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Department: EDITOR'S NOTES: PERILS AND PREDICAMENTS by Linda Landrigan
* * * *

* * * *
Stories arise from specific characters in specific circumstances—and some of the characters in this month's issue find themselves in challenging situations indeed. There's the lead singer of a somewhat over-the-hill classic rock band who falls under the police suspicion when a fan dies at a concert in Doug Allyn's “The Hate Tapes.” Or Kenneth Wishnia's Kassy, a sixteenth-century apothecary who has been exiled from her native city of Prague and prohibited from practicing her craft for more than three days in any one place in “Burning Twilight.” Or another musician, Jas. R. Petrin's hotel lounge performer, for whom the attention of a couple of guests puts him “In It up to My Neck.” But while some of these characters legitimately find themselves in trying circumstances, Stephen Ross's expatriate American script writer exhibits a rather low threshold for the petty annoyances of life in “Boundary Bridge.” Fortunately for us, these characters’ trials make for great entertainment.
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap1]
Department: THE LINEUP
* * * *

* * * *
Doug Allyn is the author of The Burning of Rachel Hayes (Five Star, 2004), featuring veterinarian Dr. David Westbrook.
John H. Dirckx is a retired primary care physician. He lives in Ohio.
Booked & Printed columnist Robert C. Hahn reviews mysteries for Publishers Weekly and the New York Post.
Robert Lopresti is the author of the novel Such a Killing Crime (Kearney Street Books, 2005). He is a regular blogger at www.criminalbrief.com.
Chris Muessig is a veteran of the Marine Corps. He is a part-time English teacher and editorial worker for North Carolina State University.
Jas. R. Petrin's story “Car Trouble” (December 2007) was published in The Best American Mystery Stories 2008.
Stephen Ross is a former joke writer for television. He works as an IT programmer and technical writer.
Kenneth Wishnia's novel The Fifth Servant(HarperCollins) will be published in February. His novel 23 Shades of Black was shortlisted for a 1998 Edgar award.
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Fiction: THE HATE TAPES by Doug Allyn
* * * *

Jorge Mascarenhas
* * * *
August, 1991
Detroit
The Kurves were rocking through their last set when the fight started. Screaming out his lungs on a power ballad from center stage, Murph watched the swirling turmoil near the dance club's front door without missing a note. He couldn't tell what was going on, the usual roil of drunks around a scuffle, pushing and shoving. As long as they didn't bleed on the dance floor, he didn't really give a damn.
He was having too much fun. His band was cooking, the dance floor was packed, and the crowd was hardwired into the music, singing along on the choruses, applauding after every solo. Belting out the lyrics to their final song, Murph couldn't stop grinning. A sweltering August night, a pumped-up audience, a gig to remember. There hadn't been many of those lately.
Across the stage, Punkin duckwalked to the footlights, dropping to his knees, showboating for the swaying, sweat-drenched mob. Murph let him wail through an extra chorus, then another, laughing out loud as the pudgy, red-bearded master of the Stratocaster closed out his solo by nibbling on his guitar strings with his teeth, jacking the energy level in the room to near rock'n'roll orgasm.
A propane cannon fired off a few feet from Punkin, blasting a sheet of flame fifteen feet in the air, startling him. An unsubtle reminder from Deuce, overhead in the spotlight rigging, that they were supposed to close the damn show at one forty a.m., not next Tuesday.
Leaping to his feet, Punkin gave Murph a nod, and they ripped into the final chorus together, lead guitar and Fender bass rocketing through the chord changes with ice-pick precision, nailing the riff like a nine pound hammer, driving it home, balls to the walls, then cutting it off. Sharp as a switchblade! Utter silence for a half dozen heartbeats, then they collapsed the tension like an avalanche on the cheering crowd, drum thunder and guitar feedback melding with a Niagara Falls roar of applause.
"MURPH AND THE KURVES!!! GIVE IT UP FOR THE KURRRVES!!!” Even amped up to twenty-five hundred watts, Deuce's announcement was barely audible above the cheers and whistles of the howling mob. They were shouting and stomping, calling for an encore. Stepping to the mike, Murph gave a roof-raising rebel yell of his own.
"Yo, gang, that's our show for tonight! Sure wanna thank y'all for comin’ out, hope everybody had a righteous time. Our new CD, Dangerous Kurves, is available at fine music shops everywhere. Buy it, we need the money. Until the next time around, don't do anybody we wouldn't do, hear? And don't take NOOOOO SHIT! from NOOOOOBODY! See ya'll down the road!"
Murph backed away from the mike, pumping his fist, grinning like a wolf at the whoops and applause echoing through the cavernous old hall like a rebel cavalry charge.
Overhead in the rigging, Deuce killed the stage lights and punched the Duran Duran CD Wild Boys into the PA system. End of show.
"Whew,” Punkin whistled, unstrapping his guitar, “good show tonight. Maybe not so hot for the poor bastard who got mugged by the entrance."
"I saw the scuffle,” Murph said, “couldn't see what happened."
"Frickin’ bar fight number eight thousand seven hundred and one, that's what happened. Cops are all over it now, so don't flash your stash in the vicinity."
"I'll do my best,” Murph said, vaulting off the stage to the dance floor. “Start tearing down the gear while I get us paid. We need to be on the road by three."
"Yassuh, massa boss man,” Hezekiah Ross called from behind his drum set. Ross had tossed his shirt into the crowd during the last set and his hard-muscled ebony frame was gleaming as though he'd been dipped in oil. But he was grinning, too, loose as a goose as he stood up and stretched. Murph was already shouldering his way through the crowd crush and the smoky haze toward the club's office.
It was tougher going than it should have been. Ordinarily the last song sends the audience streaming for the exits, but the entrance was blocked by three uniformed patrolmen holding their nightsticks at port arms, with two more at the fire exits. A few drunks were jawing at them but Five-O wasn't budging. For the moment, no one was going anywhere.
Near the entrance, the crowd had formed a semicircle, watching in somber silence as a pair of EMTs wheeled a gurney through the front door toward a body lying on the faded carpet. A dead body, apparently. Somebody had draped a coat over his face.
Murph barely glanced at the stiff as he edged through the crowd, toward the office. But as the medics lifted the body onto the rack, the coat fell away, and Murph froze in his tracks.
"Sweet Jesus,” he breathed. “Eddie?"
A lady cop leaning over the body glanced up sharply, her dark eyes zeroing in on Murph like lasers. She pointed her trigger finger at him.
"Grab up the guy in the vest,” she told a patrolman.
"I can't tell you a damn thing,” Murph said. “I don't really know him."
"You know his name,” the lady cop said mildly. “You called him Eddie, and the name on his driver's license is Edward Martinson. That's more than any of those other good citizens out there could tell me.” They were in a small alcove off the main entrance, a coat room, vacant in August.
Murph was still dressed for the stage, shirtless, wearing a leather vest that displayed black eagle-wing tattoos from his shoulder blades to his wrists. Black jeans, biker boots, a shaggy mane of blond hair, boyish looks seamed by fifteen years on the road.
The cop's name tag said r. morales. She was petite but sturdy, her thick raven hair cropped short in a pageboy. She was clad in Dracula black, a nylon police parka over a black Nike turtleneck and denims. Goth chicks wear combat boots as a fashion statement, but Murph guessed Morales's boots were the real deal, complete with steel toes. All business.
"Look, Officer Morales—"
"It's Sergeant Morales, actually."
"Fine, Sergeant. I just play in the band. We were onstage, halfway across the freakin’ building when this went down. I didn't see a thing."
"But you know this guy. In fact, you seem to be the only one here who did know him. So just tell me everything you know about your buddy and—"
"He's not a buddy. He's a fan."
"And the difference would be ...?"
"If my band plays within a hundred miles of Detroit, Eddie usually shows up. Sits down front, near the stage, decked out in a Kurves T-shirt he bought at one of our concerts fifteen years ago. Big watermelon grin, bellowing along with choruses. Had a voice like a foghorn, couldn't carry a tune in a bucket."
"Sounds pretty friendly to me."
"Look, you know those guys you see at football games with no shirts, faces painted up in the team colors, pumpin’ up the crowd like unofficial cheerleaders? Eddie was like that. A fan. A pest sometimes, when he wanted us to autograph a bootleg tape or a scratchy album he found in somebody's garage sale. Started following our band when he was in high school, never gave it up. We were like a hobby with him."
"So what can you tell me about him?"
"That's my point. He liked our music, but it's not like we hung out and barbecued burgers on weekend."
"Was he your dealer?"
"Dealer?” Murph snorted. “Right. I've got long hair and a few tattoos so right away it's gotta be a freakin’ dope thing?"
"Settle down, son,” the black patrolman blocking the doorway said. First time he'd spoken. Big guy, built like a linebacker. “Your buddy was carrying a briefcase. Whoever knifed him grabbed it and ran."
"And since you're the only person he knew here,” Morales continued, “I'm wondering if that case was meant for you."
"Whoa up. Are you two saying somebody killed Eddie for a damn briefcase?"
"That's what it looks like. And given the business you're in, it's not out of line to ask about drugs."
"Lady—"
"It's Sergeant."
"Whatever! Look, we're in the music business, not the drug business. And if somebody killed Eddie for a briefcase, they're in for a major freakin’ disappointment. Because that's what they got. Music."
"What are you talking about?"
"Eddie was a buff! A fanatic. He loved rock'n'roll, collected old posters, old records, and cassettes. Whenever he found one of ours he'd bring it around and the band would autograph the jacket for him. So if you're looking for the French Connection, forget it. All that sonofabitch got away with were some moldy LPs Eddie probably found in somebody's attic."
"Eddie couldn't have been much of a fan,” the patrolman put in. “A witness said he hated your band."
"Hated us?” Murph echoed, surprised.
"A nurse from the crowd gave him first aid,” Morales said. “She said he was mumbling something about hating your music. I wouldn't worry about it. He was probably out of his head."
"Or his taste in music suddenly improved,” Murph sighed. “Look, the god's truth is, Eddie was a fan and we don't really know our fans. And the little they know about us they get from album covers or Rolling Stone. All we have in common is the music."
"This poor bastard's been following your band for years, you can't tell us a single thing about him? Nothing at all?"
"I ... he worked for the city, I think. Meter reader, something like that. He told me once his job let him catch all the garage sales, and he loved rootin’ through abandoned houses for old records."
"Not much of a life,” the patrolman grunted.
"Better than the one he's got now, sport. Are we done? My band's tearing down tonight, and I have to make sure everything gets to the bus."
"Forget it,” Morales said. “This is a crime scene. Everything stays put until we say different."
"Bullshit!” Murph snapped. “This hallway might be a crime scene, lady, but the stage is a hundred feet away and you've got two thousand witnesses who can swear we had nothing to do with this."
"And they'd all be wrong. You knew the victim, he was bringing you a briefcase, and now he's dead. You're involved in this somehow, Mr. Murphy, and until I figure out exactly how, you're not going anywhere."
"No offense, lady—"
"Sergeant!"
"I don't give a damn if you're Eliot Ness! We're under contract to perform in Cincy in two days, and before I kiss off ten grand for failure to appear, you'll have to show me a paper signed by a judge. My lawyer's on speed dial. Want me to wake him up?"
"You seem to know the drill pretty well. Get busted a lot, do you?"
"No ma'am, but I've been on the road awhile. This isn't the first body I've seen up close and personal. I'm not a civilian. I'd help if I could, but—"
"You want to be helpful? Glad to hear it. Tell me about this club."
"It's a rock'n'roll show bar, used to be a movie theater. Holds about twenty-five hundred, features mostly classic rock acts like us, Lynyrd Skynyrd, Deep Purple. The Kurves play here two or three times a year. The owner, Big Jim Kowalski, runs a tight ship, no trouble, good security."
"Your friend Eddie might disagree."
"It's not a church social, Sarge, it's a rock joint. We usually draw a couple of thousand fans. If one percent are whacks, that's two dozen rowdies on any given night. That's why clubs have bouncers. This club has four, one watches the bar, two more cover the dance floor. A kid named Ronnie D. usually works the door. He should have been all over this. Where is he?"
"On his way to the hospital. We found him in the parking lot, unconscious. Somebody laid his head open."
"My band's been onstage the past two hours."
"Nobody said you did it, Mr. Murphy, but you're the only one who seems to know anything about this, and for a guy with a dead friend cooling on the floor, you seem to be in one helluva rush to hit the road."
"The road's my middle name, lady, it's where we make our living. We've got shows in Cincinnati on Monday, Toledo on Wednesday, and Chicago next weekend. I'm sorry as hell about Eddie, but it doesn't have squat to do with us."
"Unfortunately for you, we don't know that. And if any questions come up, I don't have time to track you down in Cincy or wherever. If you want to call your lawyer, go right ahead. Tell him he can meet you at the Beaubien lockup. I can hold you all as material witnesses for forty-eight hours and I will.” Their eyes were locked now, only inches apart.
Dark eyes, dark lady, Murph thought. A mystery. He waited for her to back off. She didn't.
"Okay, how about a compromise?” he offered. “My band has to be in Cincy tomorrow noon to set up and sound check, but I don't actually have to be there till Monday night for the show. Let my guys pack up and hit the road. You can watch ‘em load every bit of equipment if you can stand the boredom. I'll stay over an extra day to answer any questions that crop up. Hell, I'll even help you out. Some of these people might talk to me who won't talk to you. Deal?"
She glanced the question at Bennett, who shrugged. Her call.
"Fair enough,” she nodded. “Your guys can tear down their gear, but if you try to split on me, Mr. Murphy, I'll lock up the lot of you in a New York minute. Clear?"
"Why would I run, Morales? You're the sharpest chick I've met in months."
"It's Sergeant Morales,” she called after him, but Murph was already pushing through the crowd, headed for the stage.
"Huddle up!” he barked, vaulting onstage, drawing the group around him in a tight circle.
"What's up?” Punkin asked.
"A killing,” Murph said. “The cops think it might have something to do with us. For openers, if anybody's holdin’ dope, lose it now. The law's looking to keep us here, we could get frisked anytime."
"Why us?” Deuce Duroy, the crew boss demanded. “We didn't kill anybody."
"The guy who got knifed was a fan of ours. Remember Eddie? Chubby little guy, brings old albums around to sign sometimes?"
"Usually sits up front, sings along?” Hezekiah asked.
"That's him."
"Man, that's a damn shame,” Punkin sighed. “It's tough enough keeping fans without havin’ people murder ‘em. But what's it got to do with us?"
"Nothing, but the cops don't know that. Ya'll get the gear loaded into the trucks and pony on down the road, ASAP. I'll stay here overnight and catch you up Monday before the show."
"Unless you're in the slam doing twenty to life,” Deuce growled. Sweeping off his battered fisherman's cap, he held it out, upside down. “Okay guys, give it up. Chemistry in the hat, right now."
Grumbling, Hezekiah tossed in a handful of Black Beauties, Punkin added a couple of joints and one of the roadies dropped a packet of crystal meth. That was it. Marching powder, nothing more. Despite the legends, most touring musicians don't do much dope. The road's steady grind is too brutal. Casual users find themselves in detox, serious junkies end up dead on the floor in some unholy bathroom.
Deuce trotted backstage to the dressing room to flush the stash while the rest of the crew began ripping into the equipment like Huns sacking Rome, dismantling the sound gear and lighting FX with practiced ease.
Leaving them to it, Murph waded back into the milling crowd, heading for Kowalski's office. First rule of the road: nem de gelt. Get the money.
For once, getting paid was a snap. With cops crawling all over the place, Kowalski didn't gripe or try to haggle. Counted out two thousand with a tight smile instead. It was only a tenth of what the Kurves earned in their glory days, but the seventies were long gone. Kowalski thanked Murph for a great show, rebooked the band for a date in the fall, then hustled him the hell out of the office. Nothing personal. Having lawmen anywhere near his books gave Big Jim the jits.
Murphy spent the next half hour glad handing, making nice, signing CD jackets and autographs, while pumping strangers for information. Most of them saw even less than he did; they'd been focused on the show. But he kept at it and gradually assembled a picture of what happened.
Eddie had arrived halfway through the last set, which was unusually late for him. There was a jam at the entrance, a cluster of latecomers paying admission, getting patted down for booze or weapons. A scuffle broke out at the rear of the line. Nobody saw it clearly, but Eddie came staggering in, blood streaming down his shirt. And collapsed.
A nurse from the crowd tried to stanch his wounds, but Eddie was already fading, eyes empty, mumbling, blood drooling from his mouth.
"Look, I got warrants out on me, so I ain't talkin’ to no cops,” a tattooed Hell's Angel told Murph, “but I seen that poor bastard get shanked. No warning, no scuffle. He got it from behind, two, three times quick. Like a jailhouse thing, you know?"
"Did you see the guy who did it?"
"Ain't sure it was a guy. Had long brown hair, could've been a woman. Whoever it was followed ... what was his name?"
"Eddie Martinson."
"Whatever. Anyway, the one who cut him trailed him through the door, stuck him, grabbed his briefcase, and took off. One of the bouncers chased him outside, got clocked for his troubles. Heard he was still unconscious when they loaded him into the ambulance."
Beyond that, Murph got zip. A few people remembered seeing Eddie around, but nobody knew him, not even his name. In small-town clubs, everybody knows everybody, but in big-city arenas you play to two thousand strangers.
After Murph told Morales what he'd learned, she kept her word and cut the Kurves loose. The guys were out on the road by three a.m., rolling south for Cincy.
"Thanks for holding up your end,” Murph said. “Unfortunately, my car's back at the motel. Can you give me a lift?"
* * * *
"I thought detectives always worked in pairs,” Murph said. “Why are you working this alone?” They were in Morales's unmarked car, heading for his motel.
"In case you hadn't heard, Detroit's in the dumper, Mr. Murphy. The auto biz is migrating overseas and taking the tax base with it. The Motown force is so shorthanded, detectives only pair up for high profile cases like gang bangs or mob hits. Bar fights are fairly low priority."
"This wasn't a bar fight, Sarge."
"Why do you say that?"
"Because I've seen a million of ‘em. Mostly, they start over nothing. Some guy smiles at the wrong woman or bumps the wrong stud, they trade words, then graduate to push and shove. It keeps ratcheting up until somebody gets stomped, or cut. Or maybe shot."
"Which is death by natural causes in this town,” Morales sighed. “They don't call Motown the Murder City for nothing."
"But this one didn't start slow and build up. Whoever did Eddie trailed him in from the parking lot and did him without a word. There wasn't any scuffle, he never had a chance."
"And all this for a briefcase full of old records?” Morales said, her tone neutral.
"I really don't know,” Murph said, massaging his eyes as she pulled into the motel driveway. “You want to come in for a nightcap?"
"Are you kidding? It's four in the morning."
"Where else can you get a drink at this hour? Besides, you've got a gun, all I have is my raffish charm."
"Then I'd say you're armed and dangerous,” Morales said dryly. But she followed him into his room. Which surprised him.
It shouldn't have. Morales strolled casually around, checking the closets, giving the room a quick visual search.
"I thought I'd be pulling out tonight so my bags are already packed. You're welcome to search them if you like."
She glanced at him, straight on, startling him again with those ebony eyes, dark as jet and just as unreadable. “You wouldn't make the offer if there was anything to find, Murphy. Your answering machine's blinking. Would you like me to wait outside?"
"I've got nothing to hide from you,” he said, switching on the box. “You're welcome to listen. Hell, take notes if you want."
The first call was from a booking agent who needed a warm-up act for a concert in Moline. “No can do,” Murph muttered. “We've got back to back shows in Chicago that weekend."
The second call was from Neil Diamond's road manager. Their drummer was down with flu, they needed a fill-in who could read charts.
"Neil Diamond knows you?” Morales said, arching an eyebrow. “I'm impressed. But why would he ask you for help? Aren't you guys the competition?"
"On the road we're more like an extended family,” Murph shrugged. “Rock'n'roll saloon society. I'll call Neil back tomorrow, pass along a couple of names. Maybe he'll return the favor down the line. Or not. Nobody really keeps score...” He broke off as the third message played.
"Hey Murph, It's Eddie. Listen, I got something that'll blow your mind, man. I need your help to sort it all out, though. I can't trust anybody else. I'll explain when I catch you at the show, but here's a taste...” Some rattling as he fumbled with his phone ... then a crackle of background static.
"Everybody know this one?” a man said, thumping out a boogie rhythm on an acoustic guitar. Other instruments joined in. Piano, bass, drums. A bit ragged at first, but quickly settling into a rock solid groove on “The House of Blue Lights,” an old forties blues jam. The guitarist cut loose, soloing over the riff...
"Holy smoke!” Murph said, frowning. “That guy's incredible."
"Who—?” He waved her to silence, still listening intently. Damn. The player sounded familiar—but before Murph could put a name to the style, Eddie broke in again.
"Can you believe it, Murph?” he yelled. “It's like Christmas and New Years and the Fourth of freakin’ July all rolled into one! See you at the show."
The machine clicked off. Morales was staring at him.
"That was Eddie,” Murph said. “So whoever stole his briefcase probably scored a bootleg tape of ... whoever the hell that guitarist was."
"You don't know? Eddie apparently thought you would."
"My head's still humming from my own show, lady, but the guy did sound familiar. Not many people can play an acoustic with that kind of fire."
"Some rising star?"
"Not likely. Eddie was as stuck in the seventies as we are. Loved the old songs, remembered them from when they were new. And we were too."
"Can I have a copy of the tape?"
"Take the original,” Murph said, popping the cassette out of the machine. “How about that nightcap? Or maybe a late supper? Room service runs all night."
"Thanks, but I'd better get back to the station.” She traded him a business card for the tape. “If you think of anything relevant, you can reach me at this number."
"What if I just want to talk to you? About the weather or the news of the world?"
"Anything you say can be used against you in a court of law."
"That's cold, Morales. Am I still a suspect?"
"Nope, but my mama warned me about guitar players, Murphy. Thanks for the tape. I've got to get back to work."
"You're sure you don't want to frisk me or something?” he called after her. She waved over her shoulder without turning.
Murph flopped on the bed, totally exhausted, but not a bit sleepy. Haunted by the excitement in Eddie's voice. He'd heard it before. The first time he'd met Eddie back in ... when? Seventy-one, maybe. They were both just kids, then, Eddie barely old enough to drink, Murph and the Kurves on the road promoting their first album. Vinyl LPs in those days.
He closed his eyes, trying to remember what Eddie was raving about the first time they met ... oh hell yes. He was all pumped up about Woodstock, what else? The high point of his young life. A half million freaks camped out for three days in upstate New York in the rain and the mud, high on hope and a newfound sense of community, the haze of reefer smoke so potent you could cop a buzz just by breathing. And all that incredible music, fresh and free and soaring ... Murph let himself drift away into a reverie, back to earlier times, and old friends.
To Eddie. Back when they were punk kids, wired up on music and life and, hell, just being young.
Flash forward a few years, to another show, another club. Eddie morphing into a straight citizen now, with his hair cut short and a steady job working for the city of Detroit. Still a hippie at heart, though, loving the music to death.
By the next show, Eddie'd put on a few pounds. Told Murph he'd gotten married, but hadn't brought his wife along. And he looked pained when Murph offered his congratulations.
Murph found out why a few years later. Flash forward to—when? The mid eighties? Somewhere in there. A summer concert, outdoors, in a park. Murph couldn't remember the venue, but the Kurves weren't headliners anymore. They were opening for Bob Seger and the Silver Bullet Band, strictly a warm-up act. Eddie didn't seem to notice though, still treated them like rock'n'roll demigods.
He brought his wife to that show. Marge? Something like that. She was younger and better looking than Murph expected, but a stone redneck, dumb as a box of rocks. And she definitely wasn't a Kurves fan. Made a big point of telling Murph how much she loved Garth Brooks and Achy Breaky Cyrus. Eddie was embarrassed.
Murph noticed Eddie was going a little gray, his hair thinning out. How old was he then? Thirty-five? Maybe forty? Sadly, Murph realized he could almost mark the passages of his life in Eddie's face. Woodstock seemed like ancient history and—Sweet Jesus! Woodstock!
Murph snapped awake, sitting bolt upright in bed. Jangled, shaken. He sensed Eddie's presence in the room so strongly that he checked the shadows in the corners to be sure he was really alone. Eddie. God, the dream had seemed so real...
But he was wide awake now and desperately trying to focus. Trying to remember every magical note that guitarist played.
* * * *
The address on Morales's card was 1300 Beaubien, Detroit P.D. headquarters, a ten story concrete tenement in the dark heart of the city, eighty years old and showing every day of it. Just inside the front door, water was dripping from the stained ceiling tiles into a galvanized bucket. It hadn't rained in days.
Murph gave a bored patrolman at the counter Morales's card. The patrolman made a call, and a few minutes later, she stepped out of a corridor and waved him down to the end of the counter away from the duty officer.
Minus her jacket, she looked even more striking than before, he thought. A bit bleary, but otherwise unfazed by the all-night shift. Not conventionally pretty, but not a woman you'd forget, either.
"What are you doing here, Murphy? It's six in the morning."
"I know. Ordinarily I'd be tailing our tour bus into Ohio about now, scouting for a place to have breakfast. But you said to call if something came up. Something did. What did Eddie say to that nurse about our music?"
"What? You came down here to ask me that?"
"I wouldn't ask if it wasn't important. What did he say? Exactly?"
"Uhh...” She pursed her lips, her eyes going vague as she scanned her memory. “The nurse said he was mumbling ... something about hating your music."
"Did he hate music? Or hate tapes?"
"C'mon, the poor bastard was bleeding out at the time, I doubt she got it verbatim. What difference does it make?"
"Have you notified his wife yet?"
"Of course. Right after I dropped you at your motel."
"Was she all right?"
"Seemed to be, under the circumstances. Why?"
"We've got to get back there, right now. She could be in serious trouble."
"What kind of trouble? What are you talking about?"
"There's no time! I'll tell you on the way. Maybe I can even tell you why Eddie got killed."
* * * *
Six in the morning, the rush to beat the rush in downtown Motown was well underway, jamming the city streets with morning madness. Morales scarcely noticed, racing through traffic with lights and sirens, weaving between semis and minivans like a NASCAR pro stocker while Murph clung to the crash bar for dear life.
"Talk fast, Murphy, and it better be good. What's the story?"
"How much do you know about rock'n'roll? The history of it, I mean?"
"History? I don't have time for—"
"It's important! How much?"
"Okay, okay! Elvis, the Beatles, the hippies, disco,” she recited, throwing the car into a power slide onto a freeway ramp, heading downriver to Ecorse. “How am I doing?"
