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			It was very early on a crisp October morning in Blackwater Bay. The sky was blue, the air was clear and there was a dead man in Cotter’s Cut.

			Moony Packard lay under the scarlet leaves of a poison sumac, the back of his head crushed and bloodied. Nearby, his mail-bag lay on a dirty curd of week-old snow that had been preserved from the daily thaws by the shadow of a sycamore. He lay there for an hour and forty-three minutes, undiscovered.

			Then Albert Wimshaw, whose eyesight was poor at the best of times, turned into Cotter’s Cut on his way into town to pick up a morning paper. He tripped over the outstretched foot of Moony Packard and fell heavily, hitting his head on a large rock that lay beside the path.

			A short while after that, Stephenson J. Gardiner the Third came through Cotter’s Cut accompanied by his dog, Ferdinand. Spotting the two outstretched men, to say nothing of the blood, Mr Gardiner suffered a mild heart attack and collapsed onto the path. Pinned down by his leash, which was still convulsively clutched in Mr Gardiner’s hand, Ferdinand began to bark.

			Eleven minutes later Davy Lewin, on his way to school, came upon the three supine men and the frantic dog. He ran down the path to the home of the Widow Parker and banged on the door. When the Widow Parker appeared, her white hair in rollers and wearing her second-best peach-coloured housecoat, Davy told her to dial 911. Suspicious of pranks (she’d been fooled before), the good Widow Parker asked why. Davy told her what he’d found. She promptly fainted, leaving Davy to phone the Sheriff.

			That’s the way it goes in Blackwater Bay.

			Just one damn thing after another.

		

	
		
			ONE

			By nine fifteen Cotter’s Cut was swarming with representatives of the law. Sheriff Matt Gabriel was there, along with his Chief Deputy, George Putnam, plus the few other deputies who worked for him year-round. Had it been summer he would have had many men (and a few women) to deploy, for they hired extras to handle traffic and other misdemeanours during the summer season – mostly college students who appreciated the money and the brief taste of power.

			Matt glared at the crime scene. Just when he thought it was safe, he was back in hot water. He crossed his arms over his chest and growled to himself. George, on the other hand, was full of enthusiasm.

			‘First of all, do we think the same person who killed Moony Packard also hit Albert Wimshaw over the head?’ George asked in a solemn voice, glancing over at the new recruit who was listening intently to all that was going on and taking copious notes. The new recruit was young, female, shapely and far too smart to fall for George’s poses. But George was ever the optimist.

			‘I mean,’ George continued, ‘did Wimshaw witness the murder and try to do something about it?’

			‘I don’t think so, George,’ Matt said. ‘I heard Albert tell the paramedic that he tripped over something. I guess that would have been Moony’s foot – seeing as how it was sticking out over the path. And seeing as how there is blood on that big rock there. And seeing as how Moony looks to have been dead for quite a while – his blood has clotted while Albert’s is still fresh – although we’ll have to wait on the doctor for actual time of death.’

			‘Right,’ said George, nodding and writing furiously in his notebook.

			The new recruit, Susie Brock, raised her hand as if still in school. ‘Sheriff?’

			‘Yes, Susie?’

			‘This is definitely murder?’

			‘Oh, I think so. It’s pretty hard to bash in the back of your head all by yourself,’ Matt said solemnly and smiled at Susie. ‘Did you think it was suicide?’

			‘Oh, no – but he could have fallen on that rock earlier and hurt himself, got up and then collapsed,’ Susie said. ‘Earlier this morning there could have been an icy patch there under the bush. He could have slipped on it and gone over backwards because of the weight of his mail sack. There could be his blood under Mr Wimshaw’s on that rock.’

			‘Good for you, Susie,’ Matt said. ‘George, arrest that rock.’ Susie grinned appreciatively.

			‘You mean take it in for questioning?’ George said, getting into the spirit of the thing.

			‘I mean make sure it gets to the forensic lab along with everything else we find,’ Matt said in a more business-like tone. He glanced around at the crushed grass and other signs of the two men who had fallen on either side of Moony’s body, plus the paramedics who had attended them, and sighed heavily. ‘It’s a shame we’ve had so much interference with the murder scene.’

			‘Wimshaw couldn’t help tripping, he’s as blind as a bat. And Mr Gardiner is a very sensitive guy,’ George said, with a bit of a sneer. ‘What do I put the rock in? We haven’t got any evidence bags big enough . . .’

			‘Wrap it in newspaper and put it in the trunk of your car,’ Matt said patiently. ‘Did you get to bed late last night, George?’

			‘No later than usual,’ George said defensively.

			‘Ah,’ said Matt, guessing George had been drowning his sorrows again over the loss of his previous girlfriend and the continued resistance of Susie Brock to his charms.

			Susie was twenty-two, just out of college and eager to learn law enforcement, much to the dismay of her parents. Susie was a modern woman. The fact that she was very, very pretty was a source of constant annoyance to her because she wanted to be taken seriously. She cut her auburn hair short. She never wore make-up. She affected a very severe appearance in uniform. None of this made any difference to George Putnam. In fact, if anything, it just made things worse.

			Susie Brock was a Real Challenge.

			‘Better get on with the pictures, George,’ Matt said. ‘And get the tape up.’

			‘Right,’ George said, putting away his notebook. He turned to Susie. ‘Brock, get the tape out of the car.’

			One of the other deputies came forward. ‘Sheriff, I just heard that Moony Packard had an argument with Frog Bartlett last night in the Golden Perch. Frog said he would kill Moony Packard next time he saw him. And now Moony’s dead.’

			‘Aha!’ said George.

			Matt sighed again. He had just got through with another murder investigation that had left him exhausted and a little fed up with the job of sheriff. He was beginning to wonder if he should give it up and retire. The election was coming up soon. He had two opponents, Jack Armstrong and Tyrone Molt. For a moment he thought, the hell with it, let one of them take over. Then he took a deep breath and told himself to stop being so negative and to get on with the job.

			‘We’d better get hold of Frog,’ George was saying to Susie.

			‘What?’ Matt was startled out of his reverie. ‘Oh, yes. George, you get Frog – Susie and I will go talk to Frank Packard.’

			‘Who’s Frank Packard?’ Susie asked.

			George gave a short laugh. ‘You’ll see.’

