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Chapter One

 


 


Life is full of wonders. Take potted meat,
for example. If you’ve never tried it, don’t knock it. I only wish
I’d known about it sooner in life. I suppose the lack of an
opposable thumb comes into play but still, I’m happy to have
finally discovered this delicacy. The saltine crackers add a nice
something to the mix.

I’m not the only one who likes life’s simple
pleasures. My new-found friend seems to have enjoyed his portion
just as much as I did. Now we’re both enjoying the sun here on the
patio that connects the guest house and the servants’ quarters of
FDR’s Little White House. It’s a pleasant spring day in Warm
Springs and I won’t deny being on the verge of a nap when my
companion speaks.

“So, what’s your name?”

I open my eyes to see who he’s talking to.
There’s no one around.

He scratches me behind the
ear. “You can call me Dax. Short for
Daxter.”

I stare at him. Does he seriously think I’m
going to answer?

“Don’t give me that Dirty Harry dead eye.
Just trying to be sociable.”

He falls silent. I wait but it seems he’s
done. Then he speaks again.

“What should I call you?”
He cocks his head to one side and studies
me.

I don’t know if that That Darn Cat really
qualifies as a name but people seem to use it a lot in my presence.
How to relay this bit of information to my companion is a mystery
so I keep silent.

“I’ll call you Harry. Or Callahan.”

We stare at each other.

“Yeah, I think you’re a Callahan. You got
the stare down cold.”

He takes a beat-up paperback out of his
knapsack and settles more comfortably against the wall of the
garage of the servants’ quarters. But he can’t seem to settle to
the story.

He closes the book.
“A fan of FDR, are you?” he asks.

To be truthful, I’ve never given the
thirty-second president much thought. The only reason I’m here on
the museum grounds is a severe case of boredom. Warm Springs is a
nice enough place, I grant you, but aside from the recent demise of
The Annoying Rooster, not much happens. I suppose I’m feeling a
little restless.

However, the people of Warm Springs seem
inordinately fond of FDR. Or at least his memory, seeing as how
he’s dead and all that. The degree to which he’s revered might make
you think he had nine lives, but, no. He was a mere human.

When Dax gets no response from me, he pulls
his baseball cap low on his forehead and leans against the wall
again. I watch him for a moment and decide he’s finally ready to
settle in for a bit of a snooze. I close my eyes and drift to the
edge of sleep and then a scream rips through the air, sending me up
the dogwood tree in a flash.

Children aren’t my thing. Noisy little brats.
They’re tolerable, I suppose, from a distance.

Which is exactly what I aim to do … distance
myself from this pack who have descended on our quiet little corner
of the museum grounds. I want to be well out of reach before they
decide that rolling down a grassy slope toward a straight drop down
the mountain isn’t entertaining enough. I’m not THAT bored.

Dax seems to share my opinion of the
situation. He returns his paperback to the knapsack and shoulders
it as he ambles off down the driveway of the Little White House,
away from the main buildings of the compound and the little
delinquents.

The Red Head is the leader. He’s showing off
for the little girl underneath my tree with a Scottish terrier
sitting at her feet. I know this dog. And the girl. They’re
regulars at the ice cream parlor at the Warm Springs Bed &
Breakfast.

None of Red Head’s efforts to make her smile
are working. I guess I have to give him credit for effort. That
said, I’ll climb another branch higher. In my experience, the
attention span in males of this age is about that of a gnat. I
don’t plan to be his next challenge.

It’s beyond me why humans bother to drag
their offspring to places like a museum before the age of
adulthood. Maybe if it was Teddy Roosevelt they were studying, all
that Rough Riders and bear hunting. What would it have been like to
have explored the Wild West? These boys are probably no more than
eight or nine, an age when the significance of FDR’s Little White
House is a bore. Especially since, I believe, school will be out in
a few short days. Who in their right mind would think these
knuckleheads would learn anything with the freedom of summer within
reach?

