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To Connie and Jane


Then the Lord said to Cain, “Where is Abel your brother?”
He said, “I do not know. Am I my brother’s keeper?”

—Genesis, Chapter 4, Verse 9

O! my offense is rank, it smells to heaven;
It hath the primal eldest curse upon ‘t;
A brother’s murder!

—William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act III, Scene iii
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Four men and a woman huddled in the road, their conversation heated. Rockingham County Sheriff Earl “Buck” Buchanan towered over the two crime scene technicians as he drove home a point by thrusting his right index finger at Kate Toussaint, the solitary woman and deputy chief medical examiner. A gust of wind threw leaves into the air and carried most of their conversation away from the solitary figure standing off to the side, staring at a frozen puddle. Blood had mixed with the pale white ice, resembling strawberry swirl ice cream. Like Buck, Kate was pointing. But her finger pointed at the only person there who was not in an official position. The man felt as if she were aiming a loaded pistol between his eyes. During a lull in the wind, her voice became audible: “Why’s Ed Traynor here?”

Hearing them argue, Traynor decided the best way to play things was to be discrete and opted to stay back and wait until one of the combatants motioned him closer. Buck said something in a muted voice.

Although Ed was unable to distinguish Buck’s words, he did hear Kate when she distinctly said, “He can do it at the morgue—” Her voice sounded loud and carried in the early morning quiet. Three crows flew overhead and their raucous CAW CAW drowned the rest of her speech. Traynor knew that if Kate held her ground, this was as close as he’d get to the tarpaulin-covered body lying in the center of the lane. From his years on the New Hampshire State Police, he knew that while the crime scene may belong to the police, from the instant Kate arrived on site, the body belonged to her. However, Buck was adamant; he bent forward, pushing his ruddy face as close to Kate’s as he could without burning her with the stubby cigar he had clenched tightly in his teeth.

Traynor resisted smiling. He and Kate had been a couple once, and he knew her very well. She was not the sort of woman who would be intimidated … quite the contrary; she was the type who would attack. “I want him to see the body now—before it leaves the crime scene,” Buck’s volume increased. “Hell, Kate, the man was a state police homicide detective for ten years! Besides, if the vic is who we think it is he can make a positive ID.”

That got Traynor’s attention. Since he had gotten Buck’s call at 4:40 that morning, asking him to come to the narrow, wooded lane in remote Fremont, it had been eating at him all morning.

Kate said, “I don’t give a damn, Buck. He is not a cop any longer. He is a private investigator and has no business being here. But, you do whatever you want, Buck—you always have.” She threw her hands up in frustration and walked away.

Buchanan had not changed since he and Traynor served together on the state police. As was his usual M.O., he had used his substantial size to get his way. Nevertheless, Traynor knew that if Buck thought he had intimidated Kate and won, he had a big surprise coming. The burly sheriff seemed tentative as he stopped in front of Traynor, his face flushed.

Traynor nodded toward Kate, noting that her eyes still flashed with anger. He said, “Are you sure about this? You could end up owing some favors.”

“I know. Kate’s a wolverine and like Marines, they fight to the death.” Buchanan glanced over his shoulder, studied the deputy chief medical examiner for a few seconds, and then said, “She’s still pissed at you for breaking it off with her two years ago.” He paused again.

“Well, don’t be surprised if this ends up costing you,” Traynor said.

“At this point I don’t give a damn,” Buck said with more fervor that Traynor had heard him display since he’d thrown his hat into the political arena and ran for Rockingham County Sheriff. He glanced off into the trees. “Listen—”

Traynor signaled him to stop. “What’s up? You’ve never before called me to a crime scene.”

Buck pulled the cigar out of his mouth and looked at it as if it suddenly tasted foul.

“Come on, man,” Traynor pressed him, “you look like you’re getting a root canal during a Novocain shortage. Do I know the vic?”

Buck tossed the cigar to the ground and stomped on it before saying, “Yeah, I think it’s your brother.”

“John?” Traynor struggled not to let shock show on his face.

“You better look for yourself. I haven’t seen him in ten years and people change.” Buck stepped aside allowing him access to the body.

John, Traynor’s only brother, was four years his junior. He was everything Traynor had worked against his entire adult life. Where Ed had chosen law enforcement as his career, John was a petty thief, drug addict, and dealer. Considering their parents, Traynor had to admit that his younger brother had probably turned out closer to what people expected than he had. Their father was a drinker and a brawler and their mother a drinker and a nagger. They had grown up in a family that was self-destructive a long time before TV sitcoms made dysfunctional behavior fashionable and funny.

Buck stepped aside and gave his old friend an unobstructed path to the body. It lay in the bloody ice that Traynor found so mesmerizing. Traynor stared at the tarp and thought: the least they could have done was take the body out of the ice.

For the first time in years, Ed Traynor wanted a cigarette. It took all of his willpower to sound calm. “All right, let’s get this over with so I can go about my business.”

