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For Dana and Isabella


Each lawyer must find within his own conscience the touchstone against which to test [his actions]. But in the last analysis it is the desire for the respect and confidence of the members of his profession and of the society which he serves that should provide to a lawyer the incentive for the highest possible degree of ethical conduct. The possible loss of that respect and confidence is the ultimate sanction. So long as its practitioners are guided by these principles, the law will continue to be a noble profession. This is its greatness and its strength, which permit of no compromise.

—from the Preamble to the ABA Model Code of Professional Responsibility



PART I




CHAPTER 1


I don’t honestly expect to find a body. Someone has to go look, though, and on a day like this—the first Friday in June with the memory of cold winter lost beneath the trilling surface of summer—volunteers abound. Carpe diem; I have been offered an excuse to spend a couple of hours in sunshiny woods.

We take the river road to the highway, passing century-old mill buildings. Some are crumbling, encircled by chain-link and razor wire, and others are merely shuttered. They seem to stretch for miles, rotting corpses of an old economy, lining the banks of the Aponak River.

The westbound ramp will clog to a standstill by midafternoon, everyone going to lakes or mountains, but it’s early now, and I speed around the curve with tires squealing. On the highway, other travelers are making an early break from the city. Some have windows open, husbands driving while their pretty wives ride shotgun with hair blowing in the wind and flip-flopped feet up on the dash. Kids ride in back with Nintendos and iPhones, ball caps pulled low. A dog in a minivan paints the rear window with slobber as I pull alongside, and a boy presses his face to the side window and watches me. He thinks I’m a criminal because I’m at the wheel of my Volvo wagon doing twenty over the limit with the troopers behind me, blues-and-reds flashing, and behind them is the coroner’s van (just in case), its antennas bending in the wind. I slow enough to give the boy a goofy, cross-eyed look, and he responds with a smile so huge and gap-toothed that I’m laughing out loud with my head pressed back against the seat. The boy laughs too, and his mom, fresh from the pages of L.L.Bean’s summer catalog, looks over. We exchange knowing parental smiles. Then I speed away.

“Oh God,” says my daughter, Lizzy, in contempt of my inexplicably good mood, “you’re such a . . . weirdo.”

I look in the rearview for a glimpse of her complex smile. Lizzy is fourteen. Everything is a test.

“I’ve never seen a dead body before,” Lizzy says.

“Redundant,” I answer. “The word ‘body’ implies it’s dead.”

She thinks for a second, then snaps, “That is so not true. Like in health class, they used to say, ‘At a certain age, you begin to notice mysterious changes in your body.’ ” (This last part she squawks in her old-biddy voice.) “So are we all, like, dead?”

“Point taken,” I say, “but in any case, you’re not going to see any dead body, you’re staying in the car. And there might not even be a body.” I look at Cassandra, who is in the front seat beside me. Cassandra smiles and says, “I guess we’ll see.”

If I really believed for a second we’d find a body, I wouldn’t have come myself, and I certainly wouldn’t have brought Lizzy. Crime scenes aren’t places for teenage daughters. But with Cassandra here beside me, I need to pretend there’s a possibility. Cassandra is a civilian. I’ve known her under two hours. She is dressed in olive cargo pants with the cuffs tucked inside white socks. She wears a tight pink tee, which would look silly on a woman her age—early forties—except that she also wears a loose, unbuttoned work shirt over it, changing it from inappropriately adolescent to enticingly youthful. She is a younger version of my ex-wife, Flora, Lizzy’s mom.

“We should have brought Bill-the-Dog,” I say to Lizzy, “maybe let her run in the woods.” I explain to Cassandra that Bill-the-Dog is Lizzy’s border collie, a female.

“Oh, sure,” Lizzy says in a mocking voice, “Bill could help you dig. Maybe she’d find herself a nice arm or leg bone to chew on.”

“Well, I didn’t mean let her out at the scene; I was thinking we could stop on the way home. Pick up sandwiches someplace and . . . you know.” I stop. The idea is ludicrous: turning a possible crime scene visit and exhumation into a picnic with the witness. I brace myself for the onslaught of Lizzy’s ridicule, but in the rearview, I see her watching Cassandra.

“Oh, that sounds lovely, Nick,” Cassandra says, “let’s do.” She turns to look at Lizzy in the backseat. “Is Bill-the-Dog named for Bill-the-Pony? From Tolkien?”

“My mom named her,” Lizzy says. “My mom’s kind of weird, like she has this sign outside the house: WELCOME TO MIDDLE EARTH.”

“Do you have a dog?” I ask Cassandra.

“Definitely,” Cassandra says. “Having a dog is one of the best things about being human. One of the ten best.”

“And the other nine?”

“I don’t know. Love, dancing, good coffee, kids, summer? I never made a list. But if I did, dogs would be on it.”

“Jane Austen would be on it,” Lizzy says, and I look in the rearview just before her mouth tightens into a disdainful line of pursed lips. But it was there for a second: her metal-mouth smile showing those red-banded braces like a centipede across her teeth.

Cassandra turns again to look at Lizzy and says, “Definitely Jane Austen.”



CHAPTER 2


I’d been sitting at my desk reading a state police bulletin about several missing children from Rivertown when Agent Chip d’Villafranca called from the FBI. “Nick, I have a long-shot theory on our college boy,” he said. “We’ve maybe got a body. I mean, we don’t got it yet, but we’re going to got it,” and he chuckled, because this mangling of tenses was Chip’s idea of humor. I like this about him. Maybe he hadn’t mastered ironic wit, but at least he’s less dour than some other agents at the Bureau who seem to think a sense of humor is vaguely seditious.

“I just got a call from Captain Dorsey at the state troopers,” Chip said. “They have a woman, a bird-watcher, who maybe witnessed someone dumping a body out at the reservoir. Dorsey thought it sounded Mob-ish, is why he called me. So if it’s a body—big if—maybe your college boy didn’t exactly go missing of his own free will. I’m driving over to talk to the bird-watcher. Want to come?”

I did want to. So I went to meet Chip at trooper headquarters, where Captain Dorsey introduced us to Cassandra.

I offered my hand. “Nick Davis, U.S. attorney’s office.”

We shook. She had a firm handshake, but then she stood awkwardly, uncertain what to do. In her other hand, she held a copy of Soldier of Fortune magazine.

“Is that the issue with the article on rose-breasted sap suckers?” I asked.

She laughed. “Officer Dorsey’s,” she said. “I . . . you know . . . picked it up to read while I waited.”

Dorsey took the magazine from her. “I like to stay current on what the wack jobs are up to.”

I had met Captain Dorsey only a couple of times, so I wasn’t sure whether to believe him. He seemed like the kind who might get more jollies from Soldier of Fortune than Playboy. He was a G. Gordon Liddy–ish guy with a black bottlebrush mustache and an everybody’s-an-asshole look in his eye.

