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Chapter
1

 


He would take some getting used
to. First, there was that hair—a red so vivid it looked painted on.
Then there was his walk, a bouncing gait that seemed to propel the
top half of his body faster than the rest of him. Of course, it
could’ve been that he was simply wobbling out of balance because of
the heavy backpack anchored to his shoulder. From a distance,
Claudia couldn’t tell and she tried to push aside the uncharitable
thoughts that were already forming as he angled toward her through
the Indian Run police station.

“Lieutenant Hershey!
Greetings! Hi! I’m Booey Suggs, or just plain ‘Boo’. My uncle told
you about me, right? I can’t believe I’m actually meeting you!
You’re even taller than you looked on TV. This is superlative. I’ve
never been up close to anyone famous before.”

“And you’re not up
close to anyone famous now,” Claudia said. She shook the knobby
hand Booey thrust at her and made herself smile. If he was a puppy,
his tail would be wagging so hard his body would spin. “Nice to
meet you,” she added.

“Oh, me too, me too!
That homicide you worked last fall? Brilliant! It’s what made me
think about maybe becoming a police officer, a detective. My uncle
told me—”

“What he told me is
that you’re keen on being a documentary filmmaker,” Claudia said
swiftly. “He said you’re talented with a camera.”

“He told you I’m
talented?” Booey said, pleased.

She nodded. The filmmaker part
was true. She steered the boy toward her office, ignoring the
amused expression on the dispatcher’s face.

“Well, I am considering filmmaking too,” Booey said. “When I’m done with
my internship with you—”

“It’s not exactly an
internship,” Claudia said. “It’s unofficial and it’s only two
weeks. Just to give you a feel for detective work, which you’ll
find is about as exciting as reading a phone book.”

Booey shrugged, bounced along
beside her. “Well, anyway, when I’m done here, then I’ve got
something lined up with a film company that mostly does Southern
documentaries. Over in Orlando.”

“Good for you,”
Claudia murmured. They’d reached her office, which had been
converted from a utility closet a few weeks earlier. As closets
went, it was plenty big. As an office . . . well, except when
people used the stained sink in the corner to get water for the
coffee pot, it made up in privacy what it lacked in size. “Sit.”
Claudia pointed at a metal chair beside her desk, then shuffled
through a few incident reports on her desk. Lunch had come and
gone. She had an afternoon to fill and no earthly idea what to do
with him—and this was only Monday.

“Just let him hang
out with you, Hershey,” Chief Suggs had said when he sprang the
Booey thing on her a few hours earlier. “He’s my brother’s youngest
boy. Just graduated from high school and he thinks he wants to be a
cop—that or a documentary movie mogul of some kind. He’s got his
own car, one of them little VW bugs, so you don’t need to pick him
up or drop him off. Just take him on calls. Let him listen in on
interviews. Give him some forms to fill out.”

“If he wants to be a
cop, he should do two weeks on patrol,” Claudia said. She resisted
asking about the kid’s silly-ass name, which she already knew would
never flow easily off her tongue. “He’d probably love riding around
in a police car.”

“Nah. He wants to be
a detective. He clipped every story that was written about your
psychic murders last fall.”

“They weren’t ‘my’
murders and they weren’t psychics,” Claudia said flatly. “They were
mediums.”

“Whatever. The kid thinks you’re some kind of mental giant.
’Course, that’s what he said. Could be he’s just got the
hots for you. And anyhow, it’s of no matter. He specifically asked
if he could be assigned to you.”

“Oh, come on. Can’t
you just tell him that it’s not possible? Tell him anything you
want. You’re the chief of police.”

“My brother doesn’t
give a rat’s ass that I’m the honcho, Hershey. He only cares that I
owe him five hundred bucks, which I don’t happen to have right now.
I’m buyin’ down my debt by lettin’ Boo ride with you. Out here,
barter is still part of the free enterprise system. You’re comin’
up on two years here. I’m surprised you don’t know that by
now.”

Actually, it was a year and a
half. Claudia supposed Suggs was close enough, though. And yeah,
she knew about barter in Indian Run. She knew a lot about the small
Florida town by now. She knew that living in the dead center of the
state meant you’d never catch a breeze in the summer. She knew that
cows took forever to cross a road and were impervious to car horns.
She knew that half the streets weren’t marked, that fishing
tournaments were enough to close stores on a Sunday, and that no
one would smile at you if you didn’t smile first. She also knew
that Indian Run wasn’t immune to murder.

What she didn’t know—not when she
moved down from Cleveland and really, not even now—was why she
stayed. Her daughter Robin said it was just part of Claudia’s
miserable stubbornness. Maybe.

“Look, Chief—and this
is nothing against your nephew; I haven’t even met him yet—but if I
have someone with me everywhere I go, it’s just going to slow me
down,” Claudia argued. “I’ll have to explain everything. Whatever I
do will take twice as long as it should.”

“Hershey, Hershey . .
. that’s pretty lame, even for you. It’s summer. What’re you
working? A shoplifting or two? A vandalism? Stolen wallet? What’s
so hot that Boo’s gonna get in your way?”

He had a point.

“Besides, Hershey,
Boo’s a good kid. Granted, he could stand a little toughening up,
sure, but that’s just the physical side. Book-wise, the kid’s
wicked smart. He can probably recite every word in the dictionary
backwards and damned if he doesn’t know every one of the ‘begats’
in the Bible. He’s affectionate, too. He’ll grow on you faster than
kudzu on a telephone pole.”

And that was that. Booey was on a
metal chair, beaming at Claudia, waiting. His knees were crossed
and one foot was jetting up and down. She sighed and plucked a
stolen vehicle report from the stack.

“My original idea was
to show you some of the administrative part of police work,” she
said, “but I don’t know . . . maybe I’ll save that for later.” In
close proximity, his jiggling would make her nuts in five minutes.
“There’s this local businessman, the guy who owns a used car lot on
the edge of town. He called in this morning. Looks like an old El
Dorado got boosted from his lot. I guess we could head on over
there, talk to the man and . . .”

Claudia didn’t
bother finishing. Booey was already shooting out of his chair. It
scraped against the concrete floor like fingernails on a
blackboard. Claudia shuddered and made a mental note to remind
Suggs that he’d promised to order cheap carpeting for the closet.
The office.

“Auto theft! That’s
got the potential to be big, right? I read somewhere that stealing
cars isn’t just about joy riding. The article said a lot of car
thieves are actually part of sophisticated rings. They even have
lists of exactly what kind of cars to steal. The cars get stripped,
the parts get sold.” Booey hefted his backpack to his shoulder.
“You think that’s what’s going on here, Lieutenant? I remember this
one movie where—”

“Tell you what . . .
Booey.” Claudia still had trouble with the name. “Let’s just hold
off on speculating until we’ve talked to the victim.” She glanced
at the report. “Mike Gorman. Gorman’s Autos. We’ll ride on over and
see if he’s got anything illuminating to add to the officer’s
initial report.”

Two weeks, Claudia reminded
herself. She only had to put up with him for two weeks. She tucked
her .38 Colt revolver into her trouser holster, shrugged into her
jacket, grabbed a portable radio and headed for the parking lot,
trying to ignore the kid’s eyes following her every
move.

Claudia’s police-issue car, an
old Cavalier that no longer evidenced style or substance, sat just
beyond the reach of shade from a small knot of trees outside the
police station. Heated by a late-June sun, the steering wheel would
be almost too hot to touch. That was just one more little detail
Claudia hadn’t considered when she settled on Florida.

She yanked the driver’s door open
and peered over the hood at Booey, struggling with his own door.
“You have to lift up on the handle a little,” she said. “The
passenger side didn’t work at all before, but it got fixed a few
months ago—more or less, anyway. Now it just takes muscle. You’ll
get used to it.” She waited for him to get in and settled with his
backpack before she started up the engine, wishing the car thief
had scrounged the Cavalier instead of the El Dorado. She pulled
onto the street and headed north, toward the outskirts of the
town’s small commercial district.

“So what exactly are
you toting around with you, Booey? That bag looks heavy enough to
be holding a set of encyclopedias.”

Booey leaned enthusiastically
toward Claudia. “Actually, this is better than encyclopedias. I’ve
got all kinds of stuff—a laptop, a cell phone, a digital camera, a
Palm Pilot . . . you know, electronic equipment so I can have quick
access to anything I might need.”

“What? No fax
machine?”

Booey looked at her,
puzzled.

“Never mind,” Claudia
said. She was about to ask why he thought he’d need electronics
with him when her portable crackled and the dispatcher’s voice came
on. “Lieutenant Hershey? You got that radio of yours turned on for
a change? I got one for you.”

Claudia fiddled with the squelch
button and gritted her teeth. She couldn’t get Sally to talk in
code no matter how hard she tried. “Yeah, Sally. I’m on. What’s
up?”

“Animal control
called right after you left. They got a call out to old Wanda
Farr’s trailer. Two guys went out. They want an officer to meet
them.”

“Farr? You talking
about the old cat lady?”

“That’s a 10-4,
Lieutenant.”

“They don’t need a
detective to help them pick up cats, Sally. By the way, nice
code.”

“Thanks. This isn’t
just about cats, if you get my drift.”

“What? Neighbor
problems again?”

“No. Shoot . . . hang
on a sec’. Let me look this one up.”

Claudia vaguely heard Sally
shuffling through papers.

“Okay, I got it. My
drift is that they think they might have a Signal 7 out there
because, quote-unquote, ‘Something smells funny here.’ That’s what
the animal control guy said. He said they haven’t gone in yet, but
that there’s—”

“All right, all
right, Sally. I got it now. I’ll head on over.”

“You know the
location?”

“Ten-four.” Everyone
in town knew the location. Farr’s trailer was one of a handful near
the railroad tracks that bisected the oldest of Indian Run’s
communities from the newest. Complaints about the woman
periodically came from both.

Claudia clicked off and swore
softly.

“What was she talking
about?” Booey asked. “What’s a Signal 7?”

“It means there’s a
dead body.”

“A murder?” Booey’s
foot started tapping. “Shouldn’t we go faster? Don’t you have a
siren you can put on your roof?”

“Don’t get excited,
Booey. A ‘5’ is a homicide. A ‘7’ is just a dead body, usually from
natural causes or maybe an accident. The woman Sally mentioned is
about a hundred years old. From what I hear, people’ve been taking
bets on when she’d die for the last ten years. Sounds like maybe
she just did. Anyway, we’ll make a welfare check and see what’s
what.”

“Why did you call her
the cat lady? Is she into exotic cats? Or show cats?”

“My guess is you’ll
be able to answer your own question when we get there.”

