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THE CRUELEST MONTH

A palpable joy coursed through Trout Run, New York, on that first balmy Saturday at the end of April, marking the end of the winter’s long siege. People shed their heavy coats and walked around wearing T-shirts and even shorts, despite that in the shade, the air was still cool enough to raise goosebumps on naked skin. Everyone was outside: babies who’d been born over the winter got their first stroller promenades, children drew hopscotch grids on driveways, gardeners dug with unchecked optimism.

And Janelle Harvey, walking the half-mile between Al’s Sunoco and her home, disappeared.
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MAKE NO MISTAKE—spring is not a season of unrestrained joy in the Adirondack Mountains. Too late for skiers and too early for hikers, spring brings financial grief to everyone who relies on the tourist trade. At best, it’s muddy; at worst, the melting snow and rain push rivers and streams above their banks, uprooting trees and flooding low roads. The same warm weather that coaxes the leaves onto the trees also draws the blackflies out of their larval state.

Still, a palpable joy coursed through Trout Run, New York, on that first balmy Saturday at the end of April, marking the end of winter’s long siege. People shed their heavy coats and walked around wearing T-shirts and even shorts, despite that in the shade, the air was still cool enough to raise goose bumps. Everyone was outside: babies who’d been born over the winter got their first stroller promenades, children drew hopscotch grids on driveways, gardeners dug with unchecked optimism.

And Janelle Harvey, walking the half mile between Al’s Sunoco and her home, disappeared.

•   •   •

Frank Bennett tried to ignore the phone ringing over the shrill whine of his table saw, but the caller’s persistence got the better of him. Brushing the sawdust from his sleeves, Trout Run’s police chief took the stairs from his basement workshop two at a time, arriving at the phone cross and out of breath.

“Yeah?” he rasped.

“Hello, Frank. It’s me. We have a missing persons case. I think we have to get on it right away.” Earl’s voice was so loud, Frank had to hold the phone six inches away from his ear.

“Who’s missing?”

“Janelle Harvey. Jack’s daughter.”

The name meant nothing to Frank. He had lived in the town for less than a year, and as small as Trout Run was, there were still people he didn’t know.

“A little girl?” Frank asked, keeping his voice calm although he could already feel a knot of dread forming in his gut at the mere mention of a missing child. “What, did she wander out of her yard?”

“She’s not a little kid, she’s a teenager,” Earl informed him. “She’s been missing for four hours.”

“Oh for Christ’s sake, Earl!” Disgusted with himself for that moment of panic, Frank lashed out at his young assistant. “That’s what you’re so worked up about? Kid’s probably at her boyfriend’s house.” Missing teenagers were not the same as missing children. They almost always had taken off in some act of underhanded or intentional defiance, and turned up again soon enough, dragging their tails.

“Uh, her father checked that out,” Earl said. The slight hesitation in Earl’s voice was enough to tell Frank that the kid was lying. No doubt he had been so rattled by this report of a serious crime while he was on duty that he had failed to question Jack Harvey thoroughly. “He’s real upset. He wants us to help him search. He asked for you specifically,” Earl added.

Frank smiled as he kicked off his work boots. Certainly no one in town would specifically request Earl. Now that the police chief’s position had been filled, everybody expected to get their money’s worth from Frank. “Don’t worry, Earl, I won’t send you out there to deal with Mr. Harvey yourself. I’ll swing by the office and pick you up.”

Not bothering to change into his uniform, Frank jumped into his truck and drove toward Trout Run. He’d stop by the Town Office and pick up Earl, then head out to Jack Harvey’s place.

Three roads led into Trout Run. Where they intersected, a sort of haphazard town square had been formed. The village proper didn’t amount to much. It had sprung up near the spot where Stony Brook widens and deepens, forming an ideal habitat for trout. The village had none of the postcard quaintness that towns across Lake Champlain in Vermont leveraged into big tourist dollars. There was no revolutionary war hero standing in a town green, no white steepled church, certainly no chintz-bedecked tea shops or pricey antiques stores.

And yet, Trout Run possessed a definite charm. Perhaps it was the way the mountains surrounded it, holding the town in their protective embrace. Perhaps it was just the carefree way children pedaled their bikes through the streets, dropping them heedlessly in front of the general store, where they went in search of ice cream and candy.

The Town Office, a little clapboard building painted barn red, sat on the north side of the square. On one side of the center hall the tax collector, water authority, and road department were each represented by metal desks.

Today the building was empty except for Earl, the civilian assistant Frank had inherited from his predecessor. When he entered the police department’s side of the building, Frank fully expected to find Earl in his characteristic posture—scrawny backside perched on the edge of the swivel chair, work boots up on the metal desk, slightly grimy hands clasped behind his head. But instead, Earl was pacing the five steps from window to phone and back again.

“What took you so long?” he demanded as Frank walked in.

“I didn’t even stop to change!” Frank protested, dusting wood shavings from his pant leg. Then, annoyed at himself for offering Earl any excuse at all, he snatched the incident report Earl had completed from Jack Harvey’s call and scanned it quickly.

“Maybe you think I could have handled this myself,” Earl said.

Frank shook his head. There was very little he thought Earl could do by himself, including filing things alphabetically, driving the patrol car without denting it, and directing traffic without causing a major pileup. “You did the right thing. Let’s go out and get this settled, huh?”

