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Novelette: JUST A THOUGHT by Keith McCarthy
* * * *

Art by Mark Evan Walker
* * * *
Keith McCarthy's John Eisenmenger is back this month with a case involving a bizarre psychological defense. Readers who'd like to see more of the forensic pathologist should look for the latest Eisenmenger novel, Corpus Delicti (Severn House), of which PW says: “McCarthy tweaks this spine-tingler with jittery twists, including a shocking ending. The utterly human frailties of the principal characters don't get in the way of their crime solving but only enhance it."
* * * *
"They've offered me earplugs."
Helena looked up sharply from her writing pad. “I'm sorry?"
His face was neutral. No sign that he regarded his remark as in any way odd. “Earplugs. They've offered them to me."
"Have they?” She didn't really know what he was talking about.
"To keep out the noise at night."
He was nervous, but that was understandable. He was tired, too, and who wouldn't be? On remand for murder, a prison was no place for a good night's slumber; there were always noises in prison at night, always men talking either to themselves or to each other, men crying, men screaming. If you were lucky, it wasn't coming from your own cell; if you were really lucky, it wasn't coming from you.
"I didn't want her dead."
"No, of course not, David."
He was hunched in his chair, contracted so that his arms, straight as sticks, angled down between his knees from rounded shoulders, his head jutting forward like a turtle's. It was difficult to equate the sight before her with the young, successful entrepreneur he had been until a few weeks before. The pictures of him that she had seen had presented her with a man on a roll, who had the answers to all life's problems, a toned body, the arrogance of success behind the gaze. Handsome, with bright blue eyes and perfect teeth, he had photographed well. Now he was shrunken, scared, grey as a goose, watery eyes; his chin and neck were covered in small nicks where he had shaved with trembling hands. He was not built for incarceration and had no training for it.
He had barely looked at her for the ten minutes she had been in the room with him. Being merely on remand, he was allowed his own clothes, and perhaps it was the light in the room that made them look cheap and shabby. “I love her."
Lovedher.
But, having had this thought, she found herself disagreeing with it. True, his wife was dead, and true it was at his own hand, but she supposed that he could still be in love with her. “I'm sure you do, David."
"She was beautiful. I wouldn't harm her."
She could at least agree with the first sentence. Alice Codman had indeed been beautiful, with dark eyes, high cheekbones, and an almost Egyptian look. She had been slim and tanned, worked as an interior designer.
He straightened his back suddenly, stretching and abruptly shivering as he did so. He brought his shoulders back and his hands came out from between his knees. The shaking grew worse and he put his hands on the edge of the table, gripping it tightly.
"Are you all right?"
He said nothing. She saw that the fingers of his right hand were badly stained with nicotine. He was still shaking, but less violently now.
"David?"
His head was still lowered, but he said in a soft, lost voice, “Yes.” He brought his head up so that she could see his face. He was crying, a torrent of despair. “I didn't kill her."
"I understand that."
But did she? The evidence was seemingly incontrovertible, the facts not disputed by the accused. Alice Codman had been killed in her own bed. Asphyxiated, probably with a pillow. A bad enough start, but there was worse, for then she had had her throat cut. Indeed, she had been almost decapitated. A horrible, messy death, and one that, not surprisingly, had left blood everywhere—on the bed sheets, on the wall, on the carpet; even on the ceiling.
Blood on David Codman, too, because David had been sleeping in the same bed when it happened. Sleeping heavily, apparently, because he claimed not to have known anything about it.
Not surprisingly, this story had stuck in the throats of the detectives who had responded to his hysterical emergency call the next morning. It had been regurgitated completely when forensics had discovered his fingerprints on the garden shears that lay by her side of the bed. The pathologist had done his best to disrupt the smooth passage of the case from murder to conviction by refusing to confirm that this was definitely the murder weapon—"I'm not willing to go beyond my original statement,” he had insisted. “It's compatible with the bladed instrument that cut her throat, but I can't be certain.” But since the police felt it unlikely that David's wife would have felt the need to cuddle a pair of garden shears during the night, they had allowed him his uncertainties.
And so David was here, on remand in Gloucester Prison, and Helena Flemming was here also, his defence solicitor. “You're certain that you heard nothing?"
"Nothing."
Helena wrote this down while he looked on. “I know it sounds fantastic, but I honestly didn't."
The police heard such protestations and put them down to stupidity or, at best, a lack of imagination when it came to storytelling. When they came to Helena's ears from the mouth of an intelligent man—and David was an intelligent man, being a member of Mensa and a millionaire at the age of just thirty—she took a diametrically opposed stance. This story might well be fantastic, but it wasn't a fantasy.
"Fair enough."
"You believe me?"
She smiled at this. “If you tell me that it's true then, yes, I believe you."
Paradoxically, if there was anyone in the room—where the walls were of unplastered brick painted in shiny grey, and the floor was stained and dusty and streaked with scuffs from heavy, rubber soles—who was disbelieving, it was David, who could not accept that here was a potential friend.
The house had shown no signs of a forced entry. How the police had celebrated that piece of news.
"In your preliminary statements, you suggested that you hadn't been getting on very well with your wife."
He sighed. “Not recently, no."
"What was the problem?"
"She'd been unfaithful to me.” This was accompanied by an apologetic smile above which his eyes held a questioning look, as if he were hoping that she wouldn't mind too much.
"She was having an affair?"
"Yes.” This with a sad sigh.
"Oh."
"Until then, I thought our marriage had been a success. I realise now that I was mistaken. She hurt me deeply."
Helena had begun to write this on her notepad, but she stopped and looked up at him. “Then why hadn't you left her?"
"I'm a Catholic. There is no room for divorce in my faith."
But, according to the evidence, there was some for murder. She said nothing for a short while, looking at him while he stared at the window high above her head; a pigeon could be seen through the grime, bobbing silently. She asked the next question because she had to, not because she wanted to hear the answer. “Did you have rows?"
His attention was back on her at once. “Oh yes. Dreadful ones."
She could remain silent no longer. “David, these answers aren't helping your case, you know."
The look in his eyes and the tone of his voice were entirely without guile as he replied, “You want me to tell you the truth, what really happened, don't you?"
He was right and she had to acknowledge the fact. “Of course."
And so she dutifully wrote down what he had told her, all the while conscious that he might well be effectively dictating his confession.
"There's something else I think I should tell you.... “
He was timid, bashful. She looked at him, at his nervous, silly grin and she experienced something that was not so much a sinking feeling, more one of being sunk. “What?"
"One of the rows . . . just before it happened... “
"Yes?"
"I was a bit drunk and we got to arguing... “
"About her affair?"
He didn't actually confirm her suspicions but she took his silence as assent. “ . . . And I hit her."
She took this in and for a moment there was silence. She decided after a while that she was numb; she had to be, because she ought to have been sobbing by now, waving goodbye to any chance of victory. In a tired voice she enquired of him, “How badly did you hurt her?"
"I blacked her eye. And she hit the back of her head as she fell backwards."
"Did she need hospitalisation?"
"Not overnight."
"But she went to A&E?"
He nodded.
"Were the police involved?"
"No charges were brought.” He produced this as if it were some form of mitigation. She didn't have the heart to tell him his real position. “Well, that's something."
Whilst she was writing up her notes, he said sadly, “It's hopeless, isn't it?"
Careful to keep her face neutral because to give him false hope was not in her nature, she looked up at him and said carefully, “It's not good, no."
His nod was a thing of collapse, acquiescence to his fate. “But, I didn't do it.” This, a still small voice of protest in the storm around him. “I didn't."
"Good,” she responded as positively as she could. “It's my job to show everyone else that."
It was time for her to go. As had become her habit when visiting clients on remand, she fished in her handbag and produced a packet of cigarettes, pushed them across the table to him. He said at once, “No, thanks. I've given up."
"Take them. You'll find they're useful in here as currency. If you're not smoking, you win both ways because you won't be burning your money, will you?"
He hesitated still, then abruptly reached out and grabbed them, saying, “Thanks."
And she remembered. “Have the earplugs worked?"
"Eh?"
"Have they helped you sleep?"
"No.” He looked worn down, almost worn away. “I can't use them. I tried using them before, but I found they made things worse, not better."
"Why?"
"Have you ever tried them?"
She hadn't.
"After a while, you hear the blood pounding in your head.” He stopped but only for a moment. “It's like throbbing almost. Louder and louder, pulsing like a great engine, smothering you, drowning you, filling your lungs, your nose, your mind . . . “ He was talking more and more quickly but always in the same monotone. “It gets so overpowering and so insistent, that there's nothing else, nothing else at all... “
"David?"
She'd managed to stop him, but he didn't speak.
"David? Are you all right?"
A weak smile. “Sorry. I'm so tired... “
"What about sleeping tablets? Surely they'll give you those?"
"I don't like drugs. Never have. You can do most things without the aid of drugs. They're just a cop-out."
"You prefer alternative therapies?"
He nodded.
"Can't they give you any of those?"
He sighed. “Apparently not."
* * * *
"He did it."
"He says he didn't."
"Not everyone you defend is innocent of the crime, Helena. In fact, it would be fairer to say that hardly anyone you defend is innocent of the crime. Most of them aren't innocent of anything, if it comes to that."
"Thanks, John."
Eisenmenger shrugged. “Tell me it isn't true."
"He says he didn't do it. I operate on that basis. I'm not paid to assess the evidence and judge him, I'm paid to do as he asks."
They were in her office, the sky outside darkening with both the oncoming evening and with rain clouds. An ancient gas fire hissed, whispering to him of Saturday nights from his youth, buttered crumpets and Doctor Who on the television. They were sitting around a dining table that occupied one end of the office; it was piled high with files, many of which were obese and bulging forth their paperwork. John Eisenmenger was Helena's partner both socially and for business; he was a pathologist, she a solicitor. He said, “Well, either he's innocent, or he's mad."
"Or both."
Eisenmenger laughed. “I doubt it, Helena."
She did not see anything funny, though. “Was there nothing at postmortem to help us?"
"Not a sausage. What happened to Alice Codman is so clear from the pathological evidence it could be used as a teaching case. She was manually asphyxiated first—there are clear finger marks around her neck—and then whoever it was knelt on her chest and tried to cut through her neck with a long-bladed scissorlike instrument."
"Like the garden shears found at the scene?"
"As you say, like the shears found at the scene. Right length, right thickness, and smooth-edged. Not quite sharp enough to do the job; couldn't get through the vertebral column. He managed to cut through her tattoo, though."
She had learned to cope with the careless way he thought about and discussed atrocity, but she had never learned to like it. “Tattoo?"
"She collected tattoos. One at the base of her spine of a serpent, some Chinese characters on the inside of her left thigh, yin and yang on her right shoulder, and the one on her neck of a spider, just below her right ear. It was recent, I think."
"She was dead when he tried to cut her head off, wasn't she?"
He considered this, much as he might had he been asked to recall the finer details of a Rembrandt or a Titian. “I think so. There was blood, of course, and lots of it, but if the heart had been beating at the time that her carotids were cut, it would have covered the whole of the back bedroom wall. The photographs show that it was only splashed."
She tried not to think about the panini she had had for lunch and buried herself in the paperwork. “Forensics say that her DNA is under his fingernails and that there is a partial match for one of his fingerprints on her neck."
"Men have hung on less evidence than that."
"But he says that he didn't do it."
Eisenmenger was a rationalist, could only shake his head. “He's lying, then."
* * * *
The Codmans had possessed two properties. One was a large, grade-two listed manor house in Herefordshire, the other a two-bedroom flat in the heart of Cheltenham, just off the Promenade; Alice had met her death in Cheltenham, a property that was probably worth half a million pounds. As they stood outside, looking up at the building, a couple came out. He was dressed in leather, she in too much makeup and too little clothing. The man looked at them and murmured to no one and everyone, “Bloody rubberneckers."
Helena smiled politely. “Actually, we have business here."
Perhaps he believed her, perhaps he didn't. “You know what happened up there, don't you?"
"There was a death, I understand."
"Bloody massacre, more like."
"Yes, well... “
"We've had to endure hundreds of people coming to gawp. What's wrong with people? Ghouls, the lot of them. I complained to the police, but they said that there was nothing they could do."
"Rest assured, we haven't come to ‘gawp.’ “
His companion spoke for the first time, and in a sneering, dismissive tone. “The police are never any good, except when they can make an easy arrest. We were burgled last year and their investigation was pathetic. We never heard any more after they'd given us an incident number."
"Yes, well. As I say, we have business here."
Helena had an entry card provided by the police but she waited until Mr. and Mrs. Disgusted were well clear and climbing into a Porsche 911 before she used it. Eisenmenger sighed as he watched them pull away. “My mother,” he offered, “would call them ‘new money.’ “
* * * *
"It was disgusting what she got up to. Absolutely disgusting."
This was from a stout, well-turned, elderly woman whose gimlet eye told Helena that she missed little and approved of even less. Her husband, standing beside her on the doorstep, was a rabidly loyal lieutenant as he nodded and frowned fiercely at the Codman's flat opposite; they were both deeply suntanned and, Eisenmenger suspected, seasoned cruise-hands. Helena had the distinct impression that this was a scenario that both of them were used to and that both of them enjoyed. As soon as she had announced to them that they were making enquiries concerning the events that had transpired at the house of the Codmans, they had both been keen to tell all, even though they did not know precisely who their visitors were or why they were there.
The husband decided to build on what his wife had said. “Obviously, he was a lunatic, but she was both no better than she ought to have been."
Eisenmenger found his wonderment at the highways and byways of the English language to be distracting him from what was actually being said, and it was Helena who asked, “Why do you say that?"
"Carrying on like that,” said the wife. She had pearl earrings and tightly permed hair.
"You mean her affair? You knew about that?"
"Affairs, you mean,” came from the husband contemptuously. “This wasn't the first. Everyone knew that she was a tart."
Helena felt joy in her heart. “How many?"
Apparently this was an equal opportunities household, for it was the distaff side who answered this. “Three, maybe four. That we knew about, anyway."
"You wouldn't happen to know any names, would you?"
Helena asked this of the space between them because she was subconsciously becoming used to the alternating points of attack from her informants; she was thus not surprised when the answer came from the husband. “As a matter of fact, we do."
A knowing glance was exchanged between them before she added, “For a long time she was seeing that surgeon."
"Mr. Bell,” he confirmed. He lowered his voice. “I saw him for my prostrate, that's how I knew who he was.” Eisenmenger noted the extra consonant, said nothing. Their informant continued, “He got divorced. I wondered at the time if it had anything to do with her.... “
Eisenmenger, who had appeared distracted until now, suddenly asked, “Apart from their relationship with each other, what were they like? Did they get on with other people in the block?"
"I suppose,” the woman offered grudgingly, as if reluctant to give them any credit for anything.
Her husband chipped in, “Whenever I spoke to him, he seemed perfectly normal. We'd occasionally chat about sport or about the weather, that kind of thing; I never realised he wasn't right in the head.” He turned briefly to his wife, as if checking for accord, before offering, “It gives us the creeps when you think about what he did."
It had given Helena the creeps too, as she and Eisenmenger had inspected the bedroom, preserved for the time being as it had appeared to the police when they had arrived in answer to David Codman's hysterical phone call. Eisenmenger, of course, had been fascinated and apparently not at all bothered by the implications of the stains and splatters of blood, examining them from all angles, frowning occasionally, saying nothing.
"You can never tell what goes on between four walls,” she of the perm pronounced, which seemed at odds with the facts, since apparently everyone had known that Alice Codman was promiscuous.
"And what was Mrs. Codman like?” Helena addressed this to the woman, perhaps hoping subconsciously to interrupt their pattern of repartee. If so, she was disappointed, for it was the husband who said at once, “Obvious, if you know what I mean. Not backward in coming forward."
His wife forsook the use of euphemism. “I thought that she was a bit of a tart."
And it was this leitmotif, and variations on it, that rang through all the conversations that they had that day concerning the Codmans. We thought that he was all right, but she was a bit of a flirt, bit of a tease. Or, as the Codmans’ immediate neighbour had it, Red hat, no knickers. He was a respiratory cripple, his lungs destroyed by years of cigarette smoking, now requiring home oxygen, so that their conversation in his living room was against a background of hissing, his words coming to them through a mask and above gasps and heaving breaths.
"I told David, I did,” he said at the end of what appeared to be twenty minutes that had added nothing new to their sum of knowledge concerning David and Alice Codman. “I told him he had to stop the smoking, or else he'd end up like me."
Helena, her heart plunged into pity for the state in which Mr. Walker now found himself, said, “He took your advice. He's given up."
"I know. He told me. I wish I'd done what he did. Never thought of it, though."
"What was that?"
"He found himself a hypnotist. Got himself hypnotised. Worked a treat."
At which Eisenmenger, until then taciturn and almost distracted for much of the day, glanced up, his face full of an interest that had been hitherto completely absent. “Did he?” he asked. “Did he really?"
* * * *
"That's complete, utter, unadulterated, one hundred and ten percent garbage."
Eisenmenger was shaking his head; grinning broadly, but still shaking his head. “You must admit, it's an interesting idea."
"Like attaching a rocket engine to your bike is an interesting idea; like the idea that the moon is made of Gorgonzola is fascinating."
"You want a defence. I'm giving you one."
They were back in her office. Eisenmenger couldn't be sure but he thought that there might be a few more files in it and he wondered if any ever left. Helena said, “I need a credible one."
"No,” he countered. “You need any defence you can lay your hands on. This might be it."
"That he was in a hypnotic trance?"
"I think I'm right in saying that people have been acquitted after claiming that they were somnambulating while they committed criminal acts."
"Very occasionally."
"Maybe something similar is going on here."
"But . . . “ Words, normally her constant companions, failed her for once. She tried again with no more success. “But... “
"Let me look into it. The pathological evidence isn't going to help us on this one, is it?"
She eventually acquiesced, if only to get him and his stupid ideas out of her office.
Almost immediately, he began to discover curious things.
* * * *
David Codman had used a hypnotherapist by the name of Davina Muir, a fact he communicated to Eisenmenger readily enough. She operated from a flat in Southgate Street in Gloucester. Eisenmenger saw no reason to be coy about his motives for seeing her and she seemed quite happy to help.
"I see all sorts. People who want to give up smoking, give up drinking, give up gambling. People who want to have more self-confidence, or to feel less stressed. People who want to lose weight, even those who want to put it on.” At his look of surprise, she explained, “Anorexics and bulimics."
He said, “You remember David Codman?"
"Of course I do. His name's been all over everywhere.” She sounded well spoken, he thought.
"What was your impression of him?"
"Stressed, but timid."
"Repressed, then?"
"Yes, I would say so."
"Potentially violent?"
"Not in a spontaneous way, no."
"What about a calculated way?"
She hesitated. “Perhaps.” Before he could count on this admission, she went on, “But then, so is everyone."
"You think everyone would be capable of cutting someone's head off?"
She had done her best with the furnishings, made things sparse but neat and tidy, but Eisenmenger could not ignore the fact that they were in a grotty flat in a none too salubrious part of Gloucester. He could not stop himself from questioning why a wealthy man like David Codman would come to such a place; she must, he decided, be very, very good. Her reply came after much consideration. “No. Nearly everyone, but I would suggest there would be some—a minority—that would be constitutionally incapable of such an act."
Her speech patterns suggested to him that she was more than a self-trained practitioner of complementary therapy. “But you think that David Codman is in that minority?"
"How would I know?” This with a bitter smile.
He let the matter drop. “Tell me about hypnotism."
"Hypnotherapy,” she corrected him primly. “Hypnotism is what they do on stage."
"Forgive me."
"What do you want to know?"
"What techniques do you use?"
She indicated a couch in the corner. It was a standard examination couch, like ones in thousands of medical practices throughout the world. “The subject lies there and I induce a state of relaxation."
"How?"
She stood up and went to a stereo system; an expensive one, he noted. When she switched it on, the faint sounds of a blood flow, ebbing and flowing to the beat of a heart, could be heard. It was soothing and undoubtedly relaxing, except that after about twenty seconds, a horn sounded loudly from Southgate outside and broke the atmosphere. “That must be annoying,” he remarked.
She turned the sound system down. “It completely sabotages the process,” she admitted. “Which is why the subject wears headphones and I use a microphone to talk to them."
"You could move premises."
"I don't think you realise how little money I make at this,” she responded bitterly.
Fair enough.
"So, having relaxed the client, what do you do then?"
"That depends on what they've come to me for."
"If, say, I want to give up smoking."
"You must understand that you can't make someone do what they don't want to do, but that's not a problem, since they're here with me in this room; by definition, they want to give up."
"But what if they want to kill their spouse?"
She coloured but not through embarrassment. “What are you saying?” she hissed.
"Supposing that they wanted to rid themselves of a troublesome wife, say?"
She took in a whole load of air, held it for a long time, presumably to extract the maximum amount of oxygen from it, then, in less of a hiss, more of a snarl, said, “If they want to murder someone, they don't need me to hypnotise them."
"Not even if they feel that they just need that extra little push? A spot of Dutch courage, if you like."
"I do not help people to break the law, Dr. Eisenmenger."
Eisenmenger smiled. He thought that he believed her, remembered that he had believed once that doctors went into medicine purely to help people. “That's a relief to hear."
"Now, if that's all you've come here to say— “
"So how do you stop someone smoking? Say, for instance, that I have a forty-a-day habit."
He suspected for a moment that she was not going to cooperate anymore, but a few more deep breaths seemed to help the situation. “When they first come in here, they see cigarettes as a positive factor in their lives; they might know in the objective part of their minds that they cause dreadful diseases, that they make their clothes and their breath smell, that by dint of their addictiveness they take control away from them, but they choose to compartmentalise those thoughts. My therapy is designed to correct that imbalance and, by so doing, make it easy for them to say no."
"Accentuate the positive?"
She shrugged. “More to accentuate the negative, make them hate those little white sticks because of what they're really doing; they're not making the smoker better, stronger, more sexy; they're causing social and physical harm."
"How do you do that?"
"Usually by associating them with something that they hate, perhaps that they have a phobia about."
"And in making them hate them, do you also make the client want to destroy them?"
She answered without apparent guile. “Oh, yes. I tell them to stub them out and cut them up."
Eisenmenger, who could hardly believe that she'd said this, was even more excited when, a few moments later, the object of David Codman's fear and hatred came up in conversation.
Spiders.
* * * *
"This has gone far enough, John."
He raised his hands in despair at Helena's ingratitude. “What's your problem?"
"I can't instruct counsel to base the defence on this completely barking theory."
"Why not?"
"Because he'd refuse point-blank, and then probably tell me to find another barrister."
"I don't think it's barking. I think it makes a sort of sense."
"Only to someone who goes into trances at regular intervals because he's just been struck by some interesting aspect of that dismembered body he dissected last week, or who thinks that when I sit down in a Michelin-starred restaurant all I want to hear—and let's not forget the other diners within earshot either—is how fascinating you thought the injuries were on the poor schmuck who fell off the bridge into the path of the oncoming six-fifteen from Paddington."
"That's a bit harsh."
"Try living with yourself."
He opened his mouth, started to point out that he already did, then had a better idea—silence, at least for a moment. “Well, at least get an expert opinion on it, as a hypothesis."
"That it was all a ghastly mistake? That when he was desperately trying to lop his wife's head off with the shears—dead-heading her instead of the roses— he thought he was kicking his smoking habit? Duffing in a cigarette rather than his wife?"
"A mistake triggered by the fact that she had recently acquired a small tattoo of a spider."
"On the side of her neck."
"What kind of therapy is it that makes you homicidal every time you see a spider? Do all this woman's patients end up on murder charges?"
He was forced to admit that there were a few flaws in the theory. “I haven't quite figured out the whole story. There must be something else involved."
"Well, perhaps when you have a whole story to tell, I'll listen."
The conversation lapsed—on her side in irritation, on his in exasperation—until he suddenly said, “I say, that's rather good."
"What is?"
” ‘Dead-heading her.’ “
She managed not to assault him.
* * * *
But Helena quickly found that Eisenmenger's theory would not die easily, although it began to mutate quite quickly. To her consternation, it was she who provided the first lifeline. After her next visit to David, she remarked that he was not coping well in prison.
"I'm not surprised. It's not an experience for the faint-hearted."
"He looks as though he hasn't slept since he got in there."
"He can ask for sleeping tablets if he's not a suicide risk."
"He won't take them. Says that he doesn't believe in drugs."
All sympathy evaporated inside Eisenmenger at once. He had no time for such views. Helena continued, “And he says that he tried earplugs, but they upset him."
"How can earplugs upset anyone? What did he do? Try to swallow them?"
"Something about the blood pulsing in his ears. He said that after a while, it was all he could hear. . . . “ She stopped speaking because Eisenmenger was silently crowing, making a face of exquisite but idiotic ecstasy. “What the hell's the matter with you?"
"Go back to him. Ask him if he was wearing them on the night that he first noticed the tattoo. Ask him if that was the night she died. And while you're about it, ask him if he'd only recently taken to wearing them."
"Why?"
"I bet the answer to all three questions is yes. I'll bet my life on it."
* * * *
His life was safe, however.
"He'd been having a lot of trouble sleeping since his little run-in with police over the assault, and he tried the earplugs for the first time that night."
"And was that the day that she acquired the tattoo?"
"She actually got it the day before, but he didn't notice until that day. It's partially hidden by the hairline."
The look on Eisenmenger's face was seraphic and Helena wanted to smooth it out with a club hammer. “Would you mind explaining why this is important?"
He explained how Davina Muir induced hypnosis in her clients, the sounds of the womb, of blood ebbing and flowing. “Perhaps the earplugs had a similar effect and put him into a state of hypnosis and, in that state, he recalled everything he had been told about hating cigarettes."
"You're still way ahead of me."
"She works by transferring a hatred or a phobia of some object to cigarettes. She told me that David Codman can't stand spiders."
At last she glimpsed what he was saying. She didn't believe it, but at least she saw it. “In a hypnotic trance, he killed her because of the tattoo?"
"More than that. I think that his hatred of spiders, his feelings of aggression towards his wife, his desire to give up cigarettes all conspired. I think that in his head, he was destroying his habit for smoking, killing a spider, and getting his own back on a cuckolding wife."
At least Helena didn't dismiss it at once; he could see that she still didn't believe it, but he had caught her attention. “I'm not sure... “
"Get it checked out by an expert, a professor of psychology or something. See what they say."
And so she did.
* * * *
The first trial ended in disarray when the jury were unable to agree on a verdict, the second similarly. The third resulted in David Codman's acquittal. There was a huge amount of publicity and some controversy but, as far as Helena was concerned, the most important thing was that she successfully defended her client. She had, she admitted later to Eisenmenger, been unsure of his innocence, a confession that made Eisenmenger sigh, at least inwardly.
The case had turned on the evidence of a forensic psychologist whom Helena had dug up from America and who testified that the scenario outlined by the defence was not only plausible but, in his expert opinion, extremely probable. Indeed, he had published accounts of such cases that had occurred in the United States. The prosecution had countered with their own experts, who belittled this theory, and it had come down to whom the jury believed. On the third time asking, the jury believed David Codman, if only a ten to two majority.
And that should have been that, but for an odd coincidence some nine months later. Eisenmenger, he admitted to himself later, was already having doubts about one or two aspects of the case, but they were little more than vague qualms, like the fact that he noticed one day that Davina Muir had suddenly gone up-market, and was now operating from a far more salubrious establishment in Cheltenham town centre.
Not, in itself, a smoking gun, but it came back to his mind when he was waiting for an inquest to start. His case concerned a man who had been killed at work, crushed by a tree that he had been felling on a steep grassy bank. He had turned up on time, but the first case of the day had considerably overrun and so when he entered at the back of the court, the case scheduled before his was only just starting. It was on the death of Davina Muir. She had been killed in a road- traffic accident, after her BMW M3 soft-top coupe had hit a tree after finding a patch of black ice on a frosty morning in February. The police accident-investigation officer reckoned that she had been travelling at one hundred and five miles per hour.
He had thought at once that here was a further sign that she had come up in the world and he wondered how; perhaps the well-dressed man sitting in a sombre suit comforting two teenage daughters was the explanation; perhaps she had remarried.
But he soon learned from the remarks addressed to this man that she hadn't remarried. She had divorced ten years before and this was her ex-husband.
And suddenly Eisenmenger felt sick.
* * * *
David Codman was courteous but guarded. He sat in the living room of his rather sumptuous mansion house at Aston Cross and handed out tea and biscuits to his visitors. He emanated confidence and contentment; Helena could see no sign of bereavement either about his person or about the house; there were no pictures of Alice, although there was one of a rather attractive blond woman.
Through the smoke of a cigarette, he said, “I don't think I understand."
Helena repeated the name. “Davina Muir. She died in a car crash some months ago."
"Did she? What is that to me?"
"You knew her."
"Hardly knew her. I went to her for help in giving up smoking on a few occasions, that was all."
"Following which, you killed your wife and tried to hack off her head."
He closed his eyes, clearly upset at being reminded. “I appreciate that,” he said after a suitable time and in a tone that signalled he thought that they were being unnecessarily crass. “Don't think that I don't lie awake at night."
Eisenmenger explained, “I went to see her when we were planning your defence."
He nodded enthusiastically. “I know you did. You have no idea how grateful I am to you two. If I hadn't had such a dedicated team looking after my interests, I might not have been cleared."
"We were dedicated enough to look into her background after she died."
He smiled. “Dedication, indeed."
"I hadn't realized that she had once been a general practitioner."
"Really?” He took a sip of tea. It was Earl Grey and very nice. “Neither had I."
"And divorced."
He put his cup down. “Far too common, these days."
Helena had not touched her cup. “She had the perfect life. She was married to a surgeon, she had two children at public school, and she had her own career."
"So what happened?” His frown was perplexed.
"She discovered that her husband was having an affair. She loved him, I think; loved him deeply."
"Believe me, I know how she felt."
"It destroyed her, literally. She went to pieces, decided that she wanted to examine gin bottles rather than patients."
"She was never drunk when I saw her."
"Unfortunately, one or two of her patients weren't so lucky. She was struck off and had to look after two young children. Not able to practice medicine, she had to find money where she could. She had experience as a hypnotherapist, and she turned to that as a way of making a living."
He stretched and looked up at the ceiling, where the original plasterwork still lived; he radiated boredom as he said, “Forgive me, but I don't really see why this is relevant to anything."
Eisenmenger hastened to explain. “Because she was married to Mr. Robert Bell, and the woman he was having an affair with was your wife."
He jerked his head forward. “Alice?” Helena almost thought that it was genuine. Eisenmenger nodded. “Alice."
"But... “
"Your wife was a serial adulterer, Mr. Codman. But then, I think that you knew that."
"This is preposterous. She'd had an affair, I know, but it was a one-off. She told me so."
Helena asked, “How come everyone in the apartment block knew it except you?"
He turned to stare at her. If he was acting, he was doing it well, she thought. “I don't know . . . I didn't know anything of this."
Eisenmenger was watching him intently. “It's a bit of a coincidence that you should be getting therapy from the woman whose whole life had been ruined by your wife's adultery, don't you think?” Mouth open, eyes wide, David Codman said nothing and Eisenmenger continued, “Who approached whom, I wonder? I suspect that she approached you; her premises were at that time far too down-market for a man such as yourself. You had the perfect cover—your previously expressed desire to stop smoking—and you attended her flat in Southgate Street, and there you and she hatched a plan to kill Alice in front of everyone, and then to get away with it. She was medically trained, knew enough psychology to make it plausible that in your so-called hypnotised state it could be claimed that you confused a hatred of spiders with a hatred of cigarettes and, of course, a hatred of your wife. You made it as bad as you could for yourself, laying on the evidence so that the case against you was overwhelming, and that was brilliant. The assault a few days before the murder was an especially nice touch. After all that, the case against you was so solid, no one could possibly think that it had been set up deliberately to make you the one and only suspect, which meant that when someone came up with the theory that got you off, no one would ever be able to conceive that it was all a double bluff."
"I went to prison for months. You can't believe how horrible that was."
Helena murmured, “No gain without pain, David. A price worth paying if you were going to get away with murdering your wife."
"Rubbish."
Eisenmenger asked him, “You asked for us specifically, didn't you? Because we have a reputation for thinking laterally, and you wanted someone to do that, someone who would be eccentric enough—perhaps peculiar enough—to think of hypnotherapy and follow it up."
"How could I have known that you would come up with the right theory? It would have been a colossal risk."
Helena disagreed. “A risk, but not a colossal one. You laid clues out for me—that stuff about the earplugs and the blood surging through your head, for instance. Anyway, if John hadn't made the connection, I suspect that the fallback was to have Davina come forward with a few ‘suggestions’ to help us."
He appeared to have got over his incredulity, had settled on mockery. “What about the tattoo of the spider? How could I predict that she would get that when she did?"
"I think that you suggested it to her. Gave her some soft soap about how sexy you thought it would be, perhaps."
"Prove it."
They both noted that he had gone from complete denial to taunting them with the lack of evidence. Eisenmenger smiled. “You know that we can't."
Codman returned the smile. “Shame."
Helena said to Eisenmenger, “Come on, we'd better be going."
They stood up and Codman was all confidence once more. As he showed them out of the heavy wooden front door, he said, “Thanks for the entertainment.” Neither of them replied, but as the door was closing behind them, Eisenmenger turned just in time to see Codman wink at him.
In the car, Eisenmenger asked, “How far have you got with tracing where Davina Muir got her sudden injection of cash following Codman's acquittal?"
She sighed. “He hid his traces well."
"I was afraid of that."
"Don't worry, John. We'll get him. Sooner or later, we'll get him."
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Novelette: THE LIST by Loren D. Estleman
"Shamus-winner Estleman's captivating second mystery [novel] to feature L.A. film detective Valentino (after 2008's Frames) focuses on legendary screen actress Greta Garbo,” said PW in its recent starred review of Alone (Forge). Valentino began his crime-solving career in the pages of EQMM, and he's back this month with a case revolving around a haunting period in American history (especially for the movie industry).