~

Wanda Farr was an institution in
Indian Run. Stories about who she was and what she was and why she
did the things she did may have been founded in fact once, but over
time the truth had become more elaborately embroidered than the
lines on her face—and no one disputed how deep and intricate those
were. If any of her contemporaries were still alive, maybe one or
two might be willing to say whether it was accurate that Wanda Farr
had actually been pretty once, and normal once, or perhaps even
just average on both counts. But the Farr woman had apparently
outlived them all, and no one now could remember her as anything
except an ill-tempered old lady who shared her days and nights with
too many cats and too much bad wine.

As Claudia got out of the car and
made her way toward the Farr woman’s trailer, Booey so close behind
her that he clipped her heels once, she called to mind an image of
the woman. She’d spotted her on the streets a few times, the woman
slightly bent, but with purpose in her step. She tried to recall
what else she knew about the woman. It wasn’t much.

Once, years
earlier, a reporter from the twice-weekly Indian Run Gazette had tried to
interview Farr for a human interest feature, but the woman was
uncooperative and the reporter wound up writing a column loosely
based on comments and details supplied by everyone but the cat
lady. Claudia still lived in Cleveland when the column was written,
but Suggs had shown her a faded copy shortly after she’d arrived
and first noticed the old woman beside a dumpster, muttering to
herself and tossing scraps to at least a dozen squalling cats. The
reporter must have been miffed that Farr wouldn’t talk to him. He
painted her in an unflattering light, making more of the complaints
she’d generated over the years than the compassion she’d shown to
the stray felines that prowled the town’s shadows. Claudia hadn’t
given the story or the woman much further thought. Every
municipality seemed to have a cat lady. Indian Run’s was eccentric,
crabby, and old.

A cat abruptly streaked past
Claudia and Booey, hell-bent from beneath a gnarled bougainvillea
bush to a recess under the trailer. Claudia jumped, swore. She
could hear others from inside the trailer, Wanda Farr’s cats. She
could smell them, too—that, and something else.

The animal control officers
fidgeted outside the door and gave her a quick rundown. They’d
received a call. They’d come out. No one responded to their knock.
Claudia nodded and tugged Latex gloves onto her hands. She handed a
pair to Booey, then rapped hard, once and again, called out Farr’s
name. Nothing. She took a deep breath and tried the door. It was
unlocked. Shadow and stench leached out of the trailer when she
opened it. She turned to Booey.

“You don’t have to
come in, you know.”

He swallowed and waved a hand.
“No, no . . . this is all part of police work, right?”

Claudia looked at him. “All
right. Don’t touch anything. Don’t step anywhere I don’t step
first.”

Booey nodded. He was about to say
something else, but a sudden sneeze cut him off. He covered his
nose with a hand and followed her in.

Of course, Claudia didn’t think
Wanda Farr was literally one-hundred, but that she was way up there
in age seemed a certainty. Whether she was as cranky as everyone
said—right now that seemed a likely possibility, too. Even in
death, bottomed-out naked in her bathtub as she was, the Cat Lady
of Indian Run appeared to be glowering. Then again, maybe it was
just an illusion. In life, Farr’s left eye had a tendency to drift
off-center—no doubt one of the reasons kids called her a witch—and
that same eye now stared blankly toward the side of the tub while
her right eye seemed anchored directly on Claudia.
Disconcerting.

Booey took one look at the corpse
and fled, sneezing in violent bursts, both hands at his face.
Claudia could hardly hold it against him. If she’d had a choice,
she would’ve raced him for the door. The smell of death combined
with the pungent odor of cat urine made her eyes water and her
stomach lurch. Almost as bad was the racket. Cats howled and wailed
from every corner of the stuffy trailer, their collective voice a
shriek that raised goose bumps on Claudia’s arms. She batted aside
a half-grown cat that had leaped onto the edge of the tub, then
peered uneasily behind her. There had to be twenty or twenty-five
felines in every shape and color and size. They weren’t the cute
cuddlies that played with balls of yarn in cat food commercials on
TV. Wanda Farr’s cats were hungry and testy, and Claudia wanted to
get the hell out of the house—now.

She looked back at the dead
woman. Farr lay flat on her back in the tub, her head below the
faucet and her knees slightly raised to accommodate the short
length of the tub. Now and then, Claudia heard a pipe gurgle. She
couldn’t see the drain stopper under Farr’s head, but assumed that
bath water was slowly trickling past it. Enough had already seeped
out so that by now it fell just below Farr’s nose, but a high-mark
ring of dirt around the tub suggested the water had originally been
plenty deep enough for the old woman to drown in. She hadn’t
drowned without a little help. A glass with an inch or so of amber
liquid sat on the side of the tub against the wall. Claudia
carefully leaned across the tub and sniffed at the glass. Liquor of
some sort. She straightened, then stood and shook her head. Too
many old people died alone and lonely. All the cats in the world
couldn’t change that.

She moved outside of the
bathroom. The trailer was little more than a boxcar with
electricity and plumbing. Beside the bathroom, it contained nothing
more than a kitchenette and a long, narrow living room. She took
her glasses off and wiped a smudge from the lens. Even through
blurred vision, the trailer looked shabby, and as dirty as the air
smelled. Partly it was the cats. Claudia knew they were fastidious
creatures by nature, but the cluster of litter boxes in a corner
were heaped with their waste, and their fur clung to every surface.
She made a face and put her glasses back on. Everywhere she looked,
she saw piles of . . . stuff. Clothes were heaped in random piles.
Bags filled with more bags nested two and three deep against one
wall. Uneven stacks of faded newspapers, some of which had clearly
become handy latrines for the cats, sprawled beside a tattered
sofa. There was no bed in the room, but oily contours in the sofa
cushions suggested that Farr used it as one. Claudia couldn’t
imagine shutting out the din of the cats well enough to actually
sleep. Then again, she didn’t know much about cats. Maybe they
drifted off when their owners did.

The temperature
in the trailer must’ve been in the 90s. Claudia shrugged off her
jacket, this one beige and one of many such jackets she
special-ordered for their sturdy practicality. She liked the
mid-thigh length. She liked the bellows pockets even more. Robin,
who had just turned fourteen and liked to tell Claudia how to
dress—liked to give her advice on just about everything—told her
she was nuts to wear them in the summer. “News flash, Mom,” she’d
said a week earlier. “Half the cops in Florida wear
shorts in the summer.
You have to get with it. I mean, like no offense or anything, but
you look like you just got off the boat.” Claudia didn’t bother
pointing out that only uniformed cops had the privilege of shorts,
and certainly not half of them. Robin wore her fourteen-year-old
convictions like a second skin.

Something tugged at her slacks.
She looked down at a calico kitten, its tiny nails stuck in the
fabric. It hissed when she bent down to free it, batted once at her
hand, then dashed beneath the sofa. Tough guy, Claudia mused. Cute,
sort of. She wondered how long it had been stuck in the trailer
with the dead woman.

On her way out Claudia paused by
the kitchenette, a square room separated from the living area by a
faded picnic table that Farr must’ve dragged in—probably a trophy
from someone’s trash. A huge bag of dry cat food, the bag shredded
almost to the point of being indistinguishable, lay on the floor
beside it. The cats had spared Wanda Farr. They’d made do with what
they could find.

She shuddered and examined the
table. It was burdened with crusted plates, empty cat food cans, a
few drained wine bottles and a crumpled sandwich wrapping. Claudia
read the print on the wrapping: roast beef with provolone from the
gourmet grocer in Indian Run’s ritzy Feather Ridge community. The
expiration date had come and gone two weeks earlier. Wanda Farr had
probably crossed the tracks and scavenged it from a dumpster
outside the store. For the grocer, a discard. For the Cat Lady of
Indian Run, a feast.

Claudia stepped outside and
inhaled fresh air, one deep breath after the other. She’d be at the
trailer for a few more hours, trying to find neighbors and
documenting the minutiae of Wanda Farr’s life. Unless the old woman
had been under the care of a doctor—Claudia thought not—then in
police parlance, Farr was officially an “unattended death.” An
autopsy would be required. Paperwork would mount. First, though,
the cats needed to go. Booey, too, it looked like.

The chief’s nephew was hunched
beneath a scraggly pine tree, his head between his bony knees.
“Booey? You all right?” Claudia asked.

“Yeah . . . I’m, uh .
. . fine.” He sneezed loudly—once, twice, a third time.
“Really.”

“There’s no reason
you have to stay here.”

“No, no . . . I’m
good. It’s just, I’m . . . the cats . . . allergies.”

“Your stomach all
right?”

“Fine. I . . .”
Abruptly, he swiveled away and vomited into the grass.

Claudia winced. She tossed her
jacket in the back seat of the Cavalier, lit one of the cigarettes
she had vowed to quit, then raised Sally on the radio and told her
what she needed. She glanced at Booey again and asked her to send a
patrol officer over, too. The chief’s nephew needed a ride
home.

 



Chapter
2






Emory Carella was in his element.
The computers had landed and he was knee-deep in cartons, whistling
while he wrested a monitor from its Styrofoam packing. Claudia had
forgotten. She eyed the boxes and pushed her hair off her collar
for a second, letting the station’s air-conditioned air whisper
against her neck. On a good day her hair fell to her shoulders in
gentle mahogany curls that tempered the sharp angles of her face.
Just now, though, still damp from the humidity of Wanda Farr’s
trailer, bits of her hair jutted out in spikes that matched her
disposition. Claudia hoped Carella’s good humor would jar her into
a better mood. She had less confidence in the long-awaited
computers.

“You know what you’re
doing, Emory?”

Carella set the monitor on a desk
and turned around. He grinned. “Child’s play, Lieutenant, child’s
play.”

“Could’ve used you on
the road earlier. Where the hell is everyone today,
anyway?”

Carella leaned against the desk.
“Well, let’s see. The chief went home with a belly ache. The sarge
is still on vacation. Moody caught a missing persons call out at
Feather Ridge—this Becker character again. Third time this month.
His wife phoned it in a couple hours ago.”

She nodded. “The name rings a
bell. What’s the story on him?”

“I don’t know, but
he’s a wanderer of some sort. Old guy. He usually finds his own way
home before we’re done with the paperwork. But since we’re talking
Feather Ridge, Moody snagged two officers to scout the area with
him—you know, give the wife the illusion that we’re dropping
everything else, yada, yada, yada. Anyway, let’s see . . . we got
one or two other guys cruising for speeders, aiming to make the
chief’s quota for the month, and one more who’s chasing off some
bonehead trying to make a buck with an illegal fireworks stand.
Fourth of July is coming up fast.”

Claudia briefly wondered if she
should pick up some sparklers. Would Robin consider herself too old
for that?

