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CHAPTER

 1






Holly Barker, with the rest of the crowd, was called to her feet as the panel of officers filed into the courtroom. She was a spectator now, no longer a witness, but she wanted to be here for this.


Colonel James Bruno stood at the defense table, ramrod straight, and watched his judges with beady eyes. For the first time since his trial had begun, he was not smiling.


Seats! the clerk of the court called out, and all sat.


The brigadier general, who was president of the court, cleared his throat. The following three verdicts have been reached unanimously, the general said. As to the first charge, sexual harassment, we have reached a verdict of not guilty.


Hollys stomach shrank into a knot. She locked her knees so that they would not buckle. She knew what could only come next.


As to the second charge, attempted rape, we have reached a verdict of not guilty, the general said. And as to the third charge, conduct unbecoming an officer, we have reached a verdict of not guilty.


Yes! screamed a woman in the front row.


Holly recognized her as Colonel Brunos wife. It was the first time she had appeared in court.


Colonel Bruno, the general said, you are restored to duty. This court is adjourned.


Holly made her way slowly through the crowd, ignoring the reporters who were demanding her reaction to the verdict. On her way she came abreast of the young blond lieutenant who had been the other complainant in the case. Holly found her hand and squeezed. The woman was in tears.


The cold outside air struck like a slap, reviving her, and she saw her fathers car at the curb. She got in beside him.


Im sorry, he said. He was dressed in his master sergeants uniform and wore the green beret of the special forces.


You knew, didnt you? she asked.


Hamilton Barker nodded. It was in the cards, he said. It was Brunos word against yours. Hes a West Pointer, and so were most of the court. They werent going to destroy his career.


Theyve destroyed mine, Holly said. She could see the gold oak leaf on her left shoulder out of the corner of her eye.


You can request a transfer, and they cant deny it, her father said.


Come on, Ham. Theyd never let me forget it. Id end up in some unit commanded by a classmate of Brunos, and Id be repeatedly passed over for promotion on some pretext or other.



Her father said nothing.


I could get a job on a police force somewhere, she said.


Funny you should mention that, her father replied.





They sat in a steak house near the base, the ruins of their dinner before them. The talk had been of army, Vietnam and army, and Holly had done all the listening.


She liked Hams friend and old comrade-in-arms, Chet Marley; he was smaller and skinnier than Ham, but he had the same wiry toughness as her father, the same crows-feet around the eyes from squinting into the distance. And he seemed very smart.


Okay, enough of this old-soldier stuff, Marley said suddenly. Ive got a problem, Holly, and I think you might be the person to help me solve it.


Tell me, Chet, Holly said.


Im chief of a twenty-four-man force in Orchid Beach, Florida, and theres a gaping hole where the number-two man ought to be.


Dont you believe in promoting from within? Holly asked.


I believe in the best man for the job, Marley said. Or woman, he added.


You short of good men?


Im short of experienced men. Most of them are in their twenties. Ive got one man whos forty and has experience, but I dont trust him.


Dont trust him, how? Holly asked.


Hes a politician, and I dont like politicians. He thinks he should have my job, which is okay, I guess, except hed screw it up if he had it.



Why dont you fire him?


Hes never given me any real cause, and hes connected with some of the city council.


Thats bad, I guess, Holly replied. Im no politician, but I can see how that could be difficult to deal with.


Im going to retire next year, and I dont want him to have my job, Marley said. My idea is to bring in an experiencedperson, somebody who can take charge and be ready when I go.


Holly nodded, but said nothing.


I know about your record from your old man, Marley said, and Ive asked around some, too, because I wouldnt take his word for anything. He grinned and cast a sideways glance at Ham Barker. Youre already running more MPs than Ive got cops. Ive heard about your unit citations and the level of training and performance you demand from your people, and I like what I hear.


Thank you, she said.


Of course, were not the army, and things have to be handled a little different in civilian life, but I think you could get used to that.


Im sure I could, Holly said.


Its a nice town, Orchid Beach. It sits on a barrier island halfway down the east coast of Florida, has a population of around twenty thousand, a lot of them retirees.


Lots of tourists?


No, not really tourists. We get the same folks back, year after year, most of them to family beach housesfolks from Atlanta and Charlotte and Birmingham, and a lot of northeasterners. Weve got no high-rise hotels, no casinos and only a few motels. Theres a small black community and a stable blue-collar group, mostly construction workers, plumbers, electricians, and a few retired military folk. Weve got a low crime rate and not much of a drug problem, until recently.


How much of a drug problem?


Less than in a lot of small towns, but its there, and it has to be dealt with. We dont have the violent crime that comes with a bad drug problem.


Thats good.


You interested?


She certainly was. Yes.


I can pay you what youre making as a major, he said. Theres no PX, but weve got health insurance and a pension plan.


Whats the housing situation like?