He stared at the menacing tarp and felt resentment build as he recalled the craziness of his childhood. Traynor cursed John. It is just like him to die like this, dragging me back to places I do not want to go—to places I thought I would never visit again.

Buck walked around Traynor, stopping beside the covered body. He took care to avoid stepping on the ice and straddled the corpse, squatted down, and reached for the tarp. A gust of wind lifted one side of the canvas and it rose up resembling a cobra poised to strike. Ignoring the violent whipping action, Buck reached out, caught the corner, and pulled it back.

Buck squatted over the body, looked up, and said, “You want to move closer so you can get a closer look at his face?”

The instant Traynor saw the blond hair and the cherry-red birthmark under the left eye, his stomach felt as empty as a hollow tree trunk. “There’s no need. It’s him.”

Buck rocked back on his heels, dropped the tarp, stood up, and looked at the sky again. “Aw shit, Ed. I’m sorry. I thought it was, but I had to be sure.”

“You have any idea how long he’s been dead?”

“That’s hard to say. The weather is too cold for the crime scene techs to determine time of death with any degree of accuracy. Kate will get an estimated T-O-D once she has him opened up.” He realized how callous his words sounded and reddened. He looked Traynor in the eye and shifted back into official mode. “He’s been here long enough for the blood in his extremities to freeze, and he seems to be in total rigor.”

“So that makes it—somewhere between two and twenty-four hours?”

“That sounds about right, give or take; last night was cold enough for a body to start freezing.” Buck seemed pensive for a few seconds and then said, “You want a few minutes?”

“Sure, I’d like to get a close look at him. Is it all right to touch him?”

“I don’t see a problem, they’re finished working the body. Take your time. I’ll be with Kate.” Buck paused for a second, then reached for another cigar and peeled the wrapper as he walked away.
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Traynor squatted beside his brother’s body. John lay on his side, his right cheek obscured by the milky, white ice. Traynor gently brushed away the thin line of frozen water that stubbornly stuck to John’s right cheek, turned the head to the left, and looked at his brother’s face. Hoarfrost stuck to the eyebrows and lashes, and his face was a frozen mask that could only be described as a mixture of fright and grief—as if, at the end, he tried to repent, but didn’t know how.

Traynor stared at the lifeless eyes and found it hard to remember that in spite of what he’d become as an adult, John had once been a happy little kid. A boy filled with awe at the wonders of life—more importantly, he’d been a kid who worshiped his older brother, the cop.

Traynor leaned forward, parted the frozen hair near John’s right temple; the lethal entrance wound was barely discernible—a small hole in the right temple. Years of experience and the size of the wound told Ed there would be no exit wound on the opposite side. The murder weapon was obviously a small bore and fired a subsonic round—probably a twenty-two caliber, certainly no larger than a twenty-five. The first thing that came to his mind was professional hit. Many paid assassins prefer the small twenty-two caliber pistol. It doesn’t make a lot of noise and the bullet bangs around inside the skull ripping the brain to shreds. More importantly, there usually isn’t enough of the projectile left for a ballistics test to identify the weapon that fired it, and on the outside chance there was anything left, the weapon was usually inexpensive enough to be thrown into the nearest body of water.

Traynor found himself at a loss; for the first time in his life, he was uncertain as to what he should do. Part of him knew that he should grieve. Yet, another part wanted to strike out in rage at John. He glanced at Buck. Kate stood beside him and stared in Traynor’s direction, her eyes flashing with anger. Traynor knew that Buck expected him to lose his temper; to rant and rave at John, to vent his frustration at his brother for living a life that led him here—to a violent death on an obscure deserted lane. Traynor often wished his feelings were so cut-and-dry. John was his only brother and he loved him. Nevertheless, the younger of the Traynor boys used and hurt everyone who reached out to him, and that aspect of his personality Ed hated.

The reality of the situation hit him—as hard as hitting the water of the Great Salt Lake after diving off a twenty-foot platform. This wasn’t some stranger lying in the ice—it was his brother. For the first time, Ed was at a crime scene where the victim was someone he knew personally. To make matters worse, this time it was a relative, his own flesh and blood. He dropped the canvas, got to his feet, and strode several paces away, hiding his face from Buck and the others.

Ed Traynor had lived in New England for most of his life, leaving only to serve four years as a US Marine, and the last thing a Yankee from New England did was reveal emotion in public. He wanted some time alone—just a few moments. Indignation and rage took control of him; his face felt hot, and his heart began to pound. He knew that more than anything else, he needed to tighten the reins on his anger. Trying to get his wits together, Traynor surveyed the area, studying the leafless trees as they swayed in the wind. It didn’t work. Instead, his mind switched channels and he began planning the killer’s death. He paused, confused. As a cop, he’d killed two men in the line of duty, but never had he wanted to kill someone intentionally. However, he was resolved that whoever did this was going to pay.

