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BLIGHT COUNTY, IDAHO, sheriff Bo Tully drove slowly up the long gravel driveway leading to the ranch house. September had already begun, and still every day the temperature climbed into the nineties. The threat of forest fires remained. A trickle of sweat beaded up on the tip of his nose. He wiped it off. One of these days he would get the air-conditioning fixed on the Explorer. So far that summer, Blight County had managed to escape any major fires, but the mountains were powder dry. Any spark could set them off. He didn’t want to think what would happen should a thunderstorm roll through. Or if his father, Pap Tully, went for a hike in the mountains smoking one of his hand-rolleds.

Tully was wearing his usual summer outfit of Levi’s, long-sleeve tattersall shirt open at the collar, three-thousand-dollar alligator-hide cowboy boots, and a light khaki vest, which concealed the horizontal shoulder holster containing his 9 mm Colt Commander automatic. Today the gun seemed to weigh at least ten pounds. He preferred a lighter weapon, but criminals had become much more dangerous in recent years. He didn’t believe in shooting a criminal more than twice in the body mass—the so-called double tap.

A roofed porch spread across the front of the sprawling ranch house. A man sat in a rocking chair on the porch. He had the brim of a battered cowboy hat pulled low over his eyes. Tully couldn’t tell whether he was asleep or watching the vehicle approach. The man would know the red Ford Explorer belonged to law enforcement because of the light bar on the roof. He obviously was the alleged culprit the ranch owner’s ex-wife had complained about.

Tully stopped the Explorer in front of the house. The man pushed the brim of his hat up with his thumb and sauntered down to greet him. He took off his hat as he approached. He appeared to be in his early thirties, slender, nice-looking, a tidy person, with short hair, a trim mustache, and under his lower lip, a tiny bush of brown hair. Tully got out of his vehicle and walked around to meet him. He stuck out his hand and said, “Howdy, pardner, I’m Blight County sheriff Bo Tully.”

The man shook his hand. “Shucks, Sheriff, I know who you are. You’re the most famous person in all Blight County.”

“That tells you something about Blight County, doesn’t it? I take it you’re Ray Crockett.”

“Yep, that’s me, Sheriff. No doubt Marge Poulson told you how I done away with Orville.”

“She has indeed. Numerous times. So what do you have to say for yourself, Ray?”

Crockett scratched his head. “Well, let’s see. I have to admit I haven’t seen or heard from Orville in several months. His Social Security check arrives every month, and I mail it to a P.O. box in Spokane. Somebody picks up the checks—Orville, I suppose—and probably cashes them. That post office box would be pretty full by now if nobody picked up the checks.”

“Sounds like a reasonable guess. How long have you been mailing his checks to Spokane?”

Crockett squinted up, as if looking for the answer in the sky. “Quite a while. Going on a couple of years.”

“You have an address or phone number for Orville?”

“Nope, I don’t. He travels a lot and stays in hotels. He used to call me every couple weeks or so, but now months go by I don’t hear from him.”

“What do you do for a living, Ray?”

Crockett put his hat back on. “Not much, Sheriff. Orville lets me stay here free of charge to look after the ranch, but he sold off all the stock so there’s not much to look after. I helped him sell the stock and he gave me five percent of the gross. I put my share in a CD. Then my dad died and I got a bit of insurance money. That’s mostly what I’ve been living on.” He gestured toward the ranch house. “This is a nice place to live and I guess I’ll stay here till Orville tells me different or my money runs out. I’m not one of those people consumed by ambition but lately I been thinking about taking some courses at the community college. Do something with my life.”

“You have a major in mind?”

“I’ve been thinking maybe law.”

“Never can tell when that might come in handy. So, any other plans, Ray?”

“Haven’t made up my mind yet. I guess I’ll stick on here until Marge gets on my nerves so much I can’t stand it. Small wonder Orville divorced her! Grab a seat up on the porch, Sheriff, and I’ll go fetch us each a beer.”

Tully pursed his lips, as if considering the offer. “Sounds mighty tempting, Ray, but I’ve got to get moving on. Give me the address of that Spokane mailbox, will you?”

“Sure thing. I have to go in the house to get it. My memory’s like a sieve.”

