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THE silent witnesses lie everywhere, passing from one form of matter to another, gradually becoming unrecognizable to their nearest and dearest. Their bodies are rolled into gullies, shut in the trunks of abandoned cars, harnessed to cement blocks and thrown down to the bottom of lakes. Those more hastily discarded are tossed on the side of the highway—so that life, having swerved away, can swiftly pass them by without pausing to look.


Sometimes I dream I am an eagle. I soar above them, noting their remains, bearing testimony to their disposal. I spy the man who went hunting with his enemy—there, under that tree, in that thicket. I spot the bones of the waitress who served the wrong man—there, under the collapsed roof of an old shack. I detect the final destination of the teenage boy who drank too much in the wrong company—a shallow grave in the piney woods. Often, their spirits hover, clinging  to the mortal remnants that housed them. Their spirits do not become angels. They were not believers during life, why should they be angels now? Even average people, people you think of as “good,” can be foolish or venal or jealous.


My sister Cameron lies somewhere among them. In some drainage pipe or under some foundation folded into the rusted trunk of an abandoned car or strewn across a forest floor, Cameron molders. Perhaps her spirit is clinging to what is left of her body, as she waits to be discovered, as she waits for her story to be told.


Perhaps that’s all they desire, all of the silent witnesses.







One
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THE sheriff didn’t want me there. That made me wonder who’d initiated the process of finding me and asking me to come to Sarne. It had to be one of the civilians standing awkwardly in his office—all of them well dressed and well fed, obviously people used to shedding authority all around them. I looked from one to the other. The sheriff, Harvey Branscom, had a lined, red face with a bisecting white mustache and close-cropped white hair. He was at least in his mid fifties, maybe older. Dressed in a tight khaki uniform, Branscom was sitting in the swivel chair behind the desk. He looked disgusted. The man standing to Branscom’s right was younger by at least ten years, and darker, and much thinner, and his narrow face was clean-shaven. His name was Paul Edwards, and he was a lawyer.


The woman with whom he was arguing, a woman somewhat younger with expensively dyed blonde hair, was Sybil  Teague. She was a widow, and my brother’s research had shown that she had inherited a great deal of the town of Sarne. Beside her was another man, Terence Vale, who had a round face scantily topped with thin no-color hair, wire-rimmed glasses, and one of those stick-on nametags. He’d come from a City Council open house, he’d said when he bustled in. His stick-on tag read, “Hi! I’m TERRY, the MAYOR.”


Since Mayor Vale and Sheriff Branscom were so put out by my presence, I figured I’d been summoned by Edwards or Teague. I swiveled my gaze from one to the other. Teague, I decided. I crossed my legs and slumped down in the uncomfortable chair. I swung my free foot, watching the toe of my black leather loafer get closer and closer to the front of the sheriff’s desk. They were shooting accusations back and forth, like I wasn’t in the room. I wondered if Tolliver could hear them from the waiting room.


“You all want to hash this out while we go back to the hotel?” I asked, cutting through the arguments.


They all stopped and looked at me.


“I think we brought you here under the wrong impression,” Branscom said. His voice sounded as though he were trying to be courteous, but his face looked like he wanted me the hell away. His hands were clenched on the top of his desk.


“And that wrong impression was...?” I rubbed my eyes. I’d come directly from another site, and I was tired.


“Terry here misled us somewhat as to your credentials.”


“Okay, you all decide, while I get me some sleep,” I said, abruptly giving up. I pulled myself to my feet, feeling as old as the hills, or at least far older than my actual age of  twenty-four. “There’s another job waiting for me in Ashdown. I’d just as soon leave here early in the morning. You’ll owe us travel money, at the least. We drove here from Tulsa. Ask my brother how much that’ll be.”


Without waiting for anyone to speak, I left Harvey Branscom’s office and went down a corridor and through a door into the reception area. I ignored the dispatcher behind the desk, though she was looking at me curiously. No doubt she’d been aiming the same curiosity at Tolliver until I’d redirected her attention.


Tolliver tossed down the aged magazine he’d been riffling through. He pushed himself up from the fake-leather chair. Tolliver’s twenty-seven. His mustache has a reddish cast; otherwise, his hair is as black as mine.


“Ready?” he asked. He could tell I was exasperated. He looked down at me, his eyebrows raised questioningly. Tolliver’s at least four inches above my five foot seven. I shook my head, to tell him I’d fill him in later. He held open the glass door for me. We went out into the chilly night. I felt the cold in my bones. The seat on the Malibu was adjusted for my legs, since I’d driven last, so I slid back behind the wheel.


The police department was on one side of the town square, facing the courthouse, which stood in the center. The courthouse was a massive building erected during the twenties, the kind of edifice that would feature marble and high vaulted ceilings; impossible to heat or cool to modern standards, but impressive nonetheless. The grounds around the old building were beautifully kept, even now that all the foliage was dying back. There were still tourists parked in the premium town square parking spots. This time of  year, Sarne’s visitors were middle-aged to old white people, with rubber-soled shoes and windbreakers. They walked slowly and carefully, and curbs required negotiation. They tended to drive exactly the same way.


We had to navigate around the square twice before I could get in the correct lane to go east to the motel. I had a feeling that all roads in Sarne led to the square. The stores on the square and those immediately off of it were the dressed-up part of the town, the part primed for public consumption. Even the streetlights were picturesque—curving lines of metal painted a dull green and decorated with curlicues and leaves. The sidewalks were smooth and wheelchair accessible, and there were plenty of garbage bins carefully disguised to look like cute little houses. All the storefronts on the square had been remodeled to coordinate, and they all had wooden facades with “old-timey” signs in antique lettering: Aunt Hattie’s Ice Cream Parlor, Jeb’s Sit-a-Spell, Jn. Banks Dry Goods and General Store, Ozark Annie’s Candy. There was a heavy wooden bench outside each one. Through the bright store windows, I caught a glimpse of one or two of the shopkeepers; they were all in costume, wearing turn-of-the-century clothing.


It was past five o’clock when we finally left the square. In late October, on an overcast day, the sky was almost completely dark.


Sarne was an ugly place once you left the tourist-oriented area centered around the courthouse. Businesses like Mountain Karl’s Kountry Krafts gave way to more pedestrian necessities, like First National Bank and Reynolds Appliances. The further away I drove from the square on these side streets, the more frequently I noticed occasional empty  storefronts, one or two with shattered windows. The traffic was nearly nonexistent. This was the private part of Sarne, for locals. Tourist season would be over, the mayor had told me, when the leaves fell; Sarne was about to roll up its carpets—and its hospitality—for the winter months.


I was irritated with our wasted time and mileage. But I hadn’t given up hope yet, and when I felt the unmistakable pull at a four-way stop five blocks east of the square, I was almost happy. It came from my left, about six yards away.


“Recent?” Tolliver asked, seeing my head jerk. I always look, even if there’s no way I’ll see a thing with my physical eyes.


“Very.” We weren’t passing a cemetery, and I wasn’t getting the feel of a newly embalmed corpse, which might indicate a funeral home. This impression was too fresh, the pull too strong.


They want to be found, you know.


Instead of going straight, which would’ve gotten us to the motel, I turned left, following the mental “scent.” I pulled over into the parking lot of a small gas station. My head jerked again as I listened to the voice calling to me from the overgrown lot on the other side of the street. I say “scent” and “voice,” but what draws me is not really something as clear-cut as those words indicate.


About three yards into the lot was the facade of a building. From what I could read of the scorched and dangling sign, this was the former site of Evercleen Laundromat. Judging by the state of the remains of the building, Evercleen had burned halfway to the ground some years before.


“In the ruin, over there,” I told Tolliver.


“Want me to check?”


“Nah. I’ll call Branscom when I get in the room.” We gave each other brief smiles. There’s nothing like a concrete example to establish my bona fides. Tolliver gave me an approving nod.


I put the car into drive again. This time we reached our motel and checked into our respective rooms with no interruption. We need a break from each other after being together all day; that’s the reason for the separate rooms. I don’t think either of us is excessively modest.


My room was like all the others I’ve slept in over the past few years. The bedspread was green and quilted and slick, and the picture above the bed was a bridge somewhere in Europe, looked like. Other than those little identifiers, I could have been in any cheap motel room, anywhere in America. At least it smelled clean. I pulled out my makeup-and-medicine bag and put it in the little bathroom. Then I went and sat on the bed, leaning over to peer at the dial-out instructions on the ancient telephone. After I’d looked up the right number in the little area phone book, I called the law enforcement building and asked for the sheriff. Branscom’s voice came on in less than a minute, and he was clearly less than happy to talk to me a second time. He started in again on how I’d been misrepresented—as if I’d had anything to do with that—and I interrupted him.


“I thought you’d like to know that a dead man named something like Chess, or Chester, is in the burned laundromat on Florida Street, about five blocks off the square.”


“What?” There was a long moment of silence while Harvey Branscom let that soak in. “Darryl Chesswood? He’s at home in his daughter’s house. They added on a room for him last year when he began to forget where he lived. How  dare you say such a thing?” He sounded honestly, righteously, offended.


“That’s what I do,” I said, and laid the receiver gently on its cradle.


The town of Sarne had just gotten a freebie.


I lay back on the slippery green bedspread and crossed my hands over my ribs. I didn’t need to be a psychic to predict what would happen now. The sheriff would call Chesswood’s daughter. She would go to check on her dad, and she’d find he was gone. The sheriff would probably go to the site himself, since he’d be embarrassed to send a deputy on such an errand. He’d find Darryl Chesswood’s body.


The old man had died of natural causes—a cerebral hemorrhage, I thought.


It was always refreshing to find someone who hadn’t been murdered.


 



THE next morning, when Tolliver and I entered the coffee shop (Kountry Good Eats) that was conveniently by the motel, the whole group was there, ensconced in a little private room. The doors to the room were open, so they couldn’t miss our entrance. The dirty plates on the table in front of them, the two empty chairs, and the pot of coffee all indicated we were anticipated. Tolliver nudged me, and we exchanged looks.


I was glad I’d already put on my makeup. Usually, I don’t bother until I’ve had my coffee.


It would have been too coy to pick another table, so I led the way to the open doors of the meeting room, the newspaper I’d bought from a vending machine tucked under my  arm. The cramped room was almost filled with a big round table. Sarne’s movers and shakers sat around that table, staring at us. I tried to remember if I’d combed my hair that morning. Tolliver would’ve told me if I’d looked really bed-headed, I told myself. I keep my hair short. It has lots of body, and it’s curly, so if I let it grow, I have a black bush to deal with. Tolliver is lucky; his is straight, and he lets it grow until he can tie it back. Then he’ll get tired of it and whack it off. Right now, it was short.


“Sheriff,” I said, nodding. “Mr. Edwards, Ms. Teague, Mr. Vale. How are you all this morning?” Tolliver held out my chair and I sat. This was an extra, for-show courtesy. He figures the more honor he shows me publicly, the more the public will feel I’m entitled to. Sometimes it works that way.


The waitress had filled my coffee cup and taken my first swallow before the sheriff spoke. I tore my gaze away from my paper, still folded by my plate. I really, really like to read the paper while I drink my coffee.


“He was there,” Harvey Branscom said heavily. The man’s face was ten years older than it’d been the night before, and there was white stubble on his cheeks.


“Mr. Chesswood, you mean.” I ordered the fruit plate and some yogurt from a waitress who seemed to think that was a strange choice. Tolliver got French toast and bacon and a flirtatious look. He’s hell on waitresses.


“Yeah,” the sheriff said. “Mr. Chesswood. Darryl Chesswood. He was a good friend of my father’s.” He said this with a heavy emphasis, as if the fact that I’d told him where the old man’s body was had laid the responsibility for the death at my door.


“Sorry for your loss,” Tolliver said, as a matter of form. I  nodded. After that, I let the silence expand. With a gesture, Tolliver offered to refill my coffee cup, but I raised my hand to show him how steady it was today. I took another deep sip gratefully, and I topped the cup off. I touched Tolliver’s mug to ask if he was ready for more, but he shook his head.


Under the furtive scrutiny of all those eyes, I wasn’t able to open the newspaper I had folded in front of me. I had to wait on these yahoos to make up their minds to something they’d already agreed to do. I’d felt optimistic when I’d seen them waiting for us, but that optimism was rapidly deteriorating.


A lot of eye signaling was going on among the Sarnites (Sarnians?). Paul Edwards leaned forward to deliver the result of all this conferencing. He was a handsome man, and he was used to being noticed.


“How did Mr. Chesswood die?” he asked, as if it were the bonus question.


“Cerebral hemorrhage.” God, these people. I looked at my paper longingly.


Edwards leaned back as though I’d socked him in the mouth. They all did some more eye signaling. My fruit arrived—sliced cantaloupe that was hard and tasteless, canned pineapple, a banana in the peel, and some grapes. Well, after all, it was fall. When Tolliver had been served his eggs and toast, we began to eat.


“We’re sorry there may have been some hesitation last night,” Sybil Teague said. “Especially since it seems you, ah, interpreted it as us backing out on our agreement.”


“Yes, I did take it that way. Tolliver?”


“I took it that way, too,” he said solemnly. Tolliver has acne-scarred cheeks and dark eyes and a deep, resonant voice. Whatever he says sounds significant.


“I just got cold feet, I guess.” She tried to look charmingly apologetic, but it didn’t work for me. “When Terry told me what he’d heard about you, and Harvey agreed to contact you, we had no idea what we were getting into. Hiring someone like you is not something I’ve ever done before.”


“There is no one like Harper,” Tolliver said flatly. He was looking up from his plate, meeting their eyes.


He’d thrown Sylvia Teague off her stride. She had to pause and regroup. “I am sure you’re right,” she said insincerely. “Now, Miss Connelly, to get back to the job we’re all hoping you’ll do.”


“First of all,” Tolliver said, patting his mustache with his napkin, “Who’s paying Harper?”


They stared at him as if that were a foreign concept.


“You all are obviously the town officials, though I’m not real sure what Mr. Edwards here does. Ms. Teague, are you paying Harper privately, or is she on the town payroll?”


“I’m paying Miss Connelly,” Sybil Teague said. There was a lot more starch in her voice now that money had been mentioned. “Paul’s here as my lawyer. Harvey’s my brother.” Evidently, Terry Vale wasn’t her anything. “Now, let me tell you what I want you to do.” Sybil met my eyes.


I glanced back at my plate while I took the grapes off the stem. “You want me to look for a missing person,” I said flatly. “Like always.” They like it better when you say “missing person” rather than the more accurate “missing corpse.”


“Yes, but she was a wild girl. Maybe she ran away. We’re not entirely sure... not all of us are sure... that she is actually dead.”


As if I hadn’t heard that before. “Then we have a problem.”


“And that is?” She was getting impatient—not used to much discussion of her agenda, I figured.


“I only find dead people.”


 



“THEY knew that,” I told Tolliver in an undertone, as we walked back to our rooms. “They knew that. I don’t find live people. I can’t.


I was getting upset, and that was dumb.


“Sure, they know,” he said calmly. “Maybe they just don’t want to admit she’s dead. People are funny like that. It’s like—if they pretend there’s hope, there is hope.”


“It’s a waste of my time—hope,” I said.


“I know it is,” Tolliver said. “They can’t help it, though.”


 



ROUND three.


Paul Edwards, Sybil Teague’s attorney, had drawn the short straw. So here he was in my room. The others, I assumed, had scattered to step back into their daily routine.


Tolliver and I had gotten settled into the two chairs at the standard cheap-motel table. I had finally begun reading the paper. Tolliver was working on a science fiction sword-and-sorcery paperback he’d found discarded in the last motel. We glanced at each other when we heard the knock at the door.


“My money’s on Edwards,” I said.


“Branscom,” Tolliver said.


I grinned at him from behind the lawyer’s back as I shut the door.


“If you would agree, after all our discussion,” the lawyer  said apologetically, “I’ve been asked to take you to the site.” I glanced at the clock. It was now nine o’clock. They’d taken about forty-five minutes to arrive at a consensus.


“And this is the site of...?” I let my words hang in the air.


“The probable murder of Tenie—Monteen—Hopkins. The murder, or maybe suicide, of Dell Teague, Sybil’s son.”


“Am I supposed to be finding one body, or two?” Two would cost them more.


“We know where Dell is,” Edwards said, startled. “He’s in the cemetery. You just need to find Teenie.”


“Are we talking woods? What kind of terrain?” Tolliver asked practically.


“Woods. Steep terrain, in places.”


Knowing we were on our way to the Ozarks, we’d brought the right gear. I changed to my hiking boots, put on a bright blue padded jacket, and stuck a candy bar, a compass, a small bottle of water, and a fully charged cell phone in my pockets. Tolliver went through the connecting door into his own room, and when he returned he was togged out in a similar manner. Paul Edwards watched us with a peculiar fascination. He was interested enough to forget how handsome he was, just for a few minutes.


“I guess you do this all the time,” he said.


I tightened my bootlaces to the right degree of snugness. I double-knotted them. I grabbed a pair of gloves. “Yep,” I said. “That’s what I do.” I tossed a bright red knitted scarf around my neck. I’d tuck it in properly when I got really cold. The scarf was not only warm, but highly visible. I glanced in the mirror. Good enough.


“Don’t you find it depressing?” Edwards asked, as if he  just couldn’t help himself. There was a subtle warmth in his eyes that hadn’t been there before. He’d remembered he was handsome, and that I was a young woman.


I almost said, “No, I find it lucrative.” But I know people find my earning method distasteful, and that would have been only partly the truth, anyway.


