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  CHAPTER ONE


  Wind chimes tinkled, their high, golden sounds all wrong on this chill December morning. My fingertips traced my jaw to check my shave. The coffeemaker sighed, its work done. I filled my thermos. Loose linoleum tried to trip me on my way to the window. Outside there was pearl-gray sky. Hell. I’d lived here long enough to recognize a snow sky. Snow days were busy. Car accidents, medical emergencies. Not to mention the local yokel antics. Two weeks ago, a fistfight broke out at Karp’s Hardware over the last snow shovel.


  I zipped my jacket. Stuffed my leather gloves deep in my pockets. The glassy sound of the wind chimes grew frantic. Strong wind outside. My phone rang. I paused at the door. It rang twice more. No one would care if I were late to the station. No one but my feral secretary, Mrs. Dunsmore. I picked up the white plastic receiver.


  “Get out of town.” The voice was pitched low and deep, verging on Darth Vader.


  “Or what?” My pulse leapt to the base of my throat.


  “We don’t want your kind here.” He broke into a coughing fit.


  “My kind?” The more he talked, the better my chances of identifying him.


  “Homo,” he said. “Queer.” He hung up.


  I dialed *69 and wrote down the caller’s telephone number. Flipped a page and checked my log. Second call from this number. Darth Vader didn’t know it, but he was in trouble. The log contained eight other numbers. Either most people in Idyll didn’t care that their chief of police was gay, or they were smart enough not to call him at home to complain. I grabbed my thermos and whistled my way to the car. Shrieks brought my eyes up. Kids, running.


  The car radio announced that Idyll’s schools were closed, along with twenty others. The weatherman was excited. “This one could end up in the record books, folks. The worst of the storm will begin around 10:30 a.m., with visibility at less than a quarter of a mile.” Shit. We were in for it. I might have to call in the reserves. That meant overtime. The selectmen would rant. They rated safety well below meeting the annual budget. I backed out of my driveway slowly. My neighborhood was lousy with kids excited over the blizzard-induced three-day weekend. When I reached the end of the block, my radio squawked.


  The dispatcher called, “Four, 10-2.”


  Patrol car four answered. “Four, go ahead.”


  “Four, we have a 10-76.” He paused. “It’s a kid.”


  “Location?”


  “176 Spring Street.”


  Spring Street was a mile or so away. I could be there in minutes.


  “Um, what was that address again?”


  I knew that voice. Hopkins. A snowflake smacked my windshield, melting on impact. Dispatch repeated the address. Hopkins was lazy. Counting the days to retirement. Probably had been since he was a cadet. Some cops are like that. But even a shiftless hump like Hopkins could find a missing kid. He was a local, better suited to the job than me.


  Snowflakes fell lazily. Maybe this storm would fizzle out, like the last one. The police station’s parking lot was half full. My spot was at the building’s rear, my door parallel to the back stairs. The lazy clowns at the DPW did a poor job plowing. Last week I’d had to put cardboard under my rear tires.


  The station’s warmth was a shock after the cold. Nearby, I heard the soft snicker of crepe soles. Mrs. Dunsmore. She stood before me, her profile soft with age. Her nostrils flared. Her hand went to the silver crucifix she’d worn since they’d told her about me. I was tempted to tell her my grandmother, Rose, had owned one just like it. “Chief,” she said, her voice hoarse.


  I plowed forward. Her sigh was a gust at my back. I turned. “What?”


  “You’re late.” Great. The harpy wanted to scold me. “And we’ve got a situation.”


  “Gimme five minutes.” I couldn’t deal with her disapproving mug so early.


  My shining doorplate, Chief Thomas Lynch, was only a month old, though I’d been here almost a year. I reached for my phone. Punched in three digits. “Get me the address for this number.” I recited the one from this morning’s call.


  “Will do,” my part-time detective, Finnegan, promised.


  I sat in my chair, tented my fingers, and stared at the ceiling. The room smelled of burnt dust. The odor would last until late spring, when the heat was turned off. The phone rang. Outside call. I snatched the receiver up. “Chief Lynch.”


  “Chief, it’s Charles Gallagher.” Charles co-owned the town’s candy store, Sweet Dreams, with his partner in all senses of the word, David Evans.


  “Good morning, Mr. Gallagher. How are you?”


  “Not well, I’m afraid. We’ve had a break-in at the store.”


  Mrs. Dunsmore walked in. I waved her out, mouthing, “Give me ten.” She scowled but left.


  He said, “I went to put up a sign saying we’re closed, what with the blizzard coming. Wanted to make sure the hatches were battened, so to speak. The back door was broken open.”


  “Cash register?” I asked.


  “Intact, but inside is a mess. There’s glass and candy everywhere, and there’s hate speech on the wall.”


  “Hate speech?”


  “Anti-gay.” Faint crunching sounds came through the phone. “It’s going to take forever to clean up this mess.”


  “You’re insured?” I asked.


  My phone lit up. It blinked and then disappeared. Mrs. Dunsmore had grabbed it. She’d been doing it more often, as if it were her job. Funny, given her feelings about me.


  He said, “Oh, of course we’re insured. It’s not that. I can’t believe that someone would do this.” He sounded confused. Shock, most likely.


  “I’ll send someone over, to take a statement and pictures. Don’t touch anything.”


  “You can’t come?” he asked.


  Burglaries weren’t my patch, and he wasn’t asking because it was my job.


  “Detective Finnegan will be over soon.”


  “Thanks, Chief.”


  He hadn’t called the main line. Maybe he worried our detectives wouldn’t be sympathetic. I hoped that wasn’t true, although Wright would walk six feet around the coffeepot, empty mug in hand, if I stood in its path. It shouldn’t have surprised me. Black guys are more homophobic than white guys.


  Finnegan was in the detectives’ pen. He wore a checked sports coat so loud I had to look away. Between his stubby fingers, he held a slip of paper. I grabbed it. An address: 20 Suffolk Street. “Good work. I need to know about cars registered to this address. Get the makes and plate numbers,” I said.


