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DEADLY GARDEN

Four bodies — young, female, all buried on Dan Bollinger’s land. When the sheriff caught him in a room full of marijuana smoke, incoherent and stumbling, he figured he had his murderer. But did he?

KISS THE GIRLS AND MAKE THEM DIE takes the reader on an electrifying journey of suspense, psychological mystery, and crackling danger. As beautiful psychiatrist Elizabeth Bodac plumbs the inner recesses of Dan Bollinger’s drug-numbed psyche, she is plunged into the jungle of passion, violence, and shattering horror that the human mind creates — and the lethal peril of a deranged murderer on the loose!





Prologue

Dan torched up at sundown, sitting in his forest cabin with his heels propped up on the hewn-oak table, gazing out between his bare toes at the gate-fold nude he’d torn out of a Swedish porn book. Erika was the name they’d printed across the top, but in his mind he called her Cindy Lou. Sorrel-red hair rippled down over her soap-white shoulders, blue-green veins shone through her translucent skin. She had her buttocks reared up and her black lace nightie pulled up to her armpits, and the smoky glitter in her green eyes told him she was ready if he was.

Dan wore frayed denim shorts, no belt, a gray faded sweatshirt with the arms cut off at the shoulders. The face of Rama Krishna, drawn in meticulous detail with purple and red dye-markers, gazed almond-eyed and serene from his chest.

He struck a paper match with a slanting sweep of his hand, held it to the bowl of a bulldog briar, and sucked in his bearded cheeks. The yellow-tipped flame dipped down and darkened the green flakes. Dan closed the matchbook and slid it over the bowl, pressed his lips together and pinched his nostrils shut with his thumb and forefinger.

Ah … an explosion of pleasure rippled through his chest. The room seemed to flatten out, like a dog stretching itself in front of an open fire. There was beauty in each ceiling beam and joining of stone. Light drifted down from the frosted bulb; streamers of rose, purple, green and gold enwrapped him and swung him gently in a silken hammock. A satin ribbon curled up from the pipe, edged with purple and orange. He felt a warm dissolving gratitude for the earth which nourished the plant, and for the sunlight which gave it power — and then he felt no gratitude, for he was the earth, the sun, and the Power …

Yet there was another presence inside his skull. He could feel it growing, saw it swell up behind the shifting veils. A huge, towering malevolence, a White Ape, a primeval savage lived beneath his civilized exterior. Born in blood and reared by violence, the Beast had grown to a monstrous size in the hotlands of Asia, then had come home to be teased and starved by the Citizens. Now it clawed silently at his belly, ripped open his guts and let his intestines spill out and slide in warm greasy coils around his feet …

The room darkened, the pipe went cold in his hand. His ears soaked up sounds from the dusky twilight: cicadas chirred in the forest, frogs urrrrrked under his Japanese bridge, a fox barked down on the river: Ah-ah-ah-whooo-oo … whup! whupl whup!

 — Crunch of tires on gravel. His muscles jerked rigid, then went slack. Kids looking for a place to screw, he decided. Be my guests …

The white ape stirred, and blinked his small flat eyes.

Dan heard a metallic scree-thump! as the car bottomed out on shocks, then a tortured shriek as branches clawed at steel and glass. Some detennined souls had decided to brave the rigors of his gullied driveway. He decided to suspend judgment until he inspected whatever stray gash might be lurking around the fringes of the crowd. Always true … to youuuu … Cindy Louuuuuu. . . His eyes drifted to the green flakes scattered across the tabletop. Very lax security here, Bollinger. A sweep of his hand would return the criminal substance to his grained cowhide zippered pouch, but his nerve ends were numb, his muscles weighted with molasses-sweet lethargy.

Car doors slammed, clump-clump … click! The sounds were evenly spaced, decisive. Dan lifted his feet off the table and dropped them heavily onto the floor.

Scrape of shoe leather on concrete, heavy male voice: “Dan, you in there? Danny!”

Talked like someone in a hurry. Dan lurched across the room and pushed open the screen door. The universe locked in stop-frame stasis as a blast of harsh white light rocked him back on his hips. He felt his right wrist seized from one side and his left wrist from another. He was yanked through the door, spun around, thrown face-front against the outside wall. Two circlets of cold steel clicked tight around his wrists.

A dull, heavy voice said: “Read him his rights, Wendell.”






One


Dan felt a sick-sweet nausea bubbling in his stomach as the nasal voice sing-songed out of the darkness. No mistake, this was definitely it. The Bust — three years of peace and finally. His muscles trembled with a sudden desperate urge to flail out, but he knew he’d just tear up his wrists on the cuffs — and if he ran the erg-servers behind the light would be only too happy to load him up with an extra cargo of lead. He stood still and let his rage seep into his stomach, felt it congeal into a hard hot lump of fermenting hate.

The big man stuck his arm inside the door and spoke with casual annoyance: “Where the hell’s your light switch, Bollinger?”

“It’s on the goddam string, hanging down from the ceiling. You got a search warrant?”

