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      When I got the idea of writing the story that became Summerkill, iPublish was probably not even a gleam in anyone’s eye. Fortunately, by the time I felt that I had told this story about

            as well as I could, iPublish was up and running—and best of all, receptive.


      There was no one starting point for Summerkill. I wanted to write about the area in which I live (a bit rearranged, in geographical detail, to suit my story). I wanted

            to write about the concerns people who live in such areas have about their quality of life in the face of pressure for more

            and more development. And I am deeply appreciative of the positive contributions landscape and garden designers make to the

            environments on which they work their magic.


      MARYANN WEBER was born in Michigan and has loved gardening and nature since her early childhood. Even while dwelling in relatively urban

         environs like Venice, Florida, and New York City, Maryann has maintained her green thumb, becoming a Cooperative Extension

         Master Gardener and a National Garden Clubs Landscape Design Consultant in her free time. She’s also worked in the editorial

         departments of several publishers.

      


      Maryann currently resides in upstate New York concentrating full-time on her gardening and her writing. Summerkill is her first novel.

      


   

      CHAPTER 1


      The mid-August day that was to scramble so many of our lives got off to a bumpy start, a not uncommon occurrence in the months

         since I’d become a head of household. I hit the floor running at first light; my nine-year-old nephew is emphatically not

         an early morning person. Long since finished with breakfast and tired of watching him spoon his cereal around in the bowl,

         I said impatiently, “It’s Thursday, Alex. Garbage duty, remember? Better get a move on.” An expression of alarm flashed across

         his dark, sharp-planed face as he checked out the microwave clock. It was supplanted by one of hostility. “I don’t have time!”

      


      “Try hustling,” I said unsympathetically. I had scarcely overburdened him with chores.


      “No way!” he insisted fiercely. “It takes forever to wheel that can all the way out to the road. I’ll miss the bus.”


      “So? I can drop you by the park a little later when I go to Mrs. Hansen’s.”


      “It’s next to last day of softball!” He pushed back hard from the table and sprang up. “I’m not taking out the stupid garbage.

         Come on, Galen,” he barked to his seven-year-old brother, “we got to get over to Donnellys.”

      


      Galen, a genial little night owl who doesn’t need appreciably more sleep than I do, tossed off an it-wasn’t-me smile, grabbed

         his backpack, and followed his brother out across the living room toward the porch.

      


      “That means no TV tonight, Alex,” I felt compelled to call after him.


      “I don’t care!” he shouted back. And then the porch door banged and they were gone.


      “Shit!” I exclaimed to my golden retriever–whatever mix Roxy. The possibility of drops or handouts down the tubes, she abandoned

         her station between the boys and ambled over to me, always-hopeful tail on the wag.

      


      So who was it let them stay up till one watching television? Could it be the very same person who hadn’t grabbed a couple

         of easy bonding points just now by volunteering for the garbage run she’d end up doing anyway?

      


      My sister Vicky has a feel for stuff like that; it comes to me in hindsight, if at all. Her love for her kids is organic,

         all-encompassing. I do love them, but …

      


      Sometimes necessities override. Given her deteriorating health and her oldest son Jason’s violent outbursts, getting the two

         younger boys away from Albany in February had to be the right decision. Neighbors talk; we weren’t many steps ahead of Social

         Services. But right doesn’t necessarily mean well-taken, and as I knew from experience, you can’t just tell somebody “This

         is your home, now” and expect them to believe it. All three of us would need to start believing that, somewhere along the

         line.

      


      “Come Saturday, though …,” I told Roxy, brightening. For a week and a half, with the boys gone camping, I’d be free to move

         to my own rhythms again. I didn’t dare let myself hear how much I was looking forward to that.

      


      I stacked the dishes, schlepped them to the kitchen, disposed of the abused cereal, did a quick rinse, and tucked everything

         away in the dishwasher. Fishing into their assigned drawer for my car keys I announced, “Come on, mutt, it’s your lucky morning.”

      


      We exited into the beginnings of another in our string of beautiful summer days, with temperatures climbing into the mid-eighties

         but falling to sweatshirt range by bedtime. Fetching the garbage can from behind the woodpile, I set it on the right-side

         driveway track, which runs a little smoother than the left. Somebody had graveled that long, winding driveway once, an operation

         way past due for a repeat. It was mostly plain dirt now. No problem in any season for my Bronco, but I’d decided to wait to

         straighten it out and upgrade until the front of the house was redone. People kept suggesting that should be soon. I’d ripped

         off the sagging porch and gotten the rusted-out cars and assorted pieces of abandoned farm machinery hauled away, but from

         the road the property still looked like a poverty pocket.

      


      By habit a no-nonsense walker, I scolded myself to slow down. There might not be any roses to smell, but the slanted light

         made my sparse front-yard vegetation of skinny white pines and junk shrubs about as scenic as it gets. And there was no need

         to rush over to my client/friend Mariah Hansen’s. She’d still be in bed for another hour at least, and I’d find nothing much

         to work on until midmorning, when the replacement plant shipment from Massachusetts was promised to arrive. If Ryan Jessup

         hadn’t tried to sneak through another of his damn cost-savers, ordering smaller plants than the ones I’d specified, I could

         have started getting things into the ground two days ago, like I’d planned.

      


      Back when the goodwill was still relatively free-flowing, I’d have used that found couple of hours to process some paperwork

         in my cubbyhole at Etlingers’ Garden Center, the nursery and landscaping firm with which I had been affiliated the last four

         seasons. And en route I could have swung around by Hudson Heights, the area’s new country club/golf course/residential megadevelopment,

         to check on some of the more doubtful plantings. Given the potential winterkill on that exposed site, they needed the best

         start they could possibly get. But my boss and sometimes lover Willem, the only Etlinger who still smiled at me, was out in

         Marysville, enjoying the aftermath of a seminar at my old alma mater. And having emerged from four straight months of the

         tensions permeating the Hudson Heights project, I was disinclined to volunteer for more.

