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Prologue
Peke County Courthouse, Kentucky
January 1, 1985
There was a small turnout, about fifty people, to watch the time capsule being buried next to the flagpole in front of the county courthouse. The first day of the new year was cold and windy, and the leaden sky kept spitting tiny snowflakes down at them. A full half of the crowd was composed of people who, through office, ambition, or twisted arms, had to be there: the mayor and councilmen, the probate judge, four lawyers, the county commissioners, a few of the local businessmen, the sheriff, the chief of police, the high school principal, and the football coach.
Some women were also present: Mrs. Edie Proctor, the school 
superintendent, and the wives of the politicians and lawyers. A reporter from the local paper was there, taking both notes and photographs because the paper was a small one and couldn’t afford to have a professional photographer on staff.
Kelvin Davis, the owner of the hardware store, stood with his fifteen-year-old son. They were there mainly because the courthouse was directly across the street from where he and his son lived over the hardware store, the New Year’s bowl games hadn’t started yet, and they had nothing else to do. The boy, Knox, tall and thin, hunched his shoulders against the wind and studied the faces of everyone present. He was oddly watchful and sometimes made the adults around him feel uncomfortable, but he didn’t get into any trouble, helped Kelvin in the store after school, kept his grades up, and was generally well liked by his peers. All in all, Kelvin thought he was lucky in his son.
They’d moved to Pekesville from Lexington nine years before. Kelvin was a widower and meant to stay that way. He’d loved his wife, sure, but marriage was hard work and he didn’t think he wanted to go through that again. He went out with different women now and then, though not so regularly any of them got ideas. He figured he’d get Knox through high school and college, then maybe he’d rethink his position on marriage, but for right now he’d concentrate on raising his son.
“Thirteen,” Knox said suddenly, keeping his voice low. A frown drew his dark brows together.
“Thirteen what?”
“They put thirteen items in the capsule, but the paper said there would be twelve. I wonder what the other one was.”
“You sure it was thirteen?”
“I counted.”
Of course Knox had counted. Kelvin mentally sighed; he hadn’t really doubted the number of items. Knox seemed to notice and double-check everything. If the newspaper said twelve items would be placed in the time capsule, then Knox would count to make certain the paper was right—or, in this case, wrong.
“I wonder what the thirteenth one was,” Knox said again, still frowning as he stared at the time capsule. The mayor was placing the capsule—actually, it was a metal box, carefully wrapped in waterproof plastic—in the hole that had been dug the day before.
The mayor said a few words, the crowd around him laughed, and the football coach began shoveling dirt on the box. In just a minute the hole had been filled and the coach was stamping the dirt level with the surrounding ground. There was dirt left over, of course, but the coach didn’t mound it up. The mayor and one of the city councilmen then took a small granite slab that had been engraved with the day’s date and the date a century from then, when the time capsule was supposed to be opened, and dropped it with a thud on the fresh dirt. They had probably planned to place the granite slab just so, with the proper gravity for the reporter to record with his flash camera, but the weight of the slab evidently took them by surprise and they dropped it. The slab landed a little off to the side. The coach got down on his knees on the freezing ground and used both hands to shove the slab into its proper place.
The newspaper reporter took photographs to record the event for posterity.
Shivering, Knox shifted his weight restlessly back and forth. “I’m going to ask,” he said suddenly, and left Kelvin’s side to stalk the reporter through the tangle of people as they began dispersing.
Sighing, Kelvin followed. Sometimes he thought Knox was more bulldog than boy, because he found it impossible to just let something go.
“What do you mean?” Kelvin heard the reporter, Max Browning, say as he looked at Knox with a distracted frown.
“The time capsule,” Knox explained. “The newspaper said there are twelve items but there were thirteen put in it. I counted. I wanted to know what the thirteenth thing was.”
“There were just twelve. Just like the paper said.”
“I counted,” Knox repeated. He didn’t get surly, but he stood his ground.
Max glanced at Kelvin. “Hey,” he said in greeting, then shrugged at Knox. “Sorry, I can’t help you. I didn’t see anything different.”
Knox’s head turned and he locked his attention like a homing missile on the departing mayor’s back. If Max couldn’t help him, he’d go to the source.
Kelvin caught the back of Knox’s jacket as the kid started in pursuit. “Don’t go dogging the mayor,” he said in a mild tone. “It isn’t that important.”
“I just want to know.”
“So ask the coach when school starts back next Monday.”
“That’s six days!” Knox looked horrified at having to wait that long to find out something he could find out today.
“The time capsule isn’t going anywhere.” Kelvin checked his watch. “The ball game’s about to start; let’s go on in.” Ohio State was playing Southern Cal, and Kelvin was really rooting for the Buckeyes because his youngest sister’s husband had played for Southern Cal about ten years ago and Kelvin hated the son of a bitch, so he always rooted for whomever the Trojans were playing.
