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  To all of my readers who have read and loved the books.




  Thank you.




  





  “Let the dead Past bury its dead.”




  —Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, “A Psalm of Life”
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  PROLOGUE




  March 8, 1979




  He dreamed of pneumatic sanders flying over the finest burled wood and full-blind dovetail joints chiseled with such precision that you couldn’t see the interlocking

  pins and tails. He and his datt were working on the dry sink his mamm had been pining for since spotting a similar one in the antique store in Painters Mill. He couldn’t wait to

  see her face when they gave it to her—




  Fourteen-year-old Billy Hochstetler jolted awake with a start. He wasn’t sure what had wakened him. A noise downstairs. Or maybe the rain hammering against the roof. He lay in the warm

  softness of his bed, trying to get back to the dream and failing because his heart was pounding and he didn’t know why. He stared into the darkness, listening. But the only sound came from

  the growl of thunder and the intermittent rattle of the loose spouting outside his window. One of these days he and datt were going to get up there with the ladder and fix it.




  “Billy?”




  He’d just dozed off when his little brother’s whispered voice brought him back. “Go back to sleep,” he groaned.




  “I heard something.”




  “You did not. Now, go back to sleep before you wake everyone.”




  “There are people downstairs. Englischers.”




  Propping himself up on an elbow, Billy frowned at his younger brother. Little Joe had just turned eight and looked so cute in his too-big nightshirt that Billy had to grin, despite his annoyance

  at having been wakened. “You’re just afraid of the storm. Scaredy-cat.”




  “Am not!”




  “Shhh.” Billy chuckled, not quite believing him. “Do you want to sleep in here?”




  “Ja!” The little boy ran to the bed and jumped as if he were diving into the creek for a swim.




  As his younger brother snuggled against him, Billy heard it, too. A noise from downstairs. A thud and then the scraping of wood against wood. He looked at Little Joe. “Did you hear

  that?”




  “I told you.”




  Rolling, Billy grabbed his pocket watch off the night table and squinted at the glowing face. It was half past three in the morning. His datt didn’t rise for another hour. So who

  was downstairs?




  Billy got out of bed and crossed to the window. Parting the curtains, he looked out at the gravel driveway, but there was no one there. No buggy or vehicle. No lantern light in the barn. The

  workshop and showroom windows were dark.




  He grabbed his trousers off the chair. He was stepping into them when the faint murmur of voices floated up through the heat vent at his feet. He and his family generally spoke Pennsilfaanisch

  Deitsch at home. Whoever was downstairs was speaking English. But who would be in their house in the middle of the night?




  “Where you going?” Little Joe whispered.




  Billy glanced at his brother, who’d pulled the covers up to his chin. “Go back to sleep.”




  “I wanna go with you.”




  “Shush.” After slipping on a shirt, he opened the door and started down the stairs, already anticipating a big helping of mamm’s scrapple. He hadn’t yet reached

  the base of the stairs when the yellow slash of a flashlight beam played over the wall.




  “Datt?” he called out. “Mamm?”




  The shuffle of shoes against the wood plank floor was the only reply.




  He reached the kitchen only to find himself blinded by the beam of a flashlight. He raised his hand to shield his eyes. “Who’s there?”




  “Shut up!” A male voice snarled the words.




  Shock sent Billy stumbling back. In the periphery of the beam, he got the impression of a man wearing a denim jacket and a knit face mask. Then rough hands gripped his arm and hauled him into

  the kitchen. “Get over there! On your knees!”




  A hammer blow of fear slammed into him when he saw his mamm and datt kneeling on the other side of the kitchen table, their hands clasped behind their heads. On shaking legs, Billy

  rounded the table. Who was this Englischer? Why was he here? And what did he want?




  No one spoke as he knelt beside his mamm. Leaning forward, he made eye contact with his father, hoping the older man could tell him what to do. Willis Hochstetler always knew what to

  do.




  “God will take care of us.” His father whispered the words in Pennsylvania Dutch.




  “Shut your mouth!” The man drew a pistol from his waistband and jabbed it at them. “Get your hands up! Behind your head!”




  Billy raised his hands, but they were trembling so violently, he could barely lace his fingers.




  “Where are the lights?” the man demanded.




  “There’s a lantern,” Datt said. “Next to the stove.”




  The man strode to the counter, snatched up the lantern, and thrust it at Billy. “Light it.”




  Billy jumped to his feet and crossed to the counter. Feeling the man’s eyes on him, resolving to be brave, he pulled the matches from the drawer and lit the mantle. He thought about Little

  Joe upstairs and prayed to God the boy had fallen back to sleep.




  “Give it to me.”




  Billy passed it to the man, who yanked it so forcefully, the kerosene sloshed.




  “Get back over there and be quiet.”




  Billy took his place next to his mamm, praying they would just take what they wanted and leave.




  A second man entered the kitchen, a flashlight in one hand, a pistol in the other. He was heavily built with blond hair and a bandanna over his nose and mouth. He glared at Billy’s father.

  “Where’s the cash?”




  Billy had never seen his datt show fear. But he saw it now. In the way his eyes went wide at the sight of the second gunman. The way his mouth quivered. He knew the fear was not for his

  own safety or for the loss of the money he’d worked so hard to earn. But for the lives of his wife and children.