      


      I’d known back in April it wasn’t the world’s best idea to sign on for another season with the Garden Center. For one thing,

         none of the principals except Willem noticeably wanted me to return. For another, I had enough potential clients to take the

         plunge and try to establish my own full-time garden design business. With the boys just arrived, though, I was reluctant to

         commit to the extra, often irregular hours that would entail. And since Ryan had driven off their one reliable crew chief,

         the Hudson Heights installation acutely needed someone who knew what they were doing. This could well be Willem’s breakthrough

         design—I wanted him to have his shot.

      


      Anyhow, my self-chosen season from hell was nearly over. I’d gotten the Hudson Heights hardscapes in, or at least blocked

         out, and even if Willem was as spotty as I expected on the follow-throughs, the plantings had a decent shot at making it.

         Figure another week and a half on this year’s installment of Mariah’s ever-changing garden—a purely fun assignment—and the

         Garden Center and I would be finished. No way would I go along with the directive Ryan had announced at our late July meeting.

         His idea was for me to spend the rest of the season cranking out generic designs for small-lot residential projects; he’d

         procure the materials and whatever cut-rate crews they could round up would execute.

      


      “Screw that—I don’t do Landscaping 101 anymore,” I told him, bristling. “And I’d never allow a design of mine to be processed

         so ineptly. My clients get what they pay for.”

      


      “You’re saying I plan to cheat them?” His delivery was infuriatingly soft and flat.


      “The precedent would be there. Face it, Ryan, you can’t help thinking cheap.”


      He’d shrugged, ever so slightly. “What I’m required to think about is profit margins. We’re not talking a showcase like Hudson

         Heights, and the last time I noticed, your name on a yard plan didn’t make it one cent more valuable. The bottom line is,

         we need to generate more revenues—now.”

      


      “Then come up with appropriate ways to do that. It’s in my contract: any design with my name on it, I have to okay the materials

         list, and I get to install. Check it out.”

      


      “By this time I could recite your contract. But, Val, in case you hadn’t noticed, the Garden Center is not the only party

         with obligations. We can argue this in court, if necessary.”

      


      I’d told him fairly colorfully, and perhaps a tad loudly, what to do with that idea. After which things got, and had remained,

         very quiet on the official level. Could they really take me to court if I walked? I ran it past my lawyer, who said well,

         yes, though she couldn’t see why they’d bother. I couldn’t see they’d dare—would they really like my assessment of their operation

         on public record? So Willem would indeed be minus one associate very soon, I’d reminded him yesterday before he left. “You

         know I’ll work something out,” he assured me.

      


      He refused to believe I didn’t want him to, though this was ninety-something percent true. Getting sprung a couple months

         early would free me to line up the contract to design another small garden down in the southern part of the county, giving

         Val Wyckoff, Inc., a nicer net profit for the current season and a thicker portfolio for the next one. All right, so I’d miss

         Willem; that hurt just thinking about it. Missing, you get over.

      


      “Since I’ll be boss down in Platteville, you can figure on coming along,” I called to my temporarily vanished dog. It was

         inappropriate to the Garden Center’s image, I’d been informed, to bring one’s animal to a work site. She’s really no problem.

         Roxy’s long since figured out that plantings are not something to plunge through or lie down in, she wouldn’t dream of harming

         the wildlife, and she’s yet to meet a person she didn’t try to adore. As long as somebody’s there, she’ll stay reasonably

         close by. Companionless, she’ll set out to improve her lot—it’s a bad idea to go off to work and leave her free to roam. Thus

         the run I made, extending out from the kitchen almost to the east boundary of the property.

      


      On anything remotely resembling a hike she covers at least five times the ground I do, bounding off-trail and doubling back.

         That morning she’d gone on ahead of me. As I rounded a curve about two-thirds of the way out toward the road I saw her stopped

         halfway on the left track of the driveway, sniffing something, her tail wagging a bit uncertainly. “What you got there?” I

         asked, approaching.

      


      She was too absorbed to look up. Roxy can find the key to the universe in a handful of pine needles, but we were talking a

         more sizable object this time. An alien object also—Mother Nature never manifests in a white jogging shoe.

      


      “Roxy, dammit!” The force in my voice backed her off, stopped the tail altogether. Two white jogging shoes, I could see as

         I drew closer, and no need to wonder who they belonged to—they were still on their owner’s feet. Ryan Jessup wouldn’t be having

         any further use for them, though, not with the darkish brown splatters all around him and my favorite long-handled pruner

         sticking up from his chest.

      


   

      CHAPTER 2


      Action Plan A: delicately, wearing gloves, retrieve my pruner from the dead man’s chest. After which I could move the body

         off my property, dispose of pruner and gloves where they would never be found, go about my business, and remain untouched.

      


      Right, and no one would mention Ryan’s and my history of disputes, or the confrontation at that last staff meeting. Or happen

         to remember hearing something about me stabbing my stepfather, though that melodrama was now a quarter-century old. The implement

         had been much smaller then, and the damage less than terminal. Still …

      


      Twenty-five years ago, panicked by the spurting blood, I’d fled the apartment, thereby blowing whatever control I might’ve

         retained over the aftermath. When I resurfaced, the official version of the incident was in place. I never spent another night

         under my mother’s roof; my civilian childhood had come to an end.

      


      About time, too. It is sheer idiocy to go around feeling deprived of something that bad. Truth to tell, I lucked out, big

         time. This awareness did not come either easily or soon.

