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CHAPTER 1

FOUR DECADES OF detective work had taught Decker a thing or two. One of the delights of Missing Persons cases was that they often had happy endings. But sometimes not. Because people disappear for a variety of reasons.

Some individuals vanished by accident: a wrong turn on a hiking trail or a rogue wave that hit while sailing on otherwise navigable seas. Sometimes lives evaporated by wicked intent—a pickup gone awry or a stranded motorist meeting the wrong type of help. Sometimes souls perished in seemingly innocuous encounters that went terribly wrong, leaving the horrified perpetrators attempting to hide the evildoing, keeping a corroding secret that they were unwilling or unable to confront.

But sometimes people disappeared because they wanted to.

So far, no one was quite sure which reason fit Bertram Lanz—a thirty-five-year-old man with cognitive disabilities who disappeared from a field trip arranged by the Loving Care facility: a residential home. On the trip, there were fifty mentally challenged men and women. Bertram was alive and well when chaperones herded the group back into the bus after a two-hour leisurely hike. But after a one-hour stop at a local diner, while boarding the bus to go home, the supervisors quickly realized that the head count was off by one. And no matter how many times the recount was taken, the Loving Care chaperones came up a body short. It took even more time to discover who was gone from the roster.

That was six hours earlier, and it was now ten in the evening. Since the call to Greenbury Police Station, officers as well as volunteers had been combing the nearby area for Bertram. Nightfall had now blanketed daylight: no moon and an inky sky pierced by a million pinpoints of light. The many forested areas were now as black as pitch and impossible to search. Even in the town proper, street lighting was more for atmosphere than for illumination. Detective Peter Decker had moved from the woods to the residential areas and he had been circling the streets for the last two hours, running into local citizens covering the same blocks. He was worried for the man’s safety. Bertram wasn’t ill and he wasn’t on lifesaving medication, but his limited life skills probably hampered him from negotiating a complex world. Since it was summer, Bertram would at least have the advantage of a warmer night.

Fishing out his cell phone, Decker called his wife, Rina, who had joined the search party. In another life, five years ago, he had been a detective lieutenant with LAPD. He had retired from big-city life, but he still wanted to keep his foot in the door with something. And when a job at Greenbury PD opened up, he welcomed the opportunity to work in a sleepy little college town in Upstate New York. It wasn’t that crime didn’t exist here, but when it came, it was always unexpected.

She answered after two rings. He said, “Hi, darlin’. Anything?”

“I was going to ask you the same thing.”

“No, unfortunately.” A pause. “Why don’t you go home, Rina? We’ve got help from neighboring departments now. There’s no reason for all of us to keep scouring the same streets.”

“Where could he have gone, Peter? The diner is in the middle of nowhere.”

“If he’s on foot, he couldn’t have gone too far. The problem is the woods. If he decided to go for a walk, it’s so easy to become disoriented even during the day. Right now, it’s too dark to search. We’re thinking that he might be holed up in some garage or cabin. You know how this town is. It’s filled with part-timers and no one’s home. We’re trying to get hold of the owners to ask permission to go inside the dwellings. All this takes time.”

“What did you mean by ‘if he’s on foot’?”

“There’s a possibility that this was planned. You have to consider everything even if it’s unlikely.”

“That might make some sense,” Rina said. “Otherwise how do you lose a person?”

“We’ve initially talked to the four chaperones albeit briefly. Once the bus reached the diner, it was a free-for-all. People piled inside, placing orders and looking for chairs. The diner has a maximum seating of thirty-five and there were fifty plus people.”

“They were in violation, then.”

“Yes, they were. But it’s a rural stopover and I suppose the thought of paying dinners outweighed the thought of being cited.”

Rina said, “Then the chaperones lost sight of him?”

“They weren’t checking off individuals. They were doing head counts. As the residents boarded the bus, they realized they were one short.”

“Have you talked to the other residents?”

“Not yet. Too traumatized.”

“I can believe that,” Rina said. “Are you coming home tonight?”

“I’ll be out here until they officially call off the search until morning.”

“When might that be?”

“Before midnight, but I might keep searching. I’m a little wired up.”

“Is Tyler with you?”

“No. Everyone in the department is riding solo. Don’t wait up for me.”

“I might,” Rina said. “I’m a little wired as well.”

“Try to get some sleep, honey. Call me when you’ve made it home.”

“I will. Love you. Stay safe.”

“Ditto and ditto.”

PULLING INTO THE driveway, Rina was taken aback to find it occupied—surprised but not scared because she recognized the car. A quick look around, then she dashed to the door and let herself in with a key. Gabe stood up when she came inside. “Hey, there.”

“Well, this is a treat.” Rina walked over and gave her foster son a mama-bear hug. Gabe had been with them since he was fourteen. A decade later, he now stood six two, lean and wiry. His light-brown hair was streaked with dirty blond. His eyes were saturated with shamrock green and peered out from behind rimless glasses. He wore a short-sleeved shirt festooned with cocktail glasses with black jeans and sandals.

Gabe returned the hug. “How are my favorite foster parents?”

Rina laughed. “Not much competition.”

“Then how about, how are my favorite set of parents?”

“Still not much competition.”

It was Gabe’s turn to laugh. “You never age, you know that?”

Rina gave him a skeptical look. She was in her fifties and wavered between feeling like a teenager and feeling like a centenarian. Most of the time, youth won out. She was still trim, and that helped with her energy level. “That’s because I’m wearing a scarf on my head and you can’t see all the gray hairs.”

