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Department: EDITOR'S NOTES: HEARING VOICES by Linda Landrigan
* * * *

* * * *
One of the things that I find most engaging in a short story is a strong voice, which does so much to convey character and establish tone. But as I was putting together this year's humor issue, it struck me that a strong voice seems especially essential in humorous crime stories, especially those that exhibit dark humor. I think it has to do with negotiating that tension between the serious, even deadly, subject matter and the humorous intent. In any case, it was certainly an originality of voice that attracted me to two of this month's stories, “Domestic Drama” by Lynn K. Kilpatrick and “Somewhere Elsie” by Neil Schofield. A familiar voice, meanwhile, narrates “True Test,” the latest in B. K. Stevens's epistolary series featuring Lieutenant Walter Johnson and his clever, but modest, right-hand man Sergeant Bolt; this is the eleventh story featuring the crime-solving pair, and the interplay between the two men is still fresh and endearing.
Another element I've often noticed in humorous crime stories is the power of self-delusion, especially as it appears in criminals who have convinced themselves that they are smarter or more capable than the evidence suggests. Once again, a strong, sure narrative voice is needed to capture the slippage between reality and fantasy, as shown in various ways this month in stories by the authors here. Their characters may not have a firm grasp on reality, but you can trust the narrative voices of these master storytellers. LINDA LANDRIGAN, EDITOR
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Robert C. Hahn reviews mysteries for Publishers Weekly and the New York Post.
"Action” is Chris F. Holm's AHMM debut. He has completed two novels.
Lynn K. Kilpatrick's first collection of short stories,In the House, was recently published by FC2. She teaches at Salt Lake Community College.
Richard F. McGonegal is the opinion page editor at the Jefferson City News Tribune. His story “Takedown” appeared in our January/February 2007 issue.
Jas. R. Petrin's AHMM story “Car Trouble” appeared in The Best American Mystery Stories of 2008. He lives in Nova Scotia and is at work on a novel.
Neil Schofield's story “Murder: A User's Guibe” (AHMM, July/August 2007) was nominated for a 2008 Barry Award.
B. K. Stevens is an English professor at Lynchburg College in Virginia. Her story “Adjuncts Anonymous” appeared in the June 2009 issue.
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap2]
Fiction: ACTION by Chris F. Holm
* * * *

Andrew R. Wright
* * * *
"Give me the effing money and nobody gets hurt!” I paused. “I'm sorry, can I do that again?"
"If you like."
"Give me the effing money and nobody gets hurt! Better?"
They blinked at me from across the table for what seemed like forever. Finally, one of them spoke.
"Uh, Mr.—"
"Marshall,” I replied. “Alan Marshall."
"Mr. Marshall. You're aware that's not the line as written, yes?"
"Right! Yes! I'm glad you brought that up. See, the way I read this is my character's a pro. All business. No emotion. I just don't think he's the kind of guy who'd bust in there and drop F-bombs all over the place."
"He's not?"
"No, he's not."
"Robber Number Three isn't the type to drop F-bombs?"
"That's right."
She sighed and tossed her script onto the table. “Thank you, Mr. Marshall. I think we've seen enough. We'll be in touch."
Yeah, I thought. I'll bet you will.
* * * *
"So how'd it go?"
"Lousy,” I replied, snapping a fresh toner cartridge into place and slamming shut the drawer. “Those hacks wouldn't know a good note if it bit ‘em in the ass."
Pollock slurped the last drops of Mountain Dew from the bottom of his Big Gulp and set it on the counter. “It was one line, right?"
"Yeah, but there're no small parts, you know what I mean?"
"Not really."
Of course he didn't. For six years I've been the night manager of the Copy Shack on Sunset, and in that time, I've worked with my share of actors. You ask me, Josh Pollock is the worst of the bunch. He never, I don't know, invests anything in the part—he's all show up, read the line, cash the check. And what's he got to show for it? Just a list of commercial credits as long as my arm and, okay, a line or two in the last Eastwood flick. But me? At least I've still got my pride.
"Doesn't matter,” I told him. “Once I find a buyer for my script, I won't need to put up with this crap anymore."
"How's that going, by the way? I heard you'd lined up a meeting with the Weinsteins."
"Fell through. The caterer found out I lied about my bartending experience and canned me before they showed."
"Dude, that sucks."
"Eh, it's no big deal. They probably woulda changed the ending anyway. Honestly, what I really need is to put a little cash together and make the thing myself. You know, really show the world what I've got. Once the jobs come rolling in, I can punch out of this yawn factory for good."
"You got a part in there for me?"
I looked him up and down a second, and then frowned. “Not sure,” I said. “Probably nothing speaking."
I guess if I'm being honest about it, it was Shakespeare who told me to do it. Well, Rufus, really, but Shakespeare wrote it first.
I was sitting cross-legged on the floor of Miss Claire's studio. The class stretched out on either side of me in a circle, and each of us had to stand and deliver a monologue in turn. I confess I dozed a little. I'd just pulled a double-shift at the Copy Shack, and the chemicals wafting up the stairs from Miss Claire's salon were downright dizzying. I jerked awake to find that I'd missed half the class. Across the circle, Rufus was clambering noisily to his feet—all three hundred eighty pounds of him. He shuffled to the center of the circle, his brow furrowing as he struggled to remember his lines, and then he plowed headlong into Jaques's monologue from As You Like It with all the grace and aplomb of a runaway dump truck.
"All the world's a stage,” he shouted like a drill sergeant dressing down a batch of new recruits, “and the men and women merely players!"
My jaw fell open. I couldn't believe I hadn't thought of it before. I leapt to my feet. Everybody turned and stared. Well, everybody except for Miss Claire, who sat filing her nails in the corner.
"Rufus,” I said, “could I borrow you for a second?"
"Dude, I'm kinda in the middle of something."
"It's important."
"Yeah, but are you sure we gotta do this now?"
"It's about a part."
I'll tell you, for a big man, the kid can move. We were down the stairs and out the door before anybody could say a word. Miss Claire gave chase, shouting something about tuition, but I ignored her and pushed on. After all, there'd be money enough to pay her later. There'd be money enough for a lot of things.
* * * *
"So let me get this straight,” Rufus said, pushing enchiladas around his plate. “You wanna rob a bank?"
I frowned and glanced around the restaurant, but there was no one within earshot. “That's right."
"And you want my help."
"Yep."
"I don't know, dude. I thought you said this was about a part."
"It is about a part. We do it just like Money in the Bank."
"But Money in the Bank is a movie. It's not even a movie—it's just a script. A script that so far, you haven't been able to sell."
"That's just the beauty of it! I've already written the perfect heist; all we gotta do is play our roles. When it's all said and done, we've got all the dough we need to make our movie. Then we hit the festival circuit, line up a distributor, and this time next year, we're drinking Cristal in our hot tubs and waiting for the calls to come in."
"That does sound nice,” he said, “but I don't wanna hurt nobody."
"We'll use prop guns. Nobody's gonna get hurt."
"Yeah?” A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.
"Yeah,” I replied. “Now here's what we're gonna do."
* * * *
The casting call hit Craigslist on Tuesday. By Thursday we had three dozen responses. Half I nixed when I saw their headshots. The rest we called in for auditions. We had a couple prima donnas who wouldn't show on account of we were holding the auditions in the break room of the Copy Shack, but that was fine by me. I mean if you're the kind of jerk who's gonna lock yourself in your trailer ‘cause craft services won't stock the mini crab cakes you like, then good riddance. This is art we're talking about, not some focus-grouped studio crap. Real art's about risk, about commitment. And those guys probably would've sucked anyway.
"So shall I just take it from the top, then?"
"Yes you shall,” I said, stifling a laugh by putting a hand to my mouth and making like I had to cough. I couldn't help it—Nigel here sounded like the freakin’ Queen of England. I guess he was fresh off the boat or whatever ‘cause he kept going on about his last gig with the Royal Shakespeare something-or-other, like anyone in L.A. gave a crap. The guy even led off the audition by telling me how chuffed he was I'd called him in. I mean, seriously, who talks like that?
He closed his eyes and cleared his throat and shook his hands at his sides like he was in a men's room that was fresh out of paper towels. Sorry, men's loo. When he opened his eyes, his face had changed. No more was he the poncey dude who looked like he'd just stepped out of Masterpiece Theatre. Now his eyes were cold and dead, and the angles of his face had somehow sharpened. Truth be told, it kinda creeped me out. At least until he spoke, that is.
"Listen, lady,” he said, in a flat faux-American accent that sounded like John Wayne on quaaludes, “put the money in the bag or I'll gut you like a fish.” He frowned and shook his head. “I'm sorry,” he said, his native accent returning, “but in the scene in question, it's a gun I'm brandishing, is it not?"
"That's right. Why, there something wrong?"
"No, no, of course not. It's just . . . well, I can't very well gut someone with a gun, now can I?"
"Yeah, but you're not really going to gut her; you're just telling her that so she'll do what you say."
"Right. Right. Only she's still got to believe that I could gut her, doesn't she?"
Crap—the guy had a point. On the other hand, this was my movie, not his, and besides, it didn't really matter what he said if he was gonna say it with that train wreck of an accent. I sighed and shook my head. “You know what? Maybe Rafe just doesn't talk."
He thought about it a moment, and then nodded. “Ah, of course, the silent brooding type! Very frightening, if done properly, and I'd like to think I'm up to the challenge. Does this mean I've got the part?"
I let him sweat it for a second before I replied. “Yeah,” I said, “you've got the part."
"Excellent! When do we begin filming?"
"About that . . .” I said, a smile breaking across my face. And then I let Nigel in on our little plan.
* * * *
"Don't think I don't know what you're doing,” Pollock said.
I gave him my best perplexed face. Miss Claire says I've got a knack for it. “Honestly, Josh, I have no idea what you're talking about."
"You don't."
"No, I don't."
"Then you haven't spent the past two weeks casting Money in the Bank out of the break room?"
"Of course not!” I gave him my surprised face, with just a touch of righteous indignation.
"Drop the act,” he said. “I'm not blind, you know. I swear, I oughta report you to Chelsea for this. The break room is for employees only."
"Aw, c'mon, man! You don't really wanna get the boss involved, do you?"
"Depends,” he said.
"Depends on what?"
"On if you got a part for me."
I pretended to think about it. Truth was, besides Nigel, our auditions were a bust. I mean, we saw a couple guys who read the lines okay, but when I told them what we had in mind, they sorta wigged. Turns out the actors in this town are a bunch of sissies when it comes to hard core street theater. “I don't know,” I said. “We've filled pretty much everything already."
"I got a cousin who runs a small effects house in Burbank. He could probably snag us all the props we need."
I had to admit, those props would come in handy. But the dude had threatened to fink on me to the boss, so I decided to let him squirm. “Still, I'd have to let somebody go..."
"I'll work for free,” he said.
"All right, you're in."
"Really? You mean it?"
"Of course I mean it."
"So what kind of budget are we talking about for this thing?"
"Well, Josh,” I said, “it's funny you should ask..."
* * * *
The table read was set for Wednesday. I wanted to go earlier, but Pollock had a prior commitment playing Constipated Trucker Number Two for some laxative commercial. I swear, that hack will say yes to anything.
Man, did that table read crackle. Every line was perfect. Rufus rocked as Drake, the soft-hearted muscle of the outfit. Nigel's take on Rafe, the taciturn former contract killer, gave me chills—once I trimmed out all his lines except for the occasional grunt, that is. Even Pollock was perfectly serviceable as Slade, the munitions expert whose allegiance was always in doubt. And I, of course, was born to play Lance, the rakish master thief, the ringleader, the man with the plan.
Speaking of which, the plan was this. We'd hit one of the small, independent banks close to downtown at the stroke of noon on Friday, and we'd go in hard and fast on foot. The bank in question was Grofield Savings, on the corner of Beverly and Westlake. That close to downtown, the lunchtime traffic is a bitch, and the way I figured it, the gridlock would delay the cops long enough for us to bag the dough and make our escape.
Now, that time of day, the bank was certain to be packed, but I had that covered too. I mean, obviously, we'd be wearing masks, but masks just hide your face. That'll keep you from getting picked out of a lineup, but I wanna make sure we don't get nabbed before we get around the block. How? Simple: we disguise our clothing too. See, we each go in decked out in some kind of eye-catching getup, the kind of outfit a room full of witnesses can't help but remember. But underneath, we're wearing normal street clothes. Once the job is done, we head around back and ditch our tacky threads, bringing them with us in a duffel bag so they won't be found. Then, while the cops are wasting their time looking for a bunch of dopes in silly outfits, we just catch a bus and disappear.
Genius, right? I mean who wouldn't plunk down good money to see that on the silver screen? Nobody, that's who. But try and tell that to the morons running the studios. These days, all they wanna see is superheroes and talking dogs, which means all the really great scripts go unnoticed. And I admit, I've tried my hand a time or two at cranking out the sort of commercial junk they're looking for, but every time, I couldn't bring myself to do it. You ask me, writing crap like that just to make a buck is freakin’ criminal.
On Thursday morning, me and the guys took a bus downtown to case the joint. We went in under the guise of applying for a small business loan to get our independent production company off the ground. They practically laughed us out of the bank, but I didn't mind. The whole time I was blocking the scene in my head, and imagining these losers wetting themselves when we came in the next day, guns blazing. Besides, I knew going in they were gonna reject us on account of they'd already turned me down the month before.
Afterward, the four of us gathered in the alley to finalize our plans.
"Let's run it down one more time,” I said, “just so everybody's clear. Josh, you're getting the prop guns from your cousin. Rufus, you're on masks. I'll make sure we're all set to disable the security cameras. And Nigel, we need you to get the duffel bags."
But Nigel wasn't home. All I saw looking back at me was the blank stare of a hardened killer. He didn't nod, he didn't speak, he didn't blink—in fact, there was no indication he'd heard me at all.
"Or maybe someone else can pick them up,” I added.
"I'll do it,” Pollock replied.
"Okay, Josh gets the guns and the bags. Just think, by this time tomorrow, we'll all be rich! I mean, not Josh I guess, on account of he's doing this for free, but the rest of us for sure. And of course, once we get our movie made, the exposure alone'll be enough to set us up for life. So whaddya say, boys—you ready for the big time?"
Each of them agreed in turn.
"All right, then. Fame and fortune, here we come!"
* * * *
One thing I hadn't counted on was the heat.
I mean, it was quarter to noon, and already it was in the eighties. Most days, that didn't seem so bad, but today? Today I was decked out in a powder blue thrift-store tux over a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt, the latter of which were soaked through before I even got off the bus. You shoulda seen the looks the other passengers gave me on the ride over. I confess, I got a little nervous with them staring at me like that—after all, one of ‘em might remember my face! But I told myself the plan was sound, so there was no point wigging now. Not when we were so close. I just hoped I wouldn't collapse from heatstroke before the job was done.
"You guys get the stuff?” I asked, tugging absently at my collar, and wiping sweat from my brow with one mothball-scented sleeve. We were once more standing in the alley behind the bank, and my eyes kept darting to the unmarked service entrance just a couple yards away. I was edgy, nervous. My stomach was in knots. My hands were cold and clammy despite the heat.
"Got mine right here,” Pollock said, hefting the two duffel bags in his hands. “They don't shoot or nothing, but they look real enough.” He set the bags down on the Dumpster beside us and unzipped them. Both were chock full of handguns in every shape and size imaginable. Huge Dirty Harry-style revolvers, and little snub-nosed ones as well. Sleek automatics in black and brushed steel. An ornate flintlock pistol with a filigreed handle. A couple chromed-out ray guns.
"What the hell is all this?” I said.
"Whaddya mean?"
"We're not pirates, Josh. We're not aliens. We're bank robbers. Not to mention, there's only four of us."
"Hey, this is what my cousin gave me, okay? And let's not forget, they're free. Besides, it's not like we have to use all of them."
"Good point,” I said. “Just grab a couple of those automatics and toss the rest."
"Are you nuts? I'm not throwing them away—if my cousin doesn't get these back, I'm a dead man."
"Fine,” I said. “Stash the ones we don't need in the clothes bag. Or had you forgotten we're gonna need an empty bag to carry the money?"
"Of course I hadn't forgotten,” he snapped, snatching four nine-milli-meters from the bags and consolidating the remaining contents. “I'm not an idiot."
"Yeah? Well if you're so smart, where's your outfit?"
"You mean this?” He pulled a hot pink i'm with stupid T-shirt from the bottom of one bag and pulled it on. “I figured I'd wait till just before to put it on so nobody'd spot me on my way here, you know?"
"Right,” I said, once more uncomfortable at the attention I'd attracted on my bus ride here. “I changed just around the corner,” I added lamely.
"Didn't I see you wearing that when you when you got off the bus?” This from Rufus, who was wearing one of his grandmother's muumuus over his street clothes, and looked for all the world like an upholstered whale.
"Musta been somebody else,” I said, and quickly changed the subject. “You bring the masks?"
"Uh-huh.” He pulled a plastic shopping bag out from under his muumuu and handed it to me. I opened it, and my heart sank.
"Rufus, these aren't the masks I asked for."
"They're not?” he replied, feigning ignorance.
"No, they're not. I asked for masks of presidents."
"Yeah, but the thing is, they didn't have any president masks. There were a couple McCains in the discount bin, but I didn't figure that'd count. So I went and got the next best thing."
"How the hell are Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles the next best thing?"
He frowned a moment, all hurt and chastened, and then he brightened. “Well, there's four of them, and there's four of us, you know? Plus they're ninjas. Besides, didn't Point Break already do the president thing? It just didn't seem right, ripping Swayze off like that."
"I wasn't ripping Swayze off—it was an homage. God, do you people know nothing about writing? I guess it's too late to turn back now, though, so these are gonna have to do."
Rufus cracked a cautious smile. “Yeah?"
"Yeah."
"I call Donatello!” he said.
I passed around the masks, and we slipped them on. It was then I noticed Nigel wasn't wearing any kind of funky outfit, just a black turtleneck, black leather driving gloves, and a pair of black jeans. “Dude, why aren't you dressed like we talked about?"
"Rafe doesn't do color,” he growled, his odd American monotone unnerving from beneath his turtle mask. “Rafe's clothes are as black as Rafe's soul."
"Okay,” I said, equal parts incredulous and annoyed. “Black it is. You guys ready to do this thing?"
"Wait a sec,” Pollock said. What about the cameras?"
"Don't worry,” I said, smiling. “I've got ‘em covered. We good to go?"
One by one, they nodded their assent.
"Good,” I said. “It's showtime."
* * * *
"Everybody be cool, this is a robbery! Just give us the effing money and nobody gets hurt!"
Okay, I confess, I borrowed that first bit from Tarantino. But the way I see it, he and I are kindred spirits—outsiders of uncompromising artistic vision—so I figured he wouldn't mind. Heck, he'd probably be honored. Or chuffed, as Nigel would say—that is, if Nigel hadn't gone bye-bye.
I confess, I didn't realize there'd be so much screaming. We four hit the door running, and fanned out like we'd planned. Rufus took the front door. Nigel took the back. Pollock was the bag man, so he headed for the tellers’ counter. And I was smack in the middle of it all, calling the shots. Or at least, I would have been calling the shots, only nobody could hear me over all that shrieking. The worst of it was coming from some tacky track-suited, bottle blonde who'd been in line to see a teller when we stormed the place. I swear, if she didn't shut up soon, I was gonna lose it. That's when I remembered that as far as she knew, I was carrying a gun.
"Listen, lady, if you don't shut the hell up, I'm gonna gut you like a fish.” I brandished my prop gun at her as if to punctuate my point.
She stopped screaming, her face a mask of fear and confusion. “You're going to stab me?"
Man, what is it with these people? “I might, if you don't keep quiet."
"Hey, dude?” This from Pollock. “Those cameras ain't going to take themselves out."
The cameras. Right. “On it,” I said. I pulled out the paintball gun I'd stashed beneath my jacket and popped off a couple rounds at the camera in the corner. Problem was, with this mask on, I couldn't see a bloody thing, and my shots went wide, spraying paint across the faux marble wall. I tried again—the same result. The third time, the gun musta slipped ‘cause next thing I know, Rufus is squealing like a pig, and his muumuu is dotted with a splotch of neon green.
"Watch it, Alan, you freakin’ shot me!"
"Lance!” I corrected.
"What?” Pollock replied.
"No,” I snapped. “I'm Lance."
"Then who am I?” Pollock asked.
"You're Slade."
"I thought Rufus was Slade!"
"DON'T SAY MY NAME!” Rufus shouted, red faced and teary. “It's bad enough that Alan shot me and ruined Gran's muumuu—the last thing I need is to go to jail!"
"Oh, I get it,” I said, my words dripping sarcasm. “We can't say Rufus ‘cause you don't want to go to jail, but saying Alan is just fine?"
"Well you did shoot me!"
"With a paintball! I mean, for God's sake, Rufus, grow up!"
"STOP SAYING MY NAME!” Rufus's hands balled into fists. He took one angry step toward me. Mask or no, I was pretty sure he was crying.
Nigel abandoned his post at the back door, instead positioning himself between me and Rufus. “You two ladies wanna quit your yammering?” he said, in that awful American accent of his. “We got a job to do."
Nigel. I swear, I'd had about enough of him. “Do you have any idea how stupid you sound right now?” I yelled at him. “I swear to God, that's the worst American accent I have ever heard! You know Dick Van Dyke in Mary Poppins? Well that's how you sound to us! Trust me, Hugh Laurie you ain't!"
He closed the ground between us in a flash, grabbing me by the ruffles of my tuxedo shirt and pulling me close. “The last time someone spoke that way to me on a job,” he said, “I cut out his tongue."
"No you didn't, you idiot—you're from Kensington! Your last job was captain of the H.M.S. Pinafore!"
"Don't test me, boy,” he said.
"Uh, guys?” Pollock tried to interject, but we didn't pay him any mind.
"Don't test you? Are you kidding me? Listen, pal, I put you in this picture, and I can yank you right back out."
"Guys?"
"When I'm through with you,” Nigel said, “your own dentist won't be able to identify the remains."
"Oh, yeah?” I shot back. “Well the joke's on you, you Limey bastard—I don't have a dentist!"
"Guys!" Pollock shouted. “I think we've got a problem."
"For God's sake, what?" And then Nigel and I turned, and we saw what.
He was a smallish man of maybe thirty-five, with tousled dishwater hair and a thick mustache to match. Truth be told, I hadn't even noticed him before. His clothes—a gray-brown polo shirt and khakis—were as bland and neutral as his hair, and when you factored in his unimposing stature, the net effect was a guy your eyes just skipped right over. Or rather, they would have, if it wasn't for the gun in his hand.
The gun in question was pointed in the general direction of Pollock's stomach. Pollock's hands were in the air. All the oxygen seemed to drain out of the room, and Rufus's piteous wailing over his accidental paintballing ceased. Nigel, on the other hand, broke character and began to panic, babbling on in that poncey accent of his about the dangers of shattering the fourth wall.
By instinct, I took a step toward the gunman. He tensed and trained the gun on Pollock's chest. “I wouldn't do that, if I were you."
I stopped moving. He didn't lower his weapon.
"Put your gun on the floor and kick it over to me,” he said. I did as he said, my movements slow and deliberate, my eyes never leaving his. “Good. Now go collect your friends’ guns and do the same."
Again I complied. “Look,” I said, “nobody here wants anybody to get hurt. What say we leave the money, and you just let us go? No harm, no foul."
"You think I'm gonna just let you guys walk out of here? No, you guys are staying right where you are until the cops get here."
"The hell we are,” Pollock muttered.
"Excuse me?” said the man.
"I said, the hell we are! If you think I'm just gonna stick around so they can haul me off to prison, you're out of your freakin’ mind."
"Josh—” I said, but he cut me off.
"Oh, c'mon, Alan. There's four of us, and one of him!"
"Josh,” I repeated, all calm and reasonable-like. I guess I hoped my vibe would catch on, but no dice.
"What? He ain't gonna pull the trigger! Look at him—he doesn't have the guts!"
"Josh!" I said again, in reprimand this time, but he wasn't having any of it.
"Trust me, Alan,” he said. “We go on three. One..."
I didn't know what to do. This wasn't in the script.
"Two..."
My feet were glued in place. My stomach was full of angry, crawling things.
"THREE!"
In my entire life, I've never heard anything so loud as that gun going off. The shot reverberated off the stone walls of the bank, and hit my eardrums with the force of a physical blow. I stumbled backward and fell. Pollock fell, too, with a whimper and a spray of blood. It spattered my hands, my face, my chest, and in that moment, I could think of nothing but escape. I scrambled toward the exit, shoving aside the stunned bank patrons who stood in my way. I tried to force myself to look back, but I couldn't. I was running on fear and instinct and adrenaline, certain that any second the gun would thunder once again, and that it would be the last thing I'd ever hear.
I hit the sidewalk at a run, neither knowing nor caring whether Nigel or Rufus had followed. I was panicked, and drenched in acrid, stinking sweat—as much from fear as from the heat. The sweat blurred my vision, and the inside of my mask was slick with it. Said mask slipped sideways on my face, and suddenly, I saw nothing but turtle-green. Pedestrians grumbled as I careened off of them, running blind. I heard a car horn's blare, a piercing screech of brakes. Then there was a horrid, crunching impact, and I didn't hear anything at all.
Everything just faded to black.
* * * *
I woke up four days later, cuffed to a bed in St. Vincent's ICU. The cops said I'd been hit by a city bus, and I was lucky I survived. I told ‘em it was better than I deserved, getting Pollock killed like that. They were all, “Pollock who?” and I was like, “The dead dude at the bank?” And that's when I found out I'd been had.
Turns out, there was no dead dude at the bank. Witnesses said it was the damndest thing they'd ever seen. Once I bailed, it didn't take long for Nigel and Rufus to follow. As soon as they were out the door, the Great Blandini helped Pollock up off the floor, and then they fled together out the back. The cops found Pollock's mask and his i'm with stupid shirt in the alley, along with a shaggy brown wig, a false mustache, and an odd little contraption that turned out to be a spent pneumatic blood squib.
