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  To John Helfers


  Never say goodbye because goodbye means going away and going away means forgetting.


  —J. M. Barrie


  Chapter One


  “You know how it is at that time of year; the days seem to last forever. It was as perfect a day as you could imagine—until she left.


  “One minute she was there waving to me, telling me to be a good boy, then she climbed into a shiny black sedan and sped away behind dark windows. If I had known it was going to be the last time that I ever saw her, I would have run after her, grabbed ahold of her, and held her back with all my might. But I didn’t budge. I waved and went back to what I was doing, just like it was another day.”


  “You still miss her.”


  “Wouldn’t you?”
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  The walls were bare and in need of a fresh coat of paint. Ghosts of pictures, diplomas, and an oversized dry-erase board glowed gray and looked like lost pieces of a puzzle waiting to be put back together. A herd of dust bunnies congregated in the corner, demonstrating no fear of being swept away anytime soon. The room smelled like a mouse had died in the wall, rotting away slowly, one whisker at a time. There was none of the sterile institutional aroma most often encountered in a police department headquarters. Funny thing was, the office hadn’t been vacant that long.


  One fluorescent light buzzed overhead and flickered like an ancient disco strobe. The other tube was burned out. There was no window, no distracting view of the world beyond, which was just fine with Hud Matthews. He wasn’t there to daydream.


  “It’s not much.” Paul Burke stood shoulder to shoulder with Hud, staring into the office. There was no evidence of shame or embarrassment on Burke’s pockmarked face. Even though they were close enough in age to have been boyhood friends, Burke looked as if he’d walked headlong into a hailstorm all of his adult life, and any effort to grow facial hair of any kind looked to be futile. His face reflected a permanent, angry, expression, whether he intended it or not.


  Hud squared his shoulders and straightened his spine so he was as close to equal in height as could be to Burke—nobody called the chief, Paul, not even his wife. “I’m just glad to be here.”


  Burke looked him in the eye. “It’s not too soon?”


  Hud dropped his shoulders again. “The wounds are healed; I need to get on with it. How many times do I have to tell you that? The shrink said I was good to go. You got the report.”


  Burke shrugged, didn’t blink, and stood with his arms crossed as though he was waiting for something more. It was a common expression and stance with him, especially in an interrogation. Paul Burke had the consummate skill of being an asshole without ever having to say a word.


  “I’m not dead,” Hud offered.


  “I can see that. All right. I still have my reservations, you know that.”


  “You’ve always had your reservations about me.”


  “I’ve known you for a long time.” Burke paused, looked away from Hud quickly, then back into the dismal office. “I won’t coddle you.”


  “That’s why I came to you for a job when it was obvious that Detroit didn’t really want me back.”


  “That’s the only reason?”


  “Sure, what else is there?”


  “Old business.” The words echoed inside the office and bounced off the cold damp cement walls right back at Hud.


  “I’m just glad to have a job,” he said, as he stepped into the office and nodded his head with approval. “This’ll be fine, just fine.”
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  It was the perfect kind of day for someone to find a dead body: gray, overcast, a slight mist hanging in the air. Two county squad cars blocked a narrow lane that led down to the lake. Hud could see the smooth water as soon as he got out of his car—a six-year-old black Crown Vic that, according to the garage mechanic Lonnie Peck, was on its second engine and temperamental as a back pasture mule. Times had changed. It seemed as if the whole department had been recycled and was held together with nothing more than duct tape, duty, and the eroding will to serve and protect.


  Hud flashed his badge at the female deputy standing guard just beyond the bumper of a county cruiser. She was blonde, tall for a woman, had the lithe muscular body of a martial artist; obviously the kickboxer that Burke had warned him about on his way out the door. Her face held a scowl like she’d been personally done wrong by Hud, but he didn’t know her, didn’t recognize her from the past, didn’t care what grudge against the world she held. She was at least ten years younger than he was. Their paths would have never crossed in places that mattered.


  “So, you’re the new one,” she said. The other brown-and-tan cruiser was empty. “Another one of Burke’s old pals come to save the day. Got lucky. Caught your first case three days in. Some people have to wait a lifetime for that around here.”


  Hud shrugged and stuffed his badge back in his pocket. The wallet was new, just like the badge. Didn’t have a scratch on it. Only time would tell if it would show any wear. He didn’t feel lucky. “She down by the lake?”


