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Chapter 1

WHEN SHERIFF DAN RHODES OPENED THE SCREEN DOOR OF HIS back porch, the cat was there.

It was an inky black, and it stared up at Rhodes with greenish yellow eyes, like a fugitive from a Halloween cartoon. It was an ordinary cat, he supposed, the kind the local vet would label a DHC, for Domestic House Cat. After giving Rhodes the once-over, it walked past him into his kitchen, pausing just long enough to arch its back and rub against Rhodes’s leg, leaving behind some black hairs on his khaki pants.

Rhodes sneezed and looked around at the cat as it sniffed around the kitchen. The cat ignored Rhodes.

Rhodes turned back and looked out into the yard at Speedo, the border collie who inhabited it. Speedo wagged his tail. He didn’t seem to mind that he’d allowed a strange cat to walk right past him. Rhodes thought that if dogs could shrug and talk, Speedo
would have shrugged and said, “Hey, don’t blame me for letting him get by. Cats are sneaky!”

Rhodes closed the door and went into the kitchen, where the cat was sniffing around the legs of the table. It appeared to be perfectly at ease. Rhodes saw that it was wearing a collar, a red one, and that a silver aluminum tag was hanging from it. He was about to have a look at the tag when Yancey bounded into the room.

Yancey was a Pomeranian and spent most of his time in the house, where he did a lot of bounding. He looked to Rhodes like a giant, hyperactive dust bunny. With eyes and legs.

Yancey froze when he saw the cat. Rhodes began to count silently. He had never seen Yancey stand still for more than five seconds.

The cat either didn’t notice Yancey or didn’t care about him if it did. It walked around under the table and then strolled over to the refrigerator, where warm air was being forced out from beneath by the exhaust fan. The cat sniffed at the air.

Rhodes had reached the count of seven-Mississippi, a new record, before Yancey went ballistic. The little dog bounced up and down in place, yipping. When it came to bounding, bouncing, and yipping, Yancey was a champ.

The cat was unperturbed, and Rhodes wondered if it might be deaf. It walked away from the refrigerator and over to where Yancey’s food bowl sat.

Yancey stopped yipping and gave Rhodes an aggrieved look. Rhodes didn’t say anything. He was curious to see what would happen.

The cat didn’t seem interested in Yancey’s food, which was just as well. Rhodes remembered having heard somewhere that dog food wasn’t good for cats.


Turning away from the food, the cat leveled its gaze on Yancey and walked over to investigate him. Rhodes wished he’d been counting, because Yancey was still silent and immobile. He seemed paralyzed with either fear or indecision.

The cat walked right up to him and sniffed his nose.

Yancey hopped backward down the hall and went into a paroxysm of yipping.

The cat followed along, taking its time. If it had had a white stripe down its back, Rhodes thought, it would have been a ringer for Pepe Le Pew.

Yancey stopped yipping long enough to give a low, halfhearted growl as the cat neared him. Rhodes had never heard Yancey growl before, and it was such an ineffective sound that Rhodes thought the cat might burst out laughing. Far from being intimidated, the cat reached out with one paw and gave Yancey a gentle swat on the nose.

The cat’s claws were sheathed, but it didn’t matter as far as the effect on Yancey went. The little dog’s eyes bugged out, and he began trembling all over, now resembling a dust bunny with eyes, legs, and a vibrator inside.

The cat stood where it was, giving Yancey a cool stare, as if daring him to strike back. Yancey clearly had no intention of trying any such thing. He turned and fled from the hall, yipping all the way.

The cat watched until Yancey disappeared, then returned to its exploration of the kitchen, sniffing along the baseboards of the cabinets.

“What on earth is going on in here?” Ivy asked Rhodes as she came into the kitchen. She gave Rhodes an accusatory look. “Have you been mean to Yancey?”

“I’m completely innocent,” Rhodes told her.


“That’s what they all say when you arrest them. Didn’t you tell me that?”

“I may have, but it’s an exaggeration. Some of them don’t say anything at all. Where did Yancey go?”

“He’s hiding under the bed.” Ivy looked around and saw the cat. “Who’s that?”

“We haven’t been introduced,” Rhodes said.

“How did it get in here?”

“It came though the door.”

Ivy put her hands on her hips. “You let a cat in the house?”

Ivy was shorter than Rhodes and didn’t weigh nearly as much, but she could be imposing at times.

“It came in when I opened the door,” he said. “It’s all Speedo’s fault. He’s supposed to be the watchdog.”

“They all say they’re innocent, and they all blame it on somebody else. Isn’t that what you told me?”

“I don’t remember telling you that last part.”

“Well, you did.”

Rhodes wasn’t convinced, but Ivy didn’t seem to mind. She walked over to the stove, where the cat was pawing at a crumb that had somehow eluded the broom.

“Hey, cat,” Ivy said.

