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PROLOGUE

“You smell it, don’t
ya?” The old black woman, bent and withered, glared down from her
porch at the young man in the blue cop’s uniform.

“Well, don’t ya?” she repeated.

“Yes, ma’am. I smell it.” The young cop’s
gaze drifted over the peaceful residential landscape. Frame houses,
the majority a single story and boxlike, lined the narrow street.
Many of the homes needed some sort of repair, but the neighborhood
wasn’t a slum. There were no street people sifting through the
garbage—no clusters of idle men on the street corners. Maples,
still clinging to their dying foliage, decorated the unlittered
yards. The people of the community, many of whom were retired,
looked to be the kind of folks who had worked very hard but
received very little for it. It was the kind of neighborhood of
which most towns wanted more.

The officer’s attention settled on a white
two-story home just west of the old woman’s.

“Who lives there?”

“Mary Hairston and Jenny.”

“Jenny?”

“Her daughter.”

“What about her husband?”

“She’s a widow lady, like me. Kinda young for
it, and I don’t have no notion what happened to her husband. Don’t
know a lot about her at all. She keeps to herself.”

The breeze quickened; the stench intensified.
The old woman screwed up her face. “You best get over there. I know
that stink, young fella. I’m ninety-four—be ninety-five next
month—and it’s been tagging along behind me for a lotta years.”

Old people had such a casual attitude about
death. Patrolman Cole Surface had seen the quality in his
grandmother. Doomed by a cancer raging in her belly, Granny Surface
had maintained an optimism that strengthened the rest of the
family.

On the far side of the Hairston home, an
autumn-colored blanket of trees marked the beginning of a generous
expanse of Appalachian forest. The street itself ended abruptly in
a graveled turnaround a few yards west of the Hairston property.
So, too, did the city limits of Milbrook. Cole’s authority ended at
that invisible jurisdictional fiction.

The odor, its pungent presence varying with
the wind, made the rookie officer wish his authority ended where he
stood. How nice it would be to call the Raven County Sheriff’s
Department to say, “Hey, guys. Ya’ll got a ripe body somewhere out
here.” Specifically, that “somewhere” had to be in or about the
Hairston house. It wasn’t something Cole wanted to face on a Monday
morning—or any morning, for that matter.

“Have you observed any activity over there?”
he asked.

“Yessirree. Just this morning. I seen
Mary—Missus Hairston—peeking out her window. Funny ‘bout that, too.
She works during the daytime.”

The officer sagged with relief. “At least it
sounds like she’s okay. Where does she work?”

“Down at the newspaper.”

Cole stiffened. “She a reporter?”

“Don’t think so. Mary’s just a plain old gal.
She’s got somethin’ to do with putting the paper together.”

“I’ll go over and talk to her.” The breeze
had faded for the moment, and Cole felt much more at ease. The odor
wasn’t nearly as strong, and, if the old woman had seen Mary
Hairston that morning, then there wasn’t much of a chance that the
same woman was in there dead and rotten—at least, not rotten.

He stepped off the old woman’s porch and
hesitated at the bottom. “It’s probably just a dead animal. Last
month, we had a dead horse in someone’s backyard. Never did find
out where it came from, but it raised a he—uh, heck of a smell,
too. Thanks for calling in the complaint.”

He turned toward the Hairston home.

“I ain’t seen the little girl, though—”

Her words stopped him cold.

“—not for several days,” she said.

“The little girl?” The anxiety coalesced in
his gut.

“Yep. And that’s a mighty odd thing, too.
Jenny’s out playin’ all the time. Her momma keeps to herself. It’s
Jenny that’s got the sociable turn in the family. A fine young ‘un,
always wantin’ to help me. Always wantin’ to run down to the corner
market for me and never wantin’ so much as a penny for it. Even my
kinfolk wanna charge me for a car ride. Jenny ain’t like that.
Polite as she can be, too.”

A gust of wind delivered a mighty dose of the
smell to them. The old woman gagged and covered her nose. “Lord
A’mighty!”

Cole wanted to do the same thing, but he
restrained himself. It wasn’t professional. He hitched up his gun
belt and held his breath. “I’ll go check it out.”

“I’m prayin’ nothing’s wrong.”

Me, too, Cole thought.

Ten yards of overgrown lawn separated the two
homes. At first blush, the Hairston residence appeared ill-kept,
but a closer examination revealed recently trimmed pine shrub and a
fresh coat of white house paint. He covered the distance quickly
but paused at the bottom of the steps leading to the front door. A
wide porch wrapped around two sides of the two-story frame—the kind
of porch that was made for a row of wicker rocking chairs.