“Mine too. Write it down for me, would you, Ray?”

Tully looked around at the farm buildings. He made out a large boat in an open shed and behind it a barn that had probably once been cadmium red but now had faded with age into a weathered burnt sienna. No, that wasn’t quite it. Tully felt the urge to give up on law enforcement once and for all and start painting full-time.

Crockett returned with the mailbox address written down on a piece of blue-lined paper apparently torn out of a small notebook. He handed it to Tully.

“Thanks, Ray. I’ll check it out. Maybe that will satisfy Marge and get her off my back. Maybe even off your back.”

“That would be nice.” Crockett’s thumb stroked the bit of fuzz under his lip. “If I can be of any more help, Sheriff, let me know. The next time Orville calls, I’ll have him get in touch. The last I heard from him, though, he said he was headed down to Mexico. I figure he must be having a pretty good time down there because I haven’t heard from him since.”

Tully nodded. “When was the last time you mailed his Social Security check to Spokane?”

“Just a couple days ago.”

“How old is he now, late sixties?”

“Sounds about right. He was in great shape the last time I saw him.”

“You a fisherman, Ray?”

“No, afraid not. Fishing is one of the few vices I’ve never tried. Why do you ask?”

Tully pointed at the boat.

“Oh, that. It belongs to Orville. He used to spend a lot of time out on Lake Blight. Said he knew the lake like the back of his hand. He was always bringing home messes of fish. Don’t ask what kind because I don’t know.”

“That’s about the biggest Boston Whaler I’ve ever seen. Looks like an outboard jet motor for power.”

“I don’t know one boat from another, Sheriff.”

“Well, thanks for your help, Ray. If you hear from Poulson, let me know.”

“You got it, Sheriff.”

Tully got in his Explorer, drove around the circular drive, and headed back toward the highway, tugging thoughtfully on the corner of his mustache. In his rearview mirror he watched Crockett return to his chair and tilt the hat down over his eyes, apparently to resume his nap. He appeared to be a nice young man, polite, attentive, respectful. In other words, a classic sociopath. He lied as smoothly as if he were telling the truth. Marge was right. Ray killed the old man. The questions were, what did he do with the body, and how does he cash Orville’s Social Security checks?

A fly walked across the inside of his windshield. He decided to let it live. It could suffer in the heat along with him.
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IT WAS NOW almost noon. He decided to swing by his mother’s house and see what she was making for lunch.

He rapped on her front door and then walked in. Katherine Rose McCarthy Tully O’Hare Tully Casey stuck her head out of the kitchen. “I’ve been expecting you, Bo. I made lunch for both of us. I’m still getting fresh tomatoes, so I made us BLTs and Campbell’s chicken noodle soup.”

“Sounds perfect.” As he walked toward the kitchen he noticed a framed, sepia-tinted wedding photo on an end table next to the sofa, Rose and his father, Pap. Tully had a hard time remembering his mother’s four marriages, two of them to his father, a former and much-feared sheriff of Blight County. Maybe Pap was back in her good graces.

Rose apparently had just got a new hairdo. He preferred her white, but this short bob with a brown tint did make her look younger. “So what are you up to today, Bo?”

He kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll tell you but I don’t want it blabbed all over town.” He slid into a chair at the kitchen table, pulled the Colt Commander from its shoulder holster, and laid it on the linoleum. Rose hated eating with him when he was armed.

She said, “Heaven forbid I would do such a thing.”

“I mean it, Ma! I tell you about my cases only because you lead such a dull life. In this instance I’m pretty sure I’m dealing with a killer.”

“He murdered someone!” Her eyes lit up. “You know I love murders best, Bo!”

“Yeah, that’s why I’ll tell you. But you better not utter a peep about this to anyone, you understand, or it will be the last murder you hear!”

“Cross my heart.” Rose set a bowl of soup in front of him and a plate of BLT halves in the middle of the table. She had toasted the bread and cut the sandwiches into triangles. Bo sampled a BLT. For all of her hell-raising youth, Rose had somehow managed to become a good cook, at least as far as BLTs were concerned. She was pretty good with Campbell’s chicken noodle soup, too.

