
        
            [image: cover]

    
Dell Magazines 
www.dellmagazines.com 

Copyright ©2009 Dell Magazines



NOTICE: This work is copyrighted. It is licensed only for use by the original purchaser. Making copies of this work or distributing it to any unauthorized person by any means, including without limit email, floppy disk, file transfer, paper print out, or any other method constitutes a violation of International copyright law and subjects the violator to severe fines or imprisonment. 



Cover © Maugli/Shutterstock


[bookmark: toc]
CONTENTS
Department: EDITOR'S NOTES: A KILLER YEAR by Linda Landrigan
Department: THE LINEUP
Fiction: A SORCERER'S FATE by Susan Oleksiw
Fiction: THE TROLLFARM KILLING by Mike Culpepper
Department: THE MYSTERIOUS CIPHER by by Willie Rose
Fiction: OUT OF HER DEPTH by John C. Boland
Fiction: O'NELLIGAN AND THE PERFECT MAN by Michael Nethercott
Department: BOOKED & PRINTED by Robert C. Hahn
Fiction: BOUDIN NOIR by R. T. Lawton
Fiction: THE CARETAKER by Terence Faherty
Fiction: NOWHERE TO GO by Iain Rowan
Mystery Classic: THE MAN WHO WAS KICKED TO DEATH by Pablo Palacio
Department: INDEX: VOLUME FIFTY-FOUR 2009
Department: COMING IN JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2010
* * * *


[bookmark: chap0]
Department: EDITOR'S NOTES: A KILLER YEAR by Linda Landrigan
Not every misdeed occurs in the mean streets of big cities. Mexico, India, and Jackson Hole, Wyoming are just a few of the places where this month's issue finds charming thieves, wily con artists, and murderous moneymen. Meanwhile, the Chevalier Remy descends into the depths of the seventeenth century Parisian underworld in R. T. Lawton's “Boudin Noir.” A slave called Colm in ancient Iceland proves to be calm and quick thinking in the midst of murderous passions in Mike Culpepper's “The Trollfarm Killing.” And the Yeats-loving Mr. O'Nelligan helps P.I. Lee Plunkett suss out an art thief in Scarsdale, New York, in “O'Nelligan and the Perfect Man” by Michael Nethercott.
This month's mystery classic is the first English publication of a tale by Ecuadorian writer Pablo Palacio; “The Man Who Was Kicked to Death” was chosen and translated by Kenneth Wishnia who, as K.j.a. Wishnia, is the author of a series of novels featuring the quick-tongued Ecuadorian native Filomena Buscarsela.
So, lock the doors and settle in for a little felonious armchair travel.
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Department: THE LINEUP
John C. Boland was a 2009 finalist for best short story at the International Thriller Awards.
Mike Culpepper's last ancient Iceland story, “The Necklace of Glass,” was published in November 2009.
Terence Faherty's Owen Keane series, which follows a failed seminarian turned metaphysical detective, is being reissued in Italian by Delos Books.
Booked & Printed columnist Robert C. Hahn reviews mysteries for Publishers Weekly and New York Post, among other publications.
R. T. Lawton is a retired federal agent. His pseudonymous nonfiction book will be published by F&W publishing next summer.
Michael Nethercott won the Black Orchid Novella Award for “O'Nelligan's Glory” (July/August 2009). He lives in Vermont.
Susan Oleksiw's first novel featuring Anita Ray will be published by Thorndike/Five Star Mystery in May.
Iain Rowan is at work on his second novel. He lives in northeast England.
Kenneth Wishnia's novel, The Fifth Servant, will be published by William Morrow in February 2010. He has translated the work of several Spanish and Yiddish authors.
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Fiction: A SORCERER'S FATE by Susan Oleksiw
Anita Ray turned toward the road on the other side of the compound wall as the sharp insistent sound of the bicycle bell grew louder, its ringing alternating with the high-pitched, sharp-toned call of “Paper! Paper!” The way the syllables were broken up made it almost impossible for all but the most practiced ear to recognize the word, but it didn't matter. Out here in the hills of South India, everyone knew what the man wanted—old newspapers, to be purchased for a few paise and sold for a few more to local shops for wrapping paper.
Right now Anita found it hard to appreciate the details of village life. She didn't even want to lift her camera for the obligatory shot of bougainvillea tumbling over a compound wall, or goats cavorting down the street. Not even for a woman carrying a large plastic bucket on her head, her colorful sari billowing in the breeze. She was too worried about her cousin Sheela. Two days ago her Auntie Meena had staggered into the office of Hotel Delite, which she owned and where Anita lived and ostensibly helped out, with the news that cousin Sheela had fallen into a deep depression that was ruining her marriage, and no one could shake her out of it. Her mother was desperate, and would Anita come for a visit and talk to Sheela?
"I thought she and Bharat were the perfect couple.” Anita's cousins were being married off with disturbing regularity, but at least the older generation tended to pick good spouses.
"I am hearing it is not so. But you will help her, yes?"
"Really, Auntie. I had no idea you thought so much of my counseling skills,” Anita said.
"I don't. I am thinking you are so outrageous in your thinking that merely listening to you will bring poor Sheela back to real life and her own sweet self, as she was before she married."
Anita didn't think this was a realistic plan, but then Auntie Meena was never realistic. Reluctantly Anita agreed.
Married less than a year, Sheela and her husband, Bharat, had set up in a modest home barely half a mile from her parents’ house, with three servants. But all had not gone smoothly—Sheela's first child was stillborn at only five months. That was almost two months ago, and Sheela's mother had taken to hovering and fretting. Sheela had taken to sleeping.
Bharat, for his part, seemed to be content to go to work, chat with visitors in the evening, and read his newspaper. He stared at the new television set as though he wasn't sure how he was supposed to feel about it, and grew animated when he could turn it off. He and Sheela were not much younger than Anita, but already life wasn't working out for them. Anita arrived expecting a somewhat long and directionless conversation with Sheela, a few deep sighs of disappointment, and then a shopping spree. As a single woman, Sheela hadn't been known for her depth. But this scenario was proving to be difficult to instigate—Anita couldn't get her cousin alone. Frustrated, Anita tried to keep the focus on doing her duty, according to Auntie Meena.
"I thought we'd have a quiet cup of tea,” Anita said after corralling her cousin in the hallway.
"Yes. My good friend is coming also,” Sheela said, leading her into the front parlor. The heavy Victorian furniture, with its ornate carving and gold cushions, had been a gift from her parents. After the stillbirth, Sheela's mother, Remy, arrived daily with another gift, but nothing seemed to help. “Do you remember meeting Parvati at the wedding?"
Anita thought back to the crush of guests in the marriage hall, a large room filled with folding chairs, one side of the room for men and the other for women, almost all of whom Anita was related to, to some degree. She had spent a good part of the wedding avoiding relatives who wanted to help find a suitable husband for her.
"She's very beautiful,” Sheela said, “probably the most beautiful woman in the room."
"Yes, of course, I remember her.” And Anita did because she was indeed the most beautiful woman in the room—and she seemed to know it.
Whatever Parvati felt about Anita was concealed. The other woman greeted Anita warmly and Sheela more warmly still, even though they had probably seen each other just a few days earlier. The two chatted amiably as Sheela led the way to a side veranda with a cool breeze and spectacular view of the mountains. The one thing Anita did like about this area, though it was far away from the hustle and bustle of the resorts and city, was the view into the valley and up to the mountains, the sense of expansiveness that must compensate for a life geographically circumscribed.
"You are better,” Parvati said, tapping her friend's knee. “I can see it. Isn't she well?” Parvati said, turning to Anita.
She really is beautiful, Anita thought, wondering what it was about the other woman that triggered a sense of uneasiness. Perhaps it was only her looks, but Parvati seemed to grow even lovelier while Sheela grew duller. But aloud Anita only said, “Very well, I think."
"You see. There is nothing to worry about, nothing.” Parvati reached her delicate hand to the tray and claimed a tea biscuit. She had small white teeth and bright, shiny lips that looked as though she used lip gloss. Anita tried not to stare but felt her makeup was worthy of study, so artful and expensive that it seemed out of place in this little village.
"It is good of you to visit these days,” Sheela said without much enthusiasm.
"Nonsense! What sort of friend would I be if I put only my happiness ahead of your needs? We are friends, are we not?” Parvati sat up straight in her rattan chair, her elegant neck stretching upward like a swan's, long and thin and swaying.
"Parvati is so recently married,” Sheela said to Anita. “Only four months past, isn't it?"
Anita looked at Parvati with renewed interest. She seemed hardly the type for this remote village—her new husband must be attached to one of the plantations.
"He is most understanding,” Parvati said. Sheela nodded without much energy.
"Yes, well, friends are certainly important,” Anita said, and moved the conversation away from the topic of marriage.
* * * *
By the end of the afternoon tea Sheela had retreated to her room for another nap. Anita had never thought of her cousin as drab, but drab she had become. Anita went in search of Remy, Sheela's mother.
"Obvious, isn't it?” Remy said. “She's dwindling to nothing."
"Is there a medical reason for this? Has she seen a doctor?"
"Meena warned me you'd start digging.” Remy gave a sigh and heaved herself out of her chair. She walked over to a small glass-fronted armoire and pulled a key from the collection hanging around her waist. She opened the door and reached down to the lowest shelf, extricating something from the back of a pile of goods. “This is the reason."
Anita took the small, roughly carved wooden object—the figure of a woman with a number of iron nails driven into it. She turned it over in her hands, studying front and back, top and bottom. It was an odd-looking figure, a folk art object Anita had never seen around here. She looked up at Remy for an explanation.
"Parvati's husband, Karunkar, gave it to Sheela's husband a few months back. He said it was an antique he came across and hoped it would turn out to be profitable for them someday.” Remy returned to her seat and curled her legs beneath her. She had long, strong limbs, muscular hands and fingers. Looking at her, Anita had the odd feeling that her daughter, Sheela, was incomplete, as though nature hadn't given her a full complement of parts and energies. Certainly compared to her mother, Sheela was missing a lot of the elements of life.
"This looks like a sorcerer's figure,” Anita said.
Remy shrugged. “If you believe in that sort of thing."
"And Sheela does?"
Remy began to squirm in her chair, resettling herself, the smug annoyed look fading for one of worry and embarrassment. “I didn't think so—she always told me she was part of the new world—but I was wrong."
"And do you believe in this now? After the baby?” The flash of pain across Remy's face gave Anita her answer. She turned the figure over in her hands. If she looked at it from the perspective of a personal relationship, then it was obviously ugly, with its round eyes with vertical slits, a flattened face, a slash for a mouth, and limbs barely distinguished from the torso. “Have there been other things Sheela is connecting to this figure?"
Remy's face collapsed, her facade of the sophisticated Indian woman crumbling in seconds. “It is not to be believed."
"Tell me anyway."
Remy studied Anita for a minute, and Anita knew what was going through the other woman's mind—the embarrassment at having to admit that such images had real power for some, and perhaps even for her, the confusion that such a thing should happen to her family, the helplessness, not knowing what to do.
"When did Bharat get this figure?” Anita asked.
"Perhaps three or four months ago,” Remy said.
Anita struggled with her next question. If it had been anyone else, or at least anyone not a relative, she would have simply blurted out the question, but relatives required a certain delicacy; whatever she did tended to take on a life of its own as it worked its way back to Auntie Meena. Anita could understand why her mother had moved to America with Anita's father at the earliest opportunity. “Have there been other, um, reversals?"
"Reversals? Oh, I see what you mean. Well, yes, I guess you can say this.” Remy stirred in her chair again. “Um, well, Bharat didn't get the promotion he was expecting, and a modest investment went sour. And the rent on the cottage has gone up just as they were saving money for a new house of their own."
And all of it, Anita knew, attributed by Sheela to the presence of this ugly block of wood.
"Why do you have the figure now?"
"Sheela won't have it in the house. She's very afraid of it, but Bharat doesn't dare give it away because now Karunkar is his boss at the plantation."
"So you keep it.” Anita couldn't miss the way Remy's shoulders stiffened and her hands clenched the chair arms. It was obvious her aunt didn't want it either, but probably felt she had no choice. Anita certainly wouldn't want it living in her own flat—even as an art object.
Anita stared past her aunt, working out the sequence of events in her mind. “What's Karunkar like?"
"Oh, a very nice man,” Remy said. “Very good man. We long considered him as a match for Sheela, but she had met Bharat a couple of years ago and they grew very fond of each other."
* * * *
Late in the afternoon Anita went looking for Sheela, hoping to learn more about her views on the strange antique figure. She went from room to room to room, finally ending up in the first of the two cooking rooms.
"Not here,” the maidservant said as she looked up from chopping vegetables on the floor.
"I thought I would take a walk with her,” Anita said. “Do you know where she's gone?"
"Already gone walking.” She gave the onions a few deft slices and six perfect wedges rocked across the cutting board.
Since there weren't many places to go in this small village, Anita decided to set out and find Sheela. In the twenty-four hours since she had arrived, Anita had drastically changed her opinion of her cousin. Sheela had seemed fine, just a bit tired, on her first night, but now Anita could see the other woman was drifting dangerously close to serious emotional problems. She visited with friends, ate her meals, and the rest of the time retreated to her bedroom to sleep, with the door shut. Keeping the door shut was such an unusual step in an Indian household that Anita felt it was time to address Sheela directly on her peculiar and unhealthy behavior, and find out what was really troubling her.
Anita took the path into the village, skirting the occasional cardamom grove and hoping she wouldn't be hit by a bus careering down the road behind her. She reached the village center, which was a crossroads with a few shops at each corner, none more than two and a half stories tall, with storage being the main purpose of the top half story. The shops were those she expected—coffee, cooking equipment, fancy goods such as children's clothes, notebooks, sweets, toys, and the like, a newsagent no larger than a tea stall, and a garage for all sorts of repairs. The shops were separated by narrow lanes that ran off into small neighborhoods or the fringes of the surrounding jungle. Anita wandered down one, around the corner of a compound wall, and along a row of small houses with low sapling fences—probably all belonging to a single family, she thought. As she turned the next corner, heading back to the main road, she stopped at the sound of voices. Nearby a man and a woman were talking. She stepped into the shadows of a hibiscus tree and waited. A moment later Sheela hurried by. After waiting another minute or two, a tall man with a white shirt tucked into dark pants came down the same lane and turned left, away from Anita and onto another path leading away from the village center.
The family liked to sit out on the veranda in the evening, a way to endure the nightly loss of electrical power and still enjoy the evening. After a late meal and storytelling to entertain some visiting children, Anita at last found herself alone with Sheela.
"I took a walk into the village this afternoon,” Anita said.
"Hmm.” Sheela leaned back in her chair and might have been asleep except for the dreamy look on her face as she stared up at the stars blinking through the trees. “Sometimes the stars are so thick and bright the night sky looks like a piece of lace.” She tilted her head a bit more and continued to stare upward.
"Do you walk into the village every day?"
"Me? No, sometimes.” Sheela didn't take her eyes off the stars.
"Bharat is a nice man,” Anita said. “I'm glad of a chance to get to know him better."
This seemed to get her attention, and she rolled her head until she could look directly at Anita. “Yes, a nice man."
"Do I have a smear of something on my face?” Anita said.
"Huh?"
"I thought perhaps I had some dirt smeared on my face, the way you are staring at me."
Sheela managed a little giggle and looked away. “So sorry, no. I am not myself these days."
"So your mother has told me."
Sheela sat up in her chair and this time gave Anita a terrified look. “You have been talking to my mother about me? But you are my sister cousin. You are my friend. Why are you doing this?"
Interesting, thought Anita. If I found someone had been talking to my mother about me, I might be amused, Auntie Meena's daughter, Asmita, would certainly be annoyed, but frightened?
* * * *
At breakfast the following morning, Anita tried to make up to Sheela because it was easier to visit with someone she was on speaking terms with than with someone who sulked and gave her the cold shoulder.
"Anything interesting in the newspaper?” Anita said, even though she knew Sheela wasn't one to pay any attention to political life.
"That's not the news,” the maidservant said as she put another bowl of idlies on the table. Anita loved the steamed cakes, like little flying saucers, and drew the bowl toward her. “A man has been murdered."
"What?” Both Sheela and Anita spoke at once.
The maidservant smiled, pleased with the effect her secret was having on her employers. “Down by the tank for the Devi temple."
Anita hated to do it, but she pushed her chair away from the table, left the idlies on her plate, and raced down to the tank.
* * * *
"I just want to look,” Anita said to the constable as she swerved past him.
He reached out to grab her, but Anita was too quick for him and leapt to the side of the corpse, just as the assistant was about to wrap a woven mat around the body. Shiva ayoo, Anita thought when she saw the body. A man perhaps in his fifties sprawled on the grassy verge, his white shirt caked with drying mud. His face was contorted, his eyes staring upward in horror, as though helpless to stop what was happening to him. But it was his mouth that held Anita's attention—his front teeth were shattered, but there was no blood on his lips and teeth. As the assistant waved her back, Anita knelt for a closer look. His throat was covered with mud, and his mouth seemed stuffed with it.
"Who is he?” she asked the constable when they pushed her away.
"A local man. His name is Champe,” the constable replied. “Just one of the sorcerers around here."
"Who owns this tank?” Anita said, stepping carefully along the muddy bank. The tank seemed to be an old paddy field fallen into disuse, and now used as a local bathing place.
"You have a reason for wanting to know this?” the constable asked.
"Just curious,” Anita said, looking around, trying to get a fix on the landscape. To the north was Remy's house; to the south was Sheela's house. And to the west? “Who lives over there. See? In that large pink house?"
The constable peered in the direction Anita was pointing. “That's Karunkar Menon's house. He's the new overseer at the plantation. Fine home he has.” The constable straightened up as he spoke, as though Karunkar was about to pass by inspecting the troops.
* * * *
Anita meandered back to her cousin's house, lost in her own thoughts. It was a very odd death—the victim looked like he'd been drowned, but he was still dry below the waist, like he'd been slogging through a swamp, though there wasn't one nearby. And it looked like he'd been in a brawl, but his hands were unscathed. The constable had dismissed the dead man as an insignificant sorcerer.
Anita turned off the lane going to Sheela's house and instead walked through the village. When she heard the painful sound of wailing, she followed it to an alley. The narrow lane was paved with cement and ran between two large homes. Anita stepped into the shade of the overhanging trees and entered the small cluster of close-set homes sharing walls, spigots, front walks. A songbird hung in a cage outside a door, cooing to passersby. The front of one home was lined with small potted plants. At the next corner the wailing grew louder.
"No troubling, Missi,” a woman said to Anita as she paused at the corner. “This crying is a new widow. It is Champe's wife—she has just learned her husband is dead. The constable has come to tell her they have found his body by the tank.” The woman nodded to the house at the end of a short side lane. “Now she is a widow, poor and alone. It is well that she cries out."
"Does she know how it happened?” Anita hoped that the constable might have said something to the widow. The other woman shook her head. “Not even how he died?” Again the other woman shook her head.
Anita made her way back to the main road, turned right, and soon found herself at the lane she had taken the day before. She followed it through a well-tended neighborhood of small homes, turning right and left, and ending once again at the corner where she saw Sheela and Karunkar separating and going in different directions. It was the only time since Anita had arrived that she had seen Sheela animated, enjoying life.
The meeting could have been a coincidence, Anita reminded herself, but she didn't believe in coincidences. No, the two had met on purpose. Anita walked on past the last house, until she came to a small temple that seemed abandoned. She walked around the small building. In the back was a tiny shed for storing gear for a festival, but this too had fallen into disrepair. Anita stepped inside and looked around. A broken plastic chair leaned against a small wooden stool in one corner, a rotting coconut husk lay nearby. Beneath a rickety table lay two more coconuts, but these were relatively fresh, chopped open the day before, for their sweet milk. Two plastic straws were stuck in the woven mat walls, awaiting use on another day.
Anita pulled out the stool and sat down. To her, it was obvious what all this meant, but she didn't like it and part of her even felt resentful. Sheela was turning her family upside down with her behavior. But was there anything Anita could do about it? This was a dilemma, all right. After being casually promised to Karunkar since childhood, Sheela had married a man of her heart. Bharat had taken up his career in a plantation, but his fortunes had declined almost at once, with the loss of promotion, pay raises, and then a child. His troubles seemed to begin with the gift of the wooden figure, and now a sorcerer was dead.
Karunkar and Parvati lived in a house that seemed to grow pinker the closer Anita got to it. She took the final turn in the lane and arrived at the front gate, which consisted of two large metal swinging doors with bright green curlicues on top. Anita rattled the latch, which was chained on the inside. A maidservant appeared in the doorway, then retreated, presumably to report Anita's presence to the owners.
"Ah, how wonderful of you to come to us!” Parvati sauntered down the stairs with a key in her hand, unlocked the gate, and pulled it open. “Please, come, come. Karunkar will come shortly, after his morning puja."
The home was recently built, with marble floors, high ceilings, and several built-in display cabinets throughout, showcasing small collections of brightly painted figures of the gods and goddesses, teacups, and photographs. Parvati led her into the dining room, called for tea, and ushered her to a chair. It was still quite early, but not too early for visiting.
Parvati concentrated on her hostess duties and began chatting about the neighborhood, who lived where, what they did, where they came from if not from here, the next trip they might take to Chennai or perhaps Mumbai. “I do love Mumbai—so many interesting shops, don't you think?"
Actually, Anita didn't think so—she thought Mumbai was insane, crazy with traffic, dirt, pushy millionaires and wannabes, and worse—but instead of saying that, she politely agreed, and Parvati went on to talk about her visits to Philips Antiques, which Anita knew to be somewhat pricey.
"Ah, talking about shopping, isn't it?” Karunkar strolled into the room, dropped the newspaper onto the table, and called out an order to the maidservant. He smiled down on both Parvati and Anita with a certain patronizing air that might have been no more than well-earned self-confidence, but it caught Anita's attention.
"Back for lunch, Parvati,” he said.
"I'm glad to have a chance to meet you again,” Anita said, extending her hand. He took it and they shook. “We've certainly changed since we were children, and I'm always curious about how my old friends turned out."
Karunkar gave a good-natured laugh. “Good to see you here, Anita."
When he was gone, Anita said, “Is Mumbai where you got that figure, the one studded with nails?” She wasn't surprised to see Parvati blanch.
"I don't mean to be offensive, but have you noticed how moody Sheela has become?” Anita asked, changing the topic.
If Anita had wanted to shut down Parvati, there could be no better way. Instead of a flash of anger or resentment at being asked to feel sympathy for the woman her husband had intended to marry, Parvati withdrew emotionally, her face turning blank, then cold. “She reacts too strongly to things."
"Really?” Anita leaned forward, hoping for more.
"That figure. It was only a folk art piece, but instead she blames it for everything that has gone wrong in her life. She would blame my husband, Karunkar, for it if she hadn't known him since childhood."
"Why blame Karunkar?"
"I bought it for a gift sometime in the future, but he gave it to Bharat on a whim.” She shrugged, then, unable to hide her feelings any longer, moved to sit sideways in her chair to look out the window.
"So Karunkar took it there?” Anita said more to herself. “You are not from here, are you?"
Parvati relaxed at the question and shook her head. “Pune. A real city. Not like this godforsaken place.” Oddly enough, Parvati didn't sound bitter, just hugely disappointed and resigned. “He promised me after we were married that we would be here only a few months, while he moved up the ladder, and then he would get a better position elsewhere."
"But?"
"But he doesn't talk about it anymore, and when I bring it up, well...” She sighed. “Is it wonderfully busy where you live, in the hotel?"
Her curiosity was intense, almost pathetic in its neediness to know about something outside of this little village. Anita told her about Hotel Delite, some of the staff members who were especially colorful, and Auntie Meena, who was right then probably hiding in a linen closet to get away from some of the more demanding guests. “Perhaps you'll have children soon,” Anita said, feeling sorry for Parvati in her loneliness.
"I doubt it.” The other woman blushed deeply. “He doesn't fancy me so much."
* * * *
Anita set off for Sheela's house before she realized she had taken the wrong path. The lanes in this area were well worn down, but they twisted and turned and crisscrossed through forests and over brooks; anyone could set out, take the wrong turning, and get lost from view—and then no one could know for sure where the person had gone. Two main paths skirted the tank, and anyone could approach it without being seen.
Anita found Sheela curled up on her bed, her eyes open. When she saw Anita enter, the other woman rolled over and stared at the wall. Anita closed the door and sat down on the bed.
"You have to talk to me, Sheela. Something terrible has happened."
"What?” Her voice was about as dull as Anita had ever heard it, equal parts pouting and lack of interest.
"The man who was killed this morning, the sorcerer."
"Yes, terrible. I'm sorry he's dead. We'll make a donation to help his wife. Now you can go away.” She pulled the end of her sari over her head.
"That's not what's so terrible about it.” Anita waited but Sheela continued to stare at the wall. “How long have you and Karunkar been having an affair?” Anita was gratified to hear a small gasp. Sheela rolled over and raised herself on her elbow.
"Why are you saying this?"
"I saw you yesterday, in the village, and Karunkar.” Anita watched Sheela's pretty mocha coloring turn gray and sickly, and her eyes widen.
"Ayoo! Did you, ah, tell anyone?"
"Like Bharat?"
Sheela nodded.
"No. But that's not the worst part."
"What could be worse?” Sheela sat up, swinging her head from side to side. “I am glad you know. I am so alone here with this secret. It is a terrible thing I have done, but even worse is what I did before. I married Bharat on a whim, to show how modern I was, to have a marriage of the heart. But the heart is weak, the heart is unreliable. The heart has no sense. And now I have nothing, not his heart and not my own."
"What do you mean not his heart?"
"He thinks Karunkar is trying to ruin us. He thinks there is something wrong that I have such friends. Even my mother is suspect now because she still thinks Karunkar is a good man. Everything is awful.” With no role to play, no need to conceal the truth of her circumstances, Sheela began to cry, wiping her eyes with the end of her sari.
"And everything is going to get worse,” Anita said. “Excuse me, I have to make a telephone call.” She pulled out her cell and left the room.
In the middle of the midday meal, Remy came flying through the front door. “How can you eat? Have you not heard?” Anita kept on eating. “It is horrible, horrible!"
"Calm down, Ammaji,” Bharat said, standing up and offering her a chair.
"My maidservant told me just now. Karunkar has been arrested for the murder of that sorcerer found near the tank. He is in the jail!"
"Really?” Bharat sat down, resuming his meal, as though Remy had announced nothing more than a change in the bus schedule. He selected the best portion of sambar for his idlies, his eyes on his food.
"No, Amma, he couldn't have! He wouldn't!” Sheela was too stunned to do anything but repeat herself.
"I'm afraid it's true.” Remy fell into a chair, shaking her head, mumbling about the horror of it all. “They took him from his house. Poor Parvati! She must be beside herself."
