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Prologue

 


 


For more than two weeks, Richard Defur had made no
mistakes, but still the man followed. As Richard sat down for lunch
with his business partner, he had no idea the gentleman seated four
tables to the left, wearing sunglasses, leather gloves and a three
piece Armani suit, was there because of him. In fact because he had
been staring at his waitress’s breasts, asking her to list the
types of whiskey the restaurant carried, Richard had not noticed
when the man, while being led to his seat by the hostess, seemingly
stumbled and swooped up from the floor the ticket the valet had
given Richard moments before. It was this misplaced valet ticket
that ultimately damned Richard.

At lunch, after three or four drinks, Simon Baxter,
Richard’s partner in a financial consulting firm, broke the news
that one of their most important clients, Leonard Harris, would be
taking his business elsewhere. Leonard was a thirty-something
dot-com entrepreneur, valuable not only because of his wealth, but
because he was young and offered the potential of many decades of
high-cost consulting hours. On his way to drunk, Richard slammed
his whiskey onto the table, cracking the glass and evoking stares
from those seated around him. He cursed and shouted for the bill,
and it appeared he and Simon had been arguing. That they hadn’t
been mattered little, and Michael Bloomington, the man who had been
following, knew his time had come.

When the shouting started, and Michael heard the
glass crack on the table, he pulled out two twenties and asked a
passing busboy to tell his waitress he needed the bill. He waited
until Richard and his lunch date had left the restaurant and
trailed them outside. Michael had parked his Mercedes on the street
and was forced to choke down a chuckle as he walked past Simon and
Richard. Richard was shouting at the valet, “I don’t have my
fucking ticket, but you damn well know which car is mine!”

Ten minutes later Richard finally secured his red BMW
650i convertible. As he screeched his tires and drove away from the
valet stand, Michael pulled in behind him.

Richard drove straight to Simon’s house, a beautiful
Victorian set back from the road and hidden among giant oak trees
in Kenilworth, one of Chicago’s wealthiest suburbs. Michael had
followed the pair to the home on two other occasions and come back
once on his own to scout it out. Since first finding Richard, he’d
had an inclination that Simon’s house might be the place.

He passed Simon’s driveway and continued a quarter
mile down the road, where he pulled into a parking lot which sat at
the entrance of a local wildlife preserve. A dozen other cars
dotted the expansive lot, and Michael went to the trunk, removed a
half-dozen ziplock bags, and stuffed them into his front coat
pockets. Now on foot, he hurried back down the road toward the
house.

Rounding the corner, he was just in time to see
Richard’s BMW pulling out of the driveway. Michael stood quietly
for a second, listening for approaching cars, and then casually
strode onto Simon’s property, walked up the driveway and rang the
front door. When Simon answered, Michael smiled and asked, “Is the
lady of the house available?”

“She’s not home,” Simon answered tersely, but before
he could close the door, Michael had pushed his way into the foyer.
He pulled from his coat pocket one of the bags, which contained a
silver Hammerli SP20 pistol stolen earlier in the week from the
night stand next to Richard’s bed. He pointed it at Simon.

“Up the stairs,” Michael demanded without bothering
to remove the gun from its container.

Simon tried to speak, but his words came out in a
mumble.

Michael asked, “Is there anyone else here?”

It was all Simon could do to shake his head no. He
backed up the stairs, never removing his eyes from the gun. He
probably did not see it flash when, as they reached the second
floor, Michael pulled the trigger and, from three feet away, put a
bullet squarely between Simon’s eyes.

Michael didn’t even bother to make sure Simon was
dead as he busied himself organizing the contents of his remaining
ziplock bags. From one he pulled a few strands of hair he had
plucked from Richard’s comb during the same visit that yielded the
gun. He dropped them near Simon’s body. From another he pulled two
small shags of carpet he had taken from Richard’s bedroom. Michael
placed these carefully on the third stair from the top. Last, he
removed the red valet ticket he had plucked from the restaurant
floor not two hours ago and let it drop over the edge of the
staircase, where it fluttered off a small bureau and came to rest
on the marble floor.

That was supposed to be it, but turning to leave, he
noticed the door swinging open as Richard’s partner’s wife and
child returned home. From the seventh stair he shot the woman in
the front entranceway as she turned to put her coat in the closet.
She crumpled against the wall and was staring at Michael with an
expression of disbelief when he reached the bottom of the stairs.
The child began bawling and Michael did not even hesitate as he
turned and shot the young boy where his blond shaggy hair parted
just above his nose. The kid went over backwards and was almost
certainly dead even before the mother had drug herself across the
floor to reach him. Michael shot her again and quickly began
reviewing his dilemma.

He had already planted all his evidence upstairs.
Immediately he decided that the two additional bodies would look
exactly like what they were—unfortunate victims who had come home
at precisely the wrong time.

Comfortable with his analysis, Michael stepped over a
rapidly growing pool of blood coming from one of the victims and
walked out the door. In the cold afternoon sun, he strode calmly
down the driveway and turned toward the lot where he had left the
Mercedes.

Michael felt a small wave of regret for killing the
kid, but it passed before he had even retrieved the car. After all
it really was Richard who had gotten them all killed. He had led
Michael to this place, and the victims were, by any reasonable
judge’s standards, Richards’s. They were unfortunate but
unavoidable casualties in Michael’s greater plan.

He disposed of the gun in a picnic area just a few
hundred feet from where he had parked. The area was upscale, and he
had no doubt that whoever found it would call the police. That was
the key; not just having whatever it was you wanted found
discovered, but hiding it in a place where people would find it in
a way that looked like it was hidden on purpose.

Indeed, three days later, after Richard had already
been arrested, a child throwing a football with his father went to
retrieve an errant pass and stumbled across the loaded gun. He
brought it out to show his dad, and eventually the gun made its way
to the police. It was even registered, and, although the kid and
his father had muddied any clear prints that might have existed,
the police had no problem proving it was the murder weapon and then
tracing the gun back to Richard. Before leaving it in the woods,
Michael had taken a single bullet from that gun and hidden it in a
place no one would ever find. Not, at least, without his help.

 



Chapter 1

 


 


The horizon was a brilliant contrast between white
and blue as they fled east toward the ski peaks of central Vermont.
Sarah was snoring gently, and Brice guided the salt-streaked Jeep
Cherokee through the frozen landscape, down the winding two-lane
road that cut through the unbroken blanket of snow like a discarded
Christmas ribbon. They had left the interstate an hour ago and were
flying across the rural countryside on some numbered back road that
connected Rutland, Vermont, to the northern fringes of Albany.

Nothing moved much in the frozen morning, and the
reflection of the sun and sky off the winter white seemed
delicately beautiful in a way that Brice, living in a city, had
forgotten. Beautiful in a way the urban landscape of Washington,
with its angles and granite and harshness, never could be. Sarah
shifted under the winter coat she was using for a blanket. Her head
dropped from the window against which she had been resting. She
stretched and yawned and, coming awake, asked, “How long have I
been sleeping?” Then before Brice could respond, she observed, “Oh,
it’s light out already.”

“Not so long” Brice answered.

“Sorry I didn’t help keep you awake.”

“No problem.” He glanced over and watched as she
rubbed her eyes, not yet accustomed to the bright morning glare,
and thought back to how it was when they first met. How he was
still just as captivated now as he had been then at her process of
coming awake.

The trip north was the spontaneous result of a call
from one of their friends from college. Jeff suggested they head up
for an impromptu get-together at his winter ski chalet near
Killington. It was to be a reunion of sorts, and they were looking
forward to catching up with friends from Georgetown and the
significant others some of them had acquired in the two and a half
years since graduation.

Brice had been dating Sarah since their freshmen
year, and as all their friends liked to point out, they were the
couple that everyone knew from college who had been dating the
longest. More recently they had begun to be pestered with the
question, “When are you two going to officially tie the knot?” They
shared an apartment only six blocks from where they had lived as
undergrads, and both were now enrolled in law school at Georgetown.
On winter break, the call for a reunion had presented none of the
scheduling pitfalls that many of those with real jobs had to
contend with.

They planned to stay four or five days, depending on
their moods and that of their host, Jeff Liken, who did not work,
and thanks to his family’s trust fund, would never have to. Classes
would not start again for another week and a half; there was time
as they drove into the morning light.

Sarah shifted and snuggled up closer to Brice, and he
moved to put his arm around her. They spoke of the coming ski trip
and how, maybe after they left, they could head to Boston and then
down the coast to make a real vacation of it. Sarah hoped she could
remember how to ski, since it had been so long. Brice told her it
was like a bicycle and once you learned you never forgot. They
crossed into Vermont sometime after seven. Sarah wanted to stop for
breakfast and coffee before they went on to Jeff’s house, and Brice
agreed that a break before having to deal with Jeff would be about
perfect.

Behind them, more than a mile back now, but visible
when the landscape crested just right, a black Mercedes glided
along the asphalt. It had been following them since the Cherokee
had pulled out of its parking space in Georgetown, but neither of
them had noticed.

 



Chapter 2

 


 


Michael followed in silence. No music on the radio,
no distractions from a cell phone, no air from the car’s heater;
just the low hum of the engine as it powered down the path Brice
chose. He did not wear sunglasses to protect his light blue eyes
from the harsh morning glare, yet he did not squint. He could see
his breath in the Vermont winter cold. He did not notice the
stillness of the morning that had so intrigued Brice. He gave no
thought to the woman with whom Brice shared the car, and he did not
know where the path was leading. He only followed, keeping his
speed constant, far enough behind to remain just a spot in the
Jeep’s rearview mirror.

Michael did not work, was not romantically involved,
and had no place to be or be missed from. The Mercedes sported
license plates from Massachusetts, although they were stolen. The
car was his, though, and the real plates were tucked safely in a
deposit box in an anonymous branch location of Fleet Bank off the
Garden State Parkway somewhere in New Jersey. He was not sure of
the actual town, only the exit number. The account there was
registered to Stephen Brokard who was formerly a Marine but had
died an entirely unheroic death in an Army mishap in 1979 that
involved an obstacle course on a base in Arizona.

