














HERE’S WHAT READERS ARE TELLING US ABOUT THE FIRST BUG MAN NOVEL!


“I read this book on vacation this past weekend, and once I began, I couldn’t put it down. The writing is clever, intelligent, humorous, and suspenseful. The words are so visual that the whole time I was reading, I was picturing the book as I would a movie. I’m already looking forward to the next Bug Man mystery.”—MD


“I’ve read every Grisham novel and loved them all; however, not since The Firm have I enjoyed a book this much.”—LA


“I loved Nick Polchak! He is quirky and fascinating. The humor is great and the story had a ton of fun twists and surprises.”—DG


“Being a big fan of the TV show CSI, I looked forward to the release of this novel. But it blew my expectations away! If Bug Man is any indication of the types of novels Howard Publishing will publish, this new series will be a fantastic hit!”—SH


“I can honestly say that I was held by every page. The characters were so unique and believable. I learned a great deal about insects in a very pleasurable format.”—LD


“I could hardly put it down—when I get one this good it always makes me mad at myself because I finish it too fast and it is over.”—WH


“How wonderful to discover a hero who hasn’t stepped out of the pages of GQ. His human frailties and quirky personality give hope to mere mortal men! My hat is off to Tim Downs. A masterful job!”—RF


“I loved the Bug Man. What a wonderfully funny and bright character—well done.”—DC


“I LOVED THIS BOOK! I read a lot of books, and I have to say that this is one of the best I have read in a long time. I am waiting for the sequel with great anticipation.”—KB


“It was so well written that I could hardly put it down once I started reading it … and I hate bugs.”—MD


“I was surprised that I liked it so much because I am not fond of bugs myself and secondly I don’t really like mystery novels, but I could hardly put the book down!”—MT


“I seriously could not put it down. I loved Nick Polchak’s character and was amazed at the level of detail regarding forensic entomology. It was fascinating. The mystery kept me turning the pages and I am eager to read the next installment.”—BC
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For my beautiful Joy,
whose constant love and encouragement
keep the bugs away.


Remember, I can do anything you think I can do.
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PROLOGUE


Holcum County, North Carolina, 1975


Zachary Sloan stepped out of the Rayford ABC Package Store and walked to the bed of his primer-gray Ford pickup. Two eager dogs greeted him. The first, Sloan’s favorite, was an aging black Labrador, now walleyed and graying at the muzzle; the other was a spotted pup of questionable lineage but unlimited enthusiasm. The dogs nuzzled the paper package in the old man’s right hand.


“Get back, mutt. That’s for me.” He slipped the bottle into the right pocket of his khaki hunting coat and took a crumpled sack from under his arm. “This is for you two no-goods.” He tossed a fat pig’s knuckle onto the rusty truck bed, then climbed into the cab. He revved the engine, coaxed the transmission into reverse, and backed out on to Highway 29. The dogs took two quick steps back as he accelerated east.


Fifty yards away to his right the tracks of the Norfolk and Southern ran parallel to the road, the side of the towering embankment silhouetted gray-blue by the afternoon sun. Sloan watched the telephone poles click by, each one clipping the hood of his truck with the tip of its shadow. Not far ahead, County Road 42 descended from the left through a vast, open expanse of fledgling corn and tobacco. It dipped down to cross Highway 29, then abruptly rose again to traverse the train tracks fifty yards away. There was no stoplight or sign at the intersection; none was necessary. Sloan could see vehicles approaching for miles in all directions—except from the right on County Road 42, where the Norfolk & Southern shielded the intersection like an ancient fortress wall.


Three miles away, a forty-foot flatbed trailer lumbered cautiously down a dirt road and passed beneath a brightly painted sign that hung across the exit to the Good ‘N Plenty Orchards. Strapped to the bed of the open trailer was stack after stack of neat, white cabinets, each with a kind of oversize box top that overlapped at the edges. Each cabinet seemed to contain several drawers, expertly dovetailed at the edges. In the lowest drawer of each cabinet was a long horizontal slot stuffed tight with a rag and secured with twine. The drawers could not be opened, yet each cabinet was completely filled … with 40,000 honeybees.


The dirt road ended with a sudden rise to join the county highway just north of the town of Rayford. The teamster cautiously eased the left wheel up onto the roadway. With one great gun of the diesel engine, the right wheel followed. The flatbed behind him rocked right, then lurched left. The beehives flexed and shifted uneasily like tottering stacks of cups and saucers. An angry murmur rose from within the whitewashed columns, then quieted once again as the flatbed settled onto the level roadway of County Road 42. With each grinding shift of gears, the diesel sent a plume of blue smoke into the sky, slowly gathering speed as it headed south toward the tiny town of Rayford.


Sloan spotted the long flatbed with the alabaster cargo approaching from far away to his left. He eyed the intersection, then the flatbed, then the intersection again. Their two vehicles seemed to be approaching at equal speeds. Sloan pushed steadily on the accelerator, and the flatbed accelerated in kind.


“Grits-for-brains,” the old man muttered. There was a common understanding in Rayford that commercial rigs should always yield to the locals—a common understanding, that is, among locals. Sloan took a different view entirely. His tariffs and duties had paid for these roads, thank you, and the meandering locals could get out of the way.


Now Sloan had the accelerator pushed flat against the floor. Behind him, the dogs stood straight and alert, sensing a force of wind and a whine from the engine that they had never felt before. The pup stepped nervously to his left, stopped, then started right again. He began to whimper and pushed his nose into the side of his more experienced companion. The aging Labrador slowly hung his head, circled once, and lay down.


High atop the railroad tracks fifty yards to Sloan’s right, three bicycles raced side by side in a dead heat, clattering across the half-buried crossties of the old Norfolk and Southern railway.


Eight-year-old Andy Guilford suddenly veered to the right, forcing Pete St. Clair’s bike up against the steel railhead.


“No fair!”


Pete jerked back on the handlebars and jumped the rail altogether. His back wheel spun wide and cut a deep arc in the loose gravel ballast.


“You can whine or you can win,” Andy shouted back. He swerved left now and jammed his foot into the rear tire of Jimmy McAllister’s rusting red beach cruiser. The bike lurched violently, almost throwing Jimmy onto his handlebars.


The three bicycles simultaneously crunched to a stop at the crossing of County Road 42. For a while the three boys said nothing; they stood straddling their bikes, panting and mopping their foreheads, staring up the road one way and then down the other.


“We did it!” Jimmy beamed. “We beat her!”


“And I beat the both of you,” Andy chided.


“Like fun you did!”


Andy glanced to the left. He saw the great white flatbed barreling toward them, still a good mile away, and an old gray pickup streaking down from the left. Now he cupped his hand above his eyes and followed County Road 42 to the right. There was no sign of an automobile as far as the eye could see—no sign of her automobile. This is the way she would come—this is the way she came every Saturday afternoon when her father made his weekly drive into Rayford.


“We beat her, all right,” Pete said. “But she’s bound to be along any minute. Better get ready!”


The three boys tossed their bikes aside and scrambled for position. Jimmy hoisted himself up on top of the big metal signal box beside the tracks. He steadied himself, then slowly stood aright and spread his arms out wide.


“This is where I’m going to be,” he said. “She’ll see me before she sees either one of you!”


Andy stood eyeing the great gleaming crossing signal on the far side of the road.


“No way!” Jimmy shouted over to him.


“Just watch me,” Andy called back. He shinnied up the silver post as far as the flashing red target lights, then pulled himself up and over. He climbed past the black-and-yellow Norfolk and Southern sign, up past the great white X formed by the RAILROAD CROSSING signs, until he straddled the post cap like a skull atop crossbones.


“Now who’s she gonna see first?” he shouted down. “She’ll spot me a mile away!”


Pete peered up at Andy, then at Jimmy, then Andy again.


“Hey, Pete!” Andy called down. “Maybe you could wave your hankie!”


“Or drop your drawers!” Jimmy joined in. “She’s sure to see that!”


Pete stood gloomily for a full minute, saying nothing. Then he stepped across the railroad tracks onto the pavement.


He lay down in the center of the right lane—her lane.


“Are you nuts?” Andy called down. “Get out of the road!”


Pete lay motionless, staring at the sky.


“Pete!” Jimmy shouted. “She’ll run right over you!”


“She won’t neither. When the car hits the tracks, it leaves the ground. She’ll fly right over me.”


“What if the car slows down this time? What if you’re too far from the tracks?”


Pete said nothing.


“She’ll never even see you!” Andy was almost screaming now. “She’ll run right over you and squash you like a bug, and she’ll never even know it!”


“She’ll know,” Pete said under his breath. “She’ll know I did it for her.”


Andy looked up. Far down County Road 42 he saw a tiny blur coming over the horizon.


Inside that tiny blur, seven-year-old Kathryn lay on her back, sandwiched between the rear window and backseat of her father’s crumbling green ’57 Chevy Bel Air. Her left shoulder was wedged tight between the glass and vinyl, and her nose just cleared the window as it curved up toward the roof above her.


She closed her eyes and felt the warmth of the afternoon sun on her full body. The wind from the single open window swirled around her and carried the smell of tobacco from her father’s cigarette. She rolled her head to the right and studied the back of her father’s head: the sun-furrowed neck, the leathery ears that protruded proudly into space, and the thick shock of auburn hair that always lay carelessly to the left. Last of all, she saw her father’s emerald green eyes in the rearview mirror. They were focused directly on her.


“Know what I think?” he said, grinning. “I think you wish you was a big ol’ whitetail deer, so’s you could ride strapped across the hood.”


Her heart raced at the thought that somehow it might be possible—to feel the wind in her hair, to watch the road rushing to meet her instead of always disappearing into the past.


“Could I, Daddy?” she asked with childish hope.


He laughed. “Your momma would shoot me dead. Why, she’d tan my hide if she knew I let you ride without a seat belt.”


He glanced again in the mirror at Kathryn’s body stretched out atop the backseat beneath the rear window.


“You be careful back there, hear?”


He flicked his cigarette out the window and rolled it up, leaving just a hairline crack at the top.


“Are the tracks coming, Daddy? Are we there yet?”


“Almost! Get ready!”


With a squeal, Kathryn wedged herself even tighter against the glass. She was in her favorite place on the best of days, and now she was coming to the best moment of all—when they came to the sudden rise in the road where the Norfolk & Southern crossed County Road 42. When no train was in sight it was agreed—it was expected—that her father would accelerate up the rise just as fast as the aging Chevy could possibly go. As they crossed the tracks and the road dropped suddenly away beneath them, the hulking sedan would magically lift from the ground like the pirate ship rising from the Blue Lagoon. Then, for one eternal moment, Kathryn would float weightless above the seat, above the car, above even the gigantic town of Rayford itself. It was the longest two seconds in the universe, an entire world within a world, a glimpse of eternity—and Kathryn was not about to let her father forget about it.


“Faster, Daddy! Faster!”


The signs flashed past like confetti now, and the code of dots and dashes on the pavement blurred together into yellow and white ribbons streaming out behind the car. She heard the growling complaint from the aging engine and the rising pitch of her father’s voice.


“Here it comes, sweetheart! Get ready!”


Zachary Sloan glared at the center of the intersection and shot defiant glances at the great white blur closing fast from the left.


Two hundred yards …


One hundred yards …


Fifty yards from the intersection, Sloan slammed his hand down on the horn in a final act of anger and defiance and was instantly answered by the shattering bellow of the diesel’s great air horn. Both vehicles went raging, shouting, screaming into the center of the intersection.


The Ford arrived a split second before the flatbed. The left headlight of the pickup smashed into the right fender of the diesel just behind the bumper. The hood sprung open and was instantly ripped away in the wind. The pickup spun right across the front of the flatbed, heaved onto its side, and continued through the intersection amid a shower of sparks and the deafening scream of metal on concrete.


