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			Part 1

			The Murders

			“Le soleil ni la mort ne peuvent se regarder fixement.”

			—La Rochefoucauld

		


		
			Chapter 1

			James Kirkland

			I knew something was out of whack, only I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. Just something, you know. And it wasn’t only that I hadn’t seen any of them for some time. I mean, they’d been living there for what, three, three and a half years, and I don’t think I ever had more than a two or three minute conversation with any of them. And God knows, it wasn’t as if I didn’t try.

			All things considered, they were pretty good neighbors. Mostly, I guess, because they kept to themselves. Which is certainly better than having neighbors who are always minding your business, or who don’t mow their lawn, or who drop in uninvited, or who throw wild parties and play loud music all night long. They weren’t like that. Just the opposite, in fact. Why with that great big front lawn and two teenage boys you’d think they’d be out there tossing a football or a frisbee around, or something. But no. It was so quiet sometimes it was as if no one lived there at all. Though I did hear rumors that the boys had a reputation of being hell raisers. Maybe that’s why they kept such a tight lid on them when they were home. Because I can honestly say there wasn’t any hell raising going on in that house that I could see. As a matter of fact, the only way you’d know the house was occupied was when you’d see the kids going to school, or him going off to work, or her and the mother going out to shop. Or at night, when the lights were on.

			Which brings me back to the house itself. And those lights. It was the middle of November, a week or so before Thanksgiving, when I first noticed it. I was coming home from work and when I glanced over there I noticed the place was lit up like a Christmas tree. It’s a Georgian style mansion, one of the nicest in the neighborhood, by the way, with something like 20 rooms, and I think the lights were on in every single one of them. But the downstairs shades were drawn tight, so all you could see was the faint outline of light around the edges of the windows, which gave it this really eerie look. Maybe they’ve got people over, was my first thought. But that would have been so out of character because in all the time they’d lived there I’d never seen anyone go in or out other than them. And anyway, it was absolutely quiet and there were no cars in the driveway or parked out on the street.

			Just before I turned in, I looked out the window and noticed the house was still lit up, which was odd, since it was nearly midnight and, as a rule, they seemed to turn in kind of early over there.

			The next night when I came home from work and I looked across the street the lights were still on. And that night, before I went to bed, after midnight, I looked out and the lights were still blazing.

			After that, I made a kind of game of it. Under the pretense of getting some fresh air, I walked close to the house, as close as I could get without looking conspicuous, and listened to see if there were any sounds coming from inside. A couple of times, when I thought I heard something, I stopped to listen more carefully. But I never picked up anything that might indicate that someone was inside. And each night, when I came home from work, I made it a point to check out the house and make a note of how many lights were still burning and in which windows. I even began to search for silhouettes, shadows, anything I might interpret as a sign of life. And it wasn’t long before I whipped out the old binoculars to take a look, thinking maybe I could see something, anything, that would give me a hint as to what was going on. But when my wife accused me of being a peeping Tom, I put them away, at least while she was around.

			There weren’t always the same number of rooms lit, but I noticed there were always fewer, never more. It was as if someone was going around that house each day turning off one light in one room, but in no discernible pattern. I began to think of that damn house during the day, while I was at work, or on the train back home. It became a real thing with me. I even kept a notebook with a sketch of the house and notations next to each window that had a light on.

			At night, I played a game. I began to think of that house as my own personal shooting gallery and, sitting on the window sill in my pajamas, while my wife was either in the bathroom or asleep, I’d choose one of the rooms and aim my imaginary rifle and pop! pop!, I’d shoot out one of the light bulbs. And, if the next night that particular room was dark, I’d get a tremendous rush of self-satisfaction that carried me through the whole next day. It was kind of like one of those video games my kids play. Pretty sick, huh?

			I mentioned it to my wife—not my silly game, but the fact that those lights were going out one by one. She thought I was nuts. “Can’t you find anything better to do with your time?” she asked.

			“No,” I said. “I’m entertaining myself. Leave me alone.” Then I asked whether she’d seen the Hartmans lately, because I was beginning to have this weird feeling in the pit of my stomach, as if something was seriously wrong. That it wasn’t a game anymore.

