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AUTHOR’S NOTE

THE CROSSROADS grew from a question I couldn’t leave alone: what happens to justice in a place where everyone knows everyone, and knowing everyone is the reason justice fails?

Harlow, Illinois is fictional. But the forces that shaped it—the economic decline of rural America, the concentration of power in a few hands, the complicity of institutions that prioritize stability over truth—are real. I have borrowed from no single community, and I intend no portrait of any specific place. I have tried, instead, to capture something true about many places.

Detective Sarah Hartley is the kind of investigator who exists in every institution but rarely rises: the person who, when asked to look away, cannot. Her story is not about heroism. It is about the cost of doing the job correctly in a world that has arranged itself to reward doing it incorrectly.

Eleanor Whitmore is not a villain. She is not a hero. She is a person who made a choice in a specific situation after a long period of time, and who accepted the consequences, and who understood that acceptance was the only honest response. I have tried to render her fully.

The crossroads at the center of this novel marks a real kind of intersection: between justice and loyalty, between truth and stability, between the law’s formal requirements and the human context in which laws are applied. At every crossroads, someone has to decide which road to take. Sarah takes the harder one. What it costs her, and what it produces, is the story.

— Mike Vex

ACT I: THE TOWN

* * *
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Chapter One
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The diner opened at five-thirty, same as always.

Patty Lemke unlocked the door without looking at the lock—she'd done it ten thousand times, knew the exact pressure required to coax the old mechanism left before it would turn—and pushed into the warmth of the kitchen, where the exhaust fan was already running and the overnight prep cook, a sixteen-year-old named Derek who was saving for a truck, had the first pots on. The diner was called Lemke's, though Patty hadn't owned it. She'd inherited the name along with the debt when her husband Roy died of a heart attack at the register in 2019, and she'd kept the name because changing it seemed like more trouble than the sentiment was worth.

By six, the booths along the front windows were filling.

The men who worked the fields—those who still had fields to work—came first, ordering eggs and biscuits in the shorthand of people who had eaten the same breakfast in the same seats for decades. They talked about the weather. What you talked about in Harlow County when you didn't want to talk about what you were thinking about. Weather was safe. Weather was the agreed-upon language of men who had learned, through generations of Midwestern stoicism, that the interior was not for public display.

By six-thirty, the county highway department crew came in—four men in orange vests who smelled of diesel and cold air. They sat at the counter and ordered coffee and didn't talk much, just listened to the radio that Patty kept on low near the register. Local station. Morning farm report. Corn futures, which no one discussed in optimistic terms anymore.

By seven, the town of Harlow, Illinois, population 9,200, was awake and moving.

Harlow sat at the intersection of Route 17 and County Road 400 East, which had been called the crossroads since before the town had a name. The intersection was marked by a four-way stop, a grain elevator that hadn't operated in eleven years, a hardware store that had been in the Brauer family for three generations, and a liquor store that did more business than either. The town sprawled out from this center in the loose, unplanned way of Midwestern towns—a main street of two-story brick buildings that had housed a different set of businesses in every decade since the 1940s, residential streets behind them in both directions, and beyond those the farms and the county roads and the flat horizon that went all the way to wherever you thought you were going.

The town had been built on the mill—Harlow Agricultural Products, founded 1923, closed 2009—and everything that had happened in Harlow since 2009 had happened in the mill's absence, in the way that places are shaped by what used to be in them. The building was still there, a long, low structure of corrugated steel and concrete at the north end of town, windows boarded, parking lot cracked and weedy, a monument to a particular kind of American economic grief. On the fence outside, someone had at some point attached a hand-lettered sign that said COMING SOON: HARLOW ENTERPRISE PARK, and the sign had been there for four years and the park had not come and the sign had faded to near-illegibility and now it simply swayed in the wind, a different kind of monument.

What had come, in the mill's place, was Marcus Whitmore.

