CHAPTER ONE


"I drownded."


Andrea blinked her eyes open in the dark to squint at Billie Mae Robbins. 


All of six, with flaxen hair, Billie Mae had the bluest eyes south of a sunny sky. And she glowed, just a bit, as she stood next to the bed. As usual, she wore a white cotton nightgown, the kind that only went to the knees. Today, a vivid purple bruise crossed the midpoint of her throat, thin as wire, staining the skin below it in a lighter hue until it faded above her collarbone.


"I don't think you drowned,"  Andrea murmured. She didn't want to wake Taka. He lay sprawled over more than half her bed, but since he'd tracked and nailed a killer in a little over thirty-nine hours without sleep, she was letting him have more than his fair share. Plus he was big and pretty and threw a lot of body heat, a total plus during October in West Virginia.


"I drownded."


She had this conversation with Billie Mae three or four times a week. She'd move, but she loved the house and Billie Mae's antics made the rent cheap for a two-story on a quiet cul-de-sac ten minutes from downtown Charleston. The cute landlord, Kenny, threw in weekly lawn mowing after the first time she called him looking for answers. Although he claimed Andrea was the first treated to an actual appearance by Billie Mae, Kenny admitted she was the first tenant to last longer than three months in years. 


"I drownded all by myself," Billie Mae insisted.


Andrea rolled onto her side to face the little girl. Billie Mae looked very serious. There was another conversation they had sometimes when Andrea made bacon, which she made more now than ever simply because it was fun to see Billie Mae laugh. But this particular conversation was solemn and grave and almost always took place just before dawn broke and filled the master bedroom with muted brightness. She only found it annoying when Billie Mae woke her on Sundays, the one day Andrea didn't get up early to run. Since it was Friday, Andrea whispered back, “I don't think you did.”


"I did," Billie Mae shouted, stomping her bare foot, little fists clinched tight. Andrea flinched, even though she expected it and knew Taka couldn't hear her. 


"Where?"


She pointed out the window. Fed by a branch of the Elk River, with about twenty custom homes on large lots built along a portion of the shoreline, Lake Vickers lay a good half-mile away. After sunrise, Andrea knew, the lake might be visible through that window as a flat grey smudge beyond the fog-wreathed reds and yellows of the trees growing across all the yards downslope from her.


"Your mother strangled you in the bath tub, Billie Mae," Andrea whispered. She made an effort to say it as a statement of fact, to not be mean. Usually she remembered to soften 'strangle' to 'suffocate', but it had been weeks upon weeks of this dialogue already.


Billie Mae's face crumpled, tears welled and then spilled onto her porcelain cheeks. She shook her head. Andrea couldn't ignore her. She lifted the covers, letting the cool air rush in, and sat up, swinging her legs over the edge of the mattress. Taka grunted and grabbed at the blankets, pulling them back in close. The hardwood floor was cold under Andrea's feet. She shivered. There were still things she needed for the house. Throw rugs and a sleeper sofa were two of them. 


Andrea padded out of the room, Billie Mae trailing her down the hall to the bathroom. The claw-footed tub was not the one she died in. The landlord, Kenny, tore that one out after Billie Mae died. Sitting on the toilet while Billie Mae watched, Andrea told herself yet again that she didn't mind. Her little sister used to do the exact same thing and there was no way to make her stop, anyway. 


While she washed her hands and face, Billie Mae climbed into the tub and sat there blinking up at her. Andrea set her timer for two minutes, and one minute into brushing her teeth, Billie Mae blipped out of her life until next time, or until Andrea made bacon, whichever came first.  


She decided that after her run, she would make coffee for Taka and a pop-tart for herself.

******


Since the front of Taka's unmarked Crown Vic met with the side of the alleged killer's car sometime before he staggered onto her front porch, dropped off by a uniform, Andrea still had the pleasure of his somewhat discontented company after breakfast. He wasn't much of a morning person at the best of times, and she was just the opposite. "So, detective," she said as her FX settled to the right after he levered himself down into the passenger seat. The little blue Infinity SUV was getting old, but she didn't like the newer ones as much and it suited her work just fine. She wondered, not for the first time, if she needed to replace Taka or the suspension. It'd be a close call this morning.


At six feet, Taka was shorter than Andrea's little brother, and only two inches taller than her, but built solid. A result, he said, of the Cherokee blood contributed by his grandmother to a long linage of Irish-English stock. Andrea thought it more likely the mix of Maori and African blood laid over the Asian on his other side. He'd recently taken up the term 'person of color' and seemed a lot happier when white people invariably asked about his heritage.


"Yes?" he said, looking sideways at her. He knew she had a fascination with him. Without mercy, he'd teased her about it ever since they'd been paired up in science at Harrington Junior High, up the road in Dunning. William Taka was Andrea's best and oldest friend.


Catching on, a smile broke across his face like a growing fissure in a rock.


"Yeah," she said. "Use your key, next time."


"I lost my keys," he said cheerfully. "That's why I'm here and not there."


He lived with his girlfriend, Melinda. She was tall like Andrea, but built on a tiny bird's frame topped with a luxurious mane of fake red hair . Also unlike Andrea, she was frilly and girly and had a viper's tongue installed in place of her absent compassion. Apparently there were other compensating factors, but hopefully Taka would tire of them sooner rather than later.


Rolling her eyes, Andrea said, "Her highness wouldn't let you in if you knocked?"


"She sleeps with ear plugs and a white noise machine. I didn't even try." 


Taka was a light sleeper, and while he didn't tuck his gun under his pillow, because he wasn't an idiot, he always kept it close. Each of his three stints in inter-agency undercover had changed him, made him a darker, edgier, older version than the Taka he used to be. 


"How can you sleep with all that loud shush-shush going on?"


"I don't," he said, his smile fading.


That explained a lot, actually, including the heavy shadows under his eyes that eight hours of unusual-for-him deep sleep hadn't even touched. He waved a hand at the empty carport surrounding  them and the maple tree at its rear, which was shedding gold leaves onto them from the force of the cold breeze that had kicked up into a gusty cloud mover in the few minutes they'd been not really talking. "Are we working here today?"


Andrea started the FX.

******


She dropped grouchy Taka into the early crowd of pedestrians outside City Hall on Court Street, already grumbling at the paperwork he'd be stuck doing for the next three days. Actual, outright murder wasn't common in Charleston. Maybe three to five times a year cases unfolded in a way that allowed the cops to cowboy around and rope someone cold while the trail was still hot. Another four or five times a year, corpses were uncovered in the state forest or national park. Once in a great while, one showed up on municipal land and the Charleston cops could actually stake a claim to it before some other agency got called in for follow-up. 2004's record number of fifteen murders was the only reason Charleston continued to retain a larger force than strictly necessary in 2010.


As an experienced CI, Taka's spare time between active homicides or violent crimes, was increasingly soaked up by narcotics cases and working inter-agency. On slow days, Taka and another detective, Tracy Manners, rifled through the older cold cases, digitizing what information they could for the Records department, tagging the cases with keywords to make sure they came up under relevant terms on computer searches, sometimes linking them on other agencies websites, just in case that lucky break came through. 


Sometimes they threw research Andrea's way. She archived files at the Waltham-Young Community Library, a private institute for public use. Stephen Young had a passion for research that the public library couldn't support. Henry Waltham had money. Motivated by a desire to create a legacy for himself, he made the community a gift that it still didn't quite understand, but Andrea did. If research were edible, Andrea would be very, very fat.


As she drove along the foggy Kanawha River, poking along in the heavy morning traffic on Kanawha Boulevard, 'Hey, Soul Sister', Taka's ringtone, blasted from her phone.


Blushing, she snatched the phone up and thumbed the accept icon. One of the blessings of ringtones was that people generally didn't know what song you'd chosen for them, but Taka rung her phone when she'd lost it in the house last week and now he knew. 


"The way you move ain't fair, you know," he sang.


"Yeah, yeah," she muttered.


"Hey, soul sister, did Billie Mae show this morning?"


"Yes," she said, drawing the word out into a question.


"They've got a body. A guy fishing for bass this morning hooked it up outta Lake Vickers."


Lake Vickers, near her house. "Yes," she repeated, still waiting for why he was asking about Billie Mae. He knew about her, but Kenny, his previous tenants, and Andrea were the only ones who actually believed in her.


"It's a little girl, Andrea. They're guessing she's been down a couple of years, but she was wrapped in plastic so there's still enough on her to work with--"


"Taka!" she said, using her librarian voice. She didn't like the detail except in print. She didn't like the casual relay of facts, the half-awake tone of his voice as he let the details simmer in his brain, letting it make unconscious connections for him. She didn't like being part of his early process. "Is this your case?"


"Not yet," he admitted after a long pause. Meaning he had to finish his paperwork from the last case, and maybe get a little more sleep before someone would let him in on anything new.


Andrea relented. "She pointed at the lake this morning when she said she drowned."


"Thanks," he said, like she'd just told him he'd won free tickets to a concert he'd been wanting to see since he was ten.


"It doesn’t mean anything."


"Oh, right," he said. "Like her correct prediction of the fire in Ellington didn’t mean anything."


"Well, it's not like she says anything in time to help."


"Still, it's interesting."


"You don't even believe in her, Taka."


"Still…"


She made the turn onto Tyree Drive, and then an immediate left into the parking lot of Waltham-Young. "I gotta go."


"Adios, me-ho," he drawled, a line he'd been using since they snuck into 'Roadhouse' when they were twelve, and clunked the receiver down at his end. He worked in one of those big, open plan rooms with no privacy, but at least his desk abutted a window, which he lorded over, taking charge of opening and closing it to compensate for the overly enthusiastic heating and air the department ran. 


Right now he would be tapping his pen on his desk and trying to decide if he should pitch whole heartedly into his paperwork or go fish around for the freshest coffee in the building, which covered four floors and enough social chatter to kill an hour.


Andrea parked and grabbing her briefcase, did a good imitation of a speed walker into the building. Now that she was going to be late, she remembered she had an appointment after lunch that she still needed to prep in the documents room. 


