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Revenge is a kind of wild justice,
which the more man’s nature runs to,
the more ought law to weed it out.
Francis Bacon
Arriving well before sunrise, the dark 4x4 pickup growled its way up the steep overgrown dirt road, jolting over skull-sized rocks, rain-carved ruts, and a tangle of deadfall. The stabbing, blue-tinged high beams slashed but could not pierce the shimmering tunnel of fresh green leaves that pummeled the windshield. Small limbs twanged against the whip antenna, stones clattered inside the wheel wells. On both sides of the truck, beyond the green, was a suffocating blackness.
The growling of the powerful engine abruptly turned into a smooth throaty purr as the truck burst out of the trees and onto an overgrown, level site. The original hunting cabin and outhouse had been reduced by time to a jumble of spongy logs and mossy blocks of stone.
The pickup jostled over several smaller rocks and then lurched to a stop behind the moldering debris. The engine was switched off. The last of the Pepsi was gulped. The can was stuffed into a white plastic litterbag.
The driver got out. The door remained open. The interior lights stayed on. The warning pings sounded shrill and lost in the empty wooded stillness.
Cold nimble fingers unlocked the gun rack that was secured across the pickup’s back window. The rifle was carefully lifted off the rack. A nearly empty box of cartridges was pulled from the glove compartment. Two more boxes, both unopened, were left behind.
One by one, six cartridges were thumbed slowly into the rifle’s magazine, a final one into the chamber. The snick-click-snick of metal sliding against metal had a sensual, almost sexual sound.
The interior lights deeply etched the slow tight grin. The heft of the rifle, the coldness of the blue steel, and the smoothness of the Turkish walnut stock all felt good to the touch. The gold-plated trigger guard, bolt knob, scope mount, and trim plates added very little weight to the rifle. What the gold did add was a helluva lot of class.
It was by far the most expensive rifle the driver had ever owned. Not only the most expensive, it was also rated by several gun magazines as one of the most reliable and maybe the most accurate of all the deer rifles. Or should it be called a ‘dear’ rifle.
A snicker hung in the chilly air as the now-empty cartridge box was automatically crammed into a jacket pocket. The box got stuck halfway in.
After cutting the headlights and closing and locking the driver-side door, several minutes were spent waiting beside the truck while the eyes adjusted to the darkness. Then, on toward the inky hulk of trees.
As the boots swung over a block of stone the cartridge box came loose, fell out of the pocket, and disappeared into the tall weeds. The boots continued to tramp forward.
Despite the predawn gloom, the faint but familiar path was found quickly. Minutes later, the darkness thinned slightly as the path led to a cleared swath of open that was nearly fifty yards wide.
It looked as though a giant tree mower had careened down a steeply wooded slope from top to bottom, shredding leaves, limbs and trunks into so much green and brown confetti. After the mower had finished its work, nothing was left but the knee-high clumps of coarse wet grass. Buried two feet beneath the clumps was a pipeline that bisected the northern half of Klinkton County.
There was no curiosity about where the pipeline started or ended, or what kind of gas it carried. The swath of open was all that mattered. And the road below.
The boots moved forward confidently, out of the woods and into the thick dewy grass. The sky and the trees were still black, the grass a faint pale gray beneath the fading starlight. The rifle was held at the ready position, diagonally across the chest, the scope against the sternum. Each breath erupted in a plume of foggy vapor.
The plan was perfect. Start slowly, unobtrusively. Pick up speed, increase the specials, and then the focus. As soon as the focus was hit, go back to the specials, slow down the pace, and then withdraw completely.
It would be months before anyone figured out what had happened. By then it would be too late.
So everything was going exactly as planned. The view of the road, fifty yards below, would be clear and unobstructed. And yet no one would be able to see what was coming next, despite the openness.
The slope of the grassy pipeline was so steep that a person driving by on the twisty, two-lane road below would have to stop his car, get out, and then look almost straight up. But even if someone actually did that, it would still be too late to react.
When a bullet enters the head, the head can no longer look up. Nor can the eyes see where the bullet came from. And this first target would not be standing by his parked car looking up.
Two things would control the speed of the car --- the dogleg bend, and the steep drop-off that bordered the road. The drop-off plunged nearly thirty feet to the boulder-strewn bed of Fir Creek.
Without a doubt, this was the perfect place to start.
Without warning, a boot suddenly snagged in a tangle of vines that was hidden beneath the long soaking grass. With a yelp of surprise, the body lurched forward. Automatically, one hand flew out, struggling to retain balance. The other hand continued to grip the rifle tightly. An instant later, when the second boot found another vine, the balance was lost completely.
As the chest slammed into the stony earth the fist holding the rifle hit something sharp and hard that was hidden beneath the wet grass. The knuckles scraped harshly, ripping skin. The damaged fingers popped open, the rifle flew, propelled by a curse. The barrel made a metallic clank as it bounced off a rock.
The yelp was more from fury than pain. “Shit!”
The knees were quickly drenched as the hands scrabbled wildly. The fingers clawed at broken sticks, stony earth, and more sharp-edged rocks. Then they found the wood and steel.
The grateful crooning started as the rifle was lifted from the wet grass. The fingers caressed the weapon, examined it, gently touching every inch, every curve, every smooth and functional bump.
Everything felt as it always felt. Except . . .
The hands stopped for an instant, clutching the steel. “Oh, Christ.”
The scope was now skewed slightly to the left.
The brain lurched in panic as the first set of headlights slowly slithered by on the road below. This was the day it had to begin. And yet home was too far away, there were no tools in the truck, there was no way to fix the problem.
Or was there?
Several deep breaths were sucked in to slow the pulse and to get the mind in gear again. Then, fingers felt for the widened end of the scope. Another breath was drawn in as the brain and the hand calculated the amount of force necessary to correct the skew. One more steadying breath and then the palm of the hand gently thumped the side of the scope.
It didn’t move.
A mumbled curse was followed by more thinking.
A harder bump would be too much. It would overcorrect the skew. And that would make the problem worse. No. The correction would have to be made by the eye. There was no other choice.
Stretch out on the wet grass. Prop the elbows on the stony ground. Steady the rifle on top of the log, the barrel pointing down the hill.
Only three other things remained. Wait for the sun. Wait for the car. And position the crosshairs carefully; a fraction of an inch to the right.
Gilbert Klink’s flabby face was turning redder by the second as he leaned forward, his hairy knuckles propped on my desk, and glared down at me. His eyebrows were thick, his breath rancid.
“Just because he started wearing that green uniform doesn’t mean he can start throwing his weight around,” Klink said, sparks flying.
“Clay’s not that kind of person, Gil,” I said. “Why don’t you just tell me what happened.”
“What happened? A week on the job and he’s already writing tickets like they’re going out of style. You need to clamp down on him, Jesse. Now.”
Gilbert Klink was my boss, at least theoretically. He was also a politician, the current commission chairman for Klinkton County, a fairly large, mostly undeveloped area of mountains, forests and trout streams in north central Pennsylvania. Gil didn’t look like a politician, however. He looked more like a rodeo promoter from Cheyenne, Wyoming.
White straw cowboy hat. White western-styled shirt with red arrow pockets and red pearl buttons. A red leather vest with white piping. And custom-cut, stone-washed jeans that had his family name embroidered across both back pockets.
Klink was especially vain about his enormous silver and turquoise buckle, the first-place prize in last year’s regional shoot-out. Unfortunately, the buckle and its tooled leather belt were both nearly buried beneath bulging rolls of gut fat.
“How many tickets are we talking about, Gil?” I said.
Klink thrust his chin forward. His waddles jiggled. “Who the hell knows, I don’t. Dozens, probably. But I do know this. Some very important people in this county are bitching already.”
“Any specifics?”
Gil stared at me. “Specifics?”
“What kind of infractions are we talking about?” I said patiently. “And who committed them?”
“Klinkton County’s most prominent attorney, for one,” Gil said angrily. “And the infraction doesn’t matter. Some piddling little thing, I’m sure. It’s the principle, Jesse. That’s what matters.”
I shuffled through the pile of papers in my ‘In’ basket and pulled out a long narrow form that was destined for the county clerk’s office, where all such tickets were paid.
I read the first few lines aloud. “Jarris D. Burch. Parking violation. Emergency Lane. Mercy Hospital.” I looked up at Klink. “Appears to be a legitimate violation. This the one you’re talking about?”
“That’s one of them,” Klink muttered. “There’s bound to be more.”
I went through all of the other ‘In’ basket papers. Then I looked through my ‘Out’ basket. Nothing.
“Let me check the file,” I said.
As I left my desk and went to one of the filing cabinets along the wall, Klink looked around the office.
“Where’s your girl?” he said. “What’s her name. Franky. You ought to have her looking this stuff up.”
“I gave Franky the day off. She had some personal business to take care of in Williamsport.”
Klink grunted and shook his head. “You’re running a loose ship here, Jesse. Not a good way to start.”
His eyes came to rest on a sign that hung on the wall beside Franky’s desk. He read it aloud and wagged his head.
‘Life is a piece of chocolate cake --- eat as much as you can’.
“What the hell is that, Jesse?” He grunted again. “I’ll tell you what it is. It’s unprofessional. Very unprofessional.”
“I don’t know about the sign, Gil. But I do know about Franky Boone, and so do you. She worked very closely with Sheriff Jackman for nearly ten years. She’s efficient, capable, intelligent and, in my estimation, very professional. We’re lucky to have her.”
Gil grunted again as I pulled open the top drawer and lifted out a slender folder labeled “Tickets Issued”. A copy of the most recent one in the file had been signed by Sheriff Jackman two months ago.
I showed it to Klink. “There are no other tickets, Gil. Unless Clay wrote a wad of them this morning. He should be here in a few minutes if you want to ask him yourself.”
“Clay and Franky are your staff, Jesse, not mine. But if I were you, I’d put’em on a short leash. Right from the start.”
“I’ll do that, Gil,” I said pleasantly. “Whenever I think it’s necessary.”
I placed the folder back in the cabinet and slid the drawer shut. I glanced at my watch. “I’ve got an appointment in about twenty minutes. Was there something else on your mind?”
Gilbert Klink straightened his back and tried to drag the silver and turquoise buckle up and over his belly. He was only partly successful. After clearing his throat his voice grew deeper, more confidential.
