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			Concerning the events of July 30, 1994

			Only those familiar with the Hamptons in New York State knew what happened on July 30, 1994, in a small, swanky oceanside resort called Orphea.

			That evening, the town’s very first theater festival was due to open, an event of more than local significance which had attracted large crowds. From late afternoon tourists and locals alike had gathered on Main Street for the many festivities organized by the town council. The residential neighborhoods had emptied of their inhabitants: no people strolling on the sidewalks, no couples on porches, no children on skateboards on the street, nobody in the gardens. Everybody was on Main Street.

			Around eight o’clock, in the deserted neighborhood of Penfield, the only sign of life was a car slowly crisscrossing the abandoned streets. At the wheel, a man searching everywhere with panic in his eyes. 

			He had never felt so alone in the world. There was nobody around to help him. He was looking for his wife. She had left to go jogging and had not come home. 

			Samuel and Meghan Padalin were among the few inhabitants of the town who had decided not to go to the opening night of the festival. There had been such a demand for tickets that they had been unsuccessful, and they had no wish to watch the open-air activities on Main Street or at the marina.

			At 6.30, as she did every day, Meghan had left home to go jogging. The only day she didn’t go jogging was Sunday. She took the same route every evening. From their house, she went up Penfield Street as far as Penfield Crescent, which formed a semicircle around a little park. She would stop in the park to do an exercise routine—always the same—then run home by the same route. It took forty-five minutes, fifty if she extended the exercises, but never more.

			At 7.30, Samuel Padalin was thinking it strange that his wife was not yet home.

			At 7.45 he started to worry.

			By 8.00 he was pacing up and down his living room.

			At 8.10, unable to stand it anymore, he got into his car and set off to look around the neighborhood. The logical way to proceed was to follow Meghan’s habitual route, which was what he did.

			He drove along Penfield Street as far as Penfield Crescent, and there he turned. It was 8.20. Not a soul in sight. He stopped to look into the park, but there was nobody there. As he was starting the car again he noticed a shape on the sidewalk. At first he thought that it was a heap of clothes. Then he realized it was a body. He jumped out of the car, heart pounding. It was his wife.

			Padalin would later tell the police that his first thought was that his wife had fainted from the heat. Then he was afraid that she had had a heart attack. But as he approached Meghan, he saw the blood and then the hole at the back of her skull.

			He started screaming for help, unsure if he should stay with his wife or run to the nearby houses, ring the doorbells, and beg someone to call Emergency. His vision was blurred, and he felt as if his legs could no longer carry him. His cries finally alerted someone from a parallel street, and they called the emergency services.

			Only minutes later, the police cordoned off the neighborhood.

			One of the first officers on the scene noticed that the door of the mayor’s house, close to where Meghan’s body lay, was ajar. As he went closer he saw that the door had been kicked in. He took out his pistol, ran up the front steps and announced himself. There was no answer. He pushed the door open with his foot and saw a woman’s body lying in the corridor. He at once called for backup, then slowly advanced into the house, pistol in hand. In a small room to his right he was horrified to discover the body of a young boy. And then in the kitchen he found the mayor, also dead, lying in a pool of blood. 

			All three had been shot dead.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			In the Depths
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			The Disappearance of a Reporter

			MONDAY, JUNE 23 – TUESDAY, JULY 1, 2014
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			JESSE ROSENBERG

			Monday, June 23, 2014

			Thirty-three days to opening night of the 21st Orphea Theater Festival

			The first and only time I saw Stephanie Mailer was when she gatecrashed the small reception organized in honor of my retirement from the New York State Police.

			A host of police officers from all the squads had gathered in the noonday sun in front of the wooden platform erected for special occasions in the parking lot of troop headquarters. I was on that platform, next to my commander, Major McKenna. He had been my chief throughout my career and was now paying me a glowing tribute.

			“Jesse Rosenberg is only a young captain, but he’s clearly in a great hurry to leave,” the major said to laughter from those present. “I would never have imagined he’d leave before me. Life really is a bummer. You’d all like me to leave, but I’m still here. You’d all like to keep Jesse, and Jesse’s going.”

			I was forty-five years old and I felt good about leaving the force. After twenty-three years on the job, I had decided to take the pension to which I was by now entitled in order to realize a project that had been close to my heart for a long time. I still had a week to go before my leaving date of June 30. After that, a new chapter in my life would be starting. 

			“I still remember Jesse’s first big case,” the major was saying. “A horrible case, a quadruple murder, which he solved brilliantly, even though nobody in the squad thought he could. He was still a very young officer. From that moment on, we all realized what kind of man Jesse was. Anyone who’s worked with him knows what an exceptional detective he is. I think I can safely say he was always the best among us. We call him Captain 100 Percent, because he’s solved all the cases he’s been involved in, and that makes him unique as a detective. An officer admired by his colleagues, an expert everyone consults, and an instructor at the Academy for many years. Let me say this to you, Jesse: for twenty years, we’ve all been jealous of you!”

			Another burst of laughter.

			“We haven’t quite figured out what this new project is that you’re getting into, but we wish you good luck anyway. We’re going to miss you, the police force is going to miss you, but it’s our wives who are going to miss you the most, because they spent every police dance ogling you.”

			Thunderous applause. The major gave me a friendly hug, and then I got down off the stage so that I could say something to all those who had done me the kindness of being present before they rushed to the buffet.

			Finding myself alone for a moment, I was approached by a very attractive woman, maybe in her thirties. I did not recall having seen her before.

			“So you are the famous Captain 100 Percent?” she said in a seductive tone.

			“Apparently,” I said with a smile. “Do we know each other?”

			“No. My name’s Stephanie Mailer. I’m a reporter for the Orphea Chronicle.”

			We shook hands.

			“Do you mind if I call you Captain 99 Percent?”

			I frowned. “Is there a case I didn’t solve?”

			By way of reply, she took from her bag a photocopy of a press clipping from the Orphea Chronicle of August 1, 1994, and handed it to me.

			QUADRUPLE MURDER IN ORPHEA

			MAYOR AND FAMILY SLAIN

			On Saturday evening, the mayor of Orphea, Joseph Gordon, his wife Leslie, and their ten-year-old son Arthur were shot dead in their house. The fourth victim is Meghan Padalin, 32. The young woman, who was jogging at the time, must have been unfortunate enough to witness the scene. She was shot on the sidewalk close to the mayor’s house.

			There was a photograph of me and my then partner, Derek Scott, at the crime scene.

			“What is this about?” I said.

			“You didn’t solve that case, Captain. You got the wrong man back in 1994. I thought you’d like to know that before leaving the force.”

			At first I thought that one of my colleagues was playing a practical joke on me, but soon I realized that the journalist was entirely serious.

			“Are you conducting your own investigation?” I said.

			“In a way, Captain.”

			“In a way? You’re going to have to say more than that if you want me to believe you.”

			“I’m telling the truth, Captain. I have an appointment shortly that should allow me to obtain irrefutable evidence.”

			“An appointment with whom?”

			“Captain,” she said in an amused tone, “I’m not a beginner. This is the kind of scoop a reporter can’t afford to pass up, but I promise you that whatever I find out I’ll share with you when the time is right. Meanwhile, I have a favor to ask you. I’d like access to the State Police file on the case.”

			“You call it a favor, I call it blackmail,” I said. “Start by showing me what you have. These are very serious allegations.”

			“I’m aware of that, Captain Rosenberg. That’s why I don’t want the State Police to get in ahead of me.”

			“Let me remind you that you have a duty to share with the police any information in your possession that has a bearing on this case. That’s the law. I could also come to your newspaper office and search it.”

			The woman seemed disappointed. “Too bad, Captain 99 Percent,” she said. “I assumed it would interest you, but I guess you’re already thinking about your retirement and this new project the major mentioned in his speech. What is it? Repairing an old boat?”

			“That’s none of your business,” I said curtly.

			She shrugged and made to leave. I felt certain she was bluffing. But she stopped after a few steps and turned back. “The answer was right in front of your eyes, Captain Rosenberg. You just didn’t see it.”

			I was both intrigued and irritated. “I’m not sure I follow you, Ms Mailer.”

			She raised her hand and placed it at the level of my eyes. “What do you see, Captain?” 

			“Your hand.” 

			“I was showing you my fingers.” 

			“But I see your hand,” I said, not understanding.

			“That’s the problem right there,” she said. “You saw what you wanted to see, not what you were being shown. That’s what you missed twenty years ago.” 

			She walked away, leaving me with her mystery, her business card, and the photocopy of the press clipping.

			Spotting my former partner Derek Scott at the buffet—these days he was vegetating in a desk job—I hurried over to join him and showed him the clipping.

			“You haven’t changed a bit, Jesse,” he said with a smile, amused to see a reference to that old case. “What did that girl want?”

			“She’s a reporter. According to her, we blew it back in ’94. She claims we missed something in our investigation and ended up with the wrong man.”

			Derek choked. “That’s crazy. What exactly did she say?”

			“That the answer was right in front of our eyes and we didn’t see it.”

			Derek was bewildered. He seemed troubled, too, but he was clearly going to dismiss the idea. “I don’t believe it for a moment,” he grunted. “It’s just a two-bit reporter trying to make some cheap publicity for herself.”

			“Maybe,” I said. “Maybe not.”

			Across the parking lot I saw Stephanie Mailer getting into her car. She waved to me and called out, “See you later, Captain Rosenberg.”