Sweeping through the big double doors, she heard Marji call "Hey 'ya," from the reception desk. Andrea waved at her and turned right, down a wide corridor decorated in modern art and deep window box displays. She didn't linger, even though she knew the Cabot had come in and been installed overnight.  


Through another set of double doors, and left past the conference rooms. This hallway, a wall of windows, fronted the courtyard. The courtyard was easily one of the prettiest spots in all of Charleston. One old oak with a trunk span of seven feet anchored the plantings of dogwood, butterfly bushes, fireweed, red tips, red buds, and white azaleas. Seasonal flowers balanced the colors and symmetries of the stone path that wound around and around in a spiral from the door off the cafeteria and great hall to the wooden benches built around the oak. 


Waltham-Young had other gardens, including edibles and koi ponds, but this little place of peace was Andrea's favorite.


Her office was half way down the window wall. She swiped her secure ID card and entered her work space. It was a dream, and held all her personal stuff as well, since home always seemed more elusive to her than work did. Being an interior office, it had no windows, but Stephen Young had skylights installed, and UV lights were standard throughout the library. Andrea's office plants thrived, the only place she'd ever managed not to kill them. Some, like her jade plant, had been with her since her first day on board.


The entire right wall was covered in cork, to which everything, absolutely everything, she needed was thumb tacked. Photos of her travels, of Stephen Young, Taka in all his incarnations, their friends Carson and Michael and Tracy, her colleagues Marji and Randy, and wonderful Lauren, and all her siblings, Christmas the year they all went skiing, Shep, her old dog who passed years ago. Photocopies of documents she'd located for clients, bills that needed paying, ribbons won doing the sports she'd obsessed over and then dropped- swimming, shooting, triathlon. Her current passion was rock climbing. A folded map of the New River Gorge climbs teased her from the very center of the display. A couple of hand braided leather bracelets hung next to a pendant found taped to the bottom of a dresser drawer at an estate sale graced the upper right-hand corner.


Floor to ceiling cabinets held all her supplies. A long counter along the back wall allowed her to spread out files and documents, and below it, open shelves accommodated all the various sizes of books she used. She owned roughly half the  current books and the other half rotated on loan, coming in and out of libraries all over the world. 


Dumping her bag and purse, Andrea shuffled the papers she'd left spread across her wide desk into the file folder laying beneath them and left again. Her destination, the documents room, lay on the other side of the Library. With sixty full-time staffers, at any one time there were about ten of them traipsing through the halls, the common areas, and the inner sanctum of the various dedicated research rooms. She waved, nodded, and said hi, but didn't stop for conversation. A DAR meeting was taking place in the main library, fifteen or twenty older women all spiffed up for their southern lunch to follow. Andrea thought it was probably the highlight of their monthly social calendar.


After carding into the secure room, she found Randy already rifling the drawers she needed. "Stripping General Lee to his bones?" she asked.


"Trying to see if we can strip a piece off his bones, for DNA testing."


That stopped her. "Really?"


"Really. A group in Charlotte's funding it and they've already gotten a research grant from the Randall Corporation."


"Corporate? For profit?"


He just grinned at her.  Lordy, she thought. Probably someone wanted to clone General Lee and lead the South into secession from Federal tyranny once again. "Mind if I join you?"


He pulled a thin file labeled 'Cheat Mountain Campaign' and handed it to her. "Try this." 


Flipping through the sheets inside, she found it right up her alley. "Thanks. I’m swiping this, but what I need today are the fabric breakdowns from the shrouds dug up at Ivystone Manor."


He slid over, giving her room to pull the drawer below. "Go for it. I’ll be done in a sec."


Squatting down, she pulled Ivystone's file and then fingered through the other plantation files until she found two she knew were in the same general area of Ivystone for comparisons of their  interior designs. At Ivystone, the only known draperies dating to the Civil War era were unearthed from three graves discovered along the southern exposure when a sunporch was demolished and rebuilt. 


Two of the shrouds were a thick, brocaded drapery fabric of the type popular previous to the war, and one was of a lighter, summer fabric most popular three to five years following the war. Andrea had long been fascinated by the undocumented burials. The older two were undoubtedly Confederate soldiers. The third was not. All three men wore distinctive rings fashioned from horseshoe nails, twisted and welded in individual ways. She wouldn’t mind some for-profit giving her money for DNA testing. Her favorite theory held that the third man came looking for the first two after the war. She could make up all sorts of stories regarding the circumstances. 


But it was the fabric samples and labs she was after today. A contractor in Charlottesville doing a complete re-build for the Falling Waters Garden Society near Ivystone wanted an exact design reproduction from the fabric shrouds to incorporate Ivystone's story into a display that would overlook an herb garden with root vegetables and table flowers as limited by what was available during the Civil war. By frequently changing the display to re-create various seasons and garden practices, the society hoped to lure locals in three times a year instead of once every couple of years when they had out-of-town guests. 


  Andrea had joked with the contractor about wax corpses, but she hoped his look of 'aha', didn’t mean he'd actually pitch them to the Society for a more accurate display. 


Files found, she shoved the lower drawer shut at the same time Randy shut his top drawer and cried, "Jinx!"


She stuck her tongue out at him and spread her folders across one of the four big tables nearby. Four foot by seven foot, they were made specifically for sifting through research. The old-fashioned computer desktop, easier to drop and drag. Andrea grinned at the thought. 


"See 'ya, you 'ol grinny fox," Randy called on his way out the door.


She waved. Randy was different, but she got him. Sometimes she tried to explain his asides to the rest of the staff and then ended up wondering what he meant herself, but as long as you took him at face value, and didn't look deeper, you were good. Randy's deeper waters, she suspected, were either absent or a lot darker than she wanted to tread in.


The plantations near Ivystone had similar drape samples. Two of the fabrics were French made, imported into Boston, and one was a fabric made in Camden, New Hampshire. She noted the companies, drew samples on white squares of art paper, and wrote down the colors, materials, and thread used.


After replacing the files, she gathered her notes and returned to her office to load the manufacturer names into her favorite search engine. Unbelievably, the Camden textile company was still in existence, though they now made only durable dish-ware and specialty linens. She called and asked if they had a company historian. Referred to the local historical society, she put a call in there to a Mrs. Bertha Whitmear and left a voicemail asking for a return call. 

CHAPTER TWO


Draining his third cup of coffee with no relief to his fatigue, Taka decided what he really wanted was three days off. He set the empty cup down and eyed the last page of his report. He deleted 'drew my gun' and replaced it with 'drew my service revolver from my right hip with my right hand, aimed at the suspect’s center mass and squeezed the trigger twice'.


It's not like the guy hadn't been shooting back, but he'd still be riding his desk until admin pulled their crap together and got him rolling through his shooting meetings, counseling, and re-certification to hit the streets again. The first time he'd shot someone, he'd felt awful, but after eleven years in law enforcement, he didn't feel much empathy towards the bad guys anymore. The victims, though, and worse, the emotional fallout from the victim's families, weighed heavier and heavier on him every year. 


He wondered what Andrea was doing, and then why he ended up at her place last night. He hadn't even tried to go home. His scrolling screensaver, spelling TAKA repeatedly across the screen of his personal laptop, caught his eye. He slid the department keyboard over and pulled the laptop towards him, fingering the touch pad to wake it up, and then pulled up his e-mail. He hit 'compose', selected Melinda's address, and then stared at the blank message window for three or four minutes, aware of the officers walking by him, the phones ringing, the shouts from desk to desk here and there about the room, but he couldn't lay his fingers on the keys. 


All the guys this morning had been clapping him on the back, but the the job felt unfinished. He was out of the loop now, not allowed to follow up on the bad guy, except to ask about his condition, which was, unfortunately, alive. He didn't want to go home and he didn't want to ask Melinda to leave, either. Maybe if he just stayed at Andrea's for a few days, Melinda would take the hint and break up with him.


“Hey, Cozner,” he said to the officer at the desk kitty-corner to him. “What’s doing on the girl in the lake?”


“Just transported. Blount said there's not much forensic evidence. They might need to call in that guy Snow, the anthropologist from Knoxville.”


Billie Mae disconcerted him. Although he'd never seen her, he had dreamed about her once, saw her sitting at the end of the bed when he woke sweating from a nightmare, his breath harsh in his ears. She patted his foot and blinked back at him until his dream faded and then he'd closed his eyes and drifted back into sleep, only to then lurch awake, actually awake, his heart thumping. 


A couple of weeks ago, he heard Andrea talking in the can. Andrea had said, "Your mother didn't drown you," and a second voice, a little girl's, with a hollow echo in the core of her words, said, with conviction, "I drownded." The hairs rose on his arms and the back of his neck and he'd bolted past, stumbled down the stairs. Sitting at his desk now, with the sun shining through the windows and the noise all around him, a drop cold sweat trickled down his ribs. He suppressed a shiver. That little girl's voice hadn't sounded anything like Andrea, though it must have been, had to have been, her. Maybe he'd stay with Scott, instead. He had issues with that option, but fear wasn't one of them. Andrea's insistence that Billie Mae was present in the house scared him a little. 


Months ago, Taka had requested Billie Mae's files from division and taken them home to Andrea, but he hadn’t read them himself. "Hey, Coz, I’m headed down to records if anyone needs me."


"Gotcha."


The CPD shared space with City Hall in an old four story building built from stone that left the interior damp and hard to heat or cool. Records held a large area with public access off Court Street, but also filled the basement and an annex in the Kanawha County Courthouse across the street. The official plan was to scan all the hand written reports dating back to the department's addition of the vice squad in the late fifties and thereby recover some office space. Taka knew history grads from UC and State were converting some of the older stuff as volunteers. He could scan Billie Mae's file. Might as well make himself useful until he was cleared. 


On the first floor, he hunted up Jo Wilkins and chased her back to her post to look up case file locations for him. "Actually," she finally said after clacking away on her keyboard, "Billie Mae Robbins' records are here, in the third floor file room. Since you pulled it last year, they’ve scanned all the way back to 1992. Looks like the annex may be gone by next year."


"I'll believe that when it happens. Some group's gonna insist the hand written records should be preserved or something."


"Like maybe at Waltham-Young?"


