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      FIRST IMPRESSIONS




      (GRACE deHAVILAND)


    




    

      




      


    




    

      “WE DON’T GET a lot of folks like you up here.”


    




    

      Patrol Sergeant Sean Ritter sat behind a scarred desk stuffed into a cramped office in what served as a police station in the foothills of the White Mountains of New Hampshire. He leaned back in a creaky wooden chair that had seen better days and put his legs up over the corner of the desk, crossed them at the ankles. He wore salt-stained brown hiking boots with his forest-green uniform and dug dirt from under his fingernails with the blade of a small pocket knife.




      “Latinas?” I asked with one raised eyebrow. While I’m only half-Latina—the other half is Irish—I do have dusky skin, raven black hair and eyes as green as emerald pools, or so I’ve been told.




      “Bounty hunters, Ms. deHaviland. We don’t get many bounty hunters up here.”




      Oh. I’m quick to jump to conclusions too.




      “So tell me. It’s Grace, right? What brings a big city bounty hunter like yourself all the way out here to our little neck of the woods?”




      I don’t think of my home turf of Columbus, Ohio as the big city but when you police a community of six thousand people like Ritter does, I’d looked it up, I could see why he might think so. I put my PI license, my Bail Enforcement Agent ID, and a file folder on his desk. The file contained the bail papers for Colin James Maynard, my legal authorization to pick him up.




      “Colin Maynard’s on trial for aggravated assault, battery, drug possession with intent to distribute, and child endangerment. Two days ago the defense rested, the jury went to deliberate and Colin jumped bail. New Hampshire law requires I check in with local law enforcement before I extricate. Consider me checked in.”




      Figuring my work here was done, I pocketed my credentials and reached for the file but Ritter grabbed them from my grasp. Damn it. I guessed I wasn’t going to get away that easily. Ritter opened the file and flipped through the papers, slowly examining each document, one at a time. He grunted when he came to Maynard’s mug shot.




      When he reached the last page, he tossed the file back on the desk and returned to cleaning his fingernails. “And you think he’s here?”




      “I know he is.”




      I took back the file before he could grab it again. My wool-lined leather coat stiff from the cold, crinkled with the movement. Late March, it’s below freezing out here in the boonies, and there’s still three feet of snow on the ground. At least in Columbus there were some signs of spring by now; temperatures north of freezing, a few buds on the trees, no snow.




      “I found his car, an old ’72 Charger,” I added. “Still has the Ohio plates. It’s parked outside an old rundown Cape on the outskirts of town.” I gave Ritter the address.




      His attention remained on his fingers; the nails were cut short, clean and neat. I put Ritter in his mid-to-late thirties. No wedding band. When he finished scrapping his fingers, he folded the little knife with a snap and put it in the pocket of his pants. He glanced up at me with pale blue eyes, the kind Huskies’ have. On the thin side he appeared to be in good shape, someone who stayed fit through an active lifestyle, not a health club membership. A looker too, I thought.




      “How’d you happen to find his car at that particular house?”




      “You are familiar with the concept of police work, aren’t you?” Ok, that came out a little bitchy, I supposed.




      Ritter must have thought so too because he snapped up out of his chair so fast I took a step back. Not in fear but in defiance, setting my stance, fisting my hands.




      His hands were clenched tight too. He leaned over the desk. “Now you listen to me. I won’t take being insulted by some smart aleck bounty hunter. You wanna do that? You can just take your pretty little ass right on out of here and go back to Columbus, O-HI-O.”




      Did he just call me pretty?




      I don’t know if it was because I was tired since I’d driven for fourteen hours that day, straight in from Ohio, or if my Latin-Irish temper was just spoiling for a fight. Either way I should have apologized—but I didn’t.




      Instead, I got into his face. “Fine with me. The only reason I’m here talking to you is because I have to. I found his car at that house because that’s what I do. It’s my job and I’m damn good at it.”




      He stared at me long and hard, and I stared back until the room felt as if the air had been sucked out of it. The overhead fluorescents buzzed like angry bees, while the clock on the wall ticked off the minutes. Slowly and loudly.




      If Ritter expected me to back down from his outburst, I didn’t. If he thought I’d be intimidated by his authority, I wasn’t. I’d been a cop, and I’ve dealt with cops my whole adult life. If Sean Ritter thought he could scare me, he was mistaken.




      “Fair enough,” he said, relaxing, settling back into his chair. Was he smiling? “Tell me about this Colin Maynard.”




      I didn’t need or want anything from Ritter other than to inform him of my intentions to take Maynard, but I didn’t want to make an enemy of him, either. I forced myself to relax as well.




      “Maynard’s a low-life junkie with a rap sheet a mile long. He’s here because his girlfriend is here.”




      “This girlfriend got a name?”




      “Allison Raynor. She’s here with their son, Jimmy.”




      “I know most of the families around in these parts—don’t recognize the name.” Ritter frowned. “That house you’re talking about I do know. It’s abandoned. Been that way for years.”




      “I know,” I said. “The owner of record is Gail Ackerman. I did a real property search.”




      Ritter nodded, a bit surprised and maybe even a little impressed by my diligence. “Gail lived out there all her life. Died a few years back, just shy of her one hundredth birthday.”




      “And without a will. The house is in probate.” See police work. I tried not to look smug.




      “So this Maynard and his girlfriend, they’re squatters.” The gears were starting to click.




      “Not exactly,” I said. “Gail Ackerman had a sister—”




      “Alyssa.”




      “How’d you…Oh, right. Small town.”




      He smiled.




      I had to admit, it was growing on me.




      “Alyssa was Allison’s grandmother.”




      “That can’t be right,” Ritter countered. “Alyssa never married. She and Gail, they were a couple of old spinsters, lived out at that old house all alone, their whole lives.”




      “Maybe.” I said. “But Alyssa did get herself pregnant. In college, one year at OSU. She left the baby to be raised by the father, a jock from a local, well-to-do but strict Catholic family. And the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. Twenty-two years ago Alyssa’s illegitimate daughter gave birth to Allison, out of wedlock—there’s no father named on the birth certificate.”




