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PROLOGUE
The black government sedan turned off the county road onto the rough gravel of River Road. At the wheel, Agent Wilson allowed himself a grimace as well as a moment of thankfulness that he was not driving his own car today. Agent Wilson had been christened Dave by his parents and still answered to Dave among friends, family and co-workers. But in his mind, he began referring to himself as Agent Wilson from the day he was accepted for FBI training.
“Turn right. in. fifty yards,” said the inhuman voice of his GPS.
Wilson turned right, past the rustic wooden sign that welcomed him to the Passatonnack Winery.
“You. have arrived,” announced the GPS, as if he couldn’t see that for himself.
Wilson assessed his surroundings. There were several buildings, including a barn and a small building that offered, according to the sign in front, ‘tours, tastings, gifts’, but the house looked like the best bet.
He walked up the front steps onto the wide, inviting front porch. He was in Norman Rockwell’s America now. He rang the doorbell.
As the door opened, Agent Wilson blinked to maintain his stolid demeanor. According to his notes, Cecilia Rayburn was in her mid-seventies. Old ladies in blue jeans were becoming more common, but Wilson suspected that few of them sported a teeshirt that proclaimed “Qu’aot XIII – Zombies Attack!”
He produced and displayed his badge and identification. “Mrs. Rayburn?”
The woman nodded, puzzled. “Yes, I’m Mrs. Rayburn.”
“I’d like to ask you some questions, ma’am.”
Over the woman’s shoulder, the widescreen television mounted on the living room wall displayed an adolescent male – who was staring at him. Wilson suppressed a shudder; the television was watching him!
Mrs. Rayburn gestured him into the living room and went over to the netbook hooked up to the television. “Josh, we’ll talk later,” she said.
Josh looked alarmed. “Nana, how do you know that guy is really FBI? What would the FBI want with you, anyway? Let’s keep the connection open; if he’s bogus, I can call for help.”
She laughed. “I don’t think that’s really necessary, hon. Tell you what. I’ll Skype you back in an hour – if you don’t hear from me by then, notify the authorities. Nana, out.”
She closed the connection and turned to Agent Wilson with a rueful smile. “Okay, you’ve got an hour. Now, as Josh asked, what does the FBI want with me?”
Wilson had his notebook in hand. “Mrs. Rayburn, in 1996 you discovered a body in your vineyard.”
Her eyes widened. “Of course I did. It was widely covered at the time. The case is long closed. Why bring it up now?”
“This is background, ma’am, for a potential presidential appointment.”
She grinned. “Ooh! Is Senator – “
He cut her off. “Ma’am, I really can’t go into details or name names.”
“Drat. But you want to hear my story about finding the body?”
“If you would, please.”
“Tell you what. I wrote it all down soon after, would you like a copy?”
“You wrote it down?”
“Yes, like a book. I thought about maybe publishing it, but I don’t know… I knew all the people and a few of them are prominent, so I just let it slide. But I can give you a copy. Come on.”
The shabby book-lined office was occupied by two sleeping dogs and a fat black cat. The cat was curled in the office chair and glared as he was unceremoniously dumped on the floor. “Move, Tough Stuff,” Mrs. Rayburn said absently, and took his seat.
She rooted around in a disorganized drawer and pulled out a thumb drive. Inserting it into a USB port, she quickly transferred a file onto it and removed it from the port.
Standing, she turned to Wilson, and then looked down at the thumb drive thoughtfully. “You know,” she told the young man, “when I started in computers, a large climate-controlled room would hold a computer that didn’t have a fraction of the memory this little gizmo has. And now you can buy them on a card at the mini-mart.”
Seeing Wilson looking elaborately patient, she chuckled. “I’m sure you don’t want to hear, ‘when I was your age’. Anyway, here’s the whole story, suitable for computer, printout, or e-book reader. Have fun with it.”
Josh played Angry Birds with one eye on the time. Nana was so trusting; anyone could get an FBI badge off the internet! That guy could be anyone. Maybe a master criminal wine snob who wanted the secret to Passatonnack’s award-winning Pinot. Josh imagined the deployment of nail guns or bamboo slivers and shivered.
But before the hour had elapsed, Skype chimed for his attention, and there was Nana safe and sound, ready to resume their conversation. “You were telling me about the Science Fair.”
“Never mind that! What did the FBI want? And are you sure that’s who the guy was?”
Nana chuckled. “Government plates on the car, kiddo.”
“He could have killed somebody for that car!”
“Nonsense. He was just verifying some things.”
“What things?” Josh leaned toward the webcam eagerly.
“Just an old old story. From before you were born.” Nana steered the conversation back to usual Nana talk.
After the videoconference, Josh couldn’t get back into Angry Birds. Nana and the FBI. Hey, maybe it really was the FBI. A highly covert group, and Nana was their leader. Whether it was true or not, it would make a great story. Josh opened Word and became to write the improbable adventures of Secret Agent Grandma.
Meanwhile, in a featureless office on a featureless corridor in a bland government building, Agent Wilson loaded the text from the thumb drive onto his Nook, got coffee from the pot down the hall, and settled in to read…
ONE
Ah, retirement! Not so long ago, on a typical Sunday afternoon, Jack and I would be racing around packing suitcases and pets and heading back to the city. But on this Sunday afternoon, Jack was out puttering in the vineyard, while I lounged in sinful indolence on the deck. Dressed inelegantly but comfortably in old sweat pants, I had a chilled glass of Chardonnay on the table beside me and a sleeping dog on the other side.
I scratched Polly’s head and watched the junco brazenly pecking seed from the feeder not two yards away. Polly sighed heavily and rolled over, and I gave her a tummy rub. For his part, Jack didn’t really have any significant chores among the vines. I think he was merely reveling in the release from his previous back to work routine.
Retirement actually affects Jack most. I have a home office and can work as easily here at the “summer place” (now the year-round place) as I could back in the city. But Jack once had the office to go to five days a week. Now he’s gone from federal bureaucrat to small vintner. To celebrate, he gave me all his ties; I’m going to make them into a quilt, just as soon as I learn how to quilt.
Behind me in the house, a bell jangled faintly. I recognized it as the bell over the door to the tasting room. Damn! I had forgotten to put up the Closed sign and lock the door, and now here was a customer wanting to sample wine on a Sunday evening.
I heaved out of the lounger and headed through the kitchen, putting on my public smile. After all, it wasn’t the anonymous customer’s fault I’d forgotten to lock up. Anyway, maybe he’d like the wine well enough to buy several cases.
From the kitchen, I walked through the breezeway to what had been the previous owner’s workshop and was now the tasting room and gift shop of the Passatonnack Winery. Polly padded along beside me.
From the breezeway door, I entered the shop behind the counter. The shop is decorated in basic Rough ‘n Ready, with lots of apple crates for display cases. The man in the workshop had his back to me, examining our assortment of corkscrews. “May I help you?” I asked politely.
The man turned and looked me over, not smiling in return. I didn’t shiver, but wanted to. I was glad Polly was with me. At least she’s a big dog and looks tougher than she really is.
