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Chapter 1








Dispatch to 0-30.”


Officer Paul Kinney unhooked his radio mike and answered, “0-30.”


“Domestic disturbance, 63 Vista Estates. Neighbor called it in. Address listed to a Linda Purvis.”


“Ten-four.”


Kinney replaced the mike and pulled into a smattering of traffic. It was almost midnight, and, even in a town of thirteen thousand like Brattleboro, it was still Vermont, where phoning people after nine and staying up past eleven remained unusual, even slightly inappropriate, behavior.


Kinney was feeling good. It was summer, two days ago he’d been released by his training officer to patrol on his own, and he was flush with self-confidence. To his thinking, all that remained was to learn the ropes thoroughly with the Bratt PD, establish a reputation, put out some feelers, and pick from a variety of plum federal jobs, from the FBI to Homeland Security to God knows what. He felt poised before a veritable trough of opportunities.


He headed west on Route 9 into West Brattleboro, the main town’s smaller offshoot. Given its less urban makeup, West B played host to a choice of trailer parks, from the seriously upscale—expansive, complete with paved roads, car parks, and garages—to the barely solvent, where the odds favored Mother Nature repossessing her own.


Not surprisingly to Kinney, the loftily named Vista Estates fit the latter category.


He wasn’t concerned. He didn’t know this address specifically, but he judged himself pretty adept at handling domestics. He’d studied his FTO’s style—an old-timer who’d been a field training officer for too many years—and, as a result, had mostly learned how not to behave. And even though he’d handled only a couple of domestics on his own, Kinney was convinced of the merits of his technique. People under stress didn’t need a friendly ear. They were secretly yearning for the comfort of a little imposed discipline.


Vista Estates was to hell and gone, almost out of town, and proffering neither vistas nor estates. A trailer park whose assets were better known to the tax courts than to any Realtor, it was a threadbare clearing among some roughly opened woods, crisscrossed with narrow, roottangled dirt lanes and populated with as many empty lots as decaying trailers.


The one thing the park owners had bothered with, Kinney noted gratefully, was numbering the addresses. He found 62/63/64 without much trouble, clustered together, although only after he’d used his flashlight to see better out his side window. Vista Estates had clearly deemed streetlamps a luxury.


Kinney drew abreast of the rough scratch in the dirt serving as a trifurcated driveway, told dispatch of his arrival, and pulled himself free of the car. Before him were two distant trailers and an empty space for a third. The home on the left was blazing with light, its neighbor all but dark, save for a single curtained window.


He drew in a deep breath, both enjoying the cool summer air and preparing himself for the show of command he saw coming, and set off down the driveway.


He considered stopping by the neighbor’s first. That was certainly protocol. But instinct and vanity pushed him toward the direct approach. Slipping between the pickup and the small sedan parked out front, without checking their registrations, he climbed the worn wooden steps up to the narrow homemade porch and paused at the thin metal front door.


He certainly sympathized with the neighbor’s complaint. There was a knock-down, drag-out screaming match taking place inside, accompanied by the thumping of inner doors and the smashing of crockery.


Kinney passed on simply ringing the bell and removed his flashlight from the slim pocket sewn into his uniform pants.


He used it to smack the door three times.


“Brattleboro police.”


The immediate silence was like pulling the plug on an overly loud TV set—utter and complete. In its sudden embrace, he felt abruptly and paradoxically defenseless.


The door flew open without warning, revealing a large man with a beard, a T-shirt, and an oversize revolver in his hand pointed at the floor. “You get the hell away from here or she’s dead. Got that?”


Kinney felt his stomach give way, along with his bravado. Transfixed by the gun, he imagined himself as the human-size target he so frequently perforated at the range, and could visualize the barrel rising to the level of his eye, an enormous flash of light, and then nothing.


Instead, the door was merely slammed in his face.


“ ‘You get away from here or she’s dead person.’ That’s all he said. He had a gun.”


Ron Klesczewski closed his car door and leaned back against the fender. He rubbed his face with both hands, still chasing the remnants of a deep sleep from his brain, before peering into the wary, almost belligerent expression of the patrolman before him.


“You got the call? I mean, you were the one this guy talked to?” Ron spoke deliberately, hoping to project a calming influence. In fact, being the senior officer here, he felt his own anxieties beginning to roil inside him, a nagging insecurity he’d wrestled with all his life.


“Yeah. It didn’t sound like a big deal from dispatch—a routine domestic. I knocked on the door, he opened up, delivered the one-liner, and slammed the door. There was a woman behind him, crying.”


Klesczewski took in the tight shooting gloves, custom gun grips, and strained nonchalance and identified a neophyte’s attempt to camouflage insecurity with accessories. “She look all right otherwise?”


To his credit, the patrolman became clearly embarrassed. “I guess. I was sort of looking at the gun. That’s when I figured I better call for backup.”


Klesczewski studied him for a beat before asking, “You okay? Did he point it at you?”


