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Immortal, invisible, God only wise,

In light inaccessible hid from our eyes,

Most blessed, most glorious, the Ancient of Days,

Almighty, victorious, Thy great Name we praise.

Unresting, unhasting, and silent as light,

Nor wanting, nor wasting, Thou rulest in might;

Thy justice, like mountains, high soaring above

Thy clouds, which are fountains of goodness and love.

To all, life Thou givest, to both great and small;

In all life Thou livest, the true life of all;

We blossom and flourish as leaves on the tree,

Then wither and perish; but nought changeth Thee.

Great Father of glory, pure Father of light,

Thine angels adore Thee, all veiling their sight;

All land we would render; O help us to see

’Tis only the splendor of light hideth Thee!

—WALTER CHALMERS SMITH (1842-1908)

THE HYMNAL, 1982, THE CHURCH PENSION FUND


1.

AUGUST 1952

He had parked his cruiser in the muddy verge of the county highway, a little way from the circus that was going on up the road. The thunderstorms that had crested over the mountains and crashed over the valleys had paused; the night’s pounding rain had lightened to a drizzle. The Millers Kill chief of police splashed into a puddle as he exited the car, twisting and cracking his back and flexing his knees. He felt every one of his fifty-odd years after being hauled out of bed at 4 A.M. He never could have survived being a dairy farmer, that was for damn sure.

He checked around to make sure no one had seen his display and settled his broad-brimmed rain cap in place. His own, not his MKPD flat. He was here on courtesy, not on right, and he had tried to parse the difference with his clothing: his uniform blouse and departmental rain jacket over his own twill pants and rubber boots.

The state police had cordoned off the road coming and going and had two enormous lamps illuminating the crime scene. The dull roar of the generator sounded like a jet engine. He splashed up the side of the road, past the other cop cars and the mortuary van, wondering why none of the bad ones ever happened on a clear, temperate afternoon. Or maybe some had, and his memory was playing tricks on him, turning everything bright into darkness and heavy weather.

He ducked beneath the tape and approached the scene. Two evidence officers: one the camera man, the other bent over searching for anything that might prove useful in the investigation. Which, even when a battering rain hadn’t washed everything away, wasn’t ever much. Ninety-nine out of a hundred crimes were solved by knocking on doors until someone talked, in Harry’s experience. Two detectives in trench coats that made them look like they were headed for the executive offices at General Electric, smoking and talking. One uniform, almost anonymous in rain cap and full sou’wester, the first man on the scene.

“Hey!” A detective spotted him. He recognized the man; Stan Carruthers, a hotshot from downstate who was disgruntled by his exile, as he saw it, to the hinterlands of Troop G. “What’re you doing here?” Carruthers glared at the uniform, whose charge was securing the scene and who should have stopped anyone from crossing the line. The trooper tried to appear innocent, and mostly got it right, since he was so young he looked as if he ought to be home sleeping in his mother’s house, not guarding a corpse.

“Who’s this?” the second detective asked.

“Harry McNeil, Millers Kill chief of police.” Harry held out his hand and the other man shook it automatically. “Pleasure to meet you.”

“There’s no need for you to be here, McNeil.” Carruthers sounded more bored than upset. “We’re almost finished up.”

Harry got his first good look at the body. A young woman, barely more than a girl, sprawled face-forward in a tangle of wet limbs and hair. Night-black hair shone slick in the state police lights. She was wearing a fancy dress, a party dress in pale green, with petticoats plastered over her legs and back, the flattened ruffles like waves frothing around her knees. Bare feet. No stockings. His mother had had a picture book of famous ballets she would read to him as a child; the name Ondine, or The Water Nymph surfaced after a fifty-year sleep.

“Any idea as to the cause of death?” Harry directed his question to the evidence officer.

The man shook his head. “No signs of violence from here, although the rain could have washed any blood away. We’re about to move her, though, so maybe we’ll see something from the front.”

“It’s obvious,” Carruthers said. “Some good-time girl, got liquored up and passed out and died of exposure. I’ve seen it before.”

“In August?” Harry looked around. “In the middle of McEachron Hill Road?” On either side of the two-lane road, wide fields disappeared into the mist. To the west, the first Adirondack hills that would gather and crest a hundred miles away in the High Peaks were shrouded kettledrums, echoing distant thunder. Not a single farmhouse light relieved the gloom.

Carruthers waved his cigarette. “Maybe her john wouldn’t pay up. They had a fight, she stumbled out of the car to show him what’s what, he took off.”

“In the pouring rain. Without her shoes and stockings. Or wrap.”

Carruthers frowned. “Drunks do stupid things, McNeil.”

The mortuary men had left the cover of their wagon and were placing their stretcher next to the body. “Okay, boys,” the evidence officer said. “Nice and easy.”

They rolled the corpse over, depositing her neatly on her back. Everyone moved closer to get a look. Pretty, despite the mascara that had run across her cheeks. Her lipstick was still vividly red. No blood, no bruises, no scratches or ripped fabric or anything to indicate she might have been attacked. A detailed crucifix still hung from a delicate chain around her neck. Carruthers’s partner pointed to it. “Catholic.” He took out his handkerchief and turned the figure over, shining his flashlight on the silver. “Nothing engraved. No mark.” He straightened. “She sure ain’t Polish. Maybe Italian.” He pronounced it Eye-talian. “Maybe French?”

“Not from around here, anyway.” Carruthers took a last drag and flicked his stub away, a sure sign that he no longer considered this a crime scene. If he ever had. “She passed out and died of exposure. Or maybe alcohol poisoning. She could have thrown up a couple fifths of Four Roses and we wouldn’t find a trace after all the rain.”

Harry looked at the evidence man again. “Have you found anything? Shoes and stockings? Handbag?”

The officer shook his head. “Nothing. And I did a thorough search, up and down the road.” His tone was bland, but his eyes shifted to the detectives for a moment. Harry could picture Carruthers yelling at the man to stop wasting his time and for God’s sake just get the body bagged already. “Either side of the road as well, although we ought to go back over it in daylight to make sure.”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake. Can one of you geniuses give me any other reason she’d be here like this?”