Earl filled him in on the Harveys as they drove. For all his faults, Earl was invaluable as a source of background information on every citizen in Trout Run. He categorized everyone he knew as either “from around here” or “not from around here.” Earl himself fell into the first group—his family had been scratching out a living in the beautiful, harsh Adirondack Mountains for over a century. Frank would forever remain in the second group. Even if he lived to be ninety-eight, he would only have spent fifty years in Trout Run, hardly enough to make him “from around here.”

“Jack’s in his early forties I guess,” Earl began. “Works over at the lumberyard. His wife, Rosemary, died from some disease when Janelle was real little, so it’s just him and Janelle. You see them around together a lot. He started up a girls’ softball league and coaches it, just so she’d have a team to play on.

“Jack’s sister Dorothy lives in the house right behind theirs. They inherited the property from their parents, and Dorothy built a new little house behind the old farmhouse.”

“Is she married?” Frank asked.

“She was till two years ago. Her husband was coming home from the Mountainside Tavern on a rainy night and skidded right into Long Lake. Drowned.”

“Sounds like a family with a lot of bad luck.”

“Maybe not so bad in that case. Dorothy’s husband was real mean. Drank a lot and never worked much. Seems like she supported them and their son, Tommy. Everyone kinda felt she was a lot better off without old Tom.”

“What about Janelle—you know her well?”

“Not really. She started high school a year after I graduated.”

“You’re twenty-one, so, that makes her seventeen.”

“Yeah. Tommy’s a year older, but they’re both seniors. I think she skipped a grade in grammar school. This is the driveway,” Earl added as they were nearly past it.

They pulled up to the house with a squeal of tires and a cloud of dust, providing the kind of drama that Frank knew Earl enjoyed.

The Harveys’ house, tucked back on a side road branching off Stony Brook Road, was plain and square and white, with a big front porch. The grass was a little tall and there were no flowers, but Frank could see a vegetable bed being prepared for planting in the side yard. He knocked on the storm door and peered through to the tidy hall and living room as he waited for someone to answer.

“I’ve been calling Janelle’s friends and no one’s seen her,” Jack Harvey said as he walked down the hall to the door. He was a well-built, competent-looking man, but his voice carried a high-pitched edge of panic. “Dorothy’s out driving around now looking for her, but she said I better wait here for you.”

“Good, good.” Frank clapped him on the back. “Let’s sit down and go over this right from the beginning. I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about.”

There was something reassuring in Frank Bennett’s appearance and manner that made people want to believe what he said, even when there was no good reason to. At forty-eight, his short hair was still quite dark, and his arms and legs were strong, although he was not a big man. It was only recently that he had accepted the expansion of his waistline to a size thirty-four. The addition of a few wrinkles had not significantly altered his midwestern farm boy’s face. His brown eyes could be both kindly and stern—small children recognized him as a pushover, but one icy stare could silence the protests of speeders and barroom bullies.

Jack Harvey’s hunched shoulders visibly relaxed. “I was repairing our lawn tractor and Janelle was keeping me company while I worked. I thought I was closing in on the problem, but then I realized I hardly had any gas, and I didn’t want to start her up and then have to stop again to fill it. Tommy was out in Dorothy’s car, so Dorothy had borrowed my truck to go to the supermarket. I asked Janelle if she’d mind walking up to Al’s Sunoco to get some gas. I told her just fill the can halfway or it’ll be too heavy to carry. It’s less than a mile. She’s been walking up there since she was a little kid to buy candy and sodas.” Jack’s tone had turned plaintive, as if someone had accused him of intolerable cruelty for asking his daughter to run this errand.

“When she didn’t come back by twelve-thirty, I started to wonder what was keeping her, but I figured she ran into someone she knew and lost track of time.”

“Did she go back in the house before she left? Maybe she called someone to meet her,” Frank suggested.

Jack shook his head. “When I asked her to go she took right off. I called Al and he told me she got there at about quarter to twelve and bought the gas and a candy bar. He said he could see her walking back until she turned the corner onto Stony Brook Road. That’s when I started getting worried.” Jack’s upper lip, covered with weekend stubble, trembled slightly. He clenched his teeth for a moment, took a deep breath, and continued in a steady voice. “By one Dorothy came home with the truck. We’ve been looking for Janelle ever since.”

“What about your nephew, Tommy?” Frank asked. “Is he still out? Maybe Janelle’s with him.”

“No!” Frank thought Jack answered a little louder than necessary. “I mean, he got back right after Dorothy did. He hasn’t seen Janelle.”

“Is he looking for her now, too?” Earl asked.

“No, he’s out back.” Jack jerked his head to indicate the expanse of yard that separated his house from Dorothy’s. “Building something.”

Rhythmic hammer blows echoed through the quiet spring air. Frank hadn’t registered them before. Apparently Tommy wasn’t as worried about his cousin as the adults in the family.

Frank rose. “Let’s go talk to him—he must know all the kids’ hangouts.”

“That’s a waste of time!” Jack objected. “I told you Tommy doesn’t know where she is. I want to show you where I found the gas can on Stony Brook Road.”

Frank brought his head up sharply. “Did you leave it there?”

“Yes. Otherwise I thought I wouldn’t remember exactly where it was, “Jack answered.

“Good. All right, let’s go there now before someone disturbs it. We can talk to Tommy later.”

