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Part One








CHAPTER 1


Eleven-thirty. Mel Pickett opened the door of his tiny refrigerator to see what he had left to eat. It was too soon for lunch, but he had done a good morning’s work, and he was entitled to see what he might look forward to. He counted half a barbecued chicken, some liverwurst, a bit of potato salad, and a slab of Canadian Gouda. A container on top of the refrigerator yielded two rolls of Italian bread and four butter tarts. And he still had three bottles of Upper Canada Point Nine (dealcoholized) Ale, his latest attempt to find something to drink at noon that would taste like beer but would not leave him sluggish all afternoon. Pickett was sixty-five, and the older he got the less booze it took to send him into a light doze. The problem was just as serious as Alzheimer’s, impotence, angina, crumbling bones, receding gums, and all the other ills old flesh is heir to.


Satisfied with his inventory, he closed the door of the fridge and heated a cup of old tea in the microwave, deciding he could manage another hour’s work before he ate. Pickett was a retired Toronto policeman, a widower with no responsibilities. He was spending the weekend, and perhaps the rest of the week, with Willis, his tiny, foolish-looking dog, in a cabin that he had built on a piece of land just outside Larch River, a town 150 miles north of Toronto. The lot he had bought had nothing much to recommend it. It lay between the town and the river, too far from the town to be useful to a villager and too far from the river to be attractive to an outsider wanting to build a summer cottage; in fact, useless for anything except what Pickett wanted it for, to build a cabin just to see if he could do it, and it had been for sale for a long time before he found it. The land did rise slightly in the center of the lot, where he had built the cabin, so that sitting on his porch he had—not exactly a view but a sense of space. And near the edge of the lot a swamp gave way to a pond big enough to support two otters. Otherwise it was simply five acres of undeveloped bush, with large patches of rock showing through the thin covering of earth.


After a lifetime of careful saving, waiting for the Great Depression of his childhood to return, Pickett had arrived at his present age with a comfortable pension, seventy-five thousand dollars in Canada Savings Bonds, a few stocks, about fifty thousand in cash, and a small mortgage-free house in Toronto. When his wife died, he converted the house into two apartments, and the rent from the second floor more than covered the upkeep on the house. His only toy was a new Volvo station wagon. Thus Pickett, by Micawber’s definition, was a very rich man, certainly rich enough to indulge the whim of building his own log cabin.


His desire to build a cabin began with the discovery of a photograph of his great-grandfather, a short, bald, grinning, rascally looking character with three or four teeth, standing beside the cabin he had built, holding his ax. Pickett was not trying to rediscover his roots by imitating him. Nor was he drawn to the project in any spirit of historical romanticism, such as prompts people to sail across the Atlantic in a replica of the Mayflower. He just wanted to solve the construction problems involved. He was a good carpenter—he had done all the renovations on his own house—and the idea of building a cabin had come along just at a time when he needed a project. Although he went to Florida for a few weeks every winter when he had had enough snow, he had no desire to live there, to join the hordes of old Canadians creaking in the sun. He still needed work to do.


He had chosen to build in the cottage country of central Ontario because there was still plenty of cheap undeveloped land there. Pickett had grown up in southwest Ontario, in country that had been developed for a hundred years, and he was surprised at first at what he found when he went north looking for a site. Very few of the towns of cottage country are pretty; they have grown by serving the needs of the summer trade, and even at the height of the season they have a temporary feel, as if they are waiting to dismantle themselves for the winter, like circuses. Larch River looked more permanent than most. The town had been there before the district became vacation land, and though part of it was strung out along the highway in the form of fast-food outlets and live bait shops to attract the passing trade, there was an older part that lay east, off the highway, eight or ten streets of houses mixed with small businesses. On the west side, a small road led past a sawmill to the town beach, but hardly any of the thousands of people who drove the highway every weekend knew of it because there was no signpost.


It took Pickett some time to realize the nature of the community he had chosen to buy into. When he thought about it at all, he assumed that beyond the tourists the town serviced the area’s—what? Farmers? He hadn’t actually seen any farms but they were probably around somewhere. As his knowledge grew, so did his curiosity, and he learned that there was only one significant employer in the area, the lumber mill, which in a way kept Larch River true to its origins. There was also a canoe builder, who employed a dozen people, a large chicken farm, and several other assorted enterprises, including a bakery that supplied fresh bread to the whole area, but it was the lumber mill that primed the local pump. A significant fragment of the population was made up of commuters, mainly younger people who had grown up in Larch River and still lived at home but worked in Sweetwater, eight miles to the south, a town big enough to contain government offices and a detachment of the Ontario Provincial Police. And a final fragment of the population was made up of retired people, both locals and people who had come to Larch River as if it were Florida. More and more these outside people could be heard explaining that the charm of places like Larch River to them was that here they could still find the Ontario they grew up in, by which they meant that, so far, the townspeople were all a familiar white.