There was a pause as Harry turned the picture over in his head.

“Murdered and dumped.” Everyone turned toward the speaker. It was the responding trooper.

“Oh, great,” Carruthers said. “Now even the traffic cops are detectives. What’s your theory of the crime, Sherlock?”

“She could have been poisoned by chloroform or ether. Suffocated after she passed out from drinking. There might be an injury not visible yet.” The officer was young, but his voice was firm.

Harry nodded. “Why do you think so, son?”

“First off, if she were drunk, where’d she get the liquor? Here and Millers Kill are dry towns. The nearest bar’s in Fort Henry, thirty minutes away. Second, if she’s a prostitute, where’s her purse? Working girls carry rubbers and lipstick and powder and lots of cash. Maybe she was drunk enough to get out of a car in the middle of a storm without her shoes, but without her purse? Finally, why would a john bring her here unless it was to get rid of her body? There’s not a hotel or motor inn within thirty miles of this spot. Any farmer out for a good time would’ve headed for Glens Falls or Lake George and taken care of business there.”

Harry tilted his head toward the trooper. Exactly his reasoning, laid out cleanly and logically.

“Never attribute to malice what you can pin on stupidity, kid.” Carruthers gestured to the mortuary men. The pair lifted the stretcher and began a swaying march back to their van. “A couple drunks going from point A to point B, they screw in the backseat, they fight, or maybe she just stumbles away to pee in the bushes, he skips out without paying and here we all are. Death by misadventure.” He nodded toward his partner. “Let’s go.”

“Detective—” Harry began.

“It’s not your case, McNeil. Cossayuharie is Troop G’s concern, not yours.” He shot a look at the young officer. “Keep that in mind the next time you’re tempted to call in the locals, Trooper Liddle.”

The evidence officer and the cameraman began to break down the lights. Harry waited until he heard the slamming of the detectives’ car doors before he spoke. “Thanks for letting me know, Jack.”

The trooper shook his head. “I’m sorry I wasted your time. It’s just . . .” He glanced toward where Carruthers was pulling out. “It gets so frustrating. He doesn’t take anything that happens up here seriously. He thinks it’s all tipping over outhouses and hiding illegal stills because we’re in the hills.” He looked back at Harry. “What do you think, sir?”

Harry studied the young man. Jack Liddle’s people had lived in this area for more than two hundred years. Harry had never dealt with Jack personally—he’d been a good kid, not the sort who drew police attention—but he knew his parents. Jack favored his mother’s Dutch blood: blond and square-set, with bright blue eyes that stood out even beneath the shade of his trooper’s lid.

“I think I agree with your reasoning, son. I’d sure like to see any evidence reports they come up with, if there’s any way you can lay hands on them for me. And I think you should stop with the ‘sir.’” He smiled a bit. “Call me Chief.”


2.

AUGUST 20, 1972

We’ve got the perp in custody.”

“Hmm?” The Millers Kill chief of police was so intent on the body sprawled in the road, he didn’t quite hear his sergeant. He had been awake—barely—when the phone rang with the news from the dispatcher. He had taken just enough time to shim into his uniform before climbing into his Fairlane and barreling up the hills into Cossayuharie, praying the whole time that this was different. A hit-and-run, or a gunshot victim. Route 137, not McEachron Hill Road. His prayers had gone unanswered.

He squatted next to the pretty girl in her lacy white minidress. Long, dark hair in a braid as thick as a rope. No shoes. No pantyhose and no bag. He could see one side of her face; her lips, pale in death, made even paler by her frosted lipstick. It changed, women’s makeup. You wouldn’t think that, since faces didn’t change. Two eyes, one nose, a mouth. Nowadays, it was all blue eye shadow and lipstick like this. The other woman had worn a deep red. Someone had told him it was called Cherries in the Snow. He couldn’t remember if he had paid his phone bill this week or not, but he remembered that.

He stood abruptly, stepping out of the way of the coroner and his assistant. “Okay. Turn her over.” He wanted to see a gunshot wound. The marks of a car grille. A slit throat. Anything except more of the lacy dress and pale skin, untouched and inexplicable. Control yourself, he thought. Control yourself, control the situation.

They maneuvered the body onto a stretcher. No necklace on this one; instead, a pair of plastic hoop earrings. One set of false eyelashes had slipped, and lay half across her cheek. Other than that, there were no signs of anything amiss.

“Huh.” The coroner frowned. “If that don’t beat all. You ever seen anything like this?”

“Yes,” Jack Liddle said. “I have.”

“Chief,” his sergeant said again. “We’ve got the perp in custody. Some drifter on a motorcycle banged on the MacLarens’ door before daybreak asking to use the phone. Claimed he found her here.” The sergeant lowered his voice. “Vietnam soldier. Probably high. You know what those boys come back like. Stone killers.”

Jack sighed. “Any other reason to suspect him? Other than the fact he’s a soldier?”

“MacLaren held him on the porch with his shotgun while his missus called us. This guy pulled out a knife the size of your arm and threatened to gut MacLaren with it.”

“That may be, but he didn’t use it on this girl.” At the expression on his sergeant’s face Jack held up a hand. “Okay. I’ll talk to him.” He looked up at the circus that had assembled itself up and down the sides of McEachron Hill Road. The ambulance and the meat wagon and police prowlers and, oh joy, a Karmann Ghia he recognized as belonging to a reporter for the Post-Star. “Is he in a car?”

“Davidson took him down to the station house. We got the impound truck coming for his bike.”

“Okay. I want the men walking quarter turns across these fields looking for evidence. Tire tracks, footprints, anything that doesn’t belong.”

His sergeant looked at him as if he were crazy. “For a hit-and-run?”

Jack swung back to the coroner. “Does this look like a hit-and-run to you?”

The coroner didn’t glance up from where he was bending over the body. “Doesn’t look like anything to me. Which makes me think maybe an overdose.” He ran his hand up her arm, bunching the lacy sleeve and revealing more blue-white skin. “No needle tracks. Huh.”

“She might have been shooting up between her toes or near her groin if she wanted to keep it hidden,” Jack said.

The coroner looked up at him. “Don’t worry. The pathologist’ll give her a good going-over once she’s on the table.”

