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      The angel of death came at dawn. It wasn't the usual time for the angel to make its appearance; the old man knew that. He was familiar with the breed. He'd seen them hover in the fetid midnight of a jungle, heard their sly rustle at 3 a.m. in the alleys that crooked away from taxi stands like spider legs in the cold night air. He'd fought off a few and given one or two a knowing nod. He'd danced one step ahead of them for some seventy-eight years, and he wasn't in the mood to let this one catch up with him now.

      Especially not here.

      It was too clean here, too impersonal. The old man wanted to meet this angel on his feet, head up, eyes wide open, in the kind of place he'd always fought his fights. He wanted the chance to beat it back just one more time before giving in to the inevitable.

      Go gentle, my ass, he thought, curling his bent, broken fingers into fists beyond the wrist straps that made him impotent and old.

      "My name is Butch Cleveland," he rasped with a voice ruined by beer, cigarettes, and parade grounds. "United States Marine Corps. Serial number 3124456. And that's all you're getting from me, you son of a bitch."

      "I'm sorry," the angel said, bending over him.

      It shouldn't be at dawn, Butch thought, squirming to get away when there was, ultimately, no place to go.

      Not when the sun finally showed up. Death belongs in the night, deep in the dark hours of dreams and terrors, when sappers break the fences and two-dollar fares carry automatics. The dawn brings redemption. The sun means promise. Hope. Another night overcome.

      "Not now," was all he could say, trembling.

      "Shift's over," the angel told him.

      He was crying now, ashamed of the tears and the trembling and his own terror. "I'm not going."

      "Nothing you can do."

      But there was. He fought the angel. He fought the pain. And, when it came to it, he fought the drug that had been injected into his IV for ten hours, more than anyone but a bull sergeant who had survived Tarawa and North Market could have withstood.
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      The angel of death walked back out of Butch Cleveland's room as the sun topped the low hills outside. Butch Cleveland, the angel knew, would now be obliging and die. Nobody could withstand that much Digoxin. Not even Butch. And when Butch did die, nobody would notice, because Butch was old and senile and sick.

      The angel carefully recapped the used syringe and pushed the evidence into a bright-red contaminated supply box. Then, ever on the alert for the whisper of nursing shoes along the quiet hallway, the angel slipped back into the doorway of Butch's room to make certain of the results.

      The angel believed in work well done, and Butch's death would be that. Just like the others. Just like the ones to come. After all this time, the angel knew how to do the job.

      Ah, there it was. A gurgle. A gasp. A heartbeat of silence in the sterile, white-walled room. Smiling with quiet anticipation, the angel stepped from the shadows in order to see Butch Cleveland's eyes flutter to emptiness.

      Butch Cleveland's eyes were wide open. His face was brick-red, his arms shaking against the restraints. The acrid stench of loosened bowels already permeated the air. Butch caught sight of the angel, haloed by the rising sun, and spat all the way across the room in a final act of defiance.

      "Semper fi, you cocksucker!"

      But no one in this place noticed an old man's scream. Butch Cleveland thrashed and choked in a dying seizure that lasted ten full minutes, and no one came. Only the angel, who watched with avid attention until the old man twitched into final, wide-eyed silence. Then, sighing with perfect satisfaction, the angel walked out to deal with the rest of the day.
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      If a person's ex-husband had to come into the ER where she worked, she'd probably want him to come in looking just like Billy Mayfield: pea green, sweating like a pig, and puking up sock lint.

      Billy was even considerate enough to show up about eleven on a Sunday morning in October. That way, not only could his ex-wife enjoy his near-operatic distress, so could her coworkers.

      The ER at Memorial Medical Center wasn't usually busy, because Puckett, Missouri, wasn't usually a busy place. Tucked along the southern bank of the Missouri River about ninety miles west of the Gateway Arch in St. Louis, the town consisted mostly of a bedroom community that balanced its economy on farming, river traffic, and the encroaching St. Louis suburbs.

      Memorial Medical Center especially wasn't a busy place on Sunday morning, when the greater percentage of the town was still in church. Therefore the only problems occupying the staff of the emergency department were a brace of abdominal pains and a mother who needed her ten-year-old cured of his flu by the big hockey game the next day.

      There was one dead body in room five, but he didn't demand much attention. He certainly didn't press the Call button or complain about the wait. A perfect guest with all the time in the world, which was a good thing, because his nurse had been waiting at least two hours for the coroner to call back so she could stamp Mr. Cleveland's morgue pass.

      That was the bad news. The good news was that Butch Cleveland was Timmie Leary-Parker's only patient, which meant she could waste a little time on a phone call to her daughter.

      "You ready for Mass, Meghan?" she asked, cleaning her stethoscope with an alcohol wipe as she talked. She was perched on a charting desk with her feet on a chair, the crumbs from her breakfast bagel still caught in her lab coat pockets.

      "I already went, Mom," the six-year-old informed her in arch tones. "Grandda and I have been singing."

      Timmie stopped rubbing. She heard the whoop of a siren in the ambulance entrance, but chose to ignore it. "Singing what?"

      "'Spar-Strangled Banner.'"

      "'Star-Spangled Banner,'" Timmie corrected in relief, knowing just what other tunes her father could have been sharing. "You watching baseball?"

      "The Astros. Renfield doesn't like the Astros. He wants the Dodgers. We haven't seen the Dodgers since we left home."

      Timmie smiled. "Renfield's a lizard, hon. Lizards don't get to vote."

      "He is not a lizard. He's a Jackson's chameleon. And he lives here, too, now."

      "Well, find a show on flies and grasshoppers, and we'll tape it for him, okay? California grasshoppers."

      Timmie was rewarded by a bright giggle and another "Mo-o-om," which, for a six-year-old girl, said everything.

      "Hee-e-e-elp me-e-e-e-e!"

      Timmie looked up. The ambulance had evidently arrived, carrying what sounded for all the world like that little girl in The Exorcist. Definitely new business. Somebody else's, Timmie fervently hoped. Whoever it was was making retching noises, which Timmie hated more than anything but drunks and lawyers.

      "Whoa, what's that'" Dr. Barbara Adkins demanded as she sauntered over with her lunch, Mountain Dew in hand.

      Timmie considered the hoarse wails that echoed off the tiled walls like reverb at a rock concert. "Hangover," she said.

      "What hangover?" Meghan demanded in Timmie's ear.

      "Nah," Barb said, dropping into one of the other chairs and draining half the can in one gulp. "Childbirth."

      "Hog caller with a kidney stone," Timmie countered.

      "Mo-o-om," Meghan intoned with marginal patience. "You were talking to me?"

      Timmie focused on her daughter. "Yes, I was, baby. In fact, I was just about to ask you if you had your room cleaned, so you can go to the horse show with me this afternoon."

      "After I write Daddy, for when he finds us."

      "We're not lost, honey," Timmie reminded her. She didn't add that it was Meghan's dad who was lost, or that given enough time he'd remember to look for them. Probably any minute now, considering how badly Timmie's week was already going.

      "He-e-e-e-e-el-p..."

      "If I'm any judge of tonal qualities," Barb observed laconically as she lobbed her empty can toward the trash, "he's in room three. Wonder who's gonna get him?"

      "New patient, room three," the intercom promptly announced. "Timmie Leary-Parker, room three."

      The can hit the bucket with a clang for a three-pointer and Timmie sighed. "Of course."

