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She passed a dead dog on her way to the tenant shack.


It was already stiff, the legs poker-straight in rigor. It had been a big dog, maybe dun-colored; with only a quick glimpse, Catherine could not be sure. It was covered in the fine powdery dust that every passing vehicle threw up from the dirt road in the dry Delta summer.


In her rearview mirror she saw the cloud raised by her passage hanging in the air after she had passed, a cloud dividing endless rows of cotton. But the road was too poor to allow many backward glances.


She wondered briefly why someone had been driving so fast on the caked and rutted dirt that he had not seen the dog in time to swerve.


A sideways look at the cotton told Catherine that it would make a sad crop this year. The heat had lasted too long, unbroken by rain.


This land was Catherine’s, had been her great grandfather’s; but Catherine rented it out as her father had done. She was glad she did as she recalled her grandfather’s irascibility in bad years, when she had ridden with him across ‘the place,’ as cotton planters called their acres.


She didn’t remember the heat of those dim summers equaling the ferocity of this one. Even this early in the morning, with dawn not too long past, Catherine was beginning to sweat. Later in the day the glare would be intolerable, without considerable protection, to all but the swarthiest. To someone of Catherine’s whiteness of skin it would be disastrous.


She pulled to a stop under an oak, killed the motor and got out. The oak was the only tree to break the stretch of the fields for miles. She stood in its sprawling shadow with her eyes closed, the heat and silence enveloping her. She wrapped herself in them gladly.


The silence came alive. A grasshopper thudded its way across the road from one stand of cotton to the next. A locust rattled at her feet.


She opened her eyes reluctantly and, after reaching into the car for the things she had brought with her, began to walk down the road to the empty tenant shack standing to one side of the intersection of two dirt roads.


The fields were empty of tractors and farm hands. Nothing stirred in the vast brilliant flatness but Catherine.


The sack in her left hand clanked as she walked. The gun in her right hand reflected the sun.


Her mother had raised her to be a lady. Her father had taught her how to shoot.


Catherine laid the gun on a stump in the packed-dirt yard of the tenant house. The bare wood of the house was shiny with age and weathering. A few traces of red paint still clung in the cracks between the planks.


It’ll all fall down soon, she thought.


The outhouse behind the shack had collapsed months ago.


Under the spell of the drugging heat and hush, she made an effort to move quietly. The clank of the empty cans was jarring as she pulled them out of the sack and set them in a neat row across the broad stump.


She hardly glanced at the black doorless hole of the shack’s entrance. She did notice that the sagging porch seemed even closer to deserting the rest of the house than it had the last time she had driven out of town to shoot.


The dust plumed under her feet as she paced away from the stump. She counted under her breath.


A trickle of sweat started down the nape of her neck, and she was irritated that she had forgotten to bring an elastic band to lift the black hair off her shoulders.


The twinge of irritation faded as she turned to face the stump. Her head bowed. She concentrated on her body’s memory of the gun.


In one motion, her head snapped back, her knees bent slightly, her left hand swung up to grip her rising right forearm, and she fired.


A can flew up in the air, landing with a hollow jangle under the steps rising to the porch. Then another. And another.


By the time only one can was left, Catherine was mildly pleased with herself. She dampened her self-congratulations with the reflection that she was, after all, firing from short range. But then, a .32 was not meant for distance shooting.


The last can proved stubborn. Catherine emptied the remaining bullets from the gun at it. She cursed mildly under her breath when the can remained obstinately unpunctured and upright.


It’s a good time for a break, she decided.


She trudged back to the stump and collapsed, with her back against its roughness. Pulling a plastic bullet box from a pocket in her blue jeans, she set it on the ground beside her. She eased the pin from the chamber, letting it fall into her hand. She reloaded lazily, full of the languorous peace that follows catharsis.


When the gun was ready, she didn’t feel like rising.


Let the can sit, she thought. It deserves to stay on the stump.


She was enjoying the rare moment of relaxation. She laced her fingers across her stomach and noticed that they were leaving smudges on her white T-shirt. Her jeans were coated with dust now. She slapped her thigh lightly and watched the motes fly up.


I’ll go home, she thought comfortably, and pop every stitch I have on into the washer. And I’ll take a long, long shower. And then—


There was no ‘then.’


But I’m better, she continued, smoothly gliding over the faint uneasiness that had ruffled her peace. I’m better now.


A horsefly landed on her arm, and she slapped at it automatically. It buzzed away in pique, only to be replaced in short order by one of its companions.


‘Damn flies,’ she muttered.


There sure are a lot of them, she thought in some surprise, as another landed on her knee. Attracted by my sweat, I guess.


That settled it. She would gather up the cans and go back to Lowfield, back to her cool quiet house.


Catherine rose and walked toward the dilapidated porch briskly, slapping at her arms as she went.


The flies were whirring in and out of the open doorway, creating a drone in the stillness. The boarded-up windows of the house and the overhanging roof of its porch combined to make a dark cave of the interior. The sun penetrated only a foot into the entrance, so the darkness seemed impenetrable by contrast.


She stooped to pick up the first can she had hit, which was lodged under the lopsided steps. The stoop leveled her with the raised floor of the house, built high to avoid flooding in the heavy Delta rains. As she reached for the punctured can, something caught at the corner of her eye, an image so odd that she froze, doubled over, her hand extended for the can.


There was something in that little pool of light penetrating the empty doorway.


It was a hand.


She tried to identify it as something else, anything else.


It remained a hand. The palm was turned up, and the fingers stretched toward Catherine appealingly. Catherine’s eyes flicked down to her own extended fingers, then back. She straightened very slowly.


When she inhaled, she realized she had been holding her breath against the smell. It was a whiff of the same odor she had caught as her car passed the dead dog.


With no thought at all, she grasped one of the supports that held up the roof over the porch. Moving quietly and carefully, she pulled herself up on the loose rotting planks and took a little step forward.


A fly buzzed past her face.


The blinding contrast of sun and gloom lessened as she crept closer. When she reached the doorway she could see what lay inside the shack.


The hand was still attached to a wrist, the wrist to an arm . . .


It had been a woman.


Her face was turned away from Catherine. Even in the dimness, Catherine could make out dark patches matting the gray hair. She realized then what made the head so oddly shaped.


A fly landed on the woman’s arm.


Catherine began shaking. She was afraid her knees would give way, that she would fall on top of the stinking thing. Her stomach began to twist.


She backed away, tiny shuffling steps that took all her concentration. Her arm touched a wooden support. She had reached the edge of the porch.


She turned to grip the support, then lowered a foot until it rested firmly on the ground.


She reached the stump and sat on its uneven surface, with her back to the tenant house. She stared across her land.


‘Oh my God,’ she whispered.


And the fear hit her. After a stunned second she scrabbled in the dust for her gun.


Her eyes darted around her, searching.