"You'd scare Bobby Unser to death. You've heard of Woodstock, right?"
"Sure. Hippie kids, drugs, and mud."
"And music. Jimi Hendrix played that festival, with Janis Joplin, Santana and twenty more dynamite acts. Singing to a half million kids in the rain. The music was new, cities and bras were burning, the country was torn up by Vietnam. Wild freakin’ times."
"Before my time,” she said. “What about it?"
"The summer of 1970, when Janis Joplin was at the peak of her fame, she owned a party house in Frisco's Haight-Ashbury district. A big, sprawling place, blowout parties every night. Every superstar passing through Frisco that summer came by to jam. Jimi Hendrix, Roy Orbison, The Dead, the Allman Brothers, Otis Redding. Everybody! Young geniuses playing for each other and the sheer joy of it. Clapton and Steve Stills swapping licks behind Joplin with the Mamas and Papas doo-wopping the background."
"Party house, jam sessions, got it,” she nodded, whipping around a semi like it was posed for a painting. “So?"
"At some point during that summer, one of Joplin's road crew miked up the playroom and began taping the sessions. Got a lot of stoner party chat and road stories. And some of the most incandescent music ever created. Pure gold. But that fall, Janis Joplin and Jimi Hendrix died within a few weeks of each other. Overdosed. Joplin's band broke up and her crew scattered. The roadie with the tapes went on a toot. Cocaine for the pain."
"What happened to him?"
"A few years later he showed up at Capitol Records in L.A., tried to peddle the tapes, but he was such a burnout their security bounced him. Word got out about the tapes, though, to people who knew about the parties and what the Haight tapes would be worth."
"Haight tapes,” she nodded, “as in Haight-Ashbury tapes. So? Would they be valuable?"
He risked a sidelong glance as she cut between a cattle truck and a Greyhound bus. “Are you serious? New music from Joplin or Jimi Hendrix, with an all-star backup band? Any three-minute tune could be a million seller, and that roadie taped three hundred hours' worth. It'd be the hottest bootleg ever made. Priceless."
"Or just an urban legend."
"That's what I always thought. Until I heard Eddie's message tonight. That's Jimi Hendrix playing acoustic guitar on a song I know damned well he never recorded."
"How can you be sure?"
"The same way you know your mama on the phone as soon as she says hi. It's Jimi all right, but even if it's not, somebody apparently thought so. Ask Eddie."
"How did your friend get the tapes?"
"I don't know, probably turned them up in an old house. He was a master scrounger."
"But if the tapes were cut in Frisco—?"
"The roadie was from here. His road handle was Motown Mike. I think Eddie found Mike's stash, and somebody killed him for it."
"Like who?"
"That's your department, Morales. I'm more worried about the rest of those tapes. Eddie's briefcase could only hold four or five reels. The others are still out there somewhere. If Eddie kept them at his house, his wife might be in a serious jam."
"Or not. How well do you know her?"
"Only met her once. Her name's Marge, I think. A bottle blonde, built like a brick house and dim as a five-watt bulb. Why?"
"Know what the worst part of my job is? Telling a victim's family that daddy's not coming home. But not this time. Eddie's wife seemed more edgy than heartbroken. No tears, no wailing. When I asked her about it, she said they were in the middle of a divorce, like that explained everything. Everybody reacts to bad news differently, so I didn't think much of it at the time, but now..."
"You think she might be involved?” Murph asked.
"I think I'm damn sure gonna ask."
* * * *
Ecorse is only a few miles downriver from metro Detroit, but much of the town feels like a thousand miles farther south, all the way to Alabama. Soot-stained houses, rental units, and mobile home parks. Backcountry folks who moved north seeking streets of gold ended up sweating like field hands at Ford Rouge or Great Lakes Steel. Even the locals call Ecorse hillbilly heaven.
"You stay in the car,” Morales said, wheeling her unmarked prowlie across the narrow driveway. “I'll handle this.” She stalked up the narrow walk to the front door. Murph watched her go, enjoying the view. Wondering what she'd look like in a dress. Or out of one. Shook off the thought.
Eddie's place was a low-rent crackerbox. Brown battens nailed over white stucco, faux-Bavarian style, a postage stamp of a lawn surrounded by a white picket fence, two-car garage. The whole place needed a coat of paint.
Eddie's wife didn't, though. Marge Martinson answered the door in her robe, but her hair was neatly combed, and her makeup was lathered on, not quite so neatly. She was still a bottle blonde, attractive enough if you liked the type. She definitely looked better than Eddie.
From the car, Murph couldn't hear what Morales was saying. Marge's face was a mask, stiff with makeup and suspicion. He expected Morales to go inside, maybe take a look around, but Marge stepped out on the porch instead. Closing the door firmly behind her, she stood with her back to it. Frowning. Then she folded her arms across her bosom.
To hell with this! Opening the door, Murphy piled out of the prowl car, stalking angrily up to the picket fence.
"Tell your boyfriend to get out here."
Both women turned to him, equally shocked.
"Murphy, what—?” Morales began.
"Come on out, chump!” Murph roared. “Or we're coming in!” In the stunned silence, he heard a crash from somewhere inside.
"He's going out the back!” Murph yelled, vaulting the fence, sprinting down the narrow gap between the row houses.
"Noooo!” Marge shrieked, tackling Morales off the porch, wrestling her down with her greater weight. Murph lost sight of them as he raced alongside the house, rounding the corner just as a burly figure came charging out the back door.
A big guy in cowboy denims, with shoulder-length hair and wild eyes. He clutched a nine-inch bowie knife in his fist. For a split second, the two men eyed each other in utter surprise. Weighing the odds.
The yard was fenced, with only one gate, and Murph was blocking it. But the cowboy had a blade. No contest. No hesitation either. He came charging straight at Murph, swinging the knife in front of him like a scythe.
Backing away from the blade, Murph grabbed a garbage can lid as a shield. Metal rang on metal as the cowboy tried to slash past the lid to get at Murph.
Desperately, Murph held his ground, blocking the arbor gate like a Spartan at Thermopylae. With the same outcome. He was losing ground as some of the wild slashes struck home, slicing across his forearms, laying them open.
With a maddened bellow, the cowboy grabbed the lid and tore it out of Murph's grasp, leaving him defenseless against the knife, with both arms streaming blood.
And still, Murph didn't back off. Stood his ground in the gateway instead, facing the psycho and his ten-inch blade, his fists raised like a boxer. Waiting. And smiling.
Baffled by Murph's grin, the cowboy hesitated. Then flinched, his eyes widening as Morales jammed the barrel of her automatic between his shoulder blades, freezing him in his tracks.
"Drop the knife, stud,” she said quietly, “then get down on the ground. I won't tell you twice."
* * * *
"That was bar none the dumbest stunt I've ever seen,” Morales said, dropping into a seat across the table from Murph. They were in the coffee nook at Beaubien Station. “Going up against a bowie knife, unarmed? What the hell were you thinking?"
"That you'd show up. Which you did. Thanks for saving my neck."
"But not your arms. Are you going to be okay?"
"It looks worse than it is,” Murph said, holding up his bandaged wrists. “Your EMT buddy said I won't need stitches. Maybe the bandages will punch up my act."
"You're lucky that psycho didn't punch your ticket. I told you to wait in the damn car."
"Guess I missed the memo that said I take orders from you, Morales—"
"Rose,” she said.
"What?"
"My name is Rose. Since you can't seem to remember my rank, Murphy, at least try to get my name right."
"No problem. Rose is a much prettier name than Sergeant. It suits you. But you were losing your crowd. Rose."
"What are you talking about?"
"I've been reading audiences since I was fifteen. Eddie's wife was wired way too tight. Holding herself in. She wasn't grieving, she was scared stiff that you were there. When she folded her arms, it was like holding up a giant stop sign. She didn't want you inside. It wasn't a stretch to figure out who she was hiding."
"His name is Zack Timmons. He's got a rap sheet as long as your arm for armed robbery, assault, and now murder. He gave up a full statement, hoping to cut a deal. But there's one twist."
"What twist?"
"Timmons never heard of the Haight tapes. Eddie told his wife he'd discovered an incredible stash that would make them rich as kings. He was hoping to change her mind about the divorce. But he never told her what he'd found."
"What did she think it was?"
"The same thing I did. Dope. And that's what she told her idiot boyfriend. Timmons thought he was hijacking a briefcase full of coke."
"Sweet Jesus.” Murph shook his head slowly.
"Imagine his disappointment when he popped the case open and found a few reels of moldy audio tape. He was so ticked he tossed them off an overpass into River Rouge. Sorry."
"Me too. You said a few reels. What about the rest?"
"Timmons obviously didn't know about them, or he wouldn't have tossed the ones he had."
"Does Eddie's wife know?"
"I haven't talked to her yet,” Rose said, watching his face. “Since you nearly got killed trying to help me out, I thought you might like to sit in."
* * * *
The interview room was barren as a tenement basement. Tiled walls and a cement floor, a drab, institutional green. An observation mirror set in one wall, a video camera in the opposite corner. A metal table in the middle of the room with four chairs, bolted to the floor.
Marge Martinson was sitting at the table, her bleached blonde hair a shambles. She was red eyed from crying. There'd been no tears for Eddie, but she'd found a few for herself. She glanced up hopefully as Morales and Murph sat down across from her.
"How much trouble am I in?” she asked the detective.
"Your boyfriend's in a lot more."
"My boyfriend,” Marge spat. “That moron. I told Zack it was probably bogus."
"What was?"
"Eddie's big discovery. Jesus, he was always bragging about the stuff he found in abandoned houses, dope stashes, meth labs, hot guns. But all he really got excited about was finding old record albums. Our basement is full of Kurve albums and a million other not-shit bands nobody ever heard of. They stink up the whole damned house."
"Only records?” Murph said carefully. “How about tapes?"
"You mean ... like cassettes?"
"Actually I was thinking more of the old-fashioned kind. Reel-to-reel?"
Her blank look told him more than he wanted to know.
"He never brought home any junk like that. He knew better. I told him no more moldy albums in our basement, to leave that crap where he found it. So that's what he did. He set up secret stashes in a dozen different vacant houses."
"Stashes?” Rose asked.
"Hidey holes. He was a meter reader, knew every loose floorboard, loose brick, and false ceiling in every tumbledown tenement in this rathole town."
"Do you know where any of them were?"
"Are you kidding? There's a million empty dumps in Detroit. Why are you asking me this crap?"
"It's possible Eddie actually found something valuable in one of those houses,” Rose said carefully.
"Yeah, right. That's what my genius boyfriend thought. Eddie was raving about hitting the mother lode, Zack thought he'd turned up a freakin’ meth lab or something. Well, whatever he found, I'm entitled to my share. We're still married, so it's half mine!"
"You're absolutely right,” Rose said, rising, with a tight smile. “I'll do my best to see you get everything you've got coming to you, Mrs. Martinson. I promise.” She jerked her head at Murph, who followed her out of the room. In the tiled hallway, the door closed behind them with a final, icy click.
"Poor Eddie,” Murph sighed, shaking his head. “He loved that woman to death. Literally."
"The heart wants what it wants,” Rose quipped. “What about the Haight tapes?"
"That depends. How many empty houses do you think there are in Detroit?"
"I doubt that anybody could give you more than a ballpark figure. With the auto plants going belly up, line workers have been walking away from their mortgages by the thousands. The banks are so buried in worthless paperwork they quit foreclosing on them years ago. Twenty thousand empty houses? Thirty? Maybe double that. Who knows?"
"Thirty thousand?” Murph whistled. “And Eddie could have stashed the tapes anywhere. My god. They're lost all over again, aren't they?"
"I'm afraid so. Unless someone else stumbles across them the way Eddie did."
"It'll have to be soon. The tapes are fading. The snippet Eddie left on my machine was distorted from oxidation. Another year or two and the Haight tapes will be gone forever. But if they were going to surface, even for a little while, then I'm glad it was a fan who found them. Eddie probably got more pure joy from that music than the guys who made it."
"Are you going to search for the tapes?"
"I wouldn't know where to start, and I've got my own music to make,” Murph said, glancing at his watch. “I should have been on the road six hours ago. Are we done here?"
"You're free to go, Mr. Murphy. Thanks for your help."
"No charge, Sarge. Can I offer you some friendly advice?"
"As long as it's free."
"Don't mention the tapes in your report. They really had nothing to do with Eddie's death, and if the story gets out, you'll have whacked-out treasure hunters crawling through every vacant house in this city."
"The tapes are already in the report. The nurse's statement about Eddie's last words."
"But she thought he said h-a-t-e tapes. Why not leave it that way?"
"That might be for the best,” she conceded. “Fair enough, hate tapes it is. Anything else?"
"One more favor. I still have your card. I'd like to call you sometime."
"What for?"
"Just to talk."
"I don't think so. My mother warned me about guitar players."
"She sounds like a wise woman. But since I'm a bass player ... Did your mom mention anything about bass players?"
"Not specifically,” Rose admitted, shaking her head.
"See? There you go. Look, I'll be out on the road, a thousand miles from nowhere. How much trouble can you get into just talking?"
"With you? A whole lot, I think."
"I certainly hope so,” he said, flashing a tired grin. “Tell you what, Rose, I'll call, we can talk or you can hang up. Either way, it's been an interesting night. Maybe we can do it again sometime."
"Be careful what you wish for,” she said.
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Fiction: BURNING TWILIGHT by Kenneth Wishnia
When rubles fall from heaven, there is no sack.
When there is a sack, rubles don't fall.
—Russian proverb
* * * *
We will meet again under the stars, the old woman had said. But by the time Kassy reached the village, it was too late. The old woman was gone.
Now she sat alone, hunched by the campfire, wrapped in a long black cloak, trying to keep warm until her supper was ready.
The wind blew the flames of the campfire low and ruffled the gamecock's feathers. The proud creature flapped its wings and pecked at the length of twine tethering its leg to a tree.
Although it kept her fed, Kassy worried that if the mountain folk kept paying her with live animals, she wouldn't be able to afford to buy another book as long as she lived.
But some sense of obligation to the spirit of her one-time guide and mentor had driven her to spend the past three days teaching the old woman's apprentice some of the secrets of their trade. The girl's name was Paulina, and thankfully she was a quick learner, because Kassy had been banished from the imperial city and expressly prohibited from entering any village or town of more than five hundred souls, and from practicing her herbal remedies in any one place for more than three days at a time, a sentence that doomed her to being a perpetual stranger in her own land.
Her practice had been destroyed. The bottles smashed. The books and papers burned. She had to start all over with nothing but the clothes on her back and a crude bundle of supplies that her friends had rescued from the flames.
And of course, no man wants a woman who's been publicly gagged and pilloried—especially if she's unrepentant about it and doesn't care who knows it.
By the morning of the third day, some of the villagers had taken to calling her Kassy the Wise, but others weren't so fond of her wisdom. They came for her with that icy look in their eyes that said her time was up, and that nobody needed the services of a traveling female apothecary.
"Leave our village,” they said, as the menfolk stood in the roadway squinting into the afternoon sun and made sure that Kassy ran the gauntlet of their stares and left the village by sundown.
Kassy watched the fading orange glow in the western sky. The last rays of the setting sun brought out the green in her eyes and highlighted the blonde streaks in her long brown hair.
Once upon a time these mountains had been her home, and she knew them well. So she was not surprised when the sound of early springtime revels reached her from the nearby village, where they would soon be dancing around painted maypoles and making hasty love matches.
Her only companions on this cold evening were the arrogant gamecock and a battered copy of Paracelsus that had been readable when she had gotten it at the flea market a few months back in exchange for curing the bookseller's child of a high fever. But now the cover was gone, along with the last three sewn signatures, which meant that she was missing at least forty-eight pages. Still, she drew inspiration from the alchemist's most ambitious theories, even if they ended in mid sentence, especially his unrealized dream of being able to refine plants and minerals to the point that their “active principles” could be applied more effectively, possibly by boiling their essences down to a thick syrup that would cure all manner of ailments and illnesses.
All things were possible, at least in our thoughts. Our bodies, the frail mortal shells that briefly house our eternal souls, were not in the least bit godlike. But our minds, illuminated by the divine secret of the knowledge of good and evil, were close to godlike. It said so in the Book of Genesis.
The dusky path of exile had taken Kassy north and east, toward the Catholic lands. She was a Hussite, like the majority of Bohemians, but she had also learned something from the Jews of Prague. A book by one of their rabbis, now lost to the ashes, had proposed that each day that a person devotes to righteous acts translates into one more luminescent stitch in the celestial garment worn by their soul in the World-to-Come. Under such a system, Kassy figured that she might manage a loincloth at best if she didn't increase her righteous days, and quickly too. It simply wouldn't do to be uncovered for all eternity in the Garden of Paradise.
The gamecock scratched around in the dirt, preening and searching for its mate.
By now the sky was darkening, and Kassy could just make out the angry red star in the Hyades that marked the heavenly bull's unblinking eye, and the bright cluster of stars a few degrees to its west.
Most people in the city could barely make out the six brightest stars in the Pleiades. Those with the sharpest eyes saw seven. But on a clear, moonless night like this, she could usually see at least nine, with the distinct impression of still more lying beyond them, a glorious cluster of stars drifting in a cloudy haze.
She drew her cloak close around her. It wasn't dark enough to see the stars clearly yet, but the curtain of night fell quickly in these mountains, which lay at the crossroads between the two mighty kingdoms of the Teutons and the Poles.
A ghostly sparkle caught the corner of her eye, and she turned reflexively. A pair of fiery marbles glowed in the dark just beyond the circle of firelight. The cock squawked and pecked at the disembodied spheres, but Kassy saw right away that it was only a cat straying from the village, her feline eyes catching the light in the way cats’ eyes sometimes did that caused them to flash like two tiny mirrors floating in the darkness.
In spite of this knowledge, her heart had still jumped for an instant, and she understood how some of the backward mountain folk could easily be terrorized by the sight. What could possibly cause such an eerie effect? Everyone knew that cats could see well in the dark, but how did their eyes glow like that? What was the mechanism? She shivered, and lost the next thought before it even had a chance to form. She would have to look into the matter some other time, after she had finally settled somewhere and could begin attracting regular customers and restocking her laboratory.
The cock squawked and kicked up a minor dust storm, metamorphosing into a swirl of red and black feathers, but Kassy placed a burlap sack over its head, and it quieted down. Then she dipped a wooden stirrer into the pot simmering over the fire, fished out a tasty morsel of chicken, blew on it, and held it out with her long, delicate fingers. The cat's whiskers twitched, her muzzle a shiny black mask ringed with a mane of bright orange fur. She was a genuine calico, a real mixture of everything. She padded toward Kassy's outstretched fingers, keeping low and wary. Kassy kept still as the cat crept closer. Its whiskers twitched, then twitched again, then it lunged, teeth flashing, and the bit of meat vanished from Kassy's fingers.
Kassy could hear the cat purring.
"Looks like I've made a new friend,” she said to the pine needles and the stars above.
Suddenly the cat's ears pricked up, and she sprang off into the underbrush.
Leaves rustled as someone came running through the forest from the direction of the village. Kassy steeled herself for the worst, then a sturdy young woman pushed through the branches and stumbled into the clearing. It was Paulina, who had been drafted to be the midwife's new assistant. She stopped, breathing hard, her round face flushed and glistening, reflecting the glow from the fire.
"Miss Castava!” she said, using the Czech form of Kassy's name. “Thank God you're here. Mrs. Svoboda's baby doesn't want to come out and we need your help."
Kassy leapt to her feet, took the simmering pot off the fire, and hung it from a branch. Then she gathered the ingredients for a groaning cake: dried woodruff, caraway seeds, and some flowering buds from the broad-leafed hemp plant.
The sky was still glowing with the faint purple of twilight, but the darkness was stealing up on them fast and rain clouds were gathering on the horizon.
No stargazing tonight, Kassy thought, as they hurried through the village square. A number of idlers watched Kassy's every move as she squeezed through the crowd gathered around a wagon watching a traveling company's Whitsunday pageant (though the holiday was still several weeks off) and stepped through the low doorway onto the dirt floor of the Svobodas’ cottage.
Irina Svoboda lay on a birthing stool in the middle of the bare floor, sweating and straining and squeezing her husband's hand while Mrs. Lenka the midwife wiped her forehead with a damp rag.
The husband didn't even look up when Kassy came in with her bundle of herbs and got a quick summary from the midwife: Irina was in her seventh hour of labor, with minimal widening of the birth canal, and was suffering from terrible cramps and a low-grade fever.
Kassy sent Paulina out for a couple of fresh eggs, then kneeled by the hearth to prepare the cake. She mixed the flour with the woodruff and caraway, mashed the butter and a sprinkle of sugar together with the hemp in a separate bowl, then greased the pan with more butter—the butter was essential; it didn't work without the butter—and waited for the girl to come back with the eggs.
Outside in the square, the grim drama reached its climax as the Antichrist was unmasked as a Jew, who admitted under pain of death that for fifteen hundred years his people had kidnapped and murdered Christian children, poisoned Christian patients, and robbed Christian customers, all because of a perverse, soul-consuming hatred for the good people whose only offense was their heartfelt belief in the Son of God.
Paulina stoked the fire, and by the time Kassy put the cake in the pan, the performance had reached its satyrical conclusion, as the tragic death-of-winter scenario was transformed into a bawdy springtime celebration of fertility in all its forms. Purged of sinful feelings by collectively witnessing the downfall of a common enemy, the townfolk were free to vent their long-suppressed desires by joining the actors and prancing around the stage to the beat of drums and tambourines, singing, “The lawyer with his screed, The Jew with his greed, And what lies under a woman's dress; These three things make the world a mess!"
The lewd songs swelled with voices high and low, bumping and pressing against the somber mood inside the cottage, until Kassy could barely hear Irina calling her husband's name: “Ludye, Ludye..."
"Yes, my dear,” said Ludyek. “Don't worry. Everything's going to be fine now that the lady apothecary's here,” he said, giving Kassy a dark look that warned her not to make a liar out of him.
Kassy ignored him. She had worked closely with midwives like Mrs. Lenka before, so she did her part without having to be told what to do, massaging the travailing woman's neck and shoulders and laying warm towels around her belly while the midwife handled the delivery. Ludyek sat there holding his wife's hand, whispering soft words and snatches of prayers, as the midwife enlarged the opening around the shiny whorl of hair on the baby's head, and encouraged Irina to be strong and push some more. The skin beneath the baby's hair was slowly changing from red to purple.
Kassy brushed some loose hair out of her eyes, and was tucking the tiny gold cross on a silver chain back inside her blouse when Irina took Kassy's hand and said that she liked looking at the way the cross sparkled in the candlelight, so Kassy left it dangling there for her to fix her eyes on.
Soon she was feeding Irina bits of the cake along with soothing sips of cold water, while repeating a Latin prayer asking for God's protection. Kassy didn't believe in the healing power of the strange old words themselves, but many of her charges felt better because they believed in such powers. The mind's influence over the bodily humors had always fascinated her, and the effect was certainly worthy of further study.
The cake eventually brought Irina some relief, but by then Kassy was sweating under her clothes as she and the midwife worked against the dying light of the fire. Then without being asked, Paulina wiped the perspiration from Kassy's forehead and began rubbing the knot that had formed at the base of her neck with her free hand, and Kassy felt her shoulders relax a little. She thanked Paulina with her eyes.
Then the midwife finally got a grip on the baby's head and neck and pulled down and out.
A stream of new voices joined the whirlpool of passions rushing by the front window.
But even as the chaos swirled around them on all sides, a cool stillness fell like a shroud over the Svobodas’ rooms.
Irina clutched Kassy's arm as Paulina wrapped the blue mass of flesh in sackcloth.
"At least wrap her in a clean towel,” the midwife said softly.
Irina's face was as pale as wax. Her husband stared blankly ahead. Then he remembered where he was and tried to give Kassy a stone-cold stare, but all the hardness drained out of his face when his wife said, “Bless you all for trying to help,” in a faint dry croak.
His eyes dropped to his hands, which were smeared with blood.
"I'll prepare you something—” Kassy could barely get the words out. “Something to help build your strength back up."
She stayed to wash the mixing bowls and the pan she had used to make the cake while Paulina wiped off the birthing stool and swept the floor, and the midwife burned twice-blessed herbs in the four corners of the house.
Kassy carefully taught Paulina the Psalm for these occasions in plain Czech so that the simple folk would understand and take comfort from the words: If I say that the darkness shall cover me, and the light be night about me, I must remember that the darkness and the light are alike to Thee, for Thou hast formed my innards; Thou hast knit me together in my mother's womb. I will praise thee, for I am wondrously made. Thine eyes did see my unformed flesh, and all my days are written in Thy book.
The girl wanted to learn more, but Kassy told her to think about it long and hard because there was precious little room in this world for women like herself.
Eventually, Kassy had to trudge back toward her campfire through the drizzling rain, ignoring the eyes of men and the filthy barefoot boys fondling bits of wood and stone to hurl at the effigy of a Jew that was being raised in the town square. The villagers listened open-mouthed as the local priest condemned the straw man of okrucienstwo Zydowskie, Jewish bestiality, then set the hateful thing on fire.
Kassy was fighting off the oppressive feeling that nothing would ever make the pain of this failure go away. But something else weighed heavily on her mind as well, the creeping sensation that the ways of the wise women were slowly disappearing, and she couldn't help wondering if she had been born in the wrong place at the wrong time, maybe even the wrong century altogether.
She found a little gift from her feline friend waiting for her on the ground beside the dying embers. A small gray mouse lay on the dirt, its legs stiff and lifeless. She was grateful that the cat had made a clean kill of it because even mouse blood would have bothered her just then.
"Good girl,” she said, kneeling to scratch behind the cat's ears and running her fingers through her thick orange-black fur. Then she picked up the mouse by the tail and tossed it into the woods.
She rewarded the cat with another bite of meat. Then she fanned the coals until the fire came back to life, laid a piece of wood on the newly-glowing embers, and sat in front of the fire for a good long while, waiting for the dull flames to warm her up.
She closed her eyes, but she still saw the clotted clumps of scarlet and the shiny blue skin of the stillborn child like scenes from a magic lantern. The images made her shudder. Because the wise women who helped to coax difficult babies into this world labored under the constant suspicion that when no one was watching, they would go slinking off into the night with the blood-gorged remains of the afterbirth and umbilical cord to perform black magic with them, and God help you if they accused you of offering the child up to the Devil by killing it at the moment of delivery. She had watched helplessly as an old woman was stoned to death on the steps of the cathedral for just such a crime. She could still hear their voices:
"What are the charges against me?” the woman had demanded.