Cassandra and I stood staring at each other, and I couldn’t think of anything to say, so I finally said, “Shall we get started?” I sat down, and Cassandra and Chip sat down, and Dorsey sat behind his desk.

Cassandra told us she’d left home about four in the morning, driven to the reservoir, found an access road into the woods, parked, and followed a trail through the pine needles. The sun wasn’t up yet, and the thrushes were singing. “Pebbles falling down a drainpipe,” she said. “Hermit thrush. Have you heard it? Pebbles in a drainpipe?”

The trail she found skirted the edge of the marsh where she had hoped to see a yellow rail. The yellow rail, she explained, is a bird.

“So just as the trail got where I could see the reservoir through the trees,” she said, “I see this big boulder, but when I get close, it turns out not to be a boulder but a mound of dirt. So I go investigate, and there’s this hole somebody had dug right in the middle of no place. Kind of oblong. And recent. You can tell: The dirt was all fresh. You could smell it. And footprints all around. But I didn’t think much about it, and I’m standing looking at this hole, when I suddenly hear one: a yellow rail. Tap tap tap. So I went after it, and I got pretty close. It’s a tiny thing, you know, walks, mostly. Flies only when it has to. I stalked it for like half an hour. It was probably luring me away from its nest. It finally flew away, and I waited another half hour to see if it would come back, but it never did, so eventually, I got up and walked back toward the trail, and that’s when I heard voices. Two men. And there I am, a woman alone in the woods in the early morning, so even though I figured they were just park rangers or something, I sat down behind a tree and waited. But they didn’t sound like park rangers. Too gruff somehow, and laughing, but I couldn’t make out anything they were saying. I stayed hidden, and a long time goes by when I don’t hear them, so I get up and walk back to the trail. And the hole was gone. It was even hard to find where it had been, like they’d set aside the chunks of topsoil with ferns and everything and just fit it all back in place. And I still didn’t think much about it until I’m off looking for warblers and hoping to hear another rail, and I suddenly realize, “Holy shit, they were burying a body.”

Dorsey stroked his silly merkin of a mustache. “Ms. Randall, here are the salient points,” he said too loudly, as if Cassandra herself were the body dumper. “First, they dug the hole ahead of time. Second, there were two of them. Third, they were quick. Fourth, they were jovial; fifth, they were, as you described it, exacting in covering the area.” Dorsey counted out these points on his fingers. “These are the reasons I opted to contact Agent d’Villafranca, because they bespeak a very calculated and dispassionate and professionalistic activity that suggests Mob activity, which then would make it the concern of both state and federal organized crime units.”

Apparently, Dorsey was the sort who, the less he has to say, the more words he uses to say it. And he was probably also afraid that, compared to Chip (FBI) and me (U.S. attorney’s office), Cassandra might see him as just a floppy-wristed, cross-eyed hayseed of a state cop.

Dorsey wanted to get out to the reservoir as soon as possible.

Chip and I stepped out of the office to confer. “Sounds bogus,” Chip whispered. “She seems kind of, you know, skittish.”

“Someone burying a cat, probably.”

“Or she got disoriented and was looking in the wrong place for the hole.”

We paused and considered the situation for several seconds.

“But it’s a nice day,” I said.

“I wouldn’t mind a day out of town,” Chip said.

And what I thought but didn’t say was that I wouldn’t mind a chance to get to know this attractive bird-watcher who wore no wedding band.

We went back into the office. “Tell you what, Captain Dorsey,” I said, “I’m kind of curious, too. I’ll come along. You can ride with me, Ms. Randall. My daughter, Lizzy, is hanging with me today; she’d probably like some female company.” I looked over at Dorsey and Chip. “If that’s okay with you gentlemen,” I said, making it more of an assertion than a question. I felt guilty, strutting in front of Chip like that. But since Chip had the advantage of youth (his mid-forties to my early fifties), I was using my advantage of rank.

Cassandra stood and waited for us to tell her what to do, and I realized that she was actually quite frightened. I put a hand on her shoulder and said, “How are you holding up, Ms. Randall?”

“I’m okay,” she said softly, but then she had her head against my chest, and I had my arm around her in a half-hug, and I felt her ribs under my fingers and smelled her floral shampoo. “If it hadn’t been for the yellow rail,” she said unsteadily, apparently believing that she might have joined the hypothetical body in the pit if the assassins had found her witnessing the burial. But a second later, she tapped on my chest in a way that said, I’m fine now, and she pushed away from me.

Before hitting the highway, I swung back to the office to pick up Lizzy, who just got out of school for the summer and spent all yesterday lying on my office couch reading Northanger Abbey and carrying on a whispered conversation with the characters (who irritate her as much as I do).

“Lizzy, road trip,” I said.

“Do you have any orange yarn?” she answered, holding a skinny braid where she could see it by looking cross-eyed. She had arranged a biosphere around herself on the couch, the contents of her backpack unloaded onto my office chairs, which were pulled within reach—books, journal, cell phone, water bottle, jog bra, running shoes, granola bars, yogurt, and Gatorade.

From my desk phone, I buzzed Kenny in the law library. “Hey, Kenny, there’s something or someone that needs digging up out at the reservoir. Lizzy and I are on our way. Do you want to come?”

“If you need me.”

“Not a question of need, Kenny. Opportunity. Think of it as a day’s pay for a walk in the woods.”

“Okay, if you want me to.”

Kenny is my unofficial foster son and our office gofer. He’s smart enough to do more—could probably even get a paralegal certificate—but he just clings to his comfortable nonachievement while I persist, like a Boy Scout in the rain, in trying to light a fire under him.

So it’s four of us in the Volvo: Cassandra Randall and me in the front, Lizzy and Kenny in the back, off to look for a body in the woods on a beautiful spring day. Kenny dozed off as soon as we hit the highway. In the rearview, I see him slumped in the seat, head lolling.

“My baby brother,” Lizzy says of Kenny, who is in his mid-twenties, a dozen years older than she. Lizzy slips a couple of inches toward him so that if his head tips any farther, it will land on her shoulder. “I’m the big sister,” she says, “he’s my baby brother, and we’re in the family car riding to the country with Mom and Dad.”

This is typical of Lizzy, pretending to have a normal family. She’s never lived in a two-parent home.



CHAPTER 3


At the reservoir district, Cassandra directs me along miles of rural roads to where she’d parked her car this morning. I put two wheels on the shoulder and turn off the engine. Heat waves rise from the asphalt, which is black and silver in the sun, and the sun catches on the wings of butterflies crossing from the weeds on one side of the road to the weeds on the other. My window is open, and for a second I hear the trills and rattles of bugs doing whatever they do on hot woodsy spring days (eating one another and mating, most likely). “How peaceful,” I say in the second before the other cars pull up behind and my rearview lights up like the Vegas Strip. The bugs are drowned out by police radios and car doors and the swish-swish jingle of cops scurrying back and forth.

