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Chapter 1

THE RINGING BEGAN JUST as I pulled the door shut behind me, my key still in its lock. That’s how close I was to a clean getaway. A stronger-willed person might have prevailed. But, to me, the call of the telephone is like a blank crossword puzzle or a Jack Nicholson movie – time expands to accommodate it. I let myself back into my office and grabbed the phone just as the answering machine was poised to take over.

“Quint. God, am I glad you’re there.” It was Jeff Barlowe, Foxport’s answer to Woodward and Bernstein. “I need your help.”

Bad timing. I made a noncommittal noise and glanced at my watch. Maybe this wasn’t a lost cause yet. Airport traffic can be unpredictable, so I’d given myself plenty of time to get to O’Hare. But when Jeff said, “I’m in jail and you’re my phone call,” I had the feeling it wouldn’t be enough.

“Jail? What’d you do?”

“Do? What did I do? Nothing. Not a damned thing. That’s why I’m here. I didn’t do a damned thing.” There was a rise in Jeff’s tone that sounded like the early stages of panic.

I was on the wrong side of the desk to use the chair, so I pushed a couple files out of the way and sat on its surface. “Okay, okay. Take it easy. Just tell me what happened.”

“Nothing. That’s it.” He paused long enough to take a deep breath. “I got slapped with a contempt of court citation. That son of a bitch Kramer said I could sit here and rot until I tell him what he wants to hear.”

“What’s he want to hear?”

“I can’t say right now.”

“So, what do you want me to do?” I winced at the trace of impatience in my voice. There was one of those little cartoon characters on each of my shoulders. One had horns; the other wings. One chanted, “You should have let it ring.” The other said, “Don’t be a shit. The guy needs help.” I picked up a glass paperweight and felt its heft and the smoothness of its contours. Inside was a tiny adobe house with windows rimmed in turquoise. “You want me to come down there?”

“No. I want you to send me a cake with a file in it. What the fuck do you think I want?” That settled it. Jeff only employed the heavy-duty four-letter words when desperation demanded it.

I returned the paperweight to its place on the desk and stood. “Okay, I’ll be there. You need a lawyer or anything?”

I heard what sounded like a fist smashing into a wall. “I need a private detective, goddammit. If I’d needed a lawyer, I’d have called a lawyer. Okay?”

“I’ll be there as soon as I can.” Then, I added, “Just take it easy, okay? I’m on my way.”

There was a long pause and an intake of breath. “Thanks.”

Sighing, I replaced the phone in its cradle. This was a no-win situation. It was two o’clock. Elaine was probably above Missouri by now. Missouri or Illinois, it didn’t matter; there was no way I could contact her. My choice came down to leaving Elaine stranded at the airport or Jeff stranded in jail and, ultimately, there was no choice. I could call O’Hare after Elaine’s plane landed and hope that she would hear the page. Then I thought of the oblivious masses that streamed through those terminals. I’d probably have more success getting my message to her via carrier pigeon.

I looked at the phone. If I didn’t show up, she’d call. I rerecorded my answer message, telling Elaine I was sorry, I could explain, and I’d reimburse her for a cab to the Jaded Fox, where I’d meet her.

Elaine was resourceful. She could handle a predicament. And when I explained what had kept me from the airport, once I understood myself, she’d understand. What was I worried about?

As I drove to Abel County Jail, I tried to concentrate on Jeff’s situation, but my thoughts kept shifting to Elaine. It had been six months since she moved to Santa Fe to work for a friend who’d set up a small business out there. We’d kept in touch, and though she never said as much, I’d often wondered if there was someone taking up a lot of her free time. Why wouldn’t there be? But maybe that was history now, because all of a sudden she was coming home. No explanation, just coming home for a while. That’s what she said – “for a while.” Whether that meant a week, a month, or until there was a crosstown World Series in Chicago, I didn’t know. I wasn’t sure how long I wanted it to be either. We’d had a few really good months together. Hardly enough to establish a habit, but enough to wish we’d had more time. Now it looked like I might get my wish, and the prospect was making me a little bit uneasy.

Maybe I was better off not thinking about Elaine. I switched on WGN and listened to the top half of the second in a Cubs/Mets game. Sutcliffe was pitching with one out, Johnson on first, and McReynolds at the plate. Now there was something to concentrate on – a double-play ball.

Abel County Jail is set back off Danziger Parkway an eighth of a mile. From the road, looking down the long, slow curve of a drive, it didn’t look anywhere near imposing. With its lush, trimmed grass and marginal landscaping attempts, it might have been any number of government institutions. But as I inserted my car between the white lines in the visitors’ parking area, the signs were there – tall, chain link fences, barbed wire, and barred windows. This wasn’t the place you’d go to get Fido’s license renewed. Still, it was a far cry from Joliet State.

I waited for Jeff in a small room with a long, narrow table and three folding chairs. In the middle of the table was a chipped, brown plastic ashtray. That was it. As I waited, idly looking for concealed cameras, I wondered just what I could do to get Jeff out. Finding no camera and no insight as to my mission, my thoughts shifted gears to the plane that was carrying Elaine. It was surely in its descent over Chicago by now. I sighed and moved to one of the spindly chairs and waited some more. Almost twenty minutes later, a guard opened the door, stepped back and let Jeff into the room. As the guard closed the door behind him, Jeff flashed him a scowl. I noticed that being found in contempt hadn’t deprived him of his civvies.

“You get to keep your shoe laces too?”

He eyed me through the thick lenses of his wire rims and, in a voice taut and unnaturally even, said, “Let me get one thing straight here. Nothing about this is funny. Nothing.” I thought for a wild second he’d been drugged or something. Then he shook his head and brought himself back. “Shit. Listen to me. I drag you out here then start wailing on you.”