      “So you think this Allison Raynor’s come here to lay claim to Gail’s house?”




      “I don’t know. Don’t care really. I’m here to bring Colin Maynard back to Ohio is all. The rest doesn’t matter to me.”




      That put him off. “Well, aren’t you the hardass.”




      I get that a lot. “I know my job, Sergeant. I don’t try and do anybody else’s.”




      He took a minute then said, “So what’s the deal with these two? They some kind of modern-day Bonnie and Clyde?”




      “No. Just a couple of two-bit junkies. A few months back the cops responded to a domestic disturbance call in Columbus. They arrived to find these two at each other’s throats. The cops broke it up, finding Allison beat to hell and the apartment full of drugs—cocaine, pills, crystal meth. The cops arrested them both and turned the whole thing over to the D.A. Allison cut a deal and agreed to testify against Maynard for the assault and drug possession, in exchange she got a pass. Meanwhile the judge in his infinite wisdom let Colin Maynard out on bail. Ain’t the legal system grand?”




      “You sound bitter,” he observed.




      “Not at all,” I said, not sounding very convincing. “I respect the legal system, just not the people who work in it. But hey, if they didn’t keep letting these idiots out I wouldn’t have a job to do.”




      “So Maynard’s not here to hook up, he’s looking for payback.”




      “With these two, who knows? Maybe it’s true love.” I stopped before adding, I don’t care. “My concern is getting Maynard and—”




      He raised a hand. “You said. But this girl, her safety is my concern.” Ritter came out from behind the desk. He stood at a lean six-foot-two, his uniform expertly tailored with crisp, razor-sharp creases. He was squared away, except for those ugly, brown hiking boots. I pegged him as ex-military. “If she’s in danger…”




      “She won’t be once I collar Maynard.” I needed to get out of there before Ritter got any big ideas. “So since I’ve complied with my legal obligation, Sergeant, consider yourself notified. I’ll be on my way.”




      “Not so fast,” Ritter said. “I’m coming with you.”




      Damn it. That was exactly what I didn’t want to happen. “You don’t have to. Really. I’ve got this one.” The last thing I need was a tag-along.




      “This is my town. You want to take this guy…” At the door already, he held it open for me. “I come along.”




      Shit.


    




    

      -----


    




    

      RITTER INSISTED WE take his vehicle, a Jeep Grand Cherokee with emblem and whip antenna and full light-and-siren package. I protested, telling him I wanted to make an inconspicuous approach. He told me to relax. “It’s so damn dark out there this time of night they won’t see us until we’re right on top of them.”


    




    

      I didn’t argue. Turns out, he wasn’t wrong.




      The moon was little more than a crescent sliver in the sky, playing hide-and-seek with some slow-moving, grey-black clouds. Ritter drove following a winding ribbon of black pavement carved between snow banks as high as the Jeep’s hood. The asphalt was wet with runoff and our tires whished. I worried about black ice. Skeletal branches, bowed heavily with ice and snow creaked and swayed on either side of us. They glowed silver-white in our headlights as we passed.




      “You always work alone?” Ritter asked over the blowing of the heater fans that weren’t producing much heat.




      “Usually. I’ve got a cop friend who helps me sometimes. She’s a deputy with the Sheriff’s Department.”




      “Sounds dangerous. Doing this alone.”




      The back of the Jeep fishtailed a little, enough to make my heart skip a beat but Ritter corrected the skid without outward concern.




      “It works for me.”




      After a moment, he said, “People need people.”




      An hour and a half together and the guy decided he knows me? I shrugged. “I have a pet monkey. He’s all the people I need, or want.”




      He looked at me, his face awash in green from the dashboard lights. It was a handsome face, but hard to read. I shifted the conversation away from my least favorite topic, me. “Been a cop long?”




      “Seven years. Army before that.”




      Military. I’d called it. “See any action?”




      “What is it with you? Just ‘cause I’m a cop in a small town you think we don’t do any real police work here? All we do is write speeding tickets and teach DARE to school kids?”




      Pretty much, but I kept that to myself. “I’m just making conversation. Why are you getting all defensive?”




      “I’m not defensive.” We drove on in silence for several more miles.




      After a while Ritter said, “So tell me. How does one get into bounty hunting?”




      How’d I get into it? I thought back over the eight years since I’d been booted off the Sheriff’s Department, about the hundreds of skips I’d tracked down in that time. The people who took off, skipped on their obligations, left their families and their friends holding the bag. Wondering, worrying, what became of the person who’d simply disappeared from their lives?




      I thought about my father then. How he abandoned my mother and me when I was seven. Left us without a word, no different then every worthless bail jumper I’d ever tracked down.




      How’d I get into it? “More like it got into me,” I said.




      The road forked up ahead. Ritter eased to the right.




      I shouted, “Look out!”




      Our headlights caught three deer, gracefully leaping over the snow banks from a copse of trees. They ran across the road only a few feet ahead of us. The high beams shimmered off their smooth, brown flanks. Ritter tapped the brakes and slowed. We watched them run off into the woods, their little tails twitching as they went. Then they stopped and turned, watching us watch them. What a great postcard moment, I thought.




      When they moved off, Ritter resumed driving. “You said the girl has a kid with her. Is the kid Maynard’s?”




      “Far as I know. The boy, Jimmy, he was at the apartment when the cops busted the two of them. They found him hiding in a closet, his knees to his chest, his arms wrapped around his legs. Figure he hid in there when Maynard and Allison started beating the hell out of each other.”




      “Jeez.”




      “Guess you don’t get crap like that around here, huh?” I sucked in my breath, realizing that sounded like another snide swipe. I didn’t mean it to. After seeing the deer and being around the quaint, quiet beauty of the little town I was thinking how peaceful it must be to live in a place like this. I braced for Ritter’s defensive barrage, not wanting to fight again.