At the point where he stood, the air, even
the breeze, was scented only with the smell of freshly cut pine and
the drying leaves of fall. Maybe, too, there was the hint of smoke
odor from someone burning a pile of brush. Autumn always had a
special aroma, and for the moment it was all that Cole Surface
could detect.

He inhaled deeply, wondering what in the hell
he was doing there. A lot of the guys on the Milbrook force boasted
that they always wanted to be cops—ever since they had watched
Dragnet on television. Not Cole. The lanky young man had
never even thought of it as he grew up. His favorite television
show had been Mr. Wizard. He had always wanted to be a
rocket scientist. Trouble was, he didn’t come up with four when he
added two and two, at least not with the consistency demanded of an
engineer or a nuclear physicist. He’d dropped out of college not
long after his marriage.

Milbrook, as was the case in most of southern
West Virginia, wasn’t the best place to find a job. He wanted to
own and operate a greenhouse, but a reasonable man pursued a more
substantial career in a small, drab place such as Milbrook,
especially if the man had a wife with no marketable skills and two
ever-hungry kids. His job search had been an ego-bruising
experience. Interviewer after interviewer noted his lack of skill
and training. He’d left each interview feeling a little more down
on himself. Then his wife had noticed the ad for a city policeman.
She had also pointed out that Cole fulfilled the advertised
requirements—top physical conditioning, good health, and a high
school education. Finally, she had noted the starting pay of
thirteen thousand dollars a year, not bad for depressed Milbrook.
The clincher had been the generous health insurance. Cole’s wife
tended toward hypochondria and was intent upon instilling that same
sense of physical gloom-and-doom in their children.

So he’d applied, suffered through the
required physical and written tests and the medical examination,
and, to his surprise, been hired. As of that Columbus Day morning,
he’d been a cop for six months. The chief had promised to send Cole
to the state police academy for training before the end of his
probationary year. He’d also promised to send him out with the
range officer so he could learn to use the gun he carried. In the
meantime, they’d fitted him with a uniform, strapped the heavy gun
on him, and assigned him to a veteran who’d spent three months
telling him how to get around the “stupid-ass laws.” It didn’t do a
lot for Cole’s respect for cops.

As he looked up at the big house, glaring
white in the morning sun, he felt inadequate. Cole sniffed the air
again. It smelled like October, nothing else. Had the old woman
been imagining the odor? Maybe she had spooked him into imagining
it? Not all that unlikely, his mind playing that kind of trick with
his nose. After all, the complaint was kind of déjà vu for Cole. Of
squeamish nature, he suffered regular night horrors over dead
bodies, especially since he’d become a cop. Spilled blood and guts
turned him cold and dizzy and made him want to puke. When a fellow
officer boldly brandished photos of an accident or homicide victim,
Cole only pretended to look. He’d made the grievous mistake of
actually looking at photos of decomposing remains in a book on
homicide investigation in the department’s small library. Of late
the actors in his nightmares had come from the glossy photos in
those books. Was he about to meet, face-to-face, his first real
“live” decaying corpse?

Cole gave himself the luxury of another deep
breath and then mounted the steps to the front porch. The doorbell
button was covered with electrical tape, so he opened the screen
and rapped gently on the door. He heard—actually felt—footsteps
from inside the house. Someone was home. The porch vibrated ever so
slightly as the person approached the front door. A white curtain
covering one of the door’s glass panes parted. Cole smiled to show
that the visit was friendly.

The southeastern quadrant of Milbrook was
predominantly black. While black families were gradually settling
in other areas of Milbrook, the process wasn’t very advanced.
Cultural change penetrated the Appalachians slowly, if at all. In
his short six months, Cole had discovered that police officers
usually received something less than a warm welcome in the black
area of town. Since the Milbrook PD wasn’t, in Cole’s opinion, ripe
with racial tolerance, the black community’s cool attitude toward
the cops didn’t surprise the rookie officer.

He braced himself as the door opened. The
aroma that wafted from the house wasn’t the heavy miasma of human
rot, but it wasn’t pleasant, either. It was the fruity smell of
unwashed flesh, of rancid fermentation, flavored by a coppery odor
that Cole did not immediately recognize.