"You should be able to figure them out for yourself,” her accuser replied.
Kassy squeezed the cross around her neck. She could just picture herself trying to explain to an examining magistrate who didn't know a birth canal from a carpenter's bit that sometimes it just happens that way—a child is stillborn, and you are left with empty hands. There's no evil involved, it's just nature's way.
The cat brushed against her leg, looking for attention.
"Now what?” she said. “Don't tell me I need to think up a name for you."
She scratched the cat under the chin.
"But you must have one already. What is it? Calixta? Pyewacket? Nibbles?"
Then she heard it. She looked to the west. At first it looked like a cluster of stars gliding toward her through the forest. But the flickering shadows were all too human.
Villagers with torches.
They came after her with ropes to tie her hands and chains to weigh her down, for the rivers were deep and swift in this part of the wilderness.
Kassy grabbed her bundle and ran to the northeast, leaving the gamecock and all else behind.
The shadows grew longer, and a thick darkness spread over the land.
Copyright © 2010 Kenneth Wishnia
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Editor's Note: Look for Kenneth Wishnia's story “Between Minkhe and Mayrev,” a sequel to “Burning Twilight,” next month. These two stories tie into his upcoming novel The Fifth Servant.
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Fiction: BOUNDARY BRIDGE by Stephen Ross
The Waikato River flowed through Hamilton like a dark freeway. I spent afternoons sitting at the table in the living room staring down at its cool, shady water. Any day, damn it, I was going to jump in and hitch a ride out of town.
It was summer. I was staying in a small bungalow on the edge of the city, and the weather was killing me. It was hot and humid, and no better in the shade. The atmosphere was suffocating and damp. It was like being slow cooked in an oven bag with a hunk of beef and a dozen potatoes.
The weather was in Celsius, which was a language I didn't speak. Hamilton was in New Zealand—several thousand miles and the Pacific Ocean away from the dry air of El Segundo, near LAX, which was my ever-loving home. Waikato is a Maori word, it means “flowing water.” River is an English word, it also means “flowing water.” Go figure.
The buzzer on the front door chirped. I'd been expecting it. I'd put in a phone call to the local police. I'd seen someone jump into that flowing water, and I thought they should know about it.
* * * *
"Would you mind not smoking?” Detective Shannon asked. He was in his thirties, smart suit, stocky frame, hair shaved down to a shadow. His tone suggested there wasn't a question mark at the end of the sentence.
I stubbed out my cigarette.
Detective Shannon was seated on the purple sofa. He had nowhere to go in a hurry. He was leaning back, an ankle resting on a knee, and slowly rotating a black mobile phone about in the grip of his left hand. “What did you see?"
"I saw a kid jump into the river."
"Where did he jump into the river?"
I pointed out the window. “He jumped from the bridge."
Shannon leaned to one side. He looked past me. A large, wide window afforded the living room a view of the river—there was a bridge over it, about a hundred yards downstream.
"The Boundary Road Bridge?"
"I was sitting here, at the table, like I am now, and something caught my eye. I looked over to the bridge, and I saw a kid jump. He hit the water head first."
Shannon sat back. He noted the computer laptop on the table in front of me. Next to it was a Kiwi-English dictionary and a copy of the New Zealand Police Manual. He recognized the manual. Well, he would.
"I'm a television writer,” I explained. “I'm writing episodes for Humphrey Kemp."
Shannon nodded. He knew the show. Well, he would. Humphrey Kemp was a local-made police procedural that had been on air for a decade. “How long have you been in New Zealand?"
"Three months."
He noticed the Band-Aid on my thumb.
"I hit it with a hammer."
"You're American?"
"Yeah.” Did I sound like I was from Gdansk? “Did the kid die?"
"He was a university student. His student ID and a library card are all we have to work with at the moment."
"Did he die?"
"We've only just taken his body out of the water. He was found two kilometers downstream."
"Did he die?” I was taking a dislike to this fellow.
"His neck was broken."
I frowned a forehead of creases. “Why do you think he killed himself?"
"Did you see anyone else on the bridge?"
"I only saw the kid. He jumped."
* * * *
There was nothing distinguishing about the Boundary Bridge. It was a high, flat, narrow band of concrete held aloft by three slim support columns. It wasn't even the only bridge over the river. It was possible an architect or an engineer would find something of merit in the thing, but I wouldn't lay money on it.
The kid hadn't jumped. I'd pushed him.
I had started going for afternoon walks. I was not in my prime anymore, and my doctor back in California had recommended I get outside each day and get some exercise. He had also recommended my quitting smoking.
Walking afforded a good opportunity to think about what I was writing and to work through any story problems on a purely mental level. No paper or pens to distract me. No phone. No computer cursor blinking with expectation.
Every other day, I'd walk along Boundary Road and cross over the river. I'd follow the road for a couple of miles, and then I'd buy a packet of cigarettes from a convenience store. They called these “dairies” here—so named because they used to be the only place you could buy milk. Go figure.
Earlier in the day, on my walk back from the dairy, I had followed a scruffy kid with his hair tied into pigtails. He had probably been walking into the city to buy drugs or start a fight. He had been wearing a black T-shirt, baggy black shorts, and red high-top sneakers. On his head had sat a pair of fat black headphones that looked like they'd fallen out of the 1970s—he had been listening to something that had sounded like a wood chipper grinding its way through a bucket of nails. I overtook him with brisk steps. The sidewalk was narrow, and he had been hogging the middle of it. Our shoulders had brushed.
I glanced at him.
He looked at me. It was a face of contempt—unshaven and crooked teeth. He said: “Fuck you."
* * * *
You could see my bungalow from up there on the Boundary Bridge. The bungalow had been built in the 1950s. It had a stucco exterior painted in navy blue and a tin roof painted in rust red. It sat up on the riverbank, surrounded by trees and a scattering of houses. It belonged to the man who was producing Humphrey Kemp. He had suggested I live in it while working. According to him—a pleasant fellow—it was a quiet spot and the currents of the river could be meditative. It was homey enough, I guess. Two days ago, I found a hammer in the closet, and I hung up a picture of my daughter. I hurt my thumb putting in the nail.
I'd phoned the police after I'd returned to the bungalow. I'd wanted to immediately frame the bridge incident as a suicide. As it happened, I hadn't needed an alibi, but by phoning the police and reporting what I'd seen, I'd certainly created one. And anyhow, for my research purposes, having a walking, talking example of local law enforcement come and sit on the purple sofa was an irresistible opportunity.
I wrote a Columbo once. I had writing credits on shows as diverse as Ironside, Hawaii Five-O, Room 222, McCloud, and The Mod Squad. I had credits for nearly two dozen movies of the week, and I'd been nominated for an Emmy.
In 1979, I punched a director. I'd been hired to write the pilot for Madeleine—a show about a retired beautician who solved murders using tea leaves and tarot cards. An elderly and respected actress had signed for the lead. I met with her at her home in Brentwood to discuss her character arc. In an expletive-filled gust of cigarette and whiskey fumes, she informed me she had taken the part solely to finance the extension of her patio, and she didn't give a blind rat's ass what her character did. I could Arc de Triomphe, for all she cared. The next day, the show's director and I argued over Madeleine's sidekick—a cat that could read minds and spoke with the voice of Jim Backus. I took out one of the director's front teeth. I still have a copy of my mug shot. The pilot was shot, and to this day the footage rots in a vault somewhere in Burbank.
In late 1980, I returned to writing short stories and I started on a book. You do things like that when your phone has turned to stone. It was a lean time, a mayonnaise on bread and coffee without milk kind of time. And then, in 1984, my wife and daughter left me and I moved into a one-room in El Segundo, near LAX. My daughter's parting words were: “When are you going to get a real job, Daddy?"
For the rest of the twentieth century, I carved out a pay-the-bills career as a crime writer. I wrote my Thackeray mysteries, I had two screenplays optioned by a British production company, and I had a short story make the short list for an Edgar.
And then my publisher dropped me. In all, I wrote nineteen books featuring Will Thackeray, a down-at-heel P.I. who lived in El Segundo, near LAX, with a dog named Dobbin. Thackeray was me—a bespectacled old man, out of time and out of place, grumpily flicking cigarettes off the end of the pier at Manhattan Beach. The only difference between us was that he did something useful with his time, and my dog, Sedley, left after a month and moved in with the neighbors.
I loved my daughter. She phoned every month. She grew up to be a smart, attractive kid. She's now a business analyst and lives down in San Diego with her husband. She's the only thing I care about in this world.
* * * *
The next morning, I put on my sunglasses and hat and I walked into the city. My street was right on the edge of town, so in four minutes I was on Victoria Street, the main street in Hamilton.
I located a suitable public trashcan, and I dumped into it a wad of global warming pamphlets. Is there global warming? Hell, I don't know, but I refused to have blind acceptance of it shoved down my throat like I didn't know any better. Least of all, by a young man sporting blond dreadlocks and the insufferable belief that being unequivocally young made him unequivocally right.
I visited the bank, and I retrieved some money. I went to a supermarket, and I bought bananas, apples, eight cans of air freshener, a dozen packets of latex cleaning gloves, a packet of cookies, and a copy of Time magazine, Pacific Edition.
I found a hardware store, and I bought a handsaw and two-dozen replacement blades, together with an eight-inch pair of shears—the kind dressmakers used for cutting cloth. You can't shred clothing with ordinary scissors, it takes forever and gives you blisters.
A noonday copy of the Waikato Times was waiting for me at the bungalow in the mailbox. There was a story on the front page about the kid. His name had been Duncan. Duncan had been in his second year of an information technology degree—Hamilton was a university town. In his spare time, Duncan had been a budding bass guitarist in a band, and a vegan, which I think meant he had only eaten bark.
I assumed a degree in information technology meant he'd been studying computers. I hated computers. I owned a laptop, and I would concede it was convenient as a writing tool, but that was as far as I would go. I didn't own a mobile phone, I didn't have a fax machine, I didn't own an e-mail address, and I'd been on the Internet the sum total of four times in my life. According to the Internet, I had been born in Akron and I was ninety-eight. For the record, I was born in La Honda—I'd never set foot in Ohio—and I am sixty-eight.
Yes, I'd pushed him. I'd shoved him back against the railing. I'd shoved him hard and with enough momentum to topple him right over the edge of it. I had killed between heartbeats. I had indeed seen him fall from the bridge. I had stared down at him as he'd plunged head first into the river.
I had nearly followed after him. My life had ended even before he'd hit the water. In my head, I'd heard screams and angry voices. I'd heard cars and trucks stopping. I'd heard people running in my direction. I'd felt the aggression and hatred of an angry mob descending on me like a hurricane. I hadn't committed murder behind a closed door and in private where no one could possibly have seen what I had done, but out on a public road in the bright light of the afternoon sun.
And then I had realized I was alone. It had been a peculiar twist of fate. There had been no one else on the sidewalk in either direction. There had been no cars or trucks, not even a bicycle. The kid and I had been the only ones on the bridge. I had murdered someone in the plain sight of everyone, only no one had been there for the looking.
* * * *
Detective Shannon was back on the purple sofa. He was back in that casual slouch of his and again twirling his black mobile phone around in his fingers. “We can't find Duncan's phone."
The kid had been holding a mobile phone when I'd pushed him, and he'd dropped it onto the sidewalk. It had been the only part of him that hadn't gone into the river. Stupidly, I'd picked it up and taken it with me.
In crime stories, all bad guys have a problem. They leave a clue, or say something to contradict themselves. Worse still, they're observed by a casual passerby who's in possession of an accurate timepiece and a conceivable reason to note the time. The problem is the villain's downfall, and the kid's mobile phone was going to be my big bad downfall.
The police manual sitting on the table next to my laptop had proudly informed me that New Zealand had been the first country in the British Empire to convict someone solely on the evidence of fingerprints. That had been in 1920. I wasn't dealing with the Keystone Kops down here.
It would have been illogical for the kid to kill himself by jumping, and to have arbitrarily left something behind. Why not the headphones he'd been wearing, or the satchel he had slung over his shoulder? No, the phone looked like it had been dropped ... because it had been ... because he'd been pushed.
I couldn't have thrown the thing in the river after him. Picking it up I had put my fingerprints all over it, and even on the bottom of a river, and even factoring in a week before it was located and retrieved, who could say how long my prints and DNA would have stayed on it? Frankly, I hated the minutiae of microbes. I hated stories that relied on microscopes and goatee-chinned lab coats babbling on about forensic baloney I didn't understand.
"We can't find Duncan's phone,” Detective Shannon said.
"Is it important?"
"According to his friends, he always had it with him."
"Maybe he lost it."
Shannon rubbed the edge of his black mobile phone along the edge of his stubbly chin. “Duncan had arranged to meet his girlfriend at the city library. She was finishing work for the day, and they were going to the cinema."
"Maybe his phone is on the bottom of the riverbed?” I helpfully suggested.
Shannon shook his head.
Detective Shannon was the most laid-back cop I'd ever encountered. It was like we were lounging by the pool, and he was investigating the absence of a cufflink.
"How do you know it's not at the bottom of the river?"
Shannon tapped a bunch of buttons on his black phone. He held it to his ear for a moment, and then held it out for me to observe. A little view screen on the phone was illuminated. It meant nothing to me.
"I just dialed Duncan's number,” Shannon explained. “His phone is ringing right now."
I shrugged my shoulders.
"It means his phone isn't underwater."
"Okay. Where is it?"
Shannon turned off his phone. “We're exploring the possibility there was someone else on the bridge."
"You think he was mugged?” I asked, helpfully inserting a storyline. “You think another kid stole his phone, and then threw him into the river?"
"Duncan had bruising to his abdomen. It's consistent with his having been shoved against the bridge's guardrail."
I picked up the New Zealand Police Manual and nonchalantly thumbed through it. It was a dry tome, with the thickness of the L.A. phone book. They had a lot of procedure in this country.
"Tell me more about what you were doing when you saw Duncan fall,” Shannon asked.
"I'm a writer. I was writing."
We spent the next ten minutes cat and mousing each other about what I had seen. I had seen the kid fall. I hadn't seen anyone else on the bridge. It was all the absolute truth. I would've probably even passed a lie detector test on it, although the manual said they didn't use those here.
* * * *
Last night I dreamt of Rod Serling. He smoked a cigarette and explained to me that it was a man's destiny to be hoist with his own petard. The fact he told me this in Esperanto and wore an afro wig and eyeliner was the tip-off to it being a dream.
I had written a Twilight Zone back in December of ‘59. I had received a letter back from Mr. Serling. He had been encouraging and supportive. It had been my first rejection and it now lived in a frame above my desk in California.
I was truly in the zone now. I had spent the morning chain-smoking at the laptop watching a team of police divers hoover the riverbed. They brought up rocks and stones, car fenders, empty wine bottles, and the remnants of what looked like dinosaur bones.
It was going to be another hot damn day in Hamilton. I went to work with the cans of air freshener—the air was getting a bit whiffy, as they say. Air-con was not a typical household fixture in this country, and the bungalow was a typical household. There was an electric fan in the living room, but all that did was successfully move the warm, damp air from one side of the room over to the other. There was also a dehumidifier. It stood in the corner on wheels and sucked moisture out of the atmosphere. I could have used the machine to run my bath at night. I was emptying its two-gallon bucket on a regular shift. There was honestly more liquid in the air in the bungalow than there was out in the river.
The phone rang. It was a woman from the bank. She wanted to know if I had an MP3 player or something in my safe custody packet in their bank vault because my packet kept vibrating at odd intervals and she was sure she could hear Jimi Hendrix's Voodoo Chile emanating from it.
Thirty minutes later, I was back on Victoria Street and back inside the bank, the magnificently air-conditioned bank. I had no idea what an MP3 player was. A modern version of a Walkman, I figured. I'd never owned one of those either.
I stood alone at the end of the counter and went through the contents of my safe custody packet: passport, four thousand dollars in U.S. and local currency, local work visa and employment contract, and the kid's mobile phone.
There was a message on the phone's little view screen: thirty-seven missed calls. What was I going to do with this damn thing? I buried the phone in the bottom of my pocket and resealed the packet. The woman banker then went and put the packet back into the depths of the bank vault. She wished me a nice day.
I went to the supermarket and I bought a carton of plastic bags, and another dozen cans of air freshener. I arrived back at my street and remembered I was out of cigarettes. I remembered the dairy.
I procured my smoking supplies from a dairy on the other side of the river. It was the point of my afternoon walk. Yesterday, as per routine, I had bought a pack of cigarettes at said dairy ... about thirty minutes before I had sent the kid into the river.
I didn't exactly blend into the local shrubbery. I stood out like a thumb slammed with a hammer. I was American, bald, with a gravel voice, and a penchant for Hawaiian shirts. Had the police not made inquiries? Had the Kiwi bloke behind the counter not remembered I had been in his dairy yesterday afternoon and had bought a pack of American blend cigarettes? Jimi Hendrix launched into a guitar solo in my pocket. Missed call number thirty-eight.
I went back inside the bungalow and studied the kid's phone. I had no idea how to turn it off. God forbid I should try and accidentally put in a call to his grandmother. When would the batteries go dead? And after that, then what? Smash the phone up into little bits and eat it? I went to work again with the cans of air freshener.
I was leaving a long trail of dots. If anyone ever connected them all together, they'd see my smiling mug shot staring back at them. I stripped down to my underwear and I sat back at the laptop. The police manual reported the death penalty was no longer on the books in this country. They had last hung someone in 1957. Lucky me.
* * * *
Just after midnight, I typed fade out, and I saved episode #188 of Humphrey Kemp to a floppy disc. Detective Kemp had once again cracked the case and the bad guy had gone to jail. The clues had been a fingerprint on a golf club, a contradictory remark about a hood ornament, and a parson with a portable sundial. It was two degrees cooler at night. It was the only time of the day I could comfortably strike the keys.
I sat there—sans cigarette—and pondered the logic of episode #188. Television is consumed fast, like a bag of Cheetos in a roomful of preschoolers. The logic of a plot has to be impeccable. There can be no loose ends and everything has to make sense. There can be no leftovers in the story bag.
I glanced at the kid's mobile phone. There were now fifty-seven missed calls. It occurred to me that logic was only required in fiction. You know: Suspension of belief requires a degree of logical believability. But out here in the real world, bubba, anything was fair game.
Wearing gloves, I rigorously cleaned the kid's mobile phone. I spent two hours polishing that little hunk of plastic until I could be sure every ounce of humanity had been scraped off. I then placed the phone into a plastic bag. And along with the phone, I tossed in three neon-colored clothespins and a portrait of Stalin I had snipped out of Time.
I sealed the plastic bag, took it outside, and threw it into the river. The air in the bag kept the package afloat and I watched it sail away in the moonlight.
The phone would eventually be found. It might even wind up in the hands of the police. It would be asked: why was Duncan's phone in a plastic bag with a handful of clothespins and Joseph Stalin? Why were there no fingerprints on any of it?
By the same token, it could also be asked why Duncan had worn his hair in pigtails; or why he'd had metal stuck through his eyebrow, his nose, and the corner of his mouth; or why the satchel he'd been carrying was radioactive green in color and emblazoned with the word cogitate.
No logical conclusion would be found, and where there is no logic, there is doubt. And in doubt is my safety. And in the end, stroking the stubble on their detective heads, they'd boil it down to this: Kids. Go figure.
* * * *
The next day, I laid low, in the bungalow. I spent the afternoon proofreading episode #188 and emptying the dehumidifier. If the dots remained unconnected, I wasn't going to jail. No one had seen me push the kid and maybe he'd gotten his bruises someplace else. You know what kids are like, always getting into trouble.
There was no evidence I had sent him into the river, and not the suggestion I had, and why on earth would I have done? Apart from the one incident back in ‘79, I had a clean police record. Hell, I was a model citizen. I was an elderly gentleman, a professional writer. I didn't drink and I didn't jaywalk. I even gave regularly to charity—animal services.
So long as I didn't lose my cool in this unendurable weather, then I would be, metaphorically, in the getaway car with a full tank of gas—or more appropriately, in the speedboat heading downriver for the open sea.
Self-control—I was going to have to work on that. I was a man ordinarily in complete control who, for a naked moment, had gotten out of control and had lost it in public. There was no excuse. I was not going to lose my self-control in public again. Not ever. No way.
I sprayed more air freshener throughout the house. I had to quit fretting about the kid in the river. I had things to do. I had to start on the first draft of the next episode of Humphrey Kemp, and I had to deal with the kid in the bathtub—the blond dreadlocks.
If you're going to come and bang on someone's door so loud, it scares the holy crap out of him, and he misses his aim with a hammer, don't then get your foot in his doorway and start an argument about saving the planet, leastways when he's still holding the damn hammer.
And I also had to deal with Detective Shannon. He was in the tub along with the blond dreadlocks. The police manual had hit his head like a Louisville Slugger. I hadn't liked the way he had looked at me—there had been a pejorative connotation. And only God knew what I was going to do with his mobile phone.
Copyright © 2010 Stephen Ross
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Fiction: IN IT UP TO MY NECK by Jas. R. Petrin
* * * *

Andrew Wright
* * * *
What do I know about art?
My name is Melvin Hinks and I make my living in this world as a musician. A piano player. Not a pianist, you understand. Not one of those snobs with the Juilliard education, playing in symphony orchestras or at the opera: Take their sheet music and throw it out the window and most of those people couldn't play chopsticks. And not one of those rich pop musicians who are—let's face it—just plain lucky. They manage to make a hit record, then get on a winning streak with hit after hit.
My parents were performers too. They ran a magic show out of the back of a rusted Handi-Van, following county fairs and town festivals back and forth across North America. Their best performance, the one people lined up for, was a disappearing act. Mom would climb into a large silver sack and disappear, then dad would follow her, the sack would drop to the ground, and they'd be gone. No one could figure out how they did it. But their greatest disappearing act was the day they dropped me off at a kiddies’ playground, drove away, and never came back.
Anyway, I'm what you would call a working stiff. One of those musicians you generally see in cocktail lounges, playing background music for the gangsters and banksters who like to kick back and pretend they're just ordinary joes. Sometimes one of them will request a tune, all smiles, shoving a tip at me. When that happens I feel like throwing the cash back at them. But I don't. I take it. And I play the number.
So this one evening I'm doing exactly that. Playing “Tie a Yellow Ribbon Round the Old Oak Tree” for this stupid woman who doesn't seem to realize I get asked to play that soppy tune at least six times a month. I almost told her about an accordion player I knew once, this guy who worked in a Bavarian restaurant, all kitted out in lederhosen, blouse, and feathered cap, who told me that one day somebody asked him to play “Wooden Heart,” and he went into the kitchen and tried to cut his wrists. But I reminded myself I needed the job and couldn't afford to get sacked by one more bar manager.
The lady put a lousy five dollar bill on the piano. I played the lousy song, cutting it short—most drunks don't notice when you axe a few bars—and I'm getting off the stage to take my break when the guy who is with her steps out of the gloom, grabs my arm, and insists I join the two of them for a drink.
Having been on my way to the kitchen to enjoy a cup of stale coffee with the cook, a glass of scotch at that moment suddenly seemed as if it would go down well.
I stepped over to their table.
"We really, really enjoy your music,” the woman said, flashing one of those smiles well-fixed parents buy for their children with large checks to dentists and orthodontists. She was certainly very attractive, though. It's amazing what expensive creams will do. “I'm Judy Smith and this is Casper Jones. It's very nice to meet you, er ... She squinched her eyes at me.
"Melvin Hinks.” Just like it says on the sandwich board out there in the hotel lobby, if you'd open your eyes, I almost added. But my drink had arrived and Casper was paying for it. Casper? Jeez, I thought. What in hell kind of a name was that? A man named after a cartoon ghost! I should have told them my real name was Sylvester, or Bugs.
"So,” the friendly ghost was saying, “this is all you do, Melvin? Just play in bars? You don't have—well—any sort of day job?"
I knew he had been about to say “real” job and had just caught himself in the nick of time.
"No, this is what I do."
"And you earn a living at it? How much do you make?"
It always irks me when someone throws that question at me. It happens all the time. As if musicians are public employees whose personal lives should be an open book. These same people would be indignant if I asked them how much they earned at their own rotten jobs. I'm sorry. I've never understood it.
Miss Smith came to my rescue.
"Cas! You can't ask him that. It's nobody's business except his own."
"His own and the tax man's.” Cas gave a wink. He wasn't at all embarrassed by her rebuke. I was beginning to see what sort of a man he was. A “shoot from the lip” kind of guy. In my line of work I run into jerks like him all the time. He added, “The reason I ask, Melvin, is because I might have a little side job for you. I need to know if you might be open to that."
"I'm always open to making a little extra cash.” This was true. I was secretly hoping, though, that his idea of a job wasn't having me play at some squalling brat's birthday party or, worse, some old fossil's retirement. Those gigs are always disasters. You get asked to play the most ridiculous numbers—"The Teddy Bear's Picnic,” for instance, or something that was a big hit during the First World War. And trust me, it always happens, someone who can't carry a tune with handles inevitably wants to sing and wants you to accompany him.
"How many more sets do you have?"
"One more. Then I'm through for the night."
"Great. Why don't you join us in our room afterwards, and we'll have a nightcap and a little powwow about it?” He was grinning like a politician. Or like your parents before they disappear.
* * * *
As I went through my last set, my gaze kept drifting back to their shadowy corner table. Judy Smith and Casper Jones. Why wasn't I suspicious of them from the first? The answer is, of course, that I was. But then I'm suspicious of everybody. Just ask my shrink.
For my last number of the evening I played my signature tune, “We'll Meet Again.” A hoary old number, I admit, but I like to watch people's faces when I jerk it into an R & B bridge halfway through. Then I packed up my electric piano and amplifier, rolled them out through the kitchen, and locked them away in a tiny storage room to which only I had the key. I know many musicians leave their instruments on stage during the off hours, but I've never been comfortable with that. There are a lot of dishonest people around.
Besides, I like having that little room all to myself. I am able to use it for lots of other things. Like certain products I obtain from a male nurse in Dr. Keene's office.
I locked the door, went back into the lounge, stopped at their table, and declared myself ready. They were the only customers left in the place. I could see Tobias, the bartender, and Joline, one of the waitresses, throwing me dirty looks. As if it were my fault how the patrons chose to behave.
But Casper the ghost and Miss Smith quickly finished their drinks, and soon we were out in the lobby waiting for the elevator.
