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Prologue

 


She turned left from
Highway 97 onto Vandevert, crossed the railroad tracks, then pulled
over to the right shoulder and stopped. Putting the transmission
into park, she let the engine idle as she turned on the overhead
lamp, then pulled the Mapquest printout from the passenger seat and
studied it closely.

Yeah, that was right; Vandevert. Getting
close now; only a few more miles. Before she extinguished the lamp
she snuck a peek at the mirror, smiled at her reflection: not bad,
really; despite twelve tense, exhausting, almost non-stop hours
behind the wheel, she still looked pretty damn good. After a couple
of quick flicks at her long, blonde hair with her fingers, she
doused the light, and then, keeping the map in her left hand, eased
the car back out onto the pavement.

Man, it was dark out here: even with the
high-beams on, the headlights suddenly seemed dull, inadequate by
half; involuntarily leaning forward, she strained to see far enough
down the road to drive even at the moderate speed she was
maintaining right now.

Talk about your middle-of-nowhere; he’d told
her he was moving to the mountains of Central Oregon, but…Jesus,
this was like driving off the end of the fucking planet….

In a way, though, it wasn’t all that
unfamiliar; kind of called to mind the bayou roads they’d driven so
recklessly as teenagers. She smiled at the memory of those crazy,
sweat-stained nights: at the Dixie beer---the taste of which she’d
always hated but never refused---; at the rebel yells, the stupid,
raunchy jokes producing way too much laughter; at the groans and
rattles of their p.o.s. Ford Fairlane convertible, its nearly
tread-less tires sorely tested by rutted, country lanes better
suited for hooves and shoe leather; at the scolding, wagging red
finger of the speedometer, always reading twenty miles an hour past
insane---which, of course, they’d ignored, because when you were
seventeen and wired to the gills, you knew you were
indestructible.

Guess I’m not so indestructible now, am
I?

She gritted her teeth as the memories
abruptly vanished. What a steaming, stinking pile this whole thing
had turned into: absolutely no fault of hers, and yet there she
was, bolting out of L.A. like a frightened, scalded cat. Ditching
her apartment, her clothes her possessions; hell,
everything---except for this car, what she was wearing and
the few things she’d managed to throw into a valise before she ran
out the door.

Thank God I made it out of there before they
showed up.

And if I hadn’t?

She’d compulsively mulled this same question
at least a dozen times since she hit the road; now, as always, it
produced a shudder, as a whole range of unpleasant possibilities
paraded, luridly, across her thoughts---all of them painful, all,
obviously, extremely terminal. With an effort she forced them away,
took a couple of deep breaths, and again reminded herself that no
matter what, she had, in fact, escaped; as things stood now,
they would have no idea where she was or what her plans were.

And that was largely because, when it came to
plans, even she had no idea.

But, at least for now, she had a place to
crash.

She hoped.

He won’t turn me away. He can’t….

In her rear-view mirror, she saw the dim,
distant points of a pair of headlights, a half-mile back. She found
the sight reassuring: at least there was someone else
driving out here in East Bumblefuck---

Christ, why couldn’t he have been home when
she’d called earlier? She thought about pulling over and dialing
his number again, decided, what the hell, I’m almost there
anyway; kept driving. Reaching the end of Vandevert, she
glanced briefly at the map for confirmation, and then made a left.
One mile and then a right at the next road. From there, two and a
half miles to the last road. To Widewater---his road. To
rest and safety.

On the right the forest abruptly gave way to
a broad, open meadow, dim and indistinct---maybe even a little
creepy---under a moonless sky. But at least now she could see that
sky: see the blanket of stars---millions of them, in fact; so many,
so tightly crowded together against the overhead blackness that
they seemed to blend into one continuous band---the Milky
Way…that’s what they’d called it when she was a kid. Craning her
neck as she gazed, fascinated, through the windshield, she realized
with some regret that it had been too many years since she’d been
in an area so free of city lights.

Her thoughts shifted back to him. Damn it,
he’d better be home when she got there. Considering the late hour,
and the fact that she had absolutely no idea of what sort of
alternative accommodations were to be found out here, she basically
had nowhere else to go. If he wasn’t there, she’d probably
end up having to sleep in her car, parked like some homeless loser
in his driveway---

I am homeless…now.

Surprised at the tears suddenly clouding her
view of the highway, she shook herself and gripped the wheel more
tightly. For Chrissakes, girl, knock it off! You’re free, aren’t
you? Free and still breathing…all that matters, for now. He’ll be
home---this late, where the hell else would he be?

“And if he is home, Lord, please let
him be by himself.” She nodded; it’d certainly be a whole lot
easier convincing him to put her up for a few days if there wasn’t
some girlfriend standing there with arms folded, staring daggers at
her as she made her pitch. If there was a girlfriend, she
thought with a smug smile, you really couldn’t blame her for
feeling threatened, could you? Hell, I’d be shooting
stink-eyes, too, if someone looking like me showed up, unannounced,
and hit on my man for some lodging---

Absolutely, it would be much better if
he was alone---could even be kind of fun; a pleasurable way to make
the most of a colossally shitty situation. After all, they’d had
one or two good times, hadn’t they? As lovers went, he’d been…well,
stimulating---at least for a while, anyway. Not that it mattered,
though. If the price of sanctuary turned out to be nookie, well,
then, she’d put out with gusto, whether it was fun or not.
Sometimes you just do what you have to do. Besides, it’d probably
only be for a few days---just long enough for her to catch her
breath, get her shit together and figure out what the next move
should be. Face it, she thought; tight spot you’re in,
you don’t have a whole lotta choices. She sighed. Anyway, it
wasn’t as if she hadn’t done a lot more for a lot less in the
past.

A sign came up, interrupting her thoughts and
directing her, with an arrow, to turn right onto South Century.
After completing the turn, she shot one last look at the map:
exactly two-point-five more miles. Then one last right onto his
street and she was home free; comfortable, warm---secure.

Now heading due west, the highway traversed
the meadow she’d been skirting. At the field’s far edge a quarter
mile up, the road passed through a brief stretch of wetlands, and
then crossed a curving bridge over a small river---very small,
actually; looked more like a stream. She wondered about this,
recalled that he’d mentioned that his house was on a river. Was
this what he’d been talking about? If so, it’d be disappointing;
the way he’d described it, it had sounded much bigger, far more
impressive and scenic.

Ah well…wouldn’t be the first time a man
exaggerated about size….

That brought a harsh, cynical chuckle, and
then she looked in her mirror, and noticed that the headlights back
there were closer now---maybe only a couple of hundred yards back.
Again, reassuring; if you should happen to have a break-down out
here, it was nice to know that there was a good chance someone
would come along to bail you out.

After the bridge, she drove past a couple of
modest, manufactured houses just off the highway on the left, and a
large, sprawling R.V. park on the right---which, this early in the
spring, did not look to have much business yet. Past that, the road
plunged, once again, into thick forest, seemingly leaving even
these meager signs of civilization behind. She was ruminating over
this---wondering exactly how isolated his house must be---when the
street sign for Widewater Road came up so abruptly she almost drove
past it. Fortunately, she hadn’t been driving her normal banzai
speed, so she was able to brake hard, and then make the right-turn
onto the road without actually skidding.

A glance at the odometer puzzled her:
according to it, she’d only traveled a mile and a half since the
last turn; and yet the directions on the map had clearly read
two and a half miles to Widewater. Could they really be that
far off? The other puzzling thing was that, according to the map,
the address she was seeking should have been just past the corner;
on the left side of the street, and backing to the river. But, now
that she was on that road, she could see no houses at all; nothing
but dense, dark forest on both sides. And she certainly couldn’t
see anything like a river.

“Oh, what the fuck,” she heard herself say.
Then: “Maybe I should just pull over and call him again.”

While she was debating this, her car creeping
along at barely twenty miles per hour, a sudden wash of bright
light from behind told her that the car trailing her had just
turned onto this road as well.

“Good,” she said. “For sure this guy
knows where he’s going; I’ll just let him pass me and then I can
follow him.” Lowering her window, she waved the driver by, then
raised it and waited.

The car, actually a large, dark SUV, pulled
alongside, but didn’t pass; instead staying exactly even with her
car as they both rolled down the deserted avenue. “C’mon,
dammit…move!” she muttered, wondering if she should slow down even
more. She looked to the side, but the truck’s windows were
tinted---too dark to penetrate.

“Get your butt in front of me,
shit-kicker!”

Maybe I should just stop…force this
asshole to get ahead of me. But, as soon as she thought it, the
idea of stopping didn’t sound so good. Feeling a bit more nervous
than she cared to admit, she reached for her cell phone, suddenly
glad that his number was the last one she’d called.

Simple: just hit redial…

But just as she began to fumble with the
buttons, she was suddenly thrown, violently, against the door, her
ears filling with the grinding, protesting sound of tortured metal
as her car was forced sideways from the road onto the shoulder. The
phone flying onto the floor, she grabbed the steering wheel with
both hands, wrestling with it, and pounding the brake pedal, until
her car slid to a stop in a hail of flying gravel. Panting, her
heart beating frantically against her ribs, she sat there, frozen,
as the dark SUV that had just crashed into her eased to a stop on
the shoulder, twenty feet ahead.

As her breathing slowed, fear was quickly
replaced by anger, and she glared as she saw both front doors of
the SUV swinging open, with two dark shapes emerging. Despite the
murk, she could see that the driver was a big man, and that the
passenger was much smaller---female, it looked like, though she
couldn’t be sure. They both approached; each keeping to his---or
her---side of the car, and also staying well outside of the pattern
of her still-lit headlights. As the driver neared, she caught the
glint of a tool in his hand; probably one of those emergency hammer
things they use to help free trapped motorists.

“I’m not trapped, you dumb-shit, backwoods
motherfucker,” she hissed. “Better you should be bringing your
checkbook; stunt you’ve just pulled, I’m gonna own your
sorry, red-neck ass.”

The notion of a sudden, extremely well-timed
boost to her bank account danced into her mind, and she quickly
decided that her lower back should be killing her, prepared to
unleash a torrent of pain-laced expletives.

Then the two figures reached her car; the
short one taking up a position outside of her passenger door, while
the large figure stopped at the damaged driver’s side and leaned
in, his face nearly touching the window---

Suddenly, all ideas of lawsuits and bank
accounts, of exhaustion and warm beds and sanctuary, vanished, as
she recoiled, spasmodically, from the glass; her only functioning
thought as she strained frantically against her still-fastened
seatbelt was to get away from that face. As she leaned
backwards over the console, with the shift knob jamming, painfully,
into her spine, her head turned towards the passenger window, where
the image of the other, smaller person now became discernable.

She screamed; a long, agonized, helpless
scream of terror and despair, which was only interrupted by the
sound of smashing glass.

 



Chapter One



I awoke to the usual
morning image of my dog’s face, hovering close enough to my nose to
blur my vision. Even slightly out of focus it’s really quite a
fetching face: soft, black white and tan fur; alert, upright ears;
gentle, liquid brown eyes and a long, noble snout---a result of the
fortuitous blending of breeds, in this case German shepherd and
coyote (no idea...I guess somebody got lucky.)

Not satisfied with my reluctant opening of
one sleep-stained eye, she sat up on the bed and prodded me with a
paw.

“All right Satch,” I grumbled, “you win.”

