, good. Thanks for coming down.”


“Looks empty in here.”


“Investigator Gottert and the three day-shift officers are on the street.”


He showed me around the station. It was small. In the central area was a large cubicle with three computers, where the officers could sit and do paperwork. There was also a community area with a large table and chairs (plus a refrigerator, sink, and dishwasher), a locked evidence room, a prisoner holding room, an office for the sergeant and the office clerk (who was out sick), and a vacant office.


Walking back through the main area and toward Bill’s office, I noticed a roster on the wall listing the officers and their shifts.


“No women in this tiny department of yours?”


“Not anymore. The one female officer we had left us for the ATF. We currently have four vacancies, but no one wants to be a cop anymore.”


“Yeah, DC is hiring too. Even offering some nice incentives and still having a hard time.”


“Tough everywhere.”


Bill’s office had 1970s-style wood paneling, with a built-in bookshelf that took up the wall behind his desk. Police-related textbooks were on the top shelf. New York Giants bobbleheads, awards, medals, and framed family photos occupied the two lower shelves. The other walls were decorated with his plaques; other framed awards, certificates, and accomplishments; and a framed print of the Archangel Michael running a spear through the mouth of a dragon-like creature. The L-shaped desk he sat behind was tidy. The computer monitor and keyboard were on the shorter side of the desk. His handheld radio was next to the phone. One call was dispatched for shoplifting at the local drugstore. Nothing like DC, where I would have heard one call right after another.


“Would you like coffee or anything?”


“I’m good. Thanks.”


“Again, I appreciate your time.”


“Happy to help, but I’m thinking you’d get more assistance from state troopers or the sheriff’s office?”


“I don’t want their help with this. I want to keep it in-house, maintain control of the investigation.”


“I confess I’m not that familiar with the kind of politics you might have to deal with here. In DC I had to work with the feds, and jurisdictions in Maryland and Virginia on occasion. It could be frustrating, but we were always in control.”


“I’d like to keep this investigation close. Not because there’s anything to hide.” Bill Finn looked away for a moment, like he needed to pause. When he looked back, he said, “The second victim was my nephew, Del.”


“Damn. I’m so sorry, Bill. What the hell happened?”


“We were very close. He had his problems, but he was a good kid, and I tried to be there for him. His body was found by a farmer. Appeared as though he’d been dragged from the road, about twenty feet, to the edge of the farmer’s cornfield. Here’s the thing—he had four cylindrical puncture wounds to the chest area that at first appeared to be gunshot wounds. The medical examiner later found them to be stab wounds made by a tri-edged cylindrical instrument, like a dagger, maybe seven or more inches long. Same cause of death as the first body found at the edge of the canal, and damn-near identical wounds. They probably bled out fast, but somewhere other than where they were found.”


“Any characteristic hilt marks on the skin?”


“I asked about that, and no. The stab wounds were deep, but maybe not thrust hard enough to leave something like that on the skin.”


“An ice pick is narrow, but it doesn’t have three edges. Doesn’t sound like a normal knife.”


“Gottert is looking into that.”


“You still thinking it was drug related?”


“Thought so with the first one. The victim had a criminal record that would suggest that, and bloodwork revealed the presence of cocaine and fentanyl. Drug deal gone bad or something, is what I thought. Del… my nephew… he didn’t do drugs, didn’t have a criminal record except for a couple of DUIs. Toxicology revealed only alcohol. He is—was—an alcoholic. It cost him a good job, but there was nothing at his home that would even suggest he was involved with drugs.”


“Did Del know the other victim?”


“Investigator Gottert is looking into that possibility. Cell-phone records, social media—all that.”


“And they both lived in town?”


“Yes. I thought at first it was a robbery gone bad, but both of them had their wallets. My nephew still had his watch on his wrist, and the first victim even had some cash still on him.”


“So, not likely a robbery. Stabbing them both four times—that’s something else.”


“I thought that too.”


“Two homicides with similar MOs, in a town this small. There has to be something in common with the two.”


“I agree. Haven’t found anything yet.”


“Looks like you have everything covered.”


“Yes and no. I need someone like you. A fresh set of eyes. Walk Gottert through it. Someone with your homicide experience would be valuable.”


