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To my readers, with thanks




NOTHING EVER HAPPENS in Fairhill, Vermont. It’s a small town, surrounded by farmland, with the Green Mountains in the distance. Cornfields and hay. Covered bridges and ghost stories. Hiking and hayrides. Underage drinking in the graveyard, late at night, leaning up against the headstones. There isn’t much else for teenagers to do. Drive around in their parents’ trucks once they get their licence. Make out if they’re lucky. School and sports and chores and part-time jobs …

Nothing ever happens in sleepy little Fairhill, Vermont.

Until it does.




CHAPTER ONE

EARLY FRIDAY MORNING, Roy Ressler drives his big tractor down the gravel road that borders his fields, his mind on his daughter’s upcoming wedding. He’s thinking what a beautiful bride Ellen is going to be. It’s nearing the end of October; the air is crisp, trees are alive with colour, and the early morning dew sparkles on the ground. All’s good with the world.

He glances up at the dark figures circling against the bright blue sky ahead of him, to the right, over one of his fields. They hold his attention for a moment, the way they glide, use the air currents. Turkey vultures. There’s more than half a dozen of them. They must have found something. He carries on his way down the road. His dog – a mix of shepherd and black Lab and maybe something else – lopes beside him, keeping clear of the tractor. She stops, sniffs the air.

The birds are massing over one of his fields farther down the road ahead of him. As he gets closer, he finds himself watching them. He approaches the open gate to the field where the vultures are circling. It must be something big, maybe a deer. They’ll pick the carcass clean; there won’t be anything left. Nature doing its work. But something makes him stop. He turns off the tractor for a moment at the side of the road near the open gate and scans the field. That’s when he notices that some of the birds are already on the ground, three or four of them, hopping and squabbling over something. A carcass of some kind. He can’t see what it is from here, but he catches glimpses of something light coloured.

His dog looks up at him, questioning. Roy starts the tractor again and heads across the open hayfield to take a look. The vultures aren’t flying away yet at his approach; they’re protecting their feast. He knows they won’t attack him since they’re not predators, and they only feed on the dead. He’s curious now, and he keeps driving the tractor toward them, hoping they’ll fly off. They’re big and ugly as sin. Blackish-brown feathers and hairless, reddish faces – they’re made that way because they’re carrion feeders, they stick their faces in dead and rotting flesh. That’s their job – clean-up crew. Not all of nature is beautiful, Roy knows that well enough, but every part of it has a purpose.

The growth in the field obscures what it is they’re perched on. The birds squawk and spread their wings and look even bigger as he rumbles closer; one suddenly flies off with a loud flapping of its wings, but two remain. One stares malevolently at him, face bloodied, but the other is busy feeding, head down, ripping at flesh. The dog sticks closer to the tractor.

When Roy gets within thirty yards of them, the last two take off swiftly with a loud drumming of wings. He still can’t quite see what they’ve been feeding on. He keeps driving closer, the tractor bumping across the field, his body moving familiarly with it. He’s high up on the seat, and now he sees. He turns off the tractor and there’s an abrupt silence. The quiet seems to underscore his shock. It’s not a deer after all.

It’s a girl. She’s naked and lying on her back. Her stomach has been ripped open by the birds. Even with her eyes gouged out by the vultures he thinks he recognizes her. He retches, turns his head away.

Roy scrambles in the pocket of his overalls. His hands are shaking, and he almost drops his cell phone as he grabs it. He’s a volunteer firefighter and he’s seen some awful things, but he’s never seen anything like this.

And then he stays there, atop his tractor, guarding her, protecting her from those fucking birds, swearing and yelling and waving his arms at them as they swoop and soar overhead, until help arrives.

Paula Acosta hears her alarm go off and gets out of bed. It’s 7:30 a.m. on Friday. Her husband, Martin, has been up before her – he’s an early riser. He teaches at Dartmouth College, in Hanover, New Hampshire, an almost twenty-minute drive. It takes her under five minutes to get to Fairhill High School, where she teaches English.

She swears it gets harder every year. COVID seems to have made everything worse – especially for the ninth graders. The kids’ skills are further behind than ever, their reliance on or addiction to screens and technology even worse. Their social skills seem to be more lacking than before the pandemic, and their attention spans are a fraction of what they once were. Or is it just her? She doesn’t think so – all the teachers see it. She sometimes wonders if she could do something else.