“Yeah, I got a search warrant.” Boots clumped on the shaved-oak floor. Light filled the room, and Dan saw his tobacco pouch open on the table, its cornucopia of green gold spilled. Beside it lay two peyote butts which had shriveled and turned yellow. (The last from Our Lady of Laredo. When had he eaten them? Sometime in the forenoon of this Eternity.) He felt the power of the peyote sizzling through his veins, crackling off his fingertips.

The Man pinched up a few flakes of weed and held them under his blunt nose. “What’s this?”

“It’s a medicinal plant. I take it for my nerves.”

The sheriff turned and gazed silently at Dan. His sandy red hair was cropped short and combed flat across his round skull. His pearl-gray eyes were set in crescent folds of flesh. Dan remembered a whale he’d seen on the tube, tons of blubber sliding past, the quick shocking wink of an alien mind, then more tons of blubber. The sheriff was like that — intelligence trapped in a brute’s body. He wasn’t more than an inch taller than Dan, but his chest was as thick as a fifty-gallon drum. A wide belt of tooled leather circled his narrow hips, the gabardine pants fell in a straight crease and broke four inches above his polished boots.

He zipped up the pouch and tossed it across the room. “Tag it and seal it, Wendell.” He picked up a peyote butt and sniffed. “What’s this?”

“Cactus.”

The sheriff grunted and pulled out a chair. “Siddown. Let’s talk.”

Dan slumped onto a stool and let his manacled hands hang behind him, gazing across the table at the sheriff. This is my house, you redneck cocksucker, who the hell are you to invite me to sit down in my own chair? He visualized the sheriff pinned in his car with the steering column through his guts. He smiled.

The sheriff eyed him with his whale’s eye. “You ever been arrested before?”

“Check with Interpol, why don’t cha?”

The second deputy — Dan saw him for the first time, gliding swiftly out of the shadow. He had a nose like a tomahawk, rooted above the dark line of his eyebrows. Comb marks divided his coarse blue-black hair into narrow ribbons arching straight back over his long skull. He was part Indian, Dan could tell by the cheekbones which pushed his eyes up into a tight squint at the corners. The eyeballs were like ripe elderberries, quick, darting, hungry. Dan thought of a predator caught in the flash of a hidden camera at some jungle waterhole.

He didn’t remember getting up, but now he stood with the stool between himself and the deputy. The man carried a long riot stick, a twenty-eight incher like the MPs used, and was turning it in his right hand so that it squeaked inside his tight black leather glove.

They had him bracketed, the sheriff on his right, the tall thin deputy on his left, hatchet-head in front. Dan wondered if the beating would come now, or …

It was to be later. The sheriff flipped his hand and said: “Okay, Colley, Wendell. Search the premises.”

The deputies moved away. Dan dropped onto his stool, stretched out his legs, and yawned.

A fly buzzed at the window above the sink. Beat your brains out, fool. It’s only an illusion. Dan reached out and ran his finger over the marks his froh had made in the oak slab of the tabletop. He’d stained the darkwood, then hand-rubbed it with pumice to bring the grain up to a beige-satin finish.

“Wagga slimspahoot unglit?”

Dan leaned forward and watched the sheriff’s lips move. He saw the tongue, sliced and smothered in button mushrooms. I’m ripped, all right. The man’s face seemed molded in wax. The blond moustache was like the fake ones they put on department store dummies. But the whale’s eyes were real, they looked out with amused contempt.

“Frishup? Ella-wanna got?” Questions, like lumps of cold clay, plonked his skull. The meanings kept wriggling away, burrowing into the back of his brain. Where am I? What’s going on here? Dan saw the gun sticking out of the sheriff’s belt clip and remembered: The bust is still on. Shit … how long?

From the corner of his eyes Dan watched the two deputies mooching around, taking stuff out of drawers, tearing open boxes, sniffing, snorting, muttering. The tall one, Wendell, was kind of a vacuous friendly kid. Dan figured he couldn’t be more than eighteen, a little on the bony side, but cute. He had sheep’s eyes, he would die at an early age. The black-eyed one, Colley, was a man only a mother could love dearly, one you could trust at your side only if the job was mean and dirty and cruel …

The tall deputy ran up the short flight of steps from the living room carrying the little pot-bellied ceramic Buddha he’d used as an incense burner. “You oughta see that thing he worships on the wall.”

The words struck Dan as funny. Laughter swelled up in his throat and choked him. He opened his mouth to relieve the pressine: Uh-huh-huh-huh — ! The sheriff stared at him. “What’s funny?”

Dan tried to remember what was funny and couldn’t. A lumpy terror pervaded his flesh. The skin on his arms crawled, he saw it rippling like water, cool, but underneath burning. The Man-Mountain began shaking the pouch and asking him something. Yes, Dan nodded. The pouch is mine, yes. But that wasn’t what the sheriff wanted. Dan leaned closer, straining to catch the words which slipped out of the sheriff’s mouth like little silver fish. If he could catch just one he could examine it, and the gubble-bubble would start making sense …

“… Any more of this stuff around?”

“Have I got — ?”

“Any more of this … medicinal plant?”

Relief flooded in. “Oh sure. Down behind the dam. You wanta see it?”

