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Department: EDITOR'S NOTES: MEN OF MYSTERY by Linda Landrigan
* * * *

* * * *
A few months ago I was able to bring you the happy news that Dick Stodghill's story “Panic on Portage Path” (January/February 2008) was among our nominees for a Shamus Award for Best Private Eye Short Story. This month I am saddened to bring you news of his death on November 8, 2009. He was eighty-four years old and had written for Alfred Hitchcock's Mystery Magazine for thirty years. He was also an award-winning journalist, a former Pinkerton detective, and a World War II veteran, which he wrote about in his memoir Normandy 1944: A Young Rifleman's War. He will be greatly missed.
We will also miss two novelists who died earlier this year, who not only gave us fine mysteries but were generous to their up-and-coming peers in many ways: William G. Tapply and Stuart M. Kaminsky. This month our Booked & Printed columnist Robert C. Hahn gives us a retrospective of these two authors.—Linda Landrigan, Editor
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Department: THE LINEUP
Brendan DuBois's novel Dead Sand, the first in his Lewis Cole series, is now available from Plaidswede Publishing.
Mark Patrick Lynch makes his AHMM debut with “Jango Says.” He lives in Yorkshire, England.
Robert C. Hahn reviews mysteries for Publishers Weekly and the New York Post.
Andrei Bhuyanhas worked as a business analyst in the investment banking industry. “High Finance” is his first contribution to AHMM.Loren D. Estleman's second Valentino novel, Alone, was published by Forge in December 2009.
Christopher Welchworks as an attorney in Rhode Island. “The Art of Deceit” is his first published short story.
Shelley Costa is the author of The Everything Guide to Edgar Allan Poe (Adams Media). She teaches creative writing at the Cleveland Insistute of Art.
Kenneth Wishnia is the author of The Fifth Servant (HarperCollins, 2010). His novel 23 Shades of Black was shortlisted for a 1998 Edgar award.
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Fiction: GET SINATRA: A FOUR HORSEMEN STORY by Loren D. Estleman
* * * *

Art by Edward Kinsella III
* * * *
"Lieutenant? I mean, Zag?"
Zagreb looked up, scowling at the slip, then felt his face crack into a grin as McReary came trotting up from the water, trunks wet and sagging, holding down a winterweight gray fedora with one hand against the wind from Canada. He was freckling badly and resembled nothing so much as a polka-dot scarecrow.
"You might as well give me the rank, Mac. That hat screams cop. You got a wool scarf to go with it?"
The young detective flushed. McReary was a good-looking kid, but he'd lost his hair early and was sensitive about it. “Sorry. I had a Panama, but I think I threw it out during the last snowstorm.” He sat on the edge of Zagreb's beach towel, drew his service piece from under it, and put it in his lap. “I don't think they're coming. It's almost sundown, and torches mean gasoline. Even phony Nazis aren't crazy enough to burn up all their ration stamps just to celebrate the fall of France."
"We got another hour. Eastern wartime, did you forget?"
"Well, fifty of ‘em showed up on the first anniversary, but the U.S. wasn't in the war then. They had that kind of guts, why not enlist in the Wehrmacht?"
"Keep your shirt on. Put it on, I mean. Vice picked up the Bundenfuhrer an hour ago, trying to lure a fourteen-year-old girl into his Studebaker with a lollipop."
"Where'd you hear that?"
Zagreb pointed at the radio, still playing The Green Hornet under someone's colorful umbrella.
Suddenly they were both in shade. Sergeant Canal stood over them with his square feet spread, listening to the Hornet's chauffeur reporting to his boss. In a striped robe, green cheaters, and with a glob of white zinc on his nose, he was as quiet and petite as the Big Top. “Didn't Kato used to be a Nip?"
"That was before Pearl,” Zag said. “Now he's a Filipino."
McReary said, “You hear? We nabbed Heinrich on jailbait."
"Maybe he was recruiting for the Hitler Youth.” Canal bit down on his cold cigar and spat out sand.
They were joined by Detective Burke. He wasn't as big as the sergeant, but made up for the difference in body hair. Tight white trunks made him look like a Kodiak bear that had been shaved for gallbladder surgery. Briefed by the others, he said, “I bet the girl was Shorty O'Hanlon. When he puts on a girdle he looks just like Linda Darnell."
Lieutenant Zagreb broke the pungent little silence that followed this remark. “Mac, I'm putting you on that black market case at the Detroit Athletic Club. Burksie's been staking out the locker room a little too long."
The detective's face darkened while the others laughed.
"Why didn't you call us in an hour ago?” McReary was the youngest member of the Racket Squad and the most earnest.
"When's the last time any of us got the chance to top off his tan?"
"This detail's the bunk anyway,” said Canal. “We can't even make an arrest, just get a look at the faces under them storm trooper caps and match ‘em to the mug books downtown."
Zagreb said, “So far there's no law against playing dress-up and singing love songs to Schickelgruber. If they've got a record we can haul ‘em in and sweat ‘em later, put the fear of FDR in ‘em."
Burke scratched his chest hair. “Busywork's what it is. The commissioner can't break up the squad because we get headlines, so he's going to bore us into quitting and joining the army."
Canal said, “The navy for me. Them sailor boys get laid more."
McReary said he thought Canal was saving himself for a nice girl from the Old Country.
"There won't be any left if we keep dropping bombs on ‘em. Man's not made of stone."
Zagreb got up and folded his towel. “Let's get dressed. I'll talk to the commissioner."
Burke leered at Canal. “I hope you know all the words to ‘Anchors Aweigh.’”
* * * *
"These rats in the Bund are a serious threat to the Home Front,” Commissioner Witherspoon told the lieutenant. “You'll stay on the detail until further notice."
Witherspoon, a sour parsnip in a stiff collar, considered the Racket Squad the chief impediment to his ambition to run for mayor. He resented the tag the press had hung on Zagreb and his men—the Four Horsemen—and reprimanded any department employee who used it.
"Setting up their leader on a morals charge has scared the sauerkraut clear out of them. They're tearing up their brown shirts to donate to the armed services."
The commissioner put on his pinch glasses and shuffled the papers on his desk, gesturing dismissal. “You're insubordinate, Lieutenant. This department doesn't railroad innocent men."
"Heinrich and I bowled in the same league before the war. He's a blowhard and he's got a screw loose when it comes to Jews, but he's never so much as looked at a woman except his wife. Putting Sergeant O'Hanlon in a pinafore wouldn't change that."
"It wasn't O'Hanlon. I'd like to know how these rumors get started. We used a female volunteer from the steno pool."
"So it was a frame."
Withersoon sat back and unpinched his spectacles. “What is it you want, Zagreb? Half my men are overseas and I can't keep a secretary; they all want to build tanks for Chrysler. I don't have time to listen to you gripe."
"You just made my case. You're wasting four experienced men on a pissant detail that Uncle Sam's Whiskers should've been doing in the first place."
"The last time I let in Hoover's boys, it took a can of Flit to get them out.” He twirled his glasses by their ribbon, lips pursed. Then he put them back on and reshuffled his papers. “Here. A job for experienced men."
Zagreb hesitated before taking the sheet, a letter typed single space on heavy bond. He didn't like the commissioner's constipated little smile.
* * * *
For fifteen seconds after the lieutenant stopped speaking, the only sound in the squad room was Canal mashing his cigar between his teeth. They had their hats on—matching pearl gray fedoras, to avoid bopping one another with blackjacks when they waded into brawls—because the nights were beginning to get cool. They were alone except for an officer flipping through files in a drawer. He was ten pounds too heavy for his uniform and five years past retirement. Witherspoon was desperate for manpower but too cheap to restore his sergeant's rank. The room was filled with empty desks and typewriters covered like canary cages.
"Bodyguard duty,” spat Burke. “That's actually a step down from watching fake Nazis."
Canal said, “I can't stand Sinatra. He sings like olive oil coming to a boil."
"He's okay,” said McReary. “Next girl I have, ‘I'll Never Smile Again’ will be our song."
Canal snorted. “If you ever had a girl, you'd know you don't get to pick your song. It's the one that's playing the first time you plant one on her."
"Your luck, it'll be ‘Thwee Iddie Fishies.'” Zagreb held up the sheet. “The letter's from Frankie's manager, asking for police protection when he plays the Fisher next month. He's been getting anonymous calls promising to lay a lead pipe across his throat if he doesn't agree to pony up five grand."
"Worth a shot, if it improves his singing.” Canal blew an improbably long jet of smoke out the open window next to him.
Burke said, “Hell, anybody can drop a nickel. Some soda jerk's sore because his broad's in love with that twig."
"The manager thinks it's the McCoy. Remember that lug tried to throw acid in Mae West's face?"
"Serves him right for aiming at her face,” Canal said. “It's a publicity stunt."
McReary wasn't listening. “I've had more girls than you've had cheap cigars. You fall in love with Hedy Lamarr every time you go to the can."
"I told you, her picture came with the wallet."
Zagreb said, “You're both Errol Flynn, okay? Let's get back to business. Frankie's the job, that's it. I don't know about the rest of you, but I've had it up to here with beating up on ham radio operators with Lawrence Welk accents. What's so wrong with show business? Maybe we'll get to meet Betty Grable."
"We got a couple of weeks,” said Burke. “I'm thinking we might wrap this one up before we have to dive into a mob of bobby-soxers. Don't this sound like just the kind of lay that another Frankie dear to our hearts would love to sink his teeth into?"
Deep contemplation followed. The Greektown bar where they hung their hats off duty had a picture of Francis Xavier Oro on the dartboard. Frankie Orr had his paws on every automobile tire and pound of butter that passed through the local black market.
"I'd like five minutes with that greaseball in the basement,” Canal said thoughtfully. “I'd swap it for my pension."
Burke chuckled. “Big talk. Someday you'll punch a hole in Witherspoon's face and your pension'll be dead as Valentino."
Zagreb lit a Chesterfield with his Zippo. “There isn't a man in this room won't be on the dole the minute the boys come back from Berlin and Tokyo; the commish will see to that. Meanwhile, let's have some fun with our Frankie."
* * * *
Orr's office of record stood high in the Buhl Building, an Art Deco hell designed by a firm of chorus boys from Grosse Pointe, with a checkerboard of ebony and pickled-birch panels on the walls and a chrome ballerina hoisting a lighted globe on his glass desk. He sent someone there to pick up his mail and read it in his private dining room in the Roma Cafe, a Sicilian restaurant in which he owned part interest; that was speculation. His name didn't appear on the ownership papers.
A freestanding sign in front of the door read private party. As Canal lifted it out of their path, a man nearly his size took its place. His suitcoat sagged heavily on one side.
"'S'matter, Junior, you only read the funnies?” Canal said.
Zagreb touched Canal's arm. “Hey, pal, you like Vernor's?"
"Never heard of it."
"Out of town,” Zagreb told the sergeant. “Frankie rotates ‘em like tires so they don't get lazy. It's not his fault he doesn't know we're famous.” He flashed his shield. “Boss in?"
"No."
"Then what the hell you doing here?” Canal swung the sign at his head.
The bodyguard tried to roll with the blow and reached under the sagging side of his coat. McReary, stationed on that side, slid the blackjack out of his sleeve and flicked it at the back of the man's hand as it emerged. The big semiautomatic pistol thumped to the carpet. Burke kicked it away.
"Just like Busby Berkeley,” Zagreb said. “Show some manners. Knock on the door."
The bodyguard, bleeding from the temple, ungripped his injured hand and complied. When a muffled voice issued an invitation, he grasped the knob. “What's Vernor's, anyway?"
"Just the best ginger ale on the planet,” Canal said.
"I like Canada Dry."
Frankie Orr, seated in a corner booth, closed and locked a strongbox on the table and looked at the bodyguard without expression. “Call New York. You're still on the payroll till your replacement gets here. I don't want to see you after that."
The man left, closing the door. Orr turned his gaze to Zagreb. The gangster was handsome, if you liked the gigolo type. He trained his glossy black hair with plenty of oil, practiced his crooked Clark Gable smile in front of a mirror, and the man who cut his silk suits at Crawford's swore he hadn't added an inch to his waistline in ten years. “I wish you'd put a leash on that St. Bernard of yours,” he said. “There's a war on. Good help's scarce."
"He's still a pup. I don't want to break his spirit.” The lieutenant spun a chair away from a vacant table—they all were, except Orr's—and straddled it backwards, folding his arms on the back. “Sinatra's coming, did you hear?"
"I bought a block of tickets. I didn't know you followed swing music."
"Der Bingle for me. Crosby was here when he came and he'll be here when he's gone. That might be sooner than we think. That goon on the Manhattan subway, before you came here; didn't you beat him to death with a lead pipe?"
"I never killed nobody, not with a lead pipe or a gun or a custard pie. If that's why you're here, you need a warrant. Small talk, Sinatra and Ishkabibble, won't do it."
"They don't call you The Conductor because you shook a stick in front of the Philharmonic, but that's New York's headache. One less of you heels back East doesn't annoy me one little bit. Some joker's making noise about doing plumbing on the Voice's throat, maybe right here in town; that does. Since you both like the same weapon I thought we'd start here."
"You're barking down the wrong hole, Lieutenant. I don't spit in the wind, especially when it's blowing from New Jersey. You know how Sinatra went solo?"
Burke said, “We ain't deaf. Willie Moretti got Tommy Dorsey to release Frankie-boy from his contract by twisting a .45 in his ear. Every little girl in Hoboken sings about it skipping rope."
"I heard it was a .38,” Orr said. “Anyway, the organization has plenty tied up in Sinatra. Anything else you heard is bushwah."
"His manager doesn't think so.” Zagreb got a Chesterfield out of the pack and walked it back and forth across his knuckles. “I believe you, Frank. It's easy enough to find out if you bought all those tickets, and everybody knows you're cheap. Any loose cannons in your outfit? Some driver thinks he didn't get his end smuggling a truckload of Juicy Fruit past the OPA?"
"You got to do better than that if you want me to say I got anything to do with the black market. Say, where'd you learn that trick?” Orr stared, fascinated by the sleight of hand.
"I used to deal blackjack before I got religion. Okay, so when it comes to waving Old Glory, you're Kate Smith. But if you weren't and one of your boys wanted to cross you, who'd it be?"
"I clean up my own messes. Listen, there's a showgirl at the Forest Club who'd think that thing with the cigarette's swell. I can get you a deal on a set of whitewalls if you taught it to me. Pre-war, never used, so there won't be any trouble over stamps."
Canal drew his shadow over the booth. “Frankie, I think you're trying to corrupt us."
"Signora Oro didn't raise any dumbbells, Sergeant. It's a friendly trade is all."
Zagreb stood and put away the cigarette. “Keep your nose clean, Frankie. We don't want to have to come back and blow it for you."
Out in the public area, the lieutenant stopped. “You boys wait in the car. I forgot my hat."
They left him. None of them looked at the hat on his head.
He found Orr putting the strongbox in a wall safe. The gangster shut the door, twisted the knob, and covered it with a print of St. Mark's Cathedral in Venice. He jumped when he turned and saw the lieutenant. “Jeez, you fellas are light on your heels. I thought you all had Four-F flat feet."
"Relax, Little Caesar. If we wanted to shake you down, we'd just bust holes in the walls with sledges. It occurred to me you don't trust my boys not to go running to Jersey if you gave me the time and temperature in front of them."
"I know you since the old days,” Orr said. “You hauled me downtown with ten cases of Old Log Cabin in the back seat. I offered you half a C-note, but it was no go. I got my cargo back, you got foot patrol for a month. You're a sucker cop, but a right ghee. You could take a certain bellyacher off my neck, but what'll you tell the others when you come back with a name?"
"I'll say I taught you the cigarette trick."
"Jersey'd laugh ‘em clear back to Detroit if they went to them with a story like that.” Orr gave him the Gable grin. “So how do you do it without bending the butt?"
Zagreb shook his head. “Can't risk it, Frankie. You couldn't resist showing it off if Jersey asked, and there goes your cover. I can't have your blood on my hands."
The grin shut down. “Serves me right for trusting a cop."
The others were sitting in the unmarked black Chrysler with the windows down to let out the reek from Canal's cigar. The lieutenant got in beside Burke at the wheel and said, “Lyle Ugar. Drops a grand a month to his bookie on a dock foreman's pay."
"What, no whitewalls?” McReary asked.
* * * *
They discussed using the California Hotel, the flea hatchery where the squad conducted unofficial interrogations, but since a street thug wasn't likely to squawk to the commission, they took him to the basement at l300—Detroit Police Headquarters—still wearing his coveralls, artfully smeared with grease in case his parole officer came to call. Ugar had gin blossoms on his nose and brass knuckles in his pocket.
"My good luck charm,” he said.
Canal tried them out on the prisoner's abdomen. Ugar spit up on Canal's shirt. The sergeant, mildly irritated, straightened him back out with his other fist.
"Slow down.” Zagreb yawned. “You got a train to catch?"
"I'm stuck with this shirt for the duration. My Chinaman charges double to scrub out puke.” But the big man took pity on Ugar and shoved him gently into a kitchen chair soaked deep with sweat and worse. The impact tilted the front legs off the floor. They hung for a second, then came back down with a bang.
McReary was sitting on a stack of bulletproof vests left over from the Dillinger days, holding a wrinkled sheet of onionskin. Generations of mice had chewed holes in the vests and pulled out steel wool to snuggle their young. “Says here in your personnel record you were a pipe fitter on your last job. Take any pipes with you when you left?"
"That's what this is about, pilfering from the job?” Ugar hugged his stomach. A violet knot marred the line of his underslung jaw. “Christ, I'll donate ‘em to the scrap drive."
Canal placed one of his size sixteens against the foreman's chest and pushed. A building less solid would have shaken when chair and man struck the floor.
Zagreb lit a cigarette, watched the smoke spiral toward racks of sports equipment untouched since December 1941. “What kind of music you listen to, Lyle?"
"Wh-what?” Ugar's lungs were still trying to reinflate.
"I like Bing Crosby. 'Wunderbar,' I but I don't guess we'll be hearing that one for a while. How about you fellas?"
"Polka,” said Canal. “Oom-pah-pah."
Burke said, “Pass. I'd rather hear the fights."
"Kay Kyser,” McReary said.
The other three groaned. Zagreb said, “See, we're making conversation. What do you think about this skinny kid has the little girls’ bobbysox rolling up and down, Sinatra?"
"Never heard of him.” Ugar remained sitting in the chair with his back on the floor and the soles of his Red Wings showing. “I hocked my radio when the U-boats was taking down all our ships. My kid brother was on one."
McReary showed Zagreb the personnel sheet. “No next of kin, says here,” Zagreb said. “It's dated July 1939."
Canal bent over Ugar. Burke touched his arm. “Take five.” When the sergeant stepped aside, the detective reached down and lifted Ugar by the front of his coveralls. From the shrieking it seemed he had a fistful of chest hair.
Zagreb said, “Burksie's favorite cousin went down aboard the Arizona. Maybe you were mistaken about that brother. I had an imaginary friend once. Bet it was yours you were thinking of."
The prisoner, his face close enough to Burke's to scratch himself on stubble, made a sound that was not quite human.
"What I thought.” The lieutenant nodded. “You probably took one on the noggin when you roughed up Reuther and Frankensteen at the overpass and haven't been right since. Go easy on him, Detective. He's a veteran of the labor wars."
Burke released his grip, letting Ugar bark his ribs on the chair as he fell. The detective wiped his palm on his shirt. “Strikebreakers got cooties."
"I don't think there's scientific proof,” Zagreb said. “This isn't the USO, Lyle. We wouldn't lay off you if you had a brother and he flew a plane up Hitler's ass. When you're not goldbricking on the loading dock or busting heads for Harry Bennett, you're pouring antifreeze on the horse feed at the fairgrounds for Frankie Orr. He passed you over for a juke route you thought was yours, so you decided to shake Sinatra down for case dough and incidentally tick off The Conductor and the people he answers to back East. Look at me when I'm talking to you, Lyle."
Canal and Burke moved toward the man on the floor, but halted when the lieutenant held up a palm. Ugar rolled over onto his hands and knees and pushed himself grunting to his feet. Burke set the chair upright. The foreman hesitated, then sat with his hands on his thighs and his back inches away from the back of the chair. He was pouring sweat. “I don't get you. I wouldn't know Frankie Orr if he sat down next to me on the streetcar."
Zagreb said, “If you know his history with streetcars, you know you're better off with us. We can let him handle it, if you like. If you don't know each other, we're wasting our time."
Ugar paled beneath the broken blood vessels. “It ain't my lay. I'm strictly heavy lifting: Somebody says go here and screw up a guy, I go there and screw up a guy. I don't ask how come. The one time I went out and did something on my own, plotted out a juke route in neutral territory, they took it away and gave it to somebody else. I was sore, sure, and I guess I wasn't quiet about it, but that's as far as it went. I never took one on the noggin so hard I'd commit suicide."
The lieutenant blew smoke at him and crushed out the butt on a floor strewn with them like fall leaves. “This one needs more tenderizing, Sergeant. He's still too tough to chew."
"And us fresh out of red points.” Canal, in shirtsleeves with the cuffs rolled back, dark half-moons under his armpits, squeezed his sausage fingers into the brass knuckles and flexed them. “Face or body?"
Zagreb told him to surprise him.
* * * *
They dumped Ugar in third-floor holding and convened in the toilet, all booming marble with white pedestal sinks and urinals a man could stand in. Canal soaked his swollen knuckles in cold water and splashed it on his face. “I'm getting rheumatism. If this was the military they'd put me in for a Purple Heart."
"Ugar made me mad when he sucker punched you with his nose,” Burke said. “I almost took a hand, but it was your ball."
McReary adjusted his hat in the mirror. “I don't think he made those calls. He's too dumb to dial a phone."
"The dumb ones and the smart ones are the hardest to crack,” said Zagreb. “He's a thousand miles from smart, but he's not dumb enough to clam up and swallow medicine he doesn't have coming. He's been on the other end of plenty of beatings. He knows how many things can go wrong."
"With him, maybe. I'm an artist.” Canal smoothed back his hair, thick as the Black Forest. He caught McReary looking at it and grinned; winked at him. The detective looked away. “He'll come around soon. Maybe he'll be smarter for the experience."
"Spring him.” Zagreb pushed away from the wall. “Mac, stop primping and run down to the stand and pick us up some copiesof Good Housekeeping. Looks like we're babysitters after all."
* * * *
"He's here,” McReary said, first thing inside the squad room door. “In the lobby."
"Who's here? Tojo?” Zagreb scratched his OK on an arrest sheet and spindled it atop a tall pile. They'd had a busy two weeks separating Polacks from hillbillies in beergardens; security in the defense plants was tight, so their basic differences boiled over after the whistle. It was beneath the Racket Squad's dignity, but it was either that or go back to spying on the Bund, and the weather was getting too nippy for beach detail.
"Sinatra, who else? And he brought armored support."
Minutes later, the elevator outside gushed to a pneumatic stop and the squad room door opened at the end of a long arm in a heavy-duty coatsleeve. The coat was as big as they came off the rack, but a novelty-size safety pin had been added to close it in front. The man was as big as Canal, with so much scar tissue on his face it looked like a bunch of balloons. No hat; a barber's enamel basin wouldn't have covered that head. He darted a pair of tiny, close-set eyes about the room and grunted.
The man who came in past him was a third as wide and a head shorter, but taller than he looked in newsreels. His suit was sharply cut, with extra-wide lapels, and he wore a narrow-brimmed hat cocked just over his right eyebrow. A floppy polka-dot bow tie accentuated his slender neck. He stopped and looked around.
"Holy moly, it looks like The Frame-Up. I thought you boys would've redecorated after the St. Valentine's Day Massacre."
Canal said, “That's Chicago. The Purple Gang ran Capone out of Detroit on his fat ass."
"Just kidding, Dumbo. Who runs this zoo?"
"That'd be me,” Zagreb said, “and I caution you not to poke the elephant. We call him Canal. He's in charge of the reptile house when I'm out. The gorilla's Detective Burke. I don't know what kind of animal Detective McReary is, but he bites."
The big man in the tight coat gathered the balloons on his face in a smirk. “When's the last time you shoveled out his cage?"
"We lost the shovel. Your face free?"
The balloons settled. The bodyguard lumbered forward. Canal stepped in between them. “He's out of your weight class."
They were squaring off when the thin man in the sharp suit spun and stamped his heel on the bodyguard's instep. When he howled and bent to cradle his foot, the thin man seized his lapels and brought his face to within an inch of the big man's. “You're a guest here. Tell them you're sorry."
A sagging lower lip twitched twice before anything came out past it. “I beg your pardon."
The thin man let go, shoving him away in the same motion. He produced a fold of bills, removed a gold clip, and stuffed them into the bodyguard's handkerchief pocket. “You're fired, Clyde. The first string just clocked in."
The big man went out, limping slightly. The thin man tugged down his coat and shot his cuffs. “Sorry for the scene, gents. A joke's only a joke when you're breaking the ice."
McReary coughed, interrupting a short, embarrassed silence. Zagreb looked toward the door. In another moment he was alone with the thin man. He held out a pack of cigarettes. The other shook his head, indicating his throat. “Not before a concert."
The lieutenant took one and used his Zippo. “Why Clyde? His name's Laverne."
"I call everyone Clyde I don't like.” The thin face smiled warily. “On the square, Laverne? No wonder he got so big."
"Is Frankie okay? We don't exactly dress for dinner here."
"I prefer Frank."
"I'm Max.” They shook hands; Sinatra's bony grip tried a little too hard. “Frank, next time you cast a play out of town, don't hire locals. Laverne's a palooka. He went into the tank so many times he grew gills."
Sinatra flushed deeply. “Do the others know?"
"Canal dropped two weeks’ pay on him in the Carnera fight."
"I wanted to make an impression."
"We don't need impressing, Frank. You're our assignment."
"Max, you ever been to Hoboken?"
"I never even heard of the place till you came along."
"When you get in a jam on the street, the only way to avoid a beating is to pick the biggest, ugliest cretin in the crowd and hit him hard as you can; the rest will leave you alone. Well, I was the runt of the litter. Paying him to take a fall was cheaper than dental work."