* * *
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DETECTIVE SARAH HARTLEY arrived at the Sheriff's station at seven forty-five, which was late by her own standards—she was usually in by seven, sometimes six-thirty, with no compelling reason to be elsewhere. She lived six blocks from the station in a two-bedroom apartment above the laundromat on Merchant Street, chosen for its affordability and its proximity to work, which were the only criteria she applied to living spaces anymore. The second bedroom held her files.

She pushed through the glass door with her coffee—Lemke's, large, black, to-go—and nodded at Darla at the front desk, who nodded back in the manner of two people who respected each other without particularly knowing each other. Darla was sixty-one and had worked the desk for twenty-two years and knew more about the county's legal history than anyone currently employed by it.

"Quiet night?" Sarah asked.

"Routine. Fender bender on 17. Domestic dispute at the Hadley place—third call this month." Darla paused. "And Tom wants to see you when you have a minute."

Tom was Sheriff Ricketts. No one called him that except strangers and state authorities, and the latter he dealt with by waiting them out.

Sarah's office was small and had a window that faced the alley, which she preferred to the alternative—a window facing Main Street would have required her to watch the town go about its business, which she found distracting in ways she couldn't fully articulate. She sat at her desk and opened the case file she'd been working: a theft from the hardware store, probably an inside job, almost certainly the part-time stock boy who'd quit the week before. She looked at it for three minutes, added nothing, and drank her coffee.

The theft would resolve itself or it wouldn't. That was the truth of small-town law enforcement that no one wrote in the books: most cases didn't get solved through detective work. They got solved through time and loose talk and that small towns had no actual privacy, only the illusion of it. Someone would tell someone who would tell someone, and Darla would hear about it, and six weeks from now the stock boy would be brought in.

She was thinking about a different case.

Three months ago, a woman named Celia Garrett—whose family had lost their farm to Marcus Whitmore's investment company two years prior—had filed a complaint alleging that the land purchase had involved document fraud and deliberate misrepresentation of soil remediation costs. The complaint was specific and detailed; Celia was not a confused person. Sarah had reviewed it, found it credible, and brought it to Ricketts. Ricketts had looked at it the way he looked at most things that involved Marcus Whitmore's business interests—carefully, without expression, and then in a way that closed rather than opened.

"I'll look into the appropriate channels," Ricketts had said.

The appropriate channels, as far as Sarah could determine, had not been identified in the three months since.

She had the Garrett complaint in her second bedroom. She looked at it sometimes at night when she couldn't sleep, which was not often enough to be a problem and often enough to be a habit.

Her phone buzzed. A text from a number she hadn't labeled, which meant she knew who it was.

Are you free this weekend?

She looked at it for a moment, set the phone face-down, and turned back to the case file.

* * *
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SHERIFF TOM RICKETTS began his mornings with a ritual that had not changed in twenty years: coffee from the machine in the break room (not Lemke's; he didn't like coffee shops, which he'd always found performative), a review of the overnight log, and a walk down Main Street that was not officially police business but functioned as his primary intelligence-gathering mechanism. In a town of nine thousand, information was a renewable resource, and it renewed fastest in face-to-face contact.

He was sixty-two and looked it—not badly, but honestly, the way men look when they've spent their lives outdoors and in the sun and in the particular weather of human relationships. He was broad-shouldered and had been heavier in his forties and had lost the weight after his wife Carol passed, not by intention but by the practical result of a man who cooks mainly for himself. He kept himself neat: clean-shaved, uniform pressed, boots polished. In a county that had a history of sheriffs who let themselves go along with their offices, Ricketts took his appearance to be a form of civic respect.

He walked down Main Street at seven-fifty, stopping at the hardware store to talk to Ed Brauer about a fence dispute on the county line, stopping at the pharmacy to nod at Myra Heinz behind the counter, stopping at the spot on the sidewalk outside the shuttered insurance office where the men who'd worked the mill used to gather on their lunch breaks, thirty years ago, before the mill was where it was now. He didn't stop here on purpose. He stopped here by habit.

He thought about Marcus Whitmore.

