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Carl Bogart’s old Fleetwood double-wide mobile home stood on a cleared half acre surrounded by a forest of mixed hardwoods, spruce, and hackmatack trees shedding their dark-gold needles onto the unpaved driveway.

It was late October. From the black rubberized roof at the mobile home’s kitchen end protruded a sheet metal stovepipe topped by a screened metal spark guard and a cone-shaped sheet metal rain cap.

No smoke came from the stovepipe. Cody Chevrier pulled the white Blazer with the Aroostook County Sheriff’s Department decal stenciled on its door up alongside the double-wide and parked. Bogart’s truck, an old green Ford F-150 pickup, was backed halfway into the lean-to shed that stood at right angles to the trailer.

A day’s worth of fallen hackmatack needles veiled the truck’s windshield. Cody got out, his door-slam loud in the clearing’s silence.

“Hey, Carl?” Half a cord of white maple logs chainsawed to stove length lay in a mess of wood chips with Carl’s splitting axe stuck in the chopping block at the center of them, as if he’d just gone inside for a drink of water or something.

“Carl?” At midmorning, frost still glazed the fallen leaves lying in coppery drifts in the trailer’s shade, the day clear and cold now after a night that had gotten down into the twenties. There were no marks in the rime under the trailer’s windows that Cody could see.

Besides the pickup truck, Carl’s shed held a shotgun-shell reloading press bolted to a massively overbuilt wooden workbench, the bench’s legs fastened through big galvanized angle irons to a pair of old railroad ties set parallel into the shed’s poured concrete floor. Seeing this reminded Cody that it was about time for him and Carl to start thinking about lugging the shell press indoors for winter. Turning slowly, he regarded the double-wide again.

Around it, long grass lay flattened by the deer who used the clearing as a sleeping yard; Carl didn’t hunt anymore himself, just reloaded the shotgun shells for others. No tire tracks were on the grass, and the hackmatack needles on the driveway had already been disturbed by Cody’s own vehicle, as well as by the breeze that had sprung up at dawn.

So: no sign that anyone else had been here recently, Cody thought, unable to keep his mind from running that way even with no real evidence yet of anything amiss.

A red squirrel scampered up the steps to the double-wide’s screened porch—from May through September, the mosquitoes here could stand flat-footed and look right over the house at you, and the blackflies were worse—then reversed itself in mid-leap and ran back down them again, hot-footing it across the yard into the woods.

“Carl, you old son of a bitch, get your ragged ass out here,” Cody yelled, because Carl was scaring him now. This was not like the old retired ex-cop.

It was not like him at all. A low howl rose from the back seat of Cody’s vehicle, where Carl’s black and tan hound, Rascal, had been confined for nearly an hour already. The dog had been found way over on the old White Oak Station Road, nobody with him, and calls to Carl to come down and get the animal hadn’t been answered.

Which was also not like him. Cody mounted the steps, shading his eyes with his hands to peer into the screened enclosure. As he did so, memories from years past assailed him, from back when a much younger Cody Chevrier was the newest, greenest Aroostook County sheriff’s deputy imaginable, and Carl was his boss.

Back then, by this time of the morning Carl’s wife, Audrey, would’ve had her day’s laundry out drying already, Carl’s flannel shirts and tomato-red long johns flapping from a line strung on pulleys between the porch and the shed. She’d have had strong coffee burbling in a percolator and fresh-baked coffee cake laid out on a white paper doily, sweet smelling in the warm, bright kitchen.

Broiled brown-sugar topping on the coffee cake, she’d have had; Cody could almost taste it. But Audrey had been gone all of ten years now, and from the porch’s far corner the old clothesline hung slack on bent wheels, a few blackened wooden clothespins still clipped to it.

Cody called through the screen, heard Carl’s radio playing tinnily inside. No other sound, though. And Carl wouldn’t ever have left his axe out that way.

Or his dog roaming. Rascal howled dismally again from the rear of the Blazer, the sound raising the hairs on Cody’s neck. The breeze kicked up another notch, chilling his armpits inside his jacket and giving him gooseflesh.

Oh, he didn’t like this. He didn’t like it a bit.

With a feeling of deep reluctance, he pulled open the screen door and crossed the porch he and Carl had built together one fine autumn weekend all those years ago. Rascal’s predecessor, Rowdy, was just a pup at the time, Cody recalled, the young dog nosing around and getting in their way, while inside, Audrey fried ham-and-egg sandwiches for lunch.

The eggs were from her own hens, the crisp homemade pickles preserved from cukes grown in her garden. She’d raised prize dahlias, too, back then, or was it roses? Cody couldn’t remember.

No matter, though; once she died, Carl had quit mowing so much and let the raised beds and the cold frame go to ruin. Now in the screened porch a rickety wooden card table heaped with old copies of Field & Stream and Sports Illustrated stood beside a bent-ash rocker with a striped blanket for a cushion, a reading lamp with a blue plaid shade on a tripod stand, and a trash-bag-lined barrel half full of empty Budweiser cans.

No ashtray. Carl never smoked. He always said a cop couldn’t afford to mess up his sense of smell. From inside the trailer, Cody sniffed scorched baked beans and a rank whiff of something else.

“Oh, man,” he said softly.