I squinted myopically at the clock, and made
sure that this wasn’t a canine con job. After all, when you’re
retired, the term “crack of dawn” has little relevance. But it was
a quarter to eight; a perfectly respectable time for a man of
leisure to rise. This early in the spring the light was still
somewhat insubstantial, creeping in at an oblique angle through the
small window high up on the eastern wall of my second-story
bedroom, which looked out from the front of the log home to the
street. The west side, facing the Deschutes River and featuring
several large windows, along with a pair of French doors leading to
the balcony, was still very much cloaked in shadow.

Pushing myself from the bed, I stretched
lazily, and headed for the bathroom, pausing briefly on my way to
admire the view beyond the balcony. The house is set back fifty
feet from the river, and at this height on the second floor your
gaze is drawn across the water to the wetlands a hundred yards away
on the opposite shore; then beyond that, to the thick pine forest,
the dark green foothills, and finally, above and twenty-some-odd
miles off in the distance, to snow-clad Mount Bachelor, its
volcanic symmetry dominating the landscape like an American
Fuji.

Eventually, my eyes dropped back down to the
river.

“Hey,” I said, “water’s really up this
morning.”

Satchmo wagged her tail agreeably.

The Deschutes, a dam-controlled river which
flows mainly south to north, is lowered almost into nonexistence
midway through October to conserve water during the idle winter
months when farmers downstream aren’t irrigating. I’d been told
that the river would gradually be restored sometime in April, but
as this was my first spring in Central Oregon, I wasn’t sure how
the process worked. Four days ago, and each day subsequent, I’d
noticed slight, almost imperceptible rises in water level; a matter
of a few inches at a time. This morning though, the difference was
dramatic; I could see that the river had swelled considerably, at
least three feet higher and far broader. It still had three or four
feet to go yet, but at least by now there was an actual
river flowing past my house; which is nice if you’re
inclined to boast to friends about owning riverfront property.

That the sudden swelling of the river had
just played a major role in turning my life upside down was
something of which I was, as yet, unaware; and so for the moment I
could only consider it a pleasant harbinger of spring and a major
enhancement of my backyard view.

The sight of running water also carried with
it the usual power of suggestion, and I soon turned toward the
bathroom.

Behind me, Satch whined, obviously being of a
similar disposition.

“All right, Baby,” I said; “let me take care
of business, and then we’ll get out of here.”

In the bathroom, I ran through my routine,
and tried to ignore the giant mirror over the sink. And as usually
happens, I failed; forced to acknowledge that there was way too
much of me in that reflection.

I am a large guy. At one time that might have
meant large and imposing. Maybe even, as some had suggested, large
and intimidating. Unfortunately, these days the evidence mostly
argued large and soft. In the glare of this too brightly lit
bathroom, the truth was as accusatory and naked as my reflected
image.

I sighed.

Forty-eight years old.

Actually it wasn’t really the forty-eight
years. It was mostly the last eleven, spent in entirely too many
plush bucket seats, office chairs and cushy café booths around Los
Angeles brokering commercial real estate deals.

I had hoped that, among other things,
relocating to the Oregon woods would help me reclaim the physical
focus I’d once owned but lost while trapped in the businessman’s
bubble. That was the plan, anyway: hiking, skiing, biking---more
hiking; nothing but clean, healthy mountain living. And when I
constructed my dream house I’d even made sure to include a
well-equipped workout room downstairs, sporting more chrome than a
Harley showroom, and seemingly guaranteeing hours of vigorous,
sweaty redemption.

Unfortunately, so far the only exercise I’d
managed in that room was polishing the chrome. My fear was that,
had I the guts to actually step on the scale, I’d find that my move
north had so far only resulted in a net increase in poundage.

What an asshole.

It was a small voice, but as insistent as it
was profane and always loudest in front of the bathroom mirror.
And, as usual, there was a laundry list of explanations:

Creeping middle-age, laziness, inertia, lack
of purpose….

I turned away from the mirror and jumped into
the shower, attempting to drown that nagging little bastard of a
voice. Anyway, I thought, my body wasn’t completely shot to hell;
all I needed was to simply get going with my program. Might even
start today.

After toweling off, I carelessly and quickly
ran a brush through my hair, this time deliberately keeping my
focus above the neck. Here, too, the years had been at work. There
was now plenty of gray distributed among the brown, though my hair
was still mercifully thick. These days I tended to let it grow
long, partly out of laziness about getting to the barber, but also
to offset what I’d always considered a not particularly handsome
face. “Rugged” might be the most charitable description, and
unfortunately time had only served to enhance that impression,
adding lines and character to further harden a countenance which
had always been more than hard enough.

Stepping from the bathroom, I pulled on some
faded jeans, an old sweatshirt and my hi-top hiking boots, and
followed my now very excited dog from the bedroom out onto the
landing, and then down the stairs into the great room, turning left
at the bottom towards the rustic entryway, and grabbing the leash
from the wrought-iron coat rack mounted on the log wall.

As we stepped through the etched-glass front
door and passed under the porte-cochere, I breathed deeply, taking
in a huge volume of fresh, pine-scented air. The morning had a snap
to it, but as soon as we emerged from the shade I could feel the
sun’s caressing warmth. Walking down the right leg of my circular
driveway, we reached the road. Had I been less ambitious that
morning, or more pressed for time, I’d have turned left, away from
the highway and towards the homes of my neighbors. And had I done
so, my dog and I would have had little more than a twenty minute,
largely uneventful stroll around the gravel roads of our small
community. There we might have encountered one or two fellow
homeowners, a couple of corralled horses, a few of Satchmo’s
unleashed acquaintances, and a fair sampling of the local squirrel
population. There might be some early morning chatter; the usual
commentary on the vagaries of the weather, maybe a little friendly
butt-sniffing.

Instead, with that galling memory of my
reflected Pillsbury Dough Boy image still fresh in my mind, I
tugged Satch’s leash and pulled her to the right; opting for the
longer, more vigorous route, towards the highway, and, beyond it,
to the forest path which followed the river southward.

Might things have turned out differently
otherwise? I doubt it. Way I see it; trouble always has a nasty
habit of finding you no matter which path you choose.

 



Chapter Two

 


Satch and I walked
two hundred yards to where my street, Widewater Road, meets the
highway; turned right, then continued another hundred paces along
the shoulder to the US Forest Service sign that marks the
trailhead. From there we plunged into the forest, following the
footpath back towards the river. A few steps in I unhooked my dog’s
leash, and she trotted happily ahead, pausing every few feet to
sniff, industriously cataloguing a long list of available
scents.

I particularly enjoy morning walks in the
woods. There is something in the tight, biting freshness of the
air; the way the morning sun’s rays thread through the untidy
profusion of pine trees; the racket of the robins and jays, and the
amusing antics of the quail as they dart in and out of the
bitterbrush and current bushes with a manic energy bordering upon
naked panic, that makes the forest seem more vibrant, more
promising; more vital, in fact, than at any other time of
the day. Strolling in the a.m. on the pulverized red volcanic soil
of the path, I am seldom so completely absorbed in my thoughts that
I fail to remark the scene as I pass through. Brooding seems to be
an activity more appropriately left for the declining hours of the
afternoon.

By the time I reached the river, less than
two minute’s walk from the highway, my dog had already waded in,
apparently oblivious to the near freezing temperature, and was
happily traipsing about in the shallows, alternately biting at the
water as if it were something solid, and taking giant gulps of the
fragrant air about her. I stood there watching, and enjoying the
view of three ducks placidly cruising near the willows on the far
shore, some fifty yards away. Above the river in a sky the color of
a child’s bedroom flew a ragged assemblage of geese, madly honking
and struggling in a frantic attempt to form a vee, but mostly
looking like Keystone Kops tumbling out of a paddy wagon. No bird
seemed able to take the initiative and fly the point, and I smiled
as they careened noisily out of sight. Some creatures, it appears,
aren’t much sharper in the morning than I am.

Leaving the water, Satch shook herself and
then joined me. In many places winter was slow in surrendering to
spring; here and there snow drifts had persisted, by now compressed
into grayish, dirty ice, which I carefully avoided. To the left of
the pathway the forest was crowded, the thick stands of trees
rudely elbowed, everywhere, by a leaning riot of dead, twisted,
fallen pines struck down by disease and high winds, and bushes
still skeletally awaiting their first leaves of the new season. In
places on the forest floor the downed tree limbs and branches had
piled, haphazardly, into deadfalls, from under which scurried small
birds and ground squirrels, which immediately reversed direction at
my dog’s approach. She charged some of them briefly; sniffed at the
piles into which they’d disappeared, then gave up and returned to
my side. My dog is three years old, with hundreds of pursuits to
her credit but not one capture; for Satchmo, it’s the chase that
matters.

From here, the path wound its way towards the
old footbridge, a half mile upstream. At times, the trail crept to
within spitting distance of the water; at others, snaked inland,
putting fifty yards or so of dense forest between itself and the
river. Here I would stick to the path, while Satchmo disappeared
into the bushes on the right, evidently preferring those sights and
smells available on the river side of the trail. Though I couldn’t
see her, I could often hear the jangling of her collar, and,
occasionally, a distant splash as the allure of the river became
too great. Sometimes, there would be no sign of her for several
minutes, but I would continue walking, and eventually there would
come the noisy rustling of bushes and clanking of ID tags, and then
she would burst out onto the path, sprinting to catch up with
me.

It was Satch who found the body. On one of
the inland turns of the path, she had disappeared, and there’d been
no sign of her for almost ten minutes. This was unusual, and I
stopped, listening a while for the expected sound of her approach,
and becoming annoyed when I didn’t hear it. I called to her, once,
then twice, without receiving any response. Concerned that she
might have actually caught some poor critter this time, or, more
likely, that she’d stumbled upon something interesting to eat (like
elk droppings), I retraced my steps, yelling her name with what I
hoped sounded like authority.

A few minutes back up the path, at a place
where a stand of trees separated me from the river, I began to hear
the sound of her collar, busily rattling as if she were in
constant, frantic motion. I turned into the woods there, and,
carefully navigating the uncertain footing, soon found myself on a
low bluff overlooking the river.

Satch was down there on the shore, anxiously
pacing back and forth, and snuffling at a tree which had lost its
grip on the bank and fallen at a right angle into the river. It
must have happened fairly recently, because many of the branches
twisting into the water still looked fresh, laden with green pine
needles. A breeze was blowing; not sufficient to generate white
noise in the forest, but strong enough to blow ripples on the
river, so that you could clearly see the current in the center
outpacing the water closer to the banks. Behind the fallen pine,
the flow had basically stopped, forming a murky, sullen pool.

“Come on Satch,” I called out, impatiently,
“let’s go; it’s just a dead tree….”

I stopped, and squinted: a vague shape was
riding low in the water, only a couple of feet out from shore,
trapped in the gnarled profusion jutting out from the tree trunk
and bobbing gently in the quiet shadow. I could just make out the
suggestion of a tangle of longish hair, dark and of undetermined
color due to wetness, surrounding the mostly submerged head. There
also seemed to be a slight swelling of the hips, which along with
the hair length suggested a female, but from where I was standing I
couldn’t be sure.

Seeing that the body’s face-down position in
the water precluded any possibility of survival, and not wanting to
sully what was obviously shortly to become a crime scene, I
resisted the impulse to get closer, and instead commanded my dog to
join me atop the bluff, which she reluctantly did. I reattached her
leash, looped it around a nearby sapling, and then pulled out my
cell phone, which I always carry with me when I venture into the
forest.

