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For Joe Chacko
PART I
GROUND CONTROL
CHAPTER 1
“An act of God.”
Adam Templeton and his partner, Joe, stood at the edge of the sinkhole, but not too close. The crust at the rim was unstable. The topsoil was sand—everything from here to Cuba was sand—but beneath the surface decomposed vegetation and a layer of clay could be seen. Lower down was the gutted limestone that brought about the subsidence. Heavy rainfall usually preceded a breach. As the limestone washed away, the ground collapsed into the cavities below.
This sinkhole was thirty feet wide and perfectly round. Nothing else was in sight but slash pines, palmetto, and scrub brush for two hundred yards. That was why the place had been chosen. Not many open lots remained in Pine County. Only an accident could have unearthed the body.
Female. The movement of the earth had shifted her into an upright position. She seemed to be sitting quietly, surrounded by debris.
A man walking his dog found her. She had been stuffed into a plastic bag, but the dog was having none of that. He went for meat and bone and found enough to worry. His owner returned home and called the police, which in this place meant the County Sheriff. The homicide department was twelve strong, plus the captain. Templeton caught the call.
“I make her twenty-four, twenty-six,” said Joe.
“You’re the expert on young tail.”
Joe Davey, a junior college transfer from Mars, took offense at nothing but his vice, which was very young women. His longish, blow-dried brown hair should have put him in a leisure suit, but the rest of the package was well assembled and current: pale green suit, mocha shirt, cafe-au-lait tie, whiskey shades. Joe drew on the plastic gloves, then pulled the fingers down—all but the middle one—which he held up for Templeton.
“I’ve got the whole department on my ass,” he said. “I need this kind of shit from my partner.”
They moved down into the sinkhole. The sides were cluttered with roots, shell, and some legitimate stones that had been lifted from the ocean floor when the subcontinent of Florida reared from the sea millions of years ago. Templeton bounced on his heels when they reached the bottom. The ground seemed solid.
“Twenty-six,” said Joe. “Or maybe that’s because her lips are rotted.”
Something had been at her. The bag had been penetrated by vermin before the dog arrived. With her legs bent back, the woman seemed to be kneeling, and with those half-lips, she seemed to be laughing. Or howling. That made her teeth prominent. They were in excellent repair. The body was in good shape.
So the homicide cops were lucky. A scratch grave would have meant a badly damaged corpse. She had been buried deep to prevent discovery. Under any other conditions, that would have been smart.
As Templeton bagged her hands to trap any material under her fingernails, he noticed something about her blouse. It was buttoned wrong. One high. That might mean she had dressed in a hurry. Or someone had done it for her.
He probed with his pencil. No bra. No panties. Her brown hair was long—longer than the day she went under. Slowly, he pried up one eyelid. Blue. The shade was hard to tell. Her skin, too. It had turned deep brown, but even so she was Caucasian.
Five-four. Five-five. The long time underground had shrunk her body, but she did not seem to ever have been fat. She wore the jeans that she had died in—cloth intact—and the badly buttoned blouse. Templeton saw no obvious cause of death, and neither did Joe.
“Hand to hand combat?”
“Maybe.”
“It’s the preferred method for lovers.”
Templeton nudged the collar of her blouse open at the back of her neck. Eastern Star, said the label. Suddenly, he pulled his hand back as if he had been bitten.
“Christ.”
Joe laughed. “A tattoo,” he said. “You don’t usually see those until you turn them over in the morning.”
At the base of her neck near the top of her back was a thumb-sized image of an insect with a green head. A cockroach?
“A scarab,” said Joe. “They think it’s good luck.”
“They?”
“Kids of every age.”
“What else?”
“Eastern Star’s a trendy brand," he said. "Mail order with a Web site and free email. You don’t wear something like that, you can’t pledge Delta Sig, which means you can’t get laid by Sigma Chi.”
“You think she did?”
“I think she came down for the sun, and ho-ho, the fun,” said Joe, who had more than an instinct about these things. “A week. A weekend. Then she got banged by the whole Auburn University football team, and by the time they got to the blocking back and they couldn’t wake her up any more, they decided to throw her in the equipment van, bring her out here and put her to rest. The blocking back—he’s pissed off because he didn’t get any but he’s a good boy whose mama brought him up right—he says a prayer over the grave.”
“We’ll go all the way with that.”
“Unless you have something better.”
“Forensics might.”
Joe turned at the sounds from the road. The medical examiner’s van had shown, rolling across the brush-filled uneven ground. Close behind was the station wagon that ported the lab technicians to crime scenes. Oddly, the corpse seemed to be pointing at the vehicles as they came to a stop. The subsidence that had put her upright in the earth dropped her body but not her left arm. Supported by caked sand and shell, it was raised in a half-salute.
Yonder, she seemed to say.
“We’re going to have a hell of a time with this one,” said Joe. “She’s going down for all time as the Sweetheart of Sigma Chi.”
“Is that a bet?”
Joe smiled to himself, as if his interior monologue was the only thing that could amuse him. He was a little on the brute side for a suit-cop, thick-chested with biceps like quadriceps. In his condo on the lake, he kept a treadmill, NordicTrac, lots of dumbbells.
“A hundred,” he said. “No, make it two.”
“You’re on.”
* * *
Afterward, Templeton was sorry that he made the bet. Two hundred was too much for Joe. His partner was in debt in bar bills, lawyer's fees, and lately, child support. For a man who had never been married, that was remarkable, but it happened when one of those young women turned on him. She brought forth a baby boy whom she had with great spite named Joseph. Paternity tests proved that the father was who she said it was. And no other.
DNA did not lie. One band from the mother and one from the father made up the child’s genetic profile. Joe was done from the time they took the sample.
Semen and blood were best, but DNA could be taken from almost any part of the body or its fluids. Templeton hoped it would be done well by the Techs today. Collection was tricky. Any kind of contamination meant the killer might walk.
He wished that the site were not so confused. Normally, the Techs would have the body and surrounding area staked out like an archeological dig, but the debris made that impossible. Probably, the corpse would be all they had to work with.
“When will I see your report?”
Caravaggio was the ME and a competent but deceptive soul. A physician and a classical pianist, he looked like an ax-murderer. His eyes were naturally goggled, his bald head shaven clean, and his chin was thick with black hair. He made a pass at a smile.
“In a day or so. When the autopsy’s done.”
“The media’s going to get on this quick. Maybe we have a day. Or an hour.”
“I’ll move it along, Adam, but we’re backlogged.”
“Preliminary?”
“I’ll get something for you by tomorrow. You can have the prints from the Techs pretty quick. The hands look OK.”
“Too bad you won’t get much off that garbage bag.”
“We can if they left prints.” Caravaggio’s smile ran in furrows up his head. “Cyanoacrylate Ester. Super Glue. Very good on non-porous surfaces, like plastic.”
“So if the killer was stupid—”
“They’re all stupid,” said Caravaggio. “Anybody who’d put a body in the ground these days is a moron.”
Maybe. But if the earth had not parted in this freakish way, the body would never have been found.
“How long was she here?”
“That’s guessing,” he said. “But it’s good that they bagged her. The lime in the ground could have speeded up decomposition. Off the top of my head, I’d say a month, two months. Possibly less.”
That was good news. Templeton had never thought of anything except a very cold case. But what if she had only been buried, say, a couple weeks? Whoever put her down was not counting on a quick resurrection. He was not counting on it in this lifetime.
Templeton turned to the Photo Tech, a near-albino whose name was Waite, as he moved in for close-ups of the body. “I need to know exactly what this woman looked like as soon as possible. Can you make up a facial reconstruction fast?”
Waite did not take his red eye from the camera. “If I was working tonight.”
“That’s what I asked.”
Waite moved the camera onto his shoulder as if it were heavy. “Who is it that OKs overtime?”
“Just pretend you’re efficient,” said Caravaggio.
Waite blinked in the sun like a night bird. He turned his back on the corpse and moved up the slope toward the van slowly, making sure it would be time and a half.
“Shoot another roll on the site, too,” said Templeton. “Long and medium shots.”
Waite turned. “Front page?”
“Now you’re tracking.”
A miracle should be known for what it was, eventually.
* * *
“You’re going to put her face on milk cartons, is that it?”
Templeton kept his eyes on the road, where traffic was fierce, dangerous, normal. He usually drove the Crown Vic because it was better than what his partner did in the name of expedience, and those other things, like the love of speed and domination of a slave machine, that found so many Good Ole Boys an early grave.
“We’ll get her image enhanced and hang it all over. Something’ll show.”
“Do the milk cartons,” said Joe. “It’s a better bet. This bottle-blonde in Berea, Kentucky, she sits her fat ass down at the breakfast nook, she pours, she spoons in the Honey-Oats so good for her cholesterol, she looks up and says, ‘Harriet Lee! Praise the Lord if that ain’t you on my two percent!’ ”
“Can I trust you to run the description through Missing Persons?”
“What description?”
“Female, twenties, brown hair, blue eyes.”
“That’ll narrow it down to a few thousand,” he said. “Now do you want to tell me why you don’t trust me at the keyboard?”
“The money,” said Templeton.
“Two bills?” he said. “You think I’d fuck you over for two bills?”
“I don’t know the pressure you’re under.”
Joe did not speak until they stopped at a light on Merriwether. This morning, he had entered the captain’s office for a meeting with two other detectives and a stenographer. Templeton had not known that much from his partner, who said nothing very well. The information came from the captain’s secretary, who told him that was all she knew. The stenographer said that was all she knew. Everyone was lying.
“Internal’s looking at me,” said Joe as they pulled out from the light.
“Do they like what they see?”
“What’s not to like? They know I had trouble with that paternity thing, so they come down on me when this whacked-out teen-queen tells them I did her, too.”
“What whacked-out teen-queen?”
“She lives in Port Martha. Allegedly, I met her whilst canvassing on that shotgun thing.”
“That’s why they didn’t call me for a statement.”
“Right. You were in Tallahassee. I was with BallBuster.”
“Sergeant Hogan.”
“BallBuster.”
“He corroborated the girl’s statement.”
“Oh, yeah.”
“You must have made an impression.”
“He thought so.”
“How about her?”
“Beverly Apfel says I spirited her away to my condo. After that, it was one long debauch. It seems I plied her with alcohol. Which she never had in her life.”
“Did you?”
“You should ask me if I have ever in my life seen anyone take a bottle of Wild Turkey by the neck and chugalug it. And wipe the back of her hand across her mouth like John Wayne.”
Templeton took his eyes from the road and looked at Joe, a foolhardy act in this kind of traffic. “So you don’t remember.”
“What I did, Adam, was clean her up when she stopped puking. The discovery that she was traumatized didn’t come until the next day at home. Then there was a lot of non-stop melodrama for a girl who looks five years older than she seems to be.”
“What’s her birth certificate say?”
“There’s a lack of documentation. They say sixteen, but up in Cob Creek, West Virginia, nobody keeps records of unnatural births.”
“A minor. A felony.”
“They’re going by her grade in school, Adam. They’re not counting the three or four she repeated.”
“That should be checked out.”
