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To all those persecuted, 

harassed, bullied, kicked around, 

and otherwise treated unfairly 

because of the color of their skin, 

the shape of their face, or the 

slant of their eyes 



 

 

 



 

 

I 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PROLOGUE 

 
live with four cats on what was once a poor farm outside the small 

town of Lyle, Virginia. I share a small suite of offices with an attorney 

named Robbie Owens in a renovated townhouse on the north end of 

town and spend most of my days in my office managing the estate of Reil- 

ly Heartwood, a famous country singer and my biological father. He was 

a generous man who left me a lot of money, what was once a poor farm, a 

mansion on the edge of town, responsibility for four elderly people who 

once lived on the poor farm but currently live in the mansion, and a maze 

of tax problems stemming from his donations to charities that had lost 

their 501(c)(3) status. 

Reilly Heartwood, who performed under the name of CC Hollinger, 

died without telling me what our relationship was. My mother, to hide 

the shame of being pregnant with me, had married a nice but formal man 

named William Harrington and told me that he was my father. William, 

who stuck me with the preposterous name, “J. Shepard Harrington,” nei- 
ther played with me nor taught me what sons are supposed to learn from 

their dads. I guess he was nice to my mother in an old school way, but he 

wasn’t pleased when my mother took to calling me Shep. He traveled a 

lot, so I wasn’t surprised when one morning he wasn’t there for breakfast. 

After a few days, I asked my mother if he was coming back, and she just 

said, “no.” We never spoke of him again. 

I am an attorney with expertise in corporate and commercial matters 

and a smattering of civil law issues. My limited knowledge of criminal 

law was acquired when I was prosecuted by the federal government for 

criminal fraud and sentenced to prison. I served three years before the 

legal system finally acknowledged, albeit reluctantly, that I wasn’t guilty. 
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The experience exposed a system designed to value conviction rates over 

truth—a system that regards sentences as final and irrevocable. For me, 

the most important lesson learned was that it’s far easier for an innocent 
person to get into prison than out. 

I was released from prison in time to watch my mother die of cancer. 

Less than a year later, I came to Lyle to deal with Reilly’s untimely death 

from a gunshot wound initially reported as self-inflicted. I insisted that 

he wouldn’t have killed himself and, in fact, proved that he’d been mur- 

dered. That’s when I learned he was my father. While poking my nose into 

Reilly’s death, I also learned what it was like to be shot. Having been shot 

once, you might think I wouldn’t get involved in another murder inves- 

tigation. But last summer, I was drawn into the murder of a woman who 

worked at a research facility that used chimpanzees as test subjects. Syd- 

ney Vail, who was later accused of the crime, brought me a stolen chimp 

named Kikora. Defending Sydney and Kikora was legally challenging, 

not to mention painful. I was shot for the second time, an experience that 

would make a rational lawyer think twice before getting involved in a 

third murder. 

While not wanting to sound defensive, I did think twice—actually 

more than twice—about getting involved in the murder case of Jennifer 

Rice. I set boundaries to avoid being drawn in too deeply. I agreed to help 

around the edges of the case. My good intentions, however, were undone 

by an overdeveloped aversion to people who believe they can hurt others 

and get away with it. So while I denied that I was trying to find out who 

killed Jennifer Rice, I was wondering who did. 

Jennifer Rice was in her late seventies when she was beaten to death. 

Although she was famous for her travel books and photographic essays, I 

had never heard of her until Reggie Mason appeared in my office to ask a 

favor. Reggie is a black state trooper whom I met while working the Syd- 

ney Vail case. He is a large, bear-like man in his early forties. To some, he 

appears intimidating, but he is one of the gentlest men I’ve ever known. 

I hadn’t seen Reggie Mason for several months when he arrived at my 

office on a cold February day in 2002. Perhaps his arrival alone should 

have alerted me to the import of his visit. Certainly I should have read 
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the cues on his face to know that his visit wasn’t personal. Any miscon- 

ceptions were quickly dispelled when Reggie announced that he needed 

to confess to various crimes and wanted my advice on how he should 

proceed. 

Reggie’s announcement certainly defined his future. He told a simple 

story of what he did and why. Because his actions constituted crimes un- 

der Virginia statutes, his future was in the hands of the power brokers of 

the legal system: the police, a prosecutor, and a judge. He asked me, my 

law partner, and Robbie to help him decide when and how to admit to his 

wrongdoing. 

Yet, his announcement actually told volumes about the past—a past 

that none of us knew anything about, and one that would soon appear one 

painful revelation at a time. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Monday, February 11 

 

he morning started innocently enough. Robbie was in her office 

talking to a client about a fence that had been installed on the cli- 

ent’s property by the client’s neighbor. I was working on a spread- 

sheet of Reilly’s charitable deductions going back fifteen years in prepara- 

tion for turning over Reilly’s tax issues to a tax attorney. 

My door was open, giving me a view of our small waiting room and 

the front door. My attention alternated from my computer screen to a large 

icicle hanging menacingly over the waiting room window. The icicle 

refracted the sun- light into a small swath of colors that flickered on the 

carpet. Objectively, this light display was not terribly exciting, but when 

compared to the un- relenting boredom of tax returns, the colors were 

fascinating. 