Her daughter, Taylor, is one of those ninth graders. Paula knows it’s hard for kids to attend the same school where their parents teach. She suspects Taylor sometimes finds it mortifying, although she would never admit it. She must hear what the kids say about Paula – about all the teachers – behind their backs. That’s the problem with being in a small community; her daughter doesn’t have the option to go to a different high school. The rural kids are all bussed in to Fairhill High. At least she’s not the principal – he has three kids in the high school, and she knows it’s not easy for them. They act out so they won’t be taken for Goody Two-Shoes, or as getting special treatment. They’re rebels, all three of them, and the girl is the worst. She feels for Principal Kelly, she really does.

She enters the kitchen. Her daughter is seated at the table having a bowl of cereal, head down, scrolling on her phone. Paula’s annoyance at seeing Taylor glued to her phone is always tinged with anxiety. She doesn’t like her daughter spending time on social media. They’ve tried to set limits, but they’ve had to be careful about it. Paula’s done the reading, and she’s seen it with her own eyes – she knows what social media does to girls. How it destroys their self-esteem with impossible comparisons. How it distorts their thinking, their expectations, their priorities. She does a unit on media in her English classes to try to combat it, but it feels like she’s slamming the lid down on Pandora’s box far too late. All the evils of the world are already out there for them to see, to participate in, with the touch of a finger. Even here in their quiet, friendly little town in rural Vermont. It’s one of the reasons some of the kids seem to dislike her – she tells them to get off their devices, to read books, to talk to one another, and they don’t want to hear it. Plus, she’s a hard marker and expects them to actually work. She still has standards.

She leans down and kisses her daughter on top of her smooth brown hair, trying to get a glimpse of her phone screen, but Taylor immediately covers it with her hand. Paula turns away and heads for the coffee, which her husband had made and left warm for her. ‘Did you see Dad off?’ she asks.

‘Yeah.’

‘Do you have anything on after school today?’ Paula tries to sound casual. She doesn’t want to be too nosy – her daughter’s at that sensitive age – but she’s worried that Taylor isn’t fitting in easily this year. Of course, she still has her friends from grade school – they moved to the same high school with her. But it’s a new start for all of them and things change.

Paula has one class of particularly unruly grade nines this year – Taylor isn’t among them, admin gets it – but mostly she’s doing the upper years, preparing them for college. Still, she knows how kids talk.

‘No,’ her daughter mumbles.

‘Maybe you should join a club?’ her mother suggests gently. She doesn’t receive an answer.




CHAPTER TWO

ROY HASN’T LEFT his post. They arrive quickly. He sees the police cruiser speed down the gravel road and waves vigorously from atop his tractor. The cruiser comes to a stop at the side of the road. Two men in uniform get out and walk quickly across the field toward him. He’d called the police chief in Fairhill, Mike Hall. With him is Officer Chris Shepherd. Together they make up the town’s entire police force. Roy watches them approach. As they get closer, the dog begins to run toward the officers, but Roy calls her back and makes her sit. They come up alongside the big tractor.

Hall glances at him and says, ‘Roy,’ and he and his officer step closer to the dead girl. The two men stop and stand a few feet away from the body, looking down at it in deep seriousness. Roy climbs down from the tractor and joins them.

‘Jesus,’ Hall says, rubbing his hand over the lower half of his face.

Shepherd doesn’t say anything, just stares. Roy glances at him, thinks he looks like he might throw up.

Hall says, ‘That’s the Brewer girl.’

‘We need to cover her up,’ Roy manages. His voice is uneven, and he clears his throat.

‘No, we’re not touching anything,’ Hall says.

‘I saw the birds,’ Roy says.

Hall nods. He’s older than Shepherd, and better able to hide his feelings, but Roy knows Mike Hall well, and he’s obviously shaken.

‘Best not get any closer,’ Hall says, ‘and keep the dog back. We don’t want to contaminate the scene.’

They stand in silence. Roy notices for the first time the line of deep purple bruising around the dead girl’s throat. He focuses on that because he can’t bear to look at her face, and it’s indecent to look at her naked body, so pale against the ground. Shepherd has turned away and is drawing in deep breaths through his mouth, as if trying to compose himself. Roy and Hall both pretend they don’t notice. They give the younger man space. Roy finds he wants to cry, but he won’t let himself here. Not until later, when he’s alone, or maybe when he’s telling his wife. He thinks of his daughter, about to be married. This young girl will never walk down the aisle. That makes him think of her parents, and what they have lost.