Nothing moved on the road, or in the fields; but she felt terrifyingly exposed in that vast flatness.


The car. She had to make it to the car. It was only a few yards away, parked under the oak’s inadequate shade. All she had to do was cross those yards. But she was frozen in position like an animal caught in headlights.


The sheriff, she thought with sudden clarity. I’ve got to get Sheriff Galton.


With that thought, that plain plan, she was able to launch herself from the stump.


She opened the door and shoved the pistol to the other side of the car with shaking fingers, then slid into the driver’s seat. Shut the door. Locked it. She managed to turn the key in the ignition before her muscles refused to obey her. Her fingers on the gearshift were too palsied to put the car into drive.


She screamed at her helplessness. She covered her ears against the ragged sound.


But with that release, her shaking lessened. She could put the car in gear and start back home to Lowfield.
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There were two houses where the dirt road joined the highway. Catherine could have stopped at either and found help.


She never thought of it. In a fog of shock she had fixed her destination, and she would not stop until she reached it. She drove south on the highway without seeing anything but the concrete in front of her.


To reach the sheriff’s office, she had to turn off the highway into the town. When she saw the familiar brick building sitting squarely in front of the old jail, Catherine felt dizzy with relief.


The lights inside the little building were on. Through the glass door Catherine could see the dispatcher, Mary Jane Cory, seated at her desk behind the counter.


It took an immense effort of will to unclamp her hands from the wheel, open the car door, swing her legs out, and force the rest of her body to follow them.


‘Good morning, Catherine! I’ll be with you in a minute,’ Mrs Cory said briskly, and thudded out a few more words on her ancient typewriter.


In what later seemed to Catherine insanity, she kept silent and waited obediently. She leaned on the counter, her hands gripping the far edge of it to keep upright.


That silence alerted some warning signal in Mary Jane Cory. She gave Catherine a second glance and then was on her feet her hands covering Catherine’s.


‘What’s the matter?’ the older woman asked sharply.


‘The sheriff . . . I want to see the sheriff,’ Catherine said painfully. Her jaws ached from long clenching.


‘Are you going to faint, Catherine?’ Mrs Cory asked, still in that sharp watchful voice.


Catherine didn’t answer.


Mrs Cory switched her grip from Catherine’s hands to her upper arms and called without turning her head, ‘James Galton! Come here quick!’


There was a stir in the office that had ‘Sheriff’ on the door. The roar of the air conditioning covered the sound of Galton’s quiet steps, but a khaki-covered elbow appeared in Catherine’s range of view, propped on the counter beside her.


‘You got troubles, Catherine?’ rumbled a carefully relaxed voice. Catherine saw Mrs Cory’s platinum head give a shake in answer to some silent query of Galton’s.


Now that the time had come to deliver her message, Catherine found herself curiously embarrassed, as if she were about to commit a deliberate faux pas.


She turned her head stiffly to look up at Galton.


‘There’s a dead woman in an old tenant house. On the place.’


‘You sure she’s dead?’


Catherine’s face was blank as she stared at him. ‘Oh, yes,’ she said.


‘A black woman?’


‘No,’ she said, and felt the ripple of surprise. Lowfield white women did not get themselves dumped in tenant shacks.


‘Do you know who it is?’


‘No. No.’ Her voice sounded odd to her own ears. ‘She’s covered in blood.’


Galton’s face changed as she stared at him. He didn’t look like the relaxed and genial Jimmy Galton who had been her father’s friend.


He looked like the sheriff.


Catherine had assumed she could go home after informing the sheriff of her discovery.


She had, she soon realized, been thinking like a child.


Galton issued a few commands to Mrs Cory, who got busy on the radio and telephone. He gently but quite firmly led Catherine into his office, guided her to the chair in front of his desk, and then eased himself into his own battered chair.


‘You want to go to the doctor for a tranquilizer?’


But the doctor was her father. He was dead.


No, she thought, horrified. No. She shook her head to clear her thoughts. This kind of confusion hadn’t happened to her in a long time; she had thought it was over with.


‘Want something to drink?’


‘No,’ she whispered.


He indicated his pack of cigarettes.


Catherine forced herself to reach for one and light it, while Galton eyed her intently.


He’s trying to see if I can do it by myself, Catherine thought suddenly. Her back stiffened.


‘Now, I’m going to ask you a few questions. You just take your time answering,’ he said.


Catherine nodded briefly.


He was being kind in a stern way, but Catherine realized that the day would be longer than she had ever imagined when she arose early that morning to go target shooting.


Galton jogged her with a couple of questions. Once she got going, she gave a clear account of her morning.


There was nothing much to tell.


When she finished, Galton rose without a word, patting her absently as he passed into the outer room.


Catherine heard a shuffling of feet in the main office, a murmur of voices. Mrs Cory had called in the deputies.


Catherine looked down at her hands clenched in her lap. Her heavy dark hair swung forward, shielding her face, giving her a tiny corner of privacy against the open door.


The look of her twined fingers, the smell of the sheriff’s office, and the scrape of official boots had ripped the cover from a well of memory. For a few moments she was not in Lowfield but in a similar police station in a similar tiny town, in Arkansas. She was not wearing blue jeans but the dress she had worn to work that day. Her parents had been dead for four hours instead of six months.


With a terrible effort, she wrenched herself back into her proper place.


I will not give way, she told herself ferociously. I will get through this and I will not give way.


She listened to Sheriff Galton’s voice rumbling in the main office. He was telling Mary Jane Cory to call enough men for a coroner’s jury.


She rode back to the shack in the sheriff’s car. The car was bright green with gold lettering and a star on the side. She could see people glancing in as the sheriff drove past, then looking again as they identified Galton’s passenger as Catherine Linton.


Though she had cut herself off from the mainstream of life in Lowfield, Catherine was fully aware that the talk would already be beginning. A month ago, it would not have occurred to her to care.


‘Catherine,’ Galton said.


She looked at him.


‘Who rents your place?’


‘Martin Barnes,’ she said promptly.


She slid easily back into her silence. It had been her natural element for months; and even before that, she had not been what anyone would call talkative. Her roommate in college had called her ‘Sphinx.’ It had become her accepted name on the small private campus.


She wished there was someone around to call her that now.


Martin Barnes. That was food for thought. Catherine supposed the person most familiar with that piece of land must be the most suspected. The shack was visible, but not obvious, from the highway. You wouldn’t, Catherine decided, just glimpse it and say, ‘Perfect place for this body I have on my hands.’ But Mr Barnes can’t have anything to do with this, she thought. He’s – older than my father; he’s a good man. Besides – she must have been raped. Why else would anyone drag a lady out to the country and bash her on the head?


But the woman’s dress hadn’t been disarranged. Catherine could see it clearly, pulled down around the woman’s knees. A print shirtwaist dress, an everyday dress, short-sleeved for the summer. The kind of dress any older woman in Lowfield would wear to go to the grocery. Not a dress any woman would wear to die in.