The force of the impact spun the diesel cab fully to the left, jackknifed at a right angle to the flatbed behind it. The aging retreads of the diesel skidded, then stretched, then exploded into shards of smoking rubber. The bare metal wheel rims dug into the pavement, and the cab slammed onto its side with astounding force. The flatbed trailer, sheared from its shattered cab, lurched right, then left, then right once again—and then flipped side-over-side down the middle of County Road 42.


The hives that were not strapped down seemed to float in the air for an instant before crashing to the roadway below. Those that were bound to the bed of the trailer were whipped to the pavement as the flatbed began its roll. In both cases, the hives did not seem to simply break or crush or fall apart; they literally exploded. Eighty-five hives had lined that trailer, each weighing almost a hundred pounds. As each hive struck the roadway, the brittle drawer-like supers separated, then splintered into a thousand pieces, vomiting a tangle of wood, wire, wax, and honey. At first, the bees seemed to spill out from the wreckage like pouring gravel. Then, slowly, the million-or-so that survived the crash began to rise into the sky in a black, boiling, living cloud of venom.


Pete sat upright in the center of the road.


All three boys stared wild-eyed, gawking at the carnage spewed out on the road behind them and the slowly rising cloud above. Almost simultaneously they remembered—and they turned back again to see the flash of the green Bel Air less than a quarter of a mile away.


Andy and Jimmy dropped to the roadway and Pete scrambled to his feet. All three boys stood jumping, shrieking, and waving their arms in frantic, futile arcs.


“There they are!” Kathryn’s father called to the backseat. “All three of them, waving their hellos!” He lay on the horn and shoved the accelerator to the floor.


The nose of the sedan tipped upward as they reached the rise. Kathryn heard the whine of the engine as the wheels spun free of the ground, and she felt the lug of the tires as they dropped away below the car. Then at last came the glorious moment when she floated free of the car—or was the car falling away from her? It didn’t matter. To Kathryn, it was the sacred moment when she rose from the dead and ascended into heaven.


For an instant, only clouds and sky were visible through the windshield of the airborne sedan. But as the weight of the engine forced the nose of the car back to earth, a hellish landscape rose into view. In the left lane lay a broken and twisted flatbed; to the right, the crushed shell of a diesel cab and the smoldering undercarriage of a gray pickup; straight ahead, a graveyard of crumpled and shattered white bones. And above it all was a massive, swirling black cloud of …


“Holy … Hold on, Kath!”


Less than a second later the sedan smashed into the first of the hives. The tires lost all traction on the sea of honey and insect parts and spun helplessly to the right. The right fender struck the twisted chassis of the diesel, and the sedan lurched onto its left side. To Kathryn’s astonishment she found herself standing perfectly erect, still pressed between the rear window and seat, as if she were suddenly back home standing in front of the storm door, watching the backyard rushing toward her. Just as suddenly, the car flipped onto its rounded top, and Kathryn was thrown face-forward against the window glass. Six inches below her nose she saw a yellow dash streak by, then a dot, then a much longer dash, and then at last the car came to rest.


For a few moments Kathryn lay perfectly still, unable to move but perfectly aware of everything around her. Above and to her right she heard the engine cough and sputter and die. She heard the wheels somewhere above her continue to spin a full minute longer. She detected the acrid stench of burnt rubber, the thick, sweet smell of diesel fuel, and—strangely, more than anything else—an odor like smashed bananas.


She lifted her head a few inches and saw a spatter of blood from her nose on the glass below her. She watched as tears began to fall straight away from her eyes, splash, and run down the window to her right. Out of habit, she rolled her body to the right—but this time she found herself lying on the crumpled ceiling of the car amid paper cups, floor mats, cigarette butts, and coins. She slowly turned to look at the back of her father’s head, and through a wash of tears saw his body hanging behind the wheel, suspended by his seat belt. His shoulders sagged against the ceiling with one arm extending straight out, and his head was tucked under like the ducks she had seen on the pond behind her house.


But she had never seen her father’s neck bent at an angle like that.


She reached out to touch her father’s arm, but then she heard a shout from somewhere outside the passenger side of the car. She turned to the window—all of the glass was still intact. She looked out to see an old man in a khaki jacket standing not more than twenty yards away.


Far beyond him, still atop the rise of the railroad tracks, stood the figures of three helpless boys.


The left side of the man’s face was covered with blood, and he stumbled toward a motionless black form on the ground ahead of him. He dropped to his knees and buried his face in the dark fur. Beside him, a mottled gray pup paced anxiously back and forth.


Suddenly the pup started, then spun to its left and snapped at the air. It jumped again and whirled back to the right. In another moment it was leaping, whirling, and kicking like the wild horse Kathryn once saw at the state fair in Raleigh.


The man staggered to his feet. He swung at the air around his face with one hand, then both. He began to duck and weave and flail at the air like a boxer facing some menacing shadow. Now he began to wave his arms frantically around him and pulled his jacket up over his head, running a few steps one way, then the other.


For the first time Kathryn looked up into the sky. She saw a great, swirling black cloud that seemed to be slowly descending around them like a plague, and a single word screamed out in her mind: FIRE! She saw no flames, but she remembered what the fireman once told her class: The hottest fire is the one you can’t see. It was like watching hell itself. The man and his dog were being tortured by flames but were never consumed.


A wave of panic swept over Kathryn. “Daddy! Wake up! We have to get out of here!” She twisted around and put her feet against the window glass. She pulled back and with all of her might kicked out against the glass.


Nothing.


She kicked again and again as the cloud outside grew thicker and darker and closer. She began to weep hysterically, but stopped with a gasp. She saw the man, now barely visible through the whirling cloud, begin to stagger directly toward her. His face looked swollen and blue with patches of black and gray, and his hands clutched at his throat. He bent forward, then straightened and threw his shoulders back and his chest out, as though he were straining to draw each breath through a long tube. He stumbled forward two steps, then suddenly stopped and dropped his arms limp at his sides. For a moment he stood perfectly still, as if somehow at peace with this unexpected fate, and then fell headlong on the pavement not more than ten feet from Kathryn’s window. Kathryn screamed and scrambled back from the glass. There were no flames, yet the man’s body grew steadily darker—and the black patches seemed to be moving.


Kathryn’s eyes were fixed in horror on the blackened figure before her. She crawled back, back, until she was flattened against the opposite window glass, her arms frozen down and out to her sides. She felt a tiny tickle on her left wrist and frantically jerked it away. She turned.


Near the ground, her father’s window was still open just a hairline crack. The crack was lined with the wriggling heads, legs, and wings of a thousand enraged bees struggling to squeeze through. Behind them, a thousand more pressed forward. Both windows were completely covered with a shifting, throbbing, crawling mass of black-and-yellow insects.


Seven-year-old Kathryn took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and screamed.
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Cary, North Carolina, April 21, 1999


Nick Polchak rapped his knuckles on the frame of the open doorway. He glanced back at the Wake County Sheriff’s Department police cruiser blocking the driveway, orange and blue lights silently rotating.


“Yo!” Nick called into the house. “Coming in!”


A fresh-faced sheriff’s deputy in khaki short sleeves poked his head around the corner and beckoned him in. Nick wondered where they got these kids. He looked younger than some of his students.


Nick stepped into the entryway. Dining room on the right, living room on the left. It was a typical suburban Raleigh home, a colonial five-four-and-a-door with white siding and black shutters. A mahogany bureau stood just inside the door. At its base lay three pair of shoes, one a pair of black patent leathers. Nick shook his head.


He knew the layout by heart: stairway on the left, powder room on the right, down a short hallway was the kitchen, and the family room beyond that.


Nick paused in the second doorway and took a moment to study the young officer. He stood nervously, awkwardly, constantly checking his watch. His right hand held a handkerchief cupped over his nose and mouth, and he winced as he sucked in each short gulp of air. Nick followed the officer’s frozen gaze to the right; the decomposing body of a middle-aged woman lay sprawled across the white Formica island in the center of the kitchen.


Nick knocked again.


“Officer … Donnelly, is it? I’m Dr. Nick Polchak. Are you the first one here?”


“I was just a few blocks away, so I took the call.” He glanced again at his watch. “Our homicide people ought to be along within the hour.”


Nick began to stretch on a pair of latex gloves and stepped around to the victim’s head. “The name on the mailbox said ‘Allen.’”


“Stephanie Allen. That’s all I’ve been able to get so far.” The deputy nodded silently toward the family room, where a solitary figure sat slumped forward in a red leather chair with his face buried in his hands. Nick raised his own left hand and wiggled his ring finger. The deputy nodded.


“I didn’t get your name—did you say Kolchek?”


“Polchak. Nick Polchak.”


“You don’t sound like you’re from around these parts.”


“I’m from Pittsburgh,” Nick said. “And I’d say you’re not.”


The deputy grinned. “How’d you know?”


“You left your shoes at the door.”


“They don’t do that in Pittsburgh? I guess they don’t have the red clay.”


“The police don’t do that in Pittsburgh. They figure if you’ve got a dead body in the kitchen, you’ve got more to worry about than dirty carpets.”


The body lay faceup, stretched out diagonally across the island under the bright kitchen fluorescents.


“Very handy,” Nick said. “Too bad I don’t find them all like this.”


The head rested in one corner, with medium-length blond hair flowing out evenly on all sides. There were deep abrasions and contusions on the neck and lower jaw. The body was in putrefaction, the second major stage of decomposition. The skin was blistered and tight from expanding gases, and the stench was considerable. There were sizable maggot infestations in both eye sockets and in the gaping mouth cavity. She had been dead for several days—maybe a week or more.


“You got here fast, Doc. I thought the medical examiner’s office was in Chapel Hill.”


Nick shook his head. “I didn’t come from Chapel Hill. I came from NC State. I picked up your call on my police scanner.”


“From the university? What were you doing there?”


“That’s where I work.”


Nick removed a pair of slender forceps and a small magnifier from his coat pocket. He bent close to the victim’s head and began to carefully sort through the wriggling mass of maggots in the left eye socket.


“Wait a minute. You’re not from the medical examiner’s office?”


“Never said I was.”


“Then who in the—”


“I’m a member of the faculty at NC State. I’m a professor in the department of entomology.”


“A professor of what?”


“I’m a forensic entomologist, Deputy. I study the way different necrophilous arthropods inhabit a body during the process of decomposition.”


The deputy stood speechless.


Nick plucked a single plump, white larva from the wiggling mass and held it under the magnifier. “I’m the Bug Man.”


The deputy began to blink rapidly. “Now just hold on … you’re not supposed to … you’re not a part of this …”


“Relax,” Nick held the forceps aloft. “It’s just one bug. There’s plenty more where that came from.”


“You need to leave, Dr. Polchak.”


“Why?”


“Because—you’re not a medical examiner, and you’re not with the department. You shouldn’t be here. It’s not procedure.”


“Not procedure. I have assisted the authorities on seventy-two cases in thirteen different countries. How many homicides did you have in Wake County last year? Five? Ten?”


The deputy shrugged.


“And how many of them did you work?”


“I never heard of any Bug Man,” the deputy muttered.


Nick glanced down at the man’s stocking feet. “Now there’s a surprise.”


Now Nick turned to the motionless figure in the red chair. “Mr. Allen,” he called out. “I’m Dr. Nick Polchak. I’d like to ask you a few questions, if you don’t mind.”


“No,” came a whisper from under the hands. “No questions.”


“Mr. Allen,” the officer broke in. “This man is not a part of the official police investigation. You don’t have to answer his questions.”


“He’s right,” Nick said. “But you can if you want to. And when the homicide people get here, Mr. Allen, they’re going to ask questions—quite a lot of them. First the police will ask you when you first discovered your wife’s body.”