‘She’s been strangled,’ Hall says. His voice draws Shepherd’s attention back. He seems ready now, to face it.

But the words send a chill up Roy’s spine. He can’t remember anyone ever getting murdered around here. This is a safe place. People walk around alone at night. Nothing ever happens here.

‘With what, though? And where are her clothes?’ Shepherd asks, his words brisk now.

It’s true. She’s lying naked in the field and there’s no sign of her clothing, no sign of anything she might have been strangled with.

Hall nods. ‘Used a ligature of some kind. That wasn’t done manually.’ He looks up, away from the body, and surveys the field in all directions, then glances at Roy. ‘You notice any tracks from up there on your way in?’

Roy shakes his head. ‘No.’ He looks behind him and can see only the tracks left by his tractor, imprinted on the field.

Hall follows his gaze. There’s no sign of their passage either; the vegetation has sprung back and swallowed it up. ‘Someone must have carried her in here,’ Hall says. He’s silent for a moment. ‘We might never have found her if you hadn’t taken a look, Roy.’

It doesn’t make Roy feel any better.

Hall reaches for his phone. ‘I’d better call Vermont State Police – they’ll get the Major Crimes Unit folks out here.’

It’s early morning, the dew is still sparkling on the grass. The fields are pretty, all laid out in squares, with trees along the fence lines. I’m not sure what I’m doing here, but I’m curious. I watch a farmer in denim overalls climb down from his old red tractor, joining two other men on the ground. They’re wearing police uniforms. I recognize them – it’s the police chief, Mike Hall, and Officer Shepherd, who does the talks at school about the dangers of drunk driving. I wonder what they’re doing here, what they’re looking at. The dog is excited about something, but the farmer is holding her back.

There’s something in this field, and I want to know what it is. I move closer. I’m above them, looking down. I see what they’re looking at, and I don’t understand at all. The girl on the ground is naked, and I’m embarrassed for her, with these three men staring at her and not a stitch on. I notice with detachment that her stomach is torn open, and her intestines are spilling out, glistening. She’s not in pain, because she’s clearly dead. I see where her eyes used to be and feel a muted mix of revulsion and pity. But I’m drawn closer, because despite the mutilation, I definitely recognize her face.

It’s me.

But a dead and desecrated me. These men all seem very concerned.

This is a very strange dream. I want to wake up now.

Riley tries again, sending another text message to Diana. R U there? They usually try to meet in the school cafeteria before classes start. She must be running late, but it’s not like Diana to ignore a text – she’d be too worried about offending a friend. Diana doesn’t like to hurt anybody’s feelings. She’s basically an angel.

Riley leaves the cafeteria and makes her way to the first-floor girls’ bathroom. She checks herself out in the mirror. Good enough. Her mother tells her she’s beautiful, but Riley has no idea, really. Her mother’s standards are pretty low. She doesn’t know what it’s like these days. Riley had to fight tooth and nail for her mother to agree to let her get her brows professionally done, but it was totally worth it. She’s lucky to have good skin and hair and perfect teeth, but is she beautiful? She doesn’t think so, not even on her very best days. Not beautiful like Diana. Her mom says, All you young girls are beautiful, you just won’t realize it until it’s too late. Her mom also tells her to focus on her brains, which pisses Riley off because it’s not like she doesn’t get straight As. But it’s hard to know what’s beautiful. It’s not hard to know what’s ugly. Everyone agrees on ugly. If you’re ugly in high school, there’s nowhere to hide. Thank God she’s not ugly.

She checks her cell again but there’s no message from Diana. She puts her phone in her pocket and heads for her first class – English. Mrs Acosta won’t be happy if Diana is late.

Riley takes her assigned seat then waves and smiles at her friend Evan, sitting behind her. The class fills quickly with the sound of bustle and chairs scraping and knapsacks hitting the floor, kids talking. Mrs Acosta arrives and smiles at them and says, ‘Good morning,’ in a bright, cheery voice, the way she always does.

The teacher looks around the class, noting every single student as she marks attendance. Mrs Acosta is a good teacher, and Riley respects her. All the good students do. The kids who diss her just want a teacher who will let them slack off. Riley doesn’t want to slack off; she wants to learn. She has a brain, and she means to use it. She glances behind her again at Evan, in the back corner. Diana still hasn’t arrived. Riley wonders if she’s sick. She was fine yesterday. But even sick, Diana would answer her texts, she thinks uneasily.