There was a moment’s hesitation, as if Ron had asked a trick question. All traces of initial swagger vanished at last in the response. “No. I mean, yeah, I’m all right, but no, he didn’t point it at me. It was a little scary, is all. Not what I was expecting. But I’m fine… And she’s fine… I’m pretty sure… The woman, I mean.”


Brattleboro’s police department was known either as a lifer colony, where laid-back older veterans spun out entire careers, or as a turnstile agency, where baby cops hung around just long enough to decide between a flashier law enforcement job elsewhere and getting out.


Ron wondered if the latter option wasn’t circling this one’s head right now. As it was, he was so new that Ron couldn’t remember if his name was Paul or Phil. His name tag just read “P. Kinney.”


“How long ago did this start?” he asked him, deciding he looked like a Phil.


Kinney checked his watch. “Maybe half an hour ago.” He keyed the mike clipped to the epaulet of his uniform shirt and muttered into his radio, “Jerry? It’s Paul. You remember when I called for backup?”


“Twenty-three fifty-three,” came the brisk reply.


Okay, Ron thought, so it’s Paul. Things better improve from here. “The scene secure?”


Kinney nodded. “Only three sides to worry about. Jerry’s covering the west and north. We’re on the east, and Henry’s got the south. Good thing the trailer park’s half empty. Makes life a lot easier.”


That last line was delivered with pale, leftover flair, Ron shivered slightly. Even summers in Vermont could get chilly, especially if you were fresh from a warm bed. “You’ve got more coming, though, right?”


“Oh, sure. The state police are sending a couple. The sheriff, too. I asked Dispatch to get hold of the chief and Billy Manierre, but no luck so far.”


“They’re both out of town,” Ron said with some regret. He was head of a four-man detective squad and the department’s only hostage negotiator, both positions that put him closer to the upper brass than to the uniforms chasing tail-lights—the latter of whom he envied right now.


“You better show me around.”


Paul Kinney stumbled over an exposed root as he turned, increasing his awkwardness. “Watch your step,” he said needlessly. “It’s just around the corner, past that fir tree.”


They weren’t using flashlights. The moon supplied enough light to see by, and they didn’t want to stir up the man in the trailer in case he was looking out.


Kinney lowered his voice as he drew abreast of the tree. “There it is.”


Klesczewski peered into the gloom. Looking slightly deflated, like a small grounded blimp needing air, the trailer sat alone in the middle of a narrow hardscrabble yard. To one side of it was a blank rectangle showing where a similar home had once stood. To the other was a second trailer, some twenty feet away, lights blazing from every window. In the distance, a row of trees and a hill blocked off the scene like a set piece on a stage. A sway-backed pickup and a rusty compact were parked next to the home they were interested in.


“Jerry’s out behind?” Ron asked, pointing at the trailer.


“Right, and Henry’s alongside the other one.”


“Why’re all the lights on in there? Are the neighbors still inside?”


Kinney answered more emphatically than the question deserved, making Ron think he might have addressed this problem later than he should have. “No, no. We got them out. And I talked to them, too. Got some good information. I guess we forgot about the lights.”


“We can turn them off after the tac team gets here,” Ron placated him, noticing that the primary trailer had only one lighted window, its curtains drawn. “How did this go down?”


“Neighbors complained.” Kinney explained. “Said they were screaming at each other next door and breaking things. That’s sure what they were doing when I arrived.”


“We know who ‘they’ are yet?”


“Linda Purvis is the owner of record, and according to the neighbors, the man sounds like her ex, Matthew. That matches the two vehicle registrations and the physical descriptions I got.”


“Any kids?”


Kinney’s face turned toward him in the half light, looking blank. “I don’t know,” he stammered. “I didn’t ask.”


“So, there may be others in there.” It wasn’t a question.


“Yeah,” the younger man admitted. “I guess so. If it helps,” he added, “Dispatch said this wasn’t the first time. Purvis is in the computer for prior domestics here, complete with a restraining order issued yesterday.”


Which was probably what triggered this, Ron thought. One of the hallmarks of these kinds of situations, taught during his negotiator’s training, was the so-called precipitating event. Almost without fail, it was lurking somewhere, usually acting as the proverbial one straw too many. In the worst cases, you got what they called the triple—three cataclysms striking virtually at once, like a freakish planetary alignment.


“You smell liquor on his breath?” he asked.


Kinney nodded. “Big-time.”


Such as a drinking binge, Ron thought. He turned away and looked down the rutted road leaving the park. He saw the twinkle of blue strobes approaching in the distance.


“Get on the radio and tell everyone to respond Code Two. I don’t want to crank this guy any tighter than he is.”


Kinney did as asked, and they both watched the strobes wink out moments later, while the headlights kept bouncing toward them over the uneven ground.


Klesczewski didn’t look at Kinney as he continued, “As soon as everyone gets here, I want those smaller tire spike kits quietly placed under both Purvis cars, all other trailers within easy shooting range evacuated, and a perimeter established and sealed.”