The man looked up for the first time. His face was ashen and drawn, and a deep purple crescent cradled each eye.


“It was less than an hour ago,” the man said. “I called the police immediately.”


“Immediately? Your wife has been dead for quite some time, Mr. Allen.”


“I’ve been out of town. I just got back, just today. And then I found her, like … like this.”


Nick nodded. “Next the police will ask you where you were during that time.”


The man did a double take. “Me? Why me?”


“Because the one who discovers the body is always a suspect.”


“Like I said, I was out of town. I was in Chicago, on business. For a whole week—they can check it out.”


“I’m sure they will,” Nick said, “and I’m sure they’ll find you’re telling the truth. Their next question will be: What day did you leave for Chicago?”


The man thought carefully. “Last Wednesday. The fourteenth.”


“That would be … seven days ago exactly. And prior to that time, Mr. Allen, did you see your wife alive and well?”


“We said good-bye right here, on Wednesday morning. She was perfectly healthy.”


“You’re sure you left that day? On the fourteenth?”


“Of course I’m sure! You think I can’t remember a week ago?” Nick held the specimen up and studied it closely. Then he looked back at Mr. Allen.


“Care to try again?”


Nick dragged a chair from the breakfast nook into the family room and sat down opposite the man, with the tiny white specimen still writhing in the forceps in his right hand. He offered the magnifier to the man. “I want you to take a look at something.”


“I can’t look at that. Get that thing away from me!”


“Oh come now,” Nick whispered. “You have a stronger stomach than that—don’t you, Mr. Allen?”


The man looked startled; he hesitated, then reluctantly took the magnifier in his left hand.


“Pull up a chair,” Nick called back to the deputy. “Learn something.” Nick slowly extended the forceps. “Take a look at that end. Tell me what you see.”


The magnifier trembled in the man’s hand.


“Little lines,” he mumbled. “Sort of like slits.”


“How many little lines?”


“Three.”


“Give the deputy a look, Mr. Allen. Those ‘little lines’ are called posterior spiracles—think of them as ‘breathing holes.’ The maggot you’re holding is the larva of a common blow fly. That fly landed on your wife’s body shortly after her death and began to lay eggs in the softest tissues—the eyes, the mouth, and so on. Those eggs hatched into larvae, and the larvae began to feed and grow.


“Now when a larva grows, it passes through three distinct stages of development. Are you following me, Mr. Allen? Because this is the important part: The larva doesn’t develop those breathing holes until the third stage. And after many studies, we know exactly how long it takes for this species of fly to reach that third stage of development. Guess what, Mr. Allen? It takes more than a week.”


The man began to visibly shake as Nick rocked back in his chair and folded his hands behind his head.


“Let’s see what we’ve got so far. You’ve been out of town for a week—exactly a week. You say that you saw your wife alive one week ago, yet there are insects on her body that prove that she died more than a week ago.”


“Well … uh …,” the man stammered, “maybe I was gone … longer than I thought.”


“The airline’s records can clear up that little point. And I’m betting those same records will show that you made your reservations the same day that you traveled—sort of a last-minute business trip, you might say. I have just one more question for you, Mr. Allen. The police won’t ask you this one, but it’s something I’ve always wondered about …”


Nick leaned forward again.


“When you strangle someone, can you feel the hyoid bone break, or is it all just sort of soft and squishy?”


The man jumped frantically from his chair and lunged toward the door. He ran like a man in a funhouse, stumbling first one way and then the other, throwing himself from wall to wall, ricocheting wildly down the hall toward the open door.


The deputy sat frozen in astonishment, staring wide-eyed at the doorway.


“I think you’re supposed to run after him,” Nick said. “That’s what they always do on TV.”


The deputy thrust the magnifier and forceps into Nick’s hands and raced barefooted down the hallway. Nick rose slowly from his chair, shook his head, and headed back toward the body. As he passed the hallway he caught a glimpse of the mahogany bureau just inside the front door.


The top drawer was open.


Nick ran to the door and leaped out onto the brick porch. There was no sign of the deputy or his quarry—they had already rounded the house, probably headed for the woods in back.


“He’s armed!” Nick shouted. “Your man is armed!”


No response.


Nick looked both directions. He chose left and raced toward the corner of the house. “An amateur cop chasing an amateur murderer,” he said aloud. “Someone could get killed this way.”


He rounded the corner in a wide arc, expecting to lengthen his stride into a long run for the woods—but there, bracing himself against the far corner of the house, leaned the quivering figure of Mr. Allen. In his right hand a .357 magnum dangled toward the ground.


Nick skidded to a halt. The man saw him, straightened, and wobbled out away from the house. He turned to face Nick and slowly raised the weapon. He couldn’t steady it; Nick felt the barrel sweep back and forth across his body again and again. The man’s arm shook so violently that he looked more like he was whitewashing a fence than aiming a firearm. Nick marked the distance between them—fifty feet at least. At this distance, it would take several tries for the man to hit him.


But it only takes one.


“Listen to me, Mr. Allen. You did something stupid. Don’t make it worse. You cannot get away, and you know it. You’re only running because you’re scared.”


The gun swept past twice more, marking Nick with a broad X. “Think, Mr. Allen. Maybe you didn’t mean to kill your wife—but if you shoot someone else, they’ll hang you for sure. Put the gun down. Call a lawyer and see what you can work out.”


The gun began to steady …


Over the man’s shoulder Nick saw a khaki figure step out silently from behind the house. The deputy drew his own handgun, leveled it, then opened his mouth as if to shout. Nick held up both hands and shook his head violently.


You idiot! I’m in your line of fire!


Too late.


“FREEZE!”


The man spun around, firing wildly before he even faced his foe. The officer fired back; the first shot streaked over the man’s left shoulder. Nick could feel it coming, he could sense the air compressing ahead of the bullet as it tore past his left ear.


Nick dove for the ground. The man continued to fire blindly—three shots into the ground, one into the air, two into the side of the house.


The officer fired twice more, shooting for the torso, not trusting his own aim. The first shot caught the man in the lower abdomen and the second hit square in the chest. Nick watched the man take both bullets. It was not at all like the movies—no violent recoil, no sense of impact at all. The man stood motionless for a moment, then his knees suddenly bent in opposite directions, and he sagged to the ground like a crumpling sack.


Nick crawled toward the broken body. He pulled the gun away and tossed it aside; the barrel burned his hand. He placed two fingers on the carotid artery and waited.


Nothing.


Nick looked up at the deputy and shook his head. The officer’s knees buckled, and he dropped to the ground, vomiting.


Nick rolled onto his back and stared up into the April sky.


“Seventy-three cases,” he said.


North Carolina State University, April 22, 1999


“Nicholas? A word, if you please.”


Nick stepped into the office of Dr. Noah Ellison, chairman of the department of entomology and by far the most senior professor in any department at NC State. Dr. Ellison quietly closed the door behind them.


“Nicholas,” he began, wagging a spindly finger, “it has been brought to my attention that you failed to appear for another of your classes yesterday.”


“Sorry, Noah, I had to make a house call.”


“It is my responsibility as chairman of this department to remind you that your contract involves a certain amount of teaching—and your colleagues have reminded me that it is my duty to discipline you appropriately.”


Noah picked up Nick’s right hand and slapped him on the wrist.


“Consider yourself disciplined. Please do not force me to resort to such extreme measures again.”


The old man motioned for Nick to sit.


“I have good news and I have bad news, Nicholas. Which would you like first?”


“Give me both at the same time.”


“Very well. The good news is the National Science Foundation has granted funding for your summer research proposal—continuing study in your beloved field of forensic entomology. The bad news is that the grant is woefully inadequate, hardly more than a one-way ticket out of town.”


Noah slid a check across the desk. Nick glanced at it and rolled his eyes.


“Can’t we do any better than this, Noah? Aren’t there any departmental funds?”


He shook his head. “I control the purse strings, Nicholas, but not the size of the purse. I’m afraid that’s it; take it, as they say, or leave it.”


Nick studied the check again, hoping to discover a floating decimal point. “What am I supposed to accomplish with this?”


“You have the faculty committee’s permission to spend the summer at our Extension Research Facility in Holcum County. And you may take your research assistant, Dr. Tedesco, along with you.”


“Holcum County? Is that in North Carolina? Please, tell me it’s not.”


“Forgive me, Nicholas.” Noah smiled. “Sometimes I feel like the poet Virgil, leading you to ever deeper levels of hell.”


“Holcum County.” Nick groaned. “Just the sound of it.”


“Try not to think of it as a place, but as an opportunity—an opportunity to get away from the university, away from the classroom, away from students … and, I might add, away from the authorities.”


“The authorities?”


“I received a rather belligerent phone call this morning from the Wake County Sheriff’s Department regarding the way you—how shall I put it—expedited one of their investigations. I’ve spoken with the chancellor; he agrees that this would be a propitious time for you to take an extended leave. Purely in the name of science, of course. May I make a suggestion, Nicholas? As a friend? The next time you desire to assist the authorities, you might consider—just once—asking them first.”


Nick grinned at the old man, slid the check from the desk, and headed for the door.


“One more thing, Nicholas. This is to be a summer of theoretical research, not applied science. Please … for the sake of the university, the department, and your weary old mentor—for the sake of your job—try to stay out of trouble.”


“Noah,” Nick said yawning, “what kind of trouble can you get into in Holcum County?”
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Holcum County, North Carolina, June 1999


Sheriff Peter St. Clair stood in the center of the knee-high meadow, staring at the decomposing body of his oldest friend. The cadaver lay on its back, fully stretched out, both arms extending down and to the sides. It was dressed in khaki pants and a mottled blue corduroy hunting shirt. The torso was bloated and distended, causing the seams of the shirt to split apart between buttons as if the shirt were three sizes too small. The skin was stretched and shiny, and the face was badly decomposed around the eyes and mouth. The only thing that looked at all natural about the corpse was the hair, which still lay neatly and almost comically combed to one side. The left hand was missing almost entirely, thanks to occasional visits by some forest scavenger; the right hand held a gleaming chrome handgun bearing the single engraved word, AIRBORNE, followed by the twin AAs of the All American Division.


The sheriff turned and stepped a few paces from what remained of his childhood friend and comrade at arms. He stood facing away, staring at the ground and grimly shaking his head.


“It’s Jim, all right.”


On the other side of the body three hunters stood watching. The first hunter, Ronny, nudged Wayne and nodded silently toward the sheriff; Wayne passed the observation on to Denny, who reached up and slid the bright orange cap from his head. They all stood silently until the sheriff turned back to face the decomposing carcass once again.


“Sorry to have to call you like this, Pete,” Denny said. “What with Jim being an old friend of yours and all, we thought you’d want to know straightaway.”


“You did the right thing.” The sheriff paused. “You boys didn’t touch anything, did you?”


“Hey, give us a little credit, Pete. We didn’t even move the gun. See? It’s still in his hand. He didn’t even drop it after he …”


An awkward silence followed. No one wanted to finish the sentence.


“Let’s get something straight.” The sheriff glared at two of them. “I don’t want to hear any more talk about ‘suicide’ until the coroner has a chance to look things over. All we know for sure is that Jim McAllister is dead.”


“I s’pose we know what suicide looks like,” Wayne grumbled.


“It’s not a suicide until I say it’s a suicide. That’s the law.” Sheriff St. Clair folded his arms and kicked at the ground. “As far as we know, it might have been an accident. Maybe even murder.”


Ronny and Wayne stood with heads hung low and hands in pockets, looking suitably repentant. Denny, suffering from a lifelong case of what his childhood friends referred to as “diarrhea of the mouth,” was the only one foolish enough to respond.