A woman—Mary Hairston, Cole assumed—glared at
him with a face so intense that he placed his hand on the butt of
his revolver. She had wild, hungry eyes that belonged in an
overacted B-grade horror flick. He couldn’t sever the eye contact.
The woman—she had a pretty face—gave the appearance of madness, of
stark lunacy. When he did manage to pull his eyes from hers, he
noted the circles around her eyes—flesh bruised so darkly that it
contrasted with the deep, rich bronze of her skin. Her long black
hair glistened with accumulated grease. The grimy robe she wore was
flecked with a pattern of crusty brown stains.

“Mrs. Hairston? Is everything all right?”

She stared.

“Mrs. Hairston, I asked if everything was
okay.” Slowly, she nodded.

He tried to look beyond her. Deep shadows
filled the area behind her.

“Are you sure? May I come in?”

He didn’t hope to receive permission and was
shocked when the woman backed away from the door in a lackluster
gesture of consent. Keeping a hand on the holster’s hammer guard,
he eased into the house.

Drawn curtains blocked the sunlight, and he
paused so his eyes could adjust to the gray gloom. The smell, rich
and revolting, continued to taunt his memory. The two of them stood
in a narrow hallway. Wide doors opened to a living room on his
right and a dining room on his left. The hall extended back to the
kitchen. Cole could see the corner of a copper-tone
refrigerator.

Stairs, situated in front of him, climbed to
the second story. Jagged, ominous streaks of the stain paralleled
the handrail up the stair wall. He looked back at her robe, then to
the floor. The same discoloration darkened huge portions of the
hardwood flooring.

Blood! That’s what I smell . . . old
blood. He remembered its taste—the same as its smell—lingering
in his mouth for several days following a tooth extraction.

Cole didn’t want to believe that they were
bloodstains—they were so . . . so everywhere! But that accounted
for the coppery odor. He tried to clear his thickening throat.
Anxiety produced a raging drought in his mouth.

“Mrs. Hairston, where’s your daughter?”

She spoke for the first time. “Upstairs.
Asleep, I think. Maybe she’s playing.”

He allowed his gaze to rise up the steps.
“Maybe we’d better go check on her.”

“If you want.”

No smile from the woman. No frown. Just a
cool submissive consent punctuated by her untamed eyes. She turned
to the steps. Cole followed, feeling the cold sweat break out on
his face. His attention was locked on the copious display of
stains. By then the stale musk of old blood was all that he could
smell, the same musk that hung for days inside a mangled car after
a really gory road accident.

“What’s this?” he finally dared to ask as he
mounted the steps behind her. His hand indicated the wide smear
just above the railing.

The woman, by then at the top, wheeled on
Cole. Her dark eyes flared. He unsnapped the leather hammer guard
on his .357.

But the woman only asked, “What’s what?”

“This!” He tapped the crusty slash of
brown.

“It’s a wall.” She pointed to her left, his
right. “Jenny’s in here.”

What the hell’s going on here? Cole’s
fear became a cramp in his gut. He climbed slowly to the top,
keeping his eyes on the woman.

“She may be sleeping, mister.”

He trembled a little, shaken by the prospect
of what was on the other side. A child sleeping? Playing? Probably
that, nothing more.

Mrs. Hairston appeared to be waiting for him
to open it. “She’s in there?” he asked.

“I said she was.”

“Maybe you’d better open it. I might frighten
her, being a stranger and all.”

Without pause, she placed a hand on the knob,
clicked it open, and stood there, waiting for the officer to look
inside.

But Cole Surface was reeling away, driven
back by the billowing, infernal stench rushing out of the child’s
room. He fought it as if it were a swarm of angry wasps.

“Dear God!” he cried.

The woman cocked her head at him, puzzled by
his behavior.

His stomach revolted. He managed to project
the vomitus over the railing. It splattered somewhere below as Cole
draped himself over the railing, gasping for breath, trying to
clear his nose and throat. His feet, possessed by terror and
revulsion, started of their own volition toward the steps.
Something deep within him compelled him to flee, but he opposed it.
He had a duty.

Suck it up, guy.

Do your fucking job!

“What the hell’s happened?” he managed to
ask.

“My daughter’s in there.” Mrs. Hairston
peeked into the room. “She’s playing with her doll.”

He jerked a white handkerchief from his hip
pocket and used it to wipe the perspiration from his face. Then, he
covered his mouth and nose with it. Slowly, dutifully, he inched
toward the open door. Mrs. Hairston stood just outside, smiling
into the room. Cole peeked inside. Even as his anguished cries
filled the house and spilled out into the neighborhood, Jenny
Hairston’s mother never stopped smiling.