“Nobody’s got it on their agenda. They’re too busy being self-righteous. Hell, she isn’t even in school any more. She quit and went straight to hard-core porn. I just wish I wasn’t so broke. I’d hire a PI.”
“Have you been charged?”
“Would I be here if I was?”
No, but that could be the system. The investigation. The department would be careful not to violate his rights.
“What about the parents?”
“We’re not talking parents. She’s in foster care. There’s five girls running around that house. And I mean running. These people, it’s a business with them. They collect checks from the county, the state. The female head of household’s a lush that got thrown out of AA for telling lies. The male plays a hundred sets of numbers every week in the lottery, which is exactly what I am to him. This is a set-up, Adam. They saw me coming.”
“And you walked right into it.”
“I fell,” he said. “She called me at my desk. Said she had information she couldn’t give out over the phone. That—and some other things. What she did—or tried to do before she starts heaving—isn’t even sex. You don’t believe me, leaf through some old Congressional Records. Impeachment Proceedings. I’m telling you, it just doesn’t pay to be an alpha male these days.”
The leader of the pack. They had been partners three years. Joe was the best cop on the scent that Templeton, in six years up north and seven here, had ever known. The problem was that the scent could be confused by any woman under the age of thirty. Still, that was not a crime unless it was a crime. Templeton did not think had Joe lied about the facts. Exaggerated, yes. That was his nature, if anything was.
“What’s your lawyer say?”
“What do you think? He’s confident. Shit, I think he’s happy. Wasn’t for me, he’d be dipping his hand into some old lady’s trust to make his nut.”
Lawyers were always confident until the pressure began to mount. Then their fancy turned to the art of the deal. Templeton couldn’t decide what he felt about that.
“Did I ever tell you what I think of your hobby?”
“Don’t,” said Joe. “This has nothing to do with the job.”
But it would. Templeton had to think that his partner could be pulled from the case any time. That meant a mess. What he could count on from someone like Hogan was effort. What he got from Joe was more than he would have from anyone else.
“The bet’s off.”
“What?”
“The two hundred,” said Templeton as he pulled into the back of headquarters building. “You can’t afford to lose.”
CHAPTER 2
The victim’s fingerprints came into Templeton at his desk. He hoped for a hit. Even juveniles were now put into the state database, along with non-criminal prints from school boards, firearms applications, the like.
The Techs had barely started the process when the first call came from the media. Templeton had been expecting it and was glad none had shown at the site. Things had gotten so bad that they scanned police frequencies and monitored cell phones assigned to headquarters, which was why he kept a private cell in his wife’s name.
“Adam,” said the perfect phone voice accompanied by the imperfect lag of static. “Gwynneth Stasiak. The Leader.”
“Yes, you are.”
“You mean I’m first?”
“Depends on where you are.”
“On the way,” she said. “This miracle is up past Four Corners, right?”
“Right but late. You missed the best part. Channels Three, Seven, Nine and Fourteen will miss it forever.”
“Do I hear an offer?” she asked skeptically. “From you?”
“Come by tomorrow,” he said. “I’ll have pictures.”
“I can get my own shots,” she said.
“Not these.”
“That good?”
“As good as death gets.”
Either Gwynneth had gone into a tunnel or excitement had taken hold. The static rose and so did her voice. “But I’ll miss deadline.”
“Unavoidable,” he said. “I don’t have the photographs yet.”
“But you might, say, by tonight?”
“Do I hear an offer?”
Gwynneth laughed because he knew her well enough to know that she was gay. “I have a friend who likes cops,” she said. “But it’s really the handcuffs she likes.”
“Tomorrow,” he said. “Noon.”
“Ten.”
“A deal.”
* * *
Eventually, the statewide print search dumbed out. Although the database held millions of records, most people were never fingerprinted. The missing tended to have a higher profile with the law, but that would have called for luck. On this one, Templeton was sure all of it had been used up when the earth collapsed to reveal his victim.
The Print Tech, Eggars, continued to query the FBI database, which would take time. If Templeton had any hope of a score, it would have to come from Forensics. He was happy when Waite called about four-thirty.
“What do you want me to do with this photo spread?”
“Make three copies of the good ones,” said Templeton. “I’ll need them.”
“You want to tell me why?”
“No.”
“That’s fair,” he said. “I guess you don’t need your artwork right away either.”
“I need it as soon as you have it.”
“If I was to deliver the facial in person, you’d have a meatball sub with double cheese waiting?”
“You’re a cheap date.”
“Just cheap,” he said. “I’ll be over in forty-five minutes.”
That was fine. Waite was hard to look at, hell to work with, but he was good at his job, even when it wasn’t quite his job. He was better at facial reconstruction than the four forensic draftsmen on the staff.
The only thing that could have been better was the time, but the lab was twenty minutes away. Templeton was waiting with the sub on his desk when the man with crystal hair and purple eyes entered the room. In one hand, Waite held a folder with photographs, and in the other, more reverently, a sketch. He handed over the pictures first.
“Here’s your wallpaper.”
“There’s your sandwich.”
Waite sat in the only chair, a plastic half-basket with metal runners like skis. He took the sub, wrapped in foil, from the desk, and set the photographs in its place.
“You got this from the Italian deli,” he said. “That woman knows that the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach. You believe it?”
“No.”
“Good,” he said. “Then you’ll believe this.”
He placed the sketch atop the pile of photographs. Templeton put his hand on top the sketch but withdrew it immediately. What he saw was the image of a face so familiar that the dead would have recognized it.
“Waite, I’m going to open that window and pitch you right out.”
“Those things are hell to open,” he said. “And we’re on the third floor.”
“With a parking lot below.”
“Adam, that’s her. I fed her into the software to be sure. I’m telling you I can’t change what has to be. This is what happens when everything gets fed into the tube every day. Art imitates life, and life imitates dreams.”
“Waite, you let your hormones cloud your judgment. I want you to go back and do this thing again. Keep doing it until it comes out right.”
“That is right,” he said. “That’s the victim.”
“Impossible.”
“You’re not looking at this objectively,” he said. “She’s a bone and body type. That sketch is an accurate projection of the type. It’s not so much that she looks like Monica Lewinsky. It’s that Monica Lewinsky looks like her.”
* * *
Afterward, Templeton saw that he had overreacted. It was those lips that did it. He would have a hell of a time showing the sketch with a straight face.
Waite agreed to compromise. He admitted that he might have projected his work with unconscious reference to the images that had appeared in his daydreams for the last two years. He thinned her lips and straightened the fall of her hair, pulling it back from her brow (more as she appeared in the wild). The echoes were still there, but not enough to bring laughter.
It was time to test that theory. While Joe worked Missing Persons, Templeton drove three miles west to the Strip, a quarter-mile of rambling cinder block devoted to the perversions of the flesh as they appeared in Pine County. The complex had been painted a bright pink that was exactly the color of tourist hide after the second day in the sun. In the center, spangled with blue neon, was a tattoo parlor known as Body Parts.
Edgar Montaldo, the proprietor, was known as the least troublesome part of the Strip. Helpful and erudite, he had been consulted so many times on runaways and homicides that he should have been on the payroll. Edgar had even been on television, holding forth on the virtues of disfiguring the human body in the name of love.
“Better I should have said commitment. What are we really talking about but a memento of the, uh, passage?”
“Get many requests for scarabs?”
Edgar smiled from within a lot of hair. He had a full beard that began an eighth of an inch below his eyes and continued until it disappeared inside his net shirt. The rest of his body was his art.
“Would you believe—hardly ever?”
“When was the last?”
“I’d say five years ago. Maybe more. The guy had green teeth.”
Templeton had not thought that he would be lucky enough to fall into the shop where the victim had been branded. He passed across the counter the blow-up of the scarab tattoo that appeared high on her back.
“Tell me something about this one. Like how many artiste could have made it?”
“You want to narrow that down, area-wise?”
“Let’s say the Southeast.”
“Hundreds,” said Edgar without hesitation. “The design isn’t sophisticated. You bring it to a prison artist, he could do it.”
“Let’s say outside prison. In Florida.”
“A dozen,” said Edgar. “Two?”
“The county?”
“Maybe a score.”
“A score,” said Templeton. “OK, pretend you’re on TV. Build some significance. Why does a woman put an ugly insect on her body?”
Edgar’s hand moved through his beard furiously. “It’s all a matter of perception. You say ugly, I say unusual. A scarab tattoo, a scarab seal, would make sense to the ancient Egyptians. It was a major symbol to them. Very important. A scarab wraps its eggs in a ball of dung, which is why it’s known as a dung beetle. Then it rolls the eggs in front of it in a path that follows the sun. The heat from the sun hatches the eggs, and the young come to life as winged scarabs. So what you have in this beetle is a symbol of rebirth.”
“Rebirth. As in born-again.”
“We’re not talking Christians,” said Edgar. “This is real old. The Egyptians buried the pharaohs in the pyramids with all that treasure so they could be reborn and enjoy it the next time. Some day, the way it goes, the earth will open up, and the pharaohs will rise from their tombs to live again.”
“From their tombs. What do you know about this case, Edgar?”
“Nothing. The Egyptians were superstitious. Don’t put their bad habits on me.”
* * *
“So we got zero on the tat?” said Joe. “You show him her face?”
“No.”
“Good thing.” Joe grinned to his gums. “I wouldn’t have recognized her with all that garbage around. That was not Barbara Walters. That was Beirut.”
“One more word,” said Templeton, “I’ve got a new partner.”
Joe looked at him for a reading. He was good at divining mood, intent, guilt. He was everything but subtle. “You’re too serious about this thing. I know it’s not the girl that got to you. It’s the way she appeared. Tell me I’m wrong.”
“I’m not going to tell you anything because you might not be here tomorrow. I want to know what you got from Missing Persons.”
Joe took a folded piece of paper from the back pocket of his trousers. He put everything of importance in that sorry place. “I found five thousand possibilities. Ninety percent state and national are juveniles and out of the running. That took it down to three hundred, and in the end one-and-a-quarter. I queried those, so we’ll get some negatives out of the batch. My guess, we’ll have maybe thirty, forty-five to follow up.”
“Any promising?”
“Not based on that sketch,” he said. “But check them out yourself.”
Templeton would check later, but he trusted Joe for a quick verdict. He didn’t know why his partner still kept to the plastic chair, though.
“You found something else?”
“I wouldn’t exactly call it found,” he said. “I was on the Web, which as you know is a source for the missing in action and the just plain dispossessed. I did a quick search and came up with a few hits. One is this site somewhere out past the Bermuda Triangle.”
“So?”
Joe took out another piece of paper, this time from his shirt pocket. He handed it to Templeton. Written in small letters on the paper was a web address: www.venus.net.vanishedwithoutatrace/groundcontrol/. Ref. # 46. Dawn Emmanuel.
“A man could get some pussy there, but he’d have to be a better man than me. I mean, this stuff is sad. Sad and weird.” Joe raised his voice; he was a good mimic. “‘I am looking for Maynard Boseman. Me and him went into the 7-11 in Waycross, Georgia, and when I turned around from the cash register he was gone. This was in November 1983. Maynard has a drug problem that recurs at the Ides of March and other times. He has a tattoo of the Virgin Mary on both buttocks. If you see him, please contact—’”
“Jewel.”