Dorsey immediately has his troopers walking the road in both directions, looking for anything of interest. “How far into the woods?” he asks Cassandra, and she says, “Five minutes. Maybe ten.”

“Listen up,” Dorsey says to his men. “We’ll walk, eyes open for anything obvious, do a good survey before we dig. Leave it all untainted for forensics, in case we actually find something.”

I say, “You’re the boss, Captain, just tell us what to do.” The truth is, I don’t know squat about fieldwork and investigation. I’m just a prosecutor and administrator; Dorsey is the one with expertise, manpower, and high-tech laboratories.

Dorsey doesn’t acknowledge my comment, but his granite jaw softens.

Six cars are parked behind mine: two marked state police cars, Dorsey’s black sedan, the black van, a pickup truck pulling a four-wheeler on a trailer, and the local sheriff ’s vehicle. The sheriff is standing in the middle of the road in his many-pocketed vest, ready to direct traffic. Never mind that this road probably averages one car a week in the busy season.

“Civilians will wait here,” Dorsey orders, clearly meaning Lizzy and Kenny and maybe even me, so I say, “Yes, Lizzy can help direct traffic, can’t you, hon?”

“Sure, Daddy!” she says with saccharine enthusiasm, because I’d given her a chance to subtly ridicule the poor sheriff, whose forehead is already beading up with the first drops of sweat.

We start into the woods. Dorsey, Cassandra, Chip, and I walk in front, but the trail narrows immediately, so Chip drops back. Behind him are the uniformed troopers and the four-wheeler pulling a flat trailer with tarps and shovels. Within a couple of minutes, my morning coffee hits bottom, and I dodge off behind a tree while the procession keeps moving. Then I hurry to catch up. Now Chip is between Dorsey and Cassandra, so I step in behind them, and darned if Cassandra doesn’t drop back to walk with me. She leans in, puts a hand on my shoulder, and whispers, “I’ll be pretty embarrassed if there’s nothing here.”

She seems at home in the woods, instinctively turning toward birdsong coming from the trees, and regarding flowers and shrubs with a knowledgeable eye.

“There,” she says suddenly. Everyone stops. “No, no,” she says, “just the bird. Hermit thrush. A pebble in a drainpipe. Listen.”

Tinga tinga tinga tinga ting.

It is a descending note. Dorsey tries to catch my eye with a civilians are such idiots glance, but I avoid him. Chip tips his head sideways, listening to the bird, and says more to himself than to us, “Drainpipe: exactly. That’s brilliant.”

We walk in silence until Cassandra tells us we’re getting close. She identifies a few landmarks and finally says, “Right here.” Dorsey pokes at the ground with a shovel. We establish what seems to be the perimeter of the disturbed area, but it’s been skillfully concealed, so we can’t be sure. One of the troopers lays out a tarp for the dirt, and they start digging. There is a sudden feeling of solemnity. My sense of adventure dies as the diggers work. The sound of their shovels, the labored breathing as they dig, the notes of another thrush coming from the woods, it all comes together. I understand that there will be a body. Everything has fallen into place too easily for it to be otherwise. The sod has clearly been removed and replaced: The underlying dirt is loose, the grass matted. I look at Cassandra. She is ashen. I have the strange urge to take her hand, but of course I don’t. Digging takes longer than I would expect, and there is almost a sense of release when the shovels hit something. Now the men work more carefully, clearing away dirt with hands and trowels, almost lovingly, and the shape of a body takes form in dark relief against the shadowy bottom of the hole.



CHAPTER 4


Dorsey radios back to set things in motion. Troopers string yellow tape. The men clear dirt away from legs and ankles and one of the arms. The other arm is beneath the body, which lies curled on its side because the original hole wasn’t big enough to allow a final slumber at full extension. He or she was tossed into the pit like garbage.

I am a federal prosecutor, head of the criminal division of the district U.S. Attorney’s Office; I see it all. No, actually, I don’t see it all; I prosecute it all. I’m aware of it all. I read crime scene reports and confessions and autopsy results and witness statements. I study eight-by-tens of the most horrible things; I describe the hideous actions of hideous people to juries. I occasionally even attend autopsies. But rarely do I get out to see the actual crime scene. And while this particular incident is probably no great shakes to field-weary guys like Captain Dorsey and FBI Agent Chip, it feels miles more real than what I’m accustomed to.

I feel—what shall I call it?—the chill. And before I know it, like a plant bending to the light or a dog curling up at the fire, I’m warming myself shoulder to shoulder with Cassandra.

“You okay?” I ask her. She nods but says nothing.

After the photographer has documented everything, they pull the arm out from under the body, and with a trooper at each leg and one at each arm, they lift the body from the hole and place it on a tarp. It is scraggly and male and at first looks of indeterminate age, but as dirt falls away from the face, I see he is not bearded and not scraggly. He is youthful, his features gentle, almost feminine, eyes maybe a bit too narrow but offset by a sharp jaw, sculpted nose, and strong cheekbones. His skin is unblemished and smooth except for the whisker stubble. He looks peaceful and asleep, which is comforting, because last time I saw him, he looked like shit, haggard and scared, with eyes bloodshot from a sleepless, tearful night. The college boy.

•  •  •

College boy, whose real name is—was—Zander Phippin, was a shy and likable kid who was selling pot to pay his college tuition. At first he was just selling a few bags on his floor of the college dorm, but when his immediate supplier finished a BA in cultural anthropology and moved away to grad school, Zander stepped up to fill the vacancy. He was in over his head, obtaining his product from some very bad people. When he came to our attention, we let him cook overnight without bail before having a sit-down with him in the morning. The crimes that we could nail him on were minor, good for eighteen months in minimum at most, and normally, we’d have just let the state handle it. But we were itching to get our hands on those suppliers.

Our conversation with him was cordial. His biggest worry was how disappointed his parents were going to be. “They aren’t, like, hostile,” he said of them. “They just don’t know what to do with me. They, you know, had in mind a kid who could read, for one thing, and who wanted to sleep with girls instead of boys, for another.”

“Zander has rather pronounced dyslexia,” his lawyer said.

He seemed like an average kid, if you can call a gay dyslexic drug peddler average. After graduating from a high school for kids with learning disabilities, he had moved first to Provincetown, then to San Francisco, and finally back home.

“I wanted to try college, get a business degree,” he said. “Maybe I would have followed in my dad’s footsteps after all.” And he began sobbing.

I have a softness for mixed-up boys (evidence: Kenny), so I was glad to have a lifeline to toss him—forgiveness in exchange for cooperation.

