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Fiction: PATTERNS by Richard A. Lupoff
* * * *

Art by Allen Davis
* * * *
It's been more than ten years since Richard Lupoff gave fans a new entry in his series starring insurance investigator Hobart Lindsey and homicide detective Marvia Plum. But after devoting many years primarily to short fiction, he's back to Lindsey and Plum and expects to finish soon a book-length adventure for them entitled The Emerald Cat Killer. Mr. Lupoff's fans also won't want to miss these Lupoff story collec-tions: Quintet: The Cases of Chase and Delacroix (Crippen & Landru), Visions (Mythos Books), and Killer's Dozen (Surinam Turtle Press).
KEWEENAW BAY GAZETTE
Keweenaw Bay, Michigan
July 5, 1940
—
Mr. Zachary Grand
Editor-in-Chief
Grand Publications
143 West 43rd Street
New York, 16, New York
—
Dear Zach,
Well, you'll never guess who turned up here in Keweenaw Bay a couple of days ago. Tony LoPresto! What the heck was Tony doing in this little town? Bet you've never heard of it. But there he was.
I was on my lunch break—stopped into Helen's Cafe for a chicken salad sandwich and an iced coffee, and there he was sitting at the counter. You could have knocked me over with a feather.
Tony LoPresto! Carried me right back to the days of the Three Cheshire Cats. Remember the Three Cheshire Cats? Of course you do! Tony was as surprised to see me as I was to see him, but as soon as we both got over the shock we started exchanging biographies. It's been what, six, seven years, right, seven years since we said goodbye to North Cheshire Central College. Funny how three fellows who were roommates for four years, formed the best little swing trio that northwestern Massachusetts has seen, chased coeds, shared homework, got into and out of trouble with the local law, and somehow managed to escape with bachelor's degrees, can disappear out of each other's lives as if they'd never known each other.
But I guess that's life.
Would you believe that Tony is police chief of Napoleonville, the flower city of Bayou Richelieu, Louisiana? He still loves bird-watching and he was up here on vacation, field glasses in one hand and notebook in the other, studying the local feathered wildlife. Stopped into Helen's for his ham and eggs and ran into me.
Two of the Three Cheshire Cats back together! Naturally we reminisced about good old North Cheshire Central College, good old President Lucas Smith, poor old Professor Percival Dunning, and all the great times we had together. And of course, the Three Cheshire Cats. I still play a little piano, although just for fun. Tony says he hasn't touched his trumpet in years. Do you still keep your old bull fiddle around, Izzy—or should I say Zach?
When your name came up, Tony told me that you went back to your old hometown and got a job in the publishing world. How things change, don't they? Good old Isaac Goldberg, editor of the North Cheshire Literary Quarterly, is now Zachary Grand, editor of Grand Adventures, Grand Western, Grand Mystery, and Grand Ghost Stories.
Did I leave anything out?
Those pulp magazines are a far cry from the Literary Quarterly, I guess, but everybody has to earn a living. Who would have thought I'd become production manager of the Keweenaw Bay Gazette?
Tony says you're always looking for new talent, which is how he discovered you're “Zachary Grand.” I'd like to try my own hand at something like that. Being over on the production side of the Gazette is okay, but I sometimes get an itch to try writing the stuff instead of printing it. Thought maybe the sad end of poor old Dunning might furnish the ingredients for a story. Might even find a place in your Grand Mystery pulp. Just let me know, old roomie.
It's been fun reminiscing about the old days anyway, please write back when you get a chance.
Meow, Cats, Meow!
Robert “Bobcat” O'Brien
* * * *
KEWEENAW BAY GAZETTE
Keweenaw Bay, Michigan
July 15, 1940
—
Mr. Zachary Grand
Editor-in-Chief
Grand Publications
143 West 43rd Street
New York, 16, New York
—
Dear Zach,
It was great to hear from you after all these years. I know you must be dreadfully busy there at Grand Publications, running all those magazines, and I'm actually flattered that you remembered me as you did. I'm also flattered that you asked about my job here at the Keweenaw Bay Gazette. A small-town weekly is a far cry from your line of big magazines.
Actually, what I do here at the Gazette is not so different from the work I did on the North Cheshire Literary Quarterly when you were the editor-in-chief. My title here is “production manager” but in fact I'm pretty nearly the whole production department. The owner is a fellow named Jack Miller. Editor-in-chief is Tim Holcomb, although he's also our chief reporter, feature writer, and advertising salesman. I'll send along a half-dozen recent issues so you can see what we're all about.
What passes for hard news in Keweenaw Bay is the opening of hunting season in the fall and fishing season in the summer, weddings, funerals, and births, and graduation at the local high school. Come out here for a visit and you'll think you're in an Andy Hardy movie.
My job—well, I set type, pull and read proofs, lay out pages, and even run the press. We set type on a secondhand Mergenthaler Linotype that we got at a bankruptcy sale at the KearsargeRecorder when they went belly-up. Of course, at the Quarterly we hand-set type and ran vellum on a press. Out here, we run newsprint on a small rotary, a Goss Sextuple that's older than Methuselah but still runs okay. Not nearly as pretty as the Quarterly, but a whole lot cheaper.
You know, I've been thinking about the old gang at North Cheshire since Tony LoPresto was here. You and Tony and I were quite the trio, weren't we, and I mean that in more ways than one. I've been thinking about some of the young ladies we chased, too. Remember Carolyn Deering, Annie Mayfield, Jennie Lipton? I'll admit, I used to dream about Annie. What a girl! What a figure! I wonder what ever became of Annie and the others.
And the professors, oh, weren't there some characters in the faculty? Shakey Simmons, Henry von Eisen, Percival Dunning. Poor guy. Remember how he used to whisper his lectures? Well, not exactly whisper, but you remember that soft, breathy voice he always used. Remember how he got it?
Oh, you wouldn't, of course. He didn't like to talk about it, never mentioned it in class, I only remember him talking about it one time. It was at one of his Friday-night soirees. He used to invite a few students in to his apartment there in Wellington Hall on Friday nights. He'd lay out sandwiches and serve brandy and put on music, and we'd talk about everything from the benzene ring to Schopenhauer to the history of the Hittites. Of course, there was a certain amount of pairing off, too. Normally coeds wouldn't have been in a men's dorm but Dunning used to invite them to his parties and nobody complained.
I'm sure he would have invited you, Izzy. He always spoke highly of you. But you were over in Great Cheshire at the synagogue on Friday nights. I had a lot of respect for you. I think you were the only Jew at Central Cheshire, and you didn't bother to deny it, you took whatever you had to and you stood up for who you were.
That rat von Eisen, Henry von Eisen, I remember he used to rag you every chance he got. I don't know why he hated Jews but he certainly did, and he never missed an opportunity to slam you, pal. Percival Dunning would never have done that, it just happened that he held his gab-fests on Friday nights and you couldn't attend.
Anyway, one Friday Percival must have had a little too much brandy. I remember he had his radio on. He used to play records most of the time, he was a big fan of Ralph Vaughan Williams and Frederick Delius and Gustav Holst, but once in a while he'd turn on the radio instead. The news came on and there was something about the election in Germany, this thug who was running against old President von Hindenburg. Dunning got pretty upset about it.
When the news went off somebody asked him why he was so agitated. Dunning said that the Great War was starting up again, that this bum Hitler was worse than the Kaiser and the slaughter was going to happen all over again.
Everybody else said, Look, Hitler lost the election, there's nothing to worry about, but Dunning just sat there looking unhappy and drinking brandy. Finally a coed, I think it was actually Carolyn Deering, put her hand on Dunning's hand and asked him why he cared so much about Europe, it was three thousand miles away anyhow.
Dunning was English. Of course you knew that, Izzy, you could tell from the way he talked, right? Everybody knew he was English.
What he told us was that he'd been a tommy in the Royal Fusiliers in the Great War. He'd been in the Battle of the Marne. There were Spads and Fokkers flying over and cannons going off and both sides were using poison gas. I thought they had gas masks but I guess they didn't work very well, and poor Dunning wound up gassed.
He said he was nearly dead. His comrades to the left and the right in the trench were dead. He was lying in the bottom of the trench, water and mud nearly a foot deep. He had no food. He was so weak he couldn't move, just lie there with his rifle at his side pointing up in the air, the bayonet fixed.
The Germans tried a charge, and a German soldier must have lost his footing. He fell into the British trench, landed on Percival's bayonet. It went right through his gut. The German landed on Percival and Percival was too weak even to crawl out from under him. The German was as good as dead, he would have been better off dead but he was alive. He was screaming in pain. Then he just moaned and cried.
Percival said it took the German a day and a night to die. Finally a German graves-registration unit came through and pulled the corpse off Dunning and took it away, and one of the Germans noticed that Dunning was alive. They pulled him out of there and sent him to a field hospital and he spent the rest of the war in a prison camp.
That was why he always whispered, Izzy. It was his lungs. They were ruined by that poison gas. It was a miracle that he didn't die. Didn't die then, I mean.
Say, I'm sorry to ramble on like this, Izz. I know you're a busy man and you have plenty of work to do. I have to get back to setting type myself. You didn't say anything about my writing for your magazines in your last letter. What do you think? Do write when you get a chance, Izz. We old Cheshire Cats have to stick together!
Meow, Cats, Meow!
Robert “Bobcat” O'Brien
* * * *
KEWEENAW BAY GAZETTE
Keweenaw Bay, Michigan
July 20, 1940
—
Mr. Zachary Grand
Editor-in-Chief
Grand Publications
143 West 43rd Street
New York, 16, New York
—
Dear Izzy,
I'm glad you got a kick out of those copies of the Keweenaw Bay Gazette I sent you. The owner, Jack Miller, wanted to know if we might get a subscription out of you. When I told him I doubted it he made me pay for the copies and postage. What a cheapskate! Well, I guess he's a businessman and he has to watch expenses.
I hope you didn't mind my mentioning your being a Jew and all, and your attending synagogue in Great Cheshire. I wonder what Percival Dunning would think of the war in Europe if he were alive. He predicted it back in ‘31, I think it was, when Hitler ran for president of Germany against old Paul von Hindenburg. Was it ‘31? No, ‘32, I think. Of course Hitler lost but that was only a temporary setback for him, wasn't it?
And I wonder what Henry von Eisen thinks. He used to talk about Hitler and his theories of Aryan purity. I wonder what he thinks nowadays. Remember how he used to hate That Man in the White House, said he was secretly Jewish, his real name wasn't Roosevelt at all, it was really Rosenfeld and he was part of the International Zionist Movement and that we needed a Hitler in America to stop Rosenfeld from selling out the country to the Jews? And where is that rat von Eisen now?
Hey, I don't need to tell you about this, do I? Sorry, Izz.
I had a nice letter from Tony LoPresto this week. He's back in Louisiana, of course. Who would have thought our fellow Cheshire Cat would turn out to be the Sherlock Holmes of the Bayou Country? Back in our undergrad days it seemed as if Tony's only interests were the time he spent on the bandstand and the football field. Man, could he play that horn! He could have given lessons to Ziggy Elman or Harry James. And when he put down his trumpet and put on a North Cheshire uniform, those pads and that leather helmet, he was something else! You wouldn't think a barrel-shaped guy like Tony, North Cheshire's own Two-Ton Tony, could move the way he did. But...
Remember the big game in ‘32 against Willow Lakes Institute? The way Tony snagged that pass from the Willow Lakes quarterback in our own end zone, and dodged his way the length of the field to win the county championship for us? Beautiful! And then he turned around and batted .380 for our baseball team in the spring of ‘33.
But now he's running Bayou Richelieu like J. Edgar Hoover. Who would have guessed?
I've been thinking about your magazines, Izzy. Somebody like Tony LoPresto could make a great character, don't you think? I don't mean to make a pest of myself and I always enjoy hearing from the old gang, but you haven't responded to my questions about writing for your pulps. I hope I'll hear from you soon.
Meow, Cats, Meow!
Robert “Bobcat” O'Brien
* * * *
KEWEENAW BAY GAZETTE
Keweenaw Bay, Michigan
August 2, 1940
—
Mr. Zachary Grand
Editor-in-Chief
Grand Publications
143 West 43rd Street
New York, 16, New York
—
Dear Izz,
You are a prince of a fellow, Izzy! Not a word from you in a week and a half, and suddenly there's a package on my desk at the Gazette, all the way from New York City. Once Tim Holcomb, the editor-in-chief, saw the return address he couldn't wait for me to open it, and when he saw what was inside he didn't know what to make of it. I think he suspects you're trying to lure me away from the bright lights and fast action of Keweenaw Bay and get me to come to the big town to work for Grand Publications.
And I just might do it, too, if I got the right offer. (That isn't a hint, old roomie, I'm just pulling your leg.)
Still, copies of Grand Adventures, Grand Western, Grand Mystery, and Grand Ghost Stories all in one heavy bundle made quite a stir around the Gazette office.
I took Grand Adventures over to Helen's Cafe and spent my lunch hour poring over it. It's quite a magazine. I know you've got your competition, but they'll have to go a long ways to top Grand Adventures. That was some picture on the cover. That guy Saunders can sure paint up a storm! That native gal was really something. I hope you don't get into trouble with the censors over it.
And the story was every bit as good as the picture. Splash Shanahan is some hero! I thought the nasty Sea Lynx was going to put a knife between his ribs at any time. Good writing, good storytelling. I'll bet you never dreamed you'd be publishing yarns like this one when we were working together on the North Cheshire Literary Quarterly.
Some of the other stories were just as good, and of course there are all the other magazines you sent me. Grand Ghost Stories is next up on my nightstand. I don't mind a good scare every now and then. You are one heck of a pal, Izzy!
You know, thinking about the old days, recalling the times we all had together puts me in a funny mood. Remember the night you rolled that old Cole roadster on your way back to North Cheshire from Great Cheshire? You showed up at our digs in Warren Hall with your clothes ripped up and blood all over, but you were mainly worried about your car.
What a night that was! I didn't think you ought to make your weekly pilgrimage to your synagogue, but I'm not a very religious person and I can only stand back and respect people who are, like yourself. Still, pitch black out, temperature down around zero, sleet in the air, ice on the roads, and what had to be an out-of-season nor'easter blowing. You were lucky to get home alive, Izzy.
Tony and I got a few of the gang to hike out to the Cheshire Pike in the middle of the night. At least the storm clouds had blown over and the moon was as big as a wagon wheel. Still, there were ice crystals in the air and the roadway as slick as a mirror. Took every muscle in the gang to set that old Cole back on its wheels, but once we did the flivver started up and ran. And you were lucky at that not to crash into the landfill out there, roomie. If you had you'd never have made it back to campus and nobody would ever have found you, most likely. But after all of that, your Cole got you back to the dorm. What a car! They don't make ‘em like they used to, I'll tell you that, Izzy.
That was the same night that poor old Percival Dunning disappeared, and Henry von Eisen had apparently had all he could take of small-town, small-college campus life and lit out for parts unknown, deserting his classes in mid semester. What a guy! If I hadn't disliked him before that, I surely would have then.
Meow, Cats, Meow!
Robert “Bobcat” O'Brien
* * * *
KEWEENAW BAY GAZETTE
Keweenaw Bay, Michigan
August 12, 1940
—
Mr. Zachary Grand
Editor-in-Chief
Grand Publications
143 West 43rd Street
New York, 16, New York
—
Dear Izz,
Don't know if I ever mentioned Charlie Potts to you. Nice kid, finished high school last June, always wanted to be a big-time news hound. Used to cover Keweenaw Bay High news for the Gazette. Sports mainly, but class elections, dances, amateur plays, whatever would fill space around the ads. Anyway, Tim Holcomb, our editor-in-chief, took him on as an office boy and cub reporter and he's working out fine.
Brought a little radio to work and set it up on the desk we let him use, and he turned on a Detroit Tigers ballgame. They were playing the Philadelphia Athletics. Made me think of our old pal Tony and the North Cheshire baseball team, and all the trouble there was over Coach von Eisen.
Young Potts is not just a baseball fan, he's a real scholar, studies up the old records, can give you every player's batting average since the game got started. The Tigers had a new pitcher this season, young right-hander named Dickie Conger, and Potts up and says the kid reminded him of Heinie von Eisen.
That made me perk up my ears. “Heinie Who?” I said.
"Von Eisen. Pennsylvania farm kid named Heinrich von Eisen. Lefty. He was supposed to have the wickedest curve anybody ever saw. Was a star in the bush leagues. Came up to the Tigers in ‘twenty-six. No, ‘twenty-five."
As if anybody in the Gazette office was going to catch him on that!
Well, Charlie Potts told the story to anybody who would listen, which meant Jack Miller, Tim Holcomb, and yours truly, Izzy. Seems like this von Eisen kid was a drinker and a brawler and something of a womanizer. Made it all the way up through the minors, got his first start with the Tigers and beat the St. Louis Browns one to nothing. Threw a three-hitter. Phenomenal.
Went out to a bar that night and a young lady he spotted there caught his eye and he tried to pick her up. Seems she already had an escort who took exception to Heinie's remarks. They got into a brawl and somebody pulled a knife. There are different versions of the story. One of ‘em, Potts said, is that this all happened in darktown. Anyhow, the knife man swings, Eisen puts up his hand to defend himself, and the knife slices right across the palm of his hand. He wound up in the hospital and got his hand stitched back together, but he could never throw that curve again. Never made it back into the lineup. Before long he was out of baseball and he completely disappeared.
Izzy, do you think Heinie von Eisen is our Henry von Eisen? You know, he was baseball coach when you and Tony and I were at North Cheshire Central College. It makes sense, doesn't it? He seemed to know so much about baseball, at least Tony said, and yet all the players hated him because they felt as if he hated them.
What do you think, Izzy?
Say, I don't mean to bother you with this rambling. I'd better close this letter and get some shut-eye, tomorrow it's back to the old salt mine for yours truly.
Oh, before I close, I do want to thank you again for the magazines. I'm lying here on my bed, my feet propped up, watching the moths bang against the glass and wondering if it's ever going to cool down again. I'll tell you something about this part of Michigan, it's so cold in winter you'd think those New England freezes we used to have were days on the beach in Havana. But then it gets so hot in July and August, you can't believe that you were ever cold. I swear, even the moths must be sweating on a night like this!
Going through the other magazines you sent, I find that a lot of stories seem to have continuing characters. I guess there's nothing new about that, Izzy, all the way back to the Three Musketeers and that Poe detective, what was his name, and then of course Sherlock Holmes. For that matter, didn't Mark Twain bring Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn back for a couple of encores?
You've got some good ones. I like that Crimson Wizard fellow that Arl Felton writes about, and the Golden Saint. And of course, you've got those cowboys and detectives and that spook-busting crew in Grand Ghost Stories. Tell you what, I've scratched a few notes and if you don't mind, I'll type ‘em up on the old Blick Ninety down at the Gazette office and mail ‘em off to you soon as I get a chance. I hope you'll find some ideas you like there. Let me know, hey, old roomie?
Meow, Cats, Meow!
Robert “Bobcat” O'Brien
* * * *
KEWEENAW BAY GAZETTE
Keweenaw Bay, Michigan
August 19, 1940
—
Mr. Zachary Grand
Editor-in-Chief
Grand Publications
143 West 43rd Street
New York, 16, New York
—
Dear Izzy,
That sure is exciting news, that you're starting up a comic book line there at Grand Publications. Of course, I won't breathe a word about it, not that there's much of anybody to breathe it to here in Keweenaw Bay. But sometimes we stop in at the Tip Top Tavern for a couple of wee ones after we close up shop for the day and people do talk. “We” being Jack and Tim and myself. Charlie Potts keeps trying to invite himself along but Marty O'Hara runs a tight ship down at the Tip Top and he says he can't have any minors in there or he'd risk losing his liquor license.
Funny, Percival Dunning didn't worry about people being over twenty-one to join his Friday-night soirees and nobody ever said a word. But then I think the whole campus, from Prexy on down, felt sorry for old Percival and wouldn't say boo at anything he did, so long as he was quiet about it.
Everybody except Henry von Eisen, that is. I'm not just saying this because I know there was bad blood between von Eisen and you, Izzy. The man was a brass-plated son of a sea cook, if you know what I mean. I think Charlie Potts had the key to von Eisen. If he really was the same Heinie von Eisen who pitched that game against St. Louis and then got his hand sliced open and lost his curveball, that would explain a lot about him and why he was always so sour and so ready to jump down anybody's throat.
I think he especially hated Percival Dunning because Dunning was English and had been in the King's Fusiliers during the Great War. Von Eisen was a few years younger than Dunning and he couldn't have been in the war himself, and besides, we were on the same side as the English, weren't we? But von Eisen was Pennsylvania Dutch, not really Dutch, you know, Deutsch, German, and there was a lot of pro-Kaiser sentiment out there in western Pennsylvania during the war.
Oh, you know this as well as I do. We used to sit in the same row in Professor Trowbridge's modern-history class, just Carolyn Deering between us to help us not concentrate on Trowbridge's lectures. Wasn't that girl something, with those sweaters of hers and those plaid skirts she used to wear! You'd think she'd freeze herself to death in those Cheshire County winters, but I don't think she ever did.
Anyway, I never heard von Eisen say a kind word about Percival Dunning. Used to mock the way he walked, hunched over as if his chest was killing him, and talked, in that soft, almost whisper of his. Well, his chest was killing him. He never got over that gas attack in France. And as for the whisper, I just don't think he had the breath to do any more than that. But von Eisen loved to parade back and forth in his classroom, all hunched over like Dunning, and whispering so you couldn't make out what he was saying.
One sweet guy despite all his suffering, one brass-plated S.O.B. who brought his trouble on himself. I guess it takes all kinds.
Enough for now, Izzy. I hope you're well and happy. Take a look at those little ideas that I sent you last week and let me know if you think I could write for one of your magazines. It's getting a little bit dull here on the production side.
Meow, Cats, Meow!
Robert “Bobcat” O'Brien
* * * *
KEWEENAW BAY GAZETTE
Keweenaw Bay, Michigan
August 28, 1940
—
Mr. Zachary Grand
Editor-in-Chief
Grand Publications
143 West 43rd Street
New York, 16, New York
—
Dear Izzy,
Well of course I know about comic books. Jumping Jehosophat, old roomie, Keweenaw Bay isn't exactly New York or Boston but it's still on this planet. We even heard about that invasion from Mars a couple of years back; we have radios out here and running water and everything.
Hey, just pulling your leg, old friend. But you really don't need to explain comic books to me. The kids in this town are as addicted to the things as they are anywhere. The schoolteachers are outraged, the town librarian has banned ‘em from her sacred precincts, but Bud Campbell, owner, manager, stock boy, cashier, and chief cook and bottle washer over at Pine Street News and Magazines, loves ‘em. Says they've cut into his pulp magazine sales a little but more than made up for it by bringing every six- through twelve-year-old in town through his door day after day. Once school starts again in a few weeks, that may cut down a little, but right now Bud is as happy as a clam.
Favorite scene these days: two kids standing outside Pine Street News and Magazines arguing to beat the band. Resolved: Superman could beat up Captain Marvel in a fair fight. Sometimes the kids get so carried away they decide to knuckle it out themselves. One of those musclemen wears red tights and the other one wears blue tights and I can never remember which is which, but I don't suppose it matters, I'm a few years too old to get involved. But I've even seen young Charlie Potts sneaking a read along with a sandwich when it's his lunchtime down at the Gazette. Says his favorite is a fellow who can set fire to himself, fly around, throw fireballs at his enemies, and then come home without so much as a blister on his nose. Okay with me.
Seems to me, Izzy, these comic book heroes aren't much different from the good old pulp heroes we used to read about back in Warren Hall when we didn't have our noses buried in chemistry or calculus texts or Shakespeare. The rough preliminary for Captain Grand Comics looks good, I didn't mean to take any shots at it.
Let's see if I have this one right.
Gary Grant is exploring in Antarctica when he discovers a lost race of wizards from Atlantis. They decide to initiate him into their sacred rites, which include walking through the hot lava of an active volcano right there at the South Pole. They've given him a magical cloak that will protect him as long as he exercises total willpower and concentration; otherwise, he's a toasted marshmallow.
After a couple of years of study and discipline, the chief wizard decides that Gary's ready to give it a try. So off he goes, he passes the test, and he emerges as Captain Grand, Master of Mysticism.
Okay, pal. I guess the kids will go for it. Not so different from some of the pulp stories we used to read. Or the ones you publish, if you don't mind my saying so. Tell you what. I know you want to keep Captain Grand Comics under the rose for now, but when you're ready I'll bounce this thing off Charlie Potts or maybe some of the town kids if I can pry ‘em away from Superman and Captain Marvel for a few minutes. I'll let you know what they have to say.
We could have used somebody like Captain Grand, Master of Mysticism, back at Central Cheshire, couldn't we? Somebody like Captain Grand could have saved poor old Percival Dunning's life. I'll never forget the way his disappearance hit the campus. Nobody knew where he'd gone or what had happened to him. Personally, I thought he'd gone back to England or at least up to Canada to try and enlist in the army. Nobody on campus took this fellow Hitler seriously except for Dunning. You have to give him credit for that. Soon as Hitler announced he was going to run for president of Germany, Dunning predicted what was going to happen. And look at Europe now!
Then when his car turned up in Big Star Pond—Izzy, I still can't get over it. It must have been there since November of ‘32. Dunning must have driven that funny Pullman coupe of his onto the ice and it cracked under the car and the car sank with Dunning in it. Imagine being trapped in that little car, icy water coming in, and you can't get out.
And then we had our ice-skating parties that winter, the annual Founder's Day bonfire and all, and all that time poor old Percival Dunning's body lying there in his car on the bottom of the pond until the spring thaw. There were the Three Graces, Carolyn Deering, Annie Mayfield, and Jennie Lipton, out for a picnic by the pond and they spotted something in the water that scared the bejesus out of them.
Yep, it was poor old Dunning, still trapped in that little car of his.
Did I say that Dunning was the only one who knew what Hitler was up to in the old days? I shouldn't have left out Henry von Eisen. You'd think von Eisen had a direct line to Berlin, the way he spouted the Hitler line every chance he got. Heck, Izzy, it was really annoying. I know nobody stood up to von Eisen. That was cowardly of us, and I apologize.
Tony LoPresto and Jack Remington and Roland Stephenson and some of the gang used to sit around in one of the Double-U Dorms—Warren or Winston or Watson or Wellington—and talk about it. We could all see what von Eisen was doing to you, Izz, but everybody was afraid of the son of a sea cook. We should have got together and made a petition to Prexy about it. We really should have.
But that's all past now. Percival Dunning is in his grave and Henry von Eisen is—wherever he is. You have to wonder, don't you, what ever became of von Eisen?
You know what I regret more than anything else that ever happened at Cheshire Central? It was dedicating our yearbook, the Cheshire Cheese, to von Eisen our senior year. How the heck did that ever happen, Izzy?
No, you don't have to tell me. That was just a rhetorical question. Von Eisen took over the job of faculty advisor for the yearbook when old what-was-his-name retired. Dr. Standish. That was the old gent's name, David Donald Standish, Ph.D. Must have been the head of the English Department from the day the college opened its doors. I've never seen anybody so old.
Dr. Standish must have been faculty advisor for the Cheshire Cheese as well as the North Cheshire Literary Quarterly since McKinley was shot. When he finally packed his bags and retired to sunny Florida, Hermione Zeller took on the job at the quarterly and von Eisen took it at the yearbook. Nobody was surprised that Miss Zeller got involved with the quarterly. She was already college librarian, she fit right in, and remember the fun we used to have with her? But nobody expected von Eisen to take on the yearbook.
Nobody except his personal toady, Gene Stullmeier.
I'm sorry, Izzy. I'm raking up too many old embers. And I'm going on too long anyway. You still haven't commented on the ideas I sent you. I could write those stories for Grand Adventures or some of the other pulps, or I suppose I could turn ‘em into stories for some of your new comic books.
Let me know when it's okay to show the dummy Captain Grand Comics to Charlie Potts and the local urchin brigade and I'll send you back some comments. And let me know when you want me to start writing for you. I'm starting to get the itch.
Meow, Cats, Meow!
Robert “Bobcat” O'Brien
* * * *
KEWEENAW BAY GAZETTE
Keweenaw Bay, Michigan
August 31, 1940
—
Mr. Zachary Grand
Editor-in-Chief
Grand Publications
143 West 43rd Street
New York, 16, New York
—
Dear Izzy,
I couldn't believe my eyes when I got your wedding announcement. You and Carolyn Deering. I still don't believe it! Well, congratulations, roomie. Carolyn was one of the prettiest gals on campus, but of course you know that. And smart, and sweet. I envy you, Izzy. How the heck did you ever catch her? You must have been studying hypnosis.
Just kidding, Izz. Thinking about you and Carolyn makes me think about the six of us—you and Tony and me in the Three Cheshire Cats and Carolyn Deering and Annie Mayfield and Jennie Lipton, the Three Graces. Didn't we have great times together! And now Isaac Goldberg and Carolyn Deering are Mr. and Mrs. Zachary Grand.
You know that Tony LoPresto and Jennie Lipton are married, don't you? Living there in Bayou Richelieu and raising a house full of bambinos, that's what Tony tells me. I never pictured Tony as a lawman or Jennie as a mater familias but that just goes to show you, doesn't it?
Where did Annie Mayfield go after graduation? Maybe I ought to look her up, see if the old spark is still smoldering. I'll tell you, Izz, there isn't much social life in a town like Keweenaw Bay. Not that I'm knocking this burg. I'm pretty comfortable here. I've got a decent job and I make a living. But I think I could use a dose of the bright lights every now and then.
Since you said it was all right to show the dummy Captain Grand Comics to Charlie Potts and some of the local kids, I've got some reactions to share with you. Everybody likes Captain Grand but they think he needs a good enemy. A guy who can do all the things Captain Grand can do is wasted on kidnappers and bank robbers. One of the local kids suggested a mad scientist for an enemy. Another kid says he'd like to see a beautiful, evil woman in the strip. Charlie Potts says he's starting to outgrow some of these wild stories. He's getting very literary, thinks you should read Steinbeck or Hemingway for inspiration.
Ho, ho, ho.
I was thinking of another character myself. So many of these heroes are musclemen, what about somebody who uses his brains to fight crime? I was thinking of a strip called “The Scholar.” Something like Sherlock Holmes. He tackles crimes that the police can't solve because they're just not smart enough.
What would you think of that, Izzy? Do let me know.
I've got to turn in now, roomie. Tomorrow's a school day down at the Gazette and I can't stay up all night the way I used to back at North Cheshire Central, not if I'm going to be all full of pep and energy in the morning.
Oh, one more thing. Tony LoPresto says that he and Jennie are planning a trip back to Massachusetts for the big homecoming game next month. Going to bring all their youngsters with them, too. The old campus is in for a real treat! I wish I could make it but every time I look my budget in the eye and ask, How about it? the old budget looks right back at me and says, Not this year, old fellow!
So maybe next year, Izzy. I assume that you and Carolyn will attend; it can't be much of a trip from New York City. Say hello to Tony and Jennie for me, and congratulations again to yourself and Carolyn. You lucky dog—or should I say, Cheshire Cat!
Meow, Cats, Meow!
Robert “Bobcat” O'Brien
* * * *
KEWEENAW BAY GAZETTE
Keweenaw Bay, Michigan
September 20, 1940
—
Mr. Zachary Grand
Editor-in-Chief
Grand Publications
143 West 43rd Street
New York, 16, New York
—
Dear Izzy,
This is a letter I never expected to write, old roomie. You know, Keweenaw Bay may be isolated and all, but we do have radios and we get out-of-town newspapers even if we have to wait a few days to see what's happening in the rest of the world. But Tony LoPresto telephoned and gave me the lowdown on events during homecoming weekend, and then there were reports in the Boston and New York dailies.
Now we know what happened to Henry von Eisen.
Who would ever have expected an Atlantic hurricane to make it all the way to Massachusetts, and then to sweep inland as far as Cheshire County, setting off that waterspout from Big Star Pond and then turning into a tornado and ripping up the old landfill near the old Cheshire Pike? Mainly, everybody was upset that the big homecoming parade was cancelled, the football game against Billerica Tech was called off, and the gymnasium flooded so the homecoming dance never happened.
At least, that's what Tony LoPresto said when he phoned me. I don't know if he paid for the call himself or found some way to get the city fathers in Bayou Richelieu to foot the bill, but one way or another all that gab must have cost plenty.
The kids at North Cheshire were disappointed by the mess the storm made of homecoming weekend, but Tony was more interested in what the storm pulled out of the old landfill. Tony told me that the human remains that turned up were identified as belonging to some old tramp who'd fallen into the landfill years before and died there. The local authorities gave Tony the run of the place. Professional courtesy, they call it.
But Tony knew better. He didn't say so, but he knew better.
We both knew who that corpse was, or what was left of it after almost eight years lying there in the landfill. There are raccoons and lynxes and even a few wolves in those woods. There wasn't much left of that fellow. But Tony told me there was one odd thing about the body. You know how freakish Old Ma Nature can be, and somehow, for all the scavengers who'd worked over that body and then the effects of lying in the earth all these years, the flesh was almost perfectly preserved on the left hand.
Isn't that odd, Izzy?
Tony told me that the left hand of the body showed a big scar running straight across the palm. As if the owner of that hand had got into a fight and his opponent came at him with a really nasty knife, and that fellow put up his hand to try and stop the knife and wound up with a terrible gash running right across the palm of his hand.
Looked as if the cut had healed up all right, Tony said, but the scar was something to behold. And Tony figured that whoever owned that hand would never be able to do very much with it ever again, even after the wound had healed.
Oh, it was Henry von Eisen all right. Tony has some wild theory about von Eisen getting into a scrape with poor old Percival Dunning that icy night back in the winter of ‘32-'33, and maybe beating old Percival into a helpless state and then putting him in his old Pullman coupe and sending it out onto the ice of Big Star Pond.
And then, Tony figures, somebody else comes along, somebody von Eisen doesn't like to start with, and now this other person has seen von Eisen practically murder poor old Percival Dunning. So von Eisen goes after this other person, too. You'd think von Eisen would win a fight, but who knows, under those conditions, anything could happen. Anything. Right, Izz?
Even though I'm not a religious person, I know a few Bible stories. I know about David and Goliath. Do you think Henry von Eisen might have been a kind of Goliath? And who would be David?
Who, Izzy?
Well, I guess I missed all the excitement of homecoming weekend, the hurricane, the waterspout, the tornado, the body in the landfill. Things are quiet here in Keweenaw Bay. Must be more exciting back East where you are, Izzy.