“All I see are your baby blues and your happy smile.”

“You charmer, you.” She gave him a gentle slug on the arm. “How are you doing, honey?” A glance at her watch. “When did you get here?”

“I got here about an hour ago. I know it’s late. Am I disturbing something?”

“No, of course not.”

“Where’s the big man?”

“The community is out looking for a lost man. He disappeared near the woods and he’s cognitively disabled. I’ve just come back from searching.”

“That’s awful. Can I do anything? I’ve got a car.”

“Not at all. I was just sent home. Are you hungry?”

“No, I’m fine. I ate before I came to Greenbury, and then I raided the fridge. I took the rest of the meat loaf. I hope that’s okay.”

“Of course it’s okay. Sit down. Tell me what’s going on in your life.”

They sat side by side on a blue-and-white print couch. Rina had originally decorated the rooms in multicolored chintz and florals. A year ago, she switched everything to prints in blues and whites. The house looked like a Ming vase with an occasional wood piece thrown in for contrast.

“Nothing much.” Gabe sat back into the cushions. “Just thought I’d stop in and say hello. I know it’s been a while.”

“It has.”

Rina smiled and waited for the shoe to drop. When Gabe chose to remain silent, she said, “How’s Yasmine?”

“Miserable.”

“Oh dear.”

“Not with me but with medical school. She’s either in class or studying.”

“I hear that the first year is the hardest.”

“Yeah, absolutely. Her parents keep bugging her to come back to Los Angeles and apply to pharmacy school. There are a ton of Persian girls who are pharmacists.”

“I thought her parents wanted her to go to medical school.”

“I dunno, Rina. Maybe they just want to get her away from me.”

“You’re engaged.”

“We are, but that doesn’t mean they’re happy about it.”

“You converted to Judaism.”

“Yes, I did. I even learned a little Hebrew and a lot of Farsi. But I’m not the guy they had envisioned for their daughter.” He smiled. “Although they do approve of the ring that I bought her.”

“Sparkle always wins them over.”

“Who doesn’t like bling? Yasmine is thinking about it … pharmacy school. I’d support her either way. I just want her to be happy, but I don’t suspect she’ll be any happier in L.A., living with her parents and away from me. But it’s her decision.” He looked at his watch. “I shouldn’t be keeping you up.”

“I’m fine, Gabe.”

“How did this man disappear?”

Rina sighed. “He lives in a facility. The residents were on a field trip to hike in the forest. The bus stopped off at a local diner off one of the rural routes. Apparently, it was a lot of people in a crowded space. When the group went to board the bus, he was gone. Peter and other local police departments are still searching. He’ll probably be out looking for a while.”

“Yeah, of course. Poor guy—the missing guy. Not Peter. Although I’m sure he’s working hard.”

She regarded her foster son. “What’s going on, Gabe? I know you love us, but you don’t take a three-hour trip from New York City without a reason. Do you need to talk to Peter?”

“Actually I came to see you, Rina.” He looked up at the ceiling and blew out air. “My mother is in the States.”

“That’s so nice!” A pause. “Or is it?”

“I dunno. My mom and I have a spotty relationship.”

“I thought you two had reached a rapprochement.”

“Sort of.”

“You’re on speaking terms.”

“We are … sort of.”

“She took care of you for fourteen years, Gabe. Even when she was destitute, she always made sure there was food on the table and a roof over your head.”

“I know, I know. I try to be charitable, but she did abandon me.”

“Not exactly. She left you with us.”

“Which, in retrospect, was probably the best thing that ever happened to me. But it still hurts.”

“Of course. Where is she now?”

“In the city. She called me about two weeks ago when I was working in Chicago, so I had an excuse not to see her. But she must have gone on my website and looked up my concert schedule. She knows I’m in New York now and that I’m teaching a master class.” A pause. “She wants to see me. Like sooner rather than like later.”

“Do you know why?”

“No idea. But after eleven years of living in India with a man who hates me, it can’t be because her maternal instincts suddenly kicked in.”

“Do you want to see her?”

“Well …” He made a face. “I’d like to see my half sister and my half brother.”

“They’re with her?”

Gabe nodded.

“What about Devek?”

“He’s not with her. That’s a plus. The loathing goes both ways.” He licked his lips and stood up. “I need some water.”

“I’ll get it, Gabe. Plain or sparkling?”

“Plain is fine.”

Rina went into the kitchen and retrieved a glass of plain water and a cold can of sparkling water. She liked to swig it directly from the container because it was refreshing that way. When she came back, Gabe was standing near the piano, looking at the many family pictures on top of the baby grand. Even though he wasn’t at the keyboard, proximity to the instrument seemed to calm him down. He came back to the couch, sat, and drained the water.

He said, “Devek and my mom are having problems.”

“Your mom told you that?”

“Not her. Juleen.”

“You talked to your sister, then.”

“Briefly. Juleen’s a stoic kid, but she sounded upset. She told me that her parents barely talk to each other. And she also told me that this trip was very sudden and without her father.”

“That doesn’t sound good.”

“No, it doesn’t. My mom ran away from a bad marriage once. I don’t put it past her to run away again. Her choices in men are debatable.”

“Did your mom say anything to you about her marriage?”

“Not a word. She asked about my dad. She wanted to find out if he was still living in Nevada … which he is. She did tell me that if I talked to him not to mention her being here … in the States. She’s worried that he still carries a grudge.”

“Understandable.”