The spell of the lights was broken when the door to the office was 

thrown open, allowing a surge of cold air to rush in. A moment later, the 

doorway was all but filled by the frame of Reggie Mason. He hesitated 

for a moment, then stepped inside and removed his dark glasses, his face 

expressionless while his eyes adjusted to the light. As I stood up, he saw 

me and flashed a smile. 

“Hey, Shep. You got a minute?” 

“What the hell are you doing here?” I offered him a hand, but he 

wrapped his arms around me and gave me a man-hug. When I stepped 

back I saw weariness and angst written on his face. 

The door to Robbie’s office opened and her client stepped out. The cli- 

ent was a small white woman, and she seemed to step back at the sight of a 

large black man. But he nodded his head, said “‘ma’am” in a soft, southern 

voice, and she erupted in a smile. Reggie had that effect on people. 
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Robbie walked the client to the door and returned with a scowl on her 

face. 

“It’s good to see you, Reggie,” she said firmly, “but I can’t remem- 

ber the arrival of an uninvited visitor, especially a cop, that wasn’t made 
memorable by bad news.” 

Reggie shrugged. “Whether news is bad or good kind of depends on 
your perspective. I just need a favor.” 

“Why does the word ‘just’ always precede a request that smart people 

would say no to?” she asked. 

Reggie forced another smile. “Maybe you’ll say no. Maybe you 
won’t.” 

“I’m sorry, Reggie, but men in general are untrustworthy. Cops and 

ex-felons even more so,” Robbie said. “You’ve got a folder in your hand, 

so pardon me if I don’t believe you’re here to use the bathroom.” 

I am technically not an ex-felon. Robbie knows this but uses the ref- 

erence when she’s annoyed with me. From her tone, she suspected that 

Reggie and I were up to something that would distract me from my estate 

work. I decided it was best to allow her to negotiate with Reggie, but after 

two months of looking at tax records, I admit to being intrigued by what 

was in the folder he carried. 

“All I want is a few minutes of your time,” pressed Reggie. “After 
that, you can just say no. I hope you won’t, but no hard feelings if you do.” 

Robbie led us into our small conference room. Pulling back a chair, 

she said, “You are going to explain why you’re here, and then I’m going 
to explain how Shep has a meeting with an IRS agent in two weeks and 

can’t be distracted until the audit is over.” 

Reggie took a seat. “It’s just a small favor.” 

Robbie and I sat across from him. “What favor and how small?” she 
asked sternly. 

Reggie opened the file and removed a stack of photographs. “Look at 

these and then I’ll tell you what I need.” 

Robbie and I stared at a series of sweeping views of a pasture brim- 

ming with wild flowers. A farmhouse rose in the distance, a curl of smoke 

coming from its chimney. The photos were oddly familiar. A moment 
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later, we stared at a close-up of the farmhouse that is now my current 

residence. The next picture stunned us both. 

“Oh my God!” exclaimed Robbie. “That’s Carrie! She can’t be much 

older than we are now. She’s so cute!” 

In the next photo, two teenage boys with hardened, muscular bodies 

were leaning over a fence. “I think that’s Harry and Cecil Drake,” I said. 
“No way,” said Robbie excitedly. “Look at them. They’re just kids.” 

I handed her a picture of a tall, thin man in his twenties standing on 

the porch and holding a cat. “That is Jamie Wren.” Jamie Wren is now 
confined to a wheelchair and has trouble speaking. 

The four of them—Carrie, Harry, Cecil, and Jamie—live in the man- 

sion I inherited from Reilly Heartwood and are affectionately known as 

the “Residents.” Cecil and Harry are now in their sixties, Jamie a little 
north or south of seventy, and Carrie over eighty. 

We continued to shuffle through pictures of men and women that we 

didn’t recognize. “Who took these and where did you get them?” asked 
Robbie. 

“I don’t know who took them,” said Reggie. “But I thought you might 

ask the folks that used to live on your farm if they know. It would help 

me a lot.” 

“Help with what?” I asked. 
“Just something I’m looking into,” he said. 
Robbie tossed the pictures onto the table. “That seems like a small 

enough favor, but there’s no way we are going to help you look into some- 

thing without knowing what it is. If this were official, you wouldn’t be 
here. That may sound distrustful, but we need to protect our law licenses. 

Where were the pictures found and what are you looking into?” 

Reggie looked at me. “Is she always like this?” 
I nodded. “She is, but she’s also right.” 

“I believe I’m guilty of illegal use of the state DNA databases and 
maybe a few more felonies. I’m trying to decide whether to turn myself in. 

Finding out who took the pictures of the poor farm might help.” 

I glanced at my friend, his usual happy demeanor replaced by a defi- 

ant gaze tinged with fear. Robbie looked at me, her distrustful attitude 
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receding under the weight of Reggie’s words. 

“Give me a dollar,” I said. Reggie returned a puzzled look. “We need 

to establish attorney client privilege.” 

Reggie handed me a ten. “I need that for lunch.” 
“Okay. Let’s start at the beginning.” 

“Hold on,” said Robbie. “We’re not criminal attorneys. I don’t know 
that we can provide you the kind of representation you need.” 

“I know that,” replied Reggie. “But I trust you. That’s the most im- 

portant thing.” 

“Start by explaining why you were playing with DNA databases,” I 
said. 

Reggie hesitated, glanced at Robbie, then said, “It involves a murder.” 

I heard Robbie take a quick breath. “And you didn’t mention this 
because…?” 