“Who’s the shift commander tonight?” he finally asked.


“Captain Washburn. It was supposed to be Lieutenant Capullo but he’s out sick.”


Ron looked up at the night sky, dread settling in. That made Washburn top dog for the duration, since the chief and his second in command, Manierre, were out of town. Negotiation by its nature was tough enough, especially when you had as little experience as Ron had. Adding Washburn’s built-in animosity for him wasn’t going to make it easier.


The only missing stressor now was a gung ho tac team, champing at the bit to turn that trailer into the Alamo. And that much was a given with the team’s new leadership—a transplanted Boston cop named Wayne Kazak. Ron smiled at the irony. Now he had his own triple to deal with.


He sighed softly and said, “Okay, let’s get the van down here and set up a command post. Better count on this taking a while.”




Chapter 2








Two hours later, Ron Klesczewski was sitting in an airless van, headphones binding his ears, his eyes half closed in concentration, listening to Matthew Purvis ranting on the other end of a dedicated line. This last detail was actually the PD’s “throw phone,” which Ron had managed to get him to accept after forty-five minutes of persuasion, using the ruse that Ron’s cell, which he wasn’t actually using, was running low on power.


The advantage of the throw phone over a standard line was being revealed right now, since Purvis wasn’t actually talking to Ron, but yelling yet again at his estranged wife. Since the unit was unfamiliar to him, he’d merely put it down instead of hanging it up as he might have normally.


Which in turn was helping to enhance one of the pillars of good negotiation: information gathering. Anything the negotiator could learn about the subject, using all available methods, gave him something extra with which to defuse the situation.


“It’s sounding like Linda thought Matt was cheating on her with her own sister,” Ron murmured, still eaves-dropping. “Either that or she’s deliberately heating him up.” Directly across from him, a whiteboard was mounted on the van wall, attended by a patrolman who now carefully wrote down, “Matt slept with Linda’s sis?” and added the exact time.


Already there was quite a lot on the board, acquired from Ron’s observations; computer searches; interviews with neighbors, friends, and family; and anecdotal tidbits from any officers who’d dealt with either Linda or Matthew Purvis in the past. Despite the hour, all across town, Ron had people digging for more. Even the town clerk was awakened for access to any records she might have.


Ron waited for a pause in the argument before punching the button on his console that made the throw phone ring whether it was off or not, noting in the back of his mind that Linda was standing her ground, giving as good as she got.


The phone rang twice before Matt picked it up.


“What?”


“It’s Ron, Matt. I was a little confused when you put me down just then. I thought we were working a few things out.”


“Like what? Like how you’re going to blow me away as soon as I shoot this bitch?”


“That’s not what I was hearing,” Ron said quietly, knowing that the man’s emotions needed to resettle after his last screaming match. “Before we were interrupted, we were talking about what you’ve just been through—how we might be able to put your life back together.”


There was a third man in the van with Ron: an official liaison with the incident command post outside, equipped with a pair of headphones connected to the ICP, and assigned the task of passing notes to and from the negotiator as directed. The notes were color coded according to their urgency. The one he placed before Ron now was purely informational. Klesczewski glanced at it and passed it along to the officer at the board, who wrote, “Fired from job two days ago.” With this morning’s restraining order and his by now admitted alcohol dependence, that earned Matt Purvis the “triple” designation Ron had mused about earlier.


“There’s nothing left to put together,” Purvis was yelling. “Don’t you get it? I’m not fucking around here. I will kill this bitch because she’s world-class evil, and then I’ll kill myself to save you the trouble.”


“Jeez, Matt. I’m hearing a lot of frustration.”


“No shit, Sherlock. You’d be frustrated, too, all the crap I have on my plate.”


“Maybe you’d like to get some of that out of your system.”


There was a pause, then a tentative, “What’re you saying? More talk? I’m sick of talking.”


The liaison handed Ron another, higher-priority note. Ron silently read “Let’s get moving”—clearly Washburn’s words—crumpled it up, and dropped it on the floor. There were others like it already scattered about, making him ever more grateful for the protocol prohibiting all but a select few from entering the van. The incident command post was only fifteen yards away, near the trailer park’s entrance.


“I’m talking about blowing off a little steam. You ever scream at the night sky? Just let her rip?”


“Everybody’s done that.”


“That’s all I’m saying. Maybe it’ll help a little—clear your head some.”


Matt Purvis was incredulous. “What? Step outside and start yelling? That’s crazy. You’ll shoot me.”


“Why would we do that, Matt? You haven’t done anything to us.”


“I’m in here with a gun, for Christ’s sake.”


“Every Vermonter I know has a gun,” Ron countered.


“I’m threatening to shoot my wife.”


“Matt,” Ron persisted, “I hear you telling me you want us to kill you, but we’re not going to do it. We’re here to see you and Linda both end up safe. So you can step outside and scream your lungs out. We’ll just watch.”