“Actually, he’s pretty happy in his current life. Chris would never hurt her. He still carries a torch for her. He’s told me several times that he’d take her back in a heartbeat. But he’d probably just make her life miserable again.”

“He beat her up.”

“Yeah, that was bad. Thank God I walked in while he was slapping her. He stopped when he saw me. He was angrier than I’ve ever seen him.”

Rina nodded. She knew what had happened. Chris Donatti had thought that Terry had aborted his child. Lord only knows what would have happened if he had found out then that she was pregnant with another man’s child.

Gabe said, “I realize now that she had to leave, but it still hurts.”

“I know it does. But that was over a decade ago. Maybe it’s time to put it behind you. Both of your parents tried. They just have … shortcomings.”

“That’s a nice euphemism. Chris is a psycho. If he had lived in the 1930s, he would have been executed for a variety of felonies a lot worse than domestic abuse. I’m his son and he still scares me. But … at least he’s been in my life for the past eleven years. That is way more than I can say for my mom.”

“You’ve been in contact with her.”

“A bit, yes.” He sighed. “Getting back to the original question, I would like to see my mom in the flesh. But I have a feeling there’s more to this than a filial visit. I know she’s going to inveigle me into something.”

“Like what?”

“Some kind of favor I don’t want to do.”

“You’re not fourteen anymore, Gabriel. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. And it could be that she wants to see you without Devek. Since there’s friction between the two of you, maybe she’s being considerate.”

“Yeah, maybe you’re right. Or maybe you’re wrong and I’m right. I suppose there’s only one way to find out.”

Rina waited.

Gabe said, “Can you be there with me when I visit her? I know that sounds very childish, but if she sees you, she’ll act more … measured. Less likely to bamboozle me. And if I am getting bamboozled, you can point it out.”

“Yes, Terry is good at bamboozling.”

“I know. Try not to hate her.”

“I don’t hate Terry and I don’t hate Chris. They’re your parents, and they produced a fabulous child.”

“Does Peter hate her?”

“Of course he doesn’t hate her. He wasn’t happy when she left you with us without a forwarding address—for your sake, not for ours. You’re part of our family now. Everyone considers you part of the family.”

“I know.” Gabe bit his lip. “And I do appreciate everything.”

“Your appreciation is not necessary. Concert tickets are another thing.”

Gabe smiled. “You know, I talk to Hannah almost every day when I’m in the city. When I was telling her about the situation, she told me to ask you what to do. She said you were very wise.”

“Funny.” Rina laughed. “My daughter has never said that to my face.” A sigh. “When are you meeting your mom?”

“I said that I’d call her when I had a free day. What works for you?”

“Next week is okay, but I do want to run it by Peter.”

“I figured that. I hope he doesn’t try to talk you out of it.”

“Peter has never been able to talk me out of anything. I suspect that’s a husband’s lament.”

“Husband, boyfriend, fiancé … it’s a guy’s lot in life.”

Rina laughed and stood up. “I’ll get the guest room ready for you.”

“I’ve already moved in, clean towels and all.” He stood up. “I’m really sorry about that missing guy. How could they lose him?”

“Four chaperones for fifty adults. Not a good ratio.”

“But you’d think they’d find him right away. I mean how far could he go?”

Rina threw up her hands. “Hopefully, they’ll find him in the morning and none the worse for wear.”

“Unless he doesn’t want to be found,” Gabe said. “It can’t be fun, being an adult and living in a home. Poor guy. I suppose that even a disability isn’t a barrier when the heart yearns for freedom.”





CHAPTER 2

THE CAR IN the driveway was a BMW 340i convertible with a black top and custom rims.

What in the world was Gabe doing here?

Decker looked at his watch: 2:28 a.m. He’d just have to wait for morning to find out. Usually Rina parked in the garage and he parked in the driveway, but since the kid’s car blocked both spaces, he pulled the car curbside. Luckily, the area was quiet and low crime. He went inside the unlit house, taking care not to wake anyone up.

The bedroom was dark, Rina’s shape taking up less than half the bed. She was curled into a ball with the sheet pulled up over her head. Decker picked up the pajamas she had neatly laid out for him and tiptoed into the bathroom to change. It was hard for a man his size to tread lightly. He knew he was a little shorter than his original six-four frame, but he still cut an imposing figure. He had a good head of hair although not as thick as it once was. His mustache was as full as it was five decades ago. But the color had morphed from its natural orange to almost white. He was approaching seventy; he couldn’t understand how time had passed so quickly. Try as he might, he couldn’t seem to slow it down.

When he got out of the bathroom, Rina rolled over and greeted him with an outstretched arm. “Gabe’s here.”

“I figured. I recognized his car in the driveway.”

“I should have told him to move it.” Rina’s voice was sleepy. “Sorry.”

Decker slipped into bed, took her hand, and kissed it. “No problem.”

Rina curled back into a ball. “Any luck with Bertram Lanz?”

“No. We’ll try again tomorrow at daylight.”

“What time is it now?”

“Around two-thirty.”

Rina said, “Dawn is around five-thirty.”

“So I’ll have either a very short night’s sleep or a very long nap.”

Rina mumbled something and went back to sleep.

When the alarm went off in the morning, she had already left the bed. Decker exhaled sour breath and trudged to the bathroom. It took him twenty minutes to shower, shave, and dress, but he was rewarded for his effort with a fresh pot of coffee and a smiling wife. How she managed to be so cheerful was beyond his ken.

“Breakfast?” she asked.

“Toast. I can get it.”

“I slept last night. You didn’t.”

“What’s with the kid?”

“Your foster son?”