I dialed 911, reported what I had found and
my location, and agreed to remain where I was until the authorities
could arrive. I then found a large decaying log, lying atop the
bluff within sight of the body, and settled onto it, with Satch
seated in front of me, to wait.

 



Chapter Three

 


I maintained my perch
on the log as I watched the forensics crew at work and waited for
the cops to get around to me. Things had happened quickly after I’d
dialed. In less than twenty minutes a robust-looking ranger from
the US Forest Service had shown up. Possible homicides were not
really his gig, but he’d been the officer closest to my
neighborhood at the time the call had come in. He’d met me on the
trail, listened to my brief report, then followed me through the
trees to the bluff. After a quick look at the body from there, he’d
moved to seal off the area with crime scene tape, and then,
further, to close the trail; first at the highway, and then at the
other end of the path by the footbridge, where he’d parked his
truck, and from where he’d probably reported in to verify that my
initial call had been the real deal. I secured his permission to
run my dog home, after promising to immediately return for further
questioning.

Shortly after I made it back, two deputies in
khaki uniforms from the Deschutes County Sheriffs had shown up,
done a brief recon, and then made their own calls into
headquarters. They mostly avoided me, only speaking in brief,
clipped sentences in low tones to each other, although they made it
reasonably clear with looks and gestures that I wasn’t to go
wandering off. I therefore reseated myself on the log, and watched
as the area soon became populated with other uniforms and
technicians.

Observing the crew at work, I was suitably
impressed. Not that I’m such an expert in such matters, but my
longtime friend and onetime government partner, Cyrus Brooks, now a
homicide detective in Los Angeles, has described his work often
enough for me to be able to at least suspect when things are being
conducted carelessly at a crime scene. As far as I could tell,
these guys seemed to know what they were doing.

“Mr. Cassidy?”

As two men wearing neoprene waders and heavy
gloves stepped gingerly into the cold water, another, apparently
the lead detective, approached and shook my hand as I rose from my
seat. Tall man, intensely angular; pale skin; deep-set, dark eyes
which seemed always to be distracted; a shock of unkempt, jet-black
hair; voice like a leaky radiator, with an apparent range of less
than half an octave.

Ichabod Crane with a badge---although he
claimed his name was Detective Sal Denove.

“The medical examiner’s here,” he said,
motioning to a portly civilian standing precariously on a giant
rock, looking down at the still-submerged body. “We’re getting
ready to move her. Thought you might like to take a look.”

“Isn’t that a little unusual?”

“Oh,” he said, with a thin smile that
radiated little warmth, “not really. Might actually speed things up
a bit, possibly help with the identification. You don’t mind….”

“No,” I answered, “not at all. But I’d say
that’s really a long shot, the chance of my knowing who she is,
considering that I only moved here a few months ago.”

“From where?”

“Los Angeles.”

“Ah,” was his flat response, “although I
thought I detected in it a trace of oh no; another transplanted
Angelino. “Anyway, it’s worth a try.”

They took an exquisitely long time to raise
her from the entanglement of the tree branches, taking care not to
disturb, if possible, any evidence they might find on her body and
in her clothes. As they lifted her, water deserted the body in an
obscene cascade. Adding to their difficulties was the uncertain
footing which the sub-surface mud and rocks provided them. At one
point one of them slipped, and for a moment it seemed as if they
were about to drop the corpse back into the water, but like
high-wire artists they steadied themselves at the last second, and
resumed removing her to shore. I had glanced at the detective while
this little drama played out, and watched as what little color in
his face drained away and the muscles along his jaw tightened. He
said nothing to them though, and once they’d recovered their
balance the storm brewing on his face quickly dissipated, and was
replaced by the characteristic stoicism he’d displayed all
morning.

Once they’d succeeded in bringing the woman’s
body to dry land and had laid it on a stretcher, I was able to get
a better look at her. The first thing that quickly became apparent
was that her hair, which had appeared to be dark in the water, was
actually much lighter now that it was exposed to the air; blonde,
in fact. Another thing instantly obvious was that her clothing was
inappropriate for this area and climate: light-weight slacks, silk
blouse, cardigan sweater, and one soggy white Reebok athletic shoe
(the left foot was shoeless, clad only in a nylon stocking).

The third thing was that I knew her.

The eyes were closed, extinguishing what I
had once known as lustrous light suffused with sexy, playful good
humor. The facial features, once golden and classic, now had a
stark, bluish cast to them and were slightly bloated from hours in
frigid water, but not so much so that I couldn’t recognize
them.

Dana Cormier.

I turned, and caught Denove studying my
reaction. I wondered how much my face had betrayed my surprise. I
weighed my options, considered the hole I’d be digging for myself
should I admit that I’d known her, then considered how much deeper
it might become if I attempted to conceal the fact.

“I know her.”

“You do,” he said---a statement; and I knew
I’d said the right thing.

“Yeah, I do,” I said, gesturing towards the
path. “Think you could spare a moment to come back to my house with
me?”

“Your house?”

“Yes,” I said; “unless you want me to go
downtown….”

“Oh,” he said dryly, with a glance back at
the body, “no call for that, just yet.”

“Good,” I said, “besides, there’s something I
think you need to listen to.”

“At your house.”

“Yeah.”

“All right,” he responded, “let me finish up
here first.” It only took a few minutes for him to issue final
instructions, to get a few preliminary comments from the coroner
and to turn over supervision of the wrap-up to another detective,
before the rangy lawman followed me back down the path to my
home.

 



Chapter Four

 


Denove stood in the
great room, absent-mindedly mussing my dog’s fur as he looked
around, while I brewed a pot of coffee. “Nice place,” he said.

“Thanks.”

He walked over to the mantel, and touched the
large, flat, rough rock set prominently on a wooden stand.
“Fossil?”

“Yeah,” I replied, as I flipped the switch on
the coffee maker, “it’s an ammonite in sandstone…found in Morocco.
Devonian, 350 million years old.”

“No kidding,” he said, sounding impressed.
“Real dinosaur bones.”

“Nope,” I said, “the one you’re looking at
preceded the first dinosaurs by about a hundred million years, give
or take a month.” I pointed to another display at the opposite end
of the mantel. “That one over there’s a trilobite.”

“Interesting.”

“You’re not exactly from Bend, are you?” I
said.

“What makes you say that? Can’t be the
accent…”

“No,” I said. “It can’t; you don’t have
one.”

“What, then?”

“Just a guess.

His laugh sounded more like a cough. “And a
good one; although that’s usually a safe bet---hardly anyone’s
really from Bend. The city’s quadrupled in population in the
last twenty-odd years, and you can scarcely blame that on a robust
birth rate.”

“So, where are you from?”

“Bay Area.”

“What part?”

“South---San Jose.” He paused. “Aren’t I
supposed to be the one asking the questions?”

I shrugged. “I figured we were just doing the
friendly preliminaries thing.”

“Preliminaries are about over…black’s fine,”
he said, as I offered him the coffee and fixings.

“Okay,” I said, sitting across from him; “ask
away.”

He sipped his coffee. “So you’re single.”

“That’s right.”

“Always been?”

“Yeah,” I replied, as we both occupied wooden
chairs at my small dining table, sipping the brew, “A couple of
close calls, but fortunately nothing official.”

This produced a thin smile as the detective
glanced out of the window, nodded as if endorsing the view, then
took another look around at the very male appointments in the great
room: giant stone fireplace, big screen, giant speakers, oversized
furniture, and flashed that meager smile again. “Yeah this place
does lack the woman’s touch,” he remarked, his dry tone accenting
the understatement.

There was a prolonged moment of silence as we
drank, simultaneously. I broke it.

“I didn’t kill her.”

“That’s good.”

His eyes wandered back to the river. “So who
is she?”

“Dana Cormier,” I said.

“Okay,” he said, writing on his pad as I
spelled it. “So now we’ve got a name---who is she?”

I stared at the mug I was holding on the
table with both hands. “She is…she was…a woman…someone I
used to know. We dated briefly, maybe a dozen times. It didn’t
amount to anything, and so we ended it, a little over a year ago.
Since then it’s been just an occasional phone conversation; always
with her doing the calling, and always brief---mostly just touching
bases.”

I’d lifted the mug to my lips as I spoke, but
instead of drinking, I put it back down on the table, a little too
heavily, which raised a clunk echoing into the rough-hewn
rafters.

“Pretty simple tale,” he remarked,
laconically. “I suspect there might be a bit more to it than
that.”

There was, but again I hesitated,
uncomfortable with the idea of impugning the dead.

“Well?”

I shrugged. There was no way around it. “You
might say she was a user.”

“Drugs?”

“No,” I said; “people. She was your basic
opportunist---what the old folks used to call a ‘gold-digger.’ If
you’ve got designs on getting anything serious going with her,
you’d better come armed with one hell of an impressive Dunn and
Bradstreet.”

A nod. “She use you?”

“Only for sex.”

He cocked an eye at me.

“That’s all it was,” I insisted, wishing I
sounded more convincing. “Just play, just sex; a little diversion
while she was out looking for the big score. And that’s why it
didn’t last: I wasn’t serious about her, and she…well,
frankly I would never have been big-time enough to make the final
cut.”

“That bother you?”

“Yeah,” I admitted; “but not personally; more
like philosophically---the kind of greasy feeling you get hanging
around someone who’s so openly corrupt.”

“Ah…a moralist.”

“I don’t know about that,” I laughed,
self-consciously. “I’d like to think that I do have some
scruples. But---”

“But what?”

“Well, like I said, she was never shy about
expressing her attitudes. I knew what she was about the first night
I met her, but knowing that, it still didn’t prevent me
from---”

“Hopping into the sack with her.” He sipped
his coffee. “The flesh is weak.”

“Very,” I agreed; “and she is…was…a
beautiful woman.”

“So, what happened when you broke up?”

“It was hardly what you would call a
breakup,” I said; “more like a fizzle out. We just got tired
of each other, agreed it was over, and went our separate ways.”

“That was it?”

“That was it; except for the phone
calls.”

“And the last call was---”

I let a breath out slowly. “Yesterday. She
left a message on my machine.”

Denove’s pale expression seemed to alter,
although only slightly. “And that’s why we’re here.”

“Yeah,” I said, rising and walking over to
the wooden stand on which sat the answering machine. “It was such
an odd message,” I said; “out of the blue, first time I’d heard
from her in almost three months. Anyway I didn’t erase it; figured
I’d listen to it again, see if I could make some sense out of
it.”

I pressed the playback button, and turned the
volume up so that Denove could hear clearly across the room.

As I heard Dana’s voice, a gauze-like sense
of the surreal enveloped me. Yesterday, this had merely been a
slightly puzzling message from a relatively inconsequential, mostly
forgotten girlfriend---not even a girlfriend, really.

Now it was a voice from the grave.

Her message started out in familiar, playful,
slightly sexy, if also slightly forced, tones: “Hank? Guess who?
---Nervous giggle---“It’s me…Dana. Um, remember how I always warned
you I might drop in on you some time?”---Another giggle, even more
nervous---“Well guess what? I’m headed your way…on the Five, I
mean, and I just passed Redding. Looks like I’m about to drive into
the mountains, so I may lose you in a second…but I thought I better
call and warn you, just in case…you know…you’re um, not available.”
Then, abruptly, the voice changed; became much smaller, reedier,
almost childlike. “I hope you are, though…available, I mean. I
could really use a friend right now, and…um, I guess I’ll call you
when I get closer, okay? I hope you’re not out of town or anything.
Hank? I…well; I’ll talk to you later.” She disconnected, and the
machine’s robotic time stamp voice announced that the call had come
in yesterday at 5:36 p.m.