Carl Bogart’s body lay sprawled on the linoleum just inside the double-wide’s entry. Cody stepped over it into the familiar kitchen, then turned and crouched to feel for a pulse in his old friend’s whiskery neck.

He’d known there wouldn’t be one, though. Blood stained the cabinet fronts in the kitchen and a dark pool had begun drying under Carl’s head near the weapon, a .45 revolver that Cody recognized, fallen by Carl’s hand.

“Oh, buddy,” Cody said sadly. “I’m so sorry.”

Then he went back outside to call dispatch.



ONE


TWO WEEKS LATER

“This is not what I signed up for,” Lizzie Snow said. “And you know it.”

She gazed around in dismay at the small, dusty office whose plate-glass front window looked out at the remote northern town of Bearkill, Maine. The office walls were covered with fake wood paneling, the ceiling was stained 1960s-era acoustical tiles, and the ratty beige carpet was worn through to the backing in the traffic areas.

“You said I’d be …” The furnishings consisted of a beat-up metal desk, an office chair with one of its cheap plastic wheels missing, and a metal shelf rack of the kind used to store car parts in an auto supply store, plus one old phone book.

Not that sticking her in a better office would’ve helped. “… on patrol,” she finished, trying to control her temper.

Squinting out across Main Street, she told herself that the town, at least, wasn’t so bad. Two rows of small businesses and shops, a luncheonette, and a corner bar called Area 51 whose sign featured a big-eyed alien with a cocktail in its hand made up the downtown district. There was a laundromat, a flower shop, a supermarket, and an office supply place called The Paper Chase.

All were apparently doing business, though not exactly thriving; years ago in the post-WWII housing boom and for decades after, timber harvesting had supported this community and many others like it. But with the lumber industry sadly diminished, the area’s agriculture—potatoes, oats, broccoli—couldn’t take up the slack, and there wasn’t much else here to work at.

Or so she’d read. Bearkill was one of many Maine towns she’d Googled before coming here, but this was her first visit.

Too bad it’s not my last …

She supposed she should’ve liked the little town’s air of brave defiance, stuck way out here in the woods with not even a movie theater or a Whole Foods, much less a museum or jazz club.

But, dear God, there wasn’t even a Starbucks, the only hair salon was called The Cut-n-Run, and if you could buy any makeup but Maybelline in this town, she’d eat her hat.

“Yeah, I know the job’s not like I described,” Aroostook County sheriff Cody Chevrier admitted.

Six-two and one-eighty or so with close-clipped silver hair and the perma-tanned skin of a guy who spent a lot of his time outdoors, summer and winter, Chevrier was in his late fifties but still trimly athletic-looking in his tan uniform.

“Since you and I talked last, though, there’ve been a few developments.”

“Yeah? Like what, a crime wave?” she asked skeptically. On the sixty-mile drive north up Route 1 from the Aroostook County seat of Houlton this morning, she’d seen little evidence of that.

Farms, forest land, widely spaced homes and small roadside businesses were the norm here, she’d seen after filling out the stacks of pre-employment paperwork Chevrier had put before her. Around the courthouse and the sheriff’s office, men and women in business garb carried briefcases and drove late-model sedans, but once she’d left Houlton it was good old boys in gimme caps and women in pastel sweatshirts all the way. Nobody looked as if they had a whole lot to steal, or the inclination to steal anything, either.

“You might be surprised at what goes on in this area,” said Chevrier.

“Uh-huh.” She eyed him sideways. “Maybe.”

And moonbeams might fly out of her ass the next time she passed gas, too. But she’d been a cop for a dozen years now, and she wasn’t betting on it; crime-wise—and otherwise, she thought bleakly—this place was deader than Elvis.

“You said I’d be on the road,” she reminded Chevrier again. “First with a partner and then …”

According to the Aroostook County Sheriff’s Department’s website, there were 2,500 miles of public roadway in “the County” (locals always used the capital C), which spread across half of northern Maine. Eight thousand miles more of privately maintained roads belonged to major landowners, primarily lumber companies. In area the County was larger than Rhode Island and Connecticut combined; its 71,000-plus residents generated approximately 600 criminal complaints and 400 traffic incidents each quarter.

In addition, the sheriff’s department served court orders and warrants, moved prisoners and psych patients, worked with the Maine DEA, the warden service, Border Patrol, and Homeland Security, and staffed a seventy-two-bed county jail; the transport detail alone logged 160,000 miles per year.

And none of it could afford to get screwed up just because she was a new deputy. She’d need an experienced partner for a while before working a patrol assignment on her own; that much she’d understood.

Eventually, though, she’d be out there solo: keeping her eyes and ears open, asking polite questions and maybe a few not-so-polite ones. Searching—

And sooner or later finding. If, that is, it turned out that there was really anything—anyone—up here to find …

Out of the blue, Chevrier asked the question she’d seen on his face when he’d first met her in person the day before.

“So, you will pass the physical, right?”

The Aroostook County Sheriff’s Department’s mandatory pre-employment fitness test, he meant. Sit-ups, push-ups, a mile-and-a-half run … all required in order to finalize her hiring.

“Yeah,” she replied, controlling her impatience. Back in Boston, where she’d been a homicide detective until a few weeks ago—dear God, was it only that long?—she’d done those things religiously at the police academy gym on Williams Avenue. Six days a week, sometimes seven …

Usually seven. It was among the joys of being a woman cop: to the dirtbags—and to some of your coworkers, too, though they’d deny it—you were a pushover until proven otherwise. So there was no sense allowing for even the slightest chance of it being true; on a good day, she bench-pressed 220. She just didn’t look like she could, or at any rate not at first glance.