  He was in no mood to explain to the kickboxer that he wasn’t really new at all, that he’d worked plainclothes for a long time. Detroit would teach her a thing or two about justice just like it had him. Not that it would matter. Hud knew animosity when he heard it. The deputy was ambitious, had her eyes on detective grade as the ultimate prize. It would have been easier for her to stay in the ring, or dojo, or wherever she trained and fought. A title might have cost her a tooth, but it’d be worth it in the long run, easier on her soul.


  The deputy nodded, twisted her lip and bit it, held back, restrained herself for now. “Yeah, half in, half out, a single gunshot to the head. No easy answers that I could see.”


  Hud exhaled and walked on. He knew he was right about her ambitions. She wouldn’t take his advice—try another department, maybe the city police instead of county—if he were willing to dole it out. He wasn’t. She wouldn’t be the first woman to think he was aloof, a sonofabitch. He didn’t give a shit what she thought.


  The water smelled distantly fishy, but not in a dead rot kind of way. The smell just announced that aquatic life was present and plentiful; he knew it immediately, knew it like a simmering stew on the stove. It was the smell of his childhood summers, the smell of home. He was immediately comfortable and uncomfortable at the same time. He had missed that smell, longed for it deep in his sleepless nights, but now it made him want to puke.


  There were no boats on the lake. It was vacant and lonely, smooth as glass. The air was chilly, and most of the vacation people had packed up, shuttered their cottages, and gone back to their real lives after the Labor Day weekend.


  The leaves were starting to turn color: fiery red, dangerous orange, fragile yellow. On a sunny day their decay would be a splendor to see: a beautiful impressionist painting, something to hang on the wall and reminisce about, or a line of poetry to write, if one was inclined. Hud wasn’t.


  He pushed forward, slowly, from the farthest perimeter of the crime scene toward the center of it, toward the victim.


  After the initial impression of the path, it was easy to ignore the state of the trees and shrubs on both sides of the lane as Hud searched the ground before him. He was looking for anything out of place. A broken branch, a lost shoe, a fake fingernail torn off in an attempt to flee, things he’d seen before, things that had helped him solve murders in his previous life.


  All the while, Hud listened intently: a blue jay chattered in the distance, not alarmed, just enjoying the sound of its own voice; there were no hawks about. Beyond that there was silence. There was no wind to clatter a screen door open or closed, and there seemed to be nothing, at least on his first pass, that stood out on the ground before him. Nothing seemed unusual; nothing out of place caught his eye. He wasn’t surprised. It usually took more than one pass to see things clearly, to spot something that held meaning.


  Three men were gathered at the water’s edge, looking down at the ground as though they were in prayer. The shroud of first responders was always dark and mournful, that moment before mass or some other formal ceremony was set to begin. Conversations on the radio had told him that one of them was the CO, the Conservation Officer, who had found the girl; another was the first deputy on the scene, who had most likely arrived in the cruiser next to the kickboxer’s; and the third was the coroner, who had just arrived minutes before Hud. Men accustomed to seeing the worst of what humans could do to each other and to animals but who never got used to it. At least Hud never had.


  He stopped fifty yards from the trio and surveyed the lake. If he were being honest, Hud would have confessed that he avoided the water, looking the other way whenever possible. Seeing and smelling it was like being in the presence of an old lover who had betrayed him in a deep and profound way. You took something from me I can never get back.


  The water was smooth as black ice, drinking in the mist after a thirsty, dry summer. A wedge of Canadian geese suddenly honked with anxious fortitude on the other side of the lake, cutting south in a hurry, ready to leave the lake like the rest of the part-timers, like they were late in their departure.


  Abandoned cottages on the opposite shore looked small, and the wedge even smaller, like the stroke of an artist’s brush pushed through thin black paint into a perfect V. Hud had forgotten how big the lake was. It covered almost a thousand acres, with fifteen hundred miles of shoreline on its edge.


  “Detective Matthews,” the CO said, pulling out of the group. He walked toward Hud with confidence, as though he was in charge. They met on the path and stopped to face each other. “They said you were coming. It’s just you?” The department was small. Three detectives besides the chief, Burke, eight deputies, and a handful of reserves. The surrounding towns had marshals, some deputies, mostly part-timers. They pitched in, along with the state police, when there was a need.


  “Do I need backup?” Hud said. He stuffed his hands into the pockets of his overcoat. He’d left his thin winter gloves behind, hadn’t remembered how a day like this could chill you so deep you thought your veins were going to freeze.


  “Not that I know of. It’s just this is a little disturbing. First murder we’ve had around here in a few years. Last one was an easy case, the result of a domestic dispute.”


  “I’m the only one on shift. Department’s stretched a little thin,” Hud said.


  “Aren’t we all.”