			‘I want action, dammit!’ shouted Frank Packard. He was a tall, wiry man with astonished grey hair – it stuck up straight from his scalp as if trying to get away from him. The hair in his ears seemed similarly inclined. ‘Moony was my brother and I want justice for him.’

			Packard was a local eccentric, a paranoid firebrand, seeing threats around every corner, certain of conspiracies, fearful of aliens, suspicious of kindly gestures or interest. He was supposed to be on medication, but rarely took it. He seemed, perversely, to enjoy living on the edge of his nerves and everyone else’s. He’d been getting worse lately. The news of his brother’s murder had rocked him at first, but now he had rallied.

			‘I assure you that we are—’

			‘I don’t want assurances, I want someone in jail!’ Frank shouted. He seemed to be addressing some invisible gathering.

			‘Did you have anyone specific in mind?’ Matt asked with interest.

			‘Yes. No. I don’t know. That’s your job, isn’t it?’

			‘I am always grateful for information,’ Matt said evenly. ‘Sit down, Mr Packard. Relax. Perhaps you can be of help.’

			Frank sat. The living-room of the house he had shared with his brother was sparsely furnished but very clean. Packard himself was dressed in what could have passed for Army fatigues and, while his voice was shaking with emotion, his bearing was rigid and rather intimidating. He was accustomed to being the centre of attention, much to the chagrin and annoyance of most of Blackwater’s citizens who encountered him picketing various businesses, making speeches in the park, daubing signs on convenient walls, writing wild letters to the editor of the Blackwater Bay Chronicle and in general making a noisy nuisance of himself.

			‘There was a lot of people jealous of Moony,’ Frank began. ‘Because he had that important job and all.’

			‘He delivered the mail,’ Susie said in an amused tone.

			‘You think the mail isn’t important?’ Frank bellowed.

			She quailed. ‘Of course it is, but—’

			‘He knew about everybody,’ Frank said.

			‘Yes, but—’ Matt began. His mouth felt dry, and he wished he could interrupt and ask for a drink of water.

			‘And there were people who were against him,’ Frank went on, leaning forward. ‘Government people who had it in for him because he knew too much. Wouldn’t surprise me one little bit if the CIA or the FBI had him bumped off by some contract killer. He wrote to them, you know, he wrote to them and told them what he thought of them. I bet that made them mad. Moony had a lot to say about what this so-called government is doing to this country. He was disgusted by it, same as me.’

			‘I really don’t think that—’

			‘He wasn’t afraid to speak his mind and neither am I,’ Frank announced, straightening up again. ‘I know Moony wasn’t liked, but that wasn’t his fault. Some people can’t take the truth, you know. Some people just can’t handle criticism.’

			‘It isn’t that—’

			‘Take that Armstrong guy that built that god-awful mall, for instance. Moony didn’t like him one little bit. And that other one who wants your job – Molt? Damned used-car salesman, crooked as a dog’s hind leg. He punched Moony once, in the bar. Knocked out a tooth.’ He eyed Matt malevolently. ‘Moony didn’t much like you either.’

			‘So I gather,’ Matt said. ‘How did he feel about Frog Bartlett?’

			‘Funny you should mention Frog Bartlett,’ Frank said in an almost normal tone, which for him was comparable to a whisper. ‘They never did get along, not even from kids.’

			‘Oh?’

			‘You think Frog Bartlett killed my brother?’

			‘At the moment, I have no—’

			‘Could be, could be,’ Frank said, sitting back a little. ‘Moony kind of did like to tease old Frog.’ He squeezed his eyes shut – it might have been a smile although the rest of his face gave no indication of it. ‘Moony could be like that. Have to admit it. Maybe not smart, but he got the devil in him sometimes. Not that he would allow it was the devil – more like some avenging angel. Moony was a righteous man. A God-fearing man. He knew the difference between good and evil. He kept track of it all too.’

			‘I’d be very interested to see his room,’ Matt said.

			‘Well, now, I’ll just bet you would!’ Frank said, his voice suddenly loud again. ‘You got no right to go poking around in Moony’s stuff.’

			‘As it happens, I do. It often helps to know about the victim in these cases,’ Matt tried to explain. ‘There might be something there that—’

			‘I’ll be the judge of that,’ Frank said. ‘He left everything to me and with me it will stay.’

			‘I could get a court order,’ Matt said reflectively.

			Frank stood up. ‘Oh, yeah? Well, you just go ahead and do that. Why would you want to see Moony’s stuff? What are you looking for? Maybe you killed him, hey?’ Frank was getting over-excited again. There were little deposits of spittle in the corners of his mouth. ‘There would be the perfect crime – the Sheriff did it. And who investigates? The Sheriff. I don’t trust you.’

			‘Look, Mr Packard—’ Matt stood up too.

			Frank backed up towards the door. ‘Don’t you go threatening me. I can go to the Mayor, you know. To the Governor. I can get you fired – don’t you think I can’t.’

			‘Mr Packard.’ Susie Brock’s voice was sharp and almost as loud as Packard’s. ‘Sheriff Gabriel has his duty to do. The victim almost always can supply us with some clues to his or her killer.’

			He whirled on her. ‘You’re probably in it with him. Maybe you’re his paramour, maybe you did it together to keep Moony from telling everyone about your disgusting ways. Moony was against things like that. We both are. You might have stopped Moony but you won’t stop me!’

			‘I don’t want to stop you, Mr Packard. I want to help you to find your brother’s killer,’ Susie said in a no-nonsense tone. ‘Don’t you want that too?’

			‘I can do my own detecting,’ Packard muttered, apparently rather mollified by Susie’s standing up to him.

			‘But we’re professionals,’ Susie said. ‘Won’t you at least let us see his room? It might help a lot. We should all work together.’

			Packard eyed her and then Matt with suspicion, but gradually his enmity boiled away and his quasi-military bearing slumped a little. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘But you’re not taking anything away but what I say so.’

			‘That’s fine,’ Matt said. He and Susie followed the man down the hall. As they passed one open door Matt glanced in and saw a bedroom that was even more spare than the sitting-room, with an Army cot tautly made up, a footlocker, a small side table and a straight chair. There were military posters on the walls and, over the bed, a shelf of what looked like books on survivalism and military history. It seemed to be a cross between a barracks and a monk’s cell. That must be Frank’s room, he thought.

			The late Moony’s room was quite the opposite.