The man looked more like he was casing the joint than stopping by to taste wine. Dressed all in black with a vaguely military look, he seemed ready to parachute behind enemy lines at a moment’s notice. He was a middle-aged man and hadn’t aged well. Too much sun and too much booze was my guess. He looked familiar, somehow. He was gray at the temples, with a pronounced widow’s peak and a nose that had been broken more than once. Pale gray eyes watched me through a hard-edged squint.
As the silence seemed about to drag out uncomfortably, he finally spoke. “Mrs. Hooper?”
Boy, was that a name from the distant past! I cleared my throat and said cautiously, “Well, I was, once – “
“Of course,” he said, hold up our brochure. “Mrs. Rayburn now, I understand.”
“That’s right, for the last twenty-two years.” I was beginning to get irritated. What business was it of his, anyway?
“Mrs. Rayburn, my name is Colonel Winslow. I believe that James Hooper is still alive and I need your help to bring him back.” He reached into his jacket pocket and produced a battered photograph, which he handed to me.
Once he said his name, I knew why he looked familiar. Colonel Obadiah Winslow is a famous, or notorious, MIA chaser. I had seen him on CSPAN, testifying before a Congressional subcommittee. On TV, he came across as slightly deranged. In person? I don’t know – how does one distinguish between commitment and fanaticism?
I looked down at the photograph in my hand. It showed a middle-aged man standing in the door of a building. There wasn’t enough background to tell you what sort of building it was, but the doorframe badly needed repainting. As for the man…
Was this supposed to be Jimmy? It could have been anyone. Could someone who hadn’t seen me in twenty-five years recognize me from a current picture? The man in the photograph did have Jimmy’s eyebrows, the kind that romance novelists like to call sardonic. But that was hardly conclusive.
I looked from the photo back to “Colonel” Winslow. I do distrust men who carry their military titles over into civilian life. “Mister Winslow,” I said, as calmly as I could, “my first husband is not missing. Jimmy is dead.”
“Or so you’ve been told,” Winslow answered darkly.
“Look, maybe the Pentagon could pull off some kind of coverup, but I knew Jimmy’s wing man. Chuck Graham couldn’t lie any better than he could dance.”
Fortunately, Jack came in behind me then and slipped his arm around my waist. “Hi, Cis, what’s up?” My big sweet calm man!
I gestured to Winslow and waved the photo wildly. “This man claims Jimmy is still alive!”
Jack plucked the photo from my fingers and stepped forward with his right hand out. “Jack Rayburn.”
Winslow replied with a bone-crushing grip. “Obie Winslow.”
“Heard of you,” Jack admitted. He looked at the photograph in his hand, then peered closely at it.
“Jack?” I asked.
“No scars.”
Of course! I turned back to Winslow. “Chuck Graham told me that Jimmy’s plane exploded and burned when it hit the ground.” I gulped, hesitated, and then plowed on. “Even if he could have survived that, surely there would have been burns.”
Winslow shrugged enigmatically. “Mrs. Rayburn, all I can say is that this man may be James Hooper. Maybe not. But my sources – “ He broke off. “Anyway, I’m going to be looking into this and I would like to do so as your representative.”
Jack cut to the chase. “How much?”
Winslow seemed hurt by the suggestion. “I never accept money from MIA families.” (Possibly true. I seem to recall reading something about an impressive fundraising apparatus.)
Jack moved behind the bar and pulled out the Cabernet Sauvignon. The occasion became uneasily social, reminding me of my days as a young Navy wife paying duty calls on my husband’s commanding officer.
Winslow expressed interest in the winery. On this topic, my strong silent man becomes positively garrulous. He described his foresighted purchase two decades ago of the two hundred acres of “worthless scrub land”. The hilly, gravelly land had frustrated the efforts of every farmer who had ever tried to make it produce. In this century, the land had been the occasional home of cows, but more often had been left to the deer and wild turkeys.
But Jack, newly returned from a posting in Europe, saw the meager soil as the ideal setting for Vitis Vinifera. He kept quoting “Where no plow will go, the vine will grow” till I was ready to strangle him.
“I thought you were crazy,” I reminded him.
“Just ahead of my time,” he replied smugly. “Come see my setup,” he invited Winslow, and we left the shop.
Jack pointed out the four acres of mature Cabernet Sauvignon and four of Chardonnay, all planted in the late seventies. Four more acres of Cabernet and two of Sauvignon Blanc were just beginning to produce, and further away were the four acres of baby Merlot. A miniature holding by California standards, but respectable for the infant Eastern wine industry.
Jack always likes to compare the soil to that of Bordeaux and predictably did so now. In front of a guest, even an uninvited one, I omitted my usual caveat about Virginia’s heat and humidity, which I’m sure would cause the hardiest Bordelais vinegron to wilt like a tender lettuce.
Jack led us into the winery, formerly the barn. He pointed with pride to the stainless steel tanks, the American oak barrels (expensive) and the French oak barrels (even more expensive), and his small lab where he ran various tests on his precious product. The concrete floor was spotless, as usual. Jack is a finicky housekeeper in his own domain.
Winslow took it all in with keen-eyed interest. Finally he left, spinning away in (what else?) a black Jaguar.
Jack and I returned to the shop. Jack vacuum-pumped the air from the open bottle of Cabernet while I locked up. He finally spoke as we walked back to the house. “Odd,” was his succinct comment.
“Wasn’t it?” I answered. “Do you suppose he’s on the level?”
Jack shrugged. While not particularly tall, Jack is quite broad-shouldered, giving his shrug a bearlike quality. In fact, Jack is generally bearlike, one of the slow-moving easygoing types, not the fierce growly types. I sometimes call him my honey-bear, though never in public.
I speculated further. “I mean, he didn’t get anything out of us, but didn’t seem to mind.”
We settled into the room which builders and realtors like to call the ‘great room’, and which we had approximated by knocking down the walls between the parlor and the dining room. Jack took the recliner while I opted for the sofa. Polly joined me and plopped her head in my lap. I stroked her silky ears and continued to chew the topic. “Winslow seemed pretty interested in the place.”
“Maybe he wants to start a winery,” Jack offered. Jack thinks everyone wants to start a winery. I tried to picture Winslow driving an old pickup truck loaded with lugs of grapes. I didn’t think so.
“Jack, is it possible that Jimmy is still alive?”
“I sure don’t see how. But call Admiral Graham if it will make you feel better.”
“I think I will call him tomorrow.”
I threw together a bunch of various foods and called it dinner, and we spent the rest of the evening just puttering around.
Just before bedtime, I went into my study and turned on my computer. I love my computer. The kids say it’s a dinosaur. But I was there when the real dinosaurs roaming the earth! My first job after Jimmy’s death was as a GS-3 computer operator in Washington. Mag tape reels and card readers – don’t try to tell me about dinosaurs!