"Perhaps it is only to ask him questions,” Sheela said, growing agitated.
"You can ask them when the constables come here,” Anita said.
"Here!” Both Sheela and Remy stared at her.
"Yes, why would they come here?” Bharat said, suddenly alert. His tone was sharp, and his look was fierce, a change in his personality Anita would not have predicted when she first met him. At their wedding he seemed such a mild, gentle sort, and she worried only that he wouldn't be able to keep Sheela from going off on a dozen different tangents. But she had been wrong—he had depths she hadn't imagined.
"Karunkar did indeed kill the sorcerer, but he will claim self-defense,” Anita said. The other women protested again. “And they will want you as a witness, Bharat."
"Me? What can I tell them? If he has done this, the crime is solved."
"Why he would kill a sorcerer, in the first place,” Anita said. Bharat began to rise, but Anita raised her hand. “I wouldn't bother leaving, Bharat. The police will be here shortly."
Bharat stiffened, then trembled, but slowly lowered himself into his seat.
Remy grabbed Anita's wrist. “Tell me!” She shushed her daughter, and jerked Anita's arm closer to her.
"It was the teeth that got me,” Anita said. “Why would anyone bother to knock out someone's teeth after they were dead? I could see bits of his teeth on the ground and in his mouth, so it obviously happened after he was strangled. And why was he strangled with muddy hands?"
"I do not believe this,” Remy said. “I have known Karunkar all his life. He was to marry Sheela. Would we make a mistake like that?"
"You didn't make a mistake,” Anita said. “Karunkar accepted the marriage of Sheela and Bharat, and he married as was expected of him, to a woman who loves him passionately. But Sheela and Karunkar could not ignore their feelings for each other. When Karunkar gave Bharat the antique wooden figure that Parvati found in an old shop, he didn't think anything about it, but Bharat did. To him it was not a sign of friendship. It was a sign of hostility, a warning that a sorcerer was working against him and Sheela, and he saw all the bad things that happened as Karunkar's fault."
"Nonsense, Karunkar wouldn't do that, he wouldn't.” Sheela pressed her hands against her chest, imploring Anita.
"You don't know him in business,” Bharat said. “Look how he has taken my position, my rises.” He gave his wife a cold stare, so cold even Remy flinched.
"So you decided to get even,” Anita said to Bharat. “You hired the sorcerer to cast a spell on Karunkar that would ruin him. The sorcerer lay in wait for Karunkar at the tank where he did his morning puja, and began to do his work, but Karunkar had come to believe the figure with the iron nails perhaps was evil, and he didn't dare let the sorcerer do even more harm. He tried to stop him, and when the sorcerer wouldn't stop the curses, Karunkar stuffed his mouth with mud so the words wouldn't come out; the sorcerer choked to death.” Anita paused, thinking about Karunkar's dirt-stained fingernails when they shook hands that morning.
"And then he had to break the teeth,” Remy said in a soft voice. “The sorcerer is only as good as his words, isn't he? And his words must be perfectly articulated. Once his teeth are broken in death, his spirit cannot torment anyone, especially Karunkar.” Remy slowly shook her head, a single tear forming and sliding down her cheek.
"You did this?” Sheela turned to her husband, “You did this to Karunkar?” and in a second she lunged at him with her hands outstretched, her nails cutting deep into his cheeks. Her wails greeted the police.
* * * *
The following morning Anita crossed the road to the bus stand and dropped her suitcase next to Parvati's. The other woman offered an embarrassed smile and a shrug.
"My mother has insisted I return home during this difficult time,” Parvati said. “I am glad to do so. I have considered the question of loyalty, and I am concluding that I am free to go. My husband has placed his heart and his loyalty elsewhere. Besides, he has loving family here and I do not.” This was a long speech, and Parvati's voice grew softer and softer as other villagers arrived to wait for the bus. “Is it so lovely, your Hotel Delite?"
"It will be after my Auntie Meena calms down. Auntie Remy has given her the news about Sheela and Karunkar and Bharat, and I know what Meena will say."
Parvati arched an eyebrow. “She will be so disapproving of the good you have done?"
"She will believe I was the cause of it all, that I brought the bad luck with me.” Anita laughed. “You have to love someone who thinks I have that much power in life."
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Colm was not very pleased that Bjorn wanted him to go along to Althing that summer; he would rather tend his sheep. But no slave could ignore his master's bidding. And the fact that Bjorn wanted him along hinted that the man might be weighing him as a potential retainer, a free man who would support Bjorn and help him to become more important. “Free” being the operative word here. So it wasn't all bad. Even so, Colm would rather stay with his sheep. He wished his two lambs to increase to a flock and the flock increase to the point where he could buy his freedom.
The day before riding out to Althing, Colm went up to the shieling to take Edgar some provisions—a bowl of skyr for now and a lump of cheese and strip of dried mutton for the next week or so. Edgar had no teeth left but he could gum at the meat and it would last all the longer. The old man sat with his face raised to the sun, warming himself like a toad on a rock. He grinned at Colm, his wide toothless mouth spread in pleasure. Colm smiled back and was glad to see the old man's joy at being in the sun and having a useful task to do. Edgar, too, was a slave. He owned no sheep, though, owned nothing, not even his own body, which might be sacrificed to some pagan god whenever it had no other use.
Colm caught sight of the flock grazing twenty yards or so downslope from a patch of snow. They would work up the mountainside as it thawed. Colm didn't have to check the earmarks to know which were his and which belonged to others; he knew his lambs by sight even at a distance. The sheep cropped at the bright green new grass, and Colm imagined it all going to fat and wool and meat as he watched and willed his two small animals to put on weight.
A great old wether, guardian of the flock, raised its head and studied Colm. Deciding he was no danger, the wether lowered his head back into the grass. Colm relished the peaceful scene and wished with all his heart that he could stay and be part of it. But his heart was so full of wishes already, he could never live long enough to see them all granted. Colm bid old Edgar good day and went back down to Bjorn's farm to do chores for his master.
In the morning, Bjorn told Colm to take a horse for himself. That was something! Saddle or no, it was better to ride to Althing than run along behind the mounted freemen.
Then Bjorn surprised him further. “It might be useful if you could find a weapon,” he said. It was not a usual practice to allow a slave to be armed. Of course, Colm had a weapon hidden away, a single-edged scramasax that he had taken from the belongings of an English slave that died. That one, too, had kept his weapon hidden. “There might be lawsuits that end in trouble,” said Bjorn. He looked keenly into Colm's face. “We may need every man."
So Bjorn considered him a man, did he? Man enough to ride and fight! Colm scented freedom in his future, closer now, like a prey he was hunting. The scramasax blade was sharp, and Colm wrapped a piece of leather around it before putting the knife in his waistband under his shirt where it was not so obvious—though any searching glance would discover it through the threadbare material.
Packs of provisions were slung over the horses, and wagons were loaded with the cloth and poles that would be used to construct the tent pavilions that would house Bjorn's contingent. Some women rode on the wagons, like Aud, Bjorn's wife—she was visibly ill, losing weight daily, her eyes sinking into her skull. Some women walked, like Aud's slave Gwyneth, attentive to her mistress, who kept pace with the wagon. Seeing Gwyneth lifted Colm's heart and when she flashed a bright smile his way, it filled with song like a tree full of birds.
The group made its way down the valley alongside a stream that, here, was easily crossed. Farther along, the stream joined with others to become a river. Thorolf's farm lay near the river floodplain and his followers, like Bjorn, tended to live on the upland tributaries. Behind him, in the distance, Colm could see the mountain slope where his sheep were grazing. They had come to the end of Bjorn's holding. There was good land a mile or so across the stream but no one farmed it. Years past, before Bjorn came to Iceland, someone had lived there, but one winter the farmer and his family had disappeared. Some thought they had gotten lost out in a snowstorm, first one, then those who had gone searching. But others said that evil beings—trolls or water-walkers—had taken them. People avoided the place, but sooner or later someone would move in. Good land was scarce.
It was late in the afternoon when they finally reached Thorolf's farm. Slaves unpacked the horses and drove them into the near field to graze. The women went into the longhall to prepare a meal for the travelers. Colm threw some harness and horse-gear across his shoulders and carried it into a turf outbuilding.
It was a moment before Colm's eyes adjusted to the darkness inside, and he caught only the motion of the two white faces at the other end of the building. Two people, trying to duck out of sight, but there was nowhere to hide. One was Gerda, Thorolf's daughter, and Colm recognized the other as Gunnlaug, a young farmer. The way that they jumped apart was evidence that they did not want to be seen together. And no wonder! Gerda was betrothed to another young man, Halldor, son of Magnus, an important follower of Thorolf.
Colm turned to the wall and hung up the harness. Then he turned away to the door without looking back toward Gerda and Gunnlaug. Some things were better for a slave not to see.
Outside, a group of men were gathered in the sunlight. Magnus, Thorolf, and Bjorn were at its center. Colm edged up to hear what was going on. Magnus was an excitable man and he shouted and waved his arms about. Thorolf listened gravely, nodding from time to time. Bjorn stood behind Thorolf, nodding when his chieftain did. It took a moment for Colm to understand why Magnus was so worked up: his son, Halldor, had been killed by Gunnlaug. The two had quarreled at the Spring Sacrifice. Gunnlaug had shoved Halldor. There was no fighting, then. But after letting the matter fester for a few weeks, Halldor had gone over to Gunnlaug's farm to settle things. Instead, Halldor's body lay near Gunnlaug's doorway and Gunnlaug had disappeared.
Colm caught a movement from the corner of his eye. Gerda was slipping past the crowd of men. She threw one beseeching glance at Colm, then joined the women at the longhall. Colm thought of Gunnlaug in the outbuilding, waiting for a chance to get away. One word and this crowd would be on him like wolves on a deer. Colm caught sight of Gwyneth among the other women and smiled to himself. Right now he felt a softness toward young love. He kept his mouth shut.
After a time, Magnus calmed a little. Thorolf began speaking of the lawsuit they would bring at Althing. He spoke of procedures and he spoke of allies, for even the best-argued suit needed swords to back it. Bjorn spoke from time to time, echoing his chieftain and backing his argument. Occasionally Magnus would flare up and then the other two men would soothe him with words of vengeance. This went on all evening, right through the meal and into the night, the three plotting their actions at Althing.
Ingveld, Magnus's wife, sat with the women, silent and staring straight ahead. Once, Gerda spoke to her and Ingveld, lips pressed tightly, turned stony eyes her way. It was obvious that she felt Gerda held some responsibility for the death of her son. Bright-eyed Gerda tried to look solemn and bereaved, but soon she was chattering with the other young women, all caught up in the excitement. At least, thought Colm, she had enough sense not to wear the necklace that Ingveld had given her as a betrothal gift, a gift that Ingveld meant to buy her son's happiness.
The next morning Colm was up early to pack for the day's ride across the lava fields to Althing. He fetched a harness from the turf outbuilding. He didn't look into the building's far end nor search any of the chests and barrels that lay about nor look under or behind any large object. He was careful not to notice anything and was glad not to see any sign of Gunnlaug.
It was getting dark by the time Thorolf's caravan reached Thingvelleir. The open plains and lava fields had been given to all as a meeting place by the chieftain Ingolf years before. Hundreds of people were already there. Some families had well-established areas where they returned year after year. Thorolf had his own set of roofless turf walls. Colm helped raise a great canopy of cloth over the walls, then went to set up Bjorn's tents and shelters. The women bustled about, seeing to food and drink and bedding. Thorolf, Bjorn, and Magnus grabbed up torches and went about the encampment, seeking allies for their cause. It was a long day, and when Colm finally lay down, he fell asleep instantly.
The next morning, Colm attended the fringes of the great crowd assembled around one of Ingolf's heirs, who called on the gods and convened the assembly. Then the Lawspeaker, Thorarin Ragi's brother, mounted the Law-rock and proclaimed the boundaries of the Althing. No weapons could be shown within these boundaries, and all men, even outlaws, were said to be safe here, though no outlaw had ever tested this notion.
There were three things to be accomplished at Althing: the Lawspeaker would recite a third of the law—he served for three years, so all the law would be heard during his term; the Logretta, or Law Council, would sit and determine new laws and revise the old—Thorolf sat on the Logretta, Bjorn would sit with him, but not Magnus this year, since Magnus was bringing an action; and lawsuits would be heard, including that of Magnus demanding the outlawry of Gunnlaug.
Magnus had delivered due notice of his suit but had been unable to find Gunnlaug to summon him. This would be a point of law for Gunnlaug's supporters to argue. Still, all free men were required to attend Althing. If Gunnlaug did not appear to answer the charges against him, most would say he was guilty. There was little doubt Gunnlaug had killed Halldor, but the circumstances might be such that Gunnlaug could pay a fine to Magnus and escape outlawry. Of course, no fine would be enough to satisfy Magnus, and Gunnlaug's life would soon be forfeit unless he could gather enough fighting men to triumph in the feud. So, perhaps it was just as well Gunnlaug did not appear. Still, Gunnlaug had not witnessed the killing by reporting it to the first man he saw, which meant this was Secret Murder, a crime guaranteeing outlawry. No one could aid or shelter an outlaw. Any man could kill an outlaw without penalty. Outlaws survived only so long as they could avoid other people, unless they could find a way off this island and flee abroad. Colm doubted Gunnlaug had the resources for that. He thought the man was doomed. Gunnlaug's only course now was to seek as much honor as he might find before he was killed, and to face his inevitable death with courage so that men might speak of him with approval in the years to come.
Bjorn called Colm over. “I want you to go with Magnus while I'm at the Logretta.” He turned to Magnus. “This is a reliable man. If you need to contact me, send a message with Colm.” Magnus nodded, hardly looking at Colm. His eyes darted from side to side and his mouth was working. Bjorn observed him for a few seconds, then whispered to Colm, “If he loses his temper or does something rash, come get me right away.” Colm nodded.
"All right,” snapped Magnus, “This way!” And he strode off. Colm jogged to catch up, staying a few steps back. Some of Magnus's men joined them, along with a few farmers. Magnus pointed at one them, Egil Blood-head. “We'll go see your cousin now."
Egil shook his head. “Now's not the best time. He's just been summoned. He's got his own lawsuit coming up and he's unhappy about it. Wait till tomorrow and I'll talk to him about how we can help one another here."
"I want his help now!" Magnus exploded.
"He doesn't know you or your family. Let me speak to him..."
"He knows that bastard Gunnlaug murdered my son! That's enough for him to know! If he won't help with this lawsuit, then I may put a sword through him too!"
Egil was called Blood-head because he had a great red birthmark across his forehead and one side of his face. Now that mark glowed like fire. “In that case,” said Egil, stepping back, “I may have to defend my cousin."
Enough of this, thought Colm, and he ran to the place where the Logretta was sitting. There were three rings of seats. The council members sat in the middle ring. Each had an advisor sitting above and below him. Bjorn sat above Thorolf, another farmer sat below. Colm signalled to Bjorn, who nodded and leaned forward to whisper in Thorolf's ear. Both men leapt up from their seats and came over.
"He's quarreling with Egil Blood-head about visiting Egil's cousin,” said Colm.
Thorolf sighed. “Not till tomorrow. Then we can exchange gifts and a promise to help one another."
"We'd better get over there,” said Bjorn.
Egil and Magnus were head to head, eyes locked, snarling at one another, their hands twitching at the place where a sword hilt should be. Bjorn and Thorolf stepped between them.
Bjorn told Egil, “Don't let a hothead rob your cousin of the help he may want.” Egil calmed a little and Bjorn continued to soothe him. “Tomorrow, Thorolf will see your cousin and they will help one another."
Thorolf told Magnus, “Best keep your anger for your enemies. Egil and his cousin will be of great value to your cause."
Magnus took several breaths. “I am no good at this politicking,” he said. “My son's blood shouts to me of vengeance. I can hear nothing else."
Thorolf turned to Egil. “Sometimes anger speaks words we would not otherwise find in our mouths.” Egil nodded. “I have a gift for you, Egil, as a gesture of my friendship.” He gave Egil a silver ring looted from England. One of the enamel inlays was missing, but it was a fine present anyway.
Thorolf turned to Magnus and raised an eyebrow. Magnus took the hint. “Forgive me, Egil, if I spoke harshly. It was the thought of not having two great fighters like you and your cousin on my side that upset me.” And Magnus, too, gave Egil a gift. Egil accepted both the flattery and the gift.
Thorolf said, “Magnus, friend, hard as it may be, I suggest you go back to your stall and wait.” Magnus nodded. He seemed deflated with his anger gone, like a sail with no wind.
The crowd broke up. Magnus headed back to his place. Bjorn said, “That was an expensive gift."
Thorolf shrugged. “Magnus can afford it.” Magnus would reward Thorolf for his help. Not only would he give Thorolf his fealty in time of trouble, but also he would pay Thorolf well for his aid in this suit. Thorolf said, “I wonder if it's worth it, to be linked to a hothead like that.” He shook his head. “Anyway, back to the Logretta.” He walked off.
Bjorn gestured to Colm. “Hang around Magnus's place. If there's trouble, come get us."
Colm settled on his haunches outside Magnus's booth, watching, but Magnus stayed in his place the rest of the day.
Magnus gave no more trouble, and over the next few days, Thorolf was able to persuade many men that Gunnlaug should be outlawed. Colm noticed that most of them seemed to think that no fighting would come from this matter, so they were pleased to accept Magnus's gifts, knowing it would cost them little in return.
On the appointed day, Magnus brought his suit before the Thing. He named twelve witnesses, men who had received his gifts, who each swore that Gunnlaug had murdered Halldor. Gunnlaug's cousin Grim tried to defend his kinsman, but with Gunnlaug's failure to appear, the case was never in doubt. Gunnlaug was outlawed. No one was to aid or shelter him. He could be killed on sight and it was understood that Magnus would probably reward his killer.
Althing ended without further incident. Men took up their weapons and shook them to indicate the time of lawful peace was at an end. Magnus began assembling a group to actively hunt Gunnlaug, find him, and kill him. Bjorn did not join them. Nor did Thorolf, though he accepted great gifts and a quantity of money from Magnus. Colm was pleased to be going back to the farmstead.
* * * *
When Colm reached the meadow, he knew at once something was wrong. Old Edgar had a terrible expression on his face—fear, guilt, shame all showed at once. Edgar opened his mouth but no sound emerged, then he began stuttering. Colm waited patiently for the old man to gain control of his voice. “...your lamb...” Colm registered the words and snapped his eyes up to the flock. He saw one of his lambs immediately, but could not spot the other. Wordlessly, Edgar gestured to his cloak lying near a large stone. Colm pulled back the cloak and beheld his lamb, dead. Colm picked up the small corpse and saw a clotted hole on one side of the lamb and similar damage on its other side. He saw right away that his lamb had been killed by an arrow.
"When?” he asked, cradling the lamb in his arms.
"Early yesterday.” Edgar was wringing his hands in despair; he knew what these lambs meant to Colm.
"Did you see anyone?"
"No ... no...” Edgar lost his speech again. He stood with head bowed, waiting for blows or curses, the slave's lot.
Colm reflected that the old man had covered the lamb with his own cloak to keep the birds away. He wondered if Edgar had slept without a cover the night before, giving it to the lamb instead. He made his voice quiet and steady. “It's not your fault, Edgar.” The old man straightened up a bit. “Did you find the arrow?"
"No.” Edgar had recovered his voice. “I thought it went on through and over the cliffs."
Colm nodded. There was no use looking. Anyway, it wasn't likely that the arrow would bear any distinguishing marks. “Who would kill a lamb and leave it?"
"Maybe it was a troll,” said Edgar. Colm looked at him. The old man had something to say. Colm waited. “I saw some smoke from the Trollfarm the day before. A little smoke."
Colm nodded. Edgar knew perfectly well that trolls needed no fires. Still holding the lamb, Colm squatted on his haunches and thought. Edgar stood silent and waited. Finally, Colm reached a decision. He stood up and handed the lamb to Edgar. “Take this to Bjorn. Tell him it is a gift for his pantry and that I am gone to the Trollfarm to find the giver."
Once, this had been a good farm, thought Colm, but now the home field was a tangle of unreaped hay, patches of dead grass from last year spotting the green of this year's crop. The fence that surrounded the field had collapsed in one or two places where frost had heaved the earth or split some stones, but it was basically sound. The turf walls of the house stood strong but the roof had collapsed at one end. The place was dead and beginning to decay. Colm listened carefully but heard nothing, not even a bird song or an insect buzz. This was a fearful place now, without men and women and animals to liven it. He shivered in the strong noon sun. Gathering his courage, Colm ducked into the front passage and entered the house.
Blinking in the darkness, Colm heard the rustling in the corner before he saw anything. He leapt away from the sound, crouching.
"Ha!” Gunnlaug stepped into the shaft of light from the broken roof. He carried a naked sword. “I know you,” he said, peering closer. “You're the slave that saw me at Thorolf's place. You did well not to raise any fuss then.” He slid his sword back into its scabbard and came closer. “Have you anything to eat?"
Colm shook his head. His eyes adjusted to the gloom and he saw Gunnlaug's belongings piled on what remained of the benches. A bow and quiver of arrows lay on top. “Did you kill a lamb up in the meadow?"
"Yes, but I heard someone coming and hid. If I had known it was just that old slave ... Anyway, he got it and I have no food."
"That was my lamb."
"Yes? Do you have another? Listen, go get me one. Or a sheep, even. I could eat a whole cow, I think. Come on, slave! Go get me some food!"
Colm bowed his head and moved forward. When he was next to Gunnlaug he pulled the scramasax from under his shirt and thrust it into the man's belly. The long knife entered below Gunnlaug's ribs and Colm pushed the blade up, seeking his heart, lifting, for an instant, the man's body from the floor. Then Gunnlaug dropped and his weight pulled Colm's blade down as his body slid onto the dirt. His shirt darkened with blood. “You shouldn't have killed my lamb,” whispered Colm. But Gunnlaug's eyes glazed over and there was no reply. Colm squatted beside the corpse and waited. A fly buzzed onto Gunnlaug's face. Soon there was another.
* * * *
"Well,” said Bjorn, “Magnus will be pleased."
"Or perhaps disappointed that he didn't stick the blade in himself,” said Thorolf.
The two men stared down at Gunnlaug's body. Colm stood nearby, waiting. Bjorn said, “Perhaps you should run your sword into the wound and take credit for this killing."
Thorolf shook his head. “No. The truth comes out and then I would look a fool without honor.” He glanced at Colm. “Though there might be some talk about a slave having done this deed."
"A slave! Do you think I would let a slave go armed?” said Bjorn. “Colm's a free man! Of course he owes me,” he added hastily, looking Colm's way, “um, seven years labor. Not all his labor, mind you. He has still one lamb to look after.” He peered at Colm through narrowed eyes. Colm was dumbfounded. He managed to nod.
"Well—” Thorolf's eyebrows raised. “—and here I thought he was a slave. Perhaps you told me at Althing and I forgot."
"I should have announced it there,” said Bjorn, “but so much was going on."
"Yes. Well, he is a very capable man, I think. You know, he could prove to be a farmer of quality. Suppose ... now consider this: Suppose he spent your seven years working this abandoned farm here and, beginning the harvest after this next one, gave you a tenth part of his crop and increase in herds."
"That might be fair. But what would your share be for granting him the land?"
"Also a tenth. For ten years.” He turned to Colm. “So what do you say? Will you take on this obligation? In ten years the farm is yours without burden."
Colm's head blazed with ideas like a fire spreading in a strawpile. He could see the farm—his farm—with fields and herds, the house made whole. “I want...” Colm choked. He remembered old Edgar stuttering and caught himself straight and spoke up: “I want you to give me the slave Gwyneth. I will pay!” he added quickly.
Bjorn made a face. “I can see you need a woman around the place, but that slave is important to my wife right now and tends her in her illness."
Colm nodded. “She will owe you seven years of labor."
Thorolf laughed, “Another bargain, this. But do you want her free or do you want her a slave?"
"If Bjorn gives her to me as a slave I will free her. Whether he frees her or I do, I will then marry her."
"I see,” said Bjorn. “Well, let me speak with my wife and see what she says. I know she likes this girl."
Colm's eyes swam and he sank to his knees. Freedom! Land! Gwyneth! All he dreamed of now come to him! Thorolf chuckled, “Best stand up, man. You'll get blood on your trousers."
Colm realized he was kneeling in the bloody dirt next to Gunnlaug's body. And what was he doing anyway, here on his knees like a slave? He fought to keep back tears and rose to look clear eyed into the other faces, free man to free man.
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Department: THE MYSTERIOUS CIPHER by by Willie Rose
Each letter consistently represents another. The quotation is from a short mystery story. Arranging the answer letters in alphabetical order gives a clue to the title of the story.
JRT IYP REH E DTZKJEJOYX YA ITOXC E GVTLTD VOJJVT JROTA, EXH JRT CKEDH MEF GYXLOXGTH RT MEF FJTEVOXC FYWTJROXC, IKJ RT GYKVHX'J GEJGR ROW EJ OJ.
—VTOCR VKXHOX
cipher: A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z
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Fiction: OUT OF HER DEPTH by John C. Boland
Another wave took the boat broadside, and she wallowed like a drunken whore. Hy Coberly, who had come in second at Wimbledon nine years ago and had invested his pro money wisely—real estate on Florida's Treasure Coast, plus several thousand ounces of gold bullion largely invisible in a Panama bank and a nest egg of inflation-indexed Treasury bonds—didn't care what the boat did. She might be sinking. Felt like it—the lazy tipping of the deck that took too long to right itself each time, the sixty-degree arc the stars cut, streaking through his wet lashes, the groan of rigging, which was out of his line of vision. Then there was the pale shaft sticking at the sky like a pointer, which rose from the right side of his chest and remained steady relative to his position. When the boat rolled, he moved with it. When he moved, the shaft moved with him. Or perhaps it moved with the boat itself, and he was just a soft intermediary.
He hadn't seen Susie Jean in a few minutes. Last time she had shined a flashlight into his eyes, determined that he wasn't dead, and had gone off to whatever she was doing. Cleaning out his billfold. Emptying the little strongbox. He'd tried to explain there wasn't much in either place. Not worth this. He usually had his bank wire money when he reached a port. He never needed much. Keeping the Mojito afloat cost plenty, but he didn't spend much on shore.
Unless he was trying to impress a woman.
His hand brushed the deck. He wasn't really paralyzed, it was just shock that made him unable to move. That and maybe the shaft itself, if it was buried in the deck.
Susie Jean had claimed to remember his performance at Wimbledon, but that was after he'd told her. She wouldn't have been more than thirteen or fourteen nine years ago. Plainly from her questions, she didn't know much about tennis. So how likely was it that she remembered how a twentieth-seed Australian had made it into the top ranks for a little while?