			For a start, it was much larger. Two walls were entirely covered by huge aquariums, and between the tanks was a bookcase stuffed with volumes on the breeding and care of tropical fish. The aquariums were lit and the fish within the clear water were spectacular.

			‘Moony liked fish,’ Packard said rather unnecessarily.

			Here there was a double bed, made up with quilts and comforters. A large, overstuffed easy chair was set so that the occupant could watch both aquariums in comfort. A small bookcase sat beside it. Matt glanced over the titles – mostly murder mysteries and what looked like a long run of Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine. Beside the easy chair was a swing-across table and beneath it a stack of legal pads. For keeping all those ‘records’, presumably.

			‘I’d like to look through your brother’s papers,’ Matt said.

			‘Why?’ Packard’s voice was belligerent, but more subdued now as he looked around at the room that had belonged to his dead brother. Anger had been replaced with something like regret – or so it seemed.

			‘Oh – in case he left any indication of who might have had something against him, recent appointments with people, that sort of thing,’ Susie said casually.

			Packard shifted from one foot to the other. ‘He never wrote down anything like that,’ he said sullenly. ‘Never made appointments or anything like that, except maybe with the dentist. He just did the bills and all. Me, I’m more of an action person.’ He straightened his spine and squared his shoulders.

			‘Even so—’ Matt said.

			‘Go ahead, then, I don’t care,’ Packard snarled. He stood by the door watching them as they went through the few papers on the small desk that stood under the single window overlooking the rear garden. There was nothing that could be of help. No diary, no appointment calendar and, oddly, no letters of any kind aside from bills marked ‘Paid’.

			‘Did your brother keep papers anywhere other than this desk?’ Matt asked, turning to Packard. ‘Things like insurance policies, bank accounts, maybe a will or other family papers?’

			Something flickered in the man’s eyes. ‘I don’t know anything about that. We got no kin at all. Just the two of us. You don’t think he’d leave me without a home now, do you?’

			Matt thought he was holding something back, but decided to let it go for the moment. He would check with the bank – Moony might have had a safe deposit box.

			‘How did you get along with your brother, Mr Packard?’ Matt asked.

			Anger reappeared and coloured Frank’s cheek-bones bright red. ‘What the hell do you mean by that? We got on fine. Only two years between us, me the older. We got on fine.’

			‘Do you work, Mr Packard?’ Susie asked.

			‘Sometimes. I do painting and decorating.’

			‘But your brother was the main wage earner between you?’

			‘You could say that.’

			‘And what will you do, now that he’s gone?’

			‘The best I can, young woman. The best I can.’ He glared at her.

			‘Thank you,’ Susie said. ‘We’d like to see the rest of the house, please.’

			‘How come?’

			‘It gives us an idea of what your brother was like,’ Susie explained as they went from room to room. The house was neat and clean, but all the furniture was old-fashioned and worn.

			‘How long have you and your brother lived here, Mr Packard?’ Susie asked, as she opened a cupboard in the kitchen and peered in.

			‘All our lives,’ Packard said, still glowering. ‘And there’s nothing in there but soup cans and cereals.’

			‘Who did most of the cooking?’

			‘Moony,’ was the sullen answer. ‘You through yet?’

			‘I guess so,’ Matt said, after a brief glance at the basement from the stairway above it. Just the furnace and some kind of work-bench back in the shadows next to a washing machine. Despite living there all their lives, the house reflected very little in the way of personalities, aside from the two contrasting bedrooms. Probably it hadn’t changed since their parents furnished it.

			Packard followed them back into the sitting-room. ‘I appreciate you coming to tell me yourself,’ he muttered rather awkwardly. ‘About Moony, I mean.’ Then he took a deep breath and addressed that invisible audience once again. ‘I want whoever did this to be caught and punished,’ he announced. ‘This kind of thing is what is ruining our country. Murderers everywhere, nobody respecting the law of the land, people taking advantage, people lowering their standards. I want action on this, Sheriff! I want results!’

			‘We’ll do our best,’ Matt promised, thinking as he did so that Packard sounded as if he were issuing orders. He didn’t need to be told to do his duty, nor did he take kindly to people like Frank Packard bellowing at him. Apparently the man hardly knew how to speak any other way, except under duress. ‘And if you come across any other papers and so on, please let us know. Did your brother have a lawyer?’

			‘I don’t know.’ For a moment Frank looked perplexed, then his chin came up. ‘I’ll have a look around,’ he finally said. It was clearly as much co-operation as they were likely to get.

			In the car, Matt leaned back with a sigh and drank deeply from a bottle of mineral water he kept there. Thirst was always a problem lately. ‘There must be papers somewhere. He was sure nervous.’

			‘Let’s go back and really search the house,’ Susie suggested, puzzled by Matt’s lack of enthusiasm.

			Matt shook his head. ‘By the time we get a search warrant he’ll have dealt with it. We can look around a victim’s home and possessions, but we have to have probable cause for a full in-depth search, unfortunately. He might give us cause, if we watch for it. A couple of the posters on his bedroom wall were of private militia groups. I wonder if he’s into that kind of thing.’

			‘I didn’t like him much,’ Susie said. ‘He was kind of scary, the way he kept shouting, and his eyes . . .’ She shivered.

			‘Interesting,’ Matt said.

			‘What is?’ Susie wanted to know.

			‘How two brothers could be so different. Moony Packard was unctious, opinionated and holier-than-thou, but he spent a lot of time in the Golden Perch and was very gregarious. His brother Frank, on the other hand, is a loner who hates authority and never has a good word to say about anyone.’ Matt cleared his throat as he put his key into the ignition. ‘You have to wonder,’ he said slowly, as the engine caught.

			‘Wonder what?’ Susie asked dutifully.

			‘What actually went on in that house when they were alone.’

		

	
		
			TWO

			Frog Bartlett was one of the ugliest men in Blackwater Bay County.

			He sat in Matt’s office, hunched and glowering, resembling his nickname in everything but colour. Frog was thickset, with a big head that seemed to rest right on his shoulders, a wide mouth, a flat nose and beady little eyes.

			‘I’m glad Moony’s dead,’ he said to Matt. ‘He was a preaching, sneaking son of a bitch and deserved killing. God knows I felt like killing him from time to time, like everyone else, but I just hadn’t never got around to it. Now somebody’s done it for me.’