Not great. Prices are going up, and cheap houses are getting knocked down and replaced with more expensive stuff.


I live in a trailer here, Holly said.


Bring it with you. Ive got a friend runs a real nice park south of town, on the river side of the island.


This all sounds very good, Holly said, her gloom beginning to lift. Hams retiring one of these days, too, and I guess he wouldnt mind moving south.


Got any golf down there? her father asked.


You bet. Got a great public course and six or eight good private onesone or two a retired master sergeant could afford to join.


Ham turned to Holly. Chets not a bad guy to work for, he said. I worked for him for three years, and I didnt have to kill him.


When can you start? Marley asked.


Hang on, this is all kind of quick, Holly said.



I like decisiveness in aan officer.


Holly stuck out her hand. Youre on, she said, as soon as I can get my resignation in and turn over my command in an orderly fashion.


Ham ordered another round of drinks. My daughter, the cop, he said, raising his glass.


Your daughter, the cop, has hardly ever been anything else, Holly said, laughing.


They drank deeply and sat in silence for a moment. Marley seemed to want to say something, but he was having trouble.


Was there something else, Chief? Holly asked.


I dont want to get into this too deep right now, he said, but Ive got a problem you need to know about up front.


Okay, shoot.


Somebody on my force is working for somebody besides me, he said. I dont know who it is, and I dont know who hes working for, but Ive got some suspicions about that.


Drugs?


Could be. Could be more than that. Thing is, I dont have anything like an internal-affairs department, so in addition to all your other duties, youre going to have to be it. Youll come to the job without any slant on personalities or on whos doing what, and I think you can be a lot more objective than I can.


I see.


Does this trouble you?


On the contrary. It intrigues me.


Marley grinned. Good. Like I say, I dont want to go into all this right here and now, but I promise, your first day on the job Ill brief you on everything I know. And by that time, I should know a lot more.


Fair enough.


Marley sighed deeply. Im glad I got that off my chest. I was worried it might make some kind of difference to you.


Not to worry, Holly said. She lifted her glass. To Orchid Beach.


They all drank again.














CHAPTER

 2






Holly drove across the bridge over the sound at the north end of the island and headed down Highway A1A onto the barrier island that contained Orchid Beach. She had already passed Melbourne and Sebastian; Vero Beach lay farther south, on the next island. It was early evening, and she had been driving all day and the day before that, with one uncomfortable night in a cheap motel in between. She was tired.


At first there was little to see on either side of the road; then she began passing impressive sets of gates with the names of communities inscribed on them. At each there was a guard booth and a security officer to screen visitors. Usually, she couldnt see much of what lay beyond the gates, but she caught an occasional glimpse of large, expensive houses peeking through the live oaks and palms. She rolled down her window and from the east she could hear the roll of the surf, a pleasant sound. The soft, warm subtropical air was a nice change from the cold weather she had left behind.


She came to the business district of the town, with rows of neat small businesses on either side of the road and the occasional motel, usually with a NO VACANCY sign out front. Business looked good. She passed restaurants and dry cleaning establishments and a great many real estate offices; then she was back in residential territory, with small subdivisions that, while less ritzy than those on the north side of town, looked prosperous and comfortable. These usually had gates, but no guards, and the houses were more visible from the road.


Then the terrain became less crowded and after another minute or two she saw a sign for Riverview Park on her right. She turned into the gates, swinging wide to allow the silver trailer behind her to pass in without uprooting a gatepost, and stopped in front of a small structure with a sign outside reading OWNER & MANAGER. She pulled over, switched off the engine, got out of her dark green Jeep Grand Cherokee and went into the building. A plump man in his sixties looked up from behind a desk and smiled.


Bet I know who you are, he said, rising and extending his hand. Im Johnny Malone, I own the place.


Im Holly Barker, she said, shaking the hand.


Sure you are. Chet Marley told me to expect you, and I got your check and the contract in the mail. Come on, follow me; Ive got a real nice spot picked out for you. He walked out of the building, hopped into a golf cart and beckoned her to follow.


Holly drove slowly behind the cart, checking out her new neighbors. The trailers and double-wides were all well kept and were often surrounded by flowers and shrubs. Riverside Park looked like a happy place. They drove through a patch of woods, leaving the other tenants behind, and emerged onto a flat piece of ground at the edge of the Indian River, which Holly had learned was what that part of the Inland Waterway was called. Following Malones hand signals, she backed the Airstream trailer into its space, then got out and unhitched it from her car. In a few minutes Malone had made the water, sewer, telephone and electrical connections for her, and she had the trailer leveled and braced.


We got cable TV, if you want it, Malone said.


Ive got one of those little dishes, Holly said.


More and more folks do, he replied. Anything else I can do for you?


Not right now, she replied. Im sure Ill have some questions tomorrow.


Malone handed her his card. Heres my number, and Chet Marleys home number is on the back. He said you should call him as soon as you get in.


