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For Marilyn, Linda, Nancy, Lia, Judy, and Sue—y’all know who and y’all know why (also the when, what, where, and how).













It might seem that the turbulent squall cloud is very vigorous compared with the gentle air currents which build it, but it must be remembered that the squall cloud is near the axis of the whirl.

—Willis Isbister Milham
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CHAPTER 1

The signs of rain, wind, storm, and fair weather we have described so far as was attainable, partly from our own observation, partly from the information of persons of credit.

—Theophrastus

 The call came through to the Colleton County Sheriff’s Department just after sunset on a chilly Thursday evening in mid-January. A pickup truck had crashed on a back road near Possum Creek. 

From the sound of her voice the caller was an older woman and more than a little upset. “I think he’s dead. There’s so much blood, and he’s not moving.”

The dispatcher made soothing noises and promised that help would be there very shortly. “Where are you now, ma’am?”

“Rideout Road, off Old Forty-Eight. I’m not sure of the number.” 

The dispatcher heard her speak to someone, then a second woman came on the line. “Mrs. Victor Johnson here,” she said and gave the house number as a man’s excited voice could be heard in the background. “My husband just came back from looking. He says it’s J.D. Rouse.”

“We’ll have someone there in just a few minutes,” said the dispatcher and put out calls to the nearest patrol unit and to the rescue service.

Dwight Bryant, chief deputy and head of the department’s detective division, was halfway home and had just turned on his headlights when he heard the calls. He mentally shook his head. J.D. Rouse dead from a vehicular accident? Rouse had been picked up for DWI at least once that Dwight knew of, so perhaps it wasn’t totally surprising that he’d crashed his truck. 

On the other hand, if he’d ever been asked how he thought Rouse might meet his maker, he would have said, “Barroom brawl. Shot by someone’s disgruntled husband. Hell, maybe even stabbed with a butcher knife by his own wife the night she finally got tired of him knocking her around—assuming he had a wife. And assuming he’d treat her the same as he seemed to treat anyone weaker than himself.” 

Rideout Road was less than three miles from home. He switched on the blue lights and siren behind the grille of his truck and floored the gas pedal. It wouldn’t be out of his way to swing by, he thought, as homebound traffic moved aside for him. His wife—and it was still a thing of wonder that Deborah had really married him—had a late meeting so she wouldn’t be there for a couple of hours yet.

By the time he arrived, it was almost full dark, but the night was lit up by a patrol unit’s flashing blue lights. A thick stand of scrub pines lined one side of the road, the other side was an open pasture that adjoined a farmyard. There, too, a thin row of pines and cedars had grown up along the right-of-way. Despite the rapidly dropping temperature, three or four cars had stopped opposite the wreck and several people had gotten out to watch and exclaim, their warm breaths blowing little clouds of steam with every word. 

A bundled-up deputy was emerging from his patrol car with his torchlight as Dwight pulled in behind him. Dwight zipped his own jacket and put on gloves before stepping out into the bone-chilling wind.

“Hey, Major. You heard the call, too, huh?”

Together they approached the white Ford pickup that lay nose down across the shallow ditch.

“Straight stretch of road,” the younger man mused. He flashed his torch back along the pavement. “No skid marks. You reckon he had a heart attack?”

Sam Dalton was a fairly new recruit and Dwight had not yet taken his measure, but he liked it that Dalton did not jump to immediate conclusions without all the facts. 

Siren wailing, a rescue truck crested the rise and its emergency lights flashed through the pickup’s front windshield. As the two deputies approached the driver’s side of the pickup, Dwight paused.

“What does that look like to you?” he asked, nodding toward the back window. The glass had shattered in a telltale spiderweb pattern that radiated out from a small hole just behind the driver’s seat.

“Well, damn!” said Dalton. “He was shot?”

A few moments later, the EMT who drove the rescue truck confirmed that J.D. Rouse was dead and yes, he had indeed been shot through the back of the head. 

“No exit wound, so the bullet’s still in there,” she said.

There was an open six-pack on the seat beside the dead man. It held three cold Bud Lights. A fourth can lay on the floor in a pool of beer and blood. Otherwise the interior of the truck was uncluttered. No fast-food boxes or plastic drink cups, but the open ashtray was full of butts and there were burn marks on the vinyl seats as if hot cigarette coals had fallen on them. A smoker, thought Dwight, and a careless one at that. It went with what he knew of Rouse, who had grown up in the same community: a man who grabbed what he wanted with greedy hands and with no regard for what he might be wrecking.

“Looks like he’d just popped the top on his beer when he got hit,” said the med tech.

Rouse had worn a fleece-lined denim jacket, jeans, and heavy work boots when he died. The jacket was unzipped to reveal a blue plaid flannel shirt even though it was a cold night and the passenger-side window was open about four inches.

While Dalton secured the area, Dwight called for the crime scene van and a couple of his detectives, then he walked over to the people standing across the road. “Which one of you reported it?”

“That was us,” said the older gray-haired man, whom Dwight immediately recognized. 

Victor Johnson was a generation older and had lived on this farm all his life, so he had known Dwight’s family long enough to speak familiarly, but tonight’s circumstance made him more formal. 

“Did you see it happen?” asked Dwight.

“No, sir. It was getting on for dark and my wife had just called me to the table when we heard Miz Harper banging at the door. She was the one actually called y’all. Soon as she said a truck’d run off the road, Catherine showed her the phone and I come out here to see about it.”

“Was the motor still running?”

“Yessir. I opened the door and reached in under him to cut it off. Knowed it was J.D. soon as I seen the truck. He lives on the other side of Old Forty-Eight and cuts through here all the time. Young man like that?” He shook his head. “And there’s that poor wife of his with two or three little ones. Somebody needs to go tell her.”

“We’ll do that,” said Dwight. “This Mrs. Harper. Which one is she?”

“Oh, she ain’t here. She was so shook up, she wanted to go on home. I tried to get her to let me drive her, but she had her dog and her wagon with her and I couldn’t talk her into leaving the wagon here.”

“Harper?” Dwight asked, trying to place the woman. “Eddie Harper’s mother?”

“No, I doubt you’d know her,” said Johnson. “She’s one of the new people.”