Purvis was clearly baffled by this turn of events. “You’re crazy.”


Ron laughed. “You’re not the first to say that. Go on—give it a try.”


“Just step out and yell?”


Ron could hear the fascination growing in the other man’s voice. He glanced up at the whiteboard as if for confirmation and read what they’d learned earlier from one of Matt’s drinking buddies: “Acts out in public.”


“Sure,” he suggested.


The regular phone rang inside Matt’s trailer.


“Hang on,” Purvis said, and put Ron down with a bang, again not actually severing the connection.


Ron killed his mike switch, swore softly, and said to the note taker, “He just got a phone call.”


He hunched over, listening carefully.


“Who?” he heard Purvis say. “A reporter? I don’t… What?” His voice grew. “A nut with a gun? Who the fuck told you that?… Yeah, the cops’re here… It’s none of your business… I got fired, all right? I got fired and my bitch wife slapped a restraining order on me and I’m about to be thrown out of my house for back rent and life is shit. Is that what you want to hear?”


Klesczewski punched a transmit button on his console, switching his line over to the incident command post. He slipped one of his earphones off so he could listen to Purvis and the ICP at the same time.


“Washburn.”


“He just got a phone call from a reporter.”


“What?”


“I think we should cut the trailer’s phone line. It might be somebody from the Reformer, but whoever it is, is working him up all over again.”


“Goddamn it, Ron, let’s give Kazak and his guys a shot.”


Ron grimaced at the last word. Wayne Kazak was Washburn’s kind of action-oriented guy. “It’s your call, but I’d like to hold off on that for a bit. Before the phone rang, I almost had him out the door.”


He refrained from detailing that overly rosy bit of fiction.


As intended, his phrasing put Washburn on the spot. Were the incident commander to choose a possibly bloody assault over a negotiator making progress, heads would roll, especially in a town as prone to argument—and suspicious of its police department—as Brattleboro, a famous bastion of liberal debate.


“All right. We’ll cut the line. How fast do you think you can get him out?”


“You know I can’t answer that, Ward. But I’m making progress.”


“Right.” Washburn hung up.


Ron readjusted his headphones. Purvis was still talking on the other phone, but now Linda was throwing her oar in, yelling at him to stop jerking himself off and make up his mind, calling him a loser and a dickhead who couldn’t even make a standoff with the cops work. Ron could almost feel the tension building in Matt’s head as the latter’s responses, to both reporter and estranged wife, became increasingly terse.


Come on, Ron began repeating to himself, cut the goddamn wire. He hesitated pushing the button triggering the throw phone’s ringer, unsure whether he’d be giving Matt a calmer harbor that way or merely adding to the pressure.


Just before he was about to go ahead, a shot went off, sharp as a whip’s crack, audible even through the van’s wall.


All hell broke loose. The note taker whirled around at the whiteboard, dropping his marker, Linda let out a scream over the headphones, and Washburn’s voice yelled through the van’s override speaker, “What the Christ happened, Ron?”


Ron could hear Kazak outside, shouting orders over his radio to his team, preparing for an assault.


He first spoke on the intercom, “Hold everyone off. Let me find out,” and then rang through on the throw phone.


From habit alone, Matthew Purvis picked up. “What?”


Ron struggled to control his voice, happy to hear Linda still complaining in a grating voice in the background. “I thought I heard a noise, Matt. Just wondered if you were all okay in there.”


“Fuck no, we’re not okay. What the hell do you think?”


“Is anyone hurt?”


Purvis was borderline hysterical. “I didn’t shoot her, if that’s what you mean. Wouldn’t make any difference anyhow. I’d need fucking silver bullets to do any good.”


Ron hesitated a split second and then laughed outright, in the meantime scribbling a note, “All’s okay. Hold,” and handing it to the liaison for transmission.


“What’re you laughing at?”


“Did you hear what you just said, Matt? Jesus, man. That’s one sense of humor.”


Thankfully, Purvis laughed, too, dropping the tension a notch. “Yeah, well. What’ve you got left, right?”


“Right,” Ron agreed. “I mean, things could be worse.”


He grabbed his forehead at his own choice of words. What the hell was he thinking?


But again Purvis surprised him. After an excruciating pause, he commented, “You’re pretty funny yourself. How worse could they get?”


“Okay, I know you’ve had a pisser of a day, Matt. You’re in a world of hurt.” Relieved to be back on track, Ron studied the board across from him. “Your job, your apartment, the restraining order, falling off the wagon… Pretty understandable that you feel shoved in a corner.”


“You have no idea,” Purvis muttered.


“You’re right. I don’t. But I’ve helped a lot of people who have. That’s why I’m here now. I hear you have a son.”


A silence followed this abrupt change of subject. “Yeah.”


“What’s he up to?” A note on the board read “Army.”


“He’s in the service.”


“Sounds like you’re real proud of him.”


“Yeah. He’s a good kid.”


In the background, Linda called out, “You talkin’ about Chris? A loser and a faggot, just like his old man.”