			“No,” she said. “I haven’t. But that’s not unusual. Besides, it’s not as if I’m looking for them. If you ask me, they’re creepy. The whole bunch of them.”

			

			“I know. But maybe…maybe there’s something wrong.”

			“Go to bed,” she said. So I did, lulling myself to sleep with my imaginary rifle cradled in my arms, as if it would actually afford me some protection just in case something was wrong.

			A few nights later, I set the alarm for three-thirty and slipped the clock under my pillow. When the vibration woke me, I got up quietly, so as not to wake my wife, looked out the window and sure enough the same number of lights were burning in the house as the night before. I was puzzled and frustrated because I was dying to know what was going on. I even thought of making up some kind of lame excuse to ring the Hartman’s bell. But I didn’t have the nerve.

			Two weeks later, only three rooms in the house were still lit. Down from eight the week before, fourteen the week before that, the week I began to keep count. I asked my son, David, whether he’d seen the Hartman kid in school, the one in his class.

			“We’re not exactly best buds, Dad,” he said. “He keeps to himself. He’s weird. Maybe he’s queer or something.”

			“I just asked if you’d seen any of them lately.”

			“Not that I can remember. But I don’t go out of my way looking for any of them. They’re a bunch of weirdoes.”

			I went back up to my room and stared out the window for maybe 15 minutes, trying to figure out what the hell was going on. I wondered if I should do something.

			“Come to bed,” my wife said.

			“I’m worried,” I said, without taking my eyes off the Hartman house. “There’s definitely something wrong over there.”

			“You’re being ridiculous,” she said. “Besides, it’s none of our business.”

			“No, I can feel it. Something’s…”

			She sighed, got out of bed and handed me the phone. “Well, rather than having to spend the rest of my life with a man who insists on staring out the window at the neighbor’s house all night like an idiot, I’d just as soon you called the police and let them put your mind at ease. At least maybe they can get them to turn out all the lights. Maybe then we can get some sleep over here.”

			So, that’s how I called the cops.

			

		


		
			Chapter 2

			Officer Rick Stiles

			Sedgewick is not what you’d call your high crime area. Most of what we get here are burglaries and simple misdemeanors, like disturbing the peace and DUI. Kids, mostly, whooping it up after school. Too much free time. Too much money. Too little parental supervision. Sure, we got drug abuse, just like everywhere else, but due to the social stature of the majority of families in this area, it’s kept under wraps. Which, believe me, is a pleasure, since I’m more accustomed to junkies nodding off in public parks, tenement shooting galleries, and kids no older than mine selling grass and who knows what right out in the open.

			As far as burglaries are concerned, well, most houses in this area are equipped with very sophisticated alarm systems. But where there is a B & E you can be sure it’s not your nickel and dime variety. We’re talking mucho dinero up here. Jewelry, for instance, the kind you see fancy women wearing on their way to an exclusive jet set party; and art, the kind they usually hang in museums. Not too long ago, we had this gang up here that specialized in targeting rich people’s homes and stealing their jewelry. They must have been acrobats, because they sure didn’t come in the front door. A few times, they even robbed the houses late at night, when folks were actually in their beds, asleep. That’s how good they were. No one was the wiser till the next day, when they went looking for their valuables. No clues. Not a print. Not a hair. Not a thread. Once they even hit the same house twice in the same month. Never did catch ’em. But when there was a rash of similar thefts over in Jersey, we just figured they moved their act a little south, a little west. Smart. Very smart.

			As for disturbing the peace and public intoxication, well I gotta tell you, folks up here have a very interesting way of handling it. If you’re picked up for drunk driving or public intox your name is published right there in the local rag for all your friends and family to see. “John Q. Public was stopped on Grove Lane late last night for speeding and reckless driving while under the influence of alcohol. It is the third time this month Mr. Public has been detained.” Like that. I believe it has to do with peer pressure doing the job the judicial system can’t. The way it’s supposed to work is that all the people you normally associate with at the country club will see your name in the paper for DUI and say, “Shame, shame,” and shun you. No more invites to the Saturday night dance at the country club. No more fancy dinner parties. It’s all kind of quaint, though I doubt it does much good, especially since too many people get their jollies seeing their name in print no matter what the reason. Why do you think those losers go on shows like American Idol? It’s all about exposure. All about being on TV. What is it now, fifteen seconds? But I guess you gotta give the idea points for creativity, using embarrassment as a weapon against crime instead of incarceration. Of course, it could never work back home where if you stopped someone for that sort of infraction and threatened to print their name in the paper they’d just laugh in your face and then ask you to take their photograph to go along with it.