“It’s a service I can perform for the dead,” I said finally, and that was equally true.


Edwards nodded, as if I’d said something profound. He wanted all three of us to go in his Outback, but we took our own car. We always did. (This practice dates from the time a client left us in the woods nineteen miles from town, upset at my failure to find his brother’s body. I’d been pretty sure the body lay somewhere to the west of the area he’d had me target, but he didn’t want to pay for a longer search. It wasn’t my fault his brother had lived long enough to stagger toward the stream. Anyway, it had been a long, long walk back into town.)


I let my mind go blank as we followed Edwards northwest, farther into the Ozarks. The foliage was beautiful this time of year, and that beauty drew a fair amount of tourists. The twisting, climbing road was dotted with stands for selling rocks and crystals—“genuine Ozark crafts”—and all sorts of homemade jellies and jams. All the stands touted some version of the hillbilly theme, a marketing strategy that I found incomprehensible. “We were sure ignorant and toothless and picturesque! Stop to see if we still are!”


I stared into the woods as we drove, into their chilly and brilliant depths. All along the way, I got “hits” of varying intensity.


There are dead people everywhere, of course. The older the death, the less of a buzz I get.


It’s hard to describe the feeling—but of course, that’s what everyone wants to know, what it feels like to sense a dead person. It’s a little like hearing a bee droning inside your head, or maybe the pop of a Geiger counter—a persistent and irregular noise, increasing in strength the closer I get to the body. There’s something electric about it, too; I can feel this buzzing all through my body. I guess that’s not too surprising.


We passed three cemeteries (one quite small, very old) and one hidden Indian burial site, a mound or barrow that had been reshaped by time until it just resembled another rolling hill. That ancient site signaled very faintly; it was like hearing a cloud of mosquitoes, very far away.


I was tuned in to the forest and the earth by the time Paul Edwards pulled to the shoulder of the road. The woods encroached so nearly that there was hardly room to park the vehicles and still leave room for other cars to pass. I figured Tolliver had to be worried someone would come along too fast and clip the Malibu. But he didn’t say anything.


“Tell me what happened,” I said to the dark-haired man.


“Can’t you just go look? Why do you need to know?” He was suspicious.


“If I have a little knowledge about the circumstances, I can look for her more intelligently,” I said.


“Okay. Well. Last spring, Teenie came out here with Mrs. Teague’s son, who was also Sheriff Branscom’s nephew—Sybil and Harvey are brother and sister. Sybil’s son was named Dell. Dell was Teenie’s boyfriend, had been for two years, off and on. They were both seventeen. A hunter found  Dell’s body. He’d been shot, or he’d shot himself. They never found Teenie.”


“How was their location discovered?” Tolliver asked, pointing at the patch of ground on which we stood.


“Car parked right where we’re parked now. See that half-fallen pine? Supported by two other trees? Makes a good marker to remember the spot by. Dell’d been missing less than four hours when one of the families that live out this way gave Sybil a call about the car. There were folks out searching soon after that, but like I say, it was another few hours before Dell was found. Right after that, it started raining, and it rained for hours. Wiped out the tracking scent, so the bloodhounds weren’t any use.”


“Why wasn’t anyone looking for Teenie?”


“No one knew Teenie was with Dell. Her mom didn’t realize Teenie was missing for almost twenty hours, maybe longer. She didn’t know about Dell, and she delayed calling the police.”


“How long ago was this?”


“Maybe six months ago.”


Hmm. Something fishy, here. “How come we’re just being called out now?”


“Because half the town thinks that Teenie was killed and buried by Dell, and then he committed suicide. It’s making Sybil crazy. Teenie’s mom’s hard up. Even if she thought of calling you in, she couldn’t afford you. Sybil decided to fund this, after she heard about you through Terry, who went to some mayor’s conference and talked to the head honcho of some little town in the Arklatex.” I glanced over at Tolliver. “El Dorado,” he murmured, and I nodded after a second, remembering. Paul Edwards said, “Sybil can’t stand the  shame of the suspicion. She liked Teenie, no matter how wild the girl was. Sybil really assumed she’d be part of their family some day.”


“No Mister Teague?” I asked. “She’s a widow, right?”


“Yes, Sybil’s a fairly recent widow. She’s got a daughter, too, Mary Nell, who’s seventeen.”


“So why were Teenie and Dell out here?”


He shrugged, with a half smile. “That’s a question no one ever asked; I mean, hell, seventeen, in the woods in spring... I guess we all thought it was a little obvious.”


“But they parked up by the road.” That was what was obvious, but apparently not to Paul Edwards. “Kids wanting to have sex, they’re going to hide their car better than that. Small town kids know how easy it is to be caught out.”


Edwards looked surprised, his lean dark face shutting down on sudden and unwelcome thoughts. “Not much traffic out on this road,” he said, but without much conviction.


I put on my dark glasses. Edwards again looked at me askance. It was an overcast day. I nodded to Tolliver.


“Lay on, Macduff,” Tolliver said, to Paul Edwards’s confusion. Edwards’s high school must have done Julius Caesar  instead of Macbeth. Tolliver gestured to the woods, and Edwards, looking relieved to understand his mission, began to lead us downhill.


It was steep going. Tolliver stayed by my side, as he always did; I was abstracted, and he knew I might fall. It had happened before.


After twenty minutes of careful, slow, downhill hiking, made even trickier by the slippery leaves and pine needles blanketing the steep slope, we came to a large fallen oak piled with leaves, branches, and other detritus. It was easy  to see that a heavy rainfall would sweep debris downslope, to lodge against the tree.


“This is where Dell was found,” Paul Edwards said. He pointed to the downslope side of the fallen oak. I wasn’t surprised it had taken two days to find Dell Teague’s body, even in the spring; but I was startled at the location of the corpse. I was glad I’d put on the dark glasses.


“On that side of the log?” I asked, pointing to make sure I had it right.


“Yes,” Edwards said.


“And he had a gun? It was by his body?”


“Well, no.”


“But the theory was that he’d shot himself?”


“Yeah, that’s what the sheriff’s office said.”


“Obvious problem there.”


“The sheriff thought maybe the gun could’ve been grabbed by a hunter who didn’t report what he found. Or maybe one of the guys who actually did find Dell lifted the gun. After all, guns are expensive and almost everyone here uses firearms of some kind.” Edwards shrugged. “Or, if Dell shot himself on the upslope side of the log and fell over it, the gun could have slid down the hill quite a distance, gotten hidden like that.”


“So the wounds—how many were there?”


“Two. One, a graze to the side of his head, was counted as a...sort of a first try. Then, through the eye.”


“So the two wounds were counted as suicide wounds, one unsuccessful and one not, and no gun was found. And he was on the downslope side of the log.”


“Yes, ma’am.” The lawyer took off his hat, slapped it against his leg.


This was all wrong. Well, maybe... “How was he lying? What position?”


“What, you want me to show you?”


“Yes. Did you see him?”


“Yes, ma’am, I sure did. I came out to identify him. Didn’t want his mom to see him like that. Sybil and I have been friends for years.”


“Then just humor me by assuming the position Dell was in, okay?”


Edwards looked as if he wished he were elsewhere. He knelt on the ground, reluctance in every line of his body. He was facing the fallen tree. Putting out a hand to steady himself, he sank down to the ground. His legs were bent at the knees and he was on his right side.


Tolliver moved behind me. “This ain’t right,” he whispered in my ear.


I nodded agreement. “Okay, thanks,” I said out loud. Paul Edwards scrambled to his feet.


“I don’t see why you needed to see where Dell was, anyway,” he said, trying his best not to sound accusatory. “We’re looking for Teenie.”


“What’s her last name?” Not that it mattered for search purposes, but I’d forgotten; and it showed respect, to know the name.


“Teenie Hopkins. Monteen Hopkins.”


I was still upslope of the fallen tree, and I began making my way to the right. It felt appropriate, and it was as good a way to begin as any.


“You might as well go back up to your SUV,” I heard Tolliver telling our reluctant escort.


“You might need help,” Edwards said.


“We do, I’ll come get you.”


I didn’t worry about us getting lost. Tolliver’s job was to prevent that, and he’d never failed me; except for once, in the desert, and I’d teased him about that for so long that he’d about gone crazy. Of course, since we’d nearly died, it was a lesson worth reinforcing.


It was best if I could walk with my eyes closed, but on this terrain that would be dangerous. The dark glasses helped, blocking out some of the color and life around me.


For the first thirty minutes of struggling across the steep slope, all I felt were the faint pings of ancient deaths. The world is sure full of dead people.


When I was convinced that no matter how stealthily he might be able to move, Paul Edwards could not have followed us, I paused at a rocky outcrop and took off my dark glasses. I looked at Tolliver.


“Bullshit,” he said.


“No kidding.”


“The gun’s missing, but it’s suicide? Shot twice, and it’s suicide? I could swallow one of those, but not both. And anyone who’s going to kill himself, he’s going to sit on the log and think about it. He’s not going to stand downhill of a landmark like that. Suicides go up.”We’d had experience.


“Besides,” I said, “he fell on the hand that would’ve been holding the gun. If by some weird chance that should have happened, I feel pretty confident that no one would be reaching under the corpse to steal the gun.”


“Only someone with a cast-iron stomach.”


“And through the eye! Have you ever heard of anyone shooting himself like that?”


Tolliver shook his head.


“Someone done killed that boy,”he said. Some days Tolliver is more country than others.


“Damn straight,” I said.


We thought about that for a minute. “But we better keep on looking for the girl,” I said. Tolliver would expect me to make up my own mind about that.


He nodded. “She’s out here, too,” he said, a little question in his voice.


“Most likely.” I cocked my head to one side while I considered. “Unless the boy was killed trying to stop someone from taking her.” We started walking again, and the ground became easier going; certainly not a flat surface, but not so steep.


There are worse ways to spend a fall day than walking through the woods while the leaves are brilliant, the sun dappling the ground from time to time when the clouds shifted. I felt out with all my senses. We tracked a ping that, upon attaining, proved too old by a decade to be the girl. When I was standing a foot from the site, I knew the body to be that of a black male who had died of exposure. He had become naturally buried under leaves, branches, and dirt that had washed downhill over the course of the past decade. What you could see was blackened ribs with tattered cloth and bits of muscle still clinging to the bones.


I took one of the red cloth strips I keep in my jacket pocket, and Tolliver took a whippy length of wire from a supply he kept stashed in a long pocket on his pants leg. I tied a strip to one end of the wire while Tolliver ran the other end into the ground. We’d walked maybe a quarter of a mile southwest from the fallen tree, and I jotted that down.


“Hunting accident,” Tolliver suggested. I nodded. I can’t always pin it down exactly, but the moment of death had that feel: panic, solitude. Long-suffering. I was certain he’d fallen out of his deer stand, breaking his back. He’d lain there until the elements claimed him. There were a few pieces of wood still nailed way up in the tree. Named Bright? Mark Bright? Something like that.


Well, he wasn’t part of my paycheck. This man was my second freebie for the town of Sarne. Time to earn some money.


We started off again. I began working my way to the east, but I felt uneasy. After we’d proceeded maybe sixty feet from the hunter’s bones, I got a welcome, sharp buzz from the north. Uphill, which was slightly odd. But then I realized that we had to go uphill to get to the road. The closer to the road I climbed, the closer I approached the remains of Teenie Hopkins—or some young white girl. The buzzing turned into a continuous drone, and I fell to my knees in the leaves. She was there. Not all of her, but enough. Some big branches had been thrown across her for concealment, but now they were dead and dry. Teenie Hopkins had spent a long, hot summer under those branches. But she still made more of a corpse than the hunter, despite insects, animals, and a few months of weather.


Tolliver knelt by me, one arm around me.


“Bad?” he asked. Though my eyes were closed, I could feel the movements of his body as his head turned, checking in all directions. Once we’d been surprised at the dumpsite by the killer returning with another body. Talk about your irony.


This was the hard part. This was the worst part. Normally,  finding a corpse simply indicated I’d been successful. The manner of its becoming a corpse did not particularly affect me. This was my job. All people had to die somehow or other. But this rotting thing in the leaves... she’d been running, running, breath whistling in and out, reduced from a person to a panicked organism, and then the bullet had entered her back and then another one had...


I fainted.


 



TOLLIVER was holding me in his lap. We were among the leaves—oak and gum and sassafras and maple—a ruffle of gold and brown and red. He had his back to a big old gum tree, and I was sure he was uncomfortable with all the gum-balls that must be pressing into his butt.


“Come on, baby, wake up,” he was telling me, and from the sound of his voice, it wasn’t the first time he’d said it.


“I’m awake,” I said, hating how weak my voice came out.


“Jesus, Harper. Don’t do that.”


“Sorry.”


I leaned my face against his chest for one more minute, sighed, and reasserted myself by scrambling to my feet. I wavered back and forth for a second until I got stabilized.


“What killed her?” he asked.


“Shot in the back, twice.”


He waited to see if I’d add more.


“She was running,” I explained. So he would understand her terror and her desperation, in the last moments of her life.


Last minutes are hardly ever that bad.


Of course, my standard is probably different from most people’s.


 



PAUL Edwards was waiting by his gleaming silver Outback when we emerged from the woods. His whole face was a question, but our first report should be to our client. Tolliver asked the lawyer to start back to town to assemble the committee, if that was what Ms. Teague wanted. We drove silently back to Sarne, stopping only once at a convenience store. Tolliver went in to get me a Coke, one with real sugar in it. I always crave sugar after finding a body.


“You need to drink about four of these, gain some weight,” Tolliver muttered, as he often did.


I ignored him, as I always did, and drank the Coke. I felt better after ten minutes. Until I’d discovered the sugar remedy, I’d sometimes had to go to bed for a day following a successful recovery.


The same group would be gathered in the sheriff’s office, and I sat in the car and stared at the glass doors for a second, reluctant to begin this segment of the job.


“You want me to wait in the lobby?”


“No, I want you to come in with me,” I said, and Tolliver nodded. I paused, one hand on the car door. “They’re not gonna like this,” I said.


He nodded again.


This time, we were in a conference room. It was a tight fit, with Branscom, Edwards, Teague, and Vale, plus Tolliver and me.


“The map,” I said to Tolliver. He spread it out. I laid  everything I wanted to say out in a line ahead of me, so I could reach my goal, which was to get out of this office and this town with a check in my hands.


“Before we get into the main subject,” I said, “let me point out that we also found the body of a black male, dead about ten years, at this site.” I indicated the red mark we’d made first. “He died of exposure.”


The sheriff seemed to be thinking back. “That might be Marcus Allbright,” he said slowly. “I was a deputy back then. His wife thought he’d run off. My God. I’ll go collect what’s left.”


I shrugged. Nothing to do with me. “Now, for Teenie Hopkins.” They all tensed, and Paul Edwards even leaned closer. “She was shot twice in the back, and her remains are right here.” I touched a spot with my fingertip.


There was an audible gasp from the people seated at the table.


“You saw her?” Hi, I’m TERRY, the MAYOR asked. His eyes were wide behind his wire-rimmed glasses. Mr. Mayor was on the verge of crying.


“Saw what’s left,” I said, and then reflected that a nod would have been sufficient.


“You mean,” the Teague woman said incredulously, “you left her out there?” Harvey Branscom gave her a look of sheer amazement.


I stared back at her with much the same expression. “It’s a crime scene,” I said. “And I don’t do body retrieval. I leave that to qualified people. You go get her, if you don’t want the sheriff to investigate.” Then I took a deep breath. This was the client. “Two shots in the back, so we still don’t know how it happened. If your son was shot first, then Teenie  was killed by the same person. Of course, if it was your son who shot her, he then killed himself afterward. But I doubt he committed suicide.”


That shut her up, at least temporarily. I had the complete and utter attention of everyone in the room. “Oh my God,” whispered Sybil.


“So how do you know? ”the sheriff asked.


“How do I find bodies in the first place? I just do. When I find ’em, I know what killed ’em. Believe me, don’t believe me. It’s up to you, now. You wanted me to find Teenie Hopkins, I found what’s left of her. There might be a bone or two missing. Animals.”


Sybil Teague was staring at me with an extraordinary expression on her face. She didn’t know whether to praise me or be disgusted by me. But at least I believed her son Dell had not committed suicide. She ran her hands over her golden-brown pants suit, over and over, smoothing the front of the light jacket, then the material over her thighs.


“Call Hollis,” the sheriff said into his intercom, and we sat in frozen silence until a man in a deputy’s uniform came in. He was in his late twenties, sturdy and blond and blue-eyed and curious as hell about what had been going on in the sheriff’s office. He gave Tolliver and me a comprehensive stare. He’d know us again. He looked pretty good in the uniform.


“Ms. Connelly,” the sheriff said. “You go out with Hollis here, show him where the body is.”


Hollis looked startled as he took in the sense of what was more an order than a request.


“Which one?” I asked, and his eyes widened.


“I’ll go,” Tolliver said. “Harper needs to rest.”


“No, Ms. Connelly is the one who found her, she needs to go.”


Tolliver glared at the sheriff and he glared right back. I was betting the sheriff wanted to make sure I earned every penny of my fee. I made myself stir. “I’ll go,” I said. I put my hand on Tolliver’s arm. “It’ll be okay.” My fingers curled around the material of his jacket, holding on to him for a long moment. Then I let go. I jerked my head at the blond deputy. “He’ll bring me right back,” I said over my shoulder, because I wanted Tolliver to stay there while I was gone. He nodded, and the door closed behind me, and I lost sight of him.


The deputy led the way out to his patrol car. “My name is Hollis Boxleitner,” he said, by way of introduction.