“Yes, Jesse, there was. And it’s important. It’s something we need to act on very quickly.”
Klink paused dramatically, extracted a red silk handkerchief from one of his embroidered back pockets, pulled off his cowboy hat and wiped his forehead.
“To tell you the truth,” he finally said. “I’m worried. Very worried.”
“Oh? What are you worried about, Gil?”
His face had changed, softened. It was a face I’d seen before. It was the face he assumed whenever he wanted to look sincere.
“I’m worried about you, my friend. I’m worried about this county. And I’m worried about deer season. It’s coming up, you know, very soon.”
I nodded, looked at my watch again, and then leaned a hip against the corner of my desk.
“I’ve lived in Klinkton County for about ten years, Gil,” I said. “That means I’ve lived through a whole lot of hunting seasons. Small game, deer, doe, bear, bow hunting, all of them, every year.”
“But not as the sheriff,” Gil announced grimly. “And that makes it different. You were just plain old Jesse Eichenlaub then, private citizen. Which meant you didn’t have to deal with all the out-of-towners. Not in any official kind of way, at least. Nor did you have to deal with all of the dope heads and crazies that pour into this county during hunting season. Along with the legitimate hunters and sportsmen, of course,” he added quickly. “But the point I’m trying to make is this. People get hurt during hunting season. They get into fights. They get stabbed. They get shot. All hell can break loose for a couple weeks. You know that.”
“So what are you saying, Gil?”
Klink spread his hands in a gesture of conciliation. “All I’m saying is, being the sheriff of Klinkton County is a very big job. Some would say it is too big, especially during hunting season. And especially for a couple people who, well, who don’t have a lot of experience.”
Meaning me and Clay Letterman.
“So?” I said.
“So I’ve been trying to figure out a way to help. Because --- bygones be bygones, Jesse --- I do want to help. I want to help you, and I want to help the Sheriff’s office. Most of all I want to help the people of Klinkton County. And I think I’ve finally found a way to do all of those things at the same time.”
A broad, silly-looking grin suddenly appeared on Klink’s face as I waited for him to continue.
“What I propose,” he finally said, “is that we set up a kind of reserve force. You know, for emergencies. In case things started getting out of hand.”
“A reserve force?” I said.
Gil nodded vigorously. “A group of volunteers. People who care about this county. People that you --- or I, if it came to that --- could depend on, call on. Any time of the day or night.”
“Volunteers?” I said doubtfully.
“I’m not talking about a bunch of retired old farts who don’t know what to do with themselves,” Gil said quickly. “I’m talking about good men. Men who care about law and order. Men who know about guns. And yes, men who aren’t afraid to use them. If it ever comes to that.”
“And where were you going to look for these public-spirited, gun-toting volunteers?”
Gil’s smile glowed still brighter.
“Don’t have to look for them,” he said. “I’ve already talked to some of the boys in our shooting club. They think it’s a great idea. All you have to do is deputize them, Jesse. Hell, as chairman of the county commission, I could probably deputize them for you. No problem.”
He raised his eyebrows, as though he’d just supplied an obvious answer to a very difficult problem. “You and your deputy get snowed under, just hand out a few badges. Problem solved.”
I studied Gil’s chubby grinning face for a long moment and then shook my head.
“Thanks for the offer,” I said, “but that sounds like a vigilante committee to me. I don’t think I’m ready for that.”
Gil’s smile disappeared. His face was turning red again, tight and stiff. He straightened his back. His gut rose higher as he sucked in a long asthmatic breath.
“Look, Jesse, let’s be honest, OK? No bullshit. The bottom line is, you don’t have a lot of experience in law enforcement. In fact, you don’t have any. We both know that. So all I’m trying to do is help you, support you, back you up. That’s all I’m trying to do.”
“I appreciate that, Gil, and if Clay and I need help, believe me, we’ll ask for it. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I really do have some people waiting.”
Klink grunted and then jammed the rodeo hat back on his head. “I’m a busy man, too, Sheriff. Very busy.”
“I’m sure you are, Gil,” I said, as I started walking toward the door with him. I touched his elbow lightly. “By the way,” I added. “Have you signed that grant application yet? The one Sheriff Jackman and Franky wrote up? There is a deadline, you know. It’s got to be submitted by December first.”
Klink looked at me as though he’d never seen me before. Finally, brusquely, he said, “I’ll sign it when I sign it, Sheriff.”
As he reached for the knob the front door swung open and Clay Letterman walked in. Klink glared at him for a moment and then glared back at me again. “Don’t forget what I told you about that leash, Sheriff. Keep it short and keep it tight.”
He brushed past Clay and slammed out the door.
Clay hung his green Smokey Bear hat on a wall peg and nodded toward the front window. Klink was already trying to hoist his bulk into the shiny black Hummer that crookedly took up the two handicapped parking spaces directly in front of the office.
“Anything I need to know about?” Clay said.
I smiled. “Not really. He just wanted to remind us that deer hunting season is coming up. Real soon.”
Clay rolled his eyes. “Like we didn’t know that.”
“Yeah. Anyway, I’m on my way to the school. Anything new on that Chuck Cornellis complaint?”
“The guy is trouble,” Clay said. “No doubt about that. A time bomb ready to blow. I’ll tell you about it later.”
The Winston Davis Klink Elementary School was only a few blocks from the office and the weather was close to perfect. Cobalt sky, crisp clear air, the kind of Indian Summer morning that travel writers gush about.
I decided to walk to the school instead of driving, mainly because I’d skipped my usual early morning jog and felt the need to stretch my legs. I also needed some time to think about my first week on the job.
I can’t say it had been a bad week. No major crises at any rate. But it had been a long week, for Clay and for me.
Scratchy new uniforms. Stiff new shoes. And a persona that neither one of us felt comfortable with yet, and probably wouldn’t for some time.
Clay would adjust quicker than I would. He had been a cop in the Air Force for four or five years. That was ten years ago but it would come back to him quickly. I was sure of it. That’s why I wanted him at my side when this sheriff thing opened up.
Although we had grown up in different parts of Pennsylvania and hadn’t known each other then, Clay and I had actually enlisted in the Air Force about the same time. I did not become an air cop, however. Nor did my enlistment last as long as his. But the fact that we both had worn the same blue uniform gave us something to talk about when I was hired by Grizzly Snowmobiles ten years ago.
Grizzly was and still is Glen Haven’s number one employer, and Clay was the guy who eased me into the factory routine, showed me the ropes, helped me to move up the ladder.
He’d been a Grizzly supervisor for a couple years by the time I got there. I’d never worked in a factory before in my life. So that took a bit of adjustment, too, at least for me.
Clay was also the one who talked the rest of the Grizzly guys into voting for me when the union presidency opened up five years ago. The union president at the time was Delmore Coop, but Del got himself killed in a hunting accident.
At least that’s what Sheriff Jackman called it, and that’s what the county medical examiner called it, too, an accident. The rumors that flew around the plant called it something else. But there was never any proof.
I heard the click of high heels coming up behind me as I stopped for a traffic light. “Well, well, well,” a woman’s voice said as she sidled up beside me. “If it isn’t our old Prez, Jesse Eichenlaub.”
“Hi Doreen,” I said. “No work today?”
“I’m back on second shift. Didn’t you hear?”
Doreen Miller’s lipstick was blood-colored, like always. Her eye shadow was a shade darker than robin’s egg. And her scent was a lavender cloud.
“’Fraid not,” I said. “Haven’t had much time recently to think about the plant. Everything going all right out there?”
“Guess so. But things went a whole lot better when you were there,” she said, bumping her hip against mine. “Oops. Not used to these new shoes yet.”
She gestured toward the blood-red, spiked-heel pumps that matched her skin-tight slacks. Her eyes flicked to my feet. “Looks like you got a new set of treads, too. And a sexy new uniform.”
Her eyes slid upward slowly and then paused for a moment on the shiny black holster that held my new nine-millimeter Glock.
“Oh my,” she said when her eyes bored into mine again. Her grin was frank and openly provocative. “The girls must be falling all over you. But then they always did, didn’t they? Fall, I mean.”
I laughed. “That’s not the way I remember it.”
“Well, you sure revved my motor more than once.”
The light changed and we started across the street. “So how’s Dud?” I said.
She smiled. Her teeth were large and very white. “Same as always. Mean as a snake.”
“Doreen,” a voice called out angrily. “Where the hell you been?
Doreen’s eyebrows went up. “See what I mean, Mr. Clean?”
By the time we reached the curb, Dud Miller was already there, waiting impatiently. A big man, he had red hair, a thick chest, tree-trunk legs and a mouth that always seemed to be turned down at the corners.
“Hey, Dud,” I said. “How’s it going?”
He barely glanced my way. “Going OK. Look Doreen, we’re late already. I told you to hurry up.”
“Bye, Sheriff,” Doreen said, waving over her shoulder. “Catch a crook for me.”
I returned the wave and watched the two of them continue down Main Street, Dud still red-faced and loud, Doreen still rolling her hips.
Clay Letterman helped me out there, too. He kept me from making a very bad mistake the time all three of us worked together on second shift: me, Clay and Doreen.
“Be careful, Jesse,” Clay had warned. “That woman is nothing but trouble.”
Clay was right of course. And Doreen was not afraid to spread her trouble around. No doubt about it. Dud Miller had his hands full.
I turned left at the corner of Main and River where Glen Haven State University had put up their new two-story administration center.
It wasn’t a bad looking building, although its stainless steel and glass exterior looked jarringly out of place. The rest of Main Street’s brick and stone relics had been built in the twenties and thirties; they looked even older.
The new admin center, however, was a visible confirmation that Glen Haven’s previously small and fairly obscure state teacher’s college was rapidly transforming itself into a full-fledged university, and the change had been good for the entire community.
It brought in more young people, for one thing. That meant many of the storefronts that had been vacant for years could now reincarnate themselves into clothing boutiques, leather-wear stores, fast food restaurants, and a dozen or so other shops that catered mainly to college kids.
More shops meant more money coming into Klinkton County. More money would eventually mean a higher standard of living. And, with the university’s help, the higher standard of living would gradually elevate the social, cultural and intellectual level of the whole town.
At least I hoped it would.