“C’mon, Pete. I know you and Jim went way back and all, but … an accident? Shot in the side of the head? Nobody has an ‘accident’ like that—least of all an Airborne ex. And who would kill Jim? Nobody liked him—but at least he stayed to himself, stayed out of everybody’s way. Besides, we just don’t have many murders in these parts.” Then he added for good measure, “Look who I’m telling.”


It was true. The last murder in Holcum County was over a year ago, when old Mrs. Kreger decided to stop feeding her invalid husband. Her attorney got her off on the grounds that she just might have had a touch of Alzheimer’s herself, but the people who knew Mrs. Kreger best weren’t so sure. In any case, Denny was right; there weren’t many murders in Holcum County, but the sheriff was not about to surrender the point. He took a step closer and spoke quietly, as though he might be overheard.


“Look. You boys know what it’s like in a town like this when somebody does hisself in. Remember when they found Alvin Rafferty in his garage a few years back? I don’t think his family ever got over it—the way people look at you, the way they talk behind your back. Well, Jim’s got a sister, remember? I don’t want that to happen to her. Let’s keep this quiet, okay? Can I count on you? Ronny? Denny? Wayne? For Jim’s sake.”


Each man nodded gravely. They were a part of the inner circle now, Keepers of the Secret—certainly one of the best secrets in Holcum County for quite some time.


They were interrupted by noise from the edge of the clearing—the heavy, clumsy, crashing footfalls of someone obviously not at home in the woods. From an opening in the small pines emerged the figure of a deputy, a young man of startling stature. He was a full head taller than the sheriff. His shoulders were heavy and rounded, and they hung down over a hulking torso. His arms were shapeless and pale but as thick as an average man’s thigh. His blunt-fingered hands swelled into two great drumstick forearms that belied the overall softness of his appearance. His pale blue eyes were set narrow but were large as buckeyes, and he seemed to wear a constant grin. It was the body of a man—an enormous man—but it was the unmistakable face of a child.


He grinned at the sheriff as he approached, and each of the hunters greeted him in turn.


“Hey, Beanie.”


“How’s it going, Beanie?”


Now there was another sound from the edge of the clearing, and a short, stout, white figure stepped out, panting and mopping his forehead from the early morning humidity. He ran a finger around his collar, peeling it away from his glistening stump of a neck, and stepped toward the already assembled party.


“Mornin’, Sheriff. Deputy. Boys. I came as soon as I got your call.”


“Mr. Wilkins.” The sheriff nodded and extended his hand. “Thanks for coming so quick. I think you know the boys here—Ronny, Denny, Wayne. Boys, you all know Mr. Wilkins, the county coroner.”


They all knew Mr. Wilkins, of course, but not as county coroner. They knew him as Mr. Wilkins the drugstore owner or Mr. Wilkins the American Legion coach, but few people knew Mr. Wilkins in his official capacity. There was very little for a coroner to do in a county the size of Holcum.


“Where is the decedent?” Mr. Wilkins asked impatiently.


The four men turned and pointed to a spot at the crest of the meadow where a cloud of black flies hovered in tight circles just above the grass. The group approached cautiously, carefully seeking the upwind side, and formed a line to the left of the body—all except Mr. Wilkins, who, having caught the brunt of the stench, was still ten yards back, doubled over and retching into a stand of foxglove.


They waited awkwardly until Mr. Wilkins recovered and approached again with far more caution. The sheriff and the three seasoned hunters braced themselves against the odor and stood motionless. The deputy pinched his nose and winced in his childlike way, as all of them secretly wished to do, and Mr. Wilkins gagged and covered his mouth and nose with his dripping white handkerchief.


Denny broke the silence. “I’m the one who found him, Mr. Wilkins—that is, we all did. We come through this way a lot in the summer, getting ready for deer season.”


“Deer season? That’s not till September.”


“Georgia Pacific leases out these woods to a group of us to hunt on. They timbered a couple hundred acres last month and they tore the place up real good—and right near where we got our deer stands too. So we were out planting clover and beans, laying out salt blocks, you know—trying to draw the deer back in.”


The sheriff nodded.


“To get to our deer stands we got to cross this meadow. Right in the middle we spotted that big cloud of flies. Figured maybe it was a deer carcass, maybe somebody poaching on our lease. Thought we better check it out—and here was Jim McAllister stretched out on the ground. Shot hisself right through the head. At least”—he glanced quickly at the sheriff—“that’s what it looks like. Appears he’s been dead a long time.”


“I’ll decide how long he’s been dead,” Mr. Wilkins said in utter misery, still tugging at his collar. As coroner, Mr. Wilkins was not required to visit the death scene—but as it was only his second opportunity in his three-year term as coroner to exercise his official duties, he had gone the extra mile. The sheriff hadn’t told him it would be more like a mile-and-a-half, through thick North Carolina woodland on a sweltering summer morning.


Sheriff St. Clair opened a chrome case and pulled out a 35-millimeter Nikon and two rolls of film. He handed a bright yellow roll of barrier tape to the deputy. “Benjamin—secure the perimeter of the death scene.” The deputy looked bewildered; he started off one way and then the other and finally just stood staring at the roll of tape as if it might offer some explanation of its own.


“Find some branches,” the sheriff said quietly. “Long, straight ones. Stick one there and there and there and over there. Then stretch this tape around ‘em.”


Beanie smiled gratefully and bounded off toward the woods.


“Take a look, Mr. Wilkins. What do you make of it?”


Mr. Wilkins slowly approached the body for the first time, his handkerchief still clutched tightly over his face. He turned his head away, sucked in a deep breath, then took a few quick steps toward the body. He poked and prodded and probed until his face began to grow red, then took several quick steps away to explode and pant and then once again fill his lungs with air. Wayne began to snicker, but the sheriff shot a burning look his way, and Wayne thought better of it and struck a more solemn pose. Mr. Wilkins repeated this process several times, until it became obvious that he was in danger of fainting dead away. Finally, still facing away from the body, he spoke.


“Suicide. Plain and simple.”


“What makes you so sure?”


“Single gunshot wound to the side of the head—two wounds and you might have a murder. Entry wound is on the right—he was right-handed, wasn’t he? Exit wound on the left. No chance of ever finding the slug out here, but the angle of entry and exit look about right.” He spoke with more and more authority as he continued. “Classic suicide scenario. Most suicides are with handguns, you know, and almost always to the head. Never seen one otherwise.” In point of fact he had never seen another suicide at all, and everyone knew it—but they all held their tongues. “The weapon is still present, no signs of struggle or conflict, no indication that the body was moved or disturbed in any way. Yessir, a classic suicide.”


The sheriff put his hand on Mr. Wilkins’s shoulder and turned him aside. They walked several steps away, much to Mr. Wilkins’s relief, but they were still easily within earshot of the others.


“I hate to admit it, Will, but I think you’re right,” the sheriff said. “You know Jimmy McAllister and I go way back. We grew up together here in Rayford. We were both at Fort Bragg, and we served together in the Gulf. But the fact is”—he glanced over to be sure that no one overheard—“things didn’t go so well for Jim after Desert Storm. A lot of chronic fatigue, long bouts of depression. He even made a few trips up to Walter Reed to be treated for Gulf War Syndrome. Nothin’ helped for long. He started stickin’ to himself more and more, went on hunting trips for weeks at a time. Some of us were beginning to wonder how long it would be before something like this happened.”


“That settles it, then,” Mr. Wilkins said. “A definite suicide. I’ll notify the medical examiner’s office in Chapel Hill that no autopsy is necessary.”


“You’re the expert. What else do you need to do here?”


“In most cases,” he said, “we draw a blood sample for a standard toxicology screening. Drugs and alcohol, that sort of thing. But I doubt we could get a sample at this stage. So, I sign the death certificate, and then I call Schroeder’s to pick up the body and hold it until we can notify the next of kin. Didn’t he have a sister?”


“Amy. I’ll make sure she knows.”


Mr. Wilkins made a final inquiry of the hunters. “Any of you boys know a reason I shouldn’t call this one a suicide?”


Each man solemnly shook his head.


“Then it’s uncontested.” He paused to look at his wristwatch. “I’m recording the legal time of death as 8:04 a.m. on June 14, 1999. And I’m getting out of this kill-dog humidity just as fast as I can.” And wringing out his handkerchief as he went, the Holcum County coroner lumbered back toward the opening in the woods.


Sheriff St. Clair pulled out a cell phone and flipped it open.


“You callin’ Amy?” Ronny asked.


“I got one other call to make first.” The sheriff paused, waiting for an answer at the other end.


“Good morning, Central Carolina Bank.”


“I want to talk to Kathryn Guilford,” the sheriff said. “Just tell her it’s Peter—and tell her it’s important.”
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Thirty-year-old Kathryn Guilford slowed her car as she approached the small gravel road that cut a hole deep into the woods just outside of Sandridge. Sandridge was the extreme western boundary of Holcum County, a remote area of old abandoned home fields that had been slowly but thoroughly reclaimed first by brush, then by pines, then by the overpowering hardwoods. She turned the nose of her ’97 Acura onto the crunching gravel and peered as far as she could down the path. Thirty yards ahead of her, it curved slowly to the right and disappeared behind a gnarled red oak. To her left was a rectangular white sign, too small and with too many letters to be read from the main road. It didn’t seem to advertise or welcome, Kathryn thought; it seemed to exist simply to mark a location, like a survey marker or a gravestone. In red gothic letters it stated plainly, NORTH CAROLINA STATE UNIVERSITY—DEPARTMENT OF ENTOMOLOGY—HOLCUM COUNTY RESEARCH STATION. In the center of the sign was the seal of the university, but freshly pasted across the seal was a blue and gold bumper sticker emblazoned, GO NITTANY LIONS.


Kathryn rolled down her window and listened. From the woods came the slow, heavy, rolling chant of the cicadas, already laboring in the rising morning steam. A thousand invisible wood crickets joined the lament, and blunt-bodied beetles, weighed down by the morning haze, buzzed slowly back and forth across the path. The woods were thick and crowded with life, all groaning and complaining in the early summer heat.


Kathryn felt a shudder flutter down her spine. She fastened the top button of her white satin blouse and rolled the window up tight, instinctively glancing in the rearview mirror to make sure that each window had sealed completely. Then, flipping the air conditioning to high, she proceeded slowly down the gravel path.


Thirty yards past the red oak she came to a tall chain-link fence topped by a spiraling roll of razor wire. An unchained gate swung open away from her, and beside the gate was a bright yellow sign bearing a single word: BIOHAZARD. Below the sign was a piece of weathered poster board with a frowning face markered at the top. Below it in rough hand-lettering were the words Mr. Yucky says GO HOME.


“Strange sense of humor,” Kathryn whispered, and proceeded through the gate.


The road straightened and widened now, and she relaxed a little and accelerated down the path. Her eyes began to pool with tears when she remembered Peter’s phone call, less than three hours ago, with the gut-wrenching news that Jimmy McAllister was dead—and by his own hand. The coroner checked everything out. He was depressed, they had said. It was only a matter of time before something like this would happen. Everything fits; everything is in order; everyone is so sure.


Everyone but me.


Kathryn snapped back to attention at a buzzing sound from under the dashboard. To her utter horror, a single wriggling yellow jacket squeezed from the left floor vent and fanned its cellophane wings. Before she could even scream, the yellow jacket shot forward and landed on her left thigh just below the hemline, then crawled a few quick steps upward. Kathryn found her voice and let loose a scream, snapped both legs straight, and slapped violently at her leg. The car lurched abruptly left, and she jerked the wheel back toward the center of the road. The yellow jacket, now decidedly annoyed, shot upward and buzzed close across her face, then disappeared into the backseat behind her. She threw herself forward and flailed her right arm wildly over, around, behind her head. A venomous hiss sizzled past one ear, retreated, then streaked across the other. With a shriek of terror and rage, Kathryn released the wheel with both hands and swung madly at the air.