I think they’ve tired of playing at Federal
agents shooting assassins trying to storm the doors of the Little
White House. One races across the drive toward the slope up to the
servants’ cottage near where I perch. The Red Head brandishes the
bit of tree branch he’s using as an imaginary gun at his
companions-in-terror as he turns to stand his ground at the door to
the garage beneath the living quarters.

A woman comes hurrying from the direction of
the administration building higher on the hill. She arrives on the
spot just in time to prevent the troops from storming up the stairs
to the servants’ apartment in their game. She looks familiar.

She pushes an errant blonde
curl back from her face. “Where are your
parents?” she asks as she physically blocks
the doorway.

The Red Head is the leader.
He glances in the direction of the little girl to see if she’s
watching. He steps forward. “We want to go
up.”

“I’m sure you do. But you can only go with
adult supervision.”

“We don’t need
supervision.” He puffs out his chest, the
challenge clear in his eyes.

Ha. The little gangster is gutsy.

The blonde, obviously an employee of the
museum, tries to hide her amusement.

Down the slope from this standoff, the front
door of the Little White House opens and two women step out. The
taller of them looks up the incline and sees the confrontation.

“Hannah!”

The blonde turns, shades her
eyes against the angle of the sun, and smiles. “Jackie! I didn’t know you had arrived.”

This Jackie person hurries up the walkway to
the servants’ quarters, her companion at her heels. They catch the
blonde called Hannah up in a three-way hug as they jump up and down
and squeal like little kids.

“Oh, Hannah! It’s so good to
see you!” Jackie is grinning from ear to
ear.

“I’ve been looking forward
to this week. Why didn’t you ask for me at the admissions
office?” Hannah’s cheeks are pink with
excitement. The smile on her face changes her attractive features
into something of a knockout.

“We knew you were working and didn’t want to
disrupt your day. Besides, it’s been ages since I took the tour of
the site.”

The little boys begin sword
fighting on the bricked patio that connects the guest quarters and
the servants’ quarters. Hannah sighs. “Excuse me for a moment.”

She shushes the boys and with hands on hips,
demands, again, to know where their parents are.

The gang of four look at each other and
shrug.

“Well, I guess you’ll just
have to wait for them at the admissions office with me. Surely
they’ll come looking for you at some point.” She takes her cell phone out and presses a button.
“Oscar, could you join me at the guest house,
please?” She puts the phone back into the
pocket of her skirt, stares the boys down, and says,
“Don’t move.”

The moment Hannah turns back to her friends,
the quartet sprints toward the guard houses further up the rise,
over the bumper gates, and are last seen racing toward the Avenue
of the States’ Stones.

Hannah sighs and
laughs. “I’ll have to send Oscar after
them.”

“They’re just being
boys,” Jackie says.

“I know, and I hate to have
to discipline them, but this is a museum and it’s my job. It’s one
thing to enjoy the outdoor elements but they were getting out of
hand. A tourist stopped in the office to complain that they were
going to fall off the mountain. And, as usual, the parents are
nowhere to be found.” She gives a wave of
her hand. “But forget about them. Come on
and let’s have some tea.” As she links her
arm with Jackie, she notices the little girl and the
dog.

“Teagan, I didn’t know you
were down here.” She motions for her to
come forward. “You remember my sorority
sisters, don’t you? Jackie and Phyllis?”

Ah. Now I remember. The little blonde belongs
to the adult blonde. I’ve seen them around town together. With the
dog.

Teagan smiles shyly but says nothing.

“We’re going to my office to have tea and
make plans for our weekend. Want to help us?”

Teagan looks at Hannah then up the tree to
where I’m perched.

“Ah,” says Hannah. “It’s That Darn
Cat.”

“Well,” she continues, “you and Fergus can
stay here but don’t tease him.”

Fergus. What kind of name is that for a dog?
Obviously, he doesn’t seem to mind as his ears perk up and he wags
his short tail. Dogs are so easy.

I hope he and Teagan don’t think I’m here for
their amusement. The female of the species is even more
inexplicable than male humans so I’ll keep my distance.

