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Department: EDITOR'S NOTES: AND JUSTICE FOR ALL? by Linda Landrigan
* * * *

* * * *
One aspect of crime that often gets short shrift in mystery stories is the effect on the victim's family, but this month we have two stories that nicely explore this issue. Both Douglas Grant Johnson's “No Trouble at All” and Kristine Kathryn Rusch's “What People Leave Behind” particularly deal with the effects of crime on the children left behind.
Three stories in this issue, meanwhile—"When the Apricots Bloom” by Ellen Larson, who makes her AHMM debut this month; “They Called Her the Gungirl” by O'Neil De Noux; and R. T. Lawton's humorous tale “Independence Day"—all take their drama from the complexities of criminal justice systems both in the States and abroad.
The remaining stories in this issue run the gamut from procedurals to tales of grift to a continuation of the Icelandic series by Mike Culpepper, including the latest winner of our Black Orchid Novella Award.—LINDA LANDRIGAN, EDITOR
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Fiction: SUNDOWN, 290 WEST by David Dietrich
* * * *

Art by Andrew R. Wright
* * * *
The ancient Ford pickup belched a blue cloud of exhaust as it lumbered back onto Highway 290. I'd been grateful for the ride—anything beats walking in the heat and humidity of a Central Texas summer—but the truck's air conditioner had been out of order. The driver, a rancher-type in full Western attire, had apologized profusely, saying he'd been fixin' to get it repaired for the longest time.
For forty miles we drove with the windows rolled down. Hot and damp air blasted our faces and whistled through truck's cab. Our conversation, such as it was, consisted of much back-and-forth yelling. Beyond the part about the broken air conditioner, I can't say for sure what we talked about or even if we were talking about the same things.
That's how I found myself standing at the side of the highway, guitar case in hand, knapsack over my shoulder, my left thumb out for every passing motorist to see. Massive storm clouds were on the horizon, rolling in fast. Flashes of light and distant rumbles of thunder promised a nasty storm, probably in half an hour or less.
This was not a good thing, considering I was forty miles from the next wide spot in the road and thus any sort of dry accommodations for the night.
I wasn't expecting to receive another ride so close to sundown. Most people have either too much common sense or just enough simple survival instinct to know better than to pick up a hitchhiker at night. The few who do pick up hitchhikers after dark are either naive or not people I'd want to ride with, day or night.
I knew from road signs I'd seen during my ride with the rancher that there was a rest stop about five miles up the road. It wouldn't be perfect, but at least I might be able to dodge some of the rain by hiding out under an overhang or a picnic table. A much louder rumble of thunder quickened my pace a bit when a certain Mercedes passed me for the second time.
This was the heart of the Central Texas wine country, so I figured they were probably day-tripping Austinites who'd spent the afternoon sampling the local product. Now trapped in a fermented grape-fueled haze, they were having a hard time figuring out which way was east. The coming rainstorm wouldn't help them a bit.
The Benz disappeared around a curve and I continued walking. My thumb was still hanging out when I heard the sound of an approaching car behind me a minute or so later. It turned out to be the Benz. This time it pulled to the side of the road and stopped.
The passenger-side window rolled down as I approached the car. I bent down to look inside, expecting yuppie types. I wasn't disappointed. The driver was in his early thirties, handsome in a J.Crew catalogue kind of way, and sported a sloppy, fashionably unkempt look that probably took him an hour a day to achieve. The woman looked a little younger than the man. Her hair was red and curly and her complexion was fair, bordering on pale. Her smile was quick and her voice was warm and velvety. The word seductive came to mind.
"Looking for a ride?” she asked.
"Where are you headed?” I asked. “I noticed you pass me a couple of times going in different directions."
She threw her head back and laughed, like it was the funniest thing she'd ever heard.
"Chad's got no sense of direction,” she said then. The guy behind the wheel (Chad, I assumed) smiled and shrugged, but he said nothing. “We're El Paso-bound."
"Long drive,” I said.
"True enough,” she replied.
"True enough,” I echoed. “I'd love a ride."
"Cool. Hop in,” she said, and smiled again. One more time with that smile and I'd be in love.
I opened the back door of the Mercedes, slid my knapsack and guitar case onto the seat, and slipped into an ice-cold corner of paradise. The day's heat had kept my shirt plastered to my back since mid morning, but the car's air conditioning quickly went to work, cooling and drying me and my shirt.
"Oh,” I said, stretching the syllable about a hundred yards. “This feels great."
"Long day?” Chad asked over the subtle clicking of the turn signal.
"Very,” I said. “Rides have been few and far between."
As the Benz accelerated back onto the highway, the woman turned around in her seat and extended her hand.
"I'm Lindsay,” she said, taking my hand. She held it a few seconds longer than I expected, then nodded toward the driver and said, “And this is Chad."
"Nice to meet you both,” I said. “I'm Evan."
"So where are you headed, Evan?” Lindsay asked.
"California."
"Hitchhiking the whole way?” asked Chad.
"That's the plan,” I said.
"Wow,” said Lindsay, as if I'd just announced I was going to climb Mount Everest. She looked at me a moment longer, winked, and turned back around to face forward.
"Nice of you to give me a ride,” I said. “It's much appreciated."
"Our pleasure,” said Chad. He looked up at me in the rearview mirror. There was no smile on his face to match the light, friendly tone in his voice.
"Do you play?” Lindsay asked, nodding toward the guitar case.
"Nah,” I replied. “I just think I look cool when I carry the case."
She looked a little disappointed.
"Just kidding,” I said. “I play."
"What kinda music?” asked Lindsay.
"Whatever they'll pay me to play. I've been playing mostly country lately."
I expected her to ask me to play something, but she didn't.
"Pick up hitchhikers a lot? Most people don't these days,” I said. My eyes were drawn to the speedometer. The car was so smooth and quiet that I was surprised to see that the needle was fixed just south of triple digits. Chad's foot contained some serious lead.
"Nah,” said Chad. “You're the first in a long time."
Within a few minutes we were in darkness and the first few drops of rain had begun to fall, but not enough for Chad to turn on the wipers. Inside the car the only light was a subtle and almost soothing red glow from the instrument panel and radio controls. The radio was on, but the volume was too low for me to make out what was playing. It could have been rock music or talk radio. We fell into a silence and the quiet, coupled with the gentle motion of the car, eased me into a light sleep.
When I woke we were stopped at a gas station. It was an old-fashioned place, the kind with just a couple of pumps under an overhang and a small repair garage. Rain was coming down in truckloads. The driver's seat was empty. Lindsay was looking toward the station's little shop area.
"How long was I out?” I asked, and managed to scare the heck out of Lindsay. She let out a startled cry.
"You scared me,” she said.
"Sorry ‘bout that,” I said. “Didn't mean to."
She regained her composure quickly and turned back to the window.
"No problem,” she said with an almost legit chuckle.
Chad was walking back to the car now. Walking pretty fast, actually. I hadn't seen him walk before, so I figured maybe he just walked that fast all the time. He turned the key in the ignition almost immediately and we were back on the highway in seconds.
"Here,” I said, slipping my wallet out of my back pocket, “let me chip in on the gas."
Chad waved me off.
"Appreciate the offer,” he said. “But you're our guest."
"Cool,” I said.
Chad nodded and kept his eyes on the road. A few miles up, Lindsay turned again in my direction. She locked eyes with me in the dim light and smiled. Earlier her smiles had warmed me, but not anymore. Something had changed.
We drove on and another silence—this time an uncomfortable one—settled inside the car. A couple of times Lindsay looked over at Chad and Chad returned her look. They didn't say anything out loud, but there were clearly messages flowing through the looks they were giving each other. Probably about me. I guessed that I'd managed to upset her, which upset him.
My guess was their next move was to find a place to drop me off. Which was not good since we were in the dead center of the middle of nowhere, a concept that takes on new dimensions in Texas.
The shrill ring of a cell phone interrupted Chad and Lindsay's plotting. They seemed startled by the sound and immediately reached for their respective cell phones. I could tell, though, that it wasn't either of their phones that were ringing. It was the car itself. Or, rather, the phone built into the car.
Chad seemed to figure this out after a few seconds because he started pressing buttons on the steering wheel to make it stop. Suddenly a female voice replaced the music that had been playing.
"Hello?” There was a brief pause, then, “Hello? Ben?"
Chad hurriedly stabbed at the buttons on the steering wheel and the voice went away. He and Lindsay shot each other a glance and Chad began tapping the steering wheel.
"Who's Ben?” I asked. “Or maybe a better question is, Where is Ben? In the trunk of the car?"
Chad and Lindsay shot each other yet another glance. This one made my stomach sink. I'd only been half serious about the trunk thing.
More glances passed between them, then Lindsay turned around and flashed two things. The first was her great, formerly love-inspiring smile. The second was a pistol. It looked like a 9mm to me, probably a Glock, but it was hard to tell in the dim light and the brand probably didn't matter anyway. Content to let the gun do the talking, she didn't say a word.
The threat of imminent death can do wonders to focus the mind. Or, as in my case, since this wasn't the first time I'd been confronted with a gun, it can make one a bit cavalier.
"So when did you steal Ben's car?” I asked.
No answer.
"You robbed that gas station back there."
No reply. I was sensing a pattern.
"I wonder if . . .” I began to say.
Evidently I'd stretched Lindsay's patience, because she pointed the gun at me.
"Next question?” she asked.
"Just one,” I replied. “What's your favorite song by the eighties easy-listening group Air Supply?"
I thought a little sarcasm might defuse the situation a bit, and it seemed to, at least for a few seconds. Then the red and blue flashing lights appeared behind us.
Lindsay uttered an obscenity that I won't print here. Chad took the same obscenity and formed a compound word that was no more printable than Lindsay's utterance.
"Well,” I said, “you have been driving a little fast."
"Shut up,” said Chad. He didn't yell, which was nice.
Chad let up on the gas and flicked on the turn signal.
"Stay cool,” Lindsay said to me, nodding toward the gun, which she slipped between her seat and the center console.
"You do the same, Bonnie,” I said. “I'm just an innocent bystander."
"It'll be healthier for you if you keep your mouth shut,” said Chad. He tried to sound menacing but didn't quite pull it off. Lindsay was clearly the tough guy in the relationship.
Chad slowed the Benz to a stop on the shoulder, rolled down his window, and shut off the engine. Like the good citizen that he was pretending to be, he put both of his hands in plain sight on the steering wheel. Lindsay kept hers in her lap.
It was a state trooper who'd pulled us over. The spotlights on his patrol car lit up the Mercedes. The trooper, wearing a yellow slicker, approached the car with typical cop caution, flashlight in his left hand, his right hand resting on the grip of his holstered pistol. He was an older guy, but tall, broad shouldered, and solid as a railroad engine.
"Evening,” he said to Chad, while the beam of his flashlight made a quick pass through the car, pausing on each of our faces. The beam and his gaze lingered on my face a bit longer than I would have preferred. “You were running a little fast back there, partner."
"Was I?” said Chad. “The car's so quiet it's hard to tell sometimes."
"Got your license handy?"
Chad handed it over.
"Be right back,” said the trooper.
Chad watched him in the side view mirror, a calculating expression on his face.
"Gonna pop him?” I asked.
Chad, a man, I'd discovered, of very few words, didn't answer.
"Shoot him and they'll hunt you down."
"Shut up,” hissed Lindsay.
"If you're lucky,” I continued, beyond caring, “they won't take you alive. If they do, you'll get a few years in Huntsville before they stick the needle in your arm."
Chad kept his head forward and his eyes on the trooper. Lindsay gritted her teeth and glared at me. She wasn't so pretty anymore. Suddenly Chad tensed. I turned my head slightly and saw the trooper hustling back to the Mercedes. Lindsay's hand slid quickly toward her pistol. I closed my eyes and held my breath, waiting for the fireworks to begin.
"Your lucky night,” said the trooper, handing Chad his license. “Just got dispatched to a collision outside Stonewall. Watch your speed, ‘specially in this weather, hear?"
"Yes sir,” said Chad. “Thank you."
Chad watched in the rearview mirror as the trooper got back into his patrol car, whipped a U-turn, and quickly disappeared eastbound. Lightning flashed and thunder clapped loudly and almost immediately. Chad laughed nervously, clearly relieved. He started the car and eased back onto the highway.
Ten miles up the road the car slowed and we pulled into the empty, unlit parking lot of a closed peach stand. Chad turned off the headlights. A series of lightning flashes lit up the lot as bright as day and a moment later it sounded like the roof of the car was being pelted with thousands of ball bearings. We were being treated to a hailstorm. If we'd turned on the news we'd probably have heard we were in the middle of a tornado watch zone.
"I'm surprised you didn't say something to the trooper back there,” said Chad, speaking up so he could be heard over the roof-pelting hail.
"What was I gonna say?” I said. "These two have guns. Help me! Some-thing like that?"
"Yeah. Something like that."
"Didn't need the unnecessary attention,” I said.
For some reason this made both of them laugh.
"Something funny?” I asked.
They looked at each other and smiled.
"As if you'd have something to worry about,” said Lindsay.
"Yeah,” I said. "As if."
"Did you ever wonder,” said Lindsay, “why we picked you up in the first place?"
The look in Lindsay's eyes could only have been described as gleefully homicidal. Actually, the look could have also been accurately described as belonging to the type of people who pick up hitchhikers at night. She started to reach for the pistol again. Instead of an answer to her question, I offered a question of my own.
"Ever wonder,” I said, “why sane people don't pick up hitchhikers at night?"
I reached into my knapsack and showed them why.
Copyright © 2010 David Dietrich
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Fiction: WHEN THE APRICOTS BLOOM by Ellen Larson
A diminutive orange car pulled away from the train station and scooted through the empty streets of Benha, Egypt. It turned the wrong way up a one-way street (to trim three blocks off the trip) and stopped before a sprawling five-story edifice that dominated the city center by virtue of its imposing green facade and air of decaying grandiosity.
Ranya Mostafa, a plump young figure in a royal blue pants suit, emerged from the car and bestowed a cheery shokran to the driver, a lanky young man in a gray suit. She entered the mogamma and crossed the deserted atrium at a brisk pace, then headed up a sweeping staircase, careful to keep one hand on the railing, for the marble treads were treacherous, smooth as glass and fluted by the daily passage of countless feet.
She passed the public registry on the second floor and the passport office on the third. On the fourth floor she turned into the east wing, going down the hall till she reached an alcove furnished with a standing lamp and a couple of vinyl chairs. This was the antechamber of the Legal Reference Department, which occupied the lower of the two floors dedicated to the Office of the Public Prosecutor.
Ranya opened her briefcase and pulled out a copy of El Ahram, bought that morning at a newsstand in Cairo, and opened it to the legal section. On other days, Hussein, the teaman, would have materialized with a smile and her morning coffee, but it was eight thirty on the morning of the twenty-fifth day of Ramadan, and neither Hussein nor his kettle would be putting in an appearance.
The Mansoura arson trial was dragging on, with defense counsel arguing (with unparalleled rhetorical magnificence, according to El Ahram) that the bakery owner could not possibly have set fire to his own establishment because his wife and youngest child would swear that he was at home with a thunderous headache—a malady that had afflicted him on a regular basis for thirty-five years and which left him utterly prostrate and virtually blind with shooting pains behind his eyes.
Ranya imagined how swiftly she would counter that pathetic rhetorical indulgence: And does learned counsel truly mean to suggest that the testimony of those whose simple duty it is to protect their husband and father could ever carry enough weight to counter the unassailable evidence of two eyewitnesses and the official receipt for the purchase of two liters of benzene the day before? She would relish the battle.
Not that she was likely to have the chance any time soon. Though the Egyptian government guaranteed a job for every college graduate, the number of candidates entering the job market each year was inversely proportional to the number of jobs available. Ranya, the ink still wet on her Baccalaureate of Laws degree, might have secured the historically prestigious job title of Assistant to the Public Prosecutor, but the reality was that she spent her days seated at a table with twenty other attorneys with the same title, carrying out various menial tasks and contemplating the hard truth that there were thirty-six others ahead of her in the queue, each steadfastly waiting (at pitiful wages) for that same chance.
She returned her attention to the newspaper with some effort. Patience, that ancient pillar of Egyptian culture, had never been her strong suit.
". . . an unprovoked attack on a bicycle messenger outside Benha University.” That was only a couple of kilometers away. She read on, her curiosity piqued, and as she read indignation rose in her breast, accompanied by the desire to avenge all such great evils.
Footsteps clattered on marble stairs, then fairly ran down the hall. Who could that be at such an hour during Ramadan?
A small man with an egg-shaped head bounced into the antechamber and struck an aggrieved pose. Ranya's eyes widened: Ustaz Samir Hafez Abd El Moneim, the honorable Public Prosecutor himself. A formidable man in his mid sixties, famous in Benha (if nowhere else) for a twenty-five-year career in which he had failed to get his verdict only once; openly fawned over and secretly despised by nine-tenths of his underlings for refusing to do the decent thing and retire. Once you got a top position in Egypt, you didn't easily let it go.
Ustaz Samir went to the door of the main reference room and pulled at the knob. When nothing happened, he shook it till the door rattled on its hinges.
Ranya rose, making a faint noise.
He whirled, pinning her with his angry eyes. “What are you doing here?"
Ranya cleared her throat. “My train arrives at eight fifteen, hadritak. I prefer to sit here until the office is unlocked, rather than wait at the station. I took the approval of Ustaza Mona.” Mona was secretary to the personnel manager.
Ustaz Samir's scowl deepened. “You work here?"
"Yes, hadritak."
"Since when?"
"Since eight months."
"Where is Lutfy?"
Ustaz Lutfy, one of nineteen deputy prosecutors, was Samir's right-hand man.
"I didn't see him today.” That was putting it mildly. During Ramadan, when all Muslims fasted from dawn to dusk, no one arrived before ten. Or twelve. If at all.
Ustaz Samir pulled at his face. “This is not possible."
On the day she had graduated Ranya had vowed that she would always be the first to put her hand up, no matter how many times it was slapped back down. That was the only way to prove that she was different. So she took a step forward and asked: “Any service, hadritak?"
"I must appear before the magistrate in three hours to present the charges in a most important case. I must meet with defense council in two hours. What can you possibly do? Tch."
Ranya clutched her hands against her rose chiffon blouse. “I could prepare the charging document. And I could take them to the court."
Surprise flickered across his face. “You're an attorney?"
"Yes, hadritak."
He took in her coiffed dark hair, the frills of her lilac blouse peeking out from beneath her suit collar, the gold bangles around her wrists, and the cinnamon polish on her nails. He reminded her of a butcher sizing up a side of lamb.
"What's your name?"
"Ranya Mostafa."
"Well then, Miss Ranya Mostafa. Follow me."
Ranya grabbed her briefcase and hurried after him.
* * * *
The inner sanctum of the public prosecutor's fifth-floor office showed the inevitable signs of disrepair but was, like everything else in the mogamma, enormous.
Samir sat behind his desk and picked up a police report. “The case involves a fifteen-year-old boy who was attacked outside the Faculty of Agriculture the night before last."
"The bicycle messenger.” Ranya sat on the less decrepit of the two chairs in front of the desk. “I read about it in the paper."
"Did you.” He treated her to another scowl, but not so fearsome this time. “So. The perpetrator was identified as a student at the Faculty of Agriculture: one Showkat Mohammed El Razi. Showkat was located by the police the next morning in his dormitory. They found a blood- spattered shirt on the floor. Here—read it yourself."
Ranya skimmed through the handwritten report. The victim, one Hosni El Fareed, was out delivering a package on behalf of the courier service for which he worked. It was after midnight, but that was not unusual; during Ramadan, much of the day's work was done in the evening after iftar. Hosni was peddling along a dirt road behind the agronomy building when an assailant sprang from behind a rubber tree and struck him repeatedly about the head and shoulders with a short-handled hoe. The attack was witnessed by one of the University boabs, who had been sitting in his kiosk smoking a cigarette and enjoying the late-night holiday quiz shows. The terrified boab ran for help and oversaw the transport of young Hosni to the hospital. Interviewed the following day in his home (for the boy was too poor to be able to afford to stay in the hospital), Hosni told the police he had never heard of Showkat Mohammed El Razi.
"Why would a university student do such a thing to a boy of such humble means?” asked Ranya.
"I don't know, and frankly, I don't care. I care only that he is brought to task for this heinous act. It is imperative that I enter the case before the magistrate today!"
"Is it so critical?"
Samir treated her to a mighty frown. “You said you were an attorney. Tch. Didn't they teach you that a suspect must be formally charged before the magistrate within two days of his arrest?"
"Of course.” Ranya felt her cheeks warming. “But it is the end of Ramadan. El Eid begins tomorrow. I have heard that in such cases the two-day rule is relaxed in the courtroom as it is in society in general. I believe it is considered normal to—"
"To wait? You wish me to wait? Until after the feast? Is that your professional advice?"
Ranya's face grew hotter. To think that she should be accused of preferring delay! “No, I—"
"Let me explain something to you. The boy Showkat is the devil's spawn. He is twenty-four, but he is only in his second year of university. Why is that? Because no less than six times in the past ten years he was expelled from various educational facilities for fighting, cheating, stealing, and other disruptive behavior. In Zagazig, where he was raised, he is known as a drug user and suspected distributor. Last summer he was arrested for the rape of a fourteen-year-old shopgirl."
Ranya's eyes widened. “Then why is he not in prison? Certainly he was convicted!"
"Certainly not. The girl changed her story—and then moved to another city, to a very nice villa with her parents, who were later seen driving a very nice car they could not possibly afford. You see?"
The desire for justice ran hot through Ranya's veins. This was why she had become an attorney. Just for this. “He must be punished."
"Exactly. And I will not risk any irregularity in the proceedings that could be used as an excuse to have this case thrown out. This is my chance, and I will take it. Though why it comes today, of all days in the year when there is no one here . . .” He eyed her again, weighing her in the balance. “Where does your family live?"
"Six October City."
"Cairo?” His eyebrows rose like the two sides of a drawbridge. “That is a ride of one and a half hours. And you take the early train, though you are entitled to come an hour late during Ramadan. You possess initiative.” He patted his jacket pocket for cigarettes—an instinctive gesture seen a hundred times a day during Ramadan, when fasting meant no smoking too. “What does your father do?"
"He is an attorney in private practice."
"Ah, I see. We rarely hire female attorneys, as they always leave when they marry. I was wondering how you got this job."
"My father did not assist me. He did not even want me to be an attorney.” She stirred uncomfortably. “A family friend of my mother's brother lives in Benha, and he was kind enough to recommend me."
"Connections, connections. Don't blush, Miss Ranya, we must all have connections. It is only when they thwart the cause of justice that we can condemn them.” He tapped his fingers on the desk for a moment, then roused himself. “It is time to begin. Here is the form for the charging document. You will fill it out. Then I will instruct you on how to prepare the justification of the complaint. I must leave at ten o'clock to meet with opposing counsel, so, if Lutfy is not here by eleven thirty, you must bring the documents to the court."
Ranya took the form. She had filled out many such documents while at university. But that had been practice, and this was the real thing. Date, name of suspect . . . She could do this. Specification of charge . . . She looked up. “Assault and battery?"
"No. Not for this dog. The charge is attempted murder."
* * * *
Three banks of fluorescent lights dangled from the courtroom ceiling, their harsh light illuminating each streak of dirt on the benches and every pile of dust on the floor. The sulfurous smell of cheap cleaning fluid could not cover the underlying odor of stale cigarettes. It might have helped, thought Ranya from a seat at the back of the room, if they had considered opening the windows once or twice a century.
It was quarter past one, but the tiny courtroom was empty. In the hour Ranya had been waiting, she had seen no one save a bleary-eyed man in a faded galabeya and floppy sandals. He had shuffled over to the waste basket next to the judge's desk, emptied its meager contents into the sack he carried, and left. Ranya opened the Showkat Mohammed file for the fourth time. She would be ready to assist Ustaz Samir and Ustaz Lutfy should they require it.
Shortly before two, the court clerk wandered in, carrying a sagging stack of paper folders, which he deposited on the judge's desk. Next, the stenographer arrived to check her apparatus. They moved with the lethargy of people who have had little sleep and nothing to eat or drink since dawn. Ranya sympathized. Her stomach was growling and there was a dull pain in the back of her head.
At two thirty, half a dozen young men in suits arrived, talking in loud voices about their travel plans for the upcoming holiday. The court clerk reappeared. Ranya dabbed her forehead with her handkerchief. There was no sign of either Samir or Lutfy, and she did not know when their case would be called.
"Ustaza?"
She looked up to see Samir's driver, his pencil thin body lost in a heavy gray jacket, regarding her with an ingratiating smile.
"Ramadan kariim, Mohammed,” she said. “Can you assure Ustaz Samir that I have saved him a seat?"
"Yes, hadritik; of course, hadritik. You are very considerate.” Mohammed nodded, still smiling, over his clasped hands.
"Also please assure him that the complaint printed perfectly. I have all the necessary documents here."
"Yes, hadritik. I will do as you ask. But first let me give you a message from Ustaz Samir. He expresses his most profound regrets. Another case requires his immediate attention. Of course you know the Public Prosecutor has many responsibilities."
"I see.” Ranya frowned. “Where is Ustaz Lutfy?"
"We have heard from his wife that Lutfy fell from his balcony after eating his supper this morning. He broke his nose and badly bruised his knees."
"Impossible!” exclaimed Ranya.
"God knows all,” said Mohammed.
"But—"
"Ustaz Samir is confident that you will do your best, and does not doubt that your initiative will lead to success. God willing."
"But—"
The sound of a gavel being struck galvanized Ranya's being. The court clerk's voice called those in attendance to their feet. The judge, a weasel-faced man in dull black robes, entered and seated himself at his desk.
The clerk continued to speak, but Ranya didn't hear a word. She stared at the folder in her hands. What was Ustaz Samir thinking? To send her, unprepared, into the fray?
"Showkat Mohammed El Razi, step forward."
Ranya turned and saw him enter—a lithe young man in expensive clothes, his too-long hair drooping across his too-handsome face. But neither clothes nor good looks could disguise the underlying expression of selfishness gone mad.
The judge peered over his bifocals. “Who speaks for the Public Prosecutor?"
* * * *
At sundown, a cannon boomed from the walls of the mosque by the river, and in its wake came the call to prayer, a hundred voices raised from a hundred minarets gathering power in slow crescendo till they covered the city like a cloud of sound. For five days the shops and banks and offices remained closed in celebration of Eid El Fitr, the time of prayer and charity that marked the end of Ramadan. In the evenings, the Ramadan lanterns hung from trees and balconies, shining yellow and green in the warm night.
* * * *
Shortly before eleven thirty on the following Sunday (the first day back to work after the five-day feast), some dozen women—secretaries, receptionists, research assistants, and two attorneys—drifted into the secretaries’ cloakroom for noon prayers. On other days, they might have talked about the just-ended holiday and caught up on family news as they waited for the latecomers to arrive after washing their feet. But on that day, there was only one topic of conversation:
"It's a real compliment to Ranya. She should be honored."
"You think so? Who else was there to go?"
"And that is the disgrace. Three dozen attorneys and not one of them bothered to appear before noon."
"Nonsense. What was the rush? The magistrate would have taken the case today. Never in twelve years have I heard of such a thing! There is something behind this, mark my words."
"There she is. Ranya! Don't hide . . . come, tell us what it was like!"
"I'm not sure I can.” Ranya, dressed in subdued brown, turned to take her prayer mat from the shelf. “Since I made such a fool of myself, I am doing my best to forget it."
"Don't feel sorry for yourself, Ranya,” said a cool voice. “The charges were filed in the end, weren't they? Some of us would give an arm for the privilege of being foolish before the magistrate."
Ranya raised her eyes to the speaker. Nermiin had graduated six years before her, and had yet to see the inside of a courtroom.
"Now you must try to use this chance to your benefit,” Nermiin continued.
"Yes, Ranya, you will be assigned your own case in no time!"
"She may be appointed a deputy prosecutor!"
"Ladies!” said an authoritative voice. “You do Ranya no favor by putting such ideas into her head. She will just be disappointed.” The women fell silent as Mona El Gindy, a full-bosomed woman decked in enormous gold earrings and bangle bracelets, entered the cloakroom. Mona had been secretary to the personnel manager for thirty years. “Honestly. Why don't you just tell her she will be appointed Egypt's second woman judge?"
"Certainly not,” said Nermiin. “Second? By the time Ranya is old enough to be considered for such an honor, there will be dozens of women judges."
Mona arched a heavily penciled eyebrow. “Very clever, Nermiin. You are always very clever. Nonetheless, I recommend that you keep quiet on this topic. Others in this office are not as understanding as you. It is not every attorney who must ask the advice of one of the drivers while in court."
Ranya winced, concentrating very hard on finding her Quran in her purse.
"Now Ranya, I know you did your best, and really, they should be grateful. Just keep to your place and wait patiently. In time the unfortunate details will be forgotten."
"I think that is too much to hope for,” said Ranya.
"Ustaz Samir himself stumbled at the beginning of his career,” said Mona.
Ranya looked up. “Are you speaking of the case he lost?"
"Yes.” Mona allowed a nostalgic expression to smooth her face. “It was twenty-five years ago, when he was a young assistant prosecutor in Zagazig. The case was horrific: A man of forty, who achieved fame in his youth as a soccer player, murdered his wife and her sister. Khalid Barsoum.” She grimaced. “There was never a doubt that he did it."
"Then how was the case lost?” asked Ranya.
Mona shrugged eloquently. “How do these things happen? Money is a powerful evil. Evidence disappears; weak-minded judges are unduly influenced. The trial was aborted and Samir was forced to leave the Zagazig Public Prosecutor's office. In fact, I hired him here. His brilliance was clear even then, for those who knew how to see it.” She gave a humble smile. “Now, please. Time is passing. Let us begin our prayers."
As they knelt side by side on their mats, Nermiin touched Ranya's arm. “Don't listen to her, Ranya. This is your chance. Try."
Ranya said nothing. And yet . . . if Ustaz Samir had overcome such a signal failure early in his career, maybe she could too.
* * * *
The afternoon passed as all days in the Legal Reference Department pass. The junior attorneys sat at their table, clad in shabby suits and well-worn patience. Some (those who could) translated case law from French or English. Others, including Ranya, made hand copies of court documents, for it was a sad fact that the salary of a college graduate was lower than the cost of using a photocopier.
Ranya, who had faced her first morning back at work with some trepidation, felt she ought to be satisfied to have survived. And yet she was not. In truth, she chafed to know what was happening in the Showkat Mohammed case, and could not kill the hope that Samir would call for her, if only to admonish her for her bumbling performance. Late in the afternoon she made several pointless trips to the ladies’ restroom, knowing she would meet one or two of the secretaries there. In this way she discovered that no investigators had yet been asked to review the information, nor had any of the deputy public prosecutors been assigned to the case. The consensus was that Ustaz Lutfy's continued absence was the cause of this delay. But, she was assured, Lutfy would be back the next day no matter what his condition, because he would be afraid to lose his place if someone more talented got the chance to show his stuff.
* * * *
At nine forty-five on Monday morning, Ranya left the Reference Department and headed for the walkway that encircled the open atrium on the fourth floor. No one asked her where she was going. No one noted her absence. Clutching a half dozen paper folders to her bosom, she took up a position behind a decorative pillar and glued her eyes to the marble stairs.
At five past ten Ustaz Samir appeared, flanked by an honor guard of two deputy prosecutors with briefcases in each hand. Ranya stepped out from behind her pillar, walking nonchalantly toward the research room—a route that took her directly across Samir's path.
"Ustaz Samir!” she said, feigning pleasant surprise.
"Miss Ranya."
"If I may, hadritak." She spoke with a deferential tone, but did not wait for his approval. “I prepared a report of the magistrate's hearing on the Showkat Mohammed case. I made some observations of the suspect's demeanor and remarks. I think I have it here.” She flipped through the folders and held one out. “If you think this may be useful . . ."
Samir stared at her a moment, then nodded to one of the deputies, who managed to take it from her, despite the briefcases.
"If I may, hadritak," said Ranya hastily, as Samir made as if to move away. “I was wondering if I should spend some time gathering further thoughts on the case, perhaps trying to determine the motive."
Samir frowned at her, and her heart sank as she saw the negative reply forming on his lips. Then he hesitated. “Do what you like,” he muttered. Then he turned and headed up the stairs to the fifth floor.
It was four o'clock when Ranya emerged from the mogamma. She purchased a chocolate bar at the kiosk on the corner and headed down a tree-lined side street. In the shade of the trees sat the orange car, and beside it stood the lanky young man, reading a newspaper.
"Yusef! I am very late!"
The young man looked up and smiled. “I don't mind. Especially since I see by your face that things did not go so badly as you feared.” He tucked the newspaper under his arm and opened the passenger-side door for her.
"I must learn to hide my emotions if I am to be a success in the courtroom.” She thought of Samir's perpetual scowl; perhaps that was his way of disguising his thoughts from unscrupulous defense attorneys.
Yusef took his seat behind the wheel. “Where shall we go today?"
"Some place where we can talk in private."
Yusef, who worked at El Akhbar, Benha's largest newspaper, was the son of the “family friend” Ranya had mentioned. It was his habit to give Ranya a ride to and from the train station almost every day. As it happened, though she got off work at three thirty, her train to Cairo did not leave till four forty-five. This situation suited them both, for it gave them an excellent excuse to spend time together—alone.
"It's not too windy today. Let's go to the Corniche."
A drive of three minutes brought them to the banks of the Nile, where the Benha Chamber of Commerce, in the hope of attracting some small sliver of the precious tourist trade, had put in a stone boardwalk and planted a row of date palms. They sat on a bench that overlooked the river and the rich green farmland beyond, and Ranya related her encounter with Samir.
"Of course it's unofficial,” she concluded, “but at least he is giving me a chance to prove myself. At first I could not understand why he left me alone with the magistrate, but I now see that it is because he has confidence in me."
"So it seems,” said Yusef.
"I believe I can assist in establishing the motive. It is the defendant's responsibility to prove his innocence, which is impossible, as the facts of the attack are clear. But since we are going for attempted murder rather than assault, it is important to prove intent."
"I see."
Ranya eyed his usually good-natured face. “You are the opposite of enthusiastic."
"I'm happy for you, of course.” Yusef reached for a cigarette. “I'm just wondering—why you? There are many other attorneys senior to you waiting for their opportunity. Now they are being overlooked in favor of the most junior attorney, and a woman."
Ranya's temper flared in tandem with Yusef's cigarette. “I thought you had a modern view of the necessity to improve women's role in society, Yusef."
"I do! Ranya . . . tch."
"I suppose you are threatened by the thought that I might have some success in my career,” Ranya continued. “Do you think I would have the same reaction if our roles were reversed?"
"Let's find out.” He blew a stream of smoke through his lips. “I've been offered a job at The Middle East Times, Cairo office. I'm going to take it."
Ranya looked at him in surprise.
With a glance to make sure they were alone, he took her hand. “Marry me, Ranya. It will be perfect. We'll live in Cairo, near your parents. You can join your father's firm. Or teach. Anything you want."
Ranya furrowed her brow. Yusef leaving? Yusef wanting to get married? Already? They had talked about having a life together, but she had always thought of that as something that would happen in the future. To be sure, both their parents approved. Yusef was not only sweet tempered, but also hard working and ambitious. And despite her accusation, he was more liberal than most when it came to the difficult issue of women's rights. The hours they spent together after work, talking over their jobs and discussing the issues of the time, were the highlight of her day. He would make a good husband—someday. When she had established her career.
"What I want,” said Ranya slowly, “is to win this case. I can't think about anything else right now. But I need your help."
It was Yusef's turn to show surprise. “What can I do?"
"You can drive your car. Are you free tomorrow morning?"
Yusef sighed and lifted his gaze. He watched an ibis float slowly down from the sky. “I am free until noon."
* * * *
The following morning, Yusef met Ranya at the train station and drove her to the center of “old” Benha. They wound through unpaved streets barely wide enough to accommodate the tiny car, forced at one point to roll onto the front stoop of a tailor shop to let a donkey cart go by.
There was no sign in front of the couriers’ office, but a collection of rusty, fenderless bicycles convinced them they were in the right place. A receptionist regarded them from behind an extraordinary amount of mascara and, upon hearing Ranya's request, sprang up quickly to inform her superior of their presence.
"He is doing all right,” said the manager in response to their query about young Hosni's health. “My wife made soup for him, which I brought to his home last night."
"We hope he is soon able to return to work,” said Yusef.
The manager shrugged. “Unfortunately he lost the eye. That will take time."
Yusef blanched, but Ranya spoke in a firm voice. “I will see that the man who did this is punished."
"Insha'allah," said the manager.
"I have a question about the package Hosni was carrying. Do you know if it was delivered before he was attacked?"
"I did not wish to bother the boy about such an insignificance, under the circumstances. However, the recipient was no doubt contacted.” He called for his assistant, a small man whose worried expression turned to near panic as he stuttered that no one had told him to contact anyone.
The manager made a show of chastising the assistant, then offered to call the recipient at once, in person.
"I prefer to speak with him myself,” said Ranya. “If you would be so kind as to supply me with his name? And also the name of the sender?"
"Of course.” He signaled to the assistant, who retrieved the bill of lading. “Here it is. The package was sent by a Mr. Saied El Araky in Zagazig to Professor Doctor Ahmed Mohammed Naguib, Dean of the Faculty of Agriculture, Benha University."
* * * *
The campus of the Faculty of Agriculture was located south of the city on twenty hectares of agricultural land. The scene was peaceful and green. Day laborers in long galabeyas wielded short-handled hoes among the test plots. The concrete buildings were surrounded by rubber trees and glorious bougainvillea.
The dean, a large man with grizzled hair, listened to Ranya's story with the bare minimum of politeness, and got to the point before she was finished. “I'm sorry, Miss Ranya, I can tell you nothing about the package."
"You did not receive it?"
His expression gave away nothing. “Perhaps it was misplaced. May I offer you ahwa?"
"No thank you,” said Ranya. She did not want coffee; she wanted answers.
"Most of our deliveries are seed samples, nothing important,” said the dean.
"This one was from Mr. Saied El Araky of Zagazig,” said Ranya.
"Was it?"
Ranya felt her anger rising. The dean's words were empty and his manner was of barely veiled contempt. “Showkat Mohammed was raised in Zagazig. He was often in trouble there. It occurred to me that someone there might write to you with information disadvantageous to Showkat, and that Showkat might have attacked the messenger in an ill-conceived attempt to prevent this information from getting to you. Are you certain the package was not delivered?"
The dean narrowed his eyes, no longer bothering to hide his disdain. “Let me give you some advice, young lady. You are wasting your time. Your case will come to nothing."
"There is a witness to the crime. And today we begin to see a possible motive. There is no doubt he will be convicted."
The Dean leaned forward and curled his lip. "F'il mishmish, hadritik."
When the apricots bloom. Meaning “never,” since the apricots bloomed but rarely or so quickly that the blossoms were never seen. A quaint proverb, suited to the slow, easygoing lives of the average Egyptians, so accustomed to waiting that they made an art of it, not least because they knew full well that failure was inevitable.
"The case has been filed with the court,” said Ranya. “A trial date has been set."
"Papers. Talk. Words. Are you mad? Don't you know who Showkat Mohammed is?"
Ranya shook her head.
"Then allow me to enlighten you. Showkat Mohammed is the grandson of Abdullah Ahmed Zaki. Judge Abdullah. He has been a judge in Zagazig for thirty years, and now presides over the Court of First Instance.” The dean stood. “There is no more possibility that he will face trial than that he will be expelled from this university—no matter what he has done."
* * * *
"Samir must have known,” said Yusef on the drive back to the city center.
"I'm sure he did."
He twisted to look at her. “Then why didn't he tell you?"
"I think I know.” Ranya straightened in her seat. “Turn left up ahead."
"That is the wrong way."
"I'm going back with you to El Akhbar."
"It's after eleven. I have to cover the governor's speech."
"Just drop me off. I'll take a taxi back to the mogamma."
"Ranya, this situation is not straightforward, and you are getting too close. Stop before they make you stop."
"I will. But there is one thing I must know."
* * * *
The archive room of El Akhbar was a poorly lit, bad-smelling den. Someday, according to the modernization plan drawn up ten years before, the back issues would be scanned into digital format. Someday.
To be safe, she started with the 1983 binders and went backwards. Forty-five minutes later she turned to the legal section for June 14, 1982, and there it was. Reading back through the previous year gave her the tale:
Khalid Barsoum, retired sports hero living in Shobra, a suburb of Zagazig, was arrested following the stabbing deaths of his wife, Nadia, and her sister, Afaf. Upon physical examination, the wife was found to be malnourished and covered with knife and burn scars. Afaf had left a letter with the sisters’ aunt detailing a long list of abuse by Khalid, dictated to her and signed by Nadia. This was followed by a postscript explaining Afaf's intention to remove Nadia from her husband's home by stealth, and their mutual fear of what would happen if Barsoum should discover their plan. Upon the deaths of her nieces, the aunt took the letter to the police. Barsoum was arrested and charged, but in the intervening weeks the letter was lost and the supporting witnesses changed their stories. During pretrial motions the Public Prosecutor accused Barsoum of tampering, but the panel of three judges dismissed the case for lack of evidence. The principle judge was Abdullah Ahmed Zaki.
Ranya closed the binder and sat in silence for some minutes. How had Barsoum's people bought off Judge Abdullah? She didn't know—it was probable that no one knew—but she knew they had. For here was the explanation of Samir's haste, of his frustration the first time she had seen him. Some people might think he was only going after the son to wreak vengeance on the grandfather, but not Ranya. Showkat Mohammed was a danger to society. He would be put away where he would never harm anyone again. And Judge Abdullah would know that Samir would never be bought.
* * * *
It was two o'clock when Ranya arrived back at the mogamma. She was scarcely inside when one of the doormen told her Ustaza Mona was looking for her. She hurried up the marble stairs, not bothering to hold on to the railing in her haste.
Mona was lurking in the alcove to the Legal Reference Department. “There you are!"
"Yes, hadritik."
"Ustaz Samir advises me that you are to attend a meeting on the fifth floor. You are to bring all your notes pertaining to the Showkat Mohammed case. He directs that you go at once to the conference room and wait."
It was a quarter past three when the door opened and Mona entered, followed slowly by Ustaz Lutfy, his face mottled with purple bruises, teetering on a pair of crutches.
"Thank you, Miss Ranya,” slurred Lutfy in reply to her expression of concern. “I am fine.” He lowered himself into a chair and allowed Mona to take the crutches.
"So Miss Ranya,” he began. “I understand you have been gathering information on Showkat Mohammed. Please give me your materials."
Ranya handed him her notebook. “There are some details I have not had a chance to note down. We must talk with Mr. Saied El Araky—"
"That won't be necessary.” He put her notebook in his briefcase. “You no longer have anything to do with this case. Do you understand?"
She was not surprised. “Yes, hadritak. I will write down his num—"
"There is no need. The case against Showkat Mohammed has been dropped.” Lutfy turned to Mona and gestured for his crutches.
"No!” Ranya rose in her place. “It can't be! Why? The boy is a menace!"
Lutfy's hands trembled as he rose. “No one is suggesting otherwise, Miss Ranya. It is most unfortunate. But the magistrate uncovered a critical mistake."
"There was no mistake. What mistake?"
"I am sorry to say that you neglected to hand over the charging document, Miss Ranya."
"No. I assure you I did. I had it ready in the folder, and I remember clearly handing it to the clerk."
"It is not advisable, Miss Ranya, to contradict those whose experience so completely overwhelms yours."
"Ustaz Lutfy. Please, I beg you!"
Lutfy spoke sternly, though his face was gray with pain. “We cannot fire you, since you have a contract. But you will be on probation—"
"I don't care about me! Ustaz! You can't let that boy go unpunished! I have established the motive! Please!"
"As I was saying, Miss Ranya. You will be on probation for one year. During that time, you will not be allowed to handle any legal documents, even those in the Reference Department."
Ranya turned to Mona, but the personnel secretary would not meet her eyes.
"Of course,” continued Ustaz Lutfy in a thoughtful tone, “should you decide to resign . . . Ustaz Samir tells me that he will give you a good recommendation. We would be sad to see you go, but under the circumstances . . ."
* * * *
Yusef lowered his newspaper, but his usual smile died on his lips. “Ranya, what happened?"
"Nothing."
"Ranya, please. Don't insult me.” He helped her into the car and hastened to his seat.
Ranya folded her hands and stared at them. “The case . . ."
"They pulled you off. I knew it!"
"I wish that was all. The case is dead. The charges have been dropped. And—” She took a deep breath. “—they are blaming me. They say I bungled it."
"What? Just because you did not exactly know the procedures—"
"But it's not true! I made a fool of myself, but I did the job. They say I did not file all the documents. But I did. Someone lied.” She raised her eyes. “Yusef. Why would anyone lie?"
