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1

 


Detective Lieutenant Claudia
Hershey stood with her hands in her jacket pockets and looked at
the woman on the kitchen floor. Sometimes dead people looked like
they were only napping. An eyelid would appear to move. Lips might
twitch. You’d know they were dead, but still they’d play some trick
or another, just enough to make you suck in your breath.

Not this woman. Her face had been
obliterated along with her last breath. Blood was her
pillow.

Claudia’s eyes moved restlessly
around the kitchen. It was just a little square room with the
standard appliances and a small round table. The table had been
upended like a gladiator’s shield, but it was the only evidence of
a struggle. Claudia guessed the woman hadn’t gotten the first lick
in.

“God have mercy,”
said a hushed voice behind Claudia.

She turned and took in the
chief’s spongy face. It still bore traces of pillow creases. “Worst
I ever saw before this was some fella got pulled out of Little
Arrow Lake three days after he went in. Gators’d gotten to him,
that and fish and water, and whatnot.” Chief Mac Suggs pulled his
eyes from the body and cleared his throat. “But this? A dog with
rabies wouldn’t of gone this far. No one deserves to die like
this.”

The woman lay on her back, her
right arm and wrist bent in a question mark. One leg was drawn up
at the knee, the victim’s skirt hitched past her thigh. Claudia
resisted an impulse to straighten the skirt for the woman, to do
just that much.

The characteristic rumble
returned to Suggs’ voice. “Well, looks like you’re finally gonna
earn your pay, Hershey. Hope you still know your way around a stiff
body.”

The comment didn’t call for a
response. In the ten months since Claudia had arrived in Indian
Run, Suggs had treated her like a mistake. In a sense, it was true.
The burly chief had hired her in error, mistaking her name as
Claude on the application. Claudia had learned to live with it. The
chief, not quite.

“Is the sheriff’s
crime scene on the way?” Claudia asked. She pushed long fingers
through her hair, thick stuff the color of rust. It fell in wayward
curls to her shoulders.

Suggs made a sour face. “Yeah,
them and the medical examiner. Those clowns just been waitin’ for
something like this. We’ll be tradin’ in our blue for their khaki
after this one.”

The chief’s battle with the Flagg
County Sheriff’s Department was legendary. Every six months like
clockwork, the sheriff made a pitch to the Indian Run Town Council
to take over police service. The arguments were sound: Indian Run’s
police department was small; its equipment was outdated; its
officers poorly trained.

True, all of it. But for all his
plodding country ways Suggs was not a stupid man and until the last
year he’d countered pretty well. Give up your own police, folks,
and just watch your property taxes grow wings. That always shut
them up. No one wanted to actually pay for their cops. And besides,
crime in Indian Run rarely went beyond a stolen water pump from one
of the orange groves or dirty words scrawled on the school
walls.

Then faces on the town council
changed. People Suggs hadn’t grown up with began to control the
gavel. Developers looking to buy up another patch of Florida
sniffed around, never mind that Indian Run was nothing more than a
smudge in the middle of the map. Everybody wanted more cops, and
better cops. So after the last go-around, Suggs had hired Claudia
sight unseen in a desperation bid to upgrade his department with a
bona fide detective—one that until now had never been
needed.

~

Suggs and Claudia moved just
outside of the kitchen. Orange and black crepe paper sagged
listlessly from tacks in the ceiling in a perfunctory salute to
Halloween. A cardboard skeleton, the cheap sort available at drug
store checkouts, decorated the wall below. The garish arrangement
would have been visible to trick or treaters at the door. A nice
touch for the kids.

“Hershey,” said the
chief, “what’ve we got here? The sheriff’s boys’re gonna be all
over the place like fleas on a dog. I don’t want to scratch in
front of ’em.”

Claudia shrugged. “It’s a little
too early to—”

“Hershey, don’t bust
my chops like that,” Suggs said irritably. He pulled at his shirt,
already sticky with perspiration. “God knows why in hell you left
Cleveland for a cracker town like this, but you did, and you came
with enough awards and citations and ribbons to wallpaper a room,
so don’t tell me you don’t have some notion of what in hell went on
here.”

Claudia waited a beat, gauging
the chief’s expression, settling him down with her own. Then: “All
right. You’re right. I do, and none of it’s good.”

Tall and thin and sharp of elbow,
Claudia was neither beautiful nor plain. Her face mercifully lacked
the sharp geometry of her body, but it was dwarfed by oversized
glasses that gave her eyes an unsettling depth and authority. Those
who met her stare pulled away first, shrinking from the penetrating
orbs that were sea green in color, the right marginally smaller
than the left. Indeed, back in the days when Claudia’s daughter
Robin still spoke to her in a civil manner, she liked to joke that
people could walk on her mother’s line of vision.

Claudia recognized the power her
eyes held, just as she recognized the prerogative of her height.
Six feet spoke its own language.

“All right,” she said
again. “Here’s where we are. I did a preliminary poke through the
house and whatever she was killed with—” Claudia shook her head
“—it’s not here, not now. Could have been a rock, a stick, a
two-by-four, anything solid and hard.”

A motorcycle rumbled down the
street. It slowed when it drew alongside the house, hesitated, then
roared away in sudden urgency. Claudia waited for it to pass,
mentally calculating the size of the spectator crowd.

“Anyway,” she
continued, “I’ve got a couple of uniforms searching the grounds.
Maybe we’ll get lucky.” Claudia glanced at her notes, words crimped
tightly on a small spiral tablet. “I also found her appointment
book.”

“Amen,” said
Suggs.

“Maybe,” Claudia said
cautiously. She pursed her lips. “I haven’t had time to look at it
in any detail, but it’s going to be a problem to sort out. The
people who came to her for spiritual advice or whatever, they’re
listed only by initial. No first names. No last names. And if she
went anywhere last night, there’s nothing written down.”

“Some cozy night in,”
Suggs murmured.

“I also did a fast
interview with the woman who called when the victim didn’t answer
her phone or respond to the door. They were supposed to meet at
seven this morning, hit the road for Orlando by eight. They were
going to make a day of it, shopping; that sort of thing. The woman
who found the body, a friend named Irene Avery, called the
switchboard a little after seven-thirty. Officer Ridley got to the
scene first.”

Claudia handed Suggs a business
card. “I found a batch of these on the coffee table in the living
room. Victim’s name is Donna Overton. According to Avery, she lived
here for some twelve years.”

Squinting at the card, Suggs
grunted. “The Reverend Donna Overton, certified medium.”

“Most of the psychics
and mediums—those certified, anyway—call themselves ‘reverend,’”
Claudia explained. “A lot of them are spiritualists. I’m told it’s
a religion.”

“Great,” Suggs
mumbled. “The press’ll have a field day with this one. Couldn’t be
just anyone who gets killed.”

Claudia let it pass. Donna
Overton was one of about twenty-five psychics and mediums who lived
in a six-block neighborhood that pinched off the northwest boundary
of Indian Run. She didn’t know much about them, except that they’d
been a mild curiosity in the early ’70s when there were twice as
many. Several had moved to a similar community near Deland called
Cassadaga, which still attracted a lot of visitors. A few had
simply retired. Some continued to live in Indian Run, but of them
most held more conventional jobs and rarely gave readings. Claudia
explained that according to Avery the victim had been an exception;
Donna Overton’s livelihood depended on income from spiritualist
counseling.

“This Avery woman,
she a medium, too?” asked Suggs.

“Yes.”

Suggs rubbed his eyes irritably.
“Okay, what else, what else? Give me chapter and verse,
Hershey.”

“Avery tells me
Overton was forty-two and lived alone,” said Claudia. “She’d never
been married. She has one surviving relative—her mother, and the
mother lives in a nursing home somewhere in upstate New
York.”

Suggs exhaled slowly. “So
family—the idea that maybe this was just some kind of domestic
thing—that’s out.”

Claudia nodded.

“What about
boyfriends? Was she shackin’ up with anyone?”

“Avery says not
lately. But there was a guy, someone we’ll need to take a look
at”—Claudia paged through her notes—“a man named Tom Markos. Avery
says he and Overton were an item until about two weeks ago. Markos
works at the fish camp. Avery met him once; didn’t much like him.
Said he looks like a gorilla.”

“Yeah, well half the
fellas who work over at the camp look like gorillas,” Suggs
murmured. “Don’t mean much by itself.”

Claudia looked up sharply. “You
know the guy?”

For two years in a row Suggs had
taken trophies in the town’s annual bass fishing tournament at
Little Arrow Lake. What time he didn’t spend at the cramped police
department he spent on the lake. So did two-thirds of Indian Run’s
male population.

“Don’t believe I’ve
ever spoken direct to Markos,” Suggs said, “but I might could say
which one he is. If my recollection is right, he’s a big man,
hairy, not much the type for sharin’ a beer.”

Claudia jotted a note. “I’ll see
if I can round him up today, get him to share information
instead.”

“Forget about that
for a minute,” said Suggs. “What about a break-in? A burglar? Some
stooge hell bent on fast income for a drug habit coulda connived
his way in. Some of ’em are pretty slick. I’m even starting to hear
rumors of drugs bein’ sold at the goddamned high school. Coulda
been someone strung out like a set of Christmas tree
lights.”

Already, Claudia was shaking her
head. “I don’t think so. I can’t see that she’d open her door to
someone she didn’t know, and as far as I can tell there are no
signs of forced entry—”

“Now hold on a
second,” said Suggs, his voice incredulous. “How the hell can you
tell that? Ridley flexed his shoulders on the goddamn door to get
in. It’s hanging from one hinge.”

“The hardware’s
intact,” Claudia replied matter-of-factly. “When Ridley got the
call he apparently knocked and peeked in windows. When he didn’t
get a response he assumed the door was locked and he came through
like a battering ram. But the locking mechanism shows the door was
open all along.”

“Aw, come
on.”

As if she hadn’t heard, Claudia
said, “Anyway, unless she’d accidentally left the door unlocked—and
Avery says no way—the victim either knew the killer or for some
reason believed it was safe to open the door.” Claudia adjusted her
glasses. The damn things were too tight. “Maybe it was a burglar or
someone doped up, but I don’t think so. My guess is we won’t find
anything missing here. Her purse has”—Claudia sought her
notes—“ninety-seven dollars and change in it, and a handful of
credit cards.”