The cat ignored her and continued to paw at the crumb. Rhodes grinned. He didn’t know much about cats, but he knew they were good at ignoring people.

Ivy stood patiently until the cat knocked the crumb under the stove.

The cat tried to reach under the stove and retrieve its prey, but its paw wouldn’t quite fit.


“That’s the last you’ll ever see of that crumb,” Rhodes told the cat, which naturally ignored him.

But Ivy didn’t. “Are you implying something about my housecleaning techniques?”

“I’m completely innocent,” Rhodes said, holding up both hands, palms out.

“Don’t start that innocent business again. We both know better than that. What are we going to do about the cat?”

Before Rhodes could answer, the cat turned from the stove and started arching its back against the leg of Ivy’s slacks. It purred so loudly that Rhodes could hear it from where he stood across the room.

“We’ll call him Sam,” Ivy said.

Rhodes sneezed.

“Bless you,” Ivy said.

“I’m allergic to cats,” Rhodes said.

Ivy shook her head. “That’s not so. It’s all psychological. You’re not really allergic to anything.”

Rhodes didn’t think that was true, but he didn’t argue. Instead he changed the subject, which he’d often found was the safest course of action.

“You can’t just give the cat a name. You’re not even sure it’s a he.”

“Sam, for Sam Spade,” Ivy said. “It’s a he, all right. Except that he’s been fixed.”

Rhodes figured she knew what she was talking about, but he had never liked the term fixed, since it implied that a healthy male animal could be improved by castration. He wondered why they hadn’t called it being broken or impaired.


“He’s not our cat,” Rhodes said. “That’s why we can’t name him. He’s wearing a collar.”

Ivy bent down and picked up the cat. It continued to purr while she looked at the tag on the collar.

“There’s no name and address on here,” she said. “Just a number.”

“The vet can find its owner from the number,” Rhodes said. “I’ll check it out.”

“You won’t have to do that. I happen to be familiar with this cat. That’s how I know his name is Sam.”

“You know who he belongs to?”

“Cats don’t belong to anybody but themselves. But this one lives with Helen Harris.”

Helen Harris lived a couple of blocks down the street. She was a former elementary-school teacher, about seventy, short and white-haired, and very active. Rhodes saw her out in her yard now and then, picking up small branches that had fallen from the pecan trees. Sometimes he saw her mowing the lawn. She always made him feel guilty because he hated mowing the lawn. But he had to do it. He figured that if a woman her age could mow, so could he.

Her husband, W. H. Harris, had been a teacher as well. He’d taught at Clearview High School until his retirement at age sixty-five, and he’d been Rhodes’s algebra teacher, or as Harris had called it, “algebry.” Rhodes hadn’t learned much in the class, as Mr. Harris spent most of the time telling about how he’d lost two fingers of his left hand when working at the sawmill one summer when he was in college. Rhodes had often wondered if he’d have become a scientist or engineer instead of a sheriff if he’d learned more math. Probably not.


Mr. Harris had gotten a Realtor’s license during the time he’d taught school, and he’d bought and sold a few properties after he retired. A few years later, he’d died, and Mrs. Harris had lived alone ever since.

“The funny thing is that Sam shouldn’t be here,” Ivy said.

Rhodes agreed.

“I don’t mean it like that,” Ivy said. “I mean that Helen never lets him out of the house. That’s why he feels so much at home here. He’s strictly an indoor cat.”

“For an indoor cat, he seems to have had plenty of experience with dogs.”

“He probably never saw one before. That’s why he’s not scared of Yancey.”

Rhodes didn’t think any cat, no matter how nervous, would have been scared of Yancey, who was most likely still cowering under the bed.

“I think you should go check on Helen,” Ivy told Rhodes. “I can’t think of any reason she’d let Sam out.”

“You seem to know a lot about it.”

“Helen’s a member of the OWLS.”

The Harrises had never had children, and they hadn’t had many close friends that Rhodes knew about. Mrs. Harris had a brother in Montana, where he’d retired after making a lot of money as an attorney in Houston. He’d never visited her, and the two must not have been close. After her husband died, Mrs. Harris had joined several groups that had social activities because they gave her something to do, and they got her out of the house. OWLS was an acronym for Older Women’s Literary Society. Ivy occasionally attended the meetings as Helen’s guest because, as she said, it made her feel like a teenager to be surrounded by women who were all
thirty or forty years older than she was. The women met in the library to talk about the books they were reading. Some of them brought homemade snacks to the meetings, such as chocolate chip cookies, pies, and cakes, though Ivy said she didn’t eat them.

Rhodes would have gone for the snacks alone. And he would have eaten them. He probably wouldn’t have read the books they discussed, however, as he preferred watching old movies, the kind that used to be shown on TV late at night and which now turned up on bargain-priced DVDs. He’d recently picked up a copy of The Last Man on Earth with Vincent Price from a bargain bin, but he hadn’t had time to watch it. He wondered sometimes if he ever would.