“So, Lieutenant,
there you have it, except for me and these babies.” Carella
gestured at the computer boxes. “The chief made me the department’s
technology guru, which is fine by me. Keeps me off the street and
out of the heat—at least for a day or two. Saved the budget a buck
or two by picking them myself. I’ll be surprised if the chief
doesn’t promote me all the way from officer to captain.”

“Carella, you’re a
shameless suck-up.” Claudia lobbed a pink message pad at him. He
fielded it in mid-air.

“It’s worse than you
think. Guess whose desk got the first computer?”

Roselli in
records had a computer, a tired thing that took five minutes to
boot and froze on a regular basis. Chief Suggs had one, too, though
his was acquired only after the town council boosted the
department’s budget and told him to upgrade its technology—which
meant get some
technology, as far as Claudia was concerned. Suggs demanded a
machine that would be faster than anything the rival sheriff’s
office had. Once he had it, he lost interest. He turned the thing
on every morning, then bitched about how much space it took up on
his desk the rest of the day.

“Emory,” Claudia
said, “please don’t tell me that a computer is parked on my desk if
you’re not going to tell me that it’s already hooked up and ready
to go, too.”

Carella shrugged. “Sorry. I got
as far as ‘parked.’ Look for ‘hooked’ tomorrow. Right now, I just
have to get these sweethearts out of their boxes. You know how the
chief hates clutter. Of course, I would’ve stored them in the
utility closet if we had one. Come to think of it, we used to. It
seems to have gone missing.”

They grinned at each other.
Claudia gave Carella a half salute and made her way to her office.
There it was, on her desk, all right. It swallowed half the
room.

“Hey, Lieutenant.”
Carella bounded into view. “In all the excitement of high
technology, I forgot to tell you that before Moody fielded the
Becker thing, he followed up on the El Dorado. He knew you were out
on the Farr call, figured he’d just take the car gig before you
told him to.”

Claudia was the department’s only
bona fide police detective, but Suggs had reluctantly given her the
green light to draft Moody for minor investigations if time
permitted. It almost always did.

“Apparently there
wasn’t much to it,” Carella said. “Vehicle was there one day. Gone
the next. Gorman doesn’t exactly have a secured lot. Anyway, Moody
told him to alert his insurer, and he put a BOLO out on the
car.”

“Busy day for Mitch,”
Claudia said. “Tell him I said thanks.”

She spotted Booey’s flame-topped
head a fraction of a second before he squeezed past Carella into
her office and parked himself on the metal chair. Great. She’d
hoped for a reprieve, at least until the next day.

“BOLO . . . that’s
‘be on the lookout’, right?”

Carella clapped him on the back.
“You got it, sport.” He mouthed “and you got him” to Claudia, then
slipped away. She glared at his retreating back, then looked at
Booey, trying to decide what to do with him next. His face had
color again, but he’d been pretty sick at Farr’s trailer. “You
know, Booey, you didn’t need to come back today. It’s
already—”

“Ailuromania.”

“Pardon
me?”

“Ailuromania. I
looked it up.”

The boy was speaking in tongues.
“Give it to me in English, Booey.”

“That cat lady—the
way she is? I mean was? It’s called ‘ailuromania.’ That’s the
psychological definition for someone who’s got an unhealthy
enthusiasm for cats. I thought you might want to include it in your
report.”

“Ah. Something to
consider.”

“I don’t mean
ailuromania killed her, of course. She drowned, right?”

“Probably.”

“Probably? Wait—you mean that’s not how she died?”

“I just mean
‘probably’, Booey. Don’t get excited. I have a few things to check.
Routine things. And we’ll know more when the medical examiner does
an autopsy.” Claudia swiftly deflected additional questions by
asking Booey if he knew enough about computers to get the monster
on her desk hooked up.

He did, and would—with
enthusiasm. Claudia smiled. Good. Carella could baby-sit him for a
while. It was four-thirty. Maybe she’d still have time to play
detective. Because “probably” wasn’t good enough.

~

Back in Cleveland, Claudia had
grown close to a patrol officer whose career on the road abruptly
ended the night a drunk driver slammed into him while he was
helping a motorist change a tire. He’d lost a leg in the accident,
but months later he told Claudia that half the time it still felt
like it was there and that in his dreams, it always did. He called
it his “phantom limb,” and said that most amputees experienced the
same phenomenon.

As Claudia steered the Cavalier
toward home, it occurred to her that the smell of death was a
little like that. It lingered ghost-like long after contact with
it, a grim plea that the life it represented not be forgotten. Her
stomach rolled, and she cranked the window all the way down. The
fresh air helped, but there was more going on here than the odor of
decay. Claudia sniffed, picked the smell apart, and cursed. Cat
urine. Of course. She’d spent a few hours walking around in it. The
shoes would have to go.

By the time she reached that
conclusion, she was pulling into the driveway, her headlights
sweeping across the thirty-year-old house at the end. On most
nights, the image was enough to induce a twinge of guilt over how
much work the house still needed. Not tonight. A black BMW was
parked in her spot. She didn’t recognize the car, but she
recognized the vanity plates instantly. Everything else dropped
from sight.

Brian.

She turned off the car and
listened to the tick of the engine until it spun down into silence.
She hadn’t seen him for a long time; didn’t want to see him now. Of
course, he wasn’t here for her. He was here for Robin. Maybe he was
between gigs. Or maybe he was just out of work altogether. That
would hardly be surprising.

With a dread that made her feel a
decade older than her thirty-six years, Claudia stepped out of the
car. She’d have to stow her feelings, because whatever animosity
she felt toward her ex, he was still Robin’s father. It was really
that simple.

She leaned into
the back seat and fumbled for her jacket. Her hand touched
something wet, and at the same time she recognized what it was—what
it only could be—she felt something sharp scissor her
wrist.

“Ouch, damn it!” She
jerked back and banged her head on the door frame. “Shit!” She
rubbed her wrist and cautiously peered into the gloom of the
interior. Yellow eyes glared back.

Lovely. One of
Wanda Farr’s cats, no doubt sprinkling fleas like fairy dust, had
obviously managed to escape the sweep by animal control hours
earlier. Now, here it was. Not Wanda Farr’s problem. Not animal
control’s problem. Her problem. Brian in the house. A feral cat in the car.
Perfect.

For a moment,
Claudia merely stared at the yellow eyes and they stared at her.
The cat had moved to the other end of the back seat, as far from
her as it could get. For all the movement it made, it might as well
have been a stone, though she knew it could deploy itself fast
enough to take out her eyes if she grabbed at it. But the stare-off
had to end, so in a voice she hoped sounded soothing she murmured
nonsense at it, trying to coax it closer. To her surprise it
eventually slinked nearer, and she was shocked to see that the cat
was not a cat at all. It was the calico kitten that had latched
itself to her trousers earlier. She let it sniff at her hand for a
long time—it appeared pleased to discover its own
eau du pee on her—and
when she gently rubbed its chin with a finger, it purred
lightly.

“Some tough guy you
turned out to be,” Claudia murmured. She sighed. “If I point you at
Brian and say ‘kill!’, will you?”

She could bring the kitten to the
pound in the morning. What she couldn’t do was leave it in the car
overnight. She also couldn’t delay the inevitable any longer.
Gently, Claudia scooped the kitten up and nestled it against her
shirt. She half hoped it would leap from her hands and sprint into
the trees around the house. It didn’t, though, and when she felt
its head quivering against her throat she held it just a little
more firmly on her march to the house.

Brian had come bearing gifts. A
compact stereo in ruby casing rested on an end table by the couch.
Colorful lights pulsed from a panel on the front. It was the same
system she had intended to buy Robin for Christmas. Music swept
through the room, some kind of throbbing rock that her daughter
favored. Claudia inhaled slowly, steeling herself. They hadn’t seen
her yet, hadn’t heard her come in. Both were hunched by the table,
fooling with the stereo controls. At that moment, Claudia knew the
kitten wasn’t going anywhere.

“Hello, Brian. What a
surprise,” she said.

He turned
slowly, a casual grin spreading over his face, a beguiling smile so
familiar, so intimate, that for a nanosecond she felt her heart
bang out of sync. Bastard.

“You look good,
Claudia,” he said, rising from his knees. Without taking his eyes
from her, he reached down and lowered the volume on the stereo.
“Did you—”

Whatever he was about to say was
lost in Robin’s screech. She’d spotted the kitten and was across
the room in a moment, eclipsing the tension with an exuberance that
made Claudia laugh out loud. God love this kid, this half-girl,
half-woman who had made an otherwise disastrous union entirely
worthwhile.

“Easy, easy, kiddo.
You don’t want to scare it,” she said. “He’s been through a lot
today.” She pried the kitten’s nails from her shirt and gently
handed it over.

Robin pressed
the kitten to her face “He’s for me? You bought me a kitten? I thought you said no
animals—‘not now, not ever, never.’ They’re dirty and expensive and
need too much attention. Hello. Wasn’t that you?”

Claudia
shrugged. “I caved. The little guy was on his way to the pound. I
looked at it and said ‘no way.’ This one’s got Robin written all
over him.” She glanced over Robin’s head at Brian.
Hah. Top that, you son of a
bitch.

Robin held the
kitten out, examining it. “You just need a little love, don’t you”
she cooed. The kitten mewed plaintively and Robin’s eyes pivoted to
Claudia. “Please tell me you didn’t forget to pick up cat food and a litter
box.”

Claudia held up a hand. “Give me
some credit, Robin,” she said smoothly. “I didn’t buy anything yet
because I figured you’d want to pick things out for him yourself.”
Oh, this was fun.

Robin nodded. “Good idea. Not to
be rude, but you probably don’t have a clue what a kitty
needs.”

Claudia happily conceded the
truth in that, and told Robin to go find her shoes so they could
get to the store before it closed. She set off without protest, the
kitten still clutched to her chest, the stereo
forgotten.

“What’re you doing
here, Brian?” Claudia said swiftly.

“How about ‘nice to
see you’, Brian?” he said.

“It’s not. What do
you want?”

“I missed her
birthday. I’m here catching up.”

“The story of your
life.”

“I take it you’re
going to be sour on me to the day you draw your last
breath.”

“What I think or feel
doesn’t matter. But you can’t keep bouncing in and out of Robin’s
life on a whim. What’s the matter with you that you don’t get
that?”

Brian sighed. “Here we go, the
world according to Detective Lieutenant Claudia
Hershey.”

She shook her head. “Leave it
alone, Brian. You don’t like my lifestyle. I don’t like yours.” She
felt her hands shaking and pressed them against her legs. “Look,
you brought her a present. Good for you. Now when are you
leaving?”

They both stood six feet tall. On
the job, Claudia’s height was an advantage. With Brian, it never
had been. Almost nothing had been. She didn’t look away,
though.

“I want her for the
summer, Claudia.”