By the time they got to Pollock's place, he was gone. His cousin the effects guy had up and vanished, too, along with my hundred and twenty grand. Or the bank's hundred and twenty grand, if you wanna be technical about it. My lawyer tells me they're still in the wind, but if I had to guess, I'd say they're probably getting their own independent feature off the ground in some quaint non-extradition country.
As for Nigel and Rufus, it turns out they weren't long for the lam. The cops found Nigel on the bandstand in MacArthur Park, reciting Mark Antony's funeral oration from Julius Caesar, and crying all the while. They picked up Rufus at a laundromat around the block, where he was trying unsuccessfully to get the paintball stain out of his grandmother's muumuu. Once the cops explained to them that when it comes to armed robbery, there's no leniency for the guns not being real, they got cooperative in a hurry. They wound up with a year apiece in a minimum-security facility, in return for testifying against me. As for me? I got three-to-five in San Quentin. Turns out, sometimes it doesn't pay to be the man with the plan.
You wanna know what really chafes me in all of this? I never had the chance to make my movie. I kinda figured the publicity from the trial might drum up a little interest, but so far, nada. I guess nobody ever said this show-biz thing was easy. That's all right, though, ‘cause I've been working on a new script. I'm pretty sure it's the best I've ever written—I think it's really gonna put me on the map.
It's about this prison break...
Copyright © 2010 Chris F. Holm
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Fiction: DOMESTIC DRAMA by Lynn K. Kilpatrick
He finds me in the bedroom. I have the butcher knife and I'm holding it in my right hand and with my left I'm looking through a pile of clean laundry on the bed. I'm looking for a red handkerchief which I gave him for his last birthday and which would make a good tool for wiping up blood, but that's not why I'm looking for it. I'm looking for it because it had just sprung to my mind as I was de-boning the chops for dinner. I hadn't seen it in months and I thought that maybe it was missing or, I thought, maybe it was in the pile of clean clothes on the bed. That was the only place it could be. I had done all the laundry, the laundry room was clean, empty except for some dirty washcloths which could wait until next weekend.
I'm standing there with the knife in one hand and with the other expertly sorting the laundry into mine, his, and theirs, theirs being the kids, which they could deal with later when they got home from the various activities in which they were engaged. And then he comes in, accusingly, with his feet making loud noises in the hallway to announce his approach, and the way he stands there, says what he wants to say, the way he fills up the doorway, his head almost touching the top and his shoulders about equidistant from each jamb, and he looks like a poster I once saw for a B-movie, I forget the name, but he looks like the villain. All he lacks is the black fedora and a pug-nosed gun. But his face is like that, his nose aimed at me, and he says, “What are you doing?"
I'm sure he knows what I'm doing, that he has done something with the handkerchief, but he also could be referring to the fact that I hold a knife in one hand and the other is buried in clean clothes that smells of spring breezes or lilacs or fresh herbs or something. At an expensive boutique I saw a bottle of fragrance called “Fresh Linen” and it wasn't clear to me if it was something you were supposed to spray on your linen or if it was something you were supposed to spray somewhere else, say in your bedroom to make it smell like fresh linen, but that's what I think of when I look up and see him there, like a murderer or a detective, in the doorway. I think first of fresh linen and second of the butcher knife in my other hand. I might say “Oh, nothing” and go on nonchalantly, except for the butcher knife. I had been using it to remove bones from lamb chops, which I remember are oozing on a cutting board in the kitchen. I think of them, just lying there leaking blood out into the white cutting board the way a red handkerchief might bleed dye into a load of all white clothes, socks, say, or men's underwear. As I think of this I raise the butcher knife and I jab the end toward him, not at him exactly, as I'm sure he would claim, but just in his general direction. And I say something like “the red handkerchief, where is it?” I can see how someone who didn't know me might find the sight of the knife jarring, but I can't understand how someone like him, I mean we've been married for fourteen years, ever since we found out I was pregnant, how someone like him could perceive that gesture, the jab, how he could see that as threatening. I mean, I've never once in our whole marriage done anything like that. I'm just thinking of the lamb chops and the handkerchief and the laundry and I just want to know, where is it? Because I can't stand it when something is lost. I might not think about it for days, weeks even, but then when I remember it I can't think of anything else until it's found. So that's how it starts, innocently enough, I'm just looking for the handkerchief. With a butcher knife in one hand.
And then he says, “What handkerchief?” I mean really, what handkerchief? He had made such a big deal of it when he unwrapped it, how it would go so well with such and such a suit, and how he would be a bit of a dandy, with a handkerchief in his pocket, jutting out like some kind of sculpture. He quite liked it, and he may deny it now, but he made a big to do over it. I'm sure the kids will remember because they bought him a book or something and the red handkerchief overshadowed it. I do remember that he stood in front of the big plate glass window, the one that overlooks the yard, he stood in front of that window with the handkerchief in his shirt pocket, and he had the book open like he was reading it. I remember now, it was a book about painters, like Romantic Painters or Painters of the Renaissance or something. And he had the book open and balanced on his hand, and he put the other on his chin to mime thinking. And the kids thought it great fun and they cheered and took a picture. So he did like the book, of course, but it was the handkerchief that really completed the look, that really made him feel like he was lord of the manor, so to speak, king in his castle and whatnot. So that's why the handkerchief was so important when I suddenly thought of it as I was cutting through the meat. And then for him to pretend that he doesn't know what I'm talking about, well, it's preposterous. I mean, he goes to the trouble of posing for some kind of portrait painting, and then he pretends to forget it. Really. The man can be so infuriating. So when he asks me what I'm doing and then pretends not to know the item to which I'm referring. Well. He says that, he says, “I do not recall the item to which you are referring,” as if I'm some dopey prosecutor who has just stumbled into his office, glad to be offered the job of licking his shoes. So that's when I realize that not only does he know the item to which I am referring, which he obviously does, but he is hiding it for some reason.
See, lawyers think they can cover things over, as if they were magicians or conjurers. Remember that movie where the whole time the hero, who was he, one of those dark-eyed mysterious movie stars, he thinks he's conning everyone and in the end he's the one who's being conned? What's that film? In any case, exactly. He's making statements and asking questions like this is some kind of investigation, and the whole time his eyes dart back and forth exactly like that movie villain. So he seems like he's the one asking the questions, but the whole time he's looking for an escape route, like I'm the one who's threatening him, like I'm the one who up and hid the red handkerchief. And why would he do that?
Well that's when it comes to me, about the handkerchief being perfect for wiping up blood. I mean, where is it? If he used it, for example, to staunch his own blood, wouldn't it be in the dirty clothes? Wouldn't I stumble across it during my duties? Where else could it be? I always go through his pockets, so if it was there, I would have found it. But it wasn't there. So where was it? Exactly. Right.
So he comes in and starts asking me questions. And then he acts like he doesn't know. It is a butcher knife, and it is a simple jab, a gesture, like pointing with your finger, only I don't have a finger, I have a knife. So, it could be perceived as threatening. But I'm his wife. He backs slowly out into the hallway, as if I am a stranger with a switchblade. But I'm not. And I'm not threatening him. I'm merely gesturing. But where's the handkerchief? He still doesn't say. He's still proclaiming his innocence. And then the blood comes to me, you know, an image. Perhaps that's why I thought of it while I was cutting the meat, because the handkerchief resembles blood. I think it's crimson, technically. That's blood, right? So I'm looking at the blood and I think of the handkerchief. Then, I'm looking at my husband, and I remember the blood.
"The chops,” I say. Maybe I wave the knife a little. A little. And so I keep walking toward him, back to the kitchen, and he's backing up.
"No,” he's saying. “No.” And maybe I'm waving the knife, like what? I mean, I don't know. I have the knife, but I'm thinking about the chops, and how they are warming up and I have to get them back into the refrigerator. And I have to find the handkerchief, of course, because where is it? Things don't just disappear, everyone knows that. If you lose something, it still is somewhere, wherever you lost it. But a grown man doesn't just lose something precious to him. A gift from his wife. That's something that he keeps track of, something that he puts back in his drawer at the end of the day. I know because I've seen him do it. He takes it out of his pocket and refolds it and puts in his top drawer. And then the change goes on the top of the dresser and so on. But the handkerchief always goes back in the top drawer. And I should know, but I haven't seen it in, what, weeks.
We're back in the kitchen. He sits down at the bar and watches me. I have the knife still, of course, and now I'm finishing with the chops. You have to do things that way, first one thing, and then the next. So I need to finish. You make the marinade, then you remove the bones, and then you put it all together. That's the way it's done. Things are done that way, step by step. So I have the knife and I'm working on the meat.
"Oh,” he says, like he just realized. Like, oh, the knife is for cutting meat, like he finally understands the invention of knives, something he's never understood his whole life. And to tell you the truth, I don't like him in the kitchen with me. It's my place. I make the food, and I know where everything is, a place for everything. Things do not go missing in the kitchen. I know where my knives are, for example, and where the dish towels are and the measuring spoons, and so on. So him sitting here, it's like he's saying, I'm on to you. I know your game, lady. “Oh,” he says. Like he's going to ask me where something is, and I'm not going to know. It's like I've got a schematic drawing in my head and each drawer is labeled. It's so simple. It's just like that. “Oh.” So I turn to him. I'm going to say something. Something nice maybe. Maybe I won't say something nice, I don't know. So I turn to him with the knife still in my hand. But my back was to him before, you see. So I turn around with the knife. And maybe it has some blood on it. Maybe, I don't know. And he goes, “Aah!” Not “oh” this time, but “aah!” Not “aha!” like he just found the answer, like he remembered where the red handkerchief was, but “aah!” like he'd stubbed his toe, or caught a rose thorn in the thumb or something. Like he'd been stabbed. Maybe. How should I know? What does a man who has been stabbed sound like? That's not something you learn. So he makes this sound and then he goes running down the hall and locks himself in the bathroom.
Of course I follow him. With the knife. What kind of wife drops the knife when her husband makes a sound like that? So I follow him and I'm outside the bathroom and I'm listening. I'm hearing calming sounds, the sound of running water. My mother used to do that when she was upset. She'd just sit in the bathroom and let the water run. Like a stream she said. So he's running the water, I assume, because that's what I hear and some deep breathing, like you do at the doctor's office. And I'm knocking, and saying, “What's going on in there?” And I still have the knife in my right hand and I'm knocking with my left, asking what's going on. Because, what do I know? He could be dying in there for all I know, or he could be going to the bathroom. What else do you do in there? I guess he could be washing his face or something. But he's not that type. He's all business. If he's in there, there's a reason. I mean, he's breathing deeply, maybe he's having a heart attack. That's as good a place as any.
That explains the blood in the hallway. Blood from the lamb chops. I don't like to think about the little lambs, so I tell my kids they are just chops, you know, every animal has a chop. Personally I think of sheep, the smelly ones from the zoo. I mean, no one feels sad about them. They'd just as soon eat you as take grain from you hand. So you may as well eat them. Actually maybe I'm thinking of the goats.
Then when he leaves the bathroom he goes to lie on the couch in the living room. He doesn't feel well. It's probably something he ate. He was always skipping breakfast and then drinking tons of coffee and then eating something stupid, like a hot dog, on the way home. And then he moans. So maybe he was in the bathroom because he had heartburn or something. I don't know when he leaves the bathroom, because I'm in the kitchen. I'm cutting the meat and then mixing things and putting things together for dinner. The house doesn't run itself, it doesn't just produce food, though the kids think that, of course. They think the food just appears on the table for them, like magic. Ask them to set the table and it's like you want them to perform some kind of mystical rite. Set the table? They think life just happens. But I know it doesn't. So I'm in the kitchen, doing this and that. I can hear him moaning on the couch, of course. He's moaning. Not the same sound, not the “aah!” like before but more like “ooh, ooh” over and over. He can really play up the suffering, really milk it. I'm sure he's uncomfortable, but he doesn't say so. And he hasn't even addressed my question about the red handkerchief. I think about it while I chop the meat. I have this big bowl of marinade and I'm chopping the meat and putting it in there. Then I cover it and put it back in the refrigerator for later. And then I have to do the vegetables and the potatoes, there's that to do, and unload the dishwasher. But I'm done with the laundry. So I listen to him moaning on the couch, and I still have the knife in my hand, so I go to the door of the kitchen and I say, “What is it?” Because I want to know. What is it that's making him moan that way? And he clutches his stomach and his face balls up, like agony. That's what I think. But still, there's this nagging question in the back of my mind, where's the handkerchief? Where did he put it? So I ask him again, but this time I go right up to him where he's lying on the couch. I put my face right up next to his and I whisper, “Where's the red handkerchief?” I say it real soft so as not to alarm him. He's bunched up, he seems to be in real pain. I still have the knife in the one hand. I'm not doing anything with it though, I'm just holding it, down. Maybe I had been holding it above him, maybe, before I bend down to whisper in his ear. That explains how the blood gets on his shirt. Maybe I flung some blood across the kitchen at him when I turned around before. Or maybe it got there by dripping.
And then he says, “What?” again. He's not a stupid man. What kind of man just keeps saying what? He knows what I'm talking about. The handkerchief. He hasn't forgotten. That picture that the kids took, he framed it and put it up on the mantle, like it was a real portrait, painted for the man of the house. So there it is, right there. Perhaps I get a bit upset. I don't mean to. I don't mean to drop it on the floor. But I do. Okay. Things fall all the time and break. It happens. You move on.
He just stays there on the couch, moaning. He won't stop. He just keeps making that same sound, over and over. I tell him to go into the bedroom. Then I tell him to go down to the basement and watch some TV. He won't go. I won't say I dragged him. How does a woman of my size drag a man of his size down the stairs? I mean, he's over six feet tall. He works out at the gym. And me? I carry laundry up and down those stairs, sure, three times a day. And I work the vacuum there. But a man? Can't be done. Besides, down there is his space. I don't go in there. I don't like the dark wood and how the leather couch smells like a dead animal. I prefer to stay upstairs, where a little sunlight shines in the window and I can look out at the yard and see the flowers blooming. That down there is his thing and he's welcome to it. Smells like sweat and death down there. I don't drag him, he just goes down there like I ask, so I don't have to hear him moaning, and he can watch some TV. And there's a bar down there, so he can fix himself a drink. Myself, I don't go much for that kind of thing, so I don't know what he keeps down there. Maybe some whiskey or scotch. He wants to smoke cigars, but I absolutely forbid it. No smoking in the house. My mother died of lung cancer, but she never smoked a day in her life. It was my dad who was the smoker, and he lived to be eighty-five. So that's how it is. He likes it down there, he said, away from the noise. By which he means the kids with their friends and always using the ice machine, which sounds like a jackhammer. So he goes down there and I can hear the TV up here, but I can't complain because it's better than listening to him moan.
I still have the knife. When I ask him, nicely, to please go downstairs if he's going to continue that moaning, I guess I still have the knife. But I don't jab with it, or gesture. I just have it, and I stand in the kitchen doorway and I say, please, won't you please go downstairs and then I won't have to hear your infernal moaning which sounds like a horse giving birth to an elephant. I mean, how much can one woman listen to? So I have the knife, and maybe I punctuate my sentence with it, making a kind of exclamation point in the air, but I'm a good distance away when I do it, and there is no way that my little line in the air could be seen as an attack. I mean, I just move it up and down, emphasizing my point, like, hey, listen here, I'm talking to you. And he does seem to listen because that's when he goes downstairs. I don't know how he gets there, I assume he walks, because as soon as I'm done making my point, I turn around and go back to the kitchen.
The knife. I have the knife in my hand and I finish the meat. So I finish cutting the meat and I put it in the refrigerator, and then I wash the knife, I always do that because if you don't, if you just leave it dirty in the sink, that dulls it, and then it's not sharp enough to cut anything. So you have to wash the knife right away, that's what I do. And I dry it and put it away. And that's where it is. The knife is right there, where I put it after I washed it.
When I'm done, I'm free to look for the red handkerchief. It's still bothering me, and I feel that if I just devote some time to it, that I can find the red handkerchief. Things don't just disappear. They don't. Each thing is somewhere, even if the thing is concealed. Or if someone is concealing it from you. So I begin my search. I am very methodical. It has to be in the house, doesn't it? If it isn't in the house, then it's somewhere else, and I can't very well control that, can I? So I start with his dresser, and of course it isn't there. And then I go to his closet. Then the bathroom. He never keeps stuff in there, but if he wanted to hide it from me, isn't that where he would put it? Because I would never think to look there.
I don't know what he is doing. Watching TV I suppose. I can hear it drifting up from the basement. I can't hear any more moaning, but that's the point. For me not to hear the moaning.
I continue my search in the bathroom, and I look through every drawer. And it is disgusting. I mean, the things in here. There's old hair and dead skin, and fingernail clippings, and used cotton swabs. Who keeps such things? So I get out the bleach. To clean up. The bathroom is supposed to be the most hygienic room in the house. That room is all about cleanliness and order. I start with the top drawer and work my way down. It's simple enough. Just a bit of bleach and water, a clean rag, and you just wipe things up.
When I'm done with that, it's easy enough to do the kitchen. I already have the bleach out and the bucket. I get a new rag, of course. The bathroom is disgusting, but the kitchen is clean, I keep it clean. But if you have the bleach out and you've just been cutting meat. I mean, it makes perfect sense. I get the rag and I just do a quick swipe, just swish and it's done. It takes no time at all. There isn't a lot of mess. I just like to know that no one is going to get sick from the meat on the counter, from the germs. So I clean the kitchen. Real fast. And an idea comes to me: the dirty rags. Because I have the dirty rags and I'm collecting them, from under the sink in the kitchen, and the ones I had just used to clean. And I'm going to take them down to the laundry room, which is where you keep all the dirty stuff. That is, until it gets clean and then you bring it upstairs. But you can't keep the dirty stuff upstairs. That wouldn't be right.
I take the dirty rags and then I realize that if I wanted to hide something, something dirty, I would hide it with other dirty things. Like with like. And then, who knows, someone might wash it, without thinking maybe, maybe because they don't see the thing you had hidden, because you'd hidden it, and then maybe it gets washed and then it isn't dirty anymore. So maybe someone else washes away the evidence for you. That's when I go around the house and start collecting the dirty rags. I already have the ones from the bathroom, and then I get the ones from the kitchen. No surprises there. But then I go to get the ones from the garage. Sometimes he works in the garage, and I have a separate place for him to put those rags because I don't want them mixing with the regular rags. In the garage, there's a little plastic pail for him to stash the rags. And wouldn't that be the perfect place? If you were trying to hide something from someone and that someone never went into the garage, that would be the perfect place, right?
I go in. I go right into the garage and dump the rags out. And guess what I find? With the old rags I'd made from his jeans and old T-shirts. Right in there. It has grease on it and something else. I can't say for sure if it's blood, but it could be. Who can say? So I take the rags and all the cloths soaked in bleach and I put them right into the washing machine. What's that saying, the men they work from sun to sun? Exactly. Just when I think I'm done with laundry for what, twenty-four hours, bam! More laundry. So I put everything in there, just cram it in, it's full and I run a load. But before I start it, before I can turn the water on, that's when I hear silence coming from the den. And that's what's so weird. It's never silent. First there's TV, there's always TV, and then when he's bored with that he's got that infernal music he likes to listen to. He says it takes him back. So it's the TV or the music. And sometimes that talk radio, with the yelling and the shouting. He loves that. He sits and laughs and laughs. At what, I have no idea. What's he laughing at? I don't know, honestly. But I don't hear a thing, nothing, Just silence. He's stopped moaning. So, finally, I think, he's stopped the moaning, he's feeling better.
And as I'm walking up the stairs, that's when I see the dirt on the carpet. That man always forgets to take his shoes off when he comes home. I tell him every time, leave them on the landing, but no, he won't have it. Either that or he's in such a hurry that he forgets. Maybe he had to hide it in the garage, so he was thinking about that and not about his shoes. But I just had the carpet cleaned. Not two weeks ago. So I get out the steam cleaner, this handy little thing I saw in a catalog once, I forget where, maybe on an airplane, you know, when you have nothing better to do than sit there and shop. I get that out and I clean the carpet on the stairs, and then I keep going, I do the landing downstairs and the landing up, why not? The carpet is a mess, full of germs and bacteria. I hate it. I mean, it came with the house, what are you going to do? But I hate it. It's a big sponge for filth. Honestly. I keep cleaning. I go down the hallway and into the bedroom. But then I stop. Because I see the clean clothes on the bed, and it reminds me of the load in the washing machine, which I put in the dryer.
And then I stop, and I call out to him in the den, “Honey?” just like that. Not too loud, not too soft, just “honey?” And I think I hear a little warble from inside, a jumbled message, but it sounds like “well” or maybe “yelp” or something. But he sounds okay, so I leave him be. The kids aren't home yet, dinner is an hour off, at least, so I let him have his fun, whatever he's doing in there. Maybe he's reading. That wouldn't be usual, but maybe that's what he's doing. How would I know? He's in there, he's not moaning. Okay.
I remember dinner, and how the kids will be home in about an hour. From music classes and sports. And I like to have dinner ready, so we can eat and then they do their homework and then off to bed. Boom. No messing around. That's how it's done here. Because I need to have a little time at night. Some quiet where I can just do the crossword puzzle and have some tea, when I'm done working and the kids are in bed. The house gets quiet, like it's empty, but quieter. During the day when it is empty, the house hums, as if the space needs something to fill it. But when it's full, the house is happy, content. So then the house settles down. And then I can just sit for a minute and not think about anything, just have some tea and like that.
I start fixing dinner, then, taking the meat out, letting it sit, making a salad, putting on the potatoes. Getting everything ready. When the kids get home, then I'll put the meat on, it only takes a few minutes. While they're telling me about their days. I always expect a complete report, who they talked to, what they did, what their teachers said, information such as that, while they were telling me about that stuff, then I could cook the meat and then dinner would be ready and then he would come up from the den. He always hears when the kids come home, and then he comes up about fifteen minutes later and that's when we eat. He always knows.
But when the kids come home, they're somber. Bad days all around. No goals in soccer, mistakes in violin lessons. Sour puss. That's what I call them when they scowl. Sour puss. So I set out the salad and put the meat on. And I'm waiting. I'm listening to their stories, their tales of woe, but honestly, aren't they always the same? The stories? I did this, then I did that. And it's all how you react. I tell them, but kids don't listen. They treat me like the hired help. Sure they want the hugs and the allowance. But they don't listen to the wisdom I have. I've earned this wisdom, through these years that I've cleaned up after them and washed their clothes. I pay attention, even when they're not paying attention to me. I listen. So I know what I'm talking about. They're telling me about their days, and we wait. They sit at the kitchen bar and drink their chocolate milk and we wait. Fifteen minutes, he's still not up. In my head, I swear, but I don't say anything. I would never say those words in front of the children. They don't need to hear that.
So I ask them to go downstairs and get him. “Tell him to get up here for dinner,” I say. “Tell him now."
They go downstairs and I check the meat. It's leaking red juice and getting brown. Almost done. And I'm waiting. I'm always waiting. Nothing ever happens when it should. I have to wait and wait.
That's when I hear them call from downstairs. They say he's lying on the couch.
"Wake him up,” I yell. “Tell him to get up here!” I'm mad now, of course, because he's sleeping and it's dinner time. I mean honestly. If he didn't stay up all night doing God knows what, then he wouldn't be so tired. So I tell them to get him up here.
Now the meat is burning and I have to take it off, and I almost burn my hand. And the kids are yelling now, yelling for me to come down. Well, I don't go down there. Finally they come up and say he's not sleeping. Maybe he's not breathing.
Well, either he's breathing or he's not. So we discuss this. Is he breathing or not? Is he not breathing?
They plead with me, tell me to go get him. He needs help. What am I going to do? I'm just a woman who de-bones lamb chops and broils them. Who makes dinner and gets it on the table, no fooling around. That's my job.
"I can't help him,” I say. “How can I help him?” For a minute I picture the red handkerchief, spinning and turning in the drier, hot, too hot to touch, just spinning there, weightless almost. It's perfectly clean, without a trace of what happened. The handkerchief doesn't remember. It's perfectly blank.
From In the House, a collection of short stories by Lynn K. Kilpatrick, published by FC2/University of Alabama Press. © 2010 Lynn K. Kilpatrick. Used with permission of University of Alabama Press.
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Fiction: TRUE TEST by B. K. Stevens
* * * *

Tim Foley
* * * *
Date: October 25, 2009 9:47 PM
From: Walter Johnson[clueless11@wahoo.com]
To: Oriana Johnson[camerasly@wahoo.com]
Subject: Not Yet
—
Dear Mother,
Relax. We saw the doctor today, and he says Ellen's got at least two weeks to go. So if your editor wants you to take the Peru job, take it. We've got plenty of time.
Ellen's feeling sorta worn out tonight, though, so she hit the sack early. In a way, I'm glad for the time alone because I've been meaning to e-mail you about a case Bolt and I handled last week. It's been on my mind a lot.
It started with a morning call—a Saturday morning call, unfortunately, so I had to miss Kevin's soccer game. That bothered me. Kevin says he's fine with the new baby, but I read this article, “Spacing Siblings,” in Ellen's Real Mother magazine, and it says first and second siblings shouldn't be over five years apart, and we're more than doubling that. So I've gotta wonder if Kevin's feeling resentful, no matter what he says. Having me miss a game wouldn't exactly reassure him.
But I couldn't ignore the call—body found at 527 Winston, Bolt and some uniforms already at the scene. “Could be a burglary gone bad,” the dispatcher commented, and right away I felt skeptical. I mean, I've been around the block a time or two, and I wish I had a dollar for every case that started out looking like a burglary gone bad but ended up being a plain old premeditated murder, with a fake burglary tossed in to obscure the motive. I mean, that one's been done to death. Sometimes I wish murderers would find more creative ways to throw us off. Anyway, I drove to Winston, already losing respect for whoever the murderer turned out to be, worried it'd be even harder than usual to focus on the case when these days all I can really think about is whether I'm ready to go through the whole baby thing again.