			But there was to be no “later”. That was the day she disappeared.

		

	
		
			DEREK SCOTT

			I remember the day the whole thing started. It was Saturday, July 30, 1994.

			Jesse and I were on duty that evening. We had stopped to have a meal at the Blue Lagoon, the fashionable restaurant where Darla and Natasha worked as waitresses.

			Jesse and Natasha had been a couple for some years by that time. Darla was one of Natasha’s best friends. They were planning to open a restaurant together and spent most of their time on the project. They had found a place and were in the process of obtaining the authorizations to start work. Evenings and weekends, they worked at the Blue Lagoon, putting aside half of what they earned to invest in their future establishment.

			They could have managed the Blue Lagoon, or worked in the kitchen, but the owner said to them, “With your pretty faces and pretty asses, your place is out front. And don’t complain, you make much more in tips than you’d earn in the kitchen.” On that last point he wasn’t wrong. Many customers came to the Blue Lagoon in the hopes of being served by them. They were beautiful, sweet, and friendly. They had everything going for them. Their own restaurant was going to be a resounding success and everyone was already talking about it. 

			Ever since I had met Darla she was all I could think about. I pestered Jesse to come to the Blue Lagoon whenever Natasha and Darla were there so we could have coffee with them. And when they met at Jesse’s to work on their project, I was there as often as I could be, trying to charm Darla, who only half responded.

			On that famous July evening, Jesse and I were having dinner at the restaurant and chatting happily with the two of them as they went about their business. My pager and Jesse’s went off simultaneously. 

			“For both of your pagers to go off at the same time,” Natasha said, “it must be serious.”

			She pointed toward the phone booth as well as a phone on the counter. Jesse headed for the booth, I opted for the counter. The calls were brief.

			“There’s a general call out,” I said as I hurried to the door. “There’s been a quadruple killing.”

			Jesse was putting his jacket on.

			“Hurry up,” I teased him. “The first unit in the squad to reach the scene will get the case.”

			We were young and ambitious. This was a chance for us to do our first major investigation together. I was a more experienced officer than Jesse and had the rank of sergeant. The higher-ups liked me. Everyone said I had a great career ahead of me.

			We ran to our car and bundled ourselves in.

			I set off at speed and Jesse picked the flashing light up from the floor, switched it on, and reached through the open window to put it on the roof of our unmarked car, sending red flashes into the darkness.

			That was how it started.

		

	
		
			JESSE ROSENBERG

			Thursday, June 26, 2014

			Thirty days to opening night

			I had assumed that I would spend my last week in the police hanging around the hallways, drinking coffee with my colleagues and saying leisurely goodbyes. But for the last three days I’d been in my office from morning to evening, absorbed in the file which I had taken out of records on the murders of 1994. My encounter with the journalist Stephanie Mailer had shaken me. I could think of nothing but that article, and her saying: “The answer was right in front of your eyes. You just didn’t see it.”

			As far as I was concerned, we had seen everything there was to see. The more I went over the file, the more convinced I was that it was one of the most solid investigations I had conducted in my whole career. All of the pieces had fallen into place. The evidence against the man Derek and I had identified as the murderer was overwhelming. We had been meticulous. I could see no flaw in what we had done. How could we have gotten the wrong man?

			That afternoon, Derek came to my office.

			“What on earth are you doing, Jesse? Everyone’s waiting for you in the cafeteria. The people in the administrative department have baked you a cake.”

			“I’ll be right there, Derek. I’m sorry, my mind’s on other things.”

			He looked at the documents spread out on my desk and picked one up. “Oh no, don’t tell me you’re swallowing the crap that reporter gave you?”

			“Derek, I’d just like to make sure—”

			He didn’t let me finish. “Jesse, the case was rock solid! You know that as well as I do. Come on now, everyone’s waiting.”

			“Give me a minute.”

			He sighed and left my office. I picked up the business card I had in front of me and dialed Ms Mailer’s number. Her telephone was off. I had tried to call it the previous day, without success. She herself had not contacted me since our encounter on Monday, and I decided not to persist. She knew where to find me. Derek was right, I told myself. There was nothing to make us revisit the conclusions of the 1994 investigation. My mind at rest, I joined my colleagues in the canteen. 

			An hour later, when I got back to my office, I found a fax from the State Police in Riverdale in the Hamptons announcing the disappearance of a journalist named Stephanie Mailer, thirty-two years of age. She had apparently been missing for three days.

			My heart skipped a beat. I tore the page from the machine and hurried to the telephone to contact the station in Riverdale. An officer there told me that Stephanie Mailer’s parents had shown up early that afternoon, worried that they had not heard from their daughter since Monday.

			“Why did her parents go to the State Police, not the local police?” 

			“They did, but the local police don’t seem to have taken it seriously. So I told myself it might be best to pass it on to your squad. It may be nothing, but I thought you should know.”

			“You did the right thing. I’ll take care of it.”

			I immediately telephoned Ms Mailer’s mother. She had last spoken with her daughter on Monday morning. Since then, nothing. Her cell phone was off. The mother told me how worried she was. None of her daughter’s friends had been able to reach her. Her mother had finally gone to her apartment with the local police, but there was nobody there.

			I went straight to Derek in his office.

			“The reporter who was here on Monday has disappeared.”

			“What are you talking about, Jesse?”

			I handed him the missing persons report. “We have to go to Orphea and find out what’s going on. This can’t be a coincidence.”

			He sighed. “Jesse, aren’t you supposed to be leaving?”

			“I have four days more. During those days, I’m still a police officer. On Monday, when I saw her, she said she was meeting someone who would be able to supply something we had missed.”

			“Let someone else deal with it,” he said.

			“No way! That girl assured me that in 1994—”

			He didn’t let me finish. “We solved the case, Jesse! It’s ancient history! What’s gotten into you? Why are you so determined to go back to it? Do you really want to relive all that?”

			I was irritated that he was not more supportive. “So you won’t come to Orphea?”

			“No, Jesse. I’m sorry, but I think you’re crazy.”

			So I went to Orphea alone, twenty years after I had last set foot there. Twenty years since the murders.

			It was an hour’s drive from headquarters, but to gain time I put on the siren and the flashing lights so I did not have to obey the speed limits. I took Highway 27 as far as the fork to Riverhead, then 25 in a north-westerly direction. The last stretch of road passed through a gorgeous landscape, with luxuriant forests and ponds strewn with water lilies. Finally I got onto Route 17, which was straight and deserted, and which led to Orphea. I sped along it like an arrow. A huge billboard soon told me I had arrived.

			WELCOME TO ORPHEA, NEW YORK

			National Theater Festival, July 26 – August 9

			It was five in the evening. Main Street was bright and verdant. I drove past stores, restaurants, coffee shops. There was an air of relaxation about the place. The lampposts were decorated with the Stars and Stripes in preparation for Independence Day, and billboards announced a firework display for the evening of the Fourth of July. Along the marina, lined with borders filled with flowers and neatly pruned bushes, people strolled between shacks offering excursions to look at the whales or bicycles for hire. It was a scene straight out of a movie.

			*

			My first stop was the police station.

			Chief Ron Gulliver, head of the Orphea police department, invited me into his office. I did not need to remind him that we had already met.

			“You haven’t changed,” he said, shaking my hand.

			I could not have said the same of him. He had not aged well, and had become noticeably fatter. It was well past lunchtime and he was eating spaghetti out of a plastic container. In the time it took me to explain the reason for my visit, he gobbled down half the spaghetti in a disgusting manner. 

			“Stephanie Mailer?” he said, his mouth full. “We looked into that. She hasn’t gone missing. I told her parents, but they’re real pains in the ass. You can’t get rid of them!”

			“They may simply be parents worried about their daughter,” I said. “They haven’t heard from her for three days, which they say is quite unusual. I’m sure you’ll understand that I’d like to treat it with due diligence.”

			“Stephanie Mailer is thirty-two, right? Old enough to do what she likes. Believe me, Captain Rosenberg, if I had parents like hers, I’d run away, too. Take it from me, the girl has taken off for a while, that’s all.”

			“How can you be so sure?”

			“Because of what her boss, the editor of the Orphea Chronicle, told me. She sent him a text message on Monday evening.”

			“The evening she disappeared.”

			“But I tell you: she hasn’t disappeared!” Chief Gulliver growled at me.

			Each of his exclamations was accompanied by a spray of tomato sauce. I took a step back.

			“My deputy went to her place with her parents,” Gulliver said, after swallowing. “They got in with their duplicate key and had a look around. Everything was neat and tidy. The text to her editor made it clear that there was no reason to worry. The girl doesn’t have to justify herself to anybody. What she does with her life is no concern of ours. Nevertheless, we did our job. So please, don’t come here and break my balls.”

			“But the parents are very worried,” I said. “So, with your agreement, I’d like to check for myself that everything is fine.”

			“If you have time to waste, Captain, don’t bother about me. You just have to wait for my deputy, Jasper Montagne, to come back from his patrol. He’s the one who dealt with it.”

			When Deputy Jasper Montagne arrived, I was confronted with a huge wardrobe of a man, heavily muscled and formidable-looking. He told me he had accompanied Ms Mailer’s parents to her apartment. They had gone in, she wasn’t there. Nothing to report. No signs of struggle, nothing abnormal. Montagne had subsequently looked all over the neighboring streets in search of the journalist’s car, but to no avail. He had even called the hospitals and police stations in the area. Nothing. Stephanie Mailer had evidently gone away.