The shop was one of dozens like it in Tijuana, with Louis Vuitton knockoffs hanging like Chinese lanterns from the ceiling, shelves of ceramic skulls wearing Nazi biker helmets, and cases of vanilla extract in quart bottles, the kind the Customs people seized at the border to prevent parasites from entering the U.S. A muumuu covered the female shopkeeper's tub-shaped body in strips of crinkly bright-colored cloth, and until she moved to swat a cucaracha the size of a fieldmouse on the counter, Valentino thought she was a giant piñata.
"Buenos dias, señora," he said.
"Buenas noches, señor," she corrected, scraping off the remains on the edge of a large can of refried beans.
It was, indeed, evening. He'd started out from L.A. early enough to get there by nightfall, but the rickety heap he was driving these days had blown a radiator hose in San Diego and it had taken the mechanic two hours to fashion a replacement because that model hadn't been made since Nixon.
"Buenas noches. Yo busto un hombre Americano se gusta—"
"I beg your pardon, sir, but are you trying to say you are looking for someone?"
"You speak English?"
"Everyone in Tijuana speaks English, but no one understands whatever language you were speaking. Whom do you seek?"
"An elderly gentleman named Ralph Stemp."
She smacked the swatter again, but this time there appeared to be nothing under it but the counter. “I do no favors for friends of Stemp. You must buy something or leave my store."
He decided not to argue with her scowl. He took a box of strike-anywhere matches off a stack and placed it before her. She took his money and made change from a computer register; the bronze baroque antique on the other end of the counter was just for show. He said, “I don't know Mr. Stemp. I'm here to do business with him."
"If it is money business, pay me. He died owing me rent."
He had the same sudden sinking sensation he'd felt when the radiator hose blew. “I spoke to him on the phone day before yesterday. He was expecting me."
"Yesterday, in his sleep. He's buried already. He made all the arrangements beforehand, but he forgot about me."
Remote grief mingled with sharp frustration. Ralph Stemp was one of the last of the Warner Brothers lineup of supporting players who appeared in as many as ten films a year in the 1940s, more than double the number the stars made. He was always some guy named Muggs or Lefty and usually got shot in the last reel. Whatever insider stories he had had gone with him to his grave.
That was the grief part. The frustration part involved the unsigned contract in Valentino's pocket. A cable TV network that specialized in showing B movies was interested in a series of cheap heist pictures the ninety-year-old retired actor had directed in Mexico a generation ago, and Stemp had agreed to cut the UCLA Film Preservation Department in on the sale price if Valentino represented him in the negotiations. The films were trash, but they were in the university archives, and the department needed the money to secure more worthwhile properties. Without the old man's signature, the whole thing was off.
He excused himself to step out into the street and use his cell. Under a corner lamp a tipsy norteamericano couple in gaudy sombreros posed for a picture with a striped burro belonging to a native who charged for the photo op.
"Smith Oldfield here.” There was always a whiff of riding leather and vintage port in that clipped British accent. The man who for all Valentino knew ate and slept in the offices of the UCLA Legal Department listened to the bad news, then said, “You should have faxed him the contract instead of going down there."
"He didn't trust facsimile signatures. It was his suspicion and resentment that swung the deal. He never forgave the country for branding him a Communist, or the industry for turning its back on him. He agreed to the split so he wouldn't have to deal directly with anyone in the entertainment business."
"I'm surprised he trusted you."
He took no offense at that. “I ran up a monstrous long-distance bill convincing him. I suppose now we'll have to start all over again with his estate."
"A U.S. citizen residing in Mexico? With two governments involved, you'd be quicker making peace in the Middle East. And the heirs might not share his distaste for Hollywood. In that likelihood they'd cut you out and make the deal themselves."
"He outlived all his relatives, and judging by his crankiness in general I doubt he had any close friends."
"Have you any idea what happened to his personal effects?"
"I can ask his landlady. Why?"
"It's a longshot, but if he left anything in writing that referred to the terms of your agreement, even a doodle, it might accelerate the process. The probate attorneys could take their fees out of his share in the sale."
Valentino thanked him and went back inside to talk to the human piñata.She said, “The room was furnished. Everything he owned fit in a suitcase. No cash, and not even a watch worth trying to sell. Some rags and papers. You can have it all for what he owed me. One hundred sixty dollars American."
"What kind of papers?"
She smirked. “A map to a gold mine in Guadalajara. Go down and dig up a fortune."
"Can I take a look?"
"This is a retail shop. The peep show's across the street."
He exhaled, signed three traveler's checks, and slid them across the counter. The woman held each up to the light, then locked them in the register and moved with the stately grace of a tramp steamer through a beaded curtain in back. She returned carrying an old-fashioned two-suiter and heaved it up onto the counter.
He frowned at the shabby piece of luggage, held together by a pair of threadbare straps. He'd be months wheedling reimbursement out of the department budget, if the bean-counters even signed off on it. He'd given up on disposable income the day he undertook the mortgage on a crumbling movie theater that resisted each step in the renovation the way a senile old man fought change. It was his home and his hobby and his curse.
"I'm closing,” she said when he started to unbuckle one of the straps. “Open it someplace else."
Tijuana reminded him too much of Touch of Evil to stay there any longer than he had to, but he didn't want to risk taking the suitcase to the American side without knowing what it contained; an undeclared bottle of tequila, or perhaps an old movie man's taste for the local cannabis,would look bad on a job application under “Have you ever been convicted of a felony?” after UCLA let him go. He drove around until he spotted a motel belonging to an American chain and booked a room. He was free of anti-Mexican prejudice but border towns were affiliated with no country but Hell. Alone in a room with all the personality of a Styrofoam cup, he hoisted the suitcase onto the piece of furniture motel clerks regard as a queen-size bed and spread it open.
He sorted the contents into separate piles: a half-dozen white shirts with frayed collars and yellowed buttons, three pairs of elastically challenged sweatpants, a gray pinstripe suit with a Mexican label, fused at the seams rather than sewn, filthy sneakers, a pair of down-at-heels wingtips, socks and underwear in deplorable condition, an expired Diners Club card in a dilapidated wallet empty but for a picture of Deanna Durbin (just how long had it been since wallets came with pictures of movie stars?), a Boy Scout knife, two tablets of Tums in foil wrap—pocket stuff—a three-dollar digital watch, still keeping time after its owner had ceased to concern himself with such information, restaurant receipts (Stemp seemed to have gone out of his way to avoid Mexican cuisine, but his tastes and more likely his budget had run toward American fast food), dozens of folded scraps of paper that excited Valentino until they delivered only grocery lists of items that could be prepared on a hot plate or microwave; receipts for prescription drugs, which if he'd left any behind, his landlady had appropriated for sale on the black market. Other ordinarily useful things, pens and pencils and Band-Aids, had probably been seized by default for the service they offered.
A sad legacy, this; that nine decades of living should yield so little of material value made a bachelor in his thirties wonder about his own place in the Grand Scheme. Well, he had hardly anticipated a complete print of Metropolis, but even the gossamer hope he'd been handed by Smith Oldfield, of some evidence to support the agreement he'd spent so many user minutes hammering out with the old man, had come to nothing.
Valentino lingered over the heaviest object in the case, a nine-by-twelve loose-leaf notebook bound in green cloth, faded, grubby, and worn shiny in patches by what appeared to have been many hands. The yellowed ruled sheets inside, dog-eared and thumb-blurred, reminded him of a dozen last days of school, when the detritus at the bottom of his locker served up the remains of the crisp stationery of the back-to-school sales of September. It seemed to contain a list, neatly typewritten in varying fonts as if it had been added to on different machines over time, and totally indecipherable. It appeared to be made up of random letters, suggesting no language he'd ever seen.
A code. Wonderful. From crossword puzzles to Rubik's Cube to Sudoku, there wasn't a conundrum or a cryptogram in existence that couldn't leave Valentino in the dust. He could track down a hundred feet of London After Midnight in a junk shop in Istanbul, but Where's Waldo? stumped him every time. If there wasn't an obvious motion-picture connection, he was useless.
There were a hundred pages at least, many of them torn loose of the rings and as yellow and tattered as ancient parchment, scattering crumbs like old bread when he turned them. He was a paleontologist of a very special sort, brushing the dust off the bones of obsolete civilizations, dead-end species (early 3-D, Sensurround, scenes hand-tinted frame by frame), but this was an artifact outside his area of expertise.
A prop, possibly, from one of Stemp's Mexican-movie atrocities; although from prima facie evidence the old man had saved nothing from his long career in movies, probably because of bitter memories.
He laid the notebook aside, exhaled again. Success and fame had always been a crapshoot, but a man's life ought to boil down to more than the contents of a suitcase in Tijuana.
* * * *
"You might have thought to bring me a bottle of mescal, with a real worm in the bottom,” Kyle Broadhead said. “All you can get up here is a piece of licorice. Fine protégé you turned out to be."
They were sitting in the professor's Spartan office in the power center, unchanged since the campus had ceased to draw all its utilities from a single source. Only a smiling picture of the shaggy-haired academic's young love interest on the desk relieved the palette of gray cinder block and steel. Valentino smiled, opened his bulky briefcase, and set a bottle on the desk. “I had just enough cash left to pay the duty. Señora Butterworth took all my traveler's checks."
Broadhead beamed and stood the bottle in his file drawer, which rattled and clinked when he pushed it shut. “I talked to Smith Oldfield this morning. Any luck with Stemp's things?"
"I don't know how a man can live so long and leave so little behind. I'm one-third his age and I needed a tractor-trailer to move half a mile from my old apartment into the Oracle."
"That's because you're a pack rat. Your office looks like the Paramount prop department. You have to travel light in this life or your heirs will pick apart your carcass. What else is in the case? You didn't need it to run liquor across the hall."
"I was hoping you could tell me.” He took out the heavy loose-leaf notebook and laid it on the desk.
The professor's expression alarmed him, as blank and gray as the walls of the office, his eyes fixed on the object as if it were a dangerous animal. Valentino thought he was having a seizure “Kyle, what's wrong?"
"Where did you get that?"
"Stemp's suitcase. Do you know what it is?"
"Do you know what it is?"
Under other circumstances he'd have suspected his mentor of teasing, but the dead grimness on his face was something new in their long association. “I can't make head or tail of it. It seems to be written in code. I'm pretty sure it's a list of some kind."
"A list of some kind. You young fool. You carried that across the border? You should've thrown it into a volcano in Mexico."
"What is it, the formula for the atomic bomb?"
"As bad as. Sixty years ago it blew Hollywood to smithereens."
* * * *
Valentino kept the lid clamped on his curiosity while Broadhead fired up his ancient computer, a great steel-cased anachronism that was all one piece, monitor, keyboard, and tower; he practically expected the professor to start it by pulling a rope. It made various octogenarian noises under the whoosh of a built-in cooling fan while he worked the keys in a blur of index fingers.
"I'm looking up Stemp's biography,” he said, his face bathed in the greenish glow from the screen. He looked like a mad scientist in a Hammer film. “There has to be some explanation for how he came by that thing."
"Right now I'd settle for an explanation of how you know what it is."
"The one and only time I saw it was in Darryl Zanuck's office at Fox. It isn't likely I'd forget it. He was in a power struggle with his son at the time, and preoccupied; he left the thing out while he went to see what became of his secretary. I was interviewing him for my book, and I wasn't about to give up the opportunity to snoop. I wish I had. It'd be easier to convince myself it was a myth."
"What is it?"
"You haven't guessed? I did, and I'd never even heard it described. Ah!” He sat back, still staring at the screen.
Valentino got up and went behind the desk to watch over his shoulder. A postcard-size photo of a young Ralph Stemp in padded shoulders and a snapbrim hat accompanied a lengthy text and a sidebar listing his screen credits, beginning with a nonspeaking bit in Hot Town in 1937 and ending with an unbilled cameo in Clash of the Gladiators, shot in three weeks in Mexico in 1962 on a shoestring budget. When the House Un-American Activities Committee interrogated him in 1950 about the presence of his name on a list of subscribers to The Daily Worker, he refused to answer, spent a month in jail for contempt of Congress, then went south to form an independent production company after U.S. studios turned their backs on him. He never returned to his native soil.
"No help,” Broadhead said. “The rest is personal. Married, divorced, predeceased by a son. I saw the notebook in Zanuck's possession twenty years after Stemp expatriated."
” ‘Son’ is highlighted. Try clicking on it."
He did so, and stuffed his pipe while waiting for the computer to respond. It wasn't geared to take advantage of the university's high-speed connection.
When at last the son's entry appeared, they looked at a grainy résumé shot of a pasty-faced young man who bore scant resemblance to his father and two brief paragraphs on his life.
Broadhead laid aside the pipe. “Ralph Stemp, Junior. Had his name legally changed to Richard Stern, for obvious reasons, not that it did much for his career."
Valentino's eyes moved faster. “Keep reading."
"Huh."
Stern had been arrested for questioning after Darryl Zanuck's office at Twentieth Century Fox was broken into and vandalized in 1970. He'd been overheard making threats against the studio for dropping his contract after small parts in drive-in features, but the police released him when Zanuck declined to press charges. A month later, accidentally or on purpose, Stern died of an overdose of sleeping pills.
"Not before doing his old man a favor,” Broadhead said. “I wonder if he sent him the notebook or delivered it in person."
"It doesn't say anything was reported missing."
"That would make it hard to deny it ever existed. A trial would have brought it out into the open, and the lawsuits would've bankrupted every studio in town. Zanuck was losing his grip or he'd have burned it. The witch hunts were over."
Valentino saw the dawn then, shining merciless light on the darkest chapter in Hollywood history. “You mean this list—"
Broadhead picked up his pipe and tamped the tobacco with his thumb, watching him over the bowl. “You didn't really think it was black, did you?"
* * * *
The film archivist returned to his seat. His legs felt rubbery. All his life he'd heard about the Hollywood Blacklist, compiled early in the Cold War when Washington had shifted its attention from Axis saboteurs to Communist infiltration of American society. Investigations into the alleged subversive influence of films had panicked the industry into expunging from its midst everyone who came under suspicion of harboring sentiments Congress considered unpatriotic. If your name appeared on the list, you were through in pictures.
"I always thought the list was symbolic,” he said. “I thought it was just word-of-mouth."
"It was the only thing those old moguls ever shared with one another.” Broadhead lit his pipe, violating university regulations and California law; he wasn't likely to be turned in by anyone who valued him as a pillar of the institution. “They were scared, sure, but it gave them a honey of an excuse to trim personnel and the budget with the Supreme Court pressuring them to sell off their theaters. A lot of innocent names wound up in that notebook."
"They were all innocent, Kyle. The Constitution protects every citizen's right to his beliefs, whatever his politics."
"You know nothing about that time. Your parents weren't even born when the Hollywood Ten stood trial."
Valentino was shocked by his friend's vehemence. He'd never seen him so worked up over events, current or otherwise. He said himself he hadn't voted in the last six presidential elections. A little levity seemed indicated. “I thought all you college professors were flaming liberals."
"Not quite all. Our employers are government-funded, so it's no surprise so many of my colleagues don't support conservatism and tax breaks. An old widower like me doesn't need much to live on, and I have an income from outside these hallowed halls.” Which was no less than fact. The Persistence of Vision, his seminal work on the history and theory of film, had been in print for thirty years. Broadhead was the only film instructor in the country who hadn't made it a required text in his classes.
In any case, his feathers appeared to be smoothing out. He cut the power to his computer (he never bothered to shut down programs, and never complained about losing anything as a result); it made a whistling noise like a bomb falling in a war movie and went silent. “Do you know how the list got started?"
"It was based on names provided by witnesses friendly to the Congressional investigation."
"No. Those came later. The first forty or so were taken from a statement signed by a hundred and fifty American intellectuals in support of Stalin's purge of his political enemies in nineteen thirty-eight. Bud Schulberg and Dorothy Parker were among them, and they recruited as many of their show-business friends as possible. Bear in mind, the next time some neo-pinko squirt starts sniveling about all those poor souls who lost their jobs, that it all began with a petition that condoned mass murder by a man responsible for slaughtering twenty million of his own people."
"I didn't know that."
"To be fair, neither did they at the start. But I never heard of any of them coming forward later to set the record straight. Take the c out of ‘activist’ and what do you have?"
Valentino smiled. “ ‘Atavist'; but only if you can't spell."
"That's why God made copyeditors.” Broadhead puffed smoke at the nicotine stain on the ceiling. “At least the studio chiefs suspected on some level that what they were doing was wrong, and that they might have to pay for it someday. That's the reason they put the list in code and kept the key."
"What is the key?"
"Who cares now? The men who shared the list are dead and so are most of the people on it. The damage to the rest can't be undone. Cracking it would be a waste of time."
"Kyle, you're the least curious academic I ever met."
"At my age I haven't time to be generous with my curiosity."
"Do you think Richard Stern's death is suspicious?"
"If it was arranged, it flopped, or they'd have gotten the list back. I never buy a suicide cocktail as a murder weapon. It's a Hollywood cliché. I'm more interested in what Stern's father had to gain by hanging on to the list."
"Blackmail?"
"Ransom, at first. But the men who built the movies would have been stubborn enough to tell him where to stick it, and try to reconstruct it from memory. Later, when the studio system tottered, he might've squeezed an income from them in return for not going public. By then, his Mexican film venture had failed. Then, when the last of the moguls died, he'd have been on his own again, living hand to mouth. That's why he died owing rent."
"Leaving the Film Preservation Department in the lurch."
"Wake up. What are a bunch of badly dubbed crime movies worth to a station broadcasting to insomniacs at four a.m.?"
"Hundred thousand, give or take; too much to sniff at, the state our treasury's in. And my ten-percent finder's fee would put me a step closer to finishing the Oracle before I'm too old to attend the grand opening."
The professor grimaced and knocked the smoldering plug out of his pipe into his empty wastebasket. He kept a paperless office, with his vast store of motion-picture history locked in his head. “Last year an advance poster for the original nineteen thirty-one Frankenstein went on the block at Christie's. It was the only one known to exist that advertised Bela Lugosi as the monster, before he dropped out of the production and Boris Karloff took his place. Do you remember what it went for?"
"I was in England at the time, chasing down Charlie Chan Carries On. It was predicted to go for a million."
"Seven hundred thousand. The second-highest bidder dropped out, believing that a duplicate poster might surface sometime and slash its value in half. There was no guarantee that only one was printed."
"I see where you're going."
"If you didn't, I'd resign as your mentor.” Broadhead pointed at the notebook, but refrained from touching it; it was as if he thought it might spit venom. “This is a one-of-a-kind item, no warranties necessary. There are no copies, because that would have multiplied the risk of the studios’ biggest secret falling into the wrong hands. It's more famous than Citizen Kane, Gone With the Wind, and the Jerry Lewis canon combined."
"Jerry Lewis?"
"He cracks me up; sue me. And don't get me wrong just because I played devil's advocate a minute ago: It's a symbol of tyranny. A screenwriter took his life because he happened to have the same name as a writer on the list and could no longer make a living. That's evil. Don't ask me why Hitler's autograph is worth ten times as much as Churchill's. There's no arguing with the market. Evil sells. The moment the word gets out that the Hollywood Blacklist—the Blacklist—is available, the offers will stream in from all over the world. UCLA will have the monopoly on every elusive foot of silver-nitrate stock in both hemispheres, and you'll be able to rebuild five theaters like the Oracle from your end."
He took a cab to the Commerce Bank of Beverly Hills, holding the briefcase in his lap with both hands. His car was in the university parking garage, but he was afraid it would break down again, leaving him stranded with an armload of dynamite. The bank was the closest one to campus and he wasted no time in arranging for a safety deposit box and locking away the notebook. He hoped there wouldn't be an earthquake.
Work on The Oracle was progressing slowly. The man Valentino's contractor had engaged to apply the gold leaf to the auditorium ceiling, a Tuscan, moved like a snail, but left behind a trail that glittered, and the peacocks on the new Oriental carpet slumbered beneath a dropcloth. When the film archivist had gone house-hunting, he'd had no intention of rescuing a historic picture palace from destruction, but when the opportunity had presented itself he'd lacked the fortitude to ignore it. Now he was taking peanut butter sandwiches to work, sleeping on a sofa bed in the projection booth, and spending his weekends browsing for doorknobs in shops that sold fixtures reclaimed from demolished buildings.
Of which there were more in Los Angeles than Thai restaurants and Starbucks. Sometimes he felt he was the only resident who was building up instead of tearing down.
Whenever he had the energy, Valentino liked to recreate the moviegoing experience of the first half of the twentieth century. He fired up the Bell & Howell projector he was still paying for, selected a film from his small personal library of classics on safety stock, and projected them onto the new polyester screen through the aperture in the booth. But tonight he was exhausted. Rather than spend a night in the cheap motel in Tijuana, he'd driven all the way back home, arriving in the gray light of day, and had caught only two hours’ sleep before reporting to work. He poked a disc into the DVR and settle himself in front of his forty-two-inch flat-panel TV.
He watched The Front, Woody Allen's tribute to the victims and survivors of the Hollywood witch hunt. He laughed during the funny parts and sat riveted when Zero Mostel's desperate funnyman was forced to suicide for the indiscretion of having attended a Communist Party rally to impress a girl ("I was just trying to get laid!"). At the end he read the long list of contributors to the movie who had spent time on the Blacklist, a virtual Memorial Wall of casualties of intolerance. He'd seen it before, of course, but until he'd actually held the list in his hand it had never seemed quite real.
Paranoia had done as much as anything else to destroy the Dream Factory. The old system of feudal bosses and contract players might have survived competition from television; when Anti-Trust forced the studios to break up the theater chains that had secured their monopoly for decades, they might have muddled through. But in the end it was the industry pioneers who shot themselves in the foot. The resentment they created led to the rise of the Screen Actors Guild. From that had come power to the proletariat: The on-screen talent seized the ability to choose the roles it wanted, reject the ones it didn't, and place the future of film in dozens of hands instead of only a few.
It had been a blow for individual freedom. But it had come at a cost.
As a movie buff, Valentino remembered that some of the greatest motion pictures of all time had been made in spite of the casts’ unwillingness to appear in them (Casablanca, for one), and that some of the worst flops had stemmed from the vanity of actors and directors overcoming doubts about whether the vehicles were appropriate (Ishtar; Robin Hood, Prince of Thieves; Heaven's Gate, to name a few.) An L. B. Mayer or a Sam Goldwyn would have had the gut instinct to reject such projects or reassign them to someone more appropriate. The aftermath had made the case for autocracy, even as the event that had preceded it had made the case against.
That was the clinical view. Humanity said that the life of one disillusioned screenwriter was worth more than a couple of hours spent squirming through a bad movie.
When the banging came to the front door, Valentino shot bolt upright in the sofa bed, heart pounding like The Guns of Navarone. He'd dreamt he was a victim of the American version of Stalin's purge, and was certain they'd come for him.
He went downstairs in his robe and opened the door on Kyle Broadhead, wearing the corduroy coat and flat tweed cap that made him look like a refugee from the Iron Curtain. “Fanta says I should apologize for the hour, but I'm not responsible for the clock. Am I too late for the last show?"
"How is that child you kidnapped?” Valentino let him in.
"Past the age of consent.” He followed his host up the steep unfinished stairs to the projection booth and looked at the DVD case Valentino had left open. “Research, I see. Watch High Noon again. Allegories make better box office than polemics."
"You're unpredictable. I expected you to make some comment about Woody Allen losing his sense of humor, followed by a paragraph on Chaplin."
"The English Patient was funnier than both of them put together. Here.” Broadhead drew a stiff sheet of pasteboard out of a saddle pocket and held it out.
Valentino took it. It was soiled and tattered at the edges, and punched full of square holes in what appeared to be a random pattern. “It looks like an old-fashioned computer punchcard."
"Yours is the last generation to make that comparison. Welcome to Old Fogeyhood. Mine would say it belongs in a player piano.” Broadhead unbuttoned his coat and sat in a canvas director's chair with Anne Hathaway's name stenciled on the back. “I couldn't sleep. That exasperating young woman wrung a confession out of me and sent me over. I don't suppose you'd care to offer an old man a drink on a chilly November evening."
The thermometer had read seventy when Valentino went to bed, but he rummaged out a fifth of Jack Daniel's the professor had given him for his birthday. “I don't have any Coke."
"Really. A non sequitur, I hope. Anyone who would defile premium bourbon with sugar and syrup would slap a coat of Sherwin-Williams on top of the Sistine ceiling.” He poured two fat fingers into the Old Fashioned glass Valentino put before him and set down the bottle. “I attended Darryl Zanuck's estate sale in 1980, purely out of scholarly curiosity. I didn't expect to buy anything. I'm no hoarder, as you know."
"You make Gandhi look like a compulsive collector."
"Zanuck was a big reader; most people don't know that, but he started out as a screenwriter, and you need to be literate to commit plagiary. His complete set of Shakespeare got no takers, generic thing that it was, so in the spirit of sportsmanship I bid fifty bucks, and damn if no one took up the challenge. That slid out of Richard III when I took it home.” He pointed at the item in Valentino's hand. “I like to think he chose the hiding place out of guilt, but his bumps of greed and lechery were too big to leave room for any other human emotion."
"I'm not sure I know what you're getting at."
"I'm sure you do."
Valentino nodded. “It's the key, isn't it?"
"The simplest in the world, but without it, the code might slow down even Stephen Hawking. I'd never have guessed what it was if you hadn't plunked that notebook down on my desk. You have to understand it was ten years between the few minutes I had at Zanuck's and the moment that thing slid into my lap."
"I'm surprised you kept it."
"I was still curious then. I never made the connection until now. I might still be wrong.” His eyes pleaded for a conclusion he seemed reluctant to suggest.
Valentino spoke carefully. “Fortunately, I can't do anything tonight because the notebook's in the bank and it's closed. Otherwise we'd be up all night. We'll go over it together in the morning when we're fresh."
"Sounds fair.” Broadhead finished his drink and stood. “Don't expect any big names. Edward G Robinson was washed up already, and if you think Larry Parks was any loss, go back and watch The Jolson Story again. Congress took a swipe at Lucille Ball and went down hard. It gave up on Hollywood because it couldn't win votes by running people no one had ever heard of."
"I won't peek, Kyle."
"Of course you will. I recommended you for your job because you're a bloodhound."
* * * *
The next morning, the professor lifted a stack of Photoplay magazines off the chair in Valentino's office, saw no place to put it down, and sat with it on his lap. “You look like you've been up all night with Harry Potter,” he said.
"Just since the bank opened.” Valentino planted an elbow on either side of the notebook on his desk and rested his chin on his fists. “That piece of cardboard fit right over the sheets. The names read diagonally, the letters showing through the holes. Some surprised me, especially on the last pages. The studio bosses got carried away near the end."
"Would you have recognized any if you weren't a film geek?"
"Never having been anything else, I can't be sure. Why didn't you tell me you were on it?"
"How could I know? I only had a minute with it and I didn't have the key then. I guessed what it was, because that's what I always thought it would look like."
"You don't seem surprised."
Broadhead chuckled. “You can label anyone you don't like a subversive. I worked on The Persistence of Vision for twenty years, reading excerpts to book clubs and film societies. I revealed that Jack Warner shut down the Warner Brothers animation studio when he found out he didn't own Mickey Mouse. I was the first to call Howard Hughes a nut publicly. I'd be disappointed if I weren't on the list."
"Why did they bother? It was discredited by then."
"They'd tinkered with it too long to quit. They'd lost most of their power; the Film School Generation was forcing them out. That notebook was the one thing they still had control over. Nowadays I suppose it would be called therapeutic. They say Nixon was still adding to his Enemies List in San Clemente.” He took out his pipe, but to play with, not to smoke. “Have you decided how you're going to sell it?"
"Kyle, I can't. Some of these people are still around. Even if I withheld the key, someone would be bound to crack the code, causing a lot of embarrassment. Not for you, but I see nothing but legal action against the studios for ten years. They'd go bankrupt, which would affect the entire entertainment industry. What's it matter how many old films we can buy if no one will distribute them? They cost money to restore and preserve."
"You'd still profit personally."
Valentino smiled—ironically, he hoped. “I didn't apply for this job to get rich. If they stopped making movies, what would I spend it on?"
"You can always do what Zanuck should've done."
"I can't burn it either. Knowing I'd destroyed so large a part of Hollywood history would haunt me forever."
Broadhead got up, returned the magazines to the chair, and held out a hand.
Valentino didn't move. “It would be the same if I let you burn it."
"I won't burn it. I'll slip it onto a shelf at Universal, where anyone who finds it will just think it's a prop from a spy picture. Even if he suspects what it is, he couldn't prove it without your testimony or mine, and why would he even ask us? Can you think of a better place to hide an important historical artifact than in the land of make-believe?"
"Why do I keep thinking about the government warehouse scene in Raiders of the Lost Ark?"
"I knew you'd appreciate it. Just as I knew you would never sell the list."
Valentino picked up the notebook and held it out. Broadhead took it, touching it for the first time. He slid the riddled sheet of cardboard from between the pages where the other had left it and put it on the desk. “No sense making it easy."
The film archivist picked up the key to the code, opened a drawer, and took out the box of strike-anywhere matches he'd bought from the woman in Tijuana. “I knew these would come in handy sometime.” He struck one.
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Novelette: WHEN THIEVES FALL OUT by John F. Dobbyn
* * * *

Art by Laurie Harden
* * * *
"Dobbyn, who knows his characters like the back of his hand, is an engaging writer, and readers who have followed the adventures of Knight and Devlin in short stories will give a small cheer that they've finally made the leap to the hardcover novel,” said Booklist of Neon Dragon, which is now out in paperback. Also new in hardcover (from Oceanview) is the second Knight and Devlin novel, Frame Up. The sleuths’ short-story adventures continue in this new case.
* * * *
I was still collecting my wits, briefcase, and composure after a morning's trial before the right honorable, and clearly certifiable Judge Athenatius, when they brought the next arraignment case up from the pen below the courtrooms. The defendant looked like the dregs of a three-day binge.
My first impression was that the rumpled suit was of a higher Italian cut than you're likely to find in the drunk tank. My second was that the face behind the two-day growth of bristle bore a striking resemblance to that of my high school classmate Phil O'Brien.
The pained expression in his bleary eyes when he saw me confirmed the identification. He immediately looked down as if to avoid any further contact.
Phil's public defender was scrambling through an armload of case files that were on his docket for the day. I had known Marcus Lewis since law school. I called him over to the side of the bar.
"Marcus, what's this?"
"Hi, Michael. Murder one. He pumped three shells into a bookie in South Boston. Seamus Feeney. You didn't read the Globe this morning?"
"Only the crossword. You say it like it's a fact. What makes you think he did it?"
"A confession. You know him?"
I looked over. His head was still down.
"Yeah. Phil O'Brien, right?"
Marcus checked his file.
"Check."
"Suppose I take this one, Marcus."
Marcus shrugged.
"It's up to you, Mike. Actually, it's up to him. I've got another ten cases on call today. This could mean I get lunch."
I approached Phil and touched his shoulder. He gave a nervous little jump and looked up. He started to reach forward, instinctively, to shake hands, but the handcuffs stopped him.
"Hello, Mike."
"Hey, Phil. I haven't seen you since high school. How've you been?"
The words were out before I realized how idiotic that question must have seemed. I heard the court clerk call the case of Commonwealth versus Philip O'Brien.
"Listen, Phil, we can catch up later. I spoke to your public defender. If you approve it, I'd like to represent you."
He looked puzzled.
"Why, Mike? I can't... “
I figured the next word would have been “pay."
"For old times’ sake. Give me a quick yes. They're calling the case."
He seemed to choke up. He looked down and just nodded.
I had him enter a plea of not guilty. The court rarely allows bail in a murder-one case, and there was no basis to argue for an exception here.
Before the hearing went any further, I explained to Judge Athenatius that I had just come into the case and asked for fifteen minutes with my client. He gave me ten, out of an abundance of human kindness, which was five more than I expected.
I huddled quickly with Phil. He told me that he had been arrested in his home in South Boston around four in the morning. He had been drinking, but he vaguely remembered signing a confession to the effect that he had shot a local Southie bookmaker.
Driven as I was to ask why, I let it pass. There was something more pressing.
Phil was developing a good case of the shakes, and his tongue was still not hitting on all cylinders. I went with an instinct and asked the judge for an adjournment of an hour. I gave a pleading look to Pete Skarmeas, the judge's clerk and an occasional “happy hour” barmate of mine. Pete caught the signal and pointed out to the judge that they had a morning full of arraignments and pretrials, so an hour's adjournment would not keep His Honor from lunch. The always gracious Judge Athenatius grumbled, “Half an hour. No more!"
I had the officers detain Phil in an interview room while I called in a favor owed to me by Johnny Gregg, M.D., a resident at nearby Mass General Hospital. Johnny was there in ten minutes, God love him. He administered a blood alcohol test to Phil that even at that time gave results far above the legal level for drunkenness.
I signaled Pete Skarmeas, and he called our case next. The judge asked if I'd waive the probable-cause hearing. I risked His Honor's ire by saying, “No, Your Honor. I want to hear the State's evidence."
The assistant district attorney assigned to this routine arraignment measured his time out of law school more in months than in years. An evidentiary hearing was the last of his expectations. He looked nervous as a cat when he called to the stand Officer Martin Flynn, who had arrested Phil and taken his confession.
Officer Flynn testified that an anonymous call tipped the police to the murder of one Seamus Feeney and named Phil as the shooter. Officer Flynn made the arrest at four that morning and brought my client to the station house where he signed a full confession.
My turn at bat. Contrary to every lawyer's advice, I was shooting blind, but such were the circumstances.
"Officer Flynn, did you get a warrant to arrest Mr. O'Brien?"
I nearly dropped my jaw when he answered, “No. We went directly to his apartment."
Could that dreary morning be turning into a sunny day? I kept rolling the dice.
"And before taking my client's confession, did you give him the Miranda warnings?"
"Of course."
"And do you have the paper he signed waiving his rights under Miranda?"
The baby assistant D.A. scrambled through his notes and handed me the document. It was like pure gold.
The officer was excused from the stand. The assistant D.A. offered the signed confession into evidence and rested his case.