“Because you might think I’m asking Shep to investigate the murder, 

and I’m not.” 

Robbie took Reggie’s hand. “Now I’m completely lost. You want us 
to find someone who took photographs at the poor farm fifty years ago 

because that will help you solve a murder?” 

Reggie shook his head. “No. Well, kind of maybe.” 

“One more time,” I said, “and this time start at the beginning.” 
Reggie nodded and took a deep breath. “I was raised by my Aunt 

Betty after my parents were killed in a traffic accident. I was sixteen and 

she was forty-six. My Uncle Carl was in prison for armed robbery. Aunt 

Betty didn’t have children, so she spoiled me a bit. When I entered the 
police academy, she told me that in 1953 she went to Sweetwater Hospital 

and gave birth to a baby boy named John Mason Langard. Sweetwater ac- 

cepted black patients, so her race shouldn’t have been a problem.” 

“But it was,” offered Robbie. 
“That’s not it,” replied Reggie. “Aunt Betty was told that the baby 

died of a heart defect, and that she had complications during childbirth 

that left her unable to have any more kids. Aunt Betty didn’t believe the 
story they told her about Baby John and asked me to find out what really 

happened. To make her feel better, I said I would. I thought that would 
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end it. But she kept asking me if I’d learned anything. I didn’t have the 
courage to tell her that I had no idea how to investigate his death. I guess 

she thought that since I’d become a cop, I could just go into some file and 

look it up.” 

“What did she think happened to Baby John?” I asked. 
“Either he was given away or he was murdered.” 

Robbie shook her head. “You don’t believe that, do you?” 

“I didn’t at first,” said Reggie, “but when you’ve heard the whole 

story, you can decide for yourself. So, Virginia was one of the first states 

to maintain a DNA database of felons. I became a trainer in the use of the 

database. I selected my uncle’s DNA profile as a training tool. With each 

class, I ran his DNA against new samples entered into the database, hop- 

ing to find a partial match in the database that I could use to determine if 

Baby John was still alive. 

“To be clear, the odds of this working were very small. The DNA used 

in criminal investigations is not particularly useful for establishing fam- 

ily connections. I had my aunt’s DNA profile, so I had a pretty good idea 

of what my cousin’s profile would look like. Even so, for me to find him, 

he would’ve had to have been at a crime scene in Virginia where DNA 

samples were taken, or he would’ve had to have been accused of commit- 

ting a serious crime. I did this for ten years just so I could tell my aunt that 

I hadn’t given up. 

“And then last month, the system provided a sample that statistically 

had a high probability of being the offspring of my aunt and uncle. I didn’t 
believe it would ever happen, but there it was. The sample was taken from 

the house of a murdered woman. The murder victim was an elderly white 

female named Jennifer Rice.” 

I was eager to learn more about the murder, but Robbie cut me off. 

“Why would the hospital lie about your cousin dying?” asked Robbie. 

“I don’t know,” replied Reggie. “But using the DNA database for per- 

sonal reasons is a felony.” 

“I’m not sure if your conduct was actually criminal,” I said. “I mean, 
you were authorized to access the database for training purposes. I don’t 
see the point in telling anyone, particularly since you used the data you 
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acquired for a legitimate purpose.” 

“The thing is, officially, my uncle had no children, so there is no rea- 

son for the investigators of Jennifer Rice’s murder to look at DNA profiles 

in which some, but not all, of the loci match. I haven’t told them about 

Baby John, so I’m probably obstructing a police investigation, which I 
suppose is another crime.” 

“What does any of this have to do with the pictures of the poor farm?” 
pressed Robbie. 

Reggie handed us one more photo. Robbie and I studied it, unsure for 

a moment what we were looking at. The picture was back-lit. In the fore- 

ground, intentionally underexposed, was the silhouette of a woman. She 

appeared to be holding something against her chest. 

Robbie took a sudden breath. “It’s a baby!” 

Reggie nodded. “That picture was taken at Shep’s farm fifty years 
ago.” 

“You think it’s your cousin?” I asked. 
“Of course I do, but rationally it could be anyone’s baby. It may be 

white or it may be black. I think the woman is white but I can’t be sure. 
But it’s all I have. If I can find the person who took the pictures, I might be 

able to find my nephew. In case I’m charged and arrested, I need to track 
him down before I confess to anything. I also need to know what he was 

doing at the scene of a murder.” 

“Okay,” I said. “I get that you want to find who took the pictures and 
find your cousin. But let’s talk about you confessing to what might be 
technical violations of the penal code. You know that’s a bad idea.” 

Reggie leaned back in his chair. “I’m sure it is, but I’m kind of in a 

pickle.” 

“Explain pickle,” said Robbie. 
Reggie nodded. “The victim, Jennifer Rice, was seventy-eight when 

she was beaten to death in her home in Winchester. Detective Hunter Dar- 

nel is in charge of the investigation. The evidence points to a handyman 

named Albert Loftus. The case against Albert looks solid. They found a 

few pieces of Ms. Rice’s jewelry in Albert’s truck. Albert’s story is what 

you might expect. He said he came to the house to clear the gutters of ice. 
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He knocked and went inside to hook up a hose to the hot water heater. 

The door wasn’t locked, which he says wasn’t unusual. When he called 
out, Jennifer didn’t answer. He saw a dark liquid on the tile floor in the 
living room, and followed a blood trail to the bedroom, where he saw 

Ms. Rice lying on the bed. She was covered with blood and badly beaten. 