Hannah and her friends head up the hill
toward the main building of the museum complex, talking over each
other in their excitement of being together. I climb a branch
higher as Fergus barks. He doesn’t seem particularly friendly.

No sooner than Hannah and company are out of
sight, the gang of pre-adolescent males reappear like a locust
plague.

The Red Head has a look of purpose in his
eyes. Denied the stairwell a few minutes earlier by the park
ranger, Hannah, he has returned with his motley crew to storm the
servants’ cottage.

As the boys clatter up the wooden steps, the
Scottish terrier rises to his feet, his body aquiver with
indignation. Not bad for a dog, I suppose.

The little girl, Teagan, stands her ground
for a moment longer until the cries of victory from the boys change
to a note of surprise, then anger.

“Hey, you!”
It’s the voice of the Red Head.
“You can’t take a nap here!”

Another juvenile male
shouts, “I’m telling!”

Teagan and the terrier run up the stairs as
one of the boys comes clattering down. With a quick look over his
shoulder, he races off in the direction of the main building of the
museum.

A sharp bark from the terrier brings me down
from my perch high in the dogwood as two more boys rush down the
steps. Obviously, it’s time for cool heads to prevail. Mine, of
course.

The moment I cross the threshold of the
doorway leading onto the stairs, I know something foul is afoot.
This could be interesting. A bit of excitement in little old Warm
Springs.

At the top of the stairs is a small living
room with a pot-bellied stove, a small kitchen annex, and two
bedrooms. All the rooms off the living room have a see-through
barrier to keep tourists out. Here I find Teagan, the Red Head, and
Fergus staring into one of the bedroom displays. In plain sight is
a man lying on the bed on his side, facing away from us toward the
far wall. A dark stain on the pillow tells the tale.

“He’s not supposed to be
there. No one is supposed to be there,” the
Red Head protests indignantly.

Teagan is quiet for a
moment. Her gaze travels over the surface of the protective
barrier. “How did he get in?”

I look up at her with a smidgen of
admiration. If she isn’t a cool one. And sharp. A budding junior
detective, perhaps? She’s correct in her observation. There’s no
way to get into the protected area. The barrier is floor to ceiling
so not even I could slither over or under it. And I have been known
to get into some tight places in my time. So, how did the killer
get the body into the room?

I sniff along the floorboard. It’s a custom
fit. Designed, no doubt, to not only keep foot traffic out, but to
preserve the old furnishings from the elements of Georgia’s often
muggy weather and various insects and rats. Surely there’s some way
for the rangers who work at the museum complex to gain access.

Ah, the wood frame of the clear material is
hinged, like any ordinary door, but there’s no doorknob.

Adult voices signal the approach of Hannah
and a male. The chatter of high-pitched pre-pubescent boys vies for
supremacy. The cavalry has arrived.

 


* * *

 


“How could this happen, Oscar? How did he
get in there?” Hannah Sanderson schooled her voice to hide the
panic she felt. The man lying in the middle of a museum display was
definitely dead. If the lack of movement from their attempts to get
his attention wasn’t enough, the dark reddish stain on the pillow
confirmed his status.

“Why are you asking me? I’m not in charge of
the displays.” Oscar was clearly distancing himself from any
responsibility for a breach in the museum’s security. “All I do is
keep an eye on the tourists when we’re open.”

Hannah had her cell phone out and had
already punched in the number for Warm Springs Police Department.
Clay Bishop answered the phone and Hannah mentally rolled her eyes.
The patrolman had been trying to get her to go out with him for
several months. He was good looking and knew it. Her refusals had
only increased his determination.

“Hi, Clay, it’s Hannah over at the
museum.”

“Well, hello, Hannah. Change your mind about
the Memorial Day picnic?”

“We have a dead body at the museum.”

Clay chuckled.

“No, seriously, Clay. There’s a dead body on
the bed in the servants’ quarters above the garage. I think there’s
blood.”

She heard the change in his voice.

“Are you sure?”

“Well, no. I mean he might be alive but he’s
not moving. He doesn’t respond when we call out to him.”