Mrs Acosta looks over her glasses at Diana’s empty seat in the middle row. She glances around the room. ‘Has anyone seen Diana this morning?’

‘No, ma’am,’ Riley says. A few others shake their heads.

The teacher makes a mark on the paper and then sets it aside. But before they can begin, there’s a tap on the open classroom door, and Mr Kelly, the principal, is standing there, and he looks odd, as if he’s had a shock. From where she sits, Riley can also see a uniformed police officer standing out in the hall, and she feels a spurt of alarm. Mr Kelly gestures to Mrs Acosta to come out to join them. Riley looks back at Evan, and he gives her a questioning look. She turns to look at what’s going on in the corridor, but suddenly the door is pulled shut from outside. There’s a second of utter silence, then people start to talk. What’s going on? Did you see police out there?

Riley’s stomach does a flip. She’s suddenly afraid it’s about Diana. Diana hasn’t responded to her since last night. Since she was on her way out to see her boyfriend, Cameron.




CHAPTER THREE

BRENDA BREWER WORKS nights as a nurse at the hospital in Windsor, Vermont. There’s no hospital in Fairhill, it’s too small. She doesn’t mind the thirty-five-minute commute to and from work, most of the time. She likes living in Fairhill, where everyone knows everybody. There’s a grocery store, a feed store, a Home Depot, a main street with lots of shops, some restaurants, and a movie theatre. There’s a small park, a couple of churches, a hockey arena, and a library. The farm kids are bussed in to the schools in town. She likes it here; it’s enough for her. But she doesn’t think it’s enough for her daughter. She wants more for Diana.

Brenda’s usually home in time to see Diana before she leaves for school. Now that her daughter is older, Brenda has recently switched to the night shift – which is easier and less busy than the day shift. She’s been a single mom since Diana’s dad left, six years ago, when Diana was eleven. He sends the occasional cheque – not as much as he should, but just enough that she doesn’t go after him for what he really owes. Lee has a new family now, with a younger wife and twin boys who seem to absorb all his time and most of his money. Well, what did he expect? On the rare occasions that she sees him, he seems less happy and more stressed than he ever was when they were together. She thinks he has regrets. Serves him right.

Brenda is quite happy, though. Being single suits her. Especially now that Diana is growing up, and parenting doesn’t take the time and energy it once did. She’s gotten over being left by her husband, and she likes not having to take care of him and his mess. She’s proud of how Diana has turned out. Her daughter is strong, smart, and kind. Those are the important things. She’s beautiful and popular as well, but Brenda has never been too caught up in that. And neither has her daughter – she has a good head on her shoulders. She wants to do good in the world. Brenda has been lucky – some parents struggle with their children, but she never has. She and Diana get along well. Diana is easygoing and helpful. She’s never given her any trouble, but Brenda wonders if that’s about to change.

She’s thinking about Diana as she drives home from the hospital, passing fields and farms on the familiar route. Her thoughts inevitably turn to Cameron, the boy that Diana’s seeing. Her daughter has known him for years; they’ve been friends for a long time. He’s always been there, in the background. It’s only this fall, though, that they became a couple. It seems to have become very intense, very suddenly. It has taken Brenda by surprise, even made her a little uneasy. She likes Cameron well enough, but she doesn’t want her daughter to settle. She doesn’t think Cameron is smart enough, ambitious enough, good enough for her daughter. She doesn’t want Diana ending up with her high school sweetheart, like she did. There’s a whole wide world out there, beyond Fairhill, Vermont. But the less said at this point the better. She’s not one to go looking to create a problem where one may not even exist. Diana is going away to college next year – that will put an end to it.

Brenda is late this morning, as she stayed longer to cover a gap in staffing, so it’s almost nine o’clock as she turns into her own street. She loves nursing, but it’s hard work, and now her feet and back hurt, and she just wants her bed. She regrets she wasn’t home in time this morning to see Diana off to school, but they will catch up later.

Her fatigue evaporates when she notices the police cruiser parked on the street in front of her house. Brenda pulls into the driveway as a uniformed officer turns and watches her from her front step. She recognizes him – it’s the police chief, Mike Hall. She suddenly feels her heart pounding, and her hands begin to tremble as she turns off the car. She tries not to give in to her sudden dread. What is he doing here? It can’t be anything to do with Diana. Diana’s at school.