“You know her,” said Joe. “Anyway, I started looking around. And I got a pop. Two months ago, somebody put a notice on this board that said a girl had disappeared. They didn’t say she disappeared from her home, but they mentioned a town in South Florida. You better read it. I can’t remember the substance, if there was any, and I was thinking, what the hell, NCIC has got to be more coherent. When I realized they weren’t, and I got hold of the sketch, things started to click. The picture on that site is in the ballpark. Not our girl, but our girl as she might have been two or three years ago. Maybe less, if Waite stops jacking off when he’s supposed to be doing his number.”
“You think that’s our victim?”
“I don’t know. And I’m confused about Waite. What’s wrong with him? Our girl’s sleek. A Virgin Princess. He gives us Little Miss Riding Head.”
“Get out of here.”
Joe rose immediately. “You need me, I’ll be at home.”
“You don’t have one.”
Templeton did. He drove home with the windows down. The night was perfect, sixty-five with a light breeze. The air was clear for the first highway mile, but when he neared the Gulf, the drift of salt water put a haze on the lights and mystery in the air. It always did, which was why Templeton lived on the Intracoastal Waterway at a price.
Ghislene, his wife, was teaching tonight, wouldn’t be home until ten, the note on the counter said. She had stashed some chicken in the refrigerator along with a salad in a plastic container. Templeton decided to pass. He nuked the leftovers from the pasta place on the beach and took them to the computer.
He fired up the machine and got on the Internet quickly with the cable modem. He had tried to get onto Venus.net from his computer at headquarters only to be bounced off five times. Here, the first try held. Vanished Without a Trace fired, then Ground Control. The site was less flaky than Joe had let on. The graphics were amateurish, but it seemed like a legitimate outlet for missing persons. Templeton found Ref. #46 quickly.
Dawn Emmanuel. She was said to be twenty-four. Her description fit—brown hair, blue eyes, five-four, one twenty-five—but her color photograph did not narrow the field as much as it might. The picture could have been taken two or three years ago when she was in her late teens. Joe thought less.
Her nose and chin matched the sketch. Her lips, which followed the sketch at a distance, were hers—full and sensuous. Her blue eyes were intelligent and inquisitive, meeting the camera and making it work for her. Not many people had that knack.
Dawn did not seem cocky or lacking confidence. Templeton could usually sense the ones that had problems with parents or drugs. If he had to guess, he would say that her problems post-dated this image. So what happened?
There was a hint. An anonymous “Friend” had posted the notice. The Circumstances of Disappearance said: “Dawn came home to bury her grandmother in November, 2000, in Polding, Florida. Since that time, she has not communicated with anyone. She did not return to UFT, where she was doing graduate work. She simply disappeared. I would like very much to get in touch with her.”
The notice gave no police department to contact, which meant that the disappearance had never been reported. That was a problem. The only way of reaching the person who placed the notice was by email to Missing@GroundControl.
Templeton did that with impatience. The friend had to go on-line to pick up. The reply might take minutes or months. He tried to speed things by querying the addressee, and the Webmaster, saying that he was a police officer who wanted to contact the friend ASAP. He gave his email addresses at work and home; his phone, fax and pager numbers at work; his phone at home (mistake); and his cell phone numbers (ditto).
Afterward, he wondered why he had done those things that he should not have. Why was he so keen to find this woman? Was it because he wanted to close this case?
Yes. But no. Joe was right. It was the way she had appeared.
CHAPTER 3
“Speaking of miracles,” said Ghislene. “Look at this.”
His wife nudged the first page of the Leader across the island to Templeton. The photograph was tight on the top floor of the Hotel del Sol where a figure of Baby Jesus in swaddling clothes was said to have appeared in one of the windows.
“My students were talking about it last night in Workshop,” she said. “Some of them had gone over to see it. Seems like half the county turned out.”
Templeton made a note to avoid Shore Road, which paralleled the beach along the long barrier of intertwined keys. Traffic would be impenetrable. It was never much less.
He took another look at the paper. The penthouse windows were much larger than those in the private rooms on the lower floors. The sheets of tinted glass ran most of the width of the building. Used for receptions that served the corporate elite, the view over the Gulf and Intracoastal was spectacular. A couple of drinks and the captain of industry felt that he was, or should be, walking on water.
But in the way these things came to pass in the new millennium, no one looked out. They were looking in. The sun and the reflections of the pastel buildings on Shore Road had created an image that was basically oblong. It had what appeared to be a head, and something, call them swaddling clothes, below. The clothes were blue, as of a manchild. The swirl of pink at the bottom could be said to be his toes. The rest was up to the viewer.
And there were plenty. A second insert showed the large crowd that had gathered to witness the phenomenon. Templeton began to read some of the comments that had been drawn from the onlookers by a reporter, but quickly put the paper aside.
“I’d like to know who spotted this thing,” he said. “Imagine what kind of mind that is.”
“Find him and you find your killer.”
“There’s a thought.”
“I wonder if anyone’s contacted the Vatican.”
“That’s chancy,” he said. “They’re a tough bunch. This isn’t exactly Lourdes, and I don’t see stacks of crutches.”
Ghislene arched her long neck and laughed, which was what he liked about her in the morning and other crucial times. She woke up with a quickening light in her brown eyes that seemed to displace obstacles before they could be found. It was that quality of illumination that attracted him from the time they met when they sat on a panel to discuss serial killers. “Full house,” she had said in his ear through the buzz from the audience. “Everyone loves Jack the Ripper.”
Yes, they did. And no, he couldn’t stop looking at her even when the questions turned at her direction to his area of expertise—weapons of choice, patterns of mutilation, disposal of body parts. She did not lose her cool but passionate stance or her smile. Ghislene never lost them when dealing with anything that she cared about—cause of the day, lecture of the week, film of the year, food, books, sex. He liked to think that she was not crazed but exotic because she was French-Canadian.
“There’ll be more of this,” she said. “Turning the millennium is like turning the screws in a nuthouse. Mass hysteria will be the norm.”
“The millennium came and went, Ghislene.”
“That’s because everyone was holding his breath,” she said. “Wait until the nutballs exhale.”
“That’s going to be a big bad wind.”
“Absolutely,” she said. “That’s the reason I came here, you know. This is the best place to watch the fireworks.”
They had been married three years by Templeton’s count. “You planned ahead.”
“I know what I want. A handsome man, a handsome house, two cars, and four computers. But I couldn’t stand to be surprised in my work—not like you were.”
She kept getting back to that. He had told her about the victim in the sinkhole last night, and again this morning, but her reaction both times was muted. Now, because she had a grouping of events to explore, Ghislene wanted to talk.
“Don’t worry. Mine’s real. An accident, but real.”
He kissed her. Goodbye.
“So it seems,” she said.
* * *
“It’s a homicide,” said Caravaggio. “Officially.”
Joe, who leaned against the filing cabinet in Caravaggio’s office, clapped his hands twice, slowly. Templeton wished that he hadn’t looked up at the sound. On top the filing cabinet at the same height as Joe’s head was a plastic skull. He looked like he had two heads. Before and After.
“Anything else, John?”
“We can go with strangulation according to the marks on her throat. They indicate that the killer had small hands.” Caravaggio held out his. “Mine are small. The killer’s were smaller.”
“Does that mean a small man?”
Caravaggio shook his head. “Hand size doesn’t correlate well with height and not as well as you’d think with weight. A fat man’s fingers would be broader because he’s a fat man. That’s if we assume the killer was a man. We found three anomalous hairs by the way. Light brown. Almost blond.”
“A short blond,” said Joe. “That’s not everybody.”
“That might not even be our killer,” said Templeton. “Where did you find the hairs?”
“In the bag,” said Caravaggio, waving his hand toward the lab down the hall. “The way I see it, what you’ve got going for you is that garbage bags are not generally reused. This was a Glad. Common.”
“What about prints?”
“We’re working on that,” said Caravaggio. “We have two partials off the bag, and they don’t appear to be the victim’s. It’ll be a day or so before we know if they’re good enough to be called evidence.”
“What about the victim? Was she raped?”
“Trauma, no. Sexual activity, maybe. We should have a better idea later.”
“Why do you keep saying that?” said Joe. “Tomorrow. Next week. They’ve been throwing money at this department for the last five years and all you do get is slower.”
“Slower but better,” said Caravaggio. “Maybe you’d rather go with incomplete data? Maybe you’d like to see this case kicked when it goes to trial? The victim was in the ground for about six weeks. If your killer ran, he could walk to get where he’s going.”
“You could be replaced with a cheerleader,” said Joe.
“If I worked for you,” said Caravaggio, “I’d have to be sixteen in a short skirt.”
Joe said nothing. He was close to rage, but did not enter it. With his fists tight to his side, he turned, opened the door of the office, and slammed it behind him.
“He’s sensitive about his problem,” said Caravaggio, looking at the picture of his wife, son, and three daughters that sat on his desk.
“All addicts are,” said Templeton. “They need treatment.”
“What caliber?”
* * *
When Templeton got back to his desk, he checked his phone messages and email. Nothing in either. He ran the name Emmanuel through the phone listings for the town of Polding. Nothing. He ran it for area code. Four names returned, none within seventy-five miles of Polding. Later, he would call them, trying to link back to that anonymous plea on the Web; but for now he waited.
Gwynneth Stasiak was five minutes late already, which was so uncharacteristic of the demon reporter that he thought of putting out his own missing person alert. When she did show a couple of minutes later, all she said was “Traffic.”
“You weren’t packing again?”
Gwynneth’s narrow brow crept from blonde bangs that were clumped in precise segments, like palm fronds. Two months ago, she had walked into the building with a .38 in her purse. Forgot it was there. Her weapon was confiscated and she was given a reprimand. Templeton kept the incident from her paper, which made him a friend of sorts.
“I got my piece back,” she said, as she sat on the yellow chair. “Traded it in on a bigger model. This one I can’t forget.”
“Did I ever ask you why you needed a weapon?”
“Don’t,” she said. “Just prove I haven’t come all this way for nothing.”
Templeton didn’t ask where she had come from. Pine County, their beat, covered a large area. Traffic deaths per one hundred thousand were second in the nation; homicide, rape, and armed robbery were all in the top ten.
“This is what you missed yesterday,” he said, reaching for the folder where he had put shots of the victim from the sinkhole. He passed them to Gwynneth one by one.
“Jesus Christ,” she said.
“No. He’s on Shore Road.”
“That’s funny,” she said. “This is a painting by Hieronymus Bosch.”
“Bosch?”
“Sixteenth century Dutch,” she said. “Everything he put to canvas was a version of hell. He never seemed to get tired of that. I’ve got a jigsaw puzzle at home of one of them, but this is better.”
Templeton kept passing Waite’s photographs. “They’re a little more graphic in the closer shots, but you lose the impact of the subsidence.”
“Can’t have that. But she seems so angry up close. So haunted. Who is she?”
“We’re working on that.” He passed her Waite’s unrevised facial reconstruction last. “This is kind of what she would have looked like.”