  “Okey doke.” He drank from a mug that read, “Feel Safe at Night. Sleep with a Cop.” He peered around me. “Lady D. is on the hunt for you.”


  “I know. She tried to pin me when I got in. Any idea what bee is in her bonnet?”


  “Nope.” Finnegan enjoyed an odd relationship with Mrs. Dunsmore. She gave him hell for smoking, his filthy desk area, and his wardrobe. He bared his nicotine-stained teeth at her and offered to make her the fourth Mrs. Finnegan. “Hey, when you see her, tell her I took the call and recorded the number,” he told me.


  “Huh?”


  He waved his hand. “She’ll know.”


  I said, “We got a situation up at Sweet Dreams.”


  He cocked his head. “Someone knocked over the candy store?”


  “Someone broke in and wrote hate speech on the wall.”


  “That’s no way to show holiday spirit.” He didn’t ask what kind of hate speech. “You hear about the storm? Should be a fun day.”


  I wished I shared his enthusiasm. On my way back to my desk, Mrs. Dunsmore planted herself in front of me. “Chief, half the crew is out.”


  “Half?”


  “They’re really sick. Not taking pre-holiday days.” I’d noticed the waste bins full of crumpled tissues and the coughs. I’d escaped contagion. Not being popular had perks. “This coming storm is a bad one,” she said.


  On a normal day, we could survive with a skeleton crew. Idyll, Connecticut, wasn’t plagued by crime. The snow-shovel fistfight had been the most exciting event until Mr. Gallagher’s call this morning. “Another thing. John wants you.”


  “John,” I said.


  “Miller.” She saw my confusion and grimaced. “On dispatch.” Mrs. Dunsmore was appalled that I didn’t immediately recognize every name in the station. We had three Johns, and I hadn’t lived here for a thousand years, unlike some people I could name.


  “Finnegan says he took the call and recorded the number,” I told her.


  “Good.” She walked away. So much for including me in their work.


  John Miller wore a green sweatshirt and a Santa hat. He was one of those people who decorated everything, including themselves, for the holidays. It was a wonder we weren’t best friends. “Chief.” He kept one ear cocked toward his panel. “I heard back from Hopkins.”


  “Missing kid. Yeah. I heard the call.”


  “His name is Cody Forrand. He’s six years old, and he’s still missing. I sent Klein and Wilson to help search. That leaves us down one unit.”


  Half the shift was out sick. “How long has Cody been missing?”


  He glanced at the big clock above his mounted phone. “Almost two hours. Oh, and another thing.” His Santa hat listed toward his left ear. “He’s got a medical condition. Something about not being able to handle cold weather.”


  I looked past him, out the window. The snow fell, the flakes like white bullets raining down. “Shit,” I said.


  John Miller nodded. His Santa hat tilted too far and slid onto the counter with a soft plop.
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  The weatherman was on the radio, even more excited. “We’ve heard from folks in New Haven. They’ve got two inches already, and there’s plenty more to come. Expect decreased visibility and high winds. The governor is urging people to stay off the roads.”


  In a neighborhood of larger ranches, 176 Spring Street was a small home. Its door sported a faded wreath. No signs of our patrol cars. On the small lawn stood a plastic playhouse, its pitched roof covered in snow. I knuckled the front door. A man yanked it open. His anxiety rolled off him in waves, like heat.


  “Good morning, Mr. Forrand. I’m Chief Lynch.”


  He glanced past me and asked, “Did they find him?”


  “Not yet.” I stepped into the entryway. Hats, mittens, and scarves in bright crayon colors hung from pegs. The adults’ coats were visible only in small patches below.


  “Sorry, I’m Pete.” We shook hands. His fingers were cold. We walked inside. The living room floor was a minefield of action figures and half-dressed dolls. A bare fir tree was propped in the corner, no gift-wrapped boxes below. Christmas was two weeks away. Stockings were tacked to the wall, their flat, baggy forms cheerless. Smells assaulted me. Wet clothes. Burnt toast. Urine. Coffee. Above the TV, a family photo hung off-center. Dad posed behind son; and Mom, behind daughter, who was older than her brother. Cody had brown hair and eyes. He looked small for six, but the photo might be old.


  “This way.” He walked through the living room and into the kitchen. A petite woman stood near the wall-mounted phone. A girl, her hair in two dark braids, sat at the table, coloring. Breakfast remains cluttered the table and counters: loaf of bread, stick of butter, banana peel, cereal boxes, milk-filled bowls, and mugs.


  “Mrs. Forrand, I’m Police Chief Lynch. I’m here about Cody.”


  “He’s been gone over two hours! In this weather he . . .” She stopped, eyes on her daughter, unwilling to finish the sentence.


  The girl put her crayon down. Looked up at me. “Cody has CIPA.” Her eyes were light gray, her stare unblinking.


  “CIPA?” I asked.


  Mrs. Forrand tucked her hair behind her ear. “It’s a nervous-system disorder. Very rare. He won the genetic lottery. He can’t feel pain.”


  “He can’t feel pain?” I asked.


  She clucked her tongue. “It’s worse than it sounds. He’s broken four bones and burnt himself I don’t know how many times. It’s hard to teach him to be careful.”


  “Cody’s like a superhero,” the girl said. “He just doesn’t know when to quit.”


  “Where are the other police?” Mrs. Forrand asked, looking out the window.


  So they hadn’t reported in to the parents. Well done, Hopkins.


  “They’re searching. I’m sorry, but what is Cody’s problem with the cold?”


  Mrs. Forrand said, “He can’t regulate his temperature, and he doesn’t feel the cold like you or I would, so we have to set time limits for him, to keep him safe.”


  “What time did he leave the house?”


  “7:30. He was bouncing off the walls, excited by the snow day. He was supposed to be gone twenty minutes. When I called him inside, he wasn’t in the yard.”