While Suggs thought about that,
Claudia glanced around the living room. Neat as a pin. Little to
suggest that violence had visited.

“Hershey,” said Suggs
slowly, “she might not’ve opened her door to an adult she didn’t
know, but what about the possibility of a kid? Some damned fool
trick-or-treater? Some punks playin’ their Halloween roles to the
hilt? How about some kids who just didn’t like what she was handin’
out? Could be more’n one.”

Simultaneously, Suggs and Claudia
looked toward a half-empty bowl of candy on the coffee table.
Overton had provided a nice mix, it looked like: Mars bars;
Snickers; Tootsie Rolls.

“Maybe, but not a
strong maybe,” said Claudia. “The coroner will fix a time of death
but I don’t think Overton was killed much before midnight, maybe
one. Blood’s still clotting and rigidity is just starting to settle
in. It’s unlikely there were any kids still trick-or-treating past
nine o’clock—ten at the latest. And I just don’t think that’s
it.”

Suggs groped in his pants pocket
and pulled out the stub of a Tums roll. He grappled with the
wrapper and popped two of the medicinal candies in his
mouth.

Claudia watched,
waiting.

“What else?” asked
Suggs. “Can we at least assume we’re dealing with an amateur?
There’s bloody footprints all the way from the kitchen to the front
door. Couple of splotches on the walls, too. Whoever did this left
a trail a blind man would find.”

Claudia inclined her head. “I
don’t think we can assume anything. Crime scene might find prints.
Maybe they’ll vacuum something we can use. But the tracks and those
smudges on the wall—”

Claudia shook her head. “No good.
They’re Ridley’s.”

“What?”

“Here’s the problem,”
said Claudia. She sighed, thinking about the young officer. She’d
spoken to him briefly outside, his boyish face still white. “Bobby
panicked. He’s what? Twenty-one, maybe twenty-two? Three months out
of the academy?”

“Wait, wait, wait . .
. What are you tellin’ me, Hershey?”

“I’m telling you that
Bobby blew in here like a cowboy—maybe showing off for Irene Avery,
who was right behind him—then he found the body in the kitchen and
went nuts.” Claudia gestured at the tracks. “He slipped in the
blood on the linoleum, fell, got up, and made a beeline out of
here. I’m told that he got outside, heaved his breakfast donut, and
yelled for someone to call the cops.”

“Oh, hell. That
it?”

“Not quite. You see
the pair of jack o’lanterns Overton had set up on TV trays
alongside the walkway to her door?”

Suggs grunted. “Didn’t stop to
admire the lady’s holiday decorations on my way in, Hershey.
So?”

“So only the one on
the left was still on a tray. The one on the right was smashed to
pulp, quite possibly knocked off by someone anxious to get the hell
away. There’s a beauty of a shoe print square in the middle of it.
And it looks to me like there’s a trace of another right under it.
Unfor—”

“Well, then, hot
damn! The killer left his calling card!”

Impatiently, Claudia shook her
head. “No. Officer Ridley left his calling card. On his way out he
stepped on the pumpkin—right smack over the trace print, which
probably did belong to the killer, and which we’ll probably never
get a line on.”

A car door slammed outside the
house. Voices carried in the early morning air. The crime scene
techs had arrived.

The chief’s jaw tightened. “Boy,
Hershey, you’re havin’ a good time with this, aren’t you? Far as
you’re concerned, it’s just one big hoot an’ a holler.
You—”

“Wait a minute.
I—”

“No, you wait!” Sweat slicked the chief’s face. “Tell the truth,
Hershey. You just been hopin’ for a chance to show us what
boneheads we are out here, what corn-shuckin’, tobacco-chewin’
boneheads we are. You look at us and you see two-bit security
guards who couldn’t cut it on a real police
force.”

“That’s ridiculous,”
Claudia said evenly. “If I believed that for a minute I wouldn’t be
here myself.”

She wondered if that were true,
though. Burnout propelled her from Cleveland. Serendipity and a
defeated muffler stopped her in Indian Run, a tree and sky
community of eight thousand souls and fourteen sworn police
officers.

A mile past the lake, cattle
ranchers anchored the western and southernmost reaches of Indian
Run, their vast property curling north around the town’s small
commercial and government district until it abruptly ended where
acres of citrus groves began. Scattered residential pockets fanned
northwest from the town’s center, the newest and most contentious
such neighborhood named Feather Ridge. Those who called Feather
Ridge home commuted as far north as Orlando for jobs. They built
country houses in the low six-figure range, erected a private
school for their children, finagled a small airport, saw to their
recreational needs with tennis courts and a membership-only golf
course, and periodically upset the balance of Indian Run by pushing
for more of the same. Developers loved Feather Ridge’s residents;
most of Indian Run hated them. And though Claudia didn’t live in
Feather Ridge, she was viewed with the same suspicion as all
outsiders.

From the first day on, most of
the officers called her “Stilts” behind her back. Robin complained
the kids she met wouldn’t stop staring, and she cried for a week
when she realized the town had no mall. And both of them learned
early on that the slightest breeze carried not the scent of
confederate jasmine but the stench of cattle.

In a rare and awful moment of
impulse, Claudia at thirty-six, with a thirteen-year-old child and
a U-Haul in tow, had embraced not the Norman Rockwell village she
thought she’d found, but a make-do community where yellow
cattle-crossing signs became landmarks for roads that were
otherwise unmarked altogether. Still, short on money and long on
determination, Claudia tried to make the best of it. She was stuck
with Indian Run and it was stuck with her until the end of her
one-year contract.

But Claudia said none of that to
Chief Suggs. It was personal to him, what happened in the town. And
anyway, his campaign to goad her was beside the point. The point
was the dead woman at their feet.

When Suggs paused long enough to
fumble for another Tums, Claudia pointed at the still form and
reminded him in clipped words that he had asked for an
assessment.

“Like it or not,” she
began, “you wanted to know what we’ve got here, and a big part of
what we’ve got right now is about the most seriously contaminated
crime scene I’ve ever had to deal with in my life.”

Claudia thrust a hand toward the
door Ridley had broken. It leaned crazily, letting in a single
shaft of light. “It’s going to play hell with the investigation and
yes, the crime scene techs are going to climb our clocks because of
it. Now if that’s not what you want to hear, then your best bet is
to find someone else to put on this case, or give it up to the
sheriff’s department.”

Dust motes moved lazily through a
finger of light between them. Claudia looked past them. She locked
eyes with Suggs.

The chief took a long time to
respond. “Indian Run hasn’t had a murder in four years,” he said
quietly. “And that hardly qualified. Was just some joker who sliced
up another guy over a pool table fight. I can’t even think of
anything before that. But now—what you’re telling me now—I got
myself a psychic killed on Halloween night. To top it off I got a
crime scene with maybe the best evidence stuck under one of my own
officer’s shoes.”

Claudia started to speak, but
Suggs held up both hands. “Don’t look like I got much choice here,
Hershey. Don’t know much about homicide. My boys know less.” He
gave her a long look. “So all right. Do what you got to do. Say
what you got to say. We’ll go your way for now.”

With a snap, Claudia shut her
notebook and slipped it into the pocket of her jacket, a fermenting
ground for most of her investigations. The jackets she
characteristically wore, special-ordered wraps with sturdy bellows
pockets and a mid-thigh cut, managed to conceal her revolver and
much of the police paraphernalia the job required. Robin thought
them tacky.

As Claudia turned back to the
kitchen, Suggs stopped her briefly. She turned
inquiringly.

“Hershey, I hear tell
you play the oboe,” Suggs said. “That true?”

Warily nodding, Claudia conceded
that it was. Probably another black mark, and she wondered how
Suggs had heard that. Wished it were the banjo instead.

“You play it
good?”

“I play it so-so,”
said Claudia, though in truth she played quite well.

Suggs grunted.

“What?” said Claudia.
“What’s the point?”

“No point. Everything
gotta have a point with you, Hershey?”

“Most things
do.”

“Well, this don’t. I
heard it yesterday and so I’m askin’.”

“That’s
it?”

“That’s it,
Hershey.”

With no further explanation,
Suggs fished a piece of candy from the bowl on Donna Overton’s
table and went outside. Claudia took one last, lingering look in
the kitchen, then followed briskly. The scent of blood would be
with her the rest of the day.
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For the longest time afterward,
it was almost impossible to pull in a deep breath. He sucked at the
air noisily, taking it in huge gulps to stem the nausea. And the
sweat—it seeped from every pore as if he’d just run a marathon. He
could smell himself; swore he could smell her too.

But it was over. She was dead,
and he had killed her, and he was glad.

The man let the hours pass into
light, burn into the brilliance of afternoon, then fade softly into
night. He moved from his chair twice, once to shower and use the
toilet, once to eat cold pizza from two days earlier and catch what
they were saying on the radio. Then he sat again, just staring. His
breath came evenly now and he could think clearly.

The bitch didn’t understand. He
could see it on her face. Hear it in her voice. And it was amazing,
really, that she didn’t. How many times had they been over it? For
God’s sake, how many times?

Tilting his head, the man
listened to the silence. Then he chuckled. For a minute, he thought
he’d heard her again! How ridiculous. He gave his head a shake and
laughed aloud. Okay. So maybe he still had a little of the
heebie-jeebies in him. Made sense. He hadn’t been sure he would
kill her. He hadn’t planned it at all. But she’d surprised him, all
right. He hadn’t counted on her coming back. No, sir! Maybe he
should have, but he didn’t and so he’d had to kill her
dead.

Well. There were things to
consider now, weren’t there? As good as it felt, the bitch being
dead, there were things he had to know, and he played the scene
through his mind like film on a reel.

On the plus side, as messy as it
had been, he didn’t think he’d left anything behind and thank God,
the cops here were all a bunch of Barney Fifes. They lived for
speeders barreling through town on the way to somewhere else.
Unexpected death? Well, it just didn’t happen in Indian Run. They
wouldn’t know what to do.

Still: Those machines, that new
forensic equipment, it could be pretty sophisticated, couldn’t it?
Would it find something invisible, or maybe some little hair or
something? And—what was it the radio newscaster said? That some new
detective was leading the case, some woman lieutenant? She wasn’t
from here, not originally. Would that be important?