The judge looked down at me with an irked expression that seemed to ask, “Do you have the unmitigated gall to consume more of this court's time?"
"Your Honor, the State's case, if it is a case, reeks of constitutional violations. The arrest, without a warrant, in Mr. O'Brien's own home, in the nighttime, based on a call from an anonymous untried informant, was unconstitutional from the beginning. I'd move to suppress everything that flowed from it as ‘fruit of the poisonous tree.’ But that's not even necessary. I have the statement of a doctor that even now Mr. O'Brien is well over the line of legal drunkenness. Can you imagine his state when he signed this so-called waiver of rights and confession three hours ago? I'd offer both documents for Your Honor's consideration. One look at the signatures will tell you that they were either signed by an orangutan or a man so drunk that he had no idea what he was signing. And that's the State's whole case. I move to dismiss all charges against Mr. O'Brien."
The one thing that Judge Athenatius valued above his lunch was the Constitution. This time, the withering glare from the bench was at our esteemed boy-prosecutor, who looked as if his breakfast was about to reappear. He mumbled something incoherent, and the judge exploded.
I can't recall most of his excoriation of the district attorney's office and the police for their ineptitude. I only know that in true Athenatius shoot-from-the-hip style, it ended with the words, “These charges are dismissed."
Phil looked bewildered, but I got him out of the courthouse posthaste. I wanted to take him for coffee to fill in some of the blanks, but I had a motion argument in another court. I sent him home in a cab with the words, “For the love of Pete, don't sign anything else. These police are not your pen pals."
* * * *
I got back around noon to what Dr. Watson would call “our digs"—the law offices of Devlin & Knight. As was my habit, I stopped first in the office of my senior partner, mentor, and all-around icon, Lex Devlin.
He waved me to my accustomed chair while he finished a phone conversation in three sentences.
"I hear congratulations are due, Michael."
It didn't surprise me that he'd heard about the O'Brien affair. The network of Boston trial attorneys is swifter than the Internet.
"I guess, Mr. Devlin."
That brought his sensitive eyebrows up an inch.
"You guess?"
"Did you ever win one that just felt wrong?"
"No. How wrong?"
"I could have won that case in my third week of law school."
"Michael, occasionally the police favor us with a blunder."
"Not this blatant."
One of the four thousand things I love about Mr. D. is that he never takes me lightly. He leaned forward and punched the numbers of the Suffolk County district attorney into the phone and put it on speaker-phone.
He asked for Deputy D. A. Billy Coyne, with whom he had waged years of courtroom battles that had left each of them bearing scars and a bedrock respect—and affection—for the other.
"Billy, my junior partner's back here fresh from a victory over your esteemed office."
"So I gathered. I saw our junior warrior come in with his tail between his legs. I think he's applying for medical school."
"On the other hand, Michael Knight here, our victor, is in something of a low dudgeon. Seems it was too easy for his taste."
"Some people you just can't please. Incidentally, if he's mourning the passing of Seamus Feeney, tell him to save his tears for someone more worthy."
"William Coyne! And you the people's prosecutor."
"Feeney was a lowlife punk on his best day. Not to speak ill of the dead."
"Are you saying lowlife punks don't deserve justice? Did I get a wrong connection here? Is this Billy Coyne?"
"Let it go, Lex. I never said it. You never heard it. Anything else?"
Mr. Devlin was leaning into the desk now. I could see sparks in his eyes.
"There's more to this than meets the eye, isn't there, Billy?"
"Nothing I'd care to discuss over the phone. Or anywhere else, Lex. Is that it?"
"For the moment, Billy. For the moment."
* * * *
I rearranged some afternoon appointments and drove to Phil O'Brien's apartment on D Street in South Boston. Phil opened the door a crack. It took some persuasion to get an invitation inside.
Phil still looked like a basket of laundry, and the bleariness in his eyes was replaced with tension that I could have sworn resembled fear.
He offered me a drink. I accepted in the hopes that a slug or two of Jack Daniels would loosen the flow of information. We settled into a living room that showed all of the signs of a woman's decorative touch, but no evidence that there was a woman in the house.
Halfway through the second Jack, I got to it.
"What's up, Phil? Let's forget we're classmates, even friends back then. I'm your lawyer. I won't repeat a word. Something's driving you ape. What is it?"
He just sunk his head into his hands. I couldn't leave it at that. I lifted him back by the shoulder.
"You're married, aren't you, Phil? I heard you married that girl you were going with back in high school. Mary Casey."
He looked up at me and I saw a rim of tears in both eyes.
"Where is she, Phil? Did you split up?
He bolted up and shook his head, but nothing came out.
"What is it, Phil? Are you into drinking?"
He just shook his head. I needed to jar something loose. I grabbed him by the shoulders and forced him to look me in the eye.
"What? Another woman? What?"
He looked away and shook his head. I pulled his head around an inch from mine.
"What?!"
"Gambling. I'm into the bookies, Mike . . . Let it go. That's all I can say."
"Did Mary leave you?"
He shook loose of my grip and retreated to the other side of the room. I was on his heels. I spun him around again. He was like a rung-out dishrag. I found myself shouting.
"Say it, Phil! Let's get it out!"
"They've got her. They've got her. Now it's out. If they find out I said it, she's dead. Are you satisfied?"
I stayed on him.
"Who's got her, Phil? Tell me or so help me I'll take it to the police. There's an exception to this attorney-client privilege business."
He looked shocked and desperate, which was the idea.
He dropped down on the couch and let the tears flow. When he looked up, he barely breathed the name. “Terrence Boylan."
Boylan was as close as the Irish get to a mafia-style godfather, the reigning prince of crime in Southie. That one set me back a little.
"It's out now, Phil. Give me the rest of it."
Phil sank into a chair, depleted and lost. He let it out in a hopeless monotone.
"I was doing okay, Mike. Real estate. Mary and I had no kids, but it was a good life. Then I got into gambling with the bookies. I got sucked in way over my head. Last night about nine I got a call to meet Boylan's man, Mick Scully, at Hooley's Bar up on F Street. It's a hangout for Boylan and his mob. He said we could work out the debt."
He stopped for a breath. I topped off his Jack Daniels to keep the flow going.
"Scully told me Boylan and his mob wanted me to confess to a murder. I told them to shove it. Scully said they had it worked out so my confession would be thrown out in a few days. I wouldn't be convicted. I still said no. That's when Scully called someone and put me on the phone. He said he had Mary. He let me talk to her just long enough to know they had her. They said I'd see her again only if I . . . went through with the plan."
"Then what?"
"Scully got a bottle of Jack Daniels at the bar and took me home. He told me to finish the bottle. That was part of the plan. I was passed out when the cop came through the front door around four this morning. He took me in. I signed a confession like Scully told me to. The next thing I remember is talking to you in court."
Now I was really confused. What purpose could the confession serve if it was bound to be thrown out for lack of mental capacity because of drunkenness? Obviously Phil would be released when his defense counsel—in this case the public defender, since Phil had gambled away their funds—got around to moving to suppress the confession. There was no other evidence, since Phil didn't commit the murder. He'd have to be released. To accomplish what?
I told Phil to stay home, sit tight, and talk to no one until I got back to him.
* * * *
The weakest link on the side of the bad guys seemed for the moment to be Detective Sergeant Martin Flynn. I was limited in terms of cover stories, since he knew me from the morning's court session. On the other hand, I was the one who unintentionally made their plan work by getting a dismissal. For all he knew, I was one of their good old boys. At least that was the thrust of my most ardent prayer.
I called him at the station and told him I had a message from “the man himself.” I figured that would translate to Terrence Boylan. I told him to meet me in half an hour at Hooley's Bar, in the hopes that that familiar location would add credibility to my cover story.
* * * *
I watched from across the street when Detective Flynn walked into the bar, which was practically empty at that hour. I gave him a fifteen-minute wait inside just to string out his nerves.
When I walked in, I spotted him in a booth in a dark corner at the back. It was apparently not a place where he wanted to be seen, but he was there. The very fact that he was responding to my summons, as it were, pumped up my almost empty tank of nerve.
I slid in across from him and checked my watch. I was giving every bodily indication that I had little time to waste on this messenger's errand to a mere soldier.
Flynn had an innate toughness that radiated through his glare at this punk shyster sitting across from him. Clearly it was the invisible presence of the Irish godfather whom I was “representing” that kept him from squashing this bug and leaving.
I dropped my voice from a natural tenor to the best hushed baritone I could manage.
"He's not pleased."
"What the hell?"
"He's not pleased, Flynn. You bungled it."
That stunned him to a moment's silence while he put it together. Time to move.
"You had him so drunk it'd look phony to any kid out of law school. You think the judge is going to let it go at this? If it even gets close to implicating the man himself—do I have to say his name in public?—there won't be a rock you can hide under."
Tough as he was, he understood what I was saying far better than I did. I welcomed the sweat beads that were breaking out on his forehead. He leaned across the table to come closer than I wanted him, but I couldn't back off.
"Listen, I didn't get him drunk. He was that way when I picked him up. They told me that's how it was supposed to be."
"You didn't get him drunk?"
"Hell, no. That's how I found him. They told me, ‘Don't get a warrant. Just pick him up and get a signed confession.’ That's all I did."
I sat back as if in thought.
"That's not what the man heard. He thinks you handled the whole thing. He was bouncing off the walls. I never saw him like this. I just barely talked him into letting me talk to you before..."
"You gotta tell him. I did just what I was told."
I gave him the coldest dispassionate look I could muster.
"I don't have to tell him anything. You got yourself into this. I'm just giving you fair warning you better get yourself out before it hits the fan. That's my good deed for the week."
I got up as if to leave, and he reached over and grabbed my coat. It was less intimidation than desperation. I sat back down.
He dropped his voice in volume but doubled the intensity.
"Listen, I don't know what to do. You can talk to him. I can't."
"And say what?"
He was stumped. I eased back into the seat.
"You've got one shot at it. If you didn't mess it up, who did? Maybe I can lay the blame on someone else."
He went into deep thought, and I knew that might not be the best thing for my cause.
"Flynn, who was it that got O'Brien drunk? Who tipped you off and told you what to do?"
He was still in thought. The idea of spilling a name, even to me under the circumstances, ran against his intuitive code. I gave him just under four seconds and slid out of the booth.
"Have a nice life, Flynn. If I were you, I'd get my will in order."
He was out of the booth faster than I thought a man of his size could move. He was pinning me against the side of the bench, but I still felt in control.
"It was Mick Scully. He handled O'Brien. He's the one told me what to do. Tell that to Mr. Boyl . . . the man."
I slowly pushed him back away from me.
"If it was Scully, how did you know Mr. Boylan was behind it? He'll want to know that."
I thought I'd slip in Boylan's name for the record.
"Scully told me. It was just like before. He always let me know I was doing it for, you know, Mr. Boylan. That's where the dough always came from. He's got to know Scully blew it, not me."
I figured I'd drained that well dry. I'd have asked about Mary O'Brien, but I doubted they'd trust a bent cop with that information.
* * * *
It was one o'clock when I called Mr. Devlin at the office. I asked him if he could set up a private meeting with Billy Coyne as soon as possible. He said he'd do what he could, given Billy's schedule.
I said, “Let's make it lunch at the Marliave. If that doesn't get him, you can tell him I got a glimpse of what's under the tip of the iceberg we saw in court this morning."
Whatever got him there, we met in the upstairs private room of our favorite Boston restaurant. As always, Anthony served us superbly and then discreetly gave us the desired privacy.
When the door closed behind Tony, Mr. Coyne leaned back and gave me a wary look.
"The lunch is great, kid. You know my soft spot. But I think you're opening up something I'm not ready to discuss."
"That's fair warning, Mr. Coyne. I'm going to tell you everything I know. I'll trust your judgment about where we go from there."
I laid out the plan to force Phil to confess to the murder of the bookie, Seamus Feeney. Contrary to my promise to Phil, I told him that they were holding Mary O'Brien captive to control Phil. I told him that Flynn was a crooked cop, and that he deliberately set up the arrest and confession so that defense counsel could have it thrown out.
Mr. Coyne listened without changing expression, but I knew he was asking the same question I was. Why?
I saved the punch line for last, in the hopes it would jar something loose.
"I know who's behind it. I'll give it to you if you'll just consider giving us what we need to work from our end."
"No promises, kid. Your play."
"The whole plan was orchestrated by Terrence Boylan. It was carried out by his lieutenant, Mick Scully."
That got a rise. He was leaning on the table on both elbows now.
"And this you know how?"
I took out the recorder that I carry as constantly as my car keys. I played back my conversation with Sergeant Flynn.
Billy Coyne went into some kind of trance. I could hear the tumblers clicking, but nothing was coming out. I gave him a minute before nudging him.
"What's it about, Mr. Coyne? We're willing to work with you on this."
He finally came out of the trance and looked at Mr. Devlin.
"Lex, can I trust this junior partner of yours? This is deep."
Mr. Devlin never hesitated.
"I'd trust him with my life. Is that deep enough?"
Mr. Coyne looked at me for a few seconds and then leaned in close as a quarterback in a huddle.
"Boylan's a Southie hood, as big-time as the Irish get around here. We've known that for years."
He looked at Mr. D.
"If this gets out of this room, Lex... “
"With my life, Billy. You can trust him, too."
Mr. Coyne took another look at me and leaned closer.
"From a month ago, I've been working with the FBI. They think Boylan's tapped into the terrorist side of the Irish Republican Army. The IRA. The part that throws the bombs. The feds figure Seamus Feeney as the pickup man for cash from some of our esteemed local Irish citizens who contribute to that organization. Boylan does the soliciting. Feeney collects and leaves the cash at a dead drop. Someone flies over from Ireland every couple of weeks to pick it up and fly back. No paper trail, even electronic."
Things were beginning to make sense.
"How does Mick Scully fit in?"
"He's Boylan's lieutenant. He runs the show with Feeney so Boylan's name stays out of it."
Now the wheels were really clicking. I even had a fair guess at why they set up the short-lived confession of Phil O'Brien. If I was right, time was not for the wasting.
The bare bones of a plan started coming together. I laid it out quickly for Mr. Coyne. He howled like a stuck pig and told Mr. D. to put a leash on his demented partner. Mr. D., who had seen my idiocy occasionally produce results, settled him down at least to listen.
"If I'm right, Mr. Coyne, we've got six hours at best. After that, they won't need to keep Phil's wife alive. And the horse you want will be out of the barn. We've got to move."
Mr. Coyne sat there like a pool of steaming acid for thirty seconds. Finally he looked at Mr. D., but he spoke to me.
"What do you want, kid?"
"I want you to make two phone calls right now. Then I need you to have a cop you can trust arrest Terrence Boylan. They need to hold him incommunicado, but they should make the arrest as public as possible."
He went into a silent funk before giving an inch.
"On what charge?"
"You have the tape of my conversation with Sergeant Flynn. That's enough to hold him for complicity in Feeney's murder, at least for a few hours. I just need those few hours."
Billy Coyne looked straight into my eyes, and I looked back into his.
"Yes or no, Mr. Coyne? I've got to know. A couple of lives could depend on it. My own being one of them."
He gave it another ten seconds before taking out his cell phone and making the first call.
* * * *
It was not hard to locate Mick Scully. Every kid in Southie over ten years of age knew him on sight. He had a front as an insurance agent with an office on B Street. I got into the inner sanctum on the pretext of buying a whopping policy of malpractice insurance.
I'd never seen him before, but one look at the trim six-footer with handsome features, curly salt-and-pepper hair, and a French-cut suit that was not in the budget of an insurance agent confirmed the identification. We shook hands, and he waved me to a chair in front of his desk. I stayed on my feet.
"You're interested in insurance, Mr. Knight."
"I am, Mr. Scully. But I'm selling, not buying."
That brought a questioning smile. He raised his hands as an invitation to state my case.
"I'm selling life insurance."
"Really. Whose life?"
"Yours, Mr. Scully. Life on the outside, as opposed to life in prison."
The smile disappeared, leaving a look of granite on a face that betrayed not one scintilla of trepidation over this audacious microbe in front of him making threats.
"I'll tell you what I'll give you, Knight. I'll give you thirty whole seconds to tell me why I shouldn't have you escorted somewhere you may not want to go."
"I accept the offer. Thirty seconds should do it."
He looked at his watch. “Twenty-nine."
"I'll give you some history. You had Phil O'Brien's wife kidnapped to force him to confess to the murder of your bagman, Feeney. The carrot was that your back-pocket cop, Sergeant Flynn, would deliberately take a confession that any rookie lawyer could blow out of court."
So far, no visible reaction. I pushed on.
"Why the phony confession? Obviously to take the heat off of the man who actually killed Feeney. But what good is a temporary confession that's going to dissolve, probably in a few days at most? The answer that finally hit me is that that's all that's necessary to protect someone who's going to be leaving the country, probably tonight. That would be your visitor from Ireland, here to pick up this week's cash for the IRA. My guess is that little Feeney dipped into the cash bag and got caught by the unforgiving courier. The Irishman's probably booked on a plane out of Logan Airport tonight."
The expression never changed, but the fire in his eyes glowed red-hot.
"You just bought yourself a funeral, Mr. Knight."
I matched his poker face, with limited cards to sustain the bluff.
"Maybe. So why am I here telling you things you already know? A deal. You know. I give, you give."
"You've got nothing I need, Mr. Knight. No deal."
He started to reach for the phone.
"At three o'clock this afternoon, Terrence Boylan was arrested, and this was no phony arrest. He was charged with being an accessory to the murder of Seamus Feeney."
That brought a smile more like a smirk.
"You're a liar, but a good one, Mr. Knight. On what evidence?"
"Never trust a crooked cop, Mr. Scully. They'll sell you out every time. Before you throw away your last best chance of a free life, why don't you call Terrence Boylan's office? What harm? I'm not going anywhere."
He thought that one over before grabbing the phone and dialing a number he knew well.
"Put Boylan on."
Whoever answered apparently conveyed the news of Boylan's arrest. Scully hung up.
"I'll tell you something else you don't know, Mr. Scully. Boylan's not about to go to jail. When I left, he was very convincingly selling the deputy district attorney on the fact that he had nothing to do with it. The whole thing was handled by a certain Mick Scully. What do you think of that?"
"I think it's pure bull...."
"No, you don't, Mr. Scully. You know Boylan. If his neck's in the noose, what do you figure he'll do, take a life sentence out of sheer loyalty to you, or sell you down the river as fast as you can paddle to save his own skin?"
The smirk was fading just enough to give a shot to my confidence.
"As I said, I have something to offer."
He just looked at me, but he was listening
"An even trade. I represent you in making a deal with the D.A. You give them Boylan and the IRA man in exchange for a life on the outside."
"If I give them Boylan, why do I need you?"
"Because I make it work. Right now, you two rat on each other, they've got both of you. I make it a package deal including the IRA connection, and you walk. I can do it. I've talked to the deputy D.A. He's on board. But that's not what you're worried about, is it?"
"Is that so?"
He kept the attitude, but looked as if he were listening to the Oracle at Delphi.
"Boylan you can handle. You're worried about taking on the IRA. You do one day in jail, and they'll get to you. They'll make a life sentence look like the good news. I can put you out of their reach."
"How?"
"Witness protection program. Federal. They can't break it."
"Suppose I give them just Boylan."
"No deal. They've already got him through the cop."
I checked my watch.
"Time's about up. If the Irishman gets out of the country, you've got nothing to trade."
He sat there. I had to get him off the dime.
"One other factor you might keep in mind, Scully. Boylan was spilling his guts when I left. If Boylan can tell them about the Irishman, he'll deal. But he's no half-wit. He'll need protection against the Irishman. What better protection than putting out the word that you were the one who flipped and named the Irishman for Feeney's murder? You know Boylan. You know I'm not bluffing."
I was sweating bullets, but fortunately nowhere that showed. I was actually completely bluffing, since I knew my taped conversation with the cop, which was rife with hearsay, would not be enough to hold Boylan for more than a few hours. Boylan knew that and was more than likely shut up tighter than an Ipswich clam.
I took a look at my watch.
"Time's up, Scully. If I'm not on the street reporting back to the district attorney's office in exactly two minutes, you'll see more cops, the honest ones, coming through that door than you can count. You'll be locked up in the general population. If that's the way you want to leave this earth, you'll get your wish."
He was frozen. I walked to the door. I gave him one parting line.
"Hey, Scully. If you still think I'm bluffing, check the street outside."
He went to the window. Thank God, Billy Coyne had come through. The street was lined with black-and-whites, just waiting.
He stared for ten seconds, counting police cars before dropping back into the chair at his desk.
"What do you want, Knight?"
I made three nonnegotiable demands of Scully. One was a fulfillment of my promise to Billy Coyne to commit Scully to becoming a star witness by putting Scully into contact with Billy over the phone. The second was a call to the Irishman. The third was infinitely more important to me than the other two. It involved Phil's wife. I waited to hear him make the phone calls before I gave the signal at the window to Billy Coyne to come in and take him.
* * * *
It was five o'clock when I parked down the block from Hooley's Bar. The police dropped Boylan at the bar five minutes later. I walked in after him and found him sitting alone at the bar. The other rats had apparently sensed a sinking ship and deserted.
This was the one that counted. Boylan was likely the only one who knew the entire list of big-time contributors to the IRA. That would be my final payback to Billy Coyne. I knew Boylan would be a tough nut to crack when I saw him strutting into Hooley's, fresh from his victorious release by the police.
I walked in and straddled a seat at the bar two down from Boylan. I ordered a Bushmills and offered him a toast to the Emerald Isle. It was something of a mixed metaphor, since Bushmills is made in Northern Ireland.
He gave me a sideways glance that said, “What the hell have we here?” But he joined in the toast.
"Sort of empty in here, Mr. Boylan. Do you know why that is?"
He favored me with a look and a grunt, but he was in no mood for conversation with me.
"Suppose I tell you, Mr. Boylan. They must know it's the end of the long, corrupt, degrading life of one of the lowest pieces of bullying scum ever to disgrace the Irish race. That would be you, Mr. Boylan. I'll drink to your health."
He was speechless. Even his Irish temper couldn't overcome the shock that froze him to his seat. No one had spoken a crosswise word to him since his mother had spoken too few of them.
"You see, here's the deal, Mr. Boylan. At the very least you're going to be convicted of being an accessory to the murder of your little bagman, Feeney. That last time you were arrested, today, was a show. This one'll be real. It'll be based on the solid evidence being spewed out at this minute by your one-time lieutenant, Mick Scully. As they say, ‘When thieves fall out . . . ‘ “
His mouth hung open, but he was also getting his legs under him.
"Who the hell are you?"
"I'm your worst enemy and your best friend. And you don't have many of the latter at the moment."
"You're dead meat, whoever the hell you... “
"I haven't come close to the worst news you're going to hear tonight, Boylan. There's a man on his way to see you. Should be here any minute. You better make the most of that minute."
It was moving faster than he could take it in, which produced a jaw-hanging silence.
"He's here from Ireland on a mission. He got stiffed by your little gopher, Feeney, who got sticky fingers in the money the man was supposed to take back to his gangsters in Ireland. Feeney made out well. Three shots and he was dead. You may not luck out."
He was still staring. I moved over to the stool beside him.
"Mick Scully called the Irishman less than an hour ago. I was standing beside Scully when he made the call. He told the Irishman that Feeney was acting on your orders. He told him you pocketed the money."
Boylan just sat there shaking his head as if denying it would make it a lie.
"Scully told the Irishman you'd be at Hooley's Bar at five o'clock. Why do you suppose the police delivered you here? You're a staked goat, Boylan. I wouldn't be in your place for all the Bushmills in Ireland."
I got up to leave. I threw five dollars on the bar for the drink. I leaned over the bar next to him.
"You've got one way out, Boylan."
That pulled him around. His beady eyes were down to a squint.
"What?"
"A deal."
"What deal?"
"Witness protection. There's a price."
"What price?"
"You give them the list of every phony patriot that's pouring money into the hands of the IRA."
His eyes were like full moons.
"Are you out of your mind? Do you know what they'd do?"
My cell phone rang.
"We're about to find out, Boylan. You're about to meet the Irishman."
I answered the phone. Billy Coyne said two words. “He's here."
I clicked the phone shut.
"I'll leave you two alone, Boylan. The feds are outside that door. Just give a yell if you want to deal."
I walked out the door, brushing the shoulder of a six-foot-three-inch block of steel on his way in. He had eyes that I'd only seen on a shark in a feeding heat. I thought I'd rubbed elbows with the devil.
He never gave me a glance, as he riveted those eyes on Boylan at the end of the bar. I passed out the door and headed across the street. I got halfway across when I heard a scream from inside the bar that you could hear in Charlestown. It was Boylan yelling, “Help me! For God's sake!"
Eight men who looked like feds swarmed through the door. There was one shot, and then silence.
I got into my car and drove past Hooley's Bar as the feds were walking Boylan out the door and into the nearest car. I could just see through the open door a tall figure lying motionless on the floor.
* * * *
There was one last piece of the puzzle. I drove to Phil O'Brien's apartment. The third nonnegotiable demand I made of Scully was to have Mary O'Brien delivered to her husband in perfect health.
I walked through the door, and Phil looked like the person I knew in high school. He tried to speak, but something clogged his throat, and the tears on his cheeks did the talking. Before I knew it, Mary was there, and the three of us were locked in some kind of bear hug, like three kids at an old-time high school prom.
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Novelette: A SMALL TECHNICAL PROBLEM by Caroline Benton
Caroline Benton, author of the 2006 novel Path of the Dead (published by Carroll & Graf in the U.S.), has devoted most of her writing time over the past few years to the short story. Her tales have appeared not only in this magazine but in publications in several Scandinavian countries. She left her native England more than a decade ago to live in France, where she renovated a haunted water mill which she currently runs as a holiday home.
Arthur hummed a tune as he wheeled his bicycle into the barn. An old Elvis number, though one could be forgiven for not recognising it. He was tone deaf, or so his wife kept telling him, which these days seemed to be every time he opened his mouth. That was half the reason he kept doing the job, getting out of the house. Up here he could sing to his heart's content.
He propped the bike against a wall and picked up a watering can, almost falling over a cat as he turned around. It was a long-haired fluffy thing, tabby and white, some daft breed he'd never heard of with a daft name to match. Simon had once told him how much he paid for it and he'd almost choked. His neighbour had paid less than that for his secondhand van.
Arthur didn't care for cats. They dug up seeds and left unpleasant surprises in the soil. He stamped his foot and sent it scuttling for cover behind the mower. Nervous, too. Whoever sold the thing, they must have seen Simon coming.
Arthur blinked as he came back out into the afternoon sun. Another scorching day. Made for a lot of extra work, what with all the watering, but at least his joints didn't play up so much. He glanced towards the lawn where a sprinkler was shooting water over the lush grass, and wondered what would happen if they brought in a hosepipe ban. Knowing Simon “Moneybags” Markham, he'd ignore it and pay the fine if he got caught; anything to save his precious lawn. These media types could get away with murder. Still, the grass had had enough for now. He would turn it on again later.
He disconnected the hose at the outside tap and replaced it with the watering can, rubbing his back as he straightened. He rolled his shoulders and stared towards the house, screwing up his eyes against the glare from the white walls. Georgian, they said it was. The Old Rectory. He could remember it when it was just The Rectory, with fetes in the garden every summer and a boys’ club on Wednesday nights, a tradition that had been going since he was a lad. Not that he'd ever gone, his family were strict Methodists, so he'd never got to play with the rector's electric train, a fact that still rankled.
Still, all that was history now. The chapel had been turned into a luxury home by some big-shot architect, and the new rector lived in a shoebox in the neighbouring parish. No time for religion in this day and age.
He was turning off the tap when two figures emerged through the open French windows. Simon Markham was on the left, big and blustery, still under forty yet already running to fat. Too much good living—booze, women, and food, and probably in that order. Beside him was his writing partner, Ben, a weedy little tyke by comparison, who always looked like he could use a good meal. Always ready to stop for a chat, though, he'd give him that. They'd been writing partners for ten years, since before Simon bought the rectory, a regular crime slot on the telly, Inspector Jake Steele. It was a good series, too, the stories believable, which was more than could be said for some of the rubbish they put on.
But recently, whenever he saw them together, they seemed to be arguing, just like they were now, judging by the way Simon was waving his arms. Arthur cocked his head, frowned. Once he might have heard what they were saying, but he was getting deafer by the day, according to his wife. Mind you, the way she carried on sometimes, that could be an advantage!
Chuckling, Arthur returned to the barn to fetch the wheelbarrow and tools.
* * * *
"I tell you it won't work.” Simon marched across the terrace.
"Then make it three feet.” Ben was hurrying to keep up. “In fact, three's better. It's got to be a shallow grave, he's in a hurry."
Simon was shaking his head. “No good, Benny boy. They still wouldn't hear."
"You don't know that. You're just being bloody-minded."
Simon spun round. “I'm trying to be accurate. You really think Jake's going to hear him knocking under three feet of earth?"
"One foot on top of the trunk."
Simon shook his head and set off towards the barn.
"For Christ's sake, Si . . . “ Ben scurried after him. “The whole damned plot hinges on that scene and they want the script tomorrow."
"So?” He caught sight of the gardener pushing a wheelbarrow along the path, and waved. “Morning, Arthur! Everything okay?"
The gardener nodded but didn't reply.
Simon laughed. “Deaf as a post. Our number-one fan, though. Never misses an episode."
"The grave, Simon!"
"Look, what d'you want me to say? Idon't buy it, and if I don't, nor will the punters. Anyway, I don't know what you're getting so steamed up about. It's just a small technical problem."
"Small?" The shorter man bristled. “God, you're getting to be a real pain, you know that?"
"No, Ben—it's you who's getting careless! Credibility, remember? Since the very first episode we've not used one idea that wasn't plausible, not one, and I don't intend to start now."
"You don't intend."
"That's right. And as long as there're two names on that contract... “
Ben looked away, eyes blazing. “It's because of Kathy, isn't it?"
"What?"
"This sudden rubbishing of my ideas."
"Oh, for... “
"It's true! It really got you, didn't it? The beautiful Kathy and a little runt like me... “
"Ben, this has nothing to do with Kathy!” Simon rolled his eyes. “It's about our reputation. We want another series, don't we?"
Ben didn't answer. Right now he wasn't sure he did, not if it was always going to be like this. The trouble was, Jake was still getting good ratings—the last series they'd actually gone up. Back out now and he'd be cutting his own throat.
He stiffened as Simon draped an arm around his shoulder and waited for the inevitable wheedling.
"Look . . . “ Simon coaxed obligingly, “we go back a long way, you and me. We're mates, right? A good team. So let's not argue, hm?” He gave Ben a friendly punch. “Right?"
Ben relented and managed a halfhearted smile.
"That's better."
"But you still don't like it."
Simon threw up his hands and marched on.
"So what do you suggest instead?” Ben fell into step beside him.
"Give me some time, all right?"
"We don't have time! I'm going to be up all night as it is. Why can't we just run with it? I still say it would work."
Simon came to a halt in front of the barn. “You do, huh? Okay, convince me.” He disappeared inside, came back carrying two spades and held one out to Ben.
Ben stared at it in disbelief. “You're kidding! You want us to dig a grave?"
"It's what we always said, isn't it? Any doubts, we check, double-check, test things out. So let's test it. If the knocking can be heard, we use the idea, if not... “
"And who's the mug who's going to get buried alive?"
Simon smiled and stared off along the path.
"Not Arthur... “
"Of course not Arthur. It's your idea, Benny boy."
"Me? No way!” He shook his head wildly.
"I believe it's known as suffering for one's art."
"You suffer, then. You're the one who wants proof.” Ben folded his arms. “Anyway, aren't you forgetting something? Like the trunk?"
Simon grinned and disappeared back into the barn.
Ben glared after him for a moment, then followed. He squinted into the gloom. “Si?"
"Over here.” There was a grate of metal and something fell heavily to the ground. “My old school trunk. Used it when I moved. Well, don't just stand there, grab the other handle."
Together they hauled the trunk outside and dumped it on the ground. Simon yanked open the lid.
"Well, look at that. There's even a blanket to curl up on. Want to test it for size?"
Ben backed away, a look of horror on his face. “I'm not doing it, Si. I mean it. You want to find out? You get in."
"Are you crazy? I'm twice your size."
"I believe it's known as suffering for one's art."
"Oh, very droll!” Simon slammed down the lid. “Okay, we'll toss for it, even chance. That's fair, isn't it?” He tapped his pockets. “D'you have a coin?"
"No, I don't have a coin!"
Simon grinned. “Then I suggest we go and find one."
* * * *
Back in the drawing room, Simon took a two-pound coin from his wallet. “Your shout,” he told Ben, and spun it in the air. He caught it on the back of his hand. “Why didn't you call?"
"Floor."
"What?"
"Drop it on the floor."
Simon laughed. “Don't trust me, huh?” He waved the coin in front of Ben's face so he could see both sides, then tossed it again.
Ben crossed his fingers. “Heads."
The coin landed on the rug and the men bent over. The queen's face stared up at them. Simon swore under his breath and walked away.
Ben kept staring, unable to believe his luck. Slowly he began to smile. “Looks like it's your funeral, Si. Any requests for flowers?"
"Very funny!” Simon turned to the French windows. “What the hell—it was a stupid idea, anyway."
"No, no, you're right. Credibility, remember?” Ben was relishing his partner's discomfort. “Oh, better take these,” he added, hooking a six-pack of beer from the table. “It'll be thirsty work, digging."
* * * *
The heat hit them as soon as they went back outside. Never mind being buried alive, Ben thought wryly: Just digging the hole would probably kill them. Not that he expected to be digging for long. He was fit enough himself—hadn't he just run the London marathon?—but Simon would probably give up before they'd cracked the surface, reduced to a heap of blubber, his skin burning in the blistering sun. Still, he was happy to go along with it until then. It was a matter of pride that Simon should be the one to back out.
"So where d'you want the grave?” he asked when they were back at the trunk.
"Hole, Ben—it's a hole, okay?” Simon scanned around. “Side of the barn. There's some rough ground behind those bushes.” He snatched up a spade.