  “How do you know this one’s not?”


  “I’m sorry?”


  “Domestic? How do you know this one’s not a domestic?”


  “I guess I don’t.” The name badge over the CO’s right breast pocket said SHERMAN. It was old but highly polished. The man had a fair amount of gray at the temples, and his uniform was stiff and starched yet faded enough to be comfortable. He’d worn it in regular rotation over years of service, not months. Of the three men, he was the only one without a hat. His hair was glued to his head from the light mist that hung in the air, but he didn’t seem to mind the dampness. Hud had to look up to make eye contact with him. “I was surprised when I heard they’d replaced John Peterson when he retired,” Sherman said, like he was anxious to change the subject.


  “I came cheap.”


  “I bet you did.”


  Hud settled his neck so he looked ahead, beyond Sherman to the girl, to the other two men—who had taken their attention off the ground and were watching the conversation between the detective and CO.


  “Tell me what you’ve got,” Hud said.


  Chapter Two


  Demmie Lake had been dug deep by an ancient glacier that had dropped down past the Great Lakes in the long ago Ice Age. Springs had broken free from the fertile ground and run into the permanent gouge left in the earth, filling it with cold, clear water that would prosper and flow for eons to come. Over time, the water had spread and connected the big lake to nearby smaller lakes, creating a navigable chain of waterways that became a perfect getaway for fishermen, boaters, and vacationers in the twentieth century.


  The place had really began to boom after World War II. Before then, there’d been a few collections of rental cottages, a hotel or two, and a boardwalk that had popped up a few years before the Great Depression. In the mid-1940s, the soldiers came home from the war and went to work in the factories fifty miles away and beyond. City people and factory workers needed a place to escape. The crystal-clear waters, mournful call of migrating loons, and plentiful panfish drew in hoards of the new middle class seeking to get away from it all, looking for a place to recharge themselves, to escape to. The drudgery of work was distant on the water.


  Restaurants sprang up along the revitalized boardwalk. There were ice cream stands, miniature golf courses, merry-go-rounds, go-kart tracks, and a lakefront Ferris wheel that could be seen from miles away on a clear night. It looked like a star had fallen in the water and stayed afire summer after summer.


  The lakes were the place to be—until the factories started to close years later, then disappeared altogether, and people in the city couldn’t afford to keep two houses. Hard times came after sixty years of affluence. It didn’t take long for the wildness to gloat with redemption; weeds grew fast and tall, cement cracked and left potholes deep enough to test a boat motor in, tax revenues dropped, and the cottages became low-rent housing for desperate folks who had nowhere else to go, who were just trying to hang on. The Ferris wheel was rusting away one rivet at a time.


  Someday the cycle would swing back, and a new generation of weary seekers would be able to pick up a post-war cottage on the cheap. But that didn’t look to be happening anytime soon. All Hud Matthews saw was neglect, depression, and a whole lot of ruin. It was hard to say that he was happy to be home. It looked nothing like he remembered.
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  “You were never in that house. You wouldn’t know.”


  “Try me.”


  “Nothing ever changed. Especially after that day. Gee just stopped living.”


  “You called your grandmother Gee?”


  “Yes. Is that a problem?”


  “Just clarifying.”


  “Gee put a lock on the door to my mother’s bedroom, but I knew where she’d hidden the key. I’d go in there sometimes just to see if I could conjure an image of her, hear her voice, smell her perfume.Before I knew it I was thirteen and she’d been gone for five years. But I always kept looking for her to walk in the front door like nothing had ever happened. I could never quit doing that. I could never quit hoping that she would come back.”
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  “The call came in about an hour ago,” CO Sherman said. “Lady thought it was a deer that had washed up on the shore overnight.”


  “She didn’t come down to check?” Hud said. The deputy and coroner stood guard over the girl. Neither had offered to join in the conversation.


  “Obviously not.”


  “How often does that happen?”


  “A phone call like that?”


  “No, a dead deer washing ashore.”


  Sherman shrugged. “I guess I might’ve seen it once in thirty years. But there’s more deer around here now than there ever was before. I didn’t rush right over, but I headed this way once the call came in. I was curious. I found her just like this.” He nodded over to the girl.


  Hud didn’t follow the CO’s gaze but watched his every move. Who knew what the truth was? It was a skill he’d acquired a long time ago—maybe even before he knew it was a skill. Don’t make any assumptions. Question everything. “You talk to the caller?”