  “There’s a jar,” his datt said. “In the cabinet above the stove.”




  Eyes alight with a hunger Billy didn’t understand, the blond man walked to the stove and wrenched open the cabinet door. Pulling out the old peanut butter jar, he unscrewed the lid and

  dumped the cash on the counter.




  Billy watched the money spill out—twenties and tens and fives. At least a month’s worth of sales.




  “If you were in need and asked, I would have offered you work and a fair wage,” Willis Hochstetler said.




  The blond man didn’t have anything to say about that.




  “Mamm?”




  Billy jerked his gaze to the kitchen doorway, where Little Joe stood, his legs sticking out from his nightshirt like pale little bones. Something sank inside Billy when he noticed Hannah and

  Amos and Baby Edna behind him.




  “Die kinner.” Mamm got to her feet. “Die zeit fer in bett is nau.” Go to bed right now.




  “What are you doing?” the blond man turned and shifted the gun to her. “Get back over there!”




  But Mamm started toward the children. She was so focused on them, she didn’t even seem to notice that he’d spoken.




  “Tell her to get down!” The man in the denim jacket shifted the gun to Datt. “I mean it! Tell her!”




  “Wanetta,” Datt said. “Obey him.”




  As if sensing the wrongness of the situation, Baby Edna began to cry. Hannah followed suit. Even Little Joe, who at eight years of age, considered himself a man and too old to cry.




  Kneeling, Mamm gathered the children into her arms. “Shhh.”




  “We’re not fucking around!” The blond man stomped to Billy’s mother and tried to separate her from the children. “Get back over there!”




  “They’re babies.” She twisted away from him, put her arms around the children. “They don’t know anything.”




  “Mamm!” Billy hadn’t intended to speak, but somehow the word squeezed from his throat.




  “Wanetta.” Datt lurched to his feet.




  A gunshot split the air. The sound reverberated inside Billy’s head like a shock wave. Like a bullet passing through water, the concussion spreading in all directions. His datt

  wobbled, an expression of disbelief on his face.




  The house went silent, as if they were all trapped inside an airtight jar.




  “Datt?”




  Billy had barely choked out the word when his father went down on one knee and then fell forward and lay still. Billy held his breath, praying for him to get up. But his datt didn’t

  stir.




  The blond man swung around and gaped at the man in the denim jacket. “Why did you do that?” he roared.




  The kitchen exploded into chaos. The two men began to scuffle, pushing and shoving. Angry shouts were punctuated by Mamm’s keening and the high-pitched cries of the children. A

  terrible discord echoed through the house like a thousand screams.




  Billy didn’t remember crawling to his father. He didn’t notice the warmth of blood on his hands as he grasped his shoulder and turned him over. “Datt?”




  Willis Hochstetler’s eyes were open, but there was no spark of life. Just pale gray skin and blue lips. “Wake up.” Billy’s hands hovered over the blood on his

  father’s shirt. He didn’t know what to do or how to help him. “Tell me what to do!” he cried.




  But his datt was gone.




  He looked at the man who’d shot him. “He gave you the money,” he cried. “Why did you do that?”




  “Shut up!” The man snarled the words, but the eyes within his mask were wild with fear.




  “Let’s get out of here!” the other man yelled.




  “Put the money in a bag!”




  Somewhere in the periphery of his consciousness, Billy was again aware of screaming. His mamm or the kids. Or maybe it was him.




  A third man, wearing blue jeans and a sweatshirt, his face obscured with some type of sheer fabric, entered the kitchen. He pointed at Billy. “You and the kids! In the basement.

  Now!”




  The children huddled around Mamm, whimpering, their faces red and wet with tears.




  “Don’t hurt them.” Mamm looked at the man, her eyes pleading.




  Billy made eye contact with her as he started toward the basement door, urging her to follow. But as she rose, the man in the denim jacket clamped his hand over her shoulder.




  The three men exchanged looks, Billy got a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. He was only fourteen years old, but he knew that as terrible as this moment was, the worst was yet to come.




  The blond man raised his gun and pointed it at Billy’s face. “Take the kids to the basement.”




  Billy’s brain began to misfire. His body was numb as he herded his siblings toward the basement door. He did his best to calm them as he opened it and ushered them onto the landing. Before

  stepping in himself, he turned to look at his mamm. The blond man had her by the arm and was forcing her toward the living room. A second man had his hand clamped around the back of her

  neck. At some point, her sleeping dress had torn, and Billy could see her underclothes.




  He started to step back into the kitchen, but the man with the sheer fabric over his head slammed the door. The latch snicked into place. Darkness descended like earth over a casket. Billy tried

  the knob, but the door wouldn’t budge. He could hear the children behind him, sniveling and whimpering again. He knew they were counting on him to keep them safe.




  “Billy, I’m scared.”




  “I want Mamm.”




  “Why wouldn’t Datt wake up?” Hannah snuffled.




  “Shush.” Staving off panic, he turned to them. The meager light coming from beneath the door illuminated just enough for him to see the shine of tears on their faces. “Little

  Joe, there’s a lantern on the workbench. Help me light it.”