His face twisted. “Why? Because you are surrounded by a pack of lazy, bitter transgressors who know they will never amount to anything and hate the thought that anyone else might succeed. I told you they would turn on you.” He slammed the newspaper against the steering wheel and stared out the window.
Ranya eyed his angry face. Was he right? No. It made no sense. Ustaz Samir would never let them get away with it. He—
Her gaze fell upon the newspaper and the bold headline halfway down the page: charges filed in 25-year-old murder.
She reached out and pulled it toward her.
"Murder charges were filed against Hosni Barsoum this morning by the Zagazig Public Prosecutor's Office in the 1983 death of Nadia Barsoum and her sister Afaf Naguib. On the advice of Judge Abdula Mohammed, evidence previously thought lost—"
Yusef pushed the paper aside and took her hand. “Marry me, Ranya. Leave these pitiful people and this empty job. Come with me to Cairo."
Ranya sat motionless. Waves of sickening understanding slapped at her consciousness, eroding the moral pillars of right and wrong, good and evil, exposing the truth that lay buried at their core. Samir had never intended to take the Showkat Mohammed case to trial. He had hidden behind her—set her up as his sacrificial lamb, offering Judge Abdullah his grandson's freedom in exchange for the promise to right an old wrong. And when she thought of that long-ago brutality, and how long he must have waited, and planned, she could not find it in her heart to blame him. She wondered if he would regret what he had done to her. He could have no idea she had uncovered his scheme. No doubt he expected her to take his offer, to creep away defeated and forget.
"F'il mishmish," she whispered.
Yusef's face blanched. “You don't mean that."
Ranya roused herself. “Forgive me, Yusef. I do care for you, and I want someday to have a life with you—but I can't leave."
Tears swam in his eyes. “Why not?"
She thought of the shopgirl in Zagazig, and of young Hosni, each in their own way scarred for life. She pictured the smug face of Showkat Mohammed, grinning at her from the dock. Someday, she would see him there again.
"Because there's something I have to do. No matter how long it takes."
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Fiction: NO TROUBLE AT ALL by Douglas Grant Johnson
* * * *
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* * * *
The ambush wasn't planned.
It just worked out that way. When Bertha Hagstrom walked in the door of the tiny post office, the lobby was jammed with kids clustered around the postal boxes, picking up the family mail on their way home from school.
"Missus Hagstrom!"
At first it was one voice, then another, and another. A second later their voices became a chorus, each one trying to outshout the other. The mail was forgotten as they crowded around.
She smiled in return and raised her arms in surrender.
"How nice to see all of you."
Their chattering didn't stop as she turned to the postmaster's window.
"No package from Montgomery Ward yet, Mrs. Hagstrom,” the postmaster said before she could ask. “In fact, nothing at all."
"I hope it gets here soon, Floyd. I've got work to do."
"I thought you retired last year."
"From teaching school. Not from working."
"And not from kids, I see,” he said, indicating the noisy group around Bertha. “You watch out. Darn kids'll give you nothing but trouble."
Bertha quickly fixed him with a look designed to stop a runaway cow.
"Used to be my kids, Floyd . . . and they're no trouble at all, not for a minute!"
She held his gaze for a few seconds and turned away to face the children with a smile. Like a sergeant directing a charge, she raised her arm and pointed in the direction of her home.
"All right,” she said, “anybody going that way can walk a ways with me."
When she left the post office, she was followed by close to a dozen boys and girls of various ages. All had been, at one time or another, students in her fifth grade class. She tucked a loose strand of silvery hair back under her hat and started off, letting the chattering kids set the pace.
Watching them go, the postmaster wondered how someone who was widowed early with no kids of her own could cast her spell so easily . . . and put up with so much.
He shook his head. Kids, he thought. Yes, nothing but trouble.
* * * *
The boy heaved a sigh of relief when he finally found the girl.
She was walking along the side of an unpaved street near the edge of town. Her arms hugged her body as if she were cold. He wondered why because it was the middle of a very warm October. He hurried to catch up. When he was close, he saw her stumble on a clump of roadside grass she should have seen. A small child's purse dropped to the ground and he hurried to pick it up and hand it to her.
She took it and clutched it close, but didn't respond with a glance or a word. He walked alongside for a moment to catch his breath before he quietly spoke.
"Where y’ been?"
Her answer was a long time coming.
"Around."
"Around where?"
She didn't answer, and they walked along for a few steps.
"Y’ okay?” he finally said. “I been lookin’ for y’ all afternoon."
The girl answered with a sound that could have been half a sob. He noticed tears, too, and thought she must have been doing some serious crying for some time. But in all of his twelve years, he hadn't learned what to do when confronted by tears like these.
"What are y’ doin’ out here?” he said, a little more forcefully.
After a moment, she answered in a voice he almost didn't hear.
"Lookin'."
"What for?"
The boy waited again for her answer.
"Daddy says it's my fault."
"Ain't nothin’ your fault."
They walked along silently for a few moments more.
"Y’ goin’ home now?"
"No."
"Where y’ goin', then?"
She didn't answer, and he had no suggestion to make. He knew he couldn't bring her to his home. His father simply wouldn't like it.
He debated whether to say what was on his mind, not sure whether it would help or hurt. Everyone knew her mother had run off. His dad had said so. What troubled him was, he was pretty sure her mother was dead, and the girl's father had . . .
Before he could figure out how or whether to say it, a car rattled along the street, out of sight around the next corner. The girl stopped to listen.
"It's Daddy's car,” she said, stopping and staring in the direction of the sound.
He quickly took her by the hand and pulled her off the street toward a tall board fence.
"C'mon, we'll cut through Jeppson's barnyard."
She moved quickly and let him help her climb the fence. At the top, she jumped, and a second later he heard a sharp cry that meant she had landed badly.
The car reached the corner. He glanced at it just long enough to see it was not her father's car, after all. He quickly climbed the fence himself to see what had happened. On the other side, he saw her sprawled on the ground, grasping one of her knees with both hands.
"Criminy!” he said, but not loud enough to carry to the girl.
He quickly jumped down and hurried to help her up. If he didn't know what to do about tears, he did know what to do about a badly scraped knee.
* * * *
When Bertha turned a corner a block from the post office, most of the kids were still crowding around, lightly jostling one another for position, one after another calling out for her attention. She smiled and responded with patience as each in turn related the profound news of the moment. Ordinary things, usually, but important to each one. Like showing off a drawing the teacher had praised. Or a math test marked “100.” Or, tearfully, one marked “45.” Or the details of a rare visit to a movie house at the county seat where one boy told of seeing Will Rogers in A Connecticut Yankee.
Or in another boy's case, a new pair of shoes.
Now that was unusual, Bertha thought. Not many kids that age got a new pair of shoes, especially these days.
As she listened, she noted the absence of complaints about the hard times. Somehow, it seemed to her, it was easier for kids to accept things the way they were, to make do, at least in front of their peers. She suspected, though, one or two might have a different story if the audience wasn't so large. Over the years, it wasn't unheard of for a few of her students to approach her here or there, seeking a quiet moment of her time.
By the time she reached the corner a block from her home, the last two boys were ready to peel off and head for their own homes.
As they did, she remembered a boy who hadn't been in the group. She knew he usually stopped to pick up his family's mail after school.
"Where's Thomas today?” she called. “Is he ill?"
"Oh, he took off at lunchtime . . . sluffed the rest of the afternoon,” said one of the two.
"Teacher says he's gonna be in trouble,” said the other.
She paused to consider that news and asked herself what might have possessed the boy. After a moment, she gave a sigh for her missing shipment and the work waiting at home and trudged on, wondering why she went to the post office as often as she did. She wouldn't have gone today if her package wasn't overdue. She tried to picture which shelf—and in which post office—it might presently be sitting.
Nome, Alaska, briefly crossed her mind before she glanced upward and quickly retreated from an unkind thought.
* * * *
The boy spotted Bertha's big floppy garden hat as he rounded the corner a block from her house. She was working in her garden, and he heaved a sigh of relief. She was alone. Bertha was in fact his mother's aunt, but it had never occurred to him to fix her exact position in the family tree. To him, she was just who she was—Aunt Bertha—and she had always been his last resort when he had a problem he couldn't bring to anyone else.
He put his hand on the shoulder of the girl he had found and gave her a slight nudge.
"C'mon . . . let's go see Aunt Bertha."
After a slight hesitation, the girl moved along, a few tears still threatening. She was limping slightly, too, favoring the knee that had recently been bloodied.
Not for the first time, he glanced at her wound.
"Ow-w-w,” he almost said aloud, as a tingle of her pain echoed in the pit of his stomach.
* * * *
Bertha was working on the last row of her string beans, carefully depositing them into an over-large pocket of her apron. Every few feet, she would straighten up, massage her lower back, and empty the apron's pocket into a bushel basket sitting in a weathered wooden wheelbarrow. She compared the available space in the basket with what remained of the row of beans and decided she wasn't going to have as many beans to bottle as she had hoped. And this year, it wasn't just the beans that were not reporting in at harvest time.
It was as if the times had reached out to strangle even the soil so it wouldn't produce, she thought. It was almost two years after the crash of twenty-nine, and life all over the country was starting to seem like a two-week-old leaf of lettuce, wilted and turning brown around the edges. Half the country, it sometimes seemed, was out of work. The newspapers were full of the reports of families being devastated when work and money and hope ran out. Still, she remembered the kids who had followed her from the post office and was reminded of how often good things go unsung.
She took stock of her harvest again, glanced heavenward, and gave a short sigh of acceptance. Then she turned to resume her work and almost walked into the missing Thomas and a girl about the same age.
"Thomas . . . and Anna!” she smiled. “My goodness, how did you two sneak up on me?” Her eye was drawn to the girl, thin as a rail, whose clothing and hair were both in somewhat poor repair.
"I must be getting deaf and blind, or else you've learned some magic powers and you can make yourselves invisible! Or maybe I've been looking at beans so long everything is starting to look like beans."
She was just talking to keep the conversation going while she tried to think of what the girl might be doing here with Thomas, and why she looked like she might break and run any minute now.
And how she had gotten that nasty scrape on her knee.
"Did you have an accident at school today, Anna?"
Anna merely looked at the ground and folded her arms and clutched her purse as if it were a life preserver. Or as if someone might take it from her.
Bertha stepped closer for a better look. In addition to her wounded knee and some minor scrapes on her hands, it didn't appear that her face had been washed recently. In fact, more than a few tears had left dusty trails on her cheeks. She reached out to tilt the girl's chin up where she could see things better and noticed fresh tears beginning to form.
"Didn't your teacher have a look at your knee?"
Instead of answering, the girl made a move that signaled flight was impending.
"She didn't go to school today,” Thomas said, almost in a whisper.
"Then what—"
"Climbing a fence,” he said just as softly.
Bertha looked carefully at Thomas. Without words being said, she knew Thomas had brought Anna for a reason and she wondered if the tears were for more than a skinned knee. She remembered Anna from her fifth grade class. She had been an intelligent child, but shy, almost reclusive, and she had been shunned by most of her classmates. Recently, she had attended Bertha's Sunday Bible class a few times, mostly due to Thomas's encouragement, Bertha thought.
Thomas held Bertha's gaze and flicked his eyes toward Anna a couple of times, almost as if he was urging Bertha to take over.
Bertha wanted to know more, but she glanced at the girl's skinned knee and decided action was certainly needed, and she thought she had better take it before the youngster could make her escape. She wrapped the girl in one of her ample arms.
"Why don't you come with me for a minute and let's see what we can do about your knee.” It was expressed softly, with a lot of sympathy, but it was a command, and she didn't wait for an answer.
"Thomas, we'll be a few minutes,” she said, handing him the apron with the oversize pockets. “If you've got time, you can finish the row for me and then wheel the basket over to the back door. I made a batch of pumpkin cookies this morning, and the cookie jar is full."
She paused for a second to fix Thomas with a slight frown combined with a hint of a smile.
"By the way, I heard you missed a bit of school yourself today."
Thomas, surprised, colored slightly, but figured he was not in serious trouble. If he was, the subject of cookies would never have come up. Anyway, he thought, if she knew the reason, she might understand why he had taken off.
He looked at the twenty feet of beans that were left and sighed. But Aunt Bertha had taken over as he had hoped, and he knew a deal had been made. He put on the apron and went to work. Besides, a couple of Aunt Bertha's cookies would be worth picking the whole row.
He also hoped for a moment alone with Aunt Bertha. If he had learned anything in his life, it was that people sometimes took most everything a kid said with a grain of salt. But maybe she would understand his suspicions about Anna's mother.
From time to time, he glanced down the street in the direction Anna lived. It was past time for her to be coming home from school and he was expecting to see her father, Mr. Tullis, out looking for her.
Her father was the one person Thomas didn't want to see.
* * * *
Bertha's kitchen was comfortable and still filled with the sweet scent of this morning's batch of cookies, but Anna seemed not to notice. While Bertha cleaned and dressed her scraped knee and wiped away the tear tracks on her cheeks, she sat with her shoulders hunched and her arms folded as if there was a spring inside ready to be released.
Bertha thought she could usually charm the shyness off any kid any day of the week and twice on Sunday. But so far, nothing was working with Anna.
After the first aid and the cleanup, it was cookie time. Anna took one disinterested bite and sat there as if she had forgotten how to chew.
"What's wrong, Anna?” Bertha said.
Before she answered, Anna remembered the bite of cookie in her mouth, quickly chewed it, and swallowed.
"Mama."
"What about your mother?"
She took another bite and stopped as tears began to form.
"Mama . . .” she said, her eyes on the floor. “Daddy says she's gone away ‘cause she don't like me no more."
Anna stifled a sob.
"Oh, I'm sure she does, dear,” Bertha said, not quite believing her own reassurance.
"An’ Daddy says it's my fault."
"Why, of course it isn't."
A small attack of shivers came over Anna, and she began to click the snaps of her small purse open and closed.
"Daddy says she ran away an'—"
Bertha knew that much was true. News travels fast in a small town, and by now, it was likely almost everyone in town knew about it too.
"—an’ I got to forget her."
"We never forget someone we love,” Bertha said, trying to smile, at the same time noting the shivers and the nervous tic with the snaps of the purse.
"He says she took the bus."
In a voice so low Bertha wasn't sure what she said, Anna added, “But she didn't."
* * * *
Thomas emptied the last apron-full of beans into the basket sitting in the old wheelbarrow and glanced toward the house across the street. A neighbor woman was standing on her front walk talking to Anna's father. She was pointing toward his Aunt Bertha's house.
He took off the apron, threw it into the basket on top of the beans, and pushed off with the load, hoping to get to Aunt Bertha's back door in time to warn her.
* * * *
"My old ears aren't what they used to be, Anna. What did you say?"
Anna sat very still, as if trying to remember what the cookie was for, or what the question was.
"Anna, why didn't you go to school today?"
Anna took a bite of cookie followed by a lot of slow chewing before she answered.
"I went to find where Mama's hiding.” Her eyes were on the floor where they had been most of the time since she came into Bertha's kitchen.
"Everything's going to be all right, Anna."
She looked the child over once more and noticed the slight trembling again.
* * * *
Thomas was only halfway to Bertha's back door when he heard a shout from the front of the house.
"Anna! You get out here right now!"
Thomas considered leaving the wheelbarrow where it was and running for the back door, but he'd be too late. Bertha would already know the enemy was at the door. After only a few seconds hesitation, he pushed ahead with his load, trying to move a little faster. In the background, he heard a few more shouts and a loud banging on the door.
When he was still a good twenty yards away, Anna's father charged around the corner of the house, heading for the kitchen door.
"I know she's in there! You get her out here!"
Thomas sat the wheelbarrow down with a heavy clump. Tullis turned quickly around.
"You stay outta th’ way, kid!"
Thomas didn't move. The back door of the house opened and Bertha came out to stand on the back step.
"She's in my kitchen. She's had a scraped knee and I've been helping her get cleaned up. And she's upset about Thora. What Anna really needs—"
"What she needs is nunna your business, you old bird—” He moved as if to shove her out of his way.
"Mr. Tullis!"
Tullis stopped.
Bertha had spoken hardly above a conversational level, but her voice carried a don't-mess-with-me challenge that was as effective as a double layer of invisible brick. It was an attitude that had always worked with unruly kids back when she was teaching school, and on appropriate occasions she had found it worked just as well with an adult. And she hadn't forgotten how.
Thomas heaved a sigh of relief. He'd brought Anna to the right place. If anybody could handle Mr. Tullis, his Aunt Bertha could, he thought.
There was a brief testing of wills before the silence was interrupted by the sound of a doorknob being turned behind Bertha. Tullis broke his gaze.
Anna came out slowly, cast a glance at Thomas, and stepped off the porch, avoiding both Bertha and her father. Her eyes were on the ground, her shoulders hunched together, and her arms held close.
Tullis shook his finger in Bertha's face.
"And you, you old busybody,” Tullis said, “you can just mind your own business!"
Bertha watched them go for a moment, then turned to Thomas.
"She was walkin',” he said, “out by the edge of town. Out by them cabins."
"What was she doing out there?"
"Lookin’ for her mama, she said."
"I suppose you heard Thora took the bus and ran off."
"I told her what folks are sayin', but Anna says she's gonna find her."
He paused, watching Anna and her father, now walking about half a block away.
"She didn't want to go home. I couldn't bring her to my place."
Bertha looked at him with raised eyebrows.
"My pa, he don't like Mr. Tullis."
"Well, you did just right to bring her here, then."
She glanced at the wheelbarrow and the basket.
"Thank you for picking the rest of the beans, Thomas. Just leave the barrow in the shade. Then you'd better come in and have some cookies."
After a last look down the street, Thomas moved reluctantly to follow her orders.
* * * *
Bertha waited until they were seated at the kitchen table and the first cookie was served before she spoke.
"How did she hurt her knee?"
"We heard a car. She thought it was her pa's, so we climbed over a fence to hide. She fell off."
She nodded, accepting his answer because she had never known him to make up tales.
Thomas was neglecting his cookie and a couple of flies took advantage of the opportunity to land on it and feast. Bertha noticed them right away and shook a handy dishtowel at them.
"Flies . . . all over my kitchen. I know the Good Lord made flies to be food for the birds, but—"
She rose and took a fly sprayer from a shelf near the stove. It was a long tube with a pump handle on one end and a small reservoir for fly spray on the other. Only a few pumps of the sprayer put a mist of spray around a wastebasket next to her stove where most of the flies were congregated. The assault on the flies left a sharp odor in the room.
"Look at them, will you? They're buzzing around twice as fast, like it's dessert and they can't get enough of it!"
She gave one last pump into the swirling mass and watched them circle even faster.
"Whew! I don't know what's worse . . . flies or fly spray!"
Bertha wasn't complaining as much as it sounded. She was merely trying to entertain Thomas and distract him from the ugly scene that had just happened. He was watching the flies, but not really seeing them.
"Her pa was real mad at her last night,” he said. “She was trying to talk back."
Bertha thought that over for a moment.
"Thora wasn't Anna's real mother, Thomas. Her real mother died when she was only a couple of years old. Mr. Tullis married Thora a while after that."
"I know that . . . Anna said her mom and dad was fightin’ all th’ time. I could hear ‘em all th’ time too."
"What I know of them, I'm not surprised. It's the times . . . when you're out of work, no money coming in, it changes a lot of people."
"Couple days ago they had a terrible fight."
"That's probably why she left."
"My pa, he spoke to Mr. Tullis one time when he and his wife was goin’ ‘round an’ ‘round . . . Pa got told real good to mind his own business, so Pa tells us we gotta stay outta’ anythin’ next door. Around our house, we don't talk about it anymore, either."
"That's probably a good idea. It's a sorrowful thing that's happened in that family."
Thomas swallowed the last of his cookie, and looked at Bertha. Her expression led him to think she might listen. Finally, he decided he had to tell Aunt Bertha what he thought.
"I think he prob'ly killed her."
Bertha gave a sharp intake of air. Not quite a gasp, but almost.
"Thora?"
Thomas nodded.
"Nonsense, Thomas,” she said, looking him in the eye. “Do you know that for sure?"
"I guess not. I just think so."
"There you are! Now don't you go around telling tales like that. Especially to Anna."
"I didn't."
"As it is, it'll take Anna a while to get over what's happened.” She paused to lower her eyebrows and look Thomas in the eye. “And no telling anyone else. Those kind of rumors do nobody any good. Do you understand?"
"Yes ma'am."
"It's already bad enough. Everyone knows Thora bought a ticket the day before yesterday and went away on the bus. She did it while Anna was in school. I guess she figured she couldn't take Anna with her."
Thomas glanced at the cookie jar, still brimming with cookies, and walked to the door without taking one for the road. It wasn't like him to do that and Bertha sat thinking about Anna for long time.
She didn't notice the flies were now buzzing fewer and slower around her wastebasket.
* * * *
Whatever was going on in the Tullis household, Bertha told herself, was not her responsibility. In fact, as Tullis said, it was none of her business. On the other hand, she was troubled by how upset the child was. Was Thora's leaving enough to account for her emotional state? Perhaps, she thought, especially if Thora had been able to keep her father's desperation and anger away from the child.
She had never before gotten involved in a child's problem when it was so profoundly rooted in a child's family. Getting more deeply involved . . . well, she was hesitant. Reassuring words or a bandage or two are a far cry from helping a child cope with being abandoned by a parent, a real one or not.
"If you know what's good for you, you really ought to mind your own potatoes,” she said to herself.
A moment later, she remembered one of her Bible class lessons, the one about a youth back in ancient times who went confidently out to meet a formidable adversary. Perhaps, she thought, her own fears might be minor by comparison.
* * * *
Bertha was lucky to find the city marshal, Dave Henley, at the city offices. He wasn't there much. His real occupation was that of farmer, but his farm was close enough to town that the other part-time city fathers could justify making him the city law-enforcement officer. Not that there was much lawlessness in the small town of Watsonville. What there was tended to be caused by a few rowdy spirits and a few bullies who hadn't gotten over their personal problems when they were young. Their flagrant conduct was usually brought up short when Dave Henley appeared. When he told one of them to do something, or not to do something, most just somehow came to see it Dave's way.
But Dave Henley had been in her fifth grade class about twenty years ago, and he always listened carefully when Bertha spoke. He did so now as she told him about cleaning up the girl and the incident with her father. She left out Thomas's speculations because she couldn't accept them herself.
"Her father seems to be pretty angry about Thora taking off like she did. I hope he's not taking it out on the girl,” she concluded.
"You ask her how she got her knee skinned like that?"
"Thomas, the boy who lives next door to the Tullises, says she fell crossing a fence."
Dave smiled.
"Kid's'll get a scrape here and there, sometimes."
"Still, I thought she looked like she might be a little scared."
"Well, sure. She's prob'ly feelin’ poorly, Thora bein’ gone an’ all."
"And look who's left to take care of her!"
"Times past, Tullis hasn't been a bad sort of fellow. Spends most of his time unemployed, but with the times bein’ what they are, so are a lot of people."
"My impression is, he was mostly unemployed even when times were good."
"He's been workin’ lately. I saw him out at the feed store just last week. They got him totin’ bags of feed out to the customers’ cars."
Bertha lowered her chin and looked the big man in the eye with her best schoolteacher look.
"Thomas says he heard shouting matches, and a big one the day before his wife ran off. And again last night with Anna. Then she skipped school today and showed up at my house with a lot of grief."
Dave thought for a moment.
"I suppose I could arrange to run into him . . . have a word . . . let him know I'd take it kindly if he kept his troubles to himself."
"I wouldn't put off doing it. I met the man. I'm worried about the girl."
Dave nodded, but only after a little hesitation.
By the time Bertha returned home, she started having misgivings about taking the problem to the marshal. If he intervened, would it just make things worse for the girl? Still, she thought Dave was more concerned than he had let on. She tried to take her mind off it by dragging her harvest of beans over to the backyard faucet to wash them and get them ready for bottling whenever the pressure cooker arrived. The trouble was, washing beans was not mind work, and the questions wouldn't go away.
* * * *
A loud banging rattled the panes of glass in the top half of Bertha's back door. She was getting ready to go to bed when she heard the commotion and hurriedly put on a robe. Before she opened the door, she flipped a switch to turn on a bare bulb over the porch.
The man standing there had opened her screen door and his face was in deep shadow cast from the brim of his misshapen felt hat. But she could tell it was Tullis, and she opened the door only a few inches. He took a step forward, as if to enter, but stopped when she wouldn't open the door any wider.
"I came to get somethin’ Anna musta’ left here."
"I don't believe she left anything, Mr. Tullis."
"You lemme in, I'll just make sure."
He made another move to enter, but Bertha held the door where it was and tried to brace it with her foot.
"You'll do no such thing. It's late, and you will not come into my home. If she left anything, I haven't seen it."
"I'll search your place from top to bottom if I have to! Now you just get out of my—"
Tullis placed his hand on the door and started to push again. Bertha released the door, quickly opening it a foot or so. Just as quickly, she slammed it closed and turned the key. Caught off guard and unprepared, Tullis didn't react fast enough to push again. He rattled the doorknob with one hand and rapped on the glass with the other.
"Was you, wasn't it? You set the marshal on me, you old biddie!"
"If you're not off my property by the time I get to the telephone,” she called through the door, “I'll have the operator call him and have him escort you off!"
The truth was, she didn't have a telephone. She couldn't afford one, but she hoped Tullis didn't know that.
Through the kitchen window, she watched Tullis reluctantly turn and go around the corner of the house. She hurried to her front room window and watched him stride into the street, where he stopped to look back. A full moment passed before he turned and walked away.
"What was all that fuss about?” she asked herself, at the same time feeling a shudder start across her shoulders.
* * * *
Bertha climbed out of her bed the next morning and promptly stumbled on the kitchen stove poker she had propped by its side.
"Oh, shoot!” she muttered.
She felt like she hadn't slept a wink all night from worrying about whether Tullis might come back. Chairs under the doorknobs front and back had been her first line of defense and the poker had been the second.
The day began with preparations for a batch of bread she would bake and take to the schoolhouse later in the morning. Twice a week, a few matrons of the town prepared a lunch at the grade school for the kids whose parents didn't pack one or who didn't have the means to pack one. Lunch was simple: a bowl of thick hot soup, whose main ingredient was usually potatoes, along with a slice of bread. Not enough, but probably as much as some kids had at home for dinner. Once a week, Bertha volunteered to help supply the bread. The local mill dOñated the flour she used and others came up with the soup ingredients and did the cooking.
When the bread was mixed, kneaded, divided into loaves and left to rise, Bertha had a few moments to think. She was still deeply troubled by Tullis's late evening visit and she tried to figure out the reason for it. After he left, she spent a few minutes looking around the kitchen for anything Anna might have left behind, but found nothing. Even if she had, why did Tullis have to come looking for it late at night? And why couldn't Anna have come after it herself the next day?
Bertha took a deep breath and looked heavenward as if expecting to be told.
There was, of course, no answer forthcoming. But after only a few moments of watching her bread rise, she decided there might be some answers she could get for herself. She remembered Thomas said Anna had been coming from the direction of the tourist cabins when he found her. The owner was also the agent for the bus line that operated through this part of the state. Well, she thought, just one simple little errand to talk to the owner shouldn't make the Tullis situation any worse.
And if she did, perhaps she could put the whole thing to rest for once and all, and tell Thomas—and perhaps Anna—that Thora had indeed gone and there was nothing that anyone could do about it. She put on her town hat and headed for her old car, deciding the errand was worth the expense of the gas.
She drove to the edge of town where she parked in front of a large house whose front porch was topped with a large wooden sign identifying it as the adams auto camp. Eleven small cabins were lined up in two rows on one side of it. Attached to the porch railing was a smaller sign of enameled sheet metal that said, trans-east bus lines.
The house was also the residence of Mr. Adams and his wife, and their front room was outfitted as the office. Bertha had to push the bell on the counter twice to summon the proprietor, a man she knew to be overly servile to anyone who might be a potential customer, but just the opposite to anyone else.
"Mr. Adams,” Bertha said when he finally came, “a few days ago, do you remember selling a bus ticket to Thora Tullis?” She gave him a mild version of her schoolteacher stare.
"Humff . . . was a kid in here yesterday askin’ the same question,” he said, using the tone of voice reserved for non-customers.
"What did you tell her?"
His voice became whiny, as if he had been accused of something.
"Told her I sure did. For the two o'clock bus. Anythin’ wrong with that?"
"Not a thing, Mr. Adams."
"Figured right off the woman was runnin’ off from Tullis,” he smiled.
"Acquainted with them, are you?"
"Him, mostly. Just to know who he is. Came around here a time or two. See if I had any handyman work on the cabins. If I had any work, he'd be the last I'd hire to do it."
"You didn't know her then?"
"Just from talk. Tullis pro'lly only married her so's he'd have someone to take care of that there kid of his, what's ‘er name . . ."
"Anna."
"I suppose. What I hear, his wife was no great loss to anybody."
"Except Anna."
He shrugged.
"So then, she got on the bus?"
"Well, a’ course she did.” His voice was more confident now. “She came in here, bought a ticket, and sat over there in one of them chairs waitin’ for it."
"Why? Was the bus late?"
"She was early, didn't know ‘xactly what time it came, so she had to wait."
"She sat there all the time, right there in that chair?"
"No, after a while she went outside and walked up and down the street for a while. Watchin’ for it, I'd guess."
"So she got on the bus.” She didn't make it question.
"Well, the bus came in. The driver got out and took off the bundles of newspapers and stacked them outside my door like he always does. Right there where the newspaper boys come and pick them up. Then the driver, he got in and drove off."
"And she was on the bus?"
"A'course she was. When the bus drove off, she wasn't here no more."
She looked at her watch. It was time to get back and get her bread in the oven. There wasn't time for any more questions and she couldn't think of any more. Anyway, it was settled. Thora had left, and hopefully, Anna would eventually get over it.
Thomas, too, she hoped.
* * * *
After she delivered her loaves of bread to the school, Bertha decided to stay around during lunch hour so she could watch for Thomas and Anna. Lunch was almost over before she saw Thomas. He was coming in through the main doors.
"Thomas, stop a minute."
Thomas stopped and smiled, but it wasn't as wide as it usually was.
"I was looking for Anna too. Do you think you could bring her by my place on the way home from school?"
"She, um, didn't come to school today, either."
"Oh . . .” Bertha paused for a moment to consider the implications of that. “Do you think she's all right?"
It was Thomas's turn to think about what he was about to say. She could see the look of anxiety on his face as he began slowly.
"Last night, Mr. Tullis, well, he got in a screamin’ fit. He was shoutin’ your name a couple times too. My mom, she heard it too."
Thomas stood there as if he had transferred his burden to Bertha.
"You gonna do something, Aunt Bertha?"
"Thomas, I talked to Mr. Adams down at the tourist cabins. He says Thora got on the bus and left."
"Anna, she don't think so."
"It's been a great shock to her. It will take her a while to adjust."
Thomas just shrugged his shoulders.
"You run along now, and stay out of trouble."
He went, but she thought he was dragging his heels as he walked down the hall toward his classroom. He stopped just before he got there, turned, and ran out the side door of the school. She thought she knew where he was going and what he was going to do. Nevertheless, she wasn't sure she approved. Sluffing, for whatever reason, was still sluffing.
She also thought about her parting advice to him. It was good advice, and she ought to be taking it herself, washing her hands of the whole Anna thing. But a moment later, she recalled her conversation with Adams. It didn't take much thinking to realize he hadn't actually said he saw her climb on the bus. Only that she was gone when the bus left.
Another thought, a darker one, occurred to her. Only reluctantly, she considered it. And only reluctantly decided there was another errand she ought to do.
* * * *
The feed store where Dave Henley said Tullis worked was located on a railroad spur about a quarter of a mile from town. Bertha parked her car in the shade of a grain elevator and opened her car door. She hesitated for a last minute conference with herself. What she was about to do was certainly crossing the line into serious meddling. But it was a short conference. She stepped out of her car, closed the door, and walked quickly to the entrance.
Inside, she looked around to see if Tullis was where he might see her. He wasn't, and she headed directly for a small office in one corner. The door was open and she stopped in the opening.
"I'm looking for the manager,” she said to a man sitting behind a desk.
"Ma'am? How may I help you?"
"I want to talk to you about someone who works for you."
The man leaned his chair back and waited for her to say more.
"Tullis is his name."
"Tullis . . . humff . . . you mind telling me what your interest is?"
"I was wondering about his schedule. Say, when he takes his lunch hour. It has to do with his daughter,” Bertha said, and lowered her chin and looked at him past lowered eyebrows.
After a pause, he let his chair tilt forward and pointed toward the front of the store.
"You see that little cashier woman out there? Think she could carry a hundred-pound bag of chicken feed out to somebody's car? Well, she's had to try it a few times. Same with me. And then I'd find Tullis off asleep in some corner. ‘S okay for me to tote things once in a while, but I hire a warehouseman so's she don't have to do that. I fired the lazy son-of-a—” He paused, remembering his manners in front of a lady. “—lazy son-of-a-gun three days ago."
"So he was working here on Monday?"
"Was, till about two o'clock. Supposed to take lunch at twelve, but he probably slept through it. Came by around two to say he was going for lunch, breath so strong, would've wilted an apple tree. I told him t’ go ahead, but he didn't need to bother coming back."
Bertha added this bit of information to what she had already accumulated, and sighed heavily as she considered what it meant.
"Well, I thank you for your time."
"You're not here to ask me to hire him back, are you?"
"No."
"Humff . . . good. Man's as lazy as a hound dog in the sun. Even when he's sober."
As she walked back to her car, she made up her mind.
It was clear Tullis wasn't at work when Thora either got on that bus . . . or didn't.
* * * *
Returning from the feed store, Bertha's most direct route took her past the auto camp on the outskirts of town. If he had left the feed store at two, she thought, Tullis might have been driving by at the same time the bus was due. That made it important to find out what Mr. Adams had really seen. She quickly applied the brakes and stopped at the tourist cabins again.
She spoke to him as he approached his office, coming from the line of cabins.
"Tell me again about Thora Tullis getting on the bus, Mr. Adams."
"What's so danged important about that?"
"Just tell me what you saw. Exactly what you saw."
"Just what I already told you."
"What time did the bus leave that day?"
"Schedule says it's supposed to leave at two o'clock ever’ day."
"And what time did it actually leave?” Her tone required a more exact answer.
He thought a moment. Deciding, perhaps, whether to answer at all.
"Well, it mighta’ been a little after . . . probably five or ten after, maybe. Maybe more. Th’ driver was hurryin', gettin’ the papers off, tryin’ t’ make up the time."
"And did you actually see her step up onto the bus?"
He hesitated for a long moment, very much aware that Bertha was giving him her schoolteacher's stare again.
"Well, no . . . I guess not. Not to see her actually climb on the bus, that is. I'm a busy man, can't stand around watchin’ every li'l thing alla’ time.” He hurried to add, in his slightly whiny voice, “But she was here in plenty of time for it. She waited for it. A’ course she got on it. Sure she did. Why wouldn't she?"
She heard him, but about half his protests were delivered to her back.
* * * *
This time she found Dave Henley in his equipment shed trying to figure out why his tractor engine was running on only two of its four cylinders.
"Never had this kind of trouble with a horse when I was a kid,” he said. “If a horse couldn't work, he was sick or he was dead, and it was easy to tell which was which."
"If you were back to horses, you'd be complaining about all the feed you'd be stuffing in him all winter."
Dave smiled. “I remember my dad doing just that. He bought one of the first tractors in the county. You come looking for me or the marshal again?"
"The marshal. We've got to find Anna Tullis and talk to her."
She told him about Anna's absence from school again today and about the shouting match Thomas had heard the evening before. And of Tullis's late evening visit demanding to come in and look for something Anna left.
"Did she leave anything?"
"Not that I could see."
"Strange behavior, but I don't—"
"I went over to talk to the manager of the feed store. He told me he fired Tullis, and it was the same day Thora bought her ticket for the bus. And in plenty of time for him to have driven by and seen Thora waiting for it. On top of that, I just talked to Adams. When it came right down to it, he can't swear he saw Thora climb up and get onto the bus."
The marshal thought about that for a moment.
"Could also mean she got on that bus and Tullis came home after he was fired and found her gone and just went off to find a little taste. Although, bein’ illegal and all, where he gets the stuff is anybody's guess."
"We have to talk to Anna.” Bertha paused to lower her chin and look at him through lowered eyebrows. “Even if Thora got on that bus, the child needs help."
Dave took a long look at his tractor before he turned to face Bertha.
"Guess it wouldn't hurt to pay a call . . . at least, see why she's not in school."
* * * *
Dave walked back from the Tullis residence and leaned on the window of Bertha's car. She had followed him, but at his insistence had waited in her car.
"Nobody answered to my knock, front or back. But the back door was open a bit. I walked through the house. No one there, Tullis or the girl. Place looks empty. From the looks of things, he's packed up and gone. Car is gone too."
"What do you suppose has happened?"
"I think he's just decided to leave town and move on. That's probably why she wasn't in school today. Maybe he heard of work somewhere. Wouldn't be the first to pull up stakes."
"I'm still worried about the girl."
"They've gone. Why don't you go on home? I'll let you know if I hear anything different."
Reluctantly, Bertha drove away. She tried to convince herself Dave was probably right. Tullis was just going to try his hand somewhere new. Maybe it would be better for Anna, too, she thought, to start again someplace that didn't carry so many memories of Thora.
* * * *
It wasn't until she had almost reached her kitchen door that she noticed something was wrong. The screen door was standing open, its spring disconnected. And her back door was slightly ajar. A closer look revealed one of the panes of glass had been broken out.
She stopped, feeling almost as if a giant fist had slugged her a good one. This sort of thing was unheard of in this town. Who would do such a thing? Hardly a second later, she had a pretty good idea who would do such a thing and she stepped back, wondering whether Tullis was still in town, or heaven forbid, still waiting inside.
After a few seconds she heard footsteps behind her. She turned.
"He's gone, Aunt Bertha. He drove away,” said Thomas.
"Mr. Tullis? He was here?"
"We saw him coming and hid in your old granary. We watched through the cracks. He broke the glass and went right in."
"'We,’ meaning you and—"
"Yeah. I've been helping her hide out."
The broken window quickly forgotten, Bertha hurried to the granary.
Anna came out of the door, shoulders hunched as when Bertha had last seen her. Bertha put a comforting arm around the girl.
"What happened?"
The only response was a quiet sob. Thomas spoke at her elbow.
"Her pa said they were goin’ t’ move. She didn't want to."
Anna made a slight nod to affirm Thomas's statement.
"Come in, Anna. I'll bet you haven't had anything to eat all day. We'll get you something and then you can rest a bit."
Anna nodded and moved toward the house and Bertha leaned over to whisper into Thomas's ear.
"I want you to go to your folks's phone and call Dave Henley. He's probably home by now. Think you can tell him what's been happening?"
Thomas paused only long enough to glance once at Anna before he nodded and took off at a run. Bertha shuddered and hoped he would hurry. She didn't know what she'd do if Tullis showed up looking for Anna.
* * * *
The doors were locked, the broken pane covered by a piece of cardboard cut from an old cardboard box and held in place by carpet tacks. Bertha knew it wouldn't keep anyone out, but it was comforting to have it closed.
Her guess that Anna hadn't eaten anything all day was correct, and Bertha had made food her first order of business. On short notice, it was only bread, butter, and honey, and a little warm milk. But it was enough to make Anna a little sleepy.
Now, with her stove poker standing by her back door in case of need, Bertha set about preparing a good thick soup. But she was often interrupted. Every time she heard the sound of a car, she rushed to a window to see whose it might be. At the same time, she kept an eye on her backyard. And on Anna, who was still peacefully asleep. Time was trickling by, and she was worried because it was getting dark and she hadn't heard anything from Dave, or even a report back from Thomas.
She was just moving the pot to a cooler part of her stove when a car approached and stopped in front of her house. She held her breath as three of the car's doors opened, then let it out as she saw the driver was Thomas's father. He was accompanied by one of his neighbors and Thomas. The two adults were armed, one with a shotgun and the other with a rifle. She met them on her front porch.
"The marshal told us what's been happening,” said Thomas's father as he climbed the front steps. “He thought a couple of us ought to, well, watch out here. Maybe even—” He paused to take a quick look around the neighborhood. “—spend the night watchin’ your place."
"Then Tullis, he's not . . ."
"Uh . . . well, they're not sure where he is.” he said. “They found his car broke down a while ago, and then Jake Gourley said somebody stole his DeSoto. That Adams feller, runs the auto camp, claims he saw Tullis drivin’ outta town in a DeSoto a while ago. Dave and the sheriff's people would like to talk to Tullis about that, too, so they're out lookin', watchin’ the roads. But the marshal, he thought we ought to come over here anyway and, y’ know, keep an eye on things."
"Well, I'm certainly glad to see you fellows."
Bertha briefly considered how reliable Mr. Adams's report might be but didn't pursue it. Instead, she turned to Thomas.
"You're helping too?"
"Only for a while,” his father answered, “then he's going home."
The boy looked away, disappointed, and slumped onto the top step. The two men picked up their guns, nodded to each other, and glared seriously into the darkening streets surrounding the house.
* * * *
After her nap, Anna seemed more relaxed and she sat quietly at the kitchen table eating a bowl of Bertha's soup. Thomas had been invited in for a bowl of soup, too, but he had finished his and had been dispatched to refill the coal bucket for the kitchen stove. When he returned with it, he stood by the stove, not sure whether he should sit down again or to rejoin the men on the front porch. Bertha's attention was on the girl.
"Anna, why were you looking for your mother?"
Anna glanced at Thomas before answering in a small voice.
"'Cause I thought she's somewhere. Hiding from Daddy, maybe."
"Why did you think that?"
"'Cause I found her things."
"Thora's things? Where?"
"In Daddy's car. I told him, an’ he got real mad."
Over the next few minutes, Bertha listened as the girl, a few sentences and fragments at a time, told enough for Bertha to piece together what had been happening. That morning, Tullis had announced they were moving to another city and told Anna to pack her things. She refused and quickly ran out of the house and hid in various places until Thomas found her later in the day.
The whole thing had started a few days before when she had come home from school to find a note from Thora saying she was leaving. When she showed it to her father, he became angry and began to blame Anna.
The next day when she came home from school, he started in again, blaming Anna for her mother's wanting to run out like she did. After a while, she had gone out to the car to hide, crouching down in the back seat. It was almost dark when she noticed a few of her mother's things on the floor between the front seats. She had gathered them up and put them in her purse. The next morning when she looked at them in the light, she saw they were things she thought Thora would have taken.
That was when she began to think Thora hadn't gone away, but was hiding somewhere. She decided not to tell her father right away. Instead, she just wanted to find her stepmother. It wasn't until she had returned home from Bertha's house the evening before that she told her father exactly what she had found in the car.
". . . but I wouldn't tell where I hid ‘em,” she said.
Tullis had probably searched his own house and hadn't found them, Bertha thought, and had come here as a likely place to look. He must have thought Anna had really found some kind of evidence that Thora hadn't gotten on the bus. But Dave might say that any of Thora's belongings could have been left in the car at any time.
"Where are they, these things?"
"Here . . . I hid ‘em here."
"Where? Will you show me?” Bertha said.
Anna nodded. She went to the big kitchen stove, kneeled in front of it, and reached her hand under and in back of one of the fat, shiny legs at one corner. When she took it out, she was holding her purse, the one Bertha had seen her clutching the day before. She crossed back to the table, clicked open the snaps, and turned it upside down.
At first only a few things fell out: a small mirror and a tattered lace handkerchief. Just what one might expect to find in a child's purse. But there was more. Another lace handkerchief, this one smelling of perfume, a shiny gold compact, a fairly new tube of lipstick, and a heavy silver ring with a large turquoise stone. The latter obviously not cheap costume jewelry, perhaps worth more than a few dollars. The weight and workmanship made them all clearly adult accessories. Anna shook the purse again and something else came out. It was a small piece of yellow cardboard. Bertha picked it up and turned it over a couple of times.
It was a bus ticket. The destination that had been written on it was a city about a hundred miles away.
And both halves were intact and obviously unused.
By itself, it could mean Anna's mother had intended to take her stepdaughter along, and perhaps her father had merely interfered with the plan. That would explain why he had wanted this purse. He could probably get a refund of the ticket. More importantly, perhaps he wouldn't want his daughter to have the means to run off as well.
But Anna fished something else out of the purse: a sheet of paper torn from a small notebook. It was wrinkled, as if it had once been wadded up and then carefully smoothed and folded into a small square. She unfolded it carefully and handed it to Bertha.
The words were written in pencil.
* * * *
Dear Anna,
Im leavin, cant put up with things here no longer. We was never married anyway I just used his name so people wouldent talk. Your a nice kid but I cant take you with me.
Thora.
* * * *
Bertha noted it was signed “Thora” instead of “Mother.” She looked again at the ticket and then at her stove. Bertha quickly erased any remaining doubt from her mind.
Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a doorknob turning and a sharp gasp from Anna. She followed Anna's wide-eyed look.