 



CHAPTER
ONE

Across town, as the
cries of Cole Surface drifted from a partially open window of Jenny
Hairston’s bedroom, Anna Tyree read words composed, it seemed, by a
stranger—some woman writing under the ostentatious pen name of
Annie Tyson-Tyree.

The longer Anna used the pseudonym, the more
disassociated she felt. The pen name—like bad breath—had preceded
her throughout her career. In the newspaper game, job applications
and résumés didn’t warrant an editor’s attention until he or she
had read the applicant’s clippings. Anna’s very first article, and
every bylined piece since, had appeared under the name Annie
Tyson-Tyree. It hadn’t even been her idea. Anna could live with her
own mistakes—if not comfortably, at least with some dignity. She
abhorred, however, suffering a lifetime because of someone else’s
perverse judgment.

That “someone” had been her very first
editor, a desperate little man who had owned an anemic weekly in
God Forsaken, Kentucky, or whatever the hell its name had really
been. Why the little weasel had even noticed the middle name of
Tyson on her application remained an unsolved mystery. He had
garnished the alliterative combo of her middle and last names with
a hyphen—”to give it class,” he’d said.

Years later, it still made Anna quiver with
old, fermented rage. The obnoxious little rodent wouldn’t have
known “class” if it had pissed on his shoes.

Anna hadn’t been told about the glitzy pen
name. She saw the name when it appeared at the top of her very
first feature story—on the front page yet! Even if she had liked
the pseudonym, it wouldn’t have gone very well with a backwoods
publication that printed cornbread recipes on page one along with
the news. When she had challenged him about the liberty taken, he’d
had the nerve to boast about it.

The name—and the writer—had stayed only a
short time at the Kentucky weekly. From there, she had gone to her
first daily. The pen name had followed, or preceded, her. The
sequence didn’t really matter. Of one thing she was certain. The
Milbrook Daily Journal would be Annie Tyson-Tyree’s last
stand—maybe even the last stand for the writer herself. Small-town
journalism no longer excited Anna. Not even the court and police
beat—Anna’s specialty—could arouse her dying interest.

Anna, seated at the small table in her
kitchen, lifted her sleepy eyes from that day’s front-page feature
on the president of the local chapter of Mothers Against Drunk
Driving. The story had started as a kind of puff piece on the
woman, who had more than enough puff for three stories. In addition
to her stewardship of MADD, she had also organized an antiabortion
group.

During Anna’s research, she had happened to
mention the MADD group to Raven County Prosecutor Tony Danton. He’d
called it “Mothers Against Cops, Judges, and Prosecutors.” She had
requested and—to her surprise—received consent to quote him. Little
devil that she was, Annie Tyson-Tyree had promptly phoned the MADD
president for a comment on Danton’s quote. The woman had been
incensed, saying that Danton had “a track record of being soft on
baby killers.” Annie Tyson-Tyree decided the woman had her crusades
confused, but she used it anyway. That’s how Annie is, Anna
thought.

Her amusement had been fleeting. For one
thing, Anna wondered if she was developing a kind of split
personality. It just didn’t seem healthy, thinking of herself as
two separate individuals, but there was more to her disillusionment
than that. The societal noise level, even in a small city like
Milbrook, grated on Anna’s nerves. No one could debate in a civil
fashion anymore, not even dowdy old women like the president of
MADD. Every issue became a temperamental crusade. The emotion of
hate was becoming a tangible factor in the political process.

She closed her eyes and pressed her knuckles
against her forehead. Why do I want to scream right now?
Surely not because of the surly national mood.

For weeks, a gnawing discomfort had shadowed
her. She was weary of trying to outdistance it. At first, she had
ignored the feeling—then tried to deny it. More particularly, she
tried to deny its source, but the truth was there, unwilling to be
ignored or denied. Her mounting irritation came from an absence of
certainty—from the constant instability of a romantic relationship.
She loved a man who exasperated her, who confused her, who robbed
her of the one thing she valued most—her independence.

Anna lowered her chin to her chest. “God help
me, I love him.” She was alone in her apartment. There was no one
to hear what amounted to a confession of guilt. Her roller-coaster
emotions confirmed a theory she had long held; love is a mental
disorder, an addiction as debilitating as a crack habit.

