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Adoption today has become a business that sells children as commodities with a disregard for children’s human rights and with the moral indignity of selling children to meet the needs of some adults to parent and others merely to make money.

~ Kenneth J. Herrmann, Jr., Associate Professor, Department of Social Work, SUNY

––––––––

It is illegal in every state for an adoption that requires exorbitant amounts of money be paid upfront to go forward, specifically if the money must be paid either directly to the birth mother or to a third party or agency acting as a go-between. Any requests for large sums of money in this manner is an excellent sign that the adoption is a scam or other type of illegal activity. This illegal adoption itself will probably not be legally recognized even if it is completed.

~ family-law.freeadvice.com/family-law/adoption_law/illegal_adoption.htm
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Chapter 1
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When Dylan Thomas walked onto his deck at four in the morning, the thermometer read thirty below zero, and steam spiraled from the hot coffee in his mug. The moon had not set, resting on the horizon as it awaited the rising sun. The wind blew snow across the lake’s icy surface and sent an involuntary chill through him. He finished his coffee and said, “It’s going to be a nice day to stay in the ice fishing shack.” His telephone rang, breaking his reverie. The phone rang again, and he thought, nothing good comes from a phone call at four a.m. He returned to the warmth of his cabin, picked up the telephone, and said, “This is Dylan.”

He was surprised to hear his sister, Caitlin, say, “Dylan, I... we need your help.”

Thomas immediately knew whatever his sister needed was serious—serious enough for Caitlin to call him at this hour. If there was anything his baby sister was not, it was an early riser, nor was she compulsive enough to call about something that didn’t require immediate action. “Calm down, Caitlin. What is wrong?”

“Sandra is missing, and the police think we have done something to her. They’ve taken Aurel (she pronounced her husband’s name Or-ell in the French way) and won’t tell me where they took him. You have to help us.”

“Sandra... little Sandy?” Dylan almost dropped his phone. “Your daughter is missing?”

“Yes, she disappeared from her bedroom two days ago.”

“And you didn’t call me then!”

When there was no response from Caitlin except the sound of her soft sobs, Dylan took a deep breath. The last thing Caitlin needed at that moment was for him to point out any mistakes she had made. As his anger subsided, he asked, “Have they given any indication of why they think you and Aurel have done something?”

“They haven’t actually said anything, but the way they are talking and acting scares me. Should we tell them we want to call a lawyer?”

“Caitlin, I’m your lawyer.”

Her relief was evident when she said, “So you will come?”

“Are you at home?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll be there in less than an hour.”

“That soon, aren’t you at home in Gray?”

“No, I’m at my camp on Cross Lake. I came up for a few days of ice fishing. I know you’re upset, but listen to me carefully. Do not go anywhere with the police until I get there. More importantly, don’t say anything to them until I get there.”

“I know. But what if they ask me questions?”

“You tell them that, under your lawyer’s advice, you won’t answer any questions until he arrives.”

“All right.”

“I’m on my way...”

When she said, “Please hurry,” Dylan thought she sounded like a frightened child.

“Caitlin, I won’t get there if you keep me on the phone.”
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Chapter 2
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It took Dylan fifteen minutes to close up the cabin and get on the road. He maneuvered his F-150 Lariat 4X4 along the icy surface of the private, unpaved road that circumvented the lake’s north shore, connecting his cottage to State Route 161. It took all his concentration to keep his wheels aligned with the frozen ruts left by the sparse traffic on the unpaved country lane. Several times, he almost lost control, barely avoiding leaving the road, plowing through the towering snowbank that lined it, and crashing into the dense woods beyond.

His headlights cut through the predawn blackness. It had been a long, cold winter, not like there was any other kind in Maine’s northernmost county, he thought, and it wasn’t even half over yet. It was early February, and even though the calendar said spring was six weeks away, residents of Aroostook County knew there would be at least 10 more weeks of cold weather before they saw leaves on the deciduous trees. Whoever described the climate of Maine’s northernmost county as nine months of winter and three months to get ready for it had nailed it. He saw the red stop sign in his high beams and slowed as he approached the intersection with Route 161. He eased the nose of his truck onto the paved road to see beyond the eight-foot-high snowbank the Maine Department of Transportation plows had created. He saw the glow of headlights to his left and backed up so his truck was out of the road.