“Yeah, that’s what I said. The kid. What does he want?”

“He wants me to come to Manhattan next week. Does that work for you?”

“Of course.” A pause. “May I ask why?”

“Terry is in town. She wants to see him. But he doesn’t want to see her without backup.”

“Why’s that? Is she in trouble?”

“I don’t know for sure, but she’s here with the kids and without her husband.”

“Not promising, Rina. You know what happened the last time I tried to help her. We wound up with a son. I don’t know about you, but I’m not up to raising any more kids.”

“I know. I’m going in with my eyes open.”

“How old are they—Terry’s children?”

“The girl should be around eleven by now. The boy is younger—four or five.”

“What day is this tête-à-tête supposed to take place?” He looked at the date on his watch. “It’s already Wednesday. This week is pretty much shot.”

“As of last night, we left the date open.” Rina brought toast, butter, and jam to the table and sat down with a cup of coffee. “What’s the plan for Bertram Lanz? Are you still looking for volunteers?”

“We are. The group is meeting in front of the diner at nine. Actually, the diner is providing pancakes for the volunteers at eight. So whenever you want to show up, that would be great. But if you can’t, don’t worry. I’m sure there will be a crowd.”

“Where could the poor man have gone?”

“I don’t know. But if he’s anywhere within walking range, we will find him. Kevin Butterfield is organizing several search parties from the various departments. At some point, if we don’t find him, I’m going to have to go to the residential facility. Talk to the staff as well as the residents. We need to get a sense of who Bertram is and why he’d go off like that. If he has parents and they haven’t been notified, that’s got to happen today as well.”

“I’ll show up at nine to help with the search.”

“Thanks. What’s Gabe going to do?”

“I suspect he’s going back to New York. He’s teaching a class, so I know he has some kind of schedule.”

Decker took a big bite of toast and washed it down with the dregs of his coffee. “Tell him I said hi. And tell him to call me if he has any misgivings about this meeting. You know I could come instead of you.”

“I think he asked me because he knows you’re busy.”

“Or he doesn’t want me there.”

“He thinks you’re still mad at his mom.”

“I’m not mad at all. But Terry turned from this sweet innocent kid to someone who’s cunning and manipulative. He needs to watch out.”

“I’m sure he’s aware of that.”

“Yeah, but she’s still his mother. Mothers know how to push buttons.”

“We had a lovely time with your mother last year.”

“We were both on our best behavior.”

“Maybe Terry will be on her best behavior.”

“That’s what worries me. She’s a lot more charming than my mother.” Decker kissed Rina’s cheek. “Thanks for helping out with the search. We’re such a small department. We’ve recruited a few officers from local PDs, but volunteers can make all the difference.”

“People helping people,” Rina said. “It doesn’t make the news, but it gets us through the day.”

THE MORNING SEARCH proved fruitless. By noon, Decker pulled out his cell and called Tyler, who was searching from another police car. He and McAdams had started out as partners. Now they were friends, although Tyler was much closer in age to Decker’s children. Their association had gotten off to a rocky start. But McAdams had proved himself an able colleague. When he answered, Decker said, “Hey, Harvard. Anything?”

“Still dry as a bone. What about you?”

“No luck at all. We don’t even have a scent path for the dogs to follow. It could be he was picked up and that’s why the dogs aren’t smelling anything.”

“It was planned?”

“It was planned or he managed to thumb a ride,” Decker said. “At this point we need more information. Which means we need to talk to people who were there.”

“Everyone has gone back to the facility. Plus, I heard they’ve contacted lawyers. They might not talk to us.”

“Lanz has been missing less than twenty-four hours. It’s crucial that we find out as much as we can as soon as we can. Besides, if a big civil suit is coming from the parents, the facility’s cooperation will look good. Whether we’re wanted or not, I’m going to take a trip to the Loving Care residence and search Bertram’s room. Interested in joining me?”

“Of course. And the plan is okay with Mike Radar?”

“I’m going to call him now. I’m sure it’s fine.” A pause. “Do you have your iPad with you?”

“Always, but I don’t have internet. What do you need?”

“Information on Loving Care Adult Residential Home. See if they’ve had problems in the past. Also, maybe there are comments about them and their level of care.”

“Like a Yelp review of adult homes?”

Decker smiled. “I don’t know if it’s Yelp, but any kind of online reviews. Everyone has an opinion on something.”

“True that. How about if I go back to the station house and we can meet up.”

“Perfect.”

“How far away is the facility?”

“From Greenbury? About a two-hour drive on a good day.”

“Have you eaten lunch?”

“Not yet.”

“Maybe I’ll pick us up something from the kosher deli.”

“Good idea. I’ll take turkey on rye with lettuce, tomato, mayo, and mustard. You get yourself whatever you want. It’s on me. And can you gas my car? I’m just about on empty.”

“Sure.”

“And map out a route to the home. Get directions from several sites. Better yet, get a paper map.”

“Your car has GPS, Old Man.”

“GPS is fine but not in rural areas where things are constantly changing. I want backup if their route suddenly leads to a closure that’s due to flooding.”

“Anything else?”

“Not at the moment. But I reserve the right to dump other assignments on you as I see fit.”

MCADAMS HAD A picnic precariously perched on his lap. Atop a cloth napkin was a sandwich, coleslaw, potato salad, and a small bowl of fruit. How he had managed to fit so much on his narrow hips’ worth of space was a magician’s trick. The kid was naturally thin and average height. He was now almost thirty and had filled out across the chest. He had also developed some decent biceps. His brown, curly hair had been clipped short for the summer. His hazel eyes were as sharp as ever, befitting a Harvard man. He took a bite of his sandwich, and something oozed out from the middle. He licked it up and chewed with vigor. Then he swallowed and said, “Not much to report from what I’ve read on the Net.”