Congratulations again on your marriage. Give Carolyn my best wishes. You are one lucky son of a gun!
Meow, Cats, Meow!
Robert “Bobcat” O'Brien
Copyright © 2009 Richard A. Lupoff
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Reviews: BLOG BYTES by Bill Crider
So here it is December again, or at least that's the date on our favorite magazine. Meanwhile we here in Alvin, Texas, have been suffering through a seemingly endless succession of days with temperatures of 100 degrees or more, and our only escape is the Internet.
So where shall we go first? Well, if you're an old-time radio fan but would like something a little bit different, how about the Decoder Ring Theater (www.decoderringtheatre.com), where you're promised “all-new audio adventures in the tradition of the classic programs of Radio's Golden Age.... [With] full-length, full-cast tales of mystery and adventure to fire your imagination"? You can choose “the pulse-pounding thrills of The Red Panda Adventures, the noir stylings of Black Jack Justice [or a] grab-bag of suspense, science fiction, and comedy.” You can give a donation if you want to, but it's all free for download or for listening on your computer.
Or maybe you'd prefer to escape into reality. If so, True Crime Report (www.truecrimereport.com) is for you. You can find “True Crime, all the time—covering breaking crime stories and high-profile investigations across the U.S. and elsewhere.” Among the categories covered are assault (48 posts so far), classroom creepiness (3 posts), missing persons (157 posts), homicide (216 posts), and, well, you get the idea.
If fictional crime is more to your liking, take a look at Shots (www.shotsmag.co.uk), billed as “The UK's #1 Crime & Thriller E-zine.” It has just about everything: interviews, book reviews, fiction, author profiles, Nick Stone's column on films and DVDs, Michael Carlson on detective fiction, and Mike Ripley's wide-ranging musings in “Getting Away with Murder."
For crime in the USA, you can visit Criminal Minds: A Virtual Panel (7criminalminds.blogspot.com), where “Each week, seven crime fiction authors respond to a question about writing, reading, murder and mayhem.” The authors are CJ Lyons, Rebecca Cantrell, Sophie Littlefield, Kelli Stanley, Shane Gericke, Tim Maleeny, and Gabrella Herkert. They tackle questions like “Why do I write mysteries?", “Why do I read mysteries?", “Do you think like the hero or the villian?", and “What's your favorite crime movie of the last 30 years?” You can even win signed books for commenting on the answers.
So there you have them, four perfect escapes from whatever weather you might be having right now. Works for me. Why, I think I even hear sleigh bells outside.
Copyright © 2009 Bill Crider
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Reviews: THE JURY BOX by Jon L. Breen
It's no secret that some of the best crime fiction on the market today was originally written in languages other than English. Leading off our annual survey of mysteries in translation are three novels (two of them highly experimental) that are at least in part disquisitions on the fiction writer's creative process, followed by three from distinguished series, more conventional but no less notable.
**** Domenico Starnone: First Execution, translated from the Italian by Antony Shugaar, Europa, $15. Partly about retired teacher Domenico Stasi, apparently being recruited for terrorist activity by a former student, and partly about the similarly-named novelist telling his story, this puzzle-box narrative shifts between reality and fiction, third and first person. Though not for everybody, it's rich in political, social, and psychological insights while demonstrating the virtues of brevity, an excellent reading experience for those who don't insist all questions be answered definitively.
*** Carmen Posadas: Child's Play, translated from the Spanish by Nick Caistor and Amanda Hopkinson, Harper, $24.99. By contrast, this novel is exasperatingly longwinded, especially after the midway switch from third to first person, but an intriguing story, building to a satisfactorily shocking conclusion, compensates. Successful mystery writer Luisa Davila, writing a police procedural centered on the murder of a child in an exclusive Madrid private school even as her eleven-year-old daughter Elba enters a similar school, reconnects with old friends who share the painful memory of a death (accident or murder?) in their own schooldays.
*** Selcuk Altun: Songs My Mother Never Taught Me, translated from the Turkish by Ruth Christie and Selcuk Berilgen, Telegram, $13.95. The parallel stories of a wealthy young man trying to discover who killed his mathematician father and the religiously bent professional assassin who did the job make for an unconventional thriller cum Istanbul travelogue. The author himself appears as an unpleasant secondary character, a sort of on-call deus ex machina.
**** Leonardo Padura: Havana Fever, translated from the Spanish by Peter Bush, Bitter Lemon, $14.95. Former Havana cop Mario Conde, now working as a book scout, finds a bibliographic treasure trove in the long-untouched library of a wealthy Cuban who fled after Castro's revolution. A 1960 newspaper clipping about a beautiful bolero singer who abruptly ended her career reignites Conde's detective instinct. In a familiar series-novel twist, the ex-cop himself becomes a murder suspect. Is his extreme reaction to the humiliation of being fingerprinted and questioned a cultural reflection, a political one, or merely an aspect of his personality? Again Padura demonstrates that he is one of the very best contemporary crime writers regardless of language. (It's just as well this book has fewer baseball references than usual. The British translator, refusing to check with anyone who knows the lingo, tells of a catcher “distinguished by the elegant way he received hits and, most of all, caught foul-flys.")
*** Andrea Camilleri: August Heat, translated from the Italian by Stephen Sartarelli, Penguin, $14. The latest case for quirky Sicilian Inspector Salvo Montalbano, avid swimmer and skater on thin professional ice, involves Italy's loose and graft-greased building regulations and the ever-present tentacles of the Mafia. Pleasantly reshuffled are time-honored mystery elements, some of which were already well-worn a hundred years ago. While Montalbano's rocky romantic life is a part of the story, the emphasis as in all the best procedurals is on the case at hand. Though the humor probably works even better in the original Italian, the English version is funny enough thanks to an expert translator, whose notes are always a valuable bonus.
*** Karin Fossum: The Water's Edge, translated from the Norwegian by Charlotte Barslund, Houghton Mifflin, $25. The Norwegian cop team of Konrad Sejer and Jacob Scarre investigate the murder of a small boy, whose body is discovered by an unhappy and ill-matched young married couple who nonetheless take a weekly Sunday walk together. The disappearance of another boy, this one morbidly obese, heightens community fears of a serial molester and killer. Marked by unexpected turns and a chilling finale, this is a fine specimen of Scandinavian-style procedural by an author far superior to the over-hyped Henning Mankell.
*** Mariko Koike: The Cat in the Coffin, translated from the Japanese by Deborah Boliver Boehm, Vertical, $14.95. When the appearance of a stray white cat brings back painful memories, reclusive artist Masayo Haryu recounts to her housekeeper how she came to Tokyo in the mid 1950s for a job as live-in tutor to the troubled eight-year-old daughter of widowed art teacher Goro Kawakubo. Masayo gains the respect of her young charge, who has made a mother substitute of her cat, but the advent of Goro's beautiful fiancée brings disaster for all concerned, human and feline. This deeply involving novel is neither a cat cozy nor the romantic suspense the basic situation suggests. Dark, unpredictable, and disturbing, it includes a slight suggestion of the supernatural that the reader may accept or reject.
*** Tanguy Viel: Beyond Suspicion, translated from the French by Linda Coverdale, New Press, $19.95. Sam attends the wedding of bar girl Lise and the much older (and wealthy) auctioneer Henri posing as brother of the bride, but his true role becomes apparent in a fake kidnap plot that goes awry. In long poetic sentences, eschewing quotation marks for dialogue, Viel spins a tale reminiscent in plot and brevity of a James M. Cain novel and in suspense of a Hitchcock film. For other comparisons, see Jonathan Lethem's laudatory foreword.
** Baantjer: DeKok and the Mask of Death, translated from the Dutch by H.G. Smittenaar, Speck, $24. Veteran cop DeKok and his younger partner Vledder confront a classic lady-vanishes situation: a young man claims he helped his girlfriend check into an Amsterdam hospital, only to have the admitting personnel and the hospital records deny she was ever there. Partly because the solution is familiar from past variations on the problem, partly because the telling is bit too repetitious, this is a lesser entry in an enjoyable series. Still, every DeKok case is a sort of criminous comfort food—brief, simply written, likeably peopled, and marked by old-fashioned fair-play clue planting.
** Jef Geeraerts: The Public Prosecutor, translated from the Dutch by Brian Doyle, Bitter Lemon, $14.95. Albert Savelkoul, the Antwerp official of the title, is the target of an elaborate plot resulting from his wife's association with the controversial (and here quite sinister) Roman Catholic organization Opus Dei. (This novel was published in its original language in 1998, several years before Dan Brown's The Da Vinci Code.) While the story is well enough written and organized, lack of character in-volvement prevented its taking wing, for this reader at least.
Copyright © 2009 by Jon L. Breen
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Fiction: AN AFTERNOON AT THE COTTAGE by Jean Rae Baxter
Canadian Jean Rae Baxter was a secondary-school teacher for many years, and when she turned to fiction writing she thought her work would be confined to stories for teens. As it turned out, although she has produced one young-adult historical (The Way Lies North) and other short young-adult pieces, she proved at least equally talented at adult noir fiction. Her second novel, which was released in April 2008, is the criminous Looking for Cardenio.
"Wow!” Terry said. “So this is where you disappear to on weekends."
Davey stood watching, amused, as she walked around the great room, staring up at the tongue-in-groove cathedral ceiling, down at the pine-plank floor, and through the huge picture window at the sparkling blue water of Cranberry Lake.
Terry Loucks was one of the secretaries at Strathcona Secondary School, where Davey Sturmont taught biology. She was a pretty brunette with long black hair and olive skin. For this afternoon at the cottage, she was wearing a ski sweater and slacks. At thirty, Terry had been married once and would like to be married again, preferably to Davey. But he already had a wife.
On that same afternoon, Davey's wife Sue and their two little girls were in Toronto, enjoying a Saturday matinee performance of The Lion King, thus providing Davey with an opportunity to bring Terry to the cottage. Terry did not like motels. For her, this would be a treat.
While Terry roamed about saying “Wow!” at everything in sight, Davey turned on the electric baseboard heating. This was the first weekend of October, and the cottage had been closed up since the previous Sunday.
Terry, standing on the thick sheepskin rug that lay in front of the massive stone fireplace, turned to Davey.
"May I have a tour?"
"Of course.” He had looked forward to showing off his summer home.
With a wave he directed her toward the kitchen, which was open to the great room. Following her, he could not help grinning at the way she stared about.
"Wow! You have way more appliances in this cottage than I have in my whole apartment. Stove. Fridge. Washer. Dryer. Dishwasher. Indoor grill. Microwave. Talk about taking life easy!"
Her enthusiasm pleased him.
"My mother-in-law was responsible for most of the upgrades. She didn't like roughing it. The only way she would come up to the cottage was if she could have every convenience of her house in town. The microwave is the only thing Sue has added since she took over."
"So it's your wife's cottage, really?"
He flinched. “It's our family cottage. But yes, she holds title."
"Nice to have money."
Davey did not answer. It riled him that it was Sue who had the money. What riled him even more was her persistence in ignoring his hints that the deed should be changed to joint ownership. He would have appreciated survivorship rights. Not only that, but Sue's sole ownership sometimes made him feel more like a guest at the cottage than lord of the manor.
Terry, her elbows resting on the granite counter, gazed out the window at Cranberry Lake sparkling in the sunshine. “I can just imagine standing here peeling potatoes while enjoying that view."
The autumn colours were at their height: crimson, russet, yellow, and gold.
"Fall is my favourite season,” he said. “I wanted to share this with you."
"Look!” she exclaimed. “Two people out in a canoe."
He glanced in the direction she pointed. “Yeah. I see them. No life jackets."
In the stern of a red canoe knelt a big, sandy-haired man wearing a tan windbreaker. The woman, paddling in the bow, had her brown hair in a ponytail. She wore a black backpack over her blue jacket.
"I know the guy,” Davey said. “Alvin Tofflemire. The Tofflemires’ cottage is further up the lake from here. I don't know the girl.” He snickered. “Looks like Al is having a bit on the side. Everybody's doing it."
"Let's have the rest of the tour,” Terry said stiffly.
From the great room, a short corridor led to the bedrooms. The door to the first one stood open.
"This is Kate's room."
"She's four, isn't she?"
"Can't you tell?"
A laminated circus poster dominated one plank wall. On the bed cushions were piles of stuffed animals. Picture books lined the shelves.
"Sweet,” Terry said.
Next came eight-year-old Sally's room, where framed pictures of dogs decorated the walls. As well as books about dogs, the shelves held a collection of china dogs, each representing a different breed.
"I guess Sally likes dogs,” Terry said.
"Crazy about them."
"Does she have one?"
"No. Sue won't allow an animal in the house.” He chuckled. “She barely tolerates me."
"The animal in you is what I like best."
"Grrr." He took a playful nip at her ear.
"Ouch! Stop that!"
Davey liked to think of himself as tough and slightly threatening. In fact, he was a soft man, not in good shape, at thirty-seven already developing a paunch. He had a broad face with regular features, and reddish-brown hair in a buzz cut, which he considered youthful and athletic.
Terry smiled and rubbed her ear. “Now show me the master bedroom."
"This way."
She stopped at the next door. “Here?"
"No. That's a bathroom."
At the end of the hall he opened the door to a spacious room with its own fireplace. A deep blue Persian carpet with red and yellow medallions covered half the floor. The window drapes and the king-size bed's quilted comforter picked up the carpet's jewel-like tones.
"Wow! This is bigger than my whole apartment.” She strolled about, peering into the two walk-in closets and inspecting the en suite with its Jacuzzi tub. When she had finished looking around, she sat down on the edge of the bed, kicked off her shoes, and lay back. “I want to try this out.” She folded her arms behind her head and smiled an invitation.
Davey moved toward her, then stopped.
"Uh-uh. Not here."
"Why not?"
"Sue and I...” Davey faltered. This was not a good time to tell his girlfriend that he loved and honoured his wife.
"Some things are sacred. Right?"
He flushed. “There are things it doesn't seem right to share."
"Well, okay.” She sat up. “But I notice you don't mind sharing your pecker."
He laughed. “The cottage may be Sue's, but the pecker is mine."
Terry's smile seemed forced. “All right. So which bedroom do we use? Where do you put your guests?"
"We could use a guest room, but what I had in mind was the sheepskin on the hearth in the great room. I can light a fire."
She was putting on her shoes. “Sounds romantic. We can share a bottle of wine."
"I forgot to bring any."
"What about the wine I saw in the kitchen?"
"Sue would notice a bottle missing. We never keep more than a few on hand. Kids from the trailer park outside Seeley's Bay sometimes break into cottages. If they find enough alcohol to get drunk, they trash the place."
Terry frowned. Davey did not blame her. Sharing a bottle of wine was something they both liked to do when they made love.
"Come on,” he said, and guided her back to the great room. “You relax while I light a fire."
Terry settled in an armchair while he arranged paper, kindling, and logs. He had done this a hundred times before, but when he had lit the fire, the logs refused to catch. After a lovely flare while the paper and kindling burned, the flames died.
"I'll try again.” Davey felt inept. He had wanted to impress Terry.
"It doesn't matter. I'm not cold."
She slipped from the chair and crossed to the hearth, where she knelt beside him on the thick, warm sheepskin. With a smile, she pulled off her sweater and unhooked her brassiere. Then she leaned toward him and pressed her mouth to his. He did not respond. His body felt awkward and stiff.
Again she kissed him, pushing her tongue into his mouth. A little aroused, he placed one hand on her round, smooth breast and leaned her backwards on the rug. Still he felt no tightening in his groin. He wanted his penis to become huge and hard. Nothing happened.
"What's wrong?” she asked.
"I don't know. Put your clothes on. Let's go to a motel."
The absurdity struck him. Why had he brought Terry here? Invading Sue's domain, he couldn't help comparing Terry to Sue. How had he got himself into this affair with a woman who didn't have half his wife's brains or class? If Sue knew about it, she would kick him out. No more marriage. No more summers at the cottage. He would lose his children, too. Terry would expect him to marry her....
Terry sat up and put on her brassiere.
"You've acted weird ever since we got here,” she said.
"Sorry."
She stood up. “I'm going to the bathroom to comb my hair."
"Don't get any on the floor."
"What?"
"I don't want Sue picking up a long black hair from the bathroom floor and wondering who that belonged to."
"You make me feel cheap."
That was the way he felt, too. But before he could summon a response that he would not regret, Terry had crossed the room and was looking out the window at the lake.
"There's your friend paddling back. But he's alone in the canoe."
Davey joined her at the window. “When they went by earlier, I thought they were just out for a paddle. I guess I was wrong. The girl was probably a guest, and Al was taking her over to Seeley's Bay to catch the bus. No hanky-panky after all. Well, I never did think of Al as a ladies’ man.” He turned from the window. “Let's get out of here."
Terry looked flustered. “First, couldn't we have a cup of tea?"
"Sorry, honey. I'd rather not. The less we touch, the less evidence we leave. I don't want Sue to suspect that I've brought a woman up here. To her, this place is the Garden of Eden."
"So that makes me the serpent?"
"Sweetheart, you're the apple."
She giggled. And when he pretended to bite her cheek, she wrapped her arms around him. He felt a surge of relief that the crisis had passed. As she kissed his mouth, he felt his penis thickening, pushing up against his briefs.
"Come on. Let's find a motel."
* * * *
The next weekend Davey, Sue, and the girls drove up to Cranberry Lake to spend Thanksgiving at the cottage, as they did every year. On Sunday, while Davey took the chainsaw to a white pine that had blown down in a windstorm, Sue prepared the traditional dinner: turkey with cranberry sauce (wild, highbush cranberries that Kate and Sally had gathered), carrots, mashed potatoes, and apple pie.
Alvin and Lisa Tofflemire paddled over for dinner. They were about the same age as Davey and Sue, but had no children. Although the two couples saw each other often during the summer, Thanksgiving was the only time they got together in the off-season, since the Sturmonts’ home was in Kingston while the Tofflemires lived in Ottawa.
After Kate and Sally had gone to bed, the adults sipped brandy in front of a warm fire. (This time it lit properly.) Davey thought that Sue's ash-blond hair looked pretty in the firelight. She was in every way an attractive woman, long-limbed and graceful. They had met as undergraduates at Queen's University, and Davey had been smitten even before he knew about the money. It was not until she took him home to “meet the folks” that Davey realized Sue's parents were totally loaded. When she had said that she would marry him, Davey knew how lucky he was in every way.
"Have you used your cottage since the end of summer?” Sue asked the Tofflemires. The question was just to make conversation.
"This is the first visit for me since Labour Day,” Lisa said. “But Al was up last weekend with a bunch of friends he knew from university.” She smiled fondly at her husband. “I'm so proud of him. Those guys left the cottage neat as a pin. You'd never think that eight men had been up here fishing the weekend before."
Davey glanced from the corner of his eye at Alvin, whose smile seemed forced. Ah-ha! Davey thought. I was right the first time. Although he seldom felt guilty about his own infidelity, he found it reassuring not to be the only sinner. Who could blame Al for having a girlfriend on the side? Lisa was a good woman, but she had teeth like a horse and a laugh to match. As long as she did not know, where was the harm?
* * * *
On November tenth, duck hunters found the body of a woman in shallow water near the shore on the west side of Cranberry Lake. The deceased had brown hair and wore a blue jacket. The corpse was not in good shape. According to the coroner's report, it had been in the water for about one month. The lungs were filled with water. Death was by drowning, but there had also been a blow to the base of the skull, possibly inflicted by the edge of a paddle blade. Foul play was suspected.
According to news reports, the dead woman's husband, Robert Lovitt, had identified the remains. The deceased was April Lovitt, age twenty-six, of Ottawa. She had told her husband that she was going to Sarnia to visit her sister the weekend of October second to the fourth. When she did not return as expected, he had phoned the sister, who informed him that no such visit had ever been planned. Mr. Lovitt had not reported his wife as a missing person. This omission was partly due to embarrassment, for he assumed that she had left him for another man. He had also hoped that she would return of her own volition.
From the day the body was found, fear ruled Davey's life. What if Terry connected the victim with the woman they both had seen in Alvin Tofflemire's canoe? What if, after making the connection, Terry decided to tell the police? Then surely it would become public knowledge that Terry had been with Davey at the cottage that day.
Davey and Terry had not been together since that afternoon, when they had gone to a motel after fleeing the cottage. There had been no quarrel, yet in Davey's mind, the affair was over. In his extramarital relationships, Davey always knew the precise moment when it was time to walk away. He had intended to tell Terry as soon as he could think of an adroit way to handle the situation. So far, he had simply avoided her. Each morning, when he arrived at the school at eight a.m., he would check his pigeonhole for messages and then scurry to the science room to set up for his first class.
The discovery of the body brought his situation into sharp focus. He loved Sue. He loved Kate and Sally. He loved the cottage, and his BMW, and skiing at Whistler, and all the other luxuries that a teacher's salary could not provide. He did not love Terry. Yet if matters turned out badly, his affair with her could cost him everything else.
He wanted to tell Terry that it was time for both of them to move on. But hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. If he dumped Terry, he would have no leverage to keep her from telling the police that she had seen a man identified as Al Tofflemire, in a canoe with a woman wearing a blue jacket, paddling south on Cranberry Lake, and then the same man returning alone one hour later. If Terry went to the police with this story, Davey's name would be dragged in. Sue could put two and two together. He must not let that happen. For the foreseeable future, he would have to string Terry along.
That evening, he phoned her from the pay phone at the VIA station, which was a few miles out of town and the safest place from which to make a call.
"Sweetheart, we have to talk about what we saw that afternoon on Cranberry Lake."
"You mean, your neighbour, that girl, and the canoe?"
"Exactly. It mustn't get out that you and I were at the cottage. Besides, I've known Al Tofflemire for years. He wouldn't hurt a fly."
"We aren't talking about a fly. That was a woman."
"Maybe not the same woman."
"It looks like it happened that same weekend. She wore a blue jacket. The coroner said a paddle could have caused that injury to the base of her skull."
"Sure, sure. Anything's possible. I'm just asking you not to talk about it to anyone, especially not the police. Don't cause trouble when it isn't necessary. If Sue finds out about you and me, she'll kick me out. Not only that, but I could lose my job. You could lose yours, too. You know how this Board of Education feels about improper behaviour. Please, Terry, if you and I have any chance of a future together..."
That did it.
"Davey honey, what do you want me to do?"
Slowly he let out his breath. “Sweetheart, there's nothing for you and me to do except say nothing and be good to each other."
"I thought you were avoiding me. You haven't called me. At school, you act like I'm invisible. But you always have. I guess that's necessary."
"Now more than ever. But I want to see you. When may I come over? Tomorrow evening? I can tell Sue I have a meeting."
"Yes. Tomorrow.” He heard her sigh. “Davey, I need you."
"And I need you."
What a bastard I've turned out to be, he thought as he hung up the phone.
Terry's apartment was upstairs over a hairdresser's salon in a down-at-the-heels part of town. As usual, Davey parked on a side street and waited until no pedestrians were in sight before approaching the door. It was a narrow door, painted blue, on street level. He used the key that she had given him when their affair began six months ago, and he climbed the steep staircase to the landing, where a second door opened to her apartment. He knocked. Immediately, she let him in.
There was a constant smell of cleaning products in Terry's apartment. This odor, which he found pleasant, might have been the result of Terry's constant effort to fight grime. Or it might have been the scent of shampoos from the salon below.
The apartment consisted of a small lounge, furnished with a sofa and chair in matching flowered slipcovers, a kitchenette, a bathroom with a worn claw-foot tub which a metal rod and plastic curtains had adapted for showering, and a bedroom the size of Sue's clothes closet. Davey had never liked to visit Terry here, preferring motels. But the apartment was safer. At night, there was never anyone else in the building.
Davey had brought a bottle of white wine. They made love on top of the worn chenille coverlet of her narrow bed. Before leaving, he gave her a bracelet: moonstones set in silver.
The next day, Davey noticed her wearing the bracelet at work. Two hundred dollars was a cheap price to pay for peace of mind. Everything was going to work out fine, he told himself. The police would conduct their investigation. Either they would make an arrest or they would not. It did not matter greatly to Davey, so long as he could keep out of the way.
Maybe he should apply to change schools next September. Then, his affair with Terry could wither away. Out of sight, out of mind. One good thing about Terry, she had a tender heart where children were involved. As for himself, once he had extricated himself, he would never be unfaithful to Sue again.
Weeks passed with no arrest. Christmas approached. Davey was beginning to feel complacent until, on the Saturday that he took Kate to see Santa Claus, his world threatened to explode.
The morning had begun well. For the first time, Kate did not wail when placed on the knee of the bearded stranger in the red snowsuit. Shyly but clearly, she confided that she wanted a princess doll and a bicycle with training wheels. Catching a nod from Davey, Santa promised to deliver.
On their way home, Davey turned on the car radio to catch the eleven a.m. news. That was when he learned that an arrest had been made. Kate, in the backseat, was singing “Jingle Bells.” He turned up the volume to catch the name of the person charged, expecting it to be Alvin Tofflemire. But no; the person charged was Jason Giddy, of Seeley's Bay. There would be more details on the main newscast at noon.
Davey pulled into the driveway, opened the rear passenger door, and unbuckled Kate. When he lifted her from the seat, she protested indignantly, “I can walk, Daddy!” But he carried her into the house anyway, setting her down only to open the front door. In the hall, he unwound her muffler and knelt to pull off her pink boots.
"I'm making hot chocolate,” Sue called from the kitchen. Davey and Kate joined her. Sally was already there, sitting at the table munching a cookie. “How was the visit to Santa?” Sue asked.
"Fine. Just fine.” He left it to Kate to relate the details. Standing by the counter, listening to her little-girl chatter, he thought how much he loved her and also Sally, who, too old for Santa Claus but under orders to say nothing that would undermine her little sister's faith, wore that smug I-know-something-that-you-don't smile that is the essence of older-sisterness.
It was one minute before noon when Kate finished her story. “I'm going to turn on the TV,” Davey said to Sue. “There's been an arrest for that Cranberry Lake murder."
Sue joined him in the den, sitting in the leather armchair with her long legs tucked beside her.
The arrest was the first item on the local news. The person charged with the murder of April Lovitt was twenty-year-old Jason Giddy. He and his girlfriend, a seventeen-year-old minor who could not be identified because of her age, had spent a day running up purchases on the victim's credit card. The young man denied killing April Lovitt. He had, he said, found the body in shallow water near the shore, taken the victim's backpack, and then shoved the body back into the water. The credit card had been in the backpack, which he later disposed of. Jason Giddy and his girlfriend both lived in the trailer park just outside Seeley's Bay. Giddy was known to the police.
Terry left a note in Davey's pigeonhole in the school office. He found it Monday morning. Two words: “Call me.” He knew what it must mean. At least Terry had the foresight to tell him first, before going to the police, so that he could be prepared. Fair warning. But he had to stop her. He went through the day like a robot, teaching mechanically, watching the clock.
At home, he roused himself. Sue had ordered a Christmas tree, which the man from the tree farm had delivered and set up in the living room. Sue had brought out the boxes of lights and decorations. I may never have another chance to do this, Davey thought as he stood on a chair to attach the star to the top of the tree. He might not have been a good husband, but he was a good father. Ten days till Christmas. Would this Christmas be his last as a family man?
While Sue read the girls a bedtime story, Davey poured two liters of milk down the kitchen sink. Then he went to the front hall and donned his overcoat, boots, and hat. Sue, coming down the stairs, saw him pulling on his gloves.
"You aren't going out, are you? It's a terrible night."
"Just to the Hasti Mart. We're out of milk for breakfast."
"I don't think so. There were two unopened bags last time I looked. Let me check.” She went into the kitchen. In a moment she called, “I guess I was wrong, or else the girls got really thirsty."
"I'll be right back,” Davey said.
With the freezing rain still falling, the street was like a skating rink. For traction he had to drive with the passenger-side wheels in the snow banks that edged the curb. He parked around the corner from the hairdresser's salon, and walked there with his head bent, sleet lashing his cheeks.
Terry was startled when he let himself in.
"Why didn't you phone? You shouldn't go out on a night like this."
"You know I can't phone from home. And cell-phone calls can be traced."
He took off his gloves, hat, and coat, but not his boots.
"I thought I should tell you that I'm going to tell the police what I saw."
"For God's sake don't!"
"I have to. Giddy didn't kill that woman. He's innocent."
"Not that innocent. He has a record. B and E. Muggings. Corner-store holdups. Keep him locked up for twenty-five years and the world will be a safer place."
"You can't mean that."
"Terry, he's trailer-park trash."
Her eyes were wide, watching him watching her.
"I was raised in a trailer park. And I'll tell you something else. Maybe you went to university and I didn't, but I know more about what's important than you do."
"Do you want to ruin my life?"
She laughed. “It looks like you wouldn't hesitate to ruin Jason Giddy's life, or mine, for that matter. So yes, it might give me a certain satisfaction."
Davey heard a groan and did not realize that it came from him. As he lunged, her hands flew up, and he saw the moonstone and silver bracelet on her slender wrist as he grabbed her neck. Her fingernails clawed at his hands. Her eyes bulged and reddened as his grip tightened. He heard the gurgle of air trapped in her closed-off throat.
In the end, it was silent and still. Terry lay crumpled on the floor, her long black hair spread like a fan. Sudden weakness came over him, and he sat down heavily on the sofa.
"Why did you make me do that?"
Davey looked at his hands as if he had never seen them before. When he finally managed to stop shaking, he put on his hat, his coat, and his gloves. Leaving Terry's apartment, he closed the door behind him. As he descended the steep staircase, he had to grip the banister to prevent himself from falling.
Ice coated the BMW. He had to scrape the windshield before he could drive away.
When he reached home, Sue met him in the hall.
"I've been worried. What took you so long?"
He looked at her, dazed, until he remembered his excuse for going out. “The Hasti Mart was closed, probably because of the ice storm. I drove around looking for someplace open.” He pulled off his gloves. “It's murder out there."
"Did you get...” Her voice faltered. “Did you get the milk?"
He shook his head. Words would not come. Sue unbuttoned his coat, helped him to doff it, then led him into the living room.
"You better tell me what happened."
The Christmas lights glowed, and the star shone from the top of the tree. When she pointed to the sofa, he sat down. She knelt facing him, her back to the Christmas tree. She was so close, kneeling between his thighs.
"Look at your hands."
"No,” He turned his head aside. He could not bear to see the scratches oozing blood. Suddenly he was weeping.
"Davey. Tell me. What have you done?"
He choked on a sob. “I've killed a woman."
Sue stiffened. Her body pulled back, away from him. He heard the change in her breathing, how she fought to keep control. He felt his blood shiver colder and colder, and his mind cried out, It is over, it is over...
"Your mistress?"
"What!"
"Oh, I know all about her. Everybody knows. Terry Loucks. Isn't that ... wasn't that ... her name?” A pause. “What could she have done to you ... to deserve ... that?"
He buried his face in his hands, muffling his voice. “Remember the day you took the girls to Toronto to see The Lion King? I took Terry up to the cottage that afternoon. We saw Al Tofflemire with a girl in his canoe."
"Go on."
He looked up and saw that her eyes were on him. What did she see when she looked at him, what kind of monster? She did not interrupt.
When he had finished, she said, “So you were afraid that you would lose everything. Me. Kate and Sally. My money.” He could see her throat working, trying to keep her voice steady.
"No,” he sobbed. “It wasn't the money."
Her voice rose. “Don't lie. You've lied too much already. Those sordid little affairs with secretaries, filing clerks, classroom assistants!"
"You knew? Why did you stay?"
"Kate and Sally love you. You're a great father. When you're with the children, the best of you shines. Our daughters needed you in their lives every day, not just two weekends a month. Kicking you out would have devastated them. So I decided that I could bear the humiliation.
"Besides, I was sorry for you. I had money and you didn't. It was my money that took away your manhood. We didn't need your salary. The money you earned wasn't important, and that bothered you. It hurts a man not to be necessary. That's why you turned to all those interchangeable women. They looked up to you."
"And you didn't."
"It hardly matters now.” Sue rose. “That was a terrible thing you did. You must tell the police everything that you've told me."
"No!” He raised his face to her. “If I go to prison, think what that will do to Kate and Sally."
"To all of us."
"Then let's say nothing. Please, Sue, for the sake of the children. If the police ask questions, tell them I was here with you the entire evening."
She shook her head. “Look at your hands. Your skin will be under her fingernails. Lies will not save you. I'll hire the best criminal lawyer in Canada and stand by you until the trial is over."
"And then what will you do, you and the children?"
"Leave the country, I suppose. Go back to using my maiden name."
Sue rose, went into the hall, and took the cordless phone from its cradle. Her hand was shaking as she brought it to him. “Phone nine-one-one. Ask for the police."
She faced him, dry-eyed. Behind her the tree lights shone.
"I'm sorry, Davey. You could have been a very good man."
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Fiction: ERIN'S JOURNAL by David Dean
"If it appears improbable that someone's journal would be found intact washing around in the surf, let me assure you, I actually found one, and after it dried out, it was remarkably legible,” author David Dean told EQMM. Of course, the contents of Erin's journal are entirely fictional. But like the story's detec-tive, Mr. Dean is chief of police in a New Jersey resort town. Maybe that's why he was able to bring the tale's setting and his police chief's thoughts and actions so vividly to life.
Father Gregory was a speck of darkness on the wide white sands of the deserted beach as he trundled northward against a slight headwind. To his right, the great Atlantic broke into pieces some twenty yards out, releasing a flat, rushing wash of saltwater that sought his shoes and cuffs, and though a short, rotund man, he danced lightly out of its reach each time, chuckling at every success; delighted as a child.
He inhaled the salt-washed air greedily, as he did each day that the weather allowed him to walk to morning Mass, and was doubly rewarded with that mysterious tang of wood smoke and dying leaves that he had been reliably informed constituted the aroma of autumn. It was like nothing he had ever encountered in his native India and he found it quite alluring, entrancing really, as it awoke those feelings of loss and mortality that made each moment of living all the sweeter. In his native land, the odors of decay were cloying and carnal; difficult to romanticize, the physical manifestations of death being swift and ugly, victim of the unrelenting heat.
As the sun broke free of the horizon, Father Gregory stopped for a moment to admire the palette of colors unleashed across the sky to rout the last vestiges of the night and smiled hugely. And as he turned away to witness the effect upon the dunes, the goldenrod glowed into life as thousands of Monarch butterflies finished drying their wings and detached themselves to flutter aloft like a silent “Te Deum” picked out in black and orange.