“She lives just over the rise there,” said Mrs. Johnson, stepping forward. “First little white house on the right when you turn into that Holly Ridge development. They moved here from Virginia about ten or twelve years ago. Daughter’s remarried now and lives in Raleigh.”

The woman paused and beamed at him. “I heard you got married last month yourself.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Kezzie Knott’s girl.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said and waited for the sly grins that usually accompanied his admission that Sheriff Bo Poole’s chief deputy had married the daughter of a man who used to run moonshine from Canada to Florida in his long-ago youth.

There was nothing sly in the older woman’s smile. “I knew her mother. One of the nicest people God ever put on this earth. I hope y’all are half as happy together as her and Mr. Kezzie were.” 

“So far, so good,” said Dwight, smiling back at her. “So this Mrs. Harper was walking along the shoulder and saw it happen?”

Husband and wife both nodded vigorously. “She’s out two or three times a week picking up trash. Said that just about the time he got even with her, she heard a big bang, like the tire blew out or something, and then the pickup slowed down and ran right off the road and into the ditch.”

Ten minutes later, Dwight stopped his truck in front of the neat little house at the corner of one of those cheaply built developments that had popped up around the county in the last few years like mildew after a summer rain. No sidewalks and the street was already pockmarked with potholes. The porch light was on and a child’s red metal wagon stood near the steps. Its carrying capacity was increased by removable wooden rails and was lined with a large black plastic garbage bag whose sides had been snugged back over the rails. The bag was half full of dirty drink cups, plastic bottles that seemed to have been run over a couple of times, beer cans, scrap paper, yellow Bojangles’ boxes, and fast-food bags. A soiled pair of thin leather driving gloves lay on top.

When he rang, a dog barked from within, then the door was opened by a wiry gray-haired woman. She wore gray warm-up pants and a blue Fair Isle sweater and Dwight put her age at somewhere on the other side of sixty.

She shushed the small brown dog, waved aside the ID Dwight tried to show her, and held the door open wide. “Come on in out of the cold, Major—Bryant, did you say? Such an awful thing. Mr. Johnson was right, wasn’t he? That man really is dead, isn’t he?”

“I’m afraid so, ma’am. Did you know him?”

Mrs. Harper shook her head. “I’ve seen the truck lots of times, but I never met the driver. Didn’t even know his name till Mr. Johnson said it. Probably wouldn’t recognize him if he walked through the door.” 

The house was small—what real estate agents call a “starter home”—and was almost obsessively neat and orderly. Cozy, but nothing out of place. Magazines were stacked according to size on the coffee table, and a family portrait was precisely centered above the couch. Dwight recognized a much younger Mrs. Harper. The child on her lap was probably the married daughter Mrs. Johnson had mentioned. The older man seated next to her was no doubt her father. He wore an Army uniform, as did the younger man who stood in back, almost like an afterthought. Colonel and captain.

“My dad,” said Mrs. Harper, when she saw him looking at the picture. “I was an Army brat who went and married one.”

“They’re not with you now?” 

“No. Bill and I split up about a year after that was painted, and the Colonel died three years ago this month.” Pride and love mingled in her voice as she spoke of her father. “He was a wonderful man. Would have been eighty-five if he’d lived.”

More family pictures and framed mementos hung in neat rows along a wall that led down a hallway. “Those his medals?” Dwight asked. He had similar ones stowed away somewhere from his own Army days.

Mrs. Harper nodded. “But do come and sit. May I get you something? Coffee? A nice cup of tea?” 

Through the archway to the kitchen, Dwight could see a teapot and a single mug on the table. “Hot tea would be great this cold night,” he said, taking off his gloves and stuffing them in his jacket pocket.

He trailed along as Mrs. Harper went out to the kitchen stove and turned the burner on under a shiny red kettle. She put a tea bag in a second mug and laid a spoon beside it. The kettle was hot from before and began to whistle almost instantly. “I always find that a good cup of tea helps settle my nerves,” she said. 

Even so, she was still so rattled that hot water splashed onto the Formica tabletop as she filled his cup. “I’m sorry. It was such a shock. The Colonel used to say—but he was in battle and war is different, isn’t it? I never…”

Dwight took the kettle from her shaking hands and set it back on the stove, then pulled out a chair across the table from her. 

“Could you tell me what happened? Cold as it is, I’m a little surprised that you were out walking so late with night coming on. It’s not terribly safe.” 

“I can take care of myself,” she said sharply, then immediately softened her sharp words with a smile toward the dog. “She doesn’t look fierce, but she’s very protective. But you’re right. It was later than usual. I always mean to go early but I’m not a morning person and, I don’t know, one thing and another, I just seem to piddle around till it’s usually four o’clock before Dixie and I set out.”

The little dog cocked an ear at hearing its name.

“The Johnsons say you were picking up trash along the roadside?” 

Mrs. Harper smiled and nodded. “I adopted Rideout Road two years ago to honor my father. Maybe you saw the sign at the crossroads? Colonel James T. Frampton?”

As part of its anti-littering campaign, North Carolina allows individuals or corporations to “adopt” a road or a two-mile stretch of highway and will put up a sign to that effect if the volunteers agree to clean their stretch at least four times a year. 

“My wife’s family has the road that cuts through their farms,” Dwight said, “but I don’t think they’re out picking up litter every week. And for sure not when the weather’s this cold.”

Mrs. Harper shrugged her rounded shoulders. “It’s not bad once you get to moving good. I just can’t bear to see trash build up on a road dedicated to the Colonel. Besides, it’s good exercise for Dixie and me and neither of us is getting any younger, I’m afraid.”

This time, the corgi put a paw on her mistress’s trousered leg and she smiled down indulgently. “With all the excitement, I forgot all about your treat, didn’t I, girl?”

Dwight waited while she took a Milk-Bone from the cut-glass candy dish in the center of the table and gave it to the dog.

“Tell me about this evening,” he said.

“There’s really not much to tell.” She lifted the mug to her pale lips, then set it down again. Despite her obvious distress, though, she was able to convey a good sense of the circumstances. “It’s so cold that the wind made my eyes water. I had picked up what little there was on the eastbound side and we were on our way back down the westbound side. It was too early for what you’d call rush hour out here and the road doesn’t get all that much traffic anyhow. There’s only fourteen houses till you get to this subdivision, and most of the people who live here and work in Raleigh usually take Old Forty-Eight. It’s a little more direct, although enough do use Rideout. Maybe because it’s still country along here? Used to be an older man who would park out of sight of any houses and have himself a couple of beers before going home and he’d just dump the evidence on the shoulder. When I called him on it, he apologized and started getting out and hiding his empties in the trunk. And another time—oh, but why am I going on like this? You don’t want to hear about litterbugs. You want to know about tonight.”