“Harper Connelly,” I said.


“That your husband in there?”


“My brother. Tolliver Lang.”


“Different names.”


“Yeah.”


“Where we goin’?”


“Drive out Highway 19, going northwest.”


“Out where—”


“The boy was shot,” I said.


“Killed himself,” Hollis Boxleitner corrected, but with little conviction.


“Hmmph,” I said contemptuously.


“How do you find them?” he asked.


“The sheriff tell you I was coming?”


“I overheard him on the phone. He thought Sybil was crazy for asking you to come. He was mad at Terry Vale for telling her what he’d heard about you.”


“I got struck by lightning,” I said. “When I was about fifteen.”


He seemed to be groping for questions to ask. “Were you at your house?”


“Yes,” I said. “Me, and Tolliver, and my sister Cameron... we were at home alone. My two younger half-sisters were singing in some special program. My mother actually went to the pre-school to watch.” The state my mother was in by that time, it was amazing she remembered she had children. “And the storm come up, about four in the afternoon. I was in the bathroom. The sink was next to the window, and the window was open. I was standing at the sink so I could look in the mirror while I used my electric hair curler. It came in the window. Next thing I knew, I was on the floor looking up at the ceiling, and my hair was smoking, and my shoes were off my feet. Tolliver gave me CPR. Then the ambulance came.”


This was babbling, for me. I decided to shut up.


Hollis Boxleitner didn’t seem to have any more questions, which was wonderful and puzzling. For most people, that would just have scratched the surface of what they wanted to know. I hugged my jacket to my chest, imagining how good it would be when I could get in the bed at the motel. I would pile on the covers. I would have hot soup for supper. I closed my eyes for a few minutes. When I opened them, I felt better. We were close to the site.


I instructed the deputy to pull over when I calculated, by the pull I felt, that we were at the bit of road closest to the body. Now that I knew where she was, the body was easier to locate on my mental map. We got out for the hike downhill, a much easier one than our earlier descent to the death  site of the boy. As we moved carefully downslope, Boxleitner said, “So now you find dead people for your living.”


“Yep,” I said. “That’s what I do.” I also had very bad headaches, shaky hands, and a strange spiderweb pattern on my right leg, which was weaker than my left. Though I run regularly to keep the muscles strong, making my way up and down steep slopes today had made that leg feel wobbly. I leaned against a tree as I pointed to the pile of debris that concealed what was left of Teenie Hopkins.


After he looked under the branches, Boxleitner threw up. He seemed embarrassed by that, but I thought nothing of it. You have to see that kind of thing real often to be unimpressed by the havoc time and nature can wreck on our bodies. I had a feeling small town policemen didn’t see old bodies very often. And he’d probably known the girl.


“It’s worst when they’re in-between,” I offered.


He understood what I meant, and he nodded vehemently. I started back to the patrol car, leaving him alone to collect himself and do whatever official stuff he had to do.


I was leaning against the car door when Hollis Boxleitner struggled up the slope, wiping at his mouth with the back of his hand. To mark the spot, he tied an orange strip of plastic to the tree nearest the road and the car. He gestured toward the car door, indicating I should get in, and he drove back to the town in grim silence. “Teenie Hopkins was my sister-in-law,” he said as we parked.


There wasn’t anything for me to say.


I let him precede me into the police station. We had only been gone forty-five minutes or so, and the crew was still assembled. The tightness in Tolliver’s jaw told me that they’d  been grilling him about me—maybe about my success rate—and he’d had to do some explaining. He hated that.


All the faces turned toward us, questioning: the mayor’s looked only curious, the lawyer’s cautious, the sheriff’s angry. Tolliver was relieved. Sybil Teague was tense and miserable.


“Body’s there,” Hollis said briefly.


“You’re sure it’s Teenie?” Mrs. Teague sounded... somewhere between stunned and grief-stricken.


“No, ma’am,” Boxleitner said. “No, ma’am, I’m not sure at all. The dentist will be able to tell us. I’ll give Dr. Kerry a call. That’ll be good enough for an unofficial identification. We’ll haveto send the remains to Little Rock.”


I was sure the body was Teenie Hopkins, of course, but Sybil Teague wouldn’t thank me for saying so again. In fact, she was looking at me with some distaste. It was an attitude I’d run across many times before. She’d hired me, and she would pay me a very tidy sum of money, but she didn’t want to believe me. She’d actually be happy if I was wrong. And I certainly wasn’t her favorite person, though I’d brought her the information for which she’d asked... the information she’d gone to so much trouble to bring me to Sarne to deliver.


Maybe, when I’d first started out in my business, I was able to sympathize with this perverse attitude: but I couldn’t any longer. It just made me feel tired.







Two
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NO one wanted to talk to us, or needed to talk to us, any longer. In fact, the very sight of me was giving Mayor Terry Vale a serious case of the cold creepies. He was the least connected to the case, and in fact I couldn’t figure out his continued presence, but the others appeared to be worried about his peace of mind, so Tolliver and I took our leave.


A series of phone calls had revealed that Teenie’s dentist, Dr. Kerry, was out of town for the next four days. The body could only be identified in Little Rock. Sheriff Branscom had called the state crime lab, and they’d said as soon as they got the body they’d confirm the identification first thing, before they did their full work-up. Since the Arkansas crime lab is notoriously behind, that was a good concession. Branscom had a copy of Teenie’s dental records to send down with the body.


We wouldn’t get a check from Sybil until the body was  declared to be that of Teenie Hopkins, so it looked like we’d be stuck in Sarne at least twenty-four hours. Twenty-four hours with nothing to do. We spend a lot of time waiting, but it’s not easy.


“The motel’s got HBO,” Tolliver said. “Maybe we can catch a movie we haven’t seen.”


But after we’d reviewed the movie list and discovered we’d already seen the ones we were at all interested in seeing, Tolliver left to pursue the waitress from the diner. Not that he spelled it out for me, but I figured.


I was too restless to read, and I’d warmed up enough to discard the crawling-into-bed plan. I’ve gotten into doing my fingernails and toenails, just to have a hobby. So I got out my manicure kit, and I was painting my toenails a deep, almost golden red, when Hollis Boxleitner knocked on my door.


“Can I come in?” he asked. I leaned sideways to look past him, checking to make sure he wasn’t in a police car. Nope. Though he was still in his uniform, he was driving his own vehicle, an electric-blue Ford pickup.


“I guess,” I said. I left the door open to the beautiful day, and the big deputy didn’t protest. Hollis Boxleitner sat in one of the two chairs. I took the other one, after offering him a can of Fresca that was chilly and wet from the ice chest. He popped the tab and took a gulp. I propped my foot up on the edge of the table and continued my pedicure.


“You want to go down to the restaurant, have some chicken-fried steak?” he asked.


“No thanks.” It was a little past one o’clock, so I should eat something, but I wasn’t feeling too hungry.


“Not the calories, is it? You could use some more flesh on your bones.”


“No, not the calories.” I stroked the brush very carefully from base to end of my big toenail.


“Your brother’s already down there. He’s having a conversation with Janine.”


I shrugged.


“What about the Sonic?” I darted a glance at him, but he only looked mildly inquiring.


“What do you want?” I asked. I don’t like being maneuvered.


He looked at me, put the can of soda down. “I just want to talk to you a little bit about Monteen Hopkins. My sister-in-law. The girl you think we found today.”


“I don’t need to know anything else about her.” It was better not to. I knew enough. I knew about her last moments on earth. That was as personal as you could get. “And I guarantee,” I added, since I have professional pride, “the body we found is Monteen Hopkins.”


He looked at his empty hands, big hands with golden hair on the backs. “I was afraid you’d say that,” he said, falling quiet for a minute. “Come on, let’s get a milk shake. I was the one who threw up at the site, and even my stomach is saying it needs something. So I know yours has got to be ready.”


I looked at him for a long moment, trying to figure him out. But he was a closed door to me, since he was among the living. Finally, I nodded.


My toenails weren’t quite dry, so despite the autumn bite in the air, I stepped into his truck barefoot. He seemed to  find that amusing. Hollis Boxleitner was a husky man with a crooked nose, a broad face, and a smile full of gleaming white teeth, though at the moment he was far from smiling. His pale blond hair was smooth as glass.


“You always lived here in Sarne?” I asked, after we’d parked at the Sonic and he’d pressed the button to order two chocolate shakes.


“For ten years,” he said. “I moved here my last two years of high school, and I stayed. I had a couple years of community college, but I commuted to class after the first year.”


“Been married? Was that how Teenie was your sister-in-law?”


“Yes.”


I nodded acknowledgment. “Kids?”


“No.”


Maybe he’d known the marriage wouldn’t last.


“My wife was Monteen’s older sister,” he said. “My wife is dead.”


That was a shocker. I sighed. While Hollis paid for the shakes, I reflected that I was going to learn about Teenie Hopkins, whether I wanted to or not.


“I met Monteen when she was thirteen. I picked her up from outside a juke joint way out in the county, while I was on patrol. It was so obvious she was underage and had no business being there. She made a pass at me in the police car. She was totally out of hand. I met Sally when I took Monteen home to her mom’s house that night.” He was silent for a moment, remembering. “I liked Sally a lot, the first time I laid eyes on her. She was a regular girl, with a lot of sweetness in her. Teenie was wild as a razorback.”


“So the Teagues couldn’t have been that happy about their son dating her.”


“You could say that. Teenie got it from her mom. At that time, Helen was drinking a lot, and not too particular about who she brought home. But Helen managed to change, finally quit drinking. When Teenie’s mom settled down, Teenie did, too.”


That wasn’t how Sybil had tried to make it appear, at our second meeting. I filed that fact for future reference.


“How do you get hired?” he asked.


I sucked hard on the straw, thinking over the abrupt change in subject. It was a good milk shake, but it had been a mistake to get a cold drink on a brisk day when I was barefoot. I shivered.


“Lots of word of mouth. That’s how I got hired here; Terry Vale heard something about me at a city government conference. Law enforcement people talk to each other, at conventions and by email. And there’ve been stories in a professional magazine or two.”


He nodded. “I guess you couldn’t advertise.”


“Sometimes, we do. Hard to get the wording right.”


“I can see that.” He smiled reluctantly. Then he reverted to just being intense. “You just... feel them?”


I nodded. “I see the last moments. Like a tiny clip of a video. Can you please turn on the heater?”


“Yes, we’ll ride.” A minute later, we’d left Sonic and were cruising what there was of Sarne.


“How big is the police force here?” I was trying to be polite. There was an undercurrent here, and the water in it was moving faster and faster.


“Full-time, besides me? The sheriff, two other deputies right now.”


“Stretched pretty thin.”


“Not during this season. Now, we’ve just got leaf people. Come to see the colors change. They’re pretty peaceable.” Hollis shook his head over people taking time off from life to look at a bunch of leaves. “Summer tourist season, we take on six part-time people. Traffic control and so on.”


Hollis Boxleitner’s income would be small. He was a youngish man, and he seemed both capable and intelligent. What was he doing, stuck in Sarne? Okay, not my business: but I was curious.


“I inherited my parents’ house here,” he said, as if he were answering my unspoken question. “They got killed when a logging truck hit their car.” He nodded in acknowledgment when I told him I was sorry. He didn’t want to talk about their deaths, and that was a good thing. “I like the hunting and the fishing, and the people. In the summer, I get some hours in helping my brother-in-law; he’s got a rafting business, rents ’em out to the tourists. I pretty much work around the clock for three months, but it helps me build up my bank account. What does your brother do, when he’s not helping you?”


“He’s always with me.”


Hollis looked as if he were politely swallowing scorn. “That’s all he does?”


“It’s enough.” The thought of managing by myself made me shiver.


“So, how much do you charge for your services?” he asked, his eyes on the road ahead of him.


I hoped there wasn’t an implication there. I kept silent.


It took a while to make Hollis uncomfortable, longer than it took for most people.


“I want to hire you,” he said, by way of explanation.


I hadn’t expected that. “I charge five thousand dollars,” I told him. “Payable on a positive identification of the body.”


“What if the location of the body is known? You can tell the cause of death, too, right?”


“Yes. Of course I charge less if I don’t have to find the body.” Sometimes the family wants an independent suggestion about the cause of death.


“You ever been wrong?”


“Not that I know of.” I looked out the window at the passing town. “When I can locate the body, that is. I don’t always find it. Sometimes, there’s just not enough information available to tell me where to search. Like the Morgenstern girl.” I was referring to a case that had made headlines the year before. Tabitha Morgenstern had been grabbed off a suburban road in Nashville, and she’d never been seen since that day. “Just knowing the point where someone vanished isn’t enough. She might have been dumped anywhere, in Tennessee or Mississippi or Kentucky. Not enough information. I had to tell her parents I couldn’t do it.”


Though the cemetery wasn’t yet visible, I knew we were approaching one. I could tell by the buzzing along my skin. “How old is the cemetery?” I asked. “It’s the newest one, I guess?”


He pulled over to the side of the road so abruptly I almost lost my grip on my milk shake. He glared at me, his face flushed. I’d spooked him.


“How the hell—did you and your brother drive by here earlier?”


“Nope.” We were pretty far off any streets that tourists or casual visitors would take, a bit out in the countryside and away from any tourist amenities. “Just what I do.”


“It’s the new cemetery,” Hollis said, his voice jerky. “The old one’s...”


I turned my head from side to side, estimating. “Southwest of here. About four miles.”


“Jesus, woman, you’re creepy.”


I shrugged. It didn’t seem creepy to me.


He said, “I can give you three thousand. Will you do something for me?”


“Yes, I’ll do it. Since we haven’t run a credit check on you, I need the money in advance.”


“You’re businesslike.” His tone was not admiring.


“No, I’m not. That’s why Tolliver usually does this part.” I finished my milk shake, making a loud slurping noise.


Hollis did a U-turn to head back to town. He went through the drive-through at the bank. The teller did her best not to act surprised when he sent his withdrawal slip over to her, and she also tried not to peer too obviously at me. I wanted to tell Hollis that if I were performing any other service, he wouldn’t be sitting there all huffy; if I cleaned houses, he wouldn’t be asking me to go clean his for free, right? My lips parted, but I clamped them shut. I refused to justify myself.


He thrust the money, still in its bank envelope, into my hand. I slid the envelope into my jacket pocket without comment. We drove back to the turn-off that led to the cemetery. We were parked on a gravel path winding among the tombstones, when he turned off the engine. “Come on,” he said. “The grave is over here.” The day had cleared up,  turned bright, and I watched big sycamore leaves turn cart-wheels in the wind across the dying grass.


“Embalming mutes the effect,” I warned him.


His eyes lit up. He was thinking I’d faked my results before, somehow, and that now he’d unmask me. And he’d get his money back. He had about a ton of ambiguity resting on his shoulders.


I stepped gingerly onto the nearest grave, the ground chilly under my bare feet. Since a cemetery is so full of death, I have difficulty getting a clear reading. When you add the competing emanations from the corpses to the effects of the embalming process, you have to get as close as you can. “Middle-aged white man, died of... a massive coronary,” I said, my eyes closed. The name was Matthews, something like that.


There was a silence while Hollis read the headstone. Then Hollis growled, “Yes.” He caught his breath jaggedly. “We’re going to walk now. Keep your eyes shut.” I felt his big hand take mine, lead me carefully to another patch of ground. I reached down deep with that inner sense that had never yet failed me. “Very old man.” I shook my head. “I think he just ran down.” I was led to yet another grave, this one farther away. “Woman, sixties, car accident. Named Turner, Turnage? A drunk, I think.”


We went back in our original direction, and I knew by the tension in his body that this was the grave he’d been aiming for all along. When he guided me onto the grave, I knelt. This was death by violence, I knew at once. I took a deep breath and reached below me. “Oh,” I said sharply. I realized dimly that because Hollis was thinking of this dead person so strongly, it was helping me to reach her. I could  hear the water running in the bathtub. House was hot, window was open. Breeze coming in the high frosted window of the bathroom. Suddenly... “Let go!” she said, but it was as if I were the woman, and I was saying it, too. And then her/my head was under water, and we were looking up at the stippled ceiling, and we couldn’t breathe, and we drowned.


“Someone had ahold of her ankles,” I said, and I was all by myself in my skin, and I was alive. “Someone pulled her under.”


After a long moment, I opened my eyes, looked down at the headstone in front of me. Sally Boxleitner, it read. Beloved Wife of Hollis.



 



“CORONER always said he couldn’t figure it out. I sent her for an autopsy,” the deputy said. “The results were inconclusive. She might have fainted and slipped under the water, fallen asleep in the tub or something. I couldn’t understand why she couldn’t save herself. But there wasn’t any evidence either way.”


I just watched him. Grieving people can be unpredictable.


“Vagal shock,” I murmured. “Or maybe it’s called vagal inhibition. People can’t even struggle, if it’s sudden.”


“You’ve seen this before?” There were tears in his eyes, angry tears.


“I’ve seen everything.”


“Someone murdered her.”


“Yes.”


“You can’t see who.”


“No. I don’t see who. I see how, when I find the body. I  know it’s not you. If you were the murderer, and you were right by your victim, I might be able to tell.” Which I hadn’t intended to say: this was exactly why I really needed Tolliver to speak for me. I began to miss him, which was ridiculous. “Can you take me back to the motel, please?”


He nodded, still lost in his own thoughts. We began to make our way between the headstones. The sun was still shining and the leaves were still fluttering across the browning lawn, but the spark had gone out of the day. I was trembling with a fine small movement as my bare feet moved through the short cool grass. On the way back to Hollis’s electric-blue truck, I paused to read the name on the largest monument in the cemetery. There were at least eight graves in the plot marked Teague.