I studied him, a skinny kid with curly hair in need of a trim, a comb, or both. There was something about the way he carried himself, on the verge of exploding from repressed energy, that took at least ten years off his age. He still got carded occasionally, even though he’d never see his twenties again. Although he managed to harness his cynicism and energy for his job, he didn’t have much time for the pretensions and bureaucracy that went with it. Next to Jeff I felt older and more a part of the establishment than I cared to.

“That’s okay,” I said, and gestured toward a chair. “So, tell me, what’s this all about?”

Sitting with Jeff through the late innings of a tight game is like watching a lizard trying to keep its feet from scorching on a rock. He just can’t sit still. Now, he couldn’t even sit. With his head bowed and hands shoved deep into his pockets, he paced the length of the table. I waited and tried not to think about the DC-10s circling Chicago. Finally I said, “Jeff, talk to me.”

“It’s about keeping my mouth shut. That’s what it’s about.”

Then, as though he’d pondered that notion as long as possible, he jumped subjects. “You know, when I was a kid, the absolute worst punishment my parents could inflict on me wasn’t a spanking. It wasn’t pulling the plug on the TV. It was sending me to my room and forcing me to sit in there with the door shut.” He kicked at the table’s leg as he passed it. When he spoke there was that eerie, hypnotic quality to his tone again. “I can’t stand being closed in anywhere. Small rooms remind me of coffins.”

“We’ll get you out of here.” I leaned on the table and tried to make eye contact with him. “Just tell me what happened.”

He looked at me and said, “That’s one reason I became a reporter. You know, no cubicles, no office hours.” He turned away. “Shit. So what do I get locked up for? For being a goddamned reporter. That’s great. Just great. Fan-fucking-tastic.”

I wanted to throttle the story out of him. Instead, I swallowed and said, “Okay. You’re in here for contempt. Can they do that? Isn’t there something called reporters’ privilege?”

Abruptly he stopped and, hands gripping the table’s edge as though he were about to overturn it, said, “Can they do that? I’m in here, aren’t I? Reporters’ privilege means shit in this fascist town.”

I let Jeff figure out for himself that he was edging toward the line that separates a sympathetic pawn of an unjust system from an asshole.

After a minute, he smiled slightly, nodded, and finally sat in one of the chairs. But he kept his hands moving. “Okay, it works like this. If they can prove that they’ve exhausted all other sources, if they can prove that I’m the only one who can give them the answer, then, yeah, they can find me in contempt.”

“What was it? A grand jury hearing?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, isn’t there some limit? I mean they can’t keep you in here forever.”

He looked at me, his eyes narrowed, and I knew that was the wrong thing to say. “I know of one poor son of a bitch they locked up for forty-five days for not revealing a source.” He paused, shook his head, then added, “I’ll be a fucking lunatic way before then. I won’t make it.”

I jumped in before he could elaborate. “So, talk to me. What do you know that no one else knows?”

He took a deep breath and I tried not to appear too hopeful. “You’ve got to promise me something before I start. You have to keep this person’s identity to yourself. If you can’t swear to that no matter what, you might as well leave now.”

That was tempting. I pictured Elaine watching other passengers meeting family and friends as they disembarked. She was looking for me, stepping aside so others could connect with friends and relatives. But I said, “Okay. I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

Eyeing me as though he might see the truth of my words written somewhere on my face, he said, “I mean it. No matter what you learn, you can’t reveal this person’s identity to anyone.”

It was my turn to scrutinize Jeff. “This guy eat babies for breakfast?”

“Dammit, Quint, don’t do this. I need a straight answer.”

“And I gave you one.” I leaned toward him. “As a professional, I’ll keep my mouth shut because it’s part of my job.” I slid back into my chair and added in a softer tone, “And as a friend, I’ll do it because you asked me to.”

Jeff relaxed slightly. “Okay. Thanks.”

“Who are we talking about?” I asked.

“You hear about Leonard Novotny, that land developer who was murdered a week ago last Saturday?”

“You mean the one they found in his office under a bunch of dead ducks?”

“Dead, blue ducks,” he corrected me.

“Ah, yes,” I said, as it all clicked together for me. For the past six or eight months, Jeff had been covering the exploits of a character known only as the Blue Fox who had become something of a local hero for his style and target selections. He first surfaced in the seventies, when people began to realize that the tumorous, mottled fish swimming and floating in the Fox River weren’t an aberration. Agencies started talking pollution control, and to speed things up, someone started pointing out the worst offenders by dumping dead fish or sewage on their steps or stopping up their drainage system – “monkeywrenching” was the term the reports used to define this method of protest. The guy spray-painted his insignia, a blue fox’s head, at every scene – hence the Blue Fox.

He’d been out of the news for almost ten years, then one day about a year ago he’d walked into the executive office of a major oil company we had to thank for a big oil slick off the coast of Alaska and dumped a bucket of sludge on their white, deep pile carpeting. No one got much of a look at him. Witnesses claimed they saw a guy dressed in a trench coat and wearing a blue ski mask pulled down over his face. After that he paid not infrequent visits to polluters, mostly in the communities surrounding the Fox River, and had lately begun to target developers who were turning the prairies and wooded areas into shopping malls and single family homes.

The Blue Fox’s identity was a closely guarded secret but, for the sake of press coverage, he’d recently made himself known to Jeff Barlowe. The liaison had garnered Jeff some harsh criticism along with some damned good stories. But nothing’s free, and he was paying for it now.

“This is the guy you’ve been reporting on?”

“Exclusively.”

“Okay, wait a minute. Novotny died – what, ten days ago – and they’ve already exhausted all other sources? They’re sure you’re the only person who can tell them what they want to hear?”