In that instant Kathryn Guilford was no longer a thirty-year-old bank executive driving a shining silver Acura. Somehow, one tiny black-and-yellow insect had projected her back through time and space, back to that place that was so long ago and yet never far away … She was once again a seven-year-old girl in an upsidedown ’57 Chevy Bel Air.


The car weaved from side to side in a widening arc, then abruptly lunged from the road. With a crumple of metal and the dull whump of exploding air bags, it came to a final stop against a massive, smooth-faced silver beech.


She was stunned for only an instant—then she groped frantically for the chrome handle, flung open the door, and bolted out. She spun to face the car and her invisible assailant, her arms still beating at the air, backing away into the center of the road. Exhausted, she began to slow down and then stopped. She stood silently for a moment, panting, then lifted both arms and examined herself. Her navy blue A-line skirt was blotched with a musty white powder. Her blouse hung loose and her silver wire choker was nowhere in sight. She stared in dismay at her shoes, her legs, and her arms; she wiped her face with the back of her forearm and studied her hands.


Finally, she looked at her car.


The gleaming silver hood lay crumpled back, echoing the contour of the stately beech, and steam hissed up through the grill and from under both sides. The driver’s door was still open, revealing two limp air bags sagging from the console, and the once-spotless black interior was now blasted with the same white powder that thoroughly covered her.


Kathryn took a deep breath and inched back toward the car, hesitating at the open door; there was her purse, still resting in the center of the passenger seat. She ducked her head, anxiously searching every inch of air space inside. Then, with a lunge, she snatched her purse and scrambled backward, taking one last swing at the air in front of her face.


She dusted her skirt, straightened her blouse and hair, and then stopped. She listened again to the chorus of cicadas, crickets, and beetles that now seemed to completely surround and press in on her. She stood for a moment weighing her options. She glanced back up the road toward the open gate now a quarter of a mile behind her. She could go back—but back to what? Back to ignorance and frustration and doubt? Back to where no one would listen or help? Back to a funeral where the truth would be buried forever along with the body? Along with Jimmy’s body …


She peered down the road in the direction of the mysterious biohazard, still nowhere in sight. She refastened the top button of her blouse and then, turning toward the invisible research facility somewhere in the distance, Kathryn Guilford continued to do what she came to do.


Ten sweltering minutes later her blue sling-back sandals were coated with gravel dust. Sweat ran freely down her face and neck, and her satin blouse clung heavily to the center of her back. Rounding a bend, she came at last upon a building—a pale green Quonset hut attached to a rectangular outbuilding at the back, forming a large T. The curved, corrugated surface of the roof was broken by a series of large skylights, giving it more the appearance of a greenhouse than a building. The gravel road dead-ended into a small parking lot directly in front of the Quonset.


In the parking lot were two automobiles. On the right was a tidy, silver-blue Camry; on the left was a faded, rusting relic that during some geologic era had been a ’64 Dodge Dart. The car slumped decidedly to the left; the original color was anyone’s guess. The backseat was split open across the top with puffs of twisted oatmeal poking through. The seat itself was piled with stacks of black and blue vinyl binders and thick stapled papers, accented by a single Papa John’s Pizza box on top. In the rear window black-and-gold Pittsburgh Pirates and Pittsburgh Steelers caps posed proudly side by side.


Kathryn stepped up onto the narrow landing, took one last accounting of herself, and knocked. There was no answer. After several moments she knocked again; still nothing. She turned and looked again at the two cars behind her. It occurred to her that the rusting relic on the right may not be in working order. Judging by its appearance, it may not have been driven since Watergate, but the Camry looked in perfect condition. Someone must be home.


Just then the screen door began to open, and Kathryn had to step back to make room for it. Behind the door stood a pleasant looking, round-faced little man no more than five feet in height. He was balding down the middle and long strands of chestnut hair were combed strategically from one side to the other. He wore small, round spectacles, which accented perfectly the roundness of his cherubic cheeks and nose. It was an altogether kind and friendly face.


“May I help you?” he asked, self-consciously raking his hand from left to right across the top of his head.


“I’m here to see Dr. Polchak.”


“You are?” His eyebrows rose up behind the little spectacles. “Is he expecting you?”


“No … Actually, I was just driving by, and I thought I’d stop in.”


He peered over Kathryn’s shoulder into the driveway. There was a silver-blue Camry and a Dodge Dart—nothing else.


“I … had a little car trouble.”


The little man seemed to come alive at this news. “Where are my manners? Please forgive me. Won’t you come in? Please do.”


Kathryn gladly stepped into the open doorway, anticipating the cool rush of air conditioning that is the salvation of every home and business in the South. Instead, to her dismay she found that it was just as hot inside the structure as it was outside—but without the breeze.


“Please forgive the appearance of the place—we’re not accustomed to receiving visitors here, especially such lovely ones. I am Dr. Tedesco, a research associate of Dr. Polchak,” he said, extending his hand. “You look dreadfully hot. Can I get you anything? Water? A cold drink?”


“No, thank you, I’m fine. If you could just tell Dr. Polchak I’m here?”


“Of course, of course.” He glanced back into the laboratory doubtfully. “And whom shall I say is calling?”


Kathryn reached into her purse and handed him a card. In green thermographic letters it declared: Kathryn Guilford, Central Carolina Bank & Trust, Commercial Mortgage Capital.


“And please—tell him this is not about banking.”


The little man held up one finger, winked, and scurried back into the lab.


The interior of the Quonset was a large, open rectangle. Light from the twin rows of skylights streamed down onto a long, double-sided worktable that occupied the center of the room. Worktables lined all four walls, in fact; stopping only for the doors at either end. The only open space in the room was a narrow aisleway that ran the perimeter of the room, separating the tables along the walls from the one in the center. On the far wall was a door, and the center of the wall was filled with one great, rectangular window looking out into the office beyond.


Kathryn watched the little man disappear through the door and approach a seated figure in the office beyond. The figure was facing away from Kathryn, bent over a desk, intently occupied by some task before him. The little man began to speak in his effervescent style, holding out the tiny business card and gesturing occasionally in Kathryn’s direction. The figure never moved or looked up; he simply continued to focus on the task at hand.


Kathryn’s eyes wandered back to the room immediately before her, stopping first on the far worktable just below the great window. It was lined with different sizes and shapes of glass terraria. Her eyes followed the path of the cases around the table to the right; it, too, was completely covered, as was the table on the left and the double-sided counter in the center. The entire room was one vast collection of display cases overhung by long banks of fluorescent lights. She could see that each terrarium contained some kind of plant or rock or limb. Some were lined with sand, others with yellow or gray or chocolate soil. Her eyes came to rest on the terrarium directly before her, not more than twelve inches away. It was covered with glistening sand, with a large flat slab of pink sandstone in the center. It was otherwise empty, except for a shallow dish of water in one corner. Kathryn bent closer to study this strange, lonely landscape. Instinctively, she reached out and tapped on the glass.


From under the stone a brown desert scorpion skittered out, menacing tail aloft, pincers ready.


Kathryn drew a sharp breath and leaped away from the glass. She stumbled backward against the screen door, punching her elbow through the stiff wire mesh as it crashed open. She staggered back to the gravel driveway and stood, trembling.


At the crash, the studious figure in the office at last turned to stare in Kathryn’s direction—but the lab was now completely empty. He rose, taking the business card from the little man’s hand, and stepped out into the lab.


A moment later Kathryn saw the screen door open. A tall silhouette in the doorway stood silently studying her, carefully rereading the business card in his right hand, then slowly looking her over once again.


From inside the lab the little man urgently pushed his way past and hurried to her side. “My dear, whatever happened? Are you quite all right? Please, come back inside, out of this dreadful sun.”


“If it’s all the same to you, could we speak outside?”


She turned to look at the figure still standing in the doorway. He was holding her business card at eye level now, still glancing from the card to Kathryn and back again, as if he had been handed the driver’s license of a bald-headed man from New Jersey.


It was the little man who broke the silence. “Where are my manners? Ms. Guilford, may I present Dr. Nicholas Polchak. Dr. Polchak, allow me to introduce—”


“Kathryn Guilford,” the tall figure interrupted, “Central Carolina Bank and Trust, Commercial … Mortgage … Capital.” He said the last three words slowly, as if to emphasize the disparity between the dignified title and the disheveled woman who stood before him.


“As I told Dr. Tedesco, I’m not here about banking.”


“What exactly are you here about?”


“I’ve come to talk to you about a matter of utmost importance,” she said with all the solemnity she could muster, but the words sounded ridiculous even to her.


He glanced at the curling shards of screen wire. “Were you in too big a hurry to open the door?” He looked at the little man beside her. “Teddy, we need to fix this. We don’t want any local dermestids paying us a visit.”


At last the tall figure stepped from the doorway, and for the first time Kathryn could see him in detail. He was lean and angular, with very large hands and feet. He wore a white ribbed polyester shirt with a large open collar, which hung open over a blue and green Fubu T-shirt. Below, a pair of enormous olive green cargo shorts overshadowed two alabaster limbs that protruded into a pair of ancient leather thongs.


He looked about Kathryn’s age. His head was rather large and shaped like an inverted triangle. It narrowed from a wide brow to a strong chin with a deep dimple pressed into the center. His skin was fair and smooth, the skin of a man who spent far too much time under fluorescent light. His hair was dark and straight and his hairline receded slightly on both sides, emphasizing the triangularity of his features. It was a handsome face for the most part, Kathryn thought. She glanced quickly over his features, taking an instant accounting of each, but came abruptly to a halt at his eyes.


He wore the largest, thickest eyeglasses Kathryn had ever seen, which so distorted his eyes that they seemed to float behind the lenses like two soft, colorless orbs. They reminded Kathryn of the pickled eggs that eternally floated in a jar beside the cash register at Wirth’s Amoco. She almost laughed aloud at the mental image.


His eyes never seemed to rest and never focused long on a single object. It was impossible to tell exactly where he was looking at any moment. Kathryn watched the eyes moving over her. They darted to one side, then the other. They floated upward, then slowly sank again. They studied her, they analyzed her, they examined her; they saw everything but focused on nothing. Kathryn wished that his eyes would come to rest on hers; she wished that she could make contact with them—but the eyes always moved on.


“I came here to make a legitimate business proposition,” she said. “If you’re not interested, perhaps I should take my business elsewhere.”


Nick smiled. “I suspect there is no elsewhere, or you wouldn’t be here.”


She softened her tone. “A friend of mine has died—a very old and dear friend. The police say it was suicide, but I think they’re wrong. I’m sure they’re wrong,” she added, then paused for emphasis. “I think he might have been murdered.”


“Mrs. Guilford,” Nick cut in. “Dr. Tedesco and I are members of the faculty of North Carolina State University. We were sent here this summer to do research.”


“You do research on dead people.”


Nick’s eyes darted rapidly over Kathryn once more, as if he might have missed some detail in his initial estimation. “I do research on arthropods—specific insects that inhabit dead people.”


Kathryn opened her purse and removed a folded photocopy. “From the Holcum County Courier,” she said, beginning to read. “‘Bug Man Comes to Holcum County.’”


“May I?” he said, taking the photocopy from her hand. “‘Dr. Nicholas Polchak’—that would be me—’Professor of Entomology at NC State University in Raleigh, will spend the summer at the extension research facility here in Holcum County to continue his studies in the emerging field of forensic entomology, the use of insects to solve crimes.’”


He quickly scanned the rest of the document. “Blah blah blah and so on, and—here’s the good part—’Dr. Polchak, a tall, muscular man …’ Now that’s outstanding journalism. Yes indeed, very well put.”