If anyone asked, he would claim not to be aware of
the plates, not to know how they had changed from New York to
Massachusetts. Must have been kids playing a joke or the mob
planning a hit, he would say to the officer in a light tone he had
practiced hundreds of times. At the end of the sentence, he would
pretend a soft, casual sort of laugh, and everyone would believe
him.

Michael had a law degree from Harvard, but did not
practice. He had focused on criminal justice while in law school
and only gone so that he might better understand the intricacies of
the American judicial system. His father had called himself a real
estate developer, but really his wealth had just been the result of
inheritance. The property he owned an accident of birth. Michael’s
mother fashioned herself a philanthropist, and they married mostly
because they each trusted the other not to be marrying for their
families’ money. Michael did not claim to be a lawyer and never
pretended he had earned the money off of which he lived.

His law school advisor, professor Martin Henry, a
wrinkled old man who smelled of Old Spice and was probably dead by
now, had called Michael brilliant but erratic and refused to write
a letter of recommendation for a position with the U.S. District
Attorney’s Office, the one job Michael thought about applying for
after he had finished law school. He could no longer remember what
about the position had intrigued him.

Michael was an attractive man. He stood just shy of
six feet, with dark, curly hair and pale silver-blue eyes. He had
kept a large distance between himself and the female law students
at Harvard who, among themselves, decided he was probably gay.
Michael knew what they thought and did not care; he had kept the
same distance from his male colleagues.

Law school had been more than a decade ago, but it
was the last time he had kept a regular schedule. In New York he
could afford to simply be. He did not isolate himself in his
apartment. He visited museums, walked through Central Park, took
coffee at innumerable shops around town, and frequented a bar where
he was considered a regular. He simply did these things alone. He
did not know his neighbors, had no job and therefore no work
acquaintances. At O’Malley’s, the pub he frequented, he spoke
pleasantly, but briefly, with the bartenders and other patrons and
always paid in cash. None of them knew him by his given name.

Michael almost never used a credit card, although he
carried one in case of emergencies. Beside it, his New York state
driver’s license, and cash, there was nothing else in his wallet.
The license was, of course, valid. He marveled at the idiots who
went to jail after first attracting attention simply because they
drove recklessly and without a license.

He agreed with part of what his former law school
professor said. He was brilliant. It was what drove him, although
anyone who knew anything about his career trajectory would remark
that he seemed most unambitious. As far as being erratic, well,
that was wrong. It was simply that his focus differed from those of
the other students who flirted around Harvard’s halls. Life was a
game, but it was his game and no one else’s. There was no room for
a second player. He had figured out the law, and in the absence of
God, that left him as the ultimate authority. Into the rising
winter sun he followed; although he knew not where, he knew what
would come.

 



Chapter 3

 


 


Ted Jamey slowly drifted awake. The sounds of his
wife running the shower wafted in from the bathroom, and outside
the bedroom window their two-year-old golden retriever, Orion, was
yipping to be let back in from the cold. Ted stretched and gave
thanks that he no longer lived in a city, where he would have had
to jump from bed to let the dog back in before an unforgiving
neighbor placed a call to the police. He relished the calm country
lifestyle and waking to a view from his window looking out upon the
unbroken expanse of winter, the rolling hills and peaks of the
Green Mountain National Forest all cloaked in white.

Five minutes from the town of Middlebury, Ted’s home
pushed back into the woods off Route 125. In the summer, when the
leaves filled the trees, he could not see another home. Now,
through the exposed winter trees, he could glimpse his neighbor
Fred Slate’s chimney and was momentarily mesmerized by the wisp of
white smoke arching skyward toward the dazzling blue sky like an
artist’s half-finished brush stroke.

In the bathroom, he heard the shower turn off and
watched through the open door as Jennifer stepped out. Standing
naked, she whipped her long, dark hair into a towel and wrapped it
around her head.

Beautiful, so beautiful, he thought, despite fifteen
years of marriage and the graceful slide from young to nearing
forty and middle age.

“Morning, honey,” he called from bed.

“There’s coffee downstairs,” she answered, and he
stretched again, ripped himself out from under the covers, pulled
on a pair of sweat pants, and went down to let the dog in.

Orion gratefully flew through the front door, her
entire backside wagging, and jumped up onto Ted’s chest, a bad
habit they could not seem to break her of. “Good girl,” he
muttered, and pushed her back to the floor. He pulled on a pair of
ancient boots that lived in a box beside the door. Wearing only
them and his pajama bottoms, he walked out into the day to retrieve
the morning paper.

Casually, slowly, Ted strolled down the long
driveway, bare-chested as his sort of defiance against Vermont’s
oftentimes unforgiving winters. Jennifer used coffee to rouse
herself in the morning, and he used the cold. At least that is what
he always told her when she saw him retrieving the paper in such a
ridiculous state of undress.

A car passed just as he reached the mailbox, and he
smiled slightly as the green Volvo with out-of-state license plates
swerved after passing him. No doubt looking in the rear view mirror
to get a glimpse of the half-naked crazy Vermonter. “City folk,” he
said out loud. Although the long-time locals still did not consider
him a true native, he saw the differences between him and them
narrowing as the similarities linking him with those from city
places gradually disappeared.

Jennifer was from Middlebury, and he had moved there
for her. They had met six months after she had taken a job and
moved to Boston following her graduation from college. She had
never been out of the northeast and lived her first twenty-one
years in a house very similar to the one they now occupied, only
fifteen minutes away. Both of her parents worked at Middlebury, her
mother as an administrative assistant in the history department and
her father as a landscaper. While neither of them had been paid
particularly well, one of their benefits was free tuition for any
of their children accepted into the prestigious college. For
Jennifer this meant the opportunity to attend the ridiculously
expensive private school for free, where she socialized with
children from a world she had never known.

Four years and then graduation, and Jennifer swore
she would leave with her newfound friends forever. She took a job
with an insurance agency in Boston, rented a flat in Cambridge,
tried the city’s social scene, and missed the quiet of the country,
the hikes in the woods, the snow in winter that was not shoveled,
did not melt, and covered everything from Thanksgiving until
Easter. Ted met her at the restaurant where he worked as a
bartender in Cambridge.

Cornwall’s was located three blocks from Harvard’s
campus and served mostly young professionals and grad students.
Undergraduates were discouraged, and Ted ran a profitable side
racket taking their IDs and selling them to other underage would-be
drinkers on the sly. She came in one night with a male colleague
from work after having been in the city for about six months, and
she was stunning. From the corner of his eye he watched them and
noticed, or hoped he was noticing, how she kept moving away from
the guy. A first date, he had thought at the time and would later
learn it was not supposed to be even that. When she came to the bar
to order a round of drinks, he tried to think of something clever
to say and came out only with, “That will be six bucks.”

She left first, and Ted watched in delight as her
companion’s eyes drifted sadly away from her as she walked out the
door. The companion stayed, tipped poorly, and later was joined by
another guy to whom he undoubtedly recounted and glorified the two
drinks he’d had with Jennifer. When she came back a week or so
later with a girlfriend, Ted inquired as to where her date was,
introduced himself, called her Jen when she told him her name, and
was promptly corrected. “It is Jennifer,” she chided as she walked
out.

The third time she came, she came alone and sat at
the bar. She had noticed him also and asked if he remembered her
name, to which he replied, “Jennifer”. They had been together ever
since. In a matter of a year, she grew to hate the city, and he
only cared to be there if she was, so they left. Back to Vermont,
back to her Middlebury, where she got a master’s degree in teaching
and now worked as a social studies teacher at the same high school
she had attended when young. Ted had answered an ad by Vermont’s
state police force and become a cop.

Slowly he walked back inside, thumbing through his
daily paper, the Burlington Free Press. Those days of Boston
were distant, and with their memory were no regrets.

 



Chapter 4

 


 


Jeff’s chalet was located in a community of almost
exclusively second homes used as winter retreats for wealthy skiing
enthusiasts from the coast. Less than five hours from New York,
Boston, and Philadelphia, the area provided easy access to a number
of major resorts, including Killington and Stowe. The neighborhood
was called Mountain Top and was nestled around a small lake about
eight miles from Rutland. It consisted of one four-mile road, which
ran in a loop around the water and connected to Route 7. The road
was privately maintained by the community and the homeowners. If
they wished to receive mail in Vermont, they needed to have a post
office box in town. The community did its best to discourage visits
from those who could not afford to purchase a home there
themselves.

Brice drove by the turnoff to Mountain Top, and it
wasn’t until the stoplight in Brandon, five miles beyond, that he
realized he had gone too far. Sarah drained the rest of the coffee
she had gotten from the Frost Diner in Rutland and frowned. “I only
saw a couple of roads between here and Rutland.”

“No worries,” answered Brice, “I’m sure we’ll find
it.” They drove back, slower this time, and the difficulty turned
out to be a branch weighted with snow covering the sign for
Mountain Top’s entrance. The road looked more like a driveway to a
country club, and if either of them had noticed it on their first
pass, they did not remember.

The street was really little more than a snow-packed
trail, and Brice put the SUV into four-wheel drive. He still felt
the car slip a couple of times as he made his way into the
community, looking for Jeff’s house. Huge old trees piled with snow
and ice loomed over the narrow road, blocking the sun; the only
breaks in the woods were the driveways leading away, further back
into the forest. From the road, neither Brice nor Sarah could
clearly see the homes visible more as impressions in the landscape
than as actual houses, like shadows at night when one knows
something is lurking, but it remains just beyond the perceptible
field of vision.

Most of the driveways were covered in clean, unbroken
snow, unmarked by the comings and goings of an owner or caretaker.
Brice and Sarah strained to catch a glimpse of the addresses, which
were not numbers, but names, and, when visible, took the form of
black letters hammered into whichever large tree stood in closest
proximity to the driveway.

Often the names of the homes were covered in snow and
unreadable. “How freaking pretentious,” Sarah snorted.