      “We get our share,” he said simply. “Six months back I got a call to check out a farm up on the county line. Earl Jenkins’ place. Earl’s got a wife, two kids—a son and a daughter. Odd folks, kept to themselves mostly. Home schooled the children so they could work the farm. Anyway, I get this call about gunshots out that way. I figured its some kids out plinking tin cans with a .22 or something. No big deal.”




      He stared ahead, a part of him back in the past, reliving that day. His gloved hands tightened around the wheel. In the dim green dashboard lights, I saw his Adam’s apple bob as he spoke.




      “It wasn’t kids plucking cans,” I said.




      “No. The boy, Eric, he got a hold of his father’s pistol. Earl used it to shoot at the coyotes, keep them away from his stock. Eric used the gun to put two bullets into Earl. Then he shot his mom and his little sister. She was just nine years old. After that he took a machete to each of them. Hacked them up, gutted them, cut off their arms and legs. There was blood and guts strewn everywhere. An awful mess. Coming up on all that, I called for back-up. Then I started searching the property and found Eric. He’d hanged himself off the hayloft winch. Hanging there, just twisting in the wind. Rope creaking. His face and bare chest smeared in blood and guts. No note. No reason. Nothing.” His voice grew soft. “Worse damn thing I’ve ever seen. And that’s after two tours in Iraq.”




      Humbly, I began to revise my thoughts on rural policing. Cops do what cops do, no matter where they are. And human beings, with their insane capacity to brutalize, aren’t bound by geography. Metropolitan or rural, killers are killers.




      Ritter slowed the cruiser, pulled to the shoulder and came to a stop. He shut off the headlights. “There it is.” He pointed up ahead into the darkness. The moon peeked from behind the cloud cover but offered little in the way of illumination. Ahead, ice-encrusted, gnarled tree branches gave way to a lumpy blanket of snow covering a clearing edged by a slush-hardened snow bank and a solitary black mailbox. The mailbox leaned at an angle, buried up to its little red flag.




      In an attempt to make up for my less than charitable thoughts regarding Ritter and rural policing in general, I said, “Thanks for bringing me back out.” I know, lame, right?




      Ritter shrugged. “No problem.” He shut off the engine and we stepped out into the cold.




      I shivered. I thought I’d come prepared for the cold. I had on long sleeve under-armor, a black turtle neck sweater, a wool-lined leather coat. Okay, so the True Religion jeans were for show, but the Uggs, they were both fashionable and practical. Still I was damned cold.




      “Come on,” Ritter said.




      Together, we walked along the road, black, wet and icy despite the County’s efforts to sand. Our breaths fogged the air. Ritter held my elbow, guiding me. When we reached the edge of the woods where the trees gave way to the cleared property, buried under three feet of snow, we stopped.




      Against the blackness of the woods I made out the dark angular shape of the house, its sagging roofline, its broken clapboard siding. No lights glowed from inside but Maynard’s Charger sat in the unplowed driveway where the snow was tamped down and rutted by tire tracks. A dusting of snow covered the car: it hadn’t moved. Colin Maynard was still inside.




      The surrounding quiet was both peaceful and eerie. A silence had settled around us, marred only by the creaking of gently swaying trees—their ice-sheathed limbs scrapping, one against the other—and the whistle of a cold breeze.




      Ritter gave my arm a gentle tug.




      “Look. I know you think I’m just some backwoods, hick cop in the rural nothingness. And I am, but I’m not. I’m also an M.P. with the National Guard. I did two tours in Iraq. I’m Ranger trained with the Army, SWAT trained with the state police. I don’t get to use those skills much around here, and to tell you the truth, I’m thankful for that. But I’ve used them enough. I know what I’m doing.”




      I stomped my feet. I wanted to cup my hands and blow into them but I didn’t. I thought it would make me look weak, unprepared. I should have said I was sorry for my attitude. I didn’t do that either. I wanted to, but the words wouldn’t come out. I don’t do contrite well.




      He said, “Forget it. Give me ten minutes to get around back then make your approach.” He started to climb over the plowed mound of snow, his heavy hiking boots crunching through a scrim of ice.




      “Hey.” He was giving me the leeway I wanted. I touched his arm. “Why are you playing it this way?”




      His brow furrowed. “How else would I play it? I’ve got no reason to go in there. No probable cause, no reasonable suspicion. As far as I can tell the only play here is yours.”




      “Then why are you here?”




      “I told you before. If that girl is in trouble, I need to be here.” He flashed a smile. “But really I’m curious to see how a big city bounty hunter operates. Thought an old hick cop like me might learn something new.”




      “Right,” I scoffed, scooping my hair up and winding a ponytail holder around it, returning his smile. “I figured you were here to teach me a trick or two.”




      “There’s always that possibility as well. The night is young. You armed?”




      Though I’m licensed to carry concealed in Ohio, the gun laws between there and New Hampshire are not reciprocal—so carrying a gun here, that would be illegal. I had three on me. “You really want to know?” I asked.




      “No. Be careful.”




      His concern was touching. “I will.”




      Ritter moved off then stopped again. “Hey. Maybe after all this is done…you and I could, you know, go out and get something to eat?”




      Really? He was asking me out on a date? At a time like this?




      Before I could say yes he slipped off, swallowed up by the darkness.


    




    

      -----


    




    

      THE SMALL, NEW England cape had a central front door, painted blue, and two large picture windows on either side, but only three blue shutters, one of which hung by a single hinge. Scraggily hedges weighted down by snow fronted the house on either side of the cracked, cement stoop. There was no storm door. Carefully, I tried the doorknob. Locked.


    




    

      I clenched a penlight between my teeth, which kept them from chattering, and worked the deadbolt. The simple pin-and-tumbler cylinder made raking the pins with a pick and tension wrench a piece of cake. If I could keep my fingers from going numb in the cold. I managed.




      I pocketed the burglar tools and the penlight and drew my Colt .45 autoloader, hoping I wouldn’t need to shoot anyone.