A faint groan came from Teddy, who stood quietly staring at the pavement, shaking his head slowly from side to side.


“Dr. Polchak, I need your help. And I need it right away.”


He handed the photocopy back to her. “Mrs. Guilford, you need to go to the police. If the police won’t help you, you need to call the medical examiner’s office in Chapel Hill and talk to them. Or you can even hire a private investigator. I’d like to help you—really I would—but this summer I’m under strict orders to stick to research.”


He turned back toward the Quonset. “Come on, Teddy,” he said, disappearing through the doorway, “we’ve got some sarcophagids to pin. Let’s not waste any more of the lady’s time.”


Kathryn watched the door swing shut behind him.


“I’m very sorry,” Teddy said, looking truly regretful. “He meant what he said—he really would like to help you. But to tell you the truth, this summer he’s been given strict orders to stay out of trouble.”


“There won’t be any trouble.”


“Trust me. With Nicholas, there’s always trouble.” And with a heavy sigh he turned and followed his colleague back into the lab.


Kathryn turned slowly back toward the path to her crumpled car. She stood motionless for several seconds, staring directly ahead.


Suddenly she wheeled around, fists clenched, her face flushed with anger. She marched up to the broken screen door, flung it open hard, and charged through the open doorway—then just as quickly drew back again. There was the same glass case, now occupied by three brown scorpions. The terrarium at her left elbow contained a tree branch where black, metallic-shelled beetles swarmed up, then dropped off in clusters like thick blobs of oil. In the terrarium on her right, a gray-and-brown wolf spider held a struggling black cricket in its slender, tapering legs.


Kathryn stared desperately across the lab at the large window into the office beyond. Inside she could see the figure of Dr. Polchak already seated again at his work. Her eyes slowly traced the path of the aisleway to her left, pausing at each glass case to imagine the unspeakable horror it might contain. The aisle seemed so much narrower now than at first sight. She measured the distance from her present location to the doorway beside the large window. It couldn’t have been more than fifty feet. Or was it seventy-five? Or a hundred?


It might as well be ten miles.


With her left hand she turned her collar up high and squeezed it tight, completely covering her neck. With her right hand she clutched the front of her blouse, wadding it into a ball. She hunched her shoulders forward and pinned her arms tight against her torso. Her breathing was shallow and rapid, and her legs felt thick and rubbery. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and stepped slowly forward like a tightrope walker on a windy day.


She forced herself to stare directly ahead, though the hideous temptation to turn and look directly into each terrarium was almost irresistible. From the corners of her eyes she watched each glass case pass slowly by—nothing more than blurs of brown and green and tan—but in her mind’s eye she imagined swarms of wriggling insects sucking up to the glass, pressing up against the terrarium lids, their hairlike antennae protruding through the screened tops, probing the air, stretching toward her, reaching for her.


The office door was directly ahead of her now, no more than thirty feet away. She was halfway there, but the thought that kept forcing its way into her mind was that she was now directly in the center of this living nightmare. She felt herself begin to lose her balance, and a wave of panic and nausea almost overwhelmed her. She imagined falling suddenly to one side, drawn irresistibly by the darkness behind the glass, reaching out to stop herself. Then she imagined her hands crashing through the glass and reaching helplessly into the black abyss.


The panic swelled up within her like a tidal surge. She commanded her legs to run for the office door, but they seemed to move in slow motion. She felt the glass cases begin to slide toward her, and those behind her seemed to swirl in and pursue her like paper boxes whipped into the draft of a passing car. She looked like a toddler taking its last hurried steps before collapsing into the arms of a waiting parent—but to Kathryn, it felt as though she were running down an endless, windowed hallway for all eternity.


With a crash, the office door flew open and Kathryn burst into the room. Nick looked up from his microscope with a start and saw Kathryn, still tightly clutching her collar and blouse, trembling and panting like a spent mare. He rose from his stool and walked slowly toward her.


“Mrs. Guilford,” he said, cocking his head to one side, “are you cold?”


“Dr. Polchak,” she growled through clenched teeth, “I need your help—and I need it right now!”


For a moment he stood perfectly still, observing her. Then he slowly reached out and took hold of the hand still clutching at her collar. He pulled gently but said nothing. She resisted. He pulled again, steadily, until she understood and slowly loosened her grip. With his other hand he tugged at the clenched fist on her blouse. He softly lowered both hands to her sides and then began to straighten and smooth her collar and blouse. As he worked, his eyes began to float over her once again, watching, examining, studying.


“Have a seat,” Nick said as he returned to his stool. Kathryn looked around the office for the first time. It was smaller than it looked from the outside, and impossibly crowded. The largest single item in the office was a tall stainless steel unit that looked like a double-wide refrigerator with glass doors. The back wall was covered with particle-board bookcases of various colors and sizes, and each shelf sagged under the weight of endless dull-colored volumes with tiny gold or silver titles. Some books were placed well back on the shelf, others stuck out half-returned, and between every few books a manila file or stack of loose photocopies projected. Under the great window was a long worktable, completely cluttered with binders, tweezers, magnifiers, plastic containers, and a hundred other mysterious tools of the forensic entomologist’s dark trade. More than anything there was paper: stacks of articles atop the bookshelves, printouts on the tables, manuscripts on the floor. The only break in the endless clutter was two narrow doorways, one at each end of the room—the only means of escape.


Kathryn stood looking awkwardly about the room. There seemed to be no other place to sit. Nick leaned forward and slid a second stool out from under the worktable, topped with a cascading pile of technical journal articles. With a sweep of his hand he sent the mound of paper back under the table and gestured to the seat.


“Don’t you ever put anything away?” Kathryn asked, sliding onto the stool.


“That is away. Away from me.”


They sat in silence for a few moments as Kathryn gathered her thoughts. Nick spoke first.


“Only one of us knows why you’re here. I’ll bet it’s you.”


So much for formalities, Kathryn thought, and plunged ahead. “As I said outside, I have a very dear friend—”


“Had a dear friend,” Nick interrupted. “When was the body discovered?”


“Early this morning—by some hunters in the woods not far from here.”


“And what was the estimated time of death?”


“They said a week ago. Maybe longer.”


“Now tell me about the disposition of the body.”


She stared at him blankly.


“How it was situated,” he explained, “how it was dressed, the position of the arms and legs, the contents of the hands …”


“I don’t know a lot of … details,” she stammered. “They said he was found lying on his back. He was still holding his pistol in his hand—the one he got in the army. He had … they say he …” She grimaced, made a gun with her right hand and held it to her temple.


“A contact wound to the right temporal region—and no doubt an exit wound on the left. The standard service sidearm is a nine-millimeter, and as they say around these parts, you just can’t keep that chicken in the henhouse.”


She glared at him hard but said nothing.


“The sheriff’s department was satisfied that this was a suicide?”


“Yes, but—”


“And the medical examiner’s office—what did they say?”


She looked at the floor. “The coroner said nothing looked suspicious to him either.”


“Maybe the autopsy will turn up something.”


“There won’t be an autopsy.”


Nick raised one eyebrow. “No autopsy was ordered?”


“No.”


“In cases of unattended death—as in the case of a suicide—an autopsy is usually ordered to verify cause of death. Things must have looked pretty straightforward.”


Kathryn had nothing to say in response.


“This dear friend of yours—I assume we’re talking about a male? He was about your age, thirty to thirty-five? Caucasian?”


“That’s right. How did you—”


“Three-quarters of all suicides are by white males. Two-thirds of them are by gunshot, generally to the head. That fits too. He did it outside, probably standing up—men usually do. Women like the comforts of home and almost always lie down. He used his own gun, which was still in his hand. And there was no note, was there? Nothing to explain his motive or timing?”


She shook her head.


He let out a sigh. “You just can’t get men to write, can you?” He paused a full measure for dramatic effect. “So, Mrs. Guilford. What can I do for you?”


Kathryn’s face was red and hot. “I knew Jimmy since we were kids together here in Holcum County. We grew up together, like a brother and sister. I knew him better than his parents, better than his own sister—better than anyone. He would not, he could not have done this to himself. I don’t care what the sheriff or the coroner says, they’re wrong about this—and I have to know what happened.”


Nick took a deep breath. “Let me see if I understand you. The sheriff’s department, drawing on its considerable experience in homicide investigation, closed this investigation almost before it opened. And the county coroner, representing all of the forensic knowledge of the North Carolina State medical examiner’s system, verified the cause of death without even a second look. But you’re convinced they’re both wrong—because you have this feeling.”


It was fortunate at this moment that the door behind Kathryn opened and Dr. Tedesco stepped into the room, providing a momentary respite from the tension. He was startled to see Kathryn again but said nothing. He stepped quietly to the side, pretending to resume his duties, and waited for the conversation to resume.


“I have to know,” Kathryn repeated, barely containing her anger. “The sheriff won’t help me—he thinks I’m wasting my time. The coroner can’t help me either. Since he already signed the death certificate, the body is no longer under his authority. I could hire a private investigator, but not in a town the size of Rayford—and even if I found one, I’m not sure he’d know what to look for. I’m out of options, Dr. Polchak—and I’m out of time. The body is being moved right now to a funeral home, and from there it will be turned over to the immediate family. Soon it will be too late to do anything.”


Nick said nothing for a long time.


“You’d be helping the authorities,” she added.


“I have a long history of helping the authorities,” he said. “Trust me, it isn’t always welcome.”


“Then you’d be helping me.”


“I just can’t look into every mysterious death that comes along—and to be frank, Mrs. Guilford, this one hardly sounds mysterious.”


Kathryn paused. “What about money? Are you motivated by money?”


“Money?”


She leaned forward and stared directly into his imposing spectacles. “I will pay you twenty thousand dollars to look into this for me.”


There was an audible gasp from behind Kathryn. Dr. Tedesco did his very best to contain himself, but bits of words and phrases still tittered out: “Twenty thousand … oh my, I … twenty thousand?”


“This is why Teddy never plays poker,” said Dr. Polchak.


“I know more about you than you think,” Kathryn said. “I know that you’re a forensic entomologist, and that there are very few of you around. I know that it’s almost impossible to make a living at it. I know that most of you are employed by museums and universities, and that means you depend on departmental funding and research grants to survive. In other words,” she said, adding her own pause for emphasis, “I know you need that money so bad you can taste it.”


Nick slowly smiled. “And you said this visit wasn’t about money.”


“I said this visit wasn’t about banking. What would this really require of you, Dr. Polchak? One look at a body? A trip to a funeral home? A little work right here in your own laboratory? Twenty thousand dollars buys a lot of bug food.”


From behind them Teddy conducted an elaborate pantomime of hair-pulling, eye-rolling, and desperate pleading. Nick ignored him.


“I don’t want to waste your money, Mrs. Guilford. Don’t misunderstand me, I want your money—but I don’t want to waste it. I feel I should tell you that there’s a very good chance I’ll come up with nothing at all.”


“I’m willing to take that chance.”


Nick sat silently for a full minute. “Plus expenses,” he said at last.


“I beg your pardon?”


“Twenty thousand dollars plus expenses.”


“What sort of expenses?”


“Travel, if necessary. Meals. Supplies. Valium for Teddy. I don’t know what else … expenses.”


“Done.” She extended her hand, and as Nick cautiously reached for it she added, “There is one small condition, Dr. Polchak, and this is not negotiable. I want to work with you. I want to be there every step of the way.”


Nick pulled back, and Teddy buried his face in his hands.


“That’s entirely out of the question.”


