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PROLOGUE

ORDERING THE COFFIN from Amazon had been surprisingly easy.

But as the promised delivery date approached and he pictured the men wrestling the big shipping crate off the truck and lugging it to the old garage behind the house, he became obsessed with crafting appropriate responses to the questions he was sure they would ask.

Should he appear to be in a state of bereavement? Or should he say he was preparing for the end of a terminal illness? His own or someone else’s? Or perhaps he should lightheartedly explain that the thing was a prop for a theatrical production? Yes, that would probably be best. Keep it breezy. Avoid any mention of death.

As it turned out, his imaginative efforts were a waste of time. The two burly delivery men hefted the crate from the back of the van and placed it in the garage without a hint of interest.

As soon as they were gone, with a feeling of relief and excitement he pried open the top of the crate and inspected the heavy oak coffin inside, checking especially for sturdiness.

After a few simple tests, he was pleased to conclude that it could withstand the stresses to which it would be subjected. He felt as though a major step had been taken, that a key foundation stone of his plan had been put in place.

Perhaps the gods, or the universe, or whatever forces shaped his fate were finally on his side. A pleasant thought. But this was no time for relaxation.

There was so much more to do.




PART ONE

HATE
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AMONG FRANKIE DALASIO’S many disadvantages in life was the fact that he bore a startling resemblance to a rat. A sloping forehead, beady eyes, pointed nose, and receding chin all contributed to the effect. Short oily hair clung to his small head like a wet skullcap. A restrained twitchiness suggested that sitting still required effort.

Dave Gurney was sitting in front of his laptop, viewing once again Dalasio’s surprise confession to having been an accessory in a five-year-old unsolved murder. His confession had led to the closing of that cold case.

Gurney’s interrogation of Dalasio had been his last official act prior to his retirement from the NYPD—with the distinction of having cleared more homicide cases that any detective in the history of the department. But the clearing of this one had left him with an uncomfortable feeling that even now, seven years later, lingered. Which was why he periodically returned to the recording—in the hope that something in it might point toward a more satisfactory resolution.

According to the original case file, it all began on a hot summer night in the Bronx when nineteen-year-old Pamela Espinoza failed to return home from a Narcotics Anonymous meeting half a mile from the apartment house where she lived with her mother, who was also a recovering addict.

Three days later, the incident was officially labeled a missing persons case. The following day an abandoned car with a blood-stained trunk was found in a wooded area near Orchard Beach. Three days after that a DNA test of the blood from the car came back with a match to Pamela Espinoza, whose DNA was in the data bank as the result of a conviction for possession of a controlled substance. No other DNA was recovered from the car, which had been reported stolen, and it evidently had been wiped clean of fingerprints. The case was reclassified as a probable homicide and assigned to a detective in the local precinct.

The subsequent investigation went nowhere. Espinoza’s known associates, in and out of recovery, local drug dealers, an unsavory ex-boyfriend, neighbors, and available relatives were interviewed. No one could be linked to the bloodied car. No one admitted knowing anything. In the end, the Espinoza case slipped quietly into the limbo of probable homicides with no recovered body, no witnesses, no workable leads.

It remained in that cold-case abyss until a summer day five years later when Frankie Dalasio, in the company of a lawyer named Felix Korn, a well-known defender of local creeps, walked into a Bronx precinct and announced that he wanted to make a confession regarding the murder of Pamela Espinoza. Ten minutes later Gurney was sitting in one of the station’s bleak, fluorescent-lit interrogation rooms across a gray metal table from the rat-faced Frankie Dalasio. Dalasio had come prepared with a typewritten, signed, and notarized confession.

In the recording, Dalasio nervously read his peculiar statement aloud under the watchful eye of Felix Korn. Dalasio’s voice was high-pitched to the point of squeakiness.


My full name is Francis Louis Dalasio. I am making this statement of my own free will in the interest of justice and to provide closure to the family of Pamela Espinoza. This is what happened, to the best of my recollection. One morning in the middle of June five years ago my brother Joey woke me up and told me there was a problem and I needed to help him. He took me to the garage in back of our house and told me to get in the car. I never saw that car before, so I asked him where he got it. He told me to shut up and get in the passenger seat. He put a pick and a shovel in the back seat, got in, and started to drive. I wanted to ask him where we were going, but I knew he’d tell me again to shut up, so I stayed quiet. He drove up to a little park in a corner of the north Bronx, which was officially closed because of some toxic waste problem, but he knew a way in. It wasn’t even a road, more like a path through the woods, just wide enough for the car. It led to an open spot by a stream, and that’s where he stopped and told me to get out and take the shovel. He took the pick and walked over by this big tree and started whacking the pick into the ground. After he loosened it up, he told me to start digging. I said, “Joey, what are we doing here?” He said, “Shut up and dig.” He’d loosen up more dirt with the pick, and I’d dig deeper. This went on for maybe an hour or two. It was getting close to noon, getting hot, sun’s coming down, sweat’s in my eyes. I’m trying to stay in the shade of that big tree. Finally he said, “That’s deep enough.” I’m wondering, Deep enough for what? But Joey is looking really crazy now, and I’m afraid to ask him anything. That’s when he went over to the car and opened the trunk. There was something big, wrapped in a wet blanket. The wet part looked like blood. Now I’m really scared, because I’m thinking he’s got a dead body in that blanket. He dragged it out of the trunk and over to the hole we dug and rolled it in. When it was rolling in, a body came out of the blanket, face up. I recognized Pamela Espinoza, because I’d seen her around the neighborhood. Her throat was cut open. I thought I was going to get sick. He told me to shovel the dirt back on top of her. So I shoveled, and he kept stomping the dirt down, to make the ground hard again. He was talking crazy and stomping on the dirt, and the whole thing had me so messed up in my head I couldn’t even hear what he was saying. Joey wasn’t like a normal person. I remember him whispering crazy-like with a grin on his face, “Bitch tried to blackmail me.” I was afraid to ask him what he was talking about, but I figured it had something to do with him dealing, and maybe she was trying to get money from him, or free drugs. I don’t know. After burying her, we drove the car to a spot near Orchard Beach, Joey wiped it down, I guess to make sure we didn’t leave any fingerprints, and we walked home, three, four miles. We never talked about it again. Mostly, I didn’t want to know any details of what he did to her, and even if I did, one look into Joey’s eyes would keep me from saying anything. He was always a little nuts, but after that business with Pamela he was totally insane. Not like screaming insane, but worse. Like he’d become a murderer, and murder was a cool thing. I was terrified of him, but I was afraid to leave. I was afraid he’d find me and kill me. I was afraid to tell anyone what happened, because he might find out. He’d find out and kill me.



