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      The body lay staring at the sky, as if waiting for a meteor show. There were gouges and scratches in her cheeks and chin and forehead. Nasty scratches, and I was grateful that it was evening, dark, and the details didn’t show so well.

      She was blonde.

      The air was clammy and filled with bugs. The body lay on a low area of sandy ground. All around, weedy grass sprouted. Filled with crickets chirping away as if everything was just fine with them.

      Donner had parked her Tahoe about thirty yards back and the headlight beams shone vaguely across the area. One of the uniforms had strung up police tape for about forty, fifty feet, but then had run out of the roll. He’d let me know and headed on back to his cruiser parked in the lot to see if he had more.

      Budgets, you know. Especially after the department got sued a year back. Now we can’t even separate a crime scene from the rest of the world.

      The sky was clear and the ash and cypress trees whispered in the breeze. It was late summer, and some days were already starting to feel like fall, though today was more like the middle of June than early September.

      I stayed back from the body. The real investigators would want to get as much clear space as they could.

      Technically I’m not on rostered duty. Technically, I’m stood down over my role in a brawl out at the Catfish and Crawdad Roadhouse back on route 19 two weeks ago.

      And yet, they’d called me in.

      Donner was standing in the open doorway of her Tahoe and she didn’t even come up much past the window ledge. She was on the phone with someone.

      Probably the chief. Probably asking him what the hey I was doing here.

      Sergeant Fletcher Newhall, age forty-six, gets things done but is lousy with paperwork.

      There were footprints all around. I’d seen them with my flashlight as I walked in, made sure to create my own, separate track. I would have to wheel around carefully and walk on back.

      That the woman was dead, there was no question. No one needed to go take her pulse or check her breathing.

      The hole in her chest was enough.

      She was wearing jeans, light blue and tight-fitting. On her feet she had black leather boots. The kind you would wear to a concert, rather than to go hiking. Her shirt was plaid and torn open sufficiently to see her sternum—which I could actually see—but closed enough that her breasts were hidden.

      Her left arm was stretched out, as if she was reaching for me, and her right arm was bent, with her hand tucked behind her back.

      Her legs lay straight out, knees and ankles together. Her right boot pointed at the sky, like her eyes, but the left one was tipped toward me.

      There was something in her left pocket, making it bulge a little. Keys, perhaps, or maybe a purse or wallet. The shape was indistinct.

      Ahead of me the trees stretched away into the dark, with the expanse of the lake just beyond. I heard the occasional call of waterfowl.

      Behind me, there were various old buildings. Like houses with their windows and doors removed. Once the park here at Tishomingo had thrived with picnickers and groups coming out to play ball games.

      The park was still active and vital, but in many ways it had had its day.

      “Hey Newhall,” Donner called over. “Chief wants a word.”

      “Just a second,” I called back.

      Before the kids left home, we would have come out here with my brother and his kid for barbecues and tossing around a ball. He liked fishing so he’d bring a rod and see what he could pull up. Sometimes we’d even get a bass or a trout to toss on the grill.

      The kids had hated it. To them fish comes crumbed, with a little lettuce, tomato and tartare sauce, and held neatly inside a burger bun. Not guts and scaling and fish heads and tails in a bucket.

      “Chief says now,” Donner said. She was thirty-two. Almost fourteen years younger than me. Small and energetic, with a sharp wit that could slice you into cubes the size of croutons.

      “Coming,” I said. But for a moment I keep looking over the body.

      She hadn’t died here. She’d been dumped. But why dump her in this spot? Surely in the trees would be better. In that lake, better still. Wash away evidence, maybe she would never be found.

      “Newhall!”

      I stood upright and turned and followed my own footprints back through the sand and weeds until I reached the tape.

      I ducked under and beelined to Donner. Back at the little parking lot by the bathrooms and picnic tables there were a couple of cruisers parked, near my old Taurus. Donner had just driven right in across the grass. Someone would probably have words with her at some point—who knew if there were other tire track there that might be relevant?

      Donner was holding her phone out to me. She was in a running outfit. Shapely top and form-fitting leggings. White Nikes on her feet.

      “You had other plans for the evening huh?” I said.

      “Run. Gym. Movie with wine. Yep. Talk to the chief.”

      “I’m stood-down remember.”

      “Doesn’t matter. You’re here. And we’ve got another body. Same M.O.”
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