He used to joke with Nicole that for two years the great players had played bad tennis.
The third year, they were good again.
But Hy Coberly had put away his winnings, his endorsements, and he'd had good advice from Charley Pottle in Boca, not the least of which was a prenup with Nicole. So he hadn't had to go the country club pro route, teaching matrons spin at fifty bucks an hour plus tips. He had been his own man. Not too eager to hoist the drinking flag. Not too grasping when a willing bed partner came along. He had time. He was thirty-six. The boat was an indulgence, but he had to live somewhere. It hadn't cost much more than a small house in Delray Beach would have, the upkeep wasn't much worse, and he got to move around ... only half looking for the thing he would do for the rest of his life.
Not tennis. Not real estate. Maybe short travel films; he'd always been good with a camera, and an Aussie's view of the Carib's easygoing ports might find a market on cable....
The hand that was on the deck felt sticky wetness.
Big mistake, buying the spear gun.
He opened his eyes wider. The stars shifted to port, as a wave broke amidships.
Below deck came a crash. Susie Jean getting impatient.
No question she had picked him up at Cozumel. She'd crossed the Camino Real's patio in a low-waisted sundress, the skirt blowing at mid calf, straw hat tilted against the noon glare, expensive sandals flashing, came straight to the table where he was having lunch, and asked if he was the charter captain. Asked sweetly, not brashly. It had been a chancy thing. He could have said no and let her go away. Maybe she'd have had a backup line, maybe not.
And maybe it hadn't been chancy at all. She had read him right. He didn't instantly go on the make, but he didn't rush to get rid of a young woman who approached with a hesitant smile.
"Sorry,” Hy said.
Was he ever.
"No, you really didn't look like a charter captain,” Susie Jean said, “but that means I'm out of luck, not to mention two hundred dollars. The little boy seemed so honest."
"So you gave him a deposit?"
She looked past the brim of her hat at the metal blue sky. “Actually, the whole fare.” She put a hand to her forehead, not exactly threatening to faint or cry. “Oh, brother!"
And like a wooden boy on strings, Hy Coberly stood up and dragged the nearest chair back. “Maybe you should sit down."
"Debbie told me I'd been suckered. Oh, brother!"
He liked young women whose strongest expletive was Oh, brother!
She sank into the chair, pulled her hat off. An umbrella threw a partial shadow. She had short burnt-blonde hair, a tan that had been baking for more than a few weeks. It didn't occur to him that a girl who had spent months in Mexican resorts would know better than to hand over money to a boy who promised a boat ride.
"Debbie took off with Tony,” she explained, and he was supposed to get the drift. “Xel-Ha. Do you know where that is?"
"Down the coast."
Debbie gone with Tony, her money gone except for twenty-eight dollars, which wouldn't buy a room on Cozumel, suntanned long-legged girl with no place to stay.
A lot of her browned shoulders was visible, along with the arms, patches of legs when she crossed them, ankles, of course, broad back when she turned away looking for rescue—she wouldn't ask this stranger for help—and Hy also liked the fact he didn't see any body art. This girl had enough independence of mind not to get tattooed in any of the obvious, visible places. Perhaps not at all.
"Have you had lunch?” he asked.
"No, but I think I'd better conserve my resources,” she said.
He waved away the idea.
Slap.
A foot hit the deck near his head. Bare toes poked his cheek.
"Listen, Diego. Are you listening?"
He squinted at the shadowy knee that bent near his face. He sensed more than saw the cutoff jeans and sweatshirt she'd donned for belowdecks prowling. There was no light except from the stars. Whatever glow leaked from the binnacle or the cabin got lost before it reached him, so he couldn't see the pert face. Couldn't know whether she wore a look of dismay, or amusement, or concentration—each of which he'd seen many times in the previous thirty-six hours. Susie Jean had only three states of being. Random buttons delivered one or another, sometimes in fast succession. Dismay, amusement, concentration. Never anger, or resentment, or fear.
"Are you listening?"
He moved his hand in the blood that had leaked from him.
"No.” He wasn't either. He was mostly dreaming.
"You better listen. I'm getting impatient.” Fingers touched his face gently, plucked his lower lip.
* * * *
Nicole Coberly didn't think much of the investigator's boat. It was shabby—you could read that on her face even if you didn't look at the slack rigging and unvarnished trim—and too small, almost an insult to the other boats parked in the marina on the Atlantic side of Key West, and besides that, the boat needed a good housekeeper. So she sat on the little bench in the cockpit with her knees together and knew that Meggie Trevor, the apparent owner, wasn't a housekeeper. Or a yachtsman. At twenty-three, snub-nosed and barely over five feet tall, she didn't look much like an investigator either.
"All I need is for you to prove my husband is dead,” Nicole Coberly said. “Ex-husband as of next Tuesday, but dear, dear Hy until then. My lawyer said you were good. He also said you were meaner than you look. I guess you'd have to be."
"He was playing with you."
"He does that. I let him get away with it because Woody is also meaner than he looks."
Woody Erskine, her lawyer, was a power in Key West, not much taller than Meg, fifty-some years older. He claimed he had worked with Meg's father a few presidents ago at CIA. Meggie Trevor had trouble imagining Woody as a CIA field man. No trouble picturing him pulling strings from a distance.
"How long has your husband been missing?"
"Do you know Cozumel?"
"By reputation.” It was an island off the Yucatan coast of Mexico. More than occasionally, Meggie thought about trying to run her old ketch down that way, see if it would stay afloat long enough to get her away from Florida. Her father had left her the boat twice—once when she thought he was dead, the second time when he headed off to Miami to work for an agency that needed someone ruthless. If a living man could have a ghost, Daniel Trevor's ghost haunted the Lower Keys and Meggie. She was tired of seeing him over her shoulder.
"Hy was last seen on Cozumel on the eighteenth."
Today was the ninth.
"His boat ran aground on a reef off Isla Mujeres the night of the twentieth. Do you know Isla Mujeres?” Before the younger woman could answer, Nicole Coberly said, “It's an island north of Cozumel. There was a great deal of blood on the boat. The Mexican police are involved, but Woody isn't getting answers. If we could establish that the blood is Hy's, we'd have a strong argument that he died before the divorce became final. That would make a big difference to me."
"How big?"
"It depends on how much the s.o.b. has—or had. We had a killer pre-nup. Let me tell you something. Don't marry a has-been tennis star for love. If you do, make sure he knows how to spell monogamy."
"Okay,” said the investigator. She doubted she would ever marry, was pretty sure if she did it wouldn't be to a washed-up tennis player. At twenty-three, she thought she knew herself. She didn't believe in love. It hadn't lasted for her parents. It hadn't lasted for the Coberlys. It had never lasted for herself. She took the job Mrs. Coberly offered, deposited a check drawn on a Miami bank, went to Mexico, and eventually submitted a written report.
* * * *
I didn't ask Nicole Coberly if she had hired someone to murder her husband, but she had pretty good ESP.
"If I was going to kill Hy, I'd have done it before the divorce,” she said. “Five years ago would have been just right. I was younger and prettier. Shouldn't have wasted those years on Hy. We waste them on someone, don't we?"
She heard a creak, turned and saw the marina's co-owner, Arthur Hawkes, with one foot on the gunnel. She gave a little jump but didn't shriek.
"Brought your mail, Meggie,” he said, handing me two small pieces across, then leaning in, not quite wetting his lips at Mrs. Coberly. She looked at him the way you would look at a sea slug on a dinner plate, and she had it about right. If a sea slug could walk, his name would be Arthur, who crept past my boat at dusk or dawn, peeking in portholes hoping to catch some skin. If I got way behind on slip fees, I might have to give him a flash. Then I would shoot him.
"Thank you, Arthur,” I said.
He took the hint, and watching him shamble off, Nicole Coberly whispered, “Creepy!"
"You haven't been in Key West long, have you?” I said.
* * * *
Woody Erskine hasn't had an office in years. He kept an old refectory table on an enclosed second-story porch where he could watch the antics on Key West's main drag, Duval Street, while pretending to attend to clients’ affairs. He never spent time in court. He claimed not to have written a motion since leaving Washington. Mostly he went around nudging friends, working things out. Woody was a guy you went to when you wanted important people nudged. He nudged the city and rickety waterfront buildings got razed to build condos, and Key West lost some more of its seedy charm. He had sent me work several times in the past year.
"I didn't handle Nicole's divorce,” he said, raising his palms as if expecting a slashing attack. “Or her pre-nup, God knows. When the consular office called her about Mr. Coberly, she had been living here six months. Mrs. Funicelli steered her to me."
Mrs. Funicelli was an arts matron who had a garden full of stuffed parrots. Some people said she had strangled them all herself. Woody gave me the once-over on Hy Coberly, handed me printouts of e-mails from the U.S. Embassy in Mexico City. “His lawyer is up in Boca, Charles Pottle, hadn't talked to Coberly in seven or eight weeks. He knew Coberly was puttering around on his boat but not where. Pottle is sending the Mexicans DNA samples that Coberly had to provide two years ago in a paternity suit.” Woody's round face wasn't made for smiling, and he didn't try. “Plaintiff lost. Coberly wasn't the papa. Lucky's as good as virtuous, you know that? Sometimes better."
If lucky was the best I could do, I would take it. I was living on my father's ratty ketch, painting bad pictures that a few tourists bought, doing security gigs when they came along, toying with moving back north to graduate school because there was no future in any of this. I had reached that jumping-off point where there's nothing farther south but open water. So lucky wouldn't hurt.
I talked on the phone to the lawyer up in Boca. Charles Pottle agreed it was a mess when somebody died outside the territorial limits. Worse when a body hadn't been found.
"I know Nicole's purpose,” he said. He sounded fairly young and eager to sound shrewd. “Going to be tough to nail down a time of death, assuming Hy is deceased."
"If the divorce becomes final,” I said, “who would be Mr. Coberly's heirs?"
"He has a couple of cousins in Pennsylvania. They're a good bit older than Hy is."
"Children?"
"One cousin has a son who's a policeman."
"Is there much money in Mr. Coberly's estate?"
"Not really. Round numbers, four million, all in Treasury bonds. That doesn't count whatever the boat is worth."
"Four million isn't much?"
"Depends on your perspective. Some of my clients, it would be a rounding error. For Hy it was enough to do pretty much what he wanted but not go wild."
That afternoon I tried to figure out what I would do with four million. Even better, what I'd do with an amount that made four million a rounding error. After getting my father's boat repaired, there would be a lot left, so maybe dinner at Louie's. New jeans. Fancier phone with umpteen million minutes. Hair salon? Not really, I liked my hair the way it was, low maintenance like the rest of my life—which wouldn't be low maintenance once I had all that money. I would need a lawyer. Woody wasn't cheap. A tax accountant. A financial adviser. Right there was what my old econ professor called an epistemic problem: Anyone who really knew money didn't need to sell advice. So my adviser would be a dud who would blow my fortune faster than the tax guy could keep up with him. Next time the boat needed hauling I would be broke again, probably in debt to the IRS. A couple of beers helped me think the problem through. I sat in the cockpit, ignoring the grubby cabin. That was one thing: If I had money even for a little while, I could hire a cleaning service. Maybe pay ten years in advance. Otherwise having money sounded like a headache.
Good thing there was no prospect of my having any.
* * * *
The police investigator for the eastern district of the Mexican State of Quintana Roo was a suave guy of about thirty-five who knew he was nature's gift to visiting gringas. He may have been. I wasn't there to prove him wrong. First Sergeant Javier Torres had bristling thick eyebrows shading warm brown eyes. Siesta, senorita? The eyebrows were the same dark red color as his hair. He wore a blue seersucker suit and black loafers. He appeared to be in pretty good shape, all six two or three of him, as he walked along the Camino Real Marina on the west side of Cozumel, from which Hy Coberly's motorsailer had departed on the eighteenth day of April.
"Señor Coberly had spent most of his three days in port at discotheques,” Torres said. “He drank modestly. The manager of one establishment is Australian and he remembers Mr. Coberly. If he attempted to pick up women, according to this man, he did not have his heart in it. I asked about men. The manager said no. Imagine my surprise when we found an American couple on a neighboring yacht who said Mr. Coberly had a woman aboard when his boat departed."
"Was there a woman aboard when the boat went aground?"
"Not when a small boat rendered assistance. Only blood."
"Do you have a description of the woman?” Though he didn't know it, I meant: Did she look like Nicole Coberly?
"She was slim, possibly blonde, possibly tall, and wore a large hat.” He smiled. “Like a movie star."
"That specific."
"If the gentleman who noticed her paid closer attention, he does not want his wife to be aware of it.” His gesture took in an array of pretty boats. “The small cruiser is theirs. Would you like to interview them?"
* * * *
I talked to a couple in their fifties from Davenport, Iowa, who had the deep tans of long-range cruisers. It was after five p.m., the cocktail hour in any port. Both Sergeant Torres and I accepted martinis, which the woman made with pride and precision.
No, they hadn't gotten a good look at the woman on Coberly's boat. She was forward, casting off on the port side, which faced away from them. She was pretty tall, strawberry blonde, the husband admitted. The tall part let Nicole Coberly out.
"Are you certain she was still aboard when the boat left the marina?” I said. “She didn't jump to the pier?"
"Uh-uh. She sat on the bow like a hood ornament,” said the wife.
"Bowsprit,” her husband corrected her. “She was on a boat."
The woman, who had seemed mild until that moment, squinted ferociously across the lip of her glass and said, “That's right, sweetheart, correct the woman who mixes your drinks."
* * * *
Nicole had fronted me enough money that I could pay for a hotel room a half mile from the beach. I wasn't carrying much, just a toothbrush and a couple of changes of clothes in my pink knapsack. No gun, which made me feel a little exposed.
Sergeant Torres called me before nine in the morning. “We received the DNA profile from the American lawyer,” he said. “He has been very helpful. But now I am truly puzzled. We ran samples of the blood on the boat's deck. That blood does not match Señor Coberly's type. So I wonder whose blood it is? If it could be the young woman's, then I might believe Señor Coberly has done something he regrets and has chosen to disappear. But this blood from the boat is from a man. But not from Mr. Coberly. That is good news for Mrs. Coberly, hey? Her husband may still be alive."
"I can't wait to tell her,” I said. “Still no idea who the blonde is?"
"Our transient population is impossible to track, Miss Trevor. They arrive by boat, leave by boat. Arrive by scheduled flight or charter, leave by ferry. If there is no report of such a person missing...” Without seeing him, I was pretty sure he shrugged. “My men checked, of course. Young women are always missing in Mexico. But at the moment, there is no tall blonde woman missing."
* * * *
Sergeant Torres didn't mind my repeating the legwork his investigators had done. I hung around the marina, trying to jog memories about Hy Coberly, his boat, or the woman he'd left with. More than three weeks had passed since Coberly's Mojito had cast off. I found there were at least a dozen boats at the marina that had been there when Coberly was visiting. A surprising number of people remembered him. He'd been a likeable guy. But they remembered him being alone.
"What about tall blondes?"
"Nada.” Or “Can you bring me one?” Or “You're not tall or blonde, but wanna go snorkeling?"
After a while, I twigged to a flaw in my sampling. I was starting with people who remembered Coberly, then asking about a companion. The tall blonde with the movie star hat might have been on the island alone for a while. I should be looking for people who remembered her independent of Coberly.
The second part of that Saturday I spent making the rounds of discos and bars. Tall blonde women were a numerous subspecies. They were so common there was no point in my envying them, as I had done all my life. After four hours of sipping ginger ale, I admitted I didn't know enough about this particular blonde woman to ask the right questions. I also admitted I was wasting Nicole Coberly's money. I e-mailed Woody the bad news from an Internet cafe and booked a flight back to Key West.
I was in a cab to the airport when I realized I'd done an amateur's job. Coberly's voyage had had a beginning and an end. I'd focused only on the beginning.
Cozumel is only thirty nautical miles south of Isla Mujeres, a much smaller island. It took me more than an hour to find transportation. You would think there would be a regular puddle-jumper flight between islands. Or a ferry. I asked around at the airport. No, señora. Why would you want to fly from one very nice island to one not so nice? I found a tourist kiosk and asked about an inter-island ferry. No, señora. But I could take a ferry from this island to the mainland, then a bus north, then another ferry across to the smaller island. I gave up on ferries. The pilot of a single-engine pontoon plane agreed to take me across, and we were there in twenty minutes. He landed a hundred yards off the main dock, taxied in, and someone came out in a tiny boat and fetched me. I reached land almost broke. Isla Mujeres. Island of women. Last stop for Hy Coberly's yacht.
* * * *
The Mojito wasn't in bad shape for having run aground. Both masts were intact. The hull was scraped but not holed. The police had towed her to a small marina on the bay side. Everyone on the island knew the story. The old man who brought me ashore knew the story—"sangre, señora!"—and pointed me to the marina. Nobody was guarding the marina or Mojito. I walked down the concrete pier and climbed aboard. Sergeant Torres came out of the salon and smiled.
"I thought you were going home,” Torres said. “How did you get here?"
"By plane. How did you get here?"
"A police boat, of course. I would have given you a ride had you asked.” He came toward me. “My other question is why have you come?"
I told him my idea. If Hy Coberly or his passenger or both of them reached shore, there might be witnesses on a small island.
Torres gave a patronizing smile. “If you were Mexican, Miss Trevor, I would ask the comandante to hire you. We have pursued the possibility of witnesses here to no avail. Nobody noticed a waterlogged stranger. As the island gets its share of tourists, that is not surprising. But I will tell you something interesting about this boat. The valve controlling the water flow to both toilets has been removed. The Mojito was meant to sink. The most likely person who wished it to sink is Señor Coberly. Don't you think?"
"Do you mind if I look around?"
"Not at all. It is a very nice boat."
I went below and saw he was right about that. But the salon and the cabins were a mess.
"Did your people tear it apart?"
"We searched, but this was done before."
"Did you find any money on board?"
"A few pesos."
"Coberly wouldn't need to search his own boat."
"No."
"So who did it—the blonde?"
"Or the man whose blood we found."
"Did you collect multiple samples for DNA?” I said.
"Of course. We couldn't be certain the mess topside was a single person's blood."
"What about down here? From hairbrushes and towels, that sort of thing?"
He was silent. There went my invitation to join the Quintana Roo cops. Torres excused himself, went on deck, and came back with several plastic bags. He bagged a man's hairbrush, two toothbrushes, and a safety razor from a shelf in the main head. He managed a painful smile. “We shall see, Miss Trevor."
I used an almost depleted credit card to rent a room. From a tiny bar near the reception desk I put in a collect call to Woody Erskine in Key West. It was dusk here. There was a little noise from a restaurant around the corner. A little salsa from a dive shop across the road. I told Woody what I'd learned since the e-mail. Not much.
"If Coberly is alive, he could be anywhere,” Woody said. “If he's dead, you've got no proof."
"Coberly may have committed a crime. What I'm finding out works against Mrs. Coberly's interests.” Which, to be blunt, were that she was a widow.
"So perhaps you should come home,” he said.
* * * *
I was having breakfast on the patio at the rear of the hotel when Sergeant Torres appeared. He was carrying a briefcase.
"May I join you? Sometimes I, too, have inspirations. Don't ask me why.” The waiter brought him a plate of melon. “We have cordial relations with the American police. I was inspired to ask a favor. Could they run the DNA we collected from the boat against your national crime data base? They did. There was no match.” He was still smiling. “That was not my true inspiration. My true inspiration was to ask the same American friend to run the DNA profile we received from the attorney for Mr. Coberly."
"Why do that?"
"As I said, inspiration."
He was going to make me ask. “Was there a match?"
"Yes."
"So Coberly has a criminal record."
"No."
"I don't understand."
"The DNA profile we received from Señor Coberly's attorney—supposedly Mr. Coberly's DNA—matched up with a man named Michael Marks, who has a criminal record for income tax evasion."
"The lawyer sent you the wrong DNA profile?"
"So it appears."
I thought of the young-sounding lawyer in Boca—Charles Pottle. We had spoken only once, and briefly. He hadn't seemed too impressed by a four-million-dollar estate. But, I thought now, impressed or not, he would be administering the estate, unless Nicole Coberly inherited. So Pottle's interests diverged from Nicole's at the get-go. Nicole benefited from a dead husband. Pottle benefited if the husband stayed alive until the divorce was final.
I thought, darn. He'd seemed like a nice young guy.
I said, “Have you asked Pottle about it?"
"I phoned, but got voice mail."
"There might be another way to get Coberly's DNA for comparison,” I said. “He was involved in a paternity suit. Those tests results might be around."
"Then we could at least know if it is Señor Coberly's blood on the deck."
"I'll check labs when I get back to Florida,” I said.
Torres brightened. “Are you going home now? I have something for you.” He pulled a cardboard box from his briefcase and set it on the table. I opened the box and found a nasty looking little clay sculpture. Torres said, “Chac, the Mayan god of fertility. Personally, I prefer the Aztec deities, but that is because my family is from Mexico City. This little devil is muy typico of Mayan, as they tell the tourists."
I turned it in the bright morning light, a heavy, malevolent thing more black than brown that was so ugly it was almost beautiful.
"Chac is supposed to be benevolent, except for demanding the occasional sacrifice,” Sergeant Torres said. He had nice eyes. They were more amused than soulful, and I liked that.
I wrapped Chac in a dirty T-shirt and stuffed him in my knapsack.
"Thank you,” I said.
* * * *
The trip home, which zigzagged through Miami, took nine hours. I made a half dozen unsuccessful calls to Charles Pottle's office before reaching my boat at close to midnight. There were two notes pinned to the hatch. One reminded me the slip fee was due. The other said Mr. Erskine had called. I ignored them both, went down into the cabin, and found a visitor. I'd half expected a young lawyer from Boca. This person was as tall as she'd been described, with short tawny hair, pretty eyes, a small gun. No movie star hat.
"Mike said this would be easy, but it's really been tough,” she said. She sounded like a school kid griping about trig.
"Michael Marks, you mean."
"Oh, brother! What a mess!"
"Is Charles Pottle in on it?"
She made a yucking sound. “For a lawyer he was really dumb. He never figured out how Hy beat the paternity suit. The lawyer representing that lady wasn't so innocent."
"He let Hy substitute Mike's DNA."
"You sure know a lot,” she said.
"Just a guess. You sort of gave it away."
"They go way back, Hy and Mike. Mike and I hooked up a few months ago. When he told me how Hy was living big on his boat, I told him what a fool he was. Here's this friend he helped out of a big jam, and the friend cuts him out. Mike didn't get any more than the lady's lawyer, ten K each. If you got expenses, it doesn't go very far.” She looked around the cabin of the boat, deciding I didn't know about expenses.
"Thing is, there was supposed to be a lot of money,” she said. “And some gold coins. Hy liked to tell how smart he was investing.” She waved the gun forlornly. “But that stuff wasn't on the boat. Did you find where it is?"
"Yes,” I lied.
"Really, where?"
"I'm not going to tell you,” I said.
She shrugged with the gun. “Hy wouldn't either. I gave him plenty of chances. Mike and me finally decided Mr. Pottle didn't know either. He was a real crybaby.” She gave a shake of the tawny head. “Once the police had Mike's name, I had to start thinking about myself. The money would have been nice, but what's money if you haven't got the time to enjoy it?"
"A perennial problem,” I agreed. “So where's Mike?"
She didn't seem to hear the question. The boat had creaked a moment ago, but it was always creaking.
I said, “What's your name?"
"Susie Jean."
"Nice name. What about your friend Mike? Where's he?"
"Mike?” She answered vaguely. “Gone bye-bye. He knew me, you see.” Not sorry, not sad. She had the look people get when they've had a thought and can't pin it down, concentrating on empty space, hoping the thought will pop into sight.
"You forgot somebody you needed to kill?” I said.
"No. I just this minute was thinking. You don't suppose Hy's wife would know where he keeps the gold?"
"Doubt it. They were on bad terms.” I thought about telling her love never lasted, but it seemed too abstract. And she probably knew.
The boat creaked again. This time she looked, and it must have been a sight, the fat pale face pressed against the porthole glass. Arthur couldn't let a tall blonde pass the yard unobserved. Faithful Arthur, hoping for a glimpse, especially a twofer.
She shrieked and fired the gun at the same time. Before she could swing the aim back, I fed her my knapsack which carried about two pounds of a cheap Mexican god. I had my knee in her back and was trussing her with panty hose when I heard Arthur clatter off the deck onto the pier, running for his life. I half thought I should thank Susie Jean. But since she hadn't shot him, he would be back, sooner or later. I cinched the knots on her wrists tight with both hands.
* * * *
The cops had Susie Jean for a few hours without paying undue attention to the possibility she might have been a little concussed and unfit to answer questions of her free and considered will.
"Name's Susan Jean Meadows,” said my friend Barry Irvington, who was running the town's detective bureau. “She comes up on NCIC's system also as Susan Jean Harlow, Susan Hayward, and a few others. Apparently likes old movies. The gun she had matches the caliber of slugs taken from a lawyer in Boca Raton. What else can I tell you?"
"What does she say about Hy Coberly?"
"That he wouldn't play fair. So he went over the side with his throat cut."
"You've got that on tape?” Woody Erskine asked.
"Yes."
Woody threw a rare smile at me. “You want to tell the widow?"
* * * *
I let Woody talk to Nicole. He also told her that Hy might have had gold coins hidden somewhere. At least Nicole would know to begin looking. Early the next day I called First Sergeant Javier Torres. Before I could say anything, he announced, “The woman who sailed with Señor Coberly is Susan Jean Meadows."
"A k a Susan Jean Harlow,” I said.
"You knew?” He was crushed. “We got a match from a toothbrush only last night."
"She paid me a visit. Hy Coberly is dead. So are a couple of people in Florida's jurisdiction. Susie Jean killed them."
"Tell me."
"It's pretty complicated."
"Then fly down to Cozumel and tell me in person. The State of Quintana Roo will pay. We must clear this case."
I thought about it and had to ask, “Are you married?"
"No, Miss Trevor. And I never expect to be."
I told him I would see him tomorrow.
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Fiction: O'NELLIGAN AND THE PERFECT MAN by Michael Nethercott
"First, I will tell you the dream,” she said, her Neapolitan accent quite strong, “because I believe dreams matter, and in this one my father came to me with roses."
When Mr. O'Nelligan responded with “Yes, dreams rise from the soul,” I had to stifle a smile. My Irish friend was, as ever, shamelessly dripping with flourish and finery. Still, his sympathetic tone did have the immediate effect of easing the sternness from the young woman's face. With this change, it occurred to me that she was fairly lovely. Per her request, we were seated at a picnic table in an obscure little park on the outskirts of Scarsdale, about an hour from my office. It was early October, 1956, and the air that afternoon was more than a bit chilly. I turned up my collar as our prospective client continued.