			Since I wanted to take a look at the apartment, he offered to go with me. She lived on Bendham Road, a quiet little street close to Main Street, in a narrow three-story block. A hardware store occupied the first floor, there was a single apartment on the second floor, and Ms Mailer’s was on the third. 

			I rang her doorbell for a long time. I drummed on the door and called out, but it didn’t get me anywhere. 

			“You can see for yourself, she isn’t there,” Montagne said.

			I tried the handle. The door was locked.

			“Can we go in?” I said. 

			“Do you have the key?” 

			“No.” 

			“Nor me. Her parents opened the door the other day.” 

			“So we can’t go in?” 

			“No. And we’re not going to start breaking people’s doors down for no reason. If you want to set your mind at rest, go to the local paper and talk to the editor. He’ll show you the text he got from Ms Mailer on Monday evening.” 

			“What about the downstairs neighbor?” I said. 

			“Brad Melshaw? I talked to him yesterday. He didn’t see or hear anything unusual. There’s no point ringing his doorbell. He’s a cook at Café Athena, the hip restaurant at the top of Main Street. That’s where he’ll be right now.”

			I wouldn’t give in, though. I went one floor down and rang Brad Melshaw’s bell. No response.

			“I told you,” Montagne sighed, going back downstairs, while I stood a little longer on the landing in the hope that someone would open the door.

			By the time I decided to follow him, Montagne had left the building. When I got to the lobby, I took advantage of the fact that I was alone to inspect Ms Mailer’s letterbox. Peering through the slit, I could see that there was a letter inside. I eased it out between my fingertips, folded it in half and slipped it into the back pocket of my pants.

			Montagne drove me to the offices of the Orphea Chronicle, which were not far from Main Street, so that I could talk to Michael Bird, the editor.

			The offices were in a redbrick building. The exterior was smart enough, but the interior was shabby-looking.

			Michael Bird took us into his office. He had been in Orphea in 1994, but I did not remember meeting him then. He told me that, through a combination of circumstances, he had taken over the editorship of the Orphea Chronicle just three days after the murders, which was why he had spent most of that time drowning in paperwork rather than out in the field.

			“How long has Stephanie Mailer been working for you?” I said.

			“I hired her last December, so about seven months.”

			“Is she a good reporter?”

			“She’s very good. She’s raised the level of the paper. That’s important for us because it’s hard to always have quality content. The paper isn’t doing too well financially. We survive only because the premises are lent to us by the town council. People don’t read local newspapers nowadays, so the advertisers have lost interest. This used to be an important regional paper, widely read and respected. But now, why would you read the Orphea Chronicle when you can read the New York Times online? Not to mention those who don’t read anything at all, just get their information from Facebook.”

			“When did you last see Stephanie?” I said.

			“On Monday morning. At the weekly editorial meeting.”

			“Did you notice anything unusual? Was her behavior out of the ordinary?”

			“No, nothing out of the ordinary. I know Stephanie’s parents are worried, but as I told them and Deputy Montagne yesterday, she sent me a text message late on Monday, telling me she had to go away.”

			He took his cell phone from his pocket and showed me the text in question, which he had received at midnight on Monday.

			I have to leave Orphea for a while. It’s important. I’ll explain later. 

			“And you have heard nothing from her since?” 

			“No. But to be honest, I’m not worried. Stephanie is the kind of reporter who likes to be independent. When she has something on she takes her time. I don’t interfere too much with what she does.”

			“What’s she working on right now?”

			“The theater festival. Every year at the end of July, we have a theater festival here in Orphea.”

			“Yes, I know.”

			“Well, Stephanie wanted to write about the festival from the inside. She’s preparing a whole series of articles about it. Right now, she’s interviewing the volunteers who keep the festival going.”

			“Is it like her to disappear like this?”

			“I’d say ‘go away’. Yes, she goes away regularly. You know how it is, being a professional journalist requires you to leave your desk pretty frequently.”

			“Did she say anything about another investigation that she’s conducting? She claimed she was meeting somebody about it on Monday night, somebody with information that was important to that story.”

			I was deliberately vague. 

			The editor shook his head. “No,” he said. “She never mentioned anything like that.”

			On the way out of the newspaper offices, Montagne said, “Chief Gulliver wants to know if you’re leaving now.”

			“Yes,” I said. “I think I’ve done the tour.”

			Back in my car, I opened the envelope I had found in Stephanie Mailer’s letterbox. It was a credit card statement. I examined it carefully.

			Apart from her everyday expenses (gasoline, supermarket shopping, A.T.M. withdrawals, some purchases from the bookstore in Orphea), I noticed a fair number of tollbooth charges from rides into Manhattan. It seemed that she had been going to New York on a regular basis lately. In addition, she had bought a flight to Los Angeles. A quick round trip between June 10 and June 13. Payments while there—in particular, a hotel—confirmed that she had made the journey. Maybe she had a boyfriend in California. Whatever the case, she was a young woman who moved around a lot. There was nothing exceptional in the fact that she had gone away. I could understand the local police. None of these items pointed to a disappearance. Ms Mailer was an adult, she did not have to explain herself to anybody. So, since I did not have anything concrete to go on, I was on the verge of calling it a day when I was struck by one thing, one element that seemed out of place—the offices of the Orphea Chronicle. They did not correspond in any way to the image I had built up of Stephanie Mailer. I didn’t know her, of course, but given the confidence with which she had approached me three days earlier, I could more easily imagine her at the New York Times than at a paper in a small resort town in the Hamptons. That one thing made me decide to look a little more deeply into the case. I would pay a visit to Ms Mailer’s parents, who lived in Sag Harbor, twenty minutes’ drive from where I was.

			It was seven o’clock.

			*   *   *

			Around the same time, Betsy Kanner parked her car outside Café Athena on Orphea’s Main Street, where she had arranged to meet her childhood friend Lauren and Lauren’s husband Paul for dinner.

			Lauren and Paul were the friends she had seen the most of since quitting New York to settle in Orphea. Paul’s parents had a vacation home in Southampton, fifteen miles away, where they regularly spent long weekends.

			Before Betsy got out of her car, she saw her friends already at a table on the terrace of the restaurant. What she mainly noticed was that there was a man with them. Immediately realizing what was happening, Betsy took out her cell phone and called Lauren.

			“Have you set me up with a date?” she asked as soon as Lauren picked up.

			There was a moment of embarrassed silence.

			“I may have,” Lauren said finally. “How did you know?”

			“Instinct,” Betsy lied. “Come on, Lauren, why did you do it?”

			The only thing Betsy had against her friend was that she spent her time interfering in her personal life. 

			“You’re going to love this one,” Lauren assured her, having moved away from the table. “Trust me, Betsy.”

			“You know what, Lauren? It’s not a good time for this right now. I’m still at the office and have a whole lot of paperwork to get through.” 

			Betsy was amused to see Lauren becoming agitated.

			“Betsy, I forbid you to stand me up! You’re thirty-three years old, you need a guy! Tell me something. How long is it since you last got laid?”

			That was the line of argument Lauren invariably used as a last resort. But Betsy was not in the mood to handle a blind date.

			“I’m sorry, Lauren. Apart from anything else, I’m on duty.”

			“Oh, don’t start with your duty! Nothing ever happens in this town. You’re entitled to have a little fun, too!”

			At that moment, a motorist sounded his horn and Lauren heard it both on the street and through the phone.

			“Got you, girl!” she exclaimed, rushing out onto the sidewalk. “Where are you?”

			Betsy didn’t have time to get away.

			“I see you!” Lauren cried. “If you think you’re going to take off and dump me now . . . Do you realize you spend most of your evenings alone, like an old lady? You know, I wonder if you made the right choice, burying yourself here.”

			“Oh, for pity’s sake, Lauren! I feel like I’m listening to my father!”

			“If you carry on like this, Betsy, you’re going to end up completely alone.”

			Betsy burst out laughing and got out of her car. If she’d been given a coin every time she heard people say that, she would be swimming in money by now. All the same, she had to admit that, given her situation, she couldn’t blame Lauren. She was indeed living alone in Orphea, newly divorced and childless.

			According to Lauren, there were two reasons for Betsy’s successive failures in love. One was the fact that she did not show willing, the other her profession. “I never tell them in advance what you do for a living,” Lauren had said a few times about the dates she arranged for her. “I think it intimidates them.”

			Betsy walked into the outdoor seating area of the restaurant. Today’s candidate was named Josh. He had the air of a man who was too sure of himself. He greeted Betsy by giving her the eye in a frankly embarrassing manner and exhaling stale breath. This was not going to be the night she met Prince Charming.

			*   *   *

			“We’re very worried, Captain Rosenberg,” Trudy and Dennis Mailer said to me in unison in the living room of their beautiful house in Sag Harbor.

			“I telephoned Stephanie on Monday morning,” Mrs Mailer said. “She was in a meeting at the paper, she said, and would call me back. She never did.”

			“Stephanie always calls back,” Mr Mailer said.

			I could see from the start why the Mailers might have aggravated the police. With them, everything became a drama, even the fact that I had declined a coffee when I arrived.

			“Don’t you like coffee?” Mrs Mailer had said desperately.

			“Perhaps you’d prefer tea?” her husband had said.