Knox looked around, scowling as he realized the mayor was already out of sight and the coach was driving away. Mrs. Proctor, the superintendent, was talking to a tall man Knox didn’t recognize, and he didn’t want to approach Mrs. Proctor anyway because she looked sour and fake, with too much makeup caked in her frown lines, and he thought she probably smelled as sour as she looked.
Disgruntled, he followed his dad back to the hardware store.
He never got to ask the football coach what else had been in the time capsule, because the next morning the coach, Howard Easley, was found hanging from a tree in his backyard. There was no note, but the cops figured suicide because the coach had gotten divorced the year before and had been trying without success to convince his ex-wife to give him another chance. He’d been hanging there long enough that he’d gone completely cold, and snow had collected on his head and shoulders.
The coach’s suicide knocked all thoughts of the time capsule out of Knox’s head. When he heard the detail about snow on the coach’s head, he took off for the library to look up rigor mortis and how long it took a body to cool that much. There were a lot of variables, including if there’d been a wind that night that would have caused the body to cool faster, but if he figured right, the coach had been hanging there at least since midnight.
Fascinated, he kept digging, his interest caught by first one thing then another as he delved into investigative techniques. This was some cool shit, he thought. He liked it. Solving puzzles by taking tiny pieces of evidence—that was exactly what he enjoyed doing anyway. Forget taking over the hardware store: he wanted to be a cop.
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June 27, 2005
“Hey, Knox, who dug that hole next to the flagpole?”
Knox looked up from the report he was writing. As chief county investigator, he had his own office, though it was small and crowded. Deputy Jason MacFarland was leaning in through the open door, the expression on his freckled face only mildly curious.
“What hole next to the flagpole?”
“I’m telling you, there’s a hole next to the flagpole. I’d swear it wasn’t there yesterday afternoon when my shift was over, but one’s there now.”
“Huh.” Knox rubbed his jaw. He himself hadn’t noticed, because he’d parked behind the courthouse when he came in this morning at four-thirty to wade through an ass-deep pile of paperwork. He’d been up all night, and he was so tired he might not have noticed even if he’d walked right by the supposed hole.
Having been sitting at his desk for three hours, he figured he needed to stretch his legs a bit. Grabbing his coffee cup, he refilled it as he passed by the coffeemaker, and he and Deputy MacFarland went out the side door, then walked around the side of the redbrick courthouse building to the front, their rubber-soled shoes quiet on the sidewalk. The new day was showing a cloudless blue sky, and the lush green grass was wet with dew. Colorful banks of spring flowers grew in carefully tended beds, but Knox would have been hard put to name any of them. He knew roses, and daffodils. Everything else was lumped under the general designation of “flowers.”
The courthouse opened at eight, and the back parking lot was rapidly filling with employees’ cars. The sheriff’s department had a separate wing on the right of the courthouse, and the county jail occupied the top two stories of the five-story building. The prisoners used to catcall down to the female employees and visitors to the courthouse, until the county installed slats over the windows that let in air and light but effectively blocked the prisoners’ view of the parking lot below.
The flagpole was on the left front corner of the courthouse square; park benches faced the street on both sides of the corner, and there were more of the neat flower beds. Today there wasn’t any wind; the flags hung limply. And at the base of the flagpole was a nice-sized hole, about three feet wide and two deep.
Knox and the deputy stayed on the sidewalk; they could easily see from there. A granite slab had been flipped upside down and lay in the grass. The dirt was scattered more than seemed strictly necessary for digging a simple hole. “That was the time capsule,” Knox said, and sighed. This was just the kind of shit high school kids would do, but it ate at his time just like any other crime.
“What time capsule?” MacFarland asked.
“There was a time capsule buried . . . hell, it was twenty years ago: 1985. I watched them bury it on New Year’s Day.”
“What was in it?”
“I don’t remember, but nothing struck me at the time as being valuable. Things like a copy of the newspaper, a yearbook, some music and things.” He did remember that the newspaper hadn’t listed everything in the capsule, though, and in retrospect he was still pissed off about it.
“Bunch of kids, most likely,” MacFarland said. “Thought stealing a time capsule would be funny.”
“Yeah.” Out of habit, Knox surveyed the surrounding ground. There were no footprints in the dew, which meant the vandals had struck hours ago. He stepped up on one of the park benches so he could get a better view, and said, “Huh.”
“What is it?”
“Nothing. No footprints.” The way the fresh dirt was scattered around, there should have been at least a partial footprint caught somewhere. But the dirt looked as if it had burst up out of the ground, rather than been dug up and tossed with a shovel. The flagpole was no more than ten feet distant from the park bench, so he had a very good view; there was no way he was overlooking any prints. There simply weren’t any.
MacFarland climbed up on the bench beside him. “Don’t that beat all,” he said, after staring at the ground for at least thirty seconds. “How’d they manage that? I wonder.”
“God only knows.” He’d find out, though. Because the county jail was located at the courthouse, every corner of the building was equipped with a security camera, tucked up high under the eaves and painted to blend in with the building. Unless a person knew the cameras were there, he’d have a tough time spotting them.