“I’d go check on Helen myself,” Ivy said, “but I don’t want to be late to work.”

Ivy worked at an insurance agency downtown, and no one had to punch a time clock. But Ivy liked to be punctual, as Rhodes well knew.

“What about … the cat?” he said.

Rhodes couldn’t bring himself to say its name. Once you named a cat, it was your responsibility, and he didn’t want to take any chances.

Ivy set the cat on the floor. “He’ll be just fine. I’m sure he’ll be right here when you get back.”

That was what Rhodes was afraid of. “Maybe I should take him with me.”

“That might not be a smart idea. What if he got away from you and got lost?”

That was a good possibility, so Rhodes tried another tack.

“If he stays here, he might terrorize Yancey.”

“Not unless he can find him,” Ivy said. “I wish you’d go. I’m
worried about Helen. Sam wouldn’t be out and about if everything was normal.”

A note of concern was in her voice, and Rhodes thought that maybe she had a point.

“I’ll go look in on her,” he said. “Sam probably slipped out the door while she was sweeping the house or something like that.”

“Maybe. If that’s what happened, she’ll be looking for him. You be sure to call me and let me know if everything’s all right.”

“I’ll call,” Rhodes said. “You don’t have to worry. I’m sure Helen is just fine.”

But he was wrong about that.




Chapter 2

IT WAS A BEAUTIFUL SPRING DAY, A WEEK AFTER EASTER, WITHOUT a cloud to hide the pure blue of the sky, and Rhodes enjoyed the walk down the block. So did Speedo, who’d gone along for the fun of it. He ran into and out of every yard they passed, seemingly excited by all the new and exotic smells.

He ran ahead of Rhodes and then ran back to meet him, as if trying to hurry him along. But Rhodes wasn’t going to be rushed. The air was dry and cool, and he didn’t often get a chance to go for a leisurely walk. No one else was out and about, so he and Speedo had the neighborhood of the silent houses to themselves. Some of the houses were empty because the owners had gone to work, and in some of them people were eating breakfast, watching TV, maybe reading last evening’s Clearview Herald.

Helen Harris’s yard, when they reached it, was immaculate, not a twig to be seen, not that Rhodes had expected anything else. It had been mowed only a day or so earlier, and the edges of the
grass along the sidewalks were trimmed. In the flower beds, which were completely free of weeds, purple irises bloomed, along with white narcissuses and yellow jonquils. Or maybe it was the jonquils that were white and the narcissuses that were yellow. Rhodes was never sure about flowers.

The house itself was old, dating from the 1930s or earlier, white frame with freshly painted trim and a clean-swept concrete porch walled with brick.

Rhodes and Speedo went up on the porch. Speedo ran from one corner of the wall to the other, as if something might be hiding in plain sight, but there was nothing, not so much as a spider. The floor of the porch was as clean as the floor in most people’s living rooms.

A black-painted iron doorknocker was nailed to the frame beside the screen. It was shaped like a boot. Rhodes lifted it and gave a couple of taps.

No answer came from inside the house, so Rhodes knocked again, making the taps a bit louder. Still no answer. Rhodes figured that Helen was in the kitchen, which would be at the back of the house. Maybe she was busy or couldn’t hear well. He went down the steps and around to the backyard, which was enclosed with Hurricane fencing that was beginning to rust in a few places. Rhodes opened the gate and went through, followed by Speedo, who ran to the other end of the yard before charging back toward the gate, hoping that Rhodes would play with him.

Rhodes told Speedo to mind his manners and not to mess up Helen’s backyard, which was just as neatly kept as the front. There were no flower beds, but gardenia bushes lined the fences. Rhodes knew about gardenias. In June the smell of the flowers on so many bushes would be almost overpoweringly sweet.


The back porch was screened in. Rhodes stood on top of the concrete steps and knocked on the frame of the screen door with one knuckle. The door bounced a little when he struck it, as if it were loose, maybe not latched. Rhodes waited for several seconds, but no one responded.

Looking through the screen, Rhodes saw a little porch. A covered litterbox sat near the inner door beside a well-ripped scratching post. The inner door, which led into the kitchen, was open, but no one was in sight.

Thinking of the way the door had bounced, Rhodes gave it a try. Sure enough, it wasn’t latched. He opened it and looked at the hook and loop arrangement. Nothing wrong with it. Maybe Mrs. Harris wasn’t afraid of burglars, not that a hook-latch would do any good at all if anyone wanted in.

Rhodes could remember a time when hardly anyone in Clearview locked the doors, but that was in the past. Now, most people did, especially people living alone.

“Mrs. Harris?” he said.

Speedo ran over to see if Rhodes might have been calling him. Seeing that wasn’t the case, he sat at the foot of the steps and looked up at Rhodes, who called out Mrs. Harris’s name again, louder.