			I’m cynical, I know, but that’s because I’m not from around here. Moved up from Queens with my family almost four years ago. I was with the NYPD 11 years. Finally got so bad I couldn’t take it no more. 9/11 was kind of the last straw. So, after a year of looking for the right situation, I chucked the old pension and we packed our bags and moved up here to Sedgewick. It was like moving to another planet. Not that I actually live here—much too ritzy for our meager bank account. We have a small house inland, a two-family job which brings in some extra income from the rental. Not far from New Haven, in a working class community, maybe 45 minutes from the shore.

			Connecticut was a big change for us. The difference was like night and day. One day we’re wading knee-deep in a wasteland of granite and garbage, the next we’re surrounded by trees, grass, flowers, roadside vendors selling fresh vegetables I’d never seen outside cellophane wrapping or cardboard boxes. As a bonus, we’ve got the gentle, slightly polluted waters of the Long Island Sound.

			Before moving up here I had a preconceived notion of what things would be like. I always associated Cee Tee with cute blondes in pastel colored cotton sweaters with dainty little powder blue flowers around the neckline driving around in red BMWs, or sailing on expensive yachts. And when I got here, I found that wasn’t so far from the truth.

			Occasionally though, in the middle of all the sunshine and flowers, we get a rape, a wife-beating, or even a homicide. But mostly it’s cruising around, handing out moving violation citations, making sure everything is A-OK in Wonderland, generally giving folks a false sense of security, as if the real world out there can never intrude. Real crime happens in the City, or on TV. Not up here, unless you count a politician on the take, but then that ain’t particularly newsworthy anymore, is it?

			It’s the kind of job that could actually put an extra five, ten years on my career, and the pay ain’t all that bad either, even though my wife does have to work part-time in New Haven as a legal secretary just so’s we can stay a little ahead of the game.

			

			That night kind of changed everything, though. It was about 11 P.M. and my partner, Phil, and I were parked in front of the D.Q. just outside town. We were bullshitting about this and that, keeping an eye on the kids hanging out, just to nip any trouble in the bud, if you know what I mean, when a call came in ordering us to number 541 Oakdale Drive, home of a Mr. James Kirkland. When we got there Phil, he was driving, stayed in the car while I went up to the house. I was met by Mr. Kirkland, dressed in pajamas and bathrobe. He said there seemed to be no signs of life in the house across the street and that it had been that way for some time.

			“I know this must sound silly, officer,”—I love it when they call me officer, not like down in the City, where I wouldn’t want to repeat the kinds of things they call us—”but it’s been bugging the hell out of me for weeks now.”

			“No problem, sir,” I said. “We’ll just go over, knock on the door, and make sure everything’s all right.”

			“Thank you,” he said, and he looked relieved. I pegged him as just another nosy neighbor, but what the hell.

			I went back to the car, pulled Schuster out, told him the problem, and we both walked up to number 438 Oakdale Drive together. We had a laugh because usually we get complaints about too much noise, not complaints that there isn’t any.

			I knocked on the door, but received no answer. I knocked again, this time harder. I called out the name of the owner of the house, John Hartman, a couple times. Still no response. Phil suggested we walk round back to see if we could rouse a response there. We did, but like before, no one answered. We went back round to the front trying to look in windows along the way, but the draperies and shades were drawn tight and all the lights downstairs were out. As a matter of fact, the only light left on in the house was in what we assumed was an upstairs bedroom. Phil stood back on the lawn and started throwing small pebbles up at the window, trying to get someone’s attention. Plink. Plink. Plink. He was right on target, but still there was no response.