He said he panicked and ran out. He didn’t call the cops because he says 
they don’t like him. He’s found Jesus and given up his bad ways. Despite 

the jewelry found in his truck, he says he didn’t steal anything and never 
touched her.” 

“What put the police on to Albert in the first place?” I asked. 
“An anonymous tip.” 

“A little convenient,” said Robbie, “but he had her jewelry.” 

“He did,” agreed Reggie, “but I’m not sure he killed her, and neither 
is Detective Darnel.” 

“Based on what?” asked Robbie. 
Reggie shrugged. “It doesn’t feel right.” 
“What do you mean?” I asked. 

“At worst, Albert’s a petty thief, but he’s not violent. No one is con- 

sidering any other possibilities because they have no reason to. If I come 

forward with what I’ve learned, Albert at least get’s a fair shake.” 

“And you open yourself up to being prosecuted,” I said. “But if Al- 
bert’s guilty, then your concealing the information about Baby John 

would have no impact on the investigation and you would have 

confessed for no reason other than to clear your conscience.” 

Reggie nodded. “That’s the ‘if’ I’ve been grappling with. I don’t know 

what Detective Hunter would do with the information if I gave it to her. 

And if Albert’s not guilty, then my cousin’s DNA is certainly material to 
the case. He could be a person of interest. Of course, if I were to cause my 

missing cousin to be investigated for murder, my Aunt Betty would never 

speak to me again.” 

I pointed at the folder. “What else do you have?” 
“Nothing you need to know about,” replied Reggie. 
“Humor me.” 

Reggie opened the folder. “I don’t have the full case file, but a friend 



12 

 

 

 

 
THE GENE POLICE 

 
of mine who logs in the evidence at the Winchester police department sent 

me these.” He placed a stack of photos on the table. “These are photos of 

Germany after World War II that were found in Jennifer’s house. We’ve 

determined that they were taken by a Seymour Van Dyke. They look to be 

original prints, so I’m guessing she knew him. I checked and he was pretty 

famous in those days. A lot of what he took was published in Life Maga- 

zine and in the major newspapers. The first few are pretty hard to look at.” 

Reggie placed another stack of pictures next to the first. “These are 
travel photos that the victim took.” 

Robbie and I flipped through a dozen pictures of concentration camp 

victims, orphaned children, and starving animals. The black and white 

photos were somber and reflective. The color photos were striking; in 

each, the central horror was framed by something normal – a flower, an 

aid worker’s bright dress, a group of vigorous soldiers playing baseball. 
In one picture, a small boy sat on a pile of human bones holding a sign in 

German. When I showed it to Reggie, he grimaced. 

“I’m told it says, ‘Are my parents in here?’ That’s tough to get your 
head wrapped around.” 

A second group of pictures depicted harbors, beaches, streams flow- 

ing through forests, and ancient ruins. These, too, were framed with a flair 

for the artistic. 

“Jennifer Rice took some very nice pictures,” said Robbie. 
Reggie nodded. “In the early fifties, she was modestly successful at 

selling stories about the war, mostly about the way refugees were treated. 

But when the public’s interest in war journalism faded, she turned her at- 
tention to travel pieces and published a number of very successful guide 

books. The books were illustrated with pictures she’d taken of people and 

places she’d encountered on her travels. Her photos were published as 
coffee table books. The travel and photo books made her quite wealthy. 

But we’re getting off track. The police don’t care about photographs. I 
only care about the pictures taken at the poor farm.” 

I handed the photos back to Reggie. “Let me see if I have this straight. 

All you want us to do is to ask the Residents if they remember anyone tak- 

ing pictures at the poor farm or if they saw a woman with a baby.” 
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“That’s all,” replied Reggie. 
“What if Jennifer Rice took the pictures of the poor farm?” asked 

Robbie. “What if she was the one with the baby?” 

Reggie shook his head. “I don’t know. I just need to understand why 
my cousin’s DNA was found at the house where she died. Where that 

leads is anyone’s guess.” 

We sat quietly for a moment. 

“What a mess,” said Robbie. She glanced at me, then at Reggie. “I 
think we can ask a few questions.” 

I can’t explain why those words excited me, but I did my best not to 

show it. 

With the favor asked and granted, Reggie stood up. “Thank you. 
Some police reports, the photographs, and a CD of scanned versions are 

in the folder.” 

“Promise me you won’t speak with Detective Hunter or the prosecu- 

tor without speaking with us first,” I said. 
Reggie agreed and left. 

Robbie was quiet for a few moments, her attention focused again on 

the pictures. She showed me the photo of the boy on the pile of bones. 

“Can you, for an instant, imagine what that was like? I can’t. I can’t imag- 

ine people doing this to other people.” She shook her head. “You can’t 
help but wonder why more wasn’t done to stop it.” She picked up the 
photograph of the woman with the baby. “Why would the hospital tell 
Reggie’s aunt that her baby died if he didn’t?” 

“It’s a mystery,” I said. 
“You don’t think his cousin was actually murdered?” 

I shrugged. “I have no reason to think so. If you’re asking me if I 
believe that something like that might have happened, my answer is yes. 

The history we’re taught was written by our parents and grandparents, all 

of whom were white. I doubt they were keen on sharing their generation’s 
dirty laundry with their kids.” 