			‘You admit you had a fight with Packard last night in the Golden Perch?’ Matt asked, finishing his second cup of coffee.

			‘About twenty people can tell you we had a fight,’ Frog said. ‘Sure I admit it. Proud of it. Wish I’d punched him out, but they drug me off. Spoil-sports.’

			‘What did you have against Packard?’ Matt asked.

			‘Hah! What didn’t I have against him?’ Frog wanted to know. ‘He was sly. He made fun of people behind their backs. Gossip? He could gossip you into the ground and then yell down the hole after you. I think he used to read people’s mail too, by God. Not just postcards neither. People complained but there was no way of proving it. He was clever. Damn know-it-all. Wonder he lived so long.’

			‘Anything else?’

			‘You got to have more?’

			‘I’ve got to find a reason why he was killed.’

			‘Why? He’s dead. Let it go. Be glad.’ Frog smiled. It was an expression that sat oddly on his squat face and Matt felt a little unnerved by it. ‘How long you going to keep me here, anyways?’

			‘Till I find out all I want to know,’ Matt said wearily. ‘I’m not keeping you here, but it would look better if you stayed and answered my questions.’

			‘Look better to who?’

			‘To me. Maybe, eventually, to a judge.’

			‘You going to pin this thing on me?’

			‘Not if you’re innocent.’

			‘Hah!’ Frog was unconvinced. ‘So if I haul ass out of here, that makes me guilty, is that it?’

			‘No. But it makes me more interested,’ Matt said.

			‘In what?’

			‘In what you think you have to hide by avoiding my questions.’

			‘Full circle,’ Frog said triumphantly. ‘You have George drag me in because I had a fight with the deceased, you ask me questions to see if I’m a killer, I say I’m not, you say okay, but you don’t really believe me. Then, when I get tired of your questions, which any sane man would, you say that’s okay too, you don’t have to ask ’em no more because if I leave I’m guilty. And you done all that sitting down too.’

			Matt had to laugh. ‘What I believe or don’t believe isn’t the point, Frog. It’s what I can prove that counts. Where were you at five this morning?’

			‘In bed, asleep. Is that when Packard got it?’

			‘You were in bed alone, I take it?’

			Frog went white, then bright red. ‘Now that’s a damn fool question.’

			‘No – if you’d had a companion it would have given you an alibi.’

			‘If I’d a known I would need an alibi I should have hired some girl to sleep with me, is that it? Damn – sure missed out there, didn’t I? Never had a respectable reason to go whoring before.’

			‘What time did you get up?’

			‘Seven. I always get up at seven. What time did you get up?’

			‘About seven.’

			‘There you go. Moony, now, Moony got up about four he used to brag. Liked to get to sorting the mail for his route early. Did you know that?’

			‘Yes, I did.’ Duff Bradley had gone over to the Post Office to see what he could find out about Moony Packard’s usual routine and if there had been any variation that morning. There hadn’t – apparently Moony had behaved normally before going out on his round.

			‘Guess just about everybody did, he used to go on about it often enough. You’d think he’d invented the dawn or something. Like nothing started around here until he flipped the switch. Conceited bastard.’

			Matt looked down at the notepad on his desk. ‘Would you have any objection to our looking around your place, Frog?’

			‘What for?’

			‘General enquiries. I could get a search warrant, but it would look better for you if you made no objection.’

			Frog waved a hand. ‘I got no objection, long as you don’t mess my stuff up. I keep a neat house, like it to stay that way.’

			‘Fine,’ Matt said. ‘Thank you.’

			‘That it?’ Frog started to stand up.

			‘I’d still like to know what you argued with Moony about last night,’ Matt said.

			Frog sat down again. ‘Dumb,’ he said. ‘It was just dumb, is all. The guy pissed me off, everything he did pissed me off. Last night he made some remark about the election, said . . .’ Frog suddenly looked embarrassed.

			‘Said what?’

			‘Said Armstrong was a lousy candidate. Said Molt only was interested in selling cars. Said he wasn’t going to vote for you neither.’

			‘Well, he didn’t have to,’ Matt conceded.

			‘It wasn’t what he said, it was the way he said it,’ Frog went on. ‘You got to understand, everything Packard said had at least two meanings, maybe more. He said he’d make a better sheriff than you ever were. Sorry, but that’s what he said.’

			‘We still have free speech in this country,’ Matt pointed out.

			‘Some people take advantage,’ Frog growled. ‘You caught plenty of bad guys in your time.’

			‘With luck and a following wind,’ Matt admitted. ‘Had some help, of course.’

			‘That’s what else he said. That you always needed help, that you couldn’t do anything on your own.’

			‘We all need help, Frog.’ Matt was just about managing to keep his temper. Good thing he hadn’t been in the Golden Perch last night, he might have killed Moony Packard himself.

			‘Well, anyways, I had a few beers and he got me going,’ Frog said. ‘Ever since we was kids, he liked to get me going. Then he’d start to laugh . . . I don’t mind people not liking me, but laughing . . . he had this way . . .’

			‘I understand,’ Matt said. And he did, because he himself had seen Packard in action on other occasions. If Frog had had an argument with Packard last night, then it had merely been Frog’s turn. Packard had been a man of loud opinions, fond of starting arguments, of baiting people.

			How angry had Frog been last night? How drunk? Enough of both to kill? It seemed unlikely and yet possible. Frog was an odd man. He’d begun a career in the Army but had been invalided out. Now he lived on his own in the house he’d grown up in, spent his life in his garden or fishing. For a man with such an easy life, Frog Bartlett was amazingly crabby, Matt thought. Maybe he was bored. Animals can turn nasty when they’re bored – and then Matt wondered why he classed Frog with the animals. It was the look in the eyes, he decided. Frog’s eyes were all black, hard to read, suspicious in their setting of frowning lines, like animals Matt had seen in zoos. His hair – what there was of it – hung raggedly over his forehead and he peered through it, head down.

			He didn’t want to think Frog was guilty.

			But he had no reason not to think so.

			Not yet.

			There was a tap at Matt’s door, and George Putnam opened it slightly and looked through the gap. ‘FBI’s here, Matt. Brokaw again.’

			‘Thanks, George. Give me a few minutes.’

			‘My, my,’ Frog said, when George had withdrawn. ‘The FBI, hey? How come?’