Who was the contact? Zander didn’t know any names. How did they communicate? The supplier called Zander’s cell to set up exchanges. How had they met? The anthropology student had hooked them up. Would Zander help us nab the contact?

“No.”

So Chip explained how, even though we knew Zander did nothing but sell pot, he could be charged as a conspirator in the criminal enterprise of his suppliers. Meaning he could be implicated in all of their crimes, including but not necessarily limited to selling crack cocaine, heroin, and methamphetamine, as well as extortion, murder, kiddie porn, and prostitution, to name a few.

“You help us, we’ll help you,” Chip said to Zander.

The idea was to have Zander inform us of the next exchange. We’d spot the contact, surveil him, pick him up at a later time (to protect Zander), and hopefully work our way up the chain to some bigwigs. Zander would walk away clean. He wouldn’t even have to tell his parents.

Zander agreed.

I left him and his lawyer to discuss particulars with Chip, so I wasn’t there when Zander walked out the smoked-glass front doors of the FBI building, but I bet he stood breathing in the exhaust-y afternoon air of the city, feeling awed by his freedom. Certainly, he realized it could have gone differently; he could have been up for eighteen months of three hots and a cot at Club Fed just on the possession charges—life if we’d tied him in to a conspiracy. I hope he exulted in however many hours of freedom he got before they picked him up.



CHAPTER 5


At the Drowntown Café near the reservoir, we talk about how to play it. I’m in shirtsleeves, my tie loosened. Dorsey and Chip are still wearing suit jackets, as guys with holsters do in public. Chip’s is a belt holster, and Dorsey has a shoulder holster with his jacket semi-intentionally pushed back, making the gun as inconspicuous as a panther in a petting zoo.

It’s a huge advantage—finding the body the same day it was ditched, with the bad guys still thinking it’ll never turn up. We just have to figure out how to put our advantage to work.

“Dollars to doughnuts,” Dorsey says, “we won’t find anything on the body. Zilch. Clean as a whistle. You’ll see.”

I’m feeling on edge. I’m irritated by Dorsey and Chip, and I want to move over one table to where Cassandra and Lizzy sit with Kenny, all of them eating strawberry rhubarb pie. I want to be with them, not with the cops. I recognize how foolish it was to bring Lizzy on this excursion, a lapse of both parental and professional judgment. I’ve always tried to keep her far from the nitty-gritty of my job, because there are evils afoot in the world that fourteen-year-old girls don’t need to know about. It gnaws at me, the stupidity—I feel as though I’ve ushered her into a sphere of danger. And I know how it happened: I was beguiled by Cassandra. Maybe Lizzy isn’t the only one pretending to have a normal family life.

“I don’t know,” Chip says, “I’m betting we find a calling card: ballistics, DNA, fibers. Something.” He has a cup pressed to his face, and I realize I’m doing the same, warming my cheek on willowware, though the room temperature is in the seventies. Dorsey and I have coffee. Chip has herbal tea of some kind that he picked from a wicker basket the waitress brought over. He had engaged her at length about the different qualities of the herbal blends before choosing from the assortment.

“We could get her hypnotized, I suppose,” Dorsey says of Cassandra. “Like, maybe she saw their car parked out at the road. Something like that. You know?”

Chip shakes his head and says, “I suppose.”

I shrug. Dorsey shrugs. The hypnosis idea is dead. We know she didn’t see anything.

At the other table, Cassandra and Lizzy are talking quietly. Kenny is silent.

“. . . because she’s really no witness at all,” Chip says.

“She doesn’t exist, evidence-wise. Investigation-wise,” Dorsey says.

“Trial-wise,” Chip adds.

“Just a bloodhound after it finds a body.”

“Let’s send her home,” Dorsey says, and he’s up and at the door, beckoning someone in from the parking lot. A uniformed trooper enters. Dorsey thanks Cassandra for all her help and introduces the trooper, Officer Penhale, who will drive her back to town, where someone at headquarters will take a formal statement.

“I can drive her,” I say.

Dorsey’s steroidal mustache crinkles. “No, I want to talk this through with you gents. Strategize. How to catch the bad guys, eh? No time like the present, eh?”

“Except that—” I say. And I stop. Everything about the morning has left me shaken, and I just want to hunker down with Lizzy and my new friend Cassandra. But before I figure out how to derail Dorsey’s plan, Cassandra is already on her way to the door with Penhale, and Lizzy is on her feet, fingers wrapped around Cassandra’s arm. “I’ll come, too,” Lizzy says, her only concern being that she rides with Cassandra. “Meet you at your office, Daddy.”

Though I don’t want to let Lizzy out of my sight, I have no good reason to forbid her. “Guess I’ll go, too,” Kenny says.

Then they’re gone, Penhale, Lizzy, Kenny, and the lovely Cassandra. I’m left behind with Dorsey and Chip, wondering how it all got away from me and how, with this turn of events, I can finagle a phone call or, better, a coffee date with Cassandra.

•  •  •

“Here’s what I’m thinking,” Dorsey says when we’re settled back around the table. “We’ll put all our manpower into surveillance. Watch the major players. Then we let word out that someone saw it all. See who starts making a move. Dollars to doughnuts, we snare somebody right off the bat.”

“What about the witness?” I say, indicating Cassandra with a flick of my head toward the exit door. “Is it dangerous for her?”

“Not dangerous,” Dorsey says. “The Bureau will protect her, and there’s no way for them to know who she is. Besides, like we said, all she did was find the scene. She didn’t actually witness anything.”

Chip nods his agreement, eyes closed, breathing in the steam of his herbal tea.

Dorsey starts to lay out a strategy for leaking the false info that a witness saw the perps in the woods.

“Not so fast,” I say. “If you want to use Cassandra Randall as bait, we need her permission.”

“Oh, for crip’s sake,” Dorsey snaps. “She’s not bait. She’s nothing. We’re making it all up. Ms. Randall doesn’t exist.”

“I’ll talk to her,” I say.

Chip raises eyebrows at Dorsey. Dorsey shrugs, opens his notepad, copies down Cassandra’s phone number and address, and hands it to me. I stuff it into my shirt pocket. Chip looks at me wide-eyed and laughs. “You sly bastard,” he says, eyeing the pocket.

•  •  •

On our way out of the café, Dorsey stops to study one of the old sepia photos on the wall: Workmen are digging in a graveyard; there are dozens of holes already dug, and a wagon is stacked with wooden caskets.

“They dug up all the dead,” I tell him, “moved the cemetery to higher ground before closing the dam. Seventy-five hundred of them. Bones, jewelry, trinkets, grave markers. Lock, stock, and barrel.”

“You know this because . . . ?”

“Undergraduate history project,” I say. “Mom’s family had a homestead here, so I took an interest. Big beautiful farm right in the middle of the valley. It’s all lake bottom now.”