			Managing at last to capture their attention, I had been able to ask them a few preliminary questions. Did Stephanie have any problems? No, they were categorical about that. Did she do drugs? No, definitely not. Did she have a boyfriend? Not as far as they knew. Was there any reason they could think of why she should drop out of sight? No, none.

			Their daughter was not the kind of person to hide anything from them. But I soon discovered that this was not exactly the case.

			“Why did Stephanie go to Los Angeles two weeks ago?”

			“To Los Angeles?” Mrs Mailer said in surprise. “What do you mean?”

			“Two weeks ago, Stephanie was in California for three days.”

			“We didn’t know that,” Mr Mailer said apologetically. “It’s not like her to leave for Los Angeles without telling us. I guess it must have been in connection with the newspaper? She’s very discreet about the articles she’s working on.”

			I did not think that the Orphea Chronicle could afford to send its reporters to the other side of the country. And, in fact, it was her job at the paper that raised a number of further questions.

			“When and how did Stephanie arrive in Orphea?”

			“She had been living in Manhattan for the last few years,” Mrs Mailer said. “She studied literature at Notre Dame. She’s always wanted to be a writer, ever since she was young. She’s had short stories published, two of them in the New Yorker. After her studies, she worked at the New York Literary Review, but she decided to leave in September.”

			“Did she give you a reason?”

			“She quite soon found a job at the Orphea Chronicle and decided to come back to this area and settle here. She seemed pleased to be away from Manhattan and back in a calmer environment.”

			There was a moment’s hesitation. Then Mr Mailer said:

			“Captain Rosenberg, we’re not the kind of people who trouble the police for no reason, believe me. We wouldn’t have raised the alarm if we weren’t both convinced that something was wrong. The police in Orphea made it very clear to us that there are no grounds for them to be involved. But even when she took a day trip to the city, Stephanie would send us a text or call us when she got back to let us know that everything was alright. Why text her editor and not her parents? If she had wanted us not to worry, she would have sent us a text, too.”

			“Speaking of which,” I resumed, “why does Stephanie go so often to Manhattan?”

			“I didn’t say she went there often,” Dennis said. “I was only giving an example.”

			“But she does go there often,” I said. “Usually on the same days and at the same times. As if she had a regular appointment. What is it she does there?”

			Again, the Mailers seemed not to know what I was talking about. Mrs Mailer, realizing she had not managed to convince me of the gravity of the situation, asked:

			“Have you been to her apartment, Captain Rosenberg?”

			“No, I’d have liked to, but I didn’t have a key.”

			“Would you like to go take a look now? You may see something we didn’t see.”

			I accepted, only so that I could close the case. A swift study of her apartment would surely convince me that the Orphea police were right and that there was nothing that pointed to the possibility that Stephanie’s being missing was grounds for my being involved. She could go to Los Angeles or New York as often as she pleased. As for her work at the Orphea Chronicle, it was feasible that after losing her job in the city she had seized on the opportunity presented while waiting for something better to come along.

			*

			It was a little after eight o’clock when we got to Bendham Road. The three of us climbed the stairs to her apartment. Trudy handed me the key. I turned the key, but the door was not locked. I felt a powerful surge of adrenaline. There was someone inside. Was it Stephanie?

			I signaled to Stephanie’s parents to make no noise, say nothing, and gently pushed the door. It opened noiselessly. The shambles in the living room was appalling. Someone had been searching the place.

			I whispered to the Mailers. “Go down the stairs. Wait for me in your car. I’ll come and get you.”

			When they had gone, I took out my pistol and, looking left and right, stepped into the apartment. It had been turned upside down. I began by inspecting the living room. Its bookshelves had been pulled over, the cushions on the couch were ripped open. My attention was drawn to the objects scattered on the floor and I was unaware of a figure approaching me noiselessly from behind. It was when I turned to look in the other rooms that I found myself up against a shadowy apparition who sprayed tear gas in my face, burning my eyes and making it hard to breathe. Blinded, I bent double. I was struck on the back of my head.

			A black curtain descended.

			*   *   *

			8.05 at Café Athena.

			It is said that Cupid arrives without warning, but there was no doubt that Cupid had decided to stay home when he inflicted this dinner on Betsy. For a whole hour now, without a pause, Josh had been talking. Betsy, who had stopped listening to him, amused herself counting the number of “I”s in his monologue, trotting out like little cockroaches that repelled her a little more each time they appeared. Lauren, who did not know where to put herself, was on her fifth glass of white wine, while Betsy made do with alcohol-free cocktails. 

			At last, perhaps exhausted by his own eloquence, Josh reached for a glass of water and knocked it back in one go. After this welcome moment of silence, he turned to Betsy and asked her in a formal tone, “How about you, Betsy, what do you do for a living? Lauren wouldn’t tell me.” At that very moment, Betsy’s cell phone rang. Seeing the number displayed on the screen, she knew at once it was an emergency.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, “I have to answer this call.”

			She got up from the table and walked away, then came back and told Lauren that, most unfortunately, she had to leave them.

			“Already?” Josh said, disappointed. “We have hardly had time to get acquainted.”

			“But I know everything about you. It was . . . fascinating.”

			She kissed Lauren and her husband, waved at Josh, and quickly left. She must have taken the poor man’s fancy, because he caught up with her on the sidewalk. 

			“Would you like me to drop you anywhere?” he said. “I have a—”

			“A Mercedes Coupé,” she said. “I know, you told me twice. It’s very kind of you, but I’m parked just there.”

			She opened the trunk of her car, while Josh stood beside her.

			“I’ll get your number from Lauren,” he said. “I’m often in the neighborhood. We could grab a coffee.”

			“Sure,” Betsy said, as she opened a large canvas bag.

			“You still haven’t told me what you do.”

			Betsy lifted a bulletproof vest from the bag. Adjusting the straps around her body, she watched Josh’s eyes open wide and stare at the shiny badge that bore in capital letters the word POLICE.

			“I’m deputy police chief here in Orphea,” she said, taking out the holster with her pistol in it and hooking it to her belt.

			Josh kept staring, incredulous. She got into her car and set off at speed. The red and blue flashing lights shone through the dusk and her siren made everyone in the street turn to look.

			According to the call from the switchboard, an officer from the State Police had been attacked in a nearby building. All available patrol cars as well as the officer on duty had been alerted.

			She drove down Main Street. Pedestrians trying to cross turned back and took refuge on the sidewalks, and cars traveling both ways moved onto the curb to let her pass. She drove along the middle of the street, her foot down. She was used to taking emergency calls during rush hour in New York.

			By the time she got to the building in Bendham Road, one patrol car was already on the scene. Entering the lobby, she ran into one of her colleagues coming down the stairs. 

			“The suspect ran out through the back door!” he cried.

			Betsy went through the emergency exit at the rear of the building, and found herself in a deserted alleyway. There was an eerie silence. She stopped and listened, hoping for a sound that might point her in the right direction, then broke into a run and came to a little park. Again, total silence.

			Thinking she heard a noise in the bushes, she took her gun from its holster and ran into the park. Nothing. Suddenly, she thought she saw a shadowy figure running. She set off in pursuit, but quickly lost sight of him. She finally stopped, disorientated and out of breath, blood hammering in her temples. She heard a noise behind a hedge. She approached slowly, heart pounding. She saw a dark figure advancing with muffled steps. She waited for the right moment, then leaped, pointing her gun at the man and ordering him to stop moving. It was Montagne, who was pointing a gun at her, too.

			“Fuck, Betsy, are you crazy?”

			She sighed and put her pistol back in its holster, bending double to regain her breath.

			“Montagne, what the fuck are you doing here?” she said. 

			“I could ask you the same question! You aren’t even on duty this evening!”

			As head deputy, Montagne was technically her superior. She was only the second deputy.

			“I’m on call,” she said. “The switchboard called me.”

			“To think I’d almost cornered him!” Montagne said irritably. 

			“Cornered him? I was here before you. There was only one patrol car outside the building.”

			“I came from the street round the back. You should have radioed your position. That’s what team players do. They communicate information, they don’t act like desperados.”

			“I was on my own, I didn’t have a radio.”

			“You have one in your car, don’t you? You piss me off, Betsy! Since your first day here, you’ve been pissing everybody off!”

			He spat on the ground and turned back toward the building. Betsy followed him. By now, Bendham Road had been invaded by emergency vehicles.

			“Betsy! Montagne!” Chief Ron Gulliver called over to them.

			“We lost him, Chief,” Montagne said. “I could have had him if Betsy hadn’t fucked up, like she always does.”

			“Go fuck yourself, Montagne!” she said.

			“You go fuck yourself, Betsy!” Montagne retorted. “You can go home, this is my case!”

			“No, it’s my case! I was here before you.”

			“Do us all a favor and get out of here!” 

			Betsy turned to Gulliver for support. “What do you think, Chief?” 

			Gulliver could not abide conflict. “You’re not on duty, Betsy,” he said in a soothing voice. 

			“I’m on call!” 

			“Leave this case to Montagne,” Gulliver said. 

			Montagne smiled and headed back to the building, leaving Betsy and Gulliver alone. 

			“That isn’t fair, Chief!” she said. “Are you going to let Montagne talk to me like that?”

			Gulliver did not want to hear. “Please, Betsy, don’t make a scene. Everyone’s looking at us. I don’t need this now.” Then he peered closely at her and said, “Did you have a date?” 

			“What makes you say that?” 

			“You’re wearing lipstick.” 

			“I often wear lipstick.” 