      I checked the clock on my cell phone. Twelve minutes had passed since Ritter left to go around back.




      Holding my breath, I stepped into the dark interior, moving directly into a wide living room. Nightlights were plugged into outlets all around the room, illuminating the space with a pale dull hue. Old couches and overstuffed chairs were shoved in piles to the right. Their cushions were soiled, torn and tossed in disarray. A broken wooden table lay on its side with a rolled-up carpet folded and leaned up against it. Something in the house smelled as if it had been left on the stove too long, and might still be there.




      Two open archways led to the back of the house. Urine and mildew smells assaulted my nostrils. I covered my nose with the back of my hand and held my breath—it didn’t help. And why was it so damned hot inside?




      In the haze a shadowy figure rolled off one of the couches and suddenly popped to his feet like a crazed jack-in-the-box.




      I brought the .45 up in a two-handed grip. “Freeze!”




      He didn’t.




      He ran for the back of the house.




      “Colin! I know who you are.” That bought me a second of hesitation before he ducked into the next room, swallowed up by the darkness inside. “My name is Grace deHaviland,” I called out. “I’m a bail enforcement agent. I’m here to take you back to Columbus.”




      “I ain’t going back,” he shouted from somewhere in the darkness.




      “Yes, you are,” I said with confidence.




      I sidestepped toward the doorway, my .45 aimed at the blackness further on. I squinted, looking for any sign of movement. “The only question is how much trouble we’re going to have making it happen.”




      “Get back!”




      “I can’t do that, Colin.”




      I heard noises upstairs. Hard, angry footsteps stormed across bare wooden floors. I was close enough to the doorway to get an overview of the layout inside—a staircase leading upstairs, a hallway to the back of the house. Two rooms off to the right, bedrooms maybe.




      A voice shouted down from the staircase. Female. Raw, and angry. “Colin! What the hell are you doing down there?”




      In the darkness I watched a scarecrow of a woman stomping down the stairs wearing nothing but panties and a soiled-gray cami top. She was barefoot. Her dishwater blonde hair was a frizzy mess. She had a little boy in tow, his forehead furrowed as he wiped sleep from his eyes.




      Allison Raynor and her son, Jimmy.




      Colin shouted up the stairs. “Go back upstairs, Allie. I’m handling this.”




      “Handling what?” Seeing me, Allison narrowed her ghoulish eyes. Wide, bloodshot orbs surrounded by dark, baggy circles. Her face was gaunt, so thin and wasted away it looked like a death mask. “Who the…”




      The hand not clutching Jimmy’s wrist come out from behind her leg. It held a gun. She squeezed off two rounds. I dove to the right, cursing as I knocked over a table and crashed into the rolled-up carpet. Sprawled on the dust-covered floor, I brought up my gun, aiming it at the doorway and half expecting to get a bullet in the face. Instead I heard Colin and Allison shouting, and footsteps. Running.




      I scrambled to my feet coughing from the moldy dust I’d stirred up, and charged toward the doorway. At the door frame I crouched, swept the hallway. Clear. Were they hiding in the two rear bedrooms? No. I would have heard the doors slamming shut. Had they run upstairs? No. Those footsteps would have sounded different; I would have been able to tell, even over the pulse hammering inside my ears. Right?




      I made my way toward the back of the house. Another doorway. I darted into a mudroom filled with coats and boots, mittens and scarves. Here a door led out to the back. It was closed. Again no slamming doors, no blast of ice-cold air from outside. I moved directly into the kitchen. Empty.




      A single bulb shone over the sink. Its weak light revealed a porcelain sink and cheap Formica countertops. A folding metal table filled the small kitchen space. On it were dishes, plastic bottles, bags of fertilizer, Pyrex beakers, a Bunsen burner—burning—rubber tubes and under it all, a propane gas tank. The littered contents and the noxious fumes from the flaming Bunsen burner told me what I’d stumbled into.




      A frigging meth lab.




      The windows were boarded over with plywood, keeping out prying eyes.




      I looped around the table, rushed through the empty dining room and shimmied up to the far side of the large archway leading back into the living room. Across the room I saw Colin and the boy. They’d reached the front door. Had it open, dropping the temperature in the house by ten degrees.




      “Don’t do it, Colin. Don’t you run.”




      He leveled me with a hard stare, holding the boy tight. Jimmy stared at me too, wide-eyed, scared in his Iron Man pajamas. Where the hell was Allison? She was the one I worried about. She was the one holding the gun.




      She didn’t remain hidden for long. Having circled around she came at me from behind, from the kitchen. I caught movement from the corner of my eye, her shadow in the doorway blocking the glow of the single kitchen light. It gleamed off the gun she held and aimed. A Browning 9mm.




      The woman fired.




      I dropped to one knee and brought up gun, supporting it with my weak hand, lining up my shot.




      Before I could fire, the rear door burst open. Allison spun. In quick succession I heard two shots and Allison scream. Her body fell back. With pin-wheeling arms she crashed into the table causing its flimsy metal legs to buckle and collapse. Two red splotches soaked her soiled cami. Two well-placed shots. One in the gut. One over her right breast.




      Ritter remained crouched at the back door, his arms locked in a two-handed grip. His stare steely over the gun sights. He was slow to straighten up.




      I rushed to the doorway. Flames whooshed up from the table, now collapsed. The toppled burner had ignited a river of spilled liquids now pooling on the floor. The flames licked at Allison’s body. In that little bit of time, the fire had already climbed several feet into the air.




      Colin called out from the front door where he’d remained. “What’s going on?”




      Ritter moved toward the burning pyre, and pulled at Allison’s blazing body, trying to tear her from the flames.




      Shit. I moved closer, raised my arm against the heat, thinking it was too late for the woman. “Ritter!”




      Already the heat was intense enough to drive me back. I had to squint against the brightness of the fire, the toxic smoke. My eyes watered and my nose and throat burned. “It’s too late!”