An eighteen-wheeler, with logs piled high, raced by, creating a mini-blizzard in its wake. Dylan shook his head. This section of Route 161 was famous for two things: black ice and moose in the middle of the road. The truck was doing at least 75 miles per hour in a 50-mile-per-hour speed zone. Had Dylan not taken the action he had, he would have been splattered all over the road. The wreckage would be so extensive that rather than try to determine which was the truck and which was him, they would bury him in the wreckage in place of a coffin. He put his truck in gear and repeated his approach to the pavement. Seeing no sign of traffic, Dylan entered the road and turned left, in the direction of Fort Kent.

––––––––
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Caitlin and her husband, Aurel Dufore, lived in a house overlooking Eagle Lake. What always impressed Dylan was how palatial it was. He believed that in the fall, when the foliage was at peak color, it was one of the most beautiful places on Earth. He turned off the highway and followed the twisting, narrow lane that led up the side of the bluff before giving way to a large plowed area abutting the building’s western face. There were three cars in the yard; a white 2017 Lincoln MKC, a pale blue Ford Interceptor, easily identified as a state police patrol vehicle by the emblem on its doors, and a flashy, highly polished, burgundy Mustang that needed no signage or light bar for him to know it was an unmarked state police cruiser—the government license plate did that for him. They sure as hell didn’t have anything like that when I was on the state police, he thought.

As Dylan entered the parking area, a motion-activated light turned on, cutting through the primordial darkness. He parked alongside the Mustang and stepped out of the warmth of his F-150 into the frigid air. His boots crunched as he walked across the packed snow and ice to the front of the house and pressed the doorbell.

The door opened, and Caitlin stood on the threshold, her appearance so disheveled that it surprised him. His sister was meticulous about her appearance; not a single hair was ever out of place. However, that was not the case this time. He immediately knew she was upset because her auburn hair was in disarray; her clothes looked as if she’d slept in them, and her eyes were red from crying. Caitlin was five feet nine inches tall but still had to stand on tiptoe to kiss her older brother, who was six feet three inches tall, on the cheek. She smiled at him and stepped back, allowing him to enter the living room. The room was immense; Dylan never ceased being amazed by its dimensions, which he believed to be at least forty feet by fifty feet. To the left, a fire burned in a granite fireplace that took up half the wall. The room was furnished with expensive mahogany furniture, and the floors were an imported hardwood from South America—Caitlin had once told him it was called bocate.

Dylan wiped his feet on the mat centered on the tile square in front of the door and debated whether to take off his boots. Caitlin must have sensed his uneasiness and said, “Don’t worry, Dylan. People have been walking everywhere for two days.”

Dylan hugged his sister and asked, “Have they tried interviewing you?”

“Right after I called you, they tried, but once I told them my lawyer was on his way, they stopped.”

Dylan scanned the room. “Where are little Aurie and Gloria?”

“Since we discovered Sandy was missing, they’ve kept themselves occupied in their rooms. Thus far, we’ve been successful at keeping them out of this.”

“The police haven’t interviewed them?”

“They’ve talked to them, but not in any detail. I suppose it’s just a matter of time before they do, though.”

“When they get around to them, do not leave those kids alone. One of us—preferably me—has to be present.”

Caitlin nodded.

“Don’t be surprised if the cops don’t try to keep you and Aurel apart from the kids. That way, you can’t influence what they say. Speaking of Aurel, have they told you where they took him yet?”

“No, they haven’t said anything, but it wasn’t the state police who took him.”

“Who took him?”

“It was a county deputy sheriff. Do you think they’re arresting him?”

“No... at least not yet. Most likely, the police wanted the two of you separated to see if your stories matched. They must have taken Aurel to the county jail in Houlton. I’ll handle it from here.”