Ron winced, wishing to hell she were in another room or unconscious. She sounded drunk. With any luck, eventually she’d pass out.


The phone rattled as Purvis dropped it again to scream at her, “You goddamn bitch. Don’t you say that about Chris. You say one more thing about him and I’ll blow your fucking brains out, you hear me?”


“Hear you? The whole town can hear you, Matthew.” She drew out his name tauntingly.


The liaison presented a note reading “Tac team has a clear shot through curtain gap.”


Ron winced and wrote “NO SHOOTING” in block letters before handing it back.


He called out over the phone, desperate to head off another blowup. “Matt. You there? Hey, Matt?”


“What?” he said finally.


Reacting to his own pressures, Ron decided to become more direct. “How does it make you feel, being in there with her?”


“Pissed off.”


“You think there may be a solution to that?”


“Yeah. I could walk into a hail of bullets.”


“From us?” Ron made his voice sound surprised, heartened that Purvis hadn’t mentioned killing his wife first. “We’re not going to shoot you. I want you out safe and sound, Matt. Nobody shoots somebody because they’re having a shitty day.”


“The place is surrounded by guys with guns. I’m not that stupid.”


Ron tried steering him away from a conversation they’d had several times already. “What do you think of me? Personally?”


“I don’t know you.”


“Don’t you?”


Ron let the silence drag on.


Finally, Purvis admitted, “I guess you’re okay.”


“Would you be willing to come outside if I was there to greet you? We could keep talking later, face-to-face, away from the guns.”


“I’ve seen how that works on TV. You guys beat the shit out of me.”


“You really think I’d do that?”


Purvis hesitated before admitting, “Maybe not you. I was thinking about those ninja bastards in black. I saw them out there.”


“Well, I’m the one we’re talking about. Let’s get this done, Matt. You and me, at the front door. I’ll walk up and call out, so you recognize my voice; you open the door and come out with your hands up. Then we can talk more in private over some coffee, without interruptions. You can tell me about Chris, and I can brag about my kid.”


The silence was punctuated only by Linda’s growled aspersions in the distance, sounding like a crow on amphetamines.


Matthew Purvis got the message. “Okay.”


“All right,” Ron said with relief. He reached out and pushed a button activating a parallel line to the command post, allowing Washburn and Kazak to listen in and understand what was about to happen. “I have to tell you how this works, so pay attention. I’m not the head guy here, so I have to coordinate with the ninjas you just mentioned. I’ll be there, like I said, front and center at the door, but they’ll be there, too, armed and scary-looking. That’s their job and there’s nothing I can do about that, okay?”


“I don’t trust them.”


“They’re there to protect me, Matt. They don’t know you like I do. To them you’re just somebody who might try to hurt me. And my boss, who is probably just like yours was, he’ll fire my ass if I don’t follow procedure. But you’ll be fine, okay? I promise you that. I’ll be the first one you see when you open that door. I’ll be wearing a bulletproof vest over a white shirt and brown slacks. You listen to my voice only, okay? Ignore everything else.”


“They’ll see the gun and shoot.”


“Then slide it out first or leave it behind. Put it down on a table somewhere. Just make sure when you come out that your hands are up and that we can see they’re empty. You got that? Are we squared away on this?”


“Yeah. I guess.” Purvis was sounding suddenly exhausted.


“Hang in there, buddy. I’ll be there in three minutes. Put the gun down, go to the door, and wait for my voice.”


“Okay.”


Klesczewski made sure Matt had left the phone before leaping to his feet and throwing open the van’s door.


Across the way, he saw both Washburn and Kazak emerging from the command post, actually an old converted ambulance. They’d heard everything he’d said.


“I don’t like it,” Kazak said predictably. “As soon as he turns that doorknob, we should go in hard and take him down.”


Ron merely looked at Washburn as he slipped a black vest over his head and strapped it in place.


Thankfully, Ward Washburn understood. “We’ll do it his way, Wayne.”


Ron nodded. “Thanks.” He began trotting toward the trailer around the corner as Kazak coordinated the surrender with his team over the radio.


Halfway up the driveway, a shot exploded from inside the trailer.


Moments later, the door opened, spilling light across the patchy grass, and a woman appeared, swaying on her feet, a gun in one hand and a bottle in the other. She was laughing.


“Come on in, you assholes,” she shouted into the night. “I did your job for you. I shot the son of a bitch.”




Chapter 3








Joe Gunther cupped his cheek in his hand and looked at his old friend. “Ron, you can’t beat yourself up over this. You did it by the book—better, even. Who knew the wife would kill him? And don’t say, ‘I should have,’ ” he quickly added as Klesczewski opened his mouth to speak.


Ron spoke anyway. “I didn’t do it by the book, Joe. I should never have told him to put the gun down. I knew that—especially the way she was acting. I might as well have told him to hand it to her direct. That exact scenario was in my training. I was just so relieved I was about to get him out safely, I forgot. And I got him killed.”