• • •

His eyesight had never been so spectacular. The stars fell out of the sky and broke like icicles. He couldn’t feel his feet touch the ground, yet he was moving. A cool wind blew up the ravine, the moon was haloed. The stone arch of the bridge glowed with its own light, shapes flickered at the edge of his vision. He turned once, sure he was being followed. But it was only the two deputies. He was amazed to see lights in his little cabin, the sheriff hulking over the table …

He heard a voice call out from the forest: “Dan, can you come over here a minute?”

He whirled toward the sound, saw an apparition with a bald skull, empty sockets for eyes. A plaid shirt hung open around the chest, but only clay filled the curving white cage of the ribs.

Something stabbed his back. “Don’t try to run.”

Better watch that shit, he thought. These Citizens are young and spooky, they think I’ve got a gang hidden out here in the woods. Damn, wish I had. Machine guns rat-a-tat-tat, the two deputies falling, Ugh! Ugh! himself running free with the wind in his face. They’re just waiting for me to reach the middle of the bridge, he thought, then they’ll shoot. When he reached the top of the arch he thought: They’ll wait until I get down below the dam, then they’ll shoot.

He paused to look down at the water. The moon bounced out from behind a cloud and spread itself on the surface of the pond, broke apart into dozens of dancing silver fish. He wanted to dive in and swim away …

But his two friends wanted to view his crop. Except that for the moment they weren’t friends, they were involved in a wierd morality play in which a man can be thrown in jail because of chemicals secreted by certain plants. Very astute reasoning, Dr. Bollinger. He seemed to be addressing the annual pot-growers seminar meeting in the Congressional Ballroom …

Dry moss crunched beneath his bare feet as he walked across a slab of exposed sandstone. It made him think of frost in the churchyard on Sunday morning, walking in patent-leather shoes with Debra on one side, his mother on the other. The odor of ancient varnish bit his nostrils, a woody-musty smell rose from the hymn book in his hands. This world is not my hooooommmme, I’m just a-travelin’ thruuuuuu. . . Debra’s voice was a crystal chime, but when Dan opened his mouth everybody turned to look at him with boiled crab’s eyes …

“What the fuck you got all these rocks here for?”

Wendell had blundered into his Zen garden. Porous quartzite rocks caught the moonlight and broke it into granules. Humps of moss-grown granite lay like beached sea lions. The sand raked around them was meant to simulate ocean waves around the continent — why bother to tell them that? The dark lines in the sand began to ripple, like snakes crawling …

He walked on, the breeze felt like spider webs stuck on his face. His eyes watered; he had a terrible awareness of the flesh clinging to his bones, of each joining of cartilage, muscle, and tissue …

Well, here we are. He stopped and would have waved his hand if it hadn’t been for the cuffs. The irrigation system was a ditch extending out beyond the spillway; he could dam the flow with a board and make it spill over the bank and flood the terraces. The Incas grew potatoes that way, he thought of telling them that, but they wouldn’t understand. Is that stuff ready to smoke? That was their level. Oh sure — stroking the waist-high head of a plant “You can get off on the leaves. Don’t bother with the male plants. Take the ones with the narrow leaves … here. You guys aren’t gonna pull these up, are you?”

“Whatever the sheriff says.”

“Why don’t you turn him on?”

“Shit.” The dark-eyed one whirled away, swinging his beam. “Where’s the rest of your crop, Bollinger? C’mon, let’s not stand out here in the dark all fucking night”

Dan took them down to where his major crop grew on an alluvial prairie located in a wide bend in the creek. He showed them a patch growing in leaf mulch, more in an old stump.

“You’re real scientific,” said Wendell, and Dan knew Wendell was getting a contact high off the leaves. Dan was picking it up himself; he started telling them how you soaked your seeds and grew ‘em in pots until the frost-danger was past. Then you brought them out in the sun. Used to be local weed was pure crap, he told them, but now they were turning out super-dynamite tops at all the colleges; they had experts in agronomy using the latest techniques. He began boasting about all the scientific advances they’d made, how you could spread hash oil on a sheet of blotting paper, and put enough in one letter to keep you spaced for a year, and there were Thai-sticks made up like the ribs of paper parasols, and knuckles of hashish packed in candy wrappers, a whole fucking culture balanced on the point of one little pinheaded law …

Going back he stopped beside the stone lantern at the foot of the bridge and looked up at Orion spread out across the sky; he heard the shrill chirr of cicadas and smelled the dank pungency rising from the scummy waters of the pond. He felt sadness clutch at his throat, certain that he would never see it again. The forest was a deep absorbent blackness, alive with writhing shapes and bumping forms. It was all here, the residue of a thousand spaced-out nights spent with the creatures of his mind, ghosts of the past and shades of dead companions, dryads and trolls and the weird sisters of germanic folklore. They gathered at the edge of the forest to watch him depart. A cloud came down in the shape of a dark hand, the moon disappeared, and a fetid dankness rose in the air …

The cold flashlight jabbed his back.

“C’mon. Let’s get outa here.”