The sergeant snickered. Jack turned to him. “Did you find any paraphernalia on the soldier? Or on the bike?”

“No, but—”

“So we’re looking for evidence. Get them out in those fields and I don’t want to find anyone’s doing a half-assed job of it. Finding the perp is only half the case. Finding—”

“Finding the evidence for the prosecutor is the other half. You got it, Chief.”

Jack considered stopping at his house for a shave on his way to the station, but weighing a scratchy face against getting a cup while the first pot of coffee of the day was still fresh decided him on the latter. He barely managed the cup of joe—he had to call out his request to the dispatcher while Davidson, who had more enthusiasm than brains, herded him to the interrogation room. “We got that knife off him, Chief.” Davidson handed him a manila folder with his preliminary notes and the tape recorder. “No track marks on his arm, but he’s definitely on something.”

The something was Old Grand-Dad, by the smell that greeted Jack when he entered the room. The kid was folded over the table, head buried in his arms. He was wearing a wrinkled olive drab army jacket over blue jeans so new they still had fold marks in them. Army boots on his feet. Not just another ’Nam vet, then. This boy looked to be straight off the plane from Saigon, or wherever they flew them from these days.

Jack laid the manila case folder and the tape recorder on the table. “You’re in a spot of trouble, son. Why don’t you tell me what happened up there in Cossayuharie.”

The soldier lifted his head. Sandy hair growing out of a military cut, bleary blue eyes. A bruise starting to purple up on his temple.

Holy Mary, Mother of God. It was Margy Van Alstyne’s boy.


3.

SATURDAY, AUGUST 19, PRESENT DAY

The chief of police of Millers Kill had experience with hostile fire. There had been the war, of course, and that infantryman in Panama who had snapped and started sniping passersby on base. Those had been places he had expected trouble, though, not the colonial-cute meeting room of the Millers Kill Free Library. His small Adirondack town wasn’t without its dangers—just a few years back, a couple gang members had decided he’d look better with a few bullet holes in him. That had been bad. Scary bad.

But nothing had prepared him for the League of Concerned Voters, Washington County Chapter.

“Chief Van Alstyne, in the comprehensive accounting from the town’s aldermen,” the elderly man said, shaking a fistful of papers, “we can see that dissolving our police department and relying on the state police instead will save taxpayers eight hundred thousand a year. That’s a hundred dollars a year for every man, woman, and child in the three towns! What do you offer to me and my wife that’s worth paying an extra two hundred dollars a year for?”

The twenty-odd senior citizens crammed into the high-ceilinged room nodded along with the tirade. Russ briefly considered offering them a hundred sixty bucks each for their votes and then crawling back home to get some more sleep. Eight o’clock in the morning was too damn early to field questions from a bunch of Tea Party types.

“Having law enforcement in Millers Kill, patrolling here and Fort Henry and Cossayuharie, is a lot like having insurance, Mr. Bain.” Russ tightened his jaw against a yawn. Since she was nursing, his wife took most of the night duty with their four-month-old, but even at her most quiet he woke when she did, and, more often than not, wound up changing at least one diaper in the wee hours. “We’re there for you when things go wrong.”

“Yeah?” Another geezer stood up. “Only time I ever seen your cops was getting ticketed for driving my farm vehicle on the road.”

“You’re out of order, Teddy. Hank has the floor.” This morning’s moderator was Michael Penrod, the library director. Supposedly, he was chairing the meeting because the library was hosting a series of public events around the upcoming vote. The real reason, Russ suspected, was that the Concerned Voters were so ornery, they couldn’t agree on a leader. Too many generals and not enough soldiers.

“Thank you, Mr. Penrod.” Hank Bain glared at the interloping questioner before redirecting his ire at Russ. “Are you saying the state police won’t be here once a crime’s been committed? Or that they can’t handle an investigation better’n you can? Or at least as good?”

“I have no doubt the state police can handle any investigation. We already use their crime lab technicians. But your police department”—he had to remember to keep framing it like that. Your police department was one of his talking points—“is here for a lot more than solving crimes. Think of our community as a car. You don’t wait until the oil’s turned to sludge and the engine throws a rod to get it checked out. You take it to the mechanic for regular tune-ups. You get the tires rotated and the liquids topped off.” Even the ferociously frowning men in the audience nodded. Russ’s deputy chief, Lyle MacAuley, had come up with the car analogy. So far, so good.

“Your police force is the mechanic. We stop petty vandalism before it becomes ugly damage that lowers the property values. We stop the local small-time dealer before his business becomes profitable enough to attract the big guys. We stop speeders before they cause accidents. And yes, when a crime’s been committed, we’re right there. I can’t say we’re better than the state police, but I can guarantee we care more. Because this is our town, too, where we live and shop and bring up our kids.” Next time, he thought in a flush of inspiration, he’d bring the baby along. There would definitely be a next time. Russ planned on addressing every voters’ group, book club, civic organization, and congregation in Millers Kill between now and the vote in November.

Before Penrod could recognize one of the many hands waving in the air, Russ’s phone vibrated. He checked the text display. MKPD: 10-80. He wasn’t sure if he was annoyed or relieved by the interruption. “I’m sorry, everyone, but duty calls.”

Someone in the group muttered, “Cheap theater.”

“Thanks, Chief Van Alstyne.” Michael Penrod raised his voice. “If anyone wants to help themselves to coffee or banana bread, go right ahead, and we can continue the discussion in a minute.” He gestured toward the entrance, and Russ followed. Since the library had been built in 1909 and was largely unchanged since Russ was a boy, he figured Penrod wasn’t worried about him getting lost. The director paused by the front desk. “I just wanted to let you know the entire library is behind you, Chief.”

Russ raised his brows. “I thought you were the entire library, Michael.”

“There are the volunteers and the friends’ organization, thankfully. We’ll do what we can.” Penrod sighed. “If the board of aldermen is willing to put the police department on the chopping block, God knows what could be next. Taxpayers complain about libraries all the time.”

Russ shook his hand. “I appreciate the support.” The little bell on the door tinged as he exited, just as it had when he had been a kid.