Two men stood in the far corner of the room, and when they heard Dylan and Caitlin speaking, they looked their way. The taller of the two was in plain clothes, but there was no need for him to wear a uniform; his demeanor and bearing were like a neon-sign flashing “cop.” He was over six feet tall, about six feet three inches. His hair was buzz-cut so close to his scalp it was impossible to tell its color, and he wore an expensive suit and shoes. The plainclothes cop crossed the room, showed his credentials, and held out his hand. “I’m Detective Jean-Paul Thibodeau, Maine State Police—and you are?”

“Dylan Thomas, I’m Mr. and Mrs. Dufore’s attorney.”

“Do you have something that verifies that?” Thibodeau scrutinized Dylan’s appearance and apparently found him out of tune with what he believed a lawyer should look like. The cop was about the same height as Dylan, whose dark brown hair looked as if it had been electrified with static and stood up in every direction; in his haste to get to his sister, Dylan had not even taken time to comb it. The stubble of three days without shaving covered his face, and his hazel-colored eyes were red from lack of sleep. His clothing was not what people usually associated with a lawyer, either. He wore an old brown leather coat, a red-and-black plaid flannel shirt, blue jeans with ragged cuffs, and a well-worn pair of L. L. Bean hunting boots. Dylan took out his wallet and showed Thibodeau his Maine driver’s license and his American Bar Association membership card.

“What are you charging my clients with?” Dylan asked.

“At this time, we aren’t charging Mr. and Mrs. Dufore with anything. However, we are considering them persons of interest in the disappearance of Sandra Dufore.”

“Where is Mr. Dufore now?”

“He’s being transported to the Aroostook County Sheriff’s Office for questioning.”

“By whose authority?”

“As of this moment, all I know is that it was not mine. The county people arrived before me. I would assume it was them.”

“Would you be so kind as to contact the sheriff and request that they refrain from taking any action until I arrive?”

Thibodeau shrugged. “I could do that.”

Dylan waited for the cop to say something more. When he realized nothing was forthcoming, he said, “Would you do it now, please?”

Thibodeau took a cell phone from the inside pocket of his suit coat, turned his back to Dylan and Caitlin, and, in a short time, was speaking with someone in the Aroostook County Sheriff’s office, or so Dylan assumed. After several seconds, he turned back to Dylan and said, “Done.” A quizzical look crossed his face, and he added, “Are you the same Dylan Thomas who was a state police officer?”

“Yes, after I left the force, I went to law school.”

“So you went from solving crimes to helping the bad guys?”

“Not quite. I went from solving crimes to ensuring that everyone—even the bad guys—gets a fair trial. I’m also a private investigator licensed to conduct investigations in Maine, New Hampshire, and Massachusetts.”

“A lawyer who is also a P. I.? Now that’s a strange combination.”

“Well, I have to pay the bills. If one job is slow, the other will pick up the slack. Now, if you are not charging Mr. Dufore with a crime, would you please tell me why the county mounties are transporting him to Houlton, rather than interviewing him here?”

Thibodeau shrugged his shoulders. “All I can say is that you have raised a good question or two. You should ask the county sheriff.”

“Is Lois Turner still Aroostook County Sheriff?”

“She is.”

Chapter 3

In rural Aroostook County, it’s not easy to get from one place to another. All of the major highways run north and south, while state, locally, and privately maintained secondary and woods roads are the primary east-west routes. From the Dufore house, Dylan had to follow a series of substandard roads through the small town of Ashland and into Presque Isle, where he would pick up U.S. 1 through several one-horse towns (a couple of which the horse had left for greener pastures), forty miles to Houlton, the county seat of Aroostook County.

It was just after eight-thirty in the morning when he walked into the Sheriff’s Office and stopped in front of the deputy manning the desk. His name tag read William Dow. “I’m Dylan Thomas, Aurel Dufore’s attorney.” He showed his credentials to the officer. “Is Sheriff Turner in?”

The deputy glanced at the wall clock and said, “She’s probably at the diner for breakfast... she usually gets in around nine.”