  “She didn’t leave a name. Dispatch said it was a local call, but the ID was blocked or didn’t exist. Probably one of them pay-as-you-go phones that you can buy for a few bucks down at the Walgreens.” There was disdain in the CO’s voice, a recognizable dislike of technology, of how things had changed. It was a middle-age disease that Hud was uncomfortable with but could feel metastasizing under his own skin. Change came too fast.


  Hud looked over his shoulder, away from the CO, down the lakefront for as far as he could see. It was lined with cottages. He knew he’d have to canvas the whole cluster of them before the day was over, might have to employ the kickboxer to help, or call in some of the reserves for backup. If this wasn’t cause for that, nothing was. “But it wasn’t a deer?” he finally said.


  “Nope,” Sherman said. He shook his head and looked at the ground. “A girl, mid-twenties, a single gunshot to the back of the head.”


  “Execution style?”


  “Could be I suppose. I didn’t think about that.”


  “Let’s go take a look.”


  The CO led him to the girl. Hud had nothing to say to the two men who stood in wait. His eyes were to the ground, looking, searching, for anything out of place. He stood above her for a long five minutes, just listening to the wind skim across the lake, the three men breathing, road noise in the distance, behind him. He finally leaned down and shined a pen-sized flashlight into the girl’s brown eyes, then looked up at the coroner. “How long you figure she’s been dead?”


  “Hard to be exact, but she’s stiff as a board. Between twelve and twenty-four hours. I don’t think she was in the water long, though.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “Turtles hadn’t got to her yet.”


  The coroner, Bill Flowers, was old enough to be Hud’s father. Flowers’s family had owned a couple of funeral homes in the county for as long as anybody could remember. He was a tall, thin man, rickety with arthritis, and he had the coldest hands Hud had ever encountered.


  Flowers also held the biggest and best Fourth of July party on the lake. Fireworks, a hog roast—a big pig cooked in the ground, luau-style—music that played deep into the night and floated across the dark, smooth lake. There were more beautiful women at those parties, tanned from worshiping the summer sun, than you could shake a stick at. Hud had never been invited to any of the Flowerses’ parties but his mother had. Of course his mother had. He’d only listened to the music alone in a boat, smelled the food as it wafted on the breeze toward him, and dreamed about all of the pretty girls, especially Goldie, the coroner’s only daughter, the princess of the lake. He’d had the biggest crush on Goldie, but she acted like he didn’t exist, even when Hud tried to talk to her at school. She became his fantasy girl. The thing he couldn’t have. The face he saw in the middle of his hard, lonely teenage nights. All he’d ever wanted was a chance to show her what he could do, how he could make her feel.


  “So you think she was dumped here?” Hud said.


  The deputy, Bob Varner, stood back out of the way with a glare on his face. He was a stranger to Hud and hadn’t said two words to him after their initial greeting. More animosity. The air was thick with it.


  “Hard to say,” Flowers said. Tiny pebbles of moisture had collected on the coroner’s black lapel like they belonged there. “They could’ve dropped her right here with a high-powered rifle. Doesn’t look like a point blank shot to me, but again it’s going to be hard to say for certain until I get her in and conduct the autopsy. Strange things turn up that we can’t see right away once we’re under some lights and can pull back the skin. I don’t see any obvious powder burns, residue that would be left behind from a close shot.”


  Hud stood up. He restrained himself from showing any sign of agreement, though he knew the man’s words to be true. The coroner’s speculation about the rifle didn’t sit well with him. The girl had on jogging shorts, a T-shirt, and no shoes. She wasn’t dressed to be outside on a day like this. He thought she’d been dumped there, even though there was no sign on the ground that suggested such a thing. “You get the pictures we need?” he asked the coroner.


  Flowers nodded.


  “Good. Let’s get her covered up.” Hud stared at Bill Flowers, waited for the man to get on with it.


  Instead, Flowers just stood there and stared back at him petulantly, like a stubborn child refusing for the pleasure of it. “I was sorry to hear about your grandmother. Are you staying at the house?”


  “No,” Hud said. “I’ve got a room at the hotel.”


  “That place is going to fall down on itself one of these days.”


  Hud nodded, turned away from the girl, and headed back up the path, the way he’d come down. His grandmother had requested to be cremated at an unknown and untested funeral home two counties over. She’d never had any use for Bill Flowers or his kind.


  Chapter Three


  By the time the ambulance arrived, a small crowd had started to gather against the yellow police tape. They were mostly older, retired full-timers, lips closed tight, hiding their stained and crooked Social Security teeth, more scared than curious. It was a weekday. Any kids or teenagers who lived nearby would still be in school—or should have been. Two overweight EMTs struggled to get a gurney down the path to the lake. They looked angry, as if they’d been pulled away from a video game against their will. Hud watched them disappear, then started toward his car for a fresh notepad. The crowd would be easier to canvas than knocking on the doors of vacant cottages.