Gradually Pickett absorbed some idea of the town and its history, which was simple and typical. It had started as a lumbering town; then, after the first-growth timber had been shaved off, it became an agricultural community as the homesteads turned into established farms. Now there were only two working farms left as the farmers sold out to investment bankers looking for a hobby for the present and an investment for the future, and to real estate developers. So far Larch River had managed to postpone becoming a purely tourist town, but inevitably as the pressure of population increased in Toronto it would be discovered by the people who could not afford the Georgian Bay or Muskoka.


It had been cold in the night, but now it was already too warm for a jacket. Pickett took his tea outside to enjoy the last of the summer sun; he gave Willis a biscuit to help her over her disappointment that the opening of the fridge had not ushered in lunch.


Outside, the landscape announced the coming of fall, a blaze of red and yellow foliage under a clear blue sky. As he sat down, a Volkswagen Golf turned onto his land from the county road, stopping in front of the porch. Willis rushed down the steps to bark at the visitors, and a man in his late twenties got out, established that Willis was harmless, and came to where Pickett was standing on the porch. Pickett could see a woman in the passenger seat of the car, a blonde, staring straight ahead, but he could not see her face because the angle at which the sun met the windshield created a dazzling patch of light. He got ready to give the man directions, wondering how they could have got lost. They had come along the only road that led up from the bridge over the river—and then he saw, before the man reached him, that something was wrong.


“I’m afraid we have rather an emergency on our hands,” the man said.


His speech and posture were unnaturally stylized, as if he was having trouble choosing the right level of discourse for addressing Pickett. He seemed vaguely familiar, but he was obviously not a local man, being curiously dressed for a Sunday morning drive, or walk, or whatever they had been doing. Above a pair of brand-new jeans, he wore a white dress shirt, buttoned to the neck without a tie, and a tweed jacket. His brown dress shoes were edged with mud and fragments of leaves. He looked as if he had put on whatever had come to hand when a fire alarm sounded.


“You lost?” Pickett asked.


“Not exactly. Look, I rather think we’ve met, you and I. You will perhaps remember my …” He turned as if to avoid choosing a term to apply to the woman in the car.


The door of the car opened and the woman got out and came toward them. She walked carefully, as if she couldn’t see very well. Her face was white, and as she got closer, her throat started to convulse. “Mr. Pickett,” she said. “Mel.”


Pickett said, “Eliza?” Then, to the man, “Hold on to her, quick. She’s going to fall.”


The man just managed to get his arm around her shoulders as she turned and vomited into the weeds beside the path. Pickett went into the house for a box of tissues, getting a handful to her as she straightened up. She thanked him without looking up, and turned to the man. “Why didn’t you stop me?” she said in a small voice full of misery. “You didn’t try to stop me.”


“I think you insisted, Eliza, but we can conduct the … we can discuss it later. At this moment …”


“You should’ve stopped me,” she repeated, and turned to be sick again.


Pickett said, “Let’s get her inside.” He picked up the dog and took the woman by the elbow, leading the couple into the house. Inside, he sat her on the couch. “Lie down when you think it’s safe,” he said. The young woman, still waiting with her head bent to see if she had finished throwing up, acknowledged the instruction with a tiny hand gesture, then looked up and gave Pickett a small smile. He smiled back. “Hi,” he said.


The man walked to the door, jamming his hands in his jacket pockets, then immediately took them out, as if looking for the right instinct to guide him.


“Tell him now, Dennis,” the woman said. She looked to either side of her and collected two cushions, which she piled up at one end of the couch. She squeezed off her loafers then, and slowly revolved so that she was sitting sideways with her legs outstretched.


“You want to lie down now?” Pickett asked.


“Not yet.” Again she went very white, but this time her color began to return immediately.


“Tell me in a minute,” Pickett said. He shook the teapot and found enough left, which he heated and mixed with a lot of cream and three spoonfuls of sugar. She took it from him and sipped it, making a face at the sweetness, but finished the cup.