Brice, who kind of thought the names made the
neighborhood seem quaint, could respond only, “And it sure doesn’t
make it easy to find the one you’re looking for.”

Jeff had told them the house was about a mile and a
half down the road on the left, but as it turned out, all of the
homes fronted the lake, and the road ran a circle around a large,
unspoiled forest, which meant they were all on the left.
Wonderland, as in Winter Wonderland, was the name of Jeff’s place.
He had assured Brice on the phone when giving directions that he
had nothing to do with the home’s christening, that it was the name
his parents had chosen for the place before growing tired of its
inaccessibility and leaving it for Jeff to do with as he
pleased.

About two miles down the road, Brice and Sarah
realized that the careful scrutiny they had been giving to each and
every house they passed had been a waste of time. In front of a
driveway well worn by the tracks of visitors sat two trashcans,
both overflowing with beer and liquor bottles. “This must be it,”
Brice said, and, indeed, just beyond the garbage cans, which were
the only ones they had passed since entering the community, a sign
reading “Wonderland” hung crookedly from a massive tree trunk.

They pulled into the driveway behind three other cars
parked about a hundred yards from the road. The only one they
recognized was Jeff’s convertible Audi. “Only that idiot would
bring a convertible to Vermont for the winter,” said Sarah,
smiling.

Jeff’s house stood gigantic in the forest clearing on
top of a hill that sloped down into the frozen lake. It rose to a
point of three stories and, on both sides, angled down, giving it
the appearance of a giant triangle. Built to resemble the ski
lodges of Europe, a wooden porch circled its base, on the far side
of which was a Jacuzzi.

Smoke billowed from one of the two giant chimneys
that appeared to run away from the house after the second floor
like a castle’s watchtowers. Mostly the house was made of brick,
although portions of the base were covered in gray stone. A
separate garage stood off to the side, its front buried to the top
in a drift. Whatever car it may have housed was trapped there for
the winter. Next to it on one side was a giant pile of snow-covered
logs, rising at least five feet and running the entire length of
the structure. A truly odd design for a house, Brice thought.

They had just turned off the car when Jeff stumbled
out of the house wearing a pair of red running pants, a gray and
blue Georgetown sweatshirt, and a pair of soft leather bedroom
shoes. His rusty blond hair had grown out some since they had seen
him last and sat atop his head spiking in all directions like a
Christmas wreath. He had not shaved in at least a few days, and he
carried a six pack of beer.

“Here, hold this,” he said to Brice when he reached
the car and handed him the beer.

“Busch, I see. Some things never change,” commented
Brice as Jeff pulled Sarah toward him, sweeping her off her feet in
a giant circle and depositing her roughly where she had previously
stood.

“Jesus, Jeff, you smell like a brewery,” she said,
and pulled a beer from the six pack Brice held.

“Some things never change,” he agreed cheerfully as
he slung his arms around their shoulders and guided them toward the
house.
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Michael followed Brice past his missed exit to
Mountain Top, and they turned around together in Middleton. When
Brice pulled into the community on his return pass, Michael decided
to let him continue on his own. He did not know where they were,
but based on the snow-packed road that looked almost impassable, he
figured they must be close to the end of their trip.

He drove past as slowly as possible, making sure
Brice had actually found what he was looking for this time. As he
was about to pass out of sight, he saw Brice disappear into the gap
between the trees. There were no places to pull over where he would
not be noticed as out of the ordinary and risk some do-good
stranger stopping to ask if he had car trouble. It was a mile from
the turnoff before he found a gas station where he could wait and
watch for Brice’s car to pass.

It did not, and after filling his car up, slowly
washing his windows and paying for a cup of coffee, Michael was
fairly confident Brice would not be coming back this way for at
least a little while. Whether that meant he had reached his
destination, or had once again turned around and gone the other
way, he could not be entirely sure, but it was necessary for him to
proceed with caution, always. If he had lost Brice somewhere in the
mountains of Vermont, well, he would catch up with him again soon
enough.

Michael got into his car and drove back down Route 7,
pulling off in front of Mountain Top. He assessed the risk of
sliding into the ditch, realizing that if he did and had to call to
get his car out, Brice would need to be put on hold for at least a
few months. On the other hand, he could feel that this was the
place, and he was ready. The process with Brice had been a long
one, on and off since last summer, and Michael was growing
restless.

In Washington DC he had added five names to his list.
He first saw Brice stumbling out of a bar on M street in the heart
of Georgetown late one Friday night. He could see the arrogance.
There was a group of them, most wearing Georgetown law sweaters.
They all thought they had the world cornered, and Brice, Brice had
been the loudest, surest one of them all, maybe because he had
drunk more than the others. But any of them would have done, and
none of them, he was sure, gave much thought to how it could all go
so horribly wrong.

He followed the group home that evening, less
cautious then than now because he was unlikely to stand out among
the Friday-night drunks of M street. There was little chance he
would be remembered by Brice or a member of his herd. Along the
stone and brick sidewalks of Georgetown, he stalked them until the
group began to break up. Two got into a cab, another one turned up
Prospect, a side street off of M. Brice and three others continued
past pubs and boutiques to Bank Street, where they staggered into a
late-night restaurant called The Philadelphia Cheesesteak
Factory.

Beneath a streetlight, Michael lit first one
cigarette then another and then a third while watching them through
the front glass as they waited for their orders. Unsure who watched
through the darkened apartment windows surrounding him, he was
prepared to abandon the group if they decided to eat their
late-night snacks in the restaurant.

Fortune, though, was not with Brice. When they came
out carrying bags of God knew what, Michael sharpened his focus,
stared down at the pavement and started walking. He nearly lost
them immediately, and in the span of seconds, Brice almost got away
twice. Expecting that their stop had been an out of the way detour
and that they would come back down to the main strip, Michael had
gotten himself far ahead. When the group, instead of going the way
he had anticipated, continued up Bank Street into the less-traveled
side streets of Georgetown near the university’s campus, he was a
block away before realizing they were not following.

He scanned the crowds and saw them disappear onto
Prospect, and he struggled to look normal as he jogged up Bank,
just making it to the top where it ended in time to see them turn
off Prospect and onto Thirty-fifth Street. By the time he got to
the intersection, they were gone. It was only because he guessed to
turn left instead of right that he found the group, far off in the
shadows of residential N street.

Passing stately mansions of senators and run-down row
houses occupied by spoiled students, it was only another block
until Brice broke from the group and turned into one of the homes.
Waiting for the final pair to fade from sight, Michael made his way
to the place where Brice turned off, recorded the address, and
disappeared.

Brice was the last to be recorded on that day, and
although it was close to three in the morning by the time he
finally made it back to the Four Seasons Hotel on the opposite edge
of Georgetown, Michael immediately set to work on his day’s
research. He had tracked four others in addition to Brice that day,
and now was the time to use the Internet and what he had learned to
mark his final targets.

For Brice, he began with a simple address search.
Using the online white pages and Google directory, Michael found
that three individuals shared the row house on Thirty-fifth. One
was a female named Maria, who lived in 3512 A. The other two, one
male and one female living in 3512 B, were listed as Sarah
Goodanthall and Brice McCallahan. With that, he performed a Google
search and in seconds found a picture of Brice posted by
Georgetown’s student paper, The Hoya. Taken three years ago,
a deeply tanned Brice was smiling broadly, throwing a football on
the University’s front lawn. The caption beneath the photograph
read, “Brice McCallahan takes advantage of a senior schedule that
does not include classes on Friday.”

It was definitely him. Michael continued his search,
learning that Brice was enrolled in law school, that he came from
Cherry Hill, New Jersey, and that he had played baseball and
graduated as valedictorian from Churchill High School. He also
discovered that Brice was an only child, and the roommate with whom
he shared the apartment was most likely a girlfriend. He was sure
now of Brice and moved on to the next of his day’s finds.

Of the four he developed sketches on that day nine
months ago, only one, a retired schoolteacher, was excused. Michael
prided himself on the just application of his craft, willing to
admit he was wrong when his selection process yielded a potential
victim who did not deserve what Michael planned. Brice did not fit
this description, so he would be the second of that class of three.
After him, it would be on to Laura Flanning, who lived in South
Carolina and had been visiting D.C. on business. Brad Woltin of
College Park, Maryland had already tasted Michael’s justice.

Full of anticipation, Michael truly hoped he would be
able to avoid the snow piles and ditches as he made the decision to
pull into Mountain Top. His Mercedes skidded a bit as it tried to
gain traction on the snow-covered road, but it recovered, and he
pushed into the woods. Michael saw no people. The only cars he
noticed sat parked and silent, far from the looping road he
followed. When he reached Jeff’s house and saw the packed trails
and overflowing trash bins, he knew immediately this was it. He
paused only long enough to pick out Brice’s Jeep Cherokee in the
driveway. It figures, he thought contemptuously and moved on. This
was where Brice would be found; it would do no good to linger.

From Mountain Top, Michael drove into Rutland, paid
cash for a pair of used skis and boots, then went up to Killington
where, for $350 a night, he was able to rent a room in the main
lodge of the Killington Resort at the base of the slope. He used
his real name and ID. There was no reason to go overboard, and no
reason for anyone to suspect he was at the resort for any reason
other than having decided to spend some time skiing in Vermont.

“How long are you going to be staying?” the chirpy
front desk manager asked when Michael inquired about a room.

“Don’t know. Depends on the weather, I suppose,”
Michael answered with a smile.

“Very good, Sir. You will be on the sixth floor.
Enjoy your stay.”

Michael nodded to a bellboy and had him carry his
skis, boots and bag to the room. It was Brice’s time.
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The house was a wreck. “It looks just like your old
college house,” Sarah said as she slipped past Jeff into the foyer.
Beer cans and pizza boxes covered the floor like confetti. Brice’s
eyes traveled from the entrance, to the front room, to a sofa where
someone was still sleeping last night away, to a coffee table
crowded with dirty dishes, to the circular staircase where a large
hole had been left in the wooden paneling.