Restless now, the man rose from
his chair. He set about making dinner. Steak, baked potato. A
couple of rolls. It surprised him a little, his appetite returning.
But he took it as a good sign. What he’d done, it had been the
right thing. The only thing. And the detective, forget it. If she
was any good she wouldn’t be in a two-bit town like Indian Run.
Probably a drunk bounced off a force somewhere else. He’d watch
her, find out what he could, listen to what everyone was
saying—God, how they loved to talk in this town—but he wouldn’t
worry.

The bitch was dead. His biggest
worry was over.

The steak sizzled on the broiler.
The man flipped it, judging it nearly done. He pulled the potato
from the microwave and wrapped it in foil to keep it warm. Then he
heated a few rolls and set everything on the table.

Come Monday, he would go about
his business like always, like he always had until the bitch opened
her mouth, wanting from him—always making demands.

The man paused, a forkful of
steak halfway to his mouth. That she was gone, it was partly luck.
Just plain, stupid luck and luck was not the way to make things
turn out right. He knew that; he would have to move through his
days carefully.

Mulling it over, the man brought
the fork closer to his mouth. The meat was medium-rare, perfect. He
grunted and opened his mouth, starved. But wait a minute! Wait a
minute! What was this? His eyes narrowed and he jerked his hand
closer to his vision, dropping the fork. Damn it! A nick on the
fleshy part of his hand! He hadn’t noticed it earlier.

As if it were on someone else,
the man stared at the cut, spellbound. Not a bad cut, but it was
there and he didn’t remember it. How could that be! His hand began
to tremble. Then it shook violently and he began to sweat once
more. His stink rose up again.

The bitch had left a reminder
after all. She had carved the memory on his flesh. Maybe she would
never, ever leave him alone. Not really.

The man retreated to his chair,
his supper untouched. He had to think, he had to think. He had to
get past this, put his life back where it had been before the bitch
had surprised him. She didn’t call the shots. Not now. He just had
to remind himself that he was in control. Yes. He was in
control.

 



Chapter
3

 


Indian Run Junior High had been
around for thirty-five years. Its history showed in the center of
the hallway where tile once blue had worn to a matte gray from
thousands of footsteps. Wax buildup from optimistic cleanings
climbed the walls a good two inches, announcing age like tree
rings.

But except for the rapid tick of
Claudia’s shoes, the hallways were silent at five o’clock. No games
on a Monday. No dances. No club meetings.

Claudia swept past a long row of
scarred metal lockers, then slowed, looking for room 107. She would
have preferred a root canal to the unexpected summons from Robin’s
algebra teacher. It couldn’t be good news and she was tired, two
eighteen-hour days into a murder investigation. Where would she
find time to swing into the appropriate mother role—whatever the
hell that was—when even when she had the time Robin responded to
mother noises with less enthusiasm than she displayed toward a
television commercial?

Just past a drinking fountain,
the door to 107 stood open and Claudia saw a man hunched over a
desk in front of a blackboard. He looked up unsmiling when she
knocked.

“You must be Robin’s
mother,” he said, rising and formally extending a hand. “I’m Victor
Flynn. Thank you for coming.”

Flynn stood as tall as Claudia,
but was thick and slightly stoop-shouldered, as if mathematics
maybe weighed him down. His handshake was firm, but clammy, and
when he spoke he revealed uneven teeth that loosed a blast of sour
breath. Claudia drew back reflexively.

“Please, have a
seat,” Flynn said. He had small slate eyes that peered restlessly
at Claudia from behind heavy, black-framed glasses. “I know you
must be very busy.”

The spindly student desks
advertised discomfort for all but the most tolerant. Claudia tested
one for wobble, then perched stiffly on the edge.

“Mrs. Hershey,” said
Flynn as he rested a hip on the edge of his own desk, “I asked that
you come in so that we can head off what appears to be a problem
with your daughter, Robin.”

There it was. The kiss of
death.

“I’m afraid her grade
is slipping rather dramatically,” Flynn continued. He fiddled with
the stems of his glasses. “I know I don’t have to tell you that
Robin is a very bright young lady, but what you might not be aware
of is that in the past several weeks she just hasn’t been working
to her full ability.”

Oh, shit. Hadn’t been aware.
Should have been aware, but wasn’t aware. Bad mother, bad
mother.

“Unfortunately,”
Flynn continued, “she’s sliding into a D and if she doesn’t
concentrate she’ll be looking at an F.”

Jolted, Claudia shook her head.
Surely a mistake. She could see the kid bent over the dining room
table, books spread out, a Diet Pepsi to the side, a fluorescent
green pad opened in front of her.

“I don’t get it,”
Claudia said slowly, her spine straightening. “Are you sure? Her
report card showed her with a solid B. I don’t understand how she
could drop that far that fast.”

A thin smile split Flynn’s mouth.
He stroked the insubstantial sideburn above his right ear. He had
limp brown hair to match, the sort of hair that would fall out
prematurely.

“Actually, I’m afraid
your daughter never carried anything higher than a C grade,” Flynn
said tolerantly. “You must be confusing the B with some other
subject Robin’s carrying.”

As clearly as if she were holding
it now Claudia could still see the computerized sheet with gray
type. She remembered thinking the printing ribbon should have been
changed before the grades were sent out. But as for the grades
themselves, well, they’d all been satisfactory, even good. Flynn
was asking her to accept the unacceptable.

Still: “You’re sure there’s no
mistake?” Claudia asked. “These things do happen, don’t they? I
mean, isn’t it possible you’ve confused Robin with some other
student?”

In response, Flynn handed Claudia
a duplicate of Robin’s report card. “I’m sorry. There’s no mistake,
Mrs. Hershey—or should I call you ‘Detective’ or
‘Lieutenant?’”

What a howl, thought Claudia as
she scanned the sheet, her eyes stopping on the “C-” for algebra.
The alteration she had missed on Robin’s report card was something
she never would have missed in police work. She murmured that it
didn’t matter how Flynn addressed her.

The teacher’s hands went back to
the sideburns. “I guess this is something of a surprise to you,” he
said solicitously, “but the truth is that Robin’s just not doing
her homework regularly. What she does turn in is often incomplete.
Consequently, she’s doing very poorly on tests.”

Claudia hardly heard. She was
disappointed; she was angry. Was this Robin’s way of getting back
at her for uprooting her? Or was this a typical adolescent
challenge that had more to do with hormones out of whack than
anything Claudia did or failed to do? Were all thirteen-year-olds
similarly conniving? Claudia didn’t know, and she despaired at how
best to deal with it. Clearly, the way she had been dealing with it
didn’t work.

Since moving to Indian Run she’d
given Robin full rein, trying to let her come to terms with an
abruptly different situation in her own way. The biting sarcasm,
the scornful looks, the flaunting of household rules, Claudia let
it ride. The theory was, Robin would come around. What Flynn was
telling her was that she hadn’t.

Flynn reached for some papers. He
held them out to Claudia. His hands shook slightly. “Um, take a
look at these.”

Claudia handled the papers as if
bacteria crawled all over them. Three D’s. Five C’s. One B. Two
F’s. On one paper, a quiz, Robin had doodled flowers. Without
looking up, Claudia knew the algebra teacher’s ferret eyes were all
over her.

“This is just since
the last marking period, Mrs. Hershey,” Flynn said. “I did make an
appointment on Friday to talk to her this morning during her study
hall, but she didn’t follow through.”

Claudia’s stomach contracted. She
looked up. “She never showed at all?”

“She told me in class
this afternoon that she’d forgotten and that she uh, had band
practice after school and couldn’t make it later.” Flynn leaned
forward slightly. “There is no band practice today, Mrs. Hershey.
Frankly, I’m quite concerned.”

Nodding, Claudia said tersely,
“I’m just a bit concerned myself.”

What she didn’t tell him was that
Robin had a tin ear. Not only did she not play an instrument, but
she could barely distinguish one instrument from another. The lies
were piling up like traffic at rush hour.

Flynn was doing that damnable
thing with his sideburns again. Claudia wanted to bat his hands
away. “I guess I should thank you for letting me know what’s going
on,” she said. “I’m sure not all teachers would bother.”

“Don’t give it
another thought,” said Flynn. He regarded Claudia with—what was
that—glee? “I take pride in my teaching and I take an active
interest in my students.”

Claudia started to rise, but
Flynn was just warming up. He launched into his philosophy of
teaching and Claudia tuned him out. Her eyes drifted to the
blackboard. Numbers and letters were painstakingly chalked all over
it. Most of them were meaningless to Claudia; she remembered
algebra as “X equals Y” or some such thing. It made about as much
sense as Donna Overton’s brutal slaying, and Claudia’s mind turned
to the preliminary reports from the medical examiner and the crime
lab.

The Reverend Donna Overton was
killed between eleven and midnight, maybe twelve-thirty, by
repeated blows to the head from some unknown blunt instrument.
According to the medical examiner, death probably closed her eyes
with the third or fourth blow, but the killer hadn’t stopped there.
Nine blows could be distinguished, though the medical examiner
speculated as many as thirty had been applied. A few blows had
landed on the woman’s shoulders and she’d additionally suffered a
broken index finger on her right hand, probably from falling,
fighting, or a poorly placed whack by the killer.

The angle of the blows and the
blood pattern on the kitchen walls suggested the killer was
right-handed, tall, and strong. He’d come at her straight on, and
probably quickly; other than the broken finger and overturned
table, there were no telltale signs of combat or even serious
defense. The killer had come in close, but not close enough—not in
any sort of body wrap—for there weren’t any tissue or cloth fibers
beneath Overton’s fingernails, nor was there any blood that hadn’t
drained out of the woman herself.

And of blood, there had been
plenty. It had splotched the walls and pooled on the small linoleum
floor. The victim’s clothing, a flowing blouse with a bright,
flowered print and black skirt, were drenched to the point that
colors were hard to distinguish. Some of the blood on the floor had
been diluted by water, likely spilled from a plastic tumbler that
had fallen from the table.

Rape was not an issue. The
medical examiner’s report showed no evidence of vaginal bruising,
no deposit of semen.

Not robbery. Not rape. What
then?

Flynn’s voice intruded and
Claudia looked up. That she was Flynn’s sole audience seemed not at
all bothersome to the teacher. He proselytized at length, first
about the value of keeping to goals, then about overcoming
obstacles by eliminating distractions. His voice rose and fell like
a preacher’s.