 



Chapter
3

 


Anyone who lived in Florida
quickly learned that come summer time, it was best not to leave the
house without an umbrella. Summer storms blew in almost daily, and
with a ferocity made all the more dramatic by extravagant displays
of lightning. That lightning—it was nothing to fool with. It cuffed
Florida around more than any other state in the union, and those
who thought it was more show than sizzle claimed morgue space with
sad regularity.

That was just one reason Claudia
didn’t want to get out of her car when she saw a pick-up truck on
the side of the road and a man crouched beside it, examining a
tire. The other reason was the man—Chief Suggs. What miserable
luck. The stomach upset that sent him home the day before was
apparently gone now. She wouldn’t be able to put off telling him
about the Farr case; he wouldn’t like what she was doing with it.
It didn’t help that she was running late this morning, either. She
eased the car behind the truck and slid out, struggling with her
umbrella. Suggs had thrown a rain slicker over his clothes, but
even with the hood pulled over his head she could see the set of
his jaw.

“Looks like you could
use a lift,” she called out, pitching her voice above the drum of
the rain. “What happened?”

“You’re late,
Hershey,” Suggs said. “You shoulda been at your desk twenty minutes
ago.” He kicked the tire with a boot. “I got a reason. You
don’t.”

Well, yes, she did, actually. But
Claudia wasn’t about to share her personal life with Suggs.
“Couldn’t be helped,” she said. She was spared further response
when a thunderclap startled them both. A second later, lightning
flared in the west. “Why don’t I give you a ride in? You can send
someone out later to change the tire and bring the truck
back.”

“I don’t need to
rouse the troops for a damned tire, Hershey.” He cracked his
knuckles and smirked. “I’m here. You’re here. We’re both
able-bodied. And anyway, it hardly appears you’re in that much of a
rush today.”

They locked eyes. “Fine,” Claudia
said. “Let’s do it, then.” She retrieved a hooded poncho from the
trunk of the Cavalier and set a reflective cone behind her car.
Traffic was light, but trucks favored the four-lane road and she
wasn’t of a mind to challenge their visual acuity in a storm. By
the time she was ready to test her muscles, Suggs had hauled out
the spare, a lug wrench and the jack.

Rain beat at them from an angle.
Claudia’s glasses quickly became extraneous and she stuffed them in
a pocket. She braced her feet against the slick pavement and pried
the hubcap from the flat tire while the chief angled the jack into
place.

“So
tell me, Hershey—and I hope this is good—what’s with the melodrama
I’m hearing about the Farr case? You needed crime scene to hold your hand at the
trailer? ’Cause that’s what I hear, that you brought a unit in,
then sealed the trailer off when they were done. Hand me that lug
wrench.”

So he already knew.

“My intent was to
fill you in this morning,” Claudia said. She shoved the hubcap to
the side with her foot, then passed the tire iron to Suggs. He
eased himself to a knee and began loosening the nuts. “I brought
crime scene in as a precaution,” she told him. “There were a couple
of incongruities in Farr’s home.” She winced when Suggs’s grip on
the wrench slipped, bruising his knuckles.

He swore and
glared up at her. “‘Incongruities’. Well, gee, that explains just
about everything, Hershey.” He shifted from one knee to the other.
“Now can the fifty-cent words and tell me why in hell you think an
old lady with a liquor habit couldn’t just drop dead in her tub.
Matter of fact, it looks to me like she died pretty easy for an old
woman who lived life so hard. Why does everything with you have to
be a . . . a quest.”

Quest.
Good one, thought Claudia. Must have picked that
one up from Booey. But it was as if the chief were reading her
mind, because before she could respond he said, “And this business
of you sticking Boo with computer scut work . . . I won’t tolerate
it, damn it.”

“He got pretty sick
out at—”

“Horseshit, Hershey.
I know exactly what you were doing. Don’t do it again. Hear
me?”

“I hear
you.”

Suggs carried about twenty pounds
more than he needed to. He grunted with the effort of standing and
straightening. Rain cascaded from the hood of his slicker. “Those
nuts are about as loose as they’re going to get.” He exhaled.
“Crank that jack up while I go raise Sally. I don’t want her
sendin’ out a posse for us.”

It wasn’t the first flat Claudia
had ever changed. It wouldn’t be the last. She bent to the task and
wrestled the tire off before the chief was finished on the radio.
She was just pushing the spare on when he returned.

“Rain’s startin’ to
slow a bit,” he said. He leaned over to watch Claudia tighten the
lug nuts. “Thing is, Hershey, you know good and well I’m not keen
on havin’ Flagg County lookin’ up our skirts—your ‘incongruities’
aside.”

He was referring to the Flagg
County Sheriff’s Office, which provided crime scene support to
Indian Run on the rare occasion when it was needed. The police
department wasn’t big enough to have its own. Suggs worried
endlessly that one day Flagg would absorb the IRPD
altogether.

“Look, Chief, it couldn’t be helped.” Claudia struggled for a
word that wouldn’t set him off again. “It might be that Wanda
Farr’s death was accidental. Probably was.
But—”

“Yeah, yeah. That’s what Booey said you said: ‘probably’. And
if—”

Claudia stood
so abruptly she jarred them both against the truck. “Damn it all to
hell! How about you let me finish what I’m trying to say? How about
we leave Booey out of it, and we leave Flagg out of it—at least
long enough for me to tell you what I need to? Because there were incongruities, all
right?”

The rain had slowed to a drizzle
and the sun was beginning to reassert itself in the east. In
another half it would look like it had never rained at
all.

“Settle down,
Hershey. This ain’t the OK Corral.”

Claudia leaned against the
pick-up and waited for a semi to hurtle past them. “Number one,
Farr wasn’t exactly known for her personal hygiene. You have to ask
yourself why she was taking a bath in the first place—why now, why
on the day she dies. Now maybe that’s just one of life’s tragic
ironies, until you get to Number two. She socked away a lot of
wine. No secret. But a glass on the edge of her tub held some kind
of hard liquor. I saw wine bottles in the trailer, but no booze
bottles, and I find that more than just a little out of whack.
Number three, her door was unlocked. And Number four, she was on
her back in the tub, with her head below the faucet. Come on;
people put their feet under the faucet, not their heads.” Claudia
rooted in her pocket for her glasses and put them on, ignoring the
smudges. “Oh, and one more thing, Chief. The original call to
animal control came in anonymous. I don’t like it.”

Suggs shrugged out of his rain
slicker. “Last year, you were dead-on with that psychic case. I
didn’t think you were, but you proved me wrong. I’m man enough to
admit it. But you have a habit of lookin’ for monsters under every
bed and . . . stop shakin’ your head, Hershey.”

Claudia folded her arms across
her chest.

“This Farr thing, I
gotta tell you, I’m not even close to bein’ persuaded. Everything
you just said—it can all be explained.”

“That’s right. And
that’s what I’m trying to do.”

“Uh-huh.” Suggs
sighed. “So what’s your next move?”

“I have people to
talk to.”

Wordlessly, Suggs reached down
and grabbed the flat tire. He pitched it into the back of the
pickup with a grunt. “Give me the wrench. I can finish up on my
own.” He took it from Claudia and looked at her for a long time.
“Anywhere you go? You take Boo with you. I want that boy to learn a
thing or two about police work—even if it turns out to be the wrong
thing.”

Claudia thought she heard him
mutter “probably will be” while he was turning back to the tire.
But maybe that was just a deceit of the road, the sound of traffic
over a rain-washed highway playing tricks on her ears. She took her
poncho off and shook it out. Then she picked up the safety cone and
tossed it with the poncho into the Cavalier’s trunk. She was
thinking about the dead cat lady and didn’t notice the rainbow
forming in the east when she drove off.

~

Booey was at Claudia’s desk when
she got in, pecking away at the keyboard, his attention so absorbed
that he didn’t notice her until she stood just inside the doorway
to her office. He scrambled to his feet when she greeted him,
chirped a hello and gestured at the computer.

“I
almost couldn’t wait for you to get in because you are going to
be so blown away,
Lieutenant! Officer Carella and I got you totally, totally
networked. Without even leaving your desk you can access just about
everything you could ever need. You can blaze right into NCIC,
FCIC, motor vehicles—you name it. Your set-up is the police
equivalent of the Starship Enterprise!”

Claudia
mustered a smile, but the boy’s energy exhausted her. She
did not know how
she’d go the full two weeks with him.

“I’m still tinkering
with a few preferences to make accessing files easy for you, but
it’s basically ready to go now,” he said. “You want to give it a
test drive?”

“I do, Booey, but has
to wait.” Claudia plucked a sheaf of phone messages from her desk,
avoiding his crestfallen expression. And then it occurred to her
that with a minor infraction of the rules, she could turn his
disappointment into brownie points with the chief. “Look, forget
whatever tinkering you’re doing. I got as far as getting Wanda
Farr’s Social Security number from the power company yesterday.
That’s not much, but it’s the gold card for getting some real
information, which may or may not come in handy. Hang on a second.”
Claudia scrounged in her notepad, found the cat lady’s Social
Security number and jotted it down for him. “Since you already know
how to access data, see what you can dig up on her. See if she’s
got any priors. See if you can track down any next of kin. Find out
who holds title on her trailer. Might’ve been her. Might
not’ve.”

Booey scribbled furiously on a
scratch pad. Claudia waited for him to catch up. “If you’ve got
time check into whether she ever held any sort of professional
license, filed suit, got sued. See if she was a registered voter.
See if she checked books out of the library.” Long shots, and not
all of it would come from a computer records check, but it would
keep him busy and . . . you never knew. “I’m going to catch up on
some phone calls and check into a few other things. Holler if you
need me. When we’re done we’ll hit the road and talk to some
people. Got all that?”

He brightened. “Absolutely! I was
hoping we’d get back into the cat lady’s death. Matter of fact, I
told my uncle about her last night after dinner. He hadn’t been
feeling very well, but he sat right up when I laid it out for him.
I think he’s impressed with how thorough you are.”

“You’re staying at
your uncle’s house?”

“Sure. Did you think
I lived here?”

Claudia nodded. “I guess I
assumed you did.”

“Nope. My family’s in
West Palm Beach. My daddy’s the one who suggested I do my
internship here. Uncle Mac thought it was a terrific idea, too.
He’s my godfather—did you know that? I think he’s actually very
pleased that I have such an interest in police work.”

Doomed. She was doomed. The kid
would be a constant pipeline to Suggs.

She left Booey
tapping away on the keyboard and slid into a chair at a vacant desk
in the multipurpose room. She nodded to an officer laboring over a
report, then turned her back to him and leafed through the
messages. Routine, routine, routine . . . she stopped at the
fourth. Dennis Heath. 