“Alright, I’ll see her then. In the meantime, I’d like to see my client.”

“Have a seat.” The deputy pointed to several chairs lined up against the wall. “I’ll have him brought down.”

Dylan nodded and dropped into one of the chairs. He spent the time thinking about his relationship with his brother-in-law—it was not good. Aurel Dufore and his sister, Albertine, were the primary heirs to Dufore Lumber. At one time, the family controlled the cutting rights to most of the trees in the North Maine Woods. People like Dylan were allowed to lease lakefront property and build cottages and camps on the water. However, they had to obtain Aurel the First’s permission to cut any trees on the property. In the late twentieth century, Aurel the First terminated the ninety-nine-year leases. He offered the land to the lessees for purchase. He made millions, then sold the cutting rights to more than a million acres of woodland to a major Canadian corporation, earning even more.

Aurel number two, Dylan’s brother-in-law, was the youngest child of Aurel the first’s sole surviving son, Georges, and had been pampered from birth. He met Caitlin Thomas while they were attending college at the University of Maine in Fort Kent. Aurel number two had no intention of ever working and majored in English with a Creative Writing concentration, nor did he ever intend to pursue writing as a career. He once told Dylan that it was the easiest way for him to go; he hated math and had no desire to teach or do anything technical in his life—truthfully, he confessed that he only read when he had to. His lack of interest in anything literary didn’t surprise Dylan because Dufore had not so much as an inkling of knowledge about writers and/or the business of writing. If he had, he would have realized that his mother-in-law, Sandra (whom Aurel’s daughter was named after), was enamored with the Welsh poet Dylan Thomas, whose most famous work was his poem Do Not Go Gentle into That Good Night, so much so that she named her son after him and her daughter after his wife, Caitlin.

It took half an hour before the deputy’s phone rang. He listened for a moment, then hung up. “You wanna follow me?” he asked Dylan.

Dylan stood and followed Deputy Dow deeper into the county jail. Dow pulled a key card from his pocket and swiped it through the slot of an electronic lock. With a loud CLUNK, the lock disengaged, and he opened the door and stepped back. “Go on in. They’ve already brought your client down.”

“I was told my client was sent here to answer some questions.”

“That’s correct.”

“Then can you explain why it took thirty-five minutes to bring him here? Seeing as he’s restrained in handcuffs makes me think you had him in the lock-up.”

“Mr. Thomas, I just work here. I let other people, those of higher rank, make the decisions.”

Dylan entered the small ten-by-ten room. Aurel Dufore sat behind a table with an inverted metal U welded to its surface, to which he was handcuffed. The only other furniture in the room was three chairs, two of which were on the side opposite Dufore. A uniformed deputy sheriff sat in one.

“Deputy, I’m Mr. Dufore’s attorney. This interview is over.” After a brief pause, he added, “And, you are?”

“Chief Deputy Floyd Tracy. I run the night shift.” Tracy stood up and said, “If he’s innocent, why did he lawyer up?”

“He didn’t lawyer up. A state police detective named Thibodeau told me that Aurel was brought here for questioning. When I heard that, I had the detective call me here, and I lawyered him up. The first thing I want to know is why you people brought him here to be interviewed? His home is more than adequate for a private place to talk.”

There was a tap on the door, and Sheriff Lois Turner walked in. Turner was best described as lean and, when necessary, mean. Her face showed the effects of a life spent outdoors. Her complexion was ruddy from sun exposure; she wore no makeup, and fine lines rimmed her eyes. Her gray hair was cut short, and she wore a tan uniform with brown piping on the blouse and matching stripes along the outside of her trouser legs. Tall for a woman, she could be the model for a law enforcement recruiting poster.

She nodded at Dylan and said, “Well, look what the cat dragged in and the dog refused to take back out.” The stern look on her face gave way to a broad smile. “Dylan Thomas, what’s it been, six or seven years?”

“All of that, Lois.”

“You come for him?”

“I have.”

“I just learned of this and am not very happy that I haven’t got a goddamned clue why they brought him here.”