The long walkway through the immaculate front lawn gave him time to call his dispatcher. She answered on the first ring. “What took you so long?”

Russ glanced at his watch. It had been all of five minutes since she’d texted him, but Harlene had her own standards for police conduct. “I was listening to a message of support. We need all of those we can get, these days. What’s up?”

“We’ve had a nine-one-one call.” Harlene’s voice sounded oddly subdued. “Reporting a body in the middle of McEachron Hill Road in Cossayuharie. A young woman. Wearing a party dress.”

His lungs seemed to seize up. He swallowed. “It can’t be the same.”

“Oh, no?”

“For God’s sake, Harlene, it’s been . . .” He couldn’t calculate how long. More than half his lifetime. “Who’s on the scene?”

“Knox.”

“Okay. I’m headed over. Let her know.”

“Lyle’s on the way as well. Do you want me to—” She hesitated. Harlene never hesitated. “Pull the old files?”

“Yes. Maybe.” Russ pinched the bridge of his nose. “No. We need to go in clean, not making assumptions based on—”

“But if it is—”

“No.” He was definitive. “It’s not. At least not until proven otherwise to my satisfaction.”

Her deference was exaggerated. “You’re the chief.”

“At least for now.” He hung up the call.


4.

 

Clare Fergusson had chosen her pediatrician based on the fact that the practice had weekend hours, which gave her some much-needed flexibility with her oddball schedule. The downside? It seemed she never saw the same physician twice. She liked this one well enough so far. He reminded her of Master Sergeant “Hardball” Wright, her air force survival trainer; tall, lean, bald. Dr. Underkirk did not, fortunately, look as if he could kill you with his bare hands.

“I agree with Dr. Mason,” he was saying. “It’s simply too soon for a diagnosis of fetal alcohol effect. Difficulty sleeping, a high startle reaction, fussiness—it’s all within the normal developmental parameters so far.”

“At four months?”

“At four months.” He glanced to the carrier on the examination table where her little bundle of joy was watching the colorful mobile overhead like a tiny, placid Buddha. Sure, now you calm down.

“I don’t want to minimize your concerns.” The doctor flipped open the file again. “You were binge drinking throughout the first three months of your pregnancy, correct? As well as using . . .” He thumbed over to another page. My faults are too many to list. “Amphetamines and hydrocodone.”

Clare clenched her teeth against the urge to justify herself and nodded. “But I stopped the moment I found out. I saw an addiction counselor until last March.”

“And now?”

“I’m in group therapy. Well, more of a support group. It’s a veterans’ group, actually, but we deal with a lot of the issues that were involved with my drinking—” She stopped herself.

Dr. Underkirk gave her a look of kindly understanding that had undoubtedly never appeared on Hardball Wright’s face in his lifetime. “I meant the drinking. Are you still . . . ?”

“Sober? Yes. I’m nursing.”

“How about the pills?”

“No pills.”

“Do you ever want one? Or a drink?”

Every day. Sometimes she could feel the glass in her hand, a little condensation wetting the surface, that feeling right before she took a swallow. Or the slow pulse of warmth spreading through her veins as the Percodan kicked in, not getting high, not feeling fuzzy, just making life a tiny bit easier.

“Sure,” she said. “Of course I do. But believe me, after screwing up so badly at the beginning, I’m not passing on any more drugs or alcohol in my milk.”

“Glad to hear it.” Dr. Underkirk crossed his legs. “I’m going to suggest that part of your baby’s behavior might be environmental rather than innate. That means—”

“It’s a reaction to my behavior? I’m causing it?”

The doctor held up a hand. “I’m talking about the total environment, not just you.”

But I’m included. She wondered when she would stop feeling like the worst mother ever.

“It sounds like you have erratic work hours, and your husband’s a police officer, right?”

“Chief of police.”

“Nine-to-five job?”

She snorted a laugh. “No. I mean, he tries, but it’s a small force and when he’s needed, he goes.”

“What do you do for childcare?”

“My mother-in-law helps out several days a week, morning or afternoon as I need her. And we’ve hired my husband’s oldest niece as a mother’s helper. At the church offices, it’s just me and the secretary and the deacon, so it’s a very baby-friendly environment. You know, unless I’m doing counseling. Or holding a meeting. Or taking a service.” She shut up again.

“So you and your husband have irregular schedules, with childcare plugged in here and there when you need it. I don’t know about the life of a minister, but I’m guessing your husband’s job is pretty difficult.”

She nodded. “There’s a town measure coming up for vote this fall. Whether or not to replace the police force with state troopers. It’s incredibly stressful—everyone’s livelihood is on the line.”

“I read about that in the Post-Star.” Dr. Underkirk flipped open the file and jotted something down. “And in your case, in addition to the usual strains on a new mother—lack of sleep, hormones, that scary weight of having a human being entirely dependent on you”—he flashed her a brief smile—“you’re dealing with fairly new sobriety and some issues with your military service. Do you have any PTSD symptoms?”

Clare had been about to say I’m not an alcoholic, for heaven’s sake but was diverted. “Symptoms? Yes. Sometimes.”

The doctor sat up straight. “You and your husband are living with a great deal of stress right now, Mrs. Fergusson. Babies can be very affected by adult stress, irregular schedules, and too many transitions—going from home to your office to grandma’s house to back home, say. It may eventually turn out to be fetal alcohol effect. You may also simply have a sensitive child. My suggestion? Find some good, consistent childcare and use it. Being able to work, uninterrupted, having time to exercise and not having to be constantly thinking about who has to be where each day of the week will do more to bring down your stress levels than any pill. Or drink. In the meantime, I suggest some calming meditation. It doesn’t take long out of your day for some mindful breathing and a positive suggestion, like ‘I am at peace’ or ‘Be still.’”

“Mindful breathing. Right. But my issue is that I don’t want to hand my child off to strangers.” She took a deep breath. Mindfully. “I feel like . . . I already failed at my first job as a mother. Keeping my baby safe. I want to do better, now.”

Dr. Underkirk gave her his kind-and-understanding look. She would have preferred Hardball Wright staring her down. “Obviously, it’s entirely up to what you and your husband think is best. But—and this is as a dad as well as a doctor—I subscribe to the airplane emergency rule in life.”