"Well done,” he congratulated God delightedly, even as he fingered the crucifix hung round his neck as a reminder not to fall too much in love with the glamour of this world.
At that moment, the sea caught him off guard and swept across his shoes, depositing the journal there as if in offering. It lay open across his feet, drowned, yet intact, its pages decorated with leaves and tendrils by the publisher while the owner's scribbled writings competed for space on its crowded pages.
Without conscious thought, Father Gregory snatched up the sodden book before the next wave could reclaim it; so astounded at his improbable discovery that his shoes and socks took a second soaking before he recovered himself and hastily, if belatedly, backed out of reach of the tide. Once safe, he stood for several moments with the splayed-open journal dripping in his hands, and looked both right and left, half expecting someone to run up exclaiming, “That's mine! Give it back,” and snatch its secrets from his grasp. Yet, no one did.
Off in the distance, however, a man stood at one of the beach paths and appeared to be looking in the priest's direction. He was too far away for Father Gregory to identify, though he suspected it was Chief Hall, who sometimes met him on his walks and escorted him to morning Mass.
He looked back down at the dripping book he held in his hands and was thrilled anew at his discovery. What mystery might lie in his hands! The finding was like something from a pirate novel—perhaps this was a modern-day buccaneer's journal and the map to a hidden treasure lay within! As silly as it sounded, it nonetheless made his heart leap, and he felt as he had as a boy in Goa, standing at the edge of the Arabian Sea contemplating all the mystery and adventure that lay just beyond its horizon and his small reach. Now he lived beyond that horizon in a foreign land and, perhaps, adventure had found him at last!
He resumed his walking carrying the waterlogged diary, or whatever it might be, before him, much as he might the Eucharist. The man at the beach path held up one arm and with the other pointed exaggeratedly at its wrist, tapping it several times.
"Mass,” Father Gregory said aloud as the meaning of these gestures occurred to him. “What time is it?” He glanced at his own watch and saw that he had less than fifteen minutes; if he hurried, there was still time. He broke into a trot made awkward by the journal and shoes that extruded water with each step; his short, plump body rocking side to side as he hurried towards his friend, the policeman, and St. Brendan's, its slated steeple and ship's bell appearing very far away in the brilliant autumn sun.
* * * *
It had become a ritual that on those mornings when Father Gregory officiated at Mass, he and Chief Hall would breakfast together. As they both loved watching the sea, they invariably found themselves at the Luna Boardwalk Cafe, within sight of the great, moody Atlantic. Here, Julian Hall sat across the small, wobbly table from the little white-haired priest and marveled, not for the first time, at his remarkable friend, who had left behind everything familiar and dear to him to minister to the souls of foreign men in a strange land. It occurred to Julian, also not for the first time, to wonder whether he would be capable of such a sacrifice, and he concluded, as usual, that he would not. But he could see that these were matters far from the priest's mind at the moment; he was busily recounting his finding of the sodden journal even as he made hasty work of the last of his Western omelet, liberally doused with pepper sauce.
"It was as if God wanted me to find it,” he said again in his thick, sing-song accent. “Wouldn't you agree?"
Julian set his coffee mug down and smiled. “Acts of God would be more in your line of work, Father. Let's just say it's highly unusual—I've never heard of anyone, ever, finding a diary washing around in the ocean before, and I've lived here all my life. If I were you, I'd give some thought to running up to the casinos—just might be your day."
The object of their discussion lay by Father Gregory's elbow, drying on the tablecloth and leaving a large wet spot. He had laid it open and facedown to facilitate the effort and Julian could read “Journal” printed on its pink spine. A publishing-house logo was just discernible near the bottom edge and a variety of flowers graced its cover. It's something a young girl would write in, he thought. He noticed a rust-colored blotch staining the lower portion of the cover that appeared to have seeped into the pages within. It could not have been in the water for long, he surmised, otherwise the waves would have torn it to pieces.
Father Gregory giggled nervously and covered his mouth with one hand in case food had stuck between his teeth. “I see, yes, you are a funny man, a comedian. Monsignor Cahill would definitely appreciate the humor of my visiting the casinos with parish funds."
The monsignor was renowned for his dearth of humor and generally bleak demeanor. It was rumored that the old prelate had once been a keen and devilish prankster but that enforced sobriety had displaced this characteristic.
"So,” Julian asked, “what shall you do with your find? Do you intend to return it to the owner; that is, if you can find her?"
Father Gregory dabbed at his lips with a napkin and held up a surprisingly long finger, “You have concluded that the writer is a woman, Chief J? Is that not judging a book by its cover?"
Julian always found it amusing that Father Gregory, a circumspect and reticent man in most instances, insisted upon this unusual and familiar moniker with him—Chief J. He smiled and glanced out at the deceptively summery sea. “I'm probably stretching on this one, but I'll chance it. Have you looked for a name yet?” He reached for the book.
The priest placed his hand holding the napkin protectively atop the journal and said, “Oh no. I must insist that I have the pleasure of this investigation. You may have the entire Camelot police department at your beck and call, such as it is"—he risked a sly glance at his American friend—"but this mystery is mine by the immutable law of the sea, and you, Mr. Policeman, have no jurisdiction.” He chuckled quietly, then looked away to avoid giving offense.
"Besides,” Father Gregory resumed, “whatever is written in this book was not meant to be public, and you, after all, are a public servant. But as it was delivered into my hands, I will read it and consider what's best to do."
Julian stared flatly at his friend. “I see,” he murmured. “I had forgotten how pompous ... I meant important, of course, priests can be. Please do carry on, Father."
"I will do just that, I assure you,” Father Gregory answered airily.
Julian noticed their waitress hovering close by and signaled her over. She was a tall, slender girl with an abundance of dark curls who appeared to start awake at his gesture. She stumbled mechanically in their direction, the coffee-pot assuming threatening potential in her hands. The police chief raised his hand like a traffic cop. “The check, please."
This halted her and she turned as if she had forgotten something. After a few moments she came back with their check. Julian took it from her and hurried to the cash register to settle up the bill.
In spite of Father Gregory's protests, the chief always insisted upon paying, as he knew that the Indian priest sent nearly his entire paycheck to his home parish in Goa. The difference in pay he made by coming to America had financed the addition of three rooms to his parish school and provided scholarships for six children. Julian understood that his friend's exile was made bearable by the good he was doing from afar, and would not allow him to spend a cent in his presence.
"They do pay priests, you know,” Father Gregory admonished him from behind his back. “Not as much as police officers, especially police chiefs, of course, with the supplementary gifts and favors they receive from the public."
Julian glanced over his shoulder at his antagonist and said, “People do disappear in New Jersey, you know.” He saw that Father Gregory had wrapped the diary in a cloth napkin and asked, “Do I have to pay for that, too?"
His friend ignored him and smiled sweetly at the owner of the small restaurant who had taken the money. “Mrs. Colluzzo, may I take this along and return it upon my next visit?” he asked. “It would be most helpful."
She nodded distractedly, all the while staring past them. “Sweetheart,” she called out impatiently to their waitress, “there's people at your tables! Shake a leg, honey!” She patted Father Gregory on the cheek and said, “You just keep prayin’ for us and you can have a napkin every time you come in.” The middle-aged priest beamed at the older woman like a child.
As the policeman and the priest walked out onto the boardwalk together, Chief Hall muttered, “Payment for prayers, is it? I begin to see Martin Luther's point."
* * * *
As it was a weekday, Father Gregory was able to retire to his tiny room in the rectory by eight o'clock that evening. The pages of the journal, which had rested in the open position on his window sill all day, fluttered to and fro in the dry September air, and now felt only slightly damp to his touch. The paper, he noted, was thicker than normal writing paper, almost as if it were expected to be used out of doors; perhaps this explained its miraculous salvation from the sea.
Taking it carefully into his hands, he sat down in the room's single armchair and turned on his reading lamp, creating a cozy cone of light in the darkening room. A cup of chai tea rested on the small table at his elbow and released the aroma of cloves and ginger into the soft fall air, and he thought briefly and longingly of home. Then, after a whispered prayer that he might be granted wisdom and understanding, he opened the journal and began to peruse its pages.
His first reaction was one of disappointment.
On the very first page, within a small rectangle drawn expressly for the purpose, was written the name of the journal's author—Erin. The lettering was in a childish script and written in pencil. An exuberant star capped the letter i.
Chief J was correct, he thought sadly, I have discovered a young woman's diary and nothing more; no adventure awaits within these pages, no map to buried treasure. With a sigh, he riffled through the pages like a deck of cards and was rewarded with page after page of inconsistent penmanship, sometimes in pencil, sometimes in ink, slanting and sliding across the yellowed paper and often sharing the cramped space with talented, if immature, sketches of elfin females in poses and attitudes that ran the gamut from rapture to melancholy. He closed the book, took a sip of his tea, and considered anew whether he should continue.
As he had grown up with several sisters, he knew how silly, hopeful, dreamy, and, yes, fiercely private, young girls could be—their hearts glowed into life long before the boys they were smitten with grew hearts at all, he reflected. Perhaps, he thought, I should put this journal away unread; it is, after all, truly none of my business. In the silence of his room he became aware of the distant booming of the surf on the nighttime shore but a short distance away.
He picked the book up again and flipped through to the last twenty or so pages. They were blank—the ruled lines empty of Erin's thoughts and words. Why did she not finish out this journal? he wondered. What had made her abandon her effort? Had she meant for it to be discovered and read, or had she consigned it to the sea and the obscurity of its depths? There is a mystery here, Father Gregory decided, if only in how the journal and he had come together. Additionally, he reasoned, he might gain insight into the youth of his American parish. Though Camelot was sparsely populated from November to April, and those citizens remaining were mostly of the retired ranks, come the warmer months the island was invaded anew by vast hordes of the young in search of sun and romance. I will read it after all, he concluded, and once more opened its pages.
The first entry was dated April 22 of the previous spring and opened the journal without introduction. It read: This is what my mother does when I try to help. She tries to turn the situation around so that I'm the one who needs help. I clam up on her when she does this.
That was all for that date. Father Gregory shook his head—the writing was crabbed and hasty. The next entry was almost a week later and revealed the author's home town: It's an overcast, chilly day in Manhattan today. I just stuck my tongue out at some assholes walking by my window, harassing me on my newest bad habit. Father Gregory winced at Erin's casual profanity and nonchalant provocation of strangers. It seemed a risky thing to do in a large city; perhaps any city. The rest of the entry spoke of a protracted effort to actually clean up and go out and find something worthwhile to do. A short and badly rhymed poem (Bess/mess/lazy/crazy, etc....) completed the day's efforts.
So, her home is in New York City, he reflected. Even so, she must be here now, he reasoned, for surely it was impossible for the journal to have traveled the currents intact all the way to southern New Jersey. Also she fancies herself something of an artist and a poet, Father Gregory reflected, and is bold. Likely she lives on one of the lower floors of her building, otherwise how could the passersby harass her, he concluded.
But, what was her newest bad habit? he wondered. He might have thought it odd that she should fail to disclose such an enticing tidbit until he remembered that he was reading her diary; it was not intended for anyone's eyes but her own, and she already knew her own habits. Still, he was disappointed to be cut out and could only conclude that she had taken up cigarette smoking, which would explain her sitting in the window to indulge it—she was attempting to keep the smoke out of the apartment and her mother unawares.
Though he read nothing that could yet decide the issue, Father Gregory felt the circumstances so far appeared to place his mysterious writer in her teenage years, or early twenties, at most. He could also guess that she was, perhaps, not unattractive—would the passersby have really concerned themselves otherwise? His experience with human nature, sadly, convinced him otherwise. Feeling pleased with deducing so much from so little, Father Gregory sipped his tea and flipped to the next page.
Here he found a terse entry regarding the pomposity of the patrons at the “New Dawn Restaurant.” It was impossible to tell from the few lines she devoted to this subject whether she was a patron herself or, possibly, a server.
From somewhere deep in the rectory, Monsignor Cahill could be heard coughing and Father Gregory reflected that the old man had not looked well of late. It was too bad, he thought sadly, that being a reformed drinker, the monsignor could not even avail himself of the comfort of a snifter of brandy.
He came to the next passage; it was dated April 26: I learned something at work the other day, which is: When in doubt, kiss ass. It's an important lesson in survival in the work force. If Rafe yells at me, just apologize and try to do better. I need to be able to take constructive criticism without having a meltdown. I really am too defensive. I have to stop freaking out so much. It's freaking other people out, too. Then they look at me funny. Look what it did to me and Adam!
It continued: Work really is boring because no one ever talks to me. It's not like I'm uninteresting. I wonder if it's just because I'm the prettiest here ... ha, ha! So bored.
A series of passably good flower sketches occupied the next several pages followed by lists with such headings as Diet, Exercise, and Medical. Under this last she had written: Get teeth bonded, get check-up. Next came page after undated page of exhaustive descriptions of semiprecious stones and their purported benevolent influence upon human nature, decision-making, sexual function, health, confidence, etc.... A number of them, such as aventurine and carnelian, Father Gregory had never heard of before and he shook his head at faith in such baubles. A small worm of worry for Erin began to make itself felt behind his eyes.
The following page bore a startling burst of color that appeared to Father Gregory to be a drawing of a purple flower, or, perhaps an explosion of some sort. Written next to it in the same bold hue were the words, I see this when I close my eyes. It was dated May the third.
A narrative followed that might have been apropos of the artwork. It read: I tried to hypnotize myself today. This is a new interesting world to explore, tinkering with my mind and seeing what's in there. I find if I concentrate very hard on a tiny spot, and let my mind go blank, that my vision changes and I can just feel it, a hint of a taste, a new way of seeing.
Just visible within the writing, like a ghost barely manifest, was the pale inked drawing of the elfin female figure Father Gregory had noted earlier. It appeared to have bled through from deeper within the journal and now regarded him with a resolutely inhuman quality in its first appearance within these pages. He examined it uneasily.
The passage concluded with a quote that did not credit the author: "Turn your mind away from things which are not permanent." Father Gregory could think of no better advice for Erin than this, nor more inappropriately placed. It was apparent that its irony within the context of her written thoughts was lost on the girl. He brought his cup to his lips only to find it empty and set it down once more to continue his reading.
May 5: Well thank god (literally), my plumbing problems have sorted themselves out. Whenever I decide to stop thinking about something, good things tend to happen. That is living life. I prayed and meditated for a long time about it, too. Another note to self: Prayers are powerful!
Father Gregory smiled to himself and silently congratulated Erin. Yes, he thought, in this you are, at last, correct. See how prayer and meditation have healed your ... (here his mind danced away from specifics, as he could only conclude from his own experience with his sisters that Erin's “plumbing” problem was a euphemism for female complaints) afflictions, he settled on. Also, avoid magic stones and self-absorption, he silently advised, and spell God with a capital G: It is more respectful, he could not refrain from adding.
Father Gregory turned to the next page with more confidence. It was dated May 10: That's it for acting class! I'm not going back. I can't go back and watch Adam and lovely little Lisa another day. He doesn't seem to have any idea whatsoever how it hurts me to watch him flirt! Is it that easy to get over love? It isn't for me. I didn't say anything to my coach, after all, he's the one that told me a few weeks ago I was making everyone uncomfortable and that I should just lighten up some, so I left at the end of class without selecting a scene to prepare. He'll probably be glad when he realizes I'm not coming back. I kept it all together until I got in the cab, then I starting crying so hard that the cabbie got annoyed and asked me if I wanted to go to the hospital. Everything is so easily undone.
The priest nodded his head in sad agreement with Erin's broken heart. We forget how terrible being young can be, he thought.
The next page featured spirals drawn in various colors. There was no explanation; only a caption that read, The Tunnels. It reminded Father Gregory of the purple flower drawing and he turned quickly to the next page.
The elf-girl adorned the next several pages, depicted in various styles of clothing and physical attitudes, her mass of curls tied up for formal attire and let down to cascade wildly across her small shoulders when sporting more scanty, elfin fashion. The theme, if one could truly be discerned, was a certain militant watchfulness, Father Gregory thought—no matter the pose of the imaginary and pointy-eared model, her heart-shaped face was always turned toward the viewer, the inhumanly large, slanted eyes defiant, yet hungrily eager. It was a face replicated in dozens of cartoon characters in both print and film and in this revealed little of originality, yet, a spark of recognition beyond these common renditions hung like a flare in Father Gregory's mind, then sputtered into darkness before he could retrieve the memory. Did Erin resemble this creature? he wondered. Is she depicting herself in this alien form, and have I seen her? He sat up straight for a moment. Is it possible that I have held the Eucharist to this poor girl's lips?
With the turning of a page, he leaped a month into Erin's future—June 10.
I had forgotten how much I need nature, how centering it is to stand by the sea.
Ah-ha, she has come to Camelot, Father Gregory mentally exclaimed.
It seems ages ago that I finally summoned up the energy to call that number I had pulled off the corkboard in acting class. It's not the kind of thing I normally do, but I just couldn't spend another day lying on my bed listening to Mom talk to me through the door and cry. She even threatened to call Dr. Holland. That's when I promised to take my meds again and opened the door. I spit them in the toilet as soon as I got to the bathroom.
Danny, Francis, and Harpo (his crazy yellow curls, I guess?) are all film students at NYU and they have to complete a film project by the fall. Danny seems to be the guy in charge and is going to be the director. I guess Francis and Harpo will do sound and camera. The script isn't even finished yet, but I auditioned off a couple of pages and they said I was perfect. From what they told me so far, it's mostly about two girls and their friendship over a summer at the Jersey shore. It's been done before, I know, but it's only a student film and who am I to turn up my nose? There's no money involved, naturally, but we'll (Joanie and me—she's the other girl; she's from an acting class in SoHo) get copies of our best scenes to send to agents and producers. If the film makes any money, we get a percentage, ha-ha, fat chance, I think. So we all went in together on this place and I'm doing what I do best to hold up my end. Once a waitress, always a waitress.
In any case, it's so good to be out of the city! I wish I never had to go back! It gets a little crowded here sometimes with five of us in one apartment, but Joanie and I, being the only girls, get to share one of the bedrooms. Danny gets the other bedroom to himself as he organized everything. The other two sleep on the sofa beds in the living room. As we all work different hours, have company, and generally come and go as we please, they don't get a lot of sleep. Nobody does, really.
Everyone here knows me as Erin. I even wrote the name in front of this journal. I'm not sure why, but it just seemed to make the transition real to me. In any case, I just couldn't resist a chance at really starting over, at remaking myself. I definitely need the improvement!
Father Gregory repeated the words in his mind to make sure he had the sense of them. “Everyone here knows me as Erin," and a chill ran down his spine. “Oh foolish girl,” he whispered. “Oh foolish, foolish girl.” He returned to her words.
June 15: Everything is fitting together too perfectly to be merely coincidental. This is my quest, I've worked so hard and suffered so long. Now I get to find out if it was enough, and I'm a good person. I pray for the strength to grab this opportunity with both hands.
Father Gregory flipped ahead for an explanation, but found the passage ran on in the same giddy but unenlightening vein. She must be referring to the film project, he thought. Had they begun filming already? He scanned through until his impatience was arrested by a sentence.
Do I believe in magic? Yes, of course. I always have. I lost it for a bit there, but I know there's magic now. I'm shaking this morning I'm so excited. My acting teacher will feel his foot in his mouth and my success will make others happy. I believe in magic. I believe in divine grace.
The little priest winced at Erin's careless use of words, tumbling Grace and magic together as if they were related and one the flip side of the other. My dear child, he thought, how did you ever become so confused? He wondered fretfully if she had taken her medications with her to her new address. If the roller-coaster nature of her entries was any indication, she had not.
I'm so relieved to be awake all the time now! I've been sleeping for so long. I feel it getting ready to burst through its restraints. I feel so at peace. I'm not going to be the broken bird. I'm not going to be the broken bird. I always knew that life is good, I've just wanted to feel it.
Danny says the grant has come through for our film! Things are coming together now and I'm ready!
Ah, Father Gregory, sighed. So that's it after all.
June 17: Shooting started two days ago, and things have been great and so much fun since then.
June 26: Things are going to happen for which I need to be prepared. We're shooting today in Savannah's sweltering apartment. I've been having the utmost restraint in my more animalistic inclinations. Why are things so complicated? I know everyone wishes they could just take what they want. I'm going to be professional about it. Besides, the last thing in the world Danny needs right now is another girl making over him. What is it with us females? Why do we always go for the stuck-up, arrogant ones? He's not even that good-looking, really. It's just that air of command about him, I think. Yum, yum. I can see others feel the same way.
She closed the entry with what Father Gregory thought could almost pass as a prayer: God help me take what I want out of life, so that I can give even more back.
"Amen,” he said aloud. From beneath his feet he could feel the rumble of Monsignor Cahill's recitation of the Rosary, interrupted occasionally by coughing spasms. If he grows worse tonight, I will insist on the doctor tomorrow, Father Gregory promised himself.
Now, what am I to do with this little girl who calls herself Erin? he wondered. Of course, he understood his own question to be rhetorical, as he had no idea of her true identity or current location. Most likely, she has long ago returned to New York City, he guessed. Even so, the clues and tidbits of information and emotional monologues were as worrisome to him as if they were occurring before his very eyes. It seemed that Erin's assumption of a new identity, and the rejection of her own; her choosing to dwell amongst strangers rather than with her own mother; her abandonment of her medications; and finally, though certainly not least in Father Gregory's estimation, her confused approach to spirituality, were all unsound planks in what must become a dangerous home for her mind and soul. And now, he fussed unhappily, a new love interest that was probably both unwise and too soon after her emotional breakup with Adam. Irrationally, as he knew neither young man, he found himself disliking both, and regretting his decision to read the journal that had washed up at his feet, even as he reluctantly turned to the next page to continue. It was dated June 30.
Do I see with my sight or with my mind? Yesterday, while we were shooting, I had a visions attack. I started feeling dizzy and out of it. When I closed my eyes Images and colors were flashing like a strobe light and people and faces, disembodied expressions, stared at me through the electric purple, strobing well. Tunnels, tunnels everywhere. My mind was flying through like a hawk through clouds. Danny and Harpo sat next to me as the images were overwhelming me. It felt nice to actually have people around. It felt safe.
Danny whispered in my ear not to lose it, as he really needed me for this film and tomorrow's shoot is a really important one. That made me feel good and needed and isn't that what we all want. But he's right, it will be my first nude scene. Joanie's too, I'm pretty sure, though she seems a lot less stressed about it than me. I didn't even know until last night, as Danny feeds us the script page by page. He says it's often done this way in film.
"Run,” Father Gregory urged Erin. “Run away, right now.” The clock downstairs struck ten and he noted that the house was silent all around him. He had not noticed when the monsignor completed his mumbled decades.
The following day she wrote: I don't really feel all that nervous at all today. It's not that awkward for me. I definitely am not worried about how I look. I'll look good no matter what in a room full of guys, ha-ha. Danny says he's not looking for anything graphic, it's just a love scene between the two main characters played by Joanie and me. We didn't even know we were supposed to be romantically involved until two days ago, though Joanie didn't seem as surprised as me. She's a pretty cool mama, though. In any case, it's not going to be any worse than those videos of high school girls getting sloshed on beer showing what they got and making out for the camera! Probably a lot better, really, as our film deals with relationships, not just sex. I'm really kind of excited about today.
The next several pages provided no titillating follow-up to Erin's previous entry, giving Father Gregory hope that she had decided against going through with the scene after all. A week's worth of pages was adorned with nothing more helpful than sketched portraits of the elfin girl and these revealed nothing to the priest's eyes other than a subtle humanizing of the features. The pointed ears had been diminished and rounded to almost normal shape and dimension. The same could be said of the eyes, as well. Again, Father Gregory felt that jolt of recognition, but his mind could not capitalize upon it before it faded away into caricature. He was both relieved and puzzled by the absence of Erin's own commentary on her first nude scene.
The next written entry he came upon, however, failed to soothe his worries, but rather served to inflame them. It was dated July 5.
Danny has been so sweet to me since we finished that last scene and I began to lose it again—the tunnels. I guess I should have suspected he felt something special for me. After all the fuss I made (I just had no idea how stressful it would be for me—I guess I'm more old-fashioned than I thought) I'm surprised I wasn't fired. Instead, he said the “shoot” was a good one. I really didn't lose it till afterwards. It's the professional in me. He also gave everybody the rest of the week off. He thinks we've earned it. Besides, it's Fourth of July weekend and the town is packed and I couldn't get off from work if I wanted to! But every moment I do get off, we've been together—lots of beach time and even some “alone” time, though this isn't easy to come by in our place, even with Danny having his own room. He says Joanie has a little crush on him and he doesn't want any more trouble on the set, so we have to wait for her to be out. I don't like the secrecy part, but I love what we're hiding! I'm feeling so alive again!
On a slightly downer note, the living room has become party central for the long weekend courtesy of Francis and Harpo. Everybody's having a great time, which is why most all the kids are down here at the shore anyway, but it makes it hard to get any sleep or privacy and also not to wake up with a hangover, which I have at this moment. I feel like any second I'm going to throw up everywhere. Harpo says the best cure is a hair of the dog, by which he means a Bloody Mary first thing in the morning. Yuck!
The etching that adorned this page showed a young woman who had been, at last, divested of her otherworldly features and now gazed out at Father Gregory in human form. The idealized face revealed the pierced eyebrow and nostril that had become so favored of the current generation in America and was so familiar a sight to Father Gregory in his homeland. Clearly, Erin was in love, the priest thought sadly, for when else do we see ourselves as beautiful as angels?
He tapped the page with one of his long fingers and said, “I have seen you, young lady. I know I have.” Still, the familiarity refused to coalesce into conscious memory and he sighed with tired frustration. “You are looking in all the wrong places for what you seek,” he admonished Erin. “I wish I could help you, child."
The wind picked up from the east and the sound of the distant surf suddenly drummed outside his window as if the great ocean had crept up to the rectory's foundation. His curtains billowed out to tickle his cheeks and drape his shoulders like ghostly hands and he arose quickly to shut the window on the cooling night air. In the room below, he heard Monsignor Cahill cough, then call out something incoherent in his sleep. Father Gregory felt as if an evil thought had made itself felt across the dark world and he grew afraid for Erin—afraid for the possibilities she had allowed to creep up on her like wolves to the very edge of the campfire's light, just out of sight, but edging ever closer as she allowed the flames to die down. He had no faith in Danny's love.
With a great dread, he resumed his seat and returned to the journal, and when he saw that the next entry was dated two weeks after the last, his heart sank, for what young woman happy in love would fail to write of it for so long?
July 19—Danny's friend from New York has been keeping us all stoked. It seems he's everyone's connection at film school and now that Danny's invited him down to stay for free, he's been very generous. Too generous. I can't remember the last time I was really straight. Not sure I like it altogether.
Joanie's not talking to me much anymore. I think she found out about Danny and me. It was inevitable, I guess. In any case, since Canton's arrival, Danny and I haven't spent much time in private—Danny shares his room with him and they're always together. I wonder how long he's been invited to stay. I hope not much longer. Strange days have found us.
July 23—I'm not believing this! Joanie comes storming in today and confronts Danny and the boys, demanding to know if it's true what she's hearing about the website. Danny's not one for confrontation, so he just gave her that lazy smile of his and walked away. I don't even know what website she's talking about. Harpo and Francis were already stoned and a little drunk and thought the whole thing was hilarious. I have no idea what's going on! Joanie said she wasn't surprised at that and that maybe I should ask my boyfriend. She also told me to ask him why ever since we did our “famous” scene Danny and crew no longer seem interested in finishing the movie. It is odd. I just thought it was because we're all too stoned to concentrate just now. Yet another reason for Canton to clear out of here and take his dope with him! When I ask Danny about him, he just smiles and says, soon, darling, soon
I should not have taken up the diary, Father Gregory admonished himself angrily—how foolish of me! He could do nothing for this deluded girl, he reminded himself, as all these events had already occurred and he knew neither her identity nor current whereabouts. He had no wish to complete the brief and disjointed chronicle of Erin's days at the shore and add to the knowledge he had already garnered and the sad helplessness it produced. Her casual and unwitting commentaries served only to illuminate the predatory nature of man's relationships when not informed by love—she mistook the dark grey bodies that brushed against her flanks in the murky waters as fellow travelers while Father Gregory stood unnoticed on shore waving his arms in futile warning. What a ridiculous state I've gotten myself into, he thought, and pushed the journal away.
The bedside clock showed that the midnight hour was fast approaching and the house was completely silent now—Monsignor Cahill had, at last, settled into a restful slumber. Father Gregory opened the single drawer in his bedside stand and removed the small, flat box of Indian cigarettes from the clutter within and extracted one. Somewhat guiltily, but without hesitation, he struck a match to it and then hastened in his stocking feet to throw open his window once more.
The ceaseless turmoil of the sea and its assault upon the land returned to his ears with astonishing power and closeness as he blew out a stream of clove-scented smoke. The titanic struggle lay just the other side of the great dunes, with their thick covering of wind-twisted, maritime forest. A large autumn moon picked out everything in minute and silvered detail, casting shadows so black that they appeared as holes in the world.
Father Gregory leaned out into the soft, juddering night and smoked his secret cigarette until his own actions reminded him of one of Erin's first entries. A young American girl and a middle-aged priest from India both sneaking cigarettes, he mused; exposing ourselves to the great, indifferent, and carnivorous world. How weak and human we all are, he thought. He stubbed out the cigarette and placed it in a tin he kept for that purpose; then returned to the journal, determined to complete his reading of it
The next entry was a week later, July 30—What Joanie warned me about is true! I caught them sniggering and giggling over Harpo's laptop and snuck up on them and there it was. The scene of me and Joanie. They were all so stoned and drunk they never noticed me standing there. There was a whole bunch of guys crowded around (the party never stops here!).
I've never seen it before, at least not all of it. Danny showed me little snippets but kept putting me and Joanie off, saying he was still working on the editing. Then Canton showed up and, somehow, it all got lost in the shuffle of nonstop partying. It wasn't like I had pictured it to be. It was pretty much like I thought it wouldn't be. Now, I know why Danny insisted we all get a little high before the filming. I also know why we've never exactly gotten back to completing the film. It is complete. At least the scene he wanted. Now I understand. Our scene on his website is paying for Danny and the boys’ summer.
I don't know why I didn't start screaming—I just couldn't. All I could do was slink away again. I grabbed a blanket and walked right back out. None of the guys even noticed me they were so busy hooting and hollering over the video. It only sunk in later that Joanie had moved out without saying goodbye. Her bed was stripped and her closet stood open, empty. I didn't much like her, but now I feel so abandoned and miss her so! I hope she didn't think I knew what was going on or that I was a real part of this. I'm sleeping on the beach tonight and that's where I'm writing this. I've got a few bathroom things in my bag and can clean up in the ladies’ room at work.
I wish Danny would find me and just explain all this away. I know that makes me sound so stupid, but I can't help it. I still love him, I think.
August 10—He was in today and sat at my station. I thought he had come looking for me until I came to take his order. When he looked up from the menu he seemed kind of surprised, like he didn't expect to see me there. I don't think he was all that happy to see me, really. I looked a sight, I know, but it's just about impossible to stay clean living this way. My boss looked at me funny this morning and asked if everything was all right, and Danny was giving me that same look—like he smelled something bad. It's probably me.
There were two guys with him that I had never seen before and they gave me that blank look you get a lot as a waitress; then one of them suddenly starts to grin, nudges his buddy in the ribs, and whispers something in his ear. Then they both start to giggle like little girls. Danny gave them a look that shut them up and I just wanted to hug him for it, but before I could say anything he fired off his order for breakfast, and then, like an afterthought, asked if I was planning on coming back to the apartment.
I stood there like an idiot with my stupid pen in my hand, like I was going to write down his every precious word, hoping, I guess, that he was about to ask me to come back. No, to be honest, that he was going to beg me to come back. But all I could think to say was, “Why?"
"Because you never have paid any rent and I have interested parties for that room.” His expression never changed; still the same cool, go-to-hell look I thought was so yummy just a few days ago. Then, like he was doing me a real favor, he added, “If you're really hard up for a place, you can stay in my room for a while.” His buddies started their giggling again.
I don't know what I was thinking. Maybe I was picturing driving my pen through his eye, but all I can remember is a kind of darkness dropping over my face like a veil; then suddenly I was leaning over and whispering into his ear, “My name isn't Erin, you bastard, and I just turned sixteen last month."
When I stood back and looked down on him the color had gone from his face and he didn't look cool anymore. For once, he didn't look cool at all, and it made me feel good.
"I didn't know that,” he croaked like a frog. “You never told me that!"
"You never bothered to ask, you son of a bitch,” I hissed at him. His buddies just sat there looking uncomfortable and confused at not knowing what was going on.
"We've got to talk about this,” he whined.
"You're damn right we do,” I said. “You owe me for the video and a ticket home! You meet me after work at the 45th Street beach.” I've set up a little lean-to in the high dunes there and that's where I'm writing this. He nodded his head like a little boy caught doing something wrong, but when I looked back over my shoulder at him, he was looking at me hard ... real hard. “Eight o'clock,” I said, and he dropped his eyes real quick.
"Sixteen,” Father Gregory groaned. “Dear God,” then, with a shudder of real dread, he turned the page to discover that he had arrived at the final entry. He noticed a slight tremor in his hands. Only a few lines remained and were not preceded by date or time.
He's been walking up and down the beach for about half an hour looking for me in the bright moonlight. Every now and then I can just hear him calling my name over the crashing of the surf. I don't know why I just didn't walk out to him when he first got here, but I didn't. Instead I've been watching.
Just when I had worked up the nerve to come out of the dunes and let him know I was there he picked up something from the beach. It looked like a long piece of driftwood and I stopped. It's nothing, I know. People pick up things from the beach all the time. Yet, somehow, in the moonlight, it didn't feel the same, so I came back to my little hideout to write this and work up my nerve.
I'm gonna go back down and talk to him ‘cause I can't let him get away with what he's done. He's going to pay me what I'm worth! Once he sees this journal he'll know I'm serious as a heart attack—so here I go!
Father Gregory thumbed through the remaining pages but found no further entries or drawings. It simply ended with her brave little declaration, “So here I go!"
The priest closed the journal and looked over to his bedside clock then back to the crimson-stained tome he held in his hand. It was nearly one. He sighed as he contemplated the eternity of hours that stood between him and daylight, and knew that he would not sleep until he had spoken once more with Chief J. “What fools we are,” he murmured. “God help us all."