Gwynneth bombed on the sketch, though she tried hard not to show it. Twice, her lips, painted with a substance like charcoal, curled. “You want me to run this, too?”
“That could bring some help.”
“Oh, you’ll get help,” she said. “Every dirty old man in this county—and you’re talking major numbers there—is going to hit the phones. ‘Yeah, that’s her. I saw her—let’s see where did I see her—was it on Channel Nine?’ Except it might have been in his damned horny dreams.”
“C’mon, it isn’t that bad.”
She stared, trying to decide if another cop in a long list of cops was woofing her. “I realize it’s serious, Adam, but I don’t want to do this to you. You’re the only one in the department who isn’t a prick, and that includes Janet. If you tell me you have to have it—”
“Why don’t we do it like this? It’s a good story. The earth moves. The body’s revealed to a million astonished readers. It’s worth more than one short stroke. If nothing turns up on her identity by tomorrow, you run the sketch to goose things along.”
“You’re going to have something more for me by then.”
“I’m going to try.”
“Shit,” she said. “The only way this works is with Baby Jesus as a sidebar. And he’ll be gone by this afternoon.”
* * *
That turned out not to be true. By the time Templeton went to lunch, the crowd that had gathered to watch Baby Jesus in the Window was the talk of headquarters. The Hotel del Sol was in The Springs, but their police had called for assistance with crowd control. Traffic on Shore Road backed up five miles, both directions. Vehicles jammed the parking lots, none of which were public, for a mile, both directions.
And the numbers grew. Five thousand people had gathered by noon, and more afterward, though no one knew how the latecomers made their way along Shore Road. They ignored warnings from the police, waiting patiently for the visitation to reappear, which about one in the afternoon it did.
“Hixson’s there,” said Joe, who picked Templeton up at the courthouse after he had testified for the third time on a double homicide, circa 1997. The experience was so draining that he did not take the wheel from his partner.
“What’s he say?”
“He said it’s like Disneyland. The little elf comes along and tells you it’s only an hour and a half wait to watch the paint dry on Mickey’s banana. But you don’t mind. You haven’t got one thing else to do with your life.”
“Did he see it?”
“You know Hixson. He couldn’t see his Stetson hat with a periscope. He wears those dark glasses all the time so nobody knows he’s blind. Hell, he never goes to the range, and when he does, he qualifies with a Bic. Besides, his cousin’s there selling binoculars to the pilgrims.”
“But what did he say?”
Joe seemed to creep downward in the seat. “He said he saw it. Something.”
“Is that right?”
“The transmission was garbled. It sounded like ‘Oh Lord, save this poor redneck’s hairy ass.’ ”
“Heard from him again?”
“Negative. He’s with Peacocke. If they make a movie of this, those two dickheads are going to walk off into the sunset hand in hand. Hollywood likes polka dots. You see Lethal Weapon 4? Mel, and uh, Whatshisname. If they let us do shit like that, I’d wear blackface all the way down to my ass.”
* * *
When Templeton got back to his desk, the phone was ringing and Caravaggio was on the other end. “What do you have, John?”
“A zinger,” he said. “We found chloral hydrate in your victim.”
“Knockout Drops,” said Templeton. “A Mickey Finn.”
“Chloral hydrate in alcohol is known as a Mickey Finn, yeah. At least it was.”
Templeton heard his own breathing in the mouthpiece, and Caravaggio’s, too. The last thing this case needed was a time warp.“Does that make sense, John?”
“Not unless the killer watches old movies,” he said. “Real old. Chloral hydrate was replaced thirty years ago in the PDR by barbiturates.”
“So it’s a downer. A pre-downer.”
“Technically, a hypnotic,” he said. “It’s sometimes prescribed for insomnia. Or to relieve anxiety.”
“Widely available?”
“No,” he said. “But sure. Street name jellies.”
* * *
So the victim had been drugged before she was strangled. Possibly, the killer had known her well enough to have sex with her before she died. Or while she was dying. Or, think of it, afterward.
In the same scenario, he could be a stranger who dropped the load on her in a bar, apartment, house, or even a car. Templeton leaned toward a house. The depth at which she had been buried indicated that this geek had gardening tools on hand.
They would have trouble tracing the chloral hydrate. It would be available from any number of places and probably could be bought on the Internet. Templeton asked Joe to start tracking it. Strangely, his partner did not complain. He began to work the phones as if his life depended on it. As Templeton found out a few minutes later, that was true.
Captain Prothro called Templeton into his office, a strange stranded thing that stood in the center of the bullpen with all the other cubicles radiating from it like crippled satellites. Venetian blinds hung on the windows, closed to exclude witnesses.
The captain, who had politicked his way to the top, sat behind his desk like two Buddhas, the huge swell of his belly forcing serious separation and making for a clean blotter. Though not a drinker, his face had that look, the skin taut and the capillaries blue beneath the surface. His neck rose in folds of suet, like a bellows. His head was bald and intensely freckled. It was lucky that he did not have to qualify for anything but lunch, and unlucky for his subordinates that he grew more devious with every layer of fat.
“Sit down, Adam.”
Templeton sat in the chair to the left of Prothro's desk. In the other, across what seemed to be an aisle, sat Janet Garcia. As the only female detective in the unit, she always looked expectant. Her eyes were dark but bright at the core, the lids shelved above high flat cheekbones like an Indian. Her hair was dark and bright, sheeting over her shoulders when it was down. Intelligent and seasoned with more than two years in the unit, she was well built on the slim side and disciplined in her habits. Then why did Templeton not really like her? Why did he think she ate leather?
“I asked Janet to join us,” said the captain softly. “She and Wayne wrapped up that nursing home thing yesterday, but Wayne fell into a broken ankle.”
Templeton knew that. Wayne had not quite made it across a drainage ditch while pursuing a male nurse. Janet picked up Wayne, and the cars that had begun to roll picked up the euthanasiast.
“Good work.”
Janet might have been pleased, but did not show it. She would trust no one but her partner, who was in the hospital. Templeton trusted no one but his partner, who was—
“Wayne looks to be out a couple weeks, maybe more,” said Prothro. “When he comes back, we don’t know how ready he’ll be. Besides being an ace detective, Janet’s strong point is that she’s literate. She knows every machine in this place and doesn’t go out for smoke breaks every ten minutes. I asked her to serve as my deputy until Wayne tosses his crutches, but she does not consider that to be meaningful work. She wants to be back in the line of fire.”
“I understand,” said Templeton, because he did now.
“I’m wondering, Adam, if you can find meaningful work on your investigation?”
That was how cunning the son-of-a-bitch was. He never gave an order if he could avoid it. He had asked a question. The answer was safe.
“My investigation’s going nowhere until we have ID,” he said. “I don’t see the point, but if Janet thinks she can help—”
“I’m sure she can. I have a feeling about something that won’t stay buried.” Prothro got to his feet, an act that always seemed amazing. Standing, he looked like a bear on the last day before hibernation, the rest of his body surrounding his belly like an audience. “You’ll excuse me. A meeting upstairs. You can take your time getting things sorted out to your satisfaction.”
Prothro walked around Templeton’s chair, bouncing it as he passed. He turned sideways to grasp the doorknob and moved into the bullpen. Templeton couldn’t look at Janet. He watched Prothro reach the men’s room and turn into it. How did the fat bastard get near the urinal? Did he sit down on the toilet like a woman?
“Everything he said was a lie, Adam.”
“I know.”
“I think they want to move Joe out, but they want to do it slowly.”
“I’m sure.”
“How do you feel about it?”
“I’ll let you know,” he said.
* * *
Templeton left the fat captain’s office and grabbed the nearest phone, where he dialed the District Attorney’s number. When he was single, he had dated the whole office out and left behind only one known enemy. Stacey Peregrine was not the bitter one or the type. She was the best researcher of vital statistics that Templeton knew.
“A favor,” she said. “Another favor?”
“I thought we were friends.”
“We’re friends,” she said. “We’re just not joined at the hip any more.”
“The name is Beverly Apfel,” he said. “You’ll find her somewhere as a ward of the court in foster care but originally from West Virginia. I need to know her date of birth. Actual.”
“You and Ghislene thinking of adopting?”
“Correct.”
“Why do I ask?”
* * *
Joe and Templeton went to a bar on the Strip where the waitresses who were nearly naked served drinks along with the smallest and greasiest parts of chickens. Although they had never been in this place together, Templeton knew that it was where Joe found some of his trouble. All the young women had bodies by Bally. If their minds had been trained by the same machines, they would have graduated from high school. The white ruffles at their wrists, which were all they wore between their breasts and fingers, did weird things to a man’s perspective.
“Isn’t this fine?” said Joe. “An acre of hormones. Stuff. You look away, it’s gone. It’s another decade. She’s packing the kids off to school and wondering why they don’t have her smarts. All Cs, who could imagine?”
“This is your idea of a challenge.”
“You don’t ask that of a purebred stallion,” he said. “You just point him in the right direction. Unless he had a bad childhood, you sit back and collect stud fees.”
“Ever been in love, Joe?”
“Many times.” He looked at his watch. “About this time.”
“The witness is being evasive.”
“The answer is no,” he said. “I never experienced a Vulcan mind-meld either.”
“That’s the problem.”
“No, sergeant.” Joe sat back in the booth as if space around him had expanded. “The problem is Alpo.”
“As in dog food?”
“As in a can,” he said. “I tell you I was a solid citizen until I caught that case. I used to date girls like Janet. Worse than Janet. I had relationships. A woman wanted to talk, she could bore my ass off without so much as a Monica. Hell, I thought I was happy. Then I worked that case—it was before you quit the coal mines for the sun—and everything turned around. What I mean is, everything started to make sense.”
Joe hunched across the table, his big arms bent at the elbows, as if bringing in the story by force. “What happened was, this couple in The Springs used to do a little toot on the side. Recreational fare. Brings you to the next level of consciousness. In bed, too. But the recreation kind of progressed, as these things do. Pretty soon, they need to maintain all day. That brings them into contact with a one-man bad element called D-Day. As the name implies, he works the beaches, and this house is right off Baptist Pointe. Anyway, the couple comes to owe him money, and after a while, surprise, they can’t come up with the minimum monthly payment. They got an alarm system, they got two Dobermans, but when D-Day puts his mind to it, he zaps their defenses with ease. Probably, it’s a sirloin steak laced with chloral hydrate. He ties the white folk to the chairs, he tortures them a bit, but even he can see that they’re strapped before he thought of doing it. There’s practically nothing in the house but some copper pots hanging from the ceiling in the kitchen and a black-and-white TV in the bedroom. The alarm system doesn’t work because the bill hasn’t been paid. The dogs are easy because they haven’t had anything but that dry stuff in a bag for the last two months. And D-Day is pissed. Disgusted. He caps the whole family, then mosies on back to his life among the palms. What he forgets—or maybe he doesn’t—is that the dogs are going to wake up. When they do, they’re going to wonder who it is has to feed them. They’re good dogs, well trained, but after a couple days of chewing on slippers, they’re off the wall. They know they’re going to have to make choices. Hard choices. I mean, where do you start when you’re starving inside a house and the food supply is limited?”