Decker stared out the windshield as he drove down rural roads, heading toward the highway. Green clumps of flora on either side of the asphalt flew by in a continuous verdant band. He was hungry, but the pathway was sinuous and unfamiliar. He had to pay attention to the twists and turns.

“What did people say about the home?”

“Didn’t find too much actually. The few reviews I did read reported that Loving Care had clean and attractive surroundings, decent food, good ratio of staff to students, good medical care including therapists, and lots of activities. Residents get single rooms.”

“That sounds like all good news. Any naysayers?”

“The main carp was that the place was ex-pen-sive with a capital E. The monthly rates are outrageous. If you pay yearly, you get a ten percent discount.”

“How much are we talking?”

“It varies but averages out to around ten thousand a month, which pretty much rules out anyone except the very rich. Because it isn’t even like rehab, where hopefully, although rarely, it’s a one-shot deal. This is year after year.”

“Government kick in anything?”

McAdams said, “Probably something, but I suspect not too much.”

“For that money, they should be giving five-star service.”

“I’d expect nothing less than a Michelin-rated restaurant and an aromatherapy spa,” McAdams said. “I’m kidding about the restaurant and spa, but they do give weekly manicures.”

“Sign me up,” Decker said. “Do they make any exceptions?”

“You mean do they give breaks to the less fortunate? Don’t know. There were fifty residents on the field trip. Figure maybe some stayed back. That’s around sixty residents at a hundred twenty grand a year. You can give a lot of services with that kind of money and still make a profit.”

“There are a lot of very wealthy people in the tri-state area always looking for the best of everything.”

“Right you are,” McAdams said. “And yet all that money didn’t stop them from losing a resident. Or like you suggested, maybe he lost himself on purpose. If he did, he’d have to have help. Anyone would need help. The area is heavily wooded and easy to get lost.”

“Maybe he had an escape plan. Do any of the residents have a driver’s license?”

“Don’t know. Want me to make a call?”

“No, it’s fine. We’ll be there soon enough.”

“You want me to drive, boss, so you can eat?”

“You can drive home. I’ll eat then. I don’t like to talk to people on a full stomach.”

“That’s fine, except your sandwich might spoil. It’s hot outside.”

“I’m sure I can stow it in a refrigerator somewhere.”

The two of them rode in silence for a few minutes, McAdams focused on his phone. “No bars.” He looked up. “What’s new with you?”

“Rina’s going to New York.”

“Oh, when?”

“Next week probably.”

“To visit the grandkids?”

“I’m sure she’ll do that, but that’s not the reason she’s going.”

Silence.

McAdams said, “Is it twenty questions, or are you going to tell me?”

Decker said, “Last night we got a visit from Gabe. His mother’s in town from India. She’s in Manhattan and wants to see Gabe. He doesn’t want to see her alone.”

“Why not? Is she homicidal like his father?”

“Not homicidal, but she is manipulative. Gabe is afraid that she’ll talk him into doing something he doesn’t want to do.”

“Like what?”

“No idea. Anyway, if Rina’s there, Gabe thinks that Terry will be more likely to behave herself.”

“O-kay,” McAdams said. “Does a twenty-four-year-old concert pianist really need help to say no to Mommy?”

“It’s a complicated relationship.”

“All relationships with your parents are complicated. And parents are great manipulators. It’s nothing unique … well, maybe his dad is unique. Even my dad isn’t a professional hit man.”

“He doesn’t do that anymore. He’s … a psychopath who occasionally kills people when it’s convenient.” A pause. “I suppose I’m splitting hairs.”

“Ya think?”

Decker shrugged. “Long story short, Gabe asked Rina to come, and she said yes. No one asked for my advice. I’m just a bystander.”

“Until you aren’t.”

Decker didn’t speak right away. “Do you think I should go with her?”

“You’re asking my opinion?”

“I suppose I am.”

“There’s a first.” McAdams smiled. “I guess it depends where we are with Bertram Lanz. If there’s nothing pressing, sure, go with her. I am curious as to why Gabe didn’t ask you to come in the first place. You know Terry better than Rina does.”

“I think Gabe’s nervous that I may lose my cool.” A pause. “And you’re right. I’m better off here until we find Bertram Lanz.”

“You think he’s still alive?”

“I don’t know. If it was an accidental disappearance, I would have thought we’d have found him by now. But it’s still early days. We’ll keep looking.”

McAdams said, “Does Lanz have living parents?”

“Kurt and Mila Lanz. They live in Germany. I looked them up before we left. He’s an industrialist—steel and iron. He’s not one of the top ten richest men in Germany, but he’s still very rich.”

“Hence he can afford the hefty price tag of Loving Home. Why would a rich German couple send their kid to a residential program in the States?”

“Yes, that is odd. As far as I can tell, Bertram doesn’t have any close relatives in the States.” Decker exhaled. “I suspect it’s easier for them and their lifestyle if Bertram’s far away. But maybe I’m just being unkind.”

“Probably not.” McAdams paused. “If Lanz is a German citizen, he’d have a passport. He could have taken off anywhere.”

“He has cognitive disabilities,” Decker said. “Think he could handle airports by himself?”

“Possibly. Especially if he went back and forth to Europe. Wealthy families do that a lot.”