* * * *
Father Gregory sat over his now-cooling third cup of tea awaiting the police chief's pronouncement. It appeared to him that his friend was a slow reader and he tapped the tabletop with impatience until he noticed that Chief Hall had ceased reading altogether and was staring at him over his glasses. He stopped immediately and murmured, “Sorry.” The chief said nothing and returned to his interrupted study.
The little priest allowed his eyes to roam through the interior of the Luna Cafe. There were even fewer people than the last time they were in to breakfast together, the cooling season signaling the continued migration of non-islanders to their primary homes, or to warmer climes altogether. Those that remained seemed to speak and laugh too loudly, the forced gaiety, Father Gregory thought, of those left behind. Even their waitress appeared affected by the atmosphere, spilling coffee, mixing up their orders, and forgetting their silverware. It was an altogether frustrating morning after a sleepless night. The closing of the book snapped the little priest's attention back to the matter at hand. “Well,” he asked impatiently, “do you not see why I am concerned?"
Julian removed his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his long, narrow nose without answering.
Father Gregory could not contain himself, “Can you not see for yourself? I believe a crime may have been committed against this poor girl, that her life may be in danger ... or worse."
"Yes,” Julian agreed, “if this journal is to be believed, I think a number of crimes have been committed.” He paused and turned the book over in his hands, flipping it from back to front, as if the covers might reveal something the text had hidden. “Father, you know that this journal could not have been in the water very long, no more than a few hours, I think."
The implication was lost on the excited priest. “But the circumstances, Chief J,” Father Gregory exclaimed. “Her last entry has her meeting this young man in the darkness of the beach. He is waiting for her with some kind of club, to do her harm, I'm thinking."
"Driftwood,” the chief corrected him quietly.
"Pish posh, Mr. Policeman,” Father Gregory shot back, making Julian smile in spite of himself. “Certainly, a piece of driftwood may serve as a cudgel!"
"Yes,” Chief Hall agreed, quickly recovering his composure, then added, “Almost anything might serve as a weapon, but I have no body ... no female victim, Father."
"Well, thank God for that,” the priest cried with relief. “Though I guess that it is possible she may have been thrown into the sea and never...” He dribbled to a halt as the full import of Chief Hall's remark sunk in. “No ‘female’ victim, did you say, Chief J? Does a male victim exist?"
The policeman looked evenly at the priest and answered, “Yes. He's in the county morgue these past two weeks. He washed up a few towns south of here at the end of August and has been a John Doe, or should I say, a Danny Doe ever since. The only identification on him was a tattoo of that name and, so far, there have been no takers ... until now."
"Danny,” Father Gregory repeated softly. Several moments went by and neither man spoke. Then, at last, the priest broke the silence. “He drowned, perhaps?"
Julian shook his head and smiled ruefully. “Oh no,” he answered. “Though with all the holes in him, I'm certain he would have. He had been stabbed many times with a serrated blade—many, many times, Father. Something like a steak knife, the M.E. thinks. Once his carotid artery was punctured, he had only moments left."
"Oh, I see,” the little priest murmured. “I see."
They were both quiet for several long moments. This time it was Julian who interrupted their reveries. “It may not have been ‘Erin,’ Father. I suspect our victim made many enemies along his merry way. In any event, she's probably a long way from here by now and we don't even know her real name.” He signaled for the check.
When their dizzy waitress arrived, she thrust the bill at Father Gregory before the policeman could stop her and fled to the kitchen.
"Let me get it, Father,” Julian pled, reaching for the check in the priest's hand.
Father Gregory clutched it to his chest with a gasp, then held it out once more, studying it closely, as Chief Hall looked on in alarm. At last, he whispered, “For there is nothing hidden."
The chief leaned forward saying, “Pardon?"
"A quote from the Scriptures,” the priest mumbled distractedly. “'For there is nothing hidden which will not be revealed, nor has anything been kept secret but that it should come to light.'” Father Gregory raised his eyes from the extravagant, familiar writing on the check that read, “Thanks! Brittany” (the i in the name surmounted with a jubilant star instead of the usual mundane dot) to find their server returning for their payment; unable to take her eyes from the journal clutched in the policeman's hands, her curls bedraggled by the steam of the kitchen, her elfin face drawn with exhaustion and lack of sleep.
Julian eyed his friend suspiciously and said, “Meaning?"
"Just what it says,” Father Gregory answered sadly, and slid the check across the table to test the truth of his pronouncement.
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Robert Barnard is back this month with another of his memorable short, dark tales. Readers who'd like to see something longer and lighter from the Cartier Diamond Dagger winner should check out The Killings onJubilee Terrace (Scribner, May 2009), a traditional whodunit whose action takes place on the TV set of a long-running soap opera, with its closed circle of suspects. The book stars veteran Leeds policeman Charlie Peace, last seen in Mr. Barnard's 2007 novel A Fall From Grace.
The old man crossed the road to the football pitch and then took the path by the left-hand goal posts leading down to the woods. Here his steps gained in confidence: He had always known this path from before the pitch was constructed, always known the woods. The very road he had crossed was a fifty-year-old intruder, whose construction he had witnessed.
It was night, but nobody local, seeing him, would have been worried for him, nor for themselves. He was a common sight. People talking about him called him Old Percy and tapped their foreheads to signify mental weakness: Old age was progressively taking its toll. Tonight he had an old shoe on one foot, and a thong sandal over bare foot on the other. Though nobody realized it, he sometimes got the idea that his legs were uneven in length. Then he built up the left with a sturdy working shoe and put the sandal on the other, and thus shod he felt he could walk with complete confidence. On other nights he would be wearing a furry hat in summer, pyjama trousers in winter. He was a local curiosity.
Now, weaving his way forward rather hazily but always finding his way back to the path, he stopped occasionally, threw back his head, and emitted the song of a bird: blackbird, lark, thrush. He had been taught them long ago by his English teacher at the school which he had left at fourteen. They had stayed with him, and the love of birds, for seventy years.
There was no response to his calls. It was long past closing time in birdland.
When he had been going for five minutes down the sloping grass he sat down and looked down to the canal below him, and to the fields and the Abbey beyond it. Kirkstall Abbey, a twelfth-century construction three miles out of Leeds, had been overtaken long ago by urban sprawl, but remained as a reminder of a different age, a different mind-set.
He could see nothing. The moon was obscured and he was beyond the aid of the streetlights on the road. It made no difference. He knew Falls Park as well as he knew his own kitchen in his one-bedroomed flat. Better, because he had known the park all his life. He had it in his mind's eye, one of the few things that had stayed with him.
He had been moved to his flat on the fourth floor of a twelve-storey block when it was clear that he could barely look after himself and could certainly not care for a two-bedroomed Council house. It was in danger of becoming a slum, and he knew this, and was distressed. The flat needed very little looking after, and the social services paid for a woman to come one morning a week to put things in order. He had a few contacts in the tower block. For example, if he coincided on the landing with Mrs. Flower from the flat opposite he would say: “Good morning, Mrs., er ... Lovely day."
He said the same thing, regardless of the weather. Mrs. Flower worried about him. Worse, his mental state made her worry about herself.
He was just getting up from his seated position, a difficult procedure, when he heard a cry. Not a bird—they had been long asleep, head under wing. One of the Falls Woods animals: There were plentiful grey squirrels, the odd urban fox who preyed on the dustbins of the houses up the road, small herds of deer from time to time, and the horses of gypsies, left on one of the adjacent fields for winter. It was one of the last he could imagine making a noise like the one he had heard. Horses often made whinnies which sounded like a human scream.
He wondered whether he really had heard anything. He sometimes thought he had heard a knock on the door or a telephone, but found nothing when he acted on his thought. Equally he often heard a noise but failed entirely to act on what he heard. If it was the telephone it could only be his daughter in Australia. She rang periodically, and she asked the same questions every time, and he gave the same answers.
"Is Kevin keeping an eye on you?” she would ask, of her brother with whom she had quarrelled many years before.
"Oh yes, he drops in,” said Old Percy, of the son whom he had not seen for twenty-odd years. None of the faint messages from his brain told him he wanted to be visited by Kevin.
He had gone out to stay with his daughter and her family in Grafton many, many years before. The thong sandals were a relic of that trip. She had pressed him to stay there, but there was too much that was strange, and also too many things lacking that he was used to.
"Good to go for a visit,” he said when he came home, “but not to stay there for good."
The phrase lodged in his brain, and even now it came out automatically if the subject of Australia came up. He said it to his daughter, and she had given up pressing him to join her.
He was standing now, looking down into the blackness, seeing nothing but knowing everything that was there. He started on the last lap down the sloping grassy parkland, down towards the thick belt of trees.
"Help!"
It was another cry. He couldn't hear the word “help,” but it was the way people did call for help. This time he could not convince himself it was a horse crying in its sleep. It was a human being. A woman.
He stopped. He usually didn't get scared, roaming the fields and woods after dark, but this was different—not lovers or druggies, or children out in the woods at night as an adventure. This was a person, in some kind of crisis, in fear for her life.
He began to turn, but was stopped in his tracks. There were two people now. He thought they were on the edge of the woodlands. They were struggling, and he felt sure it was a woman and a man: He heard low, gruff tones; he could visualise what was happening. He turned and began up the hill with a surprising turn of speed. He had been a runner at school. Every few seconds he turned his head to look down to the woods. A black shape, almost invisible in the surrounding darkness but not quite, was running up the slope, but it was not clear if he was following him or just escaping from the scene of—But his brain declined now to visualise what the scene consisted of.
Now he was running by the side of the football pitch, past the goalposts again, then nearing the road. Now the streetlights began to illuminate him. He breathed an old man's exhausted breath, ran an old man's run. The other shape had not reached the top of the hill, but across the road lights were still on in several of the houses. There was no traffic on the road and his instinct told him to run out into it, across, into a front garden and to bang on one of the doors where the inhabitants were still up. As he banged he looked over his shoulder and saw the dark shape, a bent-over hulk of a man, with loping stride, swerve away, his face invisible, towards Kirkstall and a denser population to disappear into.
"Who is it?” shouted a man's voice from the house.
"Please open the door. I think something terrible has happened."
"Something awful is always happening in the Falls Woods,” came a female voice. “What were you doing there?"
"Really awful,” shouted Old Percy, his voice quavering. “Rape or murder. I'm an old man..."
"Dick, I think it's that old bugger who often walks there. Can't you put the outside light on and look through the spyhole?"
There was a pause, then the bolts were pulled back. There was another pause before the door was opened and Old Percy staggered into the hallway and fell to his knees.
"Call the police, Dick,” said the woman of the house.
"You do it. I'll see if he needs artificial respiration."
It was ten minutes later before Percy really came back to life. He was sitting in an armchair in the living room, two policemen opposite him, and he was still anxious to tell what he had seen, or heard.
"It was two people down below me. They came out of the woods. I know the place like the back of my hand—have done since I was a boy."
"He's well known locally,” whispered the wife. “Goes walking there at night and all other times of day. I think he's harmless, but..."
"She was crying for help, screaming,” Percy went on, the policemen still looking a little sceptical. “Then quiet. It was down below, what was happening, on the edge of the parklands and the woods."
"Would you be able to show us?"
"O’ course I could. Know the place like the back o’ my hand. Known it all my life.” One of the policemen raised his eyebrows, but Percy was led gently out of the front door, through the gate, and across the road. They were soon at the top of the sloping grassland.
"It was there,” he said, pointing. “I saw shapes, people. I think they were fighting. Go and have a look. She might still be alive."
One of the policemen looked at the other, then, taking his torch from his pocket, he ran down the hill.
"It's a woman,” came a cry after less than a minute. “Get reinforcements. But I think she's dead."
Ten minutes later, reinforcements arrived, and Percy was confided to a fresh-faced constable who would take him home. He was assured that he would be interviewed the next day, that his evidence was vital, and that what he needed first was a good night's rest. The young constable was anxious to get back to the crime scene, but there was a holdup on the landing of the fourth floor when Old Percy couldn't find his flat keys. Their voices disturbed the sleepers on the same floor, and Mrs. Flowers opposite did more than just open her door a crack.
"What are you doing with him?” she demanded, coming out in her dressing gown and looking both frightful and frightening.
"There's no problem, ma'am,” said the constable. “I'm just bringing him home."
"You'll not pin anything on him. He's quite harmless."
"We're not pinning anything on anybody,” said the constable. “He's had a very upsetting experience. Ah, there are the keys. Here we go."
The policeman had noticed that the keys had been in the pocket Percy had looked into first. He took him inside, ignoring Mrs. Flowers’ demands to be told what the “upsetting experience” had consisted of, and he left him fully clothed except for his shoe and sandal, his eyes closed, on the bed. In case he wasn't asleep, he assured Percy that the police would be around in the morning, and as he slipped away he heard Percy say, “What? What?” It was as if, as he later said to the inspector in charge of the scene of the crime, he was already beginning to forget what had happened.
The inspector, with a detective sergeant to take notes, came to see Percy next morning. On the whole, he was agreeably surprised. The witness went quite logically through the sequence of events, with only a few side remarks about how he had loved the park and woodlands since he was twelve and knew them like the back of his hand. He described admirably the sloping grass hill, and then identified the path from the woods which the fighting pair had emerged from. He was good too on the pursuit of him by the possible murderer of the girl.
"It was good that you reached the top well ahead of him,” said the inspector. “Then the streetlights gave some kind of view of you—and of him. Anyone watching from the windows of the houses opposite might have got a good view. If he was planning to do the same to you he will have changed his mind then."
"That's when he swerved aside,” said Percy.
"Did you get to see his face?"
"Oh no. Not his face. He kept his arm and shoulder well over his face, and ran along sort of bent over."
The inspector nodded. He turned to the pursuer's body (quite bulky but not tall), his gait (quite fast, but not the gait of a great athlete). At the end of the interview the inspector returned to the face.
"Are you quite sure you had no sight of the face? Think back. Think."
There was a long pause. Then Percy said:
"What was it you asked me?"
"The face. The man's face."
"I told you. He made sure I didn't see it."
"Was there anything else about the man that springs to mind?"
This time Percy came good.
"Well, I've thought about that.... The run, the way he covered the ground. It was heavy, like he was carrying a lot of weight, and it was—like—intimidating. Like he enjoys making people feel scared. It made me more scared than I was already.... It reminded me of somebody."
"Who was it? Think."
There was a long silence, and the inspector was afraid he was going to be asked again what the question was. But finally Percy shook his head.
"No. I've tried since I thought of it. But I can't catch hold of it."
"Think! Try harder!"
"No. You're bullying me. I've tried to remember.... I'm an old man. I'm not going to be bullied."
The inspector realized he had gone wrong. He had affronted the old man's dignity by treating him as a child. He got up to go.
"I'm sorry. Please keep thinking about who this man reminds you of. Was it someone in this block of flats? Someone you might have seen when you were out shopping? Someone in the bank or post office?"
"No. I don't know anyone in these flats. They're just young men, middle-aged men, old men—just a blur.... And I don't go to banks. Never have.... What about the woman?"
He had been so long in asking about her that the inspector thought he didn't want to know, preferred to remain in ignorance.
"She was young. Hardly more than a girl. But she'd been on the game since she was sixteen."
Old Percy creased his forehead with bewilderment.
"What do you mean? What game?"
"Sorry. It's a way of speaking. I mean, she'd been a prostitute. She came from round here. Angel Court."
Percy frowned again. The ironic name meant nothing to him.
"It's a block of flats, a couple of hundred yards from this one,” explained the inspector. “She died from stabbing."
"Poor little thing."
"Look, I'll leave this notebook and biro. If you think of anything—anything at all—write it down."
"I don't need a notebook. I've got pencil and paper. I'm not a pauper."
"Of course you're not. But I'll just leave it there convenient for you, and I'll be back in a day or two to see if anything's come to mind."
He was as good as his word, but when he came back he brought with him his boss on the case, Superintendent Collins. He thought he'd adopted the wrong tone with Percy, and knew that his super had an old and mentally frail mother to whom he was devoted. The day they chose to come was not ideal because it was the morning Percy's cleaner, Mrs. Harben, put the flat to right. Their talk was accompanied by the sounds from elsewhere in the flat of a vacuum cleaner or of clinking crockery and cutlery being washed up.
"I can't ask her to come another time,” said Percy, “because she doesn't have another time."
"Don't worry your head about that,” said Collins. “My mother was a housekeeper, and I've always had polishing and cleaning going on around me. Now, I thought I'd bring this to show you."
He took from his pocket a big, shiny sheet of paper, folded up, and he opened it out before Old Percy's eyes. It contained ten pictures, some of them recognisable (but not to Percy) as police mug shots, others more blurred and distant snapshots.
"These are all men from around here or from the North generally—men who we're pretty sure have committed rape, sometimes rape and murder. Some have been convicted of it, some have either got off or have disappeared. The inspector and I would like you to look at each one in turn, take your time, and then tell us if the pictures ring bells in your mind."
Percy looked dubious, but he took the sheet, set it on his dining table, then sat down in front of it. His right forefinger went to the top left-hand picture, then, after a short time, went on to the next, then the next, on and down, until the super was wishing he had not told him to take his time. But in the end it was worth it. When he had taken his finger from the tenth picture, he surveyed the rapists’ gallery for a second time, then unhesitatingly put his finger on the eighth picture.
"Him. There's something about him.... I don't know what.... I've seen him, known him ... or maybe just passed him in the street somewhere."
Collins breathed a sigh of relief. Two of the pictures had been of rapists now safely stored away in jails. The chosen picture was not one of them.
"Known him?” he said. “Just how well do you think you knew him? Just knew his name? Seen him in passing? Known him well?"
"I tell you I don't know. I said I could just have seen him somewhere, passed him in the street, maybe."
"But you told the inspector most people you see these days are nothing but a blur."
"Did I? I don't remember. Maybe it was a long time ago. He's older in that photo than when I knew him, so maybe ... I don't know."
"Look,” said Collins, diving into his pocket and drawing something out. “I've got to be moving on now, but here's a postcard of the man you chose. The photo is from a CCTV picture, and we have no name for him. Look at it from time to time, and if anything occurs to you, write it down. You've got a notebook and pencil there, I see."
"Don't treat me like a b—” began Percy. Then he softened it to a mumble.
"Just get in touch if anything comes to mind. This is the best number to ring.” He put down a card, and he and the inspector made a quick exit. “I doubt we'll get anything from him,” he murmured, “but old people in that condition often come up with surprises. I've seen it happen."
Old Percy sat looking at the picture, and at the notebook he had taken exception to. Of course he had paper of his own, somewhere. He dozed off for ten minutes, then woke when Mrs. Harben came in with the vacuum cleaner. He took up the postcard and looked at it as if he was engaged on important business, as indeed he was. He looked, put it aside for a few minutes, then looked again. Five minutes later, Mrs. Harben, maneuvering the cleaner into a corner, heard a grunt and looked round.
Old Percy had seized the notebook and ball pen. He sat hunched over the table. Writing anything other than his signature was now a rare occupation with him, and he had never been much of a penman. Shielding the paper with his shoulder, he wrote:
THE MAN IN THIS PICTURE REMIND ME OF MY SON KEVIN
HAVEN'T SEEN HIM FOR YRS BUT THE MANS RUN WAS LIKE KEVINS
RUN TO
He sat back, exhausted.
Mrs. Harben switched the cleaner off and took from her pocket a bright duster. It was minutes later she heard sobbing. She generally tried not to involve herself with her clients’ lives, but she had a sharp mind and ear. She heard disjointed phrases.
"What am I doing? ... Who were those men who came here? What were they doing, why were they here? ... I don't understand.... The man who was running—why was he running? ... What did those men want? ... I don't remember what they want.... I don't remember what happened.... It's all a blank."
And he tore the page from the notebook, crumpled it up, and threw it across the room.
Mrs. Harben broke the habits of a lifetime. She came over to him, put her arm around him, and got him out of his chair and started with him for the bedroom.
"There, there. You've been tiring yourself out with this business. What you need is a good lie-down. Get your spirits up again. I've finished here now and I'll be off, so there won't be anything to disturb you. Look, I'll draw the curtains and you can really get some sleep."
She shut the bedroom door and marched across to the corner of the living room where the crumpled paper had landed. Then she tucked it into her apron pocket, retrieved the card from the table, and left the fourth-floor flat. She took the lift down and went out to her car. Then she took out her mobile and rang the number left by Superintendent Collins.
She had had a very nasty experience in those woods as a girl.
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Department of First Stories: GONE MISSING by Ryan Daff
Ryan Daff has come up with the most unusual P.I. story we've seen in a very long time. If it doesn't surprise you, you're a step ahead of this magazine's editors! The author, who hails from the West Midlands, in the U.K., has previously contributed pieces of entertainment journalism to various magazines and webzines, but he has never before attempted to get any of his fiction published.
I am on the bus turning into Circadian Street when I see Marlow. Or I think I see Marlow, walking with his back to me on the opposite side of the road, carrying a briefcase and talking animatedly on his mobile as he passes quickly through the swarms of afternoon Christmas shoppers. I get up and fight my way to the front of the crowded bus, struggling past a young mother with a pram and an old man with a walking stick, all the while shouting for the driver to stop the bus and let me get off.
"I don't stop here,” he explains in an apathetic monotone. “You can get off in a minute."
By the time the bus slows to a standstill and I disembark amidst a line of slow-moving passengers, I have begun to lose hope that I will catch up with Marlow at all. But then I see him again, walking out of a High Street bank across the road and boarding the ramp up into Ward Street Station. He is on the phone again, or still on the same call as before. I quicken my pace, pushing rudely through the throngs of shoppers in the direction of Ward Street. Twice, I unintentionally slide forward on the thin ice that has formed underfoot, but regain my balance before I fall onto my backside. I reach the curb and see Marlow turn a corner inside the station and disappear out of sight, just as a bus and three black cabs drive into my line of vision, obscuring my view across the road.
Ten or so seconds later, when the convoy has cleared, I dart across the road in the midst of more pedestrians. I reach the pavement and push past a woman with a clipboard who wants to ask me some questions about Christianity. I then jog up the ramp, push through the crowd, and continue into the station in search of Marlow.
Initially, I see no sign of my old friend; only scattered groups of people carrying luggage and/or carrier bags full of Christmas shopping, moving at varying speeds and in different directions. The scene is chaotic and begins to fill me with hopeless resignation, but I continue onwards, past the shops and down the escalator.
On a whim, and in my desperation to catch Marlow before he leaves town, I ask the lady at the information desk where and when the next train to the city is due. She tells me platform 7A, but the train is at the platform now, and is about to depart. I take off again in the direction of 7A. Absorbed with my chase, I bump into a crouching busker tuning his guitar, who shouts some indistinct profanities after me.
Increasing my pace to a jog now, and panting, I fish my mobile out of my trouser pocket and frantically search through the Ms in my address book as I go. I dart down the steps onto the platform, and catch sight of the train—just as a muffled announcement is projected through the overhead speakers, stating that it is departing. The train begins accelerating away, and I jog alongside it as it starts to pick up speed. I push through yet another crowd, this time stationary people hovering on the platform to wave off relatives or friends. I peer into each carriage I pass, quickening my pace to match that of the train, and I receive some curious glances in reply from the seated passengers.
Finally stopping dead in my tracks, I ring Marlow's mobile number and hold the phone to my ear, my heart beating hard in my chest, my breath heavy. Surely this is hopeless? I've tried his number countless times before today. I hear an automated message stating that the person I am trying to reach is engaged with another call.
I start walking again, with the phone still held against my ear. I am muttering something into the phone along the lines of Come on, Marlow, hang up; come on. I have reached the end of the platform in a resigned stride when I do see Marlow—sitting by a rear window of the increasingly distant train, still talking on the phone, and smiling now with a distant look in his eyes. He catches my gaze and his jaw drops, the smile now vanished from his face. All colour drains from his previously healthy-looking complexion until he resembles a corpse. His lips stop moving, but the phone remains next to his ear. I imagine the person speaking on the other end: Hello? Hello? Are you still there?
And then Marlow is gone again.
* * * *
I am sitting by the window in a trendy High Street coffee shop called the Wake Up Bar, when a bespectacled middle-aged man walks in, his shoulders hunched a little from the cold and the wet. He relaxes his posture, removes his glasses to wipe away the condensation that has formed on the lenses, places them back on, and surveys his surroundings. I recognise him from the picture in his advertisement, and I sit upright in my seat, gesturing to him with a wave of my hand. His eyes continue to dart around the room—presumably searching for a man in a red scarf—and then he sees me, as I'd described myself, surrounded now by hyperactively chatting students and solemn, suited businesspeople reading newspapers. He gestures that he's seen me with a brief nod of his head, orders a drink, which he requests to be brought over to him, and then walks over to where I'm sitting. He extends his hand without sitting down, and I rise out of my seat a little to shake it.
"Gregory, is it?” he asks with a slight smile. We shake hands, and I make a little subconscious note of his peculiarly weak grip. The handshake ends, and I notice that he wears a dreamy-eyed expression, which also strikes me as being somewhat out of place.
"Yes,” I reply, realising that I had hesitated. “Thank you for coming. Mr. P. Remsley, is it? Sorry, I'm useless with names."
"Yes, that's it,” he says, smiling softly still, but I am a little taken aback that he doesn't give me his first name.
He sits down. “How are things?” he asks casually, which again strikes me as peculiar, considering the nature of our meeting. My first impression of P. Remsley is that he is full of surprises.
"I'm ... confused,” I reply, and then manage a timid smile myself to match his slight grin, which now seems to be a constant mask.
"Well, yes. It's a confusing business, isn't it?” he asks rhetorically, removing his scarf and gloves without taking his eyes off me. “Give me some background information on Marlow, will you? I think that's the best course of action to begin with."
I nod in agreement, breathe deeply, and take a sip of my black coffee just as his decaf arrives. He thanks the waitress and then fixes his smiling eyes back on me.
"Marlow and I,” I begin, “we went to the same university, and studied for the same degree. We were good friends right up until we were in a serious car accident together one Christmas. Marlow went missing from the wreckage; I had blacked out in the passenger seat, and when I woke up, he was gone from the driver's seat."
"And how long ago was that now? Six years, you said?"
"A little over six years, yes. He's all but presumed dead now—all but declared legally dead, and last thing I heard, the case on him had been dropped."
"You haven't spoken to the police about it recently?"
"No. Not for about a year. Everyone seems to have moved on, including Marlow's family. It's surreal, really, considering that no body was ever found within miles of the crash."
I tell him a little more innocuous back story regarding my good friend Marlow and me. There is nothing remarkable to relate—nothing that has ever helped me to understand why he simply disappeared.
The man across the table from me sips his decaf. He's not what I had expected from a private investigator, with his lined face and his bookish demeanour—not to mention that calm, almost Zen exterior, which makes him appear lost in some distant reverie.
He asks: “Did Marlow ever live or work here in town, back when you knew him?"
"No. When I knew him, we both lived, studied, and occasionally worked in the city."
"But you're certain it was him? Walking away from Circadian Street and boarding a train at Ward Street Station?"
I pause, and try to gather my thoughts so that they don't come out in a jumbled mess. “It was him,” I say. “I ended up seeing his face, and I know he saw mine too. There's really no doubt about it being him; but there is something that struck me as rather odd."
"Go on,” says Remsley, blowing on his decaf to cool it down.
I say, “The reason I wasn't sure it was him at first, was because he had his back to me and he was on the phone. So I tried phoning his number, rather pointlessly, because that number has been disconnected for a long time now, since the police stopped trying to track him down—not that I believe they ever did try that hard. My train of thought at the time, was that when I called him, if it was him walking into the station, his number would be engaged—giving me some kind of proof it was him, see? It's ridiculous, I know."
"But you did get an engaged message?” asks Remsley.
"Yes, I did! I got an engaged message, right before I saw him in the train carriage. It wasn't until the whole thing was over that I realised I had dialed his old number by mistake—the one he only used occasionally, socially, and which only his close friends knew about."
"So, despite leaving his old life behind, he still uses an old phone number?” the smiling man named Remsley inquires, attempting to clarify things, but with a pointedly sceptical tone.
"Apparently, yes,” I say. “Although I've been unsuccessful in trying to reach him a second time; I suppose he's finally had that number disconnected too."
"And you think that he's in town on business?"
"Hard to say. I only think that because he had a briefcase, and carried out some kind of transaction inside a High Street bank.... It crossed my mind that he might have relocated to town, like me, but then of course I saw him on the city-bound train."
The smiling man nods.
"That's something I was going to ask you to look into actually,” I say. “Could you try and find out what name he was using at the bank? Maybe track down his account details—can you do that with your resources?"
"I'll certainly try,” he says, but somewhat dismissively, I feel. He even shrugs his shoulders a little, as if what he's really saying is, It's pretty hopeless, Gregory. Then, standing up, he shakes my hand and says, cryptically: “You and Marlow are in my hands now. Don't worry."
* * * *
I am in a taxi heading away from Jung Street when I see Marlow again. He is on foot, wearing a long trench coat and carrying an umbrella to shelter from the falling snow. He is on the phone again. This time he carries no briefcase, but I see him in full profile for five seconds or so, and it is unmistakably my old friend.
"Follow that man,” I say to the taxi driver, too preoccupied to care about the terrible cliché.
"What man?” he replies in a heavy Asian accent.
"That man on foot, with the umbrella and the phone, just across the road...” I lean forward and attempt to point Marlow out, just as he enters into a melee of people, mostly rowdy students let loose to survey the local nightlife.
"Never mind,” I say. I pay him quickly and exit the car. I chase after Marlow on foot again.
I follow him through the whole of town, through various clusters of people who look dressed up for whichever bar, club, or performance they are attending. There are multiple occasions when it is just Marlow and me, walking down a side street or along a main road, beneath streetlights that illuminate my friend in a veil of falling snow; and yet I follow only from a discreet distance. I need more information. I need to compile, to research, to study the facts here. If I apprehend Marlow now, he will never simply give me those facts; I need to extract them from him against his will, without him knowing. I need to play detective myself, if I ever hope to uncover the mystery of his disappearance.
I hear his familiar slow and steady murmur as he continues his mysterious phone call, but the distance between us, plus the sounds of the wind and our own squelching footfalls on the snowy ground, all prevent me from distinguishing any words.
* * * *
I continue to follow him until he reaches a small hotel on the outskirts of town called the Sleep Easy, and walks inside. Standing outside, I see a light go on in the foyer, and assume that the scene is just my old friend and a member of the hotel staff, and if I were to follow him inside, my cover would be blown. Instead I wait five minutes, while Marlow presumably collects his room key and climbs the stairs up to his room.
I am contemplating following him inside, having allowed a sufficient break in my pursuit, when I see another light come on—on the fourth floor, on the west side of the hotel. Ten minutes later the light goes off again, and I am confident in my assumption that that is Marlow's room, and that he has gone to bed.
I begin to brainstorm. Marlow's hotel stands adjacent to another on the same side of the road, the Bedside Manor. The Bedside Manor has rooms on the east side, with fairly sizeable windows from which I might get a good view into Marlow's room—if I also book into a room on the fourth floor. At the very least, I will be able to keep track of Marlow when he leaves the Sleep Easy in the morning.
* * * *
Ten minutes later, I am lying in bed in my darkened hotel room. I glance to my right, out the window, and inwardly delight at how well my plan is coming together. All I see now, by the glow of an outside streetlight, is Marlow's own dark room. But neither of us has cared to draw our curtains shut, so if I arise when he does, I should be able to observe his movements. I start to wonder why I ever involved P. Remsley at all.
* * * *
It's daylight. I am brushing my teeth with my finger and some toothpaste, whilst pacing near the window of the bedroom—and so is Marlow. It's a miracle he doesn't see me, frankly. A little later, he is sitting on his bed reading a discarded newspaper, so I sit and pretend to read a newspaper I found, too, so that he doesn't catch me watching him. He then watches television. I also turn on my television, in the hope of finding out what he's watching. But there are only seven channels to choose from, and there's nothing revelatory or sufficiently distracting on any of them.
Marlow eats breakfast when I eat breakfast; I wonder if we tipped room service an equal amount.
Where did you go when you left me, old friend?
I make the agonised decision to phone Marlow; it's the only way to find out what's going on. I don't need to give my name, after all. I don't even need to use my own voice—I can try to disguise it a little. I'll just phone his hotel, find out the number of his room, and—
My hotel room phone rings. I rush to the window, my eyes wide, my heartbeat and my breath heavy. Marlow is holding his mobile to his ear, and he's looking directly at me.
The phone continues to ring, so I answer it. “Marlow?” I ask, anxiously.
"Hi, Gregory. No, it's me, Remsley."
"Oh,” I say, deflated. “But Marlow was making a call—” I look out the window, but it seems that Marlow has gone. It is now impossible to see into his room—a supernaturally bright, white light fills the window frame, and I have to avert my eyes as if I were trying to stare directly at the sun.
"Marlow is gone,” confirms Remsley.
"How do you know? And how did you know where to find me?” I ask.
"Don't worry. You're in my hands,” he says cryptically, for the second time since I'd met him. “I'm sending over the results of my investigations,” he continues. “It's a case file—it should clear things up for you, Gregory.” He hangs up the phone.
I'm still sitting with the phone receiver in my hands, feeling a little bewildered, when there's a knock at the door. I place the hotel phone back on the hook and open the door—only to discover that there is no one there, just a black notebook left for me on the carpet outside.
I briefly survey both ends of the corridor where my mystery visitor would have had to flee to (unless he'd come from one of the other rooms), and then, wondering how Remsley even found out I was here, I bring the unlabelled book back into the room. Then, without taking my eyes off the case file, I absent-mindedly kick the door shut and wander back towards the bed. I sit down and open the front cover. The first page says, more drawn than written, and in a large, sloppy idiot scrawl:
START FROM THE BEGINNING AND WORK YOUR WAY TO THE END
P REMSLEE
Well, thanks Mr. Remslee, if that's how you're spelling it now. How else was I going to read this thing? Can this guy not even write, or spell?
I turn to the next page, but there are no words, only small, indistinct smudges. I turn again; more smudges. I flick through the entire book, holding the damn thing at different angles, under different lights, at different distances from my eyes. There's nothing here! I flick back to the first page, only to discover that the letters have inexplicably rearranged themselves into seemingly meaningless shapes:
TARTS ROMF HET EGINNINGB NDA ORKW OURY AYW OT HET NDE
REMSLEEP
The phone rings again and I answer it, increasingly confused now: “Remslee, what's happening?"