* * * *
Some people, it seems to me, are natural-born slobs. There's no other way to describe them. That was my impression of Casper Jones and Judy Smith the moment I walked into their suite. Rumpled clothing tossed over chair backs, empty cans and bottles cluttering up the furniture, discarded fast food wrappers everywhere you looked. And yet to see this couple anywhere else you would peg them as the sort who would lop a dust bunny's ears off.
I shifted some magazines from the cushions of the couch and sat down. Without asking me what I liked to drink, the friendly ghost shoved a glass of gin at me. I hate gin. It reminds me of pine trees. And pine trees remind me of all the miserable Christmases I have had to endure.
"Here's the deal,” Casper said, settling down on the arm of Miss Smith's chair. She sat looking up at him as if she thought the sun beamed out of his ears (rearrange the letters any way you like). I've seen that look on a lot of women, some sort of charm certain men exert over them. When women look at me it's as if they're afraid I'm about to perform an obscene act. “But first, Melvin, let me ask you a question. You probably know a lot of the people who live in this hotel year round, don't you?"
"All of them, actually, to one extent or another. Of course, there are a few who don't drink, and so I don't see those ones in the lounge, but they all definitely know who I am. My picture is right there in the lobby,” I couldn't resist reminding them.
"On the marquee, yes. And a handsome guy you look too. How'd you manage that, Mel? Did you have somebody doctor the photograph?"
He hooted loudly, and Miss Smith laughed too. And I thought that if their own pictures were hanging in the lobby, I'd be drawing mustaches on them with black felt-tip marker. On the ghost's, a few warts and pimples too.
"So I assume you know,” the friendly ghost labored on, “a woman who lives here by the name of Mahler. Swiss, I think. Or German."
I nodded. “I know her, yes. A very reserved lady with a guttural accent."
"That's the one. How well do you know her? Well enough to get invited into her apartment, would you say?"
"I'm not so sure about that. She's a very private person."
In the back of my mind an alarm had beeped. Where was this going? It was clearly not a musical performance these two were expecting of me.
"But you know her well enough that you could invent some excuse to get inside her place if you wanted to?"
"An excuse? I can't imagine what that would be. I have no reason at all to enter her suite."
"Well, Mel old friend, I think we can give you a reason. If we provide the thinking, and you provide the charm, the operation can't go wrong."
Now the alarm was blaring like a trumpet. Operation? What the hell was he talking about? Some military assault with grenades exploding? Mrs. Mahler at the point of a bayonet? I took a more discerning look at my hosts. Maybe the two of them were escaped lunatics.
I studied him over my glass. “I'm afraid you lost me."
"All will be explained,” Casper said mysteriously. “But maybe, before we go any further, I should ask if you have any use for a hundred thousand dollars."
They were mad. Complete nutters. I could see I would have to watch what I said to them if I wanted to get out of their suite alive.
Play along, I thought. Then make a dash for the door.
"Anybody could use that amount of money."
"Most anybody. But especially you, Melvin. Especially you. It would mean, if you played your cards right, that you wouldn't have to push prescription drugs on the street to keep body and soul together."
Another shock.
"I don't know what you mean,” I said.
"Come on, Mel. We're all friends here. You're not going to deny you met a woman at the Common this morning and clouted her three hundred capsules of Lorazepam?” I did begin to deny it, but he held up his hand. “Because if you are, I'll ask you to take a closer look at Miss Smith here. You won't mind that. She's easy on the eyes, wouldn't you agree? I want you to imagine her wearing sunglasses and with a scarf tied around her head. This scarf."
He held up a woman's head scarf that was blue with a clashing yellow print.
I swallowed. I felt a little queasy. My eyes darted to Miss Smith's face, to the scarf, and back again. Yes. There was no doubt about it. She was the woman who had phoned me that morning, arranged to meet me in the park, and bought three bottles of floaters for sixty bucks a jar. And I had not recognized her until now.
I began feeling tiny tremors of uneasiness stirring in my gut.
"Look,” I said, “if you're trying to get me into some sort of trouble, I'll deny everything."
"You'll deny selling Miss Smith the pills?"
"I can't agree with something that didn't happen. It'll be your word against mine."
"Not quite."
Looking smug, he stood up, walked over to the minibar, and lifted a blue and white sports bag off the webbed luggage rack beside it. He reached into the bag, grinning like an alligator, and brought out a tiny digital camera. It was small enough to conceal easily, but I could see that it had a powerful zoom lens attached.
"Melvin,” the ghost said, “I have a confession to make. When you made that sale to Miss Smith, I wasn't far away. This camera recorded your every movement. It even managed to pick up your voice. I don't suppose I have to tell you what'll happen if we make a gift of this to the cops. And after they've had a good look at it, we could recommend that they take a peek inside that little storage closet you have downstairs. According to what we've learned about you, you'd be going down for the third time, my friend, and I don't know how long it would be before you were out of jail and plinking out tunes in a cozy bar again."
First the carrot, then the stick.
A cold chill gripped me. I sat there giving nothing away, I hoped, but a clammy feeling slowly seeped through my body. They had me. I was at their mercy. They had set their line for me, hooked me, reeled me in, and were about to cook me. A sudden anger swept the chill away. Here I had been posturing like a fool, and all the time they had been manipulating me like a marionette at the end of a string. I could have strangled the pair of them.
Plinking! He had actually said plinking!
All I was left with was the questionable satisfaction of telling Dr. Keene that my worst fears had been justified. People were out to get me! And they'd succeeded!
"Come over here and sit at the dinette suite, Melvin, and we'll give you a little rundown on what we have in mind."
* * * *
In the tiny ell of the galley kitchen, there was a corner chair from which there was no escape. That was of course where they seated me. I was feeling more and more like a fly in a web, my anxiety building by the minute. I could sense one of my panic attacks coming on. And why not? I was trapped both physically and figuratively. There was the alleged video and voice recording, and the implied threat of police involvement. And now this tiny kitchen with my two captors hemming me in. I wanted to throw over the table and make a dash for it but I knew I wouldn't make it to the door. Casper was one of those athletic brutes who could knock a man down with one punch.
It was all I could do to keep a hold on myself.
"Here's how it is,” the not-so-friendly-after-all ghost said to me. “Here's where we lay it all out. We're going to give you a few details of the operation, and after that you're going to make a decision. One hundred grand in your pocket—or the slam. You decide. I think I know which one I would choose.” He turned to Miss Smith. “Tell him, hon, about Mrs. Mahler. Give him all the gory details."
Miss Smith delicately cleared her throat.
"We learned something about her in Montreal, Melvin, a long way from here.” You see how condescending they were? As well as threatening, they had to be insulting. “We came to know a woman there—never mind how—who started us thinking about this. We were at an exhibition, admiring the paintings, when she said she had once worked for a wealthy couple who were great patrons of the arts. Especially the husband. He had acquired paintings of considerable value and didn't lock them away but hung them on his walls so that he could enjoy them. She meant, of course, Mr. Mahler. We asked her what paintings he owned in particular, but she didn't know. She said, ‘A picture's a picture.’ Can you believe it?"
The fact of the matter was, I could believe it. I've never understood why so many people coo and gurgle over smudges of paint. I've never seen a painting yet that looked more polished or lifelike than a magazine advertisement—and those are worth nothing; they get thrown in the trash every day. So what's the big deal? I know there are people who pay fortunes for paintings, but look, those people have got to be idiots. That's pretty obvious as far as I'm concerned.
"So we went looking for her old employer—Mrs. Mahler, that is—the old boy dropped dead some time ago—and were able to trace her to this hotel. What we've discovered, however, is that she's become something of a recluse. She doesn't respond to phone calls or knocks on her door. She won't talk to people in the hall. And so, Melvin, that's where you come in."
"Me?” I said miserably. “How?"
"Oh, don't be so mopey. Smile, for heaven's sake. You're going to do well out of this."
"What we want you to do,” the not-so-friendly ghost broke in, “is talk your way into the old doll's apartment. Once you're in, take a good look around, and come back with a full report on the paintings she has on her walls. You have to be able to describe them to us in detail. With the names of the artists, too, if you can manage that, although we know sometimes those are hard to read."
"But I can't get in there."
"Sure you can. She knows you."
"You said it yourself. She's a recluse. She won't let anybody get anywhere near her."
"Ah, but you have a secret weapon,” Miss Smith said.
"What secret weapon is that?"
"Your charm, Melvin. Your delightful charm."
I wasn't impressed by her flattery. “I don't think charm will be enough."
"Maybe not, Mel,” said Casper. “That occurred to us too. For that reason there's a second part to our plan. Another level.” I didn't like the sound of that. Not one bit. He seemed to be saying it was my plan too. When we were all arrested, which I feared was inevitable if I were forced to associate with mad people, I didn't want there to be the slightest suggestion that I'd conspired with these two lunatics. “Here's how we'll play it. We know Mrs. Mahler takes a cab to the museum every weekday afternoon. She has lunch in the restaurant on the mezzanine and browses through a program. She views the latest exhibits, returns to the mezzanine for a cup of tea and a Danish, then comes home. She's as regular as clockwork."
"So don't tell me,” I said. “Let me guess. After I've ‘charmed’ my way into her apartment and reported back to you on what she has, you're going to break into her suite while she's out, steal her best paintings, and be miles away before she's done with her Danish. Is that it?"
The not-so-friendly ghost and Miss Smith both smiled. They exchanged glances as if to share their amusement. The ghost shrugged. As it turned out I didn't read enough into that shrug. Miss Smith said:
"No, Melvin, that is not it. We wouldn't need you if that were the case. We could simply break in without help from you, and if there are valuable paintings, remove them ourselves. In fact, that would be our preferred plan. But we've learned from the chambermaid that Mrs. Mahler has installed at her own expense a very sophisticated and sensitive alarm system. We don't think we can defeat it."
"Well, what then?” I was growing irritated.
"We may also need the code to deactivate the alarm."
I stared at them, bug eyed. “And you expect me to get it?"
She smiled and nodded.
"But I've already told you there's no way she'll let me into the place!"
"We think there is,” Casper said. “It's quite simple. All you have to do is to become her hero."
"What?"
"You're going to save Mrs. Mahler from being mugged. The attempted mugging will take place as she is returning from the museum. It'll happen right outside her apartment. You'll be coming along the corridor just then; you'll rush to her defense and drive the mugger off."
The scenario was becoming more fantastic by the minute.
"What mugger?"
"Me."
"You?"
"Why not? You'll earn her undying gratitude. She'll invite you in. You'll watch to see where and how she shuts off the alarm, and you'll show a tremendous interest in her paintings.” He winked. “Like any collector, she'll be tickled to show them off."
I forced a miserable smile. “Really. We're back to relying on my so-called charm, then. Suppose she simply thanks me, goes into her suite, and shuts the door. Have you thought of that?"
"Actually we have. We've allowed for it."
"I was afraid of that."
"We've decided you have to be injured in the mugging. It would be best if your face was streaming blood."
* * * *
I don't have to tell you how this news affected me. I have no stomach for blood. Especially my own. I was even more concerned when I considered the many ways they might go about making me bleed. A punch in the nose maybe? A split lip? A belt in the head with something hard and heavy?
That's when I gave in to my impulses and suddenly tried to clamber past Miss Smith. Casper jumped up, grabbed me roughly by the neck, slapped me, and hurled me back in my chair. I cringed away from him, expecting him to have a little practice at making me bleed right there and then.
"Melvin,” Miss Smith said, placing her hand on my arm, “relax. It will be stage blood, not your own."
So that was how I found myself lurking in the stairwell on Mrs. Mahler's floor the following day. What would happen, I wondered, if I rushed down the stairs at that moment, collected my equipment, shoved it into a cab, and sped away from this insane asylum? Well, for a start I would lose my job. On top of that I'd find myself explaining to the police just what that video of me was all about. As for the hundred grand, I scarcely considered that. I couldn't imagine any painting so valuable that it would provide me with such a commission, and if there really was a painting that valuable I doubted the ghost would actually share the take with me.
The carrot wasn't working. But the stick certainly was.
I looked at my watch. It was three forty-five. Any moment now the elevator doors would roll back and Mrs. Mahler would emerge and start for her door. Then what? I shuddered at the thought of Casper's plan degenerating into a Keystone Kops routine. The entire hotel erupting like a stirred-up ant's nest, hotel guests surging out of their rooms, police cars howling into the courtyard, and me, as usual, caught in the middle of things. The story of my life.
In fact it went practically like clockwork.
Mrs. Mahler stepped out of the elevator. The ghost swept toward her along the corridor. As he came even with her, he suddenly threw out an arm and began wrenching at her purse. I must have had my nose pressed against the narrow strip of glass in the stairway door, paralyzed, because I suddenly realized he was jerking his head at me. I pushed open the door and staggered towards them. My knees felt like wet rags.
I wasn't supposed to shout—he didn't want people sticking their heads out of their doors—but I did. I don't remember what I said. Something like, “Hey! You there!” Or something equally asinine. Then as I reached him, I received a whack in the head, and something wet trickled down my face.
The ghost vanished instantly, as mysteriously as his namesake (or my parents), and Mrs. Mahler was gushing over me, saying, “Thank you! Oh, my God! Thank you!"; and within seconds I was in her apartment, standing in the entryway while she scuttled about searching for bandages. In spite of the urgency, she paused long enough at a white plastic wall panel to punch in four digits—4044—so rattled she didn't think of screening the keypad from me. Then she pushed me down on a bench and began dabbing at my scalp with a tissue. I pulled the tissue from her fingers and began blotting up the “blood” myself.
"You poor man,” she bleated. “Can I get you anything? Water? Would you like some water?"
"Scotch,” I said. And added quickly: “I'm feeling faint."
While she went for the drink, I staggered into the bathroom, cleaned myself up, took several deep breaths, and emerged looking and feeling better.
"Just a scratch,” I assured her as she pressed the whiskey into my hand. It was a generous glassful, and I saw that she had poured one for herself.
"I know you!” she said at that moment, her face suddenly brightening. “You're our piano player. Your picture is downstairs in the lobby!"
I trailed a suddenly bubbly Mrs. Mahler into her living room.
* * * *
The suite was laid out no differently than many of the others in the hotel. What was unique about it was the atmosphere. I felt as if I were in a funeral home. Heavy draperies shut out the daylight; glowing lamps with tasseled shades dimly illuminated stern, dark furniture. Small carpets were laid over larger ones, and there were far too many cushions and throws in the room: You could have dropped a wineglass and not shattered it. The décor was dismal, the room depressing, but the woman had money, you could see that. Everything in the place, though gruesomely ugly, reeked of checkbooks and cold, hard cash. She waved me to a bilious green armchair, while she poured refills at an ebony cabinet with marquetry parrots squabbling on its doors.
The drinks prepared, she touched a switch before stepping away, causing small, scattered gallery lamps to wink on along the walls.
They didn't brighten the place, but I decided it wasn't like a funeral home after all, but like a stuffy museum. One of the walls had no less than seven murky old paintings hanging on it.
"Zum Wohl," she said, raising her glass. I didn't know what that meant. She might have been telling me where I could go. But I lifted my own glass, and we drank. She actually smacked her lips after downing the whiskey.
She lowered herself into a tall upholstered chair in front of a display case filled with Hummel figurines. Almost immediately she offended me.
"Have you ever given any thought to playing serious music, Mr. Hinks?"
I wanted to reply, And have you ever given any thought to having your double chins carved off or liposuctioned? But instead I said, “It's my living. It's serious enough to me."
"Oh, Gott. Now I have made you angry."
"Not at all.” I was too disgusted to be angry.
"It is just,” she said, “that when you play you do have such a very firm touch—what one might call a sense of conviction."
"I've never seen you in the lounge."
"No. I do not go in there. But your music carries through to the dining room, and for that reason I have heard you often. You play very well."
"Thank you, Mrs. Mahler,” I replied. I was remembering to be charming. “It's kind of you to say so."
"Ah. So you know my name?"
"I've heard it mentioned. You're very well thought of by the hotel management.” Before she could ask me what they were saying about her, I added, “To tell you the truth, I never thought I would wind up a musician. I always wanted to be painter. I wanted to interpret the world in line and color."
"Really?” She had just taken another guzzle of booze, and she brightened so suddenly I wondered for a moment if she had slipped something more than whiskey into her glass. “You are an aficionado of art then?"
"I love art. I always have."
She was out of her chair and had me by the arm before I scarcely knew what was happening. “You must look at my collection. I have some wonderful oils. Also some very fine watercolors. Come and see. Come and see!"
I allowed myself to be steered from one repulsive painting to another. In my opinion she had nothing there that even came close to resembling art. I found her paintings completely nauseating. All, that is, except for one. It seemed out of place among the others, which were heavy, turgid things that might have been painted with well-used axle grease.
By comparison it was a splash of gaiety, bright primary colors and geometric shapes. It seemed to be a fishing boat surrounded by curling waves, with stick-figure fishermen scooping fish up in baskets. There was a bright blue sky and a round yellow sun. It was like a child's painting, only more ambitious: a child's painting executed by a forty year old.
"You like this?” Mrs. Mahler asked. “So do I. It is by a Mexican artist, a very sympathetic fellow. It's what is called amate art."
"It's very ... colorful,” I said.
"It is, isn't it?"
We made the rounds, saw all the paintings, and wound up in the entryway once again. My glass was empty. It was time to go. As I went out the door she took my hand and said to me, “Thank you again, Mr. Hinks. Thank you so very much!"
As the door clicked shut behind me, it suddenly dawned on me she hadn't once mentioned calling the police or even the hotel manager.
* * * *
Downstairs I met the manager as I crossed the lobby, and I stopped him.
"The strangest thing just happened,” I told him. “Mrs. Mahler thanked me for saving her from a mugger."
He was aghast. “What? Here in my hotel? What does she mean?"
"I don't know,” I said. “She must be imagining things. I have no idea what she's talking about."
He practically mopped his brow. “Well, thank goodness for that."
We talked about older people, and the bugbear of Alzheimer's. When I left him I was fairly certain he would pay no attention to any complaint she made.
* * * *
Casper and Judy practically hugged me. They dragged me across the living room, sat me down at the dinette suite, and plunked a stack of heavy art books in front of me. It was insufferable. Intolerable. They kept at me for over an hour. “Is this one of the paintings, Melvin? Or this one? Think hard, Melvin, did you see anything like this?” Not for the first time I wished I were a larger man. I might have thrown the not-so-friendly ghost out the window and his stupid picture books right after him. But then, to my own amazement, a sudden flash of recognition struck me. “Turn back,” I said. “Turn back the page.” And there in living color, by God, was the fish picture, just as I had seen it on Mrs. Mahler's wall.
"Quick,” Judy barked at Casper, snapping her fingers, “hand me the concordance."
He handed her a tome the size and weight of a marble headstone. She rapidly flipped through the pages, ran her finger down a table of some kind, stopped, then slowly raised her head.
"Well?” he demanded. “What does it say about it?"
"That it's missing."
"Ah."
"Apparently it's one of a pair. The other is in the possession of a Texan—a Mrs. Hannah Marsh, who bought it at auction in London six years ago for an estimated half million pounds."
The not-so-friendly ghost began to smile. He sank slowly back into the chair and raised his hands at the ceiling, thanking the powers that be. He looked like a man who has read the lottery numbers and suddenly realizes he's become wealthy.
"Melvin,” he said. “I have another job for you."
* * * *
That got me on my feet. I was furious and didn't care if they knew it. I told them we were square. That I had lived up to my end of the bargain. I said I wanted that video of me destroyed. Better yet, I wanted it in my hand so that I could destroy it!
The ghost sat swinging his head in slow, pitying motions. He wore the sort of look you bestow on a person who is just too stupid to live. If I'd had some way of wiping it off his face right then, I would have done it.
"Melvin, Melvin, Melvin,” he said. “You don't know anything, do you? You certainly don't know much about digital files or you'd realize I could have made thousands of copies by now. I could have e-mailed them around the world. You could be appearing on Facebook. There's no way in hell you can ever be certain that file won't pop up again somewhere. But there's one thing you can be sure of—” He leaned in at me. “—you are in this thing up to your neck. If you don't see it through, if you don't follow my directions implicitly, you are going to find yourself on the six o'clock news in color and stereophonic sound. And that's not just a threat. That's a promise."
* * * *
And so the very next day I found myself boosting a passkey from the maintenance room. It's shocking how many copies of room keys are floating around a hotel, ready to be put to use. The manager and assistant manager have them, of course, and the chambermaids. But also the maintenance staff. When water starts pouring out from under somebody's door, you don't want your plumber running around looking for a key.
I hurried on up to Mrs. Mahler's apartment, fitted the key into the lock, and let myself in. Then I went directly to the alarm panel and punched in the code: 4404 wasn't it? No. Wait a minute: 4044!
Whew!
Now, quickly, to the painting. Just zip it out cleanly with the box cutter, Casper had said, then wrap it around my body, under my clothes. It took only a minute. I buttoned my jacket around it.
Then I was letting myself out of the apartment, scarcely believing how quick and efficient I'd been. I wondered if I had been missing the boat—"plinking” out nauseating melodies for inebriates and flogging lousy prescription medicines. My God, I was even a second-rate dope peddler! For a moment I saw myself as an international art dealer, a man actually owning nightclubs, not laboring in them.
Then I was back at the Smith-Jones apartment, and again they hauled me inside. When I fumbled with my jacket fasteners, the ghost practically tore my lapels off.
He rushed the painting to the dinette table, and the two of them stood over it, practically drooling.
"This is it, sweetheart,” Casper said in an agitated voice. “We've done it. We'll never have to work again."
"But we will, anyway."
"Yes, we will,” he agreed.
They had done it? Those two? I wanted to bray with laughter. I had done just about everything, and they were practically dislocating their shoulders in their hurry to pat themselves on the back.
"So you'll be leaving now,” I said.
"Within the hour,” the ghost replied.
"What about my hundred thousand?"
"You'll have to trust us for it. We can't turn this painting into ready cash in some pawnshop at the corner of the street, you know."
"Trust you for it."
"I'm afraid so, yes."
I really wasn't that surprised. I had always suspected they would pull some wheeze on me. Still, no one likes to be cheated, and I had pushed it to the back of my mind. And now here was Casper as much as telling me I could kiss my hundred grand goodbye.
"Don't be disappointed, Melvin.” Miss Smith beamed one of her smiles at me.
I could have told her—but didn't—that disappointment is practically a way of life for me. I've lived each of my forty-one years like a man who is slowly being kicked to death. What's one more blow?
But I didn't have to like it.
"I need a drink,” I mumbled.
"That's fine. Fix one for all of us. We need to celebrate."
I went to the sideboard and found a bottle with three or four ounces of rum left in it. There were two cans of coke, one already opened and the contents flat. No ice, and I wasn't about to go and fetch any. Miss Smith's handbag sat on a grease-stained pizza box.
I carried the drinks over to the dinette table, they each took one, and Casper proposed a toast. “All's well that ends well,” he said with a smugly sentimental grin.
I drank. It wasn't over yet.
* * * *
As I was rolling my equipment into the lounge, the manager stopped me.
"Have you been following the local news?"
"No."
"One of our guests, Mr. Jones, has been in a car accident. I believe I saw you talking with him in the lounge a day or two ago..."
"Is it serious?” I asked.
"They aren't reporting the details. But he's been rushed to the hospital, as I understand it."
"Terrible,” I said. I almost clapped my hands. “What about his wife?"
"That woman wasn't his wife. But nobody seems to know. She wasn't in the car when the police and ambulance arrived."
Sly boots. She must have spotted me slipping Lorazepam out of her purse and into the drinks, and cleverly dumped hers. But she hadn't said a word to the ghost. That was interesting. I wanted to ask if the painting had vanished along with her, but didn't know how to put it without compromising myself.
"Well,” I said, “I'm very sorry to hear that."
He looked at me as if not quite sure how I meant it, then bustled away to greet some arriving guests.
On my first intermission I glanced up to see Mrs. Mahler gesturing at me from the lobby doorway. I strolled out to her and greeted her. I used so much cool charm on her, butter wouldn't melt in my mouth.
"I am very sorry,” she said in her heavy accent, “for taking you away from your work. But I thought you might be interested—something has happened."
I guided her to a chair by a potted plant and sat down with her.
"What do you mean?"
She glanced around. “The manager does not want this getting about, but I trust you, and you do have an interest. Besides, you are practically staff..."
I'm not staff, you old bat, I'm the featured performer, I wanted to say. But instead I smiled. “What is it?"
She dropped her voice even further.
"I have been robbed. Someone has robbed my apartment."
I listened with faked concern as she told me how some nefarious cretin had defeated her burglar alarm, and had then cut a painting from its frame and escaped with it.
"But that's terrible! Was it insured?"
She waved the suggestion away. “Oh no. There was no need for that. It was only a copy, you see. I didn't mention it to you, but after my husband died I had all the artwork copied and the originals stored. The painting was only worth a few hundred dollars."
The stupid cow. I could have pulled the chair out from under her. The painting a fake? After all I had gone through?
And then I thought of Miss Smith's face when she eventually stumbled upon this unpleasant fact. I imagined her scurrying away from the wrecked car, leaving the ghost to his fate, then flitting through the streets to her fence—or whatever you call an art expert who deals in items of questionable provenance. “I'm sorry, madam, but this is not a legitimate work. This is a copy. It is worth only..."
Yes, I was suddenly feeling much better.
Copyright © 2010 Jas R. Petrin
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap6]
Fiction: DON'T REVEAL THE BEGINNING by John H. Dirckx
At dawn the sky sagged and simpered like a tainted batch of waffle batter. Rills of water fed by thawing snow and ice chuckled in gutters and gurgled in sluices, but the morning breeze that plowed the surface of the river carried no promise of spring. As Jitzi Swa finished her two-block walk from the bus stop to the building where she worked, she noticed that Mr. Pyzegger's car was already in its place next to the back door—something of an oddity at this early hour.
Finding the alarm system switched off, she let herself in with her key. A stony silence reigned in the building. Lights shone through the open doorway of Mr. Pyzegger's office.
For ten seconds, and no more, she stood immobile and impassive at that doorway, surveying the scene within as she might have scanned a circuit analysis profile. Then she took her cell phone out of its holster and called the police.
* * * *
Detective Sergeant Cyrus Auburn had lived most of his thirty-six years in this city of a hundred fifty thousand people without ever suspecting the existence of Floodgate Lane, much less knowing where it was. A district of shabby apartment buildings and unprosperous-looking businesses huddled in a curve of the river just east of downtown. In its midst, Floodgate Lane took off from River Road at a right angle and promptly ended in a square court enclosed on three sides by a nondescript, windowless, half-subterranean structure of weathered brick.