“Okay then, here’s the situation, Ma. An elderly rancher disappeared about two years ago. Nobody has heard from him in months except the young fellow running his ranch. The rancher’s ex is sure he’s been murdered.”

Rose was about to bite into her BLT but stopped. “The wife did it!”

“That’s certainly possible. But until I find the body, I can’t be sure he’s been murdered at all. His widow once removed, if she is one, thinks it’s the fellow taking care of the ranch who did Orville in.”

“Orville! You’re talking about Orville Poulson! I know both the Poulsons, Orville and Marge! They’re a wonderful couple! Marge certainly isn’t the kind of person to kill her ex-husband, unless the husband was someone like Pap, and I can assure you he isn’t, or wasn’t, as the case may be. She’s a very nice lady.”

“Let’s leave my father out of this. You’re the one who said the wife did it.” Tully helped himself to another BLT.

Rose sniffed. “That was before I knew we were talking about the Poulsons.”

“Anyway, I don’t have a body and I don’t have a clue where to look for one. That ranch is huge. Orville could be buried anywhere on it.”

Rose sipped her soup, slurped in a noodle, then dabbed her lips with a napkin. “Well, that’s hardly a problem. You just go ask Mrs. Gorsich where the body is.”

“Mrs. Gorsich! You think she did it? At the very least, I should arrest her for telling fortunes without a license.”

“There’s a license for fortune-telling?”

“I don’t know. I guess not. I should put her in jail anyway. Maybe for taking money under false pretenses!” One of his main pleasures in life was to tease his mother.

“False pretenses, my eye! Bo, she’s a real psychic! She taps into the spirit world and can tell both the past and the future! You go ask her and she’ll tell you where poor Orville is buried.”

“I find Mrs. Gorsich to be more of a physic than a psychic.”

“That’s all you know. Half the businessmen in town won’t make a major decision without consulting Etta first.”

“Why do I find that so easy to believe? Can you imagine what the commissioners would say if I turned in a bill for consulting a fortune-teller?”

“They would be pleased as punch, Bo, to find out the Sheriff’s Department was finally using some common sense to solve crimes.”

“Hmm. Knowing the commissioners as I do, I think you’re probably right about that. Just to satisfy you, I tell you what. I’ll go check out this Mrs. Gorsich.” He pushed his chair away from the table with a sigh. “Anyway, the lunch is perfect. You make a great BLT, Ma.”

“I have many talents, Bo, many talents.”

He nodded at her hair. “Your new do looks terrific, by the way.”

Rose beamed at the compliment. “Makes me look younger, doesn’t it?”

“Oh yeah. Just to warn you, if I see any young bucks hanging around here, I’m going to throw them in jail. Maybe you, too!”

•  •  •

Tully got back to the department shortly after one o’clock. His staff was hard at work, probably because they had heard the klock-klock approach of his boot heels on the marble-chip floor. He wasn’t surprised to see his undersheriff, Herb Eliot, still reading the day’s Blight Bugle, with an intensity that suggested he was looking for clues to the day’s crimes. How Herb could find so much to read in the paper Tully couldn’t imagine.

The Crime Scene Investigations Unit—Byron “Lurch” Proctor—was bent over his computer in the corner. The corner space was exclusively his. Lurch thought of it as his lab. Tully had given him his nickname, Lurch. Even so, the sheriff was Lurch’s hero. The CSI Unit was possibly the world’s homeliest human being, with dull brown hair that stuck mostly straight up, a nose much too large for his face, rimless glasses half an inch thick perched atop the nose, floppy ears, and beady eyes. But he was brilliant. Besides that, his girlfriend, Sarah, was not only the most gorgeous young woman Tully had ever seen, she was also the smartest, a scientist who worked for a Boise hospital. Tully had begun to think maybe there was something to be said for homely. Oh, yeah, as long as you were brilliant, too.

Daisy Quinn, Bo’s secretary and also a deputy, extremely compact and pretty, with close-cut curly black hair and brown eyes, was a woman who fairly exuded efficiency. Tully had recently made the mistake of having a brief fling with Daisy, a mistake that conceivably could have gotten both him and Daisy fired. Nevertheless, she had helped him over what Tully thought of as a rough patch and he now appreciated Daisy more than ever, even though he tried to make a point of not showing it. During his absences, he let his undersheriff, Herb, think he ran the department, but Daisy actually was the one in charge. All his deputies knew to take their orders from the secretary. Daisy brooked no nonsense from them.

