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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      This is my tenth short story collection and my fourth in the mystery and suspense genre. The last two, both released in recent months as part of a planned rapid-fire publication schedule, included tales from different eras (Crime from Another Time) and those which included elements of the fantastic (Crime Fantastique). I arrived at those two titles early on, but one for this volume proved a bit more elusive.

      For a while, I internally referred to it as my Vanilla Crime collection, differentiating it from the other two based on its stories being set very much in this era and not including even a hint of the paranormal. The Vanilla Crime title was, of course, just a placeholder, used only in internal discussions until I could figure out what to actually call it. After all, Vanilla Crime sounds about as boring as The Stories that Didn’t Fit or even The Leftovers.

      These stories are anything but boring. Or leftovers.

      In fact, I briefly considered (for about a nanosecond) calling this collection The Best of the Best because far from being leftovers or vanilla, these stories were ones I considered to be among my very best. And if they weren’t—if I couldn’t accurately assess my stories’ quality—at least they were among my favorites. But then what would that say about the other two collections? Were they in any way half rate? Hell, no! I considered many, if not most, of those stories to also be among my best or favorites. (Yup, I guess I love them all.)

      What I finally realized was that what binds these stories together isn’t just what they aren’t (from another era or paranormal) or what they might or might not be in terms of high quality or most-favored status. What binds them together is how up close and personal these tales are. In one of them, “up close” is used in a humorous sense, but in the others the tale is deadly serious. And that, all by itself, insures entry in my canon of personal favorites.

      Whatever the case, I’m betting the ranch that you’ll consider these stories anything but “vanilla” or “leftovers.” Indeed, I’m hoping you’ll soon consider them some of your own personal favorites.
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            INTRODUCTION TO BURIED BRACES

          

        

      

    

    
      I wrote this story for Mystery, Crime, and Mayhem: Cold Cases. I began with only a general idea of where I was going, as is often the case, but the further I got, the more I took on my detective’s obsession. The more the victim’s remains haunted me. The more her short life’s story pierced my heart.

      Even now, years later, I remember leaning forward in my chair at times as I typed the words. It had become very much up close and personal.

      That emotional intensity on my part apparently translated into the story’s effectiveness because editor Leah Cutter nominated it for the Short Mystery Fiction Society’s Derringer Award. She had only four nominations to use on all the Mystery, Crime, and Mayhem stories she published that year, yet she used one of them on “Buried Braces.” It proved not to be a finalist, but her nomination confirmed my gut instinct that the story had hit the mark.

      I won’t ever forget Daniella Cefalo or those who in the real world have suffered her fate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BURIED BRACES

          

        

      

    

    
      Pags sipped his piping-hot, black coffee and finished off the last of the day’s pointless paperwork, hunting and pecking on the computer’s keyboard the same way he’d hunted and pecked on a typewriter decades ago when he was just a boot. He sat alone in the Detectives Room, nicknamed The Closet because it was no larger than a small conference room with two desks crammed U-shaped up against each of the three facing walls. Pags’s retirement papers rested on the far left corner of his desk needing only his signature.

      He ignored them.

      It probably was time, he had to grudgingly admit. Maybe even past time. In his thirty-eight years on the force, his hair had gone from jet black to white, his torso from hard-body, washboard abs to doughboy soft, and his face from boyishly smooth to wrinkled, weathered, and gnarled.

      Thirty-eight years. The last twenty-nine as Detective and then Detective-Sergeant, all here in Springvale, Massachusetts, a one-stoplight town an hour north of Boston but in many ways, a universe removed. Springvale had more trees than asphalt and almost as many horse farms as patrol cars. His big-city cop friends in Boston and its grittier suburbs referred to Springvale as Sleepyville. They’d bust his chops asking about his top-priority case of the ghastly day in February when the Sleepyville Dunkin’ Donuts ran out of Boston Kremes.

      As one after another of those burned-out colleagues grabbed retirement like a drowning man clinging to life jacket, Pags could almost hear the subtext to their ball-busting banter.

      Why would you ever retire? Nothing ever happens in Sleepyville! Retirement? How would you notice the difference?