“More?” Pickett asked.


She nodded, holding out the cup.


He plugged in the kettle and put some fresh tea bags into the pot. “You want some?” he asked the man.


The man said, “Yes. It seems to have helped her. The sugar settles the stomach, no doubt?”


The woman made a gesture as if to quiet him.


“The sugar’s for the shock,” Pickett said. “It looks as if it was considerable.” He wondered what had happened down by the river, what they had seen, and why this character seemed like a refugee from Masterpiece Theatre.


“Ah.”


The woman shivered slightly and Pickett disappeared into the bedroom and came out with a sheepskin jacket, which she pulled around her, although it was only slightly cooler in the cabin than outside, and she seemed adequately dressed in blue jeans and a woollen bush shirt.


No one said anything else until Pickett had poured them all more tea. Willis jumped on to the woman’s lap, causing her to recoil in timidity. Pickett lifted the dog off and tucked it under his arm. He took a chair and gestured toward another, but the man remained standing, leaning against the doorpost. Pickett wondered when, if ever, he was going to express concern or try to comfort the woman.


“We—er—came across a body,” the man said. “My name’s Dennis Corning, by the way. As I say, I think we have met. Eliza you know, of course. Eliza Pollock.” Corning seemed to want to show his self-control, his ability to cope with the discovery of the body, but his attempt at composure was belied by the pale face and the slightly jerky speech, which, Pickett now realized, was what had reminded him of a certain kind of acting.


Pickett nodded. “Where?”


“At the play rehearsals.”


“I know where I met Eliza, and you. I meant this body.”


“Right. Yes. Upon the trail that runs behind the cottages across the river. Do you know these parts?”


“I know that trail,” Pickett said. “I’ve walked along it. With the dog.”


Corning said, “There’s a bit of flat rock about half a mile in. On one side there’s a deep crack about three or four feet wide where the rock split when the original glacier passed by, I imagine. The far side of the crack is a few feet lower, so the flat rock is like a little cliff over a gully about six feet deep. Do you follow? The body was in the gully. It’s not going to go away.”


“Did you just come across it, walking by?”


“We stopped to take a rest and I walked over to take a look in the crevasse.” He seemed momentarily embarrassed.


Pickett wondered how secluded the spot was, how long the body had been there. “More tea?” he asked them both. “We’d better phone Lyman Caxton directly.”


“And who is Lyman Caxton?”


“He’s the chief of police, the town cop. There’s just the one.”


“Ah, yes, I remember my aunt speaking of him. Look, I wonder, could you look after it, perhaps? I’ll give you our address.” The man began searching his pockets.


Eliza interrrupted him. “For God’s sake, of course he can’t, Dennis. You and I will have to report it.”


“You found it, it’s yours until you report it,” Pickett agreed, wondering where Eliza, whom he liked a lot, had found this guy. He recognized the type: the man belonged to that group of the population who when confronted with a serious misery—a traffic accident, say, or a motorist alone with a boiling radiator as the fog rolls over Dartmoor—do not instinctively stop to help; rather they instinctively check their watches, realizing that their own schedule is in danger of being thrown off. The people with bad instincts.


Pickett went into his bedroom to make the phone call and sat on his bed to think. Her name was Eliza Pollock, and she was a freelance book editor, if he remembered the term right, and the director of the local amateur dramatic group, into which, to his pleased surprise, she had co-opted Pickett as the stage carpenter. Dennis Corning was a Toronto university professor who worked only two days a week in the winter and not at all in the summer, so they lived in Larch River while he did something else. What else could Pickett remember? Corning had inherited the house from a relative, and he and Eliza lived there most of the time, but he also had a bachelor apartment in Toronto. They weren’t married. What else? Corning was writing a film script, that was it. Something about a historical incident that took place in the area about the time of the great Irish potato famine. Involving someone accused of murder.


Behind him, in the main room, a small, whispered squabble broke out. He made the phone call. When he returned, Corning looked sullen and Eliza looked depressed.


“He’s expecting us in fifteen minutes,” Pickett reported. “Finish your tea and we’ll go up.”


Corning stood. “No need for Eliza to go, is there? Surely I can take care of it?”


Pickett saw that Corning had been made aware, temporarily at least, that it was time to think of others. Or at any rate, to remember his manners.


“She can rest here for now,” he agreed. “Caxton will want a statement later on, but you and I can go up now.”