Wonderland, in its size and design, was like a
museum. When walking through the front door, one saw immediately
ahead an open parlor with a bathroom, staircase, closet and two
small rooms branching off the side. About fifteen feet into the
home, the walls and pillars gave way, opening up into one huge
room, cathedral-like with its sharp angles and emphasis on light.
The full living room, kitchen, and dining room all ran together.
Two fireplaces stood like bookends on each side.

The floor was made of stone tiling covered by
beer-stained Afghan rugs. The back wall was all glass and looked
out over the community’s shared lake. A deck extended fifteen feet
from the house to where a second hot tub was visible, more
elaborate than the one on the side of the home. Almost the size of
a swimming pool, the tub was uncovered, steam rising like morning
fog. Balconies looked down from the second and third floors and out
onto the winter landscape. The entire impression was one of
opulence. More than a house, it screamed money and was, Brice
thought, designed more as a status symbol than a place to live. It
was cold and sterile; the mess Jeff had made gave the house more,
rather than less, of a homey feeling.

Jeff said to them, “You guys are back up the
staircase on the right.” He pointed past the kitchen to a set of
stairs that so far had avoided the damage Brice noticed on the
first set. “Second floor, first door on the left. You guys have
your own hot tub in the bathroom,” he explained with a wink. God,
how entirely spoiled he is, thought Brice.

“Thanks man,” Brice responded, and then said to
Sarah, “How about we go put these bags away and take a quick
nap?”

“Aww, you just got here. Come on, have a beer!” Jeff
interjected. “Danny is passed out,” he said pointing to the lump on
the sofa, “and everybody else won’t be here until this
afternoon.”

“I just drove all night. If I’m gonna rally for
later, I need sleep,” Brice reasoned.

“All right,” Jeff whined, “but you two better be
ready to go hard tonight.”

Sarah beamed back that they would be, and with that,
they left Jeff to the huge television, a beer, and lukewarm
pizza.

The bedroom was huge. “This isn’t even a master
bedroom,” commented Sarah.

“He is completely too spoiled,” Brice responded as he
dove onto the bed and kicked his shoes off. Sarah came at him. “I
know what I want to do before we take a nap,” she said, pulling her
sweater over her head.

Brice looked at her as he sat on top of the ruffled
blankets. Her blue eyes were like crystal, his reflection in them,
her long blond hair pulled back, her lips and the thin peak of
exposed flesh between her jeans and the teal undershirt that
pinched her body soft, and he remembered when he had first seen her
seven years ago. It seemed like a flash, two eighteen-year-olds
assigned by the housing gods to the same freshmen dorm floor at
Georgetown. Their mothers had met each other standing in the
hallway as they moved in. Watching their babies be gone, the moms
had formed an instant bond, and to the embarrassment of both Brice
and Sarah, introduced them.

They hung out together that first night, traveling
with a pack of freshmen in search of parties and free beer. Sarah
had been far more successful than Brice, upperclassmen bringing her
and the other freshmen girls drinks while he and a group of guys
slunk around, patiently waiting in line, moving slowly as person
after person cut in front without so much as a word. She always
came back, though, even that first night. She would bring him
drinks and say, “I think all these guys are trying to get me
drunk.” Brice still was not sure if she had been serious in her
naiveté.

Late into the third party, the police came, and the
group, its numbers diminishing slowly as they went from crowd to
crowd, panicked like a herd of cattle and scattered. He was drunk
then, and Sarah grabbed him by his hand and pulled him along over a
fence and across the back alley, running with other freshmen like
they had in high school for fear of the cops. They thought all the
upper classmen, who slowly milled away, first finishing their
drinks, were lunatics, not yet realizing only those who were
throwing the party might get in trouble, and trouble was merely a
ticket from campus security officers, who were not really cops at
all.

They stopped at Cappachuino’s Pizza on Wisconsin
Avenue on the way back to Darnell and sat and talked about their
families, high school, what they thought they were going to be
majoring in, where else they had debated going to college; all the
meaningless things that make up a conversation between virtual
strangers that sometimes, given the right circumstances, can
flicker between two people as easy and natural as breathing to
become everything.

After that night they had begun classes and made
friends, Jeff and many others, some of whom would be coming later.
But first, before everyone else, it was just them. Now, in Jeff’s
house, at that one moment, sitting on the bed tired and sweaty,
remembering how they were in the beginning and knowing they still
felt the same, watching Sarah and the way she walked and spoke and
breathed, Brice knew he was forever in love.
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The voices got louder the closer the time came, and
now they were all Michael could hear. Not hearing voices, not like
the crazy whose neighbor’s dog told him to do it, not God, not
little green men, not his parents nor his conscience. These were
the voices of planning, of calculation, the ones that noted all the
little fine points others less than he was might miss. They kept
track and noted the things Michael would need to do, the details,
how to make it work. Really it was only the details that mattered;
the act was just another of the many details that needed to be done
just so. Now, as he paced his guest suite at Killington, his
attention and the voices were focused on logistics and how to
overcome the challenge of isolation the house on Mountain Top
offered.

No matter how well his Mercedes might fit into the
general ambiance of Mountain Top when he was driving, it would be
conspicuously out of place anywhere in the neighborhood once
parked. He could not trust finding a home that would remain vacant
for the weekend from where he could set up base, could not predict
the comings and goings of groundskeepers or the nosy neighbors who
might want to spread the latest neighborhood gossip when they saw a
car in the driveway. Worst of all were the tracks his car would
leave, a record of his presence that would be noticeable until the
next snow, and he knew far better than to trust the weather.

Michael saw clearly that he could not just drive into
Mountain Top and count on emerging unscathed. Every time he acted
there was risk. While he always strived to limit this risk, he knew
there would eventually be a day of reckoning. No matter how
well-prepared and planned he was, something would eventually go
badly, some detail would give him away. He was not worried about
that eventuality. Ultimately, that was what he was counting on; it
was only when he was caught that the true nature of his work could
be unveiled. Until then, though, he was careful and in control and
entirely aware. The more times he did not get caught, the better
his arrangement for when he did.

He always enjoyed the planning and the consideration,
concentration, and intelligence it took. Like chess, it was
strategy and thinking ahead, not just reacting. Watching out over
the resort balcony, he saw a woman clad in a tight-fitting snow
suit, her dark hair pinned back by bright yellow ski glasses. She
was using snowshoes, walking like a duck, and it clicked.
Snowshoes. Still, where to park? How to get there?

He would leave the car as close as he could. There
was the bar in the neighborhood, where he could conceivably leave
the Mercedes without being too conspicuous, but he did not know how
crowded the parking lot got, or how much attention people paid to
whose vehicles were in the lot. The Shell station he had stopped at
that morning to wait and see if Brice had found his destination
stood by a mall that housed a movie theater and was a definite
possibility. It was, though, more than a mile from the front
entrance of Mountain Top, and while not a horribly long walk,
marching at night through the woods in the dead of Vermont’s winter
would be a major issue.

Leaving the car by the road was no good, nor was a
cab, or paying someone to drop him off; the fewer people he came
into contact with the better, especially when he was on these
trips. Despite the obstacles, he knew he would figure out
something. He was too smart not to. In cities he worried about too
many people; here it was too few. Just another piece on the board
on the way to another success.

He was nearly forty but in perfect shape. Moderate
drinking was his only vice. No smoking, absolutely no drugs. A diet
high in protein, and hours and hours working out at the gym he kept
in his penthouse, or using what was provided by the hotels at which
he stayed when his activities required he leave New York. Mind over
matter, yes, but mind and matter over all.

Pacing the room, thinking, planning, he caught his
reflection in the mirror. “So we meet as strangers,” he said to the
face gazing back, pausing and looking at his reflection curiously.
“So, my friend, where is it that I have gone? Certainly I’m not
this graying, aging, middle-aged man; alas time is a demon,” he
said, practicing his preaching, entranced by his words as he
pretended to address an audience in a courtroom watching dead quiet
in rapt attention.

He lapsed into silent thought, thinking himself
profound. Time was the one thing beyond his control. If his efforts
had accelerated over the past years, it was only because time
seemed to be moving without him. His would be a monumental life
even if no one ever knew how important, over how many other lives
and future lives he dominated.

He was driven by remembered words from a novel, or
movie or play, somewhere from when he was young, and they still
haunted him. “Do any human beings ever
realize life while they live it? Every, every
minute?”

And the
reply, “No.”

Then there was a pause, so it
must have been a play or movie. “The saints and
poets, maybe—they do some.”

He tried, how hard he tried, to realize it all,
better than the poets or saints who were martyred. He was above
them all, not an observer but the molder, the shaper of actions.
Not God, no he was not insane, had no illusions about that, but it
was something to strive for, and while he would fall short, he
would be closer than everyone else.
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Ted pulled into the Vermont State Police Headquarters
in Rutland a half hour before his shift was supposed to begin at
five. Normally he worked only in the daytime, but he was picking up
night shifts now and again to build time so he and Jennifer could
take a three-week vacation tour of Italy. Nights were a little less
safe, and while he had finally moved up in the ranks to an
investigator and was no longer involved in the more dangerous work
of pulling over drivers or responding to distress calls, there was
always the possibility of being dragged in as back up if something
really got out of control. From his experience, the crazy stuff
almost always occurred at night.

He had found his way onto the force by accident.
Unlike most of his colleagues, he did not grow up in a family where
a close relative was also a police officer, and he had never really
thought about joining the force until after he had moved with Jenny
to Vermont. There were far fewer year-round bartending
opportunities in Vermont, and he found himself unable to find work
that first summer after the ski season had ended. The Rusty Nail
offered him a position starting up as soon as the ski lifts
reopened, but there was nothing to be found for the months
between.

At home reading the paper while the last snow melted
and Jenny worked, he had come across the ad placed by the Vermont
State Police Department recruiting people for their academy. He
filled out an application more to take up half a day than anything
else, but when he went to the interview he found himself hoping to
get the position, and despite Jenny’s very reasonable concerns for
his safety, when the call came offering him a slot in the next
class at the academy, he took it.