“Um . . . always sight your horizon before attempting a powerless landing?”

He laughed. “No. Always secure your oxygen mask first before attending to your child.”


5.

 

Hadley had done a good job as first responder. By the time Russ turned his truck onto the county road, the fire and rescue guys were already in place with cones and blinkers, ready to reroute any morning traffic that might come through. The scene—an isolated stretch of road with pastures running away on either side—was ringed round with yellow tape fluttering from flex poles. Hadley’s unit blocked the road on the Cossayuharie side, its lights looking almost dim in the brilliant August sunshine.

It had been a beautiful day back in 1972, hadn’t it?

He heard the whoop-whoop-whoop of a siren as he climbed out of his truck. He waited while the squad car crested the rise, slowed, and pulled in behind his pickup. Lyle MacAuley, his deputy chief, flipped off the light bar and got out, stretching and snapping his back. “Heard we have a traffic fatality.”

God, maybe that was it. Russ had been so overwhelmed by the news, he hadn’t thought to ask Harlene to patch him through to Hadley for the details. “I hope so,” he said.

Lyle’s bushy gray eyebrows shot up.

“Not that way.” Russ headed for the yellow tape. Lyle fell in beside him. “Just . . . I hope it’s not a homicide.”

“Person dead in the road? Vehicular manslaughter and fleeing the scene. Probably some damn fool jogger not watching where she was going meeting up with another damn fool texting and driving. What have you got here, Knox?” Lyle held the tape up so Russ could duck through.

Hadley Knox, three years at the department, was their junior-most officer, and the only woman sworn as a peacekeeper. Despite taking the job as a last resort—she had two kids and an infirm granddad to support—Russ thought she had the potential to be an excellent cop. If he could keep her on the force. If he could make sure there would be a force for her to work at.

“White female, looks to be in her early twenties. No ID I could see in the first pass.” She stood next to a blue Tyvek tarp spread over the body. Whoever it was beneath there, she was so slight she barely lifted the plastic shroud.

“This where you found her?” Lyle looked around at the verge of the road as if expecting to see signs of the body being dragged. A scattering of gravel marked the line between asphalt and the field beyond. No blood. No crushed grass or broken wildflowers.

“Right here in the middle of the lane, Dep. I wouldn’t move her.” Hadley sounded defensive.

“We know that, Knox.” Russ pulled his purple silicone gloves from his pocket and tugged them on. Lyle did the same. “Let’s take a look.” He peeled the tarp away from the body.

Young. Pretty. Dressed up like one of the girls he saw outside St. Alban’s a week ago, guests at a wedding. He glanced at her feet. No shoes.

“Anything that might be hers along the side of the road? Purse, backpack?” Please say yes. A flip-flop. A water bottle. Anything.

“I didn’t find anything in my first sweep, Chief. Maybe the crime scene techs will get better results.”

No. They won’t.

“If she was a hit-and-run, where’s the injury?” MacAuley got down on one knee. “No scrapes. No torn clothing.” He stretched himself flat on the roadway next to the body. “Doesn’t look like there’s any blood underneath her.”

“Dr. Scheeler’s on the way,” Hadley said. The Washington County ME. “And the state crime scene lab.”

“Good job,” Russ said automatically.

MacAuley got back up onto one knee. “Damndest thing I’ve ever seen.” He glanced up at Russ. “You think she was shot at real close range with something small caliber? We might not see that with all her hair.”

“I thought maybe she was a medical,” Hadley said. “Her heart or a fatal allergy attack.”

“Hell of a place to drop dead, in the middle of McEachron Hill Road in a prom dress.” Lyle braced his knee and stood. “No witnesses, I suppose.”

Hadley shook her head. “No one else reported seeing a body. I haven’t been able to canvass the neighborhood yet.” She looked around at the pastures rolling away from the highway, their only inhabitants grazing cows and buzzing insects.

“Who called it in?” Saying anything felt like pounding through concrete. Russ tightened his fist and took a deep breath. In. Out. Control yourself, control the situation.

Hadley flipped open her notebook. “Mrs. Laura Cunningham of 23 McEachron Hill Road. She was on her way to an eight o’clock vet appointment with her dog. She thinks it was about seven forty when she saw the body.”

“Did she see anything else? Another vehicle in either direction?”

Hadley shook her head. “No. She was pretty shook up, but she insisted her car’d been the only one on the road.”

“ATV,” Lyle said.

That word sliced through the web Russ’s memories were winding around his brain. An all-terrain vehicle. Of course.

“Chief?” Hadley was looking at him strangely.

“Sorry. Sorry, Knox. This is just . . .” He stopped himself. He had told Harlene he had wanted the others to go in without assumptions, but he was pulling theories out of thin air. They hadn’t done a large-scale area search for evidence yet. They knew nothing about the cause of death. They had no identity on the victim, no points of contact, no possible motives. He was having a hard enough time focusing on other scenarios that might explain this girl’s death. He didn’t need the rest of his team sucked into his blind spot. “Nothing,” he said. “I’m a little sleep deprived. Let’s get—” The sound of an approaching vehicle cut Russ off.

Hadley headed toward the sound, ready to turn around whoever had gotten past the fire and rescue guys. She stopped as the medical examiner’s car came into view.

Daniel Scheeler’s day job was pathologist at the Glens Falls hospital. When the previous ME had retired, Scheeler took the very part-time position. At every call, he complained about getting dragged away from his life to some godforsaken spot at some inconvenient hour. Russ used to apologize until he realized Scheeler loved working crime scenes as much or more than any of the cops there.

Scheeler ducked under the tape, his bag beneath his arm. “Lovely day, gentlemen, Officer Knox.” He was wearing an expensive, rumpled suit and bright blue shirt, neither of which looked as if it had been fresh that morning. As he bent over and slipped paper booties over his highly shined dress shoes, Russ caught a whiff of a very feminine perfume. “What have you got for me this fine morning?”

Lyle hummed a bar of “Bow Chicka Wow Wow.”

“You tell us.” Russ gestured toward the body.

Scheeler set his bag down and gently unfolded the tarp. “When do you expect the photographer? I’m not going to get much until I can move the body.”