  “Who’s in charge here?” It was a woman’s voice.


  Hud stopped just in time to hear the kickboxer say that he was. Without any hesitation at all, the woman, hair as gray as the sky, eyes as black as the lake at night, pushed the tape out of the way and headed straight for him.


  “Hey, you can’t do that!” the kickboxer yelled.


  The woman paid her no mind, and Hud didn’t either. “What’s the matter?” he said, reading the panic on the woman’s face.


  “The boy, he’s missing.” She stopped inches from Hud. She was wearing a morning housecoat and smelled of cigarettes and canned tuna. Her feet were bare, save the faded blue slippers that looked thin as a newspaper and old as the scratched up wedding ring on her finger.


  “What boy?” Hud asked.


  “Hers.” The woman nodded toward the lake.


  “How do you know that?” Everything around Hud had ceased to exist. He was in a vacuum, focused entirely on the woman and what she had to say, on what she had to show him.


  “Has to be her, the way she lives. Men in and out at all hours of the night and day. Not too many others around here these days anyways.” The woman stepped forward, craned her neck upward to inspect Hud a little more closely. She was a little bug-eyed. “You’re that Matthews boy, ain’t you?”


  Hud’s instinct was to step back, react to the invasion of his personal space, but he held fast and nodded. “I am. What’s your name?” The muscles in his face were as hard and petrous as the ground he stood on.


  The woman eyed him suspiciously. “Danvers. Harriet Danvers. I knew your grandmother. And your mother, too. Such a shame about Georgia Mae. Sorry about them both. That why you came back?”


  Hud steeled himself. He had known he was going to have to face an inquiry sooner or later. More than once. This was just the start. “The boy, ma’am. What about the boy?”


  “They never found her? Your mother? They never found any sign of her, did they?” the woman continued, ignoring Hud’s question. Her eyes were glazed over, her mind in the past, her trembling right hand in the present.


  No, you crazy old bitch, they never found her. Not one fingernail, nothing. Is that what you wanted to hear? Luckily the words stayed where they belonged: under his tongue, in the pit of his soul. He’d had plenty of practice at keeping his mouth shut.


  Hud shook his head slightly, then looked up at a rattling ruckus that was heading his way. The EMTs were having a harder time coming back up the path than they had going down. “Can you identify the girl? Can you tell me who she is, where she lived? It’ll help us find the boy, if he’s really missing.”


  “Things have a way of disappearing around here, in that lake. It’s deeper than people think it is,” the woman said. “Divers went down into it ’bout thirty years ago, said there was catfish as big as men. Monsters. Maybe one of ’em crawled out and did this ugly deed. Wouldn’t surprise me none at all. No sir, it wouldn’t surprise me none at all to have monsters walking among us.” She stepped back and followed Hud’s gaze to the closed black body bag on the stretcher. “I’ll see her if she’s not too bad to look at. I know it’s that Pam girl. I’d be surprised if it wasn’t.”


  “She’s just dead, not very much blood,” Hud said.


  “All right. I’ve seen that before. I’ve seen dead before,” Harriett Danvers said.
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  The kickboxer’s name was Joanne Moran. She said Hud could call her Jo, but he wasn’t interested in being on a first-name basis with her. He needed backup. That’s all. Nothing more. Deputy Moran it was.


  He followed Harriet Danvers to the trailer where she said the girl had been staying with her eight-year-old son. It was old, probably manufactured in the late 1950s or early 1960s, ten feet wide and about fifty feet long, the color of a dead oak leaf: dull rusty brown and just as fragile. Black rain streaks reached down from the roof in thin, gnarled fingers. Holes in the screens were big enough for a bat to fly through. Two fifty-five gallon drums sat at the rear door and overflowed with trash that had yet to be burned. If it hadn’t been for the rainy mist, the flies would’ve been feasting on week-old chicken bones and getting drunk on the fermented sugar left behind in the empty soda bottles.


  Hud had instructed Harriet Danvers to give the other deputy a description of the boy and to stay away from the trailer. Surprisingly, she’d given in, stood back like a submissive dog, and done what she had been told to do.


  He stopped next to the screen door of the trailer, raised his .45 to the ready, and listened for anything out of the ordinary. He preferred the .45 to the Glock 9mm Burke had wanted to issue him. Hud liked the reliability of the Colt, the history of the government-issue 1911 design. He didn’t trust plastic.