Dan heard the fear in his voice and wondered if Colley had seen what he had seen, the figure of a woman standing at the top of the bridge, her eyes fixed and a terrible slash across her throat. The blood leaked down across her breasts and matted the rippling sorrel hair which framed the face, the white face of Christina …

He slipped out of time. It could have been a minute, two minutes before he identified the fantasy he was in. He was dressed in black and taking Debra to be burned. She walked ahead in the lantern light dressed in Mama’s white satin slip, with a blue scarf knotted around her waist. The sacrificial altar was the stump of a silver maple, three feet wide and sawed off flat as a table.

More chains! More chains! A thousand pounds of iron hung from his shoulders. The Beast sighed, and waited.

When he entered the cabin, Dan saw the sheriff sitting at the table looking at the Polaroid nudes he’d taken of Christina. You nosy bastard. The sheriff stood up and stuffed the photos in an envelope. Dan saw the bulge of his groin and thought, What the hell, he’s human. But that didn’t help, because the bust was still on, and the sheriff said:

“Okay, let’s go.”

Go … go … GO! The word reached through and tapped the Beast on the shoulder. They had him triangulated again, Hatchet-face on the right about four feet away; the sheriff in front; Wendell off to the left. Dan watched the program click through the computer: Colley first, then the sheriff. You can leave Wendell until the last.

Silently he screamed: This is senseless! But the Beast didn’t listen. With a savage roar he rose up and snapped the flimsy chains …

Dan felt as if he were standing off to one side watching. He admired the smooth way he sidestepped, cocked his right foot, and drove it into the gut of Colley. The gurgle of retching was music in his ears. Vomit spattered on the floor as the deputy backpedaled across the room and then fell down the living-room stairs with his arms windmilling backward.

Dan lowered his head and aimed himself like a projectile right at the center of the sheriff’s belly, just above the wide silver buckle. He smashed into a wall that was more like stone than flesh. He felt his neck pop, and sensed a blur at the edge of his vision. He glanced up to see the sheriff’s hand swing down, blue-steel .38 cupped in a broad palm. He lifted his shoulder and felt a cold icy numbness blossom above his right ear.

A weight landed on his back and clung. Wendell, you asshole. The weight bore him down, bending his knees toward the floor. He ducked his head between his legs and threw himself backward, felt the weight slide off his neck. Wendell lay on his back, his long legs flailing, tangling with the sheriff’s as he tried to roll over and climb to his feet. Colley staggered up the steps with a sick look in his eyes, his mouth a greenish smear.

Dan felt tempered, alert, eager for more action. Behind him stood the open door, beyond that the black night and the dark haven of the forest. He turned to run — 

“Hold it!”

The sheriff’s eyes were like pale oysters, his gun pointed at Dan’s chest. Better think about this, Dan. The sheriff’s hand was steady as a vise, the black hole in the end of the barrel swelled until it looked like the maw of a volcano. Inside, a little lump of lead waited for its freedom. The sheriff had only to touch the trigger, and the slug would burst his sack of flesh and rip through lungs, heart and any other organs that got in its way, leaving behind a great ragged hole which would leak away his life …

“Okay,” said Dan, breathing deep. “Okay …”

Wendell got to his feet and sidestepped warily, placing himself between Danny and the door. Colley moved in from the right with a rat-gleam in his eye, his stick swinging wide.

Dan felt the first blow smack his right temple. A hollow roar filled his ears, then another billowing numbness spread out from the back of his head. His lips kissed the hard oak floor — tenderly, it seemed, but he tasted blood. He was aware of thumping blows raining down on his back, pulverizing his kidneys. He could hear his own burbling, wheezing voice: “I bet your mothers are proud of you, you goddam heroes. I bet they’re really proud — ”

He felt himself sinking down, down into a tank full of slime. Distant sweet music came from somewhere above, a soothing voice said: Dan, it’s all right. It’s ALL RIGHT!

If he could only pull himself to the surface of the tank, he would burst into a region of dazzling radiance, weightless and serene. And there would be all his old friends, beloved faces from the beginning of the New World, waiting to welcome him home …






Two


Less than an inch of rain fell on that particular corner of the Ozarks during the month of May, and June had no measurable moisture during the first twenty days. Lawns turned waxy green. Oak leaves pinched and curled at the edges. Hot sunlight sucked moisture out of the thick litter of the forest floor.

A drunk tossed his empty Boone’s-Farm wine bottle out of a car. The sun reached through the curved glass and condensed to a needlepoint of incandescence. A fragrant wisp of smoke looped and spiraled in the hot still air. Flames, betrayed only by a circle of blackening leaves, spread swiftly and silently like oil and water.

Within an hour the fire created its own breeze. Flames rippled along the ridge crest and clothed the tree trunks in fiery petticoats. Looping arms climbed into the lower branches and ignited the sere leaves in puffs of greasy smoke.

From the top of his ninety-foot steel tower, the Ranger focussed his binoculars, turned to his radio, and called the Fire District officer in Pickettsville. The officer glanced at his wall map and noted that his three fire crews had all their equipment strung out along seventeen miles of railroad right-of-way. He told the Ranger to call out volunteers or else start doing a rain dance.