  Mr. Forrand said, “I checked his friends’ houses. They hadn’t seen him. I walked around, calling his name. When I got back, he hadn’t shown, so Jane called the police. I went out again, ten minutes ago.” He glanced at the wall clock. “Hell. I should call work. Tell them I’ll be out all day.” He cleared his throat. “I thought we’d find him by now.”


  “He’s always had this condition?” I asked.


  Mrs. Forrand walked to the table. Picked up a cereal bowl. “Since birth.”


  Her husband said, “He wasn’t diagnosed until almost two years ago.” He raked his hand through his hair. “We didn’t understand why he didn’t cry when he got hurt. We thought he was this super tough kid. None of the doctors knew what was wrong.”


  “They thought we abused him,” his wife whispered. “Because of his injuries.”


  The girl piped up. “There’s only thirty-two kids like Cody in the whole country.”


  Mrs. Forrand carried the bowl to the sink. Her blond hair needed washing. Her eyes had dark circles. She looked like she’d had more than a rough morning. Drugs?


  “Has Cody gone missing before?” I asked.


  “Why are you asking that?” She crossed her arms.


  “I wondered if maybe he had a hiding place we should check,” I said.


  She bit her lip, worked it between her small teeth.


  The girl stood up. “I can help look.”


  Her parents turned to her, ready to object.


  “I’m eight,” she said. “I’m not a baby. Besides, he’ll come if he hears me calling.”


  Her mother swatted the idea away with her hand. “No, Anna. Stay inside. The police are looking for him. He’ll be home soon.” Anna bit her lip, a mirror gesture of her mother’s.


  “Anna,” I said, “do you have any idea where Cody might’ve gone?”


  “Doug’s house, but Dad already checked there. Twice.”


  “Please,” Mrs. Forrand said. Her hands shook. “Please find him.”


  “Maybe we should get the press involved,” I suggested.


  Mr. Forrand said, “Won’t that slow us down? I think we should search first. He’s out there, freezing, and he can’t feel it!”


  “Can you get neighbors to help?” I asked.


  “Of course. I wanted to go before, when they arrived, but they wouldn’t let me.” They being my men. “His birthday’s in six weeks,” he said. “He’ll be seven years old.”


  I snuck a look at my watch. Would he? Cody Forrand had been missing over two and a half hours.


  
    
  


  CHAPTER TWO


  I radioed Hopkins. Told him to meet me outside the Forrand house. He pulled his car in front of the house, got out, and waddled over to me, hitching his pants every five steps. Billy, the station rookie, came too.


  “Status?” I aimed my remark at Hopkins.


  “Lady across the street saw Cody when she walked her dog, around 7:45 a.m. Next-door neighbor saw him too. After that, nada. We’ve canvassed four blocks.”


  “Do you have a pic?” I asked. He pulled a glossy photo from his jacket. Cody had that too-wide smile kids give in school pictures. He wore a navy V-neck and had spit-flat hair. “We’ll need copies. Billy, why don’t you get on that? Get some flashlights, too.”


  Billy’s gloved hands were tucked under his armpits. His lack of body fat was a liability. “Sure thing.” He looked at Hopkins. “Keys?” Hopkins tossed him the set.


  “What about the other team?” I asked. “Dispatch sent another car, yeah?”


  “They went to the park, the one with the big playground,” Hopkins said.


  “Walker Park? Bring ’em back. We’re getting neighbors and more men from the station. Then we’ll start searching.”


  He muttered, “We’ve been searching.” I let it go. It was cold, and he’d been outside over an hour. Assuming he hadn’t made Billy do all the legwork.
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  The volunteers gave us trouble. Whole families appeared. Kids cried, “I’ll help find him!” I told Officer Klein he should arrest the next parent who brought a child to help search. He wiped snowflakes from his cheeks and said, “Seriously?”


  Mrs. Lutts, the dog walker who’d spotted Cody, told me, “You should talk to Angela May.”


  “Did she see Cody?” I asked.


  “No, she’s a psychic. She helped find my wedding ring last year, and she found the Peterson’s lost cat, Marmalade.”


  “Uh-huh.” A psychic? What was with these people?


  Mrs. Forrand’s sister, Jessica, showed up while I examined a map. She was younger and blonder than her sister. “Why haven’t we started yet?” she demanded.


  Time ticked away. We waited for Billy to return. Mr. Forrand stomped his boots and said, “Ready yet?”


  We assembled the volunteers into two-person teams, one civvy and one cop. There were fewer cops, so two teams were composed of neighbors. I asked them if they had everything they needed. “Are we supposed to have walkie-talkies?” one asked.


  Damn it. Of course. The civvies didn’t have them. I told Klein to sort it out.


  The snow fell sideways, blown by a wind that made everyone shiver. Even big guys like me felt the chill. How could Cody survive this? He can’t feel the cold. No pain was a superpower. One that could kill him.


  Yankowitz and Robinson showed up last. Yankowitz tugged on his earflaps. Made me wish I had some. My skullcap kept creeping up, exposing my ears. “Chief?” He seemed scared. I’d nearly fired him, after he wrecked a patrol car. I’d taken him off meter-maid duty and found something he could do: restart our town’s abandoned K-9 program.


  Mrs. Forrand tugged the front window curtain aside, watching people pace the snowy road. I moved out of her sight line.


  “I was thinking, if it would help, I could bring Skylar.” Yankowitz rocked on his heels. Made deep half-moons in the snow. He was a little heavy. A lot of my men were.


  “She’s my other dog, trained in search and rescue,” he said.


  Another dog? Jinx, his German shepherd, was trained to sniff out drugs and take down bad guys. “Skylar could find Cody?”


  “The snow might make it tough, but she can show us where he headed.”


  A neighbor approached. Mr. Waterson, former Army. He’d told me when he arrived. “Um, Chief, where are the water bottles?” he asked.


  “Water bottles,” I repeated.


  “You have to make sure searchers stay hydrated.” He looked around. “Some of these folks need better gear, you included. In this weather, cotton kills.”


  “I’ll get somebody to fetch water.”


  Yankowitz peered at my map. “You need to halve the area they’re searching. He’s a kid. He didn’t walk six miles. Not in this,” he said.