  Without waiting for a response, Billy grabbed the banister and descended the stairs. Upon reaching the dirt floor, he went left and felt his way toward the workbench where Mamm made soap.

  He ran his hand along the surface, knocked something over; then his knuckles brushed the base of the lantern. He located the matches next to it and lit the mantle.




  “Little Joe.” Billy thrust the lantern at him. “I need you to be brave and keep an eye on your little brothers and sisters.”




  The boy took the lantern. “B-but where are you going?”




  “I’m going to get Mamm.” Billy hadn’t even realized what he was going to do until the words left his mouth. He darted to the ground-level window. It was too high

  for him to reach without something to stand on. There was no ladder. He looked around. The wood shelves were jammed with tools and jars and clay pots. Then he spotted the old wringer washing

  machine in the corner.




  “Help me roll the washer over here.”




  Choking back sobs, Little Joe handed the lantern off to Hannah and dashed to the washer. The old caster rollers dug grooves into the dirt floor as they shoved it to the window.




  Billy heaved himself onto the rim of the washer tub, then stepped onto the wringer and used his elbow to break the glass. He glanced over his shoulder. In the flickering light from the lantern,

  he saw his siblings huddled a few feet away. A mass of wet, frightened faces and quivering lips.




  “I’ll be back with Mamm,” he said. “I promise.”




  Grasping the window frame with both hands, he heaved himself up and wriggled through. Then he was outside. Drizzle on his face. Somewhere in the distance an engine rumbled. Turning, he spotted

  taillights and saw that the car was midway down the lane. Praying he could catch them before they reached the road, he sprinted toward the car. Gravel cut his bare feet, but he didn’t feel

  the pain. Hot breaths tore from his throat. He didn’t know how he was going to stop them. Didn’t have a plan. All he knew was that he couldn’t let them take his mamm.




  The car was nearly to the road when Billy caught them. He ran alongside the vehicle, slapped his palms against the window. “Stop! Stop!”




  The tires made a wet concrete sound in the gravel as the car skidded to a halt. Billy stopped outside the driver’s door. “I want my mamm!”




  The door swung open. He saw movement inside. Mamm trying to claw her way out of the backseat. “Billy! No! Run! Run!”




  The driver punched him in the face. Billy’s feet left the ground. Pain zinged along the bridge of his nose. He landed on his back, head bouncing against gravel, his arms splayed above his

  head. Vaguely he was aware of mud soaking through his shirt. The sound of tires crunching over gravel. The smell of exhaust.




  Groaning, he struggled to his hands and knees. Panic leapt inside him as the car turned onto the road. “Mamm!” he screamed.




  He was thinking about pursuing the car when he noticed a strange orange glow against the treetops. Puzzled, he turned toward the house. Horror froze him in place when he saw the yellow flicker

  of a fire. Then he remembered the lantern.




  A scream unfurled in his chest; then he was running full out toward the house. He tore around the side yard toward the basement window he’d crawled out of. Terror burst inside him when he

  saw smoke pouring out.




  “Little Joe! Hannah!” Billy dived onto his belly, jammed his head through the window. Heat singed his face and burned his eyes. Ten feet away, a thousand yellow tongues licked at the

  ceiling. He could smell the acrid scent of burning plastic.




  Billy looked around wildly. “Help!” he screamed.




  Swiveling, he shoved both legs through the window, but the heat and smoke sent him back. He could smell his clothes singeing. Feel the terrible heat blistering the soles of his feet.




  He called out again, but there was no response.




  Only the hiss of smoke pouring through the window and the bellow of the flames as they devoured the house from the inside out.




  





  CHAPTER 1




  Present day




  It had been a long time since he’d closed down a bar, especially a dive like the Brass Rail Saloon. The music was too loud, the liquor was bottom-shelf, and the crowd was

  too young and rowdy to do anything but give him a headache. It was the last kind of place you’d find a man like him. The last kind of place he wanted to be. Tonight, it suited his needs to a

  T. The place was dark and anonymous—and no one would remember him.




  He’d received four notes so far, each becoming progressively more disturbing. He discovered the first in his mailbox last week. I know what you did. The second was taped to the

  windshield of his Lexus. I know what all of you did. He found the third note lying on the threshold inside the storm door off the kitchen. Meet me or I go to the police. Each note was

  written in blue ink on a sheet of lined notebook paper that had been torn in half. He’d found the fourth note earlier this evening, taped to the front door. Hochstetler farm. 1 a.m. Come

  alone.




  At first he’d tried to convince himself he didn’t understand the meaning of the messages. There were a lot of crazies out there. He was a successful man, after all. He had a nice

  home. Lived a comfortable lifestyle. Drove an expensive car. In the eyes of a few, that made him fair game. A target because someone else wanted what he had, and they were willing to do whatever it

  took to get it.




  He’d crumpled the notes and tossed them in the trash. He’d done his best to forget about them. But he knew the problem wasn’t going to go away.




  I know what all of you did.




  Someone knew things they shouldn’t. About him. About the others. About that night. They knew things no one could possibly know.




  Unless they’d been there, a little voice added.




  He’d racked his brain, trying to figure out who. There was only one explanation: Someone was going to blackmail him. But who?