Their relationship was into its fourth
month—a hundred-plus days of hurt and satisfaction, of spitting
anger and soaring passion, of giggly joy and hapless frustration.
He relished the inconstant nature of their affair. It drained her.
Never before had she met a man like him, and she never, ever wanted
to meet another. She never, ever wanted to let him slip away,
either, even though she knew he would never be the “settled” man
she wanted him to be.

Anna glanced at the phone. Just a few melodic
touch tones and she could hear his dry voice, curt with anger
because he so hated the intrusion of phone calls. He marked the
privacy of his territory with the fierce resolve of a jungle cat.
It was Monday, her customary day off but a holiday for him,
Columbus Day. Anna hadn’t talked with him since Friday night. She
stared at the phone, chewing on her lower lip and struggling
mightily against her urge to go to it.

He had said that he wanted to spend the
weekend alone. It wasn’t the first time he had demanded the
seclusion of his home. Although Anna spent most nights in his bed,
she knew it was too soon to give up her own new town house.

If she hadn’t known him so well, she might
have suspected him of infidelity. Not him, though. It wasn’t
another woman. That challenge she might have handled, perhaps not
with grace but forcefully. Her adversary, however, was some
perverse inner demon within the man that exercised a Machiavellian
control over his moods. At this particular time of year, the demon
surfaced as he mourned the death of summer, the coming of
winter.

Anna laughed to quell her tears. The morning
sun streamed into the kitchen window, twinkling as it caressed her
auburn hair. She wore no makeup at all, but, other than the sleepy
droop of her eyes, she looked as if she had just stepped from the
cover of Glamour or Vogue. Her sleek, wraparound robe
snuggled against her curvaceous figure. At thirty-one she was aging
well physically—some said looking better with each passing year.
Mentally, she was a disaster—a breakdown just waiting to
happen.

She stood to gaze out the window. A pallet of
gold and red, sprinkled with splashes of plum, covered the slopes
of Tabernacle Mountain. If it hadn’t been for him, the view would
have been beautiful. He had robbed the season of its joy. Several
weeks before, they had taken a Sunday drive south into Virginia,
and she had noticed a single tree starting to yellow. “That’s the
first I’ve seen,” she had quipped. “I can’t wait to see the
mountains when the leaves turn.”

He had been in a good humor, but her comment
had produced a Jekyll-to-Hyde transformation.

“Spare me your observations on the beauty of
the season,” he’d said through clenched teeth. “It’s dying
time.”

She’d laughed, which had been the wrong thing
to do, and said, “When something dies, my dear, it stays dead. Next
spring, the trees will be bright and green.”

He hadn’t even given her the courtesy of a
response. With jaw set and a rage in his eyes, he’d turned his car
around at the next convenient place and said nothing else on their
return trip home. That had been the first hint of his autumn
depression. Then, in late September, they’d spent a week together
vacationing in a cottage on the South Carolina coast.

Anna had dreaded the trip because of his
mood, but her anxiety had been unfounded. The warm subtropical
climate cured the affliction of his mood. The two of them had
frolicked in the warm surf under cloudless blue skies. They had
shagged away the nights to the rolling rhythm of beach music. Day
and night, whenever the mood struck, they made sweet, impassioned
love.

On the Saturday before they were to leave,
his mood swung. He had vanished around noon for a final walk on the
beach. He didn’t return until after five P.M. The sun had blistered
the skin on his shoulders. The bottoms of his feet were raw. God
knows how far he had walked. The following day, a gray Sunday, the
return trip to West Virginia had been silent torture.

He had been an irritated bear ever since. She
glanced once again at the phone. “What the hell,” she declared
aloud. Suffering the shame of an addict, Anna Tyree went to it and
dialed his number.

It rang fifteen times with no answer.

She slammed the handset
into its cradle. “Dammit, Whit Pynchon! I know you’re home.”

Cal Burton, his arms
clasped behind his back, marched a tight preordained circle in the
center of the cramped interrogation room. His feet kept within a
well-worn path in the waxed finish of the floor. Fluorescent
lights, covered by yellowing light-diffusers, illuminated the
institutional green of the walls. On one of the walls, a small
calendar suffered a lonely existence on a huge bulletin board.

By rank, Cal was a lieutenant. Just that—a
lieutenant. But he introduced himself as Detective Lieutenant
Calvin O. Burton. In his mind, the enhancement added something. It
distinguished him from all other lieutenants everywhere. The
position of detective lieutenant had never existed formally in the
Milbrook Police Department’s chain of command and would cease to
exist upon Cal’s departure. It was a purely personal honor that Cal
Burton bestowed upon himself.