Good. I carefully stepped onto the one marked Dell. He was there, buried not too deeply in the rocky soil of the Ozarks. I spared a second to think that I was lucky that connecting with the embalmed dead was never as dramatic as connecting with a corpse; Hollis would never have thought to provide me with the support Tolliver did. I reached down again with that extra sense of mine, trying not to assume what I’d find when my lightning-sparked gift touched the body of Dell Teague.



Suicide, my ass, was my instant, and silent, reaction. Why hadn’t Sybil hired me to come out here to read his grave first, instead of sending me to the woods to find Teenie? Of course this boy hadn’t shot himself. Dell Teague had been murdered, just like his wild girlfriend. I opened my eyes. Hollis Boxleitner had swung around to check on what I was doing. I looked into the intent face of the deputy. “No suicide here,” I said.


In the long pause that followed, I looked off to the west and saw a bank of dark clouds approaching in a hurry. The break in the weather was over. Hollis looked, too. I saw a shaft of brightness split through the distant clouds.


“Come on,” Hollis said. “You just carry hard luck around with you.” He shook his head.


We climbed into the truck. On the way back into Sarne, neither of us broke the silence. While he was looking at the road, I slipped his money out of my pocket and put it on the seat between us. At the motel, I scrambled out of the truck real quick, slamming the truck door behind me and unlocking my room almost in one motion. Hollis drove away without a word. I guess he had a lot to think about.


I put my ear to the wall and heard a buzz. Tolliver was home. He must have had the television on. But I waited a minute, since I’d made similar assumptions before and paid for them with my own embarrassment. It was a good thing I hesitated, because after a second I realized that Tolliver had company. I was willing to bet it was Janine, the waitress from the diner. Evidence suggested that Tolliver was much more appealing to women than I was to men. Sometimes that pissed me off. I didn’t think the difference was in our looks, exactly; I thought it lay in our baggage. I sighed, feeling like sticking out my tongue or kicking the wall—something childish.


I’d imagined for a few minutes that Hollis Boxleitner was really attracted to me, but what he had wanted was what I had to offer professionally, not personally.


And there was a storm coming on.


I picked up my novel and tried to read. The darkness was thickening outside, and within ten minutes I had to turn on  a lamp. From not too far off, there was a deep rumble. Thunder.


I made myself read a couple of sentences. I really, really wanted to lose awareness of the here and now. The best way for me to do that was bury myself in a book.


We keep a box of secondhand paperbacks in the backseat of the car. When each book has been read, we leave it where someone else can pick it up. If the book’s in very good shape we keep it to trade. We stop at every secondhand bookstore we see to restock. I’ve read a lot of things I hadn’t planned on reading, due to the selection at these stores. And I’ve read a lot of books years after they were bestsellers, which doesn’t bother me a bit.


Tolliver’s not quite as omnivorous as I am. He draws the line at romances (he thinks they’re too predictable) and spy novels (he finds them ludicrous), but he’ll read just about anything else. Westerns, mysteries, science fiction, even some non-fiction—almost any book is grist for our mill. Right now I was reading a tattered copy of Richard Preston’s  The Hot Zone. It was one of the most frightening things I’d ever read—but I’d rather be afraid of Preston’s account of the origin and spread of the Ebola virus than think about the rumble of the thunder.


Before I tried to re-immerse myself in Preston’s exploration of a cave in Africa, I glanced at the clock. I estimated that the waitress would leave the room next door in about an hour. Maybe by the time the storm got here, Tolliver would be alone.


With the book weighted open in front of me on the cheap table, I turned on my cordless curler and used it. Then I brushed my hair. From time to time I glanced up at  the mirror. I looked okay, I thought. Not too bad. Frail and pale, though.


My brother and I didn’t look anything alike, aside from the similarity in our coloring—black hair, brown eyes. Tolliver looked tough, secretive, a little forbidding. His scarred cheeks and wide, bony shoulders made him seem very male.


But it was me who frightened people.


Thunder rumbled again, much closer. Not even the Ebola virus could hold my attention now. I tried to distract myself. The sheriff would have gotten Teenie Hopkins’ body out of the woods by now, and it would be on its way to Little Rock. I bet he was glad he’d gotten her out before the rain. It couldn’t have taken long, since there wouldn’t exactly be a crime scene to secure. Of course, even the most lax police officer would search the area. I wondered if Hollis had been part of the search. I wondered if they’d found anything. I should have asked Hollis questions while I was in his truck. Maybe he was out in the woods, right at this moment.


But what difference did it make, really? I would be gone before anyone was brought to justice. I tapped my fingernails against the table in an anxious rhythm, my feet patting along to an inaudible beat. I switched off the lamp and the light in the bathroom.


I was going to conquer this. This time, it would not get the best of me.


A boom of thunder was followed by a brilliant bolt of lightning. I jumped about a foot. Though the curler was cordless, I turned it off. I unplugged the television and went to sit on the foot of my bed, on the shiny, green, slick motel bedspread. More thunder, and another crack of lightning outside the window. I shivered, my arms crossed over my  abdomen. The rain pounded down outside the motel room, drumming on the roof of our car, splashing violently against the pavement. Another lightning bolt. I made a little noise, involuntarily.


The door between the rooms opened and Tolliver came in, a towel wrapped around his waist, his hair still wet from the shower. I saw a flicker of movement in his room; the waitress, pulling on her clothes, her face angry.


He sat on the end of the bed by me, his arm around my shoulders. He didn’t say a word. Neither did I. I shivered and shook until the lightning was past.







Three
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SARNE seemed like a complicated little town. I would be glad when we left it. We were supposed to show up in Ashdown within the next couple of days, and I wanted to keep the appointment. I try to be as professional as my odd calling will permit.


There were times we sat in our apartment in St. Louis for two weeks at a stretch. Then the phone would ring steadily, one call right after another. With my work schedule so unpredictable, we had to be ready to get on the road at any time. The dead could wait forever, but the living were always urgent.


The sheriff called me the next morning right before seven. Normally, I would’ve been out for a run, but the day after I both find a body and get through a storm is going to be a slow day. I peered at the clock before I lifted the receiver. “The body’s Teenie, the lab in Little Rock said,” he  told me. He sounded tired, though it was early and he should just have risen from a night’s sleep. “Go pick up your check at Paul Edwards’s office.” He hung up. He didn’t say, “And never come here again,” but the words were hanging in the air.


Tolliver had just come in, dressed and ready for breakfast, his favorite meal. He looked at my face as I hung up the room phone.


“Blaming the messenger,” he said. “I guess it was a positive ID?”


I nodded. “I never understand that. You know, they ask me here to find the body. I find the body. Then they’re pissed at me, and they give me the check like I should have done the whole thing for free.”


He shrugged. “I guess we would do it for free if we could get a government grant or something.”


“Oh, sure, the government just loves me.” Paying taxes was excruciating—not because I minded giving the devil his due, but because accounting for my income was very difficult. I called myself a consultant. So far, I’d flown under the radar, but that would change sooner or later.


Tolliver grinned while I pulled on a T-shirt and a sweater. Since I’d planned today as a traveling day, I was wearing jeans. I don’t care much about clothes, except my blue jeans. I’m particular about them. This was my favorite pair, and they were worn thin in spots.


“We’ll stop by Edwards’s office and get the check on our way out of town.”


“We better cash it quick,” I said, speaking from bitter experience.


The motel phone rang again. We looked at each other. I picked it up.


“Miss Connelly,” said a woman. “Harper Connelly?”


“Yes?”


“This is Helen Hopkins. I’m Sally and Teenie’s momma. Can you come talk to me?” Hollis’s mother-in-law: Had he told her what I’d found at the cemetery?


I closed my eyes. I so didn’t want to do this. But this woman was the mother of two murdered women. “Yes ma’am, I guess so.”


She gave me her address and asked if I could come in a half hour. I told her it’d be an hour, but we’d be there.


 



IT actually took us a bit over an hour, because after we’d checked out of the motel and loaded our bags and gone into the restaurant, Janine, the waitress Tolliver had entertained the afternoon before, dragged her feet serving us. She’d glare at me, try to touch him—a performance both obvious and painful. Did she think I was forcing my brother to stay with me, dragging Tolliver all around the United States in my wake? Did she imagine that if I relaxed my grip on him, he’d stay here in Sarne and get a job at the grocery store, make her an honest woman?


Sometimes I teased him about his conquests, but this wasn’t one of those times. His cheeks were flushed when we left, and he didn’t say a word as we drove to Paul Edwards’s downtown office. It was housed in an old home right off the town square, a home which had been painted in lime green and light blue, a whimsical combination I’m sure the original  builders would have deplored. Paul Edwards was fitting into the image Same was trying to sell the tourists, that of a fun-house antique town with something interesting around every corner.


Tolliver said, “I’ll wait in the car.”


I’d assumed the lawyer would have left the check in an envelope at the reception desk, but Edwards himself came out when I told his secretary my name. He shook my hand while the parched and dyed blonde watched his every move with fascination. I could see why. Paul Edwards was a man with charm.


He ushered me back into his office.


“What can I do for you?” I asked reluctantly. I was ready to go. I sat in the leather visitor’s chair, while he leaned against the edge of his huge desk.


“You’re a remarkable woman,” he said, shaking his head at the phenomenon of my remarkableness. I didn’t know whether to laugh sardonically or blush. In the end, I raised an eyebrow, remained silent, and waited for his next move.


“In one day, you’ve made a tremendous difference in the lives of two of my clients.”


“How would that be?”


“Helen Hopkins is grateful that her Teenie’s body has been found. Now she can have closure. And Sybil Teague is so relieved that poor Dell won’t be the victim of these foolish and false accusations people have been making since Teenie’s disappearance.”


I digested this silently, wondering what he really wanted to say to me.


“If you’re going to be in Same for a while, I was hoping for the chance to take you out to dinner and find out more  about you,” Paul Edwards said. I looked at his good suit and white shirt, his gleaming shoes. His hair was groomed and well-cut, his shave had been close, and his brown eyes were glowing with sincerity.


“As a matter of fact,” I said slowly, “my brother and I are leaving Same in an hour or so. We’re just dropping by Helen Hopkins’ place first, at her request. Then we’re outta here.”


“Oh, that’s too bad,” he said. “I’ve missed my opportunity. Maybe someday if you have business close to here, you’ll give me a call?” He tucked a business card into my hand.


“Thanks,” I said noncommittally, and after some more hand clasping and eye-to-eye contact, I got out the front door with the check in my hand.


I tried to tell Tolliver about the odd interview I’d just had, but I guess he was miffed at the long wait he’d had outside the lawyer’s office. In fact, Tolliver was mighty quiet while he searched for the Hopkins house, which turned out to be a humble box-like building on a humble street.


Hollis Boxleitner had said some pretty bad things about his wife’s mother’s past, and I had formed a negative picture of Helen Hopkins. When she answered the door I was surprised to see a tidy, thin woman with wispy brown hair and popping blue eyes. She had once been pretty, in a waif-like way. Now she seemed more like a dried shell. She was wearing a flowered T-shirt and khakis, and her face was about as wide as my thin hand.


“I’m Harper Connelly,” I said. “This here’s my brother, Tolliver Lang.”


“Helen Hopkins. God bless you for coming to meet me,”  she said rapidly. “Please come in and sit down.” She gestured around the tiny living room. It was jammed with furniture and so cluttered that it took me a moment to realize the room was nonetheless extremely clean. There was a shelf mounted on the wall, full of a display of Avon carnival glass. A huge Bible was centered on the cheap coffee table. Flanking it were two starched crocheted doilies, and in the exact center of each one was a glass candlestick holding a white candle.


I knew a shrine when I saw one.


And the pictures; two brunette girls were duplicated over and over around the room. There was an age progression beginning on the north wall. Sally and Teenie were born, went to grade school, trick-or-treated, danced, graduated from grade school and junior high, went to proms, and in Sally’s case, got married. This room was a panorama of the lives of two girls, both of them murdered. The last picture in the progression was a bleak shot of a white casket covered with a pall of carnations resting on a bier at the front of a church. This final picture, surely taken at Sally’s funeral, had a bare spot next to it; this would be where the picture of Teenie’s casket would hang. I swallowed hard.


“I been sober now for thirty-two months,” Helen Hopkins said, gesturing to us to take the two armchairs squeezed together opposite the sofa, where she perched on the edge of a cushion.


“Congratulations, I’m glad to hear it,” I said.


“If you’ve been in this town for more than ten minutes, someone will have told you something bad about me. I drank and fornicated for many years. But I’m sober now, by the grace of God and some damn hard work.”


Tolliver nodded, to show we were registering her words.


“Both my girls are dead,” Helen Hopkins continued. Her voice was absolutely steady and harsh, but the muscles in her jaw were taut with agony. “I ain’t had a husband in years. No one here to help me but me, myself, and I. I want to know who brought you here, and what you are, and what you done out in the woods to find my girl. I didn’t know anything about this till yesterday, when Hollis called me.”


You couldn’t get more straightforward than that. Tolliver and I looked at each other, asking a silent question. This woman was a lot like our mother—well, my mother, Tolliver’s stepmother—except my mother had gone to law school, and she’d never gotten sober. Tolliver gave a shrug that couldn’t have been seen by anyone but me, and I returned an infinitesimal nod.


“I find bodies, Mrs. Hopkins. I got hit by lightning when I was a girl, and that’s what happened to me afterward. I found out I just knew when I came close to a dead person. And I knew what had killed that person—-though not who, if the person was murdered.” I wanted to be real clear about that. “What I know is how the person died.”


“Sybil Teague hired you?”


“Yes.”


“How’d she know about you?”


“I believe through Terry Vale.”


“Are you always right?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“You think the Lord likes what you’re doing?”


“I wonder about it all the time,” I said.


“So, Sybil asked you to come here and find Monteen. She say why?”


“The sheriff told me that everyone was thinking her son had killed Teenie, and she wanted to find Teenie’s body to disprove that.”


“And you found Teenie.”


“Yes, that’s what Sheriff Branscom told me. I’m sorry for your loss.”


“I knew she was dead,” Helen said, eyes dry. “I been knowing since she vanished, that Teenie had passed over.”


“How?” If she could be blunt, I could, too.


“She would’ve come home, otherwise.”


According to Hollis, Teenie had been as out of control as her mother at one time. I doubted Helen Hopkins was speaking realistically. Her next words echoed my doubts so closely that I wondered if the woman was psychic.


“She’d been a wild girl,” Helen Hopkins said slowly, “acting out because she could get away with it, because I was a drunk. But when I sobered up, she began to come around, too.”


She gave me a wisp of a smile, and I tried to smile back. This dried-out husk of a woman had once had a jaunty charm not too many years ago. You could see the traces of it in her face and posture.


“I liked Dell Teague just fine,” Helen said. Her voice was slow, as if she was thinking out what she was saying very carefully. “I didn’t ever think that he’d killed my girl. I liked him, and I think Sybil’s okay. But the kids wanted to get married, and I didn’t want Teenie to marry early, the way Sally did. Not that Sally made a bad marriage. Hollis is a fine man, and I don’t blame him for not caring for me none. He had enough reasons. But Teenie... she didn’t need to be getting so tight with Dell Teague, so young. I  just wanted Teenie to have some choices. It was good of Sybil to pay you to look for my girl, though....”


“Hollis tell you we went out to the cemetery?” I was trying to make sense of this flow of thoughts.


“Yes. He come by yesterday, the first time I’ve talked to him in a long time. He told me that you said Sally had been killed, that it wasn’t no accident.” I saw Tolliver stiffen. He shot me a look. He didn’t like me going off with someone, he didn’t like me doing freebies, and he didn’t like me not telling him everything.


“How do you do it?” she asked. “How can you tell? How can I trust you?”


These were all good questions, questions I’d been asked before.


“You don’t have to believe a thing I say,” I told Helen Hopkins. “I see what I see.”


“You think God gave you this gift? Or the devil?”


I wasn’t about to tell this woman what I really thought. “You believe what you want,” I said.


“I believe that you saw both my daughters get murdered,” Helen Hopkins said. Her huge brown eyes seemed to get even bigger and rounder. “I believe God sent you to find out who did this to them.”


“No,” I said immediately. “I am not a lie detector. I can find bodies. I can tell what killed ’em. But who, or why, that’s beyond me.”


“How did they die?”


“You don’t want to hear this,” Tolliver said.


“Shut up, mister. This is my right.”


She was little, but persistent. Like a mosquito, I thought.


“Your daughter Sally was drowned in her bathtub. She  was grabbed by the ankles, so that her head went under the water. Your daughter Teenie was shot in the back.”


All the strength seeped out of Helen Hopkins as we watched.


“My poor girls,” she said. “My poor girls.”


She looked over at us, without really seeing us. “I thank you for coming,” she said stiffly. “I thank you. I’m in your debt. I’ll tell the girls’ fathers what you’ve said.”


Tolliver and I got up. Helen didn’t speak again.


“Now we leave,” Tolliver said, when we were outside. And after we stopped by the bank to cash Sybil Teague’s check, we got in our car and drove south out of Sarne.


We pulled into our motel in Ashdown a few silent hours later. Tolliver sat in the chair in my room after we’d eaten supper, and I perched on the foot of the bed.


“Tell me about going out with the trooper,” he said. His voice was mild, but I knew that was deceptive. I’d been waiting for that shoe to drop all day.