			“This is different. You look like you’re on a date. Why don’t you go back to him? We’ll talk tomorrow at the station.”

			Gulliver headed for the building, leaving her on her own. Suddenly hearing a voice calling to her, she turned. It was Michael Bird, the editor of the Orphea Chronicle.

			“Betsy,” he said, coming level with her, “what’s going on?”

			“No comment,” she said. “I’m not in charge of anything.”

			“You will be soon,” he said with a smile. 

			“What do you mean?” 

			“I mean when you take over as police chief. Is that why you were just quarreling with Deputy Montagne?” 

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Michael.”

			“Really?” he said, faking surprise. “Everyone knows you’ll be the next chief.”

			Saying nothing, she walked back to her car. She took off her bulletproof vest and threw it onto the back seat. She had absolutely no desire to go back to Café Athena. She drove home and sat on the porch with a drink and a cigarette to savor the mild evening weather.

		

	
		
			BETSY KANNER

			I arrived in Orphea on September 14, 2013, a Saturday.

			It was only two hours from New York City, but it could have been on the other side of the world. I had moved from the skyscraper city of Manhattan to this quiet little town, bathed in soft, late-afternoon sunlight. I drove up Main Street and then through my new neighborhood to the house I had rented. I was driving slowly, looking at the people out strolling, the children crowding around an ice cream truck, the conscientious residents tending to their flower beds. Everything was calm and peaceful. 

			At last I came to the house. A new life was opening up in front of me. The only vestiges of my former existence were my furniture, which I had had brought from New York. I unlocked the front door, went inside, and switched on the light in the hall. To my surprise, I discovered that the floor was cluttered with my cardboard boxes. I quickly looked through the first floor. The furniture was all wrapped, nothing had been put together, my things were all in boxes piled up randomly around the rooms.

			I immediately called the moving firm. The person who answered said, “I think you’ve made a mistake, Mrs Kanner. I have your file in front of me and you evidently ticked the wrong boxes. The service you signed for didn’t include unpacking.” She hung up. 

			I walked outside to get away from the mess and sat on the steps of the porch. I was angry. A figure appeared with a bottle of beer in each hand. It was my neighbor, Cody Springfield. I had met him twice before, once when I viewed the house, and again when I had signed the lease and came to prepare my move.

			“I wanted to welcome you, Betsy.” 

			“That’s very kind,” I said, making a face.

			“You don’t seem in a very good mood.” 

			I shrugged. He handed me a beer and sat down next to me. I told him about my misadventure with the removers and he offered to help me unpack. Within a few minutes, we were carrying my bed up to what was going to be my bedroom. 

			“What should I do to fit in here?” I said.

			“There’s no need to worry on that score, Betsy. People will like you. You can always volunteer to help with the theater festival next summer. That’s an event that always brings people together.”

			Cody was the first person I connected with in Orphea. He ran a wonderful bookstore on Main Street, which would soon become a kind of second home to me.

			That evening, after Cody had left and I was still unpacking boxes of clothes, I had a call from my ex-husband.

			“Are you kidding me?” he said when I picked up. “You left the city without saying goodbye to me.” 

			“I said goodbye to you a long time ago, Mark.” 

			“Ouch, that hurts!” 

			“Why are you calling me?”

			“I wanted to talk to you, Betsy.” 

			“Mark, I have no desire to ‘talk’. We’re not getting back together. It’s over.”

			He ignored me. “I had dinner with your father this evening. It was great.” 

			“Just leave my father alone, O.K.?” 

			“Is it my fault he loves me?” 

			“Why are you doing this to me, Mark? Is it revenge?” 

			“Are you in a bad mood, Betsy?” 

			“Yes,” I said. “I am in a bad mood! I have furniture still needing to be assembled and I don’t know how, which means I have better things to do than listen to you!”

			I regretted saying this, because he immediately offered to come to my rescue.

			“You need help? I’ll get in my car and I’ll be right there!”

			“No, don’t do that!” 

			“I can be there in two hours. We’ll spend the night putting your furniture together and setting the world to rights. It’ll be like the good old days.”

			“Mark, I forbid you to come.” 

			I hung up and switched off my cell phone. The next morning, I had a nasty surprise. Mark had arrived. 

			“What are you doing here?”

			He gave me a broad smile. “What a warm welcome! I’m here to help you.” 

			“Who gave you my address?” 

			“Your mother.” 

			“I don’t believe it. I’ll kill her!” 

			“Betsy, she’s dying to see us back together. She wants grandchildren!”

			“Goodbye, Mark.”

			He pushed against the door as I was shutting it. “Wait, Betsy. At least let me help you.”

			I was too much in need of a helping hand to refuse. And anyhow, he was already here. He put on his Mr Perfect act, carrying furniture, hanging pictures, installing a chandelier.

			Between drilling holes, he said, “Are you planning to live here all alone?” 

			“Yes. This is where my new life starts.”

			*

			The following Monday was my first day at the station. At eight in the morning I presented myself at the desk, in plain clothes.

			“Are you here to make a complaint?” the officer asked me, without looking up from his newspaper.

			“No,” I said. “I’m your new colleague.”

			He looked up, gave me a friendly smile, and called out, “Hey, guys, the girl’s here!” 

			A whole squad of officers appeared, gawping at me as if I was some kind of strange animal. Chief Gulliver came forward and held out his hand. “Nice to meet you, Betsy.”

			I was warmly welcomed. I greeted my new colleagues in turn. I was offered a coffee and asked lots of questions. Someone cried out cheerfully, “Guys, I’m going to start believing in Father Christmas. A shriveled old cop retires and we get a hot young babe as a replacement!” They all burst out laughing. 

			But the good-natured atmosphere was not to last.

		

	
		
			JESSE ROSENBERG

			Friday, June 27, 2014

			Twenty-nine days to opening night

			Early that morning I left for Orphea.

			I absolutely had to figure out what had happened in Stephanie’s apartment. As far as Chief Gulliver was concerned, it was a simple burglary, but I didn’t believe that for a moment. My forensics colleagues had stayed there until late in the night looking for fingerprints, but they found none. For my part, judging by the force of the blow I had received, I inclined strongly to the idea that the intruder was a man.

			I had to find Stephanie and I sensed that I did not have much time. Driving now along Route 17, I accelerated on the last straight stretch before getting to Orphea, without putting on either my flashing lights or my siren. 

			It was only when I passed the road sign marking the city limits that I noticed the unmarked police car concealed behind it, which immediately started following me. I pulled up onto the shoulder. In my rear-view mirror I saw a pretty young woman in a uniform get out of her vehicle and walk toward me. I was about to make the acquaintance of the first person who would agree to help me in unraveling this case: Betsy Kanner. 

			As she approached my open window, I showed my badge and smiled.

			“Captain Jesse Rosenberg,” she read. “I think I saw you briefly on Bendham Road yesterday.” She introduced herself. “Deputy Betsy Kanner. How’s your head, Captain?”

			“My head’s fine, thanks. But I’m a little disturbed by what happened in that apartment. Chief Gulliver thinks it was a burglary, but I don’t hold with that. I wonder if I haven’t gotten myself involved in a really weird case.”

			“Gulliver’s a complete idiot,” Betsy said. “But tell me about your case. I’m interested.”

			I realized then that Betsy might be a valuable ally in Orphea. And as I was subsequently to discover, she was also a terrific policewoman. 

			“Betsy, can I buy you a coffee? I’ll tell you the whole story, as much as I know it.”

			A few minutes later, in a roadside diner, I was telling Betsy how everything had started, how Stephanie had come to see me at the beginning of the week and told me about an investigation she was conducting into the quadruple murder in Orphea in 1994.

			“What quadruple murder in 1994?”

			“The mayor of Orphea and his family were murdered, as well as a woman who was out jogging, who happened to pass by. It was the opening night of the first Orphea Theater Festival. And it was the first big case I worked on. My partner Derek Scott and I reckoned we had solved it. But on Monday, this woman, a journalist on the Chronicle, approached me at my retirement party to tell me she thought we had made a mistake. We had gotten the wrong man. And then she vanished. Last night, someone paid a visit to her apartment.

			 “According to the parents,” I said to Betsy, “the only duplicate was the one in their possession. That means that whoever was in the apartment last night had Stephanie’s keys.”

			I had already mentioned the text received by her editor Michael Bird, and now Betsy said, “If that person has Stephanie’s keys, he or she may also have her cell phone.”

			“You mean she didn’t send the text? Then who did?”

			“Someone who was playing for time.” 

			From the back pocket of my pants I took the envelope I’d slipped out of the letterbox the previous day and handed it to Betsy.

			“This is Stephanie’s credit card statement,” I said. “She traveled to Los Angeles at the beginning of the month. We don’t know what that was about. I’ve checked, and she hasn’t taken a plane since. If she left of her own free will, she most likely left by car. I put out an A.P.B. on the license number. If she’s on the road somewhere, the Highway Patrol will find her soon enough.”

			“You didn’t waste any time,” Betsy said. 

			“There is no time to waste,” I said. “I also requested her telephone records and credit card statements for the last few months. I hope to have them by this evening.” 

			Betsy quickly read the statement. “Her credit card was last used at 9.55 on Monday evening at the Kodiak Grill. That’s on Main Street. We should go there. Someone may have seen something.”

			The Kodiak Grill was located at the top of Main Street. The manager consulted the week’s roster for us and pointed out the members of staff there now who had also been on duty on Monday evening. One of the waitresses we questioned recognized Stephanie from the photograph Mrs Mailer had insisted I take with me when I was at their house yesterday. 