He was a good cop. A fair cop. Just like he did not
let the balding middle-aged bankers go after a traffic stop, he
didn’t let the pretty, blond twenty-one-year-old flirt her way out
of a ticket. He tried to be helpful to those he saw in need and at
least equitable to those he had to arrest. During his nine years on
the job, he had never fired a shot and had drawn his gun and
pointed it only a handful of times. He was fairly certain he could
pull the trigger if he had to and was respected by his fellow
officers, the public and, for the most part, even those he
arrested.

Over the years he had been promoted from traffic, to
response, to the felony investigative unit, and just over a year
and a half ago, to the serious crime investigative unit. In that
time he had taken part in five murder investigations, all of which
were promptly closed with the arrest of either a husband,
boyfriend, or a drunk, all of whom had acted without thinking and
therefore were easy to collar. He had investigated several rapes, a
kidnapping (which turned out to be a runaway), a string of arsons,
a couple of carjackings, and several other offenses that met the
criteria for “serious” set by someone, somewhere in the state of
Vermont.

He found that the higher up in the force he went, the
less actual work he had to do, and he spent most of his shifts
drinking coffee and playing cards with the three or four other
officers of similar rank assigned to whatever shift he was filling.
It was a job, not a passion, and deep down, Ted figured that was
what made him better at it than others. He could remove himself and
think rationally.

It was a good job, though, and the only things he
really could not bear were the bodies and the dying. As a traffic
cop he had been the first on the scene at several fatal wrecks. A
couple of times, the dying were conscious. Each time he realized
how bad it was. That was the hardest. It caused him to worry
irrationally about everything, most often Jennifer. She certainly
was concerned about him when he worked, but it was nothing compared
to how he worried every time she got into her car to drive to the
supermarket.

Pulling into the station, the sky burning as the sun
set behind the hills, he parked his cruiser, pulled on his cap
(which he always thought made him look just a bit ridiculous) and
walked into the station. At five it shut for regular business, and
a couple of people there to retrieve a relative or register a dog
scampered ahead of him and through the glass doors, hoping to make
it to the desk sergeant before he or she closed for the day. There
was nothing unusual about the beginning of the shift, and he walked
into the back room, shouted hello to his best friend on the force,
Alan Gardner, and lumbered off across the station to grab a cup of
coffee. It was early evening, not quite dark everywhere in the
mountains. Shadows played strangely at this time, and Ted wished he
were home. He really hated nightshifts.
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Sarah woke Brice as she came back into the room to
change into a bathing suit.

“Hey, hon,” he said softly, “How long have I been
out?”

“A few hours. Everybody’s here. We’re going to go sit
in the hot tub.” By everybody, she was referring to three friends
from college, John, Colin, and Sean, and the girlfriend Sean had
brought along, whom they had yet to meet.

“When did those guys get here?” Brice asked.

“About two, I guess. I just woke up about an hour
ago. You coming down?”

“Yeah, yeah, of course. I’ll meet you
downstairs.”

Sarah closed the door, and he began to rise. He
walked over to his pile of clothes and found his watch. Four
thirty. He had been asleep almost five hours, but considering he
had not slept the night before, it wasn’t a lot. He missed
everybody from college. Sean was now in New York trying to be a
bond trader, which required him to work seventy-hour work-weeks.
Colin had moved home to San Francisco and was living with his
parents while working as a paralegal to see if he really wanted to
become a lawyer, and John was working on some political campaign or
another somewhere in the country for whatever side offered the best
possibility of advancement. It had only been two years, and they
were already moving away from each other.

He remembered graduation and then packing up the
house. Mark and Dave left the day after the ceremonies. They drove
away with their parents and U-hauls, Mark to Texas and Dave to
Pittsburgh. There were five of them left when their landlord
stopped by a couple of days later. Drinking beer on the porch,
Sarah was there also. “What the hell are you guys doing?” the
landlord roared. “Your lease expired yesterday, and I have to get
this place ready for the new tenants!”

They had looked at each other and burst out laughing.
“Somehow I didn’t think they would really make us leave,” Colin
said later as they lobbed their stuff into boxes. He and Jeff ended
up just getting into a car the next day and driving west. Three
months later, Colin ran out of money and got a job. Jeff, who could
never run out of money, went to Europe.

Brice had piled his stuff into Sarah’s car and moved
in with her. They at least knew they would be going to law school
in the fall, but had not given much thought to finding a place yet.
He was not sure about living together and not having his own place.
She was not sure how her parents would react. In the end, when
Elizabeth and Jan, Sarah’s roommates, moved out, they just renewed
the lease. It was funny how quickly everything changed, he mused.
He ran, bounded, down the stairs to join his friends.

Brice met Simone in the kitchen. She was at the
refrigerator trying to balance six beers and a bag of chips. Black
hair halfway down her back, a towel wrapped around her waist, she
turned and flinched when she almost ran into him. “Hi, you must be
Brice, I’m, uh, here with Sean? I’m Simone.” Her hazel eyes
danced.

“Oh right,” said Brice, “I’ve heard a lot about you.
Let me help with that.” Together they walked out onto the
porch.

The snow was falling lightly in the twilight. To the
west, the sun set in dazzling color and to the east over the
mountains, gray clouds swirled toward the approaching darkness like
rising ghosts. In-between was Jeff’s house, and the light snow blew
in under the mostly cloudless sky.

“There he is!” screeched Sean, “and I see he’s
already hitting on my girl!”

“He better not be,” chimed Sarah, who sat on the far
ledge of the hot tub, her bare legs dangling into the water from
beneath one of Brice’s baggy gray running sweatshirts.

“He is the perfect gentleman,” Simone said with a
much harsher Long Island accent than Brice had heard in the
kitchen.

“Grab a beer and get in,” called Jeff.

“Don’t mind if I do,” Brice replied, snagging a beer
from Simone’s pile. The tub stretched twenty feet down the deck and
had to have been at least eight feet wide. If any of them had
thought about it, they might have wondered how a deck could support
the weight. As expensive as the tub had been, the cost of building
a deck it could sit on dwarfed the price.

They sat in and around the pool drinking until well
after dark. Jeff had several winter space heaters set up around the
tub, so even when they were not in the warm water, and even as the
winter night temperature dropped to near zero, they were
comfortable in only the towels they wore around their waists. They
reminisced about college, and except for Simone and Dan, the guy
who had been sleeping on the sofa when Brice and Sarah arrived,
they laughed at stories which, two years removed from the last
ones, were all that still connected Brice with any of them except
Sarah.

Brice and Sarah occasionally mentioned law school and
everybody was curious if campus had changed. They said a toast to
their freshmen bar hangout, Champions, when Brice told them it had
closed. “Serving to minors,” he sadly reported. They caught up and
drank, and John asked what the chances were of actually going
skiing over the weekend.

The mist from the tub rose between them all, and the
snow, heavier now, gave the whole situation a surreal and snapshot
quality of wishing things could always stay so.
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Michael left his car by the dock in Mountain Top. It
was the best solution he could come up with, and besides the bar,
the docks were the only other place in the community he could find
a public parking lot. There were four other cars down by the pond
when he got there, and out more than a hundred yards on the ice, he
saw two people cross-country skiing. It was as likely as not they
owned at least one of the cars.

One of the others was some sort of maintenance
vehicle. Two, one probably owned by the couple on the ice, looked
like they had been parked relatively recently, but the third, a
BMW, appeared as if it had been sitting by the frozen lake for some
time. A measurable amount of snow had built up on it, and while the
car certainly was not buried, the snow reached halfway to the top
of the tires. Michael noted huge piles of snow which had been
pushed off the lot and figured that probably, like the roads, the
residents paid to plow the lot when significant snow fell.

From his childhood and winter ski vacations he knew
snow showers fell so frequently in this area that drivers and
residents remained almost completely unaware of them until the snow
piled up at least five or six inches. Unlike the city, where the
mere mention of the possibility of snow sent the population into a
panic, resulting in a dearth of milk and toilet paper at the
grocery stores, residents up here were almost too casual about
it.

He had missed the lot the first time he had driven
through the neighborhood because he had been preoccupied with
trying to keep the car from sliding off the road while looking for
Brice’s car among the mansions and wondering if his presence would
be noticed. This time, though, after driving past the pub, which he
decided was too risky, he had slowed and then noticed the parking
lot by the lake’s edge.

He inferred that, in the summer, residents must dock
boats here since he saw an empty slip, but in the winter it froze,
and judging by the skiers on the lake, it must freeze hard. He
noticed the lot only because he saw cars parked in what really
looked like a snow covered field. It was after he drove into it
that he found the trails leading away from the lot into the woods.
Tracks from cross country skis, ski boots and dog prints showed the
area was used regularly, if not frequently, by the part-time
residents. The four other cars in the lot provided some cover for
his.

The BMW gave him pause. Maybe its owner had wandered
off into the woods a week ago and still had not been reported
missing. How long, he wondered, would it take for somebody to
figure out he, himself, was gone? The mail in New York was on hold,
and it would not be terribly unusual for somebody to just never
restart it. All of his bills were paid monthly from an account he
hadn’t even set up, and the only person with whom he had regular
contact was his financial advisor, who certainly would not begin to
wonder about him until at least a couple of months went by.

He was omnipresent in so many lives, like a current
or riptide beneath the surface; so important, yet almost invisible,
his work subtle, yet so central to so many. Yes, a riptide, that
was a wonderful comparison, he thought as he parked at the far end
of the lot closest to the maintenance vehicle and more than twenty
feet from the other freshly arrived cars. Close enough to not be
obviously out of place but far enough away to not register with any
of those owners except as a passing glance.

He got out and put on his snowshoes, a size bigger
than he needed. He remembered well the glove in the O.J. Simpson
case. The house was about halfway around the lake. He was not sure
he would recognize it from behind, but it really was only a matter
of cutting up through someone’s yard. He wore a headlight strapped
around his hat, and while it would make him more noticeable from a
distance, snowshoeing at night was a fairly common activity. In
many ways, he would be far more noticeable without the light
attached to his head than with it.