Winston's a nice street—very classy, just one notch short of downright swanky—and 527 is the biggest house on the block, a white Colonial at the end of a quiet cul-de-sac. When I pulled into the driveway, Bolt was standing on the front porch. (By the way, Mother, he's looking good. That kick-boxing class really helped him get in shape, and I hear he's pressing a hundred pounds. You'd never guess he's so close to mandatory retirement. Not that you care—you're always saying you don't care—but I thought I'd mention it.)
He walked down the steps to greet me. “It's good to see you, Lieutenant,” he said. “We have a rather complicated, potentially volatile family situation here. I'll be glad to rely on your legendary tact and sensitivity to steer us through."
Legendary—I didn't have a dictionary handy, but I felt pretty sure a legend's something made up, something people believe in even though it isn't real. If so, my tact and sensitivity are legendary, all right, just like all the other abilities everybody seems to think I have. “Is the coroner here?” I asked. “Has the victim been identified?"
"No coroner yet,” Bolt said. “The victim is Andrew Atherton, thirty-three, from Newark. He was staying here as the guest of the house's owner, Otis Colchester. He was engaged to Mr. Colchester's daughter. Apparently, he was killed during the night."
I scrambled to keep up with the names. Already, the family situation was more complicated than I like. “Who found the body? Mr. Colchester? Miss Colchester?"
"Neither,” Bolt said. “And actually, there's no Miss Colchester. The daughter is Mrs. Meredith Ralston, and the body was found by her thirteen-year-old daughter, April, at eight this morning."
"Poor kid,” I commented. “Must've been a nasty shock. Well, let's have a look at the body.” At least it'd be a break from all the names.
The house was what you'd expect—big rooms, thick carpets, furniture too old-fashioned for my taste but obviously expensive. Not that I noticed all that at first. Two steps brought us into the living room, and all I could see was the body.
He wore pajamas and a white bathrobe—not a big guy, but he looked reasonably fit. Now, he lay facedown on the carpet, and his head was bashed in so hard it looked like—well, you'd rather not know. He had a puncture wound in the back of his neck, too, and blood all down his robe.
"What's the working theory?” I asked. “Atherton came downstairs in the middle of the night, surprised a burglar, and got bashed in the head? But the place looks pretty neat. Burglars usually make a mess."
"There's a bit of a mess in the library at the back of the house,” Bolt said. “That's apparently where the burglar—if any—was when Atherton surprised him. If he did. Shall I lead the way?"
For once, I didn't need to be led. I could've found the library just by following the trail of bloody spots and splotches. Atherton had staggered or crawled a good distance before his assailant caught up with him.
In a sick way, it reminded me of Hansel and Gretel. You know, the trail of bread crumbs. I thought about that while Bolt pointed out stuff in the library: paintings thrown around, desk drawers dumped out, gleaming brass letter opener smack in the middle of a large bloodstain on the carpet, open window, bent-back screen. When you think of it, the Hansel and Gretel story's pretty harsh—parents leaving their kids in the woods to starve, a witch fattening a kid up so she can eat him. I read that story to Kevin years ago, but I won't make that mistake again. With the new kid, I'll stick to stories about bunnies and butterflies and other boring stuff—nothing scary, nothing gloomy.
"Gotta keep everything nice and bright and shiny,” I muttered to myself.
Bolt looked confused, then stared at the letter opener. “I see what you mean, sir. Considering its sturdy construction and sharp point, that letter opener may well be the implement used to stab Mr. Atherton. Yet, though it's lying on the blood-soaked carpet, there's not a speck or smudge on it. It is, as you say, nice and bright and shiny. A burglar would presumably wear gloves and therefore not need to wipe the opener clean of prints; and why do so and then place it on that bloody patch, as if inviting us to identify it as the weapon? It's puzzling. I'm glad you pointed it out."
The worst part is that Bolt honestly believes I'm the one who solves our cases, when in fact I just stumble around blurting out dumb comments, and Bolt misinterprets them—misinterprets them brilliantly, transforming them into the keys to the case. You know I've tried to confess, but he misinterprets the confessions, too, takes them as proof of my modesty. I swear, Mother, I wish you'd break down and say “yes” the next time he proposes. Maybe then he'd retire so he could travel with you, and I could botch my cases up in peace, and my conscience would leave me the hell alone.
For now, I had to stall, say something safe, so I wouldn't look like a complete idiot. Cleaning the opener, I thought frantically, and then putting it on the bloody carpet. “It's not consistent,” I tried.
"Indeed,” Bolt said, nodding. “Directing our attention to the letter opener in that obvious way, but not doing the same with the blunt object used to bludgeon Mr. Atherton—not consistent at all. What do you suppose the killer did with the blunt object?"
Before I could fake a guess, I heard a familiar voice snapping out orders in the living room. “Sounds like the coroner's here,” I said, relieved. “Maybe she can tell us what kind of blunt object to look for."
We waited until the coroner rolled Atherton onto his back. “So, what can you tell us?” I asked. “Cause of death? Time of death?"
She looked up, exasperated. "Time of death?” she said. “This week. You want it more precise, wait till I run some tests. Cause of death—he's got fairly deep puncture wounds, two in the stomach, one in the neck. But those probably weren't fatal. Actual probable cause of death—several hard blows to the head, with a blunt instrument."
"What kind of blunt instrument?” I pressed.
She rolled her eyes. “A heavy one. A toothbrush wouldn't do it. Preliminary examination suggests it was smooth, relatively large. How's that for a quick analysis?"
Man, I hate it when she gets like that: so smug, so superior, like I'm some dumb cop and she's such an amazing scientist she deserves a Nobel Prize or something. “What do you expect, an award?” I asked, heavy on the sarcasm.
"An award!” Bolt cried, and sprinted across the living room, and pointed to an object on the fireplace mantel—a silver loving cup mounted on a large, smooth, heavy marble base. “Remarkable, Lieutenant! To realize so quickly that this award fits the coroner's expectations so precisely!"
Yeah, I'd realized that, all right. Gulping, I walked over to take a look. There was a plaque on the base of the award—"Otis Colchester, First Place, Wedgewood Country Club Tennis Tournament, 1958.” A technical guy hurried over to check it out.
"No fingerprints, no blood, no tissue.” He paused for effect. “And no dust."
So maybe we'd found our murder weapon. I left Bolt consulting with the technical guy and sauntered back to the coroner. “We think Atherton was stabbed in the library,” I said, crouching next to her. “Then what? He crawled out here?"
She shrugged. “Or was dragged. But I'd say crawled."
I nodded sagely. “And there's no phone in the library,” I said. “So maybe he was trying to reach the phone in the kitchen, to call for help. That'd make sense."
"It would,” she agreed, not missing a beat, “except for this.” And she tapped the cell phone peeping out of his pajama pocket.
Rats. Why hadn't I noticed that? I stood up. “Have one of the guys check that out for prints and stuff,” I said. “I gotta talk to the family."
"Fine,” she said, keeping her eyes fixed on the body. “But before you do, maybe you'd like to know about what I found in his bathrobe pocket."
I had to take the bait. “What?” I asked.
She held up a soggy mash of cash. “Eight hundred-dollar bills,” she said. “Bloody as can be. Interesting stuff for a man to have in his bathrobe pocket, wouldn't you say?"
I didn't feel like saying anything, not to her, so I joined Bolt and filled him in on the cell phone and the cash. “So, the family's in the kitchen?” I said. “Otis Colchester owns the house, right? And his daughter and granddaughter live here with him?"
"Not quite, sir,” Bolt said. “Mr. Colchester lives alone. His daughter, Meredith Ralston, lives in the house next door on the right. Her daughter, April, spends one day a week in her grandfather's house, three days a week in her mother's house, and three days a week in the house of her father and his second wife, Jason and Krista Ralston. They live in the house next door on the left."
I stopped short. “Wait a minute. The grandfather, his daughter, and her ex-husband and his new wife all live on the same street? How'd that happen?"
"I haven't yet ascertained all the facts,” Bolt said, “but I did chat with a neighbor. He said Mr. Colchester is quite wealthy, and when his daughter married Jason Ralston, he gave them the house next to his. About ten years later, Mr. Ralston had an affair with a neighbor, got a divorce, and married her. The first Mrs. Ralston demanded that Jason and his new wife leave the neighborhood; the second Mrs. Ralston retorted that she wouldn't give up her house, that the first Mrs. Ralston could move if she felt uncomfortable. Neither Mrs. Ralston would budge. So they're all still here. As I told you, sir, it's a rather complicated, potentially volatile family situation. Perhaps I understated matters."
"Yeah, perhaps,” I said. “And the poor granddaughter has to split her week up three ways among all these guys? Oh, brother."
"No brother,” Bolt corrected. “Thank God. And no sister. But of course, there is—or was—Andrew Atherton, who was engaged to Meredith Ralston and was staying with her father, Otis Colchester, last night."
Not a prayer, I thought—I have absolutely no prayer of keeping this straight. Sighing, I walked into the kitchen. It wasn't hard to figure out who was who. The broad-shouldered, ruddy-cheeked guy in his seventies must be Otis Colchester. Sitting next to him at the table and leaning on him between sniffles was a pale, gaunt woman in her mid-forties, undoubtedly his daughter, Meredith. Two more people stood by the coffee maker on the counter, cradling mugs in their hands—a slowly balding man in a rumpled shirt, and a lean-limbed woman with a long, angular face; they looked about the same age as Meredith and had to be her ex-husband and his wife, Jason and Krista. As for the slightly overweight, red-eyed girl at the end of the table, her face half hidden by her long hair, her fingers fiddling sadly with a locket she wore around her neck—April, obviously.
Complicated, Bolt said. Potentially volatile. And there was a good chance one of these folks killed Atherton. I wasn't buying the burglary-gone-bad bit, and how many people outside this room would have a motive to murder a guy from Newark? To get through this, I'd have to rely on that legendary tact and sensitivity Bolt had talked about.
I cleared my throat. “Well, hi, guys,” I said. “How's it going? I'm Lieutenant Johnson, and this is Sergeant Bolt. So, April. I hear you found the corpse. How'd that happen, exactly?"
Meredith broke into sobs, and April looked ready to faint. Not quite as tactful and sensitive as I'd hoped, I thought, and tried again. “Look, April, maybe it'd be better if Sergeant Bolt and I talked to you privately. Let's go to the dining room and—"
"No, you don't,” Jason broke in. “April's a minor. You can't question her without a parent present. I'm coming with you."
Meredith stopped sobbing. “She should have a parent with her, but not you. She doesn't trust you—she stopped trusting you the day you left us. She'd rather have me with her. Wouldn't you, dear?"
"She'd rather have someone steady and sensible,” Krista shot back. “You're too unstable to guide her in this situation. She needs her dad. Right, April?"
"That's enough,” Otis said, decisively. “Lieutenant, I'll accompany April. She's as close to me as to either of her parents—at least as close. Come on, April. Let's go."
April's face had gone completely white, her body completely rigid. Obviously, she didn't relish the idea of having to single one of these guys out as guardian-of-the-moment. Neither did I. “Or we can all stay here,” I said. “It's really not so hard, April. Just tell me what happened this morning—what you saw, what you did."
April nodded—a quick, nervous nod. “Okay. Well, I spent the night at Dad and Krista's house. Then I came over right at eight—I always spend Saturdays with Grandpa, and today Andrew was making waffles, and then he was taking me to the mall to buy me an iPod. So I knocked, but no one answered, so I put down my suitcase and laptop, and I unlocked the door, and I came in, and I saw him."
She paused, shaking visibly. “You're doing great,” I said. “Keep going."
"I saw him,” she said, tearing up. “I knew he was dead. I wanted to run upstairs, to make sure Grandpa was okay, but I couldn't make myself do it. I was too scared."
"That's all right,” Otis said, patting her hand. “I'm an old man—I've lived my life. I'm glad that you thought only of yourself, that you didn't worry about me."
A tremor of sheer pain passed over her face. “I did worry about you—I was worried sick. But I was too scared to take another step into the house. So I ran outside and called 911 on my cell, and then I ran down the street to Mrs. Franklin's house."
"Hold on,” I said. “Your mother lives next door, right? And your father lives on the other side? But you ran to a neighbor's house?"
April nodded miserably. “I didn't know what else to do. See, on Saturdays I'm supposed to leave Dad's house by eight sharp, and I'm supposed to spend the day at Grandpa's, and I'm not supposed to go to Mom's house until eight o'clock Sunday morning. So I was afraid Mom would be mad if I went back to Dad's, and I was afraid Dad would be mad if I went to Mom's too early, so I ran to Mrs. Franklin's. She called Mom and Dad, and Mr. Franklin went to wake Grandpa up, and he called to let me know Grandpa was okay, and I was so relieved—but so awfully sad about Andrew.” She looked down at her hands, her shoulders sagging with exhaustion.
I turned to Otis. “You slept through whatever happened here last night, sir?"
"I'm a heavy sleeper,” he said. “And my hearing's not what it used to be.” He paused. “You should know we were all together last night. April was in a school play."
"That's right,” Meredith said, with a brave little smile, directing a brave little beam of mild pride at her daughter. “And she was so nervous—I was afraid the pressure would be too much for her, and she wouldn't be able to step onstage at all. Luckily, she had a very small part, so she was able to remember all her lines."
Jason gave a half-snort. “If you didn't think she could deal with stage fright, why didn't you let her go out for soccer? That'd do her more good than being in some stupid play. She needs more exercise. Obviously."
Blushing, April hunched forward in her chair, as if trying to contract her body; Meredith reached out to take her hand. “April's very delicate. I will not have her participating in some roughneck sport. All the exertion, the injuries—"
"Let's get back to last night,” I said. “What time was the play?"
"It started at seven,” Otis said, “and ended around eight thirty. And I think April did an outstanding job.” He shot a warm glance at April, a triumphant one at Meredith.
"What happened after the play?” I asked. “You all went to your homes?"
"No,” Krista said, casting a sideways look at her husband. “Andrew surprised us all by inviting the cast members and their parents to a party at Pizza Pandemonium. He included Jason and me in the invitation too. It was a very friendly thing for him to do."
"That's not what you said last night,” Meredith put in sharply. “You said he was grandstanding; Jason said he was trying to buy April's affection. Andrew had to beg you to come.” She turned to me. “That's the kind of man my Andrew was—so warmhearted, so generous. He was so nice to them, even though they—"
"Cut the crap,” Jason said. “You weren't happy about the party either. You told Andrew he shouldn't have sprung the party on you without warning. And Otis was so mad he said hardly one word to anybody at the party. He fumed the whole time."
"Odd that you can comment on how I acted the whole time,” Otis said, “since you and Krista left the party and didn't come back for nearly an hour, both smelling of gin."
"Calm down, folks,” I said. “When did the party break up?"
"Most people left around ten thirty,” April said quickly. I was surprised to hear her speak up. She looked around the room apprehensively, then went ahead. “But we were all there till almost eleven, because of the fight."
"Fight! Oh, April!” Krista cried. “What a word to use! There was no fight."
"No,” Jason said, “just a little disagreement. When the bill was brought out, Otis said he'd take care of it, and I offered to help. But Andrew said he wanted to pay the whole thing. We discussed it, and then we agreed to let Andrew pay. No big deal."
"It seemed like a big deal to you,” Otis said. “You were shouting at Andrew—and swearing. Your language got so foul that I had to tell April to wait in the lobby."
"The way I remember it,” Krista said, “you did most of the shouting and swearing, Otis—you and Meredith. I couldn't believe the things you called us."
"Sounds like a fight to me,” I commented, and turned to April. “And that's how it sounded to you, too, huh? Tell me more."
"Why should she?” Jason demanded. “It's none of your business. Andrew was killed by a burglar. How does that give you the right to ask personal questions?"
"We don't know who killed him yet,” I said. “Until we do, I got the right to ask any questions I want. April, I hate to put you on the spot, but tell me what you heard."
She stared at the floor. “Well, after Grandpa had me go to the lobby, I couldn't hear whole sentences, just words that were shouted especially loud, and most of them were words I'm not allowed to say. But I heard ‘drunk,’ and ‘trophy husband,’ and ‘control freak.'” She looked up at her mother. “Am I allowed to say ‘slut?’”
"No more,” Otis said. “Lieutenant, all you need to know is that Jason was abusive to poor Andrew. At one point, he threatened to punch him. He even demanded that Andrew take back the locket he'd given April."
At that, April gripped the locket she was wearing. “Is that the locket, Miss April?” Bolt said gently, speaking for the first time. “It looks lovely. May I see it?"
April hesitated, then walked over to him. “It's a star,” she said shyly, “because Andrew said I was the star of the show. It's solid gold, and it's got a ruby in the center."
She held it out to him, then gasped as the ruby popped off and fell to the floor. Bolt bent down, scooped up the ruby, and leaned in for a closer look at the locket.
"Don't worry,” he said. “I'm sure a jeweler can—oh. It seems the locket has already been repaired once. That looks like a speck of household glue in the center of the star. Did the stone come loose last night, Miss April?"
"No.” April turned slowly to look at her father. “Not while I had it. See, before I went to bed, Dad had me give him the locket. He said it was too valuable for someone my age to keep. But this morning, he said he'd decided I could keep it after all."
"Okay,” I said, getting impatient. Why was Bolt making such a fuss about a trinket? “So you left the restaurant around eleven, and you all went to your homes? What did you and Andrew do when you got here, Mr. Colchester?"
"We went straight upstairs to our rooms,” Otis said. “It had been a long evening. I'm sure I was asleep by eleven thirty. Andrew probably was too."
"No, he wasn't,” April said, taking me by surprise again. She blushed. “I couldn't sleep, so I got up around midnight and took out my laptop and went online, and I saw that Andrew had posted a message on my wall."
"On your wall?” I said, confused. “A wall outside your father's house?"
"She probably means Mr. Atherton posted a message on her MySpace page,” Bolt explained. “Is that right, Miss April? You see, sir, a ‘wall’ is a portion of a MySpace page on which friends post messages to the page's owner. It's unlike an e-mail message because all the owner's other friends can read it."
How does Bolt keep up with this stuff? “What did the message say?” I asked.
She blushed again. “He said I'd done a great job in the play and I was a star—like that. It made me feel so proud, knowing all my friends could read it. And now that he's gone, well, now I'll never take that message off my wall."
The technical guy Bolt had been talking to earlier came to the door. “I need a word with you and the sergeant,” he said. “Dining room?"
We followed him there. “I checked into those matters Sergeant Bolt asked about,” he said, “and there's no way anyone climbed in through that open window last night. The screen isn't bent back far enough, the window wasn't forced open from the outside, and there are no footprints in the flower bed right underneath."
I was glad Bolt had had those things checked out—it would've taken me maybe another week to think to do that. “What about the cell phone found on the body?” I asked.
"No prints,” he said. “Plus, deceased sent a text message at 2:12 this morning. Here—I copied it out for you."
He handed me a slip of paper: “Krista—I see that your kitchen light's still on. It's silly to keep squabbling like this. Maybe you and I can be the peacemakers. Come over for a drink and we'll talk. Andrew."
Well, that settled it. Andrew must have felt too restless to sleep after all the conflict. He saw Krista's light and figured maybe the stepmother and the stepfather-to-be could smooth things out, so he invited her over. She came, but not to smooth things out. Probably, it wasn't premeditated—they were talking in the library, she got mad, she stabbed him with the letter opener. He tried to crawl away, but she figured she couldn't leave him alive to incriminate her, so she finished him off with the award. Then she panicked, tried to fake a burglary, and ran home. Had she told her husband about it? Was he an accessory? Come to think of it, maybe Jason came to the house with her. Maybe he killed Andrew. For a minute, I'd thought we could settle this case quickly, but now I saw that tying up loose ends might be a lengthy process.
Sighing, I handed the slip of paper to Bolt. “Looks like a long haul,” I said.
He read the message, then tilted his head. “'Haul'—is that a new term for a text message? I must make a note of it. Yes, that is long. Text messages tend to be short—the tedium of the medium discourages verbosity—and many texters employ abbreviations; here, each word's written out. Yet Mr. Atherton seemed familiar with the technology favored by young people—MySpace, iPods—so one would think he'd be familiar with the shortcuts frequent texters use. Even so, it's possible he did in fact send the message, making Krista the probable murderer. So, sir! Which suspect will you question first?"
Rats. I'd planned to start with Krista, but now I didn't feel up to it. “First,” I said, “I'll take a look at Andrew's room. Tell the family we'll question them one at a time."
The guest room looked pretty basic—twin bed, small bureau, narrow desk. On the desk sat Andrew's laptop, with his e-mail still open. Skimming the last few messages, I saw one from April thanking him for the locket, one from an online wine vendor saying his credit card had been declined. Opening the closet, I saw designer-type suits, nice-looking shirts, shoes fresh from the kinds of stores I don't have the nerve to walk into. I was checking the labels when Bolt walked in.
"They seemed dismayed to hear about the interrogations, sir,” he said. “And—oh, my! Are those Rockports?"
"Yup,” I said. “His clothes look upscale too. But check his e-mail."
While Bolt read the messages, I gazed at those suits and thought about the declined credit card. It looked like Andrew had been spending too freely. Spending—we'd have to be careful about that with another kid on the way. I'll admit it: Ellen and I sometimes haven't planned too well, and we've had to stretch to make it to the end of the month. But at least we don't indulge in luxuries, like Andrew had. When you get into the sort of fix he was evidently in, it's not just poor planning, and it's not just bad luck.
"It's no accident when things come completely unglued,” I remarked to Bolt.
"Excuse me?” he said, looking up from the laptop. “Oh—you mean the locket. I assure you, sir, you give me too much credit. It's sheer luck the ruby came unglued at such a convenient moment. But I'm still unclear about why the ruby had to be glued back on. How did the locket get damaged? By the way, sir, I found Miss April's MySpace page. Would you like to see the message Mr. Atherton posted at 12:07?"
I leaned over to read: “April—great job in the play! Who knows? Maybe some day my special star will shine brightly in Hollywood.” Very sweet. But time to stop stalling. “Let's talk to Otis first,” I said. “It's his house, so he's the logical place to start."
We decided to hold the interrogations in the library, hoping the bloody carpet would make the killer nervous, easier to crack. While Bolt fetched Otis, I strolled around, gazing at the floor-to-ceiling bookcases, all jam packed. Otis had quite a collection, all right. I spotted a book called Childhood Psychosis and figured maybe it'd help me gear up for the new kid. The chapter titles were tough to decode, though, so I hadn't made it past the table of contents when Otis and Bolt walked in. I put the book on the desk.
"No, I don't need my lawyer present,” Otis said after I'd read him his rights. “I have nothing to hide. I gather you don't think poor Andrew was killed by a burglar?"
"Maybe not,” I said, cagily. “Then again, maybe. What do you think? Do you notice anything missing? Anything a burglar might have taken?"
"I do notice one thing,” he said. “Many years ago, I won a tennis tournament—"
"We know,” I cut in. “We saw the award on your mantel, in the living room."
He looked a little startled. “But I don't keep the award, as you call it, in the living room. I've always kept it here in the library, on my desk. Why would a burglar move it?"
"Your guess is as good as mine,” I said, impatient to get to more important stuff. “Well, take a look around, see if you notice anything that's actually missing."
He spent ten minutes at it. “I don't notice anything missing,” he said, “The fact is, I doubt a burglar would find much worth stealing here. I'm not poor, Lieutenant, but I'm no spendthrift, either. A good house, yes, and good investments, and a good stock of cash on hand for emergencies, but I've never squandered my money on jewelry and such. Those paintings—they're prints. And if a burglar took them down in hopes of finding a safe, he was disappointed, as you see. I wouldn't put valuables into a hole in the wall, where any criminal with a stick of dynamite might empty that hole in minutes."
Otis might not have realistic ideas about the methods house burglars use, but he was right: There wasn't much worth stealing in this room. “So, how well did you know Andrew?” I asked. “Was last night the first time you met him?"
"Oh, no,” Otis said. “He's visited here several times. He and Meredith met about two years ago in Hawaii, at a convention for migraine sufferers. They ran into each other again a few months later in San Diego, at a conference for carpal tunnel victims. And he proposed perhaps a year ago, in Miami, at a rally for acid reflux survivors."
"And he always stayed at your house,” I asked, “not Meredith's?"
Otis's shoulders got stiffer. “Certainly. Meredith has a strong sense of propriety, Lieutenant. So do I—and so, I'm glad to say, did Andrew. None of us thought it would be proper for him to stay at her house until they were married. Andrew spoke of a spring wedding, but now poor Meredith is alone again."
"We're sorry for her loss, sir,” Bolt said. “Could you tell us what Mr. Atherton did for a living?"
He took a moment to answer. “He was an entrepreneur. He's had several ventures. Currently, he was freelancing as a Web page designer.” He paused again. “Jason and Krista may tell you Andrew had few assets. I have no reason to believe that was true."
"Did you look into it?” I asked.
"I didn't consider it my business,” he said. “Meredith's a grown woman. And though she's unfortunately not well enough to work, she's provided for. Her late mother, my ex-wife, left her a comfortable sum three years ago, and she'll get more when it's my turn to go. And her mortgage is paid, and I've made sure she's built a solid portfolio. So I had no worries about her finances, whomever she might marry."
The next question was delicate. “Andrew was younger than your daughter, wasn't he? Maybe ten years?"
"Twelve,” Otis said. “I see what you're getting at. Jason put it more bluntly last night. He said that now that Meredith has the inheritance from her mother, she could buy herself a younger husband. A ‘trophy husband'—that was his offensive phrase. He also said Andrew was lavishing gifts on April to win Meredith's favor. He even tried to force Andrew to take the locket back. That would have been cruel—April's so fond of it. I do hope it can be repaired. I was very sorry, and very surprised, to see it had been damaged."
"Yeah, that's a shame,” I said, bored. “Anything else?"
"Just that I resented Jason's remarks,” he said. “'Trophy husband'—how unkind, and untrue. Meredith and Andrew planned to marry because they were deeply in love."
"I see,” I said. Poor, naive old guy, I thought. It sounded to me like Jason had sized things up pretty well, and Otis was too blinded by love for his daughter to see the truth. I sent him on his way, wondering if I'd be sharp enough to protect Kevin and the new kid from whatever dangers they might face. Here was Otis Colchester, evidently a smart guy, but he hadn't realized Andrew was a gold-digger, hadn't protected his daughter from a man who might rip through her bank account and break her heart. Well, people can be odd combinations of strengths and weaknesses.