Jeff scowled. “They’ve been trying to get me to cough up the Fox’s name since I started doing these articles. The police and the mayor’s office are getting pressure from the industries the Fox is embarrassing. They jumped at the chance to wring it out of me.”

“Okay. So I’m here because you’re going to tell me who he is, so I can get him to turn himself in so you can get yourself out of here.”

Jeff’s momentum flagged. “Not exactly. You see, when I was ordered to appear before the grand jury, I knew what they wanted out of me. So I contacted the Fox.” He hesitated.

I was starting to catch on. “And he decided he’d rather let you rot in jail than turn himself in for murder?”

Jeff seemed almost embarrassed. “Yeah, something like that.” Then he waved his hand at me to keep me from starting in on anyone. “There’s more to it. The Blue Fox symbolizes a very powerful movement in this area. And it’s so obviously a frame that – “

“Hold it. I can’t believe this is Jeff Barlowe, whose middle name is ‘objective,’ talking here.”

“What do you mean?” He leaned across the table. “C’mon, Quint. This is such an obvious frame, they must’ve been embarrassed to subpoena me.”

“You’ve been in this guy’s confidence, what, six months?”

“More like seven.”

“Did you ferret him out or did he contact you?” He hesitated, then said, “The Fox contacted me.”

“So, we’re talking about a guy who has a pretty firm grasp of the basic principles of publicity.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I think we’re talking a good-sized ego here.”

He shrugged. “Maybe. So?”

“It ever occur to you that maybe it’s just big enough so he might put a bullet into a man’s chest, then sign his work?”

Jeff scowled. “Listen to you. All this guy cares about is saving the environment.”

“Or maybe Novotny walked in on him while he was redecorating his office.”

“No.” He shook his head and turned away. “I don’t think so.”

“What’s this character’s connection to Novotny?”

“Novotny had filed for a permit to build a corporate park – read tax revenue – on seventy-five acres just north of town. Environmentalists are up in arms. A chunk of the area is wetland. They claim it needs to be protected.”

“Save the swamp?”

“Something like that.”

“Didn’t I read that Novotny was about to go ahead? He must have gotten his permit.”

“That’s the thing. He didn’t. Not yet. But he was going to start building on a part that wasn’t connected to one of these wetlands.”

“That’s legal?”

“Yeah, it’s legal. It’s just not too ethical. Lots of folks wanted him to wait. One group was trying to convince the Forest Preservation Commission to buy the land. But now,” he gave a halfhearted shrug, “they’re going to have to do some fancy persuading.”

“Why would he want to build if he wasn’t sure he could finish?”

“He figured he’d win and even if he didn’t he’d just have a smaller industrial park. Either way the land was worth more to him than if he left it undeveloped.”

I nodded, and then for my own clarification added, “So these wetlands are spread out through the seventy-five acres. You’re not talking about one big swamp.”

“That’s right. Anyway, Novotny was poised to send in his troops and start trashing nature.”

“Then someone trashed him.”

“That’s one way of putting it.”

“And I suppose this Blue Fox guy was leading the protest pack.”

“You got it.”

“What had he done? Before he supposedly killed the guy?”

“Well,” Jeff smiled, “Novotny had this brand-new high-priced touring car. He goes out to his garage one morning and finds it filled with water.”

“Blue water?”

“Yeah, but it was hard to tell because the windows were smoked.”

“What’d Novotny do?”

“He called the Fox a terrorist. Among other things.”

“Imagine that.”

“Yeah, and he said he wasn’t going to put the deranged judgment of a few fanatics before the good of a community. That plus he threatened to nail the Fox’s tail to the wall, so to speak.” He paused, then added, “He also said he was putting out a hefty bounty, betting that at least one of the Fox’s confidants has a price.”

“Interesting. And now the Fox won’t turn himself in, and you’re not going to cough up his name. So where do I fit into the ‘free Jeff Barlowe’ scenario.”

“When I talked to him, he said he wouldn’t come forward, but he did have some information that might help find the person who really did kill Novotny. I told him about you and he agreed to meet you and give you this information. On his terms.”

“Where? When?”

“In the bar at The Den. Four o’clock.”

“Today?”

He nodded.

Thumb and forefinger against the bridge of my nose, I silently calculated how long it would take Elaine to write me off. And at the same time I prayed for another chance.

Resigned, I took a deep breath and said, “What can you tell me about this guy? How will I know him? Will he be wearing a blue cape and Spandex pants?”

Jeff chose to ignore that. “Just show up. The Fox will do the rest. He knows who you are.” Then he cleared his throat and pulled himself up closer to the table. “If the Fox thinks you’re being followed … if he thinks anything isn’t on the up and up, you know … well, he won’t show.”

My jaw tightened and I studied Jeff for several long seconds. “How long am I supposed to sit there and wait to pass muster?”

Jeff finally looked at me and, with a small shrug, said, “Five, maybe. No later.” I didn’t respond and he quickly added, “I don’t think that’s going to be a problem though. Really, he’ll talk to you.”

What the hell, apparently I’d enlisted for the duration. “You’ve been digging around on this story since it happened. Any chance you’re in here not so much because you can ID this guy but because you were on to something?”

Jeff frowned. “I wasn’t. Not that I could tell anyway. You can take a look at my notes if you want. I’ll get word to Tim. He’ll let you have them.”

I didn’t need the little voice in the back of head to tell me I was investing more than a few hours.

“Are you absolutely certain this character didn’t kill Novotny?”

“Why do you think I’m sitting here?”

I gazed at the small window in the door, which was the only indication that there was a world outside this room. When I turned back to Jeff, I could tell from the look on his face that his own thoughts were similar. “If you’re wrong,” I said, “you better be ready to break that other reporter’s record.”

Jeff sighed and shook his head. “No shit.”