Jack gazed intently out the car window, keeping up a rambling monologue without any prompting from Frank. “Janelle’s had a very busy week: softball practice, cheerleading, lots of homework. She must’ve gotten tired, the can was too heavy for her, so she set it down. And then…”

Frank nodded. Then, keeping his eyes focused on the road ahead, as if driving on this deserted country lane demanded his full concentration, he asked, “Did you have any, uh, disagreements with Janelle lately? Could she be staying away just to assert her independence a little?”

There was no immediate answer, and Frank cast a casual glance at his passenger. Jack seemed stunned into silence, so Frank continued, “It’s not unusual. Just a teenager’s way of letting her parents know they’re not totally in control.”

The reaction, when it came, was explosive. “My daughter is not playing some prank to teach me a lesson!” Jack screamed. His fair face turned bright red so quickly, you could almost see the blood coursing beneath the taut skin. His hands formed tight fists and he pounded the dashboard. “She wouldn’t do that to me!”

Frank offered no response, just drove slowly until Jack’s fury played out. He’d expected maybe indignation or annoyance, not rage, and he wondered how often Jack’s fuse was lit. Although tall and strong, Jack had come across as gentle, even sensitive. But Frank no longer trusted first impressions. They could set you off down the wrong path, and by the time you realized it, the opportunity to turn back was gone.

He stopped the car a quarter of a mile down Stony Brook Road, when Jack made a mute gesture. Frank got out and stared at the red metal gas can, which stood upright about six feet from the edge of the road. A straggly bush shaded it but did not completely conceal it.

“You didn’t move it at all? It was standing like that when you found it?”

Why would the can be so far back from the edge of the road, almost, but not quite, hidden? A vague uneasiness niggled at Frank.

Jack nodded. “I told her a million times never to hitchhike.” He gave the ground a ferocious kick. “I can’t believe she would.”

“It’s doubtful she was hitching. She would have taken the can with her if she was looking for a ride home. Earl, watch where you’re walking,” Frank added, not missing a beat.

Earl gave a guilty little leap backward, mostly out of reflex, since he almost never knew what Frank was yelling at him about. Frank paused to examine the ground where his assistant had just stepped, along the shoulder of the road. There were no footprints leading up to the gas can. Janelle, mindful of the spring mud, had apparently walked on the macadam road.

“These your tire tracks?” Frank asked.

“Yeah. When I spotted the gas can I pulled off the road and stopped real sudden,” said Jack, explaining the deep grooves in the spongy earth.

The wide truck tires were the only visible disturbance of the spring mud; no other vehicle tracks marked the ground.

Frank made a broad loop through the meadow that bordered Stony Brook Road, and approached the gas can from the opposite side. Jack watched him work, continuing a shouted conversation from the road.

“So if you don’t think she was hitchhiking, you think someone followed her from the gas station and grabbed her?”

Frank lay flat on his stomach and viewed the area around the can at eye level. “What kind of shoes was Janelle wearing?” he asked, in lieu of answering the father’s question.

Jack hesitated. “Running shoes, I think. What difference does it make?”

Frank grunted. In the area where the muddy berm left off and the grass and weeds of the meadow began, he could see the faint but distinctive waffle weave pattern of a small running shoe. “You see, she carried the can over here and put it behind this bush,” he said, more to himself than to either of his companions. He tried to picture Janelle doing this; to imagine what set of circumstances would make placing the can here the logical thing to do. He drew a blank. In another part of his consciousness he was dimly aware that Jack was talking to him, and refocused his attention.

“I said, someone must have followed her and grabbed her,” Jack repeated.

“Don’t go jumping to conclusions.” Frank walked back through the meadow to where Jack and Earl stood. “Stranger abductions are actually very rare. And there’s no sign of a struggle. That’s a good thing.” He didn’t add that an abductor would hardly be likely to order Janelle to walk fifteen feet away from him to put her can behind a bush.

“But if it’s not that—” Jack began to protest, but Frank held up his hand for silence.

“Let’s just take one step at a time. Someone’s bound to have seen something.” And Janelle’s friends might know something they weren’t telling her father. If she was up to something, the friends might be covering for her. He’d check it out, but there was no point in getting Jack riled up again.

Frank got some yellow tape from the patrol car and roped off the area around the gas can. He marked exactly where the can sat, then put a stick under the handle to carry it. “Who lives over there?” Frank pointed to a small house on the other side of the street as he put the gas can in the patrol car trunk. Perched on the side of a hill and painted dark green, the small house was barely visible through the trees.

“Old man Lambert,” Jack answered, with a certain disgust in his voice.

Frank glanced at Earl.

“He’s blind,” came the clarification.

“All right then, let’s go talk to Al,” Frank said.

Al Jewinski was a man of very little imagination, except for when it came to diagnosing the source of strange rattlings under car hoods. He emerged from his garage as soon as the patrol car pulled in and seemed surprised to hear they had not come to buy gas.

Al began to repeat what he had told Jack. “Janelle got here at eleven forty-five. I know that for a fact, because I made a note of the time so I’d know how much to charge for the labor on that transmission job.” He nodded toward a car up on the lift in the garage. “I got her gas and a candy bar—she was a nickel short but I told her she could owe it to me—and she left.”

So Janelle had been penniless at the time of her disappearance. That made running away seem less likely, but Frank asked the next question anyway. “Did she seem like her usual self? Was she nervous or excited?”