A car drove by and a horn beeped. I waved at another Grizzly worker, a guy named Ron Derling, who was now attending the university part time but still working full time at the plant. Ron, it seemed to me, represented the kind of transition that was occurring in our community.
Like a lot of other Grizzly guys, Ron was from somewhere else. He came to Klinkton County because he loved to hunt and fish. He came to Glen Haven because he needed a place to hide --- not from the law --- from the world. And he came to Grizzly Snowmobiles because he needed a decent job.
Now the world was coming to Ron, and Ron was finally ready to meet the world on his own terms. But to do that, he needed an education. And that’s where the university came in.
I wondered how many other people in Glen Haven had come here to hide? And what were they hiding from? The world in general, like Ron? Or something more specific? Something more personal?
And what about you, I thought? What are you hiding from, Sheriff Eichenlaub?
Marlee Fleece was waiting outside the closed classroom door with her usual warm smile. After glancing up and down the hall she gave me a quick hug and a lingering kiss.
“The kids are very excited,” she said, stepping back. “Thanks so much for coming.”
“I’m not exactly a polished public speaker, you know. Especially in front of a room full of eight-year-old history students.”
“You’ll do fine,” Marlee said. “They’ll be very impressed with anything you have to say. And with your uniform. And especially with that very official-looking gold badge.”
She pretended to polish my badge with the sleeve of her pink sweater.
“I hope so. Anything in particular you want me to talk about?”
Marlee tilted her head to one side. “Well, maybe where you came from. What your background was. How you got to be sheriff. That sort of thing. And don’t worry. You won’t have to talk for the whole fifty minutes. I’ll be showing a thirty-minute film first, about law enforcement in the United States.”
“Glad to hear that,” I said.
She tugged on my hand like a little kid. “Come on. It’ll be fun.”
It turned out to be a pretty good film, although it lasted only twenty-seven minutes by my watch. But it did provide a quick review of our nation’s law enforcement agencies, from old-West sheriffs chasing cattle rustlers, to FBI agents infiltrating terror groups.
When the film ended, Marlee introduced me and then opened the floor for questions. “Are you a real sheriff?” the first kid said. He was a blonde-haired boy with dark eyes and a pixy face.
“I certainly am,” I said. “I was elected by the people of Klinkton County about a month ago. I took Sheriff Jackman’s place.”
A little girl with freckles asked me why Sheriff Jackman wasn’t sheriff anymore.”
“Sheriff Jackman had some health problems. Plus he was almost seventy. He thought it was time to retire.”
When the questions dried up for a moment I told them about the election and about my two partners, Clay Letterman and Franky Boone. Then Marlee told them I had a degree in psychology from Temple University in Philadelphia.
“Were you the sheriff of Philadelphia, too?” another girl asked.
I laughed. “No, I’m afraid not. As a matter of fact, I’ve never been a sheriff anywhere before. I became the sheriff of Klinkton County mainly because I have a lot of friends here and I guess a lot of people thought I’d make a good sheriff.”
The class wanted to know what kind of gun I carried. They wanted to know if I watched cop shows on television. They wanted to know if the siren hurt my ears. They also wanted to know all sorts of other things, things that only third grade history students would think of.
Nearly everyone in the class had at least one question. All except the little boy in a tattered Eminem sweatshirt who sat in a far corner of the room, his chair slightly separated from the others. His unruly brown hair looked matted, and his pale oval face looked smudgy, as though it hadn’t been touched by a washcloth in some time.
I had glanced his way several times during the film and he was always looking back at me. Maybe scowling back was more accurate. He was obviously not impressed with me, or with the film. He finally spoke up near the end of the class, his voice coarse and belligerent. His face was red, his eyes were like slits.
“My daddy says you’re a sissy,” he said. “A queer. He says you don’t even go huntin’.”
“Douglas!” Marlee said, shocked.
I held up my hand. “That’s all right, Ms. Fleece. Everyone has a right to his own opinion. And you know what, Douglas? You’re daddy is right about one thing. I don’t go hunting. But I’m not gay.”
Douglas continued to glare at me, his eyes full of accusation. “Yeah? Well, why don’t you go huntin’ ? You scared of guns?”
I gripped the black shiny holster that was strapped to my waist. “No, I’m not afraid of guns, Douglas. I carry this one around every day. Most sheriffs do. But I don’t go hunting because I don’t like shooting things. I don’t like killing things.”
“Not even snakes?” another boy called out from the front row, giggling.
“Nope,” I said. “Not even snakes.” I paused and winked at him. “Well, maybe rattlesnakes. And copperheads.”
Several children giggled. Douglas continued to glare at me. “What if somebody tries to shoot you?” he said. “Ain’t you gonna shoot him back?”
The giggling stopped. The room was suddenly still. I could sense that Marlee was about to end the class abruptly. I jumped in ahead of her.
“That’s a very good question, Douglas. It’s also a very difficult question to answer. Because taking another person’s life is about the worst thing you can do to them. It’s certainly the most permanent thing you can do to them. Because there is no way to undo it. There is no way to make that person alive again. So before you decide to kill anything, especially a person, you should think about it --- very long, and very hard.”
I glanced at Marlee and then at the class. The kids were all waiting, wide-eyed, for whatever was coming next. So was Marlee.
I took a breath. “What would I do if someone tried to shoot me?” I said. “Or if they tried to shoot someone I cared about? The truth is, Douglas, I really don’t know. I hope I never have to make a decision like that. But if I do, I hope it’ll be the right one.”
The silence hung in the air for a moment as the kids looked at each other, and then a bell rang. A moment later a herd of noisy eight-year-olds was clamoring toward the door. When the stampede was over the only one remaining was the little guy in the back corner. He was still sitting stiffly at his desk.
“Douglas?” Marlee said. “Did you want to talk to the Sheriff?”
Douglas looked at me for the longest time. I couldn’t tell what was brewing behind his narrowed eyes.
Marlee and I exchanged glances when he finally slid jerkily out of his seat. He came up the aisle slowly, his eyes welded to my gold badge. Then he stood before me, looking up.
His voice was little more than a whisper. But the venom was still there, and so was the fire.
“I hate you,” he said, his fists doubled into bony knots. “I hate you!” He took a swing at my stomach, missed, and then ran out the door.
Marlee and I stood there for a moment looking at each other, bewildered. Her hands clasped mine. “I’m sorry, Jesse. Most of the time Douglas is very quiet. I’m sure he didn’t mean what he said. His life has been kind of …difficult.”
“I’m sure it has,” I said. I squeezed her hands in return. “Where does he live?”
Marlee shook her head. “I’m not exactly sure. Out of town; probably somewhere in the mountains.”
“Well, don’t worry about it. Maybe, at some point, Douglas and I can continue our talk. Just the two of us.”
“I hope so,” Marlee said. “That little boy needs all the help he can get.”
I woke up with a muffled grunt, jerking upright on the sofa where I’d fallen asleep the night before. My heart was thumping. My breath was coming in painful gasps. Ten, maybe fifteen seconds passed before the nightmare faded and reality began to reassemble itself.
Tigger Boy, my orange and white cat, was sitting nonchalantly on the back of the sofa. He was looking down at me like he’d never seen me before. His eyes were large and totally black.
I took several more deep breaths, letting them out in a rush, and then looked down at my shaking hands.
I was surprised to find the black glossy holster in my left. In my right was the Glock.
I looked at the gun for a moment, letting the nightmare fade, letting reality grow.
The gun felt heavy in my hand --- heavy, alien, and very deadly. And I wondered again about the strange contradiction that handguns always presented to me.
There were hundreds of laws in this country that forbid the killing of human beings. And yet there were also hundreds of thousands of handguns produced and sold every year. Handguns that were designed for only one purpose: the killing of human beings.
It was a contradiction that always struck me as being somehow schizophrenic.
I took another long slow breath and slid the Glock back into the holster, snapped the gun in, and then laid the holster on the floor next to my feet. Tigger Boy was still sitting, still watching. I finally reached out and touched the side of his face.
“Time to wake up, my friend. Start another day.”
A moment later, the harsh jangle of my phone erupted in the kitchen. I pushed myself off the sofa, walked to the kitchen and picked up the phone.
“Jesse?” The voice sounded tiny in the earpiece.
“Yeah, Clay.”
“Didn’t wake you, did I?”
I looked at my watch. It was almost noon. “No, not at all. What’s up?”
“I’m really sorry to bother you on your day off,” Clay said reluctantly. “But a guy named Byrd just called the office. He’s kind of upset, insisted that you and I go out to his place as soon as possible. Today.”
“Byrd?”
“Donald Byrd.” Clay chuckled. “You’ll never guess what the man does for a living.”
I could almost see Clay’s chubby cheeks split by a grin. “No, I probably won’t. You going to tell me?”
Clay laughed. “Mr. Byrd raises chickens.”
“Chickens,” I said flatly.
Clay corrected himself. “Actually, he raises roosters.”
“Roosters. So why does he want to see us?”
“Because someone just shot three of them.”
“I see. And three dead roosters requires the immediate attention of the sheriff himself?”
“I know,” Clay went on. “It sounds silly at first. But this is a little different. These were not just your run-of-the-mill cluckers. These were prize-winning roosters. Worth a couple thousand bucks each. And on top of that”, Clay added. “Byrd says he knows who shot them.”
“He insisted on seeing us today?”
“Said he won’t talk to anyone but you.”
I let out a breath and frowned. “Roosters, huh? OK, Clay, I’m on my way.
I picked Clay up at the office and the two of us drove out of Glen Haven in my dusty green Bronco, heading east on Route 220 and then north on Route 44. There was no need to switch on the two-way radio because Saturdays and Sundays were not normal workdays for Franky, the third member of Klinkton County’s finest. So I turned on the other radio instead and found a local AM station that featured country music from the 50s, 60s and 70s. Country Gold 101 was what the station called itself --- “The First and the Best of the Golden West.”
I enjoyed jazz and classical music, too, but Klinkton County’s trio of radio stations focused on three genres only: country, rock, and rap.
While I drove, Clay talked; mostly about his wife, Trina, and their three kids. He also squirmed around on the seat. He never felt comfortable in the Bronco because his six foot four inch frame always seemed to be wedged tightly between the floor and the roof. Propped on his knees, both of which were jammed against the dash, was his dark green Smokey Bear hat.