“So this is kind of a tough place to stay buried,” Dorsey says, and we both laugh.



CHAPTER 6


Lizzy’s breathing is a quiet ocean against the beach. Haaa . . . saaa . . . haaa . . . saaa . . .

Through the window, I see pinpoints of light where the moon reflects on the Volvo’s chrome and glass.

We’re at our cabin up north. After all of today’s traumatic events, Lizzy and I loaded the Volvo with beer and Gatorade and groceries and drove the two hours from the city. We arrived late at night, built a fire in the stove, made hot chocolate with marshmallows, and huddled together under a quilt while I read to Lizzy from Anna Karenina. When she fell asleep, I tucked the quilt around her and left her in the big bed while I climbed into the cold narrow bunk across the room that is supposed to be hers. This is our routine.

I awaken in the night.The cabin is dark, but I can make out shapes. There is the big four-poster where Lizzy sleeps, and I see the couch and woodstove. I can see the grocery bags we left out on the table when we arrived. In darkness, the bags look solid and weathered, rising above the pine slab like the great stone heads of Easter Island rising from the grass. I see an eye, an ear, and the sad sloping nose. It is Zander Phippin, of course—not that he looked anything like those woebegone heads, but here in the darkness, it is he. His nose, his ears, his head poking up from the dirt with chunks of sod tumbling from his features.

“My own little boy,” I whisper. I’m half asleep, and my thoughts are addled. I’m confusing poor dead Zander with another boy. In most matters, I’m a shameless and unimaginative realist, but not so with regard to my own departed son, Toby. I protect my memory of Toby from the weathering elements of logic. Zander is, or was, the same age my son would be now. Toby died in Flora’s arms a quarter century ago (in this very room, actually), but I still see him in babies who are around the age he was when he died—nine and a half months—and young men like Zander, who are the age he would be if he had lived.

I snap on the light.

•  •  •

Morning now: It’s the sort of morning that makes you wish for nothing beyond the simple pleasure of sitting on the dock, bathed in the indigo and pink of sky and lake. In fact, I’m sitting in my Adirondack chair at the end of the dock with a cup of coffee.

Lizzy comes outside for her run. She’s heavy-boned for a runner, but she has her mom’s good lung capacity. She stands in front of me, warming up, hopping like a springbuck. The jumping and the spin of her ponytail and the mesh of arms and legs are carefree and exuberant and judgmental and arrogant.

Now she eyes me with a smile that is impish and aware. “She’s separated, you know,” she says with a sly smile.

“Who is?”

“Duh. Cassandra.”

I shrug.

“You like her,” Lizzy says.

I wait.

“ ’Cause she likes you.”

“Tell me what you know, babe.”

Lizzy stops jumping and jogs once around my Adirondack chair. “I can just tell,” she says, and then she is off around the lake. The pastels of morning are fading, loons are swimming, striders striding, fish finning, songbirds singing, and all of it coming together into a pretty convincing dawn-of-creation tableau with the first golden rays tickling the tops of the firs. I have the Adirondack chair oriented to give me the best view of where, in about forty-eight minutes, Lizzy will emerge again from the woods, sweaty and pink and happy.

I dial my voice mail.

Message: “Nickie, it’s Flora, I’ll see you Saturday afternoon. I’m just calling to say I might be a little late and that I’m bringing my friend Lloyd, I don’t think you’ve met him yet. Nicest man. I know you two will hit it off. We met last month when I had that symposium, you know? Maybe you don’t. Bye-bye.”

From here on the dock, I can see Flora’s cabin through the trees. Our marriage broke up after Toby died, each of us deeming the other guilty of unforgivable acts. But neither of us wanted to give up this cabin on the lake, so we didn’t. We swapped the partnership in matrimony for a simple partnership in real estate, satisfying our need to be unmarried without completely letting go.

Our friendly arrangement got too friendly a few times, and Lizzy was born eight years after our divorce. Eventually, we divided the land and built the second cabin for Flora.

Message: “Nick, it’s Kendall Vance. Listen, I’ve got this Tamika . . . um . . . um . . . Curtis, Tamika Curtis case. We have to talk. I can’t believe for a frigging minute you’re serious about this. Call me.”

I am chagrined to hear that Kendall has been assigned to the Tamika Curtis case. He is an arrogant defense lawyer who sometimes takes pro bono cases for the federal-defender program. The Curtis case is one of them, because Tamika Curtis’s only pot to piss in is the one in her cell. It’s typical of Kendall Vance to call me directly instead of talking to whichever assistant is handling the case, because Kendall doesn’t want to discuss procedural issues. He wants to harp about the unfairness of the law, the courts, the government, and life in general. He’s a Sixth Amendment nutcase (that’s the one guaranteeing the defendant’s right to counsel) who strains his shoulder patting himself on the back every time he puts a murderer or drug peddler back out on the street. He no doubt wants to make me the great Satan of poor Tamika’s miserable existence. Don’t argue with me, I’ll tell him, your beef is with Congress.

Which is one of the things I like about my job: There’s no room for moral anguish. Somebody else makes the tough choices. I just enforce.

I delete his message.

Message: “Nick, it’s Chip. Call me.” Chip d’Villafranca, my FBI buddy. I’d like to call Cassandra first, but it’s too early to be jingling at the bedside of an almost stranger, so I call Chip. He answers in a laconic Saturday-morning voice, but after a few seconds of small talk, he switches to his badass FBI-agent voice. “I have news,” he says. “A person of interest passed through a toll station off the eastbound lane of the pike on the morning in question.”

“Meaning what?”

“Meaning the guy was coming from the direction of the reservoir toward town shortly after Ms. Randall’s encounter in the woods. The timing is about right.”

“Who is he?”

“Avery Illman, aka Scud. A nobody. We’ve never had direct dealings with him, but his name comes up a lot. Dorsey’s putting it together.”

“What’s the plan?”

“Pick him up today for questioning, then let him go. We won’t let on we found the Phippin kid. Then we follow this Scud character around a while, see what turns up, who he talks to. Circle gets wider, we’ll bring in a few of his associates for questioning. Let on we have the body, have a witness. Someone will leak something or do something stupid.”

“Quick work, Chip.”

“It’s what they pay us for.”

“You’re sure this guy Scud, he doesn’t live in the west ’burbs, commutes in on the pike, maybe has a girlfriend out there? Something?”

“Girlfriend, who knows. But he lives right in the city. Wife and a stepson. Have you talked to the bird-watcher yet?”

“She’s my next call.”

“And I suppose you’re going to ask me for a workup on her.”

I laugh. “I don’t need the FBI. I have a daughter on the case.” We both chuckle. Then I switch back to the sorrows at hand: “Who took care of notifying Zander’s parents?”