Dalasio looked up, then back down at the typed document, as if he wasn’t sure what to do with it. His lawyer took it from him, flashed a bland smile across the table at Gurney, who was just out of the camera’s angle of view. He spoke with an artificial gentility that brought to Gurney’s mind the expression “lipstick on a pig.”

“That is my client’s voluntary statement concerning the events in which he was unwillingly involved subsequent to the death of Pamela Espinoza, namely his enforced participation in the disposal of Ms. Espinoza’s body. He has come forward, as he stated, in the interest of justice and in the hope of providing closure to the deceased’s family. It is important to note that my client was only fourteen at the time he was coerced into taking part in this tragic affair, while his dominating and terrifying brother, Joseph Dalasio, the murderer of Ms. Espinoza, was an eighteen-year-old adult.”

Korn paused as if to emphasize the legal salience of the distinction. “My client is now willing to respond to factual questions that fall within the scope of his direct knowledge.”

Gurney heard his own off-camera voice asking, “Why come forward now, Mr. Dalasio, after being silent for five years?”

Dalasio bared a row of small, pointed teeth. “Because I’m not afraid of my brother anymore.”

“Why is that?”

“He’s dead. Finally fucking dead.”

“Cause of death?”

“Dispute with the fucking Colombians. Who are even fucking crazier than Joey.”

“Date of death?”

“Two, three months ago. Local cops can give you the date.”

“So, for the first time in five years, you felt you could talk to us because you weren’t afraid of your brother anymore?”

“Right. And there was this thing on TV. This program called Open Files. Every week they pick an unsolved murder case, and they talk about it. Well, last month they did a thing on Pam Espinoza. They showed pictures of her, school pictures, you know? And it brought it all back—that horrible day when Joey made me bury her. And on that program, they interviewed the parents. They were all broke up. They wanted to know the truth. It seemed like the right thing to do. To come in and tell you about it. So you could tell them. Closure, you know? They said they wanted that.”

As he watched the video, Gurney’s reaction to that comment was even stronger now than it had been in the interview room. Dalasio’s expression of concern for the family was an obvious pretense. He’d let it pass at the time, because he wanted the sweaty young man to keep talking.

“The place where you buried the body—can you take us there?”

“Absolutely. The exact spot.” Dalasio grinned with what looked like the excitement of a poor student proud to know a right answer. Or was it the emotional rush of a salesman closing a shady deal? That was the question that occurred to Gurney during the original interview, and again every time he replayed it.

Gurney recalled how visiting Pamela Espinoza’s secluded grave with an evidence-collection team seemed to intensify Dalasio’s recall of the five-year-old event, as well as his twitchiness. He had tremors in both hands as he described the feeling of the shovel in his grip, the sound of Joey’s pick hitting the ground, the resistance of the hard-packed soil, the sound of the nearby stream and the little waterfall twenty yards away, the moss on the rocks around the waterfall, the deep shade that had cooled the sweat on his back as he labored over his task, the thud of the blanket-wrapped body onto the ground as it was dragged from the trunk of the car, the way the body rolled into the grave, the position in which it came to rest, face up, his brother stomping on the loose dirt to pack it down over the body, the demented look in his brother’s eyes.

In every respect Dalasio’s account of his coerced participation was unimpeachable. His description of the event was consistent with the physical evidence at the scene; the accused murderer was dead and without defenders; and the precinct commander was more than willing to add another cleared homicide to the positive side of his ledger.

Gurney shut the laptop and gazed out the window, pondering what he just reviewed. The basic facts of the interview were exactly as he’d remembered them. But now, more than seven years after Dalasio’s revelations and his own retirement from the NYPD, the itchy feeling that some discrepancy eluded him was growing stronger.
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WHEN THE GRANDFATHER clock in the corner of the dining room struck nine, Gurney put aside his ruminations on Pamela Espinoza’s murder. He stood up from the big chestnut dining table and carried his breakfast dishes to the kitchen. It was time to begin his self-assigned maintenance duties around the mountain lodge he’d been occupying for the past four months.

As a gesture of gratitude for Gurney’s work in unraveling the deadly mysteries of the Viper case, the lodge’s absent owner, Ian Valdez, had invited him to stay there as long as he wished, free of charge or any obligation. Putting in two or three hours of work on the property each morning felt like the right thing to do. Besides, regular physical activity brought a sense of order into a life recently upended by his involvement in the most disorienting criminal pursuit in his long career.

The culmination of the Viper case wasn’t the first time he’d narrowly escaped death. Nor was the Viper the first ruthless killing machine he’d encountered. But it was the first time that the anchor lines in his life had been severed. Worst of all, he had only himself to blame for having lost so much through his all-consuming obsession for victory over the monster.

He’d lost his connection to Jack Hardwick as a result of the life-threatening injuries the man suffered helping Gurney with the investigation. The two detectives shared a long and complicated history, dating back to the sensational Piggert case. On the same day in separate locations, he and Hardwick each found half of the same victim’s body. The experience created a macabre bond between them—a bond that survived major differences in style and attitude.

They couldn’t have been more unlike. Gurney’s analytical approach to problems and his calm demeanor were a natural target for Hardwick’s loud skepticism, vulgarity, and appetite for confrontation—qualities that ended his career as a state police investigator. “Bullshit” was his instant label for any case hypothesis he deemed too cerebral. But the man was no fool. Gurney had come to respect the steel-trap mind underneath the frequent insults and X-rated outbursts. And it was hard not to be impressed by the fearlessness in those Alaskan-sled-dog eyes. In the middle of the recent Viper case, that fearlessness had led to a bloody shoot-out that left two heavily armed gangsters dead and Hardwick in a coma. The woman that Hardwick lived with—a state trooper named Esti Moreno—blamed Gurney for putting him in the situation that nearly killed him. And she was hell-bent on keeping Gurney out of their lives. She’d even gone so far as changing their phone numbers and blocking any access he might have had to them through social media.

Gurney also lost what goodwill he’d once had with the law-enforcement community when his high-octane conflicts with the local police, state police, and county district attorney turned him into a fugitive. Even more troubling was his realization that some choices he’d made during his pursuit of the Viper had been for reasons less admirable than the pursuit of justice.