"He didn't always pull his punch. That's quite a scar."
Sinatra traced it with a finger, a long vertical crease down his left cheek. “Doctor's forceps. He didn't stand on ceremony when he delivered me. I was born dead, you know."
Zagreb searched the narrow face for humor, found none. “I didn't, but I'd like to."
"I'll make you a deal: You square me with the rest of the squad, and I'll tell you the whole story."
* * * *
Burke sneered, but Canal appreciated the idea. “Stomping a tame pug so you don't get stomped yourself makes plenty of sense to me. It beats starting a fight in a beergarden so we don't have to bust up a riot later, which is what we do all the time. Next Saturday, let's draw from petty cash and pay some Four-F slacker to take the fall."
Zagreb said, “Have another snort, Sergeant. You haven't spilled all our trade secrets yet."
Sinatra said, “Not on my account. I just look wet behind the ears. Things aren't any different where I'm from."
They'd left 1300, with ears built in every wall, for the relative privacy of the Lafayette Bar, whose noisy program of Greek music and dancing didn't start until after dark. Zagreb had a beer, Burke and Canal bourbon; McReary, a teetotaler, sipped Coke through a straw. When Sinatra asked for Four Roses, Canal said, “It's on us, Caruso. You don't have to drink piss just ‘cause it's cheap."
"I'm not much for booze. It's all the same to me."
"Well, I can't stand looking at a dog dragging a busted leg or a grown man drinking Four Roses. Jack on the rocks,” he called to the bartender.
McReary, who wanted to be sergeant someday, got back to business. “Tell us about these threatening calls."
"I wish my manager never found out about them. He wouldn't have if my wife hadn't answered one and got upset. There's a heckler in every audience; usually it's some bum whose girl thinks I sing pretty."
Burke said, “That's what I said."
"How many calls there been?” Zagreb asked.
"Two at home. One in Atlantic City, another up in the Catskills, couple in Philly. He must collect phone books."
"Determined-sounding bum,” said Zagreb. “Recognize the voice?"
"If I did, we wouldn't be talking. It sounded whispery, but I don't think he was trying to disguise it. Maybe someone hit him in the throat once and that's where he got the idea."
"Any accent?"
Sinatra gave the lieutenant a bitter, tight-lipped smile. “You mean was he a wop?"
"Not all of you have the gift of music."
"Some of us are barbers."
McReary changed the subject. “What's he say?"
"'Gimme five G's or I'll windpipe you with a lead pipe.’”
Zagreb said, “A poet. He say where to send the money?"
"I hang up first.” He sipped from his glass. “Say, this stuff's not bad."
Canal grunted. “World's full of good hooch. Life's short."
"Next time don't hang up,” said Zagreb. “If we nab him at the drop, we won't have to pick him out of a crowd."
"If it was that easy, I'd nab him myself."
"No, you wouldn't,” Burke said. “He wouldn't stand still and let you step on his foot."
"Clyde, you're getting on my nerves."
"How come you ain't in uniform, by the bye? Too puny?"
"Punctured eardrum. What's your excuse?"
"Essential service,” Zagreb put in. “Isn't a singer with a bum ear like a dancer with a wooden leg?"
"If I'm twice as good as what I hear, I'll go all the way."
The lieutenant studied him, a blue-eyed, cocky-looking youngster with his hat on the back of his head and famous tousle of hair falling over his forehead. He thought he might like him more if he liked himself less. “Can you lay hands on five grand?"
"I could have my manager wire it to me, but why should I pay this creep?"
Zagreb asked if he'd ever heard of a guy named Joe E. Lewis.
"Comic. He opened for me in the Catskills. He's got a voice like a cement mixer, but it's not the one I hear on the phone, if that's what you're thinking."
"It isn't. Lewis was a singer on his way up when he got on the wrong side of some thugs in Chicago. They cut his throat and now he tells jokes for a living. You're not that funny."
* * * *
Sinatra was registered at the Book Cadillac Hotel. Zagreb went up with him to his suite and stationed Canal in the hallway and Burke in the lobby. McReary got the switchboard. The supervising operator, a gum chewer with rhinestone glasses, liked his looks enough not to give him any trouble about listening in on calls placed to the suite. They had four hours until the curtain went up at the Fisher.
The call came in with thirty minutes to spare. McReary motioned for the earphones and held one up to the side of his head. He didn't want to take off his hat and disappoint the girl.
"Hello?"
"Frankie! How's the voice?” It was a harsh whisper. The detective had to press the phone hard to his ear to make out the words. “We can deal or you can pound rivets at Lockheed."
"I don't think I'd be good at it.” Sinatra sounded tense.
"Got the cash?"
"I got it. Where you want to meet?"
"Knew you'd come around. See you after the show."
"You're in Detroit?"
There was a click and a dial tone. Zagreb came on the line. “Make him?"
"Nah, he doesn't sound like any of our squeezeboxes."
"Well, it was a long shot. Meet us at the car."
* * * *
The singer wedged himself between Canal and McReary in the back of the Chrysler. He had a light topcoat on over a white dinner jacket and another of his floppy bow ties. “I still don't see why you had me get the money. It doesn't inspire confidence."
"Money can speed things up,” Zagreb said. “It can also slow ‘em down. Maybe long enough to put one of us between you and a hunk of plumbing."
McReary said, “That's me. I don't draw as much water as the rest of these guys."
The girls were lined up all the way down Grand Boulevard to the corner, dressed nearly identically in letter sweaters, A-line skirts, saddle shoes, and bobby sox; the mounted patrol was out to keep them from storming the theater. Sinatra slid down in the seat and tipped his hat over his eyes to avoid being swamped. “I heard your people pay them to scream and faint,” Burke said.
"Maybe they did in the beginning, but nobody's got pockets this deep."
Canal said, “No sign of Orr."
Zagreb said, “He'll be inside already, with the guys he pays to carry his guns. I'd be tempted to take a potshot at him myself if he stood out on the street."
They turned the corner and found out that the line did as well. Now there were men in army and marine uniforms, and a bus unloading naval cadets from the University of Michigan, some holding passes. Part of the proceeds had been pledged to the armed services. Sinatra sat up and straightened his hat. “See, there are more ways to win a war than just with a rifle."
McReary, the least conspicuous of the Four Horsemen, accompanied Sinatra through the stage door. Burke parked in a loading zone and the three went inside and fanned out. Minutes after the doors opened to the public, every seat in the theater was filled, but it didn't stay that way long. When the orchestra played and Sinatra bounded onstage, the girls leapt to their feet and the men in the audience were forced to do the same, to see over their heads. Jitterbugs made their complicated maneuvers in the aisles until they got too crowded to do more than jump up and down and squeal. Only the group of men in silk suits and their female escorts in the front row kept their seats. Frankie Orr's sleek head showed in Zagreb's binoculars in the middle, next to a stack of blonde hair that was not his wife's.
Sinatra didn't hold back. He opened with “All or Nothing at All,” slid seamlessly into “I'll Never Smile Again"—McReary's favorite—and a lively, finger-snapping rendition of “That's Sabotage,” a novelty hit with a wartime theme, while the girls screamed “Frankie!” over and over, each hoping to catch his eye and pretending it was her waist he was holding and not the microphone on the stand. He grasped it in both hands and tilted it, made love to it. Zagreb was impressed—not enough to throw over Bing Crosby, but it was clear the singer took that chip off his shoulder and left it backstage when he performed. Long before he got to “All the Way” (wasn't that where he said he was going?), he proved he was born for the spotlight.
The lieutenant noted all this on the edge of awareness. It was the man he was concentrating on, not the entertainer. Just in case the would-be attacker had changed his choice of weapons, Zagreb scanned the manic figures on the floor for suspicious bulges and arm movements; matters of instinct, easier to see than guns. He knew Burke and Canal were doing the same in their respective quarters, and McReary in his, back there among the chalk marks and dust. They'd divvied up the place the same way FDR, Churchill, and Stalin had each claimed his part of the war.
At length the concert ended. Sinatra, as prearranged, tugged loose his bow tie and cast it out into the audience, where a hundred pairs of hands snatched at it and tore it to pieces for souvenirs.
Canal: “You do that every place you play? How rich are you, anyway?"
Sinatra: “It doesn't cost much. My wife makes them."
McReary: “That's the kind of wife I hope to have."
In this case, they had timed the tie gag to signal the squad to join the singer backstage and form a flying wedge around him toward the exit.
A sea of hysterical fans filled the narrow corridor leading to the stage door. Pens and autograph pads came at the moving party from all sides, but Burke and Canal deflected them with their forearms and McReary and Zagreb kept a death grip on Sinatra's biceps as they propelled him forward.
"C'mon, fellas. Let me sign a couple."
Their only response was to heave upward, lifting the singer's patent leather heels off the floor. They were carrying him now. He was heavier than he looked.
A group of sailors in white stood smoking near the door. Grins broke out when they recognized the man being swept their way; they'd been training hard, and he'd put on a swell show. They called him Frankie and asked him when he was coming to Pearl.
"Well, they ain't the cavalry, but let our mug try busting through this bunch.” Canal sounded relieved.
Zagreb said, “You know the navy. What's ‘dress white’ mean?"
"Hell, it's the uniform of the day; everyone knows that."
"Why's this one in blue?"
A sailor who'd been standing apart from the group lunged between Canal and Burke, sliding a hand inside Sinatra's dinner jacket as his other came out of his blue blouse with a shrill tearing sound. Canal clubbed him with an elbow while Burke clamped down on his wrist. The hand attached to the wrist sprang open and the object in it bounced off Zagreb's knee and struck his toe, sending a bolt of pain to his ankle. It was lead, all right. Cursing, the lieutenant snatched the envelope from the sailor's other hand and shoved him off his feet. He stuck the envelope back inside Sinatra's jacket.
McReary and Zagreb let go of the singer to help Canal and Burke hoist the sailor to his feet. Sinatra turned immediately to sign a piece of paper one of the men in white was holding. “This for you, pal. Or you trying to get in good with some dame?"
* * * *
"I'd look good in one of those sailor suits.” Sinatra played with his Jack on the rocks. “In a movie, I mean; I've had some offers. I tried to join. Sometimes I think I should carry around a sign saying it."
Burke said, “I'm Four-F myself. Color-blind, as if I couldn't tell a Nip or a Jerry from just his uniform."
The two touched glasses. They were all back in the Lafayette Bar. The Greek band was between sets, giving them the chance to talk without shouting. Zagreb was looking at his notebook.
"Morty Tilson, not affiliated with the U.S. Navy or any other branch of the armed services. He was catching in a pickup ballgame when the ball bounced off the plate and hit him in the throat. He'd signed to sing with Benny Goodman; now he can't even get in the military. Hoboken boy. Your story could've been his."
"I don't know him. Hell with him.” Sinatra signaled the bartender for another round. “I could forgive him for the pipe; everyone gets jealous. He had to have the cash too."
McReary said, “He needed it for the black market. Driving from Jersey to Detroit burns a lot of gas."
The bartender, a brick-colored Mediterranean with a brow like a space bar across both eyes, set down the drinks and asked Mr. Sinatra if he might indulge his customers in a song. He rolled his head toward a bright young thing seated at the bar, smiling at him over a bare shoulder. Her swarthy escort glowered at him over his.
The singer shook his head. “Put their drinks on my tab."
Burke asked Canal what the hell he was playing with. It was making him edgy. The sergeant unwound the flexible silver square from a thick index finger and showed it to him. It was torn on one side.
"It's what Tilson used to stick the pipe to his chest. Lab monkeys have the rest. Duct tape, it's called. The flyboys in the navy and air corps use it to patch the hydraulic cylinders on planes. I guess he got it from the same guy who gave him the uniform."
"He'll tell us about that too. It might mean the difference between one-to-three and five-to-seven in the Jackson pen.” Zagreb pointed his beer bottle at Sinatra. “You owe us a story. You don't have to sing it."
The singer lit a Camel off a pigskin lighter and blew twin strands out his nostrils. “You earned it, with or without accompaniment. Yeah, I was born dead; bluer than Tilson's shirt. I weighed thirteen and a half pounds, can you believe it? The doctor jerked me out any old way to save my mother from bleeding to death. My grandmother scooped me up and dunked me in a sink full of cold water and I started yelling. My first solo."
"No wonder you pay to even the odds,” McReary said after a moment. “You started out a strike behind."
Burke said, “I got three nipples."
Quiet settled over the table.
"What I mean,” he said, turning red, “everybody's got something."
Sinatra smiled his bitter smile. “Sure you're not counting your dingle-dangle?"
The detective colored all the way to his fingertips. When the laughter faded, the singer lifted his glass to his chin. “So I guess I am funny."
"Just sing, Frank,” Zagreb said.
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Fiction: THE ART OF DECEIT by Christopher Welch
"Are you an artist?” I asked her. I could tell she wasn't.
"Yes,” she said and nodded. She clasped a portfolio firmly in her hands. “Well, no . . . Why do you ask? Does it matter?"
"You have an artist's portfolio in your lap."
She nodded again. She looked around my art gallery. “Do you . . . what's the word . . . ? Look at paintings and decide whether they're real or not?"
"If they exist, they're real enough.” I smiled to signal I was kidding, but she was having no part of it. “Maybe the word you want is authenticate."
"I guess that's right."
I sighed to myself. Art authentication is a difficult business, a risky business, an open-the-door-to-litigation business. I am qualified—vaguely qualified, very vaguely qualified—to authenticate very few artists’ works, and even with those few artists other people can do more confident work than I can, and they have tools to help them. I only have my eye. Plus I hate doing it. It's an invitation to be wrong.
But it was April and business was slow. I took a deep breath. “Yes,” I said, “though it depends on the artist, Ms. Bauer."
"Anne. I'd prefer you call me Anne. What artists?"
"My main interest is eighteenth-century French art, pre-Revolution French art. Ancien Régime.” No reaction. That description alone is enough to deter most people, particularly the few people who have an idea what eighteenth-century French art might look like. Those who want me to authenticate a Dali print they bought on a cruise ship, for example, or a Grandma Moses they found in an antiques store in Vermont, generally stop right there. Their eyes glaze over at the thought of the eighteenth century, their attention strays, and they leave. She did not.
"Does . . .” She unfolded a piece of paper and read from it. “Does Jean-Siméon Chardin fit in that category?"
Damn.
"He does, Anne. I once wrote a short monograph on Chardin's use of color. It sold fifteen copies, as I recall.” She did not react. No little smile. “Do you have a painting by Chardin?"
"You tell me."
She sat down and opened her portfolio and carefully took from it a small rectangle. As she unwrapped the protective white paper around it, I could see an elaborate golden frame. Together the painting and frame measured perhaps eighteen by fifteen inches, a typical size for many of Chardin's paintings. The painting when I saw it depicted a kitchen scene—or was it a pantry? A young woman, simply dressed and looking directly forward, held a knife and an onion in one hand and seemed to be concealing something behind her back with the other. She was standing in front of a table that filled the painting to her left. A dead rabbit lay on the table carefully arrayed alongside a copper pot, a jar filled with olives, and a loaf of bread, all of them favorite elements in Chardin's still lifes.
It was a lovely painting. The colors were right. It looked at a glance like a Chardin.
It was not a Chardin.
But I did not tell her that, not then. I looked at it appreciatively and cooed a little.
For the first time her face softened. “Do you like it?"
"It's lovely."
"And?"
I gave a noncommital shrug. “I'll have to examine it far more closely. Why do you want it authenticated? Is there a particular reason?"
"Mr. Bauer, Jake, wants me to take it at a value of seven hundred fifty thousand dollars as part of the property settlement in our divorce. I need to know what it's worth."
"Of course.” Divorce. That made it all even worse. “But you'll need to leave it with me for awhile."
"How long?"
I hedged. The answer was about half an hour. “Give me a week,” I said. “By then I should know whether I can come up with a solid assessment or whether I'll want other people to look at it as well."
The answer did not please her, and her fleeting smile faded. “I'd rather you didn't show it to anyone else. Jake doesn't want . . .” Her voice trailed off.
"I'll get your permission first."
She hesitated but nodded.
"Who's your divorce attorney?"
"Bess Nicholson. She sent me here."
"And your husband's?"
"An awful woman. Marjorie Rice."
I knew Bess. She was a straight shooter and a sane person. I did not know the awful Ms. Rice but suspected I might before long. I was wrong.
I had Anne Don't-Call-Me-Mrs.-Bauer pay my fee and sign my conventional hold harmless agreement, which said that she could not sue me for making a mistake unless I was very, very naughty. She might later claim that I coerced her into signing it, and she would be right: If she hadn't signed, the painting would have found itself back in its wrapping paper and sent on its way with her. Especially in the middle of divorce proceedings.
It took me five days to draw up what was truly a thoughtful, measured assessment of the painting. I telephoned her and she came in the next morning, Tuesday.
* * * *
"No! Why not?” She pursed her lips and rubbed one hand with the other.
"Remember, I could be mistaken, but there are several reasons,” I said. “To begin with, it seems to tell a story. Chardin's paintings are almost never narratives. The elements in the painting are all elements that appear regularly in Chardin's art, but never combined the way they are here. Not that I know of. Scullery maids, yes. Still lifes, yes. But not together. Then it's too good, or rather, too perfect. Like all artists, Chardin was imperfect. He was not always a master of perspective. Commonly, floors look like they're tilted forward so that objects placed on them seem as though they're about to skitter off the canvas and crash at your feet. In your painting the perspective on the floor could hardly be better. Those bottles at the woman's feet aren't going anywhere. It's odd, too, that she's looking directly at the viewer. There are one or two other instances of that angle in Chardin but very few."
"So you're telling me that it's a fake because it's too good? That's un-believable!"
"Fake . . . well, I suppose it is a fake if someone's trying to pass it off as something painted by Chardin, but it might have been painted by a young contemporary of Chardin's studying his techniques, for example. Or it could be a forgery painted last year.” Last year was the answer I would have put money on.
"That liar,” she said.
"Here's what you might do. I can give you the names and addresses in New York City of people and organizations that do authentication. Or you could take it to one of the large auction houses and try to consign it. They'll do their own evaluation. They'll want to know where it came from, of course. Where did you get it?"
"Jake bought it at a gallery somewhere around here. I don't know which one. He just showed up with it one sunny summer day. Just showed up with a painting he paid a lot of money for."
Around here? I was startled.
"Try to find out where. Then you can find out how the gallery owner got it.” Maybe. But probably not. That's not a piece of information dealers like to share.
The way she said thank you did not sound very thankful. She briskly rewrapped the painting, stuck it back into the portfolio, and left.
That was the last I saw of her. I read about her, though, and so did a lot of people, in the next day's Berkshire County newspaper: “Hedge Fund Manager's Wife Shot to Death.” Poor Anne. In her death identified only as Jake Bauer's wife.
* * * *
I went about my business for a day or two, which mainly meant smiling politely at the few April visitors who wandered into my gallery, looked around, and asked if I had anything more, you know, recent, or if I carried any nice paintings of kittens. One couple wanted to find something by Thomas Kinkade. I restrained myself. Barely.
On Friday, Bess Nicholson telephoned. She wanted to know when I would be done evaluating the Chardin painting.
When I would be done? I told her what had happened. “It isn't in her house?” I asked.
"No, no, one of Anne's brothers and a couple of state troopers and I went through the house yesterday with Jake and his attorney. Jake came up from his office down in Greenwich. The police were in the house the day before, doing all their forensic stuff. The painting is definitely not there. You sure you don't have it?"
"Of course I am. I gave it back to her. How about my report? Did you find that? Fifteen pages? Maroon cover?"
"Nope. Didn't find that, either. Didn't know there was one."
Fine. I could see a new headline in the paper: “Local Art Dealer Charged with Stealing Artwork, Murdering Owner."
"Umm . . . Why don't you come over to the office?” she asked. “Can you get Sandy to babysit the gallery?"
Sandy's idea of babysitting the gallery was to lock the front door, turn off the ring tone on the telephone, and work on a new scholarly article on Gender Narrative in one figure or another from English literature. I left anyway.
* * * *
"You didn't have her sign a receipt?” Bess asked. “Toby . . . that's too careless. Especially after you had her sign the hold harmless.” It annoyed me that she was right and annoyed me more that there was nothing I could say. I sighed instead. “Suspicious people, like Jake and his attorney, are going to insist that you still have the painting."
"No doubt. And the police."
"If it comes to that."
That wasn't what I wanted her to say. I wanted her to say, “Oh, I wouldn't worry about the police.” Something reassuring. “If it comes to that” was not completely reassuring. I wondered if Bess handled criminal law cases as well as divorces.
She leafed through the copy of the report I gave her. “And you were certain it's a forgery?"
"I was certain it's not by Chardin. That's different from saying it's a forgery. I could be mistaken, but my eye is good, Bess."
"That's why I sent her to you."
"I'm not sure that I'm altogether grateful."
"Is it a good . . . forgery or whatever it is?"
"Pretty good. Subject matter, more or less, colors, brush strokes, so far as I could tell. Pretty good."
She put down the report. “Strange, isn't it? I wonder what it really matters whether it's a forgery or not. Except for valuation."
"If someone sells it as the real thing, or passes it off in a divorce, that's stealing, isn't it?"
"Or something like that. I wasn't asking a legal question."
"No? There are lots of answers to the non-legal problem, the aesthetic problem of forgeries. Lots and lots, many of them foolish, most of them from academics. And mostly unreadable, I might add, written in lumpy, opaque prose. First of all, the forgery's a lie: a biographical lie, a historical lie, an aesthetic lie. Also, the pleasure a forgery provides, even when you don't know it's a forgery, might approach the real thing, but will never equal it. Can't."
"Why not?"
"Oh, I don't know. A lot of people think they do, but they're probably wrong."
We agreed that we'd notify the appropriate authorities and art theft organizations and art dealers about the missing painting and send out copies of photographs I'd taken. Even if it was a forgery, it had some monetary value.
"Where did Mr. Bauer buy it? Do you know?"
"I do not, but I'll try to find out from his attorney."
"Who discovered her body?"
It took her a moment to answer.
She had discovered it, and the experience was not one she cared to repeat. On her way from court to her office, she had stopped by Anne's because Jake's attorney was threatening to seek a restraining order against her. According to Jake, Anne had telephoned him on Tuesday afternoon at his office and screamed at him over the telephone. The attorney didn't say why, but I had a fair idea why: the painting. Bess had tried to get in touch with Anne since late the same afternoon, but Anne didn't answer her phone calls.
"The door was slightly ajar when I got there. A strong wind would have pushed it open, so I assumed she was around somewhere. When she didn't answer the doorbell, I opened the door . . . It was not pleasant.” She fell silent for a moment. “She was lying on the floor, her body . . . twisted, I guess. There was a bloodstain on her right temple. Nothing much on the carpet. Close range, Toby. Very close range with a very small caliber bullet, the police said. In her front hallway."
* * * *
I drove to the college art museum that gray April afternoon. I needed the respite. I wanted to look at art that I didn't own and that wasn't fake. Probably. Though you don't really know. Museums discover with disheartening regularity that some art works on display are not what the museums thought they were. They discover that a statue from antiquity was actually sculpted by some unlikely fellow in rural England, or a prized Old Master was painted by an art restorer in Greenwich Village. We “connoisseurs"—what a pompous term!—get fooled all the time.
I enjoy the museum's pre-Impressionist collection, mainly Corots, a notable target of forgeries himself and complicit in some of them, and its strange Orientalist extravaganzas. They had newly acquired two or three paintings and a late-Medieval triptych, and I wanted to see them.
The triptych was marvelous, but beyond my powers to assess, and I liked two of the new paintings, even though one of them was a piece of high Impressionism, a school of painting that seems to me too closely related to cotton candy.
The third was a fake.
It was certainly ambitious. It purported to be by Jean-Baptiste Oudry, another eighteenth-century Frenchman and a painter of animals dead and alive, of hunting scenes and nearly everything else except mythological and historical tableaux. It was not by Oudry. The Oudry was larger than the false Chardin, perhaps thirty-six by forty-five inches. I had no idea whether it came from the same hand that had created the Chardin, but I was certain that it did not come from the hand of Jean-Baptiste Oudry. I could not say why I was certain, but I was. And I was certain now, too, that the Chardin was a forgery.
My first inclination was to seek out the museum director, a woman I had recently come to know, and raise my concerns with her. My second inclination was to seek out the curator of pre-Impressionist European art, a man I knew well.
My third inclination was to keep my mouth shut, at least for the time being, and that's what I did. I was confused. How was it that two forgeries had popped up in such a short period of time, two forgeries based on eighteenth-century masters? Where did the museum purchase the Oudry? Was the paint dry yet?
Why had the person who wanted to sell the Chardin consigned it to a gallery in the Berkshires, not to one of the New York auction houses? And assuming he had his reasons for avoiding New York City, why hadn't he approached me to sell it? After all, mine was the only gallery within a radius of a hundred miles that ever dealt in Chardin's contemporaries.
Which was, of course, precisely the reason the person avoided me.
* * * *
The next day I had part of the answer from Bess. Jake had bought the painting from Arno de Giers, a dealer with a gallery in Lenox, a gallery he had opened perhaps two years before. I'd barely met him. I regarded him as yet another specimen of the art dealers who had infested the Berkshires in the recent past. I, of course, excepted myself from that tribe, though others might not. True, I'd only been in Craftsbury five years, but I'd graduated from Crafts College: Didn't that practically make me a native? Mercifully, many of the other dealers vanished to Florida or Phoenix or somewhere when the weather turned cold. Arno de Giers was not among them; he stayed. Like me.
I needed to visit Mr. de Giers. I didn't know what I'd say to him, but I had more time to puzzle on that than I expected: Before I could leave, the police arrived, two plainclothes state troopers driving an anonymous-looking car.
It was difficult to tell the two men apart: same height, same build, same gray suits, both white, both watchful. They looked around. One talked; the other didn't.
"Nice place you got here,” said the talker. “You sell paintings."
The way he phrased it, it wasn't a question, but I said “Yes, I do” anyway.
"Mind if we ask you some questions?” What in the world would it have mattered if I did mind? Of course I agreed to answer.