As I watched him, his features taut and his eyes dull, it occurred to me that you could do a lot worse than being stranded at the airport. Now I just had to convince Elaine.
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Chapter 2

IF ELAINE’S FLIGHT WAS on time, it would be on the ground by now. It probably wasn’t late enough for her to tag me a no-show, but I called my answering machine from a pay phone at the jail just in case. I had a pretty good idea how she’d react to the message I’d left her, but hell, it was better than no explanation at all. There were no calls, so I set out for my rendezvous with the Fox.

I drove with the windows down. It had turned into the kind of early fall day I’d hoped would greet Elaine – warm but with traces of fall in the air and in the trees, which were just starting to change.

When I first moved to Foxport, I used to go to The Den on a pretty regular basis. Maybe as often as once or twice a week. But since I’d moved to the second-floor apartment of a house on the river, I’d found another place that was within walking distance. I hadn’t been to The Den in a couple months.

I got there at about a quarter to four and stopped by the pay phone in the foyer. Figuring I still had some time and Elaine should have realized by now that something was wrong, I tried my answering machine again. A beep told me to hold on for a message. I held my breath.

“Yeah, uh, McCauley.” It was a man’s voice. I exhaled. “This is, ah, Dick Powers. You were, ah, doing a, you know, a job for me. Well, it’s not a problem anymore, so forget it. I hope you didn’t do any work on this. You know, I hate to shell out money just ‘cause I was a little paranoid. Well, ah, let me know.” Then, with an awkward laugh he added, “Hey, good luck with that woman you’re standing up.”

Someday when I had the money, I was going to swear off wandering spouse cases. Half the time they reconciled, which was swell for them, but I’d spent the better part of two days watching Powers’s wife scour Foxport’s shopping district from one end to the other. If she was trysting, she must have been using a dressing room.

There was another beep followed by a long pause, then, “I don’t believe it,” followed by a deep sigh and another pause. Then, the voice I liked to remember thick with sleep but making me laugh – Elaine woke up with her humor intact – said, “Quint, this is great. I have three dollars and fifty cents to my name. No, that’s wrong. I have three dollars and twenty cents. I just used thirty so I can spill my guts to your answering machine. I love it. Damn.” Another sigh, then, “I’m going to make a couple calls. I don’t know where I’ll end up. Maybe I’ll call you later.” And she hung up.

I called American Airlines and had them page Elaine Kluszewski. And I asked them to do it again when there was no response the first time. No good.

I was thinking that I’d just lost my last chance with Elaine when I walked into the bar, almost five minutes early. It was a fairly small room, which consisted of a long, dark wood bar lined with stools and two raised tables at each of the four windows. Except for the bartender, it was empty so I took a seat at the bar and ordered a club soda with lime. Elaine’s dad lived in Chicago. Maybe she’d call him. But we’d never met and I couldn’t imagine introducing myself to him as the guy who stranded his only daughter at O’Hare Airport. This was not going to be the reunion I’d hoped for. Even if I explained and even if she understood.

The bartender placed my drink in the center of a paper napkin. “Tab?” she asked. She was tall with shoulder-length black hair and wore a red shirt that probably could have stood to have one more button activated. Hoping to get this over as soon as possible, I shook my head and pulled a five out of my wallet. I patted my pocket for cigarettes then remembered I’d left them in the car.

A couple minutes after four, a man walked in. He looked like he had a few years on me – mid forties maybe – and he wore a pair of khaki pants and a knit shirt. He glanced at me and gave me a quick nod before sitting at the bar. There was one empty stool between us. Was this him? Not exactly what I’d expected, but then what was the Blue Fox supposed to look like? Shiny eyes? Wet pointed nose? The shirt color was right.

He cleared his throat and ordered one of the German beers on tap. The bartender, with her back to us, was aligning a row of bottles and gave no sign that she’d heard him. But after a few seconds she moved toward the tap and slowly drew the beer.

“Where’s Rob?” he asked as she set the drink in front of him.

“Doesn’t start until four during the week.”

Both the man and I consulted our watches. “He’s late,” he said.

He’s not the only one, I thought.

She lifted one corner of her mouth in what I guess you could call a smile, and shrugged. “He’ll be here.”

He gave her the once-over in a not too subtle way. “How long you been working here?”

“A few months,” she said as she moved down the bar, wiping out ashtrays that already looked clean.

“You from around here?”

I took my drink and sought out one of the window tables. I wasn’t in the mood to pick up any new lines, and if this guy was the Fox, I was prepared to eat my wedge of lime.

Ten minutes later another man came in. He wasn’t tall but solid with broad shoulders and the sort of tan you really had to work at. His hair was sandy-colored and was just starting its retreat from his forehead. Maybe he did construction. Or environmental work. Buttoning the cuffs of his red shirt, he approached the bar and said, “Hey, Julia, I’m running late. Say you forgive me. How’d it go?”

The bartender didn’t respond, just crossed her arms over her chest and tried to look grim-faced. But she could only hold the frown for a couple seconds.

“I know, I know. I just missed the rush, didn’t I?”

Julia relented and, assuming a less defensive posture, said, “I’ve learned not to expect you until a quarter after the hour.”

“Guilty as charged,” he said without a trace of remorse. He patted the shoulder of the man at the bar as he passed him. “Bissell, haven’t seen you in a while.” Then he lifted the partition at the waitresses’ station and stepped behind the bar. “How’s it going?”

“I seem to be managing.”