She gets out of the car and looks at the police chief, who has walked toward her.

He says gently, ‘Mrs Brewer?’

‘Yes,’ she manages to say. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Can we go inside and talk?’ he asks.

She doesn’t like the look on his face. She feels her centre collapsing, a weakness washing over her. ‘What is it?’

‘Come inside, please,’ he says, taking her arm.

She allows herself to be led to the front door, which she unlocks with unsteady hands. He’s going to tell her something she doesn’t want to hear. She must prepare herself. But she doesn’t want to prepare herself, she wants to send him away. She’s angry at him for being here.

And then somehow, they are seated in her living room, and he is telling her that her daughter is dead. Her beautiful, perfect, only daughter. It’s all very far away and echoey, as if he’s talking at her from another room, but she can see his face swimming in and out of focus and he looks concerned. Well, he should be concerned, coming here and saying such nonsense.

‘No,’ she says firmly. ‘Diana’s at school. I think you should leave.’ She gets up and moves to show him the door, but her legs give out beneath her. He catches her just in time and eases her back onto the sofa.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he says, his voice breaking.

She begins to wail.

Cameron has a free first period on Friday. He sleeps in, then gets up and showers and pulls on jeans, a T-shirt and a hoodie. Then he goes downstairs for breakfast. His parents are both already at work. He likes having the house to himself. It’s an older house, on the edge of town, with a screened-in front porch and creaky floors. He pours himself some cereal, grabs the milk out of the fridge, and is about to sit down at the kitchen table and check his cell phone when there’s a knock at the door. He tenses and glances in the direction of the door. He puts the milk down on the table. The knock comes again, more loudly this time.

He walks down the hall and opens the front door. There are two officers in the tan and olive uniforms of Vermont State Police on the front porch, a strong-looking woman and a younger, taller man. He doesn’t recognize them – they’re not from around here. He immediately feels a surge of fear.

‘Yes?’ he says.

‘Cameron Farrell?’ the female officer says.

‘Yes, that’s me.’

‘Are your parents home?’ she asks.

‘No, they’re at work.’ He sees the two officers glance at each other.

She introduces herself and her partner, but the names go right over his head.

‘May we come in?’

‘Why? What’s this about?’

When they don’t answer, he gestures them inside. They walk into the living room on the right. It’s an old-fashioned room, with slightly dated furniture and some antiques his parents have acquired over the years. He doesn’t sit, so they don’t either. He folds his arms in front of his chest nervously and waits for them to speak.

‘Do you know a girl named Diana Brewer?’

‘Yes. She’s my girlfriend.’

‘Maybe you’d better sit down,’ the female officer suggests.

Cameron slumps heavily into the armchair behind him. He doesn’t speak now.

‘I’m so sorry, but I’m afraid Diana is dead,’ she says gently, watching him closely.

‘What?’ he says.

‘Her body was found a short while ago in a farmer’s field, not far from here.’

He can hear the blood pounding in his ears. He shakes his head. ‘That’s impossible. I just saw her—’ He stops suddenly.

‘When did you last see her?’ the officer asks.

He swallows. ‘Last night.’

‘What time last night?’ she asks.

‘I don’t know exactly. I need to think.’

She waits for him to say more, but he’s frightened. ‘What happened to her?’ he asks, his voice unsteady.

The officer ignores his question, and asks, ‘Where did you see her last night?’

Cameron’s eyes are filling with tears as he answers. ‘I picked her up in my dad’s truck. We drove around,’ he clears his throat, ‘made out.’ He looks at the two officers nervously. ‘Then I dropped her back at her house and came home – probably just after eleven.’

The female officer is nodding back at him. She says gently, ‘I’m so sorry for your loss.’ Then she adds, ‘We’d like you to come down to the station to talk to us, if that’s all right.’

‘Okay,’ he says. His body is beginning to tremble.

She says, ‘You need to call your parents.’




CHAPTER FOUR

PAULA ACOSTA CAN’T quite take it in. Diana Brewer is dead? She looks back at the familiar police officer in the corridor outside her classroom. ‘What?’ she says.

The officer, Chris Shepherd, replies, ‘Her body was found a short time ago in a field outside of town. Major Crimes is there now.’