No answer, and Rhodes looked down at Speedo.

“Behave yourself,” he said.

Speedo wagged his tail, brushing it across the short-cropped grass, and Rhodes went on inside.

A white washer and dryer sat on the wooden floor of the back porch. The painted hardwood floor was so clean that it gleamed. Rhodes passed the washer and dryer and went through the open door into the kitchen.


It was like stepping back into an earlier time. The linoleum on the floor had been new about forty years earlier, but it was still shiny. Rhodes wondered if they still made Johnson’s Glo-Coat.

The kitchen cabinets were original to the house, and there was no dishwasher. The stove was a white Chambers range. Rhodes’s parents had owned one exactly like it. It had once been the top of the line, but now it was a collector’s item.

A divided sink had been installed in the counter at one time, but it was by now forty years old or more, and a chip of enamel was missing on one edge. The Formica-covered countertops were clean but worn, lined with canisters, a chrome toaster, and a coffee percolator. An old wooden table stood on the faded linoleum at the opposite end of the room, near a door leading into a dining room. Near the table a bowl of cat food and a bowl of water sat on a rubber mat.

The only jarring note in the room was the body lying on the floor in front of the sink.

 


It looked as if there had been an accident.

Helen Harris lay motionless with an overturned stool beside her. She lay on one side, almost as if she were asleep, but Rhodes had seen enough dead bodies to be pretty sure that Mrs. Harris wouldn’t ever be waking up. He didn’t want to take any chances that he was wrong, however, so he walked over and knelt down to check for a pulse. There was none.

The stool was made of wood and had four legs, which would supposedly make it fairly stable. Apparently it hadn’t been.

The cover of the light over the sink had been removed and was sitting on the counter, and a lightbulb with a dark spot on it lay beside
it. Rhodes stood up and looked into the sink. A broken bulb lay in the bottom.

So Mrs. Harris had been standing on the stool, trying to replace the bulb. Something had happened to the stool, it had become overbalanced, and she had fallen. The new bulb had landed in the sink, and she had landed on the floor.

That wouldn’t have been enough to kill her. Her head, covered with wispy white hair, was beside the stool, and a pair of glasses lay not far away. Rhodes supposed that she might have hit one of the rounded corners of the stool when she fell. He saw a couple of white hairs caught on the wood, but he didn’t make any firm conclusions.

He felt a kind of sadness that was a little different from that which usually came over him at someone’s death. Mrs. Harris had been a part of the community for far longer than Rhodes could remember. For longer than most people in town could remember. Rhodes hadn’t known her well, but he had vivid memories of her husband’s algebry classes.

After looking down at the body for a couple of seconds, Rhodes sighed and went to check the rest of the house to make sure that no one else was hiding there. First he checked the front door. It was locked.

The furnishings in all the rooms were as old as the house, except for the TV set, which might not have been much more than twenty years old. There was only one telephone, an old black handset with a rotary dial, sitting in a little niche in a hallway. Rhodes didn’t think there were many of those left in use even in a small town like Clearview.

Every room was as clean as the kitchen. The hardwood floors were smooth and shiny, the throw rugs hardly seemed to have
been stepped on, and there was no cat hair that Rhodes could see. He wondered if there was a single dust bunny to be found under any of the beds. Probably not.

In one of the bedrooms on a low bookshelf there were all sorts of interesting items: pieces of old glass and metal objects, including a few coins. One was a half-dollar. Rhodes hadn’t seen one of those in years. Some things Rhodes couldn’t identify. Most of them appeared to be not much more than junk: an old ice pick, what looked like a rust-covered hood ornament from the days before they’d been eliminated, even some rusty bottle caps. Junk or not, everything was clean and dusted.

The bed in Helen’s room had already been made up, and her purse sat on the dresser. Rhodes would check it later, but it didn’t appear to have been disturbed.

A tall jewelry box sat in front of the dresser mirror. Rhodes opened the little doors and saw necklaces draped over small hangers. He opened the drawers to see if any rings were inside. Several rings were there, and it didn’t appear that any had been taken. Whatever had happened in the kitchen, robbery didn’t seem to have entered into it.

After peeking into the rest of the rooms and finding no one, Rhodes went back to the kitchen. Nothing in the house had been disturbed. Everything pointed to an accidental death, but Rhodes somehow didn’t believe that was the case. He suspected that Helen Harris had been murdered. There was no proof of that as yet, and in fact nothing in the deserted house suggested it, but Rhodes couldn’t shake the feeling.

The setup was obvious enough. When Mrs. Harris had gone into the kitchen that morning, she’d discovered that the bulb over her sink was burned out and decided to change it. Then the accident
had happened. It was even possible that events had gone exactly that way.

But a few things were wrong. For one, the back screen door hadn’t been latched. Rhodes thought that a meticulously careful person like Helen Harris would latch the door, especially if the door leading from the screened porch into the kitchen was open and unlocked.