      


      That it came at all I attribute to Pete and Janey, my cottage parents at Birchwood, the state foster home cottage complex

         I was sent to when I left home. Sizing up this hostile, oversized thirteen-year-old with the off-the-wall temperament and

         well-documented history of flailing out at the world, they put together a package of survival tools. “There’s nothing wrong

         with getting pissed off at people,” said Pete, who often did, himself, “but if you don’t want to end up in jail, you gotta

         start beating them up with your mouth instead of your fists.” He kept picking arguments with me until I got good enough to

         win a few, and to realize that demolishing your enemy verbally could be more fun than flooring them. From Janey, a less confrontational

         soul, I learned that if you get the other person to crack a smile, you can probably sidestep who beats up whom and nobody

         has to nurse a grievance. And it was Janey’s whimsical streak more than anything else that helped me temper the leap-before-you-look

         approach to life Ma had never managed to beat out of me. “Visualize,” she kept urging. “Picture whoever’s bugging you buck

         naked, or as some animal—nine times out of ten that’ll take the sting out.”

      


      Okay, I conceded after sample testing, but that tenth time? Like the social studies teacher who was hassling me for no reason

         I could see except maybe she liked her girls demure and dainty? Flabby nude or charging purple rhinoceros, she wasn’t funny.

         “Less easy,” Janey conceded. “But before you tear into the woman, imagine doing it. Make your scene really vivid. Enjoy the

         hell out of it. Then, to be fair, you’ve got to picture what happens when she gets to act out, too. If you decide to go ahead

         anyhow, at least you’ll know what you can expect.”

      


      At this stage of my life, if not always back then, I know what I would prefer to avoid. Like the major disaster I’d be apt

         to pull down on myself by attempting to reshape the aftermath of Ryan Jessup’s murder. Appealing as my image of unviolated

         yard was, the body and my pruner had to stay right where they were.

      


      Action Plan B then? As far as I could tell, the best of my bad options was to play things straight. Go in and call the police.

         Sincerely disclaim knowledge of how the body got there. Hope I’d be believed.

      


      Hoping is not something I’m great at. Nor do I assume the truth will out or the good guys win—those things happen, when they

         do, as life’s little bonuses. Caroming around in my head as I stalked back toward the house were storm-cloud visions of the

         effect this would have on my nephews and whatever small sense of security and safety they’d accumulated about living with

         me. What if I was hauled off to jail? That had to be a real possibility for the most obvious—if not the only—suspect in a

         murder. Even if not, the feel of the crime, the atmosphere of it, would permeate the front yard for God knows how long.

      


      I was working into a fine fury toward whatever bastard had set me up. My yard, my pruner, a man whom I publicly detested.

         If somebody felt impelled to kill Ryan, couldn’t they have dumped him out in the woods somewhere? Did they have any idea what

         damage they’d done me? Did they care? I didn’t try to talk myself down from that one—better anger than panic. I could still

         vividly recall the shriveling-inside feeling that grabs hold when the police take charge of your life.

      


      Indoors, staring at the yellow card of emergency numbers the rescue squad passes out every year, I took a long, fuzzy minute

         to comprehend what the choices were. I picked the sheriff’s department number rather than the one for the state police, largely

         because the former is headquartered up here in the northern part of the county, the latter twenty-some miles to the south.

         It also couldn’t hurt that one of the deputies moonlighted as a backhoe man. We’d worked several Garden Center jobs together

         and got along well. The state police were an unknown quantity.

      


      After giving the dispatcher bare-bones information and being assured someone would be right over, I sat there for at least

         another minute before it kicked in that there were other calls to be made. Donna Jaworski has handled Vicky’s and my legal

         business the last several years with crispness and competence. I caught her on the way out of her office and told her what

         little I could. Then I had to ask “Are they likely to arrest me?”

      


      “Not right off the bat, I wouldn’t think.” If it had been a videophone I could have watched her frowning. “It’s well known

         you didn’t like this guy?”

      


      “Very.”


      “Look, I’ll hustle on down as soon as I’m finished in city court. Shouldn’t be much after noon. Meantime, try to think a minimum

         of twice about whatever you choose to say. Which I’d suggest be as little as possible.”

      


      Next I dialed Mariah Hansen’s number. Mariah conducted a large portion of her life over the phone, but she wouldn’t dream

         of picking it up before ten A.M. I told her answering machine it didn’t look promising for me to get over there today, since I’d just found a dead body in

         my front yard.

      


      Willem? He’d called the night before to tell me he was staying over in Marysville, to review some materials in the school’s

         design library with one of the people he’d met at yesterday’s seminar. One of the female people, would be my guess. Unless

         you’re into camping, there’s only one place to stay out there, and I supposed they’d still be in his hotel room.

      


      Bingo. “News flash,” I informed his lazy, sensual hello; “Ryan was murdered sometime last night—in my front yard.”


      His “Ryan?” came through sharp and clear. The female murmuring in the background sounded less than fully awake.


      “Our very own. He was stabbed with my long-handled pruner.”


      “Val, you didn’t—”


      “Of course not!”


      What I got instead of the hearty reassurance I craved was a brief pause. Then: “So … I guess I’d better head on back?”


      “I wouldn’t rush—it’s not going to be fun. You might want to shore up your alibi, though.”


      “Why in the world—?”


      “Assuming they get past me as most likely suspect, who are they going to look at next? Maybe the heir apparent who also had

         his run-ins with the guy, and whose inheritance is looking a little questionable?”

      


      “That’s crazy. I’ve been here in Marysville since before noon yesterday.”


      “When I was in a hurry I used to make that run in less than an hour. All I can tell you about the time of death is it happened

         after quarter to nine last night and before quarter to eight this morning. You’re looking at a bunch of non-public hours.

         It wouldn’t hurt to get her last name and phone number.”

      


      Vital alerts delivered, I headed outside to wait for the cops. Should I rethink my apparel? My working garb of khaki shorts,

         oversized T-shirt, and hiking boots did not suggest a person of refinement and substance. Monetary substance, that is. I stand

         5′ 11″ and my body type is much closer to the women Rubens painted than to anyone who might be asked to strut down a fashion

         show runway. I do not use makeup; my straight blond hair was in a ponytail that morning instead of the French twist I sometimes

         make. When I wear it loose I could put on wooden clogs and a smile and look appropriate in an ad for Dutch bulbs.