Dwight smiled encouragingly, knowing how some people have to take a running start to launch into the horror of what they have witnessed.

“Anyhow, I was fishing a McDonald’s bag out of the ditch when I heard the truck coming. About the time it got even with me, I heard a loud bang. Like a backfire or something. And then the truck just rolled on off the road. I thought maybe it’d blown a tire.”

She hesitated and looked at him. “I was wrong, though, wasn’t I? I hear enough hunters, and the Colonel was in the infantry. It was a gunshot, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Dwight. “I’m afraid so.”

Her hand shook as she tried to bring the mug to her lips again.

“Could you tell where the shot came from?” he asked. “Which side of the road?”

“Which side?” She considered for a long moment, then shook her head. “I’m sorry, Major Bryant. It happened so fast. The truck. The bang. The crash. All I know is that it came from behind me somewhere, but whether it was from the woods or the Johnson farm, I just can’t say.”

J.D. Rouse’s place of residence was a whole different experience from Mrs. Harper’s tidy home. 

Three generations ago, this had been a modest farm, but dividing the land among six children, none of whom wanted to farm, had reduced the current generation’s holdings to less than two acres. A typical eastern Carolina one-story clapboard farmhouse in bad need of paint stood amid mature oaks and pecan trees at the front of the lot. Dwight seemed to recall that the house was now inhabited by Rouse’s widowed mother and older sister. Behind it lay a dilapidated hay barn, and farther down the rutted driveway was a shabby double-wide that had been parked out in what was once a tobacco field. The mobile home was sheltered by a single pine tree that had no doubt planted itself, since his headlights revealed no other trees or shrubs in the yard to indicate an interest in landscaping. 

Weather-stained and sun-faded plastic toys littered the yard along with abandoned buckets, and his lights picked up a vacant dog pen and the rusted frame of a child’s swing set. The original swings were long gone, replaced with a single tire suspended by a rope. It swayed a little in the icy wind. An old Toyota sedan sat on concrete blocks off to the side, and more blocks served as makeshift steps. When he knocked on the metal door, it rattled in its frame like ice cubes in an empty glass. The place was dark inside and no one responded. He went back to his truck and tapped the horn. 

Nothing. 

As he started back down the rutted drive, he saw that the back-porch light had come on at the old Rouse home and a heavyset woman was standing in the open doorway, so he turned into the yard beside the back door and got out to speak to her. 

It had been years since they had been in school together and he was not sure whether or not this was J.D. Rouse’s sister. The Marsha Rouse he remembered had been beanpole skinny, with long brown hair. This woman was carrying at least sixty extra pounds and her short hair was bright orange. She wore baggy gray knit pants and a thick black sweater over a bright purple turtleneck, and she hunched into her clothes with her arms folded across her ample chest as if to stay warm.

If she recognized him here in the darkness, it was not evident by the suspicious tone in her voice as he approached. “You looking for J.D.? He ain’t home yet.”

“Marsha?” he asked. 

She peered at him more closely as he stepped into the light. “Dwight? Dwight Bryant? Lord, it must be a hundred years since I seen you. What brings you out here? J.D. in trouble again?”

“I was hoping to speak to his wife, but she doesn’t seem to be at home.”

“Naw, she’s left him. Packed up the girls this morning and went to her brother’s. Is that what you’re here about? She take out papers on him this time?”

“This time?” he asked.

She shrugged. “J.D.’s got a temper. Always did. And he can have a mean streak when he gets to drinking too much. Is that why you want to see him?”

Dwight hesitated. A victim’s next of kin was usually the first one to be notified, but Marsha was his sister, while his wife was who knows where.

“I’m sorry to have to tell you this, Marsha, but J.D.’s dead.”

“What?”

“Somebody shot him about an hour ago.”

“Shot him? Oh my God! Who?”

“We don’t know yet. He was in his truck on Rideout Road when a bullet came through the back window. We don’t even know if it was an accident or deliberate.”

An elderly woman in a blue cardigan over a print housedress appeared in the doorway behind Rouse’s sister. She was pushing an aluminum walker and shuffled along in thick woolly bedroom slippers. “Marsha? Who you talking to? And how come you’re standing out in that cold with the door wide open? You won’t raised in no barn.”

“Go back inside, Mama,” Marsha said harshly. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

She pulled the door closed and shook her head at Dwight. “This is going to pure out kill her. She thinks J.D. hung the moon.”

“You don’t sound like you think he did,” said Dwight.

“Easy enough to be the favorite if you bring her a Butterfinger every week and sweet-talk her for two minutes and then don’t lift your finger to do a damn thing to help out the rest of the time. Nita does more for her than he ever does and she’s a Mexican.”

“Nita?” 

“J.D.’s wife.”

“J.D. have anybody gunning for him that you know of?”

“Nita’s brother maybe? He cussed J.D. out in Mexican and said he’d put a beating on him if he ever hit Nita or the kids again. But that was just talk. He’s not even tall as me. J.D. punched him in the face and that was two months ago. Mexicans, they got hot tempers, too, and I don’t know as he’d wait two months and then come after him with a gun, do you? Less’n Nita got him riled up today?”

Dwight sighed and asked for directions to Nita Rouse’s brother’s house.

“What about J.D., Dwight? What’ll I tell Mama when she wants to know where he is?”

Dwight explained the need for an autopsy before the body could be released for burial and promised that someone would notify the family.

 Back at the site of the wreck, more people on their way home had stopped to gawk and ask questions. The crime scene van was there now and Percy Denning had set up floodlights to facilitate taking pictures that might one day bolster the State’s case against the shooter. Assuming they could find him.

Or her, thought Dwight with a wry tip of his hat to his wife. Not that he needed Deborah’s opinionated reminder that women are just as capable of murder as men. 

He watched as Rouse’s body was moved to the rescue truck to be transported to the medical examiner in Chapel Hill.