The asphalt paving of the court was gradually crumbling to rubble. Patches of dirty snow lay along the foundation of the central section of the building where the sun never reached. Four cars, one of them a police cruiser, were parked in a row against a side wing. A huge steel trash receptacle skulked before the front door, half obscuring a sign that read andover group—delivery entrance. Auburn had to wait a full minute after pressing the bell push before being admitted by Patrolman Fritz Dollinger.
"Back here, Sergeant,” said Dollinger, motioning with a clipboard.
Traversing the entrance hall and turning to the left, they passed a large and brightly lighted area divided into about a dozen cubicles, each enclosing an elaborately equipped workstation with spotlights, racks of tools, cabinets of parts, and a computer. Technicians of both genders, seemingly all Asian, one to a station, were repairing or assembling what looked like cameras, cell phones, or some other kind of hand-held electronic device. The atmosphere was heavy with the scent of volatile solvents or adhesives. All was silence except for the occasional buzz or whine of a power tool or a burst of compressed air.
Dollinger led the way around the corner and halfway along the left wing to a couple of offices opening off the corridor. The door to the first one bore the name mr. pyzegger in peeling gilt letters. The first thing Auburn saw when he stepped inside was a sign on the wall proclaiming, “Ignorance Is the Only Sin."
The second thing he saw was the body of a middle-aged man sprawled faceup on the floor between the door and the desk. His blue business suit had seen a lot of service and his shoes had been resoled. A gunshot wound in the middle of his chest, surrounded by a scanty patch of blood now dried and mahogany colored, told its own story.
"Weapon?” asked Auburn. “Shells?"
"Not here."
Auburn squatted to examine the wound and satisfied himself that powder charring was present, indicating point-blank firing range. The dead man's hand felt tepid, the joints already inflexible. Rocking back on his heels, Auburn took a file card from his pocket and read over the data he'd recorded before leaving headquarters: Ernest John Pyzegger, age 51, native of Switzerland, naturalized U.S. citizen at age thirteen. Part owner of Andover Group. No local police record, no warrants or wants in any of the fifty states.
Pyzegger's fingernails were gnawed down to the quick. A Masonic ring was the only jewelry in sight. He wore a small, well-trimmed mustache. That thin-lipped mouth must have been habitually compressed in life, to judge by the deep groove that ran down on either side of it. Probably a little pompous, a little compulsive, a little obstinate...
Auburn leaned closer to examine Pyzegger's left earlobe.
"We saw that,” said Dollinger. “Looks fresh, doesn't it?"
"Tortured?"
"That's what we figured. You can see another mark just like that by his right thumb if you stand over here."
Continuing sounds of mechanical activity reached them faintly from the work area, but otherwise the place was as still as a mausoleum. “Who's here with you?"
"Wales. She's next door with the business manager, Yarst, and his wife."
Auburn stood up and examined his surroundings. The scratched wooden filing cabinets and letter trays hardly suggested a thriving operation. The computer, itself by no means new, contrasted sharply with the aged and battered desk, where it nestled among files and stacks of papers. An antique safe with a combination dial as big as a soup bowl stood against the rear wall with door ajar.
"Anything missing from the safe?"
"They say not. Lots of papers in there, records, computer disks ... Apparently they don't keep any cash on the premises."
"Who found him?"
Dollinger consulted his clipboard. “A Jitzi Swa. Chief technician. Comes in every morning at seven thirty, half an hour before the rest of the staff. Walked in this morning and found this."
"Does he work out there in the shop—"
"She."
"—or does she have an office?"
"Out in the shop. You should probably talk to Yarst first. He's got some kind of a heart problem and his wife says he's not even supposed to be out of bed."
The office next door was bigger and better furnished than Pyzegger's. Gaylan Yarst, wrapped in an overcoat and slumped in the chair behind the desk, didn't budge when Auburn entered. Chronic illness was plain to read in the man's sallow complexion and lusterless eyes. The lower part of his face looked like a faded canvas poster hanging in tired wrinkles from his bifocals. At a doorway leading to yet another office, Patrolwoman Georgie Wales stood conversing in undertones with Yarst's wife.
Auburn introduced himself to Yarst and showed identification. “I'll try not to keep you more than a few minutes,” he said. “I hear you've been sick."
"It's just that he's not allowed to drive,” said Mrs. Yarst, who was dark, plump, and very pretty at forty-five, “and I have to pick up a grandchild from preschool in about an hour. I could leave and come back—"
"I don't think that'll be necessary.” Auburn turned back to Yarst. “I understand you weren't here when Pyzegger was found dead this morning?"
"Correct. Our chief technician, Jitzi Swa, found him when she came in to work at seven thirty. After she called the police she called me, and I thought I'd better put in an appearance, for what it was worth. By the time Rosalind got me in traveling condition and dragged me in here, these officers had already arrived and taken over. Sit down, you make me nervous."
Auburn suspected that a great many things made Yarst nervous. He and Pyzegger must have had some grand times together.
"What's your position here, sir?"
"Business manager."
"Is there a clerical staff?"
"You're looking at it. We don't do any walk-in business, and we have virtually no paper correspondence, so we get along without gophers and girl Fridays."
"How long have you been with the firm?"
Yarst closed his eyes in reflection and before he came up with an answer, his wife answered for him. “Sixteen years."
"Are you a partner ...?"
"No. Employee. The ‘Group’ in Andover Group is a cartel in Boston that put up the cash when Pyzegger started the business about twenty-five years ago. They skim off their share every quarter, but I don't even know their names."
"When was the last time you saw Pyzegger alive?"
"Around eleven yesterday morning. I've been using sick leave for the past week because of a heart rhythm problem, but I came in to get my mail and do some routine chores."
"And just about made a widow out of me,” said Rosalind Yarst. “I still think you forgot to take your medicine yesterday morning."
"Honey, he's investigating Pyzegger's death, not mine.” He shuddered slightly as if with the kind of chill against which coats afford no protection. “It would probably have been the other way around if I weren't sick."
"How do you mean that?"
"Well, Pyzegger only stayed over to do the payroll last night because I was too sick to do it. Otherwise the killer would have found me here alone instead of him."
"You say he was here alone. When do the rest of the staff leave?"
"Five sharp. And the biweekly payroll figures can't be taken off the time cards until they're all gone."
Auburn had noticed the old-fashioned time clock and the racks of cards in the corridor. “How long would it have taken him to finish that job?"
"It takes me about an hour. But he didn't finish it. Apparently he'd just started when they got him."
"Do you keep cash for the payroll in the safe next door?"
"Absolutely not. We send our payroll figures to an outside company and they mail checks to the employees’ homes. There's nothing in the safe but contracts, licenses, and a lot of floppies and CDs with backup copies of our payroll records and daily work sheets."
"And that's all still there?"
"Seems to be."
"Petty cash?"
"In Pyzegger's wallet."
"We haven't checked yet, Sergeant,” said Wales. “Waiting for somebody to take pictures...” Her tone conveyed a hint of query and even of mild reproof, as if she thought the coroner's office hadn't yet been notified of the death and that no evidence technician was on the way from headquarters.
Auburn's casual nod assured her they were both coming. “Is anything missing from anywhere in the building?"
"If it is,” said Yarst, “we haven't figured out what it is yet."
"Would Pyzegger have had the safe open while was doing the payroll?"
"I doubt it very much."
"Who knew the combination besides Pyzegger?"
"Nobody."
"That doesn't seem like a very satisfactory arrangement, especially if the safe was used for records instead of cash or valuables."
"Tell me about it,” said Yarst with an eloquent shrug. “That's just the way he operated."
"Kind of a difficult person to get along with? Make a lot of enemies?"
Yarst smiled sourly. “I'm not going there. He had everybody's respect, including mine, whether or not it shows. But he was a cold fish—stubborn, rigid..."
"Distant,” said Rosalind Yarst.
"That's the word. Distant."
"How well did he get along with the technical staff?"
"Well, let me put it this way. They all knew his name, but he didn't know any of theirs. But they don't have anything to do with this. They have their discontents like the rest of us, but they bring them to me, and I flatter myself that I give them satisfaction. They make about fifteen times here what they could earn by working longer hours in their home country, and they know it. They'd have no reason to harm Pyzegger."
"I see this building has an electronic alarm system. Would Pyzegger have switched that on after everybody left yesterday?"
"Absolutely not. You couldn't even scratch your nose in here without setting it off. It's a deluxe package with about fifty motion detectors, thanks to Uncle Sam."
"How does Uncle Sam come into the picture?"
"About a third of what we do is government contract work. That means the Feds dictate everything from our security arrangements to our hiring and firing and overtime pay practices."
"What exactly is it that you do?” asked Auburn.
"Repair and reconditioning of small electronics. Including replacing batteries in digital cameras for civil servants who are too lazy or too ignorant to do it themselves.” Auburn remembered the sign on the wall in Pyzegger's office. “Besides the government contracts, we handle warranty work for about thirty manufacturers."
"So the alarm would have been turned off. Would the doors have been locked?"
"The doors are permanently locked. You can't get in from outside without a key unless somebody lets you in."
"Not a trace of damage to either door, Sergeant,” remarked Wales.
"Who has keys?"
"Just three people. Pyzegger, Jitzi Swa, and me."
"Then unless the killers had one of those three keys, Pyzegger must have admitted them voluntarily. By all indications, they tortured him into opening the safe and then killed him."
Rosalind Yarst's features contracted in horror. “Tortured ... how?"
"There are marks on his left earlobe and his right thumb that were probably made by a tool, say a pair of pliers. It'll be up to the coroner to decide on that."
"But that's crazy,” said Yarst. “Why would they force him to open the safe, which didn't have anything in it they'd want, and then kill him?"
"They may have thought there was something in there that they wanted, and killed him out of anger or frustration.” Auburn didn't mention the other likely explanation—that this was a plain case of premeditated murder that had nothing to do with the safe.
Yarst stirred and looked at his watch.
"I know you have to leave,” said Auburn, “but I need to ask you about next of kin."
"His wife Sylvia,” said Yarst. “I called her right after we got here. About the toughest thing I ever did in my life, even though they've been separated for four or five years."
"Children?"
"No."
Yarst was writing down Sylvia Pyzegger's work and home phone numbers for Auburn when a buzzer announced the arrival of reinforcements. Dollinger went to open the door.
"One other thing,” said Auburn as the Yarsts prepared to leave. “Could we possibly get from you a complete list of the entire staff with Social Security numbers, current addresses, and phone numbers?
"We've already got that, Sergeant,” said Wales.
Yarst was winding a woolen muffler around his neck and stuffing it inside the collar of his coat. “They're all naturalized citizens,” he said, “and most of them are related in one way or another. Jitzi Swa and her husband came to the States first, got established, and then brought the others over as their resources permitted."
"Does her husband work here too?"
"No. He's a chef at one of those Asian diners in the Phoenix District."
Sergeant David Kestrel of the forensic lab made one of his spectacular entrances, staggering under the weight of a camera case and an armload of paraphernalia, and seemingly trying to take in his surroundings with three hundred sixty degree peripheral scanning.
"Wait a minute, sir—ma'am,” he said to the Yarsts as they passed him in the corridor. Although he was as introverted as a hermit, Kestrel displayed no diffidence when it came to collecting or preserving evidence. “Don't leave yet. I need your fingerprints. For comparison with any latent prints I find at the scene."
"But I don't work here,” objected Mrs. Yarst. “And I haven't touched anything."
"That remains to be seen."
While Kestrel set up shop in the entrance hall, using a concrete ledge as a workbench, Auburn conferred with Dollinger and Wales.
"Have we accounted for all the cars out there in the lot?” he asked.
"The Ford belongs to Pyzegger,” said Wales. “It's locked. The Yarsts came in the Grand Prix. The other cars belong to two of the employees. They car-pool most of the rest of the staff to work every day. They're all related and most of them live together at the same two addresses."
"Which means they'll all alibi each other."
"Speaking of alibis ... according to his wife, Yarst wasn't out of her general vicinity from the time they left here yesterday till he got the call this morning telling him Pyzegger was dead. She says he was so sick all evening she almost took him to the hospital."
"So maybe they wasted the old boy together. It took at least two, if he really was tortured. You didn't happen to get any details on this heart rhythm problem, did you?"
"Oh, but I did. He has a malfunctioning pacemaker—either a loose wire or a dead memory cell—and he's scheduled for surgery on Tuesday to fix it."
Kestrel, having finished with the Yarsts and sent them on their way, was prowling around shooting flash pictures in the corridor before zeroing in on the crime scene.
From Wales and Dollinger Auburn got a copy of their preliminary data sheets and Andover's personnel roster and then released them to return to patrol duty.
In the work zone the technical staff still labored on intently and unconcernedly, just as if their boss hadn't been murdered last evening and the investigation weren't going on in their midst. No, not all of them. Four workers were taking a break in a dining area equipped with vending machines, including a hot coffee and soup dispenser, a refrigerator, and a microwave oven.
He approached their table and showed identification. “I'm looking for Jitzi Swa."
One of the diners wiped her mouth with a paper napkin and bobbed to her feet as if impelled by a spring. “I Jitzi,” she said.
"Don't let me interrupt your meal."
"No, no. I finished.” She swept a paper plate, a cup, disposable utensils, and the paper napkin into a trash receiver with one comprehensive and definitive movement.
"Is there somewhere we could talk privately?"
"Yes. Here.” She led him to a big square room with a folding gate like a bank safety deposit vault. Two walls of the room were lined with cabinets, their transparent doors labeled with parts numbers. Most of the floor space was occupied by wheeled carts, each of them bearing two rows of parcels of a uniform dark green. Auburn had seen a similar cart at each of the workstations. Evidently these were electronic appliances that were either awaiting repair or were ready to be shipped back to the senders.
"I understand you're the chief technician,” said Auburn, “and that you come in every day at seven thirty."
"Yes.” Tall and thin as a stork, Jitzi Swa seemed lost in a pair of saffron-colored bib overalls. Her fingers were thin and mobile like the legs of a spider. She wore a cheap digital wristwatch on her left wrist with the dial turned toward the palm side, but no jewelry.
"Tell me about this morning—what you did, what you saw. Do you drive to work?"
"No, ride bus. I come seven thirty. See Mr. Pyzegger car outside. Alarm turn off."
"You found the alarm turned off?"
"Yes. Come in, see Mr. Pyzegger dead."
"Was the outside door locked?"
"Always lock."
"Were the lights on?"
"Lights on in Mr. Pyzegger office."
"Did you see anything out of place? Anything different from the way it usually looks?"
"No."
Auburn wasn't sure on just what level they were communicating. Despite her somewhat eccentric grammar she was evidently thinking in English. But was her manner naturally this aloof and impassive, or was she struggling not to display signs of grief—or guilt?
"What about this gate? Was it locked this morning?"
"Always lock at night. Millions of dollars of parts here."
"So as far as you know, nothing was stolen?"
"Maybe take money from safe."
"You think there might have been money in the safe?"
She must know a great deal about the operation of the business, reflected Auburn, since Yarst had virtually left the place in her hands when he went home for the day.
"Don't know. Never see inside."
"What about this morning? Did you look inside then?"
"No, no. Not touch. Call police."
"Do you know of anybody who might have wanted to kill Mr. Pyzegger?"
She permitted herself an expression of faint surprise. “Kill? No, no."
Auburn stepped to the nearest cart and examined the neat rows of parcels arranged on its top. They were pre-addressed mailers in three sizes, each bearing cancellation marks and each still sealed as it had arrived. Picking up the one on the end, he felt the unmistakable sensation of Bubble Wrap inside a sturdy pasteboard carton. The return addressee was a Colonel in the Medical Corps at Ireland Army Hospital, Fort Knox, Kentucky.
The sea-green outer wrap was thickly plastered with notices, warnings, and threats:
* * * *
POSTAGE AND FEES PAID
GENERAL SERVICES ADMINISTRATION
PERMIT NO. RL-5704
OFFICIAL BUSINESS
PENALTY FOR PRIVATE USE, $300
TO BE OPENED BY ADDRESSEE ONLY, UNDER PENALTY OF LAW
PROPERTY OF THE UNITED STATES GOVERNMENT
The FBI investigates theft and misuse of government property.
* * * *
He was starting to wonder whether the murder of Ernest Pyzegger might be linked in some way to the conspicuous involvement of his firm in contract work for the federal government.
"That Doppler,” said Jitzi Swa. “Use by doctor to see if blood move."
"How do you know that's what it is?"
She took it from him and hefted it in her hand. “I know,” was all she said as she replaced it with demure authority on the cart.
Five more workers were now taking their lunch breaks. Auburn asked Ms. Swa to call the others to the dining area so that he could talk to them all together.
"I'm sure you know that Mr. Pyzegger was killed here last night,” he told them. “If any of you have any idea who killed him, or if you know anything at all that might help us find out, please let me know.” They listened with polite attention and, he hoped, with understanding, but none of them volunteered any information. Neither did any of them give tokens of mourning their late boss.
It was established with a minimum of discussion that the entire staff, including Ms. Swa, had been out of the building by a few minutes past five on the previous evening, only Mr. Pyzegger having remained behind. As Auburn had foreseen, they all alibied each other in the most matter-of-fact way imaginable. If some or all of them had conspired to torture, rob, and murder Pyzegger, it was going to be the devil of a chore to prove it.
Auburn left four of his cards on the nearest table and gave another to Jitzi Swa.
When he heard the buzzer again he went to open the door himself. If Kestrel had to interrupt his work to admit his perennial bete noire, Nick Stamaty of the coroner's office, the two of them would be at each other's throats in two minutes. Although Stamaty was normally a model of patience and restraint, Kestrel had the unique ability to get his goat by his rigidly doctrinaire methods and compulsive needling about trivial details.
When the two of them had finished independently mapping and photographing the death scene, they and Auburn went through the dead man's pockets. They found only the usual personal articles, including a wallet containing about a hundred dollars in cash. In turning the body on its side they uncovered a shiny steel implement that had lain concealed under Pyzegger's left shoulder.
"That's what they tortured him with,” said Stamaty. “Some kind of nippers."
"Diagonal plier,” Kestrel corrected him. “Don't touch it.” He might have been talking to a chance bystander, aged about ten.
Auburn summoned Jitzi Swa to the office and asked her if the tool belonged on the premises. Her answer was an immediate and categorical negative.
"How can you be so sure?"
"I know,” she said simply. “I foreman, work here twelve year."
Auburn let her go back to work while Kestrel sealed the plier into a specimen bag and meticulously labeled it.
"Okay, Nick,” said Auburn, “here's the puzzle. The people here say there was nothing in the safe but records. Not even petty cash. Then why did they torture him into opening it? And why did they kill him afterward?"
Stamaty had once been a police officer himself and Auburn valued his insights. He was a big man who always dressed in quiet good taste and had an unfailing fund of common sense and criminologic savvy. “Assuming the open safe isn't just a smoke screen to cover up murder in the first by a personal enemy,” he said, “I think our late friend was probably into something he didn't want the rest of the folks here to know about."
"Such as?"
"Maybe stealing or diverting some of the electronic devices the company worked on. Our beloved Uncle Sam has always been a sitting duck for theft and fraud. Maybe some of these gadgets have classified information stored on them."
"That's not something I want to hear,” said Auburn. “If there's any question of theft of government property or a breach of security, I'm going to have to call in the federal authorities."
"Wait a minute, Cy. Turn your head to the left again."
"What's the matter?"
"Oh, nothing. I thought I saw a gray hair."
Kestrel, who never theorized, was working his way around the office with fingerprint powder and lifting tape, his sharklike jaws clamped firmly shut.
Auburn looked at the dingy furniture and the dead man's worn outfit. “Whatever he was into,” he said, “it doesn't seem to have been doing him a whole lot of good."
"True,” conceded Stamaty. “But appearances can be deceiving. And maybe he only drifted into some illegal operation because his legitimate business wasn't doing him a whole lot of good."
"So you're thinking maybe he got on the wrong side of the people he was working with, and they cleaned out whatever he had stowed in the safe and then snuffed him? They would have to have known he'd be here alone at that hour, which normally wouldn't have been the case."
The walls of the office suddenly began vibrating with a noisy clatter as if a heavy truck had pulled into the court outside. Kestrel dropped his equipment and tore off in the direction of the entrance. “I need to go through that dumpster before they haul it away,” he wailed to nobody in particular.
Stamaty looked at his watch. “That's the mortuary crew,” he said. “As the boy investigator will soon find out."
He and Kestrel were both wrong. The buzzer resounded through the building as Auburn and Stamaty left the office in Kestrel's wake. By the time they reached the central wing, Jitzi Swa had admitted two Postal Service workers, each of whom was using a handtruck to deliver a bulky canvas sack the color of week-old meringue. Once the sacks had been deposited on a long counter in the work area, they were exchanged for two others filled with outgoing mail.
The low ceilings in the building, the total absence of natural lighting, and the pervasive chemical fumes created an oppressive sense of confinement, which Auburn felt all the more keenly when he caught a fleeting glimpse of daylight through the open door. Since he was holding Pyzegger's ring of keys in his hand, a search of the dead man's car suggested itself with irresistible logic.
He didn't mention this to Kestrel, who had gone back to work in Pyzegger's office, because Kestrel would have wanted to turn the operation into a full-scale archaeologic expedition. Auburn and Stamaty put on rubber gloves and gave the car a quick but thorough inspection, finding absolutely nothing out of the ordinary. Kestrel could collect the dirt from the ashtrays and examine the distributor cap for alien fingerprints at his leisure.
In the work zone, Jitzi Swa was supervising the transfer of parcels from the newly arrived postal sacks to an empty cart. Six of the staff were now at lunch. They dined in almost total silence, as might have been expected of relatives who spent not only their workday but their time at home together.
Auburn turned over Pyzegger's car keys to Kestrel. Then he went to Yarst's office, now vacant, and placed a call to the dead man's widow at her work number. Sylvia Pyzegger was assistant personnel director at Quintilian Corporation. Auburn's call was answered by a secretary. “Was this about a job application, sir?"
Auburn smiled faintly, reading her mind as plainly as a poster on a fence. Her gracious manner, including the “sir,” told him that she had sensed from his speech that he was African American. Quintilian, a major manufacturing firm and a force in the community, had been getting increasing flak lately from the press and private interest groups who claimed it didn't hire ethnic minorities in key positions.
"No, this is a private call."
"All right. Ms. Pyzegger isn't at her desk right now. Would you like to leave her a voice-mail message?"
"No, thanks. I have her home phone number."
At that number he got an answering machine and chose not to leave a message there either. Although, to the best of his knowledge, Pyzegger had lived alone since being separated from his wife, he placed a call to his home address on the off chance of finding someone there. Again he got only an answering machine.
Stamaty, who couldn't leave the premises until the crew removed Pyzegger's remains to the mortuary, had lingered outside in the raw, misty air rather than return to the tomblike interior of the building.
"Nick, I'm going to go have a look around Pyzegger's place. With your permission."
Under county law the dead man's personal property, including his house and its contents and the keys thereto, remained in the custody of the coroner pending a ruling on the cause and circumstances of his death.
"And leave me stuck here with the King of the Hill?"
Kestrel had just climbed into the waste receptacle in front of the door and was now wading among the rubbish it contained, including probably hundreds of empty green mailers.
"Come on over after your guys get here. You've got the address."
Auburn found a car in the driveway of Pyzegger's very modest place on Audubon Drive and most of the windows wide open to the March wind. His ring at the door was answered by a woman eating an apple. A large and noisy Irish setter thrashed and postured behind her.
Auburn showed identification. The woman was Sylvia Pyzegger.
"When I heard Ernest hadn't been home all night,” she said, oddly avoiding any mention of Pyzegger's death, “I came over to feed the dog. I mean, he's my dog too. And this is my house, as far as that goes. We were never legally separated."
Sylvia Pyzegger was the archetypal big blonde—exuberantly upholstered, flushed with health (or maybe a little overdone at the tanning salon), forever moving but seemingly never quite able to catch up with her chin. There was no trace of grief in her appearance or demeanor. She shut the dog in the garage and they sat down to talk while she finished her apple in a bleak and dusty living room where a frigid breeze rattled bric-a-brac and plucked at the curtains.
Auburn gave her an outline of the facts and asked the obvious questions. She knew nothing and in telling him so she managed to heap opprobrium on Pyzegger's memory.
"Friends? He didn't have any. Icebergs don't make friends, and neither do robots. He was the most egotistical, dogmatic, contrary person that God ever made."
"He was tortured before he was murdered,” remarked Auburn.
"No.” She contradicted him in so positive a fashion as to make it evident that she was just as stubborn and dogmatic as Pyzegger had been.
"That's the way it looks. Apparently to get him to open the safe in his office. Do you know of anything in that safe that the killers might have been after?"
"No. I probably haven't set foot in that office in the last ten years. But I don't remember that he ever kept much of anything in the safe except records. And maybe his lunch."
"When was the last time you saw him?"
"Probably right after New Year's. Every now and then he made tactical visits to my place to try to get me to come back, and that was the last time."
"Where were you last night—just for my report?"
"At my apartment watching TV all evening."
"By yourself?"
"By myself. Just for your report. I certainly wasn't at the office torturing and shooting my estranged husband."
And then the inevitable happened. Without an instant's warning, Sylvia Pyzegger collapsed in a heap on the couch, writhing convulsively and sobbing uncontrollably. And in the next moment, right on cue, Nick Stamaty rang the doorbell and entered the scene to administer copious rations of sympathy with a professional hand. Which was Auburn's signal for a graceful withdrawal.
Even allowing for the possibility that her display of grief was pure histrionics, he abandoned any plans he might have had to look over the house. Since he had no warrant, a search would have required her consent, which presumably would be forthcoming only if she had already disposed of any evidence of illegal activity.
Next morning he found his desk blanketed with preliminary reports on the case. The Pyzeggers, Ernest and Sylvia, and the Yarsts, Gaylan and Rosalind, had no history of criminal or even disreputable behavior, and their credit ratings were satisfactory. The Records division had done itself proud in sorting out the jawbreaker names and tangled relationships of the technical staff. He was stunned to learn that Jitzi Swa, whom he had thought to be in her early thirties, was forty-six. Her original surname had nine syllables, of which she and her husband had eliminated all but the first one on immigrating to the U.S. One of the technicians at Andover, who was Ms. Swa's sister-in-law, retained the full name. None of the technicians had criminal records.