			

			We went back to the front door and Phil put his head up close, listening for some sound from inside. “Damn,” he said, backing away quickly. “It smells like hell in there.”

			“Let’s see,” I said, putting my head closer to the door. “What the hell you think that is?” I asked, rubbing my nose to get rid of the stench.

			“I don’t think I want to know,” Phil mumbled, but from the way he looked I could see he had a pretty fair idea of what it was. And then, so did I.

			“Maybe we oughtta break in,” I said.

			“Yeah, I guess,” said Phil, who seemed a little spacey all of a sudden. So we did. I used my nightstick to crack one of the window panes, then Phil, who’s smaller than me, crawled in through the window and let me in the front door.

			Inside, it was cold, pitch dark and the smell was real strong. Kind of sour, like rotting food or a dead animal carcass. I looked for a light switch, but when I found it and flicked it back and forth nothing happened. We didn’t want to disturb anything, so we took out our flashlights and began to search the house, which was surprisingly bare of furniture, as if someone was either moving in or out.

			It didn’t take long before we got into what we later found was called the ‘ballroom.’ It was there that we saw it. I gagged. Phil, cool as a cucumber, said, “Go out and call in.” So I did. I don’t remember how I got from the house back to the car, which was a good 30, 40 yards, but I was panting when I got there so I must’ve run.

			When I raised the dispatcher I said: “You’d better send help out here. There’s been a mass murder.”

			

		


		
			Chapter 3

			Officer Phil Schuster

			As soon as I caught a whiff, it all came back to me. Like it was yesterday. I was only a kid, 19, but a smell like that stays with you forever. It’s like when you go to the dentist for the first time and you get a shot of Novocain. No matter where you are or what you’re doing, you get a whiff of that smell again and you’re back in the dentist’s chair, just like that first time.

			That’s how it was that night at the Hartman house. The smell of death took me back to ’Nam. It’s like I was riding a Time Machine. Mostly, it’s a blur now, hell, it’s been more than thirty years, and I don’t really like to talk about it, but I remember that smell, that putrid, stomach turning smell of rotting flesh that permeated the air—only add to that the after-burn stench. It got so bad it permeated the fibers of what you were wearing. It was always there, clinging to your clothing, your rifle and even worse, inside your head.

			Sometimes, even now, I get nightmares. I dream of being buried alive under a mountain of human carcasses and when I wake up that horrible stink of death is in my nose, just like when I was over there. And this is really weird—I can even smell it on my sheets and pajamas when I wake up in the morning. That’s how strong it is…and how real. I just can’t seem to get rid of it. Weird, huh?

			Anyway, that’s what was coming from inside that house. That smell.

			Once we got inside it didn’t take long to trace it to a large room off the main hallway. There, on the parquet floor, each one of them was lying on his own individual blanket. Four of them. A woman and three kids. Teenagers, it looked like. Two boys and a girl. The weird thing was, they looked so peaceful lying there on their backs, arms by their sides, eyes closed, like they were asleep. But they weren’t asleep. They were dead. No doubt about that.

			There wasn’t much blood. The victims appeared to have just one bullet hole in the head, just slightly above the right temple. It was remarkably symmetrical, and that made it even more horrifying. And creepy.

			I could see Stiles was pretty shook up. And it’s funny, him being the tough kid from the big city, the guy who’s supposed to have seen everything at least twice. At least that’s what he’s always telling me. And here he was having trouble holding himself together. I thought for sure he was going to toss his cookies, so I sent him out to the car to call in. I figured he needed the fresh air.

			Meanwhile, I stood around a couple seconds, just staring at their faces which were already showing signs of decay. You know what I was thinking about? My own death. That’s what. When I was 19, like all kids, I thought I was immortal. But one lousy day in Viet Nam changed all that. I became obsessed by death. I thought about it all the time. And when I finally got back home, I couldn’t even drive a car because I kept having visions of automobile accidents with twisted bodies being consumed by flames. I’d get in that damn car and my hands would shake, I’d break out in a cold sweat, and I’d get these terrible migraines. I couldn’t even drive over a bridge or through a tunnel with someone else at the wheel without imagining all sorts of catastrophic disasters. What if the bridge collapsed? What if the tunnel caved in? What if I was crossing the street and a car went out of control and hit me? What if…? My life was filled with what ifs. I couldn’t go out of my house without imagining what kind of death I’d meet that day. It got so bad I’d think of excuses not to leave the house. I was a prisoner of my own fears.