They wanted to know about the transaction with Anne Bauer, and I told them. Nothing in their expressions indicated whether they believed me or not. She didn't sign anything when you gave the painting back to her? No. She had it with her when she left? Yes. Did you see her get into her car? I did not. Anyone else live here? Well, yes . . . Sandy. Sandy Lisle.
"Is that Alexandra?"
"No. No, it's Sanders, Sanders L-i-s-l-e."
He noted Sandy's name without expression. “Mind if we look around?"
Umm . . . well . . . didn't they have to have a warrant or something to do that, I wondered? The gallery, which was once a barn, is connected to the house where Sandy and I live, and I was uneasy at the prospect of them prowling around in the house. Not that there was anything to hide, really: two men living together couldn't startle them much nowadays, not around here; but because one of the men was me, I felt reluctant. Well, threatened, to tell the truth, though I know that speaks ill of me. Sandy tells me that all the time.
I wondered if I should call Bess Nicholson. I didn't.
They looked around the gallery including at works not on display, then around the house, including Sandy's study where Sandy himself was unexpectedly on display and was annoyed by the intrusion.
"Do you plan on getting rid of any of the art you have here in the next few days?” asked the one who did all the talking.
"I hope I do. That's how I earn a living. I sell paintings.” The one who talked rocked back and forth on his feet. “Officer,” I said, “if I didn't return the painting to Anne Bauer, if I kept it and made up the story, I don't believe I'd still have it here, would I?"
Especially if I'd killed her to get it back.
* * * *
"Bought the business from my father-in-law,” said Arno de Giers. He had a slight accent that made some consonants sound hard, and his shoulders were stooped. “Moved it up here two years ago.” The d in “moved” sounded like a t, not a d. “From Sheffield, right in the middle of all those other antiques dealers."
Arno de Giers didn't sell antiques, though, not exactly. Mostly his father-in-law had built up a collection of Viennese memorabilia from the period immediately prior to WWI, and also—a strange bedfellow—Russian artifacts from roughly the first two decades of the Soviet Union. Both collections contained artwork, but the artwork was secondary to the uniforms and photographs and glassware and beribboned medals.
He showed me around his shop, two stories, three rooms just off the main street in Lenox, not a location of cheap rents. His Soviet-era artifacts were particularly impressive, from original Constructivist posters to handguns locked in a room on the main floor, which he did not open.
"Yes.” He looked at me curiously. “Some of them are very small caliber. 6.35, .25 ACP, I believe. I'm not licensed to sell ammunition, though. Only firearms designated Curios or Relics by the U.S. government. Curios and relics . . . seems appropriate for an antiques dealer.” He laughed quietly. “It is all very . . . unusual, isn't it? I like the look of the little pistols, but now I intend to move more strongly into the art market,” he said. “More money there."
There is? I bet he was in for a disappointment.
I asked him if he'd read about the death of Anne Bauer. He had. Did he remember that he'd sold a Chardin painting to her husband?
"Her husband? Is that right? I remember the transaction. Shortly after I moved the business here. But . . . the name Bauer? I wouldn't have remembered that, no, though he must be on my mailing list. Terrible tragedy. Her death..."
"Do you remember how you acquired the painting?"
He did not answer the question immediately. He rearranged a stack of photographs protected by transparent sleeves. “I assume . . .” he said, “I believe I bought it through a dealer. In Toronto. Handling an estate sale.” More rearranging, this time of silver boxes. “Several years ago. They're not . . . not easy to sell, that period . . .” I agreed. “Why do you ask?"
"The Bauers are getting divorced. Were. Anne Bauer brought it to me for authentication and appraisal."
Arno de Giers stroked one of the boxes. “Oh? Authentication?” He didn't look at me. “And?"
"You know how these things are.” He didn't say anything, but I guessed he did know. “It's dangerous to be too assertive, yes?” He nodded. “But I don't believe it was painted by Chardin."
"Not by Chardin!” His head jerked up toward me, his shoulders still stooped. “Now, why do you say that? I acquired it from people with impeccable credentials. If I remember right. Impeccable!” He looked away. “I don't think I quite trust your judgment. I don't know you.” Then he added quickly: “Perhaps I should have another look at it. Where is it?"
"I haven't any idea. Neither do the police nor Mr. Bauer. I thought you might."
He didn't. I left. But inside the shop I had seen something that would have surprised me a great deal a week before but that didn't surprise me nearly enough now: a fake eighteenth-century French oil, this one ostensibly by Nicolas Lancret. It was far too good. If it really was by Lancret, it was his masterpiece. But it wasn't.
* * * *
Sandy and I went to dinner that evening at a local tavern, fitted out to resemble some decorator's idea of what “colonial” might have looked like but probably didn't. Sanders Hamilton Lisle had a name and a manner to match it that suggested he grew up in a wealthy suburb north of Boston or someplace like that. He did not. He grew up in Elko, Nevada. His father taught middle school and decamped when Sandy was ten, leaving him and his sister in the care of their mother, who dealt cards in a local casino. Mrs. Rosen, Sandy's junior year English teacher, saw in Sandy great potential and managed to steer him toward Crafts College and, somehow, Crafts College toward him. There he prospered intellectually and took on the coloration of a native species, a coloration that grew more indelible during his years as a graduate student at Yale. He returned to teach at Crafts, and that's when I met him.
"I don't often find people creepy, but I thought Arno de Giers was creepy."
"You find people creepy all the time,” said Sandy.
"I do? No, I find you creepy most of the time, but not other people."
Sandy drank some of his wine, an overpriced mediocrity. “Do you think the same person painted all the pictures?” he asked.
"I barely got a glimpse of the Lancret. But I wonder two things. I wonder if they all do come from the same source and if Creepy de Giers knows they're fakes."
"This duck is fairly good,” he said, using his napkin. “What does it matter?"
"To me? Or to the world?"
"To you, sweetness. The world can take care of itself."
"I'm not sure. I feel threatened by them, I suppose, afraid I'll be tainted by the bad stuff."
"How could that happen? Unless the art police found you staring at an unfinished Chardin with a brush in your hand?"
"The next time I might not know. I might not spot the fake. Or, worse, suppose some evil rumormonger who knows about art and about me starts talk that I'm the one distributing the bad stuff. I mean, why are they showing up around here? Why here? Why not . . . I don't know, Santa Fe or Miami or someplace?"
"You don't know they're not."
"I do know that three have popped up around here. I don't like that."
"You sound unusually paranoid. Finish your sweetbreads. They're getting cold."
"I take it personally,” I said.
* * * *
The April evening had a hint of warmth at its edges when we got home, not real warmth but a lessening of winter's chill which lasts a long time here in the Berkshires. We parked in front of the gallery and started up the few steps leading toward the door to the living space. I heard a sharp cracking sound, as though a small, brittle branch of a tree had snapped in an ice storm.
But there was no ice storm, and Sandy pitched forward, stumbling on the steps and falling to his knees, grasping his left leg. There was a second cracking sound and a third, and after that I heard footsteps running away on the paved road. I dropped to my knees beside Sandy. “What happened to you? Are you all right?"
"I'm okay, I think,” he said. “But I'm probably bleeding. Did we just get shot at?"
Yes. Yes, we just got shot at, three times by my count. I helped Sandy inside and made sure the drapes were drawn. A bullet had torn his trousers and had grazed his skin. The wound was little more than the kind of scratch a kid might get pushing through bushes on a hike, but it was bleeding a little. I cleaned it and bandaged it.
"I'm going to call 911,” I said.
"911? Why? I'm not really injured."
"Someone just shot at us and managed to hit you! I think the police would like to know, and I definitely want them to hear about it!"
The police spent more time outside searching on the road than they did talking to either of us. I understood that. We didn't have much to offer, and they weren't interested in our guesses.
Eventually a uniformed officer came inside holding what looked like a small Ziploc food storage bag. He showed it to the detective, and they conferred quietly for a moment. The detective peered at the three tiny, metal cylinders inside the bag. “You fellows are fortunate,” he said to us. “Whoever it was shot at you doesn't know much about guns."
"No?"
"Any gun using bullets with casings this small will maybe be accurate at a range of twenty-five feet. Tops. Very tops. The distance from your door, across the lawn and the parking lot is forty feet. At least. It was just blind luck that one of the bullets grazed its target."
"It didn't,” I said.
That night was the first time I'd ever wished we had a little yapping dog, the sort of dog that barks at the least strange sound. But I don't suppose we'd have known what to do if we had one and it did. We went to a motel instead.
* * * *
"He's not going to,” I said to Sandy. “Not in his own gallery and not in the middle of the day. Besides, we don't even know he was the one who fired at us last night."
"Who else could it have been?"
"Jake the husband? Someone we don't know? Maybe even Bess Nicholson."
"Bess Nicholson! That's absurd."
"I know, I know, but still she had the opportunity to kill Anne if Anne was alive when Bess arrived. Sure, Jake's far more likely. Anne phoned him after talking with me and harassed him, according to his attorney. If she told him the Chardin was not authentic, he had every opportunity to come up here, make sure the painting disappeared and Anne with it. And every reason to do it, if he was involved with passing off the forgeries. The hedge fund racket these days isn't everything it used to be."
"You don't know that the gun had anything to do with this Arno person."
"That's why I'm going to his gallery. I want you to come with me and wait in the car. Just in case."
"Just in case? So we can be eliminated one after the other? Is that your idea of a romantic death pact?"
I was concerned now not only for my reputation but also my life, and Sandy's, too, if the incompetent gunman overcame his incompetence at a closer range. Whoever it was couldn't do much about the Chardin anymore, but he could forestall unwelcome revelations about, say, the Oudry.
And Sandy was right. I didn't know if the gun used against us and used to kill Anne Bauer, assuming it was the same gun, came from his collection, but I wanted to find out. And it might change Mr. de Giers's strategy, if he had one, to know that the police had recovered the casings from the previous evening's escapade. Of course he might decide to put a rapid and definitive end to my questioning, but I didn't believe he'd dare. Art forgery is one thing; murder, when there's no room for doubt who pulled the trigger, is something else. I hoped.
It was surely art forgery and attempts to conceal it that had led to the death of Anne Bauer and the disappearance of the false Chardin. The false Chardin might turn up again in Dubai or Tokyo or Fort Worth, but it was gone from the Bauer residence. I guessed that the false Lancret would be gone from the walls of Arno de Giers's gallery as well.
* * * *
The front door to the gallery was closed, and when I tried to open it, I found out it was locked. I would have been surprised, but my gallery was closed and locked up, too, and Sandy was sitting in the car. I rang the doorbell. Eventually a young woman opened the door. She must have been Arno de Giers's daughter. She looked like him, right down to the stooped posture.
No, no, he wasn't there today and wouldn't be back until tomorrow. This morning he went to Philadelphia for a conference on Soviet art, and would be making a presentation there. Would I like to talk to Mr. Tremblay instead? Sometimes he helps out here. He'll be back this afternoon. I didn't know who Mr. Tremblay was and didn't think I wanted to talk to anyone other than Arno de Giers.
"Philadelphia,” I said to Sandy. “He's in Philadelphia. Maybe this business about his guns is all a fantasy. Maybe I really did shoot Anne Bauer."
"And then arranged to fire at us from forty feet away using a gun we don't own since we don't own any guns. Do we?"
"You know very well we do not, and I am in no hurry to get one. I'd probably use it on the next people who wander into the gallery looking for paintings of those ‘adorable’ wide-eyed children."
* * * *
Charlie Gordon tapped a golf ball on the carpet of his museum office toward a frisbee-shaped cup. The carpet was Moroccan and extraordinarily fine; practicing golf on it was incongruous, but Charlie had always indulged in incongruities. He taught art history at Crafts College when I was a student there and was well known for his vigorous defense of second-tier Florentine masters and of hunting and venison stews.
"Nah,” he said. “The new regime sent their favored son to look at it. Not me. I'm just the curator of pre-Impressionist painting. What the hell do I know?” He tapped another ball. “Actually I'm the curator of middle-aged docents nowadays. That's about all they trust me with.” He gathered up the golf balls near the cup. “I like Oudry. Always have. Don't like that one, though. Too busy or something. Too many dead white birds. And all that fruit. Wouldn't have recommended acquiring it. What do you think of it? Oudry's in your bailiwick."
"I like it, but..."
"But what?” A golf ball spun around the hole but did not drop in.
"I'm not certain I can tell you what, but there's something wrong with it."
Charlie looked up. “You think so? I think so too.” He turned back to his putting. “The rifle's not right, for one thing. Too stumpy. If someone waltzed in here tomorrow and told me it was a fake, I wouldn't be surprised."
I wasn't in a waltzing mood, and I didn't want to be the person who identified—or misidentified—the museum's new acquisition as a forgery. “Where'd you get it?” I asked.
"Me? I didn't.” He chuckled. “The museum bought it from a dealer. Up in Montreal. Clearing the estate of a Montreal snowshoe manufacturer or hockey player or something. Art collector, anyway. The painting's provenance is impeccable, I am told. By the kid, the favored son. He found the new Sisley, too, not there, but he found it, so I guess he's not all bad."
"What's the dealer's name? Do you know?"
He tapped another ball. “Tremblay. Maurice Tremblay.” The ball went in the hole.
* * * *
Now what was I supposed to do? I wondered what Maurice Tremblay did in his spare time and if it involved an easel. Had Jake Bauer been up here when the shots were fired, all of them? Did . . . ? Had . . . ?
All of it pointless.
"You're an insane old man,” said Sandy, and he was right. Only about the insane part, of course. I'd grown obsessive about the forgeries and doing what I could to make certain my name was not linked to them. I was obsessive, too, about doing what I could to deter people from firing guns of any caliber at Sandy and me. And I was tired of spending every night in a motel.
Late the next afternoon, giving Arno de Giers time to return from Philadelphia, I paid another visit to his gallery with Sandy.
The fake Lancret had vanished from its former place, and Arno de Giers was not pleased to see me. I asked him if he'd heard anything more about the missing Chardin. He hadn't. Did he have any more information about its provenance?
"Why do you want to know?"
"Caution,” I said. “If a painting comes my way with a similar history, I'd like to know in advance so I can be wary, more wary than I would be anyway, of course.” Seemed plausible to me. “Who was the art dealer in Toronto who sold you the painting, or consigned it to you, or whatever the arrangement was?"
"I . . . I'm not at liberty to say.” If he'd had a stack of photographs to rearrange or silver boxes, he would have played with them. He didn't. Instead he clenched and unclenched his fingers. “We've had a business relationship that . . . I don't care to jeopardize."
"Of course,” I said, “but there's another reason I'm here,” I said. “Are any of your little curio guns missing?” He didn't react. “Someone shot at me and a friend two nights ago. The police retrieved the—what do you call them? casings?—and said they came from a very small caliber weapon. We're both fine, my friend and I, but I thought immediately of your collection..."
Arno was galvanized. His hands stopped jittering and he stared at me. He pivoted quickly, took a key chain from his pocket, and unlocked a door at the rear of the room we were in. Inside, he pulled open a wide, shallow drawer. Soft, cream-colored fabric shielded the drawer's contents. He unhooked the fabric from the drawer. Beneath it were guns, perhaps twenty of them, many of them small, set out in four rows. One of the slots was empty.
"A Korovin TK,” he said, more to himself than to me.
And he grabbed the gun in front of the empty slot and jammed it into his jacket pocket.
He reattached the cloth cover, took an audible breath, and slowly closed the drawer.
"The gun you took . . .” I said.
At first he didn't reply. He ushered me out of the room and locked the door behind us. He spoke very quietly. “One of the pistols was missing. You saw that. A Soviet pistol from 1928. I took its mate.” He looked at me but had no expression on his face. “Don't want it to go missing also.” I supposed I believed him. At least I believed him as long as the pistol was in his pocket.
I wanted to leave, and leave rapidly, but had one more question. “Who is Maurice Tremblay?” I asked. “Do you know?"
He turned to me, his head at an odd angle to his hunched shoulders, a hard look on his face. He didn't reply at first, then asked, “Who?"
"Maurice Tremblay. Who is Maurice Tremblay?"
"Maurice who?"
"Tremblay. From Montreal."
"No,” he said. “I don't know any Maurice Tremblay."
"I understand he helps here sometimes."
"I've never heard of him."
I knew that was not true, but there was nothing I could do. I started to leave, but I heard a click and a scraping sound. They came from a door being pushed open, a door to my left and Arno's right. A man stood in the doorway. He was neither tall nor short, he had a full head of white hair, and he had a small gun in his right hand, a curio. The curio was pointed at me.
"I am Maurice Tremblay,” the man said, “and you are an interfering fool.” He gestured Arno de Giers to move away from me slowly. Maurice Tremblay stood unmoving in the doorway.
"I won't miss you twice,” he said. Four times, I thought. Four. And maybe he would miss again. He was nearly twenty feet away from me and standing still.
Arno had been backing up, but suddenly he stopped. He spun around, dropped to his knees, and by the time his knees hit the floor, the gun was out of his pocket. He fired rapidly, twice. The first bullet hit Maurice Tremblay in his right shoulder. Tremblay dropped the gun and grabbed his shoulder. Blood spurted between his fingers. The second bullet lodged in the door frame. Arno ran toward Maurice and kicked aside the gun he'd held.
"Not here! Not here! Are you a fool?” he yelled at Maurice. He turned to me. “Go! Go! Get out! And keep this to yourself!"
He had two guns, one in his hand, one not far away. I left as fast as I could.
* * * *
Keep it to myself? He was crazier than I am. I had no intention of keeping anything to myself when it concerned a gun pointed in my direction, even a curio gun. Sandy had called the police when he heard the shots. Now he was crouching behind the car, alarmed and uncertain what to do. We waited nearby until the police arrived and went back to the gallery with them. I wanted to make sure they didn't treat Maurice Tremblay as an innocent victim of an unprovoked shooting. They didn't. They did take him to the hospital where he spent the night in a locked ward with the non-therapeutic company of two police officers. Before he got there, despite his bandaged shoulder, they arrested him for the murder of Anne Bauer. I don't know how Arno de Giers convinced the police that he himself was not the killer, but he did. I believed him. I saw the look on his face when I asked him if one of his guns was missing. He did not convince the police, though, that Maurice Tremblay had shot and wounded himself. The police arrested de Giers and held him overnight for arraignment.
"I don't know,” I said to Sandy when we got home. “Perhaps Arno just saw the sales money as an unexplained godsend he didn't care to inquire about, but probably he knew he was peddling forgeries. He must have. He was concerned enough to lie to me about where he got the Chardin forgery. And maybe Jake Bauer was working with them. We'll find out what was going on when the police unravel it all. Probably. Eventually. Good thing Arno was a better shot than Tremblay."
"Just try not to get us shot at again."
Copyright © 2010 Christopher Welch
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Fiction: THIEF IN THE HOUSE by Brendan DuBois
* * * *

Art by Hank Blaustein
* * * *
It was a cold fall day on Lake Winnipesaukee in New Hampshire as Roger Tilman motored his sixteen-foot aluminum skiff to the dock before him, about twenty feet away in the frigid waters. The maple and oak trees along the water's edge were bright orange and red, but Roger ignored the colorful foliage: He was looking at the big white house in front of him, a nice big target, for Roger was a thief, and proud of it.
Why not? He had grown up around the lake, never had anything given to him like the rich folks who lived here and looked down on him and his friends, and for a few years now, every fall, Roger had fun motoring around, going up to the empty docks and houses, breaking in and stealing whatever he could, and then motoring away to another target.
It was so easy, he wondered why he hadn't thought of it years earlier, drudging around doing dishwashing and landscaping jobs at restaurants and other businesses dotting the lake. In the bottom of the boat, covered by a tarpaulin, was some of the haul from three houses he had hit earlier in the day: two laptops, some silverware, some jewelry, and two small color televisions. He had a couple of fences that moved the stuff for him over in Maine—no way he'd try to move this stuff with any of the locals —and the haul he could get from one afternoon would mean a month's wages humping mulch into some rich nitwit's yard.
Now, with the leaves changing and the nights getting colder, most of the rich folks were gone for the season, back to Boston or Hartford or Manhattan, and their homes were empty, just waiting for him.
Like this one.
He cut the engine and let the boat glide into the dock, and when it got close enough, he got up, rope line in his hands. He quickly tied off the boat and looked up at the house. Huge bay windows, a single garage off to the left, and a nice deck. Two stories tall. He clambered out of the boat, got up on the dock, and stretched his legs. Roger then strolled up to the house, a big smile on his face, for this was always the next step. Knock on the door, and if someone answered, just shyly ask for directions to the nearest marina, for gosh almighty, gas was running low in his boat, and then he'd leave, no fuss, no muss.
And if no one answered, well, he'd get to business.
And though it hadn't happened yet, if no one answered and surprised him later in the house, well, that was what the folded clasp knife in his back pocket was for.
Up ahead was the door, and over the door, a sign carved out of a dark slab of wood read julian drake, col, usaf, retired.
Hello, Colonel, Roger thought. Let's see what goodies you've got for me.
* * * *
Wendy Drake braked hard when her younger sister Trish said, “You've missed the turn. It's back there."
Wendy bit her lip and tried not to sigh. She backed up her Ford Ranger, dead leaves scattering about, and stopped at a point where a narrower dirt road led off to the right. “How was I suppose to know? It's been years since I've been to Uncle Julian's place."
Trish pointed up to the dead pine tree where lake residents had put up wooden signs for the benefit of visitors and such. There was mudge, connor, glynn, morneau, and then drake. “You could have looked,” Trish said smugly.
"And you could have told me earlier,” Wendy said, turning the Ford. As she headed down the road, tree branches whipped at the side of her car, and she winced with each blow, thinking of the scratches her new Ford was getting.
Wendy didn't like what was ahead of them. It was a cold day, she hated the cold, and she hated what was on the day's agenda. They went up a rise and Wendy said, “I don't see why it's our job to clean out the house. Why us? Why not some of the other cousins?"
Trish sighed. “Because we're the closest, that's why. And his nephews are all scattered around Maine and Vermont."
"And you had to volunteer at his funeral."
Trish said, “He was our uncle. It's the right thing to do."
"Right thing for you,” Wendy said. “All you're losing is a day of school. I'm losing a day of work, and with the real estate market the way it is, that's not a good thing."
"You'll get by."
"Like I said, Trish, easy for you to say."
"Sis, what the hell is bugging you?"
More tree branches whipped at the Ford. “I don't know . . . I'm just getting the creeps."
Trish laughed. “It's New Hampshire on a Friday morning. What could possibly go wrong?"
* * * *
When no one answered Roger's knock at the door, he picked up a nearby rock and, with a practiced move, broke a windowpane and let himself in to a nice, but typical kitchen with a fridge, oven range, and even a dishwasher. From the kitchen he stepped into the living room, where there was a fireplace, with some nice silver candlesticks and other knickknacks displayed on the mantelpiece, along with framed photos of Air Force planes and some scenery shots, and some photos of a guy in uniform. Maybe the good colonel himself. From a pocket in his coat, Roger took out a heavy green trash bag and dropped in the candlesticks.
In the bedrooms on the first floor he found two CD players and a radio. Thinking that there should be more for a house this big, Roger crept upstairs hoping he'd find some nice jewelry in the bedrooms, but jewelry was always catch-as catch-can. Most times, when these rich nitwits returned home, they took their best bling back with them. And besides, it looked like the guy was a confirmed bachelor—no wedding pictures, no pics of anybody female who could be a wife. Damn.
Back in the living room Roger looked out over the lake for a moment before he noticing something on the coffee table. It was a handwritten note, in clear writing:
* * * *
Tom —
Thanks for coming by and checking out my rifles. They're in the basement, in the rear room, and they need to be cleaned like we talked about. Talk to you soon.
— Julian
* * * *
Roger grinned. Rifles. He could get good money for high-quality rifles, and with a house like this, this retired Air Force guy had the money for the best. If Tom hasn't stopped by to pick them up . . .
It was his lucky day.
Roger traipsed back to the kitchen, spotted the door that led downstairs. He flicked on the light and quickly descended, the trash bag with his goodies heavy in his right hand.
* * * *
Wendy said to her sister, “I don't want to be here long, okay? Just long enough to get rid of whatever food's in the house, inventory his belongings, and then leave."
Trish said, “What's the hurry? Why does the place give you the creeps?"
Wendy squeezed the steering wheel hard for a moment before answering. “Look . . . maybe it's all about Uncle Julian. I don't know. He was always saying stupid stuff when we were here. About ‘being prepared,’ and ‘being ready for bad things to happen.’ Ugh. Who needs to be lectured like that when you're just a kid?"
Trish said, “I don't know. I thought it was kinda cute. Him looking out for us when we were here. Remember the time we were canoeing, and those guys on the Jet Skis were bothering us? Uncle Julian got in his speedboat and nearly ran those guys down, then he told them he had written down their registration numbers, so he'd find out where they lived and nail them if they ever did it again. That's what I remember about him, his wanting to protect his nieces."
Up ahead was a turn-off, marked by a worn wooden sign that said drake. Finally, Wendy thought, and aloud she said, “Well, I didn't need his help then, and I don't need his help now."
Trish sighed and said, “That's a mean thing to say."
"Yeah, well, sometimes the truth sounds mean. Look, let's not a minute longer than necessary, okay?"
* * * *
Roger clumped down the stairs to the basement and flicked on the light switch at the bottom. He saw a couple of kayaks, some bicycles, the furnace, and shelves with cardboard boxes piled up high. But a light bulb or two from the ceiling must have burnt out, for it was dim at the rear. No matter. He headed toward an open door down at the other end of the basement, then stopped, thinking he heard the sound of a car pulling up.
* * * *
Wendy pulled in before Uncle Julian's place and shut off the engine. She shivered. She could also easily think of a hundred other things she would rather be doing . . . but Uncle Julian was family. Oh well.
She got out of the car, her feet crunching on the dead leaves. Trish joined her as they looked up at the house.
Trish rubbed her hands and said, “I still don't know why you don't like the place. Remember how Uncle Julian used to pull surprises on us? Like the time he caught that duck and brought it into the living room. Or the night of the lunar eclipse, when he came in with a flashlight and told us a UFO was hovering over the lake."
Wendy frowned. “Yeah, he was a barrel of laughs. C'mon, let's get this over with. Life has enough surprises, you don't need somebody making them up just for fun."