			‘Moony Packard was a mail carrier. Killing a mail carrier in the course of his rounds is a Federal offence,’ Matt said with considerable lack of enthusiasm.

			‘Jesus,’ Frog said. ‘I didn’t know that.’

			‘No. The killer probably didn’t either.’

			‘Then you believe me?’

			‘Not necessarily, Frog – I just said you and the killer were in the same boat – not knowing the FBI might be taking over.’

			‘Does that mean you won’t be doing the case?’

			Matt stood up and shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Maybe. Maybe not.’ He sighed. ‘We’ll drive you back home in a few minutes – you can wait over there. Tilly will give you some coffee and a doughnut.’

			‘Free?’

			‘Absolutely.’

			‘Almost worth getting arrested,’ Frog muttered.

			Agent Brokaw had been in the office before, when a man who had been enrolled in the Witness Protection Scheme and placed in Blackwater Bay had gone missing. He was a handsome African-American, an Alan Ladd look-alike in ebony. He greeted Matt in a friendly manner, which made Matt wary. Smiles on an FBI agent often meant trouble. 

			‘Sheriff,’ Brokaw said, shaking his hand. ‘How are you?’

			‘Fine, thanks. And you?’

			‘Oh, fair to middling. You’ve got a dead mail carrier on your patch.’

			‘Yes. Moony Packard.’

			‘Wish you could have left the crime scene intact for me,’ Brokaw said with another kind of smile.

			‘If I’d known you were coming . . .’

			‘You’d have baked a cake, sure. But you have pictures?’

			‘Of course. George, get the Polaroids of the Packard crime scene for Agent Brokaw.’ George produced them instantly. He had been waiting. ‘Have a look for yourself,’ Matt said, handing them over.

			There was a long silence while Brokaw slowly and carefully went through the stack of photographs and drawings made at the scene. Matt and George waited, saying nothing. Brokaw was a man who knew how to dress and was as self-contained as a cat. It was a pleasure to watch him. Every time he lingered over a particular picture or note, Matt and George would exchange a glance.

			‘Nice work,’ Brokaw finally said, closing the folder.

			‘Thank you.’

			‘The mail-bag.’

			‘Yes?’

			‘It doesn’t appear to have been opened.’

			‘No. We looked into it – nothing seemed to have been disturbed. The mail was sorted into packets with rubber bands around them – that was apparently Moony’s habit, according to the people at the mail depot. And everything was stacked in the bag according to streets and so on, still in proper order. We just handed the bag back and they got someone else to deliver it.’

			‘Interfering with the US Mail is a Federal offence, you know.’

			‘I knew that. Once we had satisfied ourselves that nothing had been disturbed, we handed it straight back.’

			‘Uh-huh.’

			‘I know killing a mail carrier is a Federal offence,’ Matt said. ‘So we’ve been expecting you.’

			‘That’s nice to know. Unfortunately, in this case, we have no jurisdiction,’ Brokaw went on in a pseudo-sad voice.

			Matt was surprised. ‘Why not?’

			‘Because your victim was not employed by the Federal government, but by a sub-contractor who handles all the mail in this county. If the mail had been tampered with it would have been a different story. As it is, we don’t come into it. We’d like to – but we can’t. Unless, of course, you ask us to come in.’

			‘Not . . . at this moment,’ Matt said.

			‘Uh-huh.’ Brokaw leaned back. His suit adjusted to his changes in position like a second skin, the soft material obviously very expensive, as was the tailoring. Matt thought, not for the first time, that the FBI dressed its people very well.

			‘I like to solve my own problems,’ Matt explained, although he knew no explanation was necessary. The remark made by Moony Packard the night before his death – that Matt always needed help to solve his cases – still rankled.

			‘I can understand that,’ Brokaw said. ‘But don’t forget we have national resources, information . . .’

			‘I don’t think this is a national case,’ Matt said. ‘I think it’s what we might call a little local difficulty.’

			‘And you don’t want us horning in,’ Brokaw concluded.

			‘Not really, no,’ Matt admitted. ‘But if the offer stands—’

			‘Oh, it does, it does,’ Brokaw said. ‘We’re always happy to help local law enforcement officers, when required.’

			‘More than happy,’ George put in.

			Brokaw looked directly at him for the first time. ‘Deputy Putnam, isn’t it?’

			‘Yes.’ George was suddenly aware he should have kept his mouth shut.

			‘The idea that the FBI is fond of “taking over” is a false one,’ Brokaw said very quietly. ‘We have plenty to do on our own without taking on other folks’ problems. Funny how people get the idea that we are Big Brother watching them. We aren’t.’ Brokaw smiled that smile again. ‘Unless they get in our way, of course.’

			‘I don’t think George meant that,’ Matt said. ‘I think he meant that you are there to serve and happy to do it, isn’t that right?’

			‘Oh, that’s right enough,’ Brokaw agreed, standing up. ‘We are happy to serve.’ He extended his hand to Matt. ‘Nice seeing you again, Sheriff Gabriel.’

			Matt and George watched Brokaw move down the office and out through the door, closing it quietly behind him.

			‘So damn smooth,’ George said irritably.

			‘Highly educated, highly trained, highly paid,’ Matt said. ‘We’d be smooth, too, under those circumstances.’

			‘I like the highly paid part,’ George said rather pointedly. He’d been angling for a rise for months, now.

			‘So would we all,’ Matt agreed. He stood up. ‘Frog had no objections to our looking over his place. I think we should get right on it.’

			Dispatching Duff Bradley and Susie Brock to the house, Matt and George started with the garage – for no particular reason other than they had parked in the drive and it was closest. It was a fortunate choice. Frog had a large two-car garage, half of which was filled with his old van. The other half had been turned into a very comprehensive workshop. On one end of the bench sat a water pump, presumably out of his garden pond, partially disassembled. On the other was a rocking chair that was obviously being stripped down. The walls above the long work-bench were covered by pegboard, on which hung all Frog’s tools, each one carefully outlined in marker pen to show where they went. One outline was empty, but it didn’t take them long to find the missing item.

			A large monkey wrench, with blood and hair on the working end, lay in plain sight on an old barrel. The wrench had Frog Bartlett’s initials on it.

			Frog was astonished. ‘How did that happen?’ he growled.

			‘At a guess, I would say when it came into contact with Moony Packard’s skull,’ George said in a nasty voice.