And then there was the greatest loss of all.

He’d walked away from his marriage, accusing Madeleine of an insufficient appreciation of his profession’s importance to society and to himself and an insidious desire for him to become a different person. However, in the months since his angry exit, small cracks had formed in that wall of self-righteousness. There were occasional glimpses of what he’d lost. A recollected vision of her eyes, her smile, would ambush him into confusion and regret.

Such were the fallouts that followed in the wake of his Pyrrhic victory over the Viper. Such were the thoughts he sought to avoid by staying as busy as he could.

His chosen task that April morning was the splitting of a week’s worth of hardwood logs for the lodge’s massive fireplace.

Spring mornings in the Adirondack Mountains could be as cold as midwinter mornings downstate. He put on a heavy sweater over his flannel shirt, pulled a wool watch cap down over his ears, slipped his hands into a pair of fleece-lined leather gloves, and headed out to the log pile at the edge of the clearing. There was a gas-powered splitter in the tool shed, but he preferred the satisfying exertion and the simple concentration involved in using an axe. It wasn’t a foolproof system. Sometimes the nagging debate over the cause of his breakup with Madeleine pushed itself into the foreground of his mind.

The self-exonerating explanation was that she had always wanted him to be something other than a detective—had never accepted that the profession was the core of his identity—and the strain of this fatal flaw in their relationship finally broke whatever bond had been holding them together. The self-incriminating explanation was that he was so obsessively focused on solving homicide cases that he had become blind to his obligations to the living. Realizing that he had wandered once again into this dark mental cul-de-sac, he forced his attention back to the top of the log in front of him.

A few dozen logs later, he heard a vehicle making its way up the long hemlock-shaded driveway from the county road.

An old Chevy Blazer emerged into the clearing. Rust, age, and spattered mud had given its red paint the brownish look of a dried scab. It came to a stop in front of the lodge, and a slim young man stepped out, blinking in the bright midmorning sun. His fashionably trimmed blond hair, pressed jeans, and spotless blue puffer jacket made the weather-beaten Blazer look like a form of camouflage.

He approached Gurney with bright-eyed determination. His grip on a manila envelope suggested its importance, and his overall manner brought to Gurney’s mind the phrase “a man on a mission.”

“Mr. Gurney?”

“Yes?”

“I wonder if I could have a few minutes of your time?” His unblinking eyes matched the pale blue of his jacket.

“For what?”

“Forgive me,” the young man said. “You’re obviously busy. I have no right to be intruding, asking for your opinion on this. But I don’t know what else to do.” His voice was clear but tense, his diction oddly precise.

“My opinion on what?”

“How worried I should be about the threats I’ve received. Here, let me show you.” He stepped closer and began opening the manila envelope. His clothes were spotless. He smelled of soap.

Gurney raised his hand. “Hold on. Who are you? Why are you bringing this to me?”

“The police brushed it off. Treated it like a joke.”

“I’m not following you.”

“Sorry. I’m Stuart Wilmot. I should’ve started with that.”

“Do I know you?”

“I’m the person who wrote the op-ed piece.” He paused. When he got no reaction, he went on. “The op-ed piece that pulled me into the battle for the town supervisor position down in Gladstone.” Another expectant pause. “How much of this are you aware of?”

“None of it.”

“You don’t read the Tri-County Star? Or listen to any local radio?”

“No.”

“God, you must be really isolated up here.”

“Intentionally.”

After a moment of apparent indecision, the young man pulled a wrinkled sheet of paper out of the manila envelope. “One night last week this came through my bedroom window, wrapped around a baseball-sized rock.” He handed the sheet to Gurney. The message on it had been printed in jagged letters with a black marker:

SHUT THE FUCK UP SCUMBAG

WHILE YOUR STILL ALIVE

Gurney examined the paper for a moment, then handed it back. “Why are you showing this to me?”

“Because I’m afraid. Not just for myself. For the people who are on my side. My supporters. And because of who you are. A famous detective. And because the police in Gladstone are useless. Worse than useless. Corrupt. In the pocket of my opponent. Don Ranzak has promised the Gladstone police chief the head security job in his horrible, environment-destroying project. I know that for a fact. A bribe to look the other way whenever my supporters are attacked. Ranzak is filthy rich, evil—”

Gurney interrupted. “Look, Mr. Wilmot, I really don’t—”

Wilmot went on, speaking louder and faster. “Don Ranzak is the most dangerous man in this state. His plans for Gladstone, for the whole county, are an unmitigated nightmare. I’m not talking about ordinary political selfishness, the slimy self-dealing that’s so pathetically common in government these days. I’m talking about pure evil. There is no other word—”

“Mr. Wilmot, please! Why are you here? What do you want from me?”

“I’m sorry. I get carried away. If you knew the situation, you’d understand.” He took a deep breath. “To tell the truth, I don’t really know what you can do. You would know better than me. But . . . maybe . . . maybe you could provide some level of protection?” He pointed at the threat on the wrinkled sheet. “Protection from things like that.”

“There are security companies that provide—”

“I know all about the upstate security companies. They’re all staffed by ex-cops. A lot of them by Gladstone ex-cops. Friends, drinking buddies, business associates of the corrupt Gladstone police chief. They’re not a safe option. You obviously don’t know how deeply the rot of Don Ranzak reaches.”

Gurney picked up his axe. “I’m afraid I can’t offer a solution to your problem.”

Wilmot took a step back, peering anxiously down at the paper as though it were making its scrawled threat again.

“But you’re a detective. One of the best. I read that in a magazine.”

“A detective. Not a bodyguard.”

“Then . . . perhaps I could hire you for what you actually do?”

“Meaning what?”

“You could discover who hurled this thing through my window. And who put the dead bluebird in my campaign treasurer’s refrigerator. She’s the president of the Gladstone Bird Club,” Wilmot clarified. “Her passion is the preservation of the northeastern bluebird. She’s devoted to the species. Someone shot one, broke into her cabin, and put it in her refrigerator. You really should read the newspaper.”

Gurney set the axe back down. “You think this is related to the political contest you’re involved in?”

“I’m sure it is. Dorothy has been very vocal about the danger Ranzak’s plans pose to our local bluebirds. She wrote a letter to the editor of the Tri-County Star, in which she was quite clear in her belief that one bluebird was of greater value to the world than a dozen creeps like Don Ranzak. The day after it was published, she found the dead bluebird.”