Paula turns to Principal Kelly. He looks overwhelmed, like he doesn’t know how he’s going to cope.

‘You mean – she was murdered?’ Paula asks in disbelief.

‘It looks that way.’

‘Dear God,’ Paula breathes, her right hand moving involuntarily to her heart. ‘That lovely girl.’ She thinks of her own daughter, Taylor. Then she thinks of Diana’s mother, whom she’s met, numerous times, in parent–teacher conferences. Her life destroyed, just like that. Paula feels a sudden need to sit down, but there are no chairs in the corridor.

‘There are some officers from state police in the principal’s office. They want to talk to the students who knew her,’ Shepherd says. ‘There are detectives and more officers coming in from Major Crimes to handle the investigation.’ He glances at Kelly. ‘Principal Kelly tells us that two of her best friends are in your class – Riley Mead and Evan Carr. Are they here now?’

‘Yes.’

‘We’d like to cause as little distress and disruption as possible,’ Shepherd says, ‘but the news is going to get out very quickly, and it will make its way to the kids’ phones. We should get out in front of it and tell them now.’

‘She has a boyfriend, Cameron Farrell,’ Paula hears herself say.

Shepherd nods. ‘There are officers talking to him now. Shall we?’ he says, reaching for the classroom door.

Riley watches the door open with dread. Her heart is beating too fast, and she has a terrible premonition of what’s going to happen next. Mrs Acosta enters the room first, looking distressed and pale, very different from the cheerful way she’d come in just a few minutes earlier. Principal Kelly looks even worse, accompanied by the police officer she now recognizes, Chris Shepherd, usually so upbeat when seen about town, now wearing a solemn expression. Someone has died, Riley thinks. She feels like she might faint.

Principal Kelly clears his throat and says, ‘I’m afraid I have some terrible, tragic news.’ The class has gone completely quiet, all the teenage energy stilled. ‘Your classmate, Diana Brewer, has died.’

Riley gasps so audibly that faces turn toward her. She sees Kelly looking at her too.

He says, directly to her, ‘I’m so sorry.’

She can see him choking up as he says it. She’s breathing too fast, in short gasps, her eyes blurring with tears.

‘Class is dismissed for today,’ Kelly says, ‘but please don’t leave the school just yet. There will be counsellors here very soon for anyone who wants to talk to them. I encourage you all to do so. Also, there are state police here, in my office, and they would like to talk to anyone who knew Diana, to help in their investigation.’

‘Investigation?’ comes a voice from the back of the room.

Principal Kelly seems at a loss for words, and Shepherd steps forward. ‘There’s no easy way to say this,’ he says, gravely surveying the students in the room. ‘Diana was murdered. We’re going to need your help.’

Edward Farrell arrives at the Fairhill Police Station at the same time as his wife – his truck follows her car in. They each left work to be here for their son, Cameron. It’s a terrible thing – his girlfriend has been murdered. It’s hard to take in. Such a lovely girl. Their son will need all their support through this.

In the parking lot, Edward hugs his wife, Shelby, tightly. She’s been crying. She has a tissue clutched in her hand and her mascara is running. Her blonde hair is in disarray.

‘I can’t believe it,’ she says to him, finally pulling back from his embrace, her face a mask of shock.

‘I can’t either,’ he says.

‘And Cameron – how will he cope with this?’ she asks in distress.

‘I don’t know.’

Finally, they brace themselves and turn toward the steps of the small police station. Their son is in there. He needs them.

Inside the redbrick building they are quickly escorted to an interview room, where their son is hunched in a chair. At the sight of him, Edward’s heart almost breaks.

Cameron jumps up when he sees them, falls into his mother’s arms, and sobs. Edward swallows, watching them. It takes effort not to break down himself, but he wants to be strong for his son. He knows Cameron was serious about Diana. First love. What a way for it to end.

The door opens behind them, and two people appear, distracting Edward from the sight of his son and wife. A tall, well-built man enters – he looks to be in his mid forties, and is dressed in a smart suit and a white shirt open at the neck, and no tie. His brown hair is short and starting to go grey. He’s clean-shaven. He carries himself with quiet authority.

‘I’m Detective Stone, from Major Crimes, Vermont State Police, and this is Detective Godfrey,’ he says, introducing another detective, a woman. She’s petite, with dark hair cut short, in a navy trouser suit. ‘I’m so sorry for your loss,’ Detective Stone says to the three of them. He seems sincere, respectful. ‘Please, have a seat.’