  “Only have ’em search a quarter mile?” I asked. It sounded too small.


  “Most searches done in good weather, you don’t run a survey bigger than this.” So Yankowitz knew about search and rescue. That made one of us.


  “Go get the dog,” I told him.


  “Hey, everybody, change of plans,” I called. The volunteers grumbled. Mr. Forrand said, “We need to get out there. Now!” I said we needed water, and a neighbor piped up, “I’ve got a case in my garage. If someone comes with me, we can grab ’em.” Officer Dix said he’d help. I had Klein rezone the map, halve everyone’s areas.


  Mr. Forrand stomped over. “Why are you redoing the maps?”


  I told him the search area was too ambitious.


  “What if Cody got that far? We need to be out there, looking. Not waiting for water!”


  I said, “If we don’t find him, we’ll widen the area. I need to consider everyone’s safety.” He muttered, “Idiot.” I pretended not to hear.


  After the maps were changed, we gathered everyone and went over protocol: Search the assigned areas for a boy wearing a red coat and blue snow pants. If they found Cody, radio for an ambulance. Return to the Forrands’ house when they finished. Hopkins would stay at the house. He’d alert us if Cody returned, and serve as our liaison for on-the-ground situations. The water bottles arrived. Each volunteer took one. Billy tested that everyone was tuned into the right radio channel. Mr. Forrand said, “Let’s go already!” I sent them off and wished them luck.


  Snow pelted every bit of bare skin. The back of my neck was half numb. I could’ve sat in my car, run the heater, or gone inside, like Hopkins. It felt wrong. I’d sent twenty-two men and women to search in this. I could wait until Yankowitz showed up. When he did, a furry golden dog jumped from his car to the snowy ground. It barked, once, the sound muffled by the snow.


  “Golden retriever.” I knew this breed. Mostly from TV commercials.


  Yankowitz said, “Her name is Skylar. She’s four years old.” Skylar snapped at falling snowflakes.


  “She’s done searches before?” I asked.


  “A few, and she’s had lots of training.”


  Yankowitz gave Skylar an order. She stopped playing and followed us to the front door. Mrs. Forrand opened it after one knock. She started back when she saw the dog. “Oh!” Her hand flew to her mouth.


  Yankowitz said, “It’s okay. She’s very gentle.”


  “Doggie!” Anna hurtled toward us, arms extended.


  “Anna!” her mother warned. Too late. Anna had wrapped her arms around the dog’s neck.


  “This is Skylar. She’s a trained search-and-rescue dog,” Yankowitz said.


  Hopkins came out of the kitchen, a muffin in his hand. “Where’s Jinx?” he asked. All of us had met Yankowitz’s other dog. He’d become the station mascot.


  “Home,” Yankowitz said. “We’ll need a piece of Cody’s clothing.”


  Mrs. Forrand nodded, though she looked uncertain. “Anna, honey, leave the dog alone.” Anna got in one last, long pet, from Skylar’s ears to her rump.


  Yankowitz told Mrs. Forrand, “Something he wore recently is best.”


  “How about his pajamas?” she asked. “I’ll go fetch them.”


  “We’ll come,” I said. A look around the house wasn’t something I’d pass up. Maybe we’d find a clue to Cody’s location. A few feet later, I found three deep holes puncturing the hallway’s plaster at waist level. Smaller than a fist, but deep. I stopped to examine them. Hammer? The holes, ragged paint and plaster at the edges, spoke of rage.


  “Where did these come from?” The plaster left white dust on my fingertips. She’d mentioned abuse accusations. What if there was something to them?


  “Golf club,” she said. “Cody made two holes before I heard him. He caught Anna on the shoulder with the third.”


  “Ouch,” Yankowitz said.


  “She was only bruised, thank God,” Mrs. Forrand said. “It’s hard for Cody to understand pain. How other people feel. It’s totally foreign to him.”


  “Any trouble at school?” I asked. A kid like Cody might be a problem when a disagreement on the playground broke out. Might hit too hard or never stop hitting.


  “That hasn’t been the problem,” she said.


  Her comment made me ask, “What has been the problem?”


  She rubbed her arms. “Kids at school, boys, mostly, dare Cody to do things. Jump off the top of the slide. Touch hot things. Cody loves attention. So he does it, every time. Last month he cut his arm with an X-Acto knife on a dare. Didn’t tell us because he knew we’d be upset. He needed a tetanus shot and an overnight stay at the hospital.”


  She turned into the first room on the right. The smell of urine was strong here. I didn’t figure Anna for a bed wetter, so it must be Cody. Maybe it was part of his condition. There were two bunk beds. “Cody’s bed is on top,” Mrs. Forrand said. The room’s décor was a mishmash of glitter, robots, sports teams, and plush animals.


  She picked up a pajama top from the floor. Yankowitz took it with a “thanks.”


  When we reached the living room, Hopkins was there. “We got an injury,” he said. “Idiot got lashed in the eye by a tree branch. Had to reassign teams. Goddamn civvies.”


  “Hey,” I said. “Language.” I jerked my head toward Anna, who lay on her stomach on the floor, a blue crayon in hand.


  She said, “I’m making Cody a picture of trucks.” I gave it a glance. The truck was a rectangle on two circles with one square window.


  We walked outside, back into the cold and blowing snow. Yankowitz held the pajama top in front of Skylar and gave her an order. Skylar lowered her head and moved, quickly. Yankowitz, attached by a long lead, followed at a distance. The dog went inside the child-sized playhouse, and then came back out. Moved toward the backyard. Across the white lawn was the back of a yellow ranch. A house where no one had answered during the first neighborhood sweep. Skylar trotted downhill. She stopped. Her muzzle nudged the snow. “Has she got something?” I asked.


  “Give her time,” he said.