"Reckon we'll need a pickax, Si."
Simon thrust the spade at Ben and went back inside.
* * * *
Ben was right about the pickax: The ground was like concrete. But he was wrong about Simon giving up. To his surprise, the larger man kept going, taking it in turns as the hole deepened. Half an hour later, both men were stripped to the waist, streaked with dirt and sweat. It was Ben's turn in the hole. He threw out a final shovelful.
"That's got to be enough. Let's try it again.” He clambered out, grabbed the handle of the trunk.
Simon threw down his empty beer can and took the other. Slowly they lowered it down.
"Perfect.” Ben cranked up the lid. “Your coffin awaits, Master."
"It is not a coffin!" Simon wiped his face with his shirt, then threw it over a bush. “Oh, this is insanity. . . . “ He slid into the hole, dropped to his knees, and leaned forward.
"Not like that. Lie on your side."
Simon twisted around, manoeuvred himself into a fetal position, and finally squeezed in. Even Ben could see it was a painfully tight fit.
"Just don't close it yet, okay? Ouch! This is . . . Oh my God . . ." Simon struggled to his feet, face twisted in pain, and began hopping around.
"What's the matter?"
"Cramp, what d'you think!” He rubbed furiously at his calf. “I told you it was madness. Sorry, Benny boy, but it'll have to be you."
Ben shook his head. “You lost, remember?"
"Hey, you saw what it was like.” Ben noticed the hint of a smile.
"You bastard!"
"Uh?"
"You knew, didn't you? You knew you wouldn't fit. Well, that's tough, Si, because I'm not doing it either.” He turned away, folded his arms.
"Look, Ben... “
"No! Forget it, okay?"
"What's the matter—don't you trust me?” Simon stared at his partner. “Hey, you don't, do you! My God. What d'you think I'm going to do, bury you alive ‘cause of what happened with Kathy?"
"It crossed my mind."
"Oh, Ben, Ben . . . “ Simon was shaking his head. “Look, you've got it all wrong, buddy. When you and she got together—well, I was glad, okay?"
"Like hell you were! As I recall you hit the roof."
"Of course I did—rather well, I thought. I always said I was on the wrong side of the camera."
"And what's that supposed to mean?"
"Oh, come on, Ben . . . you know what women are like. I wanted out, you fancied her, so a bit of diplomacy on my part—"
"That's balls, Si! She'd had you up to here."
"Is that what she told you?” Simon laughed. “Anyway, what does it matter? We both got what we wanted—least, I know I did.” He gave a knowing smirk. “The point is, no bitterness, okay? If anything, I'm in your debt. You did me a favour, Benny boy. You could say we did each other a favour."
"You arrogant . . . “ Ben looked at his partner with contempt. “You think I need your favours to get a woman?"
"Hey, that's not what I meant and you know it! I just . . . helped things along a bit.” He clapped Ben on the back. “Now are we going to stand here all day discussing Kathy or are you getting in that trunk?"
"No way. I've already told you."
"Great!" Simon threw up his hands. “So all this has been a complete waste of time. What's the matter—having doubts yourself?” He stared at Ben, his eyes narrowing. “That's it, isn't it? You don't think the idea will work either. Well, I wish you'd said before—"
"Of course I think it'll work!"
"Yeah? Then prove it."
Ben glared at him, silently cursing. He'd fallen into that one—literally, if he wasn't going to lose face. He stared down at the trunk, clenched his fists. Already his heart was threatening to leave his chest.
"Well?” Simon prompted.
Ben took a deep breath and jumped in, curled up on his side. Above him, Simon gave a satisfied smile. He reached out to close the lid.
"Wait!" Ben sat up, breathing heavily. “I want my phone."
"Phone? Ben, a phone's not going to work through a tin box and a pile of earth."
"Says who? Or d'you want to prove that too?"
Simon sighed. “Where is it?"
"Shirt pocket. No wait—I think it's at the house.” He started to climb out.
"Whoa! Here, use mine if it's so important.” He pulled a mobile from his trouser pocket.
Ben snatched it, checked to see it was working. “And I want an air line—a pipe or something. If anything goes wrong, I want to be able to breathe."
"Nothing's going to go wrong! Okay, okay . . . I'll see what I can find in the barn."
As Simon disappeared Ben clambered out and sat on the edge of the hole, eyes closed, gulping in air. Despite the heat, he felt himself shivering. He jumped when something brushed against his arm.
"Oh, it's you, Medici!” He ran his hand over the cat's back. “I should get out of here, mate, before he buries you, too."
The cat looked round as he heard Simon returning, and as if he understood, took off into the trees.
Simon arrived carrying a coil of hose. “All I could find, Benny boy."
Ben took the end and squeezed. “No good. Feed that under the lid and the weight will crush it."
"Then we'll shove it through the top!” Simon slammed down the lid, picked up the pickax and swung it, embedding the point in the metal. He wriggled it free and fed in the hose. “That do?"
Ben shrugged. “How long's this going to take?"
"How should I know?"
"Guess!"
Simon opened the lid. “Five minutes."
"You sure?"
” ‘Course I'm not sure. That's what a guess is. Now are you getting in or aren't you?"
Ben swallowed, took another deep breath, and slid in. “You'll talk to me through the tube?"
"I'll talk to you."
"Promise?"
"I'll sing you a damn lullaby if you want.” He lowered the lid, found the other end of the hose and put it to his ear. Ben was already yelling.
"Can you hear me, Si? Si? Say something!"
Grinning, Simon brought the tube to his mouth and began humming the Funeral March, then threw it to the ground and shovelled in the first spadeful. Immediately the lid shot up and Ben came scrabbling out.
"I can't do it!"
"Oh, for . . . You still think I'm going to—"
"It's not about you."
"I told you, Kathy and I—"
"It's not about you!"
"What then? Five minutes, that's all it'll take. You're fit, you've got air, you've got contact—"
"I'm claustrophobic, damn it!"
Simon gaped at him. Then he threw back his head and laughed. “Now he tells me. We break our backs digging a blasted hole and . . . here, move over!"
He pushed Ben out of the way and dropped into the trunk, somehow folded himself in. “Five minutes, okay? Make that four."
Ben nodded and closed the lid, for the second time that day unable to believe his luck. He threw in a few shovelfuls and picked up the hose.
"You okay down there?"
"Just get on with it!"
Ben smiled and carried on, shovelling and dragging the loose earth into the hole. This was the easy bit—so easy he was in danger of meeting Simon's deadline. He paused and picked up the pipe. “Still okay down there?"
"Of course I'm not okay! How much longer?"
"Almost there. Oh, hang on . . . “ Ben cocked his head, looked towards the house. “I think the phone's ringing, Si."
"What?"
"In the house.” He squeezed past the bushes, walked to the front of the barn. “It might be Kathy."
"Stuff Kathy! Just get me out of here. Now!"
"Look, I need to speak to her. About tonight. A couple of minutes, okay?"
"Are you crazy? I'm—"
But Ben had dropped the hose and was running towards the house. Let the bastard sweat for a while. Favours to get a girl, indeed!
He threw a wave at Arthur, who was returning with the wheelbarrow, and dived in through the French windows. “Kathy? Hi, I guessed it was you. What? No, Simon's . . . in the garden. Anyway, how was the audition?” He leaned back against the wall, as if he had all the time in the world.
"That's great, love. At least someone had a good day. Me? Oh, the usual nightmare, Simon picking at the script at the last minute with nothing to offer in return. He's a dead weight, Kath—totally burnt out. I can't remember the last time he came up with a decent plot line.” He pushed away from the wall. “Anyway, you don't want to hear all that. Are we still on for tonight?"
He wandered out onto the terrace, smiling as he listened to her reply, vaguely aware of movement by the barn. Suddenly his brow furrowed. “Hang on a sec, Kath... “
Clutching the phone to his chest, he stared towards the barn, eyes widening in alarm. He opened his mouth to call out...
Then just as suddenly he stopped, turned his back, staring without seeing at the blank white wall.
A lifetime later he returned the phone to his ear. “Sorry about that. It was just Arthur. Anyway, about tonight... “
* * * *
Humming to himself, Arthur returned the tools to the barn. Funny—where were the other spades? Don't say Simon “Manicured-hands” Markham had done a bit of digging?
Arthur laughed. That'd be the day.
Immediately he was reminded of the old Buddy Holly number and launched into that instead. "You say you're gonna leave me, you know it's a lie,” he sang, though the tune wasn't appreciably different. “ 'Cause that'll be the day-ay-ay when I die." He wheeled his bike out into the sunshine.
He was about to get on when he remembered the sprinkler. Better turn it on again and hope Simon remembered to turn it off, though knowing him, it would probably still be going when he arrived next morning. It wouldn't be the first time.
He looked down at the ground. The end of a hosepipe was lying by his feet. He picked it up, connected it to the tap. The pipe stiffened, squirming like a snake as the water surged through. He glanced in the direction of the sprinkler. Why was nothing happening?
He was about to investigate when something caught his eye. A shirt was draped over the rhododendrons at the side of the barn. He pushed his bike towards them and stood on tiptoe to peer over the top. So that's where the spades had gone. What on earth were they playing at?
"Need any help?” he called, but nobody answered.
Arthur shrugged. Presumably they knew what they were doing. Which was more than he did—he'd never understand these media types. And with that he threw his leg over the saddle, all thought of the sprinkler forgotten, and to the tuneless strains of “Raindrops Keep Falling on My Head"—his favourite cycling song—pedalled off home for a hard-earned cup of tea.
* * * *
As Arthur disappeared, the cat emerged from behind a tree and headed towards the freshly dug earth. Suddenly it stopped, stiffened. An unfamiliar knocking sound was coming from the ground. It took a step backwards, then another, and as the knocking became more frantic, turned tail and fled. It didn't like soil that held unpleasant surprises.
Copyright © 2010 Caroline Benton
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Reviews: BLOG BYTES by Bill Crider
In the spring a young man's fancy lightly turns to thoughts of blogging. Okay, that's not exactly what Tennyson said, but it's close enough for this column. After all, who doesn't love blogs and blogging?
And food. Everybody loves food, right? So let's start with a blog called Mystery Lovers’ Kitchen (www.mysteryloverskitchen.com), a group blog that has “Mystery writers cooking up crime . . . and recipes!” The bloggers are Avery Aames (Mondays), Julie Hyzy (Tuesdays), Jenn McKinlay, aka Lucy Lawrence (Wednesdays), Riley Adams (Thursdays), Cleo Coyle (Fridays), and Krista Davis (Saturdays). These people aren't just fine crime writers. They must also be great cooks, and they provide plenty of recipes to choose from. For example: cranberry sauce cookies, rigatoni with garbanzos and pepperoni, herb scalloped potatoes, rosti, and, well, I can't go on. I'm too hungry. Even if you don't cook, you'll have fun reading the recipes and the comments that go along with them.
Jean Henry Mead is the blog host at Writing Advice and Good Books (advicefromeditors.blogspot.com), which consists of guest posts from writers and editors. Recently, Debbi Mack has written about “A Series of Unfortunate (Publishing) Events,” Robert Fate has discussed writing and marketing, and Nancy Pickard has explained how “by practicing a lot of small acts of letting go, a writer can build up her muscles for bigger ones.” You should read the post to see what she means by that. Like all the posts on the site, it's well worth your time.
Sandra Seamans has staked out her spot in the blogosphere, and she calls it My Little Corner (sandraseamans.blogspot.com). Sometimes she talks about what's on her mind, sometimes she talks about her writing, and often she posts numerous links of interest to writers and readers. Sometimes the links are to markets for fiction, sometimes they're to other blogs about writing, and sometimes they're to articles about crime fiction and other things. I nearly always find a link or two that I just have to click on, and I think you might, too.
Inkspot (midnightwriters.blogspot.com) is another group blog. It's written by “a collection of authors who have been published by Midnight Ink Books. We write novels ranging from cozy mysteries to suspense thrillers. Our members are international bestsellers and award winners.” Lots of good stuff here on a lot of different writing topics. Check it out.
Copyright © 2010 Bill Crider
* * * *
Bill Crider's own peculiar blog can be found at billcrider.blogspot.com
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Department of First Stories: DEVOTION by Will Dunlap
* * * *

* * * *
New writer Will Dunlap studied music at the University of Michigan and while there won a Hopwood Award for Short Fiction. He is currently at the University of Texas at Austin where he is a fellow at the James A. Michener Center for Writers. Two of his stories have received the University of Texas's Keene Prize for Literature, but the following tale is his first paid professional publication. We do not ee many first stories that belong to the historical subgenre, as this one does.
* * * *
5 March 1824
Mr. Corey, the sheriff, took us in to see the Indian-murderers. They number four—Old Stoddard, his son, and Perry and Walter Kile— Old Stoddard being by far the elder of the group, near fifty and inclining on corpulence. At sight of us he stood wearily, like a man rising from a half-night's sleep. It is a curiosity shop, this jail, and Mr. Corey collected our pennies and stood back that we might have our say. A young farmer, in town for the land sales, asked, “Are you all killers, then?” To which Old Stoddard managed a grin and replied, “We kill as well as any man."
Perry Kile, dressed like the others in pantaloons and a hunting shirt, pointed to where Old Stoddard's son, an overgrown boy of perhaps eighteen years, sat by the wall, knees drawn up to his chest.
"Ask Harry if he loves them Indians, I reckon he'll say he's guilty of that!"
At this the prisoners laughed, all except Harry Stoddard, his face a mask of sullen rage. Only when the conversation had turned away from him did he take our measure, fixing his eyes on me with such force I thought myself the one condemned. He is, as Mr. Corey told me later, vehement about his confinement and declares his innocence at every turn.
Nine peaceful Indians these prisoners murdered, nearly all women or children—set upon, it may be surmised, while the men of their group were away on a hunt. The women stabbed or shot, and the children bludgeoned till lifeless against trees. And for nothing more, one must conclude, than a plunder of furs and skins and native trinkets, since all were found later under the floor of Old Stoddard's cabin. In much the same way did these wretched men disguise their atrocities, stowing the dead in a sinkhole not far from the Indian camp. As two days went by before the bodies were discovered, it was truly by His grace that a woman was drawn out a survivor. It was hoped she would say names, but as she was afterwards unable or unwilling to speak, it was by chance that the murderers were found.
All of this I learned from Mr. Corey. He is a large, well-worn fellow—a man, one judges immediately, who is fierce in his loyalties. He called me Reverend, and tells me it is many weeks since anyone has come to Floodwood to preach. Concerning the murderers’ capture, he said it was not purely chance, for he had his suspicions—it was, after all, the Stoddards and Kiles who traded with the Pottawatomie. But chance it was that gave him to hear Perry Kile one night at the inn saying how he and some others had delivered those savages from this life to the next. Right there Mr. Corey took him by the collar and dragged him to jail. Not long was he there before he gave up the others.
"Yet they do not blame him,” I said, and Mr. Corey nodded.
"All but Harry admit what they done."
"They cannot believe they'll hang for this."
He smiled glumly. “It may be they're right,” he said, and explained how nearly a fortnight has passed since their capture and still they await the circuit judge, without whom there can be no trial.
I asked him to tell me about the Indian woman. She has lived, he says, beyond all expectations, well cared for by the Sutcliffes, a young farming couple. “Baptist, like yourself,” he added. I asked for directions to the farm and he, having supplied me with them, asked after my circuit. I told him a little but he, prying further, remarked that such long miles must leave my wife in eager want of my return. After all our talk of dying, his words dug into me.
"There was a time,” I said, “when such was the case."
My tone of voice was enough to silence him. I have, in the last year, appreciated such talk for the chance it gives me to speak of my loss. Yet something of what I have seen today, the ease with which a man may make a murderous admission, has rendered vain that need for pity.
I write this by my pallet at the inn, a squalid place unwelcoming to any but the worst brand of men. The horses at the hitch rack give the place the odor of a livery. In light of such abysmal lodgings I must here make a description of the jail, for this structure, the largest yet to be found in this settlement, has made a great impression on me. A number of pickets, logs set upright in the ground, form an enclosure of perhaps seven yards square. Within these walls a guard house is situated, providing station for three sentinels whose work it is, day and night, to keep watch over those captive. That prisoners must await trial, or execution, with little cover from the elements, recalls to me a promise from the scriptures: Harsh correction is for him who forsakes the way.
* * * *
6 March
Near midday, I rode out to the Sutcliffe farm. A barking dog announced me, and by the time I had dismounted, a tall woman heavy with child had come out of the cabin. So unwelcoming was the look on her face, her eyes set in me like pins, that it was a moment before I managed to speak.
"Is this the Sutcliffe farm?"
She folded her arms for an answer and asked what I needed. Though she cannot be more than three and twenty, there is a harshness about her that proves life a weary enterprise. I gave her my name and calling and stated that I wished to say a blessing for that poor Indian. Only then did she unfold her arms and beckon to a child who had come out behind her.
"I am Eliza Sutcliffe,” she said. She took the girl's hand. “My daughter, Jane."
The girl, perhaps five years old, regarded me without expression.
"Excuse our manners,” said the woman, “but it is two weeks now of folks coming out here and wanting nothing but to gawk at the poor thing."
With that she took young Jane's hand and motioned for me to follow them inside.
Their cabin is like all the other cabins in the region, of perhaps twelve by sixteen feet, with a stone hearth. It was near this hearth, on a simple bed, that the Indian woman lay sleeping. Her injuries, Eliza Sutcliffe explained, were quite desperate. Shot, though the ball passed cleanly through her, and bludgeoned repeatedly. None expected her to live, yet a fortnight has passed, and now she manages to sit up on her own and to eat a little at odd times. Eliza alone has treated the girl, dressing her wounds, helping her outside in the mornings.
She said this to me by the door, as if afraid the woman would hear and wake. Only with the conclusion of her words did I venture to that corner. Mr. Corey had spoken of a woman, yet it was not a woman I saw at first, but a mere creature whose battered face recalled a memory of terror. I stood over her and wondered what I might do to reach the poor thing. Then she opened her eyes and I was struck by the gravity in her look, a fierceness that did not allow for pity. In that moment she was changed for me. All the violence inscribed there on her face could not betray the delicacy of her features. Eliza Sutcliffe had ventured to my side and now, in a low voice, said, “Let us pray.” I nodded foolishly, my reverie at an end, and from memory recited Psalm 14.
"The fool hath said in his heart, There is no God. They are corrupt, they have done abominable works, there is none that doeth good."
As I spoke I looked into her eyes, but she shut them against my stare. I judge my words seemed like nothing more than a distant lullaby. I asked Eliza if she knew whether the unfortunate soul had been baptized. Eliza said she could not say, but supposed she had not.
"By what do you call her, then?"
Eliza looked doleful and said, “By no name at all."
I told her I would certainly baptize the girl when she was well enough to enter the water. “Until then,” I said, “we shall call her Priscilla."
Eliza said, “A good, strong name."
I nodded and said I believed that was so. Though how strong a name is it really, when Priscilla, my own dear wife, did not live through the birth of our child, and the child did not live at all?
It was not long before Harold Sutcliffe came in. A thin, callused man, he walks with a limp and speaks only of work yet to be done—fallow fields to be readied for plowing, and new ground, all woods, still to be cleared. Their farm lies not much more than a mile from Floodwood and I remarked that with the widening of the town it will not be long before civilization claims them. He nodded as if to humor me, then noted that it is still twenty miles to the nearest mill and one must wait three or four days and nights for the meal.
Hearing him speak like this, I wanted to congratulate him on this life he had made, for it seemed to me he has submitted to nothing and no one. There was a time I might have said the same of myself.
We sat to a feast of cornbread and venison, and as we ate reflected kindly upon His grace. I spoke only of my travels, saying nothing of the settled life I left behind twelve months ago. Quick they were to marvel at the distance I have gone in a mere four seasons, more than fifteen hundred miles with a hundred and eighty-three sermons preached and sixty-three men and women and children baptized. Harold asked by what way had I come into the state. At length I described the Nashville Trace as it skirted the Cumberland plateau, the Ohio River crossing into Indiana at the Yellow Banks, and the trail running north from Rockport through Dale, Jasper, and Bloomington. With this he seemed satisfied and offered no more questions in the direction of my past.
* * * *
7 March
The sales have begun in earnest and the town is crowded, nearly overwhelmed, by those here to purchase land. There is, to be sure, much backslapping and camaraderie, for many of these men have not enjoyed such company for months. As for the sales themselves, it is a mostly peaceful affair, the convention of bidding set aside by settlers—or squatters, as the speculators call them—for a more congenial practice. Should a pair find that they desire the same claim, it is up to one to broach a price that the other will take to leave off. As it happens, sometimes, that neither one can be convinced, lots are cast, with the winner claiming at Congress price the tract in question. It seems to me a very civilized way of approaching the matter, though it must be added that speculators are not thought of kindly and any attempt by one to challenge a settler for his tract will find the crowd souring against him.
I afterwards preached a sermon with a large crowd attending. From my pulpit, a crate lent me by the innkeeper, I spoke for no more than a quarter-hour before the crowd's distracted shuffling bade me end my words. I stood down and soon learned the reason for their excitement. The circuit judge, long awaited, is finally come. I walked with some others to the jail where I spotted him in conversation with Sheriff Corey. Judge Dowd, as he is called, exudes something of the wearied, exuberant calm of a man who has seen battle and finds it to his taste. The trial, it is said, will occur the day after next. I rode out to the Sutcliffe farm to give them this news.
Eliza still will not smile, though her manner is decidedly warmer. She took me in to see Priscilla without my asking. Awake and sitting up, the girl appeared fitter for this life than she had the day before. Taking a seat opposite her at the bed's end, I said her name and felt her brown eyes flicker through me as if I were but a ghost. I prayed for her then, entreated Him to guide her back to me.
I could not ride off so soon, and when Eliza brought me back outside I offered to assist Harold in whatever work he needed done. “Down thereaways,” she said, and pointed. I made my way along one edge of the field and found him clearing brush. That these fields were once thick forest is surely testament to this man's will. But it was with gladness that he received my offer of help.
We worked for a time in silence before Harold began to speak of Priscilla. Every night she wakes screeching the most ragged, unearthly sounds. He himself sleeps soundly, but Eliza is worried sick and cannot think what to do. Being five months pregnant, she must have her rest. It was a trader, he said, who came upon the bodies of the Indians and who found Priscilla alive. He got her into his cart and started to town. This farm was the first he passed and so it was that she came to rest here. How strange is the world.
I stopped my chopping and looked at him, but he did not meet my gaze. I believe he did not mean to say so much to me.
"Let me stay the night,” I said to him, “that I may see what you mean."
He nodded, and said, “There is nothing you can do. She is in her own place."
When we came in after dark, Eliza and Jane had supper waiting. Harold took her aside and explained the arrangement. We ate, and after dinner I rolled out my blankets by the hearth. I fear I am the last one now awake, the fire not much more than a dull glow. They think me mad for all I must write down, but I told them it is the Lord's calling to remember all that we can. At this, young Jane asked me, “Can you remember being born?” When I said I could not, she said, “I can!” “What was it like?” I asked. “Very bright,” she said, and giggled, and Eliza told her to hush.
* * * *
8 March
I awoke in near darkness to the sound of Priscilla's sharp-pitched cry and was up and by her side in a moment. I touched her shoulder and said her name. As if my presence were a kind of charm, her cries diminished. She whined and thrashed once more, then lay still.
"Priscilla,” I said, “you must not be afraid."
I found her hand and held it, and now there came into my mind a vision of my wife on that terrible night, her cries like a horrible incantation. I took Priscilla's hand and pressed it to my cheek. I cannot say how long we stayed like this, though at last she made a sound and pulled away. A stirring by the door bade me rise. By the last glow of the fire I made out Eliza, Jane cradled in her arms. I asked her to wake Harold, and when she had, I spoke in a whisper.
"I can help her. It is counsel she needs, a blessed hand to guide her. Let me stay with you. He has called me that I might serve His own. I will help you clear your acres. I will be of aid in any way I can."
Eliza nodded. “I only worry what will become of her,” she said.
I touched her arm. “Do not let that bother you now. Let us try and sleep."
I awoke at first light and helped with the chores. Then I sat with Priscilla and read to her for a time. I began, as before, with her name.
"Priscilla,” I said, and touched her face. And though she met my stare, a vast distance lay between us. A distance of the thickest forest in want of clearing that she might absorb the light of His embrace. I read to her from Matthew.
"Neither do men light a candle, and put it under a bushel, but on a candlestick; and it giveth light unto all that are in the house."
This afternoon I rode to the inn and paid its keeper. The trial, I learned, will be held there tomorrow.
* * * *
9 March
Mr. Corey served as prosecutor. Last night, he and Judge Dowd drew up a jury from those men gathered for drink at the inn. Twelve men from the surrounding area, and nearly all of them, I presume, had paid their pennies to see the jailed men claiming the murders as their own.
Each of the accused took the stand, and when asked by the judge if they were innocent or guilty of murder all except Harry Stoddard answered in the same way, saying they killed some Indians, but whether that amounted to innocence or guilt they couldn't say. Though Harry Stoddard proclaimed his innocence, his story, begun in a quivering voice, was drowned out by the jeers of his fellow murderers. Judge Dowd called for silence and asked Harry to go on. We all waited to hear what more he would say, but he managed only to shake his head and stare blindly at the floor. Mr. Corey stood and gave his closing speech. He tallied the Indians murdered: two old men, four women, three children. He spoke of Priscilla, the youngest of the women, the only victim in the bloom of her youth.
"Give thanks,” he said, “for those God-fearing folks who've taken her in.” With that he turned to me and said, “Perhaps the reverend will say something."
I was not expecting this but stood anyway and braced myself against all the eyes in that room. I said, “There is fire in goodness as well as wickedness, and it is the flame of goodness we must watch over. Day by day that poor Indian girl struggles for life. The flame inside her does not sear or burn like wicked fire, but is a source of warmth and comfort."
Here I paused, and, looking over at the jurymen, said, “As for the wicked sort of fire, we must stomp it out."
We cleared the room and waited for the jury to deliberate. It was not long before they reached a verdict. “Guilty,” they said, but it was Judge Dowd who said the men would hang.
"We aim to be civilized,” he said. “We must comport ourselves as civilized men."
Hardly a moment passed before the murderers flew at him, upturning a table in their path and knocking him down before the jurymen could intervene. Only Harry Stoddard did not budge from his seat. I pity these souls, so certain were they that their crimes would go unpunished. I rode back and told Eliza and Harold of the rulings. At my urging we gathered around Priscilla and prayed and gave thanks.
The remainder of the afternoon I spent clearing brush. Harold was elsewhere, preparing now fallow fields for the plow. Working at the edge of this forest, I cannot help but think of sailors lost at sea. These woods, after all, are His own, and contain multitudes.
* * * *
10 March
Harry Stoddard has escaped. Sheriff Corey rode out this morning to tell us. I was reading to Priscilla when the dog began barking. Eliza rose and went outside, and I soon heard Mr. Corey's voice. I went out and shook his hand and received this grim news.
"How did it happen?” I asked.
He explained that as it was quite cold last night the sentinels made a small fire. They were lax in their duties. All had gathered round for warmth when all of a sudden there was shouting from Old Stoddard and the Kiles. Harry Stoddard had simply scaled the wall and gone over. Though a posse searched through the night and early morning no trace of him was found.
"You have no idea where it is he might run to?” I asked.
He shook his head. “I don't guess we'll see him again."
The executions, he told us, would go on as planned. In early afternoon, Harold and I rode to town. A sizable crowd had gathered about the scaffold, built especially for these, the town's first hangings. It was not long before Old Stoddard was led out, followed by Walter and Perry Kile. A great roar went up from those nearest the platform. Old Stoddard nodded and made a face, and a man from the crowd yelled something. I did not catch the words. Save this, no filth was uttered or thrown. It was Mr. Corey who did the hanging, slipping the noose over each man's head. Good knots, all of them, their necks broke on the drop.
* * * *
11 March
Her midnight screeching comes upon me like a dream of my own. I take her hand and pray aloud until the terror has passed. Yet despite these nightly disturbances, she grows stronger by the day. This morning she managed for the first time to stand on her own. We stood by and watched, ready to catch her in case she should fall. Not once did she look at us or in any way acknowledge her surroundings. Her devotion to silence I find maddening, as if, despite her appearance as one of the living, she inhabits another world altogether. One may only guess the dimensions of that place, of that house whose door remains always barred. How to reach her! To converse without words, I fear, is all but impossible, for a man's silence is no one's but his own.
All afternoon I worked as before, felling trees and clearing underbrush near the edge of the woods. This evening over supper Harold broke his customary silence to ask what I knew of the Universalists, those religious folk who find no evidence of a heaven or hell. “It would not surprise me,” he said, “if such folks found murder acceptable.” The hangings, I could see, were yet fresh in his mind. I told them of the time in Kentucky I knocked on a door in want of a cup of water. A man obliged me and having met his folks, I asked if they required any Bibles or testaments. The man, who had showed such hospitality until then, said to me, “I'll bet you're one of those preachers with Eternal Damnation the first words you have to say, and hellfire and the Devil not so far behind. Well, be gone with you if you are. These parts is all Universalist and we won't spend a penny for one of your Bibles!"
"And what did you say?” asked little Jane.
"I said, simply, that if they did not have a Bible, I was bound to give them one. ‘Do you have a Bible?’ I asked, and they said as how they did, and so I tipped my hat and went on my way."
Eliza said, in a spindly voice, “We do certainly have a Bible here.” She got up and retrieved it from the mantel and asked me to read. This I did, and afterwards sat down to write, though I see I have not much to say, surely a measure of my aches from the work at hand.
* * * *
13 March
It is two days since I last wrote and I have much to put down. To convey all that has happened will take pages, yet I can only begin with the moment, yesterday evening, when it all began. It was near dusk, I had been clearing land like before, when I heard a voice calling me.
"Preacher!"
It came from the woods, not any voice I recognized, so that I thought at first I had imagined it. “Who's there!” I called, and at that moment made out a figure, poised perhaps a hundred feet distant amidst the trees. It made no answer, stood motionless. Through silence alone it beckoned me. As if taking my last breath, I entered the woods. Only now did it come towards me, slowly, as if to be sure I was alone. Pure form gave way to man, to clothes torn and ragged. A man whose look was wild, whose face I recognized. It was Harry Stoddard.
"You know me,” he said.
I nodded. “May the Lord have mercy on you."
"I didn't do nothing!” he cried. “It was Pa and them Kile boys. Devils, all of ‘em. Made me watch. I'd a turned them all in after but Pa kept me under watch and lock, he knew I'd run if the chance came round."
His voice grew tremulous, pleading. “At the trial you called them wicked. A wicked flame you must stomp out. And you was right about that, about them. But I ain't that at all. I ain't anything like you think."
He turned away, that I wouldn't see his face. He said, “You got to help us."
He took a small parcel wrapped up in linen out of his pocket and held it out to me.
"Take it. She gave it to me once. Give it to her and tell how you saw me."
Truly, I did not want to touch what this boy offered me. Yet I was drawn to him there, gaunt and ancient as he looked with the day falling all around us. He laid it down by my feet and said, “You'll tell her. “Then he turned and disappeared into the woods. For a long moment I did nothing. I felt as if it was Lucifer I'd met and this parcel was nothing but a temptation, and if yielded to would topple all my hopes as they'd been toppled once before. But I could not leave it lying there and so I pocketed it, and having gone back to the field and gathered up my things, I started back. I must have burst in nearly mad because Eliza said I looked like a man barreled down by the Devil. She told me to wash and this I did, trying hard not to think of that boy in the woods, or what I would do now. At dinner I said nothing of my encounter and afterwards joined Priscilla by the fire. I needed to assuage my fears, and so I read the Creation. I read from the beginning, speaking each word as if each were my last.
"And the earth brought forth grass and herb yielding seed after his kind and the tree yielding fruit, whose seed was in itself, after his kind: and God saw that it was good."
These words now struck me with an uncommon power, as if they had sprung from my own thinking. I looked to Priscilla, but she was staring into the fire. I called her by name and still she did not look at me. I reached out, touched her chin, and turned her face towards mine.
"Priscilla,” I said. “That is your name now. A name you must trust in and be satisfied with. It is a strong name, and with it the Lord shall recognize you as his own. Do you accept this name? Do you accept the Lord as He who walks beside you always?"
She looked through me without any expression at all. Behind us at the table, Eliza read softly to Jane. I thought to myself, If that will not move you, perhaps this will. I drew Harry's parcel from my jacket and did not look at her as I unwrapped it, trembling as I was with anticipation. Revealed to me there was a pendant of bone, upon which some strange pagan figure had been carved. Some rude bird or beast. I sensed Priscilla watching as I turned the relic over in my hands. When at last I looked to her she met my gaze and for the first time truly saw me. Her stare was searching, as if it were I who had been silent for so long.
I said nothing, for just then Harold came in from the barn. I wrapped up the pendant and put it away. Priscilla turned her stare into the fire. I had not the will to do any writing and so bedded down like the others. But rest was long in coming, my mind unbridled by all that had occurred. At last I prayed to Him for guidance, mouthing silently the words, and soon fell headlong into sleep. And He heard me, and set me dreaming.
I dreamt of my own dear wife the night of her passing. There she lay, cursing the child that was killing her. Her face wrought with fear, for she knew her words horrible and mistaken. In the dream, as in life, I could not bear it and made everyone leave, even the doctor. I could not bear for them to look in on her in such a state. In the dream, all went dark. I felt myself falling away from the scene at hand and it was by some odd force that I regained my sight. But now I was alone in the room, for He in His merciful grace had come for her. I knelt by the bed and pressed my face to the sheets and found them cold. The creak of the door bade me turn and rise. There she stood, as sound and still as something carved from stone. Through silence alone she beckoned me. I rose to my feet and took a step and then another. She turned and fled. And though I made to follow her, beyond that door lay the thickest forest. I called her name and stumbled through the brush, but twilight fell and I lost her to a thousand trees.
Out of this I woke to the dark and a worried voice.
"She's gone."