I logged onto the Internet and connected with my Usenet group, a group of writers from all over the country. Although I’m a technical writer and primarily write manuals for a set fee, I love all the yakking about criminal editors, brain-dead agents, and slave wage royalties.
Tonight I just skimmed my e-mail and then posted a note for the group.
“I’m looking for any information the group might have on Colonel Obadiah ‘Obie’ Winslow,” I wrote. “What’s the story on this guy?”
Then I logged off, having put powerful wheels in motion. Colonel Winslow isn’t the only one with “sources”!
TWO
The next morning, I called Nancy Graham to get Chuck’s office number. I felt rather self-conscious calling Nancy out of the blue. Once we had been best friends, living in base housing, having babies in diapers together, driving our husbands home from the Officers Club when they’d had too much to drink. But Jimmy’s death had removed me from that close-knit community. The Grahams had been ordered overseas and our friendship was now memorialized by an annual Christmas card.
Nancy was predictably surprised to hear from me. “Why, Cissy! For heaven’s sake, how are you, hon?” I couldn’t just ask for Chuck’s number and hang up. We wound up chatting for over half an hour, covering Jack’s retirement and Chuck’s job at the Pentagon and his chances for promotion.
I described Winslow’s visit and Nancy was scandalized. “That vulture! Just wait until Chuck hears about this!”
“Actually, Nancy, I wanted to talk to Chuck about it myself. May I have his office number?”
Nancy gave me the number and we rounded off the conversation with mutual resolutions to
“get together real soon”.
At Chuck’s office, a protective aide was unwilling to disturb the Admiral who was reported to be “in conference”, but in the quarter-century since I’d left the Navy family, I had lost my awe of rank. Within minutes, I had Chuck on the phone. Even after all these years, I recognized his booming voice immediately.
“Conference? Hell, Cissy, I was in the can. What can I do for you today?”
“Chuck, this may sound crazy, but is it possible that Jimmy could have survived that crash?”
“Survived? Only if Scotty had beamed him out about a microsecond before the plane hit the dirt.”
That took me back. Every Friday night the Hoopers used to go over to the Grahams to watch Star Trek on their 19-inch color TV. (Yes, children, we had a 12-inch black-and-white in those days.)
Chuck went on. “Look, Cissy, we had this conversation back in ’69. Jimmy was my best friend and I would have given anything to see him survive that crash, but I saw it with my own eyes and it just isn’t possible. Now, what’s happened to make you start wondering again?”
I told him about Winslow’s visit. Chuck sighed. “I wish there was something we could do to stop that man, but it’s a free country. Cis, this guy has made a living feeding the impossible hopes of widows and orphans. Every few months, he shows up with some new photo or old bone and starts howling about high-level cover-ups. The conspiracy theorists love him. I don’t know why he’s picking on you, though. Maybe he’s run out of MIA families to con and is moving on the KIAs. Honey, you go on down to the Wall and have a good cry, and then give that husband of yours a big hug. Jimmy’s dead. It’s sad, but true. And I’m going to talk to some folks I know and try to find out why you’ve been targeted by this jerk.”
Getting off the phone, I grabbed a cup of coffee and went to the office. Time to see how my other sources were coming through for me.
Signing on to the internet, I found a number of very different answers to the question I posted the night before. The responses were addressed to “Cecil” or “Serpent”. My nom de plume for Usenet is based on an old cartoon about a boy named Beanie and his friend “Cecil The Sea-Sick Sea Serpent” – if you remember it, your age is showing.
Unlike other cyberspace groups, the writers don’t use aliases as a cloak for their identities. Try finding a writer who can keep from bragging about a sale or a byline! Even I am unable to keep from identifying myself as the Cecilia Rayburn who authored the players manuals for the “Kingdom of Qu’aot” fantasy adventure series. When Dan, my youngest, was in high school, it was my one claim to fame. Our aliases are more a matter of nicknames, so I’m familiar with the background and real names of the chattiest of the net users.
I printed all the responses to show to Jack later. There seemed to be two opinions about Colonel Obie Winslow, which were best expressed by Cincinnatus and Wizard.
Cincinnatus is a right-wing gun nut and Tom Clancy wannabe. Based in Colorado, he writes techno-thrillers. I’ve checked him out of the library and discovered that his mediocre success is the logical outcome of mediocre talent.
Remembering what Chuck said about conspiracy theorists, I wasn’t surprised to find Cincinnatus firmly in Winslow’s corner. “Obie Winslow is an AMERICAN HERO,” he wrote, “who will take on anyone, whether it be the North Vietnamese or the US Government, to bring OUR BOYS BACK! He is a man of DEEP FAITH and COMMITMENT who has never wavered from his task and deserves more support from the INDIFFERENT AMERICAN PUBLIC!” On the internet, capital letters are considered rude, a form of shouting. But the group has given up trying to teach manners to Cincinnatus.
The opposing view was articulated by Wizard. Wizard is a fourteen year old boy from California who gained admittance to the group by virtue of being “the first freshman newspaper editor in the history of Westlake High.” He’s also president of the Science Club and was just awarded the position of editor of the yearbook.
Wizard labeled Winslow “either a nut or a con man, maybe both. He talks a lot about evidence, but have we seen any MIAs returned through his efforts? I think not! His latest ‘rescue mission’ was a total fiasco, with a bunch of nutty Soldier of Fortune types winding up in a Laotian jail. He was profiled a few months ago in USN≀ you should look it up.”
You’ve got to like a kid who reads US News & World Report.
And Steve, a food columnist from D.C. who has so far been too diffident to coin a flamboyant alias, advised me to “look up Mary Nguyen. She’s done a lot of research on Winslow. I think she’s freelance, but I’ve seen her stuff in the Post, so they probably know how to contact her.”
I logged off and wandered out to the kitchen. Professionally, I’m in the middle of a lull. I’d long finished my least favorite annual project, writing the user’s manual for a tax preparation software package that’s updated annually. I know a lot more about taxes than I really want to know as a result, and don’t ever let me get on the subject of the inequities of the tax code on the self-employed.
In a month or so, if the kids at EveryWare would ever finish the coding, I would start on the manual for Qu’aot VIII (The Archbishop’s Revenge).
For now I could do projects that I have been putting off, such as landscaping, building shelves, or trying that crocheted sweater pattern than my friend Julia swears is not as hard as it looks.
Or not. I decided on not. Calling Polly, I decided to go down by the river and see if the bald eagles had yet returned to the loblolly pines and then go to Julia’s for a chat.
It was a chilly day, but definitely spring. Polly thundered through the underbrush, glad for a run.
Polly is my dog. I first met her several years ago when I went to the vet’s office to get shots for McCavity, our old tabby. I found the vet and the receptionist cooing over a tiny pup which was being fed from a baby’s bottle. The puppy was just days old, her eyes were barely open. Doc Harding told me she’d been found in the dumpster.