Marcus was a complicated fact of Ricketts's life, as he was a complicated fact of Harlow's. They'd grown up two years apart, had run in adjacent circles—Ricketts's family was working-class hardware, Marcus's family was old money agriculture—and had developed a relationship that was not quite friendship and not quite partnership but something in between, the kind of alignment that forms between a man of order and a man of influence when both believe they're serving the same community. They had breakfast together most Thursdays at Lemke's. Ricketts had handled several situations over the years that involved Marcus's business interests—complaints filed, complaints addressed, complaints quieted—and he'd told himself each time that it was what civic leadership required. That keeping Marcus's ship afloat kept Harlow's ship afloat.

He wasn't sure he still believed that.

He turned back toward the station and was thinking about the conversation he needed to have with Sarah about the Garrett complaint—three months was too long, and she was right to be impatient, and he needed to either open the investigation or explain why he couldn't, and he hadn't yet decided which—when his phone rang.

It was Eleanor Whitmore.

"Eleanor,"

There was a silence on the line that lasted long enough for him to understand it.

"Tom," she said. "You need to come to the house."

* * *
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Chapter Two
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The Whitmore house sat at the end of Prospect Hill Road, not a hill but felt like one because it was the highest point of aspiration in Harlow County—a long curve of a street lined with mature oaks, houses set back behind lawns that were professionally maintained, the kind of street where the lawns had never been mowed by the homeowner and where this was not considered notable. There were eleven houses on Prospect Hill Road. The Whitmore house was at the end, behind a circular drive and iron gates that were more decorative than functional.

It was a large house for Harlow—eight thousand square feet, Colonial revival, built in 1992 when Marcus had made his first significant money. Over the years he'd added to it: a pool, a guest cottage, a four-car garage that held two vehicles and various collections Sarah had no interest in cataloguing. The grounds were tended by a man named Hector Ruiz who came three days a week and knew the property better than its owners, the way groundskeepers always do.

Sarah arrived second, behind the paramedic unit, which had been first on the scene and had confirmed what Eleanor, composedly, had already told the 911 dispatcher: that her husband was unresponsive in his study and that she did not believe he was breathing.

The house was already bright—morning light through high windows, the particular domestic brightness of a home that runs on a schedule. Someone had turned on lamps in the foyer. A housekeeper named Brenda Teal stood at the bottom of the staircase with her arms crossed over her chest and her expression arranged into the controlled distress of a person who understands she is peripheral to a scene and is waiting to be peripheral to it properly.

"Ms. Teal," Sarah said. "When did you arrive this morning?"

"Seven," Brenda said. "Same as every morning. Seven to three."

"Did you go upstairs?"

"No. Mrs. Whitmore was already downstairs when I arrived. She told me to wait here." "She looked—" Brenda stopped. Reconsidered. "She looked like she already knew."

Sarah noted this without indicating she'd noted it and went upstairs.

* * *
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MARCUS WHITMORE'S STUDY was on the second floor, at the end of a hallway lined with framed photographs that Sarah had no time to examine but registered: family occasions, political events, men in suits with their arms around each other. The study door was open. The lead paramedic—a compact woman named Joanna Torres who had been with the county for eight years—was standing outside the door and stepped aside when Sarah approached.

"Nothing's been moved," Joanna said. "We confirmed no pulse approximately fifteen minutes ago. Time of call was seven-twelve."

Sarah put on gloves and went in.

The study was a room that had been designed to communicate something: mahogany desk, leather chairs, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves containing books that had been arranged by someone with aesthetic sensibility and opened by someone rarely. A bar cart with crystal decanters. A fireplace that had real ash in it from actual use. Windows overlooking the back property, the pool, the guest cottage. The room said serious man, accomplished man, man whose time has value. Sarah registered all of it in approximately four seconds and then looked at Marcus Whitmore.

He was in the leather chair behind the desk.

He'd been a large man—six feet, well built for his age, the kind of heaviness that comes from good living rather than excess—and he was folded into the chair in the wrong way, as though he'd settled and kept settling. His color was bad. Not the ashen gray of a heart attack victim; something yellower, something that made her think of old photographs. His eyes were half-open. His right hand had knocked a glass from the desk—it lay on the floor, empty, no apparent stain on the carpet below it.