  Skylar led us to the yellow house. The lights were on. A car was covered in snow, and there were no tracks in the drive. Not driven since the snow began. Maybe the owner had seen Cody. “I’m going to knock,” I told Yankowitz. I walked to the front of the house, where two shallow cement steps led me to the dark-brown front door. There were no holiday decorations. I wondered if the occupant was Jewish or Muslim. Then I remembered where I was: Idyll, Connecticut, in the year of our Lord, 1997. I rapped the rusted brass knocker against the door and waited. The door opened a few inches to reveal a strong-jawed young man.


  “Help you?” he said.


  “Hi there. A boy from the neighborhood is missing. Cody Forrand. He went outside to play and hasn’t come home. We’re asking folks if they’ve seen him.”


  “Nope.” His answer cut short my next line.


  “You haven’t seen his picture.” I held up the photo.


  His eyes bounced off it. “No. Sorry.”


  “You are?” I asked.


  “Mike.” He tapped his foot. Jittery.


  “Got a last name, Mike?”


  “Calloway.”


  “Anyone else live with you?”


  “Nah,” he said.


  “What were you up to this morning?”


  “I was—” He stopped. Thought. “Sleeping in. Work was cancelled.”


  “Where’s work?” This guy set off alarm bells. Maybe he didn’t like cops. Maybe something else.


  “Idyll Elementary.” He didn’t open the door wider.


  “You’re a teacher?” He seemed awful young.


  “I teach computing. This is my second year.”


  “Maybe you had Cody in your class. Cody Forrand.” I held the photo up.


  This time he looked. “Don’t think so. Sorry. Um, I’ve got breakfast nuking in the microwave. It’s gonna explode if I don’t get it.”


  “Okay,” I said. “Thanks for your time.”


  He closed the door so hard it vibrated in its frame.


  The dog had led Yankowitz four houses away. When I reached them, he said, “She’s been back and forth here. Neighbor see anything?”


  “Says no.”


  My voice must’ve betrayed my skepticism. “You don’t believe him?” he asked.


  “He was weird. I don’t like weird.”


  Skylar whined. Yankowitz patted her. Snow fell from her coat. “She’s reached the end.” He pulled a bone from his pocket. “Good girl,” he said.


  “She go near any of the houses?” I asked.


  “The house you checked and that one.” He pointed to a white house. I checked my notes. Billy had rung the doorbell but got no response. “Whoever lives there sure has the holiday spirit.” He wasn’t kidding. The house had lights strung on the roof and electric candles in every window. Three wise men and a giant plywood Snoopy oversaw a nativity scene on the lawn. A dozen ceramic elves lined the walkway.


  “I’m going to bring Skylar up.” He pointed to the sloping lawn we’d descended.


  “I’ll check this house,” I said. “Then meet you.”


  The doorbell played “Silent Night.” The woman who opened the door wore a red sweater with white reindeer. “Oh!” She stepped back. “Come in! Come in. Don’t fuss about your boots.” I gave up trying to kick the snow off and stepped inside. I removed my hat. Its black wool was white with snow. She pushed up her glasses. “My, it’s really blowing out there, isn’t it?”


  “Sure is. Ma’am, a boy has gone missing. I wonder if you’ve seen him?” I handed her the photo. The heat turned the snow into rain. I dripped fat drops onto her Santa mat.


  She looked at the photo. “Cody,” she said. “Forrand, isn’t it?”


  “Yes. He was playing outside this morning. Hasn’t been seen since.”


  Her hand smacked her sweater reindeers. “I did see him, this morning. He was playing near the neighbor’s house. Mr. Calloway’s.”


  “The teacher?” The one who’d seemed shifty. Who’d denied seeing Cody.


  “I thought Cody was looking for something. Kept peering at the ground. I was going to ask him, but the oven started beeping. I’m baking cookies for the church bake sale. Would you like one?”


  My stomach rumbled. I hadn’t had anything but coffee. Coffee that sat in my car, stone cold now. “No, thanks. What time did you see Cody?”


  “It must’ve been about ten minutes before eight. That’s when the cookies had to come out of the oven. You’ve got to be careful. Butter cookies burn so easy.”


  “Did you see him after that?”


  “No. I put the next batch in, and I forgot about Cody. My sister called and I got to talking with her. Wait. The doorbell rang, later, but I didn’t catch it in time. Phone cord doesn’t stretch that long. Do you think it could’ve been Cody?”


  “No. Probably a policeman. Mr. Calloway, next door, has he lived here long?”


  “Almost two years. He teaches at Idyll Elementary.”


  “Okay. Thanks for your help, Mrs. . . . ?”


  “Ms. Hart.” She leaned on the “mizz” and added, “Never married. Not the type. From what I hear, neither are you.” She winked. Dimples appeared.


  Back outside. The storm felt worse after being indoors. I thought of what she’d told me. She’s a lesbian? She belonged to a church? Did the neighbors know? My radio beeped. Billy reported that a Mr. Cullen on Dogwood Avenue had seen a boy like Cody around 8:15 a.m. The volunteers chattered. Two said they’d head to Dogwood. Others said they were closer. I got on the radio and said, “Stop talking.” They didn’t. I yelled it. They stopped. I walked uphill, against the wind. Yankowitz stood outside his car. Skylar lay on the back seat, eyes alert. “Dogwood Avenue?” I asked him.


  “Small dead-end road five blocks from here,” he said.


  “Yankowitz will check out Dogwood,” I said into the radio. “Everyone else, check your area. Return to base when you finish.”


  “You sure you’ll be okay out here, Chief?” Yankowitz asked. “Your gloves aren’t up to the job. Your boots either.”


  My leather gloves were wet, and my boots weren’t keeping my toes dry or warm. I blinked a snowflake from my eyelash. “I’m fine. Head out.”


  He drove away. I looked up, into the falling snow. It was like looking into outer space. Stars zooming past. Where was Cody? God, don’t let the kid die. Just this once, don’t be a complete fuck. Not this time. Okay?


  “Chief!”


  I looked back at the Forrands’ house, where Hopkins stood. Bastard wore only a shirt. Cozy as a bug in a rug. I should swap him out with a searcher. See how he liked it out here, with wet feet and a runny nose.