Among his officers working the scene was Deputy Mayleen Richards and he motioned to her. “You speak Spanish, don’t you?”

Tall and sturdily built with a face full of freckles inherited from her redheaded father, the younger woman nodded. “A little. I’ve been taking lessons out at Colleton Community.”

“Way the state’s going, I probably ought to join you,” he said. “How ’bout you come with me to tell his wife she’s a widow now? I understand she’s Mexican.”

“Sure,” said Richards, grateful that darkness hid the hot flush she had felt in her cheeks when he spoke of joining her in Spanish class. 

She lifted her head to the cold north wind, grateful for its bite, and started toward the patrol unit she and Jamison had driven out from Dobbs, but her boss gestured toward his truck. “Ride with me and I’ll tell you what we have so far.”

With a flaming red face, Richards did as she was told.

Stop it, she told herself as she opened the passenger door of the truck. He’s married now. To the woman everybody says he’s loved for years. She’s a judge. She’s smart and she’s beautiful. The only thing he cares about you is whether you do the job right.

Nevertheless, as he turned the key in the ignition, she could not suppress the surge of happiness she felt sitting there beside him.













CHAPTER 2

He greeted me courteously, and after he had spoke of the weather and the promise of the sky, he mentioned, incidentally, that he was going to Paris.

—Robert Neilson Stephens

 After court adjourned that chilly Thursday evening, I killed time till my meeting with a quick visit to my friend Portland Brewer, who was still on maternity leave from the law practice she shares with her husband, Avery. 

Carolyn Deborah Brewer is about eighteen hours younger than my nearly one-month marriage to Dwight Bryant, and I was still enchanted with both of them. She’s twenty-one inches long, has fuzzy little black curls all over her tiny head, and smells of baby powder. He’s six-three, has a head of thick brown hair, and smells of Old Spice. I love kissing both, but only one kisses back, and as soon as my meeting adjourned a little after eight, I phoned to let that one know I was on my way.

“I was just about to call you,” he said. “I’m running late, too. Want me to pick up something for supper?”

“We still have half of that roast chicken and some gravy from yesterday,” I reminded him. “Hot sandwiches and a green salad?”

“Sounds good to me. I’ll be there as soon as I drop Richards off and see if Denning has anything else for us right now.”

I rang off without asking questions. Denning? That meant a crime scene. And if he had Richards with him, that meant at least one other detective on the scene with Denning. 

Which all added up to something serious. 

I’m as curious as the next person—“Curious?” say my brothers. “Try nosy.”—but a cell phone is not the best place to ask questions. If the incident was something Dwight could tell me about, he would be more open face-to-face over a hot meal.

I’m a district court judge, he’s chief deputy of the Colleton County Sheriff’s Department, which generates a large proportion of the cases that get tried in our judicial district. We had forged a separation of powers treaty shortly after our engagement back in October—he doesn’t talk about things that have a chance of showing up in my courtroom, I don’t ask questions till after they are disposed of, and everyone at the courthouse knows not to schedule me for any district court cases where he has to testify. Fortunately, most of Dwight’s work concerns major felonies that are automatically tried in superior court, so we actually have more freedom of communication than we had originally expected.

We got home about the same time, and as we put together a supper of leftovers, he told me about the killing. I was surprised, but not really shocked to hear that J.D. Rouse had been shot. He was a couple of years ahead of me in school and his reputation was already unsavory back then. As a teenager, I may have flirted around with a lot of pot-smoking, beer-drinking boys—the wild boys who drove too fast, sassed the teachers, and cared more about carburetors and carom shots than physics and philosophy, but they were basically good-hearted slackers, loyal to their friends. 

Wild is one thing, mean is a whole ’nother ball game.

J.D. was one of those guys who would get a pal drunk and then use him for a urinal. He was a bully and a sexual predator who loved to brag about the girls he’d gone down on, but he had a quick tongue that his buddies found funny when it was turned on someone else and he was good-looking enough that the mirror didn’t crack every time he combed his hair.

When I wouldn’t go out with him, he tried to hassle me, but I just stared him down and he suddenly remembered whose daughter I was. With several older brothers still living at home and a father who had a reputation for taking care of those who crossed him, my firepower was a lot stronger than his. I think he managed to scrape through high school, and someone said he joined the Army. That was the last time I gave him a thought till he turned up on a speeding charge in my courtroom a couple of years ago. It was not old home week but I did grant the prayer for judgment continued he asked for.

He still wasn’t high on my radar screen until this past Thanksgiving when he was charged for beating up on his wife. Despite the bruises on her face and the testimony of the officer who had responded to the 911 call, the woman, a pretty young Mexican with almost no English, refused to testify against him. There was a time when a battered woman could be swayed by her man’s sweet talk and “take up the charges,” which meant that she would be fined court costs for her “frivolous prosecution” while he walked free.

No more. If an officer charges a man with assault on a female, that man will stand trial, and if convicted, faces a maximum sentence of 150 days in jail plus a hefty fine.

The arresting officer testified that there were two little girls in the home and that Rouse appeared to be their only support. In broken English, his wife begged me not to send him to jail, that it was all a misunderstanding.

You never know if a stern sentence and sizable fine will get someone’s attention or whether it’ll simply stress him out so that he hammers on his family even more. Because this was Rouse’s first documented offense, I lowballed it and gave him thirty days suspended for a year, fined him a hundred dollars and court costs (another hundred), and required him to complete an anger management program at the mental health clinic there in Dobbs. 

“Big waste of time,” I told Dwight. “A person has to want to change for the program to do any good and I figured J.D. was going to have to piss off somebody a whole lot meaner than himself for that to happen.” I put the skin and bones of the leftover roast chicken in a pot with celery and onions to boil up for stock, and shredded the rest of the meat. “I wouldn’t be a bit surprised to hear his shooting was no accident.” 

“Be awfully coincidental for a hunter’s stray bullet,” Dwight said as he put bread into the four-slice toaster someone had given us as a wedding present. “One slice or two?” 

“One,” I said virtuously.

“I’ll get people out walking along the woods and the pasture first thing tomorrow, but we’ll have to wait for the ME to tell us if the track of the bullet veers to the left or right enough to indicate which side of the road the shot came from. I’m betting on the woods.”

“Because that woman picking up litter didn’t see him?”