She smiled at him gratefully and swung her legs to the floor, tried to stand, and then sat down. “Not quite,” she said. “Not quite.” She pulled the jacket close.





CHAPTER 2


Lyman Caxton was Larch River’s chief of police, one of the very few one-man police forces left in Ontario. Caxton had appeared quite early, while the cabin was still in the planning stage. Pickett had told no one in the town of his own background, but when he saw the look of bright discovery on Caxton’s face as the police chief got out of his car in front of Pickett’s cabin one morning, he knew he was about to be claimed as a colleague. One of Pickett’s old buddies in the Bail and Parole unit in Toronto had been inquiring after him to let him know about the funeral of another colleague, had tracked him down to Larch River, and had asked the police chief to relay the message.


After that, Caxton called whenever Pickett was in residence; Caxton had never been a policeman before he was appointed chief in Larch River, and he liked talking police talk to Pickett, whom he admired enormously. Pickett, in his turn, at first thought Caxton to be something of a fool, but soon began to appreciate another side of the chief, what he thought of as Caxton’s “country” side. Caxton was apparently wholly and comfortably in charge of the physical world. He understood car engines, boilers, septic tank systems, pumps, and everything else mechanical with an instinct that he took no pride in whatsoever. And he was just as much at home in the natural world. Pickett very early became used to Caxton pointing out the signs of raccoons or foxes or some other creature that had passed across Pickett’s land, signs that Pickett often couldn’t see a second time after he had momentarily taken his eyes off them. Later, when he knew Caxton better, it seemed to Pickett that Caxton’s view of the natural world included its human inhabitants. He automatically registered the external behavior of all the creatures he met and was immediately aware when a person or animal behaved oddly, as if he were always on the alert for rabies. What drew the two men together, then, was a mutual admiration: Pickett knew all about being a cop, and Caxton (or so it seemed to Pickett) knew everything else. And Caxton was a police buff. In landing the job at Larch River he had satisfied a major childhood desire, and in Pickett he found his idol, a man who had worked as an investigator in the homicide branch of the Toronto police. Every time they met, Caxton had a new question for Pickett, and if they spent an hour together, Pickett was sure to spend five minutes explaining police technique. Thus when Caxton appeared while Pickett was building the cabin, Pickett usually had a construction problem for Caxton to solve in exchange for his newly thought up question about fingerprints or bloodstains.


It was useful to have the chief on his side. Very early in their relationship Pickett had some tools, a new chain saw among them, stolen from his little trailer while he was in the city. He told Caxton the next time he called. Caxton looked around the trailer, nodded, and said, “It was one of the locals. I’ll see what I can find out.”


“How do you know it was a local?”


“They took the useful stuff, the saw and the good tools. But they didn’t take your heater, though that’s worth money, or your little fridge there. You might need them, see, to survive. But you can manage without a saw until you can buy another one. The locals think you’re worth a few bucks.”


Caxton never found the saw or who took it, but no one ever stole anything from Pickett again, and it took him no effort to realize why.


The police chief was waiting for them on the steps of his house. Caxton was a big man with a more or less permanent smile on a round, meaty face. Mainly because of his haircut—short on the back and sides and combed long across the top—he looked out of date, like a police chief from a thirties movie.


He waited for them to approach the steps. “Hi, Mel,” he called. “I was hoping to get my storms up, but that’ll have to wait, I guess.”


“This is Dennis Corning,” Pickett said.


“Dennis,” Caxton said, putting his hand out. “Come on in, Dennis. You too, Mel,” he added, winking, making a little joke out of the possibility that Pickett might not have felt himself included in the invitation. He led the way inside. “Hey, Dennis. Aren’t you Dinah Stuckey’s nephew?”


“She left me her house when she died.”


“That’s what I heard. Going to be living here now, are you?”


Pickett, seeing the irritation on Coming’s face at Caxton’s inappropriate attempts to be sociable, said, “It was Mr. Corning and the lady he was with who found the body, not me, Lyman.”


Caxton waited a long time to respond, showing he had got the message, looking squarely at Corning. “Who’s the lady?” he asked. “Let’s sit down.” He put on his glasses.


“Her name is Eliza Pollock.”


Caxton wrote this down and turned to look at Pickett. “Where is she now?”


“We left her at my place. She was feeling rocky.”


“I’ll have to interview her separately. Where is the body?” He looked over his glasses out the window as if he expected to see it propped up in the back of Pickett’s car.