“I don’t want to be that retired guy stepping in like he thinks he knows everything. That might not sit well with your investigator or your other officers. That’s just not me. Besides, between you and me, shortly after my wife died I dived headfirst into work so hard I burned myself out. Couldn’t get my head in the game anymore. And then when my dad died, I knew I was done.”


“I can understand that—and I can’t imagine what you went through. But all I’m asking is that you come in, stay as long or as short as you want. No pressure. The other officers will welcome your knowledge and wealth of experience. Don’t worry about that.”


“They’ll also do whatever you tell them to do.”


“My guys are squared away, Graham. It’s not like it was in the city.”


I really wasn’t sure about all that, and I knew he could see it in me.


“Give it a shot, Graham. Might be good for you.”


“Alright. I’ll do what I can. I was getting a bit bored just hanging around the house.”


“That’s all I’m asking—do what you can.”


“When can I take a look at the case jackets?”


He opened a drawer on the left side of the desk, pulled out two folders.


“Just so happens I have copies right here.” He smiled.


He reached across the desk and handed them to me. I accepted.


“I’ll review them tonight, if that’s alright.”


“Appreciate it.”


“What are you working tomorrow?”


“I should get in about 7 a.m. until whenever. You know how it is.”


“I remember those days. I’ll shoot you a text in the morning. I’ll stop in.”


“Alright.”


We shook hands and he escorted me out of the station.


Tommy was in his room when I got home. I thought about calling up the stairs to let him know I was there, then figured he’d heard me come in. I got myself a beer and went out to the deck to sit and review the cases. Felt good—like I’d been handed a present.


Leaving the body at the edge of the cornfield was like leaving the first body on the bank of the Erie Canal. Just a few more feet and it would have been concealed—and probably not discovered until the farmer harvested the corn. I believed the similarity was intentional: The murderer (or murderers) had wanted both bodies to be discovered quickly. Paul Savell and Bill’s nephew, Del Thomas. Their case jackets were thorough and by the book, but not much there yet. I looked over the incident report and the running résumé a second time, and was just finishing up when Tommy came down to make dinner.


“What were you reading?”


I didn’t want to tell him about the second murder, so I said, “Bill asked if I’d be interested in volunteering, help out the new investigator.”


“With that murder?”


“Just help out the new investigator. No big deal.”


“Like a mentor, then?”


“Yeah, I guess. You going to grill up those tenderloins?”


“Yeah, but I can freeze them if you want something else.”


“No, venison sounds good. Haven’t had that in a while.”


“Alrighty then.”


I almost chuckled when he said that. Brought back memories. I needed that. He used to drive our dad crazy by repeating that line as a kid. If you say that one more time I’ll stop this car and give you a spanking, Dad once told him on a road trip. Tommy replied “Alrighty then” without a thought, like he couldn’t help it. Dad pulled over and chased him around the car. Tommy was laughing like it was a game—until Dad caught him, that is, and the spanking turned that around. For a while, anyway.


“How was your day?” I asked now.


“Good. I mowed.”


I looked out over the deck.


“Don’t know why I didn’t notice it. Great job.”


“I like mowing.”


Tommy once told me the property was an extension of the house, so he didn’t have a problem getting out and working around the land. It had taken him a while before he could do that, he confided, but eventually he worked up to it. Dad always made sure that Tommy understood it was a safe environment. He had hoped that Tommy would one day work his way all the way out. And maybe he had—but why wouldn’t he tell me so? Why was he hiding that from me? I couldn’t bring myself to think about it further.


He rubbed the back of his buzz-cut head with the palm of his hand.


“Growing longer back there,” I said. “Like a mullet.”


“That’ll be the day.” He suddenly became sullen. “Dad used to have to cut back there because I could never get it even.”


I felt bad, so I said, “I’ll help you out, Tommy. Might cut you a bit in the process.”


He chuckled.


“I would appreciate that. Not nicking my scalp up, though.” He looked at me with serious raised brows. “And by the way, I’ve always wondered how the hell you ended up with a full head of hair and I have to shave down because I’m almost bald? Dad had a full head of hair all his life.”


“Luck of the draw. I don’t know, it’s on the mother’s side. Her dad was bald as shit, but he wasn’t big like you. Where’d that come from?”


“You saying I’m fat?”


“No, dude—you’re like the linebacker you were in high school.”