“Yeah. Wealthy families are also protected. It might take some maneuvering to get through to them.”

“True. The rich are often surrounded with layers of protections. It’s like cutting through Kevlar.”

“Nothing is bulletproof,” Decker said. “You’ve just got to find the gaps.”




CHAPTER 3

LOVING CARE HOME was situated in Baniff, a small town in western New York halfway between the Finger Lakes region and Rochester without a lot of landmarks to point the way. It was about an hour drive from Senecas—the westernmost group of the consortium. Decker and Rina had driven through the area several months ago for a mini-vacation, visiting different tribal lands, viewing the local arts and crafts, learning about the culture of the native Northeast people. Maybe next summer they’d plan a trip all the way to Niagara Falls and Canada.

After traveling miles of highway, Decker finally found the exit ramp. Within minutes, he hit a place with a main street lined by turn-of-the-century buildings in various states of disrepair. Each structure was painted a different color, giving the avenue the appearance of a patchwork quilt. City Hall was a white two-story domed building surrounded by a green lawn made colorful by mixed flowers in beds. On the side roads, churches were abundant. The only thing that was out of the ordinary was a military museum dedicated to the Revolutionary and Civil wars.

Home styles varied but were primarily wood-sided bungalows with wraparound porches or frillier Victorians fronted with swatches of gingerbread. They were cozy, nestled in small, square lawns shaded by leafy oaks. The main road coiled its way through the town until it was a straight shot through farmland.

The sky was deep blue, still a novelty for Decker, who had plied his trade for so many years in the hot, smoggy summers of Los Angeles. There were times he missed the big city with all its challenges, but Greenbury hadn’t turned out to be the sleepy little town he had imagined when he packed his bags. It had unexpected crime and its own issues—lack of funds and little state-of-the-art equipment. McAdams was Decker’s first and only partner in Greenbury. Tyler was brash and young when the two of them had started out. The kid’s maturity was hastened by two gunshot wounds, and every so often, Decker could detect a slight limp. Why McAdams had chosen law enforcement over a high-powered law practice was a bit of a mystery. Decker suspected it was Tyler’s way of getting back at his father—a successful lawyer and financier. In reality, McAdams could do whatever he wanted to do, including nothing. His trust fund was, according to him, enormous.

As they rode southwest, the terrain gave way to wine territory—miles of grapes hanging from trellises.

“How far are we?” McAdams asked.

“About twenty minutes,” Decker said.

“Pretty though.” McAdams looked around. “New York makes pretty good Riesling and gewürztraminer. I once thought about buying a winery. Then I decided it made more sense to buy the wine rather than make it.”

“It’s one of those romantic but impractical notions,” Decker said.

“Yeah, any kind of agriculture is hard work.” McAdams checked his phone. “No word from anyone in Greenbury. You’d think they’d have found something by now.”

The wineries soon gave way to empty fields of dry grass. “They should be getting more dogs in the late afternoon.”

“That’ll only work if there’s a scent to follow.”

“Maybe the dogs can pick something up in the woods,” Decker said. “We have to be able to rule out an accident. He could have tripped and hurt himself. It was dark last night.”

“Yes, of course. How far away are we now?”

“Around ten minutes.” Decker smiled. “You’re like a little kid, Harvard. ‘Are we there yet?’ You have bars now. Go fiddle with your phone.”

“I hate to say this but I have to take a piss.”

“Bad?”

“Sooner than later.”

“Want me to pull over?”

“Yeah.”

“Really?” Decker was surprised, but he eased the car to the curb when he saw a copse of oak trees. “I would think pissing outside would be below your pay grade.”

“Certainly, I wouldn’t do it in the city, although no one would say anything if I did. But here in the middle of nowhere?” He opened the door. “I’m still a guy, boss. I revel in the marvels of outdoor plumbing.”

BUILT IN AN open field, the residential facility sat on acreage that held shale reserves. The area had once been used for fracking until it was outlawed by the state in 2014. While the terrain wasn’t thickly forested, there was plenty of nature nearby. Decker wondered why the home would choose to bus its residents two hours away for a simple hike in the woods.

The drive up to the entrance led to a guardhouse and a gate. After giving their names to a uniformed man with a black mustache, Decker and McAdams were allowed to continue inside the premises. The parklike space was a deep green lawn, the blades dripping from a recent watering. There were benches placed at strategic spots—near flower gardens or under big shady oaks—but no one was out. It could be the warm weather or it could be that the home wanted to keep a closer eye on its residents.

The compound was anything but institutional. It was a series of low-profile, one-story structures with red-tiled roofs and pink stucco walls more at home in Miami or Los Angeles. The landscape between the buildings consisted of rose beds woven with flagstone pavers. To the left of the driveway was a parking lot. Decker found a space marked visitors and angled into the slot.

The two men got out and walked over to double glass doors. They were buzzed into a reception area. The woman behind the desk looked to be in her fifties, with short, straight, salt-and-pepper hair and a pleasant smile. Her name tag said she was Linda Kravitz, and she asked how she could help. Decker showed identification. “We’re here to see Dr. Lewis.”

She looked up from Decker’s billfold. “Horrible business. Where is poor Bertram?”

“We’ve got an entire community out there looking for him, Ms. Kravitz.”

“Nothing like this has ever happened before. It’s so distressing.”

“Did you know Bertram?” Decker asked.

“Oh sure. I know all the residents.”

“How many are there?” McAdams asked.

“Currently? Fifty-nine.”