The frozen ground crunched beneath someone’s feet, and Ed turned toward the sound. Buck stood a couple of yards away and looked uncomfortable as he reached out, placing his hand on Traynor’s arm. “Ed, I wish I could tell you I haven’t been expecting this for a long time, but he ran with a rough crowd—this was inevitable, merely a matter of time. John always wanted more out of life than he could get as the son of a …” Buck was reluctant to go on.

“Son of a drunken mill worker?” Traynor tried to keep emotion out of his words, but failed.

“Hell, I didn’t mean anything, but even in high school, he was completely out of control. Eventually, even the cops who knew you stopped looking the other way and began bringing him in … then he got sent away for robbing that convenience store.”

Traynor knew that Buck was right and that there was nothing he could say to refute him. It was true: by the time John was sixteen he already had an extensive rap sheet and was well on his way to building a criminal career. It all came to a head when he tried robbing a store and his piece-of-crap partner, a lowlife named Benny Ryan, deserted him. The cops nailed John in the parking lot, still holding the pistol, and it got him a stretch in a state juvenile detention center.

Traynor said, “You don’t have to remind me of that—it was the end of his childhood. After his release, his escapades escalated, becoming more serious.”

“Doing that time didn’t help matters any, that’s for sure. It was as if he had earned a Master of Arts degree from the New Hampshire Crime College.”

Buck was right. Shortly after John’s release, he used contacts he had made in prison to get in with drug dealers and pushers from Massachusetts. Traynor said, “I warned him that he was dealing with people you didn’t screw around with. He laughed, saying he could handle it.” Traynor looked at the billowing tarp. Even in death, John was a big man; he was four inches taller than Ed, who was six feet, two inches tall. John spent a lot of time in the gym and had a weight lifter’s arms and torso. He, too, suffered from the family curse of having a quick temper and only his size kept him from getting into even more trouble. Traynor looked at the tarp-covered body once again and asked himself: had John finally run across someone he could not handle? Traynor’s eyes kept moving back and forth between Buck and John’s body. “In spite of our differences, I always gave him another chance,” he said.

“Well,” Buck said, “he just ran out of them.”

Rather than console him, his friend’s words only served to make Traynor’s guilt stronger. Traynor realized that for most of their lives he had ignored John. It was probably the worst thing anyone could have done to a kid with low self-esteem—a kid whose parents ignored him to the point that even negative attention was better than no attention. “I often wonder if many of the things he did were to get people to notice him,” Traynor mused.

“Whatever the reason … this time, he definitely got someone’s attention.”

It took a while for Traynor to fight off the belief that John lying dead in a pool of bloody ice was somehow his fault. He asked, “How do you think this went down?” He was relieved when there was no trace of grief in his voice and was thankful for a chance to bury his feelings by reverting to cop-talk.

“This has all the markings of a drug hit,” Buck said.

Traynor looked around at the rustic setting, a lane in the middle of the New Hampshire woods, not the sort of place one would expect a drug hit to happen. He thought about that for a second and realized no place was immune to drug-related crimes; as a matter of fact, the more remote the site, the more likely it would eventually become a crime scene. “You got any witnesses?”

“Not yet.” Buck motioned to the forest surrounding them. “It’s almost a quarter mile to Prescott Road. There are houses hidden all through these trees though. I’ve got some men canvassing the area and asking if anyone heard or saw anything.”

“Who found him?”

“A couple of joggers, they come through here every morning on their way to Loon Pond.”

“What did he have on him?”

“Not much, want to look at it?”

“Can I?”

“Yeah, we’re just waiting for a meat wagon to take him to the morgue.” Buck realized how callous he sounded; his face reddened and, once again, looked uncomfortable. Traynor ignored the phrase they’d always used for the ambulances that picked up dead bodies.

Buck called to one of the crime scene technicians, asking them to bring him John’s personal effects. The man jogged over and handed him a plastic bag and a pair of latex gloves. Buck, in turn, handed them to Traynor. Allowing him access to John’s personal effects was proof of the level of trust that Buck had in his former partner. Like any law enforcement officer, under normal circumstances, Buck would protect the chain of custody of any evidence as a mother bear protects her newborn cubs. Traynor appreciated his confidence, slipped the gloves over his hands, and opened the bag.

The bag contained John’s wallet, passport, and an envelope. Traynor opened the wallet first. There was some cash in it, about eighty bucks, eliminating robbery as a motive. He dumped the money into the bag and turned the wallet inside out. There was a business card inside the lining, hidden where a cursory inspection would not find it. The wrinkled and worn card had been in the wallet for quite some time. He glanced at Buck, who now stood with his back to him, speaking with Kate. It looked as if they had patched things up. While they were preoccupied, Traynor read the card. It was from a strip joint just over the Massachusetts line. Traynor knew the place; a low-class club with an even lower clientele.

Like most trained investigators, Traynor took tons of notes over the years, many on the back of his business cards, and out of habit he turned it over. There was a name written in pencil. He put the card back and held the evidence bag against his side with an arm. He didn’t think the card would lead him anywhere, but in a murder investigation, you never take anything for granted. One never knew which piece of information would lead to something important. He wrote down the name of the club, The Sexy Fox, and Consuela in his notebook.