Remslee laughs. “I'm sorry, Gregory. I forgot you'd have difficulty reading in a dream."
Pause.
"In a ... dream?” I ask.
"Yes. Dreaming and reading are controlled by different brain mechanisms. Dreaming is a right-brain activity. Sometimes left-brain activities like reading or puzzle-solving are carried across into dreams—if they are sufficiently intellectual or addictive. But it's still very rare, and even then you only perceive that you are reading. Everyone is severely dyslexic in their dreams—focusing on actual words, and making sense of them becomes impossible."
"I'm dreaming?"
"Yes. I'm afraid you are. I hoped you'd have worked that out. Start from the beginning of P. REMSLEE and work your way to the end? That's REMSLEEP. You know, R.E.M. sleep? Most of our more vivid dreams occur during R.E.M. sleep, after all. And all of those place names ... come on! Ward Street? The Wake Up Bar? The Sleep Easy hotel? The Bedside Manor? And you and Marlow in adjacent rooms, with just those open curtains between you? In adjacent beds!"
"Okay, okay, what are you saying then?” I inquire, slightly shocked, slightly scared, wholly confused and pissed off. “A hospital ward? Adjacent hospital beds?"
"Yes,” says Remslee. “You were both in the car crash that Christmas. Marlow had been on the phone whilst driving, and he lost control of the car on the ice. You both wound up in deep comas. Marlow has gone now, and you're not far behind. You're in my hands now—both of you were in the grip of deep sleep. I'm afraid this is the end, Gregory. I'm sorry it's been such a jumbled mess for you, but you only have your own damaged psyche to blame, you know?"
"And who are you?” I ask calmly. “Are you my coma?"
Remslee laughs. “If you like, Gregory. It's your dream, and it's nearly over. I've just been here to help you make that last little connection."
White light fills the room.
Copyright © 2009 Ryan Daff
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Passport to Crime: DEATH OF A FISH CONCESSIONAIRE by Friederike Schmoe
Friederike Schmoe was born in Franconia, the region of Bavaria that is the setting for this story. She studied German and Romance literatures, finishing a doctorate and gathering experiences along the way as a travel guide, translator, and teacher. She now works in academia. In 2005 the first of what are now eight novels featuring her series P.I. Katinka Palfy was published.
Translated by Mary W. Tannert
* * * *
1.
I moved in three days ago, and just got done hanging the last of the wallpaper. The sweat on my skin rivals the wallpaper paste for stickiness. The odors of smoked mackerel and sugar-coated apples waft in through the window. When I rented the apartment, I had no idea of the significance of the last week of August in this pretty little Franconian town. And knew even less about traditional church fairs, the Kirmes, that take place this time of year. Hungry, I throw my brush into the bucket of water and step to the window. Below it, the food concessions crowd together, selling pizza, candied almonds, gummy bears (and snakes), chocolate, Bavarian grilled fish-on-a-stick, wine, and beer. The food's practically growing on the street.
I flit down to the street. The Kirmes pennants flutter gently overhead in the hot air as I drink a Fanta and inhale one of those magnificently juicy fish sandwiches. Two fat, shiny Bismarck herring are entwined under the top half of a crusty roll, their bodies crowned with a whole molehill of onions and a wonderfully sour pickle half. At Franconian church fairs, people really know how to live!
Back inside, I perch at the window. The woman across the way is in her bathroom again. I've watched her at her ablutions every morning since I moved in. She's round and not as young as she once was. She has that aura that women have of whom it is often said that they're beautiful. Looking at her curves, I can't help myself. My charcoal pencil leaps into my hand and I start to sketch on my sandwich wrapper, even though it's greasy from the herring.
She pulls on a dress, an airy wisp of a thing, and slips into high-heeled sandals. I watch as she steps out onto the street, fans herself with her hand, and strolls past all the concessions. She gives the fish stand a wide berth. Well, not everyone's a fan of herring.
I pour the warm remainder of my Fanta into the sink and leave the apartment. The fish concessionaire is standing in front of his stand talking to another guy. They're staring at each other grimly. As I approach, the other guy turns, shoves his fists into his pockets, and walks off. His shirt can't hide his well-toned muscles.
"Did you like the herring?” asks the fish man, polishing the sign over his stand, which reads “Volker's Fresh Fish."
"Wonderful.” I let him talk me into a baguette topped with those tiny North Sea shrimp called Krabben. “The woman who just came by here..."
"Rosa-Marie.” He stops working and looks me in the eyes. “She had her stand here until last year. But she couldn't hang on to it, so I took it. You sell more here than anywhere else. It's the best spot there is!"
My appetite for fish suddenly dwindles just a little.
* * * *
2.
It's too hot to sleep. I sit at the open window and draw. The fish stand, the gargoyles on the facade of the building across the street—wry, distorted faces of stone that are meant to protect the inhabitants of the house from the evil eye. I draw the Kirmes pennants hanging between the facades, the flowers adorning the railing of the bridge, the rowboats moving unhurriedly down the river, the musicians in the band. Gently I color-wash red, green, and yellow light bulbs onto the paper. Down below, every Jack and his Jill are out tonight, masses of people shove past the stands, drinking, laughing, screeching, chewing, belching, kissing, and peeing surreptitiously against the stone walls of the buildings. I'm hungry again; I can't resist the aroma of the mackerel.
There she comes. She looks worn out as she pushes her way through the crowds. Everyone else is milling around going nowhere, but she moves with determination toward her front door. A few minutes later, she turns on the light in the bathroom. She throws the window open wide and takes a deep breath. Her gaze is cool as she looks down at the clusters of people below her. A thin man with a tiny beard squats in front of her door and stares at the asphalt in an alcoholic daze.
I draw Rosa-Marie as she stands under the shower, keeping the pencil strokes tight. Short, strong lines create her as she stands in front of the mirror, brushing her hair. As she sits on the edge of the bathtub, painting her fingernails. She turns out the light. Disappointed, I shake out my cramped hand and go outside.
The crowds surge against my front door like a tsunami. I have no plan; I simply let myself be driven along. I land in front of a beer stand. The man who stands at the tap filling the ceramic beer mugs seems vaguely familiar to me. I pay for my beer, heft the heavy mug to my lips, and drink. The beer runs down my throat, as cool as Rosa-Marie's appraisal of the crowd. The crowd pushes me onward and then I remember who the bartender is: At noon he and Volker, the fish man, were engaged in a staring contest. I drift onward in the warm night air, borne along by surges of people. I buy a paper bag of candied almonds. Down at the river, boats are dancing on the waves. Strains of music float on the breeze. I munch on the almonds, and as soon as the paper bag hits the next best trash can, I move on, aiming for where the beer's cool. In the wee hours I head home. Volker, the fish concessionaire, is just closing up his stand. He wipes his fingers on his apron and nods at me, his eyes weary. In an hour, he'll be dead.
* * * *
3.
I get up after just three hours’ sleep. It's simply too hot. The freshly hung wallpaper in the living room has detached itself from the wall. I started the day sitting at the window for a while, drawing Rosa-Marie. But now I'm just staring out at the street, where she's walking, high-heeled, past the fish stand. A police car is there, a hearse, and lots of people. Too many people for the morning. Church fairs are only interesting in the afternoon.
I go down to the street and follow Rosa-Marie, but a police officer stops me.
"Do you live here?"
"Yes.” I give him my address and ask, “Did something happen to Volker?"
"Do you know him?"
"I just moved here four days ago. Volker's fish was my lunch, every day."
The police officer makes a face, writes it all down, and tells me that a colleague of his will probably want to talk to me.
The colleague turns up faster than expected. Detective Inspector Hetterich, with sweat rings as big as dinner plates under his arms.
I answer the usual questions. Offer him some mineral water from the refrigerator while he's telling me that Volker was hit on the back of the head with a heavy object in the wee hours of this morning. Dead. It's possible that I was the last person to see him alive. Inspector Hetterich gulps greedily. While the carbonation is prickling in his nose, he throws a glance at my pile of drawings. On top of the pile is the drawing of the pennants in the breeze. He pushes that one aside. Underneath is Rosa-Marie. A whole series. He pages through them all, puts the drawings to one side, and looks at me.
"That's art,” I say superfluously.
* * * *
4.
Late in the afternoon, the bartender's pulling beer like a world champion. I get in line. Once I have my mug of beer in hand, I ask him:
"Did you know that Volker's dead?"
He stares at me stupidly. The guys behind me are pushing me forward; they're thirsty. I nod at the bartender and move away. Somebody calls out to him. Harald. His name is Harald. And I still don't know where Rosa-Marie has her stand.
Clutching my beer in one fist, I roam through all the rows of stands, venturing even into the narrowest alleys. Then I find her. Rosa-Marie's making crepes. I knew there was something French about her. I watch as she pours a thin puddle of batter onto the round griddle and spreads it deftly. The air smells sweet and reminds me a little of Christmas. Even though Rosa-Marie's stand is off in a corner, there are people standing in line. But naturally there would be even more of them over there in front of my house.
The crepe lands in my hand atop a thin paper plate. It's hot, steams, tastes good. Something besides fish.
At home I press the wallpaper back onto the wall. My stomach is feeling as sticky as the wallpaper. I neutralize the feeling with a white wine spritzer and sit at the window. I can see across to Rosa-Marie's empty bathroom.
By the time she arrives, it's dark outside. She goes into the bathroom, but doesn't turn on the light. Panic drips into my gut. Has she seen me? I move back from the window immediately. I go out, wander around aimlessly, look for a quiet spot down at the river and sit with my feet dangling into the water. Thick clouds begin to pile up on the other side of the river. It's been hot for too long, and the humidity is oppressive. I've got to see about getting some commissions.
* * * *
5.
During the night, a storm shakes the sky. Between my sweat-damp sheets, I turn this way and that like a worm. Lightning draws strange contours on the walls. At the next bolt of thunder, the door rattles. Even the walls vibrate. I crawl deeper under the sheet. Then I hear something rustling. It must be the rain. Barely audible, another noise joins the cacophony. The wallpaper. I get up and feel my way out into the hall. The light switch clicks, but my front hall remains dark. There's no power, and the wallpaper is lying on the floor, all rolled up like a reptile.
The drumming of the rain grows louder. I ought to close the front window. I open the door to the living room and a cool breeze wafts pleasantly through the sticky apartment.
A figure is silhouetted sharply against the window. It's going through my drawings. I take a step backward in fright and the floor creaks. My late guest spins around, stuffs the drawings into his jacket, and runs for my apartment door, knocking me down as he goes. I lurch out after him into the building's corridor, but his feet are already pounding down the stone staircase. I go back into my apartment. My toes stick to the wallpaper. I squat on the floor, my heart hammering, and then the lights come back on. I lock the front door and patrol the apartment. Nothing's missing but my drawings of Rosa-Marie.
* * * *
6.
The next morning it's cool and gray outside. Rosa-Marie's bathroom window remains shut. Nervously I scratch around with my pencils on my sketching pad, ruining several expensive sheets of paper. When Rosa-Marie leaves the house, I follow her. Wearing a subtle gray pullover, because it's gotten cooler. It's drizzling, which is a bad thing for business at a Kirmes.
Rosa-Marie goes to her stand. She unlocks it, opens up, gets everything ready, and waits for customers. I stand back in the doorway of a house, waiting for the first crepe. Finally the sweet smell tickles my nose, and I pull out my wallet and go over to her.
"One crepe with nougat creme, please,” I say politely.
She pours batter onto the griddle and spreads it smooth with a spatula.
"Guten Appetit,” she says, handing me the fragrant crepe and smiling. Her incisors are a perfect white and spaced just a little bit too far apart.
I eat my crepe while wandering back through the rows of stands. Harald isn't at the beer stand. Today everyone's waiting for customers who won't turn up, because people would rather go to a cafe when it's raining. It just wasn't, it can't have been Rosa-Marie who stole the sketches from my apartment yesterday.
* * * *
7.
I keep turning it over in my mind. Nobody knew about the sketches except Detective Inspector Hetterich. Do the stolen sketches have anything to do with the murder of Volker? Did Rosa-Marie kill Volker as revenge for his taking her premium location away from her? Did Harald bash Volker's head in? The two of them argued the day before yesterday, but why? In any case, they weren't best pals. And who was in my apartment?
When I get home, the inspector's waiting at my front door. He says he's got a couple of questions. He wants to know whether I observed anything at Volker's stand, because I'd loitered around there a lot. It sounds bad, the way he says it. I ask him to come in. He goes to the window, looks across to Rosa-Marie's empty bathroom, and asks:
"Where're your sketches?"
"Someone stole them,” I say.
Naturally, he bawls me out. Why didn't I report the break-in? He examines the door to my apartment. Recommends that I have the lock changed and install a security chain. I tell him that I live in a small Franconian town and not in inner-city Berlin. He looks at me as if I've lost half my marbles.
* * * *
8.
It's the last day of the fair. Tonight there'll be a huge fireworks display, a worthy finale to an event of this cultural magnitude.
I seize the moment. One more chance to drink the dark beer brewed especially for Kirmes, to breathe in the aroma of candied almonds, meringues, roast chicken, and burned pizza. It's the first time I've ever taken part in a church fair, and I'm already hooked. I ask myself how I'm supposed to get through a whole year without the sticky heat on my skin, the taste of the beer, and the drunken laughter and babbling just outside my window, dying away in the early light of dawn.
I stand in line at Harald's beer stand. I'm thirsty, and the first swallow is the best. Today all the visitors are electrified; they need these last few hours; tomorrow daily life will swallow them up again.
Darkness settles down over the stands. The colorful bulbs light up the night one last time, the charcoal in the grills glows. A band strangles jazz numbers long-windedly. I get stuck for fifteen minutes in the throng between the stands in the main street—I can't move backwards or forwards. But then the plug loosens and dissolves; everyone moves toward the fireworks. I'm dizzy from the beer and the claustrophobia. I take a moment to lean against the wall of the building behind Harald's beer stand and check out the guitars and flutes in the window of a music store. All of a sudden there's hardly anything happening. Only the very drunken are still sitting there, staring dully into their beer mugs. Anything that can still move, even unsteadily, is hurrying toward the riverbank to watch the fireworks.
In the reflection of the music-store window, I can see Harald take a heavy bag out of a crate and murmur something to an employee. Then he sets off. I follow him. The exercise makes me feel better.
Harald pushes his way energetically through the crowd. He heads down to the river just like everyone else, but not where they're all standing, waiting for the first explosion of light. Instead, he walks past them along the riverbank. The strings of lights end, a strain or two of music wafts past us. A magnificently decorated rowboat glides by; in it, two romantic souls are making the most of the last night of the fair.
Someone has dropped a half-eaten pizza onto the pavement. Harald steps in it and swears. I move into the shadows thrown by the bushes on the riverbank. It's pretty isolated here.
The first rocket climbs into the night sky and there's a sharp crack. I start. Purple sparks rain down on us. Harald turns around, looks right through me, bends, and scrapes up a handful of rocks. Throws them into his bag. The fireworks thunder and roar, crackle and rattle. Green, orange, and red glow in the dark sky and in Harald's face. Harald ties the bag shut.
I have no mobile phone. We artists are poor bastards. But not short of courage, I like to think. I step out from between the bushes.
"You'd better give that bag to me!"
He looks at me, then laughs and swings the bag overhead like a lasso.
"It's just broken beer mugs,” he says. Comes closer. I hear the stones striking each other in the bag. The noise is horribly loud in my ears, underscored by the showdown of the fireworks. The pyrotechnicians are giving it their all. The bright rain of colors illuminates Harald's furious face. He's got everything to lose if he's caught, and his chances of avoiding that are good: As long as the rockets keep going off, no one can hear me scream.
I dance around like a boxer while he swings the bag at me. He misses. I can hear myself breathing hard. I have to try to reach the riverbank. In the water I might be able to get away from him. The bag whizzes down at me again. I can hear the “Oh!” and “Aaah!” of the spectators as a particularly colorful bouquet blooms in the night sky. The bag hits me on the ear. Blood runs down my neck and mixes with the sweat.
I scream. As loud as I can, while Harald comes closer, step by step, and I stumble backwards, deeper and deeper into the darkness
Suddenly it's quiet. The last rocket's been fired. Gray mist hangs in the sky, and the smell of sulfur. Harald hauls back for another blow. My screams float across the river. Somewhere far behind me, the crowds disperse, bantering happily. There's the sound of splashing; drunk people like to jump in. I can read the writing on Harald's bag: Eat More Fruit! I won't have much opportunity for that. I duck, stumble. Harald sways under the centrifugal force of his swinging. I go down.
Two guys crawl out of the water on their bellies. A flashlight comes on, and I throw myself to one side.
"Police! Put down the bag!"
* * * *
9.
Detective Inspector Hetterich insists on personally driving me to the clinic, where they sew my earlobe on again. On the way there, he explains who stole the sketches.
"A colleague, Rosa-Marie's ex-husband. I mentioned at headquarters that you'd made sketches of his ex-wife, and the news got around."
He rambles on, talking about filing charges, but I wave that off. After all, Hetterich's just saved my life. It was none other than he sitting in the romantic rowboat; he and a fellow officer. The police were already keeping an eye on Harald. According to them, he had been counting on getting Rosa-Marie's stand location, but Volker had tricked him out of it. The police couldn't touch Harald because a buddy had given him an alibi. But now they have the murder weapon, the inspector explains, satisfied: In addition to the rocks in the Eat More Fruit bag there was a very nice stonemason's hammer, complete with Volker's blood and Harald's fingerprints on it.
"We have you to thank that he couldn't throw the bag in the river before we got there."
I dismiss this praise modestly.
The next morning, I take my bandaged ear over to Rosa-Marie's crepe stand. She's overseeing the dismantling. When she sees me, she looks at my ear in surprise and says:
"No more crepes, sorry about that!"
I shake my head. Then I ask whether she'll sit for me. I praise her figure and tell her that every artist is consumed with longing for a form like hers. She looks astonished, but then she plucks a thermos from the remains of her stand and offers me coffee. I take the cup, and she pours one for herself. We toast each other.
"Rosa-Marie Schneidmuller,” she says.
I take a sip.
"Anna Linde. Pleased to meet you."
©2009 by Friederike Schmoe
translation ©2009 by Mary W. Tannert
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Fiction: DOLPHIN JUNCTION by Mick Herron
Mick Herron's most recent novel, Smoke and Whispers, the fifth in a series featuring P.I. Zoe Boehm (who has also made several appearances in EQMM), was published by Soho Constable in April 2009. The book gets off to an unusual start: Boehm herself is tagged as the murder victim; her friend Sarah Tucker turns sleuth. Soho also recently reissued Mr. Herron's four previous novels in the series in paperback. The author is currently at work on a new stand-alone thriller entitled Slow Horses.
* * * *
1.
"Don't try to find me,” the note began. It was written on the back of a postcard. “Believe me, it's best this way. Things aren't working, David, and they haven't been for a long time. I'm sorry, but we both know it's true. I love you. But it's over. Shell."
On the kitchen wall, the clock still ticked, and outside the window, one of the slats in the fence still hung loose, and the fence remained discoloured where ivy had been peeled from it during the garden makeover two weeks previously. The marks where it had clung still resembled railway lines as seen on a map. If you could take a snapshot of that moment, nothing would have changed. But she was gone.
"And this card was on the kitchen table."
"As I've already told you, yes."
"And there's no sign of a break-in, no disturbance, no—"
"I've told you that, too. There's no sign of anything. She's just disappeared. Everything else is the same as always."
"Well. You say ‘disappeared.’ But she's fairly clearly left of her own accord, wouldn't you say?"
"No. I wouldn't say that at all."
"Be that as it may, sir, that's what the situation suggests. Now, if there were no note, I'd be suggesting you call her friends, check with colleagues, maybe even try the hospitals, just in case. But where there's a note explaining that she's gone of her own free will, all I can advise is that you wait and see."
"Wait and see? That's what you're telling me? I should wait and see?"
"I've no doubt your wife will be in touch shortly, sir. These things always look different in the plain light of day."
"Is there someone else I can talk to? A detective? Somebody?"
"They'd tell you exactly what I'm telling you, sir. That ninety-nine-point-nine percent of these cases are exactly what they appear to be. And if your wife decides to leave you, there's not a lot the police can do about it."
"But what if she's the point-one percent? What happens then?"
"The chances of that are a billion to one, sir. Now, what I suggest you do is go home and get some rest. Maybe call in to the pub. Shame not to take advantage, eh?"
He was on the other side of a counter, in no position to deliver a nudge in the ribs. But that's what his expression suggested. Old lady drops out of the picture? Have yourself a little time out.
"You haven't listened to a word, have you? My wife has been abducted. Is that so difficult to understand?"
He bristled. “She left a note, sir. Wrote and signed it."
"But that's exactly the problem,” I explained for the fourth time. “My wife's name isn't Shell. My wife—Michelle—she'd never sign herself Shell. She hated the name. She hated it."
* * * *
In the end, I left the station empty-handed. If I wanted to speak to a detective, I'd have to make an appointment. And it would be best to leave this for forty-eight hours, the desk sergeant said. That seemed to be the window through which missing persons peered. Forty-eight hours. Not that my wife could be classed a missing person. She had left of her own accord, and nothing could convince him otherwise.
There'd be a phone call, he said. Possibly a letter. He managed to refrain from asserting that he'd put good money on it, but it was a close-run thing.
His suggestion that I spend the evening in the pub I ignored, just as he'd ignored the evidence of the false signature. Back home, I wandered room to room, looking for signs of disturbance that might have escaped me earlier—anything I could carry back to the station to cast in his smug, stupid face. But there was nothing. In fact, everything I found he'd doubtless cite as proof of his view of events.
The suitcase, for example. The black suitcase was in the hall where I'd left it on getting home. I'd been away at a conference. But the other suitcase, the red one, was missing from its berth in the stair-cupboard, and in the wardrobe and the chests of drawers were unaccustomed gaps. I have never been the world's most observant husband. Some of my wife's dresses I have confidently claimed never to have seen before, only to be told that that's what she'd been wearing when I proposed, or that I'd bought it for her last Christmas. But even I recognised a space when I saw one, and these gaps spoke of recent disinterment. Someone had been through Michelle's private places, harvesting articles I couldn't picture but knew were there no longer. There were underlinings everywhere. The bathroom cabinet contained absences, and there was no novel on the floor on Michelle's side of the bed. Some of her jewellery was gone. The locket, though, was where it ought to be. She had far from taken everything—that would have entailed removal lorries and lawyerly negotiation—but it seemed as if a particular version of events was establishing itself.
But I didn't believe Michelle had been responsible for any of this. There are things we simply know, nondemonstrable things, events or facts at a tangent from the available evidence. Not everything is susceptible to interrogation. This wasn't about appearances. It was about knowledge. Experience.
Let me tell you something about Michelle: She knows words. She makes puns the way other people pass remarks upon the weather. I remember once we were talking about retirement fantasies: where we'd go, what we'd do, places we'd see. Before long I was conjuring technicolour futures, painting the most elaborate visions in the air, and she chided me for going over the top. I still remember the excuse I offered. “Once you start daydreaming,” I told her, “it's hard to stop."
"That's the thing about castles in Spain,” she said. “They're very moreish."
Moreish. Moorish. You see? She was always playing with words. She accorded them due deference. She recognised their weight.
And she'd no more sign herself Shell than she'd misplace an apostrophe.
When I eventually went to bed, I lay the whole night on my side of the mattress, as if rolling onto Michelle's side would be to take up room she'd soon need; space which, if unavailable on her return, would cause her to disappear again.
* * * *
2.
The mattress is no more than three inches thick, laid flat on the concrete floor. There is a chemical toilet in the opposite corner. The only light spills in from a barred window nine foot or so above her head. This window is about the size of eight bricks laid side by side, and contains no glass: Air must come through it, sound drift out. But here on floor level she feels no draught, and outside there is no one to hear any noise she might make.
But he will find her.
She is confident he will find her.
Eventually.
* * * *
3.
Forty-eight hours later, I was back in the police station.
Much of the intervening period had been spent on the telephone, speaking to an increasingly wide circle of friends, which at its outer reaches included people I'd never met. Colleagues of Michelle, old university accomplices, even schoolmates—the responses I culled varied from sympathy to amusement, but in each I heard that chasm that lies between horror and delight; the German feeling you get when bad things happen to other people.
At its narrower reach, the circle included family. Michelle had one parent living, her mother, currently residing in a care home. I'm not sure why I say “currently.” There's little chance of her future involving alternative accommodation. But she's beyond the reach of polite conversation, let alone urgency, and it was Michelle's sister—her only sibling—that I spoke to instead.
"And she hasn't been in touch?"
"No, David."
"But you'd tell me if she had?"
Her pause told its own story.
"Elizabeth?"
"I would reassure you that nothing bad had happened to her,” she said. “As I'm sure it hasn't."
"Can I speak to her?"
"She's not here, David."
"No, it certainly sounds like it. Just put her on, Elizabeth."
She hung up at that point. I called back. Her husband answered. We exchanged words.
Shortly after that, I began drinking in earnest.
* * * *
Thursday evening was the forty-eight-hour mark. I was not at my best. I was, though, back at the police station, talking to a detective.
"So your wife hasn't been in touch, Mr. Wallace?"
I bit back various answers. No sarcasm; no fury. Just answer the question. Answer the question.
"Not a word. Not since this."
At some point I had found a polythene envelope in a desk drawer; one of those plastic things for keeping documents pristine. Michelle's card tucked inside, it lay on the table between us. Facedown, which is to say, message-side up.
"And there's been no word from anyone else?"
"I've called everyone I can think of,” I said.
This wasn't quite true.
"You have my sympathy, Mr. Wallace. I know how difficult this must be."
She—the detective—was young, blond, jacketless, with a crisp white shirt, and hair bunched into the shortest of tails. She wore no makeup. I have no idea whether this is a service regulation. And I couldn't remember her name, though she'd introduced herself at the start of our conversation. Interview, I should probably call it. I'm good with names, but this woman's had swum out of my head as soon as it was spoken. Then again, I had distractions. My wife was missing.
"Can we talk about background details?"
"Whatever will help."
"What about your finances? Do you and your wife keep a joint account?"
"We have a joint savings account, yes."
"And has that been touched at all?"
"We keep our current accounts separate.” It was important to spell out the details. One might prove crucial. “I pay a standing order into her account on the fifteenth, and she deals with the bills from that. Most of them. The mortgage and council tax are mine. She pays the phone and the gas and electricity.” I came to a halt. For some reason, I couldn't remember which of us paid the water rates.
"And your savings account, Mr. Wallace,” she reminded me, quite gently. “Has that been touched at all?"
I said, “Well, yes. Yes, it probably has."
"Emptied?” she asked.
"No,” I told her. “Quite the opposite. Well, not the opposite. That would be doubling it, wouldn't it? Or something.” Rambling, I knew. I took a breath. “Half of our savings have been withdrawn,” I told her.
"Half?"
"Precisely half,” I said. “To the penny."
She made a note on the pad in front of her.
"But don't you see?” I told her. “If they'd taken it all, that would have alerted me, alerted you, to the fact that there's funny business going on."
"They?” she asked.
"Whoever's taken her,” I said. “She hasn't just left. She can't have."
"People do leave, Mr. Wallace. I'm sorry, but they do. What is it your wife does? She works, is that right?"
"She's a librarian."
"Whereabouts? Here in town?"
"Just down the road, yes."
"And you've spoken to her colleagues? Have they ... shed any light on your wife's departure?"
"Disappearance."
She nodded: not agreeing. But allowing my alternative term the way you might allow a child to have his way on an unimportant matter, on which he was nevertheless mistaken.
I said: “She handed in her notice."
"I see."
You had to hand it to her. There was no inflection on this.
"And when did she do that, do you know?"
"A few days ago,” I said. Suddenly I felt very tired. “On Monday."
"While you were away."
"That's right."
"Didn't she have notice to serve? Under the terms of her contract?"
"Yes. But she told them that she had personal reasons for needing to leave right away. But...” I could hear my voice trailing away. There was another but; there'd always be a but, but I couldn't for the life of me work out what this particular one might be.
"Mr. Wallace."
I nodded, tiredly.
"I'm not sure we can take this matter further.” She corrected herself. “We the police, I mean. It doesn't seem like a matter for us. I'm very sorry."
"What about the handwriting?” I asked.
She looked down at exhibit one, which just now seemed all that remained of my wife.
"It's a postcard,” I explained. I was half sure I'd told her this already, but so many facts were drifting loose from their moorings that it was important to nail some down. “It didn't come through the post. It's just a card we both liked. It's been on our fridge a long time. Years, even. Stuck there with a magnet."
In a few moments more, I might have begun to describe the magnet it was stuck with.
"And you recognise it?"
"The card?"
"The handwriting, Mr. Wallace."
"Well, it looks like hers. But then it would, wouldn't it? If someone was trying to make it look like Michelle's?"
"I'm not sure that impersonating handwriting is as easy as all that. If it looks like your wife's, well...” She glanced down at whatever note she'd been making, and didn't finish.
"But the name! I keep telling you, Michelle wouldn't call herself Shell. It's—” I had to stop at this point. It's the last thing she would do was what I didn't say.
"Mr. Wallace. Sometimes, when people want a new life for themselves, they find a new name to go with it. Do you see? By calling herself Shell, she's making a break with the past."
"That's an interesting point—I've forgotten your name. Whatever. It's an interesting point. But not as important as handwriting analysis. Maybe, once that's been done, we can discuss your psychological insight."
She sighed. “Handwriting analysis is an expensive business, sir. We're not in the habit of diverting police resources to noncriminal matters."
"But this is a criminal matter. That's precisely what I'm trying to get across. My wife has been abducted."
I might have saved my breath.
"When your wife's worked out her new place in the world, I'm sure she'll be in touch. Meanwhile, do you have a friend you can stay with? Someone to talk things over with?"
"You won't have the card analysed,” I informed her. We both already knew this. That's why I didn't make it a question.
"There's nothing to stop you having it done privately,” she said.
"And if I'm right? When I'm right? Will you listen to me then?"
"If you can provide credible evidence that the note's a forgery, then we'd certainly want to hear about it,” she said.
It was as if we'd sat next to each other at a dinner party, and I'd described a trip I was planning.
Well, if you have a good time, I'd certainly like to hear about it.
The kind of thing you say when you're certain you'll never meet again.
* * * *
4.
I've read books where they say things like I took an indefinite leave of absence. Do you have a job like that? Does anyone you know have a job like that? By Friday, my phone was ringing off the hook. Was I sick? Had I forgotten the appropriate channels for alerting HR to health issues? I spat, fumed, and mentally consigned HR to hell, but once I'd raged my hour I bit the bullet and saw my GP, who listened sympathetically while my story squirmed out, then signed me off work for the month. I returned home and delivered the news to the fools in HR. Then I fished out the Yellow Pages and looked for handwriting experts.
Here's another. Have you ever tried looking for a handwriting expert in the Yellow Pages?
Nothing under Handwriting. Calligraphy offers sign-writers and commercial artists. And—
And that's all I came up with.
I sat next to the phone for a while, useless directory in my hands. What other guise might a handwriting expert adopt? I couldn't imagine. I failed to deduce.
In the end, I looked up Detective Agencies instead.
You're probably thinking that was the thing to do. That once the professional arrived on the scene I'd fade into the background where I belonged, while some hard-bitten but soft-centered ex-cop with an alcohol problem and an interestingly named cat re-ravelled my life for 250 pounds a day plus expenses. But it was just another trip to Dolphin Junction. I gave my story twice, once over the phone and once in person to an acne-scratched twenty-something who couldn't get his digital recorder to work and forgot—thank God—to take the postcard when he left. I didn't hear from him again. He probably lost my address. And if he couldn't find me, missing persons were definitely out of his league.
Anyway. I went back to the police.
* * * *
5.
This time, it was a man. A thin, dark-featured man whose tie featured small dancing elephants, a detail which stuck with me for a long time afterwards. He was a detective sergeant, so at least I was being shuffled upwards, rather than down. His name was Martin Dampner, and I wasn't a stranger to him.
"We've met before, Mr. Wallace. You probably don't remember."
"I do,” I told him. “I think I do. When Jane was killed."
It would have had to be then. When else had I been in a police station?
"That's right. I sat in on the interview. Don't think I said anything. I was a DC then. A detective constable."
"It was a long time ago,” I said.
He digested that, perhaps examining it for hidden barbs. But I hadn't meant anything special. It had been twelve years ago. If that was a long time to rise from DC to DS, that was his problem.
He said, “It was a bad business."
"So is this."
"Of course,” he said.
We were in an office which might have been his or just one he was using for our conversation. I've no idea whether detective sergeants get their own office. My impression was that life was open-plan at that rank.
"How are you?” he now asked.
This stumped me.
"What do you mean?"
He settled into the chair on his side of the desk. “How are you feeling? Are you eating properly? Drinking too much? Getting to work okay?"
I said, “My GP signed me off."
"Sensible. Good move."
"Can we talk about my missing wife?"
"We can. We can.” He put his hands behind his neck and stared at me for what felt a long while. I was starting to quite seriously wonder if he was mad. Then he said, “I've looked at the notes DC Peterson made. She seems convinced your wife left of her own accord."
"Well, it's nice to know she's formed an opinion. That didn't take much effort on her part, did it?"
"You're underestimating my colleague. She followed some matters up after speaking to you. Did you know that?"
I didn't. And had more important subjects to raise: “Did she explain about the name? The name the note was signed with?"
"Shell, yes?"
"That's right."
"For Michelle."
"My wife never called herself that. Never would. She hated it."
"I got that much. But if you don't mind my saying so, Mr. Wallace, that's a pretty flimsy base on which to assume—what is it you're assuming? Abduction?"
"Abduction. Kidnapping. Whatever you call it when someone is taken against their will and the police won't do a bloody thing about it!"
I was shaking suddenly. How did that happen? For days I'd been calm and reasonably controlled, and now this supercilious cop was undoing all that work. Did he have any idea what I was going through? These days of not knowing; these endless nights of staring at the ceiling? And then, just when it felt the dark would never end, light pulling its second-storey job; bringing definition to the furniture and returning all the spooky shapes to their everyday functional presences. With this came not fresh hope, just an awareness that things weren't over yet.
Days of this. More than a week now. How much longer?
"Let's calm down,” he suggested.
"Why,” I asked, pulling myself together, “did you agree to see me? If you've made up your mind nothing's wrong?"
"We serve the public,” he said.
I didn't have an answer to that.