  Then two nights ago, he saw her, walking alongside the road near his house. But when he’d stopped for a better look, she was gone, leaving him to wonder if he’d seen anything at all.

  Or maybe it was his conscience playing tricks on him.




  It had been years since he spoke to the others. But after receiving the third note, he’d done his due diligence and made the calls. None of them admitted to having received any sort of

  suspicious correspondence, but promised to let him know if that changed. If any of them knew more than they were letting on, they didn’t let it show.




  After finding the latest note, he’d gone about his business as usual the rest of the evening. He’d ordered Chinese takeout and watched a movie. Afterwards, he’d broken the seal

  on the bottle of Macallan Scotch whisky his daughter gave him for Christmas two years ago. At eleven thirty, restless and edgy, he’d opened the gun cabinet, loaded the Walther .380 and

  dropped it into the inside pocket of his jacket. Grabbing the keys to his Lexus, he drove to the only place he knew of that was still open: the Brass Rail Saloon.




  Now, sitting at a back booth with chain saw rock echoing in his ears and two shots of watered-down Scotch burning a hole in his gut, he stared at the clock on the wall and waited.




  I know what all of you did.




  Watching two young girls who didn’t look old enough to drink head toward the dance floor, he tugged his iPhone from his pocket and scrolled down to the number he wanted. It was too late to

  call, especially a man who was little more than a stranger to him these days, so he drafted a text instead.




  

    Meet is on. Will call 2 let you know outcome.


  




  He sat there for a moment before pressing Send, staring at the phone, assuring himself there was no way anyone could know what he’d done. It had been thirty-five years. A lifetime.

  He’d married, built a successful real estate firm, raised four children, and gone through a divorce. He was semi-retired now. A grandfather and respected member of the community. He’d

  put that night behind him. Forgotten it had ever happened. Or tried to.




  Someone knows.




  A knife-stab of dread sank deep into his gut. Sighing, he dropped the phone back into his pocket and glanced up at the clock again. Almost 1 A.M.

  Time to go. Finishing his drink, he grabbed his keys off the table and then made for the door.




  Ten minutes later he was heading north on Old Germantown Road. Around him the rain was coming down so hard, he could barely see the dividing lines.




  “Keep it between the beacons,” he muttered, taking comfort in the sound of his own voice.




  All these years, he’d believed the past no longer had a hold on him. Sometimes he almost convinced himself that night had never really happened. That it was a recurring nightmare and an

  overactive imagination run amok. But on nights like this, the truth had a way of sneaking up on you, like a garrote slipping over your head. And he knew—he’d always

  known—somewhere inside the beating, cancerous mass that was his conscience, that some sins could never be forgiven. He owed penance for what he’d done. And he’d always known that

  someday fate or God—or maybe Satan himself—would see to it that he paid his debt.




  Gripping the steering wheel, he leaned forward so that his nose was just a few inches from the windshield. The rain drumming against the roof was as loud as a hail of bullets against tin siding.

  On the stereo Jim Morrison’s haunting voice rose above the roar. There was something reassuring about music on nights like this. It was a sign of life and reminded him there were other people

  out there and made him feel less isolated and a little less alone. Tonight, he swore to God that was the same song that had been playing that night.




  Glancing away from the road, he reached down and punched the button for another station. When he looked up, she was there, on the road, scant yards from his bumper. He stomped the brake hard.

  The Lexus skidded sideways. The headlights played crazily against the curtain of rain, the black trunks of the trees. The car spun 180 degrees before jolting to a halt, facing the wrong

  direction.




  For the span of several heartbeats, he sat there, breathing heavily, gripping the wheel hard enough to make his knuckles ache. He’d never believed in ghosts, but he knew there was no way

  in hell he could have seen what his eyes were telling him. Wanetta Hochstetler had been dead for thirty-five years. It had to be the booze playing tricks on him.




  Fearing a cop would happen by and find him sitting in his car in the dead of night with his hands shaking and the smell of rotgut whiskey on his breath, he turned the vehicle around. But he

  couldn’t leave. Not without making sure. He squinted through the windshield, but his headlight beams revealed nothing on the road or shoulder. A quiver of uneasiness went through him when he

  spotted the old mailbox. The thing had been bashed in a dozen times over the decades—by teenagers with beer bottles or baseball bats—and even peppered with holes from shotgun pellets.

  But he could still make out the name: HOCHSTETLER.




  He didn’t have a slicker or flashlight, but there was no avoiding getting out of the vehicle. He was aware of the pistol in his pocket, but it didn’t comfort him, didn’t make

  him feel any safer. Leaving the engine running, he turned up the collar of his jacket and swung open the door. Rain lashed his face as he stepped into the night. Water poured down his collar, the

  cold clenching the back of his neck like cadaver fingers.




  “Who’s there?” he called out.




  He went around to the front of the vehicle and checked the bumper and hood. No dents. No blood. Just to be sure, he rounded the front end and ran his hands over the quarter panel on the

  passenger side, too. Not so much as a scratch. He hadn’t hit anything, human or otherwise. Just his tired eyes playing tricks . . .




  He was standing outside the passenger door when she stepped out of the darkness and fog. The sight of her paralyzed him with fear. With something worse than fear. The knowledge that he’d

  been wrong. That time never forgot, no matter how badly you wanted it to—and the reckoning had finally come.