A woman sat in a chair in the center of the
circle. Her shoulders were stooped by the burden of her ordeal.

The detective continued to circle her as he
fired his questions. “For the umpteenth time, lady, what happened
to your kid?”

Mary Hairston’s head twitched in a fashion
that gave Cal the chills. He’d been questioning “perps”—Cal had
liked that name since he had heard it on Hill Street
Blues—for a lot of years. Never before had he encountered one
who behaved as strangely as this woman. The twitch was bad enough.
It was one-sided . . . kinda. When she spoke, which wasn’t often,
the words came from the left side of her mouth, along with strings
of drool. The left side of her blouse was dark and glistening with
the moisture.

“Juh . . . Juh . . . Jenny’s fuh . . . fine,”
she said.

Cal stopped in front of her. Ignoring her
rank body odor, he leaned into her face. “Jesus, lady. Your kid’s
been dead for days. She was about to pop open like a ripe tomato.
Who in the hell shot her?”

The woman’s eyes darted back and forth. The
saliva continued to flow. “I juh . . . juh . . . just bathed her
th-this muh . . . morning.”

As bizarre as it was, that much was true.
There was plenty of evidence indicating that the putrescent body
had been bathed, not the least offensive of which were the maggots
crawling all over the goddamn bathroom. It had given Cal the
willies; it took something really gross to do that.

He sighed. “What’d she do? Get under your
skin maybe? That why you shot her? You’re a pretty good-lookin’
woman, I guess. Maybe it was your boyfriend who did it?”

The woman’s head jerked. Her eyes swiveled
back and forth in their bruised sockets. Saliva dripped from her
chin. “Where’s Jenny?”

The veteran cop squinted his eyes. “What the
shit is with you, lady? You trying to make me think you’re
loony?”

Not expecting an answer, Cal began again to
stalk his suspect. He’d questioned hundreds of perps, but this
petite black woman topped the list of cold-bloods—either that or
she really was a cracked nut—or maybe just smart enough to start
building an insanity defense. Killers were a special breed of perp.
The closest you found among other criminals was the rapist. All the
others—the check artists, the house burglars, the auto thieves—were
just greedy scum.

“Look, lady, I got all day. We’re gonna go
through this until you get it right—”

He stopped in midsentence. The door to the
interview room was inching open.

“No interruptions, goddammit!”

A young uniformed officer dared to ease his
head inside.

“Dammit to hell!” Cal bellowed. “Can’t no one
follow orders—?”

The young man’s face flushed. “Sorry, sir. I
told them—”

“Told who?”

“The prosecutor and Pynchon.”

“Mother of friggin' God! Are they here?”

“Yes, sir.”

Cal exploded, hammering a fist against the
metal door. The detective lieutenant was a short, slight man, his
round head topped by wispy strings of dark hair. His display of
anger would have been amusing had it not been for his reputation.
He was small of stature, often small of mind, but you didn’t cross
him, not if you worked for him.

“Who in the fuck called them? Did you do
it?”

“No, sir. Maybe it was the chief. It’s policy
on homicides. We’re supposed to call the prosecutor.”

“Hell, man. That doesn’t mean
immediately.”

“The policy says immediately.”

Cal pirouetted in a gesture of helpless
frustration. “Christ, I don’t need this.”

“They’re demanding to see Mrs. Hairston.”

“Send them to my office, kid.”

“But they said—“

Cal shushed him with a rough, calloused
finger placed against the young officer’s lips. “Make it easy on
yourself. Do like I say. You gotta spend a lot more time with me
than them. Take ‘em to my office, so I can fill them in before they
talk to her.”

“Yes, sir.” The officer vanished.

Cal collected the initial report. He started
to warn the woman to stay put, but her head twitched before he
could issue the caution. Her left arm rose high in the air, then
dropped to her side. At that moment, the detective decided she was
putting on, smart bitch that she was. She was angling to make
herself look crazy.

He closed the door on her and hurried back to
the smelly bathroom where he intended to spend a few minutes on the
throne. Let Tony Danton and his asshole buddy cool their heels for
a while. They’d kept him waiting enough times. On grand jury days
every other law enforcement agency in the county presented their
cases ahead of the Milbrook PD. He and his men were left warming
the goddamn benches until late in the day.