Tullis was standing in the back doorway. He held a finger of one hand to his lips. In his other hand he held a knife. He spoke earnestly, but not loud enough to be heard by the guards on the front porch.
"I'll take the kid's things, now, you old biddie! Anna, you'll come with me. We're leavin'."
He raised the knife and waved it at Bertha. Thomas, still by the stove, backed up. He cast a quick look at the door. He winced as he remembered he had forgotten to lock it when he came back in with the coal. He backed up further, stumbling on the waste can, disturbing not a single fly.
Bertha stepped forward to shield Anna.
Tullis stabbed at the air with his knife and made a move toward Bertha, who was still holding the ticket.
"You meddling old . . . gimme that . . . and me and Anna, we'll be on our way!"
Anna cringed away from him.
"I don't think so, Mr. Tullis,” Bertha said with enough ice in her voice to stop a stampeding buffalo. But the invisible brick wall wasn't working. He didn't appear to be drunk, but she could tell the man was too disturbed to notice any kind of challenge she could make.
Bertha glanced quickly at the poker out of reach by the back door, and the hallway leading to the front of the house. Tullis had cut off escape in both directions. He waved the knife again, a few inches from Bertha's face. She forced herself not to flinch.
"Outta th’ way! I'll have Anna's things, and right now!"
Still standing by the stove, Thomas glanced at the back door and judged his own chances of escape to get help. He wavered with his decision too long and Tullis turned quickly and waved his knife at him.
"You just stay where you are, kid!"
Thomas drew back until his shoulder touched the fly sprayer sitting on its shelf. He knew what it was without looking back at it. Tullis turned his anger back on Bertha.
"You got no right to—"
As Tullis spoke, Thomas reached behind him and grasped the sprayer. As he lifted it, he pulled the plunger back. By the time it was fully back he had the sprayer aimed at Tullis's head.
"—to mess with other people's—"
Thomas quickly pushed the plunger all the way home. Tullis's face almost disappeared in a cloud of fly spray.
"Ah-h-h-h . . ."
It was a sound the neighbors could have heard.
Thomas quickly pushed out two more bursts. Tullis dropped the knife and tore at his eyes with his fists as his terrible bellows of pain continued. By the third bellow, and another blast from the sprayer, Thomas's father and the neighbor had dashed in from the porch and their guns were being pressed into Tullis's back.
"Guess we shoulda’ had one of us on the back door,” Thomas's father said with a sheepish smile.
Bertha scooped up Anna and began hustling her out of the kitchen, away from her father's cries. On the way, she glanced at Thomas, still clutching the sprayer and standing as still as a stone, shocked at the pain he had just unleashed.
"Thomas,” Bertha said.
He glanced at her.
"The Joneses across the street have a telephone . . ."
With less than a second's hesitation, Thomas understood what was required. He dropped the sprayer and was out the door before Bertha could finish.
* * * *
Dave knocked on Bertha's back door a couple of hours later. She greeted him with whispers and a finger to her lips.
"I saw your light was still on,” he replied in the same manner. “Thought I'd see how things were with you and the girl."
"I made a bed for her in my living room. She finally fell asleep just a few minutes before you knocked."
Dave nodded. “And yourself?"
Bertha didn't answer right away. She was looking at the fly sprayer, still sitting on the floor where Thomas had dropped it. She picked it up and placed it back on its shelf.
"Thank you for your concern. I guess I'll be all right. But I'll admit the last few days have been a little more excitement than I'm used to."
"Well,” Dave said, “fact is, wasn't for you and that boy, Tullis and the girl would'a been long gone and no one the wiser about Thora."
She glanced in the direction of her living room and shrugged.
"It was a terrible thing for them to see. Why didn't he just run when he had the chance?"
"The sheriff figured he didn't want to leave a witness and a piece of evidence."
"A witness?"
"Well, she'd seen the bus ticket. I gather he wasn't thinkin’ too clearly when he showed up at your place."
"No, he wasn't. And for some time, I think."
She gave a quick glance in the direction of her living room again.
"Did he say anything about Thora?"
"Yeah.” Dave smiled, but there was no mirth in it. “The sheriff said, on the way over to have a doctor look at him, Tullis sort of came apart and laid it out pretty quick. Said he picked her up while she was still waitin’ for the bus. Claimed what happened was accidental. Maybe it was. Things maybe just got out of hand. Still, there it is."
"What's going to happen to Anna?"
"Later on, Tullis told them he had a sister who offered to take Anna, back when her mother died. One of the sheriff's people will be trying to look her up tomorrow."
"It's something to hope for . . . for Anna's sake."
Dave nodded and took his leave.
As Bertha closed the door a floorboard creaked. She quickly followed the sound. Anna was standing in the living room doorway.
"She's really dead, then, isn't she?” Anna said.
Bertha opened her arms wide. Anna didn't move for an instant, but then took a step, then two, then a few more.
Sometimes, Bertha knew, a hug and a good listen is as much medicine as anything is.
* * * *
There were eight in the picture that was taken on Bertha's front porch a few days later. Besides Bertha and Thomas, there were Mr. and Mrs. Albert Gruman, who had driven down from the capital to take Anna back with them. Sitting in various poses on the steps were the three Gruman children, two girls who bracketed Anna's age, and a younger boy whose hair and shirt collar were slightly disheveled compared to what they had been a half hour before. And of course, Anna, who was standing in the center looking as if a great sorrow had been removed from her life.
Dave the marshal took the picture with a small Kodak folding camera belonging to Mrs. Gruman and he noted the person with the brightest smile was Mrs. Gruman. She was the sister of Tullis, and over and over she told how she had offered to take in Anna years ago when her natural mother had died. No one in the group had mentioned Tullis himself, and any comment on his current whereabouts had been just as studiously avoided.
After profuse promises to mail prints of the picture, Mrs. Gruman gathered Anna, her brood, and her husband, into their car and waved as they drove away.
The car hadn't gotten far when Anna's face appeared in the back window. She waved and offered a brief but small smile, her eyes moving from Thomas to Bertha and back to Thomas, until the car turned the corner and disappeared.
Thomas stood by the front gate for a long moment. Then, hands in his pockets, he shuffled off toward his home without saying goodbye or looking back. Bertha understood why. The wetness she thought she had seen forming in his eyes a moment ago would have embarrassed him.
When she was sure Thomas was out of earshot, she turned to the marshal.
"Any news?"
"The sheriff called just before I came over here,” Dave said. “They found her just where Tullis said she would be."
"Thomas told me a couple of days ago he thought Tullis had killed his wife."
"He offer any proof?"
"No."
"Then, how'd he know?"
"I don't know, but once in a while kids have a way of knowing things. I think sometimes they see things more pure."
"Hmm.” Dave shrugged, perhaps agreeing that they did. “I stopped at the post office on the way here. Happened to mention I was goin’ by your place. Floyd said to tell you he just had a big package come in, somethin’ you might've been expectin’ for some time now."
"Thank you, David,” she said with a heavy sigh of relief. “It's my pressure cooker. Just in time too. I've been planning on doing a lot of canning this year."
Dave shook his head.
"Bertha, you're sure takin’ on a lot o’ work for yourself."
Bertha paused for a quick upward glance before she answered.
"Compared to the last couple of days,” she smiled, “it'll seem like a breeze!"
Dave chuckled, walked a few steps toward his truck, then turned.
"I hope things work out for Anna."
"The Gruman girls can't seem to get enough of her."
"That little Gruman boy, though, didn't seem too happy."
"He'll be okay,” Bertha said. “I happened to see him with Thomas in the backyard just before we lined up for the picture. Thomas was . . . negotiating what I suppose was Thomas's expectations of his conduct toward Anna."
Dave raised his eyebrows as if waiting to hear more.
"Negotiating?"
"Explaining, perhaps,” Bertha shrugged. “The Gruman boy was on the bottom. They seemed to be coming to an agreement and it didn't seem necessary to offer any further suggestions."
Dave smiled, this time with genuine amusement.
"Put a little weight on her, doll her up a little better, she'd not be a bad looking kid."
"I think there's a lot more there than what most people have been able to see."
"An’ that Thomas . . . seems like he's been mighty protective of her,” Dave said.
"Of course he has! He's a very serious young man. He's older and a lot smarter than his years. You probably couldn't get him to admit it, but I think he's in love with her!"
"At his age? Huh . . . prob'ly they'll never see each other again."
"Don't count on it,” Bertha said, fixing him with her most effective schoolteacher look. “Don't count on it for a minute!"
Dave thought for a moment and decided, well, maybe he wouldn't count on it.
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Fiction: CERTIFIED by Eve Fisher
"Maybe she was ashamed that she abandoned a baby. I never understood it myself."
Marriage is an honorable estate, and God knows needs all the support it can get these days. So when a double-digit anniversary is celebrated in Laskin, pretty much everyone shows up. Jim and Mary Olson's fortieth was held in the basement of Calvary Lutheran Church, which had been covered in gold and white streamers. The church ladies served barbecue, chips, pickles, peanuts, and a huge sheet cake with “Happy 40th Anniversary” in yellow icing on it. Gold balloons bobbed above gold and white centerpieces.
"Looks more like a fiftieth than a fortieth,” I muttered to Linda Thompson as I piled a second barbecue on my plate.
"Yes, but,” she lowered her voice, “Uncle Jim's been diagnosed with early Alzheimer's, and no one's entirely sure he'll be here in ten years.” She made a face. “Mentally, I mean. I don't know how Aunt Mary's going to cope. Those two are just everything to each other."
I piled on the chips and glanced over at the anniversary couple, sitting beside each other. They looked like any other couple in their late sixties, grayed and wrinkled and worn. The pastor leaned over Jim's right shoulder and made some remark, and the old guy laughed. Mary smiled. At their age, I thought, taking a cup of coffee, of course they're everything to each other. What else can they do? Who else would have them? Then I noticed their shoulders touching, leaning into each other, and as I walked behind them, I glanced down and saw that they were holding hands under the table.
Some couples really do make it.
So it was with a double nausea that I found myself, a month later, standing in Mary Olson's bedroom, looking down at her body. Jim Olson was lying on the bed beside her, weeping. The gun—their neighbor had heard a shot and called us—was on the floor beside the bed.
"Jesus,” Jonasson rasped. “Get the ambulance,” he told Bob. Then he went over to the bed. “Jim.” The old man shuddered, wrapping his arms tighter around his dead wife. “Jim, you need to get up now. I need to take a look at Mary.” Jim stirred, turned his head toward us, and I felt a cold chill as I saw his bloody face. She'd been shot in the head. “Jim . . .” Jonasson waved a hand at me. “Help me get him up, Grant."
"Shouldn't we get photos first?” Bob Johnson asked. Jonasson growled, and Bob added, hastily, “Before we move him?"
Jonasson nodded and waved him ahead. A few minutes later, Jonasson and I got Olson up out of the bed. He kept moaning, “Mary,” and Jonasson kept assuring him that we'd take care of her. We walked Olson into the kitchen, and Jonasson sat him in a chair.
"There you go, Jim.” He went over to the sink and soaked a washcloth. “Here you go,” he said, washing Olson's face as if it had been a baby's. “It's okay, Jim,” he kept saying in a strangled voice. At one point he glanced up and saw me. “What the hell are you staring at? Get back in there and get to work."
* * * *
The next morning Jonasson called me into his office. He looked like he hadn't slept much the night before. “I'm taking Olson to Yankton today for evaluation.” I nodded. “Hell, he can't make a statement about what he had for lunch yesterday, much less anything else. He keeps asking for Mary. Of course it was an accident.” I waited. “GSR test come back?"
I nodded. “Positive on both of them, actually. But of course, she might have been trying to get the gun out of his hand, or him out of hers, or—"
Jonasson interrupted me. “There was a doctor's appointment on the calendar."
"I called. The doctor's in surgery, and they'll have the nurse call me back."
"Call you back?” He sat up. “Get back on the phone and tell them we need that information right away."
"Yes, sir."
But you can't get information right away from anybody anymore, even in South Dakota. They didn't get back with me until the afternoon, and by that time Jonasson was long gone to Yankton with poor Jim. And then Jonasson stuck around down there for a day or two, and when he got back there was that whole ruckus with that Davison kid, so it was three days later, and the day of the visitation, that I was sitting in his office and telling him what I'd found out. Mary Olson had been diagnosed with breast cancer.
"At her age?” Jonasson held up a hand. “No, I know better."
"She'd had a needle biopsy. Surgery was indicated. So it might have been suicide."
"Breast cancer's survivable."
"Maybe she couldn't face surgery,” I suggested. “Or it was just the last straw, what with Jim's condition. Of course, she could have been having an affair with the assistant pastor and a mastectomy would have put an end to it."
Jonasson was dead silent, which wasn't his usual response to my sarcasm. Instead, he tossed an envelope across the desk.
I opened it up. Inside was a letter and a newspaper clipping: the obituary of an Anthony F. Montelli, aged seventy-two, died in Grady Memorial Hospital in Atlanta, Georgia, of heart failure.
"Who's he?"
"Mary's ex-husband.” I blinked. “Forty-five years ago. It was short, sweet, sour. Over in a year, maybe two."
"Doesn't say anything about survivors, next of kin . . .” The date of death was May 6, barely a month ago.
"Big city obits are short. No time for career highlights and the rest. Read the letter."
* * * *
Dear Mom,
I know you once told me that you had nothing more to say to me or Dad, but I felt you should know that he passed away Friday night. I know there's been a lot of hard things said on both sides, but I just wanted you to know, and to know that I do love you, and I want to see you again. I never meant to side with Dad over you, it just worked out that way. When you left, I was just a baby, how else could it have worked out? But I'm not saying that to make you feel guilty. I just want you to know that you're the only blood I've got left, and I want us to get along. I'm going to come visit. You can close the door in my face, but at least I'll have seen you before you do. That's all I want. Love, Carson
* * * *
If I hadn't already been sitting down, I'd have fallen into the chair. I picked the envelope back up and looked at the postmark. It was too smudged to read anything more than May.
Jonasson had leaned forward, his face in his hands, as I read. When I set the envelope down, he raised his head and said, “You were talking about last straws. Not a word about this to anyone."
I nodded. “Where was it?"
"Linda Thompson found it yesterday when she went by to get Mary's burial clothes. By the telephone. How the hell did you guys miss it?” I could have told him their telephone was in the kitchen, and he'd growled us all out of there, but I saved my breath. “Linda . . . She knew about the first marriage, but she didn't know about a baby. She doesn't think anybody did."
"Maybe she's just too young to know all the gossip about that generation,” I suggested.
"I hope so. If Jim knew . . .” He beckoned for the envelope and its contents. I handed them over and he put them back together, turned around, and popped them in the safe. “Probably doesn't matter."
But it did, I thought.
I had another hour before quitting time, so I went back to the office and went to the Atlanta online obituaries. Anthony Montelli's confirmed that he was survived by a son, Carson. That was all. I thought about going to the Norseman's, but the visitation was at seven, and I didn't like to attend with alcohol on my breath. I was driving home when I saw Matt Stark, walking her dog. I nodded and pulled over.
"Get in, I'll give you a lift."
"The purpose of this is to give that damn dog exercise,” Matt complained as she climbed in. “How's Jim?"
"Not good. Pretty incoherent."
"Poor old bastard. I know he didn't set out to kill her."
"You think it was an accident?"
"Well, it sure as hell wasn't murder."
"How about suicide?"
Matt looked at me over Whisper's wagging tail. “Why would she do that?"
"She'd been diagnosed—"
"Yeah, with breast cancer.” Matt waved a hand, scattering cigarette ashes all over my car. “We all knew about that. She had a long talk Saturday with Charlene Oldham about mastectomy versus lumpectomy. She was handling it just fine. We'd worked out shifts to help her and watch Jim and everything was taken care of."
"But—"
"Like I said, an accident. Although I reckon I'm going to have to tell you, ‘cause you're going to hear it from others, he has been getting violent.” I raised my eyebrows. “Well, not violent, but sometimes when he gets frustrated, he throws a tantrum. Because of the Alzheimer's. That or he gets really depressed. Mary was a little worried.” I interpreted that to mean that Mary must have been scared to death. “I told her if it ever got out of hand to call me, because I could handle him and I would."
I pulled up into Matt's driveway and stopped the car. “Maybe she just couldn't handle any of it anymore."
Matt made a face. “Bull. You didn't know her. Mary had guts. She wouldn't let anything knock her out. Not Jim's condition, not breast cancer, and certainly not hearing about the Italian stallion kicking the bucket.” I suppose I was staring like an idiot, because she added, “Mary's ex?"
"How'd you hear about that?"
"Francine Parsons, how else? She told us the same day Mary shared her diagnosis. She would,” Matt grunted, and opened the door, pushing Whisper into the yard. “You don't know the story. Well. Back forty-five years ago, a bunch of us went to West River to the Ellsworth Air Force Base for spring break. Not that any of us were in college, but we went anyway, and saw the flyboys. Me, Mary, Charlene, Eloise, and Francine. We all went to a big dance out there. And we all got pretty tight. Francine threw herself at Tony—God, he was gorgeous—but he'd seen Mary and that was that.” Matt took a deep drag of her cigarette, finishing it. “We had a great time. We stayed till the place shut down, and we all went in different directions when we left. And I was the first back to the motel!” She bellowed with laughter. “First time that ever happened in my life!"
"And then Mary married this guy Tony."
"Oh, yeah. She came back with us to Laskin, packed her bags and took a bus right back to Ellsworth. I think they got married the next day. He was moving out to . . . crap, I can't remember. But they moved there together. It was a little over a year later she came back home. Said he was a mean drunk. So she divorced him and married Jim Olson, who worshipped the ground she walked on."
"Why would Francine have kept track of Tony?"
"Well, I don't know why she kept track of Tony, but I do know why she kept track of Mary. Francine's Jim Olson's sister. She never did appreciate Mary coming into the family.” She got out of the car. “Thanks for the lift. See you at the visitation. Oh, and let Jim know I'll be down to see him as soon as he's allowed visitors."
"I will."
I headed home, thinking. Jealousy compounded daily. Sounded believable to me. But Francine wouldn't have sent a letter from her son.
* * * *
The visitation was packed. Francine Parsons, who I finally realized was one of my mother's bridge pals, the one I disliked the most, came up to me and announced that she was going to go down to Yankton, get Jim Olson, and bring him up to live with her. I said I thought that would be a fine idea, if she was up to it.
"As if I couldn't take care of my own brother!"
She huffed off, and Linda leaned toward me. But what she was going to say was lost because at that moment, Carson Montelli walked in.
It had to be him: a short, dark-haired, dark-eyed, olive-skinned, fortyish man. Everyone stopped talking and stared. Even Randy Walworth was struck dumb for a minute. Then he went over and handed him a program. The man looked down, read it, and his shoulders began to shake. He was crying. Randy murmured a few words, the man said something back, and Randy glanced around with that coyote look he gets when he gets a new scrap of gossip.
Linda and I were near enough to hear Randy say, “If you'll come with me, Mr. Montelli, I'll take you in to see her.” He whisked him into the visitation room, and was back in a moment to announce, loudly, that the prayer service would begin in five minutes.
Usually after the prayer service, everyone greets the relatives, and goes into the coffee room, and talks a mile a minute. The sound is like migrating geese. This time, it was all whispers, and sounded more like snakes. It was Francine who exploded.
"Son! She never had a son!"
"Are you sure you'd know?” Montelli asked, politely but firmly. “She left us all completely behind."
"She would have said!” Francine was turning purple with rage.
Montelli shrugged. “Maybe she was ashamed that she abandoned a baby. I've never understood it myself. I know . . . I admit my dad was a son-of-a-bitch—” Gasps went up. “—but I've never understood why she didn't take me with her. I would have liked to know her at least. While she was still—” And then his face crumpled again.
I went up to him and clapped my hand on his back. “It's a hard thing you're going through. You got someplace to stay?"
Montelli wiped his eyes and nodded. “Laskin Motel."
"Good. You go back and you have a good rest, and tomorrow we'll talk."
"Did you know my mother?"
"All my life,” I said. “I'll pick you up, take you to breakfast. Officer Grant Tripp."
I would have said that Montelli's eyes wavered for a moment, but when a man's been crying as hard as he'd been, it's hard to tell.
After Montelli left, Linda said quietly, “No will."
"Huh?"
"Aunt Mary and Uncle Jim never made a will. They talked about it, never did it."
I nodded. “That's fairly common.” After all, I thought, it didn't matter. Or did it? I saw Jim Barnes and excused myself for a minute. “Jim, what's the law about intestate inheritance? If there's a child?"
He gave me a long legal explanation that could be condensed down to the kid gets half. I thanked him, and he went off with his latest wife. Bob was on duty later that evening. I could ask him to keep an eye on Montelli—but then I thought, why bother. He wasn't going anywhere. Not yet.
* * * *
Over breakfast, Montelli explained that a few years back he'd done a search for his mother and found out that she'd remarried and was still in Laskin. “I never contacted her because my dad was still alive, and . . . I just knew it wouldn't be any use. I thought, though, that maybe after he died . . .” He shook his head.
"I hope you don't mind my asking, but do you have some proof that you are who you say you are?"
Montelli nodded and pulled out his driver's license from his wallet and a large manila envelope from his briefcase. The Georgia driver's license was for Carson Montelli, and it was certainly his picture on it. The envelope had a certification of birth: Carson Montelli, born July 24, 1964, same date as the driver's license, place of birth, Trenton, New Jersey—"My dad was stationed at McGuire Air Force Base at the time."—father Anthony Montelli, mother's maiden name Mary Johnson.
I nodded. “Tell me about your dad."
"Hard drinker, hard liver, mean temper. Anything my mother might have said about him was probably true. I still don't understand why she left me with him . . ."
He whined about that for quite a while, and to be honest, I tuned out most of it. I wanted to know what he wanted. Money, of course. But my mind went around like a hamster in a wheel while, his voice droned on like a mosquito.
Finally he stopped. He said he wanted to drive around and see the sights. I told him to check out Lake Howard, right outside of town. After he left, I went back to the office and made a couple of phone calls. One of them was to Bob, who promised to keep an eye on him.
Montelli went for his drive, and then went to see Linda, who sent him on to Jim Barnes. Later, he came into Mellette's Lounge. I was in the next booth, finishing a burger. I gave him a little nod and ignored him. He was working his way through a tough steak when Jonasson came in. Montelli looked up from his carving as Jonasson sat down across from him. This time his eyes were definitely shifty.
"Mr. Montelli?” The man nodded. “I'm Detective Jonasson."
"Is there something I can do for you?” he squeaked.
"You can explain how your mother was born in Newark when Mary Johnson Olson was born right here in Laskin."
Montelli put down his knife. “What are you talking about?"
"I'm talking about your birth certificate. What you showed Officer Tripp was a short form. You know, we kind of get to know people up here, living with them all these years, and Mary Olson wasn't the type to leave a baby behind with a man like your dad. And it occurred to Officer Tripp as soon as he saw the paperwork, there's got to be a million Mary Johnsons in the world."
I'd finished my burger, so I moved over and sat down next to Jonasson. I smiled at Montelli and said, “I had an Uncle Dave, married three times and each time to a Sarah. Just liked the name, I guess. Sure made it easier for us in the family."
"So Officer Tripp, he got the New Jersey Vital Records to fax us the long form. And there you are. It says that your mother was Mary Catherine Johnson, born in Newark, New Jersey."
Montelli looked sick, but he tried. “Look, I didn't know that. I just—"
"You didn't know? You didn't check? You thought this might be your mother?” Jonasson almost spat, but didn't. “Tell us the truth. What happened to your Mary Johnson?"
"I don't know!” Montelli yelped. “She left too. They all did. I just thought—"
"You'd try it on?” I asked. Jonasson frowned at me, and I shut up.
"Mr. Montelli, no matter how you look at it, what you're trying here is fraud—"
"I tell you, I didn't know she wasn't my mother!"
Jonasson ignored him. “However, it hasn't gone too far, and I'm willing to overlook it.” Montelli's face eased up slightly. “What worries me is that a woman we all know and love has been shot in the head. And I wonder if maybe you came to town kind of early—"
"I never shot anyone!” he squealed. “I never was here in my life before yesterday!"
Jonasson shook his head and turned to me.
"Bill Jorgenson up at the C-Mart, he says you stopped in for gas three days ago,” I supplied. “And Mrs. Hopewell, she lives across the street from the Olsons, she says she saw a car a lot like yours parked out back that same day."
"They're wrong!"
"They're reliable,” Jonasson assured him. “Now, you might have come then, or even a day before that. I mean, if you're going to try to inherit money from a woman who's never seen you, wouldn't it be better if she never sees you at all?"
"I didn't kill her! I didn't kill anyone! I swear to you, I wasn't—"
"Bill Jorgenson and Mrs. Hopewell."
"I read about the death in the paper,” he stammered. “I was in Omaha. I drove up to see—"
"Just to see?"
"All right. I went by the house. It was unlocked, so I went in, and I looked around. The bed . . .” Montelli turned green and pushed his steak so it was under Jonasson's nose. “And then I left."
"But first you dropped off an obituary and a letter. By the telephone.” He nodded. “You got any proof that you weren't here before Wednesday?"
"How can I prove it?"
"Gas receipts would help. You don't strike me as the type that would pay cash."
Montelli scrabbled in his briefcase like there was gold in there. I kept a hand on my gun, just in case. Some people are fools. He came up with a handful of receipts, and it flashed through my mind that it would be interesting to see whose name was on the credit cards. He tossed them across the table.
"You might as well go ahead and finish your steak while I do this,” Jonasson commented, reading through each receipt carefully. He didn't. He just kept his eyes riveted on Jonasson's hands, filing the receipts in order by date as he read them. Finally he put them down. “You're pretty organized. That's good. Probably saved you from being arrested. For murder, at least."
"Does this mean I can go now?"
Jonasson nodded. We watched as Montelli scrabbled up the receipts, his briefcase, and headed for the door. “Don't forget to pay for your steak,” Jonasson called out. Montelli pulled out money and slammed it down by the cash register.
We both sighed. It had been fun to rattle Montelli's cage, but that was all it was. Francine Parsons had been in while I was waiting for the fax and told us the bitter truth. It had come out down in Yankton: Jim Olson had found out about Mary's breast cancer and, depressed and confused, had tried to commit suicide. Mary had tried to stop him. In the struggle, she had been shot. Matt Stark had been right. An accident. A tragic, senseless accident.
"It would have been nice to arrest Montelli,” I said.
"Oh, somebody'll arrest him somewhere. He only thinks he's smart. Doesn't look ahead.” Jonasson glanced at me. “Unlike some people.” He got up and went home.
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Fiction: THEY CALLED HER THE GUNGIRL by O'Neil De Noux
She stood shivering in the rain while he changed the tire of their faded green Packard. She turned her wide, dark eyes toward my headlights as I slowed my DeSoto to pass along that deserted stretch of Highway 90 on the New Orleans side of the Rigolets narrows separating Lakes Catherine and Borgne from Lake Pontchartrain. Lightning forked and her yellow dress flashed in momentary brightness. I pulled in front of the Packard and took my umbrella back to her.
He looked up at me as he tightened the lug wrench.
"Need any help?” I asked, passing the umbrella to her. The rain picked that moment to let up. Typical south Louisiana weather, storming one second, no rain the next.
"We got it now,” he said, moving the wrench to the next nut.
"You should keep your lights on,” I said. “Almost hit you.” The Packard was half on the blacktop.
I waited for him to finish with the tire. Had to guide her by the elbow away from the highway when a car zoomed on the other side of the road, spraying water high into the night sky. She looked around twenty, him too. Both were drenched, lips quivering although it wasn't a bit cold. The late September rain was a warm rain, warmer than the most of the showers I'd taken in the army.
"Thanks,” he said, opening the door for her. He stood a good four inches shorter than my six feet.
She gave me a lingering look as she climbed in. It wasn't flirty, but her eyes locked on to mine for a long moment before he shut the door. I went back to my car and the Packard followed me. The highway turned into Chef Menteur Highway, then Gentilly Boulevard. I took a left at Elysian Fields and the Packard went straight. When I pulled up in front of my building on Barracks Street, I glanced at my Bulova—three a.m.
At ten a.m., I sat behind my well-worn mahogany desk with my feet up, a mug of coffee and chicory in one hand and the morning paper in the other as I read about the poor, underrated, underdog Brooklyn Dodgers, which my Yankees beat in game one of the 1947 World Series, five to three. I'd listened to the game on the radio, but I liked to read the sports reporters’ commentary the next morning. Apparently 73,365 fans filled Yankee Stadium to witness DiMaggio, Berra, Rizzuto, and company do what they do best. Win. Five runs on four hits. Not bad.
Flipping back to the front, I spotted the headline prominent doctor murdered near rigolets, and I sat up.
Just below was the subhead “Green Car Seen Leaving."
Dr. Lucas Waddell of the Eye-Ear-Nose-and-Throat Clinic on North Claiborne Avenue was found lying outside his fishing camp on Lake St. Catherine with three bullets in his chest. An elderly neighbor heard gunshots, saw two people run to a green car, possibly a Buick or Packard, and drive off. The witness couldn't identify the two with the rain coming down but was sure one was a woman in a yellow dress. The coffee churned in my stomach. I picked up the phone and called my friend, Frenchy Capdeville, NOPD Homicide Division.
* * * *
Frenchy flipped his cigarette into the gutter, sending sparks into the air, as we stepped away from his black prowl car parked at the corner of Orleans and Royal Street. I stretched and glanced at St. Anthony's garden behind St. Louis Cathedral. A flock of pigeons rose from the obelisk commemorating some French sailors who died here during one of our yellow fever epidemics. It always looked out of place, an Egyptian obelisk behind an old European cathedral.
Lieutenant Frenchy Capdeville stood five nine, medium build. Picture Zorro with a wide nose, rumpled suit and ever-present cigarette dangling from his lips and that's Frenchy. He even had the pencil-thin mustache and curly black hair. I was dressed in my light gray suit, sky blue tie, black-and-white Florsheims. My dark brown hair was recently cut and Brillantined with a crisp part down the left side. I'm not sure which former girlfriend described my eyes as Mediterranean brown, but my face, properly square jawed, was clean shaven.
At a two-story building with a wraparound balcony, a portly man in a blue ban-lon golf shirt and red and black Bermuda shorts answered the doorbell of a recessed door beneath a sign reading, schroeder's photo studio.
"You're early,” the man said.
"Schroeder,” Frenchy barked as he breezed past the man, “meet Lucien Caye, a private eye.” I shook Schroeder's soft hand. So this was the police artist Frenchy had long bragged about. He was about to draw portraits of the couple from the rain with my help.
Frenchy led the way upstairs, halting at the top to fire up another cigarette. Schroeder eased past him and I followed, stopping as a pretty blonde got up from a red velvet sofa and stepped behind a curtain.
"The hell is this?” asked Frenchy.
"Bikini,” I explained. “French design. Bathing suit small enough to pull through a wedding ring."
Schroeder hustled to move a box camera on a large tripod. “Yes. That's a bikini, but I'm not sure Pontchartrain Beach is ready for it yet."
Frenchy leaned close. “Thought she was in her bra and panties."
The bikini was white. I shook my head. “Bra and panties cover more."
Schroeder waved us to a table at the far end of the studio. He hustled around, gathering an artist's pad, pencils, an easel, two stools, and motioned me to one while he perched on the other.
The blonde woman came out dressed in a blue shirtwaist that matched her eye color and high heels. She smiled and said, “Hello, tall, dark, and handsome . . . You don't remember me, do you, Mr. Caye?"
Frenchy wheezed and started coughing one of those long smoker coughs.
"He all right?” she asked.
"He'll live,” I said as she came right up to me, smiling wider now. Her perfume was nice and subtle. My Sin, I thought.
"A year ago. You threw a man off the streetcar."
Oh, yes. I remembered.
"I'm Evelyn Woodard,” she said, flipping her hair from her eyes. She turned to Frenchy and patted his back as he coughed. “A drunkard was bothering my aunt and me on the streetcar and Mr. Caye told the driver, but the driver wouldn't do anything, so Mr. Caye came back and picked the man up by the ear.” She turned to Schroeder now. “He twisted the man's ear so hard the drunk came right out of his seat, and Mr. Caye marched him to the back door and kicked him off the streetcar."
She winked at me. “Then he came back and gave my aunt his business card. That's how I know his name."
I remembered a bunch of women, all dressed up on a Sunday, and the drunk, of course.
Evelyn smiled coyly and said, “I'll see you tomorrow, Mr. Schroeder.” Then she said to me, “And you can call me anytime. I'm in the book under J. Woodard."
We watched her turn away.
"What's the J for?"
She looked over her shoulder. “James. My husband. If he answers just hang up and call back later."
Frenchy looked like he'd just sucked on a lemon. He whispered, "And you can call me anytime?"
"Hey, it isn't easy living my life,” I told him. “Women expect a lot out of me."
"You're callin’ her?"
"Nope. She said the magic word. Husband."
"You suddenly got morals?"
"I got brains. Plenty of single women around."
Schroeder opened a drawing pad and said, “Okay. We'll start with the woman. Did she had a round face, lean face, pixie face?"
The man looked like a buffoon, but he was a magician with a pencil. When he'd finished the illustrations, as he called them, it was as if the pair from the Packard had spent an hour and a half posing for him, rather than me describing them. I stared at the woman's portrait for a minute, at the dark eyes staring right at me as she'd done in real life. She looked pretty, maybe too pretty. It was supposed to be a police identification drawing, not a portrait. For a moment I thought of the movie Laura and the portrait of Gene Tierney, hanging above the fireplace. The girl from the Packard was that pretty.
"These'll be in the morning paper,” said Frenchy as we left the studio and stepped out to the familiar sounds of squealing tires and blaring horns of the French Quarter. Someone tickled a saxophone up Royal Street as Frenchy fired up another cig. We crossed the street, but Frenchy moved past his prowl car.
"Where we headed?"
"Gumbo Shop. You're buying lunch."
"Hey, I brought you the lead on your case, didn't I?"
He blew smoke at me. Who was I kiddin'? A P.I. without good contacts with the local gendarmes was fairly worthless. So I was springing for lunch.
"Meant to ask you, pretty-baby, what were you doing out on Highway 90 at three a.m.? And don't tell me it was a woman."
"It was a woman.” I had to dodge a kid with a football, chased by two others. “But not what you think. A probate case."
A horn tapped and a passing cabbie waved to Frenchy.
"Ever meet Abner Kenwood?"
"Oil man? Didn't he die?"
We rounded a corner and paused for a flock of pigeons rising from a balcony across the narrow street. A woman stood with pigeon food in her outstretched hands.
"Abner was married for six weeks in 1910. Marriage annulled, only he had sired a female child. I found her last night in Gulfport."
We moved around an old man hosing down the banquette.
"You found her all by yourself?"
"Just good detective work."
He shook his head and I waited for it, but he didn't tell me again—I wasn't a detective, I was a private eye. The strong scents of filet gumbo flowed from the Gumbo Shop as we approached. Inside the picture window I saw it was already crowded. I would have suggested another place, wanting to get home to the radio and game two of the Series, but once Frenchy had something in mind, there wasn't much chance of changing it. We had to wait to sit.
"This bikini, what do you know about it?"
"Designed by two Frenchmen. A fashion designer and an engineer."
I wasn't about to mention I glanced through women's fashion magazines on occasion. I picked up the habit on a stakeout case at D. H. Holmes department store, but that was a whole other story.
"Designer got the idea watching women roll up their bathing suits to reveal more skin to tan,” I volunteered as we watched busy waitresses scurry between the small tables.
"You said an engineer too."
"Women's bodies are complicated."
I got the lemon look again.
* * * *
I didn't turn to the sports page first the next morning, figuring I'd check it out later; after all, my Yankees took game two, ten to three. I stayed with page one. The illustrations, each about three by five inches, were right there under the banner that read, do you know these two?
A light rain peppered my office windows. I glanced out at the oaks of Cabrini Playground across the street and the brick buildings beyond. The French Quarter always looked older in the rain. The sun shined on my DeSoto out front and glimmered on the windshield. I recalled the old saying that if it rains while the sun is out, the devil's beating his wife.
I went back to the article, which detailed how a private investigator had come across the two people in the illustrations near the Rigolets, and reported more about the murder, the green Packard, the yellow dress, and the neighbor. They spelled my name correctly, but managed to turn my friend's into the feminine version, “Frenchie.” That would frost him, for sure. They even mentioned I had an office on Barracks Street, which would bring in business, no doubt.
I didn't think it would bring the woman in yellow, but just as I finished the article, she walked through the smoky glass door of my office and crossed the long room to my desk. She wore a dark blue dress with a wide white belt, her white mules echoing on the hardwood floor. Her face glistened with rain and her long brown hair lay damp around her face. In the light her brown eyes looked as dark as chocolate and were just as wide as they'd been on Highway 90. Her lower lip quivered again as she held out a wet newspaper to me, illustrations showing.
I stood, stretched, and said, “What's with you and rain?"
Tears rolled down her cheeks and I went around, put her wet paper on the edge of my desk, took her white clutch purse to make sure there was no gun in it, only there was, a snub-nosed, five shot Smith & Wesson thirty-eight with a recessed hammer, a bodyguard model. I opened the cylinder and three of the cartridges had been fired.
"This it?” I asked.
She started crying. I hung on to the roscoe and handed her purse back.
"Come on,” I said, leading her to the bathroom at the side of my office. I pulled a towel from the cupboard and handed it to her, closing the door on the way out. Thought about calling Frenchy right away but decided I'd wait to hear her first.
She came out rubbing the towel through her hair. She'd wiped her face and reapplied her scarlet lipstick, and walked slowly and cautiously up to me, like a wary feline, as I stood in front of my desk. She dropped the towel next to her newspaper, and I had to admit she looked quite fetching with her hair all ruffled. She stuck her hand out to shake and her grip was firm. She was petite, maybe five three, and shapely, smelling nice. My Sin, again. Popular stuff.
"I'm Judy Wells,” she said. “Judith, actually, Mr. Caye.” She finally let go of my hand.
"Lucien,” I said, moving around to sit back in my captain's chair. She took the chair on the right in front of my desk and crossed her legs. No stockings, not that she needed them.
She nodded to the newspaper. “Looks like we posed for it."
"That what you came to tell me?"
She took in a deep breath. “I came to turn myself in. Hoped you could help."
"You have a lawyer?"
She shook her head.
"I work for a few. Depends on how much money you have."
"None."
I called an old Holy Cross classmate whose office was two blocks away. It took a few minutes to get past his snooty secretary. Met her once: She was dead ringer for the Wicked Witch of the East, or was it the West?
"Jim? Lucien Caye here. Did you see the morning paper?” He started to rib me about headline grabbing, but I cut him off, telling him who was sitting in my office, adding, “I can't help on this, but she needs a lawyer."
When I hung up, Judy said, “Why can't you help?"
I pointed to the paper. “I'm a witness for the prosecution."
"I still don't have money for a lawyer."
"He'll do it for the publicity."
I let Jim Long take Judy to turn herself in, figuring I'd just be in the way. I got my second surprise of the day shortly after, when Frenchy called and said, “She wants to confess, but only to you."
Jim Long got on the line. “We're all here waiting for you. You comin’ or what?"
Newsmen crowded the hall outside the Detective Bureau on the second floor of the criminal courts building, that cold concrete hulk at the corner of Tulane and Broad Avenue. Someone recognized me and called out my name as I tried to slip by. A big Irish cop named Rooney kept the reporters from following me in once Frenchy gave the okay for me to enter.
Most of the faces in the bureau were familiar, most glaring at me. I should have changed from my silver suit and navy blue tie. I followed Frenchy to the rearmost interview room, the room only slightly larger than a broom closet, where Jim Long stood in a corner (all six feet four inches and two hundred fifty pounds). Judy Wells sat across a small table from Sadie, the veteran court stenographer. Sadie's been one since the turn of the century. Seriously. Sadie was closing in on seventy with cotton candy white hair and the disposition of a house spider. I nodded to Sadie, went around the table to the chair next to Judy. Sadie's shoulders went up and down as she snapped, “'Bout time."
Frenchy sat next to Sadie and across the table from us and Sadie slapped his hand with a pencil. “Don't you even think of lighting a cigarette! You gotta smoke, take your Cajun butt outside or you can play steno."
"Yes, ma'am."
Judy turned to me, took in a deep breath, and said, “I'm ready."
Frenchy started with, “This is Thursday, October second, 1947, twelve forty-five p.m.” He gave Sadie the names of everyone in the room, getting around to Judy last. “. . . and Judith Cathleen Wells, white female, twenty-two years old, of—” He looked at his notes. “—one ten Carmen Road, in Livonia, Pointe Coupee Parish, Louisiana."
Frenchy looked at Judy. “How did you come to be here in the detective bureau, Miss Wells?"
Judy closed her eyes, her right hand reaching for my sleeve, and said, “We saw our pictures, um, drawings in the paper. Me and Steve and read the story. Steve took off, said no one would listen, but I walked over from le Richelieu to Mr. Caye's office to turn myself in. I knew it wasn't no use to run."
"Steve who?"
Judy's eyes opened and she stared at me. “Steven Swindon. He's my boyfriend. He's from Opelousas. We met at the Acadia Parish Fair in May."
"You were at Le Richelieu?” Frenchy went.
"We've been staying there since we got to New Orleans, Monday night. We met Luke in the lobby the next afternoon. Well, I met Luke first. Sitting in the lobby. I had a run in my stocking and just noticed it when Luke walked by. He noticed too."
"That was Dr. Lucas Waddell."
Judy said they didn't know he was a doctor. She told me the story. Frenchy asked the questions and she looked me in the eye and told me what happened with very little emotion until she got to the shooting. It was sort of creepy, those large brown eyes staring at me all the time. Judy didn't blink much and when she did it was slowly.
Apparently the good doctor tried to pick her up in the lobby, then tried to withdraw gracefully when her boyfriend showed up, but Steve Swindon didn't go “crazy-nuts” like she thought, and Luke offered to buy them supper, offered to drive, but Steve insisted. He liked to drive and was proud of his Packard.
They went to a lakefront restaurant, sounded like Fitzgerald's to me, one of the places up on pilings out on Lake Pontchartrain at West End. They ate seafood and drank enough beer that Steve and Judy were “tipsy,” as she put it.
She remembered going to the house on pilings. That would be the doctor's place off Highway 90. They played jazz records, danced a little, and drank more, until Judy got dizzy and passed out. When she woke, all three were in their underwear.
"I woke Steve up and we got dressed and decided to see what we could take. We found money in Luke's wallet and more cash in a desk drawer. A gold ring, too, and a blank checkbook, only when we were leaving, Luke came out the house pulling on his pants and shirt, and we tried to get away only . . .” She took in a deep breath, blew half of it out, and said, “It was an accident."
She wiped a tear from her cheek and told us how she'd bought the gun at a pawn shop in Opelousas after the drugstore where she worked was robbed back when she was sixteen, kept the gun with her always and shot it enough times to know she could hit what she wanted to.
"It was in my purse, but Steve took it out when we were robbing the place and was giving it back to me when Luke came rushing out."
Frenchy tapped the tabletop, fidgeting from lack of nicotine, and said, “Who shot the doctor?"
"Steve.” Judy covered her face with both hands and sobbed. Frenchy went out for a cigarette. Jim Long got a police matron to escort Judy to the ladies’ room. Sadie took a break, too, muttering on her way out something about young people's foolishness.
Jim shook his head at me. “I tried my best to talk her out of this. But she insisted.” No lawyer wanted his client to give evidence to the police. And nothing pleased a D.A. more than a confession.
When we'd resettled, Frenchy had her go over the shooting in detail. She went over it three times and never deviated from the story. Steve was shoving the gun back into her purse when the doctor came out and Steve pulled out the gun, warned Luke, then shot him three times. They “high-tailed” it but ran over something at the edge of the driveway. Didn't go far when their tire went flat. Then I came along.
Frenchy's next question was, “When was the last time you fired your gun?"
"Monday. We stopped at a diner outside Baton Rouge and I saw a cottonmouth basking on a log in the ditch next to the highway so I shot it. I hate snakes."
Frenchy looked at me and I knew what he was thinking, even if I was just a private eye and not real detective. A paraffin test was out. What good was a gunshot residue test when she admitted she'd fired the gun less than a day before the murder?
"So, where is this Steve Swindon?"
* * * *
According to the morning paper the following Tuesday, October seven, Steve Swindon was picked up by two Texas Rangers just outside Amarillo. The article was titled fugitive nabbed in texas. Subtitle: “Gungirl's Accomplice Claims Innocence.” Swindon was in the green Packard and still had the gold ring with Dr. Waddell's initials inside. Not much else to the story. Apparently the Packard had another flat. He was arrested without incident and was being held in isolation, awaiting his return to Louisiana. There was a picture of the two Rangers, in white Stetsons, and a young man with his head bowed being led into a jail.