Ill do that, Holly replied.


Malone drove away in his golf cart, and Holly went into her trailer, switched on some lights and began tidying the things that had shifted during the drive. She was hungry, but she wanted to talk to Marley before dinner. They had talked a number of times during the five weeks it had taken her to retire from the military. She dialed his number.


Hello? He sounded rushed.


Chet? Its Holly. I just got in.


Oh, good. Everything all right for you at Riverview?


Sure is. Ive even got a river view.


Boy, am I glad youre here. I wanted to buy you dinner tonight, Holly, but somethings come up, and I have to meet with somebody.


Thats all right. Im kind of tired, anyway.



Its about that internal problem I told you about.


Anything new on that?


A whole lot. Im getting close, now, and after my meeting tonight, Im going to be ready to start knocking some heads together. Looks like theres not going to be as much for you to do as I thought.


Well, Im glad youve got a handle on it, she replied. I know youve been worried.


I sure have. Listen, you show up at the station at nine tomorrow morning, and Ill bring you up to date and get you started. Ive got a boxful of uniforms for you, and well get you a badge and ID and a weapon issued. Theres going to be a lot to do, even without the internal problem, because were going to be a little shorthanded after Im finished.


Thats fine, she said, Ill see you in the morning.


They hung up. Holly went to the kitchen and found a steak and a bottle of cabernet, then she got out the stainless steel grill, set it up outside and hooked up the gas bottle, which, she noticed, seemed almost empty. She started the grill, then unstrapped her lawn furniture from the rack on the trailer, poured herself a glass of wine, put the steak on the fire and sat down to watch the sun set over the river. The water had turned purple and gold, and the sun made a big red ball as it sank through the haze. She turned the steak, sipped the wine and took it all in. Her new home was on a small inlet leading from the main river, surrounded by acres of marsh, with a little dock a few feet away. Maybe shed buy a boat. Shed taken the money shed saved, plus her part of the insurance money from her mother, who had died three years before, paid off the loan on the trailer, traded in her car and put the rest into treasury bills and a mutual fund. She drank her wine and took stock.



She was thirty-eight years old, with exactly twenty years in the military behind her. Shed enlisted at seventeen, been assigned to the MPs at nineteen, gotten her bachelors degree through the University of Maryland program that operated on military bases all over the world, gone to Officer Candidate School at twenty-two and worked her way up to major and command of a company of MPs. That was when Colonel Bruno had taken a liking to her, and nothing had been the same since. What had started as a simple pass, rebuffed, had turned into a yearlong campaign of would-be seduction that had ended in a nearly successful attempt to rape her. That was when she could take it no longer and had pressed charges.


Holly had known that prosecuting him would be an uphill battle, but when the young lieutenant had walked into her office and told her own story of Brunos abuse, she had thought the corroboration of another officer would put the man in prison, or at least get him out of the military. It still stung to know how wrong she had been.


She fixed herself a salad and ate the steak absently, reflecting on the life that had brought her to Orchid Beach. What had she done wrong? Why had this happened to her? She had made a real career for herself in the army, with consistently outstanding evaluations by her superiors. Shed have made lieutenant colonel in another six months and retired after thirty years as a full colonel. As it was, shed have only the twenty-year pension as a major, which, while it wasnt bad, wasnt what she had planned on. With a little luck, she might even have made it to brigadier general, which would have made Ham proud enough to popher mother, too, if she could look down from where she surely was.



She sat until well past dark, trying to limit herself to half the bottle of wine and failing, then she picked up her dishes and cleaned up the kitchen. She put a rubber cork into what was left of the bottle and pumped the air out, keeping it fresh for another time.


She took one more look out the door at the river. The moon had risen and the resulting streak of light across the water came nearly to her feet. An army brat her whole life, right now she was a civilian for the first time. Tomorrow shed be a cop. Shed get in a run early, to work off the effects of the wine; then shed be at her new job on the dot.


She undressed and got into bed, naked, and began to drift off. The crickets in the swamp lulled her to sleep. Chet Marley had made a good decision, she thought. Shed do him proud.













CHAPTER

 3






Holly found the municipal building half a block off the beach, parked her car in the public lot, went into the building and consulted the directory. Everything seemed neatly packaged in one four-story structurecity managers office, council offices, tax office, city attorney, water authority and the other municipal departments, all on the upper floors. Directly ahead on the ground floor, behind a set of glass doors, was the Orchid Beach Police Department. She walked in.


A uniformed officer in what appeared to be his early twenties sat behind a broad desk, a high stool bringing him to her eye level. Good morning, she said, my name is Barker; I have an appointment with Chief Marley.


He blinked at her, but didnt move for a moment. Just a minute, he said finally, then got up and walked down a row of small offices and disappeared into one. A moment later he returned, followed by an older uniformed officer.