He settled down to read the scribbled,
incoherent report in his hand. The young rookie who had discovered
the crime hadn’t even been able to prepare a report. In fact, he
hadn’t notified the department. Some old woman had performed that
duty after she’d heard the Surface kid screaming. A cop screaming
and bawling, for God’s sakes. It was sickening to Cal—the
snotty-nosed weaklings they hired these days as cops. Back when he
had joined the force, you earned yourself a suspension if you puked
all over a murder scene. If a fella had to puke, he caught it in
his mouth until he could make it to a john or outside. If that
wasn’t possible, he swallowed it.

Cal turned his soured thoughts to the
Prosecutor of Raven County. In the cop’s estimation, a good
prosecuting attorney invented those judicial sleights of hand that
sanitized an officer’s shortcuts. There wasn’t a damned thing wrong
with shortcuts, not when you were dealing with vermin. After all,
nobody advises a cockroach or a rat about their rights before
zapping them. You just get rid of them. Cal especially liked those
electric bug-whackers, the kind that sizzled mosquitoes and flies
and bees. He equated the devices with the electric chair.

Tony Danton, who raved at cops that took
shortcuts, didn’t fit Cal’s notion of a good prosecutor. Danton had
even been known to throw officers to the legal wolves right in
court. Law officers and prosecutors were supposed to be a team
sharing a common purpose—to rid the world of perps.

Then there was Whit Pynchon, Danton’s
investigator. Assholes didn’t come any wider or any deeper, not
even among the lawyers. Pynchon kept his nose in other cops’
business. Some maggot cries that a cop got too rough with him, and
Pynchon shows up to check it out.

The local fraternal order of police
maintained a list of Whit Pynchon’s victims, cops who had been
suspended or discharged or worse because of the meddling of the
prosecutor’s investigator. When Pynchon wasn’t investigating
officers, he was commandeering their cases, especially the
homicides. The real police did the legwork; Pynchon grabbed the
headlines and the glory.

According to the local scuttlebutt, Pynchon
had been on the verge of leaving, taking an early retirement or
something. Danton, so the rumors went, had talked him out of it.
Cal suspected it was all bullshit. Pynchon was younger than he,
forty or so, and no way could anyone retire on a local government’s
pension at that age, not by legal means anyway.

Cal, sensing that he was about to lose this
case to Whit Pynchon, abandoned his toilet session and started
toward his office. As he walked by the interview room, he heard
voices inside. He shoved open the door.

“Jesus fucking Christ!”

Danton and Pynchon stood over his
suspect.

“Who the hell let you in here?”

Tony Danton, as short as Cal Burton but much
stockier, and looking more Italian than he really was, continued
his visual examination of Mary Hairston’s face. “Cool down, Cal.
She’s a witness in a homicide. I’m the prosecutor. I don’t need
permission to talk to her.”

But the detective lieutenant was livid. “A
witness! She’s a goddamned suspect! My goddamned suspect!”

For the first time, Tony looked up at the
furious officer. “I assume, then, that you’ve been questioning
her.”

Cal threw up his hands. “Now, just what the
hell do you think?”

Tony shrugged. “I wasn’t sure, Cal. I don’t
see a rights form around here. You have Mirandized her, I
hope?”

“Not in writing—yet.”

“You did say she was a suspect?” Tony
asked.

“Look, I just haven’t got to that point.”

The prosecutor abandoned his examination of
the woman. “And you’re never going to, Cal—reach that point, I
mean.”

The cop looked from Tony to Whit Pynchon. The
investigator loomed in a corner now, his arms crossed, his deep
brown eyes heavy on Cal.

“What the hell do you mean?” the detective
asked, returning his attention to the prosecutor.

“She needs medical attention,” Tony said.

“What she needs, Mr. Prosecutor, is to be
interrogated.”

But Tony ignored him. “Whit, go tell the
dispatcher to phone an ambulance.”

Cal stepped to block the investigator’s path
to the door. “An ambulance? Mother weep for me. Lookee here,
Danton. There ain’t a damned thing wrong with that woman ‘cept a
raging case of guilt.”

Tony rolled his eyes at Whit Pynchon. “I’d
say she has a concussion, Burton.”

The cop laughed. “Where the fuck did you get
your medical degree?”

Cal fished inside his jacket pocket and
withdrew a stack of photos. He shoved them under Tony Danton’s
nose. “Glance at them, Counselor. The poor kid smelled one hell of
a lot worse’n she looked. ‘Course you and your ass-kisser here
missed the stinkin’ part—as usual.”