I flipped over to the sports page to read the article on yesterday's game seven of the Series. The Yankees spotted the Bums two runs, then roared back for five. Winning pitcher was Bucky Harris. Rizzuto went three for four, two RBIs, and scored twice. The Brooklyn fans were at it again: “Wait till next year.” Yeah. If the Yankees take the year off.
As I folded the paper, the smoky glass door opened and Miss Bikini herself strolled in. She wore a smart-looking, tan skirt-suit with a fitted jacket, her blonde hair up in a bun, and carried a brown clutch purse to match her brown high heels.
I pulled my feet off my desk, stood, and said, “Evelyn Woodard. It's been a while, hasn't it?"
She pointed to the newspaper and said, “You'll only see my byline in the society section.” She stuck out her chin. “I need you to help me change that."
I think my brow furrowed. She sat and propped the purse in her lap. “I have a business proposition for you, Mr. Caye."
"Lucien.” I sat.
"The gungirl wants to sell her story but can't, of course. There's that pesky law against making profit from crime, but the Chronicle will pay you, since little Miss Judith Wells will only talk to you."
"I don't think so."
"Hear me out.” She sat straighter. “You don't get the money. It goes to the lawyers we'll hire to help her lawyer because there's a good chance the D.A. may get his way and she will be the first woman in Louisiana history to be executed."
I tried not to stare at that perfectly made-up face, her crimson lips, those bright blue eyes. This was supposed to be business. I had to ask, “How do you know Judy wants to sell her story?"
"My husband. He's an assistant warden at the House of Detention.” Where they put women prisoners, instead of parish prison.
"Jesus, lady. He's with the sheriff's office. Carries a gun and you fool around on him?"
She sat up even straighter. “I've never cheated on him!"
"Yeah? And what was that—'you can call me anytime?’”
"If I was going to fool around,” she spoke in a grade-school teacher's voice, “it would be with you. And that's a big if."
"Don't do me any favors, all right? We'll keep this professional."
I hoped the twinkle in her eye was from our business proposition. “You'll do it?"
I scooped up the phone and dialed Jim Long's number. His secretary made me wait only four minutes before he came on. I ran the proposition by him.
"Might be the only way I'll get paid, too, not that it matters,” he said.
"Of course not. You wanna come along?"
I told Evelyn he'd meet us there. I drove, the scent of My Sin stronger in the confines of my DeSoto.
"How'd y'all come up with ‘gungirl'?"
"You know reporters. Love to tack on labels.” She looked angry. “Another reason for me to break through with this exclusive. Shut up the bastards."
I waited, knowing more was coming.
"Men I work with are so damn annoying. Always hitting on me. Insulting remarks like ‘move your meal ticket’ when they need the chair I'm sitting in, calling me ‘baby’ and ‘honey.'” She poked my shoulder with a knuckle. “I'm going to show them I can outwrite all of them."
Damn knuckle hurt.
* * * *
Judy had her hair in a ponytail, with her face devoid of makeup; her eyes seemed smaller without eyeliner, but there was no hiding the woman's natural beauty. She even managed a smile when Evelyn, Jim, and I walked into the interview room. She wore baggy dungarees and sandals. The matron with her looked bored.
"Hello there,” Judy said as I sat in the folding chair next to her. She looked a little frightened, much like she had on Highway 90.
Evelyn sat across the Formica table with Jim and waited for Judy to look at her before saying, “My husband James told you about me. I'm Evelyn Woodard. Whatever you want to tell us. We want your side of the story."
Judy put her hands up on the table. “Where do you want me to start?"
"Childhood,” Evelyn said, pulling a reporter's narrow notepad from her purse. “If you don't mind."
"I don't. Should I start when I was born or the first time my uncle molested me or the first time my father beat me because my uncle molested me?” The eyes stared at me and she reminded me of Bambi, from the Disney movie. Again, the slow blink.
Evelyn recovered, leaning forward, her eyes narrowed. “What uncle?"
His name was Jethro. I didn't know we even had Jethros in Louisiana. Seemed like a hillbilly name, and we didn't have hills. He was her father's younger brother. He started in on Judy when she was twelve and didn't let up until she ran away from home at fifteen. Her father used a belt on her when he found out what was going on and used it again each time Jethro went after Judy, like some sadistic relay team.
Judy looked at Evelyn. “You'll probably find out I turned a couple tricks when I got to the big city. Opelousas. I didn't get caught because my first and best customer was a police captain."
Evelyn wrote furiously.
Judy turned to me. “I was never a pro. Only did it a few times.” She said it without guile, without shame, just matter of factly, but her eyes kept searching mine as if she wanted me to respond. I was trying to control my anger about her uncle and father. I hoped she could read in my eyes what I couldn't say.
She went on how she got a job at a Mullet's Drugstore and how Mr. and Mrs. Mullet sort of adopted her, found her a place to stay, but then she met Steve and things changed. Somewhat. Judy Wells was so honest, even to herself, she admitted things weren't perfect with Steve.
Our time was up and Judy agreed to meet again, after her official arraignment. Evelyn would bring a photographer. As we started to leave, a smallish, thin man with thick glasses stopped us in the doorway to hand Judy a piece of official-looking paper. He was Evelyn's husband and the paper was from the grand jury, who had returned a true bill of indictment, charging Steve Swindon and Judith Wells with murder. In Louisiana, with our Napoleonic Code, murder came in no degrees. And with murder came the likelihood of the death penalty.
"Do you know how many women have gotten the death penalty in Louisiana?” Evelyn asked on our way back to my office.
"You told me none."
"That's right.” She shifted in her seat. “But I have a bad feeling about this case."
"Why?"
"The good doctor."
* * * *
There were dueling articles in the newspapers the following days. The New Orleans Item ran feature articles about “the good doctor.” Dr. Lucas Waddell, the founder of the Eye-Ear-Nose-and-Throat Clinic on North Claiborne Avenue, was a Tulane University graduate who had spent twenty-two years in Africa working with Albert Schweitzer, the medical missionary whose selfless sacrifice was almost saintly. Waddell's work with Schweitzer was interrupted, however, during the war when he served in the navy at Guadalcanal with the Marines. A member of the Knights of Columbus, St. Aloysius Chapter, Waddell had risen to the highest rank, the fourth degree, and was actually addressed as Sir Knight. I didn't realize until I read the account that the primary purpose of the knights was to foster patriotism and Catholic citizenship. Not really sure what that meant.
The New Orleans Chronicle ran Evelyn Woodard's eloquent study of “the Gungirl,” how Judith Wells evolved from abused child to abused adult to her involvement in the murder of the doctor. Evelyn was right. She could write circles around the boys. I jotted some notes to ask Judy about the night of the murder. How did the doctor try to pick her up? What did he say, exactly?
Before we could get back with Judy, Evelyn called with details of Steve Swindon's confession. “He said Judy shot the doctor."
"No kidding."
"It was her gun. He says the good doctor picked up Judy, and he went along to make sure she was okay."
"He drove."
"I didn't say his confession was credible,” she snapped back at me. “I'm just telling you we got a copy from a source, and I'd like you to confirm if it's genuine."
I didn't want any cheese, so why was I in this mousetrap?
Frenchy confirmed the confession was genuine when he yelled over the phone, “How the hell'd you get it?"
I tried to explain I hadn't, but he slammed the receiver down.
* * * *
The trial came quickly, right before Christmas, which was probably some sort of record. From my seat in the wide, marble-floored hall of the criminal courts building—witnesses in Louisiana were sequestered and not allowed in the courtroom during the trial—I watched Dr. Waddell's family march in with the D.A., who tried the case personally. The Waddells—mother, two sons, and two daughters, with accompanying spouses—seemed quietly dignified, dressed in conservative suits, with determined looks in their eyes. They were from “old money” and everyone knew it.
Evelyn wore another skirt-suit, this one charcoal gray, and had her hair up again as she carried her reporter's notepad into the courtroom. She gave me a little wave on the way in. I didn't get to see Judy until they called me to testify.
The room was filled, some standing along the walls. Judy watched me come up the center aisle. She looked pale in a black dress, her hair combed out at least, but no makeup. Steve Swindon was thinner, his hair close cropped, and he wore an ill-fitting tan suit. It was eerie with all the Christmas decorations on the walls and a Christmas tree with presents in the far corner.
"Do you swear to the tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?” With my right hand on a Bible I said yes. (I've always wanted to say something like, “Sure, why the hell not?".)
District Attorney Shamus O'Toole was in his seventies, a soft-spoken man with a thick mane of white hair and sharp green eyes that seem to bore into the witnesses’ eyes, even a witness for his side, like me. He asked direct questions and watched the jury as he worked them. I watched Judy.
O'Toole started with my background, how I was a Holy Cross graduate, a New Orleans police officer for five years before I became a private eye. He went into my war record in more detail than I'd expected, starting with how I was one of the first soldiers to became a ranger, about my stint with the First Infantry Division in North Africa in Operation Torch, and then to Sicily, Salerno, Anzio, all the way to Monte Cassino, where a German sniper ended my military career.
"During the early morning hours of October first, did you come upon a green Packard automobile alongside Highway 90?"
It went on from there, step by step, how I stopped to help, about the flat tire, and then, melodramatically, O'Toole asked if the two people who were alongside Highway 90 with the Packard were in the courtroom. Yes, of course. He had me point them out.
He followed that by another piece of showmanship, holding up the gun I'd taken from Judy's purse. I identified it. The drawings came next. Then how I'd witnessed Judy's confession. He tendered the witness, and Jim Long had a few questions for me.
"Miss Wells came to your office to turn herself in, is that correct?"
"Yes, sir."
"She gave you the gun without resistance?"
"Yes, sir."
"How did she look?"
"Frightened."
"Objection. Calls for an opinion, a conclusion."
The judge sustained the objection and told the jury to disregard, which they never did.
Jim Long had hired two assistants with the money provided by the Chronicle. (Afterward I learned that two true-crime magazines also paid royalties to Evelyn and Long for the Gungirl stories.) Both were former Justice Department lawyers, but they didn't look all that sharp to me. He'd hired investigators up in Pointe Coupee Parish to run down Judy's father and uncle, but the father had died in a car wreck and the uncle had drifted away.
Later I read in Evelyn's reports how Frenchy Capdeville read the confessions into evidence, how the neighbor witness was actually able to identify Judy as the woman in the yellow dress, and how Shamus O'Toole played out that Dr. Waddell was a kind man, duped by conniving criminals, one a former prostitute.
The trial lasted three days, including jury deliberation. Witnesses were allowed to hear the verdict, so I watched Judy's shoulders slump as it was read. Guilty. Both. The two were turned around by deputies and Judy searched me out as they were handcuffed behind their backs and led away. Evelyn and her husband followed me out.
"They didn't nail down who fired the gun exactly,” she said.
"They don't have to. In Louisiana, principal participants to a crime are equally guilty."
She shook her head.
"However,” I added, “traditionally, the one who pulled the trigger gets the death penalty and the other a life sentence."
Two weeks later, just after New Year's, the sentences came through.
Steven Edward Swindon and Judith Cathleen Wells were sentenced to death in the electric chair. Dr. Waddell's family released a statement through the family lawyer thanking the jury, the judge, and especially D.A. Shamus O'Toole. They eagerly awaited the end of their ordeal when the sentences were carried out. Eagerly. I called Evelyn, and she said that was the exact word in the press release.
Appeals were made, of course.
Before Valentine's Day, Evelyn called to say Judy Wells wanted to give another exclusive before she went to San Gabriel State Penitentiary for Women to await execution.
"She still won't talk without you,” Evelyn explained as we were ushered into the same interview room at the House of Detention. Judy had lost weight, looked even paler, but her eyes were just as bright. She smiled at me and took my hand, drawing a rebuke from the matron.
"No touching!"
Evelyn asked how she was doing and Judy said as best as could be expected. Sitting up straight, Judy announced, “I want to tell the complete truth now."
"We should wait for Jim Long."
"No. I want it in the newspaper.” She pointed to Evelyn's notepad. “I pulled the trigger."
She looked at me with those big eyes for a moment before asking Evelyn for a piece of paper and pen. I watched Judy write, in small, neat letters “I, Judith Cathleen Wells, fired the three bullets that killed Dr. Waddell. I hope Steve Swindon does not have to suffer the death penalty because of my act."
She passed it to Evelyn.
"That it?” I asked.
Judy smiled weakly, that lower lip quivering, and I saw it there, fleetingly, in her eyes.
"Judy,” I lowered my voice. “It isn't going to work."
She wouldn't budge.
"She's doing it because women aren't executed in Louisiana,” Evelyn said as we walked out.
"I know."
"I said it before. I have a bad feeling about this."
* * * *
The cases came and went and I made a buck. Several clients mentioned the Gungirl case when they hired me. Attorneys recognized my name, and I was even put on a small retainer by a couple law firms. I worked a case involving one of Shamus's assistants, found a missing cat for a kid, and along the way stumbled on the FBI's Public Enemy Number One over on Friscoville Avenue. I stood bodyguard for one luscious woman, solved the mystery of the red witch—claiming to be a love sorceress—and even shot a man in my own apartment on another case. Frenchy and I went back to getting along after I'd convinced him I hadn't purloined that confession.
Incredibly, the Yankees missed the ‘48 Series. Still hard to fathom the Cleveland Indians as world champions. At least the ‘49 Series was worth the wait. Yankees beat the Brooklyn Dodgers four games to one; the papers were full of Brooklynites sobbing. Or were they Brooklynoids?
Just after the Series, Steve Swindon was electrocuted at Orleans Parish Prison. Evelyn and her husband came by that night and we sat up in my apartment and drank Falstaffs.
"Never seen anything like it,” James said, readjusting his glasses. “The electric chair actually has a name. Gruesome Gertie."
I knew that.
Evelyn hadn't witnessed the execution. The Chronicle sent a more seasoned reporter, but James had to watch and was sick over it. He preferred hanging. “Don't know when I'll be able to eat cooked meat again,” he said.
Evelyn, who'd been drinking silently, finally said, “I have a college degree, but not in journalism.” She sighed. “History. Newcomb College."
I was about to congratulate her, but it didn't feel right.
"I was wrong about the death penalty."
"You were?” I prodded.
"Since Louisiana became a state in 1812, eight women have been executed. All slaves or former slaves."
Oh no. The beer churned in my belly. I knew where this was going.
"We don't execute white women in this state.” Evelyn took a hit of Falstaff. “Until now."
She let it fade there, but I couldn't. “They didn't execute those slaves for running away, did they?"
Evelyn shook her head. “Arson. Murder. Slaves who ran away weren't executed. They usually just cut off a foot."
Judy's execution was set for Halloween, 1949. Pleas to Governor Earl Long went unanswered—hard to figure with his well-publicized escapades with strippers and other colorful women. Evelyn had been to see Judy Wells once since the trail. I'd been up to San Gabriel twice. Each time, Judy seemed more fragile, weaker, quieter. I brought her what I could—paperback books, toiletries, some fluffy towels, a thick terrycloth robe.
When Judy arrived at the House of Detention on Sunday, October 30, Jim Long dropped by to say, “Judy wants to talk.” We met James and Evelyn outside the same interview room. A priest was already inside, along with a matron. Judy was on her knees receiving Communion. We waited. The room smelled of pine oil.
The priest left, telling Judy he'd see her tomorrow. Her last day on earth. He didn't say that, but it's what I thought. Judy was just as pale but didn't seem as fragile. Her smile was warm and she took my hand, snapping over her shoulder at the matron. “I'm touching his hand, and if you don't like it you can kill me tomorrow."
She held my hand tightly and said, “I want to ask you one last favor."
I waited.
"A promise actually. I want you to promise you'll be there with me when I go."
What the hell could I say? Hell no, I didn't want to watch it, not for a second, but I looked into those chocolate eyes and nodded.
"I promise."
She squeezed my hand and looked at Evelyn, then Jim, then back to me. “I want you all to see what they do to me."
Back to Evelyn, she added, “You still promise to have me buried next to Steve."
Evelyn nodded and looked paler than Judy.
When Judy's gaze turned back to me I stared into her eyes for a long time before I went, “You didn't shoot anyone."
No answer except what was in her eyes and it told me I was right.
* * * *
It rained all day.
Jim drove, telling me, “I tried every trick I know. Got some Yankee lawyers from New York and Chicago involved. Did everything but send the governor some hookers."
We parked next to the cold, moldy House of D. The bricks, once red, were brownish green from the years; it looked almost medieval, especially on a frosty, wet night. On my way in I reminded myself I believed in the death penalty. Best way to eliminate murderers. All that bunk that it didn't deter murders wasn't true. As a cop, I'd seen many murderers scared to death of visiting Gruesome Gertie.
I thought of the victim, how the doctor must have felt when the hot lead punctured him. I'd been shot in Italy, and it was more than painful. In the hall, I looked at the lone member of the Waddell family who came to witness the execution, the doctor's eldest son. There was no look of satisfaction, no look of vengeance on his face. He kept his face from revealing anything.
I tried to do the same in the death chamber, a large conference room filled with hardwood folding chairs and a wooden podium where the electric chair was perched. Against the far wall stood a penitentiary guard next to a huge electric panel right out of Frankenstein.
There were nineteen people in the room. The warden of the House of D. sat up front with two assistant district attorneys. Frenchy Capdeville, the lone cop, sat behind with Dr. Waddell's son at the far end of the row. Evelyn came and sat next to me. The others were reporters, each with a pad in hand. James Woodard stood next to a black phone that was the direct line to the governor's office.
When they walked Judy out, I felt my jaw tighten. She was in dungarees, barefoot, a red bandanna on her head. She was manacled and moved with a shuffle and her eyes were locked on my eyes from the moment she came in. She shivered so much they had to hold her up. Her eyes were wet, but she kept her chin high.
They took off the bandanna. She was bald, looking much like a manikin. Two guards sat her in Gertie and quickly fastened her arms and legs, attaching electrodes. She kept looking at me, but with the tears in her eyes, I'm sure I was just a blur. Unfortunately, I saw clearly.
One of the guards read the sentence again in a deep voice, declaring Judith Cathleen Wells was condemned to death and how twenty-three thousand volts of electricity would be sent through her body until she was dead. He asked if she had any final words.
Her mouth quivered. She took in a breath and said, “I want . . . y'all . . . to watch."
She closed her eyes and they shoved a hood over her face, sticking a rubberized ball in her mouth and attaching an electrode to the top of her head. I felt my heart stammering and looked at the clock, as did most everyone else. I looked back quickly to keep watching Judy's final moments, knowing her eyes were trying to see, of all things, me.
Evelyn grabbed my hand and squeezed.
The guard next to the wall said something, and I felt the electricity in the air. Judy jerked twice, then a third time, stiffing straight up, and after long, heart-pounding seconds, the switch was turned off and her body fell limp in the chair.
She was gone.
Copyright © 2010 O'Neil De Noux
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Department: BOOKED & PRINTED by Robert C. Hahn
For many, summer reading is an opportunity to revisit favorite writers. This month we take a look at three best-selling authors who started off their careers with a prestigious bang. Jonathan Kellerman, Stuart Woods, and Thomas Perry all captured the Edgar Award for Best First Novel, and they have been consistent producers ever since. Together this trio has produced nearly one hundred books since the eighties. Each one has built a loyal audience. Each also has a new book coming out this spring.
Jonathan Kellerman's Alex Delaware series has been captivating readers for almost a quarter century. His debut novel, When the Bough Breaks (1985), introduced Los Angeles child psychologist Alex Delaware. In the decades since, the prolific Kellerman has teamed up twice with his wife Faye Kellerman to write Capital Crimes and Double Homicide. He also published a number of nonfiction books, drawing on his own expertise in dealing with the psychological problems of children. He rounded out his considerable library with a few standalone thrillers, including True Detectives.
* * * *

* * * *
DECEPTION (Ballantine, $28), the twenty-fifth novel in the series, continues to pair Alex Delaware with LAPD Lieutenant Milo Sturgis to untangle criminal and psychological knots. The pair's deep friendship has endured a myriad of cases; they are as comfortable with one another now as an old married couple, making for an amiable, captivating chemistry. In Deception, Milo is handed a particularly sensitive case that plays to Alex's strengths. The body of Elise Freeman, a teacher at exclusive Windsor Preparatory Academy in Brentwood, is found packed in dry ice in her own bathtub. A homemade DVD found in her house accuses three fellow teachers at the academy of “repeated, unwarranted, aggressive, and distressing sexual harassment."
Plenty of powerful people would like the case resolved quickly and quietly, including the police chief whose son attends the school. Freeman's sleazy boyfriend, Sal Fidella, would be the most convenient solution since he's unconnected to the school. But Milo and Alex can't ignore the tape, or the teachers Freeman accused, or the students that Freeman taught and mentored.
As Alex and Milo question suspects and sift clues, the corruption beneath the exclusive school's facade of wealth and privilege begins to emerge, and the prospect of closing the case without stepping on important toes seems to vanish.
Chalk up another winner for Kellerman and his Odd Couple partners —the gruff cop Milo Sturgis and the sophisticated psychologist Alex Delaware are worth following for decades to come.
* * * *
Stuart Woods's 1981 debut, Chiefs, introduced novice police chief Will Lee. The book was later adapted into a television miniseries on CBS, starring Charlton Heston and Wayne Rogers. Will Lee has been featured in five subsequent novels, including 2009's Mounting Fears.
Woods has since developed a number of other popular series characters, including Ed Eagle (Santa Fe Dead), Holly Barker (Hothouse Orchid), Rick Barron (Beverly Hills Dead), and New York City attorney Stone Barrington. Barrington features in Woods's latest novel, LUCID INTERVALS (Putnam, $25.95), his eighteenth outing since he debuted in 1991's New York Dead.
Stone Barrington is as smooth and potent as the Knob Creek bourbon he favors. The former NYC cop-turned-lawyer lives a lifestyle James Bond might envy. His headaches, though, are legion and include his beautiful but disturbed ex-wife Dolce, the daughter of the powerful, and possibly mob-connected Eduardo Bianchi. Dolce has stalked Stone in the past and, despite meds and minders, is back for a repeat performance in this book.
* * * *

* * * *
And there is also Herbie Fisher, a perennial loser who hits the lottery bigtime and wants to retain Stone to keep him out of trouble. It's a job Stone quickly declines, despite the million-dollar retainer Herbie offers him. Herbie, however, is as persistent as a rash and just as bothersome.
Stone is, naturally, a magnet for beautiful women, including Felicity Devonshire, a British intelligence agent who engages Stone physically, and also engages him to help locate traitorous agent Stanley Whitestone. After successfully disappearing for twelve years, Whitestone has recently been spotted in New York, but the search for Whitestone leads Stone into dangerous, ethically challenging territory.
Like Alex Delaware in Jonathan Kellerman's novels, Stone Barrington has a reliable police connection in his best friend Dino Bacchetti as well as a network of friends and former lovers he can call upon whenever necessary. Woods blends these ingredients into a pleasing concoction that tickles the funny bone one minute, fizzes with sexual encounters the next, and provides plenty of intoxicating action and suspense throughout.
* * * *
Thomas Perry made his big splash in 1982 with The Butcher's Boy, but the novel's sympathetic contract killer waited ten years for a reappearance in Sleeping Dogs. Perry is the author of a host of memorable characters, most of whom only appeared in a few outings. Only his popular series featuring Jane Whitefield (Vanishing Act), a Native American who helps people disappear into a new life, spans six novels.
STRIP (Harcourt, $26), Perry's ninth standalone, shows his mastery of the thriller novel too. Strip introduces Joe Carver, newly arrived in L.A. and about to become involved in a fight to be left alone that will grow into a fight to simply survive.
* * * *

* * * *
Carver's mistake is to spend money a little too freely, which causes him to be fingered, mistakenly, as the man who robbed a considerable amount of cash from strip club owner Manco Kapak. Kapak's mistake is to send his goons after Carver; Carver turns out to be far more resourceful than Kapak would ever expect.
With Kapak, an aging gangster determined to show that no one can rob him and get away with it, and Carver, a man who can only be pushed so far before he starts to push back much harder, Perry establishes a captivating dynamic sufficient to carry the story. But the author is just getting warmed up: a cast of beleaguered characters soon adds complications, and the results range from hysterically funny to tragically deadly.
There's Police Lieutenant Nick Slosser who investigates the results of Carver's first run-in with Kapak's goons. His problem is that he has two loving wives and children from both marriages about to reach college age. Juggling the two families has been difficult, but paying for the education of five children and facing retirement seem beyond any solution. And stirring the pot is Jefferson Davis Falkins, the man who robbed Kapak in the first place. He was content to be a small-time thief until he met Carrie Carr, an adrenaline junkie who prods him to take ever-greater risks. Eventually the couple begins to resemble Bonnie and Clyde. Elsewhere, Richard Spence, Kapak's irreplaceable aide, may be the only one who can match Carver's wits and daring.
This is a caper novel par excellence—one that can stand proudly with the best of Elmore Leonard or Donald Westlake, and there is no higher praise than that.
Copyright © 2010 Robert C. Hahn
* * * *
ALL POINTS BULLETIN: Several AHMM authors are seeing their work published by big and small presses this year. Steven Torres's most recent novel, BLACKOUT IN PRECINCT PUERTO RICO (St. Martin's Minotaur, $23.99), is the fifth in his Precinct Puerto Rico Series. In this installment, Sheriff Luis Gonzalo pursues the ruthless attacker of a brutalized sixteen-year-old girl. * Ron Goulart's new chapbook, PLAYING DETECTIVE, is out now from Gryphon Books ($10). It features two previously unpublished stories about a pair of forties-era Hollywood sleuths, Jack Branner and Connie Bowen. * Steven Gore's debut novel, FINAL TARGET, an original paperback from Harper, features beleaguered lawyer Jack Burch and his P.I. pal, Graham Gage. Together they face menacing gangsters, a fraud probe at a defense contracting company, and seemingly random shootings. * Just out from Oceanview Publishing is John F. Dobbyn's new legal thriller, FRAME UP ($25.95), while his first novel, Neon Dragon, is now out in paperback ($15). In the new novel, Boston attorneys Michael Knight and Lex Devlin, who have appeared in a number of the author's AHMM stories, deal with a mafia don and issues of art fraud when a law school classmate of Michael's dies violently. * Rhys Bowen has a new Molly Murphy book out from St. Martin's Minotaur, THE LAST ILLUSION ($24.99), in which the turn of the century intrepid female investigator gets drawn into the world of Houdini after she witnesses a murder at a magic show.
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Fiction: WHAT PEOPLE LEAVE BEHIND by Kristine Kathryn Rusch
* * * *

Art by Jorge Mascarenhas
* * * *
A development gone bad. Everyone was upside down and getting out.
* * * *
The house stood at the end of an upscale subdivision—or what had once been an upscale subdivision. Gracie Ansara drove the panel truck past house after house with rusted for sale signs on the yard. Some had an additional thin metal sign that said bank-owned.
Fifteen foreclosures in a four-block area. Gracie personally had cleaned out five. This one was the sixth.
She remembered the people who lived in the house. They had come out of the front door and stood on the manicured lawn, watching her and her partners toss furniture on the driveway of the house next door.
Gracie's face had burned as she had done the work. It had been her first house cleanout, and part of her still thought of the work as something to be ashamed of.
She had glanced at the woman neighbor, standing with her arms crossed, her hair a perfectly dyed shade of winter blonde, her gabardine pants and silk blouse something out of a Macy's ad. The woman's lips were pressed together, her eyes narrow. She seemed as if she were judging the crew, as if they weren't worthy of setting foot on this street.
Gracie wanted to say, I didn't ask for this. I got three kids to feed and a house of my own. But she didn't. She turned her back on that perfectly groomed woman with her tall, handsome, black-haired husband (also perfectly groomed) and went back into the foreclosed house.
She had never expected to be at the perfectly groomed woman's house six months later.
At least not then. Now nothing surprised her.
Not after she had seen what people left behind.
* * * *
Gracie herself had left behind a lot. Eighteen months ago, she'd been a happily married mother of three, a bank executive who made mid six figures and lived in an upscale subdivision not too different from this one.
One Friday night, a drunk going a hundred miles per hour had crossed the median, slammed into her husband's car, and shoved it under an eighteen-wheeler.
Gracie had collected half a million dollars of life insurance for life without the man she still adored. She put three hundred thousand into the kids’ college funds, and used the rest to pay off her own house.
Then, after twenty years of work for the same company, she was laid off. No apologies, no offers of advancement, no chance to move elsewhere in the company.
She felt grief stricken all over again. She had lost the man she had married at twenty-one, and then she had lost the company she had married at twenty-five. She clung to her children so tightly that they started to complain.
"Jeez, Mom,” said Hannah, her oldest. “Why don't you just pretend this is a midlife crisis and buy yourself a Porsche?"
Hannah was sixteen. She probably didn't suggest the Porsche to make her mother feel better; she probably had visions of driving it herself.
But the idea stuck.
Not the idea of the Porsche—Gracie had never been one for flashy cars—but the idea of a midlife crisis. What happened in midlife anyway? People often shook up their entire lives, tried out new identities, became someone else.
Gracie, who loved cleaning and painting and organizing, penciled out the price of panel trucks and labor, cleaning supplies and paint. She added in the occasional need for a plumber or an electrician, and she came to a price for starting a business.
A business that she could run out of her paid-for house. A business that would thrive in bad times, and survive in good.
A business that wouldn't merge and merge and merge again, but would stay alive as long as she wanted it to.
Something that was, for once, all hers.
* * * *
She thought of all of that as she pulled into the driveway of the well-dressed woman's house. Gracie's assistant, Micah Collingsworth, hadn't arrived yet. She was still a few minutes early, but she didn't get out of the truck.
She knew better than to go into foreclosures alone.
A battered Ford one-ton pulled in behind her. She let out a small sigh of relief. Micah wasn't late after all. He grinned as he got out of the truck.
Micah had been a godsend. He had been one of the first people to answer her ad for employees. He had worked for a rental services company in upstate New York years ago, cleaning, painting, repairing. He had placed that experience prominently on the resumé he had designed specifically for her, burying the fact that he had once been a corporate exec at one of the many high-tech firms that had fled Oregon in the last twelve months.
"Doesn't look much different than it did six months ago,” he said about the house.
"Except for the cobwebs.” Gracie nodded toward the windows. They were covered in white webs.
He stuck his hands in the pockets of his faded jeans and peered at the property as if he were a building inspector. “You think they would have done something when they saw us next door."
She remembered the couple's tight expressions and crossed arms. “Maybe they didn't have a choice."
Micah ignored that. Instead he asked, “You ready?"
She nodded.
They both felt trepidation whenever they went into a foreclosure. Sometimes the families trashed the place before they left. More than one had broken back into the house and squatted, still believing they had rights to the property.
The bank had checked the place out before hiring her. So had the sheriff. Both had assured her that no one had returned. Even so, Gracie liked to be cautious.
The front door had a lockbox. She opened it with her special key and removed the key for the front door. It opened easily.
The house smelled faintly of pine airfreshener, which was a relief. Most places smelled of rotting food.
The entry was clean. The owners had left a throw rug behind and both Gracie and Micah automatically wiped their feet. Then they grinned at each other, feeling a little ridiculous. Still, Gracie was glad they did it because the granite tile in front of them gleamed.
It was one less thing to clean.
The vaulted living room was bare. The carpet still bore furniture marks, but someone had vacuumed.
"Lucked out,” Micah said.
They had. This place would be easy to prepare for any potential buyers.
Gracie nodded. “I think we can separate. Got your intercom?"
It wasn't really an intercom. It was an added feature on their cell phone plan. But they could talk to each other without dialing out, which she just loved.
"Got it,” he said, holding up the phone. She smiled at him. She continued through the living room into the formal dining area.
He went back to the entry and up the stairs to the right. She could hear him walk heavily above her. She found the sound somehow reassuring.
The formal dining room was empty as well. The built-in china cabinet's doors were open. Someone had used some kind of wood polish on it because the thing shone as if it were new.
Her hope was the rest of the place would be this clean. Sometimes the front rooms were spotless and the bedrooms, bathrooms, and utility rooms were a mess. It was as if the former owners couldn't quite get enough energy to finish the cleaning job, knowing they were doing it under duress.
Still, she wouldn't be surprised if these former owners cleaned the entire place. That couple she had seen on the lawn were very well put together, even though their life had to have been falling apart. Appearances were clearly important to them. Even the appearance of the house they had abandoned mattered.
Gracie stepped into the kitchen. It had state-of-the-art appliances, granite countertops, and expensive cherry cabinets.
Her intercom buzzed. She clicked the phone. “What do you have?” she asked, hoping he wasn't going to tell her that the upstairs was a disaster.
"Something weird,” he said. “It's spotless up here except for the hall closet. It looks like a giant spider made a nest in here."
"Well, don't touch it,” she said. “I've got spray in the truck. If we have to, we'll call in a pest service."
"I don't think it's really a spider web,” he said. “It's too black. Webs aren't ever black, are they?"
"Not unless they're abandoned and covered with dirt.” She had seen that more than once in her short time working foreclosures.
"I think it's attached to the wall in the back. Let me check . . ."
She could hear him strain through the intercom. He grunted, a door creaked, and then he said, “It looks more like wires coming from some kind of box. I think we'll need an electrician on this one. I can't even tell what it's for. Let me—"
The world went white, then banged, and shuddered. Ceiling—or wall—or tile—rained on Gracie. She put up her arms, protecting her head. Dust filled her lungs. She climbed under the counter.
Then the world went white a second time.
Something sucked the remaining air from the room. Gracie gasped, unable to breathe.
More things fell. Burning things.
The air couldn't be gone, she thought. If the air were gone, there would be no fire. It was hot, and she couldn't hear. Her lungs ached—no, seared. She reached to the edge of the countertop—
And then . . . nothing.
Nothing at all.
* * * *
Detective Andrea Donovan stood outside the smoking ruin of what had once been a neighborhood showplace. At least, that was what the remaining neighbors told her, in voices flat with shock.
She had no idea how they could tell which house was the showplace. This subdivision was just a bigger version of the subdivision she had grown up in. Only her childhood subdivision had been made up of ranch houses with alternating floor plans and color schemes. This subdivision was a series of four different McMansions that varied not only floor plan, but driveway and lawn size.
The neighborhood might once have been middle-class chic, but it wasn't now. In addition to the shattered ruin before her, the entire area looked destroyed. Glass and rock and building shards covered the lawns, street, and driveways. One of the neighbors had found a ripped and bloody leg on top of a roof two blocks away.
The houses on all sides of the explosion had suffered damage, and the entire area smelled of chemical smoke.
Donovan hated cases like this one. She had to coordinate with a variety of other teams, and most of the relevant evidence was outside of her expertise.
She hadn't even been called in for two days. First the arson team went through and made certain that this wasn't some gas line explosion or some freak ignition of septic fumes.
When the arson team figured out that there was nothing wrong with the natural gas line that heated the house, they started searching for some other cause. First they searched for something that would ignite the place—some kind of fuel or trigger mechanism.
But this explosion had been big and hot, and they hadn't found anything except some suspicious wires, bits of cell phones, and something that might—or might not—have been a trigger mechanism.
Initially, the team argued about calling the explosives experts, since they had also found a man's hand, clutching the bottom half of a cell phone. Since he was holding it, he was probably using it, not making a bomb out of it.
But they finally did call in the explosives expert, who found chemical traces of C4 near the ignition site, as well as other things that might—or might not—have been components.
It was the might and the might not have beens that bothered Donovan the most.
That and the fact that no one would let her into her crime scene, at least not yet.
So she paced the exterior and talked to the neighbors—what few remained. Ninety percent of this subdivision had fallen into foreclosure. Some owners were long gone, the properties bank owned. Some were still struggling to hang on, and only a few were current on their payments.
Current and angry.
"It was bad enough to have the bank take half the properties around here,” Bill Nelson, who lived three doors down, told her. “Now we're going to be the bombing neighborhood. We're upside down in our mortgage as it is. This thing will make property values plummet even further. I couldn't sell if I wanted to."
Others had voiced similar sentiments. Donovan had taken all of their names and all of their addresses and made note of their great distress.
Not that she blamed them. This subdivision was already toxic, the subject of articles in the papers and items on the local news. The developer had used shoddy materials in most of the houses, and even if the market hadn't tanked, these poor homeowners—all of whom had bought new—had probably been upside down in their mortgages from day one.
Normally, she would have looked at that as motive—if the cratered house belonged to the developer. But it had belonged to some not-so-popular neighbors who had already been forced out by their bank.
There was no benefit in blowing up the place, at least not for the handful of families struggling to remain.
There wasn't even benefit to the former homeowners, unless one considered revenge.
Which she did.
Still, the people killed weren't bank employees or mortgage brokers. They belonged to a company that cleaned empty houses. No one could have known that they'd be the ones who would suffer for this.
She looked for her partner. Detective Steve Neygan was as upset about dealing with a bombing as she was.
It took her a few minutes to spot him. He was the solidly built man at the end of the street, stringing police tape and pushing back the reporters who were crowding the area.
"Hey, Andrea."
Donovan turned. The head of the bomb squad, Keyla Pierce, walked toward her wearing a protective suit, a science-fictiony helmet under one arm.
Keyla was a tiny woman with a mass of red curls that currently clung wetly to her skull. Sweat dotted her face. The suits had no ventilation at all, and even fifteen minutes in one could feel like an hour.
"What've you got?” Donovan asked.
"A secondary device,” Keyla said. “There were two explosions, not one."
"Everyone reported one.” Donovan had talked to enough witnesses to know they had only heard one blast.
"They might've been seconds apart,” Keyla said. “Or the first wasn't quite as loud. The second was the big one."
"You sure there aren't any more unexploded bombs in there?” Donovan asked.
Keyla smiled tiredly. “We're still checking, but I doubt it. We did an initial sweep; the arson team's been all over the place. Unless the device is very small or unrecognizable as a bomb, we haven't found anything."
Donovan wasn't sure if this news reassured her or made her even more nervous. She was beginning to realize that bombs creeped her out more than some maniac with a gun.
"So tell me about the secondary device,” she said.
"This was a smart house,” Keyla said, “and the device was tied into that system."
Donovan barely had a grasp of what a smart house was. “You mean the entire place was computerized?"
"The lights, the heating system, even the entertainment centers were all tied into one central panel. If the house were intact, I could tell you if the refrigerator and stove were part of the system too. I suspect so. This kind of system is expensive and state of the art, and unfortunately, very easy to hack into."
Donovan frowned. “But wouldn't a smart system need electricity to keep running? I thought this place was a foreclosure."
"That was my first thought,” Keyla said, “but the arson team already figured out that the power had been on. We checked why and discovered that the bank puts the power onto its bill while it preps the house for resale. The bank is apparently looking for problems in the system and it's trying to make things easier on the team that cleans out the place."
Donovan looked at the house. “It wasn't easier on them,” she said.
"It was the second blast that caused the most damage,” Keyla continued. “It's going to take us a while to figure out all the component parts of these bombs, but knowing that the bomber tapped into the house's system does make it easier."
"It does?” Donovan asked.
"For two reasons,” Keyla said. “This bomber is sophisticated and up to date. He had to be off-premise and aware that someone was in the house. I suspect the second bomb had an off-site trigger."
"He blew the place from far away after the first device went off?"
"Probably,” Keyla said.
"Watching from one of these empty houses?” Donovan asked.
"Maybe,” Keyla said. “But if I had to put money on it all, I'd say he wasn't even in the neighborhood. I'd guess he was watching from a computer somewhere, and he waited until someone got close to the second bomb before triggering it."
"So the cleaning team wasn't together?” Donovan asked.
"We think one was upstairs and the other in the kitchen. Everything is such a mess that it's hard to know for sure."
Donovan shuddered. “And someone managed this off-site?"
"Maybe not even in the city,” Keyla said. “He could've been anywhere."
"Wonderful.” Donovan shook her head slightly. Now she didn't just have to deal with arson teams and bomb squads. She had to deal with computer experts.
This case was more of a nightmare than she wanted it to be, and it was only just beginning.
* * * *
Donovan was an old-fashioned detective who preferred legwork to DNA analysis. Fortunately, her partner knew that. Neygan volunteered to talk to the Computer Crimes Division and report back to her—in exchange for the right to stay away from the victims’ families.
Donovan understood that one. Talking to the families was a bigger minefield than going into a bombed-out house. But she had talked to families more times than she cared to think about, and she had a routine that minimized her emotional involvement.
Or so she thought.
Minimizing the emotional stake was easy with Micah Collingsworth. His family had arrived from the East Coast the night before and were holed up in an exclusive hotel downtown.
She met the family in one of the upstairs suites. Everyone had flown in—both parents, four siblings, and the two remaining grandparents, along with the siblings’ spouses and children. The funeral, apparently, would be here “in the place Micah loved,” his mother had said, her voice hitching only a little.
The family had already gotten the news, so Donovan didn't have to worry about dealing with the immediate grief and shock. They were well off—able to board planes in less than twenty-four hours and show up in a strange city—not to mention afford rooms in one of the city's most expensive hotels for more than a week.
The family didn't know much more. Collingsworth had broken up with a long-term girlfriend before he lost his corporate position. They hadn't even known he was cleaning buildings.
Minimizing her emotional involvement, however, became harder when she visited the Ansara family. Gracie Ansara had been a single mom with three kids. The kids—two girls and a boy—were sixteen, fourteen and twelve.
They lived in an upscale subdivision not that different from the one that got bombed. Donovan had been surprised at that. She had figured someone who cleaned houses for a living lived in one of Portland's less expensive neighborhoods.
When she knocked on the door, an elderly woman answered. She introduced herself as Rafe Ansara's mother, and it took Donovan a moment to realize that Rafe Ansara must have been the late husband.
The grandmother had driven down from Seattle. She was taking care of the arrangements and trying to figure out what to do with the children. By her own admission, she knew little about Gracie Ansara's life.
So the grandmother took Donovan to meet someone who did know Gracie's life, her oldest daughter, Hannah.
Hannah sat at the kitchen table. A pile of bills sat to one side, a yellow legal pad on the other. A pencil stuck out of her haphazard nest of blonde hair, and she was chewing on a pen. An iPhone leaned against a pile of schoolbooks, and a calculator sat to her right.
She was thin, with a teenage athlete's build. She wore an oversized Portland Trailblazers sweatshirt and faded blue jeans with the cuffs rolled up.
"If you're some social worker here to tell me I don't have the right to stay in my house, you can get out,” Hannah snapped.
She was certainly not what Donovan had expected.
Donovan reached into her pocket and removed her badge. “Detective Andrea Donovan,” she said. “I'm investigating the bombing."
"You mean my mother's murder,” Hannah said.
"Yes,” Donovan said. “That's exactly what I mean."
Hannah drew her knees up and put her stocking feet on her chair. Then she tucked the chewed-up pen beside the pencil in her hair.
"I thought you people travel in pairs,” she said.
Donovan wasn't used to this kind of interrogation from family members, let alone teenagers.
"Normally, we do,” she said. “But my partner is working with the bomb squad at the moment."
"You have any suspects yet?” Hannah asked.
"Nothing official.” Donovan put her hand on the back of one of the chairs. “Do you mind if I sit down?"
Hannah shrugged one bony shoulder. “I suppose I should ask Grammy if you're allowed to sit down."
Donovan was beginning to get a sense of the extent of the conflict between grandmother and granddaughter.
"Hannah,” her grandmother said.
"It's okay, Mrs. Ansara,” Donovan said to the older woman. “You can stay if you'd like, but I'm just going to ask your granddaughter routine questions. Maybe you could get the other children for me . . . ?"
The older woman sighed, then disappeared into the hallway.
"I take it she wants you to go back to Seattle with her,” Donovan said.
Hannah set her jaw. Donovan's guess had been right. That was the core of the argument.
"Mom paid off this house,” Hannah said. “All three of us have college funds, and Mom took out a lot of life insurance after Dad died. I can take care of everyone."
"You're sixteen."
"And I'm going to be smarter in fifteen months when I turn eighteen? C'mon.” Hannah managed contempt the way that only a teenager could. “I've been helping Mom with everything since Dad died. I can handle it now."
She put her hand on the bills.
"Grammy didn't even know where to start. I had to take her to the right funeral home. I had to pick out the package. I've been the one making sure that Raffaella and Graden are getting some sleep and have someone to talk to. Grammy's just getting in the way."
"And the county's already been here,” Donovan said, careful not to frame this as a question, “to help you find someone to take care of you."
"Yep.” Hannah sounded disgusted. “Just today. When that old biddy left, I started looking through all of Mom's stuff for the lawyer who handled Dad's estate."
Donovan raised her eyebrows. “Because?"
"Because I'm going to be declared legally fit to take care of my family,” Hannah said. “What's that called? Emancipated?"
"I don't know,” Donovan said. She thought emancipation was when a kid wanted to divorce her parents, but she knew better than to say that. She wasn't sure if any of this domestic drama was relevant to her case, but she was going to hear the girl out. “Taking care of two kids sounds like a big job."