“On the trail up behind the row of cottages.”


“Anyone we know?” Caxton asked Pickett.


“I haven’t seen it.”


“A man?” Caxton asked Corning.


“I think so. Pants. Yes. Work boots. But he was unrecognizable. Animals, I would think. I didn’t look for long.”


“Color of hair?”


“Easy!” Pickett warned, as Corning’s face went white.


Caxton moved quickly across the room and caught the man as he tottered. He laid him down on the couch and went into the bedroom for a pillow and comforter. When he had covered Corning, he beckoned Pickett out of the room. “Delayed reaction,” he said, authoritatively. “I’ll get Dr. Kuntz to come over. I saw him pull up to the house a few minutes ago. You go back to the girl. I’ll be along soon. I know that place on the trail. Maybe you and I could take a look? I know all those cottagers, though I guess it’s probably a stranger or there would have been a report. I ain’t heard of anybody missing.” Now Caxton was getting excited. “I wonder how long it’s been there. Last body we found had been there forty years, they said. Some poor bastard had just walked into the bush and fell down a hole. Didn’t have any people to worry about him so he wasn’t missed. No foul play that they could find. They found the skeleton last year when they were surveying up there.” He began to load his pockets with items from the desk. “I’ll pick you up in a little while, okay?”


Pickett sighed. “I’m retired.” He put his hand up to deny what he had just said. “No, no. Sure. But it might take more than two of us to fetch it out.”


“Depends. Probably have to bring in the OPP, anyway.”


Pickett looked up, surprised. This sounded like a big leap. For some reason, he had been assuming that whoever it was had died in the bush, at worst had had an accident, fallen down drunk, perhaps. It had not yet occurred to him that the victim might have been murdered. “I think Dennis meant a bear had got to him.”


Caxton shook his head and glanced through the doorway at Dennis Corning. “We don’t have those kind of bears around here.” He smiled. “They say some wolves were sighted along near that ravine last winter. I don’t know. Probably a couple of dogs run wild. Anyway, one of us might have to stay with it.” He tightened his belt. “We’ll take a look, but there’s bound to be an investigation. I’m not set up for that.” He added, “I’ll just check that Betty’s all right. She’s got flu or some damn thing. We usually get together Sunday afternoons. I told her I’d look in when I’d finished the storms. Now let’s go see if we can make an ID.”


Betty Cullen was Caxton’s girlfriend in a relationship that went back to long before Pickett had arrived in town, but they maintained separate houses. “I’ll wait for you at the cabin,” Pickett said. He drove off to look after Eliza.


Half an hour later, Caxton appeared outside Pickett’s door. He had changed from his Sunday afternoon clothes into his police chief’s costume: khaki pants and shirt, badge, and what Pickett thought was a slightly silly pointed hat. His demeanor had changed, too. He looked harassed.


He’s had a fight with his girl, Pickett thought, as he came out to the porch to meet Caxton. He put a finger to his lips. “She’s got her eyes closed,” he said.


“I’ve left Dennis to rest up, too,” Caxton said. “The doctor said he’ll be all right.”


The door opened behind them. “Can I go over there now?” Eliza asked. She seemed to have recovered completely.


“Wait a bit,” Caxton said. “He’ll be okay in a bit. Let’s go, Mel. Oh, I’d better get your statement first.” He took out his notebook and a ballpoint pen and looked at his wristwatch. “Now. When did you come across the body?”


When he had finished, he said, “These are just notes, really. I’ll type this up later. Ready, Mel?”


Pickett could see that Caxton was sweating slightly, trying not to make a mistake. For a moment, he was afraid that the police chief would warn Eliza she mustn’t leave town, but Caxton was impatient now to view the site, and trotted off to his car.


Pickett’s cabin was served by a gravel road that ran southwest from the town, past his cabin, and then crossed the river by a one-lane steel bridge before continuing on to a summer cottage community on the shore of Otter Lake. Duck Lake and Otter Lake were actually two large swellings in the river. Duck Lake was close to the town and provided the beach; it was connected to Otter Lake to the south by a narrow strip of the river about a mile long. The swamp that lay between the town and Duck Lake also made the east bank of the river unsuitable for development, but half a dozen cottages had been built on the other bank.


The road turned south after it crossed the bridge, but at the foot of the bridge on the far side, the town had cleared and graveled a parking space and set out two picnic tables. There was no road to the cottages along the river shore. The owners kept boats at the marina on Duck Lake and came in by water.