  Her dress clung to a body that was still slender and strong and supple. The pouring rain and darkness obscured the details of her face. But she still had that rose-petal mouth and full lips.

  Long hair that had yet to go gray. He knew it was impossible for her to be standing there, unchanged, after all these years. After what happened to her. After what they did to her.




  “It can’t be you.” The voice that squeezed from his throat was the sound of an old man on his deathbed, gagging on his own sputum, begging for a miracle that wasn’t going

  to come.




  Her mouth pulled into a smile that turned his skin to ice. “You look surprised to see me.”




  “You’re dead.” He scraped unsteady fingers over his face, blinked water from his eyes. But when he opened them, she was still there, as alive and familiar as the woman

  who’d been visiting his nightmares for thirty-five years. “How—?”




  Never taking her eyes from his, she opened the driver’s-side door, and killed the engine. Keys in hand, she went to the rear of the vehicle and pressed the trunk release. The latch clicked

  and the trunk sprang open.




  “Get in,” she said.




  When he didn’t move she produced a revolver and leveled it at his chest. He thought of the Walther in his pocket, wondered if he could get to it before she shot him dead.




  He raised his hands. “What do you want?”




  Stepping closer, she jabbed the revolver at him so that the muzzle was just two feet from his forehead. Her arm was steady, her finger inside the guard, snug against the trigger. “Do

  it.”




  Shaking uncontrollably, he climbed into the trunk and looked up at her. “We didn’t mean it. I swear we didn’t mean it.”




  He didn’t hear the shot.




  Belinda Harrington stood on the porch of her father’s house and knocked on the door hard enough to rattle the frame. “Dad?” She waited a minute and then used the heel of her

  hand and gave the wood a dozen hard whacks. “Dad? You home?”




  She’d been trying to reach him for two days now, but he hadn’t returned her calls. That wasn’t unusual; the man was independent to a fault. He’d been known to ignore

  calls when it suited him. Still, two days was a long time. Even for Dale Michaels.




  Wishing she’d remembered to bring her umbrella, she scanned the driveway through the cascade of water coming off the roof. His Lexus was parked in its usual spot; he had to be here

  somewhere. She wondered if he’d found himself a lady friend and they were holed up at her place or a hotel up in Wooster. Belinda wouldn’t put it past him. Mom hadn’t come right

  out and said it, but she let Belinda know in no uncertain terms that fidelity had never been one of Dale Michaels’s strong points.




  Cupping her hands on either side of her mouth, she called for him. “Dad!”




  Her eyes wandered to the barn twenty yards away, and for the first time, she noticed the sliding door standing open a couple of feet. Though he’d never been burglarized, her father was a

  stickler about security. He wouldn’t leave the barn door open, especially if he wasn’t home. The initial fingers of worry kneaded the back of her neck. Had he gone out to feed the

  chickens and fallen? Was he lying there, unable to get up and waiting for help? He wasn’t accident prone, but she supposed something could’ve happened. What if he’d had a heart

  attack?




  Tenting her jacket over her head, she jogged across the gravel. The rain was really coming down, and by the time she reached the barn, her shoes and the hem of her pants were soaked. Shoving

  open the barn door another foot, Belinda stepped inside and shook rain from her jacket. The interior was dark and smelled of chicken poop and moldy hay. A few feet away, three bantam hens scratched

  and pecked at the floor. Stupid things. She wondered why her father kept them. Half the time, they didn’t lay eggs and spent their days tearing up the petunias she’d planted for him

  last spring. Pulling her jacket closed against the cold, she flipped the light switch, but the single bulb didn’t help much.




  “Dad? You out here?”




  Belinda listened for a response, but it was difficult to hear anything above the incessant pound of rain against the tin shingles. There were a dozen or so places where water dripped down from

  the leaky roof to form puddles on the dirt floor. At least the chickens had plenty to drink.




  The barn was a massive structure with falling-down horse stalls and high rafters laced with cobwebs. As kids, she and her brother had played out here; they’d even had a pony once. But

  neither she nor her brother had been interested in animals, and once her father had gotten his real estate company up and running, the place became a workshop where he tinkered with cars. The

  workbench with the Peg-Board back was still there, but the tools were covered with dust. A dozen or so boards were stacked haphazardly against the wall. The old rototiller stood in silhouette

  against the window where dingy light bled in. When her brother was twelve years old, he’d nearly taken his foot off with that thing.




  The loose dirt from the floor stuck to her shoes as she crossed to the workbench. Belinda called out for him one final time and started for the door. She was midway there when something to her

  right, on the other side of a fat beam caught her attention. Cautiously she moved closer and looked up, found herself staring at the leather soles of shoes and the hems of slacks. She stumbled

  back, her eyes taking in legs and then the torso of a man. One arm hanging down. Neck bent at an unnatural angle.




  A sound she didn’t recognize tore from her throat. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she knew that thing hanging from the rafters was her father. That he was dead and she was sad his life

  had ended this way, and without so much as a good-bye. But the shock of seeing his lifeless body, so grotesque in death, overrode any impending sense of grief or loss.




  “Dad! Oh my God! Dad! What did you do?”




  Screaming, Belinda Harrington turned and sprinted through the door and into the pouring rain.