Russ looked to Hadley. “Harlene confirmed the staties the same time she told me she’d reached the doctor,” she said.

That could mean anywhere from twenty minutes to an hour, depending on where the CS unit had been and what they were doing. “Just your preliminary impressions, please.” Russ nodded toward his officers. “Knox, I want you to start searching the shoulder and the verge of the road over here. Lyle, you take the other side.” The deputy chief grunted in agreement. In larger shops, an officer of his rank wouldn’t be caught dead doing shoe-leather investigative work. But in the MKPD, down to six men and one woman since their youngest had been hired away by Syracuse a half year ago, everybody pitched in. Including the chief. “I’ll start looking for tracks in the field.”

“That’s a lot of space to cover thoroughly,” Lyle said. “You wanna call in everybody who’s not on patrol?”

“Not until we have a better idea of what we’re dealing with. You and Knox said it yourselves; she could be a medical.”

The sound of Lyle’s doubtful “Hmm” followed him as he crossed to the far side of the road. Russ pulled out his phone and snapped a few pictures of the edge of the highway, the field, and the horizon so he could remember where he had started. He picked a spot at a right angle from where Scheeler was kneeling next to the dead girl, and struck out from there.

They had been two weeks without rain this August, and the ground beneath his boots was unyielding. The bad news was there wouldn’t be any convenient muddy ruts leading him to a suspect’s garage. The good news was the field hadn’t been used for grazing this season—no fence running alongside the highway—so any vehicle would have left clear marks through the high, thick grass. Russ walked slowly, looking ahead and to each side for anywhere the hip-high seed heads might be broken or bent. Bindweed and running myrtle caught around his ankles while thistle and dock scratched his pant legs.

The sun was well and truly up now, beating down with the unrelenting force of late summer in Upstate New York. Russ could feel the sweat begin to trickle down his back as he waded through the field, crossing and recrossing his own path in a self-imposed grid. He flushed a few red-winged blackbirds, sent grasshoppers and field mice rustling out of his path, but he couldn’t find any trace of another person, let alone an ATV.

The rumble and growl of a heavy vehicle approaching made Russ turn toward the road. The NYSP mobile crime lab rolled into view. Only—he glanced at his watch—fifty minutes after Hadley had called it in. He’d have to mention that at the next stop on his local law enforcement goodwill tour.

He took a few more pictures with his phone so later searchers could map out past where he had already been. Then he retraced his path back to the highway.

The NYSP photographer had just finished with the body and was now headed up the road to confer with Knox. Scheeler stood to one side as the other two technicians carefully transferred the body into a transport bag. Russ could see a slice of the girl before they zipped her up; she had on the kind of makeup women used for a big night out. Over her death-pale face, it looked obscene.

“She hasn’t been here long enough for hypostasis to set in,” Scheeler said. The postmortem bruises where blood had settled in the body. “At least not where I can see any.”

“So you can’t tell if she was killed here, or elsewhere and then moved?”

“When I can get her clothes off back at the lab, I might see something.” He waved toward where the two techs were inching over the patch of asphalt where her body had lain, searching for any tiny bits of physical evidence that might help tell them all what had happened. “As you can see, there’s nothing biological here to indicate her death. No blood, no feces, no vomit, nothing.”

“Any thoughts as to cause of death?” Russ asked.

Scheeler shook his head. “Nothing readily apparent. No visible signs of strangulation, no bullet or knife wounds, no visible signs of blunt force trauma—”

“But you might find something in the lab, right?”

Scheeler looked at Russ. “Of course I’ll find something in the lab. Death doesn’t just happen without leaving evidence of its passage. Not in a healthy young adult.”

Russ hesitated. “What if I told you I had seen a case like this, a long time ago? And that no one had found a cause for the woman’s death?”

Scheeler looked skeptical. “If it was a long time ago, I would say the technology must not have existed to properly diagnose cause of death. That’s not the case today. We have MRIs and CTs and nuclear microscopes. We can decode the human genome, for God’s sake.” He stripped off his jacket, releasing another delicate tendril of ladies’ perfume. “Trust me, I’ll have a cause of death for that girl. Two weeks tops.”

“Good,” Russ said, but what he meant was Please.

Margy Van Alstyne was loading her gardening tools into her Camry when her son pulled into her dooryard. Her first thought was Two minutes too late—she had just heaved a forty-pound bag of mulch in the trunk and was feeling it in every muscle. Her second thought was What’s wrong? Russell wasn’t one to stop by in the middle of his shift. She set the pruning hook and secateurs on the backseat and walked down the dusty drive to meet him.

Russell unfolded from his police cruiser like a Macy’s balloon, going up and up and up. Fifty-three years on it still shocked her, at times, that she had made this tall, broad-shouldered man out of her own small body. He enveloped her in a hug. “Hi, Mom.”

Her arms went around to the middle of his back. “Hello yourself, sweetie. What’re you doing here? I don’t have the baby today.”

“I know.” He straightened. “Where are you off to?”

She gestured to her ratty old denim shirt and baseball hat. “Garden club. We’re working on native plant restoration at the old Haudenosaunee estate.”

“Native plants. That’s nice.” He looked toward her side yard, where a fence overgrown with flowering shrubs separated her property from a sharp downward slide into the shallow, rocky Hudson River. “I should tear out that old fence and rebuild it. It’s got to be pretty punky by now.”

“Just don’t disturb my weed. I keep it planted underneath the spirea.”

“No, I wouldn’t—” His eyes sharpened and his attention snapped back to her. “What?”

“How ’bout you tell me what you came for?”

He frowned. “You don’t really have any pot plants on the premises, do you?”

“Be pretty foolish of me, with my son the chief of police, now, wouldn’t it?”

“Mom . . .”

She relented. “No, I’m not growing any marijuana. No promises if the state makes it legal, though. Tell me why you’re here.”

His face settled into uneasy lines. “We’ve had a suspicious death this morning. We’re investigating.”

She raised her eyebrows. Why on earth he was sharing one of his cases with her she couldn’t imagine. Well, yes, she could. But it wasn’t for any nice reason. “Yes?”