“Paul decided this morning he wants to be a herpetologist.” Clay laughed. “He must have read twenty books this month, all of them about snakes. Drives Trina crazy.”
His bubbly laugh seemed to ooze upward out of his paunchy middle. “Last week Paul had his heart set on being a pig farmer. The week before that it was astronomy.”
“What about Clay, Junior?” I asked. “He go out for football this year?”
“He wanted to,” Clay said. “But he also wanted to go out for wrestling. His coaches and his momma said he couldn’t do both. Big, big decision. In the end, wrestling won out. You know how fanatical this county is about high school wrestling.”
“It’s second only to deer hunting. Or maybe trout fishing.”
“You got that right,” he said.
Clay leaned back in his seat and watched the passing trees in silence as Jim Reeves’ mellow voice filled the Bronco’s cab. When Reeves faded away, Kitty Wells took his place. Kitty’s nasal twang was somehow just as comforting to me as Reeves’ smooth baritone, although Wells’ voice stirred up another image that was not so comforting: the image of Becky Johns.
Country music of all sorts used to drive Becky up the wall, but she especially hated my old collection of Kitty Wells LPs.
“She whines like a goddam cat in heat,” Becky used to say. “I don’t know how you can listen to that garbage. I hate it.”
Becky hated a lot of things, including most of her own clients. She called some of them garbage, too, although she openly admitted that they made excellent grist for her master’s thesis. I never understood why she chose social work as a profession. Once you got below that micro-thin layer of professional sincerity, Becky Johns had all the warmth and compassion of a Minnesota railroad spike. In late January.
Clay leaned forward. “I think that’s the turnoff up ahead,” he said. “That big white mailbox. Yep, that’s it all right. B-y-r-d.”
I checked the rear view mirror and clicked on the right turn signal. There was a dark pickup truck about a hundred yards behind us. It had been there since we turned north on 44. But that wasn’t unusual. Route 44 was the only paved road that serviced Fir Creek Valley and nearly everyone who lived up here owned a pickup. Most of them had dark paint.
I gradually slowed the Bronco and then eased onto the relatively smooth driveway. “Better than your average lane,” I said appreciatively, noting the thick layer of gray and white gravel. Some of the stones clattered and pinged against the Bronco’s undercarriage.
“Especially out here in the boonies,” Clay agreed. “Wouldn’t mind having a driveway like this at my place. But it must be a bugger to plow in the wintertime. Wouldn’t be any gravel left.”
I checked the mirror again and watched the dark pickup pass the mouth of the lane and keep on going.
Clay nodded at the white fencing and the manicured strips of unusually green grass that lined the gravel roadway. “Nice grass, too,” he said. “Especially for this late in the fall. There was an article in the paper about him last week. About how he uses chicken manure to keep his grass green. Franky and I were talking about it.” Clay laughed. “She called him a pathological neat-nick.”
“Franky seems to know everybody in Klinkton County.”
Clay agreed. “She was born here. Her folks lived up this way when she was still in high school. Her school bus made a stop right up the road from here. Franky said she used to see Byrd walking back and forth between his house and the barn every morning. Looked like he was on his way to church, she said. White shirt, bow tie, creased pants, shiny shoes.”
“Not your ordinary everyday chicken farmer,” I said.
Clay laughed. “As my grandpa used to say about Brock the Butcher, this man takes his birds seriously.” Clay nodded. “There he is.”
I steered the Bronco halfway around the wide circle that fronted the house. The center of the circle was covered with the same kind of unnaturally green grass that lined the drive. In the middle of the circle was a small wishing well. It appeared to have been handmade out of pressure-treated wood. Its roof was covered with cedar shakes. I pulled up in front of the porch.
“Keeps a nice place all right,” I said as I switched off the engine and looked around. “There must be money in rooster raising.”
Mr. Byrd was standing at the foot of his gray, neatly-painted porch steps. I guessed him to be about five foot four or five, weighed maybe one-thirty, gray hair cut short, a dapper gray moustache above tight, thin lips. Behind the rimless glasses was a set of cool gray eyes. He looked more like a hawk than a chicken.
Franky’s description was right on the money. White shirt, starched collar, dark blue bow tie. The crease in his bib overalls could probably give you a fairly serious paper cut. Even his black, ankle-high brogans glittered with polish in the afternoon sun.
The man looked annoyed. Very annoyed.
I climbed down from the pickup, let the door click shut and then walked toward Byrd, my hand outstretched. “Afternoon, Mr. Byrd. I’m Sheriff Jesse Eichenlaub. This is my partner, Clay Letterman.”
“We talked on the phone, Mr. Byrd,” Clay said as he came up beside me. His hand was outstretched, too.
Byrd nodded briskly, ignoring both of our hands. His eyes bored into mine.
“He killed three of them.” The voice had a clipped, high-pitched cadence that almost sounded British. “Three of my best. Prize winners, every one of them.” He jerked his head to the left. “Follow me.”
Byrd’s pace was quick and deliberate. “Happened first thing this morning. Bang, bang, bang. Just like that. Cut off their heads as clean as an axe. I left them right where they fell. Wanted you to see them first, before I buried them.”
“You say it happened early this morning?” I said. “Why did you wait so long to call?”
“I didn’t,” Byrd said. “I’ve been trying to get Gilbert Klink since it happened. Tried the first time five minutes after I found my birds. Tried every fifteen-twenty minutes after that. All I could get was his damn voice mail.”
He snorted. “Voice mail. They can call it whatever fancy name they want to, but in my book it’s still an answering machine. Anyway, I finally gave up on Klink and called your office.”
Clay and I followed the small tidy man as he went around the corner of a small white, freshly-painted barn. The raucous cackling and pungent smell quickly identified the building as a chicken coop of some sort.
It was about thirty feet long, ten or twelve foot deep. The roof was made of corrugated aluminum and sloped from front to back. Running the length of the coop was a chicken-wire enclosure. In the middle of the enclosure was a long wooden perch, two foot above the ground, fastened to concrete blocks. Under the blocks were the rust-colored bodies of three Rhode Island Reds.
At first glance, the bodies could have been large hens, except for the three heads that appeared to have been casually tossed aside. Each head was replete with a thick scarlet comb and a set of rosy wattles. The small round eyes were still partly open. The blood from the necks and the bodies had turned into black uneven circles in the dusty soil.
Mr. Byrd’s face was tight and grim. He pointed toward the woods that bordered the backside of the property about a hundred yards beyond the chicken coop.
“The shots came from over there,” Byrd said. “I just came out on the porch to have my coffee, same as I do every other morning at six forty-five. Next thing I see is three puffs of smoke. In the same instant I hear the shots. Like I said, bang, bang, bang. Hardly a second between them. I couldn’t believe my eyes.”
Byrd pursed his lips. His thin face darkened. “You’ve got to act on this, Sheriff. And you’ve got to act now.”
I nodded in the direction Byrd had been pointing. “Why don’t you check around over there, Clay? See what you can find.”
Clay ambled away and I turned to Byrd again. “You have any idea who might have done this?”
“I know exactly who did it,” Byrd said firmly. “It was the same guy who kidnapped four of my roosters two years ago.”
“Kidnapped?” I said.
“Two weeks before a big competition down in Harrisburg,” Byrd said. “My birds would have won it, too. No doubt about it.”
“People in your line of work do that sort of thing?” I said. “Kidnap other people birds?”
Byrd’s eyes narrowed, his lips got even thinner as he peered up at me. “My birds are worth a lot of money, Sheriff. Even my hens are all prize winners. Put a prize winning rooster with a prize winning hen and the next thing you know you’ve got yourself a whole clutch of new prize winners.” Byrd pursed his lips. “That’s what it’s all about, Sheriff.”
“Competition pretty fierce, is it?”
Byrd grunted. “Fierce. That’s as good a word as any, I suppose. People do all kinds of things to win a competition. Deceitful things, illegal things.” He nodded toward the three feathered and headless bodies. “Savage things.”
Byrd went into an animated lecture about the complex and cutthroat world of competitive rooster raising as I watched Clay cross the hundred yards of open field and disappear into the woods. I wondered if he would find anything, like three rifle shells?
Doubtful. The shooter probably collected the shells before he left. Footprints? Not likely with the floor of the woods probably covered with a thick layer of fallen leaves from this and many other autumns.
“Is there a road out there?” I asked, when Byrd paused to take a breath.
“In those woods?” Byrd said. “Sure. If you want to call it a road. More like two ruts running through the trees, if you ask me. Hunting cabins all over these hills. Lots of folks come up here in the summer, too. Not just during hunting season.” Byrd poked my chest with a stiff index finger. “Don’t you want to know who did it?”
I studied the little man for a few seconds and then pulled a small pad and a ballpoint pen out of my shirt pocket. “You said it was someone you know.”
“Of course I know him,” Byrd said impatiently. “He’s been after my roosters for twenty years. Name’s Roy Harlidge. He’s got a small chicken farm between Gettysburg and Lancaster, just outside of York. I can even give you his address and phone number if you want it.”
“That would be very helpful,” I said. I wrote down the information and then slid the pen and pad back into my shirt pocket.
“So, you going to arrest him?” Byrd said.
“Well, it’s not quite that simple, Mr. Byrd. For one thing, he lives in a different county, different part of the state. I have no jurisdiction down there. I’m not even sure what county the city of York is in. And at this point, we have no proof.”
Byrd grunted again. “I’m not that stupid, Sheriff. Of course we have proof.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out two chunks of gray, mashed-up metal.
“I found them in the coop,” he said proudly. “After they killed my roosters, these bullets went through the front wall, through two of my hens and into the four by four timbers that hold up the roof. Dug them out myself, with my pocketknife. The third shot went through the back wall and kept on going. Haven’t been able to find that one yet. But I’ll keep looking.”
I accepted the two slugs and held one of them up between my thumb and forefinger. The dull gray metal had apparently peeled back like an empty banana skin the instant it hit the thick support beam. The remaining nub of lead that wasn’t peeled back was squashed and pushed out of shape. It didn’t even look like a bullet. It looked more like a mangled hunk of pewter-colored putty. The scratch marks from Byrd’s pocketknife were clearly visible.