“It’s not negotiable,” Kathryn repeated. “I’m not a fool, Dr. Polchak. Twenty thousand dollars is a great deal of money. What am I supposed to think if you report back in two weeks and say, ‘Sorry, I found nothing’? I want to see what you do. I want to know that nothing was overlooked. I want to know that if we find nothing, it won’t be because we didn’t look hard enough. I want to know.”


After another full minute, Nick spoke again. “The investigation will take a full week, perhaps two. And if what you say is true—if the body is already on its way to a funeral home—then we have to begin immediately. That means right now.”


Kathryn extended her hand again. As Nick took it, he said, “I have one condition of my own, Mrs. Guilford. If you’re going to work with me, it has to be—as you said—every step of the way.”


“Agreed.”


“Mrs. Guilford,” he said, smiling, “you have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into.”
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The interior of Dr. Polchak’s crumbling Dodge Dart was even worse than Kathryn had imagined. The brittle vinyl seats were split apart in sharp ridges, and the dashboard was a canyon of cracked ravines and gullies with rivers of dusty foam flowing beneath. Above her head the roof liner draped and sagged. Below, the floorboard was pockmarked with rust holes that allowed her a more than adequate view of the pavement streaking by beneath her feet. She sat rigidly, legs apart, straddling the cratered floorboard as if it were an open bomb-bay door.


“Watch your skirt,” Nick said with a sideways glance. “I’d rather you didn’t get that sodium azide powder all over my upholstery.”


“What upholstery?”


“I like to take care of my car. For example, I try to keep beech trees out of my engine.” He glanced at her again. “Care to tell me what happened back there?”


“No.” She pointed up ahead. “Schroeder’s is on the left at the next corner. If you don’t mind, park on the street.”


“There are hundreds of unexplained traffic fatalities every year,” Nick said. “No heart attack, no stroke—for some reason the driver just swerved off the road. Some experts—like me—think the answer may be insects. A bug flies in the window, the driver panics, there’s an accident.” He looked at Kathryn. “Entomophobia is one of the more common irrational fears, Mrs. Guilford.”


Kathryn glared straight ahead. “You’re just a bushel full of interesting information, aren’t you?”


Nick stopped the car and pulled up on the emergency brake, which moved without a sound. “I don’t think it’s actually attached to anything,” he said. He turned to the backseat, grabbed a large canvas knapsack and then paused, eyeing the two black-and-gold hats resting side-by-side in the rear window.


“This one,” he said, pulling it on tight. “I think this might be a job for a pirate.”


Great, Kathryn thought. Just the final fashion touch he needed.


“No offense”—she looked him over quickly—“but I wish you had changed.”


“I wish I had a dollar for every time a woman told me that.”


Schroeder’s Funeral Home was a landmark in the town of Rayford. For decades it had been known as the Lampiers’ Home, the largest private residence in Holcum County. It was still remembered that way by most of the older residents of Rayford. With its white beveled siding, long black shutters, and green-and-white canvas awnings, it had the perfect image for its current function. Mr. Schroeder simply added the embellishments of his trade: the chapel, the garage, and the tonguelike porte-cochere that jutted out above the circular asphalt driveway.


Kathryn hesitated at the tall black door. “Do me a favor—let me do the talking.”


Nick shrugged. “It’s your money.”


As Kathryn stepped through the doorway, a wave of frigid air engulfed her. As sweltering as her morning had been, the air felt much too cold. She shivered—not simply because of the abrupt change in temperature but because of the total change of environment. Everything around her was suddenly dark, cold, heavy, and silent. She had the eerie sensation that she had just stepped on an unmarked grave.


The ancient red oak flooring creaked and groaned as they stepped into the center of the high, arching atrium. The walls were lined with dark cherry paneling that disappeared into the darkness above. Directly ahead, a wide doorway opened into a small chapel lined with short pews. On the far wall a Gothic stained-glass window sent streams of multicolored light to meet them. To their left, a smaller doorway opened into an office.


“Remarkable.” Nick’s voice shattered the silence. “It’s amazing the trappings that your species attaches to a simple biological function like death.”


A moment later the figure of Mr. Schroeder appeared in the office doorway. His hands were folded in front of him as he walked, and the floor made no sound, as if he had somehow learned to become a part of the stillness around him. He wore a dark suit with a black-and-silver tie, and a white carnation glowed from his left lapel. His silver hair was combed neatly back, and his face seemed to be frozen in an expression of permanent compassion, deep sorrow, and profound concern.


“Kathryn, Kathryn, Kathryn!” he said in a half-whisper, taking both of her hands in his. “How good it is to see you again. I don’t believe we’ve had a visit from you since … why, since we had the privilege of caring for your mother.”


“I assume you mean since her mother died,” Nick said, running his hand admiringly over the cherry paneling.


Mr. Schroeder cringed slightly at the sound of the forbidden word, taking note for the first time of the bizarrely clad stranger beside Kathryn. Whatever his thoughts, his expression never faltered; Mr. Schroeder had long ago learned that constant politeness, tolerance, and patience were vital assets in his profession. After all, in a town the size of Rayford, almost everyone was an eventual customer.


“And who might this be?” he smiled warmly to Kathryn.


“Mr. Schroeder, I’d very much like you to meet Dr. Nicholas Polchak.”


Nick smiled broadly, folded his hands in front of him, and cocked his head slightly to one side. Mr. Schroeder didn’t seem to notice, but the mimicry didn’t escape Kathryn. She shot him an angry glare.


“It is an honor, Doctor,” Mr. Schroeder said warmly and then turned to Kathryn again. “Tell me, does your visit today concern Andrew? Has there finally been some resolution to the situation? I do hope so, for your sake.”


Kathryn winced slightly and looked at the floor. “No, Mr. Schroeder. Nothing has changed. His body has never been recovered. This is not about Andy.”


“Ah,” he said, sighing deeply, “perhaps one day.” There was an appropriate moment of silence—Mr. Schroeder’s stock-in-trade—and then he smiled at both of them again. “Well then, how can we be of service to you today?”


“Mr. Schroeder, I understand that you are receiving the body of Jimmy McAllister.”


Mr. Schroeder looked suddenly overwhelmed with sorrow. “Oh yes, a very sad affair, very sad. We were happy to make our facility available to the sheriff’s department until the immediate family can make their wishes known regarding the final disposition.”


“Mr. Schroeder, please—may I see him?”


At this, Mr. Schroeder uttered a deep moan and closed his eyes tightly, shaking his head slowly from side to side. Kathryn thought he looked exactly like the ghost of Jacob Marley; she saw Nick turn away to disguise a smile.


“My dear Kathryn,” he intoned, “you must understand the situation. I’m told that Mr. McAllister has been deceased for almost a week now. How can I put this delicately? He will be in no condition to receive visitors—as I’m sure the good doctor can testify.”


“The body will be in a stage of decomposition known as putrefaction,” Nick said abruptly, “perhaps even black putrefaction, considering the ambient temperature lately. The gut will be bloated by intestinal bacteria—so will the eyes and tongue, if there’s anything left of them. The skin will be blistered and loose. There will be major larval infestations here, here, and here”—he pointed casually to Kathryn’s temple, eyes, and mouth—“and brother, it will stink to high heaven.”


Each additional description seemed to rocket off the walls and violate the solemn atmosphere like an obscenity shouted in a cathedral. Mr. Schroeder looked as though he might never recover.


“Nevertheless,” she continued, “I still want to see him.”


“Kathryn, please,” Mr. Schroeder implored. “This is not how Mr. McAllister would want you to remember him. Don’t do this to him. Don’t do this to yourself.”


“Please. It will only be for a few minutes.”


“I’m very sorry,” he said, sighing. “I’d like to accommodate you, but you must understand my situation. First of all, the deceased has not arrived yet. And even when he does, without direct permission from the next of kin I cannot allow a viewing. Have you such permission?”


“I know Jimmy’s sister, but … well … it’s kind of complicated …”


“There isn’t time,” Nick cut in. “When the body arrives, you won’t bring it in the house—not in the shape it’s in. You’ll store it in the garage, and you’ll dust it with Formalin powder as fast as you can to control the stench. That will kill every insect on the body.”


Mr. Schroeder looked at him closely, as if for the first time.


“Look,” Nick said, “we’re not asking to do an autopsy here—we just want to collect a few bugs.”


A look of astonished realization swept across Mr. Schroeder’s face. “I’m sorry,” he said firmly, “what you ask is out of the question. You’re not requesting a viewing at all, you’re intending to conduct some kind of examination. What you suggest is quite unethical and improper—and possibly illegal as well.”


“Please,” Kathryn pleaded now, “I have to see him. If only you knew how important this is to me …”


A prolonged and awkward silence followed—then Nick spoke up abruptly. “Mr. Schroeder, I understand your situation completely. As a fellow professional I can appreciate the awkward position that Mrs. Guilford has put you in. We’ll contact the immediate family in the next few days to see what options might be available to us. Thank you for your time.”


Kathryn watched open-mouthed as Nick wheeled around and walked quickly out the door. She turned, muttered something incoherent to Mr. Schroeder, and hurried after him. She caught up to him halfway to the car.


“What’s the matter with you?” she shouted after him. “Are you out of your mind? What were you thinking back there?” Nick said nothing, but got into the car and started the engine. Kathryn hurried around and climbed in, slamming the door hard behind her.


“Easy on the door,” he said, pulling away from the curb in a puff of blue smoke. “It’s held together by Bondo.”


“I thought you said we don’t have a few days! What happens if he puts that powder on the body?”


“Then you’ve got no bugs. No bugs, no Bug Man.”


“No Bug Man, no twenty thousand dollars!” she reminded him. “I don’t understand why in the world you—”


“This should be far enough.” Nick pulled over to the curb again a single block farther down the road, just out of sight of Schroeder’s Funeral Home. “You coming?” he said as he climbed from the car. She stared for a moment in utter disbelief, then hurried after him.


“It was obvious we were getting nowhere with Mr. Schroeder,” he called back over his shoulder. “But he still helped us out in his own small way, bless his icy little heart. He told us that the body hasn’t arrived yet.”


“So what?”


“Mr. Schroeder can’t show us what Mr. Schroeder doesn’t have, so why waste our time on him? Let’s go around to the garage and wait for the delivery man.”


“But won’t the delivery man tell us the same thing?”


“Maybe, maybe not. Funeral directors often contract out to have somebody else do the dirty work of collecting bodies. If the collector is an employee of the funeral home, he’ll probably tell us to get lost. But if he’s just some local yokel, then what does he care?” Nick turned and winked. “He just might let us take a peek.”


The garage was the business end of the stately funeral home, providing direct access to the chrome-and-porcelain preparation rooms inside. Schroeder’s Funeral Home was first and foremost a place of comfort and condolence and dignity, so it was prudent to attempt to conceal the true nature of the business—the receiving and processing of dead bodies. The garage and driveway entrance were masked by a screen of tall redbuds.


Nick slung off his knapsack and dropped it on the driveway in front of the garage. He stretched out on the pavement and laid his head against the knapsack, folding his arms across his chest and tipping his Pirates cap down over his spectacled eyes.


“Wake me if you see a car.” He yawned. “A big black one.”


Kathryn was in no mood for sleep—or for humor. She paced nervously back and forth, looking first down the driveway, then around the side of the house, then at the reclining form of Nick—but mostly at Nick.


“Is this against the law?” she demanded.


“Maybe,” he said without moving. “Does it matter? I thought you said you have to know.”


“I just like to know what I’m getting myself into. I do have a position in this town, you know. I don’t want the headline in tomorrow’s Courier to read, ‘Bank Officer Charged with Breaking and Entering.’”


“We’re not breaking and entering,” he assured her. “The headline will read more like, ‘Woman Charged with Molesting Dead Man.’”


“That’s not funny! What if Mr. Schroeder comes out?”