      Two years ago, Timmie had been married to an up-and-coming Los Angeles lawyer, mother of a beautiful preschooler, and employed as forensic and trauma nurse at the busiest gun-and-knife club in the country. Now she was divorced from a cocaine addict, her daughter was best friends with a reptile, and her career was reduced to puke patrol in a stop-and-go ER outside St. Louis. Was life wonderful or what?

      "Okay," she capitulated. "Will somebody put out yet another call to the coroner about Mr. Cleveland? I know he's dead, but that doesn't mean he should have to put up with all that noise. In the meantime, as soon as I get off the phone with Meghan, I guess I'll be in doing the spew samba."
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      "The flu?" Timmie demanded of the EMTs ten minutes later as she hugged the far wall of room three in an effort to escape the pungent aromas emanating from the unwashed, unshaven, middle-aged man who moaned and twisted on her cart. "That's all this is?"

      "No..." her patient managed between belly-rumbling groans. "I'm dyin' here... can't even... feel my fingers and toes..."

      As much air as he was sucking in to replace his lost stomach contents, Timmie wasn't in the least surprised. "How long have you been sick?" she yelled loudly enough to be heard.

      Behind her, the door opened and a tech leaned in. "Didn't you hear your page?" he demanded of her. "Phone."

      Timmie was busy tossing the EMTs a fresh barf bucket and trying to climb into some kind of protective gown. "I'll call back," she said without turning around.

      "It's your baby-sitter," he insisted. "Says it's urgent."

      Timmie yanked on gloves. "Geez, I just talked to Meghan. She couldn't have had her problem then? Ask if it involves blood, smoke, or a badge. If not, it'll wait."

      The door shushed closed just as her patient swung back into his favorite refrain of "Help me..."

      "You're new," the EMT said to her. "Aren't you?"

      Timmie smiled and forbore telling him that she wasn't new at all. Just back. Like the proverbial bad penny. Or Freddy Krueger. "Just moved from California. Want to tell me about my patient?"

      "California?"

      The EMT actually looked a little disappointed. Probably expected something more exotic from a California transplant with a guy's name. Timmie had short-cropped dark-brown hair, Irish skin, and blue eyes. Short, unpolished nails, standard-issue maroon scrubs and lab coat, and unimaginative white running shoes. Timmie thought of flashing the guy her tattoo to make him feel better, but decided this wasn't the time or the place. Nor was he the man she wanted to drop her pants for.

      "And you came here?" he asked, incredulous.

      Timmie grinned. "And I came here. To hear all about my patient."

      The EMT snapped to attention. "Claims he's been sick about a week," he offered, clamping the patient's sweaty hands around the basin and beating a hasty retreat to the sink. "Definite double bucket, from the looks of his trailer."

      "Timmie Leary-Parker, coroner, line two," the secretary droned over the paging system. "Timmie Leary-Parker."

      Yanking her stethoscope from around her neck, Timmie headed for ground zero. "Of course he calls me now," she said to no one in particular. "Well, he can just wait a minute."

      "Leary?" her patient demanded on a moan, his watery red eyes rolling Timmie's way. "You? Any relation to Joe?"

      Timmie should have been more surprised. "Yep."

      He flashed a sudden smile. "How is he?"

      "Fine. Just fine."

      Her patient nodded, lowered his head back into the bucket. "Good. He's somethin', Joe is..." He paused for another spectacular eruption, which didn't do Timmie's stomach any good. She wrapped the blood pressure cuff around his arm anyway.

      "What's your name?" she asked.

      "Is Ellen here?" the patient whined instead, his voice echoing inside the bucket. "She workin'?"

      "Ellen?" Timmie asked.

      "His name's Mayfield," the EMT said. "Billy Mayfield."

      "Ellen Mayfield," Billy whined some more. "She works here. She's my wife."

      "Was his wife," came the delighted announcement from the once-again-open doorway. "Hey there, Billy. Thought that was you in here singin' the porcelain psalm. How's it hangin'?"

      Timmie turned again to find not Billy's ex, Ellen, but Barb Adkins, dessert soda in hand, grin on her wide, homely face.

      Not standing, actually. Slouching, eyes half closed, head to the side. Barb was deceptively lazy-looking, slumping down so that her massive size seemed less a threat, her equally impressive brain less intimidating. Barb was an inch over six feet and a couple of pounds shy of two-fifty, all solid. She'd worked her way through med school as a bouncer up at the clubs on Laclede's Landing in St. Louis, and kept the ER's noisier patients in line just by standing over them.

      "It's not hangin'," another voice offered behind her. "More like flyin'."

      "Launching."

      "Hurling."

      Timmie had been mistaken. It wasn't just Barb leaning in the doorway, but damn near the entire membership of the SSS. The Suckered Sister Sorority, as they called themselves at moments of diminished self-respect. Divorce detritus. Left-behinds who shared stories and beer on Friday and intricate revenge plots any other time. Eight members, all told, including one male who demanded equal time and a lab tech who was still trying to make that all-important choice between divorce and murder.

      And the gang was almost all here to share Ellen Mayfield's finest moment since the judge had awarded her full custody of the kids and the house. All, that is, except Ellen.

      "Nice to see you guys," Timmie greeted them, her attention caught by Billy's blood pressure, which was low for all the energy he was expending. "You want to come in here and do this?"

      Several heads shook emphatically. "Uh-uh."

      "We're just the Greek chorus," Barb assured her.

      "State's witnesses," somebody else agreed. "For the appropriate documentation of punishment."

      "Get the fuck outta here!" Billy growled, his sagging cheeks gray and twitching beneath small, close-set eyes.

      "Barb can't get out of here," Timmie said with a cherubic smile. "She's the doctor who's going to treat you."

      "Oh, shit." Billy moaned.

      Barb stepped on in, still beaming brightly. "Something you seem to be uncomfortably familiar with today, huh, Billy?"

      "Timmie, Mr. Van Adder on line two," the paging system droned overhead. "Mr. Van Adder, the coroner, who says he's not going to wait a minute longer?"

      All heads raised. Timmie gave in and peeled off a glove. "Somebody at least get lab for Billy so I can clear Mr. Cleveland, okay? And make sure you get liver enzymes. Maybe it's the ambience in here, but he looks a weensy bit yellow to me."

      "Yellow's the perfect color for him, ya ask me," Barb offered equably.

      Billy shut his eyes like a man before a firing squad. Timmie tossed her gloves and squeezed past the crowd in the doorway.

      The work lane was a lot quieter and smelled better. A couple of supply techs were restocking carts along one arc of the circle that made up the ER's work area, and the pediatrician stood chatting on the phone by the X-ray view box. No disasters, no showdowns, no scrambling police or screaming families. Timmie wasn't sure how long she was going to be able to stand all this peace-and-quiet shit before she lost her mind.

      "What's so funny?" the secretary asked on his way by.

      "Life," she said. "Don't you think life is funny?"

      "Not really. But then, give me a ticket to the Mayfield-Mayfield rematch in room three, and I may change my mind."

      Timmie grinned as she plopped herself down at the desk and scanned the chart of Butch Cleveland, whom she'd helped pronounce dead no more than three hours ago. The family had already been notified, the funeral home attendants were drinking nurse's lounge coffee, and Timmie had had the old man wrapped and tagged for at least two hours. The only thing missing was the okay from the coroner to release the body to the Price Health Systems research lab, to which it had been donated. Timmie pulled a pen from behind her ear and punched the blinking button to line one.

      "Hey, there, Mr. Van Adder," she greeted the coroner. "This is Timmie Leary-Parker, coming to you live from Memorial."