			“I remember her,” she said. “She was here at the beginning of the week. A pretty girl, all on her own.”

			“How come you remember her out of all your customers? Was there something special about her?”

			“It wasn’t the first time she was here. She always asked for the same table. She’d say she was waiting for someone, but whoever it was never showed up.”

			“What happened on Monday?”

			“She got here when my shift was starting, around six. And she waited. In the end she ordered a Caesar salad and a Coke, and then she left.”

			“Around ten.”

			“That’s possible. I don’t remember the time, but she was here for quite a while. She paid and left. That’s all I remember.”

			Leaving the Kodiak Grill, we noticed that the building next door was a bank with an A.T.M. on the outside.

			“There must be cameras,” Betsy said. “Stephanie may have been filmed on Monday.”

			A few minutes later, we were in the cramped office of the bank’s security officer, who showed us the angles from which the different cameras on the building recorded the scene. One of them was aimed at the sidewalk and we could see the outside seating area of the Kodiak Grill. He ran Monday’s footage for us, from six o’clock onwards. Peering at the people passing on the screen, I suddenly saw her.

			“Stop!” I said. “That’s her.”

			The security officer froze the image.

			“Now go back slowly, please,” I said.

			On the screen, Stephanie walked backward. The cigarette she was holding between her lips reconstructed itself, then she lit it with a gold lighter, took it between her fingers, and put it in a pack that she put into her bag. She moved back farther and veered off the sidewalk to a little blue car, in which she took her seat. 

			“A three-door blue Mazda. I saw her get into it on Monday, in the parking lot at troop headquarters.”

			I asked the security officer to play the sequence again, forward this time, and we watched Stephanie get out of the car, light a cigarette, smoke it as she took a few steps along the sidewalk, and head for the Kodiak Grill.

			We moved the recording forward to 9.55, the time when Stephanie had paid for her dinner with her credit card. Two minutes later, we saw her come back out. She seemed nervous as she walked to her car. As she was about to get in, she took her cell phone from her bag. Someone had called her. The call was brief. She did not seem to be speaking, only listening. After hanging up, she got into the car and sat there motionless for a while. We could see her distinctly through the car window. She searched for a number in the phone’s contacts and called it, but hung up again immediately, as if she had not been able to get through. She waited another five minutes, sitting behind the wheel. Then she made a second call. This time we saw her speaking. The exchange lasted perhaps twenty seconds. Finally, she started the car and drove away.

			“That may be the last image of Stephanie Mailer,” I said. 

			We spent half the afternoon questioning Stephanie’s friends. Most lived in Sag Harbor, her hometown. 

			None of them had heard from Stephanie since Monday and they were all worried, especially since her parents had called them. They had tried to reach her by telephone, by e-mail, through social media, they had gone to her apartment and knocked at her door. But no-one had gotten hold of her. 

			It emerged from our conversations that Stephanie was a terrific young woman. She didn’t do drugs, didn’t drink to excess, and got along well with everyone. Her friends knew more than her parents did about her private life. One of them told us she knew Stephanie had had a boyfriend recently.

			“Yes, there was a guy, his name was Sean. She came with him to a party. It was weird.”

			“In what way weird?”

			“The chemistry between them. Something wasn’t right.”

			Another friend told us that Stephanie had been up to her ears in work.

			“We’ve hardly seen her lately. She said she had a lot going on.” 

			“What was she working on?” 

			“I don’t know.” 

			A third friend told us about her trip to Los Angeles. “Yes, she did go to L.A. two weeks ago, but she told me not to talk about it.” 

			“What was the purpose of the trip?” 

			“I don’t know.” 

			The last of her friends to have talked to her was Timothy Volt. He and Stephanie had seen each other the previous Sunday evening. “She came to my place,” he said. “I was on my own, and we had a few drinks.” 

			“Did she seem worried?” I said. 

			“I wouldn’t say so.” 

			“What kind of woman is Stephanie?” 

			“She’s brilliant, but she’s a tough cookie. She can be really stubborn. When she gets hold of something, she won’t let go.”

			“Did she tell you what she was working on?”

			“She said she was working on a really major project, but wouldn’t go into any details.”

			“What kind of project?”

			“A book. In fact that’s why she came back to the area.”

			“How do you mean?”

			“Stephanie’s very ambitious. Her dream is to be a famous writer, and she’ll make it. She was earning a living working for a literary magazine until last September. The name escapes me.”

			“The New York Literary Review.”

			“That’s it. But it was really only a sideline to pay her bills. When she was fired, she said she wanted to come back to the Hamptons so she could write in peace. I remember her saying to me one day, ‘The only reason I’m here is to write a book.’ I think she needed time, and she needed peace and quiet. She certainly found it here. Why else would she have accepted a job as a freelance reporter for a local paper? Like I said, she’s ambitious. She aims for the moon. She must have had a good reason for settling in Orphea. Maybe she couldn’t concentrate in all the excitement of the city. It’s quite common to see writers moving out to the country, isn’t it?”

			“Where did she write?” 

			“At home, I guess.” 

			“On a computer?” 

			“I don’t know. Why?”

			As we left Volt’s place, I mentioned to Betsy that I had seen no computer in Stephanie’s apartment.

			We took advantage of being in Sag Harbor to go see Stephanie’s parents. They had never heard of a boyfriend named Sean, and Stephanie had not left a laptop in their house. To set our minds at rest, we asked if we could take a look at Stephanie’s room. She hadn’t been in it since the end of high school and it had remained intact—the posters on the wall, the sporting trophies, the fluffy toys on the bed, the school books.

			“It’s years since Stephanie last slept here,” Mrs Mailer said. “After high school, she went to college, and then she lived in Manhattan until she left the New York Literary Review.”

			“Was there a specific reason for Stephanie to move to Orphea?” I asked her, without revealing what Volt had told me.

			“As I said yesterday, she’d left her job at the Review and wanted to come back to the Hamptons.”

			“But why Orphea?” 

			“Because it’s the biggest town in the region, I guess.”

			“And in the city, Mrs Mailer,” I ventured, “did Stephanie have enemies? Had she quarreled with anyone?”

			“No, nothing like that.”

			“Did she live alone?”

			“She had a roommate, a young woman who worked in publishing. We met her once when we helped Stephanie collect her few pieces of furniture after she’d decided to leave the city. She really had only a few things, we took everything straight to her apartment in Orphea.”

			Not having discovered anything in her apartment, or at her parents’ house, we decided to go back to Orphea and check Stephanie’s computer in the Chronicle offices.

			It was five o’clock when we got there. The editor led us between his employees’ desks. He pointed to Stephanie’s tidy desk, on which stood a computer screen, a keyboard, a box of Kleenex, a mug with a prodigious number of identical pens, a notepad, and a few scattered papers. I looked through them quickly without finding anything very interesting. 

			“Could someone have had access to her computer since she’s been away?”

			As I spoke, I pressed the computer’s on button.

			“No,” the editor said. “The computers are protected by individual passwords.”

			The computer did not come on, so I pressed the button again.

			“So there’s no possibility that anyone could have had a look at Stephanie’s computer without her knowing?”

			“None at all,” Bird assured us. “Only Stephanie has the password. Nobody else, not even the I.T. guy. In fact, I don’t know how you’ll be able to look at her computer if you don’t have the password.”

			“We have specialists who can manage that. But I’d at least like to switch it on.” I leaned down under the desk to make sure that the computer tower was properly connected, but there was no tower. There was nothing.

			I looked up again and asked, “Where is Stephanie’s computer?”

			“It’s under there, isn’t it?”

			“No, there’s nothing there!”

			Bird and Betsy immediately bent down to check. There was nothing there but cables hanging down. 

			“Someone stole Stephanie’s computer!” Bird exclaimed, stunned.

			By 6.30, the street outside the Chronicle building was a mass of vehicles from the Orphea police department and the State Police.

			Inside, an officer from the forensics squad confirmed to us that someone had indeed broken in to the offices. Bird, Betsy and I followed him in procession to an electrical room in the basement that also served as a storeroom and as the emergency exit. At the end of the room, a door led out to a steep staircase that went back up to street level. Someone had smashed the window and had only needed to put his hand through it to turn the handle from the inside and open the door.

			“Do you ever come to this room?” I asked the editor.

			“Never. Nobody comes to the basement. There’s nothing but the archives down here, and we very rarely look at them.”

			“No alarm, no cameras?” Betsy said.

			“No, who’d pay for that? Believe me, if we had the money, it’d go on the plumbing first.” 

			“We tried to find prints on the handles,” the forensics officer explained, “but there are so many prints, mixed up with all kinds of filth, that they’re unusable. We haven’t found anything around Stephanie’s desk either. In my opinion, the intruder came through that door, went upstairs, took the computer, and got out the same way.”

			We went back to the editorial office. “Mr Bird,” I said, “could it be a member of your team who did this?”

			“No way!” he said, offended. “I have complete confidence in my colleagues.”

			“So how do you explain how someone unfamiliar with this office could have known which one was Stephanie’s computer?”

			“I have no idea,” he sighed.

			“Who’s first here in the morning?” Betsy said.

			“Shirley. She opens the offices every morning.”

			We sent for Shirley. 

			“Over the last few mornings, have you noticed anything unusual when you got here?” I asked her.