“What is Bertram like?” Decker asked.

“A quiet, well-behaved man. He was new here. Well, not new. A little over a year. I only say new because some of our residents have been here for years.”

“Was he a transfer from some other residential home?”

Linda looked sheepish. “I really shouldn’t be talking about him without permission.”

Decker was persistent. “I’m just wondering if it’s possible that he went back to where he lived before. Would you know his previous residence? It might save everyone time and heartache.”

“But how would he get there?”

“I don’t know, ma’am, but it’s a simple phone call.”

“I’ll leave that up to Dr. Lewis. Anyway, you can ask him directly.” She turned to the phone on her desk and picked up the receiver. Talking softly, she hung up and said, “He’ll be with you in a few minutes.” She pointed to several plastic chairs bolted to the floor. “Please have a seat.”

They sat.

McAdams’s eyes followed a pathway to an open space that looked like a lounge. He caught a glimpse of a room filled with couches, chairs, tables set with games, a piano, and the ever-present flat-screen TV. The space seemed to extend beyond his field of vision, but from where he could see, there wasn’t a soul.

“Where is everyone?” he whispered to Decker.

“Good question.”

A moment later a man came into the reception area, introducing himself with an outstretched hand. “Lionel Lewis.” A quick shake. “Please come this way.” He walked quickly, glancing behind his shoulder. “This has been just dreadful. How could this have happened?”

“That seems to be the question on everyone’s mind,” Decker said.

Lewis muttered something unintelligible. He was tall, high-waisted, and long-limbed. Dark, worried eyes peered out from a long face with prominent cheekbones. His complexion was a warm sepia and his dark hair was cut close to his scalp. He wore navy slacks and a white, button-down shirt rolled up at the sleeves and open at the neck.

He led them past the lounge, through another hallway, and into a generous-size office filled with natural light from windows that looked out to the still-empty lawn. The furnishings were spare—a desk, a desk chair, and more plastic chairs for guests—but floor-to-ceiling bookshelves were packed with academic texts on health management and hospital administration. There were also books on educational psychology and special education. Any leftover wall space was taken up by diplomas, professional licenses, and certificates of excellence. Lewis was a Harvard graduate. If Decker had to guess an age, Lewis looked to be in his mid-forties.

“Please sit.” Lewis pointed to the plastic chairs. His face was very somber.

After the men sat down, McAdams asked, “What house?”

“Excuse me?” Lewis looked confused. McAdams cocked a thumb in the direction of the diploma. “Oh, Lowell.”

“I was in the Quad. Cabot.”

“When did you graduate?”

“Six years ago.”

“Ah.” Lewis looked at his diplomas. “As you can see, I was there for a while after graduation.”

“He just graduated Harvard Law,” Decker said.

“Really.” Lewis nodded. “Nice place to be. I wish I was there now … anywhere but here.” His eyes met Decker’s. “And you’ve had no luck whatsoever?”

“I haven’t heard anything.” Decker paused. “We were wondering. The lawn outside is empty. The lounge is empty. Where is everyone?”

“We’ve been holding group therapy sessions all day—ten residents at a time. Our people are shaken up. They’re concerned about Bertram, but they were also ill at ease about being interviewed by the police yesterday.”

“We didn’t actually interview the residents,” Decker said. “We mostly talked to the chaperones. A few residents asked questions, and we tried to answer them honestly. Things were very chaotic. We were attempting to get a simple timeline for Bertram. Looking for him was and is our top priority.”

“Well, maybe it was just the police presence that made them nervous.”

“Perhaps. At some point I would like to interview the residents. Sometimes they know things. Which brings me to another point. The residents are of legal age. Does Loving Care operate as their legal guardians?”

“Well, that is a bit of an issue,” Lewis said. “Loving Care is not legally responsible for any of our residents. This is more or less a co-op for like-minded people.”

“Does that include Bertram Lanz?”

“Absolutely. Bertram was emancipated. I suppose you could call us de facto guardians, but the walls aren’t prison cells. Our people can come and go as they please as long as they check out so we can keep tabs on them—for their safety.” The doctor was quiet. “Very rarely does anyone leave permanently. Most of the residents are very happy here. This is their home.”

“And Bertram was happy?” McAdams asked.

“Bertram came here around a little over a year ago. From what I could tell and from the feedback, there was some adjustment. I found him polite but quiet. We tried very hard to draw him out. There might have been a language barrier. Bertram was a native German speaker, but he did speak English quite well. At that time we had a woman here—a nurse—who was fluent in German. She, more than anyone else, seemed to have developed a rapport with Bertram.”

“Then we should talk to her,” Decker said.

Lewis made a sour expression. “She left about two weeks ago.” A big exhale. “She got along well with the residents but was a bit of a queen bee. I wouldn’t say she sabotaged other employees, but she certainly wasn’t a favorite at staff parties.”

“Okay. Can I have her name and phone number?”

Lewis looked uncomfortable. “I’m not in a habit of giving out information about employees—past or present.”

“We have a missing person,” McAdams said.

“And what could Elsie possibly have to do with that?”

Decker said, “In all honesty, Dr. Lewis, we’re not sure he’s missing or if he may have left with someone.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because the tracking dogs never got a good scent. That sometimes mean that the missing person left in a vehicle. How old is Elsie?”

“Early forties.”

“And she was a nurse?”

Lewis nodded. “Yes. And a good one.”

“How long had she worked at Loving Care?”

“I have to think about that.”

“Just give me a guesstimate,” Decker said.

“Maybe three plus years.”