The only other thing in the wallet was a picture of John’s wife and daughters. When he saw the picture of Jillian, Traynor’s knees weakened. Had anyone informed Jillian about this? If not, who was going to tell her? He dreaded the thought of performing that onerous task, but knew he was the best person for the job. John had finally gotten the end for which his entire family knew he was destined, leaving his wife alone to raise two beautiful girls.

Traynor doubted that John had either medical or life insurance and was tempted to take the money from the wallet—no matter how small an amount, he knew that Jillian and the girls could use it. Once the police placed the money into evidence it could be months before they got it, if at all. Even in a department under the command of an honest cop like Buck, things have a way of disappearing from the evidence room, especially liquid assets like dope and cash. Traynor decided to talk with Buck. The wallet contained nothing else of any value, and he dumped it back into the bag.

He removed the envelope. Printed on the outside was the name of a travel agency. The address was a mall near John’s home in Salem, New Hampshire. He opened it and removed its contents: a single airline ticket. The flight was first class, from Manchester to Buenos Aires, via Chicago. John had laid out some big bucks to fly in luxury. He wondered how he could afford it; first-class tickets on international flights were not cheap. Had John finally made the big score about which he always dreamed? Traynor pondered the first of many questions he knew would have to be answered: John, what in hell were you into?

Whatever his plan was, it was evident his family was not part of it. It looked like John was deserting Jillian and the girls. Traynor’s face burned. Suddenly, he was aware that, in spite of the cool late-fall weather, sweat had plastered his shirt to his chest. If John had been standing beside him, he would have kicked his ass all the way to Argentina. He put the envelope back in the evidence bag.

Forcing himself to stroll, rather than pace, Traynor approached Buck and the others. While walking, he took deep breaths, calming the raging demon in his chest. By the time he reached them, he was once again in control of his emotions. He handed the evidence bag to Buck and then peeled off the latex gloves. “Will you get me a copy of the autopsy report?” he asked.

Buck nodded.

“Has anyone seen his wife yet?”

“No, I thought you might want to be there when we break the news to her.”

“It’ll be best if I do it alone. Can you give me a few hours?” Thinking of Jillian and her girls made his voice hard, his diction clipped by anger; she deserved a better husband than John. She had no family left in the state. Her father had passed away three months after her marriage to John, and her mother had moved to Florida within the year.

“Well, considering that she lives in Hillsborough County—I think it’ll be a while before anyone can get to her.”

For several moments, Traynor stood silent, staring at the barren trees and boulders that were scattered through the woods. Finally, he said, “You need me for anything else?”

“No, tell your sister-in-law that either a state police detective or someone from the Hillsborough County sheriff’s office will be by to talk with her. Oh—and give her my best.”

“Listen, Buck, Jill works as a waitress and with two girls, money is tight.”

Buck looked over his shoulder. He saw that Kate and the others stood beside John’s body and took the money out of the bag. He counted it and then gave it to Traynor. “Take the cash. I’ll report that I released it to the family.” Buck noticed his friend’s angry look and put his hand on Traynor’s arm, gently restraining him. His big, brown puppy-dog eyes looked concerned when he said, “Eddie, don’t, okay?”

Traynor glared at him. “Don’t what?”

“Just don’t—I know how you can get. I remember the time you lost your cool up north.”

Traynor knew the incident to which he referred. The perpetrator had been beating and terrorizing his wife and kids for years. His oldest daughter’s aversion to being touched had made Traynor believe that he had been doing worse things than that. In fact, it was for criminal sexual assault on his oldest daughter that the criminal justice system finally sent him up. Traynor lost his cool that day and decided to teach the bastard what being assaulted by someone bigger felt like. For a few years after the perp had gone to prison, Traynor had pleasant dreams about the treatment he was surely receiving. It’s no secret how inmates treat child abusers—as far as Traynor was concerned it couldn’t happen to a more deserving man.

He turned to Buck and replied, “I’m cool. Keep me in the loop, that’s all I ask.”

“You got it.” He paused. “Remember what I said, okay? Getting crazy and running around kicking ass and taking names could cost you your P.I. ticket.” Buck returned to the medical team.

Traynor took a final look at the tarp lying amid a bouquet of gold and red leaves. It felt as if he was abandoning John, leaving him in the hands of strangers yet again. This time, however, he had no choice. Until Kate finished the autopsy, John was property of the state of New Hampshire.

Traynor turned and started walking down the trail to his car. As he breathed in the crisp air, he decided that whether they had gotten along did not matter. John was his brother, and Ed was going to bring his killer down.
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As Traynor walked back to his car, he decided that it was time he started his own investigation. He saw a house nestled back in the woods, hidden by pines and cedars, and walked off the road, cutting through the trees.