Claudia leaned
back in the chair. Was it possible that she hadn’t talked to him in
a week? Hadn’t returned the last several calls? Was she nuts? She
didn’t have to look far into her history to know that Dennis was
the most genuinely decent man she’d ever met. She liked that he
could nudge a laugh from her, even on her worst days. She liked
that he knew how to make a decent omelet, that he remembered to put
the toilet seat down, that he earned a living as an artist. And in
bed? No question—he had most of the right moves. Even Robin had
warmed to him. But . . . what?

With a ping of
guilt, Claudia stuffed the message into her pocket. Later. She’d
call him later. Would, would,
would.

She scanned the remaining two
messages. The medical examiner’s office had called. The Farr
autopsy wasn’t even scheduled yet. Big surprise. The cat lady never
got priority in life. She sure wouldn’t get it in death. The last
message was a reminder from her dentist’s office about a routine
cleaning the next day. Claudia picked up the phone. The job
couldn’t take priority over everything in her life, but the
dentist? No contest. She rescheduled for the next month.

~

John Simpson Raynor held the
record for the number of complaints filed against Wanda Farr.
Claudia wasn’t surprised to learn that; Raynor’s trailer was about
eighty yards from Farr’s, making him her nearest neighbor. Still,
thirty-two complaints in eighteen months—twenty-one to animal
control, the rest directly to the police department—that was a lot,
and it more than suggested he didn’t hold a fond spot for her in
his heart. Farr clearly hated him right back. She’d called in
fourteen complaints on Raynor herself and might have made more if
calling didn’t mean a long walk to the nearest phone booth, which
was just shy of a mile away.

Claudia learned all that and more
during a visit to Delilah Glasser, a wiry woman at the animal
control department who smelled vaguely of dog. She fielded
complaints and dispatched animal control officers in a voice made
raspy by years of talking above the din of the pound, situated in
the back of the same building. Claudia didn’t know how Glasser
could stand it. The racket made her want to retreat to the police
station, where Booey was still feasting on databases.

“So what’d Raynor
do?” Glasser asked Claudia after they finished with introductions.
She fanned herself with the complaint file she’d pulled. “He shoot
her and throw her in the tub? That’s what some of the boys were
speculating.”

It always fascinated Claudia, the
Indian Run grapevine. “We don’t know that Raynor did anything,” she
said. “I’m just trying to tie up loose ends, finish up my report.
Tracing the history of complaints between two neighbors—that’s a
routine part of it.”

“And neighbors is a nice word for those two,” Glasser said.
“You want to know the truth about Raynor and Farr? Think Hatfield
and McCoy. Think Deliverance.
Think—”

“Was it just the cats
that created problems between them?”

“Hah! The cats, they
were only half of the problem. The other half was Raynor’s dogs.
You didn’t know about them?”

Claudia shook her head. “One of
your officers told me Raynor had a few dogs, but he didn’t indicate
they were a problem.”

“Yeah, that’d be Bob,
no doubt. He’s on the quiet side. Methodical and objective, which
just means he understates everything. Anyway, Raynor’s got a bunch
of dogs, and he trained every one of them to be as mean as he is.
Couple of Dobermans, a shepherd or two, and three or four pit
bulls. The Farr woman—”

Glasser stopped abruptly, rolled
her eyes. Something had set the animals off in back. Claudia waited
out the noise with her, then leaned forward when the woman started
speaking again.

“Farr claimed he set
the dogs on her cats at every opportunity. And you know? She
might’ve been cranky and maybe even as nuts as everyone says, but I
believed her about that.” Glasser thumped the complaint file. “They
both aggravated me on a regular basis, but if one of them had to
go, I’d just as soon it had been Raynor.”

“I’m surprised I
didn’t hear his dogs when I was at Farr’s trailer,” Claudia
said.

“Oh, you wouldn’t of.
You know how some people crop their dogs’ ears?”

“Yes?”

“Raynor cropped his
dogs’ vocal chords.”

“Excuse
me?”

“They make noise, but
it’s not a bark. Matter of fact, it’s not like anything you ever
heard. That man—he silenced them, if not like that, then somehow
else.”

A flash of unease shot up
Claudia’s spine, but it passed so quickly she felt foolish for even
acknowledging it. She hid a smile. The propensity for exaggeration
among Indian Run’s residents ran so deeply, so exhaustively, that
it was like a virus.

“You don’t believe
it,” Glasser said. “I can see it in your eyes. Well, doesn’t matter
to me.” Obviously it did, though. She took a look at her
wristwatch, as if she suddenly had a hot date. “What else can I
tell you, Detective?”

“I didn’t mean any
offense,” Claudia said. “Sorry. I have just one more question. Does
Raynor live alone?”

Glasser stood. “He does if you
discount the dogs. But if you’re planning on visiting him, you
might do well to regard them as kin.” She pursed her lips. “Believe
that.”

~

When Claudia got back to the
station, Booey was still on her computer. He was on the phone, too,
the receiver cradled between his ear and neck, and his eyes on the
monitor while he typed at a speed Claudia never would have imagined
humanly possible. She watched for a minute, then retreated to the
desk she’d occupied earlier in the multipurpose room. Except for
the indistinct murmur of Booey’s voice and sporadic background
chatter from Sally’s communications desk, the station was as quiet
as an insurance office.

Claudia sighed. Now and then, and
never for long, she yearned to be back on the job in Cleveland. The
days were brutal. The departmental politics were crippling. But you
could count on someone manning the front desk twenty-four hours a
day. No one would ask you to hold down the fort because the
dispatcher needed a pee break. There were rooms for every purpose,
procedures that never varied, and if someone went on vacation, it
didn’t represent a crisis in staffing. She gazed around at the
handful of desks. This . . . it was the police equivalent of a
one-room schoolhouse. She picked up a stained coffee mug that
someone had left on the desk and read the inscription: “Indian Run
Police Department—To Serve and Protect.” The print was beginning to
flake around the edges; she frowned, wondering if Suggs rightly
worried that Flagg County would eventually absorb the department.
Indian Run had just fourteen sworn officers to spread over three
shifts—only marginally enough to serve the town’s eight thousand
residents. Add to that a couple of civilian workers, some of them
only part-time, and it didn’t take a leap of imagination to see
what the chief saw. If Flagg decided to . . . Claudia abruptly set
the mug down, annoyed. She’d walked herself right into Suggs’s
head. It was the last place she wanted to be.

“Boy, talk about
being lost in thought.” Sally stood a few feet away, her eyes
speculative. “What do you want first, the good news or the bad
news?”

“Dealer’s choice,
Sally. Give it to me anyway you want.”

“All right.” She
handed Claudia several sheets of paper. “The good news is that our
fax machine is working again. Flagg S.O. just sent that
over.”

The crime scene report. “Thanks,”
Claudia murmured, already beginning to scan the pages.

“Don’t get too
settled in just yet.” Sally waited until she had Claudia’s
attention again. “At least that’s how I interpret the bad
news.”

Claudia shrugged. “Go ahead,
Sally. Make my day.”

“Wish I could, but
this isn’t gonna do it. The chief just radioed in. He said—and I
quote—‘Tell Hershey to put Booey in her pocket so she don’t forget
him and then get her tail over to the No-Name Pond
ASAP.’”

“Terrific. What’s
up?”

“We got ourselves a—”
Sally glanced at a scrap of paper in her hand— “a Code 26.” She
looked up expectantly, but Claudia was already brushing past her,
aiming for Booey, aiming for the pond.
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The No-Name Pond wasn’t a pond at
all. It was part of a complex state canal system that meandered
into and out of Lake Okeechobee to the south, a liquid highway
carved from the ground for water management and used for just about
everything else. But because canals in the system weren’t designed
for aesthetic reasons, most ran in tediously straight lines, their
banks as parallel as railroad tracks. Not so with the No-Name Pond,
which was far too distinguished by its crescent shape, wide girth
and surprising depth to be regarded as a canal, at least not by the
locals who were aware of its existence.

Claudia had heard various stories
about the No-Name, her favorite being that the fabled Florida Skunk
Ape had been spotted near it on several occasions. What nobody
could tell her, though, was why the pond—the canal, whatever—was
called “No Name.” It just was. As for its irregular contours,
speculation held that the canal’s shape represented a thoughtful
and respectful accommodation for an immense camphor tree situated
on its south bank. Given that the state had built the canal system,
that made no sense to Claudia whatsoever, but she was willing to go
along.

Unfortunately, the camphor tree,
a beauty with a canopy that would dwarf most houses, was rarely
seen by anyone. Or at least it wasn’t supposed to be. Too many
accidental drownings had prompted the town to seal off the No-Name
eight years earlier with chain-link fencing. The fence curved
around both sides of the No-Name, then continued east and west
along the narrow portion of the canal for a quarter-mile. That
barricade alone would not have stopped persistent visitors—indeed,
it was repeatedly punctured by trespassers—but unchecked growth of
prickly shrubs and tall grasses eventually discouraged most human
company. Besides, a golf course serving the exclusive Feather Ridge
development had been built just beyond the fringe of wild
vegetation, on the north bank. To get to the No-Name meant
trespassing across the golf course and then negotiating the fence
and scrub. An approach to the No-Name from the south held its own
challenges. An abandoned train track ran parallel to the canal, the
far side of it shielded by a berm and the fence, the pond side by
more nasty brush.

All in all, the No-Name Pond was
just too damned hard to get to for most people to bother trying.
There were other places to fish or picnic.

Someone had visited the No-Name
recently, though. A body floated facedown at the surface, in the
shade of the camphor.

Claudia stood on the north bank
and peered over at it, a hushed Booey at her side. To the west, a
narrow wooden footbridge optimistically built of two-by-fours
during the No-Name’s heyday connected the banks, but time and
weather had badly eroded it. It bowed in the middle, and its boards
were brittle—too brittle, she thought, to safely sustain much
weight.

Suggs stood a short distance away
with three patrol officers. She felt his eyes on her, but he said
nothing, giving her a moment to lock the grim image in her mind.
When she finally looked up, he broke from the others and walked
over.

He gave his nephew a distracted
smile. “Hey, Boo.”

“Hey, Uncle Mac,”
Booey said, his voice small.

Suggs turned to Claudia. “It’s
gotta be Becker,” he said quietly. “According to Moody, he never
did wander home this time. Our guys looked for him—even poked
around here as late as last night—but I guess he didn’t pop to the
surface ’til now.”

Claudia nodded.

“We’ll do what we
have to for an official identification, but I put my money on this
being him. Poor old guy.”

“How come the wife
didn’t call him in missing until yesterday?”

Suggs shrugged. “There was some
kind of screw-up in communication between the wife and a woman who
looked after the old man when the wife was out of town. The wife
thought this woman was with Becker. The woman thought the wife
was.”