Short, spiky black hair expertly cut, blood-red nails matching her lipstick, and smoky-dark eye makeup meticulously applied took care of that, as did her scent, which was Guerlain’s Rose Barbare, and her high-heeled black boots rising to the tops of her tightly muscled calves, snug as a second skin.

She had no uniforms here yet, so today she wore black jeans, a white silk T-shirt and navy hoodie, and a butter-soft leather jacket. The look wasn’t fancy, but perhaps partly as a result of all those gym hours it was effective; exiting Chevrier’s vehicle, she’d attracted second glances from several of Bearkill’s passing citizens, some even approving.

Some not so much. Hey, screw them. “I’ll do just fine,” she repeated evenly, “on the fitness tests.”

“Okay,” Chevrier replied. If you say so, his face added, but not as doubtfully this time; whether it was the confidence in her voice, a closer appraisal of her gym-toned form, or a combination of the two that convinced him, she didn’t know.

Or care. “In that case, you’re the new community liaison officer here in Bearkill,” he said. “First one we’ve ever had.”

Gesturing at the dingy room, he added, “I’ll set you up with account numbers for furniture and supplies, and we’ve got people on contract to get the place cleaned and painted for you.”

On the way here, he’d explained that her assignment had changed because a federal grant he’d been expecting to lose had come through after all. So he had funding for this new position.

But he hadn’t described her duties, an omission she thought odd. Could it be he believed that being from a big city meant she already knew the usual activities and objectives of such a job? Or … was she supposed to invent them herself?

Her hiring had been fast-tracked, too: a mere two weeks between the time he’d learned that she was in the coastal Maine town of Eastport—her first stop after leaving Boston—and this morning’s paperwork.

It was another thing she felt curious about: why he’d been so interested in her, and in her homicide experience especially. She made a mental note to ask him about all of it if he didn’t volunteer the information soon, just as a husky teenager on an old balloon-tired Schwinn bike pedaled by the big front window.

Sporting a nose stud and a silvery lip ring and with his pale hair twisted into utterly improbable-looking dreadlocks, the kid wore faded jeans and a drab T-shirt and was tattooed on all visible parts of his body except his face.

Really? she thought in surprise. So apparently not every young male in Aroostook County was a good old boy; she wondered if Tattoo Kid here was a skilled fighter, or if he survived looking the way he did by trading something other than punches.

“… department credit card for gas, but we do repairs back at the house,” Chevrier was saying, meaning that vehicles were taken care of in Houlton, she thought, likely through a local car dealer’s service department.

Which as news was not earthshaking, nor was the rest of the procedural stuff he was reciting. Lizzie slipped a hand into her jacket pocket and withdrew a creased photograph of a little girl who was about nine years old.

The child had straight, shoulder-length blond hair and blue eyes, and wore a red, white, and blue striped cape of some shiny material; she held a small banner that read HAPPY 4TH OF JULY!

I’m coming, honey, Lizzie thought at the photograph, worn from frequent handling. I’ll find you. And when I do …

She tucked the picture away again. It was why she had left Boston, why she was here in Maine at all: an anonymous tip, her first hint in years that she had living family after all. But she still didn’t know the end of that last sentence.

When I do … then what?

“… get yourself a PO box right away so we can send you your paychecks,” Chevrier was saying.

She wasn’t even sure that the child in the photograph was the one she sought. Her younger sister Cecily’s infant daughter, Nicolette, had gone missing from Eastport eight years earlier, right after Cecily’s own mysterious death.

If she wasn’t a sad little pile of bones in an unmarked grave somewhere, Nicki was Lizzie’s only living kin, and after a long time of believing the child was dead there’d been other hints recently, too, that instead she was somewhere in northern Maine.

But Lizzie wasn’t sure of that, either, and anyway, northern Maine was a big place. There was, she realized for the thousandth time, so much she didn’t know.

I should have done more, started sooner.

I shouldn’t have just let it go.

But she had; for one thing, she’d needed to earn a living, and there was no undoing any of it now. Tattoo Kid pedaled by the front windows a second time, his eyes meeting hers briefly and then looking quickly away again as Chevrier went on:

“I’ll get a requisition going for your computer stuff, have a carpet crew come up from Bangor …”

She turned to him. “No.”

His brow furrowed. “So … what, you mean you’ve decided that you don’t want the spot?”

For a moment she was tempted; she’d have loved telling him to take his job and stick it. After all, who offered somebody one position, then waited until they showed up before informing them that it had turned into something entirely different? But …

“Oh, I’m taking it.” She crossed to the desk, grabbed the phone book, and threw it into a corner. Who used a phone book anymore, either? “But only on two conditions. First …”

She aimed a finger at the front window. “You want me to build friendly relationships with the people here in Bearkill? I mean, that’s what a liaison officer does, right?”

She had the funniest feeling that Chevrier might not know quite what one of those did himself. But never mind:

“There’s only one way I can quick-start relationships with these folks—”

At the far end of the downtown block, the office supply store was somehow still alive, while at the other end a run-down gas station survived, as did the tiny convenience store attached.