A light snow had begun to fall. It had not been more
than three-quarters of a mile, a fifteen minute walk, before he
heard voices coming down from one of the houses. It was almost dark
now, and he was hidden in the shadows of the forest. Michael
switched off his light and knew he had found the house. He loosened
his bulb a little; if anyone came across him he would have a reason
for not seeing. A story all ready to go. From the deepening shadows
he struggled to follow the conversations, catching pieces, knowing
it was not about much, knowing his moment was fast approaching.
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They decided around eight that they should eat dinner
and realized if they continued to drink, they would run out of beer
well before the stores reopened in the morning. Jeff suggested they
hike down to Pickett’s, the pub/restaurant which was the local
watering hole for those who could afford to live in Mountain
Top.

“True locals,” Dan stated, “never go there, but it is
fine, and sometimes there are rich party girls.” It was the first
thing Brice could remember him saying, and Sarah and Simone looked
at each other and rolled their eyes.

By road the bar was less than half a mile from the
front entrance to Jeff’s house. Brice and Sarah, who had stopped
when they got to Jeff’s and did not continue on the circular trail,
had never seen it and were surprised anything was open way out
here. The seven of them changed from bathing suits to winter
jackets, and they didn’t bother to rinse the chlorine out of their
hair. They each grabbed a drink for the road and stumbled out of
the house.

It was snowing harder now, and the moonlight was
obscured by clouds. In almost pitch dark because nobody had thought
to bring a flashlight, they stumbled slowly down the snow-packed
road. The narrow path made Brice nervous. He pictured a car
charging too fast around a bend, catching the group like deer in
the headlights. He tried to twist off the cap of his bottle and
couldn’t with his gloves on. Almost immediately after removing the
gloves, the moisture on the bottle froze to his bare hand. He
scraped the inside of his palm, but the cap came loose. “Damn well
better be worth it,” he said, flicking the bottle cap into the
woods.

“What did you do that for?” Sarah asked, and he
shrugged. She shook her head and went back to talking to
Simone.

“Whoops” he said to Jeff, who smiled and then turned
as Sean came up beside them.

“So what do you think?” Sean asked quietly.

“About what?” Jeff replied

“Her!” Sean answered impatiently.

“Oh, she seems really nice.” Brice responded first
and was interrupted by, “She’s hot!” from Jeff.

“Yes, she is,” said Sean wistfully, and he smiled and
said “On the count of three.”

John, who was still a few steps back, yelled, and
they chugged. Sarah mumbled under her breath to Simone, who
answered with something that sounded to Brice like, “I think he’s
cute.”

Sean finished first, and John threw up in a snow
drift. Colin started laughing, and as they rounded a corner behind
a row of pines, they saw the outline of Pickett’s. Several cars
were in the lot, but they were, Jeff told them, most likely locals,
probably the employees. He explained that, since the Mountain Top
residents were no more than a mile and a half from the bar by road,
and that was if they were the first or last house in the
development’s loop, most who came here walked if they could. The
road was hard enough to judge in the daytime, and Brice imagined at
night one would be almost as likely to put one’s car into the trees
as to make it to wherever he was going. Especially if he were
drunk, in a snow shower, and used to city driving.

“A long walk in the dark,” Simone had said.

Sarah countered, “I’ve got a feeling most of them
have a little more sense than us, and bring a flashlight”.

In the parking lot, the dumpster lid was down and
covered in snow, so they set their empty beer bottles next to it.
From inside they could hear Bruce Springsteen blaring. A couple
stumbled out the front door, waved, and walked in the opposite
direction. The snow swirled in the pub’s lights. Sarah and Simone
walked in front, and Jeff rushed ahead to open the door for them.
John, Brice, Colin and Sean followed. Dan was last and paused to
take the door from Jeff.

Smoke and heat drifted out the open door, where there
were no bouncers asking for ID, and a dozen people sat around the
bar area. The dining room was off to the right, and a family of
four and an older couple occupied two tables. The remaining eight
were empty. A sign reading “seat yourself” rested against the front
wall.

“We can get food at the bar,” Jeff told them, and the
group followed.

The bar was a square with several smaller tables
around it. The group pulled three of them together and then dragged
up barstools as Jeff went to the front to order pitchers of beer
and a martini for Simone. In the haze of smoke and the smell of
grease, Sarah said she was glad she hadn’t showered. John jumped up
to buy a pack of cigarettes. They all told each other they only
smoked when they drank, but John was always the first one buying
the pack and the one who always managed to remember the leftovers
on the way out.

Sean pulled his stool close to Simone. Dan tripped
away to the bathroom, and Sarah asked Simone, “See what you missed
by not going to Georgetown?” and smiled. In the corner a college
basketball game played silently, and another Bruce Springsteen
song, “Born to Run,” came on.

Brice silently watched Sarah flick a strand of blond
hair back away from her crystal eyes and then Jeff came crashing
back, balancing two pitchers, a stack of plastic cups and Simone’s
martini. “Didn’t spill a drop,” he crowed, and began pouring. As an
afterthought Brice opened a food menu and ordered a couple of
appetizers from the passing waitress.

 



Chapter 12

 


 


From the edge of the woods, Michael watched them
through the window as they went inside and changed from bathing
suits to snow pants and jackets. At first he thought they were
going to go for a hike or snowshoeing in the woods, tanked off
their collective asses. When they emerged from the front door
wearing boots but no snow shoes, he figured they were going to head
to a resort or restaurant or bar in one of the nearby towns.

As soon as they walked past the cars and down the
driveway, he knew they were headed to Mountain Top’s pub. They
either did not remember or chose not to bring a flashlight, and,
Michael thought, they all should be run over on general principle,
the arrogant little pricks. From a distance once again he followed.
The big guy that lived here and probably owned the house was
particularly obnoxious in his goofy Santa hat. As Michael followed
from a distance, he briefly reconsidered his intended target. If he
were a lesser man, one who acted on the moment, he would have
forgotten himself and the work he had spent on Brice and focused
his attention elsewhere. But he was not, and besides, if Brice
associated himself with that type of person it was proof positive
about him.

In the dark, in the snow, he was careful to not get
close. Michael worried also about an oncoming car. Witnesses were
best avoided, and someone might remember the group followed by a
lone snowshoer without a light to guide him. Wearing a ski mask, he
certainly was not concerned about being identified, but still, the
fewer loose ends the better.

He had read somewhere that airplane pilots were most
dangerous, most likely to crash, after they had been up in the air
more than a few hundred hours but less than a thousand. A false
confidence was born out of inexperience with close calls. Those who
survived their first close calls lived to be prepared for future
ones.

Michael’s close call came in North Carolina, on the
Outer Banks, in Duck. It was a small summer resort community then,
and he had just killed the secretary and weekend partner of a
philandering banker from Raleigh. The banker had come back far
sooner than anticipated, trapping Michael upstairs. All weekend he
had been waiting, hiding in the thick brush which provided privacy
to the home as well as perfect cover for him. He had been ready,
eager to pounce, except he had not had a chance. The blowfish
lawyer never left his secretary’s side, and Michael’s patience grew
thin. That had been the first mistake. When he saw the banker
finally emerge from the home alone, Michael had no idea where the
man was going. He’d made the mistake of assuming his absence would
provide enough time. It did not.

When the banker had come back, he’d bellowed from
downstairs, warning Michael that he was in the house, but it was
not enough. When the middle-aged man, who had apparently lost his
clothes somewhere between the front door and bedroom, charged into
the room wearing nothing but a pair of boxers, his belly bouncing
over them like jelly, Michael was still in the process of slipping
out of the window and onto the deck.

The banker stopped dead in his tracks, mesmerized by
the blond secretary who was lying on the bed, her hands chained to
the posts with the handcuffs they had brought for the weekend, her
eyes open and blank and very dead. After a good thirty seconds, he
slowly turned to look at Michael as he climbed away and then turned
and yelped and ran, terrified, into the bathroom. Tripping over the
bathmat as he slammed the door shut, the fat attorney waited,
probably curled in the corner, for quite some time before calling
the police.

Michael, though, expecting to hear sirens
immediately, raced down the private beach, running for his car
parked miles away. As he ran he ripped off the sunglasses, gloves
and wig he had worn, stuffed them into the bag he had brought, and
threw the whole package into the ocean.

In retrospect he realized that his biggest mistake
had been panicking. Yes, he had been surprised, and yes, the man
could have called the police immediately, but he committed what he
considered to be the cardinal sin when he ditched the bag into the
ocean. There was no way the man would recognize him without his wig
and glasses, but he’d had no time to burn the wig, which almost
certainly contained his own hair fibers. The gloves had not been
bleached and undoubtedly had his fingerprints on them. The glasses
had probably snared some hair and possibly prints on their
frame.

Fortune was on his side. Nobody really believed the
banker. The cops, figuring it was kinky sex gone bad, never looked
too hard for the mystery man on the porch. The tides were aligned,
and the bag disappeared. It was months before Michael really
believed the ocean had covered for him, and he had woken in a sweat
several times, dreaming of the bag floating like a talisman to
shore, leading eventually to him.

Careful now. Wiser now. He followed and knew if a car
came, no matter how unlikely it would be that the driver would even
see him, he would have the discipline to put off his plan. That had
been the root of the North Carolina fiasco, a lack of patience.
This time, and for that matter all the times since, he had been far
more cautious. He was prepared to leave Brice alone in Vermont, to
go back with him to DC and wait even longer until another moment
presented itself.

Ahead the group had almost reached the bar. He saw
them more clearly now in the light. Next to the dumpster, one of
the girls finished her beer. He saw Brice, his orange coat like a
beacon in the middle of the group, bend down and place his beer
bottle carefully next to the bin. The others tossed theirs around
his and shuffled toward the door and warmth out of the snow. Their
going barely registered with Michael. From fifty feet he kept his
eyes locked on Brice’s bottle, careful not to confuse it with any
of the others. He waited three, then five minutes. There was
nothing but quiet. From the dark he came, carefully pinched the
bottle with his gloved thumb and pinky near the bottom and added it
to a bag to be filled with all sorts of stuff Brice would never
miss.