“He came by while you were gone flirting with that waitress,” I said. “He wanted me to take a ride with him.” Tolliver snorted, but I decided to ignore that. “Anyway, he talked, and he talked, and we got a milk shake, and then I realized that he just wanted to take me out to the cemetery and get me to tell him what happened to his wife.”


I could hardly bear to look at Tolliver’s face, but I sneaked a peek. To my relief, he wasn’t full of anger. He hated it when people took advantage of me, and he hated it more when the person was a man. But he didn’t want me to feel bad, either.


“Don’t you think he liked what he saw, and that’s why he came by the motel?”


I ducked my head. Tolliver’s hand smoothed my hair.


“No,” I said. “I think all along he planned on getting me there to his wife’s grave. I told him I had to be paid, Tolliver. So he took me by the bank and got the money.” I didn’t tell Tolliver it hadn’t been the full amount. “But I left it in the truck, because I felt so bad about the whole thing.” Bad and mad and guilty and hurt.


“You did the right thing,” he said, at last. “Next time, don’t go anywhere without telling me, okay?”


“You going to follow me?” I asked, feeling a little spark of anger. “What should I do when you go off without me? Make the woman promise to bring you back by ten? Take her picture so I can track her down when you’re late?”


Tolliver counted to ten. I could tell by the tiny movements of his head. “No,” he said. “But I worry about you. You’re a strong woman, but a strong woman still isn’t as strong as most men.” This was one of those simple biological truths that made me wonder what God had been thinking. “If he hadn’t taken you to the cemetery, he could have taken you anywhere else. I would have been looking for you, like we track other people.”


“If anyone in this world is aware that she might be killed at any moment, Tolliver Lang, that person is me.” I pointed at my own chest, my finger rigid. “Amazingly, every day millions of women go out with men who have no ulterior motive whatsoever. Amazingly, almost all of them come home perfectly all right!”


“I don’t care about them. I care about you. How you could ever trust anyone when what we see, so many times a year, is murder....”


“And yet, you have no problem inviting a woman you just met into your room!”


He threw up his hands. “Okay, forget it! Forget I said anything! All I want is to know where you are, and for you to be safe!” He stomped out of my room into his, which required going outside; no connecting doors in this cut-rate motel.


I heard the television come on in the next room. What had we been quarrelling about? Did Tolliver really want me to sit in my room while he had fun? Did he really want me to turn down every invitation that came my way, in the name of safety?


I was pretty sure the answer, if you asked him, would be yes.


During the night, the phone by Tolliver’s bed rang. I could hear it through the thin walls. After a moment, it stopped. I tried to imagine who could know where we were and what we were doing, and in the middle of imagining, I fell back to sleep. I ran the next morning, and in the cold crisp air it felt great. The hot shower felt even better. While I was dressing, Tolliver knocked on my door. After I let him in, I finished buttoning my blouse. I was wearing better clothes since we would be meeting the Ashdown client for the first time. This would be a cemetery job, and I wouldn’t have to change. A quick in-and-out.


“The call last night,” he said.


“Yeah, who was that?” I’d almost forgotten.


“It was the police in Sarne.”


“Who in the police?”


“Harvey Branscom, the sheriff.”


I waited, hairbrush in hand.


“We have to go back.”


“Not until we do this job. Why, what happened?”


“Last night, someone went into Helen Hopkins’ house and beat her to death.”


I stared at Tolliver for a minute. I was so used to death that it was hard to produce a normal reaction to news like this.


“Well,” I said finally, “I hope it was quick.”


“I told them we’d have to finish our business here first, then we’d drive back up there.”


“I’m ready.” I tucked my blouse in my gray slacks. I pulled on my matching blazer.


“Hey, the jacket matches your eyes,” Tolliver said.


“That was my intent,” I said dryly. Tolliver always seemed to think that if I looked good, it was a happy accident. The blouse I wore with the gray suit was light green, with a kind of bamboo pattern on it. I put on a gold chain that Tolliver had given me the previous Christmas, and slid into black pumps. I fluffed my hair, checked my makeup, and told Tolliver I was ready. He was wearing a long-sleeved cotton pullover sweater in a dark red. He looked very good in it. I’d given it to him.


We met the client and her lawyer at the designated cemetery, one of those modern ones with flat headstones. They’re cheaper, and more convenient for the mower. Though not atmospheric, the “park” look does make for easier walking.


The lawyer, a woman in her sixties, made it clear she thought I was in the business of defrauding the desperate and grief stricken. I was getting a lot of red flags, not only from the lawyer’s attitude, but from the twitchiness of the client. Following our standard procedure when I got vibes like those, I endorsed the check and handed it to Tolliver,  indicating he should go to the bank while I did the “reading.” The situation was showing all the indicators of a bad transaction.


The client, a heavy, peevish woman in her forties, wanted her husband to have died of something more dramatic than a radio falling into his bathtub. (Bathtubs had been big this month. Sometimes I got such a run of one cause of death that it made even me nervous. Last year, I had a streak of accidental drownings—five in a row. Made me scared to go swimming for a couple of months.) Geneva Roller, the client, had her own elaborate conspiracy theory about how the radio came to be in the bathtub. Her theory involved Mr. Roller’s first wife and his best friend.


I love it when the location of the body is known. It was a little treat when the client led me directly to her husband’s grave. Geneva Roller was a brisk walker, and I could feel the heels of my pumps sinking into the soft dirt. The lawyer was right behind me, as if I’d cut and run unless I was blocked in.


We stopped by a headstone reading Farley Roller. To give Geneva her emotional money’s worth, I stepped onto the grave and crouched, my hand resting on the headstone. Farley,  I thought, what the hell happened to you? And then I saw it, as I always did. To let Geneva know what was going on, I said, “He is in the tub. He has—um, he’s uncircumcised.” That was unusual.


This convinced my client I was the real deal. Geneva Roller gasped, her hand going up to her chest. Her bright red lips formed an O. The lawyer, Patsy Bolton, snorted. “Anyone could know that, Geneva,” she said.


Right, that was the first thing I asked guys.


“He’s whistling,” I said. I couldn’t hear what Farley Roller was whistling, unfortunately. I could see the counter in the bathroom. “There’s a radio on the counter,” I said. “I think he’s whistling along with the music.” This was one of the times when I saw more than the moment of death. This was not the norm.


“He did that when he bathed,” Geneva breathed. “He did, Patsy!” The lawyer looked less skeptical and more spooked.


I said. “There’s the cat. On the bathroom counter. A marmalade color cat.”


“Patpaws,” said Geneva, smiling. I was willing to bet the lawyer wasn’t smiling.


“The cat’s bracing to leap over the tub to the open window.”


“The window was open,” Geneva said. She wasn’t smiling anymore.


“The cat knocked the radio into the water,” I said.


Then the cat leaped out of the window and into the yard while Mr. Roller came to his end. The bathtub was an old one, an unusual shade of avocado green. “You have a green tub,” I said, shaking my head in puzzlement. “Can that be right?”


Patsy the lawyer was gaping at me. “You’re for real,” she said. “I actually believe you. Their tub is avocado.”


I got to my feet, dusting off my knees. I ignored Patsy Bolton. “I’m so sorry, Ms. Roller. Your cat killed your husband in a freak accident,” I said. I assumed this would be good news.


“NO!” Geneva Roller yelled, and even the lawyer looked astonished.


“Geneva, this is a reasonable explanation,” Patsy Bolton began, giving her client a formidable stare, but Geneva Roller had no emotional restraints.


“It was his first wife, that Angela. It was her, I know it! She went in the house while I was at the store, and she murdered him. Angela did it. Not my little Patpaws!”


I’d had disbelieving reactions before, of course, though most often these came when I’d discovered the death was a suicide. So it sure wasn’t the first time I’d found that people invest a lot in their theories. In a Jack Nicholson moment, I very nearly told Geneva Roller that she couldn’t handle the truth.


“I’ll take my check back. I won’t pay you a dime,” she hissed. I was glad I’d sent Tolliver to the bank.


Looking over Geneva’s shoulder, I could see our car turning into the cemetery. Relief gave me courage.


“Ms. Roller, your cat caused an accident, quite innocently. Your husband wasn’t murdered. There’s no one to blame,” I said.


She launched herself at me, and the lawyer caught her by the shoulders. “Geneva, recall who you are,” Patsy Bolton said. Her cheeks were red, and her brown-and-gray streaked hair had become a mess in the breeze that had sprung up. “Don’t embarrass yourself like this.”


With excellent timing, Tolliver pulled up beside me. Trying not to hurry, I climbed into the car while saying, “I’m so sorry for your loss, Ms. Roller.” We sped out of the cemetery while Geneva Roller screamed at us.


“Got the money?” I asked.


“Yep. Good thing?”


“Yeah, she didn’t want it to be an accident. I guess she  was hoping for an A and E documentary. ‘Murder in Ashdown, ’ or something.” I deepened my voice. “‘The widow, however, suspected from the beginning that Farley Roller’s death was a ‘not what it appeared to be,’ kind of thing. Instead, all she has to blame is her stupid cat. Kind of a let-down, I guess.”


“It’s a lot more interesting to be the wife of a murder victim than the owner of a killer cat,” Tolliver said, but I had to wonder about that.







Four
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WE’D already checked out of the Ashdown motel, so we drove straight to Sarne. Tolliver went directly to the sheriff’s office, and seconds after we sat down in the chairs in front of his desk, the sheriff came in, yanking his hat off and tossing it on a table behind him.


“I hear you went to visit with Helen Hopkins yesterday,” Harvey Branscom said. He bent over and switched on the intercom. “Reba, send Hollis in,” he said. A squawk came back, and in a minute Hollis Boxleitner came in, carrying a mug of steaming coffee. I could smell it from my chair, but I didn’t ask for any, nor did I look him in the face. Beside me, Tolliver stiffened.


“Mr. Lang, I want you to go with Deputy Boxleitner here. I’d like to talk to Miss, Ms. Connelly.”


I turned to look at Tolliver, trying not to let my anxiety show on my face. He knew I would hate for him to say anything  out loud. I like to keep my fears to myself. He gave me a very steady look, and I relaxed just a little. Without a word, he stood and left the room with Hollis.


“How’d you make contact with Helen?” the sheriff asked me. His face was set in harsh lines. I could see the shadow of white whiskers on his face, as though his cheeks had been frostbitten. Lack of sleep made the lines across his forehead even deeper.


“She called us,” I said, biting off any color commentary. Tolliver had always advised me not to answer any extra when I talked to the police.


“What did she want?” asked the sheriff, with an air of elaborate patience.


“Us to come visit her.” I read the expression on Branscom’s face correctly. “She wanted to know who’d hired me, and why.”


“Sybil hadn’t told her you all were coming?” Branscom himself seemed surprised, and he was Sybil Teague’s brother.


“Evidently not.”


“Was she angry about that?”


We looked at each other for a long second. “Not that she said,” I answered.


“What else did you talk about?”


I spoke very carefully. “She told us she’d had a bad life for a while, but that she’d been sober for thirty-two months. She talked about her daughters. She was proud of both of them.”


“Did she ask you about their deaths?”


“Sure. She wanted to know how I knew, if I were sure how they were killed. She said she would tell their fathers.”


Harvey Branscom had been lifting his mug to his mouth as I spoke. Now the mug was lowered back to the desk. “Say what?” he asked.


“She said she would tell the girls’ fathers what I’d said.”


“The fathers of the girls. Both of them. Plural.”



I nodded.


“She never would tell anyone who Teenie’s dad was. I always thought she just didn’t know. And Sally’s dad Jay left years ago, after she put the restraining order on him. Did Helen mention any names?”


“No.” I was in the clear on that one.


“What else did she talk about?” the sheriff asked. “Be sure you tell me everything.”


“She wanted to know how I do what I do, if I thought my gift had come from God or the devil. She wanted to be convinced I knew what I was talking about.”


“What did you tell her?” He seemed genuinely interested to know.


“I didn’t tell her anything. She made up the answer she wanted to hear, all on her own.” My voice might have been a little dry.


“What time did you leave her house?”


I’d thought about that, of course. “We left about nine thirty,” I said. “We went by the bank on the way out of town. We got to Ashdown and checked into the motel about two, two thirty.”


He wrote that down, and the name of the motel. I handed him the receipt that I’d tucked in my purse. He copied it and made some more entries in his notebook.


“What time did she die?” I asked.


He looked up at me. “Sometime before noon,” he said.  “Hollis went over there on his lunch hour to talk to her about Teenie’s funeral. He’d spoken to her for the first time in a year or two, when he went over to tell her what you’d told him about Sally. Which, by the way, I don’t believe. I think you’re just trying to mine for gold here, and I’m telling you, Hollis ain’t a rich man.”


I was puzzled. “He gave me money, but I left it in his truck. He didn’t tell you that?’ Maybe Hollis just hadn’t wanted to tell his superior I’d asked for it in the first place—though why, I don’t know. Sheriff Branscom didn’t think much of me, and it wouldn’t have surprised him at all that I’d wanted to be paid (for something I do for my living!). It would have confirmed his poor opinion. Yes, I expect even poor people who want my services to pay me. So does everyone else.


“No,” the sheriff said, easing back into his creaking chair. He rubbed a hand over his stubbled jowls. “No, he didn’t mention that. Maybe he was embarrassed at giving money to someone like you in the first place.”


Sometimes you just can’t win. Sheriff Branscom would never join my fan club. It’s lucky I’m used to meeting people like that, or I might slip and get my feelings hurt.


“Where’s Tolliver?” I asked, my tolerance all used up.


“He’ll be in here directly,” the sheriff said. “I guess Hollis ain’t finished up his questions yet.”


I fidgeted. “I really need to go to the motel and lie down,” I said. “I really need Tolliver to take me there.”


“You’ve got some car keys,” the sheriff observed. “Hollis’ll bring him over when they’re done.”


“No,” I said. “I need my brother.”


“Don’t you raise your voice to me, young woman. He’ll  be through in a minute.” But there was the faintest look of alarm on the round soft face.


“Now,” I said. “I need him now.” I let my eyes go wide so the white showed all around the irises. My hands wrung together, over and over.


“I’ll check,” said the sheriff, and he could hardly get up from behind his desk fast enough.


Most places, I would’ve gotten thrown in the cage or taken to the hospital, but I had gauged this man correctly. Within four minutes, Tolliver came in, moving quickly. Because Hollis was watching, he knelt at my feet and took both my hands. “I’m here, honey,” he said. “Don’t be scared.”


I let tears flow down my cheeks. “I need to go, Tolliver,” I said softly. “Please take me to the motel.” I threw my arms around his neck. I loved hugging Tolliver, who was bony and hard and warm. I loved to listen to the air going in and out of his lungs, the swoosh of his heart.


He raised me up out of the chair and walked me to the front door, one arm wrapped around my shoulders. The few people in the outer office eyed us curiously as we made our way to the door.


When we were safely back in the car and on our way, Tolliver said, “Thanks.”


“Was it going bad for you?” I asked, taking my hands from my face and straightening in my seat. “The sheriff thinks I made up everything I said, but the motel receipt was pretty conclusive.”


“Hollis Boxleitner has a thing for you,” Tolliver said. “He can’t decide if he wants to go to bed with you or slap you around, and he’s full of anger like a volcano’s full of lava.”


“Because of his wife getting killed.”


“Yep. He believes in you, but that makes him mad, too.”


“He’s gonna burn himself up,” I said.


“Yes,” Tolliver agreed.


“Did he tell you anything about Helen Hopkins’ murder?”


“He said he found her. He said she’d been hit on the head.”


“With something there, something already in the house?”


“Candlestick.”


I remembered the glass candlesticks flanking the Bible on the coffee table.


“Was she standing when she was hit?”


“No,” he said, “I think she was sitting on the couch.”


“So the killer was standing in front of her.”


Tolliver thought about it. “That makes sense,” he said. “But the deputy didn’t say one way or another.”


“Being suspected of a murder isn’t going to help business,” I said.


“No, we need to get out of here as soon as possible.” He parked in front of the motel and went in to get our rooms.


I really did want to lie down by the time we were in our rooms, and I was glad when Tolliver came through the connecting door and turned on my television. I propped up on the pillows while he slouched in the chair, and we watched the Game Show Network. He beat me at jeopardy! I beat him at Wheel of Fortune. Of course, I would rather have won at Jeopardy!, but Tolliver had always been better at remembering facts than I was.


Our parents were brilliant people, once upon a time; before they became alcoholic, drug-addicted disbarred attorneys.  And before they’d decided their clients’ criminal lifestyles were more appealing and adventuresome than their own. My mother and Tolliver’s dad found each other on their way down the drain, having shed their original spouses. My sister Cameron and I had gone from living in a four-bedroom suburban home in east Memphis to a rental house with a hole in the bathroom floor in Texarkana, Arkansas. This hadn’t happened all at once; we’d experienced many degrees of degradation. Tolliver had fallen from a lower height, but he and his brother had descended with his father, too. He’d been our companion in that hole in Texarkana. That’s where we’d been when the lightning struck.


My mother and Tolliver’s dad had had two more children together, Mariella and Gracie. Tolliver and I watched out for them as best we could. Mariella and Gracie had no memory of anything better than the life we were living.


What had happened to our other parents: my father and Tolliver’s mother? Why didn’t they save us from the terrifying turn our lives had taken? Well, by that time, my real dad had gone to jail for a long string of white-collar crimes, and Tolliver’s mother had died of cancer—leaving our at-large parents to complete their own downward passage, dragging us and their own children behind them.