      As if domestic abuse cases or other assaults were only the province of the Big Bad Cities. As if the Springvale Savings Bank or Frank’s Liquor Store or the Springvale Family Pharmacy had never been robbed. As if Springvale High School was immune to the opioid epidemic.

      Admittedly, there had only been two murders in his thirty-eight years on the Springvale police force, and one of them really belonged to a nearby community. Compared to the body counts in the Big Bad Cities, Springvale really was Sleepyville. And both of those murders had been solved and resulted in convictions. The town’s count of unsolved murders was exactly zero.

      But that didn’t mean Springvale’s slate was clean. At least not for Pags. Twenty-five years ago, a teenage girl, Daniella Cefalo, had disappeared and had never been found. The powers that be might have written her off as a runaway who succumbed anonymously in the underworld in some Big Bad City—anywhere but squeaky-clean Springvale—but the case still haunted Pags. The first day of the month, the usual happy family photos that served as wallpaper background on his computer screen were automatically replaced by photos of Daniella.

      Pags would never forget.

      The damned slate was not clean. And until the slate was clean, how could he move on? Even if everyone from Lois, his wife of almost forty years, to Lee Hankinson, the new Chief of Police, thought it was time. For Lois, this was the time for them to enjoy the good life before it was too late. For Chief Hankinson—a pompous, empty suit if there ever was one—Pags’s departure would mean “new blood,” a euphemism for replacing a pain in the ass like Pags with a yes man who’d owe Hankinson.

      Pags told himself, and mostly believed it, that he’d pull the plug if he could find Daniella Cefalo. Or far more likely, find out what had happened to her. And if there was justice to be served, get it. But he’d never quit while Daniella remained on the slate.

      Springvale’s slate. His slate.

      They’d have to force him out.

      The phone rang as Pags took another sip of his no-longer piping-hot coffee.

      “Detective Pagliarulo?” came a familiar female voice on the line. Gabriella Sanchez, a junior patrol officer who’d only been on the force for a year. One of the few who called him by his formal name. “We’ve got something here you’ll want to see.”

      Pags’s coffee suddenly tasted bitter. He grabbed his rumpled, dark sports jacket off the back of his chair and headed for the door. In a big city, he’d be alerting his partner, but here in a Sleepyville that suddenly wasn’t so sleepy, he was on his own.
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        * * *

      

      The previous fall, eight months ago, the Wellington Estates development had been nothing but thickly wooded acres of oak, pine, and birch trees untouched for decades. Pags thought it should have stayed that way. But the housing boom and a fortuitous location within ten minutes of I-95 and an hour from Boston while still being tucked away on a remote, newly created side street conspired to make those quiet pristine acres ripe for the picking.

      And they were getting picked clean.

      Pags pulled onto the newly created Wellington Avenue in his unmarked, black Chevy Impala. He drove past the first few inhabited houses and their bare hints of a lawn, the thin green blades of freshly planted grass just beginning to poke through to the surface. When the cul-de-sac split into left and right halves, he bore left and drove past a half dozen partially built houses where construction workers in yellow hard hats and on ladders pounded nails into sidings and roofs. At the end of the cul-de-sac where it curved back around on itself and the lots were still being cleared, a cruiser waited, its blue lights flashing.

      Two officers, Paulie Mills and Gabriella Sanchez, stood beside a twenty-foot-high mountain of freshly excavated dirt, thirty yards to the left of a blue port-o-potty. They were talking to four bulky men—three darkly tanned white men and an African American—dressed in sweat-stained wife beaters, grimy jeans, dirt-coated work boots, and hard hats. One of them, the oldest of the white men with gray hair and heavily tattooed arms, was gesturing angrily. Presumably the foreman.

      At this far end of the development, felled trees had been hauled away but yellow heavy equipment—a backhoe loader, power shovel, bulldozer, and dump truck—had been in the process of digging up tree roots to make way for smooth lawns and deep cellars.

      Had been in the digging process. Pags didn’t need decades of detective experience to guess that the men had been working on the heavy equipment when something stopped them. And the foreman was none too happy about it.