“They’re pretty well mashed up, Mr. Byrd,” I said doubtfully. “Might be kind of hard to get any useful ballistic information from them.”
“Big city police have all kinds of labs to handle forensic evidence like that,” Byrd said huffily. “FBI does too. Surely you can send those bullets somewhere, to someone who’s more experienced, someone who knows all about these things.” His gray eyes narrowed. “No offense, Sheriff.”
“None taken,” I said as I examined the second slug and then folded both of them into the clean white handkerchief that I always kept in my hip pocket. A plastic baggie would have been better but I wasn’t sure I had any in the truck. I would have to ask Franky to get a new supply at the Big Bear Market in Glen Haven.
I eased the handkerchief into my pants pocket. “I’m sure we’ve got a lab at our disposal. We’ll mail them out first thing Monday morning. But like I said, they’re in pretty bad shape. So don’t get your hopes up.”
Byrd peered up at me again. His eyes were now as hard and as shiny as a pair of stainless steel marbles. “You took Sheriff Jackman’s place,” he said, more like a statement than a question.
I nodded. “That’s right. I was elected when Sheriff Jackman retired.”
“The way I hear it, you’ve never been a cop before. That right?”
I agreed. “Law enforcement experience is not a prerequisite for becoming a sheriff in this county. Odd as that may sound.”
Byrd’s nod was stiff and jerky. “Odd? That’s not odd, that’s crazy if you ask me. It’s like taking some bum off the street and making him a surgeon. Or an accountant. Crazy.”
“Some laws do sound a little strange,” I said pleasantly. “But until they’re changed, we have to abide by them. Don’t you agree?”
Byrd’s eyes narrowed even further. “I’ll be frank with you, Sheriff,” he said. “I voted for Gilbert Klink. He comes from a whole line of public servants. Sheriffs, tax collectors, commissioners, you name it. His family has been running this county for close to two hundred years.”
“Mr. Klink doesn’t have any law enforcement experience either,” I pointed out.
“Maybe so,” Byrd said. “But as far as I’m concerned, he would have made one helluva good sheriff.”
With another stiff nod, Byrd turned on his heels and marched back toward his house. I called after him.
“I’ll give you a call when we get the lab results.”
“You do that,” Byrd said, not looking back.
“So how was your weekend?” Franky Boone said. She dumped the contents of a silver and brown packet of decafe into the coffeemaker.
“Busy. I spent most of it studying a pile of textbooks and handouts that were distributed at that new-sheriff orientation I went to in Harrisburg.”
Franky poured in the water, pushed the toggle switch and ambled back toward her desk. “Sounds boring.”
The relaxed-fit jeans and billowy pink blouse belied the fact that Franky was a moderately plump woman, forty-one years old, with a tired, makeup-free face. Her dark brown hair, neatly fastened in a ponytail, bounced as she moved. A flippant and sometimes cynical attitude seemed out of sync with her warm brown eyes. I was barely aware of the limp that always got worse, she had said, on rainy days.
Franky turned around and glanced my way.
“So what are you frowning about?” she said bluntly. “The only time Sheriff Jackman frowned was when his emphysema was acting up. You having lung problems?”
I grinned. “I ran three miles this morning and never broke a sweat. How about you?”
Franky grunted. “I never ran three miles in my life, even before I got this.” She slapped her left leg and did a Chester imitation, rocking wildly from side to side as she walked past my desk. She glanced down at the yellow legal pad that was filled with my own particular form of scrawly ballpoint scratchings. “What’s all that?” she said.
“New case,” I said. I waited until Franky was seated behind her desk again. “You’ve lived in Klinkton County all you life, right?”
Franky nodded suspiciously. “So?”
“And before he left,” I continued, “Sheriff Jackman told me personally that you know everything that ever happened to anyone who ever lived in Klinkton County. At least during the past thirty years.”
Franky made a face. “I wouldn’t go that far. What do you want to know?”
“Clay said he was talking to you about a guy named Donald Byrd. Said there was an article in the Times Herald about him.”
Franky tilted her head back and laughed. It was a warm bubbly sound that made me feel good. “The chicken farmer?” she said. “He’s a bird all right. An odd one at that.”
Franky’s brief thumbnail bio of Donald Byrd included the fact that he moved to Klinkton County in the early seventies, started a chicken farm, specialized in roosters, and came from somewhere south of Glenn Haven.
“Harrisburg, Lancaster, one of those towns,” Franky said.
“York?” I suggested.
Franky shrugged. “Maybe. I could probably look it up.”
I shook my head. “Might not be important. Why do you think he’s odd?”
“Maybe odd is the wrong word,” Franky said. “How about fanatical. As in chicken fanatic? That’s all he ever talks about. It’s probably all he ever thinks about, too. Chickens, roosters, hens, eggs, whatever. He also lives alone, no wife, no kids, not even a dog. Just him and his chickens.”
She paused for a second. Her eyes narrowed again. “Why do you want to know about Donald Byrd?”
I told her about the rooster killings. Franky rolled her eyes. “I’m sure Byrd didn’t mention this little fact to you, but his precious chickens are also insured. The agency that covers his birds, by the way, is part of the family empire of our good friend Gilbert Klink. They were probably insured for a lot of money. Trophy winners and all that. Maybe Byrd shot them himself.”
“Why would he do a thing like that?”
“The way I hear it,” Franky explained, “Byrd’s birds haven’t won a blue ribbon in three or four years. That’s three or four years worth of very expensive chicken feed, down the gullet.”
Franky’s raised eyebrows meant: Get the picture?
The phone rang. Franky picked it up and listened for a moment. “It’s for you,” she said. Her eyebrows went up questioningly as she covered the mouthpiece. “Joe Bartellet? Chief of Detectives? York Police Department?”
I reached for the phone on my desk. “Great. I called him over the weekend about a person Mr. Byrd mentioned. Lucky for me he was on duty. Hey, Joe, what did you find out about Roy Harlidge?”
“Not much,” Detective Bartellet said. “He’s lived in the York area most of his life but we don’t have a thing on him. I checked with DMV,too. Not even a speeding ticket. But I also called the York Record, one of our local papers. See if they had anything on him.”
“And …?”
“And they did. Quite a few articles, as a matter of fact. It appears that Harlidge is something of an expert when it comes to chickens. His birds have won all kinds of competitions. He’s been all over the country. Even went to England twice. With his birds, of course. Don’t know if he won any ribbons over there but he’s won a lot over here. The Record articles about him said the walls of the Harlidge living room are plastered with ribbons. His shelves are also stacked with gold cups, silver cups, walnut plaques, crystal rooster heads, you name it. I got his phone number if you want it.”
I wrote down the Harlidge number and then told the detective about Mr. Byrd and his dead roosters. “Byrd thinks Harlidge killed them,” I concluded.
“Well, it’s possible, I suppose,” Bartellet said doubtfully. “People can become fanatical about all sorts of things, why not chickens? But if you want my opinion, it was probably nothing more serious than a couple kids raising hell. Or maybe getting ready for hunting season. Happens all the time around here.”
“Really?” I said.
“Yep. Case in point. Two years ago somebody accidentally shot somebody else’s dog while he was zeroing in his rifle in a patch of woods. Accusations started flying. Threats. The whole nine yards. The next thing you know I’ve got myself a Hatfield and McCoy situation. I finally had to haul two of them in, one from each family.”
Bartellet’s voice became muffled for a moment and then came back. “I don’t mean to rush you, Sheriff, but if you don’t need anything else I’ve got an emergency of some sort.”
“No, nothing, Joe. I appreciate your help. If I can do anything in return, give me a buzz.”
“I’ll do that. Oh, there is one thing,” Joe Bartellet said. “I’ll be up in your area the start of deer season. If you can tell me where all the fifteen-point bucks are hiding I sure would appreciate it.”
I laughed. “I’ll ask around but people up here are kinda tight-lipped about that sort of thing.”
I broke the connection, opened it again and immediately dialed the number Bartellet had given me. A somber male voice answered after the third ring. I identified myself and asked to speak with Roy Harlidge.
There was a long pause and then a sonorous voice said, “I’m sorry but Mr. Harlidge passed away a week ago.”
I frowned at the wall. “Are you a friend of his?”
“I’m his nephew. My mother was Roy’s sister.”
“I see. And is this the same Roy Harlidge who raised roosters?”
“Uncle Roy raised all kinds of fowl, Sheriff. He was considered an expert in his field, well regarded, respected, admired. In fact, we’re expecting a rather large turnout for the funeral.”
“He hasn’t been buried yet?”
“The death was very sudden, you see, unexpected. And we’ve had some scheduling problems. A lot of people to notify. Some will be coming from other states. So we haven’t selected a date as yet.”
The man cleared his throat. There was a tightness now, a hesitancy in his voice.
“I don’t mean to be rude or uncooperative, Sheriff, but I hope you’ll understand. We have a … a rather delicate situation here and ---”
I interrupted. “Delicate? In what way?”
There was a pause and then the man said, “I’m afraid, Sheriff, that I can’t give you any more information at the moment. But if you’d like to speak to the funeral director who will be in charge of Uncle Roy’s service, I’ll give you his number.”
The funeral director’s voice had a syrupy kind of solemnity that was more annoying than soothing but he verified everything the nephew had said. Before I hung up, I said, “By the way, how did Mr. Harlidge die?”
I could hear the man shuffling papers. “Let me see,” the director said slowly. “Ah, yes, here it is. I remember now. It was a gunshot wound, Sheriff.”
“A gunshot wound?” I said, surprised. I glanced at Franky who was now staring at me with a “what gives?” expression. “What kind of gunshot wound?”
The man on the other end shuffled some more papers and assured me that he was always pleased to help any law enforcement agency, but the form he was reading from did not give any additional details about Harlidge’s death, other than that it resulted from a gunshot wound.
“But I would be delighted to look into this further and call you back,” the director said.
“Yes,” I said slowly. “That might be a good idea.”
“I seen it myself, Sheriff,” the guy was saying angrily. “Hands all over my little girl, tugging at her sweater, patting her back. I thought I was gonna puke right there, it made me so sick. Person like that means trouble, Sheriff. For everyone. Especially kids.”