  





  CHAPTER 2




  John Tomasetti is standing at the kitchen counter chopping green peppers when my cell erupts. I’m sitting at the table with my laptop open, pretending I’m not

  watching him, drafting an e-mail to Mayor Auggie Brock, and absently wishing diplomacy wasn’t such a big part of my job.




  “Saved by the bell,” he says.




  I toss him a sideways look as I rise and go to my cell, which is about to vibrate off the counter. I catch it on the third ring. “Burkholder.”




  “It’s Glock.”




  Rupert “Glock” Maddox is one of four police officers that make up my small department. A former marine with two tours in Afghanistan under his belt, he’s well trained,

  level-headed and laid back, traits I admire greatly, especially in law enforcement. He usually works first shift, but I vaguely recall he’d traded with another officer for a couple of nights

  this week.




  “Hey.” Out of the corner of my eye I see Tomasetti grab an onion off the cutting board and attack it with the knife. I can’t help it—I smile. “What’s

  up?”




  “I got a DOA out here at the Michaels place. Guy hanging from the rafters in his barn.”




  “Suicide?”




  “Looks like it.”




  “Any idea who it is?”




  “I think it’s Dale Michaels.”




  The name is vaguely familiar, but I don’t believe I’ve ever met Michaels. I recall he had something to do with the development of the affluent Maple Crest subdivision. “Who

  found him?”




  “Daughter.”




  “Doc Coblentz on the way?” I ask, referring to the coroner.




  “Should be here shortly.”




  “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”




  “Roger that.”




  I unplug the phone from where it had been charging and turn to see Tomasetti drying his hands on a dish towel. “Sounds like you’ve got a dead body on your hands,” he says.




  I nod. “Glock thinks it might be a suicide.”




  “You know who it is?”




  “Guy by the name of Dale Michaels. I don’t know him.”




  “Sheriff’s office going to take it?”




  “It’s city, so I’m obliged.” I glance at the bottle of Argentinean caber-net he’d opened on the counter to breathe, and a wave of disappointment moves through me.

  “I’m sorry, but I have to go.”




  “I guess that means I have to finish chopping all of these vegetables by myself.”




  “Not to mention drink all that wine.” I smile. “One of the perils of cohabiting with the chief of police.”




  He crosses to me. His arms encircle my waist and I fall against him. He smells of aftershave and green peppers and his own distinct scent I’ve come to love. I close my eyes and press my

  face against his chest. I know it’s a trifling thing in light of the discovery of a body, but I don’t want to leave.




  “Domestication looks good on you, Tomasetti.”




  “You’re just using me for my culinary skills.”




  “That, too.” I rise up on my tiptoes and brush my mouth across his. “I might be a while.”




  “I’ll wait.”




  Pulling away from him I grab my jacket off the back of the chair. I look at him over my shoulder. He’s already picked up the knife and resumed chopping the onion. “Don’t drink

  that wine all by yourself,” I say.




  “Don’t stay gone too long.”




  We’re both smiling when I go through the door.




  





  CHAPTER 3




  It’s the worst kind of night to be on the road—windy and stormy—and the drive from Wooster to the scene, which is just inside the township limits of Painters

  Mill, takes almost twenty minutes. Twice I have to slow down—once because the road is flooded, and the second time because the windshield wipers can’t keep up with the deluge. The

  Michaels farm is located on a narrow road that runs parallel with the railroad tracks that cut through town. My headlights illuminate a gravel lane with a hump of weeds in the center when I make

  the turn, and for the second time tonight I’m glad I drive a high-clearance vehicle. Ahead, I see the flashing lights of Glock’s cruiser.




  I park behind a newish Lincoln Navigator and cut the engine. The windows of the large Tudor-style house to my right are dark. The immense barn hulks to my left. The sliding door is open and I

  can see the yellow cone of Glock’s flashlight. I pick up my radio. “Ten twenty-three.”




  “Copy that, Chief,” comes the voice of my second-shift dispatcher.




  “Ten twenty-eight.”




  “Go ahead.”




  I squint through the rain streaming down the windshield and recite the plate number on the SUV. “David, Henry, Adam, three, seven, zero, niner.”




  Keys click on the other end as she enters the tag number into the BMV database. “Comes back clear to an oh-six Lincoln. Registered to Christopher Thomas Harrington here in Painters

  Mill.”




  “Ten four.” Grabbing my slicker and Maglite from the backseat, I get out. My hair is half soaked by the time I get my hood up. I start toward the barn.




  I enter to the din of rain against the tin roof. I get the impression of a cavernous space with a dirt floor and huge wood support beams. On the other side of one of those beams, I see the body

  hanging from the rafters. It’s too dark for me to discern much in terms of detail, but in the light thrown off by a single bare bulb, I can see the contorted neck, and in silhouette, the

  protrusion of a tongue from the mouth. Well-worn wingtips dangle six feet from the floor, where Glock is in the process of setting up cones and taping off the immediate area. As always, his uniform

  is military crisp, the arch of his boots shined to a high sheen. He looks like he just came off the set of some police recruiting video.