      “What’s up?” Pags asked Mills, the senior officer. Pushing fifty and balding with a bulbous nose covered with a spiderweb of prominent red blood vessels, Mills was a lazy SOB, coasting into the same retirement that Pags dreaded. They’d locked horns time after time over the years.

      “These two officers are telling us we can’t dig!” the foreman began, stepping closer, wiping sweat and caked dirt off his brow. He smelled of a hard day’s work. The other three members of his crew stood behind him, nodding.

      Pags held up his hand in a stopping gesture. He pointed to the two officers. “I want to hear it from these two.”

      Gabriella Sanchez, the junior officer who had summoned Pags, pointed to Mills in deference.

      “We’ve got a crime scene here,” Mills said. “These guys were digging a cellar with that power shovel over there and scooped up the remains of a body. Actually, not much when it comes to remains. Just a skeleton. Busted it up pretty good.”

      “We didn’t know nothing was there!” the foreman protested. “How was we to know? Joey called it right in, not really thinking. He had no idea you guys would shut us down.”

      “So if he’d known we’d shut you down, you’d have kept your mouth shut and kept on digging?” Pags asked.

      “I dunno,” the foreman said, crossing his thick arms. “This never happened before.”

      “You sure?” Pags asked, eyeing both the foreman and the rest of the crew. “Any other skeletons here or at any other site that I should know about? Times you just kept digging?”

      “No!” they replied in near unison.

      Pags detected no unease from any of them, only surprise. “Okay, then, but right now, this is a crime scene. I’ll need to see what you dug up.”

      “When can we get back to digging?” the foreman asked. “We got a tight schedule here.”

      Pags fixed the foreman with an icy glare. “Explain that to the corpse.”
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        * * *

      

      With the late afternoon May sun and Daylight Savings Time, Pags figured he’d have about another three hours of sun.

      He used all of it.

      The power shovel had ripped the skeleton into three mangled pieces: the upper body, the midsection, and the lower body consisting of the hips and legs. The damage had been unintentional, of course. The work crew had never suspected a body had been buried there decades earlier, and work had stopped as soon as the men spotted bones poking out of the shovelful of dirt scooped out of the ground and deposited off to the side on the twenty-foot-high mound of earth.

      But the violation hit Pags hard nonetheless. All deaths were heart-rending to some degree, and a secretly buried body pointed strongly to the far end of that spectrum. There could be no happy end to this story. But to have its epilogue be a crushing rending of the skeletal remains seemed an unconscionable indignity.

      Taking photos with his phone during every step of the way, Pags exposed partially submerged bones, pawed carefully at the soil to uncover additional fragments of the skeleton, then packaged them all with the surrounding soil in evidence bags. The odds were slim to none that some stray piece of evidence, a hair or clothing fiber or some other random element, existed in that soil and contained DNA that linked this body to what had happened, but Pags had to try.

      There were no tattered remnants of clothing, not yet fully decomposed. No rings or earrings.

      Nothing but bones.

      The sun moved lower on the horizon. A sharp pain stabbed him in the back of his eyes. He was running out of time.

      Pags’s blood ran cold when he uncovered an intact skull, but he kept going, methodically and patiently, until eventually, in his mind, he could array the grisly collection into its original form, from skull to toes. Big cities had dedicated forensic teams to help detectives with the analysis. In Springvale, Pags was on his own. He was no forensic specialist and the lab just outside of Boston would weigh in with the official results. But to his imperfect eye, the identity of the reconstructed skeleton was unmistakable.

      Daniella Cefalo.

      Fifteen years old when she went missing twenty-five years ago. Barely five feet tall and petite, Daniella had been pretty, with long, auburn-colored hair and sparkling green eyes. Athletic. Played on the Springvale High girls’ soccer and softball teams. Popular. With a bubbling, outgoing personality, according to the file, every line long since memorized by Pags.

      None of that was visible now. She’d stopped being bubbling and outgoing, athletic and popular, twenty-five years ago.