The Ranger was a pious man. He prayed. White puffs of cloud began to form in the milky blue haze. Darkening at the base, they roiled higher, multiplied, pulled themselves into a towering thunderhead whose boiling top reached twenty-thousand feet. Forked lightning raked the earth. Slanting streamers of rain trailed along the ridge and damped the fire until only wisps of acrid smoke rose from charred leaves.

Still the rain hissed down, churning soot and dust into gray-yellow soup. Gushing torrents scoured a channel down to bedrock and gouged the earth away from the bank, too blunt-ended to be a tree root. It suggested the tipped, clawing at its neighbors with gnarled, spiky limbs. With a great whispering sigh it fell, crushing the young saplings which had grown up in its shade, tearing a giant slab of root-impacted yellow clay from the earth.

The slab rested on its edge, like a manhole cover opening to a nether world. The crater filled with water. The edges were undercut and slid under the yellow froth with soft whispering plops. An odd shape protruded from the bank, too blunt-ended to be a tree root. It suggested the elongated head of a golf club or a very thick hockey stick.

All night the rain beat down, pulverizing the decayed tissue between the metatarsals, gouging out the flesh between the tibia and fibula, revealing the unmistakable configuration of a human leg. The sun rose clear, its red rays reaching through the charred trunks and alighting on two legs protruding from the clay bank, one exposed to about midway between thigh and knee, the other a few inches above the ankle. Around nine A.M. these were spied by a dog named Specks, a fat mud-colored mongrel who fancied himself the sole protector of a widow named Maude Adams. Miz Adams wore a flowered silk kerchief over her head, knotted under the chin, with strands of gray hair peeping out around her brown wrinkled face. She wore loose bib overalls with the cuffs tucked down into black rubber boots. The left one kept pulling off her heel; each time her foot came down it forced the pressurized air up around her fleshy calf with a wet farting sound. She held her gingham apron gathered in front of her, sagging with the weight of several porous morel mushrooms, some white puffballs shaped like English muffins, and some slick opalescent fungoids she’d plucked off a decaying tree trunk. Specks, whose price of discovery overwhelmed his urge to crack the bones between his jaws, wrenched the right leg off at the knee and trotted to his mistress. He lost the foot enroute, and laid at her feet a joint of bone whose origin was unrecognizable. Miz Adams toed it with her boot, wrinkling her nose and remembering a Hereford calf which had disappeared last February.

“Where’d you get that? Show me!”

The dog turned and trotted away. Seeing the foot half-covered by dead leaves, Miz Adams stopped. For a moment she stood still, her breath loud in the stillness of the forest, the sun sparkling on the raindrops which still hung like jewels on the undersides of leaves. The dog’s barking hammered in her ears and she walked toward the sound, heavily, as if her boots were trapped in thick mud.

She stopped, frozen, and stared across the water-filled crater. She swung around on one foot, took a quick step away, then drew a deep breath and marched around the bank. Digging her heel into the bank, she half-closed her eyes and caved off a slab of clay. It splashed into the muddy water, pulling the whole body after it. Miz Adams glimpsed the rotting fabric of a shawl knotted beneath the jaws of a grinning skull, all stained a ghastly yellow-gray by the soil in which it had lain.

Miz Adams was no stranger to death. Last September, her husband had died of a massive coronary. Three days later a large gray cat had come scratching and yowling at her door. She had let him in and the cat had gone immediately to the leather recliner that her husband had used; curled up and began purring. The cat had disappeared a week later, leaving Miz Adams with a great sense of relief, and a new skepticism about the borderline between life and death. She stood frozen, looking at the skull which was sinking slowly into the yellow water. Her mind fuzzed, she thought of her own bones safely hidden within the padding of flesh. Resolving to have herself cremated, she looked around. The trees marched silently in all directions, the leaves whispered something incomprehensible to her ears. The steamy heat of the morning somehow failed to reach her; she felt a cold clamminess pulling at the flesh at the back of her neck. She turned and ran thirty yards before she remembered her own heart; realizing there was no need to hurry, she slowed to a walk …

• • •

Sheriff Logan moved through the woods with the swift ease of an otter, dipping and sidestepping to avoid the gnarled branches and spiky bushes which snagged his deputy. Wendell was not dressed for the boonies. The leather soles of his black pointed shoes had acquired a glossy, resinous coating from the dead leaves; twice his feet shot out from under him and left him sitting, startled and angry, amid the litter.

Miz Adams reached the hole first, and looked down at the placid yellow water. “It’s in there. Must’ve sunk.”

The sheriff got a long dry stick and squatted on the rim, pulling his creased tan gabardines up off his knees. He wore polished ox-blood boots with straps running under the insteps. His belt was broad tooled leather, his badge a gold star no larger than a two-bit piece, pinned off-center above his left breast pocket.

He probed for a minute with the forked stick, then hoisted a slimy mop of fabric which dripped yellow water. He threw it out on the bank and used the stick to untangle the wad, revealing a woolen shawl of coarse weave and undetermined color. He reached down and picked up something, rubbed it between his fingers and finally drew it between his thumb and forefinger. It was a hair about twenty inches long, blonde or pale auburn.