  “You don’t even know that that woman was telling you the truth,” Deputy Moran said in a low whisper. Her tan windbreaker was soaked with a thin layer of mist. It didn’t seem to bother her. She held a black Glock, hadn’t had the choice he’d had. Hud wondered if she was any good with it. He hoped her ambitions were true.


  Hud shook his head, dropped his voice to meet hers. “Doesn’t matter. If she lied about a child in peril, there are consequences for that. You want to take the time to check out everything she said first?”


  “The boy can’t be far if he ran out on his own.”


  “You don’t know much about eight-year-old little boys do you?”


  “No, I don’t.”


  Silence returned between them with a chill and a glare. Hud regretted his words as soon as he said them. Animosity had been replaced with a distant but raw hurt. He looked away from Moran and caught a whiff of something familiar, a mix of chemicals that couldn’t be mistaken once they’d been smelled. “Somebody’s been cooking meth.”


  The deputy shrugged. “No surprise there. It’s an epidemic here.”


  “It’s an epidemic everywhere.” Without any further hesitation, Hud pushed inside the trailer with as much muscle as he could, leading with the barrel of his gun. “Police! Everybody down!”


  Moran pushed by him, leveling the Glock, sweeping the small front room as she went. It was empty save the trash on the floor. There were no living beings to be seen. No roaches, no mice; nothing.


  The trailer rocked under their feet, unstable, out of balance, not leveled. A burning sensation immediately assaulted Hud’s eyes and throat, but he hustled to the back of the trailer, yelling and kicking open what few doors there were as he went. Moran checked closets and under beds.


  Five minutes felt like a lifetime trapped inside a toxic cloud, but that was all the time Hud could take. His lungs felt like they’d been soaked in drain cleaner, and he feared if he stayed inside the trailer another minute his skin would start to peel off. Moran followed him out the door.


  They both crumpled to their knees coughing, choking, gasping for air like unlucky fish yanked out of water. Their state drew Deputy Varner to them. “You all right?” He spoke directly to Moran, ignored Hud completely.


  She nodded and coughed. “It’s empty.”


  Hud got his breath, stood up, and tried to get his bearings. He looked beyond the trailer, tried to remember what lay beyond it, even though he didn’t want to. “The Dip still up the road?”


  “No one’s there,” Varner said. “It’s been closed for a few years.”
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  “What about your father?”


  “What about him?”


  “Where was he?”


  “Dead. He died before I was born. All I had were pictures and a story of a perfect whirlwind romance. You could see it, even in black and white. She loved him and he loved her.”


  “How did he die?”


  “A car wreck. She was with him; carried a scar on her ankle and up the back of her calf for the rest of her life. It was all she had left of him. The car burned up. She was lucky to be alive. She told me that a million times.”


  “And you believed her?”


  “Why wouldn’t I?”


  Chapter Four


  The Dip was one of those places that had popped up after World War II, almost instantly becoming an institution. The onslaught of vacationers had made it a viable enterprise for fifty years, selling soft-serve ice cream cones and penny candy to kids, and cigarettes and bags of ice to their parents. It was a destination not to be missed on any visit to the lakes, but now it stood, unsurprisingly, in disrepair. The roof had buckled inward, waiting for the next heavy snowstorm to come along and cave it in the rest of the way. Orange and white paint, in alternating stripes, was faded, peeling off the cement-block building in flecks and bits. It looked like a million miniature leaves had fallen from the roof to the surrounding ground. Hud was surprised the place was still standing.


  He and Moran had walked up to the Dip from the meth trailer, navigating the road slowly, cautiously, eyes peeled, just like on the path to the lake, for a sign of certain evil or something out of place. He wasn’t sure if he was heading in the right direction or not, but if he were an eight-year-old boy, he would head for the allure of ice cream, or at least the promise of it, maybe find a place to hide in the old lion’s cage. A kid would know about the place. Hud was sure of it.


  The road was bordered by a popcorn field on one side. It was flat and harvested; only stubble remained, poking out of the brown ground like the remnants of a giant’s beard. The other side of the road was nothing but of collection of driveways that led back to cottages and ultimately to the lake. Most were marked Private. Hud stopped and examined every piece of litter along the way.


  “I thought you were in a hurry,” Moran said, halfway there.


  Hud let her words drift away into the mist unanswered. He was concerned about the boy, but he was in no hurry to revisit the Dip, no matter the reason.


  The road sloped down into a deep ravine, dropped off like the first hill of a roller coaster, flattened out briefly, then climbed back up the other side so the ground was even with the initial drop off.