			‘Well, I didn’t contact it,’ Frog stated. ‘Last time I seen that wrench it was hanging up with all the rest of my things. Right there—’

			‘Well, it’s not there now,’ George observed.

			‘Wouldn’t I have washed it and put it away if I’d a used it to kill somebody?’ Frog demanded, his normally croaky voice going a bit high with tension. ‘Would I have left it lying there like that?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Matt answered. ‘Maybe you couldn’t bring yourself to touch it again.’

			‘I never touched it in the first place,’ Frog said.

			‘We’ll see.’ George bagged the wrench in plastic. ‘Your fingerprints may be on it.’

			‘Well, of course my fingerprints will be on it,’ Frog said. ‘It’s my wrench, dammit.’

			‘I noticed you don’t keep your garage locked,’ Matt commented.

			‘No need. Folks don’t bother with me, much,’ Frog said. Matt knew that was true, because Frog’s temper was legendary. ‘And I don’t have much worth stealing, either. Nothing that can’t be replaced real easy. I like it that way.’ Frog’s voice was rather belligerent. ‘No need to worry like that. No need to think about anything like that. See?’

			‘So someone could have come in and taken the wrench, used it to kill Moony Packard and then thoughtfully replaced it,’ Matt observed.

			‘Sure, sure, that must be it!’ Frog said, relieved. ‘Sure, that must be the answer.’

			‘Who would want to do that?’ Matt asked.

			‘I don’t know,’ Frog said.

			‘No,’ Matt agreed. ‘Neither do I. Seems a very complicated thing to do, doesn’t it? So much easier to buy a wrench or something like it for cash from one of the big stores. So much easier just to throw it in the bay when you’d finished killing Moony. Or even into the quicksand in the Mush. So who would go to all the trouble of coming over here and taking your wrench, use it to kill someone and then replace it?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Frog said again. ‘It wasn’t me, though. I would have done what you said. I would have bought a new one. I would have thrown it away. I sure wouldn’t have brought it back here and left it like that . . . Nobody would.’

			‘People do funny things when they’ve killed,’ George mused. ‘Maybe you just wanted to threaten Packard. Maybe your temper got out of hand. Maybe when you’d killed him you were so horrified that you just weren’t thinking straight.’

			‘I always think straight,’ Frog protested, beginning to perspire. ‘Besides, that doesn’t have to be Moony’s blood. Maybe I used it to kill a rat.’

			Matt looked at him. ‘Did you?’

			‘Did I what?’

			‘Use it to kill a rat,’ Matt answered patiently.

			‘Yes. No. I don’t know,’ Frog said, twisting his hands together and rubbing his knuckles. ‘Maybe.’

			‘Well, that’s easy to find out,’ George said. ‘The forensic lab will tell us all that.’

			‘They can do that?’ Frog asked.

			‘Oh, yes – the forensic lab can tell us whose blood this is, right down to his chromosomes,’ George said pointedly. ‘Don’t you worry about that.’

			But Frog looked very worried indeed.

			‘Move it a little to the left,’ Daria shouted, gesturing.

			Larry Lovich obliged, shifting the poster more towards the centre of his window. ‘There?’ he mouthed through the glass.

			Daria made a circle with thumb and forefinger, then came back inside the café, shivering with the cold, as Larry applied tape to the corners of the poster showing Matt looking fierce and powerful, a true guardian of peace and safety.

			‘I hope it doesn’t get spoiled with condensation,’ Larry mused, stepping back. ‘We get a lot of condensation. It’s the coffee machines that do it.’

			‘Never mind,’ Daria said. ‘These are left over from last time. We plan to print some new ones, if I can just get Matt to sit for an up-to-date photograph.’ Daria Grey ran the local art gallery and was engaged to Matt Gabriel. She lived with an elderly aunt on Paradise Island, a cosy enclave of cottages overlooking the bay that was a little society all its own.

			They moved to the back of the café, past the tables with upended chairs, past the display case of cakes and pastries, past the still-hissing coffee machines and the small sink with the tap that wouldn’t stop dripping.

			‘Just Desserts’ was exactly what its name implied – a coffee shop that served tea, coffee and desserts. But what desserts! Luscious gateaux, rich cakes, crumbly cookies and succulent brownies – all home-made and all delicious. The owners of Just Desserts were Larry Lovich and Freddy Tollett, a gay couple who also lived on Paradise Island. They had thought long and hard about what kind of establishment to open – what would be the most pleasant to run, the most profitable, the most attractive – and had settled on good coffee combined with irresistible calorie-laden confections. A lot of these were made for them by Nell Norton, a widowed neighbour on Paradise Island and a compulsive baker. She had won many awards at county fairs for her baked goods and the café gave her an outlet for her most creative talents. She shared a cottage with Margaret Toby, also a widow, whose speciality was making quilts. And not just any quilts, but quilts of such spectacular design and workmanship that they hung next door, in Daria’s art gallery, where they sold for very high prices.

			These two good ladies were among the group gathered at the back of Just Desserts, all with a common aim – To Get Matt Gabriel Re-elected.

			‘Molt’s no threat. It’s Jack Armstrong that’s the problem,’ Freddy said.

			‘He plays dirty,’ Lem Turkle nodded. Lem was one of the respectable Turkles, an old Blackwater Bay family whose members had a wide range of distribution and morality.

			‘I could tell you things about that mall you wouldn’t want to know.’ Lem was a builder whose contacts with Jack Armstrong had been frequent and bitter. They had vied on many a contract, and Lem knew to his cost what crossing Armstrong could mean in terms of quick beatings in dark parking lots, equipment sabotaged and materials stolen on jobs he had won over their bids. Not all Turkles were to be trusted, but Lem was the best of the lot. He also ran the local taxi service. ‘You hear all sorts of things, driving a taxi,’ Lem was known to boast. And it was true that Lem knew a lot of things about a lot of people, most of them scurrilous, some of them lies, but all of them fascinating. Especially to Lem.

			‘What kind of things?’ Nell asked.

			‘Oh, substandard stuff being used, corners being cut – the roof is going to start going in a few years, you’ll see. There was talk about kickbacks, too. And some kind of fancy dancing with the workman’s comp. The steel joists were minimum size – and he used cheap timber, too. Somebody might be under that roof when it goes.’

			‘You hope,’ said Larry, knowing Lem’s propensity for enjoying disasters that happened to others.