“Alpo,” said Templeton. “Meat.”
“It was the worst thing I’ve ever seen. Our Lady of the Sinkhole was nothing compared to that.”
* * *
Templeton found himself in the men’s room staring into the urinal at a cigar that had turned black, and the white, very white deodorant puck.
He wondered what he was going to do with Janet. He could not send her home every day with case files that did not exist. And he wondered what was really wrong with Joe. The dog food thing had been shit without the stick, true to the letter of its happening but just another story. Another—
Templeton felt a flutter next to his heart as the cell phone in his suit pocket went off. He said, “Hello,” because he was off-duty. This was his private line. His private life, if he had one.
“Sergeant Adam Templeton?”
He did not recognize the woman’s voice. “Yes,” he said.
“My name’s Annabelle Hefferle. I’m calling about the message that you sent to GroundControl.”
PART II
ANNABELLE’S DREAM
CHAPTER 4
Templeton did not know what to expect from Annabelle Hefferle. She had been distant in their conversation. She said that she was from the same town as Dawn Emmanuel, a friend of the same age. Beyond that, she said nothing. Templeton felt that he risked losing the connection if he told her that a body had been found that might be her friend’s. But he did.
Silence took over the line. He began to talk, searching for a response. Could she supply the names of family? Could she come in for ID? Could she (when the silence persisted like a gong) let him have a few minutes tonight? Tomorrow?
Tomorrow, she said finally. She worked until noon, but could meet him afterward.
Polding was two hours away. Templeton drove the first hour, clearing the heavy crud, before turning the wheel over to Joe when they hit the Interstate twenty miles south of the second-best bridge on earth. He would never have done that without good reason, but he had one in the autopsy report that came in just before they left.
Several of the lab’s findings could lead to a positive ID. The dental work of the victim was distinctive, including several large fillings and two crowns. The scarab tattoo seemed to have been applied by a professional within the last year, which narrowed the time-line. The victim also had a scar that extended three centimeters along the parietal bone in her scalp.
Trace Evidence looked promising. The partial prints recovered from the garbage bag turned out better than expected. Thumb and index finger. The Techs were working on a match. They had also recovered woolen fibers from the victim’s clothing. The material came from an orange and brown rug of Middle Eastern origin. Uncommon. If Templeton could locate it, he had found the crime scene.
It was also established that the victim had sex before her death. The misaligned buttons indicated that someone might have dressed her. Traces of semen were found on her jeans, but the quantity was small and would present problems for DNA analysis.
Although the victim had died of suffocation—strangulation—the concentration of chloral hydrate was more than a sedative dose, perhaps as much as five hundred milligrams. With time to progress, it might have been lethal, though there was no absolute threshold to describe a deadly level of chloral hydrate.
Templeton closed the folder knowing that more, but probably not better, was to come. The partial prints would not be in for a while. Other trace evidence might surface in days or weeks. Additional tox screens would also take time.
He was glad that he was on his way to a distant place with a possible ID at the end. That was the important thing now.
* * *
What God had done for Polding was put it on the water. For the first century of its existence, the town sat on a hook of land that could have been driven below sea level by any whim of nature, but no natural catastrophes of any significance had visited the Sun Coast in fifty years. That was a long time.
So the town had grown with no reference but the sun. Ten miles from shore new developments were being bulldozed in a shallow band of sand and slaughtered palms. The raw tracts gave way to older developments that looked like banner ads for the tropical virtues. Closer to the center of the city began the high-speed four-lane streets that were the state’s answer to population control. The fastest food anywhere. The slowest lights. Nothing—from the chain stores to the mom-and-pops in camouflage—was other than a franchise.
Annabelle Hefferle’s house lay off the main street behind banana trees that screened a snowbird’s cottage two blocks from the water. Long and thin with one large bulge, the pieces of the house seemed haphazard, strung together in a paper clip sequence. Templeton could have guessed that his lead would answer the door from the kitchen that was also the main entrance to the house.
Annabelle peeked out the door, her fingers gripping the jamb. Her bright blue eyes and white-gold hair said that she was usually startled by life.
“Sergeant Templeton,” he said, showing his badge. “Detective Joe Davey.”
She stared at the badge and the photo as if the two did not correlate. Either she was cautious or very dense. Joe seemed to want to find out.
“You know, I’ve never seen anyone do that,” he said. “Look closely at a badge. You’re an unusual woman.”
“I think everyone might want to these days.” She kept her eyes on Joe. “I guess you can come in.”
Templeton picked up the cue, stepping back as Joe moved inside. Annabelle led them through the long narrow length of the house past two rooms until they came to a brighter space of jalousie windows and PVC furniture. This was the bulge, the Florida Room, the only place where two people could turn around, and if they were invited, sit.
“Can I get you something?”
She wanted them to say no, so they did. Templeton could tell that Joe wanted to say yes. Annabelle was a good-looking young woman within specs. Twenty-five, either side, with a bare flat stomach that slid from her tank-top into her shorts. The rest was nicely segmented, though a little raw. Her face was flawless in its features but hard in its angles, especially the cheekbones and the corners of her mouth. This was a native Floridian. An endangered species.
“We’re glad you took the time to help us,” said Templeton. “We won’t make any progress on this case until someone can identify the victim.”
“Victim,” she said in a quickly tiny voice.
“It’s murder,” said Templeton.
Annabelle blinked. “How was she killed?”
Templeton looked at Joe. It was a bad idea to give out the details of death, which might find their way to the media; but Polding was well off the Pine County beat.
“She was strangled,” said Joe, moving forward in his chair. “We’d like you to look at a sketch of the victim. If you can help us, you’d be helping her.”
“How can that help her?”
“It’ll let us deal with this in the right way. So we can put her spirit to rest.”
Every once in a while Joe said bizarre things; but Templeton had learned not to curb them. His partner sensed something in Annabelle that would respond to the spirit-plane. Templeton scanned the room for clues—a blue Virgin, a crucifix—but saw nothing until he looked at his feet. The rug that covered half the room beneath the furniture was a sand-painting. Indian. Spiritual.
Annabelle moved forward in her plastic chair. “That was part of it,” she said. “Why I put the notice on the Web site.”
“You sensed that something bad had happened,” said Joe without sarcasm.
She nodded, embarrassed.
“It’s OK,” said Joe. “We come across this more than you think. And more than we like to talk about. It’s usually found in relatives—people with the same blood—but sometimes in close friends. It's like there’s a connection that can’t be broken. Or doesn’t want to be.”
Joe had begun the seduction of Annabelle with grotesque lies put forth with incredible sincerity. She was buying. Her body language was direct and responsive.
“I think it can’t be,” she said.
Joe nodded. “If the bond is strong enough.”
“But it is crazy,” she said, asking for agreement.
“Who knows?” said Joe. “All we can say is it’s there. I have to tell you the truth, we don’t particularly like it. The courts hate it. But if we discount it, we’re fools.”
“You’re a strange kind of cop,” she said.
“I try to be.”
“You don’t seem like you’d bust someone for two peyote buttons.”
There it was, thought Templeton. She had probably spent the morning shipping her stash to a friend’s house. Who would that be with her good friend Dawn missing?
“That’s not what we do,” said Joe quietly. “We’re homicide police. We look for killers, Annabelle.”
She smiled. “Her full name is Carlotta Dawn Emmanuel. She was my best friend from eighth grade until she went away to school.”
Templeton made his first note. This was Joe’s interview now, and someone had to get the facts down. When his partner began to fumble on the table, Templeton pulled the sketch from the folder face-down, and handed it to him.
“What we’d like to know,” said Templeton, “is if Dawn had any distinguishing marks on her body. Tattoos. Scars.”
Annabelle looked at Templeton as if he might be all right now, Doctor Watson, a friend of the great man. “Dawn wasn’t a tattoo person. She wasn’t a girlie either. Something in between.”
Not a tattoo person. Templeton felt the two hours to Polding like asphalt circles of hell. The only thing that might save this long drive was the fact that the tattoo was recent. Annabelle might not be aware that Dawn had decided to go for body art.
“How about scars?”
“None that I know of. Except—” Annabelle touched her hair as she moved her hand to the left, then right, and stopped approximately in the middle of her skull. “There was a scar under her hair. It was practically invisible, but she showed it to me once.”
“Right about there?” said Templeton, touching his head. “Do you remember it? Was it broad, like a gash? Thin, like a slice?”
“Like a slice. Long and thin. It was an old scar, something from her childhood. She didn’t even remember how she came by it. She said her mother must have dropped her on her head. But she couldn’t remember that—or much of her mother.”
“She didn’t remember her mother?”
“Not really,” said Annabelle. “Her father, either. Dawn’s grandmother raised her from the time she could remember.”
“Here?”
“Over at the end of Pelican Point,” she said. “The place is still there. Her grandmother’s. I think it’s still on the market.”
Another note. And something to follow up. Templeton gave Joe the momentum look. His partner took it in and turned the sketch over to show Waite’s best effort.
“Do you recognize her?”
Dawn Emmanuel's friend took her time looking at the sketch. She ran her finger over the long dark hair, which seemed to give her some confidence, or worry. “The hair’s different,” she said. “Dawn had bangs. But if she changed it—”
“It’s her?”
“The mouth isn’t right,” she said. “I don’t know. I suppose the people who draw these things aren’t Picasso.”
“That’s a fact,” said Templeton. “But do you recognize her?”
She cocked her head. “Don’t you have pictures?”
“We have pictures. It’s just that she was in the ground for a while.”
Annabelle stared at the folder. “This is like taking poison. I think I really have known for a while. Ever since Christmas, I’ve been having dreams of Dawn.”
Templeton wasn’t about to step into that one.
“Can you remember the dreams?” asked Joe.
Annabelle looked at Joe to be sure he wasn’t playing her. “When I see her, she’s somewhere near the beach. At least I think so. I mean I understand that. She’s got a backpack. It’s always daylight and I can smell flowers. She’s walking in front of some buildings. They’re modular, like condos, but odd-looking. A lot of L shapes.”
“Ls,” said Joe. “The buildings?”
“Yes. Sometimes the long parts of the L are upright. Sometimes they’re the base.”
“But she’s alive,” said Joe, “in the dream.”
Annabelle thought about that. She had faintly puttied ridges around her eyes that gave new meaning to the word conflicted. That was surely what happened when a Floridian went into sand-paintings and peyote. Dreams, after all, were dreams.
She put her hand out as if treating with a dangerous dog. “Let me see the pictures,” she said.
That was a mistake for Annabelle but a break for the cops. She saw something she knew among all that junk in that crater. When she got to the closer shots, she was already crying, rocking back and forth, raining down on Joe.
* * *
They spent another hour with Annabelle, hitting her with tranquilizers from her purse and gathering information. The take was good at filling in the background of Dawn Emmanuel, but not much use in determining what had caused her death.
Traumatic Event was the best that Templeton could manage. Dawn had returned from UFT to be with her only close relative, who died around Thanksgiving. Her mother and father were a long time dead. Her grandfather was more recently deceased but still a ways back. Mid-Eighties, Annabelle thought.