“The only reason I could think of is they wanted to intimidate a confession out of him.”

Tracy, who had been conducting the interview, started to speak, but Turner stopped him with a raised finger. “Who told you to talk to him, Floyd?”

“No one, I just thought—”

“We’ll discuss this later.” She turned toward the door. “Good seein’ you again, Dylan.”

“Been a pleasure, Lois.”

Turner removed a key ring from her pocket, flipped through the keys until she found the one she wanted, and removed the handcuffs from Dufore’s wrist. She nodded to Thomas and said, “Why don’t you take your client the hell out of here?”

Dylan motioned for Dufore to rise, smiled at the sheriff, and said, “Consider it done.”
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Chapter 4
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In five minutes, Dylan and Dufore were out of the sheriff’s office, in Dylan’s truck, and headed north on U.S. 1. “Did Caitlin call you?” Dufore asked.

“Yes.”

“Well, I don’t need any help from you.”

Dylan glanced at his brother-in-law. “All you have to do is say the word, and I’m out of it. But if I walk, you’d better be ready to be the primary suspect in a murder investigation. They don’t have a body, but if they did, it’s almost a given they’d be looking at you and Caitlin for homicide. That’s life without parole, and I won’t tell you how inmates treat pedophiles and child killers.” He turned right and accelerated toward Presque Isle. “If I had left you to handle this alone, you’d still be waiting for your high-priced lawyer in Bangor to find time for you, and he probably has never handled a criminal case. So, if I were you, I’d get off the fucking pity pot and tell me what in hell happened? From what I’ve seen and heard, you’re up to your ass in alligators—and they’re hungry.”

Dufore’s head dropped forward. “Stay.”

“If I stay, I’ll need you to sign a retainer contract.”

“Hah, now we get down to it, don’t we? How much are you charging?”

Dylan felt his face grow hot with anger. “This isn’t about charging anything, you frigging dolt. If they indict you, it gives me access to whatever evidence and/or witnesses the state plans to use in court. Without it, I won’t be able to do shit. Now, I’m going to ask one more time—do you want me to represent you or not? As I said, say the word, and I’m out of here. But keep in mind that Sandy is my niece, and you and Caitlin won’t be just another pair of clients to me. An outsider will see this as just another case... It’s goddamned personal to me.”

Dufore stared out the side window and, without turning toward Dylan, said, “Yes, damn it!”

“Then, when we get to your place, you and Caitlin will sign the damned contract.” He opened the center console of his truck. “There’s a small tape recorder in there. Would you take it out, please?”

“You gonna tape this?”

“Yes, seeing as I’m driving, I can’t take notes.”

Aurel removed the recorder and placed it on the dashboard.

“There should be a couple of new tapes in there. Get one and load the recorder.”

When Aurel had the recorder ready, Dylan said, “Start recording.”

When the recorder was operating, Dylan said his and Dufore’s names, the date and time of the recording, and then said, “The first question I want to ask is the most crucial one of all.”

“Which is?”

“Did you harm Sandra?”

Dufore slapped the dashboard with his free hand and shouted, “Fuck no!”

“Good. I’d be careful about my temper going forward if I were you. Let’s get down to business. What have you told them?”

“Just the truth.”

“Which is?”

“Yesterday morning, Caitlin went to wake Sandy up and saw that she was gone. She searched the inside of the house and, when she couldn’t find her, came and got me.”

“Where were you during this time?”

“In the living room, watching one of the cable news channels while I drank my morning coffee.”

“What did you do when Caitlin came to you?”

“I was still in my pajamas, so I ran to the bedroom and got dressed.”

Dylan listened to his brother-in-law for a moment, then asked, “Did you go into Sandy’s room?”

“Yes.”

“Did you see any signs of forced entry?”

“No.”

“Then what?”

“I checked the outside of the house.”

“Any footprints in the snow by her window?”

“Just the ones I left when I checked it.”

“Go on.”

“After we looked everywhere, we called the police.”

“You searched everywhere?”

“Everywhere.”