			‘The big problem – the only real problem – is this new murder,’ Margaret Toby said gloomily. ‘It’s come at such a bad time. If Matt could solve it quick then there would be no question about his getting re-elected. It would be a shoo-in. A landslide.’

			‘He’s got trouble, right here in Blackwater Bay,’ Freddy Tollett said. ‘Armstrong is already hollering for “results”.’

			‘He’s doing more than he appears to be doing,’ Daria said, then looked as if she regretted saying that much, for all the others turned to stare at her. She shrugged. ‘Like the swan – quiet on top of the water but paddling for dear life underneath.’

			‘Well, in terms of the election, he’s sitting on his hands,’ Nell Norton snapped, complicating the metaphor. ‘It’s not just that he has to do something, he has to be seen to do something. He has to arrest someone.’

			‘Who?’

			She raised her hands and shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Someone. Anyone. Give the papers someone to talk about, to think about. Anything to get the pressure off him and what he isn’t doing.’

			Daria smiled and looked around. ‘Any volunteers?’

			‘He can arrest me if he likes,’ Mrs Toby said staunchly.

			‘Margaret, Moony Packard was murdered, not appliquéd,’ Nell Norton said.

			‘What about me?’ Freddy Tollett’s voice was less than steady. ‘People would be willing to believe the worst about me. You could count on that.’

			‘Not funny,’ Larry said to his friend. ‘Not remotely funny.’

			Daria shook her head. ‘It’s not as easy as that.’ She sighed. ‘Matt is tired. I’m worried, frankly. I can hardly get him to talk about the election.’

			‘Well, somebody has to get him onto it, or he’ll lose, that’s for damn sure,’ Lem said flatly.

			‘I heard they have a suspect already for Moony’s murder.’

			‘Frog Bartlett,’ Freddy said.

			Lem nodded. ‘Moony liked to get people riled up, taking a righteous stand just to make someone angry. Frog used to fall for it all the time. Although he wasn’t alone. Moony was tolerated, because he used to buy drinks for everyone, but he wasn’t really liked. And some folks hated his guts because of his holier-than-thou attitude. Me included.’

			‘Did you kill Moony?’ Larry asked, not really meaning it.

			Lem got red in the face. ‘No, dammit, I did not!’ he said loudly.

			‘Only kidding.’ Larry raised his hand in supplication.

			‘Not funny,’ Lem muttered, subsiding. ‘Point is, there’s a lot of people might have been pushed too far by Moony Packard. Not just Frog. Frog’s the last person I would pick for it.’

			‘There’s some who would disagree,’ Nell Norton said. ‘Frog’s got a short temper and he doesn’t suffer fools gladly.’

			Freddy sighed. ‘You grow up looking like Frog Bartlett and you might well be short-tempered. Kids taunt him all the time, did you know that? Grown-ups shun him or are rude to him because they think he’s thick-skinned, but he isn’t.’

			‘How do you know that?’ Larry asked.

			Freddy picked up a paper napkin and folded it carefully into smaller and smaller squares. ‘Ever looked into his eyes?’ he said quietly. ‘They’re full of pain. He can’t help looking like some kind of small-town Quasimodo.’

			‘He’s not that ugly.’ Daria frowned. An artist with a growing national reputation, she had often felt the urge to paint Frog Bartlett, his face and form were a challenge. And she knew what Freddy meant about the pain in his eyes. It was an ugly face, but a face full of character too.

			‘No, well – people can be stupid sometimes,’ Freddy said. Larry reached over and laid his hand over his partner’s.

			‘We’re getting off the point,’ Mrs Toby said. ‘We’ve got to get Matt re-elected, so stop with the amateur psychology and start thinking about what we can do to put Matt on the map. Who’s going to be the first one to try on one of these patchwork VOTE FOR MATT hats I’ve made up?’

		

	
		
			THREE

			Matt was cornered.

			He sat in his office with his arms folded across his chest and glared at them. ‘I don’t want my picture taken,’ he grumbled. ‘I hate having my picture taken. I haven’t got time to have my picture taken – I have a murder to investigate. There are things—’

			‘Well, you have to have a new picture,’ Daria said firmly. He was slumped in his chair like a naughty little boy – or rather, a naughty six-foot-three boy – with his lower lip protruding sulkily. ‘The one you used on your last election posters made you look like a “Dangerous – Most Wanted” candidate.’

			‘I got re-elected, didn’t I?’

			‘Only because people knew you.’

			‘Well, then—’

			‘You didn’t have much opposition then,’ Tilly Moss pointed out. She was busy writing lists. Tilly ran the sheriff’s office and lists were her speciality. ‘It was only Tyrone Molt doing his usual bid for free advertising and nobody ever takes him seriously. But now you’ve got Jack Armstrong. . .’

			‘The All-American Boy,’ muttered Matt.

			‘. . . against you and he could cause trouble,’ Tilly went on, ignoring him. ‘He finished building that new mall in record time and everybody thinks it’s great, new jobs, new shopping facilities, all that.’

			‘Nothing to do with policing a county,’ Matt said. ‘He’s the kind who smiles and then rides roughshod over everything in his path. I wouldn’t trust him as far as I could throw him.’

			‘Since when did people vote on the basis of suitability for a job?’ Daria asked. She pushed Max, the large orange station cat, over a little and sat beside him on the edge of the desk. Max yawned. ‘It’s all a popularity thing now, I’m sorry to say.’

			‘That’s a very cynical attitude,’ Matt said, giving Max a brief scratch and reaching for his coffee mug.

			‘Well, maybe I’ve become a cynical person,’ Daria retorted. ‘It seems to me it’s the person with the best television ads who wins the votes these days.’

			‘I’m not doing a television ad,’ Matt said rather too loudly. ‘I’m not going around kissing babies, I’m not laying a wreath on the Veterans’ Memorial, I’m not doing a tap-dance in the Town Hall, I’m not—’

			‘You are,’ Daria said.

			‘You are,’ Tilly said.

			‘You are,’ George Putnam said. ‘That is, not the tap-dance. Unless you really want to get votes, of course.’

			‘Mm,’ Matt muttered. He had to admit things had changed. Since that last election, a series of fairly spectacular murders had brought Blackwater Bay to the attention of the state capitol. The big city media, having ‘discovered’ Blackwater Bay as an idyll threatened and a haven for eccentrics, were reluctant to let its good stories go unreported. As each successive case had brought more and more attention their way, the Powers That Be had deemed it necessary to update and modernize things. Money had poured in from the capitol and, reluctantly, from the city council as well.