Morning, the officer said. He was a little over six feet, of slim build, with glossy black hair cut short. Can I help you?


I have an appointment with Chief Marley, she said again.


He nodded and opened a gate in the railing that separated the public area from the squad room, where half a dozen desks sat, most of them empty. Follow me, he said.


Holly followed the officer to the rear wall of the squad room, and into a large glass-fronted office. He sat down behind the desk and indicated with a silent gesture that she should sit opposite.


The chiefs not in, he said. Can I help you with something? His attitude was blank, noncommittal, not impolite.


Chief Marley is expecting me, she said. Ill wait.


Who are you? the man asked.


My name is Holly Barker. She waited for a response but got none. Who are you? She kept her voice at the same level as his.


Lieutenant Wallace, the man replied. What did you want to see the chief about?


Holly was a little surprised that her name didnt ring a bell with Wallace, but perhaps Chet Marley had his reasons for not spreading the word that she was coming to work that day. I think Id better wait for the chief and take it up with him, she said.


Chief Marley wont be in today, Wallace said. Im acting chief. Maybe youd better take it up with me.


Acting chief? Holly said, wrinkling her brow. I dont understand; the chief asked me to be here at nine this morning. Why isnt he coming in?



Thats an official matter, Wallace said.


So is my appointment with the chief, she replied evenly.


Do you know the chief? Wallace asked.


Yes.


When did you last speak with him?


Last night around seven-thirty.


In person?


On the phone.


Do you know where he was at the time?


He was at home. I called him there.


How long did you talk?


Only a couple of minutes. He asked me to come in this morning.


For what purpose?


Id rather the chief told you about that.


The chiefs not going to be able to do that.


Now Holly was growing alarmed. What do you mean?


The chief took a bullet in the head last night.


Holly sat up straight. Is he dead?


Not yet.


At that moment, a handsome middle-aged woman bustled breathlessly into the room, startling Holly. Are you Miss Barker? she asked.


Yes, Holly replied.


Im so sorry to be late, the woman said. I was at the hospital. She turned to Wallace. Hurd, did you tell her?


Yeah, just now.


Ive just come from the hospital, the woman said. Ive been there since midnight.


How is the chief? Holly asked.



He was in surgery most of the night; hes in the recovery room now.


Any prognosis?


The doctors wont say anything, but they looked pretty grim. Oh, Im sorry, Im Jane Grey, the chiefs assistant. She offered her hand.


Holly stood up and shook it. Is there anything I can do? she asked.


I dont think so, but you and I have some things to go over. Why dont you come with me? She turned to Wallace. Hurd, I dont think you ought to be in the chiefs office. She produced a bunch of keys, waited while Wallace left, then locked the office and beckoned to Holly.


Holly followed her to another office down the hall, as big as the chiefs but crowded with filing cabinets, boxes and storage cabinets.


Have a seat, Jane said. This is where I live, if you can call it that.


Tell me how the chief got shot, Holly said.


Nobody knows exactly, but it looks like he might have tried to question somebody in a car, who pulled a gun on him. A motorist found him beside A1A around eleven last night. He was lying in front of his car, lit by the headlights. The man called nine-one-one on his car phone, and an ambulance was there in under ten minutes. A woman I know who works in the emergency room called me, and by the time I got there he was already in surgery.


Id like to go and see him as soon as I can, Holly said.


They promised theyd call me when they had some idea of how hes doing, Jane said. She seemed almost about to cry, but squared her shoulders and sat up straight. I think the best thing you and I can do right now is get you processed and on the job. She unlocked a desk drawer and pulled out a file. Ive got all your paperwork right here; the chief signed everything before he went home last night. I do need to get some information for your ID. She turned to the computer terminal on her desk and punched a few keys.


What would you like to know?


Date of birth?


Holly told her.


Height?


Five feet, eight inches.


Weight?


A hundred and thirty-five pounds.


Color of hair?


Light brown.


Okay. Jane typed a command and a printer spat out a sheet of paper. Ill need your social security number and next of kin.


Holly recited the number and gave her Hams name and address.


Thats right, they were in the army together, werent they? Jane said.


Yes, more than ten years ago. They kept in touch.


Theres another of their old army buddies living here, tooHank Doherty. Youll have to meet him.


My father mentioned himhes the one with the dogs, isnt he?


Wellyes, I guess, but hes not as active in the dog-training business as he once was. Hankswell, we can go into that later.


All right.


Okay, now documents. She began handing Holly documents to signhealth insurance, group life insurance, federal and state tax forms. Good, Jane said, when Holly had signed everything. Youre on the payroll. Now lets get your ID done. Oh, wed better get you in uniform for your photograph. She got up and closed the venetian blinds on the glass front of her office, then set a large cardboard box on her desk. These are the uniforms we ordered for you, according to the sizes you gave us. She produced a khaki shirt. Can you slip into this? Ill leave you alone, if you like.