He shifted his feet. “The body was found on McEachron Hill Road. It’s a young woman. In a party dress.”

Margy felt her mouth go dry. “It surely can’t be . . .” She lost her thread for a moment. “The same. It can’t be the same.”

“I know. I can’t see how. But it looks the same. I’ve got three officers canvassing the area, talking to everyone in the hopes of turning up some sort of witness. So far, nothing.”

“Do you know who she is?”

“Not yet.” He anticipated her next question. “No obvious cause of death. The medical examiner promises a preliminary report within twenty-four hours.”

She pressed her fingers to her lips in thought. “You know, some of the folks up in Cossayuharie are bound to remember what happened back then.”

“Oh, yeah. I’m sure there are plenty of geezers left in Millers Kill who still have opinions about it, too.”

She shot him a look. “Watch it, junior. You’re practically a geezer yourself these days.”

He laughed a little.

“I hate to be political—”

“Don’t lie, Mom. You love to be political.”

“Okay, yes. But if you can’t get this case solved quickly, and it starts to bring up all the old stories and gossip, it’s not going to do the ‘No’ campaign any favors.” She brushed an invisible piece of dust off his uniform shirt.

He smiled down at her. “Can I bring you in as a consultant if necessary?”

She smacked his arm lightly. “If you’ll listen to me, yes.” She sobered. “That poor girl. Somewhere, someone is missing her. Solve your case for that person, if you can, son.”

Russell kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll do my best, Mom.”

She stood in the dooryard and watched him drive away. She stood for a long time, waiting for the August heat to chase away the chill of the ice water cooling in the back of her brain. Trouble coming to town. Trouble. She shook her head to get the foolishness out of it. She was being an old lady. The last time she’d been thinking that way was early April, when her newest grandchild had been born. Of course, there were reasons she’d been worried back then. First there was the kerfuffle over her son and his bride tying the knot while already three months pregnant—not an issue for most of the world these days, but Margy’s daughter-in-law was an Episcopal priest, so that particular bit of timing had been . . . inconvenient. Then it fell out Clare had been drinking during those first months. Not that Margy blamed her, not at all. Clare wasn’t the first soldier whose head had gotten screwed up in Iraq, and she wouldn’t be the last. But Margy had spent way too many years dealing with alcoholics not to know about the dangers to mother and child, and she worried, for the baby and for Clare, who seemed to find it way too easy to stop drinking while pregnant. In Margy’s experience, easy sobriety was not lasting sobriety.

So it shouldn’t have been a surprise when the child decided to make its appearance two weeks early, catching them all off guard. Maybe she should have tweaked to it when she called Clare Tuesday morning to ask her where to drop off the leftovers from the previous day’s baby shower. “Bring them by the church,” Clare said. “I’ve got so much heartburn, I don’t even want to think about eating. Might as well set it out for the rest of the staff and the vestry to enjoy.”

“Oh, the heartburn can be awful. When I was expecting Russell, I went through a box of Alka-Seltzer a day by the end. How are you elsewise?”

“I’ve been having Braxton-Hicks contractions all morning.” Clare laughed. “My office is littered with scraps of paper with time and duration jotted on them.”

“Maybe you ought to go home and put your feet up, sweetie.”

“I’d love to, but Holy Week starts on Monday and the diocesan retreat is this Friday. I’m just too busy.”

“Hmm. What does Russell say?”

Clare laughed again. “About what you’d expect. Look, I’m telling everybody, and you can hold me to it, that as soon as I’ve taken the last service on Easter Sunday, I’m out of here.” Someone said something away from the phone. Clare laughed. “Lois doesn’t believe me. She’s threatening to lock the doors.”

“You listen to your secretary. She’s a smart woman. Try to have a sit-down until I get there. Don’t make me call Russell.”

When Margy walked into the offices of St. Alban’s an hour later, toting half a sheet cake and a bag of Tupperware containers full of hors d’oeuvres, someone was already trying to call Russell.

“I understand,” the church secretary was saying, her normally smooth voice fraying around the edges. “But you need to listen to me. His wife is in labor. You’ve got to get a message to him. That’s all. Just take him a god—” She bit herself off. “No. No. I’ll call back in five minutes to see.” She hung up the phone. “Oh, Mrs. Van Alstyne. Thank God. Can you drive Clare to the hospital?”

Margy dumped the containers on Lois’s desk. “I was just talking to her on the phone! What on earth happened?”

“Her water broke. She’s in her office with Deacon de Groot. She says she’ll have hours yet, so there’s no rush to get to the hospital, for heaven’s sake.” Margy could hear her daughter-in-law’s Southern cadences in Lois’s recounting. “Maybe you can talk some sense into her.”

“How often are her pains coming?”

“Every four minutes.”

“What!”

“I know, I know! I’m trying to reach Russ, but he’s testifying in court today, and I’m having a hard time persuading this idiot deputy to interrupt while they’re in session.”

“You keep trying. I’ll take care of her.” Braxton-Hicks, my aunt Fanny.

In her office, Clare was leaning over her cluttered desk, braced on her hands, panting. The Reverend Elizabeth de Groot, her deacon, was pushing against the small of Clare’s back with one hand and holding a watch with the other. “Hello, Mrs. Van Alstyne,” she said, no differently than if Margy had arrived for Bible study. Clare let out a moan. “Keep doing your breathing, Clare.”

Finally Margy’s daughter-in-law let out a long exhale and straightened up. “Forty seconds,” Elizabeth announced.

“Oh, Margy.” Clare was hot-cheeked. Her enormous black blouse, complete with white clerical collar, was creased and damp around the edges.

Margy gave her as much of a hug as she could. “You’re coming with me to the hospital, and you’re not going to argue about it.”

“But the first stage of labor takes eight to twelve hours! They said so in Lamaze class!”

Margy and Elizabeth exchanged glances. “Clare, sweetie.” Margy used the same tone of voice she would have talking to a not-very-bright child. “That’s the average. Some women take more time. Some women take less. It looks like you’re in the less camp.”

“A lot less,” Elizabeth said.

“But Russ isn’t here! I don’t have my bag packed. I haven’t got my music for labor!”