"Mom and I were a team. I'm the one who told her to start the business,” Hannah's eyes filled with tears. The transition from prideful anger to sadness was so sudden it took Donovan's breath away.
It took her a moment to understand why. “You don't think it's your fault your mom died, do you?"
"I should've known better,” Hannah said, her voice shaking. “She came home from the early jobs, talking about how people trashed their houses, and how sometimes a sheriff had to show up to evict them and they'd sneak back. She said the early visits could be dangerous."
"And this was an early visit?” Donovan asked.
"This was the first time she'd gone to the house. That's why Micah was along. Because she knew better than to go alone."
That made sense to Donovan. “No one could have expected this."
"I don't know,” Hannah said. “Those people were weird."
"Which people?” Donovan asked.
"The Martins,” Hannah said. “I went to school with Richard."
"You're not going to school now?"
"Not this week,” she snapped. Then her cheeks turned faintly pink. “Oh, you mean why did I use the past tense about Richard?"
Donovan was startled at just how bright the girl was. Donovan didn't even have to ask her next question: Hannah had known what the question was. Most of the adults Donovan interrogated didn't catch on that fast.
"Richard's the one who left,” Hannah said. “When his parents moved, he stopped coming to school."
"Is he going to a different school?” Donovan asked.
"I don't know,” Hannah said. “He's one of those preppy bastards, you know?"
"Here they are,” the grandmother said.
Donovan suppressed a sigh. She felt like she had just gotten into a rhythm with Hannah, and the grandmother had interrupted.
Donovan turned in her chair. A gawky fourteen-year-old boy, all matted brown hair and pimples, stood behind her. The boy's shirt was buttoned wrong, and his face was swollen from crying.
Beside him stood one of the most startling children she had ever seen. She was ethereal and angelic. When she got older, she would be a stunning beauty.
No wonder the grandmother wanted custody. That girl alone would be trouble.
"Thank you, Mrs. Ansara,” Donovan said. “Would you all mind waiting in the other room while I finish talking to Hannah?"
The grandmother's eyes narrowed, but she led the two younger children out of the kitchen. Donovan could hear them rummaging around in the nearby dining room. They could probably hear every word, but she decided that it didn't matter.
"It sounds like you didn't like Richard Martin,” Donovan said.
"God, no.” Hannah rolled her eyes. “He was awful."
"To you or to everyone?"
She looked away then, moving the pile of bills with her fingers.
That movement gave Donovan her answer. The boy had been mean to Hannah, but not to everyone else.
"I'm not up on the terms,” Donovan said. “By preppy, do you mean that he dressed really well or are you referring to something else?"
"He was going to go to an Ivy,” Hannah said. “He was a legacy, so he didn't even need SATs. My SATs were the best in my class, and they're not going to be good enough, that's what the guidance counselor said. And he gets a free ride because his parents went."
It took Donovan another minute to catch up. An Ivy, meaning an Ivy League School. This girl was sixteen and she was already thinking about college? Things were very different from the time Donovan was a teenager.
"I thought the schools take various things into account,” Donovan said. “Not just SAT scores, but extracurriculars and grades and everything."
Hannah shrugged that shoulder again. “That's what Mom says. But it doesn't matter now. I'm not going anywhere. I'll either go to Linfield or Portland State. I'm staying with the kids."
The fact that she had this all thought out within two days had startled Donovan.
She nodded at the pile of bills. “What are you doing there?"
"Making sure that with Mom's life insurance, we'll have enough money to finish school and go off to college. Don't worry. I've done this before. I helped Mom when Dad died."
Donovan's heart twisted. The girl impressed her more than she wanted to think about.
"I'm getting all the paperwork in order,” Hannah was saying, “so that when I talk to the lawyer, I'll be prepared."
"Is this what your mother would have wanted?” Donovan asked, and then winced at how patronizing that sounded.
"I don't know,” Hannah said. “We never talked about it past the insurance and stuff. Mom wasn't that old. She was going to be around for a long time. That's what she said."
The wobbly voice again. Donovan could almost hear the conversation after the father died.
Mom, you're not going to die now, are you?
Of course not, baby. Nothing's going to happen to me.
Donovan shook it off, and made herself focus on the case. “You said the Martins were strange. You knew the whole family?"
Hannah's eyes narrowed. “You think they did it, right? That's what the news says."
"The news people don't know anything,” Donovan said.
Hannah grunted, then thought, clearly considering what she was going to say. “I only met them once. They were, like, plastic people, you know?"
Plastic people. Donovan was going to ask for clarification, but she wasn't going to do so directly. Hannah already thought she was a bit slow—and maybe she was. Donovan didn't have children. Obviously, she had lost the knack for talking with them.
"Where did you meet the family?” Donovan asked.
Hannah looked away again. “A party."
"At Richard's house?” Donovan asked.
Hannah nodded, moving the bills. “That place was so perfect."
A tear fell, slapping the paper. She shoved the papers out of the way and rubbed her eyes furiously.
"What do you mean, perfect?” Donovan asked.
"Everything in the right place,” Hannah said. “Everything was so neat. Mom would've loved it. That's what I remember thinking. Mom would've been so impressed. She always wanted our house to look like that, and it never did."
Hannah's voice trembled at the end of the sentence. She bit her lower lip, trying to stop tears. When that didn't work, she put a hand over her mouth.
Donovan looked for Kleenex but didn't see any. Hannah gasped out a sob, then shook her head, and pushed away from the table. She staggered out of the room. She didn't go into the dining room. Instead she vanished up the stairs.
Donovan sighed. She wasn't going to go after Hannah. Donovan would let Hannah calm down, and maybe talk to her again, particularly if Donovan felt the Martin family belonged on the suspect list.
Donovan stood slowly, moved the bills around just a little, looking for anything unusual. She didn't see much.
Then she went into the dining room for her perfunctory questioning of the other two children. It yielded nothing. The grandmother seemed exceptionally clueless about the family she wanted to adopt.
Donovan didn't like the elderly woman. She wondered if that was reason enough to trust a sixteen-year-old's judgment that the children were better off without the older woman.
Donovan shook her head, reminding herself that catching the killer was her job. And to that end, the Martin family had caught her attention. No one in the neighborhood had mentioned the Martins had children. No one had said much about the family at all—except that their house had been a showplace, and everyone had been surprised to see the foreclosure notice.
Donovan was a bit surprised too. Not at the foreclosure—half the planet was losing a home these days—but the mention of the Ivy League school, the talk of legacies, which meant that the Martin family had a long tradition of going to expensive East Coast colleges.
There must have been money once. Ivy League legacies were usually impressive, prominent people. Donovan had always thought they sent their kids to one of those tony East Coast prep schools, usually a boarding school, instead of a local public high school.
Had this Richard Martin been lying to Hannah? If so, why?
Donovan returned to the station with more questions than she expected. Her first task was to track the Martins down. People who got evicted were usually hard to find. They didn't have to give a forwarding address, and they were usually so poor that their credit cards had been canceled before the loss of their home.
Still, she started through the standard investigatory tools, trying to find the Martins, using their phone records, their credit cards, and any applications they might have made for new utility service.
Everything she found had been canceled or was in default. The cell phone companies were trying to collect on a three thousand dollar bill, the credit cards had been in default for months, and no one had applied for new electric service or anything else.
They had three vehicles, but two had been repossessed. The third was an old Chevy van, and it, apparently, was paid for.
So she started there. She put a flag on the license, hoping that would turn up something. Then she decided to dig into the financials to see what went wrong.
What went wrong seemed pretty mundane. The Martins lived at the edge of their means for years, juggling the mortgage, the cars, and the unbelievable credit card bills. They spent every penny they had plus.
Gary Martin, the husband and father, worked as some kind of investment counselor at one of the downtown Portland firms. Two years before anyone was talking about economic meltdowns, the firm let him go, though nothing had gone wrong at the firm or in the local economy—at least nothing that she could find.
So far as she could tell, Martin never got another job. His credit card bills and his cell phone records told a familiar story: he went to job seminars and get-rich-quick seminars, often buying the materials. He called job service lines and talked to job counselors, but nothing seemed to pan out.
The financial troubles started about six months in. The family didn't slow down spending, but they started skating bills, paying one this month and a different one that month. Irene Martin had a job too—a fashion consultant at a local department store—but it didn't pay a quarter of her husband's wages. And when the economy got worse, her job disappeared as well.
Both of them were unemployed, unable to afford their lifestyle, and apparently unable (or unwilling) to get some kind of help.
Nothing in their job history gave the Martins the kind of tech savvy that justified a smart house. Donovan dug into their education history. Gary Martin had been a liberal arts major at his “Ivy,” Princeton. His wife hadn't graduated from a real college, but from a school of fashion design.
So Donovan called Gary's former employer. Once she got past the “we don't give that information out” response to why Gary Martin left his position, she got her answers.
Gary Martin had been skimming money off his clients for years, maintaining the house and the lifestyle not on his salary, but on his salary plus all he could steal. Rather than charge him with embezzlement, the firm didn't pay him his vacation or sick leave when he left, using that money to repay the investors.
The firm also didn't prosecute because they didn't want to publicize the fact that they had been victims of one of their own employees.
"Of course,” the woman in the personnel department told Donovan, “we also didn't give him any recommendations. It's hard to get a comparable job when your former employer refuses to discuss you or your work."
She said that with just a bit of glee, leading Donovan to realize that the firm had gotten its revenge, mostly in preventing Martin from ever working again.
"Did he do a lot with computers?” Donovan asked.
"A little,” the woman said. “The trades and funds were managed online."
"Did he need a lot of technical expertise to use that equipment?” Donovan asked.
"No,” the woman said.
"Did you ever see any evidence of tech savvy from Martin?” Donovan asked.
"No,” the woman said. “A bit of tech phobia, but that was normal for our traders. Every time we upgrade, they freak out. They're into the markets and money, not into learning new computer programs."
Donovan nodded. She asked the same questions of Irene Martin's former boss, and got similar answers.
"Do you have any idea,” she asked Irene's former boss, “why the Martins would have bought a smart house?"
"Oh,” the boss said, “that was for the children. They were going to be the next Bill Gates. She thought they were brilliant."
"Did she mention which child in particular was brilliant with computers?” Donovan asked.
"Oh, they both were,” the boss said. “We even called them in one afternoon when we had a glitch in our system and we couldn't reach Tech Support. The son got us back up in no time, and the daughter put in some kind of fail-safe so we wouldn't have the same problem again."
"I thought these kids were still in high school,” Donovan said.
"The daughter wasn't quite twelve when she helped us,” the former boss said. “We had to pay her off the books. But it was because of those kids that we kept Irene as long as we did. We let her go when we no longer had a choice."
When Donovan hung up from that call, she was frowning. The kids? She couldn't imagine children setting up bombs that sophisticated. Molotov cocktails, yes. Some dynamite with a detonator, maybe. But not something that tapped into a house's computer system.
She had just moved from the Martins to the developer when Neygan sat down at his desk.
"You got anything?” she asked him.
"A headache,” he said. “I don't ever want to look at bomb components again."
She didn't want to talk to families ever again, but she didn't complain about it.
"What did you figure out?” she asked, trying not to be annoyed.
"I didn't figure out anything,” he said. “The Bomb Squad now confirms that there were two devices. They don't know a lot about the first one, except that it was smaller than the second."
"And the other device?” Donovan asked.
"It was triggered off-site. Someone actually had to push a button or something to make it explode. No way it could've gone off on its own."
Donovan rubbed her nose. Her eyes were tired, and she was getting a headache too. “I'd think some off-site trigger would give us a trail to the bomber."
"You'd think,” Neygan said. “I got Computer Crimes on it. They've already traced everything to an Internet café in Sun River."
"Sun River?” Donovan said.
"Don't ask me,” Neygan said. “They don't know where the doer actually was, because you can route stuff through other computers. All I know is that it happened off-site and our doer was sitting there like a spider in a web, watching its prey work its way into the deathtrap."
"You're mixing metaphors again,” Donovan said, as she pulled the file she had made on the developer. He didn't look very computer savvy either.
Then she realized what Neygan had said.
"The doer was watching these people?” she asked.
"That we do know. There were cameras everywhere. This sick twist waited until the person in the kitchen got close, and then set off that device."
"You're sure about this,” Donovan said. “The doer watched."
"Probably from the time the team came in the door. The Bomb Squad isn't sure if the doer waited until they split up and got close to the devices or what. The squad still isn't even sure if there were more devices in that house, y'know, waiting for someone to get close."
"This is targeted murder, then,” Donovan said.
"How do you figure?” Neygan said.
"If the doer watched the victims move through the house, then he could choose whether or not to push that button."
Neygan frowned. “I hadn't thought of that."
"I was just assuming these were random victims,” Donovan said.
"We all were,” Neygan said.
"But those bombs could have gone off when the sheriff evicted the family or when the city inspectors came in or when the lender's representative walked through the house. There were probably countless people who could have died in those explosions."
"We don't know that,” Neygan said. “We don't know the bombs were there then."
He was right; they didn't know. But it was probable that the bombs had been planted before that lockbox went on the building. But probable meant Donovan was making an assumption. Probable began that slippery slope to the right theory, but not enough proof to make an arrest, let alone a conviction.
"Maybe that's something we can ask the Bomb Squad,” she said. “Maybe they can tell how long the bombs were there."
She doubted it, though. Unless the materials used inside the bombs could degrade, they could have been in those spots for years. Or weeks. Or hours.
There was no real way to know.
Neygan's expression hadn't changed as she said all of this. She wasn't even sure he had heard her.
"You're saying that the doer waited for those two people to go into the house.” Neygan tapped his forefinger against his upper lip. “I thought no one but the bank knew they were going in."
"So far as I know, that's right,” Donovan said.
"You're saying someone from the bank killed them?” Neygan asked.
Donovan shook her head. “I'm just wondering if the bomber was waiting for one of those two people to show up."
"How would he have known either of them was going to be there?"
She looked up at Neygan. “That's the question, isn't it? If we know the answer to that, we know the answer to everything."
* * * *
Donovan drove to the Ansara house. She brought Neygan along even though he didn't want to meet the family.
They arrived at the Ansara house as the streetlights were coming on. Donovan could see the family through the dining room windows. The boy faced the street, his head bowed. He picked at his food. His beautiful younger sister was stirring the food on her plate like she was making soup.
Hannah ate deliberately, as if she had to think about each bite. The grandmother held a cup of coffee before her chest like a shield.
"Oh, I'm not going in there,” Neygan said as he got out of the car and looked into the window.
"Yes, you are,” Donovan said. “But you're going to let me talk and you're going to listen."
"Because?"
"Because I need someone else's interpretation, to see if I'm completely off base."
Neygan sighed. “We have Computer Tech working on this case. They'll figure it out. We don't need one of your hunches."
Donovan's hunches were famous. They were always right, but they were almost impossible to prove in court. Over the years, she'd gotten smarter about them. Now, she at least tried to get some evidence to back them up.
She didn't respond to Neygan's complaint. Instead, she marched up the front steps and knocked on the door. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see movement in the dining room.
The grandmother was going to answer the door again.
This time, Donovan was ready for her. Donovan pulled open the screen as the grandmother opened the door.
"Mrs. Ansara,” Donovan said, “I have a few more questions for Hannah. It'll only take a minute."
By the time she had finished talking, she was already inside the entry. She strode down the hall to the dining room. Behind her, she could hear Neygan apologizing, then introducing himself. Donovan didn't wait for him.
As she walked into the room, the boy—Graden?—looked up. The younger sister stopped stirring her food, but Hannah was the one who spoke.
"You know anything?” she asked.
"I'm not sure.” Donovan felt awkward looming over the kids while food was on the table. The place smelled of roast beef and gravy. She pulled one of the extra chairs away from the wall, and sat near Hannah.
Graden put his fork down and turned his chair slightly, so that he could see both his sister and Donovan. The younger sister started stirring her food again, as if this had nothing to do with her.
"Do you know anything about your mom's business?” Donovan asked.
Hannah shrugged. “Some."
"We helped in the summer,” Graden said.
Donovan looked at him. His face was still swollen from crying, but his eyes weren't as red. They shone with the same kind of intelligence that Hannah's had.
"Do you know if she cleaned out any of the other foreclosures in the Martins’ neighborhood?” Donovan asked.
"All of them,” Hannah said. “It was some kind of deal with the bank. It was the first one she got, and that neighborhood was a—what do you call it?—development."
"Mom called it a development gone bad.” This from the youngest daughter, Raffaella. The food on her plate didn't look like food at all. It looked like badly mixed house paint.
"Yeah,” Graden said. “Everyone was upside down and getting out. That's what she said."
Hannah's lips had thinned. She looked scared. “Why do you want to know?"
Donovan wasn't going to answer that question yet. “Did Micah Collingsworth always go with her when she first visited a foreclosure?"
"No,” Hannah said. “It was whoever was available."
Two of Donovan's hunches were right. Now she needed to confirm the third.
"Muscle,” Graden was saying. “She wanted muscle in case something went wrong. She said I could go with her when I came into my growth."
He sounded like he regretted not being at her side now. Donovan wondered if he had some kind of rescue fantasy going on in his head. Had he thought he would have been able to save his mom when the first bomb went off?
"Last time I was here,” Donovan said to Hannah, “you told me about Richard Martin. You said he was mean, but when I asked you if he was mean to everyone or just to you, you didn't answer."
"He was mean to Hannah,” Graden said.
"He was a prick,” Raffaella said almost at the same time. The word was shocking coming from such a beautiful young girl.
Hannah glared at her sister. “Don't talk like that."
The grandmother and Neygan came into the dining room. The grandmother returned to her chair, but Neygan hovered near the door. Hannah's gaze lifted, acknowledged him, and then went back to Donovan.
Graden said, “He hated Hannah."
"Really?” Donovan asked. “Why?"
"Because she told him off,” Graden said with just a bit of pride.
"I did not.” Hannah sounded tired, as if they'd had that discussion before.
"You did too,” Graden said.
Obviously Hannah didn't want to talk about this. But Donovan had to know. She turned slightly in her chair so that she faced Graden.
"What happened?” Donovan asked.
Graden glanced at Hannah, who shook her head. His lower lip pushed out slightly, pouting, and for a minute, Donovan thought he wasn't going to answer her question.
Then he said, “It was last year, the day they posted the PSATs."
Over his head, Donovan could see Neygan frown. So she asked for her partner's sake, “The PSATs?"
"You can take a preliminary SAT test for college, you know, and see where you stand. It doesn't count. But everyone does it to practice."
"And they post the scores,” Donovan asked. She was a bit shocked about that. She thought the scores would be private.
"They hand them out on a sheet of paper, but everyone tells,” Graden said. “If you didn't tell, everyone would think you flunked."
"You can't flunk the SAT,” Hannah said quietly, but her complaint obviously wasn't about the test. It was that her brother was telling this story.
"Hannah got a perfect score. Perfect. And Richard was being a dick about it like he always was."
"Graden,” the grandmother said in the same tone that Hannah had used for her sister. “Language."
"Were you there?” Donovan asked. “Did you see this?"
"Yeah,” Graden said. “It was outside. School had just got out and everyone was comparing scores. I just wanted to go home, so I was trying to get Hannah to come with me."
"How was Richard being—” Donovan stopped herself. The grandmother's tone was affecting her too. “What was he doing?"
"He was saying that Hannah's just a brain. She's really boring and no one'll ever like her because she's so smart."
"He hated that about her,” Raffaella said. “She was always doing better than him."
"You saw it too?” Donovan asked.
Raffaella shook her head. “I seen it other times. He didn't like anyone to do better than him. He beat up some kid on the soccer team for getting a goal in practice. Richard was goalie that day, and the ball just got by him."
"Nice kid,” Neygan said.
Everyone turned to him. Graden and Raffaella looked surprised to see him. They hadn't realized he was in the room.
"That's my partner,” Donovan said. “So Richard was mean to you, and anyone else who was smart."
"He was just mean,” Hannah said.
"But something different happened that day,” Donovan said to her. “Tell me about it."
Hannah shook her head again. “It's not important."
"What happened was she got mad,” Graden said. “For her whole life, she let him talk bad to her and that day she didn't take it anymore."
"She was mad anyway,” Raffaella said. “Dad was dead, and Mom needed help, and Hannah wasn't getting any sleep."
"I was too,” Hannah said.
"I hear you at night,” Raffaella said. “You weren't sleeping then, just like you're not sleeping now."
Hannah shot her a nasty look, one that complained she was giving away secrets not hers to give. In spite of herself, Donovan felt her heart go out to Hannah. Hannah was trying so hard to be tough so that everyone would think her strong enough to care for her family, and yet her family knew how hard it was for her to get through each day.
"What happened?” Donovan asked softly.
Hannah bit her lip. When she didn't speak, Graden again filled the silence.
"It was great,” he said. “Richard asked her score, and she told him. Then he was making fun of her, calling her Miss Perfect, the Ugliest Girl in School."
Graden was talking directly to Donovan, but Donovan watched Hannah. When he said that, Hannah's eyes filled with tears. Even now, those words had the power to hurt. Did Hannah think she was ugly? Probably, in comparison to that younger sister.
"And Hannah just had it, you know?” Graden continued. “She gets this voice when she's really mad, all quietlike, and that's what she used on him. She says, ‘What's your score?’ and he tells her, and it's really low. Everybody laughs, and usually that would've been enough for Hannah, but it wasn't."
This time he looked at his sister. She was just watching him implacably, a single tear hanging on her eyelashes. He shrugged a little, as if in apology.
"Then what?” Donovan asked.
"Then he said something about how he'd be going to an Ivy even with his score, and that's when Hannah let him have it. She said he'd be going to an Ivy because of his parents, not because he did anything. She said Ivys took rich stupid people so that they could get enough money to let poor smart people in. He knew it was true. Everybody knew it was true, and he got really, really mean after that."
"I wasn't very nice,” Hannah said.
"What's really really mean?” Donovan asked Graden.
"He said horrible stuff about Mom. Every time we saw him, he said stuff about her being a cleaning lady and us being white trash and no good and not even a good education would make us classy and stuff like that.” Graden didn't sound bothered, but Hannah's expression became more and more strained.
"Sounds like you hit a nerve,” Donovan said to Hannah. “Do you think, maybe, your comment about being rich and stupid bothered him because his family was going broke?"
"What do you mean?” Hannah asked.
"You told him poor, smart kids could get into an Ivy League school, but by implication, you meant that poor dumb kids couldn't."
"He wasn't dumb,” Hannah said. “He just didn't try hard. His math score on the PSAT was really, really high. It was his verbal that was the problem."
"Did you ever tell him that?” Donovan asked.
Hannah shook her head. “He really hates me,” she said quietly.
Donovan sighed. Then she asked a few more questions, wrapping everything up so that it wasn't all about Richard Martin.
Even though it was.
As she and Neygan got into the car, he said to her, “You think that's enough motive? You think that Richard kid blew up her mom as some kind of revenge for what she said?"
Donovan shook her head. “I think Richard Martin was miserable. I think everything he knew was falling apart, and he was looking for someone to blame."
"So he blamed that girl's mom?"
"I don't think so,” Donovan said. “I think he couldn't get the idea Hannah planted out of his mind. I think he blamed her for making him so afraid for his own future. I think he decided to get revenge by making her afraid for her future."
"You haven't even met the kid,” Neygan said.
"No, I haven't,” Donovan said. “But I've seen people kill for a whole lot less."
"Well, I think we got a whole lot of less,” Neygan said, “and the chief is gonna want evidence and proof that we didn't just go after some kid on a hunch."
"I know,” Donovan said. “We still have a lot of work to do."
And work they did. They interviewed everyone they could think of with connections to the case. The developer knew nothing about computers, the mortgage brokers knew nothing about bomb making, and the neighbors couldn't get into the house.
It took some time for Donovan and Neygan to find the Martins, but by the time they did, Computer Crimes had traced a contact between the house and an off-site computer linked to the Martins. Not to mention the Sun River Internet café connection. The family used to ski there in the winter. The café owner remembered Richard, saying he looked like a kid who was “about to blow."
Donovan got five minutes alone with Richard—a slender, athletic boy with scary intense eyes—but couldn't get him to say much. Except when she mentioned Hannah.
"You realize,” Donovan said as they waited for Richard's lawyer to arrive, “that you just made it easier for Hannah to get into an Ivy League school."
Richard's cheeks flushed. “What?"
"Private schools,” Donovan said. “They take all kinds of things into account. Not just SAT scores and high grades, but hardship factors as well. She's an orphan now, raising her siblings, and keeping her grades up. She just went way up on their list."
"No way,” he said. “You're making that up."
Donovan shook her head. “If you had left her mom alive, Hannah probably wouldn't have had a chance of getting into a good school. You just did her a favor."
He slammed his fist onto the interview table. “I didn't want to do her a favor. Miss Perfect—she always lands on her damn feet. Dammit!"
And that was when the attorney came in, shut Richard up, and kicked Donovan out of the room.
But that little outburst was all she needed. It confirmed her hunch. The Bomb Squad and Computer Crimes confirmed the rest. The Bomb Squad found components that matched the setup in the house, and Computer Crimes found various videos of the house on computers that Richard had used since he moved out.
"It was set up like this,” Keyla told Donovan over a beer the night Richard was arrested. “He had designed the first bomb to go off at a touch. He knew that a house cleaner would clean that up. The first bomb would notify him that she was in the house. Then he'd see if it was her. If it was, he would set off the second."
"Do you think he would have set off the second if someone else had been in the house?” Donovan asked.
Keyla shook her head. “You can't figure these guys out. Bombers are crazy. Bombers and arsonists. They've got something missing."
"Even young guys?” Donovan asked.
"Especially young guys,” Keyla said. “Most of them don't live long enough to become old guys."
And that was that. Richard decided not to have a trial, instead pleading twenty-five to life, with the possibility for parole. His parents and younger sibling left Oregon, and the bank bulldozed what was left of the house, selling the vacant lot instead.
Donovan drove by the house a few times while it was still standing, trying to understand—truly understand—a boy's jealous mind. She finally decided she couldn't.
But she also knew she couldn't let the case go.
So the day after Richard's allocution in court, she drove to the Ansara house.
It looked the same, except someone had pulled blinds over all the windows. When she knocked, the grandmother answered. As she led Donovan inside, the grandmother told her the kids weren't home. They were in school.
"I thought you were going to take them to Seattle,” Donovan said.
"I was.” They stood in the foyer. “But I listened to what you said that night."
"What I said?” Donovan asked.
"What you all said. Those kids, they were fighting for what they saw as their future."
Donovan tilted her head. She hadn't expected insight from this woman. “I guess you could say that, yes."
"And if I took Hannah to Seattle, she would have fought me for the rest of her life,” the grandmother said. “If I let her be the one to raise those kids, they wouldn't have much of a future either. She'd go to a local school, which she didn't want, and she'd resent them. She didn't know that yet, but she would."
Donovan nodded. She had underestimated this woman tremendously.
"So I did the math with her,” the grandmother said. “I have my own retirement. I decided to sell my house. We're using the money from the sale of Gracie's business and from her life insurance for the kids’ school. I don't have to work, so I can take care of things."
"She seemed so angry with you,” Donovan said.
The grandmother smiled. “We talked after you left about how anger can be misdirected."
"She knew you weren't just talking about Richard Martin's anger?” Donovan asked.
The grandmother nodded. “Hannah's not dumb."
"No,” Donovan said. “She's about as far from dumb as any girl can get."
As she left the house, the school bus pulled up across the street. She waited. Hannah and Graden got off along with some other kids. Hannah and Graden walked separately, as if they didn't know each other.
They didn't see Donovan until they were almost beside her.
"He shouldn't get a chance at parole,” Hannah said without saying hello.
That wasn't Donovan's decision to make, but she didn't defend it.
"You can stop it,” Donovan said. “When his hearing comes up, you can testify. I'm sure they'll listen to you."
Hannah straightened. “You think?"
Donovan nodded. “But I also think you shouldn't do it."
"Why not?” Hannah said. “He killed my mom."
"Your mom wanted you to have a great life. If you pay attention to him, you stay stuck in this horrible year. He probably won't get out. And I'll be around. I'll make sure I testify for you."
Hannah's eyes narrowed. “You'd do that?"
"I would,” Donovan said.
"I'm transferring to Portland State,” Hannah said. “I tested out. I'll be out in two weeks."
It took Donovan a moment to realize she meant that she had tested out of high school. “I thought you want to go to a major university."
"I do,” Hannah said. “Just not this year."
Then she walked off without saying goodbye, her head down. She still looked like she had the weight of the world on her shoulders.
Graden had been standing silently nearby. He watched her go. Then he looked at Donovan.
"She didn't want to be known as the kid whose mom got blown up,” he said. “She wants to be Hannah again."
"Are you having that problem?” Donovan asked.
He shook his head. “Nobody pays any attention to me."
Donovan didn't know what to say to that. By the time she had formulated a response, he lifted his hand in goodbye and hurried to the house.
She watched him go. No one paid attention to him, but they needed to. If she hadn't paid attention to him, she wouldn't have caught the killer.
She had initially thought Hannah was the strong solid core of that family. She had been wrong.
Graden was.
She wondered if the grandmother had noticed. For a moment, Donovan toyed with telling her, then remembered that she had underestimated the grandmother too.
That family had shattered, but it was rebuilding itself. She didn't need to interfere. They were a lot stronger and a lot healthier than the Martins had been.
Although anyone looking at the families one year ago would have thought otherwise.
Which only went to show how flimsy appearances were—and how she needed to remember that. Not just from case to case, but from moment to moment.
She silently wished them well. Then she got into her car and left the neighborhood, passing half a dozen for sale signs as she went.
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Fiction: INDEPENDENCE DAY by R. T. Lawton
"Talk about ironic,” muttered Beaumont.
Yarnell, who was more concerned about catching the bartender's eye for another drink and hadn't really been paying close attention to the conversation, suddenly realized he had no idea what Beaumont was talking about. “What's ironic?"
"After all them lottery tickets I bought and didn't win anything, here my number comes up in the state drawing."
"You won the state lottery?"
"You could say that,” replied Beaumont, “but I doubt they pay more than fifty bucks a day, plus mileage and meals."
"What kind of lottery pays mileage and meals? Last I heard, the pool was up to sixty million dollars, if you had all six numbers, that is."
"I'm talking about my name being drawn for jury duty next week in criminal court,” said Beaumont. “That's the only lottery I've ever won in my entire life."
"Oh,” said Yarnell, “well, you ought to be able to get out of that pretty easy. All you got to do is say you know the defendant or one of the cops and it would be tough for you to render an unbiased verdict."
"Can't do that."
Yarnell waved a twenty at the bartender. Seemed like it took money to get the attention of most people these days.
"Sure you can. Just last year, my street psychiatrist, Lester Formlick, told the judge that if the prosecutor thought he had enough evidence to bring the case to trial, then that was good enough for Lester as a juror to find the guilty party guilty. Judge cut Lester loose that same morning and made sure he wasn't on any more jury panels for that session."
"Lester got off for the whole six-month session?"
"That's what he told me. And, you can do it too."
Beaumont shook his head. “Wouldn't feel right to duck out when my country calls on me to do my civic duty. Let's face it, Yarnell, democracy depends upon the assistance of its citizens, otherwise we wouldn't have all these rights we do now."
Yarnell dropped his hand with the twenty in it down to the table and turned fully back into the conversation.
"Beaumont, you and I are burglars. We steal from the rich and give to the poor, but we aren't exactly Robin Hood types because the poor we give to is you and me, so society doesn't necessarily look at us as examples of good citizens. Next time someone from our government comes calling, it'll probably be to read us our rights."
"That's what I mean,” replied Beaumont, “think about it. If we lived in some dictatorship and the police thought we was criminals, they wouldn't even bother to give us a fair trial. They'd just kick the front door and haul us off to the gulags to do hard labor for the rest of our lives."
Yarnell had to contemplate that word for a while. He wasn't sure what one of them things was. “Gulag?"
"Yeah, you know, like a penitentiary run by some dictator who needs a place to imprison people he don't like."
"Oh, a prison. Gotcha.” Yarnell bobbed his head in understanding. “You know, my cousin Harvey got himself incinerated up in the state pen a few years ago."
Now it was Beaumont's turn to think about things. “Your cousin got burned up in prison?"
"Well,” replied Yarnell, “to be true, he was actually steamed about the whole situation long before he got sent away."
"Huh?"
"Yeah, the cops charged him with stealing a car, but the judge didn't buy Harvey's alibi that he was only along for a ride."
"What the hell are you talking about?"
"Well, Harvey told the judge he was merely hitchhiking at the side of the road and this guy in a Chevy picked him up, but then the police started after them in what ended up as a high-speed pursuit and the guy jumped out at a corner, so naturally Harvey had to grab the steering wheel to keep from crashing and that's how the cops found Harvey behind the wheel of a stolen car. It really burned him up that nobody believed him."
Yarnell turned back toward the bartender and raised his twenty again.
Beaumont's mouth dropped slightly. He stared at Yarnell's back until it came to him. “You mean incarcerated."
"What?"
"You mean your cousin got incarcerated in prison."
"Yeah, that's what I said."
Beaumont decided maybe it was safer to go back to his original subject.
"So, anyway, July Fourth is coming up and it's a good reminder for me to do my patriotic duty. That's why I made up my mind to go ahead and serve."
"Just remember to leave your lock-picking tools at home,” was Yarnell's last words of advice on the subject of jury duty. He tried waving his twenty more vigorously.
* * * *
And that's how, three days later, Beaumont found himself, shoes in hand, waiting to get through the metal detector in the lobby of the county courthouse. Walking through the upright rectangle when it was his turn, he immediately set off the alarm and had to be wanded by a uniformed guard with one of them hand-held things. Beaumont's jacket pockets quickly gave up a handful of quarters he intended to use in various vending machines for sustenance to keep his portly body nourished throughout the day, three nails from a do-it-yourself home project, and two watches which hadn't made it to the pawnshop yet, plus he was asked to hand over his narrow belt with the small metal buckle. Temporary loss of the latter meant he then had to shuffle around with only one hand free to retrieve his shoes and belongings, while the other hand was tightly occupied with keeping a firm grip on his trousers’ waistband which kept trying to migrate south. His only mental compensation for ensuing troubles at this point was the thought that duty sometimes required individual sacrifice.
Finally, after a crowded elevator ride and wandering down various hallways, he came to an open door marked jury panels. Inside the room, a man in a rumpled suit sat behind a metal desk at the front wall. Stacks of paperwork covered most of the industrial gray desktop.
"I'm here for jury duty,” said Beaumont.
"Good for you,” replied the rumpled suit without looking up.
Somehow, it didn't sound like a compliment to Beaumont.
"Sign in there—” One arm of the suit motioned toward a form attached to a clipboard. “—and take a seat over there.” Now the same arm of the suit motioned in the opposite direction.
Beaumont signed and sat.
An hour later, a tall man entered the room and read several names off the clipboard. Beaumont watched as about three dozen people stood up and marched out of the room behind the guy. Looked easy enough so far.
Ten minutes afterward, a short stocky lady with all the demeanor of a prison warden entered with her own clipboard. When she left, Beaumont found himself in tow, down the corridor, around the corner, and into a high-ceilinged courtroom where he took a seat in the spectator section behind the low double-hinged gate. The bailiff immediately called twelve names and those people straggled through the gate and over to the jury box.
The judge, who seemed to be in a hurry, quickly explained this was a case involving burglary and intent to defraud an insurance company.
"Right up my alley,” Beaumont thought to himself. “At least it's something I know about."
The judge then mentioned the names of the defendants . . .
Nobody Beaumont recognized.
. . . the names of the police involved . . .
No cops who had ever hauled Beaumont in for questioning, but then it was a big city with lots of vice detectives in various precincts. Obviously, there was no way he had met them all, especially if he did his job right.
. . . and inquired if any of the potential jurors knew them.
Nobody raised their hand.
Now the attorneys commenced with voir dire. Beaumont had no idea what the word voir meant, but he had been in dire straits a couple of times during burgle jobs, so he knew those three pinstriped suits at two opposing tables were getting down to serious business, asking pointed questions of the potential jurors.
And then it started. Three people weaseled out with lame excuses. Beaumont felt a certain disappointment in his fellow citizens, but maybe they had no concept of what they stood to lose in the long run.
The bailiff called three more names to replace those dismissed. Out of these, the first two people were seated and accepted by both sides of lawyers without argument. The last potential jurist called, a bone-skinny young woman in a floral print dress, gave out a moan and held her stomach as she walked toward the jury box.
"Are you okay?” inquired the judge.
"My stomach is really upset right now,” said the anorexic woman in answer. She moaned louder this time.
"Maybe you'll feel better after you sit down for a while,” offered the judge.
"Don't think so,” she replied. “See, I'm trying to kick this cocaine habit, and I think the doctor gave me the wrong drugs."
Good one, thought Beaumont, reflecting that not even Lester, the street psychiatrist, could have come up with that dodge.
Beaumont was the final name to be called for duty.
"I see,” said the prosecutor as Beaumont took his chair at the end of the jury box, “that on the potential juror questionnaire you list your employment as an environmentalist."
"That's right,” replied Beaumont.
"Tell me, sir, what exactly do you do as an environmentalist?"
"I'm in the recycling end of the business."
"Recycling?"
"Correct. I take other people's stuff and recycle it for money.” And, as far as Beaumont was concerned, that was exactly what he and Yarnell did as burglars.
"An admirable occupation,” commented the prosecutor. He then turned to the judge. “This panel is fine by me, your Honor."
Both defense attorneys stood and spoke separately. “We also accept this panel, your Honor."
"Very well,” barked the judge, “the remaining potential jurors may leave, and if everybody is ready, we will commence with the trial."
Beaumont glanced at the prosecutor's table. One pinstriped suit and a gofer sat behind it, with a pitcher of water and some water glasses placed in front of them. The prosecutor kept extracting files from a manila accordion folder and spreading his paperwork all over the tabletop. Beaumont figured he was getting his case organized into some kind of shape.
Behind the defense table sat two pinstriped suits, one blue and one gray. To the gray's right sat one of the defendants, a man in a brown sport coat with a bright red floral tie. Beaumont felt an immediate twinge of sympathy for the man's obvious lack of fashion.
"Bailiff,” the judge barked again, “if our other defendant is finished with his personal necessities I would appreciate his presence in my courtroom."
The bailiff spoke softly into his handheld radio. A couple of minutes later, a side door opened and three men entered. Two of those men in uniform stopped long enough to take handcuffs and belly chains off a third man wearing an orange jumpsuit. That man paused long enough to run his fingers like a comb through his well-styled brown hair, then brushed invisible lint off his orange sleeves.
"For a criminal, he's a real amateur,” thought Beaumont. “No money saved up for bail, and evidently no property for collateral. This guy's definitely fitted for the prison duds he's wearing, a sad situation here.” He shook his head slightly.
Both uniforms escorted the orange jumpsuit to the defense table, where he sat down beside the blue pinstriped suit and engaged in whispered conversation.
Beaumont stared. There was something familiar about that second defendant as he had moved closer to the jury box. Then Beaumont's mind flashed, the guy should be wearing tailor-made clothes and Italian leather shoes. Orange jumpsuits just didn't suit the man's usual sense of style or color. And, when the judge had recited that list of witnesses and defendants, the name James D. Montgomery didn't mean anything to Beaumont, but there in the flesh at the defense table now sat . . . yep, it was Gentleman Jim himself, a fellow burglar. Beaumont started to raise his hand to disqualify himself, but the judge, glaring at the three attorneys, ignored the raising hand.
"I will tolerate no nonsense or unnecessary delays in this courtroom,” emphasized the judge. “My court docket is backed up for months. Now let's get this trial moving. You've got five minutes each for opening statements."
Beaumont swiveled his halfway raised hand into what now appeared to be a forehead scratching moment. Damn, the movement must have caught Jim's eye, because he was staring back at Beaumont.
"I will prove,” said the prosecutor, “that Mr. Montgomery was apprehended in the act of burglarizing the Golden Fleece Bar. And, I will further prove that the bar owner, Mr. Tillford, arranged for that burglary to happen with the intent to defraud his own insurance company."
"Doesn't sound good for you,” thought Beaumont as he locked eyes with Gentleman Jim.
Realizing that Jim had also recognized him, Beaumont felt the sudden impulse to place his right index finger in front of his lips in a shhhh-ing gesture, but managed to restrain himself at the last second. Gentleman Jim nodded almost imperceptibly.
"And I,” exclaimed the gray pinstripe in his turn, “tell you that my client, Mr. Tillford, is an innocent party whose place of business was burglarized by this Mr. Montgomery, and the insurance claims were legitimate."
He sat down as the blue pinstripe stood up.
"When we are all finished here,” said the blue pinstripe, “you members of the jury will then see that my client, Mr. Montgomery, is the real innocent party at this table."
Beaumont was too busy analyzing his personal predicament to hear whatever else was said by the suits. His problem being, since it was against the Burglars’ Code to testify against a fellow burglar, it just made sense that if a burglar somehow ended up on a jury panel then he also shouldn't be responsible for sending a fellow member of the guild to prison just because that particular member got caught practicing his chosen profession. On the other hand, under the letter of the law, Beaumont did have a civic duty to put criminals in jail if proven guilty.
"Call the first prosecution witness,” barked the judge.
Patrolman Goldbloom was quickly sworn in, then provided his name, rank, and job duties.
"On the night in question,” prompted the prosecutor, “did you answer to a radio call from your precinct?"
"I did,” replied Goldbloom. “Our dispatcher had received an anonymous telephone call about a burglary in progress at the Golden Fleece Bar. I responded right away."
"And what did you find when you got there?"
"The front door to the bar had been jimmied open, so I drew my service weapon and waited for backup."
"What did you do when backup arrived?"
"I and the other patrolmen entered the bar and fanned out to search the premises."
"What did you observe inside the premises?"
Officer Goldbloom rolled his eyes upward and creased his forehead in concentration as if he were trying to read a script written on the back side of his eyelids.
"On the main floor of the bar, I observed that the coin boxes to the pool tables and the jukebox had all been broken into, and the cash register drawer was open and empty."
The prosecutor consulted his notes.
"And did you also go down into the basement?"
"Oh yeah, thanks,” replied Patrolman Goldbloom. “When I went downstairs, I also observed several storage lockers. Their door locks had been busted and the lockers were empty."
"And then?” prompted the prosecutor.
"Yeah, right, that's when I apprehended Mr. Montgomery, the defendant who is sitting over there in the orange jumpsuit behind the defense table.” Goldbloom pointed in the general direction. “At the time of the burglary however, he was standing in the basement with a crowbar in his hand. When I searched him subject to arrest, I found several quarters in his pockets."
"Quarters from the coin boxes?” asked the prosecutor.
"That's what I think,” replied Patrolman Goldbloom.
"I see,” said the prosecutor
"Objection,” roared the blue suit.
"Sustained,” said the judge. “The jury will disregard."
Beaumont didn't know how he was supposed to disregard that question and the witness's answer. He'd already heard the words and now the condemning image of the bar's looted quarters being found in Gentleman Jim's pockets was stuck in his head. Then he immediately thought about all the quarters he'd brought along in his own pockets for vending machine snacks. Okay, maybe. After all, it was best to be prepared when operating in a new environment when you weren't totally sure what circumstances you might run into. Maybe Jim had thought so too.
The prosecutor turned toward the defense table. “Your witness."
"No questions,” said the gray suit.
Blue suit stood. “Officer Goldbloom, did my client say why he was in the bar after closing time?"
"Yes, he said he must have been overserved in the bar, wandered downstairs to rest, and then fallen asleep."
"But you chose not to listen to his rational excuse, did you?"
"Nope, the man had a crowbar in his hand."
"And you had a gun in yours. No further questions."
"Next witness,” ordered the judge.
The police department's forensic expert was on and off in a matter of minutes. No fingerprints were found on the coin boxes or cash register. The only relevant prints found were Mr. Montgomery's on the crowbar. No further questions.
By now, Beaumont's stomach had acquired a low rumble. He looked at the clock on the wall. Still an hour until lunch.
"The prosecution calls Detective DelGrasso to the stand."
During the oath and establishment of the detective's bona fides, Beaumont snuck a questioning glance in the direction of the orange jumpsuit. Gentleman Jim barely shrugged his shoulders in response.
"Detective DelGrasso, did Mr. Tillford, the owner of the Golden Fleece, give you a signed statement about the burglary?"
"Yes, he did."
The prosecutor handed a sheet of paper to the detective.
"And is this document his statement?"
"It is."
"Tell the jury what the statement says."
DelGrasso turned toward the jury. Beaumont felt a moment's panic under those bore-right-through-you cop eyes, then remembered this guy didn't have anything on him. He, Beaumont, was one of the good guys right now, just doing his civic duty. He tried to relax, but it was tough being on this side of the law. How the heck did all these civilians do it?
"Mr. Tillford,” began the detective, “told me that he had lost over eight thousand dollars from the cash register. This was the night's take at the bar, and he was waiting until the next day to put the money in his bank account. He also estimated the coin boxes to have had no more than two hundred dollars in them. But the big loss from the burglary came from the contents of the lockers downstairs. That was about fifty thousand worth of jewelry, furs, and electronic goods."