The guy was wearing bib overalls, a faded blue God Is Love sweatshirt, and mud-clotted brogans. He was pacing back and forth as he talked. Franky watched the man from the water cooler, a slight smile on her lips. Clay, who was leaning against a file cabinet, was also watching the guy. But Clay wasn’t smiling.
“Did anyone else see what happened?” I said.
The man stopped in front of my desk and spun half way around, facing me. He needed a shave and a bath.
“If they didn’t they must have been blind.” His gray eyes went blank for a moment and then came back into focus. “Oh, yeah. There was a kid there, too. College kid. Long hair. Faggoty looking. And he starts to defend her. Can you believe that? Telling me to back off?”
“Who was he trying to defend, Mr. Marston? Your daughter?”
“Hell, no. I booted her little butt out to the truck. He was defending the dike.”
“And by ‘dike’ you mean gay.”
“That’s a bleeding heart weasel word, Sheriff. The woman’s a dike. Pure and simple.”
I glanced past Marston’s shoulder to Franky. She caught my eye and made a subtle gesture with her mouth, shoulders and eyebrows that said “Could be”. I looked back at Marston.
“Have you reported this to anyone?”
“That’s what I’m doing,” Marston sputtered. “I’m reporting it to you.” He stared at me for a moment. Then he said, “Look, Sheriff, if some old dike started feeling up your daughter, and getting all chummy with her, wouldn’t you call her a goddam pervert?”
Marston glanced over at Clay for a moment. “Wouldn’t you?” he said. Clay’s face remained unchanged.
Marston looked back at me and spread his hands. “It’s in the Bible, Sheriff,” he said. “Ask your deputy there. Women shouldn’t be doing things like that to little kids. Men shouldn’t either. It’s in the goddam Bible.”
I met the man’s eyes head on and held them. “So you’re here to make an official complaint, is that right?”
“Isn’t that what I’m doing?”
“Well, you’re telling me about it, yes. But filing an official complaint means filling out some forms and then giving Ms. Boone a written statement.”
“You mean her?” he said, jerking a thumb back over his shoulder. Franky made a face behind his back.
“Ms. Boone is our office manager, Mr. Marston,” I said. “She worked with Sheriff Jackman for many years.”
“Can’t I just tell you about this? I’m not too good at writing.”
“You don’t have to be writer, Mr. Marston. All you have to do is tell Ms. Boone what happened, in your own words, and she’ll type it up. When she’s finished, you look it over. If your statement says what you want it to say, you sign it, I sign it, and the ball starts rolling.”
Marston’s mouth dropped open. “But ain’t you gonna arrest her?”
“We’ll have to do an investigation first.”
Marston looked at me, then at Clay, and then back at me again. “An investigation? That could take weeks. Months. We need to protect our kids now. Not six months from now.”
“Well, I’m sorry Mr. Marston,” I said, “but Deputy Letterman and I can’t go around arresting people just because someone else thinks we should. We need some kind of proof that a law has been broken.”
Marston snorted. “I seen her with my own eyes, Sheriff. That’s all the proof I need.” He wagged his head mournfully and looked over my head and out the window. “I don’t know,” he said, more to himself than to us. “The world’s up to its ass in paperwork. And investigations. Maybe what a guy needs to do is take care of these things himself.”
I leaned forward. “You don’t want to do anything foolish, Mr. Marston,” I said firmly. “And trying to enforce the law yourself would be very foolish.”
Marston kept staring out the window like he hadn’t heard me. I raised my voice slightly.
“That’s what I was elected to do, Mr. Marston. Enforce the law. And if you --- or anyone else --- decide to take the law into your own hands, then you just might be the one who ends up getting arrested.” I smiled. “We wouldn’t want that to happen, would we?”
Marston’s eyes snapped back to mine for a moment and then he shook his head. “I don’t understand, Sheriff. I swear to Christ I don’t. That pervert’s breaking the law and you’re telling me I could get arrested.”
He glanced at Clay once more and then started toward the door.
“Mr. Marston?” I said. “What about your statement? And the complaint forms.”
“Forget it, Sheriff. Looks like I’m just wasting my time here.”
He pulled open the door and started out. “It’s in the goddam Bible,” he muttered, and slammed the door behind him.
I looked at Clay. “You know him?”
Clay nodded. “Pete’s been to our church a couple times but he’s not a regular. His wife and daughter come more often. They’re nice folks. A little on the timid side.”
“I’m not surprised. He always like that?”
Clay nodded. “He gets kind of riled up, no doubt about that. We had to ask him to leave a prayer meeting once.”
“Why?”
“Someone thought we ought to pray for the Muslims, especially the women and children. You know, because of all this trouble going on over there. Well, Pete nearly blew himself up over that one. He can get pretty hostile.”
“Guess we’ll have to keep an eye on him. Franky, what can you tell me about the librarian. You were sending me some kind of message while Marston was talking.”
“I don’t have any direct knowledge about her personal life but there has been some talk. Her name is Cecelia Dunsmore, although I’ve never heard anyone call her that. Most people call her Chilly. Moved here about ten, twelve years ago. From Harrisburg, I think. Keeps to herself. No one paid much attention to her until a couple years ago. That’s when she and another woman bought a house together over on Eagle Hill Road. After that, the rumor mills went into light-speed hyperdrive.”
I looked at Clay. “You know anything about Miss Dunsmore?”
“Some of the women in our church don’t like the way she lives. But I’ve never heard anything about her being interested in little kids. Not in the way Marston means anyway. My little Mary raves about the woman. Dunsmore helped Mary with a couple school reports. You know, helped her look things up on the Internet. We don’t have a computer at home.”
“Three kids and no computer?” Franky said, amazed. “Not exactly in the main stream, are you?”
Clay grinned apologetically.
“Well, that’s all right,” Franky continued. “You can still put your shoes under my bed any day. Or night.” When Clay’s mouth dropped open Franky laughed. “Just teasing, Clay. Just teasing.”
I got to my feet as Franky went back to her desk, still grinning at Clay. “Franky, would you call the library? See if Ms. Dunsmore is there? If she is, I’ll go talk to her. Clay, you want to come along?”
Clay shook his head. “I got another complaint about Chuck Cornellis. Some guy thinks Chuck’s trying to steal his wife. Thought I’d go talk to him, if that’s all right with you.”
“Sure,” I said. I glanced at Franky who was already on the phone. She listened for a moment and then hung up. “She’s not there. Day off. Some guy gave me her number, said I should try her home. Gave me her street address, too.” She handed me a slip of paper. “You want me to call her house?”
“No, I’ll just drive on over there. By the way, did you send out those slugs that we got from Mr. Byrd?”
“Fed-Exed them this morning. But it won’t do any good. Jackman sent a couple slugs like that to the lab last year. Mashed all to hell. The lab said they couldn’t even tell what caliber they were.”
“That’s what I told Byrd,” I said. “But I guess we have to try.”
It was a large white, three-story house in one of the older parts of Glen Haven. With a wide front porch and a plethora of hand-carved gingerbread around the windows and roofline, I guessed it had been built around the turn of the century, when the lumber barons and land speculators moved into the area. At that time it was probably one of the largest and most impressive houses on a street lined with large impressive houses.
But Eagle Hill Road had changed quite a bit since then. The row of houses on either side of the street now looked more like a parade of seedy matrons, well past their prime. This matron, however, was different. It had a fresh coat of paint and a physical presence that held more than a hint of renewal.
I could see a woman on the porch as I steered the Bronco over to the curb, turned off the engine and got out. She was fairly short, maybe five-foot-two, probably in her forties, and had shoulder-length black hair. Her snug-fitting jeans and sweater emphasized a full, almost voluptuous figure. She was painting the front door but stopped and turned around when I called out to her.
“Miss Dunsmore?”
The woman held the paintbrush above her eyes to block the midmorning sun. “She’s not here right now. May I help you?”
I mounted the steps and stuck out my hand. “I’m Sheriff Eichenlaub and I was hoping to talk to Miss Dunsmore for a few minutes. Perhaps I should have called first.”
She placed the paintbrush crosswise on top of the open paint can and accepted my handshake. “Is something wrong?” she said.
Her dark expressive eyes were accented with just a hint of eyeliner. Her full lips were lightly glossed, her nose small, but somewhat broad across the nostrils. Her skin had a hint of color, as though a trace of Indian, Black, or Spanish blood was flowing through her veins. She was a very pretty woman.
“No, not really,” I said. “Just some routine questions. Do you expect her back any time soon?”
She looked at her watch. “Actually she’s late.” She looked at me again and smiled. “I’m sorry. My name is Tanya Rhodes. I’m a friend of Miss Dunsmore. You’re welcome to wait for her if you wish. May I get you something to drink? Coffee? Tea? Soda?”
“Coffee’s fine,” I said as she held the door open and then escorted me into what appeared to be a large living room with tall, curtain-less windows and a high ceiling. The room was nearly filled with piles of sweet-smelling lumber, bundles of wallpaper rolls, stacks of sample books, and cardboard boxes of every shape and size.
“As you can see,” she said, smiling, “we’re remodeling the house and this, obviously, is our storeroom.”
She guided me through the boxes and into a spacious and well-equipped kitchen that had mostly stainless steel appliances. A door between two windows led to another porch. This one appeared to be smaller than the one at the front of the house. But it was nicely accented with numerous hanging flowerpots, some still filled with colorful autumn blooms. On one side of a grassy back yard was a stucco-covered garage, also painted white.
“Looks like you’re making progress,” I said.
“We really are. And we’re proud of what we’ve done so far.”
“You should be. This is very nice.”
“Thanks,” she said gesturing toward the elegant, glass-topped, wrought-iron table. The matching chairs had magenta pads on the seats and backs.
I sat down and looked around. The only things that seemed out of place were two sets of unconnected wires. One set sprung from the ceiling, probably where a light fixture used to be. Another set of wires protruded from the wall near the sink.
Tanya looked at me for a moment. “If you’re really interested, I’d be glad to give you our complete five-dollar tour of the house. When you have the time.”
“I’d like that very much,” I said. “I’ve always admired people who can turn old houses into new ones. Especially with their own hands.”
As she busied herself with the coffeemaker Tanya said, “I don’t know why you’re here, Sheriff, but oddly enough I’ve been trying for several days to persuade Chilly --- Miss Dunsmore --- to call you.”