An autopsy performed at seven p.m. the previous evening by Dr. Valentine, the forensic pathologist, had yielded no surprises. Pyzegger had been shot once through the heart at point-blank range with a .32 caliber firearm. The lead slug, extracted with difficulty from the spine where it had imbedded itself, was badly deformed and of doubtful use for comparison studies. Two pairs of linear lesions on opposite skin surfaces, one pair measuring 18 mm at the free margin of the left earlobe and the other measuring 16 mm on the right thumb web, were “grossly compatible with antemortem subcutaneous ecchymosis due to pinch-type trauma.” Results of microscopic examination of tissue samples and toxicology screens on blood and body fluids would take one to two weeks.
The report that Kestrel, the evidence technician, had already filed early this morning ran to several pages. Surely, reflected Auburn, it was only by a skillful use of templates and other digital aids that Kestrel could produce these voluminous but generally vapid documents so swiftly. A precisely labeled scale drawing of Pyzegger's office told Auburn nothing he didn't already know. An inventory of the contents of the safe was equally uninformative, and Kestrel had found no latent prints anywhere on the premises—or even, presumably, in the trash receptacle or the car—that didn't belong there.
Three full pages of the report were devoted to the tool found under Pyzegger's body. The presence of microscopic traces of blood on the jaws of the instrument seemed to confirm that it had been the instrument of torture. Kestrel identified it as a tungsten carbide steel wire cutter, actually a surgical instrument used to cut orthopedic pins and wires, manufactured by a Swedish firm named Borg. Not only did he give its precise dimensions and (quoting promotional material accessed on the Internet) its Rockwell hardness number (83) and its retail price, but he went on to state that this particular instrument was flawed and had most likely been marketed as a factory second.
Since the wire cutter was thus far their one and only clue to the identity of the murderers, that bit of information seemed to warrant a trip to the forensic lab on the top floor. Auburn found Kestrel sorting through prints of the photographs he'd taken yesterday on Floodgate Lane.
"Why did you say that wire cutter was flawed?” he asked.
Instead of answering, Kestrel stalked away while fishing the key to the evidence room out of his pocket. Auburn followed. Kestrel slipped the instrument out of its plastic bag and held it up to the window with the gray morning sky as a background.
"If you read the report,” he said, in a tone implying considerable doubt as to Auburn's ability to read at all, “you saw that this arm on my right is only about three-fourths the size of the left one in cross section. Obviously a question of the mold not filling properly. This could never have passed inspection—not at that factory. They're one of the premier manufacturers of orthopedic instruments in the world."
"So how did it end up here?"
"Probably it was sold as a factory second—part of a lot.” Kestrel put the wire cutter back into its bag and locked it away again. “There's a huge market for that kind of stuff among low-budget outfits that can't afford the high-quality articles."
"What kind of low-budget outfits? You mean hospitals?"
"Sure, in Third World countries. But that instrument could be used for lots of things besides cutting surgical wire. Manufacturing jewelry, making fishing flies, stringing a piano..."
"How would you go about buying a thing like that? As a factory second?"
"I wouldn't,” replied Kestrel with a superior smirk. “But you can always find cheap junk like that being retailed on the Internet and at flea markets and trading posts and discount malls."
"Such as Lotus?"
Anyone else would have said, “You took the word right out of my mouth.” Kestrel said, “Precisely."
* * * *
Auburn returned to his desk and resumed the task of assembling facts on the Pyzegger murder. By the time he ran out of material to incorporate in his computer file on the case, the call of Lotus Flea Market and Antique Mall had grown too shrill to be ignored. The mall was open from eight to eight on Friday, Saturday, and Sunday, and today was Friday.
The Lotus occupied a former furniture store whose vinyl tile floors and cinder block walls showed the dirt and wear of decades of neglect. The place was drafty and full of cigarette smoke, noise, and promenading people. The cast of characters this morning was truly heterogeneous and colorful, ranging from punks and punkettes in black leather and stainless steel to perpetual hippies now retired and on Medicare. The vendors were no less variegated, many of them Middle Easterners or Asians.
Food stands were already dispensing corn dogs (scrawny wieners on sticks, their bulk meretriciously augmented by a layer of cornmeal batter) and indigestible concoctions of raw onions, sautéed peppers, and scorched meat. The booths that lined the walls, most of them ramshackle affairs thrown together with waferboard or pegboard nailed to two-by-fours, offered the full gamut of rubbish generally found in such places.
Probably none of them contained any real antiques, and the only second-hand articles in sight were videocassettes and paperback romances. The favored types of merchandise seemed to be craft items, leather goods, household decorative pieces of gold-painted plastic, automotive parts and tools made in China, caps and T-shirts bearing obscene messages—and surgical instruments.
Auburn cruised to a halt opposite a rack of scissors, hemostats, clamps, probes, and pairs of wire cutters identical to the one in the evidence room. Strewn over the table below the rack were cheap manicure tools and pocket knives, magnifying glasses with warped plastic lenses, and squat figurines cast in pot metal.
"The nuts are fresh every Friday."
Until then Auburn hadn't even noticed the nuts, a sorry lot of cashews and almonds in cellophane bags that didn't look as if they'd been fresh on any Monday since around the Fourth of July.
Not only was the vendor Caucasian, but Auburn was sure he'd met him before, almost certainly in the line of duty. Forty or so, he looked seedy and unkempt beyond all description. He had lost about half of one of his upper front teeth, and what was left formed a jagged triangular fang that gave him an irksome lisp.
Auburn slid three of the wire cutters off the rack and examined them. The jaws of one didn't meet properly and the other two had conspicuous surface flaws.
"Doctor, sir?"
"Not exactly."
"Dentist? Those are all imported and first quality,” he said, lying with practiced ease. “And you won't find any like that anywhere at a better price."
Auburn bought the most presentable wire cutter for $1.99 plus tax. (According to Kestrel's research, a genuine first-quality example, if purchased through a U.S. retailer of surgical instruments, would have cost $77.44 plus shipping, handling, and tax.) All through the transaction he was struggling unsuccessfully to place this purveyor of shoddy merchandise and stale nuts. His only clue was an olive-drab backpack lying on the floor in the corner of the booth, on which the name dayle had been inked in block letters.
Although Auburn wouldn't have eaten any of the food sold at the mall on a bet, he did buy a hot cider to warm his blood while he finished pacing the sketchily heated building. “I wonder,” he asked the woman who dispensed the cider, “if you'd happen to know Dayle's last name? The guy that sells scissors and nuts just on the other side of the drinking fountain?"
"That's Dayle Yarst,” she said, and added inconsequentially, “He used to be a plumber."
Auburn finished his cider in the car on his way back to headquarters.
The finding, at the scene of Pyzegger's murder, of a wire cutter identical to the ones sold by a man named Yarst obviously put the other Yarst into the spotlight, implicating him in the crime until solid facts proved otherwise. The only information that Records had on Dayle Yarst was more than five years old and had been transferred to microfilm.
As Auburn sat at the viewer cranking the roll of film through the sprockets, some of his own handwriting drifted into view on the screen, in the carbon copy of a traffic citation he'd issued to Yarst and the accompanying investigational report.
Eleven years ago Yarst had been driving late at night during a blizzard when his truck skidded out of control and smashed the plate-glass window of a jewelry store. Then-Patrolman Auburn and his partner had practically witnessed the incident and, in spite of the weather conditions, had felt justified in citing Yarst for improper operation and causing property damage. Because the jeweler's insurance company and Yarst's had worked out an amicable settlement between them, a judge had let him off with a light fine and court costs.
The whole crazy business came back to Auburn now, especially when he saw the photographs he himself had taken at the scene: the hideous weather, the pickup truck half on the sidewalk and half inside the store, rings and watches scattered in the snow and slush, and the man with the maddening lisp. Auburn printed the entire record and took it back upstairs to his office after making a formal request for a full-scale background probe on Dayle Yarst.
He was now convinced that there had to be some link between the two Yarsts and the murder of Ernest Pyzegger. But, utterly unable to imagine what it was, he sat shuffling papers and staring stupidly at his computer screen with such absorption that he nearly forgot to eat lunch. When he finally got back from the canteen, he found a partial report on Dayle Yarst waiting on his desk.
He was Gaylan's younger brother by four years. He had apparently never finished school, never married, never been employed anywhere for more than a few months. His credit rating was so bad that he probably had to pay in advance for a haircut. He had had two arrests for disorderly conduct and two for fighting, but had never served jail time. Although he had identified himself to Auburn as a plumber on the occasion of their first meeting, he had never held a plumber's license. Indeed, he didn't look to Auburn like a man with enough grit to wage daily battle with galvanized steel pipe, rusted fittings, and backed-up sewage.
The only vehicle registered to Yarst was a pickup truck, ancient but obviously not the one he'd totaled at the jewelry store. Auburn had another look at the snapshots he'd taken of that wreck. It occurred to him that it would have been a spectacular smash-and-grab operation, except that nobody had done any grabbing. Unless...
He unlocked the left compartment of the credenza behind his desk and slipped a small, plain looseleaf notebook out from behind a stack of other materials.
Although the national criminal history reporting program had begun with efforts at interstate gun control and the tracking of child molesters, it had evolved into a highly sophisticated information management system whose database constituted, in effect, a national registry of criminal M.O.'s. For run-of-the-mill offenses like muggings, break-ins, and DUIs, the files had little value except as a source of statistics. But when local authorities were confronted by an unsolved crime involving an unusual method, they could search the database for others of a similar nature elsewhere in the country.
Auburn punched in the appropriate codes and passwords and entered both “smash and grab” and “vehicle” for the search engine to mull over. Within seconds he had a veritable flood of data. Even when he narrowed the focus to his sector of the state, he found that this M.O. was anything but unusual. During the past ten years, burglaries from ATMs alone, attempted or successful, within about seventy-five miles of where he was sitting totaled thirty-one.
Few of these were ever solved. The reports were depressingly monotonous. In almost every case, a freestanding ATM in an area remote from residences and heavily traveled roads had been knocked off its foundations in the middle of the night and either hauled away bodily or ripped apart at the scene with tools or machinery of gargantuan clout. Evidence at the scene was scanty or nonexistent, usually consisting of tracks left by truck tires or the treads of a piece of heavy equipment.
Jewelry and electronics stores isolated from observation in strip malls seemed to be the next favorite targets. Sometimes the thieves broke in a plate-glass display window, sometimes a rear door. Always they operated with lightning speed—at least the ones who didn't get caught. As with the assaults on ATMs, by the time the police responded to alarms they generally found the scene deserted.
The tighter Auburn drew his circle, the more he was struck by the frequency with which local knockovers of jewelry stores had been committed during periods of bad weather during the night—severe electrical storms, downpours of rain or sleet, blizzards ... He took the stairs two at a time on his way down to Records to retrieve investigative reports on the four cases that had occurred within municipal police jurisdiction.
At four p.m. he called Gaylan Yarst's office at Andover. Jitzi Swa, answering after many rings, told him Yarst had been admitted to Chalfont Hospital that morning for emergency surgery.
"You can probably tell me what I want to know,” said Auburn. “Did Mr. Pyzegger open the mail every day?"
"Mail? Package coming in? No, Mr. Pyzegger not do mail. Mr. Yarst and I do mail."
"And what do you do with it exactly? I mean, do you make a list, or—"
With remarkable clarity, considering her difficulties with the language, she gave him a detailed explanation of the routine handling of each day's mail. Letter mail went to Mr. Yarst's office for sorting. Incoming shipments of parts were opened by Mr. Yarst, who checked the contents against invoices and handled the paperwork, then turned over the parts to Ms. Swa and her staff for storage or distribution to workstations. Parcels containing articles submitted for repair were counted, stamped with the date received, listed by source on a laptop, and arranged on wheeled carts, which were then taken to the storeroom.
"Do you open any of those packages?"
"Not open when come.” She fell silent as if suddenly struck by a passing thought. After an interval she added, “Mr. Yarst take package if have special order inside."
"How does he know a package has a special order inside?"
"Have red sticker."
"So do you open those packages right away?"
Again a period of pregnant silence. “I not open. Mr. Yarst take to office."
"How many packages do you get with these red stickers on them?"
"Only few. Maybe four, five in year."
A call to Chalfont Hospital informed Auburn that Gaylan Yarst was in stable condition in Intensive Care.
* * * *
Auburn lay awake at least half the night, or so it seemed, trying to make two trains of thought run on the same tracks. By Saturday morning they had melded into a coherent hypothesis.
Immediately after report that day, Auburn discussed the case with Lieutenant Savage, his immediate superior, who had pulled weekend duty as first watch commander. Although Savage seemed impressed with his investigative work to date, he wasn't buying Auburn's theory of the crime as anything more than just that—a theory requiring the support of solid evidence before it could be turned over to the city prosecutor. He approved the next step that Auburn proposed but nixed the idea of applying for warrants.
Patrolwoman Georgie Wales drove Auburn in an unmarked car to Lotus Mall, where they found Dayle Yarst's booth chained up and vacant. Back in the car Auburn called the phone number listed for Dayle Yarst in the directory.
"Dayle's not here.” Auburn had a vision of a sharp-featured, cross-grained woman about Yarst's age who had started in early on the day's ration of beer.
"Would you know where I could reach him? It's kind of urgent."
A silence of about ten seconds ensued, during which Auburn was beginning to think she'd hung up. “He's over at the cemetery with his brother."
"Ma'am?"
"You know Broad Acres? Go in the maintenance entrance off Pritchard Street. They're in there pitching horseshoes. Don't tell him I sent you."
It took them a half hour to get to Broad Acres Cemetery. On Pritchard Street, far from the section of the cemetery that was open to the public, the part where the graves were, they found an open gate marked service entrance—no admittance. Passing through, they entered an exotic, untamed world of whose presence, surrounded by long-established residential districts, neither of them had ever dreamed.
This zone of the cemetery, destined no doubt to receive the remains of people not yet born, consisted of broad reaches of wild, unreclaimed territory. The gravel road wound among primeval thickets, precipitous crags, and deep rocky gulches running just now with flashing water from melting snow.
The road led eventually to a shed, open on two sides, under whose high roof a variety of lawn mowers, three golf carts, and a backhoe on a trailer were parked among piles of mulch. Near the shed and blocking the road stood a pickup truck—in fact, Dayle Yarst's current vehicle—and in a flat tract of waste ground next to it two men were indeed pitching horseshoes.
"Yikes!” said Wales. “There's three of ‘em!"
"Three of what?"
"Three Yarsts. Neither one of those dudes is Gaylan, right?"
"Right, but the one in the green jacket sure is Dayle."
The other man was tall and broad, with a full gray beard. He was wearing winter coveralls, boots, and a flat cap that sat on top of his head like a pancake on a pumpkin. Hearing the car, he abandoned his game and came toward them, a horseshoe in each hand. “Get out of here, folks,” he shouted. “This is private."
Wales put down her window and showed her ID. “Police officers,” she said. “We want to talk to Mr. Yarst."
"That's me."
Auburn got out of the car. “We want to talk to Mr. Dayle Yarst,” he said, loud enough for both men to hear. “About some burglaries.” He started walking toward Dayle, who evidently hadn't recognized him as the man who had bought a surgical wire cutter from him yesterday. And never would recognize him as the patrolman, skinny as a screwdriver and not yet wearing a mustache, who had ticketed him eleven years earlier for putting his truck through a window.
"You keep your mouth shut, Ray,” said Dayle. “Let me handle this.” He stood his ground, cowering like a rat cornered by a ferret as Auburn made his way toward him over the rough gravel road.
Ray, ignoring his brother's advice, began a noisy lamentation. “Oh, lordy, Dayle, they've got us and now we're all going down. Gaylan's gonna die—"
"No he ain't,” snapped Dayle without taking his eyes off Auburn. “You shut up now, Ray."
"Yes he is. Gaylan's gonna die, and so are we.” It was apparent that Ray's IQ was somewhere down in the single digits. A tic of his jaw made his beard twitch periodically like the tail of a squirrel traversing a telephone wire in a high wind.
Auburn had reached Dayle and showed identification, keeping just out of his reach and alert for any attempt at resistance or flight. “Sir, I'd like to have you come to the car where it's warm and we'll have some privacy.” He looked pointedly at the bigger man. “Your brother?"
"Yeah, that's my brother Rayland,” said Dayle with suddenly affected nonchalance. He had just recognized the man who bought the wire cutter. Unfortunately Auburn missed the significance of his change of mood. “He digs graves ‘cause he's kinda slow. See, he was too big to be born regular."
"How about it? Want to come over to the car?"
"Not really. And I don't know anything about any burglaries."
"I think you do. We have evidence that you've knocked over about a dozen jewelry stores during the past eight years. The last one was a week ago yesterday at Montrose Mall in Tilbury. You used that backhoe right there, didn't you? Without even unloading it from the trailer, whose rear registration plate seems to be missing?"
Dayle's eyes were slits. “You don't have evidence of anything, mister. And you're never going to have evidence of anything.” If the .32 hadn't caught on his shirttail as he pulled it out, somebody besides Auburn might have had to present the police case against him and his brothers at their trial.
Dayle Yarst's deployment of a firearm had blown the limit off the level of force appropriate to subdue him, but there was no time for Auburn to draw his own weapon. Reacting with a pattern of movements that repeated training had burned into instinct, he closed with his opponent before he could raise the weapon to firing position. Clamping Yarst's right wrist with both his hands, he took control of the gun and pointed it away from himself, then jerked him off balance and kicked his right leg out from under him so that he fell in a heap by his own weight with Auburn on top of him.
Wales had been standing on the driver's side of the car keeping a wary eye on Rayland Yarst. Now she abandoned him and came to Auburn's aid, drawing her weapon and helping Auburn to disarm his prisoner. Wales had worked as a carpenter before joining the force and she conducted self-defense training for women at the Y. By the time she had the cuffs on Dayle Yarst, that felon had gained an entirely new understanding of the principle of equal force.
* * * *
On the first day of spring Nick Stamaty braved a squall to bring Auburn the final report of the Pyzegger autopsy in person from his office at the courthouse across the street.
"Sit down a minute, Nick, while your umbrella makes a widening puddle on my spotless floor. I'm just finishing my report on the Ripoffsky brothers."
Stamaty lowered his bulk into one of two chairs opposite Auburn's desk. “Of all the harebrained, crackpot schemes I ever heard of—"
"Hey, don't knock it. It worked for them for years. They pick a jewelry store in a deserted spot and within a couple yards of a mailbox and wait for a night of really foul weather. Ray cracks the place open with one slam of the backhoe and heads back to the cemetery. Dayle puts on his rubber gloves, pops in, and stuffs whatever he can lay his hands on into Andover Group mailers with government postage labels and red stickers, drops them in the mailbox, and melts into the landscape before the cops get through putting on their galoshes to answer the alarm. If he was picked up and questioned for being near the scene of a break-in, he didn't have anything on him to connect him with the crime."
"Then Gaylan pulls the loot out of the mail at work and salts it away somewhere till it's safe to fence it, or whatever they did with it."
"Until Gaylan gets sick,” said Auburn, taking up the crucial part of the story, “and the chief technician finds some parcels with red stickers in the daily mail and turns them over to the boss. Who opens them up, finds them crammed with stolen jewelry and watches, and locks the stuff in the safe. And when Gaylan comes in to check on the mail, Pyzegger gives him the third degree. But, considering that Gaylan is looking more dead than alive, he decides to give him twenty-four hours’ grace before he calls the police."
"Which is Dayle Yarst's cue to rub out Pyzegger, after torturing him into opening the safe so he can recover the loot-slash-evidence. With tactical support from brother Rayland. That must be quite a report you're putting together. Anyway the newspaper sure turned it into a Dick Tracy romp."
"It's a good story,” conceded Auburn. “Too good. Needs a little fudging."
"Fudging?” Stamaty sat forward in his chair and peered at Auburn over the tops of his bifocals. “To me that word implies the suppression of truth and/or the suggestion of falsehood."
"Exactly. Those yahoos got the idea for their M.O. from an accidental crash at a jewelry store eleven years ago, which I heard from a block away and personally investigated. That means I was in at the birth of a crime streak, something I'd just as soon nobody around here gets to know."
Stamaty sat back again and favored him with a capriciously enigmatic smile. “And you're telling me about it?"
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* * * *

Edward Kinsella III
* * * *
Knee deep in the shallows, Jake Miller looked across Champlain to the whale-backed mountains and put aside the sins and misfortune that whispered for his attention. The lake was placid, chilly, though the morning was beginning to pile up with heat and humidity. A ball game had started up behind him—Supply Company vs. Troop L—and hearty souls were already thrashing and diving out by the rafts. It was not hard to give in to the green world and its birdsong.
He stepped forward, and the water soaked into his flannel knee pants. Bending, he thrust his sleeves below the surface and brought up a cold armload to splash against his wool jersey. In the corner of his eye a pair of men leapt from the nearest raft. He turned their way and saw the platform left bare and bouncing on its barrels. Good, the deserted raft would allow a diving start for a swim out beyond the ropes before the lifeguards came on duty.
One of the divers swam in with a quick, fluid, crawling stroke unlike any Jake had ever seen. He watched in fascination as the man drove shoreward, but he could not make out the face that barely came out of the water. How did he breathe?
The man was almost to shore when Jake looked to the other swimmer, who had been left far behind. This second man was only a few body lengths from the raft, still twenty-five yards off the beach. He had stopped there and looked as if he was trying to push himself up out of the lake. He did not yell, probably because his mouth was too full of water. The wide eyes looked Jake's way as they went under.
Jake pointed at the spot, riveted his eyes upon it, and yelled, “There's a man in trouble! Man in trouble!” in his best parade-ground voice. Then he ran forward, eyes wide open, and went into the deeper water and began to breast stroke powerfully toward the spot where the desperate face had gone down. He did not look back for any others who might have heard his call; he was too afraid of losing the exact mark.
Feeling neither the cold water nor the weight of his suit, Jake kicked and reached forward, raging at his slowness. He tried not to blink; and when he reached the spot, he took three quick, shallow breaths and dove straight down.
The water was perhaps ten feet deep, clear in the slant light for the first fathom and then darkening into a murky blend of silt and vegetation that camouflaged the bottom. He cleared his ears and kicked hard against his natural buoyancy. His anxious, groping hand churned up clouds of particles that added to the obscurity along the lake bed.
Fingertips finally encountered a foot that toed into the mud like a climber's. He pulled himself along the leg and got a grip on the upper suit. There was no struggle against him. Using the weight of the other body as an anchor, he put both feet on the bottom and pushed hard.
His air was about spent, and the surface seemed no closer. He kicked harder and inadvertently clawed toenails into the man who burdened him. Then his face broke into the air, and he drank it.
The other was still under, but the fresh lungful enabled Jake to rearrange his grip and get both their faces just above the surface. He started sidewise for shore. The raft was closer, but he would never get this man onto it without help.
Though he was a fairly strong swimmer and buoyant enough to doze while he floated on his back at the seashore, Jake was losing the struggle with the deadweight. He'd never been trained in such things; he thought he might even be strangling the man as he towed him.
Other hands and bodies reached and splashed around him, unburdening him just as he felt them both going under. Someone pulled him along until he was able to touch his feet on the bottom and stagger ashore. He fell to his hands and knees and breathed deep against a sudden rush of prickly darkness. A friendly hand touched his back, and a voice asked something solicitous.
When his vision cleared, he saw a newly arrived lifeguard and a man from their own medical detachment working to revive the boyish form, so pale in its sopping, oversized suit. An older, hatless man in a Fordham football sweater, who had been umpiring the ball game, knelt beside them, speaking urgent words that might have been instructions until Jake recognized them as Latin.
"Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been eight weeks since my last confession."
Jake spoke into a square of netting in the makeshift partition separating him from Father Kiernan, recognizable now in his proper setting. The chaplain's silhouette was encouraging, but Jake hoped to rush by the offense that preyed most upon his mind. “I was disobedient and lied to my mother. I also took the Lord's name in vain three times and..."
"Whoa, soldier. Let's back and fill. What is it that your mother asked you to do?"
Dammit.
"Well, she made me promise not to enlist until I was of age. I would count lying to the recruiter as a sin too except he seemed awfully eager to be lied to."
"Does she know where you are?” the priest asked with a simple, sympathetic curiosity.
"Oh, yes. She tracked me to Fort Slocum and was ready to raise cane and bring me home."
"What stopped her?"
"I told her that I had enlisted to be in the band and that the Army was agreeable to that."
"Ah, so your only danger would be tripping up in a parade."
"She doesn't know that it's all brass and drums and no call for violins."
"You're a violinist, are you?"
"Yes, Father. I led a dance band."
"What about your father?"
"My stepfather died last year."
"Does your mother depend on you to bring money in, then? Is that why she wanted to keep you back?” A new, tablet-hard tone had entered Kiernan's voice.
"No! Our aunts took us in, and she was left enough to keep her and my brothers going. She thinks I'm too young, and that I am in the wrong frame of mind for enlisting."
"How old are you, Private?"
"I'll be eighteen in September."
"And what is your frame of mind? Why did you enlist?"
Jake had a ready tale for that, partially true, repeated often enough to convince even himself.
"I was walking to work in Manhattan one morning, and I saw a big banner going up on the El. It said President Wilson was asking for American men to volunteer to help defend democracy. When I got up to Times Square and saw the line-up at the recruiters, I decided I wasn't going to let other men fight my battles."
"So you signed up on the spot."
"Yes."
"But your mother had already tried to head you off."
"Yes."
"Why did she make you promise?"
"She knew I was down in the dumps about several things I had just learned about, and she was worried I would do something reckless—like signing up. A couple of other boys had already done that."
"Do you regret enlisting now?"
"I only regret being underhanded about it."
"But why the cavalry?"
"It beats walking."
Kiernan laughed. They both knew that the troops still did plenty of marching afoot while the horses were resting.
"And do these matters that may have prodded you into signing up seem as important now? Will they distract you from your duty?"
Jake hesitated. Perhaps he would not be completely absolved unless he revealed himself more completely. And the questioning was not likely to let up until he did so.
"I'm still stewing about them. You see, I was expecting to come into some trust money left me by my grandfather, but it turns out my old man, my mother's first husband, rifled the fund. It's all gone. He used it to drink himself to death. I had plans to set myself up in business with that money. When my girl's family found out about it, they made us stop seeing each other because my prospects were all shot to hell. Sorry."
"So, you lost your birthright, so to speak, your great expectations, and your girl in one fell swoop. Like the fellows that join the Foreign Legion."
That remark gave Jake pause. Then he asked, “Must I tell my mother the truth?"
"The regimental band leader hasn't arrived on post yet. Do you know for certain there wouldn't be a spot for you in a military band?"