  “Chief, they found him!”


  All my animosity disappeared. I ran toward Hopkins, eager for the news.


  For once, God had listened.


  
    
  


  CHAPTER THREE


  Anna jumped up and down. “They found him! They found him!”


  “Where?” I asked.


  “At the McManus house, on Beech Street,” Hopkins said. Beech Street was two streets over. How had we missed him?


  Anna stopped jumping. “Cody isn’t allowed to play there,” she said.


  Mrs. Forrand said, “She’s right. Those boys are always trying to get Cody to do stunts.” Her eyebrows leapt a half inch. “Has he been there the whole time? Since this morning?”


  We all checked the clock. Noon. Perhaps he’d never been cold at all, but sitting, warm, inside the McManus house.


  Hopkins said, “Should we call an ambulance?”


  Mrs. Forrand seemed dazed. She asked, “Can I see him first? I want to see him.”


  “Okay. Hopkins, who’s with Cody?” I asked.


  “Officer Dix and a neighbor volunteer, Mr. Phelps. You want me to send ’em back here?”


  “We’ll go to them. You stay here and recall all the volunteers.”


  Hopkins said, “Will do.” He gave me a smile. It was hard not to feel good. We’d found the missing kid, safe and sound, two weeks before Christmas.


  Anna zipped her quilted purple coat. “Should I bring Sammy?” she asked.


  “Who’s Sammy?” I asked.


  Mrs. Forrand said, “Cody’s favorite stuffed toy. It’s a raccoon. His Uncle Greg gave it to him.”


  Anna said, “He’s not really our uncle.”


  “He’s Pete’s best friend,” Mrs. Forrand said. “Cody adores Greg. Anna, let’s leave Sammy here. Cody can play with him when he comes home.”


  Mrs. Forrand directed me to the McManus house. Inside, Dix stood with Mr. Phelps. They watched three boys, seated on sofas. Crumbs and juice boxes littered the coffee table. “Cody!” Anna called, bounding into the room ahead of us. She stopped short. “Where’s Cody?”


  “Right here.” Mr. Phelps pointed to the youngest boy, who was drinking from a juice box. He had brown hair and eyes.


  “That’s not Cody,” Anna said, outraged.


  Mrs. Forrand stared at the boy. The expression in her eyes wasn’t one of love.


  “If that’s not Cody, who is it?” Dix asked. He looked to me. I had nothing.


  “It’s Brian McManus,” Mrs. Forrand said. Her voice was colder than the wind outside.


  “You said it was Cody,” Dix said to Mr. Phelps, who had gone goggle-eyed.


  “He said he was.” Mr. Phelps gestured at Brian McManus. “I don’t know Cody that well. They look alike.”


  The two older boys erupted into laughter. The tallest, perhaps twelve, clutched his stomach. Mrs. Forrand walked over and seized his ear. She pulled upward; he yelped. “Ow! Let me go!” He stood.


  “Not until you tell me what’s going on. Where’s Cody?” She twisted his ear.


  He screamed. “Agh! I don’t know. I don’t. We heard people were looking for him, and we thought it would be funny to pretend Brian was Cody.”


  The middle boy scanned the room, searching for an escape route. There wasn’t one. “We thought it would be funny,” he said in a small voice.


  She released the oldest’s ear. He cradled his head. “I’m calling my dad,” he said.


  Dix said, “Oh, we’ll speak to your parents, son. Where are they, anyway?”


  “Dad works at Con Edison. Ma had to check on Aunt Cindy. She’s supposed to be home soon.”


  “So they left you three alone here, huh?” Dix shook his head. “Wonderful.”


  “Where’s Cody?” Anna asked.


  “We don’t know,” Brian said. He slurped the last of his juice. “Really.”


  Neither did we. And I’d had Hopkins recall all the volunteers. Fuck.


  “Did you finish searching your area?” I asked Dix.


  “We had two more houses and yards. Plus one shed,” he said.


  “Mr. Phelps, report back at the Forrand house. Thanks for your help.”


  “You’re stopping the search?” Mrs. Forrand yelled.


  “No,” I told her. “Dix, finish searching your area. Then come back here and tell Mrs. McManus what a help her boys have been.”


  “My pleasure,” he said. “Boys, it looks like Christmas might be cancelled.”


  Over the complaints of the McManus clan, I said, “Mrs. Forrand, I’ll take you and Anna home. We’ll re-coordinate there.”


  “You boys are bad,” Anna said. She stood before Brian. The boy they’d passed off as Cody. He couldn’t meet her gaze. “I hope Santa skips your house.”


  The middle boy, eyes glued to the ground, snorted. “Santa’s not—”


  “Hey!” Dix yelled.


  Anna stared at the boy. “I know Santa’s not real. I’ve known it for years. I’m not stupid.” She turned to walk away. Pivoted and said, “Not like you.”


  [image: ]


  Chaos reigned outside the Forrands’ house. Teams of volunteers hurled questions. We hadn’t found Cody? But we’d called them in. Said we’d found him. They’d come back, and now we were going to send them out again? They had kids to watch, dogs to walk, driveways to clear. Underneath it all was a tidal shift. With the weather worsening and no sign of Cody, it was clear that they no longer bet on finding a live child. And of course none of them wanted to find a corpse. I paired Hopkins with Billy. Put them in charge of finding which zones had been left unexplored. We’d send the neighbor volunteers home. The police would search the remaining areas.


  Mr. Forrand appeared beside my car, hat missing, hair wet. “I heard what happened with those McManus boys. I’m going to sue their parents!”


  “I understand you’re upset, sir.”


  “Upset! Those little shits cost us precious time. Half the volunteers are headed home. Cody’s been gone over five hours. No one is looking for him. You don’t have children, but if you did—”


  “Sir, I need to reorganize the search.”


  “If you hadn’t bungled this search to begin with, Cody might be home.”