      “No!” Ritter wiped sweat sheen from his brow. “Get out! The propane tank…it’s gonna blow.”




      Crouched over Allison, he rolled her and patted at her burning clothes, to smother the flames. I rushed to the metal table, crushed and bent and mangled, flipped it over to the crashing of tin plates and shattering glass. The flames whooshed up around it with an angry roar. I stomped down the table, smothering much of the fire underneath. Still, the spilled liquids, spreading, continued to burn. The flames raced quickly across the floor and climbed up the kitchen counters and walls, bubbling and peeling the old yellow paint. Flame engulfed the splattered propane tank.




      I’m a city girl and don’t know much about propane tanks, but even I knew having one in the middle of a bonfire is not good. As I tried to edge around the inferno something grabbed my arm and pulled me back. Colin Maynard rushed past me, charging in from the dining room. He held two sofa cushions in his hands.




      Using the cushions like oversized oven mitts he scooped up the burning tank, coated in flaming liquid, and shouted at Ritter, “Open the door! Quick! Get out of the way!”




      Ritter swung the back door open. Broken glass crunched under his feet. Colin ran at him with a wave of flames shooting off the tank. He pitched the tank out into the backyard, tossed the two flaming cushions away and shouted, “Get down!”




      The back door slammed shut. The three of us turned and hunched to the floor, waiting for the explosion. It didn’t take long. The blast came with a resounding boom, followed by the sound of shredded metal pelting the back of the house and breaking windows.




      In the silence that followed I let out a breath. “Jesus.”


    




    

      -----


    




    

      HALF AN HOUR later, I stood in the road outside Gail Ackerson’s house, now ablaze with generator-powered work lamps set up by the volunteer firemen. They’d put down the fire, soaking the back of the house and yard with water and foam to keep the old tinderbox from going completely up in flames. Water, tuned to ice, hung from the edges of the roof like icicle-tipped drapes. Ritter was out back with the state police, the county sheriff and a couple of civilians: town council types and attorneys from the prosecutor’s office. Allison Raynor had been rushed to the hospital, alive but critical.


    




    

      Colin Maynard stood beside Jimmy sitting at the back doors of an ambulance. The boy had a blanket draped over his thin shoulders while a pretty paramedic gently attended to the boy’s scrapes, bumps and bruises.




      Sean Ritter came out from behind the house, watching me watch Colin and Jimmy. Colin doted over the boy, mussing his stringy hair and demonstrating nauseating fatherly concern. Not acting at all like the Colin Maynard I’d read about in the bail file.




      “A quarter for your thoughts,” Ritter said.




      I gave him a quizzical look. “A quarter?” I asked.




      “This is the Northeast. Everything’s more expensive here.” He jutted his chin out toward Colin. “What are you going to do about them?”




      Maynard put an arm around Jimmy, pulled him in close for a hug. A lump formed in my throat. Why had Maynard come back? Why had he saved our lives when he could have run? Been gone, free and clear. And did it matter? It didn’t change what I had to do.




      “I don’t know.”




      Colin straightened up as we walked over. Jimmy stiffened. The boy looked up at his father, eyes wide. “Dad?”




      “Sit tight, buddy. I need to talk to these officers.”




      “Okay, Dad.” The boy looked down, sullen and worried. The paramedic offered him a lollipop and he brightened a little.




      “What happens now?” Colin asked me. “I go with you?”




      “I’ve got a few questions first,” Ritter said. He pulled a notepad from his back pocket, flipped it open to a clean page. “Tell me what you were doing here. Did you come here to hurt that girl for testifying against you?”




      “What? Allison? No. I came here for Jimmy.”




      I glanced over at the ambulance. “For the boy? Why?”




      Maynard paused to gather his thoughts. He was smart. He knew what he said and did next would have a profound effect on his future. “I mean… Look.” He focused his attention right on me. “That shit back in Columbus. It was never about beating up Allie like the cops and the lawyers said. It was about me protecting Jimmy.”




      “Protecting him from what?”




      “From Allie.”




      I hadn’t seen that one coming. “Explain.”




      “Allie was a mess. When she wasn’t out of her mind on drugs, she was out of her mind jonsing. Jimmy wasn’t safe with her. She’d go out and leave him alone, sometimes for days. No food, no way to take care of himself. She’d hit him if he got on her nerves, which was always. She even had him shoplifting for her. She’d use the stuff they stole to score more drugs.”




      Ritter interrupted. “So this meth lab here, it’s not your set-up?”




      “Hell no. I’m clean, man. One-hundred-eighty-seven days, not a pop.” He whipped off the coat someone had given him to show us his arms. He had track marks, lots of them, but old and scabbed over. “I was putting money aside, saving up so I could take Jimmy and get him away from her, away from Ohio.”




      “So why’d you beat her up?” I asked.




      “I never touched her. Not ever. All that shit, when the cops got there, was me defending myself, from her. Listen. I went there to get Jimmy, to get him the hell away from her. I was ready to go, had money saved up and everything. But, Allie, she was so strung out, she went crazy and attacked me. Demanded I give her the money for herself. I told her no. She went nuts, started swinging at me and clawing at my face. I knocked her back. I admit it. I did, but only to defend myself. That’s all. I swear.”




      “I saw the police photos,” I said. “She looked like a punching bag.”




      “That was from her dealer. Stupid bitch was selling for some junkie asshole. But she tried to hold out on him, kept product for herself and he found out. Look, we fought, yelling, screaming and shit like that, all the time. But I never hit her. Never. Not even before I got myself clean. I swear. I tried to get her to dry out, do rehab with me but she refused.”




      “Let me get this straight,” I said. “You jumped bail and came all this way out here, just so you could save the boy?”




      “That’s right.” He nodded. “They were gonna convict me. I was looking at hard time. I couldn’t go to jail and let her keep Jimmy. Jimmy and me, we were all set to take off. We were gonna be gone.”