“Even your storage shed?”

“Especially the storage shed. Sandy was fascinated by the stuff I kept in there. Several times, when we couldn’t find her, that’s where she was. So, I looked around the snowmobiles and the ATVs... there was no sign of her.”

“Aurel, let’s put everything on the table, okay?”

Dufore nodded. “Okay, what do you want to know?”

Dylan said, “They’re going to try to prove that Sandra is not missing but dead—and that you, Caitlin, or both of you did it.”

Dufore looked confused, paused for a few seconds, then said, “No. Goddamn it, Dylan, we didn’t hurt her! She was our baby... our youngest child.”

“What about someone other than family? Have you noticed any signs of someone prowling around your property?”

“Nothing. Who’d want to hurt a baby like Sandy? You’d have to be one sick son-of-a-bitch.”

“It’s been my experience,” Dylan said, “that the world is full of sick sons-of-bitches.”

“So, what’s next?” Aurel asked.

“I’ll find out what they’ve got. If they think they have enough evidence for an arrest, they’ll present it to the grand jury for an indictment. Once they do, you and possibly Caitlin will be arrested and arraigned. At that point, it’s my job to convince the judge to grant bail. However, I wouldn’t get my hopes up if I were you. They don’t usually allow bail in a capital murder case. You both may be wearing orange jumpsuits for a while.”

“Dylan, you’ve got to convince the judge to grant us bail. I can pay whatever amount they want.”

“That might work against you. You have more than enough money to run far and to pay someone to help you disappear.”

“You have got to be kidding.”

“I’m afraid not. If you lived in a shack and were financially insolvent, the court might consider it. It won’t surprise me if they ask for over a million dollars in bail... and that’s for each of you.”

“But,” Aurel said, with a hopeful look on his face, “all I need to put up is ten percent.”

“That’s why they’ll jack it up as high as they can. Our only saving grace is that they have no body. It’s difficult to prove murder without one. Now I’m going to take off my lawyer hat and put on my investigator hat. Can you think of anyone who would do this to you... maybe someone with a major hard-on for you or Caitlin?”

“Are you saying that Caitlin or I might have pissed someone off enough to kill a four-year-old?”

“As hard as it may be for you to believe, there are scumbags out there who kill kids for no other reason than that they get off on it.” Dylan paused for a moment to let his words sink in. “Do you think someone may have kidnapped Sandy?”

“Why would a kidnapper kill her?”

“Maybe he hasn’t killed her. Do you have any idea how much a pretty little girl will fetch on the open market?”

Aurel’s head dropped forward, and he ran his hands through his hair. When he looked at Dylan, there was no doubt about how desperate he was. Either that or he suddenly realized how grim his situation was. “Jesus Christ, Dylan, you’ve got to help us.”

“That’s why I’m here, Aurel.”

Dufore’s eyes widened as if he’d just had an epiphany. “Maybe the police will find her.”

“Aurel, face the facts. The cops think they’ve got their perpetrators. They’ll be looking for ways to hang your ass—not to prove you’re innocent. If we want to beat this, we’ve got to find the real perp and find out what happened to Sandy.”

“How much time do you think we have?” Aurel inquired.

“Not much. If Sandy has been taken, they’ll be looking to sell her quickly.”

“Holy shit, Dylan. Who would sell a baby into white slavery?”

“At her age, I don’t think she was taken to be turned into a prostitute. There is a booming market for young white children. It can take months or even years to adopt a child through legal means, and small white children are in short supply and high demand.”

“Are you fucking serious?”

“Whoever has Sandy may already have a client waiting. On the positive side, the cost is far beyond what the average person can afford. Whoever is looking to adopt her has to have deep pockets.”
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An hour after leaving the interview room, Dylan and Aurel arrived at the Dufore house. Jean-Paul Thibodeau walked out of the garage. Thibodeau saw them and waited. “I see you got your client,” he said.

“I did. I have to say I’m concerned about how this was handled.”

“How so?” Thibodeau asked.