Al’s dim gray eyes grew dimmer, and he hooked his thumbs in the belt loops of his dirty green work pants. “No, she was friendly, just like always.”

“You said you saw her walk away until she turned onto Stony Brook,” Frank prompted him.

“Yeah. I watched her walking while I was filling a car.”

“You had another customer right after Janelle? You didn’t tell me that!” Jack said.

“You didn’t ask,” Al replied, straightening his angular frame from its perpetual hunch.

“Who was it? Anyone you recognized?” Frank asked.

“I’m thinking, I’m thinking. I get a lot of customers in a day.”

This seemed unlikely, given the remote location of the Sunoco station, but Frank supposed that when you moved as slowly and thought as slowly as Al, four or five customers filled up your day quite smartly.

“What kind of car was it?” Earl asked, thinking rightly, for once, that Al had a better memory for makes and models than for names and faces.

“A green Ford Taurus—that’s right, it was Joan Haddon’s car,” Al proclaimed.

“And which way did she pull out?” Frank asked.

Al looked puzzled again.

“Did she go off in the same direction as Janelle?”

“Oh. Oh, yes she did. She turned right.”

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Frank said as he put the car into gear, leaving the dazed Al to ponder their departure. “Where would we find Joan Haddon this time of day?”

“She works over at Mr. Foley’s real estate agency,” Earl said. “It’s not five yet. She’s probably still there.”

When Frank pulled up to the small frame bungalow that Mr. Foley had converted into an office, the green Taurus was parked out front. Working for Mr. Foley for twenty years had given Joan an unflappable disposition, so she seemed unsurprised to see Frank, Jack, and Earl troop into her office at the end of a working day. “What can I do for you gentlemen?” she asked.

“Did you see my daughter this afternoon walking on Stony Brook Road?”

“Why, yes I did. I offered her a ride.”

Relief passed through Jack’s body like a liberating army. His eyes lit up, his shoulders unknotted, and his posture straightened now that he knew that Janelle had merely been driven somewhere by kind, familiar Joan Haddon.

“Where did you take her?”

“No place.”

“What do you mean?” Jack shouted, leaning over Joan’s keyboard, his anger returning as fast as it had dissipated.

Joan used her desk chair to roll away from him. “I mean she turned me down. What’s going on here?”

Frank pushed Jack gently into a chair. “No one’s seen Janelle since around noontime, and Jack’s getting worried. Can you just tell me exactly what you and Janelle said to each other?”

“Sure. I had filled up at Al’s, and then as I turned onto Stony Brook Road I saw Janelle walking along, carrying a can of gas. So I stopped and asked her if she wanted a ride home. She said it was a nice day and she needed the exercise. She thanked me and I drove off.”

“Did she seem insistent that you not take her, like she had someplace else to go?” Frank asked.

“No. She just seemed like she was enjoying being outside now that the weather’s finally nice.”

“Where were you going?” Frank asked.

“Out to the Eggerts’ cottage on Long Lake. They’re coming up this weekend, and I had to make sure everything was ready for them.”

“Did you see anyone behind you as you drove away?”

“No one that I noticed. I came back the same way about an hour later,” Joan continued. “I didn’t see her anywhere along the road then.”

Looking at their worried faces, Joan, too, knit her brow. The she gave herself a little shake, as if to physically dispel the anxiety creeping over them all. “Kids lose track of time. She probably went over to a friend’s house.” The men turned to file out and Joan followed them to the door.

“My Heather did that to me once. Two hours late from school. I was worried sick. Turned out it was cheerleader tryouts and she never mentioned it.” Her voice trailed off as she stood in the door and watched them get into the patrol car. “Try looking at the baseball diamond,” she called as they pulled away. “They all hang out at the baseball diamond.”

But Janelle was not at the baseball diamond. Nor was she at the library, Malone’s diner, or the Teen Center of the Presbyterian Church. As each place was checked without success, Frank felt a dread rising in his throat. The frenetic activity brought to mind the case of little Ricky Balsam. The case he couldn’t close; the case that had precipitated his “retirement” from the Kansas City force and led him here to lie in wait for speeders on Route 9, investigate a few break-ins at vacation homes, and calm the occasional domestic dispute.

It was nearly two years now, but not a day went by when thoughts of what he should have done, what he should have known, didn’t plague him. Eleven-year-old Ricky Balsam had left his home in a quiet neighborhood in Kansas City one afternoon, selling candy bars to raise money for his soccer league. When dinner came and went with no word from Ricky, his parents had called the police. Intensive searches and house-to-house questioning had turned up only one clue: an elderly woman reported buying a candy bar from Ricky at two-thirty, just as her favorite soap opera came on the air. Then the trail went cold.

Frank still remembered the faces of Ricky’s parents when, about six weeks after the disappearance, he went to their home to tell them that hunters had found Ricky’s candy order form. The mother’s face had lit up, certain that this was good news. But the father had looked deep into Frank’s eyes and let out a low moan that built into a keening wail. The next day, searchers found Ricky’s decomposed body buried under some leaves in the same area. Frank had investigated the case for what it so obviously was: an abduction and murder. And he had been wrong, so wrong….

Frank tried to push from his mind any thoughts that the Janelle Harvey case would turn out the same way. It couldn’t.