"Funny, isn't it?” I commented to Bolt. “Otis seems shrewd about investments, but when it came to Andrew—"
Bolt chuckled. "Very funny. When he solemnly declared he hadn't looked into Mr. Atherton's assets—oh! My sides ached with suppressed laughter. A man so watchful of his daughter's portfolio and mortgage! The very idea that he wouldn't investigate a suitor with lavish habits and no steady job! And Mr. Atherton frequently attended events that seem designed for women with enough money and leisure to fancy themselves the victims of amorphous ailments, yet Otis pretended he hadn't noticed that warning sign! And you kept such a straight face—that was the funniest part. Please, sir, don't put on such a performance again, or I may laugh out loud and disgrace the department."
Well, hell. I hadn't meant “funny” in that sense, and I hadn't noticed half the stuff Bolt ticked off. “I'm sure Otis would be happy,” I said, grumpily, “to know you were paying such close attention to his every word."
Abruptly, Bolt stopped chuckling. “Thank you for pointing that out, sir,” he said soberly. “He did seem to be choosing every word carefully, to be drawing our attention to certain pieces of evidence and inviting us to draw connections."
I was on the verge of breaking down and asking what the hell he meant when Krista knocked on the door. “I'm sorry,” she said, looking flustered. “I know we're supposed to wait for you to call us in. But I need to show you something."
I glanced over at Bolt. “Take a seat,” I said. “What do you need to show us?"
It was the text message from Andrew, of course. “You have to understand,” she said, “I didn't read this message last night. I turned my cell phone off when we got home, and when we heard Andrew was dead, I just threw it in my purse and ran over here to be with April. I didn't even think about checking my messages until two minutes ago. When I saw that message, I—well, I didn't want you to get the wrong impression."
I didn't let an eyelash flicker. “What impression didn't you want us to get?"
"You know.” She crossed her legs, then uncrossed them. “I didn't want you to think that I'd read the message and come over here, and that Andrew and I . . . quarreled."
"So you didn't come here last night?” I pressed.
She crossed her legs again. “Of course not. When we got home, April went up to bed, and Jason and I had a drink and watched Conan O'Brien. Then Jason checked on April, we watched Jimmy Fallon, and then we went to bed. It was a quiet evening."
"But Fallon's show ends at 1:30,” I pointed out, “and Andrew sent his message at 2:12, and he says your kitchen light was still on. How do you explain that?"
"I'm not sure,” she said. “Maybe we forgot to turn the light off, or . . . well.” She paused. “Has the coroner determined the time of death?"
"Not yet,” I said. “Why do you ask?"
"No reason,” she said. “It just worries me to think there's a burglar running around our neighborhood killing people, and I wondered just when it happened. The coroner will be able to figure out just when it happened, won't she?"
"Not down to the minute,” I said. “She usually gives us a range of a few hours."
"Oh,” she said. “Hours.” She paused. “Does she know how Andrew died? April said his head was bloody—was he hit with something? What does the coroner say?"
"Nothing I should repeat,” I said.
She nodded. “I also wondered—well, until last night, Andrew and I hadn't spoken ten words to each other. Why would he send me a message?"
I passed on answering that one. “Dunno. How did you feel about Andrew?"
"I liked him,” she said promptly. “So did Jason. And of course we were happy Meredith was getting married because that meant Jason wouldn't have to keep paying alimony. That's always seemed wrong—he and I both have jobs, yet he has to pay Meredith alimony when she's got so much money that she doesn't have to work at all."
Bolt sat forward. “But she wasn't nearly so well off at the time of the divorce, was she? She didn't receive her inheritance until her mother died three years ago."
"That's true,” Krista admitted. “When she got the inheritance, we hoped she'd forgo the alimony. But she can be so spiteful, and, well . . .” She broke off. “Anyway, Jason and I got annoyed last night because we were in an awkward position: April might have felt hurt if we hadn't come to the party, but it wasn't much fun for us to be with Meredith and Otis. And we disagreed about who should pay. But the main point—this is the point you have to remember—is that we stood to profit if Meredith got married."
"But Jason called Andrew a trophy husband,” I pointed out.
She blanched at that. “I don't remember what words he used. We all got upset. The point is, Jason and I would have profited if Meredith married Andrew."
"I got that part,” I said dryly. “No need to run it past me a fourth time.” I questioned her for another ten minutes. She seems pretty nice, I thought; but then I remembered she'd had an affair with Jason and broken up his marriage. As she rambled on, my mind wandered. Even nice people can do awful things. I mean, Kevin's a nice kid, and we've worked hard to teach him right from wrong. Even so, we've had incidents with cheating and lying. Now, with the new kid, we'll be starting from scratch, and who knows how we'll do? Kids get curious about drugs and sex and stuff, they act on impulse, and they land in trouble. No matter how many good principles you teach them, they might mess up in a moment of passion.
"Lieutenant?” Krista said, her forehead creased. “Do you have more questions?"
"What?” Startled, I realized that she'd stopped talking, that I'd gotten too caught up in my thoughts to notice. “Sorry. No more questions. You can send your husband in."
"What is it, sir?” Bolt asked, the moment she was out of the room. “You seemed somewhat preoccupied. Do you have a new theory?"
"No,” I said, too embarrassed to try to be coherent. “I was just thinking about, oh, curiosity, acting on impulse, stuff like that."
"I see,” Bolt said. “You're wondering why Krista was so curious about the time and cause of death. Excellent point, sir. And acting on impulse—I think I understand. Even if she and Jason would gain nothing from Mr. Atherton's death, either might have done something rash on impulse."
"Right,” I said, floundering. “I mean, it's hard to know what someone might do in a moment of passion. I'm—well, I've got doubts about that."
Before Bolt could respond, Jason walked in, looking haggard—bags under his eyes, pasty skin. I asked him about his evening, and he gave me the same story Krista had, almost word for word: had a drink, watched Leno, checked in on April, watched O'Brien, went to bed. Not much there, I thought, but Bolt spoke up.
"Was Miss April awake when you checked on her, sir?” he asked.
"Yeah,” Jason said, shifting in his chair. “I heard music coming from her room. That's why I went up. She was fooling around online, watching videos and stuff. She said she couldn't sleep; I told her to turn off her laptop and try again."
"Let's move on,” I said, a little annoyed with Bolt. Who cared when April went to bed? “What happened—"
"Krista's already told you,” Jason cut in. “Look, be straight with me, okay? Krista thinks we should play it cool, but this is driving me crazy. You obviously don't think a burglar killed Andrew. You think it was one of us."
I tried for a poker face. “We're considering all possibilities."
"Well, it wasn't me,” he said. “Or Krista. We had no reason to want him dead. But Otis—he must've hated it that Meredith was getting married again. He's always tried to control her. That's why he gave us the house next door when she and I got married. This big, generous wedding present—I realized later it was just a way to keep her under his thumb. Our marriage was doomed from day one because he was always interfering, putting me down and ordering her around, and she never had the guts to stand up to him."
"I can see how that'd cause problems,” I said, waiting to see where this would go.
"You bet it did,” he said. “And he kept using his money to manipulate us. I had my own business, and I had some rough times. Whenever we went to Otis for help, he'd give us just enough to bail us out for the moment, never enough to put us on our feet so we could make it on our own. Her mother was the same—little gifts when we got desperate, promises of a big inheritance so Meredith didn't dare displease her. It ripped us apart. We were headed for divorce long before I met Krista."
"And after the divorce,” I pointed out, “Meredith finally got that big inheritance. So wasn't she already independent from Otis?"
"Financially, yeah,” he acknowledged. “But she still ran to him whenever she had a problem. If she'd married Andrew, that would've changed. And Andrew was obviously marrying her for her money; you think Otis didn't realize that? I think even Meredith suspected it, and that's why she dragged her feet about setting a wedding date."
"So you think Otis murdered Andrew,” I said, to get it out on the table, “to keep him from marrying Meredith."
"I'm not accusing anyone.” Jason ran a hand over his scalp. “All I'm saying is that Otis had a reason to want Andrew dead. I didn't."
Bolt stood up, walked over to Jason's chair, and stood directly in front of it. “But you, sir,” he said, “are the one who had a shouting match with Mr. Atherton last night."
"We were all ticked off at him,” Jason said, his face getting flushed. “I mean, it was ridiculous. Here's this guy with a make-believe job, trying to dazzle April by throwing money around, calling her his special star, pretending she's good enough to go to Hollywood. So I lost my temper, said a few things—"
"Such as calling him a trophy husband?” Bolt cut in.
"Look, I'd had a few drinks,” Jason said. “But I had no reason to kill him."
Bolt leaned forward, putting his hands on the arms of Jason's chair. “Perhaps you weren't thinking reasonably last night. Perhaps, in a moment of passion—"
"Damn it!” Jason jumped up, knocking his chair over backward, panting with rage. “I didn't have a damn moment of passion! I tell you, I never laid a hand on—"
"He was alienating your daughter's affections,” Bolt continued relentlessly, “and positioning himself to take possession of the inheritance you'd coveted throughout your first marriage. You couldn't tolerate that. You—"
"Stop it!” Jason yelled, lunging at him. Don't worry, Mother—I lunged, too, and flopped down hard on top of the desk, and scooted forward, and fell on the floor, and got to my feet in time to pry Jason's fingers from Bolt's throat before any real damage was done. As Bolt gasped for breath, I punched Jason in the gut, and he fell back against a bookshelf, knocking his head on Bartlett's Quotations and sinking to the floor. I called for the uniforms, and they cuffed him and half steered, half dragged him to the kitchen.
Bolt stood massaging his windpipe. “So now we know,” he gasped, “that Jason sometimes acts on impulse in moments of passion. I hope, sir, the demonstration was sufficient to satisfy your doubts. Are you ready to question Meredith Ralston?"
I sank into my chair. “You bet,” I said.
Her eyes were slightly red, but she'd freshened her makeup and brushed her hair. “I saw Jason's in handcuffs,” she said, smiling at Bolt as he held her chair for her. “Is he under arrest?"
"Yeah, for assaulting an officer,” I said. “He got sorta hot under the collar."
"That's so typical.” She shook her head sadly. “Poor Jason. Last night, when he threatened Andrew—but I'm sure he didn't mean it. He's just got such a terrible temper, especially when he's drunk. And it always upsets him to see me with another man."
"Even though you're divorced?” I asked. “Even though he's remarried?"
She sighed. “I'm sure he regrets that now. We were blissfully happy before Krista came along. She had to work hard at seducing him. And now, he always seems so sad."
"So you think Jason was jealous of Andrew?” I asked.
"Jason clings to the past,” she said, giving her head a proud little toss. “But I'm not that way. When something's over, it's over, and it's time to move on. That's the attitude that got me through the divorce.” She looked at Bolt. “I notice you're not wearing a wedding ring. Have you been through a divorce too?"
"No, ma'am.” He looked startled. “My wife passed away, many years ago."
"How sad,” she said, reaching over to squeeze his hand, “but I'm sure you've found the strength to move on, just as I have."
"Let's get back to last night,” I said, sick of wasting time on personal stuff. “What did you do when you got home?"
"Why, I went to bed,” she said. “My health's been improving—the new medications seem to be helping—but even so, I need my eleven hours."
"So you slept through everything that happened last night,” I said. “Didn't see anything, didn't hear anything?"
"I slept like a baby. Like a warm, contented baby,” she said brightly, with another smile for Bolt. She sure didn't seem broken up about her fiancee's death. I couldn't see that she had a motive, though. Well, maybe she came over for a tryst, and they got into a fight; maybe Jason's not the only one who can act impulsively. If she'd finally figured out Andrew was after her money, that might've made her go for the letter opener.
"So, tell me about Andrew,” I said. “He was younger than you, right?"
"A little,” she agreed. “But age means nothing to me. I have no reservations about dating a slightly younger man—or a slightly older one.” She smiled again at Bolt.
"But maybe you had reservations about actually marrying one,” I persisted. “Jason said you were dragging your feet about setting a wedding date."
"Oh, that Jason.” She gave a little trill of a laugh. “That's his jealousy talking. In fact, just yesterday Andrew and I decided to get married in March. We hadn't told anyone yet, but it was all settled."
Maybe—but with Andrew dead, I couldn't check to see if she was telling the truth. “Did you worry that he didn't have a steady job? Jason called him a trophy—"
"Jason's jealous,” she said, sharply. “That's why he said that. And Krista kept egging him on—she's a bitter, nasty woman. At the party, Andrew tried to start a conversation with her. Sweet Andrew—always the peacemaker. So he reached out to her, but she cut him off and walked away. And the way she tries to interfere with April!"
"How does she do that?” I asked.
"In all kinds of ways,” she said, getting heated. “She calls April constantly, and texts her, and posts messages on her MySpace page, and e-mails her. Last Tuesday—my day—Krista sent her an e-mail at eight thirty at night, saying an actor April likes was on some television show. Krista knows I don't allow television on school nights. She was trying to make April resent my rules. Luckily, I deleted the message before April saw it."
"So you monitor your daughter's e-mail, ma'am?” Bolt asked.
She cooled down and mustered another smile. “Please,” she said. “It's not ‘ma'am.’ It's Meredith. And yes, I monitor her e-mails. There are so many dangers lurking on the Internet, especially for innocent girls like April. I'd be irresponsible if I didn't keep track of everything she does online. I'm a devoted mother, Sergeant—or may I call you Gordon? I'm a devoted daughter, too, and I was a devoted wife when I was married. I guess I'm just a warm, affectionate person."
"I guess,” I said, wondering how she'd learned Bolt's first name. I'd pretty much run out of questions, so I stood up to stretch my legs and ended up looking out the library window. “That's your house on the right, isn't it? And Jason's house is on the left. Doesn't it get uncomfortable, all living so close to each other?"
"I've often wished Jason and Krista would move,” she said, with a resigned smile. “But it's a comfort living so close to Papa. If he's not feeling well, I can check on him. And I can see his house clearly from my kitchen window—I can take a peek any time, day or night, to make sure everything looks all right."
"If you woke up in the middle of the night, for example,” Bolt observed, “you could peek over to see if the library lights were still on, if he'd stayed up late reading."
"That's right.” She nodded eagerly, as if happy to agree with anything he said; but the nods stopped abruptly. “That is, I think I could. I've never tried. I'm a sound sleeper. Once I go to bed, I sleep straight through till morning."
"I see,” I said. “And I guess that's it. Unless you have more questions, Sergeant?"
"I'd just like to ask if we might speak to Miss April alone.” He stepped closer to her. “We'll try our best not to upset her. I give you my word, Mrs. Ralston—Meredith."
She'd looked reluctant, but when Bolt said her first name, she melted. “All right,” she said, “since I have your word, Gordon. I'll get April. And if you need me, I'll be in the kitchen. I'm cooking chili for lunch, and I hope you'll have some. If I say so myself, I make wonderful chili—rich and hot and spicy, the kind that sticks to a man's ribs.” She cast an admiring glance at Bolt, presumably at his rib cage, and scurried off.
"Good job, Bolt,” I said. I thought we'd need a court order to get time with April. Earlier, both parents went ballistic when we wanted to question her alone; now, Meredith had agreed without a murmur. “People are awfully inconsistent,” I observed.
His brow crinkled. “Are you commenting on the way she fluctuated between trying to implicate Jason and trying to implicate Krista,” he asked, “or on the inconsistency between her statement that she's a sound sleeper and her remark about peeking at her father's house at any hour, day or night?"
Actually, I hadn't been commenting on either of those things. But they both sounded pretty good. “Take your pick,” I said, as April walked into the library.
I sat on the edge of the desk, to make things feel more informal. “Try to relax, April,” I said. “We're your friends. You know policemen are your friends, right? And we just want to ask a few questions, to get a clearer picture of—"
"You think somebody in my family killed Andrew,” she cut in, “and you're trying to figure out which one."
I nearly fell off the desk. “We're not asking you to accuse anyone. We're just trying to get facts straight. You could start by telling us about what happened after you went home with your dad and Krista last night."
She took a deep breath. “I went to bed, but I couldn't sleep. So I went online, and then Dad came upstairs—"
"Was that around twelve thirty-five?” Bolt asked.
She looked surprised. “How did you know?” she asked. Good question, kid, I thought. How did we know?
"He and your stepmother said they watched Conan O'Brien,” Bolt said, “and then your father checked on you. Conan's show ends at twelve thirty-five, so we assumed that's when your father came upstairs. And Mr. Atherton posted his message shortly after twelve. Were you on your MySpace page when your father came upstairs? Did he see the message?"
"Yeah,” she admitted, “and he got really mad. But I didn't want to tell you."
"It's all right,” Bolt said gently. “We already knew. When your father spoke to us, he used a phrase from the message—'my special star'—and alluded to Andrew's remark about Hollywood. So it was obvious he'd read the message. Right, sir?"
"Absolutely,” I said, though it hadn't come close to occurring to me until that moment. “What happened next, April?"
She gulped hard, then spoke in a rush. “Well, Dad ranted around saying like hell I was Andrew's special star, and he went downstairs, and I heard him and Krista arguing. And I heard a door slam, and I went to my window, and I saw Dad walk across the lawn, and I looked at Grandpa's house, and I saw the light in the library was on.” She paused.
"I know this is hard,” I said, “but please tell us the rest."
"Okay,” she said. “So Dad reached Grandpa's house and pounded on the door, and he went in, and maybe five minutes later he walked back, and I heard him and Krista arguing again. And I felt really awful about causing so much trouble, and I got in bed, and I cried, and I guess I fell asleep. And when I came down in the morning, Dad and Krista were up and dressed, and they seemed tense, and they hardly said one word, and Dad gave me my locket back, and I went to Grandpa's house, and I saw Andrew.” She took a long breath, then looked up. “My dad killed Andrew, didn't he?"
"I don't know,” I said, my heart aching for her. “When he and Krista were arguing, could you make out what they were saying?"
"Not much. One time, after Dad came back from Grandpa's, Krista yelled, ‘Idiot! April will hate us. You want Meredith to win?’ But mostly I just heard swearing."
"Thank you, April,” I said, feeling the case was pretty much sewn up, and feeling pretty damn lousy that this poor kid was the main witness against her own father.
"Two more questions, Miss April,” Bolt said. “You said the light in the library was on before your father got to the house. That suggests that somebody was already up. Do you have any thoughts about who might have been up and why?"
"I don't know.” She thought it over. “Unless it was Andrew, looking for money."
"Looking for money?” I said, stunned. “But your grandpa doesn't have a safe."
"No,” she agreed. “He keeps the money in the books. It's supposed to be some big secret, but everybody knows. I'll show you.” She picked up Childhood Psychosis. “It's usually hundred dollar bills—here.” She held out a bill. “He doesn't keep money in every single book, of course. I once overheard Mom telling Andrew about how when she and Dad were married, and they were hard up, they'd sneak over to Grandpa's house when he was out and search for money, then replace it before he noticed."
The bloody hundred dollar bills in Andrew's bathrobe pocket—damn. How had I forgotten about them? “So your mom has a key to your grandfather's house?” I said.
"Sure,” April said. “She has to, so she can help him if he has a heart attack or something. Dad has a key too—he's not supposed to, but he does, and I know he and Krista sometimes borrow money from Grandpa's library too. I figure Dad took my key from my purse one night and had a copy made. That makes sense, doesn't it?"
"Sure,” I said weakly. Too much new information, I thought—how was I ever going to fit it together with all the old information? I dreaded Bolt's next question.
"Also,” Bolt said, “does your grandfather know how to send text messages? Do your parents?"
"My parents, yeah,” April said. “But not Grandpa. He hates cell phones."
"Thank you, Miss April,” Bolt said. “Is there anything else, Lieutenant?"
"No, nothing,” I said, eager to shut this kid up before she got me even more confused. “Do you have a bedroom in this house? Good. Why don't you stay there a while? It might be uncomfortable for you in the kitchen."
"It would,” she said fervently. “They'd all ask me what I told you.” She started to leave, then turned abruptly. “I just wanted to say—I had fifty-eight lines, and that's more than anybody else except Billy Newton, and he messed up half of his, and the only reason he got that part and I didn't is that you can't have a girl play Abraham Lincoln. And I never had stagefright, not for one second, and Andrew wasn't the only one who thought I was the star of the show because our director, Miss Blake, said the same thing, and she's not playing up to my mom to get her money.” She turned around and walked away.
I shook my head. “The things kids know. But why would her mother say she had a small part and was scared to get onstage?"
"Probably to make her feel dependent,” Bolt said. “The more worthless April feels, the more she'll think she needs her mother. But children are often wiser than we think. More resilient too—thank God for that.” He sighed. “What's our next step, sir?"
"I guess we bring Jason back here,” I said, “and break him down."
Bolt nodded. “Ah—the indirect approach. I see your strategy, Lieutenant. It should be relatively easy to get him to confess. Shall I fetch his wife as well?"
"I don't see much point in that,” I said. “They'll just back each other up."
"Initially, yes,” Bolt agreed. “But she seemed the more level headed of the two. I think we'll find it easier to persuade her to make a deal. Then she can persuade him."
I felt my theories slipping away from me, like they always do when Bolt starts talking about a case. “We can't offer much of a deal on murder,” I pointed out.
"And I think she'll help him see that, sir,” Bolt said, nodding again. “I think she'll convince him that by making a deal on the failure to report a felony charge, they'll avoid the far greater danger of risking a charge for murder."
Failure to report a felony? Was that all they'd done? Then who killed Andrew?
It was one of those moments, Mother. I realized I had absolutely no idea of what was going on, and I should've admitted it. But even when I do try to admit that to Bolt, he doesn't believe me, or just doesn't notice. So I might as well play it cagey. “You figure Krista was an accessory on the failure to report?” I said.
"I'd assumed so.” He looked surprised. “In fact, I'd assumed she's the one who retrieved the locket. Let me see if I have this straight. Jason was so upset about the MySpace message that he decided to go to Otis's house—like April, he could see the light in the library, and he figured Mr. Atherton was the one most likely to be up. Krista tried to dissuade her husband, but he left, taking the locket with him. He knocked, and the door was answered by Mr. Atherton, who had been looking for money hidden in the books—probably, he'd already found the eight hundred dollars, and stuffed them in his robe pocket when he heard Jason at the door. Does that sound right so far, sir?"
"Just about.” I'm shameless, Mother—just shameless. “Good work. Keep going."
Bolt flushed with pleasure at the praise. “If you like, sir. Jason got Mr. Atherton to take the locket—Mr. Atherton doubtlessly wanted to end the confrontation to avoid waking Otis—and went home. But Krista was angry, saying April would hate them for returning the locket. Then one of them—Krista, I'd think—saw the light was still on, and resolved to get the locket. She entered Otis's house—perhaps she used April's key, or found the door unlocked. The scene that greeted her was not what she'd expected."
This part, I got. “Andrew Atherton,” I said, “dead on the living room floor."
"Yes,” Bolt said, too caught up in his narrative to notice he was doing almost all the talking. “Probably with the locket in his hand and the tennis award lying, bloodied, next to him. Krista may have thought he'd been killed by a burglar, or she may have suspected someone else. In any case, she didn't want the body found in that condition. So she pried the locket from his hand, possibly damaging it—or it might have been damaged earlier, when Jason forced Mr. Atherton to take it. She opened a window in the library, bent back a screen, and quickly faked other signs of burglary. And, of course, she cleaned the tennis award and put it on the mantel."
This part, I didn't get, and I was too lost to pretend I did. “Why?” I asked.
"Why would she put it on the mantel, you mean?” Bolt said. “Actually, that's my reason for assuming she did the cleanup after the murder. Presumably, Jason was in this house many times while married to Meredith, and he'd remember Otis kept the award in the library. He'd return it to its proper place. But Krista had probably seldom, if ever, been in this house until last night. She didn't know where the award was supposed to go, so she took a guess and put it on the mantel, hoping to keep us from identifying it as the murder weapon. At the party, Jason had called Andrew Atherton a trophy husband—she wouldn't want us to know that, just hours later, Mr. Atherton was killed with a trophy."
A trophy. I had to sit down. Of course. We'd been calling it an award because of that dumb remark I'd made to the coroner, but it was a trophy, all right. A very symbolic murder weapon, one that pointed straight to Jason. Or to someone who wanted to frame Jason—stab Andrew with the letter opener, finish him off with the trophy, put the locket in his hand, and wait for Jason to be arrested.
Someone who wanted to frame Jason—I had just two suspects left, and both fit that description. I tried to focus. Even I should be able to narrow it down now.
And then I had it. I remembered the last question Bolt asked April, and I had it.
"That's why Krista asked about time of death,” I said. “She knew Andrew hadn't sent her that text message because she knew he was dead before 2:12. And Otis doesn't know how to send a text message.” So it was Meredith—she killed her fiancee, then saw a chance to frame the man who'd left her, or the woman he'd left her for, or both.
"No,” Bolt said. “I hope you don't mind that I confirmed that. I'm sure you'd already concluded that Meredith sent the message, since she made a point of telling us Andrew tried to make peace with Krista at the party—clearly, she wanted to plant the idea that he tried again with the text message. How do you suppose it happened, sir?"
I was on a roll now. “The way I see it,” I said, “Meredith didn't sleep well last night. A healthy hypochondriac who tries to force eleven hours is bound to wake up sometimes. And Meredith, like April, probably felt restless after the conflict at the party. So she decides to check on what April had been doing online; we know she did that all the time. She sees the thank-you e-mail April sent Andrew or the message he posted on her MySpace page. She goes to the kitchen and sees the light in Otis's library. Then—"
"Excuse me, sir,” Bolt said. “Could you clarify one point? Do you think Krista, in her haste, left the library light on after faking the burglary?"
"Sure,” I said. “It'd be a natural mistake. Meredith sees the light, and—damn.” I stopped cold. Krista left the light on when she faked the burglary? But she didn't fake the burglary until after Andrew was dead. And Meredith killed Andrew, didn't she? I felt the blood leaving my face.