He kept his distance after retrieving the beer
bottle. The windows were fogged from smoke, and he could not follow
Brice and his friends without going inside. Confident they would be
awhile, he turned and headed back to the house where Brice was
staying. When the driveway was within sight, he removed his
snowshoes and left them at the side of the road parallel to the
neighbor’s house, then walked the rest of the way in his boots.

He went to the front door and rang the bell to be
sure no one remained to answer. He couldn’t be too careful; on the
off chance someone was still home, he was going to be a neighbor
out looking for his daughter, who he thought was with one of the
boys. He rang a second time. Besides the bell’s echo, the house
remained silent. After a pause he tried the door, and not
surprisingly, found it unlocked. People were too careless, he
reflected.

The smell hit him as he walked through the door. Like
a wave, the stale reek of spilled beer and food left too long
rolled over his senses. At home in New York, his penthouse was
spotless. Disorder bothered him. This chaos of broken bottles and
pizza crusts, beer stains and gooey splotches, brought him to the
point of nausea. He shut his eyes, waited until his head cleared,
and began his search. Thinking only of the clean, crisp winter
night which would be his reward when finished, he could not move
fast enough.

He quickly realized what he was looking for would not
be found downstairs and moved upstairs to the bedrooms. Not knowing
which room or bags were whose, he began searching randomly. Only
after he found one of Sean’s wadded up pay stubs was he able to
determine he had the wrong room and move on.

When he opened the next door, he knew right away he
had found Brice’s. He recognized the gray-green jacket Brice’s
girlfriend wore all over the place. From the pack he had brought,
Michael pulled a large plastic bag. Brice and Sarah had packed
separately, which made Michael’s task even easier. Rummaging
through Brice’s duffel, he found a scarf, which he pulled out and
threw into his sack, and then a pair of gloves. He moved on to the
bathroom kit. From Brice’s brush he plucked a dozen strands of
hair. That was it. That was all it would take.

Gently he repacked Brice’s clothes and, as quickly as
he could, headed downstairs to the front door. He detoured to the
window first, peered out into the night darkness, making sure no
one was coming down the driveway. Then he slipped silently out into
the cold. The tracks he had left coming up the driveway in the
fresh snow were already covered. Hands on his hips, he swallowed
the air like a marathon runner, thankful to be out of the polluted
horror he had been forced to endure. The wind, which had picked up,
swept the smell away from his nostrils and whipped the snow
sideways. The sting of the ice and rush of air were a welcome
relief.

Tucking his head and pulling back on his mask, he
trekked back to the road. His snowshoes were where he had left
them, buried under a thin coat of newly fallen powder. Shaking the
ice from the straps, he slid them on and began walking back toward
Pickett’s. When he could see the light rising from behind the line
of pine trees, he turned off the flashlight and, without its beam
to guide him, strode off the road into the underbrush.

Devoid of his artificial light, the night was pitch
black. He had to feel his way among the trees and broken branches.
It would not do to trip and smash himself up, but he could not risk
the attention a light in the otherwise-deserted woods might bring.
Fifteen yards off the road, he found a small shelter formed by a
pile of rocks pushed into the side of a slight hill. He brushed
away a place to sit, made sure he could see the road, and hunkered
down. Michael was nothing if not patient. The wind could not touch
him where he sat, and the cold was bearable. Time passed slowly,
but it was on his side and gave him the opportunity to clear his
mind, check off the possible loose ends and make final
preparations. This was most certainly the night. Nothing before its
time, and he would not rush, but surely it would come tonight.

 



Chapter 13

 


 


Ted leaned back in his chair, feet resting on the
desk, contemplating snowflakes until the sun set. He floated
between sleep and wakefulness, a newspaper resting in his lap. With
his back turned to the rest of the station, no one would notice if
he fell asleep.

Outside his window the snow swirled hypnotically, and
far in the distance the line where the clouds broke and the sun set
burned like fire over the western horizon. The paper was open to a
story on a middle page of the front section, and it had caused him
to dream. In the article, a class of law school students
researching criminal cases unearthed evidence showing conclusively
that a mortgage broker named Leo Rathco from outside Hartford had
not killed a former real estate partner. The article lacked details
of the actual crime and the evidence used to convict the banker,
but the students had established the alibi offered by Rathco to be
genuine, and because of this, there was no way he could have
committed the murder.

They could not provide a new suspect. The only
evidence they felt might offer a clue as to his or her identity was
a book of matches found close to the scene. Investigators
determined the matches from a Manhattan bar had been left there
sometime previous to the crime. Noting that the body had been found
outside within three hours of the victim’s death, that it had
rained heavily up until just before the murder, and that the pack
of matches were dry and useable when found, the students concluded
they were most likely dropped by either the victim or the
perpetrator.

Ted hoped silently he would never be on the wrong
side of such an investigation, and then turned to thinking of other
things, the snow and the way it fell in particular. The people on
the radio were saying it would only be an inch or two, but he knew
better. He could tell by the way the flakes looked. Flakes that
were either really big or really small were the ones you didn’t
have to worry about. They might pour from the heavens, but they
would stop just as quickly as they came. It was flakes like these,
lumps of sugar that fell straight and hard and even despite the
wind that caused problems.

Before they had faded into the night, the clouds had
taken on a malevolent dark gray hue and hung low, slinking down
over the mountains like predators readying for the attack. True, he
could still see clear skies just to the west, but these clouds, the
ones which seemed to roll down from the east out of nowhere, were
always catching the weather people off guard. With all their
computers and models, the weathermen no longer stopped to look out
their windows before reading the nighttime broadcasts.

Well, whatever. In his division it should make for a
slow evening. The highway patrol would undoubtedly be busy picking
people up from stranded vehicles lost to the piles of snow lining
the roads, but most people, most sensible people, did not venture
out on nights like these. This led to fewer drunken bar brawls,
made vandalism and robbery more difficult, and all in all, should
provide him with an easy night. If he was lucky, it would snow
through the entire shift and he would not even have to leave the
station.

Alan woke him from his daze by slamming a palm onto
his desk. Ted’s feet dropped and he fluttered awake. “Damnit,
Alan,” he croaked, “I was just starting to get to sleep.”

“Thought you might be up for a game of cards,” Alan
replied meekly. They often played penny poker when it was slow.
Across shifts they traded notes with IOUs from the losers but never
called them in. It passed the time.

Ted got up from his desk. “Hang on a sec,” he said,
reconsidering. “I’ll be right there.” He dialed Jennifer at home.
He missed her, pictured her eating dinner alone with the dog. “Hey,
honey,” he said when she answered.

“Hi baby, how’s work?”

“Oh, you know. Just calling to say hi. Looks like it
could get nasty out there tonight.”

“Yeah, I’m in for the evening. I just settled down to
read on the sofa.” That was what he was really calling to find out,
what he needed to hear. In the background the dog barked. “Orion
says hi.”

“Ok, baby, I gotta go, just calling to say
hello.”

“Have a nice night. Stay out of trouble,” she
answered sleepily.

“You, too. I’ll see you for dinner tomorrow.”

She sighed and said, “I’ll miss you,” and with that
they said their goodbyes. He hung up and walked to the back room
where everyone had already gathered. It was just a job. The trip to
Europe, only three months away, seemed forever.

 



Chapter 14

 


 


Last call came at one in the morning, and everyone
was shit-faced. Simone and Sarah danced on top of a table to a Neal
Diamond song, belting out jumbled words. At the bar, Brice, John
and Jeff swilled their beer. Colin was in the bathroom again, and
Sean was having trouble staying awake. The bartender had been
drinking shots with them after the last dinner customers had gone
home, and behind him, beer poured from a Budweiser tap he had
forgotten to close.

Dan and the waitress were now holding hands and
groping each other two stools down. The group of thirty-something’s
sat across the bar from them, and the old man stared into his empty
glass, tilting his head like a puzzled child.

The group across the bar looked irritated with their
antics. Probably locals, Brice thought, pissed off because they
were making asses of themselves in their bar and probably also
pissed that the bartender was giving his group, and not theirs,
free shots. Well, they probably didn’t tip, which would explain why
the bartender had ignored them for the last two hours.

Brice swung his arm around Colin, who had returned
from the bathroom and knocked him from his perch atop the stool.
Colin again sprawled across the floor, although he didn’t have a
beer this time. “All right,” Jeff slurred when Colin didn’t get
back up, “we should probably get going.”

The Neil Diamond song ended, and Simone dropped down
from the table. She had been drinking martinis all night; Brice,
even in his stupor, was amazed she could still stand.

“Play another one!” she shouted, lifting her right
arm and throwing the olives and the little bit of gin that remained
in the glass over her shoulder. “Whoops,” she cackled, and swiped
at the strands of hair that had fallen in front of her face.

Colin still hadn’t gotten up, and Jeff said to Brice,
“Well, you knocked him out, help me get him up.”

Together they pulled him to his feet, and he groaned
only a little. Sarah brought them Colin’s jacket. Brice pushed
their drunken friend’s arms through the sleeves while Jeff held
them out.

“How’s the fallen soldier?” Simone squealed as Sean
limped back from the bathroom, his eyes bloodshot and hair slicked
back with water.

“Not feeling so good,” he said. “Oh, is it time to go
already?” he asked, looking at Brice and Jeff holding Colin up.

In the background John slid off the barstool and
stumbled forward, almost taking out the group before catching
himself. Dan was with the waitress, his arm around her shoulders.
He shuffled over and stated, “Jenny’s coming to late-night with us.
Oh yeah, everyone, this is Jenny.” The girl burst out laughing.

They tripped all together out into the snow and
gradually weaved their way back to Jeff’s. The cold air woke Colin
enough to allow Brice and Jeff to let him walk alone. Sean slipped
on a patch of ice and fell into Simone, who fell into John, who
somehow managed to not only keep from falling but to also hold the
pair up.