      I tried to read his expression in the pulsating blue emergency lights. He appeared genuine. Sincere. But I’d bought that tee shirt before—with bad results. “Why would she suddenly let Jimmy go now, when she wouldn’t earlier?”




      Maynard looked over at his son and when he spoke, his voice broke a little. “Because I gave her the money. Everything I had. Everything I’d saved.” He turned away so I couldn’t see his face. Too late. I saw the tears in his eyes. “Imagine that,” he said. “I had to buy my son from her.”




      When I was sure my own voice wouldn’t crack, I said, “Then what? You two have someplace to go?”




      Excited, he nodded. “I’ve got a job. It’s through a friend of a friend. In New Brunswick.”




      “Canada?” Ritter asked.




      “Yeah. On a fishing boat. Jimmy and me, we were going to Canada. I was going to learn how to fish.” Then he got quiet, realizing Canada wasn’t in his future. Columbus, Ohio was, was a long stint in prison.




      A voice nagged at the back of my brain. It said: Right and wrong aren’t in your job description. You don’t play judge and jury and they don’t track down bail jumpers.




      Ritter waved me away from Colin Maynard. Out of earshot, he asked, “What’d’ya think?”




      “A made up story.”




      “I believe him,” Ritter said. He held up a hand to stop my protest. “But I’m not intervening. This is your play.”




      “You’re saying I should cut Maynard loose?”




      He shook his head. “I’m saying it’s your call entirely. But before you decide, think about that little boy. His mother, if she survives, is going away for a very long time. If the dad goes away too, the kid, he’s got no one.”




      He let that hang. I glanced over at Colin. He’d returned to the ambulance, to his boy. Jimmy hugged him, pressed his face tight into his gut.




      “He probably saved our lives,” Ritter nudged. “And I don’t know about you, but foster care … not where I’d like to see a kid brought up.”




      My play. Yeah, right. My dad ran out at me when I was about Jimmy’s age. I’d had my mom though. I wondered what it would be like for Jimmy. With no one.




      “Fine.” I stormed over to Colin. “This job in Canada, it’s legit?”




      “Absolutely. Look.” Excited, Colin rooted around in his pants pocket. “Here’s the letter I got.”




      I looked over the crumpled, folded, paper he handed me. It was an acceptance letter, complete with a start date. It had been opened and refolded many times. A tangible link to a new life. A fresh start. A way out.




      After reading it I slowly folded the paper along the worn lines. I handed it back to him. “Get out of here.”




      Open mouthed, Colin said, “Really? You’re serious?”




      I nodded. “But you listen to me. It’s illegal for me to cross international borders to go after a bail jumper.”




      He nodded, listening.




      “But I’ve done it before. And you mess this up I’ll do it again. Understand?”




      He nodded vigorously. “Yes, ma’am. I hear.”




      “And don’t come back to the States, not ever.”




      “I won’t. Thank you.” He looked to Ritter. “Both of you.”




      He and Jimmy ran for the Charger, excited and chatting. He fired up the car and backed out, threading through the emergency vehicles.




      When the red taillights had disappeared, Ritter said, “You did the right thing.”




      “You know how much money that just cost me?” I asked.




      He laughed. “For a big city bounty hunter you’re not such a hardass after all.”




      I put a finger to my lips. “Shush. You’ll ruin my rep.”




      He smiled. I was really starting to like that smile.




      “And for a backwoods, hick cop from the boonies, you’re all right too. Now, didn’t you say something earlier about getting something to eat?”
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    The Freeport Road 7-Eleven




     


  




  

    SENIOR PATROL OFFICER Dave Powell holds his gun firmly in a two-handed grip. He’s a lefty. His right hand supports his left: his arms form a triangle. The gun is aimed forward. Facing the perp. Exactly the way he was trained at the academy—fifteen years ago.


  




  

    Most cops go their whole career without ever shooting someone. Dave Powell wanted to be one of those. But that wasn’t in the cards for him.




    Gil Halley puts out his hand, grasping the slide of Dave’s Glock-nine service auto. He pushes the gun, gently, so it points to the grimy linoleum floor. “Dave, put the gun down.”




    Dave turns toward the voice in his ear.




    “Dave. It’s me, Gil,” says detective sergeant Gil Halley. “Your best friend, Dave.”




    Dave blinks. He’s in shock. He says, “He shot Kip.”




    Gil glances at the smashed aluminum-frame doors, at the shattered glass panel now a gummy pile, sparkling like diamonds. One door is angled open, wedged that way by the body of Freeport patrolman Kip Lawson. His legs splay outward: his back leans against the door frame. His head droops so his chiseled chin rests on his chest. Two splotches of blood soak his uniform shirt and blood spatter dots his pretty-boy square jaw. Bloody spittle has leaked from the corner of his mouth—drying now. He wore no vest. Damn rookies, think they’re invincible.




    In his hand is his gun. Unfired. He never even got off a shot.




    Gil takes the gun from Dave, steers him away from the doors, away from the October gusts whistling through the broken glass. The wind cuts a swath through the 7-Eleven, carrying with it fumes from the gas pumps outside, stirring papers on the grimy tile floor.




    Blue emergency lights flash through the store windows, sweep the aisles of canned, boxed and bagged foods, the filthy tile floor—and the blood. Kip’s cruiser sits dark at the far end of the driveway. His approach to the armed robbery had been silent: no sirens, no lights. Dave’s approach was silent too—until shots were fired. Then he flipped on the siren and full lights, running balls to the walls to aid his fellow officer, his subordinate.




    The gunman lies a dozen feet from the front doors, one aisle away from the refrigerated drink case lining the back wall. He has on a brown hoodie and five-dollar sunglasses. His Saturday Night Special—a small, cheap .38 revolver—sits on the floor a few feet away, where it spun from his hand when Dave shot him twice: once in the gut, once in the chest.




    “Like whoa, dudes.” The dark-haired clerk pops up from behind the counter, his eyes wide. “That was wicked intense.”