Bolt patted my shoulder. “I know, sir. It's hard to go on. It's hard to contemplate such callous behavior. She goes next door to confront her fiancee and finds him brutally murdered. Does she scream? Does she run for the phone, hoping against hope his life might yet be saved? No. She immediately calculates how she might turn this sad event to her advantage. She probably assumes he was killed by a burglar, but she searches for a way to use his death to frame her rival. She goes to his room, gets his cell phone, types a text message to Krista, and—oh! How could she have the heart to do it? She puts the phone in his pajama pocket, and then goes home. She doubtlessly didn't notice the money in his robe pocket. The murderer hadn't noticed it, either."
The murderer, I thought weakly. Not Jason, not Krista, not Meredith, and I damn sure hoped not April. “Otis,” I managed.
"Otis, indeed,” Bolt said. “Do you think Andrew planned all along to steal cash from the library? Perhaps he did so often—perhaps that's why he was willing to stay with Otis, not Meredith. Or perhaps he decided to search for cash only after seeing the e-mail declining his credit card. He'd promised to buy April an iPod, and if he couldn't use his card, he'd need cash. So he waited until he felt sure Otis was asleep, passing the time by posting a message on April's wall. Then he crept downstairs, began his search, and made good progress. But he was interrupted when Jason pounded on the front door."
Bolt paused—evidently, he thought it was my turn. “And the pounding woke Otis,” I managed. “Even if his hearing really is bad, he'd hear that. Or maybe he never fell asleep—maybe, like everybody else, he felt restless last night. Either way, it's no wonder he didn't come down to help Andrew deal with a drunk. Andrew got rid of Jason and went back to searching for money, thinking Otis was asleep. When Andrew didn't come upstairs, Otis got suspicious, and he went to the library and found Andrew going through his books, piling up cash. Maybe Andrew tried to distract him, told him about Jason, showed him the locket. But Otis didn't fall for it. He didn't like the guy anyway, and when he realized he was being robbed, he . . . no. I don't believe it."
"What is it, sir?” Bolt asked. “Do you see a flaw in our theory?"
I shook my head. “It's just that when that I got the call about this case, I felt sure of just one thing: It wouldn't really be a burglary gone bad. Well, there was no illegal entry, and it was the burglar who got killed, not the homeowner. But basically, that's what this is, all right. It's a burglary gone bad.” And I collapsed into giggles.
"Very amusing, sir,” Bolt said politely, though I don't think he really found it all that funny. “Would you care to complete your reconstruction of the crime?"
"Sure.” I got control of myself. “Andrew started to walk away. Otis grabbed the letter opener and stabbed him in the neck; Andrew turned around, and Otis got him in the stomach. And when Andrew tried to crawl away, Otis saw the trophy, and saw a way to get rid of both a new son-in-law he didn't want and an old son-in-law he'd never liked."
"Yes, sir.” Bolt nodded with admiration. “When you pull everything together that way, it all seems so clear. In a deeper sense, though, none of it is clear. All this hatred, all this deceit, all this violence—and why? Because four adults are locked in competition over a thirteen-year-old girl, yet not one of them seems to care about her in any genuine way. The thing that shocks me most, sir, is that all four—April's mother, her father, her stepmother, her grandfather—knew April would be the one to find Mr. Atherton in the morning. They all counted on it. They all knew this young girl would step into this house and be confronted with the bloody corpse of someone she liked very much, yet not one of them shielded her from that trauma. Why?"
Damned if I could tell him. I groped for a way to say how utterly mystified I felt. “You'd need the wisdom of Solomon,” I said, “to answer that one."
His eyebrows shot up. “That's it. To them, April is just a prize to contend for, a trophy, if you will. Not one true parent in the lot. The wisdom of Solomon—Kings, chapter 3, is it not? An apt allusion, sir. Well. I'll fetch Jason and Krista Ralston."
After he left, I scanned the library shelves, found a Bible, and looked up Kings, chapter 3. But I was already pretty sure of what I'd find. Two women come before King Solomon, each claiming to be the mother of a baby boy. Solomon tests the women—he says he'll resolve the dispute by cutting the baby in two and giving each woman half. One woman says fine, but the other rushes forward. “Please, my lord!” she cries. “Give her the live child; only don't kill it!” And Solomon knows the one who'd rather lose her child than see it cut in half has to be the true mother.
The problem was, no one had rushed forward to save April—not last night, and not during any of the long, bitter years since the divorce. All four would rather cut her in half, tear her to bits, in fact, than give up their claim to her. Maybe that's the true test of being a good parent: You have to be willing to sacrifice anything, including your own pride, for the good of your child. Well, if that's the true test, these four had flunked it, big time. As Bolt said, not one true parent in the lot.
That's about it. As Bolt predicted, Jason and Krista broke down quickly, and Meredith didn't take much longer. Otis is still holding out, but with all the other pieces in place, we don't really need his confession. Everybody got arrested, everybody but Otis got out on bail, and the other three will probably end up with community service or some other slap on the wrist. At one point, April pulled me aside and talked hopefully about the chances of getting put in a foster home, but I don't think that'll happen. She'll probably still get pulled back and forth between Meredith and Jason, with Krista doing her best to make things worse. It's a shame. There's not much the system can do to protect a kid like April. Jason and Meredith aren't abusing her, not technically, and they sure as hell aren't neglecting her. Right about now, she'd probably love a little neglect. But as long as her parents feed her, and get her to school, and don't hit her, she's stuck with them. Bolt says kids are more resilient than we think. Let's hope he's right.
I should finish this e-mail and check on Ellen. But the main reason I'm writing is that I've been thinking about this case, and about how April seems like a nice girl despite everything. Hell, even Hansel and Gretel turned out okay. That made me feel hopeful. I mean, no matter how many mistakes Ellen and I make, we won't be as rotten as those parents. So maybe, if we just love Kevin and the new kid like crazy and try not to mess them up any more than we absolutely have to, it'll all work out.
But then I bought this book—Infant Insecurity: Unintentionally Undermining Self-Esteem during the First Six Months. Ellen glanced at it, laughed, and told me not to get worked up over nothing. But I'm not sure it's nothing. I mean, the author has a Ph.D., and he's been on Dr. Phil, and everything. Besides, he makes some interesting points. For example, he says if you scrunch your nose when you change diapers, the kid can sense you're disgusted, and it'll stifle his artistic expression for life. That got me worried. I've been stressed out about the diapers anyway. After all, Kevin's almost a teenager—it's been about a decade since I've changed a diaper, and I was never that good at it. Those adhesive things are tricky. And I can't remember if I used to scrunch my nose, but I do know Kevin's been taking piano lessons for a solid six months and hasn't really gotten a handle on the C scale, and I gotta wonder if there's a connection. What do you think?
The other thing I wanted to say is you wouldn't believe how Meredith is hounding Bolt. When we arrested her, she said she felt faint, collapsed in his arms, and cried all over him. And during the two hours she was in jail, she called him maybe a dozen times. Since she got out, she's been calling him constantly, and dropping by the station to bring him vats of chili and stacks of snickerdoodles. He's not interested—he hates the way she treats April—but the strange part is, ever since she's been lavishing attention on him, some women at the station have started noticing him too. Our senior dispatcher, Sharon, invited him to dinner at her house last night (she's divorced, and she's got a great sense of humor); and Sergeant Clausen, whose husband got run over by a runaway dry-cleaner's truck in the line of duty six years ago, has been talking to him about how she might like to take a vacation in Tahiti, and how she might like company. Funny, isn't it?
I gotta go—Ellen came downstairs a minute ago, and she says she feels sorta weird. Anyhow, if you want to take the Peru assignment, go. There's no reason to stick around in the States because
SEND
—
POLICE NEWSLETTER
—
BIRTHS
To Lieutenant Walter and Mrs. Ellen Johnson
Elizabeth Oriana Johnson
October 26, 2009
8 pounds, 3 ounces
Baby, mother, and big brother all doing fine
Dad queasy but hanging in there
* * * *
ENGAGEMENTS
Sergeant Gordon Bolt to Oriana Johnson
Wedding date TBA
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Department: BOOKED & PRINTED by Robert C. Hahn
They ought to constitute an oxymoron, but sometimes humor and murder pair up nicely. This month, we'll look at three new books that blend comedy and criminal mischief: Alan Bradley follows his successful debut novel, The Sweetness at the Bottom of the Pie, with a new Flavia De Luce adventure; G. M. Malliet offers an academic sendup with a Cambridge University setting; and while it's not exactly crime fiction, a collection of essays from America's doyenne of legal thrillers, Lisa Scottoline, will certianly tickle your funny bone.
* * * *
Alan Bradley's smart, funny Flavia de Luce again copes with her bothersome older sisters and the adult world in his delightful second novel, the weed that strings the hangman's bag (Delacorte, $24). Bradley's The Sweetness at the Bottom of the Pie won the Debut Dagger Award from the British Crime Writers’ Association. That was an auspicious debut for the author, now in his early seventies, and his second novel confirms the promise of the first. Bradley plans four more adventures in what he calls The Buckshaw Chronicles, named after the family's home.
Young Flavia, like her sisters Ophelia (Feely) and Daphne (Daffy), has special talents. Ophelia favors the muse of music, and Daphne explores literature at every turn. Eleven-year-old Flavia has a knack for chemistry, especially poisons.
Flavia fell in love with the science the first time she discovered the amazing Victorian chemistry laboratory assembled by her deceased mother's Uncle Tar and left untouched since his death. That laboratory and all its possibilities have become Flavia's sole province in the strange household, and she delights in unlocking nature's secrets.
Sharp-witted, curious, and manipulative, Flavia trades insults and mischief with her older sisters, who often treat her with the kind of cruelty only siblings can manage.
When famous puppeteer Rupert Porson's van breaks down, stranding him and his beautiful assistant Nialla in Bishop's Lacy, they are persuaded to mount a few performances at St. Tancred, the local church. Porson's The Magic Kingdom is a popular television show, and his appearance is a major event in the village.
Needless to say, Flavia is involved from the beginning, helping set up the show, asking questions, and observing everything from the bruises on Nialla's arms to the lack of a wedding ring on her finger. When a fatal fall suddenly ruins Porson's performance before a packed house, the death leaves the police and Flavia wondering if it was an accident or murder. Once again Flavia arrives at the answer before the police, and despite Inspector Hewitt's treating her like a little girl instead of the “seasoned” investigator she is, she helps unravel the mystery.
Bradley is a writer of great charm and insight, and he infuses even minor characters with indelible personality. He peppers his prose with gently funny gems: “Drusilla was a very great reader of English novels. She consumed books like a whale eats krill.” Flavia de Luce, both eleven and ageless, is a marvel and a delight.
* * * *
G. M. Malliet, who once attended Oxford and has a graduate degree from the University of Cambridge, certainly has the proper background for creating the fictional, poor St. Michael's College located at Cambridge. It is there that wealthy alumni have assembled to have their pockets picked by the administration in death at the alma mater (Midnight Ink, $14.95).
St. Michael's, one of the lesser known of Cambridge's thirty-two colleges, has never achieved the fame or the wealth of its better-known counterparts. The college “had been remarkable only in that so many third-rate minds had managed to assemble under one roof.” Now in desperate financial straits, its trinity of leaders—Dr. D.X.L. Marburger, Master of St. Michaels; Mr. Bowles, the college bursar; and the Reverend Dr. Otis, the college dean—hatch a plan to restore solvency. A select (read: wealthy) group of alumni are invited to the college for a special weekend in order that they may repay the honor with generous donations.
* * * *

* * * *
The eight guests are scholars, social celebrities, and Internet entrepreneurs: Sir James Bassett, author, and his wife, India; Lexy Laurant, socialiate (and Sir James's first wife), and her companion, Geraldo Valentiano; Gwennap Pengelly, a television crime reporter; Hermione Jax, an academic of impeccable moral standards; Constance Dunning, American whiner, and her ever-patient husband, Karl; and Augie Crumb, brash American cowboy and dot-com millionaire.
The guests bring plenty of emotional baggage along with their wealth, with the scandalous triangle of Sir James, India, and Lexy leading the way. Among the few collegians still in residence during the summer is the canny Portia De'Ath, a visiting fellow, and the romantic interest of Detective Chief Inspector Arthur St. Just of the Cambridgeshire police.
When beautiful Lexy is found strangled near the college's boathouse, St. Just is called in to investigate and discovers plenty of suspects and uncooperative witnesses, all of whom seem to have perfectly sound alibis. As St. Just delicately probes the tangled relationships among the suspects, both from their collegiate past and their seemingly successful present, Portia provides trenchant descriptions based on her brief observations of the visitors.
Malliet is dead on target with her characterizations of the penny-pinching bursar, the muddle-headed dean, and the officious master. Moreover, the writer's splendid array of prestigious alumni gives her ample opportunities for wit and satire. St. Just produces an elegant and convincing solution that unmasks the killer. Malliet's light touch and artful prose echo Dorothy L. Sayers's Gaudy Night.
* * * *
Lisa Scottoline is best known for her legal thrillers, including her eleven-volume series featuring the all-women Philadelphia law firm, Rosato and Associates, and chilling stand-alone suspense novels like Look Again. In why my third husband will be a dog (St. Martin's, $21.99), a collection of her newspaper columns for the Philadelphia Inquirer, Scottoline shows off her funny side. The book is subtitled The Amazing Adventures of an Ordinary Woman, and it is clear from the columns that Scottoline's problems may be ordinary, but her responses are not.
Scottoline copes with struggles familiar to us all—an aging parent, a child becoming an adult, marriage, divorce, pets, shopping, minor embarrassments—with a healthy sense of (sometimes exasperated) humor, written in a style that makes you feel like you're listening to a good friend.
* * * *

* * * *
A few clues to Scottoline's mystery-writing habits are sprinkled in various columns: When she gets stuck, she resorts to “mindless tasks” to give herself a break. Tasks like giving her pony, Buddy, a shearing: “Mental patients get better haircuts, and a close second are condemned prisoners."
Her path to success as a writer involved excessive use of credit cards, but eventually her debts were repaid and she qualified for a “starter” American Express card—one with a “thousand dollar credit limit and training wheels."
Fans of Scottoline's novels will enjoy this opportunity to see the very human, very appealing, down-to-earth woman who is the reality behind the fiction.
Copyright © 2010 Robert C. Hahn
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Fiction: DINGEL DANGLES AND THE “UNTITLED: NUMBER 3” CAPER by Richard F. McGonegal
A person can do a lot of thinking in five hours.
That's particularly true if you can't do much else, like when you're in a full-body cast or, in my case, hanging suspended from a ceiling.
I thought about a lot of things.
I wondered how a good idea like breaking into Dinah's Diner through the overhead ductwork could go so wrong. I contemplated how dumb I would feel when discovered with my arms pinned to my sides and my feet dangling above the counter. I crafted countless explanations—none too plausible—for my predicament. And, with a growing urgency to use the restroom, I hoped someone would arrive soon to open the restaurant and spare me from yet another humiliation.
But that was weeks ago.
Now, I was stuck again—this time in a courtroom filled to capacity with bozos and morons waiting to be called before the Honorable Arthur Franklin Lowell III.
I had been seated in the courtroom for hours and was beginning to contemplate the protocol for excusing myself to use the restroom when the uniformed bailiff announced: “Case 08-CR-1022. State versus Thaddeus Dingel."
As previously instructed by my assistant public defender, I rose from my seat in the gallery and joined her at one of two tables facing the judge. Before today, I had met her only once. Her name was Jill Hill—simple, easy to remember, hardly a cumbersome name like mine. Jill Hill was attractive, articulate, and earnest, if inexperienced.
"What have we got here?” asked the judge without lifting his eyes from the document in front of him.
A man I assumed was an assistant prosecutor arose and cleared his throat. “Second-degree burglary and attempted stealing, Your Honor,” he announced.
I didn't appreciated being referred to by the charges against me, but said nothing. Jill Hill had advised silence.
"How do you plead?” the judge inquired.
"Guilty, Your Honor,” Jill Hill answered without hesitation.
The judge finally looked up and focused on me. “Ah, Mr. Dingel,” he greeted. “Your name sounds familiar to me. Have you been in my courtroom before?"
"Once,” I answered, then—prompted by a cough from Jill Hill—added, “Your Honor."
The judge scrutinized my features and scanned his memory. “But you don't look familiar."
"I had a big bandage on my face then,” I replied, then—prompted by a surreptitious kick from Jill Hill—added, “Your Honor."
"Ah, yes,” he said. He leaned back in his massive chair, his befuddlement satisfied. “As I recall, you whacked yourself in the face with a tire iron."
"Your Honor, Mr. Dingel was—"
The judge waved a dismissive hand, silencing Jill Hill. “Mr. Dingel was attempting a classic smash and grab at a jewelry store, but the tire iron bounced back."
"How was I supposed to know it was Plexiglas?” I asked, prompting a whispered shush from Jill Hill.
The judge said nothing. He returned his attention to the document for what seemed a long time, then looked up and said, “It says here you were found dangling from the ductwork in the ceiling of Dinah's Diner."
"Your Honor—” Jill Hill began.
"Counselor,” the judge interrupted. “You've already entered a guilty plea on behalf of your client, so all that remains is for me to assess punishment. Allow me to gather some information directly from Mr. Dingel."
"Sorry, Your Honor,” Jill Hill said penitently.
The judge turned to me. “Mr. Dingel, how long were you stuck in the ductwork?"
I looked at Jill Hill for advice and she nodded for me to answer. “About five hours,” I said.
The judge sat back in his chair. “I can see the headline now—'Dingel dangles from Dinah's Diner ductwork.’”
Laughter erupted in the courtroom.
I was mortified.
"Ah, Mr. Dingel,” the judge said, his suddenly serious tone silencing the gallery. “I'm going to extend your probation, but only because I'm not convinced you merit the costs of incarceration.” He paused and leaned forward. “My advice to you, Mr. Dingel, is to give up your propensity for mischief—for two reasons. First, because if you appear in my courtroom again, I will send you to prison. And second, because you simply are not a very good criminal."
* * * *
"He said ‘Dingel dangles from . . .’ what?” Simon Bopp asked.
"...from Dinah's Diner ductwork,” I replied.
"That's harsh,” Simon sympathized.
We were seated in the dining alcove at Sav-Mor, the gargantuan grocery store where we both worked. The alcove, which featured Formica tables bolted to the floor with plastic seats bolted to the tables, was about half full of people, but Simon and I were the only employees. The other people were mostly older guys who gathered here almost every morning to sip coffee and chat. I never understood the attraction of the alcove ambiance, the Sav-Mor coffee, or killing a couple of hours gabbing with a group of geezers.
Simon and I were on morning break. Our duties consisted mostly of herding carts, sweeping aisles, and stocking shelves, with an occasional perk, like slicing meat for the deli display.
"What happened next?” Simon asked, breaking a lingering silence.
"Everybody in the courtroom—all these jokers and losers—cracked up. It was embarrassing."
"No,” Simon corrected. “I mean what happened next with the judge?"
"He rubbed it in even more. Said something like I wasn't much of crook."
Simon pondered the comment momentarily. “Well, you're not."
"Look who's talking!” I countered. “Who taped an old receipt to a computer at Bargain Mart and tried to wheel it out of the store?"
Simon shrugged. “I figured a receipt's a receipt. I didn't think they'd check."
Another silence ensued before Simon asked, “You get any jail time?"
"Nah. He continued my probation and warned me not to show up in his courtroom again."
Simon nodded. “You know, you really oughta go back to school—the community college, maybe even art school. You were always good at that artistic stuff in high school."
"I don't know. Maybe down the road. I just gotta make some money right now."
"Well, you better hope for some overtime because your pilfering days are over for a while."
"Not necessarily,” I said.
"What do you mean, ‘not necessarily?’”
"I got an idea for a new caper."
"Are you crazy? You know what'll happen if—"
"Relax,” I interrupted. “I've been thinking this one through and—"
"That's what you said about Dinah's Diner."
"I know,” I said. “But this one's different."
"Different how?"
"I can't tell you a lot, but do you have any idea what scrap metal is bringing these days?"
"Scrap metal?"
"Yeah,” I replied. “Recyclers are paying top dollar. I even read about some guy stealing copper pipes from a house. When the owners came home, they found their basement flooded and their plumbing gone."
"You're going to steal someone's plumbing?” Simon blurted.
"Not so loud,” I cautioned. “No, not plumbing. Something else."
I stood on the sidewalk of the darkened, quiet street and sized up the Something Else—a metal monstrosity squatting on the front lawn of Prohibney, Barr and Joiner.
The law firm, known in legal circles, and illegal circles as PB and J, was among the modern buildings that littered the street two blocks from the county courthouse.
The neighborhood was a hybrid of historic and contemporary, brick and vinyl siding, wrought iron and stainless steel. Some law firms had availed themselves of tax credits and restored dilapidated, two-story structures to their former grandeur; others simply had demolished the old to make way for the new.
No traffic passed and no activity occurred, not unusual at two a.m.
I scrutinized the massive creation for a few more moments, then approached and removed from my gym bag a pipe cutter, hacksaw, and bolt cutter.
* * * *
I don't tell Simon about every caper.
Don't get me wrong; he's a good guy, but he can be kind of a blabbermouth.
We were seated across from each other at our customary table in the Sav-Mor alcove, sharing our morning break, which largely consisted of Simon reading stories from the morning newspaper, followed by his own mundane observations.
"You're gonna love this one,” he said, a bold prediction, since I hadn't loved anything he'd read so far. “Someone stole that enormous sculpture from in front of that law office on Cherry Street."
"Let me see that."
He ignored my request and continued, “Says here it's an original sculpture by an artist named Flambe."
"That's a dessert,” I said.
"Well, that's what it says: F-l-a-m-b-e-a-u."
"That's Flambeau," I corrected. “Must be French."
"Flambeau, Flambe.” He shrugged. “But here's the part you're gonna love. The sculpture was a wedding gift to one of the firm's lawyers, Ann Lowell-Brady, from her father, Judge Arthur Franklin Lowell III."
"Let me see that!” I demanded.
"Just goes to show ya,” Simon said, ignoring my outstretched hand. “What comes around, goes around. Judge Lowell ridicules you in court, now somebody steals his wedding present to his daughter."
"Gimme that.” I snatched the paper and began reading.
"Jeez,” Simon complained.
"Says here the thing is valued at thirty-five thousand dollars."
"I was just gettin’ to that,” Simon groused.
"For that?"
"It's art,” Simon replied. “You were always good at that creative stuff in school. Hey, how come you never made anything worth thirty-five grand?"
I leaned across the Formica tabletop and whispered, “I took it."
"You?"
"Shush, not so loud."
"You took the judge's wedding present to his daughter?"
"I didn't know what it was,” I explained. “I took it to sell the metal for scrap."
"That was your caper—stealin’ the sculpture for scrap."
I nodded.
"Well, you gotta do somethin'. Didn't Lowell say he'd throw in you in prison if you got caught in another caper?"
I nodded again.
"You gotta do somethin',” Simon repeated. “Maybe you should just put it back."
"I can't."
"What do you mean you can't?"
"I can't. I cut it up."
"You cut it up?"
"Shush, not so loud."
"Why'd you cut it up?"
"It was too big to move."
Simon sat back in his seat. “Man, I am so glad I'm not you right now."
* * * *
Maybe the judge was right.
Heaven knows I've been on an unlucky streak lately.
I stared at the cut-up conglomeration of metal I had stored in an unused barn on my late parents’ farm and contemplated simply leaving it there.
I'm mostly a small-time thief, and I certainly have no appetite for prison, which was looming as a distinct possibility.
But I knew if I abandoned the caper without the payoff, I would be admitting yet another failure.
I decided to attempt to salvage the effort.
If I cut apart the remaining pieces and reassembled the metal in such a way to disguise the original, maybe I could still succeed in selling it for scrap.
I unloaded the cutting torch and welder from the bed of my pickup truck and began subdividing the piles of metal.
As I worked, I began to sense a pattern. I extinguished the torch, lifted my mask, and studied the assortment of shapes, textures, and colors of the pieces I had stacked.
A concept began to emerge.
* * * *
What's that?” asked Gus, the scrap metal dealer, as he pointed to the metal creation in the back of my truck.
"One of my early works,” I replied. “It's actually three separate parts. You'll see when we get it unloaded.” I had used nearly all of the original sculpture for my creation. A few pieces didn't seem to fit with my vision, so I tossed them into a corner. They mostly were scraps of sheet metal that, together, barely would amount to a pound.
"You're an artist?” Gus asked.
"Yeah."
"What's your name?” he asked, as we began moving the pieces.
I hadn't anticipated the question. I had expected to remain an anonymous seller of scrap metal. “Why?” I replied, hoping to mask my anxiety.
"Just wondered if I'd ever heard of you."
"Not likely,” I said, wondering how I'd managed to find a scrap dealer who also was an art connoisseur. “I haven't sold much."
"Too bad,” Gus consoled. “There's money to be made in that racket. I saw in the paper just the other day they were offering a reward for some stolen sculpture. Said it was worth thirty-five thousand."
"What's this one called?” Gus asked, after we had set the last piece on the ground.
I hadn't anticipated that question either. I waited about a beat too long before answering, “Untitled,” then another beat before adding, “Number 3."
He studied the sculpture, his contemplation apparent. “Three,” he repeated. “Yeah, I can see that. It looks like three big triangles, or maybe three giant shark fins.” He pondered a moment. “You should name it ‘Trident’ or something like that."
"That's a chewing gum,” I observed.
"Oh yeah."
"Well,” I said, “I didn't sell it so it doesn't need a name."
"So you're selling it for scrap,” he observed. He paused, then offered a bemused smile. “Lucky me. I get to buy art by the pound."
* * * *
I placed my bologna sandwich and chips on the tabletop and sat across from Simon, joining him for our customary lunch.
"Man, did you see what's on the front lawn of PB and J now?"
"No,” I answered, taking a bite of my sandwich and chewing.
"I drove by there this morning. There's this new sculpture. Looks like three big metal sails, or pyramids, or..."
I dropped the bologna sandwich on the Formica tabletop and was out the door.