Gunther shook his head sadly. He’d known Ron for years—had once been his boss as head of Brattleboro’s detective squad—and had seen his younger colleague agonize over issues large and small. It was simply the nature of the man—what helped make him a decent human being, if maybe not the most forceful of leaders.


“Honestly?” Joe told him now. “I doubt it. I think in their own weird way, Mr. and Mrs. Purvis had it worked out long before you showed up. Some people are just built that way—the definition of a love-hate relationship. There’s no getting between them. If you had saved him this time, like you say, they would’ve hooked up later to play it out for keeps.”


Ron was still looking glum.


A knock on his office door caused them both to look up. Sheila Kelly, who’d been promoted to detective after Joe’s departure, was standing there with a sheet of paper in her hand.


“Hi, Joe,” she said with a wide smile, leaning forward to kiss him on the cheek—a rarity among cops. “I haven’t seen you in ages. You’d never know you worked upstairs. How are you?”


Joe acknowledged the gentle rebuke. He was employed by the new Vermont Bureau of Investigation nowadays, was in fact their field force commander, which meant he spent most of his time on the road. Logically, he should have moved to Waterbury, near the center of the state, but he’d worked in Brattleboro his whole career and was loath to leave. So far, his bosses had allowed the eccentricity.


“I’m fine, Sheila,” he said. “Busy, but doing okay.”


“And Gail?”


That called for a more measured response. Gail Zigman and he had been romantically linked for more years than most married couples, although they’d never tied the knot. So the question was reasonable enough. But there was also Gail’s latest ambition to consider—a small hot potato, at least in the traditionally conservative environs of a police station.


“Now, there’s busy,” he answered. “I suppose you heard, she’s going to run for state senate. Every night her place looks like headquarters for the Normandy invasion.”


Sheila laughed. “Nope. I didn’t have a clue. Guess that shows how politically involved I am. Well, if anyone can do it, she can. Tell her I wish her well, even if I won’t vote for her.”


Gail’s liberal views were legendary in this corner of the state, where she’d already been a selectperson, a local prosecutor, and forever a standard-bearer of almost every left-leaning cause available, of which there were many. In short, not the typical cop’s sort of politician, which often made Joe’s colleagues wonder how he could keep her company. Actually, although he did agree with Gail on many points, politics was a topic they tended to avoid, if not always successfully. This made him less than thrilled with the hotter-than-ever partisan debate now surrounding her.


“I’ll do that,” he said simply.


Sheila Kelly handed the sheet of paper to Ron. “Fax just came in from the crime lab on that gun. Kind of interesting.”


Ron took it from her, explaining as he did, “Purvis’s gun was an old Ruger Blackhawk. The serial numbers had been ground off, so I thought the lab might like a look at it.”


Sheila wandered back into the squad room just outside Ron’s office. Joe watched her settling down at her desk as Ron read the contents of the fax, thinking back to when he used to head the unit. By now, Ron and their forensics expert, J. P. Tyler, were the only original members left. The other two, Sammie Martens and the infamously difficult Willy Kunkle, had moved with Joe to the VBI. Nobody here had ever admitted missing having Kunkle around.


His expression guarded, Ron handed his old boss the fax. “You might want to read this, Joe. The bullet they test-fired from Purvis’s Ruger matches one you gave them thirty-two years ago.”


Vermont is shaped like a broken wedge pointed south. It’s barely over 40 miles across at the bottom, 90 across the top, and 160 in length. It has two interstates: I-91 running north-south, and I-89, which it inherits from New Hampshire in a diagonal jaunt from Boston to Montreal. The Green Mountains sew the state together like a protuberant spinal column, the vertebrae a series of picturesque, tree-topped peaks that slope down to the Connecticut River on the east, and Lake Champlain to the west.


It is tiny, rural, landlocked, unindustrialized, politically quirky, among the whitest states in the union, and the forty-ninth in population. Its capital, Montpelier, is the smallest of its ilk in the nation, and the only one not to have a McDonald’s restaurant.


Ask anyone in the country about Vermont, and you are almost sure to be given some impression, however inaccurate. From the Green Mountain Boys to maple syrup, skiing, fall foliage, and cows—not to mention civil unions and some surprisingly high-profile, plain-speaking politicians—Vermont tends to stick in people’s minds, if not always benignly.


It is a place with resonance beyond its modest statistics, and, for Joe, a world in itself.


He knew it better than most, too. Even when he worked at the Brattleboro PD, he made it a point to get out and visit other departments. There are only about a thousand full-time police officers in Vermont, and no jurisdictional boundaries—a cop is a cop anywhere in the state, fully certified and responsible to act as such if necessary. Gunther was keenly aware of that fact and saw the whole as a single tribe, if made up of different factions. His joining the VBI, in truth, had less to do with personal advancement, and more with easing the turf struggles he saw only slowly fading among many of the almost seventy law enforcement agencies across the state.