Maybe it was time to call this off and start looking for Elaine. Then I remembered I was supposed to give him until five. I looked out the window. I liked Foxport with its small town atmosphere, which its citizens were trying to maintain despite the steady influx of people who were moving there because of its small town atmosphere. And the Fox River was a part of all that – it was the main reason I’d invested in a small business here. I’d lived near the Pacific Ocean for about eighteen months and though there’s nothing like it, there’s still something to be said for a river. It’s like the ocean’s this outrageously beautiful and seductive woman who’s so volatile and passionate that in a matter of seconds her disposition can swing from serene to explosive. But she’s adored despite her outbursts because you put up with a lot to get a lot. The river, on the other hand, isn’t quite so gorgeous, so she works hard at being steady and soothing. But she’s got her limits and though her anger is slower to build, to see her in full fury is to understand mortality. To me, there was something about all that that was both hypnotic and affirming. I might not always live near a river, but I would always want to.

“Quint McCauley?”

I turned and met the gaze of the dark-haired bartender.

After a few seconds, I nodded. She seemed to be waiting for something more than my word on it, so I pulled out my wallet and showed her an ID. She examined it, folded it back into my wallet, and set it on the table. Then she regarded me with clear, deep brown eyes and said, “My name’s Julia Ellison. I understand we have a mutual acquaintance who couldn’t be here himself.”

I blinked and swallowed. Boy, did I feel stupid.

“Let’s go for a walk.” It was more an instruction than a suggestion. I pocketed my wallet and obeyed.

There’s a bike path along the river that stretches across three towns and then some. We walked along it, toward one of the two traffic bridges in Foxport. I’d rolled up the sleeves of my shirt and the sun felt good on my arms. Julia was watching the river, hands in her hip pockets, and seemed content to be doing this until I called the meeting to order.

“You aren’t what I expected.”

After a few steps she said, “What did you expect?”

“I’ve never heard you referred to with a female pronoun. What was I supposed to think?”

Finally she smiled. “Isn’t it amazing how people will believe everything that is fed to them in a newspaper?”

“Isn’t it silly how we assume we aren’t intentionally being lied to?”

She pulled a strand of hair away from her face and I noticed her hand was small and square, its veins pronounced. “It was a convenient lie. By the time Jeff found out I was a woman, he was already using male pronouns.” She looked up at me. “It wasn’t an intentional deception.”

“Why would Jeff assume you were a man?” Before she could interject, I added, “He isn’t like that, you know. He wouldn’t assume.”

Unconvinced, she shrugged it off. “You’d have to ask Jeff.”

“Whatever,” I said. “I guess I’m not here to make any judgments. I’m just trying to get a friend out of jail.”

She nodded and I saw that when her hair caught the light it wasn’t black – there were shades of brown and red in it. “I’m sorry that happened, but I can’t help him. Not that way.” Her eyes were large but narrow with heavy lids. The effect was both attractive and disconcerting. “What I do is important.”

“And what Jeff does isn’t?”

“Excuse me for being blunt, but there are lots of reporters.”

“And only one Blue Fox?”

She stopped walking, and waited until I looked at her before continuing. “Let’s face it. When it comes to the environment, if it’s not cute and fuzzy, it’s hard to get the public concerned. Most people out there don’t know how desperate the situation is. The movement needs extremists to let them know. People do what they can, as long as they don’t have to go out of their way. They ask for paper bags at the grocery and then fill them with plastic liter bottles of diet whatever. It’s getting late; they don’t realize how late. Sure, there’s a big environmental movement on now, but how long is it going to last? How long before it’s replaced with some other cause the politicians and media decide to shove down our throats? Now is not the time to get complacent. We’ve got to keep the environment at the forefront of today’s and tomorrow’s issues. The word is preservation, not conservation. Development and destruction of this land have got to stop. We don’t have any more of a right to this planet than the forests they’re cutting down or the marshes they’re filling in. This is war. The situation is desperate and sometimes desperate measures are called for.” Her face was flushed and I figured she did a pretty good job of firing up the troops. But what about the casualties?

“I suppose that includes letting Jeff Barlowe sit in jail. Even though he thinks the same way about being cooped up as some people do of heights.”

She looked away briefly. “If I step forward, even if I’m acquitted, the momentum is lost. It’s gone. The movement can’t afford that. It needs me.”

“So does Jeff.”

Abruptly she turned and strode toward the river’s bank. I followed. What else could I do? When she got there, she squatted, arms wrapped around her knees, and stared into the water. I looked too, but saw nothing. After almost a full minute, she whispered, “There” and pointed at something in the shallows. At first I thought it was a bird’s shadow, but then I saw its long narrow form wagging its way along the bottom. “That’s a yellow perch. Ten years ago there were just a handful of these left in the Fox. And they were so full of pollution you wouldn’t dare eat one. Now the river’s brimming with them and the sight of a fisherman standing in the current with hip boots is a common one.” She stood slowly, dragging her gaze from the fish. “And if it weren’t for the Blue Fox dumping dead fish on the steps of the chemical companies and in the offices of the packing plants along the river, we’d still be stepping over dead fish and ducks as we take our scenic strolls by the river.”

Her jaw muscles hardened and she stepped right up to me. She had to look up to address me, but not much. “So, yes, I’m sorry about Jeff. It’s too bad he’s caught in the middle, but there’s a war going on here and he’s one of the expendable ones. I’m not.” She started to turn away, but stopped and added, “If you’re having trouble with this, maybe we’d better call it quits. Jeff understands. He said you would find out who did kill Novotny, not try to talk me into turning myself in.”

Before I had a chance to respond, she was on her way back to the bike path. What was it about this woman that made me want to forget my promise to Jeff? “Did you kill Novotny?”

“No.”

She kept walking and I jogged up behind her. “But you were there, weren’t you? You were in Novotny’s office the day he died.”

“No, I wasn’t.”

“Then who was?” I was keeping pace with her.

Stopping, she grabbed my arm, bringing me to a halt. “Whoever killed him. That was part of the frame. How dense are you?”

“How dense do you think I am?” And before she could tell me, I continued, “You say you weren’t there, you didn’t kill him. I say that’s good enough for me?”