He wouldn’t let it.

Not again.
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BY DINNERTIME word of Janelle’s disappearance had spread throughout town, and friends and neighbors turned out in scores on the green in front of the Town Office, waiting for their orders.

“It’s one of them pedal-files that snatched her,” Augie Enright opined to anyone who would listen. “They look normal, but they get these uncontrollable urges.”

“Shut up, Augie,” hissed Lydia Barton. “We’ll find that girl safe and sound.” Lydia’s opinion carried some weight, but still, a current of fear coursed through the crowd, and Augie found plenty of sympathetic ears for his theories until Frank’s emergence from his office stilled all the murmuring.

Frank walked up the steps of the gazebo in the center of the green and gazed out at the anxious, upturned faces before him. He could almost feel their fear and worry transfer itself to his shoulders. Here, take this. Fix it and make everything all right again. He didn’t want to let them down. They had done a lot for him, without even realizing it. Given him a place to go every morning, things to do, words to say at a time when he’d felt that the very core of himself had crumbled away. When suddenly he had found he was no longer a husband, no longer a detective commander.

He wanted to show Trout Run he could do what they’d hired him to do—keep them safe. But he wasn’t sure it was within his power. All afternoon he’d played out best-case and worst-case scenarios in his mind. The best case was that Janelle had run away, but that was beginning to look less and less likely. It wasn’t that easy to run away from Trout Run—not without a lot of planning. The nearest train station was forty miles east in Essex, and the Trailways bus stopped just once each day in Keene Valley, twenty miles to the south. He’d checked both—no Janelle. That she could have hitchhiked off with a stranger without a penny in her pocket seemed extremely improbable. But teenagers were impulsive, and if she had been angry or distraught she might have set off without thinking what her next step would be.

Was Janelle the impetuous type? It was too early for him to know. In these frantic hours since her disappearance, no one had anything but kind words to say. Janelle was a wonderful girl. Jack was a wonderful father. Everything about their life was wonderful, wonderful. With time he might turn up a different story, but right now it didn’t seem that Janelle had any reason to run away.

So, the worst-case scenarios won out. First, the theory everyone here probably believed: that Janelle had been abducted by a stranger—a sexual predator or serial killer. If that were true, she might well be dead already. And searching for her killer—a person with no link to his victim or logical motive—would be like searching for the proverbial needle in the haystack. He might never make an arrest, might never even find her body. He saw nothing but grief and failure for everyone if Janelle had been abducted by a stranger.

The alternative was both better, and much worse: Janelle had gone off with someone she knew, and for whatever reason, could not—or would not—come back. That scenario offered the possibility that Janelle was still alive and could be rescued if they found her fast enough. Even if she were dead, Frank was confident he could uncover any killer who knew his victim. So that kind of case could be solved—but at what cost?

Frank looked out at the crowd before him, supposedly his allies, here to offer him every assistance. What would happen if they realized he suspected one of their own? Would they fight him every step of the way? Would they turn on him, then turn him out? He’d lost his last job by failing; he might lose this one by succeeding.

But right now, Trout Run had turned out to search for Janelle, and Frank had to let them do it. So with no preamble, he began barking out orders.

“Joe, Augie, Dave—I want you to take your pickups and drive all the back roads between here and Verona. Look for any vehicles pulled off the road. It’s possible that Janelle could be trying to make it back home.

“Ned, Vinnie, George,” Frank called on some of the younger men in the group. “Take these flashlights—it’ll be getting dark soon—and walk the whole length of Stony Brook from where Janelle disappeared to the bridge. Look for any signs of her clothes or other belongings.” What he didn’t say was, “Look for signs of a shallow grave.” He wouldn’t shout that out in front of the crowd, not with Jack pacing anxiously beside him. Tomorrow, if Janelle still hadn’t been found, he would search the meadow and brook again.

“Ladies, I want you to divide the phone book between you and call every family in Trout Run, Verona, and Johnsonburg,” Frank told a group of women that included Janelle’s Aunt Dorothy and Joan Haddon. “Ask if they’ve seen Janelle, of course, but also ask if they were anywhere in the vicinity of Stony Brook Road around noon. Write down the name of anyone who says they were, and I’ll go talk to them. They may have seen something important without realizing it.”

A group of teenagers milled on the fringe of the crowd, not certain whether they were considered part of the problem or part of the solution. Frank recognized most of them—he’d spent the latter half of the afternoon talking to all the kids Jack had identified as Janelle’s closest friends as well as her boyfriend, Craig Gadshaltz. He’d interviewed them separately, and they had been remarkably consistent in their answers. No one had seen or spoken to Janelle since the night before, when most of them had gone out for pizza following the baseball game. Janelle had been her usual self—not moody or nervous. She had not mentioned any special plans for today. He didn’t get the sense that any of them were covering for her. They’d all seemed so ingenuous, so awed that they were being questioned in a disappearance.

The boyfriend, Craig, had seemed bewildered and worried. Frank hadn’t been able to tell if the boy was holding something back, or if it was just typical teenage inarticulateness that made him so quiet.

Now Frank could see that some of the girls had been crying. They clung to one another, clutching twisted tissues in their hands. Occasionally one of the boys offered a clumsy hug in consolation.