"I dreamt this three days ago. At first I was not sure it was him because a deep fog was everywhere, but someone said, ‘Here comes Giuseppe Zampino.’ Then the fog parted a little and my father was standing there holding some roses. Not a full bouquet, just a couple in each hand. He asked, ‘Where are my sons?’ I reminded him they were back in Italy and he seemed relieved. Then he said, ‘It has not been safe here for me,’ and I told him, ‘I know Papa. I'm so sorry...’”
Here her voice broke a little, but she caught herself and pushed on. “He handed me the flowers and told me to plant them. He said they would grow into a whole field of roses. I said, ‘It doesn't work like that, Papa.’ He said, ‘Oh, but it does, Topolina—’ He often called me his ‘little mouse.’ ‘You must do it for me.’ And that's how I knew I could not let this thing rest."
"You mean the robbery?” I asked.
"I mean his murder. When my father and I entered the gallery that morning two weeks ago and saw that the painting had been stolen, he suffered a heart attack right there at my side. The police do not consider it murder, but I do. It's no different than if the thief sank a knife into my father's chest. That's why I wish to hire you gentlemen."
"Let's backtrack a bit.” I pulled out my trusty notebook. “When you called, you said your father ran an art gallery here in Scarsdale."
"Yes, yes.” Donna Zampino nodded. “He was not the owner, you understand, just the manager. But he gave his heart and soul to the place."
"Then who's the owner?"
Her face hardened again. “His name is Stuart Worley. And he is the one I believe stole the painting."
Mr. O'Nelligan smoothed his neat gray beard. “That is an interesting notion, Miss Zampino. Was the purloined painting the property of the artist or of Mr. Worley?"
"Worley had bought it from the artist, Gilmar Noll, for a very small sum. Also, he made Noll sign a contract to sell him his next twenty paintings. Twenty! All at the same low payment. Then Worley convinced people that Noll was the next da Vinci, so everyone would rush to the gallery to view Bursting Skull."
Mr. O'Nelligan cocked his head. “Bursting Skull?"
"That's the name of the stolen painting,” said Donna.
"Is it a worthy work?"
"Actually, it's a...” The young woman paused, seeking the right word. Her lips started in on an “m” sound, and I thought she was going for “masterpiece.” I was wrong. “Mess,” she said. “It's a terrible mess, if you ask me. But it is considered modern art."
"Oh, right, modern art.” There was concern in my friend's voice. “Ah, well..."
"So, now Worley is set up to sell twenty more paintings at a very high dollar. That is, once Gilmar Noll creates them. It is a profitable business, you see?"
"We do see,” Mr. O'Nelligan said. “But what would Mr. Worley's motive be for stealing a painting he already owns?"
"One reason is the insurance,” Donna said. “Worley insured Bursting Skull for quite a high amount. But there's a more important reason. You would have to know Stuart Worley to understand. He is in love with his own abilities. He sees himself as the perfect man."
"How so?” I asked.
"Everything is correct about him—the way he dresses, the way he acts in the world, his success as a businessman. All these things. Even his smile. I once heard him lecture my father on the proper way to do it, how exactly the lips should turn up. The man is horrible."
I offered my own flawed smile. “He sounds it. But still, what makes you so sure he's the thief?"
"Because it was the perfect crime,” Donna Zampino said. “The exact timing, the way the electric alarms were found disconnected just right, the fact that there is no evidence. Even my father's death. When Worley bought the gallery two years ago, the first owners made it part of the deal to keep my father on as proprietor. But Worley never liked him. With an expensive painting stolen, Worley could have a reason to blame my father and fire him. As it turned out, it went even better for Worley—Papa died. So, do you see? The perfect man, the perfect crime."
"It's a compelling concept,” Mr. O'Nelligan mused. “Perfection, I mean. Aristotle, that venerable old Greek, provides a threefold definition. He claims that for a thing to be perfect it must be complete unto itself, be beyond betterment, and must have attained its purpose."
I wanted to caution him, Let's keep things in the current century, okay? but held my tongue. You didn't want to get in the way when Mr. O'Nelligan was strutting his scholarship.
He went on. “I would much like to meet a man who could boast those attributes. Such a man, if criminally inclined, would, as they say, give one a run for his money."
"He's a lousy rotten bastard,” Donna declared. Her English was really pretty solid. “And my father was such a good man. Ask anyone. They will tell you, Giuseppe Zampino was a good man. After my mother died, he brought me to America so he could make a nice life for us. Look, I have a photograph of him."
From her purse, she brought out a small picture of a balding, round-faced man, probably in his late sixties, with soft eyes and a gentle smile.
"Seven years here, working hard,” his daughter said. “He loved this place. He loved President Eisenhower and western movies and the New York Yankees. You know, they're in the World Series this week. Papa was so looking forward to..."
She stopped and stared off for several moments, then fixed me with a compelling look. I blinked awkwardly behind my oversized spectacles, feeling a bit like an ensnared fly. Finally she said, “You will take my case, Mr. Plunkett?” Though she posed it as a question, I had the distinct impression that she was issuing an order.
* * * *
After gathering a few more facts, Mr. O'Nelligan and I climbed into my baby blue Nash Rambler and took to the road.
"She seems set on this Stuart Worley idea,” I said. “Maybe a little too set."
"Perhaps,” Mr. O'Nelligan agreed. “But still, we should pursue her speculations. After all, we have tied Miss Zampino's scarf to our wrist, so to speak, and now go to joust in her name."
"Sure. Yep."
What else could I say? When that old Irishman started spinning out words like a mad weaver, it was all a fellow could do to duck and dodge. Though I was the one with the actual P.I.'s license, Mr. O'Nelligan had become an unofficial partner of sorts and, I must confess, the one with the true deductive chops. I'd inherited Plunkett and Son Investigators from my late father, a bona fide tough guy nicknamed Buster, but it wasn't until Mr. O'Nelligan came aboard that I chalked up any real success. Annoyingly, the man wouldn't accept a dime of payment for his labor.
He continued with his reverie. “Even more enticing is the fact that we've been commissioned by her father's ghost. Rather Shakespearian, no?"
"No is right! I don't work for ghosts. Besides, it was only a dream she had."
"Never underestimate dreams, Lee Plunkett. Do you know what Yeats has to say about them?"
I sure didn't. But I'd bet a limb Mr. O'Nelligan did. If there was one personage he held above all others it was the Celtic bard William Butler Yeats, whom he could quote ad infinitum. (Toss in e pluribus unum and you've got the full extent of my Latin.)
Mr. O'Nelligan let me have it:
"I, being poor, have only my dreams 
I have spread my dreams under your feet; 
Tread softly because you tread on my dreams."* 

*from “Aedh Wishes for the Cloths of Heaven,” William Butler Yeats, 1899 
"Okay,” I promised. “I'll do that."
"Ah, you can't fool me, lad. I know you have more poetry in your soul than you let on."
At thirty-one, I believed my “lad” days were snugly behind me, but I didn't complain. “Prepared to meet the perfect man, Mr. O'Nelligan?"
My friend took almost a full minute to reply. “Traditional Japanese builders, upon the completion of a house, will take an axe and gouge out a small piece from the timber. Can you imagine why?"
"I'm not the imaginative type."
"I'll tell you then. They make the gouge to acknowledge the innate imperfection of all things."
"Intriguing. But we shouldn't take an axe to Stuart Worley, right?"
Mr. O'Nelligan chuckled lightly. “Right. Some restraint on that front would be commendable."
* * * *
Stepping into Worley's Gallery of the Arts, we encountered a short, blocky man with a good suit and a bad disposition. There appeared to be very little flawless or refined about this particular specimen.
"Stuart Worley?” I asked.
"No, I'm Piker.” Every word seemed to be a grunt. “Mr. Worley's in the back."
"We'll seek him directly,” Mr. O'Nelligan said. “But, if I may query, what is your avocation here?"
Piker eyed my friend like he wanted to punch him in the brogue. “What's my what?"
"Your job here,” I interpreted.
"I watch over the place."
"You've taken Giuseppe Zampino's position?"
"Yeah, more or less. But you better believe no paintings are sneaking out of here when I'm on deck. Who are you guys?"
"Private investigators,” I said.
That answer didn't make him any cheerier. “I'll get Mr. Worley. Don't touch nothing.” He vanished through a side door.
"Not the most suave of curators,” Mr. O'Nelligan noted.
The gallery, which was empty except for ourselves, encompassed four rooms and several nooks and niches. The paintings and sculptures seemed pleasant enough, though my artistic standards are admittedly rock bottom. We'd barely had time to glance about when Piker returned and ushered us into a small, handsome office. He deposited us, then exited. There, staring up at us from behind a large mahogany desk, sat the gallery's owner. Now, clearly, here was the real deal in terms of polished humanity. Stuart Worley was thirtyish, slender but substantial, with a strong jaw, wavy blond hair, and dark eyes. He fit impressively into a striped gray suit, and his purple tie and breast handkerchief lent him a dash of royalty.
"Gentlemen.” His voice was deep, but not gravelly; his intonation genteel without being delicate. In a word, perfect. “You've come on some inquiry?"
I noticed he didn't offer us seats. Briefly, I explained Donna Zampino's commission without going into the fact that Worley himself was her chief suspect.
He smiled magnanimously. “Donna is a lovely young woman. Quite intelligent, too, considering her background. But I'm afraid she suffers from—how shall I put this?—the romantic excesses of her race. She no doubt imagines all manner of high melodrama surrounding the theft of the painting. Intrigue befitting the most tempestuous of Italian operas."
There was no denying it—this character could wield a word. Painfully aware of my limitations, I turned to Mr. O'Nelligan, who caught my eye and gave the subtlest of nods. In my head, I cried out, Sic ‘em, boyo, sic ‘em!
"Miss Zampino is of solid disposition,” my colleague began. “She is unlikely to confuse reality for either the jests of Rigoletto or the torments of La Traviata. In the wake of her father's death, it's understandable that she would seek answers and resolution. Towards that end, Mr. Plunkett and I have been activated. Our client believes that the police have not been exhaustive in their probe."
Worley appraised my friend for a long moment. What he saw before him was a trim, whiskered man in his sixties, dapper in vest, tie, and tweed jacket, and keen of eye. Worley glanced my way, took in my 4F physique and saucer-sized glasses, and promptly returned his gaze to Mr. O'Nelligan. It was obvious who his natural nemesis was.
"Your accent marks you as a son of Erin,” Worley said. “It's quite expected that you should feel an affinity for your fellow immigrants."
"Affinity alone does not propel me,” Mr. O'Nelligan countered. “The hunt for truth proffers its own rewards. Now, how did your relationship with Mr. Zampino stand?"
"Relationship? We had no relationship. His was my employee."
"But not of your own volition, we understand."
"Correct. The previous owners made it a stipulation that I retain Zampino."
"You disliked him?"
Worley flicked his hand dismissively. “Sir, believe me, I don't waste my energies on likes or dislikes. To be honest, I found the man inoffensive, but not as poised as I would have wished. Certainly, he tried to look the part of a cultured person, but, well, never quite succeeded."
I jumped in. “What about his replacement—Piker? He doesn't exactly ooze culture."
Worley sighed softly. “Agreed. But after the theft, I felt a more rugged individual was required on the premises, at least for the time being. Piker serves my present needs, and I can bring in a more well-rounded manager down the line."
"Very practical,” Mr. O'Nelligan said. “Will you do us the courtesy of showing us where the stolen painting was set?"
"No harm in that. Come."
Worley rose and led us back into the gallery. A few patrons were now strolling about, and Piker was keeping an eye on them. We paused before a small, empty alcove and Worley gestured theatrically. “Behold ... nothing."
"Why haven't you hung another painting here?” I asked. “It's been two weeks, hasn't it?"
"I've been waiting on the artist, Noll, to provide a new work. A quirky individual, indeed. Unfortunately for me, he seems to be at some sort of creative impasse."
"You paid a pretty penny for that canvas,” Mr. O'Nelligan said. “Does its loss not distress you?"
Worley offered one of his impeccable smiles. “You must understand, gentlemen, that my personal economy rests on no single painting—in fact, on no single enterprise. This gallery is only one of my many investments."
Mr. O'Nelligan smiled back. “Ah, yes. Many irons in the fire."
"Many,” Worley concurred, his lips upturned just right.
I interrupted this battle of ingenuous grins. “You obviously enjoy the finer things in life, Mr. Worley."
"Guilty as charged. But I do seek out the occasional plebian entertainment. For example, I have tickets for today's World Series game. You're lucky to have caught me when you did."
"You're a Yankees fan?"
"Why not? I like Mickey Mantle. I respect winners."
"Who'll be accompanying you?"
"How is that even remotely your business?"
"Just a friendly inquiry,” I said.
"It's a beautiful woman,” he responded. “I just haven't chosen which one yet."
I let that pass and shifted gears. “We were told that the gallery was protected by an electronic alarm system."
"Was and is. A very modern one, in fact. But some unknown rogue apparently breached it. Unless...” Worley gave a little shrug.
"Unless what?” I asked.
"Well, it's indelicate to malign the dead, but only two people were in possession of the keys here and knew how to deactivate the alarms. I was one."
I saw where this was going. “And the other was Giuseppe Zampino."
Worley bowed slightly. “Why, you are detectives, aren't you?"
I very much wanted to cram his sarcasm right down that smooth gullet of his, but I wasn't the cramming kind.
Mr. O'Nelligan returned to the joust. “Yes, logic is our passion. But, tell us, sir, if Mr. Zampino had taken the painting, why then would he have succumbed to a heart attack the morning after the theft? There would have been no moment of shock to precipitate such a reaction."
"You want me to lay this all out for you?” Worley allowed himself to look put out. “Very well then, I'll play. Let's assume that the Italian had indeed stolen the painting. I surmise that when he returned to the scene of the crime, the magnitude of his deed overtook him and his vulnerable heart gave out. He was, after all, a man of advanced years. Older, perhaps, than even this gentleman.” He nodded toward my comrade.
Mr. O'Nelligan nimbly sidestepped the thrust. “I'm inclined to think of my own heart not as vulnerable, but venerable."
I wasn't sure whether to groan or yell touché. I said, “Have you passed your theory on to the police?"
"My theory? I was simply speculating here for your benefit.” Worley adjusted his elegant tie. “Besides, I try to stay above the fray. My insurance has compensated me. I prefer to just move on."
"Remarkably philosophical of you,” Mr. O'Nelligan said. “It's interesting that only Mr. Noll's work was taken. Do you consider it to be of the highest caliber?"
Worley laughed with finesse. “Good lord, no. His work is a confusion. But there's something to it that I felt I could pass off as genius. The world is always hungry for genius, and, my friends, I'm more than willing to reap the benefits of that hunger."
The other visitors had exited the gallery, and Piker came over to stand beside his boss and scowl at us. “Everything swell here, Mr. Worley?"
"You could say that.” The perfect man favored us with a parting smile. “I think that's all I have to offer, gentlemen. Best of luck on your quest for truth."
* * * *
Back in the Nash, my hands squeezed the steering wheel without mercy. “Maybe taking an axe to Worley isn't such a bad idea after all. Have you ever met a more condescending creep?"
Mr. O'Nelligan calmly pondered the question before responding. “To be truthful, I have. Back in County Kerry, I knew a newspaper editor named Horgan who was absolutely insufferable. Horgan would speak to you as if he'd created the very earth itself and you were trespassing on it. Had an infuriating way of saying, ‘You can believe that if it pleases you,’ no matter what the subject might be. Unfortunately for himself, he printed an untruth about the local blacksmith for which he acquired a broken jaw. Cured him of his condescension, though."
"Well, I hope Worley gets a similar remedy. I've no doubt he's the type who'd rob his own gallery. Just for jollies."
"That would be a charge we'd have to meticulously prove."
"Then—hi-yo silver—let's do just that."
Twenty minutes later, we were standing outside Gilmar Noll's door on the third floor of a nondescript apartment building. Donna Zampino had given us the address, and as with Worley, we were arriving unannounced. In response to my knock, the door swung open and a tall, redhaired young woman, arms akimbo, demanded, “So who the hell are you?"
She was decked out in a clingy black dress with yellow polka dots, the neckline of which should have caused her mother dismay. Warmed by her greeting, I gave up our names and occupation.
She seemed interested. “Are you here about Bursting Skull? Did you find it?"
"You're Mr. Noll's wife?” I ventured.
"I'm his woman,” she said huskily. “Come on in."
Her hips swaying like a metronome, she led us into a large jumbly room filled with several easels, a couple of paint-splattered tables, stacks of blank canvases and an overabundance of crookedly hung paintings. Noll's art struck me as half cocked and chaotic, with dizzying sprawls of color that made me a little queasy.
Mr. O'Nelligan seemed even less enamored of this display. “Oh my,” he said softly and pursed his lips.
Something moved in a corner. We saw now that there was a man, half hidden by a pile of canvases, sitting cross legged on the floor. Skinnier even than me, he looked lost in his oversized black turtleneck and trousers. A wispy little beard was smeared across his lower face. Everything about him seemed rumpled.
"Gilmar Noll?” I asked.
"I suppose.” His voice was airy and disinterested. “At least, that's who they say I am."
"You're the artist who painted Bursting Skull?"
"Right as rain.” He pushed himself to his feet. “But, what makes rain so right, anyway? Why is it more right than snow?"
"Shut up, you idiot,” Miss Polka Dots said. “These men are detectives. See what they have to say."
"Sure, Maxine. I'm all ears. No rain, just ears."
"Quiet!"
I studied the couple, thinking that Cupid hadn't done his best work when he matched these two up. I explained our task and asked Noll if he had any thoughts as to who might have stolen his painting.
He yawned and shook his head. “No, but what does it matter? It didn't belong to me anymore. My finest effort and it didn't even belong to me."
"Because you chose to sell it to Stuart Worley,” Mr. O'Nelligan noted.
Noll grinned at him. “You talk nice. It sounds like a little song. Say something else."
"It's called a brogue, you dope,” Maxine scolded. “Yeah, Gilmar sold Skull to that fancypants Worley—for stinking peanuts! Now all these artsy reviewers are calling Gil a genius, but Worley's got the rights to everything he paints."
"Only the next twenty works,” Noll corrected. “After that, my shackles crumble."
Maxine snorted. “Sure. Problem is, you can't pull yourself together enough to finish even one lousy painting."
"I've got to differ with you on that, babe.” Noll gestured around the room. “I've produced dozens of lousy paintings. Hundreds. I'm the high duke of lousy paintings."
Glancing around me, I couldn't argue with that. Even within the generous definition of “modernism,” these things hurt.
"Art is a great wild thing to tame.” Mr. O'Nelligan spoke softly and kindly. “I admire any person who puts his hand to the beast. Tell me, Mr. Noll, was Bursting Skull in the style of these pictures before us?"
"Hardly.” The artist seemed to perk up a little. “That canvas was hot. Hot as a Saturday night, right, Max?"
His self-proclaimed woman grunted but said nothing.
"Oh, wait, I've got a photo of it somewhere.” Noll started to fumble around the room, sidestepping canvases and random objects in what proved to be a five-minute hunt. As I watched his search, I at first figured that liquor or drugs might be hindering him but quickly realized that Gilmar Noll was just naturally awkward and unfocused. Remarkably so. At last he found the photo and shoved it toward us. After eyeing it for several moments, Mr. O'Nelligan and I exchanged a glance. We were thinking the same thing: Bursting Skull looked unfortunately similar to all the other paintings around us. True, there was something in it that vaguely resembled an exploding skull, but mostly it was just an ugly splatter.
Mr. O'Nelligan spoke without cruelty. “I see. Have you any earlier works that you offered to Mr. Worley?"
"No, only Bursting Skull,” Noll said. “Can you believe it was my first completed canvas?"
Oh, I could, I could. “Have you shown any of these other paintings to him?"
"Why would I? They're obviously not up to the standards of Skull."
I nodded as if I believed that. “Once you sold the painting to the gallery, did you ever see it again?"
"I used to visit it occasionally. Just to see how it was doing."
Maxine huffed. “Like pining over a lost child. Ridiculous."
"It was my best.” Noll looked down sadly at the photo in his hand. “I don't know that I'll ever do anything as good again."
"Oh, for God's sake!” Maxine snatched the picture from him and tossed it onto one of the splattered tables. “I'm so sick of your moaning. If it was me, I'd have dunked twenty canvases in a vat of paint and passed them off to Worley. Then I'd have dunked another and sold it to some highbrow for a small fortune. We could be rolling in money now, but ... oh, hell!” She tossed her hands up in disgust.
Noll scratched his facial hair, walked over to a corner, and plunked himself back down on the floor. He closed his eyes and said, “I could use a nap.” And that was that.
Maxine led us back out into the hall and paused in the doorway. “Look, I know Gil's a waste and his paintings are crap. I'm not fooling myself—he's the most defective guy I know. But if a high roller like Stuart Worley sees something in him, then it's smart for me to stick around. These days a girl's got to look out for herself. You get it, right?"
"I believe we do,” said Mr. O'Nelligan flatly.
"Good. ‘Cause I wouldn't want to come off as a sap.” She stepped back into the apartment and shut the door on us.
As we descended the stairwell, I said, “Well, I'm not sure how much that little visit was worth."
"This case revolves around a painting,” Mr. O'Nelligan noted. “Seeing its creator gives us another angle to observe things."
"Noll is one funny duck, eh?"
"He seems not very well planted upon the earth, I would say."
"What do you make of his work?"
Mr. O'Nelligan drew in a breath and expelled a quote: “'Supreme art is a traditional statement of certain heroic and religious truth, passed on from age to age.’”
"Yeats?” I guessed.
"Yeats. By that standard, I would say there's nothing remotely supreme about Mr. Noll's brushstrokes."
"And what's your take on Maxine?"
"Not a woman trammeled by excessive empathy."
"Right. Whatever you said..."
* * * *
At Mr. O'Nelligan's suggestion, we found a telephone booth where I called Donna Zampino and asked her to meet us again. This time she gave directions to a small backstreet lot. When I wondered about the shifting, off-the-path venues, she said that Stuart Worley had contacts throughout the town and she feared that our conversations might be overheard. It was the same reason she'd hired Connecticut investigators from an hour's drive away. When we reached the lot, it was late afternoon and a rising wind was shoving stray newspapers down the street. The three of us stood in a little circle as I reported on our encounters thus far. I tried to soft-soap Worley's statements, but apparently didn't do too nifty a job of it.
"He accuses my father?” Donna's voice leapt an octave. “That pig dares to suggest—"
I tried to backpedal. “Actually, he was only—"
"I'll kill him! Kill him! First he does this crime, then he tries to blame Papa?"
Mr. O'Nelligan intervened with his calming lilt. “The loss of one's father is an emotional thing, Miss Zampino, but we must navigate towards the facts here. Mr. Worley was providing that scenario in an attempt, perhaps, to be provocative. We must not jump at the bait."
Donna slid both hands through her long black hair and let out a small groan. “You're right, of course. I apologize. I know I mustn't let him provoke me, but he's such a ... such a..."
"Jackass?” I offered.
It was nice to see her laugh. “You have a sharp eye, Mr. Plunkett."
I almost replied with something akin to “aw shucks,” but thankfully kept my trap shut.
"Please give us your opinion,” Mr. O'Nelligan beseeched our client. “Are there truly many people who consider Bursting Skull to be a work of genius?"
Donna smirked. “I wouldn't think so. Of course, there are a number of art critics who wrote beautiful articles about the painting, but that was all Worley's doing. He has such influence. Then there are all the people who came to the gallery to view it. Again, Worley's work. He's like the man at the tent who says, ‘Come in and look at all the wonders and strange beings that no one has seen before.’ Then when you enter the tent, you find that it's all fake images and lies. He is like ... what do you call it?"
"A huckster?” I suggested.
"Huckster! Yes, huckster.” I'm not sure if she knew the word, but she seemed to like the weight of it.
"What did your father think of his employer?” Mr. O'Nelligan asked.
"Papa was a kind man. Always. He would never speak badly of another person, not even someone like Worley."
"Though you yourself do not feel so restrained."
The young woman's eyes flashed. “Can you blame me? My father gave everything to Worley's gallery. In the end, even his life."
I told her, “We haven't seen anything to connect Stuart Worley to the theft."
"Then look harder! Please, you can't let him get away with this thing."
We parted ways with her and headed toward home. As we drove, Mr. O'Nelligan and I lapsed into silence, content to just listen to the car radio and the soothing larynxes of the Five Satins, the Platters, and Frank Sinatra. I dropped off my friend and returned to my own humble dwelling. I ate a lackluster dinner and spent some time thumbing through my notes. Turning in early, I nodded right off.
Sometime in the night, a dream came to me. It started with an absurdist bit which had me deep-sea fishing with Winston Churchill and Scarlett O'Hara. No idea what that was about. Eventually, I ended up back on land in a field of deep red roses. They're his, I remember thinking. Giuseppe's. It's what he wanted. In the crazy way of dreams, plaid clouds and green-winged eagles moved overhead as a woman somewhere began singing opera. Then I woke. I'd like to say that I sat bolt upright, the solution to the Zampino case suddenly crystal clear, but that wasn't the way of it. I merely rolled over and fell into a dreamless slumber.
* * * *
On the drive back to Scarsdale that next morning, I tried to talk over the details of our assignment. Mr. O'Nelligan, however, chose to confine himself to the occasional “hmm” or “yes, I see.” While I found this frustrating, I'd learned that my friend's silence was not necessarily a bad thing. Something was percolating in that Celtic cranium. I flicked on the radio and soon heard that the Yankees had beaten the Dodgers the night before in the fifth game of the World Series. What's more, the somewhat obscure winning pitcher, Don Larsen, had thrown a perfect game—no hits, no walks, no man reaching base. In professional baseball history, this had happened only five times before, and never in a World Series.
"And wouldn't you know it,” I noted to my companion, “Stuart Worley was there to see it."
"Perfect...” said Mr. O'Nelligan absently.
We made Worley's gallery the first stop of the day. As with our last visit, we found the place empty except for Piker, who sat on a stool in a corner reading a tabloid newspaper. He popped up at our arrival, but not to embrace us as brothers.
"Dammit! You bums don't belong here.” The burly lackey strode toward us, his paper rolled tightly in his fist. It made an adequate-looking bludgeon.
Mr. O'Nelligan arched his eyebrows. “Don't belong here? Surely, any man eager to immerse himself in art belongs here. Would you thwart the passions of two aficionados?"
It was a risky ploy, but it worked. Mr. O'Nelligan's eloquence halted the rhino in its tracks. Confounded, Piker muttered, “My boss won't want you around."
"We have a quick question,” I said. “Shouldn't ruffle his feathers too much."
Stuart Worley now stepped into the room. “I had hoped our acquaintance had run its course."
"Nope,” I corrected. “We've turned up again. So, last night's game was a doozie, eh? You're a lucky man to have been there."