At Denove’s request I replayed the message,
then played it a third time without his prompting. When I’d
finished, I rejoined him at the table. We nursed our coffees for a
minute or so, silently. It was the detective who broke the
spell.

“That was the only message?” he asked.

“Yep,” I said.

Seeming to hold his mug in both hands for
warmth, Denove said, “So she was on her way to see you.”

“But she never made it,” I added.

“So you say,” he responded.

I stared at my coffee. It was pointless to
repeat myself. Either the man believed me or he didn’t.

“Five thirty-six,” he said. “Redding is about
two hundred and sixty miles from here. If she didn’t stop, and she
was in a hurry, that would make it four and a half, maybe five
hours. And she wouldn’t have lost her phone signal for more than,
say, two hours. So why didn’t she call back?”

“Don’t know,” I said. “Maybe she did, but
hung up when she got the machine again.”

He pointed a long, slender finger at the
phone box. “I’m going to need to take that with me.”

“Be my guest.”

“Okay.” Denove looked at me, gave the
impression of peering at me myopically, as if through an opaque
glass. “So you were out. What time did you get home?”

“About eight.” And before he could ask, I
added, “I was in town all afternoon shopping---Costco, Safeway, pet
store---and then I stopped off on my way home and had dinner at the
Sunriver Bar and Grill.”

His face during this recitation was about as
expressive as it ever seemed to get, meaning not much. “Anybody see
you?” he asked, in a tone matching his expression

“Shopping?” I thought a second. “No one I
know, but I think I can fish the receipts out of the trash, and
they’re date and time stamped.”

“Good,” he said. “How about the restaurant?
Anybody see you there?”

“Just the waitress.”

“Would she remember you?”

I shrugged. “You could ask, though we didn’t
really chat much. I was the guy in the motorcycle jacket.”

“I’m sure that’s burned into her
memory.”

“Sorry. It’s all I’ve got.”

“How about a receipt there?”

“No,” I replied, “I didn’t bother taking it
with me.”

“Credit card?”

“Paid in cash.”

“Too bad,” he said. “Did she know your
address?”

I was going to ask if he meant the waitress,
but decided that being a smart-ass at this point might not be such
a good idea. “No,” I said, “I don’t think she did. But if Dana had
been thinking about coming up here without asking, it wouldn’t have
been all that difficult for her to get it. I am in the
book.” I paused, stared off into nothing. “Although I can’t imagine
that it would have been easy for her to find my house out here in
the woods after dark, address or no address.”

His face remained impassive. “And yet her
body washes up less than a quarter mile from your place.”

I searched his face for an accusation, found
none, then said, “I know. I can’t explain it. I can’t explain any
of this.”

We sat there, just a couple of guys sparring
with understatements. I noticed his coffee was low, and got up to
refill it. “You saw her close up,” I said; “any thoughts on how she
might have died?”

“Just private ones.”

I regarded him briefly, then gestured vaguely
upriver, in the direction of the forested crime scene. “How long
will it take him to perform the autopsy?”

Denove looked up. “Who…oh, you mean our
medical examiner? He won’t be doing it. He’s just a local doctor
contracted by the county to do preliminary work, but he doesn’t
have the forensics equipment or expertise to handle a ‘major
crimes’ case like this one.”

“Major crimes…what makes it a major
crime?”

Denove took a healthy swig of coffee. He
seemed to enjoy it. I do make very good coffee. I waited.

“Guy walks into a bar, accuses his best
friend of boffing his wife, shoves a five inch blade in just below
his buddy’s sternum. Twenty witnesses---even a few sober ones. Open
and shut. That’s the kind of case goes to our local contract
doctor. More complex situation like this one, we turn the body over
to the M.E. in Portland. We’ll ship your friend up there either
tonight or early tomorrow morning. Once she’s there, she gets
priority status. Forty-eight hours later, hopefully we should have
a completed autopsy report.”

“So you think you won’t have anything more
until Sunday.”

“Yeah,” he said, “Not much more until then.
That is of course unless you have anything significant to add.”

“Well,” I replied, “I can give you some basic
stuff about her: address, phone number, place of work---I
think her place of work; it has been a while. No
relatives that I know of, no friends either. Like I said, we didn’t
really spend that much time together. But since I didn’t kill her,
and I don’t have any idea who did, I’m afraid I’m not gonna be able
to simplify things for you.”

I held up a hand, stopping the detective
before the question could form on his lips. “And, of course, you
guys are welcome to search my house.”

“No warrant?”

“Innocent.”

“I’ll get the crew.”

 



Chapter Five

 


A few hours later I
watched with some detachment---and a small sense of irony---as
teams of deputies searched my home. A houseful of guests; first
time since I’d built the place. My aim in constructing this log
home had been to create a world largely composed of luxurious
solitude. And, as my friends were so often fond of noting, since I
was hardly the entertainer type, odds had seemed perilously long
that I would ever welcome more than a couple of people at a crack.
Yet here I was, playing host to a small busload of lawmen, swarming
over my place like so many khaki locusts.

Some housewarming.

Denove continued to express some surprise at
my lack of resistance to their search. “Most people put up a fuss,
no matter how innocent they are,” he said.

“I think it’s mostly the prospect of some
sort of embarrassing revelation they’re most concerned about,” I
said. “Now me, I just haven’t lived here long enough to accumulate
anything which might damage my standing in the community.”

“Like what?”

“Strange underwear, inflatable dolls….”

One of the crew, a smiling, fairly young
fellow with curly red hair, emerged from the service door which led
to the garage. He nodded to the detective. “Clean truck, very
clean; silver 4 Runner.”

“Waxed it three days ago,” I volunteered.

Denove turned to me. “Three days. You haven’t
driven it since?”

I smiled. “When you live on a gravel road,
the only way to keep your car clean is not to drive it.”

“Uh huh,” he said, “so what did you use
yesterday?”

“My motorcycle.”

“Yeah, detective,” the redhead said, “he’s
got one of them crotch rockets. What is it…Italian?” he asked,
pronouncing it “eye-talian.”

I nodded. “It’s a Ducati. ST3.”

“And you can do your shopping with that?”

I nodded. “Most of the time I do, now that
winter’s over. My bike’s got a full set of hard bags. As long as I
don’t need to buy anything bulky, I can usually carry it on the
Duc.”

“Uh-huh,” said Denove. “You got anybody to
vouch for your having waxed the car three days ago?”

“I suppose,” I answered. “I did it in my
driveway out in front of the house. Any of my neighbors who drove
by would’ve seen me.” I watched, as he wrote down the names I gave
him. “Do you think that might get me off the hook?”

He shook his head, as he smiled pleasantly.
“Not really. It’ll just mean that you didn’t drive that car
last night.”

Shortly afterward, the crew finished up and
cleared out. Denove was the last to leave, and, as I walked him to
the door, I said, “I’d appreciate it if you would keep me posted,
Detective”

He paused as he stepped out onto the
driveway. “Oh, I think I can do that. But of course that’s going to
be reciprocal. You think of anything…give me a call.” He handed me
his card and walked away, his long legs gobbling up the distance to
his cruiser. Halfway there, he turned. “And, by the way---”

“Yeah, I know,” I said; “don’t leave
town.”

“A cliché,” he said, affably, “but a valid
one.”

That night I had a dream about Dana. I was
standing on that same bank, looking down, as before, at her
partially submerged body. Only this time she was face up, and
through the crystal-clear water I could see her blonde hair
floating about her head like a golden corona, the tan skin of her
face glowing and healthy, her blue eyes open and alert. She was
alive under that water, and she could see. Suddenly she seemed to
recognize me, and her expression turned urgent; her mouth beginning
to move violently, forming words, chains of words. Unfortunately,
all I could hear was the gentle, lapping movements of the river
eddying along the shore and the chirping of the birds floating
above me, sounds which otherwise might have been pleasant, calming;
but which now seemed maddening to me, because they seemed a
conspiracy to mask what Dana was trying so frantically to tell
me.

I woke up frustrated and tense, and was
unable to sleep the rest of the night.

 



Chapter Six

 


It would be two long
days before Denove got back to me. I spent the time doing my level
best to keep occupied. There were several extra-length walks with
my dog: exploring stretches of forest along the river we hadn’t yet
visited; wandering aimlessly on and off vaguely-defined trails,
plunging recklessly into thick stands of trees where one could
almost imagine the region in its primal, undiscovered state.
Additional time was consumed sitting idly by the river, watching
how the wind animated the trees and rubbed a wrinkled skin onto the
surface of the water, while Satch braved the icy shallows to
retrieve thrown sticks.

At home, my restless spirit caused me to
finally take my body out of mothballs, and I spent several sweaty
sessions in my weight room, where I worked out so furiously and
deliberately that I became too exhausted to wrestle with my
thoughts, as well as too sore to continue---my poor muscles
screaming their protest at far too many demands being placed on
them after such a long period of neglect. I then ended each routine
by showering, and then collapsing gratefully onto the sofa and
escaping into the sweet oblivion of a late afternoon nap.

After dinner, I managed to chew up a couple
of hours each night, upstairs at my computer playing online poker
and craps. Unfortunately, though---either because I was too
preoccupied to concentrate properly, or---as I preferred to
believe---because the cards and dice happened to be running against
me, I was a consistent loser at both; and I was compelled to bail
out on those games relatively early in order to prevent the erosion
in my casino account balances from taking on serious
dimensions.

Unfortunately, however, whatever efforts I
made to stay busy still left me with too much free time, and my
thoughts during every idle period naturally drifted back to Dana
Cormier. Each time, I found myself hashing and rehashing the same
meager fare; the result being, naturally, frustration and
restlessness. Questions, always questions. What was the meaning of
that phone message? What was she doing, driving eight hundred miles
in an effort to locate me? And who was it who’d found it necessary
to trail her that entire distance, and finally, to kill her,
seemingly in order to prevent her from getting here?

And what the hell was my part in all of
this?

Alone in my house, beset by this legion of
questions, and completely unequipped to confront them, I was---to
use an exceedingly bad choice of words---dead in the water.

 



Chapter Seven

 


Dana Cormier.

Those few weeks I’d spent with her. Was there
some answer to all of this to be found in those physical yet
inconsequential days and nights?

I’d met her at a party. It had been at a
late-March Friday night party celebrating the end of the Los
Angeles winter (Angelinos have such a delicious sense of irony),
thrown by, of all people, my ex-fiancé, Holly Thurston.

I hadn’t intended to go. My breakup with
Holly almost a year previous had been ugly---ugly enough for me to
happily forswear ever having any further contact with her. And yet
there I was, steering my car up the narrow, winding streets into
the hills, with an all too familiar pit occupying my stomach.
Why?

It certainly wasn’t for any stirring of the
old romantic embers. Even had I been that ridiculously masochistic
or forgetful about how nasty things had been, the extremely
comforting fact was that I was no longer attracted to the woman,
either physically or emotionally.

I suppose part of the reason I went was that
despite myself I couldn’t help but be impressed with the effort
that Holly had made to persuade me to attend: an elaborately
written invitation complete with heart-felt apologies for past
actions; a legion of emails, which I’d immediately shunted off into
my spam folder; and numerous phone messages, the last of which I’d
finally, reluctantly, returned.