And there was that sad face again. Shouldn’t have brought those memories up.


“You’re looking fit and healthy, my brother.”


He smiled.


Tommy went back to his room after dinner. It was his comfort zone, and something Dad said was nothing to worry about. All that emotional abuse our mother put him through when he was a child. Fortunately or maybe unfortunately, I hadn’t been there to look after him. It got worse when he injured his spine playing football at a high school in Arlington. Tommy was lucky he hadn’t been paralyzed from the neck down. He had surgery and the orthopedic surgeon advised him that his career as a football player was over. That destroyed him. He lost his college scholarship. Made his life even worse with our mother. He hid the abuse from me and our Dad until he was an adult. By then it was too late. Our dad would have fought to take him if he had known.


I went through the case jackets again, got tired early. I picked up the jackets to take upstairs with me, but not to read; I was going to place them on the dresser—keep them from prying eyes. On the way there, I overheard the muffled sound of my brother talking through his closed door. I was surprised he didn’t hear me approaching and stop talking to whoever it was and open his door. I felt nosy, so I listened quietly. Sounded like he was on his iPhone.


“I am trying,” I heard him say, almost sadly. Then, after a brief pause: “No, I can’t accept that. I won’t accept that.”


He worked remotely for a large insurance company, but this sounded more like a personal call. I shouldn’t have been eavesdropping. It was probably his friend.


“I don’t know what to say to that.” He continued sounding more angry. “Fuck that. I don’t care anymore.”


He stopped talking. It sounded like he got up and was moving toward the door. I started walking toward my bedroom. When Tommy opened his door, I stopped and turned to look back at him.


“Hey,” I said with a smile.


“You going to bed?”


I said, “Yeah, I’m beat.”


He was holding his iPhone.


“I thought I heard you talking when I walked by. You on the phone with Henry?”


He hesitated, like he was surprised I’d heard him.


“No. That’s done with.”


“Oh, sorry. I didn’t know.”


“That’s all right.”


“So… one of your other friends, or a new friend in your life?”


“Nope. Good night then.” He closed his door abruptly.


“Good night,” I said more to myself.















4


The Rookie Investigator


I rolled to my side to look at the urn on the nightstand and said, “Good night.” Turned off the light, rolled onto my back again, and studied the fictive patterns cast on the ceiling by the light seeping through the window curtains. Some of them made into faces. Glared back at me. Fortunately, no one I knew. My racing mind eventually ran out of fuel and I found sleep, but only for a couple of hours. Repeated the process three more times until daylight found its way through the curtains. I was still having a tough time processing the whole retirement thing—leaving those open cases behind to add to some other detective’s already heavy workload. I’ve never liked leaving anything unfinished, but that’s what I had done.


I wanted to loaf around in bed, maybe close my eyes and try to find more sleep, but I wasn’t programmed that way. It was going to take some work to get there. So I sat up, let my feet feel the wood floor, and pushed myself out of bed.


After a long shower I went to the kitchen to make coffee. I sat outside when it was done. The clouds were coming in dark. The wind was picking up, too. An awning covered the deck, but that wouldn’t help much if the wind turned the rain sideways. About half an hour later, Tommy stepped out to join me. He had an orange soda.


“Looks like rain,” he said.


He sat in his rocking chair.


“I’m going to head over to the police station a little later,” I told him.


He didn’t respond. He did that often. Didn’t mean anything. His mind was probably caught up somewhere else. He started rocking. The chair creaking. He was a big guy, so I worried it would eventually break on him. He’d survive, but that’d be a sight to see. His giant six-foot-four frame crashing down to the decking. I’m five eleven and nowhere near as built as he is. Some funky genes in our family.


“You should invite your friends over sometime soon. I’d like to meet them.” I couldn’t let last night go.


“Huh?”


“Your friend, or friends. I’d like to meet them.”


“I don’t have friends anymore. Just Dad.”


He said that like Dad was still alive.


“Then who were you talking to the other day?”


“I wasn’t talking to anyone. You probably heard me streaming something on the laptop, or maybe a customer for work.”


“Sure sounded like you were talking to someone you were friends with. Sounded like an argument.”


“Naw, maybe to myself. I do that sometimes, you know.”


I didn’t want to push it. He was in his forties and allowed his own secrets. I certainly had mine. After all, I talked to my dead wife.