"Who knew bars were such cash cows,” Beaumont thought to himself. “Me and Yarnell have got to add them to our list of future prospects."
"Did Mr. Tillford seem to be in a hurry to get a copy of the police report on the burglary?” asked the prosecutor.
"Yes, sir,” replied the detective. “Said he wanted the police report so he could file his insurance claim right away. Something about needing money."
"I see,” said the prosecutor.
There were no questions.
Next came the insurance company's claim investigator, but he had nothing new to add, except to get Tillford's claim forms admitted into evidence.
"Break for lunch,” barked the judge.
"About time,” thought Beaumont. This jury stuff was hungry work, and he hadn't had a chance to hit the vending machines yet for something to tide him over.
Everybody stood, and the jury was led off into a back room. Beaumont found himself a seat at the head of a long table as the bailiff brought in a large box of sandwiches, chips, and soft drinks. After the first sandwich had settled in, his stomach finally quit rumbling, but just in case, he sleight-of-handed a couple of extra candy bars into his pockets for later. He was still chewing on the remains of someone else's obviously abandoned roast beef on rye with mustard, when the bailiff led them back into the court room.
The prosecutor stood.
"I would like to recall Detective DelGrasso to the stand."
"Very well,” said the judge.
"I believe,” began the prosecutor after consulting his notes, “that you also took a second signed statement, this one from Mr. James Montgomery, did you not?"
"I did,” said the detective.
The prosecutor approached the detective with another document.
"And what did Mr. Montgomery say in his statement?"
"Mr. Montgomery said that two weeks prior to the burglary he was approached by the bar owner, Mr. Tillford, with a scheme to burgle the Golden Fleece, so Tillford could collect on an insurance policy. Tillford would empty the lockers of their valuable contents prior to the break-in, and Montgomery was to make it look like a professional burglary. That way, Tillford had the goods from the lockers, plus the insurance money as profit. Montgomery's payment for the faked burglary was supposed to be the take from the cash register and the coin boxes."
Beaumont heard several gasps of astonishment from the jury box, but then on further contemplation he assumed that the other jurors had led quiet sheltered lives with little knowledge of all the duplicitous schemes dreamed up on the streets these days. It was getting to where a guy couldn't even trust his fellow criminal anymore.
"And,” continued the prosecutor, “I assume, as part of the scheme, that Mr. Tillford was supposed to have an alibi for the night of the burglary?"
"Correct,” replied the detective. “Tillford was to do his part in the afternoon, then leave the bar early that night and go upstate to visit his ailing mother in a nursing home, leaving one of the employees to lock up at closing time."
"How far away is this nursing home?"
"A two-hour drive, one way."
"And did you check out Mr. Tillford's alibi when he gave it after the burglary?"
"Yes, I did,” replied the detective. “Tillford signed in on the visitors’ log during early evening and out of the log at the exact same time the burglary was reported in progress."
"So he had what we call a perfect alibi for his physical location during the time of the burglary?"
"Yes."
"I see,” said the prosecutor, “very ingenuous.” He nodded his head. “No further questions."
"Detective DelGrasso, as you mentioned in your testimony,” said the gray suit popping up like a jack-in-the-box, “my client Tillford had an alibi which checked out?"
"Tillford did establish an alibi, yes."
Gray suit sat down.
Blue suit stood up.
"Detective DelGrasso, is it not also true that in Mr. Montgomery's statement, he said he turned down Tillford's scheme to burglarize the Golden Fleece Bar?"
"Yes sir, he said that."
"Thank you for your honesty, detective."
Blue suit sat down.
"Mr. Prosecutor?” inquired the judge.
"The prosecution rests,” said the prosecutor.
"Good,” Beaumont muttered to himself as he snuck one of the purloined candy bars out of his pocket. He tried to unwrap it without crinkling the paper or otherwise drawing attention to himself.
The judge looked at his watch. “Any defense witnesses?"
"None,” said the gray suit.
"I call James D. Montgomery to the stand,” said the blue suit.
Beaumont stopped in mid bite. Gentleman Jim was going to take the hot seat and testify? What was he thinking? The cops had him cold.
With preliminaries quickly out of the way, blue suit got right to the heart of the matter.
"Mr. Montgomery, were you in the Golden Fleece Bar on the night of the burglary?"
"I was."
"Why did you go there?"
"Tillford invited me. Said he was celebrating something and the drinks were on him."
"Did he say what he was celebrating?"
"No, he said it was a surprise and he'd explain everything later."
"Did he make sure you had several drinks?"
"He did."
"Then what happened?"
Gentleman Jim paused.
Beaumont noticed that several of the jurors on both sides of him leaned slightly forward to hear Jim's next words.
"I felt dizzy and wanted to lie down for a while. Tillford suggested I go downstairs and rest until I felt better. The way my head was swimming, I think he must've slipped a ‘roofie’ into one of my drinks."
"Objection,” screamed the gray suit.
"Sustained,” barked the judge. “The jury will disregard that ‘roofie’ statement. Now get on with it."
"So you ended up downstairs,” prompted the blue suit, “where Patrol-man Goldbloom found you several hours later?"
"Correct,” said Gentleman Jim.
"Why did you have the crowbar in your hand?"
"I don't know,” replied Jim, “when I woke up, it was well after closing time and the crowbar was already in my hand. Then I heard loud noises coming down the stairs and thought maybe it was a good thing for me to have a weapon in hand for self defense just in case it was a break-in or some sort of robbery. You never know what you're going to run into these days."
Blue suit nodded his head as if this were sage advice.
"And, as it turned out, the person coming down the stairs was armed, was he not?"
"He was definitely armed,” emphasized Jim.
"Wise choice on your part to have your own weapon,” said blue suit. He sat down. “Your honor, the defense rests."
Up popped the prosecutor. “Judge, the man coming down the stairs was a police officer in the course of his duties. Naturally he was armed."
"I know that,” replied the judge. “And in the interests of time, we will consider your last statement to be your cross examination.” He glanced at both tables. “You have five minutes for closing statements."
Beaumont didn't hear anything new in closing, just a recitation of the facts that favored each of the three different sides in the case. After that, the judge read out instructions to the jury, and Beaumont followed the bailiff back into the jury room. He quickly regained his old seat at the head of the table and waited for another box of sandwiches and soft drinks to show up. This jury stuff was definitely hungry work.
* * * *
Two days later, Beaumont was once again ensconced in his favorite booth inside his favorite bar and sipping on his usual drink. This time, Yarnell was waving a fifty dollar bill trying to get the bartender's attention so he could get served.
"You know,” said Beaumont, “it really was a good experience after all."
"What was?” inquired Yarnell, who now stuck two fingers in his mouth and tried a shrill whistle at the busy bartender.
"Being on jury duty."
"That's nice,” replied Yarnell without turning around. “So what happened?"
"Nobody wanted to be jury foreman,” answered Beaumont, “but since I was already sitting at the head of the table, the rest of them quickly voted me in as the most likely person for the job."
Now Yarnell turned back to the conversation.
"You were the jury foreman?"
Beaumont nodded.
"Did you hang the guilty S.O.B. who was on trial?"
"Yes and no,” said Beaumont.
As that answer sank in, Yarnell temporarily gave up his quest for a drink and lowered his arm.
"Remember Gentleman Jim?” inquired Beaumont.
Now it was Yarnell's turn to nod.
"Well, he was one of the defendants."
"Who was the second?” asked Yarnell.
"Some bar owner who double-crossed Jim in an agreement to burgle his bar."
Yarnell shook his head. “If you can't trust a fellow criminal these days, then who can you trust?"
"My thoughts exactly."
"So how did it all come out?"
"Well, I had to steer things a little, but the bar owner, Tillford, that part was easy. We all found him guilty on the first vote."
"Rightly so,” replied Yarnell. “Our profession is difficult enough as it is with all those ambitious cops looking to get promotions, desperate prosecutors running for reelection, drum thumping mayors with their get-tough-on-crime programs, and even our own fences trying to low-dollar us on the goods we bring them at great risk to ourselves. Hard times. Crime almost doesn't pay anymore."
"I agree,” said Beaumont.
"We definitely don't need double-crossers in the business,” continued Yarnell. He paused for a moment. “But what did you do about Jim?"
"That part was more complicated,” answered Beaumont. “If I know Gentleman Jim, he was definitely in that scheme all the way up to his salon-styled hair. I liked his alibi, showed good creativity under pressure, but only half the jurors were buying it. The vote split six and six."
Yarnell grinned. “So the jury got hung instead of the guilty defendant."
"You could say that. But I also knew a hung jury meant a second trial for Jim."
"And a second trial might not come out well for his side,” Yarnell added.
"Exactly. So as foreman, I focused on what would the other jurors do if they woke up with a noisy intruder in their house who he was coming toward them right then."
"Explaining away the crowbar in Jim's hand,” said Yarnell. “Good thinking. What about the fingerprint thing?"
"Turned out most of the jurors watched CSI or other cop shows at night, so I pointed out the lack of fingerprints on the coin boxes and cash register, yet Jim's turned up on the crowbar. So I asked them if Jim was the burglar, then why didn't he still have gloves on? And, when was the last time they saw a cop show where the burglar wasn't wearing gloves?"
"We always wear gloves,” said Yarnell.
"The next vote came up nine to three,” continued Beaumont. “I was down to my last argument."
By now, Yarnell was caught up in the drama and had temporarily forgotten about obtaining the bartender's attention.
"Go on."
"I pulled my own handful of quarters out of my coat pockets and dropped them on the jury table, explaining that I carried them around for snack vending machines and maybe that's why Jim had all them quarters in his pockets, too, assuming that the already guilty Tillford hadn't planted the coins on Jim in the first place as part of a frame-up."
"You're still carrying quarters around from our A&P Grocery job? That was two months ago."
Beaumont ignored the reference and went on.
"That brought the vote down to eleven against one."
"You still had a hung jury,” commented Yarnell. He turned back in the bartender's direction and waved the fifty again.
"That's why it took us another day to come up with a verdict,” said Beaumont.
Yarnell swiveled his head back around, but he kept the fifty waving in the air.
"What settled it?"
"The food."
"Huh?"
"All them leftover sandwiches. I ate pretty good because most of the jurors didn't like what the bailiff was bringing us from the restaurant across the street. Our one holdout finally realized he might starve to death, unless he changed his vote to not guilty."
"Good for you,” said Yarnell.
This time, Beaumont figured, those same words sounded more like a compliment than they had from the rumpled suit in the jury panel room.
"And you upheld the Burglars’ Code when you gave Gentleman Jim his independence,” finished Yarnell.
"Well, I did that too,” muttered Beaumont.
"What do you mean?"
"Some of that testimony was pretty dry during the trial, so I had plenty of time to think. Seems Gentleman Jim was down on his luck several months ago. I loaned him some money and he promised to pay me back real soon. He had a prospective job coming up, not his usual stuff, but he'd do it to square up with me on the loan. Then he disappeared and I thought he'd stiffed me."
Yarnell dropped his hand with the fifty back down to the table.
"Gentleman Jim always pays his debts. That's one thing a guy in our business can count on."
"I agree. That's why when I heard details on the Golden Fleece burglary, I knew that wasn't Jim's usual type of job. He only took it to pay me back, and got throwed in jail for several months awaiting trial after he got double-crossed."
"It's a good thing you made him a free man with your not guilty verdict."
"That's the other part, Yarnell. If Jim was off to the gray-bar hotel upstate for several years, then he wouldn't be able to pay me back for quite a while. And, right now, I'm running a little short on cash myself."
"We got a recession going here,” said Yarnell. “Tough times in our profession."
Beaumont tipped up his glass and drained the last of his drink.
"You said it, partner. That's why we got to look out for each other in this business."
Then, he reached over and grabbed Yarnell's fifty dollar bill.
"Here, let me show you how to get a couple of drinks in this place."
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"We've been watching you,” said the guard, grabbing his arm as he left the supermarket.
"What are you talking about?” said Loza, turning pale.
"Don't play dumb,” said the guard, getting tough. “Get moving, the boss is waiting!"
Terrified, Loza looked around and saw nothing but strange, twisted masks instead of faces. None of them showed any pity for him.
"Fine,” he said, looking at the ground. “Let's go."
He squeezed the shopping bag in his arms, and when he took a step, he was shocked to feel the ground giving way beneath his feet, as if he had suddenly discovered another level beneath this one, deceptively hidden from the rest of life.
"This way,” said the guard, leading him to a black door.
What waited behind the door was blacker still. A disorderly storehouse that smelled of vomit and decay. Thousands of bottles lay on their sides, with a long passageway running between them leading to an office. If I could only go back, thought Loza, the humming of the refrigerators reminding him of the domestic duties that had caused this nightmare: “Don't forget to stop by the supermarket,” his wife had reminded him from the kitchen. “Yes, I know,” he answered, annoyed, walking out the door without looking up from the lecture notes he was preparing for his class, The Absurd in Literature.
He drove to work, his arms and legs indifferent to the task, while his brain went about mechanically organizing his ideas. Ten years of routine labor had blunted, if not completely wiped away, his drive to provoke and inspire.
Loza saw that it was getting dark outside the classroom's large windows, and he couldn't suppress the vague shiver that this other routine occurrence—the end of another day—always caused him to feel. He kept talking as he walked toward the window, then he pressed his forehead against the glass and fell silent. Behind him, the students’ murmurs grew louder. So, as if he had just remembered something, he turned back to the students and began speaking aloud, his voice a bit shaky, about Camus's novel The Stranger. With his face becoming red with excitement, which a distracted student mistook for anger, he described the scene where the Arab pulls a knife. And Mersault, overcome with sweat, fatigue, and futility, squeezes the trigger four times as if he were pounding four times on the gates of his own destruction. With his eyes closed, he tried to come up with the line where Mersault says that he shattered the silence and threw the whole day off balance, but he couldn't remember it and once again he resolved to buy another copy of the book and reread it if he wanted to remain true to what he was teaching. True to literature.
"That's all for today,” he said, gathering his notes from the table. “We'll continue next class."
As he left the administrative offices after signing out for the day, he found a couple of students, a boy and a girl, waiting for him. He could tell from their bright faces that they wanted to invite him to a café and talk about his lecture, as they had done many times before.
"I have an appointment,” he said, before they could open their mouths. And after a few steps: “We'll talk some other time."
Worried that he'd get to the supermarket late, Loza tried to drive around the other cars and ended up stuck in a traffic jam blocking the intersection. He stuck his head out the window several times and confirmed that the noise and chaos had beaten him.
"And to think I dreamed of a life full of risks.” He smiled at the irony of it, comparing himself to others just like him who were sticking their heads out of their windows (perhaps believing that repeating this gesture enough times would free them from the annoying hell of rush hour). Resigned, he leaned his elbows on the steering wheel and rubbed his temples.
"He must swear that he'll carry her off to Parnassus with his pen—” He thought of the two students. “—and she must believe him, sincerely, with tears in her eyes, biting her nails, just like the two of us did. Except that after awhile, they'll be dragged down by marriage, children, and life itself."
Loza stuck his head out the window again and saw that the traffic hadn't budged. “Then come the apologies, the loathsome comparisons, the inevitable complaints . . ."
A car horn startled him and he had to step on the gas to catch up to the car in front.
* * * *
As he pushed the shopping cart along, Loza grabbed two rolls of toilet paper, a rye bread, and a tube of toothpaste. Mission accomplished. He planned to go straight to the checkout line. But when he saw a flock of shoppers coming toward him, he told himself it wouldn't hurt to browse around the bookracks. He turned and walked the other way. He saw the book section in the back and started walking faster. He flipped indifferently past a few titles, and suddenly there it was, in a black-and-white cover: The Stranger. Thrilled, he snatched it up and found that it was lighter and thinner than he remembered. He quickly flipped through it looking for the scene that he had discussed that afternoon. He read about how stupid and inevitable it was for Mersault to take that single step forward, as the Arab pulled out his knife and let it shine in the sun, almost blinding him.
But no. That wasn't the paragraph he wanted. He turned the page and on page 78, at the end of the chapter, the light he was looking for flashed as Mersault threw the whole day off balance, shattering the silence on that beach by firing four times at the dead body, the shots ringing out like four sharp knocks.
He closed the book happily, and without thinking, shoved it under the shopping bag and held it in place beneath his armpit.
"So here's the little thief,” said the fat bald man, smiling as they entered the office at the end of the passage.
"Yes,” the guard answered, watching the fat man spread butter on a slice of bread. “Here he is."
The fat man placed the knife on the plate and took a huge bite of bread, the smile never leaving his face. He took a sip of coffee and kept chewing, smiling as if someone were tickling his bald spot, or the situation merely amused him a great deal.
Loza imagined that mouth grinding up meat and felt a sudden fear of the fat man.
"I beg your pardon—” he said, then stopped abruptly. It was someone else's voice, imploring. Not the grave professor's voice.
The fat man didn't even look at him. He was too busy with the job of buttering his bread after each bite. For a moment, Loza believed in the miraculous possibility that the fat man had forgotten all about the matter. He sat there licking the tip of the knife, then suddenly the fat man looked up as someone came in the door.
"Jiménez,” he said. “I see that the threat of dismissal finally got you to keep your eyes open."
Loza turned around and found himself looking at a little man wearing a paper cap and a matching yellow apron.
"He must be an experienced thief,” said the little man, avoiding Loza's eyes. “I saw him making the rounds a couple of times today."
"That's a lie!” Loza protested. “You're mistaking me for someone else."
"You keep quiet!” the fat man shouted, standing up. “And strip off your clothes!"
Loza took a step back, as if the fat man's voice had pushed him.
"But all I took was this,” he said, taking the book out of his shopping bag.
"I didn't ask you anything,” said the fat man, shaking his head. Then he sat back down and began smiling again.
"Come here,” he told Loza, as if he were inviting him to sit on his lap. “Take off your clothes and put them on the table one item at a time."
Loza started to obey.
"Do you have any identification?” the fat man asked.
Loza quickly went through his wallet and managed to find the employee ID card from work.
"I'm not a thief,” he said firmly, encouraged by the hope that he wouldn't have to get undressed. “I'm a professor. A professor at the university, you see."
"You should have thought of that before you started stealing things,” the fat man answered indifferently, copying the information from the ID card onto a sheet of paper.
Loza noticed that the fat man had hair growing out of his ears.
"What are you waiting for?” The fat man raised his head and looked at him. “Get undressed."
With the horrible sensation that he was sinking deeper into a nightmare—someone else's nightmare—Loza started unbuttoning his shirt.
With each garment that he peeled off his body as if it were a rough piece of hide, Loza felt all sense of hope falling away. He had been sure that the fat man, upon discovering that he had nothing else hidden under the shopping bag, would let him off with a stiff warning and send him home. Even though he had the shirt, the pants, and the shoes, the fat man said nothing further. Now it was time to shed the toughest and most intimate bits of hide.
"It's just a book,” Loza whined.
"Precisely!” said the fat man, angrily. “Do you think I'm lacking all humanity? I understand when someone steals out of hunger, or necessity. But a book—” He smacked his forehead. “That's something else completely!"
When he took off the last bit of clothing, Loza stood there timidly covering his manhood with both hands. But he no longer felt fear or guilt. Being stripped naked like this left no room for such niceties. What he felt was abandonment, futility, and weariness. The growing desire to pull the trigger or throw the switch, anything to end this nightmare.
With his head down and his eyes glued to the floor, Loza waited for the pointless examination of his clothes to start. But nobody moved. And the whole office seemed to reverberate with an empty silence. An overwhelming silence, without shape or form. He was only aware of the fat man's close smell, the smell of his own sweat, the general smell of the room which seemed to emanate from the plate with the knife on it. And Loza compared himself with Mersault since he, too, could feel the sweat gathering in his eyebrows. But here, there was no furrowing sea to give life to the scene. There was no bright sky to cast down its fire. There was no hope.
"I think that should do,” said Loza. “Enough already."
"Did you hear that?” said the fat man, looking at his subordinates and laughing. “Did you hear what he said?"
The two guards looked at each other, unsure of how to react.
"What do you plan to do now?” asked Loza, terrified.
"To put you on display,” said the fat man, his eyes widening. “So you'll learn your lesson. You said you were a professor, right, Señor Loza?"
In addition to the shame, and the apparent hate and mockery that this threat carried, Loza trembled because of something even more fearsome and painful: The guilty man had a name. The same name as his father. The same name as his children. And the sweat gathering in his eyebrows began sliding down into his eyes, and he took a step, a single step to the side. And before he knew what he was doing, he took a sudden leap and wrapped his left arm around the fat man's neck while his other hand flew to the plate like a lightning bolt and brought the knife blade up to the man's throat.
"Nobody move!” he yelled at the guards. “Or I'll cut his throat, damn it!"
The guards looked at each other, confused.
"You!” he told the guard, keeping an eye on the pistol strapped to his waist. “Grab my clothes and walk in front of us!"
The guard didn't move. He questioned the fat man with his eyes.
"Do what he says,” the fat man pleaded. “For God's sake, do what he says!"
The guard approached the table.
"And you, you stool pigeon!” he said to the little man. “Get behind him! And walk slowly!"
The two men headed for the door.
"Now it's your turn!” He shoved the fat man with his knee. “Get moving, pig!"
As they left the office, Loza felt the harsh and unavoidable shock of two opposing realities: His backside was fully exposed while the fat man covered his chest, absurdly providing him with much-needed warmth and protection.
"Don't try anything,” he warned them. “Or I'll kill him!"
Flanked by the dull gleam of the bottles, the two men walked along the passage. In the darkness, Loza was filled with genuine disgust as the smell of the storeroom mixed with the foul breath of the pig he was holding to his chest. He kept walking. A second passageway ran off to the side, ending in some kind of lavatory.
The guard in front stopped.
"Get moving!” Loza yelled. “Keep going!"
The guard obeyed but didn't take his eyes off the lavatory.
The fat man was breathing hard, and while Loza struggled under his weight, he heard the noise of the refrigerators and saw, just a few yards farther, between the vague silhouettes of the two men in front, the door that he had come through. He shivered. On the other side was the world he had left behind. The world that he no longer belonged to. Because he, too, had shattered the day's stability. Just like Mersault, he had taken a step, a single foolish step that hadn't freed him from anything; it had complicated everything.
"Wait a minute!” Loza yelled at the men, who stopped in their tracks, trying to buy himself time to think of what to do.
"You!” he shouted at the guard. But the guard never learned what Loza planned to do because suddenly Loza felt as if the gates of Hell had opened behind him and he had embraced the fire. A painful spasm robbed him of his strength, his legs went limp, and he fell to the floor.
As soon as his body hit the floor, Loza heard, as if it were coming from a faraway place in slow motion, the dry crack of the gunshot. And, by the absurd logic that was running his life, he realized that this was the plot of the story that he so dearly wanted to write one day.
"Poor bastard!” said the fat man, rubbing his neck and prodding the motionless body with his foot. “He fell for that gag like a complete sucker."
Then he turned to his subordinates, who were looking at him.
"Because it was just a gag! You saw that!"
The two shadows didn't say a word.
The fat man turned around and hurried toward the office. He didn't speak to or even look at the other guard, who was coming the other way with a pistol in his hand.
"Who was he?” said the guard, approaching the body. “Did he want to kill Señor Riquelme?"
"No, he wasn't going to kill anyone,” said the first guard bitterly, dropping the clothes on Loza's face and groin. “Just some guy who stole something."
"And what did he steal?” asked the other guard, bending over and lifting the clothes from the dead man's face with the barrel of his gun.
"A book this skinny!” the little man in yellow interjected, holding up his thumb and index finger pressed tightly together. He smiled nervously. As if holding his finger and thumb together explained it all. As if his thumb and finger were holding something absurd. A worthless piece of garbage.
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Fiction: THE MOB TAPES by David Braly
They had to remove his shirts to attach it. The tiny microphone would be taped to the center of his chest, the wire going down to a small battery in his pocket.
"Don't you got anything smaller?” asked Anthony Ricco. “If they see a bulge, I'm a goner."
"Relax,” said Pete Victor. “This is the smallest there is. It just seems big to you because you're going to be wearing it and you're afraid. No police agency in the world has a smaller bug than this one. Not even the FBI."
Ricco, Victor, and William Kavanagh were in Kavanagh's office. Kavanagh had taken care to prevent anybody else from learning of Ricco's presence, such as bringing the two men into his office in the evening when fewer people would be present who might observe their arrival or departure. Although the building should certainly be among the safest in the city, somebody there might be willing to make a phone call, either to secure good will or a cash payment. And for Ricco to succeed, secrecy would be vital. Getting evidence against Lennie “the Icepick” Cartolino would be no easy task. And it would be very, very risky.
Victor, standing, was working with the medical tape on Ricco's chest. Ricco was seated in an office chair in front of him.
"Do I gotta press a button or something?” asked Ricco.
"No. It's voice activated. Anthony, this is the latest state-of-the-art technology. All you've got to do is go to Lennie, hang with him for a few hours like you usually do, and guide the conversation the way we told you."
"If Lennie suspects anything, he'll kill me on the spot. Just, aha! Something don't sound right. Then out with the gun, and bang! No more Anthony Ricco."
Kavanagh, seated at his desk watching Victor tape up Ricco, chuckled.
Ricco looked over at him. “You think it's funny? Huh? You think it's funny, Mr. Columbia Law Bigshot? Lennie didn't get to be number three man in the Giovocchi family by being Mr. Nice Guy. He's killed maybe a half dozen guys, maybe more. He thinks I'm ratting him out in any manner, I'm deader than yesterday's newspaper. Even if nobody there believes he's right, nobody inside the family can protect me. The whole Mafia and the whole New York City Police Department can't protect me. You maybe might punish him afterward, which ain't gonna do me a whole lotta good, but you can't protect me."
"Calm down,” said Kavanagh. “I know you're taking a big risk, Mr. Ricco. I appreciate it. We all appreciate it."
"I don't see why you just don't pick up Lennie and question him, you think you got the goods on him. Why do you gotta use me for? I've been with you guys for years. Been loyal and done good work. Now you're risking it all—and me—when all you gotta do is pick him up and question him."
"Because it's like you said, Anthony. He's the number three man. You just don't pick up somebody like that and expect them to talk by asking them a few gentle questions. And if we were to get a little rough, and he still walks free, there'll be trouble galore."
Ricco snorted, then turned his attention back to watching the microphone being taped onto his chest.
"This can't electrocute me, can it?” he asked.
"No,” said Victor. “It doesn't have that kind of juice."
"What about a shock? Can it give me a shock?"
"No."
"What about if it got wet or something? Like if it rained and the water got through my shirt and my pants?"
"Anthony, it's perfectly safe. It can't electrocute you, it can't shock you, it can't morph into a magical sword and cut your heart out. It's just a harmless little microphone—a harmless, tiny, itty-bitty microphone—with a harmless, insulated little wire that goes down to a harmless little tape recorder."
Unconvinced, Ricco said, “It's electronic."
"So's a transistor radio. Or a hearing aid. Or a cell phone. Believe me, it isn't going to electrocute or shock you."
Ricco nodded, but the expression on his face indicated something other than satisfaction.
"There,” said Victor a moment later. “You're all taped up. You can put on your shirts. We'll see how it looks."
"It shouldn't be visible,” said Ricco.
"That's what I mean."
Ricco put on his undershirt, then his regular shirt. Victor and Kavanagh studied him like cats looking at a small hole they'd just seen a mouse run into.
"It don't show,” said Kavanagh. “Looks smooth. How does it feel, Pete?"
Victor put his hand on Ricco's chest, drew it up and down.
"You can feel the medical tape,” said Victor. “But you'd have to feel it; you can't see any bulge."
"Any bulge,” said Ricco, “I'm dead."
Kavanagh glanced at his wristwatch. “Lennie ought to be arriving at the Old Country Social Club right about now,” he said. “You get what we need tonight, it'll be all over for Lennie and you'll no longer be at risk."
"Except from other family members when they find out I'm the guy what helped you get the goods on him."
"Nobody's going to find out. We know how to keep these things secret."
"You think!” Ricco started to laugh at the idea, but then remembered his own role in the business and decided it wasn't so funny. “You can't keep no secrets in this burg."
Kavanagh looked at his wristwatch again.
"Okay, okay,” said Ricco. “I agreed to do it, so I'll do it. I'll go, okay?"
He stood, grabbed his blazer off another chair, and shook it on. He ran his hand over his chest, feeling the tape and the bump made by the tiny microphone beneath his shirts. He mouthed a quiet obscenity.
"Just forget it's there,” said Victor. “You think about it, Lennie will know something's up. Just be your usual self."
"Uh-huh.” The tone was skeptical.
"Maybe if you wore a tie."
"Me? A tie?"
"Forget it. You don't need it anyway. You're going to be great."
Suddenly the office door came open. A husky man in his forties, wearing a black dress coat and a gray fedora, walked in, shutting the door behind him. He had the face and suspicious eyes of a bloodhound, the easy pace of a man who knew his own importance.
Kavanagh had jumped up, almost like an army private snapping to attention, and the other two men had also straightened, looking attentive and sober.
"He ready to go?” asked the newcomer.
"Yes, sir,” said Victor. “The mike and recorder are set."
"Good. All goes well, we should get all the evidence we need on Mr. Cartolino."
"I didn't know you were coming here, sir,” said Kavanagh.
The newcomer smiled. “What's-a-matter, Bill? You embarrassed to have me in your big fancy office?"
"Oh, no sir, Mr. Giovocchi. It's just, well, people will see you here."
"How many times you appeared in court for me, Bill? A dozen times, maybe, huh? You think anybody in New York City don't know you're a so-called mob lawyer? Get real."
Joey Giovocchi walked over to Ricco, stood in front of him, studied him closely. Finally, he nodded in approval.
"I don't see any trace of it,” he said. “As long as you don't make no mistakes, Anthony, you should do fine."
"And if I do make a mistake, Mr. Giovocchi?"
"Well, then, Lennie finds your mike and shoots you dead. We'll all say, hey, Anthony must've been a police snitch, trying to get evidence on our number three man. Lennie alone will know that he's the police snitch and it's us trying to get evidence on him, and that when we whack him none of his friends will start a war after we play the tape for them."
Ricco sighed, and shook his head.
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Fiction: THE SILVER PENNIES by Mike Culpepper
* * * *

Art by Robyn Hyzy
* * * *
The more a man drinks, the less he knows, Colm thought, for he could tell where this was headed.
Aud died that autumn. First, she seemed to swell up, then to shrivel away. Tumors broke out all over her body. She was in great pain for a while before she died. Colm wondered how her gods could allow this woman to suffer such agony—unless, of course, this was the White Christ's punishment on her for being a pagan. That raised another problem: If Jesus had struck this woman to demonstrate his power to unbelievers, then he was more to be feared than Thor or Frey, who could not protect Aud from this terrible death. But Colm thought, even if Jesus was more powerful than the pagan gods, he himself would not willingly serve a master who so cruelly abused a good woman just to win a point.
Aud was well respected and many people gathered at her dying. There, on her deathbed, Aud granted freedom to Gwyneth. She called witnesses and swore Gwyneth to be a free woman. Gwyneth stayed with Aud through to the end when she was in horrible pain. Gwyneth made her as comfortable as possible and, when Aud was dead, wept because she felt truly attached to her.
Colm's feelings were more complex. On the one hand Colm thought that Aud's freeing of Gwyneth earned her sainthood in whatever faith truly existed; on the other, Aud's death meant that Gwyneth was free to marry!
So they wed, Colm and Gwyneth, after Aud was buried, by announcing that fact to newly bereaved Bjorn, who nodded and waved a hand to them as he wiped away his tears with the other, for Aud and he had loved each other for a long time. Their children were grown and far away and he had no one to comfort him.
The newlyweds walked down the valley, swinging their arms together, laughing but apprehensive. They had both been enslaved as children and now they feared freedom a bit. But freedom was exhilarating too! So they were excited as they walked together the miles to the Trollfarm. They were excited and they were apprehensive; they were so full of feelings that happiness was only another one, mixed in with the rest.
The Trollfarm was Colm's own place now in exchange for rent. It was Gwyneth's own house to run as she pleased. But she worried that she'd do poorly as a housewife, her chickens not lay and her children not thrive. And Colm, too, worried whether he would be able to manage after paying out twenty percent of his increase every year for seven years and ten percent for another three. Then he tried to determine how much difference ten percent would make and whether, when he had paid in for seven years, he could cease to worry. Then he thought of how his holding would increase and he thought of Gwyneth beside him, her palm a little damp now, and wondered how long until they got to his farmhouse. He picked up the pace and noticed Gwyneth wasn't lagging.
Colm had made some repairs. He tried to fix the damaged roof, but now it required a season's growing over. Of course, even after the sod covered a roof, it still leaked, but that one part would leak worse than the rest, probably forever. Colm had tried to repair the benches too. Most of the benchboards were missing. Wood was in short supply and Colm felt lucky that people had not totally stripped the Trollfarm. Anyway, he had managed to set up some benches at the drier end of the house. There was a fire pit there and plenty of dung for fuel.
So they built up the fire and lay on the benches and everything was just as it should be until an hour or two after dark. Then there was a howl outside, a strange sound, not a dog, and there were no wolves on this island. Colm leapt from the bench and pulled on his trousers. He grabbed up his scramasax and crouched by the doorway. Then he heard other sounds: a jangle of iron bands on a ring, the thick boom of a homemade drum, howls and shouts. He looked back at the bench where Gwyneth, laughing, was pulling on her skirts.
They walked outside to find nine slaves, men and women, cheering and yelling at them. Gwyneth ran forward to embrace the women, who were all her friends, and Colm walked over to the men, once his fellow slaves but now creatures of a lower order. He slapped hands and greeted the other young men and he saw the envy and the admiration in their eyes, envy and admiration for him, Colm, the slave who won a farm, a woman, and his freedom. Colm decided to ignore the envy and gently mock the admiration, which diminished the one as it increased the other. But he was a little ashamed that he could not offer hospitality; he had neither beer nor food to offer. Then the slave women unwrapped their parcels and there was cheese and meat and even some beer, enough for everyone to have a taste. No doubt these were victuals purloined from Aud's funeral feast, but that is the slave's rightful portion and not to be denied. After some time spent feasting and laughing and talking of things no one would remember later, the slaves left and Colm and Gwyneth tumbled onto the bench again.
The next morning, they were both reflective. Colm said, “I have no marriage price for you."
Gwyneth said, “I have no dowry for you."
Colm, a sweet-talking man, said, “But I have a morning-gift for you.” He took Gwyneth by the hand and out the door and they stood in the front yard, totally naked, and Colm said, “All of this, all of it, this is your morning-gift."
Gwyneth looked about her at the field that had not been mowed in years. At the lack of animals in the yard, no pigs, no chickens, not even a dog. At the damaged roof in the longhouse and she asked, straight faced, “Am I supposed to be pleased or horrified?"
Colm looked around and began laughing. “Whichever it is, I feel the same way.” He gathered himself up and put on his farmer face. “But we will build this up! Sheep, cattle, hay . . ."
"Chickens!"
". . . chickens. Pigs, horses, goats . . . I think there's a place where you can grow barley. That's something! We can brew beer and . . .” Colm caught himself waving his arms about and looked at Gwyneth who regarded him, hand on hip, with her eyes narrowed and a smile on her lips. They looked at each other for a silent moment, then ran back inside.
Colm mowed the home field. It was hot in the sun but days were running shorter. The grass might not dry properly. Anyway, it was full of dried grass from years of neglect. How would that affect the hay? But Colm discovered that if he pitched the grass on top of the stone fence, away from the ground, it dried more quickly. Gwyneth helped, too, and Colm mowed the faster for seeing her work beside him. Most of the home field was good hay before the snow fell.
That winter, Colm's ewe delivered twins. Often a first-time mother will not birth twins successfully, but Colm and Gwyneth saw the ewe through her birthing and coddled her so that she was able to nurse both lambs. The lambs thrived. All this work, all this excitement, everything came along one thing after another so that Colm and Gwyneth never had much opportunity to reflect how happy they were and how delicious they found life to be! Then, in the spring, Bjorn came to see Colm.
Gwyneth was tugging loose fleece from the ewe when she saw the horse approaching. She watched for a minute, recognized Bjorn, called Colm, and went in to prepare what food she could to welcome her guest who was also the former master of Colm and herself.
Bjorn got directly to the point. “Eystein has returned from raiding.” Eystein was brother to Halldor, who had been murdered by Gunnlaug. Colm then killed Gunnlaug and won the Trollfarm for himself. “He wants to meet you."
Colm nodded and gestured to his house. “He is welcome."
Bjorn said, “He, and others, will visit my place soon. You and your wife come too."
Colm thought first that Bjorn meant his house was not good enough to entertain Eystein and his father, Magnus, a wealthy farmer. Then he thought that Bjorn was honoring him as a guest. He weighed the two thoughts and decided to take honor above insult. After all, he owed Bjorn much.
* * * *
Bjorn's longhall was packed. Marta, wife of the chieftain, Thorolf, sat in the place of honor on the women's bench—Aud's place, when Aud was alive. Her daughter Gerda and the unmarried young women took their places on one side of her. Ingveld, wife to Magnus and mother of the murdered Halldor, sat on the other side ahead of the other married women. Gwyneth took her place at the very end of the bench. She held her chin high and her back erect. Colm ached for her, though there was nothing he could do to help Gwyneth's status except improve his own. Ingveld went down to Gwyneth's place and took her hand and said some words that caused Gwyneth to smile. Colm smiled too.
The place of honor on the men's bench was held by Bjorn, the host, and beside him sat Thorolf, his chieftain. On Bjorn's other side sat Magnus, Ingveld's husband. No couple was more unlike: soft-spoken and diplomatic Ingveld and choleric Magnus given to anger and invective. Beside Magnus sat his son, Eystein the raider. Big and broad shouldered, with a hint of his father's anger flickering in his eyes, Colm wondered if Eystein had inherited any of his mother's wisdom.
Next to Eystein sat his lieutenant, Grani Lopear. The top of Grani's right ear was gone and a white scar ran across the side of his head and down his cheek to the corner of his mouth. He had the coldest, sharpest blue eyes Colm had ever seen. A single glance pierced you to the marrow. He glanced at Colm now, then stood up and gestured for the other men below him to move down the bench. If any man objected to this slight, he did not say so to Grani's face. Grani beckoned Colm forward to sit between him and Eystein.
Two seats from the host! This was honor! At least, it was honor for him. Those who had to move down the bench had other feelings, perhaps. But Colm took his place without looking at them.
Eystein rose and embraced Colm and kissed him on the cheek. He grabbed him by the shoulders and made a great roaring speech. Colm was so overcome that he missed the words but he took their meaning: Eystein welcomed him and thanked him and loved him for avenging his brother's murder. Colm had other motives when he drove a knife into Gunnlaug's heart but no one cared about that.
Then Eystein reached under the bench and hauled out a long parcel that he placed in Colm's hands. A gift! Colm was both honored and apprehensive. By accepting this gift, he was indebting himself to Eystein, yet there was no possibility of refusing it. Colm untied the knotted thong and unrolled the leather wrapping. He knew already, from the weight, that he was probably being given a weapon.
The gift was a sword, a fine Frankish sword. Colm slid the weapon from its fleece-lined sheath and the greased steel shone in the firelight. Runes were inscribed on the blade—a magic spell, perhaps, or the swordsmith's name—but Colm could no more read them than he could any other kind of writing. This was a valuable weapon, better than most men in the district owned. Colm thanked Eystein warmly and received a friendly clap on the back that would have sent him over the table if he hadn't sensed it coming and braced himself.
The men took their seats again and Eystein pressed Colm to tell of how he killed the outlaw Gunnlaug. Colm replied as directly as he could. He added no flourishes or heroics. Gunnlaug had not held a weapon when Colm killed him. Eystein made him tell again the part where Colm shoved the scramasax under Gunnlaug's ribs and thrust it up into his heart. Colm was aware of Grani's intense interest. The man never said a word, but Colm could feel his eyes drilling into the back of his head. Then, seized with inspiration, he beckoned a slave forward, a man he knew, and asked him to run to the Trollfarm and fetch the scramasax so that Eystein could view it.
Now the conversation became general. Eystein spoke of raiding. It was no use going to Ireland anymore, he said. The place was looted out. Anyway, the descendants of Ivar who once ruled Ireland and the sons of King Harald Finehair were invading now, one after the other it seemed, trying to establish their own kingdoms. Ivar had many descendants and Harald had fathered a great many sons, so this state of affairs would continue for a time.
Colm thought back to what he could remember of Ireland before he was taken into slavery. He tried to decide if the country would do well under a Norwegian king, but could not make up his mind. He had been a child when he was taken and had not much knowledge of politics.
Eystein said England was wealthy but well defended under Edgar the Peaceable and hard to raid successfully. Scotland and West Britain were poor and kept that way by constant raiding from the Norse settlements in the Hebrides. No, said Eystein, the place for raiders now was on the continent. Frankia was all right, though one might run into the dreaded Frankish army, the best in the world west of Greekland and north of Andalusia. Frisia, on the other hand, was disorganized and poorly defended. In fact, the Franks had handed the place over to a Dane to defend. He was a member of the Danish royal line and looking back north to maybe push a relative off the throne. South, no one was looking. There, a raider could slip through the channels between the Frisian settlements. These people still had wealth from their great days, two centuries before, and even now did enough trading to make the place rich.
Eystein went on in this manner for a time and Colm's attention began to slip. Bjorn, he noticed, hung on Eystein's every word. There was food on the tables now, and beer, and people were becoming merry. The slave Colm had sent to the Trollfarm returned, breathing hard. Colm caught Bjorn's eye and got permission to give the man a cup of beer. Then he turned to Eystein and made a little speech. He said this was not much of a gift, compared to the one he had been given, but perhaps it might have some special meaning to Eystein and he begged him to accept it. Then Colm gave Eystein the scramasax, wrapped in a scrap of leather.
Eystein unwrapped the knife slowly, then held it up for all to see. The blade was almost two spans in length, edged on one side, and clipped at an angle into a sharp tip. It had runes on the blade, like Colm's Frankish sword. In fact, from the leather wrapping to the rune-marked steel, it was a much lesser version of that weapon. Now Colm regretted his act. He thought Eystein might think it mockery and Colm was afraid, for he was only a freedman without any status to speak of.
But Eystein treated the blade respectfully. He examined it closely and Colm thought once that he was about to weep, though perhaps it was only the way his eyes glittered in the firelight. Eystein pointed to some dark specks and said they must be blood and passed it around for others to see. Colm had cleaned the blade thoroughly and knew that there was no blood on it, but he held his tongue. The knife passed to Thorolf, who studied the runes carefully.
"Can you read those?” asked Bjorn.
"Maybe. These are Christian symbols here.” Thorolf looked up at Colm. “Where did this knife come from?"
"England, I think. I got it from an Englishman.” A little ripple of laughter ran around the men's table as they speculated on how Colm the killer might have taken this weapon. Colm did not tell them that he had stolen it from the belongings of an English slave who died. He died of a bellyache, clutching his middle, not from any fight or weapon blow, but there was no use speaking of that.
"English,” said Thorolf. “Well, then, I think these runes say something like . . .” He looked up to judge the effect. Every eye in the hall was on him. “I think they say, ‘Mankiller'."
"Well named!” said Eystein.
"I thought you would like it,” said Thorolf, with a slight smile, as he handed the scramasax back. Colm heard something behind those words, a little disdain perhaps, and he sensed Grani tense behind him. But Eystein gave no sign of noticing, just grinned the wider as he handled the knife.
Colm felt a touch on his shoulder and turned to face Grani's blue eyes. “That was a well-considered gift,” said Grani. “Well done."
Colm muttered some thanks at the kind words and settled back to his beer. Bjorn was talking. He said, “A man should go raiding once in a while!” He had been drinking heavily and his speech was slurred.
Thorolf said, “Plenty of work for a man to do on his farm without shipping out to who knows where."
Bjorn said, “The world is full of people to see and things to do.” He quoted Havamal, the Words of the Wise One, “'He who has traveled and seen the world knows the hearts of men.’”
Thorolf replied, “'A man is his own master at home, no matter how small his hut.’ And better he knows his neighbors well than any foreigners."
Bjorn: “'A man who fears death and avoids battle has a sad old age.’”
And Colm thought, “'The more a man drinks, the less he knows . . .'” For he could tell where this was headed.
Bjorn said, “Eystein has invited me to go with him on his next voyage."
Thorolf said, “You would be sorely missed here."
"Still, I am going,” said Bjorn, “And Colm is coming with me!"
Eystein turned to Colm with a great toothy grin. “With all my heart, I would have you by my side!"
Colm's heart sank, for he knew he could not refuse his former master. He looked desperately toward the women's table but could not pick out Gwyneth's face in the low light.