Taka grinned. They all knew Andrea was his best friend. They spent more time together than he did with Melinda. Hell, they spent more time together than most married couples. 


"Tell Beth upstairs I need my tabasco sauce back before lunch."


He didn’t know if she was kidding or not. 


"I’m not kidding. She borrowed it last week in case she needed it on her blind date and I need it back now."


Perhaps the wisest course of action was a nod and quick retreat. "Will do, then."


He beat it up the stairs. "Hey, Beth, you got that tabasco sauce of Jo’s?"


She hesitated, but then dug the tiny bottle out of her purse out and turned it over to him. He pocketed it. "I need Billie Mae Robbins, homicide."


She tapped the info into her computer. On order of the budget hounds, the record clerks were trying to save printing costs. They had started by burning files to one disc and then signing the disc in and out of records in order to preserve privacy, but officers were constantly burning copies or downloading the files onto their hard drives so they could network with their partners or teams. Eventually, all officers were issued quick draw flash drives instead and had it impressed upon them that the flash drives were as precious and indispensable as their badges and guns and the officers were as subject to ass-chewing when they had to be recovered or replaced as they would be for a lost gun or badge. 


Taka kept his on a cotton cord looped around his right front belt loop and then tucked into the small, zipper pocket on his hip. He unzipped and de-looped and handed it over to Beth, who watched the procedure with an amused look on her face. "Detective Taka, the only current officer at Charleston PD who's never had a single reprimand or disciplinary action posted on his sheet."


Taka smiled sweetly.


"Yeah, that’s what I thought."


She inserted the drive, transferred the file, and handed the drive back. 


"Hey," Taka said. "Will you pull up unsolved, suspicious drownings for me? Anything in Kanawha County."


"Are you working the Lake Vickers case?"


"No, just thought I’d peek. Can’t do much until I’m cleared."


"I heard! Horton called up searching for the same. I’ll have what I can find pulled up in about an hour or so. I’m sure Horton won’t mind an extra hand."


Ronnie Horton had pulled Taka out of the way of an undercover case gone wrong during a routine stop when Taka worked patrol. Ten years older, he’d kept Taka close to hand and counseled his moves through the department until he'd been sent upstairs into admin. They still said hi in the halls, though. Taka didn’t think Horton would mind, either. "I’ll be back."


Beth laughed. Taka grinned when he realized how Terminator he sounded. "Y’know." He shrugged.


"I know." Beth had a great, wide-toothed smile.


Trotting back downstairs, he remembered to detour to Jo’s desk and triumphantly produced the tabasco bottle from his pants pocket. Jo clapped and took it from him. "Thanks, Taka. You’re the man."


"Of the hour, anyway," he said. It occurred to him that she wanted the tabasco back for a reason. "Be careful on your date."


She blushed and lifted a shushing finger to her lips. "I will."


He wanted to ask what they did if their bad dates liked tabasco, but, instead, just sketched her a salute and left.


At his desk, Taka slid his laptop out of the way and inserted his flash drive into the awkward USB port on the back of the old desktop assigned to him. The first page was the initial report, handwritten in a spider-crawl of a hand. Billie Mae died in 1997, five years before Taka signed onto the force. He magnified the text, shoved his face in close to the low resolution screen, and narrowed his eyes in concentration. He knew he looked silly, but the pixilated cursive was near-indecipherable. 


"Sit back, Taka, you’re makin’ my eyes hurt," Cozner complained.


"I can’t read this shit," Taka said, leaning back.


Cozner came over and peered at the report. "Shit, that’s Ford’s old man. Died the following year. Cancer." He squeezed Taka's shoulder.  "I'll call Ford. He should be able to read it."


Taka skimmed through the rest of the file the best he could. Bille Mae Robbins was six when she was found in a dry tub, soaking wet. Her mother was distraught and hardly able to communicate. The bruising and long, thin tear across Billie Mae’s neck matched her Mom’s halting confession, though, and she was later indefinitely remanded to the custody of the state for incarceration. No other investigative work was ordered or completed aside from talking to the neighbors, who to a body, described the relationship as loving, but absently neglectful. No husband or father appeared to be in the picture. No autopsy report was included in the file, but it was standard procedure in the unexpected death of a child. Always had been. Taka made a mental note to request a copy from the ME's office.


A few minutes later, Ford meandered in through the double doors, coming from his station in the Property and Evidence- where everything a CPD cop needed lived in lock up. Ammo, shotguns, tactical rifles, radios, surplus vests, anything shared and in need of being checked out, along with all the confiscated property and evidence from criminal cases. He’d been down there eighteen months, and claimed to like it. Taka knew Ford was a gun whore. To break the tedium of property and evidence inventory and control, he took the big guns over to the firing range for regular maintenance and took each one apart for cleaning after every check out.


"Yeah," he said. "I can read it." He straightened up.


"Uh," Cozner said. "Are you going to read it to us?"


"Why you looking into this, Taka?"


"Need a cold case 'til I get released to new duty."


"Manners has one, came asking me for a laser light yesterday."


"Yeah, for the Yount case. He’s got it, I’m starting the next one. You know we go back and forth. What’s up?"


Ford looked up at the ceiling, obviously thinking about what to say before he  pinned Taka with a hard stare. "That case ate my dad right up. I don’t think you should touch it." 


"There’s nothing here," Taka said, spreading his hands. "Hardly any investigative work done, no autopsy reports. Doesn’t look like the man was bothered that much.”


"It’s not there?" Ford leaned down, commandeered the mouse and scrolled through the file. "It's not here. There's more. Dad had a big crate full of the shit for this case. He didn’t dredge up much evidence, but he found leads and followed every one, every tip, every call. He asked 'round about that girl and her mother for years."


Taka frowned, glancing up at Cozner, who shrugged back and asked, "Where’d that crate go when your pops died, Mark?"


“It was here, in the records room. We knew for months he was going. He turned it all in. The clerks back then even inventoried it.”


"Thanks, Mark. I’ll find it." Taka said, already closing out of the open windows.


"Let me know if you still need help with his handwriting."


"Will do."

 ******


Andrea started the meeting off on track, but then her client got distracted by the Ivystone burials themselves and they talked through that for over forty minutes. She pulled the actual Ivystone file and then walked him through Waltham-Young to the main circulation desk and together they found several books pertaining to the area at that time that he could take to share with his board of directors. Two of them specifically discussed the case of the three burials.


"Do you think they were brothers?" Mr. Ross asked, frowning down at the picture of the three shrouded bodies as they lay nestled together in the bed of a pick-up truck on site, two closed-face older men with shovels standing next to it.


"I don't know, I wish I did."


Before leaving the building for the day, Andrea drifted back through the library and signed out two books on the region's battles. One was a journal containing many names of civil war soldiers and where they fell and/or were buried or where they were injured, patched up, and sent on their way back to their regiments or where they were imprisoned. Maybe she'd find a reference to Ivystone inside. 


Her phone rang just as she hit the outer door. "Do you have a camera on me?"


"No," Taka said. He sounded depressed.


"Long day?"


"Looked up Billie Mae. You didn't tell me there wasn't shit in the file."


"You said you weren’t interested."


"Well, I am now."


"You need a ride?"


He scrummed down in his throat. That’s what they called it, scrumming. It was a peculiar burr of sound he'd picked up somewhere that meant something and nothing all at once. To Andrea, it meant 'I'm embarrassed and reluctant and want to ask, but won't.'.


"I'll come get you," she said and hung up. And take you to your truck, she didn’t say. He needed to just be done with that girl.


She almost didn't see him when she drove up. Facing the street, he was standing alone, hands in his pockets, ignoring what appeared to her to be a mini-wedding celebration on the City Hall steps behind him. She hit the brakes hard after passing him. The FX rocked to a standstill. 


"You rock my world," he declared through the open window as he grabbed at the door and wrenched it open. He dropped in, bouncing the whole car. It settled on its chassis with a distinct cant. "Dinner?"

CHAPTER THREE


They went over to East End and into Louie’s on Elizabeth, where they could sit at the bar and let Louie cook their small plate dinner an item at a time and slide it steaming across the bar to them. Taka plopped the first bite into his mouth with exaggerated care and breathed around it to cool it off. Starving, Andrea did the same and then sipped her Malbec to speed the process. 


"Why now," Andrea finally said around a bite of roasted elk, the second dish. 


Taka soaked up the sauce paired with the elk with a piece of the exquisitely fresh french bread, torn from the loaf, that Louie served everyone on wax paper. "Why what now?"


"Billie Mae."


Wearing his thinking face, he chewed and swallowed. "I’m gonna move in with you."


Andrea choked on the sip of wine she had in her mouth. "What?"


He giggled. Really. Taka had the most astounding range of happiness- slight crook of the lips through chuckle, giggle and full-throated roar. "I just wanted to see your reaction."


"What are you going to do about Melinda?"


He sobered. "Can I sleep on your couch for a few days?"


Andrea opened her mouth. Closed it. Started again. "Coward."


He ducked his head.


"You’re just gonna stay with me until she takes the hint and removes herself from your house?"


He shrugged.


"It’s your house. Tell her to leave."


He sopped up the last of the sauce, his plate so clean they might just stick it back on the shelf by mistake. "No, really."


She sipped her wine. Louie set two small bowls of orange fluff in front of them with a flourish. "Sweet potato souffle," he said with a grand intonation.


She picked up a spoon, dipped it into the mix and licked the tip. Louie was known to sometimes experiment with his long time customers and he knew she didn’t much care for sweet potato at all. It was moist and airy, with the faintest taste of sweet. Not rooty, which was her problem with the sweet potato, and not like squash either. It was delicious. Louie nodded, with a big smile on his long, grave face and bowed.


Louie's great-grandparents had been slaves, his great-grandfather the huntsman and his great-grandmother the personal cook for a plantation owner. Not allowed to cook for the field slaves at all, she did share simple recipes with the shift cooks, Louie had told them, spicing up the pinto beans, collard greens and chicken or pork the slaves were fed to keep them in good working condition for hard labor in the fields. In his later years, Louie's grandfather had worked as the main meats chef at a big barbecue restaurant in Memphis, and Louie's father had followed him into that business and then later became the savories chef at a smaller place in Virginia. 