"My colleague, DC Peterson. She did some follow-up after you spoke.” Martin Dampner pushed his chair back to allow himself room to uncross his legs, then cross them the other way. “She went to the library where Mrs. Wallace worked. Spoke to the librarian."
"And?"
Though I knew what was coming.
"When your wife handed her resignation in, she was perfectly in control. She handed her letter over, discussed its ramifications. Refused to be swayed. There was no coercion. Nobody waiting outside. No whispered messages for help."
"And I'm sure you've drawn all the conclusions you need from that."
He steamrollered on. “She, DC Peterson, also went to your Building Society. Where she didn't just ask questions. She saw tape."
I closed my eyes.
"They record everything on CCTV. You probably know that already. DC Peterson watched footage of Mrs. Wallace withdrawing money, having a brief chat with the cashier—who has no memory of their conversation, other than that it probably involved the weather or holidays—and leaving. On her own. Uncoerced."
It was like pursuing an argument with a filing cabinet. I stood.
"Mr. Wallace, I am sorry. But you need to hear this."
"Which is why you agreed to see me. Right?"
"Also, I was wondering if you'd had a handwriting test done."
I stared.
"Have you?"
"No. No, I haven't."
"And does that mean you're now convinced it is her writing? Or so convinced it isn't that mere proof isn't likely to sway you?"
"It means, Sergeant, that I haven't yet found anywhere that'll do the job for me.” I didn't want to tell him about the spotty private eye. I already knew that was a road heading nowhere. “And I don't suppose you're about to tell me you've had a change of heart? And will do it yourselves?"
He was shaking his head before I'd finished. “Mr. Wallace. Believe me, I'm sorry for what you're going through. I've been there myself, and there aren't many I'd wish it on. But the facts as we understand them leave little room for doubt. Your wife quit her job, withdrew half your savings, and left a note saying she was leaving. All of which suggests that wherever Mrs. Wallace is, she's there of her own accord."
"My wife's name is not Shell,” I said.
He handed me a piece of paper with a phone number on it. “They're pretty good. They won't rip you off. Take another sample of Mrs. Wallace's writing with you. Well, you'd probably worked that out for yourself."
I should have thanked him, I suppose. But what I really felt like was a specimen; as if his whole purpose in seeing me had been to study what my life looked like. So I just shovelled the paper into a pocket, and stood.
"You've aged well,” he said. “If you don't mind my saying."
"I'm surprised you've not made inspector yet,” was the best I could manage in reply.
* * * *
Back home, I sat at the kitchen table and rang the number Martin Dampner had given me. The woman who answered explained what I could expect from her firm's services: a definitive statement as to whether the handwriting matched a sample I knew was the subject's. There was no chance of error. She might have been talking of DNA. She might have been talking of a lot of things, actually, because I stopped listening for a bit. When I tuned back in, she was telling me that they could also produce a psychometric evaluation of the subject. I wasn't thinking of offering the subject a job, I almost said, but didn't. If they couldn't work that out from the postcard, they weren't much use to anyone.
There was a notepad on the window ledge, as ever. I scribbled down the address she gave me. And then, before anything could prevent my doing so, I transferred my scribble to an envelope, found a stamp, and went out and popped my wife's last words in the post.
* * * *
6.
She does not have much spatial awareness—few women do, many men say—but sees no reason to doubt the information she has been given: that this room measures twenty-four foot by eighteen, with a ceiling some twenty foot high. It is a cellar, or part of a cellar. The handkerchief of light way over her head is the only part of the room set above ground level. Built into a hillside, see? he'd told her. Yes. She saw.
Apart from herself and the mattress and a thick rough blanket, and the chemical toilet in the corner, this room holds three articles: a plastic beaker three inches deep; a plastic fork five inches long; and a stainless steel tin opener.
And then there is the second room, and all that it contains.
* * * *
7.
Had I been asked, during the days following, what I imagined had happened to Michelle, I would have been unable to give an answer. It wasn't that there was any great dearth of fates to choose from. Open any newspaper. Turn to any channel. But it was as if my imagination—so reliably lurid in other matters—had discreetly changed the locks on this particular chamber, deeming it better, or safer, if I not only did not know what had occurred, but was barred from inventing a version of my own. I can see Michelle in our kitchen last week—of course I can. Just as I can see no trace of her here today, or in any other of her domestic haunts. But what happened to merge the former state into the latter remains white noise. Who stood by while she wrote that note and packed a case? What thrill of inspiration moved her to sign herself “Shell"? And in quitting her job, in withdrawing half our savings, what threat kept her obedient, made her perform these tasks unassisted?
And underneath all this a treacherous riptide that tugged with subtly increasing force. What if all this was as it seemed? What if she'd left of her own free will?
Things aren't working, David, and they haven't been for a long time. I'm sorry, but we both know it's true.
That's what her note had said. But that's true of any marriage. All have their highs and lows, and some years fray just as others swell.
These past few years, you could describe as frayed. We'd had fraught times before—the seven-year itch, of course. A phrase doesn't get to be cliché just by being a classic movie title. If ever the wheels were to come off, that would have been the time. But we survived, and it bonded us more securely. I truly believe that. And if these past few years had been less than joyful, that was just another dip in a long journey—we've been married nineteen years, for goodness’ sake. You could look on this period as one of adjustment, a changing of gear as the view ahead narrows to one of quieter, calmer waters, of a long road dipping into a valley, with fewer turnings available on either side.
But maybe Michelle had other views. Maybe she thought this her last chance to get out.
Once, years ago, a train we were on came to a halt somewhere between Slough and Reading, for one of those unexplained reasons that motivate the English railway network. Nearby was a scatter of gravel, a telephone pole, a wire fence, and a battleship-grey junction box. Beyond this, a desultory field offered itself for inspection. On the near side of the fence, a wooden sign declared this Dolphin Junction.
"Dolphin Junction,” Michelle said. “If you heard the name, you'd summon up a picture easily enough, wouldn't you? But it wouldn't look like this."
Afterwards, it became part of our private language. A trip to Dolphin Junction meant something had turned out disappointing, or less than expected. It meant things had not been as advertised. That anytime soon would be a good moment to turn back, or peel away.
And maybe that was it, when all was said and done. Maybe Michelle, during one of these dips in our journey, caught a glimpse of uninspiring fields ahead, and realised we were headed for Dolphin Junction. Would it have taken more than that? I didn't know anymore. I didn't know what had happened. All I knew, deep in the gut, was that all wasn't, in fact, said and done.
Because she had signed her name Shell. Michelle had done that? She'd have been as likely to roll herself in feathers and go dancing down the street.
She just wouldn't.
* * * *
A few days later the card came back. Until I heard the thump on the doormat I hadn't been aware of how keenly I'd been awaiting it, but in that instant everything else vanished like yesterday's weather. And then, as I went to collect it, a second thing happened. The doorbell rang.
She's back, was my first thought. Swiftly followed by my second, which was—what, she's lost her keys?
Padded envelope in hand, I opened the door.
Standing there was Dennis Farlowe.
There are languages, I know, that thrive on compound construction, that from the building blocks of everyday vocabulary cobble together one-time-only adjectives, or bespoke nouns for special circumstances. Lego-languages, Michelle would say. Perhaps one of them includes a word that captures my relationship with Dennis Farlowe: a former close friend who long ago accused me of the rape and murder of his wife; who could manage only the most tortured of apologies on being found wrong; who subsequently moved abroad for a decade, remarried, divorced; and who ultimately returned here a year or so ago, upon which we achieved a tenuous rapprochement, like that of a long-separated couple who remember the good times, without being desperate to relive them.
"David,” he said.
"Dennis."
"I'm sorry about—” He grimaced and made a hand gesture. Male semaphore. For those moments when speech proves embarrassing.
We went into the kitchen. It's odd how swiftly an absence can make itself felt in a room. Even had Dennis not already heard the news, it wouldn't have cost him more than a moment's intuition to discern a problem.
"Good of you to come,” I said.
Which it probably was, I thought—or he probably thought it was. Truth was, he was the last man I wanted to see. Apart from anything else, the envelope was burning my fingers.
But he had his own agenda. “You should have called."
"Yes. Well. I would have done.” Leaving open the circumstances this action would have required, I put the kettle on instead. “Coffee?"
"Tea, if you've got it."
"I think we run to tea."
That pronoun slipped out.
It was history, obviously, that had prevented me from phoning Dennis Farlowe; had kept him the missing degree in the circle I'd rung round. Some of this history was the old kind, and some of it newer. I poured him a cup of tea. Wondering as I did so how many gallons of the stuff—and of coffee, beer, wine, spirits, even water—we'd drunk in each other's company. Not an unmeasurable amount, I suppose. Few things, in truth, are. But decanted into plastic containers, it might have looked like a lifetime's supply.
"Milk?” he asked.
I pointed at the fridge.
He fixed his tea to his liking, and sat.
Twelve years ago, Jane Farlowe was found raped and murdered in a small untidy wood on the far side of the allotments bordering our local park. The year before, Jane, Dennis, Michelle, and I had holidayed together in Corfu. There are photographs: the four of us around a cafe table or on a clifftop bench. It doesn't matter where you are, there's always someone will work your camera for you. Jane and Michelle wear dark glasses in the photos. Dennis and I don't. I've no idea why.
After Jane's death, I was interviewed by the police, of course. Along with around eighty-four other people, in that first wave. I've no idea whether this is a lot, in the context. Jane had, I'd guess, the usual number of friends, and she certainly had the usual number of strangers. I would have been interviewed even if Dennis hadn't made his feelings known.
Long time ago. Now, he said: “Has she been in touch?"
"No,” I said.
"It's just a matter of time, David."
"So I've been told."
"Everyone wishes you well, David. Nobody's ... gloating."
"Why on earth would anyone do that?"
"No reason. Stupid word. I just meant—you know how it is. There's always a thrill when bad things happen to people you like. But there's none of that going on."
I was about as convinced of this as I was that Dennis Farlowe was the community's spokesperson.
But I was no doubt doing him a disservice. We had a complicated past. We've probably grown used to shielding our motives from each other. And more than once in the past year, I've come home to find him seated where he is now; Michelle where I am. And I've had the impression, on those occasions, that there was nothing unusual about them. That there'd been other times when I didn't come home to find them there, but still: That's where they'd been. In my absence.
That's what I meant by newer history.
He said, “David. Do you mind if I make an observation?"
"Have you ever noticed,” I said, “that when people say that, it would take a crowbar and a gag to prevent them?"
"You're a mess."
"Thank you. Fashion advice. It's what I need right now."
"I'm talking hygiene. You want to grow a beard, it's your funeral. But you should change your clothes, and you should—you really should—take a shower."
"Right."
"Or possibly two."
"Am I offending you?” I asked him. “Should I leave?"
"I'm trying to help. That's all."
"Did you know this was going to happen?"
"Michelle leaving?"
"Well, yes, I—Christ, what did you think I meant? That we'd have tea this morning?"
He said, “I didn't know, no."
"Would you have told me if you did?"
"No,” he said. “Probably not."
"Great. Thanks for the vote of confidence."
"I'm her friend too, David."
"Don't think I'm not aware of that."
He let that hang unanswered.
We drank tea. There were questions I wanted to ask him, but answers I didn't want to hear.
At length he said, “Did she leave a note?"
"Did the grapevine not supply that detail?"
"David—"
"Yes. Yes, she left a note."
Which was in a padded envelope, on the counter next to the kettle.
And I couldn't wait a moment longer. It didn't matter that Dennis was here, nor that I already knew in my bones what the experts would have decreed. I stood, collected the envelope, and tore its mouth open. Dennis watched without apparent surprise as I poured onto the table the postcard, still in its transparent wrapper; the letter I'd supplied as a sample of Michelle's hand; and another letter, this one typed, formal, beyond contradiction.
Confirm that this is ... no room for doubt ... invoice under separate cover.
I crumpled it and dropped it on the floor.
"Bad news?” Dennis asked after a while.
"No more than expected."
He waited, but I was in no mood to enlighten him. I could see him looking at the postcard—which had fallen picture-side up—but he made no move for it. I wondered what I'd have done if he had. What I'd have said if he asked to read it.
At length, he told me: “I'm going away for a while."
I nodded, as if it mattered.
"I've a new mobile. I'll leave you the number.” He reached for the writing tablet on the sill and scrawled something on it. “If she calls, if you hear anything—you'll let me know, David?"
He tore the uppermost leaf from the pad, and pushed it towards me.
"David?"
"Sure,” I said. “I'll let you know."
He saw himself out. I remained where I was. Something had shifted, and I knew precisely what. It was like the turning of the tide. With an almanac and a watch, I've always assumed, you can time the event to the second. But you can't see it happen. You can only wait until it becomes beyond dispute, until that whole vast sprawl of water, covering most of the globe, has flexed its will, and you know that what you've been looking at has indisputably changed direction.
With a notepad available on the window sill, Michelle had chosen to unclip a postcard from the door of the fridge and leave her message on its yellowing back.
Picking it up, I looked at its long-familiar picture for what felt like the first time.
* * * *
8.
The doorway into the second room is precisely that: a doorway. There is no door. Nor even the hint of a door, in fact; no hinges on the jamb; no screwholes where hinges might have swung. It's just an oblong space in the wall. The ghost of stone. She steps through it.
This is a smaller room. As wide, but half as long as the other. In a previous life of this building—before it succumbed to the fate all buildings secretly ache for and became a ruin, scribbled on by weeds and tangled brambles—this would have been a secondary storeroom, only accessible via its larger twin, which itself can only be entered by use of a ladder dropped through the trap in its roof. Hard to say what might have been stored here. Wine? Grain? Maybe cheese and butter. There's no knowing. The room's history has been wiped clean.
And in its place, new boundaries:
To her left, a wall of tin. To her right, a screen of plastic.
* * * *
9.
The Yard of Ale was one of those theme pubs whose theme is itself: a four-hundred-year-old wooden-beamed structure on a crossroads outside Church Stretton, it was plaqued and horse-brassed within an inch of Disneyland. There wasn't a corner that didn't boast an elderly piece of blacksmith's equipment with the sharp bits removed, or something somebody found in a derelict dairy, and thought would look nice scrubbed up and put next to a window. The whole place reeked of an ersatz authenticity; of a past replicated only in its most appealing particulars, and these then polished until you could see the present's reflection in it, looking much the same as it always did, but wearing a Jane Austen bonnet.
Michelle and I had stayed there four years ago. It was spring, and we'd wanted a break involving long fresh days on high empty ground, and slow quiet evenings eating twice as much as necessary. An Internet search produced The Yard of Ale, and for all my dismissive comments, it fit the bill. Post-breakfast, we hiked for miles on the Long Mynd, counted off the Stiperstones, and scaled the Devil's Chair. In hidden valleys we found the remnants of abandoned mines, and sheep turned up everywhere, constantly surprised. And in the evenings we ate three-course meals and drank supermarket wine at restaurant prices. The bed was the right degree of firm, and the shower's water pressure splendid. Everyone was polite. As we checked out, Michelle picked up one of the hotel's self-promoting postcards, and when we got home she clipped it to the fridge door, where it had remained ever since.
I set off about thirty minutes after Dennis had left.
* * * *
The rain began before I'd been on the road an hour. It had been raining for days in the southwest; there'd been weather warnings on the news, and a number of rivers had broken banks. I had not paid attention: Weather was a background babble. But when I was stopped by a policeman on a minor road on the Shropshire border and advised to take a detour which would cost a couple of hours—and offered no guarantee of a passable road at the end of it—it became clear that my plan, if you could call it that, wanted rethinking.
"You're sure I can't get through this way?"
"If your vehicle's maybe amphibious. I wouldn't try it myself. Sir."
Sir was an afterthought. He'd drawn back as I'd wound down the window to answer him, as if rain were preferable to the fug of unwashed body in my car.
I said, “I need somewhere to stay."
He gave me directions to a couple of places, a few miles down the road.
The first, a B&B, had a room. There'd been cancellations, the man who checked me in said. Rain was sheeting down, and the phone had been ringing all morning. He'd gone from fully booked to empty without lifting a finger. But there'd be more in my situation; folk who couldn't get where they were headed and needed a bed for the night. It was still early, but he seemed confident there'd be little travelling on the local roads today.
"I was headed for Church Stretton,” I said.
"You'll maybe have better luck tomorrow."
He seemed less worried than the policeman by my unwashed state. On the other hand, the smell of dog possibly masked my odour. The room was clean, though. I could look down from its window onto a rain-washed street, and on light puddling the pavements outside the off-licence opposite. When I turned on the TV, I found footage of people sitting on rooftops while water swirled round their houses. I switched it off again. I had my own troubles.
I lay on the bed, fully clothed. If it weren't for the rain, where would I be now? Arriving at The Yard of Ale, armed with inquiries. I had a photograph—that was about it, as far as packing had gone—and I'd be waving it at somebody. It wasn't the best picture of Michelle ever taken (she'd be the first to point out that it made her nose look big) but it was accurate. In some lights, her nose does look big. If Michelle had been there, the photo would be recognised. Unless she'd gone out of her way to change her appearance—but what sense would that make? She'd left me a clue. If she hadn't wanted me to follow, why would she have done that?
Always supposing it really was a clue.
Perhaps the rain was a blessing. It held off the moment of truth, the last ounce of meaning I could dredge from the note she'd left. The note there was no room for doubt that she'd written.
But had signed Shell. An abbreviation she'd detested. And what was that if not a coded message? It was a cry for help.
And no one was listening but me.
At length, I turned the TV on again. I got lucky with a showing of Bringing Up Baby, and when that was finished I swam across the road to the shiny off-licence, and collected a bottle of scotch. Back indoors, before broaching it, I belatedly took Dennis Farlowe's advice and stood under the shower for twenty minutes, using up both small bottles of complimentary gel. There were no razors. But the mirror suggested I'd crossed the line between being unshaven and having a beard.
And then I lay back on the bed and drank the scotch.
Alcohol never helps. Well, alcohol always helps, but when there are things you need to keep at bay, alcohol never helps. Dennis Farlowe's appearance had disturbed me. Dennis's appearances inevitably did, though on most occasions I could mask the visible symptoms: could smile, give a cheery hello; ask him how things were going while I maneuvered my way into my own kitchen, stood behind my own wife, put my hand on her shoulder, still smiling. All that newer history I mentioned. The history in which Michelle and Dennis had reestablished the relationship we'd once all enjoyed, before the older history had smashed it all to pieces.
That history didn't end with Dennis's wife's murder. Ten days after Jane Farlowe's body was found, a second victim came to light, in a town some distance from ours. I was at a conference at the time—that phase of business life was already in full swing—so didn't see the local press reports until they were old news. Wounds on the body indicated that the same man was responsible for both murders. You could sense our local tabloid's frustration at the vagueness of this detail, as if it had hot gossip up its sleeve it was bound not to share. Gossip relating to the nature of those wounds.
"Have you spoken to Dennis?” were my first words to Michelle on reading this.
"I tried calling him."
"But he wouldn't talk?"
"He wouldn't answer."
He would have been in shock, of course. Just a week and a half since his own wife's body had been found: Did this make it worse for him? To understand that his wife's end was sealed by random encounter, not precise obsession? Because there was surely—can I say this?—something of a compliment buried in the murder of one's wife, if it was intended. If it didn't turn out that the murder was just one of those things: a passing accident that might have happened to anyone's wife, had she been in the wrong place at the right time.
The random nature of the murders was confirmed with the discovery of a third body: a little later, a little further away.
I poured more scotch. Switched the TV on. Switched it off. It was suppertime, but I didn't want to eat. Nothing was happening outside. The rain had eased off, and I could see the puddles dancing under the streetlights’ glare.
In the gap between the discovery of the first two bodies—Jane and the second woman, whose name I've forgotten—Dennis Farlowe had suggested that I was the man responsible. That I was a rapist and murderer. We had been friends for years, but in his grief he found it possible to say this: You wanted her. You always wanted her. The police would have interviewed me anyway—as they did all Jane's male friends—but Dennis's words no doubt interested them. Though they subsequently had to spread their net wider, with the second death, and wider still with the third ... A local murder became a two-county hunt, but the man responsible was never caught, though he stopped after the third death. Not long after that, Dennis moved abroad.
He returned to England years later, a quieter, more intense man. Our friendship could never be what it was, but Michelle had done all she could. Jane was gone, she told me (I didn't need reminding). Dennis's life had been shattered; his attempt to rebuild it with a second marriage had failed too. With Michelle, he seemed to rediscover something of his old self, but between the two of us were barriers which could never fall, for all our apparent resolve to leave the past behind.
And it occurred to me that Dennis's old accusation—You always wanted her—could as justly be levelled at him. Wasn't his relationship with Michelle a little too close? How often had he dropped round in my absence; little visits I never heard about? Some evenings I'd find small evidences littered about: too many coffee cups draining on the board, a dab of aftershave in the air. But it's easy to paint pictures like that when the canvas has been destroyed. And doesn't this sort of tension often arise when couples are close friends?
Not that Dennis was part of a pair anymore, of course. And who could tell what effect a violent uncoupling like his might have had?
These thoughts chased me into sleep.
Where dreams were whisky-coloured, and stale as prison air.
* * * *
10.
She puts her hand to the wall of plastic. It gives, slightly; she has touched it at a gap between two of the objects it shields. An image startles her, of an alien egg sac pulsing beneath her palm, about to spawn. But this is not an egg sac, nor a wall; it is, rather, dozens upon dozens of two-litre bottles of mineral water, plastic-wrapped in batches of six, the wrapper stretched tight across the gaps between the bottles. That's what her palm lit on: a plastic-shrouded gap between bottles.
And opposite, the wall of tin; hundreds upon hundreds of cans of food. If they reach seven foot deep—which they might, if this room's as wide as the one adjoining—and reach ten foot in height, which they seem to, then...
But the number outreaches her ability to compute. Thousands, for sure. Possibly tens of thousands.
Put another way, a lifetime's supply.
* * * *
11.
Next morning the rain had ceased, and though roads remained down all over Shropshire—and in neighbouring counties, marooned villagers waved at helicopters from the roofs of submerged cottages—it was possible to be on the move. But there were no shortcuts. Nor even reliable long cuts: Twice I had to turn back at dips in B-roads, where the runoff from waterlogged fields had conjured lagoons. In one sat an abandoned van, rust-red water as high as its door handle. I reversed to the nearest junction and consulted my map. I should have brought a thick fat marker pen. Instead of marking possible routes, I could have deleted impossible ones.
But if progress was slow, it was at least progress. At last I reached the car park of The Yard of Ale, not much more than some poorly tarmacked waste ground opposite the pub. Three other cars were there. I'm not good on cars. I've been known to walk past my own while trying to remember where it was. But for some reason, one of those vehicles struck a chord, and instead of heading over the road, I sat for a while, trying to work out why.
There was nobody around. A stiff breeze ruffled the nearby hedge. The more I looked at the car, the more it troubled me. It was the configuration of the windscreen, I decided. But how? One windscreen was much the same as another ... At last I got out and approached the offending vehicle, and halfway there, the penny dropped. A parking permit on the driver's side was almost identical to one on my own windscreen. Same town, different area. This was Dennis Farlowe's car.
The breeze continued to ruffle the hedge. After another moment or two, I got back into my car and drove away.
* * * *
12.
It was dark when I returned. The intervening hours, I'd spent in Church Stretton, partly sitting in a coffee bar, trying to make sense of events; the rest in one of the town's several camping shops. I'd intended to buy binoculars, but ended up with a small fortune's worth of equipment: the ‘nocs, but also a torch, a waterproof jacket, a baseball cap, a new rucksack—with no real idea of what I was doing, I had a clear sense of needing to be prepared. I bought a knife, too. The instructions (knives come with instructions: can you believe it?) indicated the efficient angle for sawing through rope.
I believe in coincidences—if they didn't happen, we wouldn't need a word for them. But there's a limit to everything, and coincidence's limit fell far short of Dennis Farlowe's presence. He'd looked at Michelle's postcard, hadn't he? At the picture side, with the pub's name on it. How long would it take to Google it?
Another possibility was that he already knew where it was, had already intended to come here. Which opened up various avenues, all reaching into the dark.
Whatever the truth of it, if not for the weather, I'd have been here first.
This time I parked half a mile short of the pub, then walked the rest, weaving a path with my new finger-sized torch. There was little traffic. When I reached the car park, my watch read 6:15. Dennis's car was still there.
For four and a half hours I waited in the cold. Lurked is probably the word. Behind its thick velvety curtains the Yard was lit like a spacecraft, yellow spears of light piercing the darkness at odd angles. I could picture Dennis in the restaurant, enjoying a bowl of thick soup, or pork medallions with caramelised vegetables. Memories of my own last meal were too distant to summon. When I could stand it no longer—and was certain he was holed up for the night—I trudged back to my car and drove to a petrol station, where I ate a microwaved pasty. Then I returned to my lay-by, crawled into the backseat, and tried to get some sleep.
But first I rang The Yard of Ale and asked to speak to Mrs. Farlowe. There was a puzzled moment while it was established that there was a Mr. Farlowe in residence, but no Mrs. It must have been the inverse of a familiar sort of conversation, if you worked at a hotel desk. I hung up.
Sleep was a long time coming.
* * * *
It was light by seven, but looked set to be a grey day. I drove back to the pub and a little beyond, hoping to find a vantage point from which I could keep an eye on Dennis's car. But nowhere answered, the best I could manage being another lay-by. If Dennis passed, I'd see him. But if he headed another way, he'd be history before I knew it.
I sat. I watched. I'd have listened to the radio, but didn't want to drain the battery. All I had to occupy me was the road, and the cars that used it. My biggest worry was the possibility that he'd drive past without my recognising the car, and my next biggest that he'd see me first. There was a third, a godless mixture of the two, in which Dennis saw me without my seeing him: this further confusing a situation which already threatened to leave me at a waterlogged junction, rust-red water lapping at my throat. Is it any wonder I fell asleep? Or at least into that half-waking state where nightmares march in without bothering to knock, and set up their stalls in your hallway. There were more prison visions. Stone walls and tiny barred windows. I came back with a start, the taste of corned beef in my mouth, and a car heading past, Dennis at its wheel. In the same alarmed movement that had brought me out of sleep I turned the ignition, and drove after him.
* * * *
I'd never tailed anyone before. When you get down to it, hardly anyone's ever tailed anyone before, and few of us have been tailed. It sounds more difficult than it is. If you're not expecting it, you're not likely to notice. I followed Dennis from as far behind as I could manage without losing track, once or twice allowing another car to come between us. This led to anxious minutes—he might turn off; I could end up following a stranger—but at the same time had a relieving effect, as if the intermission wiped the slate clean, leaving my own car fresh and new in his rearview mirror when I took up position again.
But it turned out I couldn't follow and pay attention to road signs at the same time. I've no idea where we were when he pulled in at one of those gravelled parking spots below the Long Mynd, leaving me to drive past, then stop on the verge a hundred yards on. I grabbed my equipment—the new rucksack holding the waterproof, the torch, the binoculars, the knife—and hurried back.
It was midweek, and there was little evidence of other hikers. Besides Dennis's, two other cars sat sulking; the rest was empty space, evenly distributed round a large puddle. The surrounding hills looked heavy with rain, and the clouds promised more.
On the far side was a footpath, which would wind up onto the Mynd. That was clearly where he'd gone.
Stopping by the puddle, I pulled the black waterproof from the rucksack, tugged the cap over my eyes. From the puddle's wavery surface, a bearded stranger peered back. Far behind him, grey skies rolled over themselves.
The footpath dipped through a patch of woodland before setting its sights on the skyline. Just rounding a bend way ahead was Dennis. He wore a waterproof, too: a bright red thumbprint on the hillside. If he'd wanted me to be following, he couldn't have made it easier.
* * * *
13.
Twenty minutes later, I'd revised that. He could have made it easier. He could have slowed down a little.
To any other watcher, it might have seemed odd. Here was a man on a hike, on a midweek morning—what was his hurry? Dennis moved like a man trying to set a record. But I wasn't any other watcher, and his speed only confirmed what I already knew: that this was no hike. Dennis wasn't interested in exercise or views. He had a specific destination in mind. He'd always known where he was going.
I couldn't tell whether his thighs ached, or his lungs burnt like mine, but I hoped so.
The red jacket bobbed in and out of view. I knew every disappearance was temporary; no way could a red jacket weave itself out of sight forever. But it also seemed that Dennis wasn't heading for the top. Every time the footpath threatened to broach the summit, he found another that dipped again, and some of them couldn't entirely be called footpaths. We crossed hollows where newly formed ponds had to be jumped, and gaps where I couldn't trust my feet. I needed both hands on the nearest surface: rock, tree limb, clump of weed. More than once, a fallen tree blocked the way. At the second I was forced to crawl under its trunk, and an absent-minded branch scratched me as I passed, leaving blood on my cheek.
* * * *
From the heavy grey clouds, which seemed closer with every minute, I felt the first fat splatter of rain at three o'clock.
I'm not sure why I'd chosen that moment to check my watch. Nor whether I was surprised or not. It can't have been later than ten when we started, though even that was a guess—what I really felt was that I'd never been anywhere else, doing anything else; that all the existence I could remember had been spent in just this manner: following a man in a bright red jacket through an alien landscape. But I do know that two things followed immediately upon my establishing what time it was.
The first was that I realised I was overpoweringly, ravenously hungry.
The second was that I looked up, and Dennis was nowhere in sight.
* * * *
For some moments I stood still. I was possessed by the same understanding that can fall on a sudden awakening: that if I remain acutely still, refusing to accept the abrupt banishment from sleep, I can slip back, and be welcomed open-armed by the same waiting dream. It never works. It didn't work then. When I allowed myself to breathe again, I was exactly where I'd been. The only living thing in sight, nature apart, was a worm at my foot.
I took two steps forward, emerging from a canopy of trees. The ground sucked at my feet, and the rain picked up a steadier rhythm.
In the past hundred yards, the terrain had changed. Not four steps ahead, the path widened: I was near the bottom of one of the many troughs Dennis had led me through. Against the hillside rising steeply up to meet the falling rain was sketched the brick outline of what I assumed was a worked-out mine—Michelle and I had seen others like it on our holiday. On the opposite side, the incline was less steep, though you'd have needed hands and feet to scale it. Had Dennis gone that way, he'd have been pinned like a butterfly on a board. And as for directly ahead—
Directly ahead, the valley came to a dead end. The incline to my right became steeper on its passage round this horseshoe shape, and the cliffside in front of me was obscured by a rustic tangle of misshapen trees and unruly bushes. With no sign of Dennis, unless—and there it was: a ribbon of red flapped behind a bush, then merged again with the brown, grey, and green. A strap from a jacket, nipped by a gust of wind. The rain was coming down harder, as loud as it was wet, and Dennis must have thought this the right place to take shelter.... Had Dennis really thought that, though? Or had Dennis just had enough of playing cat-and-mouse?
Hard to say when the game began. When I set off after him on the footpath? When his car passed mine in the lay-by near The Yard of Ale? Or further back, even; back in my kitchen, with Michelle's postcard in front of him and an unused notepad next to the phone? He might have picked up on that clue. Dennis wasn't a fool. No one could call him a fool.
In fact, now I thought about it, you could almost say he'd drawn it to my attention.
Which might have been the moment to pause. I could have stood in the rain a little longer, my cap soaking to a cardboard mess as memory made itself heard: He reached behind him for the writing tablet on the sill, and scrawled something on it ... tore the uppermost leaf from the pad and pushed it towards me. Was there more to it than that? If Dennis wanted me here, that was a point in favour of being anywhere else. I could have turned and retraced that long, long ramble. Reached my car, eventually, and got in it, and driven away.
But I didn't. Momentum carried me forward. Only my cap stayed behind; plucked from my head by a delinquent branch just as I reached the bush I was after: Surprise! Dennis's jacket hung like a scarecrow, flapping in the wind. What a foolish thing. The man must be getting wet.
Something stung my neck, and if it had been a mosquito, it would have been the biggest bastard this side of the equator. But it wasn't a mosquito.
Brown, grey, and green. Green, grey, and brown. Grey, brown, and...
I'd forgotten what the third colour was even as it rushed up to meet me.
* * * *
14.
"Do you remember?” he asks.
Well, of course I do. Of course I do.
"Do you remember we used to be friends?"
It was long ago. But I remember that, too.
I'll never know what Dennis Farlowe injected me with. Something they use to pacify cows with, probably: It acted instantly, despite not being scientifically applied. He must have stepped from behind and just shoved the damn thing into my neck. I lie now on a three-inch mattress on a concrete floor. The only light spills from a barred window nine foot or so above Dennis's head. There is a strange object behind him. It reaches into the dark. My rucksack, with all it contains—the knife, especially—is nowhere.
Vision shimmers left to right. I feel heavy, and everything aches.
I say, “Where is she?"
"She's dead."
And with that, something falls away, as if a circle I never wanted completed has just swum into existence, conjured from the ripples of a long-ago splash.
"But then, you already know that. You killed her."
I try to speak. It doesn't come out right. I swallow. Try again. “That's your plan?"
He cocks his head to one side.
"To make out I did it? To kill her, and make out—"
But that same head shakes in denial.
"I think,” he says, “we need to clarify some issues."
It is only now that I realise what that strange object behind Dennis is. It is a ladder. There is no door into this room; there is only a ladder out of it. This reaches up to a trap in the ceiling.
And at almost the same time I realise that the room is part of a pair; that the shadow against one wall is actually a space leading somewhere else. And that somebody is hovering on that threshold.
"I don't mean your wife,” Dennis goes on. “I mean mine."
The somebody walks forward.
Michelle says, “I found the locket."
* * * *
15.
At last she nods. All this is fine. Barring one small detail.
"We need to unwrap these bottles,” she says to Dennis Farlowe.
"Because?"
"So he can't stack them. Build a staircase."
She looks up at the barred window, about the size of eight bricks laid side by side, containing no glass.
"You think he can squeeze through that?"
"We're leaving him a tin opener. He might hack a bigger hole."
"He wants to treat that thing with care. If he doesn't want to starve to death.” But he concedes that she has a point. “You're right, though. We'll unwrap them."
In fact, she does this after he leaves. Leaves to return home, to find out what David's up to. To give him a nudge in the direction of the postcard.
Some things are best not left to chance.
* * * *
16.
"I believed you,” she says. “For so long, I believed you. I mean, I always knew you had a thing for Jane—I'd have had to be blind not to—but I honestly, truly didn't think you'd killed her. Raped and killed her."