A fish splashed across the way,
drawing their attention back to the body. It moved gently with a
slight current, but it wasn’t going anywhere. Claudia pulled at her
shirt. She’d remembered to leave her jacket in the car this time,
but the forethought was of small consequence in the afternoon
heat.

“The No-Name used to
be real popular,” Suggs said. “Now it’s a bitch to get to.” He
jerked a thumb at the patrol officers. “We had to take an old
access road to where the canal just starts to widen, crawl through
a hole in the fence, then scratch our way past the weeds and shit.
I’ll be pickin’ spurs out of my socks for the rest of the day.
Where’d you park?”

Claudia gestured behind her. “On
the edge of the golf course.”

“Wait—you drove over
it to get here?”

“I didn’t see any
other way to get here fast.”

Suggs leaned in toward Claudia,
out of Booey’s earshot. “See, now that’s just the kind of thing
about you what irritates me, Hershey. You don’t see the big picture
in this town, or maybe you just refuse to. These Feather Ridge
people? They have a lot of weight with the town council, which
calls the shots for our scrawny little police department. I bet
someone in that development is calling the mayor right now, raisin’
a stink about you tearin’ up their private damned golf
course.”

“The message was a
Code 26. We have a drowning victim.”

“Yeah, well in case
you didn’t notice, he’s been dead for a while. We’re not exactly
talkin’ about a situation that calls for lights and
sirens.”

Claudia let it go. He’d started
the day aggravated with her and clearly he would finish it the same
way. She watched him grapple with a Tums roll and pop two of the
tablets into his mouth. Maybe it was just his stomach acting
up.

“Lieutenant?” said
Booey, his eyes still on the body, “Excuse me, but even upside
down, he doesn’t look . . . right. How long do you think he’s been
in the water?”

“Hard to know, Booey,
but at least a few days. Bodies don’t usually float to the
surface—”

“They don’t come up for a while, son,” Suggs interrupted.
“They sink first and stay down ’til their gases make them rise, all
bloated up and . . . nasty. That’s somethin’ you need to learn
about if you’re gonna be in law enforcement.” He turned to Claudia.
“And before you even ask, Hershey, I already called Flagg for crime
scene and the medical examiner.” He grunted and lowered his voice
again. “This may surprise you, but I do know what’s what with procedure
on somethin’ like this—isolated area, no obvious witnesses,
etcetera, etcetera.”

“I didn’t say you
didn’t.”

“No, but you were
thinkin’ it.”

For the second time in as many
minutes, Claudia bit back a response. She looked at Booey. His face
had paled, though less than it had in the Farr trailer. “Listen,
you still carrying a digital camera in that bag of
yours?”

“Sure, absolutely. I
bring it everywhere.”

“Good. When crime
scene gets here they’ll photograph everything, but—”

“Standard ops,” Suggs
said.

“Right,” said
Claudia, inwardly rolling her eyes. “Anyway, Booey, they’ll take
pictures, but we won’t get them back right away. Think you could
get some shots for us now?”

He brightened and snapped his
fingers. “That fast, no kidding. I’ll be back in a second, maybe
even faster.” He pivoted and started to jog off.

“Hey! Booey! Watch
where you step,” Claudia called sternly. “Take exactly the path we
took coming in.” She kept an eye on him briefly, then nodded to
herself.

“So Hershey, the
point of that busywork would be . . . what?” Suggs pulled a
handkerchief from a pocket, wiped his face. “I ask because from
where I stand, it looks like just one more way you’re tryin’ to
keep my nephew in the back seat.”

Claudia shook her head. “Then
you’re standing in the wrong place. Look, if we get digital shots
he can load them on the computer. We can look at them right away.
Also, he needed something to do. He’s seeing his second dead body
in two days. That’s a load for anyone.”

“Don’t you baby that
boy, Hershey,” Suggs snapped. “I told you he needs some toughening
up. I put him with you for that reason.”

“You put him with me
because you’re buying down a debt.”

“Both.”

The patrol officers looked over.
Suggs lowered his voice. “Just this once, Hershey, go my way. I’m
not foolin’ with you now.” He swept an arm toward the pond. “Do it
with this, and do it with Booey.”

Claudia met his eyes. “Believe it
or not, I’m trying—on both counts.” She paused. “Anything
else?”

“Yeah. On this Becker thing, just in case you don’t take my
meaning, what I’m saying is do what you gotta do out here, but
do not make a
federal case out of things.” He stuffed his handkerchief back in
his pocket. “I’m headin’ back now. Make a point of keepin’ me
apprised.”

~

Booey stood where Claudia told
him to stand. He shot the pictures she told him to get, and for
every step he took, he walked as if the ground were made of glass
and might crack. Try as she might, she could barely picture him as
a grown man, never mind a cop. Still, there was something about his
persistence she admired, not to mention his extraordinary attention
to detail.

On the drive to the No-Name he’d
told her what he’d learned about Wanda Farr. As Claudia listened to
his rendition, his voice rising and falling with drama, she knew he
was embellishing some, weaving facts with supposition. But she
didn’t stop him. In remarkably short order he’d done what no one
else had been able to do, or maybe just hadn’t cared to do. Driven
by single-minded purpose, he’d plowed through databases and made a
swift succession of phone calls, undeterred by voice mail loops and
disinterested bureaucrats. Of course, his pseudo-police status
didn’t hurt in speeding the process. But even so, and quite on his
own, he assembled a background for the cat lady that gave her
texture and dimension, that elevated her beyond the cardboard
persona she’d acquired in Indian Run. Ultimately, the history might
not matter. The person did.

Wanda Farr, Booey related, had
been born in Chicago as Wanda Joy Harrimond, a name she forfeited
for a marriage that produced two children by the time she was
nineteen. Her husband Robert worked in the stockyards. Wanda worked
as a waitress. Their babies, boys born eleven months apart, were
shunted around while their parents navigated graveyard shifts and
overtime schedules that left them exhausted and still somehow
perpetually behind on their bills. Like so many who had come before
them and would come still, they decided that a better destiny lay
in Florida, where if they could just get away from killer winters
they would find good jobs and marital harmony, which somehow never
took hold in Chicago.

Their aging Plymouth got the
couple and their babies as far as Jacksonville before it died.
Neither Robert nor Wanda despaired about that, though.
Jacksonville’s streets positively sparkled compared to those in
Chicago, where curbs were perpetually crusted with dirt from
traffic and old snow. And the palm trees! Wanda had never seen them
except in pictures; here, they stood like elegant ornaments in
every neighborhood. People seemed friendly and, of course, there
were beaches. They would get work. They would visit every tourist
attraction. They would save up to buy one of those one-story houses
with the red tiled roofs.

They were wrong about everything.
Robert scrabbled to find jobs that, once obtained, never seemed to
last. He started drinking. Wanda held out longer, but waitressing
in Florida wasn’t any different than waitressing in Chicago. In
fact, she made less money, and of that, what didn’t go to raising
her babies seemed to go down Robert’s throat in a whiskey habit
that sometimes turned him mean. Eventually, she went the same way.
The babies—toddlers by now—received less and less attention, and
ultimately wound up as temporary wards of the state. Robert didn’t
seem to care, or perhaps he just didn’t notice. Wanda cared, but
couldn’t stay sober long enough to be persuasive. When the kids
were four and five, Robert and Wanda formally relinquished all
parental rights. Before long, it was if they’d never had children
at all.

The couple never divorced. Robert
spared Wanda the expense and aggravation of that process by getting
himself killed in a bar fight over a perky young woman who reminded
him of his wife before she’d gotten herself all worn out and
ill-tempered. There was no evidence to suggest that Wanda ever
remarried. Indeed, Wanda’s history grew spotty as the years
unfolded. She didn’t work regularly—at least not on the
books—though what work she did report showed a twenty-year pattern
of wandering that eventually brought her to Indian Run. At first,
her interest in the town seemed more a flirtation than a
commitment. She stayed; she left. She stayed; she left. Finally,
she took a job at a diner, where despite a sullen demeanor she
remained for a surprising four years and may have remained longer
if a gas fire hadn’t reduced the diner to rubble. What happened
after that wasn’t documented, though it seemed certain that Wanda
must have taken to the streets for years—jobless, loveless and
homeless.

Booey apologetically told Claudia
that he’d been unable to learn when Farr’s obsession with cats
began. During his endless round of phone calls, he turned up one
old man who vaguely recalled seeing her about a year after the
diner burned down, feeding cats—and herself—from dumpster pickings.
She wound up in church shelters during inclement weather, and
occasionally as a guest of the jail on charges of vagrancy. How she
survived wasn’t clear. But then she got lucky—more or less. During
a brief but ambitious state-driven campaign to rehabilitate
homeless drifters, she was among five recipients awarded free
housing in Indian Run.

“The trailer?”
Claudia asked.

Booey nodded
vigorously. “She owned it, free and clear. The state donated the trailer, hers and
four others. The town donated the land. All she had to pay for was
utilities. Someone must’ve shown her how to collect Social
Security, because that’s what she lived on. And can you believe
this—she lived in that trailer for twenty-two
years!”

“What I can’t believe
is that the trailer is still standing,” Claudia murmured, thinking
back to the dismal structure.

“Guess what
else?”

“What?”

“She wasn’t a hundred
years old. She was only seventy-two.”

Claudia said
nothing to that. What was
there to say? The chief had been right. Farr
lived her life hard. It showed.

“Is there any
surviving next of kin?” she asked.

“I couldn’t find any.
Her father was listed as ‘unknown’ on her birth certificate and her
mother died when she was fifteen. There were no brothers or
sisters. She had the two little boys, but they stopped being hers a
long time ago.” He sighed. “I guess she just had her
cats.”

They hadn’t spoken for the
remainder of the ride to the No-Name, further discussion blotted by
the thought of what lay ahead. Drowning deaths in the elderly were
not common, but neither were they unheard of. As Claudia watched
Booey angle for another shot on the bank of the No-Name, she hoped
she could wrap this one up quickly. No one seemed to be grieving
for Wanda Farr, but a woman who didn’t know she was a widow yet
waited anxiously for news of the man in the pond.

“All right, Booey,”
Claudia called out. “That should do it. I’m going to call in and
see what’s keeping the crime scene unit. Just sit
tight.”

“Want my cell phone?”
he yelled back.

Claudia smiled. “No. The radio’s
fine.” The point was moot, anyway. No sooner were the words out of
her mouth when she heard car doors slam in the distance. Five
minutes later a team of crime scene technicians strode into view. A
burly man in civilian dress barked orders at the others, then
turned to Claudia. He introduced himself as James Rigg.

“What’ve we got?” he
asked.