Sarah stood very still and looked at him for a long time.

Then she called Ricketts.

* * *
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RICKETTS ARRIVED IN eleven minutes. He came through the foyer, past Brenda Teal, up the stairs, and stopped in the doorway of the study. He looked at Marcus for a long time, the way Sarah had looked at him, and his face did something complicated that she watched without commenting on.

"Eleanor called you," Sarah said.

"At seven-fifteen." He didn't come into the room. "She said he was unresponsive in the study. She thought he'd had a heart attack."

"She thought, or she said she thought?"

Ricketts looked at her. "She said."

Sarah turned back to the room. "Door was locked this morning?"

"She said it was. She knocked at seven, no answer. Unlocked it with the spare key they keep in the kitchen."

"The key is kept where?"

"Hook by the coffee maker. She said everyone in the household knows it."

Sarah looked at the glass on the floor. Then at the bar cart. Then at the half-full glass that was still on the desk—water or clear liquid, she couldn't tell from here. She moved to the bar cart and looked at the decanters. Three of them. Whiskey, brandy, what appeared to be gin. She didn't touch anything.

"Tom." She used his first name when she was saying something she needed him to hear. "This doesn't look like a heart attack."

He was quiet.

"His color is wrong," she said. "And the way he's—situated. People who have cardiac events don't usually end up arranged like that in their chairs. They slump, they fall. He looks like he sat down and then just—" She searched for the word. "Stopped."

"Cardiac events can present in different ways."

"They can." She looked at him. "But I'd like a medical examiner to look at him before we make any assumptions."

Ricketts was quiet again. He was watching Marcus. She'd seen Tom Ricketts in the presence of the dead before—three times in her four years in Harlow—and he'd always maintained the professional distance that long experience with human mortality produces. Now he looked like a man standing at a graveside, which was different.

"I knew him for fifty years," Ricketts said.

"I know you did," Sarah said.

"Call Dr. Vasquez," he said. "I'll get started downstairs with Eleanor."

* * *
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DR. HELEN VASQUEZ DROVE forty minutes from the county seat. She arrived at nine-fifteen in a county vehicle, carrying her kit, wearing the specific expression of a medical examiner in a county where the work was rarely urgent and occasionally was: alert and unhurried simultaneously. She was fifty, with silver-streaked hair worn in a bun and the hands of a person who understood the precision of her work as a form of respect.

She examined Marcus Whitmore for thirty-five minutes.

Sarah stood near the doorway and watched her work, and watched her face.

Dr. Vasquez did not narrate her work, which Sarah had learned meant she was processing something rather than confirming something. When she was confirming something, she talked to herself. When she found something she hadn't expected, she went quiet.

She was quiet for thirty-five minutes.

When she stood up and turned around, Sarah was watching her.

"When was his last physical?" Dr. Vasquez asked.

"I don't have that information."

"Get it." She moved to the bar cart and looked at the decanters without touching them. She looked at the glass on the floor. She moved to the glass still on the desk and looked at it closely and then photographed it from three angles. "When did he last complain of any symptoms?"

"Symptoms of what?"

"Gastrointestinal. Stomach upset. Fatigue. Any complaints about not feeling well."

Sarah thought about what she'd heard from Brenda Teal during the brief conversation in the foyer before coming upstairs. She hadn't asked specifically. "I'll find out."

Dr. Vasquez looked at her. "I'm not prepared to say anything definitive before toxicology. But I want toxicology immediately, and I want a full panel—not just the standard." "His skin color isn't consistent with cardiac arrest. His pupil response isn't consistent with a stroke. And there are—" "There are some physical indicators I want to run against a toxicology screen before I tell you what I'm thinking."

Sarah looked at Marcus Whitmore, then back at Dr. Vasquez. "Tell me what you're thinking."

Dr. Vasquez met her eyes. "I'm thinking this man was poisoned."