Gurney said nothing.

Wilmot spoke calmly. “My campaign for town supervisor is being funded quite generously by a local individual who understands the terrible consequences that would follow a Ranzak victory. We have the resources to pay whatever your fee may be. All I ask is that you consider the offer. We’re desperate, Mr. Gurney. The stakes for Gladstone—for the whole upstate region—couldn’t be higher.”

Again, Gurney said nothing.

Wilmot paused, sighed, then headed across the clearing toward the Blazer. Halfway there he stopped and turned back toward Gurney. “There’ll be a debate between Ranzak and myself at eight o’clock this evening in the Gladstone town hall. Come. Please. I guarantee you’ll find the man himself more frightening than anything I could tell you about him.”

With a grim little smile, he got into the mud-spattered Blazer and drove down the evergreen-shrouded driveway. The Blazer’s two bumper stickers read “Vote Wilmot for Clean Air” and “Vote Wilmot for Clean Water.”

Gurney picked up his axe and positioned the next log to be cleaved. The sun had crept high enough in the sky now to warm the air. A swarm of mayflies took advantage of the hospitable environment. Batting them away from his face, he raised the axe high and swung it down through the precise center of the log, creating a satisfyingly clean severing. A shadow passed over the split halves.

A red-tailed hawk was circling above the hemlocks.




3

THE ROUTE TO Gladstone passed from the dark Adirondack woods into a bucolic landscape of rolling fields and meandering streams—home to old dairy farms, cornfields, and crossroad villages. Masses of pink buds covered the trees on forested hillsides. The pale green pasture grasses were coming to life. The setting sun bathed it all in a warm glow, but Gurney was only intermittently aware of the scenery. He was absorbed by thoughts of where he was going and the somewhat muddled motives behind his decision to go there.

It wasn’t out of any liking for Stuart Wilmot, who, despite the apparent intensity of his feelings, struck Gurney as a rather cold individual. Moreover, the threatening message that Wilmot claimed had been wrapped around a rock and thrown through his window was not the sort of crime that would normally attract his attention. The dead bluebird was a bit more interesting, but only a bit.

Perhaps he was just grasping at another distraction—like his renewed interest in the Frankie Dalasio case—an opportunity to focus on anything other than his separation from Madeleine. It was easier to think about someone else’s problems.

As he entered the outskirts of Gladstone, it occurred to him that the place itself might be playing at least a small role in his willingness to go there. He and Madeleine had almost chosen to live in Gladstone before discovering their property in Walnut Crossing. That was seven years ago—a turning point in their lives. He had retired from the NYPD as a much-decorated homicide detective and Madeleine had resigned from her position in well-respected psychotherapy practice. They were looking forward to the next phases of their lives with excitement and optimism. Those feelings were dampened in the ensuing years by the discovery of their differing expectations. But when they were touring the area around Gladstone, they were happy—perhaps happier than they’d ever been, before or since.

Within sight now of Wynderly Lake, glimmering in the gold light of the setting sun, he recalled the high points of the real estate agent’s sales pitch: Gladstone was home to the Hyperion Music Festival, an annual summerlong series of free concerts on the Sloane estate, attracting world-famous musicians; the wooded hills around the central village were home to many successful writers, which led to Gladstone’s frequent literary events; Wynderly was a crystal-clear lake, a certified safe source of drinking water; Gladstone contained more acreage devoted to nature preserves and wilderness areas than any town in the state.

Of the selling points Gurney could recall, the most relevant to his present visit was the fact that the thousands of acres owned by each of the two oldest families in the area—the Sloanes and the Ranzaks—were officially destined to be free from any commercial development in perpetuity. Over two hundred miles of hiking trails through private as well as state lands were open to the public, in the spirit of the famed British footpaths. There were fly-fishing contests, trap-shooting matches, a spring crafts fair, a fall harvest fair, a teenage sailing regatta on Wynderly Lake, public squash and tennis courts, and a world-class library.

Stuart Wilmot’s comments had suggested that at least one of the Ranzaks was rethinking his family’s magnanimity in a way that could make Gladstone less idyllic.

Gurney realized, of course, that the real estate agent’s glowing portrayal of the place hadn’t conveyed the whole story. Gladstone did have a genteel side, but it also had a hardscrabble side. For every idyllic llama or alpaca farm there was a secondhand clothing shop, a drive-through liquor store, a fast-food joint. As Gurney approached the town, he got the impression that the hardscrabble side had expanded considerably during the seven years since he and Madeleine had been on the verge of purchasing an old farmhouse in the nearby hills.

The mix of commercial establishments along the road seemed to be catering to two distinct clienteles. The Finnish Sauna Club was followed less than half a mile later by Rhonda’s Tattoo Parlor. A sign for a private road leading to the Chateau Vegan restaurant was followed by a strip mall that was home to Stiggy’s Road Warrior Bar and Grill, Happy Mouth Affordable Dentistry, Smokers Delight Discount Tobacco, and an anonymous storefront with half a dozen motorcycles lined up outside—watched over by a massively bearded man with a bulging belly, picking his teeth with a pocketknife.

The town center was more upscale, more as Gurney remembered it. The main street was lined with small antique shops and restaurants, old-fashioned streetlights, and large flowerpots overflowing with colorful spring blossoms.

Town hall occupied one side of a manicured green square with daffodil and jonquil beds in full bloom. On the left was a white steepled church, on the right a nineteenth-century brick building that housed the police and public works departments—each identified by signage as antique as the building, an element of historical “charm” that Gurney found a bit ridiculous.

He parked behind the town hall. The lot was nearly full. There were two bumper stickers on the car to his left: “Save the Blue Moth” and “Cancel Ranzak.” A competing sticker covered the full width of the bumper on his right: “A Good Socialist Is a Dead Socialist.” There was one anomaly—an exotic low-slung sports car whose acid-green color was highlighted by shimmers of gold in the rays of the setting sun. The car radiated money—with a likely sticker price five or ten times that of any other vehicle in the lot.

It looked like it might turn out to be an interesting evening—a thought that reminded him of the ancient Chinese curse: “May you live in interesting times.”
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GURNEY ENTERED THE town hall and joined the line at a TSA-style security checkpoint. Firearms and alcohol were prohibited. The man ahead of him appeared to be in his sixties. He had a straggly gray ponytail and a NASCAR cap. The twentysomething woman ahead of him had a chartreuse crew cut and was wearing a purple sweatshirt with the acronym “ROTPOC” in white letters. Beneath it were the words “Root Out Toxic Police Culture.”