Claudia smiled mechanically,
nodded perfunctorily and blocked him back out.

There was no telling how much
evidence Officer Bobby Ridley might have contaminated in his
bungling efforts to get in—and out—of the death scene. And what
evidence the technicians had carefully bagged and marked suggested
little illuminating. Hairs other than those belonging to the victim
were plentiful, but then, dozens of people visited Overton’s home
for readings. It was likely that one of the hairs belonged to the
killer, but just as likely that none did.

The same held true for
fingerprints. Most, of course, belonged to Overton. A few on the
base of the telephone, the bedroom dresser and nightstand—and one
clear thumb print on the coffee maker in the kitchen—screamed the
presence of Tom Markos. That stood to reason. He’d been her lover.
He could also have been her killer.

The desk creaked when Claudia
shifted her weight. Markos was no choir boy. The criminal record
he’d compiled over the years was clear on that. But he’d kept to
himself since drifting into Indian Run eight months earlier and
questions about him elicited little more than a shrug. So why then
had he vanished? Frowning, Claudia made a mental note to try the
fish camp once more before the day was out.

“. . . and the
material we’re going over right now isn’t all that complicated,
actually, don’t you agree?”

Damn. Flynn was asking her
something now. Grappling to pick up the thread of the conversation,
Claudia nodded affirmatively. Yes, yes, whatever.

The teacher’s eyes narrowed
briefly, but then he smiled and slid off the desk. “Maybe I can
illustrate the point better than I can verbalize it,” he said. He
walked to the blackboard, picked up a piece of chalk, glanced over
his shoulder at Claudia, and began to scribble. An algebraic
equation appeared.

While Flynn nattered on and
scribed numbers, Claudia thought about the jack o’lantern. Damn it
to hell, Ridley couldn’t have blown the crime scene any better if
he’d tried. The dominant footprint in the pulp matched the rookie’s
shoe. The print beneath was too indistinguishable for a read. At
best, Claudia could hope for pumpkin traces on the killer’s shoe—if
he hadn’t tossed it, scoured it—if indeed he was caught.

And what of the black thread a
crime scene tech bagged from the kitchen? It had been snared in a
nick in the side of the counter. Did it mean anything? It would
have to be matched against all of the clothing in the victim’s
closet and hamper.

Also inventoried were a
heavy-duty staple lying on the counter, a tiny screw caught in a
dust bunny between the counter and refrigerator, a beer bottle cap
beside that, and on the floor by the victim’s feet a blood-soaked
cigarette that hadn’t been lit. Overton smoked and Claudia
remembered a newly opened pack on the counter. The brand matched
that of a stubbed-out cigarette in a bedroom ashtray.

Elsewhere in the one-bedroom
house, the technicians had dutifully catalogued the minutiae of the
Reverend Donna Overton’s life. The pattern showed a reasonably tidy
housekeeper with a fondness for knickknacks—she seemed to favor
miniature animal sculptures—cheap makeup, hard candy,
coupon-clipping, and romance novels.

In the bedroom, a worn comforter
with a flower pattern covered the double bed. Two plumped pillows
with matching shams decorated the head; a homemade afghan draped
over the bottom. The bed hadn’t been slept in that night. The
medium’s closet held simple clothing from J Byrons, K-mart, and an
outlet store; her medicine chest showed over-the-counter drugs and
a dated prescription for an expectorant. Towels, faded but neatly
folded, hung smartly over a rack on a wall beside the
toilet.

In a small sun room adjacent to
the living room was a folding table with two chairs, a shelf with
more knickknacks, and a single bookcase with titles addressing
everything from astrology to Zen Buddhism.

The most
expensive possession Overton owned was a 30-inch color console
television with stereo sound—hardly a necessity in the small room.
But it looked new, and stood like a trophy against one entire wall
in the living room. A TV Guide
on top of the console lay open to Friday, the day
Overton was killed.

Who are you, Donna Overton, and
why would someone want to kill you?

Claudia had seen a lot of
senseless, brutal killing, mostly from gun shots—a clean way to
kill, and easy. There were stabbings as well and yes, a few beating
deaths. Death by knives and beatings shouted rage. Most were
spontaneous. But this, this seemed both controlled, and yet,
not.

A sudden sound jolted Claudia
back to the purgatory of algebra. Flynn was clapping chalk dust
from his hands, moving back toward her. She stood when he
approached, then involuntarily flinched at the blast of vile
breath.

“In Robin’s case,”
Flynn was saying, “I’d be happy to tutor her after school—an hour
here, an hour there—because I’m quite sure she can still pull her
grade up and maybe even finish with a solid C. If you can just
convince her to work a little harder.”

Claudia backed out of range. She
smiled tightly. “I’ll try.”

“Good, good!” Flynn
enthused. His hand sought his sideburn. “It can’t be easy, trying
to juggle the demands of parenthood and a job such as yours.” He
shook his head sympathetically. “This murder—it’s all over the
radio and TV—is it anywhere near being resolved?”

Everyone wanted to know. The
murder ranked right up there with the citrus reports. Claudia gave
the algebra teacher her stock answer: “The investigation is moving
along.”

Flynn nodded. “I understand it’s
very difficult to make an arrest if a suspect isn’t identified
within the first twenty-four hours.”

“We’re working on
it.” Claudia began to move off.

“That poor woman, she
seemed so nice.”

Claudia stopped so abruptly that
Flynn bumped against her. “Wait a minute,” she said, “you knew
her?”

“Well, no, not
actually. I’d only met her the one time, during the Halloween
party.”

“Back up a minute,
Mr. Flynn.” Claudia didn’t hear the sharp edge in her voice, but
the mother was gone. The cop was back. “What Halloween party? What
are you talking about?”

Flynn regarded Claudia
peculiarly. “Well, the party where she conducted the seance, of
course. I can’t believe you don’t know.”

“I don’t know, Mr.
Flynn. I wasn’t aware of any seance or any party.” Claudia called
the dead medium’s appointment book to mind. Nothing showed she’d
gone anywhere the night she was killed. Nothing. “It would have
been nice if someone had brought that to our attention.”

“I’m sorry. I just
assumed the police would’ve been told. It was quite an experience
if you go for that sort of thing.” Flynn looked embarrassed. “The
fact that I attended a seance . . . well, I hope you don’t take
that as a reflection of my professionalism as a teacher. I can
assure you that—”

“I don’t care if you
dance naked under a full moon, Mr. Flynn.” Claudia hitched the
notebook from her pocket. “What I do care about is no one thinking
that the police might be interested in information about the last
few hours of Donna Overton’s life. The party—tell me about
it.”

“I . . . well.” Flynn
cleared his throat. “Lucille Schuster—she’s an English teacher
here—she had a Halloween party, mostly faculty people. Costumes,
the whole bit.” Flynn flicked at his sideburns. His eyes looked
just past Claudia’s. “There were perhaps a dozen of us there.
She—Lucille, that is—surprised us with the seance.”

“What do you
mean?”

“Well, just that
Reverend Overton was presented as a surprise. None of us had known
she would be there. Oh, I guess Lucille’s husband did, but he’s a
traveling salesman and was still out of town. Anyway, Lucille was
tickled with the whole thing. I guess she’d arranged it secretly,
thought it would be perfect for a Halloween party. I can’t imagine
what she must’ve paid, but it—” Flynn stopped abruptly. “You don’t
think the seance had anything to do with it, do you?”

“What time did Donna
Overton leave?”

“I don’t know,
exactly.” Flynn pursed his lips. “Maybe, maybe around eleven?
Something like that. It—”

“Where can I find
Lucille Schuster, Mr. Flynn?

Flynn gave Claudia directions to
the English teacher’s house. He apologized again for not having
said anything to the police, but said he’d assumed they knew. And
then, as she clipped away down the hall, he wished her luck with
her daughter.

 



Chapter
4






The locals liked to joke that the
only reason Little Arrow Lake existed at all was because God had
water left over when He was done putting Lake Okeechobee together.
Not sure what to do with it, He tossed it over His shoulder like
salt for luck and it landed in Indian Run, where it filled some two
square miles in the shape of a foot.

The lake never made it into any
Florida tour guides, which was probably just as well since only
those intimately familiar with the surrounding geography would ever
find it. The lake was more obscured by snarled foliage than a tick
on a poodle and its only access was by a twisted series of
unmarked, washboard roads. By the time Claudia reached it early
Monday evening, her mood was as dark as the soil on her
car.

The hour was drawing onto six,
rushing the early November sky on a slide into dusk. But if Tom
Markos was here, she wanted to be the one to talk to him. Lucille
Schuster would have to wait. Robin would have to wait,
too.

The air was nippy and still,
trapping the scent of fish and woods. Claudia got out of her car
and inhaled. Six or seven cars and two pick-up trucks were wedged
between laurel oaks, but no one was in sight. Fishermen liked to
milk every bit of light out of the day and Claudia assumed they
were just leaving the lake.

She picked her way down a sloping
dirt path that led to a wood-frame building on stilts. It perched
on the edge of the lake as purposefully as a heron, but without the
grace. On the far side to the right was a boat ramp. Just beyond
that were a number of vessels for rent, skiffs and flat-bottomed
bass boats for serious anglers, two canoes for nature lovers. A few
fishermen were just tying up.

Claudia watched for a moment,
then took the loose steps that brought her to the doorway of the
building. Despite the chill, the door was open. The smell of stale
coffee and bait wafted out.

A few fishermen stood at a
counter, poking through a box of lures. Others huddled at a snack
bar, trading stories. A plastic globe with two old donuts in it
sent Claudia’s stomach on alert, but she ignored it and headed for
the sales counter. Eyes followed her.

An old man behind the counter
greeted Claudia with the prerequisite curiosity and suspicion
reserved for strangers. He wore a sleeveless fishing vest over a
plaid shirt. Colorful lures were clipped to his chest like military
ribbons.

Seeking a bridge across the
skepticism she read in his rheumy eyes, Claudia asked off-handedly
how the fish were running. She said that from what she understood,
late evening was one of the best times to drop a line.