She held my gaze for several seconds, then, releasing my arm, nodded, and started walking again. We reached a foot bridge and she turned east to cross the river. “So, you think maybe I killed him.” She spoke as though she were trying the idea on for size and kind of liked the way it fit.

“I think I’d be either dumb or gullible to overlook you.” I stopped on the bridge and looked down the river toward the south, hands sunk in my pockets. “I can see you busily making your statement in Leonard Novotny’s office. You’re feeling pretty good, thinking about what he’s going to do when he sees it. It’s fun to conjure up images of a red-faced man swearing vengeance on the Fox. All of a sudden, he walks in. He’s not supposed to be there. It’s Saturday, for God’s sake. Novotny always golfs or something on Saturday. He says something like ‘Aha, I’ve got you now!’ and you panic. He comes after you. You go for your gun – maybe you carry one in case of traps. So you don’t have to chew your leg off. Anyway, before you know it, Novotny’s dead. It could’ve happened that way.”

I turned and saw that she’d been watching me and found my scenario amusing. “There are lots of possibilities,” she said. “That’s only one of them. And it’s wrong.” With a slight shrug she added, “If I had killed him, wouldn’t I have tried to clean up the evidence?”

I smiled. “What? You bring paint remover with you on these little raids, just in case you have a change of heart?”

“How can you prove I didn’t do it if you don’t trust me?”

“I don’t have to prove that. I just have to try to find the truth.” I was leaning against the bridge, my elbows on its railing. Julia did the same.

After a minute, she said, “I guess I can live with that.”

Pointing downriver toward The Den, I said, “You bartend full-time?”

“No. Just summers and odd hours during the rest of the year. I teach sociology at Abel County College.”

“How’d you become the Blue Fox?”

“That’s a question you don’t get to ask.”

“I see. You only answer the questions you studied for. Okay, how about this one: What do you know about Novotny? Who would want him dead?”

“Well, he ran the company himself, but he was grooming one of his kids to take over. He was married to Amelia Forrester. She comes from an old family in the area. Seemed out of place with Novotny. He was rich, but wasn’t born that way. Used to work construction. Never got out of the mind-set.” She clicked off the facts of Novotny’s life like they were items on a shopping list. Then she paused, and in a tone that bordered on thoughtful, added, “Amelia’s parents believed that she married out of her class.” She smiled as though the thought amused her.” Appalling that a woman of Amelia’s breeding would wind up with a guy from Cicero.”

“How’d it happen?”

“I think they met at college. Apparently Amelia was going through her rebellious stage. You know, wearing berets and going to coffeehouses. Leonard Novotny must have seemed wonderfully Bohemian to her. The perfect date to shock her parents with.” She glanced at me before looking down the river again. “Trouble is, she went ahead and married him.”

“Mistake?”

“Yeah, but it’s hard to say who was sorrier.”

I nodded. “What about the kids?”

“A son and a daughter. Martin and Rebecca.”

“Which one is running the show now?”

“Rebecca.”

I pressed for more. “Tell me about her.”

“Mid-twenties, University of Chicago graduate, more than capable. She may do a better job of it than her dad did.”

“Will she continue with the industrial park?”

“She’s supposed to start construction any day now.”

“Without a permit.”

“That’s right.”

“Who do they have to convince they deserve one?”

“The Army Corps of Engineers. You see, what a company like Novotny and Associates does, or says they’re going to do, is for every wetland they fill in, they’ll create another that’s as good or better.”

“That seems reasonable.”

“That’s what I mean.” I’d struck a hot button and I braced myself accordingly. “People hear that Novotny’s going to give them a new wetland that’s even better than the original and they think ‘What are these environmentalists bitching about now?’ The thing is, have you ever heard of man doing a better job at something than nature?” And, before I could come up with a couple examples, she continued, her voice rising. “Wetlands are incredibly complex, balanced systems. You’ve got to think you can play God if you believe you can duplicate it.”

When she finished, the silence hung in the air between us for a minute. I decided a new subject was the best way to go. “What about Martin Novotny?”

“Don’t know much about him.” The indifferent tone was back. “He’s been on the West Coast for years. Hardly ever comes home. I don’t even know if he came back for his dad’s funeral.”

“Why not?”

“I’ve heard there was some friction there. They didn’t get along. I don’t know why.”

“Jeff said you’d give me some leads. So far you’ve told me nothing I couldn’t have learned myself.”

“I’ve saved you some time.”

“I need more than that.” She was staring down the river and I’d have given a month’s pay to know what was going on inside her head. “Does anyone else know the identity of the Blue Fox?”

After a moment’s hesitation, she said, “A couple people do. You don’t need to know who they are.”

“Do you trust them?”

“With my life.” She met my gaze. “In fact, on several occasions I have.”

“Are there any organized groups, aside from the Blue Fox brigade, opposing Novotny’s project?”

“Yes, there’s a citizens’ group called SOW, S-O-W.”

I chewed on it for a minute. “Don’t tell me,” I said, “Save Our Wetlands.” She didn’t correct me so I continued. “They have any political backing?”

Turning back to the river, she said, “Yes. David Reaves.”

Julia didn’t have to fill me in on this one. Reaves was the state representative for the district.

“You know, if Jeff needs a lawyer, he should contact Cal Maitlin. He’s done some things for SOW and other environmental groups. He’s an advocate.”

“That’s nice. But Barlowe doesn’t need a cheering section right now.”

After a minute, Julia said, “Will this take much longer, Mr. McCauley?” She was consulting a black watch with a large face. “I’ve got an appointment I’ve got to keep.”

Thousands of responses flooded my brain and it’s a real credit to my upbringing that all I said was, “Don’t we all, Ms. Ellison? Don’t we all?”