“—and that’s for me to buy stuff from them.”

Which was also true in Boston, and anywhere else there were cops: coffee and a lottery ticket at the bodega, an apple at the fruit stand, sandwiches at the luncheonette—you bought a little of this or that anywhere you thought you might get the chance to talk to people, hear things.

“Supplies, cleaning, painting, new tires for the squad car whether it needs ’em or not,” she went on. “All of it has to get done locally. And as for computer equipment?”

She turned to face him. “Look, Sheriff, I’ve got my own reasons for wanting the job you’re trying to foist on me, okay? So I’m not walking away even though you know damned well you absolutely deserve it.”

He shrugged again, acknowledging this. “But,” she went on, “as far as computers and printer paper and everything else this place needs?”

She waved a hand around the bleak little storefront. “Either that office supply joint down the street is about to hit a big payday, and my car gets serviced here in town, or you can forget you met me.”

She expected pushback about the car, at least; regulations, routine. But instead he kept nodding at her demands, which among other things gave her an even stronger sense of how very much he wanted her here.

Curiouser and curiouser. “Okay,” he said. “That makes sense. Do it however you want. You’ll need purchase orders, but …”

“Not so fast. You haven’t heard the other condition.”

Chevrier looked wary—“What’s that?”—as the tattooed kid on the bike rolled by yet a third time.

Briskly she zipped her jacket, settled her black leather satchel on her shoulder, and pulled the creaky front door open, waving him out ahead of her.

“Come on,” she told him.

The kid with the piercings, body art, and blond dreadlocks was now halfway down the street, looking back at them. She yanked the balky door shut, then jiggled the key in the lock until the tumblers fell sluggishly.

“I’m hungry. We’ll talk over lunch. You’re buying.”

There he is! Sighing in relief, Margaret Brantwell hurried down the canned goods aisle of the Food King in Bearkill. She’d looked away for only a moment, she was certain, and when she looked back her year-old grandson’s stroller wasn’t where she’d left it, parked by the frozen foods case.

Oh, if Missy knew that I’d lost track of him even for an instant, she’d—

Well, she wouldn’t let Margaret take care of him anymore if that happened. But Margaret adored her daughter’s baby boy, she’d be desolate if she couldn’t—

“Mrs. Brantwell?” The store manager stood by the stroller. A clerk was there, too, looking worried. Both frowned accusingly at Margaret.

“Mrs. Brantwell, we were just about to call the police. The baby’s been here all alone for ten minutes, we didn’t know—”

“Ten minutes?” Margaret glanced around. Everyone was looking at her. And the baby was crying; she crouched hurriedly by him.

“Oh, no, I’ve been right here, I was—”

But then she stopped as it hit her with a horrible internal lurch that she didn’t remember where she’d been, didn’t recall the moment when she’d walked away from the baby in his stroller.

That she didn’t know how long she’d been gone. Defensively she grabbed up the baby, cradling him against her chest.

“I was just down the aisle, I can’t imagine how you missed seeing me. You must not have been trying very hard.”

There, turn it around on them, see how they liked it. Poor little Jeffrey wailed fiercely, his face squinched and reddened.

“There, there,” she soothed him. “Did all these strangers scare you, baby? There, it’s okay, Grandma’s got you now.”

A red-aproned clerk hurried up pushing a grocery cart. “Oh, Mrs. Brantwell, there you are, you left your—”

Margaret drew back. “That’s not mine!” She hugged Jeffrey closer. His cries grew louder. She felt like crying now, too, surrounded by these unpleasant strangers all trying to tell her things that weren’t true.

The items in the cart—milk, lettuce, coffee beans—might be hers. But where did that huge chocolate bar come from, and the cheap wine? And the jug of motor oil wasn’t even from this store.

They were trying to trick her, that’s what it was. But it wouldn’t work, because she was too smart for them. Can’t pull one over on Margaret, her father used to say, and it was still …

Grabbing the stroller’s handles, she whirled and stalked away from them, all the foolish people with the unfriendly looks on their faces. Outside the store, she carried Jeffrey to the car and put him in his car seat, buckling him in carefully the way she had promised Missy she would always do.

Then she settled behind the wheel and sat there for a moment to gather her thoughts, get over the awful fright she’d had.

There, that’s better, she thought as her heart slowed. Even Jeffrey calmed down, sucking energetically on his pacifier, his sweet little face relaxing, so cute in his blue knitted hat.

She’d made him that hat. If she could find where she’d put the yarn, she might make mittens. Meanwhile …

She looked around at the busy parking lot outside the Food King, people bustling back and forth with their carts in the cold November sunshine. It was a lovely day.

Just lovely, and the drive down here to the store had been so easy and uneventful, she didn’t even remember it.

She turned to the baby. “Jeffrey, we’re here! We’re at the store, and now we’re going to go in. Are you ready?”

He grinned, waving his pacifier in his chubby fist. She got out and found his stroller waiting by the passenger-side door as if someone had put it there for her. She looked around mystified, then decided that it was too nice a day to worry about it.

Blue sky, crisp air … now, what exactly had she come to the store for, again? She’d made a list but she must have left it at home. She was always doing that. Silly. Getting so forgetful.