I drove hastily to Prohibney, Barr and Joiner, Attorneys at Law, where my suspicions were confirmed and my hopes dashed. Featured prominently on the lawn was Untitled: Number 3.
I continued driving hastily to the scrap-metal yard, where I confronted Gus.
"My sculpture is on the lawn of Prohibney, Barr and Joiner,” I said.
"Yeah,” he affirmed, a hint of pride in his tone.
"How'd it get there?"
"I sold it to ‘em."
"How could you sell it?” I asked, my voice tinged with a combination of disbelief and anger.
"Excuse me,” Gus challenged. “I bought it. Remember?"
"For scrap."
"One man's scrap . . .” Gus countered, leaving the remainder unspoken. “Don't blame me if I sold it as art and you couldn't."
"But, how?"
"I read about the sculpture that was taken from that firm—remember, I told you that?—so I called them. They referred me to this judge who bought it as a gift and he came out to take a look. He liked it, so we made a deal."
"I'll bet you made a tidy profit."
He shrugged again. “That's between me and the buyer.” He paused. “By the way, what's your name?"
"Why?"
"He said he wants to meet the artist."
"The judge?"
"Of course, the judge. Who else would I be talkin’ about?"
* * * *
I knocked on the massive oak front door.
Judge Arthur Franklin Lowell III opened it. “Ah, Mr. Dingel, so good of you to come."
"I didn't think it would be wise to refuse."
"Please, follow me,” he invited, ignoring my observation. He escorted me through a large, grandly furnished lobby to a similarly large, grandly furnished study. He offered me refreshments, which I declined, and a chair, which I accepted. After we were seated in matching armchairs facing each other, he said: “I need you to understand that I did not invite you here in my capacity as a judge."
I nodded.
"Nor are you here as someone I sentenced to probation. In this matter, I am simply a homeowner and you are my guest. Understood?"
I nodded again, then asked: “How did you find me?"
"Mr. Stanton, the scrap-metal dealer, wrote down your license plate number and was kind enough to pass it on to me."
"You traced my license number—why?"
"I wanted to meet the creator of Untitled: Number 3. I confess I was surprised when I learned you were the artist."
I had no ready reply, so I said nothing.
"Tell me,” the judge continued. “What were you trying to convey when you created Untitled: Number 3?"
"Me?"
"Yes, you,” the judge affirmed. “As an artist."
I shrugged. “I don't know. There's a lot of number threes, famous threes —the Three Stooges, Three Musketeers, three Wise Men—"
"The Holy Trinity: the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,” the judge chimed in. “The Caravel, the Nina, Pinta, and Santa Maria. There's even three harpooners in Moby-Dick—Queequeg, Tashtego, and Daggoo."
"Okay,” I agreed.
"So the three triangle shapes—three threes, if you will—embody that concept?"
I pondered a moment, then repeated: “Okay."
"You know,” the judge began, leaning forward, “there's something about Untitled that reminds me of Flambeau's work."
I stiffened. “There is?"
"Oh yes.” He paused. “No doubt, you're aware that a Flambeau sculpture was stolen from the Prohibney, Barr and Joiner law firm on Cherry Street."
"I heard about that."
"I purchased that as a wedding gift to my daughter."
My heart began to beat more quickly and my palms began to sweat. “Really?"
"Yes, really,” the judge affirmed. “And your piece possesses a distinct similarity to the Flambeau. Don't you see it?"
"You know, I've got a buddy who calls him Flambe, like the dessert."
"I'm having your piece appraised,” the judge said, his conversational tone suddenly becoming serious.
"Appraised? It's really not worth..."
"Not for value,” the judge interrupted. “For originality."
"Originality,” I repeated, realizing not only that my part of the conversation lacked originality, but that I inadvertently had blundered my way right into the proverbial spider's web.
"Did you know Flambeau signs all his works?"
I didn't, nor had I looked for a signature among the pieces I had cut up and reassembled.
"I'm confident,” the judge continued, leaning back in his chair, “a trained art appraiser will be able to detect an original signature."
I felt the web tighten, constricting my chest and converting my breathing to short, shallow gasps. I swallowed and arose from my seat. I claimed I wasn't feeling well, which was true. I needed air. I excused myself, walked quickly to the front door, and let myself out.
"You could steal it again,” Simon ventured as we herded stray grocery carts in the expansive Sav-Mor lot.
"Somehow, I'm not sure committing another crime to cover up a crime is my best move."
"Yeah,” Simon agreed. “Besides, he's probably got it staked out anyway."
"You're probably right. Then I'd be trying to explain why I was stealing something I'd already sold."
"That would look pretty dumb."
"He already thinks I'm dumb,” I confessed.
"That's probably why he's probably got it staked out."
"So what do I do?” I whined. “Hold tight until they find Flambeau's signature?"
"Do you even know what it looks like?"
"I looked it up online. It's like some kind of stylized F."
"Do you remember seeing it?"
"Not really,” I replied, then repeated, “so what do I do?"
Simon shrugged and we returned to the business of gathering carts while we pondered my predicament.
"You know,” I ventured, breaking our silence, “I really thought this caper would work. That's all I've ever wanted—one caper where I didn't foul everything up."
* * * *
"Ah, Mr. Dingel."
The familiarity of the tone and greeting startled me. I looked up from the table where Simon and I were on morning break, drinking coffee. “Judge Lowell,” I blurted.
"Your boss suggested I might find you here,” the judge said. “May I sit?"
I hesitated, then stammered something affirmative.
The judge sat in the plastic seat beside Simon and diagonally across from me. He looked entirely alien scrunched into the uncomfortable seat at the Formica dining table.
Simon sensed my alarm. “Coffee?” he asked the judge, hoping to buy me some time to regain my composure.
"Thank you, no,” the judge replied. He faced me. “I wanted to update you on my findings regarding the sculpture."
I squinted my eyes closed briefly, looked at Simon, then at the judge. “Okay."
"But first,” the judge said, “I want to give you one final opportunity to clear your conscience if there's anything you'd like to tell me."
I hesitated, probably too long, before replying, “I don't think so."
The judge leaned closer to me. “Did you steal the Flambeau I gave to my daughter as a wedding present?"
I hesitated, longer this time, as consequences careened and collided inside my brain. Did he find the signature? Should I confess and hope for leniency? Did he not find the signature? Was he trying to bluff me into a confession? I couldn't answer. I felt paralyzed. I made no reply.
The judge waited impatiently, “All right, Mr. Dingel.” He leaned back. “For the record, I think you stole my Flambeau and converted it into the artless pile of scrap you call Untitled: Number 3.” He arose slowly and stood beside the table. “But, I can't prove it."
"You can't?” I replied, probably too quickly.
"No, Mr. Dingel, I can't,” he conceded. “The materials certainly are similar, but we found no signature."
"No signature,” I repeated, probably with too much relief in my tone.
* * * *
I asked for an early lunch and drove to my late parents’ farm.
Except for the cheerful chirping of birds and sporadic barking of dogs, the place was quiet and serene.
I walked into the barn and approached the scraps of sheet metal I had tossed into a dusty corner. I stooped, then picked up and inspected each piece in succession. The third one revealed a stylized, etched F.
Finally, I thought, a caper not without artistry.
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Department: THE MYSTERIOUS CIPHER 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.
P OVGN UPCCNT CXUNDOPWM, IFD P'U TVUWNT PA P EVW YFD UK APWMNB XW PD. DONBN'C CXUNDOPWM XFD XA AXEFC, IFD P EVW'D SXER XW DX PD.
—A. Q. RNSSK
cipher: A [ ] B [ ] C [ ] D [ ] E [ ] F [ ] G [ ] H [ ] I [ ] J [ ] K [ ] L [ ] M [ ] N [ ] N [ ] O [ ] P [ ] Q [ ] R [ ] S [ ] T [ ] U [ ] V [ ] W [ ] X [ ] Y [ ] Z [ ]
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Fiction: DRIVE-THRU by David Dietrich
* * * *

Art by Kelly Denato
* * * *
"This is a robbery."
The man's voice that came through my headset was unfamiliar, scratchy and more than a little distant, like maybe he was yelling all the way from Georgia. The one in Europe, I mean. In other words, he sounded just like every other voice I heard through that piece of junk headset.
Such was life at Atlas Burger, conveniently located off I-35, just north of Waco. I was two and a half hours into the midnight-to-six shift in the drive-thru window. There were usually at least two people working the overnight, but Luther had called in sick and no other willing takers could be found, so I was flying solo.
"That's funny,” I replied, knowing from my own trips through the drive-thru just how tinny my voice sounded on the other end. “What can I get for you tonight?"
"All of the money in the register, for a start. Like I said, this is a robbery."
"Would you like to try our new strawberry-mango-papaya-peanut butter smoothie?"
He sighed heavily. The speaker system couldn't clearly replicate a voice, but somehow it managed to pick up the subtleties of the customers’ breathing, so we could hear every sigh, gasp, and frustration exhalation.
"I don't want a smoothie. I want the money."
"So you're really serious about that robbery thing?"
"Yes."
"You know how we don't serve walk-up clients at the drive-thru window? The same policy applies to robberies. You'll have to go inside the restaurant if you want to rob it. The dining room will reopen at six, so if you wouldn't mind coming back then..."
"I don't have the time. I need the money now. Can you open the safe?"
"Sorry,” I said. “It's time-release. So you should really come back later, after the dining room opens. Maximize your haul that way."
"It's very thoughtful of you to suggest that,” he said, “but I'm going to have to take a pass. Just load everything you've got into a bag and I'll be on my way."
"Is this your first robbery?"
"What?"
"Is this your first..."
"I heard you the first time. What are you, stalling for the cops?"
"Nope. I haven't called ‘em. Haven't pushed the panic button, either. I'm seriously violating company policy right now, so return the favor and answer my question."
For several seconds I only heard the mild rumbling of his car's engine.
"No, this isn't my first."
"Interesting. You sound more nervous than a pro would sound, I think."
"Have you been robbed a lot?"
"Once. It wasn't here. It was at the Gas ‘Er Up in Waxahachie. Which reminds me. Do you have a gun?"
I was treated to a long pause.
"Of course I do."
"What kind?"
"A big one."
"What kind of big one?"
"You know, the big kind."
".357? .45?"
"Yeah."
"Yeah what?"
"What you said."
"So you've got two guns?"
"I didn't say that."
"But you said ‘What you said’ and what I said was ‘.357 and .45,’ which would indicate two different calibers of gun."
"I meant the first one."
".357?"
"Yeah."
"Long barrel, or short?"
He coughed.
"I don't have all night to talk about the gun. I just want the money now."
I decided to let him hang for a while and didn't say anything. Seconds passed.
"Hello?” he said at last.
"Oh,” I said. “I didn't know you were still there. Have you decided what you want to order?"
"The money. Now."
I went silent again. Working the midnight-to-six I could go hours—especially if I was working with Luther—without having anyone interesting to talk to.
"Do you do this for a living?” I asked. “The robbery thing, I mean."
"It's more like a way to supplement my income."
"Cool. Been doing it long?"
"Couple months."
"How many heists have you pulled?"
"Heists?"
"You know, stickups. Holdups. Bag jobs."
"A few."
"But you don't really enjoy it, do you? I can hear it in your voice."
"Can I just get the money now?"
"Well,” I said. “I'm not sure I can officially consider this a robbery since you didn't come inside."
"You already pointed out that the dining room is closed, so that's not possible."
"Yes, but protocols are protocols."
"If I pulled around and showed you my gun would that make it official?"
"Show me your .45, you mean?"
"Yeah."
"Caught you in a lie. You said earlier you had a .357."
"That's what I meant."
A would-be robber and a liar. It was disheartening what this country was coming to.
"Better you stay right where you are for now,” I said.
He laughed. “You called the cops, didn't you!"
"Hear sirens? See flashing lights?"
He went quiet, as if he was earnestly listening and looking.
"No."
"Well there you go, then."
If the speaker system had been just a touch more sensitive I'm sure I could have heard him thinking.
"Why haven't you called?"
"I was bored before you came along,” I answered. “Plus I don't think you're a real robber. A real robber would have walked into the dining room—"
"—which I couldn't do since it's closed—"
"—or driven straight to the window and flashed that big .357 or .45 at me."
"I could do that."
"Then do it. I'll wait here."
He cleared his throat but didn't say anything. More thinking going on, probably.
"If I come to the window you'll see my face. I don't want any witnesses."
"So put on your ski mask. Or your pantyhose. Or whatever you brought."
"Pantyhose? I'm not gay."
"Never said you were. Pantyhose has been a staple in the armed robber's toolkit for decades. Which you'd know if you were serious about this life of crime you're pretending to lead."
"I'm not pretending."
"You're robbing—supposedly—a drive-thru at two thirty in the morning. How much money do you think is even in the register at this time of night? Were you thinking this was going to be your big haul for the year? We're talking less than fifty bucks right now."
"That's it?"
"It's two thirty in the morning! Does it look like we're busy? Have you noticed that no one's honking their horn behind you, wondering what's taking so long? Have you noticed that no one has pulled up behind you? These are clues, my friend. Take note."
"Fifty bucks is better than nothing."
"Ya think? Look, if you do insist on taking the money, I'm gonna have to call the cops. I'll get fired if I don't, and I kinda need this job. You'll get caught. Robbers almost always do. You're in felony territory here, buckaroo. Doesn't matter how much you get away with or whether or not you really even have a gun. It's enough for me to believe that you have a gun."
"But you don't really believe I have a gun."
"I'm starting to doubt my doubts about that,” I said.
"So you're saying maybe I'm the real deal."
"Real deal would be a stretch, considering your poor performance to date. So let's say I'm starting to think that, despite the poor performance you've demonstrated thus far, you really do intend commit a robbery here."
"Cool,” he said.
Strangely, I felt proud of him for the new confidence I heard in his unfamiliar, scratchy, and distant voice, but I wasn't one to coddle a would-be felon.
"Not cool,” I replied. “We're talking about fifty bucks here; fifty bucks that'll buy you at least a year with the state. Do the math and for once tonight don't be stupid."
"I'm not stupid."
"I didn't say you were. I said you were being stupid. There's a difference. What's your name, anyway? I can't believe I haven't asked."
"Is it company policy to ask robbers what their names are?"
It was my turn to laugh.
"As a matter of fact, yes,” I said. “I'm supposed to get at least your first name. If I can get your last name I get a bonus."
"So if I give you my last name could we split your bonus?"
"You haven't even given me your first name yet."
"It's Greg."
"For real?"
"For real."
"Greg,” I said. I said it a few more times, too, trying on for size. “It doesn't sound like a robber's name. It's more like a waiter's name, as in, ‘Hi, I'm Greg, and I'll be your server tonight.’”
"So maybe I'll change my name."
"Only if you're still thinking about continuing with this silly career move. Are you?"
"Am I what?"
"Duh. Still thinking about continuing with this silly career move."
"I'm keeping my options open."
"Oh, a wise man. What's your last name, by the way?"
"Just call me Greg."
"But my bonus..."
"You only get that if I'm really robbing the place, right?"
"Technically."
"So maybe I'm not really robbing the place."
"So maybe I just want to know."
"So maybe I just don't want to tell you."
"But if you don't, from now on, every Greg I meet, I'm going to wonder if he's you. I'll be on edge, thinking maybe he's packing heat and looking for a drive-thru to knock over. Having to lug around that kind of worry is no way to live a life—"
"Sorry. It's just gonna have to be your fate."
"Bastard."
"Been called worse."
"I'm sure your mom didn't really mean it."
He went back into silent mode. Maybe I'd insulted him with the reference to his mother. For half a minute all I heard was the rumbling of his car's engine. Then the rumbling abruptly stopped.
"Shoot,” he said, breaking the silence. He restarted the engine, but it died almost immediately. He tried to restart it again, but this time all it did was crank, and then it stopped doing even that.
"Dammit!” he shouted.
"Watch the potty mouth,” I said. “This is a family restaurant."
"Sorry,” he said, sounding like he meant it. “I ran out of gas."
"You were going to commit a robbery on an empty tank?"
"I didn't think it would take this long. I figured I'd gas up afterward."
"So,” I said, sorting it out in my mind. “You have no gun, no mask of any sort, and no gas."
"I never said I didn't have a gun."
"But we both know you don't. So let it go. Do you need a bigger sign that you're not cut out for this line of work?"
"Anything you do, you get better at it by doing it more."
"But when your getaway car doesn't have any gas you won't have the chance to do it anymore. Think for a second."
He did think for a second. About sixty seconds, actually.
"I'm just gonna go,” he said.
I heard his car door open.
"Need a push?” I asked.
"No, I got it,” he said. “I'm going to push it backward so we won't see each other."
"Smart,” I said.
I heard him straining to push to the car.
"Did you put it in neutral and release the parking brake?"
He didn't say anything, but I heard the transmission clank, followed by a grunt and the crispy sound of the tires rolling on the concrete, away from the speaker.
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Fiction: MONEY by Jas. R. Petrin
When Little Donny Johnson stepped in through the front door of the Rob Roy, Beemer took one look at him, gave the bar a needless flick with his damp cloth, and said, “Oh yeah. Here we go."
He slumped back in his usual manner behind the till, shoulders propped against the doors of the beer fridge, hairy arms crossed over his ample gut. Benny, who sat gently swirling his Scotch rocks around, glanced at the door and lifted his eyebrows.
Little D. J., the guy into his early seventies, came along the aisle wearing his pointy black shoes, looking like an aging featherweight boxer in his white Tee with the sleeves rolled up.
He clambered onto the barstool next to Benny and said, “How you guys doing? Gonna be a hot one."
Beemer told Benny, frowning, “When he says somethin’ like, ‘gonna be a hot one,’ I'm thinking, wait now, is he talking about the weather? I have to ask myself that because you never know with this guy."
"Matters a fact,” Little D. J. said, “I am talking about the weather. But I could be talking about something else. The weather isn't the only thing that could be hot around here."
"What'd I tell you?” Beemer said.
Benny, curious, dropped a sideways glance at Little D. J. “What exactly are you referring to?"
"I thought you would never ask."
Little D. J. slipped a thin, shiny wallet out of the hip pocket of his jeans, opened it, and drew out a twenty—the only bill in it—as if he were going to order a drink. He laid the bill on the top of the bar, smoothed it with his fingers, and looked at them. “How many of these,” he said, “do you think would fit into a suitcase about twenny-six inches by twenny-eight, twelve inches deep? Any idea?"
"Must be a skill-testing question,” Beemer said.
"Or he's shopping for new luggage."
"No, and no.” Little D. J. laid his hand on the twenty. “Well, maybe the first one there, the skill-testing question. I mean, if you ever had a suitcase stuffed with twenty-dollar bills, you might have some idea what the answer is."
"Usually,” Beemer said, “when I stuff a suitcase fulla twenties—say I'm out shopping for a new car, an airplane, or something—I just sorta eyeball it, I don't really count it. I mean, so I'm out a few grand. Jeez."
"When I need to carry that kinda dough around,” Benny said, “I generally shove it into a couple of shopping bags."
"You guys are needling me, right?” Little D. J. shrugged, seemed about to order that drink, didn't, slipped the twenty back into his cheek-shaped wallet. “You're not interested in a suitcase fulla dough, you only got to say so. No problem here. I can easy find a couple of other guys."
He made as if to slip off the barstool, and Benny laid a restraining hand on his arm. He made a sign to Beemer to give Little D. J. a beer, and said, “You don't mind me asking, what suitcase full of dough are you talking about? You got me wondering about that now."
Little D. J. nodded. “The one Jimmy Sticks is looking for. It's at the Holiday Inn there across the harbor, room 528."
* * * *
Beemer threw a wary glance around the room at his clientele, leaned in close, and softened his voice.
"You're saying Jimmy Sticks is involved? Jimmy Sticks wants this suitcase you're talking about?"
Little D. J. nodded. “He wants somebody to scoop it for him, and for that he's ready to pay five large.” He winked. “Only Jimmy don't know what's really in it. At least, I'm pretty sure he don't. What he thinks is in it, is what used to be in it. It's something else. Starts with H.” He winked. “From Afghanistan."
"Another riddle.” Benny swirled his drink.
Beemer, clearing his throat, suggested they talk about something else until after he closed the place and shifted the loogans out.
* * * *
Benny moved with D. J. around the dogleg of the bar to a more private spot. Dropping into a chair, Little D. J. kept his hand on his beer bottle as if he thought someone might take it away from him. “I dunno about you, but I could use some dough about now."
"Some dough would be nice,” Benny agreed.
"Things been tight for me. I been thinking how . . . I mean, thinking back to Westmorland, I did those three years? That was the best time I ever did. The place they got there, if you do time, that's where to do it. Westmorland there."
"Things must be tough if you're dreaming about prison."
"Place is set up, like, into these pods. Not cells or cell blocks, they call them pods. I was in one pod there, bunked with some Newfies, guys always playin’ cards, joking, and jawing—a really great buncha guys. The doors, they leave the doors open there. You can wander around, visit people."
"Sounds like a college dorm."
"Like that, I guess—except, of course, you can't leave when you want to. But you know what? It was clean. Place I'm living now, jeez. Last time that place saw a vacuum cleaner was when the crime scene guys went over it, you remember that woman killed that john with a lamp cord? Wired him up, plugged him in. Most excitement he ever had. But what I'm saying, man, that place is a dump. Cockroaches, silverfish, bedbugs—place is hopping like a National Geographic show every time the lights go out. He never told me about that, the landlord. People are always trying to screw you over."
Benny nodded. “Truth in advertising."
"He said it was a nice clean place, that guy."
"Airline tickets,” Benny said, “you notice? They put a price inna paper—this much. You go buy the ticket—double that."
"I dunno. I don't really fly much. But this place, you go to bed, switch the light out, then you hear this sorta faint rustling sound, all the little creepy-crawlies comin’ at you outta the woodwork."
"You couldn't pretend it was ocean surf, you're lying on a tropical beach or something?"
"No. No you can't. What you'd think, your mind working that way, is that all these crabs were creepin’ outta the water. Flesh-eating crabs. You couldn't close your eyes."
They studied their drinks.
"Man, I gotta get outta there,” Little D. J. said.
* * * *
Beemer glared the last of his customers out the door, threw the latch, turned down the lights, walked around the place, and tidied up a little. When he was satisfied, he poured the dregs of the coffee machine into a giant mug, brought it to the table, and sat down. Big red letters on his mug said i like coffee THIS much.
He looked at D. J. “I know I'm gonna hate myself in the morning, but what's all this you're telling us?"
Little D. J. squared himself to the table and propped his skinny wrists on the edge in front of him. There were shaky-looking tats on his bony knuckles, applied with a straight pin and the ink from a ballpoint pen by somebody with the delirium tremens. One said pruno and the other said jump. Liver spots starting to edge them out.
"Here's what it is. Listen. A guy, apparently a guy down in Africa—"
"Africa?"
"Hey, it's a global economy, right? This guy down in Africa has got a market there for Afghanistan horse. All the big shots down there, his country, want it. Another guy, a Canadian stuffed shirt, an official there in Kabul, Kandahar—I dunno where he is exactly—can ship it home practically by the crate, no questions asked, nobody's got a clue. He used to push it across the line into Maine somehow, but he can't do that now, the border's so tight. So somehow he hooks up with the African guy."
"Okay,” Beemer said.
"Now, the Canadian is in with some other guys, they're all big rollers there in Ottawa. Him and the African guy—real high up down there, his own country—they come up with a very slick wheeze. The African—he's some kinda minister—will put in a major order for merchandise here. And buddy will hide the H in the shipment."
"Could still be a problem, customs,” Benny said.
"That's the beauty of it. It's the merchandise. Something shipped under special protections, nobody's gonna look too hard at it."
"And that is..."
"Dough."
Little D. J. sat back.
"Dough as in dough?” Benny asked, “or dough as in—"
"Money,” Little D. J. said impatiently, his aging face starting to take on a glow. “Cash. Dibs. Dosh. The old ready. And it's all brand new bills. Bank notes this guy in Africa has legally ordered for his country."
"Wait a minute,” Beemer said, frowning, “dough is something that comes from the mint."
"Coins come from the mint. Notes here come from the Canadian Banknote Company, and they make them for other countries, too, not just this one. Which is something I didn't know until this guy I was talking to explained it to me."
D. J. broke off, letting the concept sink in.
Benny said, “Okay, so they arrange for this company to print new bank-notes. That's fine. But then they would also have to pay off somebody to let them get at the shipment and plant the stuff in it."
"They would. They do. They have."
"Horse, eh.” Beemer was concentrating. “I'm a little outta date here. Help me with this. Just how much is a brick worth onna street these days?"
D. J. said: “A brick of white, onna street, used to be worth a hunnerd large. And that was back a while, I dunno what it goes for now. But you can bet it's a whole lot more than that."
Beemer sat back. Folded his hairy arms.
"The guy who made the stash would have to make room for it somehow."
"Yeah."
"To do that he would have to take some bills out."
"Yeah."
"Quite a lot of them. Is that what we're talking about here?"
"You got it,” Little D. J. said. “It is. But Jimmy Sticks, see, Jimmy's after the white. He don't know about the money angle. He's been following the suitcase, he thinks it still has the white in it. He don't have all the facts."
"So how come you do?"
"I know a guy who knows a guy. The guy called me, I called this other guy. The guy made some calls, and then I figured it out."
"And no one knows what you figured out?"
"No. Except for you two guys."
* * * *
Beemer sat pondering in his chair, one big hand cupped around his coffee mug, the other propping up his chin, His eyebrows bunching and unbunching. Finally he said, “And buddy there, the guy with the suitcase. He's where?"
"At the hotel. He was there—” Little D. J. looked at his watch. “—three hours and twenny-two minutes ago."
"With the suitcase?"
"With the suitcase."
Beemer scratched his jaw. “A suitcase can hold a lot of things. It could be packed fulla this guy's laundry. I haven't heard you say for a fact it isn't."
"It could be packed with a lot of things,” Little D. J. said, “but what do you think is really in it? I mean, hey, it wasn't a Campbell's soup factory he went into and came out again. They're not shippin’ canned goods, a place like that. This I know for sure."
Benny spoke. “Getting back to Jimmy. Okay. So he thinks the case has still got the horse in it. Why don't he scoop it himself? Save the five?"