The old man eyed Claudia
dubiously. “If you’re thinkin’ of going out, I can rent you
everything you need and get you squared away on a boat. But you’d
be wasting your time right now. You only got maybe a half hour of
real light left, at best.” He squinted past Claudia. “You by
yourself? We don’t have no guides.”

Claudia smiled. “I’m not here to
fish. I wouldn’t know a rod from a reel. I’m just trying to find
Tom Markos. I stopped by Saturday and Sunday but I guess I missed
him.”

The old man nodded. “Yeah, Tom,
he normally works weekends but he was out with a head cold or
something. He’s here today, though, working down by the rentals.”
The old man gave Claudia an appraising look. “He don’t get many
personal visitors.”

“Thanks,” said
Claudia. “I’ll find him.” She pointed at a lure with a treble hook
and a twist of brightly colored feathers. “Nice.”

The old man shrugged, then leaned
toward Claudia confidentially. “Nice lookin’ all right, but it
don’t work worth a damn. This one’s just for show.” He
winked.

“Ah,” said Claudia.
She looked at the thing again, then impulsively reached for her
wallet. “How much is it?” she asked. What might be too shoddy for
fishing would be perfect to adorn a Christmas package. Take the
hooks off and it could be laced through a bow. Robin might like
it.

“I’ll give it to you
for a buck-fifty,” said the old man. He shook his head. “Like I
said, though, it ain’t worth a plug nickel.”

“That’s all right,”
said Claudia. “I like the colors.”

“Women,” said the
man. He grunted, his suspicion fading to amusement.

After counting out a dollar and a
half, Claudia watched the man bury the hooks onto a piece of
Styrofoam.

“Ain’t got no bags,
Miss,” he explained, “but that oughta keep you from accidentally
stickin’ yourself.”

Claudia thanked the man and slid
the lure in her jacket pocket. She angled toward a door on the
opposite side of the building. Another set of wobbly stairs greeted
her, and she took them cautiously. They stepped off to an
elbow-shaped path that led to the boat ramp.

Markos was an imposing figure,
powered by broad shoulders and thick thighs that strained against
stone-washed jeans. He was more beard and eyebrows than face, and
more hair than head. He knelt inside a boat, fiddling with the
engine.

Claudia watched him work for a
moment. “Mr. Markos?” she said, pulling her ID from a jacket
pocket.

When Markos glanced up, Claudia
flipped the ID open, revealing the shield inside. “I’m Detective
Lieutenant Hershey. I’d like to talk to you for a few
minutes.”

“I know who you are,”
Markos said indifferently. He turned back to the engine. “I don’t
have time to talk.”

“This won’t take
long.”

“I get paid for doing
what I’m doing right now, Miss. Nobody pays me to make
conversation.”

“I’m here on police
business, Mr. Markos.” Claudia watched Markos’ big hands finesse
the engine. “You can work while we talk.”

With a savage pull, Markos
started the outboard. He looked at Claudia through dark eyes and
shouted above the roar of the engine. “Fine. Get on. I got just
enough light to take the boat for a run, see that it’s working
right again.”

Claudia hesitated for a second,
then stepped into the vessel, a sixteen-footer with two raised
swivel chairs. Her leg shook as she stepped over the bait well and
sought firm footing at the bow. With barely enough time to settle
herself, the boat lurched forward. She grabbed the edges of her
seat on either side. The boat shot across the lake, rendering
conversation impossible.

Gingerly, Claudia freed one hand
long enough to pull her jacket closer around her. Wind whipped her
face, pushing hair into her eyes and sending a fine mist across her
glasses. She looked down as the vessel skimmed the surface. The
boat sat lower in the water than she had imagined it would. Water
boiled at the sides. She tried not to think about it.

They moved at a steady clip for
ten minutes, whistling past a few anglers on their way in. Claudia
was freezing. She tucked her head toward her chest. The air swooped
through her jacket collar.

Suddenly, the boat turned tilted
sharply right. Water sluiced over the edge. Claudia caught her
breath and planted her feet more firmly. She could swim, but not
well. And what she couldn’t do was arm-wrestle an alligator if it
came to that. She’d seen one in the distance, gliding low in the
water at the edge of the lake.

But as suddenly as the boat had
turned, it shuddered, then stopped. The engine coughed
asthmatically. Silence fell over the lake.

Claudia exhaled silently and
wiped her glasses on a sleeve. They smudged instantly.
Experimentally, she tried her chair and swiveled so she could face
Markos directly. She could see that he’d been watching
her.

“Too much air in the
fuel line,” Markos said. He tapped the outboard with a dirty
fingernail. “It’s like a kid choking on a chicken bone.”

They drifted gently in a recess
edged by clumps of fringe rush, sword grass and cattails, some of
them eight feet tall. Cypress knees jutted irregularly from the
water. The cypress trees themselves, towering figures laced with
Spanish moss thick as angel hair pasta, screened what little light
remained. A crushed beer can announced previous visitors. Something
jumped once, a fish, maybe.

Without taking his eyes from
Claudia’s face, Markos fished a cigarette from his shirt pocket and
lit up. He didn’t offer the pack to Claudia. “Hope you’re not in a
hurry, Miss.”

“It’s lieutenant, Mr.
Markos, and I thought you were.”

Markos flicked ash into the
water. His expression shifted slightly, showing a spark of
belligerence. “Not much I can do about it now,” he said. “Need to
give the engine a rest.”

Claudia leaned forward. The boat
rocked slightly. “Let’s not play games, Mr. Markos. I’m sure you
know why I’m here.”

Markos took a long drag on his
cigarette. “Donna’s dead. I heard it this morning. You’re looking
to finger me for it.”

“I don’t know enough
to finger anyone, Mr. Markos. I’m here to learn what I can
and—”

“And you want to know
where I was when she was killed,” said Markos. His voice dwarfed
the space between them. “You want to know did I do it, don’t you?”
With an expert flick of his finger, Markos sent the cigarette
spinning into the lake. “I didn’t.”

Claudia measured the steel in
Markos’ eyes. She wondered how far they were from other boaters.
Voices carried from a distance, but she couldn’t isolate the
source. Still, they were here now. There might not be another
opportunity.

“All right,” she said
at length. “Let’s just back into this, Mr. Markos. Where’ve you
been spending your time from Friday to today?”

“Home.”

“Who can vouch for
that?”

“No one can say I
was, and no one can say I wasn’t.”

“I can say you
weren’t there Saturday or Sunday, and you weren’t here
either.”

“I don’t answer my
door to strangers.” Markos busied himself by biting on a
fingernail. “And if you were asking around for me here, then you
already know I was out sick. And anyway, so what? What’s the point?
Donna was already dead by then, wasn’t she? That’s what the TV
says.”

“The point, Mr.
Markos, is that you’re lying to me.”

“Prove
it.”

“I might have
to.”

Markos looked away. “Donna and I
had a thing for awhile. Then we busted up, I don’t know, about a
month ago—”

“Two weeks
ago.”

“So okay, two weeks
ago. And so what? There a crime in that?”

“There’s a crime in
murder, Mr. Markos.”

“Look, Donna broke it
off because it didn’t turn out to be right. We weren’t a good
fit.”

“How so?”

Markos leered. “I like beer
better ’n broads.”

“Where’d you meet
her?” asked Claudia, ignoring the look.

“Outside the grocery
store,” said Markos. He foraged through a pocket and produced a
pair of nail clippers. “She’d gotten a couple of bags of groceries
and when she was leaving, her car wouldn’t start.”

“Go on.”

Markos worked around his nails,
taking his time. “I’d just pulled up and was about to go in. It had
been raining and she’d left the lights on. Battery was dead. I had
my truck and I gave her a jump. We got to talkin.’ She told me her
old man used to fish in tourneys. We went for coffee. One thing led
to another. We started going out regular-like. And yeah, we slept
together.”

Holding his left hand out, Markos
examined his nails. He started on the right hand. Both hands were
dark and scarred.

“You were married
once, long ago, weren’t you, Mr. Markos?”

Surprised, Markos looked up.
“Something wrong with that?”

“If you knock your
wife around, and you did.”

“Once is all. She hit
me first.”

“I see.”

Markos leaned forward abruptly,
rocking the boat. “I was married to this woman for a year, tops. We
were kids. She was wild and so was I. We both drank too much. We
were drunk when we went at each other. Later, she called the cops.
I spent the night in jail and then got three month’s probation. It
was just kid stuff.”

“Kid stuff?” said
Claudia. “Is that also how you explain the bust for assault with a
deadly weapon over in Loxahatchee? What was it? Back in 1979? And
what about the battery charge eight years later? Was that kid stuff
too?”

“So you dug up my
sheet.” Markos pocketed the nail clippers. “I’m impressed. Even
Indian Run’s got access to a computer.”

“Yes, and it suggests
you like to rough people up, Mr. Markos. It also suggests you’ve
had your nose in drug activity.”

“Never convicted and
I’ve been clean since ’90.”

“So you
say.”

“That’s right. So I
say.”

Claudia studied Markos’s face.
“Let’s try again. Where were you late Friday ni—”

Markos lunged. The boat dipped
violently and Claudia brought her arms up, one hand reflexively
reaching beneath her jacket toward the trouser holster that held a
Colt .38 Special. She felt Markos fall against her, forcing her to
snatch at the side of the boat. Her knee rapped hard against the
bow. Water cascaded over the side, stinging her with its icy
chill.

Claudia gasped, angling for
purchase, and got a lock on the gun. Her knuckles scraped against
the frame of the boat, but she slid the revolver from its
holster.

At the same instant, Markos
pushed to his feet. He shouted unintelligibly and swung something
in an arc. Claudia took awkward aim, and in a heartbeat second of
indecision, saw an indistinct form fly from his hand. A snake, long
and dark, twisted acrobatically, then hit the water and slithered
out of sight.

Claudia exhaled
sharply.

Looming above her, his Rasputin
face stone-like and dark, Markos said nothing, but his eyes shifted
to the gun. Claudia lowered it slowly, catching her
breath.

Markos looked at her
dispassionately. “Water moccasin.”

He gestured toward a cypress
branch parallel to the boat. “Thing was hanging off of there. They
move quick and this one was too close for comfort—mine or yours.
They say snakes can smell blood from a hundred feet. Might be the
truth.”

Claudia’s mouth was as dry as old
paint. Gradually, she eased herself back onto the chair and
holstered the revolver. The adrenaline rush left her spent, but she
hooked her eyes on Markos and kept them there.