Robbery, then? Catherine wondered. Had there been a purse at the woman’s side? She couldn’t recall one – and she could still see the body clearly. She shuddered, and her small square hands gripped her folded arms.


‘Let me tell you the procedure, Catherine,’ Sheriff Galton said abruptly, and she knew he had noticed the shudder.


She summoned up a courteous show of interest.


‘First we secure the scene.’


The thought of anyone ‘securing’ the ramshackle tenant house made her want to laugh, but she pressed her lips together and locked in the urge. Everyone thinks you’re crazy anyway: don’t confirm it, she warned herself. She inclined her head to show that she was listening.


‘Percy here will take some pictures,’ Galton proceeded with a matter-of-fact air.


Percy was the black deputy lodged in the back seat with a lot of camera paraphernalia. He was a solemn-faced young man, and as Catherine turned to look at him by way of acknowledging his entrance into the conversation, she felt an unexpected stir of recognition. Before she could place it, Galton rumbled on.


‘Mary Jane’s called the coroner, and he’ll convene a coroner’s jury at the scene. They’ll hear your testimony and they’ll give their finding.’


Then I can go home, Catherine thought hopefully.


‘Then you come back to the station, make a formal statement, sign it.’


Damn.


‘Then you can go home. I may have to ask you a few more questions later, but I think that’ll be it. Until we catch the perpetrator. Then there’ll be the trial.’


Trial opened up new vistas of trouble. It sounded pretty cocky on James Galton’s part, too.


Catherine glanced at Galton’s stern lined face, and suddenly she decided it would be a mistake to underestimate Sheriff James Galton.


The sheriff’s car and the deputies’ car following it turned off the highway onto the dirt road Catherine indicated. The sun was higher, the glare brighter than during Catherine’s early morning venture. She had no sunglasses and had to lower the visor to shield her eyes. She was too short for it to help much.


‘This your grandfather’s place?’ Galton asked.


‘All of it.’


‘All rented out to Martin?’


‘Yes. For years. Daddy rented to him too.’


Catherine lit a cigarette from the battered pack in her pocket and smoked it slowly.


The shack at the crossroads came into view.


The weathered wood shone in the sun. It looked so quiet and empty that for a brief moment Catherine doubted what she had seen. Then she began shaking again, and dug her nails into her arms to keep from crying.


I’m not going in there. Surely they won’t ask me to go in there, she thought.


‘This the place?’ Galton asked.


She nodded.


They pulled to a halt under the same oak that had sheltered Catherine’s car. The sheriff and the deputy got out immediately. Catherine put out her cigarette with elaborate care. The black deputy opened her door.


She left the sheriff’s car and began to walk down the road.


The sweat that had dried in the sheriff’s cold office had formed a layer on her skin. Now she sweated again. She felt filthy and old.


She ignored Galton, the black deputy, and the other deputies from the second car. The dark emptiness of the doorway grew with every step she took. She imagined she could hear the drone of the flies already.


It was not just her imagination that she could pick up the smell when she reached the stump. She stopped in her tracks. The rising temperature and the passage of even this short amount of time had done their work.


She would not go farther.


‘In there,’ she said briefly.


The sheriff had picked up the scent for himself. Catherine watched his mouth set grimly. She got some satisfaction from that, though she was ashamed of it.


The other deputies had caught up. In a knot, the brown uniforms approached the cabin slowly.


She could see the full force of the smell hit them. A wavering of heads, a look of disgust.


‘Jesus!’ one of them muttered.


The sheriff was eyeing the rickety porch with calculation. Catherine weighed about 115 pounds; the sheriff close to 185.


With a kind of detached interest, Catherine wondered how he would manage.


Galton scanned his deputies from the neck down, and picked Ralph Carson, who had gone to high school with Catherine, as the lightest of the group.


After some muttered consultation, Carson edged up on the porch, gingerly picked his way across, and reached the door frame without the porch collapsing. He looked in. When he turned to extend an arm to the sheriff, his face was set in harsh lines of control, and his tan looked muddy.


Galton gripped Carson’s arm, and the deputy gave a heave inward. After Galton, the black deputy was hoisted into the shack. The others began to search the barren area around the house.


I guess I thought it would be gone by the time we got here, Catherine thought with a mixture of relief and dismay. Her tension drained away suddenly, leaving her sick and exhausted. She sat down on the stump, her back turned to the open doorway, which was now occasionally lit with the quick glare of flash bulbs.


A white and orange ambulance was bumping its way down the road. A deputy flagged it in behind the official cars, and two white-coated attendants and Dr Jerry Selforth, Lowfield’s new doctor, jumped out. After exchanging a few words with the deputy, Selforth detached himself from the little group and came toward Catherine.


‘Good morning, Jerry,’ Catherine said with polite incongruity. He’s excited by this, she thought.


‘Hey, Catherine, you all right?’ He massaged her shoulder. He couldn’t talk to a woman without prodding, rubbing, gripping. Men he slapped on the back.


She was too tired to pull away, but her eyebrows rose in a frigid arch. Jerry’s hand dropped away.


‘I’m sorry you had to find her like that,’ he said more soberly.


Catherine shrugged. ‘Well . . .’ the young doctor murmured after a beat of silence.


Catherine whipped herself into more courtesy.


‘Your first?’ she inquired, tilting her head toward the shack.


‘My first that’s been dead longer than two hours,’ he admitted. ‘Since med school. There’s a pathologist in Morene that’ll come help me.’


‘They were better preserved in med school,’ he added thoughtfully, as a short-lived breeze wafted east.


‘Dr Selforth!’ bellowed Galton from the interior of the cabin.


Jerry flashed Catherine a broad grin and trotted cheerfully away.


He certainly fit right into his slot in Lowfield, Catherine thought wryly. She had heard the ladies loved him, and after a residence of five months, he was first-naming everyone in town.


Catherine had not liked Jerry Selforth, who had taken over her father’s practice almost lock, stock, and barrel, since the time he had laughed at her father’s old-fashioned office in back of the Linton home. To her further irritation, Jerry Selforth had been much smitten with her black hair and white skin, and he had lengthened the business of purchasing Dr Linton’s office equipment considerably, apparently in the hope of arousing a similar enthusiasm in Catherine.


Because of the dates she had refused, she always felt she had an obligation to be kind to him, though it was an uphill effort. Something about Jerry Selforth’s smile said outright that his bed was a palace of delights that Catherine would be lucky to share.


Catherine had her doubts about that.


Time limped by, and the stump grew uncomfortable. Rivulets of sweat trickled down her face. Her skin prickled ominously, a prelude to sunburn. She wondered what she was doing there. She was clearly redundant.