“Told you it was a woman,” said Miz Adams.

“Hair don’t mean nothin these days. Wendell, jump in there and poke around. Miz Adams, you mind walkin off a ways? He’s gonna have to strip down to his shorts.”

Muttering, Wendell took off his pants and shoes and socks and stood in red-striped shorts which belled out around his hairy white legs. He went in warily, toes first, holding onto a tree root while his lips curled back in distaste. His feet slid forward, and he went down with his right arms flailing backwards, yelling “whoop!” as he sat down in bubbling water up to his armpits.

The sheriff took out his handkerchief and daubed a damp spot on his shirt front. “Now you don’t have to be careful. Just reach on in there and yank it out.”

Mouth quivering, Wendell levered himself erect and stretched his arm down into the water. His mouth pulled in several different directions as his hand groped, then his lips peeled back in a rictus of effort as he hoisted a dripping clay-colored torso from the water. He lurched toward the bank, and the sheriff edged forward and reached out, seizing the spine in the lumbar area and dragging it up on the rim.

“Now find the head,” he grunted.

In twenty minutes they had it laid out, face up, like a corpse arranged for burial. The three stood looking down at it, unconsciously arranging themselves at three points of the cross, with the sheriff at the foot and Wendell and Miz Adams at either side. Soft clay filled the area between the curving rib cage. The pelvic cradle was stained yellow, like old ivory.

“No way of telling how she died,” muttered Wendell.

The sheriff sighed and walked to the cavity where the body had lain. He squatted on his haunches and raked the dirt with his stick.

“Whatcha lookin for?” asked the deputy.

“Nothin,” grunted the sheriff.

He loosed the earth to a depth of eight inches, then took out his pocketknife and whittled a point on the stick. He stabbed it into the dirt several times at spaced intervals, then straightened and looked gloomily at the deputy.

“What’d you find?” asked Wendell.

The sheriff shook his head and flicked his eyes toward Miz Adams. Then he turned and strode up to her. “Miz Adams, I’d like to request that you take my deputy back to your house, and lend him a spade, if you got one.”

She nodded, her eyes wide. “I sure have. It’s rusty but you’re welcome to it.”

“I will appreciate that very much. Also I will appreciate very much if you don’t say anything about this.”

“Oh, well, sure, I uh … you think there’s more’n one?”

“I’d rather not speculate just yet, Ma’m.”

• • •

By the time they got back the sheriff had uncovered the second body, but had left it imbedded in yellow clay. This one had been protected from the elements and still had the flesh attached, though it was soft and greasy and had the deep rich purple color of ripe eggplant. Already it was beginning to draw flies and send a ripe musty odor into the air. There were bracelets around the wrists and a butterfly embroidered on a patch of stained nylon in the area of the right hip.

The sheriff stood looking at the body, pulling out his lower lip and twisting it first one way and then the other. The deputy stood holding the spade, which was pitted with rust and lacked a crossbar in the handle. After about five minutes, he asked: “You want me to dig her the rest of the way up?”

The sheriff shook his head without taking his eyes off the body. “Who owns this land, Miz Adams? It’s national forest, ahr’t it?”

“No it ain’t,” said Miz Adams. “This part here belongs to a real-estate man, lives over in Wainright.”

“Know his name?”

“Never met the man.” She came forward, her loose boot making a clump-ffffht sound which drew a startled look from the sheriff. Her voice dropped to a confidential mutter: “But I seen that boy he had livin’ there … the one who built the cabin. I reckon you know who I mean?”

“Can’t say I do.”

“‘You had him in jail a couple weeks ago and you let him get away from you.”

The sheriff wheeled on his deputy. “Who’s she talkin’ about?”

The deputy rested his foot on the spade and looked sternly at the woman. “What’s this kid look like, Miz Adams?”

“Tall, kinda light-brown wavy hair, beard … drove an old gray Ford pickup.”

“Hey, that sounds like the guy we sent — ”

The sheriff shot an angry scowl at the deputy, then turned back to the woman. “This kid … was the real-estate man his brother?”

“Some kind of kin. Brother-in-law, I think.”

“Yeah, well, he didn’t get away from us. We know where he is.” He took another turn around the excavation, viewing the object within from several different angles, then looked at the deputy, who had been jabbing the spade into the earth, pulverizing a square yard of leaf mold.

“I don’t think we better dig anymore, Wendell. If I can get the mobile lab down here …” He trailed off, thinking about the coroner, and the meatwagon, and the mobile crime lab, and the search party, wondering how to get them into the woods and out again without attracting a swarm of rubbernecks …

“Tell you what, Wendell. You stay here — ”

The deputy moaned. “I’ll miss lunch!”

“I’ll have Fanny put up a snack. Don’t let anybody touch the body until the coroner does his business. I’m gonna have Colley round up a search party, and I want you to see that they go over the whole property. You won’t be lucky enough to have trees tip over and turn up every stiff. That last one was three feet down. So take it slow, look for sunken depressions and stuff like that”

“Where you goin?”

“To see if the shrinks are done with our suspect.”