I so much want to reply to this, to deliver a devastating refutation, but what can I say? What can I say? That I never wanted it to happen? That would sound lame, in the circumstances. Of course I never wanted it to happen. Look where it's left me.
"But then I found her locket, where you'd kept it all these years. Behind that tile in the bathroom. Dear God, I thought. What's this? What's this?"
Jane and I had grown close, and that's the truth of it. But there are missteps in any relationship, and it's possible that I misread certain signs. But I never wanted any of it to happen. Or have I already said that?
"But Dennis recognised it."
And there you go. What precisely is going on with you and Dennis? I should ask. Am I supposed to lie here while she reveals how close they've become? But lie here is all I can do. My limbs are like tree trunks. There is an itch at my neck, where Dennis stuck me with his needle.
"And those other women,” she continues. “The way you made it look random—the way you killed them to make it look random. How can you live with yourself, David? How could I have lived with you? You know what everyone thinks when this happens. They always think the same thing—that she must have known. They'll think I must have known."
So it's all about you, I want to tell her. But don't.
"You told me you were at a conference."
Well, I could hardly tell you where I really was. I was doing it for us, can't you see that? To take Jane's story and put it at a remove, so we could continue with our lives. Besides, I was at a conference. Or registered at one, anyway; was there enough to make my presence felt. It passed muster, didn't it? Or it did until Dennis came back and poured poison in your ear.
Did you really just find the locket, Michelle? Or did you go looking for it? It was the one keepsake I allowed myself. Everything else, all those events of twelve years ago—my seven-year itch—they happened to somebody else. Or might as well have done.
And I thought things were okay again. That's why I came looking for you. I didn't think your disappearance had anything to do with all that. All that was over long ago. And you said you loved me—in your note, you said I love you. Or was that just part of your trap?
And now Dennis says, “She's right, you know. All this will reflect on her. It always does. And that's not right. You destroyed my life, you ended Jane's. You killed those other poor women. You can't destroy Michelle's, too. We won't let you."
At last I find my voice again. “You're going to kill me."
"No,” Dennis says. “We're going to leave you alone."
And very soon afterwards, that's exactly what they do.
* * * *
I sometimes wonder whether anyone is looking for me, but not for long. They'll have parked my car far away, near an unpredictable body of water, the kind which rarely returns its victims. Besides, everyone I spoke to thought Michelle had disappeared of her own accord—only I believed otherwise; only I attached weight to the clue so carefully left me. I remember the conversation with her sister, and it occurs to me that of course Michelle had spoken to her—of course Elizabeth knew Michelle was fine. She had promised not to breathe a word to me, that was all. Just one more thing to be produced in evidence when Michelle returns, and I do not.
She hadn't known I'd take it so hard, she'll say.
I never imagined he'd take his own life—
Meanwhile, I have drunk one hundred and three two-litre bottles of water, eaten eighty-nine tins of tuna fish, forty-seven of baked beans, ninety-four of corned beef. There are many hundreds left. Possibly thousands. I do not have the will to count them.
I already know there's a lifetime's supply.
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Fiction: SEA CHANGE by Brynn Bonner
In 2007, Brynn Bonner's story “Jangle,” the first outing for her series sleuth Session Seabolt, owner of a vintage vinyl record shop, made our readers’ top ten list in the EQMM Readers Award competition. Since then, the pseudonymous Bonner has begun work on a novel featuring the character, and she promises us more stories in the series soon. She lives in Cary, North Carolina, and began her writing career in our Department of Stories. She won the Robert L. Fish Award for her first short story.
"You know that old expression Things could be worse?" I ask.
"Yes,” Julia answers, hope radiating from her face—at least the parts the blindfold isn't covering.
"Well, it doesn't apply here,” I tell her. One thing you should know about me right up front, I don't believe in sugar-coating things."
"Very witty, Isabelle,” Julia shoots back, each word brittle as an icicle. “I'm scared, Izzy, stop being such a wiseass and tell me what you see."
This is unusually snarky for Julia. She's normally a cupcake, but these aren't normal circumstances.
"Okay,” I say, tilting my head so I can see out the slit I've worked clear of my own blindfold, “we're on a boat, we were right about that. But we're not tied up at a dock, so all our hysterical-woman screaming for the past hour has been for nothing. I think we're asea, nothing but water out this porthole. So that narrows it down. We're somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean, or could be the Pacific, and we're off the coast of Argentina—or maybe Chile."
"Why me?” Julia whimpers. This is Julia's go-to response. She is the center of every calamity. Which is okay, it's what makes her an asset to our business partnership. I can be a little brusque—or so I'm told—and Julia balances that out by being oh so very empathetic.
In Julia's personal life, however, that trait doesn't serve her well. Her life is like an eight-track of country songs—a continuous loop of she's-a-good-woman-wasted-on-a-no-account-man—in all its variations. Which is one reason we'd ended up taking this case in the first place, now that I think of it. Her latest poor choice in men turned out to have a bad case of cheatin’ heart, not to mention more southerly latitudes of his anatomy. Julia had been heartbroken—again—and wanted to get as far away from him as possible. So we'd accepted this case that took us out of the country, which we don't normally do seeing as how our foreign-language skills are limited to putting in a successful order at the Taco Bell drive-through.
We're insurance investigators—private. We're good, but frankly we're sick of the job—have been for a while now. The potential payout for this job had been too much to resist, big enough to let us get out of the racket. So even without Julia's domestic drama, we'd probably have gone for it. And it didn't hurt that Neil Compton had been the one who'd made the call to request our services. Neil's an attorney with one of the insurance companies. He's drop-dead gorgeous—with a hundred-watt smile and a devilish wink. He's recently divorced, and he's been flirting with me outrageously lately—and I've been eating it up with a spoon. Julia tries to tell me he's on the rebound and that's he's not right for me. I tell her maybe he's not Mr. Right, but he'd make a truly fine Mr. Right-Now.
All four insurance companies had offered a percentage of the recovery if we could track down Mrs. Verena Walters Maratea—recently deceased according to the authorities down here—and bring back solid evidence of her miraculous return to the land of the living. I have to admit, it was greed, the lure of great gobs of greenbacks, that was the real reason we were in this fix. We figured that with that kind of cash I could open the camera store I'd always dreamt of and Julia would get her bridal shop.
From my current vantage point, however, trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey and apparently adrift at sea in a rusty tub, it seemed things hadn't worked out exactly as planned.
"What else do you see, Izzy?” Julia asked with an urgency I knew would soon turn her end of the conversation into a chain-saw whine. “Can you tell where we are?"
"Julia, I've only got one little peephole worked free, and that's taken me an hour of rubbing my face against this putrid carpeting, so don't start with me."
Her reply was a tiny, strangled “Ooooh.” Here it came. “Why do you have to be so bitchy?” she wailed. “You know I was already in a tender place before we ever left North Carolina, and this is just the last straw. This is just too much. I don't think I can bear any more."
I tilt my head so I can see out of the tiny opening and look around the cabin. It looks about like it smells. “What's your alternative, Julia?” I ask distractedly. “You can't even kill yourself in the predicament you're in right now, so just get a grip."
Now I know that sounds harsh, but you'd have to know Julia. Everything with her is high opera. She's been that way since kindergarten. The only time I ever really worried about her was back when her first bad choice in men, Willy—the one she'd inexplicably paraded to the altar with—left her. He'd gone to the store for a pack of cigarettes and never come back—the man was a walking cliché.
But Julia had been convinced he was being held hostage, enduring unimaginable torture as each day passed. That's what got us started in this business, actually. When the police gave up the search—which was pretty early in the game, since they see a good number of husbands go out shopping for that escape-hatch pack of smokes—we started our own investigation. We stumbled along at first, but we're quick studies and we dogged the trail all the way to Las Vegas, where we found Willy B. Underwood dealing blackjack in a run-down casino and shacked up with an equally run-down chorus girl.
Julia was calm as a stone. I was truly afraid—not for Julia, but for Willy B. and that chorus girl. I clicked out four rolls of film documenting Willy's new lifestyle and got Julia on a plane back to North Carolina lickety-split to file her divorce papers. During that whole period Julia was quiet and subdued. I worried.
It took time, but eventually her whine came back and she started going out with a new string of losers. She was herself again. I don't worry about Julia as long as she's fussing.
We both grew up in the Piedmont of North Carolina, which is not an asset right now. As lifelong landlubbers, neither of us knows diddly-squat about boats.
I angle my head this way and that like a lizard, scanning the room for something to cut us loose. “Julia, I see some cabinets on the other side of the compartment. If we can wiggle over and get the doors open, maybe we can rub the ropes against the door's edge."
"Oh, Izzy, that'll take forever."
"You rushing off somewhere?"
"Fine,” she says with an exaggerated sigh. “But I don't know which way theother side is. I can't see a thing, remember?"
"Right,” I say, plopping back down beside her. Above Julia's protests that the blindfold bandanas are icky, we start in with what surely would have looked like some primate grooming ritual if there'd been anyone there to see it. We use our teeth, biting at the blindfolds and pulling until we each have one eye completely exposed. With my short brown hair sticking up everywhere, Julia's long blond tresses matted and tangled, and our faces covered with grease and smut, we look like a couple of psychotic pirates. Another fifteen minutes of wiggling, writhing, and butt-bumping and we are in a semi-sitting position with our backs to the cabinets. We each get a door open and start what promises to be a long-term stint at rope-fraying.
In the future, assuming we'll have one, we pledge we'll do more research before we say yes to a job. This offer had come up so quickly and the payoff was so startling, we'd had our bags packed while the question mark at the end of “Are you interested?” was still hanging in the air. And besides the money, I have to admit I'd wanted to impress Neil with our investigative prowess. Neil is always telling me how much he likes strong women and I want to show him I can be an Amazon.
Who would have thought a place with a name like Tierra del Fuego would turn out to be like this? To my credit, I had looked it up on the Internet. But I've got a touch of attention-deficit disorder, so I get bored easily. As soon as I saw the name meant Land of Fire, I figured we were on our way to a tropical paradise and signed off the site. Big mistake. I really need to bone up on my world geography. I'd pictured us lounging at poolside, sipping something featuring rum and fruit, and possibly little paper umbrellas, brought to us by bare-chested waiters with six-pack abs and very white teeth. Not until we were on the plane, each of us with a suitcase full of resort-wear in the overhead compartment, did I realize we were going very nearly to the ends of the earth—the chilly end.
I browsed the materials the travel agent had given us and realized I might have to adjust my expectations when the first photo in the pamphlet showed penguins waddling over an ice floe.
"What kind of a woman,” I'd asked Julia, “would set up this elaborate insurance scam to run away to a place like that?"
"A smart one?” Julia had offered. “Who'd look for her there?"
According to the report, Verena, who prior to that time had regarded going to the end of the driveway to retrieve the newspaper as an outdoor adventure, had up and decided to go on a fifteen-day hiking excursion through Patagonia. This seemed odd to Verena's friends and acquaintances. “If she talked about wildlife at all,” said one coworker at the real-estate office where Verena worked, “she was talking about a hot club on a Saturday night, not anything feathered or furry!"
Yet, there she'd been, hiking along with the booted and backpacked brigade, when on day nine she—or someone matching her description and using her name—had taken a fatal fall at Lake Grey Glacier. Or so four different insurance companies were informed by the family lawyer, who presented policies for two million each—with the accidental-death bonus—for a total of a cool ten mil. In corporate offices across the country, insurance executives’ ears pricked and they lifted their noses to the wind, detecting a whiff of something fishy in the air.
The initial investigation found nothing amiss. There had been a body matching Verena's description, dental records, a death certificate—the whole nine yards. Still, two of the companies held out, risking a lawsuit, while they continued to investigate. The other two, including Secured Allied, Neil's company, had caved and released the money to the grieving widower, David Maratea. But they were not happy about it. They were hoping to reclaim the money if we could prove fraud. All four companies had pooled to pay our expenses. Neil had made the recommendation to pay up in his company, so he had a personal stake in this and was, naturally, following the case personally. Which meant we had a lot of contact, which was more than fine by me.
David Maratea was an unlikely match for the flashy Verena. Serious and somewhat awkward, he was the service manager at the local Toyota dealership. Friends said his idea of a good time was to take his golden retriever, Ringo, to the park and throw slobbered-on tennis balls for the dog about a hundred times in a row, then come home and have a brew and watch a little baseball on the tube.
A week ago, he too had taken off for Tierra del Fuego, and days later he'd transferred most of the insurance money to a bank in Ushuaia.
I'm a good tracker, but I can't take much credit for this one. He left a trail worthy of Hansel and Gretel, his breadcrumbs consisting of credit-card receipts, phone calls, and reservations under his own name. He was either stupid or totally unaware that we were following him—the one not precluding the other.
My arms are aching after ten minutes of sawing against the cabinet door. I need to slow down, get into a rhythm. I'm off balance. I'm hoping—really hoping—it's because the one eye is throwing my perspective off, but I fear it's because we are listing to port, or is it starboard? As I said, I don't know much about boats. Aching arms or no, I step up the pace. I don't share my thoughts with Julia because I don't want to listen to her whine go supersonic.
"I still can't believe David did this to us,” Julia is lamenting.
"Geez, Julia, he's our target, not a buddy. Don't call him David,” I say.
"Well, what would you like me to call him?” she asks, and I note that she is not putting nearly enough energy into trying to fray her rope.
"Call him something else; Satan has a nice ring to it,” I reply.
"You are so judgmental, Izzy,” she scolds. “I mean, really, he seemed like such a nice guy. You heard his friends. He visits his mother in the nursing home every week and he loves his dog. He named the dog Ringo, Izzy. He's a Beatles fan, for heaven's sake."
"Julia.” I begin using my irritation to fuel my rope-fraying so that I have to huff out the words. “First off, I've got two words for you: helter skelter. Second, you are no judge of men. Look at your track record. And third, here we are, how much more proof do you need?"
"This is hard, Izzy,” Julia whines.
"You don't miss much, do you, Julia?” I say. “Just keep working at it,” I add, tapping into my long-dormant patience reserves. “If we can just get one hand free, we're good to go."
"But I'm leaning and there's something under my jacket that keeps getting wedged up under my butt.” She twists slightly and tries to look back over her shoulder. “Oh, it's my fanny pack, it's gotten twisted around."
"You've still got your fanny pack?” I ask, drilling her with my one eye. “Is there anything in it?"
"Well, how would I know, Izzy, I can't see into it,” she answers.
"Julia,” I say, willing my voice to stay even, “don't you usually carry a Swiss Army knife in there?"
She smiles, but misses the point. “Yes, Izzy, you know I do. It's that little one you gave me for my birthday, don't worry, I haven't lost it. It was my favorite present. It's so clever how they work all those tools into one little—” She stops abruptly as the dime finally drops. “Izzy, it's got a knife in it, a scissors, and another knife.” She starts bumping around on her rear like a jumping bean on a sugar high. “Put your back to me, Izzy, see if you can get it."
She doesn't need to tell me twice. I get myself into position, work at the zipper, and close my hand around the knife. I want to kiss every Swiss person in that wonderful nation. Geniuses, all of them! This is the kind of thing you can accomplish for the world when you aren't going to war every two or three years. A big shout-out for neutrality!
Getting the blade open is a challenge, but at last I am sawing through the rope around Julia's wrist. Just as I hear the satisfying snap signaling the last thread of rope giving way, sunlight floods the cabin. A dark figure clomps down the steps and turns into David Maratea. He's standing still, but weaving in place. One of us is obviously drunk or otherwise impaired. I decide it's him.
"Who are you?” he asks, his eyes dark and dilated and his blond hair sticking up in a profusion of dirty spikes.
"You mean you don't know?” Julia asks, turning her head to angle her good eye up to him like a parakeet as she yanks at the knot in her blindfold with her free hand.
"Well, of course he knows, Julia,” I say. I am frightened by Maratea's appearance, but my irritation with Julia is overriding even that. “He's the one who put us here."
"What are you talking about?” Maratea asks, his voice rising. He cringes and touches the crown of his head. “Somebody knocked me out, that's all I know. Then I wake up on the deck of a boat that's sinking fast and now I find two women I've never seen before.” He stops and squints at us. “At least I don't think so, it's sorta hard to tell with the way you look and all.” He blinks four or five times, very slowly, then seems to come around again. “Now, can we start again?” he says, trying to put some starch into it. “Who are you?"
I stare at him and he takes a step back as if the two of us, in our handicapped state, are going to rush him. It's so ridiculous I almost believe him—almost.
"Well, Maratea, I'm Thelma,” I jerk my head toward Julia, “and this here is Louise. And it seems this tub is now substituting for a 1966 Thunderbird convertible."
Maratea stares at us wild-eyed. “What—how do you know my name? You mean you two have got me caught up in some kind of suicide pact or something?"
"Of course not,” Julia says, finally snatching off the blindfold. “Don't pay any attention to her, she's just cranky. We've been following you for a week. You didn't spot us?” A wide band of clean skin across her eyes gives her an ever-so-attractive bandito look. “We really are good,” she beams at me.
"Following me?” Maratea asks, frowning. “Were you trying to get me out? Who sent you? Who knew I needed...” He puts his hand to his head and his knees buckle. I have to pull my feet up in a quick hurry to keep his head from having a close encounter with the hard soles of my hiking boots. He is out cold.
"Ah, poor guy,” Julia says as she pulls at her ropes.
There's no sense getting mad at Julia. She simply cannot help herself. There's something fundamentally wrong with her schmuck radar. It is no surprise to me when she goes immediately into her Florence Nightingale routine. I have to remind her, politely, that I am still in bondage.
As she is untying me, I mentally review. We had spotted Maratea our first morning in Ushuaia—the world's southernmost seat of government, we were informed by the innkeeper. We'd followed Maratea to a modest house on a street by the waterway. Everywhere he went he was flanked by two beefy guys. They had no necks to speak of, but biceps like bowling balls.
We'd watched the house and observed a woman matching Verena's height and weight coming and going. Unfortunately, she always wore a scarf, sunglasses, and gloves. It could have been Madonna under there, for all we knew. She too always had at least one of the walking muscle masses for company. I'd taken numerous photos, but they weren't going to prove anything.
I'd called to give a preliminary report and found—to my great disappointment—that Neil wasn't in and I'd have to talk to Conrad Richter, a tubby sixty-something bureaucrat who looks like a troll and decidedly does not appreciate a strong woman. He told me the clock was ticking—thank you, Mr. Obvious!
Then, yesterday, we'd gotten lucky. Or so it had seemed at the time. Verena—and we knew in our hearts it was Verena—had taken off her gloves to adjust an earring while perusing the paper at the local newsstand. She'd taken the newspaper with her, but she'd also flipped through a fashion magazine and left it on the rack.
Julia had swooped in and purchased the magazine as soon as Verena walked away. Her fingerprints all over an issue published six months after her death should be pretty convincing proof. But we wanted to get photos too, preferably of Verena and the grieving—or rather, thieving—husband together. We'd watched the house all afternoon and had been just about to pack it in for the day when Verena came flouncing out, sans bodyguards, and more importantly, sans disguise, and walked off in the direction of the wharf. I broke my personal land-speed record running down side streets trying to get in front of her, Julia coming behind me in her girly run. I was set up and clicking away by the time she caught up. Verena seemed almost to be vamping for the camera. I could have sworn she was looking right into the lens.
Suddenly something chemical and foul smelling was covering my face and someone larger than your average bear had me in a vice-grip. I could hear Julia squeaking behind me. The next thing I knew I was adrift—and I don't mean that as a metaphor.
Logic would dictate that Maratea's plan was for his thugs to ambush us and bring us out here to dispose of us. If so, he is a very bad planner, as he is lying unconscious at my feet at the moment. I can see no weapon, and he's got a knot the size of a kiwi on the back of his head. Something's gone awry.
Julia is patting his cheeks gently, trying to bring him around. I suggest we tie him up till we can find out what's what. She thinks I am mean and cynical. I think otherwise and begin to wind him up like a calf at a rodeo with a length of rope I've found in the corner of the cabin.
He comes to, struggles against the ropes for a moment, then gives that up and gets down to the crux of things. “I don't know what's going on here,” he says, “but I can tell you we've got to get this rust bucket to land or we're all gonna die. Can't you see we're sinking?"
He has my complete attention, but I'm still not cutting him loose until I hear his story. He gives us a very succinct overview, the precision of which I appreciate considering our situation. He had no part in the insurance scam. Didn't know anything about it until last week. He'd thought Verena was dead, genuinely mourned for her, and had been perplexed by the insurance policies their lawyer had produced as he hadn't taken them out. Three weeks ago he'd gotten a call from a woman purporting to be Verena's long-lost half-sister. She claimed Verena was still alive and being held for ransom. “I didn't doubt her,” he said, “she knew so much about Verena—well, she would have, wouldn't she?” he huffed. He sped the story along like a man with pure caffeine in his veins. “I transferred money like she said the kidnappers wanted and came right on down to try to make the exchange for Verena's life."
When he arrived at the airport he saw that the half-sister looked so much like Verena it had taken his breath away. Then, in the parking garage, her two thugs had actually taken his breath away by punching him in the solar plexus and throwing him in the backseat of the car.
"And you guessed it,” he said, sounding more sorrowful than angry. “She looked so much like Verena because she was Verena. How stupid could I be?"
The answer to that question is still pending.
They'd kept him prisoner in the house, making him fill out bank papers and authorizations for future transactions. He'd been escorted to and from the bank with remote-controlled shock collars strapped to each ankle underneath his pants, the kind used to train dogs—amped up to rabid Rottweiler levels.
"They gave me a demonstration—they hurt like hell,” Maratea attested, the mere memory making him shiver.
"It takes five days for everything to go through, and I heard them talking about what to do with me; they were just going to leave me there. They figured they'd be long gone before anybody found me and let me out. But then, a couple of days ago, they got all in a stew—something about insurance investigators. Verena was screaming and Harvey and his brother were pacing and cracking their knuckles. I was locked in my room, but it had one of those big old-fashioned keyholes and I could see a lot if I pressed my eye right up to it."
"She spotted us,” I say to Julia. “Guess we aren't so good after all."
Julia looked crestfallen. “Guess not."
"Anyway, the next thing I know Verena herself is standing there with a gun on me. I mean, up until then I thought maybe they were forcing her too. But there she was—this woman I thought was the love of my life! First she was dead, then alive, then holding me hostage—then holding a gun on me.” He drops his head. “What kind of a world is this, anyway?” He sighs a heavy one. “And then,” he nods toward the deck, “I woke up here."
"Assuming I believe you,” I say, “Verena must be sure she's got everything set up to receive the rest of the insurance payoff and you are now expendable. If we're all found dead in this leaky boat, it'll look like your doing. Like you brought us out here to kill us and something went wrong."
"Are you nuts?” Maratea asks. “If we're found? We're in the middle of the ocean. No one is ever going to find a trace of us if we don't do something soon."
He tries to stand, then realizes he's still tied. “We're just going to disappear—blip,” he says, then again winces from the pain of moving his head. “I'm telling you, we're sinking,” he says now, in a nasally whine that's a good match for Julia's.
A trip topside confirms both my own suspicions and Maratea's account. The boat is definitely askew. Flat, clear horizon lines in every direction, and not another soul or man-made object in sight.
I make the decision to trust Maratea, not that I really have options, and we untie him and concoct a plan. I am delighted to hear he knows boats. He has the cover off the engine, scrutinizing something in there. He's having to sit down every couple of minutes to keep from passing out—obviously suffering from a concussion—so the work is not going as fast as I'd like, but I'm not exactly in a position to cast aspersions on his work ethic.
"Okay,” he says, “I think I can jury-rig the engine and there's still a little fuel in here, but we'll only get one shot at this. I've got no idea where we are, but it will be twilight soon and I can use the stars to figure out which direction to head in. In the meantime we've got to stop taking on water or we'll have sunk by then. One of us will have to go overboard to see if we can find the rupture in the hull. I'd do it, but I think I'd probably pass out again when I hit the water. Did either of you ever do any diving, or are you at least good swimmers?"
My heart sinks. We are done for. I can do a pretty energetic doggy-paddle, but that's about it. I can't even stand to open my eyes underwater in a swimming pool, much less in salt water—plus I'm a little paranoid about the creatures hiding down there.
"I'll go,” Julia says, already stripping off her chothes. “At least I'll get this grime off me."
"Julia!” I bark, “Do you know how cold that water is? You can't do this.” I recall that Julia has a fit if the water in the swimming pool isn't at bath temperature.
"You don't know everything about me, Izzy,” she says indignantly. “I'm a great swimmer. And I always won the diving medals every year at summer camp."
"Hang on,” Maratea says, “that's great, but we need to figure out exactly how we're going about this before you try a two-and-a-half gainer into the drink. Let's go see what the situation is with the bilge pump and then we need to look for the rupture and see what we can do about it."
We both follow obediently and I wonder if we're lambs to the slaughter. But, again, what options do we have?
I develop a grudging admiration for this seasoned Toyota service manager as he sticks his head up out of the engine hatch and gives us the news—good and bad. We've taken on a lot of water and the gas-powered pump doesn't work. But he's found the rupture. If we can pump the water out manually, we can string a rope cage to keep something we've stuffed into the breach from the outside wedged in by the water pressure.
I pump until my arm feels like it's made up of strands of cooked spaghetti, then Julia and I haul in all the rope we can find and start weaving a spider's web.
"What's that, David?” Julia asks as Maratea appears with a bundle under his arm. He is still holding his head as he moves around and I fear the only seafarer among us may be beyond determining which stars are real and which are just swimming in his head by the time night falls. I urge him to sit down.
"It's rain slickers,” he says, sucking in his breath as he deals with a passing wave of pain. “Found them in the cabin. If we can get some more of this water out, maybe Julia can get these lashed onto the hull. She can stuff these in the crevice if she can stay down that long.” He holds up his socks and I look to his feet, now naked in their Reeboks.
As I'm standing on the deck I find myself thinking that if I die out here, at least the last thing I'll have seen here on planet Earth is something that surprises me. And, after all, what's the use of living if things can't still surprise you? Julia is phenomenal. She takes in great gulps of air and plunges under, her blond hair floating along behind her like mermaid's locks. Again and again, she goes down, comes up for more rope, another slicker, more socks—mine—and still more rope. By the time she's done, her lips are blue and her teeth are chattering, but the job is done. The boat looks like it's wearing a giant diaper and Maratea—okay, David—is again tinkering with the engine.
He violates what I suspect are lots of sailor rules and builds a small fire in an empty paint can out of stuff he's chopped up from the cabin. He urges Julia to warm her hands and feet. Once she's gotten her dry clothes back on, he puts an old woolen blanket around her, apologizing for the fact that it smells like a wet dog—a wet, incontinent dog.
The sun sets and at least we know which way is west. David makes some calculations. He hopes to at least get us into a shipping lane if we can't make shore. We hoist a distress flag made of tattered rags we've found in the cabin and then David turns to us. “So,” he says, “this is it. If I don't make it and either of you do, would you take care of my dog? I'm afraid he'll think I've just deserted him."
"None of that talk,” I tell him gruffly, though I am touched. I don't even have a dog to miss me, I realize. I vow that if I make it out of this there will be some changes in my life.
"I really hate hearing that you weren't here to rescue me,” David says glumly, “because that means no one will be looking for us. So if this doesn't work—” He stops short and lets us fill in the unthinkable blank.
"I'm hungry,” Julia says, breaking the silence. I am relieved. Hope lives as long as Julia is grousing.
"Oh, look!” she squeals in delight, producing half a Snickers bar and a juice box from her fanny pack.
"Ration it,” David says. “If we make it to the shipping lane, it may take a day or two for someone to come along—'course, that's assuming our patch holds. There's rainwater in an old epoxy bucket over there.” He nods, then winces. “Not the healthiest thing, but better than dying of thirst. Take a tablespoon at a time. You first, Julia, you probably swallowed a lot of salt water."
David starts up the engine and we open our last gambit, hoping we won't meet the end of our lives here near the end of the world.
My plan is to keep an eye on David to make sure he doesn't pass out. I fight sleep as the coughing engine moves us along through the night, limping over the black, inky sea toward what I sincerely hope is the Land of Fire. I am exhausted, frightened, and mad at myself for the mistakes I've made on this case. Julia is sleeping soundly, letting off little fluttering snores. I shake my head. How can she sleep at a time like this? I will not allow myself to actually go to sleep, I vow. I am a strong woman. I am an Amazon. I am out like a light.
The engine sputters and stops and I jolt awake. The boat is very low in the water. Julia stirs beside me, both of us huddled on the deck near David, who has been steering and is now slumped over the wheel.
"Oh, no, don't tell me we're out of gas,” Julia whines as she rubs her eyes. “Why can't I ever get a break?"
David lifts his head and stares and I turn to see what he is looking at. I think no place has ever looked so beautiful. It is desolate, bleak, and windswept in the pale pre-dawn light. But it's land. We've made it back to Tierra del Fuego.
The next days go by in a blur. During that time I come to believe in divine retribution, or fate—or that karma thing. I can't describe it, but like the old judge said about pornography, I know it when I see it.
We made it back to Ushuaia with the help of a baffled but benevolent sheep farmer. After food, baths, and sleep, we discussed going to the authorities, but David was convinced Verena had someone official on her payroll. He'd seen her through that keyhole talking with a tall, tanned man in an expensive suit. He thinks that's how she's pulled off the scam. Someone had died up on Lake Grey Glacier, and with a little calendar manipulation somewhere within the dark backrooms of officialdom and a documentation switcheroo by some cash-strapped clerk somewhere, poof, the dead woman becomes Verena Walters Maratea. David had no idea who the guy was. Could have been local law enforcement, could have been some government bigwig. Who to trust?
So here we are. We know that in one more day the money will be beyond our reach. As it turns out, David has a clever head for figures. Probably from all the Toyota parts he's ordered over the last decade, he says. He's seen—and more importantly, he's memorized—the account numbers where the insurance money is being routed. But we can't let Verena get off this island or she'll move it again and that will be it. One hop is traceable, two hops and it becomes much more difficult. Three hops and she and the cash vanish into another dimension.
We poke around and find that the beefcake brothers are putting up provisions on a nice new boat. Verena is now sashaying around in the open as if she doesn't have a care in the world, and we find ourselves collectively irked. To borrow from Winston Churchill, this is something up with which we cannot put.
We are on constant surveillance while we try to concoct a plan as brilliant as the one that got us off that boat. So far we're not exactly clicking along on all cylinders. I spot the bodyguards loading things into the trunk of a car and I hear Harvey call to Verena as she comes out of the house. He tells her he'll see her in an hour. She turns toward the docks and heads out on foot, and he calls after her, “He should be there with the boat by the time you get down there."
I hesitate a moment, remembering that trailing along after her is what got me in trouble last time. But she thinks we've been taken care of and if no-neck number two is already on the boat, then this isn't likely another trap. I step out of the alleyway, but Julia hisses at me and pulls me back. She points, and I see Harvey's brother coming out of the house bringing more boxes.
So if it's not No-Neck waiting on the boat, who? Verena must have herself a new honey. Maybe a Latin lover? I wait until both Harvey and his brother have their line of sight blocked by the trunk lid, then motion to the others. We start after her. We try to be stealthy, but there are three of us and David, still a little woozy, is having navigatonal difficulties.
The wharf is deserted, but I see a large pleasure boat—when does a boat stop being a cabin cruiser and become a yacht?—headed toward the pier. Julia and I are gaining on Verena, darting from doorway to alley, when the woman suddenly whirls and spots us. She registers shock, then anger, and starts digging in the bag she's carrying like a starving terrier after a bone she's buried for emergencies. I sprint and launch myself, catching the strap of the bag and wrenching it from her grasp. Her gun falls to the ground and we both scramble for it.
I see Julia come up right behind me, swinging an oar she's found somewhere like a crazed ninja. I get to the gun first and pick it up, trying to remember everything I learned in gun-safety class a few years back. As I scramble up, Verena picks up the bag and throws it at me and takes off. She is surprisingly fast for a real-estate agent—especially a dead one. We all start after her, but David catches his foot on the bag and goes down. Julia—naturally—stops to make sure he's okay. I run on, panting already and sure I'll never be able to catch the fleet-footed Verena. She is flying, looking back over her shoulder every few steps to see if I am gaining on her—which I am, but by mighty small increments.
The boat is getting closer, and I try to work some geometric and physics calculations in my head to determine if it will get to the pier before she arrives, and if I have any chance of stopping her. I decide now is not the time for higher math and concentrate on putting a kick into my stride. Suddenly Verena's foot gets snared on a tangle of fishing line someone has left on the pathway. She skids, head first, on the pea gravel for what seems like a long time. She tries to scramble to her feet, but the line has gotten wrapped around her ankles and she tumbles, head over feet down an embankment until a rock seawall finally brings her to a stop—with a sickening thud. Julia catches up and we make it down to her. I confirm that Verena Walters Maratea has, at last, fulfilled the requirements of her death certificate.
"What about the guy on the boat?” Julia asks.
I try to think, but my brain is oxygen deprived.
David comes limping up, carrying the bag.
"Don't come over here, David,” Julia says. She steps up to block his view of his former wife/kidnapper/attempted murderer.
"Is she—” he begins.
"Yes, I'm sorry,” Julia says, going over to place a comforting hand on his arm.
"Look,” I say, “I'm sorry, too. Really, I am. Conflicting emotions and all that, but right now we have to figure out what to do about that.” I stab a finger in the direction of the boat and turn David to face the water.
"Well,” he says slowly, “he's waiting for Verena, and Julia is the same height and shape as her—as she was,” he corrects, swallowing hard. He opens the bag and rummages, producing a scarf and a pair of sunglasses. “I mean, he wouldn't know it wasn't her until he was close, right?"
"You're a smart guy,” I say, admiringly.
"About some things,” he says giving the crumpled heap near the rock wall a sad glance.
Julia is busy wrapping the scarf. I pull her a couple of steps away from David and whisper to her that it would be good if she put on Verena's coat, that the man might recognize it. She looks at me like I've grown another head and flat-out refuses.
"Well, at least try to walk like her then,” I tell her, “and here.” I shove the gun into her pocket. “David and I will try to get as close as we can. When you think you've got him far enough from the boat that he can't outrun us and get back onboard, signal by holding your hand way up, like you're waving at him. We'll rush him. We need to get this done before the no-necks show up."
Julia nods. She takes a few running steps, then remembers. She juts one hip out to the side and goes into a back-and-forth pendulum with her rear end that I fear might dislocate a vertebra. David and I split up and make our way down to the boardwalk, each approaching from a different direction.