Past the security gate there was a small foyer. On one side a flight of stairs led to the second-floor offices; on the other side there were two restrooms. Straight ahead, double doors opened into the rear of a space that reminded Gurney of a small high school auditorium. A hundred or so folding chairs were set up on each side of a wide center aisle. At the front end of the aisle there was a raised platform with a lectern. The chartreuse-haired woman found one of the few remaining seats in the back row on the left side of the aisle. The ponytailed man found one on the opposite side. Gurney decided to stand behind the back row. He picked a spot near a woman in a gray windbreaker who also appeared to prefer standing.

The large windows on both sides of the room were closed. A stale mixture of old wood, sweat, dust, and a vaguely piney floor cleaner hung in the air and discouraged taking deep breaths.

A big old-fashioned analog clock hung on the wall behind the raised platform. At exactly 8:00 p.m. a stout middle-aged man in a white shirt and dark slacks stepped onto the platform and positioned himself behind the lectern.

“Good evening!” he cried in a voice loud enough for a room three times larger. He paused, waiting for the crowd to fall silent.

“As most of you know, I’m George Strum, publisher of the Tri-County Star. We’re proud to be sponsoring this major civic event—a debate designed to air the colliding points of view in the contest for Gladstone town supervisor.” He dramatized “colliding” by spreading his hands apart and bringing them together in a clap that bore a startling resemblance to a gunshot, prompting little cries of disapproval from the left side of the hall, chuckles from the right side. Strum looked pleased by both reactions.

“Freedom of speech is a great thing! I expect we’ll hear a lot of it tonight. This is America, and we like to speak our minds. That’s what this country is all about!”

Gurney was just close enough to the chartreuse-haired woman to hear her mutter, “What it’s all about for that asshole is selling his shit-for-brains newspaper.”

“So here’s the deal,” continued Strum. “No big rules, just a little structure so everyone gets to have their say. Each candidate gets up to ten minutes to tell us why he ought to be our town supervisor—to lay out the stakes in this election as he sees them. After we hear from both candidates, we’ll open the floor to comments and questions from anyone who has any. I expect a lot of you will feel the urge to speak up. Don’t be shy.”

There were murmurs throughout the hall in various tones of excitement and concern.

“Okay, then.” Strum rubbed his hands together. “Let’s get this show on the road. We’ve already flipped a coin to decide the order of the opening speeches. Don Ranzak’ll be first, Stuart Wilmot second. May the best man win the hearts and minds of Gladstone! Don, the platform is yours!”

Strum stepped down and shook hands with a man who then mounted the platform with a springy step and a politician’s practiced grin. Applause erupted on the right side of the room.

A hoarse voice shouted, “Tell it like it is, Don!”

A second voice added with a hint of inebriation, “Knock ’em dead, Donny Boy!”

Ranzak’s grin broadened. “That’s what I’m here for.” Then he spread his arms, as if to embrace the whole room. “I’m Don Ranzak, and there’s no place I’d rather be than right here right now.”

His strong baritone voice carried a hint of rural roughness that transformed the eliteness of his flashy gold watch into a well-earned emblem of a local boy’s success. He had the body of a former college athlete, only moderately thickened by time. Gurney guessed he was in his mid-thirties. His sandy hair was combed just neatly enough not to be messy. His smile was broad and toothy but had no connection to his cool gaze.

“Right here is where I want to be,” repeated Ranzak. “You know why? Because I love Gladstone. Love everything about it. Everything about it, except its failing economy—the same failing economy that’s a symptom of the damn mess our country is in.”

“Damn right!” shouted a male voice in the audience.

Ranzak nodded grimly. “This town used to be a place good American people could make a good American living. That was before things started to change. Before our jobs got shipped off to China. Before skyrocketing gas prices and new taxes and all kinds of government regulations turned business and farm life into a nightmare. On top of that, we’ve got these environmental lunatics whose sole purpose in life is to stop any kind of progress!”

Shouts of agreement on one side of the aisle drowned out muttered objections on the other side.

“But I’m not here to complain. I didn’t leave the big city—that downstate cesspool of crime and every kind of sickness—just to come back home and complain. I came home to make a difference. The biggest, most positive difference Gladstone has ever seen. I have a plan to make Gladstone not just the prosperous town it once was but the most prosperous town in this state—a shining light to the whole country.” Ranzak’s voice, now hard-edged and clear, was rising. “And let me tell you, this godforsaken, pagan, weakened, demoralized, screwed-up country of ours is in desperate need of a shining light! With your support, Gladstone will be that shining light!”

The applause was loud, long, and entirely from one side of the room. When it died down, he continued in a more matter-of-fact tone.

“You can see our full development plans on our Gladstone Tomorrow website. It shows exactly how the natural beauty of our countryside can be transformed into an incredible economic engine for the benefit of everyone in this room. An economic engine that produces a construction boom, high-paying jobs, opportunities for countless small businesses, tourism, country inns, you name it!

“But here’s the thing. To make it all happen, we need our town board to make the right decisions. That’s why I’m running for town supervisor. This election day may be the most important day in the history of our town. It will decide our future. Your vote will decide whether Gladstone becomes that shining light of energy and positivity and progress . . . or just continues to sink into that paralysis of do-nothing negativity that my opponent stands for—the negativity that hates progress, hates ambition, hates business, hates success, hates our country. I know you folks, and I know you’ll do the right thing—for Gladstone, for your children, for America!”

Stepping aside from the lectern, he greeted the raucous applause from half the room with an intense gaze, a satisfied grin, and wave of acknowledgement that to Gurney looked unnervingly like a Nazi salute.

As soon as Ranzak left the platform, George Strum stood up and faced the audience. “Wow, we’re off to a rousing start tonight! I don’t know how our other candidate can respond to what we just heard, but we’re about to find out. Stuart Wilmot, the floor is yours.”

Wilmot took his place at the lectern, slowly shaking his head. He was dressed the same as he’d been that morning when he visited Gurney, minus the puffer jacket.