“Have you checked for a pulse?”

“No, Clay. He’s behind the Plexiglass
barrier. We’re waiting for someone to bring the key down here.” She
hesitated. “But I think he’s dead. There’s something about the
stillness, you know? I can’t explain it.”

“Right. I’ll be there in ten minutes. I’ll
have Patti call an ambulance. Don’t open the display until I get
there.”

 


* * *

 


Scoop Russell was at his desk in Atlanta,
browsing through a brochure on deep sea fishing off the coast of
Cancun, Mexico when he got the call. The Warm Springs Police
Department had a dead body right smack dab in the middle of the FDR
state museum. In a sealed room. A real Agatha Christie
whodunnit.

His gaze dropped down to the bottom of the
brochure and the deadline for cancellation. He had three days.
Doable, he decided. How complicated could it be in a small town
like Warm Springs, Georgia?

He lifted the receiver of his desk phone and
dialed. Birdie answered on the second ring.

“Saddle up, Birdie. We’re off to Warm
Springs.”

“Yeah? What’s the case? Accident? Poachers?
Vandalism?”

“Colonel Parker in the pantry with the
cleaver.”

“Murder?”

“In a locked room, no less.”

“Hot dog!”

“I’m glad you find your work so
rewarding.”

“A locked room, Scoop! This is what every
forensic scientist dreams of.”

“Well, stop dreaming and assemble the team.
See what kind of accommodations are available in Warm Springs. Get
as near the museum grounds as you can. We have to wrap this up in
two days.”

“Ah. Fishing over the Memorial Day
weekend?”

“Better than that. Deep sea fishing off the
coast of Cancun.”

The team consisted of Scoop, Birdie, and
McFadden. As the lead on the case, Scoop felt the talents of the
three of them would be sufficient to wrap things up quickly.

Accommodations were an issue in the small
town. Since it was crucial to be as close to the museum as
possible, Birdie booked them into the Hotel Warm Springs, a bed and
breakfast in the heart of the small business district.

The hour drive from Atlanta to Warm Springs
took an hour and a half. Late afternoon traffic on I-85 was a
beast. Scoop drove straight through the crossroads of the town’s
business district on Highway 27 to the turn-off onto Little White
House Road.

Two patrol cars and a hearse sat in the
parking lot at the end of the long, winding lane that led to the
secluded complex that had been President Franklin Delano
Roosevelt’s retreat. There were three additional cars parked
together well away from the main museum building. One had a
government-issue tag. The staff, Scoop decided.

A patrolman stood at the top of the steps
leading up from the parking lot to the entrance to the museum
compound. A little girl sat one step up from the bottom of the
stairs. A black Scottie sat at her feet.

As he approached, the child looked up and
squinted at him as she pushed a strand of long blonde hair behind
her ear.

“Are you the FBI?” she asked.

“No. I’m Scoop Russell with the Georgia
Department of Natural Resources Law Enforcement team.” He took his
identification badge from his pocket and solemnly showed it to her.
“You were expecting the FBI?”

“It’s a dead body. He was murdered.”

“Yeah? How do you know he was murdered?”

“The room can only be locked from the
outside.”

“I see.”

The police officer made his way down the
steps just as Birdie joined Scoop and the little girl.

“Who’s this?” Birdie set her heavy crime
scene bag on the bottom step and put her hand out to the Scottie to
sniff.

“That’s Fergus.” The little girl stood.

“And what’s your name?”

“Teagan.”

The policeman broke in. “She’s the assistant
director’s daughter.” He looked from Birdie to Scoop. “You’re the
team sent to deal with the body?”

“That would be us. Scoop Russell.” Scoop
shook hands with the patrolman. “This is Birdie and bringing up the
rear,” he glanced over his shoulder at the third member of their
team crossing the parking lot, weighed down with various cases of
equipment, “is McFadden.”

“Clay Bishop,” the officer replied. “I was
the first on the scene.”

“Who discovered the victim?”

“A bunch of kids.”

All eyes went to Teagan. The terrier stood
and moved closer to her, his body aquiver from nose to tail.