She didn’t sound surprised. I guess vets are used to finding unwanted animals dumped somewhere on the property. But I was outraged. And such a sweet little puppy! Doc Harding knew a patsy when she saw one, and immediately began talking mournfully about how hard it was going to be to find a good home for this wonderful little dog. “She’s going to be a big one – look at those feet. Most people who want big dogs want purebreds, and whatever this little love is, she certainly isn’t purebred.” She handed me the fuzzy bundle, who emitted a high-pitched bark and licked my chin.
Of course I wound up going home with an angry old cat and a happy little puppy. Jack was silently astonished at the new addition, who even required midnight feedings until she got bigger. I named her Pollyanna, after the Glad Girl of children’s literature, and as Doc predicted, she grew into a monster.
Polly is now a long-legged, multihued creature with a stand-off coat in various shades of black, brown, and red. Her tail curls jauntily over her back in a northern manner and her ears start out standing up straight, until folding down just at the tips. The vet now speculates that her pedigree is “part shepherd, part husky, and part pony.” And true to her name, she is ninety-five pounds of galloping optimism.
We reached the river and Polly showed every sign of preparing to dive. “Polly, come!” I commanded, and she raced back to me and sat in front of me obediently, panting happily with her brown eyes shining. I gave the good girl a piece of freeze-dried liver, and then scanned the pines.
No sign of life yet. Eagles return to the same nest every year, unless a strong wind blows it down, not unheard of since the nests are as big as dog houses. That’s why nesting pairs are never satisfied with one nest, but also work on a second, an emergency backup home. Both the primary and smaller secondary nests were still in place from last year, and still awaiting the return of their tenants.
I hadn’t really expected them to be back yet. I called Polly to heel and started along the river to Julia and Bob’s house.
Julia and Bob Barstow are also retirees. They’re a bit older than Jack and I, in their early sixties. The two of them seem to have this retirement business down pat. Bob makes wooden toys in his shop and he and Julia sell them at craft fairs.
Julia and I have the same commonalities of interest that made Nancy my best friend a generation ago. Instead of tots in diapers, we had empty nests with grown children scattered around the country. Instead of fighter jock husbands, we dealt with retirees starting new and more laidback careers.
Julia also raises vegetables and an occasional litter of Labradors, so she’s a good source of advice for my new avocations.
I had Polly heeling smartly as we approached the house from the back. Julia does believe in well-behaved dogs.
Julia and Bob live in a sprawling woody type of house that looks like it grew out of the side of the hill. Huge sheets of glass looked down to the garden and the river beyond.
As Polly and I crossed the yard, I saw that Julia’s garden was already plowed. The soil looked utterly pristine, being warmed by the sun. The garden was huge, split into quadrants by two neat paths surfaced with shells.
My own tiny garden was still at the mercy of last year’s weeds, while I tried to decide whether to plow it myself or hire Buddy Haines to do it.
“Polly, heel,” I reminded the dog, keeping her to the path. I didn’t want to be responsible for paw prints in that immaculate surface.
Julia saw me from the window and hailed me with relief. “Cissy, thank God you’re here! This damn computer ate my letter! Come and make it spit it back out!”
“Be right with you,” I replied. I let myself into the house by the back door and wiped off Polly’s paws with the rag left in the mud room for that purpose. Polly and I went through Julia’s marvelous new kitchen and found our hostess just off the great room still fuming at her computer. Polly went over to join Beau, the World’s Laziest Labrador, on the sofa. She put her head on his back and heaved a loud sigh of contentment.
Unlike our house, Julia’s sprawling new ranch-style home was build around the Great Room concept. Dining in one area, conversation and general living in another, with a pass-through from the kitchen and Julia’s ‘office’ in a corner nook.
In the model home, this sort of office probably seemed a model of efficiency, with the built-in cabinets and desk space. As used by Julia, the cabinets never seemed to be closed, and inventories piled precariously atop ledgers. Somehow, Julia seemed to make enough sense of Bob’s toy business to keep the IRS happy. Or maybe they don’t want to tackle that mess either.
In the midst of the debris was a new personal computer, Julia’s Christmas gift from her daughter. My ambition is to get Julia knowledgeable and confident enough to transfer her records to the computer. A stack of floppies would be a definite improvement to the current décor.
Julia waved me over. “Come talk to this thing, Cis, it won’t listen to me.” Julia is small and busy, the kind of woman who looks good with gray hair. (If I thought mine would look that nice, I’d stop improving on nature, but I know better.) She dresses almost exclusively from the L.L. Bean catalog and today looked spiffy in a denim jumper.
“Scoot over,” I commanded, and took her place at the computer. “What are we looking for?”
“My letter to June. I left it right there last night,” she said, pointing to the computer screen accusingly, “and now it’s gone!”
I cruised through Julia’s file structure, discovering it to be as disorganized as the desk. Eventually, in a directory I had created called “Sales” (and which Julia never used), I found a file called “juneltr”.
I moved it to the directory named “Letters”, telling Julia, “It’s in the wrong directory, doofus.” My vocabulary has been enriched by my children.
“How did it get there?” Julia asked in amazement, as if the computer were playing tricks on her.
“You put it there. This is not a puppy. It only does what you tell it to do.”
“Well, that’s certainly not what I meant to do. I don’t know, maybe I’m too old for this.”
“It’s only been a couple months. This time next year, you’ll wonder how you lived without it.”
Julia snorted in disbelief. “Well, print that letter before it gets away. The main thing I want to be able to do with this machine is write letters to June, so she’ll know I’m using her present.”
I sent the letter to the printer. “You might appreciate this more if you’d had to spend a few years dealing with a slow, noisy old monster of a dot-matrix printer before you got this. When I got my laser printer, I thought I’d died and gone to heaven.”
As I spoke, the letter eased smoothly and quietly out of the printer. “Some people just don’t know how good they have it,” I added.
Julia ran her fingers through her hair. “Now, don’t start with me, Cissy. I am trying. Come on and watch me with Mark’s present. I definitely have this one figured out.”
Ah, the cappuccino machine! We adjourned to the kitchen with our canine outriders following.
Over the hiss of the machine, we continued a debate which started at Christmas. Do our children’s gifts keep us young, or age us prematurely? I generally support the optimistic side of the argument.
“Last year when Danny got me that weight training equipment, it certainly made me feel old,” I pointed out. “But look here, I think it’s been more of a youth enhancer in the long run.” I showed off my biceps. We settled down at the butcher block table.
“What was Danny thinking with that gift, I wonder?” Julia asked as she filled our tiny cups with the frothy concoction.
“It was one of those 2 AM infomericals. I get sucked into them sometimes when I’ve been working late; they’re just a channel away from CNN. Those things are really seductive. I’ll bet you could run a late night infomercial in New York City and convince thousands of people that they really need a posthole digger.”
“Or sheep shearing equipment,” Julia offered.
“Or a camel saddle.”
“Or a cement mixer.”
“Thousands of uses!”
We both laughed. “Anyway, “ Julia concluded, sipping the cappuccino, “this is one gift that is definitely keeping me young. Ah, the gift of caffeine! So, what’s new with you?”