“Sounds like something you learned in prison,” she said. 
“Three years of mostly free time surrounded by some smart, educated 

inmates can open your eyes to the way the world is,” I said. 
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Robbie grimaced, then tossed the pictures on the table. “I know you’re 

worried about Reggie. But you can’t get caught up in the murder of that 
woman. You just can’t. I don’t want you to, and none of your friends want 

you to. We can talk to the Residents about the pictures, see what they 

remember, and tell Reggie what we learn. I don’t see how that can hurt 
anything, but that’s all.” 

I smiled at her. “No,” I said confidently. “That can’t hurt.” 
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CHAPTER 2 

Monday, February 11 

 

he winter had started with a beautiful Christmas Eve snow put- 

ting everyone in a holiday spirit. Electric lights glowed under soft 

white flakes and town folk greeted each other with joy in their 

voices. But two months since then, snow and unending cold had become 

oppressive. Shoveling snow had become a chore that produced bad backs 

and short tempers. The sidewalks were layered with dirty slush balls and 

ice that made walking as dangerous as skydiving. A wide swath had been 

plowed down the center of Main Street, leaving room to drive but burying 

cars and parking spaces under mountains of dirty, frozen muck. 

Heartwood House was only a half mile walk from my office, but with 

the wind and ice, and a pleading stare from Robbie, I elected to drive. 

Despite Heartwood House’s numerous advantages, I chose to live on the 

poor farm while the former residents of the farm lived in the old mansion. 

I like living alone, probably a reaction to living with hundreds of other 

men for three years. And while the Residents are like family to me, I pre- 

fer to take them in small doses. 

The house, with its deep red brick and dark blue slate roof, is stately 

under any conditions. Situated on a hill overlooking Lyle, the house offers 

a commanding view of the town to the south and the Blue Ridge Moun- 

tains to the north. And under a mantle of snow, the estate is postcard mate- 

rial. Add in a horse-drawn sleigh, and the scene would have been difficult 

for Currier and Ives to pass up. 

As I stomped my boots on the front mat, the door opened. The four 

former residents of the poor farm, Cecil and Harry Drake, Jamie Wren, 
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Carrie Toliver, and their housekeeper, Frieda, crowded into the foyer to 

greet me as if I were coming home from a lengthy absence, when in fact 

it had only been four days since my last visit. Their faces showed signs of 

boredom until they spotted Robbie. 

“Don’t dawdle with the door open,” scolded Frieda. Frieda Hahn had 
been Reilly Heartwood’s housekeeper and, at my request, had stayed on to 

take care of the house and Residents. Getting used to her way of dealing 

with situations took some time. For instance, a scolding from Frieda is as 

likely to be a form of endearment as it is to be an indication of displeasure. 

Figuring out the meaning of a particular rebuke generally required some 

time and hindsight. 

She approached Robbie with her warmer side. “Let me take your coat 

and get you something warm to drink, dear.” 

The Residents followed Robbie and Frieda into the kitchen, leaving 

me at the door by myself. 

Robbie and I have an ill-defined relationship. We met as children, 

explored the secrets of life in the poor farm barn, and went our separate 

ways. Circumstances conspired to bring us both back to Lyle—older and 

wiser, if not a bit broken. When I think of my happiest moments over the 

last six months, Robbie is a part of them. We look good together. We play 

nicely together. We work in the same office. The Residents love her and 

would like to see us paired up. And yet, there is no overt “we.” Whatever 

the relationship is, we have adjusted to it. 

With my boots off and my coat hung on a hook by the door, I made 

my way to the kitchen. Coffee was still brewing. The smell of bacon and 

biscuits wafted in the air. The six of us sat while Frieda cleaned a pan in 

the sink. Frieda often cleaned when she was angry, and I awaited a sigh 

and a commentary.  I didn’t wait long. 
“I don’t understand what you’ve done now, but I’m sure you’ve stuck 

your nose in something that’s none of your business,” she said without 
looking up. “Don’t go denying it because we all heard about the 

policeman coming to your office. I guess we should be happy he didn’t 
cuff you and throw you into the back of the car.” 

I heard Robbie chuckling, but she made no attempt to come to my 
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defense. 

“No one came to arrest me because I haven’t done anything to be ar- 
rested for. What someone may have seen in our offices is not something 

we can discuss.” 

“For the love of God,” snapped Frieda, “now you’re going to get all 
wrapped up in another murder. Have you no common sense?” 

“I think it would be fun,” said Carrie. Carrie Toliver is petite but 

feisty. She believes she’s over eighty, but she isn’t absolutely sure. She is 
disarmingly charming, witty, and easily underestimated. 

“I’m in,” agreed Harry. 

Cecil nodded. “Nothing better than a good mystery to cure cabin fe- 

ver.” 

Harry and Cecil Drake are twins, probably in their mid-sixties, but 

without a record of their birth, it’s impossible to be certain. Harry is 

outspoken while Cecil is often a man of few words. Both are experts 

with their hands. They can build or fix anything. 

Jamie scribbled on a pad and handed it to Robbie. “When do we start?” 