“Never mind,” she told Jeffrey as she pushed him across the parking lot in the stroller. Such a beautiful baby, she simply adored him, and felt so grateful that Missy allowed her to take care of him the way she did. My grandson …

At the entrance she slowed uncertainly; the store looked so unfamiliar all of a sudden. But how could it? She’d been here—surely she had—a thousand times before. Only—

“Never mind,” she repeated, as much for herself this time as for the baby. “We’ll figure it all out when we get inside.”

It was the biggest slab of meatloaf Lizzie had ever seen, flanked by a mound of gravy-drenched mashed potatoes the size of a softball and a fluted paper cup of celery-seed-flecked coleslaw, the shredded orange carrot and purple cabbage drenched in enough dressing to float a barge.

“What’s so funny?” she demanded at Chevrier’s smile when the waitress delivered their food. He’d ordered a chef’s salad, which was also enormous but not quite as artery-clogging as her own meal.

“You ever heard the old saying ‘Never eat anything bigger than your head’?” he replied with a chuckle.

Lizzie dug in. She hadn’t eaten since the night before, and the meatloaf was as delicious as it looked. “You ever heard the old saying ‘Don’t criticize what other people are eating’?”

He nodded, chewing. “Good one.”

The Coca-Cola was so cold that it made her head hurt, and the gravy on the potatoes hadn’t come out of a jar or a can. They ate in silence for a few minutes.

“So,” he said around a mouthful of dinner roll.

Driving out of Bearkill, he’d sped them down a rural highway between fenced fields green with what he said was winter wheat. Huge outbuildings dug into the sides of hills were, he informed her, for potato storage; yards full of machinery, from familiar-looking tractors to massive contraptions resembling some science-fiction variety of praying mantis, flanked pretty, old-fashioned farmhouses whose long, low ells linked them to massive, gambrel-roofed barns.

“That way, Farmer John doesn’t have to go outside so much in winter when he needs to do chores,” Chevrier had explained about the house-barn connections.

“In the blizzards we get here, you could get lost ten feet off the porch,” he’d added, while she’d stared out the car window at a little girl in denim overalls riding a bike in a farmyard driveway, pigtails flying.

It wasn’t Nicki, of course. For one thing, the pigtails were red. And the child looked a bit too old, maybe ten or eleven. But what if it was her? she’d thought. Would you take her away from …

But it wasn’t, she told herself again now. “Which reminds me,” said Chevrier, “you got any survival gear? Winter stuff or wilderness stuff? Or to have in your vehicle?”

In Boston she’d thought of the wilderness as anything past Route 128; at her headshake he went on:

“Okay, got some items kicking around at home, I’ll bring ’em in for you. Flares, emergency blanket …”

He shrugged. “Can’t be too careful.” Then: “Anyway, I guess you think I’ve got some explaining to do.”

That, of course, had been the other condition: that he level with her.

“Yeah,” she agreed, eating another forkful of coleslaw. The cabbage was peppery-fresh, the sweet dressing full of celery seed so delicious she was tempted to sip the remaining puddles with a spoon. “You could put it that way.”

Coming into the restaurant, he’d been greeted by everyone they passed, and when he stopped at booths and tables to chat, he knew their names and their kids’ and grandkids’ names. In Maine, she recalled, county sheriffs were elected officials.

“The thing is,” he went on, washing the last bit of roll down with a sip of coffee. “The thing is, I’ve got ex-cops dying on me. When they shouldn’t be. And I’ve got questions about it.”

He’d chosen a booth farthest from the rest of the room, a noisy spot near the cash register. She stopped chewing.

“Really.” In her experience, when somebody started talking like this, you just tried not to get in the way.

You just let them know you were listening. Chevrier took a slow, casual look around the room to make sure no one else was, then went on.

“Yeah. Last year or so, four of ’em. All on the up-and-up, says the medical examiner.”

“But you don’t think so.” Obviously, or he wouldn’t be talking to her about it. “So they were all unwitnessed deaths?”

Because otherwise the medical examiner probably wouldn’t have been called at all. Chevrier nodded, speared half a hard-boiled egg, and ate it.

“First one, Dillard Sprague, last December,” he recited. “He was a boozer, lost his job with the Buckthorn PD over it a few months before.”

He washed the egg down with some coffee. “Supposedly he slipped on an icy step coming out of his back door, late. Got knocked out, lay there, and froze to death. His wife, Althea, found him when she got home the next morning from her night shift at the hospital.”

Lizzie winced. “Not a fun discovery, huh? But if that’s all there was, couldn’t it have been accidental, just the way it seemed?”

Chevrier looked sour. “Right. Could’ve. If he was the only one. Next guy, Cliff Arbogast, a few months later. He lives right up next to the Canadian border, got let go off the Caribou force when it turned out he’d been running the family car with his department gas card.”

He ate more salad. “Which,” he went on around it, “wouldn’t have been so bad, but his wife was an Avon lady, drove all over taking orders and making deliveries.”

Lizzie loaded mashed potatoes and gravy onto her fork. From outside, Grammy’s Restaurant had looked like any other roadside joint: red and white sign, aluminum siding, twenty feet of gravel parking lot separating it from the highway it sat beside.

Inside, though, it was clean as a whistle and smelled like a place where somebody really knew how to cook.

Which somebody did. She ate some more meatloaf. Then: “What happened?” she asked. “To the Avon lady’s ex-cop husband?”

Chevrier dragged a chunk of iceberg lettuce through a dollop of Russian dressing and chomped it. “Electrocuted.”