* * *
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Chapter Three
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The word moved through the house the way things move through small houses during crises—not announced, but understood. Sarah could see it happening in real time as she came downstairs: Brenda Teal's posture changed when she saw Sarah's face. Joanna Torres, the paramedic, who had been talking quietly with her partner near the front door, stopped talking. Even the house itself seemed to shift its register, the ordinary domestic sounds—the refrigerator's hum, the furnace cycling—going louder in the absence of human noise.

Eleanor Whitmore was in the living room.

She was sitting on the sofa with a cup of tea she hadn't touched, wearing the clothes she'd apparently had on since last night—or since very early this morning—a silk blouse and tailored slacks that were not sleepwear. Her hair was arranged. Her hands were in her lap. She was composed in the way that some people are composed during crises, and Sarah had learned over the years that this kind of composure could mean many things: shock, preparation, innocence, guilt, or the specific training of a woman who had spent thirty years in the performance of equanimity.

"Mrs. Whitmore," Sarah said, sitting across from her. "I have a few questions."

"Of course." Her voice was steady. She was an attractive woman in the way of women who have always been attractive and have made a careful practice of remaining so—well-maintained, poised, the kind of beauty that requires effort and has always required effort and shows neither. She was fifty-six. Her husband had been fifty-eight.

"When did you last see your husband alive?"

"Last night. We had dinner together at eight. He went to his study around nine-thirty." "He often worked late."

"Did you speak to him after nine-thirty?"

"No."

"Was that usual?"

"When he was working, yes. He preferred not to be disturbed."

"What did you do after dinner?"

"I read. I went to bed around eleven."

"Did you hear anything from the study? Any sounds?"

"No. The study is at the other end of the hall from our bedroom. And he was—he was often quiet when he worked."

"Did he seem unwell yesterday? At dinner, or earlier in the day?"

Something moved briefly across Eleanor's face—too brief for Sarah to read clearly. "He'd had some stomach trouble. The past few weeks. He mentioned it occasionally. He thought it was stress."

"Did he see a doctor about it?"

"I encouraged him to. He said he would. He hadn't yet, as far as I know." "Marcus didn't like doctors."

Sarah wrote this down. "Who else was in the house last night?"

"Just us. Brenda leaves at three. The cook—Rosa—leaves after dinner, usually by nine. Hector doesn't come indoors."

"Is there anyone else with regular access to the house? The keys, the codes?"

"The household staff. Jamie has a key—my son. He's been staying in town the past week." She said this without inflection, without the particular emphasis that would have made it meaningful, which Sarah noted precisely because of its absence.

"What is Jamie staying in town for?"

A beat. "He came to see his father."

"About anything in particular?"

"He mentioned wanting to discuss—" Eleanor stopped. She repositioned her hands in her lap, a small, deliberate gesture. "Financial matters. He and Marcus had been discussing certain business arrangements."

"Were the discussions going well?"

Eleanor looked at her steadily. "No," she said. "They were not."

* * *
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RICKETTS WAS IN THE kitchen with the cook, Rosa Mendez, who had arrived at her usual time—nine in the morning—and been stopped at the door and was now sitting at the kitchen island with a glass of water and an expression of genuine shock. Rosa was sixty-two, a small woman from Veracruz who had cooked for the Whitmores for eleven years.

"She's been with them eleven years?" Sarah asked Ricketts, in the hallway between the kitchen and the living room.

"Since 2013. Fired once—2021—rehired after a month." He lowered his voice. "Marcus let her go over a billing dispute. Eleanor rehired her without telling him until after."

"What kind of access does she have to his food?"

"She prepares everything. Breakfast when Marcus was here for breakfast, which was irregular. Lunch if he was home. Dinner every evening."

"Everything? Including what he drinks? The bar?"

"She doesn't touch the bar. That's Marcus's domain." He looked at her. "You're thinking about the last several weeks. The stomach issues."

"I'm thinking about what Dr. Vasquez told me."

Ricketts looked at the floor. "Helen is careful. She wouldn't say what she said without reason."