      


      Pronouncing it ridiculous to dress up for the occasion, I closed the kitchen door behind Roxy and me. I felt no need, nor

         certainly any desire, to approach the body again. My stomach was still queasy from the first viewing. To compensate for not

         having a photographic memory like Willem’s, I’ve trained my eyes to fix a scene, detail by detail. Nightmare fuel though it

         would certainly become, I’d forced myself to learn all I could, visually.

      


      Ryan’s costume was both more casual and more colorful than it ever got at the office—pale blue khaki pants and the remains

         of what must have been a spiffy royal-blue-and-white-striped wide-sleeve pullover. Clean white crew socks inside those Nikes.

         He was lying on his back, head slightly angled and slanted off the left side of a fair-sized rock. In life he’d looked younger

         than his thirty-two years, his regular-featured Boy Scout face projecting earnestness and reliability. When you understood

         the parameters, I suppose he had valid claim to both. I’d be surprised if girls ever described him as cute—he’d been seriously

         underanimated for that. His mouth, which had found so little to smile about, hung slightly open in death. Those pale, cool

         eyes were open too, normal size; the overall configuration of his features was curiously expressionless. Somebody’s coming

         at you with a long-handled pruner—shouldn’t you be showing emotion?

      


      His chest, the grisly focal point of the tableau, was pretty well torn up; my pruner must’ve been worked around several times

         before the killer left it there. Beyond that one area, no marks were showing on the upturned side of the body, but there was

         a reddish stain on the nape of the neck, I couldn’t tell how large. Something wasn’t quite natural about the way the body

         was positioned: like it had been laid out, maybe, instead of having fallen. Or might that be the effect of rigor mortis? The

         fingers, in particular, looked oddly stiff.

      


      There was one thing worth checking that was close to the house. The pruner was among the tools I chuck into the back of the

         Bronco each spring and leave there as far into November as it’s possible to plant. This part of the season, with most plants’

         growth spurts behind them, you don’t have much need for a pruner. The last time I could recall using mine was on a runaway

         Japanese quince at Hudson Heights a couple of weeks ago.

      


      I don’t bother locking the Bronco on-site, or just to run into a local store. It does get locked at night, though, parked

         in front of my house. Had it been broken in to? Careful inspection turned up no signs of that, or of anything else being missing.

         Somebody had planned ahead. To repeatedly plunge a pruner into somebody’s chest and calmly walk away, leaving him dead or

         dying? I couldn’t fully take in, just then, that somebody I knew had actually done that.

      


      I was bursting to bring the two men from the sheriff’s department up to speed the moment their car arrived, but they had their

         own agenda. Leaving the car at the road end of the driveway, they walked in to within maybe twenty feet of the body, not so

         much as glancing in my direction. Satisfied it was indeed a body, one of them came over to Roxy and me and introduced himself

         as Sheriff Baxter Dye. The mean-looking, beefy one who remained behind he identified only as Joe.

      


      Pocket tape recorder in hand, he asked my name, if I knew who the victim was, what time I’d found the body, and whether I’d

         touched anything. I assured him no on that last one but conceded Roxy had done some close-up sniffing.

      


      He reached over and massaged that loose area of fur right behind her ears, winning instant devotion. “I’d like you to tie

         her up for a while, Ms. Wyckoff. Or is that a run back there, behind the fence? And then if you could wait …” He scanned in

         vain for a seating area or at least some front steps. “You can, uh, go on in the house, if you like.”

      


      I decided against the run for Roxy—she’s too vocal when something is moving around beyond her range. “Want a Milk-Bone?” I

         coaxed. Well, not as passionately as usual, she didn’t, not with two new people on the scene, but she reluctantly decided

         she’d take it. Since we’ve established that Milk-Bones live only in the kitchen, she obligingly herded me toward the door.

      


      I damn well intended to keep tabs on what was happening and, bribe dispensed, went back out, establishing position near the

         woodpile. Initially it didn’t look like much of anything was going on. This sheriff was not a bustling sort of person. If

         having a murder to deal with got the old adrenaline flowing, it didn’t show in his movements. He was a good ten minutes making

         his way over to the body. He’d take a couple of steps, look around, say something into that little recorder, take a couple

         more steps.

      


      Joe, meanwhile, had fetched a thick coil of rope from the trunk of their car. He tied one end around a scrawny white pine,

         more or less at crotch level, then strung it along to the next tree the sheriff pointed to and made another attachment. And

         on around three more trees, until he had barely enough rope left to get back to his starting point, thus completing an irregular

         pentagon. Defining the scene of the crime, that must be. A keep-off statement of sorts: it couldn’t seriously be meant as

         a barrier.

      


      Once he got to where he could study the body close-up Sheriff Dye stood for what seemed like another ten minutes, talking

         steadily into the recorder. He repositioned himself twice to check things out from other angles. Finally, sticking the recorder

         in his shirt pocket, he made his slow, careful way to one of the rope perimeters, and leg-lifted himself beyond it.

      


      Then he conferred with Joe briefly and they both climbed back inside the enclosure. They commenced to walk it excruciatingly

         slowly in parallel lanes until the one or the other of them had managed to stare at every square inch of the ground. Several

         spots they flagged with what, from my distance, looked like Popsicle sticks.

      


      Only after this reconnaissance was completed did the sheriff go back to the car, get on the radio, summon others to the scene,

         and start taking an interest in me.

      


      When he came over to where I was standing the first thing he said was “Don’t you have a kid in Little League?”


      I knew I’d seen the man around somewhere. My dentist’s stepdaughter, Stacey Dye, the bane of Alex’s batting average: this

         must be her father. “My nephew, Alex Gutierrez,” I acknowledged. “He and his brother live with me.”