“Hey, guys!” Frank shouted, waving them closer. “I want you all to drive over to Lake Placid and show Janelle’s picture around in all the pizza joints and ice cream parlors and other places kids hang out. Show her picture to kids you don’t know—someone may have seen her there.”

“But Janelle never—” One of the girls, he thought her name was Kim, started to protest, but the others overruled her.

“C’mon—divide up. Craig and me can drive,” a tall boy named Jerry took charge, and the others followed.

Frank noticed that Janelle’s cousin Tommy was not among the teenagers, nor was the boy with Dorothy and Jack. The absence might not have registered, if not for the fact that his interview with Tommy that afternoon had been so odd. He’d found Janelle’s cousin hammering away in the barn behind Jack’s house, and the kid would’ve kept pounding through their conversation if Frank hadn’t asked him to stop. He soon understood why Jack had told him not to waste his time talking to Tommy. All Frank’s questions about Janelle’s possible whereabouts were met with a resolute blankness and a slow shake of the head.

Finally, Tommy had spoken. “Uncle Jack’s always up Janelle’s ass. She probably just wants a little time to herself.” And then he added, “When I go off, no one calls the cops to look for me.”

By now Tommy must realize that Janelle hadn’t just slipped off for a little private time, but he hadn’t joined the search. Was he simply jealous of all the attention being shown his cousin, or was there something more there? Frank didn’t have time to worry about it now.

“Earl, I want you and…” He scanned the crowd, looking for someone who could handle authority. Reluctantly, he settled on a man he didn’t personally like, but whom he knew could be trusted. “…Clyde Stevenson to run a roadblock on the main road to Lake Placid. Stop every car and show them Janelle’s picture.”

Jack Harvey turned to go off with Clyde and Earl, but Frank laid a restraining hand on his shoulder. “Jack, you come back to the office with me.”

“But I’d rather help Clyde with the roadblock. That seems like the best bet.”

“No, I need you with me,” Frank insisted. He nodded to Clyde and Earl to get them moving, then led Jack, still protesting, back to the Town Office.

“We’ve been together all day—you know everything I know,” Jack said. “I want to be doing something to find Janelle.”

“I understand,” Frank answered as they walked into his office. “But if some news comes in, it’ll be best to have you right here.”

Jack tensed. “You mean if they find her body, you want to keep me from doing anything crazy.” It was not what Frank had meant, but he was glad Jack had leaped to that conclusion. The truth—that Jack must still be considered a suspect—would have upset the distraught father even more.

“You’ve seen a lot of this stuff where you come from, haven’t you?” Jack continued. “You know she’s dead.” His voice cracked, and he didn’t bother to hide his tears.

“I don’t think that at all,” Frank lied. “It’s only been a few hours. We’ll find her.” But you might not like how we do it.

Jack sprawled in the hard wooden chair across from Frank’s desk, staring up at the water-stained ceiling, but his eyes were focused on something only he could see. “Janelle is more than a daughter to me. She’s my life. We did everything together. Since I lost Rosemary, Janelle is all I have.” He slumped forward, cradling his head in his hands. “This can’t be happening. Not to us. Not here.”

“Where is she?” Jack enunciated each simple word. “One minute she was walking along Stony Brook Road, the next minute she’s gone—how can that be? Why didn’t anyone see anything, hear anything?”

Frank had interviewed everyone who lived on Stony Brook Road with remarkably little success. The houses there were widely spaced and set well back from the road. Two families had not been home at the time of Janelle’s disappearance. The other three could remember nothing about any cars that might have driven by. Certainly they had heard no screams or shouts. Frank had even stopped by at Mr. Lambert’s house, which, ironically, had a perfect view of the stretch of road from which Janelle had gone missing. Frank had hoped the old man might have had a visitor who’d seen something, or that Lambert himself might have heard something. But the adage about the blind having a keener sense of hearing was not true in this case. Mr. Lambert kept his radio tuned at an ear-splitting decibel, and spoke in the raised tones of the nearly deaf.

“I can’t stand to think of her out there alone, in the dark, hurt, afraid,” Jack said softly, to himself. He looked up and met Frank’s eyes directly, and his fear passed like a current into Frank’s gut. “What if you never find her? What if I never, ever know what happened to her? I won’t be able to bear it.”

Frank returned Jack’s gaze without blinking. “I won’t let that happen. I promise you.”

He was a father, too. He knew what it was to love a child more than your own life; knew what it was to lose a wife, and to have nothing left of her but what you had created together—a daughter. But even though Estelle was gone, taken from him so suddenly by a brain aneurysm in that last dreadful year in Kansas City, his daughter Caroline was safe and sound in her home down-state in suburban Westchester. His little grandsons, Ty and Jeremy, were where they were supposed to be, not missing, or abducted, or dead.

And he was here in Trout Run, with a crime to solve. He pulled away from Jack Harvey and his web of pain. He couldn’t let himself get tangled there, not this time, not ever.

By nine-thirty Saturday night, virtually every family in Trout Run, Johnsonburg, and Verona had been called. Janelle’s friends had shown her photograph at every store, movie theater, and restaurant in Lake Placid. They even took the photo out to the Burger King on the New York Thruway, more than thirty miles away. Everywhere, people intently studied the picture, which showed the engaging if slightly startled smile of a girl caught too soon by an impatient school photographer. The fine strawberry blond hair had, for the occasion, been coaxed into poufed wings on either side of her high-cheekboned face. The hazel eyes, unsullied by anything the cosmetics counter at the local drugstore had to offer, were wide and ingenuous. But everywhere people shook their heads, without even a moment of hesitation to give a moment of hope.