“Dorsey’s people. But we haven’t interviewed them yet.” Chip echoes my mournful tone. “Nothing worse,” he says.

“Nothing worse,” I agree.

•  •  •

Lizzy is due back in about thirty-five minutes.

I open my billfold to get Cassandra’s number, but it isn’t there. I must have left it at home, in the pocket of my shirt. No matter: Chip will have Cassandra’s phone number in his notes, too, so I call him back, and after some mild ribbing, he gives me the number.

“Hi, you’ve reached 555-3080,” Cassandra’s voice says. “Please leave your name and number, the date and time of your call, the purpose of your call, your religious persuasion, political affiliation, NRA membership status, IQ, resting pulse, and whether a spot check of your freezer would reveal fillets of any upper-trophic-level fish, and I’ll call you back. Bye.”

I hesitate. Her greeting doesn’t invite the serious tone of what I want to say regarding the FBI and Zander Phippin. But it does set the perfect tone for me to drop in a breezy, unrefusable invitation for a coffee date. Really, both matters should be addressed to Cassandra herself instead of her message machine.

Click. Too late.

I call back and consider hitting a few of the questions—pulse, 58; the occasional chunk of mahimahi; and a Republican Party affiliation owing to an ironic error many years back, which I’ve never bothered to correct because it landed me my job. Again, this would all be a suave lead-in to the date question, but in bad taste for the rest. I hesitate.

Click. Too late.

I call back. “Resting pulse and IQ are identical,” I say quickly, “but I can’t remember the number. Hi, it’s Nick Davis with the U.S. Attorney’s Office. From yesterday. Lizzy’s father. Listen, I need to speak with you as soon as possible. Please call me immediately. 555-2672.”

Done.

I sit back and wait for Lizzy.



CHAPTER 7


From my chair at the end of the dock, I fling coffee dregs into the lake. A fingerling rises to sniff the grounds. Lizzy is overdue by about twenty-eight minutes. Twenty-eight minutes is huge. I stand up, ready to take action. But if I start around the lake in one direction, she may show up from the other. And if I don’t find her in a complete circuit of the lake, I’ve wasted over an hour when I should have called for help. Besides, there are different routes she could have taken, and I might miss her. A lot of the trail is impassable by car, and even a four-wheeler is impractical because of all the fallen trees.

It’s too soon to call for help. Any dispatcher will say, You just keep us informed, okay? But it isn’t too soon. Lizzy is a serious runner, meaning she isn’t about to turn a fifty-minute run into, say, a ninety-minute stroll. Therefore, she is either injured or diverted, and I know all about diversions; courtroom dockets are catalogs of hideous diversions. Down in the city, a number of children have gone missing over the past few years.

I sit down in the Adirondack chair and wait. The phone rings, and I snatch it up as if it could be about Lizzy, which is silly because she’s not even missing yet. “Nick here.”

“Is Lizzy there?”

“Good morning to you, too, Kenny.”

“Hi, Nick, it’s Kenny. Is Lizzy there?”

“Actually not,” I say. “I’m beginning to worry, she went for—”

“Tell her she owes me money,” he says, and adds a fiendish chuckle, which, if we were talking in person, he’d emphasize by hunching his back and maniacally rubbing his hands together. He does a pretty good Igor.

“Money? How come?”

“Sheeee’ll know.” He cackles.

“She went for a run, but she ought to be back by now, and I’m really concerned. I can’t imagine what—”

“Ten dollars. We had a bet.”

“Half an hour overdue.”

“If I could go a whole week without a smoke.”

“It’s not like her, Kenny.”

“And I was thinking I might come up this weekend.”

“That’d be great. I’m driving back to town tomorrow, but Flo and Lizzy would love to have you.”

“Yeah well, maybe. I’ll call back.” He hangs up.

Typical Kenny, not getting dragged into my worries. No doubt it’s a result of the unpredictable and violent home of his childhood. He always resists drama and emotions, walling himself off from the woes of the world. I wish I had gotten to him sooner. He was a ten-year-old boy in foster care, and I was a fortyish divorced prosecutor with a nine-years-dead infant son. I had the notion of trying to keep some poor kid out of jail instead of continually putting people in. Juvenile services put us together. Now, at twenty-five, Kenny is still a directionless kid, but one with a good heart, and with three people—Flora, Lizzy, and me—who consider him family.

Lizzy is forty minutes late.

As I sit waiting, the sun lights the deck and me in a blaze of daylight. Eyes closed, I hear more of the birds, including the tinga tinga tinga tinga ting, which, though I’ve heard it a million times without really hearing, suddenly feels like a gift from Cassandra.

Along with the warm sunshine, there is something else; something comforting. Wood smoke. I open my eyes into bleached colors that slowly flow back to brilliance. I see the thin line of smoke at half-tree height, threading its way across the dazzling water. A gray smudge, which, if this were a photograph, I’d rub away with my sleeve. I follow it back to the stretch of shore where I know the Sammels’ cabin lies hidden in a cove invisible from here. Dink Sammel is a local. He works for the town, plowing snow in winter and grading the gravel roads in summer. Dink has brothers and cousins and nephews and in-laws I can’t keep track of. The cabin, it seems, is available to all comers who can make a reasonable show of relatedness. Recently, I’ve noticed a kid with curled-in shoulders. I see him walking the road to town, but whenever I offer a ride, he whispers, “No thanks,” without bothering to look out at me through his curtain of greasy bangs. He is thin, the way only a meth or heroin user can be. It is more than thinness; it is pale, sallow, ulcerated wastedness. If he spent the night in your home, you’d burn the sheets. I asked Dink about him several weeks ago. “My cousin’s stepson,” Dink said. “He’s okay. I let him use the cabin ’cause, well, he likes his solitude. And he don’t mean no harm. You know?”

I know why Lizzy is late. Not details, of course, but enough; I know it with the certainty parents have for things like this. It starts in my chest and flows from there, and I feel the world’s recalculated mass.

I rise from the Adirondack chair. I think of Flora. She’ll be here in a few hours, and the place will be overrun with cops. I imagine some rookie lifting the tape for her to drive under: The victim’s mother. Let her through.

Do I believe this? Hard to say. I stand at the end of the dock, staring across to where Sammel’s cabin lies hidden in the trees.

“LIZZYYYY,” I yell.

Lizzy Lizzy Lizzy, the hills beyond the lake answer, with an infuriating willingness to conceal everything that wants concealing.

“Screw you,” I tell the hills. “LIZZYYYY.”

Lizzy Lizzy . . .

“Daddy, what’s wrong?” She is in the doorway of the cabin, ACE bandage around her left ankle, Anna Karenina in her hand, her thumb marking the page. “I thought you knew I was here,” she says sweetly.