* * * *
Roger listened, but the sound of the car engine was gone. Did somebody stop? Maybe he should take a quick look back upstairs and . . .
No, let's keep going, he thought. Let's see what this joker had for rifles. If we're lucky, we might get a couple of hundred for each one, and if he's got four or five . . . man, that would be so sweet.
He crossed the threshold of the open door and tripped on something and fell down.
* * * *
As they went up to the house, Trish stopped and said, “Did you hear something?"
Wendy said, “No, I didn't. Did you?"
Trish said, “A noise. Like a thump. I don't know..."
Wendy continued up to the door, saying “Oh, knock it off, will you? You're trying to scare me now."
* * * *
There was a click as the door to the small room swung shut behind him, and a light flickered on. He got up and went to the door and tried to push it open. It was made of metal, and lacked a doorknob and handle.
And it was locked tight. He tried to put his fingers along some sort of edge, but the damn thing was flush to the wall. No grip, nothing to hold onto, nothing to pull.
"Damn,” he said, and he looked around the small room at the concrete walls and ceiling. There were a few boxes and a strange looking chair, and a table, bolted to the floor. He saw then the broken cord he had tripped over and saw that it led to a contraption on the wall that seemed to release the door once it was tugged.
On the table was a note, with the same handwriting from the note from upstairs. It said:
* * * *
Dear thief,
Welcome to my home. I know about all the neighbors’ homes you've robbed over the years, and how you've frightened the good people whose homes were broken into, their belongings stolen.
So welcome! You're here until I return to let you out . . . and have a comfortable wait! I come up every weekend to check on the property. In the meantime, there's plenty of food and water for well over a week, and a chemical toilet. So have a good wait, and as my blessed mother would say, years ago, now you have time to contemplate your sins.
— Julian Drake
* * * *
Roger crumpled up the note, with a string of obscenities, and threw it to the floor.
* * * *
Wendy noticed a pane of glass near the door was broken, but before she could say anything, Trish grabbed her arm and said, “C'mon, let's go down to the dock, see what's out on the lake."
She didn't like the look of the broken pane, but she let her sister pull her around.
They stepped out onto the dock, looking over the clear, cold waters of Lake Winnipesaukee, where a few motor boats were cruising.
Trish said, “Wendy, look . . . look at that view. Isn't it something?"
Wendy nodded, seeing the trees, the hills, the islands, the other homes lining the shore, remembering all the times she had taken in this view, growing up. “Yeah, it's something."
And then, suddenly, tears came to her eyes, and she said, her voice quiet, “You know . . . Uncle Julian's gone . . . and, well, we never kept in touch that much, but he was always here, you know? You knew you were always welcome here. And this place . . . and now it's too late. He's gone, his house will be put up for sale, and . . . oh, I'm not making any sense."
Trish put her arm around her and said, “It's okay. Regrets, that's all, am I right?"
Wendy nodded, now recalling the funeral, the flag over the casket, and that guilty ache that she should have been a better niece, a better person to her uncle, for yes, it was now too late.
Breathing hard, Roger looked at the boxes of food and bottled water and sat on the edge of the table. Okay, if that's how you want to play it, old man, we'll be ready for you. Or anybody else who comes through that door.
He reached into his back pocket for the clasp knife and opened it up, testing the sharp blade with his thumb.
God help anyone who opened that door, he thought, because he was getting out of here, one way or another.
* * * *
Trish gave her sister a squeeze of her arm and said, “He was a bit of a nut, our uncle, wasn't he?"
"That he was.” Wendy laughed. She took some breaths and felt better.
Trish said, “But he did want the best for us, Wendy. You know that. Look, let's get up to the house . . . and speaking of guilt, I wish we could have gotten here earlier."
Wendy said, “I know, but we got here when we could. Which is more than I could say for our male cousins."
And as she turned on the dock, something caught her eye, a piece of rope that didn't belong. She walked to the end of the dock and said, “Trish, come here, look at this.” She pointed to the side of the dock, where an aluminum skiff was moored, swamped with water and old leaves. There were rusted bits of something in the bottom of the skiff.
"Boy, look at that,” Trish said. “How long has it been here, you think?"
"All winter, it looks like."
Trish said, “Who do you think it belongs to? I don't remember Uncle Julian owning a skiff like that."
"No idea."
Trish said, “Well, leave it for now. Let's see what surprises Uncle Julian left for us up at the house."
Wendy smiled and walked up the path into the spring sunshine with her sister. “Knowing Uncle Julian, I'm sure it's going to be a big one."
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Fiction: BETWEEN MINKHE AND MAYREV by Kenneth Wishnia
* * * *

* * * *
If the rich could hire others to die for them, the poor would make a very nice living.
—Yiddish proverb
* * * *
We needed eight more Jews to make a minyen, so we said our minkhe prayers without the final prayer for the dead. But our little ceremony was cut short by the sound of robbers ambushing a wayward traveler a short way up the road.
The rugged passes near the frontier offer easy concealment for thieves and highwaymen, so we said a quick prayer for protection. But when a woman's scream was suddenly cut off, I abandoned the safety of our tiny patch of neutral ground and ran ahead, rounding the bend in time to see a group of men hurling the uncooperative woman into the rushing waters, her cloak flapping behind her like a blackbird's wing. I took three steps toward the robbers, but they turned on me like a pack of wolves and blocked my passage.
Rabbi Loew was still fifty yards behind, ambling along with his staff like an old gray shepherd. So I knelt and grabbed a handful of gravel and flung it through the air toward the gang of thieves, while cursing them with these words:
"Adam Havah Abton Absalom Sarfiel Nuriel Daniel!"
The words were completely harmless, but these mountain folk are a superstitious lot, and they scattered like mice.
I rushed to the river's edge. The poor woman was pressed up against a rock about twenty yards downstream, kicking and fighting the current, but she couldn't do much with her hands tied behind her back and a gag stuffed in her mouth.
I raced along the riverbank, pulling off my cloak, and splashed into the icy waters, razors of ice nipping at my ankles and knees as I waded deeper. I was almost halfway across when I slipped and was swallowed by the maelstrom. The current pummeled me, throwing me against the rocks. It felt like someone was smacking me in the face with an ice axe, but I regained my footing and finally reached the woman. I pried her away from the rock and gathered her in my arms, but her body was completely limp, her waterlogged clothes dragging us down. The other bank was closer at this point, so I fought the current and carried her to the river's edge, and laid her on the grass.
I climbed out, pulled a short knife from my belt, and cut the ropes binding her wrists. She was still unresponsive, so I propped her against a rock, pried her mouth open, and put my fingers down her throat. She had swallowed the gag, but I was able to get a piece of it. And the bastards must have used an oily rag, because when I pulled it out of her, the evil thing was black and blue and slippery. Then she vomited up all the water she had swallowed and started gasping for air, and shivering with cold.
By now, Rabbi Loew had crossed the narrow bridge and was coming toward us, holding my cloak and a small bundle that presumably belonged to our new acquaintance. I seized my cloak from him and wrapped it around the woman's shoulders, rubbing her arms to get the circulation going while the rabbi rustled about gathering driftwood for a fire.
She babbled a bit about how “they” were coming for her, so I put my hand on her shoulder to steady her and said, “I think we're on the Polish side of the border now. So you're safe."
"S-s-safe from what?” she said, her teeth chattering.
"Safe from the Germans."
Rabbi Yaakov of Toledo says that delivering a person from the Eretz Gezerah, the Land of Calamity, his term for the German Empire, is the same as saving their life.
She saw the faded circles on our cloaks where we had recently worn our yellow badges.
"You're Jews?” she said, suddenly quite lucid.
Her green eyes sharpened, and I waited for the inevitable curses, but they never came.
Good. That would make it easier for us. The Sages say that the value of a single human being is so great that all but three of the six hundred thirteen Commandments may be suspended for the sake of one life. So we built a fire to warm ourselves, even though Shabbes would arrive shortly with the setting sun, and we didn't have much time to spare. It was already the twelfth of Iyar of the year 5352 (April 24, 1592 on the Christian calendar), in the fourth year of the reign of King Sigismund III of Poland, Protector of Jews, and we only had a couple of weeks to get to Poznan, where Rabbi Loew was set to rejoin his family and become Chief Rabbi.
Rabbi Loew rested his bones on a jagged rock and lent me his cloak. The strange woman thanked him for returning her bundle, and after some clumsy handling and averting of the eyes, the two of us sat around the fire watching the steam rise from our drying clothes. The Maharil advises us to dress in tattered clothing while traveling to avoid attracting robbers, but I only had one set of clothes that were already quite tattered, so it was a moot question with me.
As the dirty blonde hair clinging to the woman's broad forehead dried and the color came back to her face, she told us her name was Castava, or Kassy for short.
"So you are a Bohemian,” Rabbi Loew observed. “Your name harks back to the warring maidens of pagan times."
"Right. And I've just been kicked out of my homeland.” She drew my cloak tightly around her shoulders and inched closer to the fire.
"Really? It looked more like you were thrown out,” I said.
"You have a strange sense of humor, Jew."
"The Germans thought so, too,” I said, since our people had recently been cast out from all but a handful of German cities, and expelled from the Kingdom of Naples, where we had lived since the days of the Roman Empire. (In other words, the ancient pagans were more tolerant of our presence than their Christian successors, but that's another story.)
"We've been exiled from so many places, we've lost count,” I said. “The last town was so crowded even the cemetery was twelve layers deep."
"You're from the Prague ghetto?"
I caught the rabbi's eye. Our Bohemian friend was clearly more knowledgeable than most.
She told us she had worked as an herbalist and healer in the Protestant neighborhood of Bethlehem Chapel—that is, until she was brought before the Inquisition.
"On what charges?” asked Rabbi Loew.
"What do you think?"
Rabbi Loew lowered his eyes and nodded his understanding of the madness that had been sweeping through the German Reich.
"Don't you know that ‘midwives surpass all others in wickedness'?” said Kassy, quoting the Inquisitor's handbook.
"And that's what this business of tossing you in the river was about?” I asked.
"The only reason they didn't try to burn me alive was because they were too lazy and stupid to gather up the wood,” she said with a cynical chuckle.
I told her not to worry, that she was among Jews now, and the Jews were experts at making the best of a bad situation. “That must be true,” she replied, “for I have heard that when God sent the Plague of Blood against Pharaoh's people, the Israelites learned to profit from it by selling fresh water to the Egyptians that they alone could supply."
"At least according to the Midrash Tanchuma," I said, uneasy about what she might be implying. I mean, I'm sure it worked in the desert, but you couldn't make money selling bottled water to people nowadays.
"We'd better find our way to the nearest village before dark,” said Rabbi Loew, leaning on his staff and rising to his feet.
"I don't even know your names,” she said.
She had heard of the famous Rabbi Loew of Prague, of course. The great Maharal was known throughout the Four Lands, but my name was new to her. Actually, it was pretty new to me too. I was still getting used to the “Rabbi” part.
"Thank you for saving me from a cold and lonely death, Rabbi Benyamin. I know that you didn't have to. A lot of men wouldn't take a risk like that for someone they don't even know."
I said, “God commands us not to stand idly by when your neighbor is in danger."
Especially if your neighbor is a pretty blonde woman.
* * * *
Still, we thought it best to keep off the main road for a while. So we found a narrow path through the forest and hurried through the brambles, stepping over the fallen trees and catching our clothes on thorn bushes so tirelessly devoted to ensnaring us they belonged in one of those fairy tales about an enchanted castle with a sleeping princess in the topmost tower. Dead branches crackled underfoot as we stepped into a clearing, then Kassy's hand flew to her mouth as she stifled a cry.
The early spring grass was trampled in all directions and bespattered with blood. In the center of this lay the body of a nobleman who looked like he had been torn apart by wild animals. The nobleman's clothes were shredded and his flesh had bled out from countless lacerations.
Kassy crossed herself while I said a silent prayer. Then I spat twice, and we approached the body.
This nobleman had fought bravely for his life. A series of elongated drops of blood in the dirt tapered to sharp points, indicating that he had kept moving, maneuvering quickly even while wounded. And a section of clean, white shirt under the blood-smeared brocade suggested that at least one part of his doublet had been bloodied before it was sliced open. But the mortal blow was of an immense savagery—at least a half pint of blood had spurted onto the grass from a main artery, and the blow had sent tiny dots of red nearly fifteen feet from the spot.
Kassy's green eyes followed every movement as I unsheathed my knife and carefully lifted the hem of the nobleman's garment with the point. I searched the surrounding area the same way, gently flattening the grass with the blade of my knife so as not to get any of the blood on myself.
"No sign of a weapon,” I said.
"You mean, besides the one in his right hand?” said Kassy. The lifeless hand still gripped an ornate sword with a few drops of blood smeared on it, but there was no way of telling whose blood it was. The victim's fourth finger bore a gold signet ring with a double-headed eagle on a red and white striped background.
"I mean no sign of the weapon that did this to him."
"Oh, the signs are there,” said Rabbi Loew. “They are written all over his body. We just have to find the author of these wounds."
I poked around the large puddle of blood, but I didn't find anything worth reporting, except that the nobleman's boots were missing.
Kassy watched me curiously. “Tell me, Rabbi Benyamin, isn't it your belief that the blood of a dead man is ritually unclean?"
Very few Christians know such things about our ways, so I took a moment to answer her accordingly. “The Mishnah says that the blood that gushes forth while a man is still alive is unclean, while the blood that drips from a corpse is clean. But Rabbi Judah disagrees. In fact, he says the opposite. So we figure it's better to play it safe and treat all such blood as unclean."
"It's like something out of the tales of Oddo the pirate,” said Kassy, surveying the carnage. “They say he could raise storms and blind his enemies with fantastical visions of flashing swords."
"Where'd you hear that?" I asked.
"I didn't hear it. I read it in the works of Saxo Grammaticus."
It was the rare woman who could read, at least among the Christians, whose literate females were mostly cloistered nuns or countesses with a flair for dabbling in poetry. I had only heard of this Grammatical Saxon once or twice before.
"Saxo Grammaticus? What does that mean? The German Who Can Read?"
"I suppose that would be an acceptable translation of his name,” said Kassy, her mouth curling into a feline smile. “He's best known as a rhetorical philosopher—"
But her brief show of levity vanished at the sound of voices coming our way.
I looked toward the north edge of the clearing. A silver cross was bobbing along at the head of a solemn procession, its edges burning with an orange glow from the setting sun before slipping into shadow as a group of villagers advanced through the darkening wood.
A priest was chanting in Latin, but I didn't recognize it at first: Hominum filiis a eorum semen et perdes terra de eorum fructum. Ignis eos devorabit et eos conturbabit sua ira in Dominus. Tui vultus tempore in ignis clibanum ut eos pones.
Something about the sons of men and their seed losing the fruits of the earth and being devoured by the flames of God's wrath. It sounded like the 21st Psalm, but—
Then I realized: “They're saying it backwards."
"Aye, to ward off the effects of witchcraft,” said Kassy, with a note of bitterness.
A twig cracked behind us.
I turned and discovered that our escape route had been blocked by the same band of brigands I had chased away before with my pseudo-Kabbalistic curses. Rabbi Loew has warned me many times about the dangers of using such hocus-pocus tactics, but they outnumbered us ten-to-one and it was all I could think of on such short notice.
"There she is!” said one of them, pointing at us.
I was beginning to wonder if we'd ever make it to Poznan, or if our journey would end here, in some lonely spot you couldn't even find on a map of the German Empire or the Polish Kingdom because it lay somewhere between the two, and was too small to matter in either case.
"She must have cast one of her spells on him,” said another, drawing a rusty sword that looked like it had been beaten from a plowshare sometime during the peasant wars. And I saw that these were not brigands, but villagers—ignorant, terrified villagers advancing toward us, keeping close to each other.
I planted myself in front of Kassy, while Rabbi Loew stood at her back, protecting her with nothing but his long gray beard and years of accumulated wisdom.
"You bring proof from where?” I demanded.
"Just look at her face—"
"You can tell she's guilty!” said a crooked little man with a huge gap in his front teeth.
"I've never seen this man before in my life,” said Kassy.
"See how quickly she answers!"
"There's no surer sign of guilt!” said the little man.
I asked if anyone could identify the victim, since he was clearly a prominent nobleman.
"What's wrong with you? Everyone knows that's Sir Tadeusz Strekov, eldest son of Lord Strekov,” said a stocky villager with an unshaven face.
"No wonder he defended himself so well,” said Rabbi Loew, endeavoring to show respect for the local gentry.
"And look at the size of that wound,” I said, pointing to the puddle of blood. “I doubt that a woman would have that kind of strength against a young nobleman armed with a gilded sword."
"Not if she used magic on him."
"If she knew magic, you wouldn't have been able to tie her hands behind her back and throw her in the river."
"Everyone knows the river takes away her powers!"
I couldn't argue with that manner of logic. Rabbi Loew says that what separates man from the rest of the animals is his ability to reason, but sometimes I have to wonder.
"Who are you to defy us?"
"I am Rabbi Yehudah Ben Betzalel of Poznan,” said Rabbi Loew.
"Oh. So you're Jews. It figures."
"What is she being accused of?” I said.
"You tell ‘em, Father Stefan."
The priest stepped out from behind the cross with his lips pinched together as if he were being asked to empty a sick man's chamber pot. With his fine blond hair and soft pink face, he looked more like an oversized baby than a fire-breathing crusader, but one should never underestimate the zealotry of a Polish priest.
"It started last Sunday,” he said. “Father Szymon was saying Mass, and when the time came to bless the Sacred Host, he saw that it had turned blood red."
The villagers crossed themselves and mumbled various blessings for protection against the Evil Eye.
Kassy was about to speak, but she held her tongue.
"He knew right away that it was the Devil's work,” said the priest. “So he turned to the Book of Revelation and read aloud the most terrible passages a Christian soul could ever hear, the pages of the Good Book trembling in his hands as he warned the faithful that Christ's robe is dipped in blood, and that He will crush the sinners in the winepress of the wrath of God, and that He will slay the children of the adulterers with a sharp sword that comes out of His mouth."
Good Lord, was that really in there? Slaying the innocent children of sinners didn't sound very Christlike to me.
"And a few hours later we found Father Szymon's body in the woods."
"Was he killed in a similar manner?” asked Rabbi Loew.
"You dare to question one of our holy men, Jew?” said a hard-looking man with thick black eyebrows.
"He looked like he'd been attacked by something that wasn't human,” said a big man with thick blond hair and the wooden-bowl haircut of a Slavic peasant. The others called him Kazimir.
"Could you be more precise?” asked Rabbi Loew.
Kazimir didn't know the meaning of the word precise. A real poyerisher kop, that one.
"Can you describe the wounds a little more clearly?” I said.
"Well—” Kazimir glanced accusingly at Kassy. “His throat was torn out as if a hungry wolf had gone after him."
"Or a vampire—!"
"Or some other nameless evil,” said the crooked little man, his eyes bugging out of his head. I could actually feel the fear spreading among his companions like a contagious disease.
"What kind of vampire steals his victim's shoes?” said Kassy.
The priest took one look at the nobleman's bloodstained stockings and gasped. “Father Szymon's shoes were also missing."
"And the next day, there was another killing,” said Kazimir.
The victim was Jan Barwicz, who worked in the town's dyeing mill.
"Was he also missing his shoes?” said Kassy.
"Why, yes. I believe he was,” said the priest. “But why would anyone kill a man for his shoes?"
"Did his wounds look anything like these?” I asked, pointing at the corpse. “Because these were made with a foot-long knife. Those are knife wounds, not claw marks."
Kazimir admitted that it was possible.
"It would help if we could examine Father Szymon's body with our own eyes,” said Rabbi Loew.
"That's impossible,” said Father Stefan. “We buried the good Father on Wednesday morning."
"Of course,” said Rabbi Loew.
"What about the other victim?” I said. “Jan Barwicz."
"I doubt that his widow would allow it."
"Then may we examine one of the tainted Hosts?” asked Kassy.
The men drew back with a clattering of rusty iron, amazed at her audacity.
Rabbi Loew spoke quickly, appealing to the priest: “It is a reasonable request that the proof against our companion be brought forward to be examined in the presence of a magistrate or an officer of the law."
"Fook that,” said the man with the thick eyebrows, and his pals nodded as if he had just delivered the last word on the matter before the highest court in the land.
Father Stefan cleared his throat and said, “The closest we have to an examining magistrate in this region is Lord Strekov himself."
I didn't like the sound of that, but Rabbi Loew said, “Then let us bring the matter to his attention."
The priest mulled it over and granted us an hour's time to convince Lord Strekov of Kassy's innocence.
"How about two hours?” I asked, bargaining for more time like a true son of Abraham.
We eventually settled on an hour and a half, as the men threw a coarse cloth over the corpse of Sir Tadeusz and prepared to carry him off to his father's estate. There was nothing else that could be learned from it at the moment, anyway.
"Why are you protecting her?” asked Father Stefan.
The cross dangling around Kassy's neck caught the last dusky red rays of the dying sun.
I said, “Because the Torah says that you must establish a system of justice, no matter where you are."
"Does Lord Strekov have any other sons?” I asked Father Stefan, as we followed the solemn procession down the narrow pass and into the village.
"Why, yes. His younger son, Sir Mateusz."
"Were they close?"
"Yes, yes, it's going to be so hard to break the news to him. Such a terrible shame."
"Yes, such a shame."
But the fact is that whenever the eldest son of a nobleman is killed, one must always ask who stands to benefit. And the youngest son sounded like a likely prospect.
But why kill the priest? I wondered.
"Had Father Szymon been called upon to rule in any controversial matters recently?"
"This is a quiet parish,” said Father Stefan. “The only controversial rulings around here are the special dispensations for marriages between first and second cousins, the baptizing of children born out of wedlock, and the denial of legitimacy to children whose parents aren't properly married under Catholic law. Certainly not the stuff of the sensational murders you get in Prague and Poznan, with all the greed and depravity that goes on in those ghettos—"
"Who came to his burial?"
"Why, the whole village. We made a pilgrimage to the place where Father Szymon was found. I burned incense, sprinkled holy water, exorcised the demons, and blessed the spot. But the next day, that dye worker was killed."
The wounds were similar, but less savage.
"Mind if we stop off at the dye mill on the way to Lord Strekov's?” I asked.
"Why?"
"We need to wash our hands."
* * * *
Steam rose from the dyeing vats as the embers beneath them started to cool, the coals still glowing red but fading under a layer of gray dust. The dye workers emerged sweating from the steam, their sleeves soaking wet and covered with splotches of dark blue dye. They glowered at us, particularly at Kassy, as if she were trespassing on their property. Only one of them returned my gaze, another blue-eyed polyak who was probably too tired to summon the requisite hatred against us as he pulled off his heavy apron.
"What can I do for you, Jew?” he said, as I approached. He was a fairly powerful man, like the other dyers, and his thick fingernails were stained a deep blue.
I tested the weight of his words, and they seemed to balance. Coming from such a mouth, Jew was probably more of a description than an insult.
"We need to wash our hands."
He directed us to a bucket of bluish water.
"I meant in clean water."
"Try the well,” he said, tossing his blue-stained apron on a cutting table.
"You could always jump in the ocean,” one of the dyers suggested.
"Ease off, Horshky."
"Hey, Wojciech! Hang that on a peg,” the master dyer said.
"Hang it yourself,” Wojciech muttered. But he picked up the apron and hung it on a peg alongside the others.
The dyers hung their gloves, mallets, and other tools on hooks, the wooden handles all tinted blue.
"You don't take the tools home with you?” I asked.
"Ha!” said Wojciech, swatting the question aside as if it were a bothersome horsefly. “We don't own any of this stuff."
"You don't?"
"What do you think we are? Carpenters or leather workers? Pan Strekov owns the whole works—the mill, the land, the well water, the dyeing vats, the drying racks, the benches, everything. We work from dawn to dusk, but it's all his equipment."
I had never heard of such an arrangement.
"At least you're not tied to the land like a serf is,” I said. He looked at me skeptically. “You're free to move about, aren't you?"
"Only three men in a hundred have such freedom here, Jew."
I shook my head at this sorry news, because the Talmud says that the rights of the workingman always take precedence over the rights of his employer. But I doubted that Lord Strekov was versed in the wisdom of the Talmud.
I watched them putting away the fabric shears, breasting hooks, and knives of various lengths.
"Any knives missing?” I asked, offhandedly.
"A couple,” said the master, eyeing me suspiciously.
* * * *
The body of Jan Barwicz lay in state in an empty room in his family's house. Father Stefan spoke to his widow Jelena, and she agreed to let the “three wise travelers” inside her home to examine her husband's wounds. The windows were all shuttered and dusty gray cloth covered the mirrors.
Kassy lifted the shroud so we wouldn't have to come in contact with the corpse, since we didn't want to travel all the way to Poznan in a state of ritual impurity.
"He was such a good provider,” lamented Jelena. “And a loyal servant to His Lordship. What kind of monster would do such a thing?"
Barwicz's face was gray and waxy. His body was relatively unscathed, and the slice across his throat had been washed almost completely clean of blood. But the broad gashes around the wound still made it look like he had been set upon by an enraged hog butcher.
"The kind of monster that walks on two legs,” I said, trying to reassure Jelena that no supernatural monsters roamed these hills.
"Don't be afraid,” Rabbi Loew said. “For we will help to protect your husband's soul as it begins its arduous journey to the World-to-Come."
"Keynehore," I said, spitting twice.
"How can you protect his soul?” asked Jelena. “By summoning guardian spirits?"
"No, it's never a good idea to summon spirits,” I said. For one thing, it really annoys them.
"We don't need to summon them,” said Rabbi Loew. “They are already here."
Jelena's eyes grew wide and she bit her lower lip to keep it from trembling.
"If we only had the power to see them, we would be amazed,” said Rabbi Loew, citing Rabbi Huna. “For we would realize that we are surrounded by spirits at all times, a thousand on the left, and ten thousand on the right."
Even Father Stefan started to look worried.
"Some of them are good natured,” I added. “Especially the ones that follow the Torah."
That's right. Thanks to the laws that keep the Jews separate from the general population, we even have our own demons.