He sighed dramatically. “So many lies, it’s hard to know where to begin. Mr. Ranzak—” He grimaced, making the name sound like an abrasive chemical. “Mr. Ranzak loves the word ‘progress.’ But that’s just a pretty label he uses to conceal something else entirely. The so-called progress that he’s really after is nothing but the relentless pursuit of tawdry, self-aggrandizing garbage. ‘Progress’ to Mr. Ranzak means replacing his five-million-dollar house with a twenty-five-million-dollar house, replacing his five-thousand-dollar watch with a twenty-five-thousand-dollar watch. All ‘progress’ means to him is enlarging his pile of flashy trash. Like that ridiculous million-dollar car of his.”

Hostile and approving murmurs rose and fell like gusts of wind.

When they subsided, Wilmot went on. “But here’s the important point about his progress, his ambition. If all it amounted to was bad taste and pathetic greed, I could laugh at him and walk away. But that’s not all it amounts to. There are consequences to his half-baked plans, consequences the rest of us would be stuck with. If Satan himself appeared among us, he couldn’t concoct a more devilish way of destroying everything in our world that’s pure and beautiful and God-given. Instead of the fantasy of high-paying jobs, we’ll get the reality of poisoned water. Instead of the myth of a tourist bonanza, we’ll get foul air, endless noise, and a traffic nightmare. Instead of a dreamworld of employment opportunities, we’ll get pollution and ugliness—and the extinction of at least a dozen endangered species that rely on the delicate ecology of our wonderful countryside.”

The negative energy in the room was taking on a life of its own. Wilmot’s voice rose to an agonized shout, competing with the raucous exchanges between the two factions.

“And for what?” Wilmot cried. “So Donny Boy Ranzak can have a fatter bank account? Another tacky gold watch? Another absurdly pretentious car? Another grotesque mansion? For Godsake, don’t let him steal the beauty that belongs to every one of you to satisfy his wretched greed. Don’t let your vote give him that power. Because if he gets that power, everything we hold dear will go up in the smoke of what the devil pretends is progress! I don’t use the word ‘devil’ lightly. The horrible fact is Ranzak made his millions by inflicting pain on the weak, the helpless, the vulnerable. His wealth came from turning nursing homes and day care centers into unsafe, understaffed, underfunded hellholes. He endangered the lives of innocent children and hastened the deaths of the old and the frightened, to line his pockets! This is not a man to be trusted. This is a man to be despised!”

Strenuous applause from Wilmot’s side of the hall competed with angry boos and obscenities from Ranzak’s side.

Wilmot continued. “You’ve heard what he’s offering you. A glowing vision. But that vision, even if a tenth of it were true, comes with the terrible costs I’ve already described. Now, I ask you to consider a more peaceful vision, a vision that embraces nature rather than tearing it to pieces. I ask you to picture Gladstone at the heart of a new upstate economy, based on the conservation and enhancement of our natural resources—a wonderland of outdoor pleasures, a place for the young and old to connect with what’s real and beautiful in our world. Ecotourism doesn’t have to mean taking raft trips on the Amazon or communing with penguins in Antarctica. It can mean soul-reviving immersion in the glories of our own hills and valleys, our pristine lakes and streams. Gladstone can become the beating heart of what our overstressed and overworked world so desperately needs—a retreat that moves at the restorative rhythm of nature—a place to awaken to what’s real and beautiful, to the gifts God has given us, to what really matters.”

The crowd reaction, divided as before, was less vociferous. No doubt, Gurney thought, because Wilmot’s closing comments possessed a soft wistfulness that his earlier attack on Ranzak lacked.

That changed with a shout from the Ranzak side of the hall.

“What a load of bullshit!”

It was enough to reignite the battle of insults, full force.

As Wilmot returned to his front-row seat, Strum mounted the platform. He raised both hands, the palms toward the audience as if to restrain the tide of emotion. The calming gesture took a long minute to have any effect. Gurney was scanning the hall for any indication of the verbal attacks escalating into something physical. He noted a similar concern in the expression of the woman standing a few feet from him. She had placed herself, purposely or accidentally, just behind the center aisle, equidistant from the right and left sides of the hall.

As the sounds of division began to subside, the alarm on Strum’s face relaxed into simple excitement.

There was a final cry from a member of the pro-Ranzak contingent.

“Don’s the man!”

It was immediately countered by a shout from a woman across the aisle.

“Moron!”

Strum’s hands went up again. “Hey, hey, hey, take it easy, folks. Everybody can have their say. In the interest of orderliness, please raise your hand, and I’ll call on you. In the interest of fairness, I’ll go from one side of the room to the other. In the interest of decency, keep your language clean, like you were talking to your pastor. Okay, let’s see some hands.”

Hands shot up on both sides of the aisle. Strum pointed at one of the front-row hand-raisers. “Alright, Wayne, let’s start with you.”

The man stood up and turned around to face the audience. He was a pudgy man with an unhappy mouth and disapproving eyes.

“I know many of you in this room, but for those that don’t know me, I’m Wayne Bowler, president of the Gladstone school board. I was elected on a platform of ensuring that common sense, traditional values, and love of country will stay at the heart of our curriculum. You just heard Don Ranzak say he wants Gladstone to be a shining light in this sadly declining nation of ours. I couldn’t agree more. What’s coming out of Hollywood these days, what’s coming out of San Francisco, what coming out of New York City—none of it’s fit for human consumption. I say let’s get back to the simple virtues of hard work, progress, and success. A vote for Don is a vote for everything that made America the envy of the world.”

When the applause died down, Strum pointed to a raised hand on the other side of the hall. A tall pale woman stood and faced the audience. Her chestnut hair was pulled back from her face, emphasizing its angular features. She had the clear, confident voice of a college lecturer.

“I’m Kay Eliot, president of Friends of Endangered Species. We’re a small group, helping God’s smallest creatures survive. Our world is becoming a hostile place for so many beautiful living things, little creatures crushed by what the greedy and thoughtless among us call progress. Creatures who may not live to see another spring, another birth. Tiny, battered bits of God’s creation, on the edge of extinction. Like the blue moth, whose known range has been reduced to the rolling wildflower meadows east of Gladstone—the miles of meadows that Don Ranzak’s bulldozers will level for a deadly plague of condominiums and golf courses. The blue moth—this delicate gem of nature—will be crushed by greed and gone forever. My friends, don’t be misled by a pretty word like ‘progress.’ The truth of Ranzak’s ambition is far from pretty. A vote for Ranzak is a vote for death!”