Thorolf said, “If I cannot talk sense to you, then so be it.” He looked toward Colm. “At least you remembered that ‘the best gear to pack on a voyage is good sense.’”
Bjorn huffed, “You think I am a fool?"
Thorolf shook his head. “I think there is enough talk. If this is to be, then I wish you good fortune and a swift return.” He took Bjorn's arm. “You will be missed and I shall feel the loss until you come back.” And he spoke with such feeling that Bjorn quieted. But Colm felt only a growing chill of apprehension and fear.
Colm and Gwyneth had planned to spend the night at Bjorn's farm, but now they wished to speak privately so they walked back to the Trollfarm. It was very late and the dew had begun to fall. Colm said, “I can't refuse. I am only a freed man."
Gwyneth nodded. “I know. There is nothing to be done. I will go and stay at Bjorn's place while you are away. Not much will be done on our farm."
"I will do what I can before . . . Ah, Gwyneth, don't cry!"
"It's just that . . . I was so happy. I thought my life would go well."
Colm seized her. “We will be happy again. I swear it! Your life will go as well as I can make it."
Gwyneth nodded but tears ran down her face. “Just come back to me. Whatever happens, whatever you have to do, come back here."
"Of course I'll come back. Don't worry, Gwyneth, I'll come back because you are here.” Then he took her hand and they walked on slowly back to their ramshackle farm.
The ship slid along the channel through the fog. Brush and thick weeds scraped the hull on both sides. Then the bow raised slightly as it pushed up onto a sandbar. Men jumped out and dragged the vessel up through the brush past the tidemark. Bjorn and a few others stayed behind to guard the ship. Colm moved forward with the rest, silent in the mist, swords drawn. As they worked their way uphill, the fog thinned.
A man suddenly appeared before them, a woodcutter carrying an axe. He opened his mouth to shout, but Eystein brought his sword down in a blow that split the man open from his shoulder halfway down his chest. Eystein yanked his sword free from the body and, without a sound, led them forward again.
The village began to be visible now, about a dozen small thatch-roofed houses and some outbuildings. Not much livestock, Colm judged, these were fisherfolk. The townspeople could be seen now, here and there. A man mending a net, two women having an animated, arm-waving conversation, children playing . . . Someone saw the raiders and shouted. Everyone looked their way. Then Eystein yelled and charged in, the others following.
Colm ran forward, sword in his hand. People ran screaming, some into the brush, some into the water. He saw a man cut down, and a woman. An old man suddenly popped up in front of him, swinging a club. Without thinking, Colm swung back at the man. His sword bit through the man's leg above the knee. Blood gushed from the cut, the man looked down at his collapsing leg and Colm saw the expression on his face, a look of loss and sorrow, as he realized he was going to die. The man collapsed, blood still pumping from his leg, then the blood slowed, then it stopped flowing altogether.
Colm looked up. The village was almost clear. Most of the people had run off. A few women had run into their houses, perhaps to grab an infant; now they were trapped inside. Grani Lopear stood over a man whose head was bleeding, poking him with a knife, trying to get the man to reveal where hoards of valuables might be hidden. Eystein gestured at Colm and some others, pointing to the area around the village. Colm nodded. He walked past the houses, looking for villagers hiding in the brush. He saw a man running about forty yards away. A raider chased him and brought him down with a swing of his sword.
Directly before him, Colm noticed a slight movement in the thick undergrowth. Carefully he parted the weeds with his sword. A boy looked defiantly back at him. He was about ten, and held a little girl close, his sister perhaps. She was white and shaking with fear. The boy met Colm's gaze without blinking, jaw set. Slaves, thought Colm, they would be sold as slaves. All at once he recalled himself grabbed by an arm and hauled from his hiding place by a raider whose hand was sticky with blood. The terror of that moment flooded his mind so that his vision went white and his heart thudded. When the memory diminished, he did not know for a little time where he was. Then his eyes cleared and Colm found himself gazing into the faces of the Frisian children. He raised a finger to his lips and closed the grass back over them.
Colm stumbled back into the village. Bodies lay here and there on the ground, among them the man Grani had been torturing. The iron smell of blood was in the air. Women were screaming in some of the houses. Eystein, grinning, directed some of the young men into one of them. Other men were going house to house and looting them.
Colm walked into one of the thatched huts. The floor was packed earth but it was covered with clean straw. Some bedding was rolled up in a corner, but a few covers still lay as if their occupant had just risen. There was one low stool. The master's chair, thought Colm. There was no other furniture. A pot hung from an iron tripod over the small fire pit. Colm lifted the lid. Porridge. A small wooden chest sat against one wall. Flowers and birds were carved in a band around the top. They had been painted once but now the colors were faded. This belonged to the woman of the house who had brought it, filled with cloth and women's tools, to her wedding and the hopes of her new life. Ah, well, thought Colm, we all may hope. He lifted the lid and rummaged inside.
There was a cape and a woman's good dress and a pair of leather shoes. Colm thought of taking the dress for Gwyneth, but decided not. He pulled the chest toward the fire to look inside more closely. Something about the floor under the chest caught his eye. Everywhere else the floor was packed down but here, Colm thought, was some loose earth. He began digging at it with his sword, then became aware that someone was behind him.
"Found something?” Grani Lopear dropped onto his knees next to Colm and began scrabbling in the dirt. A piece of cloth came into view. “Ha!"
Grani pulled the cloth out of the hole and unfolded it. There were coins wrapped in the cloth: a few bits of copper—some more or less round, some shapeless scraps—a single silver English penny, and a halfpenny and a quarter that had been clipped from silver coins.
Grani looked up at Colm and grinned. “I knew you were a fellow worth watching!” He grabbed the coins up in his hand. “I'll add these to the lot for sharing out.” He gestured toward the chest. “Bring that outside. And the pot. Someone might want breakfast. Then we'll take the pot and that tripod it hangs on."
I am quite the fellow, I am, thought Colm. Oh yes, I can find all the treasure a poor man can hide. He stopped himself thinking and grabbed the cooking gear. The hot metal tripod burned his hand but he only gripped it tighter as he dragged it from the hut.
Outside the sun was high and men had begun to sweat as they piled up the Frisians’ belongings. Eystein started sending men back to the ship with armloads of loot. Grani walked about, gathering the coins and small valuables that had been discovered. A sense of urgency began to build and men began looking over their shoulders. They were afraid, thought Colm, afraid that the men out fishing might return, or that local forces might turn up, someone who could put up a fight. He hoisted the small chest onto his shoulder and headed back to the ship.
The deck was heaped with stuff—household goods, stools, bloody clothing—when they shoved off and set sail for a safe place to share out the loot. They had taken only four slaves: three women and a boy of thirteen or fourteen. A slack expression and confused smile signalled that the boy was feeble minded, probably the reason he was not out on the boats with the others. The women had ceased to weep and now stared at nothing with hollow eyes. One had a dress front stained with milk. Her baby had not been taken. Colm thought that there would not be a high price on these slaves.
Some of the crew began casting sideways glances at the takings. There were few very valuable things and most would not want to be burdened with piles of cheap cloth and much-mended furniture.
Eystein caught the mood and made his way back to the tiller. Facing forward, he addressed his crew. “There's a place a few hours from here—we could make it before dark—where we can sell these goods. Then we'll add the money to the coins we already have and share them out. What do you say? Or should we sort out this stuff among us?” The men shouted “No!” They preferred the cash. “Good!” said Eystein, “That will leave us more room to take on loot from the next place.” The men cheered.
* * * *
A wooden palisade surrounded the trading place. Armed men stood behind it and stared at the ship. The ship's crew, led by Grani Lopear, kept their hands on their weapons and watched the guards behind the palisade. The slaves had been sold—less than a half-ounce of silver for the four of them—and led away. Along the beach, Eystein and Bjorn and some other men dickered over the rest of the loot with a trader who was voyaging back to Norway. After a time, they returned to the ship with a small sack of coins.
Eystein had the largest share, of course, since he owned the ship. Then others were called forward. Bjorn had invested in the voyage; he got a larger share than some others. Colm's name was called. Grani pointed him out to the rest of the crew. Colm had found money and killed a man to boot! There was a murmur of approval. Then Eystein gave Colm his share.
There were three silver pennies in his hand. Colm could not read the writing on them but one that bore a man's head and a cross was English. Another, with no picture and odd-looking runes, was a dirham from the East by way of Russia. These were full-weight coins, good silver. They were creased in the middle where they had been bent by men checking their quality. The third coin was probably a Frankish penny. It was too thick to be anything but poor metal, but Colm made no complaint.
After the sharing-out, they built a fire. Night was falling and there was a chill in the air. Eystein bought a barrel of beer and the men began to drink and brag over the deeds they had done that day.
* * * *
Colm sat on a rock near the shore. The moon was huge on the horizon and the water shone and sparkled. Colm could see the thief in the moon quite clearly. He was bent over and carried a stick; the firewood that he had stolen was slung over his back. “Thief above, thieves below,” thought Colm. He gripped the silver pennies in his fist and thought, for a moment, of pitching them into the sea. A sound made him turn his head and he saw Bjorn walking slowly toward him.
Bjorn sat heavily on a rock beside Colm and stared at the moon. For a time the men were silent. Then Bjorn said, “The thief rises."
Colm nodded. “We think the same thought."
Bjorn said, “Perhaps this will be a different thought: I am leaving off raiding and going back to Iceland."
"Oh! I would go with you!” Colm caught himself. “I want to go home.” Home! And so it was, that run-down farm on the faraway island, that was home!
"Yes,” said Bjorn, “Home.” He shook his head. “I am a farmer, not a raider. I need to tend my farm."
"Yes!” Colm nodded.
Bjorn looked over the water and sighed. “Thorolf offered me his daughter in marriage. This was a little after Aud died."
"I would have thought he'd look to Eystein for that.” Gerda had been betrothed to Eystein's brother who was murdered.
"Thorolf doesn't like raiders. And, I think, it may be he has thoughts that Magnus's family is not one to be close to. Anyway, linked by marriage or not, Magnus is committed to him since Thorolf represented him in the action at Althing."
Colm nodded. This was a lot of information. He resolved to keep Bjorn's opinions to himself.
Bjorn went on. “I didn't want to marry again. I have grown children. I grieved for Aud. I was ready to become old. Then Eystein asked me to go raiding. I thought . . . I thought, perhaps I will be killed! And that seemed all right to me then."
The two men sat silently, watching the moon rise. Bjorn said suddenly, “I have never killed a man."
"That makes you no less,” said Colm. He thought of Gunnlaug who had sneered before he was killed and he thought of the old man in the village and the terrible look of sorrow on his face.
"No,” Bjorn nodded, “I see it now for what it is. Thorolf has wisdom.” He sat quietly for a while. “I am going back to marry Gerda. She is young and foolish, but perhaps I can manage to get her pregnant and that will cause her to grow up some."
"I want to go back too,” said Colm again.
"All right. That trader who bought the goods, we can get passage with him. I kept back an iron kettle and tripod to use on the trip and a small sack of grain, mostly oats. We can eat porridge all the way home."
"Here,” said Colm, “I'll pay the rest when I can.” He held out the silver pennies to Bjorn, who nodded absently. Colm said, “I need to return Eystein's sword."
"Why?” Bjorn was surprised. “You used it, you did your share. No, Eystein will be insulted if you return his gift."
"I don't want to be in his debt."
"You owe him nothing. Anyway, sooner or later, he's going to charge into some place and get a spear in his guts. Then we'll hear no more of him.” Bjorn considered. “Let me do the talking. I'll tell Eystein that I need you as a traveling companion.” Bjorn looked at him, “And I do, Colm. I need someone to help me home. Anyway, I'll tell Eystein you have no option, that way no one will think the less of you."
"I care nothing for what people think.” A freed slave has no reputation to lose.
Bjorn smiled. “Even so, let me speak. Now,” he said, rising, “We should go talk to Eystein before he gets too drunk to listen. Here,” Bjorn held out his hand. “You'd best hang onto these. We'll have other expenses, no doubt.” He dropped the silver pennies back into Colm's hand. Then the two men walked back to the fire where the others were shouting and laughing.
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Black Orchid Novella Award: STRANGLEHOLD by Steve Liskow
The winner of our third annual Black Orchid Novella Award, which is co-sponsored by AHMM and The Wolf Pack (www.nerowolfe.org), submerges his classical-style detective into the hard-living world of rock ‘n’ roll. In the tradition of the master, Rex Stout, Mr. Liskow has provided us with an engaging mystery novella.
* * * *
STRANGLEHOLD
Zach Barnes felt the first suspicion that maybe he was getting old. Most days he didn't quite feel grown up, but now, sitting in the third row at the Promise concert, he wondered how much more volume he could take before his brain turned to sawdust. He played guitar himself but never well enough to join a band, and never through several Marshall Stacks cranked up to the volume of a natural disaster.
Debra Yearning, her slim body encased in black leather, rubbed her crotch against her mic stand, and Barnes swore he heard five thousand strong men whimper. The woman's eyes were closed and her red lips spread wide to unleash a voice too big for her, even without the amplifiers.
You make me feel bright as a rainbow
I want to wrap you up in all my colors
I've known lots of men before you, pretty baby,
But when I'm with you, I forget all the others.
Debra's lips kissed the foam ball over the mic. Her three-octave range showed no break in register in the hour she'd been belting out songs. In spite of Krakatau erupting behind her, Barnes could hear enough closing consonants and clear vowels to know that she had terrific diction, maybe even serious training.
To Barnes's left, Megan Traine's long fingers tapped the back of the seat in front of her. A former session keyboard player herself, she seemed to find the music as she heard it, almost playing along. Her head bobbed with the rhythm, and Barnes glanced down to see that she still wore her heels. Normally, she played barefoot.
She pressed her mouth against his ear. “If they keep up this volume much longer, I'm not going to hear you talking dirty to me tonight."
Behind Debra Yearning, “Sugar” Crisp, wearing black silk that made him look like a rock and roll genie, played seven-string guitar without any of the grimacing and posturing of the metal kids. Barnes owned every record he knew Crisp played on—mostly session work—and tried to watch the man's fingers to understand what he did with that extra string.
Crisp stepped forward into the spotlight and let his fingers slide up the neck of his guitar. Notes poured out, clear as diamonds on a necklace, and as tightly connected. Barnes wished he had binoculars to see more clearly, but most of his surveillance equipment was too expensive to bring in here with all the rock and roll maniacs moshing around. He didn't want to replace a camera or nightscope just because some moron with a brain full of designer chemicals waved his arms and tried to fly.
Crisp closed his eyes and bobbed his head in time with the music. His lips moved, too, and Barnes understood that the man was singing the guitar line to himself as he played it. Well, sure, his fills were variations on Debra's vocal lines. Crisp ambled out of the spotlight again, but his last notes hung in the air, solid enough to leave a shadow. Debra's voice carried the crowd toward her own big finish.
"All right, Detroit.” Her voice swept over the seats. “We've got one more, and it comes from my main man again. Are you ready for Quince?"
The crowd screamed. Quince Peters, who alternated between keyboards and second guitar, moved to the other mic stand. He looked only slightly taller than Debra, and not much thicker than the neck of his Fender Telecaster. Barnes couldn't quite make out what Crisp was playing, but he approved of his only playing one guitar through the whole concert. He suspected that many guitar players who changed instruments between songs didn't really use different tunings; they just couldn't decide which ax went with their clothes.
"Thank you.” Peters glanced over his shoulder at the drummer for a count-off, then sang the opening note as Crisp doubled it an octave lower on guitar. Peters had a good voice, too, not as good as Debra's, but they blended well. This concert kicked off the tour to support their first CD, due on the shelves the next day.
Peters pivoted toward Crisp and the two played a guitar duet that left Barnes with his mouth hanging open. He saw several younger men in the audience looking the way he felt and knew they were rock and roll wannabes too.
Debra Yearning joined Peters for the last chorus, and the concert ended with a barrage of flash pots and laser beams. The enormous screen overhead captured the band's group bow before they all vanished backstage.
"Whew,” Meg said. “The miracles of digital technology. I must be getting old."
"That's good.” Barnes's words rang in his ears. “I find that mature women appreciate me more. They're less demanding."
"Don't you believe it.” When Meg stood, her Hershey Kiss eyes were even with his upper lip. “We just know what we like. And we like a man who listens when we tell him."
She watched the roadies pick up the instruments and disconnect the amplifier cables. Ground hum filled the auditorium, and Barnes's ears gradually stopped ringing so he could distinguish other conversations around him.
"I'd forgotten what a voice Debra has.” Meg's slim hips led him toward the aisle on their left.
"She's terrific.” Barnes heard Meg's words register. "Forgotten? You mean you worked with her too?"
"Yeah.” Meg had played nearly three thousand gigs after dropping out of college during her freshman year, retiring when her marriage began to take on water. “And Sugar. But I told you that."
"You did.” Barnes remembered that she knew the band's manager, too, which was how she scored the tickets, backstage passes, and invitation to the launch party. “And you promised you'd introduce me."
"I did, didn't I?” In her charcoal suit and red silk blouse, she looked like a flamboyant corporate lawyer, her hair in an elaborate French twist. “Come on, let's pay our respects."
The security guard, big enough to need a border sign, nodded at their passes, and they stepped backstage. Meg drew the air deep into her lungs and held it until her pale face glowed.
"You miss it, don't you?” Barnes asked.
"Just the good parts.” Her voice made him think of bearskin rugs in front of a fireplace. If necessary, she could supply the fire too. “Not the sixty-fifth take at two in the morning because the producer didn't like the drum sound. But that never happened with Jimmy. Speaking of whom . . ."
Jimmy Talbot's eyes had that What-do-you-mean-we-don't-have-brakes look when he spotted Meg and dashed over, his movements jerky as cheap animation.
"God, Megan, how long has it been?"
"Too long, Jimmy.” They hugged. “What a voice! Swear to God, she could make a banshee cry."
"Yeah.” Talbot was only a few inches taller than Meg's five four and not much heavier, but his nervous energy made him seem mere seconds from achieving escape velocity. “Christ, I remember when she walked into the studio, still in high school. She opened her mouth and that voice came out, I fell in love. Swore I'd make her a star, and now, finally . . ."
"I remember you saying she was going to be bigger than Mariah Carey even then."
"Promise is the real deal.” Talbot's eyes focused on an invisible marquee. “The CD's in stores tomorrow, we play Boston tomorrow night. Rolling Stone is putting Debra and Quince on the cover next week. It's gonna happen."
"It's about time you had a winner, Jimmy.” Meg took Barnes's hand. “Jimmy, this is my one and only, Zach Barnes. Barnes, Jimmy and I did—what, forty, fifty sessions?—back when you were with Fallen Angel Records."
"At least,” Talbot agreed. “Nice to meet you, Barnes."
"You too."
Sugar Crisp emerged from a dressing room in a white shirt and charcoal slacks, stopping dead when he recognized Meg. Barnes didn't blame him: She usually wore her espresso-colored waves in a ponytail that tumbled below her shoulder blades.
"Good golly, Miss Molly. Megan?"
Meg disappeared into Crisp's huge embrace, and Barnes realized she was eating every second like candy, the life she'd left behind.
"Damn, little lady, look at you. You didn't have to dress up special just for me."
"Actually, Sugar, it isn't just for you."
Before Meg could say more, Crisp looked down at Barnes over her shoulder and stuck out a hand.
"I can tell you with the lady. I'm Sugar."
Up close, his eyes retained every second of his life on the road. He had about four inches on Barnes, but his handshake wouldn't crush a rose petal. The man made his living with those fingers and didn't need to get into a squeezing match.
"Meg's been talking about seeing you again for days,” Barnes told him. “And I still try to pick stuff off your old records. Nobody plays a seven string like you do."
"You play?"
"Not well enough to get beyond the fantasies."
"Ain't nothing wrong with that. And you with one of the biggest fantasies in Dee-troit.” Crisp turned back to Meg. “Megan, honey, what you been up to besides finding yourself a good man?"
"I've gone straight, Sugar.” Meg's voice felt thick enough to spread on toast. “I'm a computer wonk for the Detroit PD now."
"Damn.” The big man grimaced like he heard a bum note. “Tell me you still play."
"Yeah, it's just for fun, but I still do at least an hour a day, usually two."
While Meg and Crisp traded war stories, Barnes watched Quince Peters slide through Debra Yearning's dressing room door. Close up, he was roughly Barnes's height, his black hair and leotard reminding Barnes of a burnt matchstick. His hair was still plastered to his forehead and a towel dangled from his hand. If his face had any less color, Barnes would have brandished a crucifix.
"Well, look at you, Sugar,” Meg said. “You were as busy as I was, and now you've joined a band too."
"I like playing with these people.” Crisp waved a hand the size of a briefcase. “I better, we got fifty-four gigs in the next sixty days. We gonna kill ‘em dead or kill ourselves."
Meg winced. “Another reason I liked session work. I never had to get used to a new bed every night."
"Lotta guys woulda been honored to help you, little lady."
"Speaking of fantasies—” Talbot never took his eyes off Debra Yearning's door. “—Megan, did I hear that you're with the cops now?” He turned to Barnes. “Are you PD?"
"Not anymore,” he said.
Voices drilled through Debra Yearning's door. Barnes heard “asshole” and “bitch.” Love talk.
Talbot pounded on the outside. “Debra? You okay? Quince? Let me in."
The voices inside became louder, and so did Talbot's pounding.
"Debra,” he shouted. “Open the friggin’ door."
"Dickhead,” Debra yelled.
Peters yanked the door open, slammed into Talbot, and stormed down the hall. The lock clicked again while Barnes was helping Talbot to his feet.
"Oh, those crazy kids.” Meg rolled her eyes like an indulgent aunt.
"Aw, man,” Crisp said. “Not again. Megan, you coming to the party?"
Her smile turned her into the high school prom queen. “Jimmy sent us tickets."
Crisp cocked a finger at Barnes before he went after Peters.
"God,” Talbot said. “I live through this tour, I'll live forever."
"What's the trouble, Jimmy?” Meg eyed the locked door. “I remember Debra when she was still Basia Grzyczyk from Hamtramck. Back then, she wouldn't say ‘shit’ if she had a mouthful."
Talbot finished dusting himself off. “She and Quince found they could make beautiful music together. All kinds."
"We heard the duet.” When Meg arched one eyebrow, she resembled a delinquent pixie. “They still do lots of anti-freeze?” Part of her own legend in the Detroit studios stemmed from her having “no bad habits.” The other part came from her ability to read anything and everything instantly, which Barnes knew was the result of her playing symphony scores upside down for practice.
"She quit a couple months ago.” Talbot stepped aside for a bearded roadie pushing a cart of Marshall speaker cabinets, “Promise” stenciled in white on the sides. He rapped on Debra Yearning's door again; it opened slowly and he disappeared inside.
"Basia Grzyczyk?” Barnes demanded.
"Yeah.” Meg watched a woman half her own age and wearing a quarter as much fabric lean close to Chuck Boyle, the drummer. He wore a tank top that showed off impressive biceps. Coupled with his rust-colored mustache, they made him resemble a blacksmith from a different age. His eyes looked down the woman's halter far enough to see China.
"Bet her I.Q. is one point below seventy,” Meg remarked.
"I don't think they're discussing quantum theory,” Barnes replied.
The Rhodes Theater gradually emptied, the roadies moving fourteen tons of equipment out the stage door and onto a truck that would carry it to Detroit Metropolitan Airport. Barnes remembered Talbot's comment that the band would perform in Boston the following night. Tonight, everyone headed for the Algonquin Hotel and the tour launch party.
Meg wrapped her long fingers around his. “Knowing Jimmy, I'll bet even the hors d'oeuvres kick serious ass. You ready to mingle with the legends?"
"If you think I'm dressed okay."
"It's rock and roll, Barnes.” She looked at his sport coat and jeans, the Billy Joel look, but with pecs. He wore the coat out of habit, even though he wasn't wearing his gun.
"Let's party."
* * * *
Meg guessed right about Jimmy's refreshments. The red-coated servers at the Algonquin ballroom wove among the guests in a labyrinth of tables laden with enough wine, cheese, fruit, salads, crackers, and sandwiches to feed a small country, while four bartenders worked a bar big enough for tennis. Barnes and Meg sipped champagne and watched Debra Yearning enter on the arm of Quince Peters. She wore a silver tank top with a bare midriff to highlight her belly button ring.
"Whoa.” Meg cocked an eyebrow at the girl's latex-thin silver slacks. “If those rode any lower, they'd need heels."
"I guess she's proud of her tattoo,” Barnes said.
"Yeah, a flower growing out of your butt is real attractive.” Meg shook her head. “Listen to me. I sound like an old lady."
With her short bleached hair and pale skin, Debra Yearning resembled a blue-eyed Q-tip. No longer having to look up to her on the stage, Barnes saw that she was slightly taller than Meg and weighed even less. Peters gave the photographers a chilled smile and strode toward the bar. He wore a black shirt and a white scarf that flapped to his knees; Barnes couldn't tell whether he was trying to be Keith Richards or a World War I pilot.
Talbot appeared a few minutes later in a sincere suit and a tie that encouraged the viewers to wear dark glasses. Deciding that the goosed rabbit look was Talbot's default mode, Barnes watched him work the entire room in minutes, never taking his eyes off Debra and Quince. He shook hands and laughed at something from a man who kept patting his shoulder, then strode beyond three tables to air kiss a woman whose features reminded Barnes of fault planes.
Chuck the drummer was handing the girl in the halter top endless glasses of champagne; Barnes wondered whether her stomach was on fire. As the festivities grew louder, their heads moved closer together and his hand disappeared behind her back. When she stood a little straighter, Barnes didn't wonder why.
In his white shirt and dark slacks, Crisp looked like he missed his pipe and cardigan. He hung out near the veggie platter with a Bud Light and a brigade of admirers. Unlike Peters, he greeted everyone warmly. Barnes heard someone ask him about Bucky Pizzarelli, the jazz guitarist who played a seven string back in the sixties, but a burst of laughter from the fruit platter drowned out his response.
Bass player Frank Tolliver, his arms camouflaged in ivy vine tattoos, held hands with a spectacular brunette. She watched the crowd swirl around them and occasionally greeted someone with a hug and a smile that almost matched Meg's. Barnes noticed she wore a simple gold band and that neither she nor Frank touched the champagne flutes on the table before them. Voices filled the room like ground hum from the amplifiers, and the air conditioning made Barnes's sinuses itch.
A beefy man with gelled hair above a three-piece suit towered over Debra Yearning, who listened to him with no expression on her white face. When he stopped talking, she shrugged vaguely and retreated to the veggie platter. At the other end of that table, Quince Peters autographed a program for a busty redhead by resting it on her rear. Debra glared at him before another suit gained her attention. Peters gave the redhead a grin that almost involved drooling before he noticed that his glass was empty and turned toward the bar.
An hour later, Barnes thought he had recognized Ted Nugent and members of the Dirtbombs and the Detroit Cobras. He saw Meg chatting with Sugar Crisp again, her smile lighting up the whole room. He had yet to figure out how she could mingle with four hundred people for hours and still look as fresh as when she stepped out her front door. Her energy pulsated the way it did when she greeted Talbot backstage, but now she held a glass of ginger ale.
"You switched from champagne,” Barnes said, sidling up to her. He himself sipped coffee.
"It gives me a headache,” she said.
"You've got aspirin at home,” he said, adding, “and I can help you relax."
Jimmy Talbot scurried toward the bar. Barnes expected him to pull out a huge pocket watch and proclaim, “I'm late!"
"I talked with Debra.” Meg sipped her ginger ale and Barnes saw lipstick on the glass, another rarity. “If she were wound up any tighter, Sugar could play a solo on her."
"What's the trouble?"
"I think a lot of it's nerves about the tour, but it feels like there's something else too."
Half an hour later, sharp voices cut through the hum and Barnes turned from spreading Brie on a cracker to watch Talbot separate Quince Peters from Debra Yearning.
"You just try it, you little bitch,” Peters snarled. Talbot took a glass out of his hand as smoothly as a pickpocket removes a wallet. “You are so full of—"
"Hey, kids.” Talbot plunked the glass on the nearest table. “It's a party, remember?” Barnes moved up to help and saw Sugar Crisp approaching from his right, but Debra Yearning pushed toward the door.
"Deb . . .” Talbot said. He glanced at Crisp and Barnes, then followed her.
"Hey, Quince,” Crisp said. “Let's get some chow, okay?"
"I'll tear her eyes out—” Peters's voice could flay skin. “—and make her eat them."
Barnes and Crisp maneuvered him to a corner. Meg materialized too.
"That suit,” Peters went on. “The guy with the hair like frosting? He's from Sony. He was talking to Debra about buying out our contract."
"Sony?” Crisp's eyes widened. “Shoot, they could make us big as Staind. What kind of money they offering?"
Peters studied Crisp with bloodshot eyes. “They're already talking about getting Jack White to produce the next CD."
"What about Jimmy?"
"He just told me he's not part of the deal. And keep going. Think it through."
Crisp's eyebrows lowered over narrowed eyes. “No, man, you not serious."
"Yeah, White'd play the guitar parts. You'd be gone. Me too. They want the skinny bitch as a solo."
"Did she tell you she was interested?” Meg's purr was so soft Peters actually stopped to listen. He used all his concentration to turn his head ninety degrees.
"And you would be . . . ?"
"This is Megan Traine, Quince,” Crisp said. “She played with Jimmy and me back in the day. Best session keyboards in Detroit."
"I gigged with Debra too,” Meg said, “and I can't believe she'd drop you like that."
Talbot appeared, his mouth moving like a fish dumped on the shore. Sweat glistened on his forehead. “Quince,” he said. “Nothing's gonna happen, okay? It's under control."
"I'm gonna rip her face off."
"Quince.” Talbot put his palms on the man's shoulders and leaned forward until their noses almost touched. “We play Boston tomorrow night, you got two months of touring, you got Promises in the Dark hitting every record store in the U S of A tomorrow morning, you're gonna be huge. And you've been telling me about your new songs. Get those suckers down on paper, okay?"
"That . . . “
"Quince. Look at me. She's just yanking your chain. You get those songs down on paper. She's gonna love them, you know that. You two write magic together. Don't worry, okay? She's just tense. After all this time, you know how she gets after a show, right? She's still revved up the rest of the night. She'll be okay, you know that."
Talbot led Meg and Barnes away, one black shoe sporting a white lace with a huge double knot.
"Sweet bleeding Jesus,” he muttered.
"You okay, Jimmy?” Meg asked.
"My blood pressure's like a volcano. I'm gonna burst right here in the Algonquin ballroom and die."
"Can I get you something?” Barnes offered.
"A prefrontal lobotomy. I gotta find Debra again."
"You want help?"
Talbot waved them off. “She'd freak if she saw a whole posse. I'll just talk with her a little more. She's a lot more reasonable now that she's on the wagon."
"That's good to hear.” Meg finished her ginger ale. “What made her quit?"
"She and Quince got ripped after a gig, I think it was Indianapolis. They had a major screaming fit, trashed the bar, and she took off. When we tracked her down, she was sucking down club soda, and that was it. Quince is taking up the slack."
"Where'd she go?"
"She was hanging with her sister. She called Quince when she'd calmed down, I guess two, three days later."
"Jimmy,” Barnes said. “I've got to compliment you on the fashion statement.” He motioned to the man's shoes.
Talbot chuckled. “Oh. Yeah. I broke a lace changing after the concert; the only spare I had was in my sneakers. That's why I was late."
He watched Sugar escort Peters to the bar and wave for the bartender's attention. “I gotta find Deb."
Barnes wrapped his arm around Meg's shoulders and she nestled into him. “Careful,” she said, “someone will think you're trying to put your moves on me."
"Want more champagne?"
Her hair smelled like peppermint as her arm went around his waist. “No holster. You must feel partly undressed."
"Hold that thought, okay?"
Sony, Barnes thought. And Debra Yearning as a solo. Promises in the Dark would become a hit CD that might have been only the beginning. Both Crisp and Talbot were getting too old for another chance.
Talbot reappeared, his hands shaking and his face glowing with sweat.
"Jesus, Jesus, Jesus. Megan, I gotta ask you a favor. I'm on my knees."
"Not here, Jimmy.” Meg watched him buckle. “You want me to talk to her?"
"I thought we were getting somewhere, then she went crazy on me again, locked herself in the ladies’ room down the hall. I pounded on the door, begged her to come out. Then I snuck back here for you. She thinks I'm still outside."
"Okay,” Meg said. “But if I'm gonna be Mom, I've got to know what Dad wants.” Crisp saw them talking and left Peters at the bar to join them.
"Don't let her dump Promise. Together, she and Quince are great songwriters. Apart, they're last week's coffee grounds. She goes alone, they lose everything."
Barnes knew that “they” meant “I."
Talbot led the quartet down the hall, and Meg slipped through the door adorned with the skirted silhouette. Barnes wondered when he'd last seen words on restroom doors and decided that he saw the first picture about the same time that drive-through ATMs gained a Braille pad.
Meg reappeared. “She's gone."
Talbot seemed to be taking on water and Crisp didn't look much better.
"Let's split up,” Barnes said. “If she's still in the hotel, we'll find her."
Crisp left to check the gym and spa, Talbot headed for the lobby, and Meg strode toward the kitchen. Barnes surveyed the conference room on the second floor when his cell phone vibrated.
"We've got a problem.” Meg's voice came through his hand. “I've found Debra. She's on the loading dock beyond the kitchen."
"Hang on,” he said. “Let me find Jimmy and Sugar, we'll meet you there."
Meg's voice cut him off.
"Barnes, she's dead."
* * * *
"Up past your bedtime, aren't you, Z-bar?” Everett Lowe wore an impeccable suit, just as Barnes remembered from when they both worked Homicide, back before Barnes almost lost his leg in the shoot-out that killed his partner.
"Don't call me ‘Z-bar.'” Although it was after midnight, Lowe's suit didn't have a wrinkle. Lowe, even bigger than Sugar Crisp, always put people at ease for questioning, maybe because of his suits, or maybe because his voice reminded them of James Earl Jones. With his orange-tinted lenses, he came across as a Rhodes Scholar in sharpshooting.
"I'm with the lady.” Barnes moved behind Meg, whose long fingers played an invisible piano on the white tablecloth. He wanted to hold her close where it would be safe, but he knew safety was no longer part of the equation. Her brown eyes seemed enormous and her face was even whiter than usual.
"I knew she was dead, right away,” Meg said. “Her eyes were popping halfway out of her head, and I saw that damned wire around her neck."
"And you didn't see anyone else around, Ms. Traine?” Lowe knew Meg from her work keeping the Detroit PD's outdated computers functional.
Now that he'd finally given up smoking, Lowe's partner Jack Maxwell couldn't figure out what to do with his hands. They flew all over the place. A baseball player watching him would try to bunt, steal, and take all at the same time. His dirty blond hair retreated from his flat face and his wardrobe showcased wrinkles: T-shirt, jeans, jacket, a matched ensemble.
He and Lowe were Homicide's first string, and they looked pissed about having the media in full hue and cry before the medics could even remove Debra Yearning's body. Outside, reporters clawed over each other to get close enough for a sound bite.
On the dock, the technicians took pictures, samples, and measurements, but the uniforms detained most of the now subdued party just long enough to take names and learn who might be worth questioning. Since nobody took credit for seeing anything, only the remaining waitstaff zigzagged among deserted tables, scooping up the remains of a banquet rapidly gone bad. The band members looked on, their faces dazed.
Maxwell showed Barnes an evidence bag holding the murder weapon, a guitar string.
"It was digging into her skin so deep her neck was bleeding."
Barnes saw kinks where the killer had twisted it around Debra's neck. A silver core thrust from the bronze winding.
"This wasn't on a guitar, Max,” he said. “The silver end would have been cut off."
Max's eyes surveyed the damaged stragglers. “Anything else you can tell me?"
"It's a heavy string.” Barnes avoided looking at Meg. “Maybe even a seventh string."
Sugar Crisp sat by the dormant bar, Quince Peters and Chuck the drummer next to him. The police had sent the girl in the halter home, and Chuck stared at a half empty bottle of champagne that looked too big for him to finish by himself. Even his mustache looked lonely. Frank the bass player and his wife Beverly sat at a nearby table, his tattooed arm a muscular vine around her shoulders, while she burrowed into his side. Her brown eyes looked even bigger than Meg's, maybe because she was so much taller.
Jimmy Talbot's face melted under Max's stare. “Sure,” he said. “We've got a hundred sets of strings for the tour, but they're on the plane. Besides, there must be twenty music stores in Detroit."
"So you can't say this is one of yours,” Max said.
"Uh-uh."
Max held up the string in its plastic bag again. “Anybody recognize this?"
"It's dental floss for King Kong, isn't it?” Peters looked blotchy. Projectile vomiting will do that.
Max's stare made him sit up straight. “You and the dead girl fought just before she disappeared."
"We argue a lot."
"What was the problem?"
Barnes pulled a chair next to Meg and felt her cold fingers wrap around his.
"She was gonna dump me."
"For who?” Max asked. “Someone in this room?"
"She was gonna bail on the band.” Peters's voice felt brittle. “Your band is family. Anybody who'd dump family, they're scum."
"We've got a whole roomful of people who heard you threaten her."
"I told you, we argue a lot.” Nobody corrected his verb tense.
"You said you wanted to tear her eyes out and make her eat them. You called her a bitch and said you were going to rip her face off."
Max had boxed as a light heavyweight in college. Now, his questions rocked Peters like body punches.
"It never meant anything,” Peters insisted. “We were just clearing the air."
"You left the room a few minutes before the body was found. Where did you go?"
"I had to pee."
"And that's right down the hall from the ladies’ room where Debra went, right?"
Max turned to Sugar Crisp. “This string could have come from one of your guitars, is that right?"
"Don't know.” Crisp's voice was heavy. “Looks thick enough, could be one of mine."
"So you're not sure?"
"My axes are on a plane to Boston. Won't know until I can see them. But the man over there's right.” Crisp nodded at Barnes. “That string didn't come off no guitar."
"You and the woman have a fight?"
"We're in a band together. She's with Quince. I don't mess where I eat."
Jimmy Talbot managed to get the guitar player's attention.
"Sugar,” he said. “Don't say anything more.” He drew himself up to his full height, level with Lowe's collarbones, and spoke to the detectives. “You can't believe any of these guys would kill Debra. It's like Quince and Sugar said, and all you've got is a guitar string. That's shit. Go out and find who really did this."
"We're taking it one step at a time.” Max's hands twitched as he seemed to remember that his shirt pocket held no cigarettes now. “Right now, we've got a call out telling your pilot to turn around so we can check Mr. Crisp's guitars."
"Are you out of your mind? We've got to get set up for Boston tomorrow. We can't—"
"Mr. Talbot,” Max said. “Let's look at the whole picture, okay?"
Barnes felt Meg's fingers tighten around his own.
"We're investigating a murder,” Max went on. He didn't raise his voice, but it felt louder than the music erupting from the Marshall Stacks only hours before.
"And you're not going to be playing Boston or anywhere else for awhile. Your lead singer is dead."
The huge room was so quiet Barnes heard the kitchen staff scraping the dishes.
Quince Peters crumbled face down to the bar. “She's gone,” he sobbed. “She's really gone."
* * * *
Barnes and Meg finally reached her Royal Oak duplex at three a.m. When they climbed into her bed, she curled against him and pulled his hands tightly to her chest.
"Don't let go,” she murmured. But she still didn't cry.
At six thirty, Clydesdale, Meg's sixteen-pound tuxedo cat, walked across Barnes's feet to announce breakfast time. Barnes fed him and Bonnie, the calico, then stumbled to the shower. When he came out, Meg followed him. Her eyes looked like she'd been offered a gig on the Lusitania.
"Stay home today, Meg.” Barnes found a clean T-shirt and jeans in her closet and socks in her bottom drawer. “Max and Lowe have told everyone about last night by now anyway."
Before she could answer, the phone rang and they listened to the message. It was a reporter.
"And deal with that all day?” she said. “Besides, Max and Lowe might have more questions."
He made the coffee so strong they'd need steak knives and retrieved the Free Press from her front porch. Above the fold, there was a picture of Debra Yearning making love to the microphone and the headline “Shattered Promise."
* * * *
Valerie Karr, Barnes's receptionist, wore a maroon blazer over a black blouse and gray slacks, and her hair fell to her shoulders in amber curls. She always wore dark clothes to lessen the effect her bust had on clients. Before finding Jesus, Valerie gained legendary status in the Detroit strip joints as “Valli Yumme."
She handed Barnes another cup of coffee—today was hazelnut—as soon as he came through the door. “God bless you, Mr. Barnes."
"Thank you, Valerie. You too."
Beyond blessing people, Valerie made no attempt to force her beliefs on anybody, and she typed a hundred words a minute.
"I saw the paper this morning. Is Megan all right?"
"Well, she went to work."
Valerie gave him a look he would have been used to if he'd had an older sister.
"No,” he admitted, “but she figured it would be easier to duck reporters at the PD."
"My mom called me.” Valerie's rising inflection made her statement sound like a question. “She knows the girl's mother from church. She sings in the choir. Her mother, not mine."
Valerie's vocal tic and her busty blonde looks made it hard for strangers to believe that she had earned a 3.65 GPA before leaving school over a philosophical disagreement with the dean about her part-time employment. A year in the strip joints earned her the rest of her tuition. In September, she planned to return for her junior year in business administration.
Barnes found it easy to picture Valerie in a power suit. After all, when they met, she wore only red six-inch stilettos. With that to build on, nothing else presented much of a challenge.
"I only show it,” she told him at the time. “I don't sell it."
"Maybe Debra—Basia—inherited her voice,” Barnes said.
"I never heard her sing, just her mom. My mom will take over a meat loaf and visit her tonight."
"Your mom's a sweetheart.” Barnes knew the woman volunteered at the Red Cross and translated for them if a patient was more comfortable with Polish. Valerie had shortened her name from “Karpelinski."
Her silver nails tapped the newspaper again.
"Did Megan know the girl, or someone in the band?"
"She had played with her, and the guitar player and their manager. Not all together."
"So this must have really upset her."
"It did.” He and Meg were still learning how to handle the rough spots, and this qualified as a rough spot. He knew they were spending more and more nights together, but they both bore scars from marriages and told each other they were older and wiser now. He wondered if he'd ever be wise enough to understand how everything worked between two people.
When Valerie turned down eight phone calls from various media in the next two hours, he realized that Meg was right about going to work.
At ten thirty, Valerie's voice tweaked his ear. “Mr. B., it's Mr. Warfield."
Even though he charged enough to fund a Caribbean dynasty, Johnny Warfield was the busiest defense attorney in Detroit.
"Barnes.” Warfield's voice sounded like he'd just had an oil change. “I know you and your girlfriend are involved in the Debra Yearning case, but did you know the cops have arrested Eben Crisp?"
The sunlight through the window hurt Barnes's eyes. Valerie typed a whole line in the outer office before the name registered.
"Sugar's in jail?” Did Max and Lowe have a match on the guitar string?
"Yeah, they needed an arrest in a hurry, they picked the black guy. Who'da thunk it, right?"
"Max and Lowe know their stuff, Johnny. And they aren't doormats.” He heard Warfield take a breath. “Johnny, is Sugar in jail now?"
"Yeah, I'm trying to arrange bail, talk them down from a million. Flight risk, my ass."
* * * *
Max's computer still had the flying windows sailing across his screen because he didn't know how to change it. Resplendent in a freshly wrinkled tee and blazer, he glowered at Barnes.
"I figured you'd show up. Everything else has gone wrong today."
Barnes straddled the chair next to Max's desk. “Johnny Warfield says you've arrested Sugar Crisp."
"We brought the equipment plane back from Boston. One of his guitars is missing, and the roadie says it's a seven string."
"But if it's missing, you don't know that the string came from it."
"True,” Lowe said. “But Debra Yearning was carrying Crisp's baby."
Barnes was glad he was already sitting down. “Debra was pregnant?"
"About two months along. She told Talbot that Crisp was the father. Talbot wanted her to abort, but she wanted the kid."
"What does Quince Peters say to that?"
"He's not taking it well.” Max stared at the autopsy report already on his desk. “We just talked to him a little while ago, then let him go back to his hangover. Looks like the guy put away a lot of medicine last night."
"He does,” Barnes said. “Debra used to, but she's been on the wagon for awhile."
"Because of the kid?"
"Not if she was only two months along.” Barnes tried to read the report upside down, but Max caught him and moved it out of his range. “How could Sugar have had time to kill Debra out on that deck and still get back upstairs without Meg seeing him?"
Lowe spoke up again. “I'm thinking he grabbed a waiter's jacket. Black man, waiter, who'd even notice him?"
"But that means he had to know he'd be able to get Debra alone at a major bash for long enough to strangle her.” Barnes's eyelids were grinding his eyes like sandpaper. “I met the guy last night; he's gentle as a baby's blanket. And Meg's known him for years."
"Has he ever knocked anyone up before?” Max caught himself digging for cigarettes again.