Eliza loomed over me, holding a candle. By it, I made out Priscilla's empty bed. Harold stood in the door, peering out into the night.
"Get the dog,” I said, and pulled on my boots. He turned and looked at me strangely. I cannot remember what he or Eliza might have said then, for I was set on the task. Taking a cover from Priscilla's bed, I scented the dog and watched the creature whine and circle the cabin for a trace. Then we were off through the dark, across the fields and into the woods. As I ran I thought of Priscilla and her searching look and knew it was fear I had seen. I thought of Harry and his murderous intent. The sly, pleading tone of his wicked voice. You got to help us, he had cried, and handed me that devilish parcel, knowing her fear of it would drive her from the safety of my hearth. I envisioned that still, gaunt figure amidst the trees and urged myself forward.
An hour passed before dawn creased the sky and it was not long after that that I found her, curled up and shivering against a tree. The dog stood by her, barking. I said her name and knelt beside her and took her tenderly in my arms. But she fought at me, gouged my eyes. I dropped her, cursing, and watched her run. She did not get far before I was on her again. Kicking and clawing, she tried to force my hand, but my grasp was tight and I would not let her go. She had come several miles following the creek, and it was these same miles I now tracked over with her in my arms.
At the sound of the dog Eliza ran out to meet us. “Poor, dear child,” she said, and took her from me.
I hardly spoke, merely collected my things and said I would be back in the evening. All day I worked at the edge of the forest. I worked and waited for Harry, and it was not long before dusk that I heard his call.
"Preacher,” said the voice, and I went into the woods and there he stood like before, a fugitive from all that is deemed good by Him. He asked me would I help him see her, and I nodded, and beheld with a quickening terror his devilish smile.
"When?” he asked.
It was then that I hit him. He was not expecting it, and he staggered back and before he fell I had laid into him once more. We went down together, the both of us grappling and gasping for breath. He had a hold on me now, but I am the stronger man, and taller, and managed to turn him and pin him down from behind. Though he thrashed against my weight, a rap to his skull made silence of his struggle. I rose, frenzied with exertion, and went out to the clearing where I'd left my things. From my sack I took the rope I had brought and went back to tie his hands. When this was done I took up my fowling piece and nudged him with it. He stirred and cursed and I told him to get up. This he managed to do, stumbling so he nearly fell. Walk, I said, and kept my distance as there hurled from his mouth such obscenities I did not think even to remember them. Twice on our way back he refused to go on, and twice I urged him forward with the tip of my piece. As we came into the yard I called for Harold and he appeared from the barn and met us.
"In God's name,” he said in wonder.
"The very one,” I answered. “Bring out Priscilla."
He looked at me hard, but did not say a word. He went into the cabin. A moment passed before they emerged, Harold and Eliza with Priscilla supported between them. At the sight of her Harry fell penitently to his knees and began to weep. I did not look at Harold or Eliza, knowing they wished me to say what it was I'd done and why. But I was intent upon Priscilla's face, and no words came save those I imagined her to speak:
In my distress I cried unto the Lord, and He heard me.
For here, before me, knelt a murderer, a man for whom nights had been sleeplessly met. A man at the end of his wicked tether, now helpless as a child.
All of this she saw and understood.
Harry cursed me through his sobs, and it was at that moment that Priscilla uttered a sound, and tearing herself from Eliza's grasp, ran raging towards him. With but a step I was between them and caught her against my chest. She thrashed and clawed at me, and I dropped my piece and grasped her wrists. In such a way I held her until Harold and Eliza could pull her away. Only then did she crumple, drained of all spirit. Together, Harold and Eliza carried her back to the cabin. I turned to Harry and said his name. Still on his knees, he would not look up at me. “Lie down,” I said, and this he did willingly, docilely, as if preparing for baptism. With what rope remained I tied his feet, then left him for the barn where I saddled my horse. Two horses I needed now, and so I led out Harold's good mare as well and led them both to where Harry lay. Harold had come out of the cabin and watched me through the twilight. I had to call him twice before he came and helped me swing Harry like a sack over the back of the mare. With Harold's horse in tow I rode to town.
At the jail I told the sentinels whom I had. They clamored for Mr. Corey and when he appeared he asked me how it happened. I said as how Harry had found me at work by the woods and set on me without mercy.
Mr. Corey shook his head. “That fool boy."
I rode back through the dark and put away the horses. When I came into the cabin, Eliza rose to meet me.
"It's as if she's died,” she said. I looked to where Priscilla lay curled in the bed, her face to the wall. How far from death she seemed to me at that moment!
To Eliza I said, “She has seen there is nothing to fear. I am sure it is relief she feels."
I cleared my throat and said, “He hangs tomorrow,” and taking a lantern, excused myself to the barn where, in thanks to Him, I have written all of this down.
* * * *
14 March
Mr. Corey took me in to see him. He sat slumped against the wall, his hands still tied behind him. Not till I said his name did he raise his face to meet me.
I said, “The Lord is merciful. Repent and He will cherish you as His own."
He fixed his glare on me and I was glad his hands were tied. He said, “I always knew you were one of ‘em, a preacher ridin’ about with Damnation on his lips, spreadin’ the horror of Hell and Devil to everyone he sees. Well, leave now, ‘cause I hear nothin’ in that traitorous talk."
"Surely you do not mean that,” I said.
He laughed. “What is Eternal Damnation to this place?"
I said, “It is a state like none other. Your soul boils as the heavens cloud over. Never again will you see the light of day."
He said, “You should scribble a book for all that clever speech.” He spit again and cleared his throat and inched himself upright against the wall. “What'll happen to her now?"
"I will care for her myself,” I answered.
A fit came over him. He seethed and trembled and struggled against his bonds. “You're a devil,” he said.
"Do you have a Bible?” I asked. “If you don't have a Bible, I'm bound to give you one."
He shook his head and looked away. “Nothin’ from you I'd touch now."
I knelt and laid the Bible I'd been holding in one hand beside him. “I'll see to it they untie your hands.” He looked at it and then at me.
"I cannot read."
"The Lord can still forgive you if you ask,” I said.
When I came out of the jail, a crowd was gathering round the scaffold, but I did not stay to see him hang. I started back, along the road through the woods. The day was warm, a blessing from His High and Solitary Majesty. Smoke was in the air, brush burned by farmers who would, in the mingled soil and ashes, sow their crop. I could not help but think of Creation. I dismounted and knelt there in the grass by the road and said the words to myself, feeling now that all might be made new, scathed yet unscathed.
And the earth brought forth grass and herb yielding seed after his kind, and the tree yielding fruit, whose seed was in itself, after his kind.
And here a dimness came over my eyes, a twilight through which the world shone bleary and the birds and the wind came only to silence. His grace had settled over me. I could not stand or make a sound. The sun, His hearth, loomed near and by that fire's warmth and light a life moved swiftly through its course. My own life, the shuttered dark giving way to trees and fields, a cabin whose hearth gleamed sweetly. There she lay, awake and waiting. She rose to meet me, opened her mouth to speak. l
Copyright © 2010 Will Dunlap
* * * *
AUTHOR'S Acknowledgements: Historical detail is drawn from “The Autobiography of Jacob Bower: a Frontier Baptist Preacher and Missionary” as well as Sanford C. Cox's Recollections of the Early Settlement of the Wabash Valley, from which this story's first sentence is taken.
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Department: 2009 READERS AWARD
* * * *

Mick Herron
* * * *

Doug Allyn
* * * *

Clark Howard
* * * *

Dave Zeltserman
* * * *
We have a tie this year, and a newcomer enters the winner's circle: Mick Herron's “Dolphin Junction” and Doug Allyn's “An Early Christmas” both take first place!
Novel readers will know Mick Herron as the author of the thriller Reconstruction and four P.I. novels featuring Zoe Boehm. Hot off the presses from Soho is another Herron novel, Slow Horses. The Oxford, England, author is clearly equally adept at short-story writing. His “Proof of Love” (EQMM 9-10/08) was nominated for last year's BarryAward. Like it, this year's first-place “Dolphin Junction” (12/09) is filled with the kind of menace, psychological insight, and unexpected twists that EQMM readers relish.
Past Edgar Allan Poe Award winner Doug Allyn has claimed the Readers Award's top spot many times. “An Early Christmas” (1/09), this year's first-place tale, is darker than usual, but Mr. Allyn is unfailingly skilled at making readers care about the characters he creates, whatever his plot or setting. The short-story form is the Michigan musician-turned-writer's forte, but he's also an accomplished novelist whose two latest books were recently published in Europe.
Also a multiple Readers Award winner, Clark Howard claimed second place this year for his dark adventure tale “White Wolves” (11/09). Set in Alaska, the story demonstrates the past Edgar winner's brilliant evocation of setting and the tension that infuses his work. In 2009, Clark Howard received (to a standing ovation) the Edward D. Hoch Memorial Golden Derringer for Lifetime Achievement. As well as being favorites of EQMM readers, his stories regularly claim places in best-of-the year anthologies.
Third place this year goes to Dave Zeltserman for “Julius Katz” (9-10/09), a story that contains a most unusual character: a tie-clip-sized electronic device. His new Readers Award scroll is far from the only recognition the New Jersey author has received lately. His novel Small Crimes was named one of the top five mystery novels of 2008by NPR and one of the best novels of 2008 by the Washington Post. A second novel in that series, Pariah, appeared on the Washington Post's list of best novels of 2009.
Fourth ... “Famous Last Words” by Doug Allyn
Fifth ... “The Valhalla Verdict” by Doug Allyn
Sixth ... “For the Jingle” by Jack Fredrickson
Seventh ... “The Bleeding Chair” by Janwillem van de Wetering
Eighth ... “The Case of the Piss-Poor Gold” by Lee Goldberg
Ninth ... “Central Islin, U.S.A.” by Lou Manfredo
Tenth ... “Dummy” by Brian Muir
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Novelette: LITTLE OLD LADIES by Simon Brett
"The great British mystery writers, P.D. James, Ruth Rendell, and Brett, have a way of making murder so, well, civilized,” the MilwaukeeJournal Sentinel once said in reviewing Simon Brett's work. The statement certainly holds for this new short story, set in a quiet English village. The author has also completed the eleventh of a series of novels set in the fictional West Sussex village of Fethering: Readers won't want to miss The Shooting in the Shop (Macmillan UK, March 2010).
Brenda Winshott was an unwilling investigator of crime. But then she'd never been one to push herself forward. Given a more forceful manner, she might well have been elected Chairwoman of the Morton-cum-Budely Village Committee. She certainly had the administrative skills and people skills to discharge the job efficiently. But because she generally kept so quiet, no one considered her for the role. Instead, the members had elected as “Chair” (an appellation that Brenda Winshott silently detested) Joan Fullerton, whose administrative skills were minimal and people skills nonexistent.
But Joan Fullerton was a woman of unassailable conviction in her own rightness. The thought had never occurred to her that she might be wrong. Throughout a long marriage, she had worn down her husband to such a point that when he finally found peace, there was so little of his personality left that he did not so much die as simply evaporate. Her two sons had been subjected to a similar emotional bludgeoning, with the result that they had almost as little will left in them as their deceased father. Piers had repeated the errors of the previous generation by marrying Lynette, who was almost as bossy as her mother-in-law. She ran Morton-cum-Budely's only restaurant, The Garlic Press, which prided itself on its locally sourced organic menu, and where her husband acted as an ineffectual greeter. Tristram, the younger son, far too terrified by seeing what had happened to his father ever to risk taking on a wife himself, was equally ineffectual in his job as a French teacher in a nearby girls’ school, Grantley House. Neither son would dare to admit, even to themselves, how much they loathed their mother.
Nor did Joan Fullerton endear herself to the other residents of Morton-cum-Budely. It was a Devon village of almost excessive prettiness, populated largely by the retired. And since men were made of frailer stuff, most of those who survived were little old ladies, punctiliously polite to everyone they met face-to-face, and equally poisonous about them as soon as their backs were turned.
So the loathing in which Joan Fullerton was held by the entire village would never have been guessed from the genteel charm with which all the locals greeted her in her perambulations up and down the High—and indeed only—street of Morton-cum-Budely. For Brenda Winshott, naturally quiet, there was perhaps not so much difference between her public behaviour to and private opinion of Joan Fullerton, but in others the contrast was more marked. Queenie Miles, who lived in Yew Tree Cottage and had always felt that chairing the village committee was her birthright, never ceased from vilifying the incumbent “Chair,” except in Joan Fullerton's presence, when her unctuous obsequiousness was as exaggerated as her inner hatred.
The social life of Morton-cum-Budely had been compared by one rather venturesome local to “a stationary cruise.” Gainful employment did not feature in anyone's daily routine, and housework was generally done by women shipped in from adjacent, but less picturesque and well-heeled, villages. At lunchtimes some of the residents might meet in the local pub, The Old Trout; substantial cream teas were ingested at the Chintz Cafe; and in the early evening there was usually an exchange of gin and tonics in one or other of the daintily appointed cottages. At all of these encounters the same topics of conversation were recycled, rather like the air in a hotel lounge. Excitements, except for the regular anno domini demise of the older of the little old ladies, were rare. In recent years the only mystery in Morton-cum-Budely to make the pages of the local newspaper had been solved by the headline “Dead Ducks: Ferrets Blamed."
That was, until the murder of Joan Fullerton on May the first.
* * * *
Initially her death was assumed to have been natural and, though greeted with more relief than regret, not so different from any other in the village. It was only when the victim's home, Arbutus Cottage, was taped off as a crime scene, and policemen arrived from as far afield as Exeter, that the word “murder” came to be used—with appalled excitement—in Morton-cum-Budely.
Theories as to the reason for Joan Fullerton's killing grew more exotic as the days passed. The suggestion that she had been hit over the head by a burglar surprised in the course of his theft quickly gave way to stories of a homicidal prisoner escaped from Dartmoor. By the end of the week, Joan Fullerton was said to have fallen foul of triad gangs operating out of Plymouth Chinese restaurants, and some people spoke in hushed tones of her past as a double agent during the Cold War having finally caught up with her. In none of these conjectures did the inhabitants of Morton-cum-Budely allow their imaginations to be inhibited by complete lack of information about the circumstances of their neighbour's death.
Brenda Winshott had her own views about how and why the murder had happened, but characteristically she kept these to herself.
And would have continued to do so, had she not been visited by Detective Inspector Dromgoole.
He was a bulky man, whose bluffness of manner, Brenda could tell, masked a sharp intellect. He wore plain clothes, a shapeless sports jacket and thick cords whose nap had here and there been worn away. He arrived at her home, Honeysuckle Cottage, alone and was at pains to insist that his visit was not official.
"Just come for an informal chat, really,” he said, his voice softened by a Devonian burr. “Not taking witness statements or anything like that. Just trying to get a flavour of what life's like in Morton-cum-Budely."
Brenda Winshott smiled. Wrinkles radiated out from her perceptive blue eyes and deepened the lines on her powdered pink face. Sitting in her little tapestry-covered armchair, with a cup of tea on the adjacent table and her voluminous leather handbag at her side, she looked the archetypal harmless little old lady.
"And why have you come to me, Inspector?” she asked. “I'm hardly one of the movers and shakers of the village. I keep myself to myself."
"Which is exactly why I have come to you, Miss Winshott. You may keep yourself to yourself, but everyone knows you and everyone seems to like you. They all mentioned how quiet you were.” He left time for a reaction, but she gave none. “I find, Miss Winshott, that quiet people are the ones you have to watch. They are frequently more observant than their neighbours. Those you call ‘the movers and shakers’ tend to be so busy thinking about themselves that they don't notice anything else that's going on."
Brenda Winshott nodded, accepting the accuracy of his assessment. “But you've been round Morton-cum-Budely for nearly a week, Inspector. You must have got some impression of what's going on."
"Maybe, but I think I need an insider's view."
He was rewarded with another smile. “You mean,” Brenda asked, “that you can't find anyone who had a motive to kill Joan Fullerton?"
The inspector shared the joke with her. “Hardly that. Spoilt for choice in this place. Once I get through their good manners and their mustn't-speak-ill-of-the-dead pretences, everyone seems to have hated the old bat.” Again Brenda Winshott didn't comment. “Quite frankly, what I want from you is a bit more background. You know how a village like this works. I want you to sort of keep an eye open . . . let me know if anything happens that you think's odd... “
"Keep a watching brief, as it were, Inspector?"
"Yes, precisely that."
"You're not telling me the police are baffled, are you?"
"How do you mean?"
"There was a tradition in Golden Age crime fiction that in the investigation of village murders the police were always so thoroughly baffled that they ended up asking a little old lady to solve the case for them. Is that the situation you find yourself in, Inspector Dromgoole . . . ?” Brenda Winshott enquired sweetly.
He coloured. “Not exactly. Mind you, any thoughts you have . . . don't be shy about sharing them with me."
* * * *
She rather relished having an official mandate from the police to do what she had intended to do anyway. Brenda Winshott had her own reasons for wanting to construct a watertight case that would have someone arrested for the murder of Joan Fullerton.
And maybe Inspector Dromgoole and his professional colleagues really were baffled . . . He'd certainly been surprisingly ready to supply her with information, more information than the police traditionally vouchsafe to curious amateur detectives.
He had told her that Joan Fullerton had been poisoned, and expressed the opinion that poison was a murder method favoured by women. He didn't say “little old ladies,” but somehow the implication was there.
The poison too had a “little old lady” quality about it. Lily of the valley. A flower whose delicate aroma belies its toxicity. And, coincidentally, a perfume much favoured by little old ladies.
What was odd, though, the inspector confided, was that no traces of lilies of the valley had been found anywhere inside or in the grounds of Arbutus Cottage.
Inspector Dromgoole had also been generous to Brenda in filling in details of the last evening of Joan Fullerton's life. The deceased had had tea with her younger son Tristram in the cottage at Grantley House which came with his teaching job. She had then moved on to an early dinner at The Garlic Press, which, because it was run by her son and his wife, Joan Fullerton regarded as her private canteen. After the meal, she had visited Queenie Miles at Yew Tree Cottage for a nightcap, what she always insisted on referring to as an “O be joyful.” On that occasion she had opted for a gin and lime juice.
Back at Arbutus Cottage, forensic examination of the premises suggested that Joan Fullerton had started to feel unwell, vomited profusely, fallen into a coma, and died in the middle of the night. The poison contained in lily of the valley, a glycoside called convallatoxin, would not automatically be fatal, but could easily have put paid to someone as old and frail as Joan Fullerton.
And indeed, had she received prompt medical attention, her death could probably have been prevented. But when she started to feel ill, she had been unable to summon help, as both her mobile phone and her two land-line handsets were missing from Arbutus Cottage. The finding of those, Inspector Dromgoole confided to Brenda Winshott, together with the revelation of who had stolen them, would make identifying the murderer considerably simpler.
Brenda had decided, as soon as the inspector left, that the best procedure in her investigation would be to retrace Joan Fullerton's movements on the evening of her death, and to pay her visits at the same times as the victim had done. So four o'clock the following day found her driving in her neat Volkswagen Golf to Grantley House.
* * * *
The school did not pride itself on academic achievements. Few of its girls ever made it to proper universities. The nearest any of them came to further education was through cookery courses, wine appreciation classes, model agencies, or marriage to well-heeled young men with degrees. But Grantley House did have its own stables, tennis courts, and swimming pool, and no pupil was allowed to leave without having had her thighs thickened and her vowels ground to cut-glass perfection.
The quality of the teaching staff in non-sports subjects reflected the school's priorities. Which is why someone as inept as Tristram Fullerton could get a job teaching French there.
He had showed no surprise when Brenda Winshott asked if she could drop round “to express her condolences about his mother.” When she arrived at his small school house, he offered her tea, just as he must have done to his mother the previous week. Brenda accepted the offer, wishing to duplicate that encounter as closely as possible—though one might have thought not too closely, if Tristram turned out to be the murderer.
He was a harassed man in his forties, whose hair and confidence were thinning. Being one of the few males in a girls’ school might be some men's idea of heaven, but for Tristram Fullerton it was clearly nothing but a source of stress. Teenage girls, like hyenas, have an uncanny knack of identifying weakness and, when they've found it, going in for the kill. Every pupil in the school had perfected her own impersonation of the French teacher's hesitant manner, and they paid him the ultimate insult of not treating him like a man at all.
His sitting room reflected his despair. The gloomy, downhearted furniture looked as if it had seen out many tenants. The only personal touches were a few French books and dictionaries slumping against each other on the dark shelves, and a faded fold-out calendar entitled “Les Jours de Fete de la France."
"I was very sad to hear about your mother,” said Brenda Winshott, placing her capacious handbag on the grubby carpet. What she said was a lie, but in places like Morton-cum-Budely certain formalities had to be observed.
"Thank you.” Tristram Fullerton stood awkwardly, teapot in hand, his eyes darting constantly downwards, as though he were afraid his flies were undone.
"And how's the teaching going?"
"Well . . . “ A lifetime of disappointment was expressed in that single mono-syllable.
"I suppose you learnt your French when the family was living in Bordeaux . . ?” Brenda remembered Joan talking at great length about how her husband's job had necessitated various foreign relocations, where she had always made a point of learning the local language. This had enlarged the repertoire of tongues in which she could lash her spouse's shortcomings.
Tristram Fullerton agreed that he'd started to learn French while living in Bordeaux. “Not that I was ever very good at it. I'm still not."
His personality's default mode seemed to be apology. Having known the poor young man's mother, Brenda Winshott had no doubts as to what had caused his abject surrender to life. And she was well aware of how dangerous the suppression of his inevitable anti-maternal feelings could have been. But whether the frustration within might ever build up sufficiently to turn Tristram Fullerton into a murderer she could not be certain.
"Presumably the police have spoken to you about your mother's death?"
He was startled by the directness of her question. “Yes, yes, of course,” he stuttered. “I still can't really believe that . . . you know, what they say happened actually did happen."
"They seem pretty sure of their facts."
"Yes. But who on earth would want to do that to my mother?"
Brenda Winshott bit back her instinctive response: Anyone who had ever met her. Instead, she enquired, “I take it the police asked you what you were doing the evening she died . . . ? After she came to see you here, that is?"
"Oh, yes, yes, they did."
"And I'm sure you were able to give them a perfect alibi...?"
"Well . . . “ He looked more hangdog than ever. “Not really. I mean, I was here, marking some books. But nobody saw me here. Nobody can vouch for me."
"Ah.” There was no intonation in Brenda's voice, certainly no sign of suspicion or accusation. “And did the police tell you what killed your mother?"
"Some poison. Convalley . . . something or other... “
"Convallatoxin."
"Right.” He had sat down by now, and had his cup of tea raised to his lips.
"A poison found in lilies of the valley,” Brenda pressed on. "Muguets."
The effect of the French word was instantaneous. Tristram Fullerton's hand shook as if he had a sudden onset of Parkinson's. Tea slopped down all over his thighs. He leapt to his feet in pain and confusion.
Brenda Winshott did not appear to have noticed his reaction. She just looked curiously up at the French calendar on the wall. “Le premier mai,” she said. "La Fete du Muguet."
The schoolteacher slumped back down into his chair with an air of defeat.
"The day,” Brenda went on, “when the French give to those they love little bouquets of muguets—or lilies of the valley—to celebrate the arrival of spring. Now, your mother told me that that was a little custom that you'd picked up when you were in France, and that she'd be very out of sorts if a first of May came round and she didn't receive her bouquet of muguets from you. Surely you wouldn't have let your mother down this year, would you?"
"No,” Tristram Fullerton replied brokenly. “I did give Mummy a bouquet of lilies of the valley this year."
"Thank you for telling me,” said Brenda Winshott politely. “Strange, though, that you didn't mention that to the police... “
* * * *
The Garlic Press was not particularly full that evening. Indeed, it was never particularly full. The residents of Morton-cum-Budely might use the place to entertain visitors they wanted to impress, or cadge meals there from passing relatives who they reckoned could afford it, but their general view was that the restaurant was ridiculously expensive. The principle of local organic sourcing of ingredients was one to which they might pay lip-service, but not at those prices.
The other drawback of The Garlic Press was that its ambiance was very definitely affected by the barely concealed hostility between the couple who ran it.
Of this Brenda Winshott was made aware as soon as she arrived that evening. In spite of the likely emptiness of the restaurant, she had booked a table for one at seven-fifteen (again mirroring the movements of the murder victim). She had arrived and parked the Golf in characteristically good time, but found no one there to greet her. From the kitchen, however, came the all-too-recognisable sounds of a marital row.
"You are not going to buy a new car!” shouted a voice Brenda identified as Lynette Fullerton's. “When we finally get the old bat's money, we are going to pay off the debts on this place and then start investing in it. That's what's been holding The Garlic Press back all these years—lack of investment. Constantly having to cut down on staff, doing everything ourselves, relying on you to do things that never get done properly. Huh. Now we've actually got the prospect of some money, you're not going to get your filthy paws on any of it!"
"Look, she was my mother,” came Piers's whining reply. “So I deserve to benefit from her will."
"Why?” demanded his wife implacably.
"Because of everything I've done! There was no point in her dying if I don't get to see any of the money!"
At this undeniably interesting stage, the conversation stopped. The arrival of a brash young man who, to impress his sluttish girlfriend, had immediately banged the bell on the desk, interrupted more tantalising revelations from the kitchen. Piers Fullerton issued forth, ignoring the solitary little old lady, and oozed welcome over the young couple.
Brenda Winshott was finally seated at a table laid up for two and, after lengthy sycophantic joking between Piers Fullerton and the other diners, she was granted a menu. This she made a great display of studying, though she had long known what she was going to have. Exactly what Joan Fullerton had ordered the week before.
What particularly interested her was the starter. “Devon Field Mushroom with Locally Sourced Forest Salad Garnish.” Brenda wasn't aware of many forests in the locality of Morton-cum-Budely, but it was not her mission to question the authenticity of the menu's claimed provenance. Her concern was for more serious crimes.
Piers Fullerton delivered her field mushroom with great condescension. He had mumbled something earlier about the “regular staff being absent due to illness,” and every bone in his body conveyed the conviction that he was not used to such menial tasks as being a waiter. Brenda Winshott, from the conversation she had overheard earlier, reckoned that he performed that function most evenings.
The field mushroom was juicy and Brenda enjoyed it. But the garnish was what interested her. Lamb's lettuce, chives, and wild garlic. She waited for a moment when Piers Fullerton was in the kitchen and, having checked that the noisy couple were too interested in each other to notice her, put her plan into action.
From her handbag she produced a small spray of lily of the valley and quickly substituted it for the wild garlic. Then she ate up the lamb's lettuce and chives.
When Piers Fullerton arrived to collect her plate, he looked down at what lay on it and observed rather sniffily, “One of those hidebound English people who can't stand garlic, are you? I'll have you know that the wild variety has a much more subtle flavour than the kind you've usually had."
"I'm actually very partial to wild garlic,” she said calmly. “It's just that that isn't wild garlic. It's another plant that looks very similar."
"What?” demanded Piers Fullerton brusquely.
"Lily of the valley."
His pale blue eyes seemed to wobble in their sockets. For a moment he gaped and gulped. When he finally found words, he said, “I'll go and fetch my wife."
Lynette Fullerton might well have once been a pupil at Grantley House, certainly if the breadth of her thighs and the cut-glassness of her vowels were anything to go by. Her husband hovered and havered behind her, like a fly around the tail of a large horse.
"What's the problem?” Lynette's tone implied that, whatever had gone wrong, she was not the one to blame for it.
"It's just . . . “ Brenda Winshott repeated meekly, “that what is supposed to be wild garlic is in fact lily of the valley."
The anger rose in Lynette Fullerton like water in a kettle coming to the boil. But it wasn't directed at the little old lady who had made the complaint. No, as usual, it was her husband who was due for a sand-blasting.
"You idiot!” she screamed. “Are you incapable of doing the simplest thing right? Because of the way you spend all our money, we can no longer afford to get our salads from the organic farm. Which is why I have to send you out into the countryside to collect the stuff. And you can even screw that up, can't you, Piers? I've shown you enough times what the plants you're meant to be fetching look like, but you still get it wrong. Of all the incompetent, useless, lame-brained... “
The diatribe was set fair to continue for some time. While Brenda Winshott let its tides wash over her, she observed the warring couple. Lynette Fullerton's anger was triggered only by her husband's eternal inadequacy. Lily of the valley had no particular resonance for her.
It did for Piers Fullerton, though. On his face was the greenish pallor of guilt.
"Now you will have an ‘O be joyful,’ won't you, Brenda?” Queenie Miles offered winsomely.
This description of a late night drink had been introduced by Joan Fullerton, and soon everyone in Morton-cum-Budely was using the expression. Brenda Winshott found it an irritating affectation, another example of the many things that had annoyed her about her deceased neighbour. But as ever, she kept such thoughts to herself.
She loathed Queenie Miles's taste in interior décor, too. Brenda would never have given houseroom to the little coloured glass animals, clowns hanging from balloons, or Italian ceramic figurines of urchins with large tear-filled eyes, which covered every surface of Yew Tree Cottage. Even the profusion of fresh flowers in evidence was spoiled by the over-elaborate crystal vases into which they had been placed. But Queenie would never have suspected this repulsion from her guest's courteous demeanour.
Brenda Winshott asked for a gin and lime juice, just as Joan Fullerton had done the week before. Queenie's drink of choice was a gin and bitter lemon. She raised her glass and made the toast “O be joyful,” which Brenda echoed without evident rancour.
As she had driven in her Golf the short distance from The Garlic Press to Yew Tree Cottage, she had had some anxiety about raising the subject of the murder, but she needn't have worried. The first sip of gin was scarcely past Queenie's lips before she said, “Terrible what happened to Joan, wasn't it?"
"Oh, appalling,” Brenda agreed. “The things people do these days defy belief. Standards of behaviour in this country have never been the same since they ended National Service."
This was not necessarily her own view, but it was an article of faith amongst the little old ladies of Morton-cum-Budely. Brenda had only said it to put Queenie Miles at ease—or possibly even off her guard.
"Is it true about her having been a Russian agent?” asked Queenie.
"Oh, I don't think so, dear,” Brenda replied. “I can't imagine Joan ever having the discretion to keep any kind of secret. No, I don't think we should give credence to every opinion expressed at the bar of The Old Trout."
"Maybe not . . . “ Her hostess was thoughtful for a moment. “Of course it means there'll have to be a new Chair of the Village Committee. . . . “ she observed.
Brenda Winshott's benign face registered mild surprise. “I hadn't thought of that. But yes, it will."
"I wouldn't dream of putting any pressure on you, Brenda dear... “
"No, I'm sure you wouldn't."
"...but I was very surprised, at the last election, that Joan was selected as Chair, when I—putting false modesty aside—was obviously much the most qualified person in Morton-cum-Budely for the job."
"Mm."
"So, come the moment, I hope I can rely on you to do what's right."
"Oh, you can certainly rely on me to do that,” said Brenda Winshott with quiet conviction. She looked around the cluttered surfaces of Yew Tree Cottage's sitting room. “The flowers look lovely. Very natural."
"That's the effect for which I always aim.” Queenie was totally unaware of how markedly she failed in her ambitions.
"No lily of the valley, though, I notice . . . When I was last here, I'm sure you had lots of lily of the valley... “
"I think you must be mistaken, Brenda dear,” came the firm reply. “I've never much liked lily of the valley."
"You know, I would have sworn that the last few times I've been here—"
"I can assure you,” Queenie insisted, “that I have never had lily of the valley in my house."
"I must be mistaken. Dear oh dear, getting so absent-minded these days. Anno domini catching up with me, I'm afraid.” Brenda let a silence hang between them. Then she said, “I suppose you've heard the rumour that it was lily of the valley that killed Joan?"
"I've heard it, yes."
"One theory somebody had,” Brenda went on vaguely, “was that Joan might have drunk the water from a vase in which lily of the valley had been standing. Apparently in certain circumstances that can be fatal."
"By why on earth would she want to do that?"
"I'm not sure that she wanted to."
"What do you mean?"
"It's possible someone may have made her do it."
"Forced her to drink it down?"
"Yes.” Brenda Winshott nodded charmingly. She raised her glass and looked at the light through it. “Funny, gin and lime juice isn't a very attractive drink to look at. That pale green. Looks almost like water that flowers have been left in too long, doesn't it?” There was no response from her hostess, except for a narrowing of her beady eyes. “And now, if I may before I go, Queenie dear, could I take advantage of your facilities to go and powder my nose?"
"Of course. You know the way."
"Oh yes. I know the way.” And picking up her bulky handbag, the little old lady went to find the “facilities."
* * * *
When she got back to Honeysuckle Cottage, Brenda Winshott poured herself another gin, and this time didn't bother about the lime juice. As she sipped, she couldn't suppress a feeling of satisfaction at her evening's work.
She had met three people who might have killed Joan Fullerton. Three people who certainly had a motive. Tristram Fullerton could have done it as revenge for the humiliations his mother had heaped on him from the cradle; his brother Piers for the inheritance that might transform The Garlic Press and perhaps get Lynnette off his back; and Queenie Miles for the opportunity to take over as Chair of the Village Committee. To an outsider, the last might have sounded like insufficient motive, but Brenda Winshott had lived long enough in villages like Morton-cum-Budely to know the lengths little old ladies would go to to obtain that kind of preferment.
She didn't want to leap to conclusions. She would sleep on it. Sleep always resolved dilemmas for Brenda Winshott. Then, in the morning, she would decide who the murderer was, and tell Inspector Dromgoole.
* * * *
He came round to Honeysuckle Cottage. Again he was unaccompanied. Again he said he wanted to keep their discussion informal, though Brenda Winshott wondered if what he really wanted was to keep it secret. Maybe his colleagues wouldn't think much of a Major Crimes investigator consulting a little old lady.
She told him her conclusions. The inspector looked amazed. “But my people are meant to have searched the premises,” he said.
Brenda Winshott shrugged. “Well, it seems as if their search wasn't quite thorough enough."
"I'll get men round there straightaway,” said Inspector Dromgoole.