That last line brought people to their feet on both sides of the aisle, and the clash between applause and boos was the loudest and longest yet. Strum waited for most to be seated again before pointing to another raised hand. A gangly, straggle-bearded man with sunken cheeks and a loose grin got to his feet.

“My name is Deke Loomis, and I ain’t the president of a goddamn thing!”

That prompted bursts of laughter. As soon as they died down, his grin disappeared and his tone turned angry. “This here’s the tip of the iceberg. Stopping a big real estate development—that’s just the point of the knife they’re sticking in the back of America. They say they want to save some damn moth. Jesus! What are they going to save tomorrow? Hornets?” He cast an ugly glance in the direction of Kay Eliot, who was watching him without expression. “How about saving the deer ticks? God, give me patience!” He turned to the rest of the room. “Tip of the iceberg. You want to know what’s hiding under the water—what the big nasty part of that iceberg’s all about?”

He doubled the volume of his voice. “I’ll tell you what it’s about! Socialism! Anti-Americanism! Anti-every-damn-thing this country stands for! God, give me patience! Are these people for anything? Oh, yeah, they’re for things. They’re for every Hollywood socialist idea you can think of. They want to promote any book, any movie, any TV show that ridicules our country. They want to give our tax dollars to every illegal bum that’s got his hand out. They want them trans lunatics to have whatever they want. They want men who claim to be women to have the right to barge into our daughters’ bathrooms. The right to do that, can you imagine that? This ain’t about a goddamn moth. This is about the future of America! Vote Ranzak!”

Before the crowd could react, Wilmot jumped to his feet, pointed at Deke Loomis, and shouted, “Are you trying to win the Stupidest Man Alive contest, or did you forget to take your meds?”

The crowd’s reaction was intense. People rose from their chairs, facing off across the aisle. Hostility was growing like a brush fire in the wind. Verbal attacks were drowned out by louder ones, and the harsh acoustics of the hall amplified everything. Amid the din, some of the insult-hurlers were moving threateningly into the center aisle.

Not far from Gurney’s position at the rear of the aisle, a barrel of a man with a shaved head and a splotchy red face was spitting his words at a small mousy-haired, drably dressed woman facing him. “You fucking lesbo lunatic!”

She took a step toward him. “How does it feel having Ranzak’s dick up your ass, you dumb shithead?”

He bared his teeth, lurched forward, and—

She raised her right hand, and a visible spray hit him in the face. He let out a half-stifled shriek, stumbled back, fell over a chair, and crashed to the floor. With hands pressed against his eyes, his words hissed out through clenched teeth.

“You’ll pay for this, you goddamn dyke!”

The colorless little woman receded back into the shouting crowd as two uniformed cops hurried into the hall and began clearing the aisle.

The woman in the gray windbreaker who’d been standing quietly next to Gurney leaned toward him and said, just loudly enough for him to hear through the bedlam, “Time to get some fresh air.”

She went out through the double doors, passing two more cops on their way in.

Her comment sounded to him like an invitation. The bizarre town hall affair having run its course, and with the local police now taking control, he decided to head out after her.
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THE SUN HAD set behind the line of hills to the west of Gladstone. Only a faint touch of purple remained in the sky. There was a chill in the air. As Gurney emerged into the floodlit parking lot, he saw the woman from the back of the hall standing a few feet away by a white Prius, zipping up her windbreaker.

“Welcome to Gladstone,” she said with a deadpan expression that concealed whatever irony she might have intended.

He smiled. “Stimulating evening.”

“Gladstone used to be a boring place,” she said. “Pleasantly boring.”

He nodded. “My wife and I came close to moving here seven years ago.”

“A calmer time. What brought you here tonight?”

“Someone thought I’d find the debate interesting.”

“Did you?”

He shrugged. “Interesting in an ugly, demented way.”

“Who was it?”

“Excuse me?”

“Who thought you’d find it interesting?”

“Stuart Wilmot.”

She looked at Gurney with growing curiosity. “A friend of yours?”

“Not exactly.”

“I’m Molly Parr. My father is Floyd Parr.” She paused, and Gurney filled the silence.

“The retired town supervisor,” he said, “who’s sudden retirement created the need for the upcoming election.” Since his meeting with Wilmot that morning, Gurney had done his homework.

“So you know what’s going on here.”

“Not in any detail. Just the basics.”

She frowned, seemingly baffled by Gurney’s presence. But any further questions she might have asked were put on hold, as a stream of grumbling people poured past them from the hall into the parking lot.

Tribal alliances were as evident outside as they’d been inside—nowhere more so than in the dueling bumper stickers. “Socialists Suck” on a jacked-up black pickup faced off against “Greed Kills” on a tiny yellow hybrid. Other vehicles traded similar accusations.

“You know what I find the most frightening in all this?” said Molly Parr after most of the crowd had disappeared into their cars and trucks. “It’s not just the polarization. It’s the location of the energy.”

That comment got Gurney’s attention. It was something he hadn’t heard before.

She continued, “The negative feelings being expressed are so much more passionate than the positive ones. People hate the opposing side more than they love their own side. What excites them most about their leader is the leader’s attacks on the opponent. The escalation of the negative. Not just here in Gladstone but everywhere. Have you noticed that adjectives used in news stories have become intensified? It used to be said that someone criticized their opponents. Now they are said to have slammed them. They used to respond to an accusation. Now they fire back. But the same exaggeration hasn’t occurred with positive words. ‘Support’ is still just ‘support.’ ‘Agreement’ is still just ‘agreement.’ The escalation is all on the negative side—the moronic addiction to outrage. The appetite for confrontation. The hawkeyed search for potential enemies. There has to be a bad guy, a bad political party, a bad anything—so long as it’s someone else, someone to blame for their own unhappiness, their own frustration.”

As if to underscore her point, the “Socialists Suck” truck let out a deafening roar through its reverberating exhaust system as it left the parking lot.

In the relative silence that followed, Gurney’s gaze settled on the extravagant-looking acid-green vehicle he’d noticed earlier.

“Do you know who owns that?” he asked.

“That’s Ranzak’s million-dollar thousand-horsepower attention-getter. Conspicuous consumption is a big part of his appeal.”

“He drives that thing around town?”

“Especially to political events. He sometimes uses it as part of his pitch. Apparently, it has a high-end automated driving feature. He says electing him will be like pushing the Go button to that wonderful destination.”