They all sit down. ‘We’d like to talk to your son about Diana, see if he can help us find out who did this,’ Stone explains. ‘But as he’s a minor, we need to have a parent present. You can both stay.’

Edward nods. ‘Okay.’ He glances at his wife.

Stone turns to Cameron. ‘This is purely voluntary, son. You don’t have to answer our questions, but it might be helpful to us. And the sooner we talk, the better.’

Edward watches Cameron nod. His athletic, good-looking son is unusually pale, his face tear-streaked, but he is calm enough now, after his crying jag. He seems relieved that his parents have come.

‘My officers said you saw Diana last night. Can we go over that again?’

Cameron glances briefly at his mother and says, ‘Okay.’ He begins. ‘I drove over to her place around ten o’clock. I often go see her around then. Her mom leaves for work just before ten. She works as a nurse on the night shift at the hospital in Windsor.’

‘What car did you drive?’

Edward notices that Cameron looks startled at this. Edward is a little taken aback as well. What the hell difference does it make what car he drove?

Cameron says, ‘My dad’s pickup. He always lets me use it if he doesn’t need it, and he was already home for the night.’ Edward nods in agreement. ‘So I went over to her place and picked her up and we went for a drive.’

‘Why did you go for a drive?’ Stone asks casually.

Edward sees his son flush crimson, and he knows.

‘Sometimes we go for a drive, and park somewhere …’ He leaves that hanging, as if he doesn’t want to spell it out.

‘I see. Did you have sex with her last night?’ Stone asks. He adds, ‘I’m sorry, I have to ask.’

Cameron studiously avoids looking at his parents, looks down at the table instead. ‘Yes.’

‘Okay. Did you use a condom?’

‘Yes.’

‘If you don’t mind my asking, why didn’t you stay in the house?’ Stone asks.

At that, Cameron looks up from the table at the detective. ‘What?’

‘The house was empty. Diana’s mother was at work. No one else lives there.’

Edward watches his son flush, his eyes directed again to the table. Cameron mumbles, ‘Diana didn’t like to do it in the house. She thought it was disrespectful to her mother.’

Stone nods, as if he understands perfectly, but Edward is annoyed at the detective. He’s being rude and insensitive. His son has just lost someone he cares deeply about. Now he’s being embarrassed unnecessarily in front of his parents.

‘What was she wearing?’ Stone asks next.

‘Um, blue jeans, a plaid shirt, and her beige corduroy jacket.’

‘What about her underwear?’

Cameron flushes again. ‘She had a bra and panties on, but I don’t know what colour. It was dark. Socks and sneakers. Why are you asking me this?’

Stone ignores him. ‘What time did you bring her home?’

‘I’m not sure exactly, but around eleven. And then I went home.’

‘Did you accompany her inside, or drop her at the door?’

‘I stopped the truck in front of her house and watched her go in. She waved and closed the door behind her, then I left.’

‘Did she unlock the door when she went in?’

Cameron pauses. ‘I didn’t notice.’ He adds, ‘But I don’t think she locked it behind her when we left.’

‘Okay,’ Stone says. ‘Did Diana ever mention that she was worried about someone? Had anyone been bothering her?’

‘No. Everybody loved her,’ Cameron says.




CHAPTER FIVE

SHELBY WATCHES HER son break down after he says, ‘Everybody loved her.’ She feels her own lower lip wobble, and she reaches for him, seated close beside her, drawing him into a hug, stroking his soft brown hair. She feels his body convulsing in sobs against her. It’s true, everybody loved Diana. She was almost too good to be true. They’d been so delighted when their son started dating her. They’d fallen in love with her, too, a little bit. This is all very hard, and she hopes her shattered son can survive it.

She can hardly bear to think of Diana’s mother, Brenda. She’ll be all alone now, and Diana was everything to her. How bleak her life will be, just like that. Cameron is also an only child; Shelby can’t bear to think of what her life would be like if she were to lose him. How fragile life is, she thinks, holding her sobbing son; we should never take it for granted. She still thinks of her son as just a boy – he still seems so young to her. She doesn’t like to think of him having sex with Diana in their truck.

Who could have done such an awful thing? She assumes, because she’s not naïve and because of the pointed questions the detective just asked, that Diana was sexually assaulted as well as murdered. It all makes her stomach heave.