Worley's face darkened. “Just stick to business."
"Fair enough. How can we contact the makers of the alarm system?"
Without a word, Worley vanished into the back and promptly returned with a business card, which he shoved into my hand.
"Dunkle Brothers Quality Alarms,” I read aloud. “They're local, I see."
"Yes,” said Worley. “I'm sure they'll bedazzle you with tales of the alarm trade. Now be off."
He was way too haughty and I was feeling feisty. “Not everyone hops to your commands, chum."
I couldn't believe I'd actually tossed that out, but the reaction to it was swift. Piker suddenly appeared an inch from my face, making me fear a rendezvous between his teeth with my nose. “No one calls Mr. Worley chum,” he hissed.
"Apparently not,” said Mr. O'Nelligan as he pulled me backward through the door. “Well, we must withdraw. Good day, sirs."
He bustled us into the car just as Piker stepped out to the sidewalk and flung his rolled newspaper at me. It flew through my opened door to land on Mr. O'Nelligan's lap. I slammed the door closed and sped off.
My comrade laughed freely. “My, that was an uncharacteristic show of bravado, Lee Plunkett. I'd say you were a split second away from fisticuffs."
"That pretty boy gets my goat,” I grumbled.
"I assume you're referring to Mr. Worley because Mr. Piker roughly resembles a sack of root crops. Well, at least we've acquired the day's news.” He began to leaf through the paper.
I pulled out the alarm company's business card and checked the address again. “I don't know where this is. We'll have to ask around for directions."
"Aha!” Mr. O'Nelligan slapped the newspaper. “This might be it! This might very well be it. Perhaps we don't need to visit the esteemed Dunkle Brothers after all. Pull over for a moment."
I complied. “What's up?"
He climbed out of the car. “I need a little stroll. Just to mull things over. Wait for me, won't you?"
Well aware that Mr. O'Nelligan did his very best mulling while strolling, I nodded and waited. I looked over the page of the New York Daily News that my friend had been reading. It offered an account of last night's baseball contest with the lead line, The unperfect man pitched a perfect game yesterday. This alluded to the fact that Don Larsen was not only an erratic ballplayer, but also a noted carouser. I went through the full article, unsuccessfully trying to determine what had inspired Mr. O'Nelligan's enthusiasm.
I'd known the old Irishman to go ambling for a good two hour chunk, so I was grateful when he returned after only twenty minutes. He smiled gently and informed me that he had found a telephone booth and placed two calls—one to Donna Zampino, the other to the local police. I was given driving instructions but no real information beyond that. Such was Mr. O'Nelligan's way. We drove on as Elvis Presley's voice rose from the radio, admonishing us not to be cruel to a heart that's true.
* * * *
A half hour later, Mr. O'Nelligan, Donna, and I were standing in Gilmar Noll's studio.
Maxine was in fine form. “Why the hell do you guys keep showing up to pester us? This isn't a bus stop, y'know. And who's your little dolly here?"
Donna Zampino looked like she was about to slug the other woman right there and then. I rested a restraining hand on her shoulder. Noll was leaning in a corner, seemingly uninterested in our presence.
"Please bear with us,” Mr. O'Nelligan said. “We're here to offer a solution to the theft of Mr. Noll's painting."
This got Noll's attention. “Really? You've found it?"
"Has Worley confessed?” Donna asked.
Maxine jumped in. “It should come back to Gilmar, right? After all, it was his to begin with. And if Worley—"
"Please!” Like a cop conducting traffic, Mr. O'Nelligan held up one hand. “With Mr. Plunkett's assent, I will lay out the conclusions of our investigation."
He looked at me and I nodded, fully realizing that any forthcoming conclusions were to his credit and not mine.
Mr. O'Nelligan smoothed his vest and commenced. “If this case of ours has a theme, it would be perfection. While recruiting us, Miss Zampino stated her belief that Stuart Worley, who presents himself as the perfect man, had himself stolen the painting from his own gallery. She felt that a perfect man was quite capable of executing a perfect theft. As Miss Zampino is our client, we approached things from that perspective.
"We found that Mr. Worley is indeed an outwardly refined individual. As to whether that refinement has trickled down into his soul, well, such a determination belongs to the angels. I myself harbor doubts. Nonetheless, Worley does come off as rather spiffy. Now, as to the stolen painting, at first glance it might seem odd that a man of lofty tastes would champion a work of such ... limitations."
Noll stirred in his corner. “What did you say?"
Mr. O'Nelligan pressed on. “Mr. Worley admitted to us that he purchased Bursting Skull with the intention of inflating its worth. He was under no illusion as to the artistry of the work. In fact, scarcely anyone directly involved with the case believed that the painting possessed any true merit. Not Worley. Not Miss Zampino or her father. Not even Mr. Noll's paramour.” Maxine tried to interrupt, but Mr. O'Nelligan's traffic-halting palm rose once again. “Let me say that sometimes inspiration comes from unexpected sources. An hour ago, a newspaper flung uncharitably at Lee Plunkett here yielded up an illuminating phrase. An article describing last night's ball game started with the declaration, ‘The unperfect man pitched a perfect game yesterday.’”
"Isn't the correct word imperfect?” Donna Zampino asked.
Mr. O'Nelligan smiled. “Well asked. Actually, either word is proper. But to continue, the concept implied in that sentence immediately seized me. Up to this point, we had been considering the possibility of a ‘perfect’ man successfully executing the theft. We were now presented with a converse concept—that of an imperfect man achieving the perfect heist. This brought to mind someone who could be considered the antithesis of Mr. Worley. An individual who has just in the last twenty-four hours been described as quirky, flawed, a funny duck, and—by his own lover—'the most defective man I know.’ This also happens to be the one person directly connected with the stolen painting who sincerely holds it in high esteem. So, Mr. Noll, why don't you relate for everyone how you broke into the gallery?"
Gilmar Noll widened his eyes. “Me? Why would you—"
"There's no point in feigning innocence,” Mr. O'Nelligan said. “I know how everything was accomplished, but I think it best if we heard it from your own lips. Glance out your window, if you will, sir. You'll notice two rather sizable men leaning against a car. These are police detectives who, at my summons, will soon be coming up to search your apartment."
Noll looked out the window, as did I. There they were, a beefy pair indeed. I'd noticed them as we entered but thought nothing of it. So this was the result of my friend's phone call.
Noll turned away from the window and stared at Mr. O'Nelligan for half a minute before answering. “It was fairly easy really, once I decided to do it. Old Zampino was used to me stopping in at the gallery. One afternoon, I told him I was worried that someone might steal my painting. That's when he showed me how the alarm worked, how it went on—and off. I pretended to be distracted and barely interested. That way he wouldn't suspect anything later. Actually, I was paying very close attention."
Mr. O'Nelligan nodded. “Exactly. But don't forget to tell about the key."
"That was a little more difficult,” Noll said. “I'd noticed that Zampino would sometimes take out his keys for some task or other, then place them down on a display case while he puttered around. So I took to carrying a small tin of clay in my pocket for just the right moment. I'd seen it done in a movie. One day, when the old man's back was turned, I got a mold of the front door keys."
"I don't believe it!” Maxine's eyes were opened to the maximum. “You can barely figure out how to use a can opener, never mind planning something like this."
Noll shrugged. “Well, it's true. After I had replicas made, I went back to the gallery a little before closing time and left when Zampino did. As I was going out, I quickly switched off the alarm. Then I came back later, unlocked the door, took my painting, and turned the alarm back on before leaving."
"Just as we surmised,” Mr. O'Nelligan said. “Now, if you would please produce the painting."
"But it's mine. Mine!” Noll's mouth twisted into a foolish pout.
Mr. O'Nelligan spoke as if addressing a toddler. “It would save us all some trouble if you produced the painting straightaway. Can you do that for us, Gilmar?"
Noll pressed his fingers to his eyes as if suppressing a headache. After a moment, he stepped into a side room and returned holding a large canvas. The photograph we'd seen earlier had been bad enough, but to behold Bursting Skull in all its sputtering glory was almost too much to take.
"It was under the bed,” Noll said.
Maxine looked appalled. “We were sleeping over it all along? You stupid creep!"
With a robust scream, she grabbed an empty wine bottle off a table and flung it at Noll's head. He narrowly dodged it, dropping his painting in the effort. The bottle struck the window pane and exploded the glass.
Mr. O'Nelligan glanced out the window. “Well, that certainly got the attention of the constabulary. They're on the way up."
Noll stared down at his creation, not bothering to retrieve it. “I had to have it back. We belong to each other."
Donna Zampino now stepped forward. “You took my father's life."
Noll shook his head. “I only took my painting."
"No. You took his life. His heart gave out because of his sense of responsibility. If not for you, my father would be alive."
She pressed in on Noll and raised her hands. No one else moved. For a moment I wasn't sure if she was going to strike him, strangle him, or tear into his eyes with her long fingernails. Instead, she did something far more unsettling. She took his head in her hands and, drawing it down to her lips, kissed his brow.
She said softly, “May my father forgive you."
This had an effect no less jolting than had she struck him outright. The failed artist shuddered and groaned and quickly pulled away from the woman. An insistent rapping now came from the hallway. Noll turned toward the sound and extended his arms, wrists upturned in anticipation of handcuffs. It was a gesture both theatric and pathetic.
Maxine wrinkled her nose. “What a sap I've been. What a big, dumb sap."
Then she sashayed off to answer the door.
* * * *
With one thing and another, it wasn't until the next evening that Mr. O'Nelligan and I were able to sit together in my office and debrief.
"How did you figure out how Noll did it?” I asked.
"I didn't."
"Pardon?"
"Motivewise, Gilmar Noll had risen in my mind as a likely candidate for the theft, but frankly, I feared he was too inept to fit the bill.” Mr. O'Nelligan paused a moment to stroke his beard. “Then when I saw that newspaper article, I took it as a sign, of sorts, that my theory was correct. Sometimes an unperfect man can conjure up a perfect outcome. In truth, though, I wasn't at all positive how Noll enacted the theft. When we confronted him, I simply played the part of a confident interrogator and fooled the fellow into revealing all."
This really delighted me. “You conniving old thespian!"
He gave a little nod. “Thank you. Although, in the end, some might see the resolution of this case as itself imperfect. It was, after all, born of a dream, a ball game, and a bluff. Deduction took a back seat to intuition."
"Whatever works. We did our job—or, rather, you did our job—and we'll be paid for it. Surely, you're going to accept compensation for this one."
"Surely, I am not,” Mr. O'Nelligan said. “I'm just grateful for the chance to exercise my aging cerebrum. However, if you wish to stake me to a repast this evening, washed down by a pot of strong tea, well, I would probably acquiesce to that."
"Three or four repasts,” I insisted. “And a barrel of tea."
"Moderation, Lee Plunkett. Always steer towards moderation."
The phone rang.
An excited Italian accent greeted me. “Did you hear? The Yankees won the World Series today! My father must be so happy."
For a fleeting moment, I pictured Giuseppe Zampino atop some very high bleachers, the mists of heaven swirling about him. He had a rose in one hand and a bag of peanuts in the other.
"That's great,” I said. “Look, I'm sorry the case didn't work out the way you expected. Stuart Worley wasn't the guilty party, after all. Plus, he'll get the painting back once it's not needed for evidence."
"So it goes.” Donna sounded downright philosophical. “I wanted the truth and that's what you gave me. But wait! Here's something even more beautiful. I just found out that Worley never did get to see the perfect game on Monday. His tire blew out on a back road somewhere and he wasn't able to find a tow truck until too late. He never made it to the stadium!"
I laughed. “Come to think of it, Worley did seem touchy when I mentioned the game yesterday. Poor little rich guy."
She asked to talk to Mr. O'Nelligan. I passed him the phone. He listened for a while, offering an occasional “I see” or “of course.” After several minutes, he said, “You're very welcome. Good-bye ... Topolina."
He hung up and we sat together quietly. After a spell, we both rose and gathered up our coats and hats.
"Now let's away to close of day,” my friend said softly.
"Yeats?” I guessed.
The Irishman sighed. “No. Merely O'Nelligan."
Copyright © 2009 Michael Nethercott
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Department: BOOKED & PRINTED by Robert C. Hahn
One minor casualty of the fall of the Berlin Wall and the breakup of the USSR was, for a time, the spy novel, so long a staple of the Cold War. As novelist Joseph Finder wrote in a November 2001 New York Times article, “After the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, it seemed that even before the dust had settled the obituary of the spy novel was being written. With the end of the Evil Empire, spies seemed obsolete, and so did the labyrinthine narrative of the intelligence operative, with its tradecraft, safe houses, moles and dead drops."
But as several recent novels show, the rise of Vladimir Putin and the emergence of the FSB (formerly the KGB) as a major force in modern Russia have given new life to the supposedly moribund spy novel. Three new books illustrate the strength and diversity of the resurgent genre with a British agent in Russia, a Russian agent in the United States, and an American detective in both London and Moscow. In each book, chillingly realistic shadow operations and politically driven violence provide grave insights into the Cold War's continuing repercussions.
* * * *
Alex Dryden's debut, red to black (Ecco, $25.99), delivers a serious warning in the guise of fiction. The pseudonymous journalist delves into the machinations of the FSB and its KGB predecessors with eerie, convincing details. Dryden has spent more than 15 years as a freelance journalist covering events in Russia and was also involved in security and intelligence matters. That work provided him with firsthand experience and a healthy appreciation for the dangers of presenting his views in a nonfiction format. In a publicity letter written for this book, Dryden notes that “since Putin became head of the FSB(KGB) in 1998, over sixty journalists have been murdered in Russia, and thirty politicians.” For this and other reasons, Dryden decided fiction was his best approach to writing about Putin's Russia.
* * * *

* * * *
Red to Black features a British covert agent, Finn, stationed in Russia with the cover title of Second Secretary of Trade and Investment. Anna, a colonel in the FSB, is assigned to seduce Finn and to monitor his activities. The two embrace their roles, and each other, in a wary relationship that ripens despite an undercurrent of distrust over more than a decade.
The cat-and-mouse game is not only between Finn and Anna, but also involves the spies and their handlers. Finn, sometimes aided by Anna, becomes a rogue agent seeking to document the FSB's nefarious plans to gain economic domination of Europe. As Finn works his network of contacts throughout Europe struggling to piece together enough evidence to thwart their plan, he reveals the massive and deadly reach of the FSB.
Readers will not find pyrotechnics or Bond-style gadgetry here, but they will find compelling reasons to beware of the strength of Putin's Russia and the role the FSB now plays in enforcing its power.
* * * *
Brent Ghelfi's the venona cable (Holt, $25) reaches back to WWII for the catalyst that sends a Russian spy to the United States to answer puzzling questions about his own father and the complex network of American and Russian spies that fought a shadow war. Ghelfi's Alexei Volkovoy, Russian criminal and spy, better known as Volk, makes his third appearance (following Volk's Game and Volk's Shadow). The titular Venona cable is a decrypted Soviet cable sent from New York to Moscow in 1943. It helped the Americans and British to identify many Soviet spies—Julius Rosenberg, Kim Philby, and Alger Hiss among them. But one agent, simply labeled Source 19, remained unidentified.
When aged American filmmaker Everett Walker comes to Moscow, searching for Volk and carrying a copy of the Venona cable, he ends up murdered in a warehouse belonging to Volk. Volk is arrested and becomes an unwilling pawn in a game being played by powerful Russian interests. What importance could the cable, long since decrypted, still hold?
Volk is soon sent on a mission to the United States to determine whether his father, Stepan, who defected to America in 1974, was patriot or traitor. Was he on a mission for his country—an agent of the Russian military intelligence (GRU), or not? And if he was, did he remain true or not? The U.S. ONCIX (Office of the National Counterintelligence Executive) agrees to help Volk, and understanding that unusual decision becomes another part of Volk's mission.
It doesn't take Volk long to realize that official cooperation in the U.S. doesn't mean that someone isn't anxious to see his mission fail, even if it means killing him. The Venona cable's last secret still may hold the answer to which spies were loyal and which were double agents. Soon Volk is on his own and on the run in America, desperately trying to survive long enough to learn the answers and earn the right and means to return home. Ghelfi provides plenty of action, and his deadly hero, despite being from the opposition, should earn plenty of American fans.
* * * *
LONDONGRAD (Walker, $25) by Reggie Nadelson takes a New York City detective on a perilous journey from his home turf to a dangerous London and on to a violent Moscow. As with the previous two novels, Londongrad illuminates the classic spy dilemma of who can be trusted, even among those supposedly on your side.
* * * *

* * * *
Nadelson's Artie Cohen, a Moscow-born NYC cop, has appeared in seven previous novels, but in this latest adventure, Artie is not merely off the books; despite his resistance, he is also being recruited as a spy.
While on vacation, Artie discovers the body of a young woman murdered, wrapped in duct tape, and tied to a children's swing on a broken-down playground. Worse is to come as he learns that the victim was not the intended target; the real target was someone much closer to him, the daughter of his good friend, flamboyant entrepreneur Tolya Sverdloff.
Tolya, owner of nightclubs in New York, London, and Moscow, is both wealthy and reckless, convinced that his wealth provides immunity for his careless tongue. His daughter, Valentina, is a beautiful photographer and an activist with a foundation looking after girls abandoned or abused in Russia, unafraid to challenge an authority unused to being challenged.
Artie goes to London as a favor to Tolya and finds himself enmeshed in the coils of the Russian underworld while searching for the killer. The search eventually takes him to Moscow, plunging him into a whole new world of trouble.
Nadelson, a journalist and documentary filmmaker, paints vibrant pictures of the Russian community in New York and of the burgeoning Russian community in London, where rich Russians brought their wealth and crime. He evokes a Moscow transformed into a modern European city, but one where the old KGB has been replaced by the similarly ruthless new FSB.
Artemy Maximovich Cohen, better known simply as Artie, is at home as a New York City cop and as a member of NYC's large Russian community, but here he entertainingly demonstrates just how effective he can be on his own in foreign lands.
* * * *
ALL POINTS BULLETIN: Holiday mysteries offer creepy cheer this winter; in Carolyn Hart's merry, merry ghost (HarperLuxe, $24.99), Bailey Ruth, a kindly spirit, offers help to a needy boy at Christmas. * IT'S BEGINNING TO LOOK A LOT LIKE MURDER (Five Star, $25.95) is the third in Jeff Markowitz's Cassie O'Malley sleuth series set in New Jersey. * A pair of siblings endure a tragic, suspicious car accident on winter vacation in Canada in Vicki Delany's WINTER OF SECRETS (Poisoned Pen, $24.95) * Anne Perry charts a young girl's quest to discover the truth of her uncle's mysterious death in A CHRISTMAS PROMISE (Ballantine, $18).
Copyright © 2009 Robert C. Hahn
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Fiction: BOUDIN NOIR by R. T. Lawton
* * * *

Hank Blaustein
* * * *
I had loved Josette ever since she first showed me how to pick a fat merchant's pocket on the busy streets of Paris. And no doubt she would have loved me in return, had it not been for that damned Chevalier, the one we called Remy. He was a thief, a trickster, and a well dressed popinjay, who had no right to deprive me of her affections. No matter that she was nineteen at the time, and I a mere several years younger. Someday, I swore, I would make an end to Remy for having robbed me of my dreams. I would find a way to turn the tables on this fallen son of nobility and see how he liked it. Then my sleep would be much more at ease. Or at least without his constant interruptions.
"Boy, you're wanted."
Ah, that voice again. The very devil himself calls me from my slumbers. No doubt he has new torments to inflict upon my young life. I thought to pretend sleep longer, but that never seemed to work. Better to answer and get it over with.
"Leave me alone. It's barely morning."
"Morning? The sun's past midday. Get up."
I soon felt the toe of Remy's leather boot prodding through a ragged hole in my shirt, nudging several of my bare ribs as he continued with his tirade.
"King Jules requests your presence."
King Jules, he says, as if this second devil in my life were the anointed ruler of France and all its holdings. Even the least of us knew this so-called king was nothing more than a base-born tyrant who had seen fit to crown himself with a lofty title. At most, he ruled our motley underworld of thieves, beggars, counterfeiters, and trollops, and did it through fear of his personal wrath. That, and his grim bodyguard of muggers and dark-faced assassins used to enforce his every dictate. All souls within his grasp paid tithes out of their hard earned coins that each managed, by one means or another, to separate from the unwary citizens of Paris. It seemed the compass of Jules's fiefdom stretched from the old Roman ruins atop the Buttes Chaumont down to the River Seine, on across the bridges and deep into the shadowed backstreets of Paris. Even so, Jules was no king of royal blood like our young Louis the XIV, our Roi Soleil, our true Sun King.
To avoid another nudge in the ribs, I opened one eye and glared at Remy, but my tormentor was not one to be put off that easily.
"What, I wonder,” he mused aloud, “could Jules possibly want with an orphan pickpocket? Especially one who is so..."
"I pay my share at tithing time,” I quickly interrupted, “just like all the rest."
"...so incompetent,” he finished. “One who barely graduated from Mother Margaux's School for Orphan Pickpockets. I suspect that Mother threw you out rather than suffer further embarrassment from your lack of talent."
"I can pick a pocket as well as any other."
The Chevalier rubbed his chin. “The fact that you believe so troubles me."
He shook his head slowly, then stepped out through the open doorway of our hovel, a simple structure consisting of nothing more than three remnant walls of a small storeroom in one of the villa's outbuildings. A scrap of oiled canvas stretched overhead served to keep out rain and some of the wind. Just beyond the rubble doorway, the Chevalier paused long enough to give parting words.
"Tarry at your own peril, boy. Jules does not brook delays of his grandiose schemes, and it seems you are to have some involvement in his latest one.” Then he turned and started off.
"I'm not afraid of Jules,” I retorted as I threw a rock at the Chevalier's back, but that meddling popinjay was already beyond my range. He had no idea how lucky he was. Bah, enough of him.
Now that I was fully awake, with no chance of returning to sleep, hunger pains gnawed at my belly. Pushing myself up into a sitting position, I scrounged through a leather pouch kept tied at my waist. Tucked somewhere in this bag, among all the other small objects of value to me, was a wrapped length of blood sausage recently liberated from a common laborer who had obviously intended it as part of yesterday's noon meal. Had the man been more vigilant of his possessions, no doubt it would still be his. Of course, in thinking back on the incident, the lingering scent on the man's lunch basket should have warned me that my victim spent his days toiling in the endless sewers of Paris. I had been better served to have found a victim with a less fragrant job and a more decent lunch.
Preparing now to break my morning fast, I almost bit deeply into this meat delicacy when its slightly off aroma tickled my nostrils. I held the sausage closer to my nose and sniffed. That one quick whiff warned I had waited too long in this autumn heat. The meat was slowly turning. Still, I was hungry and my next meal could be a ways off. I sniffed again. No, not good at all. My appetite fled. Wrapping the blood sausage back in its scrap of cloth, I returned the package to my leather pouch. If nothing else, I'd find a way to slip the tainted sausage into the Chevalier's evening soup and let him be sick for a couple of days. It would serve him right for all the trouble he dealt me.
Still scheming on ways to even the score against Remy, I made my way to the enclosed yard where Jules usually held his private court. And there his majesty lounged upon his throne, a high-backed wooden chair that had seen grander times. Its cushioned seat of once-rich fabric was now threadbare and faded. Stuffing poked awkwardly out of rents in the cloth. Yet, Jules sat with his left leg resting over one arm of this declining chair as if the whole world were his. A wine goblet dangled from the fingers of his right hand.
"I am here as requested,” I blurted out with small attempt to restrain my sarcasm. My resulting bow was much exaggerated.
Jules's eyes went narrow. He appeared to study me closely. I feared I'd gone too far this time, but then his face gradually creased in a smile, and I assumed I was safe after all. I grinned back.
"It was good of you to come so quickly,” said Jules. “I have a very important job for you."
An important job. Ah yes, if no one else, Jules had a true appreciation for my light-finger talents.
"What would you have me do?"
Jules motioned me closer and lowered his voice. “I have it on good notice that the Abbess of the Benedictine Convent currently has a purse of gold coins in her possession."
"I see,” I replied, but I really had no idea as to what he had in mind, other than he desired to somehow separate the Abbess from her gold and I was to play a part in this separation.
"The Abbess,” he continued, “has business matters to attend in the city. As such, she will walk along a certain street this afternoon. In doing so, she is always careful to let few men, other than the Monastery Door Keeper, get close to her person."
Jules paused and appeared to have a weighty decision working on his mind. “What I need is a young boy, someone with a look of innocence, but one who has the proper skills to relieve her of her purse.” He spread his hands as if to embrace me. “Without her knowledge, of course."
There came a long moment of silence between us. His eyes gazed into mine with a look of expectancy.
Oh.
Suddenly I realized this was my chance to prove myself to all in our little community. I moved quickly into the void. “I will not fail you."
Jules smiled again, but I must admit such contortions of his facial muscles always seemed to give a wolfish cast to his countenance. I was tempted to remark to him on this aspect of his appearance, but he can sometimes be touchy about the slightest comment, and I had no wish to lose the prospect of earning a few gold coins.
"I know you won't fail me,” he replied, “and as your payment for this job, you may keep one fourth of all you acquire from the Abbess."
"One half is a better amount,” I bargained.
Jules raised his right hand, palm forward, and curled his fingers. Immediately Sallambier, a hulk of a man, appeared out of a nearby nook and stepped to the right of Jules's throne. The hulk's mangled nose had the appearance of having once collided with the sharp edge of a paving brick. It was said that Sallambier had afterward lost his sense of smell. No matter to me, he was merely one more of King Jules's killers. I had no business with this man.
"One third to you for your services,” concluded Jules as he watched for my reaction, “and no more."
Standing silently at Jules's side, Sallambier removed a long knife from the leather belt at his waist, using its pitted blade to slice chunks off a large red apple held in his other hand, and then stuffing those chunks into his maw of a mouth. No emotions showed on his pockmarked face, but his eyes seemed to linger on the vicinity of my bare throat.
Ha. The meaning of that look came quite clear to me. Even I knew that further bargaining on my part was obviously at an end.
"Done,” I said, figuring I had already gotten more than I had hoped for when the day began.
"We are agreed then. Sallambier will take you to a place of advantage along the Abbess's route. All you need do is acquire her purse and bring it to me."
"And then we'll divide the coins?"
"Of course."
I waited to see if there was more, but my audience with King Jules was evidently over. Although I did notice him occasionally wrinkling his nose and glancing about as if something faint were in the wind.
Sallambier grabbed my elbow and led me onto the dirt path winding down from the Buttes Chamont and on past ancient stone quarries in the lower land. These open pits and underground tunnels from Roman times were now used as refuse pits by the citizens of Paris. A place for garbage and human outcasts. A hiding place for deserters from the army. I pulled my elbow free of Sallambier's grasp and fell into step behind him. Twice, he looked back over his shoulder to be sure I still followed.