"Have you ever seen a violinist marching down the street on Decoration Day?"
"No—not a sober one at least; but why don't you wait and see? It's not as if you've left your mother and brothers in dire straits. I will leave it to your conscience as to what you tell those at home. As to your age, well, I'd say that you have the pluck for what's coming up, based on your actions this morning."
So much for the anonymity of confession.
"That's another thing. I wonder if I acted correctly today. Had I used my head differently or taught myself rescue or a faster stroke, that man might still be alive."
"He might still be at the bottom of the lake if it weren't for you. I heard your shout from all the way out in the field, and you were after him like a shot before anyone could even think. I actually saw one man who had swum by you in the opposite direction just keep walking when he came ashore. He didn't have a clue about what was going on, must have had water in his ears. No one else could have gotten to the boy so quickly. Don't let it trouble your conscience."
Easier said than done, Jake thought, remembering the beseeching eyes.
"Who was he, Father?"
"Pfc. John Halifax, a clerk in headquarters."
The priest stopped as if reminded of something.
"Should I continue, Father?"
"Is there anyone else on line for confession?"
"I believe he got tired of waiting and went away."
"Do you have anything serious left to confess?"
"I had impure thoughts."
"Did you act upon them?"
"No, Father, but it was touch and go."
"There's a pun in the making. Well, banish your sensual restlessness; there is no more friendless fate than self-worship. Now, let's hear your act of contrition. For your penance, you will stand in this evening for my assistant, who is away without my leave. I have a chore over at Headquarters that you can assist me with. You don't have any duties that would interfere, do you?"
"No, Father,” Jake said, trying not to sound wary. He didn't know if he was getting off easy or not, but maybe aiding the chaplain would help the te absolvat take a better hold on his conscience.
The sky was striking its colors beyond the Adirondacks as they went into Regimental Headquarters. The office was manned by a duty clerk and the corporal of the guard, both of whom looked up from their reading and jumped to attention at the captain's bars.
"At ease, boys,” the chaplain said affably. “I'm here for Pfc. Halifax's personal items. The XO asked me to take care of that for him."
The chaplain was tall, ruddy, and solid, with cropped auburn hair beneath his peaked cap. Having ten years on most of the enlistees, he carried himself with all the assurance of Rome. He had also proven himself a big strider and a good rider, though Jake had not yet learned enough about him to see past these outward appearances.
The duty men took Kiernan at his word, however, and immediately relaxed in his presence. The bony young clerk brought them over to a neat desk near the record bins. On the desk, a small framed photograph from civilian days paired the dead man with a much older figure. The two subjects stood on a hilltop with a fair-sized town in the prospect beyond them. The elderly man was much taller, gaunter, not a great resemblance, but there was an obvious pride and mutual affection in their pose. Kiernan picked up the pewter frame while Jake pulled out desk drawers.
"John and his granduncle,” the clerk remarked. “We had a tale or two about the old fellow every day. He was a captain of cavalry in the Civil War, and founded his own town in upstate New York, and ran ten businesses, if you can believe that. John worshiped him."
"Still living?"
"Yes, and I expect he'll outlive all of us."
The clerk's fatalism had no basis in experience yet, unless one counted the drowning; it was rote lip service to three years of tabloid slaughter. But Jake had heard words in the same vein even from veterans, cavalrymen who had fought the savage Moro in the Philippines. They would look you perversely in the eye and ask how, after the years of carnage overseas, anyone could think himself more charmed than those millions dead.
"Did they correspond much?"
"Heavily. John read us passages. The old man put much cheer into them, with funny spots about the doings at home, and we could tell that he was keen for John to follow in his footsteps—the greeting was always ‘Dear Trooper Halifax'—and John ... was a type eager to please. He would ask us what would be best to put into the replies so that the old man would have a clear idea about his career in the ‘modern cavalry.’”
"A close pair."
"They were the last of the Halifaxes. Family was all. The old man will be very sad to hear of this, I'm sure."
"Why did his granduncle send him off to war if he was the sole survivor?” Jake wondered aloud.
"Sometimes,” Kiernan said, “families place equal weights of love and duty on the scales. Well, the colonel will have wired him the bad news. We'll have to see if he's coming over for the body once the examiner lets it go. What's your name, Private?"
"Boswell, sir."
"Well, that's fitting,” the chaplain said with a laugh.
"Sir?"
"You seem to have drunk up a lot of material from the departed."
"Couldn't help it. He could talk a mutt down from a meat wagon. But he was a good man for all that."
"Remember him and pray for him then, our first casualty."
Boswell nodded, probably out of politeness, not faith. He looked past Kiernan to Jake and said, “You're Miller, the man that pulled him out. Let me shake your hand."
Embarrassed, Jake put his hand out and Boswell gave it a wiry squeeze.
"What about the letters you mentioned?” Kiernan said.
Boswell stepped forward and looked into the opened drawers. The desk seemed to contain only official material. “I'm sure he wouldn't have thrown them away, but maybe he didn't want to keep them here."
"Here's something personal, I think,” Jake said. He picked up a sheet of paper laid flat at the back of a lower drawer. “Looks like he wrote up a genealogy."
"That's exactly what it is,” Kiernan said, sounding impressed with Jake's vocabulary.
Halifax had begun in too large a hand, so the outer branches and offshoots drooped and twisted to make room for one another, the lettering shrinking steadily in size until it bumped abruptly against the margins.
Boswell said, “Right! He began taking names and dates and places from his family Bible not long ago. I suppose it was his way of whittling away the time."
"He carried the family Bible away from home?"
"A miniature version the grandunc gave him, but it had the same family facts copied into it. He toted it back and forth from the barracks like an old Puritan. Probably stowed it in his footlocker at night. I guess his letters are there too."
"Perhaps you can show us to his cot."
Jake felt odd as they spoke of the dead man, his possessions and connections. These matters seemed so remote from the hard reality of those eyes going under the surface, as pleading as his little brother's, and the fearful struggle to get the man up in time. Fingering the remainders made Jake's failure more poignant—all his failures. For a moment, Lily McCreary's dark, sympathetic eyes seemed upon him, as in those moments when he had been less than sure or courageous. Then the eyes turned aside with pain, and he forced her out of his mind.
The two Halifaxes continued to smile up at him. He tried to recall the countenance of his grandfather, he who had sought to bridge time and the damage wrought by the handsome drunkard that had wooed his beautiful daughter away.
It was too long ago. Grandfather was a specter whose generosity had been leeched away with the help of a suborned trustee. Instead, his father's reddish face puckered like a scar on his memory, spewing vicious words that made his mother's eyes brim with unbearable surface tension.
"Miller!” Jake started from his unwelcome reverie and followed Kiernan and the clerk outside.
A great wall of insect sound had risen up beneath the stars. A horse whinnied in a distant stable, and a bark of human laughter sounded once and was gone. The scent of new-mown lawns and flowerbeds blended in a damp, pervasive perfume, sweetening the music that drifted from a parlor window on Officer's Row. It did not feel as if they were at war.
Boswell led them across to one of the brick barracks facing HQ. Light shone forth from both floors; silhouettes of troopers passed the opened windows. They went up to the second floor and into a big, cot-lined room. A quartet was playing cards at the far end of the aisle. A few other men were scattered about, working on their gear, writing, reading, laboring in solitude.
"Leave them be,” Kiernan said when he sensed Boswell was about to call the room to attention. “Just show us to the cot."
It was halfway down the room, still made up with tight hospital corners. Underneath was a government-issue locker with a padlocked hasp. Kiernan reached into his pocket and pulled out a small chain with a key attached to it.
"See if this opens it up, please,” Kiernan asked the clerk. He turned to Jake's quizzical face and added, “I took it from around his neck before they carried the body away."
The explanation did not dispel Jake's discomfort, yet perhaps such morbid presumption was customary with priests.
The locker slid out smoothly on the scrubbed floor. The key fit, and when the lid went up, they saw a divided tray containing rolled canvas belts, buckles and brass cleaner, gun oil, pistol rod and patches, shoe polish and brush, toiletries, and other odds and ends, but no book other than a small military manual.
"See if you can turn up the Bible and the letters, Miller."
Jake put the picture frame and lineage on the cot, lifted out the tray, and hunkered down. The removal of the tray exposed folded uniforms and skivvies with a dented campaign hat and holstered .45 on top. The soldier's duffel bag had been compressed into one corner like a folded flag. Jake put reluctant hands upon the belongings and sorted through the layers. At the bottom he uncovered an oilskin wallet in which he found a few greenbacks and a bundle of letters.
Jake offered the letters up to Kiernan. They were exclusively from the old man in the upstate enclave. The priest noticed idly that the envelopes were still in postmark order, the latest being ten days old.
"No loose ones in there that might be more recent, Miller? There should be an additional two or three from the past week. Right, Boswell?"
"No,” Jake said. “And no Bible."
"Where could they be?” Kiernan mused aloud. “He had the key with him. And there's his empty duffel, so they're not in storage."
Jake wondered why they should concern themselves. He watched curiously as the priest looked under the pillow and then reached down and hefted the bottom of a flaccid laundry bag tied to a corner of the cot.
Kiernan dismissed Boswell back to his office duty. He kept out the newest letter and handed the rest back to Jake, who closed and relocked the box. The chaplain looked thoughtfully at the resealed locker, and then down the aisle; but instead of leaving, he handed Jake the letter, gave a little follow-me nod, and walked toward the card players.
The men finally had to acknowledge his presence.
"Tenhut!” one of them yelled, beating Jake to it, though he thought they were a little cheeky in the way they sprang up. Kiernan seemed oblivious, however.
"As you were, boys,” he said, loud enough to let the entire room of upright men get back to their tasks. “Sorry to interrupt. What's that you're playing?"
"Hearts, sir,” one of players said defensively, maybe thinking this was a crackdown on gambling in the barracks.
"Ah, a great game of vigilance and vengeance. We call it Black Maria where I come from. But sit down. I just wanted to ask a few questions about the young man who drowned today. I'm looking after things on behalf of the XO."
They sat at his insistence but did not take up their hands. Anything, even a nosy chaplain, was a diversion to the boredom of a penniless Saturday night.
"Do you recall seeing him carrying a Bible back and forth to work? Yes? You wouldn't know offhand where it's gone to, would you?"
Head shakes all around.
"Did he have any friends besides yourselves that he might have loaned it to?"
"We weren't exactly friends,” said a sour-looking private with upstate vowels. “He would talk to anyone that came within pistol shot, whether they talked back or not. He was a pest, if you ask me."
"But was there anyone in the company who might have palled with him, who didn't think him a pest?"
The players looked at each other again and shrugged doubtfully.
"You'd notice if someone from another troop came into the barracks to see him?"
"We would, but we're out on the drill fields most of the day,” the self-appointed spokesman pointed out with thinly disguised condescension. Jake was growing rather tired of the man's tone.
"Did his pestering include stories about his family?"
"Yes!” The man gave them an unpleasant smile, no doubt feeling righteous in the contempt elicited by the question. “He would come to me and say, ‘Broszka, I see in your file that you're from Olean. That's not too far from my hometown, which is named after my family. Have you ever been to Halifax?’ What business of his is it where I come from or where I go? And it's damned dull to hear someone go on about rich relatives. What the hell is he doing here in the ranks if he comes from such good stock?"
Jake thought the other card players were growing a little uncomfortable with their friend's outspokenness. A younger, more cheerful boy with hair like stubbled straw put a hand on Broszka's arm and cleared his throat. The latter shook off the touch but subsided.
The blond said, “Best not to speak ill of the dead. Right, Chaplain? But you have me thinking that I've seen Halifax tagging after one of the cavalry salts the past couple of weeks."
"Someone from Headquarters?"
"I didn't look too closely, but he's definitely not from Headquarters."
"Where'd you see them?"
"A week ago Friday night, for certain, I saw them coming out of the riding hall."
A third player, marked by big ears stuck at right angles to his little head, spoke up in a tenement accent. “Me, too! Halleyfax an’ a Regulah. You kin tell dem boys from how dey spawt deir uniforms in dat jaunty way an’ wawk different. I sawd ‘em togedduh when I hadda detail at d'armorer's shack on de range. Dey was dare last Satuhday, drawin’ ammo fuh target shootin,’ but I dint get too close. It was a break t'see ‘em chewin’ somebuddy else's ear awf. I hadda laugh, dough."
"About what, son?"
"De way Halleyfax was playin’ de fateful dawg."
Kiernan looked aside for a moment, then back.
"Was Halifax a horseman?” he asked.
After another communal stare, they nodded grudgingly. The blond soldier said, “Truth, he sat pretty well. From what he told us, he was brought up on horseback."
"How did he shoot?"
The city mouse said, “I dunno how ennyone cud yap as much and shoot good at de same time, but I hoid he was a deadeye."
"Shooting and riding on their own time? That's unusual, isn't it? Don't you fellows get enough of that during the normal day? Well, thanks, boys. Carry on with your game."
Kiernan sketched the airiest of crosses over the card-strewn footlocker. “And please pray for your lost comrade, who will pester you no more."
Jake lingered after Kiernan stepped away. He looked Broszka in the eye and then showed his back.
"Come see me when you're by yourself, penny boy,” Broszka muttered.
Jake turned back, but before he could launch himself, Kiernan called to him. “Miller, give me a hand with this."
"His mastuh's verse,” said big ears.
* * * *
As they carried the footlocker back to Headquarters, Kiernan said to the air, “Something's amiss here."
Jake, meanwhile, was simmering. He wouldn't mind answering Broszka's smart mouth out behind the stables, and after that he would pin back that Bowery boy's big ears. Both men had probably enlisted because they had worn out their welcome in the civilian world.
He took a deep breath of the sweet night, hoping to subdue his fruitless anger. Deliberately, he imagined Halifax trying to draw such a draught of air where there was none. And what of all the drowning souls at sea, like those on the Lusitania, sinking into the bottomless dark with crushed screams?
He drew back from those thoughts, too, sensing a descent into the morbid state that had disturbed his mother so much. To escape, he said, “May I ask what you mean by amiss, Father?"
"Oh, I'm not sure. I just wonder where the Good Book and the last of the man's letters have gone to, things I believe he would not have parted with lightly. Put it down to my being a policeman's son."
"May I also ask why you didn't brace those men? I thought they were disrespectful."
Kiernan looked askance. “Do you respect me, Miller?"
"Yes, Father."
"Why? Because I'm a priest? Most young Catholic men respect their priest as a matter of course, unless he's an old sot—or worse."
"You're also an officer."
"Not in everybody's eyes. Aren't we seen as sheep in wolves’ clothing? Besides, I needed facts from them more than I needed thumbs along their seams. And nothing puts off a sinner like a martinet."
Jake had not had a Catholic priest speak so frankly to him before. Strangely flattered, he pondered Kiernan's philosophy as they trudged back, and shelved a growing question about the necessity of his own presence on this errand.
The corporal of the guard had gone out to check the posts. Boswell was back behind a newspaper whose front-page stories of race riots and Americans parading in Paris jostled the grinding litany from the Western Front. He rose up with a rustle, thinking perhaps the O.D. had arrived, and then relaxed. “I could have helped with that, sir."
"As long as we're back, may I take a peek at Halifax's records?"
Boswell moved toward one of the bins.
"Did John have any particular friends, Boswell?"
"You might say everyone—and no one."
"Not yourself?"
Boswell looked uncomfortable.
"Not among the Regulars?"
"I can't say. He never talked of any persons except his granduncle and all the dead Halifaxes."
"What exactly were his duties?"
"He kept the personnel records for our own men and cavalry troops E through H, typed up orders and commendations, memorandums, letters, the usual clerkly life."
"I heard he was a good rider. Was he also a good shot?"
Boswell had the folder now. “Yes, an expert it says here."
"Does it say if he was a swimmer?"
"We don't keep track of that, but I can tell you he wasn't. Not long ago we were detailed to take our horses down to the Winooskie for a bathe, and he would not ride out into the water. He was afraid of falling off and getting swept away. I didn't ask him what he would do if we ever had to do some deep fording."
"I see,” said Kiernan. “So how and why did he get out to that raft?"
Kiernan was laying for him. A big hand came down on Jake's shoulder in the vestibule of the auditorium shared by the Christian faiths on Sundays.
"Come with me,” Kiernan said. “My official assistant's too hung over to serve Mass."
"I don't know all the Latin by heart,” Jake pleaded, wondering why the wretched aide didn't get sacked. And didn't Jake have enough duties as it was?
"I'll give you a card to read from until you learn it. Brighten up, Miller! The less time you have on your hands, the better off you'll be."
Dragooned, Jake played to a packed house of Irish, Germans, Italians, and others, jingling the bells and muttering the ancient words, wielding the cruets and paten as best he could. Somehow, serving took some of the mystery out his weekly visit, which had already been diminished by the absence of the rich vestments, stained glass, and tortured statuary that he was used to back in Jersey.
The brief sermon centered on the drowned man, and how one should always be prepared for an end that does not announce itself. After mass, Kiernan said they had something else to do.
The chaplain had a motor car, a black roadster parked outside the BOQ where he had a room. “A gift,” Kiernan said in answer to Jake's wide eyes, and Jake envisioned the life savings of a veteran beat cop and his scrubwoman wife lavished on their priestly son.
"It's only a Tin Lizzie, Miller. My former congregation passed the hat for me because I made so many house calls. I suppose, too, it's surety against my return to the fold."
"Must have been a richer parish than mine, Father. Do you need me to crank it?"
"No, a friend of mine put an electric starter in. Climb in. We're heading for the lake."
The top was down and the rush of air elevated Jake as they passed the saluting sentry at the main gate. It was a bit comical how the guard reacted to the officer's decal and then the unexpected sight of a grinning enlisted man in the passenger seat. It gave Jake something to write home about.
As they turned onto the civilian highway they saw a crop of fresh volunteers riding bareback out on the drill field. Kiernan glanced that way and said, “And on they come, with the hearts of cavalrymen and the asses of chambermaids."
Jake laughed at the old adage and held onto his campaign hat, feeling the privileged character.
The lakeside park was deserted save for a handful of young boys who had slipped through the dragnet of church bells. The youngsters stood in their skivvies at the end of a dock that poked out from the far left of the beach where Halifax had drowned. Three of the boys dove in as the men drew closer and slap-splashed their way out to the raft. Jake noticed that they were using a clumsier version of the front crawl he had seen the day before. This was what his swimming-hole friends had called “Indian-style,” similar but much less effective than the surge of the faceless swimmer.
"Look there, Miller!"
The two boys who had lingered on the dock were lowering themselves into the water. As soon as they had gotten past the initial shock, they waded forward, waist deep at first, then chest deep with raised arms, and when the water rose to neck level, they began to hop and bounce their way out to the raft.
"I didn't know it was so shallow on that side. Did you, Miller?"
"No, yesterday was my first visit to the park."
"A grown man could walk out easily whether he could swim or no."
"Yes, but why would he dive into the deep water on his way back?"
"Maybe he didn't know about the difference in depth. We didn't. Maybe..."
"Maybe what?"
"Maybe he was misled. Tell me exactly what you remember from the moment you came down to the water."
Jake went through it all, prompted by ever-ready questioning. Kiernan listened carefully, keeping his eyes upon the water, as if he were looking through the larking boys and back into time.
"So they were already out there when you came down, just the two of them on that raft."
"Yes, the other swimmers were horsing around on the pair of rafts over to the right there."
"And I can vouch that the ballplayers had their minds on whipping each other and not on who was in the water."
"My God! You think the other man tricked Halifax into jumping into water over his head. Why?"
"Miller, there's a whole catalogue of strange and evil motives that we could go through. I may be wrong, but now that we suspect wrongdoing, perhaps we can find the actor and the motive and do something about it. We certainly don't want such treachery in our ranks when the regiment goes into action."
Jake's neck hairs stirred; Kiernan's dour words had opened a curtain on all the malevolence that awaited them overseas.
Out on the raft, a scrawny kid in his older brother's boxers stood up straight on the wet planks and put his hand to his forehead in a passable salute. He held it, waiting to be noticed, and Jake snapped to, returned the salute, releasing the boy back to his pleasures.
Kiernan had watched the exchange. “You have a good heart, Miller,” he said with something like approval. “And let's pray we get the job done over there before any of these lads grow old enough to do more than play at soldiering."
The last thing Jake wanted was to see either of his brothers in uniform. It would kill his mother.
* * * *
The big double doors of the riding hall were wide open when Jake and Kiernan pulled up. They paused just within to observe half a dozen officers taking their mounts over an equestrian obstacle course. It was such a pleasure to see the smoothly muscled creatures defying gravity with such little apparent urging from their riders. Jake held his breath as a glossy, high-shouldered black bunched itself before a double rail and then flowed over it like Pegasus, a whippet-thin lieutenant standing in the stirrups.
"It's a shame these horses won't be coming with us to France,” Kiernan said regretfully and headed for the office. Maybe they're lucky, Jake thought, still somber from Kiernan's words by the lake.
The NCO in charge was sitting at a desk mending a halter. Most of his gray hair was bunched critter-like on his upper lip, and his three chevrons looked to have been steeped in tea. He rose up with the respectful but sedate dignity of a Regular.
"As you were, Sergeant."
"What kin I do fer ya, Padre?"
"I'm tying things up for the family of that boy who drowned yesterday. I'd like to be able to tell his kin about his last days if I can. I understand he came here to exercise a mount off hours. Do you keep track of such things?"
"Why's that important?"
"His granduncle's old Cav. From what I've heard, he'd greatly appreciate knowing how the boy measured up."
The old vet's face was politely skeptical as he handed over a cowskin ledger. But what could a padre be up to, after all? Jake sensed the man's scrutiny shift his way and felt deficient. Then the fellow took his seat and resumed his leatherwork as if they were not there.
Jake went up on his toes to look over Kiernan's shoulder. “Here's where Halifax signed in, and right below is a Pfc. P. H. Edson. One week ago Friday. The duty sergeant that afternoon was named Duda."
"That's me, Padre."
"You know either of these men?"
"Halifax's the new boy that drownded, right? Didn't know him, but Edson's a Regular from Troop G.” He seemed reluctant to add anything else out of school.
"Perhaps the relative would want to talk to Edson if he was friends with the nephew."
"Edson ain't noted for collectin’ friends. Been a real loner and a hard case the years I known ‘im. Weren't even born here, and seems to like it that way."
"His name doesn't sound foreign."
"Well, he's got some kind of bunged up English accent. Ain't American, but the Army ain't so particular ‘bout that."
"They did come in together, though?"
"Yep. I watched from the door because they was takin’ turns goin’ ‘round with ‘Pache Jack."
"Apache Jack?” Jake said. “That's that mean roan that kicked some men into the hospital."
"Yep. Troop G's kinda proud of ‘im. I was lookin’ to see if he was gonna kill off either of ‘em, but they both spurred him through every jump and never got bit, thrown, nor stomped neither. Shame about that boy; you hate to see a good rider go down. That's ‘bout all I remember."
"Well, thanks for your time, Sergeant Duda."
"Got plenty of that to spare. Least for now."
* * * *
There was no firing on the pistol range on Sundays, but a detail from HQ Company was cleaning the automatics and prepping targets for the recruits who would be qualifying the next day. The corporal in charge let Kiernan into the armorer's shed and found the firing log for him.
"Halifax and Edson again; the day after their jumping contest,” the priest said. “They brought their own sidearms and drew enough ammunition for three magazines apiece."
"Riding. Shooting. Swimming,” Jake said. “Just like the pentathlon in the Olympics, which the Swedes always win, of all people. I believe they fence and run some sort of cross-country race too."
"Is that so? What could the prize have been, I wonder?"
"Maybe it was a money bet. Halifax's granduncle sounds well to do and might have given him a big allowance."
"We didn't find but five dollars in that wallet of his. We'll have to inquire, but he didn't seem to be living better than any other Pfc. And it's hard to collect winnings from a dead man. Yet ... there is that pot of gold over in New York, isn't there?"
"We should look into this Edson fellow. I wonder if they ran their foot-race, and what would they have dueled with—cavalry sabers?"
"If they were actually competing in a private Olympic, I don't think they got past the third event, Miller. It's an awful pun, but maybe Halifax got in over his head on that one."
Jake checked the priest's face, but Kiernan wasn't cracking wise. If anything, a soft melancholy sat there.
Back at the motor car, Kiernan had a thought. He reached inside his tunic and took out the paper they had found in Halifax's desk. Jake stood alongside on the running board while the priest sat behind the wheel, pondering the hodgepodge.
He rotated the page and read the sideways material in the margins. After some minutes, he pointed out some crabbed printing in one corner. “Can you read that, Miller?"
"Newcastle? Hard to read the names there, though."
"Which Newcastle, I wonder?"
"Well, I know of Newcastle coal from England. Is there another?"
"Yes, a city built by convicts, ironically enough."
A runner from headquarters trotted up at that moment, obviously relieved to have tracked them down. He had a telegram the XO had passed along for Kiernan's attention.
Kiernan opened it so Jake could read along.
* * * *
LtCol Brinks
Arrive 4PM Sunday ferry. Staying Winooskie Inn. Will take John home.
W.N. Halifax, Captain of Cavalry
* * * *
"Sir, Colonel Brinks asks if you are able to meet Mr. Halifax at the ferry."
"Of course. By the way, Private, is Boswell in the office today?"
"Yes sir, he has the duty all weekend owing to poorly wrapped puttees."
"Very good, there's another jacket I'd like to look into. Hop on the other side, son. We'll save you some boot leather."
* * * *
The man did not look like a villain. He was lean and nondescript except for a mouth that was too small for the teeth behind it. The body had some youth left to it, though years in the saddle had bowed the legs and put a slouch in the shoulders. His uniform was not a new issue, but it fit well; and the campaign hat was more compact and less floppy than the newer men's. Kiernan knew this innocuous-looking trooper had actually done much hard riding in the service, and had performed his Moro-killing with great energy. The bland features also masked a disciplinary history that had kept him down to the one stripe.
Edson looked around curiously. Two folding chairs sat facing each other in the middle of the one-room shed. A single desk lamp burned on a hinged counter hanging off the right wall, and the shadowy corners of the room were cluttered with boxes, short lengths of leaning lumber, and other materials.
"You wanted to see me, sir?” It was the first time Kiernan had heard Australian English, sounding something like Cockney, but Americanized by Edson's years in the U.S. service.
"Yes, Edson, have a seat. I'm meeting John Halifax's kin when he collects the body tomorrow. I wanted to speak a few things about John's last days, so I've been looking up his companions."