Scoop crouched to bring himself down to
Teagan’s level. “Well, now, I can see why you were expecting the
FBI.” He glanced up at Clay Bishop then returned his attention to
the little girl. “Where’s your dad?”

She buried her fingers in the dog’s hair.
“He’s dead.”

“I thought—” He looked up at the
patrolman.

“Her mother, Hannah Sanderson, is the
assistant director.”

Scoop felt the anger rising but he kept his
voice calm as he spoke to the child. “How did you find the
body?”

“It was the other kids. The tourists. They
were playing at sword fighting and ran up the stairs to the
servants’ quarters. They thought the man was sleeping.”

“But you didn’t?”

“No.”

“Why’s that?”

She thought about it a minute. “He didn’t
move.” She kneaded the dog’s fur with one hand as he leaned into
her body. “You could tell he wasn’t breathing.”

Scoop had received only the broad strokes of
the scene with the initial phone call. Had there been blood? He had
been afraid of what the child might have seen. But stillness, that
was a very discerning observation.

Clay Bishop seemed to appreciate that he was
losing ground with the investigative team. He cleared his throat.
“We took statements from everyone who was in the park at the time.
Got all their contact details. Shirley’s going through the receipts
for the day, checking credit cards to identify folks who were in
here earlier. So far, we’ve only found three who paid with
cash.”

The door of the museum opened and a brunette
stepped through with a large gray cat with droopy ears following at
her heels. “Teagan! Your mother is looking all over for you.” She
hurried down the steps. “You were supposed to wait—” The brunette
stopped as her gaze fell on Scoop. As she continued on down the
steps, she said, “You were supposed to wait in the office with
Shirley.”

“She was busy.”

“Oh, sweetie.” She hugged the child to her
and turned to Scoop and his entourage. “Jackie,” she said. “Jackie
Harper. I’m a friend of Hannah’s, in town for the weekend.” She
gestured toward the main building. “You’ll find her inside to the
right. She’s expecting you.”

“Thanks.” Scoop started up the steps and
Teagan tried to fall in step with him.

Jackie held her back. “No, sweetie. You need
to stay with me.”

“But I found the body.” Teagan
protested.

“I know, sweetie, but Oscar and your mother
can show them where.”

“They need to take my statement.”

“Officer Bishop already took your
statement.”

The look of disappointment in her expression
made Scoop stop for a moment. “Tell you what, Teagan. When we’ve
had a chance to look things over, I’ll review your statement with
you. I wouldn’t want to miss any important details.”

She sighed, then reluctantly nodded her
head.

As he continued up the steps, he could feel
the gaze of the brunette boring into the back of his head. He
looked over his shoulder and she quickly lowered her gaze to the
child.

 



Chapter Two

 


 


Odd. Not only did the sorority sister called
Jackie react to the new law in town but Hannah Sanderson looks as
though the arrival of Scoop Russell is the last straw. Her cheeks
flushed a bright pink as she looked up at the sound of her office
door opening. Quickly she glanced away with a short, sharp
inhalation of breath.

Who is this guy? And why is everyone reacting
so strongly to him? He appears oblivious to the stir his appearance
on the scene has created among the females, including the little
girl. Not sure what this says about his detecting skills. I, on the
other hand, miss nothing. I thought he handled the screw-up about
Teagan’s father well, leading me to believe he knows his stuff. Am
I wrong?

Teagan’s reaction to Scoop’s arrival is
understandable. She sees him as the posse riding to the rescue. The
lawman who will untangle the mystery of the dead body in the sealed
room. A comrade in arms. And if I’m not mistaken, hope beats in her
little heart that he will let her in on solving the puzzle. I
suspect a born detective’s instinct will override any fear of a
dead body and the puzzle of who and how will be the guiding force
for her. I’ll take her under my wing. Never let it be said that
Callahan let a fertile young mind go to waste. Callahan. Yeah, I
like the sound of that. Cat Callahan. Has a nice ring to it if I do
say so myself.