Tully stuck his head into the radio room and said hi to Flo, his radio person. She gave him her usual big smile. Florence “Flo” Getts was his go-to person whenever Daisy wasn’t available. Undersheriff Herb Eliot was so far down on the list, Tully often forgot about him, even if the department was extremely busy. He had long ago figured out that in any business, institution, or other kind of organization, there was always at least one totally useless person. Usually it was a person high up the organizational chart, if not at the top. He sometimes wondered if headhunters didn’t advertise for totally useless people. This was the position for which Herb was totally qualified.

“Hey, Lurch!” Tully yelled across the briefing room.

Lurch looked up from his computer and gave him a big grin. “Hey, Bo!”

“I’ve got some work for you.” He walked over to the Unit and handed him the piece of paper Crockett had given him. “See if you can find some prints on this—other than mine, that is. If you find any, run them through IAFIS and see if you can find a match.”

“IAFIS” stood for “Integrated Automated Fingerprint Identification System.”

“You got it, Bo. Shouldn’t take long.”

Tully walked over to his glassed-in office. “Daisy, bring your pad. I’ve got some work for you, too.”

She got up from her desk and bustled in. “How did I ever guess?”

“Beats me. You must be psychic. Which reminds me, you know anything about this Etta Gorsich?”

“The fortune-teller? I’ve never met Gorsich but there are people in town who swear by her. I’ve heard all kinds of stories about how she’s contacted dead relatives and come up with messages from them, that sort of thing. Weird stuff. You wouldn’t get me within a thousand yards of that house of hers.”

“Really? I was thinking of sending you over there for a reading, or whatever they call it.”

“No way!”

Tully leaned back in his chair. “What does she look like, Daisy? Skip the part about a pointed black hat and a broom.”

“I’ve never seen her. I don’t think she leaves that creepy house of hers very often. She doesn’t make house calls, as far as I know. You have to go to her if you want whatever she has to sell. I can feel the hair rising on the back of my neck just talking about her.”

Tully smiled. He couldn’t believe a person as sensible as Daisy could be affected by such nonsense. “Well, if you refuse to check her out, I guess maybe I’ll drift over there after work. I had no idea you’re such a chicken, Daisy.”

She laughed. “I’ll be waiting for your report first thing in the morning, Sheriff.”
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ETTA GORSICH’S HOUSE sat by itself atop a steep but low hill. It was surrounded by overgrown trees, brush, dried grass, weeds, and dead wildflowers, mostly daisies, dandelions, and thistles. Apparently, the fortune-teller wasn’t big on landscaping. He climbed the steep, rickety wooden stairs leading to the front porch. Tully ignored the two handrails on principle. He thought they were mostly for sissies. The front porch looked as if it had recently been worked on, here and there a new board showing fresh and clean. Tully, already nervous and regretting his decision to check out Mrs. Gorsich, started to knock on the door. It popped open before his knuckles made the first rap.

An attractive middle-aged woman stood there smiling at him. She was in fact one of the better-looking women Tully had seen in a long while. He instantly regretted jumping back and gasping “Whoa!” at the suddenness of the door springing open. She wore a cream-colored tailored suit on her slim, shapely figure and a necklace of pearls around her elegant neck. Her smile was large and gleamed with both amusement and sparkling white teeth. “Hello,” she said in a husky voice.

“Uh, hello,” Tully managed. “I’m Blight County sheriff Bo Tully and—”

“I know who you are, Sheriff. Everyone in Blight County knows Sheriff Bo Tully. Please come in. I hope you’re not here to investigate the ridiculous rumors that I’m some kind of fortune-teller.”

“Uh,” Tully said.

“Please have a seat over on the sofa, Sheriff. I was just making a pot of tea. Would you like some?”

“Uh,” Tully said again.

“A cup of tea?” the woman said. “Would you like one?”

“Why, thank you,” Tully blurted as if coming out of a coma. “A cup of tea sounds great.”