Now Frank sat in the Town Office surrounded by Reid Burlingame, Ardyth Munger, Clyde Stevenson, and Clyde’s son, Ned. The first three were members of the town council. Frank didn’t know why Ned felt the need to be there, but he chose not to make an issue of it. “I’m going to call off the search for tonight,” he told the group as he replaced the phone receiver in its cradle. “Lieutenant Meyerson from the state police barracks in Malone will be here at daybreak with two investigators and a K-9 team.”

“Well, I’m glad the state police finally realize we have a serious crisis here,” Clyde fumed. “They certainly don’t hesitate to accept our tax dollars, but they are certainly reluctant to do any work.”

Clyde spoke in a strange syncopated rhythm whose logic was clear only to him. He was not the man an outsider would have pegged as the most powerful person in Trout Run. On the short side of average, Clyde carried no extra weight, but a tendency toward wide hips made him look dumpy and vaguely effeminate. His facial features were unremarkable except for one detail: he had uncommonly long and meaty earlobes. Whenever Frank spoke to Clyde, he found his eyes irresistibly drawn to these fleshy pendulums, which quivered and shook in sync with Clyde’s odd cadences.

“Since there were no obvious signs of foul play, we had to be certain she hadn’t run away before the state police would get involved,” Frank explained. “They’re prepared to give us their full assistance in the morning.”

“Well, I think it’s premature to call off our own efforts,” Clyde protested. “Don’t you agree, Reid?”

Reid opened his mouth to reply, but Frank cut him off. He didn’t appreciate this decision making by committee, and he intended to squelch it fast. “It’s dark and we haven’t discovered anything. The last thing we need is for one of the volunteers to get lost or hurt. There’s really nothing more that can be done tonight by the searchers.”

Ardyth looked out the window, through fine droplets that clung to the glass. “I don’t know. It’s starting to rain and the temperature’s really dropped. Hypothermia’s a real possibility if the poor girl is out there in just a T-shirt,” she said.

Frank massaged his temples, struggling to keep the edge out of his voice when he answered. “Well, Ardyth, I’d agree except Janelle didn’t get lost on a hike in the woods. We have no reason to believe she’s out in the open.”

“We have no reason to believe she’s not, either,” Clyde insisted. “Most likely, her abductor has dragged her off into the forest and is holding her there.”

This time Frank didn’t even attempt to restrain his irritation. “There is absolutely no evidence to support that statement, Clyde. I’ll thank you not to go getting everyone more upset than they already are by spouting off theories that have no basis in fact.”

A shocked silence engulfed the room. Frank could hear his own blood pounding through his arteries, propelled by a heart beating much too fast for a man his age. Then support came from an unlikely corner.

“I think we’re all a little too tense to accomplish much more tonight,” Ned said as he rose. Although taller than his father, Ned was still several inches shorter than Frank. Dressed for the search in hiking boots and a ratty University of Pennsylvania sweatshirt, he looked younger than his thirty years. “Chief Bennett has probably organized many searches in his career—let’s let him do his job,” Ned said, dropping a casual hand on his father’s shoulder. He directed an affable smile at the rest of the group, revealing perfectly even teeth. To Frank’s amazement, Clyde stood without another word and left the room with Ned following.

Ardyth and Reid stared at the door that had just closed behind the two Stevensons. Finally, Ardyth found her voice. “Boy, I never saw Clyde back down like that. Maybe you’re right, Reid. Ned’s coming back home does seem to be having a good effect on the old goat.”

Ever diplomatic, Reid let this characterization pass without comment. At seventy-two, he still practiced law and had a reputation for being both even-handed and even-tempered. “Better get out there and call in the searchers, Frank,” he said as he put on his jacket. “You see, I would’ve agreed with you if you’d just given me the chance.” His smile took the sting out of the words. “We’ll see you in the morning.”

After Reid and Ardyth left, Frank trudged across the green, the fine, cold mist coating his face and penetrating the shoulders of the uniform he had changed into when he realized this would be a working day like no other. The chill barely registered compared to the cold knot of tension lodged within. What had possessed him to snap at Clyde like that? There had been no call to be so defensive, as if Clyde were accusing him of incompetence.

And who was to say Clyde’s ideas might not be right? Keep an open mind, listen to other opinions—if he hadn’t learned that from the Balsam case, he hadn’t learned a thing. But the hell of it was, tolerance didn’t come any easier here in Trout Run with Clyde, than it had in Kansas City with Detective Rob Perillo.

Clyde and Rob Perillo had nothing in common, except that Frank didn’t like either of them, and he let it show. He’d allowed his contempt for Perillo, the man—his poofed-up hair and pumped-up biceps, his constant bragging about chicks and wheels and scores—to blind him to the value of Perillo, the cop. When Perillo said he sensed something “off” in the story presented by Ricky’s father, Frank had ignored him. What could a punk like Perillo know about a pillar of the community like Steve Balsam? And when Perillo had kept digging, Frank had rebuffed everything the detective had brought him, until Perillo had gone over his head and brought it to the chief.