Andrea often imagined, as she sat in Louie's very own establishment, the pride Louie's father must have felt when Louie certified as a chef with ACF and began getting write-ups in national gourmet magazines for his unique blend of Southern cuisine incorporating wildcrafted vegetables and organically raised game meats. 


In an unplanned assortment above the bar, in all different kinds of frames, Louie kept pictures of everywhere he'd been and the people he'd met along the way. Andrea's favorites were the old photos of Louie's great-grandparents standing to the far left of the grand antebellum house on the old plantation, Ox Bottom, along with its full staff, all staring straight into the lens, and of his grandfather in chef’s whites inside and outside a smoke house, dozens of hams and sides of beef drying over days in the hickory smoke, and then of his father, in the fancy kitchen of the restaurant in Virginia, young Louie at his side.


Taka raised his spoon to the photos. "Poppa," he said with glee, "Look at what your son has accomplished!"


Louie laughed, a deep sound, like water through an underground pipe. 


"And I hate sweet potatoes," Taka continued. 


"You do?" Andrea said. Something about Taka she’d never known. "You inhale them every year at Sarah’s Thanksgiving dinner."


He shrugged.


"Oh, my God, you are a coward!"


He looked offended. "I’m polite," he mumbled.


"You really like the souffle, though," Louie asked, concerned.


"I like all your food, Louie," Taka declared, his voice solemn. Taka was a foodie, no doubt, but undiscriminating. He ate pretty much anything to keep his massive body in motion, from beef wellington right down to squirrel stew. In the military, he’d lost the least weight of all his fellows while out on field training because he was so adept at feeding himself and would eat literally anything that he knew for certain wasn’t poisonous.


Taka scraped up the last of his sweet potato. 


"Okay,”"Andrea said. "But you’re on the couch."

******


At dawn, when she opened her eyes to a soaking wet Billie Mae, Taka’s arm lay heavy over her back. Andrea squirmed and wriggled out from under him. Her nightgown drenched, her face grim, her hair tangled, Billie Mae stepped back to let Andrea get out of bed. Taka  continued snoring with a little huffy breath. He’d lasted on the couch about two hours and then crowded in on her at 3 a.m.. Andrea remembered curling into his warmth, her muscles melting against him. 


She didn’t want to wake him early on a Saturday. When Billie Mae appeared wet, she refused to speak, no matter what Andrea said, so Andrea said nothing today. She trailed Andrea into the bathroom and climbed into the tub, moping. Andrea sighed. She pulled on her running clothes and let herself out, knowing all that’d be left of Billie Mae when she came back would be a puddle of water in the tub. She’d make bacon later and see if that drew Billie Mae out in a better mood.


Andrea warmed up on her drive, light stretches and walking lunges. Frost covered the lawns lining the cul-de-sac.  Her stalwart little house, covered in cedar siding, looked sturdy, the white shutters bright. Taka’s Yukon sat like a black monster behind her XF, snugged up in the carport. More leaves had fallen from the massive oak in the yard. Maybe Taka would rake for her while she mulched the scraggly beds around the azaleas along the front of the house. Kenny mowed every week, but left Andrea to keep the rest looking spiffy in the older, but well-tended neighborhood. 


 She jogged down her street, but instead of crossing Timber Way, she opted for her longer route and turned right at the stop sign. Within a quarter mile, a cruiser whooshed past her, no sirens, but lights flashing. She slowed, hearing another coming behind and moved onto the grass of the nearest yard. Both turned left down Cooper, the twisting, gravel track that ended at the public boat ramp for Lake Vickers. 'Hey, soul sister,' she heard Taka say in her head. 'Did Billie Mae show up this morning?'


Picking up her pace again, Andrea crossed the street and ran down Cooper. The ME's van blew past her in a cloud of dust. Close to the ramp, a couple of people stood on their lawns, papers in their hands. Walking again, Andrea wiped her lips, and the sweat from her temple. The van joined the cruisers and a sheriff's Bronco parked to the left of the ramp, while a yellow Hummer and a black pick-up truck, both hitched to boat trailers, crowded the right side of the small lot at the end of the road. A cluster of officers and three civilians, two men and one woman, who kept wiping tears from her face, stood in front of the center of attention, a late-model bass boat cocked sideways to the ramp in the shallow mud. She recognized Eric, who was tying yellow tape to a tree, and waved to him.


He sauntered over, tape unspooling from one hand while he slid the other over his wind-blown hair to smooth it. "Hey, Andrea, you live near here?"


"Yeah, on Double Branch. What’s happened?" 


The lake rippled in the light breeze, the water grey and foreboding. She swum across it once, on a dare, but it gave her a chill thinking of it now. The lowered sky said they’d be getting icy rain later in the day. In the distance, three boats bobbed in and out of sight on the rough chop.


Seeing her expression as she looked at the lake, Eric said, "State stocked a good portion of the larger streams with trout a couple of weeks ago. Bass are still biting, too."


Andrea lifted her chin towards the group by the ramp as the ME van's stout, red-faced driver joined them, a clipboard in hand. 


"Another kid. A lot fresher." 


"Damn," Andrea muttered.


"Yeah," Eric said to the ground. He glanced up as he started walking again. "Heard Taka was interested."


"He is," Andrea said, walking alongside him. "He can’t do anything until he’s cleared though."


"That was a hell of a takedown the other night. Dave was there. Said Taka was a damn bear."


Andrea had to agree. A damn growly bear who was gonna be as mopey about this as Billie Mae... who had been soaking wet this morning.


"Thanks, Eric," she said and left him to finish setting his perimeter. She retraced her steps home, forcing herself to run, even though she didn’t feel like it anymore.


At the house, the aroma of fresh coffee soaked the air. Andrea found Taka in the kitchen, scrambling eggs, still wearing the shorts and ratty Army tee he'd slept in. T "Smells good in here," she said, even as she was suddenly overwhelmed with sadness. She slipped her arms around him, laying her head on his mid-back. He patted her hands and finished cooking the eggs. When he turned off the stove and set the pan to one side, he turned and hugged her back hard. "What’s up?"


"Kid in the lake."


Gripping her upper arms, he stepped back and held her away from him. "Another one?"


"Yeah, more recent."


"Eat up," he said, letting go of her. 


"Taka," she said, but he was already down the hall, on the way to get dressed. She pulled plates down, divided the eggs and dropped shredded cheese onto her portion. She poured coffee for both of them and then took her mug and her eggs to the kitchen table. Motion in the back yard beyond the large picture window caught her eye.


Billie Mae stood outside, dripping wet. 


Startled, Andrea jumped. Her plate fell with a thunk onto the table. It overbalanced and crashed to the floor. She ripped the back door open and leapt over the two steps onto the concrete patio. Billie Mae walked through the maples, threading between the rhododendrons. Deep red leaves dropped from the dogwoods to the ground as she passed under their spreading branches.


"What is it," Taka hissed from the door. Andrea glanced back. Barefoot and shirtless, he held his raised Glock steady in both hands, the muzzle pointed towards the trees. He turned on one heel, smooth as ice, tracking Billie Mae's progress.


"Can you see her?"


"No. Who?"


Andrea pointed. "Billie Mae." 


Taka lowered his gun. "No, the trees are moving though." They were. They swayed in Billie Mae's wake.


Andrea stepped onto the brittle, brown fall grass.


"Wait," Taka said. "I need shoes."


While Andrea waited on him, Billie Mae faded at the rear neighbor's privacy fence. He came back out in boots and his CPD windbreaker. They crunched to the back of the yard, ducking between the trees. Andrea tracked right, while Taka tracked left.


A darker spot of blue under a settle of leaves at the foot of a maple near her next door neighbor's three-board fence drew Andrea's attention. She squatted and plucked the leaves back. The tiny blue Keds tennis shoe lay on its side. A streak of dirt stood out on its nearly new fabric. The white laces were untied, tangled with each other. She had no idea how it came to be there. 


"Don’t touch it," Taka said from over her shoulder, his shadow falling across her and drawing down the dread of gloom tickling her. 


"Maybe it’s not--"


"Ever seen Billie Mae outside before?" 


Andrea shook her head. "She was soaking wet."


Kneeling, Taka dropped a hand on her back. "I can’t call it in, not until I talk to the guys at the lake. Can’t tell them a ghost gave us evidence."


"You don’t even believe--"


 "I’m sorry, but I do now."


A churning ball of angst formed in Andrea’s chest. She never thought it mattered to her if Taka didn’t believe, but now she found that it bothered her that he did. It wasn’t real if she had to keep convincing him. But, now. She shivered.


"Sorry," he said again. 


He’d believed all along. Like the sweet potato casserole, he’d just been giving her the answer she’d wanted, keeping her even keeled.


"I don’t want to stay here by myself."


He took her elbow as they stood. "It might be nothing. If it is related, there's no reason to think anyone would be coming back for it, especially not during the day. But you don’t have to stay."


They went back through the kitchen. Taka swiped his keys from the counter and they walked straight out to his Yukon.


At the lake, spectators had gathered at Eric's line of tape. The ME's van was gone, but the detectives had shown up. Andrea stayed in the car while Taka took point and strode right into the scene without hesitation. The resulting intense huddle made Andrea nervous, with several glances being directed her way. And then Taka was shaking his head and shaking hands and came trudging back through the muddy gravel past the grim, silent boaters who'd found the body.


One of them reached out his hand and touched Taka's arm. Taka turned, listened with a small frown creasing his brows, and then trotted back to the detectives. He waved at the Yukon. Andrea opened her door. He turned his hand over in a come-on gesture. She slammed the door and walked over, her belly squirreling. 


"Kid didn’t have shoes, but boater man over there said he saw one fall from the body when they hooked and reeled it in," Taka told her when she reached him. "It sank, but he knows where. Marked the GPS for the investigation."


"You know," Dan Cozner said. "Even though TV shows get most of it wrong, they're good for teaching that kind of shit." 


Taka glanced over at him, the corner of his lip quirking up. "It was dark blue or black," he continued. "The dive team’s on the way. You and I are going to go back and secure the scene at the house. They're sending out the other CSI and Ted’ll be over later," he said, pushing his thumb at a tall, dark haired guy Andrea had seen floating around at department functions.