Claudia gestured at the body in
the water. “Best we can figure, this is an old guy named Henry
Becker, who had a history of wandering off.” She told him what
little she knew, then walked the bank with him for a
bit.

“You think the old
guy fell in trying to cross the bridge?”

“Possible. It’ll hold
human weight, but for how much longer I don’t know. The thing is
shaky and there’s not much handrail left to grab hold
of.”

“Handrail! There’s not much bridge, period. What’s left looks
like it’s held together with toothpicks. You try
it?”

She nodded. After Suggs left
she’d reluctantly crossed once, slowly, half afraid to breathe for
fear of making the structure sway more than necessary. It wasn’t
something she intended to attempt again. But then, a man whose
ability to reason had long passed might not have given it another
thought. Claudia told Rigg as much.

“You got a point,
Lieutenant.” He shaded his eyes against the sun and slowly surveyed
the area. “All right. We’ll get started. The M.E. is about an hour
behind us, but we should be wrapped up before dark. Anything in
particular you want us to look for?”

Claudia glanced at her notes.
Rigg’s crew would make detailed drawings, but she had her own rough
sketch as well. Between that and Booey’s digital pictures, she
probably had as much as she would likely take away from the scene
for the moment. There weren’t any witnesses to interview, no
fingerprints to lift, nor was there evidence of a scuffle to
suggest anything but an unfortunate accident. Later, she would talk
to the man’s doctor, and she’d talk to the man’s wife. Beyond that,
it looked like the chief could put aside his concerns about a
federal case. This wasn’t one of them.

Rigg slapped at in insect. “Yes?
No?”

“Sorry. No. I’ll hang
around, but nothing strikes me right now.”

“Okay. By the way,
who’s the carrot-top over there?”

“Chief’s nephew. He’s
. . . sort of an intern.”

He laughed. “Aren’t you the lucky
one. The kid looks like he stepped off the pages of an old Archie
comic book.”

“Some of those comics
are worth a lot of money now,” she said.

“Yep. Probably more
than the kid.”

“Actually, probably
not,” said Claudia. She left Rigg standing there, and walked away
to smoke a cigarette.

~

Claudia never wanted to own a
cell phone. Robin called her a technophobe, but it wasn’t that. Fax
machines, computers, voice mail . . . even if she didn’t exactly
embrace them, she used them all, understood their value. But cell
phones? From what she could see, more people used them to clarify
shopping lists from grocery stores than for emergencies. Fine. They
saved a buck a pound on veal with a quick call to the spouse. They
spent forty bucks a month for the convenience.

Right now, though, with darkness
descending and one more miserable place to go, Claudia reluctantly
asked Booey if she could borrow his. They had just settled into her
car, though she hadn’t started it yet, and as she watched him
fumble for the phone she fought a snap of irritation. His eagerness
to please was just so damned cloying. She mumbled a “thank you”
when he handed it over, then stepped out of the car and leaned
against the hood to dial.

Robin answered on the third
ring—late for her—and chirped a hello.

“Hey, hon, it’s me,” Claudia said. “I’m running late. Probably
won’t be home for another hour or so. Everything all right?”
Meaning: Is Brian still there?

“Yeah, everything’s
cool. Dad just ordered a pizza.”

“Terrific,” Claudia
said. She closed her eyes and listened to the crickets for a beat.
“Save me a piece?” Robin’s response was muffled, and then Claudia
heard Brian’s deep laugh in the background. “Robin?
Hon?”

“Sure. I said sure,
we’ll save you a piece.”

Claudia wanted to ask what was so
funny. She asked about the kitten instead.

“Oh, Mom, he’s just
so cute. Dad gave him a paper bag and he must’ve played with it for
maybe an hour. Dad said he likes him because he doesn’t have to run
out and buy batteries to keep him going.”

Yeah. Like ‘Dad’ knew anything
about buying batteries.

“You’ll need to come
up with a name for him,” Claudia said.

“I know, I know. I’ve
been bouncing around a few ideas. Dad’s got some ideas,
too.”

“I have a few
thoughts myself,” Claudia lied quickly.

Robin groaned. “Puhleese don’t
tell me ‘Radar’ or ‘Bandit.’”

“Nope. Nothing
cop-like.” What was wrong with Radar or Bandit? “I’ll tell you when
I get home.” She heard more muffled laughter, then her daughter’s
voice again, telling her she had to go. By the time she got a
goodbye out, Robin had already hung up.

~

People reacted to the news of
tragic death differently. Most often, their eyes widened in
disbelief, then shock, then horror. They wept, nearly all of them.
Some screamed. Some shook so violently and unremittingly that they
literally had to be carried off. Others, no matter the depth of
their love for the victim, showed almost nothing at all.

Barbara Becker fell somewhere in
the middle. When Claudia quietly confirmed that the police believed
an elderly gentleman found dead in the pond was her husband, she
nodded once, twice, then briefly closed her eyes and cried so
quietly that only her tears gave her away. They stood just inside
the dimly lit foyer of the Becker house, as far as they’d made it
before Mrs. Becker guessed why Claudia and Booey had knocked on the
door.

“I’m so very sorry,”
Claudia said. She put a sturdy hand on the woman’s arm. Barbara
Becker leaned on a cane, but in the low light Claudia couldn’t see
her expression adequately enough to gauge how well she was holding
up. She worried that the elderly woman might pass out. She’d seen
it happen. “Would you like to sit down?”

“I’m all right,” Mrs.
Becker replied hollowly. “But thank you.” She played with a pearl
necklace that rested in two thick loops against her sweater,
momentarily lost in her own thoughts.

Claudia dropped her hand, but
inched closer, just in case. The woman was nearly as tall as she
was, but appeared shorter, stooped as she was on the cane. Claudia
couldn’t quite place her age. She might’ve been sixty—or
seventy-five. Her makeup was heavily applied, though artfully so,
and Claudia idly wondered whether she’d benefited from a facelift
or two; her chin was firm, her flesh tight. Then again, perhaps her
appearance was merely flattered by the low light and feathery hair
expertly styled to frame her face.

“As you might
imagine, Detective, your news is not completely . . . unexpected. I
guess it couldn’t be. But . . . my husband, my Henry—he was found
in a pond? And there’s no doubt that it really is
Henry?”

Claudia nodded. “We have no
reason to think otherwise, Mrs. Becker. We’ll still need a formal
identification, but the body matched the description we’d been
given when you reported your husband missing. The officers on the
scene also found a wallet with a photo ID in his
pocket.”

She gave Mrs. Becker a minute to
absorb the information, then presented a brief accounting of the
discovery. She didn’t gloss over details, but neither did she offer
specifics that could only be upsetting. Booey stood solemnly to the
side, his own face so drawn that Claudia feared he might begin
crying himself. She needed to cut this short.

“Mrs. Becker, do you
have children? Or anyone else I can call for you? A friend? Maybe a
brother or sister? It’s not a good idea to be alone after something
like this.”

Mrs. Becker seemed to consider
that. She pushed an errant strand of auburn hair behind an ear,
then shook her head. “That won’t be necessary. I have someone who .
. . well, never mind. Frankly, I think that right now, just at this
moment, I’d rather be by myself. You know, Henry and I, we were so
close, so . . .”

Claudia waited.

“Did you know that
after he retired he developed a passion for model railways? No, I
don’t suppose you’d know that. Of course not.” Mrs. Becker smiled
briefly. “He’d spent his whole career with trains—buying them,
selling them, negotiating deals for them in the U.K., Australia,
and, of course, the United States. But it was his job, a career,
and although we were rewarded with a handsome lifestyle because of
it, it was really only after he retired that he could enjoy them.”
Her face clouded over. “Then it seemed like he’d no more than
started to find that passion when he started to experience moments
of forgetfulness and sometimes odd behavior. I guess that’s when
the Alzheimer’s began to show. It’s, well, it’s a . . .”

She couldn’t continue, and
Claudia tensed.

Mrs. Becker wiped at a tear. “I’m
sorry. I’m all right. Really.” She drew in a breath and smiled.
“One day, I’ll show you his trains, his models. They’re really
quite something.”

Claudia murmured that she was
sure they were, that she wished she had found an opportunity to
meet Mr. Becker, said that she’d always loved trains herself, found
them soothing, romantic. After that, there seemed little else to
add. For a minute, she could hear them all breathing in the still
of the foyer.

“Mrs. Becker, it’s
late now and I know you have a lot to absorb. Unfortunately, I
still need to go over a few points, ask you some questions. They’re
just routine, questions that are standard in a situation like this,
but—you know, why don’t I just come back tomorrow? It won’t take a
lot of your time.”

Mrs. Becker tiredly waved a hand.
“I’m not sure I understand, but I know that Henry would. He would
give you a brisk nod and . . . well. Please call before you come. I
imagine I’ll have to see to funeral details and . . . that sort of
thing. Where have they taken Henry?”

Claudia hated this part. “He’s
been moved to the morgue,” she said as gently as she could. “I’m
afraid that’s standard.”

“The morgue! Oh,
Detective, I assume you’re not going to let them leave him there!
Surely he can be moved to a funeral home. We haven’t lived here
that long, but I know there’s one in town. Give me a minute. I’ll
just go look up the number and—”

“I’m sorry, Mrs.
Becker.” Claudia winced. “I’m afraid there needs to be an autopsy
first. It’s procedure.”

Mrs. Becker’s mouth opened to
respond, but she said nothing. She merely looked at Claudia, swayed
briefly, and slumped toward the floor. Claudia got an arm around
her just in time.
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The pizza was
long past its prime by the time Claudia got home, but someone had
wrapped two slices with tin foil and left them on a paper plate for
her. She perched on a stool at the counter and devoured both
pieces. The force of her appetite surprised her. It had been a
lousy day—Becker in the pond, Suggs on the war path, Farr on her
mind, Brian in the house. Still
in the house.

The TV played quietly in the
living room, sending random showers of blue and white light toward
the kitchen. Claudia crumpled the foil and tossed it in the trash.
She didn’t want to go in there. Brian lay stretched out on the
couch asleep. Or maybe he was faking, trying to avoid her as much
as she was avoiding him. In the last days of their marriage, that’s
what they did. But now they had to talk, because this business
about taking Robin for the summer . . ..

Claudia poured herself a glass of
wine and pushed herself into motion. Brian must have heard her in
the kitchen because he was up now, stretching his arms and yawning.
He blinked in her direction, then squinted at his
wristwatch.

“Still keeping late
hours, huh?”

“Not normally,” said
Claudia.

“Got any more of
that?” He nodded toward her wine glass.

“Help
yourself.”

Brian disappeared into the
kitchen. When he returned, he held up his own glass and the wine
bottle. “It’ll save us a return trip.”