			It took years before I could shake those feelings. Maybe that’s why I wound up a cop. So I could constantly challenge death, just so’s I could keep it away.

			Every once in a while, the feeling returns, and when I looked at those bodies lying at my feet, lined up so neat, I had to admit I didn’t think of their deaths but of mine. I’m only 52, but my dad croaked when he was 52. Bad ticker. You know what they say about genetics. Maybe I’m living on borrowed time. Yeah, I can practically hear my clock ticking.

			So I made myself turn away. I took a look around the rest of the house. I went through the first floor and then remembered there’d been a light burning upstairs, so I went up there. The door was closed. The smell was there, too, so I didn’t bother to unholster my gun. I opened the door slowly and there, lying on the bed with the covers tucked neatly up around her neck, was another one, an old woman, in her late 70s, her bluish gray hair perfectly coifed, her hands folded peacefully across her chest, a diamond ring and gold wedding band still on her fingers. She also looked as if she were sleeping. I closed the door gently and, like a fool, quietly tiptoed through the rest of the house. I’d just found another victim, what was left of an Irish setter (it seemed to have decomposed at a faster rate than the other bodies,) when I heard Rick calling me from downstairs.

			I made way back to the top of the stairs and whispered, though God knows why since there was no one alive to disturb, “It’s all right. I’ll be right down.”

			When I got downstairs Rick was standing by the door. His face was pale and he was chewing on his fingernails. “Did you call it in?” I asked.

			

			“Uh-huh,” he said, looking past me toward the ballroom, as if someone was going to step out of there any moment. “Anything up there?”

			“Another one,” I said. “And a dog.”

			He started to gag, but caught himself. “My God,” he said, “who could do something like this?”

			“Some kind of maniac, I guess,” I said, noticing for the first time that Rick had left the front door ajar, probably to air out the house. I didn’t have the heart to tell him it was futile. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that that smell would be in the house forever, embedded in the woodwork, the walls, even the floors.

			Yup, the smell of death is almost impossible to get rid of. You can try, but it’s still gonna be there. Forever.

			

		


		
			Chapter 4

			James Kirkland

			To be honest, I have to admit, it was all very exciting.

			I watched them ring the doorbell and when they got no response they went around back. A minute later, they were back in front again, and when I saw them break into the house I could hardly contain myself. I turned to my wife and said, “I knew it. I knew there was something wrong. I’m going over there.”

			“Oh, no you’re not,” she said, grabbing my arm. “It’s police business now, so butt out.”

			“I’ve seen it this far, so I guess I’ll see it all the way,” I said, taking back my arm. “Besides, aren’t you curious?”

			“I’m sure we’ll all find out soon enough.”

			“I’m going.” I grabbed my windbreaker from the hall closet and practically sprinted toward the door.

			I left the house just in time to see one of the officers run from the house to his car. Like he was shot from a cannon, that’s how fast he was moving. He opened the front door on the passenger’s side, the side closest to the house, reached in, grabbed the mike, and began talking. I tried to make out what he was saying, but all I could hear was static. I hung back in our doorway a moment or two until he finished, and then watched him go back inside the house before I crossed the street.

			When I got to the Hartman house the door was partially open and there was a godawful odor coming from inside. I didn’t want to just barge in like some neighborhood busybody, so I put both hands on the doorframe, leaned in and called out, “everything all right in there?”

			I got no answer. I let a moment pass, then I repeated, “Hey, everything all right in there?” Then I took a step or two inside the house. It was pretty dark and cold, colder even than it was outside. I could see my breath and I remember wishing I’d taken an overcoat instead of that flimsy windbreaker. It was very quiet and I had this eerie feeling. I was about to go a little further inside when one of the officers suddenly appeared with a flashlight and shined it in my face.

			He looked at me, as if he were trying to recognize who I was, and then he said with a slight catch in his voice, “I’m sorry, Mr. Kirkland, but you’ll have to leave.”