“And he must not’ve seen her. Or else didn’t care because he was so well hidden.” He shook his head pessimistically. “Damn good shooting if it was intentional. Back of the head. Twilight. Moving target.”

I added the shredded chicken to the rich gravy I had heated in one of Mother’s old black iron skillets while Dwight told me that J.D.’s sister said that he was a roofer with one of the local contractors and that they usually knocked off about the same time every evening so someone who knew his habits could have been lying in wait. 

“It’s almost like last month, isn’t it?” I said, recalling the death of a colleague shortly before our wedding. “Only this time, the shooter wasn’t driving alongside, talking through their open windows. Not on that two-lane road.”

Dwight frowned. “Actually, his window was open, too. Not all the way.” He measured four or five inches with his hands to illustrate.

“Did your witness see another vehicle?”

Friends or neighbors who meet on backcountry roads often stop and talk until the appearance of another car or pickup makes them move on.

Dwight shook his head. “Anyhow, it was his right window that was open,” he said, following my line of thought.

“Was he a smoker?”

“Yeah. Cigarettes in his shirt pocket. Stubs in the ashtray. Burn marks on the seat.”

“There you go, then.” Except that even as I said it, I thought back to my own brief fling with cigarettes. It was always my left window that I kept cracked so I could flick the ashes out and blow the smoke away, not the right one.

I started smoking about the time I got my driver’s license. It seemed to go with my sporty little white T-Bird. I quit, cold turkey, two years later when Mother was dying from lung cancer. It was part of my attempt to bargain with God: Please let her live and I’ll never light another cigarette, never drive over fifty-five, never get in the backseat with another boy, never skip church again, please?

Giving up cigarettes was the only part of the vow that I stuck with.

But then God didn’t keep His side of the bargain either.

The toaster dinged and the fragrance of nicely browned bread mingled with the aroma of bubbling chicken gravy.

But thinking of bargains and litter reminded me. “If it warms up some, Minnie and Doris want us all out Saturday morning to clean up our own stretch of road. It’s getting pretty messy.”

“I’d love to help y’all,” Dwight said with a grin, “but Rouse’s killing will probably eat up most of my free time unless we clear it fast.”

“You think he was shot by someone in his wife’s family?”

“Well, he did beat her up pretty bad this time,” Dwight told me as he ladled hot chicken over his toast and helped himself to salad. “Her brother took her to the emergency room last night and she and the kids are staying with him right now.”

“How’d she take the news?” 

“Started crying as soon as we told her. Hard to say if she was crying for herself or the kids.” He added some bread-and-butter pickles to his plate and passed the jar to me. “The brother and sister-in-law weren’t shedding any tears, though. Richards couldn’t understand everything they said, but the gist seemed to be that it couldn’t have happened to a more deserving dog. They started right in planning the wife’s new life, how she would move in with them and take care of all the children while her sister-in-law goes to work in the brother’s lawn care business.”

“The brother have an alibi?” I asked, nibbling at a slice of pickle myself. Their crisp sweetness was made for hot chicken sandwiches.

“Said he was on the job till full dark. Richards will check it out tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” That reminded me. “Portland asked if we could babysit tomorrow night so she and Avery can go to a movie. It’ll be the first time they’ve both left the baby.”

“And they’re going to trust us?”

“Who better? You’ve practiced on Cal and I’ve been babysitting nieces and nephews since I was twelve. Besides, they figure that if there’s an emergency, you could get help faster than anybody else in the county.”

“On one condition. Avery got a boxed set of early Marx Brothers movies for Christmas.”

I groaned. He knows I hate slapstick as much as he hates chick flicks, yet he keeps trying to get me to sit through endless reruns of Laurel and Hardy or Fawlty Towers.

“Did he tell you that Portland’s mother gave her the original Love Affair?” I asked sweetly. “The 1939 version with Charles Boyer and Irene Dunn?”

“They shot that damn thing twice?”

“Four times, if you count Sleepless in Seattle,” I said.

“I’ll make you a deal. If you can watch Duck Soup without laughing, I’ll watch Irene Dunn fall under a taxi. Hell, I’ll even get you your own box of Kleenex.”

We were clearing the table and loading the dishwasher when Dwight’s cell phone rang. He frowned at the number displayed on the little screen. 

“Shaysville,” he muttered.

I glanced at the clock. Shaysville, Virginia? Nine-fifteen on a school night? It could be only Jonna, his ex-wife and mother of his eight-year-old son, Cal.

Dwight’s voice was carefully neutral when he answered, but it immediately turned warm. “Hey, buddy,” he said. “What’s up? And how come you’re still up?”

He listened intently and I saw a frown begin. “Where’s your mom, son?… Did she say when she’d be back?… Is Nana there?… Okay, but—… Tomorrow? Sorry, buddy, but—… No, I’m just saying that if you’d told me earlier, maybe we could have worked something out.” There was another long pause, then his shoulders stiffened in resolution and his voice became reassuring. “No, it’s fine. I can do it. How are the roads? It snowed up there last night, didn’t it?… What’s your teacher’s name again?… Ten o’clock?… I’ll be there. I promise. Now you scoot on into bed, you hear?”

He laid the phone down with a sigh.

“Something wrong?” I asked.

“Not really. Jonna’s out somewhere and her mother came over to sit with Cal, but she fell asleep on the couch so he took advantage of the situation to stay up later than usual and to call me even though Jonna told him not to.”

“Not to call you?” I started to get indignant on his behalf.

“He wants me to come to his school tomorrow morning. Says he promised his teacher I’d be there. Jonna told him he couldn’t expect me to come running up without any notice, but—” He shook his head ruefully.

“But he knows his dad,” I said. “I’ll set the clock for four-thirty, okay?”

“Better make it four,” Dwight said.













CHAPTER 3

Trees which have been frost-bitten, when they are not completely destroyed, soon shoot again, so that they immediately bear fruit.