It was a great source of satisfaction to him, seeing how the growth in information sharing had resulted in a commensurate decline in unsolved crimes.


Which only added to the irony that he’d been the one involved in—and possibly responsible for—one of the more notorious of the state’s still open cases.


Thirty-two years ago.


He watched the familiar countryside roll by as he drove toward Waterbury and the forensics lab along one of the most beautiful traffic corridors in the Northeast. It was a trip he never tired of, and one he’d come to use, in good weather and poor, as an opportunity for reflection. If meditation was best pursued in peaceful, supportive, nurturing environments, Joe could think of none better than this smoothly curving road through the mountainous heart of his home state.


And, in this instance, such solace was a blessing, for the long-dormant thoughts created by the discovery of Purvis’s gun were a muddle of loss and mourning and lasting disappointment.


Thirty-two years ago, Gunther had been a fresh-faced detective on the Brattleboro force. A bright, hardworking patrolman, he’d made the transition to plainclothes quickly and had been in the unit about a year. He was good at what he did, made his bosses happy, and had a reputation around town for fairness and discretion.


The latter was crucial back then. The department had had no more than fourteen officers total, versus twice that today; the town was the same size then as now, and the crime rate had seemed rampant. Many a time Joe had to choose between arresting and processing someone and thereby leaving the street, and letting him go and hoping a lecture would suffice. Sometimes a phone call to an overworked but decent parent was enough; sometimes a little old-fashioned intimidation was called for. Miranda rights had just barely been introduced and were undergoing judicial adjustment. They certainly weren’t yet routine. A police officer’s discretion—and his knowledge of whom he was dealing with—was often the better guide than the rule book. Shoving a nightstick down someone’s pants and frog-walking him across the bridge to Hinsdale, New Hampshire, to get rid of him for the evening had worked more than once.


But discretion could be pushed too far. On the night that Klaus Oberfeldt was found battered and unconscious on the floor of their store by his wife, the ambulance was called and the bare facts recorded. But it wasn’t until the next day, when Joe came back on duty, that he first heard of it. No neighborhood canvass had been conducted, no evidence collected, no statements or photographs taken. The beat cops at the time had written it off as a mugging and had filed it for a detective follow-up.


Nobody had liked old man Oberfeldt, as the lack of initiative made clear.


Joe dropped by the store the next morning to see Maria Oberfeldt, Klaus’s wife. He was embarrassed by her incredulity at the official poor showing, which helped him bear her tongue-lashing. She, like her husband, was short-tempered, judgmental, imperious, and distrustful. Together they’d turned the area around their small grocery store into a social fire zone. Kids, animals, vagrants, and often customers knew to expect a hostile and suspicious reception. The police were called regularly to investigate thefts and vandalisms and even loitering that often wasn’t so. Not that some abuse didn’t exist. The town in those days was a magnet for teenagers on the loose, who often threw eggs or paint at store windows for the hell of it. To many, as a result of this chemistry, the Oberfeldts only got what they deserved.


Nobody argued that Klaus’s beating was wrong, but few were surprised, and no one besides Maria grieved for him.


She greeted Joe at the store’s locked door—she hadn’t opened that morning—and gave him an earful for thirty minutes straight. Then she stopped, fell apart, and collapsed crying into his arms.


It turned out that not only was Klaus comatose, but they’d been robbed of $12,000—a small fortune in earned savings that they’d kept under a floorboard in the back room.


Joe finally led her back upstairs to where she and Klaus shared an apartment, and convinced her to take a small drink and lie down for a rest. He then returned to the store, grateful that it hadn’t been overly contaminated since the attack, and began treating it as it should have been from the start: as a major crime scene.


Joe left the interstate at Exit 10 and entered the town of Waterbury, best known for its proximity to Ben and Jerry’s ice cream plant and as the home of the Vermont State Police.


The latter’s headquarters were located in the vaguely named State Office Complex, a large gathering of redbrick buildings that had slowly grown around the original state mental hospital, built in the 1890s and now almost empty. All of it looked to Joe like some manic-depressive architect’s vision of a college campus for the imaginatively impaired.


The Department of Public Safety building was located off to one side of the campus, as institutionally bland as the rest although bristling with antennas and microwave dishes.


Joe abandoned his car on the grass bordering the chronically full parking lot. He entered the building’s lobby, was buzzed through by the dispatcher behind her bulletproof glass, and began climbing the staircase to the top floor.


The building’s top, or third, floor hosted the crime lab, Criminal Justice Services, a couple of meeting rooms, and the office of VBI’s director, Bill Allard. As a result, while the lab was Joe’s destination, he knew it would be impolitic not to drop by Bill’s office first.


This wasn’t a chore by any means. They were good friends, a couple of warhorses who’d come up through the ranks riding the learning curve that transformed so many law enforcement leaders from hot dogs into problem solvers—an evolution that had made both of them attractive to the creators of VBI. The Bureau was a bit of a thorn to the law enforcement community. A statewide major-crimes investigative unit culled from the best of each agency across Vermont, it had seriously rocked the boat when the governor and a compliant legislature had given it birth. The state police, which still had its own plainclothes unit, saw it as an unnecessary rival, while every municipal department complained it would lure away their most talented personnel.