She said that Dawn was upset by her grandmother’s death about eight and a half on a scale of ten. Etta Lambeau was old but not in bad health until the end, which came pretty quick. Dawn returned from school to be with her, but it wasn’t more than a couple of days before her grandmother died.
That was a shock, but Annabelle did not know if it had caused her friend to lose the control that was one of her major characteristics. “But guess it did,” she said. “I saw her the day before she left. She was still upset.”
“Sad? Or angry?”
“Both, I think. Anger’s a phase of grief. My father died last year, so I know. At first, there’s numbness. Then you start thinking about what’s fair. And death isn’t.”
Templeton could think of cases where that was untrue. Often, but not always, they were drug-related. “Was Dawn into shared hallucinatory experiences?”
“She’d done some things, but who hasn’t?” Annabelle shook her head. “It wasn’t a problem.”
“Were you worried about her when she left?”
“Not really. The only thing she said that you could call strange is when I asked her what she had for plans. She said she was going to get into raising the dead.”
“What did she mean by that?”
“I didn’t ask,” she said. “I thought it was grief-processing. Denial comes first. The whole thing takes time. It’s really a journey through time.”
Templeton was beginning to think this interview was, too. He veered to keep to the point. “When did you first think Dawn was missing?”
“I don’t remember exactly,” said Annabelle as she stared at her bitten nails. “She didn’t call me much from school, but we used to email. And IM. I could tell when she was on-line. After she left, she was never on-line. Not once.”
Email was good and left a trail. IMs—Instant Messages—were vapor that could not be traced. Still, a computer was a storage place for a lot of different things.
“She had a machine at school?”
“A laptop.”
“What kind?”
“Toshiba, I think.”
“I’ll need her address there.”
“1322 Baker Road. It’s just a house in a plat off-campus. She took it with another girl a couple of semesters ago, but they didn’t get along. She spent most of her time at her boyfriend’s place. It was nicer, and she seemed to think he was a lot nicer.”
“Name?”
“Gunnar Meinhof. He’s Dutch. A grad assistant in Computer Sciences.”
“Have you talked to him?”
“Once,” she said. “He wasn’t helpful. He said they’d broken up even before she came home.”
“So he didn’t notice if she’d returned?”
“What he said.”
But that was something to look at. UFT was a good hour and a half from where the body had been found. Not an outrageous distance, and absolutely nothing to a college student. What bothered Templeton was that if someone were looking to bury a kill, he would not leave the area around UFT and travel halfway down and across state to do the work. Joe might have been right when they first saw the body in the sinkhole. A long party ending at the shore. And something gone wrong.
“We’ll probably want to get back to you later,” he said. “What’s the best time?”
“After six,” she said to Joe.
* * *
“We still have a cold, cold case,” said Joe. “We moved from the North Pole to the Bering Straits, that’s all.”
Templeton coasted to the red light where the main drag crossed Bull Run Boulevard. He felt an odd confidence about the solution of this murder, but he was glad that he didn’t have to explain why.
“One thing at a time,” he said. “If you don’t stop that negative noise, I’m going for Janet.”
“You’ll get more pussy from me,” said Joe. “Talk about cold and black-hearted. Remember that gimme we caught in Boomtown last year? The one with the knife three inches deep in the guy’s chest and his big dick in the dish rack?”
“Vaguely.”
“Janet rolled on that, too. She gets there, you know what she does? She picks up two used tea bags from the sink and she puts them on each side of his hammer. ‘Now, it’s museum quality,’ she says.”
“She’s got a sense of humor.”
“Women with a sense of humor like that are dangerous.”
“Safety first. Is that why you like them young?”
“Now you see how it is,” he said. “I like them young because they’re young. Unspoiled, as it were.”
“Unspoiled by what?”
“Time,” he said.
“I’m glad we had this talk, Joe. It’s given me insight into your character.”
“I have one,” he said. “It’s just never meant to grow old.”
* * *
Templeton dropped Joe at The Oral Consultancy to pick up the victim’s records from the dentist whose name Annabelle had supplied. They would meet later at Government Center, which was four blocks up the same and only real street in Polding.
The clock atop the optical water-fountain at the Center said it was ten till three when Templeton parked in a slot reserved for city police. He had been surprised to learn that Polding had an independent force. All over the state, Sheriff’s departments were folding local police into their jurisdictions. It said something about Polding that its department had held out against the future.
Templeton was shown into the Chief’s office with less than a five-minute wait. He could tell right away that he had a throwback in Leslie Applewhite. The head of law enforcement in Polding had hands as big as feet, a Dirty Harry holster and a back cache for his speed-loader, hand-tooled boots worth three days of Templeton’s pay, a head of quarter-inch iron-gray hair, and a down-home manner that was never out of fashion with rednecks of any age.
“Adam Templeton, Chief. Pine County Homicide.”
Leslie Applewhite got to his feet in one long gather. He was a big man, six-three, two-seventy. The hand he gave to Templeton was the slipperiest thing that detective had felt in a while.
“I do know where you parked,” he said. “It cost me a peck of new potatoes to get that slot set aside for Captain Francis LaTrelle. He’s my commander Robbery, Vice.”
“Comes in twice a week?”
“That’s funny,” he said. “But all that tells me is you’re a cop. I’d feel a lot better if I knew what you were doing in my town.”
“Interviewing a young woman,” said Templeton, as he took a seat and the chief angled back in his swivel chair. “She’s not involved in criminal activity. It’s just ID.”
“Subject dead and gone?”
“For a while.”
“Then I’m baffled,” he said. “What do you expect me to contribute to your dead and gone investigation?”
“I wanted to let you know we were around,” said Templeton. “A courtesy.”
“Accepted.”
“And I wondered—”
“Right, you did.”
“If you knew a young woman who lived on Pelican Point. Dawn Emmanuel. Twenty-five. Went to UFT. Raised by her grandmother, Etta Lambeau.”
“This is your victim?”
“We’re sure.”
Chief Applewhite went back in his chair for a spell, but never removed his eyes from Templeton. He was trying to recall every fact about the house on Pelican Point and its occupants, and, simultaneously, how he could horn in on Pine County jurisdiction.
“Dawn Emmanuel,” he said in a vacant tone. “I get nothing from the pull-down menus. But Etta Lambeau. Now that was a piece of work.”
Templeton waited for the oracle of Sarasota County to make its way to him. He had learned one thing in his professional life: that nothing was irrelevant to murder. The first detective he had worked with in homicide told him that motivation was meaningless when hunting a killer. The second said that lab work would get you bonus points toward a conviction every other year. But Templeton’s clearance rate was eighty-seven percent.
“I’m trying to recall when I first ran across that woman,” said the chief. “Must have been twenty years ago. She moved down here from upstate. Some place where they sell pink grapefruit from roadside stands. That, and fruit with hair on it. She brought her good and bad habits with her. Number One was her new-time religion.”
“She was what, a preacher?”
“I never figured out the what,” he said. “There’s tax advantages to calling yourself a church, and it seemed like that was the idea. No one around here even knew what Etta’s version of God was all about for a while. The Church of the Confessors did not exist in any form except the airwaves. Out there, she called herself Sister Grace. Once a week forty-six weeks a year, Etta’d fly low in her reincarnated form from a radio station over by Lauderdale.” The chief peered at the sergeant. “I guess I don’t have to tell you that the East Coast is called the Gold Coast. The reason is that what you have there is the greatest concentration of millionaires found in any place on this earth.”
Templeton had his notes out. “Sounds like an operation.”
“Sounds like,” he said. “But what you basically had over there was an antenna hoisted on a patch of dry swampland near Plantation. Hell, I could have put up the money for half an hour a week and still had enough for Cuban cigars. But I quit smoking.”
“So her overhead was low,” said Templeton. “What about the profit?”
“I would say moderate, Sergeant. One reason I say that is we never had much in the way of complaints from the, uh, flock. Except for one old man—he’s a Jew from Coral Gables, if I remember—nobody ever raised a fuss about Etta.”
“But she did solicit money?”
“Isn’t that the idea?” He held his hands out as if to be filled. “What Etta’d do, she’d read these confessions over the air. Robbery-embezzlement, incest-rape, murder—always some secret from the past. The idea was that once you got those items off your chest, you felt better. The whole world north of Key West could share the experience and be uplifted.”
“Just as an impression, the scam sounds pretty good,” said Templeton, who had worked vice, among other things, in Pennsylvania. “I see some potential for blackmail.”
“That was the queer thing.” The chief cruised forward in his chair. “Not even the Jew said she tried to squeeze him. Said his wife hadn’t spoken to him from the grave, as requested, and he was exercised about that, but Etta apparently ran no blackmail on his old bones. Either she was righteous about that, or she made up the whole kettle of sins on a weekly basis. I tend toward the latter. The woman had an imagination.”
“You knew her, I take it.”
“Sure,” he said. “This wasn’t a big town till last year. But they lived out on the Point, and they kept pretty much to themselves. We had some words about the insane Hebrew, and a few more when her husband died, but otherwise it was just here and there we ran across each other. The part about the imagination is something I sensed. It’s the eyes, Sergeant. I guess you know that.”
Yes. After a while, it was easy to sense that energy. It showed best in the eyes, but it was not as simple as color or brightness, and it was never a sometime thing. The person who was on was always on. That kind of magnetism seemed right for the grandmother of a woman whose corpse would not stay down.
“You said you had some words with Etta Lambeau after her husband died?”
“That didn’t amount to anything much, though it went on for longer than I liked,” he said. “Lambeau was from Louisiana. Cajun. Not remarkable in any way you can think of. He was just this fuckhead that used to drive over to Hialeah, sometimes to the frontons, and lose his ass. There was enough money from the church business to do that, but not a hell of a lot more. No, the money spout didn’t turn on till after he died.”
“Insurance?”
“That could be, but have you ever heard of a Cajun took out a policy on his life?” The chief shook his head. ‘Some more immediate part of his body, I’d think.”
“But he wouldn’t have to,” said Templeton. “She—Etta—might have.”
“You got an idea there.”
“If that’s when the money began to flow.”
Chief Applewhite nodded. “Absolutely. It was convenient, because about that time Etta went into retirement from the business of saving souls from the scourge of their conscience. Maybe that Louisiana hot sauce meant more to her than I imagined.”
“How did Lambeau die?”
“Henri—that’s not his name and by God if I remember it—was on his way back from Miami one night, barreling across Alligator Alley, which as I’m sure you know had earned the name long before then. This was about the time Ronald Reagan fired the Air Traffic Controllers and had us all flying in the blind, so I guess the stupid bastard had an excuse for going that far off the highway and burying his ass in ten feet of Everglades muck. Took six weeks to find him and a day and a half to dig him out.”
“Henri,” said Templeton, using the French pronunciation that the chief had used.
“You’ll have to check that name,” he said. “I seem to be blocked.”
That might be significant. Templeton was sure this big political man remembered everything that had happened in this place for the past—
“How long have you been chief?”
“Sixteen years. Mayors come and go, but Leslie Applewhite—”
“Maintains.”
“I do hope you have no objection?”