			Puzzled at first, Shirley searched in her memory. Suddenly, her eyes lit up.

			“I didn’t see anything myself. But on Tuesday morning, one of the reporters, Newton, told me his computer was on. He knew he’d switched it off the day before because he’d been the last to leave. He made a scene, saying that someone had switched on his computer without his permission, but I reckoned he’d simply forgotten to switch it off.” 

			“Which is Newton’s desk?”

			“It’s the one next to Stephanie’s.”

			I pressed the button to switch on the computer, knowing there wouldn’t be any usable prints on it because it had been used in the meantime. The screen lit up.

			NEWTON’S COMPUTER

			PASSWORD:

			“He switched on the first computer,” I said, “saw the name, and realized it wasn’t the right one. Then he switched on the second one and Stephanie’s name appeared. He didn’t need to look any farther.”

			“Which tells us it was someone from outside who did this,” Bird said, reassured.

			“What it means more than anything is that the burglary took place on Monday night. In other words, the night Stephanie disappeared.”

			“Disappeared? What do you mean, disappeared?”

			My only response was to ask him, “Mr Bird, could you print me all the articles Stephanie has written since she started here at the paper?” 

			“Of course. But aren’t you going to tell me what’s going on, Captain? Do you think something’s happened to Stephanie?”

			“Yes, I do. And I think it’s serious.”

			I left Betsy in the offices and ran into Chief Gulliver and the mayor of Orphea, Alan Brown, discussing the situation on the sidewalk. The mayor recognized me immediately. It was as if he had seen a ghost.

			“You are here?” 

			“I wish we were meeting again under different circumstances.”

			“What circumstances? What’s going on? Since when do the State Police get involved in a simple burglary?”

			“You have no authority to do anything here!” Chief Gulliver said.

			“There’s been a disappearance in this town, Chief Gulliver, and dis-appearances are the remit of the State Police.”

			“A disappearance?” Mayor Brown said in a choked voice.

			“There’s no disappearance!” Chief Gulliver cried in exasperation. “You don’t have the slightest evidence, Captain Rosenberg! Have you called the D.A.’s office? That’s what you should have done if you’re so sure of yourself! Maybe I should give them a call.”

			I did not reply and left.

			That night, at three in the morning, the Orphea fire department was called out to a blaze at 77 Bendham Road, Stephanie Mailer’s address.

		

	
		
			DEREK SCOTT

			July 30, 1994, the evening of the quadruple murder.

			It was 8.55 when we arrived in Orphea. We had driven across Long Island in record time. 

			Siren screaming, we got to the corner of Main Street, which was closed off due to the opening of the theater festival. A local police car was parked there and the officers let us through. The Penfield neigh-borhood was cordoned off. There were emergency vehicles from all the neighboring towns. Around Penfield Lane, police tape had been set up, behind which stood a mass of onlookers who had streamed there from Main Street, anxious not to miss a moment of the show. 

			Jesse and I were the first detectives on the scene. We were greeted by Kirk Hayward, Orphea’s chief of police.

			“I’m Sergeant Derek Scott, State Police,” I said, showing my badge, “and this is my partner, Inspector Jesse Rosenberg.”

			“I’m Chief Kirk Hayward,” he said, visibly relieved that he could pass this thing on to someone. “I won’t bullshit you guys—I’m out of my depth here. We’ve never had to deal with anything like this. There are four people dead. It’s a massacre.”

			Police officers were scurrying in all directions, shouting orders and counter-orders. It turned out that I was the highest-ranking officer on the scene.

			“We have to close off all roads,” I said to Chief Hayward, “and put roadblocks in place. I’m asking for backup from the Highway Patrol and all available units of the State Police.”

			Some twenty yards from us, in a pool of blood, lay the body of a woman in sports clothes. We slowly approached her. An officer was standing guard nearby, making an effort not to look.

			“It was her husband who found her. He’s in the ambulance, just over there, if you want to question him. But the most horrible thing is inside.” He pointed. “A little boy and his mother . . . This is the mayor’s house.”

			We headed immediately for the porch. As we tried to cut across the lawn, we found ourselves in an inch and a half of water.

			“Goddammit,” I cursed, “my feet are soaking, I’m going to get water everywhere. Why’s there all this water here? It hasn’t rained for weeks.”

			“A pipe burst in the automatic sprinkler system, sir,” an officer outside the house said. “We’re trying to turn the water off.”

			“The main thing is not to touch anything,” I said. “We have to leave everything as it was until forensics arrive. And put tape on both sides of the lawn. I don’t want the whole crime scene flooded.”

			I wiped my feet as best I could on the porch steps and we entered the house. The door had been kicked in. Right in front of us, in the hallway, a woman lay on the floor, several entry wounds visible. Next to her was an open suitcase, half filled. To the right, a small living room in which lay the body of a boy of about twelve, shot dead. He had collapsed into the curtains as if he had been cut down while trying to hide. In the kitchen, a man lying on his stomach in a pool of blood. 

			The smell of death and innards was unbearable. We quickly left the house, ashen-faced, shaken by what we had seen.

			Before long, we were called into the mayor’s garage. Some officers had found more suitcases in the trunk of the car. The mayor and his family had apparently been about to leave.

			*

			The night was hot and the young deputy mayor, Alan Brown, was sweating in his suit. He had come down Main Street as quickly as he could, pushing his way through the crowd. He had left the theater as soon as he had been informed of what had happened and had decided to get to Penfield Crescent on foot, convinced it would be quicker than going by car. He was right: the center of town, crowded with people as it was, was impassable. At the corner of Durham Street, the locals, having heard disturbing rumors, saw him and gathered around, asking for information. He did not reply and set off at a run. He veered right when he got to Bendham Road and went on as far as the residential area. At first he passed down deserted streets, with lights out in all the houses. Then he became aware of all the agitation in the distance. As he drew closer, he saw a halo of lights growing brighter, as well as the flashing lights on the emergency vehicles. The crowd of onlookers had grown. Some called to him, but he ignored them. He made his way through until he was up against the police tape. Spotting him, Deputy Chief Ron Gulliver let him through. Brown was overwhelmed by it all at first: the noise, the lights, a body covered in a white sheet on the sidewalk. He did not know where to turn until, to his relief, he saw the familiar face of Chief Hayward, with whom Jesse and I were talking.

			“Kirk,” Brown said to the chief, rushing toward him, “what’s going on, for heaven’s sake? Is the rumor true? Have Joseph and his family been murdered?”

			“All three of them, Alan,” Chief Hayward replied in a grave tone.

			He nodded toward the house, where police officers were coming and going.

			“All of them shot in the house.”

			Chief Hayward introduced us to the deputy mayor.

			“Do you have a lead?” Brown asked us. “Any clues?” 

			“Nothing for the moment,” I said. “What I can’t get out of my head is that this should have happened on the opening night of the theater festival.”

			“You think there’s a connection?”

			“I can’t even guess what the mayor was doing at home. Shouldn’t he have been at the Grand Theater?”

			“Yes, we’d arranged to meet at seven. When he didn’t come, I tried to call him at home, but there was no answer. Since the play was about to start, I ad-libbed the opening speech in his place. His seat was empty all through the first act. It wasn’t until the intermission that I was informed of what had happened.”

			“Alan,” Chief Hayward said, “we found packed suitcases in Mayor Gordon’s car. It looks like he and his family were going away.”

			“Going away? What do you mean? Going away where?”

			“Your guess is as good as mine,” I said. “Did you get the feeling the mayor was anxious about anything lately? Had he told you about any threats? Was he worried for his safety?” 

			“Threats? No, he never said anything like that. Can I . . . Can I look inside the house?”

			“It’s best to avoid contaminating the crime scene,” Chief Hayward said. “And besides, it’s not a pretty sight, Alan. A real slaughterhouse. The boy was killed in the living room, Leslie in the hallway, and Joseph in the kitchen.”

			Deputy Mayor Brown felt shaky. He suddenly had the impression that his legs were giving way and he sat down on the sidewalk. His gaze again came to rest on the white sheet a few dozen yards away.

			“But if they all died in the house, then who’s that?” he asked, point-ing to the body.

			“A young woman named Meghan Padalin,” I said. “She was jogging. She may have run into the murderer as he was coming out of the house.”

			“It’s not possible!” Brown said, covering his face with his hands. “This is a nightmare!”

			Just then, Deputy Gulliver joined us. “The press are asking a lot of questions,” he said to Brown. “Someone will have to make a statement.”

			“I . . . I don’t know if I can face it,” Brown stammered. 

			“Alan,” Chief Hayward said, “you have to. You’re the mayor of this town now.”

		

	
		
			JESSE ROSENBERG

			Saturday, June 28, 2014

			Twenty-eight days to opening night

			It was eight in the morning. While Orphea slowly woke up, excitement was still high on Bendham Road, which was filled with fire engines. The building where Stephanie lived was a smoking, skeletal ruin. 

			Betsy and I stood on the sidewalk, watching the coming and going of the firefighters, who were busy rolling up their hoses and putting away their equipment. We were soon joined by the fire chief.

			“It’s arson,” he said categorically. “Lucky that nobody was hurt. Only the second-floor tenant was in the building and he got out in time. He’s the one who alerted us. Would you come with me? I’d like to show you something.”

			We followed him into the building, then up the black, soaked staircase. The air was smoky and acrid. When we got to the third floor, we discovered that the door to Stephanie’s apartment was wide open. The lock looked intact.