The boat swayed mildly when
Markos returned to his seat. He patted his shirt pocket for
cigarettes, then shook his head. “Damn. The pack fell
out.”

Claudia saw it drifting toward a
cluster of sword grass. Darkness was descending rapidly. “Let’s get
back. The next time we talk it’ll be in my office, not
yours.”

Smirking, Markos asked, “Not so
keen on fishing anymore?”

“Let’s
go.”

“Suit yourself.”
Markos reached down and fiddled with the engine. It spit once, then
sputtered to life. They made their way back to the camp in silence.
Claudia watched Markos tie up and told him they would talk again.
He acknowledged the comment with a shrug.

Claudia irritably picked her way
back to the car, tripping once on a tree root. She paused outside
the vehicle, peeling off her wet jacket and tossing it in the back.
Black with minuscule threads of burgundy, the jacket was one of her
favorites. It would run her ten bucks for dry cleaning.

She stowed the revolver in her
handbag, thought about the hour, and headed off.

~

Lucille Schuster wasn’t home, but
a babysitter awed by Claudia’s badge told her where the teacher and
her husband could be found. Claudia stopped for gas, found a phone
and touched base with Robin, then broke every speed limit on her
way to Denny’s restaurant.

The place was crowded with the
dinner trade. Claudia pushed past a line-up in the waiting area and
made for the non-smoking section. Lucille Schuster’s hair was
redder than the babysitter had described it and in seconds Claudia
descended on her table.

“Mrs. Schuster?” she
asked, ignoring the woman’s husband.

The woman looked up quizzically.
She was in her mid-twenties and had a Kewpie doll face. “Yes?” she
said pleasantly.

Claudia showed her shield. “I’m
Detective Lieutenant Claudia Hershey and I need to talk to you
about Donna Overton.”

The woman’s face drained of
color. She looked at her husband uncertainly. “Well, I… can it
wait?”

“No, it
can’t.”

The man cleared his throat.
“Look, Detective, I think—”

“You’re Mr.
Schuster?” Claudia asked in a clipped voice.

“Yes,
Ralph—”

“I don’t need to talk
to you just yet, Mr. Schuster, although I will want to later. Right
now, only your wife.” Claudia returned her gaze to Lucille
Schuster. “Let’s go. Outside.”

Diners around the Schusters’
table watched surreptitiously as Claudia clipped toward the door,
Lucille Schuster trailing meekly. Someone held the door for them
and Claudia led the teacher outside, out of earshot.

“The police chief in
this town takes murder personally. We both take it seriously,”
Claudia began. She lowered her face until her eyes were level with
the younger woman’s. “Donna Overton was murdered the night she
conducted a seance at your Halloween party. I know you know
that.”

Lucille Schuster whispered a
yes.

“She may have been
killed less than an hour after leaving your home, but apparently
you didn’t find that interesting enough to come forward and say
anything to the police. I hope you have a good reason.”

Tears formed in the teacher’s
eyes. Claudia held up a hand. “Save the theatrics, Mrs. Schuster.
I’ve had a bad day and I’m not in the mood.” She watched the woman
fight for control, then said, “Why didn’t you come
forward?”

Lucille Schuster waited for a
couple to pass them. She looked at the ground and said, “I didn’t
want the school administration to know I’d had a . . . a
seance.”

Claudia strained to hear. “Speak
up. I can’t hear you.”

“I said I was afraid
of the administration finding out.” Lucille Schuster’s voice
wobbled. “The principal is a very straight-laced kind of man. I
didn’t think he’d find it fitting, you know, that teachers were
doing that sort of thing. I mean, there’s all this worry over kids
these days getting into heavy metal music and-and devil
worship—that sort of thing. It wouldn’t look good.”

“So you simply said
nothing.”

“I’m sorry,” Mrs.
Schuster whispered. She began to sob. “I’m sorry,” she
repeated.

Claudia sighed. This was a major
screw-up. Until now, the investigation had been proceeding with the
assumption that Donna Overton had never left her house that night.
No one had seen her go or return. Nothing had been written in her
appointment book to indicate she’d had an appointment. And now
this. The seance may have had nothing to do with the murder. Or
everything.

Lucille Schuster sniffed. “Do you
have a Kleenex? I left my purse at the table.”

Without comment, Claudia rummaged
through her own bag. She pulled a small packet of tissues free and
handed it to the woman. She waited while Mrs. Schuster blew her
nose.

“Thank you,” the
teacher said to Claudia, her voice muffled in the
Kleenex.

“All right. Let’s go
through it step by step,” said Claudia. “You’ll still have time for
dessert.”

Claudia started to grope for her
jacket pocket, then remembered the wrap was in the back seat of her
car. She dug in her handbag again. The back of an envelope would
have to do for notes. She clicked a ballpoint pen open.

The teacher began to bawl all
over again.

“Oh, for God’s sake,
Mrs. Schuster,” said Claudia, “knock it off already. Your tears
move me about as much as a dead roach would and I won’t stop for
them again.”

With a snuffle, Lucille Schuster
looked up tentatively. She blanched, then pocketed the
Kleenex.

~

Sergeant Ron Peters answered the
phone. “Oh, hi, Lieutenant. What’s—”

“Ron? Grab some
paper. Grab a pen. I’ve got a lot of information to pass
along.”

Claudia clamped a hand over her
right ear. She was at a roadside phone booth, midway between
Denny’s and her house. Trucks favored the rural route, and they
rumbled along steadily.

“All right, Claudia.
Paper ready. Pen ready. Fire away.”

With the receiver clutched
between her chin and shoulder, Claudia consulted the back of her
envelope. It was black with ink, cramped notes marching down, then
straight up the margins.

“You’re not going to
believe this one,” Claudia told the sergeant. “There was a little
more to Donna Overton’s Halloween than trick or treat.”

In five minutes, Claudia filled
Peters in. There had been twelve people at Lucille Schuster’s
Halloween party, not counting the medium. Festivities kicked off at
nine o’clock, giving guests with children enough time to troll for
candy door to door. Donna Overton appeared at ten-fifteen,
conducted a seance at ten-thirty, and left just after eleven
o’clock for her rendezvous with death. The party started to break
up at one o’clock. The last straggler left at
one-thirty.

The seance—having Donna Overton
in—was a spontaneous idea; the teacher had found the medium’s name
in the phone book and contacted her at seven o’clock that night,
tickled at being able to arrange something like that so
quickly.

According to Lucille Schuster,
the seance was a huge success. She described the way lights were
dimmed and guests were shushed while the Reverend Donna Overton
went into a Shirley MacLaine mode. It seemed like hours were
passing, but it must have only been minutes before Overton’s head
tightened, then suddenly flopped and her eyes closed. Then they
fluttered open, whites showing. Guests gasped and nervously looked
at each other for reassurance. And then, when Donna Overton began
to speak, it was in another voice—something deep and throaty—what
guests took to be the voice of someone long departed from the
corporeal world.

The performance—or whatever it
was—said Lucille Schuster, was absolutely spellbinding. And
afterward, with the comfort of lights again, there were giggles and
nervous titters and the booze flowed. No one was sure if Donna
Overton had actually communed with a spirit or if she was just a
fantastic actress. But then, no one much cared, Lucille told
Claudia. It made for great theater and everyone at the party
claimed to have had an enormously good time.

Ron whistled appreciatively.
“Unbelievable,” he said. “I had no idea this fortune-telling
business could get so serious.”

A truck hauling livestock
barreled past Claudia. Someone should slap the driver with a
ticket, she thought.

“Look, Ron. Here’s
what I need next. And I need it fast.”

“Ready.”

“Schuster says she’s
absolutely sure no one left the party before one. But I want you
and Moody to talk to each of them anyway.” Claudia gave Peters the
names Lucille Schuster had provided. “I want to know their ages,
their weight, their height. Schuster said it was a costume party. I
want to know what everyone was wearing. I want to know what each of
them did immediately prior to the party and immediately after. I
want—”

“Whoa, whoa, slow
down just a little.”

Claudia gave it a beat. “All
right. Get each of them to describe the party, down to every tiny
detail. Let them prattle on. Get everything you can. And I want to
know every single thing that Overton said, whether it had to do
with the seance or not. Everything. Find out if any of them knew
Donna Overton before that night, no matter how
casually.”

“Yeah, but if
Schuster says none of them left until at least one and we know
Overton was killed between eleven at the soonest and twelve-thirty
at the outside, then why—”

“Because, damn it,
this is the closest we’re probably going to get to the last minutes
of Donna Overton’s life. Schuster could be mistaken. For that
matter, she could be lying. We need every shred of information we
can get, no matter how inconsequential it seems.”

“Okay.”

“More importantly—and
I need you to jump on this the minute we hang up—one of the guests,
the one named Tom Orben—he apparently brought a video camera and
taped the whole thing. We need to see what he shot. We need it now.
Unfortunately, Orben’s out of town on—”

“Good
timing.”

Claudia waited for another truck
to pass. The phone book shook. “What’d you say?” she
asked.

“I said, ‘good
timing.’”

“Exactly. Anyway,
find out from the school principal exactly where Orben is. Lucille
Schuster thinks Boston. Find Orben. Get the film. It’s Monday. I
want that video on my desk by tomorrow evening, by hook or by
crook.”

“Maybe his wife is
home—”

“Think, Ron! Did I
give you two Orben names?”

“Well, no.
I—”

“He’s single. Lives
alone.”

Claudia pressed her forehead
against the smudged glass of the phone booth. She took a deep
breath. Ron Peters was one of three uniformed officers Claudia had
pulled for assistance. Suggs bellowed about overtime and the gaps
their instant detective status would leave in the patrol shifts.
But Claudia was adamant. On her own, she couldn’t track every lead,
talk to every neighbor, twist every arm that needed to be twisted.
Peters was no gem—none of the three was—but they showed instinct
the remaining officers didn’t. They would have to do.

“I’m sorry,” said
Claudia. She pictured Peters’ taking notes, his milky white
countenance coloring slightly at the rebuke. “I’m being a bitch.
It’s been a helluva day, but that’s no reason for me to take it out
on you.”

While Ron murmured something,
Claudia thought of Robin. The day wasn’t even close to
folding.