"At one time he would, but he's not really into that now. The way it is, he's got to watch himself. He's got a sheet on him would cover a king-size bed, and the way he looks at it, he can't go down again."
"And you can?"
"Jimmy takes care of Jimmy. I take care of me. And I'll just tell you this. If Jimmy thinks there's H in that case, he'll go better than five large to get it, which means there's room to deal in you guys too."
Beemer still didn't look entirely convinced. “You know where the guy is, you know where the suitcase is, you don't need us any more than he does. You could take care of business yourself."
"I could,” Little D. J. said. “I would. If it wasn't for the other two guys."
"What other two guys?"
"The guys with the guns."
"Uh-huh,” Beemer said. “I wondered when you were going to get around to mentioning something like that."
* * * *
Beemer said they could count him out. If they wanted holes knocked in them, he said, they could go for it. He wasn't keen on the idea. He said he'd been shot once or twice before and recalled that it hadn't been a pleasurable experience. “People think, yeah, getting shot, that'd bum you out. What they don't understand, if it doesn't kill you, is how big a shock it is to your system. Like being slapped with a garage door. After it happens, you got a hard time thinking straight. At my age I'm not sure I could handle it."
"Hell, I'm older'n you are,” Little D. J. pointed out.
"Yeah, and only half the target. A guy who could put a bullet in you on the fly has prob'ly got a row of marksman's trophies at home on the shelf. An’ when a bullet hits you, it's got less to go through. Me, it would do a lot more damage."
"I dunno,” Little D. J. replied, “if that's an accurate assessment. Being smaller, I break easier. An’ being older, it's more likely to knock me off."
"Do we have to talk about this?” Benny asked.
* * * *
Maximillian Grospierre sat in a green leather bucket chair in the lobby of the Holiday Inn waiting for his cell to ring. He had been waiting for seventeen minutes. He looked at ease. He sat squarely in the chair with his slender hands gripping the smooth broad arms. But he was not a patient man, and the little finger of his right hand was minutely fluttering against the Australian leather.
Things would work out. He was sure of that. Everything was completely in hand. It had all gone very smoothly, and Minister Roque would be able to find no fault in it. Not even when the crate arrived and he went out to the airfield to inspect the contents.
In Montreal, Maximillian had carried out the minister's instructions to the letter. Well, to a point. From Montreal the goods would be flown to Lisbon, and from Lisbon directly on to the homeland.
To Minister Roque's homeland, of course. Maximillian hailed from quite a different part of the world. Not that it mattered. After tomorrow there would be no question of him returning home ever again. But for that there would be compensations. These would flow from the tightly packed contents of the small blue suitcase presently tucked between his ankles, which, he was supremely confident, would provide him a new home anywhere in the world.
He was not quite out of the woods yet, as the Americans liked to say. There was still the matter of his escort. They were clearly determined to share in his plan. He was going to have to shake them off, and he knew just how to do it.
The ship was a clever idea. He congratulated himself on that. He was known as a man of particular tastes. Fastidious Max, he was often called. No one would think to look for him on a pockmarked, rusted-out old ore carrier, beating its way across the gloomy Atlantic to the cold North European continent. He would take the call, set the minister's mind at rest, and be somewhere at sea bound for safe haven before the least suspicion was aroused.
Denmark would do nicely. Or Sweden.
In the pocket of his jacket his cell phone trembled. He closed his eyes, swallowed hard, then forced a carefree grin and reached for it.
"Yes, Minister?"
* * * *
They convinced the Beem to stick with them, but as D. J. pointed out, they hadn't much time. The guy with the suitcase would be on some kind of schedule, and he wouldn't hang around to make things easier for them. The first thing to do was to contact Jimmy Sticks and let him know they were going for it. Within the hour there was a banging at the door, and Little D. J. hurried along and opened it.
Jimmy Sticks wasn't much over five feet tall, and he was a walking men's wear advertisement. He came along the bar, black alpaca coat hanging open at the neck, blood-red scarf swinging with every lurch, clacking and banging with his cherry wood canes. He had a square, chiseled Hollywood face and eyes that didn't miss a thing.
Little D. J. pulled out a chair out for him; Jimmy Sticks ignored it.
"What is this? What exactly is this? I ask you to do a little job for me, and all of a sudden I got a cast of thousands?"
"There's only the three of us,” Little D. J. said.
"Three, he says. Only three. One suitcase I want. Just one. And it's got one handle on it, not three handles, I'm sure of that. You told these guys my personal business. You didn't think maybe I might have to take them out?"
Beemer, whose scowl was growing progressively deeper, got up and stepped behind the bar. He dragged a baseball bat out from under the till, brought it along to the table, and leaned it against the wall. Then he sat down again.
"What?” Jimmy Sticks said. “We're going to play baseball? Somebody'll have to run the bases for me."
"That's the bat,” Little D. J. said with awe in his voice, “that Al Capone owned. The one he whacked his business associates with. The Beemer bought it on the Internet."
Beemer said, “You want to talk about taking people out, you're gonna do it, you better do it quick. You won't be the first loud guy in loud clothes who got his skull busted by that bat."
The bat had large, suggestive olive stains on its fat end.
"Threats, now,” Jimmy Sticks said throwing up his hands. “I'm getting threats."
Benny leaned in. “Look, we can discuss this thing. We can all sit down and talk calmly about it.” He nodded to D. J., who moved the chair up closer. Keeping a corner of his eye on the bat, Jimmy Sticks hooked his canes over the chair back and sat down. “All right,” he said. “But it better be short. I got a tap-dancing lesson in the morning, and I need to get some rest tonight."
"Look—” It was Little D. J. again. “—look, Jimmy. Three guys are what we need for this. Really. One to make the pull, one to drive, one to keep an eye out for any heavy guys that might pop up somewhere along the way. So I'm thinking fifteen large. That's five apiece."
Jimmy Sticks looked perturbed. “Thanks for the math lesson. Now try this one—three into five. The job pays five. Split it any way you want."
"But it's risky, Jimmy. It's worth five apiece."
"What risk? This isn't a bank job. It isn't Brinks. It's a suitcase in a hotel room, a job don't come any easier."
"Except for the two loogans, the heavy artillery with the guy, Jimmy. Now maybe you didn't know about the hard guys, but I made some calls. The guy's got two gorillas with him."
Jimmy Sticks narrowed his eyes. “What else do you know that I don't know?” There was a quiet moment, then he let a breath slide out. “Okay. If you say there's gorillas, there's gorillas. I could go you twelve because of the gorillas. That gives you four apiece."
"Fifteen, Jimmy. Look, I'm not squeezing. If it wasn't for the hard guys, I'd go by myself. But that's not how it is. You gotta understand that."
"Okay, okay! Fifteen.” Jimmy pulled himself to his feet. “I'm always a sucker for a hard story. But you bring the suitcase to me, and don't play around with it. I want it unopened. That's the deal."
He went knocking along the aisle to the door, paused there, and called back to Beemer. “I don't know about you threatening me with a bat. Last guy did that to me, you know what happened to him?"
"No. What?"
"I don't know myself. That's why I'm asking. But I don't see that guy around anymore."
Little D. J. helped Jimmy out the door.
* * * *
They set out next morning across the old bridge—the Angus L. Macdonald. It was Sunday. Benny drove. They talked in the car about what they should do.
"These bums with the guns—let's get that particular point sorted out.” Beemer broke off to prod Benny's arm. “You wanna drive in the middle lane? I don't like looking down at the water this way. I get this feeling you might lose control, go through the railing, and drop us in the harbor."
"Oh, you mean like all those other times I dropped you in the harbor."
"Just use the inside lane, you mind?” Beemer hooked an elbow over the seatback and eyeballed D. J. “About those loogans?"
"Well,” Little D. J. said, “what can I tell you? Guy onna phone said they looked like muscle. That's about all I know about them."
"And what do you think?"
"I don't think we should question him."
"Long as they're not cops."
"I don't think they're cops."
"You don't think they are?"
"Not from what I was told."
"Well, I guess I'll have to take your word for that, you spending most of your life studying cops up close. I don't wanna go up against any cops, this particular time in my life. Maybe an old cop, somebody my age, that might be all right, I guess. But definitely not one of them younger ones."
"All I know is they're a couple of guys who stick close to the guy who sticks close to the suitcase."
"Cops nowadays, they got an attitude. Carry those Tasers now, just looking to unload on you. Any excuse to light some poor slob up."
"Better'n being shot, I guess."
"Not at our age. Anybody our age, it'd give you a heart attack. Might as well get shot with a .38."
"You seem to be hung up on how old you are,” Little D. J. said.
"I'm hung up on not getting shot."
"Nobody's gonna get shot if we go about this right. We handle things properly, nobody's gonna get shot."
Little D. J. sounded convinced. But he didn't sound especially convincing.
What they had to do—they agreed on this—was to separate Suitcase Man from his knuckle-draggers. If they couldn't do that, then they couldn't do anything, and they might as well call the whole thing off. But before they decided on anything they had to find out whether or not the guy was still in his room.
"You know what his name is?” Beemer asked Little D. J.
"Max, I think. Maximillian something."
"You know what he looks like?"
"Well, I know what the suitcase looks like. It's blue."
"You didn't ask your pal out west for a last name? A description of buddy? Something to go on?"
"I was going to ask about that, yeah, but then I guess we never got around to it."
"Hell of a detective you'd make."
"Guess that's why I never became one."
"Oh, that'd be it, for sure."
* * * *
They pulled up in the parking lot of the Holiday Inn, facing the front of the building with an excellent view of who went in and who came out. “Anybody sees a guy,” Beemer said, “looks like he might be called Max, let the rest of us know."
"You think maybe this is him?” Benny pointed.
A silver stretch from a local limo service had suddenly swept up under the hotel portico. A heavy, well-dressed man with a dark complexion was trudging out through the doors to meet it; the guy had a small blue suitcase in his hand.
"That's him,” Little D. J. said.
"Then it looks like you're in luck,” Beemer growled.
"Why am I in luck?"
"Because I would've thrown you off the bridge on the way back if we couldn't find the guy."
Benny was cautious. “Where are buddy and buddy?"
They glanced around. A second car could be seen hanging back, engine running but keeping a discreet distance from the stretch. A couple of iron-pumpers squatted in it, their eyes glued to the limo driver as he loaded a couple more suitcases into the trunk.
"Hungry hippos,” D. J. said. “Gotta be them."
"I would say so,” Benny agreed.
"I don't like this,” Beemer said. “Our guy's leaving. The guy is probably headed for the airport, and once he gets there, we might as well go home. We can't do nothing at a place like that. Nowadays, your basic airport, they got security up the ying-yang. Little old lady with a bottle of water, they're practically slamming her up against the wall."
"He ain't there yet,” Little D. J. pointed out.
"So what? How can we stop him? Run him off the road, those two cruisers following him, both of them ready to shoot our butts off? I don't think so, and you shouldn't either."
"Seems to me . . .” Benny started to say. The stretch limo pulled out, the loogans trailing it, and he fell in behind the two vehicles. “Seems to me they can't be going to the airport."
"Why not?"
"Well, think a minute. You just explained it. How's he gonna get a suitcase stuffed with dough past the x-ray machine? They're gonna want to open it. And the two heavies there, kitted out like the James gang? Uh-uh. I don't think it's the airport."
Little D. J. drummed his hands on his thighs. “A private plane maybe? A private airstrip?"
"That'd work. I guess we're gonna find out."
* * * *
But the stretch didn't make for open country. It changed direction suddenly, exited the Circumferential, and swooped down onto Windmill Road. The maneuver left the two gorillas on the wrong side of a septic truck, sending them onto the bridge approach and headed for the other side of the harbor.
Benny followed the stretch.
"That was slick. You'd almost think it was done on purpose."
"Whatever,” Little D. J. said. “It's nice to be rid of them. Now what?"
"On this road he's got the National Gypsum wharf. He's got the Dartmouth Yacht Club, a couple of other docks. Some private boat, any of those places, could take him anywhere he wants to go."
It was the yacht club the guy was headed for. They watched from the visitors’ parking lot as Maximillian boarded a large white power launch, the Acadie, the small blue suitcase tightly clutched in his hand. The stretch driver shifted the other two bags to the boat, and almost immediately the launch slipped her moorings and began easing out into open water.
Beemer wheezed. “Whadda we do now—swim?"
Benny turned the car around, got back up onto Windmill, then pulled a hard right onto Cove Road which brought them out above the National Gypsum wharf. Below was a peaked mountain of the powdery ore, and the enormous bulk of an ore carrier being shunted into position by a tug. Beyond it the Acadie, making good speed now, was heading not for the harbor mouth, but out into the basin.
"I knew a little puddle-jumper like that wouldn't head out to sea,” Benny said. “Not unless there was a dead calm. See where she's headed? That ship anchored there?” He made a hurry-up motion of his hand at the glove box. “Hand me the binocs."
Beemer extracted a small pair of folding binoculars from the glove box and passed them to Benny. Benny peered through them, elbows braced on the steering wheel.
"Whadda you see?” Little D. J. prompted.
"I see . . . yup. They're tying up at that ship. Name is . . .” He fine-tuned the focus. “Looks like . . . how about that! The African Queen."
"Hey. That's the name of the boat in that old Bogart movie,” Little D. J. said brightly. “I loved that film. They had it there, you know, up at Dorchester. I used to watch it over an’ over—"
"We all seen the movie,” Beemer growled. “It don't help us get our hands on the suitcase."
"No,” Little D. J. replied, “it don't. But I know where we can get something that will."
* * * *
Maximillian Grospierre had been tickled at how adroitly his driver had ditched his escort. But his high spirits were already flagging. Surveying his surroundings he suppressed his revulsion. He had forgotten how abysmally wretched fourth-class travel accommodations could be. Then he gathered himself. This was part of the plan. And as far as the plan was concerned it was just what was needed, thank you very much.
He sat down on his rock-hard bunk and looked at the suitcases grouped in the middle of the cabin. He had not unpacked them. He didn't think he was going to. He didn't much like the thought of hanging his beautiful shirts and trousers in the narrow fly-blown closet with the water-stained curtain that served as a door. It might be best under the present circumstances to live out of a suitcase until the crossing was made.
As for the rest of it...
Well.
He was to have destroyed the displaced notes. Burnt them. Sunk them in the ocean. But destroying genuine legal tender was an act Maximillian found to be quite impossible. Especially in these denominations. It was risky to disobey the minister. He was known to be unforgiving. But Max had charted his course and now he must follow it.
All the way across the Atlantic.
* * * *
It was midnight, partly overcast, a waning moon gliding over the harbor. Benny paused to rest his arms. He hadn't rowed a boat in thirty years, and he wasn't finding it an easy experience. Little D. J. sat facing him. Behind D. J., Beemer hulked in the stern. Behind both of them was a backdrop of city lights, the casino blazing away like a small city.
There was a chop on the water, the odd whitecap sluicing by. The dory pitched and rolled. They were halfway out to the freighter, which showed only the obligatory white anchor lights, a glow on the bridge and a sprinkle of lamps on the deck. A generator murmured softly.
"You couldn't have found a boat with a motor?” Benny glared at Little D. J.
"You wouldn't have wanted it,” Little D. J. said. “Too noisy."
"Yeah, well I just might have a coronary event out here. How noisy is that?"
"You guys wanna put a lid on it?” Beemer was gruff. “They can hear you two jawin’ all the way over there at the casino. An’ if you don't start rowing soon, we're gonna be sucked out to sea on the tide."
Benny swore, unshipped the oars, and started pulling again.
In fact, the tide was turning, and instead of pulling them out through the Narrows, it was drawing them speedily toward the African Queen. Within minutes, her portside loomed over them, blotting out half the starry sky.
Benny gazed up, kinking his neck. “I dunno how those Somalian pirates do it. You need to be a mountain climber to get your butt up there."
"The crew will probably be in town,” Benny said, “an evening in port. So there's got to be a ladder waiting for them."
He sculled the small boat along the ship's Plimsoll line and, sure enough, they discovered a ladder. It was actually more like a flight of stairs let down the side of the ship almost to the water. Tied to the bottom of it was a launch.
Benny scowled at D. J. “Okay. Up you go."
"Up I go?"
"Well, who else? You're the thief."
"I don't know if that's a fair thing to say. We're all in this together, aren't we?"
"Start climbing or start swimming.” Beemer hefted his shoulders.
Little D. J. got out of the boat, went up three steps, then gazed back down at them.
"I dunno much about ships. An’ this one's pretty big. Where should I look?"
"It's an ore carrier,” Benny reminded him. “You can ignore ninety-nine percent of it. The cabins will be under the bridge someplace. Head for the lights and you can't go wrong."
Little D. J. looked skeptical, but he continued on up. His pointy shoes made plinking noises on the treads of the metal stairs. Soon the generator drowned him out.
"I hope he don't fall,” Benny said.
"Especially on me,” Beemer replied.
"He'll have to be careful up there. Sneak around."
"Oh, he can sneak,” Beemer said. “That's one thing I know."
* * * *
"I do not permit you to interfere with my ship!” the captain screamed. “I do not permit you to interfere with my passenger! We are sailing within the hour. You must go ashore at once!"
Dananda studied the fiery East European captain and exchanged a subtle glance with M'buku. He made a moue with his lips, laid a shepherding hand on the captain's sleeve, and drew him gently to the rail. Before them spread the inner harbor, the lighted arch of the Mackay Bridge spanning the Narrows, a glittering strand. It was past midnight. Buoys winked in the blackness. Dananda spoke quietly, his deep voice rumbling, and suddenly the captain threw up his hands, capitulating. He waved one hand in the air, spat out a room number, and toiled away to his bridge. Dananda nodded at M'buku.
Together they descended the companionway, opened a door without knocking, and stepped into a cramped cabin. Maximillian Grospierre stood there among his suitcases with a dumbfounded, unhappy, and slightly astonished expression on his face.
"I hope,” M'buku said, “you were not trying to get rid of us."
"No, no,” Maximillian said. “My driver . . .” He left his explanation unfinished. Everybody knew how unpredictable drivers were.
M'buku eyed him suspiciously. “You have got the suitcase?"
Maximillian put his face in his hands. “I stepped out only for a moment,” he said. “I came back to the cabin, and now it is gone."
* * * *
Benny and Beemer waited, the boat rocking and grinding against the hull of the ship. Beemer said, “Where is that guy? It's getting late. Bars'll be closing, Popeye an’ Bluto an’ the boys'll be back, an’ I don't think we want them to find us here."
"You're saying you want me to go up there and find out what's keeping him?"
"What I'm saying is, it wouldn't hurt. Two heads are better'n one, and even one is better than what Little D. J. carries around on his neck."
"You think he might screw up."
"I think he's a guy who's spent most of his seventy-two years behind bars. Got to be a reason for that, you think? I mean it's possible he might've made the odd goof here and there."
"I better go check."
As Benny climbed up onto the ladder, a klaxon suddenly began to shriek. At the same moment Little D. J. appeared at the top of the ladder with a small blue suitcase in his hand. It hung as if it was filled with paper weights, and it banged and bumped against his knees.
"Hurry up!” Benny shouted at him.
"What?” Little D. J. stopped and cupped his hand to his ear.
"I'll kill him,” Beemer said. “So help me, God. I'll hold his head under water all the way back. Come on, let's take the other boat. We'll never get away in this thing."
They clambered into the launch.
Little D. J. continued awkwardly down the rest of the stairs. As he stepped into the launch and sat down, Beemer took the suitcase from him and plunked it on his lap. Benny tinkered with the ignition.
"What happened up there?” Beemer asked.
Little D. J. shrugged. “I dunno. I found the cabin, all right. Nobody around. I seen the suitcase sitting there and I grabbed it. It's got a weight to it, let me tell you."
"You took your sweet time."
"Hey, everything's locked up. Every door's got a lock, an’ every lock is locked. I thought for a minute I was back at Dorchester."
"That explains it. You didn't want to leave."
Benny said to them from the helm, “I heard about a guy did a twenny year jolt. After he got out he put locks on everything—the fridge, the cupboards, the bathroom door. Only way, he said, he could feel at home."
"He musta been a ding,” Little D. J. said. “Anybody normal, they wouldn't do a crazy thing like that."
"Can we get this tub moving?” Beemer snarled. “Gossip later? Any minute now we're gonna have some company."
As if on cue, two large shapes appeared at the top of the ladder. There was a shot and the suitcase jumped on Beemer's lap. Benny tried the starter, the engine caught, and soon they were roaring over the choppy water with bullets whizzing and pinging around them.
* * * *
"I couldn't believe it,” Beemer said. “I got the suitcase on my lap, I'm looking down at it, and this bullet hole appears in the top of it. I'm thinkin', what if the suitcase hadn't been there?"
"No loss,” Benny said, “somebody your age."
The Rob Roy was dark, deserted and silent. Beemer fumbled with his keys. “I don't like this,” he said. “Opening up in the middle of the night. What it does, it attracts attention. I got enough people wondering about me already."
"Then the sooner we're inside, the better,” Benny said, nipping through the door the moment Beemer opened it. There was an eerie half-light in the room: a few burglar bulbs glowing, a small fluorescent drawing an island of light around the open drawer of the till.
"Let's go around the dogleg there,” Benny said, “in case some cop strolls by and peers in."
"Cops don't stroll anymore,” Beemer said. “Cops don't peer. They fly by at forty miles an hour punching keys on their computers.” He grabbed a bottle and a glass from under the bar and started after them. Benny looked at him. Beemer made a wheezing noise, went back and got two more glasses.
They sat down and Beemer poured the whiskey. They studied the blue suitcase. It was small but took up most of the table. There was a hole punched in its lid and no corresponding hole in the bottom of it.
"Bullet must still be in there,” Little D.J. said, marveling. “Heavy sucker, I'll tell you that. Like it was stuffed with phone books. Prob'ly what saved you."
"If it's fulla phone books,” Beemer informed him, “you're gonna eat every number."
"What it's supposed to be full of,” Benny pointed out, “is the cash. If it's cash, it must be hundreds of thousands."
"Only way,” Little D. J. said, “we're gonna know, we'd have to open it up and take a look."
"Except that your pal there, Jimmy Sticks, doesn't want it opened. We open it, we could lose the fifteen."
"I've been thinking about that,” Little D. J. said. “Opened or closed it's gonna be worth what it's worth. Thing is though, if we know what's in it, we'll be in much better shape to negotiate."
Beemer puffed out his cheeks. Benny scratched the back of his neck. Then Beemer said, “Well, it works for me.” He got up from the table, stepped behind the bar, rummaged in a drawer, and came back with a screwdriver. “I guess I got a right to know what I almost got shot in the Johnson over."
He rammed the tip of the screwdriver behind the latch on the suitcase, levered a couple of times, and the latch fell off.
He threw open the lid.
* * * *
"Whoa,” Benny said.
"Jeez,” Little D. J. breathed.
Beemer said to D. J., “Looks like you might have finally found us a deal that's worth something for a change."
The suitcase was completely packed with banded, crisp packets of bank-notes. Three bundles, just under the lid, had a hole through them. The bundle below these had a bullet lodged in it. The notes were not familiar looking.
"Pounds,” Little D. J. said. “It says pounds. That's English dough, right?"
"British.” Benny spoke with authority.
Beemer picked up a bundle. Buzzed his thumb through the stack. “You believe these numbers? Every bill says a thousand pounds."
"What's a pound worth?"
Beemer shrugged. “I don't see too many of ‘em come across the bar. The Rob Roy ain't exactly a prime draw for tourists, if you know what I mean. But I know a pound is worth more than a dollar. I dunno, maybe even double."
"We could take one down the street when the banks open and find out,” Little D. J. said.
Beemer winced. “This is why you spent more than half your life having your lunch shoved at you through a slot. Take it to the bank!"
"No way those dudes on the boat'll say anything,” D. J. said. “I don't see them blowing the whistle."
"Maybe not. But somebody sooner or later, will.” Beemer rapped his knuckles on the table. “Back to Jimmy Sticks. What do we tell him? Do we cut ourselves a better deal?"
The Budweiser clock behind the bar ticked. Beemer drummed his fingers. Little D. J. said, “In my opinion, you look at these numbers, I don't think fifteen is gonna cut it.” He opened his hands and laid them flat on the money. “How about this: We call up Jimmy, tell him we went out there, the hotel, but when we got there the guy was checking out. We lost him at the bridge. True story. Pretty much."
He looked earnestly at them.
"So you're saying—” Benny looked hard at him. “—we don't let on that we got the case."
"Something like that, yeah."
"We made an agreement—"
"Sure. When we thought he was playing it straight with us. I don't mind playing it straight with a guy who plays it straight, but what happened here, I don't think that was straight, you know?"
"And the dough? What about that?"
Beemer, who had been looking more and more interested, said, “We'll get somebody over here'll give us a price on it. Get Wiggy G. in here. He knows money."
Beemer eyed Benny.
"What's the matter with you?"
Benny heaved a sigh and shrugged. “It's just, I hope you guys know what you're doing."
* * * *
At ten o'clock the next morning they were jammed into Beemer's tiny clothes-closet office, Willy Golightly—Wiggy G.—seated at the kitchen-midden desk. Little D. J., with reverence, set the suitcase down in front of him.
Wiggy was the egghead type, very tall, very thin, with large-knuckled hands. He wore a necktie that had diagonal purple stripes, and a gigantic, fake diamond tie tack through it. The rug on his head looked like something he had bought at a taxidermy shop.
He touched the bullet hole in the lid with the tip of his finger, seemed about to question it, then took his hand away.
Little D. J. opened the case.
Golightly peered at the contents.
"Well, they're pound notes, all right."
"Not counterfeit?"
Golightly fingered one. “No, I don't think so."
"Good."
"The thing is, though, they aren't British notes."
Beemer's face clouded, his heavy brow gathering into a knot. “How's that?"
Golightly raised his bespectacled face. “To start with, they're the wrong color. On top of that, they're the wrong size. They don't have Her Majesty's likeness, and if you want to get technical, they do not have ‘Bank of England', or ‘Bank of Scotland', or Bank of Ireland’ printed on them."