He still had that report to finish, but the lack of footprints around the hole fired his curiosity. Now he had to know just how the little bastards had managed to dig up the time capsule with a streetlight right there on the corner shining down on them, but with no one seeing them and without leaving any prints in the fresh dirt. Maybe First Avenue, the street right in front of the courthouse, didn’t have all that much traffic on it during the wee hours, but there were always patrol cars coming and going. Someone should have seen something and reported it.
He looked across the street at the hardware store where he and his dad had lived; after he’d gone off to college, his dad had finally gotten serious about someone and remarried about ten years ago. Knox liked Lynnette just fine, and was glad Kelvin wasn’t alone. Lynnette hadn’t wanted to live above the store, though, so they’d bought a house out in the country. If Kelvin had still lived there, Knox thought, no kids would have managed to do anything without Kelvin noticing, because his bedroom had looked out over the square.
“Put some tape around the scene, keep people from tromping all over it,” he instructed MacFarland.
MacFarland could have argued that there was nothing there but a hole, and that a missing time capsule didn’t have any great value anyway—certainly not enough value to justify an investigation—but he merely nodded. Telling Knox when to back off was the sheriff’s job, not his; besides, Knox was a source of great amusement to the deputies, who sometimes made bets on how far he would go to solve a puzzle.
He and MacFarland retraced their steps around the courthouse to the sheriff’s department, where they parted company: MacFarland to carry out his instructions, and Knox to the jail, where the security cameras were manned.
“Manned” was a loose term, because more accurately they were “womanned,” by a six-foot, fierce-eyed woman named Tarana Wilson, who kept fanatical watch over her domain. Her facial features were carved and strong, her skin burnished like dark bronze, and she had a brown-belt in martial arts. Knox strongly suspected she could kick his ass.
Because a smart man never approached a queen without bearing gifts, Knox snagged a cream-filled doughnut out of the break room and poured two fresh cups of coffee, one for himself and one in a disposable cup. Gifts in hand, he went up the stairs.
He had to stop and identify himself; then he was buzzed into the jailor’s offices.
The actual cells were on the floors above, and access to those floors was rigidly controlled. They hadn’t had a breakout in at least fifteen years. Not that Peke County had any real hard cases in the county lockup; the hard cases were in state prisons.
The door to Tarana’s office was open, and she was pacing in front of a bank of ten black-and-white monitors. She seldom just sat; she seemed to be constantly on the move, as if too much energy burned in her lean, long-muscled body for her to sit still.
“Hey, T.,” Knox said as he strolled in, extending the cup of coffee.
She eyed the cup suspiciously, then looked back at the monitors. “What’s that?”
“Coffee.”
“What’re you bringing me coffee for?”
“To stay on your good side. I’m afraid of you.”
That brought her dark, narrow-eyed gaze swinging back to him. “Liar.”
“Okay, so I really have the hots for you and this is my way of softening you up.”
A faint smile curved her mouth. She took the cup of coffee and sipped it as she studied the monitors. “It might work, too, if me and my sisters hadn’t sworn an oath to stay away from white boys.”
He snorted, then extended the doughnut. “This is for you, too.”
“Now I’m gettin’ scared you really meant that about softening me up, but I got news for you: it takes more than any doughnut to do the job.”
“It’s cream-filled.”
“Oh, well then, I might have to rethink my position.” She grabbed the doughnut and took a big bite out of it, squishing white cream out both sides of the pastry. She licked the cream filling before it could splat to the floor, her attention never leaving the monitors.
“Now then, what can I do for you?”
“See the flagpole?” he asked, pointing at the appropriate monitor.
“Yeah, what about it?”
“There’s a hole in front of it, where the time capsule used to be buried.”
“Used to be?”
“Somebody dug it up last night.”
“Son of a bitch. Somebody stole our time capsule? I didn’t know we had one, but never mind that.”
“I need to see the tape from last night.”
“Coming right up. That’s just trashy, stealing a town’s time capsule.”
In short order Knox was sitting in front of a spare monitor, rewinding the security tape and watching as everything went backward. He saw himself and MacFarland, then time spooled backward and dawn disappeared. Traffic had been light, as he expected. What he didn’t expect, though, was to see no one approach the flagpole and spend a few minutes digging a hole. Not a single person approached. He was all the way back to sunset when he stopped the tape, frowning.
“You find the low-down rotten bastard?” Tarana drawled without looking at him, because she was still visually patrolling her monitors.
“Nope.” Looking closely at the frozen image, he could plainly see that the granite marker was in place and the ground undisturbed at eight-thirty PM. The rich green grass was neatly trimmed around the marker.
“What do you mean, no?”
“I mean I didn’t see anybody.”
“Don’t tell me somebody done dug up that time capsule a week ago, and you boys have just noticed.”
“According to your tape, it was still there at sunset yesterday.”
She wheeled, stared at the image. “If it was there yesterday, then whoever took it’s on that tape.”