“Aurel should never have been taken there for questioning. I can only assume it was done for one reason: to intimidate him into confessing that he and/or his wife murdered their daughter.”

“Follow me,” Thibodeau said, leading Dylan into the garage. “We’ll talk in here, out of the weather.”

As soon as they entered the garage and the door closed behind them, Dylan asked, “What do you have?”

Thibodeau turned to face Dylan. “Okay, let’s take this one point at a time. First, the child was last seen in her bed at eleven p.m. two days ago. Second, at eight a.m. yesterday, the county sheriff was notified of the child’s disappearance. In turn, the state police, the warden service, and a deputy from the Aroostook County Sheriff arrived ...”

“Why contact the warden service?”

“Who better to organize and search for someone who may be lost in the woods? It’s what they do. They are the experts.”

“Understood.”

“Third, upon arrival, your client said he believed someone must have abducted the child. Subsequent investigation showed no signs of forced entry, and we believe the only footprints found outside the child’s bedroom were those of your client.”

“I agree. Let’s take this one step at a time, okay?” Dylan responded. “I don’t have to tell you there are three requirements for considering someone a suspect. First, motive. What possible motive could a father have for killing his child? Do you honestly believe a father with no history of violent behavior would murder his four-year-old daughter? Second, means. Any parent has the means to harm a child. The child lived in my client’s home. Third, the method. Let’s get serious here. You don’t even have a body. It’s always been my belief that without a body, there’s no murder. Come on, detective, you’re not a rookie. You know you have no case against my sister and her husband.”

“Mr. Thomas, you’re correct that I’m no rookie. That’s why I make no judgment on matters beyond my purview.”

“Okay, who else are you considering for this?”

“Well, we can’t overlook the possibility that the child’s mother is either an accessory to the crime or the perpetrator, and that her husband is covering for her.”

Dylan stared at Thibodeau. “You’re really grasping at straws, aren’t you?”

Thibodeau stood up, walked out the door, then turned to Dylan and said, “Then your job is easy. All you have to do is prove me wrong.” He got into his car and started the engine.
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When Thibodeau left, Dylan stayed in the garage, listening to the snow and ice crunch under the departing Mustang’s tires. He pulled out his cell phone and dialed the Aroostook County Sheriff’s Department. When Sheriff Lois Turner answered, she said, “Dylan, it was great seeing you again.”

“It has been a while.”

“I heard you’re a lawyer now. I would guess you gave up your P.I. job.”

“I still have my P.I. license.”

“That’s a strange mix, ain’t it?”

“Well, it’s unique, that’s for sure.”

“What are you doing defending a scumbag killer?”

“C’mon, Lois, he hasn’t been convicted of killing anyone yet.”

“Who’s he supposed to have murdered?”

“His four-year-old daughter.”

“Why would you want to represent some piece of shit that would even be suspected of doing something like that?”

Dylan was not surprised by Turner’s colorful language; Turner had a reputation for being profane. “He’s my sister’s husband.”

“You know I have no patience when it comes to pedophiles or any form of child abuse, for that matter.”

Dylan leaned back against the garage wall. “For what it’s worth, Lois, if Aurel Dufore is guilty of anything to a child, it’s spoiling them rotten. You can’t find a more dedicated and devoted father.”

“I’ll have to take your word for it.”

“There is no way either of the Dufores killed that child.”

“Any physical evidence?”

“The only fingerprints found in the child’s room were those of family members. I assume they’ve sent any DNA evidence they have to the lab in Augusta.”

“It will be three or four weeks before the DNA test results come back. I gather you’re not going to sit back and wait for the trial?”

“I’m still an investigator, and I doubt the state police will keep investigating, except to find more evidence against Aurel.”

“I have no control over what the state police do or don’t do. You know that,” Turner said.

“One last thing before I leave you to go about your day. What do you know about a detective named Thibodeau? I don’t recall him from my time as a state cop.”

“Jean-Paul? He’s from away. He grew up in Portland, in Riverton.”

“That’s a tough neighborhood.”