No, thats all right, Holly said. She slipped out of her slacks and shirt and into a uniform. Jane produced a badge from her desk drawer and pinned it on.


Now, lets get your picture taken. She pulled down a home movie screen on one wall and produced a Polaroid camera from her bottomless desk drawers. Just stand right there and look nice, she said, then snapped the picture. A moment later she had stuck the photograph to the computer printout and was laminating it in a desktop machine. There, she said, looking satisfied with her work. She took a leather wallet from her desk, inserted the ID card and handed it to Holly. A gold shield was affixed to the wallet.


Thank you, Jane.


Now youre officially Deputy Chief Holly Barker, and nobody can do a damn thing about it. Your contract is for five years, after all.


Might somebody want to do something about it? Holly asked.


You never know. Oh, one more thing, Jane said. She unlocked a heavy steel cabinet and took out a pistol with a holster and belt, a box of ammunition and an envelope. Heres your weapon, a nine-millimeter Beretta automatic, and fifty rounds of ammunition. Sign right here. Holly signed. You can have another weapon of your own, if you want to, but youll need to register the serial number with me and fire a round for our ballistics records.


Okay.


Jane opened the envelope and shook out a pair of handcuffs and two keys, then clipped them onto the pistol belt. The chief likes everybody to have a spare handcuff key in their pocket, in case, God forbid, anybody should ever cuff you with your own handcuffs.


Good idea.


Jane took a thick, ring-bound document from a shelf and handed it to Holly. This is our bible, she said. The chief has been working on it for a long time. It outlines our standard operating procedures for all personnel.


The chief sent me a copy, Holly said. Ive read it, and Im very impressed.


He said he thought you might make some suggestions for revisions, Jane said.


Not right awaymaybe later.


Jane handed her a sheet of paper. Heres a personnel roster with everybodys rank and assigned duties.


Ive seen this, too, Holly said. Im not sure Ive memorized it yet, though.


I believe youre all set, Jane said. Weve got an office ready for you next door. Let me show you. She led Holly into an office nearly as big as the chiefs. It seemed well equipped and comfortable. Heres the combination to your safe and your keys to your office and the building, she said, handing Holly a slip of paper and some keys. I expect you should use the chiefs car untilhes back at work. Its the blue, unmarked car in space one in the lot. Here are the keys.



Thanks.


Theres a watch change at ten oclock; we can officially introduce you then.


Sounds good. I take it nobody but you and the chief knew I was coming?


Thats the way the chief wanted it, she said.


Jane, a minute ago, you said something about nobody being able to do anything about my being here. If people had known I was coming, might somebody have tried to do something about it?


Well, Jane said, you never know, do you?


I guess not. I think Id better see Lieutenant Wallace before the others. Will you ask him to come in here? Holly settled herself behind her new desk and waited.













CHAPTER

 4






Two minutes passed before Hurd Wallace made his entrance. Holly stood up and stuck out her hand. Lets start over, she said. Im Holly Barker, and Im coming to work here today.


Wallace shook her hand. Glad to meet you, he said. Welcome aboard.


Have a seat, and lets talk for a minute before the watch change.


Hurd did as he was asked.


Holly thought him the calmest person she had ever met. He seemed to have no reaction whatever to the news that he had been passed over for promotion, and that a strange woman was now his superior. I know this comes as something of a surprise to you, and in a way, it is to me, too. I didnt know that there had been no announcement about my arrival.


That was a surprise, yes, Wallace said.



The chief hired me more than a month ago. Ive been arranging my retirement from the army; I arrived in town last night.


Anything I can do to help you settle in?


Thanks, but I think Im okay. Im at Riverview Park, in a trailer. I was already living in it off base.


I see.


Hurdmay I call you Hurd?


Of course.


And Im Holly to you, when were alone, but not to the rest of the force. Hurd, Im aware that you might have expected to get this job, and Im sorry that things have been complicated even more by the shooting of the chief last night. I hope were going to be able to work together smoothly.


Im sure we will, Wallace said.


Before I meet the others, Id like to be brought up to date on the shooting last night. Whos handling the investigation?


Bob Hurst, detective sergeant. Hes our best man on homicidesthats how were treating this.


Id like to talk to him as soon as possible.


He was up all night working the crime scene and going over the chiefs car. I told him to get some sleep.


Dont wake him, but I want to talk to him at the earliest opportunity. In the meantime, tell me what you know.


In a nutshell, a passerby found the chief lying in front of his car on the shoulder of A1A, just after eleven last night. Hed been shot once in the head, but he was still alive. Bob Hurst got there right after the ambulance arrived; I got there right after the ambulance left. The ground was dry, so there were no footprints; nothing was amiss inside the chiefs car.



Were the flashers on the chiefs car running?


No, but the headlights were on.


Car doors open or closed?