I thought she’d never ask! “You’ll never believe this,” I prefaced, and told her the story of the strange visit of Colonel Obadiah Winslow.
I had come prepared for Show and Tell and produced the picture that Winslow had brought, along with an old photo of Jimmy that I had dug out of an album.
Julia frowned thoughtfully, first at one picture, then at the other. Then she put them on the table side by side and frowned at them both. “Hmm. I wouldn’t exactly call this proof positive. Neither picture shows the ears very well. Too bad. I read somewhere that ears are very distinctive.”
Julia is full of tidbits and factoids that she “read somewhere”. I tend to use several grains of salt with them.
She looked up at me. “So. What if it’s true?” she asked in a businesslike manner.
“What do you mean?”
“Suppose your first husband is alive. Suppose this Winslow finds him and brings him back. Will you leave Jack?”
THREE
I was flabbergasted. “Leave Jack? Are you crazy?”
Julia shrugged. “I just wondered. Suppose the two of them were right here. Which one would you choose?”
“If Jimmy is alive, of course I want to help him all I can, but I’ve been married to Jack for almost half my life.” I could hear my voice getting louder and shriller. “He helped me raise my children, two of them Jimmy’s. Of course I wouldn’t leave Jack.”
“No problem,” Julia said placidly. She refilled our tiny cups. “I just wondered if you’d ever fantasized about What If. You haven’t told me much about your first husband.”
“It was all so long ago,” I explained. “We were only married four years and we were just kids. Looking back is like looking at a whole other life. Poor Jimmy never really had a chance to grow up.”
“And you met Jack after Jimmy died?”
“That’s right. I was working in the computer shop at his agency. Sometimes it still amazes me that a man like Jack, so quiet and orderly, would want to get involved with a frazzled young widow with two toddlers. It seemed like a miracle. It still does.”
I was getting misty-eyed. Polly padded over and put her head on my shoulder. When I’m sitting down, we’re eye to eye. I put my arm around her neck and gave her a big hug. “Yes, that’s a good Pol.” She settled down at my feet and closed her eyes.
“Okay,” said Julia briskly. “So do you believe this Winslow? Do you think he believes Jimmy is alive?”
“I don’t know. He may be conning me, but he certainly sounded sincere. I think he believes what he’s saying.”
“Although of course, any successful con man would have to sound like he believes what he’s saying. Otherwise he couldn’t con people.”
“I guess that’s true,” I admitted. “But whatever he believes or doesn’t, I’m still fairly certain that Jimmy is dead. I just don’t see how he could have survived that crash.”
“That’s interesting. You’re ‘fairly’ certain. Wouldn’t you say that you were previously completely certain?” I nodded. “So this Winslow does seem to have planted a seed of doubt.”
“Yes, damn him, he did. I’m wondering if I should tell Deb and Pete.”
“The kids? Whatever for?”
“Well, he was their father, even if they don’t remember him.”
Julia frowned. “Look, like you always tell me, let’s quantify this. Before you talked to Winslow, you were one hundred percent certain that your first husband was dead. What is your percent of certainty now?”
I thought it over for a moment and then hazarded, “Oh, I’d say about ninety-eight percent.”
Julia was surprised. “That’s a pretty tiny seed of doubt.”
“Well, I’d heard of Winslow before. He’s got a pretty flaky reputation. And he’s been on this MIA kick for years and years without any solid proof.”
“You’re the current events buff, not me. But I don’t think much of the fellow, just from what you’ve told me. Tell you what, you tell the kids when your percentage of certainty falls to around fifty or sixty percent. Otherwise, why upset them over something as flimsy as this?” She handed the photos back to me and took the cups to the dishwasher.
“You’re right. I’ll wait and see if Winslow comes up with anything else. It was just so weird, him showing up out of the blue.”
I stood up and Polly surged to her feet ready to join me. “I’ll be going to the library later to do a little research. Want to come along?”
“No thanks, I’ve got a lot to do. But swing by here and pick up some books to take back. I’ll leave them on the porch.”
“Sure.”
As Polly and I headed back through the woods, I stopped to admire as we topped a hill and got the first sight of the house. It was a big, white turn-of-the-century farmhouse with a wrap-around porch. The porch sported two rockers and a creaking wooden swing, making it our location of choice for after dinner lounging.
The house was only slowly acquiring the many conveniences of the Barstow residence, as Jack and I remodeled over the years. When we bought it, there was more to deal with that hideous wallpaper.
The double front parlors, for instance. I’ve always wondered what 19th century families did with two parlors. I guess they were the equivalent of the 20th century family room and living room, one kept good for company and one for everyday use. Now one parlor was incorporated into the great room, and the other was my book-lined and on-line study and office.
I just like the looks of the house – loved it the first time I saw it. There’s something very stable and Rockwell about it. Jack says it looks great on our wine bottle labels.
Several assorted cats roamed the yard. These are the “barn cats” that just seem to show up and adopt the place. Some of them might even be other people’s cats, and are only here part-time. Jack says it’s good to have cats on a farm because they keep the mice down, and it’s true that they congregate around the stable, so I assume they’re guarding the horse feed.
Now I’ll reveal a secret I’ve kept from most of the neighbors. When I see a cat on my property on a regular basis, I assume it has become my cat. So I take it to the vet and have it fixed.
Why? Well, I’ve been doing it ever since I learned that rural animal shelters are located by the landfill to facilitate disposal of the bodies. Too many cats and dogs, not enough homes. Call me a busybody if you want, but if you don’t like it, keep your cat off my property. (In fact, one of “my” cats, listed at the vet’s office as “Rayburn 7”, turned out to belong to an old man who lives about a mile away. Rayburn 7 has been fixed for over a year now, and old Mr. Johnson hasn’t noticed.)
Inside the house, McCavity snoozed on the windowsill, secure in his superior status as a house cat.
I was wandering around the house collecting library books to return when Jack came in. He was wearing blue jeans, light blue flannel shirt, and work boots, an outfit which I find intensely sexy. Unfortunately, he was also wearing his Trying-Hard-To-Be-Patient look.
“Cissy, I honestly don’t mind you using my tools,” he began, while I thought, yes he does but he tries not to. “All I ask is that you return them to their proper place when you’re through with them.”
Oh, the Proper Place! There is a large pegboard in the barn/winery where each tool has its proper place, and to which it is returned after each use, properly cleaned and carefully oiled. I tease Jack about his Proper Place, though as personality quirks go, this one is fairly benign.
But this time, I was innocent! “What are you talking about?”
“The shovel and the secateurs.”
“Don’t look at me, I haven’t used them. Where did you find them?”
“I didn’t find them, that’s the point. They aren’t there.” Now he was trying even harder to be patient.
“That’s weird. But honestly, Jack, I haven’t been using them. I don’t know where they are.”
“They didn’t just walk out on their own.” And he left. I’m sure he was thinking that I borrowed them and forgot, but I’m not that absent-minded.
At the library, I returned our books plus the shopping bag of Julia’s mysteries, and then turned to that most valuable of research aids, the Reader’s Guide to Periodic Literature.