And indeed, his men found exactly what Brenda Winshott had told him they would find. A glass vase, together with the mobile phone and two handsets which had been stolen from Joan Fullerton's home. They had all been hidden in the high metal cistern of the old-fashioned lavatory in Yew Tree Cottage.
After the discovery Inspector Dromgoole asked Brenda Winshott whether she wanted her contribution to the investigation to be publicly acknowledged.
"Oh, good heavens, no,” the little old lady replied. “I like to keep myself to myself. Also, it might cause bad feeling in the village, if it were known that I had . . . as it were, shopped one of my neighbours."
"Well, that's very generous of you.” There was no doubting the relief in Inspector Dromgoole's voice.
"My pleasure,” said Brenda Winshott with a teasing twinkle. “After all, it wouldn't do for the police to have been baffled, and to have turned to a little old lady to help them out . . . would it?"
Inspector Dromgoole coloured and eased a finger round the inside of his collar.
* * * *
Queenie Miles was arrested and tried for the murder of Joan Fullerton. When sentence was passed, she continued vehemently to protest her innocence. But then, thought Brenda Winshott, people in that position always do.
She looked around at the other members of the Morton-cum-Budely Village Committee with quiet satisfaction. With the incumbent and her natural successor both, for different reasons, out of the running, Brenda Winshott had suddenly seemed the obvious candidate for what was now once again called “Chairwoman.” She'd never have pushed herself forward, but everyone liked her, and from the opening of her first committee meeting, she had demonstrated just how efficient she would be in her new role.
Her efficiency was what gave her cause for satisfaction. Her efficiency in visiting Arbutus Cottage on May the first after Joan Fullerton had returned from her “O be joyful” with Queenie Miles. She had also been very efficient in getting Joan to drink down another gin and lime juice, even though it did taste rather odd. Waiting until her victim had shown signs of ailing and then stealing her telephone handsets had also showed great efficiency. As had planting the phones, along with a vase containing traces of lily of the valley-tainted water in the cistern at Yew Tree Cottage when she went to visit Queenie Miles the following week.
Yes, a job well jobbed, as Brenda Winshott's father used to say. She looked round at her assembled committee of little old ladies and wondered who would be the next to step out of line. And how that one would be dealt with.
As Inspector Dromgoole had observed, it's the quiet ones you need to watch.
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Translated from the Spanish by Kenneth Wishnia
Alonso Cueto is a Peruvian novelist, playwright, journalist, and professor of literature who has won awards both at home and abroad. He is proficient in English, having received his Ph.D. from the University of Texas at Austin, but we believe this is his first fiction publication in English. Readers who enjoy this story will be happy to know that the author has a novel forthcoming in English in 2010. See The Blue Hour, from Heinemann, a division of Random House.
At 8 o'clock, Señor Martinez Galdos opened the door to his office and sat in the enormous swivel chair. He put on his wire-framed glasses and began flipping through the pages of a thin file folder with a soft green cover. He was a thin man with an angular face, short, thinning hair, and a moustache that he stroked while he read. Suddenly the buzzer interrupted him. Martinez answered without looking up from the papers he was shuffling.
"It's Señorita Cali,” said a voice.
"Send her in,” he muttered.
He heard the sound of a woman's legs crossing the carpet, and could tell exactly when she had sat down across from him. Finally he closed the folder. She looked just like the photo he had of her.
"Buenos dias," he said.
She studied him closely, waiting silently. She seemed to be comfortable in the chair.
"Thank you for coming,” Martinez continued. “I believe that we can help each other out, señorita. You work for Señor Han, don't you?"
The woman was wearing a red dress that clung tightly to her body. She had crossed her legs. Her cool and delicate makeup subtly shaded her features. The way she held her head—with her dark hair coiled in a bun, the thin shadow of her eyebrows, and the two triangles dangling from her ears—showed that she had come prepared to listen to his offer. She kept looking at Martinez.
His face remained calm, without a trace of impatience.
"Maybe you don't realize, Señorita Cali, that you are in a government building."
The woman didn't answer.
"I have a proposition for you. We want you to do a job for us."
Martinez stood up and began pacing while he spoke.
"We want you to give us information about somebody."
She kept her eyes on him.
"He's not some small-time crook,” Martinez continued. “His name is Adolfo Cavero Schon. Maybe the name doesn't mean anything to you, but this individual is using illegal immigrants to ship large quantities of drugs across the Mexican border. We know who's helping him on this side, but before we close in, we want to know something else. This man has an accomplice in the U.S. Customs Agency in Miami, someone with an important position. Thanks to him, everything goes smoothly once it gets up there. The name of this accomplice is the one bit of information that we're missing. Are we on the same wavelength, señorita?"
"You mean,” she murmured, “you want me to get close to this man—"
"Yes. Adolfo Cavero Schon. J. Adolfo."
"And you want me to find out who's moving his shipments through the U.S. Customs Agency."
"That and whatever else. Any detail could be important."
"Aha. And . . . what are you offering me, señor—?"
Martinez sat back in his chair. She smiled at him.
"Do you smoke?” said Martinez, holding out a packet.
"No."
Martinez took out a cigarette and stuck it in his mouth. He lit it, then looked back at her.
"Well, we've gone over this many times. And we've decided to offer you one hundred thousand dollars in exchange for this service."
A quick exchange of looks. A blink.
"You don't think it's enough,” he said.
She smiled, uncrossed her legs, and ran her hand softly through her hair.
"I'd be putting myself in danger. And you won't be able to help me out if something goes wrong. You're also assuming that he doesn't know me. On top of that, I don't like this kind of work."
"Very well. We'll pay you a hundred and fifty."
"Two hundred. And I want half of it now."
"Señorita Cali..."
"I need to buy clothes. You don't think I'm going to impress Adolfo with these rags, do you?"
The cigarette smoke obscured her face for a few seconds.
"Write down the name of your bank and your account number,” Martinez finally said. “You'll have the money tomorrow."
"How will I communicate with you?"
"It won't be with me. You'll get your instructions later on."
She smiled again. It was a wide smile, displaying the fine, straight teeth that gave her a malevolent beauty.
"Why did you choose me?"
"Because we think you can do it. And because of what you did two years ago."
"So you know that I'm good with weapons, is that it?"
"We also know other things. But what's important right now isn't what we know, but what we hope to know."
He smiled.
Martinez opened the drawer and took out an envelope. As he leaned forward, he got a whiff of her perfume.
"Here's the information about Señor Cavero. Where he lives, where he goes, what he likes to do."
"And what does he like to do?"
"Lots of things. But always accompanied by women. His kind of women."
"A real ladies’ man, eh?"
"Señor Cavero isn't very good-looking."
She took the envelope.
"This is how they deliver drugs, isn't it?"
Martinez raised his head. The light from the window revealed droplets of sweat on his forehead.
"Let's just get the job done,” he muttered.
For the first time, an emotion seemed to alter the lines of his face.
"You think I'm charging too much, don't you?” she said.
"I don't discuss the fees."
"There's a reason for that. For charging a bit more."
Martinez leaned forward in his chair.
"A reason?"
"Yes. I know him. I know Adolfo. And it's much harder to betray someone you know. Understand?"
"Yes."
The woman stands up and draws near. Her mouth travels to Martinez's lips. He feels the hot, hard membrane of her mouth, the hand brushing his neck. And he realizes, in a fraction of a second, that this woman is working for Cavero and the other guy, and that she's going to kill him right here, in the chair that he's been occupying for so many years ("He tried to rape me. I defended myself as any woman would"), and that this is the end of his career, of his life. Only now does he realize how absurd it was to have entrusted the information he had to her, as well as the security of his office, his government, and himself. What a pathetic way to die—and she would have a good laugh about it that night while lying with the man she was supposed to betray and whom she had just saved.
"Ciao," said a voice.
Señorita Cali was once again standing before him. She watched him for a few seconds, then slowly walked out.
"Why'd she do that?” said Martinez, aloud.
Probably so I won't forget to pay her, he thought as he got up to pour himself a glass of water.
* * * *
A few days later, when Señor Martinez gets to his office, he goes to his chair and finds the newspaper headline spread across the desk like a banner: OWNER OF HOTEL CHAIN FOUND DEAD
A smile slowly brightens his face.
Señor Adolfo Cavero Schon was found dead yesterday in his apartment, under suspicious circumstances. The police are investigating. His body is lying in state in the Chapel of Our Lady of Fatima.
Señor Martinez raises his head.
"How did you get in here?” he says suddenly.
Señorita Cali is standing right there, towering over him. This time she's wearing a long white dress, with a pleasant expression on her face.
"So you see how Adolfo ended up,” says Señorita Cali. “With my help. And yours,” she says, her soft voice breaking like a thread.
"So I see,” says Señor Martinez.
She watches him closely, some loose hair falling across her cheek.
"I gave you the information. Then you tracked him down, and you killed him."
"What are you doing here?” Señor Martinez says in a low whisper, his voice threatening.
She sits down.
"I came because I couldn't sleep last night. I was forced to turn in Adolfo. For money. Which you gave me."
"That was our agreement."
Señorita Cali smiles for the first time.
"You're glad you paid me. But I'm not."
Señor Martinez presses a button on the intercom.
"Don't bother calling them,” she says. “Better call a funeral home instead. I used a silencer on the guards. The same one I always use on their kind."
An abyss opens in Señor Martinez's stomach.
"You killed the guards?"
"Yes. Both of them. I asked for you and they got distracted for a moment."
Señorita Cali opens her purse and suddenly there's a pistol in her hand. Her fingers grip it firmly, yet also seem to slide along the metal in a sideways caress.
Señor Martinez barely moves.
"It was complicated with Adolfo. He didn't want to tell me anything, of course. But in the end . . . Well, you know that part..."
Her voice can barely be heard. Martinez coughs lightly and covers his mouth with his hand.
"After I told you what you wanted to hear, I had to stop seeing him. Just before he died, he must have realized that I had betrayed him, don't you think? He must have known that it was me."
Martinez shrugs his shoulders.
"But you've always done what your job requires. You had no other choice. You were committed to doing it,” she concludes.
Martinez doesn't move. The barrel of the pistol dances in the air, then aims at him. Seated at his desk, he knows that the best strategy in this situation is to keep cool. Don't show fear. She wants to keep me alive as long as possible. She wants to talk to me, to listen to my answers, he thinks.
"I gather you don't have any appointments right now."
"No. My secretary—"
"She's not coming to work today. I know that. She's got a cold, hasn't she?"
"That's right."
"That's funny, because you always seem like you're about to catch a cold yourself. You're so thin, with that tiny nose that looks like a safety pin."
"As opposed to Adolfo, who was always a very strong man, I imagine."
Her chin moves, as if she were about to say something about the dead man's health.
"He had his weaknesses as well. He was a romantic. He liked to send flowers, for example. When I called, he sounded really happy to hear from me. I went straight over to his place. A girl was just leaving. He felt very much alone. On top of that, business was bad. He told me that I helped make him feel better."
Her voice flows on like a delicate melody. Martinez nods, as if he wants her to understand that he's paying very close attention.
"He knew that you were going to catch him sooner or later. He said he wanted to give me a big pile of money, and that he wasn't going to go to jail. At least he was right about that. He left me a big pile of money, the money that you gave me, and he didn't go to jail.... “
Her voice is a little shaky.
"In fact, señorita,” Martinez mumbles, “we didn't intend to kill him. But, you know, he put up quite a struggle."
"Of course. He must have known why I went to see him. That's why he gave me the name of the person in Miami so quickly. We had only been seeing each other for two days. He must have an informant somewhere in this building, and he just wanted to end it all. That's why he made love to me the way he did. He already knew. It was all very clear to him."
"It's possible."
For a brief moment, Martinez considers lunging at her and taking the pistol from her hand, but he keeps still. She points it at him again.
"I came here because I wanted to hurt someone. In fact, I left the house in quite a hurry."
She's smiling now.
"That's natural . . .” says Martinez.
Something contracts in the woman's shoulders.
"You killed the guards. You can kill me too if you want to,” Martinez adds, suddenly feeling that he got the intonation of that phrase just right.
He straightens up in his seat.
"That would be standard procedure. After all, I'm a professional killer. Although it didn't keep me from having a little fun with the boys outside,” she answers after a long pause.
Martinez tries to smile.
"They wouldn't have had as much fun as you did."
"It would be so easy. First I kill you, then I put the pistol away, then I head out to the street. Then I go to my house and pour myself a drink. Then I watch some TV. It would be easy, wouldn't it?"
"Sure it would."
"Killing becomes a natural thing, once you've done it. It's just that—"
For a fraction of a second, Señorita Cali lets her eyelashes droop.
"I'm tired, Señor Martinez. Of people like you."
Martinez keeps looking at her.
"I don't blame you."
"Yes. Of course. You're very understanding."
The sound of a car horn drifts through the silence.
She looks aside and shrugs her shoulders.
"It must be nice to live the way you do in this office. You must feel very important. Running so many people's lives from this little wooden rectangle. Right?"
"It's not that easy."
"Do you have children, señor?"
Martinez coughs.
A long furrow runs across the woman's forehead, as if it were pressing down on her eyes.
"Yes. Two."
"Are they still in school?"
"They're still in school. In the United States. At a university."
"You must be very proud. Your wife, too."
Martinez breathes.
"I don't know how proud I am. In any case, they haven't given me any trouble yet."
"And the little woman? Does she give you any trouble?"
"No. She's a good woman."
"Does she know you sit here giving orders that get people killed?"
"No. I don't think she knows. In any case, she hasn't said anything about it."
"Fine, but it's time for me to say something to you, señor. We can't stay like this forever, me with my gun and you sitting there like a terrified animal trying to pretend that everything's all right. If I hadn't killed the others, I certainly would have killed you. That's what I wanted to do. Do you know why I won't do it, Señor Martinez? Do you know why I can't kill you?"
"No."
"Because I left the house in a big hurry and I didn't bring enough bullets. I used up what I had outside. Don't you think that's funny? I guess I'm not as professional as I thought."
Martinez raises his eyebrows. Don't believe it. It's all part of the game. She can't face what her life is going to be like. Killing me is all she has. She's going to prolong this moment. It's a game.
"But it doesn't matter now,” she continues. “Nothing matters. A lot of time has gone by. Adolfo was more important to me than I thought. I just didn't know it. When I accepted the job, I didn't know you were going to kill him. Or at least, I didn't think about it. I thought that I had forgotten about him."
"I'm sorry. Really."
Her eyes have barely moved, but something new sparkles in them. Martinez pushes a button underneath his desk. Someone will hear the alarm. Two rings means they'll wait for her on the sidewalk.
"You see, I came to hurt you and I end up telling you my life story. You should be proud. I don't tell my life story to just anybody, señor. Let me tell you something. The last time I came here, I thought you were handsome. That's why I kissed you. I hadn't planned to do it, I just felt like it. And this time I came to kill you for what you did to Adolfo and me, and I can't. Funny, don't you think? It's easier to kiss someone than to pull the trigger. Isn't that strange?"
Martinez barely moves.
"Answer me, you son-of-a-bitch. Isn't that strange?"
"Si, señorita,” says Martinez.
The tension around his mouth relaxes. She's about to break. Be careful. Here comes the finale.
"It was pretty stupid of me to run out of bullets. I used too many on the guys outside. There are none left for you. Or for me. You wouldn't have an extra pistol you could lend me?"
"I'm afraid not."
"No. Right. You don't have one. You don't have any weapons here. Of course not, of course not."
"Pardon me, but I think I heard the buzzer. Somebody must be outside."
"That's not true. There's nobody outside. But if it's all the same to you, I think I'll be going now,” she says.
She lowers her head, shaking it, then Señorita Cali says something that Martinez doesn't quite catch, gets up, and goes to the door. Two identical lines crease her cheeks. Suddenly she raises the pistol and points it right at Martinez's eyes.
Then her hand turns toward herself and tenses, forming a claw with her thumb and index finger.
Martinez stays seated, not moving. When he hears the noise, he blinks. Señorita Cali is still there in front of him.
"I already told you. I'm out of bullets."
Without looking at him, she whirls around and goes to the door, which she had left slightly open.
Señor Martinez leans over his desk and picks up the phone. He heaves a sigh and looks at the glass-covered photo of his family. His wife smiles at him.
He speaks briefly and hangs up.
When he opens the drawer, he sees the photo of Cavero Schon hugging Señorita Cali.
He hears a noise from outside the window.
Copyright © 2010 Alonso Cueto; translation ©2010 by Kenneth Wishnia
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Stephen Ross is currently the only New Zealand writer regularly contributing to EQMM. His hometown, he says, is Hamilton, the “city of the future,” but he sets his fiction in far-flung places: this time, Los Angeles. In addition to being a mystery writer, Mr. Ross is an occasional newspaper and magazine columnist, and a long time ago, he says, he wrote jokes for television. Like most short story writers, he has a day job; he works in the IT industry as a copy/technical writer and as a programmer.
* * * *
John Huston once told me there's no such thing as a perfect murder. He'd said it seated at the bar in the Happy Squirrel, a small drinking establishment on Sunset frequented by screenwriters.
It wasn't that Mr. Huston had practical experience in the crime, but he'd made a picture or two with it as the central theme, and he'd given the matter a writer's consideration.
"Writing should reflect the real world,” he'd said, whiskey in one hand, a cigarette in the other. “And in the real world, nothing is perfect. Nothing ever works out the way you want it."
He didn't say any of this to me personally—I was a pup screenwriter, seated at the bar along with five others, all of us soaking up the man's wisdom—but I took it to heart.
That was back in 1948, just after I arrived in Los Angeles. Now, four years later, I had seven rewrites, three additional dialogues, and two original screenplays under my belt. I wasn't exactly a veteran, but the work was steady and I was getting a name in the business beyond the two crime novels I'd written before I came out to the coast.
Therefore, to celebrate the completion of the final draft of my third screenplay—an edgy two-hander about a woman who murders her childhood nemesis—I got religiously intoxicated with the Mexican couple that lived in the apartment above mine.
And why not? I had a boss who liked me, a bank manager who grinned, and Claire Trevor had read an early draft of my script and had asked for the female lead.
I explained all of this to the police officer.
In my merriment with the Mexicans, I had gotten naked, traveled across the city, and at dawn the next morning had punctured the W in the Hollywood sign with three clips of bullets.
The police officer wasn't interested in the machinations of the motion picture industry, but he liked my gun—he carried the same model.
It turned out we had both made sandcastles on Omaha Beach on a certain day in June back in the summer of ‘44. How about that? He loaned me a blanket, drove me home, and before he left, he made me the strongest pot of black coffee I'd ever met in my life.
* * * *
ACT TWO
So, at eleven-thirty a.m. on a Wednesday, feeling rather fine despite a hangover patented by Satan, and while sitting at the window in my apartment watching the traffic drive by, I got the strangest phone call I'd ever met in my life.
"Is that Jack Gloucester?"
"Yes."
"This is Miranda."
"I know, Mrs. Taunton. I recognized your voice."
"Can you keep a secret, Mr. Gloucester?"
"Sure."
"I want you to help me commit a murder."
"What kind of murder?"
"A perfect murder."
If my life had been a screenplay, that phone call would have been the beginning of the second act.
Her name was Miranda Taunton. She was an actress. I barely knew her. I did know her name wasn't Miranda—it was something no one could ever remember or spell. She had an accent. She was originally from Prague, or someplace like that. Her husband was Torrance Taunton—the movie producer, and one of the most powerful men in the business. Him I knew well. He was my boss.
Torrance Taunton, or TT, as he liked to be known, was a veritable blimp of a man. Fat and ill-tempered, with a taste for the finest in all things—particularly women. As a movie producer, he was best known as the discoverer of a seemingly endless line of fresh young female talent. Talent he brought to the screen by way of his office at the studio.
There was a joke that went about town; it was perennial and it never made it into the movie magazines or gossip columns, and certainly never into the ears of polite company. It described the two well-worn patches of carpet, side by side, about the size and shape of a knee each, to the left of where Torrance Taunton sat at his desk. The punch line of the joke was: “If you want to get into the movies, you have to know where to pray."
Miranda Taunton invited me over to her house in Pacific Palisades. One p.m. sharp. She told me nothing on the phone other than she wanted to commit a murder and she needed my help in doing it. Would I come? How could I not? And keep it a secret. Yes, ma'am.
Driving up to her house, it occurred to my alcohol-infested brain that maybe it was me she was planning to perfectly murder. After all, for the last eleven months, I had been living under the assumption the woman loathed me.
I pulled into her driveway at one sharp and parked near the front door. The Taunton house was a big sprawling number that boasted, among other things, sixty-two bedrooms, eighteen bathrooms, five kitchens, three bars, a movie theater, an art gallery, and a golf links. I'm not kidding. In the basement was a full-sized three-hole golf course, complete with sand traps, flora and fauna, and a lake. There's money in the motion picture business, in case you hadn't heard.
Miranda Taunton met me at the door in person. She was dressed like someone's kid sister. I was in my jacket and striped tie. We shook hands and exchanged pleasantries. It was cordial, if somewhat muted. She then led me to “someplace quiet to talk."
Miranda was twenty-nine and looked a treat, both on-screen and off. She was almost as tall as me and had short, dyed blond hair, a slim figure, and a pair of beautiful hazel-colored eyes that had inspired many a man to run ice water in his bathtub.
TT had first noticed Miranda in a magazine advertisement. She was looking youthful and demure and holding a bottle of French perfume. TT's wife had shoved the magazine under his nose and said, “I want some of that.” TT agreed with the woman.
He immediately had the girl shipped to California. He gave her a new name and a prominent role in a film about the French Revolution. He personally supervised the scene where she rode the horse naked—they spent a week and a half filming it.
TT was divorced the week the film opened, and he and Miranda were married before shooting began on the sequel.
Since then, Miranda had appeared in ten pictures. Her popularity at the box office was alchemic. Put her in any costume, any role, and people would flock to see her.
It was often said folk would pay money to see her in a movie even if all she did was sit in a chair and read aloud from a list of auto parts. Which would have been just about right, given that Miranda Taunton was an actress who couldn't act. Not to save her life. She was as wooden as a telegraph pole.
Eleven months earlier, I'd made an off-the-cuff remark about her acting abilities. It had been at a swanky post-premiere party. It had been the kind of snippy aside screenwriters like to make amongst themselves after a skinful. Among other derogatory witticisms, I suggested her specialty as an actress lay solely in walk-offs and crowd scenes . . . with her at the rear.
Unfortunately, the lady had been in earshot. To my surprise, she didn't say a word. She sought out the tongue that offended, stared at me with eyes like daggers, and then walked away with silent dignity.
That taught me a lesson.
I got no sleep that night. I tossed and turned on my conscience. Insulting a woman was not the act of a gentleman. The next day, I drove out to her house to make a formal apology.
She accepted it, coolly, and told me to forget the matter. The door was closed in my face and that had been the end of it. Upon reflection, I was lucky to have still had a job.
That had been my last encounter with Mrs. Taunton, until that phone call.
"Won't the staff talk?” I asked her.
"This is the only room in the house in which I am assured of privacy,” Miranda answered me.
The someplace quiet to talk was her bedroom.
Miranda Taunton's bedroom was on the third floor. You could have turned a Greyhound bus around inside it. The décor was pink and soft—that went for the cushions, pillows, rugs, chairs, and the bed. And it was the biggest bed I had seen in my life. You could've strung up a net and played tennis on it.
"Sit down,” Miranda said, perching on the edge of the tennis court.
I sat on a chair nearby. “So, you want to commit a murder?"
"Yes."
"There's no such thing as a perfect murder,” I sagely advised her.
"You're a screenwriter, Mr. Gloucester. According to my husband, your specialty is crime and mystery."
I nodded. “That's correct. I've never yet worked on a Technicolor picture, and I have no immediate plans to do so."
"My husband says you're very good at what you do. Surely you can think of something?"
"Who's going to die?” I inquired.
She smiled at me coyly. I'd seen the same expression in all of her pictures. It was the only one she did well. It was her I have a naughty secret look.
"Perhaps a young, attractive woman takes a gun and shoots a man to death in the bathroom connected to her bedroom.” She glanced at a white door. It was across from the bed. The white door was closed and it presumably led to a bathroom.
"A young, attractive woman, like say, yourself?"
"Perhaps."
"And a man, like say, your husband?"
She nodded. The coy smile blossomed into something vaguely unnerving.
"Why?"
"Maybe because he deserves it."
I didn't need to ask for any further clarification.
I stared at the white door. The idea of a bathroom appealed. The pot of black coffee had made its way to the departure lounge in my bladder and was pacing about agitatedly.
"It must be a perfect murder,” she added. “I want the woman to get away with it."
I glanced at her. And then back at the white door—such a plain and simple door. I couldn't help myself. I sniffed the air for traces of gunpowder.
"I'm talking about this as a screenplay,” she remarked.
"Oh, really?"
She nodded sincerely. “Yes. I'm writing a script."
"Oh, really?"
She wasn't a good actress, and she was an even worse liar.
"It's a secret,” she said, her accent wavering between California American and her native European. “I haven't told Torrance. I haven't told anyone. And I don't wish you to tell anyone about it, either."
"Why do you want to write a screenplay?"
"Because, for once, I wish to make up my own lines."
I studied her face. It told me absolutely nothing.
"First of all,” I said. “Don't use a gun."
"Why not? I want the girl to shoot the man in the head."
"Guns make too much noise and too much mess. Have her strangle him."
She shook her head. “He's bigger than her. He's stronger than her."
"Hit him in the head with something solid.” I spied a three-foot-long elephant tusk on a side table. “Hit him with something like that ornament over there."
She glanced at the ivory.
"Hit him hard. And while he's unconscious, strangle him."
Her eyes settled on me. “How do you strangle a man, Mr. Gloucester?"
"Put your hands around his neck and squeeze with everything you've got."
She thought about that, and then patted the edge of the bed alongside her. “Show me. Pretend to strangle me."
My brain said no. The rest of me cheerfully accepted the invitation, and I joined her on the edge of the mattress.
She guided my hands to her. “Grip tightly at the sides,” I said, holding her delicately by her neck. Her pale skin was smooth and warm. “Grip as tight as you can."
"Won't he struggle?"
"You knocked him unconscious with the elephant ornament, remember? He's out cold on the floor.” I could feel her pulse. “Grip firmly and hold for as long as you can."
I stared into her eyes. They really were very special. I'd never seen that shade of hazel in any girl's eyes. No wonder men went wild for this woman.
"Have you ever killed a man?” Miranda asked.
"Yes."
"In the war?"
"Yes."
"Did you enjoy killing?"
It was like she was asking me if I liked root beer. I took my hands from her neck. I stood up and walked over to a window. I could see my car waiting for me down in the driveway. “Maybe you should find another screenwriter, Mrs. Taunton."
She came across the room after me, flicking open a silver cigarette case. She put a cigarette between her lips and then passed the case to me. “The killing part seems easy. How does the woman get away with it?"
I slid out a cigarette of my own.
She lit us with her lighter.
I placed the case down on a side table next to a vase. “It has to be plausible."
"Plausible?"
"It has to seem reasonable and likely."
She was standing close enough to me to dance.
"Think of the audience as your jury,” I said. “They're sitting there in the theater, in the dark. They have to absolutely believe everything they're seeing."
She nodded.
"Motive and clues, Mrs. Taunton, that's how the girl gets away with it."
"Call me Miranda."
I decided I would like to do that. “And someone needs to wear those clues and motive."
"You mean I need a fall guy?"
"Yes."
She went to the drinks cart that stood by the bed. She poured brandy into two glasses. She brought the glasses over and gave me one.
"The fall guy has to have a bankable reason to want to kill that man in the bathroom,” I said. “And there need to be clues that lead the police to that fall guy."
"And it has to be plausible?"
"Yes."
I sipped on the brandy. It reminded me that I needed to use a bathroom. It reminded me of the bathroom on the other side of the room and how I'd really like to open that white door. “Why kill him in the bathroom?"
"I have my reasons.” Her right hand held her cigarette and brandy, and the fingers of her left hand ran up my lapel. “What motive would convince a jury?"
"Something they can understand."
"Such as?"
"They're human. What motivates human beings the most?"
"Tell me.” Without taking her eyes away from mine, she took hold of my tie and straightened it. We were close enough to be related.
"Sex,” I answered.
"I like sex."
"Money."
"I like money, too."
"There are others, Mrs. Taunton, but those two are the most compelling."
She was still holding my tie. She was still staring into my eyes. To hell with it, what was I waiting for? The traffic signal was green.
I grabbed her and I kissed her.
The kiss wasn't entirely reciprocated. She drew away from it. She looked confused. Or was it me who was confused? I don't know. I honestly could never figure women out. Anyway, I'd kissed her, and now the kiss was over, and a respectable distance had once again opened up between us.
I apologized. I stubbed out my cigarette in an ashtray. I stood my empty brandy glass next to it, and I left. I found my way back to the front door and back to my car.
As I drove back to my apartment, I realized I had left fingerprints on the brandy glass and on her cigarette case. I had smoked a cigarette and left it in her ashtray. Threads from my clothes probably lay strewn on her bed. Servants had seen me arrive. They'd seen my car parked in the drive. They'd seen me come and go from her bedroom.
Was I the fall guy?
Was her screenplay already in production before I set foot into it? Was my visit to her house and to her bedroom just a setup—the establishing of clues to connect me to her dead husband? And that's absolutely what had to be in that bathroom, behind that white door. She was no more writing a screenplay than I was composing an opera.
I almost drove off the road.
And then clarity came. It was like a soothing wave at Malibu on a Sunday afternoon. I had no motive. None whatsoever. TT was the last man I'd ever want to kill. It would be the most stupid idea in the world. My boss was my ticket to success in the movie business. Any juror with a reasonable brain in their head would see that.
And besides, there was no way my fingerprints could be on her gun. None whatsoever. When I got home, I immediately checked that my gun was still under the bed. Yes it was, right there where I'd left it. I dragged it out and hid it under the floorboards.
With the tank of agitated black coffee finally dealt with, I filled the bathtub with ice water and then lay in it and smoked like a poet.
Miranda was a bitch, but I had fallen for her. Fallen bad. She had most likely murdered her husband, and all I could do was think about those eyes of hers, and how I had held her in my arms, and how I wanted to hold her for as long as I could.
TT's passing would draw few tears. On the contrary, there'd be a queue to spit on his grave. They'd be selling tickets. The show would run for a month. You make a lot of enemies in the motion picture business, in case you hadn't heard.
How many lives had Torrance Taunton soiled? How many young girls had he taken up to that office of his for private interviews, with the curtains drawn and the door locked? How many young wretches with their hearts set on stardom had he patted the heads of? And for every sixty girls who went through his office, maybe one of them would be lucky enough to get anything more than a screen test.
And he hadn't stopped after his marriage to Miranda. The day after their honeymoon ended, he went straight back up into that office of his and went right back to work.
I should have shot the sonofabitch myself. I had killed men on the battlefield for less noble reasons. I drained the remains of the gin bottle and threw it at the wall. I felt like burning my brain.
I wished she wasn't so damn beautiful. I wished she wasn't so damn wantable. I wished I hadn't fallen in love with her.
I wished she'd told TT about those stupid remarks I made about her at that party. He'd have fired me in a heartbeat—tar and feathers at the city limits.
I would never have seen her again, and I could have hated her for having ruined my career. And then I could have moved back to Nebraska and sold cement like my brother, until I got so drunk one night I finally shot my head off from the boredom.
The telephone rang.
I climbed out of the bathtub and went and answered it. It was seven p.m. I expected it to be the police. It wasn't. It was Miranda. She sounded distressed. She said she needed help, and could I come quickly. Naturally, I went. As fast as I could.
* * * *
ACT THREE
A maid met me at the door. She had orders to direct me to Mrs. Taunton's bedroom. I told her I knew the way. It was a three-minute walk from the front door and I walked it in one. I had no idea what I was going to find when I got there. If Miranda had truly shot TT, there'd be a hideous mess. I hoped the bathroom floor was tiled.
TT was an obese man. With some effort, Miranda and I could probably drag him out of the house, but not without the servants noticing—and not without leaving a trail across the floorboards, the rugs, and the carpets. One decent whiff and any bloodhound would be beside itself. And what to do with the body? It would be like hiding a piano.
There was no time to find a fall guy. Cheap screenwriter rhetoric was out the window—this wasn't a movie, this was real life. Besides, I didn't fancy framing some innocent schmuck and sending him to an appointment with an executioner.
I was a screenwriter. I was meant to be creative—now was the time to start proving it. And even before I put my hand on her bedroom door handle, I had decided we'd play it as an accident.
Torrance Taunton had been trying to impress his wife with his gun. The man was legendary for his arrogance and flashy manner. He had been fooling around in the bedroom and it went off.
There'd be a problem, though, if she'd shot him in the back of the head. If that was the case, then it was her who had the gun and was fooling around. No, even better, Torrance wanted Miranda to play a killer in a new movie. He was insistent that she hold the gun and get used to how it felt. She didn't know it was loaded. It went off.
Either way, it was a tragic accident. Miranda was meant to be an actress. Now was her time to start proving it.
I opened the bedroom door and went in.
Miranda was standing by the window. She'd probably watched as I arrived. She extinguished a cigarette. She was dressed in a red bathrobe. She walked toward me and looked like the girl of my dreams. I forgot all about a dead body. I threw my jacket on the floor.
We met by the bed. We went straight into each other's arms. I held her body against mine.
The kiss was back on. Any respectability between us was dropped. I kissed her, and this time she didn't back away. Her lipstick smeared my lips.
She slipped off my tie and unbuttoned my shirt. She looked into my eyes with those eyes of hers and breathed out a question. “You do want me, don't you?"
"You know damn well I do. I've wanted you since I first laid eyes on you."
She kissed me again. She got me out of my shirt and threw it onto the bed. She unzipped my pants.
I pulled open her bathrobe.
And then her mood changed. She stepped back. She went dour.
"What's wrong?” I remembered the white door.
She closed her bathrobe. “You're a man who speaks plainly."
"Yes."
"I've heard rumors about my husband."
I nodded.
"I've heard dirty, vile rumors."