“Excuse me?” She’d heard him, all right. But modern building codes and wiring regulations made such accidents rare. The only fatal power mishap she’d ever seen, in fact, wasn’t a household event at all.

It was after a big storm, back when she was a rookie patrol cop on the Boston PD: downed trees, live wires, standing water. Add a bunch of pain-in-the-butt looky-loos out gawking at the damage and, presto, one dead civilian.

But cops knew better. Some she’d worked with wouldn’t go near a live-wire situation until the power company was on scene.

Chevrier seemed skeptical, too. “Yeah. Spring evening, Cliff’s taking a bath, listening to the Red Sox on the radio,” he said.

“Radio’s on the sink, it’s plugged into the outlet by the mirror, you know? So he reached for his razor and shaving cream and somehow he knocked the radio into the tub with him.”

He grimaced. “Or that’s how the story goes, anyway.”

“Huh.” She ate the last bite of her mashed potatoes, drank some Coke, meanwhile trying to picture all this. Just pulling a radio into the tub with you was a pretty good trick, and …

“Breaker didn’t trip?”

Because even though it was not a good idea, in a properly wired house you ought to be able to float a radio in the bathtub like a rubber duckie, the power cutting off microseconds after the overload hit the circuit breaker.

You wouldn’t like it much, but you wouldn’t necessarily die, either. Chevrier looked across the room to where a big man in a denim barn coat and rubber boots was just getting up from his table.

“Place didn’t have circuit breakers,” Chevrier said while watching the man approach.

“Old house, still had fuses. One of ’em had burned out some time earlier—he’d stuck a bent nail in there.”

He sighed, remembering. “So the wires melted, started a fire, and that’s how it got called in, originally. Dwelling fire.”

“I see. So that makes two of them so far? Sprague, Clifford Arbogast …”

“Yeah, and two more. Michael Fontine, ex–state cop, he lived way over by the border crossing in Van Buren. And …”

But just then the big man in the barn coat arrived at their booth. “Hey, Cody.”

The new arrival had ruddy cheeks, thinning blond hair, and a linebacker’s meaty build. Twenty or thirty pounds more than he needed packed his tall, powerful frame, but on him it didn’t look too bad, maybe because it was distributed evenly instead of all hanging around his waist.

Or maybe it was because he had the brightest, bluest, and possibly the smartest-looking eyes she’d ever seen, pleasantly crinkled at the corners.

“And whom do we have here?” The little ironic stress he put on whom was just audible enough to be charming.

She stuck out her hand. “Lizzie Snow.” With a nod across the table, she added, “I’m Sheriff Chevrier’s newest deputy.”

His grip was warm and firm, and he didn’t milk the moment by holding on for too long. “Trey Washburn. Hey, good to meet you, Lizzie.”

“It’s Dr. Washburn,” Chevrier put in. “Trey here is our local veterinarian. Puppies and kittens, that sort of thing,” he added jocularly.

Washburn’s smile was infectious and his teeth were white and well-cared-for-looking. “Right,” he said. “Also horses, pigs, cows …”

His hands were very clean, and a faint whiff of Old Spice came off him. “No elephants so far, but if the circus comes to Houlton this year like they’re threatening to do, that’ll be next.”

He looked back at Chevrier. “Haven’t seen you in a while. Sorry to hear about Bogart. You find a home for his hound yet?”

With a quick glance at Lizzie, Chevrier replied, “No. Might just keep him myself if I can talk the wife into it. Dog’s a pain in the rear, but he’s all I’ve got left of old Carl, you know?”

A moment of silence that Lizzie didn’t understand passed between the two men. Then:

“Lizzie,” said Washburn pleasantly, “I’m going out to take a look at a newborn calf later today. If the sheriff here doesn’t already have you too busy setting up a speed trap or something, you’re welcome to ride along.”

At the invitation, her inner eyebrows went up. Could he be hitting on her? The twinkle in his blue eyes said yes, but he was a friendly guy. So maybe he always twinkled.

Before she could reply, the restaurant’s front door opened and another man came in: tall, dark-haired, sharp-featured. His deep-set eyes scanned the dining room swiftly before finding her.

Then his harsh face softened. Every woman in the place, old or young, watched him cross the room; he was just that way, loose-limbed and easy in his well-cut jacket and dark slacks.

Comfortable in his skin. Quickly, she banished the memories this thought evoked: Oh, his skin …

Hoping Chevrier and Washburn hadn’t noticed her reaction, she drank some of the watery Coke at the bottom of her glass to wet her mouth. But the new arrival had noticed, of course.

He always did. As he approached the booth, his lips moved subtly in a small, utterly outrageous imitation of a kiss.

Damn, damn, damn, she thought.

It was Dylan Hudson.

Her new place was a rented house on a dead-end street on the easternmost edge of Bearkill, a tiny ranch-style structure with a mildewed porch awning, a small plate-glass picture window, and a concrete birdbath lying on its side in the unkempt front yard.

Half an hour after showing up in the diner, Dylan eyed her appreciatively as she strode up the front walk and let herself in with her new key.

“Looking good, Lizzie,” he said.

The landlord, with whom she’d only spoken once on the phone, had left the key for her in the mailbox mounted on a post at the end of the front walk; yet another astonishing difference from the way things were done back in Boston, she thought.