"No,” Beemer admitted. “We know that. But they say ‘Bank of the United Kingdom.’”
Golighty arched an eyebrow. “There is no ‘Bank of the United Kingdom.’ There is the Bank of England, with distinct note issues for Ireland and Scotland, as well as for certain protectorates and territories. What the printing says, if you will examine them more closely, is ‘Bank of the Unito Kingdom.’”
Benny and Beemer frowned. They each snatched up a note and scrutinized it. From out front came the sharp clicking sounds of a Rob Roy customer racking up snooker balls.
"Okay then,” Benny said. “All right. But they got to be worth plenty all the same. Look at the numbers on them, for crying out loud."
Golightly drew a cell phone out of an inside pocket, poked the buttons, and held it to his ear. He spoke a few words, listened for a moment, said “thank you,” and put the phone away.
"Are they all thousand pound notes?” he queried.
Beemer nodded. Little D. J. and Benny nodded. Golightly pawed through the case, his lips moving. Finally he put his clasped hands in his lap.
"The contents of this case . . .” He paused as if to consider his math. “The contents of this case are worth approximately six hundred and thirty dollars..."
"What?” Beemer looked ugly. “With all those zeros there?"
"I'm not finished. The contents are worth six hundred and thirty dollars before I take my commission. But I won't take my commission because I won't buy these notes from you."
Beemer opened and closed his mouth like a fish.
"I won't buy them,” Golightly went on, “because according to my advisor—” He touched the phone in his pocket. “—inflation in the Unito Kingdom of East Africa is running at upwards of ten thousand percent. By the time I got them to the end of the street, I would be losing money on the transaction."
Beemer found his voice. “Six hundred and thirty bucks?"
"Golightly tapped his watch. “Ten minutes ago. If somebody wanted them. Which I doubt."
He stood up and made as if to squeeze past Little D. J. and Benny.
"Let me get this straight,” Little D. J. said. It still hadn't quite sunk in. “You're telling us this money is worthless?"
"To all intents and purposes—yes. What I would do in your place . . .” He took his glasses off, blinked, and put his glasses back on again. “Actually, I don't know what I would do. Good day, gentlemen."
He went out.
"Maybe,” Little D. J. said, “we shoulda stuck with plan A."
* * * *
"Spoiled goods,” Jimmy Sticks said.
"What?” Beemer demanded.
"Spoiled goods."
Jimmy Sticks sat at the dogleg table, his canes hooked over the back of his chair, leaning back from the open suitcase as if afraid of contamination.
"Not only that, you agreed on the fifteen, you were happy with the fifteen, now you're telling me twenty-five? Is that what I'm hearing from you guys?"
"What it is,” Little D. J. said, “what the reason is, the job got a whole lot tougher than what you said it would."
"I didn't say one word about how tough it would get."
"That's what we mean. We think maybe you should have. After what we went through—the Beem almost got shot in the Johnson—we need to walk away with something meaningful."
The chiseled face drew itself in tighter.
"I said not to open it. You opened it anyway. I come here to pick up the goods, and what I got is a buncha something, I don't even know what the hell it is. On top of that, you try to shake me down. I'm about ready to get on somebody's case here. I'm about ready to rap some knuckles!"
Beemer reached behind him, brought out the Al Capone bat and banged it down on the table. “You got trouble with your legs, Jimmy,” he said, “you don't want trouble with your arms."
"This is the second time you threatened me."
"So you're lucky. You're gettin’ a second chance."
Jimmy Sticks glared at each of them, then swore. He pushed the suitcase away, hauled himself to his feet, and grabbed his canes off the back of the chair.
"Where are you going?” Beemer asked.
"That suitcase is not worth the paper napkins you got stacked there behind the ketchup bottles."
"How do you know that?"
"How do I know? How do I know? You think I don't know what's supposed to be in this suitcase, what's in it now? You think I believe you'd let it go for a few grand if it was worth anything? You think I don't know Wiggy G. when I see him coming outta your place? Listen. I didn't get where I am today by letting guys like you walk all over me."
He shoved off from the table and lurched away, banging his canes along the bar to the door.
"I don't think I'll bother leaving a tip,” he called over his shoulder. “I don't think I like the service here."
He went out.
Nobody said anything. They looked at the money. It was Little D. J. who broke the silence.
"Well,” he said, “maybe I was wrong. Maybe we shouldn't've opened up the case."
Benny said, “Beem, you wanna pass me that bat?"
"In a minute,” Beemer said, “after I'm through with it."
Copyright © 2010 Jas. R. Petrin
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Fiction: SOMEWHERE ELSIE by Neil Schofield
* * * *

Edward Kinsella III
* * * *
So here we are in the sitting room and the first man says, “Do you want to answer the phone, Mrs. Wadsworth? We can wait.” He is standing just inside the door with the other man who is younger and foxy looking. They were both walking down the hall with me when the phone began to ring. Now the second man smiles briefly and says, “You never know, it might be important.” He's the one carrying the small briefcase. But they both have the same slatey, disinterested eyes.
As I listen to the voice at the other end, I watch this pair wandering round the room. It's wonderfully light and airy in my sitting room. It has a high, high ceiling, and a lovely view through the enormous windows over Prince of Wales Drive and Battersea Park and it's the room I've always taken the greatest pride in. The furniture, the carpets, the paintings, even the fireplace, all carefully chosen by Howard and me—mainly me because, to be honest with you, H. has never taken much interest in furnishings. I've lavished affection on that room, it's always drawn sighing admiration from our friends, and here they are, strolling round it as though they were in some tavern. Or wherever these people go after work.
I check my appearance in the mirror, with the phone in my hand. A little pale but not bad considering the circs.
At the other end the phone is hung up, but I continue to chirrup meaningless responses. Meanwhile the gruesome twosome have seated themselves on the sofa, from where they regard me with patient interest. And I think about what I'm going to do now.
The call, of course, was from Elsie. And now I'm chatting to the ether, thinking furiously, holding this useless telephone to my ear. I'm wondering why this all got started and what H. will say, and a dozen other equally useless thoughts hurtle round in my head, rebounding off the sides and making no sense.
And of course, I know how it all got started; it started with Safia Melkash. As Marketing Director of a PLC (a public limited company, if you please), H. comes into contact with any amount of PR people and I reason it was just bad luck that a Safia Melkash happened to be waiting round one of the corners in his life. I also guess that there is a Safia Melkash waiting round the corner in the lives of many couples. It was a miracle that a Safia Melkash hadn't happened sooner. But he's always been so straight, so good and honest. Then she happened along and hit him like an Intercity Express.
I have to say that I didn't begin to suspect gradually in the classic way. There was no lipstick on his collar, no hairs on his lapels, no unexplained restaurant bills, nothing like that. I suppose she must have run the affair as she had no doubt run many others. Checking his pockets for telltale details before he came home, brushing his shoulders, making sure he took a good shower. That's the sort she is. Careful. A planner.
No it wasn't at all gradual. It was very sudden. It happened at the launch of a new product that H.'s company had decided to donate to a grateful world. In the afternoon, they had a launch conference with all their sales force, lots of singing, dancing, and general rabble-rousing. In the evening there was a Do, a cocktail party for the Directors (Wives With), then a Grand Dinner for the seigneurs and the peasants alike. And it was at the cocktail party that it happened. I was chatting to the senior vice president of the company's American sister company, a nice man who, from his accent, had been brought up somewhere in the outskirts of Margaret Mitchell. I looked across, during one of our halting exchanges, and saw H. in the middle of a crowd of adulatory minor executives: the Munchkins, he called them.
And then I saw Melkash, that pulpy little dark-haired thing in an outfit far too evening for the occasion. Armani, if I was any judge, and I don't mean Emporio. She joined H.'s group, slithered in, turned her head adoringly upwards, and laughed as though she'd been a part of the joking from the start. How can H. stand her, I thought.
And then. And then, she slapped H. on the bottom. It was a casual, matey, half-slap, half-stroke, half-squeeze, and the worst thing was that it didn't even make H. look round. It was clearly something he was used to. And he did something that made my heart explode in my breast. He simply felt round, took the hand that had slapped him, pressed it briefly for an instant and then let it go. Without even looking at her for a single second.
Later, he had the infernal gall to introduce us. There was something about the way that they stood just a fraction too far apart, and the way they didn't quite look each other in the eye as we stood talking that was somehow practiced, as though they'd done this before. Oh, but I knew. I knew.
That night, after we had returned home and H. had gone to bed, I sat in the sitting room. I wasn't jealous. Jealousy didn't even come into it. I've always felt that jealousy was such a stupid emotion. Stupid and non-productive. No, what I felt was a cold ball of fear in my stomach. And it was exactly the same solid, leaden ball of fear that I used to have when I heard Mum and Dad arguing.
My poor Dad. He could never manage. He wasn't a spendthrift or a drunkard, but he just had such rotten ideas, ideas for businesses that didn't work because it was a rotten idea, or his partners were even more hapless than he, or they were cleverer and cheated him blind, or someone else had had the same idea first. And then inevitably there would be Trouble and something would have to go. Usually it was my school fees. I must have started at six private schools; completed two terms and then had to leave because the school fees were not forthcoming. Mum would explain to me very nicely that it was only temporary, and that I would go to an even nicer school when Things Improved.
Maneuvers would be undertaken, we'd move to another house, always a slightly smaller one, a new business would be founded with great elan and optimism, and then they'd find another private school for me to go to. For a while. If we'd been permanently poor, I could have stood that. But this roller-coaster existence nearly drove me mad. And always the Trouble would start with that argument in the middle of the night, and me lying in bed with that cold, leaden lump of fear in my stomach. In fact from the age of thirteen, I always had that ball of fear; sometimes a tennis ball, sometimes the size of a football. It's no wonder that I grew up like I did, a big, stammering, stooping beanpole of a girl with no friends. Even when I signed my name, Philippa, the letters somehow managed to stoop despite all I could do to keep them upright.
All in all, it was amazing that I managed to leave school with any GCSEsat all. But I did. And I managed to get through a secretarial course, and then I managed to get a job as PA to a company director, and then I moved out and into a flat in West London with three other girls.
Then I met Howard who was large, competent, beginning already to be successful, and most amazing of all, loving, and the miracle happened, everything began to be all right and the ball of fear dissolved.
And now, there I was in the middle of the night and the fear was back. Something was happening to take everything away from me. All this. My flat, my lovely sitting room the sort my mother could have had if Dad hadn't been so hopeless. And Safia Melkash was taking it all away.
One thing I did, before going to bed, was to look at H.'s key ring.
Something that H. has always mocked me for, though gently, is my habit of labeling things. Clothes, books, everything, you name it, and you don't have to be Sigmund Freud to know whence this compulsion to label everything as mine. If it's marked, they can't take it away from you. And there it was on his key ring, an unmarked key. All the others had little sleeves with different colors, red for the main door, blue for the front door, green for the cellar door, and so on. But there this one was, a nasty, brown, slithery key: a front door key that didn't fit our front door.
I didn't sleep.
As luck would have it, the next day at the worst possible time, Elsie called round. As usual, it was like being visited by a badly dressed tropical storm. Looking at her you had the impression that she had woken up naked in an Oxfam shop and got dressed in the dark. She raced past me and down the hall. She was carrying a flat, untidily wrapped thing in her hands. She thrust it at me, peeled off her white summer gloves, and threw them on the sideboard.
"Do yourself a favor, dearie,” she said. “Whack it up on the wall for a couple of weeks and Howard will end up buying it for you."
It was a picture of course, a nice little nineteenth-century oil painting of the Thames at Chelsea.
"You'll see,” she said, “he'll go for it. Bet you a fiver.” She rummaged in the huge satchel-like thing she always carried and took out her cigarettes. Gauloises, of course, what else? I sighed. Whenever Elsie paid me a visit, it took a good three days of air spray and furniture polish to rid the place of her.
She looked around, jetting smoke. Her face creased up in pleasure. She really does have an extraordinary face. Sometimes I think she was born wizened, and she can even, in a certain light, look ugly. But I know several men who swear she's the most beautiful woman in London.
"This is a lovely room, heart.” Then she shrugged off the peculiar cape thing that she was wearing, and sat down. “You do have good taste, Phil, I'll say that for you."
And so I do, though where I got it from and how I had the time to acquire good taste during our nomadic family existence, God alone knows. And given that a good number of things in the room had come from her gallery, she wasn't paying me that much of a compliment.
"Now, drinkingtons, dearie? It seems to be about that time."
I sighed again. I had the idea that I was in for a long visit, and I was right. She had come to ask a favor.
And now I must explain about Elsie, who is one of the best-kept secrets in the loosely knit group of females to which I sort of belong. To begin with, Elsie is not the name above her gallery in Bruton Street. But we've got so used to calling her that, it's official.
In any group of people there is often someone like Elsie. In the musical world, I believe he or she is called a “fixer": the person who sorts out the little problems that occur from time to time in any badly organized society. Give you an example. Suppose that you, an intermittently happily married woman, take it into your head to have a little adventure with a clean young man of impeccable appearance and antecedents. Now, if you haven't done it before, you're a bit adrift. Where? When? And where am I supposed to be? Even if you're experienced in these things, it can be a bit of a poser. It's those little logistical problems that cause the heartaches. What you need is an unbreakable alibi. You need to be able to prove that you were in another place at the time.
Hence Somewhere Elsie. Elsie will find you unassailable evidence of being elsewhere which you can produce, should the need arise—and of course everyone hopes it never will—including sworn witnesses of impeccable character and a venue so respectable as to be un-unbelievable. Plus (if, pushed to the last ditch, you absolutely need it) documentary evidence: ticket stubs, menus, concert programs, et cetera.
Of course there is a price. Which is why so many sculptures and nice little oils find their way from Elsie's gallery into the lounges and living rooms of Fulham, Chelsea, and Kensington. And even further afield, up into Regent's Park and Camden Town. Because she casts a wide net, does Elsie. And it's a sort of Mutual Aid Society, if you see what I mean. Those alibi-ees who call upon her kind services often find themselves recruited later as alibi-ers. If there are such words. And they can't say no, can they? Given what Elsie knows about them. Or rather, suspects. Because she makes it a point never to ask why the alibi is needed. That would be going far too far.
Another of Elsie's rules is that she never provides an alibi on your own doorstep, never within your own circle. That would be pushing your luck. And besides, the fact of having been somewhere unusual adds a sort of reverse verisimilitude. My friend Marion, who is not averse to the occasional little fling, had great success when put to the question by Freddy, with her all-night poker game with three Avon ladies at the Heathrow Skyline. You see? It's so bizarre you can't not believe it. She even had some chips left over to prove it and a check for seventy pounds drawn on a Warrington branch of Barclay's. Which she never cashed, of course.
Then on another occasion, Jane Sundryman was able to come up with her day-return Seacat ticket from Newhaven to Dieppe, a duty-free bottle of Gordon's and a very smelly cheese. Elsie's gift is for detail.
Anyway, what Elsie had come for was to ask me to . . . to bear witness for someone, never mind who. That was all right. I was quite happy to do it because she would be sure to give me a discount on the oil painting if we decided to buy it.
But then, while Elsie was chattering on, her great frizz of orange hair flailing about as she talked, a nasty angry little idea came into my head in its entirety. It took me some time to break through the barrage of Elsie's conversation, but at last I managed it. It stopped her dead. She looked at me, with her gin and tonic halfway to her lips and said, “Are you sure about this, dearie?"
Yes, I was. I wanted an alibi. I had even chosen a specific day and time. Half past eight, one week ahead. A Thursday, as it happens.
"Well,” she said after a long pause. “I'd never have thought it."
I shrugged. “That's the way it is.” I said.
She considered me. She has a way of doing that, head on one side, eyes narrowed, like a disreputable old parrot. She said, “I like you. And I like Howard too. Are you seriously telling me you're going to deceive him?"
I had to smile at the word “deceive” coming from her of all people.
I nodded firmly. She said slowly, “Well, I'm not sure."
I said, “Come on, Elsie. You've done it for heaps of people."
"Yes,” she said, “but for the most part their husbands are rotten types, dearie. They deserve everything they get. And their wives deserve everything they can get too.” She lit another cigarette thoughtfully. “All right, I'll do it. But I'm not happy about it. Not happy at all. “
I had the strange feeling that something had gone out of our relationship. When Elsie took against you, she really took against you. But I didn't care. It was done. And at least I was doing something, not just sitting around letting things happen to me.
"Right, dearie. Lovely drinkie, but must dash. Where are my things? What did I have with me? Did I bring a bag? Doesn't matter."
And Elsie left as she had arrived, like a hurricane, promising, though rather coolly, to phone me with details. It's strange. To look at this disorganized figure dashing about hither and thither, never at rest, you'd think that she couldn't organize anything to save her life. And just to make the point, she left taking my gloves with her and leaving hers behind. It wasn't the first time.
I had perfect confidence in her. But then, after all, what was I really going to do? Administer a sharp lesson. Just a little warning, nothing more. Stay away from what's mine, you hear?
The next part was easy and that was finding out where Safia Melkash lived. Trust her to flaunt it. She was in the directory, her name in full, inviting the attentions of the heavy-breathing brigade. You see the style of the woman?
And just to be sure, that night, while H. was sleeping the sleep of the unjust, I opened his briefcase and took out his portable telephone and went through the memory. And there it was. S.M., the same number. And just to confirm his guilt, he'd added the word Bank. I nearly laughed out loud. “S.M. Bank” indeed. As if that would deceive a child. Men are such simpletons sometimes.
I hadn't chosen the day at random, in fact. The following Thursday, I knew, because it had been in his diary for ages, H. was going to a marketing do, an awards ceremony. And I knew as sure as if he'd painted in red paint on the sitting room wall that Safia Melkash would be pouting at his side.
Elsie didn't ring at the weekend, but I wasn't worried. You could always rely on Elsie, everyone knew that. But as Thursday approached and there was still no call to tell me where I was supposed to be on Thursday, I did have the tiniest worry ticking away inside me. The day dawned and H. left, taking his dinner suit with him, so that he could go straight to the do from the office.
I tried ringing Elsie a time or two during the day, but no one knew where she was. That didn't surprise me. Unexplained absences were part and parcel of life with Elsie. So, I went ahead with The Plan. That foul, guilty Chubb key had been sitting snugly in my purse since three o'clock that morning.
I left the flat at about seven and took a taxi to Fulham. It was a beautiful evening, the air was warm and the trees waved gently on Parson's Green. I was wearing my turquoise suit with a silk blouse and Elsie's white gloves, and I looked like someone going to have perfectly innocent drinks with friends. The taxi dropped me at the bottom of Munster Road. I had lots of time to spare, so I took up station at an inside table at a pub diagonally opposite Safia Melkash's house. No mere flat for her, you notice. She must have been making a fortune. I drank two glasses of Kir, read a magazine, and waited for the right time to come. I wasn't at all nervous.
Until, that is, at precisely eight o'clock, my heart jolted. Safia came out of her house and walked to her car. She was wearing jeans and a blousy sort of top. As she drove away I reflected that ten years ago, you wouldn't have seen people arriving at an awards ceremony dressed like that, but there you are. I once even saw Robert De Niro without a tie at the Oscars.
I remained quite relaxed. I finished my Kir, rolled up my magazine, and walked slowly across the road and into the gate of Safia Melkash's house. There was a light singing in my ears. Was this really me? Was I really doing this?
Yes, I really was. The key slipped smoothly into the lock and turned like a hot spoon in butter. My heart sank. I had been desperately hoping against hope that the whole thing was a mistake, that I had made the whole thing up and that the key was for a security door at H.'s office. Now I knew I had been right all along. And now, suddenly, I did have trouble breathing, but I whispered to myself, “Come on, Pippa, nothing ventured,” and I stepped into the house of my husband's mistress.
I didn't waste time looking around downstairs. It was obvious that most of Safia Melkash's money went on the mortgage because the living rooms were rather sparsely furnished. Although I'm sure someone like her would have said “minimalist” rather than “half empty.” But there were a couple of half decent paintings. And there was a desk, covered with papers, a telephone, and what looked like a large red leather diary. Hmm . . . Later, perhaps.
I headed for the upper floors. It was one of those tall Victorian houses with a lowered kitchen in a half basement, living rooms on the ground floor, and then two floors of bedrooms and an attic. Two floors, mark you. Anyone who needs that many bedrooms is up to no good, that's quite clear.
I found her room very easily just by following the trails of scent. A huge room, with an en suite bathroom, which she had recently used, judging by the clouds of steam which still hung around. The bed was a ridiculous thing with a multitude of flounces and a canopy.
And all along one wall was the wardrobe, a giant thing with sliding mirrored doors. I opened one and gasped. The clothes she had. No wonder the downstairs rooms were sparsely furnished. There wasn't a thing here under a thousand pounds. This, I thought, was going to be fun. I took off my jacket, took the kitchen scissors out of my bag, and went to work.
It was fun. Every pair of legs I cut off a Versace suit, every skirt of every Saint Laurent model I hacked to ribbons was a blow against the fear, and with every slash I seemed to grow stronger and bigger, no longer stooping, no longer stooping and silly. I was the Avenger. It was wonderful. And off they all went, Westwood, Gaultier, McQueen, Lacroix, all to rags and tatters.
Until, between slashes, a slight sound warned me and I turned to see Safia Melkash in the doorway, staring at me and her ruined clothes. She had the look of someone who had found a snake in the bath. She also had the look of someone who was very definitely not going to a marketing awards ceremony. Oh dear. I stared back at her. This seemed to go on for an eternity, until both our hearts started beating again. Then, because she was goggling in such a ridiculous way, I couldn't help it, I actually laughed. Out loud. That broke the spell. She dropped the Safeway's carrier bag she was holding and hurled herself at me, screaming in the most appalling way.
She was a strong little thing, but I had the advantage of the fear and I'm big. And I had the scissors. And you know what scissors are like. They get away from you, scissors do.
At the end of it all, the room was very warm and still. I sat down, breathing heavily, on the bed. The room seemed full of something, I don't know what. And at the same time it felt emptier. Safia lay like a bag of dirty washing thrown carelessly into a corner, her half open eyes staring past me, staring from the here into the there. She looked as though she might be dozing, had it not been for the gaping wounds in her . . . well, that's quite enough of that.
I looked at myself in the mirrored wardrobe doors, expecting to see a horrific sight, a bloodstained maniacal killer; I looked wonderful. My hair was a little disordered as you'd expect, but my eyes were bright and there was a flush in my cheeks. There was some blood on my blouse, of course. But far less than you'd expect, and the little there was, was easily concealed as I found out when I put my jacket on. I wiped the scissors on her lace bedspread for good measure.
I didn't waste any more time in that house. I went out into the gathering London dusk, and pulled the door to without slamming it, turning the key quietly in the lock. I walked for a good long way before I caught a cab. I sat back in the seat and thought about it. This was a turn up, there was no doubt about it. Strangely, given that it was all his fault, my first thoughts were for H. No . . . even if they established a connection, he was with three or four hundred marketing types at the Hilton Hotel. And I was safe. There was no line between us. I had worn gloves like a good girl, and I reasoned that given Melkash's type, there was probably a queue of women waiting for her with scissors. But you never know. Yes, on reflection, I did need Elsie.
By the time H. arrived home, the worse for wear, as I heard from the way he tripped on the stairs and swore, I had showered, eaten a light supper, and gone to bed. An hour later, I slipped out of bed, found his key ring, and replaced the Melkash key.
The following morning (and I've realized that's still today, isn't that extraordinary?), I rang around London, trying to find Elsie. Nowhere. I left messages everywhere I could think of, impressing the urgency on everyone I spoke to.
In the afternoon I went out for a walk in the park, exhausted by sitting next to the damn phone that wouldn't ring. The fear was back with me again, although I knew it was ridiculous. I was completely safe. But I wondered if Elsie was doing this on purpose, keeping me waiting, just out of bloody-mindedness. It would be just like her. Still, the stroll relieved me of some of the stress and I walked back to the flat, feeling rather better for the fresh air. And there were these two men waiting for me.
The larger one presented himself as Inspector Something (I wasn't hearing properly, there was a strange ringing in my ears that I didn't like) and showed me what I suppose was a warrant card. He introduced the other man as Sergeant Harfsnarf, although I was sure that couldn't be right, and said they would like to ask me a few questions.
I had hardly let them into the flat when the phone started ringing. The larger man said, “Do you want to answer the phone, Mrs. Wadsworth? We can wait."
Of course, it was Elsie.
"Better late than never, dearie. Had to pop over to Eilat for a few days. Only got back this morning at sparrow-fart.” Typical, I thought. “But never fear, I sorted you out before I left. I've got a cast-iron unsinkable for you. A new client of mine. Right, this is where you were last night, if H. asks you."
I had to work desperately hard not to sigh aloud with relief. And then she told me my alibi.
"I hope it was worth it, dearie. Lovely chat. Must dash.” And she was gone, leaving me talking to the dead phone and staring at the two men and their little briefcase.
I knew, as certainly as if I had X-ray vision, exactly what was inside that briefcase: Safia Melkash's red leather diary with an entry for yesterday, Thursday: “8.30—Philippa Wadsworth—drinkies and supper here"—with my address and telephone number alongside for good measure. ("Don't worry, I sat and watched her write it down, dearie. Can't think why she seemed to find it so hellish amusing.")
And with the diary into the bargain, there will also be a pair of white gloves with my name neatly marked inside. ("Bit of corroborative evidence for you. Realized I'd taken your gloves by mistake and then thought, Why not? Every little detail helps, doesn't it?")
The two men are still waiting for me. Well, they can jolly well wait. This is my phone. I can go on talking as long as I please.
As I talk on, I gaze aimlessly round my sitting room. Now that I look at it properly, I think how strange it is never to have noticed how small and stuffy this room really is.
Copyright © 2010 Neil Schofield
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Department: SOLUTION TO THE MYSTERIOUS CIPHER
I have missed something, but I'm damned if I can put my finger on it. There's something out of focus, but I can't lock on to it.
—F. J. Kelly
From “The Vietnam Circle" (Alfred Hitchcock, The Best of Mystery)
vietnam opqrsuwxyzbcdfghjkl
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