			“How did you get in without breaking the door down or damaging the lock?” Betsy said.

			“That’s what I wanted to show you,” the fire chief replied. “The door was wide open when we arrived, just as you see it now.”

			“The arsonist had the keys,” I said.

			Betsy looked at me gravely. “Jesse, I think the person you surprised here on Thursday night came to finish the job.”

			I went closer and looked into the apartment. The furniture, the walls, the books—everything was charred. The person who had set fire to the apartment had had only one aim in mind: to destroy it.

			*

			Out on the street, Brad Melshaw, the man who had lived on the second floor, was sitting on the steps of a nearby building, wrapped in a blanket and drinking from a mug, contemplating the flame-blackened facade of the building. 

			He told us he had finished his shift at Café Athena at around 11.30.

			“I came straight home,” he said. “I didn’t notice anything unusual. I took a shower, watched T.V. for a while, and fell asleep on my couch, as I often do. Around three in the morning, I woke up to find the apartment was filled with smoke. I quickly realized it was coming from the stairwell. When I opened my door I saw that the floor above was burning. I ran straight down to the street and called the fire department on my cell phone. Apparently, Stephanie wasn’t at home. She’s having problems, is that right?”

			“Who told you that?”

			“Everyone’s talking about it. This is a small town, you know.”

			“Do you know Stephanie well?” 

			“No. Like neighbors who pass on the stairs, but not even that really. Our timetables are very different. She moved here late last year. She’s nice.”

			“Did she tell you about a trip she had planned? Did she mention that she was going away?” 

			“No. Like I said, we weren’t close enough for her to tell me that kind of thing.”

			“She might have asked you to water her plants or pick up her mail.” 

			“She never asked me to do anything like that.” Suddenly, Melshaw’s eyes clouded over. “Wait! How could I have forgotten? She had an argument with a police officer the other night.”

			“Which night was this?” 

			“Last Saturday.”

			“What happened?”

			“I was coming home from the restaurant. It was around midnight. There was a police car parked outside the building and Stephanie was talking to the driver. She was saying, ‘You can’t do that to me, I need you.’ And he said something like, ‘I don’t want to hear from you again. If you keep calling me, I’ll lodge a complaint.’ Then he started the car and drove away. She stood there on the sidewalk for a while. She looked lost. I waited at the corner of the street, which was where I’d seen it all from, until she went up to her apartment. I didn’t want to make her feel uncomfortable.”

			“What type of police car was it?” Betsy said. “From Orphea or another town? State Police? Highway Patrol?”

			“I have no idea. I didn’t pay attention. And it was dark.”

			We were interrupted by Mayor Brown. “I assume you’ve read today’s paper, Captain Rosenberg?” he said angrily, unfolding a copy of the Chronicle in front of me.

			On the front page was a photograph of Stephanie, and above it the headline:

			HAVE YOU SEEN THIS WOMAN?

			Stephanie Mailer, a reporter for the Orphea Chronicle, has been missing since Monday. A number of strange events have occurred in connection with her disappearance. The State Police are investigating.

			“I didn’t know anything about this article, Mr Mayor,” I assured him.

			“Whether you knew about it or not, Captain Rosenberg,” Brown said crossly, “you’re the one creating all this upset!” 

			I turned to the still-smoking building. “Are you saying that nothing out of the ordinary is happening in Orphea?”

			“Nothing the local police can’t deal with. So don’t come here and create more chaos, O.K.? The town isn’t in great shape financially, and everyone’s counting on the summer season and the theater festival to put us back on our feet. If the tourists are scared, they won’t come.”

			“I am sorry to insist, Mr Mayor, but I believe this may be something very serious.”

			“You don’t have the first clue, Captain Rosenberg. Chief Gulliver told me yesterday that Stephanie’s car hasn’t been seen since Monday. What if she’s simply taken off for a few days? And I made a few calls about you. I hear you’re retiring on Monday.”

			Betsy gave me a strange look. “Jesse, are you quitting the police?”

			“I’m not going anywhere until I get to the bottom of all this.”

			I understood the kind of reach Mayor Brown had when, after leaving Bendham Road, as Betsy and I were on our way back to the Orphea police station, I received a call from my commander, Major McKenna. 

			“Rosenberg,” he said, “the mayor of Orphea is on my back. He says you’re spreading panic in the town.”

			“A woman has disappeared, sir,” I said, “and it may have something to do with the quadruple murder of 1994.” 

			“That case is closed, Rosenberg. You should know that—you solved it.”

			“I know, sir. But I’m starting to wonder if we didn’t miss something at the time.”

			“What the hell are you talking about?”

			“The woman who’s gone missing is a reporter who’s been looking into the case. Maybe it’s a sign we should dig deeper.”

			“Rosenberg, according to the local police chief, you don’t have a single reason to be digging deeper,” McKenna said impatiently. “Right now, you’re spoiling my Saturday, and two days before you leave the force you’re making a fool of yourself. Is that really what you want?”

			I said nothing, and McKenna resumed, in a friendlier tone:

			“Listen to me. I’m leaving with my family for Lake Champlain for the weekend, and when I do I’ll make sure I leave my cell phone at home. I’ll be unreachable until tomorrow evening and back in the office on Monday morning. You have until first thing on Monday to find something solid to show me. Otherwise, you come back nicely to the office, as if nothing has happened. We’ll have a drink to celebrate your departure and I don’t want to hear any more about this story. Is that clear?”

			“Got it, sir. Thanks.”

			I didn’t have much time. In Betsy’s office, we started sticking the different elements of the case on a whiteboard.

			“According to the other journalists,” I said, “the theft of the computer from the editorial offices can only have taken place on Monday night. The break-in at the apartment took place on Thursday night, and finally there was the fire last night.”

			“What are you getting at?” Betsy said, handing me a cup of burning hot coffee.

			“Well, this suggests that what this person was looking for wasn’t on the office computer, and this forced him or her to search Stephanie Mailer’s apartment. Obviously without success, since he took the risk of coming back the following night and setting fire to it. Why act this way unless he hoped to destroy the files if he couldn’t get his hands on them?”

			“So what we’re looking for may still be out there.” 

			“Exactly,” I said. “But where?”

			I had brought Stephanie’s telephone and bank records with me, having picked them up the previous day from headquarters. 

			“Let’s start by trying to find out who phoned Stephanie as she left the Kodiak Grill,” I said, searching through the documents until I found the list of the last calls made and received.

			Stephanie had received a call at 10.03. Then she had phoned the same person twice in a row, at 10.05 and 10.10. The first call lasted barely a second, the second lasted twenty seconds.

			Betsy sat down at her computer. I read out the number of the call received by Stephanie at 10.03 and she looked in the search engine for the corresponding subscriber.

			“My God, Jesse!” she exclaimed.

			“What?” I said, rushing to the screen.

			“The number is that of the phone booth in the Kodiak Grill!”

			“Someone called Stephanie from the Kodiak Grill just after she left the place?” 

			“Someone was watching her,” Betsy said. “All the time she was waiting, someone was watching her.”

			Going back to the records, I underlined the last number dialed by Stephanie. I read that one out and Betsy entered it into the system.

			She was astonished at the name that appeared on her computer. “No, it must be a mistake!” she said, suddenly white. She asked me to repeat the number and tapped the keys frenetically as she once more entered the number.

			I approached the screen and read the name. “Sean O’Donnell. What’s the problem, Betsy? Do you know him?”

			“I know him very well,” she said, dismayed. “Sean O’Donnell is one of my officers.” 

			*

			Having been shown the phone records, Chief Gulliver could not refuse me permission to question Sean O’Donnell. He had him brought in from patrol and put in an interview room. When I walked in, accompanied by Betsy and Chief Gulliver, Sean half rose from his chair, as if his legs were giving way.

			“Is anyone going to tell me what’s going on?” he demanded anxiously. 

			“Sit down,” Gulliver said. “Captain Rosenberg has some questions to ask you.” 

			Gulliver and I sat down at the table, facing him. Betsy kept back, standing by the wall. 

			“Sean,” I said, “I know Stephanie Mailer called you on Monday night. You’re the last person she tried to contact. What are you hiding from us?”

			Sean took his head in his hands. “Captain,” he moaned, “I fucked up. I’m sorry. I should have told Chief Gulliver. I wanted to, I really did!”

			“But you didn’t, Sean. So now you have to tell us everything.”

			He spoke only after a long sigh. “Stephanie and I dated for a time. We met in a bar, a while back. I was the one who approached her and, to be honest with you, she didn’t seem too crazy about the idea. But in the end, she let me buy her a drink, and we talked for a while. I didn’t think it would go any farther. Until I told her I was a police officer here in Orphea—that seemed to grab her immediately. Right away her whole attitude changed, she suddenly seemed very interested in me. We exchanged numbers, and we went out a few times. No more than that. Then two weeks ago, things suddenly moved ahead. We slept together. Just once.”

			“Why only once?” I said.

			“Because I realized it wasn’t me she was interested in, it was the records room at the station.”

			“The records room?”

			“Yes, Captain. It was really weird. She kept mentioning it. She absolutely wanted me to take her there. I thought she was joking and told her it was out of the question. But two weeks ago, when we were in bed together at her place, she woke me up and demanded that I drive her to the records room. As if I owed her something for spending the night with her. I was pretty hurt. I stormed out. I made it very clear to her that I didn’t want to see her anymore.”
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