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Gary Novak slammed his hand down on his alarm clock for the third time before he realized that annoying sound was the telephone ringing. 

“Gah,” he groaned, rolling out of bed and shuffling out to where the upstairs phone sat in an arched wall niche in the hallway.

“Novak,” he mumbled into the mouthpiece as he leaned against the wall. “And what the hell time is it?”

“Three-eighteen,” the dispatch operator answered. “A.M.”

“I know the A.M. part, Rosalie,” Gary said, rubbing his eyes with his free hand. “What’s up?”

“Suspicious death, out at the Teague Vineyard.”

“The vineyard?” he repeated, standing straight. “You’re sure? Not the house in town?”

“Course I’m sure. Old Mrs. Teague called it in. Says it’s her son.”

“The son is dead? Or did the killin’?”

“The first one.”

“Right. I’m on my way. Call Babcock, tell him I’ll pick him up in ten minutes.”

“Right-oh.”

Gary went down the hall to splash water on his face and put on the uniform he kept hanging in the bathroom for emergency call-outs.

“What’s up?” Bill asked, leaning against the doorframe.

“Aw, babe, I was hoping not to wake you. I got called out to a suspicious death.”

“I’ll make sandwiches to take with you,” Bill said, turning and heading for the stairs.

“You don’t need to—”

“I’ll make sandwiches,” Bill repeated in his shut-up-and-let-me-take-care-of-you voice, so Gary shut up and finished getting dressed.

Bill was packing sandwiches and snacks into a paper bag when Gary walked into the kitchen fastening his utility belt.

“Try not to get yourself killed,” Bill said, handing him the bag.

“Well ain’t you the romantic,” Gary said with a grin as he took the bag and kissed Bill’s cheek.

“It’s 3:30 in the morning and I just made you lunch. How much romance do you need?”

“I promise I will do my best not to get myself killed.”
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Officer Ryan Babcock was standing at the curb with a Thermos in his hand when Gary pulled up in front of his house.

“That coffee?” Gary asked.

“Yep. Renee started it the minute the phone rang. We got one of those new Mr. Coffees so it’s ready real fast.”

“I’ve got sandwiches, maybe some cookies.”

“You had time to make sandwiches?”

“Nah, Bill made ’em.”

“Your lodger made you sandwiches?”

“Yeah.”

“At 3:30 in the morning?”

“Yeah,” Gary repeated, giving Ryan a sideways glance.

Ryan shrugged. “Okay, Gary. Whatever you say.”

He muttered something that sounded like “Lodger my ass,” but Gary pretended not to hear.

“Rosalie said Teague Vineyard,” Ryan said after a minute. “You got any more info?”

“Said Old Miz Teague called it in, and that her son was dead in the vineyard.”

“That’s... unexpected.”

“That’s one way of puttin’ it,” Gary said with a nod.

If it had been at Teague’s house in town, if he’d been killed in self-defense, that would’ve made sense. Everybody knew – knew – that Teague’s hobbies included hunting, fishing, and punching his wife. But she’d never press charges, so all the police could do was respond to the neighbors’ calls and go away again. Gary figured that probably made things worse for Young Mrs. Teague, but they couldn’t not respond if they got a call. If Teague was dead... well, no one’d be crying at his funeral.
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Old Mrs. Teague came out to the front porch, screen door banging shut behind her, as Gary parked his cruiser.

“Ma’am,” Gary greeted her, touching the brim of his hat. “Our condolences, Miz Teague.”

Mrs. Teague snorted and crossed her arms. “You can keep ’em, Gary Novak. We all know what my son was like. He’s out that way, three rows over and about fifty yards in.” She nodded in the general direction and went back inside.

“Well, that was... something,” Ryan muttered.

“I’m sure she’s just processin’ her grief and whatnot,” Gary said, opening the trunk of the car and handing Ryan the camera and taking the crime scene case himself.

They set off in the direction Mrs. Teague had indicated, sweeping their flashlights back and forth over the ground as they went.

“There,” Ryan said, pointing. 

Gary could see what looked like a pile of clothing, barely visible a dozen yards ahead. “Start sweepin’ the ground,” he said. “I’ll go on ahead.”

Gary approached what he assumed to be – and in a dark, secret place in the back of his mind hoped to be – the body of Jim Teague.

“Shit,” he muttered as he stood over the mangled mess of clothing and flesh.

“Is it him?” Ryan asked, coming up behind Gary.

Gary held up a hand. “I wouldn’t—” He heard the unmistakable sound of retching “Not on the scene!”

Ryan managed to make it about five yards before losing what remained of last night’s dinner. “Sorry!” he called out, making his way back to where Gary still stood.

“It’s... what is it?” Ryan asked. “What could do this?”

“He looks like he stepped on a mine or got caught up in a combine, neither of which it could be. Unless he was moved here after... but there’s so much blood, I’d say this is where it happened.” He turned to look at the younger man. “You okay to take pictures?”

Ryan nodded.

“Okay, just take a few shots from here. Don’t move around much until we’ve had a chance to process the scene properly, and that’s gonna have to wait til daylight. I’m gonna go talk to the Teagues and call the station.”