“Oh?” I said. “Why is that?”
She tossed her long dark hair away from her face and glanced back over her shoulder for a moment. “Maybe I shouldn’t be telling you this but Chilly and I have been …what should I call it …pestered lately?”
“Pestered? In what way?”
Tanya held my eyes for a long moment as though trying to decide whether to continue. She turned back to the coffeemaker, finished the setup and then joined me at the table.
Her eyes were serious now. “Pestered is not the right word. That makes it sound like a naughty child has been pulling up our flowers. What has been going on is …” she hesitated again. “I think I can safely call it harassment.”
I leaned forward in the chair. “Can you give me an example, Miss Rhodes?”
“Please call me Tanya, everyone does, and yes, I can give you an example. I can give you several. One is the front door.” She paused for a moment and took a breath. “You see, Sheriff, the reason I am repainting that door --- for the third time, I might add --- is because someone sprayed graffiti on it again last night.”
“What kind of graffiti?”
“A message. Very simple. Very direct. Dikes go home. But this is our home, Sheriff. We love it and we plan to stay here.”
I nodded. “What else has happened?”
“There’ve been a lot of phone calls, usually between two and three in the morning, veiled threats, heavy breathing. Our mailbox has been stuffed: religious tracts one day, dirty magazines the next. And a brand new tire on Chilly’s truck went flat two days after she had it installed. There was a deep cut in it."
“What kind of truck does she drive?” I asked.
“A dark blue Ford pickup.”
Tanya paused and shifted her weight. Her voice sounded tighter, angrier. “There have also been some photographs.”
“What kind of photographs?”
“Pornographic photos. Someone has been stuffing them under the windshield wiper of Chilly’s truck. It’s happened several times.”
“May I see them?”
“Chilly always tears them up, burns them, throws away the ashes. But I’ve seen them, and I can tell you what was on the last two.”
Tanya looked away as she described them. Each was a picture of a naked woman, she said. One of the women was tall and thin and had short blonde hair. The woman in the other photo was short, plump, with long black hair.
“They were obviously meant to represent Chilly and me,” she said. “And they were stuck together, face to face, with some kind of nasty-smelling adhesive.” Her eyes returned to me. “They were disgusting, Sheriff. Utterly disgusting.”
“Do you have any idea who might be doing these things?”
Tanya shook her head. “It’s gotten worse since Chilly and I bought this house together. We see people watching us when we go shopping together. We hear people whispering when we walk down the street. We feel people avoiding us, people who used to be friendly.”
She shook her head sadly and sighed. “I thought the world had become a little more acceptant by now. Not so, I guess, at least not this small corner of the world. But to answer your question, no, we have no proof, if that’s what you mean.”
There were footsteps on the back porch and we both turned at the same time as the door swung inward. The woman stopped halfway through the doorway and looked at both of us, clearly surprised.
She was a slender woman, about five foot seven, probably in her late fifties. Her figure was firm, her stomach flat; long legs, muscular arms, and hands that were oddly large. She was wearing worn sneakers, tight, paint-spattered jeans, and a black, short-sleeved sweatshirt with the Glen Haven State University logo on the front. Her left hand held a bulging canvas tote bag.
Tanya went to the woman quickly and gave her a brief hug. She turned to me and smiled. “Chilly, this is Sheriff Eichenlaub. He stopped by to ask us a few questions.”
The look of surprise was replaced by a momentary frown. When the frown lines disappeared, the attractive but angular face assumed a look of placidness, and then a cool smile broke through. I got to my feet as she closed the door and came forward.
“Sheriff,” she said, taking my hand in a smooth firm grip. “Congratulations on your recent victory. What do you want to know?”
Her voice reminded me of a Lauren Bacall movie that I’d seen recently on one of the classic movie channels. She also had Bacall’s high cheekbones and slightly upturned nose.
“Thank you,” I said. “Yes, there was something I wanted to talk to you about. But before we get to that I’d also like to know a little bit more about the problems you and Tanya have been having.”
The frown returned, the lines deeper this time, as the green eyes snapped to Tanya.
Tanya looked embarrassed and a bit fearful. “Chilly didn’t want me to tell anybody,” she explained nervously. “She wanted to deal with this herself.”
Chilly stared at Tanya for another moment and then brushed past both of us. With the tote bag in one hand, she disappeared into the living room as Tanya and I exchanged glances. When Chilly returned, the tote bag was gone. The placid look was back but there was a tautness to it now.
She and I sat down at the table as Tanya fussed with the coffeemaker.
“I really don’t think it’s something we need to bother you about, Sheriff,” Chilly said smoothly. “Probably just some rowdy teenagers who don’t know what to do with themselves.”
“Perhaps,” I said. “But harassment is still a crime, whether it’s committed by a youngster, or by someone older.”
The green eyes went to Tanya’s back but the question was for me. “And exactly what kinds of ‘problems’ has Tanya told you about, Sheriff?”
“The graffiti, the religious tracts, the phone calls. And the photographs.”
The tautness had turned into anger. It was cold and controlled but it was there. “I thought we agreed to keep that little obscenity to ourselves, Tanya.”
Tanya turned around, her eyes glistening. “Please, Chilly,” she said. “We’ve got to trust someone. Maybe the Sheriff can help us.”
Chilly’s voice was cool, her words clearly enunciated. Her eyes were back on me.
“As I’ve told you before, Tanya, my experience in the past has strongly suggested that law enforcement in general is not sympathetic to people like us.”
“Laws apply to everyone, Miss Dunsmore,” I said. “At least that’s my belief.”
The cool green eyes continued to bore into me for several long tense moments. They warmed only slightly. “Admirable belief. But somewhat idealistic, don’t you think?”
I shrugged. “Maybe. But idealism is not necessarily a bad thing. As long as it doesn’t lose its grip on the real world.”
Chilly’s sudden laughter was surprisingly warm. “Idealism grounded in reality. You may be in the wrong field, Sheriff. Have you ever considered philosophy as a profession?”
I laughed, too, and the tension started to ease. But not for long.
The phone rang as Tanya was setting three coffee mugs on the table. “I’ll get it,” Chilly said. She picked up the receiver, listened for a moment and then handed it to me. “She tracked you down, Sheriff.”
It was Franky. “I think you’d better get back here right away,” she said. “There’s been another shooting.”
“More chickens?” I asked.
“No,” Franky said.
I listened intently to the rest of her message, my stomach tightening with each word. I replaced the receiver and faced the two women. “Looks like my questions will have to wait for another time, Miss Dunsmore. Someone has just been shot.”
The mailman, a guy named Billy Banks, had found the body and called our office on his cell phone. He kept glancing at his watch and then at Clay and me.
“This is terrible, just terrible,” he said, over and over. “But I’ve got to get going. People get very upset when their mail is late. They call the post office all the time.”
“I can appreciate that, Mr. Banks,” I said patiently, glancing at Clay. “Think we can help Mr. Banks out in some way?”
Clay nodded, pulling a small notepad from his shirt pocket. “I’ll get Franky on the radio and have her call Mr. Banks’ supervisor. What’s his name, Mr. Banks?”
Banks’ narrow face broke into a sunny grin. “Say, that would be great, Sheriff, really great.” He turned to Clay. “It’s a her. Wanda Tiggs. She’s in charge of all the routes.”
Clay copied down the name and a phone number and then Banks shook his head and grinned. “I don’t mind telling you, boys. Wanda can be real difficult at times. Real difficult.”
“We’ll take care of it,” Clay said. He glanced at me. “And after I do that I’ll check around the outside of the house. I’ll also take a look in the woods over there. That could be where the shot came from. That OK with you, Sheriff?”
“Good idea,” I said.
“And while I do that,” Clay added, “maybe you’ll want to have Mr. Banks go through the whole story again. Make sure we haven’t missed anything.”
I nodded, grateful for Clay’s subtle guidance. Clay turned and headed toward the Bronco.
The quaver returned to Banks’ voice as he tried not to look over at the body. “There really isn’t much more to tell, Sheriff,” he said. “Like I said, I was running a little late because Mr. Pickens, Miss Simcox’s neighbor, was waiting for me at his mailbox. We got to talking for a minute, nothing important, just chit-chat about the tourists. You know, about how many of them drive through Klinkton County at this time of year. Gawking at the autumn leaves. Traffic lined up for miles. Then, when the leaves are gone, the hunters start pouring in. A real mess.”
“Uh-huh,” I said. “And after you left the neighbor you went right to Miss Simcox’s mailbox, is that right?”
Banks nodded rapidly. “I was just going to put the mail in her box when I saw the dog lying in the driveway. It looked like he was lying near something that was bigger than him, but I couldn’t tell for sure. At first I told myself, Billy, this is none of your business. I’m not a nosy person, Sheriff. Never have been. But, I don’t know, something made me come up here anyway. Just to take a look.”
“I’m glad you did, Mr. Banks. What time did you say that was?”
Hesitantly, Banks said, “Well, like I said before, Sheriff, I’m not exactly sure. I was running a little late because of Mr. Pickens, and I didn’t think to check my watch, but I usually get to Miss Simcox’s place about eight thirty-five. Ms. Tiggs wants us to be very punctual. And consistent. People want the mailman to come at the same time every day.”
“Did you hear anything? See anything? Like a car or truck? Maybe someone walking over there in the woods?”
Mr. Banks insisted that he hadn’t seen a thing, not a thing. Hadn’t heard a thing either. So could he please go now? He’d never experienced anything like this before. Never in his life. And he was feeling kind of light-headed.
“It’s just terrible, terrible,” Banks said again.
The long hound-dog face was developing a kind of greenish color that I’d seen before. I gave Banks one of my official and freshly printed business cards and told him to call the office if he remembered anything else, anything at all. Mr. Banks assured me that he would and quickly turned away.
I called out to him. “What did you say the neighbor’s name was?”
Banks kept on walking. “Pickens,” he called back over his shoulder. “Ed Pickens.”
The mailman’s rapid walk became an awkward trot as he headed back down the lane toward a small blue sedan that had a “U.S. Mail” sign fastened across the roof. Before he reached the car he lost his breakfast in the weeds.
“I know how you feel, Billy Banks,” I said softly. “I’ve never experienced anything like this before either.”