    Dave leans against the front counter, needs it for support. The clerk stands, watching from the open register, staring at him and Gil through the open service window framed by little racks of candy and gum and hanging lottery tickets.




    Gil pats Dave’s shoulder. “You okay?”




    Dave stares at the floor, at the gunman he’s just killed. His first. Dave manages to nod. “Yeah.”




    Gil follows his gaze to the dead perp. “Any idea who he is?”




    Dave frowns. “Nope. Just some junkie, I guess.”




     


  




  

    Five weeks earlier




     




    DAVE POWELL PULLED his nine-year-old Nissan into the driveway of his house, a crappy little clapboard ranch with two bedrooms, a sun porch and a lawn that he had neither the time nor the inclination to take care of. The leaves on the two maples dominating the front yard had already started to turn a fiery red. Soon, they’d fall, and he’d be spending what precious little time he had off raking the damn things up.


  




  

    He wore a pair of sweat pants and a sleeveless gray sweatshirt. A ‘V’ of sweat darkened the collar, and perspiration dotted his wide forehead. Dave got out and ran a hand through his thinning hair. Worn out from his workout and angry because of it, he grabbed his gym bag from the back seat. Heading for the house, he stopped as the white Mustang following him pulled into the driveway behind his Nissan. Despite the early autumn bite in the air, Kip Lawson drove with the car top down, his surfer-dude blond hair windblown, and his high, tanned cheeks flushed red.




    Dave groused inwardly: If I were single and twenty-five, and thirty pounds lighter, I’d drive my fancy sports car around with the top down in late September too.




    He waxed nostalgic, thinking about his own 1970 Olds 442, red, with its aluminum intake manifold… It had been a hardtop—but still. Those were the days.




    Kip leapt from the car with a youthful enthusiasm Dave both admired and despised. Yeah, well, let’s see what kinda shape you’re in when you’re my age, buddy-boy.




    “Who’s this, honey?” Karin Powell stood on the front step wiping her hands on an apron coated in flour. Her blonde hair was tied back—the way she did whenever she baked—though corkscrews of bleached hair sprang loose to frame her face and curtain her forehead.




    Fleshier now than when they’d married fourteen years ago, Karin had nevertheless managed to retain her shapely figure. Her rounder curves notwithstanding, she hadn’t let herself go the way so many of the other cops’ wives had. And there was a bonus to all that added weight, Dave thought lecherously. It gave his wife a bodacious rack. Boobs so large they could hardly be contained by the tight, scoop-necked tops she liked to wear. Like now.




    “This is Kip Lawson,” Dave said, giving her a peck on the cheek. “He’s a new transfer into the squad.”




    “Nice to meet you, Kip.” She shook his hand, leaving behind a residue of flour. “Sorry.”




    The young cop clapped the flour away with a smile. “No problem. Nice to meet you.”




    Karin latched flirtatiously onto the younger man’s arm. “Come on inside, Kip, and tell me who you crossed so badly they stuck you on Dave’s squad.”




    “Very funny,” Dave said dryly, following them inside.




    They gathered in the kitchen and once everyone had a cold beer, Dave leaned against the counter and waved his can as he spoke. “Kip’s looking to buy a place here in town, and I told 'em I had an in with the best damned real estate agent in the area.”




    “Which you won’t,” Karin said, with an edge to her voice, “if you leave the trash for me to take out one more time.”




    Dave rolled his eyes at Kip.




    Karin bent over and opened the oven door. The smell of fresh-baked, chocolate chip cookies wafted through the tiny kitchen. She extracted two cookie sheets and put them on a cooling rack, tugged her oven mitts off and set them down beside the cookies. Over her shoulder, she asked, “I’ll be happy to help. Have you begun to look yet?”




    When she spoke, Kip’s eyes jumped up.




    Dave cocked an eyebrow. Was he checking out my wife’s ass? If he was, Karin didn’t seem to notice. She simply picked up her beer and took a sip. Was she smirking?




    Shit, she had noticed.




    “Just started,” Kip said. “I’m renting a condo over on Patriots Way now. It’s a month-to-month so I can move any time, but I’m in no hurry either.”




    He drank his beer, his youthful muscles bunching up under the tight black tee shirt he wore. Dave cursed at how sore his own muscles were after only a twenty-minute workout at the gym. I looked better than him at his age, he thought bitterly, fighting down a burp.




    “Well, Kip,” Karin said. “Why don’t you stop by the office tomorrow after your shift? You can sign some papers, and we’ll get started by taking a look at the multiple listings. I can show you what’s out there, and you can give me a better sense of what it is you’re in the market for. Cookie?”




    Kip smiled, taking the offered cookie and giving her the once-over again. “Thanks. I will.”




     


  




  

    The Freeport Road 7-Eleven




     




    THE CALL CAME over the police radio at 11:37 p.m. “Silent alarm at the 7-Eleven on Freeport Road. Unit twelve, please respond.”


  




  

    Dave sat parked behind the McDonalds a half-mile away, drinking a large chocolate milkshake. He leaned forward. The seat squeaked as he shifted his weight; the thick gun belt around his waist creaked. Light from a lamp pole shined a ghostly hue through the windshield, filling the dashboard and front seat with a stomach-turning piss-yellow haze. Dave keyed the radio mike, his heart thumping hard. He squeezed his hand tight to keep it from shaking. “Dispatch, this is patrol supervisor Powell. Cancel that call out for unit twelve. Four is closer. Kip, you copy?”




    A burst of static. “Copy, Dave. Rolling.” All full of youthful enthusiasm.




    “Roger.” Dave gave it a minute, then keyed the mike again. “It’s probably a false alarm. We’ve had a few from that location lately. I’ll roll backup. I’m a few miles away, up on 107. That puts me three minutes out.”




    “Roger,” Kip said.




    “You got all that, dispatch?” Dave released the transmit button.




    “Unit four is responding. Unit supervisor to roll backup with an ETA of three minutes.”