So here we were, Tolliver and I, in a run-down motel in a seedy Ozarks tourist town in the off-season, hoping to dodge being charged with murder.


But by golly, we were smart.


We were playing Scrabble when we heard a knock at the door.


It was my room, so I asked, “Who is it?”


“Hollis.”


I opened the door. Hollis saw Tolliver behind me and said, “May I come in?”


I shrugged and moved back. Hollis stepped in far enough to allow me to shut the door behind him.


“You’re here to apologize, I assume,” I said in the coldest voice I could summon. It was pretty damn cold.


“Apologize! For what?” He sounded genuinely bewildered.


“For telling the sheriff I took your money. For implying I cheated you.”


“You did take my money.”


“I left it on the seat of the truck. I felt bad for you.” I was so angry I was almost spitting; I’d gone from cold to hot in less than five seconds.


“It wasn’t on the seat of the truck.”


“Yes. It was.”


He fished his keys out of his pocket. “Show me.”


“No, you look yourself, so you can’t accuse me of planting it.”


Tolliver and I followed Hollis back outside. The sky was gray, and the trees around the motel were beginning to whip in the wind. I was cold without my coat, but I wasn’t going back in to put it on. Tolliver put his arm around me. Hollis opened the passenger door of his truck, began thrusting his fingers in the crack at the back of the seat, and in about ten seconds he came up with the bank envelope, still fat with money.


He stared at it in his hand, flushed red, and then went white. After a moment or two, he met our eyes. “You told Harvey the truth,” he said. “I’m sorry.”


“There now,” I said. “Are we all clear about this?”


He nodded.


“Okay, then,” I said. I spun and walked into my room. Tolliver stayed outside for a bit. Then he came in, too.


We finished our game of Scrabble. I won.


We drove to a little town just five miles away to eat supper. Tolliver didn’t seem keen on going back to the motel diner, and I didn’t tease him about the waitress. We had country-fried steak, mashed potatoes, and lima beans at a near-duplicated Kountry Good Eats, and it was actually very tasty. The ambience was familiar: Formica-topped tables, cracked linoleum floor, two tired waitresses, and a man behind the counter, the manager. The iced tea was good, too.


“You know someone followed us here,” Tolliver said, as the waitress took our plates and strode toward the kitchen. He fished out his wallet to pay our tab.


“A girl,” I said. “In a Honda.”


“Yeah. I guess she’s a deputy, too? She looks awful young. Or maybe they just deputized her for this.”


“She’s probably cold sitting out there in that little Honda.”


“Well, that’s her job.”


We paid, tipped, and left. The threatened rain was finally upon us, and Tolliver and I ran to the car. He’d clicked it unlocked as we left the restaurant, and I dove inside as fast as I could. I hate being wet. I hate storms. I won’t talk on the phone when it’s raining hard.


At least there was no thunder this time.


“I don’t understand,” Tolliver had said once, exasperated at not being able to call me when he was a few miles away. “Why? The worst has already happened. You’ve already been hit by lightning. What are the odds of that happening twice?”


“What were the odds of it happening once?” I countered, though my real reasons were probably not what he supposed.


We drove slowly, and the red Honda stuck with us. The roads around Sarne were narrow and flanked by some steep terrain, and there was the ever-present possibility a deer would dash across the road.


When we got to the motel, we had a debate about whether to stop and let the unknown girl see where we were staying (which she’d already know if she was a cop) or keep riding around until she tired of following us. Going to the police station, we agreed, felt silly. After all, she hadn’t threatened us or done anything other than ride behind us.


It was my bladder that determined our course of action. We pulled in, I dashed into my room, and by the time I came out, Tolliver reported, “She’s trying to make up her mind to come over and knock on the door.” He was concealed behind the curtains, and he hadn’t turned on a light in the room.


I joined him, and it was like watching a pantomime. The girl’s car was clearly lit up by the lights in the parking lot, and she was recognizable; that is, I’d be able to pick her out in a police lineup now, though her features weren’t crystal clear. She had short brown hair worn in a longer version of a standard boys’ haircut, which looked cute on her, since she was a petite thing. She was maybe seventeen, maybe younger, and she had a pouting lower lip. She was wearing enough eye makeup for three ordinary women. Her small face had that look so common in teenage girls from homes where all is not well—part defiant, part vulnerable, all wary.


Cameron had worn that expression on her face all too often.


“How much are you willing to put down on this? I think she’ll give up and drive away. We’re too scary for her.” Tolliver put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed it.


“Nah, she’s coming in,” I said with assurance. “I’d be taking your money too easily. See? She’s daring herself.”


Rain began to pelt down again as she made up her mind to brave us. She launched herself from the car and dashed for my door. She pounded on it twice.


Tolliver turned on the lamp beside the bed as I answered her summons.


She glared at me. “You the woman that finds bodies?”


“You know I am, or you wouldn’t have been following us. I’m Harper Connelly. Come in.” I stepped back, and, shooting me a suspicious look, she entered the room. She looked around carefully. Tolliver was sitting in the chair trying to look harmless. “This is my brother Tolliver Lang,” I said. “He travels with me. You want a Diet Coke?”


“Sure,” she said, as if turning down a soft drink was unthinkable. Tolliver got one out of the ice chest and handed it to her. She took it with her arm extended as far as she could reach, to keep her distance from him. I pushed the other chair out to indicate she should use it, and I perched on the side of the bed.


“Can I help you?” I asked.


“You can tell me what happened to my brother. I’m not saying I think what you’re doing is okay, or even morally defensible.” She glared at me. “But I want to know what you think.”


I thought she had a good civics teacher.


“Okay,” I said slowly. “Maybe first you could tell me who your brother is?”


She flushed red. She was accustomed to being a notable fish in a very small pond. “I’m Nell,” she said, clipping off the words. “Mary Nell Teague. Dell was my brother.”


“You can’t be much younger than he was.”


“We were ten months apart.”


Tolliver and I looked at each other briefly. This girl was not only a minor, but the sister of a murder victim. And I was willing to bet she’d never been out of Sarne for more than a two-week vacation.


“Morally defensible,” Tolliver repeated, as struck by the phrase as I’d been. He rolled the words over his tongue as if he was testing the taste of them.


“I mean, I think it’s wrong, all right? Telling people what happened to their dead relatives. No offense, but you could be making all this up, right?”


No offense, my ass. I was sick of people telling me I was evil. “Listen, Nell,” I said, trying my best to keep my voice under strict control. “I make my living the best way I know how. For you to assume I’m not honest is an offense to me. There’s no way it couldn’t be.”


Maybe she wasn’t used to her words being taken seriously. “Um, well, okay,” she muttered, clearly taken aback. “But listen, can you tell me? What you told my mom?”


“You’re a minor. I don’t want to get into trouble,” I said.


Tolliver looked as if he were mulling it over.


“Listen, I may be a kid, you know, but he was my brother! And I should know what happened to my brother!” There was a very real anguish behind her words.


We gave each other tiny nods.


“I don’t believe he killed himself,” I said.


“I knew it,” she said. “I knew it.”


For someone who’d been so sure I was a fraud, she was taking my word without a second thought.


“So if he didn’t kill himself,” she said, talking faster and faster, “then he didn’t kill Teenie, and if he didn’t kill Teenie, then he didn’t...” She stopped with an almost comic expression of panic, her eyes popping wide and her mouth clamped together to block the crucial word in, whatever it might have been.


A pounding at the door startled Tolliver and me; we’d been staring at Nell Teague as if we could pry the end of the sentence out of her with our eyes.


“Wonderful,” I said after I looked through the peephole. “It’s Sybil Teague, Tolliver.”


“Ohmigod,” said our visitor, who suddenly looked even younger than her age.


I cursed very thoroughly but silently, wishing that Sybil had arrived five minutes earlier. I had a fleeting idea that we could sneak Nell out through Tolliver’s room, but as sure as we tried that, we’d be caught. After all, we hadn’t done anything wrong. I opened the door, and Sybil came in like a well-groomed goddess of wrath.


“Is my child here?” she demanded, though we were making no move to conceal Nell, who was sitting in plain view. It was like she’d preplanned the moment.


“Right here,” Tolliver said gently, with an edge of sarcasm to his voice. Sybil flushed, her natural color warring with the carefully applied tints of rose and cream.


Sybil took in the sight of Nell sitting in the chair, unmolested  and with a Diet Coke clutched in her hand, and she seemed to deflate. “Where have you been, young lady?” she asked, rallying almost instantly. “I expected you home two hours ago.”


Fortunately for us, Nell decided to come clean. “I followed them. They went to Flo and Jo’s for supper,” the teenager told her mother. “They took their time. I followed them here, and then I asked them if I could come in.”


“You drove back in the rain from that place, with the roads slick, in the dark?” Sybil Teague’s face went even paler. “I’m glad I didn’t know about it.”


“Mom, I’ve driven in rain plenty of times.”


“Oh, yes, in the two years you’ve been driving. You have nowhere near enough experience...” Sybil took a deep breath and made herself relax. “All right, Nell, I know you wanted to talk about what happened to your brother. God knows, I’ve wanted to find out, too. And I thought this woman would give me answers. I just have more questions than I started out with, now.”


“This woman” felt like throwing up her hands in exasperation. “This woman” did not like being spoken of as though she weren’t there.


Paul Edwards appeared in the doorway behind Sybil. His hair was dark with rain. He put his hand on Sybil’s shoulder, I thought to move her farther into the room so he could get out of the weather. I also thought it would be nice if they shut the door, since the wind was gusting in. Sybil stepped forward reluctantly, but his hand stayed on her shoulder.


For the first time, it occurred to me that there might be more between the two than attorney-client privilege. I’m just not as sharp about the living as I am the dead.


Nell’s face shut down completely when she saw Paul Edwards. All the youth slid out of her mouth and eyes, and she looked like a hooker with her heavy eye makeup and tight clothes, instead of a cute kid trying on her personality.


“Hello, Miss Connelly, Mr. Lang,” Edwards said. He focused on Nell. “I’m glad we caught up with you, young lady.”


I wondered if Edwards was related to Sybil Teague’s deceased husband. His ears were the same shape as Nell’s, though otherwise she looked more like her mother.


“Right,” Nell said, in a voice as expressionless as they come. “Thanks for coming out to look for me, Mr. Edwards.” You could have cut the sarcasm with a chain saw.


“Your mother doesn’t need anything else to worry about, Nell,” he said, with so much gentle reproof in his voice that I wanted to deck him. I had no doubt that Sybil Teague had suffered over the loss of her son, but I was pretty sure Dell’s little sister had been missing him, too. If anything happened to Tolliver, I’d... I found I couldn’t even imagine it.


I’d rather have been out doing “cause of death” for a whole cemetery than be standing in that room right then.


“Goodbye,” I said, making a hostess gesture toward the door. I was sure no hostess actually indicated her guests should leave, but this was my room, and I could behave as I chose. Everyone looked astonished except Tolliver, who smiled, just a twitch of the lips. I smiled myself, and out of habit they all responded, though uncertainly.


“Yes, of course. I’m sure you’re tired,” Sybil said. Like a true lady, she was providing a reason for my discourtesy.


I opened my mouth to disagree, but Tolliver beat me to it. “We’ve had a long day,” he said with a smile. Mary Nell  Teague suddenly looked at him with more interest. When Tolliver smiles, it’s so unexpected it gives you a pleasant surprise.


Within a minute, the mother and daughter and lawyer were on the other side of the door, which was exactly where I wanted them.


“Harper,” Tolliver said, in a reproving way.


“I know, I know,” I acknowledged, without any regret. “What do you think she was really here for?”


“I’m trying to figure it out. Wait a minute, which ‘she’ do you mean?”


“I mean the mother.”


“Good. Me, too. You think she was here to find out what Nell was saying to us? Or to keep us from telling Nell anything?”


“Maybe we should be wondering why Nell was so determined to talk to us. You think she might actually know something about her brother’s death?”


“We’re getting too wrapped up in this. We need to get out of Sarne.”


“I agree. But I don’t think the sheriff will let us leave.” I drooped on the end of the bed, trying not to look at myself in the mirror opposite after one quick glance. I looked too pale and even a little haggard. I looked like a woman who needed a big mug of hot chocolate and about ten hours’ sleep.


I could do something about that. I always carry powdered hot chocolate with me, and there was a little coffeepot in the room. After making sure Tolliver didn’t want any, I had a steaming mug in hand. I scooted up against the head-board, pillows stuffed behind my back, and looked at Tolliver,  who had slid down in the chair so that his long legs were fully extended. “What’s our next appointment?” I asked.


“Memphis, in a week,” he said. “Occult Studies at some university.”


“A lecture?” I tried not to act as dismayed as I felt. I hated going back to Memphis, where I’d had the only easy part of life I could recall.


“Reading a small cemetery. I think they know the COD for most of the inhabitants.” Cause of death. “It’s a test. I could hear the professor gloating over exposing you, over the phone. Patronizing as hell. Is he going to be surprised or what?”


“Jerk,” I said scornfully. “They paying us?”


“A nominal amount. But we should do it, because I figure the word-of-mouth on this one is gonna be great, and it’s a private university, so some of the parents have money. Plus, we have an appointment in Millington the day after, which is real close.”


Tolliver had arranged things very well. “Thanks, brother,” I said, and I meant it with my heart.


He waved a hand to discount my gratitude. “Hey, what else would I be doing?” he asked. “Herding carts at Wal-Mart? Running a forklift in some warehouse?”


“Married with a couple of kids in a three-bedroom ranch, stable and happy,” I almost said; but then I clenched my teeth over the words.


Some things I was scared to say out loud.







Five
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WE had no purpose the next day, which again dawned sunny and crisp. I went out for a run right after I got up, and I saw Tolliver trotting down the street in the opposite direction when I was almost back at the motel. After I’d showered, and he’d returned and cleaned up, we ate at a different diner.


About midmorning, I was so bored I got Tolliver to take me out to the older cemetery, the one I’d noticed the morning I’d found Teenie. I found it with my other sense, instead of asking for directions. This cemetery had graves over a hundred and fifty years old—well established, at least in American terms. The presence of so many old dead produced a constant, mellow reverberation, almost soothing; like giant ancient drums in the distance. Though the grounds were well tended, in the oldest section I spied a few overturned headstones with writing that time had obscured.  These stones would belong to families who had died out; there were no living descendants to tend the plots. I amused myself by going from grave to grave, reaching deep to pull from each collection of bones what information I could garner. The glimpses I caught of these faces were often blurred or obscured, as if the dead themselves had forgotten who they’d been. Every now and then I saw the features clearly, heard a name, caught a longer glimpse of death in the past.


“Childbirth,” I called to Tolliver, who was sitting half-in half-out of the car while he worked a crossword puzzle.


“Another one,” he said, hardly raising his eyes from the page. It was the third childbirth death I’d found.


“Kind of scary.” I stepped to the next grave. Since this was simply to pass the time and keep in practice, I’d left my shoes on. It was a nippy day, and I didn’t want to catch a cold, especially since I was just messing around. “You know, Tolliver, men didn’t used to die of heart attacks.”


“That so?”


“That’s what I heard on the news the other day. Oh! This guy was crushed by a tree he was cutting down.”


Tolliver didn’t bother to look up. “Um,” he said, so I gathered he wasn’t listening. I moved to my right. “Asthma attack,” I muttered. “Blood poisoning from a knife cut. Scarlet fever. Smallpox. Flu. Pneumonia.” I shook my head. So many of these things could be cured, or at least eased, now. I couldn’t fathom people who longed for the past. They weren’t thinking about the absence of antibiotics, that was for sure.


The next grave was one of the oldest. The tombstone had broken in half, and someone had tried to set it back together. I couldn’t read the name.


“Hey, gunshot wound,” I called to Tolliver.


“That’s Lieutenant Pleasant Early,” Hollis Boxleitner said, from about a yard behind me. “He was shot during the Civil War.”


If there’d been an open grave, I would’ve jumped into it. Tolliver looked up sharply and lay down the clipboard. “Where’d you come from?” he asked, in no very friendly tone.


“I was weeding my great-grandmother’s grave over there.” Hollis inclined his head toward the north side of the cemetery; sure enough, there was a bucket full of weeds and a trowel beside a grave with a leaning headstone.


“During a murder investigation, you have time to weed?” Tolliver’s voice was sharper than necessary.


“It relaxes me.” Hollis’s broad face remained calm. “And the state guys are in town.”


A gust of wind blew dry leaves across the graves. As they crossed the graveled drive that wended through the cemetery, they made a hissing sound. I liked it.


“So, is this kind of... recreation, for you?” Hollis asked, indicating the graves around us.


“Yes. Just kind of keeping my hand in.” People always expect me to be embarrassed by what I do. Why?


“Have you ever been to a really old graveyard? Like in England?”


I ducked my head. “Not often. There are the Indian mounds, of course, and even more ancient people. Those are pretty interesting. And we went to a very early American one. In Massachusetts.”


“Was it the same? Does the length of time they’ve been dead make a difference?”


I was pleased at the question. Not many people want to know too much about what I do. “Yes, it does,” I said. “I get fainter pictures, less exact knowledge. Someday I want us to go to Westminster Abbey. And Stonehenge.” Lots of ancient dead people there, for sure.


“You think you could get any more information by going back to Helen Hopkins’ house?” The policeman had switched back to the here and now, putting an end to our conversation.


“No,” I said. “I have to be with the body.” I didn’t want to go through that, not at all. It was very unpleasant, seeing the death of someone you’d known.


“The state police have taken over the investigation,” Hollis said, after he’d retrieved his bucket of weeds. “I just answer the phones on my shift. There’s a hot line number.”