“It’s still daylight. I’m sure Mr. Schroeder stays in his coffin until midnight.”


Nick peeked out from under his cap and took note of the stone-cold expression on Kathryn’s face. “Relax,” he said, pulling his cap down once again. “The law is a little fuzzy about this kind of thing. When a body is first discovered it belongs to the local medical examiner until he signs off on the death certificate. Later on the funeral home releases the body to the immediate family, and then they own it. But in-between—whose body is it? It’s not exactly clear. We’re not hurting anyone, Mrs. Guilford—least of all your pal Jim.”


“What happens if we get caught?”


Nick sighed heavily and sat up. “Mr. Schroeder will raise the roof, and he’ll probably call the next of kin. If he’s really mad, he’ll call the police too. You’ll get a nasty call from the sister, and the police will say, ‘Don’t make a hobby out of this.’ Finito.”


“What would happen to you?”


“Don’t worry about me,” Nick said under his breath. “They can’t send me anyplace worse than this.”


Behind them there was a loud click and the whir of an electric motor, and the garage door suddenly began to rise. Nick jumped to his feet and peered down the driveway. The long Cadillac hearse rolled slowly up the pavement and pulled into the garage. Behind the wheel was a young man of no more than eighteen, with an even younger boy beside him.


“This looks good, very good. Tell you what”—he smiled, glancing at Kathryn—“this time, why don’t you let me do the talking?”


The boys stepped from the car and nodded to their unexpected visitors, then proceeded silently to the rear of the car. The older boy wore baggy denims that hung low on his hips and draped about his feet. He wore a green plaid button-up that hung open over a gray T-shirt beneath, and he sported a pair of silver rings in his left ear. His hair was shaved close on the sides, and his sideburns were thin and long. A tangled tuft of red hair lay atop his head. The younger boy was similarly clad. Both wore bright bandannas around their necks, one red and one blue.


“Can I give you fellas a hand?” Nick asked, taking a position opposite them as they rolled the long gurney from the hearse. “Ready? One, two, three.” They lifted and pulled, and the stretcher’s wheels dropped and locked in place. Atop the stretcher was a black vinyl bag, zippered down the center.


“I’m Dr. Nicholas Polchak.” He smiled, extending his hand to each of them. “Call me Nick.”


“I’m Casey,” said the older boy, returning the handshake.


“Griff,” said the second, his voice a full octave higher.


“I’m with the medical examiner’s office in Chapel Hill,” Nick lied.


Kathryn winced.


“It seems we missed a few things in the initial investigation, and they sent me down to take a final look. Why don’t we set up over here?” He guided the gurney into the left side of the garage, out of sight of the driveway.


“You guys know Mrs. Guilford? It seems she knew the deceased here, so I said she could tag along.” Both boys looked at Kathryn, but Casey looked a little longer. Kathryn smiled back nervously and waved, not trusting her voice.


“Can we watch?” Casey asked hopefully.


“I could use your help. Tell me what you’ve got here.”


“We picked him up this morning, in the woods off Weyerhaeuser Road. Musta had to carry him a mile, maybe more. A big guy, weighed a ton. He’s been dead a week—a real rotter. Another few days and we woulda had to use the straps to bag him.”


“Well, let’s take a look.” As he reached for the zipper, each boy slid his bandanna up over his nose and mouth. Nick stopped, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath through his nose.


“You don’t use anything?” Griff asked in astonishment.


“Whoa,” Casey muttered through his bandanna, “you’re the man.”


As Nick slowly pulled the zipper, it suddenly dawned on Kathryn that she was about to view the remains of one of her oldest and dearest friends—and it wasn’t going to be pretty. “Don’t do this to him,” Mr. Schroeder’s words returned to her. “Don’t do this to yourself.”


A wave of doubt came over her. Did she really need to do this? Did she really want to? Is this the way she wanted to forever remember her friend—not as a handsome, always-smiling companion, but as a decomposing, insect-infested corpse? She had hired Dr. Polchak to do the examination. Why did she need to be here at all? She remembered Dr. Polchak’s words: “You have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into.” Was he really warning her, or were his words just more of his arrogant posturing? She edged closer to the body, then stepped quickly back again. She wanted to know—but did she really need to see?


Nick spread open the body bag near the head and tucked the flaps under the shoulders. “Mrs. Guilford,” he said without looking up, “you might want to watch out for—”


Too late. The stench hit Kathryn like a punch in the gut. It was more than a smell—the word was ridiculously inadequate to describe what Kathryn now experienced. Something had reached deep into the limbic region of her brain and triggered an ancient memory—a memory that every human being possesses yet no one needs to learn—the smell of death.


The three men watched as she lurched for the open doorway and dropped to her knees, convulsing. “Now that,” Nick sneered, “is what I call gross.”


Casey stooped over Kathryn and slid off his bandanna. “Try this. It’s covered with Vicks.”


“That’s an old gravedigger’s trick,” Nick said. “They used to use camphor. You guys really know your business.”


Both boys grinned from ear to ear.


“Casey, open that backpack. We’ve got to work fast—I mean, I’m on a tight schedule here. See those plastic containers? Pop off the lids and take out the labels. Griff, you hold the containers for me. Casey, you write what I tell you on the labels.” He took out a penlight and a pair of long forceps.


Kathryn was already on her feet again, though both legs fluttered like sparrows. She felt a wretched emptiness inside as though her very soul had been sucked from her body. With her right hand she pressed the life-saving bandanna tight against her face; her left hand clutched her stomach, hoping to prevent it from once again hurtling into the abyss. She staggered around the gurney half-doubled over, slowly regaining her strength, taking in everything she could.


She watched Nick pluck several plump white maggots from the open wound in the right temple and drop them into one of Griff’s containers.


“You can close that one,” he said. “Put, ‘right temporal region, entry wound.’” From the opposite side he selected several more. “‘Left temporal region, exit wound.’”


He collected specimens from each ocular region, then used his penlight to prop open the jaw and peered inside. “We’ve got a cave full of bats,” he said, as he stepped aside to allow Casey and Griff to have a look, much to their delight. Kathryn felt her stomach convulse like kneading dough.


From deep within the nasal cavity, Nick slowly removed one fat, wriggling larva that was easily twice the size of any he had collected yet. “Jimmy’s been a bad boy.” He whistled and held the specimen aloft for all to see. “Would you look at the size of that bugger? Label this big boy ‘nasal septum.’”


Casey pointed to a missing hand. Nick gathered a few specimens and scraped away several others to examine the exposed stump. “This is from predator activity. Looks like everybody liked Jimmy.” He winked at the boys.


He worked quickly now. “The infestation is consistent with the estimated time of death,” he noted to Kathryn, “and so is the general condition of the tissues.” He pulled the tattered shirt sleeves up and observed the purplish black coloration on the dorsal surface of the arms where the skin lay against the gurney. He moved around to the legs and removed the shoes and socks. The left foot had the same burgundy discoloration along the heel and continuing up the leg—but the right foot was completely purple from heel to toe. He jerked up the right pant leg. The color ended abruptly just above the ankle. The leg above it had no stain at all.


“How did you find the body? How was it lying? Show me.” He nodded toward the floor. Griff lay down and stretched out on his back, arms and legs straight out.


“You’re sure? Exactly like that?” Both boys nodded confidently.


He moved around to the side of the body and began to search inside the bag itself. “Help me out here, all three of you,” he said, pointing to the opposite side of the bag. “I’m looking for late-instar larvae—really big ones—and especially for little brown capsules about this big. Sort of like brown rice. Check the pockets and the folds in the clothing too—quick now.”


The boys scrambled over one another to set to the task. Kathryn edged up to the bag herself and pretended to search, but her mind was desperately focused on something else, anything else that could block out the horror before her.


Nick came around once again to the head. “I guess this will have to do,” he said, glancing back over his shoulder at the door. He reached for the zipper and began to slide it up, but as it approached the head, he abruptly stopped. “Well hello there,” he said, peering closely at a small, sparsely infested wound in the center of the forehead. “You boys almost missed the party—and you just might be the guests of honor.” He plucked a single specimen from the wound and held it up, examining it closely.


At that exact moment the door swung open and Mr. Schroeder stepped into the garage, and with a single sweep of his eyes comprehended the situation. His face began to grow red and to contort, as though he were rapidly trying on a variety of new facial expressions in sizes and styles unfamiliar to him.


“What,” he blurted out, “is the meaning of this?”


“Oh no,” Kathryn said aloud. It was her worst fear realized; in her mind’s eye she could already see the morning headlines.


“Mrs. Guilford,” Nick said quietly, still studying his specimen, “I could use a little help here.” Kathryn rushed to intercept the furious Mr. Schroeder.


“I distinctly forbade you to conduct this kind of examination!”


“Mr. Schroeder, if you’ll just listen to me for a moment, I—”


“You have gone behind my back to conduct this reprehensible procedure in my own facility!”


“If you’ll just give me a minute to explain, I’m sure I can—”


Casey leaned over to Nick. “You’re not really from the medical examiner’s office, are you?”


“Nah.” He shrugged. “But we’re having a good time, aren’t we?”


With each exchange Mr. Schroeder grew more and more livid, and soon he began to spit and splutter accusations and invectives so rapidly that it was impossible to understand him. For her part, Kathryn kept apologizing and explaining, calming and reassuring, all the time keeping herself strategically positioned between Mr. Schroeder and “the good doctor.” But she was quickly coming to the end of her diplomatic abilities.


“Griff,” Nick said urgently, “toss me another container—quick.”


“We’re out of containers,” Griff said, holding open the knapsack. “See?”


“Hold this!” he commanded, shoving the forceps and its tiny captive into Casey’s hand. “Very gently!” He hastily searched through the already-filled containers and chose the one marked “left ocular cavity.” He popped off the lid and with a flip of his wrist flung its contents across the room. The larvae rebounded like tiny marshmallows off the side of the gleaming hearse. “Sorry, boys,” he said, taking the forceps carefully from Casey, “somebody else needs this cab.”


Mr. Schroeder was almost on top of him now, shouting and threatening and waving his arms around Kathryn. Nick tossed the last of the containers into the knapsack, cinched it shut, and stood up so abruptly that Mr. Schroeder stopped in midsentence.


“I believe we have everything we require here,” Nick announced with great dignity. “Thank you, Mr. Schroeder, it was a lovely service.” He rubbed Griff’s head, gave Casey a quick thumbs-up, and proceeded out the garage door. Kathryn watched him wide-eyed, then turned back to Mr. Schroeder, as if there might be some appropriate parting words for such a situation. She stood silently with her mouth half open, her eyes darting desperately from side to side. At last she smiled weakly, shrugged, and hurried down the driveway.


They sat in the car a long time, silently staring out the windshield. Kathryn pulled at the sun visor; it came off in her hand. She studied herself in the mirror. She was white as paste, and there were red circles around her eyes that almost matched the red bandanna still stretched across her face. She was panting hard, and with each breath the bandanna fluttered out in front of her like a crimson pennant. She sat slumped in the seat, her arms limp at her sides, and both her legs were trembling uncontrollably.


“I don’t know about you,” Nick said, “but I’m starving.”




[image: Image]


Kathryn sat slowly sipping black coffee in a remote corner of the Smithfield Chicken and Barbecue in Rayford. She insisted on a table as far as possible from the All-You-Can-Eat Pig Pickin’ Buffet and positioned herself with her back to any possible view of food. She stared blankly at the emergency exit door, not more than ten feet away, while she mentally reviewed the events of the day. She had wrecked her new car, ruined an entire outfit, promised her second mortgage to a man who just might be a raving lunatic—and to top it all off broke into a funeral home to pick bugs off a decomposing corpse. She looked again at the emergency exit. Does the alarm really go off if you open the door?
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