Raindrops were gently smacking against the tin roof. It was a comforting sound until it became a hard rain. It passed over quickly, though. Turned to an eerie lull, but only briefly. Then the slow pitter-patter of light rain resumed.


I texted Bill Finn and asked him if around 10 a.m. would be good to stop by. He responded after a couple of minutes with a “yes.”


I loafed around a bit longer and got myself ready. I grabbed the case jackets and headed to the station.


A young uniformed officer appeared at the window after I pushed the buzzer. His name tag read R. AGUILAR. He looked squared away.


“Can I help you?”


“I’m Graham Sanderson, for the chief.”


“Hold on, please.”


He walked to the door that led to Bill’s office, came back a few seconds later, and let me in.


“He’ll be out in a minute.”


“Thanks.”


“You can have a seat over there if you want,” he said, pointing to one of the three cubicle chairs.


“I’m fine.”


He nodded and walked away, disappearing into the other side of the large room. A couple of minutes later Bill stepped out of his office.


“I was on the phone,” he smiled.


We walked toward each other. Shook hands.


“You want some coffee?”


“I’m good, thanks. I went through these.”


I handed him the case jackets.


“Based on the autopsy reports, they do appear to be connected,” I said.


“Yes. I have a town-hall meeting this evening. One murder was enough to stir up the folks here; now we have two. Hard as hell to keep something like this from spreading in a small town. A lot of concerned folks. Come meet my investigator, Mike Gottert.”


“Alright.”


I followed him across the room to Gottert’s office. The door was closed. He opened it without knocking. Gottert was sitting in his cubicle chair, typing on a computer keyboard. He looked up. He was wearing tan khakis and a light green polo shirt with the department’s badge embroidered on the breast. His badge was affixed to his belt on the left side, ahead of the leather pouch that held two magazines. His holstered Glock 40 was on the right side. He had a goatee, trimmed short.


“Chief,” he said.


“Mike, this is Graham Sanderson.”


Gottert slid the chair back, stood up, and extended his hand.


“I’ve heard a lot about you,” he said.


“Likewise.”


“I’ve got to go to my weekly meeting with the mayor,” said Bill. “I’ll leave you two at it.”


“Alright, sir.” Gottert said.


“See you around, Chief.”


He shot me an upward nod and left.


“Have a seat.”


I sat in the chair on the side of his cubicle. A couple of boxes filled with papers were on the top shelf. Another, larger box was on the floor. It was filled with framed photos, a few books, and some other personal items he hadn’t gotten around to emptying yet.


“Chief said you worked homicide in Washington, DC.”


“Yep.”


“That must have been something.”


“The city was about to regain its Murder Capital title again just before I left.”


“So you got out in the nick of time.”


“I did.”


“I imagine it’s a lot of drug-related shit.”


“A lot of that, yes. Is that what you’re thinking with these two homicides?”


“I don’t have enough to go on yet, but it usually is. Chief said you’d reviewed them?”


“I did, and you’re right. There’s not much to go on. But most drug-related homicides are committed with a firearm. A dispute over turf, or a bad transaction. These could be, I guess. Maybe this killer liked it up close and personal.”


“But didn’t seem out of control. Each one four times, like he knew what he was doing.”


“Like he’s done it before. What also stood out to me was why they were dumped where they were. Why make it easy to find the bodies?”


“I never thought about that—where they were dumped. It’s almost like a statement, right? I mean that and the stab wounds.”


“More than likely, it was.”


“So maybe it was a drug deal gone bad and he was sending a message.”


I wanted to say, Maybe on some television crime show, but usually not in real life. Instead I kept it to myself and said, “Could be.”


“I was going to recanvass the area where the second body was found, knock on a couple of doors. You wanna tag along?”


“Sure.”


“Great. One of the homes faced the road in the area where the body was found. Looked like it had a door cam.”


“You going to have me sign a waiver to ride around with you?” I asked with a smile.


“The chief vouches for you,” Gottert said facetiously. “So, no.”


“Good. Makes me feel like the real police again.”


I don’t know why I said that, because I certainly didn’t mean it. The last thing I wanted to feel like was a working detective again. The real fucking police. The only reason I was here was because I’ve always had a hard time saying no. But then, there was also my brother.
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