In that call she’d adamantly maintained that
if she could extend herself, the very least that I
could do was to show up at her soiree, and help her finally “put
close to that unhappy chapter and get on with my life.” Employing
her best we’re-both-adults-here-aren’t-we voice, she argued that it
would be “such a tiny thing for you, and such a big thing for me;”
an argument which, though melodramatic, did manage to play into the
one emotion strong enough to convince me to make this one, final,
and hopefully painless, sacrifice:

Guilt.

Fact is, when you’re the dumper rather than
the dumpee---no matter how entirely justified---you tend to come
away with the nagging feeling that, at least on some level, you
still owe something.

It was a large party---at least a hundred
people---at Holly’s ridiculously expensive rented home in one of
the trendier sections of the Hollywood Hills. I cringed when I saw
how many cars were stacked up along both sides of the street more
than two blocks from her house; almost turned around and headed
back down the hill. In general I am your basic wallflower; indeed,
the conversational demands of even the most modest party generally
have the effect of hammering my mute button.

And this thing was hardly going to be modest:
in fact, it looked to be a full-on, balls-to-the-wall
Hollywood bash. Again, I was sorely tempted to flee before
the fact.

As a rule, any homogeneous affair, whether
comprised of dentists or lawyers, masons, longshoremen or
politicians, is bound to bore a rank outsider into bleary-eyed
distraction, since all of the conversations are certain to be
ninety percent work-related. But in my humble opinion few things in
this world can be as maddeningly stultifying as several rooms full
of yakking entertainment-industry types; because, in addition to
the monothematic quality of their patter, there also hangs in the
air about them like noxious cigar smoke an overwhelming sense of
smug privilege, the belief that whatever they are brewing in their
conversational cauldrons is bound to be priceless. As a
non-industry schmuck, I’d never quite bought into this
attitude---something which, incidentally, had always bothered
Holly.

From the street the house looked like a
typical modest yet meticulously-landscaped sixties-style one-story
suburban rancher. Here though, high up in the rarified air of the
Hollywood Hills with its ass hanging out over the bright, panoramic
lights of the city, I estimated it must be worth at least
one-point-three mil. Which also meant that Holly was paying upwards
of six thousand a month rent to reside in such modesty.

Having the income to afford such a sum would
have made her easily able to purchase her own house in just about
any nice area of the San Fernando Valley. But with Holly,
appearances mattered above all else, and though her office was
actually located out there in Burbank, she could never tolerate
living on the “wrong side of the hill.” I’d found that kind of
petty snobbery amusing, especially in light of the fact that at the
time she was making those ostentatious proclamations, she was also
spending four nights a week on the “wrong side,” at my house in
Studio City.

Arriving at the front doorstep, and wanting
to make as inconspicuous an entrance as possible, I didn’t knock;
but simply opened the door and stepped into the foyer. There I was
assaulted by a simmering stew, dissonant and mostly
incomprehensible, of a dozen floating conversations, overlaid with
a loud accompaniment of the soulless,
just-barely-hipper-than-elevator music favored by people with jazz
pretense but no actual comprehension.

The house itself (new to me; Holly had moved
there several months after our breakup) seemed scarcely large
enough to contain the throng, which spilled in noisy, fashionable
knots into every room and hallway. The décor---what I could make of
it through momentary gaps in the human congestion---appeared to be
comprised of stark white walls, modern sculpture and abstract
hanging art, and sparse, uninviting furniture; all of which seemed
to accurately reflect both Holly’s tastes as well as her
personality: fastidiously stylish, and cold.

Thus battered by sensory overload---and given
my admittedly profoundly negative predisposition---I had just about
convinced myself to simply turn around and leave, when Holly
suddenly materialized, as if by some dark magic, out of the throng;
sweeping breathlessly into the entry hall, grabbing both my hands
and loudly praising the truly unexceptional clothes I’d hastily
thrown on. “Just look at you!” she enthused unctuously, using the
high register she always employed when she didn’t mean a thing she
was saying; “You certainly know how to make ‘L.A. shabby’ look
chic, don’t you, my darling?”

It was a typical thinly-veiled Holly Thurston
insult, but I was much too concerned with trying to wipe the shock
from my face to react to it. “Hi, Holly,” I mumbled, then added as
a quick afterthought; “uh, you look mighty nice yourself.”

And immediately felt ridiculous, because this
lame postscript had been delivered with even less conviction than
her phony compliment. The fact was, Holly Thurston was a walking
train wreck.

She’d always been slender, and during the
failing months of our relationship she’d dealt with the stress of
our accelerating dissolution by cutting her food intake to avian
levels. I had viewed this at first with concern, then alarm, then
resignation, and finally, as our relationship ended, with scorn;
especially since Holly never actually admitted to having an eating
disorder. Privately, I’d come to think of her (with apologies to
Audrey Hepburn), as “Holly Go-Waytoofuckinglightly.”

But as emaciated as Holly had seemed while we
were a couple, it was nothing compared to the wraith standing
before me. Her eyes had receded to the point that they were now, in
the dim light of the entry, just a pair of spectral shadows. The
pallid skin of her face, which, apparently, no amount of make-up
could reanimate, stretched like old parchment, snare-drum tight
over too-prominent cheekbones. Her lips, which I’d always thought
thin, now seemed permanently pursed, apparently incapable of fully
covering her teeth. Her low-cut designer dress, obviously intended
to be daringly revealing, only served, in this case, to reveal the
utter impossibility of cleavage; hanging, precariously, from narrow
straps perched upon the sharp points of her bony shoulders. I found
myself fearing that any sudden movement might cause the whole
ensemble to fall to her feet, thus exposing me to what I had long
ago fervently wished never to behold again.

Amazingly---miraculously---nothing did slip,
even when she went to her tip-toes to offer a perfunctory kiss to
my cheek. Bending to accommodate her, I accepted it, while barely
managing to fight off the impulse to recoil.

Fortunately, Holly didn’t pursue any further
conversation, instead waving me toward the refreshments; and then
turning off, in a gesture of extravagant dismissal, to melt away
into the crowd. Actually this was not a surprise; in fact, based
upon previous experience, I’d counted on it. Holly was never one to
just host a party; she needed to preside over it,
constantly flitting about, touching down on every conversation and
only allowing enough time to each to instruct her guests on how
best to have a good time. This circumstance therefore freed me of
any fear that I might come to dominate her attention, and left me
to myself, hoping that I had satisfied the greater part of my
obligation by simply showing up, and immediately calculating how
long I’d need to hang out before I could leave without seeming
rude.

As I moved through the house toward the
refreshment table set up in the dining room at the rear I made a
casual inventory of Industry wanna-be’s, might-be’s, and very small
number of actually-were’s that Holly, in her position as a minor TV
executive, had managed to attract. I was familiar with a few of the
faces, and traded polite nods but not words. Soon I was standing at
the table, holding a beer---which I employed as much as a prop as I
did a libation---and maintained a no doubt vacuous smile as I
struggled not to glance too often at my watch.

Eventually, though, the atmosphere began to
get the better of me. The lighting was too low, the music too high,
the blather oppressive. If it wasn’t quite yet time to leave, I
still needed to find some relief, and so I stepped through the
sliding-glass doors at the rear of the house and out to the back
patio. Here I found still more people milling about; but at least
away from the house the night was pleasantly warm, the music
distant and muted, the view of the city spectacular.

I was standing there, admiring the prospect
as I silently counted the minutes, when someone suddenly appeared
beside me.

“Nice view, huh?”

I turned.

I have to admit, here, that a sizeable
measure of my contempt for entertainment types derives from the
uncomfortable knowledge that, in their world, I am a complete
non-person. In their heady waters I could flap my wings like a
drunken mallard without generating so much as a ripple of notice.
Worst of all, it bothers me to think that it…bothers me. Therefore
my disdain; certainly knee-jerk, admittedly childish, and,
tellingly, too easily forgotten in those rare instances when I find
that one of them has actually taken an interest in me.

Especially an extremely attractive
one-of-them.

She was tall, maybe five-seven, with
shoulder-length blonde hair parted, modestly, in the middle. Her
eyes were large, liquid, and sapphire-blue; her nose was prominent,
and her lips, full. I estimated her age to be straddling the line
between twenties and thirties. She was dressed tastefully with only
the slightest hint of provocation: skirt maybe an inch too short;
blouse opened possibly one button too many.

Actually not too many, as far as I was
concerned.

“Very nice view,” I said, in response
to her question.

She accepted the compliment with a
laugh…easy, clear; like a breeze moving through crystal. “My name’s
Dana,” she said.

“Hank.” We shook hands. Her fingers were
long, tapered, and warm; her grasp, firm, inviting.

“So, Hank,” she said, pronouncing the
word as if sipping from a glass of unfamiliar vintage; “what is
that…short for Henry?”

“No, it’s short for Hank. My parents
figured that if everybody was going to call me ‘Hank’ anyway,
there’d be no point putting ‘Henry’ on my birth certificate.”

“Ah,” she said, her smile still playful on
her lips; “practical people.”

“Yes, they were.”

“Were?”

“They’ve been gone a long time.”

The smile disappeared, and a shade of what
looked like genuine feeling stole across her face. “Oh, I’m so
sorry,” she said.

“It’s okay. As I said, it’s been a long
time.”

“Yeah,” she replied, seriously, “but
it’s…it’s hard not to have a…fam…your parents.”

I turned, to get a better look at her face,
and recognized the empathy.

“You too?” I asked.

“Uh huh,” she said. “When I was six.”

We both turned back towards the view, and
spent a silent moment not actually seeing it, as we contemplated
the mutuality of experience. My thoughts, initially confined to
flattery at having been the object of an attractive woman’s
attention, began, tentatively, to venture into more ambitious
territory.

Eventually I judged that the somber interval
was a bit inappropriate in a party context, so I changed the
subject. “So, are you an actress?”

Her laugh immediately returned, as she seemed
clearly relieved that the moment had passed. “I wish. Actually I
tried. A few times. But the ugly truth is that I have no acting
ability whatsoever. Agents said I was ‘far too literal,’ whatever
that means.”

“So, what’s your connection to Holly?”

“I work for her, um, sometimes. I’m in the
steno pool at the studio.”

“Ah.”

“Actually,” she added quickly, “it’s only
temporary.”

“Of course,” I said. It was the same old
tired Hollywood refrain. Unless you’re a big shot, every job in the
industry is ‘only temporary.’

But if those words had constituted
self-conscious cliché, her next comment surprised me for its
directness. “Yeah,” she said, “I figured if I have to do this kind
of menial work, I may as well do it at a studio, where I at least
stand a decent chance of meeting somebody rich and powerful; you
know---someone who might be on the lookout for a potential trophy
wife.” She accompanied this with a laugh, followed by a confident
smile which suggested that it had been only partially a joke, and
that she felt well qualified for the position.

“I see,” was all I could think of to say.
Instantly, I felt my lofty fantasies dissolving, and I began to
wonder if I could get home in time to catch something decent on
TV.

“So,” she said, eyeing me, “how about
you?”

“Beg your pardon?”

“Are you rich?”

“No,” I replied, hearing a trace of acid in
my voice. “Not powerful, either. I guess that disqualifies me.”

If she caught the sarcasm, Dana chose to
ignore it. Instead she gave me what could only be delicately
described as a rather delicious once-over, and then re-flashed her
brilliant smile. “Well,” she said, “maybe not for a little innocent
short-term fun….”

“Innocent?” I asked.

She regarded me, smiling, with a particularly
inviting, sideways look. “Well I guess you could say that I have a
rather liberal definition of the word.”