      Which is more than we can say for that little old man, would have been the answer from the guys back in L.A. Mr. Van Adder had much more style.

      "Timmie?" he barked. "What the hell kind of name is that?"

      Oh good, Timmie thought. And here she'd been worried that she might not have any confrontation left in her life now that she was divorced and home from the street wars.

      "It's a silly-ass kind of name, Mr. Van Adder," she assured him, absently clicking away at her pen. "But I'm stuck with it. So why don't we just talk about Mr. Cleveland, who's been lying in my room for the better part of the morning? It's not that I don't enjoy his company, but I think he wants to get on with things."

      "I have other priorities," Van Adder snapped.

      Like rotating tires and draining oil pans. The Puckett County coroner was also the owner of Mike's Mobil, not to mention the Van Adder Private Ambulance and Towing Service.

      "Wait," he said suddenly. "Leary, you said your name was."

      "Leary-Parker," she amended, as if it would do any good.

      He ignored her, just as she knew he would. "You wouldn't be Joe Leary's girl, would you?"

      "Yes, sir."

      "No kiddin'. Well, why didn't you say so in the first place? How the hell is he?"

      "He's fine. Just fine."

      "Good." Van Adder chuckled with real pleasure. "He's somethin', your daddy, ya know that? Made me like poetry, for God's sake. Named you for some sports guy, didn't he?"

      "Yes, sir."

      Another laugh, hearty and knowing. "That's right. Who else but Joe? Now, he from Restcrest?"

      It took a second for Timmie to jump gears back to little Mr. Cleveland, who waited so quietly in room five.

      "Restcrest. Yes, sir."

      Restcrest being the unimaginatively named Alzheimer's care unit that shared a parking lot and administrative staff with Memorial Medical Center.

      "Let him go, then."

      Timmie found herself momentarily speechless. "Don't you want to know anything about him?" she asked.

      Van Adder huffed impatiently. "What exactly should I know? He's old, he's batty as a brick, and he's dead. Lucky for his family, don't you think?"

      Timmie did think, but that had nothing to do with it. "Are all the coroner's calls this easy?"

      "Why not? I don't get paid more for the complicated ones."

      Timmie's astonished laugh sounded more like a bark. "You've got to be kidding."

      Van Adder graced her with a moment of cold silence. "You got a problem, Miss Leary?"

      Oh yeah, she had a problem. No more than one county away in almost any direction, calls like this were being handled by excellent death investigation systems that ranked right up there with and far above the one she'd grown used to in Los Angeles. And here she was stuck with Goober from Mayberry.

      Taking a calming second to rub the bridge of her nose, Timmie briefly considered letting Mr. Van Adder know that as a forensic nurse she knew better than to accept a half-assed response from any coroner. She ditched the idea just about as fast. She knew all about Mr. Van Adder. She'd been apprised about just what kinds of odds she'd be facing when she was hired on at Memorial to help modernize its ER. She just hadn't thought she'd have such a hard time keeping her mouth shut about it.

      "It's your ballpark," she finally acquiesced ungracefully.

      "Something you might want to remember," Van Adder snapped. "You could have let them take the body an hour ago. Old Man Cleveland's been sick a hundred years, he's been dead a couple hours, and he's going right to that big lab in St. Louis to have his brain chopped. It's part of the Restcrest admission requirements, or didn't they tell you that?"

      "They told me."

      "Then is that all?"

      Timmie looked at all the information she'd garnered as a matter of long-respected practice and bit her tongue. "Guess so."

      "Good. You give my best to your daddy, now."

      Timmie hung up the phone, wondering just what was going to happen when she had to call the coroner with a death he should investigate. Then, because she had no choice, she signed off on Mr. Cleveland's file and let him go.

      "Okay," she said, closing the chart. "He's ready."

      "Dr. Raymond been here yet?" the secretary asked.

      Timmie sighed. "Oh yeah, I forgot. Call him, will you?"

      She'd forgotten on purpose. She wasn't ready to see Alex Raymond yet. Alex Raymond had risen from town gentry to COO of the Neurological Research Group, which administered Restcrest. Alex was also the hero of some fifteen-year-old adolescent fantasies not quite ready to be put to rest and the answer to a need not yet ready to be acknowledged.

      "The Holy Man has been beeped," the secretary announced.

      Timmie's head came up. "You don't like him?"

      The secretary snorted. "Just a little too perfect for me, you know? What other nursing home administrator makes you wait to ship bodies until he can say good-bye? Say good-bye to what, protoplasm? Please. He'd have a more meaningful discussion with his name tag."

      Timmie found that she was grinning again. Yep, sounded like the Alex Raymond she remembered. "Well, let me know. Other than him, Mr. Cleveland's ready to roll."

      "Don't listen to him," Timmie heard from behind her. "Dr. Raymond really does care about his little old people."

      Timmie turned to find Ellen Mayfield perching herself on the desk, alongside Mr. Cleveland's chart. Alone, Timmie noted with a little surprise. Lately, she'd been traveling mostly in a pair with another SSS devotee, Cindy Dunn. Timmie made herself a bet on how long it would take for Cindy to show up.

      "So I've heard," Timmie allowed. "Why aren't you in room three enjoying the wages of sin?"

      Ellen's smile was too nice, especially on a face still muddy with the leftover bruises from Billy's latest attempt to win back his place in the bosom of his family. "I figured I'd let Barb soften him up a little first. He's really sick?"

      "Like a dog. He either got bad beer or good gin."

      Ellen nodded with a fleeting smile. "I guess it would be ugly to say I hope his liver's finally giving out."

      Heck, her voice was even too nice. Sucked out all that perfectly good self-righteous indignation that made a statement like that so worthwhile. But then, Ellen never seemed to have the energy for indignation. A wide-faced, gently plump forty-year-old with tired eyes, olive skin, and flat black hair, she smiled as if it were an effort and meant every kind word she said.

      "I don't think it's ugly at all," Timmie assured her. "In fact, I was just having the same fantasies about the coroner."

      Ellen just smiled. "Tucker Van Adder? Oh, don't mind him. You just keep forgetting this isn't Los Angeles."

      Which meant that if Ellen wasn't going to dis her husband, she certainly wasn't going to dis the coroner. And that if Ellen had been less thoughtful, she would have suggested Timmie respect the status quo more than she obviously had since arriving.

      "Ellen, there you are," Barb called from across the hall.

      Timmie leaned around to see the physician shambling their way, weighted down with clipboards and trailing EKG tracings like a comet's tail. Dancing attendance, finally, was Cindy Dunn, whose smile was even more avid than Barb's.

      "This, Ellen Mayfield," she crowed, "is the day you've dreamed of."

      The self-proclaimed SSS Auxiliary by dint of her widowhood, which she likened to divorce without the alimony, Cindy was as pale as Ellen was dark, a bone-thin, sallow, dishwater blond with a taste for sequins and studs and hair that was moussed into a cockatoo's crest. Cindy wasn't a particularly good nurse, but she was slavishly devoted to her friends in the SSS, especially Ellen, who pardoned her small sins and enjoyed her bad jokes.

      "Okay," Barb announced, pulling away the pen Timmie was still clicking. "For Billy I prescribe IVs, high colonics, and a fire hose. I'll leave it up to you to decide where to put what."

      "Barb, stop," Ellen demurred. "He could really be sick."

      "After that," Barb continued with a mad gleam in her eye, "we'll admit him so we can really start to torture him."