Green mold grew in mangy patches on the cedar shakes that covered the building, the roof of the farmer’s front porch that spanned the front sagged in the center, and the boards on the porch were warped and curled. As decrepit as it appeared from a distance, it looked worse up close. Someone had nailed a sign reading Yeehaw Junction over the door of the garage, the roof of which looked like it would collapse under the weight of the next snowfall—Traynor thought that it seemed appropriate. The owner had taken advantage of the density of the trees on his property to hide an illegal salvage yard. Rusted hulks of cars, broken appliances, and an old pickup truck with its bed full of garbage and junk littered the property. The detritus had apparently been there for years; everything wore a thick layer of rust.

Ed had one foot on the steps leading to the weathered porch when the door opened with a bang. An overweight man in a filthy T-shirt confronted him. It was just past eight in the morning and Traynor knew that the can of beer in the guy’s hand was obviously not his first of the day, nor would it be his last.

“What you want?” His bully attitude did not impress Traynor.

“I’m Ed Traynor, I’m an investigator …”

“Cops been here already. I ain’t seen or heard nothing.”

“I’m not a cop—”

He cut Traynor off mid-sentence. “Then I got nothing to say to you.”

His attitude pissed Traynor off. The anger and frustration he had been battling since he first saw his brother’s body was ignited, and his bullshit meter flew off the scale. The valve on his internal pressure cooker let go and his pent-up rage cracked through his defenses, releasing a storm of fury. He vaulted up the steps, barreled into the scumbag, and slammed him against the wall. He laid his forearm across the man’s throat and pushed forward.

“I got rights …” The junkyard owner’s voice squeaked.

“I told you, I’m not a cop. You don’t have any fucking rights with me.”

“I’ll sue the shit out of you.”

“Go ahead. However, before you do I should warn you that right now I am starting what will be a very shitty day. So bad in fact, that spreading you around the county could turn out to be the high point.”

When he swallowed, Traynor felt the man’s Adam’s apple move beneath his forearm. “You’d better talk to me, because if I think you’re holding out, I’ll burn off some of my anger. Now let’s start over. Did you hear anything last night?”

When Traynor pushed him, the beer fell from his hand, soaking Traynor’s right leg. Rather than cool him, the cold liquid fueled his flames. He put more pressure on his forearm. The junkyard owner swallowed hard and, once again, Traynor felt his Adam’s apple move. He thought the redneck was about to bawl. Traynor knew his type. He was the neighborhood bully; he had bluffed his way through life with a big front. Eventually, he would come up against someone like Traynor and show his true stripes.

Traynor could have cared less about anything but the task. He wanted to know if this bastard had seen or heard anything and was in no mood to play games with him. As the junk dealer struggled to breathe, his eyes bulged and sweat dripped from his greasy hair. Traynor tightened his grip on the sweat-soaked T-shirt, spun the man around, and pushed him.

The man flailed his arms as he teetered on the edge of the top step, his only support Traynor’s grip on his sweaty shirt. Traynor let go of the shirt, punched him in the face, and followed the asshole as he hit the ground. The junk dealer scrambled to his feet, but Traynor was waiting. He hit the man again and watched him backpedal in the direction of a rusted Plymouth. Reaching the car, Traynor placed a leg behind the man and pushed him down. The car’s left rear quarter sat on a jack, and, once his captive was on the ground, Traynor reestablished his grip on the shirt and dragged the man until his head was under the rusting chassis. Placing his foot against the jack, he said, “Now asshole, either you talk or I push—”

“ALL RIGHT, SWEET JESUS, DON’T!”

Traynor looked at the man’s face and, when his color changed from blue to red, knew he had his full attention. He eased the pressure his foot exerted on the jack.

The junk dealer stared at the metal wheel of the car hovering inches above his face and the pitch of his voice increased to a falsetto. “Last night, around eleven o’clock, a car stopped over by the bike trail. These guys got out—”

“Guys? How many guys?”

“Two got out of the car, but in no time I knew something funny was going on.”

“What do you mean funny?”

“They had a third guy in the trunk.”

“You saw all this in the dark?”

“Yeah—before it stopped, the car drove by here real slow a couple of times, and I got suspicious. I been having problems with some local kids stealing parts. So, I came outside to check it out. I walked over and hid in some bushes alongside the trail and them guys walked right by me. Like I said, one seemed nervous. The spic—”

“Spic?”

“Yeah, one of the two who was leading the fella from the trunk talked with a Spanish accent. Now, I figured that some real shit was going down. I wanted no part of it and went inside the house—a few minutes later I heard a shot.”

“What did you do then?”

“I turned out all the lights, grabbed my shotgun, and hid out back. If those spics saw my lights they might have decided to eliminate any witnesses, and I didn’t want to be around if they came calling.”

“What about the car?”

“After I heard that shot, I hid. I ain’t no hero. But, I did see enough of the car to know it was a 1964 Chevy, a classic. I recognized the taillights, probably an Impala Super Sport.”

“You’re sure it was a ’64 Chevy Super Sport?” John owned one. Had his killer driven him here in his own car?