And then he’d had no defense, because Perillo had been completely, entirely right. It was Perillo who’d noticed that no one outside of Ricky’s family had seen the boy since the day before they reported him missing. Perillo had discovered that the old lady who claimed Ricky had sold her a candy bar got the day wrong. Perillo had uncovered the long history of visits to different emergency rooms by all the Balsam children. Perillo had carefully built the case against Steve Balsam, but by the time he got anyone to take him seriously, crucial forensic evidence had been lost, opportunities squandered. The father couldn’t be successfully prosecuted, but Frank had been tried in the court of public opinion and found guilty. He was lucky to be able to “retire” with some shred of dignity intact.

Now, over a year later, he’d built a life for himself here in Trout Run. It was a dim shadow of the life he’d lived before, but it was more than he believed he could ever hope for when he’d first left Kansas City. The rebirth had been painful, and one thing he knew for sure—he didn’t have it in him to do it again. If he couldn’t succeed as police chief in Trout Run, he’d hole up somewhere far away and wait for Alzheimer’s to overtake him.

Frank shook himself as he headed toward the lights of Malone’s diner, shining with deceptive cheerfulness in the otherwise dark town square. No need to get maudlin—things weren’t that bad yet. Probably by tomorrow Clyde would have forgotten their little set-to.

Regis Malone had agreed to keep the diner open late, giving the volunteers a place to tank up on coffee between assignments. Earlier in the evening, Frank had told all the volunteers to report back to the diner by nine-thirty. As he drew closer, he could see the place was now jammed, with more cars parked out front than there were on a Saturday morning in deer season. At least Jack wasn’t there—he’d persuaded the father to wait at home by the phone. Taking a deep breath, he pushed open the door and stood silently in the entranceway. It only took a few moments for the buzz of conversation to peter out.

“I’d like to thank everyone for turning out to help today,” Frank began. “I don’t think we can be very productive in the dark, so I’m calling off the search until tomorrow. The state police will be here at daybreak with the K-9 team. Anyone who’s able to help tomorrow should report here to Malone’s and follow instructions from Sergeant Vigne.” Frank paused. He didn’t want to say the next two words but knew he had to. “Any questions?”

Immediately, the diner turned into a babble of raised voices and waving arms. Frank patiently sorted through the questions inspired by a day of unchecked production from the rumor mill. No, no fragment of Janelle’s clothing had been found. Yes, he’d heard about the car with Connecticut plates seen circling the green three times, but they had turned out to be elderly tourists looking for the Adirondack Craft Center. No, it wasn’t true that Janelle had been spotted hitchhiking on the Thruway. And so it went, for nearly half an hour.

Finally, Frank wound it up with a little pep talk. “We have every reason to be optimistic. The fact that we haven’t discovered any signs of foul play encourages me to believe that we will find Janelle unharmed.” He smiled. “Now, go home and get some rest.”

As he crossed the green back to his office, Earl appeared, breathless, at his side.

“Is your car over here?” Frank asked. “I didn’t see it outside the office.”

“Nah, it’s over by Malone’s. But I thought you might have something else for me to do.” Earl emphasized the “me” slightly, distinguishing himself from the general mob of townspeople who had been dismissed from the search.

“Afraid not, Earl. I’m going home soon myself.”

“Oh. Okay, then.” Earl stopped walking, letting Frank go ahead.

In a few more steps, Frank stopped, too, and glanced back over his shoulder. Suddenly, he wanted company. He’d been surrounded by people all day long, yet he’d been all alone. He opened his mouth to call out to Earl, then closed it again before any sound escaped. He didn’t want Earl now. He wanted someone to share all his contradictory ideas with. Someone who would just listen and not tell him what sounded right or wrong or crazy. He wanted what he could never have. He wanted Estelle.

He felt the familiar surge of emotion that had plagued him since Estelle’s death. Strange that he should be so angry with her in death, when he rarely had been in life. Unbidden, that final scene in the hospital came to him. Estelle in a coma, tubes and wires running into and out of her like some appliance. Caroline holding her mother’s hand, telling her softly how much she loved her. And there he was at the foot of the bed, consumed with rage, wanting to grab Estelle by the shoulders and shake her, screaming, “Come back! Come back here right now, do you hear me?”

Later that day she died, and at the funeral people kept saying how wonderful that he’d been with her at the end. It was all he could do to keep from punching them, the flaming fools.

He swallowed his anger now, sending it down to join the anxiety and fear already roiling his belly. When he went to meet his maker, it wouldn’t be his heart or lungs or brain that brought him down, it’d be his digestive tract—he was sure of that.
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“A COFFEE AND A POWDERED.” Reid Burlingame dropped four quarters into the cigar box on the counter and went to join the group gathered around the big Formica table in the front window of the Store. “They sure did devote a lot of time to Janelle on the news out of Plattsburgh this morning. Announced a toll-free number and everything.”

The Store had been “The Mack Bros. Store” for the first fifty years of its existence, until the death of both Macks had caused its sign to be truncated by the thrifty new owners, Stan and Rita Sobol. Their slogan was still, “The Store that has most everything…” The locals snidely completed the sentence with, “except what you really need.” Everyone drove to Plattsburgh or Lake Placid to do their serious grocery shopping, but the Store was a handy stopgap. And Rita did make a mean cup of coffee. Every morning, the Store hosted the Coffee Club, a gathering of Trout Run’s sharpest eyes and tongues.
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