"And some of them are harmless household elves, like the shretele," said Kassy, but the villagers just stared blankly at her.
"In Polish it's called the skrzat," I said, and the villagers’ faces filled with relief.
"How do we defend ourselves against all these spirits?” Jelena asked.
"Light is good,” I said. “They hate light."
"And we all know that water's a nice cleansing medium that neutralizes their influence,” said Kassy, glaring at the villagers.
"And you can make noise."
"What kind of noise?"
"You can ring a bell, or rattle nuts in a jar—” said Rabbi Loew.
"Breaking pottery can be very effective,” I said.
"And if none of that works you can always spit in the Devil's eye,” said Kassy.
Rabbi Loew and I looked at her sharply.
"I've seen you both do it,” she said defensively.
Rabbi Loew explained that we don't really believe in the Devil as such, but the Evil Impulse, which can invade any man's heart. In fact, the more pious the man, the harder he must fight against such impulses.
I caught the priest's eye, but he looked away. I turned back to the body that lay before us, and noticed something that I had missed before.
"Why aren't his nails blue?” I asked. “How did you clean the dye off?"
Jelena held her head up and said, “Jan didn't work the vats. He oversaw the operations for Lord Strekov."
"I see..."
"Vos zeyst du, mayn khaver?" said Rabbi Loew, leaning close and speaking Yiddish in a low voice. “Have you noticed a pattern of some kind?"
"Yes. I thought this man was a dye worker, but—"
"But now you realize that all three of the victims were men of some standing in the community."
"Yes.” I turned to Jelena. “What was your husband's job at the dye mill?"
"He did what His Lordship commanded."
"Does that mean he ran the men hard?"
"If that is what His Lordship commanded."
In that case, I had to wonder why the nobleman's wounds were the most severe.
* * * *
"Nu, did you notice anything peculiar?” Rabbi Loew asked, as we marched up the road toward Lord Strekov's manor house.
"The attacks are becoming more violent,” I said.
"Which means?"
"Either the Evil Impulse is growing stronger within the killer's heart, or else the first two victims were taken by surprise, while the nobleman had a moment to prepare, and, unique among the victims, was ready to fight back."
Rabbi Loew agreed with my theory. “It all started with the bloody Hosts. They were a sign of some kind."
"Not necessarily,” said Kassy. “For I have heard that the flour used in making the Eucharist may, under certain conditions, develop a type of mold that appears rusty red in color. That's why I asked to see them."
"Ah. I didn't know that,” said Rabbi Loew, raising an eyebrow at Kassy's display of wisdom. “This is why the Talmud instructs us that ‘a woman recognizes the worth of a guest quicker than a man.’”
Kassy dipped her head and smiled like a self-conscious schoolgirl in acknowledgment of the compliment.
We had almost caught up to the funeral cortége. The full moon was rising over the misty fields, bringing out the villagers’ fears of spirits, demons, and the undead coming to suck their blood.
"It will soon be time for the mayrev prayers,” I whispered.
Rabbi Loew stroked his beard as he considered this.
"What would the great ReMa do?"
He was referring to my old teacher, Rabbi Moyshe Isserles of Krakow, who once delayed the mayrev services for nearly two hours so he could resolve a difficult case that allowed a poor orphaned girl to get married.
"He would probably put off the Shabbes prayers until our fair companion can be cleared of this unjust accusation."
"Precisely, Rabbi Benyamin."
They say that the material universe God created only lasts for six days at a time, and that Shabbes is needed to renew it another six days. But in this instance, I figured that the universe would just have to wait a little bit longer.
* * * *
Ever since our Masters were princes in Palestine, it has been our custom that the shrouds of the rich must be no different from the shrouds of the poor. But the Strekov family had no such customs. They had planted so many oversized monuments to their glorious dead in the mossy soil around their ancestral home that with a little help from the fog, the place looked like a haunted castle, right down to the tarnished coat of arms over the gate with the double-headed eagle on a field of red and white, and a couple of ancient gravestones bearing the German form of the family name: Schreckenstein.
The great hall was drafty and cold, and the iron cressets filled with burning oil made the shadows dance like demented warlocks around an unholy fire. The bloody shroud the villagers had thrown over Sir Tadeusz's naked wounds swayed in the breeze, as if the corpse were still stirring.
The men who had carried him to this resting place stood silently with their caps in their hands and their eyes wandering around the hall, marveling at the high-vaulted windows and the tapestries hanging on ropes of spun gold.
Lord Strekov was a broad-chested man with a weathered face framed by a thick mane of graying hair that was parted in the middle. His dark red velvet doublet was crisscrossed by two ribbons of brocade that formed a large black and silver X over his heart. He stood before us with his hands squarely on his hips and demanded to know who was guilty of this murder. A young noble who must have been his son, Sir Mateusz, stood by his side glaring at us, his eyes blazing with hatred.
Father Stefan explained that the woman being held under guard before him, Kassandra the Bohemian, was discovered standing over the body of Lord Strekov's eldest son in the clearing shortly after having failed the trial by water, her body having been summarily rejected by the blessed spirits of the river.
"But these strangers,” said the priest, referring to us, “are conducting what they call an ‘investigation’ to root out the guilty party and spare the young woman's life."
"Who granted them such authority?” said Lord Strekov, his voice echoing around the pillars of his stately hall.
"My Lord,” said Rabbi Loew, bowing deeply, “since we were exiled from the Land of Israel, the Divine Presence accompanies us wherever we go."
"Divine Presence, hell. When I find out who did this, I'll grind them up like a bunch of Cossack dogs. I'll even pay for the privilege."
He dug a coin out of his purse and tossed it at me. I caught it in mid air and saved myself the indignity of having to scrounge around on the floor for it, even though handling money is forbidden on Shabbes. Lord Strekov was impressed with my reflexes, and he smiled. It was not a pleasant smile.
The coin was a three-groschen piece of little value, faced with a standing eagle whose tongue was sticking out so far it looked like it was being strangled.
"Well, since we're now working for you,” I said, dropping the coin into my purse, “my first bit of advice would be that you'll never completely crush the Cossacks, no matter how many horsemen you have at your command."
"Don't talk to me about conquering your neighbor's land, Jew. Because you're not innocent, either. I've heard about what the Hebrews did to the Canaanites, and the slaughtering of the Philistines in Gaza."
"So you know about our violent past. I admit that it's rather shameful. Still, that's nothing compared to what the Ca—” I stopped myself from saying Catholics. “—what the Conquistadors did when they arrived in the Americas, and killed a million natives in the West Indies, and many more in Mexico and Peru."
Lord Strekov stared at me, as if he were considering my words.
Finally, he said, “America? What is this America of which you speak?"
Father Stefan told him that about a hundred years ago, a group of Spanish sailors claimed to have found a new land on the other side of the ocean, but the Lord dismissed the priest's words as so much nonsense.
"I expect better work from the people in my service,” said Lord Strekov, laying his hand upon his sword.
That's when Kassy spoke up, God bless her. “My Lord, surely you have heard of the Great Rabbi Loew of Prague? This is he, standing before you, with his disciple Rabbi Benyamin, and if we do not always understand all of their pronouncements, that is because they sometimes speak in tongues as only the truly enlightened mystics can do."
"The Rabbi Loew?” asked Lord Strekov, his eyes ablaze. “The rabbi who brought a man of clay to life by reciting a verse from the seventh chapter of the Second Book of Genesis?"
There is no Second Book of Genesis, but we heartily agreed with our host.
"If anyone can solve this dreadful crime, surely you can,” he said. “Join us by the pripetshik! We will take one last meal with our beloved son."
"But Father—!” Sir Mateusz protested. But Lord Strekov silenced him, as the men who had carried the nobleman's body up the hill grinned at the prospect of a fine feast at their Lord's expense.
"We gladly accept Your Lordship's gracious offer,” said Rabbi Loew. “But we need to wash our hands first."
The peasants rolled their eyes and shook their heads at our peculiar Jewish ways, but Lord Strekov ordered his servants to fetch a basin of water so we could wash.
I absorbed their suspicious stares as the servants brought out the basin. And when I said the blessing and washed my hands, you'd have thought we were sacrificing a goat in Satan's name from the way they stared at the swirling water. I finished the ritual and held my hands up, letting the drops fall into the basin. The ripples cast strange shadows on the bottom of the basin, the dark rings colliding with one another and forming an ever-shifting pattern like a watery spiderweb, which only reminded me of our urgent need to discover a pattern connecting the three victims, besides the missing shoes.
So I wasn't prepared for it when young Sir Mateusz came at us drawing his sword and cursing, and kicked the basin out of the servants’ hands, spilling its contents across the floor. I reached automatically for my knife (not that it would have done me any good), but the hotheaded youth's father called him to task, and advised him to settle down and treat their guests properly. Sir Mateusz returned his sword to its sheath, but his bright blue eyes beamed defiantly at me for several seconds.
"What did you think of that little display?” Rabbi Loew asked, propping his staff against the table's edge as we took our places at low end of the banquet hall, well below the salt.
"I don't think he likes me."
"I mean, do you think he was truly possessed by the spirit of vengeance, or was he just trying to redirect the guilt toward us?"
"Who knows what normal behavior is around here?” said Kassy. “These nobles can get away with anything they want. There was this Hungarian countess who—"
Kassy lowered her voice as people took their seats nearby, and told me the horrifying details of one noblewoman's quest for eternal youth, which led her to bathe once a month in the blood of a sixteen-year-old virgin from her domains.
I winced at the idea of bathing in fresh buckets of blood still warm from the body. Then a company of servants came trooping under the archway bearing enormous trays of roast lamb, and the meat was carved up and served on wooden boards whose trenches filled with bright red lamb's blood. We held up our hands and politely refused to eat such an abomination. A couple of the lord's servants sneered at us, but Lord Strekov clapped his hands and ordered his servants to bring us something else.
My old friend Kazimir took the seat next to me and set to work ripping the bloody meat from a shank bone, chewing with his mouth open. Then he broke open the bone so he could suck out the marrow with a series of loud, wet slurps.
There must have been a closet Jew in the kitchen, because soon the servants reappeared with three portions of trout smothered in garlic, onions, vinegar, and pepper.
"Have some vishniak," said Kazimir, spilling some cherry brandy into my glass.
"Thanks,” I said. “Would you like to try some of my fish?"
"I don't eat Jew food,” he said matter-of-factly, and slammed back a heavy slug of brandy.
"Right. Well, uh, na zdrovye." I toasted him, and took a sip of brandy.
"What are we going to do?” Kassy whispered. “Time is running out."
I let the drink slide down my throat and warm my kishkes.
"In the Gospel of Mark,” I said, “there is a moment when it was so crowded around your Lord Jesus that the people couldn't get through the door to hear him preach. What did they do?"
Kassy stared blankly at the table.
"They went in through the roof,” said Father Stefan, looking at me with new eyes.
"Exactly. When the direct route isn't working, you have to find another way around."
"Well, we better find it fast,” Kassy said. “I mean, we need to build a convincing argument based on material evidence, and we're dealing with a man who's never heard of the Americas."
"Rabbi Troki was the same way,” said Rabbi Loew, dismissing her concerns with a wave of his hand. “Always too absorbed in his studies to keep up with the latest trends."
"Trends? How could he not know about America?"
Father Stefan answered as plainly as his position allowed: “Lord Strekov has been extremely busy keeping a steady hand on his affairs and a roving eye on the peasant women, and peopling the land with his progeny."
Something clicked in my head, and I asked the priest to tell me again about Father Szymon's recent legal decisions.
But soon it was time to end the conversation as Lord Strekov called for us all to rise and observe a moment of silence in honor of his lost heir. A pair of servants brought in a bolt of white fabric and began to unfold it, revealing the Strekov coat of arms in glistening red and gold beadwork. Sir Tadeusz's burial shroud was a family heirloom made of fine cloth with golden embroidery around the edges. It was twice the length of the nobleman's body when fully unfurled, and the peasants stood there with their mouths hanging open, spellbound by its shimmering beauty.
Another pair of servants commenced the delicate task of gathering the coarse cloth that held Sir Tadeusz's body in its bloodstained embrace. Bits of grass and earth came loose, and the servants were trying to slide the cloth from under his hips when a carving knife slipped from the folds of rough fabric and clattered to the floor.
For a moment, all was still beneath the vaulted roof. The servants and revelers stood gawking like a bunch of gargoyles with rainspouts where their mouths should be. Then one of the servants reached out to touch the knife and Rabbi Loew leapt to his feet.
"Don't touch a thing!” he commanded, as his staff fell to the floor.
Every man in the hall, noble or servant, was equally dumbfounded. But in an instant Lord Strekov took charge and allowed the three of us to come forward to examine the knife, providing that we touched nothing ourselves and that our examination was performed in full view of all those present. That was to be expected. But I didn't expect those burly peasants to clear the benches and crowd in close around us, every one of them puffing hot, stinking breath down our necks.
We asked them to step back a bit, but their desire to see a genuine murder weapon was a lot stronger than their interest in careful observation and analysis.
When I finally got someone to bring over a torch and we got a good look at the blade, there didn't seem to be much blood on it at all. Perhaps the knife had belonged to Sir Tadeusz? No, it was too crude to be a nobleman's dagger. His sword had been made of damask steel inlaid with gold filigree.
"Your eyes are better than mine, Rabbi Benyamin,” said Rabbi Loew, straightening up with an old man's groan. “Take a close look and tell me what you see."
I crouched on one knee and studied the scarred blade by the flickering light.
"Hold that steady, will you?” I asked. A pair of bondsmen obliged by supporting the torch with both hands.
A couple of faint streaks of reddish brown matter caught the light, thinner than the finest thread.
"It looks like someone tried to wipe the blood off this blade."
Sir Mateusz ordered the servants to yank the burlap aside, then he pawed and pulled at his brother's clothing, until a flap of cloth fell open revealing two wide streaks of rusty brown that could only have been made by someone wiping the blood from both sides of a knife.
"Ah!” he cried. “Just like you said. It's been wiped clean."
"Not completely."
The handle glimmered dully with traces of another substance, but the peasants kept blocking the light.
"Bring us a pot of water,” said Rabbi Loew.
"Fresh, clean water,” I stipulated.
"And enough wood to bring it to a boil."
In no time the servants had a cauldron of water bubbling away in the fireplace. Rabbi Loew instructed them to remove it from the fire and set it on the flagstones in front of the hearth.
When the water stopped sloshing around, Rabbi Loew asked Lord Strekov to wrap the knife carefully in a clean napkin and drop it in the pot.
The servants had some trouble finding a clean napkin, and when they finally found one and placed it in their master's hands, Lord Strekov stood there with his arm outstretched, the napkin stirring in the drafty air.
"Father,” he said, calling the priest.
"Yes, my son?"
"Is this sort of Jewish magic permitted?"
"My Lord, I have yet to see any magic performed before my eyes this evening, Jewish or otherwise."
But Lord Strekov was still unsure of himself, which must have been a new feeling for him.
"There is a new kind of magical art,” I said. “A natural magic that opens the doors to new knowledge and new worlds. And it involves nothing unholy, because like all learning, it ultimately comes from the five Books of Moses, which the Christians call the Pentateuch."
"Explain,” said Lord Strekov.
"What we seek comes to us through nothing more than precise observation of the workings of God's world."
Lord Strekov's eyes flitted to the right, then back at me. I followed his gaze to his son, Mateusz.
From what I know of the laws of succession among the nobility, if we couldn't name the true murderer, Lord Strekov would always have to wonder if his younger son had a hand in his elder son's death. What was it like to live that way? To spend your days worrying if your own flesh and blood might yield to the urge to take sole possession of your property and treasure, whatever the cost?
Lord Strekov broke from his rigid stance and picked up the knife with the napkin, marched toward us, and dropped the knife into the steaming cauldron.
The knife sank to the bottom and landed with a muffled klunk, leaving a trail of tiny bubbles in the steaming water. The surface rippled from the disturbance, then began to settle. Some of the bubbles brought up particles with a faint reddish tinge, and for a moment I stopped feeling the hot breath of peasants on the back of my neck. Eventually other bubbles came up, bringing traces of an oily substance with an undeniable hint of blue. Rabbi Loew dipped a bit of parchment into the water and drew it out, then he held it up and showed us that the substance had adhered to it.
It was blue dye.
Lord Strekov saw the signs and recognized their meaning. Every man in the room did the same. But if His Lordship knew something, he did not reveal it to us.
But he could not stop all the tongues from running rampant and filling the hall with murmurs, until Rabbi Loew silenced them by pounding the floor with his staff. When all eyes were upon him, the rabbi raised his arms like the fabled councilor in the court of King Solomon and took four strides to the east, marked the corner with his staff, then took a stride to the north, and repeated the process, marking each corner of the slim rectangle until he ended up right back where he started.
"What is the meaning of this?” Lord Strekov demanded.
"I have just measured off the limits of your grave, My Lord,” said Rabbi Loew, playing out a scene from a Yiddish moral tale published in Prague about twenty years earlier. “Know well that when you die, this is all the territory that you will possess."
The imaginary rectangle beneath the rabbi's staff suddenly seemed more real than the actual planks that made up the floor.
"You can't ask me to point him out to you,” said Lord Strekov.
"That's all right,” I said. “I think we can find him easily enough."
Lord Strekov's face fell, and I knew that we would have our man before the night was through.
* * * *
The Zohar says that just before the Most High brought His light into the world, He created all the souls that humanity would ever need, and that each soul descends to join its designated body when the appointed time comes. But what if a soul doesn't want to descend from the heavenly spheres? Perhaps that would explain why some men seem to be missing a part of their soul.
The part that feels.
Rabbi Isaac of Safed says that such a man who yields to his anger is possessed by a strange god and thereby commits the sin of idolatry. But is it still a sin if he becomes possessed against his will? I don't know the full explanation, but perhaps one day, God willing, I will go to Safed and ask Rabbi Isaac's disciples to clarify what their master actually said.
* * * *
The night was clear and the full moon defined the edges of the sloping roofs and crooked chimneys as sharply as if they were paper cutouts.
One of Lord Strekov's squires pounded on the door of the dyer's home with a mailed fist.
"Open up, Horshky!"
The pounding was loud enough to startle the elves that sleep under the eaves of these country cottages.
A woman's voice answered: “Who is it?"
"Lord Strekov's men! Open up!"
The woman stumbled in the darkness, then the door swung open and the moonlight struck her pale eyes like a watchman's lantern.
It was as dark as the bottom of an old cooking pot inside the dyer's cottage, so the squire strode into the room holding a torch aloft, unconcerned about blackening the ceiling. He examined the four corners of the room to make sure that no evil spirits lurked there that might threaten His Lordship's life, limb, or property.
"What is this about?"
"Where is your husband?” the squire demanded.
"Right here,” said Horshky, stepping into the flickering firelight and pulling a short woolen coat over his nightshirt. His fingernails were covered with faded blue stains, and as he fixed his gaze on us, I immediately saw that he had the same bright blue eyes and defiant bearing of his half brother, Mateusz. “What do you want?"
"Andrzej Horshky,” the squire announced, “you stand accused of the murder of Sir Tadeusz Strekov."
His wife let out a strangled yelp.
A gust of wind blew in through the open door, making the torch flame dance and shiver.
"What?” Horshky said.
"Let's see your hands."
Horshky stared at his hands as if he didn't quite know what to do with them. His palms were just like any other man's.
"Look how he hesitates,” a guard interjected.
"That proves he's guilty!"
"I haven't done anything wrong,” said Horshky. He was eerily calm for a man in his position, like a bored prompter reading a cue line from a play he'd seen a hundred times before.
Lord Strekov's men sniggered and shook off his words, then Rabbi Loew stepped in from the shadow's edge and into the circle of light.
"Perhaps he truly feels that he did nothing wrong,” said the rabbi. “Because he believes so strongly that he was betrayed by his victims that his hatred has taken on a life of its own."
"What victims? What are you talking about?” said Horshky.
"Look, there's no point denying it,” I said. “We know all about Father Szymon's ruling that you had no right to a share of Lord Strekov's estate since he didn't marry your mother within the bonds of the Catholic Church."
Horshky stood there silently. But silence is also speech, as we say.
I went down the list, ticking off the main points: “Sir Tadeusz was next in line to inherit the manor house and the surrounding land, including the dyeing mill, Jan Barwicz ran the mill with an iron hand, and Father Szymon blessed the arrangement."
Horshky stared right through me to a spot about a hundred yards off in the deepest part of the woods.
"At least tell them I had nothing to do with Sir Tadeusz's murder,” said Kassy.
"And how would I know anything about that?” said Horshky.
"Was Sir Mateusz next on your list of victims?"
But Horshky denied everything. “Lord Strekov has many other bastard children in the region. Why aren't you questioning them?"
I could have answered that with two words. But Rabbi Loew handed Kassy his staff and told Lord Strekov's men, “Take this woman to the graveyard and lead her to Father Szymon's grave. There you will allow her to pound on the earth three times to summon his spirit and bring it back here to testify at this moment of supreme judgment."
Kassy said, “But Rabbi, the law—"
"The law has established a very clear precedent in this case. Rabbi Karo has ruled that it is permitted to question the spirit of a dead man, provided that you do not attempt to conjure the corpse itself."
Rabbi Loew rarely cited such laws in front of unfriendly Christians, but something in his authoritative manner convinced them. The lord's men nodded, although they didn't look too thrilled about having to escort an accused witch to the graveyard.
"Don't worry, my mother always told me never to trust a man who conjures the dead,” said Kassy. Then she took the rabbi's staff and left with two of the lord's men.
Rabbi Loew took a step closer to Horshky. “God commands us to love our fellow man because our souls are all connected. And so we must conclude that whoever hates his fellow man is actually guilty of self-hatred."
"Fellow man? What did any of my fellow men ever do for me?” said Horshky, as the pounding started outside in the cold night. “What have I got to show for all that wonderful love? This world hasn't given me anything."
I looked around the room and saw a wife with a kindly face, a hearth full of embers, and a larder that was nearly half full, and a man who gets to breathe freely in the crisp mountain air, unlike so many of us whose lives are restricted to the cramped and fetid ghettos. But obviously Horshky didn't see that. He only saw his lowly position relative to his brothers, and thought that the world had given him nothing.
"What have I got to show for it?” Horshky repeated, as the pounding grew louder.
Rabbi Loew nodded, and the squire slipped the manacles from his belt.
"You've got no evidence against me,” Horshky protested, stepping backwards as the very walls seemed to shake from the pounding.
The squire advanced until Horshky was practically scrunched into the corner. Then a window smashed and Horshky threw his arms up to protect himself from the flying fragments and stumbled against the door of a cabinet. The door creaked open and a motley collection of shoes spilled out onto the floor.
His hatred had grown so palpable I could almost feel it walking among us, the floor bending under its weight.
"There's your nameless evil,” I said.
As Horshky was led away in irons, Rabbi Loew said that God is present whenever true justice is rendered.
But sometimes I wonder.
* * * *
Rabbi Moyshe Ben Nakhman says that without the Torah, man would hardly be distinguished from a brute beast. And there were plenty of men without the Torah around these parts.
"The world of men is governed by evildoers,” said Rabbi Loew, looking up at the starry sky as if searching the heavenly spheres for answers. “When I was young, God granted me the strength of a lion to fight for the cause of justice. But in the end, I have failed to make much of a difference. Perhaps one person in a thousand will hear my words and follow the path of righteousness."
Rabbi Loew was given to such pessimistic comments, so I just said, “It's time to go, Rabbi. Let's get out of this town."
"Not before we say the mayrev prayer."
Kassy the Bohemian stood by in silence as we chanted the verses, from Blessed art thou, Lord our God, Who causes day to pass and brings night to the counting of the Omer.
When we were done, we invited her to come to Poznan with us.
"There's plenty of work for a wise woman there,” I promised. And she agreed to leave her native land behind and wander the world with us. So we set out on the dark road toward the distant dawn.
The mystics say that the Messiah will not arrive until the Age of the Four Kingdoms comes to an end, and that the first three kingdoms of Babylonia, Greece, and Rome have already been buried by the sands of time. No one knows the true identity of the Fourth Kingdom, but Rabbi Loew believes that we are currently living under the Fourth Kingdom, meaning the whole era of Christian rule over the lands of the west. And if that's the case, we may have a heck of a long wait.
Fortunately, there is a Midrash which says One empire comes and another passes away, but Israel abides forever.
Lord Strekov offered to pay us for our troubles and grant us safe harbor for the night under his roof, but we asked him to pay us nothing and grant us safe passage out of town. His Lordship agreed, with somewhat mixed feelings.
I thought of his role in creating the monster that had terrorized this remote village, and I prayed that we would not see his kind again any time soon. Copyright © 2010 Kenneth Wishnia
* * * *
Glossary:
Four Lands : Greater Poland, Little Poland, Red Russia, and Wolynia.
keynehore : no evil eye.
Maharal : Moreynu ha-Rav [Our Teacher and Master] Yehudah Loew (c. 1525-1609), famous for the Golem legend surrounding him.
Maharil : Moreynu ha-Rav Jacob ha-Levi (c. 1360-1427), the foremost Talmudist of his generation.
mayrev : evening prayer services.
Midrash : lit. “interpretation"; extensive body of exegesis and commentary on Biblical sources.
minkhe : afternoon prayer services.
minyen : a group of ten men required for a full community service.
Mishnah : book of post-Biblical oral law written down in the second century C.E.
Omer : the forty-nine days from Pesach to Shvues.
pan [Polish] : lord.
poyerisher kop : peasant head.
pripetshik : stove, hearth.
Zohar : one of the major works of Jewish mysticism, written and compiled by Moses de Leon (Spain, late 13th century), and first published in Mantua (1558-60) and Cremona (1559-60).
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap6]
Fiction: JANGO SAYS by Mark Patrick Lynch
"I'm Jango,” he says. “Remember?"
It's clear that I don't.
"Oh, come on. The other week. Right? Down the street, by the city walls. Petergate. You bought one off me."
"I'm sorry,” I say. “It doesn't ring any—"
"But you must remember. It's me. Jango." When he sees that isn't enough and that I don't recognise him, he brings to his face an appealing smile and spreads his hands to jog me along, so that I will make connections in recollection and my synapses will fire and trigger memories of him. “Jango!” he says again.