I found a number of references to Winslow in the recent news weeklies, but most of them were only brief accounts of the latest rescue fiasco. But, as Wizard indicated, U.S. News and World Report had done a profile on Winslow several months ago.
I skimmed the piece; the authors didn’t seem too impressed with our Obie. He was pictured leaning over a white three-bar fence on his property in Virginia’s horse country, looking every inch the country squire. The article referred to the “estate inherited from his late wife.” His sources of income were undetermined, the article concluded darkly.
I copied the article for more in-depth analysis, and headed home.
Polly was restless that night. Normally she is asleep at the foot of the bed by the time Jack and I put aside our bedtime reading and turn out the light. But now she was pacing, from our window, out of the room and down the hall to the bathroom at the back of the house, where she jumped into the bathtub and put her paws on the sill to look out that window. It was distracting. Our room is in the tower, so we have windows on three sides. Polly seemed determined to monitor both the front and the back of the house.
I was propped up in bed, trying to plow through Godel, Escher, Bach and having an uphill fight with it. I was reading it in a book exchange with Jack. Once a month, we have to read a book the other selects. This tradition started many years ago. Our reading tastes are so different, and we were always telling the other that they simply had to read this great book we’d just finished. The monthly book exchange prevents blowups and nagging, and criticism of the other’s reading material.
Jack had been wanting Godel, Escher, Bach on the book exchange for a long time, but I hadn’t found anything quite massive enough to make it a fair exchange. Finally we agreed that I’d do GEB if Jack would read all the Gregor Demarkian Holiday Mysteries by Jane Haddam. Jack wouldn’t admit that he was enjoying them, but he chuckled every now and then.
I was actually finding parts of GEB interesting, but other parts were right over my head. The book is about music and math and art and how everything is connected together. Well, it’s hard to explain; you’d have to read it yourself. Polly’s toenails clicking in the bathtub didn’t help my concentration at all.
“Honestly, Jack, what ails that dog?”
He didn’t look up from his book. “Something outside. Probably a fox.”
“A fox! Where’s McCavity?”
Still not looking up, Jack gestured toward the chest of drawers. There was the old reprobate, with his feet tucked in, looking ready to stay there until he turned to stone. His eyes were at half-mast, and I could faintly hear his gurgly purr. So he was alright. I relaxed. I figured the barn cats knew enough to seek the stable rafters when predators roamed.
Jack finally looked up from his book and asked with a puzzled frown, “Hon, what’s a ‘trophy wife’?”
Bless the man! “That’s something rich businessmen collect.”
“Huh?”
“The term refers to the habit some wealthy businessmen have of shedding their first wives who raised their kids and helped them at the start of their careers. The second wife is much younger, more attractive and extremely elegant. She is basically an arm decoration and serves as a visible symbol of his success. Hence the term.”
Jack was shocked. “Are you kidding? And enough guys do this for there to be a name for it?”
See how reading broadens the mind? “Sure, look at the photos in the society pages of the paper sometime and you’ll see what I mean.”
Jack was still amazed. “You mean men will actually leave the wives they are used to and settled in with, and start all over with a total stranger? How do they stand it? And just to show off?”
“They think that’s what they want, but they all probably have ulcers.” I put down GEB and rolled over to give my honey bear a big hug.
Orderly and methodical men do have their advantages. I feel fairly comfortable in the belief that Jack will never leave me for an aerobicized blonde bimbo.
It was three days later when it occurred to me that it might be a good idea to go for a walk.
Jack had gone to the hardware store to buy new tools. The shovel and the secateurs had never turned up. And he didn’t blame me and didn’t utter an accusing word. But I knew what he was thinking. He was thinking that Cissy had wandered off in some space-cadet fugue state and lost his precious tools. But she can’t help it, poor dear, and least said soonest mended.
I had the feeling that if I was home when Jack returned, I was going to pick a fight and I was going to do all the yelling and I’d wind up feeling like an idiot. So getting out of the house was a good preemptive measure.
A two mile tramp along the Passatonnack River did much to restore my equilibrium. Danny would say it’s all endorphins, but I think the advancing green of the season and the company of a happy dog must also be given some credit.
Coming back, I detoured toward the vineyard. Polly had chased many sticks on the outward part of our walk and was now content to pad along at my side.
The vines are unimpressive this time of year. They looked like puny little sticks tied to wire. I was glad to see that Jack had gotten the pruning done before the tools had gone missing. No doubt that prevented him from being even more exasperated with the situation.
Looking closely, I could see that the budding was just begun. Every year, I was amazed again at the speed with which the plants would vine, leaf, and produce their luscious fruit.
Polly whined and darted away, off to investigate something that had caught her attention. Probably something smelly, I thought with resignation. “Polly, come,” I commanded, and she reappeared, only to whine urgently and trot off again.
I sighed and followed her. Past several rows of vines, I caught up with Polly and her find. It was a ragged bundle of bloody fur. Oh dear, a dead cat. I tried to examine it without getting too much of a look at it. Something calico. Well then, it wasn’t one of the barn cats, no calicos there.
This must have been what the fox had been after. But it was odd that the fox left the body; surely it should have carried the kill away and consumed it.
But Polly was still whining, there was something more she wanted me to see. Over there, something squeaking.
I gladly turned away from the bloody mess and turned to the drainage ditch, where Polly was confronting a tiny kitten. The little fellow was arched like a Halloween cat and his fur stood on end. He spit fiercely at Polly, who watched him intently with her head cocked to one side.
Poor little thing! The bloody calico thing must have been his mother. He certainly looked like a kitten who’d been without a mother’s care for several days. He seemed to be black with white paws, but was so bedraggled and woebegone, it was hard to tell. He was a wet, skinny mess. Of course I found him irresistible. Positioning Polly behind me (good dog!), I hunkered down and picked the little fellow up. He immediately turned into a squirming whirlwind, but I kept a tight hold on him.
“Whoa! Hold on, buddy!” I tucked him into the crook of my arm and covered his eyes. He stopped fighting. I was glad I was wearing my heavy jacket to guard against needle-sharp claws.
I stood up and looked around. If there were any more kittens, I would have to come back for them. I listened intently, but there were no more squeaks. I addressed my little black captive. “Where are your brothers and sisters, Tough Stuff? Are you all alone?”
His only response was a continual shiver. I turned in a circle, looking all around. No more kittens, but there was something odd over in the merlot.
Something had happened over there; I could see some of the wire was down and the vines were knocked over. Clutching the kitten, I walked over to investigate.
And that’s how I found Colonel Obadiah Winslow. He was lying on his back, having brought down several of the merlot vines with him. The handles of Jack’s secateurs were protruding from his chest.
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I stepped back quickly, tripping over Polly. She deftly darted out of the way, leaving me to land on my rear. I squeezed the kitten and he peeped indignantly.
The oddest things go through one’s mind in a moment of crisis. The first thing I thought was, “Boy, if seeing a dead cat makes you sick -!”