“Oh, shut up,” she snapped crossly at Dylan, pushing the front door open. The air inside smelled stale but otherwise okay.

“What the hell are you doing here, anyway?”

She looked around, meanwhile thinking that in a moment she’d be alone in here with him, and that she’d rented the place fully furnished. And that last time she’d checked, the word furnished implied a bed …

Behind her, Dylan waltzed in without being invited. But then she didn’t have to invite him, did she? He knew perfectly well that he’d been invited wherever she was, pretty much from the first moment she’d laid eyes on him.

“Answer my question, please,” she told him as he bent to plump one of the cushions on the upholstered sofa: brown plaid tweed with big shiny wooden armrest knobs, truly ghastly looking.

Cheap pottery lamps, wood-laminate end tables … the place had been decorated out of Walmart, it looked like. But it was better than nothing, and anyway, furniture shopping wasn’t on her agenda.

Finding Nicki was. Dylan stood innocently a few feet away. “I mean what, did you think I need babysitting or something?” she went on.

He turned, the look in his dark eyes mischievous. The faint scent of his cologne, some very subtle champagne-y thing that was emphatically not Old Spice, floated in the still air; he’d been wearing it when they first …

No. No, don’t go there, she instructed herself firmly.

Dylan grinned wickedly. “Babysitting, huh? That could be fun.” But then his expression changed. “Come on, Lizzie. I just wanted to help you get settled in, you know me.”

After she’d said goodbye to the veterinarian Trey Washburn and turned down his invitation, she and Chevrier had driven back to Bearkill, with Dylan following in his own car.

Chevrier and Hudson knew each other pretty well, somewhat to her surprise; Maine State Police detectives like Dylan worked often with the rural sheriffs here, it seemed, unlike back in the big city, where in her experience the relationship was more often competitive, to put it mildly.

“Yeah, I know you,” she answered Dylan now, a pain she’d thought healed suddenly sharp in her chest. “You’re the guy who swore to me that your wife was already getting a divorce.”

She crossed the small knotty-pine-paneled living room and drew the flimsy-feeling dark red curtains back from the picture window. Weak autumn light filtered in, the sun at a long, low angle already even this early in the afternoon.

Dylan came up behind her, gazing out at a tiny lawn thickly carpeted with fallen leaves. The other houses on the street were just like this one, small ranches set well back in postage-stamp yards.

“Hey,” he said softly. “Come on, I thought we’d settled all that.”

Silence from Lizzie. She’d thought so, too.

Sort of. He went on. “Anyway, it’s not so bad here. Maine’s a fine place. You’ll enjoy it when you get used to it.”

“Sure,” she replied scathingly. Right now back in Boston, the afternoon light would be on the river, turning the rowers whose shells skated like water bugs over the golden surface to slender silhouettes, their joints articulating in unison.

But no, don’t think of that, either.

Stepping away from him, she went into the kitchen, which like the rest of what she’d seen of the house was outdated but clean and perfectly acceptable.

All it needs is one of those cat clocks with moving eyes and a swinging tail-pendulum, she thought before spotting one on the wall over the ancient electric stove; it had been hidden by the corner of the round-shouldered old Frigidaire.

She pushed back the sheer panel at the window over the sink, wondering again what the hell she thought she was doing here; the plain, small house full of mass-produced furnishings felt like a trap suddenly. But then she drew in an amazed breath.

Dylan stepped up beside her. “See, what did I tell you? Not too shabby, huh?”

The field behind the house had been an orchard at one time, the squat, thick-trunked trees now ancient and their rough bark charcoal-gray. Set out in even rows, they bore masses of red-gold apples on their topmost banches but were nearly bare lower down.

“Oh,” she breathed. Despite the late season, green grass still spread under the old trees, and here and there a thicket of deep-purple asters mixed in among stands of goldenrod.

The sun’s slanting rays burnished each apple to glowing red.

“Deer eat all the lower ones,” Dylan said. “They can stand up on their hind legs, did you know that?”

“No,” she managed, aware of his hand on her shoulder. And of the rest of him. “Dylan, I really think you’d better—”

Over a year ago, they’d said goodbye; the minute she’d found out he was married, he was history. That she’d gotten the news from his wife when she’d burst in on them together had made the discovery more shocking, but it couldn’t have been more painful.

Only a month later he’d learned of his wife’s illness. Then came the desperate attempts to save her life, unsuccessful, followed soon after her death by his departure to Maine and a job with the state cops. She’d convinced herself she was glad—not about his wife’s death, but about his absence—and had continued her own life, though there had been no one else. He and Lizzie had seen each other again for the first time only a few weeks ago; it was a meeting he’d engineered, luring her to Maine by saying that he’d found possible new clues to her missing niece Nicki’s whereabouts.

That he, too, had gotten a photograph from some anonymous tipster. And although some of Dylan’s story had turned out to be a lie, just part of his plan to somehow see her again, the photos themselves were not.

And now he was here. With her. She felt him watching her. It seemed she could feel his heart beat. “Dylan. I really think—”

“Look.” She followed his gaze, saw the deer stepping from the thicket at the field’s end. No antlers; it was a doe, plump and well muscled after a summer of good grazing. Approaching an apple tree, the animal reared up …

“Oh,” Lizzie breathed again as the deer plucked a red fruit with her front teeth and munched it, then picked one more before slowly lowering herself back down onto delicate front hooves.