After a long walk, we crossed a stone bridge over the Seine and passed by the great chains which would be stretched across the road by the nightwatch when curfew fell. Moving deeper into the city, where we were mostly ignored by the throngs of farmers, wives, and tradesmen going about their daily business, we made our way to a house near the building where the Abbess had business to conduct. Here, we waited in a doorway shadowed from the sun by the building's overhanging second story. Citizens crowded the street, parting once for a drover moving a few sheep to market, and once for a line of chained convicts being prodded along by stern-faced bailiffs. We averted our faces from the convicts lest one call out in recognition and ruin our scheme. Their passing gave a flutter to my stomach.
Hours dragged by. Gradually, I became bored and found myself nodding off in the autumn heat, when Sallambier suddenly reached over and flicked my ear with his thick index finger.
I started to yelp in protest but caught the warning in his face. He pointed at the doors to the building across the street. My gaze went to the Abbess and her Door Keeper descending upon the paving stones and proceeding in our direction. We waited until they passed. Then quickly, we stepped out of our doorway and moved into position, me behind the stout Abbess, while my newly appointed warden, the hulk with the mangled nose, edged closer to the elderly Door Keeper.
"Now,” whispered Sallambier in his grating voice which seemed seldom used.
"In a minute,” I muttered back.
I took a breath and prepared to steel myself.
"Now,” he whispered again.
"Not yet,” I murmured.
All would have gone well in the next couple of minutes, except Sallambier shoved me forward before I was truly ready. My right hand was barely reaching for the purse at her waist when his abrupt push from behind caused my left forearm to crash into her plump right hip.
She squawked in disgust and whirled in my direction.
My right hand had already lightly encircled her purse, but her sudden turn toward me drew the purse strings taut against her belt, and she felt the tugging at her waist. She quickly seized my right hand with both of hers, holding on with all the fervor of a drowning woman. And then she filled her lungs and screamed.
That high pitch split my eardrums.
Farmers and housewives, all the passing citizens of Paris, stopped their activities to see what was causing such a commotion.
I struggled to get free.
The Door Keeper rushed in to help his employer, but someone in the crowd jostled the old man, knocking him to the street. That's when I saw Sallambier stepping forward to politely assist the Keeper up from the paving stones, brushing him off and apologizing for any mishap. Several times, the old man tried to break away from Sallambier's helpful grasp, but he only succeeded in barely brushing the left shoulder of his Abbess with his outstretched fingertips.
At this new touch to her person, the Abbess paused in surprise, swiveled her head away from me, and drew in another deep breath.
I didn't wait for the second shriek. Taking advantage of this distraction, I wrenched my hand loose from the Abbess's clutch. Somehow, in all the turmoil, she managed to maintain hold on her precious purse still tied to her belt. No matter that, I ran for my very life, all the way to the Buttes Chamont.
At last, safely back at the ruined villa, I ducked into our hovel and collapsed on my bed, panting for breath. Sweat coursed down my heated face.
What to do now? I had escaped one trouble and was left confronting another. What could I tell King Jules? I'd obviously failed him. No purse to split two ways, even if my share was only to be a third. Of course, had I gotten the purse as planned, I could have lightened its contents a little before giving it to Jules for the agreed upon dividing. No chance of that now.
This whole mess of me being caught in the act was obviously all Sallambier's fault, but since his intervention with the Door Keeper allowed me to escape from the Abbess, I needed to be careful laying any blame on him. He might take it wrong, plus I obviously knew who Jules would then side with. No, no, I'd have to come up with a very good story for Jules, a believable one.
Two hours later, I was still polishing the details of my excuse and wondering if maybe it might just be best to hide out in the quarries for several days, when someone quietly entered the hovel.
"You were lucky to get away."
I quickly recognized the Chevalier's voice behind me and tried not to flinch.
"That's because Sallambier kept the Door Keeper from getting at me,” I muttered. “Otherwise, I'd been locked up in the prison for sure."
"So, that gargoyle-faced assassin is now your hero?” inquired Remy in his know-it-all way.
"I didn't say I liked him, only that he helped me out of a predicament. Unlike some who pretend to be my friend and then act otherwise when trouble comes."
"Oh, he definitely helped you."
I detected a faint hint of sarcasm.
"How would you know?"
Remy sat down at the far end of my bedding and faced me.
"I was curious as to Jules's sudden interest in your pickpocket abilities, so I followed you and Jules's assassin into the city."
"I didn't see you there."
"Then you can say I did my job well. In any case, I watched Sallambier deliberately push you into the Abbess."
"His timing was bad,” I freely admitted, but then I paused to consider Remy's statement. This was a good turn for me, now I had the Chevalier as a witness to verify my excuse to Jules.
I continued with my narrative. “But then you also saw Sallambier help me by detaining the Door Keeper."
"No, boy, the assassin did just as Jules no doubt instructed him to do."
"How so? Jules gave no such instructions to the man in my presence."
"I'm sure he didn't, but when Sallambier helped the Door Keeper up from the street and dusted off his clothing, he was actually busy making wax impressions of keys hanging from the Keeper's waist. You, my little friend, were supposed to be caught, a diversion to allow Sallambier to do as Jules intended. If necessary, you were expendable."
"What?"
"Exactly, so I contemplated what purpose Jules would have for keys to the Benedictine Monastery."
My feelings were still wrapped up in the betrayal of being taken for a fool. However, the Chevalier's words did explain why the Abbess's purse had felt lighter than Jules had led me to believe. That meant Jules had lied. He didn't really believe in my stealing talents. Oh, he and that mangled-nose monstrosity of his were going to pay for their trickery just as soon as I found a means for revenge. But in the meantime, I couldn't help being curious about the keys.
"And what did you decide about his purpose?” I inquired.
Remy gave me that arrogant smile of his. If he only knew how much I hated that look of having superior knowledge.
"The Door Keeper always carries at least two main keys on his person, one for the monastery itself, while the second key is rumored to fit the staircase door leading down from the interior of the Val-de-Grace Church."
"Stairs descending beneath the church?” This was new. I crossed myself. “You mean, down into the eternal fires for heretics and sinners?” For good measure, I made the sign a second time.
Remy laughed.
"There are some who would call it a staircase leading to sin, but most, like me, consider it merely to be a source of very worldly pleasure."
I was confused. “What's on the other end of this staircase?"
"Do you not listen to gossip in the marketplace, boy? Perhaps you are too young and it is a matter of history now."
The Chevalier could be exasperating at times like these.
"Just tell me."
"Very well. After our Sun King was born, his previously barren mother promised the Benedictine nuns that she would build them a church as thanks. But there was a problem."
"What kind of problem?"
"When the original architect, Francois Mansart, started the foundation for Val-de-Grace, he found a great emptiness beneath the ground."
"An emptiness like the pits of Hell?” I tried again.
"No, this emptiness was one of the network of tunnels from the old Roman stone quarries. What better place for the Benedictine monks to store their alcoholic beverage of brandy, sugar, and aromatic herbs? Thus, the monks built a staircase from the church down to the tunnel. That second key supposedly fits the door that goes down. It's my guess that Jules plans to steal the Benedictine liquor after Sallambier finds where it's hidden."
I nodded my head in understanding, but had no idea yet how to use this information to my own advantage.
Remy stood up to leave. To me, he seemed in a hurry.
"Where are you going?"
"To keep an eye on Sallambier while he makes his false keys from the wax molds. When he is almost finished, I will go before him and hide in the church to see if I am correct in my assumptions."
I rose from my bed and headed for the door.
"I'll go too."
Remy blocked my way and sternly shook his head.
"No, boy, you've gotten yourself in enough trouble for today. You stay here, and away from Jules."
I sat back down and played the role of reluctant, but obedient. Let Remy think what he would. For my part, the reluctance was real.
With a further warning to stay away, the Chevalier left me.
Of course I waited until he was out of sight. If he only knew that never would I force myself to be obedient to his demands. He had no claim on me.
My feet soon found the dirt path leading to the Valley of Grace. In my reasoning, if I went to Val-de-Grace Church now, then I would be well hidden before either Sallambier or Remy arrived. And, since one must feed his stomach as well as his soul, I managed en route to acquire an unguarded crust of bread, two shriveled carrots, and a chunk of fairly fragrant cheese for my supper. By the time their shrill-voiced owner finished arguing with her husband, I doubted he would have much appetite for them anyway.
At the church, the door stood partly open with no one in sight, either outside or inside. Now the problem was to find a hiding place, one that Remy would not be likely to use for himself. As for Sallambier, he was probably busy making himself a key for the staircase door. He would come when the church was locked up and empty, assuming they locked the huge front doors at night. My knowledge of this and other facts about the actual workings of the church were sadly lacking. I felt a twinge of remorse in not having come here more often for the good of my soul, my very salvation. But, after my bread and cheese were gone, that feeling soon left me alone.
At the sound of leather scuffing on stone, I glanced hurriedly around. Someone was coming and I still had no good hiding place. I dived to the floor and crawled forward under one of the heavy wooden pews used by the rich folk. Incoming footsteps continued down the aisle. There was a pause, and then I heard the wood creak in a pew somewhere in front of my hiding place. A sinner no doubt, clicking his rosary and come to seek redemption. However, by the way this one kept sniffing loudly, I assumed he also had a bad cold and was praying for better health. For the time he took on his knees, his sins must have been many. Before his list of concerns with the Almighty had been completed, I nodded off into sleep on the stone floor.
I might have slept through until Morning Mass, but a cool chill on my backside and the grating squeak of opening and then closing door hinges brought me awake. Except for the flickering of candles set in rows along the walls, the light inside had a dim grayness to it. Still, it was good enough for me to watch the worn leather boots of a man as he proceeded down the aisle and across in front of the altar without a single drop to his knee as someone once told me you are supposed to do in a place like this. He then proceeded over to a door in the vestibule behind the altar.
This had to be Sallambier. I poked my head over the wooden pew and peeked, but the man had already unlocked the door and descended. As a precaution, I waited to see if anyone else followed. There was no other movement in the church. Remy's plans must have gone awry, else he was somehow already in front of me down the staircase.
The partially open door beckoned.
With great stealth, I left my hiding place and crept to the top of the stairwell. From down in the tunnel came soft sounds and the yellow glow of a torch disappearing along a stone corridor. It was either hurry, or be left behind in eternal darkness. My feet flew down the stairs.
Having reached the cellar floor, I hurried forward to the first branching out of the tunnel. It was dark to my front and dark to the right. I pressed against the left wall and peered around that corner. The man with the torch had stopped at another intersection and was using a piece of chalk to mark one of the walls. After he finished, I waited while he continued walking straight ahead. Before I could follow, he returned to the intersection and erased the previous chalk mark he'd made. Then he turned and drew a white arrow on a different wall.
Ah, I told myself, he must have run into a dead end in the tunnel. This time, when the man started off in a new direction, I let him get farther out of sight before I stepped out to follow.
I only got three steps.
A large hand covered my mouth, stifling any attempt to cry out. I tried to bite the fingers of that hand, but then another strong hand grabbed me by the scruff of the neck and lifted me off my feet. At my ear, I heard a whispered voice.
"Be quiet and I'll put you down."
I tried to nod my head in compliance, but my entire body was suspended by the neck and I'm not sure anything above that point could move.
"I told you to stay behind,” continued the voice.
The ground felt good to be beneath my feet again. I rotated my neck to get the kinks out.
"Jules owes me for this afternoon's purse stealing,” I retorted, “and this may be my only chance to collect my coins, one way or another."
"You didn't actually get the purse,” countered Remy in a whisper.
"That was Sallambier's fault. You yourself saw him push me, and since an agreement is an agreement, Jules owes me. I won't let him cheat me."
Remy gave a grunt of exasperation, then we stood there in silence.
"Sallambier is leaving us behind,” I said at last.
The Chevalier turned the setting on a bull's-eye lantern at his feet, and a single narrow ray of white pierced the tunnel's dark.
"Don't worry, boy, Sallambier will probably run into several filled tunnel shafts and other dead ends before he locates the monk's cache of Benedictine. We don't want to be too close in case he doubles back and finds us instead."
"He's marking the walls with chalk so he knows which corridors he's already searched,” I volunteered.
"That's good to remember,” Remy replied. “Now stay behind me.” He picked up the lantern and set off down the tunnel.
To my right, I distinctly heard the skittering of little rat claws on the stone floor and thus made sure I did not linger far behind the Chevalier.
"Stay farther back,” muttered Remy, “you're stepping on my heels."
Occasionally, we passed by iron torch brackets mounted on the walls. All brackets stood empty, but on the ceiling above them were soot and black scorch marks from previous torches over the years. At other twists and turns, we passed chiseled inscriptions in a foreign language.
"Those are Roman writings,” remarked the Chevalier.
Twice we came upon stone engravings, and these seemed to interest the Chevalier the most. At these, he whispered to me tales of ancient gods, emperors, the history of a long ago civilization.
Bah, what did I care? I was here to collect what was owed to me. The next time Remy started one of his lectures on history and old literature, I went off on my own. After all, I could see the glow of Sallambier's torch reflected far down the corridor and it hadn't seemed to move for some time now. Maybe he had found the Benedictine cellar. I would go see.
Advancing noiselessly down the tunnel, I at last came to the doorway where Sallambier's torch, now set into an iron bracket, lit the roughly chiseled room beyond. I peered carefully around the edge of the stone entrance. Only a bare side wall was in view. I'd have to move over farther in order to see what was in this room.
Two steps sideways and my vision caught the rounded top of a wooden cask. Another step and I could see several barrels and casks stacked against the back wall. We'd found it. And then my view was suddenly blocked.
Sallambier.
Even in his surprise at seeing me, his reactions were faster than mine. For the second time this night, I was grabbed by the neck and lifted off the ground, only this time it was by the throat instead of the nape.
"I had wondered where you disappeared to after your escape from the Abbess,” Sallambier grated in that raspy voice of his.
He carried me deeper into the Benedictine cellar. Then his eyes noticed the small leather pouch swinging from my belt, a place where most citizens kept money or other valuables. He turned to cast more light from the torch onto my person.
"What did you bring me?"
When he drew his knife I thought I was dead, but he merely sliced through the leather thongs on my pouch. It dropped to the floor. His fingers tightened on my throat as he bent over to retrieve the bag. I began drifting into unconsciousness, but I first remembered Sallambier stuffing my leather pouch into a pocket of his jerkin. It was later that the sudden slamming of my hindquarters onto the stone floor jolted me partially awake.
"I told you to stay behind me,” growled Remy. His voice came to me through a fog.
At the moment, my brain had feathers in it and my throat too sore to reply. All I could do was stare at Sallambier's body stretched out at my feet as if he were sleeping. However, upon seeing the growing lump on the side of Sallambier's head, I was fairly sure that if the gargoyle were sleeping, then he'd had some assistance in the matter from Remy.
A strong hand grasped my shoulder.
"We'll have to move him to another part of the tunnels. You grab his feet."
I wanted to protest my condition, but soon found myself struggling with a pair of familiar looking worn boots. As much as my end of the hulk weighed, Sallambier must have stuffed himself with food during all his waking hours. In the end, I have no idea which part of the labyrinth we stashed his sleeping form in, nor where Remy left me while he cleaned up any evidence of our passing. I do remember Remy coming back with a canvas bag over his shoulder. His way was lighted by the bull's-eye lantern, and the extinguished torch was under his arm. He also paused at each turning of the tunnels to erase any white chalk marks.
At the top of the stairs, the Chevalier locked the staircase door behind us. We slunk out of the church like thieves in the night and headed home.
Remy quickly roused Josette from her slumbers. For a celebration is how he termed it. For my part, I didn't know what we had to celebrate. I had no coins for my efforts, and I vaguely remembered Remy tossing Sallambier's key to the staircase door into one of the garbage pits on our way back to the villa. No cache of holy liquor for us to sell to tavern keepers on the back streets. When I'd inquired about the key, Remy replied, “No gentleman steals from the church."
I could have believed him better, except for the clinking of glass bottles in the canvas bag he carried on his shoulder. Sure enough, to help us celebrate, Remy dragged a couple of bottles of Benedictine out of the bag and opened the tops. I reminded him about his statement concerning not stealing from the church.
"Stealing, my boy?” He laughed loud. “No, no, these few bottles are merely payment which I'm sure the monks, had they known, would have gladly given me for rescuing their entire Benedictine cellar from the greed of King Jules."
As I grew older, I was beginning to realize how full-grown people rationalized their behavior based upon their desires of the moment. The only distinction among them being that different persons used varying degrees of ethics in their decision making, whether it was King Jules or the King of France. Still in my youth, I didn't have this problem yet, but it meant I'd have to keep a closer eye on the Chevalier in future dealings. As for Jules, I'd left his chief assassin lost in the long twisting tunnels of the Roman quarries. That would serve as partial payment for Jules's debt to me. Remy was another matter.
And then I remembered. My leather pouch. I reached desperately for my belt.
"What are you doing so in such a frantic manner?” inquired Remy. “You act as if you had lost something."
"My pouch,” I exclaimed. “It contained all my valuables."
"What could a poor pickpocket like you possibly have of value?"
"I had a length of blood sausage,” I retorted before I recalled what I was going to use it for.
Remy laughed.
"Boudin noir? In these hot autumn days? You're lucky you didn't eat it. Even the ancient Greeks knew this dark pudding became poisonous if it set in the heat too long. It's pig's blood, cereal, and seasonings stuffed into the intestines of an animal. Better you forgo this delicacy until cooler weather."
Well, that did explain the lingering odor it had. But since Sallambier now had the blood sausage in his possession, that meant I'd not be able to slip it into Remy's evening soup and get some measure of revenge on him.
Then I pictured Sallambier and his constant appetite. When he awoke in the dark and spent hours trying to feel his way out of the stone labyrinth, he would no doubt be hungry. And when he rooted through my leather pouch stuffed into his jerkin, he would recognize the feel of a length of sausage.
At least I wouldn't have to worry about making amends to Sallambier and his pitted blade one dark night. No, years from now some Benedictine monk off course in the tunnels below Val-de-Grace Church would probably find no more than rat-gnawed bones, a rusted knife, and some tattered clothes.
I was sure that the Chevalier wondered why the sudden smile on my face, but as I saw the situation, it was one down and two devils to go. I had all the time in the world to get even.
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Fiction: THE CARETAKER by Terence Faherty
"Jackson Hole is the name of the valley. Jackson is the town. Never call the town Jackson Hole, or people will think you're a flatlander."
To Anne Abbott's ear, the person offering this advice sounded like a flatlander himself—from Iowa, perhaps, or Kansas—but she didn't call him on it. She needed the job he'd offered her too badly. And she liked this real estate manager, Wayne Sedam. True, he spent more time on his hair and clothes than the men she'd grown up around, though in keeping with the local convention his current outfit—sheepskin coat, jeans, and cowboy boots—was elaborately casual. But he hadn't balked at the idea of hiring a female caretaker for one of the properties under his charge, Osprey House. The previous caretaker had left without notice to join a cowboy band, so Sedam was well motivated if not desperate. Still, Anne was grateful.
They were standing on the flagstone patio behind the house as they spoke. Anne was admiring the log home's many windows and gables. In one of the French doors, she caught her own reflection and appraised it: tall, broad shouldered, and plain. The sketch made her sigh, and she glanced quickly at Sedam to see if he'd noticed. He was examining the neighboring mansion.
"This part of the valley was all little ranches not many years ago,” he said. “Now it's half ranches and half estates. Ten years from now, you'll have to drive down to Hoback Junction if you want to see a cow."
Anne, who'd lived all her life around cows, doubted she'd put forth the effort, but she nodded as though carefully making a mental note as Sedam went on.
"Neither Osprey House or that place over there is rented out when the owners are away, which is most of the year. In fact, I doubt the owners of Osprey House will ever be back. It was built by a dot-com millionaire named Zollman as a vacation home for the skiing season. His wife took one look around Jackson and lit out for the Coast. Wyoming was too far from Malibu for her. She'd like her husband to sell the place, but he's run off to sulk somewhere in the South Pacific and no one can get hold of him."
Thank God for that, Anne thought, or I'd be waiting tables somewhere. She'd come to Wyoming to work as a guide on the Snake River, but the short summer season wouldn't feed her all year. The caretaker's job was ideal, giving her a place to live as well as a steady income. Mrs. Zollman might not have cared for Jackson Hole, but to Anne it was close to heaven, even if it did snow in late May.
It was flurrying now. Sedam was holding the lapels of his beautiful coat tightly together with one hand, his attention still absorbed by the large house across the meadow. It was cedar sided with chimneys and front porch pillars of stacked stone.
"What's that place called?” Anne asked.
"Millikan House, after the owners, a husband and wife team of New York cardiologists. They should have called the place Heart Disease House, after what they paid for it. The Millikans come out for two weeks in the winter and five weeks in the summer. Those years we have a summer. Let's go inside."
Sedam showed her from room to room, starting in a large television and game room with fireplace and cathedral ceiling. The gourmet kitchen was open to a farmhouse style dining room, the long table of which could seat twelve. Anne pictured the Zollmans sitting at opposite ends of that table, glowering at each other. The master suite, its bathroom larger than any apartment Anne had ever rented, and a mechanical room completed the ground floor. The latter held duplicate hot water tanks and furnaces.
Sedam explained the redundancy. “Because of the log construction, there are no ducts in the house. Heating is by hot water. One system supplies the radiators, the other the sinks and showers. All running continuously, per the owner's last orders. You should see the bills. By the way, you will see the cleaning people. They come once a week, also according to orders. I don't know what they find to clean."
Upstairs there were four more bedrooms, each with its own bath. Throughout the house, the gray daylight was warmed by the honey color of the walls. The logs were so perfectly smooth that Anne ran her fingers along them to convince herself that they were really wood. Nowhere in the house did she see a personal touch, a family photograph or a book.
Her own quarters were in a small ranch house behind the four-car garage. Compared with Osprey House, it was spartan, but Anne fell in love with it at first sight. She had to fight the temptation to seize its keys from Sedam when, at the end of their tour, he displayed his first reservations.
"I feel a little guilty about leaving you out here by yourself,” he said, as he twirled the key ring maddeningly on one finger. “You're only a few miles from town, I know, but this is a lonely spot. Feel free to call my cell if you're ever uncomfortable."
Anne asked herself if this manicured man might be interested in her. But before she'd more than worded the thought, Sedam added, “Or you could call Gitry."
"Gitry?"
"He's the Millikans’ caretaker.” Sedam waved the keys in the direction of the cedar house. “It's not one of my properties—it's managed out of Cheyenne, a stupid arrangement—so I don't really know the man, except by his reputation. He's become a little bit of a recluse, from what I hear. And a man of mystery. Still, if some emergency comes up, I'm sure he'll help out. You caretakers have to stand by one another.
"It's part of your code,” he added, laughing.
He handed Anne the keys, pressing them into her hand. “Good luck."
* * * *
II
One week later, Anne paused on her morning run to admire the beauty of her valley. To the north, beyond Jackson, the snow-covered and jagged Grand Tetons stood out against a deep blue, cloudless sky. To the east and nearer to hand were the foothills of the Wyoming Range, already clear of snow and very green. They'd be covered in wildflowers in a week or two if the weather would only hold. Anne resumed her run, climbing high enough into those hills to gain a panoramic view of the spur valley in which Osprey House stood.
That morning there was a low fog in the valley, so low that the taller trees and rooftops pierced it. Anne heard the cattle calling to one another on a nearby ranch and felt a delicious guilt. Those cows were someone else's responsibility, not hers. Then a pair of trumpeter swans flew past her just above the fog bank, honking to each other as they went, as though arguing about directions.
"The Zollmans,” she thought, “reincarnated."
The swans’ noisy flight took them directly over Millikan House.
"That'll wake you up, Mr. Gitry."
She'd yet to glimpse her fellow caretaker, though she'd spent most of her first week in the valley watching for him. There'd been little else for her to do. No snow had fallen, so she couldn't plow, and the grass wasn't growing yet, so she couldn't mow. She'd started the tractor and the ATV and changed the oil in each. She'd set out family photos and well-worn novels around the little ranch house, giving it something the log mansion lacked. And she'd watched for Gitry.
His failure to appear was intriguing to her, more intriguing even than Wayne Sedam's description of Gitry: a man of mystery. Her practical side told her to be patient, as it often did. Gitry was simply holed up like she was, waiting for the seasons to sort themselves out.
She lost what little warmth the recently risen sun was providing when she descended again into the valley proper. The fog that was holding off that sun reflected and amplified the very regular sound of her footfalls and the complaints of the magpies she disturbed as she followed an overgrown fence row.
It also shrouded Millikan House. Its doctor builders had flaunted their wealth with an overabundance of gables and dormers and chimneys. Seeing it now, almost in silhouette, Anne was reminded of an English manor from one of her favorite books. At least, she was reminded of her mental picture of such a place.
She was about to turn for the last sprint to breakfast when she saw a figure come around one corner of Millikan House. The form was no more distinct than the building, but Anne could tell it was a man of medium height and slight build who was walking with a limp. The elusive Mr. Gitry.
Without breaking stride, Anne raised an arm in greeting. The other turned abruptly and hobbled away.
* * * *
III
The next morning, Anne sat in a small, storefront coffee shop, the Elk Horn Cafe, a block from Jackson's town square. Across from her was the woman Anne considered her real boss, Mattie Koval, owner and head river guide of Snake River Explorers.
"We're starting to get some serious snow melt,” Koval said. “From now until the Fourth of July, the Snake will be running so fast we'll be doing our four-hour float trip in two and a half. If you were on the river right now, you'd hear the rocks on the bottom clacking together like billiard balls. It's the worst time to train you or the best time, depending on how game you are."
"Bring it on,” Anne said.
She'd been trying to guess Koval's age, without success. The weathered skin of the guide's face and neck suggested that she was in her forties. But the long blonde hair, secured in a loose ponytail, and toned body belonged to a much younger woman. Working the long sweeps of a raft loaded down with tourists kept you in shape, Anne decided.
Koval noticed Anne examining her arm. She held it up and flexed the biceps.
"Not much now, after a winter of flipping through catalogs, but nobody wants to arm wrestle me come Labor Day. You won't have any trouble handling a raft, either, not a big girl like you."
Anne unconsciously stooped in her chair, and Koval laughed. “Never be ashamed of being tall,” she said. “You can't be too tall or too rich."
"You can so be too rich,” the waitress busing the table behind Koval said.
"How's that Rachel?” Koval asked. As she did, she winked at Anne, as though to say, “Watch this."
The woman threw her rag down on the table she'd been cleaning and crossed to them. She was olive skinned and as solid as Koval was spare. Anne was sure she wouldn't want to arm wrestle the waitress before or after Labor Day.