Mrs. Gorsich disappeared into what Tully assumed was the kitchen. He walked over to the sofa and sat down. The room appeared to be expensively and tastefully decorated. If the lady made her money from fortune-telling, she apparently did very well at it. Tully tapped his finger nervously on his knee and waited for her to return.

Mrs. Gorsich presently came out of the kitchen with a tray containing a silver teapot, two china cups on saucers, two silver teaspoons, a small pitcher of cream, and a crystal bowl of raw sugar, a tiny spoon sticking out of it. She placed the tray on the coffee table and sat down in a chair across from him. She had excellent posture, her back perfectly straight. He would have to tell his mother about Mrs. Gorsich’s posture. Rose had a thing about posture.

“So, Sheriff, did you bring your handcuffs?”

“Uh, no. No, I didn’t bring any handcuffs.”

“Too bad. It might have been interesting.”

Tully stared at her, his mind now a complete blank.

Mrs. Gorsich laughed. “Only joshing you, Sheriff. I’m sorry. Please tell me why you’re here.” She poured the tea.

Tully put two tiny spoonfuls of raw sugar in his tea, stirred in some cream, and took a long sip, all the time trying to think of why he was there.

“Basically,” he finally said, “I guess I’m here because I try to know all the residents of Blight County, particularly those about whom I hear rumors.”

“ ‘Whom’!” Mrs. Gorsich exclaimed. “Sheriff, you are the first person in Blight County I’ve heard use the word ‘whom’—at least, to do so correctly. You obviously are an educated person.”

“I had a very mean English professor in college, Dr. Agatha Wrenn. We were terrified of her. Learning proper grammar seemed the safest thing to do. If you said ‘snuck’ for ‘sneaked,’ you were taken out behind the language arts building and shot.”

“Maybe that’s why you went into law enforcement after college.”

“It was pretty much expected of me. Men in my family have been Blight County sheriffs for the last hundred years. But I’m here to find out about you, Mrs. Gorsich.”

She refilled his cup. “Etta, please. You mean about my being a fortune-teller?” She laughed. “I admit that many Blight City businessmen come to me for advice about decisions they have to make. They are simple folk for the most part, and I’m sure they think of me as a fortune-teller, particularly when my advice works out for them. I’m actually a financial consultant. I have an MBA from an Ivy League university, the name of which would be too pretentious of me to mention. I worked on the Street for a dozen years and was quite successful at it.”

Tully couldn’t believe she had just confessed to having been a prostitute.

She apparently read the puzzlement on his face. “Wall Street,” she said.

“Oh, right.”

“So, you’re wondering why I ended up here. Well, I didn’t end up here. I may move on at any time, but I’ve become very fond of Idaho. It’s a beautiful state, and the people are nice, and I just have a sense of peace here. Anytime I get bored I fly off to San Francisco or New York, but it’s not long before I come zipping back to Idaho. I have quite a list of clients here I help with investments.”

“I could never leave Idaho,” Tully said. “So I’m not surprised you like it.”

He set his empty teacup back on the tray. He couldn’t remember having drunk any of the tea. Etta Gorsich picked up the teapot and refilled his cup. There was something about the woman that soaked up his total attention.

“I understand, Sheriff, that you are a very successful artist.”

Tully laughed. “That all depends upon what you mean by ‘very.’ I’ve been painting most of my life and tend to view the world more as a painter than as a sheriff. Only in very recent years have my paintings started to sell. My hope is one day to give up sheriffing and become a poor but otherwise modestly successful full-time artist.”

He set his cup back on the tray and pushed himself up from the couch. “I’d better not take up any more of your time, Mrs. Gorsich. Thank you very much for the tea.”

“Please, call me Etta,” she said, smiling, pouring him another cup of tea. “And is it all right if I call you Bo?”

“Sure,” he said, settling back on the couch. “Everybody does, even my criminals.”

“I hope you don’t think of me as one of your criminals.”

“Not at all.” He sipped his tea.

•  •  •

Etta said, “I’ve traveled all over the world, Bo, and met hundreds of interesting people, but I have to say, you are the most interesting man I’ve come across in a long while.”

Tully didn’t know what to say. Finally, he managed to get out a modest “Well, uh, thank you. No one has ever said that to me before. I suppose maybe they didn’t notice.”