It wasn’t the doors that bothered Rhodes the most, though. It was the cat. Ivy said that Mrs. Harris never let the cat leave the house, but it had left, and it had been outside long enough to wander a couple of blocks to Rhodes’s house. Who had let it out? Rhodes was convinced that someone besides Helen Harris had been in the house, someone who had gone out the back door and then gone somewhere else.

Rhodes thought about going to the black telephone and making the necessary calls, but he didn’t want to mess up any fingerprints that might be there. He wished he’d brought a cell phone with him, but he didn’t like cell phones. He thought about the odds of someone other than Mrs. Harris having made any phone calls. He decided there was next to no chance that anyone had, so he went into the hall and called the jail, dialing awkwardly because he was out of practice.

Hack Jensen, the dispatcher, answered, and Rhodes told him to have Ruth Grady, one of the deputies, meet him at Helen Harris’s house.

“What’s the matter?” Hack said. “Something happen to Helen?”

“I’ll tell you later,” Rhodes said, and hung up the phone, knowing that he’d just ruined Hack’s day. The dispatcher wanted to know everything as soon as it happened, so he could lord it over Lawton, the jailer.


Rhodes then called the ambulance and the justice of the peace. He called Ivy last.

“That’s terrible,” Ivy said when he’d told her about Mrs. Harris. “I can’t imagine why a woman of her age would want to climb up on a stool. She’s frail and not exactly steady.”

“I’m not sure she climbed on anything.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know exactly. A few things don’t seem quite right to me. I need to find out more about Helen Harris.”

“Are you suggesting that it wasn’t an accident?”

“I don’t mean to suggest anything.”

There was a pause, then Ivy said, “It’s Sam, isn’t it.”

Rhodes wished she hadn’t used the cat’s name, but he said, “Yes. Didn’t you say she never let him outside?”

“That’s right. Someone had to open the door, or he’d still be in the house. I know Helen wouldn’t have let him leave, and certainly not before she tried to change a lightbulb. Someone who didn’t know about Sam’s habits must have done it. Or someone who knew and didn’t notice Sam slipping past.”

That was what Rhodes thought, too. He said, “I don’t know a lot about cats, but if S—if the cat hadn’t been outside before, why would it go out now?”

“Because it was scared? Or bothered by a stranger being in the house?”

It sounded right to Rhodes.

“How many women are in the OWLS?” he asked.

“About six regulars, but Helen was in several other groups. She joined some of them when her husband was still alive.”

That would complicate things, Rhodes thought. The more acquaintances a person had, the more potential suspects in a murder
case. If this was a murder case. And that didn’t even begin to account for the possibility of a stranger who might have wandered by.

“Do you know anything about those other groups?” he said.

Ivy didn’t, not really.

“One of them was a metal-detecting club,” she said, and Rhodes thought about the things he’d seen on the shelves. “But I don’t know who else was in it,” Ivy continued. “I don’t even know for sure if she was still a member, but she used to talk about it now and then. You’ll have to ask some of the OWLS.”

Rhodes told her that he would and asked if she had a membership list.

“No,” Ivy said, “but you can bet that Helen did. She was very particular about things like that.”

Rhodes said that he believed it. “Where would the list be?”

“Isn’t there a little black desk in one of the spare bedrooms?”

Rhodes said that he’d seen it. There had been a desk calendar with daily Bible verses on it, but that was all. Helen kept the top of the desk as clean as everything else in the house.

“That’s where the list would be,” Ivy said. “In one of the drawers, probably.”

Rhodes said he’d look there and hung up the phone. Maybe he was being overly suspicious. Maybe Mrs. Harris had simply had an accident and, being old and frail, had died as a result.

Rhodes sighed. It was easy enough to tell himself that, but he didn’t believe it for a minute.




Chapter 3

RHODES RETURNED TO THE BACKYARD, WHERE SPEEDO SAT WAITING. As soon as Speedo saw Rhodes, he charged to the other side of the yard, probably hoping that Rhodes would follow and play. Rhodes did follow, but only to check the gate in the rusty fence. It was between two of the gardenia bushes, and it was closed. It opened to the white-graveled alley that led away behind houses in both directions. Whoever had been in the house, if anyone had been, could have gone just about anywhere without much danger of being seen, since most of the yards backing up to the alley had either high wooden fences or trees or both hiding it from sight of the houses.

If Rhodes was right about someone having left by the back door, it meant that whoever had let the cat escape had walked to the house, but probably not through the alley. Most people used the sidewalk. Maybe someone had been outside and seen whoever
it was, so Rhodes would have to talk to everyone who was home along both sides of the street.

Speedo tried to nudge past Rhodes and see what was so interesting in the alley, but Rhodes didn’t open the gate.

“Can’t touch it,” he told the dog. “There might be fingerprints.”