“I didn’t see anyone,” he repeated patiently, and fast-forwarded through to dawn to show her. When he stopped the tape, they could see the hole at the base of the flagpole and the granite marker flipped off to the side. A ferocious frown pulled her brows together.
“Run it again,” she snapped, coming to stand behind him.
He did, rewinding the tape yet again, and this time doing periodic stops of the tape to see when the vandalism first appeared. At 2:30 AM, the hole was there. When he stopped it again, at 1:53 AM, the site was undisturbed.
“Now run it in real time,” she said, dragging a chair over. She gave her monitors a quick look, then settled her attention on the tape playing in front of her.
Knox punched Play and the time-counter began clicking forward a second at a time. Seven minutes later he said, “Shit, what was that?” A brief, white flash had glared on the screen. Then it was gone, and so was the time capsule.
He stopped the tape, hit Rewind, then almost immediately hit Play again. The tape had backed up three minutes. The same thing happened. The ground was undisturbed, then came that white flash, and when it faded, the capsule was gone.
“Somebody’s messing with my camera,” Tarana said in a voice of doom.
“I don’t think so.” Frowning, Knox rewound the tape over those same few crucial minutes. “Watch the timer.”
Together they watched the seconds ticking away. At 2:00 AM, the white flash filled the screen. At 2:01 AM, the flash faded and the time capsule was gone.
“That’s not possible,” Tarana snapped, surging to her feet and kicking her chair. She turned and glared at all the monitors. “If somebody’s messing with that camera, he can mess with all these, and that ain’t gonna happen.”
Silently Knox watched the sequence again. He hadn’t noticed the flash when he’d been fast-forwarding or rewinding. But it was definitely there, and the granite slab had been in place before the flash but was pushed aside afterward, and the dark hole gaped at the foot of the flagpole.
He rewound the tape all the way. The time display was exactly twenty-four hours before he’d come in here and Tarana had stopped the tape. He didn’t know if anyone could tamper with the tape without messing up the time, or if it was even possible without someone coming into this office, in which case no way had a bunch of high school kids been responsible.
He scratched his jaw. He supposed he could sit with his watch in one hand and time the tape, but that would take twenty-four hours and be boring as hell besides. There was an easier way to get to the bottom of this.
Tarana was stalking back and forth behind him, breathing fire and muttering curses. Knox felt sorry for the next person who came through that door, because, deprived of a definite target, she might just take her ire out on anyone handy.
“I’m going over to the hardware store,” he said, sliding his chair back and grabbing his coffee cup.
“Hardware store? What you going to the hardware store for? You can’t just waltz in here and show me somebody’s been messing with my cameras, then just waltz out again to go buy some nails. You sit back down!”
“Dad has security cameras, too,” Knox said. “One of them is pointed toward the door.”
“So?” she snapped, then realization dawned. “Oh, I gotcha. Glass door, big glass storefront, right across the street from the flagpole.”
He winked at her as he went out the door.
The square was busy now as he crossed the street; people were coming to the courthouse, taking care of business like car tags, driver’s licenses, boat registrations. Some of the stores were open, including the hardware store; the rest of them opened at nine. MacFarland had strung a nice crime-scene perimeter, blocking off a good twenty yards in either direction from the flagpole, thereby blocking the sidewalk and making people walk around.
The bell above the door dinged when Knox walked in, and Kelvin looked up as he was checking out a customer. “Be with you in a minute, son,” he said.
“Take your time.” Looking up, Knox located the security camera and turned to follow the alignment. Just as he’d thought, the flagpole was almost dead center opposite the front door. Whoever had done the vandalism might have somehow blocked the courthouse security camera, though he didn’t see how, but this camera was inside the store and hadn’t been tampered with.
The customer left and Knox went over to the checkout counter. “I need to see your security tape,” he said to Kelvin. He nodded out the window. “Somebody dug up the time capsule last night and somehow blocked the courthouse camera. I figure your camera caught the action.”
Kelvin looked up at the camera, following the path the same way Knox had. “Reckon so. I wondered what all that yellow tape was for. That’s the time capsule we watched them bury, right?”
“The same one. Unless they dug it up and buried a fresh one that I don’t know about.”
“Nineteen eighty-five. Southern Cal won the Rose Bowl, and I had to listen to that asshole Aaron for a whole year.”
Kelvin always referred to his brother-in-law Aaron as “asshole Aaron” because he liked the alliteration; he didn’t, however, like his brother-in-law. Reaching beneath the counter, he ejected a tape and handed it over the counter to Knox. “There you go.”
“I don’t know when I’ll get it back.”
“Don’t worry about it. I got extras.”
Tape in hand, Knox went back to his office. He had a small TV/VCR combo and he turned it on, then slipped in the tape. With the remote in his hand, he rewound until he was close to the right time, then in fits and starts until 1:59 AM showed on the clock display. The detail wasn’t as good and the glass distorted the view some, but he could make out the square granite marker right where it was supposed to be. He pressed Play and watched. There was always some variance in clocks, so he had no idea how long he’d actually have to watch.