Being accurate made both views hard to dismiss, although the politicians kept trying. Gunther and Allard, the latter of whom had spent his whole career in the state police, didn’t bother. They just kept proving, in case after case, that the VBI was there for the overall good as a highly qualified, well-funded support unit that only came into a case by invitation, did its job discreetly and competently, and then disappeared, making sure the credit always went to the host agency. It had been a successful tactic so far, and a small but growing number of former critics had been heard to admit—if only off the record—that maybe VBI wasn’t as bad as had been feared. So far.


Allard was sitting at his desk in an office so small it barely allowed for two folding guest chairs. He was gazing with apparent wonderment at some cluttered document on the computer screen, his large, stubby fingers poised over the keyboard as if frozen.


His face lit up as Gunther crossed the threshold.


“Joe. I didn’t know you were coming up. Have a seat. You’re not hand-delivering bad news, are you?”


Joe sat down, shaking his head. “Nope, no fouls, no errors, and no need to ask forgiveness as far as I know. I’m just up here checking on something at the lab.”


Allard raised his eyebrows. There were five VBI outposts across the state, including a unit downstairs, and Bill Allard made it his business to be at least aware of every case they were working on. “From your neck of the woods?”


Gunther waved his concern aside. “No, the Bratt PD had a domestic a couple of days ago—ex-wife shot her husband. But the gun was missing its serial number, so they had the lab run a check. Turns out the same gun was used in an old case of mine.”


“No kidding?”


“Yeah. I never solved it. It’s bugged me ever since.”


“A killing?”


“Didn’t start out that way. It was a robbery-assault at a mom-and-pop grocery store. Nobody liked the victim, an old grouch named Oberfeldt, and at first we didn’t even bother finding out their life savings had been stolen. The bad old days with a vengeance. The guy wasn’t dead; he was just in the hospital—although the word ‘just’ doesn’t do it justice. He was in a coma. But the selectmen were on the rampage for us to clean up the bars and get the kids off the street to make the town more appealing. The case pretty much fell to me on my own.”


“What happened?” Allard asked.


A lot, Gunther thought to himself—almost more than he thought he could bear at the time, or bear to remember now.


“Not much,” he said instead. “Six months later, old man Oberfeldt died without regaining consciousness. His wife sold the store and left town. I never found out who did it.”


“And now the gun’s resurfaced,” Bill Allard suggested.


“Yup. Three decades later.”


Allard let out a low whistle. “Jesus,” he said, and then pointed toward the door. “Okay, you’ve officially proved you have good manners, Joe. Go to the lab and nab yourself some bad guy who’s probably using a walker by now. Thanks for stopping in.”


The Vermont Forensic Lab took up the entire top floor of the building’s longest wing. It was a narrow, cluttered, bizarrely designed layout, clearly never intended for its present use. Old equipment lined the walls of the dark, close central hallway; doors to either side revealed impossibly jam-packed labs or eccentric secondary parallel halls. Half the time Joe couldn’t discern if what he was looking at was a storage room or a workplace that only resembled a mad scientist’s attic.


Ballistics was housed at the far end, across the corridor from latent prints. None of this was labeled or looked the role, any more than the whole remotely resembled any popular perception of a crime lab. Joe simply knew where to go from past experience. In a state so thinly populated, it was understood that you could figure out how to get somewhere by merely wandering about for a while.


In the old days, when the state police ran things, technicians were officers on rotation. Times had changed. Now the place was a part of Public Safety’s Criminal Justice Services—as was VBI, for that matter—and staffed by people qualified enough in their specialties to have earned the lab national accreditation. An honor indeed, given that it appeared to be housed in a condemned high school building.


Malcolm Nash had been in ballistics for over fifteen years, first as an assistant but recently as the man in charge. He was tall, stooped, and energetic, and Gunther thought he’d probably always looked as he did now, and forever would: a somewhat geeky mid-forties. Pure hell in high school, no doubt, but not too bad as time passed.


“Joe Gunther,” he said, clearly pleased, as Joe entered the cluttered office. He crossed the room and extended his hand for a shake. “I thought you might show up. Too interesting to resist, right?”


He motioned to a shabby wheeled chair as he perched on the edge of a desk. The room was one of two, this one filled with filing cabinets, a couple of desks, some scientific equipment, and a huge IBIS computer used for bullet and cartridge identification. On semipermanent loan from ATF, it filled a quarter of the floor space like a robot on steroids. The back room, reserved for test firings, contained a cotton box for high velocity rounds, and a water well running down the inside corner of the building, for slower bullets. The latter was a bane to downstairs residents, since any testing resulted in a thunderous explosion reverberating all the way to the basement.
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