“Well, I’m positive it was a ’64 Chevy … although I didn’t see the inside to tell if it was a Super Sport or not.”

As he calmed down, Traynor became aware of the man’s body odor. It was strong, an overly ripe smell—similar to rotten fish on a sweltering day. Traynor took a business card from his pocket, wrapped it in a twenty-dollar bill, and stuffed it down the neck of the junk dealer’s T-shirt. “That’s my card. If you remember anything else, I want a call.”

Traynor stepped back, feeling his anger burn out as quickly as it had flared up. “If I were you, I wouldn’t stay under there any longer than I had to—that jack doesn’t look very stable.”

Fully aware he would never hear from him again, Traynor left him there, walked to his car, and got in. It was a forty-five-minute drive to Salem. Time he needed to rehearse what he would say to his sister-in-law. He gripped the steering wheel so tight his knuckles turned white. Telling Jillian about John was going to be another emotional roller coaster, a chore to which he was not looking forward.

As he sped away, he looked in his rearview mirror. It would not have surprised him to see God standing in the road, accusing him as he had Cain. Apparently, he was going to be his brother’s keeper, whether he liked it or not.
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Traynor pulled into the parking lot of the apartment complex in Salem, New Hampshire, near Rockingham Park Race Track. Twenty years ago, these apartments had been among the best in Salem, and, while still in good shape, they were not luxurious by any measure. For a person who spent his entire life chasing the big score, John did not have much to show for it.

His wife, Jillian, had always been the glue that held their marriage together. She worked full time as a waitress and bore all the responsibility at home. Traynor was sure that even if they could afford a house, she and John would still have lived in apartments; he would have been little, if any, help around a home. John was better suited to living in a place where someone else was accountable for maintenance and yard work. Things between John and Jillian had deteriorated over the past couple of years, and Traynor believed she was finally ready to hand him his walking papers.

He parked in front of the building and shut the motor off. He was hesitant; this would not be easy. He sat with his hands gripping the steering wheel until his fingers began to cramp. He let his mind drift and recalled the day Jill married his brother.

[image: ]

It was a beautiful day for a wedding. A soft, gentle breeze slowly pushed big cumulus clouds across the sky, and the sun warmed the land. Traynor felt that early June was the best time of year in New England; winter’s cold and frost were gone, and the heat and humidity of summer had yet to arrive. Wanting to be sure he was not late for the ceremony, Traynor got up at first light and drove to the church early.

He and John hadn’t been close since John was arrested as a juvenile delinquent and sentenced to prison. Traynor knew that in these politically correct times, they didn’t call kids juvenile delinquents, but youthful offenders. Nevertheless, he surmised that whatever they were called, it meant the same thing; kids so dumb that most of them didn’t even know how deep in trouble they were. They believe they’re right and everyone else is wrong. John was no exception. Not once in his life had he ever taken responsibility for his actions; he always had someone to blame—in either fact or fiction.

Traynor knew John didn’t really want him to be his best man. In fact, he’d been shocked when John asked if he would do it. Traynor accepted—possibly to call his brother’s bluff. Someone, most likely Jill, had used their influence and exerted pressure on John; encouragement is not a strong enough word to describe what it took to move John in a given direction. He sure as hell wouldn’t have done it on his own. If Traynor were dying of thirst, he doubted that John would cross the street to give him a drink of water. He might do it to taunt him by pouring the water in the gutter. Somewhere, somehow, he and Traynor had lost anything even resembling brotherly love, settling for a long period of sibling hatred. Traynor was certain Jill felt that since both their parents were dead, someone from John’s family should be in the wedding. That meant their sister, Maureen, or Traynor had to do something. When Jill considered none of John’s friends suitable to serve as his best man, Traynor was most likely her only alternative.

He glanced at his watch. He was ready to kick John’s butt, ten minutes to go and still no sign of him. Jill and her father had been inside the church for almost thirty minutes, waiting for the ceremony to start. Traynor could hear the nervous chatter of the bridesmaids primping over each other. It was probable they were checking each other’s coiffures and putting final touches on their makeup.

Traynor walked outside the church to see if there was any sign of his brother. His anger increased as he paced back and forth on the steps, trying valiantly not to let his temperament show. Showing a complete disregard for anyone else’s feelings was like John. In truth, it had been a long-term behavior pattern for him. He was as mad at himself as he was at his irresponsible younger sibling. He repeatedly asked himself the same question: Why should I expect anything different? He stopped pacing and stared up the street, hoping to see John coming. He shook his head knowing that by expecting John to do the right thing, he had once again set himself up.

If John screwed this up, Jill would be devastated. Traynor had never married. In fact, he had had very few long-term relationships with women. However, he remembered how important Maureen’s wedding day had been to her, when she got married five years prior. She later explained it to him: for many women, their wedding day is the one day on which they have center stage. It is the beginning of a new life for them. One filled with promises of love, togetherness, and starting their own family, the role their mothers had been preparing them for since they were old enough to put on their first dress. To many young women, their wedding is possibly the most important thing, other than the birth of their children, which would happen in their lives.