"Okay," she said. "You couldn’t tell me in the car?"


"We’re gonna wait until they launch. Make sure Eric doesn't need help with crowd control until most of the vehicles are gone."


They stood around talking about nothing. Andrea told them the story of the bodies at Ivystone. "Hey," Eric said, though he continued to watch the little group at the crime tape over Andrea's shoulder. "We could check out the thumper and walk the grounds one day, see if there’s more."


Realistically, using a "thumper", a ground penetrating radar system, would require cleared ground, a grid, and weeks of work to scan and then read the results. "Why would there be more?" Andrea asked. 


"They dumped all sorts of bodies at those places- any big house or church. Most of the time, they aren't built on major watersheds, so they didn't have to worry about those particular remains ending up in the creeks they were drinking water from at camp and the fallback fields. And they could find them later if they wanted to move them. But there were lots of Civil War casualties besides soldiers, right?  A lot of people just kind of got lost in unmarked graves."


Maybe she could get a grant. "I might take you up on that, Eric," Andrea said. Taka rolled his eyes.


They helped Eric pull the tape when the CPD dive team arrived, a WCHS news van in their wake. Eric moved to intercept it while they re-secured the perimeter. A reporter Andrea recognized from the Charleston Gazette creeped along the gravel in her brown Honda and then wedged it out of the way behind the news van. Through the trees, Andrea could see half the neighborhood drive by on Timber Way above, but only one or two more walkers stopped to gawk. 


The boaters who found the body loaded their boat up on the Hummer's trailer when the techs were done processing it for anything that might have contaminated or compromised the body. Eric let them through the tape as the dive master backed his CPD Tahoe down the ramp to float the team's sleek, flat motor boat into the water. It took twenty minutes or so for them to launch. The GPS coordinates put them quickly out of sight and the little crowd of neighbors wandered off in twos and threes. Moving over to allow the cameraman to better frame the ramp, the WCHS reporter started yet another take.  Taka nodded over at Andrea. She ducked under the tape and turned, waiting for him to catch up. 


"Officer Taka, a word?" the Gazette reporter called out.


He shook his head and kept walking.


"Sir, Officer Taka, about the shooting," she persisted, trotting over.


"No comment," Taka growled.


"Did you know the suspect was Councilman Miller's nephew?"


"No comment."

            The reporter stared hard at Andrea, trying to place her. Andrea looked down, letting her hair fall over her face, hoping she wouldn't remember Andrea contributed research to a cold case article she wrote the previous year. Getting in the Yukon's passenger side, Andrea slammed her door at the same time Taka slammed his. He started it up and backed away, the reporter following for several strides until he gunned forward again in a three point turn.


"Did you know he was Miller's nephew?" Andrea asked.


 "Not until afterwards."


They drove back up to her little house in silence.  


Taka peered into Andrea’s carport as he shut the truck off. "Did you empty your trash this morning?" 


"Yesterday, why?" Andrea said, craning her neck to see what he was looking at. An untied white bag lay on the ground beside her can. "That’s not mine, Taka."


"Stay here," he said and got out, easing his door shut. He drew his gun and crept into the carport, turning his head left, right, and up. Andrea looked up, too, but the carport roof was flat- there wasn’t much to see. The yards to either side were empty of people. 


Taka made an abortive jump at the bag and then leaped back, arms flailing. Andrea jumped out of the Yukon without thinking. Taka caught his balance and put his hand out to stop her. "Snake," he panted. 

CHAPTER FOUR


"Snake?" Andrea said, like she’d never heard the word before.


"Big ass snake."


Andrea tip toed up and peered past Taka. A black head lay six inches out of the mouth of the bag. They stood still. The snake flicked his tongue and made a run for it. It slithered out and then S-curved its way out of the carport and into the grass.


"Black racer," Andrea said. 


"Yours," a voice behind them barked.


They spun, Taka with his gun raised in both fists, knees bending in defense mode.


Mr. Huntley raised his hands. They were as withered and ancient as the rest of him. "Caught it threading through my privet hedge. Caught it up and brought it back to you. Gonna shoot me for it?"


"Why?" Andrea asked


"Gonna shoot me?" he repeated. Taka holstered his weapon. "Because it’s yours,"  Mr. Huntley said like it was obvious.


Taka tilted his head and drew himself up in that way that Andrea associated with the start of many, many, arguments. A high school girlfriend had coined it  'confused puppy'. "What makes you say that?"


"Your little girl sits out on the front stoop with that snake in her lap often enough."


"Huh," Andrea said


"Oh," Taka said. "Thanks." He took Andrea’s elbow and ushered her away.


"Don't want it in my yard, no more," Mr Huntley said.


"It eats mice," Andrea called over her shoulder


"Don't got mice," he said. "But I like my song birds. Had three nests this year in my bird houses."


Taka waved. "Yes, sir."


Andrea fumbled with the front door lock and they fell inside. 


Slamming the door shut so hard the frame shook, Taka put a hand over his heart. "Damn. Almost shot the old guy." He stood up and held his hand out. It was shaking. "Crazy old man. I'll go make nice later and see if he saw anything earlier." 


"Let's go out back, and make sure the shoe's still there."


"Why wouldn't it be?"


Andrea shrugged


They went through the house and out the back. The shoe remained where they’d left it. Andrea huffed out a big breath


"Let’s canvass the yard," Taka suggested. "I'll start by the carport and work back and forth through this half. You start at the fence and walk the other half. Just go back and forth like a lawn mower, see if there's anything else unusual."


"Okay."


The yard was fenced by default. There was a bit of white, three foot high, picket along the front, tying into the outside wall of the extra bedroom that housed her home office. An overgrown hedge threaded itself through a series of chain link panels installed along the west line. The back line boasted a tall, wooden privacy fence. Andrea couldn't see that house at all. A waist high brick wall, painted white, backed her carport, with a walkthrough against the house wall. The three-board fence alongside the shoe ran along the property line, deep with trees and beautifully maintained beds containing hostas, butterfly bushes, and daylilies, between her and her end of the cul-de-sac neighbor, Susan Something-that-started-with-a-P. 


Zig-zagging back and forth, Andrea found nothing. Taka found a broken branch and what might be half a footprint in the dried grass. Whether or not it was important remained a huge question mark.


"You got a camera? Digital?" Taka teased.


He knew she did. He’d been with her when she found it at Best Buy. A Nikon 5567. It cost her all the room on her credit card, but it shot up to eight frames a second, enough for video. To document the weather at some of the sites she worked at, it was invaluable. Her true passion lay in the locations of significant historical events in West Virginia, how those specific locations affected the events that made them famous. The Nikon could not only document physical properties- the trees, the houses, the lay of the land- it also documented how day and night looked upon the site, how the weather moved over it. 


Where did the dawn hit first? Where did the runoff of a storm collect? She went repeatedly to the same sites in order to collect reams of images to study when piecing together verification of historical fact for a client. Commonsense told her a lot, but so did watching the site and how the passage of time affected it. She'd clasped the camera to her chest, setting off the security alarm when the curly cord stretched and snapped off and Taka had been hard put to understand her joy at finding the camera of her dreams in a big box store.  


She simply nodded and went to get it. After she checked the light settings and dialed up auto everything, she handed the camera to Taka. He took about twenty shots while she trailed along behind him. He shot the shoe and its location from several different angles and views, shot the maybe partial footprint from a wide angle and then on macro, in hopes the computer techs could map the highs and low by contrast and figure out the brand of the print. Of course, the CSI would document as well, but Taka was afraid the grass was springing back into place as they waited for her arrival, obscuring what they'd seen earlier. The clouds thinned, leaving behind a deep brilliant blue, and the day began to heat up.


They made their way to the tiny patio. Andrea sat on the top step of the back door while Taka went in to refresh the coffee and put his windbreaker away. After a few minutes basking, she pulled off her sweatshirt. Neither smoked, though at just this second Andrea understood the urge to do so, wishing she had something to keep her fingers busy.


When the CSI came, Deena Monroe, with technician Tony in tow, Andrea watched from her seat as they walked off the yard again, ushered Mr. Huntley back to his house after he came over in curiosity, measured distances, took photographs, and collected the little Keds. In process, Deena received a page that at the body recovery site was a size 1 Keds in blue. Her face went grim and all their body language sharpened. 


Everyone hated murder, but to kill a kid... It seemed to Andrea that given the opportunity, most of the CPD officers she knew would readily see the perpetrator off with one bullet to the head and unmarked burial in a pit of similar vipers, no problem. Training helped keep that from being standard operating procedure. You could take the cop out of the rural backwoods, but you couldn't take the backwoods out of the cop. And most every West Virginia native in law enforcement was from the backwoods to some degree.


After they left, Taka came back to her and they hustled up some sandwiches and split the only dill pickle she had left evenly between them. They cleaned up and then Taka stripped his boots off, padded into her tiny living room, and turned the TV on. A football game erupted in full roar. It appeared he was staying awhile. Andrea had expected him to head over to CPD. Apparently, his administrative leave was more hobbling than she’d thought it would be. She pulled down her big blue pitcher, dropped ten tea bags in, and filled the pitcher with filtered water from the tap before setting it out on the back step to make sun tea. 


Bright and warm out now, just a bit of delicious cool touched her skin in the whiff of breeze, as she thought about the frantic search that must be going on for the child pulled from the lake, and the news his or her parents would soon be receiving on this gorgeous fall day. 


She sighed and retreated to Taka’s protection on the couch, settling under his outstretched arm without comment. He snorted at something one of the commentators said, casually dropped his arm around her, and tugged her up against his side. 

******


When she woke up, it was to delicious odors wafting from the kitchen. Taka’s famous take-care-of-anything meat sauce for ladling over his couldn’t-be-beat, boiled in beer, al dente spaghetti. She kept the ingredients on hand. She figured most everyone did, they were so common, but he combined them in an out of the box way that she had never been able to duplicate. She got up, went to the bathroom, and tried to put her unruly, thick, and tangled hair in order before she splashed water on her face. She knew Taka only made his sauce when he needed to focus and let his emotional intensity settle on simmer. 