A wave of queasiness washed through my own stomach when Banks retched again, wiped his mouth with a glaringly white handkerchief and then climbed into his small car. Stones flew as the mailman pulled away from the shoulder and out onto the narrow road.
I took a breath, turned around and started walking toward the body. The queasiness turned into a churning sensation when I stopped again about a foot away and looked down at the woman’s face.
The eyes were still partly open and frown lines furrowed her brow. Her skin had blanched to an unnatural whiteness and it was easy to see why. Even though much of the blood had drained into the gravelly driveway, the scarlet stain had spread well beyond the exploded throat.
Near the victim’s hip was a small ring of keys. It appeared to have fallen out of her pocket when she fell to the ground. I picked up the keys, looked at them for a moment and then put them into my pocket.
I was glad to turn my attention to the Springer spaniel, which was still crouched by the body, the grizzled muzzle resting on the chalky hand. The moist brown eyes looked up at me with the most mournful gaze I’d ever seen.
I squatted down next the dog and gently stroked the broad bony head. “Looks like you’ve lost your best friend,” I said softly. “Hurts, doesn’t it? Hurts like hell.”
The dog whimpered and licked my hand.
The sound of several approaching vehicles drew me upright again. I turned to see an ambulance crunching slowly up the driveway. It was followed by a big black Buick that I recognized immediately. The Buick belonged to L. Robert Helsey, Klinkton County’s Medical Examiner for the past twenty-five years. The ambulance stopped about ten feet from the body, the Buick stopped behind it.
I also recognized the two people in the ambulance, Duke and Natty Kull. The husband and wife EMT team had a contract with Mercy Hospital to respond to car crashes, heart attacks, hunting accidents and just about any other kind of mayhem whenever the Mercy ambulance was tied up with other emergencies.
I walked toward the vehicles as Dr. Helsey unfolded his lanky, Ichabod Crane body and levered it out of the Buick. “Morning Sheriff,” Helsey said. The cream-colored rubber gloves snapped sharply as he pulled them on. “Forgive me if I don’t shake hands.”
I nodded. “Thanks for coming, Doc. The cause of death looks pretty obvious but I wanted you to take a look at her first, before we touched anything.”
“That the victim’s dog?” Helsey said.
“Seems to be. Want me to move him?”
“No, he’ll be all right. I’ll just work around him for now. We’ll do a more thorough exam back at the morgue.” Helsey’s blue-marble eyes peered at me through his rimless spectacles. “You feeling OK? You look a little pale.”
“I’ll be all right,” I said, nodding toward the body. “It’s a real mess.”
“Violent death usually is,” Helsey said. He looked down at the body. “She didn’t have a prayer of surviving.” Then he looked at me again. “You a praying man, Jesse?”
I shrugged. “I used to pray a lot. But I never saw any evidence that anyone’s listening. So I stopped.”
Helsey nodded. “I know what you mean. Prayer does one thing, though. It helps the person who’s doing the praying. Makes them feel a little bit less alone. A little bit less helpless, I guess. Whether there’s anyone out there listening or not.”
As the M.E. went about his work I glanced over at the two EMTs. “You guys have probably seen it all,” I said with a grim smile.
Duke Kull was a tall, shiny-faced, All-American-looking kid in his late twenties. His brown hair was cut short, his eyes were dark, his grin shy.
“More than we’d like to see sometimes,” he said. “But every now and then we get to help people, too. Don’t we, hon.”
Natty Kull was nearly as tall as her husband and just as thin. But her manner was more open, friendly, less inhibited.
“We had a good day yesterday,” she said happily. “Delivered our first set of twins this year. Managed to free a little tyke who got his head stuck in a porch railing. Don’t ask me how. We also managed to jump-start a little old lady’s heart. With our paddles,” she added.
She shrugged and grinned. “In our line of work you have to take the good with the bad. Guess you do, too, don’t you, Sheriff?”
“Starting to look that way.”
As Clay moved toward the woods and the EMTs followed Dr. Helsey to the body, I climbed into an old converted school bus that was parked near the house.
The conversion project of turning a school bus into what appeared to be a combination craft shop on wheels and a home away from home, had clearly been done by an amateur. Probably by the victim herself, I thought.
The interior construction was a mixture of two by fours, PVC pipe, and cheap wall paneling. The side windows that had not been covered with paneling were made opaque by a thick coat of orange paint. There were cardboard boxes stacked everywhere, most secured by bungee cords or rope, to keep them from shifting and sliding around. A fairly large dog bed was positioned directly behind the passenger’s seat. The passenger seat itself had been converted into homemade padded box-like container where the Springer would no doubt sit and watch the passing scenery.
Fastened to one side of the bus was a small sink supported by two by fours, and a dingy, two-burner gas stove screwed into what looked like a counter top made of pink Formica.
On a makeshift, fold-down table between the two seats there was a map of the eastern United States with several routes highlighted in fluorescent yellow. There was also a thick sheaf of flyers, brochures, and letters. I looked through them quickly. All had to do with various arts and crafts festivals that would be taking place in Florida during the coming winter season.
Under the driver’s seat I found a small strongbox, poorly camouflaged as a first aid kit. There was no lock on it and I was able to open it easily. Inside the box was a bundle of financial and business records. One small ledger documented travel expenses, another the cost of craft supplies. There was also a fairly substantial pack of fifty-dollar traveler’s checks.
The final item in the box was a small notebook with a maroon leather cover. I looked through it slowly and then stuck it in my pocket. I’d have Franky work on that later.
Donald Byrd suddenly popped into my mind. Byrd’s roosters had all been shot in the throat or neck, their heads neatly clipped off. This woman had been shot in the throat, too, with almost the same result.
Coincidence? I wondered. Or connection.
At the bottom of the strongbox I found a very simple will. It had been formalized and countersigned by Jarris D. Burch, the attorney Clay had given a parking ticket to. Burch was on the board of directors of Klinkton County’s First National Bank. According the Franky, First National had Klink family connections, like almost every other business in town. The bank had also been designated as the executor of the will. The sole beneficiary was someone named Kristine Angstone.
I read the will slowly. In addition to the house and Patty Simcox’s other possessions, which were all to be transferred to Kristine Angstone, the will included a rather extensive list of country music songs and their publishers.
Many of the song titles I recognized as hits from the past. They were the kind of songs you could hear every day on Glen Haven’s country music radio station --- Country Gold 101. The will specified that the copyrights for all of the songs, recorded or not, should be transferred to Kristine Angstone.
I glanced through the list again. I didn’t know much about copyrights and royalties but I suspected the royalties for that list could be worth a fair amount of money. But money enough to kill for?
I left all of the ledgers and documents in the strongbox, closed it, and put the box in my truck. Returning to the bus, I made a mental note to have Franky contact Jarris D. Burch about the Angstone woman. We’d need to know where she lived and how she was connected to the victim.
A few minutes later I found a small propane-powered refrigerator near the back of the bus. It was filled with an assortment of sandwiches, sodas, fresh fruit, and several bottles of water. Next to the fridge was a handcrafted wooden box filled with canned goods.
I wasn’t sure what to do about the perishables, or the canned goods. I finally decided to let everything stay the way it was, with the fridge still running, in hopes that the Angstone woman could be located quickly.
If she didn’t live too far away I would let her assume responsibility for all the possessions, including what was in the bus. But I’d also have Franky double check with the county attorney, and with the will’s executor. I knew I’d better make damn sure everything was handled properly. Gilbert Klink would let me know if I screwed things up. He’d also let everyone else know.
I left the school bus and then made a quick check of the inside of the house. The most interesting thing I found was an extensive collection of old recordings. Some were LPs, some were 45s. There was even a pile of dusty old 78s, plus a shelf full of CDs.
The whole collection appeared to be exclusively of one genre: country music. Some of the older records were no doubt recorded back in the 40s, 50s and 60s, the heyday of Red Foley, Hank Williams, Kitty Wells, and Marvin Rainwater. To a collector, the recordings were probably worth a great deal of money. I would have welcomed some of them to my own collection.
I was about to leave the house when I noticed a broken window in the living room, which overlooked the porch. Beyond the porch was the driveway. The window was also in a straight line with Dr. Helsey who was crouched over the body.
I went to the window, turned around, and faced the inside of the living room. My eyes shifted to a sofa whose slipcover was printed with a frantic jumble of large and colorful flowers. I walked over to the sofa, bent down and slowly examined the flowered material. It took me several minutes but I finally found what I was looking for in the center cushion. It was a small seared hole in the middle of a rose.
I fished my Swiss army knife out of my pocket and carefully made an X-cut in the fabric, starting from the middle of the hole. I laid the four triangles of fabric back and tried to spread the scorched and crumbly foam that lay beneath it. I probed the hole with my little finger but couldn’t feel anything. So I moved the sofa away from the wall.
Trying to guesstimate where the slug might be I made an opening in the material that covered the backside of the sofa. After a few more minutes of careful cutting and probing with the knife blade I finally found the slug.
I lifted it out carefully, looked at it. There wasn’t a mark on it, and it was hardly deformed at all. Then I mentally kicked myself again for still not having a box of baggies in the truck.
In the kitchen I found a nearly empty box of tissues. I wrapped the slug in several layers and put the wad of tissues in my pocket.
After I finished my tour of the house, I locked it up with one of the keys I’d found next to the body. The green and white ambulance and the big black Buick crunched their way back down the driveway to the main road just as Clay returned from the woods.
“Find anything?” I asked.
Clay shook his head. “Not much. There’s an unpaved road that runs parallel to this property but it’s mostly stones and leaves and dirt. I did find a couple tire tracks but I forgot to bring my plaster kit. Sorry. I’ll come back later this afternoon and make some impressions.”
“Any shell casings, cigarette butts, stuff like that?”
“Not a thing. There is a log, though, just inside the tree line,” Clay said. “Perfect rifle rest. A clear view of the house, too, but no shells, no powder burns, no footprints.”
“An accident?” I said doubtfully. “A shot gone wild somehow?”
“Possible, I suppose,” Clay said, “but not likely. The distance between the house and the woods is about one hundred and fifty yards, maybe a little more. To hit someone squarely in the throat from that distance would require an awful lot of luck, or a steady hand. Plus a fairly accurate rifle.”
I nodded somberly. “Looks like we got our first murder case.”
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