Closed and unlocked. The drivers window was down. The chief usually kept it downhe didnt like air conditioning much.


Holly looked at her Rolex, a gift from her platoon leaders on her retirement. Okay, wed better get out to the squad room so I can meet the others. Id appreciate it if youd introduce me. Ill do the rest.


Sure, glad to.


They got to their feet and walked into the squad room, where the watch had assembled.


Let me have your attention, Hurd said loudly. Everybody got quiet. I want to introduce a new member of the departmentDeputy Chief Holly Barker, whos starting work today. Chief Barker?


Holly stepped forward. Good morning. I know Im a surprise to all of you, but Chief Marley hired me five weeks ago, and he expected to introduce me to you today, but of course, the events of last night changed that. I expect Ill get to know you all in due course, and Im looking forward to that. Therell be no changes in assignments or duty rosterstheres a good system in place, and I dont want to change it. I know youre all good people, because Chet Marley hired you, so I come into this job with full confidence in every one of you. My first priority is going to be the solving of the chiefs shooting and the apprehension of the perpetrator. Im not going to take over the case personally, but Ill be keeping close tabs on it.


Each of you can help in this investigation by questioning every source, every snitch you have any contact with. From what Ive heard so far, thats going to be our best bet. Im going to see what I can do to get a substantial reward offered, and maybe that will help us.


I know youll have a lot of questions about me. Im going to post my rsum on the bulletin board, so that you can all read up on my background. Ill get to know you and the ropes here as fast as I can. I expect to make some mistakes. Feel free to point them out to me, Ill learn faster that way. Any questions?


Hows the chief doing? an officer asked.


Were waiting for information; youll know shortly after I do. Im heading over to the hospital now. Any other questions? Nobody spoke. Thats all, then.


Ill assign somebody to ride with you, Wallace said.


Thanks, good idea.


Jane appeared and handed her a small cell phone. This is for you. It fits into a pouch on your belt, and the number is taped to the back of the phone.


Thank you, Jane. Im going to the hospital now. Call me if you hear anything before I do. She turned to Wallace. If Detective Hurst comes in, call me and ask him to wait.


Ill do that. He waved a young officer over. This is Patrolman Jimmy Weathers. Hell ride with you today.


Hi, Jimmy, Holly said, shaking his hand.


Nice to meet you, Chief. Bob Hurst has released the chiefs car, so well use that.


Lets get rolling.





Holly approached the chiefs car, a newish, dark blue Ford Taurus, unmarked, and walked around it slowly, looking for dents or marks. She found a couple of short, deep scratches in the paint on the hood and nothing else. She went over the interior thoroughly as well and found nothing of note.


Holly drove, and Weathers gave her directions. How long are you on the force, Jimmy?


A year and a half, maam.


What duties have you pulled?


Just patrolon bikes and in cars.


Motorcycles, you mean?


No, maam, bicycles. Theyre good for the business district and beach areas. The ground is flat, and they keep us close to the publicless intimidating than patrol cars. It was Chief Marleys idea.


What do you want to do on the force?


Criminal investigation, of course. Just about everybody does.


Holly laughed. Sure, they do. Following Weatherss directions, she pulled into the hospital emergency entrance and parked in a reserved place.


Just put down the visor, he said. Theres a badge printed on it.


She did as he said, then got out of the car and went into the hospital, looking up surgery on the directory. They took the elevator to the fourth floor and went to the desk.


Im Deputy Chief of Police Barker, she said to the woman. Can you tell me anything about Chief Marleys condition?


No, maam, the woman said, but I can get Dr. Green for you. He did the surgery.


Thank you.


The woman picked up the phone and paged the doctor. A moment later he stepped up to the desk.


Im Dr. Green. Can I help you?



Holly introduced herself. What is Chief Marleys condition?


Hes still in the recovery room, on a respirator. I had hoped he would be conscious by now, but it appears that hes in a coma.


Whats the prognosis?


Guarded, perhaps doubtful.


Can you describe his injuries?


Just onea small-caliber bullet to the right frontal lobe.


Did you recover the bullet?


The doctor took a Ziploc bag from his pocket containing a chunk of lead. I was wondering when someone was going to ask.


Holly looked at it. Looks like thirty-two caliber, she said.


Thats what I figured.


And nobody asked about this?


I understand there was a detective here during the night, but he was gone by the time I got out of surgery.


Did he see the chief at all?


No.


She nodded. Id like to see the chief.


He cant be disturbed yet, the doctor replied.


I dont want to disturb him; I just want to get a look at him, with your help.


All right, come this way.


Jimmy, you wait here, Holly said.


The doctor led the way down the hall and through the intensive-care-unit doors. There were four beds in the room; only one was occupied. Chet Marley was surrounded by monitoring equipment, his head swathed in bandages. A nurse sat on a chair beside the bed.


Any change? the doctor asked her.