      There was nothing pretty about that skeleton. Even before the power shovel had crushed so many of the bones, tearing them apart. She was no longer discernably auburn-haired, or any kind of hair at all. Her green eyes, long since decayed to nothing, no longer sparkled.

      But Pags had no doubts it was Daniella. Her smiling face had beamed out at him on his various computers for twenty-five years.

      A smiling face with bright white teeth covered by orthodontic braces.

      Braces now corroded and dangling from the skeleton’s teeth.
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        * * *

      

      Back at his desk in the Detectives Room, once again alone, Pags pulled the file out of the locked bottom right drawer of his desk. He had the whole damned thing all but memorized, of course. But he wanted to see the facts fresh yet again with his own eyes. And though a copy of every last page had been uploaded to the server, and he’d downloaded a local copy to his laptop, a dinosaur like him always preferred the paper copy.

      Lois wouldn’t be waiting for him. He’d told her hours ago not to wait up. He wasn’t twenty-nine or thirty-nine or even fifty-nine anymore. But right now, he was ready to stay up all night and keep going the next day.

      Dinosaurs got fueled by outrage, too. And Pags’s fire burned hot.

      He accessed the Department of Motor Vehicles database and got updated addresses for the most significant names in the file, most notably for Johnny Dupree, Daniella Cefalo’s boyfriend at the time of her disappearance. Dupree had had an apparently air-tight alibi, passed a polygraph test, and been overcome with grief—overcome was actually far too weak a word, he’d been slaughtered by it—but it was the logical first step to retrace.

      Really the only step to retrace. Daniella Cefalo had been the only child to a single mom, a mother so destroyed by her daughter’s death that she took her own life less than a year later. With no siblings, the father unknown, and estranged aunts, uncles, and cousins in distant states, there wasn’t a single living blood relative to Daniella.

      Twenty-five years ago, Pags had spoken to every other member of the freshman class, all thirty-eight of them, as well as Daniella’s teammates and coaches on the softball and soccer teams. Then he’d added any other possible students she’d interacted with. They all spoke as if in unison. Everyone loved Daniella. No one had a single bad thing to say about her. And they couldn’t imagine her running away.

      So it was Johnny Dupree or bust.

      Dupree now lived south of Boston in Quincy. Pags would be lucky to get there by ten, and that was assuming there was no Celtics, Bruins, or Red Sox game letting out, tangling the Southeast Expressway into an eleven o’clock arrival.

      The easy way out was to call Johnny Dupree and feel him out by phone. But Pags wanted to see Dupree’s face, wondered if it would betray a hidden secret when confronted by a ghost from his past.

      Pags wasn’t taking the easy way out. Danielle Cefalo deserved better. Her fate had been anything but the easy way out.
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        * * *

      

      Dupree’s house, a dark brown split-level with a wide, wooden front porch, was shrouded in darkness, illuminated only by the meager light cast by a streetlamp thirty yards down the quiet side street and the blueish glow coming from a TV deep within. Hanging potted flowers dotted the porch ceiling every ten feet.

      Pags took the front steps two at a time and rang the bell. It chimed loudly, but for long seconds nothing happened. Finally, the overhead porch light beamed on.

      Dupree answered the door wearing slippers and striped pajamas beneath a navy-blue bathrobe. Pags recognized him right away from the file despite the passage of twenty-five years, years that had not been kind to the boyish fifteen-year-old in Pags’s memory and the original photographs. Dupree was now average height with a pronounced beer belly, albeit well cloaked by the bathrobe. He wore dark-rimmed glasses, and his thinning black hair was askew. He looked very annoyed.

      “What do you want?” Dupree demanded, showing no recognition of Pags. “Do you realize what time it is?”

      Pags knew exactly what time it was. It was 10:43 pm. He’d run into Sox post-game traffic right after he crossed the Tobin Bridge into Boston. It was rude to be calling on someone so late, but Pags didn’t really care.

      “Johnny Dupree?” Pags asked.

      “Yeah, John Dupree. No one’s called me Johnny in a long time.” He squinted. “Do I know you?”