Jamie Wren, now confined to a wheel-chair, had come to the poor 

farm as an able-bodied man and, for unknown reasons, stayed. He had 

been labeled as “retarded,” but my own assessment was that he was au- 

tistic. He lost the use of his legs and the ability to speak clearly because 

of a tick-borne illness. His disabilities produced behaviors that made him 

appear mentally slow. He spends most of his time in his room or in 

the sunroom scribbling fortune cookie fortunes and greeting card wisdom. 

He had recently turned toward Zenish aphorisms, finding commercial 

success 

with, “High expectations can ruin a new day.” 

As for Frieda, she often reaches pessimistic conclusions, then speaks 

about them as if they were proven facts. What she was asking for was as- 

surance that her worst fears were without merit. 

“It isn’t like that,” said Robbie, finally coming to my rescue. “We are 

not investigating a murder. We have been asked by a client to research 

photographs of the poor farm that were taken fifty years ago. Our client is 

eager to learn if anyone in town knows who took them. So the reason we 

are here is not about a murder, but to ask if anyone remembers someone at 
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the poor farm who was taking pictures.” 

“So no one got killed?” asked Cecil. 
“Well, someone did,” replied Robbie, “but that’s not important.” 
“Who got whacked?” asked Carrie. 
“The victim’s name is Jennifer Rice,” I said. “She was in her late sev- 

enties. Someone beat her to death. But you’re missing the point.” 

“You  know better,” said Frieda joining us at the table. She pointed   

a crooked finger at me and scowled. “Why does this always happen to 
you? You won’t rest until you know who killed her.” Before I could say 

anything, Frieda established the rules of engagement. “You circle the truth 

like a dog trying to lie down. Wears a body out hearing a lot of words that 

don’t lead anywhere. If you’re going to spin a tale, then don’t bother say- 

ing anything at all.” 

“Rice was pretty old,” said Harry. “Why would anyone kill an old 
person?” 

“If they snored like you,” said Cecil, “I’d say it was justifiable homi- 
cide.” 

Harry started to retaliate, but I cut him off. “You’re missing the best 

part.” One by one, I put the pictures on the table. The four Residents 

leaned forward, their gasps audible with each new image. When I was 

done, we spread the photos out across the table so all could be seen at 

once. 

“That’s you, Jamie!” exclaimed Carrie. “You could walk. I remember. 
Oh my God. Look at me!” 

Carrie was easily recognized. The picture had captured her in her 

early thirties, roughly the same age as Robbie and me now. I couldn’t 
imagine what it was like for her to spend fifty more years on the poor farm 

as her youth faded away. 

“Who took the pictures?” asked Frieda. 
“Lots of folks took pictures,” said Carrie. “Ruth Littleton and her hus- 

band Philip took pictures all the time. They ran the farm. Sometimes they 

would invite people from the city to see what a poor farm looked like. 

Some of those visitors took pictures too.” She looked at a photograph of 
herself. “I don’t know who took these.” 

“There was a woman with long blonde hair,” said Cecil. “She was so 
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pretty. She had this fancy camera. I saw it once, but I never saw her use 

it.” 

“A little skinny for my taste,” said Harry, “but pretty.” 

Carrie laughed. “Harry had a crush on her. He was a teenager and 

had a crush on this woman who was close to thirty.” 

“I did not,” he said, sulking. 
Jamie scrawled a short note that Robbie read. “I saw her take my pic- 

ture. Had to be before 1955 when I got sick.” 

“The blonde lady was pretty, and when she spoke to me, her voice 
was so soft,” said Cecil. “I couldn’t say anything back because Ruth said 
we couldn’t. I think she thought I was mute or stupid.” 

“Well, she was at least half right,” said Harry. 
“Tell me about Ruth,” I said before the twins could start bickering 

again. 

Harry sorted through the photographs and handed me a picture of a 

plain but well dressed woman. “That’s Ruth. She and her husband ran the 

farm in those days. The blonde lady was Ruth’s friend. She stayed a few 

days in the main house. We weren’t supposed to bother her.” 

“Did you ever hear her name?” asked Robbie.  
“Nope,” said Carrie, “and we knew better than to ask.” 

Frieda got up and checked the biscuits. “You’ll have to clear the table 

if you want to eat,” she said sternly. 

Cecil stared at Harry. “Are you going to tell him?” 
“You shut up,” said Harry angrily. 
“Harry once took her picture,” said Cecil. 
Harry dropped his gaze and, for a moment, I thought he might cry. 

Robbie took his hand and said, “That picture may help us find the woman 

who took the pictures at the poor farm. Do you know where it is?” 

He shook his head. “I took it with Phillip’s camera, but then he took 

the camera away from me. I never saw the picture.” 

“Okay,” I said, “that’s still good to know. We can look through the 
pictures at the farm and see if we can find it.” 

Harry’s mood brightened. “She was with Dr. Adams. They were sit- 
ting on a hay bale by the barn. I don’t think they saw me because I snuck 
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up on them. You don’t think she’s the one who was murdered, do you?” 

Harry hadn’t known Ruth’s friend except from a distance, and yet 

fifty years later, he still pined for this woman with long blonde hair. His 

question was so laden with loss that I struggled to answer. “I’m sorry, 

Harry. I have no idea. All our client asked us is to figure out who took the 

photographs at the poor farm.” 

“One more question,” said Robbie. “Did any of you see the blonde 
woman with a baby?” 

Carrie nodded. “She brought it with her when she came to visit. It 
had just been born, which is curious because she didn’t look like someone 

who had just given birth.” 