"No. She wouldn't."

He was quiet. Through the kitchen doorway, Rosa Mendez stared at her glass of water.

"Tom," Sarah said. "I need to ask Rosa about his meals for the past month. I need access to the study's contents, the bar cart, the glass on the desk. I need to talk to Jamie. I need to know who else was in this house in the past thirty days." "I need you to tell me I can do that."

Ricketts looked at her for a moment. He had the expression of a man making a calculation.

"You can do that,"

* * *
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THE WORD SPREAD THROUGH Harlow the way words spread in small towns: not by one person telling one person but by seventeen people telling three people each, and by the time it reached the diner at ten-fifteen it had already become two different stories and one rumor. The two stories were: Marcus Whitmore had died of a heart attack (delivered with the particular tone people use when they mean he had it coming without saying it), and Marcus Whitmore had been found dead under circumstances that were not right (delivered with the particular tone people use when they're excited about something that frightens them).

The rumor, which was closer to accurate than either story, was that the police were not allowing anyone to leave the Whitmore property and that Dr. Vasquez had been called and that there were multiple patrol cars on Prospect Hill Road.

By noon, there were people driving slowly past the end of Prospect Hill Road to see the patrol cars. This was reported back to the diner within twenty minutes.

Patty Lemke, wiping down the counter, said nothing. She'd known Marcus Whitmore her whole life. She'd borrowed money from him once, in 2015, when the diner had a bad quarter and Roy's medical bills had been significant, and she'd paid it back with interest that was technically reasonable and functionally punishing, and she had felt the weight of that loan every day until she'd paid it off. She didn't celebrate Marcus's death. She didn't mourn it either, exactly. What she felt, listening to the diner's noise around her, was the particular sensation of a tension releasing that you hadn't known you'd been holding.

She poured coffee for Walt Brennan, who was in his usual booth at the back, and who looked at her with his seventy-year-old eyes that had been watching Harlow since before most of the current population was born.

"Well," Walt said.

"Well," Patty agreed.

Neither of them said anything else.

* * *
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Chapter Four
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Sarah spent the remainder of the morning at the Whitmore house and the early afternoon at the station. By three o'clock she had:

A preliminary timeline of Marcus Whitmore's last twenty-four hours, assembled from Eleanor's account, Rosa's account, and Brenda Teal's account. He had eaten breakfast alone at seven-fifteen (Eleanor had been out; Rosa had prepared eggs and toast). He had left for his office in town at nine and returned at six. He had taken several phone calls during the day—his assistant, a business associate in Chicago, someone Eleanor didn't recognize. He had seemed, by all accounts, normal. Not ill. Not agitated. Not frightened.

He had eaten dinner at eight. Rosa had made salmon, roasted vegetables, a green salad. He had eaten the full meal, had one glass of wine. Had complained, mildly, of some stomach discomfort afterward, which Eleanor had attributed to the salmon. He had gone to his study at nine-thirty.

He had not come out.

She also had a growing sense of what she didn't have: Jamie Whitmore's account, which required finding Jamie Whitmore, who had not answered his phone and whose motel—the Harlow Inn, the only accommodation in town—had confirmed his presence but had not been able to confirm his whereabouts at any specific time the previous evening.

And she had Dr. Vasquez's assessment, which was careful and noncommittal in every professional dimension and which had, in its careful noncommittal way, told Sarah everything she needed to know.

She sat at her desk and looked at the wall where she'd pinned the preliminary timeline.

Ricketts knocked at her door at three-fifteen. He came in, closed the door, and sat in the chair across from her desk that she kept clear specifically for this—she'd cleared it six months ago for reasons she hadn't examined, and Ricketts had, over that time, begun using it with the ease of a man who moves into available space without being invited.

"Toxicology will take forty-eight hours,"

"I know."

"Helen is expediting."

"Good."

He looked at the wall. "You think it's Eleanor."

Sarah turned in her chair. "I think I need to talk to Jamie."

"Sarah."