She had felt the same way when other people, to spare her, had made all the arrangements about her parents’ bodies. The sheriff in Parkinson, Arkansas, had been shorter, heavyset. He had been kind, too. She had accepted a tranquilizer that day. After it entered her blood stream, she had been able to call her boss at her first job, to tell him she wouldn’t be coming back.


A flurry of dust announced new arrivals. Catherine was glad to have something new to look at, to break her painful train of thought. Three more cars pulled up behind the ambulance. The lead car was a white Lincoln Continental that was certainly going to need a wash after this morning was over.


As the driver emerged, Catherine recognized him. It was her neighbor, Carl Perkins. He and his wife lived in an incredible pseudoantebellum structure across the street from the west side of Catherine’s own house. Its construction had had the whole town agape for months.


Catherine suddenly felt like laughing as she recalled Tom Mascalco’s first comment on that house. Whenever he drove by, Tom said, he expected a chorus of darkies to appear on the veranda and hum ‘Tara’s Theme.’


Catherine’s flash of humor faded when she remembered that Carl Perkins was, in addition to his many other irons in the town fire, the county coroner. The men piling out of the other cars must comprise the coroner’s jury, she realized. She knew them all: local businessmen, planters. There was one black – Cleophus Hames, who ran one of the two Negro funeral parlors.


I wish I was invisible, she thought miserably.


She became very still and looked down the short length of her legs at her tennis shoes.


Of course, if I don’t look at them, they can’t see me, she jeered at herself, when she realized what she was doing.


But it worked for a while. The men stood in an uneasy bunch several feet from the shack, not talking much, just glancing at the doorway with varying degrees of apprehension.


It worked until Sheriff Galton drew all eyes to her by jumping from the cabin doorway and striding directly to Catherine’s stump.


She had surreptitiously raised the hem of her T-shirt to wipe some of the sweat from her face, so she didn’t observe the set of his shoulders until it was too late to be alerted. She had a bare second to realize something was wrong.


‘Why did you say you didn’t know her?’ he asked brusquely when he was within hearing distance.


‘What?’ she said stupidly.


She couldn’t understand what he meant. The heat and the long wait had drained her. Her brain stirred sluggishly under the sting of his voice.


Galton stood in front of her now, no longer familiar and sympathetic but somehow menacing.


He said angrily, ‘You’ve known that woman all your life.’


She stared up at him until the sun dazzled her eyes unbearably and she had to raise an arm to shield them.


The cold stirring deep inside her was fear, fear that activated a store of self-defense she had never been called upon to use.


‘I never saw her face. I told you that,’ she said. Her pale gray eyes held his with fierce intensity. ‘The side of her head nearest me was covered with blood.’ Her voice was sharp, definite. For the first time in her life she was speaking to an older person, a lifelong acquaintance, in a tone that was within a stone’s throw of rudeness.


She saw in his face that he had not missed it.


‘You better think again, Catherine,’ he retorted. ‘That’s Leona Gaites, who was your father’s nurse for thirty-odd years.’
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Catherine gaped at him.


‘What on earth . . .’ she stammered. ‘Miss Gaites . . . what is she doing out here?’


Even through her shock Catherine saw some relief touch Galton’s face. Her unalloyed amazement must have gone some way toward convincing him of her ignorance of the dead woman’s identity. Her innocence.


My innocence? Her anger grew. It felt surprisingly good. She was so seldom overtly angry.


‘Well, come on,’ Galton was saying in a more relaxed voice. ‘The coroner’s jury is here. You have to testify.’


Catherine lost that portion of the day. While she automatically delivered her simple account to a ring of sober faces, she was remembering Miss Gaites.


The incongruity of seeing starched, immaculate Leona Gaites in such a state!


She must have given me a hundred suckers, Catherine thought, her childhood crowding around her.


The suckers had been a bribe to convince Catherine that Leona liked her.


It hadn’t worked. Leona hadn’t liked children at all.


So Catherine had disliked Miss Gaites, had not even accorded her the courtesy of ‘Miss Leona.’ She had disliked the way the starched uniform rattled when the tall woman walked, had disliked the hair that seemed set upon Miss Gaites’s head instead of growing there.


Most of all, Catherine had disliked the pity she was obliged to feel for Miss Gaites, who had no family.


Her father had always praised his nurse highly to his wife and daughter, insisting with overdone joviality that Leona kept his office together. The forced note in his insistence told Catherine that even her amiable father could not find it in him to wholeheartedly like Leona Gaites.


Catherine remembered the tears sliding down Leona’s square handsome face at the double funeral.


She shouldn’t have died like that, Catherine thought, as she watched the coroner’s jury being heaved across the porch and into the shack. A dog shouldn’t die like that. Then Catherine remembered the dog’s corpse she had passed that morning. The same person killed them both, she thought with surprising certainty. Driving too fast, to get away from what he did to Miss Gaites.


The coroner’s jury viewed the body and came to the obvious conclusion. Murder, they found.


Catherine cast a last look at the covered figure, now bundled onto a stretcher borne by the two sweat-soaked cursing attendants, on its way to Jerry Selforth’s eager knife.


As she watched the load sliding into the back of the ambulance, she saw one of the attendants gag from the smell.


Leona had always been so clean.


Catherine began to walk down the baked dirt road toward the sheriff’s car. The coroner, Carl Perkins, fell into step beside her.


She looked at him with new eyes. Familiar people were no longer familiar. The anger and suspicion in Sheriff Galton’s face had shaken her out of taking for granted people she had known since childhood.


‘Terrible thing,’ Perkins muttered. He was obviously upset. His big hands were shoved into the pockets of his working khakis.


He must have been gardening when Mrs Cory phoned him, Catherine thought dully. She watched Carl and Molly Perkins working in their yard every weekend, provided she herself had remembered to have her hedge trimmed.


‘Yes,’ Catherine replied belatedly.


‘I’m sorry for you, that you had to find her.’


There was real regret in his voice, and Catherine warmed to him. ‘If I hadn’t happened to shoot cans this morning—’ she began, and stopped.


Perkins wrinkled his forehead inquiringly.


His eyebrows are too sparse to count, Catherine noticed. He’s really getting old.


She spoke hastily to cover her stare. ‘She wouldn’t have been found for a long time, if no one had worked in those fields until—’ ‘Until the smell was gone,’ she meant to say, but couldn’t.


‘You’re right,’ he said. He was angry: his voice sounded hoarse and strained. ‘Wonder if Galton can handle this? All he’s used to are Saturday night cuttings.’


They had reached the sheriff’s car, where Galton was directing two deputies to stay behind and continue to search.


‘Now, you come over and see us,’ Perkins said earnestly. ‘You’ve been a stranger since your folks have been gone.’


Yes, she thought. I’ve been a stranger.


‘Is all your father’s business tended to?’ he asked into the blank wall of her silence.