Speedo sat back on his haunches and looked wise, as if he understood completely.

Rhodes wished that he understood things as well as Speedo seemed to. He was sure he didn’t have any solid reasons for his suspicions, but they didn’t go away. They just kept getting stronger.

Rhodes heard a car pull into the driveway. He told Speedo to behave himself and went to see who’d arrived.

It was Ruth Grady, who got out of the county car and asked what was going on.

“Mrs. Helen Harris is in the kitchen,” Rhodes told her. “She’s dead. It looks like an accident.”

“You wouldn’t have called me for an accident,” Ruth said.

She was short and stout and one of the best deputies Rhodes had ever worked with. She’d gotten a law enforcement degree at a community college in south Texas before coming to work in Blacklin County, and Rhodes trusted her to work a crime scene without making any mistakes.

“It might be an accident,” Rhodes said. “But it might not.” He told her about the cat. “So we’re not going to take any chances.”

“This is your neighborhood, isn’t it?” Ruth said.

“Yes, but we’d do the same anywhere.”

“I know that. I was just commenting. Did you know the victim?”

“She might not be a victim. But I knew her. Not well. Ivy knew
her better. Her husband taught me algebra when I was in high school.”

“I was pretty good in algebra,” Ruth said.

Rhodes didn’t want to get into a discussion of his high school accomplishments, or lack thereof, especially one in which he’d come off badly, so he told Ruth what he wanted her to do as soon as the justice of the peace got through with his business.

“I’ll be interviewing the people who live up and down the block,” Rhodes said, “in case they’ve noticed anything unusual.”

Ruth looked both ways along the street, then back at Rhodes.

“I don’t see anybody.”

“If anybody’s home, they know we’re here. Not too many county cars pull into driveways in this part of town.”

“Except for yours.”

“That’s right, but nobody even notices mine anymore. There’s never been one in this driveway, though.”

Rhodes heard a siren in the distance. Speedo, in the backyard, heard it, too, and started howling in accompaniment.

“That’ll really get people’s attention,” Rhodes told Ruth. “You go on in and look things over.”

“You haven’t already done that?”

“Yes, but I didn’t touch a thing. Treat it like a crime scene. Get pictures of everything before they move the body.”

The ambulance parked at the curb, and its siren wound down. Speedo’s howling did, too.

“That dog you hear is Speedo,” Rhodes told Ruth. “You might want to say ‘hey’ to him when you go in.”

“I like Speedo,” Ruth said.

“Everybody does. He won’t bother you.”


“I know. He likes me, too.”

Rhodes grinned and went to talk to the EMTs while Ruth was looking things over. After a few more minutes the JP arrived, and Rhodes left them there to begin walking the block.

 


He went to three houses before he found anybody who knew anything. In the first house, no one was home. In the second, a man named Grover Middleton was plenty willing to talk, but not about anything related to Helen Harris. He mainly wanted to quiz Rhodes about the ambulance and the patrol car being at Mrs. Harris’s house. After finding out that Middleton had nothing to contribute, Rhodes told him as little as possible and left.

In the third house, Francine Oates had a lot to say, as if the idea of her neighbor’s death had made her nervous. Francine was about Helen’s age, and the two had known each other for many years, ever since the Harrises had moved to Clearview. Like Mrs. Harris, Francine had taught elementary school.

Francine was a tough, wiry woman whose hair was dyed a reddish brown. She’d been married at one time. Rhodes didn’t remember her husband, who had been dead for years. Francine seemed to have given up wearing her wedding band, or any other rings, for that matter.

“I always did worry about Helen,” Francine said after Rhodes had explained the reason for his visit. “She was entirely too active if you ask me, even when we were teaching together, and especially now. Women our age shouldn’t be out mowing the yard and pruning trees.”

Rhodes said what Francine wanted to hear.

“You don’t look as old as Helen.”


Francine smiled, revealing a set of good teeth.

“That’s because I take care of myself, not like Helen, out sweating in the yard. It’s hardly ladylike, if you know what I mean.”

Francine dated back to the time when the word ladylike had been acceptable. More than that, it had meant something good, at least to people like Francine. Ladies wore hats and gloves when they went to church, which they did twice on Sunday and often on Wednesday. They didn’t smoke, swear, or sweat, and they always let men hold the door for them. On the other hand, she was currently dressed in a pair of new-looking blue jeans and a man’s long-sleeved shirt, which didn’t look ladylike to Rhodes, though he refrained from saying so.

“You mentioned that it was an accident,” Francine said. “You’re probably right. Helen wasn’t always as careful as she should be. Always climbing around.”

“Was she careful about other things?” Rhodes said. “Like locking her doors?”

Francine hesitated for a couple of seconds. “I guess she was. A lady has to be careful these days.” Francine had small eyes set too close together, and Rhodes detected a hint of nervous anxiety in her tone. “If it was an accident, then why are you here? I didn’t think the sheriff investigated accidents.”