  The little ice-cream shop sat at the bottom of the ravine, squarely in the middle of the dip in the road. It was a clever name with the placement of the business, especially since it was located on the main road that skirted the lake, guaranteeing a steady flow of traffic at the height of the tourist season. But it was what was behind the cement block building that had caused most of the vacationers to really stop to visit. For an extra quarter, vacationers could visit a small zoo that stood behind the building. Only it hadn’t actually been a real zoo, just a haphazard collection of freestanding cages holding an old male lion, a female tiger, and three ostriches. Ducks, Guinea hens, and peacocks roamed the grounds untethered. Old gumball machines dispensed dry dog food, a nickel a handful, to feed the tame fowl. Starlings and a variety of sparrows hung around for a free meal. They’d made a nice living. So had the hawks.


  The thought of the ostriches made Hud smile. They had escaped once, wreaked havoc on the nearby cottages, eating geraniums, pecking at anyone who approached them, then chasing the pampered little barking dogs. The birds had finally been rounded up by a couple of horsemen who looked as if they had ridden straight out of a cowboy movie. Everyone had feared the lion would get out sooner or later, and it wasn’t long after the great ostrich escape that the little zoo had been closed down. The price of an ice-cream cone doubled overnight.


  Hud stopped as the road began to slope down. Moran eased up next to him. “My dad used to bring us here. How about yours?”


  He shook his head. “I used to live over there.” He pointed to the first house on the other side of the ravine. It was empty, too; in a little better shape than the Dip, but not much.


  “At the Emporium?” Moran said.


  Hud had never called it the Emporium. None of the locals did. It was just “the shop”; always had been, always would be, the way he saw it. “It was my grandfather’s place. My grandmother, Gee, kept it going after he died.”


  “I think I still have a T-shirt I bought there.”


  “We sold a lot of things over the years. Souvenirs, T-shirts, blow-up floaties for the kids. That was one of my jobs. Blow up the inflatable ducks, sea serpents, giant fish, then hang them out on the line to draw attention. That junk fed us for a lot of years.”


  “Must have been cool to live next to the Dip.”


  “Sometimes in the middle of the night, I think I can still hear the lion roar,” Hud said, then plodded down to the abandoned building.
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  “Tell me about her.”


  “My mother?”


  “Yes, your mother. You rarely talked about your time with her.”


  “I was eight when she disappeared. It was a long time ago. She’s nothing more than a ghost in my memory now.”


  “Describe her in one word.”


  “Beautiful.”


  [image: image]


  The mist had turned to rain, and an angry wind whistled down from the north with a ferocity usually reserved for the winter months. A gray soup surrounded Hud and Moran as they eased up to the Dip. The sign, a large ice-cream cone bordered in neon, looked like food for some kind of invisible rust-eating insect. It swung wildly and threatened to fall to the ground with a direct burst of the cold air.


  “Come on,” Hud said to Moran, as he holstered his .45 and took out the little flashlight he carried. The sudden beam cut through the dim light about as well as a butter knife cut through a tough steak, but it was enough to see a few feet ahead of them.


  The smell of ancient feces, of the presence of animals, immediately assaulted Hud’s nose as he pushed into the first cage. No amount of moisture could tamp down the smell of death.


  Moran stopped at the door. “Was this the lion’s cage?”


  Hud shook his head. “Ostriches. The lion’s cage is the farthest one back. Or it was. There was a den made of chunks of limestone, but I wanted to check here first.” His voice was low, and he flashed the light on a collection of old tires, crates, and barrels that looked like they had been sitting there since the place had been first built. He pulled back when he was certain that the boy was not there.


  “I think this is a wild goose chase,” Moran said.


  “You have any better ideas?”


  Rain dripped down her stoic face. “Wait for a positive ID. You’re trusting an old woman who might not know what she’s talking about.”


  “That could take a little while. She was certain it was the girl.”


  Moran shrugged. Hud pushed by her and headed toward the vacant lion’s cage. He stopped about ten feet from it, froze as if he had just walked into an invisible wall, and couldn’t go another step farther.


  “What’s the matter?” Moran stopped next to him, her Glock aimed straight at the cage.


  He looked over at the young deputy, whose face was soaked with rain. “I was sure that my mother was here after she disappeared, that Fred Myerson had cut her up and fed her to the lion after he was done with her.”


  “Why would you think that?”


  “Because he always looked at her like she was an ice-cream cone. All of the men did.”


  “She was a looker?”


  “She was.”


  “But she wasn’t here? It wasn’t true?”