      "Now, honey," Ellen objected. "You really mean all he needs is Compazine and fluids so he can stop vomiting, don't you?"

      Timmie winced.

      Barb went on four-point alert. "You're in serious jeopardy of losing your SSS secret decoder ring," she warned.

      "Let me do it," Cindy offered, bouncing like Tigger. "As long as I can put on gloves before inserting the hose."

      "No thanks, hon," Ellen said, a hand up. "I have trouble enough with him without you-all helpin' me out."

      "Wuss," Barb accused easily.

      "Traitor," Cindy echoed.

      "Just make sure you wait to give him the Compazine until after he's signed his child support payment," Timmie advised, and finally got Ellen to really smile.

      Watching Ellen head down the hall, the three women shook their heads. Timmie grabbed her pen back and updated her notes.

      "She really is too nice for her own good," Barb despaired.

      "No kidding," Cindy retorted with a sad shake of her head. "I ask you. Compassion and empathy. What kind of reaction is that to the best news of the month?"

      Barb patted Cindy's Wal-Mart-ringed hand. "I promise to be much more appreciative when you tell me my ex is down there hawking up his liver, okay?"

      Cindy's smile was conspiratorial. "I'll see what I can do."

      They all laughed.

      "Now that's what I like to hear," a soft baritone announced from the doorway.

      Timmie wasn't sure whether to hide or run. Her wait was over. Alex Raymond was here. And looking like every one of her very old daydreams, too. He strode down the hall in hunting jacket, jodhpurs, and boots, tailored to perfection, disheveled enough to be real. Golden hair, golden eyes, golden boy. Six feet of perfectly honed male who hadn't changed all that much from his twelfth birthday, when his parents had given him his first thoroughbred jumper.

      "Hi, Dr. Raymond," Cindy cooed, coming right to attention like a cheerleader at halftime. "Thanks for coming."

      To be taken any way he wanted it. He took it without offense, his answering smile sweet and genuine. Also nothing new. Watching him effortlessly skirt Cindy's come-on, Timmie felt twenty-year-old hero worship fight to rear its ugly head and quashed it with a vengeance. Leave it to Alex to end up even more beautiful than she'd remembered. And just as nice.

      "Well, I was on the way in when I got the page. You're all coming out to the benefit horse show after work, aren't you?"

      Cindy damn near did the dance of joy. "You bet we are."

      Alex had noticed Timmie, and she could see him trying to dredge up a name. "It's for a good cause," he said, as if to her.

      "Yeah," Barb agreed. "Our jobs. If you and Restcrest look good, the rest of the hospital looks good. And if we look good, we have a better chance of staying gainfully employed."

      Alex's smile brightened appreciably. "I can't do what I do without you. That's what I want the patrons to see. The uninterrupted care we provide for our Alzheimer's patients."

      "Bring a couple of them along," Timmie suggested dryly. "Cute ones, with bows in their hair."

      She guessed she'd expected a fight. She got another smile and felt like a heel. "Oh, they'll be there on the fringes, where nobody can hurt them," he said. "But people with the kind of money we need don't want to be confused by reality. So we'll give them you guys instead..."

      Suddenly, he snapped his fingers, confusion disappearing. "Timmie Leary, my God! I almost didn't recognize you. How long you been back?"

      She didn't bother to correct him. "About five weeks."

      "How's your dad?"

      "Fine. Just fine."

      "Wonderful! Then you'll come? And bring Joe." His ever-smiling eyes glinted with wry amusement. "Can't hurt the Neurological Research Group to be associated with Joe Leary."

      Timmie almost answered. Almost gave herself away in front of everyone. Thankfully, Cindy saved her.

      "She'll be there," Cindy said for her, inching a little closer to Alex. "So will I. I'll be happy to help at the scoring table again this year. It's the closest I get to showing anymore."

      For the first time, Alex Raymond didn't look perfectly at ease. "Oh, I'm not sure this year, Cindy. They've brought a professional group along for that. Check with them, okay?"

      Cindy's glow died. "Sure. I just thought I could help."

      "You will, just by being there... well," he said, raking a hand through his perfect hair. "I do need to get back Is Mr. Cleveland here?"

      Timmie picked up the chart, prepared to discuss Van Adder.

      "Uh, excuse me... please..."

      Heads turned. Alex froze, his mouth open. Timmie took one look at the middle-aged man weaving on his feet at the door from triage and dropped Mr. Cleveland's chart. The man was waxen and sweaty and wide-eyed, his hand to his chest.

      "Oh, Jesus," Timmie murmured, already on the run.

      "Pulmonary embolism?" Barb asked, hot on Timmie's heels.

      "Gunshot," Timmie corrected just as the man began to fold. Her adrenaline kicked in like afterburners, and Timmie covered the last five feet almost in a leap to catch him as he went down. Folding him right over her shoulder in a fireman's lift, she headed for an empty room. She'd finally caught sight of the blood, right there beneath the man's splayed fingers.

      "Somebody get a chest tray!" she yelled instinctively.

      "Chest tray, hell!" Barb retorted. "Call the helicopter!"

      "Repeat after me," Timmie conceded, staggering into the sole trauma room and dropping the man on the cart. "You are not in L.A. anymore. You are not in L.A."

      "Mr. Cleveland!" Alex called from the doorway. "Anything I need to know?"

      "No!" Timmie answered, her fingers palpating a carotid pulse, her eyes focused on the ragged little hole in the middle of the white T-shirt. "Already been released. No questions, although the coroner might have been more interested, if you ask me."

      "Thanks!" he called and headed out, knowing better than to interfere where he wasn't qualified.

      "I'm... sorry," the patient was apologizing, mouth round and quivering like a fish caught out of water, eyes wider, lips already ashen. Timmie yanked over the crash cart and dialed up the oxygen. The tech broke out the space suits and tossed around goggles while another nurse scrabbled for IV catheters and Cindy dithered by the door, screaming for lab and X ray.

      "Get him in shock trousers!" Barb yelled. "Sir, can you tell me who shot you?"

      "My son. He... he was so... angry..."

      Timmie's stomach hit her knees. She saw the gunpowder soot at the edge of that hole, the scrapes on the man's fingers, and she yanked out her scissors. She instinctively catalogued the pallor, the panting, grunting breaths the man was taking, the sheen of sweat on his skin.

      "It's gonna be okay," Timmie assured the man in her patented small-kids-and-terrified-animals tone.

      As quickly as she could, she half-rolled him to find that there was no exit wound. Low-velocity bullet, which meant it could have visited any number of organs before giving up. No gaping hole, though. No completely vaporized organs. Bad news and good. He was crashing fast, but not so fast they couldn't get him as far as a level one trauma center, which Memorial definitely wasn't.

      "He has breath sounds," Barb said, her voice a little panicky. "I never would have guessed gunshot. How'd you know?"

      "I never would have guessed pulmonary embolism," Timmie said with a manic grin as she cut his shirt up the side, as for away as she could from the evidence. "Never saw that many. Paul, find a couple of lunch bags, okay? Nobody touch his clothes but me."

      "Lunch bags?" the tech demanded, hands full of catheter trays and IV bags. "I don't think he's hyperventilating here."

      "To cover his hands. For evidence. This is Prosecutionville. Start the IVs higher in his arms, and Barb, for God's sake, don't put any tubes through that hole."

      Cindy made trumpet noises as she fumbled with the trauma flow sheets she was attempting to fill out. "Timmie Leary, forensic nurse to the rescue!"