—Theophrastus

FRIDAY, 21 JANUARY 

 Even though they had gone to bed at ten-thirty, it had been a heavy week and Dwight felt as if he had barely closed his eyes when the alarm rang at four the next morning. He cut it off at the first sharp trill, but Deborah gave a drowsy groan as he pushed himself out from under the heavy covers. They both preferred a cold room for sleeping and the icy floor was a jolt to his bare feet. The bathroom was warm, though, and the hot shower left him feeling he could face a day that would probably include facing his ex-wife. He had told Deborah the night before that there was no need for her to get up, but when he came back into the bedroom to dress in a dark red wool shirt, black slacks, and a red-and-gray-striped tie, their bed was empty and the aroma of freshly brewed coffee drifted down the hall from the kitchen. 

He was tying his shoelaces when she returned with a steaming mug. “You didn’t have to do that.”

“I know.” She used her own mug to cover another yawn. Standing there in an old blue sweatshirt with tangled hair tucked back behind her ears, she was sleepy-eyed and so utterly desirable that without the long drive in front of him, he would have pulled her back beneath the covers. Instead, he took the Thermos of coffee she had filled to help him through the drive, put on his black leather jacket, and promised to be back that night before Portland and Avery got home from their movie.

By the time Dwight reached Greensboro, there were patches of snow in the shady spots, and after he crossed the state line into Virginia, more of the landscape was blanketed with Wednesday night’s four-inch snowfall. Plows and scrapers had left thick banks of snow alongside the highway, but the January sun shone brightly in a cold blue sky and the road itself was dry. Stifling a yawn, he turned the heater off so that the chill would help keep him alert.

When he tired of NPR’s bleak recital of world news, he fumbled through a handful of CDs Deborah had given him for Christmas. One three-disk set held more than seventy Johnny Cash songs, but he’d already listened to the whole set twice, so he popped an Alabama collection into the player instead. As the gentle harmonies of “Feels So Right” filled the truck, he found himself contrasting the two women he had married. 

At thirteen, Deborah had been a headstrong kid, already full of the sass and vinegar she would possess as a woman, and the six years between them seemed so insurmountable that he had joined the Army to avoid temptation. Yet every time he came home on leave and hooked up with her brothers, there she was, more tempting than ever. He put in for special training and was reassigned to Germany, where he thought he was over his infatuation. He told himself it had been a matter of forbidden fruit, an aberration; and when he met Jonna Shay, who was visiting an Army friend in Wiesbaden, he was taken in by her soft Southern voice, her beautiful face, and her slightly patrician air. 

“But she didn’t fall into your bed right away, did she?” his mother had said the one time he discussed it with her after the divorce. “And there you were, ripe for marriage. Any reasonably compatible woman will do when a man’s ready.” 

And yes, he’d been ready. And no, it wasn’t all bad. She had thought he could be molded into an officer and a gentleman, and he was willing to try. He took enough college equivalences to almost qualify for officer training, and with some strong recommendations from his commanding officers and a few bent rules, he made it into OCS through the back door. It was only later, when he was commissioned and his workload eased off a little, that he fully comprehended just how much Jonna felt she had lowered herself by marrying an enlisted man. 

After her stint as Mrs. Sergeant Bryant, she was delighted to be Mrs. Lieutenant Bryant, to lunch regularly at the officers’ club, and to play bridge with the wives of majors and colonels. In the Army’s rigid caste system, enlisted and commissioned seldom socialize, but when she used that as an excuse not to hold a farewell cookout when the friend who had introduced them was being transferred, he realized that she had quietly dropped every enlisted friend still assigned to the base.

Well before they were posted to the D.C. area, he knew the marriage was a mistake. A quick visit home for his mother’s birthday only confirmed the seriousness of that mistake. One glimpse of Deborah, newly admitted to the bar, lusty and vital and more desirable than ever, and he knew that what he had felt was not youthful infatuation, that he really did love her. Would love her forever. But she was involved with a state representative at the time and he was married, which meant that she was doubly off-limits. He had made his bed and he would keep sleeping there even though he found no joy in it. He spent long hours at his job with Army intelligence while Jonna kept a serene house and played bridge twice a week. There were no fights, no friction. From the outside, it looked like a good marriage. 

Then the political climate changed. A couple of incidents grated on him so strongly that he abruptly resigned his commission and joined the D.C. police. Jonna was quietly furious. Not only did she lose her O Club privileges, she felt as if he had deliberately put her back on the enlisted side of the fence. 

After that, they seemed to be simply going through the motions. It surprised the hell out of him when he learned that she had quit taking her birth control pills; but he was willing to try harder for the sake of the baby she had conceived.

With Cal’s birth, she quit pretending to like sex, and when she asked for a divorce, he did not fight it.

Nor did he try to stop her when she took Cal and moved back to the small town in western Virginia that had been named for her early nineteenth-century ancestor, even though the distance made it harder for him to see his son as often as he wanted. Shaysville, on the edge of the Great Smokies, was whitebread America—small enough that most of its middle-class citizens felt they knew everything worth knowing about one another, yet big enough to support a shopping center and a couple of furniture factories. Meth labs were gaining a toehold up in the hollows, but so far there were no gangs, and crime was pretty much limited to petty larceny and occasional drunken brawls. 

Jonna’s sister, Pamela—“my nutty sister Pam” was how Jonna always prefaced remarks about her—was married and lived in Tennessee and Dwight had never met her; but Mrs. Shay, their elderly mother, was there to babysit and help out in emergencies.

Shay was still a big name in the furniture industry and the factory had not yet moved offshore, but Shays no longer owned it. Shays no longer owned sawmills or lumberyards either. Jonna’s father had been the last male Shay, and he died while Jonna and her sister were mere infants, leaving behind a wife who could read French romances, could instruct a servant how to make quiche, and knew the difference between a takeout double and a double for penalties, but Mrs. Shay “enjoyed poor health,” as the saying goes, and her husband had carefully shielded her from “boring old business talk.” Jonna thought her mother had received a tidy fortune when she sold the last remnants of the family businesses, even though they had soon moved to a smaller house and the live-in housekeeper became daily, then weekly help. 

Nevertheless, the Shay name remained high in the town’s social pecking order, and Shaysville was not the worst place for his son to grow up. 

After the divorce became final, he realized that the distance between Washington and Shaysville was about the same as the distance between Shaysville and Colleton County, and there was Sheriff Bowman Poole looking for a good right-hand man.

“… take me down and love me all night long…”

When the words of that song floated through the truck’s cab, memories of Jonna’s cool propriety were crowded out by images of Deborah’s impulsive warmth and propriety be damned. 