The man has tied up the boat now and has come out onto the pier. He beckons to Julia to hurry it along. She stops and turns to point up to the shore as if she needs help with something.
"Good job, Julia,” I whisper under my breath. She always does lady-in-distress well.
The man is walking down the pier toward Julia. The hood is up on his parka and he has on sunglasses.
I have no more than gotten into position when I see Julia lift her arm and wave like she's trying to flag down a passing helicopter or something.
David and I take off at a flat-out run. David runs like he's on a slalom course, but he's got speed.
Too late the man sees us coming at him. He turns to run for the boat, but David seems to have finally gotten mad. His face is crimson and he pours it on and hurls himself at the man, bringing him to the pier so hard I feel it shake.
The man struggles to get David off him, but Julia and I are there before he can kick David free. The two of them hold him down while I tie his hands behind him with the scarf.
He is still trying to scramble away as David rolls him over. I jerk the hood down and rip off the sunglasses. The man looks at me and gives me a dazzling smile.
"Isabelle, oh, thank God it's you,” says Neil Compton. “I—I can explain everything."
* * * *
Of course, he couldn't explain anything. Not to anyone's satisfaction—least of all mine. The snake. He'd been in it with Verena all along. That's why he'd recommended the payout. But when the company hired us to try to recover, he'd come on to me strong, so he could find out our every move. I had David Maratea's question pierced into my brain: How stupid could I be?
Julia, God love her, never said a sarcastic word, never gloated, never smirked, though she had every right to. Like I said, the woman is a cupcake.
"This model is designed for the amateur photographer,” I tell a customer and wave as David and Julia come through the door of my camera shop with Ringo in tow. They have come to discuss wedding pictures—theirs.
I've warned Julia about David. He's not her type. He is nice, loyal, considerate—and he adores her. Like I said, not her type. She whines that I'm being mean, so everything is peachy-keen here.
It's taken months to sort things out. But finally our payments have all been released. It took high-level negotiations. For which we hired David's brother. Who is a hell of a lawyer, and also a nice guy. He's also cute—and available. I've been flirting with him outrageously—nice-guy traits are very appealing to me right now. He's shy, and I think I scare him a little, but he'll get over that.
We'd argued that we did our job successfully. We found proof that Verena was still alive, but we hadn't filed an official report before she became dead—again. We'd finally settled on a third of our promised fee. Plus, they threw in a little bonus for our capturing Neil. It's enough.
David fared better. His wife, who turned out to be anything but dearly beloved, is now actually, irrefutably dead—and he is the beneficiary. You've got to love irony. Julia still gets her bridal shop, because she gets David and he gives her anything she wants. She is to be her own first customer. This is going to be a doozy of a wedding.
Shutter, my black lab puppy, comes barreling out of my office, sensing his buddy Ringo is here. David takes the dogs out in back of the store where we have a little play yard set up for them. Shutter has a bad habit of sneaking up on customers and putting his cold nose on their ankles. I'm trying to teach him some manners, but he's incorrigible. And I have to admit, I indulge him. How can I not? He thinks I hung the moon, I can tell by the way he looks at me with those big moony eyes.
My customer finally makes his choice from among the point-and-shoot digital cameras I've shown him. I ring up the order, then Julia and I are alone.
"Oh, Izzy,” Julia says, clasping both my hands. “I've had so much to do. It's just been crazy. But everything is all set for the wedding. Every detail except for the pictures, and I know you'll take care of that. I cannot believe this is happening. All these good things all at once—-how did I ever get so lucky? It's just nearly more than I can stand. Why is this happening to me?"
It's a happy whine—like calliope music—and I smile and remember the sight of Julia-the-amazing diving off the deck of that sinking boat, her hair flowing out behind her like mermaid's tresses. She's earned a lifetime pass; she can whine all she wants and it will always sound like music to me
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Fiction: THE PROBLEM by Phil Lovesey
If there's anyone in the mystery field who can equal Phil Lovesey's genius for piling twist upon brilliant twist, it can only be his own father, Cartier Diamond Dagger winner Peter Lovesey. Phil Lovesey's new story for us turns on the all too understandable weaknesses of an ordinary, child-rearing husband and wife. Other tales in which the ordinary turns surprising are already in EQMM's lineup from Phil Lovesey for the coming year.
"It's not going to be a problem, is it, Chris?"
Chris shook his head, tried to sound unimpressed, casual, as his old friend handed him the keys to the brand-new BMW Z4M convertible that now sat alongside Chris's own safe family saloon in the double garage. “Naah,” he said. “That's fine, Dave. Not a problem at all."
"Mary won't have a problem with it?"
Chris smiled. “I'm sure she'll come round."
"Like I say,” the proud owner continued, “it should only be for eight months, till I get back from New Zealand, and frankly I wouldn't want to leave forty-three thousand pounds of quality motor in my garage for a weekend on its own, mate, let alone eight months. Someone would have the thing away within hours."
"Not a problem at all,” Chris slowly repeated, eyes sweeping over the immaculate lines and silver chrome of the dark blue two-seater. He reckoned the price of the wheel-trims alone would easily pay for his old heap.
"Nought to sixty in less than five,” Dave said, reeling off the statistics as only car nuts can. “Top whack—hundred and fifty-five miles per hour. You've got three hundred and thirty-eight bhp under the hood, plus the computer gadgetry's so smart the thing could probably drive you wherever itself."
"The bachelor life, eh?"
"Just one of the perks, mate,” Dave confirmed.
Chris looked around his yard, a chaos of brightly coloured plastic toys, cheap garden furniture, and the remains of an old barbecue the kids had ruined last summer, now lying in pieces, as if provocatively symbolic of the fire that seemed to have seeped from his own life over the past few years.
"Still,” Dave said, slapping him on the shoulder. “You've got Mary and the kids, Chris. Lot of men our age wouldn't swap a dozen BM's for that."
"Right,” Chris replied, wanting to know exactly who these mythical men were.
Dave shook his hand. “Got to be off, mate. Jen's giving me a lift to the airport.” He looked over, waved at the smiling young blonde in the VW soft-top. “Guess I might even miss her a little, too."
"I'm sure you'll manage,” Chris replied, trying to keep the bitterness from his voice, knowing full well his old friend would most probably manage to arrive at Auckland airport with a stewardess from the flight on each arm. It had simply always been that way between them, right from when they'd first met as students. Dave Seabrook, the popular one; Chris Jones, the boring one. Chris often used to suspect his new friend merely used him as an obvious physical comparison, a weapon in his female charm-offensive—a war that nine times out of ten, the taller, more good-looking of the two inevitably won.
But, Chris tried to convince himself, Dave was right about one thing. He had Mary and the kids—three healthy kids—which Dave didn't. Surely he must have been a little lonely at times, bored of the superficiality of the eternal bachelor life? Whereas with Mary and the kids, there was simply no time for boredom. Just the sheer effort of getting three teenagers to after-school clubs, friends’ houses, trips into town—together with the expense of keeping them fed, designer-clothed (Why was it kids refused to wear anything else these days?), and up to date with the latest mobile phones, computers, and music-players—left precious little time, money, or energy for anything else.
Dave turned to go. “Give my love to Mary and the brood, mate."
"Will do. Enjoy New Zealand."
"Chris, it's business, remember?"
"Like that's ever stopped you before."
Dave smiled, began walking away. “Now, don't you go getting all jealous about me. Just you look after that beauty in your garage. I've only had her three weeks, but already she's the love of my life."
"And there was me thinking it was just a rather sad penis-extension for a lonely middle-aged man."
Dave good-naturedly flicked an obscene gesture, then stopped, hurried back. “Listen, Chris, you're not going to..."
"What?"
"Take it for a spin, or anything?"
"Me?” Chris tried to sound shocked, as if the thought had never occurred.
Dave shrugged. “It's just that insurance on these things is a nightmare. I'm the only named driver. And frankly, mate, even if I added you to the policy, well...” His gaze drifted to Chris's less-than-impressive vehicle.
"Well, what?"
"Chances are you'd spill the thing before you'd got it out of the drive. She's a wild beast, and it takes quite a driver to tame her."
"Dave?"
"What?"
"Why don't you sod off to the airport?"
* * * *
"What do you mean, it isn't a ‘problem'?” Mary Jones sighed as her husband showed her the latest gleaming arrival. She was tired, it had been a long Saturday of shopping, visiting her mother in the rest home, and endlessly ferrying the kids from A to B and God knows how many other places—then to come back home to this, some ridiculous little sports car now occupying half of the double garage? Of course it was a problem—and a damn big one at that.
Chris sensed the weary irritation. “It's just till Dave gets back. Eight months at the most."
"Eight months?” Mary gasped, rubbing her forehead. “And what the hell have you done with all Mum's stuff?"
"Moved it."
"Where, Chris?” She had her arms outstretched. “Where on earth have you managed to move a lifetime of my mother's possessions?"
"Just sort of ... put them around the place."
It was true, ever since he'd had the call from his old friend that morning, Chris had been shuttling boxes of his mother-in-law's clutter back and forth from the garage to the house in order to make way for the car. Mostly, he'd managed to stack them in the hallway and landing areas, the result being a series of small walkways enclosed by waist-high boxes permitting, at best, awkward single-file access to bedrooms, bathrooms, and living areas.
"Oh God,” Mary moaned, when confronted with the maze beginning just outside her kitchen.
"Everything will be fine, my love,” Chris insisted. He went for the hug, but she stepped back, almost fell over a box. He didn't feel now was the time to tell her about the one or two small “breakages” he'd had on the way. She's tired, that's all, she'll soon come round.
"How long have you known about this?"
"Dave rang just after you left this morning."
"And you didn't think to tell me?"
"I didn't see it as a problem, love.” He tried to ignore the sarcastic laugh, offer a titbit of something more substantial to soften the blow. “He's going to pay us."
"How much?"
The sarcasm ended when he told her. “You fool! That's a pittance, can't you see that? To professionally garage a car like that would cost ten times as much! And in the meantime, whilst he's sunning himself on the other side of the world, my house has been turned into a miniature bloody warehouse. I mean, how do you suggest we get around the place, in a goddamned forklift?"
"Mary, he's a good friend."
"No,” she quickly corrected him. “He's a user. Always has been, always will be—only you're too thick to see it."
Loud complaints began emanating from upstairs as the three Jones offspring voiced their disapproval at the new living arrangements. But here, stepping around three boxes marked “CHINA—FRAGILE,” Chris called up the stairs and played his trump card.
"Hey kids,” he shouted. “Come and see what Uncle Dave's left us all in the garage!"
* * * *
On Sunday, Chris took over duties as the unpaid (largely unappreciated) taxi-driver for the kids. Not in the BMW, however secretly tempting the thought might have been, but in the eleven-year-old family car—much to the children's annoyance.
"When are we going to go for a burn-up in it, Dad?” his son asked on the way back from karate. “My mates'd think it was so cool if you dropped me off in it."
"It's off-limits, Sam,” Chris replied, wishing it wasn't, wishing he could screech to a thundering halt in front of his son's friends, bask in shocked adolescent awe before wheel-spinning away. If only...
Wasn't ever going to happen. He was a family man. Any dreams of leading the life were to be left far behind, steamrollered as they were by the hectic, exhausting reality of his and Mary's life together.
A surprise awaited him when he got back around five. Mary had been busy. The hallway, packed with boxes just that morning, was now as clear as it had been a little over thirty-six hours previously. Not an item of his mother-in-law's remained.
Mary stood, smiling at him, as the kids made their way upstairs, gasping at the change. Apparently, there was little to show for their grandmother anywhere in the house.
"I've been having a clear-out,” she announced.
"Wow."
"Maybe getting that car was a good thing."
"Oh?"
"Yeah. I guess it forced me to see all of Mum's stuff for what it was. Just boxes and boxes of old rubbish.” She looked at the recently cleared space, sighed. “Maybe it forced me to look at Mum, too. Her problem. I mean, I'm kidding myself if I think she's ever going to get out of that home."
Chris went and put an arm round his wife.
"She'll die in there, Chris. She'll never need any of it again, and it was just cluttering our lives."
Chris tried not to nod too enthusiastically.
"Anyway,” Mary went on, “most of Mum's stuff is now safely distributed around local charity shops. Nine trips I made. Good little car, ours. Couldn't have done it in that boy-toy of your mate's."
Chris grinned, scratched the back of his head. “Amazing. And the charity shops simply took all that stuff?"
"Sure,” Mary replied. “Like I say, I had to drop it off at a few of them. There was too much of it to give it all to one shop."
He hugged her, pleased she didn't immediately pull back this time. “Top work, love. And I think it's what your mother would have wanted.” He felt her flinch at his last clumsy word, cringed himself.
"Chris,” she admonished. “She's not dead, yet."
True enough, but as it happened, also partially inaccurate; for part of Mary's mother was already dead, the onrushing Alzheimer's having cruelly seen to that. Mary sometimes wondered why she even bothered making the trips out to the rest home, such was the lack of recognition between mother and daughter. Take the previous day's visit. Her mother had greeted her with the wide smile afforded the sudden arrival of an old and unexpected friend. The problem being, she really thought Mary was an old friend, then spent the next hour detailing the wild time they'd both had way back as teenagers in the 1950s. Apparently, Mary was told afterwards by a rest-home worker, the long-term memories are the last to leave, often become more vivid, real to the Alzheimer's sufferer. And although the afternoon had proved depressingly bizarre for Mary, it had also revealed a new side to her mother, a pre-married side, which had really set Mary thinking...
* * * *
Around seven that night, with the kids either out with friends or glued to the virtual world, Mary took Chris's hand as he sat slumped watching television in the lounge.
Something felt hard and cold in his palm. Looking down, he saw she'd pressed the keys to the BMW into it. He looked up quizzically.
"I only want to sit in it,” she teased.
"Dave's car? But I thought you said you hated the thing?"
She opened a nearby drawer, handed him an old black-and-white photograph of a young couple in the front seats of a speeding car. It was wonderfully animated, a near-perfect moment of joyous celebration, the wind whipping the long hair of the laughing woman in the front passenger seat as she turned and laughed at the unseen photographer in the rear. The driver's eyes, his face obscured, could be glimpsed in the rearview mirror, marvellously expressive, eyebrows raised in tremulous excitement, as if directly addressing the viewer.
"Any guesses who the woman is?” Mary asked.
Chris already knew the answer. “Your mum.” He studied the shot. “Wow, must have been in her twenties. Look at her, loving it. The driver, is that ...?"
"Dad? No. Look at the eyes. Totally different to Dad's. It must have been taken before she met him. I found it today when I was going through her stuff."
Chris gave a low whistle. “Seems weird, doesn't it?—your parents being young, free, and single. Kind of always imagine them as parents."
Mary turned at this. “And what is a ‘parent’ in your mind?"
He shifted. “Mature, I guess. Responsible. Grown-up."
"Boring, you mean.” She took the photo, looked at it. “This young girl, it's like she's another being. I mean, I know it's Mum, but it isn't. It's a sort of ‘before’ Mum—before she met Dad, had us kids, became the mum she is now.” She turned to him. “Yesterday, when I saw her, she thought I was some old friend from way back. Called me Woody, then went into some old memories. Quite racy, some of them. Started going on about her jugs."
"No, no, no,” Chris moaned. “Don't, please. That's just not right."
"It's true,” Mary insisted. “Honestly, she really thought I was this Woody person, and she was going on about her boobs."
Chris winced. “Sorry, love. Must have been awful."
"It never even caused her to blush. And there I was, listening to this old woman—my mother, for God's sake—and do you know what I was thinking?"
"That you never really knew her at all?"
"No,” Mary firmly replied. “I was seeing myself as her. There, alone, and balmy in some rest home in forty years’ time, you long-since dead like my dad, and our kids coming to visit me."
"Thanks for writing me off so early."
She ignored this. “Which is when it struck me. I'm not going to have any racy memories to tell them. My life's been a bloody boring series of expected events. God's sake, you were even my first proper boyfriend."
"Thanks for that, as well.” He tried not to sound too hurt.
"All I'm saying,” she went on, snuggling closer, “is it struck me that maybe now's the time to make a few memories."
He brightened at this. “Racy ones?"
"Perhaps,” she replied with a suggestive smile. “But maybe not in the way you think, lover-boy."
* * * *
They didn't just sit in the car that night—inevitably, they took it for a spin. Even though Chris knew he wasn't insured, that he could easily drive the thing into a wall with one tiny slip of his foot on the accelerator pedal, he nervously reversed all 43,000 pounds’ worth of two-seater designer car from the double garage and cautiously drove out into surrounding streets. With the soft-top down, wind in their hair, they slipped effortlessly out of the town and into the surrounding late-evening countryside, until finally stopping for a drink in a small country pub they'd often spied but never had the chance or opportunity to pull in at before.
And how they pulled in! Chris, getting more confident behind the patent-leather covered wheel, managed to turn most of the heads sat drinking outside as he skidded to an impressive stop in the gravel. Then, going for the kill—and much to Mary's rising amusement—he unbuckled the seat belt and, in one totally unexpected move, stood on the driver's seat and semi-vaulted over the door, before casually strolling to Mary's side and making a big show of helping her out like a royal chauffeur. Three or four of the amused onlookers actually clapped, whilst Mary was especially grateful for the wolf-whistle as she and Chris ambled inside.
"This,” she happily concluded, as they sat down with their drinks at a small table by the fire, “is finally living."
He raised his glass to hers. “Here's to us."
"Here's to racy memories,” she replied.
Chris stuck to soft drinks, as Mary matched him with large glasses of white wine. Within three, the effects were beginning to show, as she began slurring her words and giggling a little too much. Chris, at ease, looked around the pub, basking in the spontaneous contentment of it all, enjoying the sensation of simply being there with Mary, idly playing with the BMW key fob in his hand.
” ‘Scuse me, mate. That your motor outside?"
Chris looked at the large beer-bellied man, his gaze drawn to the dried oil patches on the huge hands that made the pint glass he held look like a half. “Yeah,” he replied, trying to sound oh-so-cool about it; loving it as Mary giggled again.
"Nice motor. Mind if I join you for a mo?"
"Sure."
The stranger sat down, quickly introduced himself as Jake, then began a conversation built entirely around the technicalities and specifications of the BMW. Chris, realising he'd unwittingly invited a car nut to join them, did his best to feign a slight interest, whilst trying to adopt the character of someone who was simply too rich to care about traction bearings, overhead camshafts, and cylinder rebores.
"Thing is,” the bearded intruder concluded, lowering his voice, “if you're ever thinking of selling her, I'd be, you know, interested."
"It's not for sale,” Chris quickly replied, wondering just when the colossal bore would leave him and Mary alone.
But then Mary suddenly asked, “How much?"
"Twenty grand—cash,” Jake quickly replied, winking at her.
"Twenty-five, maybe,” she said.
"Guess we could haggle all night, you and I, lady, eh? Come to some sort of arrangement?"
Chris was beginning to get uncomfortable with the way Mary's eyes flirted as she looked at the man over the top of her fourth large wine. “Like I said,” he soberly interjected, “it's not for sale. I don't even have any of the paperwork."
Jake shrugged. “Not a problem, mate. You ask any of ‘em in here about Jake's ‘vanishing’ motors, you'll soon see."
Mary leant across the table a little unsteadily, then whispered, “Tell me more, Mr. Magic-man."
He smiled. “Let's just say you hand those keys over to me right now..."
"No way!” Chris insisted.
Jake held up a hand. “Listen me out, pal. It's just a hypothetical."
"I'm listening,” Mary slurred.
"You give me those keys, I give you the cash. When you get back home, you report the motor stolen to the police. In the time it takes for the insurance and the coppers to sort themselves out, I've had it resprayed, new plates on it, and it's on its way to some Russian fellas I know who'll pay a tidy sum for it.” He finished his beer. “Job done. Everyone wins. Just think of it as an early equity-release scheme."
Mary said, “Maybe now's the time to tell you about my husband's day job. He's an undercover officer investigating car fraud."
Jake laughed. “I doubt it, love. Wouldn't be able to afford a motor like that on those wages."
"Aha!” Mary replied, enjoying the banter. “But maybe he's a corrupt undercover officer who takes large bribes."
"In that case,” Jake concluded, “maybe I was talking to the right person in the first place."
* * * *
Chris was in no mood for Mary's singing on the way back home. It was dark now, and negotiating winding roads back to the town was far more difficult than on the drive out.
"God, you're so boring!” she objected, as he turned the music off. “Just because you're sober."
"No,” he tried to calmly reply. “You're boring because you're drunk."
"You're just annoyed because Jake kept looking at me."
Which was true, though Chris wasn't about to admit it. “Mary, he ruined our night. God's sake, we didn't come all this way to spend it with some third-rate car crook."
"Because we have to be ‘grown-up,’ ‘mature,’ and so bloody ‘responsible’ all our lives?"
"Listen, Mary, going out for a spin and a few drinks is one thing, but if you don't mind, I'd rather it didn't result in an appearance on next month's Crimewatch."
They drove the rest of the way in silence, the mood ruined, the creation of any “racy” memories as unlikely as the chances that they'd ever own a car like the BMW for real.
* * * *
Four days later, as he finished loading the dishwasher after supper, he heard the agitated cry. “Chris!” came Mary's urgent voice from the lounge. “Get in here, now!"
He raced in expecting to be confronted by some sort of hideous domestic accident, only to find his ashen-faced wife pointing at the television screen. “What's going ...?"
"Just watch!"
It was an early-evening local news item. A reporter stood by an elderly, smiling woman holding a pair of small, brown, white-trimmed jugs in each hand.
Jugs—the word tripped something off in his mind.
"And this was entirely unexpected?” the reporter asked the beaming woman.
"Absolutely,” she proudly replied, as the camera zoomed in on the two antiques. “I was working in the back of the shop, rooting through all the old boxes of stuff people had dropped off on Saturday, and there they were. Two Wedgwood jugs. Well, when I got home, I got my neighbour to look them up on his Internet, and that was when we discovered their true value."
"Which is?” the reporter asked.
"Anywhere between five and ten thousand pounds. They're very rare indeed. Crimson-dipped Jasperware."
Chris slowly sat down. “Oh my God,” he said, pointing at the screen. “Your mother. The jugs. The friend—Woody. Your trip to the charity shops on Saturday..."
Mary quickly hushed him, eyes still fixed to the screen.
The reporter asked what was likely to happen to the jugs.
"Obviously, we couldn't sell them in the shop,” the charity-shop worker continued. “So we've decided to auction them this Friday. That way we'll get a proper price for them."
"And what would you like to say to the kind donor if he or she is watching?"
She turned to the camera, her benevolent smile almost mocking Chris and Mary. “Thank you, whoever you are, for this astonishing donation to the charity."
The report ended, cutting to the local weather, as Mary gently put her head in her hands and moaned.
* * * *
Three long, agonising, argument-fuelled hours later, they had a plan, if “plan” could ever be a word for it. To Chris, it was a ludicrous gamble, a dreadful betrayal of his old friend's trust, a shameful, illegal exercise. To Mary, smarting at the loss of her mother's priceless antiques, it was the only option.
They were going to sell the car to Jake.
"Then,” Mary had said, “we'll use the money to buy the jugs at the auction. Get them back. Don't you see? They'll go up in value, be worth far more in the future. It's the only way we can raise that sort of money before Friday."
"It's illegal,” Chris insisted. “A crime. There's got to be another way."
But no matter how they thought about the problem, nothing else came. They tried ringing the television station to trace the smiling charity-shop worker, only to be politely told they were the seventy-seventh call that evening claiming to be the rightful owner of the jugs who'd donated them by mistake, and no further calls on the subject were being taken. Crime, it seemed, was endemic, and in a world in which petty criminals and chancers proliferated, perhaps now was their moment to join the law-breaking throng.
"Go now,” Mary urged, giving Chris the BMW keys. “Go to the pub and tell Jake you want to sell."
"Mary, he's a crook."
"He's also our only real chance,” she reminded him.
* * * *
Jake knew a desperate man when he saw one, and his years in the dodgy motor trade made him know full well how to play one. After all, he'd only met the cocksure BMW owner and his drunken wife the previous Sunday night, and already the bloke was gagging to sell the motor.
Easy pickings...
He took Chris to a discreet corner of the pub and told him to come to his barn on Friday morning, giving him some nonsense about it taking time to get twenty grand's cash together, watching Chris's perspiration begin to break out, knowing at that precise moment just how hungry for the money he was.
Too easy, really...
Jake wrote down an address of a nearby farm on the back of a beer mat and told Chris to be there on Friday morning at nine. Then, trying to hide his smirk, he ambled back to his laughing pals at the bar.
* * * *
Chris and Mary got to the farmyard as just after nine, already tense, hearts pounding. It had occurred to Chris as he drove the BMW over, Mary following behind in the saloon, that the whole deal could be some hideous setup. What if it was “Jake” that was really the undercover police officer, luring them both to inevitable arrest?
His bad feelings about the whole thing didn't go away when Jake's large, lumpen, boiler-suited body appeared from a barn, urgently waving at Chris to drive the car inside. A myriad of rusting machinery, arc-welding equipment, and car parts lay scattered around on the cold concrete floor. He parked, stepped from the BMW.
"This way, squire,” Jake said, walking to a nearby table. Chris could already see the bundles of used notes on the dirty surface.
Mary appeared by his side, counting them. “How much is that?"
"Ten grand,” Jake replied, watching them both.
"You said at least twenty!"
He nodded. “True, love. And I can get you twenty. But not till next month. Ain't got that much cash lying around, have I?” He held out a huge hand for the keys. “We got a deal or not?"
"No chance,” Chris nervously replied. “Not for ten lousy grand."
"Suit yourself, pal,” Jake casually replied, starting to scoop the bundles away.
"No, wait,” Mary panicked. “We'll take it."
"Mary!"
She turned to Chris, tight-lipped. “We'll take it."
"But it's a con!"
"And how else do you think we can get the money, eh?"
Jake smothered a laugh with a cough. “Listen, folks, I'm a busy fella, got things to be doing. Can't stand here and listen to you two arguing. It's the ten grand, or nothing. End of."
Two minutes later, they were on their way to the auction rooms in the family saloon, Mary driving as Chris sat in stunned, shameful silence with ten thousand pounds in neat bundles on his lap.
* * * *
If anyone ever had doubts about the efficacy of local news items to drum up public interest, the expectant, abnormally crowded auction room that morning proved them wrong. Established antiques dealers sat alongside private collectors, together with interested members of the public who'd simply turned up to witness the spectacle. Rumour had it the television cameras were going to return to interview the successful bidder on the two crimson-dipped Wedgwood Jasperware jugs, the star attraction of that morning's lots.
Chris and Mary managed to find two of the last available seats, as the back of the room quickly became standing-room only. To the side, a dozen dealers stood waiting on phones, linked to unseen buyers.
In the “planning” stage, neither Chris nor Mary had fully appreciated just how intimidating the atmosphere would be. The thought of actually bidding for an item was terrifying. The auctioneer himself was a stern-faced schoolmaster type, banging his gavel unnecessarily loudly with the completion of each lot.
Tension grew as the main event drew closer. At the appointed time, the assistant gently set both jugs on the table by the lectern, while the auctioneer went through the items’ description, stressing their rarity, value, and the exceptional opportunity for all bidders.
"I'll start the bidding at five thousand,” he announced, his narrowed eyes scanning the room.
Chris went to raise his hand, but Mary, who'd been observing tactics on previous lots, held it down.
"Four thousand?"
Nothing.
"Three,” he conceded. “Three thousand for this incredible opportunity to own these two beautiful Wedgwood jugs."
A bid. Somewhere from the back.
Chris turned, tried to spot the raised hand, but suddenly there were too many. Bids began coming in from all over. The price rose and rose, yet still Mary held his hand firmly by his side.
"We wait,” she whispered. “We wait till the last bid. Then we know it's just a two-way thing. Us, or them."
The price steadily rose—five thousand, six, seven...
"Now,” she urged, as the auctioneer announced that the final bid of eight-thousand, three hundred pounds was going for the third time.
Chris raised his hand, nodded at the man, causing the room to gasp and turn towards him.
"Eight thousand, five hundred?” he was asked.
Chris nodded, as Mary squeezed his free hand excitedly.
* * * *
Fortunately, they managed to avoid reporters, the auction-house staff showing the successful bidders a discreet side door used when avoiding inevitable publicity. They were, Chris suspected, all too grateful to assist in any way they could, seeing how he'd just paid nine thousand, eight hundred and seventy-five pounds for the Wedgwood jugs. At ten-percent commission, showing someone a side door was the least they could do.
"No problem,” the smiling assistant said, opening the door, but missing Chris's disgruntled reply.
"Well,” Mary concluded, inspecting the jugs as Chris drove them home, “this is one story I'll gladly tell the kids about when they visit me in the rest home. Can't say we haven't lived a bit today."
"You might have done,” Chris moaned. “I feel about thirty years older.” He glanced across at the Wedgwood. “Christ's sakes, be careful! We've got ten grand's worth of antiques in a six-hundred-pound car.” He looked ahead and saw the police officer signalling for him to pull over. “Oh God, what's this?"
"Stay calm,” Mary instructed. “It's probably nothing."
"Nothing?” he replied, pulling up in front of the patrol car. “Christ's sake, Mary, have you forgotten what we've done?"
His mouth dried. The officer seemed to take an age looking around the old car before finally tapping on the window. Chris wound it down. “Is there ... a problem, Officer?"
"Could say that, sir, yes."
Chris's heart missed a beat.
The officer pointed at the tax disc on the windscreen. “Out of date, sir. Expired at the end of last month."
"Oh ... right, yes. I've been meaning to go and..."
"This is an illegal vehicle, sir. To drive it is an offence under the Road Traffic Act."
"I was...” Chris's mind raced. “I was on my way to get one right now. That's right, isn't it, love?"
Mary nodded.
The officer considered this. “Well, I could save you the bother, sir. If you have the money, I can enter your details on my computer, and a new disc will be sent to your address straight away."
Relief filled them both.
"Yes,” Chris quickly said. “That's a great idea. I'll do that now."
They legally drove away a few minutes later, every penny of the ten thousand spent, plus an extra forty-two pounds Chris had to put it on the credit card in order to buy the full year's tax.
"And now,” he announced, trying to keep the rising anger in, “all we have to do is get home and tell the police the BMW has been ‘stolen’ from our garage while we've been driving around illegally in this car. Bloody marvellous day, this is, Mary, eh? Really living, isn't it?"
She didn't reply, refusing to rise to the sarcasm.
"Then, after that, I simply have to tell my oldest friend that his brand-new, beloved car has been nicked. Not only have I swindled him, I have to lie to him as well. Another top-notch bit of ‘living,’ wouldn't you say?"
Mary shook her head. “Look, love, I'm sorry. Really sorry."
"So easy to say. It's not your friend, or your friend's car."
"Come on,” she tried. “Dave's just a user—we both know that. Well, maybe for once we've used him. But only because we didn't have a choice."
"No,” Chris loudly objected. “It was because you put those bloody jugs in the charity shop!"
She was angry too, now. “Yeah, I did! But why did I do that, eh? Because your bloody friend parked his car where Mum's stuff was. Stuff that you went and moved! If he hadn't dumped his car on us—none of this would have happened!"
It was another silent journey home.
* * * *
The kitchen phone was already ringing when Chris stormed into the house, Mary angrily carrying the precious box a few paces behind.
"Yes?” he barked into the receiver.
"Whoa, down, boy,” came the familiar voice. “Called at a wrong time, have I? That car of mine turning you into a jealous maniac?"
Chris glanced at Mary, hit the speakerphone, silently mouthed “Help” at her. “No, Dave,” he said, “it's fine. Everything's fine."
"Well, it's pretty bloody fine over in NZ, too, mate. Pretty damn fine, indeed."
Mary slowly set the box on the kitchen table, took out the two jugs, staring firstly at the phone, then blankly back into her husband's desperate eyes.
"It's about the car,” the tinny voice continued.
"Right,” Chris said. “Look, Dave, I've got something to tell you..."
"No, mate,” his friend laughed. “I've got something to tell you. Well, ask you, really. I need a favour."
Chris took a breath. “Wha ... what's that, Dave?"
"I want you to sell the thing."
Mary flinched, couldn't believe what she'd just heard.
"What?"
"You heard. Sell it. Stick it on the ‘Net. Thing is, they've got all sorts of lovely motors down here, I've fallen on my feet with the job, and I can pick up a new motor for about a third of the price. So sell the Z4. I'll sort the paperwork out, no worries. But listen, don't take any less than thirty grand for it, you hear?"
Chris sat at the table. “I ... hear. Yes. But listen, Dave, there's something I really do need to tell you about the car."
"In a second. Wait up, I haven't finished yet. Been doing a lot of thinking recently. You know, about stuff. Mostly you and Mary, really. I haven't been that good a friend, have I? And the point is that I'm doing really well now, and I know you guys are always struggling."
Out of Chris's eyeline, and even unaware of it herself, Mary's hands had begun to shake a little, as the dreadful possibility of the next sentence dawned on them both.
"Thing is,” Dave went on, “I want you guys to keep the money. All thirty grand of it. No objections—it's yours. Just think of it as a gift from me for all the times I used you. A present from a true friend to his only other true friends."
Chris gasped, saw Mary's shoulders begin to sag. Then, to his horror, watched as the two Wedgwood jugs slipped effortlessly from her shocked hands and smashed on the hard kitchen floor.
A tinny voice from the other side of the world cut through the stunned silence. “Chris, you still there, mate? Like I said, just sell it and keep the money. It's not going to be a problem, is it?"
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Special Feature: 2009 EQMM Readers Award Ballot
Don't forget to vote for our 25th annual Readers Award! Return this original ballot to: The Editors, Ellery Queen's Mystery Magazine, Dell Magazines, 267 Broadway, 4th Floor, New York, NY 10007. (No copies accepted.) Ballots must be postmarked no later than 12/11/09. To refresh your memory of the year's stories, please refer to the 2008 index, which begins on page 57 of this issue and can also be found on our Web site, www.themysteryplace.com. If you still can't recall the title of a favorite story, please summarize the plot in the space provided. Please vote only for new fiction. Reprints are not eligible. Winners will be announced in the May 2010 issue. For early results, please send a self-addressed stamped envelope with your ballot.
My first selection for the 2009 EQMM Readers Award is: 
My second selection is: 
My third selection is: 
Comments: 
* * * *
Access this ballot in PDF online:
extranet.acsysweb.com/vSiteManager/Penny/Public/Upload/EQMMDocs/EQReadersAwardBallot.pdf
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