  It was fear talking. His son might be dead. Yet his words rankled. Should I have dispatched teams faster? Not redrawn the maps? I should’ve made sure it was Cody at the Beech Street house before I recalled the volunteers. But who could’ve predicted those kids would pull such a prank?


  “Excuse me, Mr. Forrand, I need to call in.” I got in my car. He stood beside it, eyes scanning the whitewashed world. I picked up my handheld and asked to speak to Finnegan. He’d better be back from Sweet Dreams.


  “Chief, you need a cell phone,” Finnegan said when he came on line.


  “Yeah, yeah.” I’d been told this by the mayor and the selectmen. Were they willing to foot the bill? Nope. “Look. Cody Forrand is still missing. Some brats in the neighborhood pretended one of them was Cody, and we called off the search. Too soon. Now I’ve got the neighborhood searchers packing it in. How many men are at the station?”


  “Four, but they’re all out. There was an accident on Main. Three cars. Plus a medical emergency. Old guy shoveling. Probably heart attack.”


  “Can we get the staties? Maybe a helicopter? This kid won’t survive out here.”


  “Have you considered that he isn’t out there? Maybe someone took him?”


  “I’ve got no evidence he was snatched. Ask more neighboring towns to keep an eye out, will you?”


  “Sure. I’ll try the staties too, but blizzards stretch ’em thin. They might not be able to assist.” He sounded aggrieved. No one liked a missing-child case.


  “If you can’t reach me, call Hopkins. He’s at the Forrands’ house.”


  “Of course he is. While the rest of you get snowed on.”


  Finnegan’s teeth weren’t chattering either.


  Mr. Forrand had moved away from my car. I got inside his house without attracting his attention. In the kitchen, Mrs. Forrand hovered by Hopkins, who tapped a map. “Here,” he said. “They came back when we said he’d been found.”


  I looked over his shoulder. “Is that the only area left to explore?” It was nearly three miles away. Lots of houses. “That and here,” Hopkins tapped the map with a pencil eraser. “I sent Klein to check them out. He’s due back any minute.”


  I said, “Finnegan’s going to call the staties. See if we can get a helicopter.”


  “In this weather?” Billy asked. Mrs. Forrand was on the verge of tears. I jerked my head toward her and gave him a death glare.


  I said, “We’ve asked neighboring police to keep an eye out. Billy, head back. Give Finnegan a copy of Cody’s picture for distribution. Help make calls.”


  “You don’t need me to search?” He unfolded himself from the chair. His cheeks were still red, but he had energy reserves. Blessed are the young, for they are fit.


  “I’ll take the last area. Send the others back to the station. Hopkins, stay here and write up your notes.”


  Jessica, Mrs. Forrand’s sister, entered the kitchen as Billy exited. “Hey, what’s going on? You’re leaving?” she asked. “Aren’t you going to go back out and search?”


  I took the map from Hopkins. “I’m checking the last unsearched area,” I told her. “After that, we need to regroup and see if we can get more state resources.”


  “If he’s out there and you leave . . .” she lowered her voice, “he could die.”


  “If we can get a helicopter, we can search a wider area.”


  She looked bedraggled. “Fine, but make sure you keep us updated. They’re losing their minds.” Mrs. Forrand wept quietly by the sink. Jessica rubbed her back and murmured, “Stay strong, Jane. Cody needs you.”


  Another two inches of snow had fallen. I had to clear the rear window and windshield of my car. I eased it onto the road using a combination of speed and prayer. Hey, God. You listening? Take your finger out of your ear and let’s do this.


  The area to be searched had plenty of houses. No one had seen Cody. I asked people with basement doors and outside access to look inside. They obliged but found nothing—except one woman who shouted, “Oh! He did buy the necklace!” She’d found her Christmas present early. I rubbed crusted snow from car windows and peered inside. My fingers throbbed. The snow was over my boots, soaking my pants. Cody would be in worse shape. Only he wouldn’t feel it. He’s not feeling anything. Six hours. A healthy kid couldn’t survive this. And Cody wasn’t a healthy kid.


  “Shut up,” I told myself.


  I checked under porches and in garages. My nose dripped as I trudged through snow to check another shed. The door was ajar. Inside, I saw red. Cody was wearing red. I pushed the stiff door a few inches so I could squeeze inside. Two filthy windows failed to let in the dim light. I walked toward the red, avoiding a mower and a rake. Smacked my leg into a large table. I edged closer. It was a coat, hanging from a nail. I picked it up. Too much fabric. Too big. Hell. I stumbled outside. The snow had quieted the world.


  What if he was somewhere out here, buried under a drift? We’d need the medical examiner. A cold flake attacked my temple. As long as it wasn’t Damien Saunders. Please let them send someone else.


  Four weeks ago, I’d have been happy to see Damien. Was happy, when he invited me to a restaurant just across the Massachusetts border. I’d thought he was being protective of my reputation. When I showed up, he sat at a table in the back with five others, three men and two women. One look at Kate, with her butch haircut and flannel shirt, and I knew this wasn’t a date. It was an initiation, into a club I didn’t want to join.


  They called themselves GALP, Gay and Lesbian Police. Three, including Damien and me, were from Connecticut; three were from Massachusetts; and one was from Rhode Island. They sometimes met at each other’s houses, but not often. They were paranoid their colleagues would see out-of-state cars in their driveways and ask questions. The Rhode Island officer, Sally, said she’d been given a polygraph and asked if she was gay during her hiring process. Damien listened to their fears and smiled gently. That smile made me want to tip the table, watch the silverware clash to the ground, the glasses spill foam onto the floor.


  The cop from Hartford, Lou, asked what it was like for me, now, at work.


  “Fine,” I said. Damien pursed his lips. He knew about the magazine incident. “I mean, they’re not throwing me a pride parade or anything. I don’t want them to.”


  Then they spiraled off into what they wanted. To be able to attend events with their boyfriends and girlfriends; to be able to train officers on how to handle young gay offenders; to receive backup on dangerous calls. Because if your fellow officers knew you were gay, would they come? Some hadn’t in the past. Everyone had horror stories.