  “I don’t know; it could be true. We never found a trace of her. My grandmother thought she ran off and started a new life. Simple as that. Just up and left us one day. It was easier for her to think that. Rejection of the brutal terror that I dreamed of, saw everywhere around me. It wasn’t hard for her to believe that my mother would do that, that she was irresponsible. It was easier than believing she was dead.”


  “How old were you?”


  “Eight. I was eight.” The rain drenched his face. His skull felt wet, soaked, like it would collapse any second.


  “But you never believed that she ran off, that she just left you?”


  “Would you?”


  Moran didn’t say anything, just stared at Hud, her face hard to read. He wasn’t sure if he saw compassion or disbelief. Either way, it didn’t matter. “I could always feel her here,” he said. “It was the last place we had a good time; we shared an ice-cream cone, laughed about the ostriches together.”


  “And that’s why you left? Went to Detroit?”


  Hud walked through the invisible wall, to the back of the property. The cage was overgrown with briars and a thicket of wild raspberry. “You’re good at questions, Moran, there’s no doubt about that,” he said, looking for a way inside the lion’s cage.
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  Hud’s trained vision paid off. A few low branches of the bramble were freshly broken, their inner flesh white and pure—the snapped ends of the plants glowed like distant Christmas lights. When he looked closer, Hud saw a worn pathway leading into the cage, one that might have been traversed over and over again by a troop of raccoons or opossums. Or it could have been a boy. A scared little boy.


  “I’m going in,” Hud said.


  Moran nodded. “I’ll keep an eye out.”


  In a matter of seconds, Hud was inside a tunnel, crawling to the one place he could never go as a boy, could never check for himself to satisfy his constant need to know the truth of what had happened to his mother. “Hello,” he called out. “Are you in here? Don’t be afraid. I’m here to help you.” He stopped and listened.


  A siren wailed in the distance, the wind pushed into every crook and crevice it could find, howling as it went, but under those sounds Hud was certain he heard footsteps scooting away from him.


  He shined the light deep into the manmade lion’s den, suddenly afraid that he might come face-to-face with the beast—or find a pile of human bones. The light reflected off a pair of eyes, but they were not the eyes of an animal. They belonged to a frightened little boy. The boy was trapped, running back and forth in the depth of the cage, looking for a way to escape the man coming after him.


  “I won’t hurt you, I promise,” Hud said, as he eased toward the boy.


  The child screamed like he had been slapped, then stopped and looked directly into the light. The boy’s head looked odd, bigger than it should have been, and it took Hud a long second to figure out what he was seeing. It was a man’s hat, green and worn, with a state emblem embroidered on it. Just like a CO would wear.


  Hud had called out to Moran to radio the crime scene to keep Sherman from leaving. The call had come too late. Somehow, the CO had managed to slip away unnoticed.
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  The office was cold, but Hud didn’t mind. The walls were still bare, and the dust bunnies were safe in their places. The smell was gone, though. Maintenance had found a dead mouse in the ductwork and sprayed some kind of pine scent to kill the odor. It was a pleasant smell, and it reminded Hud of the stuff his grandmother used to mop the floors with.


  “Good job,” Burke said, standing in the doorway.


  “We don’t know anything yet,” Hud said from his desk.


  “You have a suspect and an ID for the girl.”


  “It’s not a positive ID.”


  “It will be, and you know it.”


  Hud shrugged. “Next of kin still needs to get a look at her. The grandmother’s coming up from Texas.” Burke started to say something, but Hud cut him off before he could utter a syllable. “I’m not taking the kid to the morgue, so don’t even suggest it.”


  “You want a positive ID?”


  “I want to be able to live with myself,” Hud said.


  “Your call.”


  “I appreciate it.”


  “That could’ve turned out a lot different.” Burke tapped the door frame with his fingers. “How’d you know to look for the kid at the Dip?”


  Hud sighed. “It’s where I’d go every time I got a chance. My mom would stand on the front porch and say, ‘Don’t go any farther than where I can see you,’ but I always did. I’d sneak down there every chance I got. You know that; you were usually leading the way or hanging around when I got there.”


  “You going back there? It’d be good to have you as a neighbor again.” They had teased the lion together as boys. Burke had grown up in the cottage across the street from his grandmother’s souvenir shop.


  “To the house? No, I don’t think so. I’ll clean it up, sell it. Too much work needs done, too many memories to paint over. It needs new memories, and so do I.”


  “I’m glad you came back.”


  “Thanks.” Hud was surprised by the genuineness of Burke’s declaration.
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