The two men parked in the picnic space and started up the trail. Soon it climbed sharply away from the river as a gully developed that split the land and forced the trail higher. Very quickly they were high enough so that they were catching only an occasional glimpse of a cottage between the trees, and past the cottages the river formed a backdrop to the scene. Caxton led them straight to the spot on the trail that Eliza had described, and Pickett leaned against a birch tree as the police chief walked to the edge of the gully and dropped to his knees to peer down. Almost immediately he stood up again and walked back to sit down in the spot where Eliza and Corning had stopped. He put his head in his hands. Pickett wondered if Caxton had ever seen a dead body. Twenty years in the Department of Lands and Forests, then seven years in Larch River would not have produced many.


“I’ll wait here,” Pickett said. “You go do what you have to.”


Caxton sniffed hard and shook his head as if to clear it. “I’ll radio them from the car, then come back up, let you go home. Be fifteen minutes.”


“Know who he is?”


“No face left. It’s a mess.” The sight of the body seemed to have astonished him, as if he had not expected death to look like that. He slapped his knee to brush off the pine needles and set off down the path, leaving Pickett to keep guard. Pickett made himself as comfortable as he could against the birch tree. He had no desire to inspect the body himself. He had lost interest in corpses when he left the homicide unit.


★   ★   ★


When the police chief returned, he told Pickett he could manage until the Ontario Provincial Police came. Pickett offered to stay, but Caxton shook him off. “You go home. Oh, wait a minute, you don’t have a car.”


“I’ll walk,” Pickett said. Caxton obviously wanted to be left alone to get used to what had happened. “I’m getting chilly,” Pickett explained. “I’ll see you later.” Then, for Caxton’s sake, he risked insulting him. “Don’t try to move it, Lyman. Wait’ll they bring in a hook.”


Caxton walked up to the tree Pickett had been leaning against and squatted at the base. “Don’t you worry about me, old son,” he said. “I don’t even want to see it anymore, let alone handle it.”





CHAPTER 3


Back in the cabin, over more tea, Eliza told him the story.


“When I woke up this morning you could tell that today was going to be the last best day of the year. I turned on the radio and they were playing Mahler, and that did it. I wanted to get out, into the woods.” Pickett wondered if Mahler made you happy or sad. He had heard the name often enough, of course, but it meant nothing. Eliza always talked to him as if he was familiar with her world. Pickett never inquired after her references unless it seemed necessary, preferring not to interrupt the flow just to be clear on every detail. He justified to himself not asking her to stop to unpick every unfamiliar reference by an analogy with his reading practice: when he was reading a book, he didn’t stop to look up every new word. Besides, Eliza’s inclusion of him in her world was flattering, and well worth a little mystification here and there. It could get embarrassing only if a third person were present, a person as ignorant as he who might ask, after Eliza had gone, who Mahler was. It was a chance he could take. Otherwise, it was exhilarating.


Eliza continued. “I went downstairs and made some coffee and took some up to Dennis. He was awake but he didn’t want to get up so I told him if he was feeling amorous, which he was, we could celebrate outside, in the woods with Mahler.”


Pickett thought Coming’s costume was accounted for now, assembled in a hurry from whatever he’d found on the floor of the bedroom in order to get to the woods before she changed her mind. This was another thing about chatting to Eliza. You could generally count on her in a one-on-one conversation to refer, casually, to some matter that in his experience was usually, if referred to at all, raised only between very close relatives or people who had been friends since high school. He knew that times had changed, and he had wondered at first if she was representative of all lady freelance book editors in their mid-twenties, but he was fairly sure now that either she was an original or she had given him a privileged status. Either way, it made for lively listening. So Mahler, it seemed, made you feel horny.


“It was lovely on that trail, like a blessing, a farewell from the world.” She made a Camille-like gesture, enjoying herself for a moment. “The leaves are gorgeous, and enough have come down to make a carpet, especially with the pine needles in the hollows, and the air was patchy—cool and warm alternating like the river water in spring. It was so physical. I wanted to go for a swim.” Camille, and Pickett, were left behind as Eliza recaptured the excitement she had felt.


“Then you saw the body.” Pickett was curious at more than one level.


“Not yet. We lay down to feel the sun in our faces for maybe the last time, you know? And … we made love, then Dennis walked down to the gully and shouted, actually called me over, and I went and took a look. Then we came back.”
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