      


      “Shortstop for the Eagles, right? The kid moves well.”


      “Yep. He struggles with his hitting, still, especially when your daughter’s pitching. She’s a good little athlete.”


      “If you ever want to tell her, leave out the ‘little,’” he admonished, smiling. “How many ten-year-olds do you know who weight-train?”


      If she took after her father, as seemed to be the case, Stacey should have a good shot at her size goals, weights or no. He

         was around my height, maybe twenty pounds heavier. Somewhere in my age bracket too, I guessed. Generic brownish hair thinning

         on top, nice brown eyes set among otherwise unmemorable features, a little rumpled in appearance but well shy of the Columbo

         look. Same profession, though, so why the hell were we talking Little League? I asked and he shrugged. “Supposedly people

         open up more if you can establish some connection. But, okay, let’s get down to business. See how much of the groundwork we

         can get through before the rest of the crew shows up. Mind if I record instead of taking notes?”

      


      I was a little more forthcoming than my lawyer had advocated, but on the whole I thought Donna would have approved of my calm

         manner and precise, not overly detailed answers. Sheriff Dye’s questioning was methodical. First he reconfirmed the name of

         the victim, established that we were both associated with the Garden Center. He asked when I’d seen Ryan last, and looked

         surprised at my claim of almost a week ago. “I spend virtually all my time on-site; Ryan was mostly in the office” seemed

         to satisfy him as explanation. We were taking things chronologically from the time I found the body, and I decided to volunteer

         about recognizing the pruner. Wouldn’t it look suspicious if I pretended otherwise? My initials were etched on the handle.

      


      We managed to cover most of my ideas about that pruner before the first siren erupted. Over the next half hour or so at least

         a dozen vehicles accumulated out front, discharging maybe twice that many people, ready to start bustling. Most were carrying

         something: different sizes of black cases, a 35 mm camera, a Palmcorder, assorted tools and measuring devices. Not a one of

         them turned out to be Calvin, the deputy I knew. My luck, he was on vacation that week.

      


      More people on the scene did not signal a quickening of pace. The sheriff made everybody else wait beyond the ropes while

         two guys, one with the camera, the other manning the Palmcorder, filmed Ryan and his surroundings from all angles. Then it

         was the doctor’s turn. Once he was finished, several other men, who I concluded must be evidence collectors from the way they

         kept putting things in plastic bags, were allowed in. When they were finally through collecting, the whole thing loosened

         up and it became open season on Ryan’s remains; at least that was the visual effect.

      


      The action was by no means confined to that area—people started tromping all over the place. The deputy named Joe wanted access

         to the Bronco and thrust a consent form at me. His attitude would have won him a flat refusal, except it would be damn inconvenient

         to have the Bronco off-limits for any length of time. So I signed my okay and unlocked it for him, then immediately started

         regretting. I am careful with my things; I did not appreciate watching its contents yanked out and strewn around.

      


      Roxy, indoors, was understandably outraged at her exclusion from the action. Normally she’ll give up barking at what she hears

         if she doesn’t get to see it. That morning she sounded as if she could go on nonstop forever and fully intended to.

      


      Just shy of eruption I butted into a conversation the sheriff was having with one of the oversized-black-briefcase toters

         to announce that I was going inside.

      


      “Good idea—it’s a zoo out here. Look, I’ll need to go over a few more things with you when I get a chance to take a break.

         It shouldn’t be more than ten, fifteen minutes. Is that entrance your Bronco’s parked near the one I should use?”

      


      “I’ll leave the screen door unhooked.”


      It was more like half an hour before he came in. At least that’s what my watch said. My natural sense of time, usually pretty

         good, had gone dysfunctional. And every pertinent train of thought I tried to board immediately derailed. I’d been sitting

         at the dining-area computer, the one I let the boys use, botching up game after game of Tetris and feeling less and less on

         top of anything at all.

      


      “Nice back here,” he commented, going straight to the wraparound solar windows to check out the view down to the creek. “I

         heard you’d done wonders with the place once you get past the front.” And then with a quicker gear shift than I’d have anticipated

         from this man, “Do you have any idea why Ryan Jessup came to see you last night?”

      


      I shut down the computer before turning to answer him. “Do we know he came to see me? He never got as far as ringing the doorbell.”


      He pulled one of the dining-table chairs back out of the sun and sat too, which inspired Roxy to come over and plop her head

         in his lap. The neck massaging resumed. “One of my men found his car ten yards or so in along that tractor path to the Berkmeiers’

         pasture.”

      


      “Beats me why he’d leave it there. It’s not like I’m short on parking space. Or maybe he didn’t know that. It would have constituted

         a first for him to set foot on this property at all. As you will find out when you ask around, Ryan and I did not get along,

         professionally. We had no relationship whatsoever beyond the office.”

      


      “Gotta wonder what was on his mind. Were you and your nephews home all evening?”


      “From somewhere between eight-thirty and a quarter to nine on. We went for pizza after the Junior All Stars game.”


      “I thought I remembered Alex there. At any point after that did you leave the house?”


      “No.”


      “Not even to put the dog in her run?”


      “Last year I made a doggy door on that side of the kitchen. When I’m home, I leave it unlatched till bedtime so she can come

         and go on her own.”

      


      He frowned. “I must’ve missed it. Good idea, though, the winters we get. Did she do any unusual barking?”


      “Nothing like this morning, if that’s what you mean. Whenever Roxy hears movement, which is umpteen times a night around here,

         she lets out a bark or two. I don’t remember anything out of the ordinary last night.”

      


      “What time did you go to bed?”


      “Around one.”


      “Is that your usual hour?”


      “Mine. It was late for the boys.”


      “Those boys were up till one A.M.?” His tone was that of someone used to kids who conk out shortly after sundown.