“And after three years plus working here, she just decided to leave two weeks ago?”

“As I told you, she didn’t get along with the staff.”

“But still, she stuck it out for a while,” McAdams said.

“We pay very well.”

Decker said, “Maybe someone else was paying her more.”

“Like who?”

“From what I understand, Bertram Lanz comes from a very wealthy family.”

Lewis stared at him. “You’re suggesting that Elsie ran away with Bertram.”

“I’m considering everything,” Decker said. “There’s an easy way to answer this. Could you give Elsie a call? What’s her last name, by the way?”

A long hesitation. Then Lewis said, “Schulung.”

Decker wrote it down. “Can you give her a call?”

“She’s probably not home.”

“Only one way to find out.”

Lewis paused, then picked up the phone and depressed a button. “Linda, can you please get me Elsie Schulung’s phone number.” A beat. “Cell and landline, thanks.” He hung up. “Linda is my right arm. I don’t know what I’d do without her.”

Decker said, “Anything else I should know about Elsie Schulung.”

Lewis said, “She was competent at her job. I never had problems with her. But I was her boss. I know she had her own way of doing things, but I can’t see her kidnapping Bertram. That would be pure idiocy.”

“Who said anything about kidnapping?” McAdams said.

“Well, why would he leave here with her? There is no way she could provide the services we have.”

“Maybe they ran away together,” McAdams suggested. “A man has needs.”

Lewis wrinkled his nose. “He’s a fine person, but he’s cognitively disabled.”

“So what? He’s still a man.”

“And a man with very wealthy parents,” Decker said. “You told us he came here about a year ago?”

“That’s correct.”

“Where did he transfer from?”

“A residential facility in Connecticut.”

“Okay,” Decker said. “And do you know why he came here to Loving Care?”

“Loving Care is light-years ahead of any of the competition. We have more activities for our residents—more classes for those who want to further their education. We have job training, more interaction with the outside world, and more freedom than any other place around.”

“Is dating allowed?” McAdams asked.

“We discourage one-on-one activities, simply because it leads to drama.”

“By ‘one-on-one activities,’ do you mean sex?”

“We discourage sex, but we also discourage romance period. Someone always gets hurt. But despite our best efforts, people pair off. And if we know there are couples who are engaged in sexual activity, we do have sex education. But as far as I know, Bertram was not involved with anyone.”

“What was the name of Bertram’s prior residential home?” Decker asked.

“I’d have to look that up.”

Linda came in and handed a slip of paper to Lewis. “These were the numbers on Elsie’s application, Doctor. I don’t know if they’re current.”

“Thank you, Linda.” When she didn’t immediately leave, he said, “There’s nothing else, thank you.” Lewis picked up the phone and dialed the top number. It rang twice and then he was given a message that the number had been disconnected. He hung up. “That one’s no longer working. From the prefix, it was probably a landline that had been canceled.” He tried the second set of digits. It rang and rang until voice mail kicked in. Lewis left a brief message and hung up. “No answer.”

McAdams said, “Try texting her.”

“That’s a good idea.” Lewis sent the message off with a swoosh. “I don’t know if she’ll answer or not. She was angry when she left.”

“Did she leave or was she fired?”

“She was reprimanded after several years of people complaining that she didn’t follow the channels of communication. I had a talk with her. I thought things had smoothed out, but she decided to leave. That’s certainly her prerogative.”

“And two weeks later Bertram Lanz is missing,” McAdams said. “It’s also a little coincidental.”

“Not really. I don’t see what one has to do with another despite the fact that the two of them got along.” A pause. “Bertram could have left anytime. He didn’t have to fake a disappearance.”

“But you said yourself he had to sign out,” Decker said. “I’m sure you would have made sure that his destination was a safe place.”

“Of course. I’m just saying he wasn’t a captive.”

“But in a way, he was.” When Lewis was silent, Decker said, “Bertram is mentally challenged and possibly easily swayed. Checking up on him is just common sense on your part. And if you would have found out he was going to a rendezvous with Elsie Schulung, you might have stopped it.”

“I would have stopped it,” Lewis said. “To tell you the truth, I was surprised that she quit. There aren’t a lot of professional jobs in a town this size.”

Decker said, “We’ll need Elsie’s address.”

“I’ll see what we have on file,” Lewis said.

Decker said, “I hate to do this, but at some point, we are going to need to talk to the residents one by one.”

“Can it wait? A lot of our residents are traumatized.”

“I’ll take that into consideration,” Decker said. “But Bertram is missing. I wouldn’t do it unless I thought it was urgent.”

“You’re right,” Lewis said. “I’ll arrange it.”

“Thank you. And we’d also like to take a look at Bertram’s room.”

“Maybe you can do that first while I ask the staff to prepare the residents.”

“That would work.”

“I’ll take you to his room.” Lewis opened his desk drawer and pulled out a ring of keys.

Decker said, “Have you notified Bertram’s parents? Even if he was emancipated, it’s the moral thing to do.”

“Of course,” Lewis said. “I was hoping it wouldn’t be necessary.”

“Maybe this will resolve today. But the longer you wait, the harder it will be to make the call. And the call is better coming from you than the police.”

Lewis said, “Have you checked in recently to see if there have been any developments?”

McAdams stood up and said, “I’ll call Captain Radar. It’s a dead zone here. I’ll have to go outside.”

“Thanks.” Decker got to his feet. “When Detective McAdams is done, we’ll take a look at Lanz’s room.”

“Of course.” Lewis got up to lead the way
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