‘Yes,’ Catherine replied, shaking herself. She would have to say more, she realized after a second. ‘Jerry Selforth bought almost all Dad’s equipment. We were lucky to get another doctor in town so soon. Dr Anderson’s so old that I know having Jerry take the practice is a relief to him.’


‘It was a surprise,’ said Mr Perkins. ‘Not too many young men want to come to Lowfield.’


His bleak tone made Catherine raise her eyebrows. She didn’t like Jerry Selforth much as a man, but the town had desperately needed him as a doctor. What had Jerry done to offend her neighbor?


Just then the ambulance started up, and the people by the cars had to step between them to let it edge by.


Catherine’s thoughts flew back to Leona Gaites, and she scarcely noticed Carl Perkin’s farewell nod as he went down the road to his Lincoln, in the wake of the ambulance.


The narrow dirt road became busy with flying dust and confusion as the accumulated vehicles reversed to point back to the highway. The cars formed a train like a funeral procession behind the hearse of the orange and white ambulance.


The black deputy was detailed to take Catherine’s statement.


‘Then head on over to Leona Gaites’s house,’ Sheriff Galton added when he was halfway out the door. ‘Bring the camera.’


The young black man nodded briskly and turned to Catherine, who was huddled in a corner hoping she was out of the way.


‘Miss Catherine, would you come over here, please?’ he said, indicating a straight-backed chair by a scarred desk.


Catherine could tell from the set of Mary Jane Cory’s back that she disapproved of this black policeman. The unnatural brightness of Mrs Cory’s voice as she spoke to him contrasted sharply with the natural tone in which she spoke to a couple of blacks who entered the station as supplicants.


Catherine was beyond caring who took down her statement; but she was less comfortable with blacks in her own town than she was with blacks anywhere else. Upon taking up her life in Lowfield after her parents’ death, she had found sadly that the old attitudes caught at her and strangled her attempts to be easy in an uneasy situation.


The deputy’s name tag read ‘Eakins,’ Catherine noticed for the first time. Now she could place the familiarity of the man’s face.


‘Your mother is Betty, isn’t she?’ Catherine asked, as he rolled typing paper into the machine.


‘Yes, Ma’am,’ he said reluctantly, and Catherine felt a pit-of-the-stomach dismay.


Betty Eakins had been the Lintons’ maid for years, until she had grown too old and arthritic to work any more.


Catherine had never called their maid anything but ‘Betty’; and she had decided, after a year away in college, that that was a shameful thing. Catherine had not even known Betty’s last name for the first years of the woman’s employment. Catherine’s visits home had been more and more awkward as her awareness of what lay around her became acute, to the point that Catherine was secretly glad when Betty grew too infirm to iron the Lintons’ sheets. Catherine’s parents had died before they could replace Betty with another maid.


‘How is she?’ asked Catherine. She had to say something, she felt.


‘Mama’s fine,’ he said curtly. Percy Eakins’s face rivaled Catherine’s for blankness.


‘She’s a very old woman now,’ he said more gently – whether out of fear of being rude to a white woman or because he sensed Catherine’s misery, she couldn’t tell. She chose to regard his softened tone as absolution for the sin of having offended racially.


‘I’ll tell her I saw you. She talks about you all the time,’ he said finally.


And their personal conversation was closed.


He took her statement in a meticulous professional manner, in question-and-answer form.


‘Your full name?’


‘Catherine Scott Linton.’


‘Your age?’


‘Twenty-three.’


‘Place of employment and position?’


‘The Lowfield Gazette. I’m the society editor.’


‘Your present place of residence?’


‘Corner of Mayhew and Linton.’


No one in Lowfield had ever felt a need for house numbers. The street her house faced had been named for her great-grandfather, when the town was bustling and the river was close. Now the river was two miles away, held in check by the levee, and Lowfield’s population had not fluctuated appreciably in her father’s lifetime.


‘On the morning of July 11, what did you do?’


‘I went out to some land I own, north of Lowfield.’


‘For what purpose?’


‘To practice target shooting . . .’
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She came in the side door from the garage. Her coffee cup and the empty percolator still stood on the counter, waiting to be washed. The hands of the kitchen clock glided electrically smooth on their course.


She was almost surprised that the house was the same, so much had passed since she had left it that morning.


She stood in the middle of the bright tiled floor and listened. She had never done that before.


Catherine shook herself when she realized what she was doing, and started down the long hallway that divided the house, beginning at the kitchen and ending at a bathroom.


But she looked quickly into each doorway as she passed. She saw only the big familiar lifeless rooms, lovingly (and lavishly) redecorated by her mother. She paused in the doorway of the formal living room, where her parents had entertained, and suddenly recalled her father half-ruefully telling guests, ‘Rachel’s rebuilt this old house from the inside out.’ It was the only room Catherine had changed.


At the end of the hall Catherine almost went right into her old bedroom. It’s been months since I did that, she thought.


She went straight through the master bedroom to its cool tiled bathroom and shed everything she had on. She stepped into the shower, but not before self-consciously locking the bathroom door.


She had never done that before, either.


The shower was bliss. With cool water shooting over her, washing off the layers of dust and sweat, she was able to forget the shack for a few minutes.


She dried herself and combed out her wet hair slowly. She lay down on the big bed and hoped for sleep, but her body hummed with tension like a telephone line. Finally she quit hoping and got up, padding across the heavy carpeting to the closet and folding back a mirrored door to pull out a long loose lounging dress, pale gray and scattered with red poppies. She yanked it over her head and went down the hall to the kitchen, where she began searching the refrigerator.


Good. Beer. With one of those in me, I bet I can sleep. I’m glad Tom left some.


Armed with the beer and a fresh pack of cigarettes, Catherine wandered into the living room. She settled in her favorite chair, which she had pulled out of its original spot so she could look out the bay window. She had arranged beside it a heavy round table, and, some time later, another chair to keep the first one company. It was her own little base in a house too big for one person; a house still echoing with loss.


The old home across the street had been renovated into the town library. It closed at eleven on Saturday, so Catherine was just in time to see Mrs Weilenmann, the librarian, lock the front door. Mrs Weilenmann was the town wonder: an educated northern black woman, who spoke with no trace of the heavy accent white Southerners associated with blacks. And, rumor had it, Mrs Weilenmann, a widow, had acquired her name by marrying a white man. It was a bandage to Catherine’s conscience that Mrs Weilenmann had gotten the librarian’s job. The only wonder, as Catherine saw it, was that she wanted it.


I meant to go to the library today when I got back, Catherine recalled, glancing down at the heap of books on the floor as Mrs Weilenmann maneuvered her Toyota out of the library parking lot.


Catherine reckoned she had enough to read to last until Monday. And took a swallow of beer to celebrate that minor goodness.