      


      “There was that Schwarzenegger movie on CBS, which ran long. And when Galen—he’s the seven-year-old—was channel-surfing during

         one of the commercials he caught a promo for the Tonight Show. Leno was going to have Sandy Alomar, who happens to be Alex’s hero of heroes. Plus some or other band—the kids could tell

         you the name—it’s the current rage of the elementary school set. So—” I spread my hands.

      


      “Both boys are in the summer recreation program?”


      “It’s two-thirds of my day care. They’re down the road with Sue Donnelly the rest of the afternoon.”


      “We noticed what looked like a connecting path through the woods—a little ways up from the creek?”


      “Right. The kids use it all the time.”


      “Does it run in the other direction too?”


      “Toward the Berkmeiers’? It’s farther from the creek that way and overgrown, but you could bushwhack through. I can show you

         the entrance—it isn’t obvious.”

      


      “Maybe later. That’s something I always wanted—water frontage. Step right out your back door and go fishing. How long have

         you been here?”

      


      “Right here? Four and a half years. I grew up in Albany and Danton Park, so I was familiar with the general area. After Cornell

         I worked out in the western part of the state, and then down in Florida and North Carolina.”

      


      “What brought you back?”


      “Family considerations.” I decided that wanted a little amplification. “My brother-in-law died.”


      “I’m sorry. Anyhow, about that path—we’re trying to work out how Ryan Jessup got from where his car’s parked to where he ended

         up. With those layers of dry leaves and pine needles, it’ll be a miracle if we find useful footprints. Did you notice any

         lights moving around out there last night?”

      


      “No. But the only good view you get in that direction is from the back kitchen window. There isn’t much reason to look out

         it unless you’re expecting somebody.”

      


      He glanced back, verifying. “Okay, can we go over what you told me about the pruner again? You’re positive you haven’t seen

         it in at least a week?”

      


      “I haven’t used it in over two weeks. I’m pretty sure it was still there last Friday, when I was getting something else from

         the back of the Bronco.”

      


      “And you don’t remember seeing it since then.”


      “I had no reason to look for it this week.”


      “And since you don’t lock up except at night, you think anybody working with you at Mariah Hansen’s could have reached in

         and lifted it?”

      


      “Also anybody who was working at Hudson Heights on Tuesday. I spent close to an hour there in the afternoon.”


      “Great! Now we’ve got most of the Garden Center contingent, plus Clete Donnelly’s Tuesday construction crew.” He shook his

         head. “Does anyone in that lot come to mind as having something heavy against Ryan Jessup?”

      


      “Not really.”


      “How about you? You said you didn’t get along professionally. Why?”


      “Ryan was brought in to stabilize the Garden Center financially. I didn’t go for some of the ways he went about it. Look,

         it doesn’t break me up that he’s dead, but he wasn’t enough of a pain in the ass to remotely consider murdering.”

      


      The crack in his bland expression might have been either smile or grimace; it closed too fast to tell. “We’ll need to find

         out who thought otherwise, then. Would you mind sticking around here for a while?”

      


      “How long is ‘a while’? I work, you know.”


      “Can you take today off?”


      I opted not to find out if I had a choice. “Okay. But I need to decide what arrangements to make about my nephews. When they’re

         at Sue’s they often pop over here to get something or other. I want them exposed to this thing as little as possible. Are

         we clear on that?”

      


      “I’ll do what I can. The rec program lets out when, one-thirty?” He glanced at his watch. “That gives us over four hours.

         The body should be gone well before that.”

      


      “How about your rope construction?”


      “Sorry—that’ll have to stay till we get clearance from the crime lab. Figure a couple days, minimum.”


      “It should be almost as effective as a sign.”


      He grinned. “There’s an upside. Since there’s no way to secure the crime scene, I’ll need to keep a round-the-clock guard

         out there. Gives you a free built-in shield from curiosity seekers and the media.”

      


      “That’s something, I suppose,” I said doubtfully. “Any idea when you might be finished with me?”


      “Hard to say, at this point. Tell you what: I’ll get back to you by noon at the latest, and we’ll take it from there.”


   

      CHAPTER 3


      Shortly after Sheriff Dye let himself out, he and Joe took off in one of the department cars. I soon picked out who’d been

         left in charge on-scene—a middle-aged guy with receding blond hair and a reddish face. Not much of a mover, but he looked

         emphatic when he talked.

      


      There was still a small crowd around the body. Several men seemed to have a project involving the woods on the eastern side

         of the property, toward the Berkmeiers’; two others were continuing to check out my Bronco. A few weren’t doing much of anything.

         There’d been an addition— two men and one woman clustered around a tripod-mounted video camera with a large Channel 5 on it.

         They were well away from the body and probably couldn’t get a clear shot of it. I doubted this positioning had been their

         choice.

      


      Locking the kitchen door, I took the portable phone from its cradle and wandered back through the dining area to the living

         room, concentrating on what I needed to do. The normal afternoon arrangement was for the bus to let the boys off at the Donnellys’

         corner and I’d pick them up whenever, on my way home. Sue didn’t find variable retrieval hours a problem. With what was likely

         to be an ongoing commotion, would that still play? I should sound her out.

      


      How would I respond if my down-the-road neighbor called to inform me there was a body in her front yard? With more questions

         than Sue ventured, that’s for sure. She has such a strong reluctance to intrude it’s hard to get to know her. She did ask

         if I knew whose body it was. When I told her, there was a little gasp, then “Oh, dear! He and Denny are like fourth cousins.

         Not that they’re close or anything. I mean, we never even heard of Ryan till he moved here from Watertown.” And after a pause,

         “It’s like, unreal. Of course the boys can stay here as long as you want. Or are you going to pick them up at the park?”

      


      It seemed best not to speculate how difficult that mission might be to execute. “I’ll see how things look closer to time,”

         I hedged. “If you don’t hear from me, can you make sure they don’t wander over here?”