She wandered back to the kitchen. He was stirring the sauce in her biggest pot, which meant plenty for the freezer, and he didn’t turn when she came in. Thinking of the freezer, she pulled it open to see if she still had a frozen baguette for garlic bread. She found it cozied up to the ice maker. Pulling it out, Andrea glanced over at the stove clock.  It was only four. “Now or later?” she asked.


“Later,” he said. “Let’s go shooting.” 


Her plans for the weekend had been scrapped the second Billie Mae showed up wet, so she figured she might as well humor Taka. When he got like this, there just wasn’t really a choice in the matter anyway. He'd taught her to shoot on his Colt 1911 semi-automatic, one of two handguns, three rifles, and a shotgun he'd received as gifts or inheritances from his father and uncles. They spent a lot of weekend afternoons blasting away at the range. After all these years, he still wore her dorky pink ear protectors because the scarred black ones he owned fit her better. 


Her mom had always wrinkled her nose when they came back in from firing, but had never asked about the cordite or why her daughter smelled as strongly as Taka did. She’d been in the advanced stages of cancer by then and knew Andrea would soon be on her own. She wanted her to be able to take care of herself, but refused to consider guns as protection for her little girl. They had a don’t ask, don’t tell policy in effect. 


All her mom would say when they came in was, 'Been shooting, Taka?'. She always pronounced his name funny, for all that she obviously loved him. She always said 'Toekah' with a long 'o'.


She'd say, 'Toekah, you’re not handing my girl that gun, are you?' And he'd say, 'No, never, ma'am.', with a smirk, to which her mom always nodded in reply, because they both knew they were lying and that in itself was a sort of truth. 


The day after his eighteenth birthday, he bought her a pistol, a used Smith and Wesson 39, as her first gun. Her second was the Sig Sauer P229 he gave her as a college graduation present. When she ditched her roommate for the single life in an industrial-type warehouse studio, he brought her a shotgun. 'It’s sawed off,' he said. 'I see,' she had said. 'Did it myself', he told her. When she moved in with Billie Mae, she'd needed a distraction at first. One night Taka helped her saw off the barrel of her extra Remington 12 gauge to just over legal length. The evening hours spent sanding it by hand relaxed her way more than latch hooking or knitting. It was surprisingly meditative, like humming 'om', but with purpose. Deadly purpose, but still. 


Staying prepared for self-defense and short-term survival interested them both. Andrea didn't know if it was from growing up poor in West Virginia, or simply their personalities. Taka almost always had a partner or help on call, but Andrea rarely did, and there were times she drove deep into backcountry, with few houses, let alone street lamps. While her car was mostly reliable, you just never knew when you might need emergency supplies. Or a gun. And the ability to use it.


She shut the freezer door and peered down into the sauce pot. Taka scooped up a bit in a long wooden spoon and offered it to her for tasting. "Mmmm," she said, her eyes closing. "It's heaven in a red sauce." She grinned. "Should be perfect when we get back."


Taka smiled, but his eyes were shuttered. Intense, that was Taka. He wouldn’t be letting this case slide by him, especially now that they needed to rule out 'serial killer' from their non-existent suspect list. "Go get dressed," he said, "I'll turn this down."


In her room, she put on jeans and a tee shirt and grabbed a heavy flannel shirt to shoot in. A rugged plastic case on the floor of her closet, which was securely locked with a six digit code, held her goggles, cleaning kit and two of her pistols. She slung a small canvas rip bag over her shoulder. It held her ear protectors and ten boxes of ammo- always. She refilled it every time she came home from the range. 


She'd never shot anyone or even drawn down, but Taka had taken her hunting at least four times a year for the last three years, teaching her what his Uncle James had taught him. They'd taken rabbits, turkey, and deer. The deer they had field dressed and then taken to Guiter's Deer Processing, sharing out most of the ground beef and sausage with Taka's fellow officers, but reserving the roasts and steaks.


"Good choice," Taka said as he watched her clear her carry gun and swap it from her purse to her bag, his voice grim. He'd recovered his backpack from where he usually stashed it in the bathroom cabinet. It held his non-service pistol, a Glock, and extra magazines. His old Colt was stored in the Yukon, along with a .22 and his tactical rifle. "My truck."


The gun club was out Martin Hollow Road, about a twenty-minute drive from her place, in the boonies between Milliken and Rutledge. The blue stone drive ran nearly a half-mile long. Leaving the Yukon in the large lot at the end of it, they walked under well-hidden heavy surveillance along a wide, curvy, mulch path to the main building. The club fee was hefty and membership limited to active or former law enforcement, military, and professional security with only accompanied guests allowed. Taka liked the place because no open matches or competitions took place at the club, the shooters knew what they were doing, which allowed some lee way in requesting unusual set-ups on occasion, and assholes were shown the door in short order. 


An older man Andrea knew, Reggie, checked their weapons, signed them in, and asked them if they needed anything. The club had an extensive inventory for sale or rental, goggles to vests to ammo to night scopes.


"We're good," Taka said for both of them. He must've caught the uptick of her lip, because he glanced at her as he added, "You good, Andrea?" 


Reggie leveled a knowing grin at her and tipped his head at Taka. "Watch out for him, Missy, he's a'talking for you."


Andrea nodded, rolling her eyes.


Reggie cleared them out the back door onto the high-tech range, which included both covered pistol bays and wooded, limited sight, and wide open shooting alleys. Passing two occupied stations, they went down to number five, a mixed use, straight range of just six hundred yards with metal targets staggered every twenty-five yards to the 600 mark. The first fifty yards were rigged on the right with an automatic target runner for paper targets, and on the left with spinners and gongs at random distances. The firing box and all the metal targets were laser rigged and stats- numbers of hits versus shots and the locations hit on each target- printed out at each range station. There was a wood work table and a bench at each station and each also had intercom access for two-way contact with the main office. Shooting was conducted in forty-five minute 'open fire' windows supervised by the range master, with no shooting allowed during the fifteen minutes at the end of every hour. 


Taka loaded up faster than Andrea did. She hadn't fired her carry, a Sig 239, in a month. She slipped a loaded magazine into it, racked the slide and decocked it before laying it on the bench alongside Taka's Glock. While she situated her paper target at ten yards, he laid the other guns and ammo he wanted to shoot on the table. After putting on her goggles and ear protectors, she waited for Taka to give her a thumbs up before she took her stance, pulled through the Sig's double action, and fired through the mag, five rounds in the chest and five rounds in the head. 


As she slipped her empty magazine, checked the chamber, and re-loaded, Taka ran the target in. He grinned at the tight placements and then slapped another target up. "You doing another or spinners?"


"Spinners." She chose five, shooting from about ten yards to two, hitting each with two rounds. The printer chattered. Taka snagged the report. His eyebrows shot up. "Damn, you been cheating on me?"


"No, just pissed."


He nodded in agreement. She cleared the gun and stepped back. He came forward, raised his Glock and ran through the same spinners as she had, but then jettisoned the mag and reloaded in seconds, gracefully brought his gun to bear, and fired back down the range in reverse, hitting only the gongs, plink, plink, plink, out to the twenty yard mark. Grim and silent, he again ejected the empty mag, which bounced off the ground as he plucked another full one off his utility belt, slapped it home and fired back up the line, the printer chattering with his gun bursts. The last one, at about five yards, clanked with the center trajectory force of his bullet and jumped off its swinger arm. He stood still, weapon still raised, until the printer stopped and then slowly relaxed and eased the Glock down just as the 'cease fire' order echoed from the intercoms all down the range under the muffled pops of small ordinance coming from another alley.


He cleared his throat and glanced over his shoulder at Andrea. Andrea shrugged, her chest a little hollow from the boom, boom, boom of the big gun in rapid fire succession and from the sheepish expression on Taka's face. He hated murder involving kids, but they'd only just started this case and had none of the details. The shoe might not even be related. The kid in the lake may not have been murdered. Something else was… oh…


"Wow. She really got to you, huh? Did you talk to her today?"


Taka hung his head, a little chagrined, she thought, that she had figured out it was the woman in his life that topped his list of stressors at the moment. 


"She texted me."

 
"Cuss you out?"


He shook his head. "Nope. Just said bye. Key in planter. Nothing about...nothing. I wish she'd been really pissed."


"Meh. Don’t think it's over, big boy."


They took turns shooting, firing each of the weapons they'd brought twice, and then swapping. They ran different drills with each. After clearing everything and counting the empty mags to be reloaded, they shouldered their bags and walked back through the main building. The grill smelled good. They made hamburgers two inches thick and smoked sausage sandwiches with peppers and onions. On another day, she'd have been tempted, but with Taka’s sauce waiting, they hopped to, pushed out the far side, and piled into his Yukon.


Taka' phone rang just as they hit Greenbriar Street. "Taka," he said. "Yeah, so what?" He glanced at Andrea. "Okay. Yeah, first thing Monday."


He thumbed his phone to end the call and looked over at her. "I picked up Billie Mae’s hard files on my way over to yours last night. She came up on their cases search, though, and Horton wants 'em back first thing Monday morning."


"Her mother was convicted of her murder. She strangled Billie Mae in the bath tub, and tried to hide it. Why would that come up on  a search?"


"They did a violent crimes search within a five mile radius of the lake. I'm sure some geek in analysis wants to compare them all around Lake Vickers, make sure our bases are covered."


"Hmm," Andrea said. She slid down in her seat, crossing her arms. She'd read through the scanty file in the spring, looking for inconsistencies and found plenty. She should be happy more eyes were on the supposedly solved case, but she wasn't. She was scared. 

CHAPTER  FIVE


The rest of their ride home was silent. The wind had blown the garbage bag the snake had slithered from up against the outside wall. Taka bent over to snatch it up. He almost lost his balance when it didn't come off the ground easily. Something heavy swung it sideways when he recovered and lifted it. He peered into it with great caution. 


His lips pursed and then he reached in and pulled out her orange tennis shoe. "This is yours, right?" he asked, frowning up at her


"Yes." 