Her phone beeped. She took it out of her pocket and looked at the screen.

“Sorry,” she said with a smile. “There’s something I need to attend to. Good night, Mr. . . . ?

“Gurney. Dave Gurney.”

She blinked in surprise. “Dave Gurney . . . the half-retired detective?”

“Do I know you?”

“I doubt it. The news media aren’t nearly as interested in me as they are in you—the star homicide detective who’s been colliding with one upstate police force after another.” There was more curiosity in her eyes than criticism.

“The collisions were unintended.”

“You mean, they were just the byproducts of your homicide investigations?” Her tone was ironic but not unfriendly.

“Something like that.”

“So, what are you investigating here in Gladstone?”

“Not a thing.”

“Did I detect a silent yet at the end of that denial?”

When Gurney didn’t reply, she continued, “The thing is, we haven’t had a homicide in our idyllic little town in ages.” She paused, before adding, “Unless you know something I don’t?”

He smiled. “It’s been a pleasure meeting you, Molly Parr.”

“Nice to meet you, Dave Gurney. Perhaps we’ll speak again, and you’ll tell me why Stuart, who’s not exactly a friend of yours, invited you to this remarkable debate.”

He watched as she got into her shiny white Prius and drove off in electrified silence. He turned back toward the hall at the sound of footsteps.

Wilmot approached him, wide-eyed and biting his lower lip.

“I hope that gave you a feeling for what I’m dealing with.”

“I didn’t see anyone dealing with anything. What I saw was an explosion of animosities.”

Wilmot’s mouth opened for a second or two before any words came out.

“I admit I’m passionate about the values I represent. There’s so much at stake. Beautiful living things. The spruce grouse. The lavender butterfly. The blue moth. The sedge wren. There’s a poem by William Blake with the lines ‘He who shall hurt the little wren / Shall never be beloved by men.’ Harmless gems of God’s creation. And Ranzak would trample them. He’s a greedy, cruel bastard! So, yeah, I admit I’m passionate about this. This is about stopping a monster from bulldozing the beauty out of our world. And I assure you, the economic factors are not all on his side. There’s plenty of gainful employment to be had in a green world. The ecotourism I mentioned in my comments in the hall—that’s no small thing. Sustainable recreation. Light-footprint, low-profile development. These things can be consistent with conservation. And conservation can foster a healthy local economy.

Gurney sensed Wilmot wasn’t finished. He waited.

When the man spoke again, his tone was less assertive.

“Can you help us? Maybe look into the threats? Find out who’s behind them? Make sure we stay alive long enough to win this all-important election?”

“I really don’t have the kind of resources or local connections to deal with the problem you’re describing.”

Wilmot lowered his head, a frightened look in his eyes. “Maybe you could sleep on it? Maybe something will occur to you?”
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PEACE ELUDED GURNEY that night. The recalled sights and sounds of the town hall “debate” were vivid and persistent. Most disturbing was his feeling that Molly Parr had been right about the ascendancy of hatred in public life. He finally fell into an anxious half sleep just after noting the first gray hint of dawn.

He awoke late in the morning to the whining of wind in the hemlocks that surrounded the lodge. Snow swirled past the window, which was no great surprise. Spring weather in the mountains often changed by the hour. He sighed, got up with some effort and no enthusiasm, and discovered that his restless night had produced a dull headache. The motion of brushing his teeth made it worse. The feeling eventually faded with his third cup of coffee, accompanied by scrambled eggs and toast.

Pushing his plate aside, he opened his laptop and began reviewing once again his interview with Frankie Dalasio. Within minutes it became obvious that the events of the previous evening were making concentration impossible. Wrestling with the Dalasio affair was challenging enough when he was clearheaded.

He closed the laptop and took his cup and dish to the kitchen sink. He put on a windbreaker, woolen hat, and insulated gloves and went outside to busy himself with manual work on the lodge grounds. On the docket today was the restoration of the dilapidated rock wall that bordered the garden behind the main building. Hefting sixty-pound rocks and seating them firmly in place without crushing his fingers demanded all his attention, which freed his mind from the mess in Gladstone.

By the time he was hungry enough for lunch he’d worked up a sweat and removed his hat and windbreaker. The wind had died down, the snow squall had passed, the sun was at its highest and brightest in a blue sky, and spring had returned—along with the circling hawk.

Back in the lodge he checked his phone and saw that he’d received a message from Stuart Wilmot. He sounded shaken. His voice was pitched up a note or two from the night before.

“Mr. Gurney, I hope you get this right away. We have an emergency here. Evie Hubble has disappeared. Apparently abducted. Please get back to me. The police are useless. Worse than useless. God only knows what’s happening to her. Call me, please.”

Gurney didn’t recognize the woman’s name, but it was conceivable that her disappearance could be an escalation of the threats Wilmot had received. Or, more likely, her unexplained absence could have some simpler explanation. Reluctantly, Gurney called him back.

Wilmot took it on the first ring, and the words came tumbling out. “Thank God you called! She’s gone. We’ve got to find her.”

“Please, Mr. Wilmot,” Gurney said in a calm, professional voice. “Let’s start at the beginning. Who exactly is missing?”

“Evie. From last night. The woman with the pepper spray. She’s gone.”

He remembered the incident and how the woman had slipped back into the crowd just as the police arrived. “When you say ‘gone,’ what do you mean?”

“Gone. Disappeared. She was supposed to be at our campaign staff meeting this morning at nine. She never showed up. She didn’t answer her phone. We kept calling. She’s never blown off a meeting, and she always answers her phone.”

“You don’t think there could be some harmless reason for this?”

“Absolutely not. As soon as our meeting ended, I went to her cabin out on Violet Lane. Her car was there, but she was gone. And this is the scary thing—her back door was hanging open. It’s obvious she’s been abducted.”

“You called the police?”

“Of course. But they acted like I was creating a crisis out of nothing.”

“They came to the cabin?”

“No detectives. Just a uniformed officer. A real jerk. Wandered around the place for five minutes, looking bored.”

“No interest in the open door?”

“He said it didn’t mean anything. She could have left it open on purpose. Or by mistake. Or the wind blew it open. Christ, the wind doesn’t blow open a closed door! You see what we’re dealing with?”

Gurney considered the possibility that Hubble had been detained by the police following the pepper spray incident. It was a small town. It wouldn’t have been difficult to identify her if somebody was in the mood to press
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