Regaining my footing, I eased forward to confirm that Winslow was dead in our vineyard. And he sure was. As with the dead cat, I utilized a sort of cringing sideways squint, as if trying not to see too much. Perhaps a bit cowardly, but it kept me from losing my lunch.
Now I know what the phrase ‘lifeless eyes’ means. That’s when the moisture of a living eye has dried, leaving the eyes dull and filmy.
Maybe I should have felt for a pulse, but I could see the man was dead and couldn’t bear touching him. I scrambled out of there in a hurry and raced back to the house.
Polly pranced along beside me, much more intrigued by the live kitten than by the dead human. Occasionally, she leaped up to ensure that I still had a hold on him.
I checked the garage first, but Jack’s pickup was still gone. So it was just us. I ran though the back door and into the kitchen.
Dumping the kitten on the countertop, where he immediately approached McCavity’s food and water bowls, I grabbed the phone from the wall and died 911.
911 is new in Passatonnack County. A year ago, all the roads had been given names and every residence given a number that corresponded to a computerized grid. The number is prominently displayed on a post by the driveway, and as the phone rang I was frantically trying to remember what the number was.
“Passatonnack Sheriff, Fire and Rescue. Operator Fifteen,” said a bored female voice.
I took a deep breath. “This is Mrs. Rayburn out on River Road,” I said as calmly as I could. “There’s a dead man out in our vineyard. He’s been stabbed.”
“Yes, ma’am,” the voice replied, as if stabbing victims were a routine occurrence. “May I have your 911 number?”
“I think it’s 98632. Or 98623. Oh, for heaven’s sake. It’s the second house on River Road. One of only two. The old Davis place. Surely someone knows where that is.”
“Yes, ma’am,” the voice was unperturbed. “But I’ll need the number for my log.”
“Use 98632, if it’s wrong you can change the darn log. Polly, get down!”
Polly had her paws on the counter, causing the kitten to back into the sink.
“Ma’am?” The voice was finally startled.
“Sorry, that was the dog. Look, could you get someone out here right away?”
“Yes, ma’am, someone will be there in a few minutes.”
I paced through the house, looking through the front windows for the arrival of authority, and out the back windows, looking for I-don’t-know-what. Authority finally arrived, in the person of Investigator Dawson.
I’ve met Dawson before. He was out here in December for our holiday open house. A nice young man, with the sad look of a basset hound, he was wearing a rumpled gray suit. Every time I’d seen Dawson, he was wearing a gray suit. I wondered how many of them he had. With his brown eyes, brown hair, and look of settled gloom, he would have been perfectly cast as an undertaker’s assistant. But not as the undertaker himself, since he looked too young for the part.
Polly trotted in to greet the newcomer. She reared up on her hind legs, letting Dawson know that she would plant her paws on his chest if she hadn’t been so well trained. Dawson gave her ears a good scratch and pulled out a well-worn notebook, looking around the front hall for signs of anything amiss.
“Miz Rayburn, you reported a dead body?” he asked mildly.
“Yes, it’s that Colonel Winslow who was here last Sunday. He’s been stabbed. Out by the merlot.”
Dawson took a few rapid notes. “Stabbed, was he?” he said slowly. “Well, ma’am, if you could just show me the way – what’s a mare-low, by the way?”
“Merlot is a type of grape,” I told him, leading the way to the back door. “He’s out here in the vineyard. We planted the merlot three years ago, haven’t started crushing it yet, but it’s coming along well – “ I took a deep breath and tried to stop babbling. “No, Polly, you stay in the house.”
“Is Mister Rayburn around?”
“He went into town for some tools. Oh, lord, he was buying some new secateurs to replace the ones he couldn’t find, and now there they are in this man’s chest.”
“Nasty,” was Dawson’s only comment.
As we approached the far end of the vineyard, Dawson gestured for me to stay back and cautiously approached the body. He gave a low whistle and hunkered down in the vines.
Now we both lifted our heads at the sound of sirens approaching. The Rescue Squad ambulance swung into the back yard and spilled out a group of eager volunteer emergency medical technicians. In the lead was Buddy Haines, proprietor of Buddy’s Feed and Farm Supply. Buddy was a jolly, irreverent balding fellow. He always looked good in the Santa suit he worn each year for the Rescue Squad’s Christmas party. The Rescue Squad official jumpsuit, on the other hand, did nothing for him.
“Aw, shit,” Dawson muttered, and approached the group. “Look here, Buddy, this fellow’s dead. Don’t you go messing up my crime scene.”
“Well, hell, Luther, when did you get your medical degree?” Buddy demanded. “You let me see, there.”
Dawson sighed. “Okay, you come over here by yourself and leave those folks back there. If you think you can resurrect this guy, then you can go at it.”
The two men walked back toward the merlot and stood in silent contemplation at the scene. Buddy scratched his neck thoughtfully. “Well, I ain’t a doctor either, but this fella’s been dead for hours at least. Shit. I’ll call the coroner.”
He backed cautiously away and returned to the ambulance. There were now two more sedans from the sheriff’s office in the back yard, and Jack’s pickup truck was right behind them.
Jack jumped out of the truck and raced toward the scene of the action. When he saw me, he stopped and took a deep breath. Then he continued, walking slowly. As he reached me, he said, “Over at Buddy’s, I heard a report on the scanner about a dead body on River Road – “ he broke off and pulled me into a bear hug.
I squeezed back and then looked at his face. “It’s Winslow, Jack. And he’s been murdered.”
Directed by Dawson, uniformed deputies were now fanning out, searching for evidence, while others huddled around the body.
I gripped Jack’s hand and muttered to him softly. “The secateurs. That’s what he was stabbed with.”
Jack stared at me but said nothing.
From the woods, we heard a shout. “Hey, Dawson. Come get a load of this.”
Investigator Dawson stood and methodically dusted off his knees before heading into our woods. Jack and I quietly trailed behind him.
Back in the underbrush, about ten yards from the path, the deputy displayed his find. It was an oblong hole. What else could you call it? – it looked like a grave. Lying beside it was the missing shovel.
I pointed to the shovel. “Oh, Jack, this is getting so weird!”
“Weird enough,” Jack admitted. We examined the hole silently. It was about five feet long and maybe five deep, and leaves and twigs had drifted into it. I would be willing to bet it was several days old at least.
My mind was working frantically, while Dawson noticed that he’d been followed. He suggested mildly, “Why don’t you folks go on back to the house?”
We had our marching orders, however nicely worded, and obeyed, going back to the house in total silence.
In the kitchen, I started coffee while Jack stared out the window. “Here’s the sheriff,” he commented without turning around. I joined him and saw the county sheriff arrive and join the investigation in the vineyard.
“He could at least have the courtesy to stop by the house and let us know he’s on our property,” I said. I’m not particularly fond of Sheriff Peters. His primary job skill seems to be how well he wears the uniform. Tall and lean, with unruly white hair, he makes a great poster for Law’n’Order. He was at our open house too. He drank too much Chardonnay and had to be driven home by his tight-lipped wife.