Danton ignored the offering, but Whit Pynchon
abandoned his vantage point in the corner and snatched the photos
from the detective’s hand.

There’s something cheap and degrading about
instant photography. Although it made quick mug shots a reality, it
was also the kind of technology that allowed dirty old men to take
discreet porno photos of young kids. The true photographer battles
with light and his subject to capture that one moment of visual
perfection. By the time he sees his art, the moment is lost to the
past—hours or days behind him. Not so with the instant cameras. Its
technology stole the magic from an art form whose charm was its
delayed reward.

And when the subject of the lens was the
bloated, decomposing remains of a child, dignity lost all meaning.
Whit Pynchon choked back his bile as he turned the photo in his
hand. Mrs. Hairston, presumably, had arranged her daughter in a
comfortable position. The child sat on the floor, her back propped
against a bed covered with a pink frilly comforter. Her elephantine
arms, swollen by the fumes of decomposition, were locked around a
rag doll. She appeared to be sticking out her tongue at the
photographer. Whit knew better. The insolence wasn’t intended.
Rather, the gaseous buildup inside the body had made the lips
protrude and forced the tongue from her mouth.

In a purely pathological sense, Whit had seen
more revolting sights, but this was a child. It didn’t get any
worse. He struggled with his tears. According to the preliminary
examination by the local coroner, the child had died instantly as a
result of a bullet wound to the forehead. The postmortem bloat had
concealed the small hole from the undiscerning eyes of the
cops.

Whit’s damp eyes swiveled over to the mother.
Poor woman. According to the report, she’d been bathing her
daughter’s body daily. He looked back at the snapshot. If that
wasn’t love, Whit didn’t know what it was.

Men kill wives. Wives kill husbands. Fathers
slay their offspring, and sometimes kids even take the lives of
their parents. Rarely, though, does a mother kill the issue of her
womb.

Whit, too, had a daughter. Maybe he had no
conception of the depths of a mother’s love, but he knew too well
the depths of his own. If someone had done this thing to Tressa . .
. to his daughter—

Whit Pynchon slammed the brakes on his
thoughts. No way did he want to conjure that kind of hurt.

“She’s a cold-blooded black bitch,” Cal
Burton was saying, oblivious of her presence.

The plasticized photos—at one minute in
Whit’s hand—smacked flat against the tile floor as his fingers
latched onto the small, wiry cop. The assault caught the lieutenant
off guard. He squealed as his feet cleared the floor. The wall
exploded against his shoulder blades. The back of his balding head
clunked against the plaster with such force that it chipped off
some green paint.

Tony rushed toward Whit. “Jesus, man. Put him
down.”

Fear flashed across Cal Burton’s face. His
feet shot out as he tried to kick Whit. The big, bulky investigator
avoided the cop’s awkward retaliation and hoisted him even higher
in the air.

“Goddammit! Put me down!”

Whit pushed him more snugly against the wall.
“You’re an asshole, Burton. You make me sick.”

He pushed his angry face so close to Cal’s
that he smelled last night’s stale beer. “You’re an animal. You
don’t give a shit about that dead kid. You just want an excuse to
roust someone—anyone. Even that poor lady there.”

Cal squirmed. “You’re . . . you’re under . .
. under arrest . . . assaulting an officer.”

Tony had his hands on Whit, pulling on him,
when Cal made the official pronouncement. It sounded so damned
whimsical, the threat spoken by the little cop as he flopped high
in the air. Tony laughed. Whit turned to stare at his boss. Then
he, too, saw the humor, and Pynchon started to laugh.

Cal flew into a vain rage, his dark eyes ripe
with humiliated fury. “Put me down, motherfucker! Now!”

Tony patted Whit’s hand. “Come on, Tarzan.
Return the poor lieutenant to terra firma. Let’s get this lady to
the hospital.”

Whit opened his hands. Cal’s feet slapped
down on the floor.

“Before I go,” Whit said, “I’d better make
sure I’m not in this pipsqueak’s official custody. I wouldn’t wanna
add an escape charge to my list of crimes.”

Tony, still grinning, looked at the detective
lieutenant. “What about it, Cal? You got the balls to file a formal
complaint?”

Cal was rearranging his coat. “No way. I’m
not like your headhunter there, Danton. I don’t have other cops
arrested, no matter what kinda pus bags they are, but it ain’t
forgotten. It’ll never be forgotten.”
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