			The Sheriff’s Department had spent the past year surrounded by builders, chaos and noise. Now Blackwater Bay had a spanking new complex that housed offices, jail, a special secure records and evidence room, garaging for their fleet of squad cars and jeeps, and a proper apartment for Matt ‘above the shop’.

			Meanwhile, Election Day was coming closer and closer. ‘There’s Moony Packard’s murder to deal with. I need to concentrate on that, dammit.’

			‘Oh, that’s going to be easy,’ George said confidently.

			‘We’re just waiting for confirmation from the forensic lab. Should be able to put Frog away any day now. And just before the election, too. Couldn’t be better.’

			‘Big deal.’ Matt glowered. He was still not happy about the evidence against Frog Bartlett. Something was wrong there. It had been too pat, too easy. As a consequence he’d played the investigation by the book so far. They’d questioned everyone who worked with Moony and all the people who had been at the Golden Perch with him the night before his death. They’d talked to everyone who could possibly have a connection with Moony, but they’d all been surprisingly uncooperative. Word of finding the bloody monkey wrench in Frog’s garage had got out – like George Putnam, many people had already decided Frog was guilty. Others, Matt among them, weren’t so sure. But pressure was being brought to bear on Matt to make a quick arrest. He hated being forced into doing something against his better judgement.

			‘It’s a perfect time to step up your election campaign,’ Tilly said triumphantly. ‘Show Jack Armstrong that you are still the right man for the job.’

			‘He hasn’t got a chance against Matt,’ Daria stated loyally. ‘What’s his platform?’

			George looked uncomfortable. ‘He was in the Golden Perch last night, buying drinks for people. He’s saying Matt only got the job because he was his father’s son.’

			‘That’s a god-damned lie!’ Tilly was outraged.

			‘I didn’t say he was right,’ George said. ‘I just said that was what he’s going around saying.’

			‘Nobody’s listening to him, surely?’ Daria asked.

			George shrugged and glanced at Matt. ‘Some people might. He can be real charming, you know. Especially to the ladies, but the men like him too. Some people are impressed by a glad-hander and overlook things like sharp business practice.’

			‘All you have to do is arrest someone. Be a sheriff and you’ll stay a sheriff,’ Tilly finished. ‘Isn’t that right, Daria?’

			‘Well . . . I suppose in a manner of speaking . . .’ Daria was reluctant to endorse this plan of action, especially if it involved Matt getting beaten up or shot at. ‘Wouldn’t it be easier just to make a few speeches?’

			‘Armstrong is talking to the Rotary on Friday,’ George put in. ‘You should call Don Overton and demand equal time.’

			‘And say what?’ Matt wanted to know.

			‘Good policing is good for business – they’ll like that,’ Daria said promptly. ‘And then there’s the PTA, and the Junior Achievement, and the Algonawana Lodge, and I’m sure we can get you an interview with John Parsons on WMBCTV, and on the radio, and set up a debate at the Town Hall, and—’

			‘I’m no good at public speaking,’ Matt protested.

			‘Rubbish,’ Daria said, picking up and unbending a defenceless paper-clip. ‘You taught college students a boring subject—’

			Matt stared at her. ‘I beg your pardon?’

			‘Well, not boring to you, but heavy going for a freshman footballer,’ Daria amended quickly, dropping the ruined clip into the waste basket. ‘And you kept their attention, didn’t you?’

			‘More or less,’ Matt conceded. ‘But talking about Descartes is a little different from boasting about yourself. I feel uncomfortable doing that.’

			‘Oh, you don’t have to do that,’ Daria said impatiently. ‘You just have to talk about what your job entails, show that it takes a certain kind of person to do it, that experience means everything, that—’

			‘And that building a damn mall is no recommendation,’ Tilly put in. ‘Just because Jack Armstrong was a big football star in high school here, and handsome, and has a lot of money to throw around . . .’

			‘Whereas I am old and ugly and poor?’ Matt asked, raising an eyebrow.

			‘I didn’t mean that,’ Tilly said, flushing bright pink. ‘I meant—’

			‘I know what you meant.’ Matt smiled wryly. ‘Let’s see, now – what are my qualifications for office here? I used to teach a boring subject in college, I am no longer young and handsome . . .’

			‘You’re just being awkward,’ Tilly snapped.

			‘And I’m awkward,’ Matt added.

			‘You’re not all that bad-looking,’ George said assessingly. ‘Kind of reliable and craggy. And you still have all your hair. Armstrong is beginning to go a little thin on the top.’ George was very proud of his own hair: thick, blond and kept in trim by a very nice redhead down at the Topknotch Unisex hairdressing establishment. He glanced over to see if Susie Brock was listening, but she was doing some filing and had her back to him.

			‘Would you care to count my teeth?’ Matt asked him. ‘Just in case the subject comes up?’

			‘It might get the dental vote,’ George said brightly.

			Matt groaned. ‘I hate this.’

			‘We gathered that, dear,’ said Daria, less and less amused by his intransigence.

			‘How about a wedding?’ Tilly suggested suddenly. ‘If you two were to tie the knot some time in the next few weeks it would get all kinds of publicity.’

			‘That’s a rotten reason for getting married,’ Matt said reprovingly. Daria said nothing, but gave Tilly a meaningful glance. Tilly didn’t press the point.

			‘And you have to have a slogan,’ Daria stated.

			‘A slogan?’

			‘Yes – like “Win with Wilkie” or something.’

			‘Who’s Wilkie?’ George asked.

			‘I’ve got it,’ Tilly announced. ‘How about – “If you support Gabriel, blow your horn”?’

			‘Oh, my God.’ Matt buried his head in his hands.

			The phone rang and Tilly answered it. She listened, nodded, asked for them to fax it through right away and put the phone down. She went into Matt’s office and beckoned for him to join her.

			‘Well, you’ve got your proof,’ she said, when he’d closed the door behind him. ‘That was the guy from the State forensic lab. That’s Moony’s blood on the wrench all right. They matched it right down to the DNA, so there. They’re faxing the report over now. You’ve got what you need, Matt. You can arrest Frog Bartlett.’
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