At 2:03:17, there was a white flash. Knox sat up straight, staring at the screen. At 2:03:18, the flash faded. Now the pale square of the granite marker was lying off to the side, and the ground had been disturbed.
“Son of a bitch,” he said softly. “What in hell is going on?”
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A more careful examination of the scene revealed exactly nothing. The granite marker was polished on the side that bore the engraved dates, but a careful dusting picked up no fingerprints at all. There definitely weren’t any footprints. The whole thing was weird.
By now, Knox wasn’t the only one who was curious. Tarana was furious, still certain someone was messing with her security cameras even though Knox had tried to tell her his dad’s store camera had shown the same brief flash, then nothing else. He figured when she calmed down some, he’d try again.
MacFarland was telling everyone how he’d noticed the hole when he drove by on his way in to work; others had noticed the hole, but hadn’t thought anything about it. Now, if there’d been a body lying there, that would have been different, but a hole in the ground hadn’t seemed all that suspicious.
Peke County was small, and not a hotbed of crime. Pekesville had a comfortable population of twenty-three thousand, just big enough to afford some conveniences that wouldn’t be found in a smaller town but not big enough to attract gang activity or satanists, anything exotic like that. The sheriff’s department more normally handled the garden variety of trouble: domestic violence, theft, drunk driving, some drugs. Lately meth labs had become real popular, and since the labs were normally set up in remote locations, that meant most of them were in the country rather than within Pekesville’s city limits, which meant the deputies had fast become experts in how to handle the literally explosive situation.
But a hole in the ground? What were they supposed to do with that?
When the sheriff, Calvin Cutler, moseyed into his office and heard about the mystery, he had to go look at the hole himself. Surrounded by a group of deputies and two investigators, he trooped down to the front of the courthouse. “Don’t that beat all,” he said, staring at the scattered dirt within the area outlined by the crime-scene tape. “Who in tarnation would want a time capsule?”
Calvin Cutler didn’t swear, which was so unusual in a peace officer that his men sometimes referred to him, behind his back but with affection, as “Andy.” He stood six foot five, weighed close to three hundred pounds, and had hands that could swallow a basketball. He had started out as a deputy, worked his way up the force to chief deputy, and then when the sheriff retired, he’d run for the office and was currently in the middle of his fourth term. Sheriff Cutler knew the job from the ground up, and Knox couldn’t think of a better man to work for.
“It’s gotta be kids,” he continued. “Nobody else would do such a fool thing.”
“But how was it done?” Knox asked.
The sheriff turned and stared at the camera on the top corner of the courthouse. “Nothing but a flash on the film, huh?”
“And on the security camera in the hardware store.”
Sheriff Cutler stuck his hands in his pockets and grinned at Knox. “Driving you crazy, I guess.”
“It’s got me curious.”
“Guess this means you’re going to spend department money getting to the bottom of this mystery hole, if you’ll excuse the pun.”
Knox shrugged. On his list of priorities, this was way down at the bottom. There was no victim, and nothing of any real value had been taken. This was vandalism, but the big question was, did anyone really care? And the bottom line was that the sheriff decided what he investigated, not him. “Only in my spare time, if you don’t mind. It’s puzzling, but not important.”
“That’s if you have any spare time,” the sheriff said affably as they all headed back.
“Yeah,” Knox agreed. Small county or not, the department stayed pretty busy because they were perpetually understaffed. Knox was the chief investigator, but since the department had only three investigators, total, he didn’t figure that was any big thing. With just the three of them that meant eight-hour shifts were something they’d heard about but weren’t quite sure they believed in; they were all pretty much on call twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Knox usually worked between seventy and eighty hours every week, but that was partly because the other two investigators had families and he tried to give them some home time. To his way of thinking that didn’t mean he was a particularly good leader; it meant he was lonely, and he worked so he wouldn’t have to go home except to sleep.
They’d wasted enough time pondering the theft of a time capsule, and he had a stack of paperwork on his desk that had to be plowed through, plus the cases in which he needed to do some actual investigating. After fortifying himself with another cup of coffee, he settled down to his job.
Knox liked working in law enforcement. Not only did he enjoy the camaraderie, but the job was a perfect fit for him. In what other field would he be paid for asking questions, poking around, solving puzzles? Okay, so maybe there were other jobs that would have let him do the same thing, but in law enforcement he got to carry a weapon. That trumped being, say, a reporter, every day of the week.
After about an hour of desk time, with maybe a quarter of his paperwork finished, he got to his feet and shrugged into a lightweight jacket. He wore a shoulder holster over a white polo shirt that was neatly tucked into a pair of jeans, and slightly battered athletic shoes. Considering the heat of the early summer day, he’d have gladly done without the jacket, except for the sheriff’s dress code. Calvin didn’t care if his investigators wore pajamas, so long as they also had on a jacket. Since the sheriff didn’t also insist on a tie, Knox counted his blessings.