  A thirtysomething woman wearing a quilted jacket over yoga pants, her feet jammed into lavender-colored skimmers, is standing just inside the door to my left, crying softly into a well-used

  tissue. Daughter, I think. Probably the owner of the Navigator and the one who found him. Her hair is the color of a new copper penny and sticks to her scalp like wet corkscrews. Glock must have

  offered her his slicker, because she’s got it draped over her shoulders. I can see her shivering beneath it.




  I make eye contact with her, nodding to let her know I’ll speak to her in a moment as I cross to Glock. “She found him?”




  He nods. “Name’s Belinda Harrington. Lives in Painters Mill.”




  “Have you talked to her yet?”




  “Just to get an ID. Swinger’s her dad. Evidently, she’s been trying to reach him for a couple of days. He didn’t return her calls, so she drove over to check on him. When

  he didn’t answer the door, she got worried and came out here to the barn.”




  I look at the body and try not to shudder. The neck is bent at a severe angle with the rope biting into the larynx area of the throat. The fingers of his left hand are trapped between the rope

  and his flesh, as if he’d changed his mind after jumping, but the weight of his body made it impossible to escape. I’m no expert, but I’ve seen the result of a few hangings in the

  years I’ve been a cop. This one wasn’t clean.




  “Hell of a way to go,” I say in a low voice.




  Sighing, Glock glances up at the body. “What are people thinking when they do shit like this?”




  I don’t bother trying to answer. “Did you find a note?”




  He shakes his head. “I’ll do a more thorough search once we get some lights out here.”




  “We’ll need to check the house, too.” I motion toward the platter-size wet spot in the dirt beneath the body. “Any idea what that is?”




  “Not sure. Some kind of biohazard.”




  It’s not unusual for a hanging victim’s bladder to release at the time of death, but something about it bothers me. I run my beam over the length of the body. That’s when I

  notice the dark stain on his slacks near the waistband. Too dark to be urine. “That looks like blood,” I say to Glock.




  “Shit.” He adds his beam to mine. “Looks like a stain on his shirt, too. Bloody nose? Maybe he bumped something on his way down?”




  “I don’t know, but we need to figure it out.” The victim is wearing dark slacks. A white shirt and a sport coat. Looking up, keeping my beam poised, I circle. Sure enough, in

  the small space between the lapel hems of the jacket I see a dark stain on the shirt.




  “Get some photos of the scene and the victim, will you? We’ll take a closer look once the fire department gets him down.” I motion toward the woman standing near the door.

  “I’m going to talk to the daughter.”




  “Sure.”




  I leave Glock to his work and make my way toward the woman. “Ms. Harrington?”




  She’s frantically blotting her nose with the tissue, which is now shredded, and tossing uneasy glances at her father’s body. She watches me approach, her eyes huge and owlish.

  “My God. I can’t believe he’s dead.”




  “I’m sorry.”




  She closes her eyes and I notice a single fake eyelash stuck to her cheek. “I can’t believe he would do something like this.”




  It’s not the first time I’ve heard those words. The family members of most suicide victims are shocked initially. Only after they’ve had ample time to reflect on the things the

  victim said or did in the weeks and months preceding their death do they realize the clues were there. They just didn’t see them until it was too late.




  “I’m Chief of Police Kate Burkholder.” I offer my hand and we shake. “Do you feel up to answering a few questions?”




  “Sure.” But her eyes keep flicking from me to her father’s body. “Can you guys get him down from there? I can’t stand seeing him like that. His neck . . .

  God.”




  “We will as soon as the fire department gets here with some equipment and lights.” I motion toward the workbench twenty feet away, and we start toward it. “They’re on the

  way.”




  I stop at the workbench and turn to face her so that her back is to the body. “When’s the last time you saw your dad?”




  “Oh gosh. A week ago Sunday, I think. We met for lunch up at LaDonna’s Diner.”




  I pull out my notebook and make a note. “Were you close?”




  She digs into her purse, pulls out another tissue, and dabs at her eyes. “I don’t see him as much as I used to. But when I was younger, we were close. He was a good dad.” She

  chokes out a sound that’s part laugh, part sob. “He doted on the grandkids.” Her face screws up and she begins to cry.




  Comforting the bereaved is not one of my strong points, but I’ve done this enough times to muddle through. I set my hand on her arm and give it a reassuring squeeze. “Was he

  depressed?”




  “That’s what makes this such a shock. He wasn’t. Not at all. I mean, he didn’t get down in the dumps. He didn’t have that kind of personality. He was strong. . . .

  I mean, not that depressed people are weak, but . . .”




  “Did he have any health problems?”




  “He’d slowed down in the last couple of years. Complained about his knees sometimes. Oh, and he had a little thing of skin cancer removed six months ago. But nothing since. He was

  healthy as a horse.”




  “Any issues with drugs or alcohol?”




  “Never did drugs. Far as I know, he never drank too much.”




  “Has he been under any stress lately?”




  “He never mentioned anything.”




  “Any deaths in the family recently? Or anyone he was close to?”




  “No.”




  “Any financial problems?”




  “No. He hit it big with the Maple Crest development back in the late ’90s, so he was pretty much set for life.”




  “Did he have many friends, Belinda?”




  “He used to hang out with some guys his age. They’d visit or play poker or go out to dinner.”




  “Do you know their names?”