A possible diversion occurred to her. She craned forward to see if Mr Drummond next door was holding true to form in his late-Saturday-morning grass mowing. But the lawn beyond the hedge that bordered Catherine’s yard was empty. She was disappointed and puzzled. She faithfully witnessed Mr Drummond’s ritual each summer Saturday. After a moment, she remembered that the Drummonds were still in Europe, and shook her head at her forgetfulness.


Perhaps she could move her chair to face a side window. She could look across Mayhew Street, see if the Perkinses were back at work in their yard.


It didn’t seem worth the trouble.


I’ll just sit and drink my beer, she decided. Maybe I’ll think of something to do to use up this blasted day.


Her eyes fell on a half-finished book. She considered reading, but decided she couldn’t concentrate enough. The book was a murder mystery. Not such a good thing to read today. Her mouth twisted wryly.


After a moment Catherine wriggled deeper into the big chair, stretching her legs to rest them on its matching ottoman. She drank some more beer. She was profoundly bored, yet very tense. She decided it was a horrible combination.


‘Toes, relax,’ she said out loud, suddenly recalling an acting-class exercise. ‘Feet, relax.’


She had worked up to her pelvis when she was diverted by a car pulling onto the graveled apron at the end of the walkway in front of the house. She suspended her exercise in astonishment.


The car was familiar, but she couldn’t place the owner. Not Tom, her only occasional visitor. He would merely stroll across to her back door from his own.


‘It’s Randall Gerrard!’ she muttered. Her employer had never come to see her before.


She didn’t realize the impact the beer had had on her empty stomach until she got up.


Instead of straightening up the pile of books, instead of fluffling out her damp hair, Catherine stared at Randall as he came up the walkway.


She itemized his heavy shoulders and thick chest, surprising on a man of his height. Especially surprising on a man who had, Catherine told herself, no butt at all.


The sun glinted on the thick reddish-brown hair of his head and beard, and winked off his heavy glasses.


How old must he be now? she wondered. Thirty-five?


She stood riveted and staring. Like a fool, she told herself when she finally roused. She had just begun to move when he knocked on the door, and she could only be grateful he had not glanced at the window.


‘Please come in,’ she said. The beer soaked her voice with a duchesslike formality. She blinked in surprise.


Randall’s face, which had been grave, lit with amusement. She followed his glance down to her hand that had gestured him in with a gracious flourish. She saw, appalled, that she was still clutching the beer can. Her elaborate sweep had slopped beer all over her hand.


‘Oh damn!’ she muttered.


He said gently, ‘Catherine.’


To her horror, that note of kindness tipped her into collapse. She began to cry. She twisted away to hide her face, covered her mouth to muffle the ugly sound. She hated for anyone to see her crumple.


A heavy arm went around her, and she instantly twitched away. But she didn’t move when the arm firmly encircled her again.


She was somehow deposited on a convenient couch. She dimly heard footsteps crossing the floor and going purposefully down the hall. She looked up as Randall reappeared with a box of tissues. She blessed him mentally, and lowered her face. She was acutely aware of how dreadful she looked when she cried. As she cleaned her face, she felt the tears dry up inside her.


Catherine waited until she could hope that her nose had returned to its normal color before she brushed her hair back and looked sideways at him . . . and surprised something in Randall’s face that amazed her, something unmistakable; though it had been a long time since she had cared to recognize it in a man’s face.


Empty and giddy, Catherine felt a pleasant little jolt of lust. She had seen and thought too much of death to deny that positive celebration of life.


‘Better?’ Randall asked, with a fair assumption of gravity.


‘Yes, thank you,’ she answered with dignity.


He handed her the beer can. Catherine took a sizeable swallow. Her eyes were on his face – a Slavic peasant face, she thought darkly – as he looked around the room, zeroed in on her arrangement in the bay window. The soft chair with the dent her body had left, the paperback with a bookmark thrust inside, the lamp pulled over close to her chair surrounded by a litter of books: it looked like what it was, the habitual den of a solitary person. From where she was sitting now, Catherine thought, it looked pitiful.


‘If you heard so fast,’ she said hastily, ‘then . . .’


An impatient knock on the back door finished her sentence.


‘Tom,’ Catherine said simply.


She was regretting the end of a promising moment as she went through the den at the rear of the house to answer the knock.


As she had predicted, it was Tom, her only full-time fellow reporter. His long lean frame bisected the doorway.


‘Are you all right’ he asked perfunctorily. His mouth had already opened to begin firing questions when Catherine cut him short.


‘You might as well come on in the living room, Randall’s in there,’ she said.


Tom looked almost comically taken aback.


Catherine, bowled over by giddiness, nearly laughed as she preceded Tom into the living room.


‘Hey, Randall,’ he said casually, folding his length into an uncomfortable Victorian rosewood chair. Then he forgot to be offhand. ‘The coroner’s jury said murder, of course. And a Gazette reporter found the body! Jesus, what a story!’ He yanked his fearsome Fu Manchu mustache so fiercely that Catherine thought he might pull the hair out.


‘Calm down, Tom, it’s not like there was another paper to scoop,’ Randall said. He took his pipe from his pocket.


‘Hey Catherine, is there any of that beer left?’ Tom asked, sidetracked into showing Randall that he, Tom, had been there first.


‘Three or four,’ Catherine said. ‘Randall, would you care for a beer?’


Randall accepted.


It seemed to Catherine that she took forever pulling out the tabs on three cans, pouring them, and putting the glasses on a tray.


Pouring them out seemed an unnecessary refinement, but she was determined to do everything right.


When Catherine came in with the beer, Randall and Tom were discussing rearrangement of the front page to handle the murder story. The paper only came out on Wednesdays, so there was plenty of time to think about it.


After she had handed the glasses around and resumed her seat, she realized the men were eyeing her with longing – for her story. Randall Gerrard and Tom Mascalco had print in their blood – the only thing they had in common, Catherine thought.


Randall had inherited the Gazette when his elder brother, for whom it had been intended, had shaken the dust of Lowfield off his shoes and headed for the fertile fields of Atlanta. In fact, Randall had abandoned a promising career doing something in Washington (Catherine couldn’t remember exactly what), to come home when his father died.


However deep Randall’s regret over that lost career might be, his raising had implanted in him enough of the newsman’s passion for a story, and enough love for the Delta, to bend his will toward building up the Gazette.


Tom had worked for Randall for three months. He was younger than Catherine. The recent glut of journalism majors had made him glad to accept a job, even at the Gazette.


Tom was possessed, Catherine had observed, by a Woodward-and-Bernstein complex, which had led to some interesting clashes with Randall. Tom was restless with hunger for big stories, scandals. Catherine sometimes felt she had a tiger in her backyard since she had rented Tom her father’s old office to live in.


‘I’m all right, if you want to ask questions,’ she said with a sigh. After all, she thought, I’m a newspaper person myself. In a rinky-dink kind of way.