Jack has a very low opinion of people who get drunk, especially when they do it on good wine.
We watched from the back windows until Sheriff Peters and Investigator Dawson finally left the group and came up to the house. Time for the interviews. Dawson had his notebook out, while Peters seemed to be along for the ride.
“Ma’am, if we could interview you each one at a time – “ Dawson suggested diffidently.
Jack nodded. “I’ll be in the lab,” he said, and left.
I poured myself another cup of coffee and help up the pot. “Anyone want coffee?” Both men nodded, and we settled down at the kitchen table.
Just then the phone rang. It was Julia. “Cissy, what’s going on out there? I heard a lot of sirens and saw the rescue squad. Is everyone all right?” Good old rural neighborliness.
“I can’t talk right now. Winslow is dead in the vineyard and I have the sheriff in the kitchen.”
There was a moment of shocked silence and then Julia promised, “I’ll be over later,” and hung up.
I returned to the kitchen table. Dawson was already taking notes. “So you knew the deceased?”
“I met him once,” I replied, taking my seat. “He was out here on Sunday. He said he thought my first husband was alive and he was trying to ‘bring him out’, whatever that means.”
Peters leaned forward with bright-eyed interest as Dawson made rapid notes. “So your first husband is MIA?” Dawson asked.
“No,” I said firmly. “Jimmy was killed in Viet Nam. I never had the least doubt about that. This man’s visit was out of the blue.”
Peters interrupted. “Who is this Winslow?”
Dawson answered. “He’s got some organization about finding MIAs from Viet Nam. I got a fundraising letter from him about a year ago. All the Gulf War vets in my unit got the same letter. ‘Imagine that you’d been captured by the Iraqis. Now imagine that you were forgotten by your government and left in enemy hands for over twenty years. Such is the fate – ‘ and so on. Creepy stuff. I almost sent him some money, but Janie said better spend the money where you know where it’s going, and I’d just sent a donation on the Rescue Squad’s new ambulance, so anyway, I let it drop. He’s a famous man,” he added, with a note of reproof.
“Huh,” the sheriff said. “I’ve never heard of him.”
Dawson knew better than to respond to that.
I described the visit in detail and finally pointed the two men in the direction of Jack’s lab. Then I paced the kitchen and gnawed my fingernails and drank way too much coffee.
Almost an hour later, I watched the men leave the barn. Peters got in his car and drove away. Dawson opened his car door, then closed it and came to the back door. I opened it before he had time to knock.
“Ma’am, sorry to bother you again,” he said. “But I thought I ought to suggest that you folks might want to talk to a lawyer.”
“You already told us about Miranda,” I reminded him.
“Yes, I did, and I don’t think either of you is involved in this. But I’m not the Commonwealth’s Attorney, I’m just an investigator. I’m not the one who makes decisions about indictments. Now, this man came here four days ago and told you he was trying to track down your first husband. Sometime last night he’s killed and the weapon belongs to your second husband. Some prosecutors wouldn’t ask for much more than that. So you just think about a lawyer.” He nodded and took his leave.
I sank into a chair. Call me naïve, but it had never dawned on me that anyone would think that Jack might be involved.
A few minutes later, Jack came back into the house. He’s always been a quiet man, but now he seemed withdrawn. He kissed me absently on the cheek and told me he had some reading to catch up on. It seems he didn’t need Investigator Dawson to spell things out for him. He knew the situation looked bad.
Talk to a lawyer? I was chewing over this idea when Julia’s Crown Victoria pulled into the yard. Julia has always been partial to riding in comfort. My kids always referred to Julia’s car as the ‘land yacht’.
She bustled into the kitchen, starting to talk before she even had the door open. “ – saw the sheriff leave, so I came right over. Goodness, Cissy, however did that man come to be murdered here?”
I doled out more coffee, part of the third pot of the day. “Dawson thinks the prosecutor will try to pin it on Jack.”
Julia snorted contemptuously. “What an asinine idea. No Passatonnack jury would buy that!”
“Jack thinks so too.”
“Did he tell you so? What did he say?”
“He didn’t say anything, just that he had to catch up on his reading. But he’s in the den with Wagner’s A Wine Grower’s Guide, which is hardly something he needs to catch up on – he’s practically got that book memorized.”
“Hmm. Poor man,” Julia said with perfunctory sympathy. Then she got down the business. “Tell me what happened. Where was Winslow and when did you find him, and how and why and so on.”
“I was walking Polly,” I began. “We were just coming back to the house and she ran over to the vineyard. There was a dead cat that a fox had got, and a kitten – “
I jumped to my feet. “The kitten!”
Julia frowned. “What about the kitten?”
“I brought him back to the house and then called 911 and forgot all about him. He’s around here somewhere, help me look.”
We set out through the house, looking behind furniture, in closets, on shelves. There are so many places where a frightened kitten could be.
In my office, Polly was sacked out on the sofa, tired from an exciting day. I always talk to her like she’s one of my kids; I don’t get a verbal response, but I also don’t get eye-rolling and ‘Awww, Mom’ sarcasm, so it works out.
“Polly, where did that kitten go? Did you see him?”
Then I looked more closely, because I had caught a glimpse of something black under Polly’s chin. “Polly, what have you done?” I shrieked.
Julia came running. “What? What is it?”
Polly raised her head curiously, and the kitten peeked out. I slumped into a chair in relief – I’d had a brief horrid vision of Polly dismembering the kitten like a poorly made dog toy, but there he was, safe and sound.
And clean! Polly had obviously scrubbed him off thoroughly, so that he was now a shiny black kitten. Dog slobber had moussed his fur into spikes, he looked like a little punk cat.
Julia looked at the pair thoughtfully. “Looks like you’ve got yourself a kitten.”
Polly panted and grinned. I picked up the kitten, which caused an anxious whine from his new mother.
“You are going to keep him, aren’t you?” Julia asked.
“I suppose so. McCavity’s nose will be out of joint, but still. Poor little guy, he’s been through a lot.” I gave him a good ear massage and then restored him to Polly’s custody.
We went back to the kitchen. I put out some more cat food on the counter, and added kitten food to the grocery list on the refrigerator door. Then we sat back down to our cooling cups of coffee, and I finished telling Julia the story of how I found Obie Winslow.”
Julia’s eyes were shining when I finished. “Cissy, you’re going to have to investigate this case.”
“Me! That’s what the sheriff’s department is for! What do I know about investigations?”
“You heard what Dawson said. The police might not do much more investigating, if the prosecutors think they can get a conviction with what they have. Budgets are tight, why spend time looking for a murderer when they could just charge Jack?”
I shivered. I haven’t felt this vulnerable since they came to tell me Jimmy was dead.
“But I don’t know anything about investigations,” I protested.
“Sure you do. You were already investigating Winslow. Now, all my mystery reading has taught me that the best way to solve a murder is to study the victim. So you’re already ahead of the game. Just investigate Winslow and find out who would want him dead.”
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