“I’ll call the chief
from home tonight, let him know what’s going on,” Claudia
continued. “I’ll be in, oh, probably by six. Please get in touch
with Carella and Moody now. Let’s plan on meeting at eight. Maybe
if we put our heads together we can steer this—”

Two cars drag-racing flashed past
Claudia. Kids, probably. She sighed, registered what the cars
looked like and told Peters to get a patrolman on the
road.

“Anyway, Ron, maybe
something’ll break out of all of this. We’ve got a few names. We
have some interviews under our belts. Now we have the party, and if
I’m lucky I’ll learn a little more tonight.”

“We could use a
break,” said Ron. “We’re getting a lot of calls on this. The
mayor’s office, of course. Joe Public, scared to death. A couple of
reporters. And psychics who didn’t even know Overton are coming out
of the woodwork, wanting to work with us on this.”

“Just what we need.”
Claudia grimaced. “There’s nothing supernatural about Overton’s
murder and if we bring in psychics we’re only going to feed the
hysteria.”

Ron snorted. “Just wait’ll the
press learns she conducted a seance the night she was
killed.”

“Whoa! The press
better not learn it. The less we make of the fact that Overton was
a psychic—”

“—Medium.”

“Right. Medium.
Anyway, the less the better.”

“Okay. I hear
you.”

“Yeah, well please
make sure everyone else does, too, all right?”

They talked for awhile longer,
then Claudia hung up. She stood silently in the phone booth for a
minute, rotating her shoulders. Tension always started there.
Before long, it would work its way into her head.
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The grocery store was called
Philby’s—just plain Philby’s—and it was the only game in town
unless you were of a mind to drive eighteen miles to the Winn-Dixie
across the county line. Claudia was not. She had the energy of a
dead campfire.

After untangling a shopping cart
from the battalion of baskets at the front of the store Claudia
moved robot-like up and down the aisles. In fifteen minutes
Philby’s would close, but so what? She’d be out in five. In another
ten, she’d be home. Lamb chops, a baked potato, a veggie, hell,
maybe even some of that Pillsbury dough you could twist into rolls
and bake for only twelve minutes.

Claudia didn’t cook often, and
she didn’t cook particularly well. Her daughter did, but heaven
forbid the kid would think of throwing something together for the
two of them. At thirteen, Robin was playing adolescence by the
book. Parents were the pits. Zits traumatized. Boys
tantalized.

Oh God, oh God , what to do, what
to do.

The check-out clerk swept each
item across a laser beam with a proud flourish. Modern technology
had come to Philby’s at the same time Sunday hours did.

“Honey, you look
bushed,” said the clerk, a round woman named Doris. Her husband
managed the bowling alley, where Claudia lately had taken to eating
since it was close to the police station.

“A little on the
weary side,” Claudia acknowledged. She forced a smile.

“My husband,
Arthur—you know Art? works the bowling alley?—anyway, he told me he
saw you there at lunch. Said you looked like death warmed over
then. You look worse now, the truth be told.”

Claudia watched a box of corn
flakes flick across the scanner. In Cleveland, anonymity was
assured. In Indian Run, you couldn’t scratch your nose without a
third party commenting on it later.

“It’s been a long
day,” she mumbled to Doris.

“You got anybody in
jail yet?”

“Not yet,” Claudia
said.

“Who’d of thought
something like that could happen here,” Doris said
wonderingly.

“It happens
everywhere,” said Claudia.

“Well, I hope you get
someone soon,” said Doris. She hit the total. “Fifty-eight dollars
and sixty-seven cents.” She took Claudia’s money, then began to bag
the groceries. “Nobody’s gonna rest easy until someone’s put away
on this.”

“We’ll find the
person. And I’m sure it was an isolated type of thing.”

“Hmmmph. That’s not
what they’re sayin’ on the TV.”

Claudia made a face. “Who’s
saying?”

“Well, you know, the
psychics! This TV reporter—I don’t recall the name, but was Channel
3, the six o’clock report—this reporter was interviewin’ some of
the dead woman’s neighbors. One of ’em says to the reporter that
she had a feelin’—that’s how she put it, she had a feelin’—this was
just the beginning.”

Great. Just great. Indian River
didn’t have its own local TV station. Channel 3 was situated in
Land of Rivers—a misnomer if ever there was one—some thirty miles
distant. The station rarely had occasion to even peek into Indian
Run. That it had now meant that Overton’s death would spiral out of
control soon.

Claudia had hoped—foolishly, she
recognized—to keep the story low-key. The town’s twice-weekly paper
never probed deeply and with luck, the murder would’ve been too old
to look sexy to any of the more aggressive press by the time they
saw the Gazette’s story. That wouldn’t happen now.

Claudia helped Doris load the
bags into her cart. For almost sixty bucks there should have been
more than three bags, she thought.

Doris rattled on about the
Channel 3 report. “They nabbed Chief Suggs in his office, but he
didn’t say much.” Doris laughed. “That old fart. I love the man to
death—he and my Art fish together sometimes—but I gotta tell you,
he looked about as comfortable talkin’ to that reporter as somebody
who’d just had his wisdom teeth pulled.”

After murmuring additional
reassurances, Claudia said goodbye and pushed her cart to the
parking lot. The most the Indian Run Police Department had been
able to supply her was a battered Cavalier with more than 87,000
miles on it. The passenger door didn’t work at all. The driver’s
door took muscle. Claudia wrenched it open, pushed the seat forward
and irritably stowed her groceries on the back seat. A slightly
damp odor rose from the jacket in the back.

Claudia got in the front, slammed
the door, and promptly backed into another car easing out at the
same time. Her groceries fell to the floor.

“Shit,” Claudia
muttered. She climbed back out.

The Mustang she hit was older
than the Cavalier. But where the Cavalier had nicks and dents and
rust, the Mustang had only smooth lines beneath a brilliant
sheen—except, now, for the tail light.

A man unwound himself from inside
the Mustang. He scanned the damage, then pulled thoughtfully on his
chin, watching Claudia approach.

“Now that’s too bad,”
he murmured. “This car’s made it all over the country and just
about over every rush-hour interstate you can imagine, and it’s
never managed a scratch. Figures it would get its first battle scar
in a parking lot.”

While offering an apology,
Claudia fumbled in her shoulder bag for a scrap of paper. She tore
off the bottom of the grocery receipt.

“Look, I’m in a
hurry,” she said. She started to scribble her name and number down.
“You can get in touch with me on an estimate. I’ll talk to my
insurance company. It shouldn’t take long to settle up.”

“Well, now hang on.
Let’s see what we got,” said the man. He bent down to examine the
Mustang’s tail light. He shrugged when he straightened. “The
light’s been knocked out, but that seems to be it, really. My
biggest problem will be getting nailed by some gung-ho cop on my
way home.”

Claudia chuckled dryly. “Don’t
worry. Lightning never strikes twice in the same spot.”

“You lost me,” the
man said.

“I’m a
cop.”

“Ah!” The man smiled.
“Now there’s an irony for you.” He stuck a hand out. “Dennis
Heath.”

“Claudia
Hershey.”

They shook. Heath’s hand was warm
and dry. He held the shake a fraction of a second longer than
necessary. Claudia saw nicely shaped nails when he released her
hand. Her eyes processed the rest of him: Hazel eyes, she thought,
though it was hard to tell with just the dull illumination from the
parking lot lights; thinning hair the color of clay; a square
face—maybe some slav in him; lines around the eyes and mouth that
put him at about 40; her height, give or take a half inch; just the
tiniest bit of roundness where his stomach met his pants. Claudia
didn’t think she’d seen him around before.

Lights flickered, then dimmed
behind them. Claudia looked back. Philby’s had just closed and
Doris was coming out. “Oh, goodness, a little fender-bender time,
huh?” she sang out merrily.

Claudia sighed and gave a half
wave back.

“Any substantial
damage to your car?” Heath asked Claudia.

“You must be
joking.”

Heath’s smile appeared easily.
“Actually, I was.” He peered in Claudia’s back window. “Bet your
eggs are broken, though.”

“Worse things have
happened, believe me. Here, take my phone number and—”

“Oh, look. Let’s just
not worry about it.” Heath shrugged lightly. “It’s not a big deal
in the general scheme of things. It’s certainly not major enough to
yank in the insurance people. They just look for opportunities to
up their rates.”

“Yes, but I’m clearly
at fault. You have a broken tail light and we’re talking about a
vintage car. I’ll pay for it.”

“Really,
it’s—”

“I insist,” Claudia
said firmly. She held out the piece of paper. When Heath took it,
his fingers glided across her own. His eyes were actually quite
nice.

Heath looked from Claudia to the
piece of paper. “Nice handwriting,” he said.

“You’ll revise your
opinion when you see it under the light.”

“Don’t be so
sure.”

“It’s the only thing
I am sure of today, Mr. Heath.”

They moved apart. As Claudia
clambered back into her car, she heard Heath call something out to
her. She rolled her window down and stuck her head out. She told
him she couldn’t hear him.

“I said, you’d look
better in a Maserati. Or maybe even a refurbished
Mustang.”

Claudia shook her head and rolled
up the window. She drove off, surprised to find herself smiling
just a little.

~

The house blazed with lights and
rock music. The throbbing beat sheared the smile off Claudia’s face
the moment she stepped out of the car, and she looked toward the
source.

She and Robin lived in the last
house on Daffodil Lane, a name that embarrassed Claudia’s daughter
as much as the house itself. The house was a one-story structure
with oversized hallways and odd angles that defied conventional
furniture arrangement. It was pale green in its current
incarnation, having been through two renovations and one expansion
in its 30-year history. The overall effect was lopsided; Robin
groused that it looked like something Alice might’ve found through
the looking glass.

Gritting her teeth, Claudia
shoved food stuff back into the paper sacks. Heath was right; the
eggs were broken. She grabbed two of the bags and headed for the
front door, fumbling for her keys. As it turned out, they weren’t
necessary. The door was unlocked. Eight-thirty at night, and anyone
could walk in. Robin knew better. Damn it, she knew
better.

Tension twisted from Claudia’s
shoulders straight into her head. The television was on, but of
course Robin wasn’t there. She would be in her room, plugged into
the sound system Claudia had bought with guilt money after the move
down.

“Robin?” Claudia
called out loudly.