He dropped it back in and pulled out more. One of the yellow wedge heels she'd bought at Macy's last summer in New York, a black flat she often wore to work, and one of her silver striped trail running shoes from the time she became obsessed with running on the mountain biking trails in Kanawha State Forest. She hadn't worn those in at least two years. They were still in an unpacked box. A chill swept her spine and raised the hair on her arms and nape.


"What the fuck," Taka said, and dug something out from underneath the others. It was a kid's Keds, this one dirty white with a yellowed and soil encrusted rubber toe. The tough canvas was torn, and stained deep brown in uneven patches. Dirt filled the eyelets. The lace was ragged at its ends and frayed down its length.


Andrea shook her head. "That’s Billie Mae's," she whispered. 


Taka looked sharply at her, the shoe trembling in his shaking hand. “What?”


"That’s Billie Mae’s."


"How do you know?"


"She wears those sometimes, when I make bacon. With jean shorts and a yellow, long sleeve, tee shirt." 


"This isn't possible, Andrea."


"Taka. You're..." Andrea's tongue stuck to the roof of her dry mouth. She tried again. "You're holding it in your hand. Does it feel real?"


He examined the shoe in his hand like he'd not seen it before that very second.


"Where are the files?" 


"In the Yukon," he said, his voice coming from far and away. "What..."


Should he do with the Keds, Andrea finished in her head. "I'll get a Ziploc," she said and squeezed by him when he didn’t move. 


She unlocked the mudroom door off the carport, which held her washer and dryer, boots and shoes under a little bench, jackets on wall hooks. Inhaling the sublime, everyday, familiar normal smell of Taka's simmering sauce, she walked through the kitchen, snatched the correct drawer open and plucked out a quart-sized Ziploc baggie. 


She kept three different sizes on hand. She used a lot of Ziploc baggies when she went into  the field for work, bagging everything from fabric and landscape samples to crumbling old books to water samples from lakes and rivers. She took another deep breath, focused on the slide of the baggie's thin plastic between her fingers, and willed herself to calmness. This wasn't any different. Just another clue to research.


Back outside, Taka lowered the ratty shoe into the Ziploc, his eyes blank. It had really rattled him. Andrea wasn’t used to seeing Taka nervous. Her building anxiety notched up a level. She zipped the bag closed and then followed him into the mudroom where he set the trash bag of shoes on the bench.


She set the Ziploc and her gun case on the kitchen table and followed Taka into the entry hall, where he stacked the duffle bags and his own cases on the long table along the wall. Without consultation, they went straight up to her bedroom. Taka slid the closet's pocket door open. 


Chaos reigned. Her shoes were everywhere. The boxes she had stacked against the wall and never unpacked were torn open. "Uff," Taka said. 


All the air in Andrea's body compressed. Her lungs closed tight, her throat burned, she couldn't draw in air. 'I drownded,' Billie Mae always said, and Andrea always told her 'No.'. 'No, your mother strangled you', but Billie Mae was always soaking wet on her bad days. 


Andrea stepped backwards and fell to the hard floor. She curled up, slapping her hand against the wood, struggling to breathe. Taka exploded out of the closet and threw himself down next to her, rolling from side to side and back again. He gasped at the same time Andrea lungs filled, his moan of relief as loud as a yell. They panted for a few moments. 


"I felt like I was drowning," Andrea croaked.


"Me, too," Taka wheezed. He crawled to the closet door and slid it shut. Turning around, he sat down with his back to it. "I might never ever have enough oxygen to satisfy me again. Has Billie Mae done this before?" She thought he meant attempting to suffocate her, but then he continued. "Moved things? Ghosts move things, don't they?"


Like she was the expert on anything ghostly. She’d done a little research at Waltham-Young, in the big drawers of paranormal files they'd collected from many, many sources over the years. Her favorites were the ones collected from Appalachian storytellers, but the tales were long on atmosphere and short on detail. She latched onto his second question, the sane one. "I don't know," she said defensively, but of course, she did know. 


Ghosts did all sorts of creepy things. They levitated objects, put missing items in the middle of floors, threw cans and jars and hairbrushes, broke vases, even started cars. Had Billie Mae ever done any of that sort of thing? Not in her experience. "She's never moved anything…" But wait, that wasn't true, was it?


Andrea had lost her little diamond earring and found it three days later sitting on the rim of the bathtub. Billie Mae hadn't shown that morning, but Andrea remembered whispering 'thank you' into the empty air. "Except once," Andrea corrected herself. "She found my earring."


"From the pair Chuck gave you?"


"Yes. How'd you know?"


"They're the only earrings you have that would be important to you, right?"


"Right."


Chuck had been her only serious boyfriend. She thought he might want to marry her one day and she could honestly say that the thought that she might want to marry him back had crossed her mind as well. But he was Air National Guard, one of the first to deploy to Iraqi after the regular military had started coming home. In route, transferring through Wiesbaden, Germany, he and three other airmen were killed in a car wreck on an icy road. She’d had boyfriends since then, and a couple of short-term affairs, but nobody like Chuck. The only other man to hold the same kind of strings to her heart was looking more than a little freaked out as he sat on his butt beside her. 


"So, yeah, I guess it could've been Billie Mae, but I didn't set the alarm when I left, so it could have just as well been someone else."


"You had to unlock the mud room door."


"I did," Andrea agreed. "And the deadbolts are still locked front and back. I looked."


"Can we just..." Wearing an uncharacteristic lost look, Taka waved a hand in the air. "Leave this 'til later?"


Andrea nodded. Down in the kitchen, they sat staring at the lonely, dirty Keds in the middle of the table. Taka finally reached out and snagged her gun case, spurring her into action. While she started noodles, pulled the baguette from the freezer, and got it into the oven, he stripped the guns and began to clean them. The familiar scents of the cleaner and his sauce intensified in the close air of the kitchen. Her tension seeped away in tiny increments.


How many times had they done this over the years? If she and Taka were still doing this sort of thing ten years from now, would she be happy? Would she be happy if there was a woman beside him? Or another guy pulling out the butter, sprinkling the garlic powder onto the bread? 


She knew she never wanted Taka out of her life, but did she want to let other people into their life together? Was there really room for someone else when her best friend, William Taka, was still in full bore, too?


By the time Taka set the second gun down, cleaned and ready to go, the noodles were cooked, the bread toasty, and Andrea was pulling plates off her open shelving. He re-packed her gun case and stood up.


"You going back in the closet alone?"


He laughed. "No fucking way. Just setting it by the front door. We’ll do your closet together." When he came back in, he moved the shoe and gathered silverware and paper towels while she ladled sauce onto the hot noodles. Together, they put everything on the cleared table and sat down to eat. 


"Did I ever eat this morning?" she asked, looking at the heaping plates. 


Taka grinned. "No. I ate a sandwich while you were sleeping, though." 


"You cheat," she said, grinning back. She didn't have extra pounds to lose, but she wasn't skinny, either. She used to graze, Taka teasing her that there was always food in her mouth. But in the last couple of years, she'd aged out, rarely hungry unless she forgot to eat. Flavors had changed. It made her more appreciative of really good food, the sorting and savoring of layers of flavors. “Parmesan,” she said, leaping up. They both liberally coated their spaghetti with the canned cheese and dug in. 


Thankfully, nothing and no one interrupted them. Andrea sat back, replete. 


"So, Taka," she said, soaking up sauce with a chunk of garlic bread. "Any ideas on how to go about checking on that shoe?" 


His eyebrows lowered when he concentrated, making him look fierce. Her brain conjured a sudden image of him in the canoe he bought when he was sixteen. He’d smashed it going over a twelve foot waterfall when he was seventeen, but that first summer had been glorious. She remembered sitting in the bow with her friend, Susanna, in the stern, watching him dive into Beech Fork Lake and then swim like an otter underneath the canoe. He’d popped up on the other side with his back to the canoe, thrust his hands up out of the lake, grasped the side of the canoe and reverse somersaulted up into the middle of it. His wet cut-offs clung to him and made their hearts go pitter-pat, which is why he'd done it. Susanna had actually squealed out loud. Now she was asking this complete grown-up, this cop, Taka the fierce, what to do with a shoe some ghost had left in her garage. Andrea shook her head.


"Go through the files tonight and tomorrow?" He pushed his plate away. "There might be photos."


"There weren't any in the file I saw."


"No. It was pretty fucking thin."


"Even though you didn't believe in Billie Mae, you knew she'd been murdered. You weren't curious before?"


"I didn’t want you getting obsessed with a solved case, Andrea," he said, picking up their plates as he stood. "It's solved. Done. Her mother killed her." He looked at the shoe, sitting across the kitchen on the sideboard. "But now? I don’t know if it’s so solved after all."


He took the plates to the sink and turned the water on.


"Do you remember if the file says where her mother was committed?"


He shook his head, watching the sink fill. "It didn't. She was probably evaluated at South Central, but after that, I don't know. She plead guilty."


"I read through the news articles of the case on line. Her initial confession was supported by circumstantial evidence, she was sentenced, and then sent to an appropriate mental facility for women. I remember that, 'appropriate mental facility for women'."


"Let’s clean up and then I'll get the file box. You can start going through it while I clean the rifle." 

 
They made short work of the kitchen and while he went out to the Yukon, Andrea went to disconnect her laptop from the large monitor in her office so they could surf as needed. 


Her screensaver scrolled across a black background: Research is formalized curiosity. It is poking and prying with a purpose. Zora Neale Hurston, but a tag followed: I waz drownd scrolled across the screen in big purple letters. Andrea's pulse leaped.


"Billie Mae," she said out loud. "You are scaring me." A certain hyperaware, electric, tingle often lived in her skin when Billie Mae was present and that was absent now. Andrea still felt spooked. "You weren't drowned, Bille Mae," she whispered, sounding harsh to her own ears. "You’re just tapped into those kids who were." Hearing the words crystallized what she'd been thinking.


Billie Mae was giving them clues. The ruined Keds might be another kid's. Maybe Andrea had just remembered wrong, what Billie Mae had been wearing when she died. She undocked and closed her laptop. Taka joined her in the hall, letting a fresh, cold breath of October in with him.


"That's a big box," she exclaimed. 