“Where you off to?” Helen, Sheriff Cutler’s assistant, asked as she leaned in to toss another four inches of reports on his desk.
“Jesse Bingham’s. Someone broke into his barn last night, slashed the tires on his tractor, killed a bunch of chickens.”
“I’ve never met a man more deserving of having his tires slashed, but I hate it about the chickens,” Helen said, and strolled back to her office. Jesse Bingham was well-known for his nasty disposition, and he filed complaints just about every time anyone crossed him.
Knox hated it about the chickens, too. They were stupid birds, but surely they’d suffered enough, being owned by Jesse Bingham.
Leaving the parking lot, he took a left on Fourth Avenue, which led directly to the highway. When he stopped at the traffic light, his right-turn signal on, he saw a lone figure standing in the Brookhaven Cemetery just across the highway. He turned off his turn signal, and when the light changed, he drove straight across the intersection to the cemetery’s entrance.
He parked under the spreading shade of a hundred-year-old oak, then got out and walked across the thick grass to the woman who was standing with her hand lightly resting on a white marble tombstone. Without looking, he knew what the inscription on the tombstone read: Rebecca Lacey, Beloved Daughter of Edward and Ruth Lacey, followed by the dates of her birth and death. If she had died three months later, the tombstone would have read: Rebecca Davis, Beloved Wife of Knox Davis. He put his arm around the woman, and without a word she tilted her head to lay it against his shoulder. They looked at the grave of the young woman they had both loved: her daughter, his fiancée.
“It’s been seven years,” she said softly. “Sometimes I go days without thinking about her, and then when I realize it, that’s almost worse than the days when losing her feels as fresh as if it happened yesterday.”
“I know,” he said, because he did. The first time he’d realized that he hadn’t thought about Rebecca at all the day before, the sense of having betrayed her had been almost more than he could bear. But time moved on, and the living either kept on living or they died, too; either way, life and events had a way of shifting around so the empty place was filled in. He could look at her grave now without feeling as if he’d been stabbed in the heart. He could remember her with distant affection, the sense of love having faded. He would probably always love the way they had been together, the promise of happiness, but she was seven years’ gone and he was no longer in love with her.
He kissed the forehead of the woman who had almost been his mother-in-law. It was different for her; Rebecca would always be her child, and the quality of that love would never change. It was a love that wasn’t dependent on hormones or chemistry to remain fresh, that didn’t require close proximity. On the other hand, she too had days when the memories didn’t surface, and maybe that was nature’s way of keeping the pain from being unbearable.
Ruth Lacey was a slim, young-looking woman of fifty-three. There was very little gray in her hair and she kept it in a pixie cut that suited her delicate face. She’d been twenty when Rebecca was born, an age that now seemed to him to be ridiculously young. Ed, her husband, had been cheating on her practically from the day they were married, but she’d stayed with him, for reasons unknown to anyone but her. Maybe he’d soured her on marriage so much she didn’t see any point in being free to try it with anyone else, so she’d stayed with him for purely practical reasons. Maybe she loved the son of a bitch. Knox knew there was no way of telling what went on in other people’s private lives, or of understanding the bond that held certain people together.
She was a woman who seemed very open and giving, but who was actually very private. When Rebecca died, she had held her pain and grief inside—except with Knox. They had clung together then, and she’d let him see the depth of her loss. They’d helped each other through the dark days, and as the years passed, though they had less and less contact with each other, the bond and affection remained, as if they were soldiers who had fought side by side and never forgot that kinship.
There were always fresh flowers on Rebecca’s grave. Knox had placed his share there, but over the last few years the effort had been mainly Ruth’s. Last year, he didn’t think he’d come to the cemetery at all. For three years before that, he’d come only on the anniversary of her death.
The funny thing was, the day after Rebecca’s funeral, when he and Ruth had stood practically in the same spot where they were now, Ruth had told him how it would be. “For a while,” she’d said, “you’ll be here a lot; then gradually you’ll be able to let go. You’ll come on the anniversary, maybe, or her birthday. Maybe Christmas. Maybe you’ll forget and not come at all. That’s the way it’s supposed to be. Don’t feel guilty about it. You still have your life to live, and you can’t do it if you try to hold on to something that’ll never be.”
He stooped and plucked a weed that had escaped the caretaker’s eagle eye, remembering her funeral, and the grave covered with flowers. She had died in March, just before spring became full-blown. He’d spent the night at her house—despite being engaged, they hadn’t moved in together—and when they got up that morning, she’d said, “I have a bitch of a headache. I’m going to take some aspirin.” She’d headed toward the kitchen, and he’d jumped into the shower. When he had shaved and dressed, he went into the kitchen and found her on the floor, already dead. He’d called 911 then done CPR anyway, even knowing it was useless, but unable to not make the effort. By the time the medics arrived, he’d been exhausted and dripping with sweat but unwilling to stop because his heart was unwilling to accept what his brain already knew.