How could it have happened? Cameron brought her safely home. This is a small town, where everybody knows everybody else – no one gets murdered here. That question about the door – do the police think someone might have already been waiting inside the house for her last night? She supposes it’s possible, if Diana hadn’t locked the door. People often don’t around here. It makes her sick to think of it, to think that her son might have unknowingly delivered Diana to her killer. How else might it have happened? She wouldn’t have gone out again at that hour. Maybe someone came to the door later? Or broke in afterward? She was all alone in that house last night.

Shelby fervently hopes they catch the bastard. The death penalty would be too good for him. How desperately awful for her son to lose his first serious girlfriend this way.

And yet Cameron has told the detectives one small lie.

She tries not to worry about it. But after the interview – which seemed to go on and on – as she drives home alone in her own car, Cameron in the truck with his father, Shelby does worry. She knows something that her husband doesn’t. Should she tell him? Confront her son? Because she got up last night, when Edward was snoring heavily beside her. She had to pee. On her way down the hall to the bathroom she peeked into Cameron’s room, because his door was slightly open. Usually, it was closed. His bed was empty. He wasn’t there. She finished in the bathroom and went back to her room, checking the time on the digital clock on her bedside table. It was almost one a.m. She would have to talk to Cameron in the morning, she thought. He was supposed to be home by 11:30 on weeknights. She and Edward were usually asleep before then, so they didn’t know when he came in. They didn’t police him. They just assumed he was coming in on time.

As she lay there, worried, her earplugs left out, she heard him creep in. She noted the time: 1:11 a.m. She thought about going out and confronting him on the stairs, but she decided it could wait until morning. Reassured to have him safe at home, she fell back asleep.

But now, driving home in her car, she knows he lied to the police. He did not come home shortly after eleven – it was much later than that. She just doesn’t know why he lied. Did he leave Diana safely at home at eleven and go do something else and lie because of his curfew? Or did he leave Diana at home much later than he said?

Brenda Brewer is at the police station, in one of the two interview rooms. She’s sitting with a female officer who brings her coffee and tissues and speaks in a soft voice. She doesn’t know where the police chief has gone. They wanted to get her out of the house while they looked it over as a possible crime scene. She’s been told that they think Diana’s body was taken to the field, that she was killed – strangled with some kind of ligature – somewhere else. The house is one possibility. It stuns her: the idea that Diana might have been killed inside their house, while she was at work.

A man in a dark suit quietly enters the room, accompanied by a woman, also in plain clothes, and the uniformed officer exits. He introduces himself as Detective Stone and the woman as Detective Godfrey, from Vermont State Police, Major Crimes Unit. They, too, speak softly. Brenda’s ex-husband is on his way, but he lives more than a two-hour drive away now. He is the only one who will feel the loss anywhere near as much as she does, she thinks, but he has another family. He has other children. She has no one.

‘I know this is unbelievably hard,’ Detective Stone says gently, ‘but we want to get who did this. Do you think you can answer some questions?’

She nods. She will do her best. But she just wants someone to drug her into sleep and never to wake up.

Stone says, ‘We know Diana was in a relationship with Cameron Farrell. But did she ever mention anyone else being interested in her?’

Brenda tries to think, to claw her way through the fog of shock and grief and disbelief. ‘Not that I recall.’

‘Diana didn’t mention anyone who was bothering her, who maybe showed an interest in her that she didn’t reciprocate?’

Brenda pauses, remembers. ‘She did mention once that there was a customer where she worked who gave her the creeps.’

‘Where did she work?’

‘At the Home Depot. She had a summer job there, then carried on when school started, doing occasional shifts evenings and weekends.’ She answers automatically; she’s surprised at how lucid she sounds.

‘What did she say about this customer who gave her the creeps?’

‘Not much.’ Brenda looks down at the tissues crumpled in her hands. ‘I didn’t like her working evenings, so I was glad she was at the Home Depot because there’s always lots of people around. It’s a big place. Not like a little corner store where she would have been alone. I wouldn’t have let her do that. And I made her promise to always get someone to walk her to her car at the end of her shift, and she always did. They were good that way.’ And then she realizes how none of it helped, that her daughter is dead anyway, and she breaks down again.

They let her cry for as long as she needs. Godfrey leaves discreetly and returns with a bottle of water, which she doesn’t want. Stone is still waiting patiently; he’s not finished. She wants to know who murdered her daughter
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