“Clare, if you don’t get going right now, this baby’s going to arrive in less time than it takes to play the doxology.”

“Elizabeth’s right, sweetie. Russell will meet us at the hospital. Let’s go. There’s a good girl.”

Clare had two more contractions before they got her in the car and another two by the time Margy had reached the Washington County ER. While an attendant was helping Clare into a wheelchair—over her protests that she didn’t need one—Margy called the church.

“I got ahold of him,” Lois said. “He’s on his way.”

“Thank heavens. What did he say?”

“That the first stage of labor lasts eight to twelve hours, so Clare shouldn’t be this far along yet.”

“Good grief. What do they teach them in those birthing classes nowadays?”

“Not statistical analysis, I’m guessing.”

Margy followed Clare up to Labor and Delivery. Her birthing room was in soothing shades of cream and gold, with a comfortable rocker and a bed that folded up like a piece of origami if you wanted to sit, or lean, or turn around while laboring. She helped Clare change into a johnny robe. No shaving, no enema—a lot different from Margy’s day. A lot better.

A nurse bustled in to take Clare’s vitals and to give her her first internal check. “Reverend Clare. We finally get to see you as a patient instead of as a chaplain.” She glanced at her tablet. “And I see you’ve reported contractions every four minutes, right?”

Instead of answering, Clare nodded and began to pant.

“And here’s one now. I’m just going to strap this monitor over you and get the baby’s pulse rate. Do you know what you’re expecting?”

Clare shook her head and pawed at Margy. Margy gave her hand to squeeze. Clare lost her blowing rhythm and began growling, “Ow, ow, ow, ow, shit, shit, shit!” At the end of the contraction she fell back against her pillow, scowling. “That really hurts!”

“What did they tell you in class?” Margy said.

“That there would be discomfort. And that I should visualize my birth canal as a tunnel of golden light.”

The nurse pushed away from the rolling stool where she’d been giving Clare an internal examination. “Well! You weren’t kidding about those contractions. You’re already eight centimeters dilated.”

“Visualize your birth canal as an express elevator,” Margy said.

Clare laughed, then grimaced. “Oh. Damn. Damn, damn, damn, damn.” She rode out the contraction, clutching Margy’s hand. When it was over, she said, “Where’s Russ? I want Russ.”

“He’ll be here any moment, sweetie. I promise.” She was worried he’d make a liar of her, though. Under normal circumstances, there’d be no problem, but this baby was in one all-fired hurry to come out and meet the world. Then she heard, far away and floating, the sound of a police siren. “Listen!” She wiped Clare’s face with a damp washcloth. “Can you hear the siren? That’ll be Russell.”

“Everything looks fine,” the nurse said. “I’m going to put in a call and make sure your doctor’s on the way. Grandma, you can just press this button if she needs anything.”

“I need my husband,” Clare snarled. “God! Damn!” She panted and blew her way through the remaining contraction before sagging back, damp and wilted. “I’m sorry,” she said in an entirely different tone. “I thought this was going to feel a lot more spiritual. Taking part in creation and all that. Can you fix it so I’m sitting up more?”

“You swear all you want, sweetie.” Margy pressed on the bed’s control. “We like to think we’re different and better’n the other animals, with our big brains and our religion. Giving birth takes us down a peg or two, that’s for sure.”

There was a thud of heavy footsteps from the hall. “Clare? Clare?” The door, closed by the nurse when she exited, burst open. Russ had taken the time to divest himself of his duty belt and gun, but otherwise he was still in uniform, his khakis slightly rumpled as always, his chief’s badge and thick-soled shoes polished to a high shine. Margy scooted out of his way as he crossed to Clare’s side. “Oh, darlin’.” He took her hand. “Are you all right? God, I’m sorry I took so long. I’m so sorry I wasn’t there for you.” He held out his other hand to Margy. “Mom, thank you. Thanks for staying with her.” He dropped a quick kiss on her hair.

“’Course I stayed with her.” She picked up her purse from the bedside table. “I’ll be in the waiting room now.”

“No,” Clare said. “Margy, please don’t leave. I want you here. Please?”

Margy glanced up at her son. “Whatever Clare wants,” he said.

“Smart boy,” Margy said. “I’ll stand on that side of her, near the machine, and you take this side.” This side was Clare’s dominant hand. Margy supposed it was a husband’s privilege to have his knuckles ground into dust during his wife’s contractions.

He looked around the room. “Do you want me to get you a chair, Mom? Some kind of stool?”

She smiled at Clare. “I don’t think this baby is going to keep me standing long enough for my feet to get tired.”

She was right. Clare labored on for less than half an hour before the doctor, who had performed another internal exam as soon as she arrived, announced it was time to push. And a good thing, too, since Clare’s obvious pain and wrenching contractions had turned Russ pale. Or maybe it was her prodigious vocabulary of obscenities, none of which she used in her day-to-day life as a priest.

“Okay, Clare,” the doctor said. “When you feel the urge, go ahead and bear down. Keep pushing for as long as you can. Dad, Grandma, you help keep her in position.”

Clare pushed with a guttural growling sound, as if a wild animal were trying to escape her body. Margy could see her stomach bunching, the powerful muscle of her uterus working to bring her child into the world. It was so amazing to see it from this angle, without the haze of drugs and pain of her own children’s birth. She glanced at her son. He was leaning over his wife, supporting her back, holding her hand with his free hand. His eyes were wide and wild, looking at Clare with such a fierce intensity Margy had to turn away again.

“I can see the head!” the doctor said. “Lots of hair. Just a few more, and your baby will be here.”

Russ pressed his lips against Clare’s sweaty temple. “You can do it, darlin’.”

Clare nodded, and pushed again, red-faced, open-mouthed, curling up over the bulk of her stomach.

“Okay, the head’s out! I want you to breathe instead of push for the next one, Clare, while I ease the shoulders out.” Clare nodded, panting. The doctor bent between Clare’s legs, then beckoned to the nurse, who grabbed a receiving blanket. “All right, Clare. This one should do it.”

Clare pushed one last time. Margy saw a long wet body slither into the doctor’s hands. “It’s a boy! And he’s a big one.” The doctor held him up, his
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