  I leaned back, drank my beer, and watched Damien. He wanted me to join the flock, to help other gay officers.


  They were cops. They read my resistance, felt my anger and confusion. They all said, “Hope to see you next time.” Only Sally had the fear, or courage, to ask, “You’re not going to say anything, about us?”


  “No. I would never do that.” She didn’t know me. I didn’t blame her for asking.


  In the parking lot, Damien approached me. His scar was white on his tanned face. How was he tan? I didn’t care how or why. I didn’t care at all. “Thomas,” he said. I’d told him to call me Thomas because no one else did. I’d been stupid. “Thomas, I’m sorry. I thought you’d be happy to meet some fellow officers, but I get the impression—”


  “Next time you want me to join a club, ask. Don’t make me drive a hundred miles to listen to the gay version of the ‘I Have a Dream’ speech.”


  “I just thought listening to their stories might make you . . .”


  “What?” I said.


  “More sympathetic,” he finished.


  He was finding fault with me. Him. The guy who’d made me drive all the way out here, thinking it was a date. He’d lied, essentially. Fuck him. I didn’t need his goddamn disappointment. I had plenty of my own.


  Snow dripped down my neck. The cold made me shake. I’d have to return to the station. With no idea where Cody was. In the car, I drank the last of the water and wished for another bottle. I flexed my stiff fingers and exhaled a gust of frozen air. Time to pack it in. Head to the station and refocus the search. Should I head back and tell the Forrands? Or give Hopkins the honor? My toes stung. Fuck it. Let Hopkins break the news. He’d been warm all day.


  
    
  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  At my office desk, wearing dry socks, I’d hoped things would seem less bleak. And they might’ve, if a state police officer hadn’t been cataloging all of my search errors over the phone. His complaints included that I hadn’t contacted the state police soon enough and I hadn’t contacted any news agencies. I’d assumed that Cody had gone off on his own. That he hadn’t been snatched. I’d allowed these assumptions to drive the search. I’d gotten the dog involved too late. I’d asked for a helicopter when all available copters had been dispatched.


  Instead of telling him I’d pitched the idea of contacting the press; instead of confessing that I hadn’t known we’d had a search dog; and instead of asking how I could know the helicopters’ availability, I asked, “What do you suggest we do now?”


  “Get the parents on TV, pronto. Send men to any house where you got no response. Put that kid’s face everywhere. Do it and do it big. Because if this goes bad, you don’t want it to look like you didn’t put in the effort.” My fingers and toes throbbed from exposure, and this guy thought I hadn’t put in the effort? “Chief, this is going to go one of two ways. You’ll find the kid or you won’t. If you don’t, or if the kid is dead, people won’t blame the parents for letting him play outside. They’ll blame you.”


  I put Dix on flyer duty with Klein. Dix had kids. He knew what we needed. “My daughter, Cara, had a school report and she insisted on these plastic sleeve things. They’ll protect the flyers from the snow.” I sent Billy to check the houses where we’d failed to rouse anyone. Hopkins was in charge of telling the Forrands we wanted them to make a public appeal. I was in charge of getting TV coverage.


  You’d have thought it would be easy. Missing kid in a blizzard. Networks live to cover that stuff, right? Except today some famous Hollywood couple had split. The actor had been cheating on his wife with his young co-star. The movie they’d starred in was about an extramarital affair. “Hollywood is three thousand miles away,” I told the guy at Channel Four. “This boy is local, and he needs help.”


  He said, “I’m sorry, but people care about this gossip. They eat it up. Besides, we’ve got deadlines. Maybe if you’d come to us sooner.” The news crew couldn’t reach the Forrands in time. Not with the roads the way they were. I finally got someone at Channel 7 to agree to run it on the seven o’clock news. The others would pick it up for the ten o’clock report. When most folks would be in bed, exhausted from shoveling.


  A copy of Cody’s photo sat on my desk. I pinched the bridge of my nose. We had to keep looking. He might be somewhere we hadn’t searched. Warm and safe, but scared.


  You don’t believe that.


  All the men who should’ve left during shift change stayed. They called other stations. Put up flyers. Checked more houses and garages and sheds. Finnegan insisted he could help; that he could work the break-in and the Cody search. Mrs. Dunsmore had dinner delivered. She warned me the selectmen would grumble at the expense. “Which is why I classified it as a training,” she said with a smile I’d come to fear most days.


  “Thanks. You should go home.” She’d gotten in earlier than I had.


  She rubbed her crucifix and looked toward the window. The storm had died. A bitter cold had set in. “Do you think we’ll find him alive?” she asked.


  I rubbed my hair. It had dried stiff. “He’s been gone ten and a half hours.”


  “Do you think someone grabbed him?” She’d worked at the Idyll Police Station for twenty-nine years. She knew what happened to kids who were snatched.


  “I hope not.” If you ask cops to rate their most hated criminals, pedophiles are number one. I was no exception. Four years ago, I’d had a case. A guy took his girlfriend’s daughter to Central Park. Claimed the girl took off after her balloon floated away, and he lost her. A dog walker found her body three days later, off a path in the Ramble. Rick, my partner on the force, had said it was the boyfriend from the get-go. The boyfriend always dated women with young daughters. Was always such “a help” with babysitting. Never minded braiding the girls’ hair or taking them to the movies. He almost got away with it. We had no forensics, no witnesses. Until Rick remembered the girl loved ponies. We went to the stables in Central Park. Found out the scumbag had brought the girl there the day she disappeared. A young woman working there recalled when she saw them. It was two hours after the guy said the girl ran off. We got a search warrant. Found the evidence we needed to prove he’d raped and killed her. Rick might not have ended on a high note, but he got justice for that girl. Sarah. Her name was Sarah.


  “Chief, you okay?” Mrs. Dunsmore asked. She stood in front of my desk. “The boys have the TV set up,” she said.


  Most of the guys were gathered around the small set. “Hopkins, they didn’t want your ugly mug on cam?” Finnegan called. Hopkins flipped him the bird.
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