“I didn’t see the baby,” said Cecil, “but I heard it crying a few times.” 

“I heard the blonde lady and Ruth arguing about the baby,” said Harry. 

“That made me sad because Ma and Pa used to argue about Cecil and me 

a lot before they got killed in the fire. Then we was given away to the or- 

phanage. I wouldn’t want to think about that baby going to an orphanage.” 
“The orphanage people were mean,” added Cecil. “So we ran away and 

came to the poor farm. After we just started working, they fed us. That 

was good.” 

“We can eat the biscuits while they’re hot, or I can throw them in the 
trash,” said Frieda. 

The pictures were cleared from the table to make room for coffee and 

biscuits. The subject of Phillip Littleton’s camera was revisited. According 

to Carrie, the Littletons’ took pictures to document how the poor farm was 

rehabilitating the poor folks who came there. “I was born on the farm and 

never left,” she said, “so I guess my rehabilitation didn’t work out so good.” 
Carrie wasn’t actually born on the farm. At the age of four, she was 

dumped at the poor farm’s entrance by relatives. She had invented the 

story of being born on the farm to avoid the pain of her abandonment 

and only recently had shared her secret with me. If any of the other 

Residents knew 

the truth, they didn’t let on. 
I didn’t want to upset Harry, but I forced the conversation back to the 

picture he’d taken. “So, do you think Doc knows who the photographer 
lady was?” 
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Harry shook his head. “Maybe. Doc only came out there that one day, 

so I don’t think they was friends or anything like that. Of course, he was 
allowed to talk to her when we wasn’t.” 

Harry’s voice was tinged with jealousy. 

“Maybe you should talk to Doc,” offered Cecil. 

Doc Adams was a caring man with a prickly exterior. He was not 

disposed to talk about the affairs of others. He was even less receptive   

to questions about his own life. Without the photograph, he would most 

likely dismiss the question outright. With the photograph, he would most 

likely respond with a tirade about minding my own business. 

“Good idea, Cecil.” 

“I saw the baby on the porch just before the woman left,” said Carrie. 

“Cute little boy. He was squirming around and then he looked at me. I 

don’t think he could have smiled, but he got quiet. He grabbed my finger 
and tried to suck on it. That’s when Miss Ruth came out and shooed me 

away. Until that day, I didn’t know a white lady could have a brown baby, 

even a very light one. That was a surprise.” 

I had accepted Reggie’s story about his missing cousin without actu- 

ally thinking much about it. But with Carrie’s revelation, the story had 
suddenly become more real and more tragic. 

“The baby was brown?” asked Robbie. 
“Oh yes. Like coffee with too much milk.” 

“So what happened to the woman and the baby?” asked Frieda. 
I shrugged. “Who knows?” 

“But don’t you want to know?” snapped Frieda. 
“I would,” said Carrie. 
“I’m in,” said Harry. 
“Agreed,” said Cecil. 

Jamie wrote a note and handed it to Robbie. “I have to know.” 

I waited for an objection from Robbie, but none was offered. It is, of 

course, easy to take the first step off a cliff when you don’t know you’re 
standing on its edge. Regrettably, after the reality of that first step is ap- 

preciated, it’s too late to go back. 
The Residents rushed off to search the Web for information about 
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Jennifer Rice. Frieda left mumbling something about the laundry. Alone 

with Robbie, I stared into my coffee cup hoping to avoid a conversation I 

knew was coming. 

“You’re thinking,” she said. “That’s not usually a healthy thing for you.” 
“Nope. Just enjoying my coffee.” 

She leaned over. “Your cup is empty.” 

“So it is. Okay, so maybe I’m a little confused.” 

“Knowing that you’re confused is a sign of increasing maturity,” she 
said. “So, how can I help?” 

“I get that what we’ve been asked to do does not include investigating 

Jennifer Rice’s murder.” 

“That is true,” said Robbie. “Of course, we have to protect Reggie 
from himself. He can’t be asking questions.” 

“I could call Reggie and let him know what we learned and be done 
with it. But I’ve been asked to find out what happened to the woman that 
Harry saw with Doc and what happened to her baby. If Jennifer Rice is 

connected to the photographer, or if she took the pictures at the poor farm, 

then I may be involving myself in the murder investigation even though 

we just agreed I shouldn’t.” 

Robbie gave me a dismissive look. “Sometimes you can be really an- 

noying. You see things in black and white and miss the gray.” 

“Explain the gray to me,” I said. 
“It’s like this. You kind of investigate, but not really. You ask a few 

questions, but not too many. And when you think you’ve investigated just 

enough, you tell Reggie you’re done. That’s the gray.” 

“Like a quasi-investigation.” 

“That’s it exactly. No one is asking you to investigate a murder, par- 
ticularly one the police think is solved. The police don’t know about the 
baby, the woman who took the baby, or the photographer. So, as far as 

anyone outside this room is concerned, the questions you’re going to ask 
have nothing to do with a murder at all.” 

“Okay. That clarifies things.” 
“So you’re done thinking?” 

“I think you’ve cured me of the practice. Thank you.” 
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A DIFFERENT KIND OF MYSTERY ...  

AND ONE THAT'S A GREAT READ. 
 