"You want the truth?"
She nodded.
I knew she already knew the answer. She was looking for confirmation. Probably no one else ever had the guts to give it to her. “It's all true. And probably a whole lot more you haven't heard, and would never want to. Your husband abused people, Mrs. Taunton. Women—a lot of young women. That they probably consented to it makes it even sadder."
Her expression didn't change. She turned and walked toward the bathroom door. “We'd better go in there."
I followed after her.
She opened the white door and stood back. She didn't want to look inside.
I had seen dead men before, and this was one I had no reservations about looking at.
I walked into the bathroom. It was a smaller room than I had anticipated. It was plain and ordinary—just a bathtub, a hand basin, and a john. There was no dead body. There was no body at all in that bathroom.
That wasn't what I had expected.
I heard Miranda speak. She was behind me. Her voice was ice. “Go to hell.” Something hard struck the back of my head.
Blackness.
I regained partial consciousness a moment later. I could barely open my eyes. I couldn't move. I was lying facedown on the bathroom floor. The tiles were cold. I could feel a set of hands throttling my neck. They were small, delicate hands. The grip was tight. Miranda was straddling my back. Her hands were strangling me for all she was worth. I could feel her breath stroking my ears.
"Torrance will arrive home in the next five minutes,” she rasped. “The first thing he will do is come up to my room with a martini and a hard-on. I will hand him the elephant's tusk, and then run screaming from the room."
She tightened her grip. I imagined she was gritting her teeth and that the veins were standing out on her forehead.
"We will be taken to the police station. I will be in tears. My husband caught me with my lover. My lover was hiding half-dressed in the bathroom attached to my bedroom. My husband, jealous with rage, hit my lover in the head with an ornament. It knocked my lover to the floor, and then my husband strangled him. I ran from the room, screaming for help. The servants, who had known of my lover's comings and goings this day, telephoned for the police."
The simplicity of her plan was perfect.
"Is that plausible enough for you, Jack Gloucester?"
I was in no position to debate it.
"My husband will get the gas chamber,” she snarled. “And then he can join you in the afterlife."
Before I died, I allowed myself a succession of quick thoughts: One, I at least died for a reasonable cause. Two, Miranda was a much better actress than I had ever given her credit for and demonstrable proof that hell hath indeed no fury . . . And three, I hoped there was an afterlife, because I'd sorely love to know if she got away with it.
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Novelette: TRUCK CEMETERY by Ruth Francisco
Ruth Francisco broke onto the mystery scene to glowing reviews. Of her mystery novel Good Morning, Darkness (2004), PW said: “Following her much-praised first novel, Confessions of a Deathmaiden (2003), Francisco delivers another outstanding stand-alone . . . one of the year's best mysteries.” The author then took a different direction with her writing, producing the mainstream novel The Secret Memoirs of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis.
Parked along Highway 19, two miles south of Mulletville, on a four-acre meadow on the edge of a pine forest, sit sixteen rusty trucks parked in a semicircle. Reddish brown, like the iron-rich soil where they were made. Not a speck of paint on any one of them. Most are old Ford trucks from 1936 to 1960, two are Dodges, one an REO Speed Wagon from 1939. The windshields are smashed, the windows gone, the seats—bare rusty springs with scraps of foam and vinyl—filled with leaves, sticks, and pine needles, nests for rodents and reptiles. Some have missing tires. On others the sheet metal, which has rusted completely through, is cracked and bent. Passion vines grow up around the axles and cabs, while saplings of slash pine and turkey oak push up through the floorboards. When rainwater overflows the nearby pond, alligators have been known to slither from under broken fenders into clumps of dry palmetto scrub.
Sixteen trucks arranged in a semicircle like Stonehenge.
The trucks once worked the Crocker farm, hauling men to tap turpentine pines and cut timber, later to work potato fields and hog pens. Old man Harvey Crocker never traded in his trucks, but ran them until they broke down, parking the wrecks on this lot to use for parts. When Crocker got too feeble to work the farm, his son moved the sixteen trucks into a semicircle.
There is something purposeful about their dereliction. A serenity. Both timeless and a searing reminder of the cruel relentlessness of time. Dinosaurs of rust, extinct yet fascinating.
One could easily imagine finding a dead body in one of the trucks, a human skeleton, or a baby abandoned on the passenger seat, swaddled in a blanket, crying.
None of these things was expected when a yellow school bus pulled off the rural highway and thirty students between the ages of eleven and thirteen clambered off with sketchpads, cameras, and brown paper lunchbags for a field trip led by their art teacher, Miss Summer Dayes, whose face beamed with enthusiasm—"Aren't they beautiful!"—as she waltzed around the semicircle of rusty trucks, her fingers floating over the dilapidated hoods like a game show hostess.
"When you find something you want to draw, sit down with your pad and sketch it,” Miss Dayes instructed as the children spread out to explore. “You may want to take a photo to help you when you start your paintings back in class. I'll be around to help."
One eleven-year-old girl wandered to the last truck in the semicircle, a Dodge with a high cab and a truck bed of broken wooden slats. Large purple morning- glory flowers wound around the smashed windshield, and a green anole scurried over the brown hood. Careful to avoid an anthill, the girl pulled herself up to peek into the cab.
She did not scream.
She knew the man.
* * * *
Sheriff Bill Crocker was barreling down Sandy Point Road in his 2009 Escalade from Magnolia Spring Country Club, where he had played nine holes with Donald Mayes, president of the Walker County Chamber of Commerce. He yanked the steering wheel hard to the left, nearly missing his turn, his mind completely distracted by Mayes's proposal.
"The last election was close and frankly, you probably won't win again,” Mayes began over drinks after their game. “We need a representative who is well connected, who can get us more state funds. The whole county will back you. I'll kick ass in the publicity department. What do you say?"
Bill gulped his drink and waved to the bartender for another round. He felt his heart pounding, his face hot with excitement. And ambivalence. He liked where he was, a big alligator in a small pond.
For thirty-two years Bill Crocker had been sheriff of Walker County, a vast underpopulated land of pine forests, cypress swamps, and seaweed-covered beaches. He knew Walker County back when its schools didn't have toilets and a fourth of the population was illiterate, when there wasn't a doctor or dentist in the entire county, when the roads were unpaved tracks of ribbed sand, when the only businesses were logging and shrimping, when your house was a rundown trailer or unpainted shack, and when restaurants sold you a choice between fried mullet or catfish, with a side of collard greens and hush puppies. Which they still did.
Sure it was flattering. But Bill wasn't sure he trusted Donald Mayes, a retired advertising executive who had left Tampa under some financial scandal and ingratiated himself into local politics, joining local clubs and charities as if he had some burning passion for community service. He was too smooth for Bill's tastes. He had made two land investments with the sheriff and had never cheated him. Still . . . he was an outsider. His teeth were perfect.
"Why don't you announce your intention to run at the Worm Gruntin’ Festival,” suggested Mayes. This was an annual street fair in the tiny town of Tamucua which celebrated redneck culture with a competitive mullet toss, a worm- grunting contest, and a raw oyster eating contest. “I'm chairman of the festival this year. I can get you on the program."
So many phone calls and handshakes, so much smiling. Did Bill really want that? And he would have to give up Summer—he couldn't run for state office with a mistress.
The booze began to hit. Bill's eyes were getting blurry, his lids heavy, the car feeling oddly motionless, although he knew he was moving forward, the dashboard lights mysteriously luminous. Just get me home, he thought.
He began to imagine making a speech at the Worm Gruntin’ Festival, and wondered if Debra Sue Dobson would be there.
He first met Debra Sue—forty years ago?—when she was sixteen, newly married to Joe Dobson, a good-natured, not-too-bright son of a shrimper. Joe made his living collecting worms in the forest—worm grunting, it was called—which entailed rubbing a wooden stake in the ground with a narrow slab of iron, which for some reason drove the worms to the surface. They lived in a trailer Joe bought new for ten thousand dollars, a fortune for the young couple. When they missed a few payments, the bank foreclosed, and Deputy Sheriff Crocker—new on the job—was sent to boot them out. He couldn't do it. Debra Sue, seven months pregnant, a skinny scraggly-haired girl with bad teeth, whose accent was so thick that at first Bill thought she was deaf, standing in cutoff jeans up to her ass, a man's shirt tied up under her breasts, offered the only thing she had. He felt sorry for her. He went to talk to the vice-president of Walker County Bank, who happened to be his cousin, and got him to stop the fore-closure. For the next year or two, whenever Bill came across something he thought the young couple might need—canned goods, a dining-room set, a water pump—he dropped it off. It was just something he wanted to do.
Again he almost missed his turn, right on Azalea Park, a two-lane road that meandered through pine forest to the center of Mulletville. Crocker lived on the road, had driven it thousands of times, drunk, sober, late at night on moonless nights when it was pitch black, and early in the morning when deer, raccoons, or an occasional bobcat or boar darted across the road. The houses were set back from the road, many with boats parked in their driveways. There was no shoulder.
The speed limit was forty-five miles per hour. The sheriff seldom drove it that slowly. This time of night he would probably pass no more than two cars in the seven-minute drive to his house.
Good ole Debra Sue. He wondered where she was now.
A flash of white leapt out at him. At first he thought it was a snowy egret by the side of the road, startled, taking flight. Just before the horrible scraping, crashing noise, before impact, before the snap of his neck, before the thoughts—What the hell? Where'd that come from?—raced through his mind, he realized it was nothing but a white mailbox.
* * * *
"Are you sure this is the right house, honey? I don't see any lights on. Did you write it down right? Let me see it again. Where's the light?"
There they sat, Donna Brinkmeyer and her eleven-year-old daughter Sophie, in somebody's driveway on Azalea Park Road, in a black SUV, both of them reaching for the overhead light as if it were some competition, Sophie snapping off her seatbelt, pushing off the seat with one hand, stretching her thin arm, her little fingers darting around the fixture, Donna jamming her thumb against the sharp rim.
"The switch must be here somewhere,” said Donna.
"Let me do it,” Sophie insisted.
"Nine eighty-nine or eight ninety-eight? It's further down, I'm sure. Where's that piece of paper?"
Donna reached behind the seat, feeling for her purse—"Can't you find the light?"—her neck twisted uncomfortably, touching something sticky like an old roll of Lifesavers, then gritty sand under her fingernails.
Blam! A horrible squealing scraping sound! Plastic crunching! The car jolted forward and pivoted, the rear shoved left. Sophie screamed, falling into Donna's lap, the steering wheel stabbing into her ribs. Donna's head slammed into the window. The airbags did not open.
Donna looked around out the rear window. A huge SUV, the passenger-side door up against the rear window. Why did anyone need such a big car? The windows were tinted. The driver threw the SUV in reverse, then drove twenty feet. The car paused, then drove another twenty feet, paused, then continued down the street.
"They took off!” cried Sophie indignantly.
Donna swung around, relieved to see Sophie sitting up in her seat unharmed. “Are you okay, honey?"
"Are they crazy? They can't do that!” Sophie twisted around in her seat, grabbing the headrest with her hands to see out the rear window.
Donna couldn't believe it. There weren't any cars anywhere. They were off the road. How could someone crash into them?
"Call the cops, Mom. They should be arrested."
* * * *
Bill Crocker was shaking, that awful sound of scraping metal still in his ears. He stopped and looked in his rearview mirror. No cars around, no cars coming. No lights in the house, nobody running out of the house. Maybe nobody saw it.
Where did that car come from? Was someone in it? He should stop and check. Shit, shit, shit. He couldn't stop. He'd been drinking. Shit. It wasn't his fault. Who sits in a car in a driveway in the dark? What now?
Bill felt nauseated and sweaty, his arms rubbery, tingling as if he had d.t.'s, adrenaline pulsing through his body.
Get home. It was the only thing he could think of. Like a wounded, frightened animal, home to its den. He pressed the gas pedal, leaning forward, his eyes peering into the dark so wide they hurt. Get home! It was just down the road. Get home!
* * * *
"Turn on the light, honey. Where's my phone?"
"In your purse, Mom. I hope you charged it up,” said Sophie, her voice trembling, yet still managing sarcasm. She reached up and snapped on the light, this time finding the switch easily.
Donna blinked, her eyes tearing. The light was so bright. Her forehead throbbed. She saw a patch of plastic or film on the window. It was her skin, about the size of a peach, from her forehead, she guessed, smeared across the glass.
"Wake up, Mother,” Sophie scolded. “Are you in shock? Give me the phone.” She snatched Donna's purse from her, dug out the phone, and flipped it open. She dialed 911. When someone answered, she handed it back to her mother.
"What an asshole,” said Sophie. “They didn't even stop to see if we were all right.” She peered out the window again as if looking for taillights, which were long gone. “That's against the law."
* * * *
Clutching his chest, Crocker stumbled through the front door—he thought maybe he was having a heart attack—a stabbing tightness across his chest that caved him over. He headed for the Windsor cabinet where he kept the hard liquor and almost poured himself a drink until he realized that the last thing he needed to do was raise his blood alcohol level. He poured himself a glass of water instead and drank it. Slowly the pain eased. He lowered himself into a mustard leather wingback chair. He leaned his head back and moaned.
How could he do something so stupid! He felt miserable, his head throbbing, clinging to the hope nobody saw, drowning with the injustice of it all. He indulged in self-pity for a moment, his hands over his eyes. Then panic jolted him awake.
He reached for the phone.
Roland Parker, a captain at the sheriff's department, was watching television in his home when Crocker called and told him—as clearly as he could—what happened.
"Was anyone in the car?” Captain Parker asked.
"I don't know. Maybe I saw someone. I'm not sure."
"Why in the hell didn't you stop and check it out?"
"I wasn't thinking straight."
"Now they're gonna call and report a hit-and-run. What a mess. Where's your car?"
"I put it in the garage."
"Good. I'll send a deputy over to take your statement. And someone for your car."
"I can't pass a sobriety test, Roland."
Silence on the other end. Then Roland said, “Don't worry about it. I'll take care of everything."
* * * *
Highway Patrol Officer Randy Rutkowski arrived at the crash site at 9:16 and started asking questions. The mother was obviously shaken, worried about what her husband would say, worried that her insurance wouldn't cover a hit-and-run, worried that her ten-year-old son was still waiting to be picked up—she'd never get him home in time to do his homework, unless he was doing it while he waited at his friend's house, which she doubted.
"The driver slowed down a couple of times—braked—so I thought he was going to turn around. But he never did. He just kept on going."
She rambled on nervously, but failed to answer many of Officer Rutkowski's questions. “Did you see how many people were in the car? Was there any damage to the other car? Did you catch the tag number? What was the make of the car? How about the color?"
"I don't know,” she said. “Silver, white. It was huge. It all happened so fast."
"You said he drove toward Mulletville?"
"Yes, that's right, Officer."
"Probably some drunk,” Rutkowski muttered.
"Aren't you going to put out an APB?” asked the little girl.
Officer Rutkowski laughed. “You must watch cop shows. Yes, I called it in."
The girl kicked the front tire, her arms crossed, frowning, stepping in and out of the beam of the cop's headlight, watching her shadow. “Can we go yet? I have a French test tomorrow I have to study for."
"I'll let you go as soon as I have all the information from your mother."
"It's the other guy's fault. Why don't you go after him?"
He laughed again and turned to the mother. “I was never that smart at her age. Were you?” He turned back to the girl. “It usually takes about twenty minutes. I have to type in the crash report on the car computer."
Before he got to his car, he heard tires crunching behind him. It was a sheriff's car. Two deputy sheriffs got out and walked up to him.
* * * *
"Why are there so many cops, Mom?” Sophie whispered. “It was just a fender bender. Why are they yelling at each other?"
The new arrivals appeared nervous, hurried, and self-important, as if they were classroom monitors trying to calm a tornado of spitballs before the principal walks in. “The new officers are sheriff's deputies,” Donna explained to Sophie. “The other one is Florida Highway Patrol."
"What's the difference?"
"FHP is supposed to handle traffic accidents."
"Then what are the other guys here for?"
They watched FHP Officer Rutkowski stomp back to his squad car and talk on his radio. He had one leg inside the car, the other on the ground. After a minute, he pulled his left leg into the car and slammed the door. He started the engine and backed up, pausing to lower the window. A balled-up traffic report flew out the window. The car sped away.
It didn't make sense to Sophie. Why did the sheriff's deputies act like it was their fault? Demanding her mother's license and proof of insurance. Asking her if she'dbeen drinking. Asking her why she was parked where she was. What was she doing this time of night? Telling her she was wrong to have moved the car after the accident.
"We gave the same information to the other officer,” her mother said. “Why is the sheriff's department involved?"
"Just answer our questions, ma'am. Okay? Now tell me, has anyone in the vehicle sustained injury?
Donna hesitated before answering, surprised. Why would the deputy sheriff say that instead of, “Is anyone hurt?"
It occurred to her that perhaps she shouldn't admit she was fine. She had heard of people discovering they were hurt days after a crash, their eyes suddenly blurring, neck and back aching. Weird tingling. Numbness. Shooting pains. She knew that if she answered wrong, her husband would be angry—"Why don't you think before you open your trap?"—would accuse her of being emotional, of trying too hard to please. “Use your head for once."
It then occurred to her that maybe someone important had hit her. Someone with money.
"I feel pretty banged up,” she said softly.
And as if on cue, Sophie began to cry.
* * * *
The next morning Bill Crocker was cheerfully packing a small cooler with coldcuts and beer, the accident all but forgotten, hurrying to get out of the house before Meredith got up and started grilling him about all the men who descended on the house last night, when the phone rang. It was Roland Parker.
"A reporter called this morning—must've caught it on the scanner last night. The first thing he asked was if you'd had a urine drug test."
Crocker slapped the refrigerator angrily—some asshole reporter trying to make a mountain out of a molehill. “Who was it?"
"Clive Johnston, Capitol City Observer. I told him the deputies didn't think a urine test was necessary, and then he asked why not, since it's department policy to require any sheriff department employee in a crash in a county vehicle with over five hundred dollars’ worth of damage to have a urine drug test."
"What did you say?"
"I said that you are the sheriff, and that the policy doesn't apply to you."
"I can't believe you said that. How did he find out about the damage estimate?"
"Hell if I know. He asked what you were cited for."
Crocker caught his breath, sensing a fatal mistake, as if suddenly noticing the gate left open to a bull pen. “What was I cited for?"
"Nothing. Nobody wrote you a ticket. Did you want them to? He wanted to know why the sheriff's deputies dismissed the FHP officer who was already at the scene."
Crocker noticed he was sweating. “What did you say?"
"I told him it was none of his damn business."
"You didn't."
"Of course not. I said that department policy provides an option for the sheriff's office to investigate accidents involving department vehicles."
"Can I put you on speaker for a second?” Crocker went to the sink and splashed his face with cold water.
Parker rambled on. “The reporter wanted to know why you took off. He wanted to know where you'd been before the accident."
Crocker wiped his face with a paper towel, then tossed it into the trash. He missed and had to pick it up.
"How much did you have to drink?” asked Parker.
"Nothing I couldn't handle. Nobody at the bar will say anything. I'll have the deputies write me up a ticket."
"You can't change the date and time. It's all computerized."
"Shit."
Parker cleared his throat and lowered his voice. “Summer wasn't with you, was she?"
Crocker was taken aback. He had never told Parker about any of his “lady friends.” He'd almost forgotten that Summer had joined them at the bar, listening as Mayes pressed him on the campaign, flattering him, making him feel important, all the while her Cheshire Cat smile mocking him, getting him hot, and making it worse by running her finger over his ear there in the parking lot—"You want to find a boat?"—then acting all concerned—"Are you okay to drive?"—when he said he had to get home. Thank God they had separated there. He understood how it would have made things worse. Much worse. “No,” Crocker said. “I was alone."
"Well, at least there's that."
Crocker's wife, Meredith, wandered into the kitchen, her hair in curlers, tugging a lavender housecoat over her breasts. Like his grandmother in the ‘fifties. Crocker cringed. What was wrong with her? Since she'd gone through menopause, she'd become nervous and flighty, reading her Bible at all hours, quoting scripture, scurrying around the edges of the house like a mouse. Better she know as little as possible.
"Did something happen, honey?” Meredith asked.
"I'm on the phone,” he snapped, turning away. He couldn't bear to look at her.
She shuffled over to the coffee maker, back into his line of vision, where she poured coffee into a Hannah Montana mug she had bought for their granddaughter. Why couldn't she use a normal mug? She picked up a pencil by the telephone, turned to the entertainment page without looking at the headlines, and settled down at the kitchen table to do the Sudoku.
Crocker left the room continuing his conversation. “I'll call Palmer Tharpe,” he said into the phone. “He owes me."
A half-hour later, Sophie Brinkmeyer charged down the back stairs into the kitchen, sneakers in one hand, hockey stick in the other. Her mother said she didn't have to go to school because of the crash, but she felt excited, as if she had burst through some kind of cocoon, no longer a child, ready to take flight.
She dumped her things on the table and went to the cabinet by the microwave for a box of cereal. She'd have to eat it dry in the car—Cindy's mom was picking her up in two minutes. She plopped down in the chair to lace up her shoes when she heard angry voices coming from the living room.
"Did you have your back end sticking into the street?” Her father sounded like he was about to blow a gasket.
"No, of course not, Tom."
"Then how could he crash into you?"
"I don't know. We were just sitting there."
"You let them leave without giving you a name? Are you stupid?"
"They said they'd call today and arrange to fix everything. I asked for a name, but they wouldn't tell me."
Sophie hated it when her mother's voice got whiny. She quickly wrote a note telling her that she had field hockey practice—in case she'd forgotten—and asked her to pick her up at five. She grabbed her gym bag, stuffed two apples in a side pocket, picked up her stick, tucked the cereal box under her arm, and opened the back door. The last thing she heard her father say—in an angry, rising voice—was, “I'd like to know what son-of-a-bitch thinks he can hit you and just drive away.” She closed the door on the rest.
"Tom,” Donna pleaded, “it's my car, I'll take care of it."
"What if our insurance rates go up? Someone's got to pay for that. I want to know who did this! I want him fired."
"Tom, please."
He brushed past her and picked up the phone. He called his friend Roger, who had a lift in his barn where he changed oil and fixed cars. Tom asked if he knew where the sheriff's department got their fleet worked on. “Up in Capitol City at Star Chevrolet, last I heard,” said Roger. “I know a guy there. What's this about?” Tom told Roger the story. “I need to know if any of the sheriff's cars came in last night."
Within ten minutes, Roger called back. “The sheriff's Escalade was there on the lot this morning, the front passenger door all scraped up, a dented front fender and broken mirror. About three thousand dollars’ worth of damage."
"You get the license number?"
"The plates were off, but he gave me the VIN.” Tom thanked Roger and hung up.
"What are you going to do?” Donna asked worriedly. “It's just the fender. And the taillight. They said they'd pay for it."
"It looks like the sheriff hit you, honey. The sheriff hit you and took off.” Tom calmly picked up his mug of coffee, sat down in front of the television set, and turned it on. “We're gonna call a lawyer. That's what we're gonna to do."
* * * *
"I wish I could do something about the reporters, Bill. Life would be a whole lot simpler around here."
State Attorney General Palmer Tharpe looked up as the boat lift gently lowered his twenty-seven-foot Pro-Line powerboat into the warm Gulf water. He had been looking forward to an entire day of grouper fishing with no distractions. Unfortunately for him, he wasn't out on the water yet and his cell phone still worked.
"I suppose we've got to charge you with something,” he chuckled. “If more reporters call, just say the state attorney general has opened an investigation. No comment. I gotta go. Don't worry about. I'll handle it."
"What about the drinking?"
"No breathalyzer test, no urine test, no proof. Don't worry about it."
Sheriff Crocker was not reassured.
* * * *
The news spread like a virus.
FHP Officer Randy Rutkowski, who had left the scene in a huff, and who, like many FHP Officers, nursed an intense dislike for the sheriff's department, told his wife Patti, who then called her brother, Alfred Lowrey, a retired airline pilot, who, because his property taxes were three times that of a lot next-door owned by Sheriff Crocker, hated the man, and spent the night e-mailing his friends, many of whom had campaigned for Sam Sweeney, Crocker's rival for sheriff, and had long e-mail lists, one of which, compiled by the Coast Guard Auxiliary for hurricane emergencies, included nearly everyone within ten miles of the Gulf.
By the time most residents of Walker County had their morning coffee and turned on their computers, they knew that Sheriff Crocker had crashed into a young mother and daughter on Azalea Park Road, and had taken off.
By six o'clock that evening, there was a petition for Sheriff Crocker's resignation on PeoplesPetition.com. Before midnight, three hundred people had signed it.
* * * *
Summer Dayes heard about it the next morning. She was stretching in front of the television, waiting for the local weather forecast, her head over her knees, when she recognized his voice.
"Sheriff Crocker! Is it true that you crashed into a woman and her daughter inside a parked car last night and left without stopping?” A young female reporter shoved a microphone in his face as he was walked into the station.
Crocker looked stunned, trapped. “I need to get to work. I cannot comment at this time."
The reporter pressed on. “How many drinks did you have at Magnolia Spring Country Club?"
"I assure you, that wasn't a factor. It's a curvy road. It was a split-second situation. I don't think anyone could've avoided it."
"Why did you leave? Were you afraid of a DUI? You had your Escalade taken to get repaired late at night. Was that part of a cover-up?"
Crocker swiveled, looking for an escape, then crossed his arms and glared at the reporter. “Look. I was wrong to leave the scene. I screwed up, you know. I apologize to the citizens of Walker County, but this hasn't affected their safety one bit. We have one of the safest counties in the state and nothing is going to change that. The citizens deserve better, so I'm going to do better. I'm a human being. I'm not perfect."
"Why weren't you charged with anything? Why weren't you given a sobriety test?"
"I am paying for the damage to the woman's car and will work for a week without pay. That should save the county about two thousand dollars."
Captain Roland Parker managed to pull Crocker inside the sheriff's department, while saying to the reporter, “The sheriff has asked the state attorney general to open an investigation. I'm sure all of your questions will be answered."
Summer stood up, dizzy for a moment, swaying. She turned off the television and stumbled out the screen door for her morning jog. She headed down to Sandy Point Beach. The jarring of her body felt oddly disconnected to the pounding of her feet.
How could he do such a thing? His cavalier excuse that he “screwed up” was so—she searched for the right word—offensive.
She left the road and jogged over the sand dunes, through the oat grass and dollar weed to the wide white beach. Three miles of sand and not a soul around. Usually this was where she would lengthen her stride and pick up her pace, but she slowed to a stop, mesmerized by the shimmering waves.
A great blue heron waded in the shallow water fishing for pinfish. It eyed her but did not move. A dolphin, slicing past, puffed for air.
So this is it, she thought. It's over. Even if Bill managed to keep her name out of it.
She expelled a breath, relieved.
Summer was not quite sure why she had gotten involved with Sheriff Bill Crocker in the first place. He was a man used to being in control, who enjoyed control; she valued her freedom above all else. He had assets of several million dollars, mostly from land deals he had made to developers, yet the idea of him as a powerful man seemed laughable to her—he was a redneck sheriff.
They had almost nothing in common.
They met at an exhibit of her photography at the Capitol City Airport, a group of her wildlife photos, and a series featuring the rusty trucks on Route 19. He came up and told her that the trucks were from his great uncle's farm, that he had learned to drive in one of them. He bought five of the photos, took her card, and began calling her every day with an idea of something for her to photograph—an old boat, a derelict house on stilts, a nest of hatching sea-turtle eggs. He'd be glad to show her. Finally she agreed, even though it was obvious what he was really after.
He was charming and told wonderful stories. He had wonderful salt-and-pepper hair, short and thick, hair that made you want to run barefoot through it. They had lots of laughs.
Yet she hated the rigid way he viewed the world, his insistence on “Christian family values” when she knew he had always cheated on his wife and only went to church before elections. And even though she was the current cause of his infidelity, she couldn't stand his wanton disregard for his wife, as if she were a servant rather than his spouse.
She liked to tease him, never cruelly, but to show he had no power over her. It was titillating, an aphrodisiac—like taunting an alligator with a broomstick.
Summer waded out into the tepid Gulf water, tea-colored from tannins washed into the bay from the last thunderstorm. Her feet sank into the silky sand, the waves lapped gently on her calves.
It had been wrong from the beginning. She had to end it.
But how?
He was a vengeful man. He might get her fired from her job teaching art in the local schools. There were a half-dozen ways he could make her life difficult. She supposed she would have to move.
Summer waded out forty feet before finding water deep enough to swim. It felt thick and heavy on her skin.
How she longed for the sparkling, crashing waves of the Pacific, cold, exhilarating, pounding down on top of her, tossing her, twisting her. She longed for the endless beaches of San Diego, and the jagged cliffs of Big Sur. She longed to return to California.
It was time for a change.
* * * *
Zeke Fullerton, personal injury lawyer, stopped by the Brinkmeyers’ at 7:30 p.m. after Tom and Donna got home from work. As soon as he heard that the sheriff was involved, he offered to waive the initial consultation fee.
"Are you having headaches, Mrs. Brinkmeyer? Neck aches? Back pain? Vision problems? Are you anxious? Trouble sleeping? Have you had to hire household help? Are you going to take time off from work? Is Sophie having trouble concentrating at school? Any discipline problems?"
So many questions! Donna felt confused and angry. Why did this happen to her? She didn't deserve it. Everything this lawyer said felt like someone poking her with a knitting needle. She didn't want to be there, didn't want to do this. She sat on the sofa and put her head in her hands.
Then she felt it. A stab at the base of her neck. And sharp tingling down her spine.
"Answer him, Donna,” Tom said, biting his lips, his eyes snakelike and shiny, the way he looked when he checked his Saturday-night lottery ticket.
Tears sprang to her eyes. Yes, she was emotional and anxious. Yes, she was afraid to get into the car, afraid to pull out in traffic, especially in Mulletville, where the rednecks in their trucks never stopped before darting out in front of you. So many bills, so many errands to cram into one day, everyone wanting something from her—Mom, could you pick me up at . . . Mom, could you get me . . . Darling, remember I asked you—sure she was having trouble sleeping. She had always had back trouble, but now it was worse.
"I think we have a good case,” said the lawyer.
"How much do you think we could get?” asked Tom, which made Donna blush and look away.
The lawyer smiled and wrote a number on a slip of paper.
"He barely hit me!” Donna protested.
The lawyer took Donna's hand. His fingers were long, his palm dry, almost as if dusted with baby powder. “I know you may feel we're taking advantage of the situation, but look at it this way. If criminal law fails to find justice, civil law has to step in. Like in the O.J. Simpson case."
"A hundred thousand dollars?” Donna looked at Tom, aghast, but there scratching at the back of her brain was a shopping list that got longer and longer the more she thought about it.
"Maybe more,” the lawyer said. “The sheriff should be held to a higher standard."
"How long will it take"—Donna lifted her face, daring, for the first time, to look the lawyer in the eyes—"before we get the money?"
* * * *
Bill Crocker bolted up in bed, heart pounding, covered in sweat. He was there again, at the accident, trying to take it back, trying to change the outcome, the scene playing over and over in his head, relentlessly, like some godawful TV commercial. How could he have been so stupid? He wanted to turn off his brain, but he couldn't. It was agonizing.
He looked at the clock—2:30 a.m. Meredith snored softly on her side, turned away from him. He felt completely nauseated.
He rolled out of bed, shuffled to his office, and turned on his computer. It was like picking a scab—he had to see what they were saying about him now: “Just because he's sheriff, he thinks the laws don't apply to him?” “What a jerk!” “Time for this good ole boy to resign.” “Arrogant SOB!” “Anybody else in Walker County would've gotten arrested on a DUI and a hit-and-run!” “Drunken trash!” “He rigged the election. Now he's committing crimes!” “Scumbag!” “HE HIT A CAR WITH A CHILD IN IT AND LEFT!!!!” “Either fire him or change the law so next time I get drunk and do a hit-and-run I can go home first and sober up, then have one of my friends investigate the accident for me.” “Time to go, Crocker! It's time for change."
Over a thousand people had now signed the online petition demanding his resignation.
Why, why, why didn't he stop and talk to the woman. Pay her there? He always carried at least five hundred on him.
He tried to conjure the very moment when he turned the steering wheel, for he must've done that, driving down the straight black asphalt, sixty miles an hour, his eyelids feeling thick and heavy, pressing down on the gas pedal, anxious to get home, then seeing the white egret by the road, a sick bird, a wounded bird, leaning forward, squinting, and a hand, not his hand, but a wicked, gleeful force pushing the steering wheel right toward the bird, to kill the wretched bird.
Why had he been afraid? Why flee? He recalled the jolting panic as if he had seen a gigantic boulder rolling toward him, threatening to crush him—he had to move, had to get out of the way.
Bill realized that he had not been afraid of the FHP slapping him with a DUI, or of losing his office, or confronting a furious driver, or paying thousands of dollars. It was a much greater fear that had made him run.
He feared his luck was running out.
* * * *
Crocker jerked awake at the sound of screaming, simultaneously realizing that he must've fallen asleep at his computer, that it was morning, and that the screaming was his wife, Meredith, downstairs. He jumped up, grabbed a loaded shotgun, and charged down the hall.
The front door was half open. He saw her lavender housecoat, legs akimbo, her hands slapping away an invisible force. He ran up, shoved her out of the way, and swung wide the door.
She did not stop screaming.
* * * *
An hour later, Clive Johnston kissed his sleeping wife and infant daughter, called his editor at the Capitol City Observer, who was already at his desk, and told him he was headed south into Walker County.
It felt a bit like entering enemy territory.
He first drove past the scene of the accident, a part of Azalea Park Drive that was without curves or hills. The mailbox still leaned and had a scrape down the side.
He then interviewed Donna Brinkmeyer, who complained tearfully that “Sheriff Crocker apologized on television to everyone but me. He lives on my street, but he didn't even bother to call.” Her husband, Tom Brinkmeyer, who held his wife's hand during the interview, claimed that his wife was a “physical and emotional wreck.” They would not discuss their personal-injury lawsuit against the sheriff.