It took me a second to understand that he’d been banished from the investigation.


“That sucks,” I offered. I’ve met enough cops to know that the best of them like to be in charge. The best ones have that confidence.


He shrugged. “In a way. I’m just a part-time cop, it’s true.”


“She was your mother-in-law.”


“Yes,” he said heavily. “They’re waiting for you.”


For a second, since I was standing on a grave, I was sure he meant all the dead people; and I already knew they were. Then I realized his meaning was much more mundane. The lawyer, Paul Edwards, and a uniformed man I’d never seen, were standing by the car talking to Tolliver. I was glad I’d left my shoes on. I took a breath and began walking toward the men.


“Good luck,” said Hollis, and I nodded. I knew he was watching, and he would see.


 



WE had a dismal time at the police station. The state police thought I was a blood-sucking leech. I’d anticipated their attitude as we drove into town, but it wore me out anyway. The male faces followed each other in slow succession. Thin, heavy, white, black, intelligent, dense; they all shared an opinion of me they didn’t take any pains to hide. I guess they thought Tolliver was the enabler of the blood-sucking leech.


I don’t like being treated like a confidence trickster, and I’m sure Tolliver likes it even less. I retreat inside myself, and I don’t let them touch my quick. Tolliver tries to do that, too, but he is less successful. He gets very upset when people impugn our honor.


“We looked into your file,” said a thin man with a greyhound face and cold, narrow eyes. The interrogation room was small and beige. They’d taken Tolliver into the one next door.


I breathed in, breathed out, looked at the wall behind his ear.


“You and your ‘brother’ have been questioned lots of times,” he said. His name tag read, Green. He waited to make sure I’d heard he’d put “brother” in quotes.


Since there was nothing to respond to, I did some of my own waiting.


“No one’s ever put you behind bars,” he said.


This was another indisputable fact, and I did some more waiting.


“Of course, they should’ve.”


Opinion. Didn’t call for a response. My parents hadn’t been lawyers for nothing.


“You know what they say about people from this neck of the woods,” Green said. “The kind of people who go to family reunions to get a date?”


Green was from somewhere else, I assumed. I slid lower in the plastic chair.


“I figure you and your brother are people like that,” he said, with a most unpleasant smile.


Another opinion, and one he knew was based on incorrect information.


“He’s not really your brother, is he?”


“Stepbrother,” I said.


He was taken aback. “But you introduce him as your brother.”


“Simplification,” I said. I crossed my legs the other way, just to have a change. I was ready to eat lunch. Tolliver and I would go to a restaurant, or we’d get something at the grocery store to heat up in the little microwave we carried with us and plugged in at motel rooms. We’d talked about buying a little house outside of Dallas. We would have a bigger microwave there, or maybe I’d learn to cook. I liked to clean; that is, I didn’t exactly love the process, but I did love the result. I might subscribe to a magazine, something it had never been practical for me to do. Maybe National Geographic. The December after we moved into the house, Tolliver and I would buy a Christmas tree. I hadn’t had a Christmas tree in ten years.


“... hearing a word I say?” Greyhound Green’s face was drawn with anger.


“No, I haven’t. I’m ready to go now. You know I didn’t kill that poor woman. You know Tolliver didn’t, either. There’s not a reason in the world we’d want to do anything to her. You just don’t like me. But you can’t put me in jail because you don’t like me.”


“You prey on the grief of others.”


“How?”


He glared at me. “They’re grieving, wanting closure, and you and your brother turn up like crows to pick at the carcass.”


“Not so,” I said briskly. I was on sure ground, here. “I find the body. Then they have closure. They’re happier.” I got to my feet, feeling my legs prickle after sitting so long in the same chair. “We’ll stay in town as long as you want. But we didn’t hurt Helen Hopkins. You know it.”


He stood, too, and tried to think of something to say that would stop me from leaving, convict me of some crime. But there was nothing, and he had to watch me leave. I knocked on the door of the next room. “Tolliver,” I called. “Let’s us go.”


After a pause, Tolliver opened the door and stepped out. I looked up at him, and saw his eyes were filled with rage. I gently put my hand on his cheek, and when a moment had passed, he relaxed. Together, we walked out of the tiny Sarne police station and over to the car. The grass around the courthouse was starting to brown, and the big silver maple leaves cartwheeled across it exuberantly.


Following the path of one leaf, my eyes lit on Mary Nell Teague. She was waiting for us, her face eager. No, she was waiting for Tolliver. I was clearly a shadow walking beside him, in her eyes. She’d parked her little car right by ours,  which must have been difficult. It was a Saturday, and the town was busy.


A group of teenage boys was clustered around the war memorial. They could have been teenagers from anywhere in the United States—jeans, T-shirts, sneakers. Maybe their haircuts weren’t cutting edge, but that wouldn’t bother anyone here. I wouldn’t have had a second look at them if I hadn’t realized they were watching us. They didn’t look friendly. The tallest one was glaring from Nell to Tolliver.


“Hmm,” I said, wanting to be sure Tolliver had noticed the boys.


“Psychics are all crap,” the tallest boy said, loud enough for us to hear. Of course, that was his purpose. He was probably on the football team, probably class president. He was the alpha wolf. Handsome and brawny, he was wearing sneakers that had cost more than every stitch I was wearing added together. “The devil is in people who say they talk to the dead,” he said even louder. Mary Nell was probably too far away to hear him, but she was glancing back and forth from the pack of boys to us, and she looked, in turn, indignant, horrified, and excited. I thought we had us a little love triangle going on here: Alpha Boy, Mary Nell, and Tolliver. Only, Tolliver didn’t know about it.


I was becoming antsier by the second. The boys were moving to intercept us. Tolliver had gotten the keys out of his pocket and pressed the pad to unlock the doors.


Mary Nell, moving swiftly, intercepted us just before the boys did. “Hey, Tolliver!” she said brightly, taking his arm. “Oh... hi, Harper.” I tried not to smile at my second-class status. It was easier not to smile when I saw there was no way to avoid some kind of confrontation with the boys. Alpha  Boy laid his hand on Nell’s shoulder, halting her progress, and therefore ours.


“You shouldn’t be hanging around with these people,” he said to Mary Nell. I could tell from his voice he had known Nell for a long time, and had a proprietary interest in her.


Alpha Boy might have known her for a long time, but he hadn’t known her well. Her little face tightened with anger. He’d embarrassed her in front of her newest fixation, an exotic out-of-town older man. “Scotty, you don’t have any say over me,” she said. “Tolliver, let’s us go to the Sonic and have a Coke.”


Tolliver was caught between a rock and a hard place, and I waited to see what he’d do to get out of it. While he squirmed, I looked from young male face to young male face, trying to meet each set of eyes and smile, the squeaky non-sexual smile of a newscaster. Only two of them made the effort to nod to me; the others either evaded my gaze or scowled at me. This was not good.


“Mary Nell, I’d like to, but Harper and I have to go back to the motel and make some phone calls,” Tolliver said. I could see him casting around for something to say that would simultaneously salvage her pride, get him off the hook, and mollify the angry columns of testosterone that were glowering at us. There was nothing that would serve all three functions.


“Maybe Mary Nell would like to have supper with us tonight,” I said unwillingly. It was not so much that I was trying to show the girl some mercy; if she got angry with us, her anger would give the boys permission to attack.


I saw the conflict on Mary Nell’s face pass in a flash; it was I who had asked, which negated the value of the invitation,  but it did save her face, to some extent. “That would be wonderful,” she said, giving me the barest glance. “I’ll see you at six at the Ozark Valley Inn.”


I had no idea where that was, but I said, “See you then,” and Nell walked away to her car very quickly, her head held high. Just as quickly, Tolliver and I got in our car and drove away, stopping at the next light to buckle our seat belts.


Tolliver looked angry and embarrassed. “Too bad you don’t want to be in a boy band,” I said, after a minute of riding in silence. “You’ve obviously got the charisma.”


“Oh, shut up!” he said. “How about you? You gonna be one of the Babes of Law Enforcement?”


“Well, at least Hollis is legal age....” I began, but then I couldn’t help smiling.


Tolliver managed a small upcurve of the lips. “Where the hell is the Ozark Valley Inn?” he said.


“I have no idea, but we better find it by six o’clock. Gosh, I have a headache. I sure hope it doesn’t get so bad that I have to bow out of the dinner....”


“You do and you die.”


We picked up salads for lunch, and took them back to the motel. The phone rang just as we were settling down to read. We were in my room, so I answered.


“This is Hollis. Do you want to go to supper with me?”



We could double-date with Mary Nell and Tolliver! Wouldn’t that be fun? I bit my lip to suppress the idea. “I’m busy for supper,” I said hesitantly, knowing I should turn him down Hat, but tempted nonetheless.


“A drink afterward?”


“Yes,” I said cautiously, after I’d thought about it.


“I’ll pick you up at the motel. Eight o’clock?”


“Okay, see you then.”


“All right. Goodbye.”


I said goodbye, too, and hung up. Tolliver was eyeing me sardonically. “Let me guess, Cop Boy?”


I nodded. “We’re going to have a drink together tonight at eight, so we’ll have to cut short our romantic rendezvous with Mary Nell. I’m sure you don’t want to be unchaperoned.”


“If there’s anywhere here it would take two hours to eat, I’d be very astonished,” Tolliver said, at his driest.


I agreed, and re-opened my book. But for a few minutes, I read the same page over and over.


When we stopped by the motel office to ask for directions to the Ozark Valley Inn, we noticed that the older man who ran the place was not too happy about helping us. We’d learned his name was Vernon, and he wore overalls and had the worn and wrinkled face of a basset. Vernon had been pleasant enough up to now, though we hadn’t seen much of him. But tonight he was distant, his gaze disapproving. “You planning on moving your bags over there?” he asked, almost hopefully.


“No,” I said, surprised. “We’re just meeting someone for dinner in the restaurant at the inn.”


“ ’Cause I been meaning to tell you, I’m going to need those rooms pretty soon. Hope you two wasn’t planning on staying very long.”


“I’m sure you have tons of business coming in,” I agreed, maybe a little coldly. “And we won’t stay a minute longer than we have to.”


“Glad to hear it.”


“I guess no one’s going to ask us to judge the floats in the homecoming parade,” I said to Tolliver when we were in the car.


He smiled, but it was a small smile. “The sooner we can get out of Same, the better,” he said.


Mary Nell came in seven minutes after we were seated at a table in the inn, which was on the southern side of the town. Her face was flushed and her cell phone was in her hand. I was willing to bet she’d lied to her mother about where she was going and whom she was going to be with. I almost hated the girl at that moment, for the trouble she might get us into.


“Sorry I’m late,” Mary Nell said, as she took a chair. “I had some things I had to do at home. My mom is so paranoid.”


“She lost your brother,” I said. “I’m sure that’s made her more protective.” I wouldn’t have thought even a self-absorbed teenager could have missed that point.


The girl flushed deep red. “Of course,” she said stiffly. “I just mean, she doesn’t seem to know how old I am.” She’d dressed with care, in new low riders with a tight green T-shirt. She wore a soft fuzzy cardigan sweater and boots.


“That’s a common thing with mothers,” I said. My own mother had forgotten how old I was, after she’d started chasing the drugs with alcohol. She’d decided I was much older and needed a boyfriend. She picked a doping buddy of hers who was willing to give her free samples for the privilege of being my first “date.” Tolliver had gone off to college by then, and I’d had to spend a day locked in my room. I had known that eventually they’d go to sleep and I’d be able to get out of the house, but I was hungry and thirsty and had no access to a bathroom. After that, I kept bottled water and a box of crackers and an old cooking pot in my room.


“Have you lived in Sarne all your life?” Tolliver asked Mary Nell.


She flushed when he spoke directly to her. “Yes,” she  said. “My dad’s parents were born here, too. Dad died just before Dell.” I was startled. When Edwards had told me Sybil was a recent widow, I hadn’t realized how recent. “Dell, he really missed Dad.... He was closer to Dad than me.” She sounded vaguely resentful.


“I want to ask you a question, Mary Nell,” I said. “I don’t want to upset you any more than I have to, but when you were talking to us the other night, you paused after you said one sentence. You said something like, ‘I knew he wouldn’t kill Teenie and...’ and then you stopped. What were you going to say?”


Mary Nell eyed me. You could tell her feelings were conflicted. “Please tell us, Nell,” Tolliver said, and she crumbled when she looked into his dark brown eyes. He’d called her something special.


“Okay,” she said, leaning across the table to share her big secret. “Dell told me, the week before he and Teenie... the week before they died, that Teenie was gonna have a baby.” Her heavily made-up eyes were as big and round as a raccoon’s. The girl was clearly shocked that her brother had been having sex with his girlfriend, and she just as clearly considered the pregnancy top-secret knowledge.


“No one knew?”


“He sure didn’t tell my mom. She would’ve killed him.” Then, as she realized what she’d said, Mary Nell turned red as a brick, and tears filled her eyes.


“That’s okay,” I said hastily, “we know your mom wouldn’t really do that.”


“Well, Mom never has liked Teenie’s mom too much. I don’t know why. Miss Helen used to work for us a few years ago, and I thought she was great. Always singing.”


And I could tell that she suddenly remembered that Helen Hopkins had been murdered, too. There was a look on her face, a lost look, like she was drowning.


“If I’d killed everyone I didn’t like, I’d be able to dress in their scalps,” Tolliver said.


Mary Nell gave a startled giggle and covered her mouth with her small hand.


After all this time, could an autopsy establish Teenie’s pregnancy?


“Dell didn’t tell anyone but you?” I asked.


“No one knew but me,” Mary Nell said proudly.


Mary Nell was sure her brother hadn’t told anyone about the baby, but what about Teenie? Had she told someone? Her mother, maybe?


Her mother, who was... gee, let me think... dead.







Six
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AFTER Tolliver and I had exchanged glances, we steered off the subject quickly. Mary Nell’s sad, tearful face had already attracted some attention from the sparse clientele. Her coloring cleared up and her demeanor brightened as she talked about happier topics, addressing her conversation almost exclusively to my brother. Tolliver found out that Nell planned to go to the University of Arkansas the next year, that she wanted to be a physical therapist so she could help people, that she was a cheerleader and didn’t like algebra. Her cheerleading sponsor was totally cool.


I was free to think my own thoughts. Mary Nell didn’t seem much different from any of the girls I’d known in high school, the girls with sober parents, the girls who had enough money to ward off worry and homelessness. She was bright but not brilliant, virginal but not saintly. The loss of her sibling had left her drifting, searching for a new identity  when her old one had been shaken at its core. I could see the knowledge of her brother’s secret life with Teenie had disturbed Mary Nell deeply, until that shock had been smothered by the greater trauma of Dell’s death. Clearly, sharing her brother’s secret had relieved the knot of tension deep inside Mary Nell Teague. It didn’t seem to make a difference to Mary Nell that the people she’d shared it with were strangers.


The girl was fascinated with Tolliver. Since she was popular, pretty, and a teenager, Mary Nell was sure Tolliver would find her equally fascinating. I observed Mary Nell flounder through the conversation, trying to find the key to cajoling my brother into noticing she was a woman. Mary Nell would begin an anecdote about her homeroom teacher, realize that was a kid topic, and make a huge effort to switch to some conversational gambit she believed would appeal to an older man.


“Did you go to college?” she asked Tolliver.


“I went two years,” he said. “Then I worked for a while. After that, Harper and I started our traveling.”


“How come you don’t get a regular job and stay somewhere?” Like real people do.


Tolliver looked at me. I looked back. “Good question,” he said. I looked at him askance, determined not to answer. She hadn’t asked me.



“Harper helps people,” he said. “She’s one of a kind.”


“But she gets paid for it,” Nell said, outraged.


“Sure,” Tolliver said. “Why not? When you get to be a therapist, you’ll get paid.”


Mary Nell ignored this royally.


“And she can do that by herself. Does she have to have help?”


Hey, sitting right here! Listening! I spread my hands, palms up. Only Tolliver noticed the gesture.


“It’s not that she has to have my help. It’s that I want to give it to her,” Tolliver said gently. I looked straight down at my plate. Mary Nell abruptly excused herself to go to the ladies’ room. I had no intention of accompanying her—I would not be welcome—so Tolliver and I silently picked at the remnants of our food until she returned, her eyes red and her head held high.


“Thanks for dinner,” she said stiffly. We’d insisted on treating her. “I enjoyed it.” Then, holding her eyes wide and unblinking, she strode out of the dining room.


I watched her car pull out of the dark parking lot. I was a little surprised to find myself actually concerned about the girl. Her life was crashing in ruins around her, and that could make her careless. Too many things can happen to girls who don’t watch where they’re going. I find their corpses every year.


We got back to our motel in plenty of time for me to brush my hair and spray on a little perfume for my date. Tolliver watched without comment, his face harsh in the shadowy light of the room. “You got your cell phone?” he asked. “I’ll leave mine on.”


“Okay,” I said. Tolliver went into his room, shutting the door behind him very gently.


Hollis knocked on my door right on time. When I opened it, he said, “You look pretty,” sounding unflatteringly surprised. I was wearing jeans and a black blouse and  some black heels. I wore a gold chain with a jade pendant, a gift from me to me after I’d gotten a bonus from a distraught husband who’d been looking for his wife’s body for four years.


Hollis looked pretty good himself, solid and blond in a new pair of jeans and a gold-and-brown plaid shirt. He’d shaved, and he smelled of some cologne. He’d made an effort. Maybe this was a bit more of a date than I’d imagined.