“Well, I—”

“You were on the phone. I hardly even got started. My ankle again. Can we go to the store for ice? This part with Levin,” she says, showing me her book, “it really drags. Don’t you think?”

“Sure,” I say. “Ice.” I turn my back to her and stare out across the lake. Everything goes blurry as my eyes fill.



CHAPTER 8


Southbound on the interstate: I drive toward high-rises that quiver like mirages on the horizon. Other than Lizzy’s ankle, this weekend has served its cathartic purpose. Flora and her friend Lloyd and Bill-the-Dog showed up yesterday afternoon. Lloyd seems harmless enough, though dandified. He arrived in green pants and loafers. Mercifully, he never changed into shorts, but he did come outside in a T-shirt once—or rather, a white V-neck undershirt, yellowed at the armpits, revealing a chest and arms that hadn’t seen daylight since the doctor smacked his butt.

I haven’t reached Cassandra Randall yet, which Lizzy tells me is because Cassandra, like us, was away for the weekend, though Lizzy doesn’t know where or with whom. Chip called back to tell me that Scud Illman, our suspect, seems also to have flown the coop for the weekend with his wife and stepson. Everything’s on hold till Monday morning.

But Monday starts on Sunday evening, because now, as I pass beyond the last of many cell phone dead spots, my phone chirps its message-waiting jingle.

“Hi, Mr. Davis, it’s Cassandra Randall. From, you know, the murder. I’m going out right now, and I probably won’t be home till late. You can call late if you want, okay, but otherwise I’ll speak to you in the morning? And say hi to Lizzy for me. Okay? Bye.”

I press 4 to replay. I hear tension or sadness, except at the beginning. Hi, Mr. Davis, and the end, say hi to Lizzy, where the voice has a lilt that I find encouraging. Though, I wonder where she’s going and why she won’t be back until late. I’m about to see if I can catch her before she leaves, but the phone chirps again. Chip calling.

“Nick, we just made contact with the guy I told you about, Scud. Avery Illman. He says he’ll talk to us. You want to come, or are you still up north?”

I’m thirty minutes out, so I head right for the FBI building. Chip meets me in the hallway and hands me Illman’s file.

“Your basic petty criminal,” he says. The skin under Chip’s eyes is baggier than it was two days ago. “We haven’t told him anything, just that we have a matter we’d like to talk about. He drove over voluntarily. Pretty cool customer. Captain Dorsey will be along in a few minutes. It’ll be an odd interrogation. Actually, not even an interrogation, just a chat, because we don’t expect any info, and we definitely don’t want him to know we found the body. We just want him thinking someone’s been blabbing.”

“You have a strategy?”

“Aimlessness, incompetence, haplessness,” Chip says. “Basically, we could have called him up and said someone mentioned his name. But I want to set the hook deeper. Get him feeling a little threatened so he does the silverback routine: goes out and beats his chest and kicks some ass in the jungle. Then we simply pick up everybody whose ass got kicked, let on we have a body and a witness. Everyone’ll sing. We’re going to need a goddamn choir director.”

“Got anything from the body? Anything from the scene? Autopsy results or anything?”

“No reports yet, but I went down and took a look at the body. It’s definitely an execution-type job, but he was roughed up first. Tortured. Nothing in his stomach, so he must have been held a few days, anyway. And he had, like, paint.”

“Paint? Where?”

“On his hands. A couple flecks on his face, too.”

“What kind of paint?”

“I don’t know. Different colors.”

Chip shows me to the observation room. It is closet-sized and dim, with a shelf along the windowed wall. The only light in here comes through the one-way glass looking into the interrogation room. The interrogation room has the usual table and chairs, but it also has a bookcase in the corner. I can make out a few of the titles; there is the familiar bright blue binding of an old DSM III.

A guy comes in and flips some switches on the electronics.

“Nick Davis,” I say, offering my hand.

“Sparky,” he says. “You a witness or something?”

“DOJ.”

“Yeah, that makes sense. You don’t seem all witnessy.”

“Witnessy?”

“Jumpy. Nervous, with this ‘oh wow’ thing going on. And an escort. They always send an agent with the witness.” His voice has the barely detectable roundness of someone with a hearing disability.

Through the glass, I see Dorsey and Chip walk into the interrogation room. Dorsey wears a shoulder holster and no suit jacket, but unlike Chip, he’s in dress slacks. “Anybody over there?” Dorsey asks, looking toward me through the one-way window. His voice comes through the intercom.

“Nick Davis has joined us,” Chip says. “He and Sparky are in the observation room.”

“Hi, Nick,” Dorsey say, looking toward Sparky and me through the one-way glass.

“Hi, Captain Dorsey.”

“They can’t hear you,” Sparky says. “We hear them, they don’t hear us.”

“He could join us in here,” I hear Dorsey say to Chip. “Nick, you want to join us in here?”

“Um, I don’t know,” I say, “should I?”

“They can’t hear you,” Sparky says to me.

“No,” I hear Chip say to Dorsey, “having the prosecutor might make the guy more guarded.”

“I wonder,” Dorsey says. “Might give us a better dynamic.” He makes a seesaw motion with his hands. “You know, get something going.”

Chip shrugs. “I think it would look more like we have something. We want it to start out like we got squat. Don’t you think, Nick?” He looks toward me through the one-way glass.

“Yeah, squat,” I say.

“They couldn’t hear you,” Sparky says. He flips a switch. “There. Intercom. Now they hear you. Can you guys hear us?”

“Hi, Sparky,” Chip’s voice says through the intercom.

“Guy in here talking to a window,” Sparky says.

“So maybe we’ll bring you in later, Nick,” Chip says. “Can you do the moral-superiority bit?”

I nod.

“They can’t see you,” Sparky says to me.

“Yeah, that sounds good,” Dorsey says. “We’ll act like incontinent fools, then Nick comes in all serious.”

“Incompetent,” I say.

“What’s that, Nick?” Dorsey asks.

“Nothing. Never mind.”

“So when we want you in here,” Chip says, “I’ll say to this guy, Scud, I’ll say, ‘Is it too warm in here?’ Then you come in acting like your shit don’t stink. Like Dorsey and me are bozos. That’ll put Scud on our side, maybe make him just a tad more forthcoming.”

“Gee whiz,” Dorsey says, stroking his mustache and looking at me/himself in the one-way glass. “Tough order. You think a prosecutor can do that? Act all superior and holier-than-thou?”

Sparky laughs, though it isn’t actually a laugh but a hum. Even Chip looks at me (or himself) and laughs. “Just follow our lead.” Then Chip brings Scud in. “Got coffee here, or we can get you a Coke or something if you like.”

“Free Cokes?” Scud says. “I’ll start spreading the word: Bureau’s buying!” He cups both hands against the one-way glass and peers in at Sparky and me. “Oh my God,” he yells. “It’s Director Mueller and the governor in fragrant directo. Sorry, boys, didn’t mean to snoop. You two just enjoy yourselves.”