Jackie and Hannah’s reaction to Scoop is
another puzzle. Surprise with perhaps a touch of worry on Jackie’s
part. More of a kick in the gut on Hannah’s part.

I’ll figure out the cause of this odd
behavior eventually but for now, I’ll take my own measure of the
man. Let the game begin.

“Scoop Russell.”
He extends his hand. “Critical Incident Response Team.”

Hannah rises from her chair.
“Yes.” She shakes
the offered hand. “About the
body.”

Scoop’s eyebrows shoot up
and a hint of a smile passes quickly. “Yes.
About the body.”

The color deepens in
Hannah’s face and neck and she glances away from his direct gaze.
“Sorry. New territory for
me.”

“An understandable
reaction.” Scoop nods toward the open door
behind him. “My team is here to process the
scene. Is there someone who can show us the way?”

Hannah comes from behind the
desk. “Follow me.”

It’s interesting to see how an unexpected
dead body affects the average human. Hannah’s reaction is certainly
understandable. I doubt she’s ever seen a murder victim before.
Then there’s Oscar. You can read his body language as we approach.
Standing guard at the bottom of the stairs leading up to the crime
scene has him as spooked as a cat in a room full of rocking chairs.
I know, I know, a tired old pun but in this case appropriate. He
keeps glancing around as if an axe murderer is going to materialize
out of thin air.

Oscar may be just the ticket for keeping
unruly children in line, but he’d never be anyone’s second in
command. Fortunately, he ignored me earlier which allowed me to
thoroughly inspect the crime scene and the immediate
surroundings.

Scoop Russell, on the other hand, has an easy
confidence about him that suggests he knows a thing or two about
high crimes and misdemeanors. A real Cool Hand Luke attitude, that
one. We’ll see. There are things I need to show him. If he’s as
quick as I hope he is, he’ll follow my lead.

 


* * *

 


Scoop and his team had followed Hannah
through the Legacy Exhibit, past the Unfinished Portrait of FDR
that he had been sitting for when he suffered the cerebral
hemorrhage that ended his life.

A fitting way to die, Scoop thought, in the
place he loved so well, among people who, in turn, loved him
dearly. He wondered what that must be like as he followed the path
of the huge gray cat with strange droopy ears that had taken the
forward point on their advancement toward a very nervous, slightly
overweight man at a building that Scoop assumed housed the
servants’ quarters.

As soon as they stepped off the road to cut
across the patch of lawn that led up to the entrance, the fidgety
ranger spoke. “Can I leave now? It’s long past quitting time and my
wife’s expecting me for supper.”

“Oscar, this is the investigative team from
Atlanta.” Hannah indicated Scoop with a slight lift of her chin in
his direction. “The lead investigator, Scoop Russell. He might have
some questions for you before you go.”

“But I don’t know anything!”

Scoop stepped forward and extended his hand
in greeting.

After a slight hesitation, Oscar shook
it.

“I appreciate you going beyond the call of
duty, Oscar. It’s not every day we ordinary folks find ourselves
with a dead body on our hands, am I right?”

Oscar cleared his throat and made an
aww-shucks bob of his head. “Kinda unexpected, that’s for
sure.”

“Well, I sure appreciate you keeping a close
eye on the scene. I wouldn’t want to keep you any longer so if
you’ll give me your number and address, maybe we can meet up a
little later. How’s that sound?”

“Sure. Fine.” Oscar was warming to Scoop. “I
suppose I could stay a bit longer if you need me to.”

“That’s awful good of you, Oscar, but we’re
going to be here a while.” Scoop took a notebook from his coat
pocket and looked at Oscar expectantly.

Oscar cleared his throat again and rattled
off his number and address.

“Great,” Scoop said as he returned the
notebook to his pocket. “You go on home and I’ll ring you up to get
your insights into the situation later.”

“Sure thing, Mr. Russell.”

“Call me Scoop.”

“Okay. Scoop. Just give a holler if you need
anything.”

“Will do.”