As if conjured up by those images, his phone rang and her number appeared on its screen.

“Where are you?” she asked. “Still in North Carolina? Just passing Durham?” 

He grinned. Her foot was always on the accelerator and she loved to needle him about cruise control and slow driving. “Actually, I’m a little less than an hour from Shaysville. Where are you?”

“In Dobbs. At the courthouse. Getting ready to go do some justice.”

“Did you get any sleep after I left?” he asked, muffling a yawn.

“I did. How are you holding up?”

“Not too bad.” 

They talked a moment or two longer, then she rang off and he called his boss to explain where he was and why he was taking a day of personal leave. “I should be back before dark,” he said, and filled the sheriff in on last night’s homicide.

“Yeah,” said Bo Poole. “Richards was just telling me.”

“Let me talk to her a minute,” Dwight said, and when Richards came on the line, he told her that she was now his lead detective on the Rouse investigation. “It means you’ll have to call over to Chapel Hill and attend the autopsy,” he warned.

She took the assignment in stride. “And then I’ll check out the brother-in-law’s whereabouts, see if we can find anyone else with motive.”

This was their only active homicide at the moment, and before ending the conversation he asked her to pass on some instructions on other pending felony cases. “I’ll be back this evening, but you can call me if there are problems.”

“Yessir.”

Shaysville’s elementary school lay on the west side of town and was close enough to the house Jonna had bought with her share of the divorce settlement that Cal could ride his bike to school in good weather. It was a one-level brick sprawl with a couple of mobile classrooms parked alongside the main building.

He was still not exactly clear on why his son wanted him here this morning—all Cal had said was, “And could you please wear your gun and stuff?”—but before he left town today, he planned to find out if Jonna was making a habit of leaving Cal alone with her mother at night. Mrs. Shay was in her seventies now and clearly too old to keep tabs on an active eight-year-old if she fell asleep before he did. 

The parking lot had big piles of snow at either end and there were patches of ice where the holly hedges cast their shadows. Dwight parked his truck in one of the visitor’s slots a few minutes before ten, and he did not know if he was pleased or dismayed that the only security on view was a gray-haired secretary at the front desk who smiled and said, “May I help you?”

“I’m Cal Bryant’s dad. Here to see Miss Jackson. I believe she’s expecting me.”

“Which Jackson? Chris or Jean?”

Dwight shrugged. “Whichever teaches third grade?”

“That would be Jean Jackson. If you’ll follow me?”

She led him through a maze of hallways decorated with colorful posters and student drawings to a door marked “Miss Jean Jackson’s Third Grade,” stuck her head inside, and said cheerfully, “Company, Miss Jackson.”

Halfway down the third row of desk chairs, he spotted his son. The instant Cal recognized him, his little face lit up with such happiness that Dwight immediately forgot how tired he was.

A girl dressed as Snow White stood in front of a map of the United States with a pointer and she stopped talking to stare at Dwight. 

The pleasant-faced teacher who came over to greet him wore gray slacks and a blue sweater that sported white snowflakes and a border of snowmen. She told the little girl, “Wait just a minute, Ellie. Major Bryant? If you’ll take this chair, we’ll be ready for you after Ellie finishes. Go ahead, Ellie.”

Dwight sat as he was directed and gave his attention to the girl, who carefully pointed to Florida and explained how she and her parents and her two sisters had driven all the way down to Disney World from Shaysville over the Christmas holidays. She traced the route with her pointer and named each state in turn, then held up some of the souvenirs she had bought with her allowance.

“Thank you, Ellie,” said the teacher. “Cal? You want to be next?”

The boy nodded shyly and walked over to Dwight, took him by the hand, and led him to the front of the room.

“My name is Calvin Shay Bryant and this is my father. His name is Major Dwight Avery Bryant. He’s the chief deputy for the sheriff of Colleton County down in North Carolina. Show ’em your badge, Dad.”

Before Dwight could move, Cal flipped back the left side of his jacket to show the badge on his belt. 

“Show ’em your gun, Dad.” He pulled back the right side of Dwight’s jacket to reveal the gun holstered there.

“Show ’em your handcuffs, Dad.” He gave Dwight a half-turn and flipped up his jacket. “That’s what he uses when he arrests somebody.” 

Another half-turn and “Show ’em your Kubaton, Dad.” 

Dwight kept his face perfectly straight as his son twirled him around, pointing out each piece of equipment and explaining what it was for. When Cal finished, he turned to his teacher. “My name is Calvin Shay Bryant and this is my show-and-tell.” His brown eyes shone as he looked up at Dwight. 

“Thanks, Dad,” he said and returned to his seat.

Miss Jackson said, “Jeremy, you’re up next, so be thinking what you want to say.” 

She held open the door for Dwight and followed him out into the hall. “What a nice surprise it was when Cal told me this morning that you were coming today, Major Bryant. I know this meant a lot to him.”

Puzzled, Dwight said, “He didn’t mention me till this morning?”

“Oh, he talks about you all the time, Major, but not that you were going to be his show-and-tell.” She smiled and easy laugh lines crinkled around her hazel eyes. “This is a first for us. We never had a parent as our topic before.”

“Any chance I could speak to him a minute?” Dwight asked. 

“Sure. I’ll send him right out and if you’d like to have lunch with him, we go to the cafeteria at eleven-forty-five.”

At eight, Cal was still young enough to lack self-consciousness about showing affection, and Dwight felt a primal surge of love as his son launched himself straight up into his arms for an off-the-floor hug.

With his arms laced around Dwight’s neck, he leaned back and grinned happily. “That was so cool, Dad! Did you see Jeremy’s eyes when he saw your gun? All he has is that same dumb snake he brought for show-and-tell last year.”

Dwight set him back on the floor and squatted down beside him. Every time he saw Cal, the boy seemed to have grown another inch and to have matured more in his speech and comprehension. He decided not to ask about the discrepancy between what Cal had said last night and what Miss Jackson had just told him, but damned if he wasn’t going to ask Jonna to let him have Cal for the whole summer. If she balked this year, he was ready to take her back to court and get the custody agreement amended. No way was he going to let himself be sidelined from his son’s childhood.

“You’re not going back right now, are you?” Cal asked.