“What if they ain’t?”

“Well if they ain’t they might just hafta get their asses in gear. Sorry Miz Adams. See you, Wendell.”

Sheriff Kent Logan was thoughtful as he drove between the granite pillars of the state hospital. Ahead, the blacktop arrowed through landscaped grounds to the gray limestone steps of the administration building. He was aware of the sudden peace and quiet behind the walls and felt his power leaking away.

He had resigned his major’s commission the first time he was passed over for promotion, knowing that the second time he’d be asked to resign. He’d planned to give the county good service, gradually let the people know that they had a good sheriff — not smart, but honest — and from there continue his climb. The double murder now could either make him or break him. One thing sure, the easy way was not necessarily the best Kelley had attracted attention by putting down the black riots in Kansas City, and wound up as head of the FBI. Power, he thought to himself. Power, that’s all it is. His big hands squeezed the steering wheel. But it had to be done easy …

He pulled into a reserved parking space, undipped his gun, locked it in the glove compartment, and went inside. The administrator was a small white-haired man he’d met before; he had a knack of being agreeable without ever saying yes.

“Patient care,” he said, “is under the chief psychiatrist. However Dr. Kossuth is on vacation at the moment I’ll call Dr. Bodac, who is the staff psychiatrist in Bollinger’s area. I’m sure Elizabeth can arrange an interview, or at least find out what you want to know …”

But she did none of these things. She slouched behind her desk, her legs spread out beneath it, heels resting on the floor. She tapped her pencil and gazed at him across the polished surface of her walnut-stained desk.

“Mr. Bollinger is under medication.”

Sheriff Logan let his features settle into the dull implacable mold of a law-enforcement officer doing his painful duty.

“I don’t wanta talk to him if he’s groggy or …” he shrugged, “… messed up to where he can’t answer questions Could you give him something to straighten him up, just for an hour or two?”

She looked at him for a minute, her eyes unreadable. Then she stretched out her arm without moving any other part of her body, pulled a paper in front of her, glanced at it, and said:

“It’s like this. He came to us in a disturbed state, with bruises, contusions, lacerations and a few other odds and ends — ”

“I can explain that. See — ”

She cut him off with a chop of her hand. “Never mind. I read the report.” She went on without looking up. “We put him in a crisis-intervention ward. Segregated room, heavy dosages of …” She pursed her lips and gazed up at the ceiling. “Strong tranquilizing drugs. He was informed of your request for an interview. He says he has no interest in being interrogated or … whatever it was you wanted to do.”

“Can he do that? Just refuse?”

“Yes, he can do that. The patient has rights.”

Logan shifted in his chair, fighting an urge to scratch his groin. He wished he’d taken time to shower after coming out of the woods. It didn’t look like the search party would get started before late afternoon; nobody wanted to take off work and crawl around in the brush looking for people long dead.

“I’ll tell you why I’m in a hurry. I’ve found evidence that connects him to a very serious crime.”

She tilted her head and lifted one eyebrow. “How serious?”

“Well — a major crime. I’d rather not voice my suspicions until I get some — ” He almost said identification, then realized it would give away the fact that bodies had been found. He couldn’t be sure that she wouldn’t tell the patient; he had a low opinion of hospital security, and he didn’t want his suspect escaping. So he finished: “ — some further proof.”

“But you did, you know.”

“What?”

“Voice a suspicion.” She got up and walked around to the side of the desk, resting her hip against it. The move brought him into the aura of her perfume, a fragrance so subtle he couldn’t identify it, though it made him aware of his own sour.sweat smell.

“Well then …” He cleared his throat. “Let’s say I would like to question him about a serious crime which he may or may not have knowledge of. Ten or fifteen minutes would be enough to, uh …”

He broke off, aware that she was looking at him with a mocking half-smile.

“To what?”

To administer a little five-knuckle truth-serum, he thought, and then wondered if it was his thought or hers. Into his mind floated a half-forgotten fragment of an old movie, some heroine with frizzy hair and mascaraed eyelids, standing with her arms spread across a doorway, breasts heaving against filmy silk. She was one of the stubborn ones, the harder he pushed, the more she would resist. Well, he had plenty of time. The bodies would keep under refrigeration. Meanwhile there was evidence to be gathered, autopsies, microscope slides to be examined …

He stood up, stuffed his shirt into his belt and brushed the curved brim of his felt hat. “You wanta tell me something, Miz Bodac?”

“If I can.”

“You dislike sheriffs in general, or is there something about me in particular?”

Her cheeks dimpled. “You aren’t pleased with the outcome of our interview?”

“That’s right.”

“You ask for cooperation but you don’t give any. You obviously think he might be guilty of some major crime. What kind of crime? Robbery? Rape?” Her eyes searched from beneath arched brows. He saw that they were not gray, but a yellow-green which made him think of oxidized copper. “You don’t react to any of those, so it must be — ”

“Don’t put me under your damn glass.”

Her nostrils flared, then she breathed out in a long sigh. “I forgot … your main task is putting people where they don’t want to be. You must run into a lot of resistance, most of it cruder than what I’ve given you.”