      Pags flashed his badge. “I’m Detective Pagliarulo. With the Springvale police force. Springvale, where you grew up until your family moved to Boxford.”

      “Yeah, I know where I grew up,” Dupree said testily. He smelled of beer and stale sweat. “What do you want?”

      “May I come in?”

      “Depends on what you want. I haven’t been in Springvale in years.”

      “There’ve been some developments in an old case. I just need to ask a few questions. See if we missed anything. Strictly routine.” Pags waited while Dupree stared blankly. “I need just a few minutes of your time.”

      A female voice called from another room far inside the house. “Who is it?”

      “It’s awfully late,” Dupree said to Pags. “Could you come back tomorrow?”

      “No. I need to talk to you now,” Pags said. “I drove all the way down here from Springvale. Hit all the Sox post-game traffic. That’s why I’m so late. I apologize, but I need to talk to you now.”

      Dupree stepped aside and was about to usher Pags in when dawning realization crossed his face. “I know you. You’re that detective from…” Dupree’s face hardened. “You gave me a really hard time back then. Is that what this is about? Is that the old case? This is about Daniella?”

      “Yes,” Pags said. “May I come in?”

      “No,” Dupree said. “I’m not talking about her in front of my wife.”

      Dupree called over his shoulder. “It’s just an old… an old guy from the neighborhood where I grew up. Go ahead without me. We’ll be a few minutes.”

      Dupree stepped out onto the porch. He led them into the shadows, thirty feet from the light above the front door, next to a wooden railing. He lit a cigarette and drew in deeply. He leaned back against the dark wood paneling of the front wall, then turned his head to avoid blowing smoke in Pags’s face.

      “Is she… is Daniella…?” Dupree winced, then looked away. He knew the answer to the unfinished question. It was written all over his pained face. But he didn’t want to say the words.

      Pags eyed Dupree for long seconds. Dupree took another drag from the cigarette. Its embers glowed.

      “We’ll need official confirmation from the lab,” Pags finally said, “but we’re quite sure we’ve found Daniella’s remains.”

      Dupree’s shoulders slumped. He looked like he’d been slugged in the gut.

      “Where?” he asked.

      “We aren’t making that information public quite yet. That’s one reason why I needed to speak to you tonight.”

      “You don’t need me to…” Dupree’s face turned a sickly greenish pallor. “Need me to identify⁠—”

      “No,” Pags said. He spared Dupree the obvious fact that after decades there was nothing left to identify. No pretty face, green eyes, and autumn-colored hair.

      Just bones and teeth. Bones, teeth, and braces.

      “Oh, God,” Dupree said, apparently filling in the blanks himself. “She’s… she really is dead. Gone for good.” He drew hard on the cigarette. “I mean, I knew she couldn’t possibly still be alive after all these years. But you still hold out hope, you know? Even after you move on. You have to move on. You can’t wait forever, especially when you know deep inside she ain’t never coming back. She’s gone. Gone for good.” He glanced toward the front door. “Daniella was my first love. So sweet. So pretty. I was wild about her. Everyone loved her. She didn’t have an enemy in the world.”

      Pags waited for Dupree to continue, but he just shook his head.

      “Can I get you a beer?” Dupree asked. He licked his lips. “I sure could use a cold one myself.”

      Pags shook his head no. He didn’t want one and he didn’t want Dupree having another, either. “Tell me again about the last time you saw Daniella.”

      “Am I a suspect? Again?” Dupree asked, incredulous. He pushed himself off the wall and got in Pags’s face. “After all these years? You still think I could have killed her? Is that why you’re here?”

      Pags took a half step backward and held out his hands in a back-off gesture.

      “I don’t know who killed her,” he said. “That’s what I’m trying to find out.”

      “I loved her!” Dupree said, stabbing Pags in the chest with his index finger. “I know you think now, just like you thought back then, that we were just fifteen so it couldn’t have really meant anything. We were just stupid kids.” He glanced toward the front door, leaned close, and lowered his voice. “She was the love of my life. The one. The only. I fell in and out of love after that, sure. That’s how life goes. But nothing
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