No, sir, still the same.


He turned back to Holly. Well, there he is.


Holly approached the bed and looked closely at Marley. His head was made to seem larger by the bandages, and his face was distorted by the respirator mouthpiece. She switched on a light over the bed and looked at his right cheek. Major contusion here, she said.


The doctor looked at it. I didnt see that before. His head was already draped when I came into the O.R.


She picked up his right hand and looked at it. There were scrapes and bruising on the knuckles. She walked around the bed and examined the left hand. Two nails were broken off to the quick, and there had been bleeding. I need to look at his torso, she said.


I dont want to move him to undo the gown, the doctor replied.


Then cut it open for me.


He turned to the nurse. Get me some scissors. The woman opened a drawer and handed him a pair, and he cut down the front of the gown and opened it.


Holly held the gown back and looked at Marleys trunk. Big bruise on the left ribs, she said. Some swelling down here. She pointed.


Youre right.


Holly closed the gown, and the nurse taped it closed. Holly gently pulled back the sheet and examined Marleys legs and feet. No injuries here, she said.


I concur, the doctor replied.


Did you note any powder burns around the bullet wound? she asked.



There was some blackening; it wasnt severe.


Thank you, Doctor. They walked out of the recovery room together. With a wound like this, what are the chances for any kind of recovery? she asked.


Well, the damage was limited to the frontal lobe. Theoretically, he could make something like a full recovery, but I wouldnt want to promise that. On the other hand he could come out of this with what amounts to a prefrontal lobotomy.


Id like to see the chiefs clothes, she said.


The doctor nodded and went to a phone. A moment later, a nurse appeared with a small trash bag and handed it to the doctor, who handed it to Holly. Would you like to use my office? he asked.


She nodded and followed him into the room, the nurse bringing up the rear. She emptied the trash bag onto the desk and spread out the objects. The shirt was spattered with blood and both the shirt and trousers had been cut off the chiefs body. She turned them over and found dirt and grass stains on the backs of the garments. His shoes and gun belt had the same stains. Where is his pistol? she asked.


The nurse spoke up. He wasnt wearing one, she said. I had someone check the ambulance to be sure it wasnt there, and it wasnt.


Thank you, Holly said. She unpinned the chiefs badge, put it in her pocket, then stuffed the items back into the bag. I guess thats it, she said.


The doctor led her back into the hall. Holly stopped walking before they reached the front desk. Doctor, who are you reporting his condition to?


His secretary was here most of the night.


Do you know if the chief is married?


I assume not. A wife would have been here by now.



It would be a great help to my investigation if, in dealing with anybody but me, you would put the most pessimistic light on any assessments you make of his condition. And Im not excepting other police officers.


Im not sure I understand, the doctor asked.


Last night somebody tried to murder the chief. Id like whoever did it to think he was substantially successful. If word got around that the chief was recovering, his assailant could try again. After all, the chief certainly saw who shot him and may have even known him. We dont want assassins prowling the hospitals hallways, do we?


The doctors eyebrows went up. I see your point, he said.


I think it would be a good idea if the hospital released a statement to the local press and the wire services saying that the chief has been critically wounded and may not regain consciousness, and that even if he should, the resulting brain damage would probably greatly impair his communication skills.


I can do that, the doctor said.


Holly shook his hand. Thank you very much. And if he should regain consciousness, Id like not to be just the first person notified, but the only person. She jotted down her home and cell phone numbers, then rejoined Officer Weathers.


Hows the chief doing? Weathers asked as they walked back to the car.


Bad, Jimmy, bad, she replied. Do you know where the chief was shot?


Yes, maam. I drove by there before they moved his car.


Lets take a look at it.













CHAPTER

 5






Holly stopped by the station and took the trash bag inside. She walked into Jane Greys office and closed the door behind her.


Jane looked up from her work. Hows the chief? she asked, looking fearful of the answer.


In a coma, Holly replied. The prognosis is not good; he may never regain consciousness.


Janes shoulders slumped. I was afraid of that.


How long have you worked for the chief, Jane?


Since he came here, eight years ago.


You were pretty close, then.


Yes, we were.


Is the chief married?


Divorced, before he came here. The ex-wife has remarried and lives in Germany.


Any family or close friends in Orchid Beach? Anybody who should be notified?



Nobody, Jane replied. His closest friend is Hank Doherty. They were drinking buddies.


I know about him from my father. Where does he live?


South on A1A, not far from your trailer park. Jimmy can show you.


Holly put the trash bag on Janes desk. These are the chiefs clothes. Will you send somebody with them to the state crime lab?


Sure.


Holly produced the zippered plastic bag containing the bullet. This, too. Please ask them to treat the ballistics as very urgent. Holly took a deep breath. You said that everybody on the force has to submit personal weapons for ballistics?


Thats right.


I want this bullet checked against every one of themofficial weapons, too.