Perhaps it's his belief that if he starts to tap dance the memory will come back, and the sun gliding across the yellow medieval walls of the old city will shine on his presence there, illuminating him, and I will remember and say, “Oh, yes. Sorry. How could I forget? Take a seat, please."
But it's not going to happen, despite the boundless capacity he finds to summon jig into his movements, make merry his quick steps in dull-ended boots.
I lift a hand and he brings his body to a halt. Somewhere in that indefinable space between us—he standing, dance abandoned, me sitting, waiting for him to leave—we both understand this is over, though it has not yet been said aloud.
A nervous and edgy need for recognition issues from him like a plea; I try to ensure I radiate a relaxed calm. A gulf separates us.
"No,” I say across it, shaking my head. “Really, no."
I'm seated at a round table of slatted wood with scrollwork legs painted black. There are three unoccupied chairs. Before me is my notebook. I'm enjoying my freedom, waiting to be served an English breakfast, though a pot of tea and a white cup and saucer are already here, a small jug of milk and twin sachets of brown sugar, with a steel spoon for stirring. The table is outside the café entrance, nestled with others on a small square of cobbles. An awning flaps like one hand clapping.
It's a quiet courtyard at this time of day, with only shop and office workers passing by. I'm alone, except for Jango, who is neither kind of worker, and if I'm correct in my suppositions, no kind of worker at all. I choose to sit here and not inside so that after my meal I can smoke a cigarette and go undisturbed. I am not a natural people person, though I'm slowly learning. On the table, as well as my notebook and click-top pen, is a secondhand paperback novel with a broken spine. A breeze chilled by the river lifts the pages every so often in time to the applause of the awning. I will not lose my place because I have not yet begun the book in earnest. It's often the case that I have to reread the opening passages of a novel to find my sympathies coming into line with the author's. Since I was inducted in the rehabilitation programme, I have learned the capacity within myself for empathy has grown. I have rediscovered a part of me I had thought sunken and lost at such a depth that its treasures could never be hauled to the surface again.
Unwilling to leave, Jango resurrects his shaky grin, showing me his teeth. He has what my daughter Fisher calls “whiskers” on his cheeks. His hair is black and spiky, and in places it is knotted. All his clothes are dark; any colour they once possessed has suffered from too many tumbles in the wash and has long since faded. He stands before me on the acceptable side of scruffy, but acceptable not by much.
"Aw, now. Seriously. C'mon,” he says and fingers a leather necklace from which hangs a seashell, a miniature conch like a horn. “I can't believe you've forgotten."
"There's nothing to forget,” I say friendly enough, but not so that he thinks we have a relationship. “I wasn't there, I didn't buy it. Sorry. If I had, I'd tell you. Must be someone else you're thinking of."
I dip my head from him and pick up my novel, which is one of John Updike's Rabbit books. It's a gesture indicating that our conversation is over as far as I'm concerned. I turn the pages until I reach the opening text and run my sight over sentences, seeing words I've read before but without taking any meaning from them.
Jango does not move. He does not speak. But I sense his presence. It falls across me like a shadow from an ugly cloud.
Glancing up at him I smile sympathetically but tiredly, so that a slice of my frustration shows. I say, hoping that this will be the end of it, “I'm sorry, really. But that's it."
His face is as readable as a child's, and I think of my daughter's upset when she has lost her bear or when bedtime has arrived too early for her. The expressions are the same. But I do not respond.
When he sees he will get nothing more from me, Jango turns around. His exuberance and dancing spirit are curtailed. I watch his slumped shoulders as he departs. I pour myself some tea and notice it's darker than I would have preferred, but I refuse to dilute its essential essence and adulterate it by adding milk.
* * * *
On Friday, the Vikings are back. They have invaded the city again, this time in pantomime plundering and with shouted declamations that tally with the script provided by the historical reenactment people. It is a fun invasion, and pillaging is kept to the comedic. A set of stalls shows genuine archaeological finds dug up from excavations in the vicinity, history from beneath layers of soil. I stand with Fisher at the pedestrian area along Briggate and watch as local television crews film the Vikings, and the tourists clap and cheer and take photographs.
"Daddy, who's that man?"
"Which one, sweetheart?"
"There. Waving at us."
I look and see the figure she's talking about.
"That's Jango,” I say coldly and do not wave back.
* * * *
I have never cared for water, and yet I find myself in a city famed as much for its floods as its old world streets and buildings, its city walls and museums and gothic cathedral. Water and the deluge is the theme in my head. I have filled one half of my notebook with poetry ideas and have enough to see me clear through another tour and a set of radio engagements. Many of the poems concern flooding, being overwhelmed, which is the nature of the tide that rises too high. It spills over and everything changes. Chaos ensues. If there is a cleansing then it is in the raised waters because afterwards it's only the dredged effluvium that remains and which turns stomachs, sickening those who have to clear it up. Floods do not wash away sins; floods breed sins.
"It's me. You remember,” a voice says.
"Jango,” I say, looking up. “I remember."
"I've got more,” he says. “If you want to buy another."
He sits beside me, uninvited. We're in King's Square, a good walk from the wide, brown river upon which cruise boats cut wakes like folds upon the water. I'm eating a takeout from the hog roast: a pork sandwich, crackling and applesauce, a can of Irn-Bru to wash it down, wash it away, thinking of liquid and floods. A street performer extracts magic from a sack and juggles fire. There is a crowd that watches only until the end of the magician's performance, whereupon it scatters and thins before he has time to pass his hat around in expectation of coins. A true wizard of high renown could not have made people vanish so quickly.
Jango materialised out of the crowd to claim the only spare seat on the bench beside me. I am not surprised the seat has gone vacant for so long; I know at times I give the impression I would rather be alone, in solitary meditation. Now there are seats for the taking. I drop silver and copper into the magician's hat and he nods his appreciation. Others ignore the magician and his pleas for payment. Even in the midst of extravagance, I note thoughtfully, there is invisibility.
"I didn't buy anything off you before,” I tell Jango and bite into my sandwich. “You thought I did. I told you I didn't. Now you think I did all over again. It wasn't me."
"But I've got more now."
"It doesn't matter to me."
"You've money, though. You've just given him some.” Him being the magician, who is sitting on a step and building his stage props again, joking with a huddle of teenage girls braving their shyness to cosy up to him.
Jango says, “You could give me some. Some money. You could give me some money and then you'll have bought one. And I've more to sell now. So you can have one. I'll give it you for money."
My expression plays in the negative. I drink some Irn-Bru.
"But why not?” Jango says. “It's me. Jango. Like before."
"There's never been a before,” I tell him. “You saw me sitting at a table one morning. That's all.” My pork sandwich is finished. The enjoyment of it has been diminished by Jango's arrival and persistence. But I have learned to control the natural riptide of my temper. I distribute the bits of crackling that I've not eaten to the pigeons, which are plentiful and wise to good feeding here, then I roll the white paper bag and its grease stains into a ball.
"All right. I can do a deal,” Jango says. “Half what it usually is."
"I don't know how much that is. I don't know what you're selling. I don't need anything that badly that I have to buy it now. If I did, I would have bought it already."
"Look, a special rate for a regular."
I laugh. It is a studied laugh that clearly isn't hoisted out of my insides and lifted into the air through levity. The pigeons at our feet, searching for bits of crackling, scatter at my fabricated mirth. But their retreat is only short lived. Hunger triumphs and they, perhaps not so wisely, dare the tempest of my presence again.
When I stand up, so does Jango. “We going, then,” he says, “so I can sell you one?"
"No."
The first spots of rain appear on the stone ground of the square. They are heavy and fat, like watery coins. The sky is stirring darknesses of grey. The wise pigeons are seeking cover. “I'm going home,” I tell Jango and stalk off, hunching my shoulders as the downpour begins. Before I shove my hands into my pockets I toss the screwed-up paper bag into a litter bin. The magician has surrendered alchemy to the gods and is cursing as he gathers together his connivances of thaumaturgy. The rain falls.
* * * *
Fisher has learned to count to twenty, and she does so now to gain my admiration, which she already has through her simple demonstration of cells weaving together to make a composite of bone and flesh, blood and mind. Genetic inheritance inhibits the opportunity not to love and respect. Though she does not know it, she has rescued me simply by being. I think she has taken me to a place beyond violence; I swear that I shall not return to the confines I was bound in before her birth. She spreads her fingers on one hand and runs over them with a finger of the other as she begins.
"One, two, three four five..."
"Now I've caught Fisher alive."
"No!” She giggles. “That's not it.” She slaps my arm in admonishment, nearly losing her balance. And then she begins again, anticipating my interruption and running into “Six seven eight” before the five has completely left her lips.
We are in a second-floor restaurant. From the picture windows we can see the gothic cathedral. It sails like an impossible liner of dream-like architecture over the higgledy-piggledy tile rooftops of the old town. Fisher has a plate of jelly diced with artificial colours and I have a Cornish pasty. The table wobbles when I lean my elbows on it. My half read John Updike novel is beside my drink and in danger of any overspill, but I only glance at it while I pick at the pasty.
Like all lunchtime restaurants in the city, this one is crowded. Every table is taken, and those vacated are quickly filled; the waitresses clean them as new customers sit there on Robin Day chairs warmed by the heat of the previous diners. In a corner, seated by herself, I see a young woman reading a Robert Heinlein science fiction novel over a foaming cappuccino and I smile, feeling the solidarity of the book reader in public.
I am feeling good because the dates have been confirmed for my radio appearances and only two poems need their verses worried to a finish. Publication will follow, first in various pamphlets, and then, with luck, in a small press perfect-bound edition. Mainstream publishing is done with me—notoriety wears thin as a selling point. Instead there will be a scattering of reviews by people I know and whose work I have reviewed. There will be very little attention paid to my writing beyond the radio interviews. I will not make my fortune from the poems, but publication will allow me to continue teaching would-be romantics in night schools on fey and waning evenings when the nights draw swiftly close.
"Daddy, look!” Fisher shows me all her fingers and flashes them twice, like twinkling stars. “Twenty!"
"Very good,” I say. And my love is unabated even by the appearance of a tall and slim, scruffily dressed man passing tables to get to us. I do not rise with anger; I am the master of the maelstrom churning inside me. This I have learned: I am in control. Calm waters are mine for the sailing. Telling Fisher to be good and wait where she is, Daddy will be back in a moment and will not leave off watching her, I move to intercept him before he can seat himself with us. The busy tables that are like a narrow channel hem us in, and I anticipate his words as we coast toward collision.
"Jango. You remember? I've got some more."
"No,” I say. “And definitely not here.” My stare is the cold of the sea around the poles and yet still I think that for a moment he is going to challenge me.
There is the possibility of a scene in the restaurant, and I'm prepared for such a thing because I have had enough and now I feel my daughter is threatened by this strange and persistent man's presence. But he must see something in my eyes he does not like and he leaves.
Fisher says, when I come back to the table, “That was Jango, Daddy."
* * * *
One night, when I am thinking about the stars and the flood beneath and how waters rise and churn, showing caps of white in even the darkest hours, I hear a sound outside. It comes from the street below. I leave my bed and transport myself barefoot to the window. I peer through the curtains and see a shadow, thin and wasted, skipping exaggeratedly from view, back turned to me.
From my daughter's bedroom I hear a giggle. But when I enter her room Fisher says only, “He's funny. Can we let him in next time?"
* * * *
Days pass, the river flows. And then, as I sit on the grass on the steep conical mound that Clifford's Tower sprouts from like a medieval stone mushroom, he appears. His shadow first, and then his voice.
"It's me,” he says. “Jango. Remember?"
"I remember."
"I've got more, if you want to buy another."
I sigh and look up from my notebook, whose pages shine brightly in the sun. I'm tired from vigilant nights spent watching the street. I have wondered how and if this will ever end. Like the city at the prospect of the deluge, the river rising, I feel overwhelmed. Chaos has taken the form of this slim man with whiskers and black hair. The flood does not wash away sin, I remember, but creates it. I ask myself, what does it create in me that I must finish this? I have known tides so black that I have despaired of ever seeing the light again. I have thought that all of that is behind me since Fisher, since my life has been rescued from a drowning. But this man, his presence, the unrelenting contamination of his presence. . . . What does he stir in me; what deep and all but buried currents are channelled through his persistence?
I think of my daughter, the way he smiles at her and makes expressions with his hands that she copies, how she says he dances on the street for her, and I do not like that memory. I say, “How much?"
He tells me as I put away my pen. Says, “The best I can do, and only because you're a regular. We can go get one now."
I relent. I rise. I accept that I am a sinner and that what floods as a result of my act is not water and will turn the stomach of whoever has to clean it up, who has to wash it away. I tell myself that rivers flow only in one direction, and that however hard we fight against the drift, we are tugged back, relentlessly, by the undertow, back to the place we all come from, to the darkness we have known before, and which we have never truly left, however much we tell ourselves that we are different and capable of change. This is my confession, my truth. It is my deluge.
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Fiction: AS THE SCREW TURNS by Shelley Costa
* * * *

Art by Robyn Hyzy
* * * *
He found me in the office at Ectopolis Enquiries, where I was browsing through the cold case files. These were always a particular sore point for me because until suspicious Terra deaths are solved, those people are caught in the permabrane—that boundary between Terra Simplex, what residents there call Life, and our own Eutopia. Someone caught in the permabrane is at least unaware. Unlike murderers, who are trapped, conscious, in the permabrane forever. One eye glimpses the Eutopia they can never experience, the other faces the Terra Simplex they disrespected.
"Miss Jessel?"
I looked up to see Peter Quint, the valet at Bly, where I was working up until the time I had that unfortunate fatal carriage accident a year ago. I had always liked Quint. He had short-cropped red hair and an unerring eye for dress. “Quint!” I set aside the file on someone named Armbruster, who had been caught in the permabrane since 1867, ten years ago.
Peter Quint owned a costume shop. After his fall on an icy path one night near Bly when he was coming home late from the local pub, he tumbled through the permabrane and found himself in possession of a costume shop, since it reflected his truest self and he had been a decent man. In Terra Simplex, the closest he could get to beautiful clothing was to hire himself out as valet to Edward Delavan, the Harley Street gentleman who owned Bly, a vast country estate, and who had been my employer as well.
"It's Master Miles,” he said. Miles Delavan was nine when I had the fatal accident, leaving him and his little sister Flora without a governess. “He's been articulating me lately."
"Has he?” Articulations—"ghost sightings"—occur when a Terran is in some sort of need. They're eerie and diaphanous, and utterly useless, of course, unless the Eutopian responds. Then we achieve all the crude materiality of old Terra Simplex."I've felt it getting stronger, Miss, more frequent, so I've been turning up at Bly. I saw you there.” His eyes widened. “Twice."
I thought. “So Flora has been articulating me."
"Haven't you felt it?"
"No.” I looked down at my fingernails that were finally the right length and shape, forever. “I've been preoccupied with cold cases.” It sounded so feeble. What could it possibly matter if Armbruster spends another decade caught in the permabrane, when my lovely little Flora Delavan is articulating me? Was I nothing more than a researcher of the equivocally dead?
"Then just now, Miss, I was outside on the terrace, at the French windows, like—” Peter Quint smacked my desk with his cap. “That pie-eyed chinless governess Mr. Delavan went and hired—” He turned, glowering, addressing the walls. “—was bedevilling Master Miles something terrible."
"How so?"
"Was he bad, was he telling his mates dirty stories, was he palling around with that devil Peter Quint—"
"You?” I was astounded. He had worn one of Mr. Delavan's waistcoats once without asking, but that was as bad as Peter Quint got. He was a friend to all, made excellent wassail, played lawn bowls with Master Miles and dolly orphanage with Miss Flora, and he still had his eye on Giles the stable boy, although they were for the time being separated by the permabrane. I watched him scuff a thin film of old mud from his shoe, which he studied. There was something more. “What else, Quint? What else was she—what's her name?—"
"Eloise Dalrymple."
"What else was Miss Dalrymple saying?"
"Well, more like suggesting, Miss—"
"Go on."
"That you and I—” One of his hands made a couple of quick circles in the air, then he stared at me meaningfully. When he said nothing and only fixed me with a look, I finally understood. As I stood up, my chair fell over.
"She said these things to Master Miles?” I hadn't felt so black brained and crushed—and very nearly magnificent—since the night of the carriage accident.
"And Master Miles, he just—fell down."
"Fell down?” At that, five other enquiry agents turned to look at us. I rounded my desk and set my trembling hands on Peter Quint's fine satin waistcoat. “Dead, Quint?"
"No, Miss, at least I don't think so because I did a quick check of the permabrane, and he's nowhere to be found. His eyes were open, but he looked something terrible, and the Dalrymple woman was shrieking. That's when I came to find you."
"We're going to Bly, Quint.” I called across to Edgar, the legendary director of Ectopolis Enquiries, who had just come in from the street. I could feel the intelligence in his keen grey eyes from all the way across the room. He always cut a fine figure in his black greatcoat, lightly holding his malacca cane. Without taking his eyes from my face, he drew off his white kid gloves. “Edgar,” I said, grabbing Peter Quint's arm. “I'm off to Terra Simplex."
"Crime in progress, Charlotte?"
"I won't know until I get there."
"Be mindful of things hidden in plain sight."
My coworkers watched impassively as Peter Quint and I, Miss Jessel, raised our arms in two graceful curves straight out in front of us, sending us headlong back through the permabrane.
* * * *
Peter Quint and I exploded through the permabrane on the grounds at the back of the house. Bly, the country home of Edward Delavan, was a grand sloping estate, where nothing else living achieved the same scale as the property itself. The lake was larger than you would expect, the gardens more artful and sprawling than you would care to tend, the woods disappearing into a horizon too far to attempt. Despite the size, it was always curiously devoid of life. Birdsong seemed inconsequential, perhaps even mistaken. Animals were small and secretive, nothing anyone would care to stalk and bring to the table. Voices were extinguished in the complacent green vastness that was Edward Delavan's Bly.
We made it up to the locked French doors of the drawing room. Inside two women were shrieking, hurtling into each other, stepping on each other's hems. I recognized the hysterical maid Noreen. The other woman was the menace that Quint called Eloise Dalrymple. I knew the type. Eyes the size of chestnuts, all pleading and romantic, a lower lip she sucked back in a way someone had once told her was charming or girlish or some other such rot.
What could Edward Delavan, the guardian of his niece and nephew Miles and Flora, have been thinking hiring this swooning product of some country vicarage? These two women were aflutter, nearly swooning with some dangerous combination of horror and thrill. I watched their trampled skirts disappear through the drawing room door, which one of them drew shut with a slam.
Then Peter Quint pointed.
Miles lay on his back on the Turkish rug. In a second we had permeated the glass and kneeled at the boy's side. His hair was damp with sweat, his eyes staring, his body totally inert.
"You must have missed him in the permabrane,” I whispered, glancing quickly at Quint. “It had to be his heart. She frightened him to death.” I wanted to howl and break something, something as broken as the teacup near Miles, something as broken as the mechanical toy that had landed near a table leg.
Then I noticed the pulse at the boy's throat, small and fluttering like everything else at Bly. He was alive, barely. I moved closer to him. “Miles.” I touched him. He didn't flinch. He didn't whimper. But when I moved into his line of vision, he looked me in the eyes. “Miles,” I said again. For a moment, he knew me. “Don't be afraid.” Of me, of what lay ahead, be afraid of nothing, but I had no time to explain anything.
I wiped the sweat from his face with my skirt, remembering the baths when he was just five, my soft swipes across his beautiful face with a warm cloth, telling the little boy I was painting him all the crimsons and ochres of handsome savages. But now, nothing. Just something in his eyes that would have hurled him into my arms, if he could. And in the next second that flicker of life settled like nightfall over water, then nothing.
"He was just ten,” I said, finally.
Beside me, Peter Quint shook his head, and we grabbed each other's hands, just for a grieving second, then let go.
"Best hurry, Miss,” he murmured, shaking out a game bag he always carried for his “finds."
I gently turned Miles this way and that, noting the sweat, the awkwardness of his poor body. I turned his chin. There in the hair at his temple was a light smear of blood. It began at his cheekbone and disappeared into the brown hair. I brushed down to the skin. No break, anywhere. Then what accounted for the bloody smear?
"Miss, I hear them coming back."
I looked up. He held his bulging game bag clenched against his chest. “One minute, Quint.” I turned back to the body of Miles Delavan. His left hand had a pale smear as well. I pressed back the curled fingers of his right hand and removed the crumpled, monogrammed handkerchief I had given him for his birthday a year ago.
"Hurry, Miss."
In the palm of his lifeless hand was the source of the injury: a small puncture wound. Around it, a thin trail of blood.
"Miss!"
The voices were just outside the closed door. Two women, one shrill, soothed by a deep, plodding sort of male voice. I stood up, stepping away from the boy I couldn't help any longer this side of the permabrane. Peter Quint grabbed my hand and together we permeated the nearest wall and plunged into the garden, where yew hedges hid us from view of the householders at Bly, who could never understand.
* * * *
The bells above the door of Quint's Costumerie sounded as I shut the door behind me. It was a shop that came as close to magic as anything I ever knew. Bustles, bonnets, boots. Cravats and cutaways. Pantaloons and pyjamas, breastplates and motley, headdresses and chausables. Dominic, the pink and white cockatoo hopping along the swaying rope that hung overhead, eyed me in the warmth of the lamplight. From somewhere in the back room, I heard the whirr of Quint's sewing machine.
I found the row of men's work trousers, selected a slender pair—the tag said, Sebastian, Act II Scene i, Twelfth Night—and stepped into them, pulling them up through the tedious yards of my skirts. I stepped in front of the cheval mirror, lifting my skirts to my waist. I could say the effect was electric, but there was no one to feel it, except me. My hands jabbed around inside actual pockets. A button fly. A pleated waist. I could climb, evade, haul, outrun. Clip my hair and I was invincible.
"Miss?"
I whirled. “Yes, Peter Quint?” He had a measuring tape over his shoulder and a pin cushion he wore as a wristband. His eyes narrowed at my costume. Very slowly one eyebrow edged upward. He was looking very Irish, indeed, and I felt suddenly grateful for his fidelity to Giles the stable boy. Trousers, despite what you hear, do not make the man.
"I'm going to the funeral, Quint. As a gravedigger."
"Turn,” he jerked his head.
I did.
He pinned a dart. “We'll add a leather jerkin and you'll be the grave-digger from Hamlet—"
"Thank you, Quint."
He sat back on his haunches. “I was coming to see you after closing."
"What is it?"
"Master Miles hasn't made it through the permabrane."
* * * *
A suspicious death.
No other explanation for it.
What was left of my auburn hair after I took Quint's shears to it was stuffed under a cap. I leaned reflectively on my spade, just behind the gathered mourners, as the vicar spread pieties about Miles Delavan being taken from us like a tender rosebud blown by cruel winds from its stem, but now he's in a better place. This was most certainly true, but not in the way Terrans believe it, who inhabit what is just a proto-world. Overhead the clouds were thin and high, separating into a blue beyond. Aside from the coffin being lowered awkwardly into the ground by undertakers’ men in ill-fitting top hats and black gabardine, a perfect day.
Little Flora's eyes settled on me for a moment, and I was grateful Peter Quint insisted on some mud-colored greasepaint on my cheeks. She looked away, self-possessed. Alongside her stood Mrs. Grose, the housekeeper, an otherwise sensible creature who would sometimes set out poppyseed cakes for what she called the wee fairies. I worked my way behind Flora's governess, Eloise, and my former employer.
I hadn't seen Edward Delavan in a year, and he was certainly one of the best reasons to stay on the Terra side of the permabrane, if you like the type. Tall, cleanshaven, angular nose, broad shoulders, golden brown eyes with slashes for eyebrows that seemed to question anything inert. Although he was a man who always looked as though he was wondering where he had left his horse, he was a solicitor by education and an art collector by life's work. When he engaged me for Miles and Flora, he told me he was frequently away, and for long periods of time, in pursuit of new acquisitions, so the children were truly my responsibility. Today he wore mourning, expensively tailored.
With a spade Peter Quint had found me, I jabbed at the earth. Eloise, resplendent in pea green bombazine, was speaking in a low tone to her employer. It was that intimate tone a woman uses with an uninterested man when she wishes him to believe there is something between them, even though he would be hard pressed to say what that was. “I know you'll want to be spending more time at Bly now."
"Oh, will I?” Edward Delavan was watching the undertakers’ men settle the coffin with a few tugs.
"Your presence—your guidance—is imperative, don't you see?” Eloise Dalrymple was breathless with purpose. Aside from the eyes bulging with romantic yearning, she had a heart-shaped face and interesting hair—dark curls pushed sideways off a wide forehead. “You are needed here, like holy rainfall. Bly is your home, Flora and I your family—"
As I stood wondering just what he could be making of this arrant rubbish, he turned suddenly to look at me, and I ducked my head, snuffling, as he reached for my spade and chucked a couple of clods of earth over his nephew's coffin.
"—name of Christ Our Lord, Amen,” the vicar bleated.
Eloise moved closer to Edward Delavan. “You don't know what I've done to bring you back—"
"Done?"
She shrank a little, giving it some thought. “The letters, the prayers—"
He looked at her carefully, noticing the sideswept curls. “Letters and prayers,” he said. “I see."
Her hand shot out and touched the fine material of his black topcoat. “And more."
* * * *
Edgar was adamant. I watched him turn over the shards of the broken Limoges teacup pulled from the game bag Quint had filled at the scene of Miles's death. The teacup, the mechanical toy, a small needlepoint canvas, complete with needle, other oddments. If I believed Eloise Dalrymple had engineered the sudden death of the boy in order to force the absent uncle's hand, then I needed proof, said Edgar. Proof of intent. Proof of a pattern of behavior. Proof. I decided to start with whatever Edward Delavan might have in his files on her. That meant Harley Street, and that meant skirts and the only silk parasol I could tolerate.
When Harley Street felt more familiar to me than I could account for, I remembered I had interviewed there with Edward Delavan. But it was a particularly strong impression and I wondered whether I had come away from that interview—like the redoubtable Eloise—just a little bit smitten, although it's the sort of thing you think you would remember. The fashionable Harley Street, with its blocks of stately Georgian facades, was professional home to three dozen physicians, so it had its share of bustle.