      "Consider this on-the-job training, kids," Timmie offered as she worked. "The police will be grateful."

      "He needs to be CAT-scanned," Barb said.

      "I don't think we have time," Timmie assured her. "See if there's a hole we can plug with a finger till we get him to a real hospital. You find it, I'll do the ride along." Then she took a breath and made a wild stab. "Check his descending aorta."

      Barb stopped dead, shot a look at the man's face, his eyes that couldn't quite focus anymore. "You serious?"

      "You're a surgeon," Timmie retorted, hooking an IV line to the number-fourteen catheter she'd inserted just south of the man's elbow. "You're supposed to live for shit like that."

      Barb took another look at the pallor, the panting breaths, the blood pressure machine that was reading an unsteady seventy diastolic pressure and closed her eyes. Then she asked for a blade and an ETA for the helicopter.

      "Jesus!" she whispered five minutes later, wrist-deep in the man's torso, blood spattering her shoes. "You're right."

      "Transport's landing," the secretary called from the door. "The Big House is notified and standing by, chest doc on line three to talk to you, Barb. Timmie, will you please call your baby-sitter back? She yelled at me this time."

      With Barb's finger in the hole, the patient's pressure started to click up. The flow of blood from the chest eased, and the crew slowed its pace from frantic to steady.

      "You sure you want to go?" Barb asked. "It's a long ride."

      "I'd love to," Timmie said. "Anything rather than deal with a baby-sitter who can't manage one active six-year-old and her pet."

      "It's not about your daughter," the secretary said. "Didn't I tell you? It's about your father."

      Timmie pushed her goggles into place and reached alongside Barb's wrist. "That settles it. Send me in, Coach."

      Timmie heard the doors open outside and feet stutter down the hall. God, she loved this. It was what kept her at L.A. County-USC, longer than she should have stayed. It was what had sent her beating leather to every trauma center in the St. Louis bistate area. It was what had finally put her here at Memorial's tiny dog-and-pony show instead of a more sedate floor job. Most days she couldn't manage a child, an ex-husband, and a lizard. She certainly couldn't manage a father. But she could manage this. And sometimes that was enough.

      The transport team swept into the room in their blue jumpsuits and attitudes, and Timmie did her best not to laugh out loud with delight.
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      Timmie didn't make it back to Memorial until almost three, when she hopped a ride with one of the investigating officers from Puckett, who was returning to arrest a twelve-year-old named Clifford Ellis for shooting his father.

      Timmie felt sated and content. Real action in an unlikely place with a not-bad outcome. She'd been able to get Mr. Ellis to surgery. She'd surprised the cops with her gift of viable evidence. She was a hero. She was Traumawoman, who could see through chest walls and diagnose faster than a speeding bullet. Florence Nightingale with clusters. Even though she still had to unscramble the mess her baby-sitter had dropped in her lap, she'd done a good day's work, and she felt like celebrating.

      Which was why it took her so long to realize just what was wrong when she walked into the ER.

      "Why are you still here?" she asked the silent little group clumped together on the secondhand brown plaid chairs in the nurse's lounge when they should have been scrambling to get out the door to see horses over at the county park.

      It was Barb who looked up, her face oddly blank. "He's dead," she said.

      Timmie's stomach dropped. "He can't be," she protested. "They swore he was doing okay. I mean, it didn't take much over an hour to get back out here."

      But Barb was shaking her head. "Not Mr. Ellis," she said. "Billy."

      Timmie forgot to breathe. "Billy who?" she asked inanely.

      Ellen lifted her discolored plump little face that was now tear-streaked. "My Billy. An hour ago. He just... crashed. From the flu. The goddamn flu."

      Timmie ended up on a straight chair. What had the supernurse missed? What had Florence ignored in her prejudice against that overweight, unpleasant man?

      "Well," she said before thinking, "at least Van Adder can't sign this one off without asking questions."

      "He already did," Barb said.

      "What?"

      But it was Ellen who answered. "Van Adder said that since Billy had a history of high blood pressure and alcoholism, what could we expect? The mortuary picked him up half an hour ago."

      Timmie opened her mouth to say something and realized she couldn't think of a thing to say. She could understand a hospital like Memorial dropping the ball like this. But she couldn't abide the idea that Tucker Van Adder had. He wasn't just sloppy or lazy, he was criminally incompetent.

      "Then we'd better do something about it," Timmie decided. "There's something going on here that isn't right."

      Timmie might have felt better about her call to action if she hadn't caught sight of Ellen's reaction. Billy Mayfield's ex-wife didn't look as if she agreed. In fact, she looked appalled. Which made Timmie wonder what the hell else she'd missed.
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      Daniel Murphy stood at the edge of the crowd that spilled across Sweeney Park and wondered what the hell he was doing here. He knew he'd asked for just this kind of assignment, but Jesus. Show jumping. Just what a reporter who'd covered everything from Vietnam to Oklahoma City needed on his resume. Just what he wanted to do on a spanking clean October afternoon when crime ran rampant in the cities and scandal waited to be exposed.

      Probably the crux of the problem. It was just what he wanted to do.

      Nothing.

      No struggle for the masses, no deciphering the deeper truths for the great unwashed. No harried deadlines or living out of a duffel bag or coming to grips with the fact that most people didn't want or deserve the truth anyway.

      The problem was, of course, that the minute his new editor had recognized his name, she had decided that with him as their brand-new reporter, the revamped Puckett Independent would, like, seek truth and justice in the far suburbs of St. Louis. Murphy kept telling her that it was the duty of junior woodchucks fresh out of journalism school to seek truth and justice. He just wanted a paycheck to fund his well-deserved wallow in oblivion. Sherilee Carter listened with predictable skepticism.

      Which was why Sherilee had sent him to the Neurological Research Center Charity Horse Show. She didn't want him to just collect names of attendees for the features page. She wanted him to meet the new Memorial CEO, who would be attending to cheer on his shiny new medical stars. His name was Paul Landry, and Sherilee didn't trust him. It was up to Murphy to find out why.

      The site was nice anyway. A wide, protected meadow spread across the bluffs above the Missouri River, out at the western edge of Puckett. Sweeping, manicured lawns, mature trees, and impressive vistas of the huge river that swept by below.

      Today the lawns had been transformed into an outdoor ring bristling with flags and edged by rows of imported cars. A huge yellow-and-white-striped tent along one side kept the sun off linen-covered tables and a well-stocked bar, and back by the trees pampered horses were being led in tight circles by pampered humans. Even more overindulged patricians gathered by tent and rail to watch a new horse and rider enter the ring.

      As for Paul Landry, he was right where Murphy expected him to be. Comfortably situated by the thousand-dollar tables, smile firmly in place, hand out to the rich and comfortable, who had become fair donation game when they'd decided to develop Puckett as the newest white-flight alternative to St. Louis.

      Murphy already knew what was wrong with the new CEO. He'd caught it the minute Landry had compared the running of a small community hospital with an evac unit in Chu Lai.

      "Good grief, no," Landry had said in his professionally cultured tenor. "I didn't work there. I was treated there. What they did really made an impression on this underage marine back in seventy-two. It made me want to do the same with my life. Give a little back, you know?"

      Landry was small, tight, precise, and professional, with meticulously trimmed hair and a tailor-perfect Hart Schaffner & Marx suit. He was also black. And not light black. Deep, shiny, almost blue-black, standing out in the sleekly white crowd like a raisin in a bowl of milk.