As he turned to walk back to the house, something reflected back the beam of his flashlight. He checked the ground and took a step closer to see a shotgun. It was positioned in such a way that it could have been dropped by Teague when he went down. “Ryan!” 

The younger man lowered the camera and turned to where Gary stood, near the line of vines. “Yeah?”

“Gun,” Gary said, pointing. “Photograph it in place, then bag it. I wanna see if it’s been fired. Bring it up to the house when you’re done.”

“Will do.”

Gary made his way back to the house, sweeping his light back and forth and avoiding the mess Ryan had made. By the time he got there, Mrs. Teague had wheeled Mr. Teague out onto the porch, and the two of them were waiting for him, staring out over the darkened vineyard, both wearing pajamas and robes and somber faces.

“Mr. Teague,” Gary nodded to the man in the wheelchair. “Sorry about all this.”

“Ain’t your fault, Gary. I was up anyway, what with all the ruckus.”

“Right. Sure,” Gary said, pulling his notebook and pen from his shirt pocket. “So what was all this ruckus, then?”

“Must’ve been, oh, two or thereabouts. I heard somethin’ out in the vineyard. Thought it might be wild pigs again. Time was I would’ve gone out there myself, but,” he shrugged and gestured at the chair he’d been confined to since his stroke. “So I called Jim.”

“So he wasn’t here already?”

“No, he doesn’t stay out here at night as a rule. Says he doesn’t like leavin’ Jean and Carol home alone.” 

Typical controlling ass-hole behavior, Gary thought. But what he said was, “So you called him and he came right out?”

“That’s right. I’d heard the noise again by the time he got here. I told him where I thought it was, he grabbed a flashlight and one of the shotguns from by the door, and went out to check.”

“Did you stay in the house, or come out here on the porch?”

“I was out here on the porch,” Mrs. Teague said. “I watched him walk along the ends here,” she gestured to where the rows of vines ended not far from the house, “then turn down that row, there, where you found him.”

“And did you see anything after that? Or hear anything?”

“I heard him shouting, but I couldn’t make out any words. Saw the light bouncing around, heard a gun go off. Then the screams. It was,” she shuddered, “it didn’t sound human, that’s why I thought maybe it wasn’t him, you know?”

Gary nodded. He knew. “Was it just Jim shoutin’? Or did you hear someone else?”

“Just Jim. After the noises stopped, I kept waiting for him to come back. But he didn’t.”

“I’d gotten out here by then,” Mr. Teague said. “That’s when she told me what’d happened. I told her not to go out there, but there’s no arguin’ with her when she’s made up her mind, and there weren’t nothin’ I could do.”

Mrs. Teague picked up the story. “So I got the other flashlight and shotgun, and I went to see. I wish I hadn’t. I’ll never unsee that. Oh, I know what Jim was, but he was still my son and that’s the kind of thing a mother shouldn’t have to see.”

“You are surely right, ma’am. Did you see anyone or anything else out there?”

She shook her head. “No. But the second I realized what I was lookin’ at, I turned around and got back here as fast as I could and called the police.”

Gary heard footsteps approaching and turned to see Ryan with the bagged shotgun. “This the gun Jim took with him?” he asked, motioning for Ryan to hold the gun out for the couple to see.

Mr. Teague leaned forward, adjusting his glasses as he studied the weapon. “That’s the one. I guess y’all’re gonna have to keep it?”

“At least for a little while. Sorry.”

The older man shrugged. “Don’t matter. We’ve still got the one, and we don’t need it very often.”

Gary nodded and Ryan took the gun back to where he’d set up the crime scene kit.

“Could I use y’all’s phone?” Gary asked. “I need to get some more folks out here to help and then we’ll be out of your way as quick as we can.”

“Of course,” Mrs. Teague said, turning to the door. “I’ll show you where it is.”

“Have either of you called Jim’s wife yet?” he asked as he followed Mrs. Teague into the kitchen.

“Oh my lord, no!” she said, turning to him. “I wasn’t thinking straight, I guess. Should I do it now?”

“No, ma’am. That’s fine. I’ll deliver that news myself. It’s better that way.”

“Is it?”

“Yes, ma’am. That’s not something you should have to do, especially under these circumstances.”

“I wouldn’t want her thinking we didn’t tell her because we didn’t care, or something. Because honestly, and I hate saying this out loud, but if it weren’t for her and little Carol, and if we didn’t need his help with this place, we would’ve cut ties with that boy. He wasn’t always that way, it’s just... after he got back from the war, you know? Something happened that changed him.”

“Yes’m,” Gary said with a nod, “I know.” He’d seen it plenty.

“Does it make me a bad person to say I wish none of us had ever heard of Vietnam? Because that’s what killed my son, Gary, and sent back, well, whoever that is out in the vineyard. But that’s what makes it so hard to take, what he became, because his daddy is just the kindest...” she paused, and pulled a tissue out of her robe pocket to wipe her eyes. “I’m sorry, Gary. But you know how Big Jim is. He wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

“A wild pig, though, maybe?”

She managed a watery chuckle. “Yeah, well, I don’t think he ever managed to hit one if we’re being honest.”

“Don’t worry about Jean and Carol. I’ll let Jean know myself, and make it clear why it’s me doin’ it, okay?”

“Okay. I’d better get back to Big Jim and let you
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