			“What happened?” I asked, though I knew someone was dead inside that house.

			“Please, Mr. Kirkland, we have to keep this area clear. This is a crime scene and there’s a police investigation under way. We can’t have people tramping over possible evidence.”

			“I just wanted to see what was going on,” I said. Just then I heard the wail of police sirens coming up the street. I looked over my shoulder as three squad cars screeched to a halt in front of the house. Half a dozen cops jumped out and ran up the walk, their hands on their holsters, just like on TV.

			“Please, go back to your house,” the cop said, almost begging. I stepped aside to let the other police officers pass.

			All hell was breaking loose now. Two more police cars, sirens blasting, arrived along with two ambulances. By this time the neighborhood was so lit up it looked like a movie set. Everyone was wide awake and either outside on their front lawn, or standing in the street in front of the Hartman house. There was even a small crowd gathering on the sidewalk that ran along the edge of the Hartman front lawn. I was the only civilian actually standing on the Hartman property and when I looked across the street in the direction of my house I saw my wife, her fur coat wrapped tightly around her nightgown, standing on our front stoop watching. I smiled and gave her a subdued wave, like the Queen of England gives her royal subjects. I felt pretty stupid afterward, but at the time it seemed the thing to do. To reassure her. Maybe even to reassure me. She motioned furiously for me to come back, but I put my hand up in a gesture that meant, “in a minute,” and then returned my attention to the Hartman house. I was in the middle of everything, all the excitement, and I wasn’t about to let this moment pass without finding out everything I could about what happened.

			From inside I heard someone shout, “Hey, where the hell are the lights?” Another voice answered, “They’re all burned out. Goddamn flashlights ain’t worth shit. Go outside and see if anyone has any spare bulbs.”

			I told them I did. I jogged back over to my garage and returned with a dozen of various wattages. People were trying to get closer, but I was the only one they were letting through.

			Ten minutes later, with most of the house lit up again, the officer who’d originally answered my call came out of the house. He was pale and perspiring heavily, even though the temperature was at the freezing mark and a sharp wind had begun to blow in off the Sound. He took off his cap and wiped his brow with the sleeve of his leather jacket.

			“How many of them are in there?” I asked, hugging myself for warmth.

			“Huh?”

			“How many are in there?” I repeated.

			“Five,” he said absently.

			

			“Oh, sweet Jesus,” I said. There was this sinking feeling in my stomach because now it was all too real. “How long have they been dead?”

			He shook his head. “Weeks maybe,” he said, again in the same odd, disconnected tone.

			“Do you know what happened?”

			He shook his head no.

			I was about to offer my burglary theory when I realized there were six in the Hartman family, so I asked, “Which ones?”

			“Which ones?”

			“I mean, who did you find? If there are only five then someone’s missing.”

			He didn’t answer for a moment, as if making a body count in his head. “Only five in there,” he said. “Name the family.”

			“Well, there was Mr. and Mrs. Hartman, his mother, and three kids, two boys and a girl…”

			“There’s no man,” he said, looking away from me, in the direction of the Sound.

			“You’re sure?” The bodies must be pretty well decomposed by now.”

			He nodded, yes. “The cold must’ve helped preserve them,” he explained.

			“Oh,” I said, and suddenly, seeing a mental picture of the scene inside, a wave of nausea came over me. “Where do you think he is? Hartman, I mean. Maybe you just overlooked him.”

			“We didn’t even know…I’d better tell somebody…” He put his cap on and walked back into the house.

			By this time, the local press had arrived, and a reporter was talking to one of the police officers. As for me, the excitement was beginning to wear off a little. I was shivering, the cold slicing through me like a knife. And my legs started to feel a little rubbery. It was time to go home, so I approached someone who seemed to be in charge, told him who I was and that I was going back to my house so that if anyone wanted to question me that’s where I’d be. He said he thought they would, but probably not until morning.