“We have to make sure,” Rhodes said. “Sometimes things aren’t the way they seem.”

“I’m sure they are in this case. Helen was always careless.”

“Did you happen to see a car parked at Mrs. Harris’s house this morning?”

“No, but that doesn’t mean anything. I’ve been busy and haven’t been outside. Anybody could have parked there, and I wouldn’t have known. Would you like some coffee?”


Rhodes didn’t drink coffee, so he declined politely.

“I have some Dublin Dr Pepper if you’d like a soft drink.”

Rhodes couldn’t resist an offer like that. The bottling company in Dublin still made Dr Pepper with real sugar, and it tasted the way it had when Rhodes had been growing up.

“I ordered it off the Internet,” Francine said. “I don’t think Helen even had a computer.”

Rhodes hadn’t seen one, but there could have been a laptop in a drawer. Or it could have been taken from the house.

“Come on in the kitchen,” Francine said. “We can talk there. I’d be glad to help if I can.”

Rhodes followed her to the back of the house, which was as old as the Harris home but with more up-to-date furnishings. The kitchen had a dishwasher, and the floor was tiled.

“Have a seat,” Francine said, and Rhodes sat in a captain’s chair at the square wooden table while she got the Dr Pepper out of the refrigerator. It was in a can, but Rhodes didn’t mind, not if it was a real Dublin Dr Pepper.

“Aren’t you going to have one?” Rhodes said, after she’d wrapped the can in a napkin and set it in front of him.

“I drink one a day, in the afternoon. I have to watch my weight.”

Rhodes again said the expected, and it was true enough that Francine looked thin and fit.

“You don’t seem to have a weight problem.”

“That’s because I work at it.” Francine got a glass from a cabinet and put it on a coaster beside the Dr Pepper can. “Go ahead and drink. I’ll talk while you do.”

Rhodes popped the can open and poured about half the Dr Pepper into the glass. He took a swallow and smiled. It was the Real Thing for sure.


Francine smiled and laced her fingers together. “Helen and I were in the OWLS together, you know.”

Rhodes hadn’t known that Francine was in the OWLS. And he hadn’t looked for the membership list in the Harris house. He’d have to do that if Ruth Grady didn’t come across it.

“We were two of the founding members,” Francine went on, “and we try … tried to keep the group on track. Lately some of them have suggested outlandish books for discussion.”

She paused, and Rhodes was about to ask what books she meant, but she went on without prodding.

“Helen and I prefer Texas writers. Like Vernell Lindsey.”

Vernell was a local success story. She’d had several romance novels published and had even sponsored a writing workshop at the old college campus in Obert. The workshop hadn’t turned out so well, and the college’s old main building now housed a church. There had been a murder there only two weeks earlier, and Rhodes sometimes wondered if Obert was jinxed.

“But some of the ladies wanted to read racier books,” Francine said. “Like something by Joe Lansdale. Have you ever heard of him?”

Rhodes said that he hadn’t.

“His books are just filthy.” Francine giggled and put her hand to her mouth. “But they’re very funny.” Her face assumed a pious blandness. “He does have serious themes, you know.”

Rhodes said that he didn’t know.

“They’re about the real Texas, not like some things we’ve read,” Francine said. “They’re about murders and things. Do you think Helen was murdered?”

Rhodes, who wasn’t sure that murders and things were the real Texas, said that he didn’t know anything for sure.


“If she died under suspicious circumstances,” Francine said, “I think you should talk to Alton Brant.”

Rhodes knew the name. Brant was a veteran of the Korean War and the person the Clearview Herald always interviewed on patriotic holidays. He’d once been quite a good-looking man, and he still made a good appearance in a photo on the Herald’s front page, even though he’d gained weight and become a bit stooped.

“He and Helen have been courting, you know,” Francine said.

Rhodes said that he hadn’t known.

“Oh, my, yes. They’ve been going at it hot and heavy.”

Rhodes didn’t think hot and heavy was a ladylike expression, but he didn’t mention that to Francine. He said, “Does Alton stop by Helen’s house often?”

“Certainly. They’re not being discreet about anything. He visits several times a week. I wouldn’t be surprised if they, well, it wouldn’t be nice to say.”

Rhodes didn’t want to get into that kind of speculation. He said, “Do you know if she had a will?”

Francine paused and looked away. “Yes, she did. I witnessed it, in fact.”

Rhodes took another drink of the Dr Pepper. It hit the spot. He should order a case for himself, he thought. Maybe two cases. He’d ordered it before, and while it was expensive, it was well worth the money.

“I didn’t think Helen had a lot of money,” Francine said when he set the glass back on the coaster. “Or anything else. Of course, that was before.”

“Before what?”

“Before the big gas boom.”