I waited in the shadow of an elaborate pilaster across the street, repositioning my parasol less for the sun than the human eye. Then, at eleven, like gentlemen everywhere, Delavan emerged and headed for his club—Argracu, he had told me that time, Ars Gratis Cupido. Art for the sake of Desire. In a dove grey frock coat, he took off at a brisk pace, taking in the street as though someone somewhere was damned well hiding his horse.
When he turned the corner to Cavendish Square and the foot traffic had momentarily cleared, I permeated the house through the black laquered door and stood listening in the entrance hall. Distant voices, servants trading stories, blares of coarse laughter. On a plinth in the center of the beautifully tiled hall was a crude figure of a stone coyote that looked more like a bench in Regents Park. I peeked into the room on the right, discovered it to be Delavan's study, and slipped inside in a way that reminded me of my Terra days, soundlessly closing the door behind me.
If you were a fanciful person, standing in Edward Delavan's study you could believe you had been chloroformed, bagged, and shipped to a remote mountain village in Peru, where inscrutable homunculi now took turns guarding you. On the brass plate at the foot of one sizeable piece was the information that the figure in front of you was not actually a water fountain but rather a warrior from pre-Colombian Brazil. Most of the pieces had apparently been Delavan's own direct acquisitions, and I wondered whether membership in Argracu Club depended on that kind of personal adventure. No simple armchair collector with a healthy bank account would do.
Delavan's files were nestled between his wall-length bookcase and the front windows draped in aquamarine velvet. Chancing the bottom drawer, I took out a folder marked “Bly Personnel,” somewhat miffed to find nothing on me. Dead, quit, or let go—off you go to the incinerator. And then there was Eloise Dalrymple. His advert, cut from the Times, her letter of application, two references, and a sheet of Delavan's comments. Eloise's letter of application rhapsodized over conducting all her dear sweet little ones in the children's choir at Papa's church in Long Piddle—which seemed to be the sum of her experience with young people.
One reference, a village physician, commented on her general good health, although he alluded obliquely to nervous “spells.” The other reference was supplied by the village librarian who could only comment on Eloise's taste for the work of Mrs. Radcliffe, which on at least one occasion led to the poor girl's “fit” in the general reading room. Otherwise, perfectly normal if somewhat unexceptional. Neither of the references mentioned anything like a pattern of behavior, which in the case of Eloise Dalrymple and my proof, would mean past experience terrifying children to death. I would have to look elsewhere even if it meant a visit to Long Piddle.
In his interview notes, Edward Delavan made three comments. “Hysteria?” was one, and “Rather intense,” was the other. “Can start immediately,” was the third.
* * * *
It was dusk outside the long narrow windows at Ectopolis Enquiries, where Edgar, Peter Quint, and I were sharing notes. Edgar—commenting briefly on my one-year anniversary at Ectopolis Enquiries—had just lighted the gas lamps. “Still no sign of Miles?"
"No."
The office tabby cat, Demeter, appeared on his desk and sauntered over to the teapot, enquiringly. Edgar's fingers played a scale through her short fur, and she ducked her head at his arm. There was a rap at the office door, and one of the other agents handed Edgar a report. “I was struck by the puncture wound in the palm of the boy's hand, Charlotte, so I had everything analyzed that Quint brought back from Bly.” Ecto Labs was easily thirty years ahead of anything found on the other side of the permabrane.
Edgar eyed the report. “Broken teacup, residue of pekoe tea. Swatch of needlework, traces of dry human skin and soda crackers."
"What about the needle?” Quint was carefully troweling lemon curd across a scone.
"Needle—residue of alcohol."
"That's it? No blood?"
"Alcohol. Miss Dalrymple must have cleaned it and then been interrupted before she could begin work."
Edgar sat up slowly, but the change was too much for Demeter, who jumped off. “Then there's the jack-in-the-box toy,” he said quietly. Edgar's eyes widened and a small smile pushed his mustache higher. “Traces of blood—” he said, laying the report on his desk, “—and curare."
Curare.
A plant-derived poison leading to paralysis and death by asphyxiation.
Edgar set the jack-in-the-box on his desk, then slowly turned the crank. The scratchy, slightly flat tune tumbled out. All around the cobbler's bench, the monkey chased the weasel. At the first “pop” the hatch flew open and the jack sprang up. It was an ambiguous figure with a devilish expression, in black and white harlequin cloth and a metal tricorn hat. Holding the figure by its sides, Edgar slowly pressed it downwards, as a spindle that surely wasn't installed at the toy factory rose through a crudely cut hole at the top of the tricorn hat. Tin snips was all it would take to modify the jack-in-the-box.
Edgar opened his penknife and made two slices in the harlequin outfit, and we looked inside. The spindle had been soldered onto the metal base of the jack, Edgar told us, then curare applied heavily all around the tip. He closed the top, turned the crank, and went quickly to shove the head down. With a forceful palm of the hand, the way a boy might. Stopping just short of impaling his hand on the spindle. Then we all sat back from the deadly toy and stared. “Curare can only kill if it's injected,” Edgar said, sounding infinitely tired.
Miles had been poisoned.
* * * *
That night I sat by the low fire in my rooms over Ectopolis Enquiries, cold April rain pelting my window. Edgar reminded me of the non-intervention clause in Eutopian crime fighting: No matter how corporeal we make ourselves, we cannot bring evidence of guilt to a Terra law enforcement agency. They must learn to mount their own cases, Edgar insisted, otherwise how will their sense of justice—and their application of justice—evolve? Our job is to arrive at the truth behind suspicious deaths and get people through the permabrane into Eutopia.
Some get by us. There are those that just go cold. There are those that spontaneously resolve before we even know there's anything to investigate, usually in cases of extreme denial of the circumstances. Then there are those who know more about the whole matter than we do and refuse to come all the way through to Eutopia until we earn our keep and solve the mystery of their deaths.
Peter Quint was returning the items from Bly.
Then Edgar presented me with a sealed box containing the clothes I was wearing at the time of the fatal carriage accident—the customary presentation on the one-year anniversary of arrival in Eutopia. Some Eutopians incinerated them unopened; some opened them and handled the poignant mementoes; others—either practical or needy—washed, dried, ironed, and wore them.
By late the next morning I unsealed the box, seeing with a small shock the rich brown velvet dress, the honey-coloured reticule, the soft leather hightops—all restored to a state of store-bought newness, before blood and tissue and mud marred them. Tucked into the folds of the dress was a slim portfolio of correspondence I could not recollect, but where the final damage on the Terra side of the permabrane is great, not everything is always recoverable.
My heart pounded as I undid the clasp and slid the few papers into my hand. One was a letter from the headmaster at Miles's school, dated January, requesting a medical report on Miles, purely routine, overlooked at time of admission. Several weeks ago, the headmaster chastised, I sent a letter requesting same to Mister Edward Delavan, but understand he is presently out of the country. Since a physician's report is essential to our records on our boys, I trust you will send it at your earliest convenience. 
The next letter was from Sir Stephen Latimer, Solicitor, confirming my appointment for the twenty-seventh of February at his offices on Devonshire Place. “I shall look forward to seeing you again,” he wrote. Apparently I had consulted with this solicitor once already. In the honey-coloured reticule I discovered two pounds sixpence, a return train ticket to Bly, a handkerchief, a small book of verse by Baudelaire, and a datebook.
On the twelfth of February I had written, Go to Harley Street, check E.D.'s files for physician's report on Miles. A week later was the first appointment with Sir Stephen Latimer. The second appointment was the final item in the datebook. No appointments went forward. Nothing beyond the twenty-seventh of February. What had I been doing until April tenth, when I arrived through the permabrane? Was my life, aside from Miles and Flora, so pathetically unencumbered? So blank? So—
The datebook slipped from my hand. I suddenly understood with startling clarity that no appointments continued beyond February because . . . I didn't. No matter when I had arrived in Eutopia, I had died back in February, on the twenty-seventh. And I had been stuck in the permabrane for six weeks. Charlotte, my girl, I told myself with a strangely cool head, you died a suspicious death.
* * * *
At the entrance to Ectopolis Enquiries, I ran into Peter Quint, who carried an armful of nondescript clothes and a bucket filled with rags, and told me we had to get ourselves quickly to the Argracu Club, where he had just followed Eloise Dalrymple. While I changed into the charwoman's costume he had brought, Quint described how he had been replacing the objects from the Bly drawing room when he overheard Dalrymple telling Mrs. Grose she was meeting Edward Delavan at his club. I slung the bucket over my arm, Quint held my good clothes for a quick change afterwards, and raising our arms in two graceful curves out in front of us, we penetrated the permabrane.
"Here she comes,” he whispered, pointing to Eloise Dalrymple, flouncing along the street, dressed in a raspberry taffeta dress. Quint would wait for me in the mews behind the Gothic red stone Argracu Club, which I then carefully permeated, finding myself in what appeared to be a cloakroom. I hobbled across the entrance hall, and chose a dark corner. From the billiard room just next to me came the snap of the balls, and braying laughter.
I went down on my hands and knees just as two well-dressed muttonchopped gentlemen passed, describing Delavan's upcoming expedition to Amazonia—three times as costly as his last, one confided, but he says he's financing the trip by selling some country property he no longer needs.
At that moment, the knocker resounded and a footman appeared. Eloise managed to look both demure and imperious, insisting, from what I could tell, that she see Mister Edward Delavan on urgent personal business. The footman held up a hand to her, telling her to wait there, and came so close to me that I was sure he would notice there wasn't a drop of water in the pail over which I was wringing my perfectly dry rags.
Edward Delavan appeared, looking quizzical. Seeing her quarry, she dipped, she heaved, she thrust a bundle at the poor man, telling him she felt sure he would want a few of Miles's playthings as mementoes of the poor dear boy. He opened the bundle while she gabbled on about how fulfilling he'll find life at Bly, then he asked about a pea shooter he had given the boy for his seventh birthday. Dalrymple said she only chose the things Miles had played with most recently, although she was sure the pea shooter must still be in Miles's room and she could certainly lay her hands on it—somehow she made it sound naughty—if he would like.
And the jack-in-the box, Dalrymple said, the one with the embossed silver Punchinellos all around the sides . . . Yes? Delavan inquired. She slumped and said how sad, how very sad, but Master Miles had been playing with it just minutes before he . . . collapsed. Then she bit her lip into shreds, until Delavan couldn't stand it anymore, and he finally asked where it now was. Well, she said, her spidery fingers molesting her black sideswept curls into place, that's the most extraordinary thing. It's vanished.
Vanished?
Along with my needlework, and a teacup. But about the jack-in-the-box, Mister Edward, Miles was ever so grateful when you sent it.
* * * *
When I confided these new developments to Quint, he commented, “Well, isn't that another turn of the screw,” and headed back through the permabrane to report to Edgar. I had changed back into the rich brown velvet dress I had been wearing on my last day as a Terran, and now walked the eight blocks to the offices of Sir Stephen Latimer, Solicitor, distancing myself as quickly as possible from the man who had poisoned Miles Delavan—but, why? I could see no possible motive. A ten-year-old boy could hold few secrets—all right, none he would even know were secrets—and pose no threat. The wind picked up, tossing my skirts, but even without it the world felt jagged, all things sharp and dislocated.
A manservant let me into Latimer's waiting room, where there were a couple of charming watercolors by the new French sensation, Manet. When finally the solicitor came out, I saw a tall man with cheerful features, wayward black and grey hair, and pince-nez clouded by fingerprints. After a few moments, Sir Stephen Latimer recognized me—"Miss Jessup!"—he declared. I corrected him, he recalled my visit a year ago, and together we sat.
I apologized for missing my second appointment.
"I just assumed you had worked out your problem."
"My problem?"
"About the will."
"The will?” And Latimer proceeded to remind me I had come to him for advice about a friend's will, in which the estate was entailed through the male line. A minor inherits, and should he die without a male heir, the paternal uncle inherits. And should that person die without a male heir, the entire estate reverts to the sister of the original minor heir. There are few times on either side of the permabrane when things are quite so startlingly clear. Bly was not the property of Edward Delavan: It belonged to Miles. But how could the boy not know that?
Latimer rang for tea, remarking how efficient it had been on my friend's part to declare the uncle the executor of the will. And then I understood how Miles had not known anything of his inheritance from the parents who had died in India. And I myself had discovered the truth only on the twelfth of February when I had been admitted into Edward Delavan's study while he was out of the country—bagging homunculi, wrapping up arrow poison—to rifle through his files looking for the physician's report on Miles. No doubt after mulling over what I had found, I arranged to meet with Latimer a second time to learn how to bring the crime to light.
"Tell me,” said Latimer, “are you still working for Edward Delavan?"
I was surprised I had divulged it. “Why do you ask?” I stalled.
Then Sir Stephen Latimer, Solicitor, described how it was such an amusing coincidence because right after our meeting, he had gone for lunch at the Argracu Club, where he was new at the time, but was just that day introduced to an Edward Delavan.
Alarmed, I interrupted quite casually and said that, in fact, I had left Delavan's employ under frankly difficult circumstances—I hoped my long-suffering expression implied that his fellow Argracu member was a ravening libertine—so I would appreciate his not mentioning this conversation.
"Naturally,” he exclaimed, blushing. He had remarked to Delavan what a charming secretary he has—why, Miss Jessel, of course—and how she had been enquiring after a friend's will. Minor male heir, paternal line, uncle secondary legatee and so on. He found it quite fascinating, really, and then I mentioned your next appointment for the twenty-seventh at ten a.m.—he agreed you would probably be taking the 8:55 train from the country—and that I hoped that it wouldn't interfere with your secretarial duties. “Miss Jessel,” said Edward Delavan with what seemed, if Latimer was not mistaken, true appreciation, “is damnably thorough."
* * * *
"You came.” Flora Delavan looked up at me with a charming smile where she sat in what she called her fairy garden. It was sheltered from the mansion by a low crumbling wall, and because it was only April, the vines were still brown. She wore a smock over her mourning clothes, and in the slender sunlight of early spring, her wide-set blue eyes were the brightest colour around. I stayed only as articulated as she could make me, so as not to frighten her. She had spied a chameleon, she told me, as though I were still her governess. And a meadow vole. And a dragonfly. I praised her powers of observation.
"Flora,” I then said, and my voice sounded like part of the warm breeze, “what happened to Miles was wrong.” I told her I needed her help, that there was no one else whose help would matter, and when she asked if it would bring Miles back to Bly, I had to admit it would not. But it would mean consequences for very bad behavior. She declared she liked consequences very much. I explained that I needed her to write a letter to her Uncle Edward, telling him she wants to speak to him about the last gift he had sent to Miles, and that she has interesting information she wants to share about arrow poisons. Mrs. Grose will bring her on the Wednesday of next week, and she will meet him at eleven a.m. outside Liverpool Street railway station.
She wanted to know how she could persuade Mrs. Grose, but I smiled and glimmered and told Flora she wouldn't actually be going. I would be meeting Uncle Edward instead. Flora reached out a hand as though to touch me. I missed her so much at that moment that I ached, so I fully corporealized, grabbing her close in a hug. “Flora,” I told her, “you are a very wealthy girl,” and I handed her a folded piece of blue stationery on which I had written Sir Stephen Latimer's address. “Here is someone who will help you.” She slipped it into the pocket of her smock.
"Next week,” I went on, “tell Miss Dalrymple that you are making an appointment with him because you will be requiring financial assistance and general guidance. And as for Miss Dalrymple—” Surely she could find someone better. “—you will be able to find someone less desirous of drawing room drama. Someone who doesn't see romance in a mud puddle."
Flora's brows drew together. Dalrymple, she said judiciously, was really quite good at maths. “Besides, if I let her go,” she said with the imperturbable good sense of an eight year old, “who else will have her?"
On Wednesday of the following week, I sat outside the house on Harley Street, dressed in the cap, muslin shirt, and Sebastian trousers from Quint's Costumerie. When Edgar had scrutinized me, he felt the outfit was missing something, so he allowed me to wear his black greatcoat. It was Peter Quint who had found the horses for me, two particularly lively war horses that had died in the Crimea. Where he got the hansom cab, I never knew, but I strongly suspect that someone was missing one. For the moment, the horses and I were fully corporealized, and their hooves clattered nicely on the cobblestones. When they whinnied, I found myself missing Terra life, but not all the desperate endeavors.
Gentlemen in handsome topcoats and ladies most definitely not wearing trousers strolled along Harley Street, hardly noticing just another cabbie. While I waited, I reminded myself that I was there as an ambassador of Miles Delavan, caught somewhere in the permabrane, but now that I remembered pieces of that February day over a year ago, my mind kept seeing it again and again—me, on my way to my late afternoon appointment with Sir Stephen Latimer.
* * * *
The twilight, the lamplighter starting his rounds at the far end of the deserted boulevard, even the hawkers gone for the day. And then I was starting across the street, and suddenly there came the sound of a carriage, a team, a whip cracking, a voice like the end of time itself—"Hyaa!"—spurring the horses on, out of nowhere, nowhere. Feeling myself churn under the wheels, the weight, the killing weight, my shout cut off forever—Was he even stopping?—my final certainty that it was just a terrible accident as everything about me was lost in the crush of flesh on stone. Had I any time to turn my head, I know now I would have recognized the driver.
No wonder I lingered in the permabrane for six weeks. Only resolving spontaneously when I naturally belonged in Ectoplis Enquiries, and could investigate the crime of my own death. I checked the pocket watch Quint had provided me. Fifteen minutes to eleven, Wednesday the seventeenth of April. And then Edward Delavan emerged, off to meet his niece Flora, looking pleased to find a cab so handy, as if this was his lucky day. Ah, he had chosen his dove grey frock coat. Pity.
Without so much as looking at me, he climbed in and gave me the address Flora had provided. I garbled something back at Delavan by way of saying whatever you say, sir, and I jostled the reins at my team, who snorted at the trotting pace, which was nothing like what they had seen in the Crimea.
When we reached the Strand, I cracked the whip and watched the team's shoulders ripple in the gallop they had been missing for the last thirty years. The wind rushing by us blew their manes in many directions as we flew along the wide thoroughfare, and their fine heads seemed to chew at the simple Terran air that fell away from us as we raced. It was finally enough to alarm my fare, and Edward Delavan was shouting, something about stop and madman, and I saw his gloved hand clutch at the top of the cab.
"Hyaa!” I cracked the whip over the horses, who couldn't get enough, and as we flew unstable over the cobblestones, Delavan half pulled himself, screaming, out the side of the cab. As he turned to look at me, I flung off my cap, shook my hair, and leaned my body into the task at hand. Closer. Closer still. The horses and I grew more transparent, and as Edward Delavan struggled against the speed to look me in the face, I felt radiant with satisfaction.
When he recognized me, a glimmering madwoman in trousers driving a hansom cab at breakneck speed, his terror was complete and lasted for a full five seconds before I drove us headlong into the brick wall of a factory. My Crimean beauties and I sailed through the factory wall without a problem. But the cab—and Edward Delavan—did not.
* * * *
Miles and Peter Quint and I finally found the spot in the permabrane where he was eternally imprisoned. I pulled Miles close to me, running my forearm along the top of his dear head, as we looked. Delavan gets to keep the dove grey frock coat, but it was a bloody mess for all eternity, which bothered the fastidious Quint, who had been his valet, after all. Edward Delavan was stored forever in a scuttling crab position, where no art could ever penetrate his neverending consciousness. He didn't even have the luxury of space, caught there between the likes of the cannibal Sawney Beane and the strangler Ann Whale.
He could only catch glimpses of Terra. But right now his eyes were directly on our little group, and the tantalizing draw of Eutopia. I have kept the trousers, and wear them more frequently. Edgar has taken Miles on as office boy. Quint has been negotiating a costuming contract with a Eutopian West End theatre owner named Will. The Crimean horses went back to the stable and await their next assignment. As for Edward Delavan, judging by the look on his face, he was a man who had finally found his horse.
Copyright © 2010 Shelley Costa
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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.
TGJ W EGEUFL KXU KLGGO IMZLU KLZDD; LXUF KXU EWOU W YMJZGMK VUKLMJU PZLX XUJ JZVXL XWFO, VWNU W KEWDD AJUWLXR KGMFO WFO TUDD TGJPWJO WL XZK TUUL.
—FVWZG EWJKX
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
Stuart M. Kaminsky (1934-2009) and William G. Tapply (1940-2009): An Appreciation
The deaths of William G. Tapply on July 28, 2009 and of Stuart M. Kaminsky on Oct. 9, 2009 lend added poignancy to reading what may be their last published books. Both authors had long, distinguished writing careers that garnered fans and accolades from their earliest efforts onward.
Over the course of my reviewing career since 1986, I've been fortunate to cover more than twenty books by the two authors, and I've read considerably more by them. And still, my reading barely scratches the surface.
Stuart M. Kaminsky, who earned lifetime achievement awards from both the Mystery Writers of America (2006) and the Private Eye Writers of America (2007), was not just a prolific mystery novelist. He was also an astute editor, biographer, television writer, interviewer, and graphic novelist. In a writing career that spanned almost four decades, Kaminsky wrote or edited close to ninety volumes.
Kaminsky had a rich academic history: a BA in Journalism and MA in English, both from the University of Illinois, and a PhD in Speech from Northwestern University. He taught film and film history at Northwestern for sixteen years. His love of film informed his biographies of Clint Eastwood, Ingmar Bergman, and John Huston, among others. He also co-authored a book on filmmaking, Basic Filmmaking (Arco, 1981), and an instructional guide for small-screen scribes, Writing for Television (Dell, 1988). And, of course, he wrote for television, and he penned novels based on TV series such as Rockford(The Green Bottle, Forge, 1996 and Devil on My Doorstep, 1998) and CSI: New York (Dead of Winter, Pocket Star, 2005, Blood on the Sun, 2006, and Deluge, 2007).
Kaminsky created five series mysteries, and while I'm sure each has its adherents, I suspect that his twenty-four Toby Peters mysteries and his sixteen Porfiry Rostnikov mysteries would garner the most votes.
Toby Peters, a Hollywood P.I. in the 1940s, parlayed his 1977 debut—Bullet for a Star, in which he bails out Errol Flynn from a blackmail scam—into a very busy career rescuing movie stars and other celebrities from everything including murder to embarrassing peccadilloes. The series allowed Kaminsky to utilize his knowledge of films and film history, and half the fun of the Peters series is the detailed attention Kaminsky pays to the 1940s setting. Each detail—the cars, the music, clothes, and furniture fashions—is perfectly tailored to reflect the era.
Bullet for a Star took place in 1942, and the busy detective had only reached 1944 when the twenty-third volume, Mildred Pierced, appeared. By that year Toby was driving an old Crosley—a car that “runs on washing machine and refrigerator parts” and listening to The Aldrich Family on the radio. The projected cost of a post-war auto will be “$900 for most, as much as $1,400 for a luxury model.” Would it were so.
An excellent continuing supporting cast led by Sheldon Minck, inept dentist and inventor; Gunther Wherthman, suave linguist and little person; and massive wrestler/poet Jeremy Butler adds to the pleasure. Among the celebrities featured are Howard Hughes, Bela Lugosi, Gary Cooper, Mae West, Eleanor Roosevelt, John Wayne, and Salvador Dali.
As good as the Toby Peters series is, however, my favorite Kaminsky series stars Moscow policeman Porfiry Rostnikov. Two of the series novels were finalists for Edgar awards (Black Knight in Red Square and Tarnished Icons), and A Cold Red Sunrise won the 1989 Edgar for Best Novel. Rostnikov, the burly ex-wrestler with the bum leg (later an artificial leg), is a shrewd detective and a shrewd judge of character. Both skills are necessary to survive in a job where he must wage battles against criminals within and outside the Russian bureaucracy.
Rostnikov and his supporting cast evolve more than those in the Peters series, and fans will be grateful for a whisper to the living (Forge, $23.99), which provides a fitting capstone to the series. Rostnikov takes on a serial killer dubbed the Bitsevsky Maniac who is intent on surpassing the record kill total for a Russian murderer. Members of Rostnikov's staff are involved in other investigations as well as life-changing personal events. Son Iosef and Elena Timofeyeva are just days away from their wedding. Emil Karpo—reclusive, cadaverous, and relentless—finds an outlet for his affections. Sasha Tkach's wife, Maya, has tired of his endless affairs and taken their children and left him. And the bachelor, Arkady Zelach, who still lives with his mother, has to face the prospect of her imminent death.
Kaminsky keeps several investigations and personal dramas moving at a steady clip, with Rostnikov again managing to work his magic to thwart enemies on both sides of the law.
* * * *
In addition to penning mystery novels, William G. Tapply wrote numerous books about fishing and the outdoor life, was a contributing editor to Field & Stream magazine, and wrote a column for American Angler. As Writer in Residence at Clark University in Worcester, Massachusetts, he taught English. He also wrote The Elements of Mystery Fiction: Writing the Modern Whodunit, published in 1995, with a second, expanded edition released by Poisoned Pen Press in 2004. For Elements, Tapply culled advice from top writers, editors, agents, and publishers including Otto Penzler, Fred Morris, Jeremiah Healy, Barbara Peters, and Robert L. Rosenwald.
The majority of William G. Tapply's crime fiction output featured attorney Brady Coyne, who, like his creator, frequently indulged his passion for fishing. Tapply's first mystery, Death at Charity's Point, won the 1984 Scribner Crime Novel Award and was a finalist for the British Crime Writers’ Association First Blood Dagger. It was followed by an even better entry, The Dutch Blue Error, which demonstrated Tapply's plotting skills at their best. Tapply proceeded to take Coyne on twenty-five more adventures usually resulting from seemingly innocuous requests from his clients.
* * * *

* * * *
In 2001, Tapply's Brady Coyne and Philip R. Craig's J.W. Jackson teamed up in First Light for the first of three joint cases. It was an inspired match, as the authors’ friendship and shared love of fishing and outdoor life made it a natural fit for their characters.