“Nice to know you’re a liberal.” Now my
thoughts immediately began to rummage around in the male basement
where the building materials for one-night stands are stored. Weak
flesh, I’ll admit; but it had been a while for me, and
besides, seldom does my dance card include such an enticing
partner. I decided to stick around a while longer.

The parameters thus established, we then
settled into a pleasant, extended, entirely superficial
getting-to-know-you chat, which lasted far longer than I would ever
have conceived staying at the party; through the beer I had been
nursing, and two others, which I retrieved at intervals, along with
a couple of glasses of white wine for her, for which she waited
patiently on the back deck. It was easy conversation, and, given
the ground-rules, grew progressively warmer and more intimate. I
came to have definite notions about what might happen that very
night if we allowed things to proceed, but something---likely
nervousness---made me want to wait, at least a little; so as the
crucial fish-or-cut-bait moment arrived, I reached for her
hand.

“Look, Dana,” I said, “I hate to say this,
but I’ve got to get home. How about having dinner with me tomorrow
night?”

Her smile told me that, in not attempting to
close the deal then and there, I had done exactly the right thing.
“Love to,” she said without hesitation, squeezing my hand and
looking up at me in the most fetching way. “I have to warn you,
though.”

“Warn me?”

“Uh-huh,” she said, her eyelids lowering
slightly and becoming, if anything, even more playful. “I never
sleep with a man on the first date.”

“I see…well, in that case let’s also have
lunch tomorrow.”

Her laugh was unconstrained. “You’re funny.
Funny always works with me. Okay, Mr. Hank; you’re on for lunch,
too.”

She leaned in close and kissed me, her lips
slightly parted, with just the tip of her tongue touching mine.
Full of delicious promise, that kiss.

We walked together into the house, where she
found a pad by the phone and wrote down her number. I pocketed the
piece of paper, and then left her chatting with some coworkers
while I made my way back toward the entry hall, hoping that my good
fortune might hold out for just a few minutes longer. It didn’t. I
was intercepted again by Holly just as I reached the front door.
Against all odds and laws of physics the straps of her dress had
apparently managed to maintain their purchase on her skeletal
shoulders. “Leaving already?” she asked.

“Oh, come on now, Holly,” I said, “You know
me better than that. How long have I been here…almost two hours?
For me that’s a marathon.”

She barked out a harsh cackle. It seemed
forced, and I couldn’t help but compare it to the musical quality
of Dana’s laugh. “True,” she said, “You must have had an absolutely
incredible time!”

“Yes,” I allowed, “It was nice. Thanks.”

“Oh I’m so glad!” she responded, with
an odd look which gave me pause.

I kissed her good-night, again measuring that
dry, emotionless encounter against the easy warmth and promise of
Dana’s embrace; then walked away, feeling Holly’s eyes on me all
the way to the street.

I had to fight the urge to run.

 


*****

 


The next night with Dana was, you might say,
a dark-edged pleasure. Having already decided that I was to be her
playmate, she evidently viewed our lunch, and, later, our dinner,
as mere prelude; barely containing her impatience, and resolutely
refusing my offer of dessert, as she suggested firmly that we beat
a hasty retreat to my house. Which of course immediately produced
for me an erection and some public embarrassment, along with
delighted chuckles from Dana as we walked from our table to the
front door of the restaurant.

The blessedly short distance to my house was
accomplished rapidly and---surprisingly---safely, as my ability to
concentrate on my driving was constantly being challenged by Dana’s
playfully groping hands. Once home, I introduced her to Satchmo,
who, though warmly welcoming as she always was with someone new,
quickly determined that subsequent events were not going to involve
her, and therefore had the good sense, and taste---along with an
aversion to being crowded on the bed---to retire to her own,
private dog bunk in the den.

Sex with Dana was good. Well, make that very
good. But it wasn’t exactly magical. Dana Cormier was certainly
beautiful and sexy---even more spectacular, in fact, with her
clothes off---and showed gymnastic athleticism as a lover. But
there was something deliberate and programmed about the way she
fell to love-making which seemed disturbingly bloodless, and the
self-satisfied look in her eyes as I lay there panting at the end
betrayed a hardness, and a triumphant, cold arrogance.

Indeed, as she lay there, her arms and legs
intertwined with my own, she smiled, indulgently. “Hey, you’re not
too bad. Maybe when I land that rich and powerful husband I should
keep you around as my side-door man.”

I felt my throat constrict, and then tried to
laugh away my annoyance as I said, with forced casualness; “I don’t
think that sort of arrangement would work.”

At that, her face grew somewhat serious and
thoughtful. “Yeah,” she said. “You know, you’re probably right. Not
a good idea to hang onto a lover you knew before you got married.
Might cause complications; be too hard to hide from the hubby.
Better to bring in somebody fresh later.”

Two dates and a couple of orgasms into our
liaison, I was not quite prepared for such frank, cold calculation,
so I changed the subject. “Hey,” I said, stroking the small of her
back, “did I detect a trace of a southern accent?”

She laughed. “Yes darlin’. I’ve worked hard
to lose it, but I guess whenever I get…tired…it kinda slips out,
you know?”

“So where are you from?”

“New Orleans,” she said, pronouncing it,
‘Nawlins.’ “I grew up there, lived there until I was twenty. When
my aunt died”---she shrugged---“I tried living on my own for a year
or so; then I got smart, packed everything up and moved out to
L.A.”

“You lived with your aunt after your folks
died?”

“And my uncle,” she said, sighing. “Guess
they thought it was their obligation to raise me, though they
weren’t much good at it. Left me to myself most of the time.” Her
eyes stared past me, focusing on something that wasn’t in the room.
“They both drank like fish.”

I said nothing, but continued to caress the
sleek skin of her back.

“That’s how my uncle died. Got liquored up
one night, drove his car off the levee into the bayou. They didn’t
find him until the next day.”

“And your aunt?”

She shrugged again. “She didn’t last much
longer, either. After he died, she just kinda gave up; climbed
inside a Jaegermeister bottle and pickled herself to death.”

“And so, you were…what…nineteen, when they
died?”

“Yeah,” she said, a trace of steel, but not
self-pity, entering her voice. “Nineteen year-old girl, having to
fend for herself in the Big Easy. And not much money left, either;
not after two funerals. But, as I said, I’d been left mostly alone
the whole time, so I’d already become pretty self-reliant and
resourceful. It actually wasn’t all that bad….”

But her face told me that it was. “So you
left there a year later.”

“Uh-huh.” Her eyes hardened again. “I didn’t
like some of the…things I had to do to make ends meet there, so I
headed west.”

“And it’s been better out here?”

“Not at first,” she said, looking into the
darkness, apparently again seeing unpleasant memories. “Things were
pretty rough for a while. This town can be unfriendly when you’re a
newcomer. But eventually I learned the ropes. The jobs got better,
I met some people; doors began to open.”

“Then I landed a job as a receptionist with a
big-time plastic surgeon. That was my break. The money, the job,
everything was better than anything I’d had before. I worked hard
there, eventually moved up to office manager. Real money, lots of
perks.” She sat up, cupped both of her all-too-perfect breasts with
her hands. “That’s how I got these puppies…for free.” She smiled,
saucily, confident of my answer before she asked; “You like?”

I’m generally not a big fan of elective
cosmetic surgery, but I am if nothing else, polite, and so I said,
“Of course,” and punctuated the comment by reaching out and giving
her right nipple an appreciative tweak. “First-class work, I’d
say.”

“Yeah,” she agreed, proudly, “didn’t cost me
a cent. Actually, you could say that it paid Doctor Alter to do
them for me. I was a damned good-looking, walking titty
advertisement, working right there in his office; particularly
since I was always happy to discuss it---them---with
prospective patients. Bet he must’ve sold at least a hundred
boob-jobs off of the one freebee he gave me.”

“So if it was such a good situation, how come
you’re not still there?”

“Oh,” she said carelessly, “I got fired.”

“How come?”

Her voice and face once again slipping into
an odd combination of humor and hardness, she said: “I guess the
word you would use is embezzlement.” She tossed off another
light laugh. “Shit; I was robbing my boss like crazy.” She looked
down at me, her face framed by her gravity-defying breasts. “I’m
not upsetting you, am I?”

I shook my head. “No.” Especially
since we’re not in this for the long haul. “So, how were you
doing it?” In spite of myself, I’d become more interested in her
story than in her body. Amazing thought---it was really quite a
body---but it was probably because I’d already had about as much
sex as I thought I could handle in one night.

“I was the office manager, remember? I had
access to everything; patient files, financial statements, payroll;
the works. Eventually I found out that Chuck…Dr. Alter was keeping
all this cash in his office.”

“Cash?”

“Yeah,” she said, her enthusiasm growing, as
if she were only now concocting the scheme. “And I’m talking about
thousands. See, sometimes he performed plastic surgery for
certain clients after regular office hours, or on week-ends. You
know---the kind of clients who only pay in cash?” She
paused, significantly. “It wasn’t exactly the sort of thing you
could put on the books, so, until he could move it, he always kept
the money stashed in his private office. Right there in the locked,
bottom-right drawer of his desk, the silly. And, of course, I knew
where the key was.”

“And he didn’t know that you knew.”

“Right,” she said. “There was so much dough,
and he was kind of careless, right? He always had a hard time
keeping track of it. So, as long as I didn’t take too much---five
hundred here, a thousand there---the guy really had no idea.”

“So what went wrong?”

“What else?” she said, with a self-critical
tone of a student who’d just blown an easy pop-quiz. “I got greedy.
One night I took five thousand, and it was too much; next day my
boss noticed. And since he knew that I was the only one who might
have access, it didn’t take a whole lot of figuring for him to know
who’d done it.” She shivered. “That was one very ugly day, lemme
tell you.”

“Did he turn you in to the cops?”

“He threatened to,” she said with a laugh,
“but we both knew he couldn’t…unreported income and all that. He
fired me,”---she shrugged---“but that was about all he could do;
couldn’t ask for any money back other than the five grand he knew
about, ’cause he had no idea how much I’d actually taken before
then. So it was just the five thousand and I got canned.”

“You were lucky,” I said, trying not to sound
too judgmental.

“Wasn’t I though!” she laughed, clearly
un-chastened by the experience. “I was out on the street, true;
but, near as I can figure, I got away with over twenty-five
thou….”

I was too tired to whistle, so I said “Good
for you.”

“Yeah,” she agreed, ignoring my irony,
“Goddamned right, good for me. Not only that, but I didn’t
have to worry about him giving me a negative referral, so when I
applied for the job at the studio, I even listed him as a former
employer.”

“Nice touch,” I said, wondering if I’d left
anything valuable out in the open.

Dana peered at me, shyly, yet playfully.
“So…does that make me a bad girl?”

“I suppose,” I said, “though it’s not really
my call.”

“Oh,” she said, smiling saucily, and tracing
a line with her finger down from my chest to my stomach, and then,
more slowly, beyond; “I know I’m a bad girl.”

“Okay,” I said, rather hoarsely, suddenly
feeling a reawakening of my recently dormant sex-drive. “You’re a
bad girl.”

“That’s right, Baby,” she whispered. “Of
course, you’ve also been a bad boy, haven’t you?”

“Have I,” I intoned, supposing that she was
referring to my participation in the evening’s festivities.

“Of course you have,” she said, confidently;
“at least, that’s what Holly told me.”