“Can’t drink like I used to,” Sean muttered through
half-closed eyes and a drunken smile. Dan and Jenny trailed the
rest of the group, making out, and when they all finally managed to
stagger back up Jeff’s driveway, Jeff slurred, “Take off your damn
shoes.”

Sarah chortled sarcastically, “Yeah, gotta keep the
house clean”.

“It’s not that bad,” answered Jeff. “Plus I always
make sure that it’s only a mess that can be picked up and not
permanent in case my parents ever decide to show up.”

Inside, Jeff immediately went to the refrigerator,
and before Dan and Jenny had even made it to the porch, returned
with a beer for everyone.

“Just what I need,” said Colin, who took the can,
opened it and immediately went to the couch, where he passed out,
dropping the beer onto the wood floor.

John disappeared in the general direction of the
bedrooms and Sarah said she was going to call it an evening. Brice,
as he was opening a beer, told her, “I'll be up in a minute.”

The remaining group moved outside to the porch. Under
the heat lamps, it was almost hot. The twenty-by-ten-foot rectangle
seemed like a mirage in the desert of snow that surrounded it. Four
or five inches had fallen while they were at Pickett’s, but it had
quit for the time being, and they all sat on the
wet-but-decidedly-unsnowy deck furniture. With Sarah upstairs,
Brice got a cigarette from Jeff.

“I already reek of smoke. She’ll never know,” he told
them.

Sean mocked, “Oh, I’m gonna tell,” and then went
inside to get everyone another drink and never came back.

Simone went to look for him a few minutes later and
came back with a six-pack to report she had found him asleep
sitting on the toilet. Jeff and Brice simultaneously moved to the
door. “Gotta get a picture for his brokerage firm,” Jeff cried, but
Simone said, “I already picked him up and dropped him in a sleeping
bag in the living room.”

“And then there were five,” said Dan from the corner
where he had paused briefly from his make-out session with the
waitress.

“Well, Sean’s a wimp,” Simone said as she twisted the
beer cap off a Miller Lite she had brought back and raised the
bottle to her lips.

“So, what time are we heading to the slopes?” Brice
asked, and everyone laughed. It was getting close to three.

Jeff, Simone, and Brice sat talking, while Dan and
the waitress fondled each other until Jeff said finally, “I think
it’s time for me to crash.”

“Let me grab a couple smokes before you go,” Brice
pleaded.

“Sarah is going to be pissed in the morning,” Jeff
teased.

“Only if I get caught.”

“All right, my friend,” Jeff said, tossing him what
was left in the pack as he headed inside.

Simone remained and asked for a cigarette. Dan
announced he and his girl were going in; holding hands, they
departed, looking for some secluded part of the house where they
could screw in private.

“What a jackass,” Simone said as soon as the glass
door banged shut behind them.

“Yeah, pretty much. I never met the guy before today
though,” Brice answered as if apologizing. Then there was silence.
His head swam. He was starting to fade. He had not been this drunk
for a long time, maybe since college. The cigarette made him dizzy,
and he wasn’t sure if it was snowing again or if he was seeing
things. Ten feet away, Simone blew smoke toward the sky, her back
to him, jet black hair trailing behind. Damn, she is pretty, he
thought. In the morning, it would be the last thing he
remembered.

He finished the first cigarette and flicked it into
the darkness over the rail. Simone asked for another one. He gave
her the box. “I think this is going to do it for me,” he said,
plucking one more before returning to his seat.

They made small talk for a few minutes. What she did,
where she was from, a little about Sarah, and then mostly about
Sean and where she thought they were going. Brice liked her. Sean
had done well, he thought, although he wouldn’t remember. He lit up
the final cigarette and almost immediately started to feel
nauseated. The novelty of smoking again and way too much alcohol
combined to finally overwhelm him. He stood, tossed the smoke,
still almost whole and burning, over the deck. Unsteadily, swaying
like a boxer making his final stand, he said, “Good night, Simone,
I think this is it for me.” He slipped a little on the wet deck as
he made his way toward the door and bathroom and bed.

Simone alone remained on the porch, taking in the
winter night, the feel of cold just out of the range of the heat
lamps. She was drunk, her hazel eyes laced with a bit of red from
the smoke, and she thought soft, sentimental thoughts of Sean. It
was almost four. Brice had left her alone nearly ten minutes ago,
and vaguely she started to think about bed. She did not notice any
movement out of the corner of her eye, did not hear the slight
creak of the deck behind her, although by then it was already too
late. Correcting these oversights would have made no difference at
all.

 



Chapter 15

 


 


Michael had been huddling in the woods beside the
road for nearly three hours. The rocks and overhang provided some
shelter from the wind and snow, but not the cold. When he finally
heard them walking by, Michael could barely rise to follow. His
knee had been bothering him lately, and the cold made everything
stiff. Feeling like an old man, he gave himself a minute. Didn’t
want to risk his leg giving out, risk knocking himself out in a
fall. After all, there was only one place they could be going.

He tingled with excitement. This was it. This would
be the time. Warmth flowed back into his body and immediately he
forgot the cold, his knee, the risk of a fall. The snow had almost
stopped falling, and when he finally emerged from his hiding place,
the group had rounded the bend and been swallowed by darkness.

He got to the house just in time to see the last of
them take off their shoes and go inside. A new one, he noticed, and
began to worry that if there was one, there might be others. Maybe
it would not be tonight after all. He couldn’t risk someone he
didn’t know was around stumbling upon him. The removing of shoes,
though, gave him one final idea.

Staying away from the light as much as possible, he
skirted the edge of the driveway, surveyed the collection of
footwear left on the front porch, and quickly snagged the two shoes
he recognized as Brice’s. Next he crept around back, trying to
gauge the situation from the windows. Instead, he heard voices on
the porch above. Michael moved in the darkness to the right of the
porch. They were sitting together under heat lamps and in light.
From his angle in the darkness, he could follow them clearly, and
because they would be looking from bright into near black with no
light shining through the clouds, he would be invisible to
them.

Six of them were on the porch to begin with. He did
not see Brice’s girlfriend among them. When she did not appear
after five minutes or so, he assumed she would not. Her absence
might cause a hitch; he had always assumed she would play a major
role in Brice’s demise. The one who could barely walk was also
absent, probably passed out somewhere in a pile of puke. He saw
that there was only one new face, and it was the same one he had
seen from the road as she took off her shoes. She was sitting with
the big guy, who seemed to be not quite in his element with the
rest of the group.

The pretty black-haired girl seemed to still be
awake, as did the guy he thought she was with and the owner of the
house. All were dressed in shirts and pants but not coats; the heat
lamps must work very well. The temperature had to be near zero;
although he was wearing two layers of long-johns underneath a snow
suit and his down winter coat, Michael was getting cold and
starting to worry a little about frostbite around his eyes, nose,
and mouth, which were exposed by the openings of his ski mask.

Still, things were looking up. Snippets of
conversation made their way to him. Mostly they meant nothing,
words without context and loud bursts of laughter from the porch.
The blond guy whom Michael assumed was with the dark-haired girl
had disappeared a while ago and not returned. Sounds from the porch
became muffled, quieter. The remaining holdouts seemed to be
fading.

On the porch now, only four were left: Brice, the
black-haired girl and the newly formed couple. Michael moved
closer, creeping down the side of the house until he was under the
porch. There were two conversations. Brice and the dark-haired
woman were talking about someone named Sean. Probably, he thought,
the woman’s boyfriend.

“I have never been in love,” he heard her say, “not
like you and Sarah. She’s great,”

Clearly he heard Brice respond, “What about Sean?”
and then quickly, the answer.

“Oh, that’s not what I meant. We have passion, but
you and Sarah have just been through it all. Who knows if that will
happen for us? I’ve been here before.”

How cute. Drunken honesty that they both, in their
states, would think so insightful. In reality it sounded like a bad
movie. In the background he heard the other couple speaking softly,
making plans to steal off to a bedroom in the back of the
house.

He knew then how it would happen. How quickly it all
came together, not in the way he first thought, but this would be
even better. More believable, too. Above him, the couple shuffled
off, and Brice was left alone with the pretty dark-haired girl with
the grating Long Island accent.

Tucked into his hiding place, Michael stripped off
his shoes and replaced them with Brice’s boots. They were more than
a size too big and, having sat unworn for so long, hard with
freeze. The cold crept through his socks, but it was no matter. The
time for such trivialities had passed. He moved to the edge of the
porch next to the stairs. Silently, he sifted through his bag. When
it happened, it would be quick. He needed to know where everything
was. This, this was his time.

 



Chapter 16

 


 


Half past four in the morning, and Ted still had not
had to leave the station. The snow stopped for a time but picked up
again and now was coming down in waves. He had been right about the
amount, and only in the last twenty minutes had the weatherman on
the local talk radio changed his mind. Backing away from his one-
to two-inch forecast, he was now calling for eight, “and maybe up
to a foot of the white stuff.” He made no mention of his earlier
errors.

“No shit, jackass,” mumbled Nick Serit from across
the mess room.

Nick was generally in a poor mood, but tonight it was
made fouler by his losses playing poker. Never mind that nobody
would ever collect, he was just one of those people who always had
to be first, always get the biggest cases, always know what was
what. Ted did not care for him. Whenever he thought about why, he
found himself remembering something Alan had once said when
discussing Nick. “Never trust a guy who has to win every time,
because eventually he’ll have to cheat to get there.” Ted agreed,
and that was why he always tried to partner with Alan and not
Nick.

Generally they each rotated through the felonies. The
assaults, robberies, and others were what they called “minor major
criminal offenses.” The larger crimes—rapes, beatings, or gunshots
that left somebody in the hospital—were assigned to teams, and the
really big ones, the murders, child abductions, and FBI- or
federal-government-led investigations, had multiple teams assigned
to them. Fortunately Nick had a couple of hangers-on, people who
thought he’d make captain someday, or maybe even chief of the whole
state, that always volunteered to team up with him. It was only
rarely Ted was stuck working directly with the jackass.

“Yep,” Ted finally said, trying to be civil. “You’d
only need look out your window to see we got more than two
inches.”
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