In 2005's Second Sight, Tapply and Craig wrote alternating chapters that occasionally required each to write the other's character. The result was so smooth that one author might have written the book. Before Craig's untimely death in 2007, the duo completed a third mystery, ironically titled Third Strike.
A trio of recent books, including his latest, dark tiger (Minotaur, $24.99), featured Stoney Calhoun, a man suffering from trauma-induced amnesia that has tarnished his memory of who he is, without damaging the language and weaponry skills he learned in his earlier life. Tapply began this series in 2004 with Bitch Creek, whichintroducedCalhoun and was followed by Gray Ghost in 2007. Calhoun lost his memory as the result of a lightning strike, but was able to forge a new life as part owner of a Maine bait shop and as a fishing guide. He is in thrall to a mysterious “Man in the Suit” who periodically shows up and gives Stoney assignments with the promise of revealing more about Stoney's past life.
In Dark Tiger, Tapply's third Calhoun mystery, the Man in the Suit threatens to destroy Stoney's new life unless he goes undercover at an exclusive fishing camp to solve the murder of a sixteen-year-old girl and a federal agent. With nothing to go on, Stoney simply keeps probing until he finds a veritable hornet's nest of secrets. It is vintage Tapply, and leaves readers wondering what path Stoney would have eventually traveled to self-discovery.
Copyright © 2010 Robert C. Hahn
* * * *
ALL POINTS BULLETIN: AHMM contributor Doug Allyn's new novel, THE JUKEBOX KING, was recently published in Europe by Editions Payot & Rivages, Paris.
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Fiction: HIGH FINANCE by Andrei Bhuyan
Portman and Block swung around the corner of the Australian Stock Exchange building. Thursday, seven p.m. Their car bounced and screeched like a cartload of scrap tin.
Portman looked outside. A news reporter and a cameraman huddled against the cold. The reporter held a sheet of foolscap paper with notes in her outstretched hand. The paper fluttered in the wind. Above her ran a ticker tape of stock prices, every stock code colored red.
Block said, “I don't get it. The stock market lost another billion. Or ten. Some folk had millions invested. What do they want? If I had that kind of money, I'd be well quit. Boss?"
Portman didn't answer. He rolled down the car window. The air was dry and sharp as a razor.
Block continued, “Live on interest. Two houses, a jacuzzi in each. A chauffeur? Maybe. Hard to find someone who can drive well, not these days..."
Portman tuned out Block's voice. He thought about Nikki. He thought of the curve of her smile, her abundant hips, the small chin that he could cup in the palm of his hand. She wasn't happy when the call came. She didn't say it. But he saw the look that she gave him, the look of an animal, uncomprehending and hurt.
She followed him to the front door. He could hear the clatter of plates and cutlery and the hum of conversation behind her.
She said, “But it's your day off! And Victor cooked dinner. He thinks you snub him on purpose. He is a legit businessman. And a good cook. And it is my birthday."
"I'll try and make it back early."
"Liar. It's what you always say."
Portman reached over to kiss her. She drew back, turned around. Her hair, frizzy and soft, brushed his face. He smelled jasmine.
The smell stayed with him for the rest of the night.
* * * *
The body was sprawled facedown in the underbrush beside a long blank stretch of the Dandenong Road.
Portman looked over the body. Male. Mid thirties. A blue worsted wool suit, white shirt, and brown woolen tie, all splattered with blood. A knife stuck out from the back of his neck.
The knife's black handle, punctuated with metal studs, glinted like a shark's fin.
The victim's car, a red Mercedes convertible, was parked in a lay-by fifteen meters away and not far from a deserted bus stop that was poorly lit by the streetlights.
Portman walked across the road and stood next to Sergeant Molloy. Molloy's lips drooped and the blue bags under his eyes looked like heavy sacks of cement.
Portman said, “Who found the body?"
Molloy nodded toward a blonde who was leaning against a late-model black Jag in the emergency lane.
"Was taking her kids from ballet. Tires blew, one of the kids dashed for a pee. Stumbled on more than just nettles."
Two girls in pink outfits clung to the blonde, one on each hip, faces buried in their mother's coat.
"How long's he been there?"
"Sliced up? I'd say this time last night."
Molloy tossed a crocodile-skin wallet to Portman: “Edward Dunkirk. Hedge fund boy. Liked his things flash. Still wearing a Patek Philippe worth more than my flat."
Block looked over Portman's shoulder as he went through the wallet. It was stuffed full of cash. In one of the compartments was a faded thumbnail-sized photo of the victim with a smiling brunette. The brunette's face was thin and hard.
Despite the smiles, both sets of eyes were cold.
Back in the car Block kicked the accelerator. Wheels squealed. The car lurched.
Portman swore and clutched the grab handles.
Block, both of his hands on the wheel, looked serene.
* * * *
Half an hour later Portman rang the doorbell of the Dunkirk apartment in the Tribeca complex in East Melbourne.
The hard-faced brunette in the photo opened the door.
She said, “Yes?"
She looked tense. The tenseness seemed to constrict her throat. Her voice was posh and severe.
"Mrs. Dunkirk?"
"No."
She tried to close the door but it met with the steel-capped tip of Portman's boot.
Portman flashed his badge. “Are you Edward Dunkirk's wife?"
She looked them up and down. Her face was more angular than in the photo, her skin drawn.
She said, “I am Megan Seymour. I kept my maiden name."
"It's about your husband. Can we come in?"
They sat across from one another on beige couches in the living room. She listened to Portman in silence. Block stood by the mantelpiece prodding at an ormolu bracket clock.
When Portman finished she adjusted the folds of her blue robe. The gold bracelets on her wrists clanged. There was a ruby ring the size of a cherry tomato on her right hand. The ring glistened.
She said, “I shall not even pretend to be upset."
"You don't have to pretend anything."
"All that I feel right now is relief.” She ran splayed fingers through her dry hair. “We've been married for seven years. Long enough for me to lose any respect that I initially had for that man."
"Why?"
"It is very difficult for a woman when she hates what her husband does for a living."
"Could you be more specific?"
"No."
Through pursed lips Megan Seymour answered Portman's next few questions. She did not know if her husband had any problems at work. She did not know her husband's schedule. And she felt no alarm when he did not come home the previous night.
"I was at the Friends of the Tasmanian Rainforest Benefit Dinner,” she said. “I was in bed early and in the morning I was up late."
"Did anyone accompany you to the benefit?"
She stiffened and said, “I went alone."
Portman changed tack. He smiled pleasantly. Mrs. Seymour's frown deepened.
Portman asked, his voice smooth like freshly churned butter, “Did your husband, and if you don't mind me asking, have a library? A separate bedroom? Or a study, perhaps?"
"A study room. Yes."
"May we have a look?"
* * * *
Edward Dunkirk's study was dominated by two overstuffed armchairs placed opposite one another. There was a recessed fireplace on one side of the room. On the floor gaped a hardcase luggage trunk.
Portman asked, “Was your husband planning a trip?"
"I did not keep track of his schedule."
Her back was thin and straight like a steel bayonet as she turned around and left the room.
Portman rifled through the trunk while Block examined the drawers of a leather-top writing desk.
"Empty.” Block slammed the last drawer shut.
On his way to the door Portman paused by the fireplace. He bent down and ran his finger along the hearth. His finger came away black.
"Ash. Someone's been burning reams of paper."
* * * *
In the corridor outside the Dunkirk apartment, Block and Portman passed a trim man in his fifties in a gray pinstripe suit, brown brogues, and a bowler hat. As he passed them, the man averted his face. He was followed by a strong smell of citrus aftershave.
As Block clanged down the stairs, Portman paused and looked back. The man tapped on Mrs. Seymour's door, took off his hat, and patted his hair. When the door opened the man stepped inside with a smile.
* * * *
It was well past midnight when Portman slid between the bed sheets next to Nikki. Her breaths were uneven. He closed his eyes. Bright bouncing shapes used the back of his eyelids like a trampoline.
After a few moments and just as the back of his neck had finally warmed the cool linen of the pillowcase, she turned to face him.
"Another homicide?"
"In Dandenong.” He could feel her breath on his earlobe. The sensation made him want to sneeze. He shifted away.
Nikki brushed against him as she propped herself up on one elbow. “Who was it?"
He thought that her curiosity was altogether unhealthy. And tenacious. She wasn't one to let up.
Portman said, “A guy. Ran a hedge fund. Kronos Investments. No one we've met."
She thought this over before saying, “Was his wife pretty?"
"How'd you know he had a wife?"
"So he did have a wife!"
She sighed with satisfaction.
Portman bounced himself on the bed twice with irritation before jumbling the blankets just how he liked them.
He said, “I'm going to sleep."
"I bet you it was a love triangle."
"I think this one's about money,” Portman said, against his better judgment. “And now I'm really going to sleep."
"No way! Can't be just about money. That would be too dull!” Nikki nestled against his shoulder, irking his ear with her soft breath.
Portman sneezed.
* * * *
Kronos Investments's offices were in a two-story townhouse in Flinders Lane. They were met by a young woman with fluttering hands and spaced-out eyes. She was Edward Dunkirk's secretary.
"How awful,” she said on hearing the news and burst into tears.
She let them into Dunkirk's office.
"I don't know what I'm going to do,” she said, sitting on the ottoman in the corner. “Actually, it's only my first week. Such a nice man! And I haven't even received my first paycheck..."
Block methodically opened and slammed shut the drawers and the cabinets, humming. The hum was like a drill boring a hole into Portman's skull.
Portman said, “Keep it down."
"Sorry, boss."
Block opened and closed the remaining drawers softly like a ballerina tiptoeing on feathers. He continued to hum.
Portman asked the secretary, “Was this a one-man shop?"
"Apart from me, yes."
"Did he have many visitors? Meetings?"
"None since I've been here. But his accountant actually did come by yesterday. Of course, by then Mr. Dunkirk..."
She wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her pink-striped shirt.
On Portman's request she scurried to the reception and returned with the accountant's business card.
She added, “And there were two men who came by to see him, two days back. It sounded like an argument. I couldn't hear well, actually, but I did notice that they had Eastern European kind of accents..."
She didn't know who the men were. She didn't take note of what they looked like. And she couldn't check Dunkirk's diary.
She said, “Actually, he took his appointments diary home. And all of his documents, and his laptop. That same afternoon, he loaded all his papers in the car."
"Doesn't sound like usual business practice,” Portman said.
The secretary's eyeliner ran in a blue streak. She said, “I don't actually know . . . it's only my first week!"
* * * *
The accountant's office was above a Vietnamese grocery store called Bao Hung Sundries. Portman and Block ducked under the red- and gold-lettered sign and walked up two flights of stairs. The accountant's door was open.
The accountant was a squat bald man with black-rimmed glasses, thick forearms, and a receding chin. His flabby neck jutted forward at a sharp angle.
He looked like a turtle.
Portman and Block sat on wicker chairs across from the accountant, who sat with his back to the window. The desk between them was covered with broker research reports and books on synthetic derivatives and portfolio theory and option pricing.
The accountant said, rubbing his hands, “This is about Ed, I mean, Mr. Dunkirk. I spoke to his secretary. Yes?"
Portman said, “You knew him well?"
"Hardly at all. I mean, I only did the papers for Mr. Dunkirk's fund. I'm not even officially his accountant. You see? I just ticked them off. The papers, that is. Mr. Dunkirk was a genius. He didn't do business with me: He told me what to do. If you get the distinction? Yes?"
Portman didn't.
The accountant rubbed his hands harder. “If I was you, I mean, were, I'd look at the investors. Investors in his fund, that is. I've even prepared a list."
The accountant leaned forward and prodded a piece of paper toward Portman.
Portman picked it up, looked at it. He didn't have to read far. Halfway down the list he saw a familiar name.
Victor.
Portman's fingers felt tense as he folded the paper in half and then half again and then slid it in his jacket pocket.
The accountant licked his lips twice. He lowered his voice a notch and said, “There's something else too. His wife, a lovely woman, has been having an affair. With one of the investors. Willsworth. Don't ask me how I know. Tragic, really. I've marked his name with an asterisk. In the list. Such a lovely woman. Her and Ed. Mr. Dunkirk, I mean. A lovely couple."
Portman pressed him for more.
He didn't have to press hard. The accountant rubbed his hands and prattled. Mr. Dunkirk was about to leave his wife. Mr. Dunkirk didn't have a will. But Mr. Dunkirk did have a prenup. And Willsworth. No, Wills-worth. Yes, with the asterisk. Willsworth was short on money.
He continued to spiel as he saw Portman and Block to the door and then down the stairs: “And now, with my major client gone, I don't even know how I'll pay my rent. I mean, I can't afford it. I can't even afford a car, I mean."
Portman asked, “You don't drive?"
"Public transport is punctual and good for the health. And buses are terrific. But this is terrible. With Mr. Dunkirk, I mean, isn't it terrible? Yes?"
* * * *
Willsworth lived in a block of flats off Gertrude Street. Beneath the stone gateway that led up to the flats Portman and Block wove around two young women huddling on the steps. Both wore identical white sneakers. Beside their feet lolled an uncapped syringe.
The lift wasn't working. Portman and Block climbed up three flights of stairs covered in cigarette butts and candy wrappers and clots of spit.
Willsworth opened the door. It was the same man that Portman saw visiting Mrs. Seymour the previous evening. He wore the same clothes: gray pinstripe suit, brown brogues. But no cologne.
Willsworth examined Portman's badge, bared his teeth until his expression could almost pass for a smile, and said, his voice flat, “How do you do."
They stepped inside the apartment, which consisted of a single room furnished with a fold-out sofa and a three-legged dining table. The sofa, covered in a mess of blankets, looked like a bird's nest.
"Ed's death was such an unexpected occurrence,” Willsworth said. His voice was brisk, polished. “I am utterly lost for words."
Portman asked, “Did you know Mr. Dunkirk well?"
"We shared an accountant. So not terribly well, no."
"And you heard the news from Mrs. Seymour?"
"Yes."
"Are you two close?"
"A rather insolent question, that is."
"Would you like to answer?"
"Not without consulting my lawyer."
Portman looked around. He nudged a cardboard box by the sofa bed with his foot. The box was overflowing with clothes. He said, “Looks like you've fallen on hard times."
"I beg your pardon?"
Block said, “He doesn't even have a kitchen."
Willsworth's thin red nostrils quivered. He said, “This is a delightful neighborhood. There is an overabundance of restaurants. I would much rather eat out."
Portman said, “Tough time in the markets?"
"I am in property development. An entirely different line of business. Very lucrative, I shall have you know. My block of flats, Avondale Heights, has recently completed construction. I expect a substantial windfall."
Willsworth took two steps from the center of the room to the front door, which he pushed open. One of his neighbors was cooking curry. The smell drifted in from the damp, gray corridor.
Squeezing out of the apartment Portman said, “And where were you—"
"On that fateful night? You want my . . . alibi, as you police types call it. Hmm?"
"Yes."
"I was at the Friends of the Tasmanian Rainforest Benefit Dinner. All evening."
"With Mrs. Seymour?"
Willsworth said, arching his eyebrows, “Naturally."
* * * *
An hour later they pulled into a lay-by beside a chicken wire fence on Sunshine Road. One part of the fence was covered with a ripped canvas on which block letters spelled victor's haulage. Portman took out the investor list, read it again, put it back in his pocket.
Victor.
There was no way to avoid this.
Block switched off the engine and read the canvas sign and clicked his tongue. He said, “Is this the same Victor...?"
"Call Molloy. See what he can find on Willsworth and the accountant,” Portman said. “And the wife."
Portman slammed the car door shut.
He walked across the parking lot, past a cluster of four black Mercedes sedans, a rust-colored tractor, a forklift, and toward the low warehouse with a white-edged gable and black eaves.
Two men in polyester suits stood at the warehouse door. Squat builds, flattened noses. Former boxers. They recognized Portman. One said, “Detective."
The other, with a ponytail, said, “You smell something?"
"Sure. Eggs and bacon."
Both had East European accents.
Portman pushed past them and stepped inside the warehouse. In the far corner, in the gloom, he could see the window of Victor's office lit like a lighthouse. Portman walked toward the office shadowed by one of the men, passing hundreds of boxes stacked on splintering pallets.
"Shipments from China. Televisions, flat-screen. Latest models,” said Victor. He sat in a high-backed leather armchair. After twenty years in Australia, Victor retained just the trace of his Russian accent.
Portman sat across from him. The narrow desk between them was covered with newspapers: The Financial Times, South China Morning Post, The Australian.
Victor said, “Nikki loved the flat-screen TV in my home. I said, ‘You want one? It's yours. For your birthday.’ She said, ‘No.’ She said you're a bit funny. Said you not happy with me give presents to my kid sister. Why?"
"She hadn't mentioned the offer."
"It's all legit."
Portman looked around. The ponytailed boxer hovered outside the office window. There were four green filing cabinets along one wall. On the other wall hung three Russian Orthodox icons.
Victor watched him carefully. He said, “You're here to see me about Dunkirk."
Portman's thoughts raced. As soon as he read Victor's name in the accountant's office the question popped up: What did he tell Nikki? And, what would she have told her brother?
Victor grinned.
Portman pushed these thoughts away. He said, “Your men argued with Dunkirk."
"Argued? They talked. It's just the accent. Everything they say sound angry."
"And later that same day he was dead."
Victor spread his hands.
Portman said, “What did they talk about?"
Victor opened a packet of candy and flipped one in his mouth.
Victor said, “Whatever I tell you is between you and me. Yes?"
"We'll see."
"That's not the response I want to hear."
"It's the only response you're going to get. You say you had nothing to do with his death. Fine. Then you've nothing to fear."
"Fear?” Victor chewed carefully. He didn't open his jaws when he chewed, instead he moved them forward and back with his lips turned in. Watching him eat reminded Portman of a laundry mangle.
Victor said, “If I tell you anything, it will be as a favor. You can chalk it up to my account."
"I'm doing you a favor not hauling you in,” Portman said. He tried to submerge his hostility, but it always found a way to rise to the surface. When it was least convenient.
"For what?"
"As a key suspect."
"What happened to the presumption of innocence?” said Victor. “I'm innocent until proven guilty."
"Agreed. And then you do your time. And then you're innocent again."
Victor spat the candy into his hand. He flung the candy at the office window. The sharp clank caught the ponytailed boxer's attention.
When the boxer came in Victor said, “Show him out."
Then, when Portman was leaving, Victor said, “She told me nothing. Yes? Nikki. She is a good wife."
Portman didn't reply.
* * * *
Portman watched the road ahead. He felt as grim as the streets they drove on: row after row of one-story bungalows with smashed windows and beat-up Ford Falcon sedans parked in driveways.
A few minutes passed before Block asked, “How'd it go?"
"Nothing."
"A hard man, your brother-in-law. Is he still...?"
"You spoke to Molloy?"
"Left a message."
Light drizzle sprayed the car's windshield. Block let the droplets grow in size until they began to resemble scurrying gray mice and the headlights of the oncoming cars were no more than vague blurs before he turned on the wipers. Portman's irritation grew.
Block checked his watch. “We're out of luck here, boss. And it's a Friday. My missus—"
Portman said, “There's one more lead."
Block checked his watch again. He sighed. “No kiddin’ . . . what . . . where to . . . ? But it is gettin’ late."
"Avondale Heights."
A one-lane road splintered off from Maroondah Highway and meandered through empty fields toward the Avondale Heights development, a complex of two-story townhouses on the outer edge of Chirnside Park.
Block pulled up next to the first house, beside a flower bed overrun with weeds and spindly bush.
Portman left the car, looked around. None of the windows had curtains, some were broken. There was no sound other than the muffled whoosh of cars from the nearby highway.
He walked a short distance along the narrow strip of unkempt lawn in front of the houses and toward an eucalyptus bent into a question mark, then returned to the car. “Deserted."
Block looked uncomfortable. He pointed to a rusty sign a few steps away. Below a yellow triangle outlined in black with a black exclamation mark inside, the sign read: asbestos—hazardous area. And next to it, in white lettering on red background, do not enter.
Block said, “How long's this stuff take? To act?"
Portman tried the door to the first house. It was locked. So was the second; the door to the third house stood ajar.
Inside the house they walked along a beige corridor, past beige bedrooms separated from one another by thin layers of beige plywood, and into a beige kitchen. Their footsteps sounded hollow on the beige floorboards.
Block said, “How's this? Not a single syringe. And no squatters."
"Too far from the city,” said Portman. “Nowhere to buy drugs, no public transport. No soup kitchens."
Block slapped on a pair of rubber gloves. He said, “What're we lookin’ for, boss?"
"Anything."
Block threw open kitchen cabinet doors while Portman checked the built-in bedroom wardrobes. In one wardrobe he stumbled on a family of nestling mice. Portman was watching the mice scutter when he heard Block shout, “Boss!"
He found Block in the laundry. Block was squatting beside the laundry sink from under which he pulled an eighteen by eighteen inch cardboard box. Inside the box were kitchen utensils, still veiled in cellophane. Only the block of knives was unwrapped. Black knife handles gleamed dully. There was one knife missing. The slicing knife.
* * * *
Portman called Molloy on his cell from outside the house. “You didn't get my message?"
Molloy said, “What message? I've two dozen I've not listened to. Yet."
"I'll refresh your memory. Hedge fund boy, Willsworth, the wife."
"Nothing. Both were at the benefit. The only interesting thing, a block of knives. Bought by Willsworth last week. On his credit card."
"Delivered to Avondale Heights?"
"How'd you know?"
"We're there now. Did you speak to the courier?"
"You telling me how to do my job?"
"Who signed on delivery?"
Molloy said, “What's this Willsworth look like? The courier kid says it was a short guy. Glasses, bald. Looked like a turtle."
* * * *
Closing the house door with one hand and holding the box of knives in the other, Block said, “I don't get it. Boss? You don't think it was Willsworth?"
"He wouldn't have used his own credit card."
"Who else could've used his card? Dunkirk's wife. But they were at this function together."
Portman said, “And someone else."
Block said, “Right. But why meet in Dandenong?"
"A quiet spot with a bus stop nearby,” said Portman. “And buses are terrific. I mean, public transport is punctual. And good for the health."
Block checked his watch. His face fell. He said, “Sure . . . but we still don't have a motive."
"Once we've picked up the accountant,” Portman said, “he'll cough it up. It won't take more than a day."
It turned out that Portman didn't have to wait that long.
* * * *
For the first time in weeks Portman was home before midnight. Friday, seven p.m. In the bathroom, he splashed his face with cold water, then entered the living room.
He froze.
Nikki sat curled up on the living room couch. She was watching a black and white Russian film, Andrei Rublev.
On a brand-new flat-screen TV.
Nikki pressed the pause button and jumped up to her feet. She was wearing a mid-length black dress with a tight bodice and pleats edged with yellow.
She said, “Well? I've been waiting. Your turn to cook dinner."
Portman slowly walked to the galley kitchen. He poured himself a whiskey and put on a green apron. He drank the whiskey and poured himself one more.
He said, “I see Victor's paid us a visit."
"The television? It's my birthday present. He said that you came to see him today. He said you were rude."
"We'll have to return it."
"Not a chance."
Portman started chopping the onions. Nikki, leaning against the kitchen wall, watched him. She had the same green eyes as Victor. Her face and neck and crossed arms looked tense.
He said, “Did Victor say anything else?"
"Many things."
"Such as?"
"He said Dunkirk's killer was arrested this afternoon. It was the accountant. The accountant and Dunkirk were running a scheme together. Did you know that?"
Portman heated some oil in an aluminium frying pan and dropped the onions in with a sizzle and started chopping the zucchini and carrots into small cubes. He said, “Tell me something I don't already know."
She said, “Don't think you can trick me that easily. And the television is staying."
Portman didn't reply. As the pasta sauce began to bubble, he uncorked a bottle of red. All the while, Nikki hovered around him. She walked up and down the galley kitchen three times, each time brushing against his back.
"Something on your mind?” Portman said, arranging two wine glasses side by side.
She said, “Okay. This is what happened."
She paused.
Portman said, “Surprise me."
"Dunkirk managed Victor's money."
"Sure."
"Don't interrupt! Last year, stock markets lost twenty percent while Dunkirk claimed to lose four. But in fact he didn't lose anything. He kept all of the money in cash. On that cash he earned interest of around five percent. So he pocketed, like, nine percent for himself."
Portman didn't say anything.
Nikki said, “You don't believe me?"
"Finance,” Portman said, “it's an art."
He poured the wine and passed a glass to Nikki. He said, “And Victor? What did he do?"
"Don't think he did anything wrong! He's a legitimate businessman. Now, that is. He said that he sent some of his friends to talk to Dunkirk, but Dunkirk said that he needs to get his papers in order and that he'll see Victor the following day."
Portman said, pouring the wine, “You'd make a great detective."
"Really?"
"But there's still no link to the murder."
"Okay, okay!” She took her glass “But that's easy. When Dunkirk and the accountant's scheme came close to being exposed, Dunkirk wanted to flee the country. The accountant was scared that he'd be blamed for the entire scam. So he killed him. With a kitchen knife."
She shuddered. “I don't know how you can spend your days dealing with these people."
Portman couldn't help smiling. He poured them both a second glass of wine. “But how did Victor—"
"So is the television staying?"
"How did Victor know about the scam?"
Nikki shrugged. “Some woman called him. He didn't even know her. All he knew is she sounded severe. And very posh."
Portman put one arm around Nikki. Her hips felt round, firm. With the other hand he added a few drops of oil to the spaghetti boiling in a stock pot.
She said, “Well? I suppose I shouldn't have told you. Now you're going to run off to the station. Tell me you're not?"
Portman checked his watch. Seven thirty. He thought that Block would be in the office stuck with the paperwork at least until nine. Maybe ten. He had a couple of hours.
Portman said, “How long does this film take?"
"Andrei Rublev? Another three hours."
Portman groaned.
"You promised to watch it! I'll put on the subtitles."
"I won't even understand it,” said Portman.
"You don't have to,” she said. “It's high art."
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Department: SOLUTION TO THE MYSTERIOUS CIPHER
For a moment she stood quite still; then she made a curious gesture with her right hand, gave a small breathy sound and fell forward at his feet.
—Ngaio Marsh
From “I Can Find My Way Out” (A Treasury of Great Mysteries, Vol. 2, 1957)
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