“What? Holly?” My body did an inadvertent
sit-up, and I instantly and for the thousandth time regretted every
secret I’d ever told to Holly Thurston.

“Hold on, there, Big Man,” she soothed, as
her finger became a hand, gently pushing on my chest; easing me
back to the bed. “She really didn’t tell me all that much. Besides,
I liked what I heard.”

“What did she tell you?” I asked,
trying not to sound urgent.

“Oh, hardly anything, really,” she assured
me; “just some stuff about how you’ve had some kind of an
interesting past life, and that you were a dangerous man. Nothing
more than that, really.”

The hand once again became a finger, then
two, as they retraced their path down, past my stomach. I relaxed
(or at least, most of me did) “Besides,” she said, “she really
didn’t have to tell me anything, because I could see that for
myself when I met you…oh goodie”---her fingers had found what they
were seeking---“and got a good look at you.”

“So,” I murmured, as I felt myself responding
to those insistent fingers; “what did you see?”

“That you’re a big, strong,
physical man,” she said, emphasizing each word slowly; her
voice becoming creamy as she lowered her head to my belly and began
to kiss it; “that you know how to handle yourself in a dark alley;
and that you’ve got that look in your eyes---”

“That look,” I said, barely getting the words
out.

“Yeah,” she answered, slowly moving her head
down to where her fingers were. “You know; the look that says,
‘Don’t fuck with me.’”

“That the message you got?”

“Well,” she whispered, and gently exhaled a
breath which felt sensational against my pubic hairs; “not
exactly….”

And that killed the conversation for a
while.

 


*****

 


The rest of our short time together was spent
in similar fashion, though without much further exploration into
each other’s lives. In fact, we got to the point where there wasn’t
much talk at all.

Of the limited conversation we did indulge
in, one topic was Dana’s connection with Holly Thurston. I
confessed that I was uncomfortable with the idea of my ex-fiancé
sitting out there like a vulture on the periphery. “The lady’s a
control freak, Dana,” I said, “and I’m pretty sure she’s still
angry about my breaking up with her, so she’ll do everything she
can to stay involved, even indirectly.”

“You mean, through me,” said Dana. Seeing me
nod, she snorted. “So, what of it---what can she do? It’s not like
we’ve got anything serious going on here. And besides, we both know
what a bitch she is. Hell, everyone knows it; her nickname at work
is ‘Nurse Ratched.’ Besides,” she added, confidently; “if anybody
knows how to work a situation, it’s me. I mean, c’mon; I’ve
got that woman being so nice to me. How many people can say
that, huh? Giving me advice, inviting me to parties; Jesus, she
even lets me borrow her dress shoes when I have some big deal
affair to go to.” She laughed. “Have you seen that shoe
collection? Oh yeah, that’s right…of course you have….”

That brought a smile. I’d often joked about
Holly’s attempt to outdo Imelda Marcos. It was amusing to think
that Dana and Holly had the same shoe size. All things considered,
you’d have to say that was the only physical similarity.

Of course, Dana was right; there really
wasn’t much Holly could do about such a short-term affair. And it
was short-term: with sex being the only thing driving us, it became
quickly obvious that it couldn’t last. Lacking any genuine
emotional underpinning, our time together was much like a diet
consisting solely of Ben and Jerry’s; tasty for the short term, but
eventually you’ve got to have something more nourishing.

And so it ended. Nothing expended, save a few
days and nights---and maybe a couple of thousand calories. Nothing
expected, nothing regretted; a flat truth mutually understood. So
in mid-April when I told Dana of my decision to put the house up
for sale and relocate to the Oregon woods, she reacted with a
genial, disinterested “Good for you.” A week later, as our last
night together played out, we treated it as we had the others; with
sex, with laughs. And then we said good-bye.

“Think we’ll ever see each other again?” she
asked, idly, as we sipped the last of our wine that night.

“It’s possible,” I said, without actually
believing it. “Anyway, you’ll have my number---feel free.”

“Oh,” she said, “I will.”

Those calls had come, albeit with sparse
frequency: three or four times in my last few months in L.A; twice
after I moved that fall. Just enough, I suspected, for Dana to
maintain some small connection with me, should she come, someday,
to need it.

As, a few days ago, apparently she had.

Now I found myself juxtaposing this
recollection of Dana’s amazing vitality and that incredible if
slightly manufactured body, with a more recent image of a nearly
frozen, mud-stained corpse; compared her habitually confident,
knowing and slightly subversive expression from a year ago, with
last Thursday’s image of a blank, unseeing gaze at the river’s
edge.

Dana---clever, sexy, ambitious Dana---what
the hell did you get yourself into?

 



Chapter Eight

 


In order to access
the deeper reaches of the forest in my area, you need first to
cross over to the western side of the river; something accomplished
via either the rustic, wooden General Patch footbridge, or the
newer, busier concrete Maxwell highway structure. For obvious
reasons, I’d always preferred the Patch Bridge, a picturesque,
rough-hewn span constructed some eighty years ago to facilitate the
logging industry. Built entirely of curving, heavy cedar beams and
slats, it arches rustically---and, at least to my mind,
gracefully---across the Deschutes, connecting the boat ramp on the
east side with a group campground to the west.

Sunday, having spent a moody hour wandering
the woods, Satch and I were returning home and re-crossing the
bridge when I paused, midway on the wooden span, feeling not
particularly anxious to get indoors. Being, as a general rule, of
that similar frame of mind, upon seeing me stop Satch immediately
reversed her steps and bounded back off the bridge. After casting
one last glance in my direction to make sure that I wasn’t going to
be moving on, she then crashed into the tall grass of the wetlands
along the west bank of the river, noisily splashing about as she
industriously explored various hidden holes and fascinating
scents.

Facing downriver, I put one foot up and
leaned on the well-worn but still sturdy railing, studying the dark
water as it flowed beneath me. To my left, I could see Satchmo’s
tail wagging busily among the reeds near a metal pole with a red
“No Shooting” sign atop it. Throughout the winter, I’d been
serenaded by the morning song of 12 gauge shotguns, judging, by
their loudness, that the shots had originated from the immediate
vicinity of the bridge---though, in fact, this entire stretch of
river had been clearly marked off-limits to hunters. I had no doubt
that even a cursory examination of the area would yield several
handfuls of spent shotgun casings---along with a like number of
empty beer cans. Evidently some of the more indolent sportsmen had
opted for the easy access the bridge afforded, apparently not
having spent quite enough time in school to understand what the
words “No Shooting” meant.

Fifty yards away, near the left bank of the
river, a solitary, great blue heron stood, with Churchillian
stoicism, up to his knees in the cold water. I knew this
fellow---had seen him many times directly across from my
house---and had always marveled at his ability to stand motionless
for hours at a time. Only by an occasional slow turn, this way and
that, of his prehistoric head could you tell that he was real, and
not just a plastic lawn ornament planted out there by some
suburbanite with a wacky sense of humor.

I stood on the bridge, staring at him;
envying his peaceful, general lack of concern.

For me, serenity seemed beyond reach. The
reason, I knew, was that I feared that the police might not be able
to solve this case.

It wasn’t that I lacked faith in the
authorities. Considering that my best friend and former partner was
one of the more successful homicide detectives in the LAPD, I was
well aware of their considerable abilities and resources. But
precisely because I’d been made privy to the behind-the-scenes
difficulties of my friend’s work, I was also aware of the
limitations: of the sheer numbers of caseloads sufficient to
stretch their resources to the max; of interdepartmental
disjunction and internal squabbling which was apt to frustrate even
the most methodical of professionals; and, especially, of the kind
of overlapping jurisdictional complications and conflicts that were
likely to arise in a case with the two-state reach of this one.

Would Denove and Co. be able to bag the
bastard who’d tossed Dana Cormier’s corpse into this frigid water?
Certainly from what I had seen so far the detective seemed capable,
smart, tough-minded and tenacious. If the perpetrators were local,
I had no doubt that he’d wrap things up in short order.

The problem was that I felt, as I had from
the moment I’d played Dana’s phone message for Denove, that the
perp was not local. It seemed probable that the person who’d
done this had followed Dana all the way from L.A, and the fact that
he’d cancelled her ticket up here was likely only an accident of
opportunity. If that were true, the probability that he was already
safely back in Southern California would certainly make solving
this crime far more problematic.

So in the face of that situation, was there
anything I could do? As I leaned against the railing, gazing
with unfocused eyes at the river, a few vague, half-formed ideas
began to germinate. I turned them over, struggling to recall names
mentioned once or twice; considered possible strategies related to
those names; on the whole, mostly meandered, mentally. It seemed
that, should I attempt to somehow inject myself into this affair,
I’d most likely succeed at little more than making things more
difficult for everybody else---thus incurring the enmity of two
separate police departments.

But, I thought, grimacing as I kicked at the
stout wooden rail with the toe of my boot, there was one thing I
couldn’t do:

I couldn’t do nothing.

I immediately began to consider the problem
of short-circuiting the “don’t leave town” edict issued by Denove.
Whatever course of action I decided to take, it would obviously
involve making the trip to L.A.

As I called to Satch, and then watched as she
bounded up the slope to the bridge, I also realized that there was
a practical side to inserting myself into this thing:

Until this case was resolved, I would
continue to ride high on Denove’s list of suspects.

 



Chapter Nine

 


Monday morning Denove
and I sat, as we had Thursday, at my dining table, drinking coffee
and playing Dueling Pregnant Pauses. When he’d called, less than an
hour earlier, I’d offered to make the twenty-three mile drive into
town to meet him at Deschutes County Sheriff Headquarters; but he’d
declined, mumbling, “Make a fresh pot; I’ll be there in
forty-five.” This had surprised me: cops generally like to control
their environment, and my bet is that there can hardly be a more
managed atmosphere for the purpose of questioning a suspect than a
claustrophobic police examination room, complete with eye-blearing
fluorescent lighting and rigid, butt-torturing furniture.

While waiting for Denove to arrive, I ran
through possible reasons for his wanting to come here; but when I
put the question directly to the lanky detective as I let him into
my house, he merely nodded in the direction of my plate-glass
windows. “View’s a lot better here.” And, from the number of times
his gaze shifted to the river as we spoke, I suspected that this
might actually be the simple truth.

The morning had dawned bright with sunshine,
blue skies and promise; but by the time Satch and I had returned
from our morning walk, the fleecy white, harmless clouds had been
chased away by an advancing, malevolent army of dull gray; growing
progressively darker, and threatening at any moment to let loose. I
looked out across the Deschutes, and spotted my friend the heron
striking his customary pose. I took some small measure of comfort
from this, and then looked back to Denove, a question on my lips,
which faded as I saw him nodding at me.

“She was murdered.”

This was hardly news. But the official
declaration had the sawdust taste of finality about it, and for a
moment I was silent, staring at my coffee mug. Then I stirred, and
looked up. “How?” I asked.

“Strangled. Not a drowning; no water in the
lungs. Some bruising on her arms, hands and wrists; defensive
wounds, signs of a struggle. Cuts on her face, with small pieces of
glass in them; we think, possibly, from a shattered car window.
Main damage was the neck: severe bruising, and spinal damage
showing that her neck had been badly wrenched to the left, almost
breaking it. The killer was obviously someone of unusual strength.”
He looked at me, sideways.

“I know,” I said, wishing as I spoke that I’d
put on something considerably looser than a tee-shirt that morning;
“I’m a big guy and I’ve got a private gym in my house.”

“I didn’t say anything,” he said,
innocently.