A rusted, beat-up Dodge truck pulled over to the curb, and a cloud of white smoke rumbled from the exhaust system, a sure sign of a bad head gasket. John stumbled out of the passenger seat, slammed the door shut, and then leaned in the window. Traynor walked down the steps ready to ream him a new asshole. He was less than five feet away from the pickup when he first detected the unmistakable smell of burnt hemp. He stood behind John, fighting back the urge to grab him by the collar and shake him so hard that his eyeballs clicked. Instead, Traynor stood his ground, shaking with anger, and decided to give John another minute to stop talking with the driver of the car. Benny Ryan sat behind the steering wheel smiling that shit-eating grin dopers get when they are stoned out of their minds. John took a final toke on the joint and passed it to Benny.

Benny waved to Traynor. It was obvious that flaunting his drug use at a state cop amused him. At that moment, more than anything in his life, Traynor wanted to reach in the car and strangle them both. Finally, just as Traynor was losing control, John gave Benny a high five and stumbled away from the car.

Benny, not wanting to lose the chance to show off his disrespect for cops, burned rubber as he pulled away from the church.

John turned with a smirk on his face. There was no way he was able to hide the fact that he was stoned from Jill and her guests. He stumbled and Traynor caught his arm, keeping him from falling.

“Hey big brother, how you doing?” John grinned as if there was nothing wrong.

Traynor tightened his grip on his brother’s arm, exerting all the pressure he could. John’s grin disappeared and he squealed like a pig. Hoping to avoid a scene, Traynor loosened his grip and pulled him closer. He kept his voice low so it would not carry inside the church and said, “Goddamn you, John! Jillian is inside with her family and closest friends. In fact, I think the reason she’s marrying you is that she sees some part of you worth redeeming—although I’ll be damned if I can think what it might be—and she thinks she can change you, and what do you do? You show up bombed out of your fucking mind! What in hell is the matter with you?”

John pulled free of his grip, grinned again, shrugged his shoulders, and held his hands out to his side, palms out. “Wha’ can I say, big bro? I’m just the family fuckup.”

His attempt to assuage things with a humorous confession did nothing to cool Traynor down. What it did was piss him off more. He grabbed John again and pulled him closer. John’s breath and clothes reeked of marijuana. For Jillian’s sake, Traynor hoped no one inside got close enough to smell it—though he knew it was a futile hope. He pushed John away, took a roll of breath mints from his pocket, and gave them to John. “Here, take one of these. Hell, take all of them!”

John teetered back and forth and said in as sarcastic a tone as anyone can when they are stoned, “You wouldn’t bust me on my wedding day, would you, big bro?”

“No, but right now I’d like to kick your ass from here to Concord.”

“That’s my big brother, always wantin’ to kick my ass.” He pulled his arm free and staggered back a step. Suddenly John morphed, looking like a sad and forlorn small boy. “Why is that, Eddie? How come you always want to beat the hell out of me?”

“Possibly for the same reason that you always seem to do the worst possible fucking thing at the worst possible fucking time! Someone needs to get your attention, you thickheaded ass—and physical force is all you seem to understand.” Traynor took his arm and guided him toward the steps. “Now come on, Jill is waiting. Please, for her sake, try not to fuck things up.”

“Not to worry. It’s a piece of cake.”

With Traynor’s assistance, John made it to the altar and once they were in place, seemed to straighten up. He hoped that John was not as stoned as he thought he was. He was so busy worrying that his brother would make a shamble of the ceremony, embarrassing Jill and her family, that most of the wedding ceremony seemed to last forever.

Traynor thought it was all over when the presiding priest smelled the aura that surrounded John and looked over the top of his glasses. Obviously, he did not like the situation. Traynor’s heart raced for a few seconds but settled down when the clergyman opted not to create a scene in front of his parishioners and their guests. He turned his attention away from the groom and went on with the ceremony. He motioned to the organist. The “Wedding March” started playing, and the procession started down the aisle.

Jill looked regal in her long, flowing white gown, the train spread out behind her as her father led her down the aisle. As he watched her approach, Traynor hoped John appreciated just how lucky he was. Jillian’s father, Bill Benton, surely did. He was as proud as any father of the bride could be. Walking his daughter down that aisle was something Bill never thought he would do. He was full of cancer, it was in his liver and his lungs, and his doctors expected him to be dead in less than three months. Bill was another reason why Traynor wanted everything to go well. They had known each other for years, and Traynor had never once heard the man say a mean thing about or do anything malicious to anyone.

Jill stepped beside John, and Traynor saw her eyes narrow appreciably when she saw John’s red, blurry, bloodshot eyes and smelled the marijuana. If she had walked out of the church, he, for one, would not have blamed her. Hell, at that time, he probably would have cheered. Instead, he gave her a smile, hoping to reassure her that everything would be all right. Fortunately for everyone concerned, for the remainder of the ceremony it was. The only scare was when John fumbled while getting the ring on her finger.