“Brilliant! Absolutely brilliant! I was completely blown away how everything came together at 

the end. (And I have to admit that the 
happy content of the epilogue brought a tear to 
my eye.) The central theme of eugenics is highly 
relevant, the plot development and pacing are 
superb, as are the character development, and the 
novelist’s treatment of complex human emotions. 
The incorporation of technology into the 
problem-solving and the reflective descriptions of 
the environs, lifestyles, weather, and felines? 
Seemingly effortless and altogether captivating.” 
―CHUCK RIEGER , FOUNDER AND CTO, 
MOBILECOMNETWORKS, INC. 
 
“Elliott Light’s new novel, The Gene Police, is a 
well-crafted tale of mystery and murder. Seeds of 
the story harken back to unspeakable practices of 
ignorant and prejudiced people from the not-too-
distant past. We know about the Nazis, and 
Mengele, but do we know what similarities there 
may have been to practices here in our own 
country? Believable, complex, sometimes bizarre 
characters with realistic and entertaining dialogue 
involve the reader in a compelling drama as this 
page-turner unfolds. Light is shone on injustices 
through a fascinating back-story in a captivating 

Virginia setting, which keeps the imagination piqued throughout the tale.”   
―DIANA LEE JOHNSON, VIRGINIA-BASED AUTHOR OF NINE NOVELS 
 
“Having read all three Shep Harrington Small Town Mysteries, I must say I'm anxious for more. 
The ending of The Gene Police gives me hope that another mystery is indeed in the works. While 
there are numerous mystery series in my reading history, I count the Shep Harrington books 
among my favorites.” 
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reader on a fast-paced and disturbing journey back to the shameful romance some Americans in 
powerful positions had with the eugenics movement." 
― RANDALL MCFARLANE, RETIRED FORMER DIRECTOR OF GOVERNMENT RELATIONS, 
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“As history informs the present, that same history, if unacknowledged, has a way of coming back 
around to bite us in the ass. Elliott Light knows this, and his reluctant (though less so this time 
around, it would seem) detective will soon learn it as well, as he once again finds himself caught 
up in the aftermath of a murder. Light gives us all the elements of a good mystery, blended with 
a dark chapter in our own history -- a history that many would like us to forget, yet one with 
special relevance for the times we live in now.” 
---AYN LOWRY, FORMER EDITOR OF THE WISE NEWS COMMUNIQUE (A PUBLICATION OF THE 

WORLD INFORMATION SERVICE ON ENERGY) 
 
“Light masterfully creates a thrilling tale of mystery and murder while picking at the scab of 
eugenics. A must read!” 
―RICHARD MAY, RETIRED INVESTIGATOR, NORFOLK CIRCUIT COURT, NORFOLK, VIRGINIA 
 
“Eugenics, a word I haven't heard in decades, plays a major part in this unusual and very 
entertaining mystery!” 
 —SONNY OCHS, FOLK MAVEN/DJ, WIOX RADIO, ROXBURY, NY 
 
“An engaging story and a shocking look at a rarely covered event in American history.” 
 —NANCY SYKES, RETIRED NEW YORK CITY CRIMINAL DEFENSE ATTORNEY AND THE 

AUTHOR'S HIGH SCHOOL HISTORY TEACHER 
 
"Elliot Light’s cool, convincing voice echoes with smarts as his sleuth sifts clues in a historical 
ghost town protected by a lone, unlikely security guard. Bravo on an economical, engaging 
read."   
— MARY HRBACEK, NEWYORK ART CRITIC; MEMBER, INTERNATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF 
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“This novel will stay with you long after you put it down. And it will have you questioning this 
forgotten part of history.” 
—JAN SYLVESTER, MANUFACTURING ENGINEER 
 
“The Gene Police not only entertains but educates the reader about the dark science of eugenics, 
a movement that focuses on creating a more perfect human race by eliminating ‘undesirable’ 
traits through forced sterilization and selective breeding. Light’s mystery begins with an initial 
inquiry into a possible link between the past death of an infant in a hospital and the murder of a 
photographer. Subsequent chapters keep the reader glued to the book by moving quickly through 
a series of events that lead to exposure of an area of science that often leads to racism, with 
support by an imperfect justice system. N ot your ordinary mystery, but definitely a great read!” 
—JOHN GAVITT, SPECIAL AGENT, RETIRED  
 
“In this third installment of Elliott Light’s novels, main character Shep Harrington is back, this 
time taking a stab at the world of eugenics, which is breeding to create the ultimate human, a 
person with the most desirable qualities. We meet Carl and Betty, who were sterilized after the 
death of their newborn baby. When, fifty years later, the DNA of that dead baby is found at a 
murder scene, things get a little tricky. Was that baby actually dead, and why were Carl and 
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Betty sterilized? With the help of Betty’s nephew, the answers may not be as far away as they 
once thought. If anyone can, Shep is the one who can find the answers. Elliott Light has a way of 
creating characters that pop off the pages, and this book will have you immersed from the very 
first page. Shep is a kind-hearted character, who’s seen a lot of stuff in his life, and there is never 
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Harrington Small Town Mystery series; it sounded so wonderful to me, something that I hadn’t 
read before, at least no series that comes to mind. Not only is the science of eugenics part of this 
novel, but throw in a murder mystery, and you’ve got a suspenseful, engrossing tale. I give this 
book 5 out of 5 stars—definitely a keeper here!” 
—COMFY READING (THE BOOK BLOG FOR THE COMFY READER)  