“You didn’t have to.”

Denove snorted. “Cassidy, you’re much too
sensitive.”

Nodding, yet slouching, reflexively, in my
chair, I changed the subject. “How long was she in the water?”

“M.E. says about eight hours. You say you
found her around nine a.m., right?”

“I did.”

“We figure she must’ve floated into the
branches of that dead tree no later than five or six. Otherwise,
with the sun coming up, someone living along the river would have
been likely to spot her floating out there. So, if she beached
herself at five or six; that would leave…maybe four or five hours
traveling time.”

“Uh-huh,” I said. “So that means she probably
went into the river around one a.m.”

He nodded. “That’s our estimate. Problem is,
the M.E. fixes the time of death earlier; more like eleven.”

That surprised me. “You mean she was killed,
and then they carried her around for two hours before they dumped
her? Is it possible that it would take them that long to find a
safe place?”

“No,” he said, studying some imperfection in
my dining room table; “that’s not quite it.”

I waited.

He let out a breath. “Vegetation varies along
the river, depending upon which shore you’re on, whether it’s a
high bank or a low-lying wetland, etc. We found bits of reeds and
mud on her clothes and in her hair; stuff not found in the area
where the body ended up, but plenty common farther upriver. I think
they killed her, and then hustled her off into the forest where
they found some handy path down to the river, and then left her
deep in the tall grass, probably figuring that she would stay
undiscovered for a good long time; plenty long enough for them to
make a clean getaway. But what they didn’t know was that the river
was rising that night, and by one o’clock or so, the water was high
enough to float her body free of the reeds.

It was my turn to nod. “I see. So whoever did
it didn’t know that they’ve been raising the river.”

“It would appear so.”

“So whoever did it is unfamiliar with how
things are done around here.”

“Again, likely.”

“And whoever did it is not from these
parts.”

“Makes sense.”

“So…whoever did it is not me.”

A small trace of amusement appeared on
Denove’s face. “How long have you lived here?”

I could feel my face tighten. “Almost seven
months,” I said, wishing it hadn’t sounded like seven
minutes.

“Ah,” he said, with a slight, ironic smile;
“an old timer. So I can assume that you’re already an expert on how
and when they raise and lower the river.”

“Maybe not,” I admitted. “But I was already
living here when they lowered it in October, and
everybody---everybody---knows that it gets back to normal
sometime in April. So, even if I hadn’t known exactly when it was
going to happen, I’d have to be an idiot not to have thought of
that if I’d been the one to kill her.”

“You’d have to be,” he deadpanned.

“Denove, please tell me you don’t
think I’m an idiot.”

After pausing for way too long---at least, it
seemed to me---he sighed, and said, “No…I don’t think you’re an
idiot.”

“Thanks for that.”

“Don’t mention it,” he said, airily; then
stared upriver, towards the place where the body had been found.
“Still, you’ve got to admit, don’t you, that it’s more than a
little strange that her body ends up within shouting distance of
the one guy around here who knows her.” Peering at me, he repeated:
“Don’t you?”

Of course it was, and with his comment I was
swept with a pervasive feeling of dislocation; of the world tilting
sideways off its axis. “Yeah,” I admitted; “I do. Of all the places
she could have come ashore. Pretty long odds on that.”

“Yeah,” he said, significantly;
“long…extremely long….”

“So you’re not just writing if off to amazing
coincidence.”

He glanced at me, with a look I could almost
interpret as pity; then shrugged. “In my book, there’s no such
thing.”

“Well then,” I said, hearing my own sigh
escape me; “so I’m not completely off the hook.”

“Not until I can explain it.”

Oddly, I felt reassured by this. Not being
officially struck from the list of suspects could hardly come as a
shock; I’d been able to deduce that for myself. But from Denove I
was beginning to sense that he wanted to believe me; that the
detective’s own best instincts were telling him to look elsewhere
for Dana’s murderer. From that feeling, I sensed a small opening,
which I decided, tentatively, to probe. “What can I do to help,
Detective?”

He snorted again---apparently the Denove
version of a laugh---and then pulled his pad from a breast pocket.
“Oh, I don’t know; tell me more stuff, answer more questions; hell,
solve the case. I’m not proud.”

“Whatever I can.”

“Tell me about yourself.”

We spent the next hour or so reviewing my
life in L.A, my career in real estate, reprising my brief fling
with Dana Cormier, explaining my move to Oregon. I kept the coffee
coming until both our stomachs began to rebel; then I filled two
tall glasses with ice water, and handed one to Denove.

Taking it, he put it on a coaster on the
table with out drinking. “So…what else?”

“What else,” I repeated, not sure where he
was going.

“Listen, Cassidy,” he said, leaning forward;
“I’m going to level with you. The way you behaved the other day was
not what I’d call typical. For most people, having to hang around a
corpse is a dammed disturbing thing. I’ve seen it cause more than
one supposedly tough civilian to puke his lunch into the nearest
bush. I’ve seen veteran cops faint dead away. And even without that
sort of extreme reaction, the average person will still do
everything he can to at least stand where he won’t have to look at
the body.”

“You, on the other hand, didn’t even flinch.
And it also didn’t seem to throw you that this was someone that
you’d known…er…rather well. Hey,”---he held up a hand to stifle my
protest---“I’m not saying that you didn’t care about her. It’s not
that; it’s just that you were stoic; as if the sight of a dead body
is not such a big thing; like you’ve been around them before.” He
leaned. “Now, that’s not exactly the sort of thing you commonly
find in the world of commercial real estate, is it?”

“Oh I don’t know; it can get pretty
nasty---”

Ignoring me, he went on, “So, with that in
mind, I began to dig a little; you know, back to the years before
you became a respectable business man---”

“I was never that.”

“---and I ran smack-dab into a wall. A great
big official US Government wall.”

“You did.” I wasn’t particularly crazy about
the direction this conversation had taken, but it was hardly
surprising.

“Yes, I did. All I was able to get were a few
rather cryptic references to your having done some sort of ‘work’
for Uncle Sam.” He looked directly at me. “Care to elaborate?”

“I did some work for Uncle Sam.”

“Nice elaboration.”

I was silent.

“Got any letters for me? CIA? NSA? FBI?”

“None you’d recognize.”

Denove leaned back, causing the front legs of
his chair to lift off the floor. “I see,” he said, examining me,
from that position, with a heavy-lidded, skeptical eye he might
have applied to a shabbily performed magic trick; “so what were
you…some sort of spook?”

I said nothing.

“And where’d you do this work; DC? New York?
Prague? Istanbul, maybe?”

“Let’s just say I could tell you to fuck off
in six different languages.”

Unperturbed, he responded, “And that’s your
less than delicate way of telling me that you’re not talking.”

I sighed. “Look, Denove,” I said; “I’m not
really trying to be coy here…well, yeah, maybe I am. I just don’t
want to talk about it; the government doesn’t want me to
talk about it. Let’s just say that I did some work a long time ago
that’s not very pleasant to revisit. Most of it’s classified
anyway, and you’re hardly in a ‘need to know’ position, because
absolutely none of it has anything to do with Dana Cormier.”

There then followed the longest of our
pregnant pauses, during which I had plenty of time to find the view
outside fascinating. I spotted an osprey, seventy-five feet above
the water, battling headwinds. Suddenly, with wings folded, it
plunged, steeply, until it disappeared below my line of sight; then
reappeared, rising over the opposite bank on its way towards the
woods, clutching what looked like a fairly good-sized rainbow
trout. It had begun to rain, and I could see the drops knitting a
delicate corselet of interconnected circles on the surface of the
water.

As I watched, I could also see Denove’s
opaque reflection, staring at my back and frowning as he obviously
weighed whether to persist with this line of questioning. Finally,
I could see the shoulders slump slightly, and I could hear behind
me the slow, surrendering escape of breath. I turned back.

“All right,” he growled; “We’ll leave it…for
now.” Then, hooking a pale, slender finger at me, he added; “But if
I sense that there’s the slightest connection between your murky
past and this girl’s death, believe me, I’ll fasten on you like a
big Italian tick.”

I smiled. “Not a very attractive image,
Detective.”

He leaned back again, eyeing me narrowly.
“You really are a tough guy, aren’t you?”

“But with the proverbial heart of gold.”

“Own a gun?”

I gave him my best oh come on now
look. “You know I do; 9mm Glock.”

“Bad-ass piece; figures. Yes, I checked, and
your permit is current.”

“I like to stay on the right side of the
law.”

“No doubt.” His voice was flat. “So, after
all these years, how come you still keep the iron?”

“I just kept the one; got rid of everything
else. Don’t know: maybe it was for old time’s sake.”---I paused,
rubbed my chin---“or maybe it’s just that when you’ve known what
it’s like to be a target, you never completely get rid of that itch
in the small of your back.”

“Fired it lately?”

“No. But I keep it cleaned and oiled. With
full clips in the nightstand drawer.”

“Always at the ready---”

I shrugged. Gun talk; never one of my
favorite subjects. “So is there anything else I can help you
with?”

He hesitated, then sighed again. “Let’s talk
some more about Dana Cormier.”

I nodded, but found with some discomfort that
there really wasn’t much left to talk about. I didn’t know anything
about her friends; and, as for former lovers, we’d never discussed
that sort of thing except in the most general, philosophical terms.
In a way, it was kind of embarrassing, having so little to say. To
be sure, I could have added a few details: about the slightly salty
taste of her skin, about the scent of her sweat and perfume, about
the way she arched her back, athletically, beneath me---more often,
frankly, above me---; about the selfish, hard pleasure in
her face, and the surging sound of her lungs as she brought herself
to climax. But I was fairly certain that these things wouldn’t have
contributed anything constructive to the conversation.

There were one or two other, possibly
more relevant, items I could have told the detective; those obscure
names, casually revealed, mostly, in sleepy, post-coital
conversations in the dark. But these were things which were just
now forming the basis for my own plans, and so I wasn’t quite
prepared to let go of them, just yet.

“Detective,” I said.

“Yeah?”

I met his gaze squarely. “Are you planning to
hold me to the ‘don’t leave town’ thing?”

He caught the change in my voice. “Why do you
ask?”

“Because I need to leave town.”

“You do, huh? Where to?”

“L.A,” I said, trying to sound casual.

“What for?” On Denove’s face, skepticism
registered with as little expression as anything else.

“Business.”

“What kind of business?”

Inscrutable as Fu Manchu, I said, “Personal
business.” And of course that worked about as well as expected.

He shook his head. “You’re going down there
to look into this girl’s murder.”

I nodded.

He remained slouched in the chair. “I assume
you understand the concept of interfering with an open
investigation.”

“I do.”

“Okay,” he said, leaning back; “so
justify.”

“All right, Denove,” I said, shifting in my
chair, leaning forward. “A woman I’ve known briefly---basically
what you might call a five week long one-night stand---travels
eight hundred miles to see me, gets killed within---how’d you put
it…shouting distance?---of my back porch. You’re right---it can’t
be a coincidence; I’m tied in, but I just don’t know how. In fact I
don’t know a goddamned thing. All I’ve got is that phone message. I
have no idea why the hell she was coming here, much less why
someone might have been after her. Fact is I don’t know enough to
get any kind of a handle, and the whole thing bothers the hell out
of me. If you knew me better, you’d know that I can’t just sit here
with my thumb up my ass, waiting for someone else to come around
and explain it to me. Bottom line is that I need to go down there
and see what I can find out for myself.”
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