We went to a small dive a little north of town. It was built of dark wood and had plastic banners on long ropes tied from the building to the trees and lamp poles around the graveled lot. If the brightly colored triangles had been fluttering in some breeze, possibly the effect would have been cheerful and festive. In the chilly, still night air, the banners were simply depressing, forlorn reminders of failed festivity.


The interior looked better than I’d imagined, given the exterior. The bar itself was polished wood and the floor had been redone recently in that fake oak flooring that actually looks pretty good. The tables and booths were clean. The decor was definitely Hunting Lodge, with deer heads and large fish mounted on the walls, interspersed with mirrors and old license plates. The jukebox was wailing country and western.


I was pleased with the place, and I smiled. Hollis asked if I wanted one of the small booths or a table, and I picked a booth. He asked me what I wanted to drink, and when I said a Coors would be fine, he went to the bar and returned with two longnecks. He also brought two napkins, one of which he solemnly placed on the heavily polyurethaned  wood in front of me before he put my mug on it. I suppressed a smile.


So much for the preliminaries.


“What do you like to do?” he asked. “While you’re traveling around the country?”


Not the opening I’d expected. “I like to read,” I said. “Sometimes, we try to catch a movie. I run. I watch television. I like to watch the WNBA games, since I played a little basketball in high school. I plan my dream house.”


“Tell me about your dream house,” Hollis said, smiling.


“Okay,” I said, slowly. This was something I didn’t talk about too often. “It will have to be off the beaten road, of course. I want it to look like a log cabin, but without the inconveniences of a real log cabin. I found a plan on the Internet, and I bought it. But of course, I want to alter it a little.”


“Of course,” he said, taking a sip of beer.


“It would be two bedrooms and a study, with a family room. There’d be a kitchen here, with the washroom right off of it.” I was looking down at the table, drawing with my finger. “Around back, there’d be a porte cochere for the cars, so you could carry groceries right into the kitchen without getting wet. There’s a deck off the right side of the kitchen, see? Or maybe I’d put it off the family room. That’s where the fireplace will be, and you could keep your firewood on the deck. And you could put your gas grill on the deck. For steaks.”


“Who lives in that house with you?”


I looked up at him, startled. “Well, of course—” I began. Then I shut my mouth.


“Surely your brother will get married somewhere along the line?” Hollis asked gently, his eyes steady and his face calm. “You might want to marry, yourself. Cut down on your traveling, some.”


“Yes, that might happen,” I said after a moment. “What about you?”


“I’ll stay here,” he said, almost sadly. “Maybe I’ll feel like trying something permanent again, who knows? I haven’t been the man I was since Sally died. And before I met Sally, I was married for about ten minutes when I was just a kid. It might be hard to get some sweet thing to spend time with me.”


“I don’t think that’ll be the issue,” I said. Some women might be put off by Hollis, but it was hardly his fault that his second wife had been murdered. “Was being married . . . was it good? Living with someone full-time?”


He gave it some thought, staring down at his beer. Then he looked at me.


“The first time, it was heaven for two months. Then it was hell,” he said, his mouth turning up wryly. “What a mistake that was. The only thing I can say, she was as eager to make that mistake as I was. We wanted each other so bad I couldn’t sleep nights. At the time we married, we looked on it as a license to screw. And boy, did we. We didn’t realize there’d be a lot more to it. We found out, right quick. When we split up, it would be a toss-up as to which of us was the more relieved.”


After raising an inquiring eyebrow at me, he fetched us two more beers. “Sally, she was different,” he said. “She was as sweet as her mom and her sister were wild. She wanted to get away from them, but she felt responsible for raising her  sister, since her mom was such a lush. Then Helen kind of took a deep breath and got sober.” He shook his head from side to side. “Now they’re all gone, it don’t make a difference, does it? Helen might as well have kept on drinking.”


“Did the autopsy results come back on Teenie?” I asked.


His face became more guarded, cautious. “I can’t talk to you about that.” He looked at me for a long minute. “Why?”


It wasn’t up to me to reveal the dead couple’s secret. And I suddenly wondered why I even cared. I found bodies, and then I walked away. People died, died all the time, some in bed, some in the woods, some with a gun in their mouths. The end result was always the same. Why was this time different from any other?


“What is the worst case you’ve ever had?” Hollis asked me out of the blue.


I wondered if some expression crossing my face had triggered the question. “Oh, the tornado one,” I said without even having to consider.


“Where was this tornado?”


“In Texas,” I said. “Went right down the main street of this little town. I can’t remember if the siren had gone off or not—or if it just came so suddenly there wasn’t a chance to sound the siren. For whatever reason, this woman, her name was Molly Mathers, was running from her business to her car with her baby in one of those plastic carrying things with a handle. Little bitty baby.”


“Storm took the baby?”


I nodded. “Snatched the carrier right out of Molly’s hand.”


We kept a moment of silence together.


“Everyone was sure the baby hadn’t survived, of course, but the mom just couldn’t let go of the idea that the baby was still in the carrier, maybe in some field, and was going hungry.” I said this very evenly, because it was a hard thing to think of, a hard memory to carry around with me.


“You find the baby?”


I nodded, my lips pressed hard together.


“Deceased?”


“Sure. Up in a tree. She was still in the carrier.”


“God.”


I nodded again. Nothing you could say about that. “But mostly it’s not so bad,” I said, after a long moment of allowing the memory to dissipate. “Mostly it’s girls who don’t come home, or older people who wander away. Sometimes abducted kids—not too often, because if someone picked them up in a vehicle, of course there’s no way to guess where the body would be.”


“So you take cases where the body location is known?”


“Well, if it can be pinned down to a reasonable area. You couldn’t say, ‘Hey, he was hiking somewhere in the Mojave Desert,’ and expect me to find anything. Unless you had unlimited money for the amount of time it’d take me.”


“What’s it like?”


“What?”


“The feeling, when a body’s close.”


“It’s like a buzzing. A humming. In my bones, in my brain. It almost hurts. The closer I get, the more intense it gets. And when I’m close, when I’m in the body’s presence, I see the death.”


“How much of the death?”


“I see the few seconds before it. But the only person I see  is the one who died. Not any other people around. At the same time, I’m in that person, feeling it. So it can be pretty . . . unpleasant.”


“That seems like an understatement.” He took a long sip of his beer.


I nodded. “I wish I could see the face of the murderer, but I never do.”


“Couldn’t prosecute on your word alone, anyway.”


“Yeah, I get that, but still.” I shrugged. “I’d be more useful.”


“You look on your job as useful?”


“Sure. Everyone needs closure, right? Uncertainty eats at you; well, I meant ‘you’ in the general sense, but didn’t it make you feel better when you knew what had happened to your wife? Plus, if people believe me, I can save lots of money. Like, ‘Don’t dredge that pond or send in divers. No body there.’ Or, ‘You don’t need to search through the landfill.’ Stuff like that.”


“If people believe you.”


“Yeah. Lots don’t.”


“How do you handle that?”


“I’ve learned to let it go and walk away.”


“It must be tough.”


“At first it was. Not now. What about your job?”


“Oh about what you’d expect. Drunk drivers, mostly. Neighbor disputes. Sometimes some shoplifting. Burglary. Not too much that’s mysterious or even very serious. Every now and then a wife-beater, or someone with a gun on a Saturday night. I never get to see anyone at their best.” He gave me a crooked half-smile.


I’d wondered what we could possibly find to talk about,  but the next couple of hours went easier than I’d anticipated. He talked about deer hunting, and told me about the time he’d fallen out of his shooting stand and gotten nothing worse than a sprained ankle, the same year his friend John Harley had fallen from a stand and broken his back. I had once hurt my back playing basketball. He had played basketball in high school. He’d had a great time in high school, but never wanted to revisit those days. I didn’t either. I had spent my high school years trying to keep my head down and my mouth shut so no one would find out how truly weird my life was. Because of my mother and my stepfather, I didn’t want to bring anyone home with me. I’d managed pretty well until Cameron vanished. Her disappearance had been so spectacular, so media-saturated, that it had drawn a lot of unwanted attention to me.


“Seems like I remember that,” Hollis said thoughtfully. He was on his third beer. I was still nursing my second. “Wasn’t she taken by a man in a blue pickup?”


I nodded. “Grabbed on her way home. She’d been decorating the gym for some dance. I’d walked home earlier, so she was alone. This guy took her right off the street. There were witnesses. But no one ever found her.”


“I’m sorry,” he said.


I nodded in acknowledgment. “Someday I’ll find her,” I said. “Someday it’ll be her, when I feel that buzz. And we’ll know what happened to her.”


“Are your parents still alive?”


“My father is, I think. My mother died last year.” Her addictions had finally succeeded in eating up her body.


“What’s your connection with Tolliver?”


“Tolliver’s dad married my mother. We were brought up  as family, after that.” If we’d been “brought up” at all, I added to myself. Mostly, we’d fended for ourselves. After a while, we’d become good at presenting a facade to the authorities who might separate us. Tolliver watched over Cameron and me, I watched over the two littler girls, Mariella and Gracie. Tolliver’s older brother Mark stopped by on a regular basis to make sure we were eating. If we weren’t, Mark would bring groceries. Tolliver got a job at a restaurant as soon as he was old enough, and he brought home all the food he could.


Sometimes our parents were both working, sometimes we got government assistance. But mostly the money went down their throats or into their veins.


We learned to survive on very little, and we learned how to pick clothes at the thrift store and at yard sales, clothes that wouldn’t give away our situation. Mark would lecture us on how important it was to make good grades. “As long as you keep clean and neat, don’t skip school, and make at least average grades, social services won’t come by,” he’d taught us, and he’d been right. Until Cameron vanished.


I tried explaining those years to Hollis.


“That sounds horrible,” Hollis said. His face looked sad, sad for the girl I had been, God bless him. “Did they hit you?”


“No,” I said. “Neglect was the key to their parenting system, even for Mariella and Gracie. My mom tried to take care of them when they were babies, but after that, it was kind of up to Cameron and me, mostly me. It was hard for us not to go down the same drain.” I had clung to my memory of what life had been like before—before my mother had begun using drugs, before my father had gone to jail.  I’d promised myself I could have that life again. My two younger sisters hadn’t had as hard a time; they had no memory of anything better.


The tension of maintaining the status quo had almost killed me. But we’d managed, until Cameron got snatched.


“What happened then?” Hollis asked.


I fidgeted, looked anywhere else. “Let’s talk about something else,” I said. “The summary is that I spent my senior year living with a foster family, and my little half-sisters stayed with my aunt and uncle.”


“How was the foster family?”


“They were decent people,” I said. “Not child molesters, not slavedrivers. As long as I did my assigned chores and finished my homework, I wasn’t unhappy.” It had been an acute pleasure to live in a household that valued order and cleanliness.


“Any trace of your sister ever found?”


“Her purse. Her backpack.” I shifted my right leg, which tended to numb if I didn’t move it around.


“Tough.”


“Yeah, I’d say we’ve both had lives that had a few bumps.”


Hollis nodded. “Here’s to trying to live a better life,” he said, and we bumped glasses.


We went to his small house later, gaining a little comfort and warmth from each other. But I wouldn’t spend the night, though he wanted me to stay. About three in the morning, I kissed him goodbye at the door to my motel room, and we held each other for a long minute. I went inside by myself, cold to my bones.







Seven


[image: 007]


IT was a good morning for running: the third clear day in a row, chilly, with the promise of brilliance in the early sky. I ran a brush through my hair and put on my dogtag engraved with my name and Tolliver’s cell phone number. I dressed in a sports bra and three-quarter length Lycra running pants. An old “Race for the Cure” T-shirt covered the little canister of pepper spray clipped to my pants. I’d found a plastic slotted cover with a hole punched in one end, and I slipped my room key in it and put it on the same chain with my dogtag.


After some warm-up stretches, I decided I’d run from the motel until I’d reached the Kroger that was at the other end of town. I didn’t want to follow the main drag; even in Sarne, there’d be traffic, and I hated inhaling truck exhaust fumes. I had picked out a route that involved backstreets  lined with small businesses and homes. With an inner feeling of release, I began running.


When I was able to pick up my pace, it was possible to think of something other than the act of running. A little to my surprise, I felt better than I had expected: relaxed, not guilty. Though I was fairly inexperienced, Hollis had seemed a tender and considerate lover. He’d also seemed to need the contact, the basic act of joining flesh, as much as I had. So, I told myself, that was actually an okay thing to do.



Absorbed in my thoughts, I gradually realized a pickup was moving just behind me. The growl of the motor had been chewing at the edge of my awareness for a minute or two. My heart began pounding with an unpleasant desperation when I realized the driver was definitely dogging me. The dark shadow in the corner of my left eye turned into a rumbling presence. Though I kept running at a steady pace, all my attention was focused on the truck creeping along like a lion through high grass, waiting for my inattention to prove fatal. I flipped open the little holster and eased the canister of pepper spray out of it. Was Arkansas one of the states where the spray was legal? I couldn’t remember, and at the moment I decided that was the least of my worries. I was at least half a mile from the motel, and there were few cars stirring in the streets. I couldn’t count on any help. The little canister was almost completely concealed in my hand.


I was in front of a little strip of businesses that hadn’t yet opened; a laundry, a jewelry store, an insurance agency. No cars, no passersby. The tension roiled under my skin as I waited for whoever was in the pickup to act. If they would just wait until we were closer to the main street, or if I could  angle through the downtown buildings to the police station ... but then the suspense was over.


The pickup swerved to pull across the sidewalk, blocking my path, and three young men hopped out. Of course! Alpha male, the high school boy Mary Nell had called Scotty. He had his two buddies with him, naturally.


I stopped, and they ranged themselves in front of me, their faces ugly with tension. Incongruously, the three were wearing high school football jackets. Scotty was in the middle, and a smaller black-haired boy was on my right. There was a husky brown-haired boy, uniformly thick through the chest and middle, on my left. They didn’t have weapons, at first glance. But they all had clenched fists.


“Hey bitch, we told you to leave town,” Scotty said. His words’ ugliness twisted his face. The three were suppressing so much excitement they were literally shifting from foot to foot, shoulders moving restlessly.


My eyes went from face to face as I wondered who would charge first. They were cocked and primed and ready to fire.


“You guys thinking of raping me?” I asked, wanting to have it clear in my mind.


They looked shocked. Shocked. The two followers looked at the alpha, so he could answer for them. Or maybe they needed to find out what they wanted to do.


“We don’t want any part of you, you skanky ho,” Scotty said, trying to sound scornful, to square his lack of rape aspiration with his need to assert his manhood. Of course, real men should be ready to have any sort of sex, any time. So if they didn’t want to rape me, I must not be desirable.


“That’s good,” I said, and then I saw that the black-haired  boy on my right had gotten too tense to hold back any longer. His arm had gone back to hit me. Stupid to telegraph like that. I sprayed him right in the face, and he turned red and began clawing at his eyes and shrieking.


“It’s burning! I can’t see!” he screamed. While his two buddies were staring at him with their mouths open, I sprayed them, too, though Scotty tried to dodge at the last minute, and I didn’t get his eyes.


The blip of a police siren scared me out of what wits I had left. When I’d recovered from the shock, I was delighted to see the police car, and even more delighted to see that the driver was Sheriff Harvey Branscom.


He was not as glad to see me as I was to see him.


“What happened here?” he asked, surveying the young men with disgust. They were crying and moaning, and the black-haired boy was actually on the ground.


“They swerved in front of me and got out of the truck to threaten me,” I said.


“No, Sheriff,” wailed the black-haired boy who’d swung his fist first. “It was her! She—”


“She pulled your truck over to the sidewalk, dragged you out, and made you stand in a row in front of her so she could squirt you with pepper spray?” Harvey Branscom would have loved a credible reason to blame me, but he was honest enough not to manufacture one. “You three make me sick. Scot, if I see you even cast a glance at my niece after this little incident, I’ll find a way to stick you in jail, and you won’t like it one little bit.”


I wasn’t sure if Scot was absorbing any of Sheriff Branscom’s threats, since he was doubled over rubbing at his burning face. That was exactly the wrong thing to do,  according to the booklet that came with the pepper spray. Sheriff Branscom sighed heavily and pulled a six-pack of Ozark Mountain bottled water out of the police car. “Lucky I ride around with this,” he muttered. He opened a bottle and made the boys stand still while he poured it over their faces.


“I hope you’re all ashamed of yourselves. Not only were you on the edge of committing a felony, you were three big guys about to beat up a lone woman. Not only that, but you’re tardy for school, and that means you’re all going to be in detention this afternoon, which means you’re going to miss football practice. I’m going to be interested to hear what the coach puts you through after I call him and explain the reason. And I will call him.” Harvey raised his eyebrows at me. “That is, unless this lady wants to bring charges against you? If she does, you ain’t going to get to school anytime today.”


I knew a cue when I heard one. I hesitated. Then I nodded, and I saw the tension leave the sheriff’s shoulders. “If you call their football coach, and you’re sure he can give them a good punishment, I’ll be satisfied with that. After all,” I said pointedly, “if I bring charges against them, they’ll be off the team, at least for a while.”


Harvey looked relieved. “Yes, they would be off the team. And of course, their parents would know all about this little fiasco. I figure a felony arrest would sure screw up their college applications, huh? Your dad would love to hear your explanation for this, Scot, especially since he just had to pay for three new mailboxes on Bainbridge Road. Justin, I know your mama had a hard time buying that football jacket.” Justin was weeping too hard to reply, but he did  look a little more miserable. “Cody, what do you think your grandmother would have to say about you attacking a woman?”
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