The reception was another matter. It was an occasion filled with opportunities for John to make an ass of himself. Nevertheless, he survived because everyone was getting drunk and, as the guests’ level of sobriety waned, his condition became less noticeable. Traynor wondered if Jill had so much as a clue that she might have taken on a task too daunting even for her.

Traynor made a vow to stay close to them, but not to help John—he wouldn’t have appreciated it anyhow.
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A group of kids played on the grass common alongside the building, and Traynor stared at them for several seconds before realizing his nieces were among them. When he got out of the car, Julia, John and Jillian’s youngest, spotted him and ran forward, shouting, “Uncle Ed!”

She leapt from four feet away and hit him square in the chest. It was a good thing she only weighed about forty pounds or one or both of them would have been hurt. Traynor laughed as he caught the skinny five-year-old bundle of arms, legs, and blond hair. Julia was everyone’s darling. Precocious and inquisitive, she was a live wire and always kept everyone around her hopping.

He swung her around and placed her on the ground. Hearing more shouts, he looked up. Carrie, her seven-year-old sister, ran across the parking lot on a collision course with her uncle and sister. Ed had to admit that the one thing John and Jillian did well together was produce beautiful children. Both had their mother’s stunning green eyes and clear complexion, and John’s wavy golden hair.

Traynor knelt down and gathered them into his arms. They were his treasures, the only kids that ever bonded with him. Over the years, during John’s absences, of which there were many, he took them to the amusement park at Canobie Lake, shopping, or to the movies. Sometimes, he had to remind himself that he was their uncle, not their father. Suddenly, he realized that from now on he was most likely going to be the only father they had. He was afraid his face would give away the sadness he suddenly felt for them.

Julia smiled and coyly asked, “Uncle Ed, what’s that in there?”

Traynor forced a smile and patted his left jacket pocket. “You mean in this pocket?”

“No, silly, the other one. Do you have something for us in there?” She knew fully well that he always brought them something—Uncle Ed’s pockets were always as fruitful as Santa’s sack.

He reached inside and took out the candy bars he had bought for them. Once their ritual was complete, they began to chatter, and he held his hands up in surrender and said, “Okay, okay, calm down now. Is Mommy home?”

“Yes,” Julia answered, “but she’s not in a happy mood. Daddy didn’t come home last night and she has to go to work. Are you going to sit us?”

“Whoa, Pumpkin, not so fast. Where’s Eileen? I thought your Mom was paying her to watch you girls?”

“Eileen had to go away on vacation and Daddy said he’d watch us. I like it when Daddy’s home. He gives me horsey rides,” Julia said.

Her face was that of a child still too young to see her father for what he was, and the innocence he saw there made him pause. She looked at John and only saw Daddy. Traynor wished that he could have seen him through a child’s eyes. “I need to talk with Mommy. You girls go back and play.”

Julia ran off waving the candy, showing her friends the treasure her Uncle Ed had brought. Carrie remained by his side. She was the more perceptive of the girls, but then she was the oldest … old enough to realize that her father was not like the fathers of her friends. She reached up, took his hand in hers, then looked at him with her big green eyes, and asked, “Uncle Ed, is something wrong? You look sad.”

“I’m okay, Tadpole. I just need to talk with your Mommy in private for a bit. You run along and watch your sister.”

For a moment, Traynor believed she was going to push the issue. In that uncanny way kids have, she decided to leave adult problems to the adults. She suddenly jumped up, wrapped her arms around his neck, kissed him on the cheek, and then ran away joining her sister. Traynor swallowed a lump the size of the Old Man of the Mountain and fought back tears.
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Traynor walked to the apartment building, giving himself a few extra seconds to regain his composure. Entering the foyer, he paused at the mailboxes, reluctant to press the call button beneath the name Traynor. With a deep inhalation of chilly air, he pressed the button.

After a few seconds, Jillian’s voice said, “Who is it?” The electronic medium of the cheap intercom did not hide the fact that she was angry, and he didn’t need a PhD in psychology to know at whom. Trying to keep his voice level, Traynor answered, “Ed.” The interior door buzzed and unlocked with a loud click.

It only took a few minutes to climb the stairs to the third floor, and when Traynor approached her door, Jillian stood in the threshold dressed for work. Even in her work clothes, a simple white blouse and black pants, there was an air of elegance about her. Before he was able to say anything, she snapped at him. “Have you seen him?” The angry edge in her voice was sharper than a boning knife.

“Jillian—”

In that uncanny way that women have of sensing bad news, she knew why he was there before he said anything else. She must have read his body language and she backed away, her jaw clenched, and her eyes narrow and hard. The cold, steely look surprised him; it was something he had never seen before. Traynor knew then that she had already turned the corner in her relationship with John. Nobody could ever blame her for finally giving up. On a good day, John was a jerk. The finality of it must have sunk in. When she inhaled, Traynor knew that she was trying to keep her emotions in check. “Something’s happened to John.”
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