Sparky hums.

Inches from my face—hard to believe he can’t see a thing, because his eyes seem to find mine—is the killer. Or we assume he’s the killer. He is laughing at his own humor, giving me a chance to scrutinize his dental work, which is strangely clear in the dim light. His front teeth are straight and square, probably the product of some porcelain caps, but farther inside his mouth is a forest of sinkholes and deadfall and rot.

“Let’s get started,” Chip says.

The guy steps away but watches his reflection a moment, then reaches up to smooth his hair. I almost reach up to smooth mine. Scud Illman has wavy red hair, a Sunday-night shadow, squinted eyes, and freckles. He looks uncool and eager to please; even his joking about the director and the governor seems more awkward than mean.

“Here’s the situation,” Chip says. “There’s a guy we’re interested in. Twentysomething named Zander. He sells pot and probably more that we didn’t know about. No big deal. But maybe he’s connected into something. So we talked to him once, tried to get his cooperation, but right away he lawyers up and won’t say a word, and truth is, we don’t have squat to make a case for anything but possession. And busting college kids for peddling a couple of joints isn’t really what the FBI’s all about. So we let him go, figuring he’ll stew awhile and maybe we can put something together later.” Chip pushes his chair back from the table and takes a pack of cigs from his shirt pocket. He lights up and holds the pack out to Scud.

“Those’ll kill you,” Scud says. He smirks and Chip smirks, stubbing out his cigarette, because they both know Chip lit up only to get Scud to light up, to make him comfortable and put him off his guard. But comfortable doesn’t seem to be a problem for this guy Scud, who is rocking back in his metal folding chair, arms folded on his chest, looking like a day at the beach.

“Anyhow, now the son of a bitch has bolted, and it kind of makes us look bad,” Dorsey says. He’s imitating Chip’s easygoing manner, but it doesn’t fit him.

“So?”

“So, we thought you might be able to help us.”

“We’re reaching out,” Chip says, grinning, and the three of them chuckle at the lovely preposterousness of the idea that good guys and bad might put away their differences and pitch in to locate the missing Zander. Sparky hums some more.

“You talking to everybody? Every ex-con who’s trying to make an honest go of it?”

“Maybe so,” Dorsey says.

“You gotta love these guys,” Sparky says, and I do love them: I love their shrewdness and scheming, their elegant understanding of human nature. Interrogation like this is probably harder than cross-examination in court. In cross, they can’t get away from you, so you simply wear them down or trip them up. Here you have to outsmart them; just one wrong move, and they clam up or lawyer up, and it’s all over.

After several more minutes of aimless questioning, Chip shifts uncomfortably and eyes Dorsey, then leans in toward Scud. “Okay. We’ll level with you. We got a little bird who says you or people you associate with were with this kid. Like maybe you even helped him pack his travel bag.”

“Normally, we wouldn’t give a damn,” Dorsey says. “I mean, he’s a minnow in the scheme of things, right? But he hurt our feelings, you know? We tried to cut him slack, and now he’s screwed us. So if you know anything about this kid . . .”

“You scratch our back, we’ll scratch yours,” Chip says.

“Maybe my back don’t itch.”

“Maybe it’ll itch tomorrow.”

“Who’s the bird?” Scud asks.

“Birds don’t have names,” Chip says. “Suffice it to say, the word on the street is that you’re the one to see.”

Scud shrugs.

“Do you even know this guy?” Dorsey asks.

“Zander? He go by anything else? I know lots of guys. Zander don’t ring a bell.”

Chip takes a photo from the file and slides it to Scud, who studies it, making a convincing show. “Nope, don’t look familiar.”

“Do us a favor,” Dorsey says. “If you hear anything, give me a call.”

Chip loosens his tie a bit and unbuttons his collar. “Is it hot in here?” he asks.

I walk around to stand outside the door, trying a few facial expressions until I get one that feels convincingly annoyed, then I walk in. Chip and Dorsey both stand. Chip introduces me.

“I’ve been watching through that window,” I say to Scud, “and we got this discrepancy wherein our source says you know quite a bit, Mr. Illman. But you tell us you don’t know anything, and we have to figure out who to believe.” I turn to Chip. “What have you charged this guy with?”

“Mr. Illman came in voluntarily to help us out. He’s not accused of anything,” Chip says. “We’re just gathering information.”

“Looks to me like you ain’t gathering shit,” I say to Chip. “So, Mr. Illman, we got ourselves a predicament. See, this Phippin kid got himself into some trouble. So first we came down real hard on him, because we figured if we didn’t, the press was going to say the kid got special treatment just because he’s a lily-white, moneyed boy from a connected family. It kinda makes us look bad, you know? But now he’s gone missing, and if he never turns up at all, or turns up dead, know what they’ll say? Here’s a nice kid from a good family who might have gotten into a bit of trouble, and we screwed him; threw him to the wolves. That kinda makes us look bad, too. Am I right? So you know what, Mr. Illman? You’re in a position to do us a huge favor if you know anything, and our intelligence says you might know quite a bit.”

Scud shrugs helplessly. I step around to face him across the table. His eyes, like the ends of Dorsey’s mustache, are drawn down at the outside as if he’s wearing a wry smile. But since this hasn’t changed since he walked in, it’s probably his natural expression. I suppose, depending on what you do in life, it can either help or hurt to have people thinking you’re perpetually amused. I can’t pigeonhole the guy, and I wish we could just ask him why he was driving eastbound into the city at about eight-thirty Friday morning. Maybe he has a legitimate reason.

“How old is your stepkid?” I ask.

Eyebrows rise and lower in thought, nose crinkles, eyes narrow, and for a moment they lose their amused cast. He doesn’t like the question. He looks at the ceiling, lips mouthing his calculations. We wait. “Eight,” he says finally, but his smile isn’t back yet.

“What the hell,” I say. “I’m just making conversation here, it’s not a trick question or anything.”

He shakes his head. “I couldn’t remember if he’d had his birthday yet, you know. It’s this month.” The unintentional smile creeps back.

“Eight-year-old boy, eh? Is he a good kid?”

“Yeah, he’s a good kid.”

I can’t think of what else to ask. There’s something in my mind, which, when I focus on it, is the recollection that I’m supposed to act annoyed. I don’t want to act, because I’ve got the beginning of something here. A connection. I had a boy once, I could say, lucky you, Mr. Illman: You married into a whole family, that’s nice. But Dorsey and Chip are relying on me, and here I am, thinking this Scud guy is probably not guilty at all. Maybe he manages rental units in one of those rural town-house clusters west of town; had to go unclog a toilet that morning. Or maybe he was dropping the kid at hockey.
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