‘You sure?’ Randall had the grace to ask.


‘Yes.’


Catherine knew that Tom had only been held in check by Randall’s presence. His pad and pencil had been ready in his hand when he knocked on the door.


In a clear monotone, she went through her story again. She wished it were more exciting, since she had had to tell it so often.


‘Galton. Jerry Selforth,’ Tom mumbled when she had finished, scribbling a list of people he wanted to interview.


‘Who were her friends, Catherine?’ he asked, pencil poised to write.


He looked up impatiently when she didn’t reply.


‘I don’t know,’ she said slowly, surprised. ‘I don’t think Miss Gaites had friends. She didn’t go to church or to the bridge club, or anything like that. She told my father she saw enough people at the office every day to make her sick of them.’


And Catherine had to admit at that moment that her own attitude was much the same.


The thought of becoming a Leona Gaites frightened her.


‘When was the last time you saw Leona?’ Randall asked in his slow voice.


‘When she helped me go through the things left in Father’s office; things Jerry Selforth didn’t want to buy. They had to be moved out of the house before Tom moved in. We put them up in the attic over there. Some old filing cabinets. I think a few other things.’


‘Not since then?’ Tom asked. ‘I thought you had known her for years.’


‘Yes, I have – had. But that doesn’t mean I liked her.’


The two men seemed startled by this statement, which Catherine had delivered with bland finality. She returned their look impassively. They had not expected this from her, she saw. She really must have presented a skimmed-milk image.


‘Have you talked to Jerry Selforth, Tom?’ Randall asked.


‘Just for a second. He hasn’t done the autopsy. The pathologist in Morene won’t get here till late this afternoon. From a preliminary examination, he doesn’t think she was raped. She wasn’t killed at the shack, either. She was already dead when she was dumped there. He thinks she’d been dead since early last night.’


‘Why?’ Randall asked himself.


Catherine’s head swung up. She stared at him blindly.


A reason formed in her head. It caused her such pain that she couldn’t recognize it for a moment. Something thumped and shuddered inside her. An enormous wound, compounded of deep grief and unreleased anger, just beginning to heal, broke open afresh.


‘Did she have money?’ Tom was asking. He sounded far away.


‘Oh no,’ Randall said. ‘If she had, she kept it a secret and lived like a woman who has to be careful.’


Shuddering and screeching, about to be born.


‘My parents,’ Catherine whispered.


‘What, Catherine?’


‘My parents.’


‘What did she say?’ Tom’s voice; an irritating buzz, like a horsefly.


A murmur from Randall.


‘I thought they died in a car wreck.’ Tom, clearer now.


‘They were murdered,’ said Catherine.


‘And you think Leona’s death ties in with theirs?’ Randall asked quietly.


His voice steadied her.


‘Oh yes, I think it has to be connected,’ she said.


Tom looked bewildered, and angry about his bewilderment. They were talking about something he hadn’t found out yet.


‘Their car was tampered with,’ she told him. ‘They were on their way to spend the weekend with me. I was working at a weekly paper in Arkansas, my first job out of college . . . After they crossed the bridge into Arkansas, their car went out of control. Something—’ and here Catherine, incurably machine-stupid, shook her head helplessly – ‘something was loosened with a wrench, deliberately. The Arkansas police investigated the service station they had stopped at there. Sheriff Galton looked here.’


‘They never caught who did it?’ Tom was incredulous.


‘No,’ she said bleakly. ‘How could they? Anyone could have gotten into our garage, Father didn’t lock it. And it must have been done here. Why would a service-station attendant in Arkansas do anything like that? They were nice people . . . I met them.’ She closed her eyes and leaned back against the couch.


She heard Tom rise, and knew it was because he was too excited to sit. I’ve made one person happy today, she thought.


‘I’m going to call Galton,’ he said eagerly. Without another word, he stalked out the back door.


She forgot him as soon as he was gone.


I’ve been waiting for this, Catherine realized. Somewhere in this little town he’s been waiting, too, free and alive. Everyone forgot about my parents after a while. But now that he’s killed again, he’s drawn attention to himself. I’ve been waiting . . . She knew it now and was amazed she had not known it before. She was frightened to discover that this blood lust existed in quiet Catherine Linton.


But it was anger released. It felt good.


She opened her eyes to meet Randall’s. He looked thoughtful.


‘Go to bed,’ he advised gently, and kissed her on the cheek. ‘I’ll come by tomorrow.’


She could hear him let himself out as she went obediently to the soft waiting bed. She didn’t wonder at his sliding into the position of man to her woman, instead of employer to employee. She accepted the transition without question. As she turned over on her stomach and wrapped her arms around the pillow, she was able to forget her parents, forget Leona Gaites, for the moment before sleep swamped her.
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Catherine slept dreamlessly until morning.


She woke slowly; saw early morning light seeping through the curtains, heard birds twittering faintly outside.


She felt weak but at peace, the way an invalid feels after a long and debilitating illness has passed its crisis. She turned on her side to peer out the gap in the curtains, and when she had absorbed what she could see of the morning, her gaze transferred to the curtains themselves.


They were an olive green to match the bedspread. It dawned on Catherine that she didn’t like them, had never liked them. In fact, she hated olive green.


She would pick out new curtains, drive to Memphis and debate her choice with a saleswoman at an expensive shop.


I’ll buy something light and striped and open-weave. I’ll do it this weekend, she resolved. She swung out of bed and went to the louver-doored closet lining one wall of the bedroom. Her supply of clothes, most dating from her college days, barely filled one side of the vast closet.


And I’ll buy new clothes, too, she thought. Shoes. She eyed her bedroom slippers with disgust. How could she have kept those for so long?


She went down the dim hall to the kitchen, looking forward to her breakfast. It wasn’t until she saw the coffee pot, still dirty from the previous morning, that she remembered.


She sat abruptly on one of the bamboo chairs grouped around the breakfast table. She saw a hand lying in a pool of sunlight. Taking several deep breaths, she focused on the pattern of her robe until the worse had passed. With an immense and grim effort Catherine washed the coffee pot, filled it and plugged it in. From the pile of library books in the living room, she picked an innocuous biography of an Edwardian lady and sat at the glass-and-bamboo table reading the first paragraphs very carefully until the coffee had perked. After she had poured her first cup, she returned to the book.


She staved off the image of Leona’s hand until she had finished three cups of coffee, two pieces of toast, and fifty pages of the lady’s opulent childhood.


Then she moved to her favorite chair at the bay window and set herself to think.


If Leona’s death was connected with the murder of her parents, what could the connection be? Leona and her mother had never been friends. So Leona and her father, nurse and doctor, must have seen, or found out . . . something to be killed for.


If that was so, if the two had died because they knew the same thing, had seen the same thing (whatever), why the gap in time between the murders? Catherine asked herself. Could Leona have been so difficult to kill that six months had lapsed before the murderer had had another chance?