“Miss Jackson said I could have lunch with you,” Dwight said reassuringly. “So you’d better get in there and see if that snake’s learned any new tricks since last year.”

Cal giggled. “Snakes don’t do tricks,” he said, but he gave Dwight another hug and scampered back to his classroom. 

To kill the next hour, Dwight drove over to the local police station. The Shaysville chief was an old Army buddy from D.C. and Dwight liked to touch base whenever he was in town. 

“Hey, bo! Long time, no see,” said Paul Radcliff when Dwight appeared in the doorway of his office. Like Dwight, he was dressed in casual civvies. He was almost as tall as Dwight, but his hair was completely white and his belly strained against his gray wool shirt.

“How’s it going?” Dwight said.

“Slow as molasses. The only arrests we’ve made all week were two D-and-Ds and a woman who got in a fight with her sister over a lottery ticket. How ’bout you? Jimmy says you gave Cal a new stepmother for Christmas.” 

Radcliff’s youngest was on the same Pop Warner team as Cal. 

“A judge was what I heard. That right?”

Dwight admitted that it was. 

“Got a picture?”

He obligingly pulled out a snapshot Deborah’s niece had taken of them at the wedding.

“Another looker,” Paul said with an admiring shake of his head. “And this one even sounds smart. I don’t know how you keep fooling them.”

They talked trash for a while, then Radcliff said, “Sandy’s making her cold-weather chili for lunch. Why don’t you come home with me? She’d love to see you.”

“Thanks, Paul, but Cal’s teacher said I could eat lunch with them.” He glanced at his watch. “Speaking of which, I’d better get back over to the school. See you at Easter.”

Weird, thought Dwight, the way all school cafeterias smell the same. Like the ones of his boyhood, this one smelled of overcooked broccoli with a substratum of sweet rolls or fruit cobbler even though today’s vegetables were a choice of lima beans or carrots and the dessert was chocolate pudding. He sat at a table with Cal and his classmates and answered the questions the children posed. But his son seemed a little subdued and only picked at his food. 

When Miss Jackson stood, signaling the end of their lunch period, Cal hung back and Dwight said, “Okay then, buddy. I’ll try to get up again as soon as I can and we’ll—”

“Can I go back with you?” Cal blurted. “Today? For the weekend?”

“Today? But your mother—”

“She won’t care. Please, Dad.”

“What’s going on here, Cal?”

The boy shook his head. “Nothing. I just want to go home with you. See Grandma and Miss Deborah.”

“You know she did say you could drop the Miss and just call her Deborah now,” Dwight said, stalling for time to consider what lay behind Cal’s urgency.

“I know. I keep forgetting. I’m sorry.”

“Son, it’s nothing to be sorry about. Tell you what. I’ll go talk to your mother. If she says it’s okay, then sure.”

The boy’s relief was so evident that it only increased Dwight’s concern, but he let Cal rejoin his class and glanced down at his watch. Deborah should be on her own lunch break about now and he touched her speed dial number.

She answered on the first ring. “So tell me. What was so urgent that Cal wanted you there this morning?”

“Show-and-tell,” he said dryly.

“Show-and-tell what?”

“Me.”

He waited till she quit laughing and said, “He wants to come home with me for the weekend. That okay with you?”

“You know it is. I’ll call Kate and see if Mary Pat and Jake want to do a sleepover tomorrow night.”

“He’d like that,” said Dwight. 

A few years earlier, his brother Rob had married Kate Honeycutt, a widow with a newborn son and the guardianship of a young cousin who was only six months older than Cal. They were expecting their first child together any day now. Although Deborah and Cal were slowly reforging the comfortable relationship that had existed before the engagement, having the other children around helped ease the residual stiffness between them.

“Maybe you should wait till I can get up with Jonna and clear it with her first. I’ll call you back as soon as I see her, okay?”

“Whatever. This is going to put you home awfully late, though, isn’t it?”

“I promise I’ll keep it three miles over the speed limit the whole way.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Wow! That means you’ll be pulling in the driveway any minute now.”

He laughed and her voice was warm in his ear.

“Love you,” she said softly.

“Hold that thought,” he said. “I may even set the cruise control for four miles over the limit.”

Although Jonna had never worked for money until after the divorce, she now held a part-time job at a historic house that had been built by one of her ancestors, but her schedule was too erratic for Dwight to keep up with.

He called her home phone and got the answering machine. No luck with her cell phone number either. According to her server, “The customer you have called is not available at this time. Please try your call later,” which probably meant she had switched it off. 

He frowned at that. Why would she turn it off when Cal might need to call her?

Next he tried the number at the Morrow House. A recording informed him that winter hours were only on the weekend or by appointment. “Please call between the hours of ten and four on Saturday or one to five on Sunday. Thank you.”

Rather than keep punching in numbers on the keypad, Dwight drove the short distance to the house. No sign of Jonna’s car, and she did not answer the door when he rang.

Her mother’s house was but a few blocks closer to the center of town, so he tried there next.

There were footprints through the snow that still covered the front walk and the steps were so icy as he walked up on the front porch that he grabbed for the railing to keep his balance. He had to ring several times before Mrs. Shay answered the door. She seemed slightly disoriented and frowned as she looked up at him as if he were a complete stranger, which, considering how seldom they had seen each other, was not that far from the truth.

“Yes?”

“I’m Dwight, Mrs. Shay. Cal’s dad. Is Jonna here?”

“Here?” Mrs. Shay looked around in bewilderment. “I don’t think so.” Then her face cleared. “Dwight? Oh my goodness, come in out of this cold. What are you doing up here? Nothing’s wrong with Cal, is there?”

“No, ma’am, he’s fine. I just had lunch with him at the school, but I’m trying to find Jonna and she doesn’t seem to be answering her phone.”

“I know, dear. That’s been worrying me, too. She hasn’t called since yesterday morning and that’s just not like her. She always calls me every morning, but not today. And the young man who usually shovels my snow hasn’t come either. I’ve had a terrible time getting in and out.”

“Was everything all right when she got home last night?”

“Was she out last night?”

“Of course she was. You sat with Cal.”

His former mother-in-law was shaking her head. “No, I played bridge with my Thursday night group last night.”

“But Cal said you were there. He called me. He said you had fallen asleep.”

Mrs. Shay frowned. “Now why on earth would he tell you a story like that?”
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