"I said you can so be too rich,” Rachel repeated. “It isn't the rich who are ruining this valley. It's the too-damned rich. The people so rich they don't need to rent their houses out when they're not in them. It's bad enough to lose the ranch land, but if we don't pick up tourists in exchange, we're sunk. We need rental properties turning over every week or two, new people buying groceries and T-shirts, eating out, booking raft trips. We don't need big places sitting empty, giving work to one layabout caretaker apiece. Present company excepted,” she added to Anne.
Before Anne could ask how Rachel knew about her other job, Koval said, “I mentioned that you were looking after a house."
"Osprey House,” Anne volunteered.
"Oh,” Rachel said. “So you're out there in the boonies with Chaz Gitry."
She and Koval exchanged significant looks.
"Chaz is our local lothario,” Koval explained. “Snowboard instructor in the winter, mountain guide in the summer, hound dog all year long."
"I've heard he's mysterious,” Anne said.
"Heard that from a man, I'll bet,” Koval said. “There isn't a man around here who can understand Chaz's success with the ladies. Shaggy and homely he may be, but the boy's got something."
"She's talking about the ex-wife,” Rachel said to Koval. “She's what's so mysterious.” Her attitude had softened somewhat at the mention of Gitry. Now it hardened all over again. “She sneaks in to see him about once a month. Chaz got plenty cagey after that started happening."
"It's a good story, though,” Koval said. “Kind of romantic."
Again, Anne leaned unconsciously, this time forward in her seat.
"Nobody even knew Chaz had been married until she started showing up six months back,” Koval said, “wearing dark glasses and a scarf over her hair. She lives in Idaho somewhere. Idaho Falls, maybe, right across the state line. Drives in through the pass at Victor. Wimp Dragoo saw her up there once buying gas."
"Can't get away with anything around here,” Rachel said, her look so pointed that Anne felt she was being warned.
To cover an incipient blush, Anne said, “There's an airport in Idaho Falls. Maybe she flies in from somewhere."
Rachel waved a dismissive hand. “There's a better airport right here in Jackson."
Koval said, “After she'd snuck in three months in a row, Chaz admitted the truth. Seems years back he married his childhood sweetheart, Laura. They were happy for a few years skiing and bumming around. Then Laura decided she wanted more. Chaz wouldn't change, so they parted ways. Laura must have found the success she was after. The one time I saw her, she was all in fur."
"But she couldn't get Chaz out of her system,” Rachel cut in. “So she keeps coming back."
"He must not have gotten over her, either,” Koval countered. “He hasn't been the same old Chaz since she started visiting. No more chasing around after every loose ski bunny. Comes into town less and less."
"Hasn't come at all in the last two weeks,” Rachel said, as though it was a personal affront.
"He's become a recluse,” Anne said, quoting Wayne Sedam again.
The waitress nodded. “I heard that last week he quit his mountain guide job. Left Bill Granger flat just when the season's about to start. Sent him an e-mail about hurting his leg."
"He was limping when I saw him this morning,” Anne said.
"He'd better heal fast, then,” Koval said. “Laura is overdue for a visit. There's been snow up in the passes until this week."
"Here's hoping for an avalanche,” Rachel said and stomped away.
* * * *
IV
That night, Anne settled in with a book in the living room of the little ranch. The book was a dog-eared romance novel, Love's Forbidden Memory. She'd selected it from her cache of similar titles because its plot—lovers separated by fortune and class but unable to forget one another—was similar to the tale she'd been told about Chaz Gitry and his Laura.
All the books Anne had brought with her were a legacy from her mother, who had died when Anne was very young. When Anne had turned sixteen, her father, the honest, practical man who'd raised her, had given her a box of her mother's things. In the bottom of the box, Anne had found a dozen yellowed paperbacks, all romance novels. She'd come to think of the books as a message in a bottle from her dead mother, a glimpse into an alien world of excitement and feeling totally unlike the workaday ranch where she'd grown up.
Anne dozed over the novel's familiar pages and awoke to the sound of an alarm coming from one corner of the small front room. The source was the computer that monitored the security cameras and systems in Osprey House. Anne had used it to spy on the cleaning crew as they'd watched a soap opera in the log home's great room. Now the computer's screen was alternately flashing red and yellow.
Anne clicked on the single message being displayed: heating alert. A second message came up, informing her that the temperature in the main house had dropped to fifty-seven degrees. It should have been seventy-two. Anne knew that because Wayne Sedam had mentioned the setting as yet another example of the Zollmans’ disregard for money.
As Anne struggled to shake off the last of her sleep, the displayed temperature dropped to fifty-six. She checked the outside temperature. Thirty-one.
Without bothering to get her coat off its peg, she grabbed the keys to Osprey House and followed the asphalt path to the back door. She'd entered the house and begun to switch on lights before it occurred to her that the temperature drop might have been caused by a burglar who'd defeated the security system and left a window or door open. She'd also forgotten to put down the book she'd been reading. She placed it on the ornate hallway table, whose carved legs were rearing dragons.
The inside of the furnace room was the warmest place in the house. One of the two duplicate systems was humming away, the one that provided hot water to the showers and the taps. The other made only the odd ticking noise, like a cooling car engine. Anne could see no leaking water and smell no escaping gas. She turned to the system's control panel, feeling like a character in a movie who has to select the right button from dozens to prevent a meltdown or an explosion. A single instruction blinked at her from the panel's LCD screen: stand by. Anne weighed the advice, decided it was worth following, and retreated to the kitchen.
Once there, she debated with herself over whether to call Sedam, hesitating because of the hour, one o'clock, and because she hated to ruin her record of independence. As she debated, she happened to look out the window. A light was burning in the upper story of Millikan House, over the garage, she thought. Chaz Gitry's room, she was willing to bet.
She went back to the ranch house long enough to grab her down jacket and the keys to the ATV. She could have walked the distance easily, but she'd remembered Gitry's hurt leg. And the four-wheeler's barely muffled engine would announce her better than any doorbell.
Nevertheless, she rang the doorbell when she arrived at Millikan House. The porch light snapped on immediately, and Anne stepped back so Gitry could look her over though the front door's peephole. When the door opened a crack, Anne was surprised to see that the room beyond it was dark.
"What do you want?” a man's voice asked.
"Mr. Gitry, I'm the new caretaker at—"
"I've seen you.” The curt response was a restatement of the original question.
"Something's gone wrong with the heat over there,” Anne said. “I'm afraid the pipes might freeze."
"Not that cold tonight,” the other said. “You should make it through to morning. Call the manager then."
"He said I should ask you if I needed help. Said it was part of the caretaker's code."
She'd hoped for a laugh from Gitry but got a grunt instead. And an excuse: “I hurt my leg."
"I know. I'll drive you over and bring you back."
This time Gitry sighed. “Wait a minute."
* * * *
V
Anne was seated on the idling ATV when he came out, pulling on a coat that seemed too big for him. Koval had called him a boy, and Anne wondered now whether a boyish quality was part of Gitry's mysterious appeal.
He climbed on behind Anne, grasping her shoulder with one hand. “Okay."
At the house, Gitry headed for the mechanical room without waiting to be shown the way.
Anne said, “You know the place."
She got her first good look at him then, in the light of the front hall. As Koval had said, he was shaggy, his ginger hair unkempt and his razor stubble approaching a beard. But the river guide had also called Gitry homely, and Anne considered that a slight if not a slur. She thought Gitry's narrow face and sharp features would have been handsome but for his eyes. They were so dark-rimmed they almost looked bruised. And they were haunted. By thoughts of the lost Laura, Anne told herself. The unworthy Laura, who had turned her back on love.
"I should know my way around,” Gitry was saying. “Your predecessor could never figure out the boilers, either. What happened to him?"
"Joined a band,” Anne said.
Gitry grunted again. “I noticed the guitar playing had stopped. Thought the coyotes had complained."
Once inside the mechanical room, he glanced briefly at the control panel of the dormant unit and then began pressing buttons. “Happen to know the date?” he asked over his shoulder.
"It's the last day of May."
"Before midnight it was. Now it's the first day of June. That's why the thing went to standby mode. The genius who set it back in January told it to expect new instructions in June. Guess he didn't know anything about the weather up here. Thought it'd be balmy by now. Serves them right for putting in a system that has more brains than it needs to do a simple job."
By then, the furnace was humming. Gitry showed Anne what he had done, had her repeat the instructions, and led her back into the hallway. There he noticed the paperback she'd left on the Chinese table.
"Love's Forbidden Memory," he read. “All memories of that poison should be forbidden. Yours?"
Anne plucked the book from his hand.
Gitry considered her curiously. “This mausoleum have a coffeepot?"
"There's one in my place,” Anne said. Before Gitry could jump to the wrong conclusion, she added, “We shouldn't use the Zollmans’ stuff."
"Why not? They won't be using it again. And I'm pretty sure that caretaker's code of yours has a clause about grabbing whatever you can. Kitchen this way?"
He went off without waiting for an answer, limping more than ever. Following along, Anne asked, “How did you hurt your leg? Snow-boarding?"
"Chopping wood. Hell of a thing for a caretaker to admit."
"Your mind must have been somewhere else,” Anne almost said, biting it off at the last second. Instead she asked how he knew the Zollmans. “I heard they were only here once."
Gitry had located the coffeemaker. He concentrated for a moment on filling the pot at the island sink. Then he said, “She was only here once. He came out regularly while this place was being built. It was his baby. Presented it to the missus like a proud cat presenting a dead mouse. Went over like a dead mouse too. There's a moral there somewhere."
"Let your wife pick the house?” Anne asked.
"More like, if you've got to make payments on a wife, make damn sure your checks don't bounce."
He wasn't really speaking of the Zollmans now, Anne decided. He was speaking of Laura, the woman who had tired of Gitry's hand-to-mouth life.
Anne realized with a start that the caretaker was addressing her. “You awake? I asked where the coffee was. Never mind. I found it."
While it brewed, Gitry limped to the windows that faced the lights he'd left burning. He stared out for a long time without speaking.
Forget her, Anne thought, She's no good. Aloud, she said, “She won't come tonight. It's too late."
Gitry turned on her, his bruised eyes flashing. Then his gaze widened to take in the dark timbers around them, the steaming coffeemaker, the neon-bordered clock that glowed above the sinks.
"It is late,” he said. “Sorry. I haven't talked to anyone in a while. Didn't realize you could miss it so much. I'll drive myself back. You can pick up the ATV in the morning when you finish your run."
* * * *
VI
Anne spent the next morning replacing a fence post on one corner of the Zollman property. It was the corner closest to Millikan House, but that was only a coincidence, as Anne told herself repeatedly. The fence post was certainly rotten or at least showing a tendency that way. The project took hours of what turned out to be her first warm day in Jackson, but Gitry never appeared.
She regretted the soreness in her shoulders later when she reported to the headquarters of Snake River Explorers for a training session. Leaving her cats to mind the ramshackle building, Mattie Koval loaded her entire staff—two experienced guides, two trainee guides, and a grizzled driver—into one of her two white vans and headed north out of Jackson on 191.
The route took them past the National Elk Refuge, a huge expanse of bottom land drained by the Snake's tributaries, where, according to Koval's running commentary, thousands of elk gathered to shelter and feed in the winter. On the other side of the highway was the Jackson airport. Anne watched an airliner on final approach, its wings rocking in the winds off the Tetons, and thought of Rachel, the stout waitress. The connection escaped Anne for a moment. Then she remembered Rachel's curt dismissal of the idea that Gitry's Laura might be flying in from distant parts because she would never have chosen Idaho Falls's airport over Jackson's. Something about that reasoning had bothered Anne at the time and bothered her again now.
She was still thinking about it when they arrived at Moose Junction and unloaded one of the big red rafts from the trailer behind the van. Anne then watched as Koval prepared herself, donning first a compact life vest, then fingerless gloves, then a broad-brimmed hat with a chin strap. Finally, the guide put on mirrored sunglasses that completely hid her eyes. They reminded Anne of Koval's description of Laura in dark glasses with a scarf over her hair. Anne felt she had the key to the airport mystery, but before she could work it out, Koval was calling them into the raft.
Jubal, the driver, pushed them down the slick ramp and into the swift brown current, then turned and walked away without a backward glance. Koval was at the sweeps, standing in the center of the raft between metal uprights that held the oarlocks at waist height. As she worked the long oars, she lectured on the best way to negotiate the Moose Junction Bridge, already looming above them. Once past it, she handed over the sweeps to Anne and the other trainee, Daniel, in alternating ten-minute shifts. Koval taught them to spin the raft and to move it left and right in the current, while the two experienced guides kept watch for “strainers,” Koval's term for debris in the river.
Anne ended every session at the sweeps with aching shoulders and the conviction that the Snake was really the one in charge. During the last of her shifts, she was chased down the river by a monster strainer, a thirty-foot pine tree, stripped of its branches and bark but with a huge root ball that rose out of the water like a galleon's high stern. Or so it seemed to Anne as she struggled to stay clear of the skeleton ship that paced them without masts or sails.
By the time the strainer finally grounded on a bar, the Teton Village Bridge, which marked the end of the run, was in sight. Even at a distance, Anne could see the water roiling at the base of the bridge's midstream support like a continually crashing wave. Just short of the span was the landing area. Jubal stood there, hands in his pockets.
Anne extended the handles of the sweeps in Koval's direction. The guide shook her head.
"You're doing fine. You can take us in. Just don't miss. The next chance is fourteen miles downstream. Start moving us over. Bow to the bank so you can see what you're doing. Push on those oars, girl. Push!"
Jubal's only sign of interest was the removal of his hands from his pockets when Koval tossed him a line. The raft was still moving downstream so fast that Anne was sure the little man would be pulled in after them. But he stood like a bollard, pivoting the raft shoreward when the line went taut.
"Ship your oars,” Koval ordered. “Fred, Bob, give Jubal a hand."
The guides splashed into the shallows. By the time Anne had the sweeps secured, the raft was aground on the rocky bank.
"Good work, Anne. Good work, everybody. Jubal, show these newbies how to back the van down."
* * * *
VII
Back at their base, Anne volunteered to hose off the raft for the chance of a private word with Koval. It came when the guide emerged from the office carrying two sodas, her cats trotting behind her.
Anne thought she might be in for a performance evaluation. She wanted to discuss something else, the insight that had been inspired back at Moose Junction by Koval's sunglasses, so she spoke first.
"I think I know why Laura doesn't use the Jackson Airport."
"Gitry's Laura?” Koval handed her one of the sodas. “Have you seen her?"
"No,” Anne said, “but I met him last night. Early this morning, I mean.” She watched Koval's mouth draw down in the same lopsided grimace she'd used whenever Anne had dragged an oar. “Nothing happened."
"Sure of that?” Koval asked. “What's this about airports?"
"It's something that's been bothering me. Rachel thinks Laura must live in Idaho because she drives instead of flying into Jackson. It doesn't make sense to Rachel that someone would fly into Idaho Falls and drive over the mountains."
"To me either,” Koval said.
"But you said Laura wears dark glasses and a scarf over her hair. In other words, she's wearing a disguise. A disguise wouldn't work if she flew in. To fly back out, she'd have to show a photo ID. I think she's remarried. That's how she found her better life. She doesn't want her new husband to know she can't give up her old one. Gitry is wasting himself on a woman who's cheating on two men at once."
"When he could be doing what?” Koval asked.
Anne didn't answer, and the two women stood side by side, Anne scattering the cats with the jerky movements of her hose, Koval waving occasionally to cars passing on the highway.
Finally, the guide said, “I hope I didn't make a mistake by telling you about Chaz Gitry. He's an interesting man, maybe even an exciting one, but he isn't a man I'd wish on a friend of mine.
"I probably should keep my mouth shut now, but if you're right about this airport thing, it opens up an even more sordid possibility. You should be ready for it. It's easier to deal with things you see coming."
"What is it?” Anne asked.
"That disguise business has always bothered me. I mean, why would Laura go to the trouble? It's not like anyone around here knows what Gitry's ex looks like. But you've got me thinking that maybe we'd know her after all."
"How could you? You didn't even know Chaz had been married until he told you."
"Exactly. We only know because he told us. Suppose that was a cover story. Suppose there is no Laura. This valley is the two-months-a-year address of a lot of wealthy wives. Maybe one of them got a taste of Chaz Gitry and ended up hooked.
"Like I said, if you see a rock ahead you can pull away from it. Any reasonable person would."
* * * *
VIII
Koval's last words haunted Anne as the long day slipped into evening, both because she knew the warning was well meant and because she knew she wouldn't heed it. Again and again she thought of the tree trunk that had chased her down the Snake that afternoon, sometimes grinding away at the bank, sometimes disappearing behind an island, but always coming back. The fascination of Chaz Gitry was exactly the same: nagging, powerful, and—Anne couldn't quite say how—dangerous.
She was less bothered by Koval's suggestion that Laura wasn't Gitry's ex at all, but only a trophy wife who wouldn't stay in her case. She had to admit it was the logical conclusion of the chain of reasoning she'd started herself. But that only made her more certain that Gitry was wasting his time with the wrong woman. What was more, Anne was sure that Gitry knew it too. That was the only possible explanation for the desperation she'd seen in his eyes.
Or maybe not the only explanation. While she cooked a dinner she didn't want, Anne wondered if Koval hadn't been wrong in one particular at least. Maybe it was Gitry and not the straying wife who'd had a taste and gotten hooked. Maybe the local lothario had made the mistake of falling for a woman who only wanted a risky fling.
But who was this woman if she wasn't Laura? At first, Anne considered that a question she'd never be able to answer, new to the valley as she was. She could see Gitry's woman without sunglasses and scarf and never know her, unless she turned out to be Mattie Koval or Rachel. The only other Jackson women she knew were just names and last names at that: a Dr. Millikan and a Mrs. Zollman.
Anne, who had given up on dinner by then and was sitting with Love's Forbidden Memory unopened on her lap, asked herself if it could be Dr. Millikan, the woman who owned the house Gitry watched. That relationship would certainly have thrown them together. She pictured the place as she'd seen it the morning of the fog, a spectral house, imagined Gitry alone, walking through rooms filled with the doctor's things, week after week, waiting for her to slip back. That would more than account for those bruised, sleepless eyes.
Putting her book aside, Anne crossed to the computer and signed on to the Internet. She searched on “Dr. Millikan,” adding “cardiologist” and “New York City” to narrow the field. She was hoping for a photograph but found instead a brief biography on a hospital's website. The bio proved to be enough. Dr. Millikan, first name Edith, was sixty-six years old.
Almost as an afterthought, Anne entered “Zollman.” Wayne Sedam had mentioned only one other useable fact: Zollman's husband was a dot com millionaire. Anne added “Internet” to the search parameters and hit the enter key. If she could first identify the husband, maybe she could backtrack to the wife, perhaps finding a photo of her at some charity event in Malibu. The search returned an entry for a Jonathan Zollman, inventor of an Internet security system called Osprey.
"Bingo,” Anne said aloud, clicking on the link for the site.
Its welcome page featured a color photograph of a smiling young man with ginger hair and sharp features, the man she'd met the night before when she'd shown up uninvited at Millikan House.
* * * *
IX
Anne sat staring at the photograph for a long time. Then the humming of the computer made her realize that she was in danger. Its owner might be monitoring her searches at that moment, might even have tapped into Osprey House's security cameras to watch her as she had watched the team of house cleaners.
She signed off and made a show of turning out all the lights in the little house before going into her bedroom. Once there, she bent down to look under her bed. She felt more than saw the box her mother's books had traveled in and pushed it aside. Behind it was another box her father had given her, this one when she'd left his house for good. It contained a few tools, a favorite fishing reel, and, wrapped in a well oiled rag, a Colt single-action .44.
Anne retrieved the gun and a box of shells. She tested the pistol's action and loaded it. Only then did she pause to listen for any sound of movement outside the ranch house. Hearing nothing, she opened a window and slipped out. She made a wide detour around the main house and its cameras, crossing the meadow that ran parallel to the road.
As she walked, she thought it all through. She understood now why Koval's description of Gitry had fit him no better than his coat, why he knew his way around Osprey House, why he hadn't been seen in town for weeks. Anne even knew why “Laura” had worn a disguise when she'd driven in from the airport at Idaho Falls. Mrs. Zollman had only been to Jackson once under her real name, when she'd somehow met Chaz Gitry, but that once might have been enough for some local to remember and place her.
When Anne arrived at Millikan House, she was thinking of the nickname Wayne Sedam had given it with uncanny insight: Heart Disease House. This time the front door opened wide to her ring. The man she'd known as Gitry wore the same clothes he'd had on the night before. Anne decided that if he hadn't slept in them, it was only because he hadn't slept at all.
"I can't visit tonight,” he said. “She's coming. I got an e-mail this afternoon."
"We'll wait for her together,” Anne said. She'd been holding the big Colt behind her leg. She raised it now. “Back inside, Mr. Zollman."
"Mr. Zollman? I don't—"
"I found your picture on the Internet. Back on in. I have to call the police."
The man in the shadows licked his lips. “You haven't called them yet?"
"I couldn't risk your wife showing up while I was at it. You'd only need a minute to kill her."
Anne followed Zollman into the house, turning on lights as they went. Under the florescent ceiling of the very modern kitchen, he looked to Anne like a corpse prepared by a careless undertaker.
When she picked up the phone, she saw Zollman eye a rack of knives. Then he turned his back on it, limped to a chrome and steel breakfast nook, and sat down.
After she'd finished her call, Anne asked, “How'd you really hurt your leg?"
"Gitry threw a hatchet at me when he saw my gun. I think I only meant to scare him until he did that."
"Where's the gun?"
"Upstairs."
"And Gitry?"
"Under a pile of firewood. I didn't think it would be weeks until my wife came. If only it hadn't snowed up in the passes. If only that pothead caretaker at my place hadn't quit, bringing you around."
"If only you'd really gone to the South Pacific,” Anne wanted to say. “If only you'd found someone else.” She got as far as “if only.” Then a siren sounded in the distance.
"Do something for me,” Zollman said. “I really love that house. Would you look after it?"
"Always,” Anne said.
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Miller didn't go out much now, because the more people there were, the lonelier he felt. He hid in his flat, watched TV, read the books that he had borrowed on quick, nervous expeditions to the library.
Sometimes, though, he needed to remind himself that he was not alone. That night was one of those times. He had eaten a microwave meal and flipped channels but found nothing to watch that would not leave him either bored or anxious. So he pulled his battered laptop from under his sagging sofa, waited for it to grind into life, and then clicked on his bookmark.
He wandered at random at first: watched the endless press of people through Times Square, blurred streaks of light from car headlights on a rainy Kaiserplatz in Aachen, a solitary cyclist weaving from side to side across a bridge over the Prinsengracht in Amsterdam.
And then his town, the three public webcams that never showed much of any interest. But it was home, and it gave him a connection to the way that he used to live before the illness, and for a while it stopped the walls of his flat from pushing in too close.
Miller watched taxi drivers talking and smoking outside their cabs while they waited for the next train to come in. A man in a suit sprinted from the pub next to the station, late for his train. Miller clicked back, and then on to the link for the camera that overlooked the pier. Shapes bundled fat against the cold sat in darkness, waiting for the fish. A few feet below them a deeper darkness moved and surged. Miller preferred to watch the pier camera when the nights were lighter. When it was dark like this, the sea almost invisible but always moving, it made him anxious and a little sick. He went back again, picked the last link. This one had only appeared a few weeks earlier. He was not sure why anyone had put a camera there at all, let alone made the feed public. It wasn't very reliable, sometimes there was a picture, sometimes just a page-not-found error.
The camera looked out over Burdon Square, a place that people went through, rather than to. A boarded-up Wesleyan chapel occupied most of one side, the short flight of stone steps to its door littered and stained. The wet asphalt of the road glowed orange from lights in the window of an interior design shop. Every few minutes, the light dimmed and changed color. Miller liked the orange best. Above and behind the shop a high embankment curved away toward the distant Victorian arches of the station. Miller sat and watched, waiting for the light to change color; he had nothing else to do.
A movement caught his eye, something dark against the steps of the chapel. A man was standing there, as if he were looking for something that he had lost. The man turned, looked across the square, and Miller saw what had caught his attention. A woman hurried out of the square, unsteady on high heels, tugging down at the hem of her short black dress with one hand, clutching tight at her handbag with the other. Then there was movement above her, a train passing along the embankment, rectangles of pale yellow light flickering past for a moment, and then one final arc of blue as the overhead power cable sparked. The man took two steps back up the steps to the chapel, as if retreating from the square. A taxi drifted along the far side, slowed. The man stepped forward, raised a hand, but the taxi accelerated away again, until it was just red lights, and then it was nothing at all.
The lights in the furniture shop window changed color, warm orange to a sickly green that turned the air into thick water, deep under the sea.
They came from the alley at the side of the chapel, two of them, not particularly hurrying, walking toward the man. One wore a light coat, one a dark coat, and both pulled their hoods up as they walked. The man took a step out, then back, then stopped, no time anymore, nowhere to go.
The figures did not seem to hurry, but they closed the gap very quickly, and then they were on him. One vicious punch to the gut dropped the man to his knees, and then a kick in the face threw him back onto the steps, where he flapped about like a fish just out of the water. Then there were more kicks, a stamp and then another, and then another, like they were trying to put out a fire, and the man on the ground did not move anymore, and the two attackers suddenly broke away, drifted down the steps and out of sight, not hurrying any more than they had when they arrived.
Miller sat in horror, hand opening and closing over the mouse as if with one click he could pause time, with another rewind it. But there was nothing that he could do that would change anything. The light from the shop changed from green to red, and the square looked as if it was on fire. Miller took a deep breath and hurried over to the phone on the kitchen wall. He took another breath and dialled.
He spoke to a calm voice, gave his name and address like a child lost in a store, and then described exactly what he had seen. He told the operator that he thought it best to phone the police first, but that they would need an ambulance too.
"I'll get them straight there,” the woman said. “Can you tell me, sir, is the victim conscious? Please don't move him, but can you see if he is conscious?"
"I didn't explain myself well,” Miller said. “I'm not actually there. I saw it on camera."
"On camera, sir?"
"Yes, on my computer. I'm not a security guard or anything. It's a public camera. You can watch it. On the computer."
"Thank you sir,” the woman said, as if she didn't understand what he meant but didn't have the time to find out more. “We'll send someone right away."
When he went back to his computer, the browser had refreshed to an error page, the camera or the server down, and no matter how many times he clicked refresh, he could not get it back again.
* * * *
"Mr. Miller?"
There were two of them, a man and a woman, so bulked out by stab vests and dangling black equipment that they seemed bigger than ordinary human beings. They had to come though the door one at a time, and Miller had to walk off ahead of them. He led them to the small sitting room, hovered, and offered tea. They sat on his creaking couch, said that they were fine, thank you very much. He sat down opposite them.