    Dave sat back and waited. From his position behind the McDonald’s he watched as unit four sped by, barreling down the two-lane road at top speed. Dave began a countdown in his head, even as he beat away the doubt knocking at his brain, trying to ignore the taste of bile burning in the back of his throat.




     


  




  

    Three weeks earlier




     




    “I’M TELLING YOU, Gil. She’s having an affair.”


  




  

    He and Dave sat at the mahogany bar running the length of the Canyon Inn Bar Grill, their hands clutching the handles of warm beers in heavy glass mugs. The Canyon Inn was neither an inn nor did it have a grill. It did have a bar. A large one, and behind it stood a carpeted stage and a mirrored wall: two dancing poles: loud, pounding music and two naked women, dancing. At least that’s what they called it.




    This wasn’t the first time Gil Halley and Dave found themselves here nursing warm beers and having this same conversation. Gil sighed, doubting it would be the last time either. He took a slug of his beer and grimaced, hating warm beer.




    “What makes you say so?” Gil asked.




    “I don’t know. I can just tell.”




    “Hey, sweetie,” Gil called out to the barmaid. “You got anything cold under there? This is like drinking pee.” To Dave, he said, “Tell how?”




    “You know.”




    “No, I don’t know. Not married, remember.” Gil took a sip from his new beer then hoisted the mug toward the barmaid. “Much better, thanks.”




    She was already back to drying bar glasses, her mind elsewhere.




    “She’s all moody, you know.”




    “The bartender?”




    “No,” Dave said. “Karin.”




    Gil shrugged. “Maybe it’s PMS. She still gets her period, right?”




    Dave ignored the poke at their ages. Gil was a year older than Dave himself. “She doesn’t answer her cell phone when I call. She’s not where she says she’ll be when I check up on her.”




    “You’re paranoid.”




    Dave considered that, and every other thing in his unremarkable life.




    Once upon a time he was going to be an engineer—design stuff—build things: skyscrapers or bridges, maybe. He dreamed of making a ton of money and living in a big house, with lots of kids. He’d had big plans. And even though he’d achieved only so-so grades in high school, he managed to get into a decent college, one that had a good reputation for its engineering program. But the first year in, he was forced to drop two classes so he wouldn’t flunk. Even after that, his GPA came up at a dismal two-point nothing. Discouraged, Dave dropped out.




    Nineteen and a college dropout, he had no idea what to do after that. When he returned home, he worked construction for a while, hated it and got himself laid off. A few months later, while at the unemployment office, he saw a flyer announcing the upcoming civil service police exam. With nothing to lose, he took the test, passed it and found himself at the police academy almost before he knew what he’d done. It was there that he met Gil.




    Gil Halley was everything Dave was not: smart, ambitious, eager, athletic. A go-getter.




    Over the next fifteen years, Dave’s waist expanded three belt sizes; he developed high blood pressure, and had cholesterol and triglyceride levels off the chart. Then, of course, there was his growing fondness for anything with alcohol in it. His safety net over all those years was that civil service employees couldn’t get fired for anything less than gross misconduct, like if they killed someone. And as a cop, maybe not even then.




    Gil on the other hand, had studied and passed the sergeant’s test the first time out, gained his stripes after only four years on the force, made detective two years after that and had more arrests then almost anyone else in department history. Now, he ran the detective squad and was fast-tracking his way to the coveted chief’s post.




    The only good thing to ever happen to Dave Powell in the last fifteen years was Karin Stetler, fourteen years now as Karin Powell, and going strong. Or so he hoped.




    “Yeah, you’re right. I’m paranoid,” Dave said, but not convinced. “Can you blame me?”




    Gil signaled for another round. “Blame you? No. Karin’s a hell of a woman. Best thing ever happened to an asshole like you.”




    They drank their beers and watched the dancers—a different one had come on stage. The new girl was African-American. She had a decent rack and a flat stomach that undulated in time with the music, if you could call it that.




    Then, from left field, Gil asked Dave, “So you know who she’s bumping ugly with?”




    “No,” Dave said, “but, I’ve got a damned good idea.”




    “Really?” Gil took his eyes off the dancers for a moment and stared at Dave. “What’cha gonna do?”




    “Follow her, I guess.”




     


  




  

    Two weeks earlier




     




    A FEW NIGHTS later, after his heart-to-heart with Gil, Dave Powell came through the garage door of his house. He’d worked a double-shift—midnight-to-eight and an eight-to-four—followed by a few more hours at the Canyon, downing some brews. He came home tired and hungry. On the refrigerator, while going for another beer, he found a note. Written in Karin’s sweeping, precise handwriting, it read;


  




  

    D –




    Showing a house. Leftover lasagna in fridge.




    Heat oven to 350º--20-25 min.


  




  

    K


  




  

    Thirty minutes later, Dave drove past a small cape on Logan Avenue. The lights inside were on though Dave knew the owners had moved out six weeks before. Karin’s assistant, Janet, had told him she had it on Karin’s calendar to show that evening.




    Dave pulled under an elm tree two houses down. Dry leaves crinkled beneath his feet as he walked toward the cape. At the little picket fence, he stopped to survey the modest quiet neighborhood. All was quiet. He wiped his sweaty palms on the thighs of his pants. His service auto, concealed under his jacket, felt heavy in its holster.




    Karin’s car was parked out front. So was Kip’s.




    What would he find them doing? Afraid, but unable to stop…he had to know.




    Resolved, he brushed past a weeping willow, plunged into the deep shadows between the cape and the neighboring house and trotted along a twelve-foot-high privacy hedge. The neighbor’s house was dark. The owners were probably out for the evening—at dinner, or the movies, having fun, enjoying life. Not sneaking through someone else’s backyard.




    Dave stopped where several trashcans were set out beside the back door porch. The house had a bow window overlooking the backyard. White sheers covered the glass panes. Dave crouched below the sill and tried to see in by the haze of light from the windows that cast out over the slate patio. Inside, he detected movement, shadows crossing the ambient glow of light behind the sheers.
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