Janes eyes widened. Do you think?


I dont think anything, Jane; I just want to eliminate our people as suspects.


I know somebody in the lab. Ill get him right on it today, she replied.


Thanks.


Has Bob Hurst come in yet?


No, itll probably be this afternoon.


Do you know if he took charge of the chiefs gun?


I dont know.


When he comes in, if he has the gun, I want that to go to the lab, too. I want to know if its been fired and if so, how many times. I want to know if anyones prints besides the chiefs are on it.


Ill call his house and see if he has it, Jane replied.



There was a knock on the office door, and Holly opened it. A short, bald man in a short-sleeved shirt and a necktie stood there.


Oh, Holly, this is Charlie Peterson, the chairman of the city council. Charlie, this is Deputy Chief Holly Barker.


Holly stuck out her hand. Good to meet you, Mr. Peterson.


Call me Charlie, the man said, shaking her hand. Jane, when did we get a deputy chief?


This morning, Charlie. The chief hired her several weeks ago, but he didnt want an announcement until she got here.


Unfortunate timing, Peterson said. Hows the chief?


Not good. In a coma, may not come out of it, and if he does, well, theres brain damage.


Peterson winced. I think you and I need to sit down and talk about things, he said to Holly.


We certainly do, Holly replied, but right now Ive got to get on top of this shooting. Will tomorrow morning be okay?


Sure, you do what you have to do.


Thanks, Charlie, Id better get going. They shook hands again and Holly left.




At Jimmys direction, Holly pulled off A1A and onto the broad, grassy shoulder. When she set foot on the ground it was soft. There wasnt any rain yesterday, was there? she asked the patrolman.


Yesterday morning, early, we had a line of thunderstorms go through. Guess we had an inch in two hours. Cleared up after that.



Show me exactly where the car was, she said.


Right there, Jimmy replied, pointing ahead of them. Right in front of that real estate sign.


Holly stepped onto the pavement and walked slowly down the road, looking carefully at the wet ground. There were the tracks of two cars, one in front of the other. Beside the front set of tracks, there were bits of plaster. Looks like Bob Hurst took a tire impression, she said, half to herself. Thats good.


She backtracked to the chiefs car tracks and inspected the ground in front of where the car had rested. There were indentations, no doubt where the chief had lain after being shot. She didnt see any blood. She walked slowly around the area where the two cars had stopped but saw nothing of note. She assumed that any other evidence on the scene had already been collected by Hurst.


Okay, Jimmy, I think that about does it, she said, getting into the car. Jane said you could show me where Hank Doherty lives.


Sure. Straight ahead about a mile.


Holly got the car going. Do you know Hank Doherty?


Sure, everybody knows him.


Tell me about him.


He and the chief did a lot of drinking together.


Where? Did they have a regular place?


Theres a bar up the road. They were in there a lot.


Doherty raises dogs?


Thats right, only I dont think he does it much any more. Its a shame, too. He was a kind of wizard with dogs.


Retired?


Well, chief, Hank does a lot of drinking, even when hes not with the chief. Ive heard rumors he was real sick. I think hes in a lot of pain, you know? Hes in a wheelchair. He doesnt have any legs. Vietnam.


Oh. She wondered why her father had never mentioned Dohertys lack of legs.


Its right up ahead, here, Jimmy said, pointing at a small house set only a little back from the road.


Holly pulled into the short driveway and stopped the car. A sign on the front-yard fence read DOHERTYS DOGS. SECURITY AND OBEDIENCE TRAINING. She got out of the car and walked through the gate into an ill-tended front yard. She walked up the steps to the front porch and rang the bell. Jimmy stood next to her. Nobody came to the door. She rang the bell again, with the same result.


He seems to be out, Holly said.


He doesnt go out, except with the chief. The chief would come by here after work, get Hank into his car and drive down the road to the Tavern, where they did their drinking. A black lady did his grocery shopping and cleaned house for him.


Holly went back to the driveway and walked toward the rear of the house. A dirty white van was parked in an alcove. A ramp led from the back door of the house to where the van was parked. She looked into the vehicle: it was fitted with hand controls for the brake and accelerator. She walked up the ramp and tried the door. It was unlocked.


Lets take a look inside, she said. Maybe hes passed out or something.


I wouldnt be surprised, Jimmy said.


Holly walked through the door and found herself in a kitchen. The remains of breakfast were on a table in the center of the room. Mr. Doherty? she called out. Hank?


She started for the door on the other side of the kitchen, then stopped. As if by magic, a dog had materialized in the doorwaya Doberman pinscher, strongly muscled.


The dog emitted a low growl and its lips curled back, revealing large white fangs.


Holly stopped. Hello, puppy, she said. She had had a dog as a little girl, but when it was hit by a car, her father had talked her out of getting another one. An army life was nomadic, and a dog was a lot of
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