“And see, closer in here you’ve got a fence. You could even have a dog,” said Dylan.

He knew very well that she had no wish for a dog, never had. She might not even be here long enough to consider the idea; who knew what might happen? But his half-joking suggestion implied that he would like her to be.

And that he still knew how to push her buttons. Oh, does he ever.

The doe’s eyes were huge, like pools of dark liquid, its nose deep velvet black. Only when Lizzie turned did she realize that Dylan was no longer beside her.

“This won’t do,” he said, frowning, opening cabinet doors one after another, exposing the emptiness within.

The refrigerator hadn’t even been turned on yet. An opened box of baking soda stood on the narrow top shelf. Without further comment he strode past her to the living room, returned with his jacket on already.

“Come on,” he said. “We’ll go to the store.”

He smiled invitingly, no guile in his expression, which was of course when he was the most dangerous. But in the short time he’d been getting his jacket, she’d felt how empty this house was and how garishly that fluorescent overhead light would shine down on her tonight as she sat alone at the kitchen table.

“You can tell me about the new job,” he coaxed.

“Okay.” She gave in, reminding herself not to talk to him about the suspicion Cody Chevrier had begun confiding, the real reason—or so she now assumed—that he wanted an experienced ex–homicide cop for his department’s small-town liaison officer.

His suspicion, she mentally summed up the sheriff’s fear, that there’s a cop killer way up here in the Great North Woods.

Outside, Dylan swept open the passenger door of his beloved old red Saab sedan, recently refurbished. The Food King was just a few blocks distant; afterwards she’d have him drop her at her new office where her own car was, she decided.

Because letting him come back to the house again would be a prescription for …

For what you need, her mind finished; she shut the thought off brusquely as he pulled into the grocery store lot and slotted the Saab into a parking space. Then he turned to her.

“Listen,” he said seriously, “I’m going to get a guy up here to sweep the house for you, all right? And that office of yours, too.”

She was about to protest that they were already cleaner than they would ever be while she was using them when she understood.

“You mean for … devices? Recorders, phone bugs? But—”

That’s ridiculous, she was about to finish, and then she got it. “He told you, didn’t he? Chevrier told you about why he wants me here. In Bearkill, I mean.”

Just saying the town’s name made her feel like laughing. Or crying. Night school, cop academy, street patrol, scrambling up the career ladder to detective. This is what it’s gotten you.

Your sister’s dead, her kid is missing, you’ve quit the job you wanted more than anything, the big-city murder-cop job that you gave up everything for …

To get this. A grim little town miles from anywhere, junky office you’ll be stuck in, and at night a crummy rental house on a dead-end street, a house with knotty-pine paneling.

There probably wasn’t a killer here at all, just Chevrier jumping at shadows. Maybe Nicki wasn’t here, either; maybe it was all a mistake. I hate knotty-pine paneling.

“About his series of dead ex-cops? Yeah, he told me,” Dylan admitted. “I recommended you to him, in fact. That’s how he found you down in Eastport.”

He went on a little defensively. “Hey, he needs you, you need to be here …” He half-turned to her, spreading his hands placatingly.

“Yeah, yeah,” she said tiredly, because he was right. To do the kind of investigating that her hunt for Nicki required, she had to be a cop, and she had to be on scene.

In short, she had to be here whether she liked the place or not. And it had to be now, too; if she waited any longer to look for Nicki, she might as well admit to herself that she was never going to. And if that happened …

Thinking of it, she saw her future stretching before her: no family, no Dylan. And no one else, either, probably. Just herself all alone and getting older, with nothing but work to keep her warm.

Which it wouldn’t. Outside in the blue shadows that were already gathering at three in the afternoon, an elderly man rode a motorized chair down Main Street, talking to himself. A squad car with the Town of Bearkill logo on it rolled slowly in the other direction, the cop slumped behind the wheel looking bored.

Dear God. She unsnapped her seatbelt, holding a hand up to stop Dylan when he began to do likewise. She did not want him trailing her around the grocery store like some hapless husband.

Or any other kind. “Okay, let them sweep,” she gave in. “But I’m warning you, this whole thing better not have been just a scheme to get me up here nearer where you are,” she told him, and got out, slamming the car door.

It would be just like him to lure her into his orbit this way, she realized as she stalked across the parking lot. Cook up a story on the thinnest of evidence, get her hopes up, all to get back into her good graces—and that’s not all he wants to get back into—now that he was single again.

He might even have faked the photographs somebody supposedly had sent, lied about hearing vague stories in Aroostook County about a little girl whose origins no one knew. The sudden thought that maybe it was all just a ruse struck fear into her … but no, even Dylan wasn’t that underhanded—was he?

Thinking that if he was, she was definitely going to kill him, she continued to where the shopping carts stood. She had started into the store with one of them when a figure stepped suddenly from the recessed area between two soda machines.

“Hey,” she said, and swung around, nerves in red-alert mode and her arms already coming up into a defensive position.

“Stay where you are,” she snapped. But then she realized it was the kid she’d seen on a bike outside her office earlier:

Tattoo Kid, with a dark blue dragon twining up his neck and a stud in the side of his nostril, a ring in his earlobe. The designs on his arms were so thickly inked into his skin that it was hard to see where one ended and the next one began.
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