Rhodes nodded. In the last couple of years, the price of natural
gas had risen to highs that would have been unbelievable not so very long ago. There had always been gas under the ground in parts of Blacklin County, but it had been deep, so it hadn’t been economically feasible to drill for it. Now it was, and quite a few landowners had become much better off as a result. Instead of griping about the lack of rain in the summer and the cold weather in the winter, they complained about their taxes. It was always something.

“So Mrs. Harris had a gas well?” Rhodes said.

“Not yet,” Francine said. “But she owned a good bit of property in the south part of the county where there’s a lot of drilling. Her husband bought it years ago just for speculation. He never realized a thing from it, but Helen would have. Or she thought she would. She told everybody all about it at an OWLS meeting. Some of the property had very good leases on it, and one of the big gas companies started drilling on the property only a few days ago. Helen just knew it was going to be a good well.”

Rhodes didn’t keep up with all the drilling activity, and Ivy hadn’t been to an OWLS meeting in a while. So he hadn’t known about Helen’s good fortune. Which was now the good fortune of whoever might be her heir. That was something else Rhodes would have to consider if the death wasn’t accidental.

“Maybe Alton Brant is in her will,” Francine said, interrupting Rhodes’s thoughts. “I didn’t look at it, naturally. I just signed where she showed me. But maybe Alton killed her for the money. I wouldn’t be surprised if that was it, not in the least.”

Rhodes said he didn’t think anyone had killed Mrs. Harris, that her death was probably just an accident.

“I don’t doubt it. She was always too careless about climbing on things.”


The thought of Mrs. Harris’s heirs reminded Rhodes of something. “Wasn’t she related to Leonard Thorpe? I seem to remember hearing that sometime or other, but I don’t know how they’re related.”

“He’s not a Harris,” Francine said, as if she knew all about it. “He’s a cousin, related to Helen on her mother’s side.”

She didn’t seem to want to talk about Thorpe, which wasn’t surprising. He lived in Clearview’s only trailer park, out past the city limits on the west side of town. It wasn’t called a trailer park, of course. It was the Tranquility Mobile Home Park. It usually lived up to its name, but not always. Some of the people who lived there were interesting characters, and Leonard was definitely part of that group, except that interesting wasn’t precisely the right word. Rhodes had dealt with him more than once when he’d disturbed the public tranquillity.

“I think you need to investigate the alley-walker,” Francine said.

“The alley-walker?”

“You know who I mean. I forget his name. He’s always walking the alleys and snooping in the trash. He can be scary.”

Billy Joe Byron, Rhodes thought, and he felt something that might have been his conscience give him a jab in the ribs. He’d had dealings with Billy Joe, too. He’d made a decision that he’d never regretted, though he’d never been certain that it had been the right one. The situation, when he thought about it, was uncomfortably similar to the one with Mrs. Harris, or it could be. Rhodes hoped it wasn’t.

“The alley-walker might have done it,” Francine said. “Or it could have been some tramp.”


Rhodes hadn’t heard that last word in years. He said, “Have you seen any tramps around lately?”

“I really don’t recall. Do you really think some tramp might have killed Helen?”

“I don’t think anybody killed her. I was just wondering who might have visited her this morning. If anybody did.”

“I wish I could help, but I spend most of my time on the computer. I don’t see much of what’s going on outside.”

Rhodes thought that might be a familiar story these days, even among people Mrs. Oates’s age, though she seemed to know a lot about Alton Brant’s visits.

“I’m writing a book,” she said. “A romance novel. Vernell Lindsey is my inspiration. I think people need a little more romance in their lives, and I believe I can bring it to them with my book.”

“I hope your book is a big success.” Rhodes stood up and thanked her again for the Dr Pepper. “If you think of anything else, or if you remember seeing anybody, call the office.”

“I’ll be sure to do that. I just can’t imagine that Helen is dead. She always seemed so alive.”

“I used to see her mowing that lawn.”

“Yes.” Francine shook her head in disapproval. “She shouldn’t have done that. Very unladylike.”

Rhodes said he appreciated Francine’s help and started to leave. But he turned back at the door to ask if Francine wanted a cat.

“You mean Helen’s cat?”

“That’s the one. Somebody will have to take care of it.”

Francine looked away from Rhodes. She twitched slightly and rubbed her arms as if fleas were hopping around on her skin underneath the shirtsleeves.


“I don’t like cats,” she said. “Cats are sneaky and hateful. Just turn it over to your animal control officer.”

Rhodes was sure that Speedo would have agreed with her characterization of cats.

“They’re dirty, too,” Francine continued, “and they have fleas. I’ve never understood how a woman with Helen’s habits was able to have one in the house with her.”

Rhodes started to say that the cat had lived inside and wasn’t likely to have fleas, but he didn’t think Francine would be convinced. He left to see if he could get any better information from someone else along the block.

He didn’t.





End of sample
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