"Not that I know of.” Barnes watched the new homicide guy in a Hawaiian shirt answer the phone. “Warfield wants me to look at it from the other side."
"Figured you weren't here just for the company.” Max stood. “Your girlfriend come in today, or is she catching up on her sleep?"
"She's downstairs. She figured she'd have to take the phone off the hook if she stayed home."
"Probably right."
* * * *
Sugar Crisp looked like someone had added too much milk and let him go soggy. He wore last night's party clothes and had neither slept nor shaved. Johnny Warfield's accordion chins had gained pleats since the last time Barnes saw him.
"Sugar,” Barnes said, “any idea what happened to your guitar?"
Sugar held a mug of coffee in both hands. Valerie made coffee the way Barnes liked it—triple high-test—and most people had to dilute it or chew it. Sugar took it straight, though, and seemed to be finding the floor under his feet again. “Someone musta stole it after the show."
"Any idea how?"
"Shoot, Jimmy handed out backstage passes like Halloween candy. That many people, you can't watch everyone."
Barnes remembered what Meg told him about life on the road. “Don't you have someone in charge of your guitars, a particular roadie to do your setup and tuning, stuff like that?"
"He took it off the stage.” Sugar put down the empty mug and glanced toward the door. “Someone musta swiped it from the cart."
Valerie appeared with the carafe. When she bent over, Warfield did a spectacular double take, but Sugar didn't even notice her.
"What does that guitar look like?” Barnes hoped he could persuade Max to alert music stores in the area.
"I was playing it last night. And in a few pictures on our Web site.” Sugar looked at Barnes's monitor. “A black Ibanez, custom made. The position dots on the fretboard spell out ‘Sugar.’ My favorite ax."
"Shoot,” Barnes said. “If it's that distinctive, nobody's going to try to sell it."
"They can't find the guitar, so they can't prove the string came from it.” Warfield's voice was even greasier than his hair looked. He was shorter than Barnes, but nearly Crisp's weight.
"They don't have to, Johnny. Quince Peters plays guitar, too, but he uses really light strings. No way he had a .60 gauge like the one Debra was killed with."
Sugar looked even worse. “I didn't kill her, man. Hell, I was out looking for her with the rest of you."
"Yeah,” Barnes said. “But the cops are saying you could have killed her and dumped her just before Meg came along. For whatever it's worth, they think she was killed on that loading dock. They didn't find any signs of her being moved, and no signs of a struggle in the bathroom."
Warfield opened his mouth, but Barnes held up his hand to stop him.
"This whole guitar thing is weird, though. We both know that the string that killed Debra was never on your ax. Someone could have bought it at any music store. And didn't I hear Jimmy say that you've got a hundred sets for the tour?"
"Yeah. Quince changes strings every night. Me, I only change every week or so."
"But for Eben to have a guitar string with him, he'd have to know he was going to kill her,” Warfield pointed out. “That means there would have to be a motive."
"Sugar,” Barnes said. “When did you and Debra sleep together?"
Sugar's eyes grew as big as doorknobs.
"Well,” Barnes said. “Then you can't be the father of her baby either, can you?"
* * * *
Talbot held up a finger when Barnes walked in, then closed a cell phone. His face held slightly more color than melted ice cream. Barnes could feel his tension from across the room.
"Christ.” He tucked the phone into his pocket. “Debra's mother. What do I say to her?"
"How about, ‘I'm sorry?'” Barnes suggested.
"Yeah. After that."
"You've got me there.” Barnes surveyed Jimmy's minimalist office, a calendar open on the computer, dates for the now-canceled Promise tour in red. He knew that Talbot gave Meg some of her early breaks in the studio, which meant he'd already put in a long life at a thankless job. Now the one gold ring he might have had waiting was gone.
"Jimmy, how could someone have lifted Sugar's guitar last night?"
Talbot rubbed his red eyes. “It had to happen between the stage and the truck. We've got six roadies moving stuff in and out, so someone probably snuck in while they were tearing down the amps."
"How about guests?” Barnes asked. “People like Meg and me?"
"Uh, counting the media guys, about fifty. I always invite some women. Chuck likes a few broads around, good for his ego."
"But not the others?"
"Sugar's a grownup, he doesn't chase tail. And you saw Frank's wife at the party, that brunette with legs up to here? Quince and Deb have been together pretty much since they met. Except for that blowup a few months ago."
"Do you see Sugar doing this, Jimmy? Killing Debra?"
"No way. I mean, even if he did knock her up—"
"Which he says he didn't,” Barnes inserted.
"Like I said, he's a grownup. And when the hell would he and Debra get together anyway?"
Barnes wondered the same thing.
"Are the roadies around? I'd like to talk to Sugar's guitar man."
Talbot led the way into an adjoining warehouse jammed with equipment. Two by fours raised the amplifiers a few inches off the floor to protect them from any ground moisture. Barnes counted fifty Marshall cabinets, enough to recreate the bombing of Dresden. He saw a few smaller Fender amps and cabinets to one side, and a metal shelf unit full of effects pedals and guitar cables.
"Who uses the Fenders?” he asked. He had a small Fender amplifier in his own basement.
"Sugar. He hates the distortion with the Marshalls. Which is good because it makes his solos stand out from the other guys. And Quince uses a Telecaster with the treble up full. You probably noticed it last night? Sounds like iced dental floss going through your back teeth."
"Yeah, I remember."
Talbot gestured to a wiry man in a Jack Daniel's T-shirt and introduced Barnes to Waldo the Guitar Guy. Waldo's muttonchop whiskers and shaved head made his face appear to be upside down, and when he shook hands with Barnes, his white arms showed long ropy muscles. His face might have been thirty or seventy.
"I took Sugar's axes off the stage, put them in the cases, locked them, and put them on the cart,” he said.
"How many guitars does Sugar have?” Barnes asked.
"Six.” Waldo gestured to another row of shelves beyond the amplifiers. His eyes were slightly red. If Barnes stayed downwind, he could get a contact high from the smell of weed drifting off the guy's clothes. “Three of them are seven strings."
"But this was his favorite? The one that's missing?"
"Yeah. He was using it last night, but he always has another one ready in case he breaks a string or something. I took them both off together, and the other one's fine. It was right on the truck where it should have been."
"Jimmy thinks maybe someone got in while you guys were busy moving everything to the truck. Is there any other possibility?"
"That's the only time I can think of,” Waldo said. “I put the guitars on the cart, and they go into a cabinet in the front of the truck. We put the amps in after them. That way we've got a nice square load so nothing can shift.” The cagey vibe of Waldo's body language reminded Barnes of a rat.
"And everyone was so busy that nobody would notice a stranger hanging around?” Barnes tried to remember if there was a fence behind the Rhodes Theater.
"Well, Marshalls. You can drop them out of a plane and they'll still work, but they're heavy as shit, so we all pitch in.” Waldo dug into his jeans and found a crumpled pack of Marlboros. “But who'd come around that way? The chicks all come in the stage door on the other side. And Jimmy gives out enough passes that the Bolshoi Ballet could sneak in with them and nobody'd notice."
"Maybe a girl came in and distracted someone?” Barnes asked.
Waldo blew a funnel of smoke out his nostrils. “Not a chance. You slow down with a cart of amps behind you, we'll roll right up your ass. Besides, if a lady wants to party, we'll be glad to help her see the sights after we're done. Offer her a little refreshment, maybe she'd like to go to Boston, you know."
"Nobody came by last night, though?"
"Nope.” Waldo dragged on his cigarette and blew more smoke. “Dammit."
* * * *
"But what would he do with it once he had it?” Quince Peters had a hangover that Barnes could feel from across the room. “He sure as hell can't put it on eBay, any guitar player in the world would recognize it."
"Maybe just to frame Sugar?” Barnes suggested. “So the cops wouldn't look at anyone else?"
"Shit.” Quince's breath would drop a rhino in mid stride. “Who'd want to kill Debra?"
"Maybe you,” Barnes said. “If you knew she was sleeping with someone else."
Peters tried to look threatening, but with his hangover, he failed miserably.
"That's bull. Deb wasn't sleeping with anyone else."
"So she was carrying your baby?"
"I guess.” Quince looked toward the bathroom and Barnes stepped out of his path. When Quince returned moments later, his face had a little more color.
"How long were you and Deb together?"
"About two years. We were both kind of looking for something else to do, and she was writing songs. I looked at some of them, had a few ideas, suggestions. Mostly harmonies, things like that. But she wrote great lyrics."
"Did she play any instrument?” Barnes asked.
"She could pick stuff out on piano a little.” Peters gestured toward a keyboard crowded into a corner of the room. “Just well enough for the writing. Most of the stuff we wrote together, she'd sing the words to me and we'd write it down together. She had absolutely perfect pitch."
Quince took a mouthful of ginger ale and it seemed to stay down. “Jimmy wanted us to incorporate for the writing, but we never got around to it. We talked about doing it now that the CD was finished."
"Would it have been worth it?"
Quince looked out the window at a brick wall across an alley. “The CD's great. It would have sold like candy at a nursery school. Now, with Deb dead . . ."
He squeezed his eyes shut and rubbed the heels of his hands against them. In the cold harsh light of a hangover the next day, he finally seemed to realize that the woman was dead. “It's probably gonna go platinum in a day or two, even faster than it would have anyway."
"Will Debra's death really boost the sales like that?” Barnes wondered if anyone in the band was that greedy, never mind that ghoulish.
"When John Lennon was killed, his double LP sold millions of copies the next few days,” Peters said. “Promise wasn't the Beatles, but the story's online and we've already had like fifty thousand downloads."
"What does that translate to in money?” Barnes asked.
"A lot,” Peters said. “I can't do the math exactly, but Jimmy sure as hell can. That's one reason why he's the manager."
He stared through the bedroom door. Barnes saw light colors lying on a bureau and belatedly realized he was looking at Debra Yearning's underwear. They must have done laundry the previous afternoon and were packing for this morning's canceled flight to Boston.
"I heard Jimmy say last night that you've already written some more songs."
Peters pointed to a stack of paper on the piano. “Six or seven, ready to go. Deb was starting to put words to mine, and I was fooling around with melody for hers. Almost enough for another CD. We could have burned some demos on the tour, maybe gone into the studio as soon as we came back."
Peters looked out that same window at that same brick wall.
* * * *
An hour later, Barnes ascertained that the back lot of the Rhodes Theater did indeed have a seven-foot chain link fence surrounding it. He kicked off his shoes, locked his gun and jacket in his car, then slid into coveralls and heaved himself over the edge of the Dumpster and into a crinkling lake of hot dog wrappers, plastic cups with traces of fermenting beer, sticky candy wrappers, and far worse. The July sun beat down and raised the temperature ten degrees—twenty with him in the coveralls—and the stench was so thick he could almost see it drifting up toward the roofs of the adjacent buildings.
Thankfully, he remembered his gloves too. The gunk was probably carcinogenic, or at least enough to make him sterile. He moved the debris by the armful, starting at one corner of the container and telling himself he wouldn't have to cover the entire twenty-foot length before he found what he wanted. He was right: Fifteen feet and nearly two hours later, his foot touched a large black case. He dragged it out from under a pile of coffee grounds and more beer cups and stood up, his clothes sticking to him under the coveralls and his hair plastered to his forehead.
Scuff marks along the narrow end seemed to be the only damage, and they might not even have been new. Two stylized cubes covered the top, a psychedelic S in one and C in the other. Sugar Crisp. Barnes leaned his find against the side of the Dumpster, then gingerly straddled the edge. It was only a five-foot drop, and he made it cradling his find in both hands like a baby.
His coveralls reeked with the detritus of the previous night's concert, and his gloves shone with multicolored indeterminate slime, but he didn't care. He avoided touching the handle and the latches at each end of the guitar case and laid it next to his car. He peeled off the coveralls and stuck them into a garbage bag in his trunk, and pulled his cell phone out of his jacket pocket.
"Max,” he said, “guess what I found."
* * * *
"Pretty,” Max said. “Not that I play myself."
"I do,” Barnes told him. “And you're right. It's beautiful.” He found a smudge on the guitar's body and took a tissue from Max's desk. “Don't your lab boys clean up after themselves when they check for fingerprints?"
"Nah,” Lowe said. “You know how hard it is to find good help nowadays."
Barnes liked the way the guitar rested under his rib cage, not as tightly as the Fender Stratocaster he'd played for years, but close. This guitar felt odd with the wider neck to accommodate a seventh string; he strummed it and learned that Sugar tuned it to a “C,” but wondered if that was standard. The black fingerboard had letters at the third, fifth, seventh, ninth, and twelfth frets, and from above, they spelled out “raguS."
"What would this guitar go for over the counter?” Lowe asked.
"Don't know,” Barnes told him. “Four figures easy, but I'll bet the inlaid letters double it. And a collector would spend even more because it's Sugar's."
"So are the fingerprints,” Max said. “They found thirty-two prints and partials on it and the case, and they're all either Crisp's or the roadie's."
"Nobody else? Not even a partial?"
"Nope. If the asshole just grabbed it by the handle of the case, that would make sense. The handle's too narrow for a full print."
Barnes admired the black lacquered finish again before he put the guitar back into the case. The case bore scars from a long life on the road, but the guitar was nearly immaculate.
"I don't get it,” he said. “It looks like the guy just took it and dropped it into the Dumpster. He didn't even try to open it. And the strings were all still there, just like I figured. So why did he even take it?"
"Who the hell knows?” Max's hand went to his shirt pocket again. “But even if we agree that this is all just smoke so we'll look at Crisp, we don't have anyone else with a motive. I mean, it's his baby the girl was carrying."
* * * *
"So Sugar's off the hook."
Meg's T-shirt read “That's Ms. Bitch to you.” She sat on the piano bench, her fingers idly playing one of the Goldberg Variations. Her bare feet stroked the pedals, and her fingers scarcely seemed to move while beautiful sounds filled her living room. Bonnie curled up on the leather couch and Clydesdale groomed himself on the bay window seat, the late afternoon sun splashing over him and filling the living room with a rich honeycomb gold.
"Not yet,” Barnes said. “He's still the only one the cops see with a motive."
"Barnes, Sugar was like a father to me in the studio. And with Basia—Deb—too. He was one of the guys who showed us both the way it works. I can't believe he could have done this."
"Funny you should say ‘father,'” Barnes said. “Considering that Debra might have threatened to abort his child."
Meg's eyes widened and her mouth sagged open; Barnes watched her struggle to reboot.
"He had the same reaction. Not even Johnny Depp could fake it that well."
"Why would she even say that?” Meg asked. “Did she want an abortion and think that Quince would agree if he thought the child wasn't his?"
The Bach piece slowly morphed into “Promises in the Dark,” a song Meg heard for the first—and only—time the night before. Barnes realized he should have shopped for food on the way over. It was his turn to cook supper, but he didn't want to walk into a grocery store smelling like the Dumpster.
"Especially if he thought it would be half black?” he asked.
"God.” Meg stopped playing, and the silence made the room feel bigger than the Rhodes Theater. “That's not the girl I remember."
Barnes watched the cats trot out to the kitchen together. “But she hadn't told Quince yet, and she'd have to pretty soon. She'd start to show, maybe even before the end of the tour."
He sat on the couch and put his feet on the coffee table. “Valerie's mother knows Basia's mom from church, so Valerie's going over with her to visit tonight."
The sound of crunching drifted through Meg's dining room. She joined him on the couch. Her bare feet stroked his shins and he shivered.
"Think she'll learn anything?"
Even though Meg encouraged him to hire Valerie away from the strip joints, he knew the blonde girl's youth and “three-dimensional vitality"—Meg's euphemism—made her nervous.
"We'll have to wait and see."
"If she goes back to school this fall, you'll have to find another receptionist.” Meg's voice sounded completely non-committal, a trick she must have picked up while playing in the studios when everyone else was having a testosterone rush.
Barnes stood again. “I want to talk to the drummer and the bass player too."
Meg retrieved her sandals from under the piano. “I'll drive."
* * * *
Chuck Boyle greeted them with a Budweiser in his hand and Dorito crumbs in his mustache. He showed them to chairs facing his couch across a coffee table littered with beer cans and a crumpled Doritos bag. His eyes seemed to be searching for the girl in the halter from the night before.
"Chuck.” Barnes watched the drummer's eyes focus on his face. “Did you have regular sleeping arrangements on tour?"
"Quince and Deb in one room,” the drummer said. “Me and Sugar in another, Jimmy and Frank in a third."
"Always?” Barnes asked.
"Uh-huh. Jimmy snores like hell. Frank was the only one who could sleep through it."
"So you and Sugar have been together whenever you've been on the road."
"Yeah."
Barnes felt Meg's eyes on him. “Tell us about the blowup before Debra stopped drinking."
"Shoot, they both had pretty short fuses, especially with a buzz on, but the real dustup was the last night of the tour."
"Indianapolis? I think that's what Jimmy said."
"Uh-huh.” Chuck held up another Bud can. Barnes and Meg both shook their heads, and he cracked it for himself. “We had a few more gigs after Indy. The last one was . . . Buffalo—that's where she split. We couldn't find her anywhere. Quince was apeshit the next day when he sobered up. Jimmy was worried sick. He looked like some animal, you know, ready to gnaw his own leg off to get out of a trap."
Chuck put down the can and it already sounded empty. “Two days later, she called Quince's cell and told him she was at her sister's."
"Hamtramck?” Meg asked.
"Farther north. One of the Tri Cities."
"And she stopped drinking after that?” Barnes asked.
"Yeah. Told me she'd done enough stupid things for one lifetime."
"Did she explain what she meant?"
The drummer rattled the Doritos bag, but it was empty too. “I just figured she meant the fights."
"How do you read this, Chuck? You think Sugar got her pregnant?"
Chuck's eyes seemed to lose the beat. He crumpled up the bag and tossed it toward the wastebasket, but it rimmed out. Barnes repeated his question, and Chuck shook his head. “Not in this life. Sugar liked Deb, sure, we all did. But not that way."
"So do you have any idea who the father is?"
"I didn't even know Deb was pregnant."
He dug through the cans on the table for the TV remote and let Barnes and Meg find their own way out.
* * * *
Beverly Tolliver, almost Barnes's height in sandals, looked like she'd been up all night with a sick child, and Frank looked only slightly better than Chuck Boyle. His stage tattoos were gone, leaving his forearms the color of plaster. Beverly plunked mugs of coffee in front of the guests, and Barnes knew he'd be her friend for life.
"Frank,” he asked. “Did Sugar have a thing for Debra?"
"No way.” Frank shook his head and added sweetener to his mug.
"How about Chuck?"
"Nah.” Frank shook his head again, exactly the same tempo. You could tell he was a musician. “Sugar's straight."
"Wise ass.” His wife slapped his arm. “Chuck likes them younger than Deb, anyway,” she added.
"Yeah,” Frank agreed. “You see that girl he was working last night? The one who sucked up Jimmy's whole champagne budget?"
"I think that's what he had in mind too,” Bev said.
"Halter Girl?” Barnes asked. “Is she new?"
"Oh, hell yeah. Every night. Chuck's still a kid about women. He's not gonna settle down until he's too old to chase them in his wheelchair,” Frank said.
"It's true.” Beverly brushed her hair behind her ear. “But that girl last night actually looked old enough to have her braces off."
"Eww,” Meg said. “Don't go there, okay?"
"Well, he asked."
"I did, didn't I?” Barnes shifted gears. “How did Promise get together? Especially since Sugar's so much older than the rest of you?"
"Frank and Quince were in Spawn together.” Beverly's T-shirt was the Promise CD cover. “Quince called him when he and Debra decided to team up."
"How about the others? When did Sugar come in?"
"Deb knew him from sessions,” Frank said. All the focused energy from the night before had left him and he seemed to need a standing eight count. Beverly's lips brushed his ear. “He played on a lot of stuff for Jimmy, back when Deb sang backup.” His eyes flickered to Meg. “You knew them back then, too, didn't you? Both Deb and Jimmy?"
"Yeah.” Meg's voice wouldn't flutter a feather. “And Sugar."
"And you found her, didn't you?” Bev said. “God. I'm sorry. That must have been . . ."
Meg studied her coffee, but Barnes saw the cup shake a little.
"Frank, did you know Deb before Promise?"
"Uh-uh.” Frank added still more sweetener. “Quince called me, said he'd found this abso-friggin'-lutely incredible singer, wanted me for bass. He was going to play guitar, but then Deb suggested Jimmy for a manager, and she thought Sugar might come along if Jimmy said yes. Well, Jimmy would've surfed across an Iraqi minefield for Deb. Which was even better because it freed Quince up for keys on some of the songs."
His fingers trailed through his wife's hair.
"How long have you two been together?” Meg asked.
"A little over four years."
"Touring's hell on relationships."
"Tell me about it.” Bev's head sank to Frank's shoulder. A pair of golden retrievers couldn't have looked happier. “Our anniversary was during the one in the spring. I flew out and we spent the last week on the road together."
"Good for you, girl.” Meg gave them a smile that would have made Barnes break stride.
Bev returned it. “Three years on May twelfth."
"Congratulations.” Barnes wondered if the couple had discussed having children. They both looked hardwired to be terrific parents. “Do either of you see Sugar killing Debra?"
"No way,” Frank said. “Even if he did, he'd have to be pretty stupid to do it with a guitar string so everyone would suspect him, anyway, wouldn't he?"
Barnes nodded. “That's what Meg and I are thinking."
Bev looked at Meg. “If you knew Sugar back when, you know what a sweetheart he is."
"I do,” Meg said. “I keep telling Barnes here."
Bev turned to Barnes. “He couldn't do something like this. You've got to help him."
"We're trying,” Barnes told her. He hoped Valerie was having more luck than they were.
* * * *
Meg slid her key into the ignition. “I got eggs and honey and syrup on the way home this afternoon. I can do French toast for breakfast."
Barnes felt himself perk up. “French toast?"
"And French roast.” If her Hershey brown eyes were any bigger, they'd need a foil wrapper. “Last night was very bad, Barnes. I needed you with me."
"Last night was rough.” He knew he had a razor at her place, and even if he didn't, he had one at the office. “I needed to be with you too."
She started her Toyota. “I don't need you tonight.” Her eyes stared through the windshield, but her hand groped on the seat until it closed around his. “Tonight I just want you."
* * * *
When Barnes walked into the office the next morning, Valerie accompanied her blessing with a cup of Mocha Java. Her ensemble of the day was navy blue, which drew attention to her eyes.
"I'm sorry, Mr. B.” Her rising inflection made it a question again. “Ms. Grzyczyk was really nice, and so was her daughter, but they were holding on with both hands."
"I can imagine.” Barnes wondered when Basia's body would be released. They must have done the autopsy early in the morning or Max and Lowe wouldn't have known the woman was pregnant.
Valerie moved her mouse and Barnes realized she was scrolling down her notes from the interview with Basia's family. “The funeral's going to be tomorrow. Is it all right if I go?"
"Of course. It would be great if we could find out who really killed her by then."
"Basia hadn't told her mother or sister about the baby,” Valerie said. “They were shocked when I asked them, and I felt really bad about it."
"That's not your fault, Valerie.” Valerie's Mocha Java teamed up well with Meg's French toast and French roast. Barnes wondered what time Talbot got to his office. “Could they tell you anything at all?"
"Well, Basia—Debra—thought the CD would probably go gold by the end of the week. And she was really pumped about the tour. She's performed live a lot, but most of it around here."
"Quince Peters says they've already had thousands of downloads for some of the songs.” Barnes thought for a minute. “Did Debra mention anything to her family about other songs?"
"Um, she said she was working on some, but that was about all. They really couldn't talk to me very long."
Valerie closed her notes. “Her sister only got there in the middle of the afternoon. She came in from Bay City."
Barnes realized that Chuck the drummer was right. “I knew she lived in one of the Tri Cities. What's her name?"
"Sonya,” Valerie said. Barnes looked at the hanging plant near the window. Valerie talked to it when she watered it. Both she and Meg could make plants do anything, but he could barely keep a cactus alive. Meg claimed her plants did well because her piano playing exposed them to so much classical music.
"This whole case makes no sense.” Barnes felt himself pacing, which helped him think out loud. “Debra and Quince already have—had—enough songs for a second CD. Nobody in the band would want to kill the lead singer and songwriter. They'd lose thousands, maybe even millions of dollars. And the frame on Sugar is so weak that unless the police find something more, Warfield will make the D.A. look like a fool—if this even goes to court."
"But what if Debra was going to leave the band like you mentioned?” Valerie's eyes reminded Barnes of delft saucers.
"What?"
"Didn't Mr. Talbot say that was what she and Mr. Peters argued about?"
Barnes saw Quince Peters pointing out the man in the three-piece suit and gelled hair at the party. How much did Sony wave at Debra? And how much would the guy lose if Debra turned him down?
"I think I need to get a few numbers from Mr. Talbot.” Under Valerie's influence, he always found himself calling people “Mister” and “Mizz” the way she did. “And I'd like you to look up a couple of other numbers for me, okay?"
"When do you need them?"
"As soon as you can get them.” He glanced at the clock. If Talbot wasn't up yet, he should be. “When I get back, I'm probably going to have you call Mr. Crisp and Mr. Warfield again too."
* * * *
Talbot looked slightly less damaged than the day before, but he had a phone in one hand again. He waved Barnes to a chair and scrolled through a calendar on his computer.
"You find anything?” One sneaker sported a glaring white lace, probably replacing the one that had gone to his shoe at the launch party.
"Nothing definite,” Barnes told him. “But Quince brought up something I hadn't even thought about."
"What's that?"
"The money. When I was a cop, we always followed the money trail first.” Jimmy's face grew older before his eyes. “Jimmy, if the CD sold well, how much did everyone stand to make?"
"Hell, Barnes, two Borders and a Wal-Mart here in Detroit already have it on back order. It's going to be platinum by the end of the week.” Talbot's eyes peered into a lost future. “And it might have been only the beginning."
"Quince says they already had eight or ten more songs between them,” Barnes said.
"Damn.” Talbot watched his screensaver come up. “A good start on another CD already."
"Yeah.” Barnes watched Talbot's screensaver: pictures of the band members in concert. “Jimmy, you know the numbers. How much money are you and the band members looking at?"
"The CD's eighteen ninety-five. Some stores put it on sale this week for fourteen ninety-five, but it's jumping off the shelves."
"Can you do the arithmetic for me?"
"Um . . .” Talbot rummaged in his desk and found a calculator. “Okay. Let's do easy numbers. If the CD sells a million copies at fourteen ninety-five—which it will, maybe it has already—that's almost fifteen million dollars. Take out the production costs, about two hundred and fifty grand. Then figure the royalties."
"Which would be?” Barnes knew nothing about royalties. Meg played sessions so she usually got a flat rate or an hourly wage and never had to worry about percentage of gross or net. “Uh, all five band members got two and a half percent of the net. And Debra and Quince got another five percent each because they wrote the songs."
Talbot played with his calculator. “That means that Sugar, Chuck, and Frank are looking at almost three hundred and seventy thou already."
"And Quince and Debra three times that?"
"Yeah.” Talbot punched another button. “A million one and change. So far."
"How about you, Jimmy?” Barnes asked. “You're their manager, so what do you get?"
"Fifteen percent of their take. That's all of theirs, totaled, times point one five . . ."
Talbot held up the calculator and Barnes read the numbers. Talbot earned nearly a half million dollars.
"And that's on one million copies at the sales price,” he said. “The CD goes to its normal price, kick that up another twenty percent. And it'll sell even more."
"So how much has Debra's death cost everyone? Because you can't follow up this CD?"
"Ballpark? Everyone in the band just lost at least a mill. Quince three times that."
"So even if Sugar fathered her baby . . ."
"Quince would probably want him out of the band, but he'd still get all his royalties for this CD."
"So nobody gains anything.” Barnes thought of another question. “Did Debra have a will?"
Talbot's eyebrows crinkled. “I don't know. I don't think she ever mentioned it."
"But if she did, would her heir still get her royalties?"
"Yeah, probably. Whoever that is. Maybe her sister or her mother. Or maybe Quince."
Talbot's eyes widened at what he heard himself saying.
"No,” Barnes said. “Quince is a drunk, but he's not an idiot. And besides, about a dozen witnesses can place him in the room while Debra was being murdered."
"But Sugar was out with us, wasn't he?” Talbot's eyes looked like someone was tightening his pegs.
"Yeah,” Barnes said. “In fact, I talked to Max before I came in. Remember how they asked us all where we went when we were looking for Debra? They sent cops over those routes with stopwatches. None of us had time to kill Debra on the dock and get back to where we were when Meg found her."
"So Sugar's off the hook?"
"Yeah,” Barnes said. “But so is the whole band, and the roadies were on a plane to Boston."
"So we're looking for someone else.” Talbot stared at the number still on his calculator: $497,812.50.
"Yeah,” Barnes said.
* * * *
Two hours later, Johnny Warfield and Sugar Crisp looked at Barnes across his desk. Valerie was still playing phone tag with one of her targets, but Sugar's eyes were clear and his chin bore a slight nick from a fresh shave.
"They give my guitar back.” Sugar stressed the first syllable. He was fingering chords with his left hand and Barnes almost asked what song he was playing. “Told me it don't prove nothing neither way."
"I know,” Barnes said. “But Max and Lowe agree with me that someone just grabbed it to muddy the water. The same reason they used a string to garrote Debra."
"So Eben's off the hook.” Warfield's accordion chins compressed.
"Not completely, Johnny, but close. Max and Lowe know you could blow the case to shreds, so they're trying to find someone else."
"Shoot.” Sugar's voice made Barnes's ribs vibrate. “Ain't nobody want to hurt Debra. Sweeter than cotton candy, especially since she quit drinking. And a helluva songwriter."
"Nobody you can think of that had a grudge against her, Sugar?"
"Naw, man. She and Quince used to fight like two cats in heat, but once she come back after that big blowup, you could see her count to ten and let his stuff roll off her. I think she was near to getting him to stop drinking too. Or at least cut back."
"Jimmy figures nobody in the band would have done it because you'd all lose a fortune with her gone,” Barnes said.
"Screw the fortune.” Sugar's eyes looked filmy. “Yeah, it'd be nice. But Chuck, Frank, and me, we all done studio time. We can do it again. Or if Quince wants to keep us together, we can do that too. It won't be the same without Deb, but—"
"But who does that leave?” Warfield demanded. “Whoever killed the girl had to have planned it. Nobody carries around a guitar string just for the hell of it.” He glanced at Sugar. “Do they?"
"Naw, man."
Sugar's hands stopped playing chords. “Okay if I go to Debra's wake tonight, Barnes?"
Valerie answered in her rising inflection from the outer office: “I don't see why not."
"I don't like the idea of you putting yourself out in the open like that, Eben,” Warfield said. “The police, the media, they'll hound you like a bloody chicken."
"Debra was my friend,” Crisp said. “Man don't go pay his respects to her, that man ain't no better than something I'd scrape off my shoe."
"I think it'll be okay, Johnny,” Barnes said. “Meg and I will be there, and probably lots of friends and family. The band guys will run interference."
"Well . . . all right. But I'll be there, too, just to be sure."
"Fine."
Valerie escorted the men out the door before she turned to Barnes. Her eyes crackled with knowledge. “I finally caught up with both the people you wanted me to talk to, Mr. B."
"And?” Barnes thought he knew what was coming.
"No,” Valerie said. “Both of them say so."
Barnes felt the puzzle rotate so he could see all the pieces more clearly.
"Thank you, Valerie."
He made two more phone calls, one to Meg and the other to Max. When Valerie left two hours later, he remembered that he'd meant to ask Sugar if he gave guitar lessons. Well, he'd see him again tonight.
* * * *
Over four hundred people helped launch the Promises in the Dark tour at the Algonquin Hotel, and most of them appeared again at the funeral home to pay respects to Basia Grzyczyk. Barnes saw all the Detroit rock and roll nobility from the previous party, and Meg introduced him to a few others. She held hands with the dead woman's mother for a few minutes and retreated looking exhausted. Even more than Barnes, she had an insatiable need to fix things, but she couldn't bring back a murdered daughter. Barnes knew she would probably have nightmares in his arms again tonight. And tomorrow, after the funeral, too, unless he could make all the pieces fit tonight.
The roadies all attended, too, shaved, showered, and sober. Barnes felt like he was chaperoning a motorcycle gang's senior prom. Waldo and a bearded buddy disappeared outside and returned a few minutes later with red eyes. The smell of weed hung on their clothes.
Quince Peters actually seemed sober too. Jimmy Talbot seldom took his eyes off him. Frank knelt by the closed casket with his wife, and Barnes felt a vague surprise that they were practicing Catholics. It didn't go with their image.
Sugar Crisp ignored the stares and poorly muffled comments until Meg took him over and introduced him to the Grzyczyk clan. Valerie hovered nearby with a woman who had the same blue eyes and petite nose.
Barnes and Meg were discussing whether or not they could leave without being noticed when Talbot drifted by.
"A bunch of us are going out for drinks.” He named a nearby bar. “You want to come?"
"Sure."
Barnes stopped just long enough to look at the signatures in the funeral home register. As soon as he got to the car, he called Max.
* * * *
Louie's on East Jefferson probably hadn't had as much business in the last month, but now a bartender scrambled to fill orders for a dozen rock and rollers, plus incidental companions, like Barnes, Beverly, and the tattooed girl who accompanied Waldo, Sugar's guitar man.
Jimmy Talbot, Quince Peters, and drummer Chuck Boyle sat at the bar looking damaged, Chuck peeling off the label on a Budweiser bottle. Barnes wondered if they should have tracked down the girl in the halter for him.
Sugar Crisp and Johnny Warfield kept a table between themselves and most of the others; Warfield had a glass in front of him, but Barnes never saw him drink from it. The liquid gradually lightened as the ice melted. Meg and Barnes sat across from Frank and Bev Tolliver, who mechanically chewed cheeseburgers and spoke in monosyllables. Bev wore a demure top with a miniskirt that showed miles of spectacularly tanned legs; Meg stuck to office casual, an emerald silk tank with black slacks. Barnes wore his usual blazer; today it covered his Glock.
"Christ,” Peters said.
"Tomorrow's gonna be even worse,” Talbot said. “And you're going to be sober for that too. If I have to put you in a straitjacket."
"Too young,” Sugar said. “Too young."
"Be quiet, Sugar,” Warfield told him. “Barnes, are you getting anywhere on this case?"
Barnes felt every eye in the room move to him as if he were taking a solo.
"Well,” he said. “I know a lot of things that aren't true."
"Like what?” Peters asked.
"For one thing, Waldo counted all the string sets for me this afternoon. Not only was Sugar's guitar not the murder weapon, nobody used one of the spare string sets."
"What good does that do?” Talbot watched Quince order another drink and shook his head at the bartender, but the man was already walking away with an empty glass.
"Well, we said from the beginning that the string was never on a guitar, so whoever hid Sugar's guitar in the Dumpster was just using it as a blind. And since the string could have come from any music store, it doesn't necessarily tie the killing to anyone in the band."
"Well, that eliminates five people out of the million or so in Detroit,” Quince Peters said. “No wonder you get the big bucks, Barnes."
"Shut up, Quince,” Talbot told him.
"Actually, we can eliminate everybody in the band and crew, Quince,” Barnes said. “The roadies were on their way to the airport when Debra was killed, and you, Chuck, and Frank were in the ballroom. The M.E. figures it would have taken about three minutes to garrote Debra and be sure that she was dead. The cops went over Jimmy's, Sugar's, Meg's, and my routes and found that none of us could have had time to kill her on the dock and still get to where various people saw us looking for her. They even timed your trip to the men's room."
"So it's someone else.” Warfield still hadn't touched his drink, and he used his final summation voice, even though Barnes was far from finished.
"Well, yes and no,” Barnes said.
The door opened and Max and Lowe eased up to the bar. Quince Peters recognized them and slugged back his drink. Talbot grabbed the glass when Quince put it down.
"No more, Quince."
Quince brushed him off.
"Does this lecture have a point to it?” Chuck Boyle still seemed pissed about Halter Girl.
"Chuck, you'll never get a date when you're that hostile,” Barnes told him.
Max's eyes looked like a fastball, high and tight. He and Lowe both ordered coffee and the bartender reached for cups and saucers.
"Yes, Chuck,” Barnes went on, “I do have a point. All the guitar stuff was designed to make us look in the wrong direction. When I was a cop, one of the first things I learned was that you always follow the money."
"But—” Talbot said.
"Yeah,” Barnes agreed. “The CD's selling like mad, and you're all going to do well. But Quince and Debra had enough songs for another one, and you'd all be in line to make even more with her alive. So that money motive doesn't work. But money's like everything else. You can look at money you've made, or you can look at money you haven't lost yet."
Frank and Beverly looked at each other. Chuck and Peters rotated on their barstools. Max and Lowe sipped their coffee and watched the room. Lowe's orange lenses reflected the rapt faces, but he seemed less excited than a chair.
"Jimmy,” Barnes asked, “how much was Sony offering Debra?"
"Uh, if she said, I don't remember."
"Would she have gone for it?"
"Christ, I don't think so, but you never know. Quince was giving her a lot of shit, she might have done it just to rattle his chain."
Peters slammed down his new glass and scotch splashed on the bar.
"We always made up. We would have again if . . .” He swept his hand angrily across the bar and Talbot's bourbon splashed too. The bartender glared at Quince and searched under the bar for a rag.
"You and Debra go back a long way, don't you, Jimmy?” Barnes said.
"Yeah, she sang backup for me years ago, not even out of high school. Well, Megan remembers, right?"
"I worked a few dates with the two of you,” Meg said.
"But she always had that fire,” Talbot went on. “The first time I heard her and Quince together, it was friggin’ magic."
"Christ,” Peters said. “We were both on the same bill somewhere, I don't even remember where now. She came up and sang one of my songs, I thought I'd gone to heaven. We got to talking after the show and found we were both writing stuff."
Peters signaled for another drink, but Talbot shook his head. This time, the bartender noticed.
"Jimmy, when did she tell you about the baby?” Barnes asked.
Peters's shoulders tightened like a guitar string.
"Last week,” Talbot said. “She knew she had to tell Quince, but she was scared."
"When do you think it happened?” Max asked. “If she slept with Crisp the night of that big blowup and regretted it in the morning, maybe that's why she went on the wagon."
Meg nodded at something Bev Tolliver said, and Barnes watched two heads of long brown hair bounce in unison.
"It had to be the night she split,” Peters said. “That was the last night we weren't together . . ."
His voice faded and everyone found somewhere else to look.
"Quince,” Talbot said, “I . . . I'm sorry, but when Debra told me about the baby, I told her I'd pay for an abortion. She didn't want you to know ‘cause she knew it was Sugar's kid."
Peters's eyes turned cold sober and Lowe put down his coffee cup.
"She said she always used birth control with you. She wanted you to dry out, too, before . . . The only time she didn't use anything was with Sugar."
"She wasn't on the pill?” Barnes saw Warfield gripping Sugar's fists and talking softly.
"No.” Lowe's voice sounded like a truck in first gear. “Her doctor told us she couldn't take it. And she left her diaphragm in her room when she and Peters here had their fight."
"Christ,” Jimmy shook his head.
Lowe turned to Barnes. “We did that DNA test you suggested, Z-Bar."
"What test?” Waldo asked. The tattooed girl with him seemed to be listening to the conversation like she thought it was a story around a campfire. Max drifted away from the bar where he could see everyone without turning his head.
"We had the doctor do a DNA sample on the fetus when he was doing the autopsy,” Lowe said. “According to the DNA, the baby's father is white."
Meg moved to the bar, where she scarcely reached to Lowe's armpit.
"You mean . . .You mean that was my baby?” Peters said. “That sonofa- bitch killed the mother of my baby?"
"No,” Barnes said. “He didn't have enough time, remember? Sugar's off the hook."
Meg returned to the table with two glasses of champagne.
"I thought it gave you a headache,” Barnes said. “Among other things."
"It's not for me,” she said. “It's for Frank and Beverly's anniversary."
"What?” Talbot said. “Today?"
Sugar and Warfield clutched their drinks like life preservers.
"Uh-uh.” Meg handed each Tolliver a champagne flute. Frank's arms were still pale without his fake tattoos.
"Two months ago,” Barnes explained. “It's why Bev joined you the last week of the tour."
"Happy anniversary,” Talbot said. Wet sand had more inflection.
"Yeah,” Barnes went on. “Frank here can sleep through an artillery barrage, so you and he usually roomed together on the road, right Jimmy?"
"Yeah,” Talbot said. “People tell me I snore like a cement mixer."
"Right. But he and Beverly were together that week."
The room turned so quiet that Barnes heard the ice melting in Talbot's glass.
"Jimmy, you were sleeping alone."
"Except for that one night,” Max added. “When Debra stumbled out of the bar so drunk she didn't even know where she was and you took her back to your room."
"Bullshit,” Talbot said. “That makes zero friggin’ sense."
Meg stood. “You're right, Jimmy. So does your not being able to find her when she split. Shoot, even I remembered she had family in Hamtramck. And there are only three Grzyczyks in the phone book."
"I guess I wasn't thinking."
"No.” Meg's voice sounded like she smelled blood. “Or you would have been more careful when you slept with her."
"Hey,” Talbot said. “I was out looking for her with Sugar and the others, and these guys just said I couldn't have done it."
"Not then,” Barnes said. Everyone stared at him.
"Debra stormed out after the shouting match with Quince,” he explained. “You went after her and got her to go out to that loading dock, then you killed her before you came back to get us. She was never in that bathroom in the first place."
"What the hell are you saying?” Talbot's smile looked tight enough to shatter.
"You even set up being late, didn't you?” Meg said. “You put a sneaker lace in your black dress shoe beforehand. You claimed you'd broken a shoelace and had to find a spare, so you had time to go back and toss Sugar's guitar into the Dumpster."
"Megan, have you ever thought about rehab? Maybe I can get you and Quince a package deal."
Barnes felt the momentum shift. “But you changed to a fresh shoelace in your sneaker before I saw you today, Jimmy. That made me think of the fresh guitar string, and that led me all sorts of places."
"You even started the fight between them that night to get Debra alone,” Meg continued. Barnes felt her voice pick up steam. “You told Quince about the offer from Sony, didn't you? Debra didn't know what he was talking about. She just thought he was buzzed again."
Talbot's face stopped working.
"Jimmy,” Barnes said, “everything we know about Debra and her pregnancy is what you told us. The only thing we could check was that Sony offer. So I did."
When Quince Peters turned to look at Talbot, his eyes seemed to be bleeding.
"And they didn't."
"You're all crazy,” Talbot said. “You say another word, I'll sue your ass to hell and back."
Sugar Crisp stared at him like something he'd scoop off his lawn.
Max drew an impressive-looking document from his pocket. “Mr. Talbot, this is a court order for you to submit to a DNA test. We think once we prove that you fathered the child, the rest of this will fall into line pretty quickly."
Lowe blocked Sugar Crisp and Barnes stepped in front of Quince Peters before they could reach Talbot.
"That's why you killed her,” Barnes said. “You knew Quince would can you and you'd lose all those royalties. We were looking at the right money, but from the wrong direction."
"Dammit, Jimmy.” Meg's voice shook. “You were one of the first guys to give me a break. We go way back. Why'd you have to go and do this?"
Talbot watched the last lifeboat pulling away without him.
"I loved her,” he whispered. “I loved her so damn much. And when she came to me, I just . . ."
Max clapped a hand on Talbot's shoulder, and the whole room seemed to shrink.
* * * *
Barnes felt Meg's fingers squeezing his hand, “Promises in the Dark” flowing out of the boom box on Max's desk. Every radio station in a hundred mile radius had the whole CD in heavy rotation, and it had, indeed, already gone platinum. Barnes heard at least a dozen people mention that at the funeral.
"It's pretty good, isn't it?” he said. In deference to that funeral, he wore a suit instead of his usual jeans and blazer, and his jacket concealed no holster.
"It's okay,” Lowe said. “But it's not James Brown."
"Nobody's James Brown,” Barnes told him. “Except Ted Nugent."
"No, he's Ted Nugent. If he was James Brown, too, he'd have an identity crisis."
Quince Peters, sober for the second day in a row, promised the Grzyczyk family that Basia's new songs would appear on the next CD. Sugar and the others would have to decide whether they would find another female vocalist or go with Quince. They needed a new manager now too.
Max turned off the music. “You know how long we'd have to wait to get a real DNA sample?” he asked. “Never mind come up with probable cause for a real court order?"
"Yeah, but Meg's artwork looked official as hell, didn't it?” Barnes said. “And he was cracking by then."
"Shoot.” In her black suit, Meg looked as slim as Debra Yearning. “I've known Jimmy even longer than Sugar. And it still won't bring Debra back."
"No,” Barnes said. “Sometimes finding the truth just means the right people get hurt."
He pulled her against him and smelled her peppermint hair.
"Do you need us anymore, Max?"
Max shook his head.
Barnes turned to Meg. “I have to stop at a store on the way home. Anything special you want for dinner?"
Her fingers tightened in his.
"Maybe champagne?"
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