      


      “No problem.” Nor would there be. Sue’s not a yeller, but she keeps her two girls and a boy in line. Alex and Galen fell right

         in with her system. It was slowly sinking in that kids are apt to do that, when the system’s perceived as user-friendly.

      


      I stared at the phone in my hand. Was I being just plain dumb to impose on Sue and hang so much on my mobility? Why not get

         Vicky to drive down and take the boys back with her to the city? So they’d miss the last day of the rec program—they’d be

         off to the Adirondacks Saturday, anyhow with their big sister Gina and her boyfriend. I could even pack for them, so they

         wouldn’t have to see …

      


      I called the apartment. Jason answered, fortunately in one of his more cooperative moods; he doesn’t always pass callers along.

         We didn’t chat while I waited for his mother to come on the line. I struggle to find anything to say to Jason that won’t antagonize

         him.

      


      Vicky’s managed to miss very little work since the second series of chemo treatments last spring, but she hasn’t gotten her

         energy back. Her “What’s up, Sissy?” was delivered in the softened, tired voice that had become distressingly familiar.

      


      My sister is a people person and genuinely enjoys waitressing, the only type of work she’s ever done much of. She makes very

         good tips. I know it wouldn’t be good for her to knock off, let me support her. In many ways we aren’t much alike, but we

         do share this compulsion to keep busy, to be doing something useful. It wouldn’t take her even a week to start feeling bored

         hanging around the apartment.

      


      Down here she’d get more acutely bored, faster. By choice Vicky still lives in our old neighborhood; she feels secure there,

         though most outsiders wouldn’t. I’ve given up trying to relocate her to a nicer part of Albany. Or to this house—a day or

         two of country living lasts Vicky a long time, and whatever would we do with Jason?

      


      Alex and Galen’s dad, a Cuban immigrant, was stabbed to death trying to make peace in a trivial street argument among some

         neighborhood teens. The city was three days into a brutal heat wave, the kids had too much time on their hands, some of them

         were doped up; things like that don’t happen very often in Albany, but they’re not unheard of or even surprising anymore.

         They’re worth a few days’ stories in the paper and on local television, more if anyone comes to trial, but the kids usually

         plead out somewhere along the way. And life goes on.

      


      God knows Vicky’s used to picking up the pieces. She would never have asked me to come back to this area and help her do that.

         But I didn’t doubt I needed to, nor have I regretted the move, really: I must’ve been ready for this closer connection, this

         family stuff. Okay, it was more fun being Aunt Val twenty miles down the road than it’s been with the boys in residence. And

         if the cancer takes Vicky, which it likely will, I have no idea how the rest of us will cope with that. We’ll just have to.

      


      Our crash course in breast cancer options and survival statistics materialized without warning last fall. Vicky was feeling

         fine—she’d only gone to the doctor to see if anything could be done for a persistent soreness in her right elbow. The doctor

         prescribed an anti-inflammatory drug, and while he was at it did a physical and suggested that at forty Vicky should get a

         baseline mammogram. It all took off from there—the mammogram showed what looked like a tumor, the biopsy confirmed that it

         was cancerous, the lymph nodes removed as part of the surgery showed the cancer had metastasized. There’s this dreadful formula

         called staging: you consider the size of the tumor and whether or not the cancer cells have spread and you end up with a number.

         Vicky’s is the second worst number you can have, which means her five-year survival prospects are not worth spit.

      


      We’re doing all we can, and we don’t talk about it much. Vicky’s her normal cheerful self and tries not to show how much the

         chemo takes out of her. If you hadn’t known her before, you wouldn’t realize she’s ill. But I can’t suspend that realization.

         For me, sometimes the cheerfulness comes hard.

      


      My news revved her up, and my sister is good at processing what she hears. “You’re worried people will think you killed this

         man” was her first evaluation. “But since you didn’t …”

      


      “They’ll believe me if I look sincere enough, do you think? Let’s be real: unless the cops find themselves a better suspect

         …”

      


      Vicky is a sucker for happy endings; she’s also spent her entire life among people whose confidence in the police is eminently

         shakable. “Well, they’ll have to” was the best she could do.

      


      “I’ll tell them. But you know, that may not happen right this afternoon, hon, so maybe you should come get the boys?”


      “Or maybe not,” she said thoughtfully. “I mean, it’s not like they’re in danger, is it? You just don’t want them to know,

         and of course they will.”

      


      “Sure, but from a distance. They won’t have to deal with a roped-off crime scene out front, complete with uniformed guard.

         And I may well have to go down to the sheriff’s office. Even if I don’t, it is not going to be fun around here any time soon.”

      


      “Home’s supposed to be a fun place? Somebody should’ve told Ma. Val, if we want them to feel they belong there, don’t they

         need to be part of things, even the bad ones? And you know Alex—the way he’d imagine that yard looking would be ten times

         more gruesome than what’s really there to see. If you get hung up later, I’ll scoot right down. Otherwise, I think we should

         wait and let Gina fetch them for that camping trip Saturday, like we planned.”

      


      “Maybe you’re right. It’s just … Vicky, I don’t know how much control I’m going to have over any of this.” And scared shitless

         to even think about me and police stations, I couldn’t bring myself to add.

      


      “Hey, I’m a phone call away. Donna will be down there soon. I know you, Sissy. You’re going to handle things just fine.”


      I’d barely put the phone down when it rang: Donna, between cases, wanting an update. “One important distinction,” she said

         after I’d complied. “As long as they’re asking their questions at your house, use your own judgment about which ones to answer

         and how. You’re doing all right so far. Nothing to gain by not signing the consent form to search your Bronco. Any judge would

         grant a warrant, and in the interim the cops wouldn’t have let you near it. If the killer planted evidence in or on the Bronco,

         it will be found— resign yourself to that. Claiming ownership of the pruner probably didn’t hurt, since they’d run that down

         anyhow. Being open and cooperative can score points. The moment they ask you to come to the sheriff’s office, however, start

         using my judgment: you have nothing to say until your lawyer is present.”