“Where’s Robin?”
Claudia asked. She eased into an armchair, watched Brian take his
place on the couch again.

He laughed lightly. “Better you
should ask where the kitten is. She’s become joined at the hip with
him.” He sipped his wine. “They’re both in bed asleep. I don’t
think she was planning that, but the kitten’s like a narcotic. I
moved the stereo to her room and he fell asleep on her chest while
she was listening to music. She was out like a light a second
later.”

Claudia picked up the remote
control and aimed it at the TV. She pressed the mute button, but
didn’t turn it off. Her hands felt clammy.

“You used to do that
when we were married,” Brian said.

“Do what?”

“Turn off the sound,
leave the picture on, as if you couldn’t bear the thought of being
alone with me.”

“It’s just a habit,
Brian. Don’t read things into it.”

They fell silent again. Claudia
turned her eyes to the screen, weighing how best to say what she
had to say. For him to take Robin for the summer—unthinkable. “We
didn’t get a chance to talk yesterday,” she said at length. “The
kitten, the store . . . time just got away from us.”

“Yeah. And I know I
came at you from left field. I’m sorry for that.”

“Why, Brian? Why now?
What’s changed in your life that you want to spend time with Robin?
We’ve been divorced for almost eight years and in all that time
you’ve visited her—what? A dozen times? You’ve missed every single
thing that’s been important to her since she was seven. But now,
here you are, wanting her for the entire summer. I don’t get
it.”

Brian went to fill their glasses.
Claudia put a hand out. “No. Tell me what’s going on.”

He leaned back into the couch.
“What’s going on,” he repeated softly. He tilted his head to the
side. “Funny thing is, Claudia, nothing is going on. There’s no
great story here. I’m not dying of a fatal disease. I’m not having
a midlife crisis. But good things have been happening in my
life—good things that are steady, good things that matter—and for
the first time ever I feel like maybe I have something to offer
her. I feel like I can hold up my head up in front of her. Whatever
I’ve shown, or not shown, I’ve wanted that for a long
time.”

Claudia bit back a response. His
tone was persuasive, but then, it almost always had been. She
nodded for him to continue, studying him as he talked. The years
had been good to him. Clearly, he wasn’t leaving a lot of hair on
the bathroom floor. It remained as thick as ever, and still
radiated a complicated blend of sandy tones that could never be
duplicated by even the best hair stylists. He’d put on perhaps five
or six pounds, and minute wrinkles fanned out from the corners of
eyes so blue they looked like a trick of light. But if anything,
the cumulative effect merely enhanced the casual good looks he’d
always and effortlessly possessed. She wondered if he even wore
reading glasses. She wondered how often he slept around.

He told her that he lived in
Arlington, Virginia now, commuting regularly to Washington, D.C.
where he played piano at charity banquets, political events,
fundraisers. He described a foreign affairs dinner hosted by the
President where he played a medley of classics by American and
European composers. He told her about back-to-back engagements over
Memorial Day weekend.

“There’s magic going on, Claudia,” he said simply, almost
wonderingly. “I don’t know how else to describe it, but they love
me. I’m sought after. It’s crazy. It’s insane. I’ve traded blue jeans and
smoky nightclubs for a tux and ballrooms. Me. Who’d’a thunk it,
right?”

He swirled wine
in his glass, then took the last swallow. “The pay is terrific and
it’s regular work, Claudia—what you always wanted, what I was sure I never
did. You weren’t right about everything, but you were right about
that. And now I’m hooked. I’m booked, too, from now through next
February.”

He was electrified, more animated
than Claudia had seen him since the first years of their marriage.
And what he said, what he described—it all had the ring of truth.
Could that be? She filled her glass, hesitated, then filled
his.

“Thanks. Can you
understand now?” he asked. “Can you see why I want to show Robin my
life? Why I want to share it?”

Claudia wanted a cigarette in the
worst way. She smiled ruefully, at that, at him, at them . . . at
what might have been.

“I’ve got photos in
the car. I can show you some of these events.” Brian chuckled.
“Listen to me. I sound like one of your perps sweating it out
during an interrogation.” Then he sobered. “You haven’t said a
word.”

Claudia searched his eyes. “Bring
me the pictures.”

~

They negotiated over another
bottle of wine, Brian’s glossy eight-by-tens spread across the
coffee table and backlit by the silent TV. Once, they left to raid
the refrigerator. Brian built sandwiches with tomatoes and old
cheese on top of hamburger buns. Claudia watched for a minute, then
went to peek in on Robin. She lay on her side, her mouth slightly
open and her hands tucked beneath her pillow. The kitten was curled
into the hollow of her knees. It stirred, but Robin never
moved.

What a gift this girl was.
Claudia bent down and kissed her forehead. She’d freak if she knew,
and Claudia smiled to think of it. She pulled the covers higher up
on her, then quietly backed out of the room.

Brian had returned to the coffee
table. She joined him and they ate silently. She imagined he was
mentally celebrating, for he’d won most of what he wanted. Robin
would leave with him the next day, not for the whole summer, but
for three weeks. He would perform at the historic Fourth of July
celebration in Washington, their daughter witness to a talent
rescued from the same stubborn pride that trampled their marriage.
Funny how life worked out.

“Claudia?”

“Mmm.”

“Play your oboe for
me.”

“Look,
it’s—”

“Don’t say no.
Please. I know you still have it. Robin told me you play every
night before you go to sleep.”

“It’s nothing, Brian.
Just my version of reading in bed.”

“Then read to me,
Claudia. Please.”

No one had
asked her to play in a long, long time. Of course, almost no
one knew that she
played, that she was nearly as good with the oboe as Brian was on
the piano. He knew, though. He’d always known. His piano had been
the moth to her oboe, or maybe it was the other way
around.

Claudia shook her head. “I can’t,
Brian. There’s no point. Not to mention that it’s late.”

“Music doesn’t need a
point. Come on. Five minutes? I’ll be gone in the morning and you
probably won’t see me for the next decade.” He smiled, and quickly
added, “Just kidding.”

She shouldn’t.
But . . . no one had asked in a long time. “Four minutes, tops. And
I will be
counting.” She stood and headed for her room to retrieve the
instrument. She turned on a small bedside lamp and eased the oboe
from its case. When she turned around to go back, Brian was there,
leaning against the door frame.

He nodded. “Just pretend I’m not
here,” he whispered.

Claudia looked at him for a long
moment. Then she turned to the window, looked out at the dark, and
lifted the oboe to her lips. She closed her eyes and began to play
softly, choosing a complex piece weighted with tones both
melancholy and hopeful. She could not pretend he wasn’t there,
though; in her mind, the gentlest of notes from his piano strayed
into the background, urging her own music into a dimension that
flooded her senses. She rode every note, pulling nuance from one,
then drama from the next, her fingers gliding as effortlessly
across the keys as a surf against the shore. When the piece drew to
its conclusion, she held the final note for as long as her breath
would allow. Finally, she let the oboe hang loose at her side, a
faint echo of music still in her ears.

Brian stood behind her now, his
breath on her neck as light as an eyelash against her cheek. If she
turned, his lips would be there to meet hers. Neither of them
spoke; there was no language for what passed between them. They
lingered like that for a full minute—maybe more—and then she did
turn.

His arms went around her at the
same moment their lips met and for a moment they merely nuzzled,
finding each other all over again. Then Brian’s lips pressed more
urgently, and they began to explore, finding the crevice in the
front of her neck, then the soft place just below her ear. Claudia
felt his hands sliding slowly down her back, fingertips tugging at
her shirt. She let it happen. She let his hands roam to the front,
gasping when they first made contact with her flesh. Sensation
washed over her and caught in her throat. The oboe dropped
soundlessly to the carpet.

She didn’t know when he closed
the door, but he had, and when he guided her toward the bed she let
him take her there without protest. That would come tomorrow, she
knew, but for one rash sliver of time she was content to let her
body make decisions. She watched him turn off the lamp and made
room for him beside her.

Brian had always been a good
lover—an extraordinary lover—and aging had not changed that. He
traced a finger along her arm, studied her face, then leaned over
her, a lock of hair falling gracelessly against her forehead. She
reached up and touched it, then let it fall loose once
more.

“It’s good to see you
smile,” he whispered, his lips a trigger-hair from her lips
again.

“I was smiling?” she
murmured. “You must be confusing me with someone else.”

They chuckled together, then
Brian grew serious. “I’ve missed you, Claudia.”

She put a finger to his lip.
“Shhh. Don’t talk.”

His hands traveled up, then down.
They lingered here, then there, and finally, with a touch almost
elegant, he slid her clothes from her body, piece by piece, until
she was covered with nothing but darkness and the goosebumps he
created.

Claudia inhaled sharply. He was
doing something at her feet now, something exotic and new and . . .
she grabbed a handful of sheet and held on, willing him to stop,
willing him to continue. A few seconds later he edged back up and
when he did she seized on the moment to try and think, because this
could come to no good. She groped for the pragmatic side that had
gone underground, sternly reminded herself that he was the hateful
ex, or if not that, then at least a man who had no further business
in her life, certainly not the intimate part of it, anyway. To her
surprise, her own hands began to move instead. She grappled with
his clothes, shrugging them off and tossing them to the side. This
wasn’t her. This was some animal, and she wanted no part of it. But
her hands stayed busy. His stayed busy. When he knocked she let him
in. They locked themselves together and remained that way until
they had exhausted all invention and sleep sneaked up on them
both.

 



Chapter
6

 


If John Simpson Raynor was a
smart man, which Claudia doubted, he would do his best to show some
respect when she and Booey approached him. He would have his dogs
chained to a fence and in full view. He would answer her questions
promptly, courteously, and truthfully. If he was a smart man, he
would do all of that and more, because she was loaded for bear.
Claudia didn’t like clichés and she didn’t know the origins of
“loaded for bear,” but she knew that it suited her on a late June
morning that looked a lot better than she did when it
dawned.

She logged off the computer,
stood and stretched, then took another look at the crime scene
report from Farr’s trailer. Interesting. Not conclusive, but
interesting. She checked her weapon and slid it into her holster.
Her notepad was filled. She grabbed another and dropped it into the
pocket of her jacket, the black one she favored when she wanted to
show she meant business. After a final glance at her desk she
stepped into the multipurpose room.

“Everything all
right, Lieutenant?”

Claudia looked left. “Hey,
Mitch.”

“You seem a little .
. . distracted.”

Mitch Moody. Solid man.
By-the-book officer. Sensitive. Open. Right now, she could clobber
him. She hated people asking her how she was. She hated more that
how she was apparently showed. Then again, this was Mitch. Maybe it
only showed to him.

“I’m fine, Mitch,”
she said. “I’m just a little tired.”
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