“I have nothing but thanks.”
“You’re a pleasant young man,” he said. “I find it hard to believe that you’re a key member of Hank MacBaren’s murder police.”
“I’ll keep your informed on the progress of my investigation, Chief.”
“Yes, you will.”
“As long as you tell me who’s the executor of Etta Lambeau’s estate.”
He got to his feet. “Harvey Blinder. Lawyer. Office is just down the street.”
“Does he owe you anything, Chief?”
“His life. Couple other things.”
* * *
Harvey Blinder was less than an ace-of-trump criminal attorney. By the plaques on his wall—and Templeton had time to read them—Blinder had graduated from a college in Georgia and taken his law degree from a university in Nevada. The names of the schools were unfamiliar. Make that obscure. The graduation dates put Blinder in his fifties, which meant that his professional life mirrored the boom-times on the Sun Coast. He was known, according to the Chief, to have specialties in real estate, simple divorce, and trusts. In Florida, those were massive growth areas. Competence did not matter.
“At least we know he ain’t in court,” said Joe. “He’d have to ask directions to find the building.”
“We might want to. The land records could be interesting. Or probate.”
“Interesting. Adam, what are we doing, writing a biography?”
“Some of the answers are in Polding. If Dawn didn’t go back to school, why not? Did she leave town under her own power or with an escort?”
“Let’s see—” Joe held out his hand and used his fingers to walk his sarcasm. “You think she was kidnapped by party or parties unknown, driven a hundred miles through the worst traffic in the country, so they could scrub her in the only place in the state where Mother Nature would throw her up like a bad meal.”
“You want a wider net?” asked Templeton. “Go out to the car and start running plates and registration on Dawn Emmanuel. Call Janet. Get her on voter’s reg, credit records, bank search, the works.”
“I like Janet doing it,” said Joe. “Anal retentives—they’re fantastic with detail.”
Joe left Templeton wondering how his partner could be so right about women—how he had Janet down with one stroke—and could be in such trouble with them. But that might be the answer. Knowing how to work the angles got him there.
Things started to move about the time the expensive mahogany door closed behind Joe. The receptionist—a barely feminine retiree in bifocals—called Templeton and told him that Mister Blinder would see him now. She led him down a hallway padded in thick carpet and heavy wallpaper to the only door, which she opened.
Harvey Blinder, a short bald man with dark-rimmed glasses, stood behind a mahogany desk that was stacked in every inch with file folders and reams of loose papers. The floor was stacked with the overflow, some piles rising above the desk. The ledge of the bay window was stacked so high with paper that it blocked the light. The seats of the two chairs were stacked with paper. Templeton had no thought of sitting. He had trouble approaching the desk, reaching across it, and grasping the hand that was offered.
“Sergeant, I understand you’re from upstate.”
“Pine County. I’m with Homicide.”
Blinder dropped Templeton’s hand quickly. “I wasn’t aware. Jeralyn’s always behind the curve. My Thursday girl. Part-time.”
He could afford better, thought Templeton. He could spring for two secretaries, a scanner to shrink the piles of papers, and probably a slave. Harvey Blinder was either the most disorganized lawyer on the planet, or the cheapest.
“I understand that you’re the executor of Etta Lambeau’s estate.”
“Who told you that?”
“Chief Applewhite.” Templeton stared at Blinder, then at the heavily laden chair on the right. “He said you’d be happy to cooperate with my investigation.”
“I see,” he said quickly. “Well, sit down. Just throw those on the floor.”
Templeton did that, though hard-pressed to find a space. He put the stack of papers cross-wise on the stack of paper on the floor to his right. That seemed to be how the filing system worked. Or didn’t.
“You’ll have to explain this before we proceed,” he said. “Etta Lambeau was not murdered. At least not to my knowledge. And if she was, it happened in this county.”
“Do you have reason to believe she might have been?”
“Absolutely not,” he said. “She was an old woman with a heart condition.”
“She died where?”
“In Room 212 at County Hospital early on November 28th,” he said. “I wasn’t there at the time, but I found out shortly afterward.”
“No autopsy was done, I take it?”
“No reason,” he said.”
“There may not be any now. We don’t know yet. Tell me, how did you find out that Mrs. Lambeau had died?”
“Her granddaughter told me.”
“Dawn Emmanuel.”
Blinder had thick lenses. They seemed to tunnel back, making double images of his eyes, neither of which was readable. “Yes,” he said.
“Are you well acquainted with her?”
“I know her,” he said. “I’ve handled most of her grandmother’s legal matters. Is this—” Blinder hesitated. “Does this concern Dawn?”
Templeton used present tense in referring to the victim to see if Blinder revealed anything, but that was a dead hope. Dealing with lawyers was like dealing with convicts. They were practiced liars even when they were bad lawyers. Templeton figured he might have a small chance with shock.
“Dawn Emmanuel was murdered. Her body was discovered in our jurisdiction.”
Blinder tugged his glasses and sat down in his chair. “How? My God, who?”
“We’re trying to find out. It might help if you told me when you saw her last.”
Blinder calculated slowly. “It was a couple of days, I think three, after her grandmother’s death,” he said, coming to the place where he wanted to stop.
“What was the reason she came to see you?”
“I should call the Chief,” he said.
“Please, do.”
Blinder stared at the phone for long seconds before he reached for a paperweight of pink brain coral. He bounced it from hand to hand as if it were the better part of his mind. “I shouldn’t say more, but I suppose there’s no harm in telling you now. She was here to receive the proceeds from the trust.”
“The trust meant she didn’t have to go through probate.”
“Yes, but it wasn’t Etta’s trust,” he said. “It was Dawn’s. She received an income from it—three or four thousand a year—until she reached the age of twenty-five—or upon her grandmother’s death. Then she received it all. But if you think Dawn had anything to do with hurrying Etta along, you’re wrong. She turned twenty-five the month before Etta died. I liquidated the assets to prepare for the transfer. The timing was coincidental.”
Templeton would settle for coincidence now. “What was the trust worth?”
“It was small,” he said. “Between eighty and eighty-five thousand dollars.
Small. These people. “And she left with that?”
Blinder nodded.
“How was the money given to her?”
“A check,” he said.
“Do you have the canceled?”
“The account was invested in stocks and mutual funds,” he said. “The check was issued by the brokerage house on SunSouth Bank. They’d have the canceled.”
Templeton circled his note. If the victim had cashed the check after leaving Polding, that might tell him where she had gone. It might be near the place where she ended.
“What was her forwarding address?”
“I assumed she was going back to U,” he said. “I can give you that one.”
“I have it,” said Templeton. “The problem is that she didn’t seem to return there. Do you have any idea where she went when she left Polding?”
Blinder placed the paperweight back on the desk. “I recall that she mentioned a boyfriend. Wouldn’t it be ironic if something happened to her at school? Etta was always careful about Dawn’s education. She didn’t trust the public schools here—or anywhere. For several years, she had Dawn enrolled in home study. Only when Dawn got older did Etta agreed to change. Dawn wanted to mix with other children. From that point, about junior high, she went to school in Polding.”
Which was about the time she met Annabelle. Templeton wondered what kind of girl would have become her friend. The Dawn Emmanuel he was hearing about—a child who had been mainstreamed late—seemed like a good fit.
“Was that about the time her grandfather died?”
“Yes. A little after.”
“The gambler.”
Blinder smiled as if he were reminiscing. “Max was a strange man, but he wasn’t just a gambler. He used to go to the tracks and collect hard-luck stories. Etta broadcast them. I guess you know about that?”
“Some.”
“How it was, Max provided the basic design, and Etta embroidered on it. When he died, she lost her blueprints.”
“But came into some money.”
“It was a big policy that gave Etta a retirement and funded Dawn’s trust.”
“Doesn’t sound much like a gambler.”
“That was Etta’s idea. She knew why gamblers kept their money in the dresser.”
“She was the sole beneficiary?”
“Correct.”
“He had no relatives?”
“None that I know of.”
“And Etta?”
“She might have a cousin somewhere, but not that I could tell.”
“I wonder if Dawn had a place to go where she knew someone.”
“Beyond me,” he said. “You might check at UFT.”
Templeton planned to, and he didn’t want to waste time asking Blinder questions that he couldn’t answer. There was one thing he might know.
“The Chief said that the family came from upstate. Where?”
“I’m not sure I ever knew,” said Blinder in a tone that he had not used before. “In any case, it’s not something I should speak to.”
Then it was probably important. Templeton wondered what leverage he could apply to Blinder, but could think of nothing except an appeal to his pride, if that existed.
“Etta’s dead. Her granddaughter was murdered. She seems to have no relatives, and you have no one to shield. Etta set up the trust. You grew it. Someone’s probably enjoying that money now. He’s probably the one who killed her.”
Blinder picked up the paperweight again. He held it in both hands. “Actually, I don’t even think it’s important. But it stays in my mind because it was the first thing that Etta asked me to do for her. And that was to change Dawn’s name.”
“What was her real—her original—name?”
“I don’t remember.” Blinder gazed off toward the northwest corner of the room, where the mounds of paper were thickest. “It was a long time ago.”
He rose from his chair, took two steps, and stopped before a pot of begonias that hung from a braided rope in front of the bay window. He stared at one stack of paper that looked older than most, covered with powdered dirt, sloughed flowers and leaf rot, then suddenly made a move on it.
“Here it is,” he said, holding up some pages that were stapled together. “I know you won’t believe it, but I never misplace anything.”
CHAPTER 5
Carlotta Dawn Emmanuel had been born Helen Diaglesh. Her date of birth was October 22, 1974. Place of birth: Deland, Florida. Her mother’s maiden name was Teresa Lambeau, deceased, May 12, 1978. The father, Kenneth Diaglesh, was also deceased, September 25, 1975.
No place of residence had been given for Helen Diaglesh, who was four years old when she came to reside in Polding. The petition had been made on Helen’s behalf by her grandparents, Etta and Max Lambeau. Their attorney, T. Harvey Blinder, had applied to the county court for the change. Chancery Judge Daniel Bowie approved it, apparently unconcerned that the document was incomplete. The form requested that the place where the petitioner had resided since birth should be supplied, if known. In a small town, where the lawyer and judge golfed together, one omission was not hard to get around. A word in chambers, or the hallway, would do. Why was the question.
“Cosmetics,” said Joe. “The old woman’s a religious freak, she doesn’t like the way Diaglesh rolls off the tongue. She called herself Sister Grace, didn’t she? Maybe she wants her granddaughter to sound like she came from Alpha Centauri.”
“That’s not the way I read it.”
“You never agree with the obvious, Adam. It’s a trait that doesn’t speak well of your character. Everything’s got to be a conspiracy.”
“Why change her name except to obscure her past? It was done to keep something from her. That girl’s body wasn’t the only thing that was buried.”
“That’s why we’re going out there?” said Joe. “You’re going to put your hand on the family bible, make contact?”
“Why not? There seems to be a lot of early death among these people. The father. The mother. The grandfather. The granddaughter. The auras should be thick.”
“Auras don’t come by the board foot, partner. They come in colors. If you see someone in black, starting running. That means he’s dead.”