      Murphy didn't think that was what had inspired Sherilee's mistrust, though. It was the fact that Landry was a hired gun in a small town. Landry had also just fired Sherilee's best friend's father from the hospital board of directors.

      "Great people here," Landry continued, sipping at something amber over rocks. "But we still have a lot of work to do before the hospital can effectively compete in this market."

      Already trying to decide what he'd end up bartering from his editor for the information, Murphy turned his attention to the much more agreeable task of watching women ride horses.

      "Have you met our Dr. Raymond yet, Mr. Murphy?" an aggressively cultured voice asked beside him.

      Murphy didn't turn from where he was contemplating the smooth, sleek haunches of the jumper... the one on top. Murphy took a swig of tap water and lusted for Jack Black and sighed. Nice form. He'd give her an eight on the Murphy Scale.

      "No, I haven't," he admitted to the overefficient hospital vice president and public relations maven who had her hand poised just above his jacket sleeve.

      "Well, we're in luck," Mary Jane Arlington chirped, now tapping with nothing but the tips of her perfectly manicured nails, her blond pageboy stirring not a hair in the afternoon breeze. "He's right here by the bar. Wouldn't you like a quote?"

      No, Murphy wanted to say. I want to stand behind the fence and fantasize about sleek, athletic women with tight little asses and powerful thighs. But the lithe brunette on the big gray trotted out of the ring to be replaced by a guy who looked like he bathed in cologne and held his fork upside down. Murphy finished off his water as if it were a chaser and balanced the glass on top of the cigarette butt he'd already left in the flowers.

      "Sure. Let's go see Dr. Raymond."

      Mary Jane Arlington made it a point to ignore the flowerpot. She also didn't touch Murphy's elbow again as she led the way through the crowd. Probably afraid to come that close to tweed old enough to have grandfathered the pattern she was wearing. Not to mention the fact that Murphy's jeans weren't stone-washed or boot-cut. Just old, like his jacket. Like him.

      Dr. Raymond, it transpired, was standing by the fence alternately watching the latest horse and giving ear to a passing stream of well-wishers. A tall, slim man with great posture and the kind of hair that glowed in the sun, he was in standard jodhpurs and boots, black velvet helmet dangling from the hand that wasn't holding the champagne. Dr. Raymond had been the third person over the jumps, the first with a no-fault round.

      "Dr. Raymond," Mary Jane trilled, one hand skimming an inch from Murphy's jacket sleeve. "This is Dan Murphy. He's here to cover the horse show and very much wanted to meet you."

      The perfectly golden head turned, eyes crinkled with genial goodwill, long-fingered hand out for a shake.

      "Daniel Murphy," Mary Jane finished, "Dr. Alex Raymond, the administrator of Restcrest Place Retirement Center, and cofounder of the Neurological Research Group."

      Murphy took hold of the hand, surprised by the quick strength and calluses.

      "The Daniel Murphy?" the doctor was asking, eyes all wide.

      Murphy did his best to not walk away. "The only one I know."

      The doctor shook his haloed head. "No, really. This is a real treat for me. I've been reading your stuff since I was in grade school. You've been wounded in three wars and spit on by a First Lady."

      Murphy should have felt more gracious. It was just that he'd been vaguely hoping that Puckett was enough of a backwater that his name wouldn't mean anything. He also could have lived a long time without that coy little reference to grade school.

      "She didn't really spit," he said. "It was more an overzealous show of contempt. Besides, I couldn't blame her. Her husband was a nice guy."

      "He was a crook."

      Murphy shrugged. "What's your point?"

      The handsome doctor laughed. Murphy thought he should have at least waited until one of them had said something original.

      "But what are you doing here?" the doctor asked, making the day perfect.

      "Trying my damnedest to retire."

      The doctor laughed again. "Well, we're thrilled to have you here. You like horses?"

      "Nope. I like old ladies."

      A nod, a quick look to the far end of the tent, where the organizers had thought to exhibit some of the victims who benefited from all this largesse. Crumpled, confused, wheelchair-bound forms with bright bows in their sparse gray hair, they looked like the specters of what everyone could expect for their futures if they didn't contribute generously to Dr. Raymond's worthy cause.

      As for Dr. Raymond himself, he smiled. "Me, too." And damn if he didn't sound sincere. "My mother was diagnosed with Alzheimer's at fifty-two. She never even got the chance to recognize her grandchildren."

      Yeah, and Murphy's mother was in one of the wheelchairs. He knew the drill. "I've been hearing a lot about your work."

      "My partner actually does most of the real research. Peter Davies. He can tell you more about the effects of Alzheimer's on the brain than anybody in the U.S. If you'd like I can get you a tour through his lab up at Price University Hospital. He'd be here now, but he's preparing a paper on a discovery he's made about the progression of plaque development in midstage Alzheimer's." Getting a blank reaction, the doctor grinned. "Quite riveting stuff, actually."

      Murphy forced a smile. "I'm sure. What about you?"

      "I'm on the people end. Intervention, therapy, family support. I doubt you can appreciate what an opportunity we've been given by Price University. Within the next five years, we'll become the primary Alzheimer's research unit in the country."

      Considering the fact that Alzheimer's was going to be the top medical moneymaker of the twenty-first century, Murphy figured it wasn't such a stunning leap for the university to make.

      "Dr. Raymond trained at Harvard and Case Western," Ms. Arlington cut in, obviously unhappy with the lack of adulation. "And he came home to Puckett to practice. That says something."

      That said Dr. Raymond liked small ponds.

      "You make it sound like I took up the cloth, Mary Jane," the doctor protested. "I'm just taking advantage of a perfect opportunity."

      "Must work," Murphy said, patting his pockets for his cigarettes. "You have a waiting list and planning approval to double your size."

      "People want their loved ones to have the best care. And they want to stop a terrible disease."

      Perfect answer for sound bite or print. The doctor had been practicing in front of a mirror.

      "There's somebody else here I think you might like to meet," Raymond said, taking hold of the elbow Mary Jane had been so loath to touch. "Paul Landry, the new CEO of Memorial? He's been a heck of a help in redesigning and supporting Restcrest. You know we share a parking lot..."

      Raymond turned to get Landry's attention. Landry looked like he'd been waiting to give it. Both men, polar light and dark, neared like twin stars set to circle, and Murphy, one hand still in a pocket pulling out cigarettes, was forced to follow. A good thing, it turned out. If he hadn't turned just then, he would have been too late.

      It was no more than a twitch in the well-behaved crowd. An odd blur on its perfect features. Murphy saw the movement beyond Raymond, saw the glitter of something powerful in the eyes of a man as he moved. Bad, he thought as old instincts kicked in. This is bad. He was hurtling at Raymond even before he saw the first glint of the gun.

      "Get down!" he yelled.

      "Look out!" a woman echoed. "Gun!"

      Murphy pushed with both hands, hard enough to send Raymond reeling into Landry. The three of them slammed to the ground just as the pistol cracked overhead.

      Murphy managed to keep watching as he hit the ground. Raymond's boot dug into his ribs, and Landry was yelling in outrage. Murphy saw the gun swing up toward the sky, recognized it as a midsize automatic. He saw a puff of smoke as it snapped again. He couldn't hear it, because the announcer was praising a second perfect round, and people were clapping. People closer were turning, crying out, stumbling. One person got hold of the man, had hands on the wrists that tried to lower the gun again.