The autopsy revealed that a massive aneurysm in her brain had burst. Even if she’d already been standing in a hospital emergency department when it happened, there was no way anyone could have reacted fast enough to save her. So she was gone, at the age of twenty-six, two weeks before her bridal shower, nine weeks before their wedding.
That was when he’d started working so many hours, and seven years later he was still doing it. Maybe it was time he scaled back to, say, sixty hours or something like that. He hadn’t dated much—you couldn’t date when you were working all the time—so of course he hadn’t become involved with anyone since Rebecca. He was thirty-five, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to get any younger.
“What if we could turn back time?” Ruth asked softly, bringing his attention back to her. “What if, knowing what would happen, I could go back to the day before it happened and insist she go to the hospital?”
“I don’t believe in ‘what if,’ ” he said, though he kept his tone gentle. “You deal with what is, and go on.”
“You don’t wish things were different?”
“A thousand times, and in a thousand ways. But they aren’t different. This is reality, and sometimes reality sucks.”
“This one certainly does,” she said, stroking her hand over her daughter’s tombstone.
“Do you still come here often?”
“Not the way I used to. I haven’t been in a couple of months, and I wanted to bring fresh flowers. I haven’t been bringing them the way I did at first, and it makes me mad that I don’t remember all the time now.”
“Like I said, you go on.” He put his arm around her waist again and turned her, urging her away from the grave.
“I don’t want to forget her.”
“I remember more about when she was alive, than when she died.”
“Do you remember her voice? Most of the time I can’t; then all of a sudden it’s as if I hear an echo of it and for a second I remember exactly; then it’s gone again. Her face is always clear, but it’s so hard to remember her voice.” She stared hard at the trees, fighting tears and, for the moment, winning. “All of those years, all of those memories. Baby, toddler, little girl, teenager, woman. I can see her at every stage, like snapshots, and I wish I had paid more attention, tried to remember every little thing. But you never think about your child dying; you always think you’ll go first.”
“There’s a school of thought that we come back to learn things, experience things that we haven’t had in our previous lives.” He didn’t believe it himself, but he could see how the idea would bring some comfort.
“Then I must have had great lives before,” she said. She gave a delicate snort. “And great husbands.”
The comment caught Knox by surprise and he chuckled. Looking down at her, he saw her biting her lip to control a smile. “You’re tough,” he said. “You’ll make it.”
“So, what are you up to?” Ruth asked as they reached her car. She hadn’t cried, and she might see that as a victory even though grief still lay like a veil over her fine-boned features. She asked the question to completely pull herself out of the past, not because she was really interested in the answer.
“I’m heading out to Jesse Bingham’s. Somebody slashed the tires on his tractor and killed some of his chickens.”
“Why on earth would anyone hurt those poor birds?” she asked, frowning. “That’s terrible.”
“Yeah, I’m getting a lot of concern about the chickens.”
“But none about Jesse or his tractor tires, huh?” The frown eased from her forehead and she laughed as he hugged her.
He opened the car door for her and out of habit watched to make certain she buckled her seat belt. “Take care,” he said as he closed the door, and she gave him a little wave as she started the car and drove off.
Knox returned to his own car, wishing he hadn’t seen her. She made him feel guilty, as if he should still be mourning as deeply as she did. He couldn’t. He didn’t want to. He wanted to find someone else to love and laugh with, have sex with, someday get married and have kids with, though damn if he had much chance of that, considering the rut he’d dug for himself.
He pulled his mind back to the job and drove out to the Bingham farm to see what he could make of the vandalism. Sometimes people had a good idea of who had done it, or the neighbors had seen something, but in Jesse’s case just about everyone who knew him disliked him, and he had no nearby neighbors. He was one of those people who blamed everything that happened to him on someone else; if he had trouble with the engine in his truck, he immediately thought someone had poured sugar in his gas tank. If he lost something, he thought it had been stolen and filed a report. But they couldn’t just blow him off; they had to investigate every time he filed a report, because all it took was for him to be right one time and they’d catch hell if they hadn’t done their jobs.
Slashed tractor tires and dead chickens weren’t produced by Jesse’s sense of persecution, though. Either the tires were slashed or they weren’t, and the chickens were either dead or running around pecking at bugs. At least there was something concrete Knox could see.
The Bingham farm was set on a pretty piece of property, with wooded hills and neat fields. Jesse’s one good quality was that he took care of the place. The fences were always mended, the grass cut, the house painted, the barn and sheds in good repair. Jesse didn’t have any help on the place, either; he did it all himself even though he was in his late sixties. He’d been married once, but Mrs. Bingham had showed the good sense to leave him flat more than thirty years before, and go live with her sister in Ohio. Word was they’d never gotten a divorce, which to Knox’s way of thinking was a smart way to save money. Jesse sure as hell wasn’t going to find anyone else to marry him, and Mrs. Bingham was so put off marriage by her experience with him that she wasn’t interested in giving it another whirl.