"He was in town. He had access to the house. He had a motive." "I'm not naming him anything yet. I just need to talk to him."

Ricketts shifted. "Jamie has issues. He's—fragile. I've known that boy since he was eight years old." He stopped. "Young man."

"He's thirty-four."

"He's always been—" Ricketts looked for the word and didn't find the right one. "He's in a difficult situation."

"He's a potential witness in his father's death," Sarah said. "A death that Dr. Vasquez believes was not natural. I need to talk to him."

Ricketts stood. "Then talk to him." He moved toward the door, then turned. "But be—" "Thoughtful."

Sarah held his gaze for a moment. "When am I not?"

He left without answering. Which was, she'd learned, Ricketts's particular version of honesty.

* * *
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SHE FOUND JAMIE WHITMORE at the bar.

Not the main bar—McGrath's, on Main Street, which was too public for what Jamie was apparently feeling. He was at the Tap Room, which was technically a restaurant but had the soul of a bar, four blocks south of the main street on Birch Avenue. It was four in the afternoon and the Tap Room had six people in it, which was four more than usual for a Wednesday afternoon. Two of them were having a private conversation about the only thing anyone in Harlow was discussing, and Jamie Whitmore was not among them.

He was at the bar, with a beer he hadn't finished and a shot glass that was empty and a quality of stillness that was not peace.

He was a good-looking man who had been better-looking before life had gotten to work on him—still the bones of his father's construction (tall, broad) but thinner than he should have been at thirty-four, with the quality of thinness that comes from something other than discipline. His hair was dark and needed cutting. He wore a flannel shirt and jeans and the kind of boots that suggest a man who wanted to be somewhere rural and never quite made it. He was looking at the bar's wood grain as Sarah slid onto the stool beside him.

"Mr. Whitmore," she said. "I'm Detective Sarah Hartley. I'm sorry about your father."

He looked at her with eyes that were calculating before they were grieving, which she noted. "I know who you are," he said. "You called twice."

"I did."

"I was going to call back."

"I appreciate that." "When did you last see your father?"

He turned back to the bar. "Monday evening. Two days ago."

"Where?"

"At the house. I went out there around six. We were supposed to have dinner, but—" He stopped.

"But?"

"We argued." He said it flatly. "About money. About various things. But mainly money." He signaled the bartender for another shot and then seemed to reconsider and lowered his hand. "I left around seven-thirty."

"In what condition did you leave him?"

"In his usual condition." "Angry. Righteous. Convinced he was the only person in any room who understood anything about anything."

Sarah looked at him. "Were you angry when you left?"

He laughed, a short, humorless sound. "I'm always angry when I leave. That's what spending time with Marcus Whitmore does to you." He turned and looked at her directly for the first time. "He's dead. Someone killed him. You're here to figure out if I did it."

"I'm here to gather information."

"That's the same thing." He picked up the beer. "I didn't kill my father. I hated him—I'll say that on any recording you want to make—but I didn't kill him. I went back to the motel Monday evening around eight o'clock, and I ordered food delivery, which I can prove, and I drank considerably more than this, and I fell asleep watching television." "Alone, unfortunately."

"Did your father seem unwell when you saw him Monday?"

Jamie considered. "He complained about his stomach. He'd been complaining about it for a few weeks. He said—" He stopped again.

"What did he say?"

"He said Rosa's cooking had been off. That she was probably getting old." He said it with a slight curl of his mouth. "That was very much his way. When something went wrong, it was always someone else's fault."

"Did he seem to believe his stomach issues were serious?"

"Marcus didn't believe anything was serious that he didn't want to be serious. He was fifty-eight and in excellent health, by his own assessment." "He hadn't seen a doctor in three years."

"Did you know about your father's affairs?"

The question landed. Jamie looked at his glass. "Everyone knew about Marcus's affairs. It wasn't a secret. It was just something everyone pretended wasn't happening." He looked up. "Including Eleanor."

"Including her," Sarah said.

"She stayed because—" He stopped. "That's her story to tell."

"What's yours?"