      The woman who had yelled. A small brunette, too small to control the guy, who should have been able to outreach her. Her feet barely touched the ground as she hung on to those thick wrists. She also had big eyes that flashed steel as she kneed the shooter right in the balls.

      She got the gun. The shooter broke free and ran. Scrambling to help, Murphy damn near got his hands on the guy, but Raymond tried to get up and tripped him. People surged forward, away. The small woman with the big eyes lifted the gun above her head, where it wouldn't hurt anyone, and looked around for help. By the time Murphy could get over to her, the shooter had disappeared.

      "Are you all right?" a dozen people asked.

      "What happened?"

      "Get that gun from her."

      One towering woman, who looked as if she'd taken a wrong turn from Gulliver's Travels, laughed. "What is it with you and guns?" she was demanding, lifting the gun from the brunette's hands.

      The brunette grinned as if she'd just skied a hard run. "I do always seem to be at the center of the party, don't I?"

      Then she just walked away.

      "You pushed me," Landry accused from beneath Murphy.

      Still only as far as his knees, Murphy looked down to see Landry sprawled on the grass, already trying to smooth perfect hair. Sherilee would never leave him alone, now. "You're welcome," he said anyway, and gave the CEO a hand up.
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      It all eventually sorted itself out. A couple of police showed up, took the gun, got descriptions. Murphy remembered a white male, about six feet, with sparse, light hair and middle-aged lines diminishing once-handsome features. Nice clothes, but nothing that stood out. Murphy remembered the man's rage and wondered just who the lucky recipient was supposed to have been.

      The brunette with the big eyes, who had eventually returned holding tightly to a miniaturized version of herself, remembered much the same, had responded to the same instincts as Murphy.

      Murphy wasn't surprised. She didn't remind him of any of the other locals. She was twitchy in a big-streets kind of way, like she was always hearing a warning shot whistle over her head. Hell, her nostrils were even wide, as if she smelled smoke and it turned her on. Murphy had spent too much energy drowning out, shooting up, and snorting away that very reaction to mistake it.

      "You did that kind of thing much in Los Angeles, did you?" Dr. Raymond asked her as he settled a glass of champagne in her hand. Fifteen feet away, a new horse was making the rounds, the audience just a little more restive as it watched, the sphere of violence neatly closed over with polite behavior, like restitching a rent in a good coat.

      "Nah," she said, not bothering to taste her drink as she wrapped her arms around the little girl. "That's what we had med students for."

      Bingo, Murphy thought, shaking his head as a second glass was offered to him. Los Angeles.

      Everybody laughed. Mary Jane Arlington, who probably wouldn't have laughed, had decamped with the police to make sure their continued presence didn't disturb the crowd. Paul Landry had gone with her, probably seeking unmussed clothes.

      The woman with the quick reflexes had evidently been at the show with her daughter and two friends, the laughing behemoth and one other woman, a forgettable Appalachian blonde who dressed like the child of Loretta Lynn and Michael Jackson and sucked down complimentary champagne like Gatorade.

      "I heard the shots," the Appalachian blond was saying for about the fourth time, her polished, multiringed fingers fluttering, her eyes wet and wide. "And I thought... I thought..."

      Several people patted her on the shoulder. She nodded as if accepting it as her right.

      "I just couldn't have gone through it again," she said, sotto voce.

      "Well, thanks to Daniel and Timmie here, everything turned out all right," Raymond assured them all.

      Murphy wondered if it had occurred to anybody but him that so far not one of them had said anything about why Timmie and Daniel had had to save them all from gunshots. It had occurred to Timmie, he thought. He could see it in the lift of one dark eyebrow as she watched the people around her sip their champagne.

      "Timmie?" Murphy asked.

      "Timothy, actually," she corrected him with a flat look that betrayed a certain amused challenge.

      Timothy was about five three, clad in short corduroy, long leather boots, and about four sets of earrings. Looking, even with sedate brunette hair, decidedly unlocal. Looking even less like a horse person.

      "Interesting name," Murphy offered. Especially on that aggressively feminine face.

      "Oh, I'm sorry," Dr. Raymond apologized. "I didn't even introduce you two. Dan Murphy, this is Timmie—"

      "No, no," the big woman behind her urged. "Let Timmie."

      Everybody grinned all around, already knowing the joke. Ms. Timothy didn't seem nearly as delighted.

      "He doesn't care—" she attempted to say.

      "Leary!" the woman jumped in, damn near six and a half feet of enthusiasm. "Her name's Timothy Leary!"

      "Timothy Leary-Parker," the victim amended, even as everybody else laughed.

      "You weren't—"

      "Good God, no. My father wouldn't have known Timothy Leary if he'd bitten him in the butt. I was named for a Cardinals catcher."

      Said with a certain perverse pride. It almost got the first smile of the day out of Murphy. "Timmie McCarver," he said with a nod. "Of course. And your daughter?"

      She smiled with real pleasure. "Escaped the same fate. This is Meghan," she announced with an affectionate buss to the top of the girl's head.

      The girl gave him a gap-toothed grin. "Hey."

      Murphy nodded. "Hey."

      That seemed to stretch Meghan's patience too far. "Mom," she asked, tilting her head way back. "Can I stand by the fence? Please?"

      Timmie gave her another quick hug and pushed her off, watching her all the way.

      "And this is Dr. Barbara Adkins," Raymond continued, indicating Timmie's large friend. Mousy hair, mousy skin, thick features, sumo grip. Murphy bet the drunks didn't bother her much. He shook hands and came away sore.

      "And Cindy Dunn," Raymond continued. Cindy Dunn was the escapee from the Western Trekkiwear store who had reacted so strongly to the shooting. She certainly brightened up with the introduction, her hair damn near quivering as she shook hands.

      "Say something nice about the hospital," Raymond asked the women. "Dan here is with the St. Louis Post-Dispatch."

      Ah, the price of anonymity. "The Independent," Murphy corrected, and survived the reassessment in the doctor's eyes.

      "Memorial has a great emergency department," Dr. Barbara Adkins offered, not noticing the pause. "Even better now that Timmie has returned from the wilderness bearing new medical miracles. You should have seen the guy we turfed up to the big house this morning with Timmie's fingers in his chest. It was like playing in the major leagues. And now she's taken on the coroner. I can't wait."

      "Problems?" Murphy asked out of habit.

      Timmie Leary gave a snort that sounded like a horse with a cold. "Nothing a new coroner won't fix. Last I heard, even assholes don't die from the flu. I'm on a mission to make sure it doesn't get by him again."

      "You sure that's wise?" Raymond asked her, brow creased perfectly. "Tucker isn't the kind of man who enjoys being questioned. And he usually does the job all right."

      "Wise has never been a behavioral directive of mine," she assured him, twirling her still-full champagne glass in a small hand. "On the other hand, I'm real fond of 'correct,' and there wasn't anything correct about releasing Billy Mayfield today."

      "Billy Mayfield?" Raymond asked. "Ellen's husband?"

      There ensued a brief discussion on fellow nurses, alcoholic husbands, and inexplicable deaths that Murphy mostly didn't care to follow.

      "One of the reasons I was hired was to question the status quo," Timmie finished it all by saying. "Well, I think this time questions aren't enough. I say, when in doubt, act."

      "That kind of attitude will get you fired," Cindy Dunn warned with more mirth than caution.

      Dr. Atkins looked far less amused. "That kind of attitude damn near got you shot."

      Timmie waved an unconcerned hand. "Don't be silly. I've had more guns waved at me than Clint Eastwood. No harm done."