From the corner of his eye, Scoop could see
the beginnings of a grin on Birdie’s face. He clapped Oscar on the
back as he turned him in the direction of the main building of the
museum.

Oscar brought his hand toward his forehead
in an almost salute and headed up the rise. Scoop watched him top
the hillock leading away from the servants’ quarters. Finally, he
turned his attention to the entrance of the stairwell. His team,
from long practice, stood patiently waiting while Scoop let his
gaze travel over the small building that was anchored to his left
by an almost identical structure.

It appeared that the only means of access to
the living quarters was up the interior stairs located on the left
side of the building. There were small windows above but they could
only be reached with a ladder. The double doors of the garage that
occupied the bottom floor on the west end of the building were
secured by a substantial padlock.

His gaze fell to the gray cat sitting on the
third step. “The proverbial museum cat?” he asked.

Hannah glanced at the cat and shook her
head. “No. He’s a stray. I guess you could say he belongs to the
town. I’ve never seen him on the museum grounds before.”

“Has he been near the body?”

Clay cleared his throat. “He was up there
earlier but I shooed him away.”

Scoop grunted. “Keep that in mind,
Birdie.”

“Yeah, Boss,” she replied as she followed
him up the narrow steps.

At the top of the stairs, Scoop repeated the
careful scrutiny of the scene from the small landing. Birdie and
McFadden lined the narrow stairwell behind him, patiently
waiting.

Scoop looked down and saw the gray cat
sitting at his feet, for all the world mimicking his behavior.

“Scat!”

The cat twitched a scarred right ear as if
to discourage an annoying fly.

Scoop called down to Clay. “You want to
corral this cat and get him out of the middle of the crime
scene?”

“That Darn Cat,” Clay said under his breath
as he squeezed past Birdie and McFadden to reach the landing. He
caught the cat around his mid-section and brought him to cradle
against his chest.

The cat went willingly enough. As the
patrolman turned to head down the stairs, the cat looked over his
shoulder at Scoop who could have sworn the look on the feline’s
face was one of disbelief.

Everyone’s a critic, thought Scoop, before
focusing on the scene before him.

There was a scuff mark on the wood of the
threshold. A drag mark, perhaps. Made by the victim or by the
police and museum staff when they opened the display door? Would
the policeman know?

Thus far, Scoop was not impressed with the
local law. Their preservation of the scene was certainly
suspect.

 


* * *

 


Clay handed the cat to Hannah as she waited
on the small brick patio. The cat accepted this state of affairs,
seemingly content to nestle in Hannah’s arms as she scratched
behind his ears. In short order, he began to purr.

“He likes you,” Clay said. He grinned. “He
has good taste.”

Hannah smiled but her thoughts were upstairs
with the investigative team. More specifically, they were with
Scoop Russell. She was trying to decide how she felt about her old
heartthrob showing up on her turf. Not that he had ever known about
the intense attraction she had suffered through her freshman year
at university.

She had barely registered with him back
then. If not for her brother being on the baseball team, their
paths might never have crossed. It was obvious he had no memory of
her.

Did that hurt? Well, maybe it stung her
pride a bit. But she felt nothing else, she was sure of that.

Clay, who stood to her right, gave her a
gentle nudge with his elbow. When she looked up at him, he grinned
again and winked.

Why couldn’t she respond to his interest? He
was good looking enough with his wholesome, crew-cut, just enough
muscle, and a winning smile. And even though he was a little vain
about those looks, he was kind, funny, and easy to be around.

The problem, she knew, was that she didn’t
feel that rush of anticipation, that sense of breathlessness that
Scoop had created that long ago first year of college. Nor did she
feel the all-encompassing love and desire that, years later, a mere
glance from David had evoked.

Scoop had been the wild, impetuous longing
of summer wine, an intense, hormonally driven desire that only
youth can experience. David had been bigger than life, exciting,
fearless. He had stolen her heart on their first date.

But David had always been chasing the next
adventure. In that moment Hannah realized that Scoop and David were
one and the same. She had a type.

She looked away from the question in Clay’s
eyes and focused her attention on the cat.
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