He was quiet for a moment. "My story is that I grew up in a house with a man who took everything. Took the town's land and its opportunities. Took his wife's dignity. Took his children's—" He didn't finish. "My sister is in Portland. She hasn't been to Harlow in six years. She won't come back for this, I expect, though she'll have to." "My story is that I needed money, and I went to the only person who might give it to me, and he told me I'd never learned to work for anything and that was why I was always in debt, and I left." He looked at her. "And then someone killed him. And I don't know who. And I'm sitting in this bar, and I honestly cannot tell you whether I'm grieving or relieved. And that probably makes me a suspect."

Sarah looked at him for a long moment. "Where were you yesterday evening? Between six and midnight?"

"At the motel. I can prove it—I'll get you the delivery receipt."

"Please do." She stood. "Don't leave Harlow, Mr. Whitmore."

"Where would I go?" he said, to the bar's wood grain.

* * *
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Chapter Five
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The call from Dr. Vasquez came at eight in the evening, when Sarah was at her kitchen table with the Whitmore preliminary file and a dinner she'd heated and not eaten.

"I want to be clear that this is preliminary," Dr. Vasquez said, "and that I'm not prepared to put anything in writing until toxicology confirms."

"Understood."

"But I've been looking at Mr. Whitmore's physical presentation, and I've done some additional assessment that I can't technically call preliminary autopsy but is—adjacent to one." "The discoloration in his extremities. The state of his digestive tissue, which was apparent in my external examination. The pupil configuration. These are consistent with a class of compounds that fall under the category of cardiac glycoside poisoning."

Sarah was still. "Which means what, specifically?"

"It means—potentially—that he was administered a poison that affects the heart's electrical system. Something in the digitalis family, or something similar. These compounds are found in various plants—foxglove being the most commonly known—and also in certain cardiac medications in concentrated doses." "They're not exotic. They're not hard to obtain. And they work slowly—they accumulate in the system over multiple doses before reaching a lethal concentration."

"How multiple?"

"Days. Potentially weeks. A small amount over time, and then a final larger dose to push the system past the threshold."

Sarah looked at her file. At the timeline. At the phrase she'd written after her conversation with Eleanor: stomach trouble / past few weeks / thought it was stress.

"The stomach complaints,"

"Yes. Early-stage cardiac glycoside poisoning often presents as nausea, stomach cramping, digestive distress. It can easily be mistaken for any number of common illnesses." Dr. Vasquez's voice was careful. "Someone who knew this—or who researched it—could administer it over weeks, watching it progress, and the victim would have no reason to connect his stomach trouble to an external cause."

"And the final dose?"

"Something in his food or drink the evening he died. I want to test the contents of the glass on the desk and the bar cart contents before I speculate further. But the presentation is consistent with a single larger dose administered to someone already pre-loaded with the compound."

Sarah stared at her kitchen wall. "How intimate would this person need to be?"

"Intimate," Dr. Vasquez said. "Someone with regular access to his food. His drinks. Someone who could administer small amounts repeatedly without arousing suspicion." "This is not a crime of passion, Detective. This is a crime of patience."

After the call ended, Sarah sat at the table for a long time.

She thought about the seven people with regular access to Marcus Whitmore's food: Rosa, Brenda, Eleanor, Jamie, the groundskeeper who occasionally delivered things to the house, and—according to Brenda's mention of other visitors—two or three additional individuals whose names she'd need to establish.

She thought about what Dr. Vasquez had said. A crime of patience. Someone had been poisoning Marcus Whitmore for weeks. Someone had watched him decline and had known the decline was coming and had said nothing and had continued.

Someone who sat across from him at dinner and watched him complain about his stomach and said, It must be stress, darling.

Or someone who hadn't been there for dinner but had had the opportunity weeks before. A different kind of close.

She opened her notebook to a fresh page and wrote: Who had access? Who had knowledge? Who had patience?

She underlined patience and circled it.

Then she wrote: Who had reason?

And she drew a line under that too and didn't circle it because the list was going to be long.

* * *
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