      "But this isn't L.A.," Cindy retorted. "And you have more to worry about here, you know? Like your family?"

      Said with no tact and heavy meaning. For a little woman, Timmie Leary had quite a glare on her. She leveled one on the blonde and shut her right up. "Thank you, Cindy. We'll talk later."

      Cindy pouted. "It is why you came," was all she said.

      Standing there at the edge of the group, Murphy felt like a Peeping Tom. Kind of like old times, except he didn't enjoy it anymore. Especially the look on Timmie's face, which made him think she'd just been squeezed into opening up private doors in a public place.

      Must be the lack of alcohol. Or cocaine. Or tricyclics. As the man had said, what a lousy time to give up caffeine. Watching for uncomfortable reactions just wasn't fun anymore, especially when he had nothing left to use them on.

      Obviously just as uncomfortable with the taut silence, Raymond cleared his throat. "Come to think of it," he said, "Timmie could probably give you a great story, Dan. Her father is one of Puckett's great characters. Isn't he, Timmie?"

      Maybe Murphy was the only one who noticed that she tightened up even further. "He is."

      "I still find myself singing one of his songs when I'm working," Raymond continued blithely. "What a voice. Do you sing too, Timmie?"

      "No, I sure don't."

      Murphy watched the conversation switch gears like a Volkswagen with a bad clutch and wondered. But heck, he was still wondering who'd try and shoot up a horse show. It was a cinch nobody was interested in talking about it, and that usually meant there was a story here. If anybody had the energy to find one.

      "Your father's a musician?" Murphy asked instead.

      "No," Timmie said. "An Irishman."

      "'I will arise and go now,'" Barbara Adkins inexplicably intoned with a soft smile.

      '"And go to Innisfree,'" everybody but Timmie answered like a litany, and then smiled.

      "It's 'The Lake Isle of Innisfree,'" the big doctor explained. "From Yeats. Timmie's dad taught me."

      "It's his favorite poem," Raymond enthused with a huge smile. "Just ask him. He'll recite it at the drop of a hat."

      Barbara laughed. "Heck, he'd throw down the hat, just to get the chance."

      And everybody stood there sipping champagne and watching another horse canter around the ring and contemplating Irish poets. Except for Timmie Leary. She clutched her full glass like a weapon and frowned. And Murphy. Unaccountably, he found himself thinking about the fact that the most interesting statements this afternoon had remained unspoken.
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      Later that evening, after all the horses had been put back in their trailers and the beautiful people had climbed into their gleaming imports, Murphy sat in his living room that overlooked a weed-populated driveway and tried hard to drum up enthusiasm about what he was writing. He made it to "Saturday afternoon saw a gathering of..." before he faltered at the challenge of exactly what to call that crowd today. Sycophants? Leeches?

      He hadn't minded the medical crew. Funny how after they'd been pointed out, he'd been able to spot them in the crowd, like clover in the corn. A little more solid, a little less dressed, a lot less self-involved than anyone else. Certainly more real than their shiny star, who had ended up walking away with the trophy in one hand and a profit of eighty thousand in the other.

      Murphy thought about that. Thought about the expose Sherilee expected on Paul Landry, who wasn't really bad, just hungry. Thought about Alex Raymond, with his bright eyes and devoted following and indisputable good cause, and found himself itching with a faint flutter of old prejudices. A reporter's prejudices.

      It must have been all that perfect hair. Murphy didn't trust perfect hair. Or it could have been that middle-class-looking guy going postal on a perfect afternoon and nobody having the decency to at least ask why. When the phone rang, Murphy was sitting there wishing he could wash away his tedium with a couple of fingers of something neat and wondering what the hell he was supposed to get out of all this.

      "Mr. Murphy?" The voice was hushed, urgent.

      "Oh, no, you don't," Murphy automatically protested, recognizing with deadly certainty just what the tone of voice meant. "I'm not doing exposes anymore. I don't care what company is polluting what river or who the mayor's sleeping with. Call somebody who cares."

      "Then you don't want to know what's going on at Memorial?"

      "Memorial?" He looked at his computer screen, where his words about Memorial should already have been glowing, both literally and figuratively. "No, I'm sure I don't."

      He should have hung up. Curiosity was a hell of a lot tougher to cure than altruism, though. Not to mention the inexhaustible urge to knock down white knights, which had gotten him into this profession in the first place.

      "Nobody wants to know what they're doing. Nobody cares."

      He shook his head. Lit a cigarette one-handed. "Add me to the list."

      "You're not from here. You can tell the truth."

      "I don't want to tell the truth."

      "They're killing people, Mr. Murphy. Ask Timmie Leary. And hurry. She doesn't know it, but she's in danger, too."

      "What do you mean?" Murphy demanded.

      But his caller had already hung up.

      Son of a bitch. Son of a goddamn bitch. His palms were itching. He hated it when his palms itched. It meant he was about to do something stupid. And he couldn't think of anything that would be more stupid than figuring out what was behind that phone call, or what Timothy Leary-Parker had to do with it.

      He was still cursing five minutes later when he picked the phone back up and dialed.
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      "You really don't want to know why he did it?" Timmie asked. Leaning against the railing on Timmie's porch, Cindy shook her head emphatically. "I don't even want to know who he was."

      Timmy made it all the way down the steps onto her sidewalk before faltering to a stop. Cindy remained behind on the porch, a wooden baseball bat balanced on her right shoulder.

      "You' re kidding," Timmie said, squinting up at her. "Right?"

      Cindy assumed a look that reminded Timmie of Mary Lincoln thinking of the theater. "I didn't sleep all night," she said in a small voice. "I'm not going to sleep again tonight. It's one of the reasons I came over. I just can't... after being that close to a shooting, I can't sit home and think about Johnny."

      Timmie did her level best not to scowl. She should have expected this. She could always tell Cindy's state of mind by how high her hair was teased, and today it was no more than an inch off her scalp. A sure predictor of gloom.

      Well, Timmie just wasn't in the mood for it. It was too nice an afternoon, and she already had enough on her plate to begin with. Behind her on the lawn, Meghan sat crouched over the corpses of summer flowers, and beyond the front door of the house Timmie could hear the muted notes of "Take Me Out to the Ballgame." She was out of money and out of time and out of baby-sitting recommendations, and now it was somehow her fault that some idiot had decided to shoot up a horse show and remind Cindy that her husband was dead. Just the way to set off to work.

      "I'm sorry," Timmie inevitably said. "I didn't mean to hurt you. But for God's sake, Billy's dead and Alex almost got shot. Shouldn't at least one person in this town ask why?"

      "So you've volunteered for the job."

      Timmie blinked, bemused. "Well, why not?"

      "You're not in Los Angeles anymore. I mean, you escaped."

      Timmie took a second to consider the tidy riot of mums ringing the tall redbrick Victorian house that now belonged to her. She noted the last green of her grass, the translucent strawberry blonde of the sugar maple tree to her right, the deepening garnet of the oak to her left. She saw the streets that transected close by, quiet, tree-laden lanes with graciously preserved homes lined up like prim aunts in dated finery.

      This one had been her grandfather's, and his mother's before him. Great-grandmother Leary, an immigrant who'd stepped off the boat the day before her seventeenth birthday to find a better place in a new world. From what Timmie could see from where she stood, it certainly looked as if she'd succeeded.

      "I guess it's a matter of semantics," Timmie finally admitted. "I don't think of it as escaping."

      Cindy shook her head. "The difference between the two of us, I guess. Johnny was killed in
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