      


      But I didn’t stab him just for the hell of it. I flashed on trying to tell people that twenty-five years ago; it is an ongoing feature of my nightmares, though not the

         highlight. That would be the scene where something makes me look off a little to the right from the homework I’m doing at

         the kitchen table, and there’s this dark red pulsing thing extended out onto the green vinyl cloth. Jon Keegan, my new stepfather,

         stands against the edge of the table, staring down, his expression hopeful. I pick up the scissors.

      


      I tried not to sound as frightened as she’d made me feel. “Do you think that’s their next step?”


      “It depends on what they hear when they ask around,” she answered calmly. “We’ve got to consider it a possibility.”


      “What if they want to search my house?”


      “I’m surprised they haven’t made noises about that already. Unless they bring a warrant, you have the right to refuse. Is

         there anything incriminating in your house?”

      


      “Of course not!”


      “Think about it. Did you ever commit nasty thoughts about this man to paper? Paste up his picture and throw darts at it?”


      “Who needs darts? I tend to voice my nasty thoughts as soon as I notice them.”


      “That’s one of our problems. Val, I’d be more comfortable if you’d let me bring a criminal lawyer in on this.”


      “I’m not a criminal!”


      “I know. What I don’t know as well as you may need me to is the drill for this sort of situation.”


      “Donna, I’m not ready for that, okay?”


      There was a pause. “We’ll talk more when I get down there.”


      This time the phone was still in my hand when it started ringing: Mariah, railing at what could not have been a significant

         delay getting through, demanded amplification. Mariah knew the territory, what questions to ask, so it didn’t take long to

         lay things out. Not waiting for commentary, I plunged on into my own demands. For starters, what to expect from Sheriff Dye.

      


      “Baxter is one of those maddeningly self-contained people. You know, the type you break your balls trying to get a decent

         reaction out of.”

      


      “He doesn’t seem unfriendly. Especially for a sheriff.”


      “I didn’t say unfriendly. He’s perfectly pleasant, so far as I know. A wonderful woodworker, by the way—the Shaker bench in

         my foyer? Perhaps not what one would think of as a leader type. And of course he wasn’t supposed to be sheriff. Remember when

         Jerry Barnes got caught with that underage girl down in Riverton last fall?”

      


      “Afraid not.”


      “Val, you really should pay more attention to these things. You at least know who Jerry Barnes is?”


      “The other candidate?”


      Mariah sighed pointedly. “The longtime incumbent everybody was satisfied with. You see, the two parties have an arrangement:

         the Republicans take district attorney—to keep the Riverton police department, which is riddled with Democrats, in line—and

         the Democrats take sheriff, so the district attorney can’t turn into a mini-dictator. But when Jerry all too literally screwed

         up he had to bow out of the election, and the Democrats didn’t have time to get anyone else on the ballot. Even then the landslide

         was hardly of epic proportions.”

      


      “Shouldn’t the Republicans be celebrating? They get to run the whole show.”


      “Yes, but, you see Jerry and Phil Thomson—our district attorney, as you undoubtedly could not have told me either— maintained

         a comfortable working relationship. Phil and Baxter rub one another the wrong way. Vigorously.”

      


      “Do I want to know why that is?”


      “Oh, I think so. Phil’s a regular on our party circuit. Always shows up in appropriate costume and suntan; can keep a conversation

         running half an hour without once engaging his brain. Has his eye on the State Assembly, if Sanderson ever retires. Baxter

         is not into either costuming or small talk. Or politics, period, as far as I can tell—his father’s the one in that family.

         The gears are not meshing. Phil can’t seriously believe they’re colleagues; Baxter doesn’t think he’s a servant.”

      


      “You can guess which side I’d pick. But does the man know what he’s doing?”


      “Well, he did make it through college eventually, even started law school, as I recall. He’s been in the department long enough

         to learn his way around. When it narrows down to homicide work, who could say? Nobody around here’s had much experience with

         that.”

      


      “Should I have called the state police instead?”


      “God, no. None of them knows this end of the country from his mother’s tits. I’d grade Baxter as at least reasonably competent,

         and being native, he knows the territory. There’s a plus for you: his ex-wife and Kate Etlinger got to be best buddies back

         while Kate was still a Donnelly. They’re very tight. I’m not sure how much of a hand Kate had in torpedoing the marriage,

         but I doubt Baxter harbors very positive feelings toward either of the families he’ll most likely be investigating. And he’ll

         stand up to Phil, who does.”

      


      At our next encounter, he did not come on as my special buddy. Again, he crossed me up with the timing. When he said noon

         at the latest, I took that time as an unlikely earliest. But it was just past eleven-thirty when he knocked on the kitchen

         door, and I wasn’t looking at the solo visit I’d been prepping for. He stood there flanked by Joe, the red-faced guy who’d

         been patrolling my driveway, and another deputy. Dye introduced the latter two as Frank and Steve, respectively. None of them

         cracked a smile.

      


      The sheriff, Joe, and this Steve, who hadn’t been among the cops in my yard, must’ve put in a busy few hours. Enlightening,

         though not to my benefit. “Miss Wyckoff” was the sheriff’s brusque, disconcerting opener, followed by “there are some areas

         in this house we need to take a look at.”

      


      “Such as?”


      “Entrances, sinks, showers, laundry machines. We’ll also want the clothing you wore last night. It’s all listed on this consent

         form.” He extended a clipboard with a form that looked like the one I’d signed for the Bronco, except longer. In his other

         hand was a ballpoint pen. “Now I need to tell you, I haven’t had time to get a warrant on this. Probably I can, but you never

         know. Unless you see a warrant, you do not even have to let us in the door.”
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