“You wanta complain to the governor, go right ahead.”

“What would you do if I did?”

“Hell! I’d hand-carry the letter myself. He didn’t elect me. The people of this county elected me — and that’s who I aim to protect.”

“You think the patient might be dangerous to them, is that it?”

Suddenly wary, Logan said: “I think he might be.”

“Dangerous to me, you think?”

He tilted his head and gave her a sidelong look. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

A tint of pink rose from the collar of her tunic. “I think I deserve an answer to that question.”

“Oh you do? Well you know what I think? I think you hit on a gimmick to get more information outta me, and I’ll tell you something else, it ain’t gonna work.”

“Isn’t gonna work.”

He pulled on his hat and turned, walking toward the door with long rapid strides. He felt the back of his neck burning, his nose stung with anger — self-directed, because she’d hooked his ego like a fish.

Walking across the street, he got in his car and lit a cigarette, smoking and watching the gray limestone office building. Five minutes later she walked down the long sidewalk and turned left without glancing in his direction. Good-looking woman, he thought — but cold. He wondered if the girls they’d dug up that morning had been pretty. He sighed and started his engine. The crime-lab truck would be in the woods by now.






Three


Sitting here in the dining room I can see my fellow inmates straining to keep their masks on straight. Over near the window at a table for four is one we call Gentleman Jack. You wonder why he must sit alone since he is obviously such a well-bred mannerly person, napkin draped over his lap and fork poised gracefully between first and second finger. Then you note that the napkin is trembling and you realize that he is jerking off incessantly. Every week the poor bastard has to get his pecker doctored up by the nurses. Why do I say poor bastard? I’d like to get mine doctored up, it’s something they put in your food. I was never so damned embarrassed in my life as last night, Pat and I tried for an hour to get it on under the honeysuckle hedge. She was willing to anything, suck it or stuff it in her ear if necessary, but old Mr. Long John slept the sleep of the dead. So we wound up rapping about cosmic shit, she digs Shankara who is too damn intellectual for me. Shankara probably couldn’t get it up either. How the hell does the jackoff artist do it? Of course he’s on mellaril which isn’t as bad as the big ? but hell, I’m thirty years younger …

Here comes the medications nurse pushing her cart down the aisle, it’s like communion except that these devotees are not performing the sacrament, no, this is not the symbolic blood of Jesus that these communicants are imbibing with such sour wrinklings of the mouth. This is the modern way to Blessed Peace, the nurse is looking at me, beckoning me with her white tapered finger, I wonder where she has had it lately, gouging shit out of someone’s spastic colon no doubt, but I rise and shuffle forward like a sheep to slaughter, I throw back my head and down the vile stuff and then I stumble back to my ward and collapse on my narrow monkish cot, while the silent spider spins his web in my brain …

• • •

He watched the colors on the ceiling fade to gray. Boredom settled over his body like dust. Oh brothers, it’s getting dark in here …

Activity was beginning to stir at the periphery of his life. He had felt the tension all through lunch hour; now it entered his body, his muscles drew into a quivering hardness, the kundalini power turned slowly in the pit of his stomach — 

“Boln’ger! Quiet room!”

 — Up on his feet and standing rigid, he looked down the polished wax corridor between the bunks. The square black speaker above the attendant’s window gave no explanation, admitted no argument. He started walking. The other men turned on their bunks as he passed, grunting, farting, coughing.

It was lighter at this end, the window in the steel door was a square of greasy glass with chicken wire set into it, like the windows in gymnasiums. The smell was gymnasiumlike too: urine, sweat, dirty socks and cheap shaving lotion. He looked through the square glass — set at an angle, to give it a diamond shape (the damn thing infuriated him sometimes, the sheer stupid falsity of it) — and saw the psychiatrist disappear through the green wooden door of the quiet room, carrying a manila folder in her arms. So bland, so neat, so goddamn beautiful … why does she upset me? (Just a creature of the institution. Like me, like Gentleman Jack, like all of us. Can’t hurt anything to talk to her. Hoo-hoo-ha-ha-hee-hee.)

The room was small, square, hospitallike: Walls of pale pea-green, white-framed window, scarred desk of gray painted metal. Behind it stood an armless secretarial posture chair, behind that a movable muslin screen, behind that a narrow cot with canvas straps attached to its steel frame.

Poise was the word that came into his mind when he looked at her. She stood beside the desk, one hip resting against it. Her hand lay flat inside the patch pocket of her white tunic; her thumb hooked over the edge and extended down in a straight line outside it. She held her other arm behind her, elbow bent in a precise forty-five degree angle. Her hair was neither red nor orange, but an in-between shade of rust-brown, the color of weathered brick. She wore it brushed across her forehead, falling over her right ear and lying in a fluffed mass on the collar of her tunic. He couldn’t get a precise idea of her build — ample, though. His eyes detected a solidity of flesh where the tunic flared out over her hips. There was another roundness of flesh above the knees, where the trousers flared to reach down to her white canvas shoes. White soles, white shoestrings, white-on-white. The unrelieved purity of her clothing made him feel rough, brutal, masculine.
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