Knox parked his car beside Jesse’s truck and got out. The house’s door opened as he started up the front steps. “Took your time getting here,” Jesse said sourly through the screen door. “I’ve got chores that I need to be doing, instead of sitting on my butt waiting for you to decide to show up.”
“Good morning to you, too,” Knox said drily. Seeing Jesse always surprised him. If there was ever a man whose appearance didn’t match his personality, it was Jesse Bingham. He was short, a little pudgy, with a round cherubic face and bright blue eyes; when he opened his mouth, though, nothing pleasant came out. The effect was that of a rabid Santa Claus.
“Are you gonna do your job, or stand there making sarcastic remarks?” Jesse snapped.
Knox took a firm hold on his patience. “Why don’t you show me the tractor and chickens?”
Jesse stomped his way toward the barn, and Knox followed. The tractor was parked in the shelter of a lean-to attached to the barn, and even from a distance Knox could see that the wheels were sitting flat on the ground. “There,” Jesse said, pointing. “Little bastards got all six of them.”
“You think it was kids?” Knox asked, wondering if a gang of kids had been extra busy last night.
“How the hell would I know? That’s your job, finding out. For all I know, it was Matt Reston at the tractor place, so he could sell me some new tires.”
“You said ‘little bastards.’ ”
“Figure of speech. Don’t you know what that is?”
“Sure,” Knox said easily. “Like ‘asshole.’ Figure of speech.”
Jesse gave him a suspicious look. In his experience, most people either took off in the face of his nastiness, or wanted to fight him. Knox Davis always kept his temper, but one way or another he made it plain he’d take only so much.
Knox carefully examined the ground; unfortunately, the prints in the dirt all seemed to be Jesse’s, which he could tell because they were small for a man. “You walked around out here?”
“How else would I look at all six tires?”
“If there were any prints in the dirt, you ruined them.”
“Like you could look at a footprint and tell who made it. I don’t believe that crap. Millions of people wear the same size shoe.”
Knox knew exactly where he’d like to plant a size eleven athletic shoe. He examined the tires, looked for fingerprints on the metal parts, but from what he could tell each tire had one slash in it: stab in a knife, pull downward. If the tractor had been touched at all except for that, he couldn’t tell it. Maybe he could get a fingerprint that wasn’t Jesse’s off it, though—if Jesse hadn’t wiped the tractor down this morning, and destroyed all the other evidence. Knox wouldn’t put anything past him, though he guessed the old fart wouldn’t slash his own tires, because that meant he had to spend the money to replace them. Unless—“You got insurance for things like this, Jesse?”
“Course I do. Only a damn fool doesn’t have coverage these days, with people running around pretending to fall down on your property so they can sue you.”
“What’s your deductible?”
“What business is it of yours?”
“Just asking.”
Jesse’s face began to get red. “You think I did this? You think I’d slash my own tires?”
“If your insurance would buy new tires, and you have a low deductible, that would be a way to save money. You could get new tractor tires for, what, a hundred dollars?”
“I’ll call the sheriff!” Jesse bellowed. “Get your ass off my land! I want someone else—”
“It’s me or no one,” Knox interrupted. “As for who cut your tires, I can’t say. My job is to cover all the bases. You’re a base.” He walked around to the back of the barn, taking care to stay out of the soft dirt around the wall where Jesse kept the grass killed. There. The dirt was scuffed. He looked closer, and could make out what looked like one footprint on top of another one, as if someone had walked the same way, leaving as they had arrived. Bigger than Jesse’s foot, too.
“What about my chickens? You think I killed my chickens, too? Just take a look at them!” Jesse had followed him, still bellowing, and practically jumping up and down he was so mad.
Knox held up a hand. “Don’t mess up these prints, too. Just stay back, will you?”
“Changing your mind now, huh? Coming onto a man’s property and accusing him of—”
“Jesse.” Knox said it quietly, but the look in his eye when he turned his head to pin Jesse with his gaze said that he’d had enough.
Jesse stopped in mid-tirade, and contented himself with looking sullen.
“Show me the chickens.”
“This way,” he muttered, and led the way, back past the tractor, to a small chicken coop tucked up next to a trimmed hedge at the back of his house. “Look at that,” he said, pointing. “Six of them.”
Six hens lay scattered about the coop. There wasn’t any blood, so Knox guessed someone had wrung their necks. The sheer meanness of some people never failed to surprise and disgust him.
“Did you hear anything last night?”
“Nothing, but I was tired and had trouble getting to sleep, so I may have been sleeping too hard. Weird night. All those lightning flashes kept me awake, but I never did hear no thunder. Finally stopped around midnight, and I went to sleep. I guess all this happened after that.”
“Lightning flashes?” Knox asked, frowning. He didn’t remember any lightning, and he’d been out and around.
“Kind of low to the ground, too. Like I said: weird. Not like normal lightning. Just these white flashes, like big flashbulbs going off.”
White flashes, Knox thought. Wasn’t that a coincidence. What in hell was going on around here?
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