Around lunchtime, Johnston walked into Magnolia Spring Country Club. The bartender, a pre-med student from the local university, new at the job, who didn't even know who Sheriff Crocker was, called up the tab on the computer. On the night of the accident, Sheriff Crocker ordered six Crown Royals and one white wine. Several people who had been at the bar that night, including Crocker's friend Donald Mayes, defended him, saying that “the sheriff was buying rounds for everyone,” and that “the drinks are notoriously stingy.” Two people mentioned a blonde in her thirties who had sat with Crocker and Mayes, but no one knew her name.
At the sheriff station he attempted to interview the sheriff's deputies who had arrived at the crash. Both were on “sick leave."
Johnston called his editor with his findings.
"How much did you say the bar tab was?” his editor asked.
"Twenty-two ninety-eight."
"For seven drinks? I need to move to Walker County."
"The bartender said he got an owner-employee discount."
"You mean Crocker is one of the bar owners?"
"I don't know. Let me do some checking."
Clive Johnston spent the rest of the day in the Mulletville Records Office. Not only was Sheriff Crocker part owner of Magnolia Spring Country Club, his wife was listed as the owner of the Magnolia Spring Club Bar, a separate LLC. Johnston called his editor again.
"I did some checking on this side,” his editor said. “Looks like our sheriff is in violation of Florida statute 561.25, which prohibits any sheriff from being employed, directly or indirectly, by any business that sells alcohol, or from owning stock or interest in such a business. If he's guilty, the sheriff would automatically be removed from office."
And all of this was printed on the front page of the Capitol City Observer.
* * * *
"They want change? I am change!"
Crocker stomped back and forth in his living room, glaring at Marshall Getty, across the room. “Forty years ago there was no law enforcement. No court system. Every law in the book was broken—from moonshiners to domestic violence, to drug dealing and dumping and hunting and fishing violations. As long as you didn't rob their house or murder their wife, nobody cared what you did. I brought law to Walker County. I built a prison. I busted the ring of methamphetamine manufacturers. I brought in ecotourism. I brought in the solar-power plant. There's not one family in Walker County—not one—I haven't helped out. I've given my life to these people. Why do they hate me?"
"You've been a good sheriff,” Getty mumbled, placatingly. “I suggest we try to settle this out of court."
"She's lying! I barely tapped her. It's bullshit!"
"The jury pool is mostly people who work in Capitol City, mostly Democrats. You will not win in court. Zeke Fullerton knows that. That's why he's asking for two hundred thousand."
"What a snake."
"I want to offer him fifty. I think he'll recommend to the family they take it."
"And if they don't?"
"Then we'll offer more."
"This is crazy! There's nothing wrong with that woman."
"That woman? A jury will feel they have to send a message—that no one is above the law."
"It's all about the election. You know that, don't you? The Capitol City Observer, all those people on the Internet—they all supported Sam Sweeney. They're exploiting this to try to get me out."
"You won by forty votes. You can see how there might be some resentment there."
"I won, goddamnit! Fair and square."
"Are you sure?"
"It's not my fault if I have enthusiastic supporters."
"They intimidated people, they stole Sweeney's campaign signs, they threatened to boycott businesses that displayed Sweeney posters, your deputies gave tickets to people with Sweeney bumper stickers, a bag of ballots went missing for twenty-four hours, and in the last half-hour of voting ten cars filled with your supporters came to vote. They were drunk."
"I'm supposed to stop people from campaigning for me?"
"Look, I'm not fighting you. I'm your lawyer. I'm on your side. I'm just saying that there might be a reason some people might question the election."
"They set me up. They'll do anything to throw me out."
"Now you're being paranoid."
"Paranoid! Someone dumps a dead boar on my doorstep for my wife to find and I'm being paranoid? Screw you!"
"Bill, stop!"
"I won't stop. I made this place, and now those retired Jewish transplants are trying to take it away from me."
"You're being irrational. A lot of locals voted for Sam Sweeney, Bill."
"Screw you!"
* * * *
The next day, Palmer Tharpe's office charged Crocker with leaving the scene of a crash, a second-degree misdemeanor punishable by up to sixty days in jail and a $500 fine, and cited him for careless driving, a $146 fine. Arraignment was set for Thursday.
That morning there was a lot of excitement outside the courthouse. Dozens of spectators arrived, pouring out of battered trucks, hopping off motorcycles, dressed in jeans and boots. Even one or two RVs pulled up. The local television station arrived with a van and cameraman.
Bill and his lawyer arrived in Getty's Mercedes, slowly pushing through the crowd. A middle-aged woman in jeans was handing out green T-shirts that read “Crocker is my Sheriff!” left over from the election campaign. She wore her gray hair in a ponytail and ordered people to put away their beer cans and pick up signs, some of which were misspelled—"I Love My Sherrif!” “Transplants go home!” “Crocker Won, Sorry Loosers Suck!"
Bill smiled. It was Debra Sue Dobson, looking good. Now that's loyalty. He waved, but she didn't glance up. He walked up the courthouse steps to sporadic but enthusiastic cheering. It made Bill feel better.
"It'll look more impressive on TV,” Getty said. “I had my assistant make some calls. She did the best she could. Lots of these folk don't have e-mail."
"Oh,” said Bill, disappointed.
Getty led him to a small room on the first floor. He had no intention of seeing the inside of the courtroom upstairs.
Judge Warren, who was in a particularly good mood and started the pretrial conference bragging about the twenty-six-inch redfish he'd caught that weekend, accepted a plea deal. For the charge of leaving the scene of a crash, Crocker was sentenced to three months of administrative probation, during which time he had to abstain from alcohol. He had to write a public letter of apology to the crash victims, pay $350 in court costs, pay to have both vehicles fixed, and pay a $146 ticket for the careless-driving citation. The judge withheld adjudication of guilt, which meant that “technically” Sheriff Crocker was not convicted of the offense.
The verdict appeased no one.
* * * *
The reporters were relentless. Each day something new was published in the Capital City Observer about Sheriff Crocker's “imperial rule” over Walker County. Then a posse of ball-busting auditors and monitors descended on him. The State Tax Assessor was questioning the low tax assessment on dozens of his properties. The Florida Legal Ethics Board was questioning his dismissal of sheriff's deputies who campaigned for Sam Sweeney in the previous election. The Board of County Commissioners called for an audit of the sheriff's department. Then Walker County Bank filed a lawsuit seeking foreclosure on Magnolia Spring Country Club for failure to make mortgage payments and to pay taxes. His own cousin, bank vice-president Gary Curtis, signed for the plaintiff.
Everyone was turning against him. Even Meredith suggested he retire. There had to be a way out. If only he could explain himself.
He called Clive Johnston and said he would give him an exclusive. Marshall Getty put a stop to that. “You need to stay out of the limelight, Bill. Take a vacation. Just cool it. It'll die down."
But he didn't want to cool it. He waited until Sunday afternoon. Then made the call.
"I'm ready,” he said. He hadn't talked to Donald Mayes since the accident. “How do we start?"
"What are you talking about?” Mayes seemed preoccupied.
"I'm ready to run for state representative."
There was silence on the other end of the line. “You have another three and a half years as sheriff, Bill. A lot can happen in that time."
"But the election for state rep is next year."
Another pause. He could almost hear Mayes thinking. “Look, Bill, I've got to be frank with you. You've lost a lot of support. I'm not sure you could win."
"Sure I can. The people here love me. We're family. They'll come around."
"I don't think so."
"Sure they will."
Again silence. “I've talked to Sam Sweeney. We've started a fund-raising plan."
"Sweeney's a Democrat!"
"Nobody cares about parties anymore, Bill. They vote for the man. And he's a good man."
"And I'm not?"
"You're damaged goods."
* * * *
Bill found Summer in her garden, dressed in jeans and a man's sleeveless undershirt, pruning her fig tree. He loved how tan and strong she was. He loved her long blond braid, how it swung back and forth as her muscled arms squeezed the clippers.
He took her by the hand and made her sit down on the stone bench beside the roses. “Belize,” he said, watching her blue eyes brighten as he made his proposal. “I'll raise horses, you can do your photography. I'll sell everything. I'll have my pension, plus Social Security. Down there we'll be rich. You can sell this place or not—whatever you want. But come with me. I beg you."
Summer looked at him, his face flushed, eyes watery, shining with passion, his smile—tentative, anguished—almost a grimace, the pores on his nose oozing oils. He looked like a man on the edge of losing control.
"There's everything you like down there,” he continued. “Wildlife, beautiful beaches and jungle, great food. Will you come with me?"
Summer felt a chill of excitement. Escape. Change. Two things she longed for. To a country she often dreamed of. She imagined for a moment living with him, two expatriates, thrown together in an intensely coupled way. Living every day with him. Watching him get old. Taking care of him.
Suddenly she found him oppressive; her nostrils pinched from the smell of onions and shrimp on him. His hands were clammy, and under his armpits, dark crescent moons of sweat. He was pathetic, repulsive. Even his perfect helmet of gray hair was mussed and greasy.
"I'm sorry, Bill,” she said. “I can't."
He took her hand, desperate, pulling her to him. “It'll be wonderful. Sun all year long. Complete freedom to do whatever we want."
"No,” she said, pushing away. “I don't want to."
"You have to,” he said. He grabbed her hands and kissed her palms, his hands sliding up her forearms, clutching hard, diving in for a kiss, mashing his lips on hers, cutting her with his teeth. “I don't have to,” she yelled. She staggered back, her weight thrown against a potting table made from a door on sawhorses. The table crashed to the ground, tools flying, clay pots smashing everywhere. Still he came, seizing her hands, pushing her down on top of the door, clinging to her like a drowning man, probing under her shirt, ripping the buttons, grinding his pelvis into her, then yanking down her zipper and pulling her pants off her hips. “Get off me! You disgust me!” she cried, flailing against him.
He placed his hands around her neck, his thumbs on her windpipe, his face inches from hers, red as if his skin had been stripped off, his bloody facial muscles exposed. He pressed down with his thumbs until she gurgled, her hands slapping his hands, feet kicking.
Suddenly he stopped, as if seeing something in her face that surprised him—her disgust, her contemptuous lips, her taunting eyes, daring him to kill her.
He stood up, dazed, his erection fading. He watched her cough and roll to her side, her hands fluttering around her bruised neck.
He turned and lurched out of the yard.
* * * *
You don't expect it to end like this, sitting in a 1946 Dodge truck, rusty springs digging into your back. You never think that your last view of life will be through the jagged edges of a broken windshield, your last smell that of dust, rat shit, and jasmine. You don't expect it to happen when you are sixty-two.
He sat with a Colt .45 in his hand, listening. A truck sped away behind a wall of slash pines. A twig snapped as a rattlesnake glided under a dry palmetto. A crenellated woodpecker jackhammered a dead oak.
Turkey vultures circled above.
It was hot. The air pressed in on him, pushing down on his chest. He could hardly breathe. This must be how it feels to be in a traffic accident, he thought, sheet metal bent like crinkled tinfoil around your body, pressing your internal organs together, cutting off air and blood. Nothing real pressed in on him—no airbag or dashboard or dented roof—only this thick, wet, crushing heaviness.
He looked at the gun in his hand, its handsome, black-matte finish. He had never fired it on the job. He had always hoped he'd never have to use it, his insurance policy, carrying it just in case, always in his car even when he was off duty. Even to church.
Was there really no other way?
He thought of Debra Sue Dobson—It all started with her, didn't it?—kneeling deep in the forest picking up worms while her husband rubs a stick in the ground like a caveman starting a fire, her fingers sifting through pine needles as streaks of sunlight shine between the slash pines. Some guy from California made a video about them, and now Debra Sue and her husband were all over the Internet like that frumpy English woman who could sing like a lark. They had become folk heroes, interviewed by People magazineand Good Morning America. An apparel manufacturer was designing a jeans line named after them, and they were in negotiations with a brewery to put their picture on a new label called Worm Gruntin’ Beer.
The worm grunters were going to be rich. He'd heard that they had bid on the twenty-nine-thousand-dollar tax lien on Magnolia Spring Country Club. So now he owed them money.
Debra Sue Dobson, sixteen, offering to sleep with him, her cutoff jeans partly unzipped to accommodate her bulging belly.
He began to laugh. Until tears fell down his face. Then he stopped.
The air was still. Cicadas wheezed in the grasses around him.
The gun was warm now—from the sun coming in through the cracked windshield, and from his sweaty palm. He put the barrel in his mouth. He pulled the trigger.
He didn't hear the shot, but felt warmth pour over his body, like the tepid gulf water in July during scalloping season, opening day, he, his brother Danny, and Dad, motoring to the grass flats around Grey Mare Rock with dozens of other boats, families in snorkel gear frolicking in the three-foot water, chasing after the scallops, which dart away, snapping their shells in annoyance, propelling themselves through the grasses like in a Disney cartoon, and on the boat, Danny squealing as he jumps in the water, Dad chugging a beer, and he burst out of the water with a furious spitting scallop in each hand, laughing, victorious.
Copyright © 2010 Ruth Francisco
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Reviews: THE JURY BOX by Jon L. Breen
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Expanding previously published short stories into novels—cannibalizing as Raymond Chandler called it—has a long history in crime and mystery fiction, and some of the best writers in the field have practiced it. Still, it can be a tricky proposition.
*** Loren D. Estleman: Alone, Forge, $24.99. The second novel about UCLA film detective and wannabe movie theater operator Valentino is based on the short story “Garbo Writes” (EQMM, February 2007). The well-honed basic plot, concerning lost letters of Greta Garbo, is the same, so obviously a good deal of filler was necessary to get it to 250 pages. Such fine prose, witty dialogue, and movie-buff nuggets make up the filler, along with a couple of romantic subplots, that readers like me who admire Estleman's style and share his enthusiasm for vintage cinema won't mind a bit. Sixteen pages of provocatively annotated bibliography and filmography are appended. (But he's too dismissive of Louise Brooks and Ricardo Cortez. The former was more than a geek's screensaver, and the latter, as well as being Garbo's first leading man and the first movie Sam Spade, was the best of the 1930s Perry Masons.)
*** Barbara Hamilton: The Ninth Daughter, Berkley, $14. In the first of a projected series, Abigail Adams investigates murder during the run-up to the Boston Tea Party. Paul Revere is on hand, and John Adams appears as supportive spouse, but the most interesting historical figure in the cast is cousin Sam Adams, a righteous rabble-rouser. The writing, the mystery, and the period details (political, religious, social, and domestic) are all well-handled. Hamilton is the thinly disguised pseudonym of prolific historical novelist Barbara Hambly.
*** Rhodi Hawk: A Twisted Ladder, Forge, $14.99. Is the New Orleans family of psychologist Madeleine LeBlanc haunted by schizophrenia, river devils, or a combination of the two? Its action shifting between early 20th Century and the present, this Southern Gothic saga combines mystery and horror to fine effect. One of the more unusual trial scenes in fictional annals finds Madeleine trying to hold the family curse at bay to help to convict a murderer. (While an invisible demon wandering around the courtroom is perfectly believable, an attorney unnecessarily asking to treat as hostile a witness under cross-examination is not.)
*** Sharon Fiffer: Scary Stuff, Minotaur, $24.95. Jane Wheel, finder of oddball collectibles and sometime private eye, encounters two mysteries on a visit to California: Why are hostile strangers confronting her brother Michael (he looks like somebody but his eyes are different) and is he somehow involved in an Internet auction scam? Back in Illinois, the plot thickens to include Jane's plainspoken mother (a great role for the late Thelma Ritter), a reputedly haunted house elaborately decorated for Halloween, subtle and overt romantic complications, and, inevitably, murder. This is a prime example of the extended-family cozy, with strong writing, an unusual background, ingenious plot twists, and a nicely foreshadowed final escape ploy.
*** Al Roker and Dick Lochte: The Morning Show Murders, Delacorte, $26. Billy Blessing, Manhattan res-taurateur and TV chef who fills various roles on Wake Up America!, tells his story in humorous first person, and it's easy to picture Roker in the role. Savvy readers of celebrity mysteries always check out the professional collaborator, not always credited on the title page as here. Lochte, who has previously worked with Bill Shoemaker and Christopher Darden, besides writing the celebrated Sleeping Dog and several other novels, is one of the best. Though a mysterious death in Afghanistan and a faceless assassin known as Felix the Cat (complete with cartoon calling card) suggest an international thriller, this is a generously clued multi-twist whodunit at heart, expertly written and plotted.
*** Mark Coggins: The Big Wake-Up, Bleak House, $24.95 hardcover, $14.95 paperback. The fifth case for San Francisco private eye August Riordan begins with a stunning action scene of murder by cable car and proceeds to unveil a wildly unlikely and utterly entertaining pulp-magazine plot, in-cluding a sinister female villain known as Isis. The Maltese Falcon-style treasure hunt has a most intriguing MacGuffin which I will not reveal, though the overly informative blurb writer does. The author's photographs from cemeteries enliven, so to speak, the chapter headings. Coggins continues to favor Chandler's recipe for saving a scene: the sudden appearance of a man with a gun.
Earl Derr Biggers's last two Charlie Chan novels, Charlie Chan Carries On (1930) and Keeper of the Keys (1932), have been reprinted in handsome trade paper editions (Academy Chicago, $14.95 each). The latter is both the best fair-play puzzle in the series and the one most influenced by the screen version of Chan, but ironically the only novel in the series never adapted for film.
Hard Case Crime, which recently reprinted a novel by Robert B. Parker (but not the one we know), has concocted another attention-getting stunt. Glen Orbik's cover shows a sexy girl in a flimsy nightgown menaced by a muscular, tattooed man. At the top are the words “inspired by a true story"; printed over the illustration: “They All Answered to . . . The BODYMASTER!” The blurb on the back is headed “Years ago, a P.I. out of Chicago brought justice to a dirty town. Now he's going to pay.” The author, A.C. Doyle, is touted as “Best-Selling Author of ‘THE LOST WORLD’ “ and credited by Entertainment Weekly with an “unconventional, inquisitive imagination.” The title is The Valley of Fear. Yep, it's the fourth Sherlock Holmes novel, a classic repackaged (in a parody of 1950s paperback practice) as something other than what it is. Then, of course, the price would have been a quarter or maybe 35 cents. Now it's $7.99.
Speaking of the Baker Street sleuth, placing him in other fictional worlds was far less commonplace than now in 1975 when Sherlock Holmes's War of the Worlds (Titan, $9.95) was first published. Apart from H.G. Wells's Martian invaders, the five connected short stories by Manly Wade Wellman and Wade Wellman involve Holmes and Watson with Doyle's science-fictional character Professor Challenger and his own Watson figure, journalist Edward Malone. Longtime readers may recall that the elder Wellman won first prize in EQMM's first annual short-story contest for “A Star for a Warrior"(April 1946). l
Copyright © 2010 Jon L. Breen
* * * *
Don't Miss Our Podcasts!
EQMM and AHMM are exploring new media with podcast audio editions of stories from our archives. The two series will consist primarily of fiction, chosen and introduced by the magazines’ editors and offered free of charge.
We'll be posting new stories monthly via PodOmatic.com, which can be accessed from our Web site: www.themysteryplace.com.
As we add new podcasts, you'll find all types of mysteries represented—everything from the classical whodunit to pure suspense, P.I. stories, and urban noir. Some of the stories will be presented as readings, others as dramatizations of the original tales.
PodOmatic.com offers the chance to subscribe to either series or to sign up as a fan. Do try listening and let us know what you think!
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap12]
Novelette: SNAKESONG by Bill Pippin
Bill Pippin is the author of Wood-Hick, Pigs-Ear & Murphy, a historical narrative of Potter County, Pennsylvania, the setting for “Snake Song,” his EQMM debut. He currently lives in the mountains surrounding Silver City, New Mexico, where he continues to write essays, articles, and short stories. His work has appeared in Newsweek, Field & Stream, Reader's Digest, and other magazines. When he is not immersed in his own writing, he instructs new writers at the Long Ridge Writers Group.
I'm not a nice person, which is why Turley asked me to fly to Buffalo and fire Charlie Rush. “You can do it and sleep that night,” Turley said. “I can't."
Charlie had been with us for twenty-seven years and was doing a fine job, but with the downturn in the housing market chewing up the furniture business, we had to cut back. Charlie wasn't the only manager to go, just the hardest to let go. He had two girls in college, a son in high school, and his wife, Irene, had Parkinson's. Charlie was simply a good manager who was making too much money.
I flew to Buffalo on Friday morning, rented a car, and met Charlie for lunch. I gave him the bad news as soon as he finished his cheesecake and coffee. Charlie got right up from the table and stumbled to the men's room and I could almost hear him tossing his corned beef on rye.
When he came back, his eyes were pink. He took a sip of water and sat staring at his empty plate, slowly nodding his bald head. Finally he looked at me the way a pet calf that's just been auctioned to the highest bidder eyes the kid who raised him like a mother. I grabbed the check and walked away without looking back.
I'd anticipated the whole depressing scenario, which is why I'd arranged to spend the weekend with my old friend Merlin, who lived a few hours away in northern Pennsylvania. Merlin and I'd pretty much grown up together and though I hadn't seen him in several years, we kept in touch. He'd suggested we go rattlesnake hunting, which I thought should be an appropriate activity to keep me from dwelling on Charlie Rush.
I got there in time for a scotch before Merlin slapped a couple of steaks on the grill. He lived in a rustic cabin of his own making on treed acreage bordering a forest road. He had the true mountain-man look: long and lanky with a grizzled gray beard and deadpan eyes that upon provocation could spark with madness. A self-taught plumber and carpenter, Merlin picked up odd jobs here and there, making just enough to live on, leaving most of his time free to canoe the white water in Pine Creek and hunt and fish. Like me, Merlin had been married more than once and doubted he'd make that mistake again.
We caught up with each other that evening out on the porch. Next morning, after a late breakfast, we headed for the west side of the mountains above Cross Fork, where the annual June snake hunt would be held in a week. Merlin knew where to find snakes—under a brush pile, curled on a big flat rock, catching rays on a ledge. He'd grab a rattler behind the head with his aluminum snake-snagger and stretch it out for me to measure.
"Smell those cucumbers, Pete? That's rattlesnake you smell."
"Hold on to that sucker. I don't care to get bit."
"No big deal,” Merlin said, “long as you keep cool. Shock is what makes a snake bite bad. The shock sends venom racing to your heart. It's the shock that kills you. Just keep calm if you get bit."
"You bet I will."
By the end of the day, we'd found nine rattlesnakes of varying colors and sizes. Merlin kept a gold-black-gray one that measured a skosh over sixty-seven inches from fangs to rattler tip, a likely contender for the longest-snake trophy. The rest we turned loose.
Merlin slid our keeper into a gunnysack, wound a wire around the sack's neck, and laid it gently in the back of his Ford pickup. The sun was sinking low when we drove into the mountain village of Germania and were reminded by the lit-up Genesee beer sign in the window of the Germania Hotel that snake hunting can work up a thirst.
Except for busty Brenda behind the bar, the place was empty. But we'd hardly swallowed our first sip of Ginny draft when two fishermen strolled in: one narrow-hipped and broad-shouldered, wearing tight chinos and sunglasses; the other looking like he might've anchored somebody's defensive line at one time, wearing a long-billed cap more suitable for swordfish than trout, fatigue pants, and a sweat-stained Phillies T-shirt.
The locals called them flatlanders. Once I'd been called that myself. For some, it was an affectionate term of disparagement, but for the slob hunter or fisherman who showed disrespect for God's Country, flatlander was a synonym for dirtball.
The two men sat at the other end of the bar and Brenda called down, “What'll you guys have?"
The handsome one kept his sunglasses on and gazed around with his chin at a critical jut, seemingly seeing everything but us. The muscular one set a grimy paper cup on the bar and drummed his thick fingers. I could see he had a sizable chew in his jaw. Brenda stayed down at our end drying beer glasses until Handsome pulled out a wallet and dropped a fifty on the bar.
"Shot and a beer,” he said to no one in particular.
Muscles spat into his cup. “Same here."
For the next ten minutes or so, between tossing shots and sucking beer, they grumbled about the poor fishing in Kettle Creek. I noticed that Handsome kept glancing up at the wall behind the bar where a rattlesnake, skinned and splayed on a varnished plank, had been hanging for decades. Eventually he took off his sunglasses for a better look.
"That's some snake,” he said as Brenda poured him another shot. “From around here?"
"Long time ago."
"What'll you take for it?"
Brenda glanced up at the snake and back at Handsome.
"Twenty bucks?” Handsome said.
"I only work here,” Brenda said. “Ain't mine to sell."
"Easy twenty. You can say somebody walked out with it when you weren't looking."
Brenda wiped the bar and avoided looking at Handsome.
"We're outta here first thing in the morning,” he said.
Brenda picked up some of his money and went to the register. When she brought his change back she didn't say anything.
"Twenty bucks.” He tapped the twenty. “More than that mangy skin's worth."
"Gotta agree with you there,” Brenda said.
Handsome picked up his change, not leaving a tip. “Hell, keep the damned thing then."
I could see Brenda didn't like his tone. She turned and leaned her butt against the back counter, crossed her arms under her breasts, and stared at Handsome with brown eyes turning black. Merlin took a long drink of beer, squinting at her along his glass. I knew if trouble started we'd be right in the middle of it. Then Merlin turned to the two flatlanders and asked, “Wanta buy a snakeskin?"
"Can you sell it to me?” Handsome asked.
"We got one better,” Merlin said.
"How much?"
Merlin turned to me, scratching his beard. “I'd say . . . fifty. What you say, Pete? Twenty-five for each of us?"
I assumed Merlin was trying to divert Handsome's attention from Brenda, thereby saving him from getting a bottle upside the head from her or an ass-kicking from Merlin.
"Thirty,” Handsome said.
"I'm talking five feet of prime rattlesnake, friend."
Handsome stared at the snakeskin on the wall, then asked Muscles, “What d'you think?"
Muscles spat into his cup. “What the hell you want with that thing, man?"
"In my den. I got all them heads, now I need a snakeskin.” Handsome looked at Merlin. “Better be all of five feet."
"Trust me,” Merlin said.
"With a head?"
"With a head."
"All the rattles, fangs, everything?"
"Fully equipped."
"Where?"
"Out in my truck,” Merlin said.
"Bring it in so I can see it in the light."
Merlin slid off the stool and went out the door. I had no idea what he had in mind, unless he meant to dispatch our snake and skin it on the spot. His leaving gave me a better look at Handsome, who I'd been thinking looked familiar. It was slowly coming back to me.
In a few minutes Merlin returned and with him came that locust-swarming sound of one pissed-off rattlesnake. Stopping near the door, Merlin undid the wire. The rattlesnake keening was scary enough, but the sight of that gunny- sack with its bulging sides trying to go in all directions at once captured those two flatlanders’ full attention. Muscles turned on his stool and stared. Handsome jumped up, waving both hands in an effort to stop Merlin.
"You got a live snake in there, man?!"
They both tiptoed sideways around Merlin and right when they were closest, he yanked the wire free. The rattler's head shot up from the gunnysack like a singing jack-in-the-box, all eyes, fangs, and Hannibal Lecter tongue.
A sound like a baby mewing came from one of the flatlanders. Dancing and shuffling and swapping places, they worked against each other at first, then together, to squeeze as one past Merlin and out the door. We heard a rapid clumping on the wooden porch, scurrying shoes across the parking lot, the roar of a truck engine, tires spinning in gravel, then tires squealing on asphalt.
Merlin gave the gunnysack a little shake and twisted the neck tight again. “Well, hell, there goes fifty bucks."
"That crap ain't good for business, you guys,” Brenda said.
I could place the two flatlanders now. They took me back nearly twenty years to when I was in my teens. My family owned a rustic log cabin on six sloping Potter County acres bordering Pine Creek, about an hour's drive from our home in Williamsport. Our little piece of God's Country was where we spent most of our free time, tapping maple trees to make syrup in a sugar shack down by the creek, fishing, hunting white-tailed deer, hiking the trails, canoeing white water. We spent every Christmas in that cabin, every Independence Day, every Thanksgiving, every hunting and fishing season. I spent my summers there with my mom while Dad commuted back and forth to Williamsport. That's how I got to know Merlin.
I had a dog I loved, a black shepherd-Lab mix named Licorice. A one-boy dog who liked to swim in the creek and chase squirrels and groundhogs, a dog with an arrogant strut that earned him the nickname Slick Lick.
Across the winding road in front of our cabin and up the hill a ways was an older camp, painted tacky blue, owned by a Philadelphia family. Dad tried to make friends with them but they seemed to resent us building our cabin on land that stood between them and Pine Creek. They were flatlanders like us, but their camp had been there longer, making us intruders in their eyes. Two brothers from that other camp who looked to be in their twenties often tramped across our land to fish Pine Creek. I never knew their names. They enjoyed eating their lunch down by the creek and leaving their trash for us to clean up.
One day during doe season Dad stood in front of our cabin and watched the two blasting away at whitetails on the hill behind us. They were shooting right over our roof, so intent on hitting a deer they didn't notice Dad. The boom of those deer rifles echoing across the valley and off the surrounding mountains sounded like artillery fire. When the two brothers did notice Dad, they ran inside. Dad called the game commissioner, Ned Jolley, and he came out and gave them a lecture.
The following April, when trout season opened and the two brothers headed across our property for the creek, Dad went out to cut them off. I'd never seen him take a confrontational stance before, but on this day his cheeks hollowed as he told the brothers, in a quiet voice, that they were trespassing.
Both men were bigger than Dad and at first they kept on walking. When Dad jumped in front of the biggest one, the other brother went on as if expecting his sibling to swat Dad aside like a fly. I was standing on our deck and seeing the look of menace in the bigger man's eyes I started toward him. Dad and I together wouldn't have been much of a match for him, but I couldn't just stand there and watch.
Then Licorice came around the corner of the cabin with his back hair standing up like a brush. When the smaller brother heard Slick Lick growl, he turned and edged back up the hill. The bigger brother was obliged to break eye contact with Dad and look down at the dog. Licorice was going for him when Dad sharply spoke his name. Licorice stopped and stood eyeing the man until he turned and went after his brother.
They could still fish the creek, of course, they just had to find another way to get down there. Dad thought that would be the end of it, but not long afterward I let Licorice out one afternoon and watched him take off after a groundhog, running toward the creek and into the woods. That was the last time I saw him. Dad hung his picture in the post office and offered a reward. We searched the woods for days. We knew Slick Lick hadn't been stolen. He didn't take to strangers.
Months later Dad ran into a guy who'd helped build our cabin, a guy named Sutherland who told Dad he'd been drinking one night in the Ox Yoke with a couple of flatlanders who lived right across from us. They bragged about killing a “vicious dog” and burying him back in the woods. Sutherland didn't let on that he knew us. He asked why they did it and one of them said because the opportunity presented itself.
Dad reported the crime to Ned Jolley, who said he'd like nothing better than to arrest both brothers, but without a corpse there wasn't much he could do.
Not long after that, Dad spotted the two brothers fishing behind our place. We walked down there and Dad asked them if they knew what might've happened to our dog. They looked at each other and smiled, then went back to their fishing.
You wouldn't think the loss of a dog could disrupt a family's life so, but it did ours. We'd lost a member of the family and we all felt responsible, especially me; I was the one who'd let Licorice out that day. I tortured myself wondering if it had been a shot to the head or a gut-shot. I wondered if Licorice had been buried wounded yet still alive. I wondered if the brother who shot him had smiled.
We never got another dog. Dad's thinking was we'd been unable to look after Licorice so we didn't deserve another dog. He couldn't stand to look across at that other camp and eventually he sold our cabin. It just wasn't much fun coming to God's Country anymore.
When Merlin and I left the Germania Hotel and headed home, I asked him to drive past our old place. When we got there he stopped on the shoulder of the road. The moon was out and we sat looking down the hill at the fir trees Dad had planted along the drive, big enough now to partially hide the log cabin from view. I could just make out the lights in the windows, the roofline, the stone chimney, and part of the wraparound deck.
Behind the cabin I could see the wide lawn Dad had enjoyed cutting on his Wheel Horse, sloping down to the woods and Pine Creek. I pictured Slick Lick trotting up the slope, tongue lolling after chasing a groundhog. Then I turned my head to look across the road up to where lights showed in the neighboring camp.
"Merlin,” I said, “when you went out after that snake, you get a look at what those two flatlanders were driving?"
"Toyota,” Merlin said.
"White pickup?"
He nodded.
I got out and grabbed the gunnysack from the back and walked across the road. Hard rock music was coming from inside the cabin as I climbed the steep gravel drive, which made one switchback and ended at a shelf bulldozed to provide parking for several vehicles. Only one vehicle was parked there now, a white Toyota pickup.
The rattlesnake in the sack was singing as I came up to the driver's side. I tried the door and it was locked. I went around to the passenger's door and it was also locked. I looked around for a big rock before I noticed the window was down an inch or so. I'd once seen a snake slither under a porch door through a gap tighter than that.
I undid the wire and worked the end of the thrashing bag between the window and upper door frame until I felt resistance. Then I shook the bag. I felt the creature inside balk momentarily before it decided that opening was the way to freedom. I pulled the empty bag away and pressed my nose to the glass.
In the moonlight I could see the snake stretched across the seat, its head bobbing as it checked out its new digs. When the singing stopped I turned and looked at the cabin. They'd painted it white and added a small front porch with a swing. I didn't like the music they were playing inside.
I thought about what I'd just done. I pictured those two brothers getting into the pickup in the early morning and disturbing that rattlesnake. I felt a twinge of remorse and walked toward the cabin with the idea of knocking on the door and confessing. I got almost to the porch before I remembered how they'd both smiled that day down by the creek. I reminded myself there are some crimes that cannot go unpunished.
I went on down the lane to the pickup, tossed the empty gunnysack in back, and slid in beside Merlin.
"What the hell you do that for?” he asked. “That snake was gonna win a prize."
I pulled my wallet out, found two twenties and a ten, and dropped the money beside him. I'm not a nice person, but I like to pay my way. I looked at Merlin and said, “The opportunity presented itself."
Copyright © 2010 Bill Pippin
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