  She lowers her head, presses the heels of her hands to her eyes. “To tell you the truth, I don’t know.”




  I suspect at least part of the display isn’t grief, but guilt because they weren’t as close as they’d once been.




  “Did he have a girlfriend?” I ask.




  “Not that I know of. But he was kind of secretive about. . . personal stuff.”




  Movement at the door snags my attention. Deputy Frank Maloney with the Holmes County Sheriff’s Department lugs in a large fluorescent work light. An orange extension cord is looped around

  his shoulder like a rope. I reach into the pocket of my jacket, pull out one of my cards, and hand it to the woman. “Mrs. Harrington, if you think of anything else that might be important,

  will you give me a call?”




  “Of course.”




  I nod toward her father’s body. “You don’t have to stay for this. And if you’re not up to driving, I can call a family member for you or have an officer take you

  home.”




  “Thank you, but no.” She shakes her head. “The least I can do is be here for him through this.”




  As I start to walk past her, I think of one more question. “Mrs. Harrington, do you have a key to his house?”




  “Yes, I do. Why?”




  “I thought he might’ve left a note.”




  “Oh.” Her face crumples. “I didn’t even think of that.”




  “Is it okay with you if we take a look inside?”




  “Sure. Whatever you need.”




  Giving her a final nod, I turn my attention back to the scene. The Holmes County coroner, Dr. Ludwig Coblentz, has arrived. He’s a rotund man and clad in his trademark extra-large scrubs,

  a slicker draped over his shoulders. There’s a young technician with him. Judging from the tuft of peach fuzz on his chin, I guess him to be a trainee and new to fieldwork. I wonder how long

  he’ll last.




  While the doctor slips into biohazard gear, the technician, who’s already suited up, kneels and unzips a body bag. Several yards away, two paramedics from Pomerene Hospital in Millersburg

  stand just inside the sliding door, watching. A volunteer fire fighter has set up an aluminum combination ladder beneath the body. A second volunteer stands on the platform section, trying to

  figure out the best way to lower the corpse to the ground.




  I cross to Doc Coblentz and motion toward the biohazard on the ground beneath the body. “Do you guys have a field test for blood?” I ask.




  “We do.” The coroner nods at the technician. “Randy, grab one of those Hemastix strips, will you?”




  The technician digs into his equipment bag, removes a bottle of Hemastix, and plucks out a single plastic strip.




  “It’ll test for the presence of hemoglobin, which indicates blood,” the doc tells me. “If it’s present, we’ll get a color reaction.”




  We watch the technician press the colored end of the strip against the moist earth. Within seconds, the tip turns green.




  “I got a positive,” the technician says.




  From his place near the workbench, Maloney plugs the work light into the extension cord, and the barn is abruptly flooded with severe fluorescent light. I get my first good look at the

  corpse—and the size of the reddish black stain on the shirt.




  “Too much blood for a hanging,” the doc says grimly.




  “Let’s get him down and take a closer look,” I say.




  We watch in silence as the firefighter standing on the platform uses a utility knife to cut the rope. Keeping it looped around the rafter for friction, he slowly hoists the body toward the

  ground. As the body descends, the technician and Doc Coblentz open the body bag on the ground. The victim’s boots make contact first. The technician pulls the victim’s feet toward the

  base of the bag and places him in a supine position. I can tell by the stiffness of the dead man’s legs that he’s been there awhile. Rigor mortis peaks at about twelve hours, then

  subsides after twenty-four to thirty-six hours. It would have been a much grislier scene had more time elapsed before he was discovered.




  Beneath the glare of the work lights, Dale Michaels’s face is swollen and purple. His tongue is twice its normal size and protrudes from his mouth like some overripe fruit. The flesh

  around his eyes is like crepe paper, fluid filled and nearly black in color. The eyeballs within are milky-looking and bloodred with petechiae. Though I’ve backed six feet away, I’m

  repelled by the odors of urine and feces.




  Death is always an ugly sight to behold, whether it’s homicide, suicide, accidental, or from natural causes. But from all indications, Dale Michaels’s demise was particularly brutal.

  The doc has removed the rope from around the victim’s neck. It left a two-inch-deep trench in the flesh and severely abraded the skin. The yellow nylon rope is about three-eighths of an inch

  in diameter, and there’s about thirty feet of it. I watch as the technician coils it and then places it in an evidence bag. From where I’m standing, I see blood and abraded flesh

  embedded in the fibers.




  Suicides don’t require the same level of scrutiny from law enforcement as a homicide, but the scene must still be documented. In the state of Ohio, all unattended deaths require that an

  autopsy be conducted, and this case will be no different. Unless it is determined that foul play was involved, there will be little in terms of actual police investigation.




  My mind drifts as the doctor goes about his work. I’m wondering if I can wrap this up in a couple of hours and get home in time to help Tomasetti with that bottle of cabernet when the

  coroner gives me a sharp look over his shoulder.




  “Chief, I’ve got an irregularity here.”




  I walk over and kneel beside him. With gloved hands, he opens the jacket to reveal a partially tucked shirt. A hole in the fabric the size of my pinkie is surrounded by a wide bloodstain that

  spreads downward to soak into the waistband of his trousers and underwear.
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