They all sat in silence for a moment, and then there was a crackle of voices and static. The policeman reached up a hand, turned down his radio.
"You called us last night, Mr. Miller.” He flipped open a notebook. “About eight forty-five."
Now, Miller thought, now he could do some good for once, after years spent living a life unnoticed. He took a deep breath. It was very important that he remembered everything. Every last detail. That he told it clearly, without stammering or repeating. He wanted them to think: reliable witness, good citizen, strong character.
"That's right,” he said. “I did. I saw it."
"You reported that you had witnessed a serious assault. In Burdon Square."
"That's right."
"But as I understand it, you weren't actually present in Burdon Square, you were..."
"Here. Yes. I saw it on the computer, through a public webcam."
"A webcam."
"Yes."
The two police officers stared at Miller for a moment, and he felt uncomfortable. Had he said something wrong?
"Can I ask why?” It was the first thing the woman officer had said.
"Sorry, I don't—Why?"
"Why you were watching a webcam of Burdon Square,” she asked. “It's just an unusual way to spend your evening. Burdon Square, of all places."
Miller looked from her to the other officer. Both stared back at him with faces that said nothing. A man lay seriously hurt, maybe even dead, and they were more concerned with what he got up to on an evening? No wonder people complained about the police these days. He never liked to, they did a difficult job, but if this was how they treated people then he understood some of the comments he had read on newspaper message boards.
"It just—I just—I don't spend all evening doing it.” Now that he was asked to say why he did it, he could not find any words to describe it. “There's lots of them, you can find lists of them, there's nothing illegal about it, I'm not hacking in or anything, they're open to the public. Councils, organizations, they put one up and for whatever reason they decide to make it available. I just sometimes like to ... watch.” Oh no, he thought to himself, that makes me sound terrible, like a voyeur, watching the women on their way for a night out, like I have a dirty secret. “I've been ... not well. I don't get out very much, and sometimes it's nice to know that there's a world going on out there beyond these four walls, people just doing what they do, going to work, coming home, going out for an evening.” He smiled at them, trying to reassure. “Just reminds me that I'm not alone."
They didn't smile back.
"But you live alone here,” the policeman said. It sounded like an accusation.
"Yes. I do."
"So no one else witnessed the assault you reported."
"No—well, anyone else watching the camera would have done, or anyone who watched the tapes back, it would be—"
"You said you'd not been well, Mr. Miller.” It was the woman again. Miller wished just one of them would speak, wished she would stop changing the subject just when he had got to grips with where it was going.
"What? Yes, I did, but I don't see what—"
"Do you mind if I ask what's wrong, sir?"
"I—yes, yes I do mind actually, because firstly, I said I was ill, and now you're talking to me as if I still am, and second because it's none of your business, and third because I saw a man getting beaten half to death last night, maybe even killed, and I try and do my duty and report it and you come here and start asking me all kinds of insulting and personal questions. You're not even acting like you want to catch the terrible people who did it."
"The webcam.” The policeman again, as if Miller had never spoken. “You know who it belongs to?"
Miller looked back to him, then back at the woman, then back again, feeling as if he was having two completely separate conversations at the same time. Something was wrong. Very wrong.
"The University,” he said. “I think."
"That's right, sir. A learning resource center, apparently. We've been in to see them this morning, spoke to one of their technicians, the one who set the camera up."
Miller felt like he was expected to say something, but he did not have any idea what it should be.
"They had a problem with some petty vandalism a couple of months ago. Nothing major, but that side of the building's not covered by the University's security cameras; there are plans to extend the system, but apparently they're waiting for next financial year. So this technician had a bright idea. He was playing with a webcam anyway, just to learn how to do it, so he set it up in the window overlooking the square, linked it to a PC to record the feed. Takes an image every five seconds, saves them to a hard drive. They get overwritten every three days, but that doesn't matter. If some youth had egged the windows, they could see who it is the next morning, give us an image, see if it's anyone we recognize."
"Good,” Miller said.
"We were very concerned,” the policeman said.
"Good."
"Very concerned, Mr. Miller, because no assault had been reported,” he said. “And after your call a car was sent round to check the square, and they found nothing."
Miller raised his hand to his mouth. Oh no. The men had come back and taken the body away. That meant that the victim was dead, his body rotting in the river or hidden by scrubby bushes in a lonely field.
"So we reviewed the recordings. And do you know what, Mr. Miller?"
Miller looked at him, at her, at him. “What?” His voice came out very softly, the way you talk when you are in a church.
"We found nothing on there either."
The silence in the room seemed to well up around him like floodwater. He could not speak, they did not speak, and he thought for a moment that he might drown. No, he thought. Not again.
"Nothing for the time you reported the assault. Or half an hour either side. So we reviewed the lot.” He paused, stared hard at Miller. “There's nothing there, Mr. Miller. Not from six at night until six in the morning. People coming, people going. No assault. No men from the alleyway. No body on the steps. So we'd appreciate some kind of answer from you, sir, as to why you have made us waste time on pursuing this, when it means taking officers away from genuine inquiries."
Miller opened his mouth and struggled to remember how you made words come. “I saw it,” he croaked. “I wouldn't lie, I wouldn't do something like that."
"Serious matter, Mr. Miller, wasting police time. We will not stand for it. Do you understand me?"
"Yes, but I didn't—I wouldn't—I saw, I'm sorry, I...” The walls pressed in close and he felt as if he was in a dream where there was something terrible just behind him, so terrible he did not dare turn round to look at it, even though it was just about to take him. Not again, he thought. It can't be. I would have recognized the signs. Besides it was never like this before, I never saw things ... his thoughts spun away, gone, replaced by the terror that not only had his illness come back, but it had come back worse.
"Mr. Miller,” the policewoman said. “We have a record of you, from two years ago. You called us then, made a number of complaints of harassment. That you were being spied on, persecuted, followed."
"I know,” he said, and tears came into his eyes and he was embarrassed because it made him feel like a child, and he did not move to wipe them away because he could not move, and they ran down his cheeks and felt cold. “I was ill. I know I was ill, I'm sorry, I said sorry before, I was ill and I didn't know it and I thought all kinds of things. I had to go to hospital for a while, and I've been signed off work since, but I am better now. I didn't—I wouldn't—"
"Are you still receiving treatment, Mr. Miller?"
"Yes,” he said, and it sounded like a confession. “But I only see someone every couple of months now. And my medication's reduced, I was going to—I was going to be stopping it altogether in a couple of months."
"Would you mind telling us who is in charge of your care?"
"Dr. Singh, at—at Wood Lane.” Not the general hospital. The other one. The place he had spent six months in, putting a life back together after it had been broken apart.
"Thank you, Mr. Miller.” She made a note.
"Right,” the policeman said, and he snapped his notebook shut and put it back in his pocket. “We've had a word with a senior officer, and he's happy that we not proceed with any further action at this time, but we will be writing to Dr. Singh, so he can discuss this with you, take any appropriate steps. And I have to warn you, if there's any repetition of this, we're not going to be able to tolerate it. Do I make myself clear?"
"Yes,” Miller breathed, but they did not hear him, so he said it again, more loudly.
"Good. Thank you Mr. Miller.” They stood up, rustling, bulky aliens. “I hope we don't have to see you again. My advice to you is to go and see your GP and Dr. Singh as a matter of urgency. As I said, we'll be writing to him, but for your own sake, make sure you've got the help you need, sir. We'll see ourselves out."
Miller let them go, heard his front door shut a hundred miles away, pulled his legs up and wrapped his arms around them, and let the tears come, ragged and furious. It was a long time until it stopped.
When he edged out of the door, Miller felt for a moment as if he were standing on the edge of a mountain, nothing but vast, beckoning space opening up before him. All he had to do was to take one step forward and he would drop, fall forever, and never be found again. But he swallowed hard and stepped out into the street, and the pavement held him and did not let him fall. The walls of his flat had pressed in so close around him that he had to get out before he was crushed. He had to have room to think, to step outside of his life for a moment and see whether it was all falling apart again.
He walked the streets at random as the last blue of the sky faded into black, trying to remember how he had felt the last time, trying to feel whether now felt the same. He could remember the facts of it all, the paranoia and suspicion about neighbors, friends, the people he worked with, the fear that filled every moment, and the cunning things he did to catch them doing whatever it was he thought that they were doing behind his back. He could remember the facts, but not the feeling, not the way that the terror and suspicion stole into every nerve, every cell, not the way that he felt when he walked into a room and was convinced that a conversation about him had just stopped.
I don't think it feels like the last time, he thought. But I can't be sure. What I saw was so real, all there, on the screen. He thought of hackers, briefly, video feeds hacked into, bored teenagers or prankster art students staging some kind of happening, drama played out to the lens of a security camera. But he wasn't paranoid enough to believe the first, or naive enough to believe the second. I don't think I can watch the cameras anymore, he thought. I don't think I can ever do that again.
He looked up to cross the road, recognized where he had ended up, across the road from a pub he sometimes drank in at lunchtimes when he was at work. The road off to the left was a stretch of nightclubs and bars, quiet now but a human circus in a few hours. The road to the right...
Miller stood for a moment, then turned right. He had to see for himself. He walked down past the takeaways and launderettes, the boarded up travel agents, and the shop that sold wigs in styles that nobody wore anymore. He walked past where the Mexican restaurant used to be, and then into Burdon Square.
It was empty. There was no sense of drama, no crackle in the air. He did not know quite what he was expecting, but it did not live up to it. And why would it, he thought. Nothing happened here. He saw the dark slash of the alley between buildings, the dirty stone of the steps up to the boarded up chapel.
Miller walked across the square, turned when he was halfway across, and looked up at the flat, brutal concrete of the University building. The lights were off, and he could not see the camera. He crossed the road, walked up to the steps to the chapel.
There were leaves blown into the corners, an empty Marlboro packet, a condom hanging like a slug from the top step, dirty stone. No blood. No telltale signs. Nothing.
Oh God, Miller thought. I am ill again. But at least this time I know it. Maybe that would make a difference.
He turned and heard the click of footsteps on the far side of the square. A woman hurried out of the square, unsteady on high heels, tugging down at the hem of her short black dress with one hand, clutching tight at her handbag with the other.
"She...” Miller thought, and then her footsteps were lost by the rattle of a train on the embankment, rectangles of pale yellow light flickering past for a moment, and then one final arc of blue as the overhead power cable sparked.
Miller took a step back up the steps of the chapel, then another, his legs weak. A taxi drifted along the far side, slowed. Miller stepped forward, raised a hand, but the taxi accelerated away again, until it was just red lights, and then it was nothing at all.
The lights in the furniture shop window changed color, warm orange to a sickly green that turned the air into thick water, deep under the sea.
They came from the alley by the side of the chapel, two of them, not particularly hurrying, walking toward him. One wore a light coat, one a dark coat, and both pulled their hoods up as they walked.
Miller walked down one step, back up another, no time anymore, nowhere to go.
Copyright © 2009 Iain Rowan
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Mystery Classic: THE MAN WHO WAS KICKED TO DEATH by Pablo Palacio
Introduced and Translated by Kenneth Wishnia
* * * *
By all accounts, Pablo Palacio was a bit of a lunatic. So at least we have something in common. But Palacio (1906-1947), whose complete works fill a slim volume of about 175 pages that has achieved canonical status in his native land, was a unique figure in Ecuadorian literature. He was, in the words of one critic, a “doomed precursor” of the Latin American literary boom of the mid-to-late twentieth century (Palacio died relatively young, in an asylum).
In this short story, a young man decides to play amateur detective and solve a violent crime that has baffled the police. It sounds simple enough, but the tale was way ahead of its time both structurally and thematically, ridiculing what one critic calls “the elitist culture that dominated Ecuador at the end of the 1920s,” and prying into the sexual taboos of ... Oh, never mind. Just read the story and you'll get the idea.
When the short story collection featuring “Un hombre muerto a puntapiés" ("The Man Who Was Kicked to Death") appeared in 1927, avant-garde poet Gonzalo Escudero raved about it: “Bitter tales, tart, icy as cocaine ... Palacio is pursuing a revolutionary algebra in the bourgeois art of writing stories."
Of course, there was no escaping politics at the time. The major Ecuadorian writers of the period were all socialists and communists dedicated to writing political novels. One of them, Alfredo Pareja Diezcanseco, admired Palacio's writings for expressing an “unlimited interior freedom [and] spontaneity in vigorous opposition to the black and white” characterizations of evil oppressors vs. praiseworthy oppressed that dominated the social realism of the 1930s. (In other words, Palacio was reacting against a phenomenon that didn't exist yet, producing psychological anti-realism before realism took hold in Ecuador.)
But another prominent novelist and militant social realist of the period, Joaquin Gallegos Lara, took Palacio slightly to task for not including enough Marxist economic analysis in his work. Palacio replied that while literature must be “a faithful reflection of the material conditions of life ... We live in moments of crisis and decadence that should be dryly exposed, without commentary."
This quality is certainly on display in the following story. And now, step into the fractured world of Pablo Palacio...
* * * *
The Man Who Was Kicked to Death by Pablo Palacio
"How can we dispose of all those sensational stories of passionate street crimes? Bringing the truth to light is a moral action."—El Comercio [A Quito daily newspaper]
"Last night, at approximately 12:30 a.m., Police Officer No. 451, who serves this precinct, found a man named Ramirez lying completely flat between Escobedo and Garcia Streets. The unfortunate man's nose was bleeding profusely, and when questioned by the officer he said that he had been the victim of an assault on the part of unknown individuals just because he had asked them for a cigarette. The officer asked the assault victim to accompany him to the police station in order to make a statement that could shed some light on the matter, but Ramirez flatly refused to do so. The officer, acting according to his duty, then asked one of the drivers at the nearest taxi stand for help, and they drove the injured party to the police station, where, in spite of the medical attention of Dr. Ciro Benavides, he died within a few hours.
"By this morning, the captain of the 6th Precinct had pursued all the usual formalities, but he was unable to discover anything about the murderers or about Ramirez's identity. The only information known, by chance, was that the deceased had one or two vices.
"We hope to keep our readers up to date, as soon as more is known about this mysterious event."
The Diario de la Tarde said no more about the bloody event.
I don't know what I felt then. Except that I laughed my head off. A man kicked to death! As far as I was concerned that was the funniest, the most hilarious thing that could possibly happen.
I waited until the next day and eagerly leafed through the paper, but there wasn't a line about my man. Nor the next day. I think after ten days nobody even remembered what had happened between Escobedo and Garcia Streets.
But I began to get obsessed. Everywhere I went I was pursued by the hilarious phrase: A man kicked to death! And all the letters danced before my eyes so joyfully that I resolved to reconstruct this street scene or at least penetrate the mystery of why they killed a man in such a ridiculous way.
Caramba, how I would have wanted to do an experimental study, but I've seen in books that such studies only investigate the “how” of things, and between my first idea, which was that of reconstruction, and that of seeking the motives for why certain individuals would attack and kick another, the second seemed to me more original and beneficial for humanity. Well, the “why” of things is something they say is the domain of philosophy, and in truth I never imagined that my investigation would contain anything philosophical, and besides anything that even sounds like that word that annoys me. So, half fearful and half discouraged, I lit my pipe.—That is essential, very essential.
The first question that comes up before all the others that muck up these investigations is that of method. All university students, training-college and high school students, and in general all people who want to better themselves, have this information at their fingertips. There are two methods: deduction and induction (See Aristotle and Bacon).
The first, deduction, didn't interest me. I've been told that deduction is a mode of investigation that goes from the best known to the least known. A good method: I confess. But I knew very little about the event and so I had to skip it.
Now, induction is something marvelous. It goes from the least known to the best known ... (How does it work? I don't remember ... Well, who knows about these things anyway?) But as I said, this is the method par excellence. When you know a little, you have to induce. So induce, kiddo.
Thus resolved, I lit my pipe and with that formidable inductive weapon in my hands, I remained irresolute, not knowing what to do.
All right: And how to apply this marvelous method? I asked myself.
If only I had studied logic! I was going to remain ignorant of the famous events of Escobedo and Garcia Streets all because of the damn idleness of my early years.
Discouraged, I picked up the Diario de la Tarde of January 13—the unlucky paper had never left my desk—and taking vigorous puffs on my fired-up, big-assed pipe, I reread the bit of sensational journalism reproduced above. I had to wrinkle my brow like all studious men—a deep line between the eyebrows is the unequivocal sign of attention!
I read and I read, until I was struck by something almost dazzling.
The penultimate paragraph, the one that said, “By this morning, the captain of the 6th...” was the one that especially amazed me. The last sentence made my eyes sparkle: “The only information known, by chance, was that the deceased had one or two vices.” And I, by means of a secret power that you wouldn't understand, read it like this: HAD ONE OR TWO VICES, in prodigiously large letters.
I believe it was a revelation from the goddess Astarte. From then on the only point that interested me was to verify what class of weakness the dead Ramirez had. Intuitively I discovered that he was ... No, I won't say it so as not to ruin his memory with women...
And what I had to do was verify through reasoning, and if possible, with proof, what I knew intuitively.
For that, I went down to see the captain of the 6th, who would be able to give me the revealing data. The police authority hadn't cleared up anything. He even had trouble figuring out what I wanted. After my lengthy explanations he said to me, scratching his forehead:
"Oh! Yes ... That Ramirez business ... You see how we've already given up ... It was such a weird turn of events! But, sit down; why don't you sit down, señor ... As you perhaps know already, they brought him in about one o'clock and he died a few hours later ... Poor guy. We took two photos, just in case ... some relative ... Are you related to señor Ramirez? You have my sympathy ... my most sincere..."
"No, señor,” I said indignantly, “I didn't even know him. I'm a man who is interested in justice and nothing else."
And I smiled deep down inside. What a well-chosen phrase! Huh? “I'm a man who is interested in justice and nothing else.” How it tormented the captain! In order not to embarrass him more, I quickly added: “You said you have two photos. If I might see them..."
The dignified civil servant pulled open a drawer of his desk and turned over some papers. Then he opened another and turned over some other papers. In a third, already growing heated, he finally found them.
And he was very proper about it:
"You are interested in this affair. You may have them, sir.... That is, as long as you return them,” he said, nodding his head up and down as he said these last words, taking pleasure in showing me his yellow teeth...
I thanked him profusely, and kept the photos.
"And tell me, señor Captain, you wouldn't be able to remember something special about the deceased, some piece of information that might be revealing?"
"Something special ... some piece of information ... No, no. Well, he was a completely ordinary man. More or less my height—” The captain was a bit on the tall side."—thick, with flabby flesh. But something special ... no ... at least as far as I can remember..."
Since the captain couldn't tell me any more I left, thanking him again.
I hurried home; I shut myself in my study; I lit my pipe and took out the photos, which along with the newspaper article were precious documents.
I was sure of not being able to find any others and I resolved to work with what fate had placed within my grasp.
The first thing to do is to study the man, I told myself. And I went to work.
I examined and re-examined the photos, one by one, making a complete study of them. I brought them close to my eyes; I separated them, stretching out my arm; I tried to discover their secrets.
Until, having them in front of me for so long, I managed to memorize every hidden feature.
That protuberance from his face; that large and strange nose—it looked so much like the crystal stopper in the water carafe in my cheap little diner!—those large and limp whiskers, that little pointed beard; that straight, messy hair.
I took a piece of paper and traced the lines that make up the dead Ramirez's face. Later, when the drawing was finished, I noticed that something was missing because what I was looking at wasn't him; that some completing and indispensable detail had escaped me ... Yes! I picked up the pen and finished his chest, a magnificent chest, which if it had been made of plaster would have fit right in, in some academy. A chest whose breasts have something womanly about them.
Then ... then I treated him with savage cruelty. I put a halo on him! A halo that you nail to the cranium, just like they nail them to the effigies of saints in churches.
The dead Ramirez had a magnificent face!
But, Why did this happen? I tried ... I tried to learn why they killed him; yes, why they killed him...
Then I concocted the following logical conclusions:
The deceased Ramirez was named Octavio Ramirez (anyone with a nose like that couldn't have had another name);
Octavio Ramirez was forty-two years old.
Octavio Ramirez had very little money.
Octavio Ramirez was poorly dressed; and, finally, our deceased was a foreigner.
With these precious data, his personality was totally reconstructed.
The only thing that was missing, then, was this business of a motive, which for me gradually began to take on the quality of hard evidence. Intuition revealed everything to me. The only thing I had to do, as a small point of honor, was to eliminate all the other possibilities. The first, his own declaration, this issue of the cigarette, wasn't even worth considering. It's absolutely absurd that someone should be victimized in such a vile way for such a trivial thing. He had lied, he had hidden the truth; I would even say he had murdered the truth, and he had done so because he didn't, he couldn't speak it.
Was the dead Ramirez drunk? No, that couldn't be because the police would have noticed that immediately and the newspaper story would have confirmed it, without a doubt, or if it wasn't on record because of the reporter's incompetence, the police captain would have revealed it to me without any hesitation.
What other weaknesses could our unhappy victim have had? Because he certainly had one, nobody could convince me otherwise. The proof of that was his stubborn refusal to state the reasons for the assault. Any other reason could have been explained without embarrassment. For example, what shame would there be in the following confessions:
"Some guy tricked my daughter; I found him tonight in the street; I went blind with rage, treated him like the scum he is; I grabbed him by the throat, and he, helped by his friends, did this to me” or
"My wife cheated on me with a man whom I tried to kill, but he was stronger than me, and started to kick me furiously” or
"I had an affair with a woman whose husband took revenge by cowardly attacking me with his friends"?
If he had said something like that no one would have thought it strange.
It also would have been very easy to say:
"We had a fight."
But I'm wasting time, these hypotheses are untenable: In the first two cases, the family of the unfortunate man would have said something; in the third his confession would have been inevitable, because the first two would have still been honorable deaths; and the fourth we would already know because, wanting vengeance, he would surely have given the names of his assailants.
Nothing, which had caused my brow to wrinkle with so much thinking, was obvious. I had no more room in my head for more reasoning. So, gathering up all my conclusions, I reconstructed, in brief, the tragic events that occurred between Escobedo and Garcia Streets, in the following way:
Octavio Ramirez, an individual of unknown nationality, forty-two years old, of mediocre build, lived in a modest, lower-class hotel until the 12th of January of this year.
It seems that this Ramirez had some income, certainly very little; he did not allow himself excessive expenses, much less extravagant ones, especially with women. Ever since childhood he had a small misdirection of his instincts, which soon degenerated to the point that, by a fatal impulse, they had to end with the tragic results that concern us.
For better clarity, it is on record that the individual had arrived only a few days before in the city that was to be the theater of these events.
The night of January 12th, while he ate in a cheap, filthy diner, he felt a familiar urge that bothered him more and more. At eight o'clock, when he left the diner, he was agitated by all the torments of this desire. In a strange city, the difficulty of satisfying it, because of his unfamiliarity with the area, urged him on powerfully. He wandered almost desperately, for two hours, through the central streets, anxiously fixing his sparkling eyes on the backs of the men he encountered; he followed them closely, hoping to take advantage of any opportunity, but afraid of being turned down.
By about eleven p.m. it became an immense torture. His body trembled and there was a painful emptiness in his eyes.
Deciding that it was pointless walking from street to street, he turned toward the slums, always looking twice at the passersby, saying hello with a trembling voice, stopping now and then not knowing what to do, like a beggar.
When he got to Escobedo Street he couldn't take it anymore. He wanted to throw himself at the first man who passed by. To whimper, to tearfully tell him about his tortures...
He heard, far off, quiet, measured footsteps; his heart beat violently. He stood against the wall of a house and waited. In a few moments the hard body of a worker filled the sidewalk. Ramirez went pale; when the other came close, he reached out and touched his elbow. The worker quickly turned and looked at him. Ramirez tried a sweet smile, a hungry message abandoned in the gutter: The other let out a guffaw and a dirty word; then he kept on walking, slowly, making the heels of his shoes ring out loudly against the stones. After a half hour another man appeared. Our unfortunate man, shaking all over, risked a flirtatious comment that the passerby answered with a vigorous shove. Ramirez got scared and left quickly.
Then, after walking two blocks, he found himself in Garcia Street. Ready to collapse, his mouth dry, he looked from one side of the street to the other. A short distance away a fourteen-year-old boy was hurrying along. He followed him.
"Psst! Psst!"
The boy stopped.
"Hey, cutie. What are you doing out this late?"
"I'm going home. What do you want?"
"Nothing, nothing ... But don't go so soon, pretty one...” And he took the boy's arm.
The boy tried to pull away.
"Let go! I already told you I'm going home."
He wanted to run. But Ramirez gave a lunge and hugged him. Then the frightened street-boy started screaming:
"Papa! Papa!"
Almost immediately, a few feet away, a door opened, suddenly throwing some light into the street. A tall man appeared. It was the worker who had passed by before on Escobedo Street.
Seeing Ramirez he threw himself on him. Our poor man stood there staring back at him, with eyes as big and fixed as plates, trembling and silent.
"What do you want, you dirty bastard?"
And he gave him a furious kick in the stomach. Octavio Ramirez collapsed, with a long painful gasp of desire.
Epaminondas, which must be the worker's name, seeing the prick on the ground, considered that one kick was too little punishment, and gave him two more, splendid and marvelous ones, in that large nose that provoked him like a sausage.
How those marvelous kicks must have sounded!
Like the splattering of an orange, vigorously thrown against a wall; like the collapse of an umbrella whose ribs smack and shiver; like a nut cracked between two fingers; or better like the encounter of another firm sole of a shoe against another nose!
Like this:
Whack!
with a delicious space between.
Whack!
And then: How Epaminondas became greedy for flesh, driven by the instinct of perversity that makes murderers riddle their victims with stab wounds! That same instinct that pushes some innocent fingers, just for fun, to squeeze harder and harder around friends’ throats until they turn purple and their eyes blaze!
How the sole of Epaminondas's shoe slammed against Octavio Ramirez's nose!
Whack!
Whack!
dizzyingly,
Whack! until a thousand points of light like needles pierced the darkness.
* * * *
Translator's note: Some of Palacio's textual ambiguity is inevitably lost in translation. For example, the police officer describes the victim as “un hombre vulgar,” which means both “ordinary” and “vulgar,” depending on the context; and the newspaper report mentions that the victim was “vicioso,” which covers a range of meanings from self-indulgent and spoiled to vicious and vice ridden. I opted for “ordinary” and “had some vices,” which are probably what the officer and the reporter had in mind, but in each case, much darker connotations are present in the original. (And yes, “bien culotada pipa" really means “big-assed pipe.")—K.W.
Copyright © 1927, and reprinted in Obras Completas, Editorial El Conejo, 1986. Used with permission of the estate. Translation © 2009 by Kenneth Wishnia.
* * * *
Mysterious meetings and readerly rendezvous are available in The Readers’ Forum at www.TheMysteryPlace.com.
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