As I drove the short distance to my office, I thought about Jeff spending his first night in jail and me without much to offer in the way of answers. So far, this Fox woman had given me a lot to think about but no answers, and damned few leads that hadn’t already been investigated by the police. But when you’ve got nothing new to go with, you go with the old and hope somebody missed something.

I wondered about Julia’s age. I’d first placed her in her mid to late twenties and unless she was remarkably well preserved, I was sticking with that estimate. So that meant she’d have been in junior high or high school when she started this Fox business. Pretty damned precocious. Pretty damned unlikely. Was she from Foxport? Was her family still here? Maybe this Fox thing was something that had been passed on from one generation to the next. Actually, it probably didn’t matter when she became the Blue Fox, just as long as it was before Leonard Novotny died. But if she wasn’t the original, I sure wanted to know who was.

My office is in the back of an import shop called The Jaded Fox, which I own with a woman named Louise Orwell, who also happens to be my landlady. The office has its own entrance, that clients use. But when the shop’s open, I usually enter through that area. Louise doesn’t need my help running the place, but I like to visit with her.

When I walked in, she was showing a customer a pair of jade earrings. Louise smiled and said, “Ah, Quint.” She kept talking, but I lost the rest because it was then that the customer turned toward me and I saw that Elaine Kluszewski had come home.
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Chapter 3

IWANTED TO THROW my arms around Elaine and hold her for a long time. At least until the shop closed. But there was something about her posture and expression that suggested this wasn’t the moment.

She stood, one hand resting on the top of the glass case, the other in the pocket of a long, faded denim skirt. A white cotton shirt with pale red stripes was open at the neck, and I saw that she wore the gold chain with the jade pendant I’d sent her for her birthday. Her mouth was a thin line drawn across her face. It didn’t curve up or down. It was just there. She was waiting.

I picked up on Louise’s narrative.”… so I told Elaine you wouldn’t leave her at the airport unless you had a very good reason. Isn’t that right, Quint?”

Never taking my eyes off Elaine, I said, “Yeah, Louise. That’s right.”

“Yes, well,” she hesitated. “I’ve got to call that Mr. Edwards back. Yes, I’ll do that now. Watch the shop for a moment, will you? I’ll just be in the back.” Muttering something about a shipment of cloisonne jewelry, she moved from behind the counter.

I stepped up to Elaine and, wishing I’d rehearsed something, said, “I’m really sorry. A friend of mine is in jail. He’s not handling it well. I had to talk to someone … you know, to see if I could help him.”

Crossing her arms over her chest, she looked at me straight on and said, “The governor?”

“What?”

“You had to talk to the governor?”

“No.” Where was she going with this? “Why would I have to talk to the governor?”

She turned her head slightly so she was looking past me. “I guess I just assumed it was something really critical he needed. Like a stay of execution.”

“Ah, no.” I conceded the point. “It’s not quite that bad.” I sunk my hands in my pockets and kept going. “Almost, but not quite. He’s in jail on contempt charges. He’s a reporter and he refused to name a source. Add all that to the fact that he’s claustrophobic, and he’s in pretty bad shape. It was a now or never kind of meeting. I had to help him.” I was getting no response from her, but I kept going. “Elaine, I’m sorry. If there was any way I could have done both things, I would have. But there wasn’t and I had to choose. So, go ahead and give me some shit. I deserve it. But when you’re done you’ve got to forgive me.”

“Why?”

“Because if you don’t, we can’t go forward from this point. I’ll never know why you came back and maybe you’ll never know why either.”

She regarded me for a long moment, then looked away, her eyes blinking rapidly. “Yeah,” she said, her voice unsteady, “I guess you’re right.”

I waited for her to continue. When she didn’t, I said, “I’ll make this up to you.”

A smile came to her slowly and she swept me with her gaze. “How?”

I thought I saw the smile reflected in the dark colors of her eyes, but you can’t be too sure about these things. I wet my lips. “Well, first a tour of Foxport. There’s someone I want you to meet. Then dinner. A first-class dinner. You know, champagne, edible fungus, the works. And then,” I paused for dramatic effect, “I taped Death of a Salesman.” That’s Elaine’s favorite play, though I’ve never figured out why.

Her eyes widened, but her voice remained even. “Lee J. Cobb or Dustin Hoffman?”

Damn. She was a purist so she probably preferred the earlier version. But I had to go with what I had. I swallowed and said, “Dustin Hoffman,” adding, “John Malkovich plays Biff.”

Several seconds passed before she said, “That’s the one I like.”

There are two major north-south streets in Foxport, that flank the river. I live on the one on the east side – Route 35. Along most of the river, the flood plain is pretty wide, but there’s one spot about a mile north of my place where the road snakes right down to the river. And though the river hasn’t gotten that high in years, it can be treacherous when it’s icy or wet.

We drove past a new subdivision filled with homes that probably reflected their owners’ personalities on the inside, but from the outside looked like they were all owned by the same person. Elaine said, “I didn’t realize this area had been built up so much.”

“You city folk.” I adopted a slight drawl. “You think we’re out here forty miles west of civilization, tiptoeing around cow pies and amusing ourselves by trying to spit cherry pits across the river.”

She laughed softly – a welcome sound – then said, “Well, this is the end of the line for the commuter train, isn’t it?”

“That’s true.” After a minute I added, “There’s not an expressway or tollway entrance that’s convenient to town.” Chicago’s expressways had been laid out back when Foxport was a far western speck on the map. A nice place to vacation, but too remote to be taken seriously. You’d have needed a lot of foresight to predict what it had become. Foresight or luck.