			I went home. My wife tried to get me upstairs, but I was much too keyed up. I sat by the fire a while, trying to warm up, thinking about the Hartmans, about something that horrendous happening right next door, about those bodies lying there for God knows how long. I kept going over the past three weeks in my mind, trying to remember everything, every little detail, especially everything about the first night I’d noticed the lights on, so I could be of some help to the cops; and also so I could tell it all to anyone who asked. I wanted to get it right. After all, things like this don’t happen every day.

			Finally, I realized I had to get up the next morning for work, so I went upstairs. By this time my wife was fast asleep. I didn’t fall off until almost three-thirty in the morning, and that was one full hour after the police finally left the crime scene. Just before I did fall asleep, I got out of bed and went to the window. I looked over at the Hartman house. I wanted to make sure it wasn’t all a dream.

			As if to prove it wasn’t, there was still one lone police car sitting quietly out front, its headlights extinguished so that now, for the first time in almost three weeks, the house across the street was completely dark.

			Not a single light burning.

			

		


		
			Chapter 5

			Chief of Police Sanders

			I like to think of myself as a philosophical fellow, you know, the kind who sits around the banks of the Connecticut River with a fishing pole contemplating the loftier issues of life, until I get a bite on my line. Only then is it time to reel in the catch. I throw ’em back in. To be honest, I don’t even like fish all that much.

			I believe most things that happen have a good side and a bad. It just depends on which side of the river you’re on. For instance, for some folks this Hartman thing would have been the chance of a lifetime, an opportunity to climb up a rung or two on the ladder of success. But for me, it was just a royal pain in the ass.

			It wasn’t just the murders—murder’s always a nasty business—it was what went along with it. A nice, neat little homicide, well, that’s one thing. But this was something else. First off, something like this is impossible to keep quiet. It had all the earmarks of a sensational case—well-to-do family, wealthy suburban community, violent, unexplained deaths, father slash husband missing—and that meant publicity and lots of it. Newspaper reporters, television crews, photographers, press conferences. The works. And sure enough, within a day we made all the New York City papers. It was even the lead story on both the six and eleven o’clock news. We even made the third story on the CBS Evening News, and Katie Couric even mentioned us just before the first commercial break. There was no turning back now.

			For someone more ambitious than me, this would have been great. But at that point in my life I wanted one thing and one thing only: Do my job and then, when the time came, collect my pension and move down south where the climate is a bit more hospitable.

			This sort of thing not only gives the whole community a black eye, but it also produces enormous pressure. Pressure to solve the case; pressure to apprehend the perpetrator; pressure to convict; pressure to sentence. Pressure, period. It would have been so much simpler if the sonuvabitch had just pulled his own plug after he finished with his family. But no such luck.

			I got the call just as my wife and I were settling in to watch Leno.

			“Shit,” I said, after I hung up, sorry that I hadn’t let the machine take the message. But I went right out there anyway, knowing it would look bad if I didn’t.

			It was, for all the care, neatness and obvious planning that went into it, still a gruesome sight. Maybe it was the sheer meticulousness of it all that made it so gruesome. Somehow, the bloodier the murder is, the more understandable it is. Murder without blood and disarray hardly seems like murder at all. It’s more like…a play, if you know what I mean.

			It’s these damned malice aforethought things that really get to you. I believe we’re all capable of crimes of passion, given the right circumstances, but it takes a special kind of human being to commit something as cold-blooded as this. And to murder your own? Well, that’s just incomprehensible.

			We did the preliminary work in an hour or so, then came back the next morning to finish up. We were three, maybe four hours dusting for prints, looking for clues, signs of forced entry, what have you, even another corpse, because none of us, even the most cynical, could believe anyone in his right mind could do that sort of thing to his own flesh and blood. Maybe, we kept telling ourselves as we searched the basement and backyard for signs of recent digging, we’d find John Hartman’s body somewhere.

			But we didn’t. Everything pointed directly to him as the killer. First of all, and probably most damaging, he wasn’t there and these murders, you’ll recall, had taken place a good three weeks earlier. Second, we found a pistol, newly cleaned and oiled, in the top drawer of a small table in the hallway, and another one upstairs in the master bedroom. We didn’t know if either was the actual murder weapon, but it wouldn’t take long to find out.

			One curious thing we did find, though, were bullet holes scattered throughout various parts of the
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