She shifted restlessly. Hers was not the kind of intelligence that asserted itself in orderly trains of reasoning but the kind that mulled in secret and then presented her, so to speak, with a conclusion.


Instead of undertaking the calm application of logic she had set herself to perform, she found herself dwelling with resentment on the suspicion in James Galton’s face when he told her that the dead woman was Leona Gaites. When Catherine’s restlessness goaded her into the bedroom to begin dressing, she was still gnawing at the shock that suspicion had made her feel.


While she was brushing her teeth, Catherine decided she was arrogant.


Why should he not suspect her? In all the mystery novels she had read, the finder-of-the-body was suspect.


I never realized how much pride I take in being who I am, she thought. I expect my lineage to speak for me; I think ‘Scott Linton’ means ‘above reproach.’ The ‘Catherine’ – that’s the important part. That’s just me.


She looked in the mirror over the sink and surveyed the toothpaste surrounding her mouth in a white froth.


‘Gorgeous,’ she muttered. ‘Like a mad dog.’


The word mad triggered another train of thought. Perhaps Sheriff Galton thought she was seriously crazy? Not just neurotic, but psychotic?


The anger she felt at the possibility was another confirmation, to Catherine’s mind, of her own arrogance. She rinsed out her mouth with unnecessary force.


Of course, she brooded, she had reacted drastically to her parents’ deaths. Who wouldn’t? Especially when that loss was simultaneously double, untimely, and violent. A period of grief; natural, expected.


But people had begun to wonder – she had seen it in their faces, in their careful selection of topics – when the way she lived, holed up in her family home, became permanent. No invitations in, no invitations out. And by the time she realized how she had isolated herself, she had gotten used to it.


I’ve been working on it, she thought defensively.


The terrible jolts of the day before had shown her how far she had come and how far she had to go.


Like an arrogant fool, I didn’t think anyone else would ever hold it to my discredit, she told her reflection silently (she was by now putting on her makeup).


Catherine glared at the mirror and made a horrendous crazy face at herself.


But Randall likes me, she reminded herself.


She picked delicately at the edges of that undeniable fact, half frightened. She mulled over the unexpected feeling that had passed between them.


Then she scolded herself, You’re mooning like a fifteen-year-old. And she smoothed her face out and gave the mirror her best, her Number One, smile. It had been a long time since she had used it; it made her cheeks ache.


Instead of donning a long-ago boyfriend’s football jersey, which lay at the top of the pile, she rooted deep in a drawer and pulled out something that fit quite a bit better.


The bells of the Baptist church were pealing for the eleven-o’clock service as she put in her earrings.


The church bell chimed in with the doorbell. Catherine opened the front door uncertainly, half doubtful she had heard it.


She had tentatively hoped it would be Randall. It was a dash of cold water in the face to see Sheriff Galton.


Oh, go away, she told him silently. I had gotten all settled, and here I am mad again.


‘I’m sorry to bother you on a Sunday, Catherine, but I’ve thought of a few more questions I want to ask you.’


Galton looked as immovable as a transport truck.


Suddenly Catherine was no longer angry. She felt flat and depressed. She saw in James Galton the grinning man who had swept her to the ceiling in a deliciously frightening game, when he and his wife came to visit Glenn and Rachel Linton.


There was nothing fun about being frightened now. There was nothing fun about being the sheriff, either. James Galton’s face had been sanded down with exhaustion.


‘Please come in,’ she said quietly, standing aside.


He sank down onto the couch with a barely audible sigh of relief. Catherine took the chair Tom had occupied the afternoon before.


For a minute or two they were silent. Galton was lost in some dark alley of thought. Catherine watched him, lit a cigarette, tried to relax. The feeling of being fifteen and in first crush had utterly died away, leaving her hardened, old, and alone. She resolved to behave like a normal, sane, balanced woman – a resolution that immediately made her nervous and fidgety.


‘Well, I’ll keep this as short as I can,’ the sheriff began. ‘I know you probably want to be by yourself’ – and Catherine winced as her idea of her image in Lowfield was confirmed – ‘but you know, Catherine, I don’t enjoy this.’


She felt remorseful, receptive, and wary, all at once.


‘Now, when you were driving to the shack yesterday, did you see anyone you know, anyone at all?’


Catherine reflected obediently.


‘No. Well, yes I did,’ she said, surprised. A blue pickup had been coming toward Lowfield as she was going to the shack. She remembered a friendly wave through a bug-spattered windshield.


‘I saw Martin Barnes,’ she said without thinking, still amazed that she had forgotten, especially since the sheriff had asked her who rented the land. Was she getting Martin Barnes in trouble? He was a pleasant not-too-bright man with a married daughter, Sally, who was Catherine’s age.


Well, Mr Barnes is old enough to watch out for himself, Catherine decided with a new tartness.


‘What was he driving?’ Galton asked.


‘His blue pickup. I don’t know makes and models. But it was him; he waved at me.’


‘Where do you reckon you were when you saw him?’


Catherine thought back. Her morning before she had entered the shack was blurry to her now.


‘He was fixing to turn onto the highway, just as I was turning off,’ she said. ‘You know, there are a couple of houses there. One that Jewel Crenna rents. The other one’s empty now.’


‘The turn-off to the shack,’ Galton observed mildly.


‘Yes,’ said Catherine and took a deep breath. Despite her every-man-for-himself resolution, she was still dressing things up. She didn’t want to point any fingers.


Galton said intuitively, ‘Catherine, someone did this. Maybe someone you know.’


‘And maybe it was you,’ whispered the silence that fell after he spoke.


‘How long since you saw Leona?’ he asked abruptly.


‘Tom and Randall asked me that yesterday,’ she said nervously. ‘I honestly don’t remember.’


Do drag in the word ‘honestly,’ she congratulated herself savagely. By all means.


‘If you mean saw her around town,’ she rattled on, ‘I guess a couple of weeks ago in the drugstore. If you mean saw her to speak to, it was a few months ago – about three months – when Tom was going to move into the house in back, Father’s old office. She called me—’ Catherine stopped short.


‘She called you?’ nudged Galton.


‘Yes,’ Catherine said slowly. ‘It was really kind of strange. Miss Gaites said she had heard that someone was moving into the old office, and she knew there were some things in there that Jerry Selforth hadn’t wanted to buy. She wanted to know if I needed help moving them.’


Catherine remembered smothering her dislike, to preserve the false face of friendliness she and Leona had always worn when they dealt with each other.


A waste of time, Catherine thought now. And it had been funny-peculiar, her calling like that.


Catherine really had needed help getting those filing cabinets up the collapsible folding stairs that let down from the attic in her father’s old office. And she had still been suffering from the ‘be nice to Leona, she has no family’ syndrome. So she had accepted Leona’s help with protestations of gratitude.
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