After a while, my commentary on Foxport was only eliciting little concurring noises from Elaine. It seemed that she’d become preoccupied and was having trouble working up enthusiasm for the local landmarks. Or maybe the problem was with the local tour guide. I thought I’d been forgiven for my absence at the airport, but maybe I was wrong. I decided to confront the issue. “So,” I swallowed and kept going. “How did you get from O’Hare to Foxport on three dollars and fifty cents?”

“Twenty cents. Three dollars and twenty cents,” she said but I could hear the smile in her voice. “I shouldn’t tell you. Make you wonder.” But I knew she would, and after a few seconds she did. “I went into one of those gift shops at the airport. You know, the ones that sell all kinds of practical items for the home. I stood near the register and waited until a woman came up to pay for two of these atrocious ornaments made out of, of all things, Mt. St. Helens’ ash. Can you believe that? Anyway, she pulled forty some dollars out and I stepped in. I told her the truth. I was stranded at the airport and needed cab money, so could I pay for the ornaments on my charge card and take the cash she would have used to pay for them? Well, it took her and the clerk a few minutes to figure out that I wasn’t trying to rip either one of them off. But the woman got a little piece of the mountain, the clerk got an American Express charge, and I got forty-two dollars and forty cents.”

I smiled in frank admiration. “You’re good.”

“I know.”

I pulled into the long, gravel driveway that ended adjacent to the gray wooden stairs leading to my second-floor apartment. About forty feet straight ahead, down the slope of the back yard, was the Fox River.

“End of the line,” I announced, then in response to Elaine’s frown, added, “This is where I live.”

She nodded with the same detachment she’d shown for the police station and the 150-year-old cemetery., I didn’t know whether she planned to spend the night at my place or elsewhere. Not that it was a problem, but damn, I had no idea what cards I held, let alone how to play the hand.

“On the river,” she said as she got out of the car. “This is nice.”

“I like it. Louise is my landlady. She lives on the first floor.”

“She’s from England, isn’t she?” I smiled. “How’d you guess? Cornwall.”

This house, like many of the homes along the river, had been built about fifty years ago as a summer place. One of its previous owners had added insulation and an upstairs, turning it into a permanent residence. When Louise moved to Foxport, she decided she didn’t want to take care of an entire house, so she had a kitchen added upstairs and a private entrance and began renting it.

We were at the bottom of the steps when Elaine stopped and said, “What are we doing here?”

“Two things,” I said. “One, our dinner reservation isn’t for another hour and two, I want you to meet my roommate.”

She raised her eyebrows but said nothing.

“Wait here,” I said and climbed the steps to my apartment.

My roommate burst out the door as soon as there was a space large enough for him to negotiate, hustled down the steps, stopping briefly to smell Elaine, then disappeared in the dusk near the river.

“That was Peanuts.” I started to descend the steps. “Shall we join him?”

Elaine nodded and looked toward the river. “Peanuts?”

I told her how I’d gotten him at the animal shelter and held out on a name until I found one that suited him. One day he showed me how good he was at catching frisbees and I named him after Harry “Peanuts” Lowrey, an outfielder for the Cubs in ‘45 – the last time they’d been in the Series.

“People are always asking me if that’s my favorite comic strip and sometimes I think I should have named him Spot or Walter. But then I see him shagging those Frisbees and I just know he’s not a Walter.”

Elaine was watching me with a curious expression, then she turned to look for Peanuts who was investigating a suspicious-looking rock near the water.

“What kind of dog is he?”

“He thinks he’s a border collie, and he’s close enough so I don’t call him on it.”

Peanuts joined us and Elaine crouched down to get eye level with him. I was pleased to see that she liked him. At least she seemed to. I could read Peanuts pretty well and he definitely thought Elaine was okay. But I could have told him that.

When we got back to my apartment, I poured Elaine a glass of wine and helped myself to a beer. And while she changed into a dress for dinner, I called Cal Maitlin. I’d neglected to mention to Julia that I’d done some work for him. And even though I’d tossed her suggestion back at her, I did want to see what Jeff’s legal options were. Also, Cal had been practicing law in Foxport for forty years, he knew its people, and he loved to talk. Maybe he’d say something interesting.

As I suspected, Jeff’s incarceration wasn’t news to him. He chuckled a little and said, “They don’t know Jeff Barlowe well if they think they’re going to wear him down.” I could picture him, horn-rimmed glasses dwarfing his small features, wearing a bolo tie and steel-tipped cowboy boots.

“How long can they keep him in jail?”

“Well, technically he’s there until he either talks or someone else gives them what they want. The object isn’t really to punish, merely coerce.” He paused, then added, “But, between you and me, they’ll hold onto him until they’re convinced it’s not doing them any good, that he’s not ever going to tell them what they want to hear.”

“It’s sort of a ‘who blinks first’ deal?”

“That’s right.” Then I heard him sigh and he added, “But as bad as they want him to open up, it has the makings of a long standoff.”

“There’s nothing that can be done for him? Legally, that is?”

“Not unless he breaks out. Then he’ll need a lawyer.” He laughed, and when I didn’t join in, he said in a more subdued tone, “You know, McCauley, I think he knows what he’s doing. Think how much press coverage this is going to bring to Foxport and that industrial park they want to build.” He paused. “Used to be that wetland was just another piece of nature another group was trying to protect. Now that group’s got a martyr. No way to calculate the value of a martyr. Look what it did for Christianity.”

“Well, let’s hope nobody takes it to that extreme.”

Elaine had come back into the living room and was watching me from the couch. Peanuts worked his nose under her hand until she got the hint and scratched his head.

“Well, listen I appreciate – “

“Quint,” he hesitated, choosing his words carefully, “I don’t know how involved you are in this, and I don’t want you to tell me, but I’d be real closemouthed about what I knew if I were you. That cell Barlowe’s in can hold two just as well as one.”

“I get the picture. Cal, thanks a lot. Really.”
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