Nothing.

Claudia set the bags aside and
headed down the first hallway. It was as long as a tunnel. She
called her daughter’s name again, louder. Then again. Robin’s
bedroom door was cracked and Claudia nudged it open. Her daughter
lay on her back on the bed, her knees drawn up, headphones clamped
to her ears, oblivious. Her foot tapped to the rhythm of the
song.

For a minute, Claudia just stood
there. She felt herself soften. Enduring a nine-year marriage to a
man with the sensitivity of a tree stump made sense in context with
the daughter produced at the mid-way point. In her most objective
moments, Claudia almost felt gratitude, if not for the interior of
her ex-husband, than at least for his exterior. Brian’s casual good
looks were stamped all over Robin. Where Claudia was long and
angled, Robin was petite and soft. She had her father’s
wheat-colored hair and indigo eyes, and a mouth that turned
impishly at the ends. Claudia wished Robin would use her mouth to
smile more. But she didn’t. Holding it back was a good
weapon.

Claudia vanquished the memories.
She crossed the room and fumbled for the volume control, then
turned the music down.

“Hey!” said Robin.
She jackknifed into a sitting position, eyes flashing. “You could
knock!” she said.

“The door was open
and you didn’t hear me calling,” said Claudia. Not a very good
beginning. “Look, kiddo, I’ve got one more bag of groceries in the
back of the car. Why don’t you get it while I start
dinner?”

“God, Mother! It’s
after eight-thirty. I already ate.”

“Ah, but not lamb
chops, I bet,” said Claudia with forced cheer. When had Robin
started calling her ‘Mother’? “I’m going to broil them up
royal.”

“Big
deal.”

Claudia let it pass. “Just get
the bag, will you?”

Robin scowled, then vaulted off
the bed, throwing body language like a pugilist. She glowered at
Claudia and stalked out.

While she was gone, Claudia made
for the den. The desk overflowed with receipts, junk mail, a new
music sheet, magazines, canceled checks. One day soon, it would
have to be sorted.

The report card was sandwiched
between the sheet music and a utility bill. Claudia pulled the
computer form free and shook it open. She scanned it quickly, then
studied the “B” beside algebra.

Son of a bitch.

Exhaling, Claudia folded the
sheet and returned to the kitchen just as Robin pushed the last bag
of groceries on the table. Wordlessly, the girl turned and left.
Claudia dropped the form on the counter, her mouth
rigid.

The books, the magazine articles,
the newspaper lifestyle stories, they all advocated restraint in
situations like this. Problems were to be addressed thoughtfully.
Children should be encouraged to open up. Parents must listen.
Communication had to be conducted in a neutral, relaxed
environment.

Very well, then. Claudia set
about making dinner. She popped two aspirins and uncorked some
Chablis. The books were right, of course. Difficulties didn’t have
to necessitate confrontation. This was hardly a police
interrogation.

While the lamb chops broiled,
Claudia set the table and called her daughter, inviting
conversation. But Robin stayed sullen, spurning idle repartee with
monosyllabic responses. By the time they sat down to eat Claudia
had lost what little hold remained on her appetite.

“I don’t see why I
have to be here. It’s too late to be eating dinner,” Robin groused.
She stabbed a piece of meat and chewed resentfully.

“You wouldn’t say
that if I’d put pizza on your plate,” Claudia teased
lightly.

“I would too. Pizza
makes you fat. It’s nothing but calories and
cholesterol.”

“Still tastes
good.”

“Doesn’t matter. It’s
not what’s on my plate, anyway.”

Claudia sighed and put her fork
down. “All right. How about this? Maybe I just want to have dinner
with you because I don’t think we’re talking to each other enough.”
Claudia thought for a moment. “The irony is, ever since we moved
here—at least up until this case—we’ve had more time than ever to
spend together. I’m home at night. I’m here for you. So, why aren’t
we talking?”

Robin rolled her eyes. “There’s
not a whole lot to talk about.”

Utensils clinked against plates.
“You sure?” Claudia asked softly. She took a swallow of wine. “You
used to have loads of stories about school. But you hardly say a
word anymore.”

“Nothing to
say.”

“Oh, come on. How are
your classes coming?”

Robin shrugged.
“Okay.”

“Just
okay?”

“They’re okay, all
right? They’re fine.” Robin pushed a roll into her
mouth.

“No major problems?”
Claudia persisted. Why wouldn’t the kid open up? “Nothing I can
help you with?”

Slamming her fork down, Robin
said, “What’s with the third-degree? I said everything’s
fine!”

“I don’t think so,
Robin,” Claudia said gravely. She pushed her plate back and
regarded her daughter. Then she retrieved the report card from the
counter and dropped it beside Robin’s plate.

“If everything’s
fine, then maybe you can explain this,” Claudia said. She leaned
against the counter, resisting the urge to cross her
arms.

Robin glanced at the paper. “It’s
my report card.” The shrug was nonchalant, but her eyes gave her
away.

“I know what it is,
Robin.” Claudia struggled to keep her voice level. “I also know
it’s been altered.”

Pink flames rose in Robin’s
cheeks. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Yes you
do.”

“I do
not.”

With unplanned abruptness,
Claudia pushed off from the counter and slapped a hand against the
table. Plates and utensils clattered. Robin jumped.

“Knock it off! You
damn well do know what I mean and whether you want to talk to me or
not, you’d better start trying,” Claudia said rapidly, neutral
intent out the window. “I mean it. I’m running out of patience
fast, kiddo. I want an explanation, and I want it now.”

Robin sat upright. Like a bird
not yet out of the nest, her mouth closed, opened, closed, and
opened. Her eyes acknowledged that calamity loomed, but then, as if
she’d made some sort of decision, she took a deep breath and folded
her arms across her chest.

“As usual, you’re
making a big deal out of nothing,” she said petulantly, tilting her
chair back on two legs.

“You call this
nothing?” said Claudia. She snatched the computer form and shook it
six inches from her daughter’s face. “You changed your grade! You
lied to me! You call that nothing?”

“It’s not like I
turned it into an ‘A’,” Robin said.

“And so that makes it
all right?”

“See? It doesn’t
matter what I say!” Robin glared at Claudia. “You’re just going to
bitch me out no matter what.”

“Watch your mouth,
young lady.”

“Watch your mouth,”
Robin mimicked in a sing-song voice. Her eyes blazed adolescent
rage. “Why don’t you just read me my rights?”

“Don’t push me,
Robin.”

“Or what?” Robin’s
chair banged back on all fours. “Mother Rambo will—”

“That’s it!” Claudia
said hotly. She snagged Robin and hoisted her to her feet, an iron
grip on each arm. The chair clattered to the floor. “I’ve had it
with you, Robin,” Claudia snapped. “You’ve become a manipulative
little brat, and like some kind of June Cleaver I’ve been tiptoeing
around you and letting it happen. Well, no more! We’re—”

Robin scowled and turned her face
away.

“Look at me!” Claudia
snared Robin’s chin and forced eye contract. “You’re about an
eyelash away from disaster. Keep it up and I swear I’ll tattoo a
print of my hand right on your butt.”

Defiance gave weight to Robin’s
jaw. “That’s ridiculous! I’m too old for that.”

“You think so?”
Claudia’s grip tightened. “Then go ahead. Try it out. Push me once
more and see what happens.”

Claudia sent up a prayer that
Robin would not test the threat. The speech she’d rehearsed was not
the one she was giving, goddamn it, and if Robin crossed the line
Claudia didn’t know what she’d do and she didn’t want to find
out.

But after a moment, Claudia felt
her daughter slump almost imperceptibly. Her eyes registered
uncertainty.

There is a God, thought Claudia.
She released Robin and gestured at the fallen chair. “Pick that up
and sit down. We’re going to get through this if it kills us
both.”

Claudia returned to her own
chair. She told herself not to cave in, then looked at her daughter
sternly. “All right. I want to know what’s going on with you,
kiddo. The report card, everything.”

An eternity passed, and then: “I
hate it here. It’s a stupid place. The school is stupid. The people
are stupid. Half of them eat brain tumors for
breakfast.”

“Come on, Robin.
You’re not making sense,” Claudia said. “You’ve made some friends.
You’ve even got some boy calling you.”

“He’s a
nerd.”

“Yeah, well, you
spent forty minutes on the phone with that nerd the other night,”
Claudia reminded her.

“It wasn’t that
long,” Robin mumbled.

“The point is, I
think you’re going way out of your way not to like it here and
despite your best efforts you’re starting to like it, anyway. And
that makes you angrier than ever at me.”

“That’s not
true.”

“Well, true or not,
maybe it’s something for you to think about.” Claudia watched Robin
toy with congealing grease on her plate. “You need to think about a
lot of things, Robin, and one of the first is your algebra grade.
What you did—for whatever reason—is absolutely
unacceptable.”

“I hate algebra, and
I hate Flynn.”

“Well, that’s too bad
because like it or not, you’re going to encounter a lot more things
you don’t like in life and you can’t always just close your eyes
and hope they all disappear.”

“I didn’t expect
anything to just disappear,” Robin mumbled. She plucked at her nail
polish, a gaudy shade of maroon with flecks of silver in it. “I
just thought I’d do better next time and you’d never know the
difference.”

“You thought wrong,”
said Claudia. “Anyway, I expect that grade to come up fast, and I
expect you to get it there by concentrating on your
homework.”

Claudia waited for Robin to say
something, but she didn’t. “Mr. Flynn told me he would spend some
time with you to get you back up to speed. I want you to get with
him and make an appointment first thing tomorrow.”

“I get the point,”
Robin said dully. “Can I go now?”

Water dripped relentlessly from
the kitchen tap. Claudia listened wearily. In for a penny, in for a
pound.

“There’s one more
point for you to get,” she said at length. “You’re grounded—six
weeks. No telephone. No television until your homework’s done. No
one over, and you don’t go anywhere.”

Horrified, Robin looked up. “That
isn’t fair!”

“It is fair,” Claudia
said quietly. “Your free rides are over. I’ve been letting you get
away with murder and we both know it.” She raised an eyebrow. “End
of the road.”

For another five minutes Claudia
reiterated household rules and expectations, laying down the law
precisely the way her mother had and precisely the way she’d vowed
she never would. And then she let her daughter make good her
escape.
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