“He’s a straight shooter. If you’re innocent, he’ll go to the ends of the Earth to prove it. If you’re guilty... well, he’ll do whatever it takes to put you away.”

“I gather he’s not the type to go on a witch hunt?”

“His reputation leads me to believe that.”

Dylan pushed off the wall. “Thanks, Lois.”

“You got it,” Turner said before he broke the connection. “What’s it like?”

“What’s what like?”

“After five years as a cop and putting scumbags away, you’re now defending them...”

“I don’t know. To the best of my knowledge, I’ve never defended a scumbag.”
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Once Dylan was inside the house, Caitlin closed the door and guided him to the large leather sofa facing the fireplace. He set his briefcase on the floor beside the sofa, then sat back. His eyes immediately settled on a large photo of Caitlin, him, and their parents hanging above the mantel. “I remember when that was taken,” he said.

Caitlin looked at the photograph, so old that the paper had yellowed. “Yes, six months later, Dad was dead, and Mom started her downward spiral.”

Dylan thought back to that time, before cancer took their father and before grief and alcoholism took their mother. “Yeah, that was the last time I saw him alive—the last of the good times.”

Caitlin sat quietly for a few moments, then said, “Where do we stand?”

“I don’t want to mislead you, but the police think they’ve got a strong case against either you or Aurel, or both of you.”

“That’s ridiculous.” Caitlin looked her brother in the eye. “What options do we have?”

“Only one that I can think of...”

“And that is?”

“We find out what really happened to Sandy.”

“Okay... where do we start?”

“Right here. I need to look at her room.”

Dylan saw his sister’s jaw tighten, and he knew what it meant. Caitlin was not going to let the authorities tear her family apart—not without one hell of a fight.

She leaped to her feet and said, “Let’s get started.”

Caitlin led Dylan down a hallway, her determination evident in the rapid pace she set—in no time, she led him by fifteen feet. At the end of the hall, Caitlin stopped and turned left. When Dylan caught up with her, he saw her standing in the threshold of a pink shrine. He heard Caitlin whisper, “She loves pink.”

Dylan gently guided her to the right and stepped into his niece’s room. The entire room was pink, even the walls. On three of those walls, shelves held enough dolls and stuffed animals to make the owner of a toy store turn green with envy. Along the far wall, beneath a window, was a single bed with a pink spread, a white bear stitched in the center. The bed was made, and the room looked as if it had never been occupied; at least not by a hyperactive three-year-old girl.

He walked to the bed, studied the window, paying particular attention to the wooden frame and sill. He saw no signs of forced entry. He straightened and scanned the closet. It, too, was neat and orderly, with not a single piece of clothing on the floor. “Caitlin, have you cleaned this room?”

“Yes, I didn’t want the police and their people to see it in disarray—what would they think of us? I vacuumed, made the bed, and dusted.”

Shit, Dylan thought, so much for learning anything in here. Knowing that searching the room would be futile. He walked out of the room, passed his sister, and continued down the hallway.

When Caitlin caught up with him, she asked, “Did I do wrong?”

Dylan didn’t want to add to her anguish and said nothing.

“Dylan, I can tell by the way you’re looking at me that you think I screwed up. I’m sorry if I did.”

Knowing he could not successfully bullshit Caitlin, he said, “You should have left it. If there were anything to be learned in there, the crime scene people would have found it.”

He took her in his arms, held her tight for a moment, and then released her. “Cait, if you did anything wrong, I know it was unintentional and that it was being a mother. But from now on, you have to keep in mind that the authorities are going to look at anything you and Aurel do with a suspicious eye. They could interpret your cleaning Sandy’s bedroom as an attempt to cover up something.”

She wiped away a tear and walked into the living room. She grabbed several tissues from a box, wiped her eyes, and blew her nose.

“Am I in trouble?”

“Possibly, but nothing I can’t deal with.”

“I know you’re saying that because you think I needed it. Thank you, Dylan.”

“I said it because I believe it, Sis.”

Caitlin’s remaining children walked into the living room. He approached, trying to decide how to ask the one question on his mind with
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