The man sat because it was expected of him, but his expression was manifestly confused as Kiernan took the seat opposite. “'Alifax's an ‘eadquarters man, sir. I'm in Troop G. I barely knew ‘im."
"Please don't be reticent, Edson. He was no Regular, but there's no harm in admitting friendship with a new man. It would help me greatly if you could say good things about him for his granduncle."
The man blinked at the priest's persistence. “Well, sir, I wish, but I only saw ‘im once ‘r twice on a report to the office."
Kiernan's face grew less affable.
"I have it on good authority that you went riding and shooting with the man. Why would you not admit to that?"
Edson looked around again at the room they were in. “What's this place?” he asked, reassessing his summons.
"The Knights of Columbus are putting up a recreational building for you men. This is their construction shack, but they've let me use it for hearing confessions and such until the work's done."
"'M not one of your Catholics, sir, and I've nothing to confess.” Edson spoke his contrary vowels evenly and sat very still, accustomed perhaps to facing up to superiors during his fractious past.
"It's understood then that you're not here to seek absolution. You are not sorry for what you've done."
At that the man started to rise, but Kiernan put up a hand that would have stopped all the noonday traffic on Broadway.
"Humor me then, and explain why you put Halifax up on Apache Jack at the riding hall a week ago Friday—the day before you were also seen plugging away together on the pistol range. And you were with him at the park this Saturday, too, when he drowned. I recognize you now."
Edson denied none of it. He said, “'Appenstance, sir. We waltz small circles in this place.” The man's eyelids came down like a snake's. “And what would it matter if it be true?"
"Well, firstly, you would have denied his acquaintance for no apparent reason and then owned up to it only when confronted. That's suspicious."
"Sir, I don't think I've to put up with this any longer.” If the trooper's confidence had been shaken, it was now regrouping. But he kept his seat, still under the spell of Kiernan's rank and scrutiny, probably curious, too, about how much he was suspected of.
"Did Halifax ever loan to you his Bible and some of his private correspondence?"
"Like schoolmates? No. Sir."
Kiernan took out Halifax's geneology. He held it up so that Edson could see what was writ there.
"I think you borrowed them to help trace out a real or fabricated connection to his family and to its wealth."
"Wake me, mother, I'm in a penny dreadful!” Edson said flippantly, but he had sat very upright with his hands on his knees.
"If we went to your barracks and had you open up your footlocker, we'd find those things, wouldn't we? Halifax must have encouraged you to investigate your connection, hungry as he was to expand his family. I'll wager the letters contain questions and answers to questions he posed to his grand-uncle about the lost Australian sheep. I believe he was looking forward to presenting you to his relative as a long lost shoot from this family tree of his. And you a full-blooded cavalry man to boot—though a prodigal one."
"You'd ‘ave to bring the Provost in on that,” Edson said, perhaps calculating the time he would have to dispose of the evidence.
Kiernan went on as if he had not heard.
"But you were not keen about the family, only about its fortune. With John out of the way, you could present yourself as a grieving distant cousin and a sole survivor to a bereft old man, couldn't you? You could break out of this endless grind of mucking stalls and chasing bandits for private's pay. So you began your pentathlon as one possible means of arranging a fatal outcome.
"Maybe you convinced John that he had to prove himself first before you would deign to take part in any reunion. You knew how fierce the family cavalry tradition was, everyone within earshot of John knew that, so you played on it as the centerpiece of this dangerous competition you concocted. You hoped Apache Jack might break his neck or kick his head in. When that didn't work, you hoped he might pull some rookie trick and shoot himself on the range. No luck. Maybe you already knew he was no swimmer when you began, and so you lured him into deep water and raced away from him with that speedy stroke you Australian lads use. You left him to perish."
Edson's eyes were locked with Keirnan's; his lip slid up his teeth in a doggish way. Now he did look the villain.
"Yes, you made him promise not to wax about you to the old gentleman or anyone else until he had proved himself. It's only the little tracks that you left that put us on to you—those missing personal items, for instance, and your having to sign in at the hall and the range. And then it just took a glance at your service jacket to close the final circuit."
Edson said nothing.
"Paul H. Edson. Born Newcastle, New South Wales. And when John caught up with what your middle initial stood for, how his heart must have leaped."
A tall, stooped man stepped quietly from behind the portable confessional, emerging from shadows that leaned over Kiernan's back like dark seraphim.
"Pfc. Paul Halifax Edson, meet Captain William Halifax."
The old man looked at Edson the way he must have looked upon ancient enemies fleeing his saber. “You are the worst of scoundrels,” he said.
On cue, Jake and Boswell came in bearing a footlocker between them. They placed it down just inside the gaping Dutch door and stood to either side, folding their arms like harem guards.
"Do you recognize Miller there? You swam right by him at the lake on Saturday. But why don't we follow this to its logical conclusion and take a look inside your box? You've already scotched any chance of getting into this man's good graces."
Edson pivoted out of the chair and had it whirling toward Jake before he was fully upright. Jake put up his hands but got a slatted smack on the chin. Edson's boots thumped as he hurdled the footlocker, stiff-arming Boswell so violently that the small man bounced off the side wall. Then he was gone into the night.
Jake and the clerk got gamely to their feet and went after him.
"Watch he doesn't have a knife!” Kiernan yelled after them, then turned to make sure Halifax had not reacted badly to the violence.
The old man looked more weary than shaken.
"This is my doing,” he said. “In my own way, I lured John to his death just as surely as that scoundrel."
His hand floated up to his forehead like a leaf lifted on a trembling wind. “Of all life's companions I have lost, this cuts the deepest."
Jake's troop had a busy Monday: foot and mounted drill, stable cleaning and grooming of horses, scrubbing floorboards until they looked bleached and urinals until they shone. After mess he dragged himself back to where the previous night's excitement had begun.
The chaplain stood at the builder's desk working on correspondence. “That bruise doesn't look too bad, Miller. And I saw Boswell alive and well. How was the food this evening?"
"I didn't stop to taste it. Have they caught up with Edson yet?"
"Not yet, but he's been sighted. It's rather clear he's trying for the Canadian border."
"If that greenhorn sentry hadn't challenged us, we would have had him before he got out of the stable. What will happen to the louse when they catch him?"
"Well, he's a deserter during wartime, he assaulted men on his way off the post, and he left on stolen government property. It won't go well. The important thing, I suppose, is that he's been cast out of our midst."
"Do you really think the old man was satisfied with what we did?"
"When I saw him off with the body, he was grieving; and that's all I could see."
"We should have brought our findings to the CO."
"I told you, the XO considered it very circumstantial, that we needed to bring real evidence before he took it higher. And if Edson had kept his dim wits about him, there's not much we could have done except see that he was ostracized. After all, he did not hold John's head under the water, he merely lured him out and then deserted him when he took the challenge, a gamble that you almost upset with your quick action. So now Edson will have to work out his salvation somewhere else. For that, I will have to answer. Hopefully, he'll repent some day for what he did."
"I doubt it,” Jake said in a clumsy attempt to alleviate the priest's troubled thoughts. “I hate deserters. Them, and thieves and drunkards."
"I suppose then there'd be quite a ruckus of a Saturday night if you were hearing confessions like I do; but listen, Miller, do me a favor."
The priest reached across the long shelf and picked up something from behind the rolled blueprints. It was a violin case.
"I borrowed this from the chaplain of the Vermont Guard."
"Isn't he a Protestant?"
"In a word ... yes; nevertheless, I would like you to scratch out a tune for me."
"Why is that?"
"I'd like to help you get past your trouble with your mother, but I need to hear you play before I can intercede."
Jake's look was as skeptical as the one Sergeant Duda had given the priest at the riding hall.
"Play, Miller. Please. I'm trying to be scrupulous."
Jake considered rebellion, but then took the instrument, suddenly desirous of lifting himself from his situation with a little music.
"Not quite in tune,” he said, plucking and adjusting, “but nicely made. What shall I play?"
"Are you acquainted with the ‘Londonderry Air'? You might know it as ‘Danny Boy.’ If you play it well, I can say so and buy you some grace with a letter to your mother."
Jake took up the bow and put the instrument under his bruised chin. As he played, he was reminded of nights at the Hibernian when his mother had sung along with the other men and women, and he had picked out her untrained but vibrant soprano without having to glance up from his fingering.
"That will do fine,” Kiernan said when Jake had finished.
Somewhere in the outer darkness, the bugler began to blow Taps. When the notes had all vanished, the lights in the cavalry barracks went out. Jake lay on his back with his hands behind his head, staring at the dark ceiling, turning over and over the irony of feeling more guilt about the death of a man he had fought so hard to save than did the man who had left him to die.
One guilt tended door for another. The darkness above gazed down at him.
"Lily,” he said.
Copyright © 2010 Chris Muessig
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Department: THE MYSTERIOUS CIPHER by by Willie Rose
Each letter consistently represents another. The quotation is from a short mystery story. Arranging the answer letters in alphabetical order gives a clue to the title of the story.
DI QAK FHZ AYSG'Q IHRGS FK YGS QYOKG FK RGSKM DQP UDGN, D'S AYTK ZKKG ZYDQ IHM JMKSYQHMP. QADP DP GHQ FKMKEW JADEHPHJAW.
—SYTDS KSNKMEKW NYQKP
Cipher Answer: A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z
Solution listed in Table of Contents
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Department: BOOKED & PRINTED by Robert C. Hahn
Ireland and Scotland have a substantial cadre of first-rate writers populating their lands with criminal misdeeds of all sorts—Ian Rankin, Val McDermid, and Ken Bruen, to name just a few. Three first-time authors who are ready to join their ranks are Russel D. McLean of Dundee, Scotland; C. David Ingram of greater Glasgow; and Stuart Neville of Northern Ireland. All three offer tarnished knights jousting with their own demons, characters who reflect the moral ambiguity of modern life and who wrestle with choices that often lead to unpredictable, lifelong quagmires.
* * * *
Russel D. McLean's the good son (Minotaur, $24.99) is the first novel by the acclaimed short story writer (and regular AHMM contributor). J. McNee is a bitter Dundee ex-cop whose fiancée, Elaine, was killed by a still-unknown hit-and-run driver, which also left him with a bum leg and a load of guilt. Fallout from the crash included estrangement from his fiancée's family, heavy drinking, striking a fellow officer and losing his job as a Dundee policeman, and, eventually, taking over an aging P.I.'s business.
* * * *

* * * *
His life is transformed again when James Robertson enters his office. Robertson, a farmer, wants McNee to investigate the life his brother Daniel was leading in London in the decades before he returned to the family farm and silently hanged himself from a tree. The police, satisfied that Daniel committed suicide, are uninterested in investigating further, but James needs more.
A few phone calls are all it takes for McNee to discover that Daniel was using a Soho nightclub as an address and working with a notorious London gangster, Gordon Egg. But McNee's phone calls are also enough to bring trouble in the form of Daniel's girlfriend and Egg's brutal henchmen.
McLean's prose is marvelous as he details McNee's struggles to come to terms with Elaine's death, his own guilt, and his fractured relationships with former colleagues and Elaine's sister, Rachel. And while McNee tries to carry all that baggage, he invites an additional burden when he persists with his attempts to provide James Robertson with the closure he requested, even after the latter tells him to quit. But what else can McNee do when his efforts lead to another woman's death and the shooting of a friend?
McLean has created an intensely complex, credible central character and surrounds him with a skillfully drawn supporting cast. Readers will look forward to a reprise of J. McNee.
* * * *
C. David Ingram's the stone gallows (Myrmidon, $14.95) introduces hard-luck Glasgow investigator Cameron Stone. As in The Good Son, a car accident again sets the stage for a violent shift in the life fortunes of Cameron Stone, a detective constable in Glasgow. As young Stone, with an older colleague, is staking out a trucking firm boss who is suspected of human trafficking, the detective gets involved in a wild car chase that ends in the death of a woman and her infant. The crash leaves Stone seriously injured and unable to remember clearly what happened.
While still in the hospital, he receives a get-well card from his wife with a note saying she has left him and taken their young son with them. Although an internal police investigation officially clears him, Cameron is labeled a “baby-killer” by segments of public opinion. He ends up resigning from the force, and is eventually taken on as a gofer at a detective agency owned by his former partner and mentor, Joe Banks.
* * * *

* * * *
Ingram packs a lot into his nearly four hundred pages. Cameron tracks down a runaway teen working in a brothel disguised as a “health spa,” follows a woman whose sister suspects her of having an affair with her husband, and tackles jobs his ex-colleagues on the police force don't want to dirty themselves with, such as physically discouraging a suspected drug dealer near a school, intimidating troublesome teens, or putting the fear of God into a pervert who preys on young girls. Each event morphs into a thoroughly absorbing story, testing Cameron's abilities and resolve and threatening those closest to him. And a brilliant ending, perfectly orchestrated and totally fitting, will leave readers eager for more of Cameron Stone.
Stuart Neville's the ghosts of belfast (Soho Crime, $25) offers a grim look at the rocky road the Irish are traveling from civil war to peaceful coexistence. Gerry Fegan, a fighter for Irish independence, is a hero to some and an anathema to others. While the previous novelists offered heroes whose difficulties seemed to stem from accidents outside their control, Neville introduces a man harder to sympathize with. Gerry has killed at least a dozen victims in the IRA's fight to gain independence. He served twelve years in the notorious Maze prison as a “political prisoner."
Now Fegan is haunted and literally stalked by those victims—he sees them, talks to them, and tries desperately to drink enough to blot them out of his consciousness. Some of his victims were soldiers; one was a cop; others were loyalist freedom fighters. And four were everyday civilians, caught in the wrong place at the wrong time, and slain for it.
* * * *

* * * *
Fegan's behavior becomes strange enough to worry friends and comrades: those who share his secrets, those who share his guilt, and those who selected his targets. They have reason to fret; the ghosts of Fegan's victims demand that he make restitution by murdering his former allies.
Fegan begins his task with a cunning born of years of violence. Gradually, Neville evokes an understanding and even sympathy for Fegan, based on the forces that turned him into a killer and his tender burgeoning relationship with Marie McKenna, the niece of one of the men he must kill. But as Fegan proceeds, it becomes clear to his former comrades what he is doing, and they set him in their murderous sights.
Neville paints a compellingly ugly picture of the brutal crimes committed by both sides in Ireland's internecine strife. The Ghosts of Belfast makes clear that the peace process that lead to the Good Friday Agreement of 1998 ended neither the bitterness nor the violence. Neville's debut is dark and full of violence, but it has the ring of true brass through and through, and fully deserves to share shelf space with the works of Ken Bruen.
Copyright © 2010 Robert C. Hahn
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Mystery Classic: THE SHAPE OF THE SWORD by Jorge Luis Borges, Selected and Introduced by Robert Lopresti
When I was in the eighth grade, English class was a strange combination of pain and pleasure. We would read some wonderful piece and then Mr. Malthus would spoil it by asking, “What does this story mean? What is the author's message?"
This is no way to introduce a love of literature, I suspect. And let's face it, you can enjoy every story in this magazine without ever worrying about what one of them means. Maybe the author's message is simply, “Here's an interesting tale,” and that's fine.
But Borges is something else.
It has been said that Jorge Luis Borges (1899-1986) wrote fiction for people who don't like fiction. This is partly because he thought a writer should create his own universe, so his “stories” included biographical sketches of people who never lived, reviews of nonexistent books, and detailed descriptions of buildings which could never be built.
In essence these stories have no plots (which is not to say that many of them aren't terrific), and that forces us back to Mr. Malthus's question: What do they mean? If he doesn't have a story to tell, why is the author bothering to talk to us at all?
Around the time Borges turned forty (a mid-life crisis?), he began planning a series of bizarre detective stories with his friend, the novelist Adolfo Bioy Casares, which were eventually published as Six Problems for Don Isidro Parodi. The hero, wrongfully imprisoned, passes his time solving impossible crimes that are described by visitors to his jail.
The Parodi stories are lightweight fun, but their main importance is that they inspired Borges to pour out his first three plotted stories in a matter of months. And each of those was related to the field of crime fiction.
First came “The Garden of Forking Paths,” a spy story unlike any other. The tale involves one of Borges’ favorite themes, the Labyrinth, with the spy discovering an endless novel in which the reader can get lost forever. (But yes, this story does have a plot, and a lovely twist ending.)
Next was “Death and the Compass,” which can be read as a plain old detective story, if you don't stop to wonder why Borges describes a city in such detail but never tells you its name, or even what continent it's on. This story illustrates his other great theme, the Double, concerning two enemies (in this case, the detective and the criminal) who may actually be aspects of the same person.
Those stories have been endlessly reprinted in mystery anthologies, but less attention has been paid to the third tale, “The Shape of the Sword.” This one, set mostly during the Irish War of Independence, is about courage and cowardice, loyalty and betrayal. I assure you that you can enjoy it without sparing a thought to meaning or message, but if you want to make Mr. Malthus happy, you will find plenty to analyze.
One final note. A biography of Borges says that he didn't achieve fame outside of South America until the 1960s. Nonetheless, he first appeared in English in 1948 in, of all places, Ellery Queen's Mystery Magazine. Thirty years later, the Mystery Writers of America gave him a special Edgar Award for his contribution to the field.
So even though Mr. Malthus's crowd may claim him, Borges is also one of ours.
Salud.
* * * *
THE SHAPE OF THE SWORD
Jorge Luis Borges
A spiteful scar crossed his face: an ash-colored and nearly perfect arc that creased his temple at one tip and his cheek at the other. His real name is of no importance, everyone in Tacuarembo called him the “Englishman from La Colorada.” Cardoso, the owner of those fields refused to sell them: I understand that the Englishman resorted to an unexpected argument: he confided to Cardoso the secret of the scar. The Englishman came from the border, from Rio Grande del Sur; there are many who say that in Brazil he had been a smuggler. The fields were overgrown with grass, the waterholes brackish; the Englishman, in order to correct those deficiencies, worked fully as hard as his laborers. They say that he was severe to the point of cruelty, but scrupulously just. They say also that he drank: a few times a year he locked himself into an upper room, not to emerge until two or three days later as if from a battle or from vertigo, pale, trembling, confused and as authoritarian as ever. I remember the glacial eyes, the energetic leanness, the gray mustache. He had no dealings with anyone; it is a fact that his Spanish was rudimentary and cluttered with Brazilian. Aside from a business letter or some pamphlet he received no mail.
The last time I passed through the northern provinces, a sudden overflowing of the Caraguata stream compelled me to spend the night at La Colorada. Within a few moments, I seemed to sense that my appearance was inopportune; I tried to ingratiate myself with the Englishman; I resorted to the least discerning of passions: patriotism. I claimed as invincible a country with such spirit as England's. My companion agreed, but added with a smile that he was not English. He was Irish from Dungarvan. Having said this, he stopped short, as if he had revealed a secret.
After dinner we went outside to look at the sky. It had cleared up, but beyond the low hills the southern sky, streaked and gashed by lightning, was conceiving another storm. Into the cleared up dining room the boy who had served dinner brought a bottle of rum. We drank for some time, in silence.
I don't know what time it must have been when I observed that I was drunk; I don't know what inspiration or what exultation or tedium made me mention the scar. The Englishman's face changed its expression; for a few seconds I thought he was going to throw me out of the house. At length he said in his normal voice:
"I'll tell you the history of my scar under one condition: that of not mitigating one bit of the opprobrium, of the infamous circumstances."
I agreed. This is the story that he told me, mixing his English with Spanish, and even with Portuguese:
"Around 1922, in one of the cities of Connaught, I was one of the many who were conspiring for the independence of Ireland. Of my comrades, some are still living, dedicated to peaceful pursuits; others, paradoxically, are fighting on desert and sea under the English flag; another, the most worthy, died in the courtyard of a barracks, at dawn, shot by men filled with sleep; still others (not the most unfortunate) met their destiny in the anonymous and almost secret battles of the civil war. We were Republicans, Catholics; we were, I suspect, Romantics. Ireland was for us not only the utopian future and the intolerable present; it was a bitter and cherished mythology, it was the circular towers and the red marshes, it was the repudiation of Parnell and the enormous epic poems which sang of the robbing of bulls which in another incarnation were heroes and in others fish and mountains ... One afternoon I will never forget, an affiliate from Munster joined us: one John Vincent Moon.
"He was scarcely twenty years old. He was slender and flaccid at the same time; he gave the uncomfortable impression of being invertebrate. He had studied with fervor and with vanity nearly every page of Lord knows what Communist manual; he made use of dialectical materialism to put an end to any discussion whatever. The reasons one can have for hating another man, or for loving him, are infinite: Moon reduced the history of the universe to a sordid economic conflict. He affirmed that the revolution was predestined to succeed. I told him that for a gentleman only lost causes should be attractive ... Night had already fallen; we continued our disagreement in the hall, on the stairs, then along the vague streets. The judgments Moon emitted impressed me less than his irrefutable, apodictic note. The new comrade did not discuss: he dictated opinions with scorn and with a certain anger.
"As we were arriving at the outlying houses, a sudden burst of gunfire stunned us. (Either before or afterwards we skirted the blank wall of a factory or barracks.) We moved into an unpaved street; a soldier, huge in the firelight, came out of a burning hut. Crying out, he ordered us to stop. I quickened my pace; my companion did not follow. I turned around: John Vincent Moon was motionless, fascinated, as if eternized by fear. I then ran back and knocked the soldier to the ground with one blow, shook Vincent Moon, insulted him and ordered him to follow. I had to take him by the arm; the passion of fear had rendered him helpless. We fled, into the night pierced by flames. A rifle volley reached out for us, and a bullet nicked Moon's right shoulder; as we were fleeing amid pines, he broke out in weak sobbing.
"In that fall of 1923 I had taken shelter in General Berkeley's country house. The general (whom I had never seen) was carrying out some administrative assignment or other in Bengal; the house was less than a century old, but it was decayed and shadowy and flourished in puzzling corridors and in pointless antechambers. The museum and the huge library usurped the first floor: controversial and uncongenial books which in some manner are the history of the nineteenth century; scimitars from Nishapur, along whose captured arcs there seemed to persist still the wind and violence of battle. We entered (I seem to recall) through the rear. Moon, trembling, his mouth parched, murmured that the events of the night were interesting; I dressed his wound and brought him a cup of tea; I was able to determine that his ‘wound’ was superficial. Suddenly he stammered in bewilderment:
"'You know, you ran a terrible risk.'
"I told him not to worry about it. (The habit of the civil war had incited me to act is I did; besides, the capture of a single member could endanger our cause.)
"By the following day Moon had recovered his poise. He accepted a cigarette and subjected me to a severe interrogation on the ‘economic resources of our revolutionary party.’ His questions were very lucid; I told him (truthfully) that the situation was serious. Deep bursts of rifle fire agitated the south. I told Moon our comrades were waiting for us. My overcoat and my revolver were in my room; when I returned, I found Moon stretched out on the sofa, his eyes closed. He imagined he had a fever; he invoked a painful spasm in his shoulder.
"At that moment I understood that his cowardice was irreparable. I clumsily entreated him to take care of himself and went out. This frightened man mortified me, as if I were the coward, not Vincent Moon. Whatever one man does, it is as if all men did it. For that reason it is not unfair that one disobedience in a garden should contaminate all humanity; for that reason it is not unjust that the crucifixion of a single Jew should be sufficient to save it. Perhaps Schopenhauer was right. I am all other men, any man is all men, Shakespeare is in some manner the miserable John Vincent Moon.
"Nine days we spent in the general's enormous house. Of the agonies and the successes of the war I shall not speak: I propose to relate the history of the scar that insults me. In my memory, those nine days form only a single day, save for the next to the last, when our men broke into a barracks and we were able to avenge precisely the sixteen comrades who had been machine-gunned in Elphin. I slipped out of the house towards dawn, in the confusion of daybreak. At nightfall I was back. My companion was waiting for me upstairs: his wound did not permit him to descend to the ground floor. I recall him having some volume of strategy in his hand, F. N. Maude or Clausewitz. ‘The weapon I prefer is the artillery,’ he confessed to me one night. He inquired into our plans; he liked to censure them or revise them. He also was accustomed to denouncing ‘our deplorable economic basis'; dogmatic and gloomy, he predicted the disastrous end. 'C'est une affaire flambée,' he murmured. In order to show that he was indifferent to being a physical coward, he magnified his mental arrogance. In this way, for good or for bad, nine days elapsed.
"On the tenth day the city fell definitely to the Black and Tans. Tall, silent horsemen patrolled the roads; ashes and smoke rode on the wind; on the corner I saw a corpse thrown to the ground, an impression less firm in my memory than that of a dummy on which the soldiers endlessly practiced their marksmanship, in the middle of the square ... I had left when dawn was in the sky; before noon I returned. Moon, in the library, was speaking with someone; the tone of his voice told me he was talking on the telephone. Then I heard my name; then, that I would return at seven; then, the suggestion that they should arrest me as I was crossing the garden. My reasonable friend was reasonably selling me out. I heard him demand guarantees of personal safety.
"Here my story is confused and becomes lost. I know that I pursued the informer along the black, nightmarish halls and along deep stairways of dizziness. Moon knew the house very well, much better than I. One or two times I lost him. I cornered him before the soldiers stopped me. From one of the general's collections of arms I tore a cutlass: with that half moon I carved into his face forever a half moon of blood. Borges, to you, a stranger I have made this confession. Your contempt does not grieve me so much.''
Here the narrator stopped. I noticed that his hands were shaking.
"And Moon?” I asked him.
"He collected his Judas money and fled to Brazil. That afternoon, in the square, he saw a dummy shot up by some drunken men."
I waited in vain for the rest of the story. Finally I told him to go on.
Then a sob went through his body; and with a weak gentleness he pointed to the whitish curved scar.
"You don't believe me?” he stammered. “Don't you see that I carry written on my face the mark of my infamy? I have told you the story thus so that you would hear me to the end. I denounced the man who protected me. I am Vincent Moon. Now despise me."
* * * *
Translated by Donald A. Yates, from Labyrinths, copyright © 1962, 1964 by New Directions Publishing Corp. Reprinted by permission of New Directions Publishing Corp.
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Department: SOLUTION TO THE MYSTERIOUS CIPHER
If the mob hadn't found me and taken me under its wing, I'd have been bait for predators. This is not merely philosophy.
—David Edgerley Gates
From “Skin and Bones” (AHMM, October 2008)
yzc skinadboe fghjlmpqrtuvwx
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Department: COMING IN APRIL 2010
Thief in the House by Brendan DuBois
Get Sinatra by Loren D. Estleman
Between Minkhe and Mayrev by Kenneth Wishnia
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