"It was misplaced. Most of the documents were never transcribed or scanned."

 
They spread out at the kitchen table and Andrea started by skimming the original police report in the uppermost file in the box while Taka broke down the tactical rifle, the only gun he cleaned every time he fired it. She flipped to the description of the murder itself. The victim, Bille Mae Robbins, had been dressed in the exact outfit Andrea recalled: jeans shorts, yellow long sleeved tee, and Keds tennis shoes, in white. Only one had been found on the body. The other had been the subject of a search, since its location might establish a timeline and shed insight on the events leading up to her murder. It had never been found. Andrea got up and retrieved the shoe. 


"It’s the correct kind," she said. "It's the correct size and color and it's the left one, which was missing."


Taka snapped the last piece closed on the gun and set it down. 


They both regarded the dirt-encrusted shoe. 


"It didn't come out of my closet."


"Maybe we should walk the yard again, see if we can find where it was buried."


Andrea glanced out the window. There was no moon and no lights shone through from the street, the only security light being down at the intersection. She really didn't want to egg Billie Mae on out in the dark. 


"Flashlights?" Taka prompted.


"We should’ve thought of doing this before dark." 


"We were in shock."


"Yeah," she said half-heartedly. "I'll get them."


She got up again to pull her big, green Maglite from under her bed upstairs and then retrieved the smaller, red Duralight from under the couch in the living room. Taka had the mudroom Mag in his hand when she came back, slapping it in his other palm and glaring at it. 


"Batteries in the junk drawer," she said, tipping her chin at the end of the kitchen counter.


He fished them out while she checked the beams of the two flashlights she held before she set them down and slid her boots back on. She tied the knots tight, double bowing them. 


Taka snorted at her stall tactic. "Ready?" he said.


"Windbreaker," she replied, and went and got it. She stuffed the small flashlight between her leather belt and the waistband of her jeans. He handed her big Mag back to her, holding onto it until she looked up at him.


"You okay?"


Not trusting her voice, she only nodded.


They walked the same pattern as earlier in the day through the damp grass. The steady, back and forth swing of Taka's light was reassuring. Andrea scanned the fence lines. The only fresh earth in the yard, a shallow scrape under the fence, appeared to be a opossum's escape route from the yard rather than a hole something the size of the Ked could be plucked from.


"Hey," Taka hissed. "Look here." He stood at the rear corner of the house, at the far side of the carport. She trotted over, her light careening over bushes and trees, and then pointed it down in trepidation. There wasn't much to see. A dark hole as wide as her fist. It sloped down under the concrete foundation of the carport. Dirt flared from it onto the grass.


"Um, snake?" she ventured.


"Like a black racer?"


"Mr. Huntley said he saw a little girl sitting on the front stoop with the snake on her lap." Could it be that Billie Mae had been advertising the location of her missing tennis shoe for… how ever long Mr. Huntley had been seeing her? Why would he think it was that particular racer in his bushes, anyway? Suddenly, Andrea had more questions for Mr. Huntley than a kindergartner at the county fair. 


Taka grunted. "We can't question him without tipping him off that no little girl lives here," he said, his thought processes running along the same lines as hers. 


"I'm not sticking my hand down there," she said.


Taka disappeared and came back with her old rake. Although grey and weathered, the wooden handle was perfect for poking. He handed her his light, saying, “Hold this.” Andrea rolled her eyes.


Edging the rake handle into the hole, Taka probed it with gentle pokes. A good foot or so of handle disappeared. 


"I'm just hitting dirt. Might be nothing. Let’s check the rest of the foundation along the house and kind of non-suspiciously check the front yard. We can look at this better in the morning."


Andrea nodded. How weird had this day turned out anyway? "Non-suspiciously?" she said. 


"Swing your light wide. If anyone happens by, just say we’re looking for my keys." 


She nodded again, starting to feel numb.


They separated and walked the perimeter of the house. Andrea went through the gate on the far side, flashlight centered along the concrete block of the house's foundation. A line of dried mud sat several inches up the block from rainfall erosion. She'd have to ask Kenny about installing gutters someday. 


Around front, Taka was making a show of checking the ground around the Yukon. Moving faster, she scanned the grass and swept across the yard, looking for uneven spots or dirt mounds. She found an ant hill, but that was all. Lifting her head, she threw a furtive glance across the street. She thought Mr. Huntley might be watching them from his front window, though she couldn't tell for sure. Her other neighbors wouldn't alert without a very loud commotion. 


The beagle that lived in the backyard next to Mr. Huntley's bayed, sharp and low. Andrea jumped, her hand flying to her pounding heart. Taka’s light swung up, pointed across the street. The beagle let loose again, with a long, deep, hunting howl. Spotlights on the corner of the house came on. Taka opened his truck door and Andrea walked over, eyes still downcast to check the last of the yard, but nothing seemed remiss out front. Taka held his hand out. She took it and tilted her head up, giving him a wide, fake smile that made him laugh. He slammed the door shut, beeped the alarm, and they walked back to the front door. Andrea patted her pockets. 


No keys.


"I've got mine," Taka said and went through the same patting of pockets routine. He kept both her key and his condo key on the same fob, but separate from his truck and office keys. He had issues. Nothing could make her carry two separate key rings. She'd never have the right set. If someone stole her car or her keys, she'd call a locksmith to meet her before she went back home. Taka opened the door and held it for her. 


She flicked the porch light on as they entered and then shut the door firmly behind him and turned the lock. She leaned against it, her forehead against the cool wood. "What are we doing?"


"Looking for wherever that shoe's been hidden all these years."


"Seriously, are we seriously doing that?"


"You mean are we seriously thinking a ghost knows what happened to her or these other kids and do we believe her?"


Andrea turned to face him.


Drawing a deep breath, he straightened himself, tipping his head back to study the ceiling, thinking before he spoke. "The facts are clear. A girl in this house was murdered. At the time of her death, she was wearing her right shoe. We --"


"Is that the left shoe?" Andrea asked, but then remembered, yes, it was.


Taka’s focus shifted to her. "Yes, it's the left. Is it the right size?"


"Yes. Do you think we should try to dig up that snake hole tonight?"


"No, I think if we did that after the police presence today, all your neighbors will call it in at the same time and we’d be having to try to explain all this to Captain Cahill before we can even explain it to ourselves. We'll wait until tomorrow. And to cover ourselves, we'll head to Lowe's first thing and buy a flat of discounted pansies or a bush, something that can be planted this time of year."


"Blueberries."


"Okay," he said, in a tone of voice that was really saying, 'that was fast'. "Blueberries, it is."


"Why do we have to cover ourselves?"


"Well, ghost info. I really don’t think I can take the teasing, can you?"

 
She opened her mouth. 


"Wait, don't answer that. I just remembered you have an entire department devoted to the paranormal at your job."


She smirked. "It was more fun when you didn’t believe in ghosts."


"Too late now," he said. "But I want the plausible excuse of planting something--"


"Blueberries."


"--if we dig up anything we can actually run by the department. And I want to go through that box, see what Ford documented."


They split a beer and sorted the paperwork as they emptied the musty cardboard file box. Two wrinkled folders containing thirty pages or so each were spotted with mold and stuck together. Andrea pulled them apart and laid the pages on the floor, one by one. One of the files held duplicates of all the case's request forms. She shuffled those together and put them back in the box. The others were a mix of handwritten and typed pages. Taka sneezed explosively.


"Gesundheit."


He sneezed again. "Wow," he said, his eyes watering. And then he sneezed again and yet again, convulsing each time. He stood, sneezing again, and again. "Can you..." He waved his hand in the direction of the moldy papers on the floor. She scraped them up. Reaching for the last, which had slid under his chair, she sneezed, too, and again and again.


Fighting for breath between sneezes, she brought her hands up, letting go of the papers. They  scattered like leaves on a wind gust, floating sideways through the air. One landed on the kitchen table, the others back on the floor. Both of them breathed hard, waiting for the next round. Taka’s face was red, his cheeks wet. He leaned over to catch his breath. Andrea’s lungs hurt. She sniffed and wiped her eyes.


"Hey," Taka breathed.


Practicing caution, Andrea knelt to re-gather the papers, keeping them as far from her face as she could.


"This is a witness statement," Taka continued. "Oliver Fitch."


"A witness statement?  There weren't any witnesses. When police arrived, Etta Robbins was alone, except for Billie Mae's little brother, who was only three."

 
"Ford canvassed after the murder. Mr. Oliver Fitch said he’d seen Billie Mae down on Cooper--"


"That’s the road that runs down to the boat ramp."


"Yeah, I know," he said dryly.


"He saw her that day?" 


"Saw her..." He considered the report, squinting at the handwriting. "Saw her just before dark the night before, running back to her house from down the street. Said she had a fire cracker lit to her tail."


Andrea made a grab at the paper. "Let me see that." 


He kept it out of her reach. "That’s what it says." Taka laid it down, keeping a proprietary hand on it and ran his index finger under the line for her to read. It did indeed say that the girl ran like she had a lit firecracker tied to her tail.


"She was six. He didn’t stop her?"


"One, not his child. Two, he did stop, but she didn’t turn when he called after her. He didn't know her name, just called out..." He consulted the report and read out loud. "'Girl, hey girl'. Said he knew her name now and he was awfully sorry he didn't offer her a ride, but she was running towards home."


"Where does Mr. Fitch live?"


"Baltimore."


"Baltimore?"


"Yeah. He was, let's see, visiting his sister at the time."


"Hmmm," Andrea said.


"Yeah," Taka agreed, nodding. "Big hmmm."  His gaze rolled over the rest of the photocopy. And then his eyes widened, his lips opening. They were chapped, Andrea noted, and then tamped down the voice in her head offering to moisten them for him. "The sister, her name's Pepper."


"First or… oh, now that is interesting."


"Isn't it? Last name. She lives next door."


Andrea saw her gardening sometimes. Fifties, thick-waisted with the profile of a Roman beauty and shoulder-length blonde hair. Andrea once more rounded the moldy papers up from the floor, with nary a sneeze. 


Taka's eyebrows rose. "I don't think we're in Kansas, anymore, Dorothy."