“I see you that way, Joe. I see Janet in fuzzy pink.”
Before Joe could reply, Templeton took a hairpin turn at the end of the concrete road that had been built to provide access to the feeder roads that fanned out from the developments. These grew thicker the closer they came to Pelican Point. Each entrance had a fanciful name that was not fanciful enough to prevent confusion. Pelican Mews. Pelican Estates. West Point Estates. The Landing at the Point. Lands End.
“You want my opinion, Adam?”
“Depends.”
“Let’s leave this for the dead. Tell the Chief to pay T. Harvey Blinder an informal visit. He should piss in that scumbag’s ear, and when his brains come out the other side, screen for truth cells.”
“You’d have to screen the Chief first,” said Templeton. “This was a small town until last year. The lawyers, the lawmen, and the city council—they’d play poker at the Chief’s house on Friday night. If I know Blinder, he always lost. Deliberately. He’s one of those people who knows his limitations—and uses them. Harvey knows more than he’s telling about the Lambeaus. I want to see that trust check. I’d like to compare the signature with Dawn’s.”
“We’re not calling her the victim?”
“I like her name.”
Templeton felt Joe staring at him. “Don’t worry, Adam. We’ll get the signature from her driver’s license. If I know Janet, she pulled the records already. She’ll sleep with them under her pillow and have a wet dream.”
Fifty yards ahead, the brick, stone, and wooden walls that enclosed the developments ended in a thick drift of tropical vegetation. Following the shoreline, which snaked back on an inlet, Templeton made another sharp turn, this time left. He caught a glimpse of the water just before he entered a driveway of hard-packed sand. Abruptly, he stopped the Crown Vic behind a beautifully restored BMW. Chinese red. '71, maybe.
The real-estate agent, a sandy-haired man in his forties, got out of his car as they got out of theirs. Spry, wearing a herringbone sports coat, he had his hand out as if for a quick sale. “Larry Merkins,” he said with the mulching accent that Templeton recognized as Western Pennsylvanian.
“Sergeant Adam Templeton. Detective Joe Davey.”
“Out of town police?”
“Yes, sir. Do you have the keys?”
“I’ll let you in,” he said, smiling big like some citizens did for cops. “I know this isn’t my business, but it’s my responsibility.”
The house that they approached from the left would not have passed in any of the Landings. That might have made a tough sale for Merkins, but Templeton liked the staggered fruit trees, and the way the lawn swept down to the one-craft dock, and the feeling in the air as dusk crept in from the water. The house was frame and stucco, six rooms. Striped cloth awnings hung down over the windows. A tin roof. Right there was one of the best sounds in the world on a rainy night. A porch ran the length of the front with an old wooden glider that creaked from the ceiling.
When Merkins stepped onto the porch, he took the key from his pocket and pulled back the screen door. For a second, Templeton thought he was hearing the sound of the glider in flight, but this was no creak. It was a brittle splash and a small crash. Merkins was looking down at glass at his feet with the key still in his hand.
“I sense a break in,” said Joe.
The front door had three side panels of glass. The mid-panel nearest the lock had been shattered, and the door swung inward when Joe put his foot to it.
Templeton went in behind, although he could feel that no one was about. The air had been shut off and the heat from the day hung in the closed rooms. Nothing moved—not even the dust in Joe’s wake.
The front room had the look of a living room that had been gradually abandoned. A coffee table. Three chairs tilted toward the TV shelved on top the low entertainment center. Off to the right was a parlor, call it a family room, of the oldest kind. Harder chairs. A doily on the tea table.
Both rooms were visible and neither had been visibly searched. Templeton nodded to Joe. His partner moved down the hallway that led out from the middle-left of the living room. Templeton followed. One, two, three doors. Bedrooms. Joe took the first and the bathroom along the same side, Templeton the other two.
The first was dead space, maybe a guest room. Max could have stayed there on those nights after he lost at the track. Templeton checked the closet before moving back down the hallway to the last room on the left. It was more interesting because it had been the private place of a girl. Not a woman quite. The stuffed toys said so.
Templeton saw no sign of things having been tossed, and the closets did not seem to have been disturbed. If anything had been stolen, it was not obvious. He left the room thinking that all the fenceable items in the house—the televisions, VCR, the various stereo components—seemed intact.
He met Joe coming out of the bathroom, who said, “Nothing.” They went back into the living room, where Merkins held his post north of the Lazy Boy.
“When was the last time the place was shown, Larry?”
“We haven’t had much interest lately,” he said. “If these older houses don’t go right away, they tend to hang on for a while. I think Juliana, one of the girls in the office, had somebody out a couple of weeks ago.”
“Looks like kids,” said Joe. “They busted the window, then panicked.”
The odds said Joe was right. Most break-ins in the ’burbs—and Pelican Point was that now—were done by teenagers scrounging money for drugs. Another possibility was someone who knew what he was looking for, got in and got out. But what could he have been after?
“You’ve had problems in this area?”
“Not that I know of,” said Merkins. “We don’t have that many kids in the developments. The Landing is an over fifty-five, and the Mews is so steep up front that most young couples can’t get in.”
“We’re going to look around. If you want to leave the key—”
“I’ll stay,” he said.
Templeton would have liked to be alone, which was the way you wanted to be when you had no clue. It was nearly dark, but the lights worked. The phone, no. There was no phone anywhere. He checked the walls in the living room for jacks and found one behind the entertainment center. A space on the top shelf was still outlined faintly in dust.
“Larry, who took the phone out?”
“I don’t know.”
“When did you see this one last?”
He shook his head. “It was an answering machine, too.”
Not a big-time theft. But why would someone lift it? Were they trying to make things disappear? If they wanted something on the machine, they could have erased the numbers and removed the tape. Unless it was digital.
“Was the phone new? The unit?”
“Yes,” said Merkins. “It was stubby and round.”
“Do you think any of your people got it?”
“I doubt it,” he said. “The line had been disconnected, but still—”
“I’ll check Dawn’s room,” said Templeton to Joe. “Take the other bedrooms.”
He went back down the hall to the bedroom that he had entered briefly. Dawn’s had newer furniture than any in the house, art on the wall, and fewer but younger clothes in the closet. He started there, trying to find something in the drawers or the several small boxes that would tell him how she had come to be where she was found. And if anything had been disturbed.
No luck on the intruder, but Templeton found a shoebox filled with canceled checks. They all seemed fairly old, but could be useful for her signature, and a start on tracking her habits.
The rest of the closet was a blank. Old running shoes, sandals, and clothes that looked out of date even to Templeton. An ancient Underwood typewriter. A bumper sticker pasted on the back of the door that said: “Of All The Things I’ve Lost, It’s My Mind I Miss The Most.”
Templeton was beginning to like Dawn, even though the rest of the room was as terse as the slogan. The yield from the four-drawer dresser was so slim that it could have come from a motel room—a sweater, undergarments, socks, and a pair of jeans so spotted and worn that they looked like painting gear. Dawn had not lived here for a while and might have spent her summers elsewhere, too. What could be expected from a twenty-five year-old with trust income?
The nightstand was an unusual piece, maple with teak trim, two drawers. The top one held nothing of interest—used cosmetics, match books from restaurants, and a sewing book—but the second deeper drawer seemed to push its contents into Templeton’s face for no reason he could think of.
On one side lay a pile of instruction books for appliances that were mostly absent, along with several thin catalogues. They were the usual things for a young woman, Eddie Bauer for outdoors, Victoria’s Secret for inner spaces, until Templeton came to the thing that was not expected. That was a catalogue for a gun shop called Payload.
It was current. He could tell from the wares. Payload sold exotic items that Sears and the Sports Authority did not stock. After scanning the catalogue, Templeton closed it and leafed the pages, trying to see where it would like to come to rest.
One page was slightly fatter, as if it had been folded back. Marked. Lodged in the spine was a receipt that seemed interesting. More. It was a shock. Dawn Emmanuel, on the morning of November 25, 2000, had purchased at Payload, for cash, a Lady Smith.
It was a small-frame .38 caliber revolver, five shots, light on recoil but with enough power to do serious harm. The market was the more fashion-conscious sex. The latest models were laser-engraved on the frame and available with custom carry cases and special grips in a variety of materials.
Designer death. Instant empowerment.
Templeton took the sequence from the top again. Dawn had come home from UFT to be with her dying grandmother. While here, she bought a pistol. She paid for it on November 25, the day before Thanksgiving. She had to wait to take possession of the weapon, three days by law. With the holiday intervening, she could not have gotten the Lady Smith until the 30th of November, which was about the same day that she had seen Harvey Blinder and accepted the proceeds from the liquidation of her trust.
Money and artillery. Dawn’s actions were strange, but had some logic. Her only relative, her link to the past, was leaving her. She would soon be very much alone in the world with a “small” amount of money. That might have turned her mind to self-defense.
Except that Templeton didn’t believe it. Everything seemed logical but nothing was right. Dawn might have been upset, but grief did not turn to packing iron without a reason. Carrying a wad of money, she might have felt the need for protection, but that’s what banks were for. Practically the first thing she had done once she was home was put up cash for an equalizer.
Templeton’s thought was this: Etta Lambeau had told her granddaughter something that caused her to feel vulnerable. That feeling, and the decision that resulted from it, led to her death.
* * *
“What the hell are you going so fast for?” said Joe. “It makes me nervous. You don’t have the gift for reckless driving.”
“This place is open until eight-thirty. The guy has to give us access to his records during normal business hours. If we’re five minutes late, he’ll tell us to get bent.”
“With a howitzer?”
“A padlock.”
“I hope we get something worth the trouble,” said Joe. “Those bedrooms were a zip for me. Some old statements from the trust, some brokerage statements, some mutual funds. You know that old lady hit Janus Twenty right in the ass?”
“Where’d you find them?”
“A little filing cabinet in the master,” he said. “The only thing I caught that fits the intruder theory was a couple of the index folders stuffed upside down inside the hanging folders. But who knows? It might have been Etta having trouble with her bifocals.”
“That’s it?”
“I found the family album. Up close and personal, but I don’t know who’s who.”
They would sort that out later. By the street numbers, the gun and ammo shop would come up soon on the left. Like everything commercial in Polding, Payload was on the main street, but this outlet for the right of citizens to bear arms lay on the other side of town, toward the Gulf and the next population center north. Templeton couldn’t remember the name of that town until the signs began picking it up as Parrot Head. Only when they had gone a good ten miles from Pelican Point did their destination, lit by green neon, come into view across the median lined with cabbage palms.
“Look at that place,” said Joe. “It’s a damned bunker.”
Tarawa. Utah Beach. Payload occupied a pink cube like many buildings hereabout, and it was a story-and-a-half like some, but the windows were slits in concrete that could be blanked by shutters of steel. The enemy would have to penetrate the perimeter and make his way to within inches of the windows. He would need explosives and a lot of luck.
“Mister Minor?”
The proprietor looked up from the computer on the high counter that ran all the way across the room. He might have been surprised to see customers at this hour, or he might have thought that the two men who stood before him looked lonely. Nothing was on the concrete floor for ten yards in front of the counter.
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