“Oh, I’m sure they noticed.”

After a bit more conversation, he picked up his teacup, only to notice she had refilled it again. He set the cup back on the tray and stood up. “I really shouldn’t take up any more of your time.”

Etta stood and walked him to the door. “Please come again, Bo.”

“You can count on that, Etta.”

He turned to thank her again for her time. She came up close and put her hand on his chest. Tully thought she had stopped his heart.

“Next time, Bo,” she said, “don’t forget the handcuffs.”

Tully fumbled with the doorknob, finally got it to turn in the right direction. He went out onto the porch and started down the steps. He knew Rose would be disappointed that he hadn’t asked Mrs. Gorsich about Orville’s body.

“Oh, Sheriff!” Etta called after him.

Tully stopped and turned.

“Look under the house!”

Tully gave her a brief smile and continued on down the steps. It was only at the bottom he realized he had been using both handrails.

For the first time in his life, he had met a woman he didn’t think he could manage. She was like some kind of space alien, dropped into Blight City to spy on the populace. She would no doubt report back to her managers, some form of reptiles who would at some point descend on Blight and eat all the residents. To investigate her more thoroughly, he should invite Etta to lunch. He might even throw some really tough grammar at her. His tough grammar bounced undetected off local women, but Etta would be different.

He went back to the courthouse and down to the jail in the basement to check on his usual suspects. Sometimes the criminals got a little rowdy and had to be settled down. A riot or anything seriously dangerous he left to his jail matron, Lulu Cobb. Lulu’s reputation was such that she had to do nothing more than open the cell-block door and yell, “All right, you idiots, knock it off—you don’t want me down there with my stick!”

Tully had never seen her down there with her stick, and it was a sight he seriously wished to avoid. Tully himself took a much softer line toward the inmates. Most of them were young and stupid, and he thought maybe Lulu reminded them of their mothers.

He found her at her desk outside the cell-block door. A partially played hand of solitaire was spread out on the wood top of the battered desk. “How are our critters, Lulu?”

She shoved herself up. “Oh, they get a little restless along about feeding time, but they been quiet enough. You want to go in and visit with them, Bo?”

“I guess not, Lulu. My stomach is a little queasy today. Maybe tomorrow. Be careful.”

“I’m always careful, Bo, always careful.”

He tromped up the two sets of stairs and down the hall toward his office. The daytime shift had already left the briefing room, Herb and Daisy among them, but Lurch was still hard at work in his corner. Tully sometimes thought maybe Lurch had no other life, but then it would occur to him that the Unit had the beautiful Sarah. And Sarah was a major something.

“Hey, Lurch!” he yelled.

“Hey, Bo!”

“You get any prints off that paper?”

“Yeah, I got a match, too.”

“So don’t keep me in suspense.”

Lurch thumbed through a notepad next to his computer.

“To begin with, his name isn’t Ray Crockett.”

“Big surprise.”

“His name is Ray Porter. He did two years for possession with intent to sell. Got out in 2002. Since then he’s been clean, at least as far as law enforcement knows.”

“Right. As far as we know.”

Lurch smiled. “I hear you checked on Mrs. Gorsich. How did that go?”

“Daisy has a big mouth. Yes, I went up and met Etta Gorsich. She’s a very nice lady—attractive, too. And sophisticated. Not at all what I expected. Her so-called fortune-telling is nothing more than business advice. She’s an investment consultant, not a fortune-teller.”

“How good-looking is she?”

“I’m inviting her to lunch.”

“That good, huh?”

“Almost up to Sarah’s level, but a few years older.”

Lurch feigned amazement. “Wow, that’s dynamite, boss. I was wondering what it might be like to date a fortune-teller. She would always know what you’re thinking.”

“Women always know what we’re thinking, Lurch. But one last time, she’s not a fortune-teller.”

“Right, boss.” The Unit gave him one of his snaggletoothed grins and went back to his computer.

Tully stepped into his office to look at some papers Daisy had left for him. He flopped into his chair and began aimlessly tapping his fingers on the desk. Suddenly he stopped. Look under the house! What on earth had she meant by that? The hair stirred on the back of his neck.
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